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      16 March

      I saw her today in the window of a flower shop downtown. Tara. It almost gave me a heart attack—I mistook her for Elizabeth. She looks so much like her mother but there’s a stubborn glint her mother doesn’t have. She’s a fighter.

      The visions are more frequent. I’ll have to approach her soon. Elizabeth will be angry but I don’t see another way. In order to survive what’s to come, she’ll need to understand what and who she really is.

      Steppe is already aware of her and so she is in danger even now. Her journey is not an easy one. I can’t yet see the outcome. The future—her future—is liquid. She may or may not find her way. If she does, it will be the best thing that ever happened to her—to us. If she doesn’t, it will kill her. It will kill us all.

      I wish I had more time.

      

      —Vera Gallagher, an entry from her personal journals
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      The echo of the boom rang in my ears. Not loud by anyone’s standards. At least, not anyone who hadn’t been confined to sixteen days of straight silence. The grunts of Gordon’s goons as they’d handed me my ass that first day for refusing a meal—that didn’t count as sound. My own cries and screams and name-calling as I’d pounded bruised and bloody fists against my cell walls and the perpetually locked door—that didn’t count either. But this. This was bona fide noise.

      Another boom. This one louder than the first.

      The wall behind my head shook with a subtle vibration. A thin sheen of dust rained down on my head along with a few chunks of concrete. I sat up and shook the dust out of my face and eyes. And listened.

      Far away—or maybe nearby, I couldn’t tell with the concrete walls and immovable door that separated me from them—voices shouted. A faint siren went off, drowning out everything else with its high-pitched whine. What the heck?

      I should’ve cared on a deeper level than simply having my sleep disturbed. I did. I tried to. It was the first disturbance I’d experienced in the two weeks since Gordon Steppe and his men had trapped me and my friends in a warehouse and taken us hostage. Or, well, taken me hostage. I had no idea what’d happened to the rest of them. George, Logan, Victoria, Wes, Uncle Astor, innocent Emma. I’d like to think they’d gotten away, but I knew better. Gordon, leader of the world’s population of Hunters—a race of super humans created to protect the world from rogue Werewolves—had filled that warehouse with the one thing he knew would stop my Werewolf-hybrid friends: a rare and potent metal called Unbinilium. Basically, a hybrid’s kryptonite.

      I still remembered the sickly green color George and Wes had turned when the metal’s properties reached them. They’d looked miserable. Completely incapable of defending themselves. And that’s when Gordon and his goon squad had shown up. I don’t know where the boys were taken but I knew they were here somewhere. They had to be. I didn’t believe for one second those cops had been human. No way was Gordon going to let Wesley St. John be handed over to civilians. Their rivalry was way too strong. Gordon would want Wes close.

      Or that’s what I was afraid of, anyway.

      Then again, after two solid weeks of solitary confinement, without a clue as to what Gordon Steppe wanted with me, I was beginning to wonder. Maybe I didn’t know what I was talking about. Maybe I was wrong about everything. Maybe he was done with me, done with all of us. Maybe he was just leaving me here to rot.

      He did have all the caged hybrids an evil dictator bent on torture could want…

      Another boom shook the walls. This time, the vibration knocked a large square of plaster loose from the corner. It fell in a pile near the small sink across the tiny room. I debated whether to get up and inspect the damage. I could see well enough. The lights were always on in here, making it impossible to tell what time of day or night it really was. But the drugs from dinner were still circulating and I couldn’t be sure my legs would work properly even if I tried.

      For lack of anything better to do, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. They were pale under the bright fluorescents. Vitamin D would be nice right about now. UV rays—natural lighting—wouldn’t be so bad either. My toes touched the cold, dust-laden floor, and I pulled them back with a sharp breath.

      From somewhere down the hall, a deep voice full of bass cut through the high whine of the siren. My entire body stilled—and jumped and danced and yelled and froze.

      “Alex?”

      My voice cracked, no more than a whisper. Out of practice. I cleared my throat and tried again.

      “Alex?” I called.

      I knew better than to think I’d be heard over the alarm. I stood and half-ran, half-hobbled to the concrete door. I hit it with open palms, willing it to be enough, and called out again. “Alex? Can you hear me? It’s Tara! I’m in here!”

      I pressed my ear to the cold surface, straining to hear something meaningful over the song of the alarm.

      Shots fired in staccato sequence. One, two, three, four. An automatic weapon being fired. I jerked back and winced, pressing my teeth together to keep from calling out so I could hear what came next. But nothing else sounded over the screaming of the alarm. A moment later, that went quiet too. My breaths were either magically quiet or I’d forgotten to take them.

      I ordered my lungs to work and swiped my hand down my itchy cheeks. They came away wet. I stared at the moisture like I’d never seen tears before. Is this what it felt like to go crazy? Your entire body feeling like a foreign object in your possession? Like I’d left my luggage alone with strangers and come back to find all sorts of extras thrown in; I had no idea what was me and what was a product of my environment.

      And, most importantly, I had no idea what’d just happened out there. Had Alex really been there or was I so far gone, I didn’t know what was real? I hoped, for his sake after hearing the shots fired, it was more the second. I didn’t want to think about what it meant that whoever had been firing had already stopped.

      Up in the corner, a buzzing whine sounded. I looked up as the tiny black camera shifted, tracking me and settling on a direct shot of my face as I stared, wide-eyed, at the little red dot behind the lens.

      They were watching me, I realized with a fleeting sense of discomfort. They’d been doing it so long, I could barely care. I didn’t even bother covering my torso with my arms to hide the fact that my undergarments had been taken and never returned upon arrival. Relieving a girl of her bra, the vulnerability and sense of exposure it caused, was its own kind of torture, but I cared less today than I had yesterday. And the day before that … and the day before that.

      My reality was becoming more and more normal.

      I shuffled back to the thin cot and pulled the blanket over my head.

      The only way I knew the drugs had worn off was the smell. I hadn’t showered in—Okay, I couldn’t think about it without my stomach rolling sideways. I knew they drugged me to keep me compliant. Or at least lethargic and weak. But I was grateful for it in moments like this, moments during which my hyper-aware senses couldn’t help but point out the drawbacks of long-term confinement. You know, the little things that no one ever mentioned. Things like personal hygiene. I would seriously kill innocent people for a toothbrush right now.

      And a shower? Entire villages. The odor coming from my body right now—Trust me, the ends would totally justify the means.

      I had a suspicion my bodily functions and hygienic standards would be way easier if I shifted. But I’d been trying to do so every day for two weeks. I hadn’t been able to shift into a wolf since day three. Maybe Unbinilium affected me after all. There wasn’t a whole lot of exposed metal to be seen inside my cell, but I had a feeling it was here somewhere.

      Astor De’Luca, my mad-scientist great-uncle, had said I was immune. A gift of sorts from my dad before his early death at the hands of his deranged brother back when I was a baby. Leo and Gordon Steppe would’ve been great friends, except for the whole race divide.

      My dad had been super smart about inter-species breeding. I was a product of a Werewolf dad and a Hunter mom. Something definitely frowned upon in both societies. He’d known about Unbinilium being a Werewolf’s most dangerous weakness so he’d secretly injected me with some sort of blood protectant when I was a baby, ultimately blocking the adverse effects of the metal. Being stabbed or shot with it was a different story.

