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The first time I saw it, I thought I was losing my mind.
The wolf was massive too large to be real, its dark eyes glinting like blades in the moonlight. Its snarl cut through the air, sending a chill down my spine. But it wasn't fear that made my chest tighten. It was something deeper, something primal, something I couldn't name.

I told them what I saw. The doctors. My mother. Even the cops.



They didn't believe me.



They locked me away instead.

Years I spent in that sterile hell, learning to doubt my own memories, my own sanity. But even now, back in the world of the normal, I can still feel those eyes watching me, haunting me. I know what I saw was real.

And now, as the shadows close in again, as the howl of the wolf echoes in my dreams, I know the truth.



I'm not crazy.



I'm not safe.

And the monster I saw that night?



It's coming for me.

To my brother Jo Jo whose a wild one and does some Forbidden things...

Chapter 1

Life was a playground, and Ryan Dixon had just been kicked off the swing set. Hard. And as if to really drive the point home, life had gone ahead and given him a swift kick to the balls, too. He was still reeling from that one.

A humorless smile tugged at his lips. Normally, he wasn’t the kind to wallow. Ryan liked to think of himself as the fun one, the guy everyone wanted to be around. The kind of person who could turn a bad situation into a joke. But here, in this place, even he was losing the will to laugh.

The Pennhurst was a nightmare... no, worse than a nightmare. It was a conspiracy. A trap. A place designed not to fix you, but to finish you off. How was anyone supposed to get better while choking down mashed potatoes that tasted like glue? And the staff? They had to be just as crazy as the patients. After all, who would willingly spend their days here? Ryan could barely last an hour without wanting to claw his way out.

From his spot by the window, he watched a shriveled old man arguing with a baby doll cradled in his arms. The man’s voice rose, accusing the doll of sleeping with his wife and stealing all his money. He cocked his head, mildly entertained as the argument escalated into a tirade about all the things his wife apparently wouldn’t do for him but happily did for the doll.

“Shoot me now,” He muttered under his breath. “If I ever end up like that, just put me out of my misery.”

It hadn’t been the first time life had thrown him into chaos, but this? This was new. He’d gotten sloppy, ignoring the moon’s pull, and keeping the beast locked up for too long. That mistake had landed him here, sedated and strapped down until the full moon passed. Thankfully, no one had noticed the extra body hair, the subtle shifts in his face, his thicker jawline, and the heavy brow. Still, the risk had been too close, and he knew there would be consequences when he got home.

If he got home.

The other patients were proof of how fast things could go downhill in this place. He’d already seen a naked old woman dancing and proclaiming herself a mermaid, a man screaming at invisible attackers, and another guy methodically eating erasers off pencils. Each spectacle only made the walls close in tighter around him.

He needed out. Now.

Spying Nurse Annie Wilkes from Misery—her actual name wasn’t worth remembering—he pushed off the wall and jogged over. The woman, all sharp angles and disapproval glared at him with a look so frosty he almost felt his balls shrivel.

“I need to make a call,” he said, flashing a smile.

Her thin eyebrows arched. “You told Dr. Barnett you didn’t have any family.”

“Yeah, well, I was doped up on whatever shit you people gave me. I want my phone call.”

Her eyes narrowed, but he held his ground. He saw the flicker of hesitation, the faint trace of fear in her scent. That small victory almost made him grin.

“Fine,” she snapped, pointing toward the hallway. “Tell Nurse Sheppard I permitted you. But this is your only call for the week.”

His smirk widened as he turned and walked away. “Blow me,” he muttered, loud enough for her to hear.

The hallway stretched before him, painted the ugliest shade of baby blue he’d ever seen. It was quiet except for the occasional creak of a wheelchair or the shuffle of a nurse passing by. The phone was just ahead, guarded by a woman who looked like she hadn’t moved from her chair in a decade.

Nurse Sheppard, he presumed.

“Hey,” he said, tapping on her desk.

She looked up, startled, her pale face flushing as she took him in. He leaned casually against her desk, but when it groaned under his weight he straightened and gestured to the phone.

