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        * * *

      

      Two weeks of tracking my sister had yielded nothing but dead ends and growing frustration. Calyx Blaine had vanished—no phone activity, no social media posts across any of her platforms, no whisper in the local news that I'd been monitoring obsessively.

      Her new boyfriend, however, was a different story.

      Silas left a trail of breadcrumbs wherever he went, each one leading deeper into a criminal enterprise that made my skin crawl. Drugs were just the appetizer. The smuggling operation he ran was something else entirely—sophisticated, well-protected, and dangerous. Every time I got close to real answers, it seemed witnesses disappeared like smoke and leads went cold. Someone with serious reach was protecting him, and that someone had resources.

      I'd adapted my approach accordingly, swallowing my pride and relying on magic instead of brute force investigation.

      The glamour spell had transformed me from memorable to invisible—my distinctive pink hair became raven black, my amber eyes turned dark as black coffee, and I'd added thick cat-eye glasses for good measure. Even my finger was back to normal–no missing digit at all. The magic hummed against my skin like a second layer of clothing, requiring energy to maintain but worth every ounce of power spent. In this disguise, I'd haunted the club where I first spotted Silas, nursing overpriced drinks and eavesdropping until I finally learned about a man who facilitated his smuggling network.

      Matthias. The name had cost me endless patience and a small fortune in bar tabs. According to what I’d overheard, Matthias was a key point in getting something across a border. What thing? What border? No idea, but since Silas was involved, it didn’t matter—I finally got a clue, something tangible I could follow that might lead me to my sister. When she first disappeared I was pissed off at her–she’d used me in order to run away with her boyfriend. But given what I know now, I was worried for her.

      I cranked the wheel hard left, tires jumping the railroad tracks with a thud as my car rolled into the gravel lot behind a bar that looked like it was one stiff breeze away from falling over. The building squatted alone on a wedge of industrial real estate, surrounded on three sides by train tracks like iron rivers that carried cargo to a world that had long since left this place behind. The isolation was perfect for clandestine meetings—and perfectly terrifying for a woman alone.

      "Damn it, Calyx." The words escaped through clenched teeth, my breath fogging the windshield in the autumn chill. "What the hell have you gotten yourself into?"

      My sister had always been drawn to trouble like a moth to flame, always attracted to the bad boys she met, but Silas was out of her league. She'd probably seen the leather jacket, the expensive car that purred instead of growled, the entourage of hangers-on who treated him like royalty… and she fell all the way in. Growing up with our suffocating mother and ghost of a father had left Calyx hungry for attention—any attention that felt like affection. Of the two of us, she’d definitely been the favored child, but that didn’t mean that she got what she needed from our parents, either.

      What she didn't realize was that Silas hadn't chosen her for her laugh that could light up a room, or her fierce loyalty to the people she loved, or the way she saw good in everyone despite all evidence to the contrary. I knew now they were using her to get to me, though the why still eluded me like the edges of a dream that fades with the morning light. Goddess knew, that was one fact I never wanted to share with my sister.

      The night I'd followed them to that upscale dance club, I'd watched from the shadows as Silas kissed another woman the moment Calyx stepped away to the restroom. The casual betrayal, the ease of deception—he was playing my sister like a violin, and she was too infatuated to hear the discord in his melody. Back then I thought he was just a jerk. But ever since the night in the old church with the priest… I knew there was something bigger going on. Much bigger.

      Calyx's questionable taste in men was secondary to the fact that she was now missing, possibly in danger, and from what little I'd learned through weeks of investigation, she had no idea of the predators circling her. Her silence was even more ominous.

      I backed into a parking spot facing the street as I scanned the bar's tired facade. Years of harsh weather had stripped the paint down to the bare surface, and the mud-pressed gravel lot looked like it had been abandoned by hope itself. Even the awning sagged over the front door, as if the building was begging to be put out of its misery.

      My right hand cramped around the steering wheel, knuckles white with tension. I flexed my fingers. Even though my concealment spell replaced my missing finger, the phantom ache persisted, shooting up my arm—a constant reminder of what this search had already cost me. The abandoned church, the priest with his unnaturally large attack dog, the moment those jaws clamped down and tore away flesh and bone and my ability to wield my magic.

      My power had returned the next morning like a gift from whatever goddess watched over reckless witches, allowing me to heal the worst of the damage, but the scars across my belly, shoulder, and my hand remained as testimonies to my foolishness. I pressed my fist against my thigh, pushing back the persistent throb, then stepped out into the night air that tasted of diesel fuel and dust.

      The bar's door protested with a rusty squeal that made the handful of patrons inside turn toward the sound. No bouncer guarded the entrance, despite it being Friday night in what was clearly a rough part of town. I counted eight people hunched over their drinks like conspirators, voices low and eyes watchful. A table of five—three men built like dock workers, two women with the hard edges that came from surviving in places like this—stopped talking when I entered, swiveling to assess the newcomer with the kind of calculation that made my skin prickle.

