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For the misfits, the dreamers, and the ones who've always felt a little out of place.
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Kat

“Look, Mom, I finally finished it!” I yelled, holding my picture over my head as I walked into our kitchen. 

She was stirring miso soup at the stove, still in her business suit. Mom tossed a glance over her shoulder.

“It’s nice,” she said, not even looking at it.

I glanced down at the drawing in my hand. It was our orange cat, Chico, in the window, looking out into the back garden. The drawing had taken me weeks; hours of my time in art class.

My dad walked in, staring down at his fancy new phone. He leaned over and kissed Mom, commenting about how good dinner looked. 

As he shuffled past me, I held up my drawing. “Look, Dad, I drew Chico. Mr. Withers, the art teacher, says it’s my best work so far. He says I’m better than anyone else my age.”

Dad grunted, not looking up, and pushed around me, heading towards his office without another word. My shoulders dropped, and I stared down at my drawing. It must not be very good. I never did anything that they liked.

Mom pulled the kitchen curtain aside, looking out at the sidewalk. “Where’s Celia? I thought she was walking with you today.”

“She was, but she was taking forever talking to Kelsey, so I just came the rest of the way by myself.”

Mom didn’t reply, but as if on cue, my sister walked through the door. She was fourteen, four years older than me, and was old enough to try out for the cheerleading squad this year.

As soon as the door opened, my mom dropped her spoon and turned to Celia. “So? Tell me! How’d it go?”

Celia squealed, jumping up and down. “I made it, Mom! I made the squad!”

Mom rushed to hug her, gushing, “Of course you did. I never had a doubt!”

Dad poked his head around the corner, grinning. “So it’s good news, I’m guessing?” 

“Yes!” Celia said, digging in her bag and producing a cheerleading skirt. 

“That’s great! As long as it doesn’t affect your grades, like we talked about.”

“It won’t, Dad! I promise!”

He walked over and hugged her, making my heart feel sick. I didn’t think he’d ever hugged me like that. Not even once.

My parents were saying things like, “Congratulations! We knew you could do it. We’re so proud.”

I looked down at the drawing in my hands, but it blurred as tears filled my eyes. I placed it in the trash next to me and retreated to the room Celia and I shared. No one noticed I was gone. They never did.

Later that night, I clutched Chico and sobbed into my pillow, trying to understand why they didn’t love me. I just wished I knew what I’d done. Then maybe I could fix it. Ms. Brienne, my teacher, explained that if we made a mistake, we could apologize and try to make it better. But I didn’t even know what I should be sorry for.

My mattress dipped as Celia climbed into my bed with me, wrapping her arms around me. 

She stroked my hair. “What’s wrong, sissy?”

“Mom and Dad hate me, and I don’t even know why!” I sobbed, burying my face deeper in the pillow so they wouldn’t hear.

Celia sighed, tightening her hug around me. She didn’t argue about it, and that only made me feel worse. 

“Why can’t I just be like you?” I whispered, my heart aching like I’d been hit in the chest.  

“I know it’s hard, Kat. But someday you’ll get it. You’re just too little right now.”

I shook my head, not understanding what she meant by that. 

“What did I do?”

“You did nothing. I promise.”

“Then why?”

“Ask Mom. But I want you to know that I love you and I always will.”

I snuggled closer to her, finding some comfort in her embrace. Finally, my sniffles quieted, and I felt the soft pull of sleep.
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Finn

Sixteen Years Later

Iunbuttoned my cuffs and rolled them up, still in my suit from Gideon and Eris’ wedding. It was a beautiful ceremony, and I wanted to vomit. After downing a shot of whiskey, I tapped the bar, telling Pike I needed a refill. He obliged, once again attempting to engage me in a conversation about my mood. I ignored his questions. Usually, I was the life of the party, but now I felt like I could barely breathe. 

‘That’s because we need our mate. Why are we sitting here, idiot?’ my wolf, Shaw, asked.

I pulled the note out of my pocket and read it for the millionth time.



Finn,

I know we have to do something about this, but I can’t stay. I don’t understand where my mind is. Please don’t follow me. It’ll just complicate everything. I’ll be back.

-Kat



This referred to our mate bond. She’d stayed for a week after her liberation from the dragon’s keep. During that time, she’d championed the sport of avoiding me, and I’d championed the sport of stalking her. We’d barely had a conversation. Then she’d disappeared and left me with nothing but a hole in my chest and this shitty note. 

‘She doesn’t want us to follow her. I’m trying to respect that.’

