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            THE COLD, HARD TRUTH

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah

      

      It’s warmer down here under the grow lights. Electricity hums through the air as I move from plant to plant, pruning, plucking, and watering. Outside the frosty windows, the Neutral Zone is every shade of silver in the unforgiving cold.

      Someone passes bundled against the frigid, windy air. Their red hat disappears into a rush of snow being swept by the wind down the street.

      I shiver despite the slight warmth in the air.

      I’ve been cold for weeks. Cold, hungry, and stressed beyond belief.

      The baby swaddled in a sling across my chest wriggles before falling back asleep, his cheek pressed against my breast.

      I move to the utility sink in the storage room and wrench on the pump, but the water doesn’t start. The pipes are frozen solid.

      “Shit,” I whisper, closing my eyes and trying to swallow past the lump in my throat.

      Mr. Foxglove, my landlord, was supposed to be here this morning to fix the heat to the building. My one room apartment upstairs has been freezing cold since Tuesday last week, the day after my son was born. I’ve resorted to turning the oven on and letting it run empty to heat the space. Empty, because I have no money for food. Every single cent I have to my name is going toward my rent, which has doubled every month since the snow started to fall.

      “I’m sorry,” I croak, tearfully, to my thirty, wilting plants. No water for them today again. My precious blooms of begonia and lily tremble in answer. My orchids are fried. I can’t bring those back from the dead, even if the water returns.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. A year ago, I rented this space and the apartment upstairs. I painted the walls and the exterior door my favorite color–pink. The most magnetic fuchsia the world has ever seen.

      I got a contract to provide the florals for some of the balls at the summer mating festival. People came in droves to buy bouquets for their newly found mates in the weeks that followed.

      But then the rebel threat brought Crescent Falls into war.

      People stopped buying flowers.

      The royal family stopped throwing balls and parties, as did the Alphas of the dozen or so packs that surrounded the city.

      And Mr. Foxglove started raising my rent.

      I sink onto the rickety stool behind the counter and stare out at the wind whipping the snow against the window.

      The baby stirs again, letting out a frustrated grunt. I reach for my shirt, pulling it away enough to free my breast so he can nurse and wince, my eyes watering, at the sharp pain of it.

      I’m so hungry. I’m so, so cold. The patchwork coat I’ve been stuffing with fluff from my mattress upstairs barely shields me from the cold, but it’s all I have.

      I’ve sold everything. Every piece of furniture, every item of clothing, just to have a roof over my head.

      All because I had a dream… and then got pregnant.

      And the kingdom went to war.

      And no one cares about flowers in the winter.

      I bite back a sob and gently bounce the baby, trying to get him to settle. I know he’s hungry too. My milk is barely there, probably because I don’t eat very often.

      The exterior door wrenches open sending a burst of freezing cold air into the shop.

      “You said you’d be here this morning,” I say, trying my best not to send the words off my tongue in the snarl my landlord deserves.

      Mr. Foxglove–a man of maybe fifty with black hair and devilishly green eyes–smirks at me, taking his time shutting the door. The cold air funnels around the room, ruffling the leaves of my already frail plants and blossoms. “You’re not my only tenant.”

      “The heat has been out for over a week. Ms. Elosie upstairs has been burning newspaper in her wood stove to try to keep warm.” I clutch my baby tighter against my chest to fight the chill now creeping into my bones. “We’re freezing here. The pipes are frozen, and we have no water–”

      “Well, if that’s the case, I doubt I’ll be able to get anything fixed today.” He checks his filthy nails, smiling at me. “At least it’s somewhat warm in here, right? With all the lights you have burning up your utility bill.”

      The baby makes a grunting noise before he starts to whine.

      Foxglove rolls his eyes, leaning his hip on the counter. “I’m not here to fix shit, Ms. Greenly. You owe me rent for this month.”

      “I’m not paying you a single cent until the building has working heat and water!”

      “Then get out,” he smiles, teeth flashing.

      I look at the window again, at the raging wind storm outside. He’s still giving me a cool smile when I meet his gaze once more.

      “Where,” he says slowly, tapping a finger on the counter, “is my money, Sarah?”

      I reach into the pocket of my coat with trembling fingers and clutch the wad of cash resting there. I slam it onto the counter.

      He picks it up, weighing it in his hands before counting. “Great start, but you’re short by at least half.”

      “Wh-what?” I stammer? “No, it’s all there–”

      “Nope. You’re short. If you want heat and water, you’d better come up with the rest by tomorrow–”

      “You’ve tripled my rent over the last three months!” My voice edges on despair. That's all the money I have. It should have been more than enough. I should have a few dollars left over for food, but now…

      He pockets the money and leans down so one of his elbows rests on the counter. He reaches for me, twisting a lock of my ashy blonde hair around his hairy, ring-laden pinky finger. “My offer still stands, you know. You want water, heat, and a roof over your head? It would only take a few minutes flat on your back to make that happen–”

      I pull myself away and step back until I hit the wall, nostrils flaring with hatred and disgust as I fight to catch my breath.

      He clicks his tongue and shrugs. “Well, in that case, pay the fuck up, or you and your bastard will be out on the street come sunset tomorrow. Mark my words.”

      He turns on his heel and leaves the shop, not bothering to close the door behind him.

      Tears burn down my cheeks as I rush after him, shoving the door closed against the howling, bitter wind. My son wails in his sling as cold bits through my coat.

      I lock the door and draw the blinds, whispering reassurances to the screaming baby before going through the side door leading to the stairwell. It’s dark, empty, and lifeless.

      The dark steps blend with the peeling gray paint as I hurry up to my apartment holding back a torrent of tears.

      I knock on my elderly neighbor’s door and yank it open, glancing inside. Ms. Eloise is curled up in a blanket on her bed like usual, her wood stove barely puffing enough heat into the room to keep frost from coating the windows.

      I watch her chest rise and fall then slowly edge out of the room and turn toward my own door.

      My apartment is a stark contrast to the bright florals of my shop below. The walls are gray with patches of wood and stone showing beneath the peeling paint and fraying drywall. The floor is old, faded wood that leaves splinters that bite into my feet if I ever walk barefoot.

      A twin mattress rests on the floor. I sold the bed frame a few weeks ago. No art hangs on my walls any longer, only a few faded photos from a time in my life that feels like a lifetime ago.

      I close the door behind me and rub my cold hands together before moving to the oven and turning it on. It’ll take a few minutes for the room to heat up, so I shrug off my coat and take my baby from his sling, and curl into a ball around him in bed while he nurses.

      Silent tears fall down my cheeks and seep into the mattress as I stare at the pictures on the walls.

