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      Love is friendship that has caught fire. It is quiet understanding, mutual confidence, sharing and forgiving. It is loyalty through good and bad times. It settles for less than perfection and makes allowances for human weaknesses.

      ~ Ann Landers
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      The heel of her boot tasted like grass, dirt, and … I retched. Was that sewage? I growled, grabbed her foot, and twisted it off my face.

      “Where the hell has your boot been?” I rolled out of the way of Samira’s boot just as it came crashing down again. I jumped to my feet and tried to catch my breath.

      “The park. I chased down a young man into a bathroom. Their sewage pipes had backed up.” She swung her fists at me, one after another, but I was faster.

      “Since when did you switch teams?”

      She paused. “Teams?”

      I took advantage of her confusion and decked her hard. The force of it dropped her to the ground. “From vampires to humans. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve met some humans I’d bang, but I thought you were only into fangs. I can’t say what you’re into. Wait.” I furrowed my brow. “Are you a lesbian?”

      She came to her feet and brushed herself off. “My private life is none of your business.”

      “But I am your only friend, so that makes me your best friend. And best friends talk about their sex life.” The side of my lips twisted up. “Or lack thereof.”

      “We’re done training.” Her usual deadpan face didn’t betray any emotions as usual.

      Other vampires weren’t like her. They showed emotion and still maintained some human mannerisms, but Samira had been “dead” for so long that those silly notions, as she called them, had long since left her.

      At first, it was annoying, but now I see it as a challenge to remind her of her human side. Sure, she wore the thin-rimmed glasses that she said reminded her of being human, but they looked stupid more than anything else. Plus, they hid her striking blue eyes. I wonder what she’d do if I smashed them?

      Just as I thought it, she reached for the glasses hanging on a nearby tree and placed them on her face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I shook my head as if to clear it. “Are we done because I kicked your ass?”

      She walked past me. “I recall my foot planted on your face three seconds longer than it should have. You hardly won.”

      “That’s only because I was trying to figure out why your boot sole tasted like ass.”

      I followed after her, matching her pace as we left the meadow behind and walked into the overgrown forest. For spring, the air was way too cool, but the full moon provided enough light that I barely felt its chilly nip.

      She eyed me sideways. “You need to take your training seriously.”

      “Here we go again.”

      “Being a Komira is not only a powerful calling, but a sacred one, too. You can either be a force for good or a force for evil.”

      “Can’t I just be a force?”

      She sighed loudly, and I nudged her arm with my elbow. “You just sighed. That’s a human thing. Good job, Sammie.”

      “Bad things are coming. I can feel it. If you would learn to use your Komira gifts, you’d feel it too and start taking this training seriously.”

      It was my turn to sigh. “I am. Really. However, you can be playful and still take things seriously. That’s your lesson for the day. Maybe with enough training, we can wedge that stick out of your ass.”

      Samira froze. “They’re starting.”

      I snapped my head toward Fire Ridge. “Already? I thought they were waiting until midnight. I’d better go. See you back at the house!”

      She grabbed hold of my arm before I could leave. “I have a stick up my ass for a reason.” My eyes glimmered at this revelation, but before I could ask any questions, she continued, her face serious. “One that you would never wish to discover. Keep that in mind.” She glanced behind me. “Now, hurry. You don’t want to be late.”

      I took off running toward Fire Ridge, built in the middle of Beechwood Forest, my mind racing. Samira was a puzzle, one I intended to put together. As I got closer to the mansion, my focus shifted to the house before me. It was such a strange sight, a vast stone manor in the middle of nowhere. It could be intimidating, too, and so Fire Ridge served its purpose. No humans ever came here if they could avoid it. Same with other shifters. Only Silver Claws were allowed to come and go.

      And I was practically top alpha there. I actually could’ve been Alpha, but then I’d have to slit my own throat. A leadership position was the last thing I wanted. Instead, I’d handed the position over to my uncle. He’d be perfect for the job. Fair, honest, and not power hungry.

      Everything Dominic wasn’t.

      Glad I killed the bastard.

      I ran out of the forest onto the expansive lawn behind Fire Ridge just as the ceremony began. Tall fires lined the pathway our future Alpha was to take, creating a wide trail with one final blazing fire in the end. The pack was divided on each side of the path. We were a huge pack now and had several more legitimate businesses in the city. In the short time Vincent had been acting as Alpha, he’d made a huge difference. Music played from outside speakers, some instrumental song meant to inspire. I wondered if my uncle had chosen it. I would’ve chosen something more rock n’ roll.

      After scanning the group for Luke but coming up empty, I slid in next to Gerald near the front. He was on Fire Ridge’s security team and had become one of my good friends early on.

      He bumped my shoulder, smiling. “I didn’t think you were going to make it.”

      “What? And miss my—” I caught myself. No one, except for my close circle, knew that Vincent and I were related, and I wanted to keep it that way. “And miss this amazing ceremony?” I finished.

      “Vincent will make a good pack leader. You chose well, but I think you would’ve been better.”

      “Nah.” I shook my head. “If I were Alpha, we’d all be naked alcoholics within the first thirty days.”

      He grinned, showing two dimples, and raised his eyebrows. “I could live with that.”

      I shoved him playfully. “Where’s Luke? Have you seen him?”

      He frowned and looked around. “He was here earlier.”

      I needed to speak with Luke as soon as possible. If only I could get him to listen to me. Ever since I’d killed Dominic four days ago, Luke hadn’t spoken to me. I’d tried texting him, but he’d abandoned his phone at Fire Ridge and gone off the grid.

      I understood, though.

