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Chapter One


The darkness was pulsing inside of me again. It felt like a physical thing buried deep in my chest, where it couldn’t be ripped out without taking me with it. I tried to contain it but could feel it clawing at my walls, shredding me from the inside.

Sometimes it seemed to wake up near Kicks; other times a threat awakened it. Then there were times like now, where there was no clear reason.

I spent my days with my guard up, afraid one weak moment would set it free, causing my downfall and that of many others. After all, something as dark as this felt could cause devastation with the powers I now possessed.

The mundane chore of kneading my bread wasn’t helping. I focused on calming it, but it was working into a frenzy, setting my senses on fire. The more other I became, the more I changed, the more I seemed to be drawn to things like baking and gardening. I’d do anything that made me feel more connected to the here and now.

“When we’re done, once my debt has been paid, I want this…whatever this is, out of me,” I said, wondering if Death was near and that was why it was pulsing. She never seemed too far, as if she were keeping close tabs on me. She’d saved Kicks, and in return, I was to be her vengeance. How long that job lasted, how much vengeance I’d be doling out, was pretty fuzzy.

I can’t take it back, Death said. I told you, that’s not how it works. What passes through you becomes part of you.

She’d actually bothered to respond to me. More often than not, she ignored me. Although I couldn’t see Death, that was its own blessing, with her twitchy, solid-black eyes.

I refrained from continuing the conversation. Talks with her never ended up beneficial to me. I went back to kneading my dough, listening to the crickets chirping outside.

The night was quiet other than them, making Kicks’ approach easier to hear, especially as my senses had been improving daily. Death hadn’t just gifted me with this darkness, but all sorts of little surprises and heightened senses. That was how I could tell by the sound of his determined steps that Kicks was heading here. I’d been waiting for this fight ever since I told him to move on.

In the weeks since, he’d seemed to try to give me my space, as if I’d change my mind. I wouldn’t. This was what was best. There was no future for us. I’d never be the mate he wanted, not with this darkness growing within me. He’d given enough. It was time for him to move on and have a peaceful life. Nothing about my future would be peaceful.

He didn’t kick the door or slam it shut, but it was obvious the second he’d stepped over the threshold that he was in warrior mode. He stood there, skin tanned, hair as dark as pitch and green eyes glowing with a heat that didn’t come close to human. He looked like a warrior god.

He glanced about the cabin, and then cocked an ear toward Charlie’s room. He wasn’t going to hear my little brother. Buddie had shown up earlier, asking Charlie if he wanted to come over to his place and play games. The timing was more than a little suspicious.

Kicks walked over to the table, where I was on my second batch of dough. He looked at my hands before locking eyes with me. Oh yes, he was itching for a fight. In truth, I wasn’t opposed to letting off a little steam. I had nothing but the unknown on the horizon and was jam packed with angst over what was coming my way. If he wanted to brawl, he’d come to the right place.

“You remember your little spiel a few weeks ago?”

Yep. Just as I’d guessed. He’d let my talk stew, trying to soften it but still couldn’t swallow it.

“Of course I remember my little spiel, as you call it.” I’d never forget the day I told him it was over. I kept my eyes down, afraid he’d see some flicker of regret. I punched my dough, finding another useful purpose to bread making.

“I don’t accept it,” he said.

Yeah, I already knew that. I didn’t need him to tell me. “Is that what you came here for, or did you have some other words of wisdom you needed to impart?” I forced my attention to stay glued to the dough. His rawness was already drawing me to him. Locking eyes would surely take me under.

“You’re not taking the easy way out. I won’t let you.” His voice was rough, fraying every exposed and overly sensitive nerve I had.

“Let me? I hate to break this to you, but you don’t get a choice. I’m not sure why you think you do.” I’d known this fight was coming, and wasn’t averse to it, but I couldn’t let him get under my skin.

He moved closer until he was right beside me, my shoulder grazing his chest as I continued to knead my bread.

“I’m not letting you do this,” he said.

“It’s. Not. Your. Choice.” I punched my dough again and again, rethinking my eagerness to fight with him. I was rawer than the clump of dough on my table.

Then my dough disappeared. It landed on the floor and then slid another few feet, just so that it could pick up every drop of dirt possible, leaving a messy trail of stickiness and flour behind it.

I spun on him. That had been my best-looking dough yet—it was the first one that had actually seemed like it had a good texture—and he’d flung it across the room? He wanted a fight? Now he’d really get one.

I pointed to the poor, doughy carcass on the ground. “You ruined my dough!”

“Who gives a fuck about your dough? You’re ruining your life.”

“I care about my dough.” He didn’t get it. I couldn’t fix my life. I shoved at his chest with both hands, leaving flour prints on his black shirt. He didn’t budge.

He stood unmoving as I continued to shove at his chest, thoroughly covering him in flour.

“So your dough is a problem but screw your life? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Don’t try to tell me what to do!” I yelled, and then punched him in the gut. He didn’t flinch.

“So for dough you’ll fight? That’s what’s important?”

He was either an idiot or refused to see. Did an ant fight a giant? There were no choices. I had no options. There was no fight. I wasn’t sure if he was purposely trying to piss me off or if this was a new skill set he’d picked up naturally.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.” I shoved at him again. It was clear I couldn’t move him or force him out of the cabin. The easiest thing to do was leave.

I moved around him, and he shifted in front of me.

“You’re really pushing my limits. Now get out of my way,” I yelled, still trying to avoid locking eyes with him. It was bad enough I could feel the heat he was throwing off.

“No. You’re not shutting me out. I won’t let you give up,” he said, blocking my way out.

“This?” I waved my finger back and forth between us. “This is nothing. This doesn’t work. This has no future. Now you need to get out.”

“No.” His voice was low but unmoving, just like him.

“I’m giving you one last warning. Get. Out. Of. My. Way.”

“No.”

I cranked back my arm, planning on punching him square in the jaw. He deserved it, and he’d heal anyway. Death hurting him wasn’t a concern either. I was pretty sure she liked him better than me. She nearly hummed whenever she was near him.

I didn’t have a chance, as he caught my fist before I could land it. He wrapped his other arm around my waist, hoisting me onto the table and stepping in between my legs.

“I’m not letting you give up,” he said. “It’s not happening. If I have to drag you through this fight by your hair, I will do it. What’s it going to be?”

“You don’t understand.” He kept acting as if there was hope when there was none.

“You’re right. I don’t. I’m asking you to fight for you the way I am. I know you want me as much as I want you.”

I made the mistake of locking eyes with him.

His hips were in between my legs, his hands planted on either side of me. He was nearly on fire, throwing off waves of heat. It might’ve been from anger or frustration, but my body was responding with a different kind of heat.

My eyes dropped to his lips.

“Dammit, Piper,” he said, his voice all gravelly and nearly vibrating through me.

When his voice grew rough like this, it did something crazy to my insides, which were already feeling all sorts of funny. All I wanted to do was press into the bulge I could feel growing.

I arched into him, letting a soft moan out as the pressure brought relief and yet an unquenchable need.

Something deep in Kicks growled, and then he was pulling my hips hard against him, pressing into me while his other hand tangled in my hair, his mouth closing over mine and his tongue plunging in, keeping pace with the rocking of his hips.

He pushed forward until he was leaning over me, nearly covering my body with his.

As he moved over me, the darkness inside was nearly in a frenzy. I might’ve been able to ignore that, but then I heard Death purring near me.

I froze. Kicks felt me stiffening and leaned back.

I pushed at his chest. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

He dropped his forehead against mine as he strained not to move. Then, inch by inch, he slowly pulled away from me, looking strained.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just—”

He held up his hand, stopping me. He wiped his chest, dusting off some of the flour, and then walked out of the cabin.


Chapter Two


“Piper, you coming?” Charlie was waiting with his school bag by the front door.

“Of course I am. Just grabbing the rolls I made you this morning.” I grabbed the package off the table. Since I couldn’t seem to sleep last night after Kicks had left, I’d had lots of time to make more batches.

Charlie’s eyes went to the offering in my hands. “Do I have to?” He spoke like a kid being told he had to take his medicine.

“These came out better.” When he didn’t move, I shoved the package into his bag for later.

He was eyeing me up with a skepticism that seemed too severe for a six-year-old.

“Just try them, okay? I swear I’m getting better at this.” I grabbed his hand and tugged him out the door so he wouldn’t be late.

“Can I eat Evangeline’s cookies still?” he asked as we walked to school.

“Of course.” My rolls might be getting better, but I knew their place in the world. I’d die before I could compete with Evangeline’s cookies.

“I’m sure yours will get as good as hers one day if you just keep trying,” he said, looking up at me with those hazel eyes that were identical to mine. “You just have to keep working at it.” He smiled in complete confidence after repeating what I always told him.

Just keep going, keep trying, and you’ll get there. I couldn’t remember how many times I’d said that to him, even as I’d begun to lose confidence in those words myself.

He ran ahead as we neared his school, hollering, “See you later, Piper! Love you.” He waved, not even looking back, as he met up with his little friends.

He was only six, not even able to shift yet, and he was more at home here than I ever would be. He didn’t need me to walk him to school. I did it for me. Each day here with him was a gift. I was like a squirrel storing away memories for the coming winter, when times would be bleak.

Death would be calling in on her bargain soon, taking me who knew where, to kill who knew what. But when I saw Charlie running and laughing, it took the edge off the sorrow. My future might not be settled, but he was home.

I watched him playing for a few more minutes, listening to his laughter blend in with his friends’ until it was a chorus of childhood joy in the air. I finally forced myself to turn and head toward the inevitable.

I found Kicks on the other side of the pack territory, kneeling by the foundation of the mill. Even though there was a chill in the air, his shirt was off and his skin was glistening. Damn it all to hell. How was I supposed to have a conversation with him like this?

Jimbo, one of the masons here, nodded at me, smiling. Kicks was finishing up cementing a joint but hadn’t even turned my way yet.

He was taking too long to acknowledge me. He didn’t even want to look at me. Was it because I’d grabbed him like I was ready to bang his brains out and then froze like he’d caught me off guard? It would’ve put me in a snit.

Kicks took a second to straighten, wiping his hands on his jeans and then turning to me. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said, sounding as stilted as he had. Was this what it would be like eventually? Maybe one day instead of being awkward, we’d stop talking altogether? “Do you have a few minutes?”

“Sure,” he said, not looking like he actually wanted to give me a second. “Want to take a walk by the river?”

“Yeah, that would be great.”

He grabbed his shirt from where it had been laid on a nearby boulder and threw it on. Considering the other day, maybe he wanted to keep me from jumping him? I wasn’t sure if I was disappointed or relieved.

Neither of us said anything until we got to the river, where the sound of the water would hide our conversation as long as we were careful.

“So what’s going on?” he asked when I wasn’t immediately forthcoming.

“I’ve been thinking about last night. I’m sorry how that situation ended.” I’d thought of several variations of how to say that. They were all awkward. There weren’t yet words created in the universe that would prevent this being awkward.

“I didn’t help the situation. We were both heated. Things happen.” He shrugged.

He was being gracious and yet things happen? Things. Happen? Was it his shrug that was making me spin off kilter? Had it been just another kiss to him, heaped upon so many others? I’d lost sleep thinking about it, and he was acting like it was nothing.

“Well, I’m not as used to those things happening as you are, so sorry about that.”

He stopped walking. “What is that supposed to mean?”

I stopped as well, turning to stare at him. “Just that you have more worldly experience than I do. It’s just the way it is, I guess.” I shrugged. He could shrug off our kiss? I could shrug off his annoyance. Seemed like a fair trade to me.

“You wanted to talk to me about what a pig I am? Is that your point? Because you didn’t seem too repulsed by me yesterday.”

“Yesterday was a mistake. Clearly I wasn’t in my right mind.”

He smiled and nodded. “Yes, because why would you have kissed such a pig?”

“You’re the one who got all handsy and was tossing me onto the table and standing in between my legs. Although, again, that’s probably an everyday occurrence for you. Things like that just happen when you walk in a room.” I threw up my hands.

“It was because unless I nail you down to one spot, you won’t discuss anything. You just carry on like there isn’t anything to discuss. You won’t even acknowledge there’s a problem.”

“If anyone knows there’s problems, it’s me, and I don’t need a reminder from you. I’m handling my shit the way I need to.” I could feel the darkness in me getting riled up, as if it fed on the tension between us. Liked it. Wanted it to grow into something else.

“Handling? You call what you’re doing handling?”

His gaze locked on mine, and I could hear his breathing growing ragged, as if he knew the detour my brain and body had just taken.

I took a step back, and not because I was afraid of him. It was what I might do to him soon.

“Look, I was coming here to make peace. I don’t enjoy fighting with you.” Truth was that I dreaded it. I held up my hands in surrender, knowing that the more I let my emotions run high, the less control I’d have.

“Then don’t just accept whatever is going to happen,” he said, as if it were that simple.

“Oh, okay. I’ll just tell Death I’m done with her.” Come to terms with the darkness? Get some kind of control of this thing growing in me? I couldn’t even find the words to speak of it, let alone come up with a plan.

“Shutting me out isn’t helping anything. I don’t need protecting from you.”

Didn’t he, though? I wasn’t so sure of that. I took another step back, and he turned, looking off to the trees and the river as we both tried to reset.

He took a deep breath. “I’ve got to go run a trade tomorrow. I’ll be gone for two days. We’ll talk when I get back. Just…don’t do anything stupid or rash until I return, okay?”

I nodded, knowing exactly why he’d say that. I was like a raw ball of nerves. The way I was acting, he probably thought I might run off as soon as he turned his back.

“Okay. We’ll talk when you get back,” I agreed. I didn’t know what we’d talk about, but it was better than yelling. I was feeling too weak today to leave things as they were, having him look as if he wanted to avoid speaking to me at all.

He nodded and then headed back toward the mill. I walked farther along the well-worn path beside it, hoping the air and exercise might clear my head.

What is it you so fear I’m doing to you other than making you better? Death asked.

I tried not to jump at her sudden appearances, but it was hard when I dreaded them so much.

“I don’t want to be like you,” I said softly, facing the river so no one would see me and think I was talking to myself.

Why? You were so boring before. Now at least you have a little fire in you. Not that meek girl who was idiotic enough to listen to Duncan.

“I’m holding up our deal, but I didn’t agree to let you change me.”

Such potential and yet so blind. It’s a wonder I bother with you at all.

She bothered with me because I was the only one who could hear her. She had to bother with me—not that I’d say it. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to her today, or tomorrow, or ever.


Chapter Three


The kids were running around and playing the next afternoon, buzzing around me as I headed to go get more flour from the miller. No one loved my bread, but they were eating it, and it felt good to contribute.

I tilted my head back, taking a deep breath, and picked up the scent of strangers. I was too new to these senses to gauge how far away or how many there were, but they were human. I should’ve only been picking up the smell of shifters.

I lifted my head, trying to pinpoint the direction. I should let it go. Kicks and I had finally come to a sort of truce. We weren’t singing camp songs and roasting marshmallows every night, but we weren’t at each other’s throats either. It was sort of a gray area, but I’d take it.

I tried to ignore the scents, knowing that Evangeline and Crackers could handle things if there was a problem. There were always shifters running patrols of the pack territory perimeter.

Then I caught sight of Crackers heading toward Evangeline with a hurried pace, lines clear on his forehead. Those two co-managed the pack whenever Kicks wasn’t here. Whatever was going on had made him walk a little faster than normal.

Don’t do anything stupid or rash until I return… Those had been Kicks’ last words.

There was nothing stupid about helping out during a threat when I was the deadliest person in this pack.

Evangeline wouldn’t bring the threat to my attention. It wasn’t how pack dynamics worked. They had a system, go-tos. I hadn’t been around long enough to be on that list, even though I could probably neutralize a threat better than anyone here.

I headed their way. Crackers and Evangeline both looked at me as I joined them.

“I know there’s a problem,” I said. We didn’t have the time to pretend they were talking about something else. If this was a dry well or a spoiled crop, I might’ve tried the fake ignorance for a few minutes. But there were humans in our territory, enough that I could smell them.

Evangeline parted her lips, looking as if she doubted her ears.

Crackers just came out with it. “You do?”

I hadn’t exactly tried to hide the changes in me, but I hadn’t broadcast them either. There never seemed to be a good time to yell out, Hey, I have something dark growing in me and now I can hear and see better than even you guys. It just never seemed like good small talk, something that should be blurted out over pancakes.

“I can sense them but I don’t have details. I’m assuming the patrols do. What are the reports?”

The two of them looked at each other. Evangeline eventually shrugged, and Crackers nodded.

“There are two separate groups of humans approaching, one behind the other, probably about twenty in total,” Crackers said. “They’ve got guns and are so heavily armed that they don’t appear to be coming to see if we’d like to trade.”

“No. Heavily armed is ‘we’re coming to take.’” I took a deep breath. “Coming in from the east?”

They glanced at each other, looking a little rattled.

Evangeline nodded. “We’re deciding on who to send, but since there’s so many, we don’t want to deplete the pack in case it’s a trap.”

“I’ll go handle them,” I said. “While I’m gone, get the kids and round them up in the schoolhouse. Set Magnum and a few others on guard. We don’t need them running off into the woods until this is handled. Spread out and make sure there aren’t any other groups nearby.”

Evangeline’s mouth hung open. Crackers looked back and forth from her to me.

We didn’t have time for them to come to terms with this new me.

“Where are Buddie and Rastin?” I asked, although I’d already sensed them close by.

“Right here,” Rastin said, Buddie close on his heels. Any hint of a conflict was like shooting out flares—he was drawn to a fight like a moth to a flame. It might’ve been the only thing he liked more than women although it might’ve been a tie. He really liked women.

“You two want to go take a walk with me?” I asked. “We need to have a chat with some people heading this way.”

“Sounds like fun to me,” Rastin said. Buddie shrugged, not looking like he cared whether he went or stayed.

“We’ll be back,” I said to Evangeline, who was still trying to determine what she was supposed to do in this situation.

“You sure about this?” she finally asked.

“Positive.” I nodded.

“Here, take this,” Crackers said, tossing me a short-range radio.

I caught it with a nod and headed out.

“You’re not nervous at all, are you?” Buddie said as we neared the edge of our territory and I took the lead.

“Nope,” I said. I was more put out by the patch of poison ivy I was climbing through.

“You’re getting kind of, like…badass.”

I wasn’t sure if that was the most accurate word, but if it made them feel better… It was hard to have nerves when you couldn’t die.

Which reminded me: “Make sure you stay behind me, okay? You’re more for visual effect.” I couldn’t get Rastin and Buddie killed. They were like uncles to Charlie. It would be very bad form.

“We’re what?” Buddie asked, as if his ears were clogged.

Rastin’s face screwed up and he turned to Buddie. “Is she saying we’re, like—trophy wives or some shit?”

Clearly these two weren’t comfortable in the arm candy column. I was going to need to be more careful with my wording going forward. “I didn’t mean it like that. All I’m saying is it might be easier for me to take the lead.”

They both stared at me like I’d dumped a bucket of freezing water on their heads.

“Holy shit. We’re her bitches,” Rastin said.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I said, trying to think up a way to soften the blow. “If I walked over and said, Hey, my bitches, you wouldn’t think twice, would you?”

Rastin said, “We’re her bitches?”

Buddie laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “It’s okay. So she’s scarier than us now? Did you really want to be able to compete with her kind of freak show anyway?”

Rastin shrugged out of his grasp. “She is not scarier than me. Take that back.”

Buddie shook his head. “She is. I’m sorry, but it’s true. She’s scarier than all of us, and we’ll have to come to terms with it.”

“I’m not coming to terms with shit. If I walked around in my beast form, we’d see who was scarier,” Rastin said.

“Yeah, until she walks up all cute and innocent and people start dropping like flies. I’d put my money on her ‘cause that’s some real creepy shit,” Buddie shot back.

I stepped in between them. “Can you please shut up? We have other things to deal with right now.” Once they seemed to agree, I began walking again.

“Her heartbeat is barely pulsing over a dead person’s,” Buddie whispered. “We’re about to confront a group that wants to kill us, probably rape her before they do, and she can’t even get her heart rate up. She’s scarier, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

I shot them a look over my shoulder. “Shut up. We’re almost on them.”

I scanned the area and spotted an arm here and a foot there, all tucked behind shrubs.

“I don’t want to have to kill you,” I said, my voice raised so they could easily hear me. “Leave now, and we won’t.”

A man stepped forward. His hair was overgrown and greasy, but he looked fit enough. He might’ve been in his forties, or thirties and just not aging well. The look in his eyes made me wonder what his life had been before Death Day, and I had a feeling he’d risen in standing with the demise of our laws. Another man followed him out, looking a little less hardened, a little smaller, a little less of pretty much everything across the board. The only thing he wasn’t second at was sticking out his chest.

I could spot more of them in the trees around us. As long as they didn’t have silver bullets, it wouldn’t be that much of a problem for Buddie and Rastin. Death wouldn’t let a bullet of any kind get near me. She’d burn this forest to the ground first.

“You three are going to kill us?” the leader scoffed, and then spat at the ground.

I hated when people spat. It was a personal pet peeve. I smiled anyway. “Yes. Well, technically, I will, but I like to give them some of the credit for coming along.”

“Is this shit for real?” Rastin mumbled.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That was just for effect. If you’d like to shift and show them how scary you are, go ahead. I’m not trying to steal the spotlight. I was just trying to finish this up quickly so we could have a peaceful lunch.” If this got ugly, I’d have to let Rastin kill at least one. He was really getting very sensitive about this.

“Rastin,” Buddie said, “Evangeline’s got her chili cooking. Can you let her do this quickly if she can? I’m hungry.”

“Oh shit. Forgot about the chili.” Rastin looked back to me. “Go ahead. Do whatever.” He waved a hand at the men.

Those men were now staring at us with more weariness than when I’d been threatening them. They might’ve been getting the picture that they really weren’t an issue to us.

I sighed. “I don’t want to have to kill you all. Not because I think you’re a stellar example of humanity but because there just aren’t that many people left in the world, and I’m hoping a couple of you might be redeemable,” I said, scanning the numbers in the woods. “So this is what I’m going to offer you: walk away now, and you all get to live. Get aggressive, and I’ll have to kill one of you as an example. If you still don’t heed my warning, I’ll kill three in the next round.”

There was a brief moment of silence. Then the leader snorted, taking a step closer. He looked me up and down. “I’m not leaving here unless it’s with all your shit and every woman here, especially you. I bet you’re a great fuck. I like my women feisty.”

A low growl rumbled from behind me. I wasn’t sure whether it was from Rastin or Buddie. Might’ve been both.

I didn’t need them to defend my honor, and I certainly wasn’t interested in letting this situation get any messier than it needed to be. I had plans tonight—a book I wanted to read, plus that pesky little promise to Kicks I wouldn’t do anything stupid while he was gone.

“This your friend?” I asked, gesturing to Mr. Lesser. The man in question shifted uncomfortably under my gaze, clearly confused by the shift in conversation.

“Yes. He’s my friend,” the leader said, seeming to find some humor in my choice of names.

As much as I disliked this guy, I wasn’t crazy about his number two either. This was going to be a tough one.

“Which one of you has killed more people?” I asked.

The leader smiled, showing off a missing front tooth. “I have.”

Maybe not so tough after all. “Sorry, but I did say this was coming.”

With a flick of my wrist, the leader collapsed to the ground, turning that horrible gray color that happened to my victims. His friend gasped, staring at the ground as if trying to figure out what had happened.

“I killed your friend. He’s dead, but feel free to confirm it.” I waved a hand toward the body.

A flurry of shots were fired, but nothing touched me. I glanced back at Rastin and Buddie.

Rastin shook his head.

Buddie said, “Nope. Didn’t hit me either.”

“What the hell are you people?” Mr. Lesser asked.

“All you need to know is that was your warning,” I said, pointing to his now-deceased gray leader. “Next wave of my hand, I take three. After that, six. Have you had enough yet?”

The blood drained from his face. It didn’t take long for the panic to set in. He ran. They all did, even giving up their hiding spots in order to get out of here faster. They went crashing through the trees and branches in a frantic scramble to escape.

“Feel free to gossip with your friends about this!” I yelled at their backs.

I turned, and Rastin threw up his hands. “Okay, fine. She’s scarier, and we’re her bitch boys. I’m man enough to live with it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, heading back toward the path.


Chapter Four


I sat up waiting in the living room, knowing Kicks would be coming soon. He’d asked me for one thing before he left: don’t do anything stupid or rash while he was gone. In my opinion, I hadn’t done either of those things. That wasn’t how he’d view scaring off those people with only Buddie and Rastin at my back. As soon as he arrived, he’d hear, and then there would be no stopping him from coming here.

I’d maneuvered it so Charlie was having a sleepover at his friend’s house. My childhood had been filled with uncertainty, and now so had his. I wasn’t going to add any more unease or fighting if I could help it. And it was going to be another fight. As soon as Kicks started, I’d be jumping into the ring with both feet. This change in me, it wasn’t just affecting my movements and sharpening my senses—it was making me more volatile. Where once I could keep my calm, now I seemed to have a hair trigger, and Kicks was one of the people who made my trigger finger the jumpiest.

I heard the bike first and then spotted him through the window, talking to Evangeline across the way. He turned his gaze toward the cabin, as if he were looking right at me, our eyes locking in a battle of wills. The distance did nothing to dim the flame.

He walked through the door minutes later. His movements were stiff, barely restrained power as he shut the door almost too quietly. Every movement was tightly leashed as he walked across the room and leaned an arm on the mantel. It was like he had to force air into his chest before letting out a slow breath.

The more other I became, the more I saw things about him that I hadn’t noticed when I’d been simply human. He wasn’t just your run-of-the-mill shifter. There was something more there. There was a sharpness to his movements that I hadn’t seen before, because my own vision hadn’t been adept enough to notice the differences. Was he just a superior shifter, born to be special, or was there more to it? Was that why he led so easily? Did everyone sense it on some level?

“Evangeline told me what happened,” he said.

I nodded, not moving my gaze off him. I’d never feared Kicks, but I’d always been slightly in awe of him. Now, seeing him with these new senses, I could barely smother the excitement I felt in his presence. Whatever was changing in me thrilled to be near him. His presence alone charged the air.

Had it been the recent killing that was pushing me over the edge? Being so close to death that made me thrill to life more? Was it the darkness in me clawing to be free? Or that I hadn’t stopped thinking of touching him again since the last time we’d touched?

“Why didn’t you reach out for me when you knew there was a problem?” he asked.

“You were away. Didn’t seem like the right thing,” I said, trying to keep my emotions under wraps.

“Bullshit. You could’ve called me on the satellite phone. I would’ve been back, or at least on my way.” His shoulders were rising and falling as he seemed to be fighting his own struggle.

“Fine. I didn’t bother because I didn’t need you.” So much for remaining calm and not throwing the first punch.

“You’re not as tough as you think,” he said.

“I’m sure that Evangeline called you. If you wanted to rush back, you could’ve.” He’d probably been filled in the second it had happened.

“At that point, I thought it best to take my time returning.”

I must’ve really pissed him off. I laughed, taunting him, pushing his buttons.

“You’re strong, but not as tough as you think.” The cords in his neck were taut, every muscle straining.

He might not see it, but I did. I sat on the couch, eyeing him up across the room, giving him a look that said as much.

“I’ll let you know when I need you.” I verbally poked him again, knowing he was already on the edge. It wasn’t the time to pick a fight, and yet I couldn’t stop myself from testing his limits, seeing how hard I could push him.

He was on me before I’d barely registered him moving, his body flush on top of mine, pressing me into the couch.

I could feel the darkness purring inside me, wanting to arch into him. He wasn’t holding back his weight or giving me an inch. If he had, I would’ve closed the gap myself.

“You’re so tough—now what?” he asked, his stare dropping to my lips.

“If you were anyone else, you’d be dead,” I said. But this was Kicks, and I wanted him in my space, wanted to feel his hard body on top of me, his legs in between mine.

“I asked for one thing: don’t do anything foolish while I was gone.” His mouth hovered just above mine.

“I was never in danger. I’m not the same girl you met months ago.” I didn’t know who I was anymore. Sometimes, like now, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back to that girl. One thing was painfully clear, though: I wanted him. I shouldn’t, and yet I couldn’t stop myself.

I lifted my head, closing the inches between us and taking his lower lip into my mouth and then nipping at him, just enough to sting, pushing him again.

He covered my mouth, holding nothing back. He pushed his hips forward, mimicking the act of fucking. His erection pressed right against my core, and I swore I could’ve orgasmed there if I let myself.

The darkness pulsed to life inside of me, threatening to wipe away everything that was left. The killing had pushed me closer to the edge, and now it was embracing this primal moment with him. It was like I’d let something wild out to run free after it had been penned in for weeks.

And then I felt Death and stiffened, fear returning at the reminder of how close to the edge I was, especially after the killing yesterday. Kicks sensed the change in me, leaning up and locking eyes with me.

I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her near. I wanted to ignore her but couldn’t. As long as she wanted him this badly, I didn’t dare have him.

“I don’t know what you want,” he said. I could feel the strain in his voice, the tightly wound control he was waging a war over. “One minute you’re looking at me, come fuck me written all over your face, your smell, and then you stiffen as if you’re terrified.”

As I shoved away the darkness, the pulsating want, I stared at him with some of the girl I’d been still clinging to what was left of me.

I shook my head, not knowing what to say. It was all true, and I didn’t know how to stop it. I felt like two different people, or maybe just one, in the process of becoming something I never thought I would be.

He moved off me, standing. “I can’t play this game with you anymore, where one minute you want me and then you go frigid.”

“I’m not trying to screw with you. I don’t want to hurt you,” I said.

“I’m not a child who needs their feelings sheltered. I can handle whatever you’ve got to throw at me. Stop holding back. Own it. You want me, then step up and follow through. Otherwise, stop dangling the carrot.”

He was gone a second later, and it felt like an arctic wind filled the air in his absence.


Chapter Five


Rastin walked into the cabin the next afternoon. He fixed himself a drink before settling on the couch and kicking his feet up on the table before even saying a word to me.

This was going to be one of his talks. It was hard to determine the subject because it could be anything with Rastin. He was the poster boy of ADHD, and I never knew where he’d land or if it would stop there.

He took a deep breath, his typical opening salvo before launching into his subject. “You know how me and Kicks have this kind of love/hate thing going on?” He sipped his drink while he waited for me to acknowledge him.

“Love?” I took a seat on the nearby chair. Love was not a word I’d ever use to connect those two. They were loyal to each other because they were now pack. Rastin showed due deference because Kicks was alpha, and Kicks would kill for anyone in his pack.

But love?

Death appeared, standing not far from Rastin. She’d developed a habit of showing up for these chats. She perched awkwardly on the arm of the couch, staring at him.

I find him very amusing, she said. Almost feral in his needs. It’s refreshing.

He shrugged. “Okay, like-ish/hate?” Rastin continued, oblivious to the newcomer. I wish I were so lucky.

Death giggled, or that was what I interpreted the squealing sound that hurt my ears to be.

“I’m not going to split hairs. Get to the point.” I needed him to spit it out so that I could get this torture over with. I was wondering if I should’ve poured myself a drink before I sat down with him—and now her. A very large drink.

“You’re killing the guy. He’s strung so tight I’m afraid he’s going to crack or his dick is going to break off. Like, either throw him a bone or set him loose already. It’s getting hard to watch.”

He’s right, Death said. I don’t know why you are so intent on making everything difficult. You should just conjugate with Kicks already.

“I’m not trying to mess with him.” Maybe if I had taken a drink, I could blame the alcohol for the flush of my skin.

“You’re telling me he looks wound that tight for no reason? Really, Piper, I—”

“Maybe unintentionally,” I said. I wasn’t getting into all the nitty-gritty details with him, and I didn’t need him to continue speculating either.

“Well, you need to stop.”

“It’s not that simple. You don’t know what’s going on, and you need to stay out of it.”

“Oh, I know. You’re acting all Dark Piper now. Stay away from scary Dark Piper.” He made spooky ghost noises while giving me jazz fingers.

When I finally started to feel like part of a pack, part of the family, I’d been so elated. It wouldn’t ever be the same as if I were a shifter, but still, it was the most I’d ever felt like part of a large family. And now I understood why people wanted to kill their brothers.

“Look, you might not want to accept it, but I’m not the same.” Rastin was nuts. He’d seen me kill with a wave of my hand. Although he didn’t know where the power came from, no one in their right mind would underplay that.

“Who the hell is anymore?” He waved his glass, already half empty, in the air. “Ever since Death Day, everyone is different. We’re all doing shit we never would’ve imagined, and never thought we would. That’s not exclusive to you. You don’t get exclusivity on dark. The whole fucking world has gone dark.”

Death nodded from her perch. He does make a valid argument.

She needed to butt out. How many people had Death literally stalking them? Had a piece of Death literally growing inside of them as she used them for her retribution? I had an edge on dark, whether he knew it or she’d admit it.

“I appreciate the chat, but I have stuff to do.” I got up and walked over to the kitchen.

He leaned his head back as he tried to visually keep tabs on me. “Is this you telling me to fuck off?” he asked, not sounding too surprised.

“Yes. And don’t forget the part where I glare so you know it’s not your business to discuss with anyone.”

He let out a sigh and then a soft laugh. “Yeah, you missed that boat.” He got up and walked to the door, nodding and then smirking toward me before he left. We both knew he’d be back soon enough with another discussion he felt needed to be had. I wasn’t even going to think of the other discussions he’d been having.

Rastin had left, but the one I really wanted gone was still here.

“How much longer do I have here? When will I be leaving?” I asked. I’d been asking on and off for a month and already knew what she was going to say.

Soon, she said.

Yep, as predictable as ever.

I wasn’t sure if she was screwing with me or if she didn’t view time the same way I did. If you’d existed forever, what was a few months? A few years or even a few centuries? Soon might be my next lifetime.

“Can you at least tell me where I’m going?”

She smiled and disappeared. It was okay. That was what I wanted most: her gone and to be alone.
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I’d barely closed my eyes when I felt Death’s presence standing over me, looming at the foot of my bed. I didn’t want to look, knowing what she was here for.

The time had come. Soon hadn’t even been a day.

She could’ve at least let me sleep through the night. Why she had to decide while I was sleeping was probably just another one of her quirky yet annoying traits.

She wasn’t going to leave, so I opened my eyes, sitting up in bed. Somehow seeing her in the dark was even creepier than in the daylight, not that it really made a difference.

“It’s time?” I asked, a part of me refusing to accept that I’d have to leave this place and go on a killing mission. I’d known this was coming, but every day that had gone by had given me a glimmer of delusion that maybe she’d change her mind, move on, stop caring.

Yes, she said.

“Where am I going?”

Scotland.

It seemed random until I remembered that Zetti had called Scotland “the old country.” Was that where this all started? A group of shifters over there who hated humans? Hated them so much that they’d been willing to drive the human race to near extinction, even with the loss of huge numbers of their own?

I sat up, knowing sleep wouldn’t be coming again tonight, or maybe tomorrow either.

“How long will I be gone for?”

Undetermined.

“Who am I killing?”

You will know when the time comes, she said.

So I was going to Scotland for an unknown amount of time to kill an unknown person, or several people.

I guessed the details didn’t matter so much anyway. She wanted to be mysterious with the names? What did I care? I’d come to terms with doling out justice to the people behind Death Day. What did a name matter if they killed ninety percent of humans in the blink of an eye?

“How will I get there?” It wasn’t as if I could go online and book a flight out tomorrow.

I don’t think your human husk would survive the trip if I brought you. You’ll have to figure out a way on your own.

“You realize the state of transportation these days, right?” A trip to Scotland alone might be enough to kill me. I couldn’t fly a plane. I didn’t have one to fly anyway. Nor did I have a boat or know how to sail.

You’ll find a way, she said, clearly not concerned with the details.

“You realize I have to cross an ocean, right?” She was Death. Maybe she didn’t fathom what geography meant to humans.

She didn’t respond, but she was trying to raise a brow. It was a recent addition to her facial expressions and as unpleasant as the rest of them. Her attempts at human mannerisms never failed to make my skin crawl. The more she attempted to appear human, the more other she proved she was.

“I’ll do what I can do. If you wanted it quick, you should’ve outsourced it to someone on the same continent.” She wasn’t going to like that little reminder that I was all she had. I averted my eyes, just in case she tried to emote some other human nuance. I’d take it on a hunch I was correct.

Just get it done.

Get it done? I had no name, or even a town of residence. I didn’t bother pressing for more information. It made no difference to me. Whoever had done this most likely deserved death, no matter who they were. I didn’t particularly feel like going there and doling out the death, but I guessed someone had to.

She was gone again, along with any chance of sleep. I looked at the clock. It was only ten, but Charlie was usually asleep by nine and me shortly after. I used to like the night, but that was before I realized all the monsters were real. Now I was early to bed.

Since there’d be no more sleep tonight, I might as well get up and spread the good news. As much as I’d dreaded Death giving me my marching orders, I dreaded telling Kicks even more.

At least he’d probably be alone at this time. Or I hoped he would be.

I slipped a robe over my pajamas and donned a pair of boots and then crept through the house. Charlie was sound asleep. Even if he woke, he wouldn’t be worried. He ran around the pack territory like the entire place was his backyard. He’d never looked so at home anywhere, not even back in New York, where he’d been born.