      The scene felt cinematic in its predictability, like I'd walked into a Western where strangers were automatically suspect. The bartender leaned back, polishing a glass in a methodical way that spoke of years spent in this routine. A woman with bleached hair and glassy eyes abandoned her bar stool for the restroom, but not before giving me a once-over that catalogued everything from my shoes to my posture. A waitress emerged from the shadows like a wraith, empty pitchers clutched in her hands.

      I claimed an empty stool that wobbled slightly under my weight and met the bartender's questioning look. The leather was cracked and patched with duct tape, but it held.

      "Pint of stout."

      He finished with the glass he was cleaning, placed it on a rack with others, and nodded once. A coaster landed in front of me with sheer indifference—cardboard advertising a beer brand I'd never heard of. The beer that followed was dark as midnight and bitter as my mood, but exactly what I needed to steady my nerves.

      "Four bucks." He waited, dishrag draped over his shoulder like a badge of office.

      I reached for my wallet, fingers brushing against the collection of business cards and fake IDs I'd accumulated during this investigation. "I'm looking for someone named Matthias. Ring any bells?"

      The atmosphere shifted like a pressure drop before a storm, conversations dying mid-sentence as if someone had thrown a switch. The door opened with another rusty protest, framing a large silhouette against the orange glow of the streetlight beyond. I turned with everybody else, feeling like I’d become part of the Western in my mind, swiveling in the saloon to see the new stranger in town, though this one commanded attention in a way that made my pulse quicken.

      The newcomer approached the bar with purposeful strides that screamed military training. His shoulders filled out a dark jacket that had seen some wear, and when he nodded at the bartender, I caught a glimpse of muddy gray eyes.

      "I'm looking for a man named Matthias. I'm told he frequents this establishment. Do you know where I might find him?"

      Adrenaline spiked through my system like electricity through my veins. What the actual hell? Two people seeking the same man in the same dive bar on the same night? What was going on? The bartender glanced between us with the wariness of someone who'd seen too many confrontations start over less. "Matthias isn't here."

      The man surveyed the cramped space like he was cataloging every exit, every potential threat. "When did you last see him?" He leaned toward the bartender with the kind of casual authority that suggested he was accustomed to getting answers, and the tension in the room ratcheted up several degrees.

      "Excuse me." I kept my voice level but firm. Who did this guy think he was? "I was in the middle of a conversation when you so rudely interrupted."

      He raised his hand like a wall between us, not even bothering to glance in my direction. "This is important."

      The audacity was breathtaking. Heat built behind my ribs like a small fire, and I had to consciously resist the urge to weave an unpleasant curse into his immediate future. "Hey. I was talking to the bartender first. Whatever urgent business you think you have can wait until I'm finished."

      Sensing trouble brewing with the instincts of someone who'd survived years in this business, the bartender intervened. "Look, I don't need any problems in my place. I can’t help either of you find him. I haven’t seen Matthias in a few days, but he lives in the apartments across the street—Cascade Suites. First floor, one of the back units. I don't know which number, but that's where I’d look."

      "Thank you." The stranger stepped back and finally deigned to look at me, offering a smile that wouldn't fool a child. "My apologies. You may continue your business."

      I may? Oh no he didn’t. As if I needed his royal permission to exist in this space. My eyes met his, ready to deliver a response that would strip paint from the walls, and then everything seemed to stop. I couldn’t speak. I definitely didn’t know this guy, but… why was he so familiar?

      His eyes were dark and intense—dismissing me entirely. But something about his face, about the way he moved, struck a chord in my memory. Where had I seen him before? He was drop dead gorgeous, if you could get past his entitled attitude. Not someone I would forget. I shook my head, trying to clear it. I couldn’t remember.

      Then my brain came back online with one word.

      Threat.

      The sensation echoed in my mind like a mantra. If this guy was looking for Matthias, then he was connected to whatever was going on. To what had happened to me. To whatever forces were hunting my family. To Silas. To Calyx. His presence here couldn't possibly be coincidence. I had nothing other than instinct to back this up, but I knew.

      I fought to keep my expression neutral, to hide the recognition and fear and unwanted desire blooming in my chest and migrating down to my core. What could I say? He was attractive, when he shut his arrogant mouth. My magical training kicked in—never let them see they've rattled you, never show weakness to a potential enemy. I forced my breathing to remain steady, my posture casual, even as my magic stirred restlessly beneath my skin like a caged animal sensing danger.

      But those eyes, and the way his expression shifted told me he'd seen something in my face despite my efforts. The almost imperceptible widening of his eyes showed me that he, too, had a reaction to me. Too bad he was bad news wrapped up in a great jawline.

