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      Blood stained my hands like rust flaking off old metal. The scent of it was finally fading, but my wolf could still smell the muted tang of the dried blood, coppery and sweet.

      Well, as sweet as revenge can smell.

      Two names had been burned in my memory for years, my own personal to-kill list. I’d killed Number Two, and now, I was imprisoned by Number One.

      I looked around me, barely able to focus on the dirty, putrid concrete walls that held me. Iron bars lined the front of the room, painted with vervain and coated with chunks of skin from the palms of my hands.

      Perhaps I should have learned to let things go. Then I wouldn’t be starving, lying on the cold ground in the basement dungeon of a serious, psychotic Alpha.

      But who was I kidding? I could never forget what Dominic did to me. Killing an entire family along with their pack was not something one could ever forgive or forget. Only the addition of his blood on my hands would make my revenge even sweeter. More complete.

      And a double cheeseburger. I could go for that about right now.

      Hell, I’d go for a sip of water. I’d lost track of how many days it had been since I’d last eaten. Time was about impossible to keep track of down here. No light was allowed unless Dominic came to visit me, which he’d done several times. Sometimes he’d come to stare at me, but most times he’d yell and scream. On his last visit, he actually threw scraps of rotten meat at my head.

      I admit, I ate some of it until I vomited.

      I’d managed to make it to the corner before it spewed back out, making my shrunken stomach clench in agony. Now it sat, puddled in the corner. At least it had hardened to the point where it no longer smelled.

      The sound of the elevator creaked and groaned as it descended to the basement. As weak as I was, I managed to gather enough strength to slide to the back of the cell.

      That would be Dominic. He was the only one who still used the elevator.

      The door from the hallway opened, spilling bright light inside and making me flinch. Blinking my eyes, I held my shaking hand out, trying to capture a bit of the light’s warmth, but it didn’t quite reach my cell. And then, Dominic stood before me, inches from the thick metal bars imprisoning me.

      Normally, he was the perfect image of refinement, just the way an Alpha should look to a pack of powerful wolf shifters, but all that propriety had left him the moment he heard Silas had been killed.

      Now he was wild and feral, revealing the beast he kept hidden from the others.

      “I don’t believe what you or the others say.” His disheveled hair fell further over his dark eyes. “Silas would never betray me.”

      He spoke as if we had been having a conversation moments before. He did this sometimes.

      “But he did.” I kept my voice soft, trying to calm the monster I could feel raging inside him, just roaring to be released. It also hurt to speak from going without water for so long.

      His hot, spirited eyes darted around my cell, as if trying to find a way inside. They were desperate and angry, and, for the first time, I was glad that there were bars between us. Thank goodness Luke had taken the keys with him when he’d left me.

      Luke. A wave of warmth washed over me, and I clung to the feeling. I still remembered when he’d closed the door behind me, his expression raw and determined. I wish he were here.

      “You’re a liar!” Dominic lunged at me, gripping the bars between us tightly, even when vervain began to burn his flesh. “The first chance I get, I will smash your brains in that pretty skull of yours. I’ll take the shards and shred your body until you’re a pile of fragments no bigger than my pinky.”

      “You think my skull is pretty?” I forced a small smile, even as my hands trembled. I moved them behind my back. I couldn’t let him see that I was afraid, which was becoming increasingly difficult. I gathered my courage, focusing on the never-ending rage that simmered just beneath the surface ever since Dominic killed my family. “You should leave. I can’t give you what you want.”

      He released the bars, his chest heaving. “One way or another, you will die.”

      “Not if I’m innocent.”

      “You’re not.”

      I wasn’t. And my murdering spree wasn’t over. He had no idea that he was next. I would kill him if it were the last thing I did.

      If I could just survive this.

      “I am.” I stared at him straight-faced.

      He spat on the floor just inside the bars. “Soon.”

      He didn’t say any more than that. He just smoothed his greasy hair into place and straightened his wrinkled shirt. Then he turned around and left me staring after him, flicking the lights off behind him.

      As soon as I was alone, I slumped further into the wall, wishing there was still light. But there was nothing. Not even a single sound, except for my stifled breathing. What I wouldn’t give to hear the hum of an air conditioner, the rumble of an engine, anything to let me know that life still existed outside these bars. That I wasn’t alone with that monster.

      My only hope was Luke.

      I wasn’t sure what he would be able to do, but he said to stick to my story no matter what. So far, I’d managed to do it.

      The concrete wall was cold against my back; parts of it were stained red. That was the first thing I’d noticed when I’d been thrown in here. Would they shoot me? Would my blood be mixed with the others for years to come, a testament to the pack’s brutality?

      After a while, I stopped worrying less about the blood and more about when I was getting out of here. My fear had my wolf taking over my body. She was driven to protect me. Over and over, she crashed into the bars, snarling and snapping at them to find a way past. She dug at the concrete floor and jumped towards the ceiling. Anything to get me out. But even she couldn’t bust out of here. Eventually, I became too weak to do anything. Lack of food and water was not something I could battle.

      So I lay here. My muscles wasted. My tongue swollen. If I could pee, I'd consider drinking it. I looked to the corner where my waste lay, but the concrete had long since absorbed any moisture. It’s all I thought about for days. Water … the way it slipped down my throat, cool and refreshing. The taste of chocolate melting in my mouth. A double cheeseburger …

      And sometimes, when I was feeling particularly weak, I thought about the drug Silas had given me. It would be a good distraction from my pain. It had made me feel powerful. Strong. But nothing was left of it in my system. At least I had another distraction—Silas’s blood on my fingertips and the bottom of my combat boots. I’d stare at it for hours until I could no longer feel hunger chewing at my stomach.

      I slowly stretched out on the floor, the tips of my long hair brushing the concrete as I rested my head against my crumpled-up leather jacket. I inhaled and wondered how much longer Dominic would keep me here. Much longer, and I’d die from starvation. The air in the cell smelled of moldy dust tinged by blood. I focused on the aroma and closed my eyes.

      If it weren’t for my special powers, Silas would’ve killed me. I still didn’t understand them, but they’d saved me. They’d been bestowed upon me when I was a kid, trapped in a well, the one Silas and Dominic had thrown me into.