      He thought I’d killed Dominic without finding his brother, Jake. Dominic was the only one who knew where Jake was being held. Four years ago, Luke’s brother owed Dominic money he couldn’t pay back. When they tried to kill him, Luke made a deal with the devil. In return for working for Dominic, they let Jake live… as far as Luke knew.

      He hadn’t seen his brother in all that time, and it devastated him to think that Jake’s location disappeared with Dominic’s death.

      Stubborn ass.

      All he had to do was talk to me, and I’d tell him that I may be a bitch sometimes, but I wasn’t heartless.

      I was determined to confront him after the Alpha ceremony, an event Luke was required to attend, and tell him what I knew. I fully planned on making him feel like the jackass he was for avoiding me for so long.

      The music stopped, and my uncle walked forward between the aisles of fires. He looked different now. His long, dark jacket, combined with a black button-up shirt and a red tie, made him look more regal. He had cut his hair. Now short and tidy, it made him seem bigger and taller. The expression of absolute determination on his face gave him an air of strength and self-confidence that exuded power.

      If anyone had doubted him as Alpha before, they wouldn’t now.

      He looked at me in passing and winked, his mask slipping a little for me. I smiled and nodded while I played with the raven ring on my finger. With him as Alpha, I’d have more time to find this mysterious, shadowy creature Dominic had been worshipping. I agreed with Samira. Whoever it was had surely filled Dominic with ideas. He never seemed bright enough to come up with a plan to drug supernaturals and force them to do whatever he wanted.

      Just then, I caught a familiar scent. My body immediately responded, and I wanted to rush towards it. Luke.

      Just the thought of him had every nerve ending in my body on fire. I turned to my left and met his hooded gaze. Just the sight of him had my stomach in knots. I’d had a few days to come to terms with my feelings for him, and I did not like what I’d discovered.

      I’d given up everything I’d ever worked towards, my whole life… for him. And even though Dominic ended up dead anyway, it wasn’t because I’d chosen it. Dominic would still be alive right now had he not attacked me. And that was some serious shit right there. My feelings ran deep, and I’d have to figure out what that meant.

      Luke stared at me like I’d put a knife in his back and twisted it for good measure. I rolled my eyes and averted my gaze. I’d catch him later and tell him the news, something I gladly would’ve done had he not disappeared.

      “Silver Claws,” my uncle called, drawing my attention. His voice was full of authority and power. He stood upon the same wooden platform Dominic used to address us from. “I have been honored to be called your Alpha. The last several months have been challenging. Our Alpha and his First betrayed the pack. They conspired to obtain drugs from the Nocturnas for the sole purpose of harming not only our kind but all supernaturals. This gross misconduct had to be stopped. We have Briar to thank for doing just that.”

      A round of applause and cheers filled the air. I forced a smile and nodded to the group, wishing I could avoid the attention. They all thought I did this for them. I wondered what they would feel if they knew the truth.

      For the next ten minutes, my uncle continued to talk to the pack, explaining new changes. We would continue as we had, but no more unnecessary punishments of pack members or humans that didn’t pay their dues, which were going to be cut in half. In exchange for those dues, we were going to do what we actually promised—protect Rouen from outside forces. It’s what packs do: serve and protect humans. Relationships would be healed.

      There was only one relationship I wanted to fix.

      As soon as my uncle was done, I made a beeline for Luke. He saw me coming and turned away from me, walking swiftly towards the rows of parked cars. Determined to stop him, I called upon my wolf and sped forward. He didn’t even make it outside the yard before I jumped in front of him.

      “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      “I have to go.” He tried to push past me, but I grabbed onto his arm with a desperate grip, something I had never done before. I’d never trusted anyone as much as I was trusting him, practically throwing myself at him. If he didn’t listen to me now, I was either going to punch him in the face for making me beg or walk away and never look back.

      “Just listen to me!”

      His gaze slowly met mine, and I caught a speck of emotion. Hope sprang in my chest.

      I glanced around to make sure no one was listening, but the crowd had gravitated toward the biggest fire in front. Beer cans made the rounds as everyone took a turn congratulating my uncle. “I need you to trust me.”

      Instead of waiting for me to explain, he launched an attack. “That’s exactly what I did! You promised me you wouldn’t kill Dominic without finding out where my brother is.” His expression darkened. “But you lied.”

      “Ugh! You are so frustrating! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I kept my promise.”

      His whole body froze, except for his eyebrows, which shot up. “What?”

      “This is the part where you get on your knees and tell me I’m the best thing since churned butter. And how you’re going to do whatever I want from here on out.”

      He growled. “Briar.”

      “You’re about to feel really stupid, then start apologizing and probably other things… to make it up to me.” I nodded, thinking. “I’m really looking forward to those other things, by the way.”

      He stepped close to me. “Briar. Stop babbling and tell me. How did you keep your promise?”

      “Before I killed Dominic, I made him tell me where your brother was.”

      “You did?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”

      “Where is he?”

      “He said he’s in Mandeville with the Linchen pack.”

      Luke let out a shaky laugh, and his shoulders dropped. He ran his fingers through his hair. “You’re serious? Dominic said that?”

      I nodded my head. “Yes! I tried to tell you so many times, but you just disapp⁠—”

      He caught my shoulders, jerking me forward to press his lips to mine, not even letting me finish. I squeaked at the suddenness of it, then leaned into him, my hands clasping at his shirt. His fingers slid to my jaw, and he traced it with his thumb as his tongue explored my mouth. After a few minutes, I pulled away.

      “This is when—” I tried to take a breath before he pulled me forward and into him. His lips covered mine, cutting off my words. I tried again. “You say you’re⁠—”

      “I’m sorry.” He pulled back, rubbing his cheek against mine. His expression was sincere and almost haunting. “I’m sorry I ran away from you, ran away from us.”

      “And…?” I tried to guide him.

