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            Chapter 1

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      The car broke down a few miles from the city and where I’d meant to hunker down for as long as possible, and I abandoned it on the side of the road. I couldn’t afford to stop moving. I needed to find a safe place to shelter as soon as possible, so I could cast a protective circle and disguise myself so Rocko wouldn’t find me. I hauled the bag with my loom and knitting needles out of the passenger seat, since I couldn’t afford to replace them, and started the hunt for a place to hide.

      I walked as fast as I could in my battered boots, shivering in the chill wind. At least the car’s heat had been broken so I was already almost numb to my bones. Even a slight breeze cut through my Salvation Army coat, though I pulled it closer to make myself feel better. The outskirts of town weren’t particularly welcoming, though I felt safer seeing people around and other signs of life. Rocko wouldn’t attack me right in the open. He’d wait until I was alone and more vulnerable, or at least he’d wait until he thought I was more vulnerable.

      I hugged my jacket to make myself feel better. I’d been working on all the defensive magic I had at my disposal, so Rocko would have a nice surprise the next time he confronted me. I’d been hoping for some help in the city, since I’d felt a huge magical disturbance not too long ago and figured there were some witches around. They wouldn’t take kindly to a sorcerer like Rocko mucking around in their territory, which was the only reason I dared enter another coven’s city.

      Whether they’d welcome me, a stranger and lone witch, was another question entirely. I could figure that out later, once I knew I was safe from Rocko, and negotiate some kind of secure passage with whatever covens were still around.

      The shivers that racked me were at least partly due to the thought of being around a coven, though the cold caused most of it. I’d had my fill of dealing with covens and I’d been running from them almost as long as I’d been running from Rocko. Still, though. A witch coven was preferable to a sorcerer’s prison.

      Something barked, lost somewhere in the dark buildings and abandoned lots of the outskirts of the city. It looked to have been a mostly industrial neighborhood before all the industry left, with only a few houses still standing and some “up and coming” efforts at rejuvenation. I hunched my shoulders to try and keep my neck warm and hustled faster.

      I had the address of a women’s shelter someone in the last town recommended, though from the street numbers I was still a hell of a hike away and the night only got darker with each passing step. Too bad about the car. Part of me suspected maybe it was Rocko’s doing, although it was more than likely because it had been a shitty car. My taste in vehicles was just as bad as my taste in men, apparently.

      Another bark and a few yips echoed around me from the left and right, and then from behind, and I tensed. That wasn’t just a junkyard dog wanting to be heard. It sounded… sentient. Deliberate. As if a bunch of dogs were herding me somewhere—or hunting.

      The hair on my arms stood up and I moved a little faster. I definitely didn’t want to run, not when the darkness hid broken concrete and other tripping hazards, though I couldn’t have gotten far in my shoddy boots. New shoes were on the list of things to get as soon as I landed someplace long enough to hold a job and save some money. Right after finding an apartment, some transportation, food, utilities, and the dollars to get some cough meds to deal with the lingering cold I’d had for what felt like forever.

      I clenched my jaw and kept going, fighting down a rising tide of panic. I could have used magic to send the dogs on their way, but I didn’t want to light a beacon for Rocko to follow. The second I touched my power he would know about it and come after me even faster.

      Of course… I almost stumbled to a halt. What if Rocko sent the dogs after me? He was the kind of asshole who’d do such a thing, knowing I’d have to kill the dogs to save my own life, and he’d track me down with my magic.

      What a dick.

      I clenched my hands into fists, just as tense as my jaw, and started hoofing it. I’d deal with a broken ankle if it happened. I didn’t want to kill an innocent animal just because Rocko didn’t value life at all.

      It wasn’t long, though, until I heard paws on the concrete all around me, the click of nails and the huffing of breath from the shadows. My heart jumped to my throat and I felt even more trapped and surrounded, even with an open street ahead of me. I didn’t dare look back.

      I searched for calm and centered myself even as I kept up a fast walk. Magic waited just out of reach, there if I wanted it. It was always an option, even if it meant drawing Rocko’s attention. The dogs wouldn’t kill me unless I decided to just give up and die, which I wouldn’t. Keeping my breathing deep and even took an effort of will I hadn’t experienced in years. But I managed. It helped that the sounds faded away a bit before returning stronger and closer than before.

      I hardened my heart. I’d kill the animals if I had to, but place their lives on Rocko’s karmic altar. It was his fault for forcing me to defend myself.

      It wasn’t even really a surprise when what looked like a mangy coyote appeared in front of me. I’d forced myself to mentally prepare for it so much that it was something like a letdown. A giant timber wolf would have at least justified the terror that made my hands shake no matter how much I tried to talk myself into bravery.

      But a coyote, long-legged and skinny and narrow-faced? It wasn’t that scary.

      It blocked my path on the dark street; a streetlight a full block ahead provided a little light but not enough to see what else crept out of the shadows. I stumbled to a halt and put all my effort into sounding confident and unafraid. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will. Leave me alone. Go back to where you came from.”

      The animal’s head tilted as it studied me, then it barked something close to canine laughter and lowered its head to growl at me. My heart jumped to my throat and I relaxed my death-grip on the sleeves of my jacket. Okay then. Clearly it wasn’t the kind of coyote that took directions well.

      Something scuffled on the concrete behind me but I didn’t turn, never taking my eyes off the threat in front of me. Its teeth reflected what little light there was back at me, and its eyes gleamed. Maybe it was rabid. Maybe that was why it wanted to attack. Normally coyotes didn’t end up in cities, chasing down innocent passersby.

      If I were really innocent of anything, which was debatable. Rocko certainly would have argued that fact, and he might have even been right.

      Magic responded sluggishly as I planted my feet and exhaled all that worry and tension out to the universe. What would come, would come. I had a weapon to use to defend myself and I wouldn’t feel bad about using it. I summoned power until it buoyed me up and took away the rest of the fear that held me back. I felt strong again. Finally, confidence rose up to eliminate the rest of my doubts.

      I was a witch, and a damn strong one. Nothing else mattered.

      Except for the dozen other animals that sauntered out of the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry ignored the text message from his sister and kept up his lonely vigil in the shadier part of the city, outside the new pack house. Ever since the alpha of SilverLine pack, Miles Evershaw, found his mate, the pack split time between her enormous old house and the former warehouse where most of the pack lived and worked. Henry preferred the witch’s house, though he couldn’t have said why. It felt more like a home than the industrial-chic warehouse ever had.

      That didn’t mean he wanted to stick around when Evershaw and Deirdre were getting along too well, because then the house was too much like home and just reminded him of what he’d never have. The fact that his sister, Nola, had started reaching out was not a good sign, and it wasn’t something he was mentally prepared for. He’d left the old pack for a reason and it wasn’t a happy one.

      He pushed away the thought and paced on down the block. There had been more trouble in the city lately, after a long stretch where everyone got along and things stayed quiet. It had been too good to be true after everything that happened previously. The rest of SilverLine had had a few run-ins with wolves and coyotes from outside the city trying to horn in on their territory, so Henry volunteered to run a few nightly loops to keep an eye on things. He never slept well anyway, so it wasn’t a burden for him to wander around outside.

      At least the moon was only half full, so the real craziness was still a few weeks away. All the weird shit happened during the full moon, even with shifters. Especially with shifters. Something scuffled in the distance and his attention perked up immediately. It could have been nothing. A bum maybe, searching for cans or a better place to bed down, or maybe a raccoon searching for dinner. Or maybe it was those damn coyotes.

      Henry debated calling it in and getting a team out to back him up, then tucked his phone away and headed in the direction of the motion anyway. He wasn’t much of a leader if he couldn’t deal with a little investigation on his own. It wasn’t worth rousing everyone else out of bed for, unless it was the full coyote pack. He was a timber wolf raised in the mountains; if he couldn’t handle a few coyotes on his own, he didn’t deserve to be third in command of the pack.

      A new scent drifted on the breeze and caught his attention. Definitely not a coyote. Someone almost human and definitely female, but smelling a bit like Deirdre. Maybe smelling like magic or at least witches. He made a thoughtful noise and moved a little faster. He knew there were other witches in the city, none of whom Deirdre associated with, and he’d long been concerned that maybe they’d take sides with the coyotes or another pack and cause trouble for SilverLine. He had no patience for that. No one threatened Evershaw’s mate or the SilverLine pack. They were family—his family.

      Henry growled as he got closer and heard a calm, clear voice say, “I call on the power of the Bell and Book, on the strength of the Oak and Ash, on the light of the stars and moon. Be gone from here.”

      His skin prickled as static filled the air and crackled with that peculiar tension he recognized as magic. Henry eased closer through an alley to where a circle of coyotes and wolves stood around a tall young woman in ragged clothes. His eyes narrowed. She could command a whole pack? Who the hell was the girl? He’d never smelled anything like her before, even with Deirdre’s magic as a reference.

      She moved her hands together, like she wove strands through the air, and he sneezed as the static rippled through the air.

      The girl and all the animals turned to look in his direction, and he swallowed a curse. So much for sneaking up on them. The witch’s expression fell, like he was just one on top of too many pieces of bad news, and she took a shaky breath. “Seriously? What the hell do you want?”

      The accusation in her voice made him bristle, though he kept a close eye on the coyotes as they inched closer to her. So maybe she wasn’t commanding the pack but was surrounded instead. “You’re on my territory. Witches doing magic on my territory are to be investigated, so... I’m here. Investigating.”

      “W-Witches?” she said, and her hands fell. The tension in the air ratcheted up still more, as if she’d dropped something and ended up causing ripples of magic that bumped up against him. He didn’t like it at all. “What witches?”

      One of the coyotes growled, and the rest of the pack split their attention between Henry and the witch. He had just a moment to wish he’d called for backup when the bastards attacked.

      Henry dodged the first few sets of teeth snapping at his throat and dropped to all fours as he shifted to his wolf shape. He outweighed the coyotes in wolf and human form, but he had more of an advantage when he was on four legs. Henry snarled and snapped, holding off most of the coyotes while the rest leapt at the witch.

      She held her own initially, zapping and zipping magic out at the animals that nipped at her heels, but it wasn’t long until she tired. Or maybe she just didn’t want to kill the coyotes. He didn’t have that problem, and dispatched at least two of them before the rest finally took him seriously. They managed to bite his legs and nearly broke his arm, but he shook them off and charged toward the witch. He didn’t know who the hell she was or what she wanted in that part of the city, though he wouldn’t get a chance to find out if the coyotes killed her first. And he wasn’t about to let shifters kill a young woman when he could do something about it, even if she wasn’t technically his to protect.

      She screamed and kicked at one of the animals that got too close, whatever magic she had forgotten in favor of swinging a massive bag around to beat them back. Henry growled and charged, determined to get her to safety so he could figure out what kind of a threat she actually was, and shouldered aside one of the large coyotes to lean against the girl’s legs. She staggered and almost fell, and as she lost her balance, her hand brushed his side and sent fishhooks of magic right through him.

      It felt like she tried to pull his guts out through his skin. Henry howled and backed away, baring his teeth, as the girl’s wide eyes found him. She started to speak but the coyotes took his distraction as an opportunity, and leapt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      My stomach dropped and turned over when the good-looking man who’d appeared out of the shadows turned himself inside out and ended up as a wolf. I nearly tossed my cookies right there in the street on top of the coyotes, which would have served them right, but then there wasn’t time to think about anything. The dogs and coyotes started nipping at me and trying to drive me away from where the wolf started tearing them all apart. The scent of blood made the bile rise in my throat until my whole mouth tasted bitter, and I struggled to control a wild surge of magic.

      I didn’t like uncontrolled magic. I liked order and neatness, and evenly woven spells. Delicate patterns and predictable connections. Like weaving and knitting and crochet. But as panic consumed me... all of that disappeared. The urge to survive, to fight until there was nothing left, replaced that need for order, and I lashed out at the coyotes with all of my might.

      Everything blurred into chaos and darkness and pain as the sharp teeth of the animals found my legs and even my arms and wrists a few times when I wasn’t careful. Magic kept them at bay for only so long. Then I turned and the enormous timber wolf—his shoulder easily as high as my hip—was beside me. I braced myself to die, since there was no way I could have fought him off, and marshaled what remained of that wild magic as a defense, just in case.

      It ended up discharging off against the wolf, and he gave me a look like I’d somehow betrayed him. The very human expression on a lupine face threw me off-balance, and I stared at him without moving. What the hell was going on? Had I lost my mind? Humans didn’t turn into animals. Even with magic in the world, werewolves didn’t really exist. It had to be a glamour or some other spell.

      Tears blurred my vision and I stomped my foot, magic rolling out in a tidal wave that knocked everyone else down. I wasn’t too proud to run, since I’d just about expended all of my magic, and bolted. One or two coyotes chased after me half-heartedly but gave up after about a block. I tried not to look a gift horse in the mouth and didn’t look back. No doubt I’d used enough magic that Rocko could find me easily.

      I held my side with one hand and kept my bag secure with the other, panting for breath as the street numbers finally grew closer to the shelter’s address. It was so late I thought the place would be closed, but when I finally careened up to the entrance, a young woman stood up from behind a desk and walked around to unlock the door and let me in.

      I practically fell in on top of her, collapsing on the floor, and panted, “Thank you.”

      “Are you being chased?” she asked. “Do I need to call the police?”

      “Maybe animal control,” I wheezed, but I tried to smile to dismiss the potential threat. I didn’t need the police on my tail, too. “Just some…wild dogs. I need…some help. A room for the night.”

      “Hold on and catch your breath,” she said. Her eyebrows arched and she supported a very pregnant belly as she waddled back around to the desk to pick up a phone. She spoke quickly to someone on the other end, though I didn’t hear what she said over the sound of my wheezing. The woman put her hands at her lower back, studying me with her head tilted. “I’m Sunny. What’s your name?”

      I managed to sit up and waited for the room to stop spinning. “Ophelia. Sorry for the…dramatic entrance.”

      “It happens.” She glanced behind me and a smile softened her face.

      I turned and immediately swore as the biggest fucking guy I’d ever seen in my life—and hot to boot—unlocked the door and lumbered in. I scrambled out of the way on instinct, and instead of sauntering in, he paused near the door and waited for me to get my shit together.

      Sunny cleared her throat. “This is my husband, Sasha. I know he looks intimidating, but he’s just a teddy bear.”

      Referring to anyone as a “bear” made me think of the coyotes and wolves in the alley. If there were werewolves, surely that meant a man who looked like a bear could maybe turn into a bear? My stomach turned over at the memory of how the man turned inside out before turning into a wolf... I massaged my temples. I needed a good, stiff drink. And sleep. A lot of sleep. “Right. Sorry.”

      “Is no problem,” he said in a deep voice, thickened by a raspy Eastern European accent. “Solnyshka said you are running very fast from something. What is chasing you?”

      If anyone could have dealt with Rocko, it would have been that guy. Not that I wanted to jeopardize Sunny and her family with a rogue sorcerer’s attention. Rocko didn’t fight fair. “Just some coyotes, I think. My car died outside the city so I had to walk, and a pack of dogs started stalking me a while ago. I managed to fight some of them off, but decided to run the rest of the way.”

      Sasha nodded but didn’t look convinced. “We will look. Do not worry. Not even coyote can get through this door.” And he patted the reinforced glass and heavy steel of the entrance.

      Sunny waddled back to the desk and gestured for me to take the chair next to hers. “Just a little bit of background, dear, so we know what we’re dealing with. We definitely have room, so don’t worry about that. Are you hungry? Need something to drink?”

      “I could use a beer or seven,” I said under my breath. I pushed to my feet and made it over to the chair, though my legs gave out almost as soon as I’d reached it. I could still feel the snaps of the wolves’ jaws near my legs, could hear their panting and snarling until my skin prickled. They’d been so close to biting me, to tearing me apart... What had they wanted? There had been too much intelligence in their eyes for it to have been a random attack.

      I shuddered and tried to push aside the feeling of being chased by something almost as dangerous as a rogue sorcerer. Sasha lumbered closer and I tensed out of instinct, refusing to feel bad for being cautious. He held out a flask though, and blinked slow and long like a hibernating grizzly. “Is vodka. Very bad vodka, but it might help nerves.”

      “Thanks,” I said slowly, and took the flask. I managed to gulp a bit before fumbling the cap back on and handing it back.

      He tilted his head at the door. “I look for trouble. Stay here with Sunny. Is safe here.”

      I nodded, even though I didn’t really believe him, and gripped the arms of the chair as he maneuvered through the massive doors and foyer area. Sunny did something at the desk that engaged a bunch of locks with a reassuring ker-thunk, and I started to breathe a little easier. The big guy was right on at least one count—nothing was getting through those doors unless she opened them again.

      “Now,” she said, resting her hands on her belly. “What are you really running from? Because I don’t buy the coyote story for a second.”

      I blinked and sat back. “Uh, then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “There are a lot of weird things in this city,” she said. “Things that I never thought I’d ever see or come to understand, but packs of wild dogs roving around and randomly attacking people are not one of them.”

      “How do you know?”

      The corner of her mouth turned up and she took a deep breath. “Because there are packs of wolves roaming around who make sure the dogs behave.”

      My internal alarm started going off. What the hell was wrong with her? Packs of wolves? I shook my head and wondered how fast I could get out of there. “Right. Sure. Packs of wolves. Why not. I’m just looking for a place to sleep for the night. I can pay…a little.”

      “Look, I know it sounds crazy.” Sunny absently rubbed her stomach. “But I think you know more than you’re pretending. That’s fine. There are a lot of things I don’t understand. But I have really good instincts, and so does Sasha. You’re not…like them, but you’re something different from me.”

      Sane, maybe? I massaged my temples. “I don’t know what—”

      “If you insist that there were dogs chasing you, it’s probably a lie and you’re hiding something else. If there were coyotes chasing you, then that’s a different problem entirely. If there were wolves… Well. You’ll have to describe them and then we can figure out whether it’s a misunderstanding or a problem.” Her head tilted as she studied me. “Are you a witch? Fae? What are you?”

      I choked on a breath and started coughing. What the fuck was wrong with everyone? Who asked if someone was a witch? Did everyone who showed up at that shelter get the third degree? What was the real difference between coyotes and wolves, or between some wolves and other wolves? I gripped my head and fought the feeling of being completely, totally out of my depth. “I really can’t handle this right now. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Sunny nodded slowly, tapping a pen on the desk next to her arm. “Okay, that’s fair. It’s probably pretty rude to ask something like that, isn’t it?”

