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      The ringing in my ears from the gunshot is deafening. I stand, heart in my throat, the business end of Steven’s pistol aimed in my direction. Or rather, aimed at Sutton, who stands just beside me. The warmth of his body lets me know he’s close, though I don’t dare take my eyes off Steven to check.

      My big brother is furious—jaw hard, eyes molten as he glares at me. But even with his firearm trained on Sutton, he’s not the biggest threat. Around us, the pack gathers, their low growls a threat my brother doesn’t seem to pick up on. Thankfully, though, they don’t advance—yet. I have literally seconds before this turns into a bloodbath, and if that happens, no matter which side wins, I’ll lose.

      “Steven, listen to me,” I urge, attempting a calm, steady tone despite the fear burning a hole in my stomach. “Sutton is not the bad guy here. Please put the gun down.”

      “Uh, why is that dead guy missing a cheek?” Allison’s question rings out sharply against the silence, but no one answers her.

      Steven’s glare narrows on where Sutton stands behind me. “Sutton? Is that this asshole’s name?”

      Sutton growls low at the insult, but Steven is not in the least intimidated. No surprise there. My brother would rather die than show cracks in his armor. Which, unfortunately, is exactly what terrifies me now. He kills Sutton, the pack slaughters him.

      There is no winning here unless he puts the damn gun down.

      “It’s not his fault,” I tell him. “Please, believe me.”

      My brother’s gaze shifts back to me. “He’s covered in blood and surrounded by bodies, Ser. In my mind, that absolutely makes him the bad guy.”

      I don’t think about it. I simply move my feet and step directly in front of Sutton, putting myself between Sutton and the gun.

      “Serenity, get out of the way.” Steven’s voice is hard.

      “No.” I stand my ground, and Sutton’s hand goes to my lower back.

      “Get your fucking hand off of her,” Steven snarls, cheeks flushing crimson. He adjusts his aim so the barrel is pointed at Sutton’s shoulder, which is broader than mine and still exposed.

      The wolves growl in unison, a terrifying sound that raises the hairs on the back of my neck. This is about to get ugly really fucking fast.

      Heart pounding, I take a cautious step toward Steven. If I get close enough, maybe he’ll lower the gun. “Steven…” I start.

      “Not a fucking chance in hell I’m listening to anything you say until you get the fuck over here behind me.”

      Allison hurries out from behind Steven. Careful to remain out of the line of fire, she wraps blue-tipped fingernails around my arm. “This is crazy, Ser. Let Steven handle it. Everything is going to be fine.” She tugs, but I don’t budge.

      Seeing her now, I want nothing more than to wrap my arms around my friend and squeeze. But I hold my ground. “No.” I yank my arm away and step back again so that I’m still an obstacle between Steven’s bullet and Sutton’s body. Glaring at my brother, I say, “If you’re going to shoot, do it, but you’ll have to go through me.”

      A low warning growl rips through the pack of wolves who, during my distraction, have inched closer. If it weren’t my brother currently in their warpath, it would warm my heart to know they’re not just protecting Sutton—they’re willing to step in for me, too.

      Steven swings the gun toward the pack, and my blood turns to ice in my veins.

      “Don’t attack him,” I scream, throwing my hands up. “He’s my brother!”

      The wolf closest to Steven stops in its tracks. Gone is the snarling expression, though his golden gaze remains trained on Steven.

      “Thank you,” I tell Phineas, my voice cracking on the words. And then I turn back to Steven. “You pull that trigger and they’ll kill you. I won’t be able to stop them.” A tear slips from my eyes and falls down my cheek. “Please, don’t put me through that. Please, don’t make me watch you die,” I whimper.

      Steven glances back at me, and in eyes I know better than my own, I finally see that he recognizes the threat he’s facing.  “I won’t let them hurt you,” he says.

      Finally, a crack in the armor. “They aren’t going to hurt me, dumbass. They’re protecting me. They’ve been protecting me this entire time.” Well, maybe that’s a half-lie given most of them hated me until Halloween, but my brother doesn’t need to know that.

      He scowls, clearly unconvinced.

      “She’s telling the truth,” Sutton speaks out from behind me.

      Steven swings back toward us, his weapon lower now but still ready to fire should he need it to. And I’ve seen how well my brother does on a tactical range—there’s no doubt in my mind he’ll manage to take a few wolves with him should things go south.

      “You honestly expect me to take the word of a naked guy covered in blood and surrounded by bodies?”

      “To be fair, those bodies were dead when they got here,” I point out.

      Steven glares at me. "These animals are killers. This man is a killer. Take a look, Ser. The evidence is everywhere.”

      The wolves snarl again, teeth bared as they take another step closer.

      Spots invade my vision as my blood pressure skyrockets. This is going to end—soon. And I’m not entirely sure who I’ll be left with when it does.

      “Stand down,” Sutton orders.

      The wolves fall silent.

      I glance over my shoulder, and Sutton offers me a nod.

      “What the actual fuck,” Steven says, looking from the wolves to Sutton. “These your pets?” he demands. “They do your dirty work?”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I snap.

      “No?” Steven questions, taking a step closer to me. Sutton growls, but I ignore him. “I know what I see. And that is you protecting a killer. What did he say to make you feel the need to protect him, anyway?” Before I can answer, his expression twists in horror. “Is this the guy you’ve been seeing? Fuck, Ser, has he really brainwashed you this badly?”

      “Sutton’s not a killer,” I say, my temper rising the more he talks.

      He snorts. “You know, Stockholm Syndrome is a real thing.” I start to argue, but he goes on, “Let’s take a look at the facts, shall we? You came here to investigate cold cases no one else could solve. You tell me, you think you know who the killer is, and then, the next time I talk to you, you’ve decided you’re not going to bother investigating anymore. Instead, you’re going to stay because you met a man.”

      “That’s not—”

      “From where I’m standing,” he interrupts, “looks to me like you chose to stop investigating because you didn’t like where it was leading. I was worried you’d get yourself killed or injured, but I have to say I never thought you’d be so fucking stupid as to let yourself get involved with an actual murderer.”

      That does it. I step forward, close enough that he can see my expression easily, but not so close that he can grab me and pull me out of the way. “You listen up, Steven Kellis. The only moron here is you. You’re so hell-bent on focusing on what you think you see that you’re missing a much bigger picture. Do not speak to me like I’m a child, especially when you can’t know the half of what I’ve been through since coming here.”

      “Ser—” Allison starts.

      “Not a word,” I snap. Then, I turn back to Steven. “You might be the big bad detective here, but you’re refusing to see the truth right now. And that makes me really fucking disappointed in you.”

      “Then go on,” Steven says. “Go ahead, and paint the bigger picture.”

      “These wolves are protecting me. Something they have to do because a wi—woman,” I correct, not wanting to drop the witch bomb just yet, “decided she wanted to bottle my blood.”

      Steven’s color pales ever so slightly, and Allison’s eyes widen almost comically.

      “Now, if you want to hear the rest, you’re going to put the gun down and have a civil conversation with me.”

      Steven continues to stare at me, dumbfounded. “Bottle your blood. That’s what you want me to believe?”

      “If you don’t believe your sister or my son, believe all of us.”

      Steven jumps and turns. My stomach twists when I see Phineas in human form once again. “Where the fuck did you come from?” Though even as he asks the question, I can see the disbelief on his face. He knows full well a wolf was standing beside him before. And now that wolf is gone. Or changed, anyway. “And why the hell are you naked?”

      “Oh my,” Allison whispers.

      Nude Phineas holds up a hand. “None of us would ever hurt Serenity,” he says. “What you see here is our attempt to protect her. These bodies were sent to hurt her, and we fought them off.”

      “You mean people?” Steven demands. “Show some respect for human life, man.”

      “No, I mean bodies,” Phineas tells him calmly. “They contained no life when they arrived here today.”

      “Bodies were sent to hurt her. Do you people hear yourselves? Bodies cannot be sent anywhere. They’re fucking lifeless!”

      Before I can try to explain what Phineas means, along with the reason behind him being naked in the first place, Sutton mutters an order, and the entire pack begins to shift.

      Bones pop out of place, fur recedes, and within seconds, a yard full of naked townspeople stare back at us.

      Steven lowers his gun completely and stares at them. Then, he turns his attention to me. His shock leaves him with a haggard expression. “What the fuck are you involved in, Ser?”

      “Listen,” I tell him, “I know it’s hard to believe, but these people mean you no harm.”

      “People?” he echoes. “Is that even the right word?”

      “Of course,” I say. “They might be able to shift into wolves, but they’re still people.”

      He stares at me. “This is insane. You’ve officially lost your mind.”

      “You’ve walked in on something unexpected,” Sutton says tightly, “and obviously at a very bad time for us all. Why don’t we go inside and discuss it?”

      Steven’s disbelief turns to accusation as he looks at Sutton. "I’m not going anywhere until I get some damn answers. Who are you, and why have you dragged my sister into this chaos?”

      Sutton’s jaw tightens. Steven’s hit a nerve.

      “No one dragged me anywhere,” I say. “But Sutton’s right. We should take it inside so all of this can be cleaned up.” I glance down at where the Sheriff still lies near our feet. Dead—twice over now. I’m not stupid enough to think his death will stop Myrtle from using him against us again, though. She could return at any moment. Hell, she could be watching us still.

      That thought panics me even more. I have to get Steven and Allison out of sight before Myrtle realizes they’re here.

      “Fine,” Steven says. “But if you blow any more smoke up my ass, I’ll drag you out of here and shoot anyone who stands in my way.” He holsters his gun, a huge win for me.

      Sutton tenses at my back, but I reach back and touch his arm, nodding quickly. “Deal. Only the truth.”

      It’s not like lying is an option at this point anyway. He’s seen too much for that. And if I tell him the truth about the danger he’s walked into, hopefully, he’ll leave before anything else can happen. Though, knowing my brother? He won’t walk away until I do.

      And I’m not going anywhere.

      Steven motions for me to lead the way, so I step around him, Sutton remaining close beside me as we make our way into the house.

      Allison starts walking on my other side as I pass, and I glance over at my friend, relieved she’s here yet terrified she came at the same time.

      “You’re not going to yell at me too?” I ask.

      “Still deciding,” she admits. “I am looking forward to hearing your story, though.” She hip-bumps me as we near the front door of the bed and breakfast. “I get the feeling you left some important details out of our calls.”
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      Sutton opens the front door to Yvette’s bed and breakfast and steps back to let us pass. I give him what I hope is a reassuring smile before leading Steven and Allison into the B&B. Phineas and the rest of the pack remain outside, but I have no illusions of privacy. Given all that’s happened, they’ll be listening to every word we say inside these walls, and I can’t blame them for it.

      What happens next doesn’t just affect Sutton and me. It affects this entire town.

      Once in the foyer, I stop and wait as Sutton closes the door and moves inside. His strained expression is the perfect representation of the level of shit we’re about to have to deal with. My brother being in Midnight Falls is difficult enough.

      But a homicide detective who just witnessed an entire town of blood-streaked wolves turn to men while surrounded by a sea of dead bodies? Catastrophe.

      “Maybe you want to clean up first,” I tell Sutton.

      “Hell no,” Steven snaps. “I’m not letting him out of my sight until I get some answers.”

      “Seriously, Steven? Where the hell do you think he’s going to go?”

      “I have no fucking clue, but I’m not taking any chances.”

      “Listen—”

      “Serenity, thank goodness!” Victoria’s words echo through the room several seconds before she appears out of thin air and rushes forward. She throws her arms around me, and I’m surprised to find I can feel them—sort of. Mostly, it’s cold like a draft when someone leaves a window open.

      I manage to recover quickly from the surprise, but Steven and Allison? Not so much.

      “Oh, and you brought new guests,” Victoria adds excitedly, drawing back to look at them.

      Before I can answer, Lance pops into view, and Allison screams.

      “Apologies,” Lance says hastily. He looks at me, adding, “We were very worried when you ran out of here, into the fight.”

      Steven gives me a look that seems to say, “I was right; you’re insane. And now I am too because your crazy is clearly contagious.”

      I ignore it.

      “I’m okay,” I assure Lance. He glances at Sutton, his eyes widening at the sight of all the blood coating his skin, and I add hastily, “We both are.”

      “I’m going to put something on,” Sutton says, aiming a pointed look at my brother.

      Steven opens his mouth as if to argue, but Sutton stops him. “Serenity’s right. You know nothing about what you’ve just walked into. I don’t owe you an explanation for it, either, but I’ll give it anyway because I care for Serenity. Rest assured I will return in a moment. I don’t make a habit of leaving the most important people in the world to me behind.” Steven’s expression tightens at that, but Sutton turns and heads for the stairs, adding, “Besides, if we’re going to fight over her, I’d rather do it fully dressed.”

      Steven doesn’t say a word as Sutton disappears up the stairs. Then, one by one, everyone turns to look at me. A moment of awkward silence descends, and I hurry to smooth it—and buy time. My plan is to ask about their drive up or some other form of small talk, but what comes out of my mouth is: “What do you get when you cross a sports reporter with a vegetable?” When no one answers, I continue, “A common-tater.”

      Victoria snorts, but neither Allison nor Steven looks impressed. With that in mind, I decide to start laying it all out there. Might as well rip the bandage off. “Right. Lance, Victoria, this is my brother Steven and my friend Allison.”

      “Hello.” Victoria offers her hand, and Allison reaches for it.

      “Best friend,” Allison corrects, clearly having recovered from the ghostly pop-in. But when her hand passes straight through Victoria’s, she pales.

      “Whoops,” Victoria says, tucking her hand away with a sheepish smile. “Looks like I’m spent for now.”

      Steven looks ready to shoot something again. “Serenity.”

      “Would you mind giving us a bit of privacy?” I ask, looking at Lance. “Family business.”

      “Of course.” He takes Victoria’s arm and leads her around the corner. I’m grateful they’ve made a normal-looking exit, but when I turn back to Steven, I know it won’t matter. The damage is already done.

      “They’re …" He can’t seem to finish the sentence.

      “Specters,” I finish for him.

      Steven glares at me. “Ghosts.”

      I wince at the bite in his tone. “They prefer the first term, but yes.”

      “They’re dead though,” Allison says warily. “Like, actually dead.”

      I sigh, flicking a glance toward the stairs as Sutton returns. He’s wearing a pair of sweatpants that hang low on his hips, and despite the tension of this moment, I can’t help but notice how sexy he looks. He pulls on a t-shirt as he descends the last of the stairs, pulling it down over rippling abs that, even covered in blood and zombie guts, make my stomach flip in appreciation.

      I swallow hard, shoving away the attraction and trying not to think too hard about what it says about me, considering he’s coated in filth and my brother is literally a couple of feet away.

      “Serenity?” Sutton questions. He’s frowning at my expression, and I realize I’ve let my thoughts creep into my face.

      My cheeks heat. Right. “Maybe we should start from the beginning,” I say.

      “Maybe,” he agrees.

      I turn to Steven, who is waiting impatiently.

      “Well,” I say, unsure what to say and especially how to say it. “You’ve already seen for yourself that werewolves are real. And specters,” I add. “But the truth is: Lance and Victoria and the wolves aren’t the only supernatural creatures in this town.”

      “You trying to tell me Big Foot lives down the block? Does the Chupacabra attend Sunday dinners?”

      I do my best to ignore Steven’s sarcasm. “No, but the house you’re standing in belongs to a witch.”

      Allison’s eyes widen, and she turns in a circle, scanning the room as though she’s expecting someone else to have popped in. Honestly? Stranger things have happened in this damn town.

      “What does this witch have to do with you getting involved with murderers?” Steven demands. The fact that he didn’t laugh in my face bodes well, though, because it means he’s not refusing to believe everything he saw earlier.

      Sutton tenses.

      “This town is cursed,” I say because, fuck it, there’s no going easy where Steven’s concerned. I can see he’s determined to make this difficult. In fact, if there was a level above impossible, it would be named after Steven Kellis’ stubborn ass.

      “Cursed how?” he asks.

      “A hundred years ago, a witch named Myrtle got angry when her daughter fell in love with Sutton.”

      Steven puts up a hand to stop me. “Hang on, a hundred years ago? You expect me to believe this fucker is a century old?”

      “I expect you to shut up and listen,” I snap. He rolls his eyes but keeps his mouth shut.

      I try again, silently bracing myself for Tabitha to show up. This is her story, after all. “Myrtle confronted them and tried to attack Sutton, but her daughter, Tabitha, got in the way. Tabitha died—" Allison gasps. “—and Myrtle blamed Sutton for it. After that, she cursed him and this entire town. Now, they’re all trapped here, and Myrtle uses them to renew the curse by killing someone once a year on Halloween.”

      “The murders you came to solve...” Allison’s expression softens as she puts it together. “This Myrtle woman killed them.”

      “Yes.”

      Steven’s not quite so empathetic. His eyes flash with accusation as he glares at Sutton. “So, you broke a girl’s heart a century ago, and her mom wants revenge? To top that off, instead of dealing with your problems, you dragged my sister into it and put her in danger.”

      “You know nothing about me. I would do anything to protect Serenity.” Sutton’s words are an angry growl.

      I put a hand on his arm, and both men fall silent. Steven’s gaze is locked on my hand where it touches Sutton.

      “Sutton didn’t drag me anywhere,” I say firmly. “He tried to make me leave, in fact. More than once. But I stayed, and now... I’m trapped here too.”

      “This is insane,” Steven says. “You know that, right? I mean, do you hear yourself? Witches, curses, trapped in a town?” He snorts. “I don’t know what the fuck is in the water here, but you’re coming home with me, and that’s final.”

      He reaches for me, and I jump back, leaning into Sutton when it throws me off balance. He wraps both arms around me, and I don’t miss the hurt in Steven’s eyes when he realizes Sutton is protecting me from him—my own brother.

      “Serenity—” Steven starts.

      Rather than fear, it’s anger I feel. “Okay, that’s it.” My patience, already worn thin, snaps. “Do you hear yourself?” I shoot back at him. “You literally saw those wolves shift into men outside. There are zombies littering the front yard. And you just met two of the three ghosts who currently reside in this house. Yet, you’re still going to gaslight me into thinking I’m the crazy one?”

      Steven tries to respond, but I’m not having it.

      “You will leave,” I say. “Now. Today. Both of you.” I flick a glance at Allison, who’s gone pale at my outburst. “You will not breathe a word of this to Mom and Dad or anyone else. And you will not come back, no matter what happens. I have a lot of shit going on, and I don’t have time to hold your hand through the stages of big-brother-assholery while you process this new reality. You can do that back in New York. Do you understand?”

      For a moment, no one speaks.

      I take a deep breath, aware of the pounding of my own heart as I wait for Steven to do as I asked. This was a stupid idea on his part to begin with. Now, all that matters is getting him out of danger as quickly as possible. If I have to be a bitch to do it, then I will.

      “This witch,” Steven says slowly, and I brace myself for another declaration about how we’re all insane, “she’s the one who sent all those people—zombies—to kill you today?”

      I don’t answer.

      Finally, Sutton speaks up. “Yes. She used magic to reanimate their corpses and attack us.”

      “Why?” Steven asks. He’s infuriatingly calm now, and it makes me want to hit something. “What does she want with Serenity? With her blood?”

      He’s looking at Sutton now, clearly realizing he’s pushed too far to get anything more out of me.

      “She wants to use Serenity’s blood to recast the curse,” Sutton says. He hesitates and then adds, “As it turns out, Serenity has magic in her blood too.”

      Allison shoots me an incredulous look. Steven merely frowns, and I have to bite back a scream. Sutton should have left that part out. It’s only going to make my brother dig in his heels that much harder.

      “I see.” Steven’s expression is unreadable now, but he’s looking at me again. “Do you know where I can find her? This witch who seems so obsessed with your blood.”

      “Why? So you can interrogate her for more proof that I’m crazy?” I snap. “Not going to happen.”

      “No,” he says, his voice even and his energy deadly calm, “So I can kill her myself.”

      I’m caught between a weird sense of affection and buoying hope. “So, you believe me?” I ask.

      Steven snorts. “I believe you believe this nonsense. And if I have to follow you down this rabbit hole to get you back, I will. You’re my sister, Ser. I love you.” He glances at Sutton, adding, “And I’ll do anything to protect you—even if it’s from yourself.”

      Hope and affection are ground to dust beneath his words. My temper flares, and I let it. It’s either that or heartbreak. As much as I want him to be safe, I don’t want us to part on such terrible terms. But it looks like I’ll have no choice.

      “If that’s what you truly believe, then you won’t have any trouble leaving,” I say.

      “Serenity,” Allison begins, but I hold up my hand.

      “Both of you. Now. You can let yourselves out.”

      I head for the stairs. Between their disbelief and the danger they’re in just being here, sending them away is the only thing I can do, but I don’t have to watch it either. Today has already been exhausting. I can’t take much more.

      “I won’t leave,” Steven says at my back, “Not without you.”

      I stop and turn back, trying to think of something else to say. Something terrible enough to chase him off.

      “Why don’t we go into the kitchen,” Sutton offers. “You’re probably hungry from the drive. And we can talk more after we’ve eaten.”

      I glare at him for trying to make peace. Normally, I’d appreciate it. Right now, it feels traitorous. Especially when Steven’s been a king-sized asshole to him.

      “No thanks,” I tell him and begin climbing the stairs again.

      “That’s enough,” Steven booms from behind me. I pause, turning back to see his face has flushed red. His patience has snapped too, and he looks a lot less stable for it than I feel. “Look, this is insane. You can either come with me now, or I’ll bring enough police that even your little wolf pack can’t stop me from dragging your ass home. It’s your choice.”

      “Steven…” Allison begins.

      “Don’t,” he says so forcefully that she takes a step back.

      Sutton growls at that.

      “You don’t scare me,” Steven says, which is probably the least safe thing he could have said just now. “I won’t let you poison her against me.”

      Sutton’s eyes narrow.

      I return to his side and grab his hand before he can do something stupid.

      “She’s told you the truth, and you’ve rejected it and her,” Sutton snarls at my brother.  “I haven’t poisoned anything. You did that all by yourself.”

      “You’re both talking about impossible things,” Steven says. And I hear it then. A small sliver of doubt has crept into his voice. I blink, shocked to realize what’s really going on. He’s not in denial. He’s afraid. He won’t admit any of this is true because, if he does, he’ll have to accept how much danger I’m in. Slowly, I make my way back down the stairs and over to him.

      “Steven…” I begin, reaching for him, but he yanks back.

      “Werewolves, witches? What the fuck, Serenity? How can you possibly expect me to take this all seriously?”

      “You’ve seen the proof with your own eyes,” I say gently. “You both have.”

      “She’s right, Steven,” Allison offers.

      She takes a step toward him too, but he backs away from us both, eyes wide, head shaking in more denial.

      “It’s not that simple,” he says, and my anger drains away.

      “It’s okay to be afraid,” I say.

      “I’m not afraid,” he declares. He looks at Sutton. “Besides, if what you’re saying is true, this is all his fault for rejecting that poor woman to begin with. She's the real victim here.”

      “Tabitha is no victim,” Sutton says vehemently.

      The air around me turns suddenly cold, and I tense. No one else seems to notice, but the energy ripples and I know we’re not alone anymore.

      “Sutton’s right. Let’s go into the kitchen,” I say, my stomach twisting as I realize there’s only one resident we haven’t laid eyes on yet. And I really wouldn’t mind if I never saw her again. Unfortunately, Tabitha has other plans.

      She appears just behind Steven, and our eyes meet. Her dress is the same dated gown she wore in the portrait, and her hair is still styled as if she’s stepped right out of the early nineteen-hundreds. She looks from me to Sutton and back again. Then, she winks.

      “I can’t just accept all this,” Steven is saying.

      He falls silent as Sutton snarls.

      Before I can speak, I watch as Tabitha leans in close to Steven’s ear.

      Allison squeaks in surprise then clamps her hand over her mouth in shock.

      “What?” Steven demands.

      “Don’t freak out,” I say, trying to remain calm for my brother’s sake. But Tabitha’s eyes are gleaming with mischief.

      “Why the hell would I freak out?”

      “Tabitha,” I say, “Don’t.”

      She grins at me and blows on Steven’s ear.

      He jumps clear off the ground, whirling to face her.

      She raises her hand and wiggles her fingers in a coy wave. “Boo.”
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      Steven screams—like, legit screams—and stumbles backward, his body launching faster than his feet can keep up with. For a split second, I think he’s going to catch himself, but no such luck. He lands on his ass with a grunt, palms bracing his fall, though probably not by much if the wince he gives is any indication. As quickly as he lands, he jumps up again, staring at Tabitha as if he’s seen—well—a ghost.

      “Who the fuck is that?” he demands, backing across the room to stand beside me. I can’t blame him. Tabitha's form is much more ghostly than human right now. If I squint, I can see straight through her body to the wall on the other side. The mirror hanging behind her shows no reflection either. The effect is spooky as hell, but I’m guessing that’s her goal.

      I sigh. “Meet Tabitha Augustus. The girl who started all of this.”

      “Hello,” Tabitha says, way too pleased with herself and the chaos she’s caused.

      Steven gapes at me, shifting his gaze to Tabitha and finally back to me. “She’s the one whose mother cursed the town?”

      “One and the same,” Tabitha offers with a grin. “And you didn’t tell me you had such a striking brother,” she says to me. “For a mortal, I mean.”

      Steven looks like he might throw up.

      Allison crosses her arms. “Steven prefers the living,” she snaps.

      Tabitha studies my friend then laughs softly. “Relax, I have a preference for immortals.” She turns to the man on my other side. “Hello, Sutton.”

      “Tabitha,” he greets stiffly.

      “If you’re still here, why the hell can’t you just tell your mother to back the fuck up?” my brother demands, stepping forward. “If she did this for you, tell her to stop.”

      Tabitha arches a dark eyebrow. “My mother is not one to be told what to do.”

      “Tabitha’s right,” I say. “Myrtle locked Tabitha’s soul in a painting as punishment for loving Sutton in the first place. She’s not overly fond of her own daughter at the moment.”

      “Nor has she ever been,” Tabitha replies. “Anyway, I heard my name so decided to pop in and introduce myself, but I’m bored now. Sutton, I’ll be seeing you.” She winks then fades away, disappearing, so both Steven and Allison turn to face me.

      “How many ghosts did you say live here again?” Allison asks warily.

      “Three.”

      “It was originally two,” Sutton adds darkly. “But Serenity freed Tabitha from her painting.”

      I glare at him. “Whose side are you on?” I hiss.

      “You did what?” Allison demands. Before I can answer, her shock transforms into curiosity. “Wait... How did you manage that exactly?”

      Once a reporter...

      “Magic in my blood,” I remind her, sending a small spark of magic shooting from my finger into Sutton’s ribs. “Besides, it was an accident.”

      By the time I look over, Steven and Allison are still staring at my hand, but their disbelief is slowly turning to something not quite so skeptical. We fall into silence for a few minutes. I wait it out, knowing I need to give them both time to process it all. Finally, Steven clears his throat. “If all of this is real—and that’s a big if—I’m staying until we get it sorted. There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you here alone to deal with this.”

      “Steven. You can’t stay,” I insist, stepping forward. “You being here puts both you and Allison in more danger than you can imagine.”

      “I’m a cop, Serenity, or have you forgotten that? I’m in danger every single day I step out of my apartment.”

      “This is different.”

      “Maybe. But the bones of the problem are the same. You have a killer on the loose, and I am a homicide detective. Seems like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.” He turns to Allison. “I’ll get the bags. Keep an eye on her.”

      Then, without another word, he turns to leave.

      Sutton speaks up even before Steven’s out the front door. “I’m going to grab a shower.”

      I take hold of his arm. “You can’t be serious. You’re just going to let him stay here?”

      He gives me a wry look. “I doubt anyone lets your brother do anything. A family trait, it seems.” I scowl as he adds, “But no, I don’t plan to stop him.”

      “Sutton, this is too dangerous--”

      “That’s his decision to make,” he says and then more pointedly, “As it was yours.”

      He’s got me there. Dammit.

      Sutton presses a kiss to my temple then turns and disappears upstairs.

      Allison, alone with me now, crosses her arms.

      “You are a bitch, you know that?” Her words lack any and all heat as she throws her arms wide in a dramatic gesture. “I cannot believe you kept all of this from me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, guilt tugging at me. “Next time I find myself trapped in a town full of werewolves, I’ll be sure to let you in on it.”

      “Good.” She crosses the room in two long strides and wraps both arms around me in a crushing hug. “I missed you like crazy.”

      I return the embrace, tears burning in the corners of my eyes. “I missed you, too.” Even as terrified as I am with her and Steven being here, it also brings me a sense of relief. As if I’m not alone anymore. Not that I was ever alone with Sutton here, but Allison and Steven are from pre-curse Serenity’s life, and it’s been far too long since I felt like that girl.

      She pulls away and squeezes my arms. “You found yourself a cursed town, a bunch of werewolves, and an incredibly sexy Roscoe replacement, all in a matter of a few short weeks. I’m quite impressed, Ser.” She winks at me, and I laugh.

      “Sutton is not a Roscoe replacement.”

      Allison considers my words. “You’re right. He’s a massive step up.”

      “Get out!” Sutton bellows from upstairs. His words are followed by female laughter. “Now, Tabitha!”

      We both whirl toward the stairs as Tabitha appears, grinning. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” She disappears, and Allison turns toward me with wide eyes.

      Before I can figure out how to explain what probably just happened, Sutton appears at the top of the stairs in only a towel and a look of pure rage. “If that girl wasn’t already dead, I’d kill her myself,” he grumbles.

      He stalks off, and a second later, a door slams shut.

      I find myself biting back a smile. Honestly, I should be mad. But Tabitha’s absolutely right. Sutton is sexy as fuck, and I really can’t blame a girl for trying.

      Allison looks like she might actually laugh too. Before either of us can say anything, though, Steven pushes through the front door with two backpacks and a duffel. “Your wolf friends all went home.”

      “Probably because they realized you didn’t pose a threat,” I tell him honestly.

      Steven grunts. “Where are our rooms?”

      “You want to stay in this house?”

      “Why the hell did you think I was getting the bags?”

      I stare at him, trying to figure out why I didn’t put two and two together. “Steven, you know this place is haunted, right?”

      “Can’t say I missed that part.”

      “And was owned by a witch who is now dead?”

      “I thought the witch was alive,” Allison says.

      “Not that witch. Her sister. Umm…” I trail off. How much do I tell them?

      “Serenity, I swear if you’re keeping more secrets I will throw you over my shoulder and make you fucking leave after all,” Steven growls.

      “The owner of this house was named Yvette. Tabitha’s aunt. And I may or may not have accidentally killed her with my magic.”

      Allison’s jaw practically hits the floor.

      Steven’s eyes harden. “You did what?”

      “She attacked me and my friend in the woods—also with magic—and then when Sutton showed up, she almost killed him. After that, it just kinda happened; the magic was there, and it blasted her.” I stare down at my hands as if that will serve as some kind of evidence.

      “It blasted her? Seriously, Ser?” Allison asks.

      I shrug and meet Allison’s gaze. “She would have killed us.”

      “You killed someone.” Steven speaks the sentence like an accusation, which pisses me off all over again.

      “Don’t judge me, Steven Kellis. I’ve been doing everything I can to stay alive, and you cannot tell me you wouldn’t do the same. Shit! You threatened to kill someone less than five minutes ago!”

      “That’s different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re my sister, and you were never supposed to experience this type of danger. At least, not while I’m alive.” He pushes past me. “I’ll find two vacant rooms myself.”

      I gape at him as he stomps up the stairs. The bastard managed to piss me off and make me feel guilty in the same sixty seconds. That has to be some kind of record, right?

      “He’s been pretty worried about you.”

      Turning to face Allison again, I note her haunted expression.

      “We both have,” she adds. “And when he mentioned coming out here, I insisted on tagging along, so I got a front-row seat to his panic the entire way here.”

      “Panic?” I snort. “Steven doesn’t panic.”

      “When it comes to you, he does.”
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        * * *

      

      Agitated, I pace the living room for what will probably be my only quiet time in the foreseeable future. After his shower, which remained luckily solitary after Tabitha’s initial prank, Sutton left to update the pack while, upstairs, Allison and Steven get settled into their rooms.

      Their fucking rooms.

      In a haunted B&B.

      That is set in a cursed town.

      Full of zombies who are trying to kill me.

      And a witch who wants my blood.

      Honestly, I’d laugh at the shit cards I’ve been dealt if I wasn’t so terrified something was going to go wrong.

      The wallpaper in here is nearly as horrifying as the reality I’m facing. Salmon pink—if you can consider that a pink—and covered in tiny green dots. Photographs and paintings make up about half the wall while oddly shaped mirrors, decorative plates, and more than a few shelves, complete with antique dolls, cover the rest.

      It is literally the creepiest room in this house, and that includes the room I released Tabitha into. Up until now, I’ve mostly avoided the space, and now I remember why. I’m just about to leave for somewhere less gaudy when a voice behind me stops me cold.

      “I see you’re making yourself right at home.” I stiffen, the all-too-familiar voice washing over me as I turn. What the...

      It can’t be. It’s impossible.

      An antique, gold-rimmed mirror hangs directly in front of me and, in it, the reflection of a woman I haven’t seen since—well—I killed her. “Yvette? How is—” I turn to look behind me, but I’m alone. What I’m seeing in the mirror isn’t a reflection of her form; it is her form.

      “Scream for them and I’ll kill everyone in this house.”

      Dread coils in my belly. “Does no one in your family stay dead?”

      She chuckles. “When you killed me, you did nothing but set my soul free, and since this mirror is spelled with my magic, it called me home.”

      “Wait. You’ve been here the whole time?”

      The ghost count inside this house just keeps going up.

      Her grin spreads, a menacing smile that makes me want to hurl. “Your brother and friend seem awfully worried about you.”

