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Chapter One

	 

	Danni

	 

	“I’m starving. Any ideas for dinner tonight?” Karissa was in the kitchen, hunched over and digging through the half empty fridge. 

	I had just walked into the house and stood at the doorway. The kitchen was straight ahead, the living room off to the right, with a hallway between the two leading to our bedrooms. 

	We’d been renting a small three-bedroom house in Stockton for the past month, and it had taken Karissa time to get adjusted to a new place. I knew she missed her home and pack, as much as she pretended not to, and all I wanted to do was make her time with me better. 

	Karissa chose to leave her pack to save me after I was shot with a poisonous arrow. She had asked her uncle to call out my wolf and he’d stalled until she promised to leave. The only way wolfsbane could leave my system was to burn it out through a shift and I’d been too close to dying for Karissa to risk finding another option. 

	We weren’t given enough time to pack all Karissa’s belongings, taking only what she valued most. Her uncle kept a few of his pack by the house, and Karissa suspected he’d arrive right at the last hour to see her off. We didn’t give him that satisfaction, leaving earlier than expected.

	Then there been the matter of finding a new home. Stockton, California was the last place we’d face Hansel and there was no point in hiding, so it was the best place to hunker down. It was better to be seen than try to live in hiding. I wasn’t comfortable in the city and Karissa compromised by finding us a house in the rural area. There were fewer people around and I hoped this was a luxury for her as much as it was for me. 

	My wolf could be easily rattled, wary of Hansel bursting through the door, so living in a city with cars honking and loud music playing would not have helped. I only trusted Karissa, and if it were up to me, I’d be fine with the rest of the world disappearing. But she needed a pack and I’d never want to take her away from that feeling and would do my best to give her one again.

	I ambled into the kitchen and stopped within arm's reach of Karissa. I smiled whimsically at the way her body slouched against the fridge door, her arm dangling over it. She was biting her fingernails, as she did any time she was overthinking. 

	Karissa heard my approach and twisted her head at an awkward angle to look at me. Both of her brows curved upward, amused at the dinner I had in my hand. Her nose crinkled as if unaware of what I was holding or how to eat it. 

	I held up the three wild hares, closing the distance between us. 

	“Dinner.”

	Karissa straightened, one hand on her hip and gave me a lighthearted grin. 

	From the moment I met Karissa, I’d been unable to provide her with anything but trouble and the loss of a pack. I was tired of being useless and was determined to make my first step to contributing. It was the only way I knew how since I was inexperienced in the human and shifter world. 

	Karissa had promised to help me gain my independence, but we were taking things slow. It was more my hesitation that was keeping me from taking bigger steps, afraid I would overreact and hurt an innocent if I went out into the world too soon. I had nothing to prove I existed; my personal information was either destroyed or in Hansel’s hands. Karissa was confident she could get me legal documents soon. I hated feeling like an inconvenience and dependent, so if I could do anything to help, hunting and keeping us safe was my way of contributing.

	Karissa lifted her eyes to mine, a genuine smile across her face. 

	“Thank you. Hare it is.” She was so kind and thoughtful, not chastising me for leaving the house without her. We lived on open land, its only occupants were hares, coyotes, and other wildlife. 

	I smiled back, heart thumping from the way she looked at me. Maybe what I was sensing was all in my head, but I wanted to be seen as more than a damaged wolf she saved. Her eyes lingered on mine and reached out to take the hares. 

	Soft, smooth fingers brushed the curve of my index, right above my knuckle. My heart thumped harder, a warm feeling igniting deep in my belly. A feeling that always came in quiet moments like these. It was an energy that would arise, leaving me trapped in her scent, watchful of the way her breasts rose and fell. It was everything about Karissa that made me want to take a step forward. I could live like this for the rest of my life. If this were how I felt without touching her, what would it be like if we did more than steal glances and share innocent touches?

	I understood what was happening between us. Karissa had briefly explained what a mating bond was, and we agreed to take things slow to focus on securing our new status together as rogues. 