      “Uh, yeah. Not to mention pretty fucking crazy.”

      She smiled and leaned back in her chair. “I know, right? Anyway. Let me tell you a bit about the facility and we can get you settled tonight. But if there’s going to be major trouble—of the magical variety—let me know sooner rather than later. If it’s a run-of-the-mill ex-boyfriend who likes to talk with his fists, then we can take care of that really, really easily. If it’s something else, we might have to call in reinforcements. Agreed?”

      My mouth hung open. She talked like this was a conversation she had every night. What all did she know about magic? Had it…had it happened before that someone like me showed up at their front door? I’d been under the impression that only humans used the domestic violence shelter and I’d be able to hide among them while Rocko searched all the usual places where a witch would try to disappear. Did I owe them a heads-up about Rocko? It wasn’t like he was going to find me right away; by the time he showed up in the city, I wanted to be well on my way to somewhere else.

      I swallowed the knot in my throat and said, “Sure. Got it.”

      “Good.” Sunny slid a floorplan drawing over to me and started pointing out features. “Security briefing—doors are always locked and there’s always someone at the desk. If you need in, we issue a phone that you can use to call the desk as you’re getting close, and someone will meet you to escort you in. In the event of an emergency, there’s a code to use that will alert security to—”

      She went on with an impressively detailed plan for how to safely move in and around the building while protecting all the other residents, both temporary and permanent. The attention to detail made it clear they weren’t one hundred percent crazy bananas. I started to relax, or at least to breathe easier, and adjusted my grip on my loom bag. At least I still had my knitting and weaving. With enough time and some yarn, I could finally get some protective magic in place. I just needed a little quiet, a little peace, and everything would be fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry should have just gone back to the house, given Evershaw and Deirdre a heads-up about another witch running around the neighborhood, and called it a night. He fought off the rest of the coyotes easily, although they didn’t seem inclined to fight once the witch disappeared into the darkness. He made a mental note that the girl had been their objective for whatever reason, and chalked that up to the strange happenings around witches.

      He didn’t know how she did it, since she wasn’t moving particularly fast, but it was like she faded into thin air the second she started running. Not even the sound of her footsteps gave him a clue to where she went. Frustrated at the fight and not understanding who the hell she was and why she was on his territory, Henry wanted to confront her. Not that she waited to be held accountable for kicking up so much trouble.

      There was no telling what the coyotes wanted with her. They’d been quiet for some time after the defeat of their leadership and the ass-kicking they got from Evershaw after siding with the BadCreek pack outside the city. Henry had been glad to see the end of all that nonsense, with the final defeat of the rich but evil pack conducting experiments on shifters and setting wolves against wolves in their fucked-up games. All the shifters in the city came together to defeat them and eventually kill their leaders. Everything had been quiet.

      Maybe too quiet.

      He clenched his jaw and sniffed the air, searching for a hint of her scent. The girl could be a danger to his pack, to SilverLine, and to his family—whether that was Deirdre or Evershaw or his adopted siblings didn’t matter. She was a stranger and was too powerful to be running around causing trouble on her own. She had to be working for someone or in the city for a reason. From what Deirdre said, not many witches worked by themselves.

      The last thing the city needed was an evil coven of witches or a rogue witch making trouble on her own. It was bad enough Deirdre dealt with her aunt and a bunch of old crones in her old coven who hated shifters and thought themselves better than everyone else.

      Henry growled in irritation and put his nose in the air, sniffing and searching for which direction she went. He needed to at least know where she’d gone to ground. Maybe Deirdre could handle her the next morning, witch to witch, and Henry wouldn’t have to deal with the girl again. His side still ached from where she’d used her magic against him.

      He trotted in the direction he thought she’d gone and tried to figure out exactly what she smelled like. It wasn’t perfume or the herb-y scent that swirled around Deirdre after the witch worked magic, but the strange witch… It was something else. Something appealing, something that clung to him and worked its way into his brain. Something sweet but flowery, a little wild and untamed.

      Wandering through the city gave him time to reflect on the conflict with the coyotes and what made a young woman flee through the city on her own, on foot, in the middle of the night. Particularly in a dodgy neighborhood. Maybe she’d run afoul of the new coyote alpha, a hard-ass woman named Daisy, though it didn’t seem likely that the witch would have gone out of her way to confront a full pack.

      He didn’t like mysteries. At all. Henry moved faster as he caught another hint of her scent—something like honeysuckle and jasmine, sweet and tropical and wild. The wolf wanted a lungful of the scent, not just the hints and threads that teased him on the breeze. He growled in irritation as the trail brought him into the bears’ territory. Kaiser’s bears were mostly allies, although Henry had his hesitations about being around grizzlies and polar bears and their mates. Bears were unpredictable and massive enough they could fight off a full wolfpack without too much effort. Trespassing on their territory was looking for trouble when he was on his own and neck-deep in a mystery.

      Maybe the witch knew the bears after all, and there was something else going on between the bears and the coyotes. Henry grumbled and shifted back to human as he approached a certain alley near the bears’ den. An ice chest abandoned near a dumpster actually contained spare clothes that were available for all shifters to use, since Kaiser and his mate grew tired of naked shifters stumbling around in their neighborhood, particularly as their young cubs grew up and knew enough to ask questions about naked people.

      Henry pulled on sweatpants and a T-shirt before venturing back onto the street. The witch had been on the sidewalk, her scent strengthened with fear and perspiration, and he followed her trail down the block as it led closer and closer to the bears’ den.

      “Wolf,” a gravelly voice said, and Henry jumped a foot in the air.

      He whirled, ready to shift and attack, as the coldest bastard in the bears’ den appeared out of the shadows. Henry’s heart pounded against his ribs as Sasha, the Russian bear, frowned and folded his arms over his chest. “What is wolf doing here? Is late.”

      For some reason, he didn’t want to share the witch with the bear, even though Sasha was head-over-heels in love with his own very pregnant mate. He would have made a joke about teddy bears but didn’t fancy getting his ass kicked by the Russian, since he was also a hell of a boxer. And Henry didn’t want to talk about the witch until he understood what she was up to. “Going for a walk.”

      “Don’t make up stories,” Sasha said. His accent thickened until it became almost indecipherable. “You look like man on mission. What do you hunt?”

      “I’m following someone,” he said finally. “There was…an incident over near the pack house, a girl in a run-in with the coyotes. I followed her here to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Girl faced down coyotes?” Sasha smiled without humor, as though he approved of the witch. “Brave but stupid. She is safe, wolf.”

      Safe? That meant the bear knew where she was. Henry’s wolf side needed to know what happened to her, whether she was actually safe. He clenched his jaw and faced off with the bear. “I’m not leaving until I see her. She ran away from them, and we need to know what caused the issue. The coyotes owe answers to Evershaw and our pack, so if she’s got issues with them, we need to know.”

      Sasha didn’t look convinced. His clear eyes narrowed as a sheen of gold flashed across them. Henry stood his ground, unintimidated. He might not have been equal to the bear in terms of weight and heft when shifted, but Henry was a champion MMA fighter and could take the son of a bitch in human form without breaking a sweat. Or so he hoped.

      The Russian finally heaved a sigh and tilted his head back the way he’d come. “Girl is safe at shelter. She is…very afraid. I am out searching for the trouble chasing her, so is good I found you and not… something else.”

      “There’s something different about her,” Henry said. The girl was staying at the domestic violence shelter the bears managed? Was she afraid of someone for real? Could she have been dating one of the coyotes and the romance went wrong? His chest tightened at the thought. “She’s like…Deirdre. Evershaw’s mate. Or maybe like Smith.”

      Sasha’s expression darkened. “Da, she is different. Smells wrong.”

      Henry wanted to immediately challenge that statement—she didn’t smell wrong, she smelled… he couldn’t describe it. Intriguing. Different. Mysterious. But he clenched his jaw and swallowed back the curses that wanted to escape. He didn’t need to defend the girl. He just needed to know what the hell happened with the coyotes so he could advise Evershaw on dealing with Daisy, the coyote alpha, and her people. “Sure. Is she still at the shelter? I have to question her about what happened and how she ended up here in the city.”

      The bear sighed and turned to lumber back toward the shelter’s reinforced vestibule. “Da. You can ask some questions but do not upset the girl or my girl, or we will have problem. Understand?”

      Henry wasn’t stupid enough to challenge a bear bent on protecting his pregnant mate. “Yeah, I’m not going to be an asshole to either of them.”

      “Must always ask with wolves,” Sasha said under his breath. “You are all assholes.”

      Henry would have objected, but it was mostly true. He and the rest of the SilverLine pack had been misfits and misunderstood most of their lives, so they didn’t like outsiders showing up to judge them. If other people saw that as the pack being assholes… so be it. It was just another way to protect themselves from the rest of society, the rest of the shifters. Henry shrugged as he followed the bear. “I’d rather be an asshole than a bear.”

      Sasha snorted and shook his shaggy head. He made some signal and the doors were unlocked when he reached them, a dull thunk revealing the strength of the locks. Henry followed, trying not to hold his breath as they entered a small vestibule and the doors to outside locked behind them before the door in front of them unlocked, and frowned when he caught sight of the witch sitting next to Sunny near the reception desk. He hadn’t had a chance to really see her during the confrontation, but he hadn’t thought her so young. Or beautiful. Henry clenched his jaw and shoved away his appreciation for her beauty and the graceful way she gestured as she talked to Sasha’s mate. All Henry needed to know was what her problem was with the coyotes, then he could get back to the pack house and let Deirdre deal with the other witches.

      Easy. Simple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      My thoughts stayed muddled from the events of the night and all the crazy things Sunny had said, or maybe it was the effects of the super strong, super awful vodka from her husband’s flask. I hadn’t eaten much as I fled Rocko’s minions, and I was definitely feeling the liquor. I needed a little more to take the edge off, then a long nap.

      But instead of letting me crawl off to bed, Sunny kept asking me questions about where I was coming from, what kind of trouble I expected, and how long I thought I’d be there. I had just a few moments to debate whether she would have asked a normal woman those questions when the massive doors unlocked and admitted her burly hero once more.

      And someone else behind him, moving smooth and quiet. Dangerous. Tall and broad and intimidating and… familiar. I sucked in a breath and rocked back in the chair as I recognized the guy who appeared after the crazy Russian—the massive dude who’d turned into a wolf.

      I wobbled to my feet and tried to put the chair between us as I retreated toward the back of the lobby and the elevators that should have taken me to safety. “Wh-What’s going on?”

      Sasha’s dark hair fell across his forehead and almost hid his eyes from view. “He is friend. He followed you after trouble, wants to ask questions.”

      I shook my head and scrambled to get farther away even though there was a wall in my way. “No, you don’t understand. He was… And then he turned into… There’s something really, really wrong with him.”

      The big blond dude’s nose wrinkled as he eyed me. He didn’t say anything though, and instead it was Sunny who eased forward with her hands out, like she figured I would bolt like a frightened cat. “Deep breath, honey. Did you meet Henry earlier?”

      Henry. So he had a name. He was some kind of person—or at least they thought he was a real person. I swallowed hard and debated how much to admit about what happened with the wolves and coyotes. It sounded like Sunny and Sasha already knew about people who transformed into animals, or at least that the wolves and dogs didn’t behave right in the city, so… it wasn’t like they could accuse me of being crazy. Right?

      My hands shook as I tried to brush the hair out of my eyes, regretting that I’d left my bag over by the intake desk where Sunny maneuvered herself back into her chair. I needed some of my knitting to lend me a little strength, a little power. I’d drained the rest of it in holding off those damn dogs, and no magic remained for this little confrontation. “He was there, when the wolves attacked me.”

      Sasha’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at the other guy, then jerked his chin at me in a sharp gesture. “Explain, wolf.”

      Wolf? He couldn’t mean…

      Henry, dark eyes flashing, glared at Sasha before turning his attention to me. “My name is Henry. You were walking through my pack’s territory when you summoned those coyotes. I need to know what you were up to.”

      “When I…When I what?” I shook my head, looking to Sunny for help deciphering what the hell the man was talking about. “I didn’t summon anyone. I was walking after my car broke down and then they surrounded me and…wait. Did you say…did you say pack? You have a…pack?”

      I blinked a lot, trying to clear my vision from what I suspected was that damn vodka, and gripped the back of the chair in front of me. They all had to start making sense eventually. Even if…even if I thought maybe that guy, Henry, had turned into a wolf. Had turned himself inside out and become the largest beast out of that group of beasts. It just didn’t make sense. Maybe Rocko worked some kind of curse on me and left me befuddled, unable to make sense or hear right. Maybe he wanted me locked up in a looney bin so he could “rescue” me later, make me feel indebted to him. I wouldn’t have been surprised by such a tactic.

      Henry’s expression didn’t soften as he studied me. “Of course I have a pack. Where’s your coven? Are they waiting outside the city to attack us when you give the signal? Are you here looking for Deirdre?”

      My jaw went slack as the second person that night accused me of being a witch. I tried to push upright from the chair and step forward strongly so I could poke him right in the chest. When in doubt, make counter-accusations and go on the offensive. History told me that letting people call you a witch never ended well for the accused, even when they weren’t actually witches. And it just got worse from there when they were witches.

      I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders and fixed him with a dark glare. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you’d better—”

      I didn’t get more than one step before the day and the night and everything caught up with me, and instead of poking him in the chest and giving him a piece of my mind, I ended up leaning forward and then kept on going. The floor rushed up at me and I had half a second to think that I could have used magic to save my dignity if I hadn’t used it all up saving myself from the damn wolves before I braced to collide with the chic tile floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      He didn’t know why she looked so surprised when he asked about her coven, but for some reason the witch’s face lost all color and she started wobbling like a toddler on unsteady legs. He frowned more are she tried to square off against him and wound up for a hell of a diatribe, if she was anything like the other witch he knew, but the witch didn’t get more than a deep breath into it before her eyes rolled back and she crumpled.

      Henry jumped forward to catch her, since Sasha was a bit too far away and Henry’s wolf side didn’t want the bear anywhere near her, and managed to keep her from hitting the floor. He maneuvered the girl around so her face wasn’t smooshed against his chest, and carefully put her in the chair she’d been hiding behind. He kept her upright with a hand on her shoulder, and glanced at Sunny. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She’s probably in shock,” the very pregnant woman said. She studied him coolly, both hands on her belly, and apparently didn’t like what she saw. “Why were you chasing her, hero?”

      He really didn’t like the bears or their mates. They were confrontational and aggressive for no reason. And with Sasha standing there, looking murderous at having another male in the presence of his mate, Henry couldn’t say what he really wanted to say to the human woman. “I needed to find out why she was on our territory. That’s it.”

      Sunny didn’t believe him, that was for sure, but luckily for Henry, the witch stirred and sucked in a breath as she straightened up in the chair. Sunny smiled at her and offered a bottle of water to drink. “It’s okay, Ophelia. Deep breaths. Have you not…heard any of this before?”

      Henry couldn’t move from standing next to the witch; for some reason, he didn’t want to stop touching her shoulder. Instead of the terrifying shocks of earlier, her skin resonated with a slight electric charge—just less than static, but enough that the wolf noticed and took interest. He hadn’t gotten that sense on the few occasions that he’d hugged Deirdre, and wondered whether it was something unique to the witch in front of him.

      The girl—Ophelia—took a shaky breath and covered her face. “You guys are freaking me out. I don’t…I’ve never seen anyone…do what he did. Ever. I didn’t even know it was possible. I’d heard stories, of course, but figured they were just that—stories. Are you saying… None of you seem surprised by calling me a witch. Are there a lot of witches around here?”

      Her voice got soft, like she was afraid of drawing attention to herself, and Henry swallowed an immediate barrage of questions about who she was actually running from. He reluctantly released her shoulder so he could take a seat in one of the spare chairs across from her, not wanting to loom over her like an uncouth bear. “There are some. One is mated to the alpha of my pack. That’s how I recognized what you are when you…stood up to the coyotes.”

      “Mated… to the alpha… of your pack…” she repeated slowly, gaze fixed on him like she had to translate from a foreign language.

      His patience started to dissipate, even for someone who smelled as enchanting as she did. “Yeah. Her name is Deirdre. Do you know her?”

      The witch just kept staring at him. “No. We’re not like a sorority or anything. We don’t have weekly meetings.”

      Like he was supposed to know that kind of shit about witches. “Then what are you doing in this city, if you’re not looking for witches?”

      “So people aren’t allowed to just visit?” She sat up straighter in the chair but still held her head, squinting even though anger sparked in her gaze. “What’s with the third degree? Can’t I just be here because it’s a nice place to visit and has a great symphony and decent weather this time of year?”

      Sasha laughed, though he cut himself off fairly quickly and schooled his expression back to indifferent. “You are funny girl. City is none of those things.”

      The witch rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I’m here because I’m here. I didn’t realize I needed an unimpeachable reason for daring the city limits.”

      “There’s no such thing as coincidence,” Henry said, and meant every bit of it. “Not around here, and not with the witches. Either you’re running toward something or running away from something. Which is it?”

      A flush slowly climbed her cheeks and her voice took on a steely quality. “And I’m saying that’s not the case. Got it?”

      Henry’s eyes narrowed. She smelled like fear and worry. She definitely hid something from all of them, and Sasha knew it just as well as Henry did. But Henry wasn’t going to stick around and interrogate the witch. He had better things to do than worry about what kind of trouble she wanted to bring down on the shifters in the city, at least not until he had a chance to talk with Deirdre.

      He shoved to his feet and nodded tightly to Sunny. “Great. Good luck.”

      He waited at the door for them to unlock it, then walked out into the night to head home for a good night’s sleep. He wouldn’t let the witch’s wide eyes or the feeling of her snuggled against his chest distract him from protecting his pack and his alpha. The witch was on her own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      Maybe I should have felt bad about being so short-tempered with the stranger who’d turned into a wolf, but I refused to apologize or wallow in it after I finally got shown to a room on the seventh floor and fell into bed. I’d had a hell of a long day and didn’t have to explain myself to anyone. No one deserved the fifth degree just for visiting a city—like that guy, Henry, was the self-appointed sentry to keep people out of the entire metropolis?

      I made a huffy noise and rolled over, burying my face in the fat pillow, and drew my knees up to my chest as I tried to get comfortable. Even being exhausted didn’t help me fall asleep. It was like I’d pushed past the fatigue and ended up in a near-hyper state after the adrenaline of confronting people who apparently knew that witches existed.