      “What do you want with Matthias…,” I started.

      As if he hadn’t heard me, he just turned and strode from the bar. The door squealed as he left. As though they had all agreed, the table of five rose in perfect unison, made for the door, and followed him into the night.

      Oh, hell.

      I didn’t trust the guy, hormones be damned, but I couldn’t let him be jumped or killed before I had a chance to question him myself. I tossed a ten on the counter and slid off my stool, legs unsteady beneath me. The bartender pocketed the money with a grateful nod, already back to his glass-polishing routine as if encounters with strangers asking about locals were just another part of his evening shift.

      Outside, the front of the bar was empty despite six people having just exited ahead of me. No footsteps echoing on gravel, no shadows moving under streetlights, no sign that anyone had ever been here at all. I checked both directions with growing unease, then followed instinct around the back of the building where my car was parked.

      What passed for the parking lot on this little wedge of ground was deserted. Gravel crunched under my feet as I continued around the far side of the building. A wide alley squeezed between the bar and a storage shed. I leaned against the wall and inched to the corner so I could peek around without being seen. The air felt charged with energy, like the moment before lightning strikes. I peered around the side.

      It took a moment for my brain to catch up with what my eyes were taking in.

      Backed against a chain-link fence that walled-off the other end of the alley, stood the stranger who’d so easily dismissed me. He wasn’t looking dismissive now. He looked downright dangerous. He was surrounded by a pack of what I'd initially mistaken for large dogs—until I saw the angles of their snouts, the intelligence in their eyes, the coordinated way they moved, and the mind-boggling unnatural size that spoke of something far more dangerous than any domestic animal. These were definitely wolves, and nothing like any wolves I’ve ever seen before.

      And the guy was holding a sword.

      The weapon definitely hadn't been on him in the bar. The blade gleamed under the dim streetlight that barely penetrated this far back, and he wielded it with the kind of ease that spoke of years of training. Yet here he was, fending off creatures that moved with disturbing coordination, their growls harmonizing in a way that raised every hair on my arms.

      I stepped into the alley without thinking.

      "Hey!" The word tore from my throat as I ran toward the pack, grabbing a beer bottle from the ground and hurling it in their direction. Glass shattered against a pile of cinderblocks, the sound sharp and aggressive in the confined space. I wove a repelling spells in my hands and threw them at the pack as I neared. "Get out of here! Go! Go!"

      "No! Woman! Stay back!" Gray Eyes shouted, his voice carried something beyond concern—it was actual fear.

      Too late. Instinct had taken over, and something primal in me demanded I help him fight whatever threatened him. The magic in my blood sang with recognition of danger, power rising to meet the challenge without conscious direction. As if responding to an invisible command transmitted on frequencies I couldn't hear, every creature stepped backward and fixed their attention on me. The sudden shift from aggressive pack to focused audience was deeply unsettling.

      "Don't run. They'll just overtake you." Gray Eyes' voice cut through my confusion with quiet authority. "Back against the wall. Move toward me. Do it now."

      His tone carried the weight of someone accustomed to being obeyed in life-or-death situations. I raised my hands, showing the animals that I carried no weapon, and took careful steps backward until the bar's brick wall pressed against my shoulders. The surface was cold and rough through my jacket, grounding me in physical reality while everything else felt like a fever dream.

      I sidled along the brick, closing the distance between us while keeping my eyes on the pack that watched with eyes that shone with unnerving intelligence.

      Out of nowhere, nausea flattened me like I was tar and it was a steamroller.

      The alley tilted sideways, walls sliding at impossible angles as my vision blurred around the edges. I fought the disorientation with everything I had, but my body was responding to something beyond my control.

      What in all the hells?

      I dropped to my hands and knees, right hand splashing into an oily puddle. Grit bit into my left palm like tiny teeth, and my skin erupted in an overwhelming sensation as if thousands of tiny feathers brushed against every nerve ending. It felt like being turned inside out and rebuilt from my toes to the top of my head. My vision went to tiny pinpoints. My ears filled with a roaring sound that drowned everything else out.

      What was happening?

      A moment later my sight returned. I was standing again, facing Gray Eyes with new awareness flooding my senses. Colors were more vivid, sounds more distinct, scents so complex they made my brain hurt. A breeze cut through the alley with autumn's sharp edge, and I was suddenly, impossibly freezing.

      I looked down and discovered I was completely naked.

      What the fuck?

      The shock hit all of us simultaneously—me, Gray Eyes, and the pack of creatures who seemed as stunned as we were by whatever had just occurred. The silence crackled with tension until one of the animals broke from the group, approached and licked my fingers with surprising gentleness before bounding away into the night. The rest followed, dissolving like shadows, leaving me alone with the stranger whose impossible sword was sliding into an equally impossible scabbard at his waist.