	Then there was me. I needed to figure out who I was. For several years I was locked in a cage, only allowed out when Hansel wanted me to fight or to kill. And for that alone, I had a lot of scars and demons that I had to face. Even before Hansel took me, life had been painful due to my mother’s death and father’s abuse. There was so much self-discovery that needed to occur, and I did not want to let my past be the reason Karissa and I didn’t work. 

	My eyes shut and I exhaled slowly, failing to keep my mind from thinking about things I wasn’t ready for. I wanted to be ready and maybe that would be the moment I realized that I had power over my own life. There was no such thing as being a perfect me or mate. 

	Fingers grazed the back of my arm before sliding back down to my hand and I opened my eyes to see Karissa standing close enough to lean in and kiss me if she wanted. She took the hares and placed them on the counter before pulling me into her firm body. I knew this was her way of showing she reciprocated the same feelings I was having. I loved hugging Karissa and so did my wolf. If my wolf were out, I would roll onto my back, offering my belly, hoping to feel her canines graze my neck. 

	I could hear Karissa’s heart beating as fast as mine and I squeezed her tighter, lost in the way her breasts pressed against mine. It was safer than pulling away, letting our mouths do the compressing and allow my desires to run wild. I was drowning in her warmth and did not want it to end.

	But it wasn’t just me. Karissa held me, not ready to let go as her arms curled around my back. I tilted my head ever so slowly and let the raspberry from her shampoo permeate my senses. Karissa’s fingers grazed up my back and I couldn’t hold back the shudder, stifling a moan. 

	“Fuck. Sorry!” Karissa was breathless. It took her a second but when she did pull away, our mouths were inches apart. The air was suffocating and hot, the thought of kissing her flashing in my mind. I licked my lips and watched her eyes drop to them.

	It was my turn to touch her. I slid my fingers through her hair and felt her shiver. I’d never forgotten the night she told me she liked having her hair played with and the meaning behind it. I wanted to be the one to always sooth her. Karissa squeezed her eyes shut, and I knew if I leaned in to kiss her, there would be no resistance. Only equal need.

	I was not naïve to what this feeling was, only new to it. Being touched and giving it was very new, but I still had feelings and desires. It was natural and I didn’t need to be taught how to kiss or be given its meaning. My body wanted her just as much as my mind.

	But then an unfortunate thing happened right as I moved in for a brief kiss. A knock at the door made me growl at the disruption. I could smell who it was and was not prepared for his arrival due to being consumed by Karissa.

	“Come on. I know y’all in there.” Pete’s voice sang out on the other end of the door.

	I took a step back, giving Karissa enough space to recover. Her skin was flushed, and I knew we’d been close to crossing a line we were not ready for. 

	“I guess we should be thankful for Pete,” Karissa joked.

	I frowned. I wasn’t thankful at all. 

	Pete was now using our screen door as a beatbox, banging on it with his fist as he tried to freestyle, repeating the words, “Let me in. Stop humping.” He was a child trapped in a man’s body.

	“Alright, alright. We are coming,” Karissa shouted, walking to the door to let him in.

	Pete stood there with a wide perky grin on his face. 

	“Oh, someone was going to be coming if I didn’t arrive.” He wiggled his eyebrows at Karissa and walked into the house.

	I narrowed my eyes at Pete, and he dropped his gaze along with his excessively playful teases. I still questioned Pete’s loyalty, since he’d betrayed Karissa, but she assured me that he was worth giving a chance to. Pete had been one of the rogues who helped cage mundane wolves for the fighting pits and was responsible for leading Johnson to ambush us at the park the same night Karissa fought Hansel for my freedom. But Karissa never took his actions personally. It was hard being a shifter and harder for rogues. There wasn’t a bond between Pete and Karissa to keep him from assisting someone who paid him, even if it was Johnson. 

	“You guys have dinner? I’m hungry.” Pete moved toward the kitchen, moving around me as if worried I’d lunge if he got too close. He was always hungry, making up reasons to randomly show. 