      I exhaled and finally sat up, reaching for some yarn and knitting needles from my bag. I just needed to work a few rows and it would help me calm down. A small lamp on the table next to the bed gave me just enough light to cast on and start on a small washcloth. I spooled a little magic into the yarn as I started knitting, focusing my energy on making the cloth soothing and reassuring with a spell for comfort, and breathed out a great deal of the nerves that still had me jumping when the heater kicked on and rattled in the wall.

      It would all be fine. None of them knew about Rocko, even if they seemed to know a lot about witches, and I’d never heard of a witch named Deirdre, like Henry mentioned. If she was the head witch in charge around there, then no doubt we’d cross paths eventually. Especially if Henry ran off to tattle on me and the witch decided to land on my head the next morning.

      I pushed away the thought and turned my attention back to the knitting. Soothing and calm and confident—a perfect washcloth to give as a gift for someone who needed a little boost when they washed their face. The magic spooled out in soft threads, the very opposite of what I’d thrown at those wolves, and wound around the needles like just another strand of yarn.

      Some of the tension eased out of my shoulders. Everything would look different after a good night’s sleep and a bit of perspective. I’d left the car behind but survived an attack by a bunch of coyotes and wolves. I peered past my knitting at my legs, where a few bites had grown puffy and red, and wished I still had the first aid kit from the trunk. At least I’d washed everything out as soon as I got to the room, and took the hottest shower on record to try and scrub away any memory of the day.

      I went back to taking stock of my situation. I’d found a safe place to sleep at least for the night, though I wasn’t sure how safe I felt staying there long-term, what with Henry knowing where to find me and everyone who worked at the shelter believing in witches. For the night, at least, I could sleep. I didn’t know where Rocko was nor how closely he followed me, but I had some breathing room to recharge my magical batteries and come up with a better plan. I couldn’t keep running forever. Eventually I had to face him.

      But not tonight, and hopefully not the next, either.

      I dragged my thoughts back to the knitting so I didn’t end up with a washcloth that plunged its user into an anxiety attack. It didn’t last long though, and eventually I gave up on the knitting. I stared up at the ceiling as I lay back in bed. How the hell had I ended up here in a strange city, being chased by animals and confronting a handsome stranger who asked about my coven?

      If they knew half of what I’d done, they wouldn’t let me stay in their city another second. I pulled the covers over my head to try and hide from the persistent guilt and fear. My old coven ended up injured and maimed, all because I couldn’t control my magic. Even when I could, the magic didn’t behave the right way and spiraled out of control. No matter what I did, I caused problems.

      I’d thought the coven would help calm things down, that they would know how to manage a slightly unpredictable and uncontrolled witch’s magic, but instead… instead it just compounded things and made my problems so much worse. Instead of their magic helping to control mine, the opposite happened—my magic sparked chaos in theirs.

      I groaned and rolled over again, wishing I had some kind of magic go-to-sleep spell. With my luck, if I tried anything of the sort, I’d either permanently blind myself or end up in a coma forever. The coven had been right to banish me—after they recovered from that disastrous spell. I’d run away, too horrified to face them, and kept running until Rocko found me.

      Clenching my teeth didn’t help me sleep or deal with the reality of what I was: a monster. A defective witch. A danger to myself and others. What I’d done to those coyotes and wolves—and to Henry—just reinforced it. I could have killed him by accident, when it seemed like all he’d been trying to do was help me. Maybe. I’d touched him and nearly hexed him into oblivion.

      Witches weren’t supposed to go around killing things. What we put into the world came back to us times three, and since all I ever did was create trouble for others… I sighed and covered my face. All I got back was trouble. Times three.

      Which explained Rocko, after all. He’d promised to fix what was wrong with me, to help my magic work the right way, to protect me from the covens that wanted to lock me up and strip away my magic forever. He’d made a lot of promises. Most seemed to be based in lies, although I didn’t know for sure what had actually been a lie. I hadn’t waited around long enough to find out, since the price of his help was too high for me to pay.

      I pushed away all thoughts of Rocko, otherwise I’d never have slept again, and tried to find something more pleasant to obsess over before sleep took me away. For some reason, that stranger, Henry, came to mind. He was handsome enough, and burly as all get-out. His chest had been a warm, sweatshirt-covered wall of muscle when he caught me after I started to faint. And he’d moved so fast… My cheeks warmed as I thought more about the stranger. At least he was a much more pleasant thought than a rogue sorcerer. Something about Henry, and the feeling of him standing next to me in that sea of coyotes and wolves, helped me relax against the mattress and pillows. It hadn’t been much of a welcome to a new city, but it wasn’t the worst introduction I’d ever had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry waited until morning to update his alpha, Evershaw, and Evershaw’s mate, Deirdre. He’d returned to the witch’s house close to dawn, after grumbling with Sasha over a few drinks, and avoided the watchful eyes of his sidekick, Mercy. She was Evershaw’s adopted daughter and the pack mascot, even though she was a strong wolf in her own right. She just had an aura about her like everyone’s kid sister, no matter how old she got. She’d been asleep in the front room as he crept across the porch, with the witch’s cat asleep in her lap, and Henry had been careful not to wake her so he could avoid the twenty questions that would have resulted.

      Cricket, the cat, barely glanced at Henry as the wolf walked by. The cat had enough attitude that it ruled the roost even in a pack full of werewolves, and it wasn’t just because Deirdre protected it. There was something about house cats in general… He’d never met one that was so self-assured and in command it could hold its own against a wolf. Henry didn’t mind sharing his breakfast with the beast just to keep the peace, and tossed some bacon bits in Cricket’s direction before searching for Evershaw and Deirdre.

      The witch worked in her garden while Evershaw yawned and drank his coffee and complained about the fresh air and early hour. It was Deirdre who noticed Henry and said good morning, ignoring her mate as Evershaw grumped and muttered.

      Henry didn’t take the alpha’s lack of manners to heart, since he’d worked for Miles Evershaw for almost a decade. Having Deirdre around had softened a lot about the alpha, but it hadn’t improved his opinion of mornings. Henry sat on a bench near the garden as he finished his coffee. “There was a disturbance last night while I was out patrolling.”

      At least Evershaw sat up when he heard that. Henry filled them both in on what happened, and tried not to laugh at their reactions—Evershaw started scowling at the first mention of the coyotes and wolves, while Deirdre waited to frown until she heard about the witch the animals cornered. Henry hid his smile behind the coffee cup. “So there might be two new problems, although I don’t know enough about witches to tell whether she’s trouble or not.”

      “I thought we’d dealt with the coyotes,” Deirdre said, glancing over at her mate. Her dark hair, pulled back in a ponytail, started to escape and curl around her face as she brushed sweat off her forehead. She went back to digging and clipping leaves and tying branches to a trellis. “It’s the wolves that worry me.”

      “How about you worry about the witch?” Evershaw said, folding his arms over his chest.

      “How about you mind your attitude?” she shot back, giving him a dark look. “It’s too early to deal with your bullshit and you didn’t make enough coffee. I won’t know if the witch is a problem until I meet her, and besides, it sounds like she was being chased by the animals. Which should be more alarming for you, since animals chasing witches could have implications for me.”

      Evershaw grunted. “Fine. Did you recognize any of the coyotes or wolves, Henry?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t notice anything in particular, but it was dark. Might require a call to that new coyote alpha to sort it out. I thought she had everything under control.”

      “Probably a poor assumption,” Evershaw said under his breath. The alpha arched an eyebrow. “Given their track record and all.”

      Henry figured alphas dealt with alphas, so the new coyote leader was someone Evershaw could face. Which just left the witch. He was getting his thoughts in order on how to ask Deirdre what she wanted to do about the stranger when the witch shot him a sideways look. “Where’s the witch staying?”

      “The bears’ shelter,” he said. “I didn’t get a chance to question her with that damn Russian bear standing over my shoulder.”

      “She’s staying at the battered women’s shelter?” Deirdre straightened up from the plants and braced her hands at the small of her back. “Why?”

      “Didn’t get a chance to ask. She said her car broke down and she didn’t look… rich. Maybe she didn’t have anywhere else to go.” Henry tried not to feel too badly about it, even if he didn’t like the idea of the stranger being in such duress.

      Deirdre sighed and eyed her mate. “Then I suppose I’m making a trip to the shelter to figure out what’s going on. The last thing we need is another blasted coven in this city, and if she’s the first of a wave of them, then we need to nip this in the bud. I don’t want to deal with more witch drama.”

      “None of us need that,” Evershaw said under his breath, though he pasted a fake smile on his face when Deirdre gave him a dirty look. “I mean, when are you going to talk to the girl?”

      “Soon,” Deirdre said. She pulled off her gloves and tossed them into the basket where she’d collected the various leaves and stems and clippings. “Don’t want to give her time to disappear into the city.”

      Henry stretched and tilted his head at the house. “If you give me just a minute to get changed, I can go with you.”

      “That’s okay,” Deirdre said. “You should sleep. I’ll bring Mercy with me. She likes ogling the bears, even if they’re all mated already.”

      “I didn’t need to hear that,” Evershaw muttered, shaking his head like he could have dislodged the thought. Mercy was like everyone’s little sister, but she was especially Miles’s. “She shouldn’t be ogling anyone, especially not those meatheads.”

      “Says you,” the witch said. She winked at Henry and headed for the house. “Just because you’re not paying attention doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. She’s a grown woman, you know. You should see the way she looks at Iskander and—”

      “I’m not hearing this,” her mate said. The wolf alpha covered his ears and stormed up to the house while Deirdre chased after him, laughing and naming all the guys that Evershaw’s distant cousin and adopted daughter liked to stare at.

      Henry shook his head and leaned back on the bench, basking in the morning sun. He fought jealousy every time he saw them together, joking or even arguing. He hadn’t ever been in a relationship like the one between the alpha and his mate, and part of Henry wanted to find the same thing for himself. He hadn’t felt a connection with any of the female wolves in the city, despite searching for his own mate, and part of him always wondered if the family curse followed him to a new pack.

      He didn’t wait long before shoving to his feet to get on with the day. He didn’t have time to rest; there was still too much to take care of with the coyotes and the wolves from outside the city. He could find a few of the guys to help him track the perpetrators from the night before, if any of the scent remained.

      Henry was halfway back to his room to prep for a long day when his cell phone rang and an unfamiliar number popped up on the screen. He hesitated before answering, but gave up as curiosity reared its ugly head. “Yeah?”

      “Henry?” The semi-familiar voice, female and rough on the edges, sent him into a spiral of memories. “Henry, it’s Nola. We need to talk.”

      He stopped dead in his tracks. Nola. What did she want?
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      A loud jangling noise jolted me awake, and for far too long, I had no idea where I was or what the hell was ringing at me. I scrambled around in the darkness and finally located the alarm clock, tossing it across the room.

      The ringing continued, and I cursed and spat hexes as I stumbled out of bed to knock a phone off the hook. I held it up and squinted at it, managing to put the correct end against my ear. “Uh… yes?”

      “Good morning, Ophelia,” a chipper voice said. “Sorry to wake you. When you get a chance, could you come downstairs? The guys are going to go tow your car into town and want to make sure they get the right one.”

      “Who’s going to what now?” Nothing made sense. I looked blearily around the unfamiliar room, and the night before came back in pieces. The pack of wild dogs or wolves or whatever they’d been. The shelter and the strange Russian who talked about witches. “Oh. The car. Right. Uh, sure.”

      “Great. We’ll see you in a few.” The girl hung up, though I kept staring at the phone for a good long while after the call ended. I didn’t recognize the voice and assumed it wasn’t the pregnant woman from the night before—Sunny. Although her name certainly would have matched the attitude of the early-morning caller.

      I squinted at my cell phone and did a double take. Maybe not early morning after all—it was already noon. I’d slept way longer than I planned and through a couple of meals too, from the way my stomach rumbled. I groaned and finger-combed my hair back out of my face. I’d left my bag and all my clothes and toiletries in the car. It would have been great to have all of that back, if “the guys”—whoever they were—could tow it close to the shelter, but that didn’t help me in the interim.

      The shower had been amazing but left my hair a snarled mess. I put on my rumpled shirt from the night before, tried to wrap my wild hair into a bun, and almost cried with relief when I realized there were new toothbrushes and toothpaste in the bathroom. I still felt off-kilter as I made my way back to the elevators and down to the lobby, but at least I didn’t have morning breath.

      A young woman with blonde hair and striking green eyes stood in the reception area. She smiled when she saw me. “You must be Ophelia. I’m Kara.”

      “Uh, hi.” I tried to sound like a normal person and not someone who’d been accused of being a witch by strangers the night before. “There’s something about my car?”

      “Yep.” She handed me a piece of paper with a map of the city on it and a pen. “Just sketch out the rough location of where you left it, and put down a description of the vehicle, the plates if you remember them. The guys can bring it back or at least get stuff out of the trunk for you.”

      “Great.” I took a deep breath and tried to orient myself to the map and the highway I’d been on before the car rattled to a stop. I almost didn’t notice the other woman who lounged in the lobby, flicking her way through a magazine.

      But it only took a second before I was certain—the dark-haired woman was a witch. A very strong witch who was very deliberately trying to act uninterested in me.

      My hair stood up and my nerves tweaked in warning. It wasn’t coincidence that a witch showed up at the building the morning after I arrived and a bunch of wolves tried to attack me. The only question was, did I ignore her or confront her? I didn’t have anywhere else to go, so if she was going to make a big deal of me being in her city, there weren’t any alternatives. I was stuck.

      I handed Kara back the paper and hesitated, trying not to look over my shoulder at the witch. Before I could say anything, Kara nodded in that direction. “There’s a kitchenette over there with breakfast. Help yourself. Sunny said you got in late and didn’t get a chance to eat. Just holler if you need anything.”

      I needed coffee. Coffee and a plane ticket to the other side of the world. But I nodded and thanked her before edging into the shared lounge/kitchenette area. At least no one else lingered on the first floor so there wouldn’t be witnesses to the debacle that occurred.

      My hand shook just a bit as I had to turn my back on the witch to pour coffee and retrieve a breakfast burrito. I was still facing away when she spoke, nonchalant like her presence wasn’t kind of threatening all by itself. “I’m Deirdre, by the way. I’m sure you know what I am by now.”

      I didn’t want to cringe, but something about her abruptness and an almost abrasive quality in her tone rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe it was my own issue, after being berated and harangued by other witches and Rocko for so long, but I still had to take a deep breath before I could face her. “Maybe. I’m Ophelia.”

      She didn’t offer to shake hands or anything, but pointed at another chair at the table where she sat. “Why don’t we talk for a second.”

      It wasn’t a question or an invitation—it was an order. I started to bristle. Who the hell did she think she was to order me around? She didn’t know anything about me, and if she did… Well. If she knew only a hint of how fucked up my magic was, she wouldn’t risk pissing me off. “I don’t have any pressing engagements, so sure.”

      The corner of her eye flickered, like she wanted to scowl at me, but the rest of her impervious façade remained in place. It was impressive, I had to give her that—she maintained an icy bitch face really well. I would have taken notes if my knees weren’t knocking with nerves.

      Deirdre spread her hands on the table, studying them instead of me. “There are not many of us in the city, you see, and the people who run this facility wanted to make sure that trouble isn’t going to land on their doorstep. Well, more trouble than usual.”

      My heart sank. It must have been Sunny and Sasha, worried about what a crazy witch meant for the rest of the people they needed to help. I would never get over it if I brought harm to the other women and children who legitimately needed the shelter. I swallowed the knot in my throat. “I’m not planning to stay long-term. I just needed—”

      “They’re not kicking you out,” she went on, as if I hadn’t spoken. “But there are security and safety protocols that have to be followed. So. What are you running from?”

      “A man,” I said finally. I used the breakfast burrito—cold but still edible—as an excuse to pause before answering so I could chew and think a bit more. “Isn’t it always about a man?”

      Her head tilted as she studied me, and I figured she had never had man troubles. Deirdre didn’t blink. “What kind of man? Human? Witch? Something else?”

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t want to talk about it. I won’t be here long enough for it to affect anyone. I’ll be on my way as soon as I can figure out what’s wrong with my car.”

      “I’m not trying to drive you out of here,” she said suddenly, and some of the ice queen façade cracked. “It’s just… We’ve had a bit of trouble the last year with different factions and people up to no good, so the community is sensitive to strangers showing up and apparently stirring up trouble.”

      “Stirring up trouble?” I sat back, bracing my hands on the table. “Me getting attacked by wild animals is stirring up trouble?”

      She shrugged and gestured somewhere over her shoulder. “They’re fixing that problem, so at least we’ll know why the wild animals decided to track you down. But it would help me a great deal if you could explain how we can help you.”

      “Help me?” I didn’t believe her. “You want to help me? Why?”

      Deirdre’s head tilted as she studied me, and something softened in her dark eyes. “Because you look like you need help. Where’s your coven?”

      “No coven.” I didn’t want her sympathy. I really didn’t want her sympathy. If anyone was too nice to me, I knew I’d start crying and blabber the whole sad story. And it was better if no one else knew the truth. Safer. She wouldn’t want to help me if she knew the truth about what a mess I was, all the people I’d hurt. “I’m on my own.”

      She made a thoughtful noise. “No coven? Did you have one before and something happened?”

      “Look, I don’t know you.” I glanced over at the reception desk and Kara, who seemed oblivious, and lowered my voice. “I don’t know anyone here, and I’m really not comfortable talking about stuff that shouldn’t be talked about in the open.”

      “Kara’s fine,” she said, waving in the other woman’s direction. “She’s a wolf who lives with bears. She deals with more drama than almost anyone else I know.”

      Kara snorted a laugh and said, “Preach,” before going back to the book she was reading.

      I massaged my temples and struggled to come up with a response. “I seriously don’t know how to deal with this.”

      “Then come stay with me,” she said. Her intense dark eyes nearly pinned me to my chair. “I have a very large house. I share it with some wolves, but they’re good guys and don’t usually cause trouble.”

      “I don’t think that’s—”

      “They’ll also be able to keep other wolves and coyotes away,” she added quietly. “And to warn you if any get close. It’s a benefit to having them around. They take territory seriously and spend a great deal of time making sure people stay away from their part of the city.”