“Nurse Wilkes said I could make a call.”

Sheppard’s face turned beet red, and she gestured toward the phone, nearly tipping over in her chair as she shifted her weight. He bit back a laugh, throwing her a wink before walking to the phone.

He dialed quickly, his heartbeat thundering in his ears. The line rang three times before a familiar voice answered.

“Hello?”

Ryan exhaled in relief. “I hope you’re sitting down, man, because I’m royally fucked.”

“Ryan,” came Killian’s crisp Irish accent. “What have you done now?”

“Get this... I’m locked up in a loony bin in Pennsylvania, I need you to get me out and fast.”

Killian didn’t even hesitate. “Give me the address. Harley will be there by morning.”

Ryan rattled off the details, his shoulders relaxing for the first time in days.

“Hold tight,” Killian added, his tone softening slightly. “We’ll handle it.”

An hour later, Ryan found himself in the bathroom, nerves buzzing under his skin. He stepped into the last stall, his gaze falling to the collage of magazine clippings, drawings, and scrawled messages covering the door.

And then he saw it.


Taped near the center, in bold, jagged letters ... a single word…. RUN  “Fuck.”



Chapter 2

Abbie tried to look at her stay at Pennhurst Asylum with a philosophical lens. It wasn’t easy.

She could hate her mother for having her committed. The betrayal had burned, but she grudgingly admitted the truth: without the hospital, she’d likely be dead. Her second suicide attempt would have succeeded. Her wrists bore the scars of her failure—thin, vertical lines that whispered of desperation.

Here, she had her room with a desk and enough art supplies to drown in plus a window that let her glimpse the sun and snow beyond the bars. That view was her lifeline. She told herself that not everyone had even this much. At least here, she was alive.

But the lies still gnawed at her.

Her mother had claimed it was the suicide attempt, her emotional withdrawal, and the grief over her father’s death that forced the decision. But she knew better. She’d found the pamphlets for Pennhurst tucked in her mother’s dresser weeks before she slit her wrists. Her mother hadn’t committed her out of worry or love. She’d done it because Abbie had seen something no one else could explain.

A werewolf.

The memory of that night burned as vividly as fire. A hulking figure covered in black fur with a silver streak, eyes filled with a rage so feral it made her want to crawl out of her skin. It wasn’t a wolf, not entirely, but a grotesque fusion of man and beast. Muscled, upright, intelligent, and terrifying, it moved with an unnatural speed and savagery that still haunted her nightmares.

She’d seen it. It had killed her father.

Her doctors called it a delusion, a stress-induced hallucination to cope with the accident, but they hadn’t been there. They hadn’t seen the beast tearing flesh from a woman’s lifeless body like it was nothing more than a family dinner. The way it threw its head back and swallowed a chunk of her, bloody and raw. The sound of bones cracking between its teeth was still lodged in her brain.

The therapists wanted her to let go of the image, to see it as the dream they claimed it was. But how could she forget the creature that had obliterated her life?

Her charcoal scratched across the paper. urgent and precise. She worked on instinct, smudging lines, building shadows, and giving life to her memories. The pill-induced fog tugged at her consciousness, but she ignored it, focusing on her drawing instead.

The werewolf came to life under her hand, every jagged line a testament to her hatred.

It wasn’t just the creature itself she loathed. It was everything it represented. It was the reason her father was dead. The reason her body had been broken for months. The reason she was locked up here.

Her gaze drifted toward the window, now framed by a deep indigo sky. Another day slipping into night. Another day lost in the cycle of sleep, drugs, and the suffocating walls of Pennhurst.

...

Across the hospital, Ryan stretched out on the battered common room sofa, arms crossed over his chest as he stared at the muted TV. The night was crawling by, and his nerves itched with impatience. He couldn’t wait to get out of this hellhole.

“Hey.”

He turned his head toward the voice. Ross, a schizophrenic with a penchant for sharing disturbing gossip, gestured toward the hallway.

“That’s your girl.”