I walked through the pack, seeing people still out and about but winding down for the night. A spring breeze was blowing through the trees. I’d miss the smell of this place and the constant sound of the river in the background. The sound of the crickets chirping. How the moon looked over the tree line. There wasn’t a thing about this place I didn’t love, and I was leaving it.

I was at the mill too fast, hesitating right inside the door. I couldn’t stand still for too long, knowing he’d already have heard me. I shook off the nerves, heading toward the room in the back, where Kicks now slept.

The door opened steps before I reached it. Kicks appeared in the opening, sweats hanging so low on his hips that I could see the V of his lower abdomen. He rested an arm on the doorframe, over his head. Sometimes when he watched me like this, it was as if he were holding back from pouncing on me, taking me down to the ground and covering me with his body.

The darkness in me pulsed in response, one of the only things keeping me from giving in to my own base desires. I wanted him so badly sometimes it was hard to keep my thoughts straight or care where this might lead.

His gaze locked to mine. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t have to be a good read of people to know I was upset about something. One, it was an hour past my bedtime. Two, and more importantly, I didn’t come here unless there was a problem. I was afraid to come here at night and be alone with him, and not because of what he might do. There was a safety in having an audience that would keep me from doing something I’d regret.

“We need to talk.” I glanced back toward the door, afraid someone would come walking in. Or hoping someone would.

“Come in.” He tilted his head toward the interior of his room, the one he’d taken after I made it clear I wasn’t comfortable living with him. He could’ve taken up a nicer residence, but I had a feeling he liked this old building made out of stone.

I passed him, walking so close that my robe brushed his chest and his woodsy, warm scent filled my senses.

The room was small, the bed taking up nearly half the space. He shut the door and it felt even smaller. I didn’t want to sit on the bed, but standing in the only floor area left put me too close to him.

“I wanted to let you know the time’s come. Death’s finally called in her debt. I have to go.” The only benefit to our current proximity was that it made it easier to spit out my situation.

“Then it’s time to go,” he said calmly. He leaned against the dresser, crossing his arms.

It wasn’t what I’d expected of him. Not even in the same ballpark of the reaction I’d anticipated. I’d imagined this moment so many times in my head, and it had never played out like this.

I hadn’t wanted to fight with him over my leaving, but part of me had wanted him to fight a little over my leaving. It felt like some of the humanity I was trying so hard to hang on to was getting shredded at his nonchalance. It was better, but…

No buts. It was better. I knew it was.

“Yeah, so I need to make arrangements to leave.”

“Where are we going?” he asked.

We? The word jarred me out of my thoughts. So that’s why he was so calm? He was planning on coming, whether Death wanted him there or not.

“It’s not a ‘we’ situation. You’re needed here,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, even though I felt anything but. It was hard enough to walk away from him and Charlie without having to fight him to do it.

His eyes narrowed, heat flaring. “This place can run with or without me. Evangeline and Crackers can take up the helm here, and have done it before. I’m needed with you.”

The last time he’d come with me, he barely made it out alive. He should be dead. Being with me, especially for this, was a danger I wasn’t exposing him to again.

“What about the intruders the other day? What if they come back?” I asked, grabbing the easiest excuse I could think of.

He scoffed. “After what you did? They won’t be back for a long time. And even if you hadn’t done that, Crackers and Evangeline would’ve taken care of them fast enough.”

“What about Charlie? You want us both to leave him?”

His expression softened. “He has the entirety of this pack watching out for him. He looks at Rastin and Buddie like they’re his uncles. Charlie doesn’t need me when he has hundreds of people here watching after him. You need me. I won’t let you go alone.”

He was right—part of me knew that—but I couldn’t drag him into the nightmare that awaited.

“She doesn’t want you to come,” I said, trying to lie better than I’d ever been able to in my life, because his life might depend upon it. I’d come to terms with the fact that I may never return, that I’d die doing her bidding. I’d never be able to accept that fate for Kicks. Not him. Even the thought made me cold inside.

“I doubt that,” he said. “It’ll go smoother with me along, and I’m sure she knows it too.” The way he said it, with such certainty, made my stomach drop. There was no convincing him otherwise. I realized then that he wasn’t just being stubborn—he truly believed he could make a difference, could protect me from whatever lay ahead. But how could he protect me from the darkness that was already inside me?

I want him to come. Don’t make it difficult, said Death, who had appeared in the farthest corner.

She was staring at Kicks, her eyes fixated on him with an intensity that made my skin crawl. I hadn’t seen a look like that since Tiffany, my high school best friend, had a crush on Mr. Billings. He was the hot science teacher every girl swooned over. Tiffany used to sit and go nearly speechless for the entire class. Seeing that look on Death’s face? Unsettling didn’t even begin to describe it.

“Fine. Come if you must,” I said.

“So where are we going?” Kicks asked.

“Scotland,” I said.

“Do you know where in Scotland? I have family there.”

“No. She didn’t tell me yet.” I glared at her. This better not be anywhere near his family.

“She’s here now,” Kicks said, his voice low as he turned to look at the spot where I’d just glared.

“Yes.” For some reason, I’d never wanted him to know when she was around, how close she hovered. But was there really a point in hiding it now?

“I’m going,” he said, speaking toward the spot she stood.

Death purred as she looked at him.

Kicks turned back to me. “Does she have a plan on how we’re going to get there?” he asked.

“No. It’s my problem,” I said.

“Our problem. I’ll start making calls tomorrow.”

I wanted Kicks there more than I’d ever admit. But a part of me, the part that had already seen too much darkness, knew better. This wasn’t going to be easy. It wasn’t going to be smooth. And no matter how much he wanted to, Kicks couldn’t protect me from what was coming.

“Okay,” I said softly, knowing I was turning on my own beliefs by not fighting this more. But I also feared what she’d do if I tried to stop him.

As I glanced at Death, who was watching us with an unreadable expression, I couldn’t shake the feeling that things were about to get worse.


Chapter Six


I leaned on a tree outside of Charlie’s school, my arms crossed, as I rehearsed what I’d say to him. It was a conversation I’d been replaying in my head for so long, and yet the words still felt like chewing on charcoal. Would he hate me? Worse, would he be scared? He was so little and had already lost so much. It didn’t help that I was disappearing on a regular basis.

I’d thought this time would be easier. This place was his home now, more so than it would ever be mine. He was growing up with a pack that he would probably live with for the rest of his life. He hadn’t just embraced them. They’d embraced him back. He’d be okay, even if I died tomorrow. They loved him as much as he loved them. If I’d done nothing else right, I’d brought him here.

But in spite of everything, it still felt like hell to leave him. Like if I didn’t have this tree holding me up, I’d crumple to my knees.

The door to the school swung open and the yard erupted in yells as the kids ran out like little gremlins being let loose after being confined for so long. My little monster spotted me and came running over. “Can I sleep over at Max’s tonight?”

Max was one of Charlie’s best friends and currently hanging upside down from a branch not far away.

“But you slept over at Phil’s two nights ago?”

“Yeah, but this is Max, and there’s no school tomorrow.” He was staring at me as if he couldn’t fathom how I didn’t see the stark difference in the situation.

“I wanted to talk to you first.” I took a seat on the nearest bench, waving him over with me.

“What’s wrong?” His brow was already knitting, turning my stomach into knots as it did.

“I’m going to have to go on another trip. I’ll be gone for a little while. Where I have to go is pretty far.”

His nose crinkled. “Who’s going to parent me?”

“I’m going to ask Buddie or Rastin to stay at the cabin with you while I’m gone. Maybe both, or maybe they’ll take turns.”

His face smoothed out as he gave it a minute of thought. He nodded, shrugging his little shoulders. “Okay.”

“Okay? You’re good with that?” I had all sorts of comforting lines at the ready, and then bribes of goodies when I got back—if I got back. Yet he seemed to already be bouncing back?

“Yeah,” he said, and then patted my hand. “You’ll come home. You always come back for me. I’m not worried. Can I go to Max’s now?” He glanced over to where his friend had dropped out of the tree and was heading our way.

My insides were a frayed, ripped-apart mess, but apparently he was going to roll with this just fine. It helped to know he’d be okay, but not enough to fix me. My insides felt like they’d been run through the garbage disposal, but I’d do whatever would make him happy.

“As long as he asked his mother,” I said, trying to keep control of my emotions. He was okay. Breaking out into a mess of tears would only upset him. I’d let him go to his friend’s and then go hide and cry.

“He did.” Charlie was already running off toward Max.

“Okay, then.”

I’d blocked out the rest of the day for consoling Charlie, but he was fine. I was the mess. I was the one who needed to be coddled. It looked as if I were the one who needed a distraction.

The sound of a bike roaring drew my attention. A distraction had just presented itself. I wound my way farther down the hill to the main garages, situated near the top of the road and close to the entrance of pack territory.

There, standing beside Edgar the mechanic, was Kicks. He was turning the handle on a motorcycle, revving the engine.

“Did you hear that, Edgar?” he asked as he stopped.

“Yeah. Sounds like it’s running rough.” Edgar was the only mechanic we had and was worth fifty of his kind. There wasn’t a thing he didn’t seem capable of fixing. It might’ve been because he liked machines so much better than people. “Not a problem. I’ll take it for a spin and test it out.”

This was the most I’d heard Edgar speak since I’d been here. I wasn’t sure he even spoke to his mate this much.

“We’ll get it fixed up.” Edgar nodded at me and then rode off on the bike.

Kicks turned to me, his gaze sharp. “You told Charlie.”

I looked over to the trees, hating how he could read the hurt on me like I was standing there with a knife protruding from my chest.

“Yeah. I’m good. He took it well.” As soon as I said it, I could hear the defensiveness in my voice. Not like I’d been fooling him anyway.

He nodded, not arguing with me.

“I actually came to find you for a reason. If we have to travel, I want to be able to ride my own bike.” If it was just going to be me and him, the more space in between us, the better.

Kicks’ stare deepened as he hesitated for a moment. “I’m not disagreeing that it would be good if you knew how to ride, but there’s a strong chance we’re going to be doing long days. It’ll be a hard ride.”

Hard ride. Those were the words that made my brain glitch, exactly what I was trying to avoid.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to inject as much confidence into my voice as possible, even if I had to fake it.

Kicks gave me a long, searching look before nodding. “Okay. If you want to try it.” He walked to another bike, all of them with keys in the ignition, and rolled it over to me. “Get on.”

I walked over and took a seat. He pushed up the kickstand, and the bike was way heavier than I’d thought it would be.

“You’ve ridden a regular bike before, right?” Kicks asked.

“Yes.”

He gave me a run-through of all the instruments—how to accelerate, brake, shift—and then stepped back. “Don’t go too fast. Take it slow until you get the feel for it.”

I nodded and took a deep breath.

As soon as I turned the handle, the bike surged forward way faster than I’d expected. My heart went up into my throat, and my hands tightened on the grips. I lost control almost immediately and then tried to jerk the handlebars to the side to stop from hitting a tree. The bike went flying forward on its side one way, and I followed.

The pain was immediate, the worst radiating from my ankle. The only good thing was that I couldn’t breathe deep enough to scream like a banshee.

Kicks was suddenly there, kneeling beside me. “Dammit,” he said, taking me in. “You okay?”

I nodded, the pain making it hard to speak.

“How bad?” His voice was strained, almost like he was the one who’d just gotten banged up.

Buddie was right beside him. “What the hell happened?”

“I’m okay,” I said, trying to keep the situation under control.

“She wanted to try the bike and lost control,” Kicks said.

A crowd was forming around us, more people asking. I was barely looking at anyone. I was too busy trying not to cry in front of a crowd.

“She’s all right,” Kicks said. “Let’s give her some space.” He gently touched my leg.

“Ow. Don’t touch it.” I put a hand out. “I’m okay. I just need a minute.”

Buddie was hustling the crowd away from me as Kicks knelt beside me, as if waiting for me to do something. I didn’t want to budge, but I also hated being the pack’s center of attention. It was time to get up. I gritted my teeth, trying to get to my feet. Kicks had his hand under my elbow.

Black spots started to cloud my vision.

I came to in Kicks’ arms, being carried toward the cabin, every movement shooting pain through me.

“I had it. I just needed a moment,” I said, trying to ignore all the curious stares.

“It’s broken, so if a moment translates to a month, yeah, I completely agree,” Kicks said.

When we reached the cabin, he set me down gently on the couch, cautious with my leg.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said, and then turned to leave. He didn’t go far before he looked back at me with a firm stare. “Don’t. Move.”

“Where do you think I’m going to go? I. Can’t. Stand.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

“That doesn’t mean you won’t try to crawl somewhere,” he shot back, hesitating as if he were debating whether to sic one of his people on me.

“I’m not leaving. Go get supplies or people or whatever. I’ll be here when you get back.”

I flopped my head back onto the couch pillow and immediately regretted it. Any sudden movement jarred my leg, sending fresh waves of pain.

How could I be so capable of killing and yet so utterly useless at something as simple as riding a bike? Death had made me into a magical savant, but with all my talents residing on the dark side. I couldn’t even heal myself. I was utterly useless for any kind of good.

The second Kicks was out the door, I said, “Death?”

I didn’t want to call her, usually avoided it at all costs, but unfortunately, I was in a real pickle now. Not only would I not be able to ride my own bike, I might be traveling with crutches. Through the wilderness. I was supposed to be scary like this?

“Death?” I called again. I waited a whole five seconds before repeating, “Death!” I used my parent voice this time, not that I expected it to work. It didn’t work on Charlie most of the time. Why would it work on Death?

No one appeared. She always popped up when I didn’t want her and yet never seemed to hear me when I called. So typical. It was like I was frenemies with the most lethal creature on earth. I took in a long, deep breath before I screamed her name again, along with a string of curses for a little extra flavor. I longed to tell her to go to hell, but she was probably already there on vacation.

“Death!” I added as much force to my voice as I could. My voice echoed off the log walls, and I wondered how many people might hear me. If they did, hopefully they’d just think I was rambling on like a lunatic, and not suspect the truth.

Of all the people—things—I had to work with, I got her? A spiteful bitch who was in charge of collecting souls?

My leg throbbed in pain, as if she were here and poking at it. She probably was, the sadistic bitch.

She suddenly appeared, showing up in that unsettling way of hers. Her expression was a mask of indifference, but it was better than when she tried to approximate human emotions.

Did you want to speak to me? she asked, using a strange tone, like she’d been watching the Stepford Wives movie and practicing for just this moment.

“I need you to fix this.” I pointed to my leg, the pain intensifying as if to emphasize my issues. The sharp, relentless ache was almost unbearable and doing nothing for my patience with her games—and boy did she like her games. She was worse than a ten-year-old in an arcade with an unlimited budget.

Why would I do this? She stared at my leg, dumbfounded.

“Why?” Was I really going to have to drag this out? She knew why. Anyone with common sense would know why. “Because you want me to be your vengeance on earth. That’s why. You think people will take me seriously if I’m limping along? Who am I scaring this way?”

I’ll fix it when you need it, she said, her voice completely flat.

“You won’t fix it now?” It was an idiotic question, since clearly she wasn’t going to. Shock forced me to ask anyway.

No. I think you’re getting too reliant on my digging you out of your issues. I’ve decided that you need to learn to be more self-reliant. Her chin went up. Thankfully, it was only a small movement she was trying out.

Dig me out? This had nothing to do with digging anyone out of anything. She’d saved Kicks, but not because she wanted to help. She’d extracted a price I was going to be paying for possibly decades.

I tried to sit up straighter. “You’re being spiteful because I’m not groveling? Is that what this is about? You want me to be happy to go to Scotland and upend my life? Kill all your targets with a smile on my face?”

You’re so off the mark it’s stunning. This isn’t about groveling. I want Kicks to go, and you don’t want him to. Now he has to, no matter what you want.

“He was already coming,” I said, almost yelling.

Yes, in spite of you.

“So that’s what this is? You won’t fix me because you’re in a snit over my trying to leave him behind?” My leg began to throb in time with my pounding heart. I wasn’t sure why I’d even called her. I should’ve known she’d do this.

She shrugged, giving me a fuck-you look while she did it. The gesture was beyond creepy.

“And while we’re at it, you have to stop doing…that.” I waved a hand at her. “You’re not doing it right.” Instead of stopping, she did it again another ten or twenty times, so rapidly that I got nauseated watching her. It was almost like watching a strobe light.

Am I doing it right now? she said, shrugging again at normal speed.

“No.” She wasn’t, but even if she had been, I might not have admitted it. I was more likely to punch her than give her props. “Now, are you going to fix me or not?”

Maybe if you give me what I want. She stared down her nose at me, which made not being able to stand even more infuriating.

“Which is what, exactly?” He was already coming to Scotland, so what she wanted now wasn’t all that clear.

I want you to fuck him so I can feel what it’s like, and you keep ruining it. You ruin everything. You don’t want to have any fun.

Any second I expected her to try to stick her tongue out. Who knew how grotesque that would be?

“Can’t you go insert yourself into someone else’s body and get your rocks off another way?” I said, my patience wearing thin, the throbbing in my leg depleting what little was left.

If I had options, do you think I’d have chosen a prude? She stepped closer. And even if I could, I want him. The possessiveness in her voice sent a chill through me.

I nailed her with a stare. “I might’ve made a bargain with you, but he was never part of the deal. You don’t get to touch him, not even through me.”

Death’s smile widened, but it didn’t reach her eyes. We’ll see about that.

Kicks walked into the cabin a few minutes later, and I was glad that Death was gone. I couldn’t stop her from being near him, but it put me on edge anytime she was. The way she looked at him made me want to do utterly insane things, like try to kill Death herself.

He carried a box of medical supplies, his expression one of determined focus as he put them down on the table beside me.

“I’ve got cast supplies, unless…” he began, trailing off as he took in the sight of me with my foot propped up awkwardly on a pile of pillows.

Yeah, he’d had the same idea I had, and neither of us had been right.

“It’s still broken, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to stay that way.” Actually, I was positive it would stay this way.

“She won’t heal you because she wants me to come,” he said, a knowing look in his eyes.

“Who knows why she does what she does?” I said. The last thing I would do was reinforce that someone agreed with him.

He smirked, and I shot him a glare.

“It’s not funny.”

“Of course not,” he said, making a mockery of a straight face.

“So what do we do? I think I’m going to have to at least wrap it.”

“I’ve got Doc McGuere coming. He’s got more experience setting bones than anyone else here.”

“The vet?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Shifters don’t break bones easily, and if we do, shifting heals them,” he explained. He knelt on the couch near me, a pair of scissors in hand. “We’re going to have to cut the jeans. Easiest way to do it.”

I nodded, watching as he carefully took the scissors and started cutting up the fabric. He worked quickly, his hands steady, revealing the swelling skin that was already becoming discolored.

“What if it’s just a sprain?” I asked.

“That’s not a sprain,” he said. Just as he finished, there was a knock on the door. Kicks called out, “Come in!”

The door creaked open, and in stepped Doc McGuere, a grizzled man with sharp eyes and a demeanor that spoke of years of dealing with both animals and shifters. He carried a worn leather bag, its contents clinking softly as he set it down beside the couch.

“Let’s take a look at this leg,” he said, his voice a gravelly rumble. He knelt beside Kicks, inspecting the injury with practiced efficiency. “Yep. It’s a break.”

“Are you sure? We don’t even have an X-ray,” I said.

Kicks looked at me. “It’s a break.”

Doc nodded, pulling out a series of bandages from his bag and handing a bowl to Kicks. “Mix that up, will you?”

The vet worked quickly, his hands moving with the confidence of someone who had done this countless times before, just probably not on people.

“There you go,” he said about ten minutes later. “Keep it elevated and stay off it as much as you can for at least the first few weeks.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.


Chapter Seven


I was sitting on my favorite rock near the river, the sun on my face and children’s laughter ringing out over the sound of the running water. I knew I was dreaming. Consciousness in my dreams was a weird quirk that had been happening lately. All I could hope was that I’d keep having these dreams once I left.

This land, the pack territory, was the only place I’d ever felt peaceful in my adult life. Even when I’d lived in California with my mother, by the time I went to New York, all that my old home held for me was haunted memories of sickness and death. Even now I couldn’t think of California without remembering my mother’s life fading away. 

I picked up a scent on the air that was different, human. I turned and Widow Herbert was walking unnoticed through the pack, coming to sit beside me. It wasn’t surprising that I’d conjure her up for this dream.

She laid a hand on my arm, smiling. “We don’t have long to speak before you wake,” she said. “See that?” She pointed to a wolf with dark gray hair and yellow eyes staring at us from across the river.

“What is that? Is that Kicks?” It wasn’t the form he took when he shifted, but this was a dream. Maybe my subconscious saw him differently, more wolflike, less beast.

“That’s not Kicks, but you need to befriend it. Learn to tame it.”

“It doesn’t look very friendly.”

“If you treat it like he’s against you, battle him, he will just grow stronger and angrier.”

Knocking woke me from where I’d been asleep on the couch the next afternoon, my foot propped up.

Evangeline was already in the cabin when I looked up. She didn’t used to knock at all. It was just another change in our relationship that happened as the result of how many I’d killed, and maybe more importantly, how easily I’d killed them. There were only three people I was sure I didn’t scare: Kicks, Charlie, and Rastin. Even Buddie seemed a little leery that my talents might go haywire at some point and take him out by accident.

“Hey,” she said. “Brought you some brownies.” She put the plate on the table in front of me.

“Thanks.” I didn’t hesitate to dig in. I needed all the endorphin hits I could get right now.

“I wanted to stop by and see how you were feeling.”

“It looks worse than it is with this cast, but it’s not hurting anymore.” 

The words were all normal, but the exchange had the feeling of an obligatory meeting between two people who were on the outs. Except we weren’t, as far as I knew.

“Kicks told me you’re leaving soon to take care of some loose ends. He said he wasn’t sure how long you’d be gone. I wanted to just check in before you did.”

Loose ends? I guessed that was somewhat accurate. Plus it omitted all the ugly details.

“Thanks.” I finished one brownie but decided I should probably get some things said before I had another. “You’ve been really good to me, and I want you to know I realize that. I also feel as if I shouldn’t ask you for anything else, but if you could keep an eye on Charlie while I’m gone, I’d appreciate it. He’s got the guys, but sometimes I wonder if they’re a little too tough at times. If he’s upset, I don’t know if Charlie will feel comfortable telling them things. I’m afraid he’ll put on a show for them.”

Her lips parted and she sat there quiet for a second. We’d hit a rough patch, but she was always so warm and welcoming with Charlie that it didn’t seem that much of an ask. Was I wrong?

“Do you feel comfortable with my stepping into that role?” she asked, looking like she was going to well up with tears.

“Of course—I mean, as long as it’s not too much on you.”

She shifted closer. “I just didn’t think you’d want me to. Lately, it’s been feeling like you’ve been looking for more space.”

“I guess after everything that’s happened, I have, but it’s never been about you. It’s because of my history and things feeling unsettled. You’ve always been amazing to me.” All this time, I’d thought she’d been pulling back for her own reasons. “I’m sorry if I’ve been distant.”

“It’s okay. Just know that we all hope you come back soon. You might not be a shifter, but you’re pack. You’re family.” She perched on the couch I was on, hugging me. 

“Thanks.” She didn’t realize how much it meant that she’d willingly touch me at all, let alone hug me.

Kicks walked in, and the satellite phone in his hand began to ring.

“I’ll see you before you leave, okay?” she said.

“Definitely. Thanks again, for the brownies and everything.”

Kicks walked around the cabin talking to someone about travel plans. As soon as he hung up, another call came in. I didn’t try to listen in. I didn’t want to. When I thought about it, it made me want to bang my casted leg onto the table. In the process of trying to buy myself some space from him, I was now going to be even closer than ever. I couldn’t walk without crutches. He’d have to carry me everywhere.

Kicks’ brow furrowed. “Is that the only option you know of?” He paused, looking over at me. “Okay, thanks.”

He hung up the phone, tossing it onto the chair, then stared at it for a second, as if the device were partially to blame for the news he’d heard. He sat on the other couch, ran his hands through his hair, and sighed.

“Well? How bad is it?” Considering there was no more mass transit and we were an ocean away, it couldn’t be good.

“There’s no way we can fly. There’s already been a few crashes, and there haven’t been that many flights. It’s hard to find both a pilot willing to fly, and a mechanic to make sure the plane is ready. Looks like the safest bet is going to be by boat.”

Across the Atlantic? That didn’t sound very good either. It was one thing when I was leaving New York on a boat hugging the coast, always having a shoreline in view. This was the Atlantic we were talking about.

Still, when you considered dropping out of the sky, a leisurely trip on a boat didn’t sound so bad. Well, as long as we didn’t capsize. I was suddenly regretting the week I binge-watched Deadliest Catch, with all those fishermen getting tossed around by waves.

“How big of a boat do you think we’ll need?”

It wasn’t lost on me that I’d gone from telling him he shouldn’t come to asking for details. The problem was, I couldn’t drive a boat by myself. Maybe a little dinghy, but that wasn’t going to cut it. The boats on Deadliest Catch had been pretty big and were still tossed around like rubber duckies on some rapids. 

“There’s a place on the Georgia coast. A guy named Captain Rod is running people across the Atlantic. He was captain of a huge cargo ship before this. His reputation is good, and word is he has a solid crew with an engineer on board. I think he’s the best option.”

“Captain Rod.” Almost sounded like a caricature. And Georgia? I glanced at the cast on my leg. This was going to be a pain in the ass, but it was what it was. If I had to go like this, then I’d do it. Hopefully Death would get past her snit before we left.

Kicks walked over, leaning on the back of the couch, looking down at me. “We don’t have to leave this minute. If she wanted you to go badly enough, she’d heal you.”

Little did he know that she was using this to guarantee he’d be with me. Why help me when she could torture me and get her way? 

I wasn’t willing to wait. Knowing what was at stake, it wasn’t an option. I wanted my debt to be done, if possible. I was tired of this hanging over my head.

“I don’t want to wait. It doesn’t matter what her timeline is. I want this done. Whatever I have to do, I’ll deal with it to get this over with.”

Whatever I have to do. If that wasn’t a ridiculous way to phrase the death spree I was about to go on…

In truth, I didn’t even care about taking out her targets. They’d killed most of the world. If anyone deserved death, it was them. What bothered me was living on her timeline with her plan that I didn’t get to know. I wanted a life. I wanted to know if I’d be capable of having a human existence after this or if the darkness inside me would grow out of control with the next killing spree.

Kicks was still staring at me but not saying a word.

“I’ll never make it on my own now anyway. Why would you want me to postpone it to when I’d be able to go alone?” Was he having second thoughts? I wouldn’t blame him for a second. 

He leaned down over the couch. “Because I don’t want you to go at all.”

“That’s not an option.” I wasn’t breaking this deal, not with the stakes at hand.

“I think it is,” he said, ignoring that his life was on the line.

“It’s not.” I turned away, refusing to look at him. 

He moved in front of the couch, leaning on the arm beside my head. “Except it is. You can decide not to go. You can stay here with Charlie.” He wasn’t budging from in front of me.

I couldn’t walk away. There was no avoiding this conversation, and it was my least favorite subject, maybe ever.

“I do that and she’ll kill you. You know that,” I said.

“Then the deal would be over, wouldn’t it?” His stare was deadly serious. “I should be dead. I would’ve died if not for this bargain that I never wanted.”

“Well, I wanted it.” There was no way I’d ever put his existence in jeopardy, ever. Not Kicks. There wasn’t a world for me that didn’t have him in it.

“Why is it that you’re willing to trade your life for mine and yet you can’t push me away fast enough?” he asked.

If I gave him even an inch, we’d be entwined on the couch in seconds. It would be heaven, and yet to then do what I had to do would be hell.

“This has nothing to do with protecting you. I made a deal.”

He shook his head, as if my lie disappointed him. But he straightened and moved a few feet away. He had no idea how difficult it was to keep my distance from him, to not succumb to the urges he drove in me.

“The people I’m going to kill deserve it. This isn’t iffy. They do, and there isn’t a person alive today that would disagree. So what would you have me do? Sacrifice your life for theirs and break my word?”

He shook his head but walked over and dropped into the chair, accepting the inevitable.

“When do you want to leave?” he said.

“As soon as possible.” I’d rather jump off the cliff and hope to survive than prolong the torture of thinking about what lay ahead.

I had to leave Charlie now, while he seemed okay with it. If he started to waver, so might I. I just needed this all over with.


Chapter Eight


Buddie walked into the cabin without knocking, dropping his bags by the bedroom door. He had stepped up to stay here and seemed the safer bet as far as Charlie getting exposed to anything R-rated. It wasn’t that Buddie was a saint, but he was discreet. Rastin, on the other hand, didn’t seem to think there was any problem with having a revolving line of women in and out of the cabin.

Buddie beelined it to the kitchen. “We got any snacks in here? I’m starving. What kind of stash do we have to work with?”

“I made you those.” I pointed to the basket of biscuits sitting on the table. Baking was becoming my go-to when I couldn’t sleep, which was a common occurrence lately.

“Oh, yeah. Okay,” he said, staring at the table as if afraid I’d make him eat one right now. 

Buddie’s eyes lit up as Charlie walked out of the bedroom, as if his savior had just arrived. “There’s my little man.”

They did a fist bump, and then Charlie pointed to the cabinet above the fridge. “She keeps all the good stuff up there.” 

Buddie opened it up and scanned the stash. “Little light on the cookies, no?”

“I completely agree,” Charlie said.

“Yeah, we’re going to have to make some changes until she gets back.” Buddie spoke softly, as if I weren’t there or couldn’t hear. Even my human senses would’ve heard him.

“I don’t want him eating nothing but garbage while I’m gone,” I said, trying to hobble over toward the kitchen as quickly as I could on my crutches.

“You better hope Evangeline doesn’t hear you calling her cookies garbage,” Buddie said, and then whistled. The two of them laughed.

Kicks walked in and then nodded toward the front, silently asking me if I was ready.

“Yeah, give me a minute.”

I took another hobbling step toward Charlie. Kicks wrapped an arm around my waist and carried me the last few steps, and then him and Buddie moved away, giving me some space. I wrapped my arms around Charlie, squeezing his little form. 

“I’m going to miss you, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.” It wasn’t really a lie. If I could get back to him, I would. Nothing would stop me.

“I know,” he said, so sure.

Please, don’t let me disappoint him. Don’t let me turn into something so monstrous I’m afraid to come back.

And please let me hold it together until I get out of here.

I loosened my grip, letting the kid have some air. “Be good for Buddie, okay? I’ll bring you back something cool from Scotland.”

“I will,” Charlie said, and then looked over my shoulder and grinned. Buddie must’ve been signaling something. I didn’t care as long as he kept Charlie happy and safe. He could feed him cookies for breakfast every morning and I’d be okay with it as long as he kept him safe.

“Remember, don’t leave the pack territory by yourself, ever, and listen to whatever Buddie, Rastin, or Evangeline tell you.”

“I knoooow.”

I’d only told him fifty times in the last couple of days, so he should. I grabbed a nearby chair, using it to straighten up. 

“Charlie, I nabbed some new games for us. Want to check ’em out?” Buddie said, grabbing something out of his bag. It was the one that Charlie had been dying to play for at least the last month. The entire pack had been looking for it whenever they ventured out. I couldn’t imagine where Buddie had found it, but he must have gone to the moon and back.

Thank you, I mouthed to him. He nodded and then headed toward Charlie’s room with a skipping kid beside him.

“He’ll be okay,” Kicks said.

“Yeah. I know.” I wasn’t sure I would be, but they’d take care of him. Kicks went to pick me up again, and I held up a hand. “I can do it if you can just carry my bag.” I grabbed my crutches.

“It would be easier if—” 

“I can do it.” We were traveling to Georgia, and then across the ocean. I was not going to be dependent upon him every moment.

I made it out of the cabin and to the bike. Kicks kept watching me, slowing his pace and looking nearly pained at having to do it.

I stopped beside the bike, balancing on one leg, trying to figure out how we’d get my crutches on there as he strapped on my bag.

“It’s not happening,” he said. “There’s nowhere to put them.”

“Can’t we just…” Bikes weren’t meant for cargo, but there had to be a way.

“Can’t we just what?” He waved toward the back of the bike. “Show me.”

“How am I going to walk anywhere?” 

“You’re not, if you can call what you’re doing walking anyway. I’m going to carry you. It’s going to be easier than this.” He gestured at my wobbling in place.

“I’ll hold them.”
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I made it three hours before my hand slipped and the crutches became roadkill. From there on out, Kicks was carrying me into the woods to pee and then retrieving me a few minutes later. The situation was not going to work, at all. 

This leg was either going to have to be used or I’d make it so bad she’d have to heal it. I was done with having to be carried around everywhere. When I couldn’t even hobble off and pee on my own, things had to change. 

By the time we stopped for the night, I was so agitated I could barely speak.

I stood up, ignoring the pain when I walked on the injured leg. I took a step, another, and then paused to grip a tree before continuing on. “Heal, dammit.”

I could kill with a flick of my hand and yet I couldn’t walk? No. Not acceptable. 

Kicks returned to camp with a pile of wood. He tossed it on the ground and then swung me off my feet. “What the hell is wrong with you? The doctor said you can’t put weight on it.” He placed me on a fallen tree near where he’d cleared a space for the fire.

“Why? It’ll either get better or bad enough she’ll have to fix it.” I was about to push up again, but he was hovering over me.

“She doesn’t have to do anything, as we both know and you constantly remind me. What if you end up in a situation where she wants to renegotiate? Then what?”

I hated when he made so much sense that it was impossible to argue. Still, I wanted to take a hacksaw to this cast and say the hell with it. 

I was still in a snit as he went to work on a fire, piling up leaves and kindling.

“You have to admit this is a problem,” I said, stabbing my finger at the stupid cast.

“You’ll probably be able to walk on it by the time we set foot in Scotland.”

I nodded, not bothering to argue with him. He couldn’t understand what it was like to feel this weak or how much I wanted to strangle Death. 

We finished eating and Kicks laid out the only bedding we had. We had limited supplies because of the bike and what we could carry, and we needed to bring options to pay off Captain Rod.

I got to my foot, a branch in my hand to use as a makeshift cane.

“Do you need—”

“Nope. I’m fine.” I’d pee in my pants before I had him carry me to the woods again. I hobbled off the best I could. By the time I made the trip back, I was wiped out. 

I didn’t even try to argue when he picked me up and settled me down on the bedding we were going to share. 

How was I going to travel with him for weeks when I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it a night? I turned on my side away from him, intent on pretending he wasn’t there. And then trying to pretend it wasn’t getting cold out now that the sun was going down. 

He shifted, his front aligning to my back. 

Is that…

“Shifting against me isn’t going to make the situation better, unless it’s not sleep you want,” he said.

“I wasn’t sure.” 

“Yeah, you were,” he said, draping an arm around my waist and pulling me snug against him, as if he could sense this was as painful for me as him. He leaned closer until the roughness of his jaw grazed my neck. “You know I’m game if you are,” he said softly.

“I’m only lying next to you because it’s cold and we couldn’t fit more bedding.”

I didn’t fall asleep for at least an hour after him, and it was his fault. If he was seductive awake, he was even worse in sleep. I’d shifted to my back, trying to limit the contact to our sides, and being colder would be a better option. That didn’t last long, as his leg shifted on top of me, his hard, muscular thigh somehow in between my legs as his arm pulled me tighter against him. 

If his breathing wasn’t so even, and his heartbeat so slow, I’d have thought he was awake and screwing with me. My mistake. His very existence was created to screw with me.

Just fuck him already, you prude, Death said. 

I ignored her. I wasn’t risking a reply and waking up Kicks, especially when I was so close to doing exactly that.

I closed my eyes, trying to focus on the ache in my ankle and everything else unpleasant I could drum up.


Chapter Nine


I was dreaming. I stood up, the cast and all the pain gone, but felt something staring at me. There, in the woods, was the wolf. It dropped its head, as if trying to show me it wasn’t a threat. It didn’t move away or try to get closer. It just stayed there.

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

It didn’t move. 

“Are you hurt? Did your pack leave you? Why do I keep dreaming of you?”

He looked to the side and then back at me. Then suddenly he darted away.

I woke up gasping and looking around for the wolf. He’d seemed so real. Kicks was gone, but he often woke earlier than me. He was probably just down at the stream. Plus the bike and our stuff was still here. 

I had to pee. At least I could hobble along without Kicks staring at me painfully. That was when I realized my ankle no longer throbbed. I got to my feet, testing my weight on it.

Kicks emerged from the trees, his expression darkening when he saw me standing. “What are you doing? You’re not supposed to put weight on that.”

He hurried over, about to sweep me off my feet. I held him off with both hands. “Wait. There’s something different. I think it’s okay.”

“How is that possible? I thought she wasn’t going to heal you. Did she change her mind?”

“No. I don’t know why, but I can feel it. It’s okay.” I took a few steps, testing it under my full weight and still feeling normal. “I’m telling you, it feels different.” 

Kicks was hovering, as if I were going to fall over at any moment. 

I walked some more, circling our area. “It’s good. I don’t think I need the cast anymore. We need to find some tools to rip it off.”