‘That’s stupid. You’re so stupid,’ Shaw snapped, rushing me with a wave of possessive desire. ‘Someone could be with her now! What if it’s another man?’

The glass in my hand shattered, and I barely felt the cut in my palm. 

I sighed and opened my hand, taking the rag Pike handed me. ‘Will you shut up? She’s not doing that!’

‘What if she is? She could be with him now. And you’re sitting here! What if he marks her? Steals her?’

I swallowed and rubbed my temples, trying to find a buoy of rationality in the ocean of his jealousy. 

‘Do her emotions feel like she’s enjoying a man right now?’ I asked him, knowing that arguing with the stubborn brute was pointless. 

She was so fucking sad. Her aching sorrow in our partially formed bond had been drowning me since the wedding started.

‘That’s because she needs us. Let’s go!’

‘Go where? We don’t even know where she is!’

‘Don’t give me that! Your brother can find anyone with his fancy computer.’

I jumped because a hand landed on my shoulder. 

“Finn! Look, Finn’s here!”

A girl I’d partied with. Slept with. 

I mumbled, “Just go,” and shrugged her off, trying to temper my guilt so Kat wasn’t affected by it. 

“What? Come on—” she started, pulling on my jacket.

I erupted. “Just go! Get away from me!”

The bar quieted, everyone looking our way, and she spat, “Fine, asshole. What the fuck is your problem?”

I didn’t answer, slumping in my seat and tapping the bar again. “Just bring the bottle, Pike.”

I would’ve gone if Kat had asked. It didn’t matter where we were going; I just wanted to be with her. I had a detailed daydream of meeting her parents and convincing them that wolf shifters weren’t so bad. Showing them I could make Kat happy. We were fated to be together, and the Goddess never made mistakes. Blah, blah, blah; all of that rhetoric fed to every wolf shifter from the moment they could toddle. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. The mate bond was presumed to be the easiest choice a shifter ever made. 

Kat had suggested meeting her parents was a terrible idea, assuring me they would never accept me. In the same conversation, she’d hinted she might never accept me either.

My kind and your kind, Finn… we just don’t agree.

Shaw was relentless. ‘It’s the fox in her that hates us, but her wolf is mine! We can win her heart. You shouldn’t have let her go without us. Feel her pain. She needs us. We need her.’ 

‘I didn’t let her go! She left!’

He growled at me, not bothering with a response, and finally, thankfully, resorted to the silent treatment. 

A hand fell on my shoulder, and I was shouting, “Does it look like I want company?” only to find Gideon. And Eris. Fucking awesome. Just the people I wanted to see. I took one look at their interlaced fingers and drank the rest of my whiskey in one gulp. 

“Did you call him?” I asked Pike, and the wince on the bartender’s face answered when he didn’t.

My brother grabbed under my arm. “Let’s go home, Finn.”

He tried to pull me to my feet, but I didn’t budge. “I’m good where I am. Thanks.”

Before he could say anything else, Kat’s despair ripped through the bond, making my chest roll into itself. I grabbed the front of my shirt, closing my eyes and hissing at the pain. “Fuck. What is that?”

“What’s wrong?” Gideon asked.

“I don’t know,” I gritted through my clenched teeth. “She’s in so much despair, it’s painful.” 

Involuntary tears formed in my eyes as waves of her sorrow crashed through me. I blocked the bond so I could compose myself and stood, making a decision.

“I have to go. I have to find her,” I said, searching my brother’s eyes for disappointment. 

We had a lot going on right now with the dragons, the end of the world, and the artifacts, but nothing mattered to me except Kat. I didn’t know where to start, but I was going to find her. Katarina Kimura. I was sure I could dig something up. 

He clapped me on the shoulder and smiled. “Be careful out there. Call me if you need anything. Try to hurry if you can.”

I turned, jogging to the exit, but Eris spoke up. “Hey, Finn?” I turned back to her. “Kat told me she grew up in a little town called Ontario. It’s just outside Los Angeles. If that helps.”

I nodded and threw the door open. “Yes, it does. Thank you!”

I left my car. A jog to the pack house would sober me up, and I needed to buy a plane ticket.

‘It’s about time,’ Shaw grumbled.
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Finn

Isat in my rental at a small gas station in Ontario, California, and watched as dawn crested the horizon in the east. After driving stupidly fast to Seattle, I’d taken an overnight flight and driven straight here from the airport in Los Angeles. Besides some fitful dozing on the plane, I hadn’t slept. Every time I cracked the bond open to check on Kat, the same drowning sorrow overwhelmed me. 