      I took a deep breath. I knew I couldn’t stay at the shelter forever, but I hadn’t even considered moving in with a witch—especially someone I didn’t know and who terrified me just a little. “I don’t think I can impose.”

      Her lips compressed to a thin line as she studied me. “There are a few other witches in the city, none of whom are particularly helpful or welcoming. I was in a position once where I needed help and no one was there. I know what it’s like to stand on your own. I know how tiring it gets. I’m offering this because I want to and because you look like you could use a safe place to land for a little while. You’re under no obligation to stay. Just come and hang out for a couple of days—recharge, get your plan together, and then take your next step.”

      My chest ached. She was right—I was tired. And it wasn’t just being alone that made me tired—it was running from Rocko and all the other mistakes I’d made, waiting for the other shoe to drop and for those mistakes to catch up to me. I didn’t know what to say. At all.

      Deirdre must have read something in my expression, because she knocked her knuckles on the table and slid her chair back. “Think about it. I have a few errands to run, but I’ll be back in an hour or two. You can tell Kara if you want me to swing by to pick you up.”

      I was still searching for a response when she got up and headed for the door, not looking back. I stared after her for a long time, my coffee gone cold and the breakfast burrito unfinished on the plate. She offered me a lifeline, but was I brave—or crazy—enough to take it?
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry almost threw his phone across the yard when he heard Nola’s voice. His older sister hadn’t reached out in years, since he left the pack, and he hadn’t expected to hear from her ever again. That she called meant something terrible had probably happened. He didn’t talk until he was far enough away from the house that no one would overhear. “What do you want?”

      Her tone cooled. He could practically see the disapproving look on her face. “It’s time for you to come back.”

      “I told you five years ago I wasn’t coming back. Nothing has changed my mind about that.” He pushed away the darkest memories and clenched his jaw against the rest.

      “He’s gone.” Nola took a deep breath. “And the pack needs an alpha.”

      Henry shook his head, even though she wouldn’t see it. “I’m not interested.”

      “It’s your duty,” she said. “You’re the first son, and—”

      Part of him wondered if he should have gone back and fixed up all the things his stepfather had destroyed. “I’m not going to be an alpha.”

      Nola took another deep breath. “We need you, Henry. Come back and take a mate and lead the pack. It’s time.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t have a mate and that’s not going to change anytime soon. Just cross me off the list, Nola. We both know I’m not meant to lead the pack. It’s better for everyone if someone new—someone not from the family—takes over.”

      “This pack has been in our family for generations. We’re not going to stand by and—”

      “Then you do it, Nola,” he snapped. “You stand up and be alpha, instead of trying to pawn the responsibility off on me.”

      The silence stretched until he thought she might have ended the call, but after a long time, she sighed. Her voice came out tired and defeated. “Henry, we miss you. Can’t you at least come back to visit?”

      “I have a life where I’m at,” Henry said. He hardened his heart. The moment Nola got him back to Montana, he’d never escape. It had taken all of his strength and courage to leave the first time. “I’m happy, Nola, and I hope you are, too. I’m not going to be the alpha.”

      She kept arguing, trying to convince him, but Henry had a lifetime of practice at ignoring his bossy older sister. Nola excelled at telling other people what to do, especially when she didn’t have to do anything herself. She’d been great at making plans for his life when he was the one who sacrificed freedom and happiness in service to the pack, yet always seemed to disappear when the pack required anything of her.

      He shook away the unkind thoughts as he finally ended the call. She was just trying to do the best she could with what she had. It wasn’t either of their faults that Ma had married a vicious son of a bitch after their father died and Henry was too young to take the pack. No one would have listened to a four-year-old alpha, regardless of how much the pack loved his father. No one knew how bad Ulrich was until it was too late.

      Henry growled to himself and paced through the garden as he struggled to soothe his agitated wolf side. Part of him wanted to fix all the problems he’d left behind in Montana, but the rest of him knew it wasn’t his fight. It wasn’t his job. The pack could have overthrown Ulrich, but no one had the stones to work together to deal with it. They looked to Henry, a half-grown kid, to challenge the huge, cruel alpha. He bared his teeth at nothing in the garden, wishing he had someone to fight, and kept moving. He’d tried. He’d challenged Ulrich and thought maybe he could have succeeded—but ended up getting his ass brutally kicked.

      Brutally. It almost killed him.

      He still carried the scars. He’d run a few years later, though those intervening years had been a living hell at Ulrich’s hands, when the bastard took every opportunity to remind Henry that he’d been beaten. Henry recovered eventually, though the mental scars remained, even after finding Miles Evershaw and his cousin Todd and their pack of misfits.

      Henry cut off a growl when he caught Cricket high-stepping through the shaggy grass in the backyard giving him a disdainful look. The cat sneezed in his general direction and continued on his way on whatever cat business Cricket was up to. Henry’s wolf side wasn’t about to keep bellyaching when a regular house cat judged him for it. He just had to get his shit together and deal with the new family drama.

      Knowing Nola like he did, Henry didn’t expect her to give up so easily. She had a one-track mind when she had a goal. Which would have made her a great alpha, if she’d stood up and taken on the leadership role. He headed for the house, scowling fiercely enough that even Silas, one of the rougher misfits they’d collected in the pack over the years, got out of his way.

      Henry didn’t bother to turn around. “Need to hunt some wolves. You up for it?”

      Silas grunted, “Yeah. I’ll get the others,” and headed off to get the rest of the team.

      Henry cracked his knuckles and rotated his head until his neck popped. Maybe he’d get a chance to fight after all.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t take me long to decide. I didn’t get a weird vibe from Deirdre like I had with other witches, and she was upfront enough that I figured I’d know pretty quickly if things weren’t working out. I just needed a day or two to come up with a plan for how to deal with Rocko, and then I could move on.

      It helped make up my mind when Kara hinted that Deirdre’s friends, her pack, included some capable mechanics and gear-heads. So the bill for fixing up my car would probably be pretty low. That didn’t mean I’d trust her, of course, but at least I’d be closer to making an escape than if I stayed at the shelter and hoped my car magically fixed itself.

      I thanked Kara profusely and asked her to pass along the message to Sunny and the rest of the crew, and promised to pay it forward if I ever got a chance. She just smiled and said she was pretty sure our paths would cross again, which made the back of my neck prickle in an odd way. I dismissed it and got into Deirdre’s car, holding my loom bag and knitting on my lap, just in case.

      And then it was a short, slightly awkward car ride back the way I’d run the night before to a fancy-ass house in a mostly respectable neighborhood. It all looked so different during the day. It was almost difficult to believe that everything had been so terrifying…

      My heart rate ticked up a bit as we passed semi-familiar streets and it became clear we were returning very close to where I’d been attacked by the animals.

      When she noticed my discomfort, probably from the way I gripped the handle of the door, Deirdre glanced over. “Trouble?”

      “This was near where…things happened last night.” I took a deep breath and rubbed my palms down my thighs, wanting to get rid of the clammy feeling with my only somewhat dirty jeans. “Just…weird to see it during the daylight.”

      She made a thoughtful noise and guided the sedan around a corner. “The attack was bad?”

      “Bad enough, but not the worst.”

      Deirdre started to smile, shaking her head, and I looked over sharply. “Is that funny?”

      “No, I’m just thinking how many people would say that sounded like something I would say.” The corner of her mouth stayed turned up. “I’m not particularly good at explaining things or asking for help, so it’s a fair point. Do you know why the animals attacked?”

      I went through what I remembered, still struggling to piece together what triggered the event, but came up with no smoking gun for why a motley crew of canines wanted to kill me.

      Deirdre pulled the car up in front of a massive house, with half the block next to it given over to an equally massive garden, and put it into park. She didn’t get out right away, her hands still on the steering wheel, and I braced myself for a whole lot of rude questions or a hex. Maybe both.

      Instead, Deirdre sighed and counted slowly under her breath. Waiting for something.

      I stared at her. More craziness? Was I the only sane person left in the entire damn city?

      When she hit “three,” though, a blonde head with startling green eyes and an accusatory expression popped up in my window and said, “You went without me?”

      I jumped and nearly cut myself in half with the seatbelt, and threw my hands up to deflect the attack. A bit of magic jumped out through my fingers and pinged against the window glass, cracking it into a mass of fine spiderwebs, and I nearly launched across Deirdre in an effort to get away.

      The blonde girl flopped back on her ass with a shout as Deirdre said, “Oh, calm down,” and I tried to decipher whether she meant me or the stranger who’d just scared me half to death.

      Deirdre kicked her door open and hauled herself out of the car, marching around the front to lean against the fender.

      “You know he’s mad you went without anyone else,” the girl on the sidewalk said, not bothering to get back to her feet. Her attention drifted to me though, and the fever-bright interest in her eyes made me shiver.

      “It’s good for Miles to be mad,” Deirdre said. She gestured and the young woman bounced to her feet, reaching for my car door without waiting to be asked.

      I recoiled again and would have made it over into the driver’s seat if it hadn’t been for the gear shift and the console.

      Deirdre sighed and caught the girl’s shoulder, drawing her back. “Mercy, I swear, would you give her some breathing room?”

      “I haven’t seen another witch before,” she breathed, looking about as obsessive and transfixed as I’d always imagined the witch-hunters looked when they came across a new coven. “I just wanted to see if she smells different from you.”

      Smells different? “I beg your pardon?”

      Mercy grinned but Deirdre just rolled her eyes, helping to open my door. “Forgive Mercy, she’s just…enthusiastic. I’m afraid it might be my fault. I made the mistake of showing her some magic and now she’s very…interested in figuring it all out. Typical for a wolf, you’ll find.”

      A wolf? My mouth dried out and I debated just staying in the car. The weather wasn’t that cold. I could totally sleep in the car until I figured out what I wanted to do next. Or it wouldn’t be a very long walk back to the shelter. I was reasonably sure that Kara would let me back through the door.

      Deirdre’s head tilted as she studied me, then she shooed Mercy away. The witch sat on her heels as she studied me where I sat in the car, and for the first time, something about her softened. The abrasive personality fell away and instead she sounded like a friend. Maybe like a kindred spirit or a sister. “I get it. It’s a lot to take in. Sunny didn’t think you knew much about wolves and bears and shifters in general before last night, so I’m sure you’re still feeling off-balance. I share this house with my mate, who’s a wolf alpha, and some of his pack-mates. There are wolf shifters here, but they’re all on their best behavior. And there’s a djinn, too, although I can’t speak for Iskander’s behavior. He’s hard to gauge.”

      “A d-djinn?”

      “Genie,” she said. “You now, rub the lamp and you get three wishes? It’s a long story and one that’s better suited to being inside with coffee or hot cocoa or a hell of a lot of whiskey. Here’s the thing, Ophelia. I don’t believe in coincidence, and I’m guessing you don’t either.”

      She waited until I nodded my concurrence before going on, and I hardly noticed that she’d reached out to squeeze my knee in reassurance.

      “Your car broke down, you walked into the city—close to my house—and ended up surrounded by shifters. Those events are related. I’m not sure why, but we are where we are, right? I’m betting you have something in your history that might shed some light on why at least one of those things happened, but I won’t push you to start talking. I’m going inside to make sure my mate isn’t losing his mind, since that’s what he does if I go anywhere alone these days, and we can talk when you’re ready.”

      I swallowed hard and desperately wanted to shove to my feet and stride confidently into that literal den of wolves. But I didn’t think I could trust my legs to support me, even holding onto my loom bag. “I just…need a second.”

      “Totally understandable,” she said. Deirdre straightened and tilted her head at the house. “Come on in the front door when you’re ready. I’ll have the drinks waiting.”

      I nodded. She walked away without looking back, though she started shouting at a large man as he prowled along the porch and scowled at her. They argued loudly but incoherently as she stormed into the house and he followed on her heels, and it was almost enough to make me smile. Maybe all the animals weren’t dangerous, if the much smaller Deirdre could holler at such an enormous dude and not worry about him losing his shit.

      But that didn’t help me gather my courage any. The young woman, Mercy, had retreated to the garden but still watched me from a bench like I was a rare and potentially dangerous wild bird that she wanted to photograph. Or trap. Or eat. Nothing else stirred on the block, despite the occasional sound of a car door slamming or a phone ringing elsewhere on up and down the street.

      I swung my legs out of the car and tried to talk myself into walking into the house. A good stiff drink sounded amazing, despite it being barely past lunchtime, but it was a long walk across the yard to the porch and the stairs. I didn’t know what held me back.

      It wasn’t precisely that my instincts wanted me to run. The magic didn’t warn me away from Deirdre or the house. Something just wanted me to… wait. To sit. To breathe and exist right there for a little while longer.

      Maybe it was a trap that Rocko set so I was lulled into a false sense of security. It didn’t have the same feel as the sorcerer’s greasy, clingy magic, though.

      As I sat there and listened to the world move around me, I looked up and spotted the largest cat I’d ever seen in my life stalking across the front yard. He was one of those fluffy, long-haired and big-boned breeds that looked more dog than cat, but his floofy tail quirked into a question mark as he fixed his green gaze on me. I started to smile as I watched his progress and complete disdain for everything around him.

      Typical cat. He struck me as one facet of Deirdre’s personality—so probably her familiar. I’d always wanted a familiar but the coven claimed they were just a distraction from the purity of… I shook myself and pushed away the thought. It didn’t matter. Someone with fucked-up magic, like me, didn’t deserve a familiar. Even if I managed to find an animal that wanted to bond with me, it wouldn’t be fair—my magic would destroy them just as fast as it was destroying me.

      My vision blurred for a moment and I covered my face. I couldn’t escape it, not even for a day. It was always there, haunting me. Everything I’d failed at, everyone I’d let down… I carried it with me as surely as I carried my knitting.

      I took a shaky breath and wiped angrily at my cheeks. I needed to grow the hell up. There was no use sitting outside and crying like a child over something that couldn’t be changed. I shoved to my feet and took a step and pitched forward as I tripped over the damn cat as he raced to twine between my feet.

      And once again, instead of falling on my face, I fell against a very broad, solid chest and looked up into Henry’s frowning face.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      They followed a few tracks from the intersection where Henry had found the witch but lost the scent of the coyotes and wolves in the tangle of city smells and car exhaust. It was the one thing he really missed about Montana: out there, he could track a scent for miles and miles without much effort.

      It was also possible for someone—or something—to track him for miles and miles. Not so in the city, not after he’d spent years learning how to disappear.

      The team spread out and searched for any other hints of who had decided to encroach on their territory, but there weren’t any clear signs. Without much to go on, Henry signaled them all to go home. Half went back to the old building—the massive industrial factory that had been turned into the original pack house—and he and Silas went back to the witch’s house.

      Henry’s pace slowed as they approached the house and saw Deirdre’s car sitting out front with the passenger door open. He sniffed the air, searching for hints of trouble, and caught a whisper of an almost-familiar scent. He ambled to a halt in the middle of the street, frowning at the car. The witch. The new witch, he thought. Not Deirdre.

      Silas glanced at him, then at the house. “Something wrong?”

      Henry shook his head and forced his legs to move again. The witch, Ophelia, had been near the house, was potentially still there. Was she there by invitation or had she shown up looking to cause trouble? He didn’t look at the other wolf. “Just something unexpected. Maybe a bit of trouble. Too early to tell.”

      Silas’s attention wandered to the car, and his eyes narrowed. Henry didn’t know much about the other wolf’s past, other than he’d spent some time in the military or a private military company or something martial, but he was generally a trustworthy and unflappable presence on patrols. Something about the way Silas’s posture tensed and he leaned forward slightly made Henry’s wolf roar to the surface, wanting to protect the witch.

      He walked stiff-legged up to the car to evaluate the situation and stopped near the passenger side when he realized the witch still sat there. Her pale face took on a determined expression and she muttered something to herself before pushing to her feet. Henry opened his mouth to ask what she was doing, but before he could get a word out, Ophelia tripped on the cat and crumpled, her arms full of a bulky bag.

      For the second time since he’d met her, Henry had to jump in to catch her before she fell. She didn’t weigh much, so it was easy to hold her up against his chest. It took a little maneuvering to avoid having that damn bag gouging into his guts, but then he held her and her head tucked under his chin and everything clicked into place. The world tilted a bit and realigned, and it felt like something that had been missing from his life was suddenly back where it was supposed to be.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath from her hair, unable to move. What the hell was going on?

      Silas cleared his throat. “Want me to get the medic, boss?”

      Henry shook his head without opening his eyes, exhaling a breath he’d been holding for what felt like eternity. “Nah. I’ll make sure she gets inside.”

      “Who is she?”

      “She’s Ophelia,” the witch said, her voice muffled against Henry’s chest. “And she can’t breathe.”

      Henry loosened his hold on her, though he didn’t let her go. His wolf didn’t want to let her move away, not with another male so close, but he couldn’t justify guarding her as much as he wanted to. She wasn’t his. He didn’t even know her last name.

      Silas studied them both with a raised eyebrow, then snorted and backed up a few steps. “I’ll go up to the house and let them know you’ll…both be in soon.”

      Then he walked away, shaking his head, and shoved his hands in his pockets as he went. Henry ignored the other man and kept his attention on Ophelia. “What are you doing here?”

      “Deirdre invited me,” she said. She pushed away from his chest more and pressed a shaking hand to her forehead. “Sorry. It’s been a…weird day.”

      “And a weird night, seems like.” Henry retreated to give her more space, though he held her waist to keep her steady as she maneuvered that enormous bag. “Let me take that for you.”

      He reached for the bag and she immediately jerked away. “No.”

      She flushed just as quickly but kept a secure grip on the bag. “Sorry. I mean, thank you, I’ve got it. I prefer to carry it myself.”

      Henry eyed her as he slowly closed the car door. “Fine by me. You should go inside. Deirdre will be waiting. And it seems like you need to lie down or eat lunch or something.”

      Ophelia brushed the dark hair out of her eyes and wobbled a few steps closer to the house. “Right. Something. Did you… Do you know what happened last night? Who those animals were?”

      “We have some ideas,” he said. “But nothing concrete. Do you know why they might have picked you out?”

      She hesitated and his ears perked up. She knew something. There was definitely something she avoided talking about. Ophelia shrugged and kept her attention on the house as they walked across the yard. “Nothing comes to mind.”

      “We can smell lies, you know.”

      She looked at him sharply, a hint of fear in her eyes, and her cheeks reddened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He wanted to tease her more, since it was patently untrue, but Ophelia still looked off-balance and uncertain, and Henry wasn’t usually a dick to people. He left that to the alpha. So he left it alone and figured it would be easy enough to circle back to the topic later. If she stuck around the house for very long.