      I wasn’t immortal. Just tough.

      Apparently, prolonged exposure did have its consequences. I’d never had reason to test it before, but after almost three weeks of sitting inside a cell lined with the stuff—it was weird, but sometimes I thought I could almost smell it—I could no longer shift to my wolf form. Any time I tried, I felt vaguely nauseous. It didn’t stop me from attempting it every so often, but it made me worry what would happen if I stayed here much longer.

      Something shuffled outside my door.

      The lock disengaged and I sat up straighter as the concrete slid aside. I expected breakfast. Scrambled eggs a la morphine. Maybe I’d change up my silent routine for questions about that voice I’d heard. But it wasn’t the usual guard with no personality and no ability to carry intelligent conversation and a gun at the same time. Instead, Gordon Steppe himself stood at the threshold.

      At the sight of my captor’s face, sixteen days of captivity melted away. In an instant, I was Tara Godfrey, Hunter-Werewolf hybrid. Alert, muscles-bunched, ready to go for the throat the moment I saw an opening. Even without claws and fur, I’d rip his jugular out. But Gordon was obviously ready for all that. He took a step inside, pointed a shiny, silver gun at my neck, and fired.
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      Tranquilizer hangovers sucked. I bet not many people knew that kind of thing firsthand. So, yeah. It should be known, the headache and muscle stiffness caused by sleeping-poison-infused bullets were so much worse than anything alcohol could ever hope to do. On top of that, someone else breathed nearby, letting me know I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t ready to tackle that problem yet. Not with my temples throbbing hard enough to make my un-brushed teeth rattle in my gums.

      I waited until I couldn’t convince myself I was asleep any longer. The mouth breather nearby shifted and papers rustled. It sounded too loud in my sensitive ears. I groaned, and then regretted my attempt at using my voice box. It hurt. Everything freaking hurt.

      “Tara.” Gordon Steppe’s voice was the absolute last noise I wanted filling the silence right now. I pried my eyes open with a scowl in place. I’d rather take another bullet than listen to him talk. But since nothing was going my way, Steppe’s weapon was currently holstered.

      “Steppe,” I returned, although my sad croak spoke volumes for who held the power in our exchange. It didn’t help that I was also flat on my back. I struggled to push up onto my elbows, blinking away the dizziness as I rose. A pin prick of pain emanated from my neck and I laid my palm against it gently.

      Steppe waited until I was sitting upright. I blinked up at him and finally noticed the breather I’d heard before. A man with sandy-blond hair was seated in a rolling chair and bent over an empty cot beside me, his cheek resting on his folded arms. His glasses were tilted crookedly against his wrist as he slept, a clipboard tucked underneath his chin where he’d set it on the mattress. Gordon ignored him so I decided to make that my plan too. For now.

      “How long was I out?” I asked.

      “Six minutes.”

      I blinked at him. “Seriously?” Wow. Talk about a power nap…

      Steppe smirked. “I can tranq you again if you like.”

      “Uh, thanks, no.” One was plenty. This headache wasn’t going anywhere. At least, until my next drug-laced meal. Part of me was already looking forward to that. But another part, the part too terrified to appreciate it, recognized the weight of this moment. I was no longer being ignored. Something had changed.

      He cocked his head sideways, illuminating the heavy shadow of light-brown stubble running along his jaw. Underneath his eyes were puffy bags. They weren’t darkened, and I wondered briefly if he’d used something to cover them up. I shook my head at that. The last thing I cared about was whether Gordon Steppe wore makeup.

      At least I wasn’t the only one disheveled, although his dress slacks and button-down shirt weren’t quite as worn as my stained jeans and wrinkled tee. “What do you want?” I asked warily.

      “Right to the point. No chit chat? Nothing? Not even after all of that alone time?”

      “Fine. Where are my friends?” I asked.

      “They’re not here.”

      “Liar,” I muttered.

      “What was that?”

      I glared. “My mom always told me, ‘If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.’”

      Gordon clucked his tongue. “Not entirely true. The trick is to smile while you say it. People will let you insult them over and over if they think you’re on their side.”

      I scowled. “Said the crooked politician.”

      “I need your help.” His swift topic change threw me off. Or maybe it was that he’d failed to take the bait and engage me on the insult. Steppe wasn’t a patient guy. Nor was he forgiving. I’d seen him pissed off. I’d heard it firsthand. He always struck below the belt when he could. But not now. And it made me more wary than any jab or offensive barb he could’ve thrown.

      And I was out of practice at hiding it. I couldn’t deny the fear that ate at me as he watched with that smug expression. He enjoyed my pain, physical, mental, or otherwise. That, more than anything, made me nervous. I couldn’t bring myself to engage him in a battle—not even one where the weapons were words.

      “Help with what?” I asked instead.

      “Your pack of hybrids,” he answered as if it should’ve been obvious.

      “What do you want with them?” A ball of panic shot from my stomach to my chest. I hadn’t seen or heard from Chris or the others in weeks. Even before Gordon had nabbed me and the others, they’d been taken. The bond I’d shared with them had suddenly vanished, leaving me helpless to find them.

      The only reason we’d been in that warehouse in the first place two weeks ago was to get them back. Victoria’s tracking senses had led us to a room full of cages, each holding a member of my pack. All of them had been detained partly by the confines of the cage and partly because the bars themselves were coated in Unbinilium. And my pack was more susceptible than most when it came to the rare metal.

      I wasn’t sure exactly why that was, but I had a theory. Unlike me and Wes, this pack of hybrids hadn’t been born this way. They’d been born Hunters and through a convoluted and highly unethical experimentation process led by Miles, my delusional and sociopathic—and thankfully, now dead—cousin, they’d been infected with Werewolf blood and had eventually become a mixture of both. Only, the experimental serum had been missing something vitally important to the change-over process and many of them died before the change could take effect.

      The missing factor? My blood.

      A fact I’d discovered only when I’d given a bag full to my friend George after he’d become infected with the serum during that final showdown with my cousin, Miles. I’d been terrified it wouldn’t work and I’d lose him like we’d lost so many others once Miles injected them. But a bag of Tara Godfrey blood was just what the doctor ordered.

      In no time, George was well again, back from the brink of death. He was strong and fast and, most of all, happy. He was, quite possibly, the most content Werewolf I’d ever met. And then my blood had really kicked in and we’d bonded.

      As in, thoughts shared, emotions passed between us, completely aware of the other’s thoughts: bonded. It had scared the crap out of me. And then it put a huge damper on my love life. I might’ve figured it all out from there, found a way to balance and learn to live with it, but then Olivia had come along. Mother to Miles. Ex-lover to Leo, my also crazy, also dead, uncle. My dad’s side of the family tree was a little nutso.

      Olivia had wielded a blood bond strong enough to lead an entire pack of hybrids against me. Then through a showdown and defeat, I’d cured the entire dying pack through injections of my blood, and thus inherited the bond.

      Fifty shades of voices, my best friend Cambria called it. My head had never felt so full of thoughts. Eat your heart out, Albert Einstein. So, I was more surprised than anyone at how much I’d hated the void left behind when the bond vanished. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard another thought inside my head besides my own. I missed it. The emptiness made life seem less urgent. Like everything happened through slow-motion.