It’s not like I had her address, so I had scoured my phone. Her last name was Kimura, and I had found a local insurance agency with an associate by that name. They opened in thirty minutes, so I sat out front and waited, drinking a coffee. 

Gideon and I spent some time in the human world when business in the stock market called for attention, so I wasn’t completely unversed in the ways of humans. We had the internet too, which was dominated by their content.

The clock counted down the minutes like it was clogged with molasses, but a lady finally came to the glass door and flipped the sign to open. 

“Good morning, sir. What can we do for you today?” she asked when I entered, giving me a Colgate smile.

“Yeah, hi,” I said, glancing around. “Is Mr. Kimura here? I’d like to see him.”

She stood. “Of course! He’s always early! He is in his office. Follow me, please.”

We walked down a hallway to a windowed door. Looking in, I recognized the man seated at the desk inside from his business picture on their website. He had reading glasses on and was typing on a laptop. The woman knocked and opened the door, sidestepping so I could walk in.

He smiled at us. “Cindy, who—” He stopped short when his eyes fell on me.

His kitsune could certainly sense what I was.

Cindy hesitated, glancing between us. “This gentleman asked to see you.”

When a human could pick up on the tension in the room, it was thick.

His smile was gone, and his dark eyes were frigid. “Yes, come in. Thank you, Cindy.”

She nodded and hurried out, probably glad to be anywhere else.

“Why are you here, wolf?” he hissed, and I noticed his hands moving under his desk. I could smell silver, and my brows lifted. He’d retrieved a weapon. 

“Woah, woah, woah. That’s unnecessary. I’m Finn Greenwood,” I said, holding my hands out in front of me. “I’m not here to cause trouble for you. I just want to find Kat.”

His face darkened, and he walked around the desk, going to the door and opening it again. “Leave. Never return.”

I frowned. “Not until I get some answers. I promise I won’t harm her, but I must see her.”

He was shorter than I was and leaned up into my face, sneering at me. “Katarina is dead to me. She has been for years. I don’t know where she is, and I don’t care. Now get out of my office or I’ll call the police.”

Inclining my head, I did as he asked. The door slammed shut behind me, causing Cindy to jump at her desk by the door. She turned, looking concerned as I walked by. 

“Is everything okay, sir?”

“Yep,” I said, forcing a smile. “Thank you for your help.”

I stepped out onto the sidewalk, intent on sitting in my car until Kat’s father went home and then tailing him. There was something going on with this family dynamic that I didn’t understand.

‘He meant those things he said,’ Shaw muttered. ‘There was no lie in his convictions.’

I glanced to my right and noticed a man in a business suit smoking a cigarette. Recognizing his picture as another sales associate, I walked over to him.

“Hey, man. Left mine at home,” I said, indicating the cigarettes. “Can I bum one off of you?”

“Oh. Yeah, of course.”

He held the pack out to me. I took one and put it in my mouth, accepting the lighter he offered. I rarely smoked, but I did occasionally have a cigar when I was drinking, and I lit the cigarette, trying not to choke on the rancid smoke.

“So, you work here?” I asked, indicating the building.

He glanced up from his phone. “Yeah, man. Selling insurance, living the dream, you know? Why? You need a policy?”

“I’m good,” I said, chuckling. “So are you around Mr. Kimura much?”

“Who, Ken?” He shrugged. “Yeah, he’s alright. He’s not really been himself these last couple of months since his daughter passed away.”

I shook my head. “No, actually, Kat isn’t dead. She got back yesterday. She’s alive.”

His eyebrows shot up. “They found Kat? That’s crazy! But I was talking about Celia. That whole thing was so sad, man, I can’t even imagine. To have one of your daughters murdered and the other missing. It was nuts. I can’t believe Kat’s alive. I thought she was dead for sure. Not sure it’ll make Ken any happier, though. He’s a private man, but I always got the vibe they had issues.”

“Kat’s sister is dead?” I asked, realization dawning.

“Yeah, man. Awful. Some psycho.” He lowered his voice, leaning into me. “I heard that all the blood was drained from her body. Can you believe that? Some creepy shit, right?”

That must be where all the despair in the bond was coming from. When the dragon and his vampires took Kat, they must’ve killed her sister as well. If Kat had already been drugged, she wouldn’t even have known. During our brief conversations, she had talked about her sister in the present tense, not the past tense, so she didn’t know that Celia was dead. 

“Wow, that is crazy,” I said, pushing my barely smoked cigarette into the sidewalk and then throwing it in the bin next to us.

He eyed me with a glint of suspicion. “How do you know the Kimuras?”

“I’m a friend of Kat’s.”