      He found the possibility intriguing. What were her plans? What did Deirdre have in mind for the other witch? Henry frowned to himself and rubbed his jaw, standing back as Ophelia climbed up the rickety porch stairs. He jumped forward to catch her waist again as she hesitated, fearing she’d fall, and earned himself a withering look from the witch and an equally disdainful sniff from Cricket, who’d appeared on the porch to witness the proceedings. Henry snorted and stepped back, holding his hands up in surrender. “Sorry.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of walking up five steps,” Ophelia said, though her voice verged on breathless.

      Henry studied the set of her shoulders and tried not to grin. Maybe all witches were prickly. Or maybe she didn’t mind his help as much as she wanted to. He was about to tease her about it when the front door opened and Deirdre stood there, eyeing him with slightly more interest than he liked.

      He kept his expression neutral as Ophelia stalled on the top step and looked at the other witch. Henry figured the standoff could take hours and decided to help it along. He caught Ophelia’s arm to help encourage her to go inside. “What did Mercy make for lunch, Deirdre?”

      He barely got the sentence out before a jolt of pure electricity jumped from Ophelia to him, knocking him off his feet and halfway across the porch. He even flew through a few chairs and sent them clattering into kindling. He shook his head to try and dispel some of the static in his brain, and he had half a second to see the stricken look on Ophelia’s face before nature took over and the wolf roared to the surface.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I stared in horror as Henry flew across the porch after my magic discharged from the iron control I’d used to make it across the lawn. He slammed through the outdoor furniture and collided with the porch railing, so at least he didn’t fly off into the house next door. I clapped both hands over my mouth, dropping my loom bag, and braced for Deirdre to lash out at me.

      She just stared, first at me and then at Henry. Then back at me. Then at Henry. Then she muttered, “Oh damn,” and jumped forward to catch my arm, trying to drag me inside. “Come on. No, come on.”

      I looked over and sucked in a desperate breath as I watched Henry change his shape again. It was like he turned inside out and all his insides ended up outside. The iron tang of blood hit the air and made my stomach turn over. I almost barfed right there on the porch. And then he stood there as the enormous timber wolf, snarling and shaking himself, and the wild gold eyes found first Cricket, then me.

      The house cat wasn’t impressed. He kept on licking his paws and washing his ears, his tail lashing to demonstrate how very unimpressed he was.

      But my heart dropped to my feet and I had to clench my legs together to keep from peeing myself when those wolf eyes found me.

      Turned out they were just as terrifying in pure daylight as they were in the dark.

      Deirdre cursed more and hauled me into the house, kicking the door shut. “Damn it. Miles!”

      I winced as she shouted, but Deirdre was busy locking the door and bracing a chair under the knob. She waved at me to get away from there and instead pointed me toward a sweeping staircase off to the left of the door. “Get away from there. He should be fine, but if he was hurt, he might not be as much in control as we’d like.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She glanced out the window once more, checking on where the wolf was, and didn’t turn as a huge guy with dirty-blond hair wandered into the living room, a half-eaten sandwich in his hand. “What are you yelling about now, woman?”

      My eyebrows arched as I surveyed the guy; he was tall and broad and really, really handsome, although he also had the posture and confidence of someone who was accustomed to getting his way. Deirdre sounded irritated as she checked the window again. “I never yell and you know it, Miles. We have a…challenge.”

      Miles glanced at me and offered a single chin-jerk in acknowledgment of my existence on his way to stand next to Deirdre. His non-sandwich-holding hand settled intimately low on her waist. He must have been her “mate,” whatever that meant, although I couldn’t really understand how that worked with what little I knew about Deirdre. “What kind of challenge?”

      “Well, Henry was on the porch with Ophelia here and there was a small magical—event—and then Henry shifted.” Deirdre flipped her dark hair over her shoulder and swatted his wandering hand away as it drifted down her ass. “Now he’s on the porch. Still a wolf.”

      Miles grunted, uninterested, and turned to study me. “He’ll be fine. You must be Ophelia. Did you mean to hex him?”

      “Um…” I looked between them, still concerned about there being a timber wolf at the door, and adjusted my grip on the loom bag. “No. It happens, sometimes.”

      “It happens? You just randomly hex people?” His attention slid to the other witch and a hint of mischief crossed his expression. “So now there’s two of you.”

      Deirdre snorted and punched his arm, attention still on the wolf. “I only hex you when you deserve it. Asshole.”

      It felt like an oddly intimate moment, despite the wolf prowling on the porch. “Is he… Is he going to get in here and…you know?”

      “Bite you?” The guy, Miles, glanced back out the window before turning his attention back to Deirdre. “Nah. He’ll pace and growl for a while, but Henry’s got good control. It’ll come back eventually.”

      “Eventually?” My voice cracked. Had I done permanent damage? He didn’t look injured, but I knew better than almost anyone that mental damage could scar far more deeply than physical.

      Miles shrugged. “Hour? Maybe two. Any longer than that and I’ll go kick his ass to wake him up. It’ll be fine. He probably deserved it.”

      “He didn’t,” I said, and my hands started shaking. It had been long enough since the last time it happened that I’d thought maybe I was over it, that somehow the magic had fixed itself. But of course it happened. Of course I was still damaged. And dangerous. “It was all my fault. It’s… I can’t control it.”

      Deirdre’s eyes narrowed as she watched me, then she shooed Miles away with a darker look. “Go make lunch.”

      He sighed heavily and wandered toward what I assumed was the kitchen, shouting for Mercy to get her ass inside and make lunch. Deirdre shook her head and muttered under her breath about her unhelpful fucking mate, then gestured for me to sit near an antique piano. “All right, spill. What’s up with your magic?”

      It took me far too long to sit, though I kept a hand on my loom bag just in case. The very last thing I needed was to accidentally cause a fire in her living room and burn down the whole house. But there was the promise of relief, of being able to share things with her that the coven had despised and ignored before they kicked me out, along with the threat that Deirdre would be like them. She’d invited me into her house thinking I was just a witch in trouble, not a defective witch who couldn’t control her magic.

      I struggled to find the words as I weighed how much to say. Maybe a few half-truths would suffice… But Henry saying they could smell lies gave me pause. Was it true? Had he just been fucking with me? I cleared my throat and didn’t even try to meet her even, dark gaze. “I have…a problem. I can’t always control my natural magic. Most of the time I can channel it, to store it here,” and I patted the loom bag. “In weaving or knitting or something. I thought…as long as I can siphon it off into something else, it would be safe. I haven’t had…an accident like that in a while. Weeks, definitely. Maybe months.”

      Months was optimistic, but still within the realm of possibility. The last time trying to escape from Rocko didn’t count as an accident. I’d mostly meant to do it on purpose.

      Deirdre didn’t speak right away, instead nodding thoughtfully as she kept watching me. The scrutiny grew unnerving, even more so because I could hear the click of nails on wood as the wolf paced on the porch. As Henry paced on the porch, after what I’d done to him. My fists clenched, balanced on my knees, as I tried to look at anything in the room but her.

      “What have you tried to control it?”

      She surprised me into looking at her. “What?”

      Deirdre shrugged. “You’ve found a short-term solution with whatever is in the bag, but I’m assuming you’ve also looked for long-term solutions to control what goes wrong. Didn’t your coven work with you?”

      Bitterness swamped my mouth and I looked away again, debating throwing myself to the porch just to avoid having to admit to how many times I’d been rejected in my life. “We moved around a lot when I was a kid, so no one would realize that I had a problem, and then… well, I managed to hide it for a while. When they found out, they weren’t…pleased.”

      Which was the understatement of the century.

      She made a thoughtful noise, her head tilted. “But you’re powerful. Got some oomph to those little accidents. A lot of covens would overlook the control issue just for the strength.”

      Maybe she already knew about Rocko, since that had been his proposal. I shivered and rubbed my hands together, ignoring the sharp look she gave them as they moved. Like she thought I might have charged them up for another shock. “They were…traditional. Didn’t like the potential for drawing too much attention, especially since we were in a conservative area. The kind where witch-burnings are still a distinct possibility, with the right proof.”

      Deirdre grimaced with understanding, then waved her hand to dismiss whatever she’d been thinking. “That’s just one coven, though. You must have been looking for a while, though?”

      I didn’t want to talk about Rocko. I really, really didn’t. “A while. Nothing ever seems to help.”

      Those dark eyes weighed and measured me until I started to get nervous. “Do you want to fix it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you want things to change? It’s not my business to help you fix a problem if you’re okay with the problem itself.” She frowned as she sat up and craned her neck, and the sound of muffled cursing reached us through the windows. Deirdre’s expression cleared. “There he is.”

      I turned in the chair but knew I was too much of a coward to face Henry right away. My legs were weak, that was for damn sure, and wouldn’t carry me to the door to let him in. Luckily though, it wasn’t necessary. Deirdre hadn’t locked the door, and Henry fumbled with the knob until the heavy wood door swung in, knocking aside the chair she’d propped there.

      My jaw dropped when I saw him. Completely stark naked and unashamed, though there was certainly nothing to be ashamed of in the muscled physique marked by more than a few scars. I blinked and my whole face heated, but I couldn’t look away.

      He stumbled as he walked in and almost shut the door on the cat, though the massive feline hissed and swatted at him in warning before sauntering into the living room. Henry shook himself—a full-body shake, like a dog after a bath—and frowned as he looked around. “What happened?”

      I couldn’t speak, my mouth dry with humiliation. I braced for the attack, the accusations, the yelling. Him demanding an apology or worse, maybe demanding that Deirdre kick me out or call the police.

      Deirdre glanced toward the kitchen and the rising voices arguing over what “making lunch” actually meant, then sighed and shoved to her feet. “You got zapped and went into a shift. That’s it.”

      “Oh.” Henry frowned at me and I flushed, trying to keep my attention north of his chest. His well-formed, slightly furred chest. “Is it lunchtime yet?”

      “If your stupid alpha would get off his ass and do more than order people around, yes, it is.” Deirdre huffed in irritation and strode toward the kitchen, raising her voice enough that the occupants of the kitchen immediately silenced. “It’s past time for lunch, actually, and I’m getting suspicious about why it’s taking so long.”

      Which left Henry looking at me and me avoiding looking at him, and the cat sitting on the stairs watching us both. Out of the three of us, it seemed like Henry was the only one not judging.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      It had been years since he ended up in an uncontrolled shift. Usually it took a lot to force a shifter into that sort of thing, at least once they were out of adolescence, and he didn’t like the implications for control of his temper. Henry couldn’t stand men who lost control, especially around women, and fought the urge to immediately go to the backyard for a round of boxing with Silas or one of the other guys to punish himself.

      But he couldn’t walk away from the witch. She looked so small and lost, sitting there in Deirdre’s comfortable but antique-filled living room, still clutching that weird bag. Henry cleared his throat and tried to figure out a way to apologize that didn’t make him sound like a dangerous animal. “It doesn’t happen often, you know.”

      She jumped, startled, and her entire face reddened as she looked at him. “Wh-What?”

      “The shift, like that. It doesn’t happen often. Just…under extreme circumstances.” It didn’t make him feel any better, just like it shouldn’t have been reassuring for her. “I’m not sure what triggered it this time, but I’ll figure it out and deal with it.”

      Her face paled instead, and after a long second of staring at him in panic, she collapsed forward against her legs and covered her face. “It’s my fault,” she said, voice muffled against her hands.

      He edged closer, trying to hear. She still smelled remarkably good, despite a hint of perspiration and fear. Adrenaline and panic, no doubt. He didn’t like it, her smelling like fear. Especially around him. “It’s not—”

      “I caused it,” she said, shaking her head though she didn’t move from where she’d doubled over in the chair. “I’m a freak. I can’t control my magic. It…jumped to you and it knocked you across the porch and then you…changed.”

      Henry crouched down near the chair and touched her arm. “Say that again.”

      She didn’t pull away, which he took as a pretty good sign that she wasn’t afraid of him, but she didn’t look up, either. “I’m a dangerous witch. I can’t control my magic, and I ended up…hexing you. I could have killed you. I’m so sorry.”

      When she looked up, tears stained her cheeks and made her eyes shine with misery. He blinked and sat back on his heels, not liking the hot, tight ache in his chest from seeing her upset. He hardly knew the girl, yet each tear was like a knife in his guts. Henry struggled for control but couldn’t resist the urge to brush the hair out of her face. “No harm, no foul. Just surprised me, is all. No permanent damage.”

      He tried to smile, even though he didn’t feel like it with her looking so miserable, and couldn’t stop stroking her hair. It was softer than he thought. Not that he typically spent a lot of time thinking about how a woman’s hair felt. Something about her, though… Henry pushed the thought away and found himself distracted instead by the gentle curve of her ear and the soft sparkle of an earring.

      “It could have been so bad,” Ophelia whispered. She stared miserably at the floor and shook her head. “I could have killed you.”

      “But you didn’t.” Henry squeezed her knee and edged a little closer as his wolf side wanted to comfort her more. Which meant physical contact and a bit of overbearing reassurance that she was fine. He would have preferred to get his arms around her, but that damn bag was in the way.

      “But I could have, and it might happen again.” Ophelia looked at him, her eyes still wide and filled with tears, and the depths of her fear finally struck him. She really thought she might have killed him. “That’s what happens when I’m around people. I’m dangerous and someday someone will end up dead. I just… I should just disappear already.”

      “No,” he said, more firmly than he’d intended. He tried to tell himself it was more to put an end to the despair in her voice and the potential that she’d do something crazy than anything to do with how the thought of losing her agitated the wolf. He barely knew her. Hardly knew anything about her, other than she packed a hell of a punch. “No, you should not. You’re not dangerous. Whatever it is, there’s a solution for it.”

      Ophelia sat up and started to argue, indignant like she objected to his reassurances, then her entire face turned bright red and she averted her gaze to the ceiling. “Um, I don’t think—”

      It took a second for him to realize that he was still naked and maybe a little too close for her comfort. He wanted to laugh about it though, since apparently his nudity was enough to snap her out of the pity party. He’d have to remember that. Henry straightened up, enjoying far too much that her cheeks shaded purple and she looked everywhere but at him—except in little cheating glances that made him want to preen.

      He stretched—which was just good practice after an uncontrolled shift—and choked back a laugh at the strangled sound she made. Henry figured toe-touches were a bit much given the circumstances, but lunges were certainly tempting. He didn’t want her to pass out, though.

      Deirdre took her time coming back from the kitchen, but the witch’s approach spoiled the game since she called out, “We’re going to eat in the dining room, Ophelia, if you’re hungry.”

      The other witch bolted to her feet, knocking into him with that damn bag, and nearly ran into another couch as she made her flustered way through the minefield of furniture. Henry rubbed his jaw and gave Deirdre a bit of a dirty look, which she ignored, then headed for the stairs to get dressed. Experience told him Deirdre didn’t let naked asses sit at the dining room table, even if they belonged to Evershaw.

      He pushed away the visual, not wanting to think about the alpha’s bare ass at all, and pulled on sweats and a T-shirt. At least if the witch ended up shocking him again and sending him into a shift, he wouldn’t shred his favorite jeans. He could sacrifice the sweatpants without blinking. He paused in his room and checked his phone. Two missed calls from Nola.

      Henry shook his head and headed back downstairs to get some food. Ophelia was a mystery he wanted to solve, and there wasn’t time to worry about what his sister wanted. Henry had already told her to leave him alone, and short of showing up in the city, there wasn’t anything Nola could do to ruin his day.

      He even whistled as he went down the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know what to say to anyone at the table as Mercy loaded platters of sandwich fixin’s onto the buffet and ordered everyone to eat. Deirdre jostled me into getting up and making a turkey-on-wheat with a bit of cheese and a thin layer of mayo, and she added chips and fruit when I wasn’t looking. It was just as well—my hands were still shaking too much to do more than stack turkey slices on bread. Handling a spoon for fruit would have no doubt resulted with more on the floor than on my plate.

      The humiliation and terror of having almost killed Henry made sickness boil in my stomach until eating seemed like a terrible idea, though some of the heat in my cheeks linked back to getting an eyeful of Henry’s altogether when he was trying to make me feel better. He just stood there… naked. Very naked. Entirely naked. Unabashed, unashamed, comfortable.

      And rather impressive, when I allowed myself to think about it. He looked like a wall of solid muscle with some manly chest hair and the kind of scars that a soldier or fighter ended up with. I hadn’t expected someone so… friendly to look so hard.

      And that made me blush more. My thoughts distracted me as the rest of the small group got their food and continued what sounded like familiar arguments about who sat where. I’d had a few moments to imagine Henry’s muscles when he caught me at the car and held me like I weighed nothing at all, but seeing him without a shirt on just drove home how very strong he was.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I blinked as I caught Deirdre and Miles looking at me expectantly.

      Deirdre smiled very slowly, like she maybe suspected what I was thinking, but was kind enough not to call me out on mooning over a stranger. “I asked about your plans in the city. You had an inauspicious start, but is there anything in particular you’re looking for here?”

      I searched for an answer, distracted by Henry’s reappearance from upstairs—thank the moon he was clothed. “Just looking for a new place to live, I guess.”

      Miles’s head tilted as he eyed me. “Bullshit.”

      Deirdre elbowed him and gave him a dirty look. “What he means is that your current circumstances don’t seem like those of someone who is just looking to casually relocate.”

      Damn. They were all too perceptive by half. I took a bite of my sandwich to buy a little time, trying not to look at Henry as he sat at the other end of the table with half a roast beef and most of a loaf of bread on his plate. Eventually, though, I had chewed enough and had to swallow or the silence would have been even more impossibly uncomfortable.

      “I asked for help from someone who I thought would be able to… cure my condition, the problem with my magic. I really thought he had the answers.”

      “Let me guess,” Miles said, leaning back in his chair with a smirk. “Not so much?”

      “No.” I fought back irritation. He didn’t have to look so entertained. My life wasn’t a story told for his amusement. “And when it became clear he had no intention of actually helping me, I tried to leave.”

      “Tried to?” That time it was Henry who spoke, one eyebrow arched and a hint of a scowl already starting on his face.

      I concentrated on my plate. It would have been so much better if I’d been able to explain to Deirdre without an audience. I didn’t even know the other people at the table, except for Mercy, although the two other men didn’t seem particularly interested. “Rocko… took my interest in leaving badly and locked me up in a magically-contained room for…” I shivered, then tried to smile to dispel some of the tension. “For longer than I wanted to be there.”