	He looked my age but was at least fifty years old. For Pete, age did not matter because he acted like a twenty-year-old, horny idiot. But Karissa liked him, so I had to put up with his obnoxious personality. It was my wolf more than me that could barely tolerate him. Pete had too much energy and was unpredictable and my wolf did not like that. 

	When he noticed the three hares in the sink, his face skewed in disgust, pointing at it like there was something dead inside. Well, there was, but we were werewolves, and it should not bother him. 

	Before he could say something insulting, Karissa was standing back next to me. 

	“Danni caught dinner for tonight.”

	He scratched below his chin and raised an eyebrow at Karissa, avoiding my eyes. 

	“Do you even know how to prepare a rabbit?”

	“They’re hares!” I corrected, annoyed he was questioning my dinner selection. Pete only nodded and I frowned. “And I do!” I added. “I’ll cook it over a fire.”

	“We aren’t trapped in the wilderness. There are stoves and—”

	“I’ll make sure we have enough wood in the back.” I watched Karissa narrow her eyes at Pete and he shut his mouth. 

	I would ignore him for Karissa’s sake. 

	Pete lifted both arms in surrender and turned away, opening our fridge, and pulling out a bottle of beer. 

	Karissa’s hand brushed my shoulder and that was enough to calm the wolf pacing inside. 

	“He means well.”

	I could see what she did not want to say aloud. She wanted him here. He was giving her something I could not give her alone, the feeling of having a pack even if it were only the three of us. I would not take this feeling from her. 

	“You two talk. I’m sure there is some news he wants to share,” I encouraged.

	“No, I can stay and help you,” she offered. 

	“It won’t take me that long to skin and dress them. I can manage being on my own, you know?” I didn’t want Karissa to feel like she was bound to stay by my side, and I also didn’t want her to think I couldn’t handle being alone. My best memories during Hansel’s captivity were being alone. Sometimes, he’d leave me anywhere from an hour to a couple of days and it would be the freest I'd ever been. 

	She gave me a delicate smile, hesitating to say what was on her mind. Her head slanted, hiding away emotions she wasn’t ready for me to see. She stared at her hands. 

	“I know. I just...”

	Was this more than infatuation and a strong attraction? The only examples I had of seeing someone in love were of my mother and how she acted toward my father before their marriage fell apart due to his gambling. It wasn’t a feeling I knew how to describe but it was a feeling I knew I had. Did Karissa feel the same way? For that brief second, I had seen the same irresistible desire in her to stay by my side.

	“I promise I won’t disappear.” For whatever reason, I knew that’s what she needed to hear. When I first met her, I’d thought of running several times and even after everything, we hadn’t discussed my future and what that would look like with or without her. Karissa had taken the lead and spoke as if it were the two of us now. I wasn’t complaining, but I still wondered why she wanted me here after everything she had lost because of me. 

	Karissa nodded and let out a breath. 

	“I can tell you’re thinking a lot and I know you have questions.”

	I reached for her hands, distracting her from staring down at them and waited until she looked up. Her eyes were so big and heavy with worry. 

	“I am... confused on things,” I admitted. “But I am willing to wait until you’re ready to take those things further.”

	“Maybe we should do that tonight?” she said, confidently. 

	I nodded. “For now, go be social. I’ll be out soon.”

	There was no hesitation this time when Karissa leaned in. 

	My skin flushed and eyes widened the moment her lips caressed my cheek. I swallowed tightly and my throat suddenly dried up. 

	Karissa disappeared before I could say anything, as if nervous to hear my response. I looked down at the kills I’d made for her and took a breath. I lifted my hand and brushed my fingers over where she had kissed me and sighed. There was no mistaking what that kiss meant for me, and I knew it would only make me crave it more. 

	 

	*

	 

	Karissa

	 

	“So, how’s the mate thing going?” Pete sat on one of the patio chairs. A fire had already started in the steal cross woven fire pit I’d bought the first week we moved in. 