He nodded slowly, and I started walking to my car, but an idea struck me.

“Hey, one more thing,” I called to the guy as he was walking towards the front door. “Do you know where Celia is buried?”

He arched an eyebrow at me, but said, “Yeah, we all went to the funeral. Bellevue Memorial.”

“Thanks!”
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Finn

My window was down. I sat in my car in the parking lot outside the cemetery, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel. She was here. I could smell her sweet scent drifting lightly on the breeze. It was soft and floral, with an undertone of sandalwood. 

‘What are you doing?’ Shaw demanded. ‘Go find her. She needs us.’

‘You’re a real grump-ass lately, you know that?’

‘That’s because the Moon Goddess paired me with an idiot who’s scared to talk to his own mate.’

‘I’m not scared! I’m trying to figure out what to say. What we did today could be seen as super creepy to people that aren’t used to wolf shifters. I don’t want to freak her out.’

‘Coward,’ he taunted me, making me bristle. 

‘Asshole,’ I countered, and threw my door open. I saw his wolfish smirk in my head and growled as I stepped out onto the pavement. ‘I am not a coward.’

‘Prove it.’

I slammed the door louder than I should have at a cemetery and winced. Using her scent as a guide, I walked the rows of headstones until I found her.  

My heart clenched. She was lying on the ground next to a large marble headstone and clutching a backpack to her chest. Her black hair was spilled out on the surrounding ground, and she was more inked than I was, the entirety of her arms and what was showing of her back covered. Many of the designs were feminine, but macabre. A fractured skull with flowers growing out of it. An orb weaver with a web in the shape of a heart. 

As I got closer, I realized the headstone was made for three plots. The middle read Celia Ann and had the dates of her birth and death filled in. Kat’s parents had already purchased their own plots on either side of Celia’s, their names and birthdates filled in as well. The surname Kimura was at the top of the stone. They’d left Kat out of the family plot. 

Grass hadn’t had time to grow over the grave yet, and Kat was lying parallel to it on her right side. Her back was to me, so I didn’t know if she sensed me.

‘Okay, I found her. Now what? Since you’re so smart,’ I said to Shaw. 

He conveniently chose to stay quiet. 

‘Yeah, who’s the coward now?’



Kat

‘Our mate is here,’ Rieka, my wolf, purred to me. 

‘Yeah. I know. I can smell him.’

Hana, my fox, hissed, ‘He reeks of filthy wet dog.’

‘You wish that were true,’ Rieka barked back, bristling. 

I’d noticed his scent a while ago. Pine trees and coffee. And cigarettes. I didn’t realize he smoked. 

‘Make him leave. Reject him so this can be done,’ Hana insisted.

Rieka whined. ‘No! No, Kat, don’t listen to her. The Moon Goddess chose him for us.’

‘Oh, who cares?’ Hana said. ‘He’s a wolf. A disgusting brute. I want nothing to do with him, and neither does Kat. Right, Kat?’

Rieka ignored her. ‘We should go home with him.’

‘Over my dead body!’ Hana shrieked.

Rieka growled, ‘That can be arranged,’ and they started squabbling like they often did, their yips, growls, and barks echoing in my head.

I groaned, pressing the heels of my hands to my eyes. ‘Just shut up! Both of you. Please.’

The groan worried Finn. I felt it in this weird, icky bond we shared that stole all of my privacy, and I heard him walk closer.

“Kat? Are you okay?”

A high-pitched cackle cracked through my lips. “Okay” was not the word I would use to describe my current state of mind.

“Why are you here, Finn? I asked you not to follow me.”

“I felt your pain, you know, through the bond. I was worried about you.”

I closed my eyes, and new tears formed, pushing past my lashes. “Sorry about that. No one deserves to feel this shitty.”

“It’s okay. I’m good. I promise.” There was a pause and then he added, “I’m so sorry about your sister. I know that means little, but I am, truly.”

Tears spilled over, and I started crying again, telling him through the sobs, “Those fucking vampires killed her.” 

Celia had been at my apartment with me that day. I knew it was the vamps who did it, and that they didn’t tell the dragon. If Xeron had known, he would’ve tormented me with the information daily in that stone prison. 

I couldn’t stop the blubbering. “They murdered her, and I didn’t even know it. They didn’t need to do that, but they did. I thought he was done torturing me when we got out of that stupid castle. Little did I know, the worst was yet to come. My parents blame me. They disowned me last night when I showed up. For real this time.”