      Me, only ten or so months ago, dressed to the nines in the center of a gaggle of young women my age. Me, a year ago, posing outside the pink door to my shop downstairs, beaming with pride.

      Pictures of me with friends whose faces have blurred with time. Friends I shared apartments with, drank with, and gossiped about everything from boys to music to the royal family the tabloids always love to gossip about.

      I cup my son’s head and close my eyes.

      None of those friends have been around for months. Once I began to show… once I stopped going to the bars and clubs with them or out to brunch…

      Everyone simply vanished.

      But one face remains in the sea of lost memories.

      Hadley comes through the door without needing a key. The lock has been broken for weeks.

      Her dark brown curly hair pokes out beneath a pale blue hat, and the tip of her nose is bright red.

      I rise up on an elbow, taking my coat and the raggedy quilt I found in the trash with me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Goddess, Sarah, it’s freezing in here!” Her smile fades as she looks around. Her hazel eyes meet mine again, giving me that same pained look she always gives me. “I brought food.”

      “You shouldn’t have. You’ll get in so much trouble for being out–”

      “My brother can kiss my ass.” She tries to smile, but it falls flat. I sense the nerves in each word as she edges toward the row of countertops that act as my kitchen. She sets a paper bag of groceries on the counter, pulling out a carton of milk and a bag of oats. Butter, salt, six eggs…

      “I got you some vitamins. My–my friend said these are the good ones.” She sets them down on the counter before turning around, but my heart is aching.

      “Does he know you’re here?” I ask, sitting up and fixing my shirt. The baby is fast asleep beside me, his tiny fists under his chin.

      Hadley shakes her head. “I can’t stay long. I have a shift at the bar, and you know how my brother gets about me being outside of our territory.” She looks around, her eyes glistening in the darkness. “I’m trying to get you out of here, okay?”

      “I never asked–”

      “You can’t stay here, Sarah!”

      “My shop,” I tell her, fear and heartache twisting its way through my heart like a heated blade. “I can’t just leave everything I’ve worked for behind.” I flash her my best “I got this, seriously,” smile even though inside, I’m falling to pieces.

      “Did you get the contract with the royal family? The upcoming ball?” Her eyes are full of so much hope.

      I shake my head.

      Providing the flowers for Queen Madeline’s upcoming party would have made it possible to get out of this hellhole. Now, I’m in too deep. I’m out of money. Foxglove has me backed into a corner, and I have a baby to think about.

      But I’m packless. Hadley is my only support, and her brother has her under lock and key.

      I can’t pull her into my drama, anyway. I can’t even think about it.

      It’s better for everyone that I remain alone.

      She shakes a smaller paper bag. “I got you a burger and fries,” she says softly.

      But a distant, rhythmic thudding echoes up the stairwell.

      “I think that might have been the shop,” I say, peeling myself out of bed carefully so as not to disturb the baby.

      “I’ll stay with him,” Hadley says as I open the door and look down the stairs into the growing dark.

      Another knock, but not from the private residents entrance that faces the alley.

      A few seconds later, I’m standing in my shop squinting through the frosty windows at the wind-blown street.

      A man walks away, his hands tucked in his pockets and his head bent against the wind.
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            ENDLESS MISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      Sydney

      

      Cosette screams into the foyer, her apron knotted so tightly in her hands that her slim fingers are white. Her light brown hair is flaked with silver, and her dark brown eyes glow like embers in the chandelier light as they narrow into a glare.

      I shut the front door to my manor firmly behind me, ignoring the incessant screech of the wind howling outside, and eye my housekeeper–my life manager, honestly–as she huffs a breath and glowers at me.

      “Am I past curfew?”

      “Alpha Sydney, I thought you were dead!”

      “It’s just a blizzard.” I shrug out of my coat as Dalia–the only other person I employ at my house–comes up behind me to take it, gathering my coat, gloves, and hat in her tiny hands. I give the mousy, red-haired maid a gracious, silent smile before turning back to Cosette with a frown.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Your Grace.” She plants her hands on her hips and looks up at me as I approach her. “It’s below zero out there and blowing like hell has frozen over.”

      “You’re just upset I’m late for dinner.”

      “Late for dinner again,” she huffs, following me with her eyes as I step past her and start hiking up the stairs.

      “Put it in the fridge for me, Cosette. I have plans tonight.” Plans to work. Plans to sit in my office going over dead-end leads, again, into the mysterious circumstances surrounding Sasha of Eastonia.

      “You’re going to work yourself to death!”

      Her mumbled reply falls on deaf ears as I deftly unbutton the starched white dress shirt I’ve been stuck in all day. I walk down the main hall on the second floor of the manor–a stately home where, a long time ago now, my father was almost born.

      My grandparents came here to seek refuge after returning from Maatua to rival Alphas trying to take over our castle and my father’s throne.

      Over forty years later, it’s my home now. It’s been renovated to my tastes with modern, sleek finishes and dark hardwood floors, and the surrounding ten or so miles all falls within my territory.

      I open the door to my bedroom and close it with my foot, stripping out of my shirt and pants. The second I toss my phone across the room, where it lands with a soft thud on my bed, it starts to vibrate.

      Ryan’s name lights up across the screen with a rather unflattering picture of him posing drunk against one of the marble statues in my mom’s rose garden during one of her parties last spring.

      I close my eyes, sigh, and try to gather myself before answering.

      “What?”

      “Oh, fuck off. I guarantee I had a worse day than you, prick,” he jests, then groans as if stretching out. “What are you doing?”

      “Just getting home–”

      “What were you up to in the NZ tonight? You were so close to my territory and didn’t even stop to say hi to your own twin.”

      I pull a sweatshirt from my dresser. “Are you still tracking my location?”

      “You keep your location services turned on on your phone,” he chuckles. “Sometimes I like watching you bop around town.”

      “Is there a reason you’re calling?”

      “I don’t know what things are looking like in your neck of the woods, but the bar is still open in Silverhide if you want to come out for a drink. You can crash here, if you want.”

      It’s a tempting offer. I put my phone on speaker as I pull my sweatshirt over my head and fish for a pair of jeans. “I can be there in half an hour.”

      “You didn’t answer my question–” I hang up the phone, button my jeans, and run my fingers through my hair, ruffling it free of its usual swept back style. My reflection in the mirror over my dresser catches me off guard. The dark circles under my eyes. The pinched expression. The ruddy cheeks nearly blistered from the cold.

      No one should be out in this storm tonight, but there I was, walking through the Neutral Zone, heading right toward that flower shop I can’t get out of my head.