      A curious tension crackled through the room and no one spoke for a long time. When I looked around, Deirdre caught my eye and tilted her head in Henry’s direction. He looked furious—the muscles jumped in his jaw as he ground his teeth, and his fist clenched until the knuckles whitened. One of his sandwiches was crushed into paste in his other hand.

      That was… unexpected. The others hadn’t taken it personally that Rocko locked me up, even though they looked disgusted, but Henry might have launched into a manhunt right from the table.

      I cleared my throat to try and distract him, and for a crazy second I even thought about reaching out to touch his hand to reassure him. “I escaped eventually. He wasn’t as thorough as he thought, and I convinced him I’d reconsidered staying. He got sloppy and I found an opening.”

      “But he’s going to be searching for you,” Deirdre said. She absently braided her long hair, frowning as she studied me. “Is that why you abandoned the car and started running? How close was he?”

      “I’m not sure.” I shook my head and pushed down the wiggle of uncertainty that always crept up when I thought about Rocko. “He’s a…sorcerer, so I can’t ever tell whether he’s right behind me or just sending a spell to make it feel that way. Half the time I think it’s all in my head and he’s waiting for me to drop dead from exhaustion so he can swoop in.”

      A growl echoed from the end of the table and I glanced at the floor, expecting an angry cat searching for treats, but Cricket was nowhere in sight. Deirdre smiled very faintly when she caught me searching, and instead glanced yet again at Henry. The wolf at least put down his ruined sandwich and wiped his hands very, very deliberately.

      “He won’t get to you here,” Henry said, and it sounded like a promise.

      My cheeks heated as I found myself caught in the blue intensity of his gaze. My mouth dried out and every word I knew fled until I could only stare at him.

      Deirdre broke the silence with an authoritative, “No, he will not.”

      I jumped, holding onto the arms of my chair so I didn’t take off running. No man had ever looked at me like Henry did just then, and I didn’t know how to react. It reminded me in a distant way of the possessive air Rocko took on when he first told me I was never leaving, that I had to be with him forever. Everything Rocko said sounded like a threat, while Henry… Henry made a promise. It left a warmth in my chest that I couldn’t explain. I should have wanted to run from the way Henry reacted, and yet… it still felt fine to stay.

      Better than fine, truly.

      But that didn’t mean I could let them dismiss Rocko’s threat so easily. “You don’t understand. He’s…powerful. He’s a talented sorcerer and he’s…very focused on using a witch’s magic to supplement his own. I don’t think he’ll give up.”

      Miles shrugged and took a strawberry off Deirdre’s plate. “He’s never tried to take someone from my pack before. He’ll fail.”

      “Someone from your pack?” I looked around, uncertain. “I appreciate that you’re letting me stay here, but I certainly don’t expect you to sacrifice to—”

      “Not a sacrifice,” Miles said. No one else spoke. The abrasive, antagonistic tone sounded almost reassuring—he was so certain of himself that I couldn’t help but feel certain as well. “The cat likes you, so you’re part of the pack as long as you want to be. We don’t keep people hostage.”

      He jerked his chin in the direction of the windowsill, where Cricket sunned himself, and went back to scrounging for food on his mate’s plate. Deirdre pushed him away and offered me a faint smile. “You can tell me more about this sorcerer and how his magic works. We have other friends in the city who might be able to help deal with him, if it comes to that. I have full confidence that Miles’s ego will inflate to the size of the entire city and will simply suffocate the bastard to death.”

      I snorted, then clapped a hand over my mouth to keep from laughing more. At least Henry cracked a smile, and Mercy giggled loudly enough I didn’t feel bad for my own outburst. Miles yawned and stretched his shoulders, using it as an excuse to tug on Deirdre’s braid. “Confidence, girl, not ego.”

      “Whatever you say,” she said under her breath. Deirdre got up and gestured for me to do the same. “If you’re done eating, I can show you my workroom and we can go over how to track down this sorcerer.”

      “Track him down?” I got slowly to my feet. “If he’s not here in the city, why would…”

      “Because we don’t believe in a fair fight,” she said, smiling. A certain coldness slid over her features and made her look both ancient and terrifying. “We will bring the fight to him, if that’s what it takes to convince him to leave this city alone.”

      I picked up my plate and looked around for where to take it, but Deirdre shook her head. She patted her mate’s head. “Luckily Mr. Confidence here volunteered to do the dishes.”

      “I did no such—” he started, but Deirdre squeezed his shoulder and whispered something in his ear, and he turned a little red and shut up.

      The rest of the pack grinned and traded looks, then everyone disappeared with impressive speed. Well, everyone except Henry. He lingered, gripping the back of his chair, and didn’t quite look at me. “You will be safe here, do not worry.”

      Then he disappeared up the stairs without another word and without looking back.

      I frowned as I watched him go, then shook myself and turned my attention back to Deirdre. I found her studying me, an oddly intense expression on her face, and I flushed without having any real reason to. “Your workroom?”

      She gestured toward the back of the house. “This way.”

      I followed her but nearly stumbled into the wall as I looked over my shoulder toward the stairs. There was something about Henry…

      I banished the thought and focused instead on the help that Deirdre offered. Maybe we could get rid of Rocko, and then I would be free to find my own way. I didn’t dare hope that she could really help me with the larger affliction of uncontrollable magic, but at least getting rid of Rocko’s threat was a place to start.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry didn’t like the idea of that sorcerer—whatever the hell a sorcerer actually was—keeping Ophelia against her will. The witch left a lot unsaid, but he read between her words and figured there was a lot of evil done by that bastard. It left the wolf agitated, furious. More inclined to follow the witch around to make sure she was safe.

      Which left him feeling more off-balance than he had since first leaving Montana and finding his place in Evershaw’s pack.

      He strode through the dark streets, pacing another lonely watch through their territory, and searched for any signs that coyotes or wolves or other stray shifters dared to hunt on SilverLine’s side of the city. Two days had passed since Ophelia arrived on their doorstep and not a whisper of trouble followed her.

      The city was quiet.

      Almost too quiet.

      It made Henry’s nerves twitch. He didn’t believe in coincidence or luck really, and it felt too much like luck that all the trouble that kicked up with Ophelia’s arrival just disappeared shortly after. Evershaw met with the new coyote alpha, the dark-eyed vixen named Daisy, but she calmly dismissed his concerns and said none of her coyotes were in the habit of chasing down witches.

      Evershaw believed her, but Henry wasn’t so sure. He knew there had been coyotes in the group that surrounded Ophelia that first night. They could have been strays, but they’d moved with the wolves like a pack…

      He shook off the question of a new threat in the city and focused instead on tracking the scent of a strange wolf through their territory. Deirdre’s house was far enough from the city center that they periodically got random strays just passing through, so a single appearance wasn’t necessarily enough to create a new problem. He bared his teeth into the darkness as an uneasy feeling crept up his spine, and kept moving. Of course, after the other trouble, a single appearance of a lone wolf could mean anything.

      The air moved and an oddly familiar scent teased him from the distance. It smelled vaguely like Ophelia, enough that his guts clenched and he wondered what she was doing out and about at one in the morning. The woman had secrets, he knew that much, but none of them had seemed particularly dangerous. Even with a mysterious sorcerer chasing after her.

      Henry paused to listen, straining to hear a sign of what else moved through the night. He didn’t turn as Dodge, one of the other wolves in SilverLine, meandered over from his own nightly rounds. “You find anything?”

      Henry shook his head and checked his watch. “Nothing. You?”

      “All quiet.” Dodge rubbed his jaw and glanced once more into the shadows cast by the weak streetlights. “Too quiet.”

      “Yeah.” Henry frowned and started to walk in the direction of that scent he’d caught earlier, the hint of Ophelia. “You sure you didn’t see anything?”

      “I’m sure.” Dodge followed, hands shoved in his pockets, but there wasn’t any attitude in his response. He wasn’t the kind of guy who got worked up over having to answer questions, even if they were the same questions repeated. Henry had known him for a couple of years and appreciated the quiet wolf’s laid-back approach to pretty much everything. But sometimes he was a touch too laid-back.

      Henry inhaled deeply and turned, searching the streets, and growled in his chest as the scent wisped away into nothingness. “Do you smell that?”

      “I smell exhaust and dogshit, that’s it.”

      “No,” Henry muttered. “It’s like…honeysuckle. Something sweet. Almost…perfume.”

      Dodge’s eyebrow arched. “Honeysuckle? Are you drunk?”

      “No,” he said, then snorted. “Definitely not. I just thought… For a second it smelled like…”

      “The witch?”

      Henry looked at Dodge sharply, his eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      A hint of a smile touched Dodge’s otherwise expressionless visage, and the other wolf glanced at him and then away. “She’s the only thing that smells like honeysuckle in this part of the city. She supposed to meet you out here or something?”

      Henry growled before he could rein in his temper, and he turned away so Dodge wouldn’t see his face. “No. It’s not safe for her to be out here. That…weirdo is chasing after her.”

      “Right.” Dodge jerked his chin in the other direction. “I’ll go west, then. See if there’s anything wandering around out here, covered in honeysuckle vines. If I find her, I’ll send her your way.”

      And the son of a bitch chuckled before he loped off into the darkness.

      Henry scowled and clenched his jaw until his teeth ached. There wasn’t any reason for the other wolf to attempt to tease him about thinking the witch was out and about. He still had his doubts about her. His wolf didn’t, but Henry did.

      The last thing he wanted was more magical trouble coming in search of his pack. He wanted to protect Ophelia from whatever danger nipped at her heels, but the safety and security of the pack came first. That had been drilled into his head from his earliest years. Pack above all else. Henry scanned the surrounding streets and circled back toward the house. If Ophelia had wandered into the night, he stood a better chance of tracking her if he started from the house.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket but he didn’t bother to check it. It was probably Nola again. She’d taken to texting and calling at all hours in an effort to annoy him into answering. He wasn’t even tempted to find out what was going on with the pack. They’d find a new alpha eventually, and it wouldn’t be him.

      Henry frowned as he reached the house and searched for a hint that Ophelia had been moving around recently, though nothing in the yard or on the block pointed at her being the one who distracted him. He studied the house and held his breath; the light was on in her window. Maybe she’d sneaked out and left it on as a distraction. Maybe she met surreptitiously with the coyotes as part of some larger plan. Maybe it was all a trap.

      He scowled and bounded onto the porch. He’d confirm she wasn’t in her room, then he’d wake up Evershaw and Deirdre for their help in hunting down the rogue witch.

      He made his way up the stairs and around to the side of the house on the second floor where Ophelia slept, and ignored the wolf’s excitement at searching out the female in her den. His wolf side wanted to find her half-dressed and sleepy, safe and content. He’d offer to sleep at the foot of her bed if it helped her rest.

      Henry didn’t let himself stop to consider what else might have kept the witch up so late at night, and threw open the door to her room with the full expectation that it would be empty and a new conspiracy would have been confirmed.

      Instead, he found Ophelia in a pair of ratty pajama pants, a loose T-shirt, and with her hair unbound, a large wooden construct in her lap and static in the air. She froze, staring at him, and his skin prickled as he inhaled her intoxicating scent. Yarn tangled on the floor and Cricket batted lazily at a snarled mess, his tail lashing as Ophelia was distracted from petting him by Henry’s sudden appearance.

      He stared down at her, trying to figure out what the hell she was doing, and sneezed as more magic tickled across his skin and into his brain. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Weaving,” she said, still staring at him in shock. “What are you… Why are you… Is something wrong?”

      Cricket got up to rub against his leg, but Henry didn’t let the cat distract him. Ophelia’s hands were still on the yarn that threaded through the wooden lap loom, or whatever the hell it was called, as she stared at him. He hadn’t seen her hair loose in the week or so since they’d first crossed paths; it changed everything about her. She looked younger and more relaxed, like any other girl instead of a witch who’d been hunted by a mad sorcerer. The loose T-shirt had faded until the name of the band was unintelligible, but it looked soft to the touch and just begging to be cuddled in.

      He tried to shake off the urge to find out what it would feel like to wrap her up in his arms, particularly since she wasn’t wearing a bra under the T-shirt and her breasts gently tested the fabric. When she adjusted how she sat on the floor, leaning back against the side of the bed, the shirt slid and her nipples grew visible and his mouth went dry with hunger.

      He couldn’t look away from her. He’d been a fool to think her part of an evil conspiracy or that she’d be out roaming around in the middle of the night. His wolf wanted to make sure she spent the night safe and warm and protected from whatever had tried to distract him out in the city. Something had smelled like her out there, but it definitely wasn’t her. Maybe it was some other trick, some magical thing; he made a mental note to ask Deirdre about it later.

      He jumped as a dozen fiery pinpricks dug into his calf, and stared down to find Cricket casually testing his claws against Henry’s leg. He shooed the cat away and in the moment he was distracted, Ophelia set the loom aside and crossed her arms over her chest. Henry clenched his jaw against a groan of disappointment as her breasts were hidden, then felt like a leering pervert.

      Ophelia’s cheeks were decidedly pink as she glared at him. “What are you doing here? I was…busy.”

      “I saw your light on,” he said. Because that was explanation enough. It was part of his job to make sure the pack was safe.

      “And that gives you permission to throw open my door in the middle of the night and interrupt me?”

      Henry struggled to find a response that would make sense to her, and found himself captivated as she turned her head and the gentle light defined the curve of her jaw and the long line of her throat as her hair moved. He ached to touch her shoulder, to work his fingers into her hair. All words deserted him and all he could do was look at her, struggling to find solid ground as the whole world unbalanced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I almost winged a curse at the door as it burst open and a tall, massive figure crowded the doorway. Only the fact that Cricket remained interested in my yarn and not the intruder gave me the confidence to stay seated. That and I’d just finally untangled the yarn on the shuttle and didn’t want to drop it again.

      And then Henry stood there, wearing dark clothes and staring at me in consternation—as if he’d expected to find me doing something other than what I was.

      The muscles in his arms bulged as he held the doorframe and studied me, and my whole face felt aflame as his attention settled on my boobs and I was suddenly, painfully aware that I didn’t have a bra on and the girls were fully on display. Not that Henry minded, from the way he adjusted his stance and kept looking.

      I wanted to crawl under the bed and hide. What did he want? What could a man that handsome and powerful want in the middle of the night? Did he expect some kind of booty call? Was being up late at night automatically an invitation to fuck? I cleared my throat and debated getting to my feet, so at least some of the imbalance created by me sitting on the floor would have been corrected. But I didn’t want to put my breasts right under his nose, either.

      At least Cricket showed his displeasure by sliding his claws into Henry’s leg; the wolf scowled at the house cat, who gave precisely zero shits and sauntered out into the hall to find a quieter place to sleep. I cleared my throat and tried to get some other kind of response out of the wolf, since he hadn’t bothered to answer my previous questions. “What do you want, Henry?”

      Saying his name made him twitch. His blue eyes searched my face for a long time, then his hand tightened on the door until the wood creaked and I wondered if it would break apart in his hand. “I was on patrol outside and thought I smelled you. When I saw your light on, I was concerned.”

      “So you decided to burst in here like the Kool-Aid Man?”

      My doubt must have been clear, because the corner of his mouth twitched in a quickly hidden smile. He glanced over his shoulder at something he heard in the hall, then he stepped into the room and let the door mostly close behind him. I gulped for air, since I hadn’t meant for him to get closer. The wolf took up too much space in the comfortable guest room where I’d holed up for the previous few days. He was too... masculine and capable. He owned the otherwise feminine space and made it his, surveying it as if it were more of his territory.

      Henry frowned as he studied the loom and a bag of yarn I’d picked up on another errand with Mercy in the city. “I was concerned.”

      “Concerned about me or concerned that I was off doing something that endangered your pack?”

      His gaze flicked to mine and I knew I’d guessed right. He thought there was something else afoot. I pinched the bridge of my nose. Not that I blamed him for doubting my intentions. Despite that there had been no signs of Rocko or more trouble with the coyotes and wolves since my arrival, I braced for the other shoe to drop. It was only reasonable for the pack to do the same. And since Henry took caring for his pack very seriously, I shouldn’t have been surprised to discover him wandering the night searching for those threats.

      He studied the rest of the room, taking stock of its contents. “Both.”

      I might not have been able to smell lies, but I could hear them pretty damn well. I snorted and shoved to my feet, unwilling to let him loom over me another second. “I call bullshit. You wouldn’t have come running back here unless—”

      He turned and then I found myself staring at his chest, the wolf taking up an awful lot of space right in front of me. My breasts almost brushed against his chest, and when I tried to step back, my legs bumped into the bed and I wobbled. He caught my shoulders and kept me steady, but that left me practically pressed against his chest, and his proximity stole all the air in the room.

      I hadn’t been so close to a man in months, since running from Rocko. And I certainly hadn’t been that close to Rocko by choice. The warmth of Henry’s grip created electricity in the air, even more than the unfinished magic I’d been working into the weaving, and I stared up at him as I struggled for control or something to say.

      I hardly knew him. And he turned into an animal. I definitely shouldn’t have shivered with anticipation as he stared down at me with hunger lighting his eyes and turning them gold. I was a guest in someone else’s house; it would have been rude to shack up with someone in a borrowed bed. For sure. Besides, everyone in that damn house knew everyone else’s business and the last thing I wanted...

      I tensed as I realized I was actually considering sleeping with Henry—falling backward into the bed and taking him with me, just so I could finally feel something good. I hadn’t felt appreciated or cared for in what felt like forever, and even though I didn’t deserve the kind of attention I knew Henry would shower on me, maybe I could still enjoy it. For a little while. Just until I had to run again.

      Henry’s voice was low and rusty as his thumbs drifted against my skin in a casual caress. “Are you okay?”

      I meant to make a sassy comment, maybe something about how I’d be better if he lost the pants and hopped into bed with me. But instead my head shook back and forth, and I couldn’t find any words to explain what made me suddenly wary and uneasy.

      His head cocked to the side in a wolf-like gesture, and his head leaned down until his nose bumped against mine—almost a kiss. So close to a kiss I could have tilted my head back and found his lips with mine. He breathed the words as one of his hands caressed my jaw and down my throat. “How can I help?”