      Magic surges beneath my skin, and I clench my hands into fists. “Leave them alone. They have nothing to do with this.”

      “Wrong. They have everything to do with this. At least, they do now that they’ve arrived in our quaint little town.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You,” she says simply. But I know better than to think anything about this is simple.

      “Your sister already tried coming for me. It didn’t go well.”

      “You mean the part where you hid upstairs while Sutton and his pack fought and nearly died for you?”

      I don’t answer.

      She’s hit too close to home with that one. Guilt tugs at me, but I refuse to let her see it.

      “My sister and I have a proposition for you.”

      “A proposition,” I repeat then snort. “As if I’d do anything for either of you.”

      But I don’t miss the fact that, despite being trapped in this mirror, she’s been in contact with Myrtle.

      “You might if it’s the only way to save those you love,” she says. “You may be a lot of things, Serenity, and fortunately for us, obnoxiously protective is one of them.”

      “I wouldn’t expect either of you to understand familial loyalty.”

      “You wouldn’t, would you?” She grins. “Which is precisely why we’ll win. There is nothing we won’t do, no one we won’t sacrifice to put you down. Your brother, your friend, Sutton, Phineas…I can keep going.”

      “What the hell do you want?” My stomach churns, my legs like lead as I stand here looking a woman I killed in the eyes. A woman who now apparently wants to make a deal.

      When did my life become an episode of the X-Files?

      “Give yourself up. Help us finish the curse—for good this time—and we’ll let your brother and friend leave here alive.”

      “All I have to sacrifice is an entire town, huh?”

      Yvette smiles. “They’re going to remain trapped, one way or another, Serenity. There is nothing you can do for them. Your brother and friend, though, there is still hope.”

      “He won’t leave without me.”

      “That’s not our problem,” she replies. “You will go into the woods tonight to turn yourself over.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then tomorrow, this entire town and all those in it will burn. We will gut your wolf, slaughter your brother and friend, and make the entire town watch. That way, they know it was because of you they lost their alpha.”

      The images her words conjure terrify me. She has me right where she wants me, and she fucking knows it. The smile on her face, the way her eyes light up as she threatens me—they know I’ll do what they ask. And I wish I could prove them wrong. But with Steven, Allison, and Sutton on the line? There’s no way in hell I’ll risk it.

      Never.

      “Tick, tock, Serenity. We’ll be expecting you.” She disappears from view, but I keep my brave face on because now, apparently, it’s not just the ghosts we have to worry about watching us.

      “You’re not fucking going anywhere.”

      I whirl, heart hammering, to see Sutton standing in the doorway. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he repeats, eyes murderous as he stalks toward me. “Tell me you’re not seriously considering it.”

      “Considering what?” Steven questions as he and Allison come into the room.

      “Serenity had a little visit from an old friend,” Sutton tells them without tearing his gaze from me. “Didn’t you?”
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      I’m so busted. Their angry, accusatory glares are a triple-beamed laser aimed right at the secret I would have hidden if not for Sutton overhearing that damn conversation. Freaking werewolves and their amazing hearing.

      “I just want to protect you all,” I insist, hoping they can at least understand that aspect of it.

      “Well, you don’t do it by keeping secrets,” Steven snaps.

      I stifle a groan.

      “Steven’s right,” Allison says. “I thought we were done keeping things from each other.”

      The hurt look she gives me is worse than any angry comment they could have made. My shoulders sag.

      “Yvette’s soul is apparently trapped here,” I say quietly. I glance at Sutton, whose frown is etched deeply onto his handsome face. I hate seeing him so worried. I hate everything about this stupid, stupid curse. “She’s watching,” I add. “Through the mirror.”

      They all glance past me to the gold-framed mirror. It’s empty now. Innocuous-looking in this outdated room. But I know better, and my heart still hammers from the way she just popped up like that.

      “Then what the hell are we still doing standing here?” Allison demands.

      “She’s right. Let’s talk upstairs,” Sutton says.

      “It’s not like there aren’t other ears,” I remind him.

      His frown deepens, which I didn’t even think possible before. “We can’t leave the house.” He glances at Steven, and I’m assuming the conversation with the pack didn’t quite go as well as he was hoping. “Not without setting off the pack.”

      “Then upstairs it is,” Steven comments.

      “First, I’m getting this thing out of here,” Sutton says.

      He strides over and yanks the mirror off the wall. Then he marches through the house, all the way to the back door. We all follow him out, and I watch as he sets the mirror on the porch, leaning it against the house with the glass facing inward.

      I half-expect Yvette to return, squawking a complaint about being removed. But nothing happens. Sutton steps back and grunts, satisfied, and we each file back inside.

      Silently, all of us make our way upstairs and into the bedroom I share with Sutton. My chest tightens as I recall everything Yvette said to me. No wonder they’ve always been two steps ahead, they’ve been spying on us!

      As soon as we’re inside, Sutton scans the room and crosses it to remove the one and only mirror hanging in the space—facing the bed. Eww.

      “Do you think she’s in there too?” Allison whispers.

      “Better to be safe than sorry,” Steven says.

      Sutton sets it out in the hall and then closes the door, leaning against it as Steven studies the room.

      “You’re both sleeping in here?” my brother questions.

      “Don’t even think about starting with me right now,” I tell him. I swear if he starts in on me about my sleeping arrangements, I might actually implode. Surprisingly, he shuts up.

      “Let’s just cut straight to it.” Allison crosses her arms. “What did this Yvette say to you, exactly?”

      Quickly, I recap Yvette’s “deal” for them. Even before I’m done, they all wear matching looks of disapproval. Shocker.

      “You’re not actually considering her offer,” Steven states as if he’s in my head. When I don’t respond, his eyes narrow. “Because that would be the stupidest move you could make.”

      Letting out a breath, I cross to the window and look down at the still lingering carnage. While the bodies are gone—I don’t even want to know whose job that task became— blood still stains the grass below. “You don’t get it.” Frustrated, I turn back to face them. “Today’s attack was just a warning. If I don’t give Myrtle what she wants, she’ll come after you three next.”

      Steven scoffs. “The bitch can try.”

      His confidence is so absolute that I don’t even bother to argue.

      “We’re stronger together,” Allison says.

      Even though her words are softer, it’s clear she shares the same misplaced confidence Steven does. Or maybe it’s their lack of fear that bothers me so much. They clearly have no idea what they’re up against.

      I turn to Sutton. “You know what Myrtle is capable of. I can’t do nothing.”

      “Sacrificing yourself won’t stop them.” He flicks a glance toward my brother. “On this, we agree.”

      “Good for you two. Start a fucking club then,” I snap.

      “Ser, from what you’ve told us, this woman is clearly not going to stop. In fact, the moment she gets you, she’ll have won,” Allison attempts to rationalize with me. But it’s difficult to rationalize when the consequences are terrifying. Still, I also know when I’m outnumbered.

      And at the moment, I am. “Fine,” I say. “But if we’re going to stay here, we need to find a way to get Yvette’s spying ass out of that mirror.” I cut Sutton off before he can get the words out. “Not like I did with Tabitha.”

      His lips twitch.

      For some reason, knowing he can still find humor bolsters me.

      “Good, if we’ve settled that, I’m going to take a shower.” Steven marches out.

      Sutton makes a comment about needing more supplies for the extra people to feed, and then he leaves too.

      Allison, however, flops down on the bed and looks back at me expectantly.

      “What?” I ask warily.

      “We finally have more than five minutes together,” she says as if her intentions are obvious. “And I want to know everything. Start from the moment you got here. And no more secrets.”

      I almost refuse her. The idea of spilling so much is daunting. Not to mention she’s still trying to wrap her head around so many impossibilities being actually real. But then I think about how many times I’d wished for a friend during the past few weeks. And the reality of finally having my bestie back is too good to deny.

      “Okay,” I say, settling on the mattress. “But you might want to get comfortable because this shit could take a while to tell.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she says with a grin.

      An hour later, we’re both cackling, and my ribs hurt from how much I’ve laughed. Instead of being judgmental or lecturing me about my recklessness like Steven or Sutton might have done, Allison is supportive and, more importantly, always willing to find humor in the hard shit.

      “You did not try to fight zombies with a ceramic bookend,” she says, laughing through tears.

      “Hey, I did some real damage,” I say in defense. “I peeled away at least three layers of skin with the edge of that thing.”

      “Ugh, gross,” she groans.

      “Tell me about it. I think Myrtle’s trying to disgust us to death.”

      That sobers her immediately. “She sounds truly horrifying.”

      “She’s a bitch,” I say, my anger quickly blotting out my light mood.

      “And her daughter?” she asks. “Tabitha?” She lowers her voice to a whisper and says, “The ghost? She seems like a piece of work.”

      I wince, knowing damn well the subject of our conversation is probably listening in. Unless she’s got Sutton cornered alone in a room somewhere. That possibility is much more likely, and I’m tempted to go looking for him now. He has been gone a long time.

      “Ser?” Allison prompts, and I realize I’ve been silent too long.

      “Sorry, yeah, it’s a lot,” I say on a sigh.

      “Well, Steven and I are here now, so you don’t have to deal with it on your own.”

      “I wasn’t on my own,” I tell her, and my heart warms as I say it. Because as much as I missed my best friend and my annoyingly protective brother, having Sutton to lean on through everything has made it almost worth going through all of it in the first place.

      The look Allison gives me says she knows it too.

      “You know,” she says cautiously, “You haven’t asked me once about how things are at the paper.”

      “Shit, I’m a horrible friend. I’m so sorry. How are things there for you?”

      “Not for me, for you,” she says.

      “Oh.”

      Her brows lift. “You don’t want to know anything about your old job?”

      I shrug. “What would it change? I’m still stuck here. And even if I weren’t... I’m not sure I’m the same girl I was then.”

      Her brows lift. “Are you saying you don’t want to be a reporter?”

      She sounds incredulous, and I can’t blame her.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “It’s kind of hard to think past the fact that two witches—actually, make that three, just in case—want me dead or at least drained of blood. In comparison, my career doesn’t seem all that important.”

      “Not to mention a century-old werewolf alpha male is madly in love with you.”

      I shake my head. “How do you manage to make all of this sound so romantic?”

      Her eyes gleam. “I mean, you are talking to New York City’s most prominent Lifestyle reporter.”

      “Wait. Lifestyle?” I repeat. “What did I miss?”

      “A lot,” she says, tossing a pillow at me.

      “First off, congratulations! Second, tell me everything,” I order, catching the pillow and using it as a backrest. “Leave nothing out. Well, everything except the cat guy.”

      She wrinkles her nose, and we both crack up laughing again.

      “Fine. But first, I want to know more about this magic you have. I mean, it’s not every day a girl finds out her best bitch can move things with her mind.”

      I snort. “First of all, I never said I could move things with my mind. Nice fishing, though.”

      Allison grins at me. “Well? Let’s see what you can do.”

      “Okay, hang on.” I get off the bed and cross the room to retrieve the grimoire. As soon as it’s in my hands, I rush back over and plop down onto the bed. “I’ve been practicing.”

      “Is that—shit, Ser! You have a fucking Charmed spell book!”

      “It’s a grimoire,” I correct with a laugh. “So, yes, technically.”

      “That’s so fucking cool!” My best friend’s eyes light up as she takes it in.

      Her enthusiasm is such a fresh change from the wariness I’ve felt and the worry Sutton has shown over me using this book. More confident, I run my hands over the leather cover and then crack it open to the first orange sticky note hanging out of the top.

      “You tabbed a spell book?”

      ”Late night reading,” I reply, cheeks heating.

      “You are an organizational freak, you know that?”

      “Maybe, but I never lose anything.”

      Allison rolls her eyes then claps her hands. “Show me what you can do.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep breath and close my eyes, focusing only on the threads of power I’ve been trying to sense. They grow stronger with each attempt, and in this moment, they’re almost too easy to grasp onto. I raise my hands, letting the power rise, then run my hands over my body.

      “Holy shit!” Allison exclaims, but I focus only on the power.

      Seconds tick by until every inch of my body tingles. Then, I open my eyes. Allison stares right past me, her head whipping to the left and right as she tries to find me.

      “Ser? Where the hell did you go?”

      My grin widens so much my cheeks hurt. I did it! This spell in particular is one I’ve been trying to master because it means hiding in plain sight. The best kind of camouflage. My own, personal invisibility cloak.

      “Serenity?” Allison calls out. Her tone has an edge now; she’s getting nervous.

      I raise my hands again and snap, envisioning the strands snapping loose.

      “What the!” At the sight of me, Allison throws herself backward and tumbles to the floor.

      Unable to help myself, I bend over, laughing hysterically as she clamors back onto the bed.

      “You just—you were invisible!”

      “Yep! And that’s just the start of what I’ll be able to do once I master the magic.”

      Allison climbs back onto the bed and rubs the palms of her hands on her jeans. Eyes glittering with excitement, she smiles.  “More. Right now. I demand more.”
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        * * *

      

      Well into the night, the only sound against the utter silence is Sutton’s light snoring as he sleeps beside me. After dinner, he’d admitted the pack was still unconvinced about Steven. The meeting earlier had revealed their distrust and then some. The compromise? An extra team watching the house. Now, there are double the guards outside. All of them listening to everything going on inside these walls. And that meant zero sexy times with my man. Between the pack of wolves outside and my own brother sleeping thirty feet away, I just can’t. When I’d told him so, Sutton had chuckled. Then, he’d promptly kissed my forehead, assured me everything would be okay, and immediately fell asleep.

      If only it were that simple.

      Now, the clock at my bedside reads a little after two a.m. Despite the late hour, I’m wide awake, my thoughts racing. The later it gets, the fewer reasons I can come up with to ignore Yvette’s threats earlier.

      Myrtle wants my blood. She has a purpose; a use for me. Yvette, on the other hand, has already proven she’d just as soon kill me as use me for a damn thing. Not to mention Sutton.

      She’s already tried killing him once. And despite what I promised the others earlier, I refuse to let her get close enough to do it again.  I’ll die first. Even if I am willing to walk away from him, Sutton Hargrave will survive this. Otherwise, what the hell was even the point to it all?

      The problem is, Myrtle’s always one step ahead. Like having her dead sister watch over us from a magical fucking mirror.

      And I’m not stupid enough to think being trapped inside that mirror is keeping these twisted sisters from hurting a single person in this house.

      Even the thought of her hurting one of them tightens my chest with absolute fear.

      We could leave. But there’s nowhere else to go. Sutton’s house is still inaccessible, and now, with Steven and Allison here, we’re even more of a target for Myrtle. Sutton’s already made it clear he doesn’t want to bring that kind of danger to anyone’s home, and I don’t blame him.

      These people are already suffering enough.

      Maybe we can hole up in the library. Mable would be willing enough. Especially since I learned she’s the one who lured me to town in the first place. But I already know Sutton won’t hide there. He won’t bring this kind of danger down on the town he’s spent a hundred years protecting. Not even with Tabitha here, stalking his every move.

      Tabitha.

      The moment the idea takes shape, I know what I’m going to do. Still, I lie here and pretend to think of another way. A way that involves less chance of me dying. But I know there isn’t one. Going after Myrtle is stupid…that’s what they’ll say. And there’s a very good chance they’ll be saying it at my funeral. That my magic won’t be strong enough to kill her without dying in the attempt. But if that bitch takes me with her, I’ll go out knowing I saved them all.

      I tell myself it will be worth it.

      Sutton Hargrave is absolutely worth dying for.

      When I finally get up, I move as silently as possible. The magic rises fluidly in my hands, and I brush my palms over my body, spelling myself into absolute soundlessness. It's becoming easier to wield, the magic. Despite having little training, the energy itself is instinctual. I tell myself that makes me stronger, more prepared for what I’m about to do.

      I killed Yvette with less than half the skill I have now. Maybe I can actually do this.

      With magic cloaking me, Sutton doesn’t stir.

      Once I’m dressed, I creep out into the hall, but I don’t go downstairs. Not yet. Instead, I make my way quietly to the bedroom at the very end of the corridor. Steven almost chose it for Allison earlier, but I stopped him. They each took the rooms across from Sutton and me. And now this one, Yvette’s old room—now, Tabitha’s more or less—remains empty. Of living people, anyway.

      I slip inside and close the door behind me with a soft click.

      Moonlight filters in through the window, so I don’t bother flipping the light switch. It’ll only give me away.

      “Tabitha,” I whisper.

      I pause, wondering how the hell to summon a ghost that refuses to take orders in the first place. But a few seconds later, something moves out of the corner of my eye, and when I turn to look, Tabitha stands in front of the armoire, her ghostly silhouette beautifully pale in the gloom.

      “Careful,” she says, “Sutton’s half naked and alone in there. A girl could see an opportunity.”

      I ignore her threat and say what I came to say. “I’m leaving.”

      She frowns. “Leaving where?”

      “I’m going to find your mother and put an end to this—one way or another.”

      There’s a beat of silence between us. She doesn’t ask what I mean, and I don’t expect her to. Tabitha's flighty attitude is only a distraction. She’s cunning, and I have no doubt she already knows exactly what Yvette demanded earlier.

      When she does speak, her words surprise me. “You can’t beat her. Trust me. I’ve tried.”

      I don’t let myself think too hard about that. Not now.

      “We’ll see,” I tell her, feigning confidence. “But before I go, I need you to promise me something. Protect the others while I’m gone.”

      She sniffs. “Your brother and his little pet are of no interest to me.”

      “I don’t care about your interest. I want your word you’ll watch over them.”

      “Why would I give you that?”

      “Because if I leave, it means you’ll have Sutton all to yourself. You get what you want. And in exchange, so do I.”

      I can practically see the wheels turning at that.

      “Why me?” she asks finally. “You hate me.”

      “Maybe I do. But you love him.”

      “Isn’t that a reason for you to want me far away from him?”

      “Sutton can decide for himself who he wants close to him.”

      Even though I mean the words, my heart aches as I say them. Because I’m standing here taking that choice away.

      Tabitha snorts. “Men never know what they want until we tell them.”

      I shake my head, in no mood to argue this. “Do we have a deal?”

      “Deal,” she says.

      Her smirk is victorious and smug enough that I ball my hands into fists. Despite this being my idea, she has just made it seem like the win is all hers. I remind myself that punching her would only complicate our arrangement. If I could even make contact at all.

      Ugh.

      Cloaking the sound of my steps, I let myself out into the hall and down the stairs. At the bottom, I wait, making sure Steven hasn’t positioned himself in front of the exit just in case. But there’s no one else down here. Even Lance and Victoria seem to be tucked in for the night.

      Carefully, I make my way through the darkened house. When I reach the back door, I hesitate. The pack is undoubtedly guarding this place, and I can’t risk them spotting me. With another flourish of my hand, I call up my magic and perform the same trick as earlier. Invisibility settles over me, and I let myself outside. The back door makes a soft click as I shut it, and I hold my breath, scanning the backyard and the trees beyond. But no one comes to investigate.

      I exhale.

      The mirror still stands where Sutton left it earlier. With silent movements, I carefully lift the mirror and turn it around so the glass is facing outward again. Then, I crouch in front of it and hope the railing hides me from view of the patrols. Finally, I square my shoulders and let my invisibility fall away.

      “I’m ready,” I whisper.

      Yvette’s reflection winks to life immediately, and her lips curve into a sharp smile. “Yes,” she says, “I think you are.”
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      I’ve never been scared of the dark. Not in the traditional sense, at least. As a child, I had too many older brothers willing to fight off anything that went bump in the night. Boogeyman? Steven could kick his ass. Monsters under the bed? Stuart vanquished them with his karate moves. On more than one occasion, I fell asleep to Sawyer cracking my door and making sure everything was calm and quiet. But now, as I move through the trees with nothing but the dim moonlight to guide me, the once-unfamiliar feeling of fear unfurls in my belly. I’d nearly brought my cell with me, except I have no doubt Steven knows someone who can track the damn thing.

      And I cannot risk him finding me. Not until I know he’s safe. That they’re all safe. I wrap my arms tightly around myself as I trudge onward toward where Yvette instructed me. Above, an owl hoots. The abruptness of its sound makes me nearly come out of my skin. If not for the magic rendering me soundless, my shriek would have definitely busted me. I pause to exhale slowly, waiting for the panic to recede. My heart thunders in my chest as I continue walking in the direction Yvette told me to go.

      I’m deeper into the woods than I’ve ever been and walking in the exact opposite direction of Sutton’s house. Basically, I’m lost as shit. Yvette didn’t give me much to go on. “Go down to the old church, and take the path behind it. Don’t stop walking until we find you.” It’s not even the pitch-black forest I mind so much as the “we” part of her directions. Who is this “we” anyway? If I see a zombie missing half its face right now, I will literally die, which totally foils my plans.

      Something crunches a branch behind me, and I jump, my heart hammering like a drumline picking up its beat.

      For fucks sake. If I die out here—

      “Serenity, so nice of you to join us this evening.”

      My back stiffens as the cool tone fills my ears. The fact that she can see me at all doesn’t bode well for my plan. But more than that is the familiarity of the voice itself. Please have a face, please have a face…I turn to see Sutton’s un-alive mother standing before me. Vivian Hargrave. Other than being pale, she looks normal. Alive, skin intact, which I am more than grateful for because zombie in the woods? At night? By myself? No thanks. I didn’t even make it through the Resident Evil movie.

      “Where’s Myrtle?”

      Vivian grins at me. “I am right here,” she replies. Except I know from experience it’s not Vivian talking. Nope. Thanks to a very macabre brand of magic, Myrtle’s talking through Vivian. It’s equal parts disturbing and impressive. “Follow me.” Turning, she begins gliding through the forest, leading me deeper and deeper into the trees.

      With a snap of my fingers, I let my magic recede. No point wasting it since it’s obviously not working in the first place. I try not to panic about the way she clearly saw right through it just now. Instead, I mentally run through all the other tricks I know. One of them has to help me beat her.

      “You ever get tired of wearing dead people as costumes?” I ask to her back.

      “As it happens, this magic is nothing more than a looking glass. I can see through these eyes. Move through these hands. All the while, my borrowed body is tucked away safe.”

      “And whose body might that be?” I ask, fishing shamelessly.

      “Nice try,” she says.

      The fact is, Myrtle is hiding in someone in Midnight Falls. But even now, when I’ve delivered myself into her hands, she won’t say whose life she’s stolen.

      “You’re disgusting, you know. Hiding out in dead people.”

      “Means to an end, Serenity.” She doesn’t sound bothered by my tone. In fact, she sounds smug as hell.

      The bitch thinks she’s won.

      Fine. I’ll let her think so. For now. All I have going for me is the element of surprise. So I swallow back my smart-ass comment and let her lead me farther and farther away from the only people who can help stop what will happen to me if I fail.

      Seconds tick by as we walk until, all around, the sounds of nature fall mute. No crickets chirping, no more owls hooting—nothing but my footsteps and the breeze rustling through the branches overhead. Not creepy at all.

      “Where are we going?” I demand.

      Myrtle doesn’t bother answering, nor does she offer me a single glance.

      “You can at least give me a heads up. Are more of your zombie buddies going to be joining us?”

      Still, nothing.

      I fall silent and go over my plan. Get in, kill this bitch once and for all, and get the hell out. If I’m lucky, I won’t die in the attempt.

      If I’m very lucky, Steven won’t kill me for doing it in the first place. Idly, I wonder if Sutton would help him or fend him off. Then I decide I probably don’t want to know.

      Just ahead, the trees make way for a large clearing with a small cottage sitting directly in the center. Vivian walks straight for it, and I follow, slightly slower. The closer I get, the more sinister the place feels. The wooden boards making up the walls are cracked in some places and rotting in others. From what I can make out in the darkness, the roof is partially caved, and the front door is gone. But it’s not just the age that has me on edge. There’s a darkness here. A gross kind of magic that hangs like death all around me.

      “Cozy,” I murmur as Vivian’s body leads me inside. The stench of mold fills my nose, and my stomach rolls in response. Dingy, mildewy, and the farthest thing from a sanitary location for a blood draw. I suppose if Myrtle doesn’t kill me, something in this place might.

      Vivian turns to me, her unseeing eyes sharp on my face. When she speaks, I know Myrtle’s the one choosing the words. “I’ll admit, I didn’t think Yvette could do it. But you are here, which means you have accepted our terms,” she finally says.

      “No. I am here to discuss the terms,” I correct. “Then, I’ll decide whether or not I want to accept them.”

      Vivian arches a dark brow. “Very well. What are your terms.”

      “First, I want to know what you're planning to do with my blood.” Of course, I already know what she wants to do with it, but I’m hoping this will give me more of an insight as to what happens after the curse is renewed.

      Vivian clasps her hands behind her back and begins to pace, the hem of her skirt gliding over the floor as if she’s merely floating. “We are going to seal this town for good,” she says. “Using the magic in your blood. In casting a spell this powerful, you will become immortal and remain behind, thus sealing its potency forever.”

      “You keep saying ‘we’,” I point out. “But last I checked, Yvette was dead. Trapped in a mirror, sure, but very, very dead.”

      Vivian grins at me, and the lack of humor makes my skin crawl. “Not everything remains dead,” she tells me. “The soul is all that matters, and in this case, my sister’s soul is very much alive. When the curse is complete and I’ve found a new body, I’ll find one for her too.”

      I swallow hard. Peachy. “Why? I mean, why include the entire town?”

      Vivian’s face contorts in hate. “The people here deserve to be punished.”

      “For what? They did nothing.”

      “They did everything,” she snarls back. “My daughter was pulled in by Sutton’s charm. She was manipulated by him and everyone in this town. Tricked into turning her back on me.”

      “Tabitha is the one who obsessed over Sutton. Not the other way around.”

      “Is that what he told you?” she questions, crossing her arms. “Men will say whatever is necessary to get between your legs. Something I’m assuming you’ve already allowed him to do.”

      Anger heats my face, but I don’t pop off. Not yet. “As a matter of fact, your daughter was the one who filled me in on what happened.”

      A muscle in her jaw twitches. “You’ve spoken with Tabitha?”

      “Given that your sister has been spying on me, I’m assuming you already know that, so cut the shit. Tabitha is obsessed with Sutton. You chose to keep them apart and, in doing so, drove a massive wedge between you and your daughter.” Myrtle looks about ready to explode, so I keep it going. “Not Sutton. Not this town. You did this.”

      “You know nothing,” she growls. Then, by the next heartbeat, she’s back to her usual cool-natured self. “He tricked you. Just as he tricked her. And you were so foolish you fell for it. The only thing he ever wanted was the magic in your blood. You were a means to an end as well, Serenity. A way for Sutton to break the curse placed upon him and his people for their poor treatment of my daughter.”

      “You’re wrong.” Deep down, I know she’s lying. But even so, I can’t help wondering... What was going to happen as soon as the curse was broken? Would Sutton have wanted to keep me? Or would he have dismissed me like nothing more than a used-up party favor? As soon as the thought enters my mind, I reject it. No way. Sutton and I are real.

      “I see the doubt in you.”

      I play it up, letting her believe she has me. “Sutton loves me.” I force doubt into my words.

      “He made my Tabitha believe he loved her, too,” she replies. “And this entire town stood by and allowed it to happen. They allowed my daughter to be made a fool of. To be treated like she was disposable.”

      Feigning sadness, I let the emotions she is hoping to see in me play out all over my face as I convince myself she’s right just for good measure. Betrayal. Loss. Fear. I round them all up and hope like hell the one semester of drama I took in high school doesn’t fail me now.

      For this to work, I need her to believe she’s gotten to me. Because then, I stand a better chance at getting out of this hellish cabin alive. “Fine. You want to seal the town. Punish them. But why me? Why do I have to be the one to stay and become immortal?”

      “As your punishment,” she replies. “You worked against me and killed my sister. You will remain here, with this town, for eternity. And once Sutton knows you’re the curse-caster, he’ll want nothing to do with you.” Her eyes gleam in cruel enjoyment. “Or better yet, he’ll try to kill you. And find out how useless that task will be.”

      Now, the fear is very, very real. Eternity trapped in one place? With people—no, werewolves—who are going to hate me enough to try to kill me until the end of time? I shake off the fear and refocus on what’s important. I don’t dare gather my magic. Not yet. Instead, I keep talking and look around for something to use as a weapon when my moment comes.

      “My brother and Allison. They can leave when this is done?”

      “Of course. As of now, they’ve done nothing to interfere with my plans. Therefore, my fight is not with them.”

      There. In the corner. My eyes land on a broom propped against the wall. It’s not exactly deadly, but it’s all I’ve got.

      “There’s no as of now,” I reply, taking a step closer. “They get to leave. Period. No matter what.”

      Myrtle smiles. “You have no bargaining power here, child. The only reason you still breathe is because I am giving you a fair chance out of sentimental loyalty for my late brother.”

      “Brother? Sentimental loyalty?” I snort. “Maybe body jumping and obsessively cursing this town has made you crazy, but your dead brother has nothing to do with me.”

      She grins, a sick sort of stretching of skin on Vivian’s zombie face. “You have no idea, do you?”

      “No idea about what?”

      Myrtle’s grin spreads. “Whose witch blood runs in your veins.” She tilts her head, watching me carefully as she says, “My brother, Maxwell Augustus, defied our family and married a human. When this happens, it’s not uncommon for the offspring's magic to become dormant. A suppressed gene, I believe they call it. The magic can skip entire generations, in fact, before it reappears down the line.”

      Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. She thinks my witch blood is from her family line?

      “You have no proof,” I say, the broom forgotten.

      “The proof is standing before me,” she snaps. “Your great-grandfather Maxwell’s blood calls to me even now.

      Maxwell.

      The familiar name makes my stomach roil. I’ve seen it thousands of times in my father’s office. It’s the signature on those damned maps he loves so much. My great-grandfather Max.

      And that means I’m... Myrtle’s niece.

      My mouth falls slack, eyes widening. “No. That’s not true.”

      “Denial serves no purpose here.”

      Her tone is incredibly patient to the point of bored. She doesn’t care one way or another whether I believe her. She cares only for my blood—which makes more sense than ever. Who better to strengthen this woman’s curse than a witch from her own family line?

      “I’m an Augustus?”

      “Of sorts,” she replies. “Though that won’t matter if you continue wasting my time. You wish for your brother and Allison to go free. I am allowing that. No harm will come to them as long as you give me what I need.”

      “Not good enough,” I say, forcing myself to focus now more than ever.

      I think of the broom. Imagining myself grabbing it, breaking its handle in two, and staking this bitch. Is she a vampire? No. Can I kill an already dead lady? Technically speaking, probably not. But all I have to do is distract her. And then my magic can do the rest.

      Invisible. Soundless. I can do this.

      Maybe she saw through me earlier, but if Vivian-the-zombie's eyes don’t work, I might have a chance.

      “You’ll leave every member of my family unharmed,” I add. “You’ll get what you want, but they remain safe.”

      “Fine,” she growls.

      I can feel her patience thinning. It’s now or never.

      I let a bit of vulnerability creep into my expression. It’s not hard. I’m terrified of what I’m about to do. “You’re going to make me immortal?”

      “Yes. The curse will need unlimited power to draw from as it has drawn from mine since it was cast.” A trace of regret creeps into her tone as she adds, “If only I’d possessed the ability to make my own body mortal back then. But I’ve learned. And I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “Will anyone else have to die?”

      “No. The town will simply remain here, frozen in time. I’ll place wards to keep the humans from venturing here, which means it will only be the wolves and you, for eternity.”

      “So, no more food supply trucks coming to the stores.”

      “You will be completely cut off,” she confirms. “A necessary lesson you taught me, Serenity. You coming here was troublesome, though I suppose it is working out for the best.” Tilting her head to the side, she offers me her hand. “Do we have a deal, then?”

      Swallowing hard. I reach out and close my fingers around Vivian’s cold, dead hand. A shiver runs down my spine as we shake. Then, she releases me and crosses to an old table against the far wall. The moment her gaze draws downward to gather her supplies, I make my move.

      Leaping forward, my fingers curl around the broom. The wooden handle is cold and smooth in my hands. Whirling with it raised, I call upon every drop of magic I can muster. Invisible. Soundless. Deadly. Fear steals my breath. Or maybe it’s the force of the magic I’ve called forth. The air stirs, an otherworldly wind toying with the ends of my hair. Energy—pure, potent, paralyzing energy surrounds me. I’ve done it.

      The swing is clean and perfectly aimed.

      The broom hits Vivian in the back of the head, and she staggers against the table, arms splayed out to catch her unbalanced body. But the magic packs a hell of a punch, and her face slams into the aged wood tabletop hard enough to make a sickening suction sound.

      With a second swing, I knock her legs out from under her and watch as she falls to the dirt floor. She lets out a groan, and I know it’s not pain evoking such a sound. Myrtle’s pissed.

      Good.

      I don’t wait for her to recover.

      Instead, I break the broom handle across my knee. Then I grip the two halves, one in each hand. In unison, I bring them both down and bury them in Vivian’s eyes. She screams so loud I fear she’s woken the entire town.

      I stumble backward, trying to regain my footing. To call up more magic. Something strong enough to cast Myrtle’s spirit into the fucking ether.

      Vivian’s body goes quiet and limp.

      With my hands brimming in magic, I let it loose on the entire space. A boom sounds, and the walls shake. If there’d been any glass in the windows, I’m sure they would have broken. I barely manage to stay on my feet as I stumble the last few steps toward the exit. If Myrtle’s anywhere nearby, that blast would have knocked her sideways too.

      I hope.

      Before I can reach it, the door slams open harder than humanly possible. A gust of wind tears toward me, shoving me backward. A figure darkens the opening, the shadowy silhouette of a woman standing firm against my blast. Sparks drip from her fingers like liquid silver.

      While I cannot see her features or make out her expression, the woman’s rage is visceral—the energy coming off her more powerful than anything I’ve ever produced —and I know, in this moment, I’ve already lost.