      My mind drifted to that place, where I had wallowed in swampy water, smelling the stench of my family’s blood that’d stained my white dress. For the first twenty-four hours, they were all I could think about. My sister-in-law's terrified face as she lay gasping for her last breaths. My father’s gargled voice telling me to run as he choked on blood. My mother’s body swaying in the slight breeze as she hung from a tree, blood dripping from the silver bullet hole in her chest—a wound she received after they hung her.

      But by morning, a deep-seated hate had begun to swallow my grief. I latched onto the lifeline and let it spread until it filled my determined little heart. I also prayed. I prayed to the great Kushin, the first supernatural, and begged him for help with every fiber of my being. Something had cracked within me, and in the chasm that opened, ancient strength as powerful as the ocean began to fill it. I had gripped just a tendril of it and begun to climb those slimy rocks, my tiny fingers ripping and bleeding as I sought handholds.

      I moaned as a wave of helplessness rolled over me. Where were my friends? Where was Luke? My roommates. Were they trying to help me? My lips trembled as I held back my sobs, trying to keep the demons at bay, and covered my head. I couldn’t think about it anymore. It would drive me crazy if I hadn’t gone mad already.

      Being alone with only an occasional visit from Dominic had my mind playing tricks on me. My shoulders trembled, and my breathing hitched.

      I had failed. I was weak. Thirsty. Hungry. Maybe I never had any friends. It’s not like I had treated them the best. Forgetting about me would be easy.

      The ceiling stared down at me, and I used my night vision to count the tiny veins on its concrete face. My shallow breaths made my lips tingle. Dark stains, maybe shadows, shifted above me, forming eyes and a mouth. It parted and whispered words that crept inside me, taking root in my heart. Murderer. Liar. Monster.

      The face drifted closer, and I knew why.

      Death had come for me.
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      Death said my name. “Briar."

      I struggled to open my eyes.

      “Wake up.”

      Cool liquid touched my cracked lips. My tongue barely moved to greet it.

      “Drink.”

      Water poured into my throat until I gagged. I rolled onto my side, spitting up. As soon as my lungs had cleared, I opened my eyes, grabbed the cup, and pressed it to my lips, gulping down the rest. Nothing had ever tasted so good.

      “Take it easy.”

      I shoved the cup back. “More.”

      “Soon.”

      “Am I dead?”

      “Not yet.”

      I looked up into Ryder’s fearful green eyes.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t get here sooner. Dominic wouldn’t let anyone in. He even had guards posted.” He slid his arm behind my shoulders and helped me to sit up. “I thought I’d find you dead.”

      “How long?” My voice was raspy, the words a mere breath across my lips.

      “Almost three weeks. Dominic would’ve let you die in here, but the pack has been up in arms about the way you’ve been treated. They finally convinced him to hold a trial. I’ve never seen such a divided pack.”

      He helped me to my feet, but when my legs gave out, he gripped under my arm and practically carried me out. Light hit my face, and I scrunched my eyes, blinking against it. We passed the room where the drugged human had been kept, but it was empty. I clenched my jaw and looked away; I didn’t want to know what’d happened to him.

      Ryder helped me down the hallway towards the elevator. “I wish there were time to get you something to eat, but there isn’t. Water only. As soon as the evidence is presented and you’re cleared, I’ll feed you a whole cow, if you want it.”

      “Evidence?”

      Ryder pressed the elevator button. Shit. I couldn’t go in there. Not now, not like this. It was too small, too enclosed. The water in my stomach threatened to come back up. I hesitated, swallowing it down several times, and glanced towards the stairs. The doors slid open, and Ryder looked at me.

      “Ready?”

      Usually, I’d insist on taking the stairs, but I couldn’t make it on my own. Ryder would have to carry me up them, and that wasn’t happening. I needed to appear as strong as possible. So I took a deep breath and stepped inside.

      “Luke found some stuff that belonged to the Greybacks inside that secret bunker of Silas’.” Ryder faced the door, still supporting me but oblivious to the fact that I’d stopped breathing. My chest had tightened, and my head began to spin.

      The elevator jerked upward, making my stomach lurch. I stared stonily at the doors and dug my dry, cracked nails into the palms of my hands to keep from clawing my way out.

      “The pack thinks the Greybacks hid there after they broke into Silas’ room, and that’s why we couldn’t find them. That’s the story going around anyway, but you and I know the real truth.” He paused. “What I don’t know is what happened between you and Silas. Why did you kill him?”

      Ryder was my closest friend in the pack. Like me, he was considered an outsider because of his father’s reputation. He was also the son of Jackson, Alpha wolf to the Greybacks. The Greybacks used to be in control of Rouen before Dominic showed up more than fifteen years ago and took over. Ryder didn’t agree with his father’s cruel methods, so he left the pack and joined the Silver Claws. He wasn’t impressed with Dominic’s methods either, but now he was stuck. The Greybacks wanted to kill Ryder for switching, so really, being a member of the Silver Claws was the only thing keeping him alive.

      When I didn’t answer, he glanced at me and frowned. “Briar?”

      The elevator doors opened. I stumbled out them, sucking in as much air as I could. “Later. I’ll tell you later.”

      Ryder didn’t press for more, which I was grateful for.

      As soon as the room stopped spinning, I asked, “If Luke provided evidence, why was Dominic still holding me?"

      "Because it wasn't enough for him. He wants more proof. Honestly, I think only Silas’ ghost confessing to the crime could convince him of your innocence.”

      "Then I'm screwed." The words hurt my dry mouth.

      "I wouldn't say that just yet. Luke’s been working on something else with Vincent. So have your roommates. I hope one of them gets here in time." The way he said it, his voice shaky, made me feel like I was lying on a wooden slab with a sharpened guillotine above my head. My only comfort was knowing my friends hadn’t given up on me. If I were going to die, at least I would go with the knowledge that someone on this earth cared for me.

      We walked into a darkened hallway and past a grandfather clock. It was nearly eleven o’clock at night. The mansion was unusually quiet for this time of night. Even the living room with its many chairs and sofas was empty when it would usually be crowded with wild, drunken pack members.

      I stumbled over an empty chair. Ryder tightened his grip on me. I looked up and sucked in air through my teeth at the sight of the front door. Ryder followed my gaze.

      As if reading my mind, he turned me that direction. We would run. It was my only hope. I might not find another way to get close enough to kill Dominic, but at least I'd have my life.