“Are you sure?” Kicks’ eyes narrowed. “If it’s not, it might be tricky to find more supplies. You’re sure you want it off?”

“I don’t know what happened exactly, but I can feel it’s okay,” I replied, glancing down at the cast. “I want this thing off, like, now.”

He stared at me like I was crazy.

“I’m telling you, it’s better. And even if it’s not a hundred percent, if we get in a bad spot where I have to run, I’m going to be a hell of a lot better off with a leg at fifty percent and a sneaker than this cast.”

After a few seconds of looking undecided, he pointed to the downed tree. “Sit. I’ll get it off.”

“You brought a saw?” I asked, sitting with eagerness.

He smirked. “I don’t need one.”

Before I could ask what he meant, Kicks knelt beside me and leaned in close, his mouth grazing the top of the cast. There was a tearing sound as the material gave way. When he pulled back, I saw that the top had been partially ripped open.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

“My canines can come out without shifting,” he replied nonchalantly, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

With a grunt, he gripped either side of the torn cast and began to tear it apart with his bare hands. The muscles in his arms flexed, his strength evident. It shouldn’t have been hot, but it was. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him, how his arms flexed.

He glanced up, catching me. “Stop doing that,” he said.

“I don’t always have control of it, okay?” I shot back, a bit more defensively than I intended.

He kept his gaze down, as if he were avoiding eye contact. I definitely was, as I tried to stare over his shoulder while he finished.

As I did, I saw a flash of fur. Had it been a dream at all?

I breathed in deeply, seeing if I could catch its scent, but there was nothing.

Kicks looked up. “What’s wrong? Did you smell something?”

“Nothing. I just… I thought I saw a wolf in the woods.”

“No.” He breathed in deeply. “I don’t smell one, and there aren’t any wolves in this area.” 

“I’m starting to think I’m imagining things from my dreams.”

“Why? You’re dreaming of wolves?”

“One wolf, many times. I keep seeing it in my dreams.”

“What happens in these dreams?”

“Nothing much. They’re just dreams. I see the wolf and that’s about it. Once Widow Herbert was there too, pointing it out, but like I said, it’s just dreams.”

“Shifters don’t believe dreams are just dreams. We believe that the dead come back to visit in dreams. I wouldn’t write it off so quickly.” There was a final tug on the cast. “There you go. It’s off.”
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I knelt by the stream, relishing in the fact that I was minus one cast. I splashed my face, trying to get some of the grime from the trip off me.

When I sat back on my haunches, I froze. Death was here.

She appeared without warning, like she often did. Her form loomed over me, and I felt a shiver race down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold water.

Who healed you? she asked.

So it hadn’t been her. I hadn’t been sure. Had I done it myself somehow? Either way, she didn’t seem too happy about it.

I looked up at her. “I have no idea how it happened. I woke up and was fine. I thought maybe it had been you. Maybe the powers you gave me did it?”

Her head twisted at an unnatural angle, the movement so wrong that it made me nauseated just looking at her. It was like watching something from a nightmare, which was fitting when you thought about it. Her expressions were never quite human, always just off enough to remind me what she was—or wasn’t. But there was something in the way her brows pulled together, something almost—confused?

Had I stumped Death? 

“Are you saying you don’t know either?” Oh, this was good. No, beyond good. It was gratifying to the depths of my bones. For once, she was on the back foot.

Just like that, she was gone. For the first time in days, I felt like laughing.


Chapter Ten


“This is the place,” Kicks said as he parked the bike.

It was a shack of a building with a pier that went out a good five hundred feet into the bay. There were several boats tied off, but one stood out: a large yacht bouncing on the water. Had to be a fifty- or sixty-footer. It was just big enough that I could imagine crossing the Atlantic on it and not be terrified we’d capsize at the first wave. In that boat, we had a shot of making it. After Death had refused to fix my leg, she wasn’t as reliable. How dilapidated would she let me get before pitching in? She might leave me clinging to a log for a week before helping out.

“Are you taking the lead?” I asked as we stood in front of the building.

“It’s probably for the best, at least until we feel them out. Some men are starting to regress, as far as women are concerned.”

“Go for it.” It didn’t bother me a bit. If they pushed me too hard, they might end up dead, and I wasn’t sure who would do it.

Last time we’d gone into a negotiation and I was threatened, Kicks had literally ripped the enemy apart limb by limb. I’d never forget stepping over a spaghetti pile of guts, muscles, and ligaments.

“Yeah, I’m fine with you taking the lead if that keeps everyone in one piece. After all, we do need someone who knows what to do with this boat.”

I didn’t care if these people thought I was his little woman who needed protection. Turned out the stronger I grew, the less I felt the need to prove myself to anyone—the more I knew who I was, the less it mattered what other people thought of me. There was one thing I was sure of: I’d be the deadliest person in this place.

We walked into the small building. It looked as if it had been an old fisherman’s shack even before Death Day, with nets and poles still hanging on the wall. All eyes in the place swung to us, but then everyone quickly went back to what they were doing. That dark place inside me whispered that we still had their full attention, even if they weren’t being overt about it.

We walked over to a small bar. “I’m looking for Captain Rod,” Kicks said loud enough that the whole room could hear him.

“And you are?” the bartender asked. 

“A potential client. Is he here?”

The bartender eyed up Kicks and then did the same to me. To give him his due, his sneer was the same one he’d given Kicks. I could respect an equal-opportunity hater. It was much better than a sleazy stare at my breasts. My gut was telling me he’d labeled Kicks a ten on the threat level but that I’d softened it. If he only knew.

“Wait here.” The bartender put his bottle down and walked out the back door.

I could see him head down the pier through the window, walking all the way to the big yacht. An older man was getting off the boat with a swift leap that looked like it belonged to someone at least twenty years his junior.

We’d found our captain and ship.

Captain Rod’s grizzled face looked toward the shack, his gaze locking with ours. He gave a nod to the bartender and then waved toward us.

We passed the bartender, who was still sneering, on our way toward Rod and the boat. I was wondering if that was the only expression he had.

Captain Rod watched us approach, sizing us up. “What can I do for you?” He had a voice that had been dragged over rough concrete and tanned skin that had more lines than the map we’d used to find this place.

“We need passage to Scotland. We heard you were heading out that way and might have spots open on your boat,” Kicks said.

“Who’d you hear this from?” Rod asked. 

“Mac.”

Mac? Who the hell was Mac? It was the first time I’d heard the name. 

“You don’t look like you’d be the type to hang out with Mac,” Rod said, sounding skeptical.

He was right. Kicks wasn’t, or not that I’d ever heard of.

“I don’t. I was inquiring around through a mutual friend, and you were suggested.”

Rod’s gaze shot back and forth between Kicks and me. Looked like we hadn’t passed his test. It was becoming obvious we were going to have to clear some hurdles before we were allowed to negotiate on price. 

I touched Kicks’ arm, signaling I was changing the plan. There was something about this older man I felt a connection with. I had no real idea why, but it was there.

“We’re just looking to get to Scotland,” I said. “We don’t want any problems.” When I spoke to him, and our eyes met again, it seemed as if he could feel the strange connection as well. “I give you my word.” I held out my hand.

He paused for only a second before taking it.

When he did, I could feel a very slight fizzle going through our grasp. If he felt it, the man had one hell of a poker face.

“No one rides for free. What do you have to offer?” Rod said.

Kicks reached into his pocket and pulled out something wrapped in parchment. “I’ve got twenty more pounds of that and can have an associate deliver it here within the week.”

Rod unwrapped the jerky Evangeline had been making lately. In my opinion, Kicks was overpaying with the twenty. That was the best jerky you were going to get this side of the Atlantic.

The captain took a bite. He looked at the meat and then back at us. “You make this? This might be the best jerky I’ve ever had in my life.” He hungrily took another bite.

“No. A woman in our community,” Kicks said.

“She single?” Rod joked, smiling.

Or at least I thought it was a joke.

“She’s single and a bit of a handful,” Kicks joked back.

“All the best are,” Rod said, laughing. 

We were in. I was going to have to give Evangeline a hug when we got back. If I got back.

“I’m leaving at dawn tomorrow, and there’s only one small room left in the crew quarters. Everyone is expected to pitch in. Rations will be tight and I don’t deal with complaining. Whiners get dropped off at the nearest port to fend for themselves. Thieves and troublemakers get tossed overboard. You can deal with those terms, you’re welcome aboard.” Rod held out his hand.

“Deal,” Kicks and I said in unison.


Chapter Eleven


We found a house not far from the dock to settle into for the night.

“I’m going to round us up some wood for the fireplace. Holler if you need me,” Kicks said.

“I think I’ll be fine.” I didn’t have the same fear of being alone in this wild world that I used to. If anything, things should be afraid of me.

I walked out onto the back deck, the leaves all budding and ready to burst with renewed life. The air had that fresh spring smell. And yet I had this nagging feeling of unease, as if I were being watched.

I closed my eyes, trying to listen for noises that shouldn’t be there, but didn’t pick up anything unusual. If anything, it was too quiet, as if the birds and all the other critters were hiding. 

My gaze drifted along the tree line, and I thought for a second I spotted a glimpse of dark movement. The wind was blowing, moving the branches and creating shadows, but I couldn’t rid myself of this nagging feeling of being watched.

Had we trusted Rod too soon? Had he sent someone to follow and rob us?

I kept staring at the tree line, and then I saw it.

I blinked, hoping it would be gone when I opened my eyes again. But no. It was still there, more solid now, as if it had stepped out of the shadows just enough to be seen clearly. The cloak it wore blended with the darkness of the woods, but there was no mistaking the outline of a man. It knew I saw him, but he didn’t make a move toward me or try to speak. Just stood there.

I couldn’t see his face, but I felt his gaze locked on me. As I stared, he disappeared. He didn’t walk away or disappear into the shadows. He was just gone.

“Pips?”

I jumped, turning to see Kicks walking up onto the deck.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. I just… I thought I saw someone out there.”

He looked at where I pointed, taking a deep breath. “I don’t smell anything, but I’ll go see if I can pick up a scent. I’ll be right back.”

He wasn’t going to find anything. Whatever had been there hadn’t been human—or of this world.

First the wolf, and now this creature. Was I imagining them? Disassociating from reality? Was the darkness making me see things from different planes? It was hard to know what to think with no one to ask, other than maybe Death. I wasn’t sure that was the best idea either. 

Then she appeared, the timing suspicious at minimum.

“I’m doing what you want,” I said through my teeth. “So I’m not sure why you feel the need to try to scare me with your weird goon. It’s not appreciated.”

Her head cocked to the side, her solid black eyes widening. I looked back at the trees, hating the way she appeared, her movements always so alien.

Who do you speak of?

Was it possible she didn’t know? Could there be something she wasn’t aware of? She hadn’t known how my ankle healed. Was she not as all-knowing as I feared? Maybe more vulnerable, if that were the case?

Suddenly the darkness in me was in a frenzy. Was it her or something I was doing? I forced it down, trying to keep its power contained.

I saw her jerk out of the corner of my eye. It was a slight movement, but it was enough. Had she been trying to control whatever was inside of me? Had I stopped her? If I had, could this power inside me be used against her?

“Don’t do that again,” I said, forcing my voice to be calm even as my pulse was racing. My hands might’ve trembled if I weren’t gripping the deck railing. “I don’t like you poking around inside of me. That wasn’t part of the bargain.”

I thought she might lash out, that she might strike me down right there. But she didn’t move. She just stared at me, her eyes boring into me. I turned and held her gaze, refusing to back down or show her an ounce of hesitance.

You’re stronger than I thought, she finally said. She seemed to withdraw slightly, as if reconsidering something.

I said nothing, just kept my eyes on her.

Perhaps I underestimated you, she continued. But don’t get too confident. Your life is mine, whether you want to see it or not.

As suddenly as she had appeared, she was gone, leaving me alone on the deck, barely able to breathe. We’d had words before, but this had felt different, more significant.

For the second time, I’d seen cracks. She hadn’t known anything about the creature staring at me in the woods, which left open other possibilities. If it did exist, was it a possible ally? 

She didn’t know how my ankle had healed. Had I done it myself? Had the wolf in the woods? Was the wolf connected to the man? There were more questions than ever spiraling in my mind, but one thing had become clear: Death wasn’t as powerful as I’d feared. 
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I was settled in a chair under a thick blanket by the fireplace when the satellite phone rang. Charging it was a struggle on the road, so Kicks only turned it on for an hour every night in case there was a pack emergency.

And it was ringing.

Kicks was on it right away. “Yeah?”

I was immediately ready to vomit because I heard the person on the other side asking for me. The voice sounded vaguely familiar but I couldn’t place it. It couldn’t be about Charlie, because it wasn’t someone from our pack.

“She’s here.” He held the phone out to me. “It’s Fifo, the guide from the California pack.”

My lungs inflated again. It wasn’t about Charlie.

The guide had said he was going to do some digging around, try to figure out why some people survived and some didn’t. Maybe he’d found something. I didn’t care about my lineage, where I’d come from, if I had some shifter blood in me. All I cared about now was what was coming. Still, he’d thought he was doing me a favor.

“Hey, Fifo,” I said, more worried about how quickly I could get him off the phone. I wanted to be able to call Charlie and check in. Hopefully the boat would have electricity we could use.

“I’ve been trying to reach you but haven’t been able to get through.” Fifo spoke as if the world was still going along like it had for decades. As if we were all sitting around with cell phones and having trouble getting in touch was an anomaly.

“We’re traveling, so we’re only leaving it on for short periods. Is everything all right?” I wasn’t burning through the battery for this. He needed to get to the point, and fast.

“I’ve been gathering as much information as I could on you, and your background. I think I have some answers.”

“That’s great.” I held the phone away from me, checking the charge.

It’s okay, Kicks mouthed.

Eighty percent. I guessed Fifo could talk for a few more minutes. But if he kept going, I was going to accidentally lose the connection.

“It looks as if your line goes back to a particular line of shifters many, many years ago,” Fifo said, seeming more interested than me.

Kicks moved closer, as if he didn’t want to miss a word. Everyone seemed more interested than me. You’d think it was their heritage.

“So somewhere in my family, a shifter like you or Kicks slept with someone in my family? That’s very interesting. I really appreciate you calling, but—” 

“No,” Fifo said. “Your line predates what we are. Our type of shifters branched off the line in your ancestry. I believe that is why you not only survived Death Day but were able to take on the powers of Jaysa, and in an extreme manner.”

Kicks was hanging on every word, while I still couldn’t figure out what was so interesting. Maybe if I’d been told about this before I knew there were shifters, I’d be more interested. But I had…what? A speck of shifter blood? Who cared?

“You’re a descendant of the original line,” Kicks said softly.

“Yes. Yes she is,” Fifo said.

“Why do you both seem so weird about this? What’s the difference? I’m more human than anything else, and probably by a very large percentage.”

“The line of the originals was potent, no matter how far back the connection,” Fifo said.

“What side was it passed to her from?” Kicks asked him.

“As far as I can tell, her paternal line.”

I held out the phone to Kicks, since he seemed much more interested.

“Did you find out anything else?” he asked, not bothering to take the phone.

“No. That’s all I have right now. I’ll let you know if anything else shows up.”

“Okay, many thanks.” He looked at me rolling my hands, asking him to wrap it up, and waved back at me, as if he were getting to it even as Fifo continued on about how rare this was. “We need to conserve our battery, since we aren’t anywhere we can reliably charge, but many thanks. We really appreciate your looking into it.” 

Fifo kept going, but Kicks ended the call pretty fast after that. I could practically feel the stiffness in him from where he stood not a few feet from me.

“I’ll go look for some more blankets and we can sleep in front of the fire tonight,” he said.

“Sure,” I said, watching him as he left. Why was he looking strange? If anyone should be weird, it was me, and I didn’t care.

He was still looking off when he returned and then laid out two different spots. 

Since when was he looking for separate spots?

Then I remembered his former mate, the one who died after she got pregnant. Did this make pregnancy with a shifter more possible for me? Could I have children with Kicks? Could I die the way she had? Had I just stripped away what had made me safe?

He was taking off his jacket and rolling it into a pillow when I asked, “Hey, do you think that’s part of why they were able to successfully turn Charlie? Because we both have shifter blood?” It wasn’t the exact question I wanted to ask, but it would do.

“Probably. Whatever Groza thought she knew about turning people might not have been the whole picture. It was probably in part what kind of genes they had to begin with.”

“Since I have the same blood, it might change things for me, too.”

He finally stopped moving around the room and looked at me. “I know.”

I’d been so worried about hurting him, not being me after this was over and doing something that could kill him. Or because I couldn’t fully integrate into the pack. I hadn’t thought of him walking away from me because I wasn’t human enough.

“We’ll talk about it after we get back,” he said.

I didn’t know what that meant, but I nodded. For once, we were on the same page—neither of us wanted to deal with this now.


Chapter Twelve


Rod waved for us to follow him onto the boat the next morning. We walked through the large ship that was nothing but pure extravagance with mahogany tables and leather couches. He led us downstairs to a level that wasn’t anywhere near as luxurious as above board but still quality. We were in the crew’s quarters, but I’d trade the spacious cabin for being tucked out of the way anyway.

“You were last to sign up. This is the best I could do. As it is, I had to double up some of the other crew.”

He opened the door to a cabin that was barely big enough for the two of us to stand in together. I’d avoided Kicks’ room at the mill, which was probably twice the size of this. There was a bunk bed built into the wall, but also a small bathroom attached. That was definitely a perk. 

“It’s more than adequate for the two of us,” Kicks said

“Yes, it’s great,” I added, eyeing up the shower through the cracked door. 

“I’ve got to get up to the wheelhouse. We’re going to rotate night shifts on the wheel, so pop up at any point and we’ll get you trained,” Rod said, and then left us alone in the tiny room.

Kicks and I stared at each other for a few seconds. “I’m going to take advantage of the shower,” I said, nodding toward the bathroom.

“I’m going to go check out the rest of the boat.”
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I had on a clean set of clothes that we’d picked up right before we got to the boat. Now I was showered. It wouldn’t fix what was coming, but it certainly helped my current mood.

If Kicks hadn’t been showering, I might’ve stayed in our tiny cabin. I decided the deck was better than watching him step out all wet, with a towel slung low on his hips. Although if last night was any indication, he was as worried about touching me as I was him now. The two tiny bunks were going to make that situation better.

I smiled and nodded as people passed me. Most of the sailors were people I’d seen at the building yesterday. There were also people who appeared to be passengers, either due to their age or the way they were wandering around the boat as if they’d never seen it. 

No one was going out of their way to mingle, and I was of the same mind. Little to no interaction was my preference and why I’d grabbed a roll and then brought it out to the rail of the boat instead of eating with the rest of them in the main galley. Kicks had a stash of jerky for us hidden in our room, but I was already growing sick of dried meat and we’d just set off.

I wandered out onto the deck, leaning on the railing and watching the coast. How much longer would it be in sight? We were barely out to sea and I was already homesick.

“Keeping to yourself, huh?” Captain Rod asked as he joined me by the rail. “Probably for the best in these times.”

It was best for them, that was for sure. It wouldn’t do for Death to take offense to someone or something and have people on the boat dropping. I gave him a smile and a nod, keeping it vague. Less was better.

“Soak in that coast. You won’t be seeing it for much longer.”

“What do you mean? Won’t we be traveling up the coast for a bit? Wouldn’t it be safer to hug it for as long as we can?” 

“I’ve got the best engineer left alive on board. Considering how many people died, that might not mean that much, but he was good even before Death Day. He says the ship is solid. We’re in good hands.” He smiled as if he thought that would be enough to calm my nerves.

“Still, what if there’s a fire or something? Don’t you think staying in sight of the coast might be a good idea?” I sure did, and if there were a way to sell him on it, damned if I wasn’t going to try.

“No. Makes the trip longer and invites other sorts of issues.”

He didn’t say anything else. It felt like I was talking to Kicks.

“What other kinds of issues?” I asked.

“Pirates on the coast. They see a boat like this going by and assume we’re stocked up for a long trip. They hop on their speedboats and come at you like a pack, heavily armed, and surround you. It’s hard to fight them off because they’ll shoot holes in your hull and sink you. Easier to let them board and take what they want, and save the boat.”

“This happened to you?”

“Me? Never. Not that they didn’t try—I blew their heads off before they got close. But it’s happened to plenty of others. It’s easier to stay off the coast.” He watched me out of the corner of his eye as he pretended to be transfixed on the coast. 

If he thought I’d freak out, he was a year or so too late. There was very little left that would throw me that much at this point, although I had to agree that I’d rather risk losing sight of the coast.

“Gotta head up to the wheelhouse.” He looked out at the open ocean and whispered, “Lord of the sea, grant us the wind at our backs and calm seas ahead. Grant us this journey or speedily claim your dead.”

“What was that?”

“A sailor’s prayer, passed down through my family. It’s basically asking for a clean passage or a quick death.” He smiled. “Might sound morbid, but I’d rather Titan kill me quick if that’s what it’s to be.”

“Oh. That’s…nice.” 

He chuckled as he left.

I leaned back on the railing, scanning the horizon for pirates, now hoping we’d be away from the coast soon.

Then I jerked when I saw the figure in a dark cloak and hood standing on the beach, watching our ship go by. It was him again. I glanced around, but no one was paying him any mind, not even the sailor on the top deck with binoculars.

My eyes dropped to a spot behind him where Captain Rod was visible through the window. He was looking in that exact direction for a split second before looking down and locking stares with me. He tilted his head, acknowledging me and yet acting if nothing was amiss.

I took a step toward the wheelhouse and then stopped. If I asked, and he hadn’t seen the cloaked figure, it would only be asking for trouble. Nothing good would come from bringing it up.


Chapter Thirteen


Two weeks into the journey and I had too much time on my hands. I avoided much of the crew and the other passengers, mostly for their sake. If I didn’t talk to them, it was less likely they’d do something that Kicks, Death, or I found offensive. Still, it didn’t make for a good journey. The only time I saw Kicks was right before I fell asleep, and sometimes not even then if he was on wheel duty, like tonight.

I had the cabin to myself and still couldn’t sleep. It was hard when as soon as I closed my eyes, I saw that robed creature staring at me from the beach. Was it another ghost that came to haunt me, this one with a flair for theatrics?

My stomach growled and I got up, making my way to the kitchen. There wouldn’t be much, but anything would be better than jerky at this point. 

When I walked in, Gus was there. He was a sailor I tended to avoid. He usually smelled as if he wasn’t a fan of showering, but mostly I disliked the way he stared at me. 

“How are you doing tonight?” he asked.

“Good. Just looking for a snack,” I said, the words polite enough, but my tone was chilly to say the least.

“I’ve got something you can snack on.” He smiled, as if his words were oh so clever.

“I’m not interested. Don’t make me prove it.”

“Why? You think you’re so tough you could prove anything to me?” He closed the gap between us, leaning in as I backed away, and not for my sake. 

Killing someone on this boat, in the middle of this ocean? I might not have sailed this course before, but I’d been down this road. Next thing he’d be on the floor, all dead and gray, and they’d be throwing Kicks and me overboard.

“Leave her be,” Captain Rod said, walking in.

Gus backed away immediately. “I didn’t mean her no harm. I was just playing around. Girl can’t take a joke.”

“I don’t care what you meant. Leave her be.”

Gus’ eyes shot to me. “I wouldn’t have bothered if I wasn’t bored and on a boat miles from shore.”

“I wouldn’t have bothered, period.” 

He sneered but headed out.

Rod stared him down as he walked past. “I better not hear of this happening again,” he said. Rod was half Gus’ size, but there was something steely in his gaze that made me believe he’d take Gus out at the knees in a second.

Gus must’ve believed it too, because he didn’t so much as meet his stare.

Rod slid into the booth, picking up a deck of cards on the table and shuffling.

“Thank you,” I said.

“No need to thank me. I did it for me, not you. He might be sour, but he’s a good sailor. I don’t want to lose him until I can find a replacement, and those sure aren’t easy to come by these days.”

Was he suggesting that I would’ve killed Gus? No one would think that by looking at me. He couldn’t know, could he? No. He probably thought Kicks would find out and he’d kill Gus. For some reason, that was grating on me tonight.

“That wasn’t anything worthy of mentioning to Kicks. I could’ve handled it.”

Rod glanced up, his eyes the color of a stormy sea. “That was what concerned me.”

My stomach suddenly felt like I’d swallowed a boulder. He had meant me. How? Had word spread so far that even humans knew about me now?

“I…” There was nothing I could say that would make this normal.

“Care for a whiskey?” He reached behind his head, grabbing a bottle and a couple of glasses from the shelf behind the booth, and poured two shots.

I slid into the other side, taking his offer. 

“I’ve walked the world a long time and seen more than I care to share.” He picked up his pack of cigarettes, lighting one.

He saw me. Not what I appeared to be but what I truly was. I’d known something was different with this man but hadn’t been able to put my finger on it. Now I was sure of it.

He pushed a plate of cookies across the table. “Care for one? I keep a stash in my cabin for this point in the trip.”

“You sure you want to eat and drink with me?” I asked.

“If you were looking to kill me, you would’ve done it already.” He nodded toward the cookies. “They’re good, and there won’t be any left by tomorrow.”

I grabbed one. 

“My missus always sends me off with them. Become a bit of a tradition, and now I won’t sail without them.”

“The missus” sure could bake. She could give Evangeline a run for her money.

“I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one with some secrets around here,” I said, a couple of bites in and the whiskey giving a boost to my tongue.

“No denying that.” He picked up his pack of cards, shuffling them so adeptly I wasn’t sure if he was secretly a card sharp. “You play?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Friendly game of gin.”

“I’m in.”

He was about to deal when he put his hand on the cookie plate and said, “Hold your drink for a second.”

I did, and a second later the boat rocked enough that the plate of cookies would’ve taken a nosedive. As a sailor, he probably knew the signs before a large swell came. But how? He wasn’t even facing the window. 

“It’ll stop soon,” he said, laying out more cards.

Just as he said, the boat seemed to settle down.

“How did you know that was going to happen?”

“We’ve all got our secrets,” he said, giving me a smile. 

I wasn’t going to ask, but damned if I didn’t want to know.

“Go ahead, you can ask,” he said.

Could I? Would he look for answers in return? Appeasing my curiosity wasn’t worth the potential cost, not when I had to make it to Scotland and we had days to go.

“No. I don’t want to pry,” I said.

“My great-grandmother was a siren of the sea.”

A year ago, my knee-jerk reaction would’ve been that he was insane. Now? I completely believed him.

“I don’t know that much, but don’t they typically lure sailors in and then kill them?”

“Yes, but you never met my great-great-grandpa. He was something to behold.”

Meeting him? It wasn’t that shocking. “You speak as if you knew him.”

“I did. He only died a couple of years ago. He wasn’t immortal like a siren, but he lived a hell of a long time.”

“So that’s how you…” I shouldn’t be bringing this back to me. Nothing good would come from that, other than our getting tossed off the boat.

“How I knew you were different? Yep. Same with your man, Kicks. Although I think you’re the more ferocious of the two. Can’t quite put my finger on why, but just got that sense, and I never ignore it.”

“I don’t mean any harm.”

“Nah, I don’t think you do, or you wouldn’t be on this boat.”

“Since we’re already having a weird conversation anyway, did you happen to see someone in a dark cloak on the beach the day we left?”

He laughed. “Yeah. Of course I did. Can’t tell you who it was, but he wasn’t of this world. Sure seemed fixated on you, though.”

“So you’ve seen others? Like, things not from this world?”

“Yes, but I try to stay under the radar. No good comes from catching their notice.” He gave me a knowing look, since clearly I already had.

“And what do you do if you have?”

“From the stories I’ve heard? You give them whatever they ask for.”

He grabbed the bottle, refilling my glass. I didn’t fight him and threw it back as soon as he did. After this conversation, I needed another. I now had two beings from the beyond watching me. One had already been too many.


Chapter Fourteen


I stepped onto the rocky shore of the Scottish coast, wind blowing my hair into my face. The coastline was rugged, with the hills rising in the distance. It was beautiful. I used to think I’d come here as a tourist one day. I’d never imagined being here like this.

The crew of the boat were already rowing the dinghy back to the main ship. I wanted to go with them.

Kicks turned to me. “Do you know where about in Scotland we have to go? Did she give you any information?” He was speaking like a man of infinite patience.

I blew out a long breath. My patience was gone. All I wanted to do was call Death and then strangle her. Could you kill something that was already dead? Maybe I could make it a thing? It was worth a try.

“Death hasn’t shown her face since we left Georgia. I’m sure she’ll tell me when she’s ready. I guess we’ll wait until then.” The waiting, which had never been a lot of fun, seemed worse now that I was so close to my target. When I was in Arkansas, it had been easier to push this from my mind. The closer we got, the heavier it grew.

Kicks nodded. “Let’s get off the beach for now,” he said, scanning the horizon.

There was no one in sight, but that didn’t mean there weren’t people watching us from the buildings. We couldn’t take anything for granted.

I followed after him, not sure where we were headed other than out of sight.

“How far is this from where your family’s from?” I asked, watching the buildings as we got closer to the small town.

Kicks’ steps slowed for a second before he kept going. “They live in the top northeast corner of Scotland.”

“They’re still here?”

“Yes. My father, half-brother, and aunt, along with the rest of the pack.”

I’d assumed they were all dead because he never spoke of them. Turned out they were all just in Scotland? I waited for him to say something—anything—else. 

Well, this was a little awkward.

“Since we’ve got some time on our hands, want to go see them?” I asked.

“Not all of them are friendly to humans,” he said.

Maybe I should stop talking. But how could he not see them if we were here? He was here because of me. He should get something out of this. Although maybe they were that bad.

“How ‘not friendly’ are we talking about?”

Kicks looked over his shoulder at me. “Enough that it might make it uncomfortable.”

That wasn’t so bad, and I refused to be the reason he didn’t see them.

“Since Death doesn’t seem to be forthcoming with any details, we’ve got nothing else to do. We could be hanging out here for a while. You sure you don’t want to see them?” Even if they weren’t the best, it had to be better than holing up in some abandoned building waiting for Death to call.

He stopped walking and turned to me. “Are you sure that’s what you want to do? I’m not joking when I tell you some of them aren’t pleasant.”

I shrugged. “Then we leave. But we’re here. How do you not go see them?”

“Fine. We’ll go.” He nodded as if he agreed, yet I couldn’t find the smallest trace of a smile, or any signs of happiness, for that matter. “This village is our best shot of finding a bike, but I don’t want to stay here tonight. We can head to my family’s lands tomorrow if we don’t hear from her by then.”

He sounded a little too wishful in his hopes that Death would reach out before then. How horrible was his family? My father had disappointed me, but I still would’ve taken the opportunity to see if he was well. Kicks didn’t say anything else about them, and I wasn’t going to press—not now, while a gang could jump out of a building at any moment. The place seemed deserted, but I spotted a cat that seemed too plump to be fending for itself. 

Still, no one showed their face. This world had become devoid of trust in strangers. Maybe one day that would change, but I might be dead before it happened. 

Or maybe not. I wasn’t sure how long I’d live with this new magic flowing through me. If Death was immortal, and her magic was in my veins, what did that mean for me? I could deal with living longer, but immortality? Seeing all the people I loved die?

A noise jerked me from my thoughts, and I spotted another fat cat. I scanned the buildings, knowing someone was here, maybe with a rifle pointed at us right now. Just because they liked cats, that didn’t mean they liked people.

Worrying about immortality in this world might’ve been premature.

We spotted a bike pretty fast in the second garage we checked, but it wouldn’t start. We had to go a couple more blocks until we found another, which also wouldn’t start.

“We’re too close to the ocean,” Kicks said. “Connections rust out faster here. Let’s use those.” He pointed to some regular bikes leaning against the wall. “We can find something usable on the road. These roads aren’t as congested, so even a car might do.”

We were only a couple of miles away when we spotted a motorbike on its side, its rider decomposing in place. Kicks did the honor of pulling the body off and straightening the bike. It roared to life.

“Let’s go,” he said.

I climbed onto the motorcycle, saying a silent prayer for the unknown man.

The landscape blurred as we sped through the countryside, the motorcycle’s engine roaring over the silence of a devastated population. 

By nightfall, we had covered significant ground, with Kicks’ family lands getting closer and no word from Death. The sun hadn’t set yet, but Kicks navigated the motorcycle into the woods. He rode it farther in until it was impossible to see us from the street.

“How far away are we from your family?” I asked as I got off the bike. 

“Not far, but I’d rather go in the morning, after we’ve both had a chance to get some sleep.”

That didn’t bode well. How bad were these people?


Chapter Fifteen


The sun had risen, waking me and also the worst case of nerves I’d had in months. It wasn’t from bad sleep. At some point in the night I’d woken to Kicks’ warm body surrounding me, keeping away the chill. Nothing to do with expecting some gang to ambush and kill us, either. This had only one very normal cause: I was meeting Kicks’ family. 

What if they hated me? Wouldn’t even speak to me because I was human? How much would he care? It wasn’t as if he spoke to them.

But still, it was his family. This was his blood, the people who’d created him. Meeting them was making me feel like a teenager about to enter high school with a bad haircut, hand-me-down clothes, and the worst breakout in history. 

I splashed more water over my face, telling myself that I was being ridiculous. It didn’t work, but not from lack of trying.

Kicks was using his boot to move dirt over the embers from the morning’s fire as I walked back into camp. 

“How close is your family’s home from here?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. Him knowing I was all twisted up would only make the situation worse.

“About forty minutes or so if the bike makes it the whole way,” he replied, not looking up from his task.

That was really close. My jerky breakfast wasn’t sitting so well, and it had nothing to do with how sick of jerky I was. I looked down at my cleanest shirt, covered in dust from the road. My black boots were now a tannish gray. “Is there a store around here?” 

He stopped and looked up at me. “Why? You look fine.”

Fine. He didn’t mean it in a bad way, but fine? That was like a gut punch.

“I look like I’ve been bathing in a dust bowl.”

He grew rigid. “You don’t need to impress anyone.” 

Every time I told myself I could walk away from this man, he’d add one more word, one more action, that made it so much harder.

“I’d still like to make a good impression.” 

His shoulders rose and fell with his deep breaths. “I don’t want you going out of your way for them. Their opinion doesn’t matter.”

For someone who was so perceptive most of the time, he seemed to have this raging blind spot. There was nothing to be done but spell it out for him. 

“Even if they hate me, I don’t want to show up like this. It’s embarrassing.” I walked over to him, holding out my arms as if to accentuate what a mess I was.

He looked me over and then met my eyes. “I don’t see the problem, but we can make a detour. If you feel the need to stop, we will.”

“I do.”

A detour to some shops and a scrub in a very cold stream later, I was somewhat presentable in a new sweater and jeans. The new boots weren’t going to be so great if I had to run but were much more presentable than my previous outfit.

Right around forty minutes later, we arrived. The main structure was so large, it couldn’t be classified as a house. This thing was an “estate” at the least, with more buildings around the outskirts. The place had an old-world charm mixed with an intimidating grandeur that made my stomach churn even more.

I found myself staring as I got off the bike. “Did they take this over after the collapse?”

“No. The pack has been here for a long time.”

I’d thought I’d fallen for a Southern boy of average origins, if not necessarily traditional ones. This was the home of royalty or something. He’d thought I’d be fine showing up covered in an inch of dust? Note to self: Don’t ever trust him on appropriate dress. 

“How come you don’t sound Scottish?” I asked, trying to shake off my awe.

“I was conceived here, but I wasn’t born or raised here. My mother left as soon as she feared she might be pregnant. I visited but never lived here long enough to pick up their accent.”

She got out of this place as soon as she thought she might be pregnant? A lot of women were scared to have a baby alone. How bad was this place?

“Do we need to knock or ring or something?” I asked, looking at the imposing wooden doors. I could feel eyes on us, though, and flashes of people in the windows.

“No. They see us.”

Not a second later, the doors swung open. A tall figure emerged from the building. He was built like Kicks, had his dark coloring, but his features were a little more refined. Somehow that was a negative. Kicks had more of a rough-around-the-edges, earthy, rugged appeal. This guy looked like he manscaped, and I wasn’t sure I was into the manicuring going on.

“Kicks,” the man said, his voice deep and resonant, and very similar to Kicks’. “Didn’t expect you back here for a long time.”

“This is my brother, Varic,” Kicks said. “Varic, this is Piper.”

Varic eyed me up. I saw his nostrils flare as he took in what he’d already suspected. “She’s—”

“Yes. She’s human.” Kicks spoke like he was drawing a big, fat line Varic shouldn’t cross.

His brother whistled. “I’d heard the rumors but just didn’t believe it. How the hell did she end up as a guide?”

“Just happened,” Kicks replied coldly.

“So what brings you all the way here?” Varic asked, folding his arms across his chest, eyeing us up like we were unwanted guests.

“What, I can’t bring my mate to visit?” Kicks’ spine grew straighter, his muscles straining so hard that I was waiting for his shirt to rip.

“Just thinking of Dad, it’s a surprising move. I mean, we both know how he is.” Varic shrugged, as if it were Kicks’ issue to deal with.