	Danni preferred to be outside more than in the house and I thought it would be easier for her to adjust if we cooked some of our meals outside. Danni had shared with me the many times she would hunt and cook her own food over a campfire back at one of Hansel’s properties, on rare occasions he’d leave her alone. The more Danni shared, the more I hated Hansel, but I was thankful she was sharing at all.

	The backyard was smaller than what I was used to, barely enough space for a gathering bigger than six. I sat across from Pete, the fire dancing between us, the crackling ambers tuning out the anxiety in my head. 

	Pete placed another log into the fire pit and swirled his hand, signaling for me to reply. 

	“Come on! I could smell the sex through the door.” He took a swig of his beer and stared until I spoke.

	“We didn’t—” Seriously, was I really going to explain my sex life, or lack thereof, to Pete or anyone other than Danni? 

	“All I’m saying is that you smelled like sex.” The topic of sex was all he liked to focus on. 

	“Unless you want Danni to come out here and throttle you, I advise you to drop this subject.” I liked Pete and found him comforting to be around. He was overly confident, crude, and childish on normal days, but he felt like a piece of home. At least the home I once had before my uncle took over as Alpha.

	Pete had been turned in his late teens and I’d met him dumpster diving in my territory. I found a place for him to stay but my uncle disapproved of having any turned wolves join our pack. Pete managed to find his own path and I stayed connected, eventually paying him for information. Despite his dirty mind, Pete was a good guy and a strong wolf. But there was a lot more to him and in time Danni would see that too. 

	“Your mate hates me, doesn’t she?” Pete never took life seriously but now I could see concern in his eyes.

	I wondered where that look came from, taking the opportunity to scrutinize him, seeing something I’d never seen of Pete before. Hope. 

	If I wanted to guess, Pete was longing for something most wolves did. A pack. My uncle had turned him away, but it didn’t mean Pete didn’t crave a pack like many wolves did. It was rare for a wolf to prefer to be alone. The moment I left the pack, Pete started hanging out with us every chance he got, something he couldn’t do with me before. Danni had growth to endure but she’d be an Alpha one day. It would be a matter of Danni’s wolf being ready and the Council. 

	“Your silence gives me no hope.” 

	I hadn’t realized how long I’d been quiet. I lifted my head and smiled. 

	“I knew you cared about something.”

	“Shut up.” Pete waved my insinuation away and huffed, but he had a small smile on his face. “Never mind.”

	It clearly meant a lot to him to hear an answer and I decided to give him one. 

	“She doesn’t know you, but the few things she does know of you aren’t pleasant from her end. If you want this to work one day and make this official, lay off the teasing. She doesn’t get it, and she needs time to realize you mean no harm.”

	He understood what I was referring to, knowing that even though we were not a pack, unofficially we were beginning to form that connection. Danni only knew teasing and insults to be spoken out of cruelty. And though Pete’s teasing was harmless to most, it meant something completely different for her.

	Changing the subject, Pete leaned forward, close to the fire pit and whispered, “Are we really going to eat rabbits on a stick?”

	I pressed my palm against my forehead and groaned. 

	“You could not eat here and go home.”

	He waved his arms out and leaned back. “I was only asking. Don’t be so dramatic.”

	I didn’t have time to respond. Danni took that moment to come out with three skinned hares placed on a cutting board and already skewed. I assisted, placing them over the fire.

	“So…” Pete’s voice dropped, clearly indecisive as to whether to speak at all or ask what was really on his mind. He drummed his fingers over the beer in his hand and blurted out his question as if it had been weighing on his mind. “Do you prefer being a wolf more than being in human skin?”

	“Pete!” I swear I was going to throttle him myself one of these days. 

	Danni stared at him for a long moment, and I watched as she evaluated her options. She could get up and do more than throttle him or ignore his question. 

	My relationship with Danni was complicated and we’d only known each other a little over a month, so I couldn’t be sure how she’d respond to everything. Danni could be unpredictable when placed in an uncomfortable setting, especially when her wolf was leading. 

	Danni decided to speak, voice flat along with her mannerism. 

	“I used to choose my wolf more than me, but I don’t like losing myself to my wolf.”