      But I refuse to give up.

      One more blast of magic. She doesn’t see it coming, and the surprise of it sends her off balance. Darting sideways, I move past her, nearly making it to the door when something slams into the back of my head, and the world goes black.
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      Strong hands grip my shoulders. Through a very thick layer of fog and what feels like cotton in my ears, I hear my name called.

      “Serenity?”

      Softly at first, then more urgent when I don’t respond.

      “Serenity!”

      The voice is deep. Male. It feels comforting. Safe even. I can’t remember why that’s important, but it is. Unfortunately, my tongue won’t move to form a response. I can’t seem to will my eyes open, not because I’m physically incapable but because I really don’t want to face what I already know is the angry expression of the man attempting to rouse me.

      “Ser, can you hear me?” another male voice asks. “Dammit, she’s bleeding.”

      This one is equally familiar but not nearly as patient.

      I hear shuffling and then, “I’m going to kill whoever did this,” the second voice declares. The words draw me closer to consciousness until, all at once, the fog clears, and a new sensation slams into me.

      Pain.

      From the second my eyes open, my head throbs like it’s been beaten with a stick. I groan and lift my hand to the back of my head, pressing gingerly against the sore spot. I suck in a breath when my own touch brings fresh pain that stings the back of my skull.

      Forcing my eyes open, I lower my hand and look down at my fingers. My eyes widen as I stare in horror at the sticky blood coating them.

      “She’s awake,” says the first voice. Sutton.

      My eyes flutter as I look up into his drawn expression. He wears a deep frown, and in his eyes is real fear being chased off by a palpable relief.

      “My head,” I manage to say. My voice is more of a whimper.

      “I see it,” he says grimly.

      On either side of him, Allison and Steven hover. They each wear expressions in varying stages of panic. When our eyes meet, Allison tries to smile, but it’s weak and unconvincing. Steven doesn’t bother. In fact, he looks furious—at me or for me, I can’t tell. Honestly, probably both.

      I look past them to where muted daylight streams in through the single window, and I realize where I am. And why.

      The cabin. Vivian. Myrtle.

      Our bargain.

      And my failed attack.

      My expression must reflect my horror because Sutton’s hands on my shoulders ease up, soothing rather than gripping for dear life.

      “It’s okay,” he says. “You’re safe now.”

      “I’m not okay. None of us are. I failed. I—”

      I stop short as I catch sight of my inner arm. Purple bruising in the shape of a handprint is clearly visible. But that’s not what makes me quake. There, in the center of the bruising, is a tiny red mark marring the inside of my elbow. The kind that comes from being stuck with a needle.

      My body goes cold as I realize what must have happened.

      “She took it,” I whisper. “She knocked me out and fucking took it.”

      Then a sob is rising, and my throat closes in an effort to hold it inside. My next breath is ragged and nearly chokes me.

      “We need to get her out of here,” Steven says.

      Sutton doesn’t argue. Without a word, he winds his arms more firmly around me and lifts me easily into the air.

      Steven regards him briefly and then shrugs. “That works,” he says.

      “Come on.” Allison leads the way, and we file outside. The sun is brighter here, sending the pounding in my head to a crescendo. I turn, burying my face in a shoulder I never thought I’d see again.

      They’ll want to know what happened. And I’ll have to tell them what a fool I was to try something so reckless and crazy. I failed them. And I failed myself. I’m a damned moron. A fool of epic proportions.

      Sutton marches us through the woods in silence. Steven and Allison whisper quietly behind me, but I don’t bother trying to hear what they’re saying. I probably don’t want to know.

      Finally, we emerge from the trees, but instead of the bed and breakfast looming ahead, I see the church. Right. The path started here. I’d forgotten.

      I expect Sutton to walk past it, but he marches us directly inside. “There’s a first aid kit in the foyer closet,” he says to the others as we enter.

      “I’ll get it.” Allison veers off, and we leave her behind as Sutton continues farther in.

      Sutton’s footsteps echo in the small, empty sanctuary. He sets me gently on the front pew and then perches beside me. Steven slides into the second row, his expression still full of barely checked rage.

      “Why are we here?” I ask.

      “I’m not taking you back to that house.” Sutton’s words are barely more than a growl, and I wonder if something else happened. Before I can ask, Allison rushes toward us with a first aid kit already propped open in her hands. She scoots in beside Steven, and, together, they go to work pulling out gauze and antibiotic ointment for my bleeding head.

      The moment the cleaning gauze touches my wound, I hiss out a breath.

      “Sorry,” Steven mutters. “This is not going to feel great.”

      Sutton reaches forward and grips my hands, squeezing gently as I fight back tears, thanks to the stinging agony that is Steven and Allison cleaning my headwound. I breathe deeply, eyes closed, trying to focus on anything else.

      But all I can focus on is the mess I’ve created. Some hero I am.

      While they work, I remain silent, not offering any explanation or information.

      It’s not until my head is bandaged and no more injuries are left to treat that I know I’m out of time.

      Sutton’s gaze darkens, and he releases my hands. “What happened?”

      Right.

      Best to get it over with.

      “I went to see Myrtle,” I say quietly.

      “Yeah, we got that part,” Steven says drily.

      Clearly, no one will be cutting me a single inch of slack.

      I take a steadying breath and then tell them as quickly as possible everything that happened.

      “I thought I could use my magic. That I could at least distract her long enough to take her out,” I finish, misery and pain making it hard to hold my head up. I don’t even try to look them in the eye anymore. “Anyway, obviously, it didn’t work, and she knocked me out instead.”

      I wince at the mention of my head, and Allison digs back into the first aid kit.

      “Here,” she says, holding out two painkillers and a small pouch of emergency water.

      I take them gratefully and down the pills before chugging the water. The relief from my dry throat is instant. When I lower the bottle again, Steven and Sutton are both glaring at me hard enough to raise my blood pressure with the force of their ire.

      “You really went out there in the middle of the night alone to fight a witch.” Steven shakes his head.

      It’s not a question, so I don’t bother answering.

      “And your arm?” Sutton asks quietly.

      Damn.

      I knew he wouldn’t miss that.

      Steven and Allison both look down, and I lift my arm to show them the markings.

      “She must have taken my blood after she knocked me out,” I say quietly.

      Sutton’s silence speaks volumes.

      “So, what the fuck happens now?” Steven asks.

      I flinch at the sharpness of his words.

      “Now, she’ll use it to re-cast the curse,” I say. “This time forever.”

      “Oh God, Serenity,” Allison whispers.

      Steven curses again and then leans back, his nostrils flaring with every angry breath.

      I look at Sutton. “Say something.”

      I don’t know what I expect. Rage, maybe. A lecture. Instead, his expression twists into a pained sort of accusation. “You could have been killed,” he says.

      “No,” I say. “She won’t kill me.”

      His eyes narrow. He knows there’s more.

      “If you believe that, you’re more naïve than I thought,” Steven says with a snort. “You never should have fucking come here.”

      I glare at him then focus on Allison, the only one who doesn’t look ready to throttle me. “Myrtle had a brother,” I say. “His name was Maxwell Augustus.” Then I glance back at Steven again, waiting for the recognition. “He married a human, and they had children. And those children had children.” Steven doesn’t reply, so I add, “We know him as Great-grandpa Max.”

      Steven’s expression goes slack.

      “Wait. You’re related?” Allison pales. “To the witches?”

      “You’re an Augustus,” Sutton says flatly. It’s not a question, but I wish more than anything I could tell him no.

      Instead, I look down at my hands, at the bruising on my arm—anywhere but at Sutton’s face.

      Steven leans forward, eyes narrowed. “We’re really related to this bitch?”

      “Unfortunately,” I tell him. “But for whatever reason, she’s decided that relation deserves mercy. She could have killed me. She didn’t.”

      “And that’s why she wants your blood,” Allison says suddenly. “I mean, it’s classic spellwork,” she adds, cheeks flushing. “Using the blood of a relative makes the magic stronger. It was in Charmed and in Legacies—”

      She stops, her cheeks flushing. “Except this is real.” Her hands tighten into fists at her sides.

      “Right,” Steven says, “So that brings me back to my earlier question: What happens now?”

      “Once she completes the new curse, the town will be sealed forever. But the deal I made means you two can go, and she won’t harm the family.”

      “The deal?” Steven snaps. “What deal?”

      “I did what I could to save you all,” I say, finally risking a glance at Sutton.

      His expression is unreadable, but that in itself tells me how upset he is with me. My stomach drops, heart breaking.

      “How did you get even get past the guards?” Steven asks. “According to them, no one even left the house.”

      “I used magic,” I say.

      “The invisibility spell,” Allison says, eyes lit with understanding.

      “She’s got centuries’ worth of experience,” Steven says, his voice rising. He’s clearly not nearly as impressed with my ability as Allison. “How in the hell did you ever think you’d be a match for her?”

      His tone is harsh, his words a slap in the face. The way he looks at me snaps my control, and I grab hold of magic without even thinking. The air trembles with it, and far in the back of the room, a pew cracks down the middle.

      Then, everything is silent again.

      I exhale, forcing my temper to calm before I bring the walls down.

      “Whoa,” Allison breathes. “No wonder you thought you could fight her.”

      Steven scowls, but he doesn’t argue.

      “Even if Myrtle isn’t going to kill you,” Sutton says grimly, “There are others who might try.”

      “The pack,” I whisper as realization hits home. Despite my best intentions, I’m the reason they will be trapped in this damned town for all of eternity.

      “They’ll blame you,” Sutton says.

      “They’d have to go through me if they want to mess with her,” Steven replies, and Allison actually rolls her eyes.

      Sutton doesn’t spare him a glance. He’s watching me. Waiting to see if I’ll understand the gravity of what my little midnight rendezvous has caused.

      Unfortunately, I understand it better than he knows. “They won’t succeed,” I say quietly.

      He looks ready to argue, so I add, “The deal I made included the pack. I wanted to make sure no one else had to die for the magic. No more yearly sacrifices. Myrtle agreed. Which means, when she casts the new curse, it will make me immortal, using my eternal blood to constantly renew the magic. It’s the only way to stop the murders.”

      Emotions cross Sutton’s expression like shadows.

      Steven and Allison are both speechless.

      Voices sound from outside, quiet at first then louder as they get closer. Steven gets up and hurries to the window. Whatever he sees outside sets his expression into something foreboding.

      “We’ve got company,” he says.

      “Shit,” Sutton swears, and the vehemence in his voice makes me shudder.

      Guilt presses down around me. This is all on me. All my fault.

      Sutton gets up and joins Steven at the window. He glances out and then turns to me, drawing a deep breath that does more to stoke his temper than calm it, judging from the look he wears.

      “Is that what we felt earlier?” Allison asks. “She recast the curse?”

      “You felt something?” I ask.

      “A sort of earthquake,” she says. “We thought it was just the bed and breakfast. That Tabitha had done something, but maybe...” She trails off as Steven shoots her a look.

      Something passes between them.

      “I’m not going to just let Serenity get attacked and find out,” Steven says.

      “Sutton?” I say quietly. “What do you think?” I’m all but begging for more than a three-word response from him. Something, anything to tell me where he’s at in his mind.

      “Steven’s right. I’m not letting anyone hurt you.” His words aren’t an answer. Not exactly. But they tell me everything I need to know. “You might have saved us,” he says, “But you’ve doomed yourself.”
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      My stomach drops as Sutton and Steven rush toward the door. Allison moves in beside me.

      “Stay inside,” Sutton growls before he and Steven slip out.

      Heart thundering in my ears, I make my way to the door as soon as it shuts behind them.

      “Eavesdropping?” Allison whispers as she comes to stand beside me. Without responding, I press my ear to the door and will my hammering pulse to ease just enough that I can make out what they’re saying.

      Fortunately, I don’t have to wait long.

      “What just happened?” a man questions. I struggle to place his voice.

      “We felt the magic shift!” A feminine voice I recognize instantly calls out. Mable. “Tried the boundary line, but we still can’t get out.”

      “What’s going on?” demands another voice. “And what’s he doing out?”

      “I left to find my sister,” Steven tells them. His tone is already warning them he’s not going to back down. Shit.

      “What you felt was a shift in the magic just as you thought,” Sutton’s booming voice burns me from the inside out. Even from in here, shielded from view, I can hear the disappointment in his tone. The strain.

      I fucked up—big time. And yet, here I am, cowering behind the man I’m sleeping with.

      “A shift? That’s all you’re going to tell us? George said that Serenity gave her blood to Myrtle! He says we’re stuck here for eternity now!”

      Dread makes my limbs feel like lead. How in the hell does George know?

      “Serenity did not willingly give up her blood.”

      “Then how the hell did Myrtle get it?” Cara.

      She sounds pissed, and I can’t blame her. Can I really sit here and let Sutton handle the fallout of my actions? Am I truly that cowardly?

      “I—” Sutton starts.

      I grip the door handle and rip it open. All gazes shift to me, including those of Sutton and Steven. Both men glare at me, but I clear my throat and make my way down the wooden steps to stand on Sutton’s other side.

      Allison follows me, caging me between herself and Sutton.

      Mable stands between Cara and Phineas while George and his group glower at me from a few yards away. I recognize the men he was drinking with from the night Cara and I went out. None of their faces are even close to friendly. Clearly, they’ve all decided to hate me. The rest of the town has congregated just behind them—Jolene and Ernie, the bartender, are the only other faces I instantly recognize.

      Out of the corner of my eye, something moves. I glance over and spot Vaughn, Sutton’s head of security, prowling at the edges of our gathering. Normally, I’d consider him an ally considering he’s loyal to Sutton to a fault. But the fact that he’s staying out of my line of sight speaks volumes. I have very few friends here.

      “Well?” Jolene demands. “Is what George said true? Did you give Myrtle your blood? Did she re-cast the curse?”

      Swallowing hard, I meet her gaze and repeat Sutton’s earlier words. “I did not willingly give her my blood.”

      A man I don’t know steps forward, his dark gaze all but shooting daggers in my direction. “Then how the fuck did she get it?”

      “She stole it. Last night.”

      Gasps sound.

      “How the hell did that happen when we had two full teams guarding that damned house?” Jolene demands.

      “This didn’t happen at Yvette’s place,” Cara says slowly. She’s confused, but she doesn’t doubt her own eyes.

      She should, though.

      “I used my magic to cloak myself and go meet with Myrtle,” I say. “I thought I could corner her and put an end to the curse.” I take a deep breath. “Unfortunately, I failed.”

      “And now she has your blood,” Cara says.

      “Yes.”

      Everyone starts talking all at once. Some ask me questions; some yell; some point and scream at me, and others whisper amongst themselves. It’s impossible to make out what each and every one of them is saying, but the message is clear enough: Serenity Kellis fucked us over. She’s ruined our lives.

      “Why on Earth would you think you could beat her in the first place?” one of George’s followers demands.

      I can feel Sutton’s eyes boring into me. He doesn’t want me to tell them. But I’m done lying. “Because I’m a witch too. Descended from Myrtle’s line.”

      There’s a collective moment of shock as they all absorb my words.

      “We should have just let Myrtle kill you,” a woman near the back roars.

      George sneers at me, his small gang all staring threateningly in my direction. Steven looks ready to shoot now and ask questions later. He hasn’t drawn a gun, but I know, if he does, there will be no diffusing it like before.

      “I tried to stop her,” I yell. It’s no use, though. No one’s listening to me. Not anymore.

      George and his buddies begin to move through the crowd. They stop several yards away. George crosses his arms. “I knew you’d damn us all, you city bitch.”

      Sutton snarls and steps forward, but I put a hand on his arm before shooting Steven a warning glare that he’d damn well better not start a fight over someone calling me a name. “Watch your fucking mouth when you speak to her,” Sutton growls.

      “Or what?” George questions. “You’ve already chosen her over your own pack. Some fucking alpha you are. We were better off when you were trapped  in your fucking house.”

      “Watch your tongue,” Phineas warns.

      George doesn’t even bother sparing him a glance. “And now, what, we’re supposed to heel to you and your fucking human pets?”

      “George,” Cara starts, her hands tightening into fists at her sides. She turns to Sutton. “You are the alpha of this pack; we need you to stand with us.”

      Her tone is gentler than George’s, and I know she means well, but Sutton’s eyes flash at her words.

      “Not at the risk of Serenity,” Sutton replies. His tone is strained, every muscle in his body stiff.

      “Sutton. We are your pack,” Cara urges, looking hurt. Her gaze darts from me to George like she’s willing Sutton to find a way to fix this.

      Sutton doesn’t immediately reply, leaving the opening for George.

      He throws his head back and barks out a laugh that churns my insides. He’s baiting Sutton, trying to get him to turn on his own people. And it’s working. “See? He doesn’t give a shit about us!” The asshole turns to face the pack and throws his hands up in the air. “We don’t have an alpha; we have a fucking whipped little pup.” He turns back to us and glares at me. “And pups occasionally need to be taught a lesson.”

      George charges, shifting as he moves. His human body is taken over as he becomes a large, bloodthirsty wolf. His gleaming teeth are aimed straight for me, and instead of jumping aside, I freeze, momentarily stunned by the suddenness of it all.

      Allison rips me back just in time, positioning herself directly in the line of attack.

      I scream, terrified of watching my friend get mauled to pieces. Before George can reach her, a single gunshot echoes off the trees.

      Our attacker hits the ground with a heavy thud and doesn’t move.

      I whirl on Steven, who is still standing with his gun raised. He swallows hard and lowers it before turning back to the pack. “Anyone else want to fuck with my sister?”

      The uproar is deafening.

      “It’s her or us,” someone yells, and the others take up the chant.

      “Her or us, her or us.” They don’t immediately come for me as George did, but I can feel the change in the air as clearly as if they are trying to kill me.

      Mable and Phineas don’t join in, but their helplessness speaks volumes as they stand among the others who do repeat the mantra. Cara looks grim at the whole scenario, but she doesn’t try to stop it either. Sutton stares back at his pack and then looks to me. I can see the battle play out on his face, the choice he feels he needs to make, and before I can tell him that it’s okay to pick his people—he hauls me into his arms and rushes toward the trees.

      “Stop,” Phineas roars at our backs. “They are not our enemy!”

      “Says you,” someone shouts back.

      “He killed George,” another calls out.

      Craning my neck offers a glimpse of where Steven and Allison still stand among the angry pack members. Fear clogs my throat. We can’t leave them.

      Struggling is futile, though. Sutton’s grip on me is iron-clad.

      I try to talk, to reason with Sutton, but he’s running so fast my entire body jostles with every step. My teeth chatter together until I’m forced to close my mouth tight.

      A wolf sprints into our path, and we stop. “Move, Cara,” Sutton warns.

      She shifts quickly to stand before us naked, her expression dark. “You can’t turn your back on us, not when the curse was just reinforced.”

      “I go back and they will tear Serenity apart.” His stoic expression crumples, and desperation leaks in. “She’s my mate, Cara.”

      Cara looks at me, then back at Sutton, and finally nods. “I’ll do what I can to maintain the peace. Keep her secluded until their anger dies down.” She shifts again and bounds off toward the church. Luckily, our pit stop has given Steven and Allison time to catch up to us. I breathe a sigh of utter relief to see them unharmed.

      Without another word, Sutton resumes our trek but, at least, he’s only walking now while Steven and Allison trail directly behind us.

      “Sutton, I can walk,” I tell him.

      He sets me on my feet so abruptly that I sway until I catch myself. Sutton grabs my hand in his. Then he’s walking again, briskly, and I have to hurry to keep up. Just because he’s chosen me doesn’t mean he’s forgiven me.

      “Where are we going?” Allison questions. “Not like we can just check in at the nearest Holiday Inn.”

      “We’re going to hope the boundary preventing me from going home is gone now that Myrtle has what she wants,” Sutton replies. He doesn’t look at me. I pull against his hold, and he releases me, still not sparing me a single glance.

      I might as well be two inches tall for how shitty I feel. There’s no coming back from this, no fixing things. I’ve damned an entire town all because I was arrogant enough to believe I’d come out on top.

      On our way back to his house, we’re met with no invisible barrier, but it’s not until we’re walking through his front door that I really let myself breathe again. Being here, despite the horrible state of this house, is comforting. This is where I first found myself caught—and first fell in love with the man currently so angry at me he can barely look in my direction.

      Myrtle’s prediction echoes in my mind. That Sutton will grow to hate me for being responsible for the curse. I hope she’s wrong. That he can find a way to forgive me—eventually. Eternity in this town, without Sutton’s love, is a hell I can’t bear.

      “This is your house?” Steven questions. “It’s falling down.”

      “It’s because of the curse,” I reply softly. “Doomed to this state except for the one night a year when—” I stop short as I realize this house will never again be restored to its true glory. Not without Myrtle ever forcing a Halloween ball on these people again. As cruel as it was to do, at least then, this place became as beautiful as the memories it stores.

      “That’s horrible,” Allison comments.

      “It’s home,” Sutton snaps.

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful,” Steven says warily. “But won’t this be the first place the pack looks for you?”

      “We’re trapped,” Sutton snaps at him. “There’s nowhere they won’t find us.”

      “Good point,” Steven says. But I don’t miss his quick glance at me. And I know he still thinks he could drag me back to the city if he tried.

      “Cara will warn us if anyone tries to come for us,” Sutton says.

      No one argues at that.

      “Find a spare room; make yourself comfortable.” He stomps off toward the library, slamming the door behind him.

      I wrap both arms around myself in an attempt to ease some of my nerves, but it doesn’t help.

      Allison clears her throat. “I’m going to go find somewhere to take a nap.” After lightly squeezing my arm, she moves past me. I suspect she and I will talk later, but for now, she looks like a walking zombie. Okay, horrible comparison. She has all her skin.

      Knowing what’s coming, I turn to face Steven. “Go ahead,” I tell him. “Scream at me. Tell me what an idiot I am.”

      His familiar blue eyes soften. “I’m not going to do any of those things.”

      “You had to kill someone because of me.”

      “I killed someone to protect you. And Allison,” he replies. “And from what I’ve heard, the bastard had it coming.”

      “What have you heard? You’ve been here all of five minutes.”

      “Sutton filled me in last night.” His eyes darken. “When we realized you were gone, I had him run me through all possible suspects.”

      My heart squeezes at the torture I’ve put him through. “Still, I’m sorry you had to pull the trigger. I know how hard that must be. I mean, you’re a cop—”

      “I’m your brother first,” he interrupts, holding out both arms. “Now, come here so I can hug my baby sister.”

      Tears spill from my eyes as I embrace my brother, pressing my cheek against his chest. I breathe him in, the familiar scent like home to me. “I really fucked up.”

      “You did,” he replies. “But I also know you’ll do what you can to make it right. And in the end, that’s what will count.”
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      I pace the hallway outside the library, listening to the muffled sounds of Steven hunting for enough pantry ingredients to make a meal. Allison has yet to re-emerge from upstairs, and I have zero reasons left to avoid Sutton. Yet, here I pace, wracking my brain for the right thing to say. But there just aren’t words.

      I fucked up—massively. And his entire pack paid the price. More importantly, though, I betrayed him because it was my actions that forced him to choose between me and his pack.

      It’s that thought that has me walking to the library and opening the door.

      Sutton sits behind the desk, a glass of something amber cupped in his large hand. He looks up at me then back down at the glass. My legs might as well be made of lead as I force my feet to carry me inside and then kick the door closed behind me.

      The silence between us stretches.

      Sutton picks up the glass and empties the contents down his throat. I watch, hypnotized by the way his Adam’s apple moves as he swallows the double shot. It’s ridiculous to be turned on right now. Completely inappropriate, given the circumstances. But I can’t help myself.

      He sets the glass down with a sharp clink.

      “I can smell your arousal from here,” he says in a rough voice.

      My body freezes then relaxes again. “Of course you can.” I offer a laugh that’s too brittle to contain actual humor.

      He looks up. Our eyes meet.

      I lean on the door for support when the force of his stare threatens to knock me back. Oh yeah, he’s still pissed.

      “Look me in the eye, and tell me you wouldn’t have done the same thing,” I say.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know what I’m talking about. Myrtle. Slipping off to murder the bitch alone. You’d have done the same thing if you were in my shoes.”

      He looks away. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe.” I snort and take a step forward, braver somehow, like I’m winning this awful argument. “You know I’m right.”

      He glares at me. “You think this is about being right?”

      My shoulders sag with my exhale. Fair point.

      “I want to say I’m sorry,” I begin, my voice quiet again. “I should never have snuck away alone like that. You were worried—”

      “I wasn’t worried, Serenity. I was fucking terrified!” His roar is punctuated by the chair tumbling backward as he pushes suddenly to his feet. He slams his palms onto the desk.

      “I’ve never seen you this angry.” I whisper the words, afraid that any loud sounds might startle the predator lurking within him. A predator that’s dangerously close to the surface right now.

      “My wolf isn’t something I can just turn off.” His eyes are wild with fury. No—fear.

      The moment I recognize it, my defenses are shattered.

      My voice cracks. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “I don’t want you trapped, but it can’t be helped now, can it?” he snaps. “Face it. Sometimes we don’t get what we want.”

      “There are worse places to be trapped,” I tell him, keeping my voice light. “Worse people to be trapped with.”

      “This isn’t a joke,” he says darkly. “Do you have any damned idea what it’s like to be completely and utterly cut off from the entire world? You’ll never see your family again, Serenity. Once Steven goes, that’s it. Tell me, were you seriously prepared for that consequence?”

      The lump in my throat grows substantially. I wish I could say I was prepared. That I’d fully thought through the fallout. But my thoughts were on the immediate threat to Sutton, Steven, and Allison. Saving their lives mattered more than being in their lives. And I stand by that now. “We’re going to figure this out.”

      He scowls. “Did your brother tell you that? Does Detective Optimist have any special advice for us?”

      I don’t bother to respond to that. Especially since Steven is the furthest thing from an optimist. In fact, his only advice is to kill everyone, every time. I stop short as I realize that’s probably the thing Sutton sees as optimism. “Your pack will come to understand, won’t they? As soon as the initial shock passes, we can tell them—”

      “I don’t want to have to hurt them,” he interrupts. “But I will. For you. If it comes to that. I will kill the people I vowed to protect in order to shield you from their wrath.” He shakes his head angrily. “And I shouldn’t fucking have to.”

      My chest aches for him, my soul on fire for the pain I’ve caused the man I love. Coming here was supposed to make things better. It was supposed to bring justice for those who’d been killed. Yet, all I did was make things so much worse. I open my mouth to respond, to tell him it doesn’t have to be that way, but clamp it shut again when Sutton lets out a growl.

      “You have no idea the position I’m in now, Serenity.”

      “I’m sorry,” I choke out, little more than a hoarse whisper.

      Silence stretches until, finally, he sighs, suddenly looking exhausted. “I don’t want to fight either.”

      “Sutton.” I make my way around the desk, grabbing his arm. He doesn’t let me move him easily. But I yank until he gives way, and then I slip in between him and the desk, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      His arms come slowly around me in a stiff hug. I can feel his temper still simmering. And I know there’s nothing I can say. When I pull his mouth down to mine, he resists, hovering just above my lips.

      “My wolf nearly lost its mind,” he whispers. “I’m trying to come back from that, but...whether you want to believe it or not, you’re my mate. And my beast can’t just logic its way out of this kind of threat. I need time. I need to...” His arms tighten around me, his forehead drooping until it touches my own. He closes his eyes. “I don’t know what I need.”

      “I'm alive," I whisper, my voice a plea. “Feel me. Touch me. Let your wolf see that I’m unharmed. We can make it through this, we can find a way, Sutton.”

      His eyes open, flashing with pain. “Serenity,” he warns. “If we start, I won’t stop. And I won’t be gentle.”

      I push onto my toes and press a kiss to his jaw. “Good."

      He lowers his head, but the moment his lips touch mine, the tenderness vanishes. Sutton’s breath is hot against my mouth, his hands gripping tight against my hips as he drags me against him. I make a sound—a moan of longing and relief—and he growls, his tongue shoving between my half-parted lips.

      His kiss is angry.

      And the ache between my thighs is instant.

      Even at his most passionate, I’ve never seen Sutton like this. Furious, aroused, demanding. He’s a storm—a devastation. And I want him so badly that I can’t think straight.

      When I rock my hips against his, something in him snaps. He snarls, lifting me off the ground and setting me on the desk. His empty glass falls and rolls away, landing on the carpet with a muted thunk. Sutton ignores it. A second later,  books go flying as he shoves them aside. His hands yank my knees open, and his body crowds in against my own. All the while, he grips my chin and kisses me furiously, prying my lips apart as if he’s launching a full-scale invasion.

      But you can’t invade where you’ve been invited.

      I part my lips willingly, and his tongue fucks my mouth with enough force to nearly make me orgasm right here, fully clothed.

      In the moment I think I might come undone, he pulls back, and I gasp, sucking in oxygen before he can suffocate me with his sensory assault. I get a glimpse of his expression and note the glassy, unfocused look in his eye. This is a new version of him; one I very much want to experience.

      Lowering himself to the chair, he clutches my shirt in his fists then rips the fabric away. I let out a short yelp. My bra is gone before I know what’s happened. And then his mouth is closing over my already hardened nipple with such force my body quakes.

      The nip of pain as his teeth scrape my sensitive skin is intoxicating.

      I grip his hair, tangling it in my fingers and pulling him closer.

      “Sutton.” I barely breathe his name aloud before he’s sliding a finger beneath my panties and slipping it inside me. His thumb strokes my clit, his rhythm perfectly timed to the need of my aching core.

      My world spins.

      My thighs pulse with need. I’m dimly aware of his mouth pressing a trail of kisses from my breasts to my abdomen. Then he’s lifting my legs, propping my thighs in his large hands, and I have to catch myself on my palms to keep from toppling backward off the desk. His mouth closes over my clit, and I bite back a scream until I taste my own blood.

      The orgasm rips through me—furious, like him. My body goes taut with pleasure. He doesn’t stop licking and sucking until the wave passes. Then, he stands again and pushes me onto my back, his stormy eyes intent on my own as he looms over me, his palm splayed over my chest.

      “You have no idea how much I love you, Serenity Kellis.”

      His voice is raw with emotion. The anger still flashes in his eyes, but I can see the desperation behind it. The fear. And for a split second, his wolf stares back at me. My heart swells with love for them both. I reach for him, pulling him close as he bends over me.

      “Show me,” I tell him, letting him see how much I want him. Even like this. Especially like this.

      He pulls back far enough to strip out of his clothes then steps forward and drives into me, sheathing himself until I’m completely full. I swallow a cry at the pure pleasure-pain from it all. Slowly, he slips nearly out again. I bite my lip, trying to keep from cursing him for it.

      His grin spreads slowly as he watches me, inching himself inside me again. So. Fucking. Slowly.

      Bastard.

      I buck my hips, trying to get him to go faster, but he doesn’t.

      His hand slides up to my throat, tightening just enough to apply light pressure. “Something wrong, love?”

      I shouldn’t be so damn excited, but the rougher he gets—the more animalistic—the greater my craving for him. “You know damn well what’s wrong,” I manage.

      His grin widens. “Is this not what you want?”

      “I want this,” I tell him, letting anger edge my voice. “But harder. Faster.”

      His eyes gleam. “With pleasure.”

      He slams into me, and I gasp. His pace is so furious it’s all I can do to hang on. It’s exactly what I asked for, though—exactly what I know he needs.

      Hard.

      Fast.

      Passionate.

      Sutton gives me everything I want and more. Another orgasm builds until I’m desperate for it. When he leans over me, his hair in his eyes, I grab him with both hands and hang on as we both tumble off the edge together.

      “Let’s fight every day,” I say when I finally find my voice again.

      He leans over me, his torso shaking with laughter—and shaking me with it. Then he looks up, his palm pressed tenderly to my cheek. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Serenity.”

      “Is that a compliment?” I ask. “You know what? Don’t answer that. In fact, let’s not talk at all.”

      He stiffens. “Did I scare you?”

      I reach up and smooth the worry lines that mar his skin. “Of course not. But you’re welcome to keep trying.” I wink.

      He stares at me, disbelief showing. And maybe a little awe. “You want to go again?”

      “I mean, I’m willing to argue first if it helps.”
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      By the time we emerge from the library, we’ve made a hot mess of the room, and we end up doing what feels like a walk of shame to the upstairs shower. However, since Steven and Allison are both nowhere to be found, I’m spared the awkwardness of their reactions. For now.

      Sutton and I are just arriving back downstairs again when Steven and Allison join us from the back of the house.

      “Where were you?” I ask, instantly worried there’s been some threat.

      “We made some soup and then ate in the backyard,” Allison says. “It was kind of loud in here.”

      My face heats as I realize exactly what she means. I can’t even bring myself to look at Steven.

      “Any soup left?” Sutton asks, and I shoot him a glare that he completely misses. Of course he’s not bothered by our loud performance.

      Allison points him toward the pot on the stove. When I look over, Steven’s actively avoiding my gaze.

      “Want some?” Sutton asks.

      “I think she’s already had some,” Steven mumbles.

      Fuck my life.

      “How about coffee,” I suggest instead.

      An hour later, a soft knock at the door has all of us looking up from where we’ve been lounging in the living room. After three cups of coffee and trying to plot a way out of this mess, we’ve come up near empty. Steven pulls out his firearm as he stands, a fluid motion that comes as a result of years of training. Allison and I stand as well, though it’s Sutton who’s at the door first.

      He pulls it open without hesitation.

      “What the fuck?” Steven bellows as he puts himself between Allison, me, and the door. “The entire town wants her dead, and you’re just going to pull the door open?”

      Sutton glares at my brother then steps aside as Phineas moves into the room. My relief is instant, my joy unparalleled. I rush forward and wrap my arms around the first friend I ever made in Midnight Falls.