Kicks had warned me they didn’t like humans, but I didn’t think it would be any worse than what I’d encountered before. I was beginning to think I’d kidded myself. I wasn’t sure if we were going to be kicked off the grounds any moment. The only thing I could say for Varic was that at least he was facing us alone. 

“I’m not asking him to accept her. I don’t care if he does or doesn’t. His approval means nothing,” Kicks said firmly.

“And yet here you are,” Varic said, trying to sound ironic.

“There are others here I wanted to visit, and this place belongs to the pack, not just you and Dad,” Kicks said, taking a step toward his brother.

Varic wobbled for a second, looking like he might take a step back, but held his ground. “He’s gone right now. Won’t be back until tomorrow, so I’d enjoy your stay while you can.” 

Before the tension could escalate further, a woman appeared. She had a regal air about her, with silver-streaked black hair and green eyes exactly like Kicks’. It shouldn’t have made me like her, but somehow I didn’t think anyone with his eyes could be completely evil.

“Kicks,” she said warmly, embracing him. “It’s been too long.”

“Aunt Elara,” Kicks responded, his voice softening as he hugged her back. He kept an arm around her much smaller stature as he turned toward me.

“This is Piper, my mate,” Kicks said.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Piper,” Elara said, smiling and then leaning forward to give me a hug.

I tried not to stiffen at the contact, but I was pretty sure I did anyway. 

Elara let me go, a look in her eyes as if she were trying to figure out what my issue was. She probably thought I was one of those humans who didn’t like being touched. I hoped she thought that. Awkward Piper was much better than Killer Piper.

I tried to keep a blank face, realizing I hadn’t been breathing for a few seconds as I waited to make sure she didn’t turn gray. 

Elara turned back toward Kicks. “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming? I would’ve gotten things ready for you and your girl.”

“Thought the surprise would be better.”

Elara smiled, taking him at face value. If she suspected he hadn’t planned on coming here, she didn’t let on or give him a hard time.

“Yes, such a nice surprise.” Varic looked put out and wasn’t trying hard to hide it.

Elara didn’t acknowledge Varic had spoken as she took Kicks and me both by the arm and walked us toward the door. “Come inside, both of you. You must be tired from your journey. I can’t believe you came all the way from the States under these conditions.”

She led us through the grand entrance and into a spacious hall. The interior was as impressive as the exterior, with high ceilings, ornate chandeliers, and walls lined with portraits and tapestries. The trim work alone would leave a person in awe. I could hear people in the other rooms, but no one came out and spoke to us.

“You can freshen up and rest,” Elara said, guiding us up a sweeping staircase. “I’ll bring you something to dress for dinner. You’ll be staying on for a little while, I hope?”

“For a little while,” Kicks said, keeping it vague.

We followed her down a long corridor and into a large bedroom that was still cozy somehow. The huge wooden bed looked inviting, with plush pillows and a warm quilt. The room even had a fireplace.

“Thank you,” I said, feeling a bit overwhelmed by the hospitality.

“Make yourselves at home,” Elara said. “And you come find me as soon as you get a minute.”

“I will,” Kicks replied. 

With a last smile toward me, Elara left the room. I was already exhausted by this place.

I poked around, taking in the views from the windows and peeking into the bathroom. “Do you think this shower works?” I asked. I’d cleaned up in the cold stream earlier but been spoiled by hot showers. Even on the boat, we’d been able to take short ones.

“Yes. They’ve got this place set up with a stockpile of fuel to run it. It was self-sufficient long before it needed to be.”

I poked around the bathroom, finding not only shampoos and soaps, but a variety of them.

“I’m heading downstairs to see what’s been going on.” In other words, reconnaissance on his strange family. “You good here alone for a bit?”

Kicks waited, watching me as if I’d be afraid to be in the room alone. It made sense after meeting his brother, but as far as I knew, I could still kill with the flick of my hand.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. 

“Have you heard anything yet?”

He didn’t need to specify who he was talking about. It seemed like he wanted to hear from Death more than I did. Meeting his brother, I was beginning to understand. If his father was the more problematic of the two? I didn’t know how long I wanted to stay either.

“Nothing.” It meant nothing other than our being in limbo for an indeterminate amount of time. It shouldn’t have been that alarming, but it was setting my nerves on edge. 

She’d told me to come to Scotland, so she’d show up soon enough. It wasn’t like she could die or was out sick. She’d turn up soon enough, whether we wanted her to or not.

What if it was months of waiting, or even worse? Kicks would have to get back to the pack. There was no doubt in my mind that I could survive on my own. It wasn’t just that I could kill, either. Right after Death Day happened, I’d sat there in that apartment, waiting for my father to step up and save me. He hadn’t, so I’d eventually gotten up and found another way. That way had been finding other people to lean on. I’d found Duncan and his pack. When that had gotten tough, I’d moved with Kicks. 

But now? I wasn’t looking for anyone. I could get by in this world on my own. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t break my heart to leave Kicks, but there was no doubt that I didn’t need anyone. I’d handle whatever life threw at me, and I’d survive. The only thing I didn’t know was who I’d be on the other side.

“If this drags out, you can—”

“We’re not having this discussion yet again. If it’s your life, it’s my life,” Kicks said.

I nodded. 

“It won’t always be like this,” he added as I looked away.

I wasn’t sure if that was for his sake or mine. Who was he trying to convince? 

He grabbed my hand. “I’m not going anywhere, no matter how many times you tell me to.”

He was saying that, but there was one thing that had certainly spooked him. “And what if I can get pregnant? Then what?” 

Fear flashed in his eyes. Kicks, who was scared of nothing, looked like he’d seen a hellish monster looming over him. 

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he said, pretending that hadn’t terrified him. “That’s still highly unlikely.”

I nodded, completely aware that he hadn’t answered the question.

A knock at the door saved us from awkward silence.

“Yes?” he called.

“It’s Didi,” a young girl said. “I have some clothes Elara sent up for you.”

“Come in.”

Didi was a cute girl in her teens with a shy smile. She almost tripped on her way to lay her items on the bed while staring at Kicks.

He gave me a nod and then headed out.
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I walked out of the bathroom, and Kicks was waiting for me, adjusting his cuffs. He had on a black shirt and slacks. It might’ve been the change that threw me, but I was a second away from tripping over the rug like Didi had. 

His eyes widened slightly, and there was a flare of heat there that set something off in me. I felt a blush creeping up my neck and shifted nervously.

“You look…stunning,” he said, his voice softer than usual.

I took a deep breath, smoothing down the fabric of the dress Elara had dropped off for me. It was a deep shade of red, elegant and much finer than anything I typically wore. It was long, but the silk slithered over my skin, showing off all my curves. Most days I was in jeans and a sweater, and for the last two weeks I’d been in the same jeans and sweaters over and over again. 

“Thanks,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “You look nice as well.”

He offered me his arm, and I took it, feeling the warmth and strength of his muscles through the fabric of his shirt. We walked down the long corridor, our footsteps echoing off the hardwood floors. 

The huge dining room was filled with long tables and a fireplace at one end, which could fit a loveseat inside of it. Pack members were already seated, their conversations creating a low hum. The room quieted as we entered, and at least fifty pairs of eyes turned to watch us and not one smile in my direction.

Kicks’ arm went around my waist, making something clear. I just wasn’t sure if he was claiming me or declaring protection. Perhaps both?

He led me to the main table, where Varic was seated in the center. A small brunette was sitting beside him and giving me the evil eye. 

“Piper, this is Athena, Varic’s mate.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. My smile faltered when she didn’t bother responding. 

Kicks let out an aggravated sigh. I headed toward Aunt Elara, and the two seats open beside her, before Kicks got into words with his brother. If they were all like Varic and Athena, this was going to be one long and unpleasant meal. I hadn’t gotten this chilly of a feeling even back in Groza’s pack. Kicks had been right about wanting to avoid this place. It felt like sleeping in a viper’s nest.

As we took our seats, Kicks introduced me to the pack members nearby.

“This is Isla,” he said, gesturing to a tall, striking woman with sharp features and piercing green eyes. “She’s the lead scout here, and also my cousin.”

Isla nodded at me. “Nice to meet you,” she said, her voice cool but not openly hostile.

“That’s her husband Roggie.” Kicks pointed to a burly man with a beard that nearly reached his chest. “He’s in charge of security.”

Roggie gave me a nod, barely looking at me. “Welcome,” he said, his tone polite but distant.

I was wondering if this wasn’t just about being human. Varic had said he’d heard things. The truth was bad enough, but that had surely been embellished after Groza got through with it. I was sure she’d laid it on thick before she died.

“You ready to leave yet?” Kicks whispered, his breath warm against my ear. 

“It’s not that bad,” I said, “but maybe we should check out some other spots while we’re visiting Scotland?”

He laughed softly. “We can head out tomorrow.”

I nodded, trying to hide my enthusiasm.

As the night progressed, I met more pack members. Each cool greeting made Kicks grow stiffer. The introductions continued, each one a coin toss on whether it would be chilly or downright frigid. I was beginning to wonder if we’d make it through dinner without someone dying.

All I wanted to do was turn back time to when Kicks had said visiting his family wasn’t such a good idea and agree with him. I should’ve taken him at his word. Sleeping in a mud hut would’ve been better than staying with these people. 

As the meal began and the wine flowed, the tension eased somewhat. People relaxed as they began forgetting I was there. The food was simple but hearty, and the conversation flowed more freely, but Kicks didn’t leave my side for a second. The only saving grace of the night was Aunt Elara telling me stories of Kicks’ youth. It wasn’t enough to want to keep me there, though.

“Tomorrow morning soon enough?” Kicks asked as soon as we were in the bedroom.

“I guess I can make it through breakfast,” I joked.

“I warned you,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt.

“I did enjoy hearing the stories from your aunt. They were sweet,” I said.

“You think filling someone’s pillow with cow dung was sweet?”

“You were defending your cousin. You’re a born defender of the underdog,” I said, watching as his shirt came off, the way his muscles flowed with the smallest of movements.

“Pips, don’t do that.”

I looked up, realizing I’d gotten caught staring hard.

“Do what?” I said, trying to pretend I hadn’t been staring like I wanted to jump on top of him.

He was strung tight, as if he were barely holding back.

“I’m going to go take a shower,” he said finally.


Chapter Sixteen


We ate breakfast in the dining hall the next morning. I just needed to get through this and we’d be gone. We weren’t even going to stay long enough to see his father, and I wasn’t saying boo about it. This place was pure toxicity for the soul. I now knew why Kicks never discussed them. Other than Aunt Elara, I wouldn’t have either.

The place wasn’t near as filled this morning, only twenty-five people or so. We were keeping our distance from Varic, who was at the other end of the room. The plan was to fuel up the bike, ride as far away from here as we could, and then wait out Death somewhere more comfortable, like a cave or a hut.

Kicks stiffened beside me, and I looked up, searching for the source of his tension.

An older man walked in, immediately getting the entire room’s attention. Several people got to their feet to greet him. Even if there had been any doubt, the resemblance between father and sons was uncanny. 

He scanned the room, pausing on Kicks. His expression froze, and I couldn’t get a read on whether he was happy, annoyed, or just shocked to see his son.

“Dad,” Varic said, walking over and patting him on his arm, breaking the attention off Kicks.

Him, Death said. I jerked toward her voice, not realizing she’d appeared.

She was pointing at Kicks’ father.

No. She couldn’t mean that.

But it made sense. She knew if Kicks came with me, and she didn’t provide any answers, we’d end up here.

I looked at Kicks, frozen. 

Him, Death said.

I wasn’t budging, even as she stared at me, glaring, pointing in his direction. 

No. Not Kicks’ father. I couldn’t be the person that killed him, no matter what he’d done.

Death moved to stand over Kicks. You either kill the father, or I take the son. He lives or dies depending upon what you do. Decide.

Kicks turned from watching his father to stare at me. “Pips, are you all right? What’s wrong?”

Choose, Death said.

There was no choice to ponder. It wasn’t going to be Kicks. Never. Not him, even if I had to hurt him to save him. If I had to make him hate me to save him, I didn’t care. No one touched him. I’d bargained for his life, and now it was time to pay the debt.

I looked at Kicks’ father and then back to Death, nodded, then stood. “I’m sorry,” I said to Kicks.

He was immediately on his feet. “Pips, what are you talking about? What’s going on?”

I walked, trying to put space between us, but he followed. Even with his father’s arrival drawing a lot of attention, heads were beginning to turn to us.

“Pips, what’s going on?” Kicks grabbed my arm, forcing me to stop.

He jerked and then fell, as if he’d grabbed a live wire. He was thrown, landing a few feet away, out cold.

I turned to Death. 

He’s alive, and will remain that way as long as you hold up your end of the bargain, she said.

There was already yelling as people ran toward Kicks, trying to figure out what had just happened. They’d be coming for me in seconds, as soon as the shock cleared.

I used the confusion to get to Kicks’ father.

I stopped for a moment, realizing how bad this would be. Kicks was never going to forgive me for this. Never. But he’d be alive. That was all that mattered.

My eyes locked on to the man before me. He looked as if he were trying to place me, like he thought he should know me because of the brazen way I’d approached him. I grabbed his arm. I could’ve tried to kill him from afar, but I needed to make sure he died and no one else. Too much was riding on it.

What are you doing? Death screeched in my ear.

It was bad enough I had to kill this man. I wasn’t turning his death into the sideshow she wanted. I wasn’t dragging it out, having him plead for his life in front of his pack. I’d kill him, but I was doing it swiftly.

I could feel my power swell the second I laid hands on him. His eyes widened in shock, his body convulsing as the life left him. He crumpled to the ground, a sickly gray. It was over. There was no turning back now unless someone had the power to raise the dead, and I didn’t believe that was in Death’s wheelhouse.

The room fell silent, except for Death, who let out a scream. It shattered the glass on the table, even though I was pretty certain I was the only one who heard her. 

People shifted from Kicks to hover over his father. It didn’t take more than a glimpse to realize these were two vastly different situations.

“He’s dead,” one man said, no one daring to touch him.

Another pointed at me. “She grabbed him. She killed him right after she knocked out Kicks.”

Varic, who was kneeling by his father, stood and pointed at me. “How did you kill him? How did you knock out my brother? What are you?”

I took one more glance at Kicks. He looked like the other injured party. I’d rather he be standing when I left, but I’d already lingered too long. I had to get out of here before they tried to kill me and Death let them because she was so furious. I’d figure everything else out later.

Death disappeared. It wasn’t surprising that she’d leave me on my own. This hadn’t exactly gone down the way she’d dictated, and she was a fickle bitch even when things were to her liking. 

I edged backward, trying to watch everyone and everything all at once. I sensed movement behind me and turned to see several men advancing quickly. I raised my hands, prepared to fend them off however I needed, but they didn’t touch me. I inched my way toward the door, but it was blocked by men with both guns and swords. Too many to get past. I didn’t want to kill anyone else.

“Don’t kill her!” Varic yelled. “I want her alive.”

“Let me leave or I’ll kill you,” I said to the men in front of the door.

“Don’t budge,” Varic said to them. 

There was fear in their eyes as I took a few steps forward, but they stood their ground, swords and guns pointed at me.

“Please, I don’t want to kill you.”

They didn’t move. I flicked my hand toward one of them. It didn’t do anything other than catch their attention. I did it again, and nothing. I didn’t even feel the surge of power flowing through me. There was still a chance I could kill by touch, but I’d have to get past their guns and swords in order to do it. 

“You’re not going anywhere,” Varic said as he came closer but stayed well out of reach.

Unfortunately, it looked as if he was correct.

I was stuck.


Chapter Seventeen


I was herded through the halls and down into the basement by sword- and gunpoint. The closer we got to the heart of the building, the walls changed from pristine white to unfinished stone, and the air grew heavy. Down below, in the deepest recesses where it didn’t even appear to be the same place, were cells.

They opened the door of one, and a butt of a gun steered me forward. The door slammed shut with a heavy thud behind me. There wasn’t a single window, and the darkness of the cell pressed in around me. I was truly trapped. I couldn’t count on Death to save me. I might die here.

If I died, would Kicks still take care of Charlie? I’d killed his father. He might’ve acted as if he didn’t like the man, but still… It was his father.

I huddled in the corner on the stone floor. The only other thing in here with me was an empty bucket, which I dreaded having to use.

It would’ve been pitch black if not for a tiny trickle of light shining through a crack on the bottom of the door. I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself. 

I had to get my thoughts straight and come up with a plan to get out of here. I couldn’t count on Kicks. From this moment forward, it was safer to assume he wanted me dead. Someone would be down to question me soon, and I needed to figure out a story, formulate a plan.

The air chilled. Death was here. I couldn’t see her, but I felt her.

“Are you going to get me out?” I whispered.

She didn’t answer.

“I killed him. You wanted him dead and he is. Maybe not the way you wanted, with all the drama and fanfare, but the deed is done.” I shivered as I felt the air chill with her presence.

I didn’t need you to kill him. I could’ve done that myself. I needed you to send a message. He was the main man behind the deaths and you think a quick death was what I wanted? You’re lucky your Kicks is alive after what you did. 

I stayed huddled and silent, afraid if I said anything else, she might go and do something to Kicks.

You are not holding up your end of the bargain. You knew that wasn’t what I wanted. She was nearly screaming by the end.

I held my tongue, growing more terrified by the second.

The arctic air seemed to warm slightly. She was gone.

The only blessing was that I didn’t feel that darkness trying to claw at me from the inside for the first time in months. I wasn’t sure if it was muted or gone. At least if I did die, I’d die mostly me. 

The sound of footsteps echoed down the hall sooner than I expected, growing louder and more deliberate. I got to my feet, refusing to look scared when they came.

The door swung open and Varic appeared, flanked by two men pointing rifles at me.

“How did you do it?” he asked, his voice low and menacing.

I met his gaze, trying to keep my expression neutral. “I didn’t.” Denial was my only hope, and that was slim at best.

“Don’t play me for an idiot. How did you kill my father? I want to know what you did.”

I swallowed hard, but kept my chin up and my breathing steady. He might suspect it, but he couldn’t prove it. I’d admit nothing. “I didn’t—”

“Lies!” he screamed, his voice echoing off the stone walls. “You killed him, and you’re going to tell me how.”

I had to stay calm. I couldn’t fold. If I panicked, I was dead. “Varic, I didn’t kill him. I don’t know what happened to him. I walked over to introduce myself and—”

“Don’t lie. Everyone knows what you are.”

Had Kicks told him? Was he awake and talking? Turning on me? I couldn’t be mad if he was. This wasn’t a betrayal. I’d killed his father. I’d expect no less. He’d heard things before, though, too. It could’ve been from Groza. Either way, I didn’t speak about it. I couldn’t afford to say the wrong thing.

Varic’s voice dropped. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll leave you here to rot. No food, no water. Just you and the darkness. How long do you think you’ll last?”

I forced myself to stay ramrod straight. Denial was my only chance. “I don’t know what happened but I didn’t kill him. I’ll sit here and rot, but that won’t change it.”

I took a seat on the ground, making my point.

They left, and I closed my eyes and pretended I wasn’t locked in the dark. I needed to remain calm and come up with a plan. But what?

Piper.

I opened my eyes at the familiar voice even as I couldn’t quite believe who I saw. “Widow Herbert?”

Yes.

“How are you here?”

I don’t know. I haven’t been able to reach you in so long, but then it suddenly felt different.

“I’m not imagining this?” I whispered, sitting up. Stuck here in this hole, my mind might come up with all sorts of craziness.

I’m really here.

Death blocked my abilities and now Widow Herbert was here? In blocking me, had Death somehow undone what she’d used to keep Widow Herbert away? It was too much of a coincidence.

“I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you.”

Me too, honey. Me too. But I’ll be here to see you through. I promise if I can get to you, I will be here.

“I don’t know what to do.”

Can you access any of your abilities?

“No.”

Do you still feel that place of darkness inside?

“No.”

Are you sure? Try to feel it. Concentrate.

She was right. It had to still be in me. Death had said she couldn’t remove it. It was part of me. I’d been infuriated when she told me that, yet it might be my only chance of getting out of here.

I did as Widow Herbert had said. “I think it might be there, but I can only feel it the slightest bit.”

Then you still have power within you. You just need to figure out how to control it. You need to use that. 

“But how?”

That, I can’t say, but you’re not powerless. There is a way. Close your eyes and try to focus on it. You’re strong. You will survive this. 

[image: ]



It was getting hard to know how many hours had passed as I sat in the dark, no food or water. It could’ve been ten hours or fifteen. Adrenaline was keeping me awake, but I was dying for a sip of water. I wish I’d eaten some more of my breakfast before I killed Kicks’ father. I’d even take some jerky at this point. Only benefit was that I didn’t need to use the bucket in the corner. 

Would Death keep me alive if they tried to kill me via dehydration and starvation? Varic wasn’t likely to kill me until he got some answers, so they’d probably give me something. It might get uncomfortable, though, and I’d better prepare myself.

I had nothing to do but think, and only the worst thoughts were coming to mind.

I replayed my goodbye with Charlie and then forced it from my mind, refusing to cry. Even if Kicks wanted to kill me himself, he’d protect Charlie. He’d view him as innocent. So would Rastin, Buddie, and Evangeline. They were good people, even if they wouldn’t think the same of me soon. They wouldn’t hurt him.

Was Kicks awake yet? Was he somewhere above, talking about how evil I was? Had he told them what I was? If he had, Varic would know, and he hadn’t come back. Maybe they were debating what to do with me?

Kicks’ footsteps sounded in the distance. Death might’ve stolen some of my killing abilities, but she hadn’t taken my improved senses away. It might’ve been an oversight, but I wouldn’t remind her of it next time she deigned to appear.

He opened the door and paused for a second as we took each other in. His face was so shadowed in this darkness that it was impossible to see if he was glaring. He seemed healthy, though, and some of the rigidity in my spine I hadn’t known I was holding eased.

I dropped my forehead to my knees, not saying anything, feeling like a coward for having a hard time even looking at him. 

I wouldn’t attempt to defend my actions. I’d done it for him, but it didn’t matter. I’d killed his father. It would be easier if he just screamed at me and then left. If I spoke, I might break down.

He walked closer and then knelt in front of me, pulled a flask out of his shirt, uncapped it, and brought it to my lips. I chugged back what tasted like some kind of broth, staring at him. He didn’t hate me? 

I couldn’t see his face well, but he leaned close, whispering so softly I could barely hear, “I’ll be back.”

He got to his feet, and I didn’t have the courage to ask anything as he left. I didn’t know if he hated me, but did he pity me?

He walked out, shutting the door.

“No one is allowed in here but me,” he said outside the cell.

“But Varic—”

“Can go fuck himself. She’s still my mate. No one in or out.”

His steps faded, and the tears I couldn’t hold back anymore started to flow.


Chapter Eighteen


I was walking through a forest at night, the wolf keeping pace with me twenty or so feet away. 

I stopped walking and so did it. When I began again, so did it. I stopped, turning to look at it. 

“What if I wanted you to go away. Would you?”

It stared at me, unmoving. It seemed I had my answer.

“I don’t want to accept you. I want you gone.”

Its head dropped a hair, as if this creature understood what I was saying and I’d somehow hurt its feelings. It shouldn’t have made me feel so bad, but it did.

“You’re too dangerous. You have to go.”

Its head lowered a little more, and then it looked back in the direction we’d come from but still didn’t leave.

I began to walk again, and again, it followed.

“If I allow you closer, will you behave?”

It whimpered slightly. I knew it could rip my throat out in a second, devour me, and yet something sad and vulnerable about the creature called to me. 

“You can walk beside me, but only if you do as you’re told.”

It took a tentative step forward, as if afraid of me.

“Come. I said it was okay.”

It walked the rest of the way toward me and then sat on its haunches beside me. I wasn’t lulled into the belief it was tame. It was a wolf. 

“Now remember, you can travel alongside me on my journey as long as you behave.”

It cocked its head to the side, as if agreeing.

“Okay then,” I said, and began to walk. “Let’s walk.”

We’d only gotten a few steps when the wolf stiffened, looked off in the distance, and began to growl.

I woke in the pitch-black cell, footsteps heading toward me. It sounded like a few people. The door swung open. The one they called Dicon, with rust-colored hair and a chipped front tooth, stood in the door with a rifle pointed at me.

“Get up. You’re wanted in the great hall.”

I stood, following his orders.

He didn’t let the gun drop for a second, as if he expected trouble. If he thought he was going to get a fight, he was wrong. I’d take any opportunity to get out of this hellhole. As long as I was down here, I was trapped. Out of here, there was a chance for escape.

They might think they were walking me to my death, but Death herself wasn’t done using me yet. A moment like that might force her hand and help me get out of here. 

I was directed upstairs, and Dicon kept shoving the muzzle of a gun in my back. By the third poke, I was at my limit.

“Are you trying to compensate for something?” I asked. 

“Shut up.” The gun stabbed me in the back hard enough that it might’ve cracked a rib. 

Okay, that might’ve been a bad call, but even with the pain, I wanted to laugh. Maybe I was getting delirious? My stomach was growling almost as loud as a pissed-off shifter.

As soon as we got upstairs, the roar of people arguing filled the building. So many were yelling over each other, it was hard to make out what was being said.

“In there,” Dicon said, poking me in the side and urging me into the great hall, where the voices were coming from.

Kicks was standing toe to toe with Varic in the middle of the room, at least half the pack surrounding them. He was utterly outnumbered. At any point this could get ugly, and I didn’t know if I could get to him and help.

“You don’t automatically become alpha of this pack just because he’s dead,” Kicks said. He was the only one I hadn’t heard yelling. He didn’t need to. His voice was calm but deadly.

“Are you challenging me?” Varic said. “Because if you are, you’ll have to renounce your Arkansas pack. You can’t be the alpha of two different packs, and I know how you love your backward gang.”

He was talking a tough game, but there were tiny movements—the quickest quiver of his lip, a tremor in his hand. They were so fast and subtle, I wasn’t sure most would pick up on them. He was afraid of Kicks. 

“You want to dictate what happens to my mate?” Kicks said. “Then yes. Let’s go. Now.”

The room went utterly silent. Go? Did he mean to fight? They were near the same size, and it wasn’t clear who would win. My brain couldn’t accept anyone getting the upper hand on Kicks, but my heart feared even the slightest chance of him getting hurt. Plus, Varic was vicious. If there was a dirty way to fight, he’d use it.

Aunt Elara stepped forward, putting a palm on each of their chests. “I think a compromise could be brokered. There’s no reason this needs to come to bloodshed yet. Perhaps, Varic, you give some leniency where Piper is concerned until we know what actually happened. Kicks, you don’t challenge Varic’s claim while things are unsettled?”

“I can’t let her just run loose through the castle when we don’t know what she’s capable of,” Varic said, but his tone had calmed a bit, as if he were satisfied taking a compromise, maybe even preferred it to fighting Kicks.

“She’s my mate,” Kicks said. “Even if she does end up being a traitor, she falls under my domain. I won’t have anyone else interrogating her.”

“I’ll give you space, for now,” Varic said, continuing to back down.

Kicks marched over, nearly bulldozing through the guards as he walked up to me, grabbing my arm.

“She’s mine to question or dispose of as I see fit,” he said. “No one else touches her.” I was pulled out of the room with him.

If Varic had any objection, he wasn’t saying it as we walked out of the room.

Kicks pulled me past all the shifters trying to get a view of us until we were in our bedroom and he slammed the door. He immediately let go of my arm then turned, giving me his back as if he were trying to compose himself.

I wasn’t sure whether to sit or stand, pace or run. Kicks’ agitation was palpable, and I was at a loss. I’d seen him upset, but this situation was beyond anything either of us could’ve expected. I’d killed his father. This was new territory and definitely not a place I’d ever thought was possible. If there had been any other choice…

He finally said, “When did you know my father was the target?”

“Not until seconds before I killed him.” 

He turned and stared at me.

I held his stare. It was the truth. If he didn’t believe me, there was nothing I could do. I wouldn’t beg. I didn’t regret my choice and never would, even if it meant he’d hate me from here on out.

“You didn’t know until that morning, right as he walked in?” His voice was sharp. I couldn’t tell if there was doubt. But it didn’t matter how many ways he asked, or how many times—the truth wouldn’t change.

“I didn’t know until that moment. You can choose to believe me, trust what I’m saying or not, but that’s what happened.”

Kicks’ jaw locked, the muscles of his forearms tensing. He broke eye contact, moving toward the window and staring out at the night sky. The silence between us stretched on, so heavy it was getting hard to breathe. My nerves were fraying, my mind racing. Did he believe me? Or was he calculating his next move, deciding whether to walk out, walk away from me, or throw me back to his brother’s whims?

The silence was akin to torture, yet I was afraid to press him for answers. The thought that terrified me the most? That he hated me.

“Why didn’t you say something to me? Why just act? Why knock me out?” His voice was rough, as if even uttering those words was painful.

I’d already replayed it in my mind so many times, trying to dissect my thoughts through the overwhelming panic of that moment. When Death had appeared, and I knew what she wanted from me, there was a surge of adrenaline and utter fear that she’d harm Kicks. It was hard to remember that moment and not feel sick. I hadn’t been thinking logically at all. I’d known in my gut what needed to be done, and I’d acted.

“We were sitting there, and your father came in,” I said. “Death appeared immediately afterward, standing right beside you. She said it was you or him. She hovered over you and said she was going to kill you if I refused. To me, it was as if she were holding a gun to your head. I didn’t think. I just did what she wanted.”

He closed the distance between us, stopping just inches away. “But why would you knock me out?”

“I didn’t. That was her.” There was a brief flicker in his eyes that might’ve been relief, but I refused to give him half-truths at this point. “I would’ve done it myself if she hadn’t. I wasn’t going to let you stop me. I wasn’t going to let her kill you.”

“Why would you want to do that? It took away any choice I had to control the situation.”

“You couldn’t have stopped me.” I wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. 

“They said you ran for the door. Were you planning on coming back?” His voice was raw. The last time I’d seen him like this, blood had been spilled.

“I had to leave.” I turned to put some space between us. 

Kicks grabbed my shoulders, spinning me back to face him. “Would you have just disappeared? After everything we’ve been through, you didn’t trust me enough to at least help you get out of here?”

“It wasn’t about you,” I said, the weight of everything that had happened in the last day sapping the last of my strength. “I wasn’t thinking at all.”

I had nothing to say in my defense. I’d acted on instinct, on fear, and now I was facing the person I’d been ready to abandon. I hadn’t imagined there’d be a way he’d ever speak to me again.

His grip loosened, and his hands dropped from my shoulders. “We’re in this together. If we’re getting out of here, you need to trust me going forward, if you’re capable of that,” he said. 

I couldn’t tell if he was trying to hurt me or just being honest. Either way, maybe he was right. Maybe I was incapable of trust.

“You should leave here while you can,” I said. I’d get out of this myself, one way or another.

“No. It’s not that simple. I claimed you, vouched for you. I’m not doing that and just walking away, especially since you’ve clearly lost some of your powers.”

I nodded. “How did you know?”

“Because you’re still here.”

It felt like my stomach just bottomed out while he turned and walked back to the window.

He’d said he wouldn’t leave me, and yet he looked like he wanted to jump out of that window to get away from me. I couldn’t even blame him, considering what I’d just admitted to.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t want to kill him. She said he was the one behind Death Day. If there was another way, I would’ve taken it.”

Did he believe me? Did he believe his father was the one? Kicks wasn’t talking, just looking out the window.

“Do you…” No. I wasn’t begging him to believe me, and that was where this would lead. 

He looked back at me, and I couldn’t read him. He glanced at my filthy clothing.

“Go shower while there’s still hot water,” he said, and then turned back to the window.

When I was in the dungeon, I’d only wanted to see him, to make sure he was all right. Now I went into the bathroom, happy to be alone.

I stripped off my clothes and then stood under the flow of water. Grime ran down my flesh. I didn’t get out of the shower until the water had gone cold, and even then I hesitated. 

When I got out, the bedroom was empty. I changed into the shirt I’d slept in on my first night here and climbed into bed, wondering how I was going to get out of this mess. Death wouldn’t be any help. She might’ve been angrier than anyone else. I was on my own, without even Kicks as an ally.

It was more than an hour later when he walked back into the room. I’d begun to think he wasn’t going to return at all. I listened as he undressed, not sure if I should speak. I was afraid to even utter a word to him. How far we’d fallen. 

I kept my eyes closed as I felt the bed sink behind me. 

As much as I was scared to talk, it had been days since I’d checked in with Charlie. 

“Can I use the phone? I don’t want Charlie to get worried.”

“I don’t have the satellite phone anymore. While I was still knocked out, after they took you, they raided our belongings. The phone is gone. When I demanded it back, they pled ignorance.” His tone was chilly. 

Thankfully, I’d told Charlie there could be problems. I’d said we might be places we wouldn’t be able to charge it, afraid things might get messy. I’d never promised to call at a specific time for this exact reason, although I hadn’t expected things to devolve quite this quickly.

“I’m sorry the phone was lost,” I said. “I’d be upset with me too, but I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I just want to make sure you know that.”

“I don’t think you tried to hurt me,” he said. “You just make your choices about what’s right for me, and then I have to live with them.”

“What else could I have done?”

“Told me before you did it. Even if you were set on doing it, we might not be stuck here now. I might’ve been able to get us out. You don’t understand the fortifications he’s set up around this place.”

“Kicks, I—”

“Piper, I can’t speak about this right now. I wouldn’t even be in this bed if I wasn’t concerned someone else would come in here if I slept somewhere else.”

He couldn’t stand being near me, yet he was still protecting me.


Chapter Nineteen


Kicks was already awake when I got up the next morning. He hadn’t touched me once while we slept. This relationship was on life support, if not completely dead. He hated me. Was that really a surprise after what happened? Whether it was for him or not, I’d killed his father. How could I come back from that? I couldn’t.

“I brought you up some food,” he said, pointing to the nightstand beside me. 

“Thanks.” I grabbed a patty of something and nibbled on it. Given the lack of food the last day or so, my appetite was lousy.

At least he wasn’t running out of the room to get away from me. Did it matter, though? Who was I kidding? We were done. There was no coming back from this. I’d tried to keep him at arm’s length for so long to protect him that I should’ve felt relief. 

I didn’t. 

He paused, cocking his head toward the door, listening to the sound of men’s footsteps heading this way.

“Get dressed,” Kicks said, clearly expecting trouble. I’d already been reaching for a pair of jeans before he spoke.

They knocked just as I threw a sweater over my t-shirt.

Kicks opened the door to two of Varic’s men. They always seemed to come in pairs.

“What?” he asked in the same tone he’d use to tell someone to go screw.

“Varic wants to speak to you,” Dicon said, trying to glance over Kicks’ shoulder to look at me. Kicks, both wider and taller, shifted to block his view.

“Then why are you here?” he asked.

“He wants you to meet him in his study. He says he’s looking to offer you a compromise.”

Kicks didn’t speak for a moment and then glanced back at me. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t open the door for anyone.”

I nodded. Anything that would give us a leg up was worth pursuing at this point.

I locked the door behind him, knowing he’d be listening for the click of metal sliding home. He might be upset with me, but he at least still cared what happened to me. That was something.

It didn’t take him long to return.

“Well?” I asked when he wasn’t forthcoming the second the door shut.

“He doesn’t touch you or interfere in your life until we can figure out what happened to our father. Of course I told him again that it wasn’t you. In the meantime, you aren’t to leave this building. You can go about of your own free will inside as long as you don’t approach anyone, unless they ask you to. You’re to keep your distance for the safety of the pack otherwise.”

“That doesn’t sound bad.” I could slip out easily enough under those conditions if Varic didn’t put someone at every door. Would he do that? Probably. Kicks had said the place was essentially on lockdown.

“It’s not as bad as trying to break out of a cell below,” I said.

Kicks tilted his head, as if he wasn’t quite sure he agreed. “The only reason he is willing to do this is because I can counter his claim to the pack. To keep up that pretense, I’ll have to step up to a degree. I’ll be expected to do certain duties and help out.”

He leaned against the bureau, his arms crossed. None of this sounded bad, and yet here he was looking as if this was all bad. 

“This sounds workable,” I said.

He nodded, but it felt like a weird, noncommittal gesture. Part of me didn’t want to press him. At least we were speaking. But if there was a problem, I needed to know. If he was going to hate me, questioning him now wasn’t going to change that. 

“What’s the issue?” I finally asked.

“I think he’s doing it to get me out of here. You’ll be alone quite a bit.”

“I might not be at my full capabilities, but you know I’m far from an easy target at this point. Death might let me break a leg, but she’s not going to let anyone kill me.” I spoke like I had assurances, but I was beginning to doubt the situation myself. How long would she have left me rotting in that cell? If she could find someone else, I would be useless to her. I just had to hope that wasn’t the case until we got out of here.

“Why isn’t she helping you, then? Why is she upset if she got what she wanted?” he said, staring at me as if I were as unreliable as Varic.

“She’s not happy, but she won’t let me die. She wanted a scene of your father’s death but has no replacement for me.”

It wasn’t clear if he believed me. It was as if months of trust had been destroyed with that one horrible moment that could never be made right.

He pushed off the bureau. “Well, Varic isn’t wasting any time. He asked if I could go to a neighboring village they trade with. I won’t be back until tonight.”