He frowned and followed Ross’s gaze. A pale, frail figure shuffled by the door. Her hair hung in limp tangles, and her hollow eyes were fixed on the floor. She looked like death warmed over.

“That’s who drew the picture?” He asked, his hand slipping into his pocket to touch the sketch he’d stolen from the bathroom stall.

Ross nodded eagerly; his face alight with gossip. “Yup. She’s the craziest bitch in this place, says a monster killed her dad in some car crash. No one believes her, of course. That’s why she’s been here for years.”

Ryan watched as the girl disappeared down the hallway. “Well, fuck,” he muttered.

The visitor’s area was an eyesore—a garish explosion of yellow walls and wicker furniture that made Ryan’s skin crawl. When Harley stepped through the doors, the ridiculous decor faded into irrelevance.

Ryan rose, grinning. “About damn time.”

Harley said nothing, his pale, cold eyes scanning the room before zeroing in on Ryan. The unspoken command in his gaze made Ryan straighten, his grin faltering under the sheer weight of Harley’s presence.

Harley wasn’t just another Were. He was a killer, pure and simple, wrapped in a deceptively calm exterior. His broad chest and thick arms could uproot trees, but his eyes—glacial, ruthless truly terrified.

Without a word, Ryan led Harley out of the visitor’s area and down a quieter hallway. The moment they were alone, he handed over the drawing.

Harley’s eyes flicked over the image; his expression unreadable. “Who drew this?”

“A girl,” Ryan replied. “Abbie Marsh has been locked up for years and claims she saw a Were.”

Harley’s fingers tightened around the paper. His voice dropped, low and commanding. “I want to meet her.”

Ryan sighed. “Yeah, I thought you would.”

Ryan had expected it to be more difficult, but the hospital’s vulnerabilities were almost laughable. The electrical system was outdated and crammed into a dusty corner of the basement supply room. Surrounded by boxes of latex gloves and surgical masks, it sat exposed, practically begging to be tampered with.

Ryan obliged. He smashed the metal casing with a wrench, ripped out the ancient wiring, and for good measure, broke the fuses in half. The building plunged into darkness, and the chaos that erupted above was music to his ears.

As he stepped back, wrench slung over one shoulder, he opened the basement door for Harley with a theatrical bow. “Your chariot awaits, my good sir.”

Harley didn’t dignify the quip with a response, but the faint twitch of his lips was all the approval Ryan needed.

From the moment they reached the women’s ward, Harley moved with predator-like precision. The hallways were in disarray—orderlies shouting, patients wailing, the occasional shadow darting across their path but nothing slowed him down.

When they entered Abbie’s room, Ryan hesitated at the door.

She lay on the bed, pale and motionless beneath a thin hospital blanket. Her hair was a tangled mess across the pillow, and her fragile frame looked even smaller in the sterile light. The walls around her were papered with her drawings dark, moody pieces that seemed to pulse with life.

Harley strode to her side without pause. His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply, and for a moment, his expression flickered—something raw and primal beneath his usual calm. Then his jaw set, his pale blue eyes glowing faintly in the darkness.

Harley inhaled deeply again; his body so tense Ryan was amazed it didn’t fracture into a million pieces. “What?”

Harley rolled his eyes up, a snarl on his lips. As Ryan watched, his eyes shifted from human to Were. “I want her.”

“I hope you’re kidding because that’s really not funny. We’re in a hospital. You can’t just fuck a woman while she’s out of it.” Ryan looked from Harley to the girl, and back again.

“She’s my mate! ”

His voice was going guttural, but Ryan still understood. And it nearly knocked him over. He raked a hand through his hair, agitation running thick through his veins. Mate? This tiny human was supposed to be his mate? The idea was as preposterous and crazy as the girl supposedly was. And mates were damn hard to find, but who in hell ever thought Harley’s would be human? And insane?

“She tried to kill herself. She slit her wrists, Harley. She’s not exactly stable.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to come up with something. “Are you sure? Her system’s so screwed up with the drugs, it’s nearly impossible to get a good scent from her. Are you absolutely sure?”