      “Serenity,” he says softly.

      “Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?” I ask him.

      “I’m fine,” he assures me. “Tougher than I look.”

      “I’m so sorry, Phineas,” I tell him. “So sorry that I made things worse.” I pull back, and he gently squeezes my shoulders.

      “You were trying to help,” he replies as though it’s that simple. “I do not hold you accountable for what happens. You are as much a victim in all of this as we are. Perhaps more so.” After another squeeze, he releases me, so I step back.

      “Put your damn gun away, Trigger Finger,” Allison scolds.

      Steven glares at her but slips his firearm back into its holster.

      Phineas clears his throat and steps toward my brother. “I fear we got off to a rough start, Detective. My name is Phineas Hargrave.”

      After eyeing his hand for a moment, Steven takes it. “Steven Kellis.”

      “It is great to meet you. Serenity has mentioned her family quite a few times.”

      “I only wish she would have mentioned an entire town of werewolves to me,” Steven retorts. The jab is a low one, but Phineas grins and releases my brother’s hand.

      “Yes, well, I cannot imagine it would have been taken well had she told you the truth.” Before Steven can respond, Allison steps forward and offers her hand.

      “Allison Summerhill.”

      He takes her hand and smiles. “It is a delight to meet you, Miss Summerhill.”

      “What are you doing here?” Sutton questions.

      “Can’t a man just come visit his son?” Sutton doesn’t respond, so Phineas sighs. “Things in town are strained, and I was in desperate need of a break. I remember why I was so glad to step down as alpha…I’m too old for this shit.”

      I snort, and Phineas eyes me curiously. “Sorry, movie quote,” I reply.

      “Cara’s managed to hold them off, then?” Sutton asks.

      “For now. They won’t come here … if you don’t go there,” Phineas says.

      “So I’m not trapped here by magic,” Sutton says darkly. “But I am confined to my home again.”

      “They’re only afraid,” Phineas begins, but he stops himself. “George’s death hasn’t helped matters. I fear they won’t stop until they’ve drawn blood in return.”

      “Over my dead body,” Steven declares.

      “Yes,” Phineas glances at him. “That’s the idea.”

      That shuts Steven up.

      “What can we do?” Allison asks.

      “I’d say nothing is probably the safest bet,” Phineas tells her.

      Allison frowns. Steven looks ready to argue, but Sutton steps in.

      “And Cara?”

      “She’ll let us know if anything changes,” Phineas assures him.

      Sutton exhales. “I could use a bit of nothing.” The look in his eye is weary and so much deeper than lack of sleep. Looking at him now, at what this day has cost him, I realize doing nothing is exactly what we have to do. At least, for a little while.

      Besides, I already know what happens next. Steven and Allison have to go, especially if I’m going to expect Myrtle to uphold her end of the bargain and leave them unharmed. Maybe it’s selfish, but I want one last afternoon together as a family before I send them both off forever.

      Phineas offers me a slight smile before shifting his attention back to Sutton. “You interested in a game of chess? We haven’t played together since before...” He trails off and clears his throat.

      The heavy emotion is all over his expression, and my chest tightens. To have been cut off from his only remaining family member all this time, only to be reunited, then separated again…well…I’d say I can’t imagine what that feels like, but I think I’m about to find out very soon. I glance at Steven, and the ache in my chest blossoms into something far more constricting.

      “Sure,” Sutton replies. “I’ll grab the board.”

      “Do you really think a fucking board game is the best way to spend our time right now? Your entire town wants to kill my sister because a crazy-ass witch used her blood for some spell. Shouldn’t we be figuring out how to stop her from getting away with it?”

      “Now is the perfect time to play a game of chess,” Phineas replies. “Because sometimes, when we face problems far bigger than ourselves, the solution isn’t going to come until we’ve cleared it from our minds.”

      “Trust me,” I say. “I know from experience that he’s right.”

      Steven continues to glare at Sutton’s father for a moment. I’m expecting him to argue, but instead, he simply lets out a breath. “Fine. But when you’re done, I want to wipe the board with Sutton.”

      Chuckling, the aforementioned opponent re-enters the room, board in hand. “I’m looking forward to that matchup.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Steven glares at Sutton from across the mostly full chess board. After Phineas did, in fact, beat Sutton within the first thirty minutes of their game, they reset the board, and Steven took Phineas’ place.

      Which is exactly where they’ve been ever since, both men unwilling to risk their pieces in order to gain even a square inch over their opponent.

      “This is getting really boring,” Allison groans and straightens. “Phineas, you want some soup?”

      “Absolutely. I’ll help.” He gets to his feet and follows Allison into the kitchen while the three of us remain seated at the table.

      “And here I thought you were going to wipe the board with me,” Sutton says.

      “After the ass-whooping your father gave you, I figured I’d go easy, give you a chance to redeem yourself.”

      Sutton chuckles and then moves his bishop to take one of Steven’s knights. My brother mutters a curse and moves a pawn. Which, unfortunately, is a huge mistake for my brother. By doing so, he’s left his king unprotected.

      Knowing Sutton is about to clean him out, I force the grin off my face. But, Sutton doesn’t. Instead, he moves his queen forward, and Steven captures it.

      What. The. Hell?

      Three more moves and Steven is grinning like an idiot. “Checkmate! Consider your ass whooped.”

      “Considered,” Sutton replies. “But it won’t happen again.”

      “That’s what they all say,” Steven grumbles as he stands. “I’m going to go grab a bite.” He turns and heads for the kitchen, so I face Sutton.

      “You let him win.”

      He shrugs. “It seemed important. Besides, I already have everything I need.” Snaking an arm around my back, Sutton pulls me in close and presses a light kiss to my lips. I lean into him, accepting his gentle affection even as my heart aches for everything still facing us.

      Yes, he has me. I have him. But for how long? Who’s to say Myrtle didn’t stick around once the curse was cast and is merely biding her time to kill us all?

      Phineas steps into the room, so Sutton releases me.

      “I fear we need to talk. Now,” Phineas says softly.

      “Talk about what?” I ask, shifting my gaze to Sutton then back to his father.

      “It’s my father’s tactic,” Sutton offers. “Distracting me with a game of chess before delivering unfortunate news.”

      Phineas shrugs. “It has always made the delivery easier for me.”

      My stomach drops. “What bad news? What’s going on? I mean, aside from the entire town wanting my head on a pike.”

      Sutton’s grip tightens around my waist.

      “The pack is falling apart,” Phineas says. “Fighting. Those who were loyal to George want the detective strung up for his murder.”

      “They can fucking try,” Steven snarls from where he stands near the kitchen.

      “No, they can’t,” Allison replies. She shoots him a withering look. “They are werewolves, and you’re a man. You would lose, you idiot.”

      “Not before I took a fuck-ton of them out with me.”

      Allison looks about two seconds from strangling him.

      “You’re not going to war with my pack,” Sutton says, tone flat. “Because it’s not going to come to that.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, son,” Phineas says sadly. “I don’t know how much longer we can hold the line before they’re knocking on this door in an attempt to get inside. They want both Serenity and Steven.”

      “They’re not getting either of them,” Sutton snaps.

      Phineas runs a hand over his hair. “I know that, but you need to be prepared to take a stand. Should someone challenge you for alpha and win...” He trails off, but we get the big picture.

      If anyone in town were to take Sutton’s place as alpha, both Steven and I would be up on the chopping block. There would be little anyone could do about it without bringing the fire down on them as well.

      Basically, we’re screwed unless we can find a way to break the curse. An impossible feat given that the woman who cast it is likely long gone by now.
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      The echoes of a muted scream and heavy banging rip me out of sleep. Beside me, Sutton jumps up and yanks on his jeans. Adrenaline already pumping, I’m grabbing for one of his shirts and a pair of leggings before bounding after him down the stairs. The time on my phone says just after three in the morning.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Steven grumbles as he staggers from his room, shirtless.

      Allison steps out into the hall behind him, eyes wide and glassy. It dawns on me dimly that they’ve both just emerged from the same bedroom. But my panic won’t let me react to that.

      Sutton doesn’t bother answering as he continues down the stairs. We all follow, reaching the bottom right as he rips open the front door to a panicked Cara. “What is it?” he demands.

      “The pack—Sutton, it’s bad,” she replies, breathless. She’s still clothed, which means she ran here on foot. I search her for blood or any sign of injury, but there’s none I can see. I exhale as she adds, “I couldn’t shift because I couldn’t risk them thinking I was a threat. I couldn’t...” She trails off, eyes glazing over with moisture.

      Shit. Cara crying? That can’t be good.

      “What happened?” Steven demands, ripping the door from Sutton’s grasp and fully opening it so he can fit in the doorway.

      “They all turned on each other.” She shifts her gaze to Sutton. “Your dad, Sutton, he’s hurt.”

      Sutton’s entire body goes rigid, and I gasp, heart falling to my knees. Sutton and I exchange a look. “We need to get to town,” I say.

      “You can’t go,” Cara tells me, tone rising with fear. “If they see you, they’ll tear you apart.”

      “She’s right.” Steven glances back at me.

      I know she is, but I hate it. Sutton still hasn’t spoken, but when he turns back to me, I see yet another war playing out over his handsome features. If he stays, he risks his dad, but if he leaves, he worries something will happen to me.

      I step forward and place my hand on his chest, directly over his racing heart. “Go. I’ll be fine here with Steven and Allison.”

      Sutton continues to stare at me, and for a moment, his eyes glimmer, changing to let me know he’s fighting with his predatory nature. “Fine. But Cara stays here, too.”

      “I’m fully fucking capable of taking care of them,” Steven growls.

      Sutton stands toe-to-toe with my brother. Both men glare at each other, both of them trying to be an alpha when, in reality, only one of them is. At least in this town. “I don’t doubt your capabilities, cop, but if a pack of angry wolves shows up, there’s only so much you can do. Cara is a powerful shifter in her own right, and she will be remaining behind.”

      Steven glares back at him. “This isn’t over.”

      “Never would have considered it to be.” Sutton pulls away and grips the back of my neck to rip me forward and capture my lips with his. The kiss is possessive, claiming, and a promise that we’ll both be back together as soon as he sorts everything out in town. “Stay inside,” he orders.

      “We will,” I promise.

      Sutton turns and runs out the door, shredding his pants as he shifts before reaching the edge of the trees and disappearing into the dark.

      Cara shuts the door. “Don’t worry,” she tells Steven, “I won’t take offense to you not wanting me to stay behind.”

      “I don’t give a fuck if you do. Truth is I trust none of you.” Steven turns to me. “Let’s go prep some coffee. I have a feeling this is going to be a long night.” He tucks his firearm behind him into the waist of his pants then heads toward the kitchen. Allison falls into step beside him, and Cara shakes her head.

      “Your brother is quite the detective, isn’t he?”

      “He is,” I tell her.

      “Doesn’t catch everything though.”

      Something about her tone sends a warning bell ringing in my head. Before I can figure out her meaning, the front door opens, and four men stalk in, each of them easily recognized as members of the late George’s little band of misfits. “What the hell are you doing here?” I demand as they stride toward us with grim determination. “Get out,” I add when they don’t respond.

      My heart pounds as they advance. I look to Cara for help, but her expression holds none of the alarm I feel. In fact, she looks pleased.

      “Don’t let her leave,” Cara tells them.

      “What the hell is going on?” I demand.

      From the kitchen, Steven and Allison appear. They pull up short at the sight of the intruders. Steven reaches for his gun.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Cara tells him, and I stare at her, horrified.

      At Cara’s nod, the men shift into their wolves, immediately baring their teeth at us. But my eyes remain glued to Cara as the reality of what’s happening begins to dawn.

      I open my mouth, desperate to warn Sutton he’s walking into a trap. Maybe he’s still close enough to hear me--

      “Scream and I’ll have them put your brother down before you’re even done making the sound.”

      “Fucking try,” Steven growls from behind her.

      “If he moves, kill him,” Cara tells the wolves. “But Serenity’s mine.”

      Something about the way she says it—the way she’s always said it—steals my breath. All warmth drains from my body, and I stiffen. “You.”

      Cara smiles, the gesture utterly and completely inhuman, and entirely Myrtle. Something I know because it’s the same carnal grin I’ve seen on each and every one of the faces of those she controls.

      “Where is Cara?” I demand. “The real Cara?” But I already know the answer to that one.

      “Dead,” she says flatly. “Has been since the night of the ball. Quite a shame she was so uninteresting that no one even questioned the change. Audrey?” She snorts. “People at least asked me why I was acting so strangely. But Cara?” She clicks her tongue and steps toward me. “No one even cared.”

      “I care.” A tear slips down my cheek. How the hell did I not see? How could I not tell? “Wait. The night Yvette attacked us—”

      “Oh, you mean the night you murdered my sister?” she growls. “I almost gave myself away if only to kill you then and there. But then I reminded myself what a perfect replacement you make. Not to mention how much Sutton will suffer to know you’re the one cursing him.

      “That’s why Yvette didn’t kill you.” Anger burns hot through me, and I pull at my magic. It flares to life at my fingertips, sparking and snapping. “She knew who you were.”

      “Yes. And you were so damned stupid, so wrapped up in Sutton Hargrave that you didn’t even piece it together.” She glances at Steven then back to me. “Now, you’ll know what it’s like to watch someone you love die.”

      I clench my fists, letting the power build. I’m only going to get one shot at her. One chance to take her down for good. And this time, I’m determined to not miss.

      “We had a deal,” I say, alarm spearing through me. The magic surges inside me right alongside my own fear. I don’t dare look over at Steven and Allison even as I know that’s who she means. “You promised to leave them alone.”

      “The deal is off,” she snaps, lifting her hands as her magic stirs. “The curse remains cast in my name. Your blood wasn’t enough, apparently. But it will be this time.”

      Her words make no sense to me. The curse is done. We all felt the magic. Before I can spend too much time trying to decipher what actually happened, Cara takes a step closer, and my magic surges from beneath my skin, clearly sensing a threat where I once saw a friend.

      “Now, we can do this the easy way, or the hard wa—”

      With a scream of rage, I raise my hands and blast her with everything I have. This is nothing like the whispery threads I’ve used to become invisible or noiseless. This is violence. Pure and simple. The power slams into her chest, but she doesn’t budge from where she stands. Instead, she grins up at me. “Ouch,” she says and then raises her own palm.

      A gunshot echoes through the house, and I follow Cara’s gaze as she glances down at her chest. A smoking hole sits directly over her heart, but she doesn’t stumble. Doesn’t fall.

      Because she’s already dead.

      Holy shit. There’s nothing we can do to stop her. And that means there’s nothing I can do to keep her from killing Steven and Allison right in front of me.

      “Bad move, Detective,” she replies sweetly.

      I reach for my magic a second time, determined not to give up without a fight. Cara whirls on me, raises a hand, and light fills the room. I’m flung backward, a deafening crack filling my ears before pain explodes in my chest. I scream.  My vision blurs, ears ringing, unable to hear anything but the muted gunshots that come next.

      I try to sit up, but then Allison is at my side, face swimming into view as she’s pushing me back. She says something I can’t hear over the gunfire. My vision clears just enough that I can see a wolf lunging toward her.

      “Alli—” I start, trying to warn her.

      Acting quickly, she lifts a small side table and swings. It hits the wolf with a hard crack, and it’s driven away from us.

      Another gunshot rings out.

      My vision blurs.

      I try again to sit up, but Allison shakes her head. I look away, and my eyes catch on something in the open doorway.

      A familiar black wolf lets out a bone-chilling snarl as he bounds into the room. Sutton’s golden gaze finds me, and he growls, whirling on Cara, who still stands in her human form. She raises her hand to blast him with magic, but Steven aims and fires.

      One shot.

      Two.

      Three.

      Each bullet tears straight through Cara’s chest, but they don’t stop her. She barely even bleeds though she moves more clumsily now. She lets out an angry scream and then turns to run from the house. To my surprise, Sutton doesn’t follow. Why isn’t he following? My body feels heavy, but the pain from earlier is fading.

      Allison says something to Steven that’s lost to the roar in my ears.

      Sutton shifts and kneels beside me on the floor. Blood stains his chest and arms. I realize with a jolt the wolves Cara brought with her are scattered around—all of them dead. “Fuck, Serenity.” Sutton’s voice is choked, grief taking over every part of his expression.

      I try to reach for him, but my arm feels full of lead. Steven and Allison crowd in on my other side, their faces plastered with fake smiles.

      “It’s not so bad,” I slur, trying to smile.

      Based on the looks of horror from Sutton, Steven, and Allison, they don’t agree. My gaze drops to my chest, and even with my blurred vision, I can see that I’m in trouble. A thick shard of wood protrudes from my body, its bloody splinters sticking out gruesomely from between my ribs. The fact that I feel nothing—no pain, no sense of being impaled by a foreign object—startles me. Adrenaline kicks in. Along with fear. Tears form in my eyes, and I buck.

      Sutton and Allison each grab an arm, holding me down.

      “I don’t want to die,” I choke out, throat hoarse.

      “No one’s dying,” Steven snaps. “Don’t touch it,” he orders Allison.

      “She’s going to bleed out! We have to apply pressure!”

      “You pull that out and she will bleed out. In seconds,” Steven all but growls.

      Allison whirls on Sutton. “Where is the nearest hospital?”

      “Midnight Falls doesn’t have one,” Sutton says, his voice tortured. He’s staring at my face, not the wound, and I know for sure I’m dying.

      Steven curses.

      “First aid station?” Allison questions.

      “We’re wolves,” Sutton snaps, not looking away from me. “We don’t need healers—at least, not in that sense. And this is too much for even our herbs. Fuck. I was so fucking stupid!” He jumps to his feet and slams his fist into the wall.

      I sniffle, panic settling over my numb limbs. I’m not ready to go. Not ready to die. Especially not when I’ll be leaving everyone behind. Leaving them to pick up the pieces of a curse—wait, the curse! “I shouldn’t be dying,” I stammer.

      Allison sniffles.

      Sutton drops to his knees beside me. “What?”

      “I. Am. ‘Sposed. To. Be. Immortal,” I stammer. Vision fading in and out, I can barely focus on his broken expression.

      “The spell didn’t work,” Allison tells Sutton. “Cara told her that her blood wasn’t enough.”

      I try to nod but am unable to move. The irony isn’t lost on me, however. The pack can be saved after all. Except I have to die to make that happen.

      “There’s nothing else we can do then.” Sutton sounds ragged. No, he sounds beaten.

      “So, you’re telling me that we can’t move her because she’ll die,” Allison cries. “But if we try to stop the bleeding right here, she’ll still die?” Her words are barely audible over the sound of her sobs.

      My body grows colder. Steven looks down at me with a stricken expression that hurts to look at almost as much as dying does. Before I can summon words to soothe him, the front door is kicked in. A woman storms in, hair wild around her face, as she drags a limp body behind her across the floor. She flicks her hair aside, and I stare in disbelief.

      Jolene?

      Sparks snap at her fingertips—magic! The sight of it coming from the hands of someone I never expected is a jolt to my system, but before I can fully focus on what it all means, she yells, “What the fuck are you waiting for? Save her!”

      Sutton stares back at her, clearly as shocked as I am.

      “Surprise,” Jolene deadpans. “I’m a fucking witch.”

      “Save her?” Allison looks from her to me and then finally to Sutton. “You can save her?”

      “Is that—” I barely manage. But even with my vision wavering, I can make out the unconscious form at Jolene’s feet: Cara. A twisted sense of purpose makes me smile. At least one of us got her.

      “Sutton,” Jolene snaps, and it seems to be enough to bring him out of his shock. He looks at Allison.

      “Yes, I can save her,” Sutton confirms.

      “Then fucking do it!” my brother yells, tears slipping down his cheeks. I’ve never seen my brother cry, and the sight of it kills me faster than the gaping hole in my abdomen.

      “She’ll be different,” Sutton explains. “I have to turn her. Make her like me. If she’s not too far gone—”

      “Just fucking do it!” Allison orders.

      “It’s that or she dies, alpha. And you fucking know it,” Jolene adds. She shoves her boot at Cara’s limp form. “Don’t make this all be for nothing.”

      Sutton leans down over me. “Serenity, I need to know you want this. It’s the only way—”

      “Do it,” I rasp.

      “We have to pull her off of this.” Sutton motions to the wood.

      “She’ll die, likely within seconds,” Steven argues.

      “She’s going to die if we leave her,” Sutton counters. The two men stare at each other for a moment. Then Steven nods.

      “Okay. Do it.”

      “I need to shift,” Sutton says. “Can you two move her?”

      “Yes.” Without any more hesitation, Steven moves to my shoulders and grips just under my armpits. Allison grabs my ankles. In a blur of movement, Sutton changes from man to wolf and stands beside me.

      The animal turns his gaze to Steven and drops his head in a nod.

      “See you soon, Serenity.” Jolene smiles at me, turns away, and drags Cara’s body out of view. Before I can respond, blinding pain sears through my entire body as I’m ripped up from the wooden beam protruding from my chest. I scream, but it’s too much. All of it is too much. And as light fades to dark, I’m hit with the realization that I’m out of time.

      This is the end.

      ____

      

      Warmth beats down on me from somewhere above. Sunshine that seems to brighten … wherever I’ve suddenly found myself.

      “What the—” I turn in a slow circle, only to find myself standing in the center of a beautiful meadow. One I’ve never seen before and certainly don’t remember traveling to when I...

      Shit. The last few moments filter back through my memory. My hands instantly go to my abdomen, feeling for the injury I know should be there, but there’s nothing. My skin is solid, unmarred. This can’t be good. I glance around again for some clue about where I am—and how to get the hell out. Magic is my only thought. “There has to be a spell to send me back,” I mutter.

      “Hello, Serenity.”

      I whirl, raising both fists and facing off with a man. His dark hair curls just above his ears, and despite the roughness of his handsome features, his eyes are kind. “Who are you?” I demand.

      “Sullivan,” he replies. “Or Rip. Someone recently gifted me with that nickname, and I have to admit, I don’t hate it.”

      “Rip?”

      “I’m a reaper,” he explains with a charming grin.

      “Reaper,” I repeat warily. “As in...”

      “Collector of souls.” His smile slips, and sympathy washes over his face. “I’m afraid it’s your soul I’ve come to--”

      “Do not finish that sentence,” I say. Dread coils in my stomach, but I force the question out of my mouth anyway. “Am I dead?”

      “Yes and no,” he says, shoving both hands into his pockets.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means you are currently deceased, technically speaking. However, I’m not convinced you’re supposed to remain that way.”

      “Technically speaking?” I repeat, confused. “I mean, dead is dead, isn’t it?”

      He shrugs. “There’s a gray area in everything.”

      " A gray area. You mean like room for negotiation? Because don’t get me wrong, I definitely want to live, but what exactly are we talking about here? Is this one of those I have to give you my firstborn in exchange for bringing me back to life kind of deals?”

      “No firstborn necessary,” he says, clearly amused, but his smile fades quickly. “Unfortunately, lass, I cannot bring you back. That’s up to him now.”

      “Up to—” Sutton. “I have to turn her. If she’s not too far gone—” His words echo through my mind as though they’re spoken through a damned megaphone. “Sutton.”

      “Yes. And you.”

      “Me?”

      “You have to want it, lass.”

      “Of course I want it,” I scoff. “Living is preferable to—well—not.”

      “Are you certain? There’s joy waiting for you in life, but pain too. You can’t have one without the other.”

      His tone is so serious that I hesitate, really considering his words. What he’s offering is an out. An escape from the misery and torture of the curse and everything we’re up against. But that escape means leaving Sutton behind. Forever. And that’s something I won't do.

      “I’m certain,” I say.

      Sullivan nods. “Very good, lass. You won’t be sorry.” He winks.

      I tell myself that means he knows it all ends well for us. “So... now what?”

      “Now, we let your mate do his best to save you.”

      “Will it work?”

      His smile is soft as he says, “We’ll wait a few minutes and see what happens—”

      Before he finishes his sentence, agonizing pain burns through my body. I scream and fall to my knees while the sky above me darkens alongside my fear. The ground beneath my hands begins to shake, and I dig my fingers in.

      But the grass vanishes.

      The reaper disappears.

      And I wake with a scream, every nerve in my body ablaze with pure agony.
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      The sound of my bones snapping echoes in my ears. I grit my teeth, trying to brace myself against it, but the attempt is pointless. My body is breaking down into pieces, and I’m just along for the ride. Another snap. This one pulls a scream from me, and the force of it burns my throat. My eyes water, and I gasp, drawing in a deep breath before the next break steals my ability to inhale.

      Some time during my ribs giving way, I pass out.

      When I come to, the pain isn’t quite so terrible. My body aches, my muscles sore and stiff as if I’ve pushed my body to within an inch of my life. Or maybe even beyond.

      The image of a man—a reaper—swims in my mind before sliding away again. I have no idea if our encounter was real. All I know is I’m alive. And the pain has grown far more manageable.

      My surroundings come into focus slowly then all at once. I’m in Sutton’s house. Not his—our—bedroom. Another room. This one is empty and unused. It has no furniture to speak of, which makes me wonder why they put me here at all. It can’t be comfortable.

      Sure enough, I realize I’m on the floor.

      I stretch, moving slowly as I test out the pain it’ll cause.

      But the moment I look down and catch sight of my body, I freeze again. Instead of bared skin, I’m covered in sandy-colored fur. My arms—no, legs, four of them to be exact—are covered in it. I take a step and note the giant paw with long nails that click when they land on the hardwood floor.

      Then I look up—directly into an antique mirror someone has propped against the far wall.

      The scream I make is more like a yelp.

      I try again, but the second attempt is merely a howl that cuts off too soon.

      The sound of it scares me so much that I stumble backward and fall on my ass.

      What. The. Fuck.

      I’m a wolf.

      “I thought it might be better to just get it over with.” The sound of Sutton’s voice has me twisting around, and I have to fight the urge to attack out of sheer surprise. “Easy.” Sutton’s eyes meet mine, and the relief he wears is something I swear I can smell. I watch as he slowly raises his hands in front of him to calm me.

      “I thought it best to show you what you are now,” he explains. “Rip off the Band-Aid and all that.”

      His forehead creases with lines I never noticed before. In fact, every tiny detail of him is magnified like never before. I see things, notice small details my human self could have never picked up.

      When I look back at the mirror again, my gaze catches on my reflection, and I can only stare.

      I’m a wolf.

      Holy shit.

      I’m a … werewolf?

      I open my mouth, testing the waters of communication. But when I try to speak, what comes out is a growl.

      Sutton grins. “You’re fucking amazing, you know that?” He shakes his head, his gaze sweeping the length of me. And there’s plenty to look at. Glancing toward the mirror again, I’m shocked by my size. I’m probably not as large as Sutton when he shifts but close.

      “You probably want to run,” he says. But he doesn’t move toward the door. Instead, his smile turns to a look of concentration. “I’m going to take you outside, but I need you to know we won’t have long for you to stretch your legs. Cara’s in a cell downtown.”

      At the mention of Cara’s name, the memory of what she did washes over me. My hackles raise, and Sutton continues, realizing I need answers more than anything else.

      “Steven and Allison are keeping an eye on her. Your brother’s made himself quite at home in the Sheriff’s office, by the way.” I snort at that. Of course he has. But wow, Cara in a cell? “As for Cara’s capture, that’s all thanks to Jolene. Apparently, she’s a hybrid. A descendant of witches who settled here even before Myrtle—born both wolf and witch. She kept that side of herself hidden, and I’m ashamed to admit she kept her true nature a secret out of fear of the pack.” His expression darkens as his thoughts seem to stray a bit. “We’ll need to be more accepting going forward. More welcoming to our own.”

      He clears his throat, refocusing. “Anyway, Cara’s in custody, and Jolene’s magic is apparently enough to keep her contained. The isolation of a cell will keep her from gaining access to anyone else, which means she can’t body jump for now. But her army is still out there, and until we’re convinced she can’t animate the dead from inside that concrete box, I’m afraid I can’t let your wolf roam far.”

      My wolf.

      His words send a strange awareness through me. A second skin that ripples beneath my flesh. A creature. A beast.

      And it wants nothing more than to be let free of this room.

      I let out a strangled sound. A whine, really. And pace back and forth toward the door.

      Sutton’s smile returns. Despite the gravity of our situation, it’s obvious he’s enjoying seeing me like this. For some reason, that makes my wolf want to show off.

      So weird.

      I try to make sense of the instincts and urges coursing through me. It’s not as simple as becoming a wolf, I realize. Or not in the way I expected. Because Serenity the human isn’t gone. I’m still here. Still me. But now, there’s a creature inside me too. A predator. And even though we’re the same being, the same body, I can feel her separately. Like we’re merely sharing the space inside my skin. Which means I have to contend with my needs as well as hers.

      This should be fun.

      Like having a live-in roommate. Who has the hygiene of a puppy.

      Sutton stands slowly. “I’ve asked everyone else to steer clear,” he says. “My father came by after you... after the fight. And the security detail’s been up my ass.” He scowls, adding, “Not to mention your brother breathing down my neck. But I told them to give you some space for now. And I want you to take it slow. Your wolf is going to distract you at first. The instincts are a lot to handle. If you catch a scent of something or someone, she might want to run off, but I need you to focus, okay? Stay with me.”

      I nod, sort of, and he seems satisfied. Still, he hesitates, his eyes locked on mine. Finally, he moves toward me, holding his hand out, palm-up, toward my face. I lean in and sniff. The scent of him intensifies so suddenly, and I react without thinking.

      My tongue darts out, and I lick all the way up his hand and onto his forearm.

      Sutton throws his head back and laughs harder than I’ve ever seen.

      “Oh yeah, you’ll do just fine. Come on.”

      True to his word, I don’t see anyone else as we make our way through the house and out the door. The sun’s up, but I have no idea what time it is or even what day. And since talking isn’t an option right now, I put the question aside. As soon as I figure out how to get back to my human self, I’ll ask everything I want to know.

      Nerves dance in my belly. If one of Cara’s zombies makes an appearance—I shove the concern down. If a threat shows up, we’ll deal with it. Besides, knowing Cara—okay, Myrtle—is currently in a cell right now is monumentally reassuring.

      Until then, Sutton’s right. The longer I’m in this form, the stronger my wolf’s urges become. And she really wants to run. Well, she really wants Sutton to chase her, but I’m not sure what happens if he catches us.

      Maybe I’m not ready for that yet.

      My paws pass from the house to the ground, and it’s like I’ve just taken a Xanax. My wolf relaxes instantly. Despite the panic and pain from earlier, being outside soothes me. Sutton’s scent changes slightly, and I have the distinct impression being out here soothes him too.

      Before I can decide what to do next, the sound of cracking bones fills my ears. I whirl, far too excited to see that Sutton has shifted. His wolf is massive compared to mine, just as I predicted. And from the moment his large, gleaming eyes land on me, the beast inside me is thrilled with his attention. I couldn’t keep her from running even if I wanted to.

      My paws push off the ground, launching me into the trees with power and precision. My mind empties of thought, which is surprisingly easy if I just let my wolf call the shots. And then we’re running—fast and furious. Sutton’s at my heels.

      I slow slightly, hoping to let him catch me, but he merely adjusts his stride.

      My wolf huffs at that but decides winning the race is fun too. I push harder, pulling ahead.

      The feel of the wind through my fur is invigorating. I never want to stop.

      Every single smell and sound around me hits me at once. Somehow, I’m able to process them all in the space of half a heartbeat, never breaking stride. Birds, foraging animals, dirt, wind, the smell of rain—it's all there.

      I catalog every one of them and then focus on the feel of my body. The lingering ache in my bones has already improved. With every stride, my muscles feel looser and stronger than before.

      Sutton was right. I needed this.

      Damn, did I need this.

      By the time I know where I’m going, I can already hear the rushing water of the falls. When we reach the bank of the river, I finally come to a stop, eyeing the small clearing and the surrounding trees until I’m satisfied we’re truly alone.

      “How do you feel?”

      Sutton’s voice draws my attention, and I note he’s shifted back to his human form. I stare hungrily at his naked body, suddenly wanting only to be in the same form he is.

      Except, I have no freaking idea how to get back to two legs.

      At my whine, Sutton nods encouragingly. “You can do this,” he says. “Just focus on taking the lead. Let your wolf fade into the background of your thoughts. Feel her energy—and then let that sensation go.”

      I close my eyes, concentrating on his words. On feeling my wolf’s energy. And then on letting that energy fade in favor of—well—me.

      The shift is not pleasant, but it’s nothing compared to before. My bones twist sharply, knocking the oxygen from my lungs, but I grit my teeth and wait for it to pass. Finally, I feel the skin of my hands and knees scraping against the ground, and I open my eyes.

      Flesh. Fingers. Hands.

      Whew.

      “You did it.”

      I look at Sutton, who stands several yards away, pride shining in his bright eyes. Slowly, I get to my feet as he comes forward and helps me up. I wobble, leaning hard on him for support until I get my bearings.

      “It takes a few tries to get used to it,” he says. “But you’ll get the hang of it.”

      I stare down at my naked chest where an ugly pink scar has formed just above my breast. The sight of it startles me, and suddenly, everything my wolf had been able to shove aside during our run comes crashing down around me. I wobble again, this time out of fear and urgency.

      Sutton grips me tighter. “Serenity?”

      “I think I need to sit down.”

      He leads me to a patch of soft grass on the bank of the stream and pulls me down next to him. Despite the fact that we’re naked, my mind is too caught up in the horror of what happened to fully appreciate the view of his muscled body on full display.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “I can’t stop remembering,” I say. “Cara. She tossed me through a wall. I... I almost died.” I stare at him with growing panic.