      “And you’re the best thing since churned butter.” Humor dotted his eyes. When he saw that I expected more, he continued. “I will get on my knees for you, Briar, but you damn well better be gift wrapped.”

      Desire flooded his gaze, heating my insides. “I can use cellophane, or I have other ideas.”

      “I’m sure I can come up with something on my own.” He bent over to whisper in my ear, his hand clutching at my hip. “You’re trouble, Briar. The kind I would jump down the rabbit hole for.”

      I grinned. “A wolf like me would love to chase you down it.”

      He grabbed my chin, forcing my head up to look him in the eyes. “Except I’m the wolf in this scenario.”

      “I—”

      I didn’t get to finish my retort because all of a sudden, I was flying backward through the air. I hit the ground hard, and air exploded from my lungs. Invisible pressure tightened around my throat, closing off my airway. I clawed at my neck, but there was nothing to grab. What the hell?

      A woman appeared before me. Through my watering eyes, I recognized Lilith, standing over me, her hand extended in a squeezing gesture. The wicked witch of the Silver Claws pack. One of them, anyway.

      “You killed him!” she shouted, tears staining her cheeks. She had been Dominic’s much younger lover. Well, ex-lover, now. “He was the greatest being ever to walk this earth!”

      I wanted to choke out some choice words, or at least roll my eyes at her declaration, but my throat was about to collapse. Colors I’d never seen before exploded in my vision.

      Hell balls. Just when I thought I was death-free, I was about to die all over again.
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      Just before I lost consciousness altogether, Luke stepped behind Lilith and slammed a wooden board across her head. She fell over unconscious next to me.

      He dropped to his knees as I sucked in as much air as I could handle. “See what I mean? Trouble. Everywhere you go, you bring it with you.”

      I groaned. “Bad habit.”

      He pursed his lips and pulled me into a sitting position. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be.” I kicked my foot at Lilith, hitting her thigh. “How are you related to Lynx?”

      Several people crowded around us. I stared up at Samantha and Jerry. My uncle pushed them aside. “What happened?”

      “This thing happened.” I motioned to her as Luke helped me to my feet. I didn’t let go of his hand. “What’s she even doing here?”

      My uncle turned to Jerry and motioned toward Lilith. “Get her out of here. And get me Gerald.”

      “I’m here.” Gerald stepped forward, the bonfire at his back.

      “How did Lilith get past security?” Vincent’s voice was demanding, sliding into his new role easily.

      Gerald shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’ll find out.”

      “She probably used magic,” I said. “Don’t worry about it, Vincent.” It sounded strange to call him that instead of uncle. Maybe one day we could tell the entire pack we were family.

      I jolted. One day? Was I planning on staying here? That was never the plan. Kill Silas and Dominic, then get out of Dodge. Is that what it meant to stop running from my past and embrace my future? Putting down roots?

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Luke tightened his grip on my hand, his brows furrowed. His gaze lowered to my lips, where I was chewing on them.

      I hesitated, watching his eyes. Their dark edges bled with concern, and the pools of blue drew me in. I inhaled a shaky breath. “Everything’s perfect.”

      He raised his eyebrow and pulled me away from the crowd. I glanced back. Jerry had Lilith heaved over his shoulder as he walked away, and my uncle and Gerald were too busy talking security to notice us leaving.

      When we were out of earshot, Luke pulled me to him. One of his hands rested on my hips, and the other tucked my hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry about the way I acted. Really, I am.”

      “You don’t have to explain. I get it.”

      “No, Briar. I should’ve trusted you. It’s just that, well…” His hand went to the nape of his neck. “The last almost five years of my life have been dedicated to finding Jake. I had to do some horrible things to stay on Dominic’s good side. So when you killed him, the only man who knew where Jake was, I guess I just lost it.” His warm hands gripped my flesh. “But I swear to you, I’ll never doubt you again.”

      I bit my lip again, considering him. I opened my mouth to tell him about what had happened that night. How I’d made a deal with Dominic to let him live in exchange for the location of Luke’s brother. How I’d given up everything for Luke, all my plans for revenge. Justice for my family.

      But the words stuck in my throat. I couldn’t tell him, not yet. So instead, I ran my nose up his neck to his ear. My breath whispered over his skin, making him shiver. “Kiss me like you did before that psycho witch tried to kill me, and I’ll pretend the whole thing never happened.”

      He chuckled and caught my jaw, turning it to kiss me. My toes curled in my shoes, and I leaned into him, letting his mouth claim mine. His hand slipped under my shirt, skimming up my back, making me squirm. I broke the kiss. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Actually,” he said, “How about we go on a field trip?”

      “To find your brother?”

      “To find Jake.” His lips caressed mine again, then he pulled away, smiling. It looked good on him.

      “I’d love a good road trip with you.” I swallowed a sudden overwhelming feeling. I’d never been on a road trip with someone before. It was always me and the road.

      He took my hand and weaved us through the partying crowd into the back door of the mansion. Half a dozen pack members were rummaging through the kitchen, grabbing beer and food for everyone. We were sneaking past when I heard a gruff noise from down the hall, where Dominic’s office used to be. It was my uncle. By the tone of his voice, he sounded upset.

      Luke heard it too. “I wonder what’s going on.”

      “Not my problem.” I glanced up the stairs. “Before we go, I want to see if there’s anything I missed from Dominic’s old room.”

      He followed me up the stairs. “Gerald has already gone through some of it.”

      I stopped and looked back at him. “Does he know there was someone else pulling Dominic’s strings?”

      “No. That part is still secret, for now, but Vincent told him to search for any clues that Dominic might’ve been working for someone else. We need as many eyes and ears on this as we can handle without scaring everyone.”