      The moment he released the hilt, both blade and sheath vanished, as if they were never there. Gray Eyes stepped toward me, his eyes wide with shock and alarm. His mouth moved, forming words that seemed to come from underwater. I wanted to run, wanted my clothes back, wanted answers that made sense in the world I'd known just moments before.

      Instead, I opened my mouth to scream.

      Gray Eyes reached for my hand. The moment our skin connected, my stomach turned inside out again, only this time I doubled over and vomited all over his expensive-looking boots as my vision collapsed and I fell into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      "This is absolutely not happening." I stared down at the naked, unconscious woman sprawled at my feet in the filthy alley. She'd grabbed my hand with desperate fingers, vomited all over my boots, and promptly collapsed like all the air had left her body. Everything in her stomach certainly had.

      The situation was beyond anything I'd experienced in all my years.

      I couldn't leave her here—duty aside, there was something about this entire encounter that kept me anchored to this spot, something that had nothing to do with obligation and everything to do with the way my body had responded the moment I'd looked into her deep brown eyes. There was something about her, something that I couldn’t dismiss.

      Even covered in sick and unconscious in this awful place, she was absolutely captivating in a way that made my chest tight and my hands unsteady. Dark hair framed soft features that belonged in classical paintings, delicate bones that belied her strength. Desire rose like a flame in my chest. I wanted her with a scorching intensity that was both inconvenient and completely inappropriate given the circumstances.

      I crouched beside her, checking for injuries while trying to ignore the way the dim streetlight played across the gooseflesh of her skin. "Hey there. Are you all right?" I brushed a lock of her dark hair from her face.

      From her shock, the uncontrolled way her body took her wolf form, and the telltale sick afterward… there was no question that she was a new shifter. She didn't seem to be with the other five wolves who had cornered me after I left the bar. She moaned softly but didn't wake, her breathing slow but steady.

      Before the wolves were exiled to the far realms, I'd see them from time to time. Of course, there were shifters of all creature types across the realms. With them came an unspoken rule that when a new shifter transformed for the first time, it was expected that they would be protected through this vulnerable phase of their manifestation.

      I felt obliged to help her through it. It didn't matter that I had zero expertise with wolf shifters or that the timing couldn't be worse with everything else going on… I simply couldn't leave this woman open to further danger. She'd saved me from those wolves. I owed her this at the very least.

      A question gnawed at my gut—why had her appearance stopped the attack? Those wolves had been ready to tear me apart, coordinating their assault as they cornered me. Then she showed up and they just... left. One had even approached her with what looked like affection, licking her hand before bounding away into the darkness. Why abandon one of their own with someone they'd been trying to kill?

      Was this a trap? Was this woman a spy, left behind to gather information for them? As soon as the question appeared, I could feel the wrongness of it. Not her. I didn’t feel that she was working with them, but neither could I discern if my denial was based in truth and fact, or because my desire for her wanted it to be true?

      The woman stirred, turning her head away from me with another soft sound of distress. Whatever was happening behind her closed eyes wasn't pleasant—her face was tense with what looked like pain or fear.

      I gathered what I could of her shredded clothes from where they lay scattered around us. The fabric had exploded off her body when she shifted, seams splitting under pressure with incredible force. Most of it had landed in oily puddles that reflected the weak streetlight like black mirrors. Probably a lost cause, but maybe she could salvage something from the destruction.

      Right now, though, I needed to get her somewhere safe before someone saw me carrying a naked, unconscious woman through the streets. The last thing either of us needed was attention from local law enforcement or whatever other threats might be prowling this dismal side of town.

      I shrugged off my jacket—the leather was warm from my body heat and would provide both coverage and comfort. I lifted her carefully, surprised by how perfectly she fit against me. Her head lolled back until I adjusted my grip, resting against my chest where I could feel her breath whisper across my collarbone.

      Her scent reached me—something under the sick. It was floral and warm and made my hands want to pull her closer. She wasn't heavy, but carrying her required careful balance on the uneven dirt and gravel. Her skin was soft where it pressed against my arms, and I could feel the steady beat of her heart against me. She'd been brave as hell back there, running toward danger to help a complete stranger. Stupid, maybe, certainly reckless, but undeniably brave in a way that spoke to something fundamental in her character.