      I think about her all the time–Sarah. I don’t know her last name. The last time I saw her was two months ago.

      I don’t know what drove me to go there tonight. I’ve been trying to come up with reasons to go talk to her again. But I’m not like Ryan. I can’t walk into a room and schmooze my way into any crowd. I need a reason to talk to her. I need this feeling to make sense.

      I tried to ignore it, and thankfully, it was a busy enough winter that the last two months flew by in a blur of running my engineering company and investigating any leads on Sasha, Gabriel’s cousin.

      The most wanted woman in the Allied Kingdoms.

      I lay down on my bed for a moment and stare up at the ceiling while the wind whips snow against the second story windows to my right.

      In my defense, I did knock on Sarah’s door. I wasn’t surprised to see her shop wasn’t open tonight. Everyone is hunkered down, riding out the blizzard.

      Not me. I was out like a fucking idiot unable to stop myself from just… laying eyes on her again.

      Something about her nags at me like nothing else I’ve ever experienced before.

      Huffing out a breath, I roll off the bed, grab my phone, and go downstairs.

      “Seriously?” Cosette follows me down the hallway leading to the garage. “Alpha Sydney, I insist–”

      “Take the night off, Cosette.” I halt with my hand on the doorknob and lean down to give her a kiss on the cheek.

      Her face burns red as I slip into the garage. She murmurs some prayer to the Goddess ripe with curse words before stomping off, her heels clacking on the floorboards.

      I grab the keys to my truck and give myself another second to back out.

      Ryan’s going to want to know why I went to the NZ.

      Maybe it’ll be good for me to talk to someone about that why, even if I don’t want to think about the conflicting feelings roiling in my gut.

      I remind myself of the promise I made to myself all those months ago in Eastonia, when Evander nearly died in Kenna’s arms, as I climb into my truck.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think this winter could get any longer,” Ryan says over the rim of his beer as he scans the rustic bar around us. Everything is dark wood and country style music; a sharp contrast to the more modern, sleek bars and clubs in the city center.

      Ryan’s pack is incredibly old school. Blue collar, homestyle, and more in tune with their wolfish abilities.

      He takes another drag from his pint and leans back.

      I tap my glass. I’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes, and we’ve barely said a word to each other.

      “It’s a shame we weren’t able to vacation in Maatua this Solstice,” he says absently, his eyes meeting mine. They’re identical to mine, but other than our height, that’s about all we have in common.

      “Mom said Misty is still mad at them for sending her away,” I reply.

      “She likes her school out there, though. She gets to lay out on a beach and watch surfers all day.”

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling. While I agree that Maatua is the best place for our baby sister right now, given the circumstances, Misty has always balked when it comes to listening to anyone other than the little devil on her shoulder. Our mom has commented on how Misty takes after our grandma in looks, but her personality?

      Misty and Kenna might have been mixed up somewhere in the heavens and given to the wrong parents because Misty is the reincarnation of Aunt Ella in personality.

      Maybe worse than Ella, honestly.

      “I didn’t bring you here to talk about Misty.” Ryan shifts his weight on the barstool. It creaks under his weight. “You’ve been weirder than usual.”

      I give him a look. “Uh, thanks?”

      He waves a hand in dismissal. “Look, I’m worried about you, all right? I get that things fucking sucked in Eastonia last summer. Shit, I saw the aftermath myself when I brought some of my own warriors over to help with rebuilding villages of those packs the rebels took out in the Roguelands. But it’s been over six months. You’ve been gallivanting around Crescent Falls since you came home looking for that Sasha girl with no end in sight.”

      “I haven’t been gallivanting,” I say through gritted teeth. “It’s a mission–”

      “Yet you have no backup, no team in place to run leads. You’re doing this all yourself while our dad, uncle, and aunt go back to business as usual. What gives?”

      “I’m not sure what you want me to say–”

      “Then consider this an intervention.” He knits his fingers together on the table between us in a way that immediately reminds me of our father. “You gotta stop looking for her, man. She’s long gone. This is a waste of time. When was the last time you went out and had any fun? Hell, when did you last shift?”

      “Order up!” A sing-song female voice drifts through the air in our direction.

      Ryan straightens and plasters a soft smile on his face as a young woman with a mop of curly brown hair skips up to our table and places two fresh pints of cheap beer between us. The yellow ribbon holding her hair away from her face trembles as her eyes slide to Ryan’s, and her “customer-service” smile turns into something so bright it could light up the room.

      “Thanks, Hadley.” Ryan reaches into his pocket and pulls out a twenty-dollar bill. He slips it into her hand… and maybe I’m imagining it, but his touch lingers for a second too long.

      Hadley’s cheeks go a rosy pink before she bites her lip, grins, and hops away.

      “That can’t be James’s little sister.” I breath, arching my brow at Ryan.

      “She’s not so little anymore,” he replies steadily, but his eyes are downcast on his beer.

      Hadley has to be twenty by now, at least.

      “She started classes at Crescent Falls University this fall for teaching,” Ryan says without prompting, turning his frosted glass in a circle. “I offered to pay for it, you know, as Alphas should do for members of their packs, but my Beta forbade it.” He clicks his tongue and eyes me.

      James, his Beta, is an asshole. I get why they’re friends, sure. Ryan and James go way back to when we were all in warrior training together as teenagers. Both love to fight, workout, and watch sports, but Ryan doesn’t have the mean streak James possesses.

      I’ll never understand why Ryan chose Asher to be his Beta.

      I technically don’t have a Beta, at least not for another year, when Asher turns twenty-one and can step into his Goddess-destined role. He’s the son of my father’s Beta, Cassian, and his mate Hannah. Right now, he's in training to take over the role, and I keep him busy enough tending to minor pack issues.

      “That shouldn’t have been James’s decision,” I argue, but Ryan shakes his head.

      “I’ve learned not to get between those siblings. They’re all they have, you know. No parents. Immigrants, the like.”

      I chew the inside of my lower lip. James and Hadley were born in Eastonia and came here as children with their family. I don’t know the details of how they ended up orphans.

      I’ve never asked, but I don’t get the opportunity to pry, because Ryan says, “Do you still look for that woman you had a one-night-stand with last summer?”

      “No.” The word slips out so rapidly I wonder if I’ve said anything at all.

      “Maybe you should,” he says, shrugging. “You haven’t been with anyone since then.”

      “That’s my business, Ryan.”

      “I am worried about you, Syd.” His gaze is honed on mine and serious, not a single glimmer of jest in those stormy blue eyes. “After what happened–”

      My phone rings at the perfect moment. Sighing with relief, I pull it out of my pocket.