      I continued up the stairs and down the long hall heading to the east wing. My stomach clenched when I passed where Ryder used to live. The room now belonged to one of the former Greybacks. I missed Ryder. Every day, I thought about him. What I wouldn’t give to go back in time and change everything, starting with getting him out of Rouen, precisely what I’d promised to do. Somewhere safe where he could’ve lived a normal life. I swallowed down the acid, burning the back of my throat. He was too sweet for pack life.

      Luke reached out and took hold of my hand as if he could sense my sudden sadness. I hitched a breath and leaned into him.

      The door to Dominic’s old room was wide open. No reason to keep it bolted shut with force and magic anymore. That’s what my uncle promised. No more secrets. No more lies.

      The room was empty and smelled freshly cleaned. All that remained of Dominic was the faint scent of Alpha pheromones. They’d stay for a long time. That kind of power couldn’t be wiped away with bleach.

      “I’ve never seen it.” Luke’s voice was quiet.

      “What?”

      “Dominic’s secret room.”

      “Consider yourself lucky. It’s highly disturbing.” I crouched down at the edge of the room and pulled back the carpet, where I found a familiar button. I pressed it, and the wall sank in, revealing a private room. Dominic’s scent was more pungent here, forcing me to hold my breath. I hated coming back here, but I needed to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.

      I stepped inside and turned on the light. My inflated lungs deflated a gust of air past my lips. “What the hell?”

      Luke came to my side. “I thought you said this room was full?”

      “It was. Where did everything go?”

      “I destroyed it,” a voice said behind us.

      I whirled around. My uncle stood in the doorway, his expression sour. “Everything in here was an abomination.”

      “But I told you I wanted to search it for clues!”

      “Nothing was here. Gerald went through it and so did I. Those paintings … ” He swallowed what could’ve easily been vomit coming up his throat. “I knew Dominic was crazy, but I didn’t understand the extent of his depravity until I came in here.”

      “You must’ve saved something. Please tell me you did.” I looked around the room, as if trying to conjure something out of thin air. I couldn’t believe he’d gotten rid of everything.

      His expression softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it meant that much to you. Honestly, I thought getting rid of it would be best, especially after everything he did to you.”

      I shook my head, too stunned to say anything—so much evidence in here. Samira was going to be pissed. She had already asked about the room’s contents. My head snapped up, and I opened my mouth to say all was not lost. I still had that box of stuff I’d given to Luke. Perhaps we could take another look through there. I closed my mouth quickly. My uncle didn’t know about that, and it wasn’t necessary to tell him.

      “What is it?” My uncle took a small step towards me.

      “Nothing. Just trying to remember what was in here. Maybe you saw something you didn’t recognize, or maybe something had another meaning.”

      “Trust me, Briar. It was in everyone’s best interest to destroy it all.”

      “Maybe you’re right, but still. I wish you had told me.”

      “Who were you talking to earlier?” Luke asked. “You sounded upset.”

      My uncle’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Was I that loud? I need to work on that. I’m not used to keeping things private.”

      “That’s why you’ll be a great Alpha.” I smiled at him, meaning every word.

      “I don’t know. I thought being Alpha, I could protect you, but that may not be the case.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I just got off the phone with a gentleman by the name of Edgar Rawlings.”

      “Where have I heard that name?” Luke cocked his head to the side, trying to think.

      My uncle backed out of the hidden room as if he couldn’t stay another second within it. “He’s a vampire. An extremely old and powerful one, but more importantly, he’s a member of the Ministry.”

      I shivered and followed after him. As soon as Luke came out, too, I pressed the button, sealing up the secret room. “What does he want?”

      I hated the Ministry. They were the governing body over the Principes Noctis, a group of supernaturals who believed they should be the reigning species, not humans. They used to be a small group, but in the last twenty years, their numbers have grown. The only group to stand against them was the Ames de la Terra.

      I knew little about either group, since I’d never had any interest in joining anyone. My only interest had been my revenge. Samira belonged to the Ames de la Terra, so I knew if I had to choose, I’d pick them.

      “He called me to talk to you.” Vincent looked pointedly at me.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Why?”

      “You killed Dominic,” my uncle began slowly.

      “And?”

      “He was a member of the Ministry.”

      “Again, and?”

      He sighed and chewed on invisible words as if he could make what he was about to say go away. “The Ministry doesn’t have many rules, but one of them is that if a person kills one of the nine members of the Ministry, which is supposed to be near impossible, then they take their place.”

      Luke stepped back, more stumbled. “Are you saying Briar has to join the Ministry?”

      “That’s what they are saying.”

      I laughed out loud. “Not going to happen! Not in a million years.”

      “I told them that, too, but they said you only have one option. If you decline the position, you must assign someone else to take your place.”

      “Let them choose! I don’t care.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. You have to assign it. It’s your right.”

      “And if I refuse?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “You can’t. He said you have forty-eight hours to choose someone, or they will come find you.”

      “And do what?”

      He shrugged. “He didn’t say, but I don’t think we want to find out.”

      “Vincent’s right.” Luke held my hand. “We want to keep the Ministry as far away from Rouen as possible. They became deeply involved with Coast City and nearly destroyed it. We can’t have them coming here and undo everything we’re trying to accomplish.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do?” I asked. I turned to my uncle. “Do you want to do it? Maybe it would be good to have someone nice on the council.”

      He lifted his hands in a stopping gesture. “No way. It’s a den of vipers. Not only that, but whoever accepts the position will have a target on their back. Members of the Principes Noctis all vie for a position in the Ministry. It’s the highest rank you can obtain.”

      “So, whoever I choose could possibly be killed? Ugh! I don’t need this right now.” I glanced at Luke, pouting. “Our road trip!”