Going completely still, Harley cocked his head and asked darkly, “Are you questioning me?”

Ryan’s blood jumped in warning. Solemnly, he said, “No Alpha. I do not question you.”

His pale blue eyes, still canine in shape, followed every one of Ryan’s movements, and it made him even more nervous. For some reason, Harley had always been far more feral than most Weres. And that meant he was that much more dangerous.

“We’re taking her with us.”

“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath.

They didn’t leave through the basement. With Abbie in Harley’s arms, they didn’t have the luxury of slipping through small windows. Ryan smashed the bars off her room’s window instead, the sound muffled by the chaos still raging in the halls.

He kicked the desk aside, shoved the garbage bag filled with her drawings and supplies through the opening, and leaned out to check the drop. No lights. No floodlights outside either, thanks to his handiwork.

“Hand her to me,” Ryan said, climbing through the window and landing silently on the grass below. He reached up as Harley passed her unconscious form down, then cradled her awkwardly until Harley landed beside him.

They moved quickly, sticking to the shadows. The car was parked nearby, just a short sprint from the building.

Ryan had barely reached the driver’s seat when the emergency exit burst open, spilling three guards onto the lawn. Heavy flashlight beams swept the parking lot, and one landed squarely on the car.

“Shit,” Ryan hissed, yanking the door shut and twisting the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, and one of the guards shouted, pointing toward them.

“Go!” Harley barked.

Ryan threw the vehicle into reverse, the tires squealing as they kicked up gravel. The guards sprinted toward them, their beams bouncing wildly in the dark. Ryan jerked the wheel hard, pulling the car into a sharp turn as they careened across the grass, through a ditch, and onto the road.

The hospital vanished in the rearview mirror, swallowed by the night.

“Jesus,” Ryan muttered, his heart still pounding. “Well, that was fun. How the hell are we going to get her home? She doesn’t have papers, Harley. This is going to be a nightmare.”

His gaze didn’t leave Abbie. He held a lock of her hair between his fingers, his expression unreadable.

“Killian arranged it,” he said simply. “Drive to the airport.”

Ryan glanced at him but didn’t argue. When Killian planned, they were as good as law.

The private hangar was small, tucked away from the main terminal. A wiry man met them there, his scent unmistakably Were. He didn’t ask questions, barely sparing Abbie a glance as he gestured toward the waiting plane.

Ryan followed Harley onto the aircraft, muttering to himself about the absurdity of the situation. The cabin was cramped but comfortable, and it wasn’t long before they were airborne, leaving Pennhurst far behind.

Killian met them at the airstrip near their home. The Lead Alpha stood tall against the biting wind, his silver hair catching the moonlight. Despite his age, his presence radiated authority and power, a stark contrast to the warmth in his eyes as he spotted Ryan.

Ryan dropped the bags and practically tackled him in a hug.

“It’s about time you came back to me, boyo,” Killian said, his voice rich with affection.

“It’s good to be back,” Ryan replied, his grin wide despite the exhaustion tugging at him.

They had to wait a few minutes before Harley came out of the building, a bundle of blankets in his arms. He didn’t seem to notice the cold or snow as he stepped outside, but he tucked the blankets tighter around the woman bundled within them.

“Tell me everything,” he said.

Ryan exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know much. She’s in her early twenties, was at the hospital for four years, and she’s seen a Were. Oh,” he added, “and she’s human to boot. Can you believe it?”

“My wife was human,” Killian murmured, absently rubbing the ring he still wore in her honor. He hadn’t removed it since the day she slid it onto his finger.

“I know. But you’re you, and Harley is Harley. He’s not exactly easy, especially when he’s angry or feels threatened. How’s a human supposed to deal?”

Killian’s voice was sure and smooth as silk. “She’ll manage, my boy.”


Chapter 3

Life floated along smoothly until the drugs began to wear off. Abbie blinked slowly, her mind swimming in a fog. She flexed her fingers against the softness beneath her and frowned. Blankets. Pillows. Fluffy and warm, nothing like the scratchy, institutional bedding she was used to.