      He grips my hands in his, squeezing reassuringly. But his expression is morbidly grim as he says, “You did die, actually. For about eighteen seconds, there was no heartbeat, and I thought...” He swallows hard. One of his hands lets mine go, and he brushes my hair back from my face, his touch feather-light. “I thought I’d lost you.” He smiles softly as I think of the reaper, Rip. “But you’re strong as hell. And you fought your way back.” His expression falls again. “I’m so fucking glad you came back to me. I’m only sorry it came at the cost of who you were.”

      “He said I wasn’t supposed to be dead. That I could choose to come back. And that you would save me.”

      Sutton’s brows draw together. “Who said that?”

      I meet his gaze. “Sullivan. Or Rip, I guess. He’s a reaper. I saw him when I was, well—shit, I was dead.”

      “You saw a reaper?”

      “I did. He said it was up to me whether I lived or died. That my choice could bring me back. And that you would save me.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s the thing, I took that choice away from you.”

      “Sutton.” I grip his hand tight in my own. “I wanted this. I told you to do it. Hell, Steven told you to.”

      He exhales. “I needed to be sure you still felt the same—after.”

      “I do. In fact, I feel more alive than I ever did before,” I tell him. “Besides, I might not have been able to take that bitch out with magic but now? One bite and I can end her.”

      Anger surges inside me, and I can feel my wolf stirring, begging to be let out again. We could hunt that bitch down and—

      “I’m glad you feel that way,” Sutton says slowly. “Because there’s something else you should know.”

      “What is it?” I ask, immediately going through a list of possibilities. He said Steven and Allison were fine, but maybe someone else--

      “The thing about becoming a shifter,” he says, “is that you can only be that. You are no longer human, not really.”

      “Yeah, I kind of figured that out.” I snort.

      “But you are also no longer a witch.”

      I stare at him. “You mean, now that I’m a wolf, I don’t have magic?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      Determined to prove him wrong, I lift my hand and aim my palm at the nearest tree. But when I call my magic to the surface, nothing happens. “I don’t get it. I feel more power now than I did before.”

      “That’s your wolf,” he says, nodding. “Your senses. Your physical strength. Your mental acuity. It’s all heightened.”

      “But Jolene,” I say. “She’s both wolf and witch. You said so yourself.”

      “Jolene was conceived of both. Born with the blood of both in her veins. Learning how to balance those two together has taken her whole life. It’s one of the reasons she hid her ability—and the reason it took her so long to harness her power enough to use it effectively against Myrtle.”

      “And because I wasn’t born a wolf...” I trail off, and he nods. “I see.”

      For some reason, the knowledge that my magic is gone leaves me feeling strangely lonely. But then my wolf surges again, this time nudging me consolingly, and I decide to deal with my feelings on all this later. For now, there’s a witch in need of a serious bitch-slap. And a town in need of saving.

      Even if they do probably all want to kill me.

      “So, what do we do about Cara?” I ask, snuggling in closer to ward off a sudden chill.

      Sutton doesn’t answer. I watch as his eyes glaze over and he glances at my mouth. Oh. My nipples react instantly to the sudden tension. He leans close, his mouth only a breath from mine now.

      Yes. Do it.

      We’re already naked.

      The desire I feel for him is stronger than ever, and I wonder if that’s a wolf-perk too or if dying somehow gave me blue balls.

      "Knock, knock.”

      The sound of Allison’s voice ringing out tentatively from the trees startles us both. I pull back, a snarl escaping me. Before I can stop myself, I’m surging forward—toward the danger. My mind screams threat! while my wolf strains to attack. To defend.

      Sutton grabs me around the waist, yanking me backward before I can attack.

      His grip on me pulls me from my haze, and I blink, shocked to realize I would have attacked my friend.

      “Sorry,” I call out, breathless and stunned at my own behavior.

      “Don’t be,” Sutton tells me. “It’s to be expected.” And then, he turns to Allison. “I told you to give her some time,” he says in a clipped voice.

      “I know, but we were worried,” Allison says.

      Now that I’m not trying to kill something, I pinpoint exactly where Allison and Steven wait in the trees. Their familiar scents are so easy to pick up on; it’s as though they’re standing directly beside us, not behind a shield of shrubbery.

      “I’m fine,” I call out.

      “Yeah, I think I need to see for myself,” Steven replies.

      Sutton sighs. “Fine, come on. But slowly. No sudden movements.”

      “Uh, actually,” I call out, my cheeks flushing as I hear leaves crunching beneath their feet. “This is awkward, but uh, I don’t have any clothes on.”

      “Here.” Allison rushes out first and throws a blanket my way. Sutton catches it mid-air. “I thought you might get chilly.”

      “Thank you.” Seeing her brings me more relief than I could have imagined.

      Quickly, Sutton hands me half of the blanket, so I pull it up over my chest, and he uses the other side to cover his waist. We remain sitting, but as soon as we’re covered, Allison calls out. “She’s decent!” She winks at me, and my attention turns to the trees as my brother tentatively steps out from behind the brush.

      The moment he sees me, his expression softens. Steven moves toward us then sits down beside Allison and stares at me as if he’s expecting me to Hulk out.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      “Better,” I say firmly.

      “What was it like?” Allison asks, eyes gleaming with curiosity.

      “Ali,” Steven mutters, and I blink.

      Ali?

      When did he nickname her? The air around us shifts, and I sense something I can’t quite pinpoint. Shaking it off—for now—I answer honestly.

      “Being a wolf feels fantastic, actually,” I tell them. “Well, minus the whole bone-breaking situation but I think that is supposed to get better.” I look at Sutton, suddenly stricken with the idea that I could be wrong. “Right?”

      “Right,” he says, patting my knee.

      “What about you guys?” I ask, looking back at Steven. “What happened after I...?”

      “You mean after you died? Or after I did CPR to bring you back while Sutton bit and infected you with werewolf venom?”

      His voice is harsh enough to make me wince. “Yes?”

      “None of this is her fault,” Sutton growls.

      “It’s sure as shit not mine,” Steven fires back.

      “Stop,” Allison says in a voice so sharp and unlike her that everyone falls silent. “You two bickering doesn’t help us at all.” She offers them both reproachful looks, and they have the decency to hang their heads. “Now, Serenity is our priority at the moment. Making sure she’s healthy and well again. And after that, we’re going to band together and figure out how to deal with this bitch Myrtle once and for all because I am not in the mood for all this body-snatching, zombie bitch shit, and I really need to wake up tomorrow without worrying if anyone I love is dead or undead or anything in the vicinity of dead. No more arguing until we fix this, got it?”

      “Got it,” Sutton mutters.

      “I’ll do my best,” Steven says, which earns him a death stare. “Okay, okay,” he says.

      I grin at my friend. “That was impressive.”

      “Ugh, I haven’t had a decent latte in days, sorry.”

      Sutton looks at her like she might be crazy, and it’s almost enough to make me smile.

      A rustling in the trees shatters the moment, and we all jump to our feet. My heart pounds, and my inner wolf strains to be let free again. To fight. The rustling comes again. Strange scents reach my nose. Sutton grabs me.

      “Fight your instinct,” he says quietly. “Just hold on to me.”

      I do, barely breathing as I struggle to fight my wolf back.

      Then a familiar figure emerges from the trees, and I exhale.

      “Mable,” I say, surprised to see her here.

      Phineas is right on her heels. Beside me, Sutton tenses as more of the pack follow them toward us. I recognize Fred and Sylvia Gordon. And Ernie the bartender. Not to mention every one of Sutton’s best warriors, including Vaughn, head of security.

      “Relax,” Phineas says when he sees his son’s expression. “They’re not here to fight.”

      “Then why are you here?” Steven asks, his voice laced with suspicion.

      Mable ignores his rough tone and smiles at me, her eyes twinkling. “We’re here to welcome the newest member of our pack.”

      “Serenity, we want to tell you how sorry we are about what happened before,” Mable adds. “And to you, Sutton. She’s your mate well and truly now. The pack won’t go against her ever again.”

      “You’re one of us now, kid,” Phineas says with a wink.

      “So, my being a wolf changes things between us?” I ask tentatively, still eyeing the others behind them. The last time I saw this many residents in one place, most of them wanted to kill me. Sure, Mable’s sorry, but what about the rest of them?

      Fred Gordon surprises me by answering in maybe the friendliest voice I’ve ever heard him use before. “It changes everything.”
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      Moonlight cascades through the trees, illuminating the ground with a soft glow. There’s a chill in the air, but, thanks to my recent change from human to beast, I barely feel it. Even in human form, the chill doesn’t penetrate. Like my skin is tougher or my temperature runs hotter. Maybe both. The wooden porch railing creaks beneath my arms, but I still lean on it, listening to sounds I never would have heard before.

      An Owl hoots from a nearby tree.

      Rabbits rustle through the grass, likely heading to their burrows for the night.

      Somewhere, a pack of deer grazes on the vegetation.

      All things I can hear and smell now. It’s overwhelming, to be honest. There’s a whole world out there I never even knew existed, and now that I can sense it all, I’m not sure how to compartmentalize so it doesn’t hit me all at the same time.

      Inside the house, I can hear the soft sound of my brother snoring as well as the hum of Allison’s white noise machine that she carries with her everywhere. Something I know she was grateful to get back from Yvette’s place.

      After our impromptu pack meeting earlier, I demanded to see Cara for myself. My wolf feels pretty confident in the fact that we’re invincible, but human-Serenity knows better and needs proof the bitch isn’t a threat. Unfortunately, Sutton refused to let me anywhere near her. Not yet, he’d said. Something about giving my wolf a little more time to adjust.

      I’d agreed but only until the morning. After that, it was back to work until this shit was dealt with once and for all.

      Once I’d promised to lie low a little bit longer, Vaughn and some others brought us all of our belongings from the B&B, a show of the new peace between us. They also apologized for turning on me at the church and pledged their allegiance to me—which was kind of weird, honestly—and swore to protect me like one of their own against any and all threats. Even those who seemed dead set against me before have come around to accepting me into the fold now that I’m like them. But while they may have forgiven me for my missteps, I haven’t forgiven myself.

      Eighteen seconds. That’s how long I was officially dead. If not for Sutton, I’d still be a goner. Which means the curse was never recast. And I was never immortal. On top of that, Cara, my friend, is gone. And the loss of her hurts. But the betrayal hurts worse. Our girls’ night, all those moments I thought Cara was truly supporting me against the others—it was all a lie. It was Myrtle. Using me and pretending to be Cara so she could get close enough to me to get what she wanted. Myrtle may not have succeeded in re-cursing the town, but she’s still done her fair share of damage. And I’ve yet to find a way to stop her.

      At least, the bitch is locked up for now. Thanks to our new surprise half-witch, Jolene, Myrtle will not be walking free anytime soon. The wards will keep her trapped, magically and physically, until we can figure out a way to break the curse and get rid of her for good. And so far, she seems unable to use her magic against us too. That means no zombies coming to rip us apart.

      Even still, my mind is muddled. My anxiety at an all-time high. Sleep isn’t even a possibility right now. In fact, I feel better standing out here than I did curled up next to Sutton in bed. Must be a wolf thing.

      Footsteps creak against the wood floor inside the house moments before the door opens and Sutton steps outside. His scent invades my senses, burning me from the inside out. It’s a double attraction—me to him, my wolf to his.

      So potent it nearly brings me to my knees. I forget all about Cara and Myrtle and curses. All that exists now is him.

      “You okay?” he asks as he comes to stand beside me.

      “It all sounds so different now,” I reply, turning my head to drink in the sight of him. The t-shirt he wears stretches tightly over his chest, the sleeves tight around his biceps. Fuck, he’s handsome. My wolf surges in response to my attraction, her way of telling me she approves of all of the above.

      “You get used to it.” He leans against the railing. “For me, it’s always been there, but there was a time it overwhelmed me.”

      “Really?”

      He nods, hazel gaze finding mine. “How are you feeling about the pack?”

      I snort. “Pretty damn grateful they don’t all want to murder me now.”

      “That definitely eases things on my end as well,” he replies.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I turn to face him now, crossing my arms. “Why did you choose me? When the pack tried to come after me, I mean.”

      Sutton straightens and mimics my stance. “Do you really need to ask?”

      “Yes. You chose me, a stranger up until a couple of months ago, over a pack you’ve known for over a century. Why? Especially after I screwed up so royally. Had Myrtle been able to cast that curse with my blood—”

      “She didn’t.”

      “But you didn’t know that,” I remind him. “And you still chose me over them. Why?”

      “You’re my mate,” he replies, his hand cupping my cheek. “I can feel it in my bones. Which means I stand at your side no matter what. You are who I protect, my pack will always come second to you.”

      Even as swoon-worthy as that declaration is, the pit in my stomach grows. “They need you.”

      “They do,” he replies. “But I need you more.”

      It’s spoken matter-of-factly, as though this is the way of the world and I need to understand it. “We have to do what’s best for them.”

      He smiles as he drops his hand. “We?”

      “Yes. We.” I return his grin then face the trees again, leaning my elbows against the railing. “And we need to decide what to do with Myrtle now. As a pack. Jolene’s magic is holding her for now, but it won’t last forever.”

      “We have her trapped,” he says. “That’s what’s important. We’ve never gotten this far before. It’s almost over.”

      “What next?”

      “We find a way to kill her,” he replies, expression darkening. “And put an end to all of this.”

      “And if killing her doesn’t break the curse?” I ask, voicing one of my larger concerns. “We still don’t know that will end it. We could remain trapped here forever.”

      The air shifts around us, thickening as he moves behind me, his arms slipping around my waist. Sutton pulls me back against his hard body, and I go willingly, taking comfort in the feel of him against me. “I can think of worse ways to spend my time.”

      My stomach burns with lust as Sutton slips a hand beneath my shirt and cups my breast. His thumb brushes over my nipple, and a soft moan leaves my lips. “Sutton, we’re outside.”

      “It’s just us,” he whispers in my ear. “Use your senses. Can you hear anyone else?”

      I try to listen, but all I can focus on is the feel of his hands on my body. His free hand slips to the waist of my shorts, and he slips his hand inside, cupping me. His finger slips through my wet heat, and I buck against his touch, every one of my senses intensified. The friction of his finger sliding over my clit is nearly unbearable in the best possible way. If I thought Sutton’s touch was hot before, it’s molten now.

      “Can you hear anyone?” he whispers.

      “No,” I reply, breathless.

      “Would you care if they could see us?” he asks, flicking my clit with his finger.

      “No.”

      He slips his hand free and turns me so I’m facing him. Then he lifts me and carries me down the porch and right up to the tree line. Stopping just inside, he sets me down again. Over his shoulder, I can still see the lights of the house, but, thanks to the branches hanging over us, we’re shielded from view should Steven or Allison decide to look out their window.

      Sutton stands before me, gaze darkening with desire.

      We stare at each other.

      My wolf surges beneath the surface, and I wonder if his wolf is just as approving of this match. Reaching down with shaking fingers, I grip the hem of my shirt and pull it up over my head, revealing my bare breasts in the moonlight.

      Sutton growls, low and deep, and my blood boils in response.

      He rushes forward and crushes his mouth to mine. His tongue slips between my lips to tangle with mine. A primal hunger, unlike anything I’ve ever felt, surges to the surface. I grip the front of his shirt and yank him toward me and then bite his lip hard enough to draw a drop of blood.

      Copper fills my mouth, and Sutton growls as he grinds against me.

      I trail my hands down, grip the bottom of his shirt, and rip it up over his head. He pulls away long enough for me to drop the handful of fabric to the ground. Then, he takes my mouth again, his hands gripping my ass as he fucks my mouth with his talented tongue.

      My hands slip into his hair, gripping the thick strands as I cling to him like the lifeline he is. Sutton Hargrave is everything to me. And what would have scared me before—has now become a thrilling source of constant pleasure.

      He sets me down and shoves me so my back presses against a tree. Then, he strips out of his sweats and drops to his knees before me. He looks up at me, wearing a wicked smirk on his face. Gaze dark, he shoves my shorts down and helps me step out of them. Then, he grips one of my thighs and places it over his shoulder.

      Hot breath washes over the inside of my thigh, and I moan softly. He takes his time, breathing over my tender skin before running his tongue over my center. My entire body shudders.

      “Sutton,” I gasp at the pleasure exploding through me as my orgasm grows to nearly unbearable.

      “I’m nowhere near done with you yet,” he growls against me. Then, he lies on his back, pulling me forward until I’m straddling his face.

      His tongue slips inside of me; then he pulls out and draws my clit into his mouth. My hands go to my hair as his climb up my belly and cup my breasts. A sound escapes me, but I no longer care who can see or hear us. All that matters is this—our bodies joined. I buck my hips against him, riding his face as my orgasm continues to climb to dangerous heights. Every single inch of my body is on fire, every single nerve burning with pleasure.

      I want more.

      Harder.

      Faster.

      Stars invade my vision as I come on his face, the orgasm so fucking amazing it nearly shatters me. He gently pinches my hardened nipples and slides his tongue over me, successfully drawing out every single second of pleasure he’s given me.

      And still, I need more.

      I climb off of him, my knees pressing into the soft ground below me as I arch my back and look over at him, an invitation that he quickly accepts.

      Sutton positions himself behind me, his hands running over my back. This moment between us, it’s so damned carnal, so primal that it makes me lose my breath. But I don’t need oxygen nearly as much as I need Sutton inside me.

      He grips my hips and thrusts into me.

      I cry out as he fills me then pulls out and thrusts into me again.

      “So fucking tight,” he groans. He fills me and then reaches down and wraps a hand across my throat to pull me up so my back is flush with his front. I spread my knees and cry out, the new angle hitting me in all the right places. Sutton’s free hand snakes around my front, and he trails his fingers over my sensitive nub.

      He slides in and out, fucking me with the same rhythm he slides his fingers against my clit. Another orgasm builds, and I cry out as it overtakes me, every muscle in my body turning to liquid.

      Sutton thrusts one more time. Two more times. Then releases me and pulls away, lying on his back. He starts to work himself with his hand, but I shove it away and lean down to take him into my mouth. I suck, drawing him in as deep as he’ll go as his hands tangle into my hair. He clings to the strands and thrusts his hips up, groaning. A moment later, I feel his body shudder beneath me.

      His release fills my mouth. “Fuck, Serenity,” he growls, gripping me as I swallow him down.

      When I pull away, he’s watching me, gaze dark, expression unreadable. I lean back on my knees as Sutton sits up.

      “That was—”

      “It was,” Sutton interrupts. He looks around, his eyes clearer than they were just a moment ago. Clearer and intense with something I don’t understand. “We should get inside.”

      Something is off, I can feel it as the air shifts around us. Where I just experienced the best sex of my life, I can’t help but wonder if I somehow let him down.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Of course. More than okay.

      “Then what--?”

      Sutton stands and reaches down to help me to my feet. He grips my arm and pulls me forward, pressing a kiss to my lips. When he steps away, he smiles though it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I just want to keep you safe, Serenity. Always.”
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      Despite the late night, I stir just after dawn. In the moments where I linger between awake and asleep, the connection to my wolf is so absolute I can’t tell us apart. Her needs are my needs. The primal and the civilized tangle together. We both crave Sutton, and we both need food. But most importantly, we both have to pee. Badly.

      Easing out of bed, I’m careful not to jostle Sutton, who’s draped over his side of the mattress, one leg hanging over the edge like an enormous—and sexy as fuck—starfish. If starfish can be sexy. Smiling to myself, I tiptoe to the bathroom and take care of business. When I’m done, a noise in the hall draws me, and I bypass the bed—which is a shame because I had some really fun plans for Sutton’s wake-up call—and slip into the shadowy hallway.

      Allison is there—coming out of Steven’s room.

      She freezes when she sees me. Our eyes meet.

      “I, uh, got lost,” Allison says. She’s always been a terrible liar, but this is just laughable. Her face is redder than I’ve ever seen.

      I don’t need wolf senses to know what’s going on. In fact, my nose wrinkles, and, for the first time since changing, I wish like hell I didn’t have such a strong sense of smell. My bestie reeks of sex, and there’s only one eligible male left in this house for her to get it from. Which means... Gross.

      “You hooked up with my brother?” I hiss.

      Her eyes widen, and she glances at the closed door behind her then grabs my wrist and drags me into her room. When the door is securely shut behind us, she finally exhales, looking positively sick. Or maybe terrified.

      “Look, we didn’t want you to find out this way. I meant to tell you. No, to ask you. Well, Steven insists he doesn’t have to ask you for shit, but as your best friend, I think it’s only right. And—”

      “What do you mean, ask me? You want to ask my permission to have a one-night stand with each other? Awkwarrrd.”

      She winces. “Not a one-night stand.”

      She stares back at me as if waiting for me to get it. When I do, I nearly lose my shit.

      “This has happened before?” I screech.

      “Ssshh!” She darts glances to the door. “Do you want an audience for this conversation?”

      “Do you?” I cross my arms. “Because I’m not the one who just got busted doing the walk of shame.”

      She groans. “You’re going to make me suffer for this, aren’t you?”

      “You’re damn right I am. What happened to ‘no more secrets,’ huh?”

      “I mean, this was the last one,” she mumbles.

      Her head hangs low, and guilt rolls off her in waves. I hesitate, sifting through the million things I’m feeling all at once, thanks to my heightened emotions. I could be pissed at her for this, sure. But I’m not that kind of friend. Or sister. Steven’s more than capable of making his own choices. And since I want him to let me do the same, I need to chill.

      “Look, if you want honesty, the truth is I’ve suspected something between you two for a while now,” I admit.

      “You have?”

      I tap my nose. “Journalist and werewolf, babe. You had no chance.”

      Right.”

      She falls silent, and my thoughts turn to the humor in all this.

      Before I can fully get a handle on myself, the hint of a smile creeps over my face. Allison’s tortured look lightens with hope at the sight of it.

      “You’re not mad?”

      “Of course I’m mad.” I can’t help it, I start giggling.

      “But … you’re laughing?” Her confusion has a hint of fear in it. Which only makes me laugh harder.

      “I’m sorry, I just...” I take a deep breath and try to calm myself. “And I thought the guy with the cats was going to be the most awkward moment of your sex life.”

      Allison’s lips curve, and our eyes meet and hold. Then, in unison, we both crack up laughing. For some reason, in the midst of so many near-death experiences, I find this revelation hilarious. Maybe it’s the wolf instincts overloading my brain, or maybe I’ve finally snapped, but the laughter is uncontrollable. By the time Steven comes to investigate, Allison and I are in tears.

      “What the hell’s so funny at seven in the morning?” he grumbles.

      I take one look at him, hair rumpled from sleep and who knows what else, and lose it again. “You,” I finally manage to say, my hands clutching my stomach.

      He frowns and looks over at Allison.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, wiping her eyes. “She caught me coming out of your room and figured it out.”

      “Figured what out?” Sutton asks, coming up behind him.

      “Steven and Allison are banging,” I tell him, “And it’s so much weirder than her cat guy... which I honestly didn’t think could be topped.”

      Sutton and Steven exchange a look that makes me snort-laugh.

      Steven glares at me. “I’m glad you think this is a joke.”

      “Would you rather I pour us drinks and make Allison tell me every detail of your night together like she normally does?” I ask with mock innocence.

      He scowls.

      “Uh, no offense, Ser,” Allison says, straightening, “but I think I’m going to skip the recap for you this time.”

      “No offense taken,” I assure her with a shudder.

      “It’s too early for this shit,” Steven mutters and walks out.

      I grin up at Sutton, who shakes his head and turns for the door as well. “I’m going to make coffee,” he says over his shoulder.

      “You’re a saint,” I call after him.

      When they’re gone, I look at Allison, who watches me expectantly. “Thank you for reacting so... Thank you for not trying to kill me,” she says. “Which, given the fact that you can change into an actual fucking wolf, would not be too difficult.”

      “Is that what you thought I’d do?” I ask, sobering.

      “Hard to say. Before... it depends on your mood, maybe? But now... I mean, you're a wolf, Ser. Your instincts aren’t exactly the same. So, I had no idea what to expect.”

      “I guess you have a point. My emotions are running kind of high. Hence the fact that I couldn’t get ahold of myself once I got going. The laughter felt good though. I haven’t done that in a while.”

      She grins. “I’m so glad my choice of--”

      “Don’t say booty call.”

      “Boyfriend could offer you such amusement.”

      My eyes widen. “Boyfriend?”

      She bites her lip, nodding.

      “Exactly how long have you guys been seeing each other?”

      “He came to see me a few weeks ago. When you stopped checking in. He was worried about you and wanted to know what I’d heard from you. So, we had coffee.” She exhales, and it’s a content sort of sound. “From there, it just sort of...happened.”

      “Okay.” I hold up my hand. “I don’t need to know all the details, remember?”

      She grins. “Deal.”

      “You really like him?”

      “I do.” She looks uncertain again. “I mean, if that’s okay.”

      “I’m not going to lie and say I’m not shocked. But”—I grab her hand, squeezing reassuringly— “I want you both to be as happy as I am with my—”

      Her brow arches. “Boyfriend?”

      “That sounds so weird for us but sure.”

      She softens. “You love him, don’t you?”

      I bite my lip, a smile escaping anyway. “I do.”

      She beams. “I’m so happy for you, Ser. You deserve this.”

      “Thank you. Anyway, if you two are happier together, I’m all for it.”

      “Thank you.” She squeezes my hand back. “That means a lot.”

      “But please understand he’s still my brother, and the sibling code states I must give him a ration of shit for this. Nothing personal.”

      “I understand. Do what you have to do.”

      “Good.” I stand and head for the door. “I’m going to let my inner predator hunt down some coffee. You coming?”

      She stands too and ushers me out first. “Lead the way, beast.”
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        * * *

      

      After coffee and eggs and endless shit-talking to my brother, the teasing and banter turn serious as we all settle in to figure out what the hell we do next in the shit-show that has become our lives. The minute we bring up Myrtle, and by association, Cara, my wolf strains inside me, wanting only to be let free. She whispers promises of death and destruction if only I’ll let her take the lead. Sutton seems to notice the undertone of my thoughts and reaches for my hand, holding it firmly in his as if to remind me I’m human—and he expects me to stay that way for now.

      Party pooper.

      “We need to take this slow,” Sutton says. At my scowl, he adds, “Believe me, I want to rip her apart limb from limb too, but we all know killing the body isn’t enough. And we need to find out more before we do something that makes it worse.”

      He’s right, of course. Ugh.

      “The problem is that time is not on our side,” Steven says.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, worry sharpening my words. “I thought Jolene had it handled.”

      “Jolene texted me this morning. The magic is getting harder to maintain. She’s straining to keep Cara contained,” Steven says grimly. “I don’t know how long she can hold the bitch. But I have men assigned to watch her around the clock. If Cara so much as sparks, they’ll plow her with lead.”

      “That won’t kill her,” I remind him.

      “It’ll sure as shit slow her down,” he says. “Have you seen someone run away with no feet attached to their ankles?”

      I shake my head. There's no use arguing.

      “So, what’s our next move?” Allison asks.

      “Our next step is what it’s always been,” Steven says. “Kill that bitch and move the fuck on with our lives.”

      “Agreed.” Sutton looks just as bloodthirsty and, for once, in agreement with my brother.

      “The problem,” I say, “is she’s not exactly killable. I mean, she’s in Cara, but she’s not Cara. She’s a soul. A spirit who inhabits bodies.”

      “I can’t believe zombies are real,” Allison puts in, nose wrinkling in disgust.

      “I’ve never seen her in physical form. Have you?” I look at Sutton, but Steven answers first.

      “Cara’s body is physical,” he says. “And I can riddle her with so many bullet holes she’ll look like Swiss cheese.”

      I roll my eyes. “Bullet holes don’t make a difference,” I tell him. “Not when Myrtle will just jump to someone else—which we want to avoid happening since, at least right now, we know whose body she’s currently inhabiting.”

      “Serenity’s right,” Sutton says. “If she jumps again, we’ll lose her.”

      “There has to be someone who knows something about how to take her out,” Allison says.

      I meet Steven’s eyes across the table. Even before he speaks, I can guess what he’s going to say. “We’re not the only relation. Maybe Mom--”

      “We are not bringing the family into this,” I say, eyes narrowing as I brace myself for an argument. This is one battle I’ll fight to the end. But Steven puts his hands up.

      “Whoa, relax. I don’t want to involve any of them, okay? It’s too dangerous. But she might know something. Even if she doesn’t realize it.”

      I shake my head. “I already tried fishing for information. Family tree stuff, rumors of witchcraft. She doesn’t know anything. Neither does Dad.”

      “Damn.” He turns to Sutton. “I don’t suppose you’ve come across any other witches besides the bitch we’re trying to eliminate?”

      “I haven’t exactly been able to travel the last, I don’t know, century.”

      Allison snorts.

      Steven sighs. “All right then. So how do we figure out how to kill the unkillable?” Steven asks.

      No one answers, but I know we’re all thinking the same thing: if we knew that, we would have done it already.

      “I want to see her,” I say when it’s clear no one has an answer.

      “Fuck no,” Steven says at the same time Sutton growls, “Absolutely not.”

      I eye them both with raised brows, and they duck their heads.

      “You’ll both be there,” I say. “And it’s not like I'm going to get close enough for her to do anything. I just need to lay eyes on her. See for myself that she’s truly trapped. And besides, I want to talk to Jolene. Thank her properly.”

      Sutton is the first to give in. Steven looks less willing, but he apparently realizes arguing with me is just as futile as me arguing with him.

      “Fine,” he says. “But if she so much as—”

      “I know, I know, Swiss cheese.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking through downtown Midnight Falls is a strange sort of déjà vu. It feels as if ages have passed since I was here but also like no time at all because nothing has changed. Townspeople—aka pack members—stop when they see us. Mable, especially, takes one look at me and veers off course to flag us down.

      “How are you feeling today?” she asks, pulling me into a hug before I can answer.

      Her squeeze is tight, but she lets me go quickly, drawing back to study me as I tell her, “I’m good.”

      She looks unconvinced. “We haven’t turned a bitten wolf in ages,” she says, shooting Sutton a reproachful glare. “You can tell us the truth. If you’re struggling, we want to help.”

      “I appreciate that,” I tell her. “And Sutton has been helping.”

      “Yes, I just bet he has.”

      I bite back a smile at that. Sutton huffs, but I pat her arm. “My wolf is taking some getting used to, but I’m adjusting. Running helps.” Not to mention moonlight sex. I don’t tell her that part. “And we’re on our way to see the prisoner, which will settle my wolf even more.”

      “Yes, I can imagine your instinct to fight is high, what with the drama.”

      The drama.

      Yes, that’s one way to put it.

      “Well, I won’t keep you,” she says. “But I will expect a girls’ night once this has all calmed down.” Her expression clouds, and I know we’re both thinking about the last girls’ night. The one with Cara—or the person we thought was Cara. “I’ll buy the drinks this time,” she adds.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I tell her.

      “Are you kidding? I’m the reason you’re here, and... well, it’s the least I can do.”

      “In that case, I’ll let you buy me one if you let me do the same.” I smile at her. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

      She exhales as if relieved at my words then glances at Sutton again, softening. “Yes, I can see some good did come out of this after all.”

      She smiles, squeezes my hand, and hurries off again.

      We resume walking, and I feel a lot lighter than earlier, despite the looks we’re getting from the others.

      The majority of them stare, and it reminds me of when I first arrived in Midnight Falls. They stared at me for being a stranger before. Now, they stare because I’m one of them.

      I offer tight smiles as we pass by, but otherwise, I’m more than happy to let Sutton usher me past them all and into the Sheriff’s office. Inside, Steven takes the lead, surprising the hell out of me by issuing orders to everyone we pass. What shocks me more is that they listen.

      The bitchy receptionist I first encountered all those weeks ago is back at her post, but her expression is much different than I remember. She’s still a bit short with us, but I suspect it has more to do with Steven firing off questions—to which she hurries to answer—than it does me being—well—me.

      Steven leads us straight back, past the conference room where Sheriff Rhodes once blew me off like some nosy, unwanted reporter. To be fair, I was a nosy, unwanted reporter. My, how things have changed. We move past the large hub of empty desks where the rest of the staff has all but abandoned their jobs. I can’t blame them, considering what we’re up against now. At the back of the room, he stops in front of a door marked “Restricted.”

      “The cells are just through there,” he says. “Ali and I will wait out here. It’s kind of close quarters in there. Remember, no getting too close.”

      “I got it,” I say impatiently.

      He grumbles something about “reckless sisters” and steps aside. Sutton follows me through the door, his chest pressing close against my back. I don’t know if it’s worry that has him sticking so close or just a not-so-subtle reminder that he’s not leaving my side, no matter what.

      Inside, a handful of cells line a narrow hallway. Jolene sits directly in the center of the walkway in a metal folding chair. She’s reading a book that she quickly lowers when she sees us coming. I catch sight of the words Dragon and Mate on the book cover before it’s all tucked out of sight, and it’s all I can do not to let my eyes widen in surprise. I’m pretty sure Jolene’s reading a dragon romance, and it’s the last thing I ever expected. But I know better than to utter a word about it just now.

      Her sharp gaze zeroes in on me.

      “Glad to see you up and around,” she says.

      “Thanks,” I say. “You too. And with magic, huh? Who knew?”

      She snorts. “Guess it’s all on me now, eh?”

      I feel a pang of sympathy for her—and for the loss of my magic. Power I hadn’t even begun to understand before it was ripped away from me.

      “Not at all,” I tell her. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “But your magic--”

      “I may not have magic, but I’m still ready to kick ass,” I tell her.

      She nods and gets to her feet as if she understands what I’m doing here. “She’s there,” she says, pointing at the cell just beyond where she stands.

      I slide past her and make my way to the cell, peering in at the woman whose face is so familiar it still pricks at my heart to see it worn by such a monster. She’s lying on her back on the steel bench welded to the wall. The only other item in the room is a stainless-steel toilet in the far corner. The whole place reeks of waste. My wolf cringes at the disgusting sensory overload.