      It should have been easy to rip off my shirt and spread my legs and demand he fuck me. I should have been able to find the courage to demand what I wanted from him. Any other witch would have been able to. But I stared at his throat and leaned into the gentle drift of his fingers, my lips parting as I struggled to breathe, and it felt like magic curled up in smoky tendrils all around us. I managed to whisper, “I don’t know.”

      A grumbling noise built in his chest and he leaned his head to the side so his mouth could follow where his fingers had been on my neck and shoulder. He kissed behind my ear and dragged his teeth against the sensitive skin of my throat. “Are you sure?”

      He wanted me to invite him. He wanted me to open my arms and my legs and tear off my clothes, or at least give him a hint of whether things would go in the direction he expected. I knew it. I knew what he wanted by the heat of his body and the hard line of his cock as it pressed against my stomach as he held me closer. I swallowed the knot in my throat. He’d been kind to me. He hadn’t been mad when I zapped him accidentally. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who liked to make it hurt. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a big deal if I let him...

      But I’d been quiet too long, too tangled in my own thoughts. Henry lifted his head and studied me with half-gold eyes, curiosity warring with lust. “Ophelia?”

      I couldn’t. I couldn’t trust him with all of me, even though he’d been kind and considerate. I cleared my throat and looked away. “I don’t know if...”

      I didn’t know how to finish that sentence. I didn’t know if I was worthy of his attention. I didn’t know if he’d actually want me once he saw me naked or knew what an awful person I was. I didn’t know if I would be good enough for him, when a guy like him had to have brought supermodels home. I didn’t have the experience or wild streak to make the night worth his while. If I didn’t end up killing him with misdirected magic. If Rocko didn’t appear out of nowhere to kill me for “cheating” on him and to kill Henry for taking what Rocko thought was his.

      Henry’s gaze searched my face and his hand drifted down my arm until his fingers tangled with mine. “Let’s talk. Will you sit with me?”

      Sit with him? I swallowed but nodded, since sitting with him was a hell of a lot tamer than the suggestion I’d been bracing for. Henry grumbled and arranged the pillows and blankets into a nest against the headboard of the bed, then shooed me in. He practically tucked me in, frowning, before sitting on the end of the bed to study me. I felt his distance like a cool wind, both a relief and a hint of trouble to come.

      He leaned against the wall, his legs stretched across the foot of the bed, and rubbed his jaw. “How long have you been running away from something?”

      I blinked at the change of topic, and took a long while to reorient myself to having a conversation while tucked into bed instead of rolling around in the sheets with him. “Uh... it’s been a couple of months since Rocko...”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “You’ve been running longer than that.”

      He was right, although the moon only knew how he knew that about me. I concentrated on smoothing my hands over the sheets and quilt, distantly wondering if Cricket would reappear to snuggle and use my hair as his pillow. “A long time.”

      Henry made a thoughtful noise, his attention never wavering from my face. “That makes it a challenging habit to break.”

      “I don’t intend to,” I said softly. “It’s too dangerous to stay in one place. If it weren’t Rocko, it would be... something else.”

      His attention drifted as I moved my feet nervously under the sheets, and his hand landed on my ankle to squeeze gently. “The nice thing about a pack, Ophelia, is that you have other people to help when things go wrong.”

      “You don’t want me to stay here,” I whispered. “You don’t understand. I’m trouble. Every day of my life, I’ve been trouble. I’m just no good—even my parents knew it.”

      He went still, head cocked. “Your parents?”

      “I’m dangerous,” I said. He needed to understand. Once he did, he wouldn’t want to sit there on a bed with me, and he sure as hell wouldn’t want to sleep with me. Or even sleep in the same house as me. But I didn’t want him to think it was a normal situation where he could say sweet things and I’d fall in love with him and everything would be fine. Happily ever after didn’t exist for me. “I’ve always been dangerous—my magic doesn’t work right. We had to move constantly so other witches wouldn’t figure it out. We couldn’t stay with a coven. My parents…fought about it, all the time. What to do. Whether to send me away to some boarding school. Whether to just strip away my magic completely and…and leave me.”

      I cleared my throat as emotions I hadn’t acknowledged in years surged to the surface. I did not want to cry in front of him. I barely knew him. Somehow sleeping with him would have been less intimate than sharing my family history and tearing up over it. I didn’t cry in front of anyone; I couldn’t afford that kind of weakness. Only strength mattered. I had to stay strong.

      His expression darkened as he watched me, and his fingers dug into my ankle in slightly more than a reassuring grip. “They suggested abandoning you? They told you this?”

      “They didn’t have to,” I said. I couldn’t meet his gaze. He’d probably grown up in some idyllic wolf pack, surrounded by support and love, and wouldn’t understand the burden of being such a disappointment to one’s family. “They fought about it all the time. They tried to leave me with a coven once, but the coven wasn’t…very nice, and I managed to escape and found them before my folks could skip town...” I trailed off, distracted by the horrible memory of being surrounded by the coven members who’d wanted to use me in a ritual.

      Henry growled deep in his chest and kept up the gentle pressure on my ankle. “That is horrible. They deserve death for such a thing.”

      I attempted a smile. “You didn’t know me when I was a kid. They didn’t have any other choice.”

      “No child deserves that,” he said, with enough fierceness that I had no doubt he believed it all the way to his core.

      It was an easy thing to say though, since he didn’t know all the awful things I’d done. Burning down houses, even if it was by accident, tended to alienate one’s family, the neighbors, the coven... and it drew the attention of the police and Child Services when that was the last thing witches needed.

      When I didn’t speak, Henry made a rough noise and squeezed my foot more. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      He desperately wanted me to believe it. I wasn’t sure whether it was possible, since I had the evidence in front of me every day, in every memory. The silence stretched and I wondered how long he would stay. A guy like him couldn’t possibly just want to talk, though he hadn’t picked a very sexy topic. Maybe he’d disengage and go find someone else to sleep with. But Henry was sprawled out and looked unmovable as a boulder, his whole arm draped over my legs as he watched me.

      He reminded me of Cricket suddenly—he’d started with a hand on my ankle, then his arm over that ankle, then the arm over both legs, then sprawling closer. It didn’t strike me as seductive, like he meant to make more of it. No, it felt more like comfort. An urge to soothe the uneasiness out of me. My head rested back against the headboard as I watched him, waiting for him to run away like everyone else in my life that I wanted to stay.

      Why was it only the people who hurt me who wanted to stick around?

      Henry’s foot moved and toed my loom, though part of his attention remained on my face. “When did you start with the crafting? Weaving and…other stuff?”

      “Oh.” I craned my neck to frown at where the loom rested on the floor, and thought absently that I should ease the tension on the warp before I went to bed. But I didn’t want to move. Fatigue weighed me down and it grew harder to keep my eyes open. Henry radiated heat and a comfortable confidence, and the fear that usually kept me awake through the night dissipated in his very capable presence. “I dunno. I started knitting when I was little and learned how to put some magic into it, and that seemed to be the only thing that helped my control.”

      He sat up a little and sniffed the air as he peered at the loom, then at the bag of yarn. “You put magic into it?”

      I sat up so I could maybe show him, but Henry didn’t move from where he sprawled across my legs, and blinked at me when my face got closer to his. So I gestured lamely at the bag of yarn. “Yeah. I can make the magic into just another strand that’s knitted or woven into the cloth, and if I siphon off that energy, the rest of it left over isn’t quite so out of control.”

      Henry made a thoughtful noise, studying me instead of the loom. “What else helps your control?”

      My cheeks heated as I waited for the hint that some kinds of physical exertion would help tire me out, but he only waited, eyebrows raised. Maybe it had been entirely innocent? Maybe he didn’t mean it suggestively, even though every male witch I’d ever met had leered over the same possibility. I couldn’t read him and it drove me crazy. His aura revealed nothing about him other than an intense interest in me.

      I cleared my throat and pushed away the memory of how it felt when he’d kissed my neck and behind my ear. If I weren’t such a coward, I could have felt a hell of a lot more. “Not really anything that I’ve discovered. Not that I’ve…tried a lot of things.”

      “Sounds like it’s time to start trying things,” he said.

      A laugh escaped before I could swallow it back, and Henry’s head tilted again in that wolf-like curiosity. He waited until I finally said, “It’s not that easy. It’s not like I can just randomly try things and hope that it helps with my control. I don’t know until something pushes me into being out of control. So unless I want to endanger people, there’s no way of learning what helps.”

      He frowned faintly, the slightest wrinkling of his forehead, then smoothed his hand over the quilt where it lay on my leg. “I’ve pushed you past control, haven’t I? Can’t you experiment with me?”

      I went still. Surely he wasn’t suggesting... “Those were accidents, and I could have killed you.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “But I could have,” I said. Panic started to bubble up. He couldn’t possibly mean that he wanted to subject himself to being hexed over and over in some impossible effort to figure out how to increase my control. No one was that noble, or that stupid. “It’s dangerous.”

      “You didn’t hurt me,” he said with a shrug. “Seems like a good opportunity to test yourself.”

      I shook my head and drew my legs up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them. “No. It’s too dangerous. I’d kill you and then…then…”

      Henry made one of those grumbly noises and reached out to touch my knee. “Hey, calm down. I’m sorry. It was just a thought, just a suggestion.”

      I shivered but couldn’t relax. Just the thought of deliberately letting my magic discharge at him made me shudder at the possible outcomes. Not just death, but him transforming into his animal form, maybe getting stuck there. Maybe driving him insane and forcing his pack to deal with him. There was so much that could go wrong, and he sat there like it was an everyday suggestion...

      “Ophelia,” he said quietly, and surprised me into looking at him. He said my name like a secret, something he meant to share only with me, and it threw me off-balance. “You should rest. Can you sleep?”

      I waited for a proposition, even though I suspected Henry wasn’t the kind of guy who took advantage like that, but he just looked concerned about me getting some sleep. I cleared my throat and managed to nod, though it felt strange to stretch out and get comfortable with him still there. “You don’t have to stay.”

      The moment I said it, I realized I didn’t want him to leave. I should have been uncomfortable with him there, sitting on my bed and watching me breathe, but the possibility of his absence made my insides shrink with dread.

      Henry looked sheepish and waited until I’d forced my legs flat under the quilt before he touched my ankles again, almost as if he needed to reassure himself more than me. “The wolf wants to stay and make sure you rest.”

      “The wolf?”

      He nodded, his clear eyes studying me once more. “He is very concerned about you being rested. If you don’t mind, I’ll just stay here until you fall asleep.” 

      I yawned before I could follow up with all the questions that crowded my mind about his wolf half and how all of that worked. I should have told him to leave or sit outside the door if he was that concerned, but I liked having his warm bulk at the foot of the bed, the heavy heat of his hand resting on my ankle. “Don’t try anything funny.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He squeezed my calf and leaned to turn off the light.

      Call me crazy, but I believed him.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      It was too much of a struggle to remain calm, but Henry and the wolf alike knew that letting his anger show would only spook the girl. And that was the last thing Ophelia needed.

      Her quiet acknowledgment that she was trouble and had deserved all the hateful things done to her nearly tore the wolf free and sent him on a rampage. If he could have hunted down her parents and every coven she’d crossed paths with, he would have done it in a second and damn the consequences. No wonder she was so afraid and had fallen into the clutches of some bastard like that sorcerer, who sought to use her for his own ends.

      Henry’s wolf wanted to curl around her and growl at anything that disturbed her, but the man knew it would cause too many questions for her if he stayed the night. He didn’t want her to regret anything about their late-night talk and the kisses that had apparently made her uncomfortable. He padded quietly out of her room once her breathing had gone deep and even, and he passed Cricket in the doorway as the cat returned to take up his own vigil on the witch’s pillow.

      He nodded to the cat, his wolf side content that the fierce little beast would protect her or at least sound the alarm if anything untoward happened, and continued on to his room on the other side of the house.

      With the promise of their first interactions and the taste of her lips, he should have needed a cold shower to calm himself down after lying on her bed with her and watching her get sleepy and soft. She’d been willing and open at first, but something changed. She shut down and somehow it turned into an expectation, some kind of obligation. Henry shook himself and growled in irritation. Someone else had hurt her or demeaned her and made her think that was where her value was—that if she didn’t give in and sleep with a man, she was the one at fault. He hated it. Hated the possibility that she lumped him in with the sons of bitches who treated her so cruelly.

      He didn’t know how to help her, although letting her experiment with her magic around him seemed like a good place to start. Maybe then she’d believe that he wasn’t afraid of her magic and wasn’t going to abandon her. Despite Ophelia being horrified at the potential of hurting him, Henry knew he was better able to weather the shocks of her power than any human. Shifters could survive a hell of a lot more than normal mortals. He would show her—and then they’d figure out how to help her control her magic.

      Henry didn’t sleep much that night, or the one after. He paced and patrolled, uneasy with the thought of that sorcerer out there hunting Ophelia, but when he returned to the house in the early hours of the morning, her window was always dark. He didn’t take it personally, even if the wolf always listened carefully at the top of the stairs to see whether she was moving around or actually sleeping. He wanted to know more about her, to talk with her, but she was always with Deirdre during the day and Evershaw kept throwing more and more work at Henry until he suspected the alpha was doing it on purpose.

      He spent the next morning at the old pack house, the massive converted warehouse where they’d all lived before Evershaw mated with Deirdre, helping Todd Evershaw, the alpha’s brother, deal with the business side of things. The pack invested in real estate and a variety of businesses to maintain the cash flow necessary to support thirty or forty people and hold their own when the ultra-rich lion brothers started throwing their weight around.

      Evershaw didn’t really care about money except as a means to an end—he wanted money so he didn’t have to give a shit about what others thought of him, and he wanted money to protect his mate and his family. Henry fully supported both sides, although he wished that didn’t mean quite so many business meetings for him and Todd.

      Henry stepped out of the warehouse to the parking lot, debating whether he had time to get lunch before dealing with yet another meeting downtown with a bank manager, and paused when Deirdre, Mercy, and Ophelia stepped out of a car. He hadn’t seen the witches at the old pack house at all. He frowned a touch as he approached them, wondering if maybe Deirdre was searching for her mate. “Evershaw isn’t here.”

      “I know,” the dark-haired witch said coolly. She scanned the area, lifting her sunglasses to rest on top of her head, and frowned at the building. “We were looking for a place to practice.”

      “Practice?” Henry glanced at Ophelia’s flushed cheeks and Mercy’s bouncing excitement, and figured it was something to do with magic. “Silas is inside; he can help you find one of the garages if you need to—”

      “Henry,” a sharp voice called from across the street, and he went still.

      It couldn’t be.

      Deirdre glanced over his shoulder, polite disinterest all over her face. “Looks like you’ve got an admirer, Henry. Need some help?”

      He did. He really, really did. But he shook his head, though a growl escaped as he turned on his heel to confront the woman who charged across the empty street. “It’s fine.”

      The tall woman with bottle-blonde hair had their mother’s eyes and a lifetime of disappointments in the lines around her mouth. His older sister’s disapproving glare set his hair on end, and the wolf wanted to both flee and fight. Nola ignored everyone else there, her one-track mind once more setting them up for a hell of a lot of trouble. “Why haven’t you answered my calls? You haven’t responded to a single message.”

      “There’s nothing to say,” he said, jaw clenched. He really didn’t want to deal with Nola, and he wanted even less to do it in front of an audience. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “We’re here to bring you home,” she said. Nola didn’t spare Deirdre a second glance, despite that the witch muttered under her breath, though Henry wouldn’t have minded seeing Deirdre square off with his sister.

      “We?” Henry folded his arms over his chest.

      She gestured at where she’d parked her rental car across the street, and a leggy brunette stepped away from the sedan. Henry’s heartbeat echoed in his ears as he studied the woman, trying to place her semi-familiar face. Someone from the pack, that was for sure, and probably someone he’d known before he left, but... her name escaped him.

      Nola’s lips thinned with disapproval as she looked around at the industrial neighborhood and the scrappy buildings and people. “This is where you want to stay, instead of returning to your family? Henry, what’s the matter with you?”

      He growled and wrestled with control. The wolf wanted to shift and run, to get the hell away from everything she reminded him of, and to find someone to fight so he could release the fury that boiled up in his chest. She had no right to disrupt his life, to drag up all the old problems and fears. He was done with all that. He didn’t want to return to Montana, he didn’t want to revisit their shared history, and he sure as hell didn’t want to be alpha of a pack that had abandoned him when he’d needed them most.

      Deirdre stepped around him and offered her hand to Nola. “We haven’t met. I’m Deirdre. My mate is Henry’s alpha. And you are?”

      The witch had the self-possession and presence of an alpha female, enough that a wolf like Nola recognized it. His sister sniffed and daintily pressed her fingers into Deirdre’s, though she dropped the other woman’s hand as fast as possible. “I’m Nola, Henry’s sister. And this is Fran, Henry’s mate.”

      He rocked back on his heels, barely catching a curse before it exploded out of him, and stared at his sister as Deirdre, Ophelia, and Mercy stared at him.

      Fran. He remembered her as a gawky teenager when he’d been barely a man himself. He shook himself and refused to do more than nod to her, the young woman’s face scarlet as she half-hid behind Nola. No doubt Nola bullied her into coming all the way from Montana to confront a man she didn’t even know.

      Henry squared his shoulders. “She’s not my mate, Nola. You’ve got no business here. I told you before, I’m not interested in returning to the pack and I’m damn well not going to be alpha. You’ve wasted your time. You can spend the night at the pack house, but you should be on your way in the morning.”

      Nola’s face flushed with irritation. “I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer, Henry. This is your duty.”

      “You’re mistaken,” Deirdre said, her voice growing colder as she confronted the other woman. Henry had never loved her witchy-ness more. “Henry’s duty is here with our pack.”

      Fran looked like she wanted to run in the other direction, starting to slink away, but Nola’s hand shot out and captured her arm. “You can’t abandon your mate, Henry. Mother negotiated with her parents. You two have been promised since you were sixteen. It’s time you did the right thing and claimed her. Then you can return to the pack.”

      He wondered if maybe something had happened to his sister’s hearing. She wasn’t going to ever listen to him, not when the reality she wanted to create was still a possibility. Henry didn’t think she’d accept his declarations that he didn’t want to mate with the terrified-looking Fran—nor did the girl look like she wanted anything to do with him—and something more drastic was necessary to convince Nola to leave him alone.

      His jaw ached as he ground his teeth. It wasn’t the best plan he’d ever come up with, but he was out of options. “Regardless of what Mother may have promised, I’ve found my mate here in the city. I will not put aside my true mate for a political alliance negotiated years ago.”