      “It’s Mom. I should get going, anyway. Thanks for the beer.” I rise and leave my untouched pint behind, answering the phone on my way out the door.

      “Hey, Mom–”

      “Oh, Sydney. I need your help. Can you come over first thing in the morning?”

      She sounds stressed. “Is everything okay?”
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      Sydney

      

      The botanical garden is a thirty minute drive from the city and even longer from the castle. Juxtaposed against a sea of silver trees, the glass domed building sticks out as a bright pop of color against ribbons of pure white snow.

      I pull my truck to a stop, checking my watch.

      Someone opens the front door to the building and steps out, bundled against the biting sub-zero temperature in a pale purple sweater and gray leggings.

      Mom’s wine-red hair is pulled in a bun piled on the top of her head. She waves at me, motioning for me to hurry the hell up.

      “You said you’d be here at eight!” she says by way of greeting as I hike up the snow-covered steps.

      “It’s 8:15,” I reply as she motions me inside, pulling the heavy glass doors closed behind her.

      My thick coat and hat are suddenly suffocating inside the humid warmth of the building, but I don’t bother taking them off. Whatever she needed me to come here for at the crack of dawn, I’m sure I’ll hear all about it in a matter of seconds, and then I can go back to my usual day as planned.

      We pass through an entry room before reaching the center of the indoor garden. It’s beautiful. I’ve always loved coming here, especially during events and parties. I look up that ceiling, past the thick foliage, and notice the white lights strung back and forth from one end of the dome to the other.

      But… that’s about it.

      I look down at my mom who's frowning and tapping her foot. She looks completely out of sorts as she runs a hand over her make-up free face and looks up at me through her fingers.

      “Don’t you have a party here in three days?”

      “Yes, and that’s why I called you.”

      I glance around at the undecorated tables and general lack of color, save for the green of the plants at the center of the wide, open space and the snow clinging to the glass panes on the ceiling. “I’m an engineer, not a decorator–”

      “I’m not asking you to help me decorate,” she replies with a shake of her head. “My usual florist backed out at the last minute. I’m honestly not surprised. I’ve had to twist her arm the last few times I’ve hired her to get her to do anything on time.” She huffs, still tapping her foot on the shimmering silver tiles. “This place was supposed to look like a beacon of summer. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “I have some flowers in my atrium,” I tell her. My atrium flares to life in my mind. It’s similar to this place but on a smaller scale. I don’t pride myself on being able to make things grow, however.

      But Mom shakes her head. “I need a professional. Someone who can design arrangements, and fast. I needed this whole place swimming in color. I figured, since your father has had you canvasing every inch of our kingdom, you'd know someone. A few other florists sent bids to me about the Solstice Ball a few weeks ago, but I can’t find the paperwork and I’m running out of time–”

      “I know someone,” I say without meaning to speak.

      She turns to me, hope welling in her eyes. “Someone who can do this in three days?”

      “You just need a few vases filled, right?”

      She smacks my arm. “Sydney, seriously–”

      “I’ll see what I can do, okay?”

      “I can ask Ryan, too. He has more than enough time on his hands–”

      “I got it.” I squeeze her arm and practically sprint out of the room.

      My heart hammers in my chest as I slide into my truck and punch the gas, skidding in a circle to get back on the narrow highway leading into Crescent City.

      It’s a clear, sunny day, which means it’s even colder than yesterday. My truck groans as I kick up the heat, fighting the steadily dropping temperature. I can’t remember a colder winter.

      But I don’t even try. Not when I have a reason to go talk to Sarah now. A real reason, not that I just couldn’t get her out of my head and didn’t do anything about it for two months, until it was far too late.

      But when I pull my truck into the NZ, my confidence wavers.

      She was pregnant last time I saw her. She might have had her baby already.

      That baby’s father could be back and…

      I can’t think like this. I don’t have feelings for Sarah. She’s just… she’s intriguing, and maybe actually seeing her again, talking to her, and working with her in a more intimate sense while we help keep my mom’s head glued on will clear my head.

      The idea of Sarah has been my only distraction from finding the missing Eastonian girl. That, and the fragmented memory of the woman from the ball.

      I get out of my truck and tuck my hands in the pockets of my coat to try to keep my fingers from freezing solid as I walk down the main street of the NZ, which is a network of commercial buildings, houses, apartments, shops, bars, and the like.

      But the NZ fades into a colorless wasteland a few blocks away from where I parked my truck at the gate to Silverhide.

      Windows are boarded against the cold. A few wolves trot by, their eyes scanning mine as they scurry to the other side of the street.

      I pass the coffee shop I visited two months ago and find the windows boarded and a “for rent” sign hanging on the door, faded from exposure to the sun and cold.

      And across the street, the pink door to Sarah’s shop isn’t nearly as vibrant as I remember it.

      I was just here last night, but seeing this place in the daylight sends a ripple of shock and unease coursing through my body.

      Snow is piled in front of the door from last night’s storm, and the curtains in the front window are drawn.

      I furrow my brow as I cross the street and walk up to the shop, rapping on the door. My knocks echo down the street into the vacuum of silence brought on by the frigid air.

      I look up to the second story. More boarded windows.

      She didn’t answer the door last night either…. Is she no longer here?

      My stomach drops with disappointment, but then a waft of cigarette smoke clouds my senses.

      “This must be why she doesn’t have my rent this month,” a male voice clucks somewhere behind me. “Never answering her door for customers.”

      I slowly turn. An older man with thick, dark facial hair dotted with crumbs from his last meal raises a brow at me.

      “You own this building?”

      He nods. “Rupert Foxglove.” He waves at himself before taking a pull of his cigarette once more. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for the owner of this shop–”

      “Doubt you’ll find her.”

      Something in his voice has adrenaline prickling over my skin like little needles. “Why is that?”

      He chuckles darkly, stubbing out his cigarette under a polished, rather expensive looking boot. “Look, it's not my problem that these tenants of mine can’t keep up with their rent. Times are tough after that little skirmish over in Eastonia.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Again, I’m looking for Sarah–”

      “And I knew she wouldn’t be able to keep up with her business after that hussy got knocked up during the Mating festival last summer. I knew she was a whore. I should have seen this coming–”

      I step toward him, and he retreats, taken off guard. “What did you just say?”

      “Sarah Greenly,” he repeats, smirking up at me. “That little whore can’t pay her rent, blames it on the baby. Says she can’t keep her shop open in these conditions.” He waves toward the building. “I thought keeping the heat off would teach that little slut a lesson.”

      My hands curl into fists. “You turned the heat to the building off?”