      Before we could get there, the door flew open. In walked three shifters, Dominic's faithful followers, and the most ruthless shifters. There was Heather, who I was told had been with him for over ten years. I'd seen very little of her as she frequently ran out-of-state errands for Dominic. I had heard through Gerald that the only thing she cared about was the leather jacket on her back, and the way her cold eyes sharpened when she saw me seemed proof enough of that.

      The other two were Terrence and Tubby, the shifters who had caught me spying on the pack covered in horse shit when this whole thing started. Their noses were browner than their assholes. They’d never question an order from Dominic.

      "Perfect timing," Heather said lazily. “I was afraid I’d miss your execution.”

      I had a feeling Dominic brought her in just for my trial.

      Her gaze shifted to Ryder. “I assume you’re taking her out back as ordered?”

      “I know what I’m supposed to do.” He turned the other direction and had to practically carry me back through the living room and to the sliding glass doors leading out to the veranda. He squeezed my arm in desperation and whispered in my ear. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “It’s okay.” We both knew I was lying, but neither of us dared say it. If only I had even half my strength! I would shift and run far away from here.

      As soon as we stepped outside, I gasped in a breath as the crisp winter air chilled my face. Fall had turned into winter in my absence. Because Rouen was so far south, there was no snow, but winter still held bite.

      Tubby held up a bag of marshmallows. "I got the mellows!"

      Several pack members laughed. They stood around a huge fire, tall flames reaching for the night sky. Speckled and crackling embers broke free and floated toward that eternal darkness. If only I could hitch a ride until all of this was over.

      However, not everyone shared in the laughter, I noted. Others stood somberly by, their dark silhouettes illuminated by the fire. At our approach, they parted to let us through. A few spat at me as I passed, but others met my gaze with shame. They knew pack rules, and this went against them.

      The raging flames were warm against my skin, a much-welcomed feeling after being in that cold, dark cell for several weeks. I searched for Luke among the crowd, but didn't see him. My heart lurched. I wanted to see him before I died.

      My uncle appeared before me, his expression a mixture of anger and concern. I wanted to reach out and smooth those lines from his forehead. He moved as if to hug me, but thought better of it. No one knew we were related. Best to keep it that way.

      Instead, he patted me on the arm. “Good to see you. We’ll get you out of this.”

      Jerry stepped next to him and placed his hand on my other shoulder. "We did all we could."

      Gerald nodded in agreement behind them.

      I was about to thank them when a deep voice interrupted us. “Stay away from her,” Dominic hissed, his voice more cruel than authoritative.

      Every shifter around me did as he commanded, bound by back rules, except for Ryder. He stood bravely by my side. I opened my eyes and gave his hand a grateful squeeze. I wasn’t alone in this.

      Dominic stepped onto a small platform, making him a good three heads taller than the rest of us. Next to him stood Lilith Morgan, a powerful witch with the ability to cripple people with her mind, briskly running her fingers through her long, platinum blond hair. This was the first time she didn’t look bored. Instead, she looked angry, but it seemed to be directed at Dominic. Interesting. Maera, her triplet sister, stood next to her, her expression a mask of calm. More so than anyone else, I didn’t like that she was here. I wasn’t so sure I could hold back against her mind-reading abilities while I was so weak.

      Dominic cleared his throat, and the buzzing murmurs of the pack died away. “Thank you for coming tonight. I know I’ve asked a lot of you lately. Our pack has been severed because of recent traumatic events, and so it is with a heavy heart that I hold this trial. No one wants to be a part of this, but—” His voice lowered, and his eyes, full of rage that could light a house on fire, focused on me. “Justice must be served."

      If I had eaten in the past few days, I might have crapped my pants.

      He paused, letting the weight of his words blanket the crowd, but he still continued to gaze at me with predatory eyes. He stepped to the edge of the platform, as if he might lunge for me, but both my uncle and Gerald moved between us. Lilith, too, surprisingly laid a hand on his arm.

      He snarled and turned in a different direction, the motion clearly forced. He continued, “We lost a great member of our pack a few weeks ago at the hands of this she-wolf, who joined us not long ago and rose quickly in our ranks. I believe her joining the pack was a ruse to gather information and report it to the Greybacks. We had an amicable relationship with them before she came along, and I don’t believe this is a coincidence. She already admitted to killing Silas, and she was covered in his blood. The proof is clear."

      He paused and glanced at the ground, whether for dramatic effect or actual sorrow, I couldn’t tell. Either way, the motion was effective. A few wolves howled a mourning cry. As the sound pierced the night, Dominic slowly looked up at me. In that single glance, I knew. The trial was merely a farce to appease the pack.

      No matter what evidence was presented, I wasn't getting out of here alive.
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      “We can’t ignore the evidence!” Samantha said, loud enough for all to hear. Others joined her.

      I choked on a sob, surprised to hear so many stick up for me.

      Dominic snarled and hissed, his voice rising above the pack’s noise. “I seek her immediate death! Our pack has been fractured by this tragedy, and only her spilled blood will heal it." His commanding gaze settled over the crowd, the reflective light of the flames dancing wildly in his eyes. He appeared wild and ferocious. Powerful. "Would anyone like to speak in her defense?"

      Gerald stepped forward. "Briar claims she killed Silas in self-defense. When she was found, she was naked and beaten. We can’t ignore that. If she didn't kill him in self-defense, then why was she beaten?"

      "There's a simple answer for that." Dominic’s voice grew louder, angrier. "Silas fought back. I know him. He wouldn’t have gone down quietly."

      "Why the hell was she naked?” Samantha called. Her voice was strong, even though she was speaking against her Alpha. I admired her even more for that.

      His lips tightened, followed by his jaw. “Because she saw what she had done and knew there would be severe consequences. Don’t let this small detail fool you. She tried to make it look like she was the one who had been attacked. I’m certain she removed her clothes for dramatic flair. She is guilty."

      A wave of Alpha persuasion washed over the crowd, so strong even I almost believed him. Several more heads nodded in agreement.

      Gerald tried again. “What about all the Greybacks’ belongings in Silas’ bunker? A bunker that no one knew about?”

      “These questions are tiresome!” Dominic barked. “Once again, I have no doubts that these items were planted by Briar in case she was caught in the act. Which, again, she was caught with his blood on her hands.” He shook his head in frustration. "I know you want to believe in her innocence, but Silas was one of us. He has been with us since this pack was formed. He would never betray it!”