      Nearby, the sleeping man shifted and snorted before settling again. I raised a brow but Gordon wasn’t in the explaining mood. He barely glanced over before returning to the topic at hand.

      “I know all about your bond with them,” Gordon said. “It’s a handy tool. And, to be frank, a mysterious one. I’ve spent months working with the best researchers trying to understand it, to develop it.”

      “Develop it?” I repeated, a nervous swirl in my stomach. “For what?”

      “To take it for myself, of course.”

      He paused. I had a feeling he wanted some sort of response, maybe to gauge my reaction to his admission. If he was expecting surprise, he was mistaken. A need for power was nothing new for the enemies I’d faced. A smug smile tugged at my lips at the thought of his failure. Clearly I was Plan B. And since we were having this conversation at all, Plan A hadn’t worked out.

      Given all of that, I decided on sarcasm. “How’s that working out for you?”

      “Getting closer,” he said quietly, his eyes gleamed where they burned into mine. “I had it working for a moment there but then George’s remaining connection to you severed what little hold I could gain.”

      “Wait, you tried bonding … with me?” I crossed my arms. “I think I’d know if you were in my head.”

      His smile tilted into something ominous. “Precisely. You know I’m right, because you’ve already heard me.”

      I stared back at him, utterly confused as he went on.

      “In fact, I even warned you before you came to the warehouse that night. Look around you. This building you’re being kept inside, it’s not a deep, dark hiding place somewhere off the grid. We’re right where no one expects us. Right in plain sight.”

      I didn’t need to follow the sweep of his arms to see that he was right. I was sitting in an infirmary of sorts, but it was large and state of the art with its lab equipment and high-tech machines lining the counters across the room.

      “Where are we?” I asked, suspicious I already knew.

      “We’re in DC. In CHAS headquarters. Well, the lab and offices underneath but still. There’s a public entrance. We’re easily accessible. I tried to tell you.”

      My eyes narrowed as I tried to understand what he could mean—and then the memory returned and his words wormed their way into a place of horrific understanding. But Gordon didn’t wait for me to process it; he enjoyed the shock far too much. He leaned in, his smile electric as he added, “The best place to hide is in plain sight.”

      I let out a cry but it sounded like a muffled choking.

      “Shall I get you some water?” Gordon asked.

      I glared at him. “That was your voice in my … All that time I thought I could hear—” I broke off, unwilling to share it out loud. Especially with him. My cheeks burned—with anger and humiliation. I thought I’d bonded with Alex. And it had been Gordon.

      A wolf in sheep’s clothing, I’d heard just before he’d grabbed me. He’d been telling me it was him, warning me of the trap all along. And I hadn’t understood.

      “Relax. Your attachment to George kept shoving me out. I didn’t get much. It was sort of a one-way radio. I’ve been working for weeks to get it back but I can’t quite seem to achieve it, not alone at least. Which is why I need to try it again, this time with your participation.”

      I snorted. “I would think your researchers would have filled you in on the obvious by now. First rule of bonding: you have to be a wolf.”

      “Lucky for me, carrying the gene and taking the animal’s true form are two different things. These days, I can have one without the other. In fact, I already do.”

      “Are you trying to tell me you’re a Werewolf?” I asked, disbelief coating my words.

      “I’m telling you I carry the necessary DNA structure that allows me the mental capacity to handle something like a bond.”

      I shook my head, struggling to keep up. “How?” I asked.

      But he didn’t answer. He leaned away, hands stuffed into his pockets, his voice as matter-of-fact as if he were lecturing to a classroom of eager students. “The wolf gene must be present in order for the bond to happen. On both sides. But my cells are considered weak compared to yours, for instance. I’ll need a strong host to connect with—and to show me the ropes.” His grin reminded me of a crocodile’s.

      My stomach flipped and I was sincerely glad it was already empty. “You can’t just take it or shove your way in. And if you think I’ll just hand my mind over, you’re wrong,” I began.

      “No, it has to be freely given. Olivia explained all of that.”

      “Olivia? You’re working … with her?” The pounding in my temples intensified. Maybe I’d been in here too long. I didn’t understand a single thing about my world any more.

      “Working is a strong word. She pushed a little hard and we’ve had to offer her a respite. See for yourself,” he said, pulling back the curtain separating my bed from the next.

      In the adjacent bed, wrapped securely in a pile of blankets and sheets, eyes closed, breathing even, Olivia slept.

      Wires protruded from the edges of the linens, trailing up to the screens and machines parked beside her, silently reporting her vitals. Her face was barely visible under the sheet, but even from here I could see the dark circles ringing her sockets like bull’s eye bruises. Her hand was curled around the blanket, clutching it tightly as if, even asleep, a chill seeped in. She’d lost weight so that her already slender fingers were thin and bony. Frail.

      She was clearly unwell. And being used for something other than justice or judicial trials for her crimes—which is what the rest of the Hunter world assumed would happen once she’d been caught all those weeks ago. Olivia had, along with her deceased son—my cousin Miles—made and almost killed an entire pack of hybrid Hunter-Werewolves. Why wasn’t she in prison? And conscious?

      “What did you do to her?” I asked.

      “Me? Nothing,” Gordon said. But his voice was deceivingly light with the lie. “Not for lack of trying, though.”

      Olivia rolled over and muttered unintelligible words. Her eyes never opened but her shoulders thrashed violently several times—hard enough to wake a normal person—and I knew she was in a deeper sleep than just a good night’s rest. Along with the monitor wires, an IV line attached to a clear bag of fluid disappeared underneath the blankets. Whatever Gordon was doing to her was taking a serious toll. Possibly something was being fed to her—like my own dinnertime cocktails.

      Olivia shifted again and the blanket shifted. Her arm fell loosely open against her side, revealing track marks left by multiple needles along her forearm. The scars left a nasty trail from just above her wrist all the way up to the crook in her elbow where I spotted the IV line taped in place. For a moment, I wondered if Gordon was simply keeping her under like he’d done with me. Maybe the tracks on her arm were evidence the IV had been moved several times to accommodate a blown vein or some discomfort. But then I noticed her sallow complexion and stark-blue veins, and I knew.

      Blood. Gordon was taking her blood.

      “You said she’s working with you?” I asked, still too muddled from the tranquilizer to read between the lines of whatever this was.

      “Yes, until she collapsed two days ago.” His features hardened. “Not that it’s done any good. I still don’t have the bond.”

      I stared at Olivia with a growing sense of dread. Solitary confinement, drugs, heartache—all of it paled in comparison to what Gordon had done to Olivia. There was something other about her lying there unaware of reality. Something horrific in the way I could sense her brokenness even without her eyes open. I pictured myself lying there: unconscious, sick, mentally absent. And I shivered at the thought of putting up a fight—only to end up like her in the end.

      “If I give it to you—my blood, the bond—what are you going to do with it?” I asked quietly. I suspected I already knew the answer, but I didn’t trust my intuition any longer.

      “To do what you won’t,” he said with a shrug, as if the reason were so obvious. When I didn’t reply, he went on, “To rid us of the monsters.”

      “The monsters are among us,” I mumbled.