	There was a lot unsaid. There was something that darkened in Danni’s eyes, brief but there. Pain. Maybe fear. I wouldn’t ask now.

	When I looked back up, Danni was watching me. Her smile was kind and warm. 

	“When I met Karissa, that desire changed for me.”

	“Makes sense. If I met my mate, I’d want to stay human too, right?” Pete grinned and winked at Danni, finishing his beer. 

	Danni didn’t look upset by Pete’s suggestive crude comment, so I decided not to voice my own reaction. 

	Changing the subject, I asked Pete for an update. 

	“Anything new we should know?” I’d created a lot of enemies while I’d been with my old pack. As Sentinel it was my duty to keep the territory clear of rogues or anyone who presented as a threat. Now labeled as a rogue, I’d been waiting for many of my enemies to retaliate. I think the only reason we hadn’t been attacked yet was Danni. 

	I was a strong and very capable rogue, but Danni’s reputation as a wolf who’d fought in fighting pits and been known as Hansel’s wolf assassin had the rogues hesitating. Originally, they’d only known Danni to be a mundane wolf and hadn’t made the connection to also being Hansel’s wolf killer. 

	But the night I’d fought Hansel in front of dozens of rogues in a parking lot, Danni had shifted to her human skin in front of them. She smelled more wolf than werewolf and I was sure Hansel’s magic also helped conceal Danni’s identity. 

	“For starters,” Pete said, “If you still care about your old pack, I’d warn them to be careful. Since you are not there anymore, rogues have been dipping in and out of their territory and getting bolder.”

	I wasn’t surprised to hear that and would call Jenkins later. I would always care for my old pack and hoped no harm ever reached them. But I’d been wanting to learn anything new about Hansel and his whereabouts. He’d come back at the most inconvenient time. 

	“Well, you won’t like this!” Pete was infamous for hyping things up and the nervousness in his eyes only added to the buildup. “Johnson’s back!”

	“What?” Danni’s body stiffened, fingernails digging into the chair. 

	I reached out to squeeze her arm, needing her not to overreact, shift, and take off to find Johnson without getting all the needed information.

	I asked the question we both needed to know. 

	“How?”

	Pete grimaced. “A technicality, from what I’ve heard. You know how politically correct the werewolf council is? They tend to follow things to the letter of shifter laws.”

	“And what was the technicality?” I trusted Isiah, a close friend and council agent. He would have handled the case personally since he’d been the one to take Johnson into custody. But if Johnson was out, it was because Isiah’s bosses made the decision.

	“Johnson was caught holding an illegal fighting pit outside of a pack’s territory, on unclaimed land.” As Pete started to explain my mind began to buzz with all the chaos Johnson planned to cause now that I was a rogue. “He told them he never hosts any events on claimed territories.”

	“So that alone lessens the charges and since I don’t have physical evidence to show he’d been in my old pack’s territory, they gave him a slap on the wrist.” There were a few choice words I wanted to say but by the heat searing off Danni’s skin, I didn’t want to escalate things and chose to bite down on my tongue instead. “I’m sure the council questioned my uncle, but he would never admit to the council any illegal rogue business occurred on his land. It would make him look weak.”

	“Exactly.” Pete agreed.

	“What else?” Danni caught the nervous expression on Pete’s face. 

	“He claimed to not know you were a shifter until the night you shifted in front of everyone.” 

	“Lies!” Danni’s body sat on the edge of her chair as if at any moment she’d stand and toss it. “He figured it out the day Karissa found me.” Danni looked at me and my mind went back to that day, finding her in the cage. “And once he’d figured it out, he still put me in that cage with those two wolves as a punishment for trying to bite off one of his fingers.”

	I hated this. Danni had been put through so much and to have Johnson free now was a slap in her face. 

	“The council sees it as your word against his.” I could see where the council’s mindset had ended. “And since Johnson does have a legitimate business and you are known as…” I couldn’t finish the words.

	Danni did. “Hansel’s wolf assassin.”