They hadn’t been fans of my life choices these last three years and often told me I was dead to them. But Celia would convince me to show up for dinner, and they’d let me share an awkward meal until it inevitably turned into another lecture of how much I shamed the family. Celia always defended me, but it didn’t matter. Nothing I ever did would erase the pain I caused them just by existing. Add in the fact Celia had been killed because she was visiting me, and I knew for sure they never wanted to see me or speak to me again. 

I sobbed, holding my little duffle bag to my chest. They’d let me go into our old room and grab a few things, at least. I had mostly taken pictures and other little keepsakes of Celia. A sketchbook and some pencils. That was it—everything I had left in the world. 

“She was the only person who ever loved me, Finn!” I wailed, sobbing into my duffle bag. 

His distress riddled the bond, and I felt awful for him. This poor guy was mated to a basket case. A born loser. The abomination that ruined my family’s lives. I should reject him and get it over with for his sake, but I figured he would reject me soon enough. When he realized how messed up I was, he’d be gone. Just like everyone else.

“Come back to the pack with me. Eris is there. We can help you, Kat. You’re not alone.”

Hana gasped. ‘Live with the wolves? He must be joking!’

‘You like Eris, Hana,’ Rieka reasoned.

‘Our time together in the dragon’s keep surpasses her heritage. But we don’t know this man!’ 

‘Where else can we go?’ Rieka asked.

My apartment was gone. I’d stopped there first when I got to Los Angeles. After I’d disappeared and the cops were done with it, all my stuff, including my stash of saved cash, had been taken, sold, or thrown away by my landlord. My old place was already occupied by a new tenant.

‘We can hang out with Eris for a few days to get a handle on things, and then we’ll be on our way,’ I said. ‘Start over. Seattle maybe? I’m sure we can find work there.’

Hana grumbled but didn’t argue. I really didn’t have anywhere else to go, and Eris was a good friend. My only friend. I knew she would have a place for me. 

That meant I had to say goodbye to the only person who’d ever loved me. 

I looked over my shoulder at Finn. “I’ll be right there.”

He got the gist and nodded, meandering back toward the parking lot. 

I laid my hand on the dirt next to me, and the sobs started again. “Goodbye, Celia. I love you and miss you forever. I’m so, so sorry.” 

I had already told her a million times since I’d been lying here. If it weren’t for me, she would be alive and getting ready to start her last semester at the university for her doctorate. 

Finn was waiting and held the door open for me. He grabbed my arm to help me get in, but when I felt those strange tingles dancing between us, I yanked away. I didn’t feel the bond now, so I couldn’t know his feelings. It did that, went away and came back without reason.

We rode in silence back to Los Angeles.
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Finn

Ifound a hotel near the airport, and Kat and I both walked up to the check-in counter. The guy was scrolling on his computer and obnoxiously chewing a piece of spearmint gum. 

With limited enthusiasm, he asked, “Can I help you?”

“Yeah. I need a room for one night.”

He went to type something, but Kat said, “Two rooms.”

I looked at her, and she held my gaze, her face flat. When she’d pushed me away at the cemetery, I’d blocked the bond to hide how much it bothered me. Now, I let it drop and felt she was anxious beneath the deep sorrow that still dominated her feelings.

‘She’ll run again,’ Shaw said, and I worried the same. 

“One room,” I repeated. “But two beds.”

The guy lifted his brows and looked at Kat, gnawing on his gum like a rat. 

“That’s fine,” she mumbled, and pretended to be looking at the generic art in the lobby. 

The guy took my credit card and scanned it, clicking keys on his computer for a few seconds. “Kay, room three fifty-one. Thanks.” 

He handed me a little envelope with keycards, and I gave one to Kat. We shuffled back to the car without speaking. 

I grabbed my bag and reached for her duffle, but she snatched it, holding it close to her chest. “I’ve got it.”

I nodded and closed the trunk, wishing I knew the right thing to say.

‘She is traumatized. She might never trust us,’ Shaw said.

‘Yes, she will. It’s been two hours. We just need more time. I’ll never give up on her.’

He grunted his agreement.

Later, I sat on my bed with my laptop while Kat showered. I was arranging our flight home the next day when she came out of the bathroom. She wore a tank top and running shorts, showing off more skin than I’d seen so far.

Oh, gods.

I daydreamed about inspecting each of her tattoos thoroughly, and I slammed the bond shut to hide the reaction that thought elicited in my pants. Cursing myself, I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the computer screen. I failed. My eyes almost immediately trailed back over to her while she brushed her waist-length black hair. It was quite a task, and hair that long obviously took time and patience to maintain. I could see her reflection in the mirror, and I stared at her, unable to help myself. Her skin was flawless except for two beauty marks, one on her jawline and one just a few inches below that on her neck. Her oval-shaped face was elegant in its classic beauty, like a Hollywood movie star. My stare lingered on her soft red lips that contrasted against her pale skin. I thought about kissing them and wondered how they’d feel against mine. 