      According to the bartender, the apartment building where Matthias had his rooms wasn't far, but I kept to the shadows anyway, avoiding the pools of light cast by sporadic streetlamps and the potential for any witnesses. It wasn’t lost on me how this could appear… a grown man carrying an unconscious naked woman, secreting her away to a private room…

      When I reached Cascade Suites, it was like everything else in this area. A two-storey block of brick and timber that lacked charm or flair. Each apartment faced the parking lot, with a covered walkway shielding the doors from the rain. I spotted the protection spell on his door right away. The spell worked to deter attention from humans, as well as to fortify the door. It took only a moment for me to unlock the door, and once we were safely inside, it was clear that Matthias was not here. After the gruesome discovery in Logan’s rooms, I breathed a sigh of relief, despite the fact that it meant my Watcher was still missing.

      The apartment was spare, meant to serve a person’s basic needs. The entry door opened to a sitting room and kitchen with a small dining table, a single bedroom and bath. It was functional, if drab, and would serve us until this emergency had passed.

      I tucked the woman into Matthias’s bed, the covers crackling with static electricity as I pulled them up to her chin. Dragging a small cushioned chair beside the bed to keep watch, I settled in for what I suspected would be a long vigil. The apartment's heating system wheezed and rattled, filling the silence with mechanical complaints that did nothing to ease the tension coiling in my shoulders.

      The next few hours crawled by with painful slowness. She tossed restlessly, feverish sweat beading on her forehead as she fought whatever nightmares played behind her closed eyes. Occasionally she'd speak, mostly mumbling, but sometimes words came through with crystal clarity.

      "Calyx... Where?... Where..."

      Whatever was a Calyx? I sat back in the uncomfortable chair, considering what little information I had gleaned thus far. The woman had been asking about Matthias at the bar before I’d arrived. The connection couldn't be coincidental—two people looking for the same missing man? Not a chance.

      She'd looked ready to punch me for having the nerve to cut into her conversation. I closed my eyes and pictured her as she had appeared in that alley… the way she had confronted the wolves, despite the danger to her person. The memory of her adorable ferocity brought an unexpected smile to my face as I let sleep take me.
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        * * *

      

      I jerked awake to the sound of movement, muscles protesting from sleeping upright in a chair seemed designed more for punishment than comfort. My hand went immediately to my sword, fingers finding the familiar grip before my brain fully processed the threat assessment.

      The woman was awake. She sat up in bed, back pressed against the headboard, glaring at me with enough fury to melt steel. Her dark hair was wild from sleep, her eyes fever bright, framing features sharp with anger and confusion. The bed clothes fell away, revealing her bare breasts. I averted my gaze while she adjusted the covers.

      "Who are you?" The words came out like a challenge thrown down between us. “Where am I?” She hissed through the pain as she fought her anger and obvious exhaustion.

      "Better question—who are you?" I kept my hand ready near my weapon, invisible at my side. Those wolves at the bar had shifted faster than I could blink, and I wasn't taking any chances with her.

      "What? What the hell am I doing here? Did you seriously kidnap me?" Anger won out, her fury clear.

      "Kindap? Would you rather I left you naked and unconscious in that alley?" The response came out sharper than I'd intended, frustration bleeding through. “I did you a service.”

      “Why am I naked? Where are my clothes?” She tried to look imperious and demanding, but all I saw was a frightened woman.

      “What’s left of your garments is there, on the chair.” I pointed to a pile of torn rags that were once her jeans and tee-shirt, and lacy underthings.

      She stared at the pile, as if trying to make sense of it all, then fatigue washed over her like a wave. "I'm going to curse you... so hard..." Her voice faded as her eyes lost focus, pupils dilating as consciousness slipped away from her. She slumped sideways again as quickly as a candle snuffing out.

      I checked her pulse, and waited until her breathing evened out before easing her back down onto the pillow. I placed a wet cloth on her forehead and pulled the blanket up to cover her properly.

      I thought over her last words before she’d faded out. Curse me? Did she have magic beyond the shifting ability? That combination would make things significantly more complicated. If she woke up able to both transform and cast spells, my sword would only protect me so far.

      I tore a bath towel into strips with more force than necessary, the fabric parting with sharp ripping sounds that seemed too loud in the apartment's oppressive silence. The task gave my hands something to do while my mind processed the implications of what I'd witnessed.

      I used the strips to carefully tie her wrists and ankles to the bed frame, guilt gnawing at me as I did so. This wasn't how I'd been raised to treat anyone, especially not a woman who'd tried to help me. But if she was both shifter and mage, and if she woke up angry and rested, my survival might depend on these precautions.

      I reinforced the bonds with a fae strengthening spell, the magic humming through the fabric like a hive of bees. The incantation felt wrong in my mouth, a perversion of power meant to protect rather than restrain, but necessity overrode my conscience. If I’d learned anything in recent months, it was that life wasn’t always black and white. There wasn’t always a clear right and wrong.

      She wasn't going to be happy when she woke up. That much was certain.

      And she wasn't.

      Her hands moved first, testing the restraints with growing confusion that quickly transformed once more into fury. When she realized the full extent of her situation, the explosion was magnificent.