Was she dreaming?

She sat up, her muscles sluggish and weak, and looked around. Her hospital room was gone. Instead, she found herself in a cozy bedroom. She’d been lying on a canopy bed, sturdy and elegant, surrounded by dark wood furniture and shelves packed with books. A thick blue comforter pooled around her waist, and a tan-colored carpet muted the sound of her movements as she swung her legs over the side.

She stared at the window. Snow and trees stretched beyond the frosted glass. The world outside was blanketed in white, silent, and still. Wherever she was, it wasn’t Pennhurst. It wasn’t Pennsylvania.

Her legs shook as she stood but she forced herself upright and shuffled toward the window. Placing her palm against the glass, she recoiled at the sharp chill. It was colder than anything she’d ever experienced. A shiver climbed her spine, not just from the cold, but from the disorienting realization that she had no idea where she was.

Behind her, a voice broke the silence.

“Ah,” the man said, his tone warm and easy. “You’re awake. And not a moment too soon, either.”

She turned slowly, steadying herself against the windowsill. In the doorway stood an older man, his thick silver hair and beard lending him an air of wisdom. Dressed in charcoal pants and a matching sweater, he looked more like a nobleman than anything else. His kind smile didn’t quite match the bizarre circumstances.

“Where am I?” Her voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper. “Did someone kidnap me?”

The man hesitated, his smile faltering. “Not…in the traditional sense, no. You’re in the Ireland. My sons thought you weren’t receiving proper care at the hospital, so we brought you here.”

Proper care? Her head spun as she tried to process his words. Who plucked someone out of a mental institution for their own good? Unless…

“Are they doctors?”

“No,” he said gently. “But they were concerned.”

Concerned? Her suspicion flared, but the effect of the drugs still had her mind clouded. Her legs trembled, and she leaned heavily against the wall.

“Can I go home now?”

“Do you wish to go home?” He tilted his head, studying her closely. “Back to the hospital?”

The words stung, but they held an uncomfortable truth. Did she really want to go back? Her mother’s overbearing presence, the monotony of drug-induced stupor, the sterile walls? Still, this wasn’t normal. Nothing about it was normal.

“Like you’d let me,” she muttered bitterly. “If this is some ransom scheme, you picked the wrong girl. My mother doesn’t have any money.”

The man sighed. “What would it take to make you feel safe here? Would you like to call your mother? The police?”

Her brows lifted. “The cops? You’d let me call the cops?”

He smiled faintly. “Of course.”

Before she could answer, he stepped out and returned moments later with a cordless phone, placing it carefully on the bed. “You’ll find it has a dial tone. Call information if you need the number.”

She blinked, momentarily stunned. She snatched up the phone and dialed zero, relief washing over her when the operator answered. “Can you connect me to the nearest police station?”

Moments later, a tired voice came through. “ Midland Police Station.”

“This is the police?” She whispered, gripping the phone tightly.

“Yeah,” the man on the other end said. “What can I do for you?”

“I think I’ve been kidnapped. I—I woke up, and I don’t know where I am.”

There was a pause, then a sigh. “This a joke?”

“No!” Her voice cracked. “Please, can you trace this number? I don’t even know where I am—”

Another sigh, followed by the sound of typing. “Hold on… Oh. You’re calling from Killian’s place.” The tone of suspicion disappeared, replaced with what sounded like mild amusement. “Sweetheart, you haven’t been kidnapped. Killian’s a good guy. If you want to leave, ask him. He’ll probably hand you the car keys and drive you himself also can you please tell him a storm coming?”

The line went dead.

Abbie lowered the phone, her hands trembling. The man from the doorway... Killian stood watching her, arms crossed over his chest.

“You’re Killian,” she said, her voice small.

He nodded. “Yes.”

“The police said to tell you there’s a storm coming.”

His smile returned, easy and warm. “Thank you, dear. Now, are you satisfied you’re safe here?”

It sounded ridiculous when he said it, and even she had to admit it was hard to picture a kidnapper plucking someone out of a psych ward. Her shoulders sagged. “What happens now?”