When I got to her eyes, which were a sweet golden-brown color, they were glaring at me, and she scrunched her nose, as if to say, can I help you? 

My gaze snapped back to my computer, and my face warmed. Since when did I blush?

“Okay,” I said, clearing my throat. “We have a flight tomorrow morning at nine.”

She came over and stood right next to me, bending to look at the screen. My eyes drifted to her cleavage, but I forced them back to the laptop before she noticed. 

“I hope you didn’t book Southwest,” she said, reading. “They’re like, my least favorite to fly with. Long story.” 

A soft smile lifted the corner of her mouth, and I was struck by her beauty. My hand itched with how badly I wanted to grab her waist and pull her into me. 

“Delta,” I mumbled, distracted by how sweet she looked. It was the first smile I’d really seen from her since we met. Albeit, a small smile, but I was happy to see it. 

“First class? I’ve never flown first class,” she said, turning to me with raised brows.

I said, “Yes,” but her breath caught when she realized for the first time how close we were. Her hair had fallen over her face, and I couldn’t stop myself from reaching up and tucking the renegade strand back behind her ear. 

I thought it was a sweet moment until she smacked my hand. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Uh—” I searched the bond and felt she was annoyed, but that desire burned beneath it. Unsure what to do with the contradiction, I mumbled, “Sorry.”

My phone chimed a text, saving us from the tension, and I picked it up, scanning the message. I sighed and scrubbed my hand down my face.



Kat

I was trying to compose myself while he read the text on his phone. Gods, help me. I didn’t realize how intense this mate bond thing was going to be. His scent filled the entire room, and I loved it. Gross. When he’d argued for one room, I’d been both horrified and secretly glad. It calmed me to be close to him, as much as I hated to admit it. 

‘Of course he calms you. He is our mate,’ Rieka said, and her happiness filled my heart.

‘You need to cool your jets,’ I snapped at her, pinpointing her as the source of all this confusion.

‘Remember what Eris told us? The mate bond between wolf shifters is the most powerful bond out of all supernaturals.’ 

Having not been raised in a wolf pack, I was realizing there were a lot of things I didn’t understand about that part of myself.

Hana huffed. ‘If this mate bond is so special, then why was he so promiscuous before us? Eris also told us he is a womanizer, remember?’

Cue all the bad feelings. Doubt, anxiety, and, most of all, distrust. I waited for Rieka’s answer, but she only whined. 

He sighed, and I looked up at him. “What’s wrong?” 

“Do you think you can fly back without me tomorrow?”

“Why?”

“Gideon just texted me. Diamond Moon is already making a move on the Giza artifact. He knows I’m… busy. But he wants me to go after the one in the Amazon as soon as possible. Now that I know you’re safe, I can.”

I picked at my cuticles, digesting the information. That Alpha dick from Diamond Moon—Lyric? Leroy? Lyle?—whatever his stupid name was. He was making things really difficult for everyone after what they discovered at Xeron’s keep. Eris had explained everything to me. 

“So, like, the Amazon rainforest?” I asked, looking up at Finn.

He nodded, already typing on his laptop again. 

“Like Brazil?”

“Yeah. It looks like I’m going to Rio.”

My thumb drifted up to my mouth and chewed the nail, thinking. I wanted a reset. I had to find myself in this new world that I had been forced into—with no Celia and no family—and I needed to figure out who Kat really was, because I honestly didn’t know.

Seattle was cool, but Rio? I could go have an adventure and see if I liked it. If I did, maybe I’d just stay. 

“Can I come with you?”

He stopped typing, and his head snapped up. “What?”

“To find the artifact. I want to come with you. I think I would like to… get away from everything,” I explained, shrugging at the end. “Please? I won’t get in your way.”

“You’re serious? You want me to get two tickets?”

I nodded.

Joy burst through the bond from his end, and I hoped my face wasn’t as red as it felt. No one had ever wanted to be around me with this intensity. Obviously, he didn’t realize the truth yet. Somehow, I always ruined everything.

My brows lifted when he said, “Don’t be sad, Kat. I can’t stand the thought of ever making you unhappy.” 

Stupid mate bond.

“It’s not you.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, do you have a passport?”

My heart sank. “No.”

“That’s okay. Gideon can get one lined out.”

“So fast?”

“Money talks.”

“So, that’s a yes?”