He was waiting for me to say something, and I didn’t know what. Did he want me to ask him not to go? That would never happen. 

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

“I don’t think he’ll do anything crazy today, but just be cautious.”

“I’m not afraid to be alone. I can handle this. Watch out for yourself. You’re going to be out with people who are more likely to stab you in the back if you trip than give you a hand up.”

“I know.” He grabbed his jacket and left.

I didn’t move for a few minutes, digesting the coldness that had seemed to settle in between us. At least he was talking to me. I wasn’t sitting in a cell, and the darkness that had been clawing at me was now barely perceptible. The situation was bad, but it wasn’t the worst.

There was a knock at the door. “Piper, it’s Aunt Elara.”

I opened it, smiling, not sure what kind of visit to expect. If anyone did have reason to throw me in there, it would be her. It had been her brother I’d killed.

She walked in with her arms overflowing with clothing and placed the items on the bed.

“I’m glad you are here,” I said. “I wanted to tell you I don’t know what happened with your brother, but I’m sorry for your loss.”

She looked at me as if she weren’t buying my ignorance for a second, and yet she was still smiling at me. “I’m sure it wasn’t your fault,” she said. “Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. I wanted to bring you some more items to wear, since you might be here for a while longer.”

I looked at the pile of dresses on the bed. There didn’t seem to be a pair of pants in the pile. It was a far cry from the jeans and sweaters I typically wore. Still, it was better than nothing for now. Plus, I might not be able to leave, but Kicks was out every day. He could surely grab me a few things while he was out.

“Thank you. I appreciate the items.”

“I took the liberty of selecting what I thought might look good on you and also what might be more appropriate for this place. It’s probably different from what you’re used to.”

“Appropriate?”

“The men here prefer women to appear a certain way. Things will go easier if you go along with what’s expected.”

I’d noticed that I hadn’t seen a pair of pants in the place, but I hadn’t realized it was because of some set standard. 

“Let me know if you need anything,” she said as she headed to the door.

I nodded. 
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You need to go out and about. They need to know you’re not afraid of them, Widow Herbert said as she sat on the bed. If they think you’re afraid, they’ll begin to wonder if you have any capabilities left and then press their hand.

“I don’t care what they think. I just want out of this godforsaken place.” I leaned my head on the window sash, letting the sun shine on my face as I looked below. There were more men down and around the perimeter than I’d realized when we approached. Or maybe Varic had ordered them there recently? Didn’t really matter, since they were there now.

Having them see you will start to make them get used to seeing you. The more they see you, the more relaxed they’ll become.

“I know you’re right.” Still, I hated this place so much that I didn’t want to see any of them. Not yet.

You’re strong. You will get through this, she said.

“Or die. Maybe both of us.” Although if they touched Kicks, I was going scorched earth. I wasn’t leaving this place until it was a pile of rubble, their bodies all burned beneath—well, except for Didi and Aunt Elara. They seemed like decent sorts. I couldn’t bury them.

Death won’t let that happen while she still has some control of you. 

“I can’t count on her for anything. Talking about unreliable, do you know what happened to Jaysa? Where did she go off to?”

I’m afraid her situation might’ve been demoted, if you know what I mean.

That was a tough break. Surprising? No.

I could hear steps heading this way. “Someone’s coming,” I said.

I’ll see you soon. Go handle your company.

There was the softest of knocks. “Piper, it’s Didi.”

“I’m coming,” I said, knowing how timid the girl was. She was probably more afraid that I would answer the door.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I asked as I opened the door, finding her standing there alone. No guard accompaniment? I guessed Didi was expendable. Maybe they wanted me to kill her? Easiest way to turn me into more of a villain for anyone who doubted I’d killed their father.

“Athena wanted to see you. She’s waiting for you in the kitchen.” She inched back when I leaned forward.

I hadn’t been able to put my finger on whether Athena was a problem or not yet. She clearly didn’t like me, if her glares meant anything. Getting summoned wasn’t sitting so well either. Still, was she going to be a real problem or an inconvenience? I had a feeling I was going to find out soon.

“Okay. Let’s go.” Widow Herbert did tell me to show my face, so there was that upside.

Didi walked twice as fast as me. Every time I threatened to close the gap, she walked even faster. I began walking extra slow so she wouldn’t be winded by the time we got downstairs. If I didn’t, everyone would assume I was chasing her.

Athena was in the kitchen, talking to some other younger girls, when we walked in.

The second she saw me, her movements grew jittery. She swallowed hard and her chest rose and fell rapidly as she walked over. Whatever she was about, it wasn’t good, and it was iffy as to whether she could pull it off. She certainly didn’t look eager to see me, even though it was at her request.

“Hello,” I said, trying to at least keep things polite on the surface.

There was a tremble in her hands before she crossed her arms in front of her. Her eyes narrowed. “Varic said you would probably want to make yourself helpful around here, since you’ll be here for a while.” She spoke as if I were mildew that she couldn’t get off her grout.

“I’d love to help out around here. What did you need done?” What was Varic up to now? A little bit of torture for me? Pushing my buttons? Testing me? Either way, I’d take the bait if only out of curiosity.

“We have some bathrooms on the first floor that need tidying up.” She smirked. It wasn’t a good look. 

Bathrooms? She wanted me to clean up after them? If I had my powers, I’d be more likely to roll over and do whatever they asked. Problem was that I didn’t, so I had to portray strength. I was pretty sure some very smart, historical tactical guy who’d won a bunch of shit said that. I didn’t remember who, but it seemed like sound advice.

“No. That’s not going to work, but I do want to help, since I’m staying here. What else do you have?”

Someone might’ve thought there was a gun held to her head with the way her eyes bulged, as if the idea of pushback from me was startling.

“Um, I guess…” She wrung her hands and glanced around. I guessed Varic hadn’t instructed her on what to do if I declined.

“Why don’t I dust some of the paintings I saw in the halls?” I said. What a better way of getting to know every nook and cranny of this place to plot my escape? It would be like a free pass to snoop and get the lay of the land.

“Um…” She bit her lip, looking at the other girls, who shrugged. 

I didn’t plan on letting her figure something else out. “Where’s your duster? I’ll get started.”

“Uh… I don’t know…” She went into full-on fidget mode.

“Where is it?” I started looking around the room. 

One of the girls’ eyes darted to a closet, then her lips parted on a silent gasp as she saw I’d been watching her.

“In there?” I walked over to the closet and found a duster and some rags. I grabbed some stuff, not really caring what I had. I wasn’t planning on doing anything anyway. “Great. I’ll start today. See you at dinner.”

They were all staring at each other as I walked out, no one wanting to take a chance of what would happen if they stopped me.
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I dusted a piece of trim in the hallway, following it along and using it as an excuse to get the layout of the place. So far I’d passed three doors, and every single one had an armed guard eyeing me as I came near. Question was, could they get a shot off before I got to them? Most likely yes.

The other problem was that I wouldn’t leave here without Kicks. He’d risked his life for me, and I wouldn’t repay him by escaping and leaving him to hold the bag.

I was just turning another corner when I heard men heading my way. Dicon was in the lead, and they had guns in their hands. They stopped on either side of me, and then Dicon poked me in the rib with the butt of his gun. This poking business was getting old. If anything was capable of breaking through to my powers, the poking would do it.

“Varic wants to see you. Move.” He gestured upstairs, where the bedchambers were. 

“Why?” I asked, not moving at all.

“Doesn’t matter why. Now move.” He poked me again. 

“Before you poke me with that fucking thing again, I’d think about what you’re willing to lose.”

He paused. I caught a quick glance toward his companion. 

“Move.” His tone was harsher, but as he waved his gun in the direction of the stairs, it didn’t so much as graze me.

I moved, deciding to take my win because I wasn’t sure if I had the goods to back up my threats. Damn the unappeasable Death. Her target was dead, but that wasn’t good enough for her. He had to get tortured first to make that witch happy.

I made it upstairs, almost wishing the dick would poke me again. I had a reason to lunge for him, and it would be nice to know if I had some powers left. Could I kill him by touch, or was that gone? Maybe Varic would do me the favor and get out of hand to let me test out my powers.

I didn’t think that was going to happen, though. Varic wasn’t going to try to rape me. His guys wouldn’t even touch me, and Varic wasn’t suicidal. A psychopath? Yes. But not one with a death wish. He wasn’t just scared of me. I’d seen the fear in his eyes when he thought he’d have to fight Kicks for the alpha role. He might do it, but he’d rather get rid of us in an easier way.

The more I got to know this pack, the more it was painfully clear why Kicks hadn’t talked about his family much. No one would want to talk about this crew. 

I paused on the landing, unsure of which room. Luckily, I had a dick behind me to point his rifle in the right direction. When it almost touched my arm, I made a tsking noise at him and waved my finger.

He followed a few steps back after that, even if he did glower a little more.

We stopped in front of a door. When none of my entourage stepped forward, I took it upon myself to knock.

“Come in,” Varic called. 

I did the honors of opening the door myself, too.

Varic was sitting at a table on the side of the large room that looked to be used solely as an office. He glanced over my shoulder to where his guys were standing behind me. “Leave us.”

Had I written off rape too soon? No. There was interest in Varic’s eyes, but I didn’t think that was where this was going. Not yet. One thing was for certain—he was getting Kicks out of here during the day for a reason.

He leaned back in his chair, tapping his pen against the table like a teenager with no sense of rhythm. I wanted to leap over the table and rip the thing out of his hands. Instead I said, “You wanted to see me?” 

“Yes, I did.” He rested his elbow on the chair’s arm and brought his fist to his chin as he stared at me. I’d never seen such a contrived pose in my life. It was hard to not wonder if he’d practiced with a mirror. I held back from saying, Can you get on with it already? Self-important people had always run my patience thin.

I let out a very loud sigh and then glanced around the room, looking for something of interest. The room was as sparse and as uninteresting as him. 

“The way I see it, you’ve got two choices and two very different outcomes,” he said, finally getting on with it. “The first choice is you continue on the way you are, lying about killing my father. You can see how long you can drag it out, but that choice is going to lead to your death. Or two, you tell me how you did it and you can be of use to me.”

I had to hold back my laughter. He hadn’t liked his father. I hadn’t liked mine either, but I wouldn’t have tried to work with his killer mere days after the crime. Man, was this group dysfunctional.

And good luck killing me. Death might not be saving me from the fate of being stuck here, but she wouldn’t let someone else kill me. If she got to a point she didn’t need me, she’d probably do it herself first.

He was watching me closely, almost absurdly so. Laughing wouldn’t be good unless I wanted to show my hand. It was better off letting him think he was pulling off this whole show for a while. Faking tears was way beyond me. I wondered if I could make my lip tremble.

“Well? What will it be?” He squinted, his nostrils flaring as if he were wondering why he couldn’t pick up the scent of fear.

He was testing the waters. He wasn’t sure enough of anything to press his hand. All I needed to do was stall. Leave it vague. Don’t deny blame or accept it.

“It might take me a while to think through this situation,” I said.

His eyes narrowed, as if he were trying to contemplate his next move after I didn’t give him a real response. Had he thought I’d crumble in front of him? Beg? Tell him everything? Had he not paid attention to who I was? Or was he so convinced about who he was? The delusion he’d built up?

“I’ll give you a few days. That’s it,” he said, trying to sound tough. “Go.”

I walked out, wondering how much time I had. My guess was that the guy wasn’t long on patience.


Chapter Twenty


I shot up in bed as the door opened.

“Relax, it’s just me,” Kicks said. 

It was too late. It felt like a fist was pounding on the inside of my chest and it wasn’t ready to stop fighting yet. 

I’d been lying there, concentrating so hard on overcoming the block Death had put on my powers that I’d lost all situational awareness. What if that hadn’t been Kicks walking in the door? I could never forget I was in enemy territory.

“What were you doing?” he asked as he kicked off his boots.

I sank back against the pillows, watching Kicks, who’d been out all day with the enemy. To say things were tense between us was like saying a black hole was just a touch dark. 

“Trying to unlock whatever Death did to suppress my powers. I’m not sure how much time we’re going to have before things go to hell.” I waited a minute, wondering if it would do more good or bad to tell him everything that had happened today. Maybe he was right, though—I had to stop protecting him from the truth. He was my only ally in this place, at least at the moment. Whether or not that would continue was iffy in my mind, but I couldn’t alienate him further. I didn’t want to alienate him. 

“I had a talk with Varic today.”

He stilled. “I know.” 

He did? Had he planned on asking me about it or waiting and seeing if I was going to share? It felt like I’d pulled a solid B on a pop quiz.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“Someone told Aunt Elara. She told me the second I got back. What did he want?”

I spilled all the details and then waited to see if I was going to have to race him to the door, blocking him from trying to kill Varic. It wasn’t from an overwhelming confidence he’d do it for me, but he hated his brother that much. He’d feel like this was an overstep after their agreement, and it was hard to disagree.

He looked tightly coiled but wasn’t moving. At least I wasn’t going to have to try to tackle him. Without any help, it wasn’t certain to work at this point. Although, as stiff as he appeared, I could probably knock him over with my pinky.

“Are you leaving anything out?” The edge was in his tone, the one that usually came out when he was barely keeping himself from shifting.

“No. That’s all of it.” 

He nodded and looked as if he were going to win the fight against his baser instinct to go kill Varic. Which was good, because Kicks and Varic needed to be as far away from each other as possible. I hadn’t killed Kicks’ father and blown up our relationship to have him die now. 

“I have this under control. We’re going to stall him until we get out,” I said.

“Do you think that’s going to work?” He gripped the wood on the foot of the bedframe, his knuckles white. The wood creaked, as if about to split.

If I said no, I wasn’t altogether sure he wouldn’t go apeshit and try to fight our way out of here tonight. But considering I’d been sitting here for hours with no perceivable improvement in my powers, it was hard to say yes.

“I’m somewhat optimistic.” Hopefully that would buy me some time.

His chest rose. Breathing was a good sign.

“He approaches you again, you tell him to talk to me.” His words came out through a barely unlocked jaw.

“I don’t know if that’s the way to handle this.”

No, I’d deal with Varic on my own somehow. Kicks would try to kill him. If I thought it would be a fair fight, that would be different, but nothing about Varic screamed aboveboard. Not to mention I was done sending in surrogates to hide behind. 

“He’s my brother. I know him. He’s not a good man.” The wood was back to creaking as we stared off.

I got to my feet, trying to gain some physical ground. It didn’t work as well as I planned—I’d forgotten for a second how much height Kicks had on me. “I’m not telling him he has to go speak to you if he comes looking for me. Stalling is the best choice. You know I’m right.” 

He turned to me. “If you had your powers, it would be different. We wouldn’t be having this conversation if you did. You’d be long gone.” 

I stopped speaking, the turn of the argument stealing my wind. Any truce, even for a second as we fought over the best way out of this mess, felt as if it had crashed.

If I left it up to him, this conversation might’ve ended right then, but I couldn’t stand it anymore. If he was going to hate me, then so be it. But I was done running from a fight—from Death, from Varic, and, most of all, from Kicks. Not from him.

“I didn’t want to leave you. I felt I had to. Why can’t you understand that? What if you thought I would never want to look at you again? That I’d be disgusted by you? That it would be a kindness to leave so that you didn’t have to deal with the aftermath of what happened?” I found myself pacing the room, and then over by the window, putting as much space between us as I could.

“Pips, look at me.”

I hesitated.

“Pips.”

I turned toward him.

He shook his head. “I could never be disgusted by you. It’s not in my DNA. Part of me wishes you had gotten away, because then you wouldn’t be here and I wouldn’t be worried every time I walk out the door.”

“Then why are you so mad at me?”

“Because if you’d just warned me, told me what you were going to do, like it or not, I would’ve gotten you out of here. I wouldn’t have had to hear about Varic threatening you or seen you in that filthy cell.”

I was still staring at him, having a hard time wrapping my head around what he was saying.

“Have you noticed I didn’t question my father’s guilt about Death Day?” he asked. “I don’t know how he was involved, what he managed to do, but I knew who he was. It didn’t surprise me for a second. He did something horrific and reaped the consequences. I can live with that.”

“You say that, but even now you can’t even stand to touch me.” I hadn’t meant to say that, but I was so raw, so laid open, it was as if I couldn’t stop myself.

“It was easier before, when I thought…” He shook his head again and began pacing the room, putting even more space between us.

“That I couldn’t get pregnant,” I finished. “Why are we even arguing? There’s no future for us anyway, is there?”

Every second that ticked off before he answered felt like a knife stabbing me in the chest.

“We’ll figure something out,” he finally said.

It had taken too long for him to say it. He didn’t believe it either. “Really? You’re afraid to touch me because you think I’ll get pregnant and die. I’m afraid of whatever darkness Death put in me will come roaring back and leave someone unrecognizable behind. How are either of those things going to get figured out?”

“They will.”

“Saying it doesn’t make it a reality.”

He sat and put his boots back on. “I’ve got to go check on some things.”

He left, and I didn’t try to stop him.


Chapter Twenty-One


Kicks hadn’t come back until late last night, and I pretended to sleep, even though he probably knew otherwise. He’d been gone before I woke in the morning.

I didn’t bother nodding to anyone in the morning as I retrieved a duster and rags. No one tried to speak to me or stop me as I left. The only acknowledgment I got was a nod from Didi.

I scanned the halls, determining where I should explore next. I wanted to know this place like the back of my hand.

There were soft footsteps on the stairs, and Aunt Elara appeared seconds later.

“There you are,” she said softly. 

“Hi, Aunt Elara,” I said, matching the softness of her tone. She clearly didn’t want it on blast that she was being friendly toward the enemy. I didn’t have the luxury of alienating anyone.

“I’m glad I found you. How is it going?”

“All right.” I was a lot better than when I’d been sitting in the dungeon, that was for sure.

She smiled as if she were listening, yet her eyes kept darting around. “Come, I want to show you something.”

She waved for me to follow her as she took a couple of steps. At this point in my life, I was having a hard time following anyone blindly. Maybe I was being naïve, and her softness was a lure to pull me in? Still, my gut told me she was safe.

She led me down another hallway I hadn’t explored yet, to a small set of stairs that winded upward and continued on. When they finally stopped, she opened a door to the top of the estate.

The wind blew my hair back, the smell of salt filling the air, with the view of the ocean in the distance. 

“It’s nice up here, isn’t it?” Aunt Elara said.

“It’s amazing.” For the first time in days, I felt like I could breathe.

“This is where I come sometimes when I need a moment.”

I turned toward her. Need a moment? From who? Varic? Or was I making things up in my mind because I found him so disgusting? I was having a hard time imagining that anyone liked him, but I couldn’t afford to jump to conclusions.

“I come here in the mornings sometimes, right before dawn, if you ever need to speak to me.”

“Thank you.” She was still Varic’s aunt. Don’t read into it. Maybe her and Varic were trying to set me up so I’d tell all my secrets. Good luck with that. I hadn’t told the dirty truth to people that I trusted a lot more than them. 

“Have you always lived here, at the castle?” I asked, trying to steer us into nice, shallow waters.

She turned and looked out at the sea, her chest visibly rising and falling. “I lived here when I was younger. I left but still lived nearby. After Death Day, it got harder to be alone, even as a shifter. It’s difficult to be here sometimes, but we’re all making compromises.”

Shared woes? Was this more bait? She didn’t feel like a fake.

She turned and gave me a knowing look, filled with old wounds. Still, I wasn’t saying a word of my secrets. I’d trusted the wrong person too many times in my past. No way was I doing that again.

She patted my hand. It always shocked me when people weren’t afraid of touching me.

“I’ve got things to handle, but I’m glad we had a chance to talk,” she said, turning to leave.

“Do you mind if I stay up here for a few minutes?” The idea of going back into the building after being inside for so many days seemed like torture.

“Feel free to come here whenever you want. I find just being able to get away for a few minutes helps me immensely. Not many come up here, so you usually have the place to yourself.”

“Thank you.”

She left, and I turned back to staring at the ocean. I could make out the waves breaking in the distance, hear the sound of the surf and see the birds swooping down. It wasn’t my rock by the river back in Arkansas, but it was a close second. It might’ve taken first place if the inhabitants of the building were more palatable.

I closed my eyes, letting the breeze wash over me as the seagulls called to each other in the distance. I’d almost been able to forget where I was when I sensed the presence of something behind me. It was definitely other, as there hadn’t been any noise of an approach and that piece of darkness was clawing at me. It wasn’t Death, though. There was a different feel to her presence, a chill. This felt more like a void. 

If it was other, and not Death, who was here? Was it the robed man who’d been appearing, staring at me? Whatever the creature was, if it wanted to hurt me, I’d already be dead. 

I could feel it waiting for me to turn around and confront it. I didn’t need another otherworldly creature stalking me, but it didn’t seem avoidable.

I was trying to center myself, preparing for this confrontation, when I felt a brush of fur against my fingers. I looked down to see the glowing eyes of the wolf from my dreams by my side. Was I losing my mind? It rubbed its muzzle against my side, bolstering my courage as I turned toward the unknown creature.

The robed man stood in front of me, even taller than I’d realized. I had to crane my neck back to look at his hooded head, and not a single feature was visible. 

“Who are you?”

“My name is Charon.” His voice was deep, with a strange timbre that sounded a little eerie.

“Did Death send you?”

“No, I came of my own accord.” Although I couldn’t make out his face, I could still somehow feel the heaviness of his gaze.

“Why do I keep seeing you? What do you want from me?”

“Because of what’s been happening, you’ve come to the attention of many of my kind.”

Yeah, this was exactly what I hadn’t wanted to hear from the creepy nonhuman robe guy. It was amazing to me how so many people wanted to be somebody, and all I wanted was to get back to being a nobody. I didn’t want people to notice I was alive. I didn’t want to be on anyone’s radar. I wanted to be so inconsequential as to never be recognized beyond my small ring of people. Life was much safer that way. 

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that.” I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for, since the only thing I regretted was being noticed. “You are clearly familiar with me, but who are you if Death didn’t send you?”

“As I said, I am Charon.” His head notched up an inch, as if that should carry some weight.

And then that was it, as if his name should’ve explained it all. Having to ask for more details was awkward, but since I had no idea who he was, it was unavoidable.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, trying to sound as pleasant as I could, since he wasn’t going to like my next question. “Should I know that name?”

“You don’t know me?” 

“No.” This man definitely took himself too seriously. This had to be an otherworldly creature problem.

“I’m Charon,” he repeated.

What was this guy not getting? Repeating a name I didn’t know was not going to suddenly make me remember. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know who you are.”

“The ferryman,” he said, as if I had to know that.

Ferryman? Was he a ghost that used to run a ferry line somewhere? I hadn’t taken enough ferries to have gotten chummy with anyone, passenger or captain. 

“You still don’t know who I am?” The patience I’d sensed wearing thin before was truly gone now.

“I’m sorry, but no. I have no idea who you are. What ferry line did you run? Maybe that’ll help.”

“I ferry the dead across the River Styx!” His voice boomed like thunder. 

“Ah.” Okay, now I was getting it. That, I’d heard of. But wait, he ferried the dead but he was on his own? “But you aren’t with Death?”

“No.”

“Then why have you been watching me?”

“What she’s been doing has instilled a great deal of power in you.” He said it like he’d spoken of some immense crime.

This did not sound good.

“I didn’t ask for it. I also can’t use any of this power, at least at the moment. I wouldn’t still be here if I could. I’d be more than happy to get rid of it.”

Had I made a deal with Death only to get taken out by this Charon creature? This wasn’t like my run-of-the-mill shifter threats. This was another creature from the unknown. This guy might be able to kill me, and I didn’t feel like waiting to see who won a cage match between him and Death to find who won the right to choose.

“You have to relinquish the power. A human cannot have this type of power.”

“I can’t. I’ve asked to get rid of it.” 

He didn’t say anything, and that was enough. Was he going to kill me? Some of the powers I couldn’t use might’ve come in handy at this moment.

My wolf began to growl by my side. If Charon could see him, I didn’t know. He didn’t seem to react, and I couldn’t see his eyes, if he had any.

“Will you give me a chance to say my goodbyes?” I asked. If he was going to kill me, I didn’t want to just disappear on Kicks and Charlie. They deserved to at least know and not wonder.

He didn’t even deign to answer before he disappeared.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Kicks came back earlier than expected, walking into the bedroom only minutes after me. Things were still off between us and maybe always would be. But he was still my only ally, and I needed to tell someone about Charon.

“Remember how I thought I saw that robed man in the forest on the way to Georgia?” I said.

He stopped going through his bag, giving me his full attention. “Of course I do.”

I sat down on the bed. “I don’t think I was imagining him.”

“You saw him again?” He walked closer to the bed.

“Not only saw. I spoke to him. Have you ever heard of Charon? He’s also known as the ferryman who crosses souls across the River Styx?” Unlike Charon, I wasn’t going to assume everyone knew who he was. He might be some sort of god, but that didn’t mean he had to be so arrogant about it.

“What did he want?” Kicks scowled.

“I’m not exactly sure, but it seems he’s unsettled by me.” I gave him the broad strokes, leaving out my assumption he’d want to kill me. No need to plant that seed.

“Does Death know?”

I shrugged. “I still don’t know what she sees and what she doesn’t.”

“And you think he was real?”

Some people might find that question insulting, but I did have a strange track record.

“He seemed to be, but then, most of the people who come to me do. It’s hard to say.”

“What if this is a setup from Death?” he asked.

“I did think about that. Either way, nothing to do but wait until he comes back. Or doesn’t.”

He nodded and then looked at me in that way that told me I wasn’t going to like what he was going to say. “We’ll have to discuss this more later. Right now we need to get ready to go down for dinner.”

“Dinner? Downstairs? We have to eat with them?” The only perk of being a pariah around here was not having to be with the pack. Now that was gone? It felt like I’d just gotten another punishment.

“Varic suggested it, and I’m not letting him believe for a second we’re afraid to dine with them.”

And now I knew why Kicks seemed on edge. It wasn’t just the run-of-the-mill reason that we were stuck here. He didn’t want to eat with them either.

“Is sitting in the cell again an option?” I said, laughing.

He stiffened. 

“It was just a joke,” I said.

“It wasn’t funny. They will pay for that.”

As I looked at him, it was clear he was deadly serious.
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I walked out of the bathroom in a clingy silver-gray dress and strappy heels. Hard to believe I’d gone from sitting in the cell a few days ago for killing the alpha to being welcome at dinner. Well, welcome might be pushing it.

Kicks was buttoning a white shirt, looking beyond good, when he turned to stare at me. His eyes lit with heat and I looked away. 

“Can’t someone else take over as alpha? Why is it between you and Varic?” I asked, trying to put my attention somewhere other than him. His stare alone could undo me. At least since he was worried he could get me pregnant, he was trying to not touch me, too. 

“It goes mostly by strength in packs,” he said, his voice rough in a way I recognized. “Strength tends to run in bloodlines. My brother is a horrible person, but he’s the strongest here. No other shifter will challenge him.”

“Other than you.”

“Exactly.” He walked over, holding out his arm to me. “Let’s get this over with.”

We walked down to dinner together, and I didn’t realize I’d been squeezing his arm until he laid his hand over mine right as we entered. 

The room turned to stare at us as we walked in. Our entrance went over like nails on a chalkboard. After an ambiguous stare from Varic, he nodded briefly before he went back to eating, and everyone else seemed to take their cue from him. 

I was determined to make this dinner useful for something, even if it was just information.

Were there any possible allies in this place? My initial hunch had been none, but Aunt Elara certainly seemed ready to forgive and forget.

We made our way to the side table, where there were two seats sitting open for us next to Aunt Elara. It was eerily similar to our first dinner.

The reception, even toward Kicks, had chilled considerably, with only a nod here and there. It appeared as if a lot of the shifters here wanted to ride the fence until they saw which way this situation would settle. I might’ve resented it if I cared enough. The way I saw it, we were getting out of here and never seeing any of these people again.

Some of the younger girls were carrying around trays of food, Didi included. I took some venison and vegetables and also a glass of wine. I didn’t touch anything until I watched other people eating food from the same tray or decanter. Kicks obviously didn’t think Varic would poison either of us, because he dug in. 

If anyone was willing to take the risk, it should’ve been me. I’d probably survive only because Death wasn’t done with me, but I wasn’t so sure she’d keep Kicks alive anymore. Our bargain had gone off the rails. I wasn’t sure there had been a warranty in the deal we’d struck? If I hadn’t been so desperate, sitting in that pit watching Kicks die, I might’ve worked out the details a little better.

Aunt Elara was sitting on my other side. She gave me a pat on the leg, showing me her support, even if not openly. Kicks had smiled warmly at her, but I was beyond believing in anyone I hadn’t gone to war with. If you hadn’t bled with me, had my back when things got ugly, then you were still in the undecided column.

I scanned the room. Athena, Varic’s wife, didn’t seem to speak much at all, but she had her resting bitch face down pat. I memorized the faces of those who seemed to be actively engaging Varic and those who seemed warier. His guard all seemed loyal to a fault. Would it hold up? I’d have to be prepared for that.

Dicon, who was settled in at a table almost directly across from us, was one of the most eager. If the thought of poison hadn’t thrown off my appetite, seeing his face would’ve done it. He was staring at Varic, interjecting comments at every lull in the conversation, trying to grab on to any breadcrumb of attention.

Kicks was leaning behind me, speaking to his aunt, when I caught Dicon staring at me, and then sneering. I glared back, refusing to be cowed by him. Let him try to screw with me. Even if Death didn’t kill him, I would, one way or another. If I couldn’t get it done, Kicks would. Point was, he’d be dead.

Dicon’s attention shifted to Didi, who was carrying out more platters of food. He waved her over, but she moved past him as if she hadn’t seen him. I doubted it was an oversight. She didn’t like him either. It didn’t make us friends, but I felt for the girl. 

I stared at him and smirked, making sure he knew I’d seen the snub. His face went red.

I refocused my attention on my food, knowing if I kept looking at him, I’d lose my appetite for good.

A few seconds later, a crashing sound drew my attention back up. Didi was sprawled on the ground, her platter’s contents splattered around her. Several people rushed over to help.

Dicon smirked in my direction, slumped back in his chair, his legs stretched out. Sick, mean bastard. 

I shouldn’t have goaded him. Now she’d paid the price.

Kicks whispered, “Why do you look so angry? What just happened?” He nodded toward Didi.

She was okay. I wasn’t going to upset him, too. Worse than upsetting him—I couldn’t risk Kicks standing up for her. It would get him killed because he wasn’t the type of person to let something like that go. If Didi was being actively threatened, it would be a different situation. I’d feel compelled to get involved too. But it wasn’t worth starting a brawl for a bruise on her knee, which any shifter wouldn’t even have in an hour.

“Looks like she tripped.”

Kicks met my stare and then turned to look across the room, as if trying to narrow down the suspects.

“Kicks, let it go? I didn’t see anything. I was just making assumptions.” 

Kicks gave a nod but was stiff enough to show he was suspicious of my thoughts.

Dicon watched Didi clean as he picked up a rib from his plate, his hands as greasy as his soul. I wished he’d choke on it. If I did get out of this place, I was killing him on the way out. He deserved it.

The rage brewing in me was beginning to feel like a tangible thing. A fury with a life of its own. The wolf from my dreams suddenly appeared beside me, its fur brushing my arm. No one even blinked an eye as it sat there and began to growl at the subject of my anger. Was I hallucinating? What the hell was wrong with me?

Kicks laid a hand on my leg, meeting my gaze.

I shook my head, trying to appear normal. No way I was telling him that my imaginary wolf was sitting in the main hall, growling at the man who’d just pissed me off. I’d already told him about Charon, who I now thought might have been imaginary. Although at least Captain Rod had seen him, or said he had. Maybe it had been a mistake, though.

I was so lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed my wolf had moved until it lunged for Dicon’s throat, clamping down on it and then staying there.

Dicon suddenly jerked, his hands going to this throat as he appeared to stop breathing. He stood, and the wolf got on its hind legs, its muzzle still locked on Dicon’s throat.

People circled around Dicon, trying to slap him on the back, do the Heimlich maneuver. Nothing worked. It couldn’t, because he wasn’t choking. My wolf was killing him.

Dicon dropped to the ground, the wolf following him down and then finally letting go. It walked over, sniffed my hand, and rubbed its head against me, feeling so real that it was hard to distinguish it from reality. I was beginning to wonder what was real.

Dicon was dead, not a single mark upon his throat. Yet it was my wolf that had done it. It had killed him and no one knew. I sat there, my mind reeling as people gathered around Dicon, trying to understand what he’d choked on.

“Let’s head up,” Kicks said. 

I shot to my feet, ready to go. 
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The second Kicks shut the bedroom door, he turned to me. “Was there something odd about Dicon choking that I should know?”

Had my face given me away? I was going to have to watch my expressions, but this was just so… So what? Creepy? Insane? In a sick and twisted way, hopeful? Was I finding a workaround to my powers that wouldn’t leave me so powerless?

“I’m not exactly sure what happened, so it’s hard to answer.” I paced the room.

“Just tell me what you think happened,” he said, tracking me, as I couldn’t stand still.

“Fine. But it’s strange.” I’d killed his father and he was still here. How much worse would an imaginary wolf be? Had to be better than that, right?

“Stranger than everyone dying at the same moment? Death talking to you? The dead river guy?”

“Charon,” I whispered, and shot him a look. “I think he’s sensitive about his name.” The last thing we needed was to piss off another godlike creature. I already had enough disgruntled entities ready to screw me.

“Yeah. Him. Whatever. My point is, I think I’m broken in when it comes to weird. Now what happened?” He walked closer, trying to pin me down to one corner of the room.

“Remember the wolf I saw in my dream?”

“Yes.”

“Well, when Dicon was choking, my wolf had its jaws clamped on his neck.”

Kicks froze. “Did you tell him to do it?”

“No. I did see Didi tripping, and I did think it was Dicon. And that it would maybe be a good thing if he died choking on his greasy rib. But I didn’t tell the wolf to do anything.”

“This is good. This is very good,” Kicks said, scratching his jaw as if he were working on some nefarious plans. 

“I had no conscious control of what the wolf did,” I said before he could start plotting.

“But you did have some control. Your powers are trying to work out a way around the stranglehold she put on them,” he said. “Tomorrow, try something else.”

“But I wasn’t trying to do anything. Yes, I was furious with him, I might’ve fleetingly thought I’d like to see him choke, but that wasn’t what I was trying to accomplish.”

“You might not have wanted to, but you did it anyway.” He grabbed my shoulders, as if trying to infuse his confidence into me. “You can do it again. I’m not saying you have to kill anyone. Just try to get the wolf to materialize and do something.”

Someone would have to really get me angry again, but that shouldn’t be a problem in this place. I couldn’t make it a day without getting aggravated.

“I’ll try.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


Dicon was laid upon a bed of logs in the main courtyard as Varic walked forward with a torch, lighting the pyre on fire. There didn’t seem to be an outpouring of mourning. There was a redheaded woman across the way who was said to be his wife, but didn’t shed a single tear. If anything, her eyes looked a bit brighter today than last night, and I didn’t think it was the fire.

Varic tossed his torch on top of the wood pile underneath Dicon’s body, mumbling a curse as he did. He was the only one who seemed to have any strong emotions here, and I wondered if it was for the loss of a friend or because Dicon had been his best yes-man.

A couple of people glanced my way, but I tried to keep my focus on the body. They couldn’t know I had anything to do with this. All signs were that he’d choked. They’d even found a piece of meat lodged in his throat. The wolf had been nothing but my imagination running wild.

An imagination that didn’t seem to want to take a break, as I felt its fur brush against my hand as it took a seat beside me. 

Not a single person glanced at it. It was in my head. I was truly losing it. 

Although, if I’d killed Dicon, why hadn’t I heard Death’s booming steps? I never heard them when I was the one who killed. 

Kicks, standing beside me, kept shifting his gaze to me. Apparently I wasn’t the only one afraid I was cracking.

People slowly started wandering away, no one caring enough to dedicate too much time to a man they hadn’t liked. 

“I’ve got to go run and help them repair some of the cottages on the outskirts,” Kicks said.

“I’ll be good,” I said. 

He nodded, looking like he wasn’t quite sure. It took another few minutes before he left, and even then he kept glancing back at me.

My wolf had disappeared again as I headed inside, ignoring the looks I got as I did. I climbed the stairs to the roof, feeling like I was trying to climb out of the pits of purgatory. This place was poison.

If there was any chance for Kicks and me, we had to get out of here. This place would destroy anyone who stayed. Maybe that’s how Kicks’ mother had felt? Why she’d left. I definitely felt that way. Any sane person would.

As soon as I got to the roof, I called, “Death?”

After days of ignoring me, she appeared. She didn’t say anything, but at least she showed up.

“Are you getting us out of here or not?”

Not, she said.

“He’s dead. I killed him. How much more do you want from me? I think I’ve delivered enough vengeance for you,” I said, my voice rising. I didn’t even care who heard me, if they thought I was crazy. I was at my limit. No, beyond it.

You were supposed to give a warning to all, and then I wanted him to suffer. He. Didn’t. Suffer. Her voice grew louder as she spoke, becoming almost painful. He didn’t even know it was coming. You gave him a clean death. An easy death. That was not vengeance.