      As if she has heightened senses of her own, Cara’s eyes open, and she sits up to look directly at me. I tense, watching her warily despite Jolene’s claims about wards and shackles. But there’s no sign of animosity or even a threat when she looks at me. Exhaustion lines her features, and while the eyes that stare back at me are full of venom, when she speaks, her voice is tired.

      “You lived,” she says flatly. “Pity.”

      “I thought you’d be glad,” I say. “Another chance to use me for your curse.”

      “I’m done with you,” she says with a dismissive snort. “The moment I’m free, I’ll kill you all and be done with it. I’ve grown weary of this game.”

      “Is that because your magic didn’t work on me?” I ask, unable to keep from taunting her. Mostly, though, I just want answers. And asking straight never works with Myrtle. You have to bait her into it, which is the real reason I’ve come in the first place. We need answers only she has. “You tried to make me immortal. To recast the curse. But it didn’t work. Is that why you’re giving up?”

      “Your blood was weak,” she spits at me, her eyes glimmering with a disgust I can practically taste on the air. “That’s why the curse didn’t work. My brother took a human wife, and with every human generation that came after, our family’s power became diluted. Immortality weighed you and rejected you. And now, so do I.”

      Her words sting, which is ridiculous. I shouldn’t give two shits what this woman thinks of my blood or any other part of me.

      “Maybe you haven’t heard, but immortality accepted me just fine,” I tell her, crossing my arms. “Instead of the weak-ass witchy powers I inherited from you, I’m a wolf now. A predator who can’t wait to rip you into tiny pieces.”

      “Are you really still naïve enough to think a wolf is any match for me?”

      I grit my teeth at that. “You’re beaten, Myrtle. Just admit it,” I say.

      “Please. I’m biding my time,” she says, and that gleam in her eye grows. “Your little hybrid is weakening by the moment. And when she gives in to my power, I’ll kill her for this. I’ll kill you all.”

      “Keep talking shit, old lady,” Jolene warns.

      But I glance back, concerned. Jolene hasn’t mentioned Cara fighting back at all. And to look at her, you wouldn’t even know it was happening. But I know better than most that magic isn’t about what you can see. It’s mostly about what’s happening under the surface. And apparently, there’s more going on here than meets the eye.

      That’s not good.

      Jolene steps up beside me, hands fisted, eyes blazing with a hunger for blood. I recognize it because my wolf wants that same thing right now. Cara merely smiles.

      Jolene bares her teeth, and the air crackles with energy. A push and pull that leaves no doubt Cara’s not bluffing. She’s battling Jolene as we speak.

      “Soon,” Cara croons, “I’ll be free, and you’ll all be sorry.”

      At that, I finally lose it. Snarling, I lunge forward, gripping the bars in my hands and pressing my body against them as if I’ll just pass right through. Every nerve in my body burns with a thirst for spilled blood that eclipses every rational thought.

      My wolf surges to the surface, and I squeeze my eyes shut, barely hanging onto my human form.

      “Let’s go,” Sutton says in a low voice.

      He’s at my back in an instant, his hand lightly pressing against my side as he steers me toward the door. “Now,” he adds, prying my hands off the bars and pulling me toward the exit.

      “That’s right, Sutton,” Cara calls. “Take your little wolf, and be gone from me. I don’t need to destroy you. I’ve only to wait long enough for you to destroy yourselves.”

      Sutton growls and then grips my arm, propelling me toward the exit. Jolene follows, and we all file back into the station house. Steven and Allison hurry up, and I do my best to catch my breath and cool the raging fire in my veins.

      “I won’t ask how it went,” Steven says flatly.

      “Are you okay?” Allison asks me nervously.

      “I will be,” I say, trying to catch my breath.

      “She needs to be destroyed,” Sutton snarls.

      “On this, we agree.” Steven nods for us to follow him. “Let’s go into the training room. There are a few others who want in on this little meeting.”

      “Others?” I ask as we all follow Steven.

      The more distance I put between Cara and my wolf, the better.

      As we near the training room, Sutton glances down at me expectantly. “It’s my father,” he explains. “Can’t you smell him?”

      As soon as he says the words, I realize I can. I’d been so busy fighting my wolf off, thanks to Cara’s taunting, I hadn’t noticed. Now, I inhale and let Phineas’ familiar scent wash over me. I’ve just begun to relax when I notice there are two other signatures along with his. Luckily, my wolf recognizes them all and doesn’t label them threatening.

      I step inside and spot the three familiar faces waiting for us.

      “Phineas. Mable. Vaughn,” I say, looking back and forth between them. “What are you all doing here?”

      "You didn’t think we were going to let you have that bitch all to yourself, did you?” Mable asks, shocking me into silence with the vehemence in her tone.

      I blink at that. “I, uh...”

      Phineas grins at that and leans in for a quick hug. “Mable’s a fighter when she wants to be,” he whispers in my ear before stepping back again.

      “Well,” Jolene says, coming up behind us. “We caught the bitch. Now what?”

      Vaughn eyes her with open distrust. “You tell us. You’re the one who apparently has magic.”

      Jolene glares at him. “I don’t care if you’re pissed I hid my magic,” she says. “I did it out of survival, and I don’t regret it for a second. The important thing is it’s working to keep her contained. But she was right about what she said in there,” she says, gaze flicking to me, “I can’t hold her forever. She’s attacking me constantly with the little magic she can push through my wards. And once she’s free, she’s going to level this fucking town. I can feel her need for it.”

      “Why are we even having this conversation?” Vaughn demands. “Let’s go in there right now and kill her and be done with it.”

      “Don’t you think I’ve tried that?” Jolene says, and Steven shoots her a look that puts them on the same team for once. “Or did you think I wanted to simply lock her away and then spend every waking moment watching her and fighting her magic with mine until I slowly lose and she kills us all?”

      Vaughn scowls. There’s obviously a history between them that has made him feel betrayed in all this.

      She doesn’t give him a chance to answer as she says, “Believe me, I tried killing her the other night—we all did—but that bitch has no ‘off’ switch. Not with the kind of magic she’s packing.” She glances at the pistol attached to Steven’s hip. “We’re going to need a different approach if we’re going to end her.”

      “Except we have no clue what approach that is,” Steven says.

      “What about the library?” Allison asks suddenly, turning to Mable. “Maybe there’s a book that has some ideas.”

      But Mable shakes her head. “Believe me, child, I’ve looked. There’s nothing. Myrtle made sure of that.”

      Allison sighs.

      Across the room, I meet Sutton’s eyes. “There is one person who knows how to stop her,” I say.

      Sutton looks confused, but at my expression, realization dawns, and he grimaces.

      “Who?” Allison asks hopefully.

      I sigh. “Tabitha. Myrtle’s daughter.”

      “Tabitha’s dead, sweetie,” Jolene offers, her voice patronizing like she thinks I might be crazy.

      “And you’ll join her if you don’t watch your tone,” Allison shoots back, and I have to hide a smile at the shocked look Jolene gives her. Not one of fear but rather appreciation for the balls my friend is clearly packing for threatening her.

      “She is dead, but she’s still around,” I tell them. “At Yvette’s place.”

      Phineas looks intrigued, but Vaughn looks wary. Considering all of the security runs he’s done around that house, I have zero doubt he’s heard of our interactions to know I’m serious. “Not sure that’s safe,” Vaughn says.

      “It’s not,” Sutton agrees, and I give him the stank eye.

      “Nowhere’s safe,” I point out. “Not until we finish this. And Tabitha might be the only one left who can tell us how to do that. But she definitely won’t talk to all of us.”

      “Right,” Mable says. “We’ll hang back.”

      “If you’re going to that house of horrors, I’m for sure coming with you,” Steven says.

      “Actually, you’re for sure staying here,” I say.

      He glares at me, opening his mouth to blast me, but Sutton steps in. “Serenity’s right. Tabitha is volatile on the best of days. One comment from you and she’ll let us all rot.”

      “Are you trying to say I have a less than charming personality?” Steven asks, feigning insult.

      At that, Sutton snorts. “Understatement,” he says, and Steven grins.

      I stare at them, wondering when they reached the bantering stage of their frenemy relationship.

      “Fine. You may have a point.” Steven doesn’t look happy, but he doesn’t argue, which I consider a huge step in the direction of civility for those two. But Sutton’s not done. “Jolene,” he begins, but she cuts him off.

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it. Stay here, and don’t open the bitch’s box.”

      “We all appreciate what you’re doing for the pack,” he tells her.

      She flicks a glance at Vaughn and says nothing.

      Steven scowls. “Just hurry up,” he grumbles.

      “Will do,” I say.

      “Vaughn and Phineas, you two stake out the perimeter, and don’t let anyone in or out of this building,” Sutton says. “But no coming inside unless there’s trouble. We need to limit her contact with people.”

      “What should I do?” Mable asks.

      “Update the security teams,” Sutton says. “And assemble the pack.”

      “What should I tell them?” she asks.

      “Gather in the library. Everyone. No exceptions other than essential personnel here to guard the prisoner. And no one in or out. If the witch does somehow manage to break free from her host, we’re going to make it impossible for her to choose another body. This ends today.”
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        * * *

      

      Allison and Steven swear to stay at the station to watch over our prisoner with Jolene holding the wards. Phineas and Vaughn both hang out in front of the station to stand guard just in case. And Mable heads outside to rally the town. Finally, it’s just me and Sutton.

      His hand finds mine, and he laces our fingers together. The contact is reassuring, and the silence becomes more comfortable.

      “You okay?” he asks as we walk.

      I shoot him a wry glance. “Define ‘okay’,” I say.

      He snorts. “Your wolf, I mean. That was a lot of sensory information back there. Not to mention the bitch herself. Your predator can be strong-willed. Sometimes, it takes a lot to keep it in check.”

      “Sensory information?” I lift my brows. “That’s a nice way of saying I nearly Hulked out, isn’t it?”

      He grins. “You’re really sexy when you Hulk if it helps.”

      For some reason, his words remind me of the way he took me so roughly in the library a few days ago. My thoughts wander to what it would be like now that I'm strong like him. Now that I can be rough right back.

      “Serenity?” he asks, a growl lacing the word.

      I shudder, knowing full well he can scent the direction of my thoughts. “Sorry. Sensory information.”

      He laughs. “Later,” he promises.

      “Later,” I agree.

      A beat of silence passes.

      “And now?” he asks when both of our beasts—and our hormones—have quieted.

      I nod, knowing exactly what he means. “My wolf definitely wants to get her claws on Myrtle. But she trusts me.” I squeeze his hand. “And you.”

      He offers me a smile that lights his eyes more than curves his lips. “I trust her too,” he says quietly.

      As we walk, my senses hone in on the sights and sounds of the forest. Pushing farther, I realize I can hear so much more than ever before. Small, foraging animals. The wind in the trees. Birds nesting. It’s amazing.

      I also note that each sound comes with its own impression from my wolf. Threat or no threat. Tensed or relaxed. And I’m relieved nothing I hear feels like a danger to her. That means we’re safe. For now.

      Up ahead, the bed and breakfast comes into view. We turn down the driveway, and I’m struck by a sense of nostalgia. This place was my first home in this town—however short the stay. And in that little time, so many memories were formed. The first moment I saw Sutton, both as wolf and man. The moment I realized specters were real. And along the way became friends with them.

      Despite my reluctance to enter, and the crazy bitch who once owned it, I’m sort of fond of the place too.

      “There’s no movement or heartbeats from inside,” Sutton says, then turns and looks at me.  “Ready?”

      “Let’s go see your ex.”

      He shakes his head at that.

      We head for the door, my heart hammering.

      Inside, the air is stale. As if the place has remained undisturbed since we left it. Unfortunately, the shattered dishes and broken lamps littering the floor suggest otherwise.

      “Uh, what happened?” I ask.

      Sutton shakes his head. “No idea.”

      “Has anyone been in here?” I ask.

      “No one from the pack,” he says. “And I don’t scent anyone but the four of us.”

      We exchange a long look.

      Sutton creeps quietly through the foyer and main floor. I follow, careful to stay out of sight of any mirrors. Yvette’s gaudy parlor mirror is still on the back porch as far as I know. Apparently, Vaughn wanted to shatter it, but Allison put her foot down about it while I was busy transforming to wolf status.

      Her superstition about bad luck prevailed, and the mirror remains untouched. For now.

      “Hello?” Sutton calls out as we climb the stairs.

      No answer.

      He looks dubiously back at me.

      I shake my head, unconcerned. “Tabitha’s always been most active in the bedroom where I accidentally summoned her. If she’s going to show herself, it’ll be there.”

      He seems to accept my words and we keep going. Silently, I wonder if I’m right or if she’s going to make us work for it. I don’t exactly have the magic it would take to summon her forcefully right now. And the house is so still that I wonder if she’s somehow found a way to leave after all. Though I am disappointed that I don’t see Victoria or Lance anywhere. Where the hell could they be? Doing ghostly things in whatever realm they hang out in when they’re not here?

      At the top of the stairs, Sutton turns and leads us to the end of the hall. To Yvette’s bedroom. Now Tabitha’s. The door is cracked open, so Sutton pushes it wide, and I follow him inside, only to realize we won’t have to do anything to summon her at all.

      She’s already here.
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      Tabitha looks up from where she sits on the bed, shoulders drooped, head hung low. Tears streak her pale cheeks, and her lashes are wet from crying. Instead of acting surprised at the sight of us, she only looks ready to dissolve into more tears.

      Instead, she reaches over and grabs a crystal from the nightstand and hurls it at Sutton’s head.

      He ducks, and it hits the wall with a harmless clink before falling to the floor.

      I look back at Tabitha, impressed at her corporeal ability in this moment.

      “What was that for?” Sutton demands.

      “You know exactly what it’s for. Bastard!” She reaches for another crystal, this one heavier, but her hand passes through. She makes a sound of frustration and tries again. This time, she manages to pick it up before it falls right through her palm onto the floor.

      She whirls on us again, eyes blazing now. “How could you?” she asks, gaze trained on Sutton. “After everything we meant to each other.”

      “What are you talking about?” He already sounds exhausted by her antics.

      “Were you the one who destroyed the downstairs?” I ask.

      She glares at me briefly then back to Sutton.

      “You were supposed to be my fated. My mate. And then you go and choose her. Like I never meant anything at all.”

      “You and I were never mates,” he tells her quietly.

      She ignores that, her gaze swinging to me. “And you,” she says, her words an accusation. “You’re a... a...”

      “A wolf?” I offer.

      “Not a witch,” she finishes, looking horrified.

      “I’m stronger than a witch,” I say, not liking the disappointment she’s aiming at me. I expected jealousy or rage, but that’s not what this is. Not entirely, anyway. It reminds me of Myrtle’s taunting. Like I’m somehow less for not having magic anymore.

      Tabitha scoffs at my words. “Not even close, you idiot. How could you have been so stupid? Now you’ll never beat her.”

      My eyes narrow. The urge to snap back at her is strong, but I take a deep breath and let it go again. “Tabitha, we need to talk.”

      “I’m done talking to you. Both of you,” she adds, sniffling at Sutton.

      She turns away, petulant. Hurt. Maybe once upon a time, I would have given in to empathy. Taken a soft approach, coaxing her to our side. But between Myrtle’s shit-talking and my wolf wanting to eat someone’s throat, I’m not in the mood for soft.

      “Listen, Tabs, we have your mommy in a cell across town and exactly one chance to break this curse by breaking her face. Now, we can do this one of two ways, but you are going to help us figure out how to end her—”

      She cuts me off, expression heating. “I thought you’d figured it out by now. My mother can’t be killed. That’s the beauty of the curse. Her immortality is woven right into the DNA of the magic itself. And that’s unfortunate for you two because, as long as she exists here in the Falls, so does the damned curse. And that’s why you’ll never be free—not from her and not from this wretched town you’re stuck inside.”

      “That’s bull shit,” I snap. “She’s in a body. Across town. We have her imprisoned. If I kill her without another body to use, she’ll cease to exist.”

      Tabitha’s expression is a challenge. “Will she?”

      I groan, and Sutton nudges me, stepping up to try instead. “Listen, we all want the same thing,” he says, and Tabitha snorts. “You hate your mother,” he adds. “I know you do. And you’re stuck here, unable to get revenge for everything she put you through. Put us through. But I can get that revenge for you. Let me get justice. Tell me how to stop her.”

      Tabitha eyes him, considering.

      Silence stretches as I bite my tongue, waiting for her response. Hope leaps into her eyes, and I think she’s actually going to help us. But then Sutton shifts his weight closer to me, and her gaze zeroes in on our closeness, eyes narrowing to slits.

      The hope vanishes.

      “If you kill the body, my mother will continue to exist,” she snaps. “Or did you miss the whole ‘immortality’ thing?”

      My hands fist in frustration.

      “And you’re wrong about me. I can cross over whenever I want. I just preferred to remain in this place a bit longer.”

      “Wait. You can leave?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell us this before?”

      She smirks. “Because before, I still had a chance at stealing him back.”

      “Tabitha,” Sutton says, a warning in his voice.

      Her smile vanishes, her expression clouding as she looks back at him. For the first time ever, I see vulnerability in her eyes. “That’s not going to happen now, is it?” she asks softly.

      “No,” he says, quiet but absolute.

      “Yeah,” she says sadly. “I figured.”

      There’s a beat of silence, and despite everything, I find my heart is heavy for her loss. For all her losses. Not just Sutton but her own life. Her future. Any chance at happiness.

      Suddenly, her gaze flicks to me, and her eyes narrow. “Don’t you dare feel sorry for me, you little man-stealer. If it weren’t for you, I’d have my happy ending by now.”

      My jaw drops. “Are you kidding me? You’re going to make this my fault?”

      She huffs. “Not entirely, but you’re not blameless either.”

      “You’re insane,” I say, and her cheeks flush.

      She tilts her head, taunting me now. “And yet you came to the insane girl for answers.”

      She has a point. Taking yet another deep breath, I square my shoulders. “I’m sorry, Tabitha. Truly I am.”

      She glares at me. “I don’t believe you.”

      “You don’t have to.” I step forward, and Sutton reaches out to grab my arm. I glance up at him and shake my head to let him know I’m not losing my shit like I did earlier. Reluctantly, he lets me go. “But it’s the truth. You’ve suffered just as much as—if not more than—everyone in this town. Murdered by your mother for loving someone? That’s a steaming heap of shit if ever I’ve heard one.”

      Tabitha sniffles. “Let’s not forget being trapped in a painting and forced to watch as the man I love falls for another.”

      My chest tightens. Shit, she really was dealt a crap hand, even if she is bananas. “Exactly.”

      Sutton steps up beside me. “I am sorry as well,” he says, “for the part I’ve played in your misery. It was never my intention to hurt you.”

      I glance up at him, constantly in awe of the type of man he is. Not many would apologize to their stalker. Not to mention the fact that it was her obsession that led to his entire pack being cursed for a hundred-plus years. How did I get this lucky?

      “While I appreciate your apologies,” Tabitha sneers, “I fail to see why you think I have any answers for you.”

      “Don’t you?” Sutton asks. It’s a simple question. Two easy words, but her reaction holds weight. A lot of it. Tabitha’s brow creases, her jaw hardening. She knows something—maybe a lot of somethings.

      “You can’t stop my mother. She is unkillable,” she says. “And I should know.”

      “Why is that? Because you were so—” My jab is cut short as realization dawns on me. The hair on the back of my neck prickles in response. Has the answer been literally staring us in the face this entire damn time?

      “Serenity?”

      Sutton’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I refocus on Tabitha. She’s watching me angrily, eyes damn near burrowing holes through my body. “She is virtually indestructible,” I breathe.

      Tabitha rolls her eyes. “Which is literally what I’ve been saying this entire time.”

      “And you were, too.”

      She pales. “Clearly, I was not.”

      I grin. She’s trying to evade, to make this difficult for us, but I’ve already pieced it together. Turning to Sutton, my smile spreads. “I know how we stop her.”

      “How?”

      “Tabitha was indestructible too, thanks to Myrtle’s magic—so after killing her body, Myrtle trapped her soul. And she’s not the only one. Yvette’s soul is trapped in the mirror downstairs.” Gripping his arms, I urge him to make the connection with me. “Sutton, we trap her ass. We confine her to something, and then we bury it so damn deep no one will ever find it. Like Jumanji but hidden better.”

      “Jumanji?”

      I shake my head. “Later. What do you think? It could work.”

      Sutton considers my idea, and I can all but see the wheels turning in his head. Meanwhile, my wolf is just as excited as I am—maybe even more so. She is desperate to act, to get this done and over with so we can put Myrtle behind us for good.

      Tabitha remains completely silent, her gaze trained on Sutton as though he is the air she breathes. Shit, he kind of is.

      “It could work. If we can find the right spell to trap her while still freeing us.”

      “That’s the beauty of this whole thing. All we need to do is get her there. The curse will do the rest.” He doesn’t answer, but I can see him beginning to understand. “Tabitha says the curse is tied to Myrtle. And vice versa. So, wherever she goes, the curse goes too. Meaning--”

      “Wherever we trap her, the curse will keep her confined in that place,” he says, “Just like she’s confined here. And then we’ll all be free.”

      I grin. “Two birds, one stone.”

      “But where do we trap her, and how do we put her there to begin with?” he asks.

      “Yvette’s grimoire,” I say. “It’s at your house. It has to have the spell in there.” I’m so excited that I’m nearly bursting at the seams, my heart racing a million miles a minute because, for the first time since this entire screwed-up situation started, I feel like we might actually stand a chance at winning.

      “Look at how absolutely heartbreakingly adorable you both are.” Tabitha’s sneer might as well be a bucket of cold water on my good mood. But I force myself to ignore her and press on.

      “We can iron out the details when we leave here,” I tell him, tugging him toward the door. “Let’s see if we can say hi to Vic—”

      “Did you figure it out yet?” Tabitha calls out.

      Sutton stops in his tracks and turns to face her. “Figure what out?”

      “Why, even though she’s a wolf now, it didn’t work?”

      Sutton stills.

      “What in the crazy hell are you talking about?” I demand, still edging toward the door. Whatever this is, it’s a waste of our time.

      But when I look at Sutton and take in his pale complexion, the way his hand tightens on mine, my heart begins to race. “Sutton?”

      Tabitha’s grin turns savage as she looks over at me. “You don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what.” A vise tightens painfully around my heart, and it’s all I can do to keep from freaking out because my wolf is screaming at me. The scent in the air has changed so drastically. I can’t understand it, but whatever Sutton’s feeling, it’s not good, and my wolf responds accordingly. Her emotions are all over the place, making me wonder just what Sutton is keeping from me.

      And I cannot help but think it’s going to change everything.

      “You’ve slept together since you became a wolf, have you not?” Tabitha asks, clearly aware of my answer already.

      “I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” I growl, my fingernails lengthening to claws. I take a deep breath and force my wolf back down. Sutton remains quiet beside me. He doesn’t even seem to notice I’m about three seconds from shifting and attacking a ghost.

      Tabitha shifts her gaze from me back to Sutton. “You didn’t tell her. I wonder why that is?”

      “Let’s go.” Sutton grabs me and yanks me toward the door, but I stand firm.

      “Tell me what?”

      He hesitates then drops his eyes from mine. “The mate bond did not happen.”

      Despite my confusion, I can feel the blood drain from my face in one fluid motion. Mate bond? What does that mean? Is that the thing that cements the two of us? The connection my wolf feels whenever he is near? “Sutton and I are mates.” Though even as I speak them, a voice inside my head questions the words.

      “No,” Tabitha says. “You’re not. Isn’t that right, lover boy?”

      “Sutton?”

      He turns toward me, shoulders sagging. “She’s right. We did not bond like we should have.”

      His words are a punch to the gut. I rip my hand free of his. “What the hell do you mean we didn’t bond? When should we have bonded?”

      “Last night,” he says. “In the trees. When we... I expected it to happen when we claimed one another in that way. But it didn’t.”

      Last night. When we joined ourselves together, heart, body, mind. And I realize this is what's been up his ass all day. Worried about our mate bond and keeping those worries a secret. And now he’s going to let Tabitha use it against us like I give a flying fuck what some supernatural magic has to say about the man I love. Ugh. Her last-ditch effort to fuck with me from beyond the grave.

      Tears blur my vision as I spin on my heel and march down the stairs. Secrets and more secrets. That’s all this damned place has to offer. What’s worse than the secrets themselves is the fact that Tabitha is the one who told me when it should have been Sutton.

      Victoria and Lance appear at the bottom of the stairs. “Serenity, we’ve missed you!” She raises her hand and smiles until she sees my expression. “What is it? Is everything okay?”

      “Men suck,” I snap. “Except you, Lance.”

      He smiles apologetically as I storm outside and down the porch. Without looking back, I know I’m not alone. That he’s right behind me. Always right behind me.

      “Serenity,” he calls.

      Instead of answering, I let my wolf surge forward, and within seconds, my clothes are shredded, and I’m sprinting through the trees on four legs instead of two. The rightness of it settles me despite the churning of my emotions. Sutton doesn’t try to stop me, doesn’t rush in front and block my path, though I sense him when he shifts and follows me. One half of my soul calling for the other.

      Just like the first time we ran, he lets me keep the lead. But this time, it’s not excitement driving me forward; it’s anger I need to burn.

      Up ahead, the roaring of water fills my ears, and it’s only once I’m standing beside the falls that I come to a stop. My paws dig into the earth as I work to catch my breath. My wolf is practically beaming with glee at the afternoon sprint, so much so that I feel far more relaxed than I was earlier.

      I turn just as Sutton’s massive wolf steps into the clearing, its obsidian fur shining beneath the bright sun. He’s magnificent, and my wolf lets out a low growl of appreciation.

      Easy, girl. We’re still pissed, remember? Shifting back to two legs, I wait as Sutton follows suit until we’re both standing beside the glistening water in nothing but our birthday suits. Instantly, I regret this decision because being mad at him while he’s standing beneath the sun, all taut skin and hard muscle, is really freaking difficult.

      “Say something,” he says, sounding pained.

      “You should have told me,” I say, crossing my arms.

      Sutton swallows hard. “What difference would it have made?”

      I look over at him incredulously. “Are you serious?”

      “Would you have decided that the lack of an official mate bond was evidence that we aren’t supposed to be together?”

      I gape at him. Surely, he’s not serious. “If you think for a second that I would allow anything—especially that bull shit to come between us—then you don’t know me at all.”

      He takes a step closer. “It doesn’t matter to you? That the bond was not formed when it should have been?”

      “You do realize that up until I came to this cursed town, I had no idea what a mate bond was, right? That I was engaged to marry someone because I thought I loved him, not because of some supernatural connection."

      At the mention of Roscoe, Sutton’s nostrils flare. Good.

      “You were never meant to be his.”

      “Oh, I know that now. And I don’t need some supposed mate bond to tell me what I already know, Sutton Hargrave.” I close the distance between us now and reach up to stroke his cheek. Closing his eyes, he leans into my touch. “You’re mine. In all the ways that count. And not because some stupid bond says so. Because I say so. I get to choose my mate, and I choose you.”

      He opens his eyes again, his gaze searching mine. “You’re not mad?”

      “Of course I’m mad. But only at the fact that you didn’t tell me what was bothering you all day.” He exhales, clearly relieved as I add, “I love you, dumbass. But if you lie to me again—including lies of omission—I will kick your ass.”

      He grins and snakes a hand around the back of my head to bring me closer. “I love you, too, Serenity Kellis.”

      “Great. Now that that’s settled.” My blood is still pumping, though, like it needs a release...

      Leaning down, Sutton presses his lips to mine gently, a tender kiss with the promise of forever—mate bond or not. “Shall we go find your brother and tell him our plan?”

      I reach up and wrap both arms around Sutton’s neck and lean into him. My bare breasts rub against his chest, and lust heats my blood. “I’m not exactly interested in thinking of Steven at the moment.”

      Sutton chuckles. “Neither am I.”
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      Hand in hand, Sutton and I make our way back to the Sheriff’s office. Outside, Phineas and Vaughn raise their hands in greeting as we approach, and I offer the tray of coffees in my hand. Not a single body was left inside the coffee shop, which means everyone’s gathered at the library per Mable’s instructions. Sutton and I helped ourselves to the last of the fresh brew at Bean There. Because if you’re going to trap a witch’s soul inside an inanimate object thus, saving the world, caffeine is key. “We come bearing gifts.”

      “And good news, I hope?” Phineas adds as he takes a coffee.

      “We think so,” Sutton replies. “But we want to talk to everyone at once.”

      “Mable called and said she had everyone in town gathered at the library,” Vaughn says.

      “Good. Serenity and I will go in and grab the others.” Sutton steps inside, and I follow. The moment the door shuts behind us, he freezes. I do the same as the overwhelming scent of copper fills my lungs.

      “Blood,” he whispers.

      Steven. Allison. Jolene. Heart pumping, I race past Sutton through the offices and toward the jail cells in the back. I don’t see any of them, and panic races through my veins as I reach the door that leads to the cells. I shove through it, ignoring Sutton calling for me to wait.

      If something happened to them—

      “Steven,” I scream and slide to my knees at his side. Blood drips from a wound on the back of his head, but the steady rise and fall of his chest brings me a bit of ease.

      And as I focus intently, I can hear the regular beat of his heart. Unconscious, not dead.

      Jolene is unconscious too and slumped against the far wall, blood coating the corner of her mouth. My stomach churns. “Is she—”

      “Alive,” Sutton interrupts. “But—”

      I glance up at Sutton. Expression hard, he’s watching me carefully. “What is it?” I question.

      My gaze flicks to a figure prone on the floor beside Jolene. Recognition dawns, and my gut coils with true fear. “Cara is lifeless,” he answers.  “And Allison is missing.”

      My blood runs cold, body turning to ice as I set my brother aside and get to my feet. I can feel nothing but the pain in my chest as it constricts, the blood pumping through my veins as the panic sets in. Sweeping the space, I see that he’s right. Allison isn’t here. But—

      Cara’s body lies limp in the cell near the bars. Eyes wide open and glazed over, she stares up at the ceiling. There’s no sign of life coming from her discarded body. And that means Myrtle has found a new host.

      “How did she get out?” I somehow manage despite the grief suffocating me.  Allison had no part in any of this. She’s innocent, a bystander. And now—my throat constricts as tears make it near impossible to see anything.

      “We need to warn everyone,” Sutton says. He slams a fist into the wall. “Fuck!”

      Behind me, Steven groans.

      I start toward him, but Sutton grabs my arm. When I look up at him, I can practically read his damned mind. “He’s my brother,” I growl back.

      “He might not be,” Sutton replies.

      “Let. Me. Go.”

      He glares at me a moment longer then releases me with a muttered curse. Closing the distance, I drop to my knees at my brother’s side again. “Steven?”

      “Ser?”

      “It’s me. Can you sit up?”

      With a grunt, he’s able to lean back against the bars. Then, he reaches back and touches his head. His hand comes away bloody. “Shit, that hurts.”

      “What happened?” Sutton demands. His tone is harsh, and even though I can understand his reason for mistrust, it pisses me the hell off.

      “I don’t...” He trails off, and then his eyes widen. “Allison. She knocked me out! Why the fuck did she— Shit! Is that Jolene?”

      “She’s alive,” Sutton tells him.

      “Where is Allison?” Steven demands.

      “She’s gone.”

      I watch as his gaze lands on Cara’s lifeless body, and the color drains out of his flushed cheeks. "No.” The word comes out as no more than a growl, and he pushes to his feet, swaying as he stands. Reaching out, he grips the bars of a cell to steady himself.

      Jolene lets out a soft moan. We all turn toward her as her eyes flutter open. Sutton rushes over and kneels beside her, but I stay near my brother, determined to keep him on his feet.

      “Do you know what happened?” Sutton asks her.

      “Fucking magic gave out,” she groans. I watch as she quickly assesses the bodies in the room—and what they mean. “I’m so sorry.” Her eyes widen, and for the first time, she looks genuinely afraid.

      Steven glares at her. “You said it would hold!”

      “It should have,” she screams back. “The bitch has a century of experience on me,” she adds, and Steven’s face morphs from anger to panic.

      “We have to find her,” he roars.

      I inhale sharply, catching Allison’s scent lingering in the air. But when I try to follow it toward the exit, it vanishes. “I can’t catch her scent,” I say to Sutton.

      His eyes are blazing with a wild desperation. “Magic,” he says flatly.

      “We have to do something,” Steven yells.

      “We need to make sure he’s really Steven,” Sutton tells me.

      Jolene stands with Sutton’s assistance. “And how do we do that? We haven’t been able to figure it out in a century.”

      At Jolene’s reply, I let my gaze drop to Cara. She fooled us for—shit, who knows how long, and while I don’t believe Steven would have knocked himself out if Myrtle had in fact taken over him, we can’t rule it out.

      “Can’t you tell?” I ask her. “Use a spell or something?”

      Jolene pins me with a glare. “That magic is beyond me. I’m not exactly formally trained, remember? And even if I could do it, that’s not how her magic works. Only a witch of her bloodline can do a spell like that.”

      She gives me a pointed look. I grit my teeth. Jolene’s right. We have no way to know who’s the enemy anymore. And that makes our entire plan useless. The grimoire won’t matter. Neither will the entrapment scheme. Not without magic. And not without knowing where—or who—Myrtle really is.

      Unfortunately, there’s only one witch left in this town, and she’s the last person I want to ask for help ever again. Especially after earlier. “Tabitha,” I say.

      “Because she was so helpful before,” Sutton snaps.

      “What choice do we have?” I hiss.

      “She’s not going to help us,” he says. “She’s too selfish for that.”

      “Where the fuck is Allison!” Steven roars.

      I turn toward my brother. “We don’t know. But we’re going to find out.” I gesture to Cara. “Bring her, please.”

      Sutton doesn’t move, just continues to stare at me. “Why?”