      "What the hell? Let me go, you creep!" Her voice was back, stronger than before and crackling with indignation that made something primitive in me sit up and take notice. Gods, she was a strong woman.

      I edged my chair back a safe distance and tried for an apologetic smile. "Sorry, but I can't. Not yet."

      "Let me go! Let me go now!" She pulled at the bonds with surprising strength, then screamed again when she realized her feet were tied as well. The bed frame creaked ominously under the strain.

      "I can't let you go yet. You might shift again, and judging by how traumatic that first shift was, I felt it important to⁠—"

      "What? Wait a minute. Back up! Stop!" Her glare could have cut glass, sharp enough to draw blood. "I might what again?"

      "Shift again. Like you did in the alley."

      "Speak slowly, creepy kidnapper, and don't move a muscle. I might not have my hands, but I can put a curse on you that will scorch you down to your precious bits! What do you mean, shift? Again?"

      It took everything I had not to reflexively cover the aforementioned anatomy. Never show fear, especially to a mage. Good thing I'd restrained her. "Are you trying to deny it?"

      "What. Are. You. Talking. About?" Each word was clipped and direct.

      Interesting. All shifters I had ever heard of knew their heritage—the shifter races kept detailed records like the fae did, passed down through generations of careful breeding and tradition. But it seemed she had no idea what she was.

      Watching her carefully, I explained what little I could share, taking my time with the details of the bar, which she witnessed herself, then the alley, some of which she clearly missed, answering her questions as they came in rapid-fire succession. She was very sharp and focused despite her obvious fear and anger. I didn't mention that one of my Watchers had killed a shifter in a room just like this on the other side of town, or that I suspected Matthias, the man we were both looking for, was already dead.

      "That's all I know," I finished. "Since you seem to be struggling, I feel an obligation to help you before I can leave you to manage on your own. And considering that you saved me from what would have been a rather gruesome attack, it is the least I could do to return the favor. "

      "I don't need your help." Her frown was pure stubbornness.

      "I think you do."

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth? For all I know, you are just a regular pervy kidnapper.”

      I had no idea what pervy meant, but I didn’t like the sound of it. I moved to the other chair and picked up her ruined clothes, shaking them out so she could see the full extent of the damage. The fabric hung in tatters, soiled from the alley and shredded beyond any hope of repair. "Do you think I had time to do this while carrying you here? To what end?"

      Her face went pale as the sheets. "How… How did that happen?"

      "When you turned into a wolf, your clothes exploded as if you were a bomb."

      She opened her mouth, then closed it, processing the physical evidence I'd presented. I watched understanding dawn in her eyes, saw the exact moment belief hit her. Tears filled her eyes, one escaping to slide down her cheek.

      I wanted to kneel before her and cup her cheek and wipe the sadness from her face.

      "What's your name?" she asked quietly, voice stripped of its earlier fury.

      "Eamonn. What's yours?"

      "Marigold. Can you untie me?"

      I shook my head, settling back into my chair with what I hoped looked like resolve rather than regret. "I am sorry. You're still unconscious when you shift—it’s too dangerous for both of us. Can you tell me about the wolves in the alley?" Might as well gather information while I was stuck here watching her.

      "I didn’t…..." Her eyes fluttered as exhaustion pulled at her like an undertow. "I couldn’t just let them corner you like that," she whispered, turning her face away as sleep claimed her again.

      I studied her profile, taking in the strong line of her jaw and the jet black that spilled across the pillow like ink.

      Whatever had brought this woman into my path, whatever forces had aligned to place us both in that alley at exactly the right moment, it was far from over. I had the distinct impression that my life had just taken a turn into territory I couldn't navigate with training alone.
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        * * *

      

      Consciousness came in waves, each one bringing me closer to a reality I desperately didn't want to face. The lucid moments lasted only minutes before exhaustion dragged me back under, but during those brief windows of awareness I collected facts like weapons—information I'd need to survive whatever mess I'd stumbled into.

      The room screamed dive apartment from every stained surface: wallpaper that had given up any pretense of pattern, paint peeling in sheets from one water-damaged corner, and furniture that looked like it had been salvaged from a yard sale in hell. The thin sheets didn’t hide the absolute sorry state of the mattress, and while I hadn’t gotten out of bed, the carpet looked sticky. I didn't want to contemplate what substances had created that particular texture over the years.

      And the smell… The smell of this place hit me hardest—rank, musty and so thick and overwhelming it coated the back of my throat like rancid perfume mixed with industrial cleaner. The scent was layered and offensive, and complex in a way that I had never experienced before.