“How many more until this deal is paid? How many?” I said. I could feel my pulse hammering in my ears. “I want an answer.”

Undecided, she replied, her tone cold as the air grew even more frigid. You will know when I decide you need to.

It would never end. It wasn’t “just get this last time over with.” She’d find other targets. She didn’t want to stop. I’d never be rid of her. 

“What if I can’t keep going?” I said, afraid that at some point I’d crack. I’d gone from fearing the darkness inside, to fearing for my sanity, period. 

We both know that will never happen, and we both know why.

Kicks. She’d kill him. 

I was trapped, bound by a bargain to save him that she’d use against me for the rest of my life.

She disappeared, knowing she’d gotten her point across.

I swallowed hard. She had taken control of my life, my choices, my very existence. 

I made my way back to the bedroom, not caring about putting on a show of dusting or any other act. All I wanted was to sit alone in peace for a few minutes, hide away from all the stares that followed me around this place.

I’d barely shut the door and walked to the window when it became clear I wasn’t going to be alone here either. That feeling of standing next to the abyss filled me. Charon was here. I didn’t turn to look at him immediately, but there was no reason to delay. He wasn’t going to disappear.

I turned, and then waited for him to say whatever it was he’d come for.

“We’ve discussed your situation and come to a decision of sorts.” He then went silent, as if he had all the time in the world.

“We’ve?” I asked. I was done not pushing back, just taking whatever they said and dealing with it or being left hanging.

“Me and others of my kind.”

So a bunch of gods were sitting around chatting about my life.

“And what have you all decided about my life?” I asked, not hiding my derision. If they were going to kill me then so be it, but I wasn’t going down without even pushing back. 

“When mortals have been given this much power in the past, the majority of them have succumbed to it with dire results. Kicks’ father didn’t have nearly the power flowing through you and he nearly killed all humankind.”

I crossed my arms, staring him down. “Except you keep forgetting I don’t have access to any of it.”

“But you will. It’s only a matter of time before you overcome that.”

So it was possible? I still had my abilities? I wanted to ask him about the wolf but wouldn’t. If I were channeling powers through him somehow, it wouldn’t be good to bring it to his attention. Trusting this creature would be a mistake.

“What powers did Kicks’ father have?” I asked instead—after all, he’d brought it up.

“He discovered a way to shift the line that divides the living from the dead for just a short moment. When he shifted that line, he caused the massive moment of death to occur.”

“How did he discover such a thing?”

“That is something that will never be discussed and has since been rectified. But in his pursuit, he caused the most vulnerable among you to die.”

He must have somehow known it would kill more humans than shifters. 

“We can no longer look the other way when one among you achieves such power,” Charon continued. “Death should not meddle in the affairs of the living in this direct way. It isn’t done.”

“Then you should speak to her.”

“She is not one who is open to such things.”

I’d thought it was just me. Looked like she was on the outs even with her fellow gods. Considering what she’d been like the last time we talked, like a serial killer getting addicted to the high, it only spoke better of them.

“So what does this mean for me?” I asked, sick of this back-and-forth. I was getting used to going it alone. In some ways, I preferred it. I’d show up for me. Couldn’t always say that about everyone else.

“There are those among us who feel that because you never asked for this, you should be left alone. Others are leerier, especially after what has happened.”

Why did I have a feeling he was among the ones ready to kill me? Why wouldn’t he be? My life was nothing to these people, as Death had proven.

“We’ve come to a compromise. We’ve decided we might be able to leave you be, perhaps even help, but you’ll need to prove yourself first. One, you’ll have to agree not to do any more of Death’s bidding.”

“I can’t stop her.” How many times was I going to have to tell him this?

“If you pass our tests, we will help you unlock your powers so that you won’t have to do what she needs.”

Something wasn’t fitting here. Why wouldn’t they just kill me and then stop her?

“You can’t stop her on your own, can you?”

There was a second too long of a delay before he said, “We’d prefer to handle it this way.”

Yeah, and didn’t that just say it all? They couldn’t stop her.

“What do you want me to do to prove myself? Isn’t the fact that I’m begging her to stop proof enough?” All I’d tried to do was figure out a way to rid myself of anything she’d given.

“No. Not when we might make you that much more powerful.”

That meant I’d be able to protect the people I loved without having to fear the darkness inside of me or worrying about what price Death might extract for her help. It meant peace. Being able to build a life of stability for Charlie and maybe a future for myself.

“What do you want me to do? I’ll do whatever you want,” I said.

“As I said, you need to pass a series of tests.”

“What kind?”

“Ones we decide will test the core of who you are as a person. We can’t proceed unless we believe you are capable of withstanding being corrupted by the power we might give you.”

I’d wanted a clear yes or no, a we’ll help or not. Still, I wasn’t in a place to walk away from the offer. “When do we do this test?”

“Now.”

Suddenly I wasn’t in the bedroom anymore but standing in what looked like an ancient arena, walled off by a few rows of old stones. The only reason I thought I was still on Earth was the million dazzling stars up above, although I didn’t know the night sky well enough to say for sure. Everything beyond the wall was pitch black. What was in that darkness was sending off waves of energy that made the air crackle with power. I could hear the dimmest hush of whispers all around, but nothing distinct.

The arena itself was lit bright, and a large glass enclosure stood in the center. Inside the tank was a table floating on air, but I couldn’t see what was on it.

“This is the first of your tests,” Charon said. “You must solve the puzzle inside the tank.”

First of how many? It didn’t matter. I’d take them as they came. At least killing me was off the table for now, although that was an assumption that I hoped wasn’t going to make an ass of me. 

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. A puzzle didn’t sound too bad. I actually enjoyed puzzles. I could do this. “How do I get inside?”

He waved his hand, and one of the glass walls disappeared. “Once you step in, the test will commence immediately and will not be stopped until completion, so don’t waste time.”

“Got it. Get in and do the puzzle.”

I stepped into the glass enclosure, and the fourth wall returned. I looked up to see there was also a glass panel above me.

I looked at the floating board, taking in the image. It was similar to a checkerboard, but the squares all had small sayings on them. Around the checkerboard were small stones with sketches.

I’d barely started reading when I felt my feet getting wet. This thing was filling with water. If I failed, were they going to drown me? Sure seemed that way. I’d thought not asking what happened if I failed was for the best, but maybe not.

My breathing grew heavy and my hands began to shake. Would Death save me from this? For some reason I doubted it. She might not even be able to sense me here.

I couldn’t panic. I couldn’t think of Charlie, or Kicks, or anyone else. I could only think of this puzzle. I swallowed the panic down, taking slow, deliberate breaths, trying to find a pattern in the chaos of my mind.

I focused on the writing on the squares.

I represent sorrow but bring life.

I scanned the stones with sketches, searching for something that might fit, and found a cloud with a bolt of lighting. A dark cloud brought rain. I put that over the square, and it lit up. This wasn’t bad. Or shouldn’t be if there weren’t so many squares and the water wasn’t already lapping at my ankles.

I can blind, but without me, you would not see.

I found a stone with a sun and placed it on top. It lit.

The farther down I go, the higher I reach.

I sifted through the stones and found a silhouette of a tree. 

Okay, I could do this, but I had to go fast. The water was already hitting my calves.

I made my way through the rest as fast as I could. The water was at my chest as I put the last of the thirty-six stones in place. The board completely lit up and the water stopped.

For a moment, everything was still. My ears strained to hear something, either draining or filling. There was a swishing sound and then the tank began to empty. I gripped the board with both hands as I waited for it to completely drain, so no one could see how unnerved I was by the whole experience. The glass on the side disappeared and I was able to step out of the tank.

Whispers filled the air as Charon stepped forward.

“You have passed this test,” he said.

“A puzzle? What was the point of that? Would you have really drowned me if I couldn’t solve a stupid puzzle?” My adrenaline was running past any check on my tongue. I’d thought I’d had it with these people before, but I was about thrown off the cliff now.

“I told you that you would be tested. You agreed. If you couldn’t keep your head under pressure, then yes, you’d be dead.” He spoke calmly, infuriating me more.

“So now what? Do you help me now?” I wrapped my arms around myself. I was soaked.

“This was only the first of the tests. There will be more until we feel sure.”

“How many tests will there be?” This was beginning to feel as open ended as the deal I had with Death. 

“Until we feel sure.” 

I wanted to ask another question, but he was gone. I was back in the bedroom, dripping all over the floor.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Kicks walked in the room less than a minute later and froze. He scanned me, looking at my drenched clothing. “What the hell happened?” He touched me everywhere, checking for wounds. “Why are you soaked? I came back and I couldn’t find you.”

“I’m okay.” That might’ve been overshooting the mark, but I was in one piece, if a little shaky. 

“What happened?” He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close. I sank into him, letting his warmth surround me, put the heat back into my bones, and help me feel sane again.

I told him almost everything, holding back nothing. I didn’t have the wherewithal to edit at that point.

He didn’t say anything, just kept holding me.

“Let’s get you dry.” His hands went to the hem of my soaked shirt, peeling the fabric from my skin before moving to unbutton my skirt. 

I was in nothing but my bra and underwear, making no move to cover myself. His eyes ran over my flesh, and a burning heat rose in them. I didn’t think this was his intention when he’d begun undressing me, but things were shifting hard and fast between us, as they had a tendency to do, especially in moments like these. There was something about walking along the edge of death that made me want to reach for life with both hands. All the reasons to stay away from him had fallen away like they were nothing. 

“You’re wet too,” I said, my voice breathless as I looked at the soaked front of his shirt. I went for his buttons, working one and then the next as his muscular torso came into view. How many times had I longed to run my hands over him and denied myself? 

His breathing grew ragged as his hands came to my wrists, stopping me. I couldn’t look at him. If he pushed me away, I might actually cry. He hadn’t wanted me in this way in so long, not since he’d discovered there was a chance he could impregnate me, and yet it was all I wanted right now.

“Darlin’, you start something, I’m not stopping. I’m in no mood for games, not today,” he said.

After what I’d just been through, I wasn’t dying without knowing what it would be like to have him inside of me. Of all the regrets that had flashed through my mind as the threat of death hovered near, rejecting him had been near the top.

I looked up, and all I could see in his eyes was savage heat.

“I’m too raw,” he said, every muscle in his body strung tight.

“So am I. I need you.”

Those words seemed to unlock something deep inside of him. He let go of my wrists and cupped my ass, dragging me upward against his body. I wrapped my legs around him. His dick, already hard, pressed against me as his mouth collided with mine. His tongue dipped into my mouth as his hips pressed against my core, lighting me on fire.

He carried me across the room, over to the bed, and followed me down onto it. He moved over me like he was driven by his beast. His mouth left mine to trail down my neck as his hand molded my breast. His hips were thrusting against me, and I wasn’t sure if he was trying to put me on overload so I didn’t have a moment to freeze up or if he was so close to the brink he couldn’t stop himself, or even slow.

His hand was between my legs, rubbing my sensitive bud before he slipped in one finger, and then a second as I arched against him. He was bringing me right to the brink and then keeping me there in exquisite torture. 

“I want you. All of you,” I said.

I ripped his shirt off, and he paused to shed the rest of his clothes before his flesh covered me again. I wrapped my legs around his hips, urging him closer, my body throbbing for him. 

Heat in his eyes flared as he shifted over me. The head of his penis was gliding along my opening and then pushing against me. He was so thick it was almost jarring, even as my slickness eased his way. He was going slow, letting me adjust to his size, but it was near maddening.

“I need more. I need all of you,” I said, my voice husky.

He thrust deep into me in one swift movement, sending my nerve endings into an oblivion of need. 

“More,” I said, gripping him. He thrust deep into me, and I met each stroke like we were two savage beasts feeding after being starved for a month.

His mouth was on my neck and then shifted to my breast; he gripped my hips as he continued to thrust into me. I exploded around him.

He grabbed my hips, flipping me over. “Get on your hands and knees,” he commanded. 

I did what he said, and his cock teased my entrance, setting me on fire all over again. He held me in place when I tried to move backward, trying to get him to fill me. He leaned over me, wrapping my hair around his fist and tugging my head back. 

“You. Are. Mine. I don’t care what anyone else says. Mine.”

I’d held him at bay so long that now nothing short of an utter claiming would do, on either part. I was sick of pushing him away, letting him act or think like he was a free man. He wasn’t. He was mine every bit as much as I was his. I’d bartered away my life to save him, and I hadn’t done it so he could go off with someone else.

He rocked into me so hard my body was shoved forward, filling me with a thrust so fast and hard I was on the verge of coming again. He pumped into me a few more times and I exploded.
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I lay in bed, watching Kicks stare out the window.

“I’ll survive. Whatever they give me, I’ll survive it,” I said, sitting up in bed, hoping I sounded even remotely as confident as I pretended. It wasn’t like promising to study for an English test, though. Making assurances that you’d pass the tests of gods wasn’t exactly a sure thing.

“I know,” he said. 

Except he knew nothing. Neither of us did. Were we now to the point it was so bad we were lying to each other? It was becoming kinder to pretend.

He walked back to bed, every glorious inch of him, and then pulled me against him.

I put my head on his chest, feeling his heat, hearing his heartbeat. I ran a hand over his skin. This was all I’d wanted for so long, and I had no idea how he’d even come to be the man he was. How was he such a good person and yet related to such vile shifters? How could a man like his father, capable of killing so many, also be capable of creating a man like Kicks?

“How did you end up in Arkansas?” 

He laughed softly, toying with my hair. “You mean how did I escape becoming one of them?”

So much for hiding my curiosity in bland questions. “It’s just that you are so different.”

“My father had a charming side when he wanted to, and my mother was young and naïve. He’d mated with her before she realized who he was. By the time she began to figure it out, she was already pregnant. Still, she didn’t want me raised around him, so when she realized she was pregnant, she fled this place. She knew that if she didn’t get out then, she’d never break free.

“She didn’t even tell him he had a son until I was ten. An attack of conscience at some point. Time has a way of easing the bad memories and leaving just the good. It was too late at that point to force me to go back there. She had a new pack that would’ve gone to war if my father tried to force it. They came to an agreement that I’d go to Scotland for a month every so often. I guess it wasn’t enough to corrupt me,” he said with a laugh.

“So you grew up with the Arkansas pack?”

“Yes. She’d remated to the alpha of that pack. He was a good man. They both died during a virus outbreak when I was about fifteen, and then the pack raised me after that.”

I wouldn’t have thought that would be ideal, but seeing how so many pitched in with Charlie, I could see it still being a good life.

“Your father didn’t try to get you to stay in Scotland when you came?”

“He did, but it wasn’t my home and I was too old to be dictated to at that point.”

“But you were just a kid?”

“Yeah, but a strong-willed one, and Arkansas was my home.”

“It’s a good home.”

“And it’s yours, too,” he said, idly toying with another lock of hair and then trailing a hand down my arm. “Even in all this chaos around here, something feels like it’s calmed in you.”

He was right. Even here, with this mess, I felt more like me than I had in months. “It feels like the darkness has subsided. Like it’s there, but it feels contained somehow, like I’m not worried about it breaking loose and killing people all the time. It’s as if its grip has eased.” I looked at the foot of the bed, where my wolf had just appeared, settling in by my feet.

“Do you think it’s because Death has blocked some of your abilities?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s different.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


Kicks had left, off on some other job that would take him away from the estate for the day. Every morning when he left, I felt as if I couldn’t breathe until he returned, knowing that the people he was out with could stab him in the back at any moment. But it was better to get moving and keep myself busy than sit there and worry.

Before I turned, I could sense Death’s appearance in the room.

I couldn’t feel you for a while yesterday. Where did you go?

Had Charon taken me to a plane of existence she couldn’t sense? I tried to keep myself calm, my heartbeat even. Luckily, I was always slightly agitated when she was around, so as long as I was somewhat normal, it was believable. 

“How would I know why you couldn’t sense me? I don’t know how your magic works.” I threw my hands up, making a huffing noise. If she did notice a spike in my heartbeat, maybe she’d file it under annoyance.

Either way, I avoided the truth, never dipping into an outright lie in case that led to some sort of slip. Kicks could always sense if I lied, so it wasn’t a huge leap to think she might be able to as well. I couldn’t take any chances of her finding out about Charon becoming a possible ally. That was if he didn’t kill me first.

How did you hide from me? She narrowed her eyes, stalking me as I walked to the other side of the room. 

“You know I can’t leave this castle on my own. How am I supposed to explain something that is a mystery to me?” I almost wanted to pat myself on the back for that little piece of creativeness.

If I find out you’re playing games, you will pay. The temperature in the room dropped. 

“I’m aware,” I said.

She gave me a last hard glare, the room becoming nearly freezing. Then she was gone as suddenly as she’d appeared and hadn’t said one word about my having sex with Kicks. Had she not sensed it? Had there been some sort of lag, where she’d been cut off from me for the day? 

I hurried up, getting dressed and looking to get out of the room. Death seemed less likely to show up when there were others around. At the very least, she didn’t expect me to speak to her when they were around, and I’d take it.

I headed downstairs, going through my usual ruse of gathering cleaning props to walk around with as I cased the place. No one seemed to care what I did most of the time as long as they didn’t have to speak to me. 

I’d only been pretending to clean for fifteen minutes when Varic’s men headed down the hall toward me. Their guns weren’t drawn but their hands were real twitchy. Looked like it was going to be another fun day. I’d been waiting for this. After all, Varic had said I only had a few days to get back to him after his last ultimatum. I’d thought I could draw it out longer, but it didn’t seem to be the case.

As I turned to fully face them, my wolf was suddenly beside me growling, not that they knew.

Samson, the blond-haired oaf who’d taken Dicon’s place, opened his mouth to speak. I didn’t give him the opportunity. 

“I know. Varic wants to see me. Where is the charmer?”

“In his rooms.” Samson scowled, clearly unhappy that he wasn’t going to get the opportunity to boss me around a bit. 

I turned and headed past them to the upstairs, catching a glimpse of his hand going to his gun. I wasn’t going through this shit again. 

“You poke me and it won’t end well for you,” I said.

I wasn’t sure if he’d planned on replying because my wolf nipped the back of his leg. Samson turned around, giving his companion a glare. “What the fuck did you do that for?”

“I didn’t do shit.” The guy threw his hands up but squinted at Samson’s leg as if trying to figure out the situation himself.

“So my pants ripped on their own?” Samson said.

“I didn’t fucking do it,” his companion said with much more heat.

I continued upstairs while they continued to yell at each other. “I can handle it from here, boys. No bother to interrupt your bitch-fest.” I continued to walk down the hall toward Varic’s door, not sure if they realized I was gone. 

“Come in,” Varic said as soon as I got to the door.

“You wanted to speak to me?” I asked as I walked in, my invisible wolf beside me. I shut the door, wanting to make it as awkward as possible for his goons to join. It was unclear how hard Varic would push this situation, so the lower the headcount, the better.

He leaned back behind his desk, smiling, his moves as orchestrated as usual. His constant need to put on an act might’ve been his worst trait, or at the least his most irritating.

His eyes ran over me. “I’ve always viewed humans as inferior, but I have to say, there’s something special about you. I can see why my brother is taken with you.”

Yeah, there was that special word, and he thought he was flattering me. 

“I’m not special at all.” My voice was flat and as exciting as a mud puddle.

There was a fine line here that was near impossible to walk, somewhere between not shutting him down completely but also not giving in. If I moved wrong and he called my bluff, he’d find out I didn’t even have a pair of deuces.

“Things don’t have to be bad between us. You just need to cooperate. That’s all,” he said with a shrug.

“Or you’ll kill me?” I asked, trying to keep my tone calm. “Go ahead. I’d like to see you try.” The way I saw it, we were playing a game of chicken, seeing who’d veer off first. I couldn’t afford to let him see any more weakness, even if that meant we’d be crashing into each other.

He smiled again as if this just amused him. “You’re not scared of much, are you? Or not for yourself, anyway. You think you’re invincible, but you aren’t. I’ve made a lot of calls and done a lot of digging. The things you’ve done, how you went crazy when you thought my brother was dead. So even if you don’t want to cooperate for you, you might want to do this for him and that little brother of yours.”

Don’t panic. Don’t let my heart rate rise. He was probably bluffing about Charlie. He was too far from his reach. At least, that was what I repeated in my head. I wished I could believe he wouldn’t kill Kicks, that he wouldn’t do that to his brother, but I’d known the second I met him that he was the exact type that would. 

“I think it’s time for you to talk. Why did you kill my father and how?”

Screw it. Why not tell him the truth? He knew I’d killed his father. Maybe if I could get him to believe my true situation, it might benefit me. At this point, would it really hurt?

“He pissed off a very powerful creature when he killed off most of the world’s population,” I said.

Emotions ran across his face, but the one I’d been watching for, shock, didn’t seem to be in the mix. He might not have had a hand in it, but he must’ve known or suspected something.

“I gave you an answer,” I said. “Now you tell me something. What did you know about what your father was doing?”

“I knew he was messing around with some dark arts,” he said, seeming genuinely solemn for once. “Now you. How did you kill him?”

“Something happened when I was turned into a guide. It allowed me to kill with a touch. But then Death got involved and I became more lethal. She’s mighty pissed off about what has happened.”

His gaze narrowed on me. “Death?”

He didn’t believe me, but I hadn’t expected this to go easy. “Yes. Death. The Grim Reaper? The taker of souls?”

“You’ve got to be bullshitting me,” he said, laughing.

“I’m not.” I shrugged.

Death appeared, sitting on the corner of his desk, staring at him while I stared at her. What was she doing here?

I’m bored, she said, and then did one of her weird shrugs. I also don’t like being laughed at. She glared at Varic with such coldness that he probably would’ve peed his pants if he could see.

“Do you plan on helping me out with this?” I said.

“What are you talking about?” Varic asked.

“Death is here, sitting on your desk, looking at you.” It was strange how easy that was to say to him. I’d stressed for weeks over coming clean to Kicks, but I didn’t give a shit what Varic thought of me. If he thought I was a freak, no skin off my bones. Maybe it would freak him out enough he’d throw me to the curb and end this situation.

“Bullshit,” he said, but he didn’t sound confident.

“You know your father killed off most of the world and yet this you don’t believe? Fine. I’ll prove it to you. Death, give me something.”

There was a gleam in her eye. She wanted to scare him. Was reveling in the opportunity to do it. That’s why she was here.

Tell him that you know about the girl in town he raped when he was fourteen. 

And I’d thought I hated him before.

“You raped a girl in town when you were fourteen.”

He told her that if she said a word to anyone, monsters would come and kill her entire family that night. Then he shifted in front of her so she’d be so terrified she’d never say a word.

I repeated what Death said, sick to my stomach at what I had to discuss. I wasn’t the only one looking a little green around the gills. Varic lost all the color in his face.

“Where did you hear such a lie?” he asked, but his tone was soft and he leaned away from the desk

“You don’t want to admit it, that’s fine. That part I can at least understand. But let’s not keep going. I’m sure whatever she tells me next won’t be any easier to stomach,” I said.

It won’t, Death agreed.

“You want out of here? Then I want to know what you can do. I want your power,” Varic said.

“I can’t give it to you. That’s not how it works.” This guy wasn’t just a psychopath but an idiot. I couldn’t even get it back, let alone give it to him.

“Tell Death to give it to me.”

No, she said, her face scrunched in disgust. It was the only human expression she’d ever nailed.

“I can’t give it to you, and she won’t.” This was one line I was grateful I couldn’t cross. To give an animal like this the abilities I had? Who would be left? Was this what their father had been like? These same murderous tendencies? The picture was becoming clearer every day, and all I wanted was away from this cesspool.

“You want them to live, you’ll figure it out,” he said.

“It’s not my choice,” I said, glad that I had an out. “I can’t do anything that Death won’t allow.” That wasn’t altogether a sure thing, but it worked for the moment.

I glared at Death, wondering why of all the people she was intent on killing, she’d left this one alone. 

He wasn’t part of it, and I’m on the fence with him. I might be able to use him for something, she said, guessing my thoughts. She couldn’t read them, at least not with regularity, or I’d already be screwed.

“I want your abilities. If you can’t give them to me, then I want to use them through you.”

“Again, not my call,” I said.

We stared at each other, both knowing we were at an impasse, neither of us comfortable pushing any harder.

“You can go. I’ll let you know when I need you,” he said. 

I took it for what it was: a call for a stalemate. 
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I climbed the stairs up to the rooftop to find Aunt Elara leaning by the railing. She jerked quickly in my direction. The tension in her frame eased as soon as she spotted me.

“I was hoping you’d come up here,” she said as I made my way over to her.

I hadn’t wanted company, but I couldn’t very well run away now that she’d seen me. Of all people to get stuck with, though, she was the most bearable.

I leaned on the half wall, looking out at the ocean. “Just needed some air.”

“I saw them calling you. I know how Varic can be.” She put a hand on my arm. 

“It was fine,” I said, refusing to let anyone know how much I hated this place. Plus, it wasn’t just Varic. He was only one broken spoke on this screwed-up wheel. It was juggling him, and along with Death and now Charon, that was bringing me to my breaking point.

I watched her out of the corner of my eye, saw her face etched with lines that weren’t just from age. 

“Why do you stay here?” I asked. I’d already come clean with Varic. There was nothing left to fear as far as secrets, and I wasn’t sure I cared either way at the moment. “We’re going to leave here. I don’t know how yet, but I’m getting us out of here. You can come if you want.”

She shook her head, looking out at sea. “I can’t leave these people.”

“You stay here, he’s going to get worse and worse.” She had to know that, though. I couldn’t imagine it had been much better under their father.

She shrugged, looking like someone who was used to walking around with the weight of the world on their shoulders. “I know who Varic is, but this place is my home, and these are my people. I can’t leave them if there is any good I can do.”

“I don’t want to hurt you by saying this, but what help can you give them?” I wanted to shake the woman until her teeth rattled.

“Sometimes Varic will listen to me, and the others will as well. Sometimes I can sway them in small but meaningful ways.”

Varic would have to die before anyone’s life here improved, but it wasn’t my place to make her choice. Lord knew I’d made enough blunders of my own. 

She didn’t say any more, and I held my tongue. I had too many problems to take on a fight for someone who didn’t want to fight themselves.

We fell into a comfortable silence as we both looked out at the sea.


Chapter Twenty-Six


“We won’t stay long,” Kicks said as we walked toward the great hall for dinner. 

Varic had once again made the suggestion we attend dinner. Why? I couldn’t begin to fathom.

Kicks might not be looking as dire as I was, but he was walking slower than normal.

The din of the crowd grew louder as we got closer to the main hall. Eating with these people over and over again was going to do little for my appetite.

I took a deep breath, preparing myself as we approached. We were about to turn the corner when the sudden, familiar feeling of standing beside the abyss gripped me. Charon was near.

I clutched Kicks’ arm harder, as if that would keep me in this world.

He looked at me immediately. “What is it?”

“Kicks, I—”

I didn’t get a chance to finish, as I was suddenly standing in the arena again, the stars above. There were whispers and the feeling of crackling power coming from the darkness that surrounded me.

Charon appeared, his face hidden by the hood of his dark cloak, and everything inside of me tensed. I was about to get tested again.

“You are here for a second test,” he said, his voice heavy.

Stay calm. Don’t show fear.

“How many more times am I going to be tested?” I asked. I was done following anyone blindly. They’d been ready to kill me last time. What did I have to lose?

“Until we feel it’s been enough.”

“We? You mean the ones who won’t even show their faces?” I waved a hand toward the faceless darkness of those so ready to judge but not be seen.

“We reveal ourselves when we choose.”

“And what if I don’t want to be tested again? Then what?” I said, trying to stare into the dark void where his face should’ve been.

“We’ll have to make a decision about your future that might be unfortunate,” he said in that deep rumble of a voice. 

Unfortunate? That was what they called killing me? It didn’t scare me if that was the intent. I was more ready to fight now than before. I’d been afraid for so long, of so many different things, that I was growing a callous a mile thick.

“So you’ll kill me if I don’t take your tests, or kill me if I fail?” I said, done keeping the agitation out of my voice. I’d kill all of them if I could, and I didn’t care if they knew it.

“Yes.”

I didn’t respond, waiting to hear what else he had to say, since my input didn’t matter anyway.

“You will be subjected to continuous shocks. They will rise in their intensity until you name someone to replace you in that same position. That person will then be shocked to death. They will not know who chose them, nor will anyone else. They will just die here and remain missing forever to all who knew them.”

This was too easy, my list of enemies too long. It wasn’t an honorable way to kill, but I’d be crazy not to—but that wouldn’t be much of a test, would it? No. These people were too twisted. I already knew how this was going to go.

“But…” I rolled my hand, urging him to get on with it.

“There are conditions on who you can choose. You must care for the person, and we will know if you’re lying.”

And there it was. The unpleasant but I’d expected. The sick twist that made this fit.

“And if I don’t, I die,” I said.

“That is correct.” He stood there, all high and mighty, his arms crossed and ready to dole out what he thought fit. “Do you have a name, or shall we begin?”

This was an impossible test. There was no name to offer and I was at my breaking point. If this was the way the tests were going to go, it was only a matter of time before they killed me anyway. “You might as well just kill me now, because I won’t give you a name.”

Instantly, my wrists and ankles were manacled to a stake in the ground. Charon was going to kill me. If he didn’t, a horde of faceless gods would. It was almost easier that I hadn’t expected this tonight. The surprise helped me keep my dignity, at least for now. Kicks would figure out what had happened to me. He’d know I hadn’t wanted to leave him, or Charlie. He would make sure Charlie knew I never wanted to leave him. It wasn’t a goodbye, but it would have to be enough. 

The sky blazed with light as a bolt hit me with a shock so intense that I dropped to my knees and gasped for breath. Once I got some air back into my lungs, I stared up at Charon.

“You might call yourself a god, but you are evil. All of you are.” I made a point of looking at the audience obscured by darkness.

Another bolt lit the sky right before hitting me, worse than the first. Pain shot through my body and I writhed on the ground, gasping. The only positive thing about this was I wouldn’t last long. If I was going to die, it would be fast.

“Do you have a name?” Charon asked, hovering over me.

I wished that a list of names didn’t run through my mind, but they did. I thought of them, and then imagined each person’s face. But I didn’t say one. If this was my time, maybe it was meant to be. Maybe I wasn’t meant to walk this earth anymore. Kicks would care for Charlie. The whole pack would. Kicks would move on once I was gone. Charlie would grow up and have a full life.

Charon stepped closer, his boots right in front of my face where I was lying in a ball on the ground. 

“What about Evangeline?” he asked. “Don’t you remember how she looked at you with fear? Would it really be so bad if she died?”

If she’d stared at me in fear, it had been deserved. I thought back to the death I’d caused. Only someone insane wouldn’t have feared me.

“No.”

I struggled to my knees, refusing to remain completely bowed. 

Another shock, this one stronger, more agonizing than the last, brought me down again. 

“What about your father?”

“He’s alive?” I whispered.

“Yes. Think of how horribly he disappointed you. Is his life really worth saving?”

Maybe Charon was right, and it wasn’t. But what would be left of who I was if I said his name? Maybe he was weak, but did he deserve my fate? Was it worth living if you hated the person you were? How much would you give in order to survive? Would you crawl on your hands and knees in order to take another breath?

No. I wouldn’t.

“Say his name. Choose, and the pain will end,” Charon said. 

Another jolt shot through me, this one so strong that I was unsure how I wasn’t dead.

“What if I offered you the choice of anyone in the pack?” Charon said. “Any innocent? Someone you weren’t close to, perhaps?”

But innocent. Why did I have more of a right to live than them? 

I felt the tears on my cheeks, knowing how my death would hurt Charlie and Kicks. But I couldn’t give him a name. 

Suddenly my wolf was there, licking my face. If my hands weren’t manacled, I would’ve hugged him.

Thank you, I said silently.

He licked my face again, as if he’d heard, as if he knew I needed his strength to get through this.

“No,” I said firmly. “I won’t choose. Do whatever you must.”

The shocks came faster. I could feel urine soaking my pants as I retched from the pain that made me lose control of my body.

“Choose, Piper,” Charon urged. “End this.”

Tears streamed down my face, mingling with sweat and remnants of vomit on my lips, but my wolf was beside me.

“I won’t do it,” I said, my voice weak but still firm.

The shocks began again, and I couldn’t fathom how I was still alive. My vision blurred, black spots filling my eyes. I could barely move, my cheek pressed to the dirt. I lay there, waiting for the final shock that would finish me. All the mistakes passing through my mind, the missteps, what I could’ve done to avoid ending up here. But I was here and nothing was going to change that.

There was a pause in the pain as I lay there. The murmurs seemed to grow, but I couldn’t understand a word of what was said and was beyond caring.

Suddenly the dirt changed to the feeling of stone. 

“Pips?”

Kicks wrapped his arms around me as I passed out.
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I woke wrapped in a thick robe, my hair still wet, cradled in Kicks’ arms. I fisted the front of his shirt in my hand. His arms tightened around me. I’d never been one to cling until tonight. I was holding on to him for dear life, as if he could stop Charon from getting to me 

“Charon?” he asked.

I nodded. My teeth were rattling so badly I couldn’t get words out.

“It’s okay,” he said. “You’re safe. You’re here.”

But I wasn’t safe.

He rubbed my back and arms. It took me a while longer to be able to speak and tell him what happened.

“Do you think he was bluffing when he said he’d kill you?” Kicks said, his voice getting rough the way it tended when he wanted to shift. Unfortunately, it was hard to kill something he couldn’t even see.

I replayed the events in my head. They didn’t make sense. Charon had said he was going to kill me. It felt as if he were trying to kill me. And yet I was here. What would be the point of bluffing like that and then undermining himself by not killing me?

“I don’t think they’re going to kill me. I just don’t know if it’s that they don’t want to or if they can’t,” I said.

“Next time they come for you, tell them to come find me instead.”

I tightened my arms around him, knowing I’d never do that, even if it was an option.

“Even if I could, this might be my only way to get rid of Death. They can unblock what she did and then we can get out of here.” 

“We’ll find another way.”

I wish I believed that.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Samson, Varic’s man, walked through the kitchen toward me, no partner, and with no gun ready to be drawn or poked. He still drew every set of eyes, as if they all sensed some drama coming. I wished they’d get that lax by the exits, but no. Those they still guarded like the Hope Diamond was at stake.

He stopped in front of me, briefly glancing at the dusting props I’d just gathered, before he said, “Varic wants to see you upstairs in his quarters—alone.” He spoke so loudly that it had to carry into the other room.

Really? He had to say it like that, in front of everyone in the kitchen? Athena? I didn’t even have to look at her to know her eyes had just gotten squinty. Did these people have no concept of discretion or how things might appear?

“I know the way. I’ll see myself there.”

Athena might’ve just growled. Oops. That goof was solely on me. 

“Unless you want to accompany me?” I added, trying to clean up my misstep.

Samson’s front lip rose as if I’d coughed phlegm all over him. He turned and walked away.

I didn’t bother looking back at Athena. I’d had enough of her squinty looks for the day.

I made my way upstairs, glad Kicks was otherwise occupied somewhere else, even if it was calculated by Varic. Every day there seemed to be somewhere else he had to be.

Varic’s door was already open, and he looked up as I walked in.

“I need to go visit a nearby pack tomorrow. You’re going to come with me. It’s a few hours’ ride there and then back. You’ll return before dinner.” He smiled as if his decree were law.

“Why would you want me to go on business?” I said, because he was right. I was screwed. Right now, Varic was the biggest threat to Kicks—which said something, considering I had Death and Charon visiting me regularly.

“Because they’ll have heard of you, and I might want to give them a show.” He smiled. It was almost as bad as watching Death smile or try to make human movements. “One of those stun jobs you gave Kicks might be useful.”

“Why do you trust me to do anything for you?”

“Because as we’ve talked about, I’ve got leverage. You won’t risk their lives.” His smile grew wider, and even more revolting.

And I was going to treat him like he was yummier than warm apple pie on a chilly fall day. I smiled, hoping I didn’t look like a jackal while doing it. I’d have to hope his bloodthirsty ego was so desperate to be propped up that he’d believe my act.

“I’m actually glad you called me. I wanted to have a chat with you—alone.” I walked over, forcing myself to get closer than I’d ever want to, all the way to behind his desk, sitting on the corner of it. I crossed my legs, letting the hem of my skirt rise, showing considerable leg. 

His eyes warmed just as I’d hoped. 

“And why is that? What did you want to talk about?” He eyed me up like a hyena with a hank of raw meat in front of him.

“I feel like we don’t need to be in such an adversarial relationship. That maybe we could even be friendly?”

“And how is that when you killed my father?” He was still smiling as he asked.

He hadn’t mourned his father for a second. He’d been put out over the shock that I’d done it so effortlessly, but mad? He might’ve been secretly happy. He hadn’t wasted any time in moving into his father’s quarters and seemed to relish taking up the mantle of his control. I’d mourned enough people in my life to see the signs of someone devoid of feelings, even if they were good at locking them down.

So if his reason for mentioning it wasn’t anger, the only reason he’d bring it up was leverage. That might’ve worked if I felt bad. I refused to hold on to any guilt over ending the life of the man who’d been behind the death of most of the world. I certainly wouldn’t feel bad for his son, who didn’t care. 