      He forced a tight smile. “It can wait. It’s only two days.”

      I groaned. “Why don’t you go without me? I know you want to see your brother.”

      “It’s okay. We can wait.” His smile transformed from a forced to a genuine one. “Really. It’s fine. I’m not going to leave you to deal with this alone. Maybe together we can come up with a name.”

      “This is going to suck.”

      Luke wrapped his arm around me. “Let’s go talk to Samira. I’m sure she’ll have some ideas. If not, I can think of half a dozen names of people I hate who’d jump at the chance to join the Ministry.”

      “I do too, but hating someone and signing their death warrant are two different things.”

      “I’m sorry,” my uncle said. “Truly, I am.”

      Groaning, I rubbed at a growing sick feeling in my gut. I had hurt enough people, and now I was being asked to hurt someone again.

      How many people were going to have to die before this was over?
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      I left Dominic’s old room, anxious to get out of the place that had been a madman’s sanctuary, and headed downstairs with Luke by my side.

      “Son of a bitch,” I cursed. My bone-Luke-hard feelings from earlier had evaporated.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me.

      “Just pissed is all. I really hope Samira has a solution. I don’t want to think about this anymore.”

      “You don’t need to go see Samira,” my uncle said as he followed down the stairs behind us. We walked across the entranceway toward the front door.

      “Actually, I do.” I opened the front door and jumped when I saw Samira blocking my way. “Mother Mayhem! What the hell are you doing here?”

      She pushed the wire-rim glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Vincent called. Do you have somewhere we can talk?”

      “This way.” My uncle motioned toward Dominic’s old office.

      I stared at her as she brushed past me and followed Vincent down the hall. She had gotten here pretty fast. She was also wearing the same outfit we had trained in earlier, which meant she hadn’t gone home. Weird. The tight, black, stretchy pants and black tank top were something she only wore when sparring. The moment she got home, they were replaced by what she called practical, everyday living clothing. In other words, boring clothes. She rarely wore color or anything that might stand out, despite the hard time Lynx gave her. Personally, I liked boring-black-clothed Samira. It matched her cold personality.

      After getting as comfortable as possible in what used to be Dominic’s office, I explained the problem to Samira. She stared straight ahead in her usual dead way, not saying a word for a long time. I hated it when she sat like that. Her unearthly stillness gave her a waxen appearance.

      “Samira?” I asked. “You know them best. Is there any way around this?”

      Instead of answering me, she turned to my uncle. “Will you not reconsider joining? We could use someone with a conscience in the Ministry. There are so few of them.”

      “Maybe if I were more powerful or had some influence in the supernatural world, but I’m a nobody. First chance someone gets, I’d be a dead man. I’m sorry, but I’d prefer to live out the remainder of my life trying to take care of this pack. They’ve been through so much.” He tapped his fingers on the desk in front of him. “But what about you, Samira? You’re well known and a highly skilled fighter.”

      Her jaw flexed, and a hint of emotion ignited in her eyes. “There is too much history between me and several members of the Ministry. It’s in everyone’s best interest if I stay away.”

      “Then who?” I asked. “I have to choose someone else, or some terrible fate awaits me.”

      Samira returned to her oddly still position, staring at the wall. I rolled my eyes and looked at Luke. “What do you think?”

      “We may be able to get an Alpha from a neighboring pack to join, or I have a few connections with the Razor Teeth back west. We need to find someone power-hungry enough that they won’t pass it up, no matter the risk.”

      “No!” Samira snapped, startling all of us. “We need someone brave enough to make a difference among them, but they need to do it under pretenses. Make the other members believe they share the same self-serving interests.”

      “Who the hell do you know that might do that?” I really wanted to know the answer. It sounded like a suicide mission—pretending to be something you’re not to a group of the world’s most evil monsters. I chuckled inwardly, not lost on the irony.

      “Aris Crow in Coast City. He did it. If we can get one more…” Her words trailed off, and she returned to looking deep in thought.

      I slapped my thigh. “Great! Get me a name before the Ministry shows up, and we can all put this behind us.”

      I was glad she was so willing to help, especially since I had no idea what to do. I didn’t know anybody. I stood up to leave, but before I did, I turned to my uncle. “Hey, how are the supernaturals Dominic was messing with?”

      After I had killed Dominic, Samira had gone back to the warehouse with my uncle to make sure the drugged supernaturals were secure. The last thing we needed was a bunch of them running around wild, searching for their next hit. Samira wanted to cure them, but she was having a difficult time obtaining more holy water from the Vatican. High-level members at the Vatican knew she’d snuck in to get some for me, and supposedly had a hit out on her. She had laughed it off—well, smirked it off, anyway.

      “We are taking care of them,” my uncle said. “I’ve asked Jerry and Samantha to discreetly make sure they are fed every day until we can cure them. Who knows? This drug is so new that maybe with enough time, it might work its way out of their system.”

      “I don’t think so,” Samira said. “The drug’s reaction to the supernaturals’ DNA won’t leave them. At least, so far as we can tell.” The glazed look in Samira’s eye made me think she was still a million miles away.

      “Well, I hope so,” I said. “I can’t imagine a worse fate than to be locked up, always thinking about Scorpion’s Breath.” Chills broke out over my skin, causing an involuntary shiver. No one said anything, though I was sure they all noticed.

      I would never admit it out loud, but I still thought about Scorpion’s Breath. The way it made me feel was that I could take on anything and anyone—the way it took away all my painful memories. And I had too many for someone my age. My body no longer craved the Scorpion’s sweet breath, but my mind thought of it as a long-lost friend. A toxic one, but a friend nevertheless.

      Samira stood abruptly. “I have some calls to make. Vincent, is there a private room I could use?”