      I was tied to the bed posts with torn towels, wrists and ankles bound with complicated, and unmoving knots. The restraints were tight enough to prevent escape but not so tight as to cut off circulation—a professional job that suggested my captor knew what he was doing. I was still pissed he’d tied me up, but part of me realized that I probably would have done the same thing. There was also a hint of magic on the fabric, though it felt strange against my skin.

      I was also naked. Gray Eyes—Eamonn—had covered me with sheets each time I'd surfaced from unconsciousness. He looked away when he did it, protecting my modesty with an almost old-fashioned courtesy that should have been ridiculous given the circumstances but somehow wasn't. The gesture spoke to ingrained habits of chivalry that seemed genuine rather than calculated.

      The blush across his cheekbones when he thought I wasn't looking suggested his thoughts weren't entirely pure, and damn me for the way that knowledge sent heat curling through my belly even in this situation. I wanted to hate him and escape, but at the same time, something told me he was being truthful. And I knew I wasn’t fighting as hard as I could have.

      Marigold, what are you thinking?

      I clenched my fists against the overwhelming nausea that seemed to accompany each return to consciousness. The defensive urge to weave a curse that would make him regret ever laying eyes on me was strong, but I needed to conserve my energy for more immediate concerns. Like not puking again. Like getting out of here alive. Like getting back to my search for Calyx who was still out there somewhere, possibly in danger. I was accomplishing exactly nothing tied to this bed while precious time slipped away.

      I turned to face my captor, steeling myself for another round of his infuriating logic about how kidnapping me was actually for my own good. Part of me was sure the man had to be unhinged to think this was reasonable behavior, but another part of me said that something in his watchful eyes revealed he wasn't actually dangerous—not to me, anyway.

      Instead of meeting my glare, he seemed to be staring in an unfocused way at my long black hair. Thank the goddess the glamor on my appearance was still holding. The last thing I needed was for him to recognize me and call my family, or worse, the police. I could only imagine what the paparazzi would do if they knew I was tied up in this room with this strange man. My mother would lose her shit.

      "What the hell are you staring at?" I put as much venom into the words as I could manage.

      He startled like someone caught stealing, blinking rapidly as if he'd been in a trance. The guilty expression that crossed his features was almost comical.

      "Hello? Anyone home?" The urge to hide myself was overwhelming, but I forced myself to hold his gaze. "Take a picture, why don’t you? Before your eyes fall out of your head."

      Eamonn shifted in his chair, then stood and walked to the dresser near the foot of the bed. He returned with a water bottle, the plastic crinkling as he unscrewed the cap.

      "You must be thirsty. It's been quite a while since you've had anything to drink." His voice was gentler than I'd expected, lacking the arrogance he'd displayed at the bar.

      I nodded despite myself, pride warring with basic human need. When he lifted the bottle to my lips, I took two long swallows, hating how the simple gesture made me feel cared for when I should have been planning his destruction.

      "Thank you." The words came out grudgingly.

      He set the bottle on the nightstand. "How are you feeling? More... stable?" His hands rubbed along his thighs—and I absolutely should not be noticing how the denim stretched across muscular legs—before he sat back down. He continued, "I'm not sure what to expect with your shifting. I'm as new to this as you are, but I swear I'm trying to help."

      Why was I cataloguing the way his shoulders filled out his shirt? How his shirtsleeves stretched over his biceps? Hot and compelling he might be, but he was still my kidnapper, and I had priorities that didn't include lusting after men who tied me to beds in strange apartments. Although what’s so wrong with lusting after a man who knows his knots? The unhinged part of my brain asked, and I resisted the urge to snicker.

      Clearing my throat, I said, "I feel like shit, Sherlock. What are you talking about? New to this? New to what? Holding women against their will? Will you please untie me? I need to get out of here." This entire situation felt surreal, like I'd been dropped into someone else's nightmare.

      "I explained before. I don't think it's wise to untie you. Not until you're stable with your... ability."

      "Yeah… about that. I am not sure I believe anything you’re saying. I have no idea what⁠—"

      Heat exploded through me like I'd been dunked in molten lava. The room tilted at impossible angles, walls and the bed sliding sideways as my vision narrowed to tiny dots of light. My body seemed to expand and contract simultaneously, tearing and shrinking as I was burned alive.

      The restraints pulled tight against my wrists with enough force to leave marks, wood creaked as the footboard threatened to splinter.

      When my vision cleared, everything was startlingly sharp and detailed. Colors were more vivid, edges more defined, and scents flooded my awareness.

      I could smell Eamonn's sweat—fear-sweat mixed with plain soap. Beneath that was a scent that made my newly sensitive nose twitch with desire. Was he afraid of me? The thought brought savage satisfaction.

      Under his personal scent, I caught something else that made my hackles rise. Dogs, but not the overwhelming stench from before. This was familiar somehow, tugging at a memory that danced just out of reach.