“It might be dangerous.”

“I can take care of myself,” I said, crossing my arms.

“Then it’s an absolute yes.”

“Oh. Cool,” I said, tapping my toes on the floor. I expected more of a fight. 

For something to do, I grabbed my bag. I loved this old bag, but it had a bad habit of falling open when you held it wrong, which, of course, I did. Everything spilled out, and I jumped for the sketchbook first to hide my art.

“Here, I’ll help,” he said, putting his laptop aside.

“No, it’s good. I’ve got it.”

He helped anyway, and we gathered the pictures that were splayed out over the floor. When he went to hand me the last one, he said, “I like this one.”

In the picture, Celia and I stood next to each other, her arm slung over my shoulder. I was six or seven years old. We were covered head to toe in mud, our smiles and eyes popping brightly in contrast. 

My throat tightened as I looked at my sister, remembering. “A water line in our neighborhood had burst that day, flooding an empty dirt lot. All the kids went out there and played in the mud. It was awesome.”

I’d grabbed a photo album, and I dug it out so I could put the picture in there for safekeeping. When I opened it, a fresh wave of emotion hit me. Almost every picture had Celia in it. They were usually taken of her accomplishments, with me squeezing into some shots, too, at the annoyance of Mom and Dad. 

“Who’s that?” he asked, pointing at a picture of me and another young girl with honey skin and curly brown hair.

“That’s Mara. We were best friends in grade school, but she moved away. My teacher took this one. We won first prize for our science fair project in fourth grade. Mara was a freakin’ whiz at science. I think she’s some fancy lab person now who does research for a university. My parents were proud for once because we won, but I was just along for the ride, honestly.” I pointed to the poster board behind us in the picture, complete with bubble letters, of course. “That was my job. I’m the artsier type, you know? Celia is the smart one.”

I turned to the final page, and the last sketch I’d done just before they kidnapped me fell out into my lap. It was done with colored pencils. Celia was sitting on the garden swing at our parents’ house. She wore a white dress and smiled, waving at me. Lavender plants bloomed all around her. Was the smart one, I reminded myself.

My heart clenched, and I snatched it, but he asked, “Holy shit, did you draw that? That’s amazing.”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Wow. I could never have the patience to do something like that.”

We sat in silence while I shuffled things in my bag, and I could feel him staring at me. Again. My face heated, and I turned to him.

“Can you stop staring at me?” I spat, but my thoughts were betraying me. 

Gods, it should be illegal to be that attractive. He had brown hair with strong red undertones that he kept shaved close on the sides and longer on top. I’d always been a sucker for beards, and he had one, of course. It was significantly redder than his hair and kept neat. His eyes were hazel, something I noticed he shared with both of his brothers. 

Like me, he had two full sleeves of tattoos. His weren’t colorful like mine, all gray scale. A wolf’s head, pine trees, and ravens dominated the one I was staring at. My stupid brain wondered briefly if he had anymore elsewhere on his body, and my mouth went dry at the thought. 

My blush deepened when he said, “No, I’m sorry, but I can’t seem to stop staring at you.”

Rieka swooned, while a thick wave of disgust washed over me from Hana. 

“Look, Finn. You’re a really nice guy; I can tell. I think it would be better for you if you just, you know, rejected me? Eris said that’s a thing. Then maybe the Moon Goddess can give you a chance with someone who deserves it.”

His eyebrows went up, but his jaw set in stubborn determination. He grabbed my chin and leaned so close to my face I thought he might kiss me. My heart thundered. 

“Not a chance. I’ve waited a long time for you. Besides, I can tell that you’re amazing, Kat. You just need someone to prove it to you.”








  
  

Chapter 5
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Kat

We’d gone late night shopping at a supermarket, buying anything we might need for our trip. I was kind of at a loss. What does one bring on a fantastic adventure to search for a mysterious ancient artifact? Did Indiana Jones have a packing list? 

Finn walked with the cart, throwing random things in. His newest acquisition was bug spray, extra strength. Yeah, probably a good move. I’d seen enough episodes of Naked and Afraid to know we didn’t want to mess around with the bugs down there.

‘Well, we’re certainly not going to be naked!’ Hana said, and I imagined her clutching her pearls in horror. 

My eyes widened. ‘No! No, that’s not—’

‘I am certainly NOT afraid to be naked with him!’ Rieka sang, practically panting in my head.

Hana made a gagging sound, and my face caught fire as my wolf conjured some R-rated images of what that might look like for all of our viewing pleasure. 

‘Gods! Rieka!’ I shouted, turning my face away when he looked at me. 