      “Two weeks ago,” he says with a shrug, pulling another cigarette out of his pocket. “The pipes froze, you know, and caused some damage. Now she can’t water her precious flowers, and I can’t make the needed repairs because, well, she needed to learn a valuable lesson.”

      I grab his coat, lifting him a few inches off the ground. He squeaks in surprise, writhing like the snake I know he is under his fancy, designer clothing. “How much is her rent?”

      The number he tells me is so astounding I nearly drop him in the street.

      But what he says next has me spiraling.

      “You know how these broads are,” he says as I lower him to the ground. He lights his cigarette, totally unfazed. “I offered her an out, you know. All she’d need to do to get a discount on her rent would be to get on her knees. It’d be easy now without that disgusting stomach in her way–”

      I grip his throat, pick him up, and toss him across the street so hard he shifts out of pure surprise. He yelps, tangled in his now shredded clothes he probably bought by siphoning money off Sarah.

      His eyes gleam in the sunlight as he looks in my direction.

      For a moment, I wonder if he’s going to make a move.

      But the rat of a man takes off at a full sprint down the street, disappearing from sight.

      Fury rips through me. The transformation signal ripples like an electric current through my body, turning my fingers into talons.

      They fade back into fingers, and I slowly turn back to the building and pound on the shop door until it nearly comes off its hinges.

      No answer.

      I rush around the side of the building and yank on the private entrance that I hope leads somewhere, anywhere, that she might be, and I’m met with a poorly maintained staircase cast in near total darkness.

      It’s freezing here. Each breath I take burns down my throat. The air smells like smoke as I walk upstairs.

      Two doors greet me. One of them is open already, but the room is empty. It’s a studio apartment in horrible shape. A wood stove sends laces of dark, acrid smoke through the air, but the room is empty. The bed is neatly made.

      A creaking sound and muffled sob catches my attention. I turn around, eyeing the door just across the hallway.

      The scent of honeysuckle clouds my senses, igniting some long forgotten memory that rushes back in severely fragmented pieces I can’t possibly put together.

      But I edge toward the door, furious and honestly petrified that I’m about to walk in to find Sarah and her baby frozen to death.

      I grab the doorknob and shove my way inside. The lock comes off completely, bouncing to a stop on filthy, frozen floorboards.

      She whirls, dressed in a huge coat and hand-knit hat.

      Her violet eyes are exactly how I remember them.

      “Alpha Sydney?” she breaths in disbelief, her cheeks wet with tears.
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            YOU’RE NOT TAKING MY BABY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah

      

      I’m hallucinating.

      I have to be because Alpha Sydney of the Shadowcrest pack is standing in my doorway looking like he’s ready to rip someone in half.

      He’s handsome. Too beautiful to be real. His face has been carved from the purest marble by craftsmen who spent their entire lives dedicated to their art. Soft, slightly curly dark brown hair glints with copper as he takes a single step into my apartment.

      A jawline that could cut glass. A strong, stately nose. High cheekbones.

      But the one thing about him that haunts my dreams are those dark blue eyes that feel like I’m looking into a pool full of pure magic when I meet his gaze. Such a dark shade of navy that they edge on a stormy, blue-gray.

      And right now, those eyes are scanning my face with such fervor I feel my cheeks going crimson.

      My lips part to ask him why he’s here, but his eyes lift to scan the room beyond where I stand frozen in the center of my apartment.

      My baby wriggles in his sling. Sydney’s eyes dart to my chest where the baby is cloistered away from the biting cold.

      “Where are your boots?” His voice–deep and dripping with venom–laces through the air and settles deep in my chest.

      I glance toward the kitchenette where the oven is making creaking noises as it blares whatever heat it can muster into the room. My worn, sorry excuse for winter boots lay haphazardly on top of each other on the floor next to the refrigerator.

      My toes curl in the thick wool socks I found in Ms. Eloise’s apartment this morning.

      He slowly looks from my boots back to me. “How old is the baby?”

      “A-A week,” I stutter. “Eight days, actually, I–”

      He stalks across the room to the single crumpled paper bag leftover from when Hadley dropped off groceries last night. He violently shakes it back in shape and begins to move around the room, tossing whatever he can get his hands on inside it.

      “What are you doing?” I rush out, clutching the baby against my chest. He squirms, letting out an annoyed squawk.

      “Put your boots on,” he says so steadily I wonder if I’m dreaming. His voice betrays the look on his face. Sheer, unadulterated fury blurs the sharp planes of his mouth and brow.

      “Why–”

      He pauses at the pictures on the wall behind me. My heart stops, my lungs ceasing their gentle rise and fall.

      “When is your neighbor expected back?” he asks as he picks the faded Polaroids off the wall after a few seconds of inspection. He doesn’t even look at most of them. I watch the picture of Hadley and I smiling deliriously into the lens after a concert last summer fall into the bag.

      “She’s not,” I manage to reply. My chest is impossibly tight. I can’t swallow, especially when he turns his head over so slightly to look at me over his shoulder.

      “Why?”

      “She died last night. I found her this morning.” I’m shaking now–from the cold or the sheer shock of what the last few hours have been like.

      I was sure I was going to die last night. I spent the entire night curled up in front of the oven with the baby covered in blankets, praying to the Goddess to keep us safe until morning.

      It was so horrifically cold.

      It’s a miracle we’re both still alive.

      But Ms. Eloise didn’t make it. I found her in her bed, cold to the touch, clutching a picture of her mate and her adult son, whom she lost during the war twenty-two years ago.

      A rogue tear slides down my face. Alpha Sydney watches it glide over the hollow of my cheek and along my jaw before something snaps behind his eyes and they go nearly black.

      “Boots, now.”

      “But–”

      “Do I need to carry you both out of here?” His icy tone makes the air between us feel tropical.

      I gape up at him as he crosses the room, closing the distance between us. He arches a brow, fixing me with a look that I’m sure makes grown men cower.

      He will, I realize, carry me out of here if I don’t do what he says.

      “My b-boots,” I mumble, tearing my gaze from his, and walk on trembling legs to where I left them after watching the group of men who own a dry cleaning business down the street carry Eloise's body away less than an hour ago.

      I protectively clutch the baby to my chest as I slip my freezing feet into my boots. I can feel Alpha Sydney watching me closely.

      When I fumble with the laces, tears starting to trickle down my cheeks, he lets out a long sigh and is suddenly kneeling before me, his head bent to the task at hand.

      The Alpha of Shadowcrest tightens up my boots, his fingers moving with practiced grace.

      I’ve never felt so small as he ties them.