      “What?” His tone changed to something with a sharper edge.

      I shook free of the memory tugging at me. “Something my Aunt Vera said before she … never mind. What do you want from me?”

      Steppe’s smile was sugar and acid and reminded me of Lindsey Lohan from Mean Girls. In a suit. Possibly wearing the same amount of concealer. “I want your blood. And your mind. And I want you to give both willingly.”

      Revulsion rocked through me and I shut my eyes against the wave. “And if I say no?”

      “That would be unwise.”

      “If I say no?” I repeated through clenched teeth, summoning determination I didn’t feel.

      Steppe’s smile remained intact as he explained, “The rest of your pack dies. One by one. But not until I make sure your bond is strong enough to feel every splice into their flesh and every drop of blood as they bleed out on my dirty floor.”

      He’d said “the rest” as if he’d already done it to several. But I hadn’t felt anything during my weeks alone.

      “You wouldn’t.” I crossed my arms, fully aware that, by calling his bluff, I might’ve just sealed the fate of an undeserving pack member. I stuck my chin out, refusing to back down but knowing I lacked the strength to see it through.

      Steppe’s chin jutted to match mine and he bent down so we were eye to eye. “I already have,” he said.

      My mouth opened but no sound came. He’d killed them? When? Which ones? My pulse raced while I struggled to accept it.

      Steppe’s nose wrinkled and I knew he’d finally caught a whiff of my skin, my breath. He was close enough to reach out and touch. I could see the pulse jumping steadily against the vein in his throat. Suddenly, I wished it would stop. Not pause, but completely halt in its attempt to shove this man’s life force through his body. I wanted to end him here and now. And walk out while the rest of this place crumbled behind me.

      The warped disgust that showed on my face was apparently taken for concession. Steppe pulled back and straightened, a satisfied set to his shoulders. “You need to detox before the transfer can take place. And we need to run some tests. My men will take you to your new quarters while the doctor prepares.” He walked to the sleeping man still hunched over the cot beside mine and shoved him.

      The man slipped over the edge of the bed, barely catching himself before he tumbled out of his rolling chair. The clipboard went flying, sliding along until it hit the wall and stopped. “Sandefur, get up,” Steppe said.

      Sandefur? I stared as the sandy-haired man righted his glasses and shoved to his feet. His eyes were wide as he took in the sight of me and then looked back at Steppe, his hands shaking.

      “Sir,” he said.

      “Take her to the prepared room for monitoring and healing,” Steppe said. “And then come find me to go over the numbers on the recording we sent.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mr. Sandefur mumbled. He bent over to retrieve his clipboard and smoothed his hair.

      Gordon turned to me. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

      My argument never made it to my lips before Gordon walked out.

      It’s official, I thought. I’m screwed.

      “Let’s go.” Mr. Sandefur’s tone sounded much more confident now that Steppe was gone. He waited with a tight frown while I climbed to my feet.

      “You’re Logan’s dad,” I said. He grunted. “I’m Tara, I know your son.”

      “I know exactly who you are,” he snapped.

      “Then you know I’m not a bad person or that⁠—”

      “Please shut up,” he said, sounding desperate rather than rude.

      “Why are you helping him?” I pressed. “Logan is in danger because of your vote.”

      His expression flashed from irritated to painfully defensive. “I don’t have to explain my choices to a kid. Now, move.”

      He stalked off, and I followed him slowly, taking in everything as we passed through the lab to the exit. Counters full of equipment and, closer to the door, a wall lined with metal cages like I’d seen in that warehouse.

      My knees wobbled, but when I looked, they were empty. On the opposite wall was a row of beds with white fitted sheets. They were all empty and unused. I wondered why he had so many of them—and thought again about the voice I’d heard yelling after the explosion. The gunshots. Was Alex here? Wes? Where were the others? Had they used any of these beds before me?

      We passed through a set of automatic doors into a concrete hallway and two armed guards fell in behind us. I had no idea what Steppe meant by “new quarters” but I was banking that it had to be better than my living quarters up until now. Especially since, as far as he knew, I’d just told him what he wanted to hear. I was holding out for something with running water. I didn’t see any other option, what with the guns currently pointed at my back. When Mr. Sandefur turned right, I went willingly.

      A familiar face loomed up ahead and I hesitated. He’d been the only one I’d recognized during my mealtime visits. Not that the familiarity had been a comfort. He’d remained as mean as ever through all of our interactions, limited as they were.

      “Faster,” Mr. Lexington snapped, waiting for us with a glower. “We don’t want her out here in the open for longer than necessary.” He began walking just ahead of Mr. Sandefur, leading the way down the chilly hall.

      My head pounded anew as I forced my feet one in front of the other and left the clinic behind. I wished briefly for a meal laced with morphine, anything to knock this headache out, but as we rounded the next corner, the desire vanished. I wanted my wits. No matter how much discomfort it caused.

      During my weeks inside my concrete cell, I’d concocted all sorts of images of what the rest of my prison might look like. I’d expected stone walls carved from caves, dirty floors, no windows. Basically, some version of a CHAS hideout placed deeply off the map, filed away under some nefarious-yet-vague corporation.

      This was not that.

      This was exactly what Gordon had said. Shiny linoleum underfoot. Well-lit tiled ceilings. On either side, nondescript doors all locked tight against nosy employees without proper clearance.  I imagined that farther down, around the bend, probably industrial-strength walls gave way to public waiting areas. A reception desk with a side entrance for deliveries. Maybe even a conference room to hold Steppe’s board meetings when he couldn’t make it uptown during rush hour. The whole thing looked completely corporate America—all except for the giant gaping hole where a wall should’ve been across the hall from my new room.

      I stopped and stared at the rubble before me. Vaguely, like a smokescreen over a dream, I remembered the boom I’d heard before. “What happened?”

      One of the goons at my elbow needled me forward. “Arma-freaking-geddon happened,” he muttered.

      “Who did it?” I asked, too afraid to hope.

      The other guard smirked. “You,” he said.

      I had no idea what that meant, but he didn’t offer anything more. Mr. Lexington muttered an oath laced with threats if the guards didn’t shut their mouths so I left it alone. Instead, I forced my feet to shuffle forward in the direction the man prodded.

      The room was clean but almost as sparse as the last. There was nothing but a sink and toilet on the far wall. As a bonus, an old plastic lawn chair sat tucked up against a scarred desk with only a single sheet of paper and pen. A twin bed—nothing more than a mattress and box spring had been shoved into the corner. That was it. Nothing sharp. No mirror. Probably a good thing.

      I took a step inside. The cheap, cold tile on the floor made the thin blanket and lumpy mattress look like a haven. At least until the door swung shut behind me. Then it was more a prison than a getaway.

      As the lock turned over, I wondered what could’ve happened that would cause an entire wall and doorway to collapse right across the hall from me. The answer was the same one I’d thought of when I’d asked myself what would happen if Gordon Steppe and I blood bonded: nothing good.
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      The next morning, I’d just finished pulling the thin layer of cotton over my head when Mr. Lexington poked his head inside my room. I flipped my freshly washed hair and raised my brow.

      “You have a visitor,” he said.

      I’d barely opened my mouth to ask who when he stepped back and pulled the door wide, allowing passage for someone to slip around him into the room.