      Dominic shoved Lilith away and stepped off the platform. He closed the distance between us until he stood directly in front of me. He looked me up and down and snorted a disgusted grunt.

      My insides trembled, but I willed it not to show. Be strong. Stare him in the eyes.

      Without turning to Ryder, he said, “Let her go."

      Ryder’s grip tightened on me. Again, I was impressed by Ryder’s inner strength. He wasn’t meant for this city; he was too innocent, too loyal. He deserved something better, and if I got out of this alive, I renewed my promise to make Rouen better, if just for him.

      Roaring, Dominic took hold of Ryder’s arm and easily ripped him away from me. Ryder fell to the ground, taking me with him.

      “Get on your knees, bitch.” Dominic’s spittle flew from his mouth, landing on my cheek.

      I held in my retort, knowing it would only make my execution that much swifter. I managed to push onto all fours but couldn't get any further. My arms shook with effort. He reached down and grabbed my hair, easily lifting me.

      A storm raged in his dark eyes. “Admit it. You joined this pack for the sole purpose of killing Silas."

      "Not true."

      He shook me the way a rabid dog shakes a dead rabbit. My teeth vibrated in my mouth, and my muscles tore.

      My uncle stepped forward. "Dominic⁠—”

      "Silence!" Dominic roared. "I am Alpha, and this woman has betrayed our pack. She killed a great man. We shouldn’t be defending her!”

      He threw me to the ground. I put my arm out to break my fall, but the force was too strong, my body too weak, and my wrist snapped instead. The sound and instant pain of my bone shattering made bile burn its way up my throat.

      “Can’t you see?” Dominic turned towards the crowd. “The only way to heal this pack is through her death!”

      My uncle reached forward and placed his hand on Dominic’s forearm. "Please. Let her live."

      Dominic shrugged my uncle’s hand away and glared at him. "I will be obeyed." He slid his fiery gaze over the rest of the pack. "But I'm not a monster. I offered the trial like you all wanted. And yet, where is the evidence in her favor?”

      The air was still, except for the noise of someone coughing in the back. Dominic gave them a crazed grin. “No one has anything to present?” When no one responded, he turned to me. “It’s just as I suspected. There is nothing to exonerate you. You killed Silas in cold blood. No one can provide indisputable evidence proving your innocence.”

      He paused, reveling in the moment, a look of pride on his face. Then he turned to Lilith, extending his hand. "Hand me the gun."

      My insides trembled as I watched her reluctantly hand him a large pistol. I had no doubt it contained silver bullets.

      He called out to the crowd, his voice stronger than ever. “Since no one can prove her innocence, Briar is condemned to pay for her sins. But, in an act of mercy, I will make it quick and painless.” He turned to me. “Say your prayers, Briar. Maybe God will forgive you, but you’ll receive no such mercy from me. On your knees.”

      Gathering every ounce of strength I had, I pushed up to my feet and raised my head to look at him. If he was going to kill me, he was going to do it staring into my defiant eyes. He reached out to yank me by the hair again, but I bit him hard, my teeth sinking into his skin. He growled and pistol-whipped my head. I stumbled back, but remained upright. Several shifters grumbled in protest, but no one stopped him.

      Dominic waved the gun in my face, screaming, “On your knees!”

      I continued to stare him down without moving. He straightened, his eyes possessed by something dark and violent.

      “Fine. Have it your way. It won’t make you any less dead.” He pointed the gun at my head.

      This was it. Any second and I’d feel the sting of the bullet pierce my brain. I decided not to let Dominic be the last face I saw on this earth. Instead, I turned my gaze to my uncle, the only family I had left. The pain the silver bullet might cause was nothing to how my heart felt in this moment. I had failed not only myself, but also my family. Their senseless deaths would not be avenged.

      My uncle wasn’t looking at me, though. His hand moved towards his pocket, and he pulled out something shiny. Another gun. He slowly moved it in Dominic’s direction.

      Dominic’s finger moved to the trigger. “This is for Silas.”

      “Stop!”

      My heart leapt in my throat, and a breath escaped my lips.

      I recognized that voice. Luke.

      My heart hammered so hard I thought it would burst from my chest. Luke strolled toward me, his eyebrows drawn together, and his jaw muscles bulging on the sides of his face. The pack parted for him easily, his fury palpable in the chilly air. He looked like an angel of vengeance, his face a mask of righteous indignation. I could kiss him clean right now.

      My uncle quietly stepped back and pocketed his gun.

      “Let me through,” Luke growled to a few who stood near Dominic. Behind him, he dragged a man by the scruff of his neck. Luke tossed the man at Dominic’s feet. The man, dressed in torn jeans and a red t-shirt, groaned and rolled onto his side.

      “What is this, Luke?” Dominic asked, the gun not wavering from my head.

      Luke’s eyes met mine. His face paled at my appearance, and his nostrils flared. Ever so slowly, like a snake slithering toward its prey, his gaze slid to Dominic. “I have your proof.”

      Dominic scowled at the man quivering on the ground before him. “Who is this?”

      Luke spoke loudly so that all could hear. “I found a Greyback who knows all about Silas' involvement with their pack.” Luke nudged the man with his boot. "Speak as if your life depends upon it."

      Hands bound, the man glanced up at Dominic, his gray eyes red and swollen. "It's true. I saw it with my own eyes. Silas met several times with a couple of Greybacks who were close to Jackson. He wanted their help in removing you as Alpha so he could rule. I heard them say Jackson would help. Together, they worked out some agreement where both packs would rule Rouen.”

      "You lie!" Dominic picked up the man with both hands until they were eye level.

      The small man cowered. “I’m telling the truth. I swear to you. Silas was not who you thought he was."

      "There," Gerald said, capitalizing on the moment. "You have the word of a Greyback. Briar was telling the truth. You have to free her."

      Jerry stepped forward next to Gerald. "I agree.”

      "And me," Samantha added.

      Several more voices added their approval.

      I sucked in a rapid breath, my pulse racing. I’d never teetered between the edge of hope and despair so much in my life. Luke found my gaze and gave me an encouraging smile, an odd contrast to every rigid muscle in his body.

      Dominic let go of the man, a strange calmness coming over him. He glanced back toward Maera. “Do you believe him?”

      She approached him slowly and looked into his eyes. After a few seconds, she reached forward and brushed his forehead while closing her eyes. She had done something similar to me once before. Her gift for reading minds was incredibly powerful.