      “You can have my office.” He came to his feet and headed towards the door. Luke and I did the same.

      “I need to go,” Luke said to me. “There are a couple of people in the city I want to talk to.”

      “I’ll go with.”

      “No. I should do it alone. They aren’t the nicest crowd.”

      “I’m not the nicest woman.”

      “Don’t I know it.” He grinned before his face darkened. “Serious, though. Stay here or go home. These men were fiercely loyal to Dominic. They won’t want to meet his killer.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He kissed me on the cheek and hurried out of the room.

      My uncle followed, saying to me in passing, “Don’t worry. We’re going to figure this out.”

      When he was gone, I looked at Samira. She had somehow moved behind my uncle’s desk so quietly and quickly that I hadn’t noticed. “I hate when you do that.”

      She didn’t look up at me as she stared down at her cell, tapping into it. “I’m sorry you hate perfection, Briarpatch.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “If that was an attempt at a joke, it was pretty bad.”

      She finally looked up. “I don’t know what you mean.” Her deadpan face was more dead than usual. She placed the phone to her ear, and her eye twitched.

      I smiled. “You’ll do better next time, but you’ve nailed the expression. I’m going to head home. Perhaps I can come up with some names as well. I know a few foster parents who deserve to make the cut.”

      She didn’t respond, and as I headed toward the living room, I texted Roma, my favorite and only Uber driver. I could’ve kept one of the motorcycles, but I’d grown close to Roma these last several weeks, despite her eccentricities. She was a witch, a pretty powerful one from what I’d seen, but she kept to herself, which I dug. She was also someone I could talk to when I needed nonpartisan advice away from the pack and my roommates. Basically, she was my own personal curvy, hippy-loving enchantress that didn’t take shit and was always there when I needed her.

      Additionally, it was helpful that my uncle was now providing me with a salary from the pack’s funds. I could’ve quit my job at Sinsual, but I decided to keep it. Eddie was good about letting me keep my schedule, and it was always nice to use it to blow off some steam.

      Roma showed up twenty minutes later, red-faced and with sweat dotting her forehead.

      “Why are you so sticky?” I asked as I slid into the passenger seat next to her. I wrinkled my nose; she didn’t smell so good either.

      She drove away from the mansion. “Sorry, I can’t be a princess for you today, but my body is sick. Can’t seem to get it to do what I want.” She leaned back in the seat and grimaced as if her stomach hurt.

      “Pull over,” I ordered. “I’ll drive. I don’t know why you came all the way out here. You should’ve told me you were sick.”

      She grimaced again and parked along the shoulder of Fire Ridge’s long driveway. “I sensed something was wrong when I got your text and wasn’t sure if you were in trouble. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      I opened my door and hurried around to help her. She leaned into me and hobbled to the other side. I carefully eased her into the car, taking in her pale face and her weak body. I hoped she was just sick and that this wasn’t some kind of black magic affecting her. Although she seemed to keep a low profile, I didn’t think anyone would’ve cast a spell on her.

      “That’s nice and all,” I said, “but it seems trouble surrounds me.”

      She groaned and leaned back. “What is it now?”

      I waited until I was behind the steering wheel, the car speeding down the road, before I answered her. “Have you heard of the Ministry?”

      “Of course. Bad people, that lot. What do they have to do with you?”

      “Apparently, because I killed Dominic, who was a member, I have to either take his place or choose someone else.”

      She whistled low. “I’ve heard of that rule, but I didn’t think they enforced it. Probably because I don’t think anyone’s ever turned down the position before. If someone’s brave enough to try and kill a Ministry member, it’s because they want it.”

      “Well, I don’t, and now I have to select someone. But whoever I choose will have a target on their back for the rest of their life. It’s not something I want to be responsible for.”

      “Can’t you choose a person who wants the position?”

      “But do I really want someone to be on the Ministry that wants to be there? That means they’re just as douchey as the rest of them.”

      She sighed, then groaned in pain.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I will be.” She patted my hand. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I bet you’ll be surprised how easy it will be.”

      “Maybe.” I changed the subject, wanting to talk about something else. “So, tell me about your new puppy.”

      She grinned, looking a little bit lighter, and proceeded to tell me all about how his ears were so big he would trip over them when he ran. The image made me laugh, and by the time we arrived at my house, I had almost forgotten the terrible chore I’d been tasked with.

      “As usual, Roma, thanks for the lift. I hope you get better.” I moved to get out of the car, but she stopped me.

      “Don’t worry so much about who you put on the Ministry. They’ve had too much power for far too long. I have a strong feeling it’s about to end.”

      Something about the way she said it, with bite to her words, gave me a chill I couldn’t shake. Roma had depth, and I was afraid to see what power lay at the bottom of that deep hole.
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      I walked into the house, listening to the quiet sounds of Roma’s car pull away. Maybe I should look into her past when I have a chance. I bet she’d led an interesting life, especially since she seemed to be hiding from it now.

      “I’m in here!” Lynx’s voice called from the kitchen.

      I pulled out the ponytail from my long hair and rubbed at my scalp as I walked into the kitchen. Lynx wore an apron and had her red hair pulled back into a loose bun. Flour dusted her cheek and hands.

      “What are you baking?”

      “A Texas sheet cake. It will be done in a few minutes.”

      “It smells amazing!” I dropped onto a chair at the table. Moving out of this house was going to be tough. Out of all the foster and group homes I’d ever lived in, Lynx was by far the best roommate. Not only could she cook, but she wasn’t annoying and never invaded my personal space. She was also awesome at fashion and not afraid to share her opinion on my fashion choices. I appreciated that. Most people were too scared of me. Go figure.

      “Why are you up so late?” I stretched my long legs.