	I nodded. “The council has to be sympathetic to what you’ve been through, otherwise they would have tried taking you.” I considered. “But we can’t pretend you’re safe from them. Who knows what Johnson told them.” 

	Danni shut her eyes, jaw tightening from trying to control her rage. 

	“There’s more,” Pete muttered. 

	I waved to him to continue. 

	“While Johnson was away, his niece and nephew vanished. He’s claiming that you are hiding them.”

	“What?” Now I was surprised. 

	“You did spare his niece when she attacked you both on her uncle’s orders, and you guys allowed her to leave without harm.” Pete put his empty beer on the ground and sighed as if all the information had been weighing on him. 

	“She is as much a victim as I was,” Danni explained. “We told her to reach out when she was ready, but she never did.”

	“He might have lost some friends from the truth coming out, but he still has a lot of supporters. And he has those supporters believing you two have them. His niece and nephew are under his protection as he’s claimed.”

	There are a lot of young wolves out there as rogues,” I argued. 

	“What does he want?” Danni asked.

	“He says if you two don’t meet and return them to him, you are admitting guilt,” Pete said. The hare cooking over the fire distracted him. “Are those ready?”

	Danni didn’t even look up but nodded.

	Pete reached for one of the skewed hares and grinned hungrily. 

	There was no point in contemplating our choices. We had enemies but it didn’t mean we couldn’t create allies. If we ignored Johnson’s accusation it wouldn’t do us any favors. Other than my reputation as a Sentinel and Danni’s as a wolf assassin and killer in fighting pits, no one knew us. And that meant no one trusted us or what came out of our mouths. 

	“Can you set this meeting up for us?” I asked Pete.

	Pete had just taken a bite when I asked my question, and I gave him a minute to finish while Danni grabbed our food. She handed me mine and I smiled, thanking her for cooking for us. 

	“I can make that happen,” Pete finally responded. “Johnson isn’t stupid. He knows I hang out with you.”

	“Then do it. The sooner the better,” I whispered.

	The mood had shifted for the remainder of the night. An hour had gone by when Pete finally left, and I slid away into my room. I knew I’d told Danni we would talk, but as the night carried on, I couldn’t escape from my own fears. I hid in the room, hoping I’d wake up in a better mood. 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Danni

	 

	Morning came slowly and I barely got any sleep. The entire night I felt like the clock on my time with Karissa and freedom from Hansel was running out. In the month spent away from Hansel, I’d accepted what I’d been under his care. His personal wolf assassin to utilize as he pleased. 

	Hansel had taken me when I was fifteen from a father who’d placed me in a gambling bet. I never got the chance to confirm that truth from my father, but he’d stopped showing me love when my mother had died, and his gambling had only gotten worse over those years. Waking up to find a strange man standing over me in bed had been a terror I hadn’t been able to wash out of my head. Hansel had been honest about his purpose and had given me no room to argue, snatching me away in the night. Not once had I waited for my father to play the hero, as many daughters longed for and some actually got. To this day I wondered where my father was and if he cared where I was. 

	As the years played out, I’d accepted my fate, telling myself that being under Hansel’s control was better than being alone or back with my father. 

	It was an unanticipated gift when I met Karissa. The idea of being around someone like her, let alone her potential mate was something I had deemed intangible. Part of me doubted it would ever happen.

	There was a lot I could dwell on all morning, but I couldn’t hide in here forever. Closed spaces never helped my wolf. By the time I was ready to leave the room, Karissa knocked on the door. The clock on the small nightstand read it was after nine in the morning. 

	I’d been up since five. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to face Karissa’s guarded eyes, knowing something had switched or halted in her mind by the end of last night. The last thing I wanted to do was crowd or have her feel obligated to talk to me. 

	A second knock finally pulled me from my thoughts. I walked to the door and opened it with my eyes drawn to the floor. I waited for Karissa to speak but I was met with only silence.

	Warm fingers pressed under my chin, tilting my head to meet her gaze. 

	“Don’t do that.” Karissa’s sternness made me nod. “You are far too empowered to drop your gaze to anyone.”