      Knowing the man was lying, I worried about what she might find. But Luke didn’t appear nervous, which eased my mind slightly.

      Maera opened her eyes and withdrew her hand. “He has muddy memories, but I did see him with others speaking to Silas on many occasions."

      "Impossible!" Dominic’s tan face grew pale with shock. "It can't be."

      "The memories are there." She shrugged. "I'm just telling you what I see."

      "Innocent," a voice rang out from the crowd.

      "Innocent!" another called.

      Several more cried out in favor of freeing me. Tears filled my eyes. I might actually survive this.

      Faster than anyone could react, Dominic swiveled the gun and pointed it at the Greyback. The gun fired, making me jump. For a split second, I feared I might’ve been shot, but then the small man rolled to my feet, half his head missing.

      “Damnit,” Luke snapped, dropping to the man. He glanced up at Dominic, his face red and eyes blazing. “Why?”

      “He’s not worthy to breathe the same air as us.”

      “We could’ve questioned him!” Luke said. “Maybe found out where the Greybacks are hiding!”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Dominic shifted his gaze back to me, along with the gun.

      Maybe I wasn’t as safe as I thought I was.

      “Dominic!” a voice called. “Stop this nonsense once and for all! You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      Everyone turned back towards the mansion to see who would dare speak to Dominic like that. I about fainted at the sight of the small woman stalking toward us with such force she might as well be holding lightning in one hand and thunder in the other.

      Cassandra Morgan.

      She stormed toward us, casting deadly looks at anyone who dared meet her cold gaze. A few shifters cowered at her glare and backed away. Even Dominic flinched when she stopped in front of him, despite him being at least eight inches taller than her.

      “This is pack business, Cassandra,” he began slowly. “It doesn’t concern you.”

      “That’s horse shit and you know it.” She drilled her small finger into his massive chest as if it were a knife. “If you start running your pack like it’s the Dominic All Hour Show, you’re going to have the Ministry breathing down our necks. And we don’t need that kind of attention. There are bigger things we should be focused on.”

      Her eyes searched his, and I had the distinct impression that she was saying so much more in that weighted gaze. For now, I was glad for her guarded words and unspoken threats. They were the only thing stopping me from being killed.

      After a few tense seconds, Dominic lowered the gun from my head, giving me the chance to suck in a breath.

      “Good boy.” Cassandra smirked. “Remember, basic pack law must be followed, a law set by the Ministry, not by you. A trial must always be held and evidence provided. It’s the pack that decides guilt or innocence, not the Alpha.”

      She whirled around, making several members back up, and pointed at me. “Those who believe this woman is guilty, voice your approval now.”

      Only a few wolves howled, those who were faithful followers of Dominic. Heather, Leroy, and even Terrence. I would not forget their faces.

      “Those in favor of her innocence and full membership back into the Silver Claws, let your voice be heard.”

      Almost the whole pack tilted their chins upward and let out a unified howl that silenced every creature in the nearby woods. A chill erupted across my flesh at the powerful sound. Dominic felt it too, his face darkening. When the last voice quieted, a suffocating silence permeated the air as Dominic stared down the pack. His chest moved in and out with big, heaving breaths.

      “As you all wish,” he said, his voice deep and threatening. He walked away, darkness welcoming him until there was nothing left. No one made a sound except for Cassandra. She turned towards me, giving me a disgusted look.

      “This is the only time I will ever intervene for you. I know you have secrets, and they will kill you. Time to unburden yourself before it’s too late.” She moved as if to leave, but stopped herself, lowering her voice. “Oh, and you have my daughter’s bleeding heart to thank for this.”

      This time, she left me for good, walking in the opposite direction of Dominic towards the parked cars. I wasn’t sure what to make of her confession. I’d never known her to be kind, but maybe the old bitch had a soft bone in her body after all.

      But she was right about one thing. My secrets were killing me, the loaded gun pointed at my head moments ago proof enough. Lynx must have done some major convincing to get her mother here. I owed her big time.

      Whatever strength that had been keeping me upright moments ago, now left me. And I fell to the ground, finally giving in to my body’s frailty. Ryder dropped with me, and Luke joined us on the ground, looking over me with concern.

      I was still alive! I couldn’t believe it. And so many people had made it possible. Gratitude warmed my heart, and the corners of my mouth twitched up despite every bone-deep ache throbbing through me.

      Everyone surrounded me, some with congratulations and others with questions. My uncle, Jerry, Samantha, and Gerald stood just behind Luke and Ryder, their eyes full of worry tinged with anger.

      Luke shoved people away. “Give her some space!”

      “Food,” I gasped. “Water.”

      He scooped me into his arms and carried me away from the crowd, his mouth a tight line. Ryder and my uncle pushed through the swarm to clear the way for him.

      “We’ll visit you soon,” Jerry called after me.

      I tried to say thank you, but the words caught in my dry throat. I leaned into Luke, pressing my head against his heart to hear the rapid beat, a sound I thought I’d never hear. I inhaled his scent, earthy with a hint of rosewood. My eyelids grew heavy.

      A hand grasped my shoulder, and my eyes flew open. We had reached my uncle’s car. While he fumbled with the key in the lock, he stared down at me, agony twisting his expression.

      “I’m so sorry, Briar. I did all I could to get you free! I even offered Dominic every last penny I owned. I begged, even threatened.”

      I blinked, trying to keep my eyes open. I noted the fading yellow around his eyes of what must’ve been a bad black eye once. Dominic’s handiwork? I smiled, the motion taking great effort, to let him know it was okay.

      Ryder, standing just on the other side of my uncle, nervously glanced over his shoulder back toward the mansion as if he expected someone to come after us. I was too tired to worry about it. My eyes fluttered closed again.

      Luke lowered me into the back seat of the car and swiped the hair away from my face with gentle, warm fingers. “Stay with me, Briar.”

      My lips parted to respond, but before the word could escape, darkness overtook me.
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      Darkness greeted me when I woke. I blinked a few times, trying to orient myself to my surroundings. I was lying on a soft mattress. By the smell of it, sweat mixed with cherry blossom body spray, I was in my bed. My left side burned hot, a warmth that reached my toes. Luke’s familiar scent coated my insides. I smiled and turned to my side. He slept next to me with his hand wrapped around my stomach. His mess of dark black hair covered his eyes.