      “Couldn’t sleep.” She turned her back on me and placed dishes into the sink. Her fingers trembled on the edge of the counter.

      “Still?”

      Lynx had been upset for the last several weeks, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. She had grown close to Ryder before he was killed. She also had seen me nearly die and had been tortured herself. All these terrible things she’d experienced happened since I came into the house. I hated thinking about that.

      “I’ll be okay.” She continued to busy herself with cleaning the kitchen.

      “Maybe you should go on a vacation. Get away from here. Away from me.”

      She whirled around. “Why would I do that?”

      “Oh, come on. Ever since I’ve moved in, you’ve had nothing but trouble.”

      She joined me at the table. “That’s not true. I’ve had so much fun with you and Samira. It’s been a long time since I’ve had friends.”

      “You? But you’re freaking gorgeous, super nice and put up with my shit. I bet you have a lot of friends!”

      Her countenance darkened a bitter shade. “You forget I’m a Morgan. How many friends do you think I had in high school with that last name?”

      I frowned, focusing on the aged wooden table. “I’m sorry. I had no idea it was such a curse.”

      “It is a curse, but having you guys as roommates has made my life not so bleak.” She paused and looked toward the hallway.

      “What is it?”

      She stood and wiped her hands on her apron. “I got you something. One sec.”

      She disappeared but returned a moment later with a small bag in her hand. “I was going to give this to you for your birthday, but what the hell. I’ll get you some clothes instead. God knows you need them.”

      “My clothes are awesome. Although I did lose a bra somewhere in the house.”

      She sighed, raising her eyebrow, but the edges of her lips were slightly tilted upwards. “It’s clipped to a hanger in the laundry room.”

      I grinned as I reached into the bag, emotions warming my chest. I had received so few gifts in my life. I removed a small box.

      “I hope you like it.” Lynx was staring at the box, chewing on a nail.

      I removed the top cover. Inside was a beautiful silver-chained necklace with a green stone pendant wrapped in what looked like a silver dragon’s claw. “Wow. It’s beautiful! What kind of stone is it?”

      “It’s jade. It’s meant to help you find fulfillment in your life. I figured you could use some help with that. Now that Dominic’s dead.”

      Heat flushed my face, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Is it that obvious?”

      When she didn’t answer, I picked it up. It felt cool against my skin, and I swear it even tingled. “Help me put it on?”

      She moved behind me and swiped my hair to the side. I handed her the necklace. She hesitated briefly before clasping it around my neck.

      It fell to the top of my cleavage. “This won’t bring more attention to my boobs.”

      She kept her back to me and walked to the counter. “Is there such a thing?”

      I chuckled and admired the necklace again. “Thank you so much for this. I really do love it.”

      She had no idea how much this meant to me. The only other piece of jewelry anyone had ever given to me was on my finger, my raven ring. When she didn’t answer, I looked up. Her back was still to me. “Are you okay?”

      Before she could answer, the oven timer beeped. She promptly busied herself with removing the cake, but I noticed she swiped at her eyes. Was she crying? Did having me as a friend really mean that much to her, or was it something else?

      After enjoying a healthy slice of Texas sheet cake, I said goodnight to Lynx and headed to bed. By the deep ache in my bones, the last few weeks had finally caught up with me. I was exhausted. I’d hoped to talk to Samira again, but I fell asleep before she came home.

      At exactly eight a.m., my eyes flew open. Sunlight spilled through the slit in my curtains, capturing dozens of dust motes as they floated through the air. I rarely wake up this early, so I decided to make the most of the time. Maybe go for a regular run as a human.

      I dressed in running clothes and quickly tied my hair back. Stretching my arms high, I couldn’t believe how good I felt. Energetic. Pumped. It was almost like I’d already had my five cups of coffee in the morning. Maybe I was finally starting to mentally heal from everything that had happened with Silas and Dominic.

      The house was strangely quiet. I couldn’t hear Samira, but I caught her recent scent in the living room. She must’ve come in just before sunrise.

      After I inhaled a breath, I opened the door. And nearly fell over backwards.

      Cassandra Morgan was standing on my front porch.

      “Good morning!” Her voice was strangely cheerful.

      She had never been cheery before. I rubbed my closed eyes. Maybe it wasn’t her. I opened my eyelids. Nope. Definitely her.

      “What do you want?”

      “May I come in?” She brushed past me without waiting for a response. I let her by, figuring it was probably her house to begin with.

      Her red hair hung loose to her shoulders in big curls, and she wore a dress that made her look like she stepped out of a fifties fashion magazine.

      “Lynx is still sleeping.” I glanced nervously back out the front door, hoping I wouldn’t have to make small talk.

      “I’m not here to see her. I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Huh.” We stared at each other for several seconds. I wondered why this woman would ever want to see me, and she probably wondered why I was staring at her as if she were Marilyn Monroe. I finally shut the door, giving in.

      “I know this seems strange, my coming by to see you like this, but I assure you, my intentions are good.”

      Over a hundred excellent comebacks came to me, but my mouth clamped shut. Lynx had suffered enough for me. The least I could do was play nice with her mother.

      “Please, take a seat. I would love to talk with you.” I swept my hand towards the couch, cringing at my actions. When did I learn manners?

      “Thank you, Briar. I really appreciate it.” She lowered herself into a chair, sitting with her legs crossed and a Cheshire-cat grin on her face. She patted the seat next to her. “Join me?”

      More insults came, but they stuck in my throat. Maybe I felt more gratitude toward her for saving my life than I had thought. I jumped to join her on the sofa. “What’s up?”

      She looked down at her hands, twisting them in and out of each other. “I think we got off on the wrong foot, Briar, and I wanted to apologize. We could be allies, you and I.”