      “We’re going to make Tabitha an offer she cannot refuse.”

      I expect him to argue, but he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches down to gather Cara’s body. My heart hammers, and I take a deep, steadying breath, only to freeze in place as another scent hits me. This one is almost more terrifying than the blood lingering here. Smoke.

      “Fire!” Phineas yells at us from outside.

      Sutton drops Cara. Abandoning our current plan, the four of us race for the front doors, sprinting down the halls of the Sheriff’s office until we’re bursting out onto the smoke-filled street. The thick, choking cloud assaults my lungs, and I cough, covering my mouth with the back of my hand as I search for the source.

      Thick, black smoke billows from the library. Glass shatters, a second-story window blowing outward, and someone screams.  My blood ices, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. We sprint toward the library as the screams grow deafening in my sensitive ears. I listen, confused at the sheer number of voices coming from inside, but then I remember Sutton’s orders. Everyone in town is in that library.

      Flames rage, licking from the inside out. Phineas and Vaughn are doing what they can to put it out, spraying it down with a hose from an emergency hydrant across the street, but the flames are only growing hotter against the stream of water.

      “Stop!” Jolene screams. “You’re only making it worse!”

      They freeze and look from her to Sutton, helpless.

      “We can’t just do nothing.” Sutton’s tortured tone shatters what is left of my heart. First Allison and now this?  “The entire fucking town is in there!”

      “I know! But that is magic, not real fire.” She closes her eyes, and the air around us charges with energy. I can feel it buzzing along my skin, and within seconds, the flames barring the entrance shrink down. “Go. I cannot hold it for long,” she growls the words as if they pain her. Already, the color that had begun to return to her pale cheeks is draining away. Sweat dots her brow, and I can feel the urgency of her words.

      “Come on,” I say.

      We waste no time. Steven, Sutton, and I race toward the entrance. We reach the stairs as Phineas and Vaughn sprint inside. Two walls of flames shoot up on either side of us, Jolene’s magic having only given us a brief passageway.

      The stench of charred flesh fills my lungs, and I fight the urge to vomit. To cry. To scream. But none of those things will be helpful—not yet anyway.

      “Mable,” I call out.

      Someone coughs. “Here!”

      A hand waves at us through the smoggy air. We rush forward and find Mable and the rest of the pack—or what’s left of them—huddled in the kitchen area where I once searched for a meal.

      “You’re here,” Mable says, her voice trembling with relief. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

      “Where are the others?” Sutton demands.

      She gestures to the people around her. “This is it,” she says sadly. “Everyone else is lost.” Their faces are covered in soot and ash that coat nasty red burns.

      But they’re the lucky ones. My eyes water as I glimpse the forms of those already lost among the charred and burning shelves. Their faces are unrecognizable, and the smell—it's enough to roil my stomach.

      Outside, Jolene screams at us to hurry.

      “Let’s go.” Sutton reaches forward and lifts a woman off the ground. She moans in pain as his hands close over her burns. Mable and the others stumble to their feet while Phineas and Vaughn lead them back outside. Steven and I bring up the rear, keeping our eyes out for any stragglers. Anyone we missed.

      But when my gaze lands on a completely burned body near the doors, I know that everyone else is already dead.
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      I cough until I can’t breathe then gasp for air, lungs burning, heart wrenching. Beside me, Sutton helps the woman in his arms to a bench near the sidewalk. She is covered in burns that aren’t yet beginning to show signs of healing. Even with her wolf’s heightened power, I suspect it will be days before she’s back to normal. The others aren’t in much better shape.

      They’re alive, though.

      And as the last person exits the library, Jolene collapses, and the magic she’d held at bay snaps back to full force—the flames eating at the library just as horribly consuming as the real thing.

      Wood cracks as the upper half of the building begins to cave in. Paint and shingles melt right into the fire as the entire building is engulfed.

      I stare up at it, struck mute by the horror before me.

      Vaughn helps Jolene to her feet. Phineas disappears into Bean There, only to re-emerge seconds later with bottles of water for the others.

      Sutton appears beside me, his expression a twisted mask of rage and determination.

      “We have to find Allison,” he says quietly.

      I start to agree until I realize his intention. “This isn’t Allison’s fault,” I say. “She’s the victim here.”

      “Myrtle must be stopped—no matter what.”

      “I won’t let you hurt my friend,” I say, my gut twisting at the idea that this fire—as horrible as it is—might have put us on opposite sides at last. I can see it in his eyes. He’s finally been pushed too far.

      Judging from the haunted look everyone wears, we all have.

      “She will be stopped,” I add with much more conviction than I feel in this horrific moment. “But Tabitha’s the only one who can tell us where she is. We stick to the plan.”

      He starts to argue, but I don’t let him. “We don’t have time for a full-scale search,” I say. Or the manpower. But I don’t say that. I can’t bring myself to form the words. Grief threatens to consume me if I do. Besides, the lives we lost inside that library are about far more than having enough bodies to fight this war.

      They are why we’re fighting at all. They are why we aren’t simply giving up.

      “Sutton,” I say forcefully enough that he looks at me instead of the burning building. “We need Tabitha to tell us where she is. And for that, we need a bargaining chip. Bring Cara, okay?”

      He nods, his face blackened from the smoke. “Okay.”

      Within minutes, we’ve dispersed. Phineas and Mable remain behind to help care for the wounded. Jolene tries to come with us, but I talk her into staying behind and using what magic she can to help speed up the healing of the injured.

      “We’ll let you know what we find out,” I promise her. “Stay by your phone.”

      Vaughn has taken charge of the security team, or at least those still strong enough to fight, and sends them ahead to secure the perimeter of the bed and breakfast as Steven, Sutton, and I head for Tabitha.

      Sutton has Cara’s body tossed over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and I have to avoid looking at her face as it bobs at his back. She was a friend once. And then she was the enemy. And now she’s dead. But if my plan works...she’ll be something else entirely when this is over.

      I have way too many feelings to unpack over that possibility right now.

      Steven doesn’t speak as we make our way up the drive to the bed and breakfast. I cast glances at him, but the muscle ticking in his jaw lets me know he’s not okay, so I don’t bother to even ask. Hell, I’m not okay either. All we can do is keep moving forward.

      And hope there’s some way to save Allison from what Myrtle has done to her.

      The house is eerily silent as we push through the door. The shattered dishes still litter the floor and crunch underfoot as we pass over the shards. A soundless movement catches my eye, and I look up to see Lance and Victoria staring at us from halfway up the stairs.

      “We could see the smoke from here,” Victoria says sadly, her eyes on Cara. “Oh my. Is she—”

      “Where’s Tabitha?” Steven demands.

      Lance frowns. “We haven’t seen her since you were all here last. Not on this plane or the other.”

      My heart lurches at that. “What do you mean?”

      “She seems to have disappeared,” he says.

      I stare at him, horror creeping in. Slowly, I turn to Sutton. “Maybe our last conversation was her way of saying goodbye. Remember how she told us she was never trapped here after all? She could have crossed over—”

      “No fucking way,” Steven roars.

      He takes the stairs two at a time, barreling straight through Lance’s ethereal form. Lance frowns, but Steven doesn’t slow down as he disappears up the stairs.

      “Tabitha,” he yells.

      No answer.

      “Tabitha!” His scream is unhinged enough to make me wince.

      Sutton grunts and sets Cara’s body against the parlor doorframe.

      Victoria and Lance come closer, concern etched into their kind faces. “Something bad happened,” Victoria says quietly. “Didn’t it?”

      “Yes.” I swallow hard but can’t bring myself to explain about the library and those lives lost. It’s too soon. Too horrible. “My friend Allison has disappeared. Myrtle has her, and we need to get her back before—”

      “She’s gone.” Steven reappears at the top of the stairs. Instead of anger, he looks stunned. Lost. And it breaks my heart all over again. “She’s just fucking...gone.” He stares blankly down at me, and I realize everyone else has turned to me too.

      This was my plan, and now it’s useless.

      I try to think of something else, but there’s nothing. “Only a witch of her line can locate her,” I say, unsure what to do next. We’ll never find her on our own. Not without a scent. Or a hell of a lot more wolves to help us do it.”

      “Pardon the intrusion, but it sounds like you could use some help.”

      From near the back door, Yvette’s voice rings out, and we all go still. Steven is the first to react, barreling down the stairs and past me before I can stop him. At the end of the hall, Vaughn stands, holding the mirror so it faces outward at us. Yvette’s face is reflected through the glass.

      “She’s part of their line,” he says. I can see the indecision in him. He doesn’t like this, but he knows there’s not another way.

      “She is,” Sutton reluctantly agrees.

      I shoot him a sharp look, not at all excited about this twist in the plan. Tabitha was one thing. She’s always been a firecracker. But Yvette is a wild card I don’t want in our hands.

      Steven marches up and takes the mirror from Vaughn. Then he returns to the main room and sets it against the mantel so it sits at shoulder level.

      Yvette simply looks back at us, waiting. My muscles tense, and I hover just behind Steven, ready to grab him or shove him aside should she try anything dangerous.

      “Can you help us?” Steven asks her.

      “Steven, no,” I say, but Yvette brightens, ignoring me.

      “I can do a great many things, young man. But whether I choose to…well, that depends on what you’re offering.” She casts a glance at me. “Hello again, Serenity. How are you feeling?”

      My temper flares. “We don’t want your help,” I snap. Reaching for Steven’s arm, I tug him toward the door. “Come on.”

      He yanks away from me and plants his feet. “I want to hear what she has to say.”

      “Steven.” I stare at him. “She tried to kill me. More than once. She's Myrtle’s sister. She’s the enemy.”

      “I don’t care. This is about saving Allison. I’ll do anything.” He turns back to Myrtle. “Tell us where we can find your sister.”

      I turn to look at Sutton so he’ll back me up. He stands close by, arms folded. But he shocks me by saying, “I want to hear what she has to say.”

      Behind him, Victoria and Lance are gone, and I can’t blame them for making themselves scarce. Yvette-in-a-mirror is not a fun house I want to hang out in.

      With no other choice, I turn back and brace myself for Yvette’s mind games.

      “I can tell you exactly where my sister is right now,” she says. “No spell work required.”

      “How is that possible?” I ask, instantly suspicious, especially when she’s not even putting up a fight about helping us.

      “Spells are for the living, child. What I am now is pure energy. I know all. See all. Hear all.”

      “But you can’t touch all.” Sutton’s glare is threatening, and Yvette merely nods.

      “You’re right about that. And I’ll admit I yearn for a body. For a physical experience. Being human is so much sweeter than I appreciated before.” Her gaze turns wistful, and her eyes flick to where Cara’s body is slumped against the doorframe.

      Shit.

      I realize now why she’s offering to aid us at all.

      She wants what I would have offered to Tabitha. A chance to be alive again.

      “Hell no,” I announce, sharp enough that Steven startles. He turns to glare at me.

      “What are you talking about?” he asks roughly.

      “She wants to trade. Her help for Cara’s body. No freaking way,” I say.

      His eyes narrow, and he turns back to Yvette. “You say you know all. Prove it. Is Allison alive?”

      “For now,” Yvette says.

      This time, it’s my turn to step forward, hope driving me. “How?” I ask. “How is that possible when Myrtle has killed everyone else she’s taken over?”

      “Her escape from that cell was a bit improvised, was it not?” Yvette asks. “At any rate, it seems there was no viable way to end your friend’s existence before taking over her physical body. Which means they both exist inside it now. Until one manages to evict the other.”

      My hope is stabbed through at her words. “Evict?”

      “Myrtle will eliminate your friend, and then she will have her revenge.” Yvette’s gaze flicks to Sutton, but I see none of the venom that used to exist where he’s concerned. “She’ll come for you now. She’s done playing. Or, she understands the game is over. Either way, she’s ready to end it, once and for all.”

      Sutton takes a step forward, hands clenched. “Let her come,” he says, his voice so deadly calm that I shudder.

      “Why are you helping us?” I ask. “I thought you hated Sutton just as much as she does.”

      “I love my sister,” she says, and a shadow flickers in her eyes. “And for that love, I was willing to endure a lot of things. To hate, to kill. All in the name of loyalty. But her vengeance has run its course. And I won’t continue to suffer for a revenge that’s gone on long past its due date.”

      “All right,” Steven says. “You have a deal--”

      “Wait.” I step between them, my heart pounding.

      “Serenity, move.” Steven’s voice is urgent, but I stand my ground.

      Every cell of my being is telling me not to trust the crazy bitch in the mirror, but Steven’s right—we have no choice. Not if we want to save Allison. Still, magic has taught me a lot, and I’m not so easily tricked anymore.

      “If you want Cara’s body, you have to tell us where Myrtle is now. And you have to come and help us get rid of her. Those are the terms. Take it or leave it.”

      Steven looks ready to explode, but he keeps silent. Beside me, Sutton is practically radiating with the need to kill something. I understand. My wolf is losing her shit too, and being inside this room with a ghost-bitch who’s tried killing me and my mate multiple times is not helping.

      But I wait. It’s up to Yvette now. And sadly, she’s our only hope.

      I expect her to use that to her advantage. Or to somehow manipulate the terms. But instead, she smiles disarmingly and says, “When you say get rid of her, what exactly do you have in mind?”
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      “This would be easier if you would let me have the body first,” Yvette says for the third time.

      “Not until we have confirmation that you’re not lying,” I snap back, glancing at Yvette’s reflection as Steven carries her.

      She glares back at me, clearly unhappy with the current restrictions. But given that she’s been nothing but loyal to Myrtle in the past, I’m not planning on taking any chances that she’s lying. Granted, she could still be playing both sides, but that’s a problem for when we have confirmation that Myrtle is where Yvette claims she is.

      Behind us, Sutton carries Cara’s limp body as Phineas, Vaughn, Myrtle, and Jolene remain in the distance between. We’re all silent, all of us wrapped up in our own thoughts of what’s to come.

      We could win, end the curse forever, and put Myrtle down for good.

      Or, we might lose. Unfortunately, a loss no longer means simply being cursed and trapped. If Myrtle intends to be done with this game, losing means death. For us all.

      So here we are. Marching through the trees toward what could very well be our end.

      I swallow hard and try not to focus too strongly on that possibility, but even as I attempt to remain hopeful, I can’t help but think of my family.

      My mother and father will not just be losing one child but two. My brothers losing two siblings. Will they even find out what happened to us? Our cars will be found in town, sure, but our bodies? How will they ever figure out where we went? And all because I couldn’t keep my nose out of business that wasn’t mine

      But then I think of Sutton. Had I not come here and forced my way into this town, I never would have known what ‘sacrifice-everything’ love felt like. He is my everything, my hope, my strength. And even with all we’re facing, everything that might happen in the next hour, I would never want to change that.

      “Get out of your head, Ser,” Steven says softly.

      I glance over at him, tears burning in the corners of my eyes. Reaching out, I gently squeeze his forearm before letting my hand drop again. My brother forces a slight smile, though it’s haunted. Broken. Because of what’s on the line. Not just me but Allison. A woman he only just recently began to care for. But I can see the depth of his feelings reflecting back at me now. He loves her. And this is breaking his heart. “Difficult to do that right now.”

      A muscle in his jaw tightens. “We need to be focused, as clear-headed as we can be.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      And doing a shit job.

      “Siblings. No bond quite like it, wouldn’t you say?” Yvette questions.

      “Don’t even start comparing your twisted-ass relationship to ours,” Steven growls.

      “Would you not kill for your sister?”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Not if they were innocents,” I reply. “Just as I wouldn’t slaughter and curse an entire town in the name of twisted revenge.”

      “So you say. An easy thing to claim when you’re not put in that situation.”

      “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response,” I retort. In the next instant, I freeze in place as a familiar scent fills my lungs. Allison. My wolf strains to be released, but I hold her back, waiting, listening.

      “What is it?” Steven whispers.

      “I smell Allison. Just ahead.”

      “That’s where the cabin is,” Yvette tells us.

      I study the surrounding trees, trying to catch a glimpse of her.

      “We’ve been here before.” Steven mutters a curse.

      I turn to him, surprised. “You have? When?”

      “This is where Sutton and I found you the night you ran off to give yourself up.”

      “Yes. Though I imagine you didn’t realize the significance of the location.” Yvette clicks her tongue. "Now, I helped you get here, so hold up your end. Put me in Cara’s body.”

      Ignoring her, I turn to face Sutton and the others. They’ve stopped walking, and his gaze is locked on me. In this moment, these few brief heartbeats, memories of our time together flash through my mind. Our first meeting in the woods.

      Me running into him a second time.

      Seeing him shift from wolf to man after he saved me from that bear.

      Our first touch.

      First kiss.

      First…everything.

      I am fighting for an immortal lifetime of these moments. “We’re ready,” I tell him.

      He moves closer and sets Cara’s body down on the ground. Steven places the mirror beside her, and Jolene steps up between the two of them. I don’t ask if she’s ready or if she still has enough magical juice to get this thing done. Mostly because I can’t afford for the answer to be “no.” None of us can. She closes her eyes and holds out both hands—one over Cara, one over the mirror—and begins to whisper.

      Magic simmers in the air around us, it sizzles and pops along her skin. Then, in a flash of fog and spark, the mirror is empty. Jolene drops her hands and stumbles back.

      Sutton reaches for her, but she shakes her head. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Did it work?” Steven questions.

      Cara—no, Yvette—groans and stretches. Her bones pop as she stands, eyes opening as she moves, stiffly at first and then much more fluid. “This feels…different.”

      I flinch. Something about hearing the voice of a woman who was once my friend haunts me now. Mostly because, instead of her soul looking back at me, it’s the spirit of a woman I killed. A woman who tried more than once to murder me. And, more importantly, a woman who doesn’t deserve the privilege of a second chance but is getting one anyway.

      “Yeah, enjoy the new body later,” Vaughn comments. He turns to Sutton. “We ready?”

      Sutton crosses the distance between us and cups the back of my neck. He pulls me forward and slams his mouth to mine in a breath-stealing promise of tomorrow. “Let’s end this.” After releasing me, he turns to face the trees. Eyes narrowed, he glares. “Do you smell that?”

      There’s no need to ask him for clarification because, at that exact moment, the stench of the dead fills my lungs. Dread coils in my stomach. If I wasn’t sure we were in the right place before, this confirms it.

      Where her pets are, so is Myrtle.

      “Get ready!” Sutton announces, remaining in his human form while Mabel, Phineas, and Vaughn shift.

      “I’m out of fucking energy,” Jolene growls as she straightens and balls her hands into fists.

      The dead march out of the trees, a twisted marching band of rotting flesh and twisted bones. They stop at the edge of the clearing and glare at us. But it’s not the imagery that is troublesome. It’s that in each of their literal cold, dead hands is a weapon.

      Knives.

      Axes.

      They’re prepared for battle. Ready to slaughter us where we stand. We just have to get to Myrtle first.

      “This is new,” Steven says.

      “This is it,” I tell him. “Myrtle is done toying with us.”

      “Then let’s not give her a chance,” Sutton replies.

      The three wolves move in front of us, all of them dropping their heads and growling as they prepare for what will likely be the bloodiest fight we’ve seen. Here’s hoping it will be the last one.

      Steven raises his weapon and aims it at the nearest dead. He fires, and the gunshot echoes through the trees. Birds shoot toward the sky, and the dead charge. Mable pounces first, her wolf lithe and quick despite her years.

      Still human for now, Sutton backs away toward the cabin. He keeps himself between me and the enemy, and I don’t bother to tell him not to. It's useless to convince him I can protect myself. Besides, I know what he’s thinking. If we can get there and stop Myrtle before anyone gets hurt—

      A wolf lets out a blood-curdling howl.

      I look over as Vivian rips her blade out of Phineas’ side. His wolf lets out a second howl, this one more strangled, as he falls to the ground at his dead wife’s feet. Vivian’s expression is blank of any emotion as she looks down at him. Horror rips my heart out and the entire battle seems to freeze as we wait to see whether or not he’ll get up again. That is until a second anguished howl rips through the clearing, and I watch in complete and utter horror as Mable is impaled by an axe-wielding zombie I don’t recognize. She screams as her stomach is ripped open.

      “No,” Sutton bellows. He turns to me, hazel gaze full of agony. I can see it—his internal fight. His desire to protect me warring with his need to avenge his father.

      “Go,” I cry out. My wolf strains beneath my skin, desperate to join the fray. But if I do that, I risk losing not just this battle but the entire fucking war. So I stay the course, even though it kills me. And I send Sutton into the worst of it—hopefully to kill them all before any of them can do the same to him. He races straight for Vivian—for Phineas—and I force myself to turn away so I can focus.

      So I can end this. There will be time for mourning later. But for now, it’s up to me to stop any more from dying if I can.

      Gunshots continue to fill the clearing as Steven does his best to even the fight, but with so few wolves fighting—

      A woman screams from inside the cabin.

      My blood runs cold at the sound.

      Allison.

      “Go,” Steven urges us, bringing up the rear and pumping lead into anything that gets too close. Jolene and I sprint toward it, reaching the porch at the very moment Allison stumbles out. She falls to her knees, blood dripping from her lip and forehead. Eyes full of tears, she looks up at us.

      “Ali!” Steven starts toward her, but Jolene grips his arm. “Let me the fuck go,” he snarls.

      “You don’t know if that’s her.”

      “Shoot me,” Allison cries, eyeing the gun in my brother’s hand. “Please, Steven.” She balls her hands into fists and presses them to her temples then looks to the sky and screams. “It hurts so much, and I can’t fight her anymore. Shoot me!” My breath catches as Steven levels his gun at her. But then he quickly lowers it again, closing his eyes in anguish. “I can’t,” he says, his voice hoarse.

      Allison lifts her head and glares at him, tears gone from her eyes. “Because you’re weak,” she snaps.

      Myrtle.

      Anger pours through me. Rage and grief and sorrow and desperation, each one swelling over the other until all I see is red.

      “Get out of my friend,” I scream, hands balling into fists.

      My wolf begins to rise, and I let her come, holding her close to the surface, willing her to lend me the strength to see this through.

      Jolene steps in front of Steven and raises her hands. “I’ll kill you where you kneel,” she says, magic skimming her skin as she calls it forth. “Unless you release—” Jolene stops speaking, body going rigid at the same instant Allison falls limp to the ground.

      Even without magic of my own, I can feel the shift in the air. The change in energy.

      Myrtle is jumping from Allison to Jolene.

      “Steven—” I start to warn him, but my brother seems to have caught on as well. He lifts his gun and slams it into the back of Jolene’s head. She falls limp, collapsing to the ground. Guilt pricks at me for the move. I should be helping her. Helping Allison. But there’s no time.

      This is our chance.

      Behind me, the battle between wolf and zombie still rages. Howls and grunts mix with the sound of weapons swinging, and I can’t think past the need to end it all.

      I whirl on Yvette now in Cara’s body. “The mirror! We have to trap her—now!”

      But Yvette doesn’t reach it before Myrtle makes her next move.

      Blinding pain shoots through my head and down my spine. I collapse to my knees as my entire body goes rigid. Every muscle freezes, and every bone turns to cement. I’m unable to move, to breathe, frozen in a twisted scene as I’m forced to watch the bloody battle taking place mere yards away.

      Slowly, as if gathering like a storm cloud, a new consciousness takes form in my mind. A different set of thoughts. A voice both familiar and foreign inside this space I once held sacred. But there’s no way to fight it. No time for resistance.

      She’s already here.

      Hello, Serenity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s have some fun, shall we?

      The voice isn’t mine.

      It doesn’t belong in my head.

      I order my arms to move, to push me up, but nothing happens. And then I stand—but not me. No, I’m not the one moving my body. I’m certainly not the one raising my hand and aiming my palm at Yvette.

      A palm that suddenly hosts more magic than I ever had before I turned.

      The knowledge of what my body is suddenly capable of horrifies me. More than that, the realization that there’s nothing I can do to stop her from wielding it. From using me to hurt people. What’s left of me nearly chokes on a sob as I think of what she’ll do next.

      “Serenity, stop!” Steven roars.

      “Traitorous bitch,” I hear myself say. Our gaze swings to Cara’s body. To Yvette.

      Yvette meets my gaze with only a small flinch. “You’ve ruined both our lives,” she tells Myrtle, “seeking this twisted vengeance for a daughter who never wanted it to begin with.”

      “You’re my sister!” Myrtle roars using my voice.

      “And you were mine,” Yvette replies as she lifts the mirror and begins to whisper.

      Hope flutters in the depths of my soul. But then the magic begins to gather inside me. And I know Yvette is no match for us.

      “Goodbye, sister. There’s no coming back this time,” Myrtle whispers.

      Stop! Run! I try to scream, to warn them, but in the next instant, magic pours from my hand and slams into Yvette. The mirror shatters, and Yvette’s newly reclaimed body slams into a tree and then falls limp beneath it.

      My heart aches for another life lost, but that’s not what threatens to break me now.

      My attention is stolen by the mirror. Or rather, the broken shards of it that remain. No! Fear burns hot in my soul as Myrtle turns my body to where Steven now stands. He aims his gun at her, at me, tears shimmering in his eyes.

      “Don’t make me shoot you,” he says.

      Laughter falls from my lips. “You don’t have the balls to shoot your own sister, Detective. You’re held hostage by your petty feelings of love. It really is a flaw you humans share.”

      Something begins to build within me, and I struggle to maintain my grip on my own consciousness against the onslaught of whatever this is filling me. The magic—it's eclipsing—streaming up through my feet from the ground below. This isn’t Myrtle’s magic. This is … more. This is a magic even she could not hold before today. I shove against pure panic as power unlike anything I’ve ever felt seeps into my bones, my blood. Energy surges through my body, bringing with it a consciousness all its own. Memories. Truth. Visions from a century ago. Myrtle in her own skin. Tabitha standing between Sutton and her own mother’s magic. Death.

      A hardened heart and a blackened curse.  The cabin before me haunts each scene as it replays in my mind. In her memory. Inside the heart of this new magic.

      And it hits me. This is why we’re here. Why this place is so special. This is where the curse was first made. Where latent hateful magic has sat for a century, waiting. Quietly building.

      And now, the ground here is full of power, power that Myrtle is pulling into my body. To use against everyone I love.

      Before I can find a way to warn them, energy slams into my brother, and he’s thrown across the clearing.

      Steven! I scream his name, but nothing comes out.

      Then, Myrtle turns to Allison. “Little human bitch,” she spits out. “You’re stronger than you look. A pain in my ass. If you’d just given in, this would have all been over so much sooner. And now you’ll pay for fighting back.”

      “Fuck you,” my friend replies then spits blood onto the dirt and stands on wobbly legs. “Give me back my friend,” she orders, “or I’ll rip you apart.”

      More laughter that is not mine. Harsh and cutting.

      Behind me, a wolf yelps, but Myrtle doesn’t so much as blink. Terror grips my heart as I try to convince myself it wasn’t Sutton. That everyone is okay. But it’s getting harder to believe that. Especially considering the amount of power flowing through me now. It’s like a faucet. And there’s no turning it off.

      “I think I’ll take my time with you,” Myrtle tells Allison. “Since you seemed so determined to beat me, I suppose it would only be right to show you just how pathetic your fight was.” She kicks Allison in the face, and my friend falls backward.

      Then she kneels beside her and wraps my hand around Allison’s throat.

      I try to pull at the energy, to bring even a little into my soul so I can shove hers out, but it’s no use.

      “Any last words?” Myrtle asks her.

      The question is purposely cruel considering Allison’s ability to speak—and breathe—has been cut off by Myrtle’s strangling hands. I watch as my best friend’s face turns red then purple.

      No.

      This can’t be how it ends.

      “You always did have to have the last word, didn’t you? “The voice is one neither Myrtle nor I expect, and our shock is mutual. Myrtle looks up, and our eyes lock on Cara’s body, now restored and standing upright several yards away. But Yvette is no longer inside her. Myrtle and I know it at once.

      Tabitha.

      “Hello, Mother.”

      “What the hell did you just say?” Myrtle demands.

      “What, you don’t recognize your own daughter?” Her smirk is familiar, even on this new face.

      For a second, Myrtle’s just as frozen as I am locked inside my own body.

      Then she abruptly releases Allison and stands, completely ignoring my friend as she scrambles away, gasping for air. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Allison crawling toward where Steven lies still in the dirt. A second later, she chokes on a sob, but it’s a sound of relief rather than sadness.

      He’s alive. I let that be enough for now.

      “How?” Myrtle demands of her daughter.

      “Hitched a ride with Aunt Yvette,” Tabitha says, gesturing toward the shattered mirror. “But she was so focused on saving you, she didn’t even notice me in there with her. Fun fact, did you know when a spell is cast to remove a soul, it works on all of the souls trapped?” Tabitha shakes her head, looking side-to-side at all the carnage. “You always were a grudge holder, but this is screwed up, even for you.”

      “Tabitha? It’s really you?” my voice whispers as my eyes fill with tears.

      “In the flesh.” Tabitha’s expression darkens. “No thanks to you.”

      “You’re angry,” Myrtle says. “I understand why you would be. But you must know the painting was only a temporary hold. Once I’d exacted my vengeance—our vengeance—I would have come for you.”

      “Spare me the lies,” Tabitha says, glowering.

      Myrtle’s temper sharpens. “You were always too soft for this kind of work, daughter. It’s why I sent you away in the first place. Once my work was done, you would have been free to create the life you wanted.”

      “And on that psychotic note, reunion over. Let Serenity go.”

      Myrtle scoffs. “Don’t be ridiculous. This has to end.”

      “I agree,” Tabitha replies. “Give it up, and go find peace. These people—all of us—have suffered enough at your hands.”

      Myrtle’s inner battle is a strange feeling to witness, and as her hesitation stretches, I find hope rising fast in what’s left of my own psyche. But then, at the last moment, her decision is made. Heart hardening, all of her emotions have turned cold as she glares at her daughter through my eyes.

      “Not enough,” Myrtle says softly and then with more conviction, “It will never, ever be enough to account for what I lost. For what was taken.”

      Tabitha shakes her head. “You’re the reason for your pain, Mother.” She takes a step closer. “Everything that has happened has been because you couldn’t let go.”

      “No. Sutton—”

      “Sutton didn’t do anything,” Tabitha urges. “I loved him, and it took dying for me to realize he never really loved me back. Something he told me—repeatedly.”

      “No. He tricked you. Manipulated you,” she roars, my voice ringing through the trees.

      The echoes of war rage around us, but it’s as though we’re in our own world. My soul trapped, Myrtle in my body, Tabitha in Cara’s. The people I love hanging by a thread.

      “Please stop this, Mother.” Tabitha starts forward, closing the distance as she pleads. “Please. Let go. Move on.”

      “Never! The only way this ends is when this entire town burns to the ground!”

      Tabitha stops moving forward, expression faltering. “I wish you hadn’t said that.” She raises her palm, and magic swirls around her. I feel a tug on the magic Myrtle has gathered to herself. The curse’s power suddenly funnels away from us. Tabitha’s eyes gleam with the energy she’s somehow stolen right from our grasp.

      Myrtle starts to protest, to wield the magic against her own daughter, but it’s too late. Tabitha’s already sucked it all up for herself.

      Tabitha smiles—an expression that’s both sad and twisted with victory. Then, she unleashes the magic on her mother. It pummels my body, battering me and throwing me to the ground. I arch up as the pain grips me, burning my body from the inside out.

      My scream builds and then is ripped away again as more magic shoves its way into my head. My heart. My very soul. It’s a suffering unlike anything I’ve ever known. Even during my shift from human to wolf, I never hurt like this.

      Trapped in my own mind, I scream in my silent, tortured agony until, finally—it fades.

      My gasping is the first sign I might be me again.

      Twitching my fingers, I’m overcome with relief to find the mental order to move my hand is met with success.

      “You’d better get something to contain her, or she’s going to keep body jumping,” Tabitha orders. I blink, forcing my eyes open in time to see Tabitha moving slowly away from where I lay on my back. An orb of light hovers just above her outstretched palm, and I know what it is without even having to ask.

      Myrtle’s soul.

      Tabitha meets my gaze, her expression strained. “I can only hold her for so long.”

      It takes me another beat to realize she’s talking to me. That I’m the only one left capable of helping her finish this. With a groan, I lift myself onto my elbows, gritting my teeth against the pain that threatens to overwhelm me.

      One glance toward the others reveals Jolene still prone on the ground where she fell earlier. Steven lies near her, and Allison bends over him, whispering softly. She looks back at me, tears streaking the dirt on her face.

      “Is he--” I can’t bring myself to finish the question.

      “He’s okay,” she manages.

      I nearly go limp with relief.

      “And Jolene?” I ask, refusing to even mention Sutton’s name. I don’t see the wolves anymore, but the trail of zombie bodies leads straight into the forest, so I can only imagine--

      “Alive,” Tabitha snaps. “Now hurry the hell up and find me something to trap my mother in before she heads back in for round two and we’re all done for.”

      At that, I force myself to stand.

      Once I’m upright, the pain recedes quickly to a stiffness and soreness that’s more manageable. I feel for my wolf, automatically reaching to be sure she’s safe.

      She snarls inwardly with a grumpy sort of relief, and I exhale.

      Slowly, I turn, scanning the ground for something to contain Myrtle for good.

      “What am I looking for?” I ask Tabitha.

      “How should I know? I was dead before today,” she snaps back, her usual sarcasm on full display. Not surprising, considering the stress but still... it doesn’t help.

      “Tabitha,” I warn.

      She sighs. “Something touched by magic. Something capable of holding a witch’s soul.”

      A strange sort of energy stirs inside me. I’m drawn forward by a pulsing in my veins; a sort of beacon calling me closer. Following the call, I race into the cabin, casting right and left in frantic desperation. And then I see it—a massive leather-bound tome open on the table. It looks similar to the one Yvette left behind though much more used.