Hana was appalled. ‘She is disgusting! Disgusting! Can we exorcise her?’

My wolf hee-hawed her braying laugh while I tried to focus on shopping, hoping he didn’t feel any of what had just happened through the bond. 

We’d already grabbed a suitcase for each of us and then picked several sets of clothes. I had to watch myself because if I even laid a hand on anything he threw it in the cart.

Finn was deep in thought, reading the back of some emergency food packet. The art supply aisle was close by, and I wandered to it. It was comforting to stand among the familiar pencils, brushes, paints, and sketch pads. 

While I was absentmindedly looking at the options, I felt his presence at the end of the aisle. He was watching me. Again. I set the art set I had in my hand back down and joined him. 

I looked at the full cart. “Is that everything?”

“Yeah, I think so. We can probably buy anything else we need when we get to Rio.”

I nodded, and we walked up to the checkout area. I eyed the in-store McDonalds, drool collecting in my mouth. It’d been a while since I had anything to eat. 

“Wow, if you stalk that Mickey D’s any harder, it might take out a restraining order.”

He grinned sheepishly, most likely embarrassed by that corny joke. I liked corny jokes. I wanted to laugh, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. 

Instead, I rolled my eyes. “Well, you would know a thing or two about stalking, wouldn’t you, wolf?”

“Uh… you got me there,” he said, and took out his wallet, handing me a crisp hundred-dollar bill.  

I couldn’t help but notice about twenty more in there. I knew from the house that they lived in that these guys were loaded, but gods. 

“You can get yourself anything you want. And just get me the same.”

“Finn… I can’t really accept all of this,” I said, holding up the bill and indicating the cart. 

He held his hand up to stop me, shaking his head. “Don’t worry about it. You’re on a special mission for our pack, all expenses paid.”

I eyed him for a second and then put the money in my pocket. 

“It’s not our pack,” I said, unwilling to let it slide. 

Nonchalantly, he said, “Oh, yeah.”

“I’m paying this back.”

Even if I had to send money from Seattle or Rio or wherever I ended up, I’d pay it back.

He shrugged as if he didn’t believe me. “Of course, whatever you want.”

His flippancy annoyed me, and I said, “Shut up, Finn.”

His brows lifted, but I turned on my heel, stomping over to the restaurant. I waited for him at the doors. It took longer than I expected, but I finally saw him heading towards me. 



Finn

I lay in my bed, watching her back quiver. I knew she was crying even though she hid her sobs in her pillow. The bond was rocking with tumultuous sorrow.

My heart ached for her. The thought of losing either of my brothers was unimaginable. Plus, I had grown up with loving parents, something I’d taken for granted until now. Dad could be stern sometimes, but he loved us dearly. 

Looking through Kat’s pictures, I’d noticed they were almost all centered on her sister. None featured Kat’s accomplishments, like her high school graduation or something. The ones with the entire family were weird; it looked like a loving family of three, with Kat thrown awkwardly to the side. 

I didn’t understand what the problem was with her parents. Something just didn’t make sense. I had sensed her dad was purely a kitsune, and I assumed her mom was, too. So, how was Kat part wolf? Did her mom have an affair, and they both resented Kat for being a reminder? 

There was so much I didn’t know about her, but I was determined to find out. My hands itched right now to hold her. Shaw was pushing me, wanting me to climb into bed with her. I didn’t, though. I doubted she was ready for that. At random times today, I had felt her desire for me through the bond, so I knew there was hope for me yet. But each time it was accompanied by just as much, or more, disgust.

I dozed off at some point, and when I woke, she wasn’t in bed. When I sat up, the first thing I realized was that my dagger that had been on the nightstand was gone. 

The bond was open, and she was in one of the darkest waves of sorrow I’d felt so far, making me clutch my chest.

“Kat?” I called, panicked. 

There was no answer, but light streamed under the bathroom door. 

Afraid of what I’d find, I jumped across her bed and threw the door open just in time to see her finish the cut.  

“Kat!”

Her long black braid fell into a pile on the floor. She sobbed at herself in the mirror, her face blotchy and red. Her hair now hung just below her chin. 

I said, “Kat. Gods, are you…”

I stopped myself, remembering her reaction when I’d asked that stupid question at the cemetery. 

Instead, I said, “I’m going to take that, okay?”

She didn’t argue and let me gently slide the dagger from her hand. 

“Kat?”

Her sorrow was still rolling into me, but it was like a switch flipped, and she said, “I’m fine.”

“What?”

She pushed past me and climbed back into her bed. I stared at her form under the covers, trying to understand.
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