      Then awareness fractured and I was falling backward into darkness, the sensations too intense for my consciousness to process. I collapsed back against the pillows, sweat beading across my skin as nausea rolled through me in waves that seemed to originate from my bones and ripple outward.

      One thought shot through to the front of my mind with blazing clarity: I must be dying.

      Then… sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of hamburgers and French fries dragged me back to consciousness with the subtlety of a freight train. My stomach growled audibly, a sound that seemed to echo off the apartment walls with embarrassing volume.

      "I hope you're not vegetarian? The takeout options around here are pretty limited." Eamonn smiled like he was offering a truce, the expression transforming his face from merely handsome to something that made my chest tighten.

      "I wasn't sure how long you'd sleep after that last shift. It seemed to drain you."

      There it was again—shift. The word that made no sense in the context of my life, yet seemed to be the key to understanding what was happening to me. "I still have no idea what you're talking about. You said my clothes were shredded, but what do you mean when you say shift?"

      I was tired of fighting him when he didn't seem intent on harming me, and the aroma of food was making my mouth water despite everything. When did I become so ravenous? How long have I been here?

      He moved his chair closer to the bed and unwrapped a burger with the care of someone performing a ritual. When he lifted it to my mouth, I couldn't help taking a huge bite, flavors exploding across my tongue. It tasted better than it had any right to.

      "I've never encountered a woman like you. Are you a mage as well as a shifter? I didn't know such combinations existed. I thought wolves kept to their own kind." His voice held genuine curiosity mixed with something that might have been admiration.

      Mage? What was this, some Renaissance festival scenario where I'd accidentally wandered into a live-action roleplay? The thought made me smile for a moment, and then I realized what it was about him that seemed so familiar. Ren Faire. He reminded me of the vision of the man who had made an appearance in my apartment weeks ago—leather armor that looked authentic, a sword that had seemed far too real for costume work.

      That’s what it was. Eamonn reminded me of the guy with the cape. I mean, I had tried to brain him with my baseball bat, but that was to be expected when you popped into a woman’s home. I looked at his face again, trying to reconcile the man from my dreams, but that man’s face was always obscured in shadow. All I knew about that guy was the green of his eyes.

      Eamonn did have one hell of a jawline, though. The kind that could cut butter and make women…

      Stop that, I thought. No swooning. Keep it business and get yourself untied. "How long have I been here?" I nodded toward one of the paper cups, suddenly desperate for caffeine.

      He aimed the straw and held it to my lips with the same careful attention he'd shown with the water. The Coke was cold and the carbonation made it perfectly crispy, washing down the burger and providing the sugar rush my depleted system craved. "A day and a half since we met in the alley. You've been unconscious most of the time." He lifted a napkin to my cheek, waiting for permission before wiping away a blob of ketchup.

      This was humiliating on multiple levels. "Please untie me. Look. I have nothing to wear—I won't go anywhere. But let me eat with my own hands."

      "What's to stop you from casting a spell on me?" His eyes gleamed with something that might have been amusement as he looked away, ducking his head like a man trying to hide his thoughts. “And if you shift again, I don’t want to fight you.”

      I rolled my eyes. "What do you mean?” I asked again, frustration bleeding into my voice. "I'm not being dense—I really don't understand. How am I supposedly shifting?" It was just not computing for me.

      He seemed genuinely surprised by the question. "You truly don't know what you are?"

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach. Was this about being the Vessel Witch? The memory of my vision flooded back with crystalline clarity—the abandoned church where I'd been lured by a priest with dead eyes, the attack that had cost me my finger, the massive dog that I knew now hadn't been a dog at all. It had been a wolf, right? When it happened, I had been alone, but in the visions there had been a man concealed in the shadows, those impossible green eyes watching from the darkness…

      I remembered the feel of the venom coursing through my body when that wolf bit me. Was this some elaborate plot to control my family's power? Had it infected me with something? Turned me into something else, something they could manipulate more easily?

      Since the attack, I'd studied everything Aunt Beatrice had left me about being the Vessel Witch, which wasn’t much. The danger was real enough, especially with my family extending their political reach into the human world like invasive vines. I'd kept a low profile from my family for weeks, dodging Mother's increasingly frantic calls, grateful she hadn't sent anyone to drag me home by force. She’d never mentioned my magic.

      Calyx running away and my attack were definitely connected to my status as Vessel Witch—that much was clear from what the priest had said. But I had no idea what Eamonn meant about shifting, or how this new development might affect the magic that ran through my bloodline and was more dear to me than anything else.

      "Shifting. As in you’re a shifter. A wolf shifter. You're a werewolf," he said matter-of-factly, as if he was commenting on the weather. "Surely you've realized by now? When I found you in the alley, I thought you were with the pack attacking me. One of them licked your hand before he left."
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