      Damn, he was so gorgeous. How the hell did I get so lucky to have a guy like him care about me? Maybe he was brain-damaged. Or desperate. No one wanted a troublemaker like me around, especially right now. Maybe he turned a blind eye to the danger I seemed to seek out. Either that, or he was drawn to the damaged side of me, to the dark shadows of my soul I barely kept contained. Some men were like that.

      In his sleep, he appeared innocent, practically angelic. No one would ever know how working for Dominic had hardened him, or the painful secrets he kept locked away. All of it could weigh a person down into suffocating darkness. He was no different. It was time I helped him, but first I had to uncover what he was hiding, if he’d let me in. I owed him for everything he’d done for me.

      Luke groaned, mumbling something in his sleep. I slowly checked the time. It was almost nine o’clock at night, which meant I’d slept a full twenty-four hours, assuming it was the next day. Luke still wore the same clothing as the night before, but I had a fresh pair of clothes on, and by the smell of my hair, someone had washed it and my body. I blanched at the thought of Luke giving me a sponge bath, touching my flesh, running his hands across my naked body …

      I shivered and lifted my arm, but flinched when a tug of something stung the crook of my arm. Someone had hooked me up to an IV. An empty bag hung above me. That explained why I felt so much better, physically, anyway. My only pain now was intense hunger, knotting my stomach in ways it wasn’t meant to be. Must have all the food.

      Jerking the tubing out, I slowly slid out from under Luke’s arm and turned on my bedside lamp.

      Luke’s eyes popped open, and he jumped to his feet. His eyes darted around frantically as if looking for danger. When he realized there was none, his gaze lowered to mine.

      Relaxing, he smiled and ran his hand through his tangled hair. “You’re awake.”

      Nodding, I met his gaze, and a spark of heat stirred in my chest. “How long have you been here?”

      “I never left. You’ve been out for two days.” He opened a drawer in the nightstand and grabbed several granola bars. “Eat these. I’ll have Ryder bring up something.” He slipped his cell phone out of his pocket and began texting while I tore the wrapper off one of the bars.

      “Listen, Luke.” I wanted to tell him how much everything he did meant to me, but I was also starving. I shoved the bar into my mouth. “I want to …” I chewed quickly. “Thank you. For everything.” Those words didn’t seem to cut it. “I’ll make it up to you. Maybe wash your bike naked or something.” More rapid chewing.

      Once I figured out what pained him, I’d move mountains to take it away.

      He lay down on the bed next to me. For a long moment, he didn’t say anything, only stared at me with his dark blue eyes that could challenge any storm in intensity and ferocity. It made me stop chewing to stare back at him.

      He reached up to touch my hair gingerly. “For every day you were locked up, a part of me died.”

      I swallowed the bite in my mouth. “You felt that way?”

      He lowered his hand. “I want you to know I did all I could, even crossing lines I swore I would never cross to save you.”

      I frowned and squirmed on the bed, not liking those dark shadows inside me that were beginning to whisper. Of course he did. It was easy for people close to me to become tarnished, almost as if my darkness was contagious. “I didn’t ask you to.”

      He reached for me and tugged me closer. “I know that, but I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t bear the thought of you suffering in there.”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      He gripped my hand and pressed it to his lips. “I know you didn’t.”

      Hot embers ignited my stomach when his mouth parted, his breath warming the tips of my fingers. He reached up with his other hand and slid it around the nape of my neck. “Briar, I⁠—”

      The door opened, and Ryder hurried in, carrying a tray of food. “I hope you like it. It’s been cooking all day.”

      I tore my eyes away from Luke at the smell of barbecued pulled pork. I moaned at the aroma as its smoky tendrils curled around me. Luke scooted back and leaned against the headboard. He pulled me in between his legs and let me lean against him while I ate.

      Before the tray was on my lap, I had the pork sandwich in my hands. I tore into it and groaned. “Better than sex.”

      “Then you’re doing it wrong,” Luke said, then his voice dropped. “Or with the wrong people.”

      So many comebacks flooded my mind, but I was too hungry to say any of them.

      When I was halfway finished, which was literally three seconds later, and tired of Ryder staring at me like I was a ravenous dog (I was), I said, “Tell me. What happened while I was locked up?”

      While I crammed the rest of my sandwich into my mouth, Ryder told me everything he and the others had done to try to get me free. They offered money, promised favors, and made numerous threats. Suddenly, the food didn’t taste so good. A pang of guilt ate at me. They had done so much for me. Someone who wasn’t entirely innocent. I had killed Silas, and willingly, too. They all thought he had kidnapped me and held me against my will. Would they still have tried as hard to save me had they known I had been gunning for him this whole time?

      When I finished the third sandwich, Samira walked into my room. Her gaze flickered from my arm to the empty IV bag. “You shouldn’t have pulled that out. You could use another bag.”

      I looked from the tubing to her. “Did you do that?”

      She nodded and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You were severely dehydrated. Another few hours and you might’ve died.”

      “Thank you. I owe you big time.”

      “Yes, you do. And Lynx, too. It cost her quite a price to convince her mom to intervene on your behalf.”

      I expelled a long breath. “I don’t know how I will ever repay you all.”

      Luke squeezed my knee. “Just stay alive and don’t get kidnapped again.”

      “I agree,” Ryder added. “That’s payment enough.”

      “Not for me.” Samira glided in her undead way to the end of my bed. “I will expect something from you when the time is right.”

      “Samira,” Luke warned, but I stopped him.

      “No, I …” I swallowed and nodded. How could I tell her no after what she did? I just hoped whatever it was wouldn’t be too big a price. “I agree.”

      “Lynx is coming.” Samira didn’t turn around. “I warn you, she’s a little emotional.”

      A few seconds later, Lynx burst into the room and rushed me. I had to throw my tray out of the way before she wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so glad you’re okay! I was worried sick!”

      Instead of pushing her away like usual, I gripped her back, surprised by how comforting it was. My breath hitched. Who knew hugs could feel so … squishy?

      Something about the motion lowered my defenses, and without warning, the memory of me shoving the knife into Silas’ stomach overwhelmed me. It had been so violent. So horrifying. I had no idea I was capable of such brutality. Sure, I had thought about killing him all my life, but to actually do it was an entirely different experience.

      My body tensed, and I gasped for air. I quickly shoved the memory away, locked that shit up tight.