      Myrtle’s personal grimoire.

      I close the distance, reaching for the only thing left that already holds enough power to contain a wicked witch’s soul. It pulses with magic as I lift it into my hands and race back outside.

      “Will this work?” I ask as I hold it up.

      Tabitha grins. “That’ll do. Set it down.”

      I do as she orders and then step back.

      Tabitha nods toward where the shattered mirror is strewn. “Use the glass, and cut my hand.”

      Rushing over, I retrieve the glass and run it over the milky skin of her exposed palm. Dark crimson beads on the surface.

      “Why?” I ask even as the blood begins to spill from her.

      “My soul’s magic is in the host’s blood now,” she explains.

      “You mean your magic is in Cara’s blood,” I say, and she nods.

      “And as you’ve likely discovered,” she explains as she kneels down and smears her blood over the cover of the grimoire. It springs open, pages whirring by. “Blood magic is stronger than anything.” She whispers something as she hovers her palm over the open spell book.

      Blinding light shoots off the page as power surges in the ground beneath me. The Earth shifts, an earthquake that takes me to my knees. The orb floating just above Tabitha is suddenly sucked right into the open grimoire.

      Then the book slams shut.

      For a few heartbeats, there are no sounds, nothing but me waiting for the next shoe to drop.

      Power sparks at my fingertips as an electric charge shoots through my body. Strength, emotions—grief, love, fear—grip me one after the other.

      “What is...” I trail off and turn.

      Sutton stands behind me, his bare chest coated in blood and dirt. Eyes shimmering with emotion, he watches me. And what’s more is that I can feel everything he feels right now as his gaze holds mine.

      Grief. Pain. But above all, I feel love. Blinding, heart-stopping love.

      “The mate bond,” Tabitha says from behind me. Her voice is soft. There’s a trace of jealousy in her tone, but it’s not nearly as much as I might have expected. “The curse is broken, and Sutton is yours. Turns out the prophecy was right. I suppose I was just a hundred years off.”

      I bite my lip, hope threatening to drown me as I look back at the man I was prepared to kill for. To die for. Again.

      Sutton closes the distance.

      When I reach him, he scoops me into his arms and lifts me off my feet. He spins me, burying his face in my throat. I wrap my arms around his neck, clinging to him like my life depends on this moment. This man.

      I hear a sob and realize belatedly that it’s my own. Sutton whispers soothing words. He sets me on my feet again, his hands smoothing my hair back so he can kiss my temple. Finally, I lift my face to his and meet his eyes.

      “Your father?” I force myself to ask.

      He shakes his head, deep grief etched in his strong features.

      My heart aches, and tears slip down my cheeks.

      “And Mable?” I whisper.

      Again, he offers a shake of his head. When my chin trembles, he takes it between his thumb and finger. “We will mourn later,” he says quietly. “There are those who need us still.”

      Nodding, I take a steadying breath and brace myself for whatever aftermath I’ll need to accept next.

      “He’s right, you know,” Tabitha says, and I follow her gaze to where my brother still lies in Allison’s arms.

      “Serenity, you better come,” Allison calls suddenly. I rush toward where Steven’s head rests in Allison’s lap. Despite her earlier assurances, he remains completely still. Fear claws at my throat.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “He started to come around, but then the earthquake happened, and now he won’t wake up,” she says as she cups his cheek with her shaky hand.

      My brother is pale, far too pale. “Steven? Steven?” I choke out his name as though saying it will somehow rouse him.

      Tabitha kneels beside me and tilts her head to the side as if she’s studying him. Then, her hand goes to his chest, and Steven’s body arches off the ground once. Twice.

      “What are you doing,” Allison demands, but Tabitha ignores her.

      “It’s okay,” I say, and Allison falls silent.

      Another heartbeat passes as I remain completely still, terrified of doing anything to interfere with whatever it is Tabitha is doing. Then, finally, the color returns to Steven’s cheeks, and he groans.

      Tears spill from my eyes, and Allison smiles down at him, smoothing his hair with her trembling hand.

      “What the fuck happened?” Steven stares up at us.

      “We got her,” I tell him, grinning like an idiot, thanks to the relief I feel at seeing him alive.

      “Damn right,” he mutters to himself, and Allison silences him with a kiss.

      Tabitha moves to Jolene next. She makes quick work of the magic, but when she’s done, her expression is worn thin. I wonder if she’s exhausted herself or if there’s anything left to help the other injured. My eyes catch on Vaughn limping toward us from the trees.

      Sutton pulls me to my feet, and I look over at Tabitha. “You saved us. We would have all died if you hadn’t shown up. You did it knowing you’d lose Sutton forever.”

      Tabitha shrugs. “Someone finally convinced me it was time to move on.”

      My brow furrows. “Who?”

      Before she can answer, a man appears at the edge of the clearing. He lingers by the trees, but even from here, I know him. Rip. The man I met while I was dead. Or maybe not quite dead but in between. He raises a hand and grins at me, but when he looks at Tabitha, his expression softens. His feelings are unmistakable. So are hers.

      I gawk at her, noting the hungry look she gives him. “You and the reaper?”

      Tabitha grins at me. “He is quite a looker, isn’t he?” She turns to my mate and pouts. “So sorry, Sutton, but you and I are over. We had a good run.”

      Sutton starts to answer, but I squeeze his hand to silence what I already know will be enough to ruin this beautiful moment.

      Rip comes to meet us, his clothes and skin pristine compared to the grime of battle we’re all covered in.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Sutton demands, positioning himself between me and the reaper. I press in close, ready to stop him from whatever attack he’s about to launch.

      “Name’s Sullivan, though my friends call me Rip. I’m a friend of Serenity’s,” he replies.

      “You know him?” Sutton demands of me.

      “I do,” I say softly.

      "I've never seen him before,” Steven puts in, and I roll my eyes. Of course, the two of them would side together for once—now of all times. Before Sutton or Steven can interrogate Rip any further, Cara’s body falls to the ground.

      “What the fuck,” Steven demands.

      “I guess she’s not one for goodbyes,” Allison says.

      Jolene mutters a curse as she sits up, rubbing the back of her head with ginger fingers. Vaughn reaches down to help her to her feet just as Tabitha’s ghost appears beside Rip.

      “Actually, I like making a notable exit,” Tabitha says to Allison.

      Steven and Jolene both curse in unison.

      Suddenly, two forms pop into existence just behind Rip.

      “It worked!” Victoria cheers.

      I inhale sharply at the sudden appearance of my specter friends. Clutching my chest, I exhale and look between Victoria and Lance. “What worked?” I ask.

      “The curse broke, and now we’re free,” Victoria says.

      “Tabitha and Rip told us it might not work,” Lance adds. “But it looks like the curse holding us inside the bed and breakfast has lifted.”

      “We can go home,” Victoria says, clapping her hands.

      Lance grins down at her, then they both shift their gazes to me. “Thank you,” Lance says solemnly. “You risked so much to help us. We’re in your debt.”

      “Your friendship meant a lot,” Victoria adds, sniffling.

      Their emotion tugs at my heart. “Yours too,” I tell her.

      Beside them, more people appear—ghostly forms that pop into view from thin air. My heart hammers as the clearing fills with forms that I actually recognize.

      Cara is the first. She floats closer, looks down at her body, and shudders. “Unfortunate end to our friendship,” she says, glancing up at me. “And to life I guess.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I all but whisper, eyes misting. “So sorry that I couldn’t save you. That I didn’t know—”

      Cara smiles. “Not your fault,” she says softly. “You only came here to help. In fact, you were faced with a fight that wasn’t yours and stayed anyway.”

      “You did good, kid.” I whirl to where Sheriff Rhodes stands just behind me. His body is partially translucent, but seeing him is a gut punch nonetheless. “But I knew you would.”

      Before I can apologize for not figuring it out in time to save his life, Sutton lets out a strangled cry.

      Phineas and Vivian stand just in front of him—both of them ghosts. Despite Sutton’s earlier words, I’d hoped there was a way to save him. But seeing him standing here now, I know it’s far too late for that.

      “Son,” Vivian whispers. Unlike her zombie form, this one is perfectly intact. Beautiful and radiant and full of love for her son.

      “I’m so sorry,” Sutton chokes out, tears streaming down his face. “I couldn’t save you,” he stammers. “Either of you.” I rush over and take his hand, determined to be a show of strength even as I’m breaking apart.

      “You did nothing wrong,” Vivian says.

      “You are the best son anyone could have ever asked for,” Phineas says softly. He shifts his gaze to me. “And you, you are the daughter I always yearned for. The mate I always hoped Sutton would find.”

      I choke on a sob. “I’m going to miss our chess games.”

      He grins. “It’s up to you to beat Sutton. Boy needs to be put in his place from time to time.”

      Smiling through my tears, I nod, unable to say another damned word.

      “Don’t mourn for us,” Vivian adds. “We’re together again. At last.”

      Phineas takes her hand. She looks over at him and smiles softly. I can feel their happiness radiating, and it does comfort me to know they’ll be together.

      Still, tears threaten to overtake me at the loss I feel. When Mable’s ghost appears, a smile on her face, I completely lose it. Sutton’s arm slides around my shoulders, and he holds me close.

      “It’s okay, Serenity,” Mable says, eyes shimmering. “Don’t cry for me. I’ve lived a long and happy life, and now it’s your turn. Thank you for saving us.”

      “But I didn’t save you,” I choke out.

      “You did,” she smiles. “You saved my entire town. Even the people who tried to turn you away. You are the reason we’re all free, Serenity. You granted our eternities back to us. In this realm or the next. And we are so grateful for your courage. For both of you.” She glances at Sutton, and he nods.

      Around us, the clearing is full where the rest of the pack has made their way over from town. Everywhere I look, I see people saying goodbye to loved ones lost. The emotion is overwhelming, but there’s hope too. A happiness that has come from finally being free of the darkness Myrtle brought down on these people for so long.

      A darkness that has finally lifted.

      “All right, everyone, I’ve got another world to save,” Rip claps his hands together. “We need to get going.”

      While the specters begin to gather around him, he bends down and grabs the grimoire.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, suddenly nervous as I eye Myrtle’s cage.

      “Figured I’d deliver it somewhere for safekeeping,” Rip says.

      “That stays here,” Sutton says, stepping up beside me with fire in his eyes.

      I hesitate, not sure I disagree with his sentiment.

      Rip shrugs. “I can leave it here,” he says. “Which leaves you to guard it for all eternity. Or I can take it somewhere it will be safe, guarded by those trained to do so. Sworn to keep evil like Myrtle in check.”

      “And where is that?” Sutton demands.

      “A library,” he replies.

      “A library,” Sutton repeats warily. “We have one of those.”

      “Not like this one, you don’t,” Rip says. “The creature in charge of this particular library is trained in guarding objects such as this.” He holds up the grimoire. “He’ll keep this one locked down tight, I assure you. Unless you’d rather spend the rest of your life babysitting Myrtle yourself...”

      Sutton and I exchange a look.

      I can read his thoughts as easily as my own. Hell no, we don’t want to do that. We just freed ourselves from her. I can’t imagine a lifetime shackled to making sure she never escapes.

      “We don’t know you,” Steven says as he stands and wraps an arm around Allison’s shoulders.

      Clearly, he’s not willing to just give up the grimoire so easily. But the more I think about it, the less I want the job for myself—or for any of us.

      “I think this is Serenity’s decision,” Jolene says. “And Sutton’s.”

      Steven looks like he wants to argue, but something in my expression stops him. “All right,” he says slowly. “Serenity?”

      Rip turns to me. “Do you trust me?” he asks.

      Holding his gaze, I try to search for a reason to say no. For any instinct to be off, but there is nothing. Honestly, even my wolf seems to trust him. “I do.”

      “That good enough for you?” he questions, turning to Sutton.

      “Yes.” Sutton’s reply is instant. “But if the bitch ever gets out, I will hunt you down first.”

      “Ditto,” Steven puts in.

      Rip grins. “As much as I love a good challenge, I can assure you she will not escape.” He backs away and stands beside Tabitha. “Ready, my love?” he asks.

      She grabs his hand, holding tight. “I died ready,” she tells him, and he laughs.

      They turn for the trees, but before they’ve gone more than a handful of steps, Rip and Tabitha vanish. Then, one by one, the ghosts begin to disappear too. Until no one but the living remains.

      “Sutton,” I whisper, turning toward him. In the wake of their departure, I’m hit with the grief I’d contained up until now. “I’m so sorry.”

      He looks into the distance where Phineas and Vivian have disappeared and then closes his eyes.

      His emotions surge through me. Pain. Grief. Acceptance. And—if I’m not mistaken—hope. “They’re together now,” he finally says. “And I know my father wouldn’t want to be anywhere else even if he could.”

      I nod, hugging him tightly.

      “Is that it?” Jolene asks, breaking the silence.

      I turn to the tough-as-nails hybrid. She leans against Vaughn, his arm around her waist.  “Is the curse really broken? We’re free to come...and go?”

      Turning to Sutton, I reach up and run a hand over his cheek. “Only one way to find out.”

      My wolf surges beneath my skin at the same instant magic sizzles along the hand currently cupping my mate’s face. I gasp, staring at my skin where the magic sparked.

      “What...?” I breathe.

      Sutton reaches up and gently grips my wrist, bringing it down to look at the sparks still dancing between my fingers.

      The sensation I felt earlier. My quick healing from Myrtle’s invasion. The way I was drawn to the grimoire in that cabin...

      It wasn’t just my wolf coming back to me.

      When Sutton's gaze meets mine, I smile. “Seems Myrtle left me a present when Tabitha ripped her out,” I tell him.

      “I think,” Jolene says slowly, “the magic chose you instead of her.”

      “So, it wasn’t an accident then?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, forehead wrinkling with uncertainty. “I don’t know. But something tells me the power felt the break between you two—and chose you over her.”

      While I can’t prove it, her words feel right somehow.

      I close my hands into fists, silently thanking the magic. And promising it to try my best to be worthy of its choice.

      “If that’s the case, I’ll make sure to use it for our good,” I say. Jolene nods at me, a kinship forming in the unspoken words between us. “We’ll use it to restore this place,” I add. “Together.”

      Jolene grins. “Hell yeah,” she says.

      I turn back to Sutton. “Race you to the boundary line?”

      “No head start this time,” he warns me, his excitement growing along with my own.

      This is it. The last piece of the curse we’ve yet to confirm is broken. Stepping away from him, I let my wolf take over, shifting in seconds until I'm standing before him as my wolf.

      He follows suit, but before he finishes shifting, I turn and bolt for the trees. His answering snarl makes me laugh as I practically read his thoughts about no head starts. Heart pounding, my paws hit the soft dirt as I race toward town. Wolf free, magic in my veins, and the mate bond strong in my heart, I’ve never felt stronger than I do right now.

      When I reach the boundary line, I stop and wait for Sutton.

      Now leaving Midnight Falls, the sign beside the road reads. Something that hasn’t been true for anyone in this town in over a century.

      If anyone’s going to take that first step, I want it to be Sutton.

      But a moment later, Sutton comes to a stop beside me. He stares at the sign, and I can feel his uncertainty. His fear that the curse is still intact, that this test will fail.

      So, I take the leap for him.

      As soon as I’m across the boundary line, I shift back to my human form and smile at him, tears falling down my cheeks. “Your turn, mate.”

      He shifts to his human form and stares back at me. Hope burns brightly in his gaze, and my heart hammers as he steps over what used to be an invisible wall, joining me on the other side for the very first time.

      “You’re no longer bound to this place, Sutton. We did it. You’re free.”

      He lifts his hand to tenderly cup my cheek. The depth of love and emotion shining in his eyes makes every single thing worth it if it meant getting us here to this moment. “I may be free, but I’m still bound, my love. Bound to you.”
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      One year later

      The front door opens and closes with an unmistakable click. The sound of it reaches me over the music spilling out of the speakers wired throughout the house. My stomach flutters with anticipation, and I hurry around the corner from the kitchen, abandoning the party tray of hors d'oeuvres I’ve so carefully begun to arrange.

      Sutton stands in the entryway, his faded black jeans and flannel shirt stirring something in my belly. Something definitely not appropriate, given what day it is. And, shit, what time it is too.

      He closes the distance between us, planting a kiss on my mouth that suggests he’s having the same thoughts I am. My pulse races, and by the time he lets me go, I’m breathless and stuck trying to remember why we shouldn’t just go upstairs and finish this in our bedroom.

      Then the oven timer beeps, and I remember.

      “How’d it go?” I ask, noting he’s alone.

      I frown, wondering if something happened. Even after nearly a year of pure happiness and complete normalcy—whatever that is—sometimes, my internal panic meter still points toward “shitstorm.”

      But Sutton smiles reassuringly—and there’s a knowing in his eyes. An understanding. He gets it. “It went fine,” he assures me. “They’re—”

      The door opens behind him, and a familiar face pokes her head inside. “Serenity?”

      “Mom!”

      I rush forward as she pushes her way fully into the house, and we wrap our arms around one another. My heart fills with the excitement of having her here. After two trips up north to visit them, they’re finally getting to see where I live now. Where Sutton and I live. It’s a big day.

      One I’ve looked forward to for months. And now it’s finally here. They are finally here.

      Movement draws my gaze. I let my mother go and step back to take it all in. Behind her, coming up the front walk is the entire Kellis crew. They each carry at least one bag in their hands, except for Stuart, who looks like he’s carrying an entire circus between Samuel on his back and a pile of suitcases in his hands.

      His wife Kim is right behind him, wrangling their eldest, Sarah, who is attempting to run straight into the woods that border our house so she can play “knights and damsels,” as she ineloquently keeps yelling.

      My brother, Sawyer, reaches me first. He envelops me in a bear hug that lifts me clean off my feet and spins me around dramatically before setting me down again. “Sis, you look like a real housewife,” he says, and I swat him.

      “Don’t call me names,” I pretend to pout.

      He laughs and passes me off to Melinda, his wife. “You look gorgeous as always,” she says, hugging me tight and then stepping back.

      “Back at you,” I tell her. “What do you serve at that restaurant, Sawyer? I need some of that.”

      “A good chef never reveals his secret recipe,” Sawyer says with a wink.

      Melinda laughs and squeezes my hand. “It’s so good to see you,” she tells me before Sawyer pulls her inside and kisses her noisily. Stuart walks up, shaking his head. “He’s still a dumbass, all grown up,” he says, earning a snicker from Sawyer. I reach for the bags in Stuart’s hands, but he refuses to let me take them and instead plants a kiss on my cheek before passing inside. The moment he does, I hear him whistle.

      “Damn, sis, this place is impressive.” His voice nearly echoes in the large, open foyer.

      I smile to myself. If he only knew. We’ve spent a year putting off my family’s visit because I refused to let them see the house until it was finished. Now, it finally is, and the anticipation and pride are overwhelming.

      “Come on,” Sutton tells him from the entryway, “I’ll show you around.”

      “How about a place to drop all this first?” Stuart asks.

      “Kid’s playroom is this way,” Sutton says.

      “Oh my,” Melinda exclaims, her neck craning up to take in the spiral staircase and patterned ceiling. My memory flashes to the first time I ever saw this place restored to its intended glory. I can still see Sutton standing at the top of the stairs, dressed in a formal tux that accentuated every single detail of his muscled form. His dark eyes glowering, already pissed at my stubbornness.

      It was a moment I’ll never forget.

      Restoring the house to the way it looked that night was my wedding gift to Sutton, but it’s also a living memory of the moment I fell in love with the man I get to spend the rest of my life with.

      Blinking back to the moment, I watch as Sutton plucks Samuel out of my brother’s arms and hauls him up high as he pretends to fly him through the house. Samuel crows his enthusiasm, and Sutton goes faster. My heart warms as I watch him play “uncle” so effortlessly.

      Miranda, Sawyer, and Stuart follow more slowly, disappearing toward the back where we’ve remodeled the ballroom into a series of cozy living areas and a guest wing. One of the spaces is a game room, complete with a foosball table and a theater-style screen for playing movies.

      Steven and Sutton have spent entire evenings “testing” the foosball table while Allison and I worked on the décor in the rest of the guest suites.

      I turn at the sound of footsteps and see Kim and my dad coming up the front walk. She’s finally gotten Sarah to agree to come inside, mostly because she’s terrified Samuel is having more fun than her with the uncles. Kim hugs me and then chases after Sarah, who barely stops long enough to high-five me hello. My father is just behind them, Stuart’s youngest nestled in his arms. My dad smiles big at me, and I lean in, pressing a kiss first to my father’s cheek and then to the infant he’s carrying. Baby Jack.

      “You look good, Grandpa.” I wink at him.

      He beams then glances up at the two-story manor at my back. “Back at ya, kid,” he tells me, his gaze sweeping up over the house, taking in the dark siding set against white and gray accent colors. The house is hauntingly beautiful way out here surrounded by trees. But it gleams where we’ve replaced nearly every plank and shingle over the last few months.

      Now, instead of austere and grim, Hargrave Manor is inviting and cool. Like the shadows of a shade tree on a blistering summer day. Even the long, narrow drive that winds through acres and acres of Hargrave-owned forest is manicured and lovely. And, thanks to having it paved, the brand new 3-car garage that sits adjacent to the house now holds a shiny black Jeep for me and a truck for Sutton.

      My old car, Diamond, is in there too, though she doesn’t get out much anymore.

      “Married life suits you,” my father adds, and my cheeks warm in happiness at the compliment—and the reminder.

      Even from out here, I notice Sutton’s wolf scent change subtly at the comment. And despite the fact that my husband is nowhere in view, my own inner wolf preens for him. His hearing is impeccable, as always. And he apparently agrees with my father. I have a feeling he’ll bring it up later. Since the moment our ceremony was complete—a backyard affair at my parents’ house last fall, his dirty talk has expanded into all things “wife” and “marriage.” It’s adorable. And hot. Who knew being called “wife” could turn me on so much?

      Baby Jack stirs, and my dad adjusts his hold on the little guy. “Better get this one inside,” he says and slips past me into the house. The enjoyment radiating from him at playing grandpa makes my heart feel full.

      “Well-well, the witch in her natural habitat.”

      I look back at where Stone is moseying toward me, a brown bag slung over his shoulder.

      “Hilarious,” I deadpan.

      His brow lifts. “No snapping comeback?”

      I shrug. “I’ve been called worse.”

      Besides, can’t argue with the truth.

      He grins at me, plants a noisy kiss on my cheek, and then stares up at the house. "It’s a whole mood, isn’t it?”

      “And what kind of mood is that?” I ask, genuinely curious what his impression is.

      “Well, let’s just say, if any ghostly activity happens after dark, I’m hauling my ass over to the bed and breakfast instead.”

      I laugh at that, more entertained than he could possibly know. “I promise you there are no ghosts living in this house. Or anywhere in this town. Including the bed and breakfast—which you already know isn’t open to customers for another month.”

      “So you say.” He snorts. “Maybe they just don’t show themselves to you. Maybe they’ll like me better. And besides, we both know Allison will give me a room if I ask. I’m her favorite Kellis brother.”

      “You mean besides her own husband?” I ask pointedly.

      “Eh, I mean, I guess,” he says with a shrug. “But I wouldn’t force her to choose, you know? Steven can be a real dumbass.”

      I shake my head, refusing to explain how wrong he is. “Come on. I’ll show you the inside. Maybe it’ll change your mind about the ghosts.”

      He lets me pull him into the foyer and then stops short, gawking at the ornate molding and patterned gold and white wallpaper that gleams underneath the polished chandeliers. When he spins to look at it, his boots squeak, and he looks down sharply, only to stare further at the solid marble floor. Swirling patterns sweep toward what used to be the ballroom and is now the guest wing.

      Sutton’s voice drifts toward us from where he’s giving the others a tour of the downstairs.

      When I look up again, Stone is eyeing me with outright awe. “This place is fucking ridiculous, Ser. You guys sleep under blankets made of hundred-dollar bills then or what?”

      I smack his arm. “You’re an idiot,” I say, and he grins.

      I stiffen at the sudden scent that reaches me from the kitchen. “Shit! The brownies!”

      Racing back, I yank the oven door open and pull the brownies out, sliding them onto the stove to cool. They’re overly done but not burnt. Still, I mentally kick myself for ignoring the timer. Magically restoring a house to its former glory? No problem. I’ve got this. Successfully baking a dessert? Ugh. I’m still a work-in-progress.

      “Uh, Ser? Are you okay?”

      Stone’s words hold a note of wariness that makes me tense. I realize, way too late, my mistake. By the time I turn around, his gaze is locked on my hands. Specifically on the fact that they’re not burnt or even remotely injured. Definitely a problem considering I just took a hot pan of brownies out of the oven without an oven mitt to protect my skin.

      I wince at the mild redness coating my fingers. It's already fading to nothing—healing, thanks to my wolf’s supernatural abilities. Dammit. Sutton and I both agreed we’d be extra careful this weekend, and here I’ve already let the cat out of the bag.

      Or the wolf.

      I look at Stone, floundering for an explanation he’ll actually believe.

      “Well, the thing is...”

      Footsteps sound, low heels clicking against the marble floor.

      “Don’t mind Serenity,” Allison says as she sweeps in, wedging herself between me and Stone. “She’s burnt herself so many times this past year her nerve endings are shot.” She lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper as she tells Stone, “Don’t eat her squash casserole if you value your life.”

      He grins, and I can’t tell if it’s the distraction Allison provides or her insult to my cooking that he so approves of, but either way, it’s all forgotten as he pulls her into a loose hug.

      “Sister from another mister,” he says, putting his arms around my best friend.

      “Watch the belly,” she warns him.

      “Speaking of cooking,” Stone says with an affectionate rub of her growing belly, “how is the little guy?”

      “Or girl,” Allison reminds him.

      “Of course,” Stone says, solemn-faced. “You feeling okay?”

      “I feel great,” she admits. “The first couple of months were hell, but now, at almost seven months in, I have all the energy.”

      “Good thing too,” I say, “She’s been working like a crazy person at the newspaper.”

      “First of all, we both have,” she says, eyes narrowing on me—a look she gives me any time I suggest she should slow down and rest. “That’s what co-ownership means.”

      We took over the paper together about six months back when it was clear no one else could run it as well as us. And it’s been a blast getting it off the ground, hiring journalists and photographers, training them. Exhausting, too, on top of everything with the house, but well worth it to see our names as co-editors. Not to mention the jobs we’ve provided the community as we hire our staff.

      “And you still look ravishing,” Stone puts in, sweeping Allison into his arms and humming dramatically while he attempts to waltz her around the kitchen island.

      A figure steps into the kitchen doorway and glowers.

      “Stone, kindly take your hands off my wife.” Steven’s threat is met with a smile and a wink from Stone, which he aims at me.

      I roll my eyes, knowing full well he only did it because he heard Steven coming this way.

      “I guess I can try. It really is your fault for marrying someone so gorgeous,” Stone tells him, leading Allison back to where they started and bowing gallantly.

      Allison practically glows at the compliment. I shake my head. She eats this shit up, my brothers’ rivalry. Considering the fact that she’s an only child, she’s pretty great at stirring the pot and then stepping back to watch the fallout.

      I have to admit it is entertaining. And the rightful duty of any sister, in my opinion.

      Even without his official uniform, Steven looks every inch the sheriff as he glares at Stone. “You touch her again and I’ll arrest you.”

      Stone snorts. “You could try. But your donut-eating ass would have to catch me first.”

      Steven goes rigidly still—a tell we all know means he’s about to launch his attack.

      But Stone knows it too, and he’s fast as hell, thanks to his military training.

      They both launch into motion at once, Stone doing a hot lap around the island before slipping past Steven and racing down the hall, hooting loudly.

      Allison laughs, and Steven pins her with a look. “You’re encouraging this,” he says.

      “Of course not,” she says.

      Instead of chasing after Stone, Steven stalks toward her.

      “Ugh. I’m just going to give you two a minute... gross.” I give up on the pretense of a polite exit and hurry out as Steven grabs Allison and begins kissing her.

      They’ve been extra gross lately, thanks to her pregnancy sex drive.

      I swear wolves aren’t as horny as those two. Well. Okay. That’s a bit of an overstatement.

      Even as I consider the thought, a figure steps into the hall, blocking my path. Sutton looms over me, snaking an arm around my waist and pulling me through the nearest doorway. The scent of books hits me first, and I relax in the familiar setting of the library. A room that’s definitely seen its fair share of action.

      Sutton spins me, shutting the door behind us with his heel in a smooth movement before pinning me against the wall and claiming my mouth with his.

      “What are you doing?” I ask when he releases me.

      “What does it feel like, wife?” he whispers then trails hot kisses down my throat to my collar.

      Goosebumps race across my skin. But I brace my hands on his shoulders and push. “Sutton. We have company.”

      “They’re busy settling in,” he says, his breath deliciously warm and inviting against my collarbone.

      “We can’t just...” His hand trails my thigh and then dips between them to rub at my already-hot center.

      “Five minutes,” he whispers. “I want to be inside my bride.”

      Wife. Bride.

      He’s ridiculous with the way he uses those terms constantly. A reminder of what I am to him. And him to me. It’s even more ridiculous how much it thrills me to hear them from him.

      “Sutton.”

      But even as my desire climbs, my stomach roils.

      Ugh, not now.

      The nausea is sudden and gripping.

      My hand tightens on his shoulder, and I’m no longer embracing him so much as clinging to him for support. The change in my demeanor makes him instantly tense. He draws back, studying my expression with concern in his dark eyes.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      I clutch my stomach, for all the good it does. “I’m going to be sick--”

      He grabs the trash can and holds it underneath me just in time for me to empty the contents of my stomach into the bin.

      When I’m done, he sets it aside and hands me a tissue. After all we’ve been through together, my capacity for embarrassment is nearly non-existent. Still, I feel a faint warmth in my cheeks as I take the tissue and wipe my face.

      “Thanks,” I say quietly.

      “Are you sick?” he asks. The energy rolling off him is nervous. Unsure.

      I shake my head. “Not like you think.”

      “You’ve been doing so much lately,” he says, frowning deeply, “with the paper and the house and your magic. You’ve been overdoing it.”

      “It’s not that,” I say more firmly this time.

      The magic is actually probably what’s kept me most sane. The challenge—and excitement—of using it to restore rather than destroy has been indescribable. Unfortunately, it won’t help stave off the effects of what I’m dealing with now.

      “Then what?” Sutton asks, urgency driving his tone.

      I sigh. This wasn’t the preferred moment to drop this bomb, but I also can’t lie to him. And I can’t let him think the worst. Or worry needlessly. I won’t. Not after everything.

      Secretly, I had hoped this news would wait for the perfect moment. But then I realize that’s exactly what this is. My wolf hearing tunes into the hum of voices coming from various rooms throughout the house. My family. All of them together in one place. Safe. Happy. Loved. And my incredible husband staring back at me with complete devotion.

      In the end, I relax, and my heart softens to a puddle as I drop the magic I’ve been using to shield my secret.

      Sutton’s eyes narrow, and he tilts his head to the side as though listening to the slight shift in the noise around us.

      “Is that a heartbeat?” he asks, eyes widening.

      I grin, my eyes filling with tears as I think about this moment and how different my life looks compared to my plan. When I first drove into Midnight Falls, I expected to stick around just long enough to prove myself by solving the unsolvable. The last thing I ever expected was to find my own happily ever after.

      And yet, here I am. Standing in front of the man I love. A man who I’d once believed to be a murderer. My-oh-my how things have changed.

      “Serenity, is that…are we?” he trails off, as though he’s afraid to be wrong.

      “Sutton, darling, I’m pregnant.”

      His eyes go wide and he crushes me against his body, wrapping both arms around me. “How did you hide it from me?”

      He doesn’t sound angry at my subterfuge. If anything, there’s awe and a sort of reverence in his tone.

      “Magic,” I reply, my cheek pressed against his chest. “I wanted to wait for the right moment.”

      “I love you so fucking much, Serenity Hargrave.” He pulls away, though he keeps his hands on my arms. “Thank you.” Eyes shimmering with emotion, he stares at me like I’m his whole world.

      “Thank you?” I ask with a laugh. “It takes two to tango, you know.”

      He grins widely. “Oh, I remember.” Leaning in, he presses a kiss to my cheek. “You’re going to be an amazing mother,” he says as he draws back.

      “And you’re going to be such a fantastic dad.”

      The emotion in his eyes deepens, and I can see uncertainty swimming in his dark gaze. “You think so?”

      “Absolutely.” I soften. “Phineas would be so happy if he were here. And so proud of you. They both would.”

      He shakes his head. “I never actually thought...” He clears his throat, his voice raw. “After a hundred years alone, I gave up.” He looks at me, and I can see that this news has really rocked him. “I’ve wanted a family for so long, and I just worried it was too late for me.”

      “Not too late,” I say, rubbing my nose against his affectionately. “We’re right on time.”

      “Yes,” he agrees, lowering his forehead to mine. “You were.”

      I push gently against his chest. “Okay, Mr. Hargrave, I need to brush my teeth now. And I want to keep this between us for now.”

      “Are you sure? Your family will be so happy--”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. My mom will be beside herself. And my brothers? They’ll probably tie me to a chair and not let me get up again until I’ve given birth. It’s going to be ridiculous.”

      He grins. “Tying you up doesn’t sound so bad.”

      I smack him playfully. “I mean it. Let’s keep this secret for ourselves, for now, deal?”

      Sutton cups my cheeks. “Deal. You are my life, Serenity. My forever.”

      “I certainly hope so.” With a wink, I move away and start out the door.

      Sutton playfully slaps me on the ass. “We’re picking up where we left off later, mate. Now that I know it worked, we should get started practicing for the others.”

      “Others?” My voice pitches high as I think about all that morning sickness.

      Sutton just laughs and leads me back to the party, hand in hand, exactly where we’re supposed to be.
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      Now available for pre-order!
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