      I dropped the comb and stared, my stomach a swirling mess of trepidation and dread and that tiny drop of hope that made up human nature even in the face of impending doom. But as I looked closer, I realized he was unharmed, unmarked, and unafraid. Seeing him now, clearly not a prisoner—clearly one of them—made that thread of hope as useless to me as the SPF in the moisturizer they’d provided.

      “Alex,” I breathed.

      “Hello, Tara,” he said.

      Like a villainous miracle, Lexington left and closed the door behind us, sealing us in. Alone. Just Alex and me.

      A thousand words passed between us in a single fleeting stare. Alex looked away first, scuffing his toe and making a big deal out of inspecting my room. “It’s not bad,” he said finally. I wasn’t sure who he was trying so hard to convince.

      I looked down at the comb I’d dropped at my feet and wished like hell its teeth were of the flesh-eating variety instead.

      “You’re one of them,” I said, and the eerie calm I felt at hearing myself speak the words scared me more than realizing their truth.

      “No, I—” Alex took a step forward, hand out, maybe to stop me from thinking all the things I was already thinking. But he halted midway and stood still. The whining of the camera as it turned to track his movement sounded loud in the silence.

      Alex glanced up but then looked away again before he could complete the movement. His hands fell to his sides. He looked so guilty I wanted to scream.

      A thousand words remembered—all of them lies.

      “That day in the park, I told you my plan. I told you everything. The bond, my pack. Did you set me up?” I asked, somehow still calm.

      This time, Alex’s gaze flicked all the way to the small black box mounted in the corner of the room near the doorway. I could see the message written in his expression when he stared back at me. We were being watched. He was being careful with his words. But all I could think about was his betrayal.

      How deep did it run? How far back did it go?

      “Have you always been…?” I couldn’t finish. It wasn’t even about the cameras. “Never mind. Why are you here?”

      Alex sighed, and with it went every layer of brick he’d used to wall off his emotions. His shoulders sagged, his knees almost buckled, and his eyes filled with tears. I stepped back, thrown off by his drastic reaction.

      “I wasn’t always,” he whispered so low I almost missed the words. “Please believe me. Or at least hear me. I’ll tell you everything.”

      I steeled myself against the sight of his watery eyes and crossed my arms. Warrior Alex was a force to be reckoned with, but emotional Alex scared the crap out of me. I had no idea how to read him. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I challenged, my voice full volume just to spite him. “Telling me everything, I mean.”

      “I don’t care.” His shoulders drooped a little more and he sank into the chair in front of the scarred desk. “I think that’s why he let me come. He’s hoping for it.”

      “Why?” I didn’t have to ask who. We both already knew that.

      “Because he hopes it’ll hurt you.”

      I didn’t answer. He was probably right and I refused to give him the satisfaction of hearing it.

      “He came to me right after graduation. I was in Kane’s group and I wasn’t happy. I wanted more responsibility. I wanted to lead.”

      “I remember you telling me something about that,” I said.

      He nodded. “I told everyone else I took some time off to visit family and get my head screwed on straight, but I didn’t.”

      “You came here,” I said.

      He hesitated for a split second and then said, “Yes. He told me I would be doing my country and my species a great service. I would help rid the world of the confused, the abominations, the unaligned and evil. He told me I would be a hero.”

      “I bet you ate it up,” I said.

      He flashed me a glare and, for a split second, I was pinned with guilt for goading him. This was Alex. He wanted to do the right thing, whatever “right” meant to him in that moment. And he was loyal. How was I doubting that?

      But then his story caught up with me and I blinked back into the reality of my cell. My imprisonment, most likely thanks to the boy sitting in front of me. And the guilt evaporated.

      “I did a few small recon jobs for him and then he got wind of your tangle with Olivia. And the Lexingtons. He came to me and made sure I …intervened.”

      “You removed the bond between George and me,” I remembered.

      “Steppe had been experimenting with Unbinilium and his cocktail needed a guinea pig. He decided to test it on you.”

      “The metal rod you hit George with,” I said.

      He nodded. “It suppressed the bond without harming George physically. It worked, but it was only temporary. He sent his scientists back to work.”

      “And Kane and the others?” I asked, going back over every moment of that day, angrier and angrier as I went.

      “As far as I knew, Kane had no idea,” Alex said. His eyes found mine and pleaded silently for something I couldn’t quite understand. “It really was supposed to be an extraction only. I suspect Kane had his own set of orders.”

      I cocked my head. “You expect me to believe that?” I asked. “You betrayed me and everyone I love and you want me to believe you stopped just short of ordering people to try and kill me?”

      He leaned forward, his body language searching for some sign of forgiveness, but I didn’t move. “I’m sorry, Tara. I would never hurt you. Please know that.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      Alex leaned another inch and his voice dropped to a whisper. “He’s disbanded almost the entire board. He’s passed new laws, blamed the violence on you. He’s been watching you for … well, longer than you’ve known him. It’s always been Steppe, Tara. He’s the bad guy.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Every single problem you’ve had, right down to your first shift in the alley that night, he’s behind it all. He wants your power. In his head and his hands. He’s manipulated you and the others into doing exactly what he wants. Everything has been about controlling you. Everyone. Leo, Miles, all of it.”

      I stared at him as uncomprehending as if he’d just told me the Earth was flat. So much disbelief and denial—I shook with anger.

      How had I ever felt anything for Alex? Looking at him now, I couldn’t believe I’d kissed him. Or fought beside him. Or trusted him with anything. He was clearly unworthy of any of those things and I’d handed him all of it without a thought.

      “I must’ve been such an easy mark,” I said.

      “That’s not what⁠—”

      “No,” I said, cutting him off. “You’re lying. He sent you in here to mess with my head. To break me. But it won’t work.”

      There was more intensity in his expression than I’d ever seen. Even more than the day he first kissed me—right after saving my life. I wavered but held fast as he said, “Whether you want to believe me or not, it’s true. If you don’t accept it soon, he will break you, Tara. He wants your blood, broken or not, and he’ll do anything to get it.”
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      Days passed. The only person I saw other than a guard bringing my meals was Mr. Sandefur—twice he came to take three large vials of my blood. When he stopped coming, I broke off a tooth from the comb and went back to a habit I’d developed when I’d first arrived of recording days with scratches on the wall.

      I began to wonder if I’d dreamt Alex’s visit. And then I began to convince myself I had. It was easier than accepting his betrayal. So, I pretended. And I slept.

      And when I slept, I dreamed.

      Fog licked at the walls of my mind. Sleep thinned into a loose thread, dangling me somewhere between awake and dreaming. Behind closed lids, hills sheeted in white snow stretched out farther than I could see inside the landscape of my own mind. A few yards away, a figure flickered, undulating, white form against white backdrop until it began to take shape. A woman, long hair blonde enough to disappear against the background. I couldn’t recognize her through the haze of my own confusion—and I was just aware enough to feel a nagging sense of nerves at what the picture might morph into should I reach for it.

      Dreams and reality were equally scary in my new world. But I’d never been very good at caution. I walked toward the figure.

      Slowly, as if drawing a twig through molasses, I raised my hand and reached for the woman in white. My fingers brushed her shoulder and both felt brittle against the softness of the ether surrounding us. As if understanding my unasked question, she shook her head without turning.