      I held Lynx for a moment longer to give the impression that my sudden emotions were from seeing my friends and not from the trauma of killing Silas.

      Lynx released me and glanced down. She had a spot of barbecue sauce on her shirt. Probably from my face.

      She shrugged through a tight smile. “Don’t worry about it. This is an old shirt.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Really? Looks fancy, all silk and lacy.”

      “Do you know what lace is?” Samira asked.

      I chuckled. “You know, I’ve missed this.”

      “Me too,” Lynx said and stepped back. She smiled at me sadly, black mascara bleeding onto the skin beneath her eyes. I thought about her mother, how much it must have pained Lynx to do what she did. Her hair was messy, and she had dark circles under her eyes. It contrasted with her fancy shirt that, despite what Samira said, had lace on it. I thought, anyway.

      “How are you doing?” I asked her. It was entirely out of character for her to look so disheveled.

      “In desperate need of a pedicure and a massage, but otherwise okay.”

      “Well, thank you for what you did.” I placed my hand to my mouth as more emotions surfaced. “Whatever you did, I’m alive because of you. If your mother hadn’t shown up when she did, I wouldn’t be here.”

      Her eyes welled with tears, and her bottom lip trembled. “Then it was worth it.”

      “What was worth it?”

      “It doesn’t matter right now.” She blinked, spilling tears onto her cheeks. “I’m just happy you’re alive.”

      Samira cleared her throat. “You need to tell us what happened. How did you end up with Silas?”

      I touched my head, trying to think beyond the image of me tearing open Silas’s guts. Luke tightened his grip on me.

      “Silas figured out it was me who broke into his secret room, or …” I shook my head. Hadn’t Silas said it was Dominic’s room? “When I disposed of some nasty stuff he had in there, some of it had spilled onto my pant leg. I didn’t have time to change before Silas showed up and took me away. He smelled the stank on me and knew. We ended up in that secret bunker where he whipped and shot me.”

      Luke’s body tensed, and a low growl rumbled in his throat.

      “What else?” Samira asked.

      “He also injected me with Scorpion's Breath.” My hand traveled to my neck, where the needle had punctured my skin. “He said it was to get me to tell the truth, which it did, but it also messed with my system.”

      And not entirely in a bad way. It was the first time in a long time I hadn’t felt the scars of my past.

      Samira’s brow wrinkled, and her gaze flashed to Luke. She looked more concerned than I’d expected her to be. “How many injections did he give you?”

      “Just one. Why?”

      “It’s an extremely potent drug for supernaturals. I worry what effects it might have on you.”

      “You’re worried about what it might have done to me? How about what Silas did, or Dominic? I think that is a little more serious than one injection of some new drug.” I didn’t mean for my tone to come across as hard, but her concern seemed severely misplaced.

      “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through,” Lynx said to break the tension. “I, for one, am glad Silas is dead. He deserved it.”

      “I heard you gutted him,” Samira said, no emotion in her voice. “Why such a brutal death? Why not an easy kill and be done with it?”

      The energy in the room changed, and I stared hard at her while Ryder grabbed the tray up off the bed. Maybe he thought I’d throw it at her.

      “I don’t think that is important—” Luke began.

      “But it is,” she interrupted. “It was an emotional kill that went beyond self-defense. Sure, he may have beaten her, but that’s not the first time he’s done that. Getting naked? She doesn’t care about that. Having fought her, I also know she is extremely strong, more powerful than Silas. So why kill him that way?”

      “What are you getting at?” I said the words with bite I hoped she felt.

      “There is something more going on with you. Something you’re not telling us.”

      “And what if there was?”

      “I worry it may affect what we’re trying to do here.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, fuming. Luke’s thumb traced circles on my lower back, trying to calm me.

      “What is it exactly we’re trying to do?” I wish she would move, pace, or scratch her face. I hated her unnatural stillness. It was unnerving, as if I were speaking to an angry statue.

      “Like I said before, something or someone powerful is in Rouen, and it’s after the Abydos. It’s a sacred blood that must be protected at all costs. If we don’t find it, then the world as we know it could be destroyed. I need to know you’re emotionally on board.”

      “Can you give her a break, Samira?” Luke said, his voice holding its edge. “She just woke up.”

      I lowered my gaze to the bedspread, trying to avoid her eye contact while Luke and she argued. She was right. The blood must be protected, and I was its sole protector, which meant I had to keep it secret even from my friends. And if someone was out there searching for it … a memory tugged at my thoughts. “Silas said something. When we were down there.”

      “What did you say?” Lynx asked me, silencing Luke and Samira.

      “Silas said something just before I killed him,” I said, my voice louder. “He said there was someone more powerful than Dominic, more powerful than anyone he had ever encountered. He said we should be very worried. He also said Dominic was obsessed with this person and their power.”

      Finally, Samira moved, appearing before me so suddenly that I jumped. “What else did he say? Did he give a name?”

      “That’s all he said.” I shook my head and lightly pushed her back.

      She took the hint and leaned away from me. “Then we must get close to Dominic. We must know what he knows.”

      “Finally,” I huffed. “We’re on the same page. That’s what I’ve been trying to do this whole time.”

      “But you need to do it for the right reasons, not some personal vendetta you have against him,” Samira countered.

      Luke rubbed his brow, smoothing the deep creases. “I don’t like this idea at all. Dominic almost killed her a couple of days ago. The last place she should be is near him.”

      “I agree with Luke,” Lynx said. “I’m all out of favors with my mother.”

      I scooted forward and swung my legs to the side. The motion took little effort. “I think we can kill two birds with one stone. We all agree Dominic is scum. One way or another, I will kill him.”

      Luke bristled, and Samira opened her mouth to cut me off, but I blurted, “For reasons only I need to know.”

      I looked at her pointedly. My mind wasn’t going to change. “But, I will also get closer to him to find out what he knows about this new player in town. Our goals, Samira, can align, and once we figure out who this big bad wolf is, we’ll kill him.”

      “It won’t be that easy,” Samira said.

      “Can I say something?” Ryder asked. He glanced at each of us, his expression oddly cheerful. “Look at us. We are a strong group. Together, we can’t be beat.”