      I was intrigued. “How so?”

      “I hear you are in a predicament of sorts. I think I can help.”

      “And what predicament would that be?” Could she already be aware of the Ministry position?

      Her gaze lowered to her hand. On her middle finger, she wore an oval ring set with a beautiful white stone that glowed a faint purple hue. She lightly touched my hand, almost in a playful way, brushing the stone across my arm. It left a strange buzzing sensation on my skin.

      “Let’s not be coy with each other,” she began. “With Dominic dead, his position needs to be filled in the Ministry. My guess is they’ve already contacted you. But, from all the good things I’ve heard about your character from Lynx, I highly doubt you’ll want to join the Ministry. Am I right?”

      I wanted to say it was none of her business, but instead I found myself saying, “I’ve already turned down the position.”

      “Because you’re a good person.” She looked proud of herself for complimenting me.

      I closed my eyes tightly and rubbed my forehead. I have so many things I wanted to say!

      “I want to be a good person too.” Her eyes bled innocence. “The Ministry is full of members who want to harm humans and sometimes even supernaturals. They must have someone among them who can speak reason and who can show them other, less harmful, ways of dealing with our kind.”

      “And you think that person is you.”

      She shrugged and looked at her hands again. “Would that be so terrible? I only want to help keep them in check. They are a power-hungry group.”

      “They are.” Did I just agree with a woman who once threatened my life?

      She turned to me and rested her hand over mine. A sudden memory of being a child and trapped in a well flashed through my mind. My chest tightened, an intense squeezing I hadn’t felt in a while. I curled my fingers into my palm and struggled to breathe.

      Cassandra smiled at me. “Let me take this burden from you. I want the position. I want to do what’s right.”

      She touched me again. My body melted, relaxing into the sofa. She was right. The position was a burden I didn’t want to take on. And she sure looked like she wanted to do the right thing. She would be fair and just. I could picture it.

      I closed my eyes tightly and rubbed at my forehead, my breathing finally regulating. There were so many things I wanted to say! But I couldn’t find the energy to bring them up. I’d probably gotten up too early. Maybe I should give it to her, then I could take a nap.

      I shook my head. What was I thinking? She threatened to kill me the day she met me. Plus, she was Lynx’s mother. If something happened to her, I could never forgive myself for hurting Lynx even more.

      “Ms. Morgan.” I met her steely gaze. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Briar.” She tightened her hand on mine. “If you have any doubts about my ability to protect myself, then you’re wrong. I kept Dominic in line, if you remember.”

      I did remember. It was the only reason I was alive today. And I did owe Cassandra something for it. If she could control Dominic, maybe she could control the whole Ministry. She was pretty intense.

      She stared into my eyes, and in that moment, I knew, as clear as the blue sky outside, that she was the perfect person for the job. “Okay. That would be great.”

      Smiling, she lifted her hand to pat it. “I knew you would see reason. Lynx was right about you.”

      She slid her cell phone out of her purse and handed it to me. “Call them.”

      “Who?”

      “The Ministry. Tell them of your decision right now so you can put this all behind you.”

      “I don’t have their number.”

      “It’s already on my phone. Just hit send.”

      I turned the phone on and stared at the phone number on the screen. I had no idea who it would call, but all I wanted in that moment was to say Cassandra’s name and be done with this whole mess.

      I hit send and held the phone up to my ear. After a few seconds, I heard a deep voice say, “What do you need, Cassandra?”

      “Um,” I cleared my throat, “this isn’t Cassandra. My name is Briar. I’m⁠—”

      “I know who you are.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “Did you make your decision?”

      I looked up at Cassandra. She nodded and smiled encouragingly. “Yes. I want Cassandra Morgan to take my spot on the Ministry.”

      There was a long pause, followed by, “Are you sure? You can’t take it back after we hang up.”

      Without any reservations, I answered. “Yes. She would make a great member.”

      The man on the other end of the line snorted. “We’ll see.”

      “Anything else?” There was something about his deep, smooth voice that put me on edge. I hoped I would never need to speak with him again.

      “Not now, but we’ve been watching you, Briar. Some of us think you hold great value.”

      “I’m a nobody,” I blurted. “And if you don’t mind, I have to go.”

      “Have a good day.” The line went dead.

      I handed the phone back to her. “It’s done.”

      “Thank you very much.” She stuffed the phone into her purse, stood, and left the house with not so much as a backward glance at me.

      I stared after her for what seemed like a very long time. I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to do, but right now, nothing mattered. My mind was blank.

      The silhouette of a dark figure appeared in the open doorway. The sun behind the shadow looked darker than I remembered.

      “Briar?”

      I blinked. Then blinked again.

      “What are you doing?” the voice asked.

      I clutched at my head, at a strange fogginess weaving its way through my mind.

      The man appeared, kneeling in front of me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Luke?”

      He took hold of my chin and drew close to my face, specifically staring into my eyes. “Have you been doing drugs?”

      This jolted me awake and cleared the fog from my brain. “What? No.” I swatted his hand away.

      “You just look… high. Or not with it.”

      I moaned and dropped back onto the couch. “That’s because I’m not. Something crazy happened. I’m still trying to process it. What time is it?”

      “Just after noon.”

      I jumped to my feet. “Are you serious? I’ve been sitting here for four hours?”

      I lowered my head and closed my eyes, trying to remember what had happened. Cassandra. She was here. She wanted me for something…

      “You’re worrying me, Briar.” Luke took hold of my arms. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Oh shit.” I shook my head back and forth as my memory returned. “I think I’ve done something terrible.”

      “What?”

      I looked up at him, feeling the blood drain from my face. “I just gave Cassandra Morgan a spot on the Ministry.”
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