      Without a word, he takes me by the shoulder and hurries me out of the apartment.

      I should ask why he’s doing this. I should be asking him why he’s here, carrying a single paper bag full of my things and guiding me up a windblown street, but I’m exhausted and heartbroken.

      I’m so tired. I’m so cold. My plants and my shop barely register in my mind as he cuts a sharp corner and lights flash up ahead against the hazy golden glow of the sun.

      A black truck with tinted windows roars to life before we’ve even crossed the street.

      He opens the passenger door and tosses the bag holding everything I have left to my name at my feet after helping me inside.

      Hot air rolls over my face for the first time in weeks.

      I gasp out my breath at the sensation, my eyes watering from the shock of it.

      Somewhere in the hazy distance, he closes the door and walks around the front of the truck, but I feel like I’m floating. I can’t focus on anything other than how good it feels to be warm.

      My numb body prickles back to life, but by the time I hurtle back to reality, Alpha Sydney is in the driver's seat and tearing through the winding, snow-drenched streets leading out of the NZ.

      It dawns on me that I might be in serious trouble.

      I failed to report a death this morning to the proper authorities. I didn’t know what to do, honestly. I’d been so shocked and distraught to find Eloise dead that I rang the first number I could think of–the shop down the block from me–where I knew someone would be up and working.

      I don’t know where they took her body.

      I click on my seat belt, wishing I had a car seat for my son, but I don’t. “I didn’t know what to do with her,” I whisper, unable to look at him. “I didn’t call–I wasn’t sure who to call about her when I found her–”

      He pulls his phone from his jacket pocket and dials a number without looking down at his screen, then presses it to his ear.

      I purse my lips and jostle the baby, who’s now fully awake and likely very confused about what’s happening.

      “I need backup in the NZ.”

      I glance at him as I unzip my coat just enough to reach inside and pull up my shirt so the baby can nurse. He roots around, latching onto my skin instead.

      I wince and hiss out my breath.

      Alpha Sydney glances in my direction.

      I look out the window, grimacing, while fishing around under my coat to try to help the poor baby find what he needs.

      “How many warriors can you get on the street today?” Alpha Sydney asks whoever he’s speaking to.

      I wish I could hear the conversation taking place on the other end. I’m waiting for him to say he has me, the woman who probably killed her elderly neighbor in cold blood to steal her socks, and is taking me to whatever prison awaits me now, but he says, “I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

      He slides his phone back in his pocket and rolls to a stop at a stoplight.

      The only sound is the gentle hum of the engine.

      I fight the urge to turn his radio on just to cut through the deafening silence.

      He probably wouldn’t like that.

      He exhales deeply, his eyes locked on the stoplight.

      The second it turns green, we’re speeding toward the blur of glowing lights roughly a mile away.

      I know where we are because I used to come to the mall here often. I’d drink coffee and walk for hours with Hadley, looking at shoes we couldn’t afford and trying on dresses for whatever party or concert we were going to that night. We’d throw coins in the fountain at its center, wishing for silly things like to find our fated mates and for our future wolf forms to have a particular colored coat.

      That feels like a different life.

      He drives past the mall and pulls into the parking lot of a shopping center, throws the truck in park, and gets out without a word.

      I reach for the door handle, but the truck locks up tight.

      I whirl to look out the driver side window as he hurries away, his head bent against a gust of wind carrying a sheet of snow in his direction.

      This is a strange situation. I’m sitting in the Alpha of Shadowcrest’s truck in a parking lot. He’s supposed to be driving me to whatever prison cell awaits me, but he’s shopping instead.

      I try the door handle. I flip a few switches in his spaceship of a truck but can’t figure out how to unlock it from the inside.

      I press a button on the center console and music bursts from the speakers so loud I scream in surprise, which in turns sets off the baby.

      His startled wail echoes through the truck. I’m sure I’m not imagining the windshield rattling as I hurry out of my coat and make quick work of getting him to latch to my other breast.

      He’s incredibly angry, however. He thrashes, turning purple with rage. I slap my hand against the counsel, shutting off the music, but I hit something else that causes the car alarm to blare incessantly.

      “No, no, no!” I press every button I see while the baby screams for someone, anyone, to take him away from this nightmare he’s living.

      When I somehow turn the wonderfully heated air to something so frigid I could have sworn he had his AC unit crafted on the peak of Crescent Fall’s highest, snow-covered mountain, it’s just the cherry on top.

      I burst into tears, and my baby screams for mercy at the very moment the car alarm suddenly switches off, and Alpha Sydney reappears.

      He opens his truck door and looks at the two of us. I’m sure it’s a sight to behold. I’m sweating from stress, disheveled, with tears running down my face, and my son is the color of an eggplant.

      He reaches into the truck and turns the heat back on, his eyes locked on mine, and shuts the door again.

      “Shhh, shhh,” I whimper, trying to get the baby to settle.

      Sydney opens the back door on the driver’s side and starts throwing plastic bags into the truck without ceremony. I wonder if dropping in on me got in the way of his usual Tuesday morning grocery run.

      But then I hear a click, and the sound of tape tearing, and then the truck jostles a bit.

      I turn to look over my shoulder and see Alpha Sydney, the prince and heir of the Crescent Falls, installing a car seat in the back of his truck.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Will you bring the baby around so we can get going? It’s freezing out here.”

      My heart skips a beat then starts thundering in my chest. “I–If you’re going to take my baby–”

      “I’m not taking your baby,” he says calmly, his voice losing its earlier ice. “It’s just a bumpy, uphill ride to my territory, and the roads are awful this time of year. It’s not safe to have him in your lap.”

      “O-Okay,” I breathe. I feel like I’m in flight or fight mode. My mind is a blur as I step out of the truck with the baby in my arms and hurry to Sydney’s side.

      He glances down at me, seeing me without the giant coat for the first time.

      A thin, burgundy sweater and black sweatpants clutches my chilled body. My hair is in two long, messy braids that dust over the small of my back. Milk has leaked through my shirt, and I’m sure my face is blotchy from crying.

      I’m a mess, not that it matters. I’m about to go on trial for murder, most likely.

      He reaches for the baby, and I jolt back.

      “I’m not taking the baby away from you,” he says, raising his hands in surrender. “But you’re shivering. Let me put the baby in the car seat so you can go sit back down where it’s warm.”

      He towers over me by at least a foot, if not more. I have to tilt my chin to look up into his eyes.

      I can’t do more than nod. This has to be a dream. Or a nightmare. Or I am actually dead, and none of this is happening.