	“You’re not anyone.” Through the many years of conditioning through torture and neglect, Hansel was the only other person I’d dropped my gaze for. 

	Karissa smiled. “I guess you are right about that.” A blush rose over her cheeks, and she shifted her gaze briefly until she was ready to speak again. 

	When her hand moved away, I tried not to show my disappointment. 

	“I know I bailed on you last night and I’m sorry.” She wanted to clear the air and I was relieved we weren’t going to pretend the night had ended well. I was clueless to her sudden need to hide from me, but I wouldn’t pressure her to share anything. 

	Karissa’s reluctant smile and hesitant gaze gave me pause not to say anything right away. She ended up speaking again.

	“I never expected this to be easy, but I am struggling, and I hate it.”

	I nodded, feeling accountable for her grief. “You need a pack, even if that means you have to be friendly to a bunch of rogues.”

	She snorted. “I only hang out with Pete. But I can see how he feels like a lot.”

	“Me closing off last night had nothing to do with you. You don’t need to hide from me or think you’re a burden,” she quickly added. 

	“I’ll try.” It was all I could offer, knowing those thoughts would creep into my mind again. 

	Karissa nodded, accepting that. “I tried reaching out to Jenkins, but he didn’t answer. I think he’s not allowed to receive my calls.”

	“I’m sorry.” I hated how much her life been thrown off course because of me.

	Karissa tried to hide the pain, but it was there. 

	“What can I do? They’re not my pack anymore.”

	I wanted to help but there was nothing I could do. 

	“I need to accept my new world. For better or worse, I am a rogue now,” she said.

	It wasn’t easy accepting something you never wanted, especially when manipulation was involved but I was proud of how Karissa was handling things. I understood all too well what that felt like and knew eventually things would get easier for her. 

	“I was thinking before we plan a sit down with Hansel, we should be proactive and find out if his niece and nephew are really missing.”

	I had the same thought. “And if they are?” I asked.

	“Then we find them ourselves.”

	“I won’t hand them over to Hansel if they don’t want to go back.” I spared Johnson’s niece because she’d been like me but with a different monster. I remembered her name, afraid to think of her as a person to know because that would open a door to me caring, but I did. Rosita wasn’t a name to forget. She was a few years younger than me, and I’d seen her from a distance over the three years Hansel had taken me to fight in Johnson’s locations. 

	Karissa studied me for a heartbeat and smiled weakly. 

	“We won’t, but let’s worry about that when we get to it.”

	 

	*

	 

	Karissa

	 

	“What’s wrong?” Danni could feel my trepidation after reading the text.

	We’d parked alongside a building where I’d planned a meeting with an old friend who worked as a news journalist. For most of the day, we had gone to every spot I could think of, trying to find any information as to where Rosita and her younger brother could be. After every failed attempt, I thought of one person who could help.

	I put my phone away and responded, “We’re meeting Johnson at six. It’s at a restaurant he owns in downtown Stockton.”

	Danni stared out of the window, leaving me in suspense as to what she was thinking, her head turned from me.

	“I really don’t want to go to this meeting without anything to support our innocence. We need more than an ‘I don’t know where they are,’ to get them off our backs,” I explained.

	I was never a fan of Johnson and him getting away with all the trouble he’d caused wasn’t helping that. There was no way of avoiding him or his friends. And since Danni and I were rogues that meant we had to play the game if we wanted to survive.

	“Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way.” Danni still faced out the window, elbow propped up against the door. She was lost in her thoughts, thumb tapping against her lips. 

	I kept the car running and adjusted the seat to be more comfortable. 

	“How should we be approaching this? It’s not like we’re familiar with this area, unless you are?” I hadn’t meant it to sound accusatory but in the back of my mind I wondered.

	Danni had been opening herself more, but I knew there were still some things she wasn’t ready to tell me. I hadn’t pushed for more information and part of that was because I was afraid to know.

	“No,” Danni said. Her rigid jaw loosened. “You pretty much gave Rosita free access to call you at any time when she was ready to leave her uncle, so why didn’t she call?”