      Who was this woman in white? I needed to know—and I had nothing to lose.

      I reached again for her shoulder but this time she yanked away, floating just out of reach. I took a step, but no matter how close I got, she always darted an inch or two farther. I ground my teeth and gathered my energy. Then I bent at the knees and lunged, arms out.

      She flitted away as the vision began to fade.

      I woke to the shape of the figure still at the forefront of my mind and the face of a man hovering above me.

      “Wake up.”

      I jumped—more from the sudden sight of him than the sound of his voice—and scrambled backward into the corner of my new room. Cell. Whatever.

      Mr. Lexington stood over me, glowering. I studied him, chest heaving with angry breaths, while tracing the scent as he left. His hair had thinned and he’d lost weight. His shoulders weren’t nearly as broad and confident as when I’d first met him. The again, he’d been a hybrid Werewolf-Hunter that day. What the heck was he now?

      Pissed at me, for one. And the feeling was mutual.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      He straightened but didn’t back away. I saw the gleam in his eyes from underneath his brows as he stared down at me, and I knew he enjoyed making me nervous. I sniffed the air.

      As always, when he came around, something smelled … off. I had no idea what it was, but I think it had something to do with Steppe. He’d done something to “cure” Mr. Lexington from his Werewolf abilities before he’d taken me prisoner. I didn’t know what but I also didn’t trust it. And I hated how the strange smell called what was left of my own wolf to the surface. I’d yet to find a way to pull it all the way out and embrace it, but I wanted to. So, so badly.

      And I wanted to use it to put Mr. Lexington in his place. Before he could put me in mine. Normally, I’d understand his side. I’d killed his wife, after all. But that had been self-defense after they’d both aligned themselves with Gordon Steppe and tried to kill me. Betraying their own daughter in the process.

      I could still see the hurt in Victoria’s eyes as she’d watched them dismiss her in favor of following Steppe’s orders and attacking me in that warehouse. How they’d ignored her, left her behind, and cast her off—over and over again. And despite mine and Victoria’s rocky friendship—okay, that was probably an understatement considering the exploding dog food in my locker—I still felt a ping in my chest when I saw how little she mattered to the two people who were supposed to love her most.

      “Get up,” Mr. Lexington said, still unmoving. “I’m to bring you to the clinic. You’ll start your trials today.”

      “Trials for what?” I asked, perking up at the idea of finally leaving this room.

      Mr. Lexington scowled. Apparently, I’d asked a stupid question. Or, more likely, he considered me a nuisance simply because I still breathed. “For the bond,” he snapped. “Put these on.” He threw a pile of fabric at me. I put my hand up and blocked it before it could hit me in the face. It fell into my lap instead.

      “You know, I keep wondering what your daughter would say if she could see you now,” I said.

      “Don’t talk about my daughter,” he snapped, his face reddening. “You’ve involved her enough.”

      I bristled at that but let it go. “Fine, let’s talk about your wolf,” I said. “Where is it? How did Gordon get rid of it?”

      “He cured me.” His smile turned sharp. “Just like he’ll cure you if you choose it.”

      My stomach tightened at the thought. “You’re wrong,” I said, swallowing hard and hoping like hell I spoke truth. “A Werewolf exists in you as a second spirit. You can’t cure a spirit. You can only⁠—”

      “Only what?” he pressed. I bit my lip, unwilling to finish. “Kill it?” When I still didn’t answer, he leaned down close enough that his warm breath washed over me and I wrinkled my nose. “I was willing to do whatever necessary to reclaim my birthright. Just like I’m willing to do whatever necessary to avenge your crimes. It’s why I’m here. Don’t forget that.” His voice was overly loud and I shrank back against the excessive volume, but there was no ferocity in his expression, not like when the irritation had flickered first in his eyes and then in his words. These lines were delivered with a hollow expression. Practiced. Almost rehearsed. Still, I couldn’t help but respond. If for no other reason than to keep him talking.

      “My crimes, as you call them, are wanting peace and equality for all creatures,” I shot back. My face heated as my temper flared. I felt angry and helpless and resigned to knowing I would never change his mind. But I couldn’t sit back and let them pass judgment so unfairly either.

      “Exactly,” he said as if I’d just admitted my guilt. “You’ve decided to play God, handing out sentences and passing judgment where you see fit. Just like him,” he muttered, his voice dropping from stage volume to a near-whisper as he said the last part.

      “Steppe? I’m nothing like him,” I said.

      He offered a nefarious smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “The video footage of your method of leadership would suggest otherwise.” Then he straightened and gestured to the clothes in my lap. “I’ll be back in five minutes. Be ready.”

      He turned on his heel and left.

      Video footage? What had I missed?

      I got dressed quickly. No part of me wanted to be halfway exposed when Mr. Lexington returned. The clothes he’d provided were made of thin cotton and I shivered even as I tied the drawstring around my waist to hold the pants up over my angled hips. Turned out being held prisoner was an excellent weight-loss plan.

      Mr. Lexington returned a moment later, the strange smell wafting in with him as he pushed open the door and poked his head inside. “Let’s go,” he said.

      “What did you mean by video footage?” I asked, planting my feet.

      His expression tightened—but not before his eyes flicked up to the mounted camera in the corner. “You’ll come willingly or I’ll force you. Choice is yours.”

      It was a standoff.

      In the end, my curiosity won out and I blinked, muttering under my breath. Without bothering to ask, Mr. Lexington turned and led the way.

      The rubble across the hall had been mostly cleared away. There was still a giant depression in the wall where someone had attempted a hole and hadn’t quite gotten it right, but it baffled me. Why would someone set an explosion from the inside? Wouldn’t it make more sense to break in rather than break out?

      Unless this was done by someone else Gordon was holding…

      I followed Mr. Lexington, watchful of the twists and turns we took back to the clinic. I strained to expand my senses as we walked, searching for some sign of my friends. Of another cell or evidence of more prisoners, but there was nothing.

      No extraneous sounds on the first hall. All of the doors we passed were closed and the rooms on the other side were dark. Nothing was labeled. We passed no one. With the nondescript décor and plain white-tiled floor, we could’ve been in any generic office building under the sun. Nothing clued me in as to where I was being kept. If Steppe hadn’t told me we were underneath the main floor of CHAS headquarters in DC, I would never have known.

      Up ahead, Mr. Lexington stopped at the door with frosted glass and waved his ID badge over the card reader. The light changed from red to green with a beep and the doors slid wide. Inside, I eyed the shiny metal cages once again. Like the last time I’d been here, they were empty, but this time, I spotted clear traces of past occupants. Swatches of fur in various colors littered the floors. One had a large blood stain near the cage door. I shivered and turned away before I could see anything more.

      I caught the scent of wolf as I passed. My nose wrinkled and I shut my eyes, hoping I wouldn’t recognize anyone specific from my lost pack. Mr. Lexington snickered when he caught me watching the empty cages.

      “That one put up a serious fight,” he said. “But in the end, she was cured.”

      I hated the way he said the word. Like it was a rebirth and death all at once. “Screw you,” I said and he laughed.