His expression softened. “Why don’t you stay with us for a while? If you’re unhappy, we’ll arrange something else. But I’d wager you’ll find this place a better fit than you expect.”

Later, after a much-needed shower and a change into her own clothes, she was still reeling from the discovery that they’d brought her belongings she found herself wandering toward the smell of food.

In the kitchen, Killian moved with the confidence of a seasoned chef, slicing a roast on the counter. Ryan leaned lazily against the wall, a charming smile lighting his face as he saw her.

“Ah, the mystery girl emerges,” Ryan said.

Killian glanced up, a smile crinkling his eyes. “Come in, dear. You’re just in time for lunch.”

Abbie stepped into the room, her nerves prickling at Ryan’s attention. He was devastatingly handsome, with tousled brown hair and a cocky air that seemed to fill the room. She hesitated, feeling out of place among their easy familiarity.

Killian, ever the gracious host, gestured toward the dining table. “Why don’t you fill the glasses with water? I’ll have everything ready in a moment.”

Grateful for something to do, she nodded. “Sure.”

The meal passed in a haze of conversation and laughter, but tension clawed at her again when a new presence entered the room. The man, Harley moved with a quiet intensity that sent shivers down her spine. His pale blue eyes locked onto hers, unreadable but piercing, and for a moment, she felt like prey caught in a predator’s gaze.

Killian introduced him warmly, but she could barely nod in response. Her stomach churned, and when the tension became unbearable, she bolted from the room, her legs carrying her blindly toward the bathroom.

As the door slammed behind her, she could still hear Ryan’s voice drawling behind her: “Well, that went well. You’re improving, Harley. She didn’t pass out this time.”

“Ryan,” Killian said sharply.

He ducked his head, trying and failing to look apologetic. “Sorry.”

Killian sighed, setting his fork down with a quiet clink. “She becomes nervous easily. Harley, I hope you’re prepared to be patient. Pushing her will only do more harm than good.”

“I’ll wait,” Harley replied softly, his voice low but resolute.

Killian studied him for a long moment, his sharp eyes catching the steel in his son’s pale gaze. He winced inwardly at the determination there. Harley’s patience wasn’t the question Killian had no doubt his son would wait as long as it took. The real question was Abbie. Would she come to trust them, or would she spiral further into the mistrust and fear born from her past?

Experience had taught Killian one thing: mates didn’t always work out.

...

Abbie woke up the next morning more prepared than the day before. The shock of waking up in an unfamiliar place had dulled, though her head still felt foggy. She had her own clothes and her own space, and so far no one had made any threats or condescending remarks. It was…fine.

Except her stomach ached fiercely, a bitter reminder of the previous night’s violent retching. When she glanced in the mirror, she groaned. Her face was speckled with blood spots like she’d sprouted dark freckles overnight. Concentrated around her eyes, they gave her the unsettling look of a reverse raccoon.

“Bloody hell,” she muttered.

Disgusted, she scrubbed herself clean in the shower. For once, nurses or orderlies did not watch her ready to confiscate her razor at the first sign of hesitation. The privacy was a relief, and even though she still felt raw, the warm water worked wonders on her stiff muscles. She washed her hair twice and borrowed a razor already in the shower to shave.

Wrapped in a towel, she rifled through the dresser, heart-lifting when she found her own clothes neatly folded. She pulled on a long-sleeved undershirt and her favorite jeans, pinning her damp hair into a loose coil. For a moment, she studied her reflection, trying to see herself as someone who belonged in a place like this. She looked like a teenager playing dress-up, still too thin, her face pale beneath the angry red spots.

Not much to work with.

Her stomach growled, breaking the spell. Tiptoeing through the quiet house, she made her way to the kitchen, following the rich scent of coffee. She peeked inside and exhaled in relief when she saw Killian seated at the counter with a steaming cup in hand.

“You’re up,” she said, stepping cautiously into the room.