“I didn’t want to kill your father. Death was acting through me. I’m as much a victim of that situation as you,” I said, trying to sound pouty. It wasn’t a tone I typically employed.

“What kind of friendlier relationship did you imagine we could have?” He raised his hand and trailed a finger from my ankle up to my knee, nausea swelling.

“Maybe what you want aligns with what Death wants? I could see if something can be worked out.” I shifted, leaning a bit to the side, watching his eyes take in my every move.

“You think you could arrange something like that?” he asked, his eyes glued to me.

“I can’t make any promises, but I’d be willing to try.”

The men in the hall approached, saving me from having to extricate myself.

“You’re about to get company.” I jerked my head toward the noise. “But we’ll have time to talk soon?”

He smiled and nodded.
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I made my way upstairs to my bedroom, afraid even the roof might be occupied. My plan of being alone didn’t last long.

You disappeared again last night, Death said.

“Did I?” I didn’t even turn around to greet her, but stared out the window, looking at the rolling hills. At least the view was beautiful. 

I know where you went. Don’t cross me. You won’t like what happens.

Did she? The way that situation was going, I didn’t know if it was worth hiding anymore. Charon had turned out to be far from the savior I’d hoped.

“What? Like getting dragged to Scotland and then abandoned on enemy ground? Something like that?” I asked.

You’re stuck here because you didn’t perform the way you were supposed to, and you won’t be leaving until I’m ready. Death’s voice echoed in my mind and the air around me seemed to freeze.

I refused to let fear control me, and I’d been getting a lot of training lately. Slowly, I turned to face Death, meeting the strange, dark gaze that I so often avoided. “I killed the person responsible for the death of most of the world. The debt is paid,” I said, keeping my voice steady, though my hands trembled slightly at my sides.

You agreed to kill whoever I wanted, whenever I wanted, Death said. You don’t get to walk away until I say so.

“I promised you vengeance and you got it. And I’m telling you it’s enough,” I replied, my voice growing firmer with each word. “I’ve done enough.”

You don’t tell me when it’s enough! You belong to me until I say that debt is paid. Don’t put too much faith in Charon to get you out of our deal.

So it wasn’t just a guess. She knew.

I must’ve flinched when she said his name, because she then zeroed in on me with an intensity that was chilling. 

You thought I wouldn’t find out? she said. I’m stronger than him. More powerful. Of course I did. He’s no match for me, and if you try to align with him, you will regret it. The shadows around her seemed to thicken, the entire room growing darker. You think Charon will protect you? He’ll turn on you the moment it suits him. You don’t know him like I do.

She was wrong about a couple things. First, he’d already come close to killing me. There was no loyalty there, and I was under no delusion of protection.

Second, did she really think threatening me with regrets was going to sway me? I woke every morning under a mountain of regret. Sometimes it felt so heavy I wasn’t sure how I’d get out of bed. But living life, making decisions, was to court regrets. I was beginning to think a successful life wasn’t always making the right choices, but maybe making just enough good ones, and from the right place, that in the end I’d break even.

You want to get out of here alive with Kicks, you do what I say, she said, and then she vanished.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


We walked into the bedroom after dinner. I knew it was time to talk to Kicks, but it was the absolutely last thing I wanted to do.

The second he shut the door, he said, “What?”

So much for stalling. His eyes narrowed with the kind of intent that told me he already sensed something was wrong. He always seemed to know when I had something unpleasant to tell him. It was almost easier that he was pushing the subject, as I’d been formulating ways to stall.

“Varic wants me to go with him to visit a nearby pack,” I said, trying to speak with an air of nonchalance even though it felt like a noose was tightening around me.

Kicks’ jaw clenched. “Why?”

“Nothing good, I’m sure,” I said. I wasn’t sure Varic had been born with a good-hearted instinct in his body. “But I agreed. I need to start earning his trust, or at least lessening his distrust so we can get out of this place.”

Kicks shook his head, his body going tense. “I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” I said, taking a step closer to him. “But the more comfortable he gets with me, the more freedom we’ll have. We need that to get out of here.”

“Why does he think you might be willing to help him?”

I glanced down for a second before forcing myself to meet his eyes. It wasn’t like I hadn’t planned on telling him this part, but saying the words was turning out to be more difficult than I’d imagined. I wasn’t betraying him, yet I couldn’t get the words out.

A low rumble came from his chest. He already knew. 

He walked to the foot of the bed, resting both hands on the footboard as he tried to get his temper under control. 

I watched, giving him time to calm down before I said anything, not even sure what I could say to fix this.

He looked at me. “You think you’re just going to be able to flirt with him? Bat your eyelashes? Screw with him and when you push him too far, just say no and he’s going to walk away?” His voice was like he’d been chugging gravel.

“I’m doing what I have to in order for us to survive. I’m just trying to plant the seed that I’m open so we can get a little breathing room. We need him to let his guard down.” He made it sound so bad, and yet this was the only way I saw out of here. He might not like it, but I was right.

“You do that and you undermine my claim on you. That claim is the only thing keeping him in line. You don’t understand pack dynamics.”

“I lived with Groza’s pack and then Arkansas, or was that just pretend?”

“You came into the Arkansas pack as mine. You don’t know what it’s like to be available in a place like this. Some shifters are older than you can imagine, and their morals haven’t kept up with the times. If you aren’t claimed, you’re fair game.”

“This is the only way we’re going to get out together,” I said, my heart pounding. How could he not see this as clearly as I did?

“This is your big plan? To get out at the same time?”

“Yes,” I said, meeting his stare with as much unwavering strength as I could muster. 

When he finally spoke, his voice was low and steady. “Piper, we’re not going to get an opening to get out of here together. If you get a chance to get out, you have to take it.”

How could he expect me to leave him behind? My chest tightened and my hands shook at the thought of it. It was one thing to leave when I’d thought he’d be safe. There was no way I could leave him now, knowing what Varic would do. “We have to leave together. I don’t want to leave without you.”

He straightened and paced a few feet around the room, running both hands through his hair. “This isn’t about what either of us wants. It’s about what has to happen. Promise me you’ll leave if you get the chance.” 

“I’ll try.” My words were stiff. If he knew I was lying, he didn’t say anything.

We stood in tense silence for a moment before he asked, “Did he say what pack?”

“No.”

“Then we set a meeting place,” he said, his voice softening, though the tension in his frame never eased. “But no matter what, you don’t come back here. Deal?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to be as noncommittal as I could. Didn’t matter, since Varic wasn’t going to let me out of his sight anyway.

Kicks ran a hand through his hair, the tension he was throwing off nearly filling the room. “Where do you want to meet up?”

Even if I wasn’t willing to leave him, there was a chance we could get split up. This was something we needed laid out ahead of time. We should’ve put a plan like this in place right after we got here.

“It can’t be too close, but not too far,” I said, trying to think of what would be ideal. Too close and I’d be a sitting duck for his pack. Shifters were excellent trackers, and I couldn’t get that far on my own without lucking out and finding a car or ATV. “The dock Rod dropped us off at?”

He was already shaking his head. “It’ll take you days to get there on foot.”

“The shops we went to before we came here?” I offered, the image of the little row of stores flashing in my mind. 

“That’s still a hike, but not as bad,” he said, and I could see him considering it. He was calculating the distance, weighing the risks, just like I was. “You think you can make it there?”

“I’ll find a regular bike,” I said. “I should be able to do that distance pretty easily.” 

He walked over and pulled me into his arms. I buried my face in his chest, breathing him in and listening to his heartbeat, afraid of what might come next.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


I walked down to the front hall in the clothes Didi had delivered to me this morning. I would’ve preferred jeans, but even leather pants were a nice change from the dresses I’d been wearing. The boots felt like heaven. The t-shirt and jacket? I could live with them.

I stopped on the bottom of the steps, where Varic was waiting with a handful of his men. I held out my arms, as if to see if I passed muster.

Varic took me in and nodded. “As much as I appreciate you in a dress, these clothes do have something to be said for them. Plus, I need them to recognize you.”

“You think they’ll recognize me?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m positive of it. There were a couple of shifters from that pack here the night you killed my father.”

Not only was I traveling somewhere unknown with the enemy, but to a place where they already knew I was a threat. This day was just looking better and better.

I nodded and followed them outside, not letting my unease over the situation show. I had one purpose here: gain some trust.

Varic hopped into an ATV and then gestured at the passenger seat. 

“You aren’t afraid I’ll kill you?” I asked as I settled in.

“I think you would’ve done it already if you wanted to,” he said, smirking as if he’d figured me out.

I smiled, letting him believe he was right. It was certainly better for me if he thought that, but he had no idea. If I could kill him right now with no repercussions, he’d be dead. 

We headed out, and I was happy it was too loud to talk easily. This ride would be long enough as it was. It was going to be a monumental task to pretend I liked him when being anywhere close to him almost made me break out in hives.

A couple hours later, we pulled into a quaint little neighborhood with cottages nestled in the hills. The expressions on the residents’ faces as they saw us mirrored how I was feeling on the inside. They might not have had guns pointed at us, but their eyes glared hot enough without them, and they weren’t even attempting to fake it.

We parked our ATV alongside the other two filled with Varic’s men as someone from this pack approached us.

“Petro is waiting for you in the clubhouse,” the male shifter said.

Varic nodded and then signaled for me to follow him. He walked as if he knew exactly where he was going and had been at this pack many times. Every person we passed on the way gave him a glare and then offered me a slightly muted version. They considered me part of Varic’s pack, and clearly worthy of the same disdain. This trip was turning possible allies into enemies, and I might not even be able to deliver on what Varic wanted anyway. 

Petro stood in front of a map on a wall when we walked in. He looked exactly like what I would’ve imagined a Viking of old to appear like.

“Petro,” Varic said. 

“Varic.” Petro’s gaze shifted to me, with nothing close to appreciation. “Who’s she?”

He asked it like I was some slug Varic had plucked out of the muck and dropped in front of him. 

“You know exactly who she is,” Varic said. I could hear the smile in his tone.

The way Petro’s eyes narrowed, he had heard of me, and none of it had been good.

Saddest part of this was that I had a feeling I’d have liked Petro under other circumstances. Maybe it was only because he hated Varic, but that was a good sign in my book. 

“What did you want to talk about?” Petro asked.

“You know exactly why I’m here. It’s why you were staring at that map.”

“I’m not giving you any more territory. We had an agreement,” Petro said. 

“If you don’t give it, I’ll take it. My pack is larger and stronger, and I’ve realized that we just need more space to spread out in.” Varic walked over to the map, grabbed the black marker beneath it, and then drew a circle, carving out a small chunk on the northeast corner of Scotland. “This is your new territory.”

“That’s insane. You might have a large pack, but not twice as large, and you want us cordoned off to less than tenth of the land?”

“You’re lucky I’m giving you that. I don’t have to give you anything. My friend here could finish you in seconds without there even being a fight. No one in your pack will even know what happened to you. So, either take what I’m giving you or you take nothing. I absorb all your lands, and your people.”

The two men were facing off, and I wasn’t sure what I was more afraid of: that Petro would fight and I wouldn’t have any powers to put up a show, or he would fight and I’d accidentally kill a man who surely wasn’t as bad as the one I was supposedly helping.

There was one thing for sure: I wasn’t killing Petro for Varic. 

Petro looked my way, his nostrils flaring as if he were trying to gauge my threat level by my smell. All I could do was try to remain calm and pray he’d take the scraps Varic was giving him.

“I don’t know what kind of black magic you’re playing at, but I hope you rot in hell for it,” Petro said.

I was already in hell helping Varic. 

I felt the fur of my wolf grazing my hand and then watched as he walked over to Petro. 

“I’m not looking to hurt you,” I said. I locked eyes with him, praying he wouldn’t do anything rash. “I think it would be a good thing if we all remained calm. Perhaps take what Varic is offering for a short time and then everyone can discuss it in a month or two?”

I watched my wolf standing beside him. No. Stay calm. We don’t want to kill him. Calm, calm, calm.

My wolf moved its muzzle closer to Petro and did the strangest thing—it licked his hand repeatedly. Petro didn’t move his hand or even glance down, completely unaware of what was happening. But he was visibly relaxing.

A minute or so later, he spoke like he’d just come out of a fog. “I think that’s a good idea.”

Varic looked at Petro and then turned and smiled at me.

“I guess this meeting is done, then,” he said.

Petro did nothing but nod. 

We walked out of the clubhouse, and the pack members looked beyond us, seeing Petro moving about the building, looking healthy and alive, then went back to whatever they’d been doing.

Varic’s men stared, waiting for us to join them.

“We’ll be there in a minute.” Varic took my hand, tugging me along with him out of sight. 

He had my hand. Could I kill him? 

No. Don’t even think of that. It wasn’t like I was even near Kicks. I kill Varic and Kicks might be dead minutes later. There was a reason they sent him out with a group of enemy shifters on these false trips every day. He wouldn’t even know what was coming before he was dead. No, we’d find a way to get out together. 

Varic tugged me along until we were on the back side of some sort of garage, out of sight of everyone else. He had his hands on my hips now, steering me backward until I felt a wall at my back.

“I don’t know how you did that in there, but it was amazing.” His voice was filled with awe. My plan seemed to be working, but maybe too well. I’d wanted him to be relaxed, not infatuated.

“Just trying to help.” I kept my back planted to the wall, hoping he didn’t move any closer.

“Do you realize what we could do together? My father always thought Kicks was so special. The way he’d favor him whenever Kicks deigned to come and visit. My father was so blinded by him that he didn’t see I was the strong one. The smart one. The one he should care about the most.” He ran fingers across my cheek as he stared at me. “But you see it, don’t you? You came here with him and yet you know I’m the better man. That’s why you did that back there in the clubhouse.” 

He truly believed everything he was saying. I’d given him a few breadcrumbs and he’d somehow built them into a gingerbread house. He wasn’t just a mean son of a bitch, he was delusional, maybe pathologically so.

And I’d use every neurotic part of that twisted brain to my benefit.

“I do. I see it. You’re so much stronger than him.” I put my hands on his chest and then looked down coyly. “But we can’t let Kicks know. I feel bad for him. I want to let him down gently. If he thinks I chose you, he’ll challenge you for sure.” I saw the flicker of anger in his eyes and course corrected. “I know you’d win, but it would be bad for the pack to see brother kill brother. We need to be smart about this. I’ll find a way to end it with Kicks and send him back to Arkansas.”

“That’s good,” he said, his gaze fixated on my lips.

“What about Athena?” I said, looking for a distraction, anything that would keep him from kissing me. “I’m human. I won’t be able to give you shifter babies.”

“Then we keep her around, but you’ll know you’re my number one,” he said. “Athena can give me children, but I want to feel you.”

I wanted to gag on those words, but I couldn’t. I put slight pressure on his chest. “I can’t have your scent on me or Kicks will know.”

His hands caged me in. “I’ll be patient, but I need a taste of you, to know what I’m waiting for.”

He pressed against me, his lips covering mine, and thrust his tongue inside my mouth. It took everything I had not vomit and appear to return some glimpse of interest. It was almost lucky that he had me pressed against the wall so I couldn’t pull away from him, or I might’ve done it in spite of my plan. Every instinct in me said to fight off his advances.

“Varic?” His men were calling.

He leaned back, his voice husky. “I knew you wanted me. Even when we first met and you acted as if you didn’t, I could feel the attraction.”

I nodded, at a loss for words. He was deranged. He thought that I returned his lust.

“Varic, you okay?” one of his men said.

“Some of these guys are like having nursemaids,” Varic said, laughing. “We’re coming,” he called out.

No, not nursemaids. Just not as delusional as he was. Varic might see what he wanted, but not all of his men did.
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Aunt Elara hurried over to me as we got back to the estate. Her nostrils flared as she got closer. “Kicks is already back, and you’d better shower or do something.”

I made it to the bedroom, hoping I’d beat Kicks there with enough time, but he was already walking out of the bathroom, fresh from his shower. He stopped a few steps into the room, looking at me and then breathing deeply. I’d hoped to be able to shower and change my clothes before he got back, but it was too late. Kicks had smelled Varic’s scent on me. 

He didn’t speak as he walked over to me.

This was bad. I’d hoped to talk to him. Explain things. “I—”

“We either fuck or I kill him. Your choice.”

He was strung so tight that every muscle on his torso looked like it was flexed. His fists were clenched and his breathing seemed staggered, as if holding on to control took everything he had.

I nodded, slipping out of my jacket. That was all the answer he needed, as he shredded my shirt and then made quick work of the rest of my clothing. He lifted me, his mouth covering mine, his rawness undoing me. I thrust my hands in his hair as my need grew as desperate as his.

He walked us into the shower, turning us under the water. He gripped my ass, raising me and then lowering me onto his thick, hard dick, just barely entering me. I could already feel myself stretching around him as he shifted me lower, one slow inch at a time, until he was fully seated inside. His arms were tensed around me, giving me a chance to adjust when all I wanted was him to move before I lost my mind. 

“More,” I said, my voice ragged as I clung to his shoulders.

My back hit the cold, tiled wall and he braced me as he withdrew, then pumped back in with one hard thrust, filling me completely until we were like savages. This was more than sex—it was a claiming, each thrust obliterating Varic from my memory. 

An intense orgasm ripped through, shattering me. An almost inhuman groan came from Kicks as he pulled his cock out of me.

I clung to him, my legs too weak to stand as the water rained down on us. I held on to him, not wanting to ever let go.
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My hair was still dripping wet as I lay almost on top of him in the bed a while later.

“I’ve seen some of the other women around here looking at you,” I said.

He tensed. “And?”

He wasn’t going to like this, but it didn’t matter. It had to be done. “I think it might be a good idea for there to be an appearance of distance between us.”

“Is that what you were doing today? Giving the appearance of distance to Varic? Is that why I could smell him all over you?”

I didn’t say anything immediately. I didn’t know what to say. There was no good way to explain what had happened today.

“I’m not betraying you, no matter how it might look. All I’m trying to do is get us the hell out of here. If I’m guilty of anything, it’s being desperate to do that,” I said.

“When he was close to you, did you even try to kill him?”

I froze for a second. I should’ve expected that question, been prepared for it. “It wasn’t a good time. He had men around. I didn’t think it was the best moment.”

He let out a low sigh, tightening his arms around me. “I really wish you’d tried,” he said, his voice so steeped in disappointment that it was as if he knew how much of an opportunity I’d had. 

“It wasn’t the right time,” I said. And it wouldn’t be until Kicks was beside me and we were walking out of here together.

“Pips, people die. It happens. I can accept my death. I don’t need you to protect me.”

I didn’t say a word even as my mind went right back to those dark moments in the pit, when he’d lain dying in my arms. What about then? He hadn’t been able to care for himself then, but I wouldn’t hurt him more by saying it. It didn’t matter if I said it or not. He knew exactly what I was thinking.

“What if I can’t accept it? What about that?” I’d meant to sound tough but my voice cracked.

“I get it, Pips. We all have to do what we feel is right, no matter how much it hurts.”

Those words wouldn’t stop echoing in my mind as I lay there.


Chapter Thirty


Kicks was still in the room when I woke. Usually he said goodbye before dawn and I didn’t get a chance to really see him until later.

“You’re still here?” I asked, smiling as I sat up in bed. 

“I had other matters to handle today.” His tone was chillier than the breeze off the ocean in winter. 

Last night had started off rocky, but I’d thought the worst was over. Now here he was, looking as welcoming as the frozen tundra. 

He put a bag on the dresser and then proceeded to take things out of it, filling the bag with his clothing.

“Are you going on an overnight trip?” If he was, it was going to be longer than one night with the amount of clothes he was packing. I sat up straighter as I watched him clean out one drawer and then move to the next. Maybe that was why he was so out of sorts? 

“Kicks? What are you doing?” I asked, watching him fill the bag with more and more things until his drawers were nearly empty.

He sighed and then looked at me with a pained expression. “Our situation isn’t working out.”

I sat there like someone had punched me in the chest.

“Situation? Are we switching rooms or something?” He couldn’t mean us. I was still sore from last night’s sex. He did not mean us.

“Not we. I am. You’re free to stay here.” He emptied out the second drawer.

“This is a joke, right? You’re joking.” Why was he messing with me like this? I was already stressed out enough. “Kicks, stop. This isn’t funny.”

“No, it’s not. Whatever you want to call this thing we’ve been doing, it’s not working for me anymore. It’s too much. I’m tired. Being with you is exhausting. I woke up today and I realized I just don’t want to do this.”

He turned back to packing as I watched him.

“You don’t mean that. Why are you doing this? You said once we mated it was forever. I’ve given you so many outs. You’re saying now it’s not working?” I was on my feet, pulling on sweatpants because I was already feeling vulnerable. I at least wanted to be dressed.

“What don’t you understand? We’re done.” 

I stared at him, and he didn’t shirk from my gaze, but his look was one I didn’t recognize. I felt as if I didn’t even know the person in front of me. He certainly didn’t have any of the warmth of the Kicks I knew.

“But you said once we mated…” How could he do this to me? 

“What don’t you get? You’ve been nothing but a headache since I met you, yet I was still standing by your side, feeling bad for you, even when you killed my father. But it never ends. Now you’re fucking around with my brother and saying it’s for me? This shouldn’t be so hard to understand. I’m done. Do whatever you want. I’ll be leaving here shortly without you.”

He put the last of his things in his bag and zipped it up while I stood there stunned. 

He walked to the door. “I’m going to go tell Varic I’m renouncing you as my mate. It’s procedure for you to be there when I do, but it won’t matter either way.”

I took a step toward him, and he headed down the hall, not even waiting for me to catch up. I forced my legs to keep moving even as I wanted to collapse. It felt like I was following a monster. Maybe it was in the genes? He was as horrible as his father and brother were.

Kicks walked into Varic’s suite without knocking. I followed, every step harder to take than the last. Varic looked at Kicks and then me as he put the situation together. I tried to keep my face serene, my pulse slow. 

“To what do I owe this visit?” Varic asked calmly, but there was excitement in his tone. He perched on the corner of his desk, as if he wanted to be up close to hear this one. 

I wanted to crumble but I wouldn’t, not in front of Varic. And now, not in front of Kicks. I’d been down before and made it. If he thought he’d be the one to finally crush me, he was wrong.

“We’re done,” Kicks said. “I’ll be leaving by the end of this week and going home.”

“You’re relinquishing your claim on her?” Varic asked, his eyes lighting up.

“Yes. I came here to officially renounce her as my mate.”

Kicks was really doing this. Until he said it, I wasn’t sure I’d quite believed it. He was done with me. I’d told him to walk away for months and yet he’d stuck by me, only to discard me here, in Scotland, when I needed him the most.

I wanted to scream, cry, beat him. But I did nothing but force myself to stand ramrod straight.

“You know how this goes. I need you to state your official reasons for renouncement,” Varic said. His eyes looked like they’d doubled in size as he watched this disaster unfold.

“She’s too much of a burden on me and my pack to remain with her. Not to mention she’s most likely barren, unable to give me children, and is unable to contribute in any other meaningful way that would benefit me.”

I was frozen, refusing to betray a glimmer of the agonizing hurt within me. I was too numb to do anything. He was ridding himself of me, and now he was going to list my inadequacies to boot. They weren’t even true. What about how I’d rid the pack of the human invaders? Was that not a contribution? I would’ve died for that pack. That wasn’t enough for him?

“I accept your denouncement. You are now officially nothing to each other,” Varic said, all the while fighting a smile.

“I’ll be gone in a week. I’ve moved my items out of the room and will find another to settle in. I won’t be here much longer. I have more important things to handle.”

“Completely understandable,” Varic said, sounding more pleasant to Kicks than I’d heard him the entire time we’d been there.

But what I was really reeling from was that Kicks was truly leaving. He was just up and abandoning me here.

He turned, not looking at me as he passed, like I wasn’t even in the room anymore. 

Varic smiled, walking over now that Kicks was gone. “Well, he just made my life easier for the first time since I was born. I’m sorry you had to see him for what he truly is, but it’s for the best, isn’t it? Now you won’t feel bad for him or like you need to baby his feelings. I say good riddance.”

I smiled, in spite of the fact that all I wanted to do was collapse and cry. I held myself together and put on the performance of my life. “You’re completely right. Good riddance.”

“I hope you’ll be down for dinner tonight?”

“Of course.”
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I was walking back to my room, wanting nothing more than to hide, when Athena stepped into my way.

Her lips were pointing down and her eyes were more squinty than ever as she stomped her way to me.

“We need to speak.”

I wasn’t sure when she’d grown a pair, but she suddenly seemed to have balls big enough to hang off a fender of a Mack truck.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but Varic is mine. No human will ever change that, no matter how big a freak you are.” People walked past, making sure to steer clear of us. She was talking loud enough that they would hear anyway. The whole place would have more juicy gossip to chew on by tonight.

I was deciding between ignoring her completely and unleashing all the anger inside me on her. I had plenty of it to spare right now. If I did lose my shit, the whole place would hear. Kicks would hear. I wouldn’t have anyone telling him how unhinged I was and let him think it was him. Whether she realized it or not, he saved her.

I stayed quiet, watching her.

She waited as if I were supposed to say something. I’d do pretty much anything to get rid of her right now, because I was on the brink of either going supernova or melting into a puddle of tears.

“Are you done? Because I’ve got things to do,” I said as casually as I could.

“You better remember your place,” she said, then turned and left.


Chapter Thirty-One


Skipping dinner was not an option. I had to put on a brave face, but I wasn’t sure how I could do that when my eyes were bright red from crying. They were almost literally a red flag, alerting everyone to my current meltdown. 

If I kept my distance, maybe no one would notice. The lights were usually dimmed for dinner. Then again, shifters had great eyesight, so it probably didn’t matter how low they were.

There was a knock at my door. It was Aunt Elara. I’d recognized her steps on their way over, nearly groaning when they stopped in front of my door.

She knocked again when I didn’t answer.

“Piper?” she called.

I didn’t answer, and she knocked again. 

She wasn’t going to leave. You didn’t knock three times and call out if you weren’t digging in. 

I got out of bed. 

“Come in,” I said, trying to keep my voice bright and chipper. Letting her in was better than the spectacle of her calling for me in the hall.

She walked in and shut the door. Her worry lines were out in full force. The story of my breakup with Kicks had clearly run through the pack like wildfire through tumbleweeds after a year-long drought.

“You heard,” I said.

“I’m sorry. I know he’s my nephew, but you can talk to me.” She walked toward me, arms outstretched. I was getting hugged whether I wanted it or not.

“I’m okay. It’s for the best,” I said as I waited for her to let go of me. Her hugging me felt like someone taking a hammer to a new bottle’s worth of tears.

The second she let go, I turned toward the drawers, afraid she’d see my eyes watering. “I was just finding something to wear for dinner.” How was I going to make it through the meal if I couldn’t keep it together with his aunt for two minutes?

“I wanted to bring this to you, just in case.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a bottle of something that rid the red from your eyes.

“Thank you.” I couldn’t afford to refuse it. So much for looking smooth and in control.

“Do you want me to walk down to dinner with you?” She was reaching out, touching my arm as if she wanted to hug me again.

Yeah, that wasn’t the look I wanted. Get dumped by her nephew and then need his aunt to hold my hand to make it to dinner? No way. 

“Really, I’m fine. The shock of it threw me, but that was all. After everything your nephew said to me, I didn’t expect it at all. I’m okay, though.” I patted her hand and then moved to put some space between us. One more hug and I’d crack for sure.

I gathered up every ounce of energy I had, every scrap of strength, and straightened my shoulders. “I will be fine.”

She smiled. “I know you will be. You’re much tougher than you look. You’ve already proven that several times over.” She eyed me up, as if trying to find an opening to hug me again.

I made myself a moving target as I fiddled with clothes, shoes, and anything else I could find.

“I’ll see you downstairs?” she said.

“Yes. I’ll be there soon.”

She finally left, and I went back to my choices, my hand instinctively going to a dark blue velvet dress. It was the kind of thing that made the most of a woman’s curves, that drew the eye and yet didn’t make it look like you were trying too hard. It had always seemed like it was too much until this very night. Now it was just enough. I wouldn’t walk in like a wallflower.

I piled my hair on top of my head, holding it up with some pins, wanting nothing to distract from the elegant cut and lines of the dress. I slipped on a pair of four-inch strappy heels I’d also avoided and then walked out of my bedroom door, looking like a million bucks even as I felt like something tossed into the gutter.

All eyes swung to me as I walked into the great hall. Everyone was curious to see what my new standing in the pack would be. There had been a certain level of protection granted to me as Kicks’ mate. Now I was a lone female in the pack, not that I cared about that. Let them think they could screw with me. I wasn’t as helpless as I looked, especially with my wolf beside me. I could feel its muzzle brush against my hand, as if it were letting me know it wasn’t going anywhere tonight.

I glanced toward the place I typically sat, wondering if I should go there or somewhere else. I certainly had no desire to sit next to Kicks. Seemed he didn’t want to sit next to me either, as he’d relocated. I didn’t let my eyes rest on him, or the woman he was sitting next to, who leaned toward him, appearing riveted by their conversation. Did he even notice I was here? He didn’t so much as glance my way. Did he care so little that he’d moved on already? My presence meant nothing? How could I have made such a poor choice in judgment again? Maybe it was supposed to be just Charlie and me. Screw men.

I made my way to my usual spot, noticing Aunt Elara was still sitting there. At least she wasn’t forsaking me. A young girl, Addison or something like that, sat in the spot typically occupied by Kicks.

I glanced over at Varic, nodding. He did the same, a smile on his lips as if he’d just spotted his dessert. Athena was the only one in the room openly glaring at me, and she wasn’t holding back at all. Her eyes were nearly glowing, as if she could barely stop herself from shifting so she could rip out my jugular with her bare teeth. Varic would keep her in line. More concerning with that one was possible poisoning.

I took my seat. Aunt Elara patted my leg and the young woman next to me gave a hesitant smile.

Platters were served, and I watched as they came around. If Athena wanted to kill me, she would be killing everyone else at my table, since there didn’t seem to be a way to only poison me.

I took as much food as needed to not look like I was such a mess. No one here was going to have any gossip about how I couldn’t even eat, and everyone was staring at me, whether overtly or not. 

Aunt Elara was the true miracle of the evening, talking and talking, filling the dead space and joking enough here and there to make me smile. Even when I had no idea what she was saying, I could nod and pretend to agree and she covered for me, as if we were having the most entrancing conversation. 

The entire time, I couldn’t seem to stop my awareness of Kicks. His every movement, the way he put his arm around the back of his companion’s chair. Was he calling her darlin’ with that Southern accent that had always melted me? How had I fallen for the wrong guy again? I’d tried to be so careful, not jumping in fast. He’d waited, stuck it out with me, acted as if he loved me. And then, on a dime, he didn’t even want to speak to me.

I could feel my throat tightening. I needed to stop thinking of him. It was done. I was done. No more. I was done with men. This would never happen to me again. If I ever got involved with someone again, it would be cold, calculated, and transactional. 

I continued trying to fake a conversation with Aunt Elara, forcing the last of my food down. I wasn’t sure how I made it through that entire meal, but I did, even staying for dessert. I didn’t dare leave until more than half of the people here had, or again, they’d carry on about how the rejected human rushed out of dinner.

Kicks got up and left. I tried not to watch to see if the woman he’d been flirting with went with him. That was too much. I wouldn’t make it out of here in one piece if I saw that.

After telling myself why I shouldn’t look, I did it anyway. There they were, walking out together. It felt like I’d just gotten hit by a stun gun. I stood, wanting nothing more than to get out of here, yet didn’t move once I was on my feet.

Aunt Elara stood up beside me, twining her arm in mine. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go see those dresses you wanted to alter, and I’ll tell you the best way I think it will work,” she said, as if I’d been waiting for her.

She moved, pulling me along with her. I was in a fog as I tried to keep it together. I didn’t take a full breath until we were in my bedroom and she shut the door.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I’m okay. Thank you for walking me up. I think I just want to go take a shower and crawl into bed now. I’m pretty tired.” I was strung so tight I could barely move.

She paused, looking as if she didn’t want to leave. As much as I appreciated it, she was his aunt. Not mine. And when I fell apart, I would be doing it alone.

“You will get past this,” she said. 

I straightened, nodding. “I know. I’m fine. Really, I am. I’m just getting used to it. It’s just surprising, but I’m fine.” I kept nodding, the only movement I seemed capable of.

“If you need me, just ask.”

“Thank you, but I’m good.” I was nodding so much, plastering on a fake smile, that I probably looked like a bobblehead. Judging by the way she was looking at me, that might be a generous description.

She left, and I fell onto the bed. I wouldn’t cry for him again. He didn’t deserve another tear from me. I’d made an error. I’d trusted the wrong person—again. But now I knew, and if I had to build an iron heart, if that was what it took to survive, then that was what I’d do.
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There was a knock at my door. Before I could answer, it opened and Kicks walked in. It was strange, because I usually recognized the sound of his approach. I’d probably been too busy wallowing.

I immediately got to my feet. “This is my room now. You don’t get to walk in whenever you want.”

He shut the door. “You wouldn’t have let me in if I knocked.”

I pointed at the door. “You’re right. Now get out.”

“I will in a minute, but first I need to speak to you.”

“That’s too bad for you. Get. Out.” I went to walk past him, but he blocked my way to the door. 

“I know you’re heading out to a settlement with Varic tomorrow.”

Then he knew more than me, because this was the first I’d heard of it. “What I do is of no concern to you.”

“Except it is. I plan on going back to Arkansas soon, and I wanted to know what you’re planning on doing.”

He was as cold as ever, but there was something off I couldn’t put my finger on.

“Doing when? I’m stuck here, remember?”

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t think Arkansas is going to be a good fit for Charlie. I think you should go collect him,” he said, staring at me.

I literally swayed on my feet. It was as if he were trying to turn into the absolute worst person he could.

“Are you saying you want to kick him out of that pack too? Even Duncan, as despicable as he was, was willing to keep Charlie.” 

“I was assuming you’d want to visit, and I don’t think the pack is a good place for you to be. You need to understand that I’ll probably take another mate, and I don’t want things to be awkward for her.”

I just stared at him. How could I have been so wrong about someone? Even with Duncan, there had been warning signs. With Kicks, I’d always been trying to shelter him from the horror of what I was when I should’ve been running from him. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll get him out of your hair as soon as possible. We’ll be out of your cabin, your pack, and nowhere near you. Now get out.” By the time I was done, I was nearly screaming.

He didn’t move, just stood there.

“What is wrong with you? Get out.”

I walked to the door, and he didn’t try to stop me this time. I opened it and still he stood there, unmoving.

“What? What do you want?” I said.

“Uh…” Didi said from the open door, where she stood with some clothing in her hands. Her mouth gaped open as she looked at Kicks and then me.

“Am I interrupting?” She fumbled with her pile.

“No. He was just leaving.”

Kicks took a step toward the door, pausing beside me for a second. His chest visibly rose and fell before he walked out. I didn’t know if he was checking for Varic’s scent on me or what, and I didn’t care.

I took the clothes from Didi and shut the door on her while she was still gaping.

When I turned, Widow Herbert was standing by the window. 

It’s time to get out of here, she said. 

“Yeah, it’s past time.”


Chapter Thirty-Two


I walked downstairs, where Varic and his men were waiting, itching to get out of this place. Every person I passed today was staring at me. 

“You ready?” Varic said.

I nodded and walked out the door.

There were only two ATVs waiting out front, instead of three like last time. If I could somehow manage to get the keys to one, it could come in mighty handy. Or would it? Too easy to track. I might be better off on foot.

“Maybe a little showier this time? I want to make sure everyone in the area knows they can’t fuck with us,” Varic said as he jumped into the driver’s seat and nodded toward the passenger side. 

“I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises, as it’s not completely predictable,” I said, eyeing up where his hand sat on the steering wheel.

Could I kill Varic today? If my wolf appeared, could I have him do it? No. I didn’t think I could do it, and not because I didn’t hate him. I just couldn’t chance causing the death of Kicks, whether he deserved my loyalty or not.

Maybe if I was still here after Kicks left… Then there’d be nothing left to hold me back.

We took off, and I looked around, making sure no one else had joined our group. No, still only two other men.

Don’t try anything until after you get to the place he’s bringing you, Widow Herbert had said. They’ll be more watchful on the first half of the trip. You also don’t want to try to escape on a bathroom break too close to the pack. The farther away, the fewer to chase. He’ll have to get back to the castle to get more people, and that could buy you precious time.

We’d talked about the best options for at least an hour last night. I mulled over every detail as we drove about an hour and a half away, finally stopping by a small seaside village. 

There was a group by the pier in different stages of their craft. Some were out on small boats, casting nets. Others were unloading on the small dock, and more people, including children, were skinning and salting meat on the beach.

Several people glanced our way but then quickly turned their attention back to whatever job they were about, as if wishing they hadn’t seen us at all. The picture was beginning to fill in before anyone said a word.

“Harold! Varic is here for his cut!” a man yelled into a nearby cottage.

Watching these fishermen at work, it was hard not to wonder how much Varic stole from them. I thought of the fish stew I’d had the other night, and suddenly it wasn’t as tasty as I’d initially thought. Now here I was, taking part in this plundering. 