	I paused, producing an easy response. “She learned I was no longer a part of a pack and saw no reason to, I guess.”

	“I’d have to disagree.” Danni looked at me with confidence. “I believe she would have called whether you were in a pack or not. If she left with her brother, she would have gone to the person who offered her safety. And it makes sense she was brave enough to leave since her uncle was in the council’s custody at the time.” Danni seemed even more confident in her words and nodded more to herself. “You just don’t go off on your own, with nowhere to go and no way of providing for yourself, especially with a younger sibling. Not without a plan. And we both know she hadn’t considered leaving him until we told her it was possible.”

	Danni was right. I had a feeling she could see herself in Rosita, believing if she’d had someone to help, she would never have left Hansel until she knew it was safe. Maybe I had been that person for Danni without realizing it until now.

	“Then what does that mean?” I asked.

	“I don’t know. I can’t see a point to Johnson faking their disappearance. Maybe she took her brother, intent on calling us when they were far enough from his friends. And maybe…” Danni’s brows drew into a tight scowl.

	I finished what Danni was trying to say. 

	“Maybe they were taken.”

	We both sat in silence. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. Rosita didn’t seem like she had the resources or the capabilities to go off on her own, having been sheltered through her years of brutality. 

	One way or another, I hoped we could get answers from the old friend we were waiting to meet. It was our last chance to find answers before our meeting with Johnson, and we couldn’t go to that empty-handed.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Danni

	 

	Karissa was confident we’d get answers from her old friend, but I knew it was only hope she was leaning on rather than the confidence that we would. But that hope only grew contagiously, spreading onto me. 

	I’d never been one to believe in the concept of hope. It was a word that had only been left as a meaningless inaction instead of a responsive idea that could blossom into positive reactions. But I was also conflicted. This was the first time I had cared for someone other than Karissa and I didn’t know what to do with that feeling. I should want to care for Rosita and her brother. I knew it was something good people did naturally, but I was only left with more fear. 

	The night Johnson forced his niece to assist in the attack against Karissa and me, there was no doubt in my mind that I would spare her. Not only because she was undeserving of my aggression but because I had a dire urge to protect her from herself and her uncle. Since that night, that feeling had never gone away. I had no doubt we were connected by more than our circumstance and I had a tough time processing what that meant. 

	I wanted to find her but what could I offer her other than a sympathetic smile? Hansel told me that I’d never be anything more than a useful tool for him, and that it was pointless to envision myself being loved and needed. 

	Karissa’s hand rested on my forearm, stopping me from continuing whatever I was doing. I looked down and noticed inflamed welts over my wrist from my excessive scratching. 

	“What’s bothering you?” Karissa didn’t give me a chance to deny anything. “I know something’s wrong, and I want to help you sort it out.”

	I appreciated Karissa for caring. 

	“I need them to be safe.” It took every ounce of control I had to not let my emotions spill out too loudly. I sucked in a breath before looking up at Karissa staring at me with concern. “I need it.” I still didn’t understand why I needed it so much. It was like a deep stabbing pain in my gut that kept growing and if we didn’t find them soon, it would tear through a piece of me that would never be the same again. 

	She seemed to understand more than I could. She nodded. 

	“We will find them,” she said, determination in her voice. 

	I needed to think about something else and looked back toward the building we were parked in front.

	“Where are we?”

	The building was brown with windows that gave a clear sight of people in individual offices, reaching up to seven stories high. Two men came out from the glass revolving doors, cameras, and microphones in hand as the headed to the parked van in front of us. 

	Karissa looked at her watch and nodded for us to get out. 

	“My friend’s a news reporter and a rogue by choice. Her job allows her to meet a lot of people and I’m hoping she has answers.”

	Karissa waved her hand toward the smaller building next to the first. 

	“This way.”

	It was a donut shop with most of the front outlined with two large windows. We walked in, several people scattered throughout the shop, eyes trained on their laptops. There were small tables for everyone to sit comfortably for however long they pleased, the smell of coffee just as strong as the aroma of sweet, delicious donuts.
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