He smiled warmly. “Of course, dear. I’m an early riser. Ryan, you won’t see before eleven, but Harley is usually about this time. If none of us are around, make yourself at home. Since you skipped dinner yesterday, you must be starving.”

“Thanks.” She slid onto a stool; grateful he didn’t mention her hasty exit last night.

His smile faded as he leaned closer, his brow furrowing. “Are those…spots?”

She flushed and ducked her head, so much for avoiding the subject.

“Uh, yeah,” she mumbled. “I kind of get them whenever I…well, when I become ill.”

“Hives,” He murmured, taking a sip of coffee.

“Yup.” She forced a smile, lacing her fingers nervously. “They drove my mom nuts.”

“Oh?” His curiosity was evident.

“She wanted me to do pageants,” She explained reluctantly. “But I always got nervous before, during, and after. I’d throw up, and then I’d get spots and ruin everything for her. It was awful.”

“You didn’t enjoy them, then?”

“I hated them.” she shook her head vehemently. “But my mom wanted me to do them. She was…invested.”

He watched her closely, his gaze soft but thoughtful. Finally, he set his cup down and asked, “What would you like for breakfast?”

“Cereal is fine,” she said with a shrug, eager to change the subject.

“You’re easy, then,” he replied, pulling down a box, bowl, and spoon. “The boys demand a full meal eggs, bacon, potatoes. You name it.”

She smiled faintly, taking the items with a murmured thanks.

As she ate, she felt his eyes on her, studying her. It took everything she had not to fidget. Finally, she looked up and blurted, “What?”

He tilted his head, smiling faintly. “Why don’t you ask what’s on your mind?”

“What makes you think I have questions?”

He chuckled softly. “Because your face is very expressive, my dear. Go on, ask away.”

She hesitated spoon poised midair, before lowering it and meeting his gaze. “Where’s your wife?”

His smile dimmed. His fingers turned the coffee cup gently as he stared at it. The light caught the gold of his wedding band, still shining despite its age.

“She died,” he said quietly. “Many years ago, even before I had Harley.”

“You adopted him too?”

“Yes. I found him when he was thirteen, living on the streets of Piraeus. He’s been with me ever since.”

“So, I’m number three?” she asked, focusing on her bowl.

He raised an eyebrow. “Three what?”

“Rescues,” she clarified. “You said Ryan was adopted too, so…”

“You’re correct.” A small smile returned to his lips. “That makes you number three, although you’re a bit beyond the age for legal adoption.”

“So, what are you doing with me?” she asked, cutting to the heart of her unease. “You don’t even have my records. How are you going to help me without them?”

He sighed, setting his coffee aside. “Child, those medications were killing you. Harley could see it. Ryan could see it. And when they brought you here, so did I. Your illness isn’t in your mind it’s in the drugs, the environment, and the life they forced you into.”

“How do you know that?” she demanded, confused. “You don’t know me.”

“You’re a good girl,” he said simply, his tone brooking no argument. “And you’ll do fine here. My only concern is whether your body will give out before I can help you heal. Now, finish your cereal.”

She frowned but reluctantly took another bite.

He refilled his coffee and glanced at her wrists. “May I ask a question?”

“Sure,” she said warily, still chewing.

“Let me see your wrists.”

She nearly choked, her spoon clattering against the bowl. “That’s not exactly a question.”

He gave her a look that was both regal and commanding. “Call it a request, then. Let me see.”

Reluctantly, she pulled up her sleeves and laid her hands on the counter, palms up. He slipped on a pair of glasses and leaned in, studying the faint scars that ran vertically along her wrists.

“You did it very precisely,” he murmured.

She yanked her hands back and shoved her sleeves down. “Can we talk about something else, please?”

His eyes didn’t waver. “Are you going to try it again, Abbie?”

She stilled, caught off guard. Slowly, she shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

“Good,” he said softly. “I’d hate to be deprived of your company.”


Chapter 4

Silence lingered in the kitchen as Abbie stared down at her cereal, idly mashing the soggy grains against the side of the bowl. She still felt Killian’s gaze, but he didn’t press.