      Samira snorted. “You’re a fool if you believe that. I’ve encountered beings in my lifetime that could snap us all like twigs if they wished it. I fear this force invading Rouen is ten times more powerful. We must not underestimate it, or we will all end up dead.”
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      The next few weeks were a mess. The bruises on my face disappeared. The cuts and bullet wounds from Silas had healed, leaving no trace of their existence. No physical signs remained to tell my violent story, but there were plenty of emotional scars etched deep into my soul. I had nightmares every night, and I was convinced every time I woke, I’d find my hands drenched in Silas’s blood. Dread plagued me because I knew that when sleep came again, the traumatic process would begin all over again.

      Distraction became key. I should have talked to Eddie to try to get my job back. I really needed the money, but I couldn’t bring myself to go in. If nighttime was a rush of emotions, daytime was the antithesis. I felt nothing. No fear. No joy. No sadness. I shoved all the angst from my nightmares into a small box in my heart, and bricked it up with thick, strong walls. The TV was good. I watched plenty of it and ate a lot of unhealthy food. When the sun set, I’d burn it off by releasing my wolf in the forest. She’d run for hours. She, more than anything else, kept me from being swallowed into that dark pit of horror and despair.

      The Scorpion’s Breath Silas had injected into me had unleashed a torrent of painful memories. They flashed through my mind at random times, sometimes so powerful I’d drop to my knees, gasping for air. Yes, it had made me relive the worst day of my life, but it had also allowed me to see my family again. The sweet was far too entangled within the bitter. But I’d take it, if only to remember the innocence, the joy of a feeling long since gone from my life.

      I still had the briefcase I’d stolen from Silas in my attic. One night, I’d actually opened it and fingered the small vials. One dose would make the nightmares go away and refocus me. I should’ve returned to the pack by now, especially if I wanted to get onto Dominic’s special team. He needed to see that I was strong, unbreakable. Scorpion's Breath would give me that.

      In the end, I locked the vials away, but I brought the briefcase downstairs, leaving the box of Silas’ belongings in the attic, and stuffed it under my bed. It was comforting having help so close, should I need it.

      But not today. Luke would be here soon to take me back to Fire Ridge. I had to do this with a clear mind, even if that mind was broken.

      Luke.

      He’d visited me several times. His presence calmed my soul, much the same way my wolf did. It wasn’t what Luke said to me that eased my mind, but more of his mannerisms and strong and silent demeanor. He was like a navy destroyer amidst a raging storm. Unbreakable. Steadfast. Had it not been for him, I probably would’ve succumbed to the drug’s sweet song by now.

      After tying up my hair in a ponytail, I trotted down the stairs to find Ryder and Lynx sitting together at the dining room table. Lynx was leaning into him, giggling about something he’d just said. As soon as I entered the room, Ryder jerked away from her and sat up straight, folding his hands at the table.

      Interesting.

      “Good afternoon.” I ignored Lynx’s reddened face. “What are you doing here, Ryder?”

      He pushed away from the table. “I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      “Oh yeah?” I poured myself a cup of stale coffee, adding a shot of whiskey for an extra boost of confidence. I needed all the help I could get today. I turned back around and leaned against the counter, smirking. “Is that what you were doing?”

      “Um.” He scratched the back of his neck. “We were just …”

      I laughed. “I don’t care if you’re hitting on my roommate. As long as she likes it, which by that giggle I heard a minute ago, she is totally digging you.” I waved my fingers. “So tickle away.”

      Lynx cleared her throat. “No one was tickling⁠—”

      “Not yet.”

      She jumped to her feet. “I’d better get going. I need to help my mom with inventory.” She flashed me the evil eye. I winked in return.

      Ryder jerked to his feet. “I’ll go, too.”

      “Give her a ride,” I said. “She looks flustered.”

      “Enough!” Lynx’s face was really flushed now, but she batted her eyes at Ryder. “I could use a ride, though.”

      I considered calling her out on her lie; her car sat unused in the garage. Instead, I laughed, easing the tension in my chest.

      “Bye, Briar.” Rolling his eyes at me, Ryder hurried by to walk Lynx out, and I smacked his ass as he passed.

      As soon as the door shut behind them, my laughter slowly subsided as I realized I was alone. Darkness crept up on me again.

      The sharp contrast made me realize how important friends were. I should hang around them more.

      “You look better.”

      I looked up. Samira stood in the doorway dressed in a dark pantsuit, her long black hair down and spilling around her shoulders. Though her frame was small, she filled the room with power and strength.

      “Today is the day, correct?”

      I nodded and lowered the cup from my lips. “Luke should be here any second.”

      “Do you still remember what you need to do?” She walked past me to the fridge and removed her silver thermal. The one she kept blood in.

      “Of course. Make Dominic like me so I can discover the identity of Mr. Big Evil. Easy.”

      “This is not a time for jokes.”

      “Oh, thank you.”

      She raised a lone eyebrow. “For what?”

      “I didn’t realize I was being funny.”

      “Dominic will know if you are not sincere. You must stay focused.”

      “I know what’s at stake, more than you could ever know. Believe me, I’m focused.”

      “You must also be leery of Maera Morgan. If she suspects you of anything, she may try to read your mind again. We can’t have her attempting that in your current state.”

      “What state is that?”

      “You’re fractured. You have been ever since Silas’ death. I wish you would tell me why. I might be able to help.”

      I was tired of these conversations with Samira. I swear, every time she saw me, she brought up how I needed to stay focused, how I needed to deal with what happened, blah, blah, blah. I gulped down the last of my whiskey coffee, even though it burned my throat.

      My specialty was dealing with traumatic events. Box them up and lock the key away. Besides, I could see through her. What she cared about most was trying to figure out why I’d killed Silas, but the only way she’d get me to confess was if she had me nailed to a board and used compulsion.

      “What do you think?”

      “Huh?” Apparently, she’d asked me a question.

      A knock at the door couldn’t have come at a better time. I literally ran to the door and threw it open. I expected Luke to come in, but he remained on the porch, standing with his hands stuffed in his jean pockets. A slight drizzle wetted his dark hair and made his skin glisten. All the chills raced across my skin.

      “Are you ready?” Lines etched his forehead. Brooding again. Something had pissed him off.

      “Do you want something to eat first? I could⁠—”

      “No. We need to get going. A few of the pack members are already talking trash about you.”

      “Oh yeah? What are they saying?” I grabbed my leather jacket; it would keep my shirt from soaking in the rain.

      “That you aren’t going to return because you’re guilty. And that you’re a coward.”
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