      Alpha Sydney takes my son out of my arms and gently sets the screaming baby in the brand new, state of the art car seat I’m sure cost him a small fortune.

      “It’s all right,” he coaxes, adjusting the straps with practiced skill before clipping him in. “You’re fine, little–”

      Alpha Sydney looks at me expectantly.

      “He’s a boy,” I say, my teeth chattering, and I’m not sure it’s totally because of the cold.

      “Little man,” he continues, a ghost of a smile tugging on his lips, revealing a dimple in his right cheek.

      My stomach goes hollow at the sight of that smile. My chest aches as his large hands tuck my son in tight.

      “Get in the truck, Sarah,” he says in a near whisper.

      I obey because what else am I supposed to do right now?

      But that’s when I notice it. The bags of things he bought in the store. Diapers, wipes, bottles. Baby soap. Baby clothes. Blankets and swaddles.

      “Where are you taking us?” I ask, meeting his stormy blue eyes.

      “Somewhere safe.”
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      Sarah

      

      We pass the main gates to the Shadowcrest territory. They fall away behind us, cloaked in frost covered vines.

      It’s been a silent drive. Silent–and I’m terribly sick to my stomach. Alpha Sydney was right about the uphill drive being bumpy and dangerous, but his pack lives in one of the more remote territories surrounding Crescent City.

      A stone wall runs alongside the truck as he continues driving uphill, turning with great effort around a sharp bend in the hillside. My view from the window gives way to a small, bustling city below, the roof tiles mingling with thick, snow covered trees, and in the distance?

      The castle of Crescent Falls rises like a beacon overlooking a sprawling metropolis.

      He turns onto a side road, and eventually, we meet a private gate that swings open for him automatically. No guards linger around the entrance to what I assume is a private driveway. A dense forest hugs the road on either side, not a building in sight.

      I sit up a little straighter as the trees suddenly drop away, revealing a sweeping view below.

      “All of that is Shadowcrest,” he says over the hum of the engine. His tone is even, impossible to decipher. He’s tense, that’s clear. Angry over something, which is why I haven’t pestered him with questions… yet.

      A few narrow streets wind through the woods below us as he drives along a cliff edge. Beyond the guard rail, I see a few larger buildings–a school, perhaps, judging by the enormous playground, and a library. Townhomes hug the town center where people and wolves are nothing but little dots that move back and forth between stores and cafes.

      Houses sprinkle the forest beyond. Some are larger than others, with lawns and parks between them.

      It looks nothing like the choked, colorless streets of the NZ.

      It’s beautiful here.

      It feels… safe. Secure. A hidden treasure in a city where over a dozen packs bleed into one.

      My gaze is still on the town below when Alpha Sydney presses the garage door opener on his sun vizor.

      I nearly snap my neck to look through the windshield, and then I find it impossible to breathe.

      A three story stone manor rises in front of us. The front yard is completely cloaked in snow and swirling ice fog that coats every tree in shimmering crystals that gleam in the sun. Smoke rises from four chimneys that tower above the dark tiles of the roof.

      Pale blue shutters bring a pop of color to the manor, which has to be ancient.

      I’ve never seen anything like it.

      I gape out my window as he pulls around the house toward an attached garage, which is obviously an addition.

      “Who lives here?” I can’t completely lose my mind now and get comfortable, despite the warmth and promise of safety for me and my son, who’s fast asleep in his new car seat. I could be walking into a room full of Alphas waiting to fight over whose pack gets to be the one to judge my fate.

      This could be nothing more than a meeting house. A pack house, which would be even worse, but there’s so few of those left in Crescent Falls.

      He pulls into the garage and shuts off the truck, the garage door rolling closed behind us.

      Silence chokes the air between us. He grips the wheel, his eyes on the nondescript door I assume leads into the manor.

      I sense tension. Serious tension. I stare at him, watching his eyes. Watching how the fluorescent overhead lights shining through the windshield give me a little glimpse behind those pools of blue.

      He’s trying to decide something right now. I just don’t know what.

      He gets out of the truck and walks around it to open my door.

      He extends his hand to me, and I take it without thought, but when I try to step out of the truck, I’m stuck.

      He leans over me and unbuckles my seatbelt, his shoulder brushing my chest.

      He smells like…

      “Alpha Sydney? What is–” A sharp, female voice rings through the air at the same moment I step out of the truck.

      A middle-aged woman darkens the doorway, looking more than confused.

      Her eyes are just as cutting as her tone, but when they rake over me, they soften.

      “Your Grace?” she says slowly, hurrying down a short flight of steps.

      “Cosette, get a guest room set up. The yellow room,” Sydney says, shutting the passenger side door. “She needs a hot meal and a bath.”

      “Yes, of course, but–”

      “I need Dalia to help with the baby.”

      “The what?” Cosette is suddenly beside me, taking me by the hand.

      With a grunt, Sydney lifts the entire  car seat out of the truck and walks in our direction.

      Cosette looks at me. I look at her, hoping she can see the silent pleas behind my eyes.

      Why am I here? What does he want with me? What have I done?

      Her grip on my hand tightens as Alpha Sydney walks past us. My baby is still fast asleep, his cheeks a ruddy pink and smooshed against the car seat straps.

      He looks peaceful for the first time in his young life, and the sight of it rips me to my core.

      Cosette watches Alpha Sydney disappear into the house before slowly turning back to me. Her eyes are deep brown fanned by golden stripes. She caresses my cheek, her thumb sliding down the bridge of my nose, and pauses at the kink from an old, poorly mended break.

      “Is that your baby?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiles tightly, her eyes searching mine. For what, I don’t know, but she nods to herself and guides me into the house.

      The gray walls and polished concrete of the garage give way to sprays of color. Warm reds. Deep purples. Dark hardwood floors and matching paneling. Art hangs in sleek frames throughout the foyer, and thick curtains are drawn against the bitter cold and blinding sun.

      But it’s warm here. So, so warm. The walls don’t drip with condensation, and it smells fresh, like clean laundry, instead of mildew and smoke.

      When we reach the foyer, where Alpha Sydney stands with the car seat, his eyes scanning mine… I burst into tears, unable to hold them back.

      “Get her upstairs, now,” he says sharply, and Cosette hurries me through the foyer.

      “But, wait–my–” I reach for Alpha Sydney, for the car seat.

      “He’s fine, honey,” Cosette says, gripping my wrist.

      What can I possibly do? I can’t fight her and run back to my son. I can’t force the Alpha to let him go.

      I’m weak right now. My mind is a tangled mess of emotion. I’m barely healed from giving birth, and I haven’t eaten a real, hot meal in weeks.