      Like before, empty cots lined the opposite wall with curtains separating the spaces. I focused on how empty they were, how devoid of victims, until I’d left the cages behind. Near the center of the room, I spotted an open door that led into an office carved out of the atrium of the space. Inside, a desk strewn with files and loose papers sat against the wall. Random tools littered the desk and the counter behind it. A pair of reading glasses winked back at me from the reflection of the desk lamp. There was a strange familiarity to the scent lingering but I shoved it away. All of my recognition brought pain.

      At the end of the rows of cots, in the back of the room, monitors beeped out a soft rhythm where they sat hooked to Olivia. Mr. Lexington herded me over to her bedside and I scooted as close as I could bear until he stopped shoving at me. Her skin was paler than my last visit, almost translucent underneath the glaring lights. The beeping of the machines was a steady thing, but slow. Too slow. Her chest barely rose and fell with each breath.

      I tried to remember all of the life, the evil and bitterness, with which she’d hunted me all those months ago. But there wasn’t a trace of it left on her. And the beeping of her vitals reminded me instead of another person I’d stood and watched as they fought for life instead of death. Someone else I was responsible for bringing down.

      Alex.

      Technically, he was also responsible for bringing me down, I thought—and then kicked the idea away. I couldn’t go there just now. Not after everything. I needed to be strong; I could mourn his betrayal when I was free. I needed to be tough. I could do it. I’d learned it from him.

      Alex always been tough on me. Since he was first assigned as my trainer at Wood Point Academy, he’d never cut me any slack. He’d also never let up on his complete faith and belief in my goodness. My capability. My strength. And I’d forfeited all of those the moment I’d hurt him.

      I’d bitten him by accident in the middle of battle. I hadn’t known it was him. My wolf, distracted by my newly formed bond with my pack, had sensed a threat and simply reacted. And he’d almost died from the poison I’d injected into his bloodstream when my teeth had broken his skin. For months, I’d blamed myself. And for even longer, Hunters—CHAS—had done the same. They’d launched an investigation that included formal inquiries and interviews with everyone I knew. I’d been asked to come in for questioning when I’d realized Gordon’s plans for me didn’t include a fair trial or anything to do with a fair justice system.

      Did Alex mean that my biting him had all been part of Steppe’s master plan? But how could Steppe have known I’d do that? I hadn’t even known. It was merely a reflex to my wolf feeling threatened. But Steppe had always been one move ahead of us.

      To prove it, he’d gone so far as to frame Wes for a murder Steppe had committed himself. My memory flashed back to that last moment in the warehouse, right before I’d been knocked out. Wes sick and helpless against the chemicals in the room conspiring against him. Police pouring into the space and heading straight for him, cuffs at the ready. His arms wrenched at a painful angle behind him. The uniformed officers leading him out, guns pointed even after they’d restrained him.

      But it wasn’t on Steppe.

      All of that was on me. My ego, my callous disregard for everything and everyone in my smug certainty that I couldn’t be harmed. I was immune. Nothing could touch me. Like a ghostly reminder, the stab wound where Mrs. Lexington had pierced my side panged with a pricking pain. It had healed nicely thanks to whatever Steppe had been slipping me in my drugged-up dinners, but it still ached. Sometimes, I suspected the pain came more from guilty penance than physical wounding.

      Maybe Gordon was right about ridding us of monsters. Maybe I was one of them.

      “There’s our patient.”

      Gordon’s voice startled me out of my self-loathing. I blinked and looked up, mouth already set to wage psychological battle against my captor. But no words came. I stared—past Gordon and straight ahead to his companion. He was the last person I’d expected to see here. My stomach dropped.

      For the first time since Gordon had told me his plan, I realized the possibility of its success. And my heart broke all over again at my failures.

      “Uncle Astor? What are you doing here?” I asked.

      From underneath a mop of bushy graying eyebrows, Astor peered down at me between the gap of his brow hairs and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. He looked absolutely the same as the first time I saw him, although his bathrobe had been replaced by a lab coat and his ratty bunny slippers had been replaced with newer versions sporting floppier ears. My dad’s brother was the smartest man I’d ever met—and the strangest.

      “Killing spirits left and right. It’s a sad, sad story I have to tell,” he said with a despondent shake of his head. And the timbre in his voice was proof that, despite his response, he was completely lucid. Which made me sad for him. I’d much rather he went through this a little unaware of the horror.

      Gordon ignored him. “He’ll be conducting a round of blood trials on you and running labs while we figure out the best way to approach our bonding.”

      My skin crawled at the last two words. I couldn’t imagine Gordon invading my mind—so I hadn’t yet allowed the thought to sink in. But it nudged at me now and I shuddered at the thought.

      Gordon’s mouth tipped upward at my reaction and my skin buzzed with the ache to shift. I grabbed at it, the feeling of my wolf—or what was left of it—and snarled, but there wasn’t enough. My wolf slipped away.

      “What’s the matter?” Gordon asked. “Trying to be something you’re not again?”

      “Just imagining how it’ll feel to rip your throat out,” I threw back.

      “Oh,” Astor muttered to himself.

      Once again, Gordon ignored him in favor of baiting me. “Funny, I’d heard it was next to impossible to injure someone bonded with you. Worse than dying, they say.”

      I snarled—the closest I’d come to being a wolf in weeks. “Paws, hands, a friend willing to do me a favor—the weapon isn’t important. And I can stand the pain. The question is, can you?”

      “Can you can you can you can you?” Astor echoed in a breathy voice.

      Neither of us answered him.

      “Where are my friends?” I asked.

      “I told you before, they’re not here,” he said.

      “And I told you, I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe what you must. I don’t have them.”

      Gordon’s stare was like a brick wall. But even if I couldn’t see them, I refused to believe there weren’t chinks. A weak spot. And I was determined to find it. I held his gaze until he finally nodded at Mr. Lexington. “Keep an eye on this one,” Gordon said, pointing at Astor. “Make sure he sticks to the plan.”

      Mr. Lexington agreed and Gordon walked out.

      “Come. This way,” Astor said, leading the way to a fresh cot a few beds away from Olivia’s space. His words were high-pitched and clipped, a sign my exchange with Gordon had left him rattled. Guilt tugged at me, stabbing into the wound left behind by Victoria’s mother. Another tick mark against my ability to protect my loved ones.

      Astor gestured to the bed and I sat while he rooted through drawers and laid out his supplies. Needle, vials, alcohol swabs, bandages—all of the same things I’d used on myself when I’d drawn all that blood for the hybrid pack. It made my eyes water just remembering. My knowledge about how to save them had come directly from Astor himself. None of those people would have lived if not for him. And now, was he the one helping Gordon kill them?

      “Astor, why are you here?” I whispered. “Why are you letting him use you?”

      Mr. Lexington either hadn’t heard or didn’t care based on his disinterest. He was scrolling his phone and I wondered just how many guards must be posted out of sight for him to seem so unconcerned.

      Astor barely looked up from his careful arrangement of the tray in front of him. “I am here. You are here. I am here.” He shrugged, a jerky twisted sort of gesture, and I sighed.

      “Did he hurt you?” I asked, searching him for some sign of injury even as I asked the question. His movements were sure and his coloring good. He looked fed and healthy enough but I knew not all wounds showed on the outside. Astor’s pain at Steppe’s hands had always been emotional. But he shook his head.