“What are you planning? What’s the problem here?” I asked, trying to sound neutral even as I wanted to kick Varic in the balls.

“I haven’t decided yet, but I feel we need to keep them on their toes.”

Wonderful. He couldn’t even be a decisive psycho.

A man exited the cottage and headed toward us. He had a full head of red hair and a barrel chest. He didn’t look happy to see us, but the laugh lines on his face told an entirely different story. 

“We’ve got your cut packed up and ready,” Harold said, and then nodded toward a shed. He disappeared inside and dragged out two crates.

Varic pointed to the crates, and his flunkies lifted the lid off on one, and then the other. He looked them over. “This looks light.”

“It’s not light. It’s twenty percent of our take,” Harold said.

“You’re trying to tell me that’s twenty percent? Bullshit. If that’s twenty then maybe our share needs to increase to thirty or forty.”

“At some point, you’re going to push so hard it’s not going to be worth getting along, no matter what the cost.” Harold’s face was flushed.

I could’ve sworn I heard his heart pounding as he held himself back from striking Varic. It would’ve been nice to see, but I knew what would happen. There would be nothing fair about this fight. Varic would shift and Harold would be dead.

“You remember the last time you said no? You want a repeat of that? Think carefully about what you say. We might decide that one of your men is easier to deal with,” Varic said.

What had he done to these people? If he could threaten his brother’s life, what kind of treatment would a stranger receive?

Harold stood there stiff enough that he looked like he might crack. 

He finally nodded, so slight it was barely perceptible. “I’ll go check and make sure there wasn’t a mistake.”

I was trying to keep calm myself. I wasn’t going to be able to do these visits with Varic for long without cracking. I had to get out of this situation, not only for me but for Charlie, too. I glanced around, taking in the scene and wondering if there’d be a way to slip out without them seeing me. 

“It’s not much to look at, but there’s quite a few settlements around we take a cut from,” Varic said, misconstruing my interest in the terrain. “We’re quite comfortable, if you hadn’t noticed.” He smiled, wrapping an arm around my waist, as if we were already a thing.

Now that Kicks had publicly dumped me, it was going to be harder to stall Varic. At the same time, maybe I wouldn’t need to stall him that long. I just had to swallow down my disgust long enough to find an opening.

“Yeah, I’m sure. I think you’ve got quite the nice…” 

Suddenly the feeling of standing near the abyss was back. Charon was near. He had to be. I turned, looking for the source of the feeling.

“What? You hear something?” Varic said, looking around.

“Something’s here.”

“What?” he asked, growing more concerned.

He’d dropped his arm from my waist and was looking all around when I was pulled to another place. 

I was in the arena, Charon in front of me. The main area was lit, and I could feel the presence of the audience watching me from the darkness surrounding us. Other than that, there was no hint at what was to come.

“Are you ready to be tested again?” Charon asked, his voice as grave as ever.

He was asking me on the wrong day. I was done. I was so done I’d make a well-done steak look rare. 

“No. I’m not ready to be tested.” I was past being snippy and ready to bite his head off. “I’m done with your games. I’m done with this.” I waved at the place, the charade of it all. “I want answers.” 

There was a suspiciously long delay before he said, “That is not an option. You’ve already accepted our terms.”

“What are you going to do if I don’t play along? Kill me?” I stepped closer to him, trying to see what was inside that black abyss beneath the cloak. “You were supposed to kill me last time. Did you decide not to, or are you not capable?” 

“You’re just going to make it hard on yourself by not cooperating,” Charon said.

Hard? The last test had nearly killed me. I’d probably come within an inch of my life. Any harder and I’d be dead. And I wasn’t certain that hadn’t been the purpose. I was actually ready to bet my life on it, in fact.

“You and your games can fuck off,” I said. I was at my limit. I couldn’t take another second of life like this. I wasn’t going to be threatened like this day after day. I was ready for their worst.

“You must,” he said. “You have a choice. You can have the two people you love the most, Charlie and Kicks, survive until they die of natural causes many years from now, or you can save the last of humanity.”

He was talking as if I were still ready to play along, as if he hadn’t heard anything. And with these rules? It was an impossible choice. It was a fake test. I didn’t know what their angle was, but nothing was as it seemed.

“Fine. My choice is all of the above. I choose Charlie, Kicks, and the last of humanity.” There were whispers in the dark.

He didn’t respond for some time. “That is not an option.”

“I don’t care. That’s what I’m choosing.” He’d caught me on the wrong day to try this. If he wouldn’t listen to me, I just wouldn’t follow his fake rules for his fake test. One way or another, he’d understand this was over.

“You can’t,” he said.

“Why? You know I won’t choose Charlie and Kicks, and you and your people, whoever they are, don’t want the rest of the world dead. If they die, you become obsolete. What is the point, then? What are we doing here?” I threw up my hands.

“You must choose.” His voice was near booming, as if that might rattle me.

“I did.”

The faceless creatures in the dark whispered louder.

Was this it? Would they kill me this time? Was I delusional in calling their bluff? All the struggling, the fighting to survive, and I might go out like this? If that was my fate, I could live with it. I was finding that as much as I wanted to live, I wouldn’t—couldn’t—live like this. 

Charon didn’t speak. He just stood there. My rage was growing so thick it was becoming hard to contain. It made me want to reach out and throw that cloak off his head, see what kind of monster really lay beneath.

I stepped closer to him. “You want to kill me? Do it.”

Charon said nothing.

“Were you ever going to help me? Was this some sick game of yours?” My voice was unsteady, but not from fear. My rage was making my voice crack. “That’s all you’ve got? You put me through hell, make me play these games, and I can’t even speak?”

The noises from the shadows grew louder.

“He likes to play games,” Death said, appearing beside us. “I told you he wasn’t to be trusted.” 

It was the first time her voice wasn’t just in my head.

I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or concerned. Was she here on my side or just to watch me get slaughtered? To be able to say “I told you so” before I died? To see me get what she thought I deserved?

“She’s mine,” Death said, almost hissing the words at Charon. “She doesn’t die unless I say so, as you well know.”

Her claim felt like a two-ton stone had just dropped, and I wasn’t sure if I was happy about it or not. The only bright point was, had I been right? They couldn’t kill me? Was she the reason? 

Charon turned toward her. “She can’t be allowed to do your bidding anymore. It defies the laws of how we work.” His words were firm, but there was a slight edge to them that hadn’t been there before Death arrived.

“She’s mine.” Death physically put herself between me and Charon, emanating a strange shadow all around her that was so thick it looked tangible.

“Yes, your abomination,” Charon boomed, and then the faceless creatures in the shadows began stepping forward all around us.

There were so many of them, at least a few hundred. Some looked human, others were fantastical creatures with horns, and others didn’t seem to have a solid form at all. There was a centaur and a bull, a fairy, and everything in between. The only thing they had in common was that none of them appeared friendly.

“She must die. Either she does or you do,” Charon said.

The horde of gods grew closer, hemming us in from all sides.

“What was the point of all these tests if you were just going to kill me?” I yelled, looking at Charon and then the endless enemies.

“If we’d deemed you controllable, we would’ve let you live.” He turned to Death. “But we can’t control her, and neither can you. She must die and you must kill her. It’s her or you.”

I watched as Death turned in a circle, as if weighing the odds. They weren’t on our side unless she was more powerful than all of these other creatures combined.

She was going to screw me. It was all over her face. She’d turned me into this freak and now was ready to walk away. A few moments later she nodded, agreeing.

“We had a deal,” I said.

“It’s me or you,” she replied, with no visible shame at all. That must’ve been the one human expression she hadn’t bothered with. “Everything is replaceable, even me. If I don’t kill you, I’ll cease to exist.”

“And they can’t kill me.”

“No. They can’t.” She reached a hand out to me, and I knew it was over. There was nowhere to run. I couldn’t get out of here even if I wanted to, and where would I hide anyway? Where did you go to get away from gods?

She placed a hand on my shoulder, and a surge of power pulsed through my veins. The small piece of darkness that I’d kept controlled inside of me exploded, as if it had been waiting to be set free and multiply out of control.

I closed my eyes, praying Charlie would be okay without me as the potent dark magic within swirled and felt as if it were consuming me. I shook as the power felt like it was filling the air all around me, raw, untamed energy spilling out, part of me but somehow not. As if I were connected to everything around me in some intrinsic way.

For Charlie, for myself, I’d wanted to live, have a future, see him grow old. See him become an adult, and have a life of his own. Grow old myself. 

The power was running through me, filling every inch of me until I imagined I’d explode with it. I could sense my wolf beside me, feel him leaning into my side, always there when I needed him.

I waited for oblivion to take me. 

But it didn’t seem to be taking me anywhere. Even the darkness I’d felt exploding inside of me seemed almost…might I say, manageable? I forced myself to open my eyes, afraid of what I’d see. Was I dead and just didn’t know it?

If this was heaven or hell, it didn’t seem much different. I was in the same place I’d been standing, and they were all staring at me. No murmurs, no whispering, just staring. The only change was to their expressions. They’d gone from angry to something closer to shocked.

Death took a step back.

The fur of my wolf grazed my hand as it began to growl in their direction.

“She’s still alive,” Death said, barely above a whisper. She’d nailed another human expression: shock.

She hadn’t meant to set her dark power free inside of me. She’d meant to kill me, and she hadn’t been able to.

“Look what you’ve done!” Charon spat. I turned, taking a step forward. The gods all jumped backward. My wolf was crouched, ready to spring forward, growling so loudly that it sounded like thunder.

“Yes. Look what you’ve done,” I said, realizing they were all afraid of me. I began to lift my arms, curious as to what powers I might wield. I didn’t get a chance to see.

They were gone. Death, Charon, all of them. In a second, they’d disappeared.

The arena disintegrated around me, blown away as if it had been nothing but dust, an illusion.


Chapter Thirty-Three


I stood fifty or so feet from the settlement I’d been at, staring at the buildings in the distance, my wolf beside me. 

There were shouts in the distance, and I saw two of Varic’s men running toward me.

“I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.” My wolf was growling as one of the men pointed his gun at it.

“Shoot the thing,” Varic’s man said to his partner. 

Power leapt out of me without my even having to lift a finger. The man with the gun was lying on the ground, too still to be anything but dead. His face was already graying.

I was back. All the holds had been lifted. I could feel power pulsating through me, yet the darkness felt contained. In trying to kill me, Death had set me free.

“I don’t want to kill you, but I will,” I said to the remaining man.

He didn’t need to hear anything else—he turned tail and ran for his life. 

I didn’t see Varic as I scanned the horizon. The idea of hunting him down and killing him made the power in my veins hum with pleasure. 

My wolf grabbed the sleeve of my jacket, tugging me in a direction away from the settlement.

“You want to leave? You think we need to go?”

It tugged again.

Varic would try to kill me instantly if we were found, and I wasn’t sure how long this surge of power would last. What if it was temporary? There were no guarantees.

“Okay. We go.” My wolf was always there for me. If it wanted to leave, we’d leave.

We moved at a brisk walk away from the settlement, waiting for a threat to appear at any moment, whether it be Varic, Death, or one of the many other gods. My heart was beating so hard for the first hour that it was dulling my hearing.

Whenever I paused for a second, looking around to get my bearings or listening for people, my wolf pulled at my sleeve and urged me in a certain direction. I had no sense of where we were, but it seemed to know where it wanted to go, was borderline belligerent about it. 

The adrenaline slowly ebbed away as the time ticked by. I was free, at least for now, but it was bittersweet. I’d thought I’d be leaving with Kicks, not alone like this.

Every step away made the situation more real. My mind went almost numb to stop the pain. I needed to get through this day, get out of this place and back to Charlie. After that, I could fall apart if I had to, but not now. 

The sun was setting when we came upon a small village. It was the place Kicks and I had agreed to meet, and where I’d gotten my clothes from to meet his family. I remembered waking up that morning, being nearly obsessed with making a good impression on them. That felt like eons ago, as if I weren’t even the same person. 

There were no lights visible or smoke in the chimneys. I breathed in deeply and then strained my ears. Looked like it was still deserted, even as I hoped for an excuse to keep going.

“You pick up on anything?”

The wolf put its snout in the air and then started walking again.

I sighed long and hard. If it had heard, it didn’t care. 

I followed, passing the store where I’d tried on things with Kicks. I’d held up items and asked for his opinion, and he repeatedly told me it didn’t matter what his family thought. I must’ve gone through twenty outfits as he made a show of dying in a chair.

My wolf tugged me again as I slowed.

“We stay here for the night, but first thing tomorrow we’re out of here,” I told it.

I didn’t know why I cared. It wasn’t like Kicks was going to show up. Even if he did leave Varic’s earlier than he’d said he was going to, he’d probably go right past this place and to the docks in search of a boat.

We walked through the small town, finding a little cottage on the outskirts. I was too tired to care about food, and had no hunger to speak of anyway. I’d hunt up something to eat tomorrow before we set out again.

I curled up on the couch in the cozy living room, my wolf jumping up and snuggling next to me, sharing its warmth.

“I’m not sure where you came from, how you came into being, but I’m so glad you did. Somehow you’ve made everything more bearable.”

It licked my face. 

“Tomorrow we figure out how we get back to Arkansas and Charlie.” I buried my face in its fur. “You’ll like Charlie, and he’s going to love you. Try not to disappear before we get to Arkansas.”

My wolf looked at me as if it understood every word. I was beginning to think it did.

“You know, Charlie always wanted a dog. He’s going to be so excited to meet you.” If there was one glorious shining silver lining, it was getting back to Charlie.

My wolf made a groaning, almost whining noise.

“I didn’t mean you’re a dog. Obviously you’re way better.”

It settled down again, as if its ego had been appeased.
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I was licked awake, the sky still dark.

“What’s wrong?”

My wolf walked over to the window, looking out and then back to me.

Was someone here? I nearly jumped off the couch, still dressed. I hadn’t even taken off my boots just in case.

I went to the window, and in the distance I saw a silhouette of a man approaching.

It couldn’t be him. If it was, it was purely coincidental. No way he was here for me.

Kicks caught sight of me in the window, and our eyes locked. It felt like someone had just taken jumper cables to my heart.

I walked away from the window, knowing Kicks was coming here. He’d looked too intent on me. I didn’t know what he wanted, but I was sure to find out. 

He walked into the cottage minutes later. I looked at my wolf, who didn’t appear to be doing anything but panting as it stared at Kicks.

Kicks glanced at my wolf, but didn’t seem fazed.

“What do you want? Why are you here?” I asked.

“You know.” His voice sounded strained, and he looked like he was in pain.

I wasn’t playing these games with him. He couldn’t say one thing and act like nothing had happened.

“No, I don’t. Now get out.” I pointed toward the door. 

He took a step toward me instead.

“Get out!” I screamed. “I don’t want to hear anything you have to say.”

He took more steps toward me. “You wouldn’t leave. As long as you thought I was threatened, you wouldn’t leave.” He kept walking toward me until he had me cornered. “You wouldn’t even try to kill him. You were becoming paralyzed by fear for me. Our last fight, I asked if you tried to kill him. You think I didn’t know the truth of why you didn’t? That it was me? I couldn’t get you out, and you wouldn’t take any chances because of me.”

“So that was all a lie but is this the truth? I’m supposed to believe you now?” I shoved at his chest and then, when he backed up, swung at him, pummeling his chest.

“Yes. Because you know it’s true. Your wolf knows it’s true or it’d be ripping my throat out right now instead of lying there with its head on its paws.”

My arms grew tired of hitting him, so I crossed them in front of me, trying to keep it together long enough to get him out. I wasn’t going to cry in front of him.

“When I told Varic why I was renouncing you, I said that you wouldn’t be able to bear my children. You know that was a lie. I was terrified of getting you pregnant. I pulled out every time we had sex.”

My breathing stuttered as I met his stare. He looked like he was barely restraining himself to give me space.

“I’m sorry I had to do it, but I don’t regret it. You wouldn’t have left. You’ve bartered your life away for me before. You think I’d let you rot there to protect me if there was anything I could do about it?”

“What about that girl you left with after dinner?” I asked, afraid to believe him, even when what he was saying made sense.

“I shoved her away the second we were out of the dining room. Think about it—I was in your room less than an hour later.”

I shook as I tried to hold back tears. His arms were around me again, as if my tears were his breaking point. I wrapped my arms and legs around him, and he crushed me to him.

“You do that again and I’ll kill you,” I said.

“I don’t think I’d survive it anyway.”

My wolf was beside us, whimpering as if it too wanted Kicks’ attention. I didn’t know what my wolf truly was, but it seemed to love Kicks as much as I did.

“When did the wolf start showing up?” he asked.

“Long story.”
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We were lying on the couch, naked limbs intertwined. All I wanted was to get out of this place, run hard and fast. Yet I was afraid as soon as we set off, I’d regret it. I’d been vulnerable so many times in my life, and only survived because of others helping me. Now that I was the strong one, could I leave Aunt Elara, Didi, and even settlers like Harold to be tormented by Varic? 

“I want to go back. I want to kill Varic before we go.” The words were out, and although they didn’t make me feel better, I still felt like it was the right thing to do.

Feeling the way Kicks tensed, he didn’t agree.

“I don’t want you anywhere near there, and I’m not leaving you alone,” he said.

“You won’t be leaving me alone. I’m going with you.”

“No. If this is what you want, I’ll get you back to Arkansas and then return.” His arm tightened around my waist.

I shifted, propping myself up on my elbow so I could look at him. “This is different. I’m not vulnerable the way I was before. I’ve got control of my powers, at least for now. I could level that entire pack if I have to.”

“Like you said, for now. We don’t know how long they’ll hold.” He had that stubborn look in his eyes, but there was no way he was okay leaving the situation as it was either.

“We can’t leave them alone for months with him. I saw what he’s doing to the settlements close to him. He’s stealing their food.” If we left, who knew how bad it might be in a month from now? 

“If we go back, I have to fight Varic. I’m going to fight him for the alpha position. It’s the way of the pack. It’s how it has to happen. After I beat him, I’ll have the opportunity to appoint an alpha to act in my stead while I’m away. You go and kill him in a way the pack doesn’t understand or trust, and the snake will just grow a new head.”

This wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen. I was going to take the lead, cut out the cancer, and the pack would go on. Not once was Kicks’ life in danger in my plans.

I gasped as I realized something. “You were always planning on coming back here, weren’t you? You just didn’t want me there when you fought him!”

He didn’t even try to deny it. “He fights dirty, and if he’d killed me, I didn’t want you left alone.”

“I won’t let him cheat.” I laid my head on his chest. My wolf came and leaned against my legs, rubbing its muzzle against me.

“If we go back together and somehow I lose, you use everything you have, kill however many you need, but you get out of there. You walk away and don’t look back. You go to Arkansas and forget this place exists. Those are my terms.” His voice was soft but serious.

“I’m not worried. We’ll both be going back to Arkansas.” There was no way I was letting Varic kill Kicks, and I didn’t care what I’d need to do. I’d burn that place to the ground if I had to.


Chapter Thirty-Four


We didn’t arrive quietly but on the loudest motorcycle we could find. They knew we were arriving miles before Kicks stopped the bike in front of the estate. He gave the engine a last couple revs to make sure there wasn’t a single shifter left who hadn’t heard us.

It didn’t take long for Varic to walk out, followed by the rest of the pack piling out from every different direction. Aunt Elara was among them, and I wasn’t sure if she was happy or terrified to see us. Or both.

“What do you want?” Varic said, staring hard at the both of us. If there had been any confusion over why we left, how I’d disappeared, it was erased by our re-entrance.

“I’m here to take the pack. I’m officially challenging you for alpha,” Kicks said.

“You sneak out to go find your freak and then come back and demand alpha?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m doing. Unless you’re afraid to fight me and want to step down willingly?” Kicks taunted him.

“How do I know she’s not going to get involved? Using her dirty magic? Her devil’s magic. After all, she told me she was in cahoots with the Grim Reaper. That’s how she killed our father,” Varic said.

A gasp ran through the pack, and he smirked. Even if he died here, he wanted to make sure no one else would accept me in this place.

I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to lie. Bottom line, there was no way I was letting Varic kill Kicks, honest fight or not.

“She won’t do anything. She, unlike you, has more honor than that,” Kicks said.

Did I? Not where Varic was concerned, I didn’t. In my book, he could die the same way he’d lived. 

“Fine. Let’s go,” he said.

Kicks pulled off his shirt. Varic was on the other side of the space, stripping off his clothes as well. That was when I realized they’d be fighting in their beast forms. Kicks’ beast was scary as hell, but Varic’s was unknown to me. It might be even worse. There was really no predicting what they’d shift into.

My pulse ratcheted up as I watched them both shift. Varic’s beast was nearly as frightening as Kicks’. They approached each other, squaring off. 

I was so intent on them, I nearly jumped when I heard the booming footsteps of Death approaching. 

I’d never heard them when I was the vehicle of Death, only when someone died for another reason. Kicks wouldn’t outright kill Varic. He would banish him. So either someone else was going to die, or…

That was all the warning I had before a flurry of bullets started flying. I didn’t know where they’d landed until I saw blood dripping from Kicks. He turned toward me, but before he took a step, he crumpled to the ground. 

The world around me went silent. Time slowed, each second stretching into an eternity as I watched him go down.

“No!” I screamed. 

I was at his side in an instant, my hands trembling as I touched him. He was back in his human form and covered in blood. But he was still alive. I could feel the faintest pulse.

I covered his body as much as I could to shelter him in case whoever shot tried again.

I saw some people approaching out of the corner of my eye. “Get away from him,” I screamed, and they immediately backed off.

“Kicks.” My voice broke as I pressed my hands against the many wounds, feeling the warmth of his blood seeping through my fingers. “Please, please, Kicks. You can’t die.”

There was no response as he lay lifeless in my arms. I couldn’t lose him. I wouldn’t.

And then Death was in front of me. 

“You’re not taking him. He’s mine! We had a deal!”

We had a deal and I saved him in the pit, not from this, she said as she eyed him up. 

If she wanted his soul, she’d have to go through me. No one was taking him, not a god, not a human, not a shifter. No one.

“You were supposed to protect him,” I yelled.

The crowd around us moved a little farther back, not knowing who I was yelling at and clearly not knowing what to do.

She took a step forward.

“No!” I screamed.

Something inside me snapped. It was like an old, crumbling dam finally breaking from the last offense and unleashing a wave of energy burning inside of me.

I bent over Kicks, hugging him to me, willing everything I had to flow into him, to heal him, to save him. For a moment, nothing happened. Then my wolf was beside me. We’d left it back at the cottage, but that apparently didn’t mean anything, because somehow it was here. It began to lick Kicks’ wounds. As my wolf licked, Kicks’ wounds began to spit out the bullets and close, one by one. My wolf seemed to be healing him.

There were gasps around us, but I ignored everything but Kicks. His other wounds began to expel the bullets and then heal closed.

I watched, unable to breathe as his eyes opened.

“Pips?” His voice was weak, but he was alive.

A sob broke from me as I pulled him closer, feeling his heartbeat growing stronger. He was alive. 

I stared back up at Death. “He’s mine,” I said.

She didn’t move for a minute, as if trying to compute what had just happened. She finally said, So he is. 

She nodded at me and then backed away.

With my arms still around Kicks, I turned my attention on Varic. He was watching on with a gaping mouth.

“You had him shot. You claim foul play from me while you’re plotting and scheming? You’re dead. The only reason you’re still standing is that I want to see you beg before I kill you.” 

He stood there for a second before pointing to me as he addressed the pack. “She’s a witch! She’s evil and deals in dark magic! You see what she just did!” He circled around as even his men were backing away from him.

Aunt Elara stepped forward. “Varic, you have dishonored this pack with your actions.” There were many nods of agreement.

“I didn’t have him shot,” Varic said. 

More of the pack shifted to come stand behind Aunt Elara. “Samson is missing. Someone go find him,” she said. Several of the pack took off, presumably to do her bidding. It was looking as if the pack had found its new alpha.

“I didn’t shoot him,” Varic yelled.

The men who’d been loyal to him stepped back, distancing themselves.

“Throw him in a cell until we decide what to do with him,” Aunt Elara said before turning to us.

The pack wasn’t looking at me in any way even close to accepting. There was no doubt we were no longer welcome here.

Aunt Elara walked over to us. “I love you both, but I do think it’s best you go for now. We’ll handle business from here.”

“Varic?” I asked. 

“He’ll be handled tonight.” Her expression was solemn enough to make me trust he’d be dead before sunrise.

“You’re sure you’ll be okay?” I asked.

“Yes. I think enough shifters have hit their breaking point with him that there is no going back. We’ll be fine. I’ll get you the keys to one of the ATVs, but it’s probably best if you get out of here tonight.”

“Can you travel?” I asked Kicks, who was already up on his feet and getting dressed.

“Yes. I’m fine. I’ll be a hundred percent soon.”

Aunt Elara gave Kicks a hug and then turned and did the same with me. “Safe travels.”

We’d done what we had to for them, and now all I wanted was to go home. 

“Where’s the closest dock? Maybe we can find a boat and search the coast for a bigger ship. I think we learned enough on Rod’s to get around the island.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Kicks said, stretching as his body continued to heal.
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We pulled up to the nearest dock a couple hours later, and in the distance there was a large yacht.

“Is that…” No way. Could we be that lucky? Although we were due to catch a break, and it felt like the universe was about to shift in our favor.

We walked down the length of the pier, and there, on a small skiff, was Captain Rod. 

“I can’t believe you’re here,” I said.

“Came back. Heard there might be some trouble.” He had a knowing smile.

“You did? From who?” Kicks asked.

“I’ve got my sources, especially along the coast. I hear whispers.” Rod winked at me before his gaze shifted to the wolf. “New friend?”

“Yes. It needs a lift back too, if that’s okay?” I asked. Could my wolf make it to Arkansas on his own? Maybe, but I wasn’t taking the chance.

“Wouldn’t dream of leaving it behind. Come aboard,” he said.


Chapter Thirty-Five


It was three weeks later at three a.m. when we walked back into the Arkansas pack. 

Other than the watch on duty, everyone was asleep. The sound of the river and crickets chirping greeted us. I took a deep breath, smelling the fresh air of the trees, seeing the buds that had grown into leaves. Nothing had ever felt as much like home as this place. 

“I’m going to go check in on Charlie, grab some clean clothes, and then I’ll meet you at the mill.”

Kicks nodded.

I walked into the cabin, and Buddie got to his feet, stretching out and yawning.

“You’re back. Kicks too?”

“Yes. At the mill.”

He eyed me up. “You’re better. You look calmer.”

“Yes. I am. I think everything is going to be good.”

He smiled and then looked at the wolf by my side. “What’s with the dog?”

My wolf made a little growling noise.

“It’s a wolf.” I was going to have to tell the pack to not call it a dog. That was really pissing it off.

“What’s the deal with it?”

“It’s sort of a long story. Go back to bed. We’ll catch up tomorrow.”

“Either way, I’m glad you’re back.” He smiled before stumbling back to bed and shutting the door.

I made my way into Charlie’s room, seeing him cuddled under his blanket, his little face so peaceful.

I knelt by the bed, unable to stop myself from running a hand over his hair, trying to hold back from hugging him and waking him in the process.

It didn’t matter, as he woke anyway. His eyes fluttered open. He blinked a few times, as if not sure he was seeing me, before his face lit up. “You’re back.” 

He wrapped his arms around my neck, and I hugged him to me.

“Yes. And I’m not leaving again.” 

He sucked in a breath. “You got a wolf?” 

I leaned back, watching his eyes go wide.

“Yes. It’s our friend. It’s going to live here with us.” My wolf leaned in, licking Charlie on the face and sending him into a round of giggles.

“Can it sleep with me?”

“If it wants to.”

My wolf, as if understanding the invitation, jumped onto the bed and snuggled up to Charlie. 

“I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”

He smiled and hugged my wolf like they were best friends.

I left them and headed to the mill. 

Kicks was outside on the stoop.

“You didn’t have to wait out here for me,” I said. We’d been traveling hard for days, both of us waiting to get back as fast as possible.

“I wanted to.” He steered me in front of him with a hand on my back until we got to his bedroom. He pointed to the dresser. “Open the top drawer.”

I did as he asked, and there was a sealed envelope with my name on it.

“Why did you leave a letter with my name on it?” I glanced up at him.

“I left it for you in case I didn’t make it back.”

I took a seat on his bed, my hands shaking as I opened it. 

Dear Pips,

If you’re reading this, I didn’t make it back to Arkansas. As much as I wish I were there with you, I’m glad you made it back to Charlie and the pack. They’ll be here for you two. I spoke to Crackers and Evangeline before I left, making my wishes clear that you are to stay with the pack until your death or your desire to leave. The only question either of them had was: why would you ever leave them? They said you’re family and they won’t let you leave without a fight. So please know you belong here, whether I’m here or not.

I want you to know I’ve never loved anyone as much as you in my entire life, and I’ve lived quite a long time. Sometimes I fear that the air won’t fill my lungs if you aren’t next to me. I’ve loved deeply before, but you are my soul mate. There is nothing that will ever change that. 

Yours,

Kicks

I was trying to keep my breathing steady, the note in my lap, as my hands shook. 

“I didn’t want to upset you, but I don’t want you to have any doubts after what happened.” He shifted closer. “I love you. I will never not love you. It’s not possible. This is where you belong, and I don’t want you to ever doubt that.”

“You say that, but—” 

“But what?” He moved closer, crouching before me and locking eyes with me. “There’ll be something new I find out that will change everything?” He took my hands. “You think I don’t know who you are by now? Sometimes I think I know you better than you do. When you thought you’d fall, become some sort of monster, I never doubted you. When you thought you were weak, I saw strength. When you saw evil, I saw good. I know you, Piper. I think I’ve loved you from the first week I knew you.”

I laughed even as my eyes burned with the tears I was trying to hold back. “Now you’re pushing it too far,” I said, shaking my head. “I can believe that you didn’t want to break up with me, but let’s not pretend you were immediately taken with me. You wanted a guide.”

“When you say it like that, you make it seem ridiculous,” he said, laughing as his hands tightened around mine. “But it’s true. I wanted you the second I saw you.”

“Fine. Maybe you wanted to sleep with me.” 

“Just so we’re very clear, I still want to sleep with you.” He smirked. “But that’s not all I wanted.”

“And what happens if I can have children with you? Then what? What if I want a bunch of little Kickses running all around?”

He brushed hair from my face. “It’s going to scare the hell out of me, but we’ll try. If Death and a horde of pissed-off gods haven’t killed you, I think I’ll have a tough time getting the job done. No matter what happens, you’re the only one I want, even when you’re being too thick to accept it.” He leaned closer, never looking away. “You’re it for me.”

I leaned forward too, wrapping my arms around his neck. 

“So you’re not going to try to leave anymore?” he asked, his voice teasing. 

“I’ll do you one better—you try and I swear I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”


Chapter Thirty-Six


It had been three months since we’d gotten back, and nothing had happened. No one had died. No one had shown up here trying to attack us. Nothing. It was day after day of peace. It was beyond boring, and I couldn’t have been happier. For the first time since Death Day, I woke up every morning without a pit in my stomach or a sense of impending doom. 

I’d never been so happy as I rocked on the porch with Widow Herbert on a beautiful summer day, sipping iced tea. My wolf was lying near as we watched Rastin and Buddie trying to teach the kids how to fish in the river. Charlie was laughing with his friends. I was going to have to find a recorder somewhere so I could listen to that sound on repeat for the rest of my life. There were so many times in the past weeks that I’d thought I’d never hear it again.

You look happy, Widow Herbert said.

“I am. I never thought I could be this happy, but I really am. After Death Day, I thought life was over, or any kind of happy existence. I thought it would be nonstop fighting, day after day, just to stay alive. And now here I am, happier than I could’ve imagined.”

Widow Herbert leaned down and petted my wolf, who somehow seemed to feel it, if its raising its head to her meant anything. 

I’ve got to get going. Mr. Herbert and I have lunch plans. 

“I’ll see you soon?”

Most definitely.

A couple minutes later, Death appeared. My wolf growled.

Death looked at the water and then all the shifters milling around, as if trying to see what I liked about this place.

She settled into the rocking chair beside me.

I gave her a once-over as she began to rock beside me, as if she were settling in for a bit.

My wolf made a disgruntled snort but then settled with its head on its paws.

She looked at it, her head at an odd angle.

“It doesn’t like you,” I said.

It?

“Yes. My wolf.”

How could it like me when you don’t and it’s part of you?

I went silent, letting her words sink in. What the hell did that mean, exactly?

“Are you saying I made him? How is that possible?”

All life is energy. You focused enough of the power and energy you were afraid of into the physical manifestation of a wolf. You channeled the parts of you that you couldn’t handle into something else that was easier to compartmentalize yet still control. It makes sense when you think of it. A wolf is powerful, and yet dangerous.

“I made a wolf?” I said, a bit in awe of myself.

You made a wolf.

“It’s definitely not scary,” I said, reaching out and smoothing a hand over its fur.

Your power wasn’t either, she said. Seems we both created something we hadn’t quite intended, which is one of the reasons I’m here. We need to have a talk about some things.

“And what is that?” I asked, feeling my power started to pulse in my veins.

No need to get angry, she said, watching me like she could physically feel it. I’m here to offer terms for a truce of sorts.

“Which are?” I asked.

First, I need to explain how you were a bit of an accident, but I’m not the only one who caused a problem. As far as I can tell, it started with Jaysa giving her magic to you after she’d already passed on. That’s how I was able to communicate with you to begin with. 

It might not have been a problem if that was all that happened. But then I used you, and that small power grew. Even then, it still might’ve been okay. But there were more missteps. The others were becoming concerned with you, so they brought you to the other dimension, testing you. But when they brought you the second time, and shocked you with their magic, instead of killing you, they infused you with even more power. 

That was the final straw. What none of us realized was that you were immune to being killed in most ways due to what you already had inside you because of Jaysa and me. You’ve heard the saying “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”? It’s never been so true as in your case.

My mind was reeling. That bastard had tried to kill me. But she’d said a truce. I wasn’t losing my peace or putting anyone in jeopardy for past wrongs.

“So what does that make me? And where does that leave us?”

We don’t know. There hasn’t ever been one like you before, and if you’re smart? You’ll never try to find out the limits of what you can do. That is the only way you’ll remain safe. Don’t draw anyone’s attention and they’ll all pretend you don’t exist.

“So that’s it? Lie low and it’s good?”

Yes, unless you decide to go on a killing spree or meddle too much and they need to find a way to get rid of you.

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

Then they’ll all be good. They gave me their word.

“Did you go to bat for me?” She seemed a little too helpful. She wasn’t getting anything back, and Death wasn’t about giving anything away for free.

I left you there to rot with Varic in Scotland. Felt that I might’ve owed you something.

“You feel guilty?” I was glad I hadn’t been drinking my tea when she said that.

Guilty? Of course not. I do not feel guilt. I’m incapable of having such a human emotion. It would disrupt my duties in this world. 

I weighed the circumstances of what went down, and I might’ve overreacted to Kicks’ father dying fast. It seems we’ve left a lasting enough effect, and perhaps there wasn’t more needed. Perhaps you didn’t need to be tormented quite that much. I might’ve overdone it. It was a calculated decision. 

Death could say whatever she wanted. She felt guilt. 

Laughter interrupted my thoughts. I watched Kicks walking over to Charlie, swinging him up onto his shoulders.

“And them?” I asked. They’d better be protected or there would be no truce. I’d burn this world down.

This wasn’t anything like the future I’d ever imagined for myself, yet I didn’t think anything else could make me happier. No person could fill my heart the way Kicks and Charlie did.

If you don’t draw attention, no one around you will be noticed either.

“I can live with that,” I said.

I waited, expecting her to disappear, but she didn’t. She rocked beside me, probably making things look really odd, as no one could see who was sitting in the chair. Even Widow Herbert didn’t actually rock.

“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” I asked after a few minutes.

With fewer people, fewer people are dying, and now I don’t have my vengeance to pursue, I’ve some time on my hands. Thought I might take up a hobby or something.

“I thought we just decided to ignore each other’s existence?” 

Them. They did. Not me, she said, doing one of her awful shrugs. I don’t like them, and sometimes I need company.

“There’s more of you, though. I’ve seen, like, your twins or something.”

No. That’s all just me, she said, shrugging again.

I was stuck with her? And worse than that, she thought she was going to sit here with me? On a regular basis? I guessed it could be worse, but she was going to have to work on a few things.

“If you’re going to hang around, you have to either get better at these weird movements or stop doing them.” 

She did a weird movement, but at a rapid speed. Better?

“No.”

She did it again.

“No,” I said. “Just stop doing it.”

She kept going. I looked out at the pack so I didn’t have to watch her practice. It was like staring at a strobe light.

Now? she asked, trying to draw my attention back to her practicing.

“No. Now cut it out,” I said.

Kicks looked over at me, squinting as he picked up on some of what I said. He’d come to terms with my talking to invisible people, so he didn’t look overly alarmed. The pack mostly pretended they didn’t see or hear me do it.

I smiled at Kicks, letting him know everything was okay. Other than having to occasionally keep a lonely Death company, it was better than okay. My life felt perfect.
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