      Maybe months.

      My body revolts against my mind, and I relax, letting Cosette guide me up the grand staircase. My worn boots leave a trail of damp on the crimson carpet runner covering what looks like pure black marble.

      I keep my eyes on my boots until Cosette turns us into a room on the second floor.

      The yellow room. It’s aptly named. Sprays of muted yellow wallpaper hug each wall. A four poster bed bigger than my apartment invites me in.

      “I’ll have some flowers brought up to warm the place up a bit,” Cosette says absently as she lets go of my wrist and disappears into an ensuite bathroom.

      The sound of water running shocks my system. More tears flow freely down my cheeks. A chill–not one brought on by the cold, finally–licks up my spine.

      Cosette peaks around the doorframe, steam wrapping around her ankles as she wipes her hands on her apron. “Ready? I’m sure this will feel great. I keep Alpha Sydney’s cabinets well stocked with the best oils and shampoos the kingdom has to offer.”

      She’s obviously trying to tempt me into following her into the bathroom. As someone who can readily admit to loving stuff, I’m considering it.

      But I glance toward the door we just came through.

      “The baby is perfectly safe with His Grace,” she says softly. “I promise.”

      I nod, swallowing past the tightness in my throat, and follow her into the bathroom.

      I’ve lost all feeling of self-consciousness after having a baby. I don’t squirm or flinch when Cosette peels my sweater from my skin and tosses it outside of the bathroom. But I know she’s looking me over with a critic’s eye as I take off the rest of my clothes and lower myself into the bath, wincing at the hot temperature.

      But it’s divine. Fragrant water laps over every inch of my body, and I melt into it, choking back a grateful sob.

      “How old is your baby?” she asks, kneeling beside the claw-foot tub to unbraid my hair.

      “A week.”

      She stands still for a moment before starting up again. She runs a comb through my hair, gently working through each knot. “How are you feeling?”

      Awful. Terrified.

      “I’m all right.”

      “He’s a beautiful baby,” she says before pouring hot water over my head. I tilt my face to the ceiling on instinct, closing my eyes as she rubs shampoo over each strand. I hear her murmur, “Poor thing,” and I know she’s not talking about him.

      She’s talking about me.

      My heart quakes. No one has taken care of me like this in a very long time, and I’ve forgotten how to convey my thanks.

      She says nothing further. I’m sure she has questions. I have them too, but the water and her touch has me calming to the point I’m nearly falling asleep.

      But soon I’m standing in a fluffy robe in the center of the guest room, my hair wrapped in a towel, watching Cosette flutter around gathering something for me to wear.

      “We don’t have women’s clothing lying around,” she says with some annoyance.

      For whatever reason, this eases some of the anxiety clouding my senses. It sounds like Sydney lives here alone.

      Cosette obviously runs the house.

      A young woman appears in the doorway just as Cosette walks toward me with a pair of soft, cotton pajamas that probably belong to Alpha Sydney.

      The woman’s bright red hair catches the sunlight coming through the windows. She’s pretty. She must be young. No more than eighteen.

      “Oh, good. Dalia, I need you to call that boutique in town and have them send some clothing up to us. Shirts, pants, underthings–” She waves a hand to the ceiling. “Practically everything Sarah will need.”

      I wonder how she knows my name. I must have told her while I was slowly falling asleep in the bath.

      I wonder what else I told her as Dahlia nods along to Cosette's requests.

      But my chest is in knots.

      “Where is my baby?” I ask, turning to Dalia.

      “He’s asleep.” She points to a door on the opposite side of the room to the ensuite. “Just through there.”

      “Alpha Sydney has a nursery?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      It would make sense. He knew what to buy and how to install a car seat. He has some skill in the art of holding newborns.

      My stomach sinks.

      “Oh, no,” Cosette says in a pinched voice. “But his last maid had a few young children who came here while she worked, so we have what we need, for now.”

      I nod, but my head is spinning.

      “Where–Where is Alpha Sydney? I need to talk to him.”

      Both women look at me. I wait for their soft, concerned expressions to shift to something cold and disgusted because I’m a prisoner, right? He must think I killed Ms. Eloise. He must have seen the conditions I was living in and decided I was an unfit mother, and is going to have my son taken from me.

      I square my shoulders in preparation for my fate.

      “He went back into Crescent City to track down that shameful slumlord who allowed you and an infant to live in squalor and cold,” Cosette says hotly, her cheeks flaming with fury. “Don’t worry yourself, honey. You’re safe. That man can’t hurt you again. He’ll be caught and tried for murder for the death of your poor elderly neighbor. Now, let’s get you dressed and go downstairs to have something hot to eat. It’s been so long since I’ve had someone to cook a real meal for.” She smiles wistfully. “What would you like? Chicken pot pie? Roast beef? Stew?”

      My mouth pops open in shock.
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            WARMTH AND REST

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah

      

      I can’t remember the last time I felt full.

      I look down at the plate in front of me, which Cosette is piling with food for a third time. A piece of lusciously dark chocolate cake stares up at me while she arranges a scoop of vanilla ice cream next to it.

      Everything is homemade.

      Everything is delicious and filling.

      I take a bite and close my eyes, fighting the urge to moan.

      Cosette clucks in approval, and as I finish off the cake and ice cream, I wonder what she’s going to bring me next. I couldn’t possibly eat another bite, but after weeks of the occasional bowl of oatmeal and scrambled eggs, I’ll keep eating her food if she wants me to.

      But she brings me a cup of tea spiked with warm milk and so much sugar it makes my teeth tingle as I take a sip. She sits across from me at the snug kitchen table, stirring her own cup as her dark eyes look over me critically.

      “Are you feeling better?” she asks lightly, her spoon clinking against her cup.

      My mouth feels odd. There’s a slight metallic taste I can’t place.

      “I am,” I reply, leaning back. The kitchen is softly lit with warm, light wood finishes and white marble countertops. It’s comforting here, and I’m at ease in the soft glow of the lights and Cosette’s company. I can tell this is her domain. It smells like her–like the homemade bread she bakes throughout the day and the teas and spices she has on hand.

      She sips her tea, testing the flavor, before adding another heaping spoonful of sugar.

      I can’t help but glance at the darkened doorway leading into the formal dining room, which in turn leads to a sitting room, then the foyer. For whatever reason, I imagined an Alpha, let alone the prince of Crescent Falls, would live somewhere more opulent. I’ve been here since this morning and haven’t come across a single golden sconce or bust carved in Sydney’s likeness.

      This is a home, not a palace.

      But I remind myself for the thousandth time that I can’t let myself get comfortable.
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