      “No hurting. Not me. Not you. Not yet. Except.” He looked up at me sharply. “You will hurt. Less if it’s me but you will still hurt. And I’m sorry. Tell Jeremiah I’m sorry.”

      “Astor, Jeremiah—my father’s dead,” I said.

      “Oh. Right.” His gaze fell and I felt strangely guilty for saying it out loud, even if the statement had been true for almost as long as I’d been alive. This wasn’t new information. Whatever Astor had been through in being forced to work here had regressed him. Or affected him psychologically. He’d always been prone to weird bouts of forgetfulness or odd distraction, but this was worse. This was more … complete.

      “Where is Mr. Sandefur?” I asked, hoping to redirect us both to more solid ground with something easy.

      But a shadow passed over Astor’s features. He mumbled something and kept working. I glanced at Mr. Lexington but he was staring hard at Astor now. An uneasiness filled my gut.

      “On an errand,” Mr. Lexington said finally.

      I sighed in strange relief. Errand. For Steppe, probably. Of course he couldn’t be here all the time. And why did I care? He was the enemy. Maybe I was going crazy under the pressure of all the trauma; maybe I got that trait from my uncle.

      Mr. Lexington went back to his phone. Astor went back to his methodical arranging and I watched in concern as he picked up the same vial three times, moving it left and right and left again before nodding in satisfaction over its placement on the tray. When he’d finished that, he caught his tongue between his teeth as he slowly removed labels from a printed sheet and stuck them to the vials. I caught sight of my printed name and lettered codes I didn’t understand as he smoothed them into place on the rounded plastic casing.

      Finally, he turned and pulled at my arm, laying it with my forearm and elbow exposed in my lap. “Like this. Time for blood,” he almost sang. “The hybrid queen’s blood.”

      He started to turn away but I grabbed his wrist and laid my hand over his lightly. He went still, but he didn’t meet my eyes. “Astor, why are you here, doing this for him? What is he threatening you with?” I asked quietly. Desperation leaked in. Not for myself but for what Steppe would do with him once he’d served his purpose.

      But there was no fear or worry in his answer. He met my eyes, blinked once, and said simply, “You.”

      The tone was so clear, so directly honest, I forgot the rest of my questions and released my hold on his wrist. Before I knew it, he’d stuck me. We both watched as my blood poured into the first empty vial.

      Astor filled five tubes before he withdrew the needle. “Hold pressure here,” he instructed, replacing his fingers with two of my own pressed over the prick point. I applied pressure while he readied a bandage and smoothed it into place.

      “All better.” He beamed.

      I smiled back, a soft encouragement, and glanced over Astor’s shoulder. Mr. Lexington still scrolled through his phone in the corner, eyes down, posture relaxed. But I knew better. He might not be watching us, but he knew our movements. Anything rash and he wouldn’t hesitate to retaliate. He was probably hoping for it. Either way, I probably didn’t have much longer to talk before I was herded back.

      “Astor, what’s wrong with Olivia?” I asked. “Why won’t she wake up?”

      Astor shoved his glasses up his nose and glanced down the rows of beds toward the far end of the room. “She is not strong,” he said with a frown before going back to his cleanup.

      “Strong for what?” I pressed. “Did you take her blood too?”

      “I took it, and I gave it. But they did not accept.”

      “You gave it? Did you give her Gordon’s blood?” I asked, trying to keep the alarm out of my voice.

      But Astor shook his head. “No. I gave her theirs. And hers to them. Some chose it and it worked for a moment. But then … the darkness came. And the ones who chose the wolf got sick.”

      His explanation was so fragmented but at the mention of the darkness, a chill swept over me. I remembered Nick and Janie, how they’d inched closer and closer to some cliff’s edge I couldn’t reach. No matter how hard I tried to pull them back, in the end, they had thrown themselves over. And I couldn’t save them before I was forced to stop them in order to save myself and the others. The bond wasn’t always a pleasant connection. Losing a bond was a pain Gordon only thought he could imagine. And I’d bluffed back. It wasn’t something I ever wanted to feel again.

      But something else Astor said was nagging at me. “What do you mean the ones who chose the wolf? How was it a choice? What was the alternative?” I asked.

      “They chose their other half,” Astor said.

      I looked at Mr. Lexington. “They were made into Hunters again.”

      Astor pressed his lips together and huffed a breath through his nose. “They were whatever they were. Not all were strong enough. But they chose.”

      “I’m surprised Gordon let them,” I muttered.

      “It can’t be forced or it’s not real,” Astor said.

      “Aren’t people angry over all the ones who … aren’t strong enough?” I asked, my voice dipping low. “I mean, Steppe is killing them.”

      Astor looked up and blinked at me, his face inches from mine. “He’s telling them it’s on you.”

      “Are you almost done?” Mr. Lexington called, pushing off from the wall and walking over.

      Astor and I exchanged a final look and something passed between us. For a second, I saw awareness behind the confusion and disjointed coercion. Painfully, torturously aware. But then it was gone and he was a confused scientist again, capable of world domination only as it related to beakers and Bunsen burners.

      “For now,” Astor sang out. He gathered the blood he’d taken from me and turned for the office, but a sound from the far end of the room stopped him.

      A moan, low and unintelligible, sounded from the other side of the half-drawn curtain. Before anyone could investigate, the curtain was ripped aside on its metal rungs. Astor dropped the tubes of blood back onto the tray and stumbled back. His legs hit the bed where I sat and he sank next to me, both of staring in shock at Olivia. Even Mr. Lexington was surprised into stillness.

      “You,” she said, her voice hoarse. Blood dripped from her hand where she’d ripped the IV out in order to travel this far. Her dark hair was stringy and unkempt, hanging dully around her pale face and matching the darkened sockets of her eyes. The veins in her arms and throat stood out in stark contrast to her translucent skin. Her chin jutted at a hard angle and her collarbone created deep pockets of skin around her throat. She looked like a zombie come to eat my brains.

      For a fleeting moment, I considered letting her have them.

      “You are his new prize,” she said and the words were a croak of despair. Was she actually jealous Steppe had chosen me as his next victim?

      “Trust me, I’m completely open to being superseded. You can have him back anytime you’re ready,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed and her back hunched. I wondered how she had the strength to stand barefoot on the cold tile this long. “He promised me. He said I could sit at his right hand. I could be his…”

      “His lapdog? His patsy? His weapon?” I asked. “Because any of those fill in that blank perfectly.”

      Olivia lurched forward. A strangled sound escaped her throat and I suspected she meant for a yell but got more of a whisper. She didn’t need volume. Her eyes gave away her intent. Maybe it was her fragility or maybe I’d underestimated the sheer will of her hatred for me, but when she landed on top of me, we both went down.

      Her hands were ice cold as they slid around my throat and squeezed. I cried out before the sound was strangled into a hiss. Behind Olivia, Mr. Lexington reached down and yanked on her arms but she held on. Like a pit bull with a locked jaw, she screamed obscenities and squeezed against my windpipe. My eyes went blurry and then glazed over with unshed tears. I clawed at her and gave my wolf everything I had, demanding, pleading for it to come.
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