“I’ll leave you to finish your breakfast,” he said gently, breaking the quiet. “Get dressed when you’re ready, and afterward, I’ll show you around the property. You can ask any questions you have along the way.”

She nodded, and he stood, whistling a light tune as he left the kitchen with a spring in his step.

...

Outside, the crisp air-filled Abbie’s lungs as she stood on the back porch, staring out over the vast expanse of land before her. Snow-covered hills rolled into the distance, dotted with groves of trees. The world here was still and untouched, a stark contrast to the confining sterility of the hospital.

“So, what is it you guys do here?” She asked as Killian stepped up beside her. “Or does everyone own hundreds of acres just for fun?”

He chuckled. “We like the peace,” he said, gesturing for her to follow as he stepped off the porch. “I’m a sculptor if you’re asking about my career and I dabble in painting when the mood strikes.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Really? I’ve never met an artist before.”

“Well, now you have.”

He led the way as they walked across the snowy property. So far, they had explored the house—three floors of elegant yet functional design, though they’d skipped any rooms currently in use. Outside, they passed the barns, where seven horses watched them curiously from their stalls and a smaller building he called his “storage shed,” crammed with everything from old bicycles to broken bird feeders.

He skipped over the garage and another distant structure she couldn’t quite make out. She didn’t bother to ask about it... yet.

After a short trek through the woods, they stopped at a frozen pond. Its surface shimmered faintly under the weak sunlight, a thick layer of snow covering the ice. She inhaled deeply, savoring the sharp scent of the air. It reminded her of Christmas mornings, the fleeting sense of wonder she used to feel as a child.

He smiled as he watched her. “Shall we return?” he asked. “I’d hate for you to catch a chill.”

After their walk back inside the house felt cozier...warmer. She shrugged off her jacket, and Killian took it with practiced ease hanging it in the hall closet.

“I still can’t believe how big this place is,” she said as they stomped the snow from their boots.

“It’s a vast area,” He replied. “Many families around here own large parcels of land and the horses enjoy it.”

She tilted her head, skeptical. Most people didn’t buy hundreds of acres of land just for their horses. But she kept the thought to herself.

“Can I see your studio?” she asked instead, curiosity lighting her features.

He smiled. “If you like.”

He led her to the second floor and opened one of the few doors they hadn’t explored earlier. She stepped inside and gasped.

“Holy shit.” She clapped her hand over her mouth, her cheeks flushing. But the exclamation slipped out before she could stop it.

The room was a masterpiece in itself. Mosaics covered every wall intricate and breathtaking. Forest scenes dominated the space with trees, undergrowth, streams, and dark animals peering out from the shadows. Each wall depicted a different season, the transitions between them so seamless it was as if the room itself breathed with the rhythm of nature.

The vibrant greens of spring melted into the warmth of summer, and golden sunlight dappled through dense canopies. Summer’s richness gave way to fiery oranges and reds of autumn, leaves falling like embers. Finally, winter spread across the last wall, its icy blues, and whites stark and beautiful, with faint impressions of wolves in the snow.

She twirled slowly, her eyes wide with awe. “I can’t believe you did this,” she whispered, her gaze finally settling on him.

He smiled, his hands sliding into his pockets. “I’m glad you like it.”

“‘Like it’ is an understatement.”

From the doorway, a familiar voice chimed in. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

She turned to see Ryan leaning lazily against the doorframe. His hair was tousled from sleep, and he wore nothing but a pair of boxers.

She quickly averted her eyes, focusing on the mosaics instead.

Ryan drifted into the room, yawning, and stretching. “I was just as shocked when I first saw this place,” he said, his grin boyish and charming. “Though I’ll admit, I wasn’t allowed in until I’d been here for a month.”

Killian raised an eyebrow. “You were unruly,” he said dryly. “I couldn’t risk you taking a marker to my masterpiece.”

Ryan laughed, unbothered by the jab. He ruffled his messy brown hair and leaned casually against the wall, his easy confidence stark contrast to Abbie’s lingering unease.
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