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Cerise finished the meeting with her mother. They had reached an agreement. Kiera could never resist Cerise’s insistence mingled with her confidence. With a loving embrace, Cerise bid her goodbye.

Kiera was proud of how far Cerise had come—how much she had grown in the first years of her adulthood. She would become an inspiring leader for their tribe.

Though their exchange in the office had been brief and direct, it left Kiera with much to consider about the future. Her daughter was navigating uncertain terrain, carving a path for others to follow. After Cerise left, Kiera settled into her chair and stared off, her mind and heart weighing the best way to deal with the perpetrators. It would not be easy, but nothing worthwhile ever came from the easy path.

Cerise dressed quickly and prepared for the long day ahead, packing a bag with supplies and small morsels of food. She slipped away into the sunrise and set off toward the forest overlooking the lake. The shade of the trees offered protection from the sun’s harsh glare—cover she would need to find the runes she intended to destroy.

Alistair rolled over to greet Cerise with a kiss. Instead, he found her side of the bed empty and cool. Her absence made his stomach churn. The night before, she had been nearly inconsolable until she finally fell asleep in his arms. Assuming she had gone to her family home, he dressed hurriedly and grabbed his bag.

He and Cora arrived at the house at the same time. His breath was uneven, evidence of how fast he had come. Sage was the only one home, morning coffee in hand, perched on his favorite outdoor chair. He gave them a questioning look as they muttered their good mornings.

“Cerise was gone when I woke up. Mom isn’t here either,” Sage said. “Dad told me not to worry, but I’m guessing he’s wrong—since Cerise isn’t with either of you.” His eyebrows lifted.

“It was a bad night,” Cora said. “I wanted to check Alistair’s first, but I didn’t want to wake anyone. I came here instead, hoping to cheer her up with the food I bought.” She set down the bags. “We should go look for her.”

“She didn’t leave a note?” Alistair asked. “Or your mother?”

“No.” Sage shook his head, pressing his lips into a thin line. “Don’t worry. No one would hurt her.”

“Her ex tried,” Alistair reminded him. “Others could too.”

Sage fell quiet, a glum expression settling over his face. There was no arguing with Alistair’s point.

“Cora and I will go look for her,” Alistair said. “If she comes back here, tell her we’re searching.” He picked up one of Cora’s bags. “I think I know where she might be.”

Cora waved goodbye to Sage and followed Alistair. “All right,” she said. “Where are we headed now?”

“Last night was not easy on Cerise,” Alistair said. “She cried, wrung her hands, ranted through tears. It took me hours to calm her down and put her to sleep.”

“That would track,” Cora commented.

“And now she must angry. She’s on her way to stamp out the problem, because that’s who Cerise Quinn is.” Alistair smiled, pride unmistakable. “But I am a bit worried. She’s handling it on her own terms, and I want to help her.”

Cora nodded. “Of course my friend isn’t a coward. She’s an in-your-face, sharp-tongued leader with a surprisingly long fuse. She takes her time, reflects, and then takes action.” Cora paused, considering. “She definitely has a plan—a way to move forward and deal with... at least one of the problems we uncovered last night.”

“Her mother is gone too,” Alistair said. “That tells me Cerise have already talked to her. Whatever she decided, I’m sure it’s direct—and a reflection of my firebrand girlfriend.”

The word warmed his chest. Partner. Girlfriend. And one day, spouse. Saying those names for Cerise—the person he loved—made his heart ache in the best way. He kept trying them on, testing which one fit.
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