      Nola actually took a step back in surprise, her dark eyes widening. “You what?”

      “I already found my mate,” he said calmly, and hoped that Deirdre would back him up. He wouldn’t put good odds on Mercy keeping her mouth shut, since the younger woman tended to speak first and think later. “I will not leave her or our pack. It’s better for you to leave, Nola, and we can put this behind us.”

      “I’d like to meet her,” his sister said, her eyes narrowing. “Tonight. To make sure she’s... good enough for my little brother.”

      He resisted the urge to shake some sense into her. She didn’t believe him, that was plain enough. Henry could have grabbed Mercy’s wrist and dragged her to his side as a fake mate, though it would have been like kissing his underage sister. Just the thought made his skin crawl. And if he touched Deirdre, Evershaw would skin him alive—if the witch didn’t do it herself.

      Which meant...

      Henry reached back to catch Ophelia’s wrist, dragging her forward to stand next to him, and looped his arm around her shoulders. “She’s right here. My mate. Ophelia.”

      The witch stiffened as she became the center of all attention, and Henry held his breath as he braced for a jolt of magic to fire out and zap him. Or maybe zap Nola. His sister’s scowl deepened as she sniffed the air. “She’s not a wolf.”

      “She’s a witch,” Henry said. “A very powerful witch.”

      Nola’s nose wrinkled. “You’re supposed to breed with our kind, Henry.”

      His wolf objected, since the idea of breeding with Ophelia almost sent him into a frenzy. And he didn’t like to think of it as “breeding,” not when it would mean so much more to him to share Ophelia’s bed. He held on to control with his fingernails and kept his hold on Ophelia gentle, though she stiffened every time his sister spoke. “This is none of your business.”

      “Your mate doesn’t seem particularly happy to see you,” Nola said.

      Her cruel gaze settled on Ophelia and Henry immediately wanted to protect the witch. He shouldn’t have gotten her involved or drawn Nola’s attention to her. He’d wanted to save himself but instead dragged Ophelia into a situation she wasn’t prepared to deal with. He wanted to groan and fall on his knees to beg her forgiveness, but that would have to wait. He ignored his sister and instead turned to the witch, his fingers sliding under her chin so he could tip her face up.

      He hoped some of his regret was visible in his eyes as she met his gaze, but Ophelia stared at him wide-eyed and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Henry brushed his lips to hers and murmured, “Of course you’re happy to see me, aren’t you, Ophelia?”

      Her lips parted in surprise, and it felt like an eternity before she breathed, “Yes.”

      He smiled, lost in her eyes, and caressed her cheek with his thumb. He wanted to carry her away to explore what else might make her all wide-eyed and dazed, but he had a business meeting and a horrible older sister to deal with. Henry leaned down to taste her lips again, encouraged when her hand rested lightly on his waist under his sport coat, and slid his fingers into her hair to keep her close. God help him, it was the best lie he’d ever told.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I’d taken Henry’s suggestion that I practice magic around him to Deirdre, and she’d been oddly supportive of working magic around the shifters. She assured me they healed much faster than humans and could withstand shocks and injuries that would have killed anyone else. But she’d suggested starting small and working with someone who wasn’t so... distracting. And the way she arched her eyebrows made me suspect she knew that Henry had spent a little time in my room in the middle of the night.

      Deirdre volunteered Mercy for the experiments instead, as the young woman remained fascinated by anything magical and half the time was sneaking around to see what we did anyway. The young wolf pestered me with questions enough she was quite the distraction, and her questions made me think and reconsider how I looked at the problems myself, so there was no arguing with Deirdre’s logic. We ran a few experiments in the garden and then the house, though it wasn’t nearly as successful as I’d hoped. She just didn’t put me off-balance like Henry did.

      The other witch proposed a change of scenery, since I’d perhaps gotten comfortable enough in the house that I wouldn’t be surprised there, and so one morning we drove to what they called the old pack house. It turned out to be a dingy former warehouse in a questionable neighborhood. Deirdre rather dryly told the story of how she’d first ended up in the warehouse-turned-apartment building and living space, and I was laughing with shock at how she and the grumpy Evershaw seemed to build a relationship out of complete chaos and distrust as we parked next to the building and Mercy added some colorful commentary the whole time.

      I was just about to ask what the hell Deirdre had been thinking the first time Evershaw kissed her and she didn’t run screaming in the other direction. But I swallowed the question when a familiar figure, dressed in nice jeans and a tailored sport coat, strode out of the warehouse. My throat went dry as his head turned and I caught a glimpse of his face—Henry.

      I’d only seen him in sweats or jeans and casual clothes, so to see him in something like a suit drew my attention to his form even more. It was surprisingly disconcerting to see a man who could take a wolf’s form looking like a regular business owner or banker or something. Like he was on his way to a meeting—he even carried a satchel and looked harried and irritated. His gaze found me and something softened in his expression; all of me caught fire and I couldn’t meet his eyes.

      We hadn’t really crossed paths since that disastrous night when he’d found me in my room and kissed me and then listened to me complain about my childhood. I hadn’t known what to say to him or how to approach him, and Deirdre kept me fairly busy anyway so there weren’t many opportunities to reach out. Not that I knew what to say to him. Apologize for dumping all that sad history at his feet? Ask him to sleep at the foot of my bed again?

      Just the thought made me flush as I hung back and let Deirdre talk with him about some business. I hadn’t slept so well since the night he’d been in my room, and part of me wondered if he was the reason. No dreams haunted me that night, and I hadn’t even woken up in a cold sweat, expecting to be chained up or locked in. Even having Cricket sleep on my pillow wasn’t as reassuring as knowing that Henry had been there, his hand on my ankle.

      I was distracted by imagining how I might ask Mercy to experiment by sleeping in my room one night, since I hoped the reassurance was just from having a shifter in the room with me instead of Henry himself, when a horrible woman confronted him and demanded he leave. It took me a long moment to catch up, but then a scared-looking girl about Mercy’s age slunk up and the awful woman said she was Henry’s mate. I was still sorting through what had happened and why Mercy kind of nudged me forward when Henry caught my wrist and drew me up to his side, pulling me close as he called me... his mate?

      I was too startled to say or do anything except study the two women in front of me. The young one turned red and tried to retreat to the car to hide, but the mean one, older than Henry and wearing too much makeup, looked mad enough to spit. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of catching Henry in the lie, nor did I want to draw much of her attention. She looked like the kind of person who might have knee-capped me to get me out of the way of her plans.

      And then Henry turned toward me and touched my chin and kissed me, and I forgot about everyone and everything else. His lips were soft and warm, gentle as he started with the most casual, glancing touch. His arm, strong as steel, kept me close to his side as he leaned down to repeat the kiss, and I couldn’t help touching him back. My knees weakened and I could do little more than cling to him as his lips parted and his tongue brushed the corner of my mouth.

      I closed my eyes and opened to him, ready to get lost in the sensations. It didn’t even matter if there were witnesses. I couldn’t feel anything but his touch, the connection with him, sparking magic in the air. Which should have dragged me back to reality. We were there at the warehouse to challenge my control and see whether I could shock Mercy by accident. I didn’t want to accidentally blast Henry’s sister or the poor girl with her, even if the older woman kind of deserved it.

      Henry must have heard my murmur of distress or felt me tense, because he broke off the kiss and retreated just a bit, though he returned for another whisper of a kiss across my cheekbone. It felt like the world held its breath as we stared at each other. I didn’t know what to do or say and just hung there in his arms as he smiled, his long eyelashes nearly hiding his eyes from me completely. Hints of gold flashed through, and I saw some of the wolf staring back at me.

      Deirdre cleared her throat, sounding amused. “Well. As you can see, Ms. Nola, Henry is well... entrenched here. There is no reason for him to return to wherever you came from, so with all due respect, please do not bother him further.”

      Henry straightened up but hugged me to him, my front plastered against his side, and I tucked my head against his shoulder as he faced his sister once more. He still sounded remarkably calm and in control, even though my knees wobbled and I couldn’t have strung a sensible thought together for all the money in the world.

      “Give my regards to the pack, Nola, but I have no business with them now,” he said.

      It sounded final. It should have been final.

      But Nola sniffed in disdain and eyed me from head to toe. “A non-shifter cannot be your true mate, Henry. Everyone knows that. I’m sure you’ve got some... infatuation with this girl, but you owe it to your family to—”

      He growled, loud enough it vibrated through me, and my skin prickled. His sister’s eyebrows rose as she eyed him, as if shocked by his uncouth behavior, and her mouth twisted in distaste as she looked at me once more. Henry’s arm tightened around me even more. “Do not threaten my mate.”

      It sounded far too serious, as if he meant it. As if he believed I was his mate. Whatever it meant to be a mate. It wasn’t just posturing to get his sister off his back. I straightened, wanting to get some distance before things got even more serious, but his arm was like iron and the rest of him was even less likely to move.

      He and his sister stared each other down, neither willing to blink, and I craned my neck to look for Deirdre’s help. She caught my eye and started to smile the very faintest bit, though she smoothed her expression as she stepped forward. “Enough of this. Surely we can all behave like adults. Nola and Fran, you are welcome to take rooms here at the pack house for the night. My mate and I will host you for dinner; Henry and his mate will attend. We can discuss these matters in a civilized way and resolve whatever must be resolved.”

      Henry still growled, but more quietly, and his sister stepped back. She folded her arms over her chest but nodded at Deirdre. “Fine.”

      Deirdre nodded back and turned her attention to Mercy. “If you don’t mind, please show them inside and register them with Brody.”

      The younger woman gestured for the two guests to follow her into the warehouse, which left me plastered to Henry’s side and Deirdre smiling in amusement. She gave him an arch look. “Is there something you need to tell us, Henry? Did your wolf reveal something important?”

      He blinked and stiffened, then abruptly released me. “Sorry,” he said under his breath, as if he’d only just realized that he’d been squeezing me so hard.

      I swayed and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught me around the waist again. I flushed and managed to finally stand on my own, extricating myself from his arms while Deirdre grinned. “Whoops. I think I’m okay now.”

      “I would have asked,” Henry said abruptly, still holding my hand even as I got a little distance. “If you minded. I shouldn’t have presumed I could kiss you and pretend you’re my mate, but with Nola right there...”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I didn’t…mind.”

      I hadn’t. I really hadn’t minded at all.

      And from the way Deirdre giggled, she knew exactly what I meant.

      My cheeks burned more and I turned away, patting at my hair as I tried to smooth it down into some kind of order. “Um, we were going to practice. Weren’t we? Was that what we were doing here?”

      Henry grumbled and squeezed my hand. “I don’t want you to stay here while Nola is around. She was never this…extreme. I’m not sure what changed her. You should go back to the house until she’s out of the city.”

      Deirdre arched an eyebrow, then tilted her head at the car we’d driven from the other side of the city. “I need to speak with Miles anyway about this…incident. You have some explaining to do, young man, if you abandoned a pack and a mate to show up here.”

      Henry’s face reddened. “I didn’t—” He cut himself off and abruptly pulled me in for a hug. His chin rested on top of my head and he exhaled a gusty sigh before burying his face in my hair. “Thank you for helping me.”

      I didn’t know what to do. My heart pounded against my ribs and I desperately wanted to lean into him, to slide my arms around him, to take shelter in his embrace. For the first time in a long time, it felt like everything would be okay. My heart cracked. No one had thanked me for anything in just as long, it seemed like.

      He was dangerous. He was very dangerous. I could like him. I felt safe with him. I felt like there was potential, a future, some kind of resolution and life to look forward to, if only he were in it.

      And all of that could be snatched away. Would be snatched away. He wouldn’t stay when he knew how terrible I was. He thought he knew—he’d heard a bit of it but didn’t believe it—but that was different from seeing the reality of Ophelia and her broken magic.

      I cleared my throat and patted his back, trying to stand on my own. “You’re welcome.”

      It wouldn’t last. His sister would leave, hopefully sooner rather than later, and then we would go back to being... whatever we were before. I forced a smile as Henry peered at my expression, and turned to face Deirdre. “So perhaps we practice another day.”

      Her attention remained on Henry, and she tapped her nails against her front teeth as she studied him. “Actually, I might need to stick around here and make sure that woman doesn’t kick up more trouble. I’ll call Miles and see if he can meet me over here, but I’m not sure I want him to deal with her directly just yet. I need to plan before we make a decision. In the meantime... Henry, you’ve got a meeting downtown, I take it? Why don’t you take Ophelia with you, then you two can get lunch before heading home?”

      My stomach turned somersaults as I glared at her, suspecting her change of plans had more to do with match-making than wanting to deal with Henry’s sister. “Really. You’re going to stay here.”

      Henry checked his watch and cursed under his breath, adjusting his satchel before tilting his head at a dark sedan next to the car Deirdre drove. “The meeting won’t take long, but Todd will kick my ass if I miss it. I can take Ophelia back to the house after.”

      My eyes narrowed as I looked at him, irritation at being ignored rearing up. “Or you could ask Ophelia what she wants to do?”

      “Uh...” Henry glanced between Deirdre and me, as if gauging who might pose more danger, and finally settled his attention on me. Some spark of desire still lingered in his gaze as he studied me, and an answering warmth kindled low in my stomach. “I would like to buy you lunch, if you’re willing to sit through a boring business meeting first.”

      It was somehow both a request and a plea at the same time. If it hadn’t been for Deirdre’s triumphant grin, I would have agreed right away. But part of me wanted to be contrary just to wipe that look off her face. I sighed and folded my arms over my chest. “You’re not worried about bringing a dangerous witch out in public?”

      He frowned, head tilted. “Deirdre isn’t going with us.”

      It took me a second to catch the joke, though Henry broke into a grin and Deirdre snorted a laugh and smacked his shoulder. She muttered, “You haven’t seen dangerous witch yet, bucko,” then turned on her heel and strode toward the warehouse, her cell phone pressed to her ear.

      Which left me staring at Henry and measuring the real danger: staying close to him and maybe getting even more attached than I already was.

      I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the warning my instincts sang out, and nodded. “Okay. Lunch would be good.”

      Henry smiled and even opened my door for me, and I tried to resurrect my walls to resist the very real charm of being around him. I didn’t know how long my resistance would last, not with that boyish smile and the easy confidence as he drove through the city and the sharp cut of his sport coat making him look even more serious and business-y. Moon as my witness, I was in real trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry would have called the run-in with Nola an unmitigated disaster if it hadn’t been for the moment he got to put his arms around Ophelia and pull her close, to kiss her and nuzzle her hair. It was a pretty good day based on that moment alone.

      He didn’t have long to revel in it though, not when they had to get across town in time to meet with a banker and sign some papers. It was just as well, since he didn’t know what the hell to say to Ophelia anyway. Apologize for his older sister and his own actions? Explain about the pack he’d left behind? Beg Ophelia for her forgiveness?

      He knew she wasn’t entirely comfortable around him, and though she hadn’t pulled away from his kiss, he didn’t like the possibility that he’d forced himself on her and she’d had to endure a great deal of discomfort as a favor to him. It made the wolf twitch with anxiety to think that he’d caused her distress.

      The car sat in traffic, still several blocks from the bank, when Ophelia finally took a deep breath. “What kind of business is it? The meeting, I mean.”

      “Some venture that Todd is pursuing,” he said. Henry scratched at the collar of his jacket, irritated with the presentable clothes when he much preferred T-shirts and sweaters. At least Todd gave up on making him wear a suit and tie. The last time he tried to put a tie on had been a dark day indeed. “We’re investing in a string of restaurants and bars across the city, and this is the last step to sign off on the next location. We purchased the property, but the bank needs...”

      He glanced over at her, not surprised that her attention had drifted to the window. “Sorry. It’s not very interesting.”

      Ophelia blinked and glanced over at him, her eyes wide. “It sounds interesting. What kind of bar and restaurant? Are they all the same?”

      He couldn’t tell if she was just being polite or actually wanted to know, but since they were stuck in traffic and the radio was on an annoying hard rock station that Silas preferred, Henry filled her in on the plan SilverLine had to rejuvenate a market district near the warehouse. As the city center drew more and more businesses, the demand for upscale housing and walkable neighborhoods grew. SilverLine intended to capitalize on the opportunity by establishing the anchor restaurants and bars for an associated entertainment district. She made polite noises as he talked, and periodically when Henry looked over, he caught her watching him with a strange expression.

      Henry couldn’t decipher what it was. Consideration? Trepidation? Was she nervous? Excited? Bored but better able to hide it? The wolf practically ran circles in his guts trying to figure it out. He waited until he’d run out of words about the business meeting before he reached over to squeeze her hand where it rested absently on the console between the seats. “I’m sorry about Nola. She didn’t use to be like that.”

      Ophelia didn’t pull away. “She sounds like she’s upset about quite a few things, not just you being out here instead of at home.”

      “She’s mad at the world, that’s true enough.” He sighed and parked the car on the street. At least they were only a few minutes late for the meeting. He moved fast enough that he even managed to open Ophelia’s door for her, though she frowned up at him as if surprised to see him make the effort. Henry checked the satchel to make sure he still had the proposal that he and Todd had spent weeks preparing, and led the way into the bank. “Hopefully I can turn Nola around and send her back to Montana tomorrow, so neither of us will have to worry about her again.”

      “Are you sure?” Ophelia peered at him, sticking close by his side as they stepped into the marble and chrome ultra-modern interior of the bank.

      “Sure about what?” Henry led the way to the back, where the vice president’s assistant waited to show them into the office, but he paused to study Ophelia.

      Her cheeks reddened when she spotted the conservatively dressed assistant and the other employees, all of them wearing suits and heels, and she shoved her hands in her pockets self-consciously. The witch shrugged and looked away. “Isn’t it nice to have family, though? Can’t you do something to kind of have a relationship with her? She wouldn’t have come all this way if she didn’t care about you at least a little.”

      “You don’t know Nola,” he said under his breath, then forced a smile as the vice president approached, hand outstretched. Henry nodded to the woman, shaking her hand, and introduced the witch next to him. “This is my associate, Ophelia Naughton. She’ll be joining me for the discussion today.”

      Which left Ophelia with a startled expression as the bank vice president smoothly welcomed her and showed them both into the office. The bank had grown accustomed to the casual dress that SilverLine preferred, and though Todd like to keep up appearances by wearing suits for important meetings, for a quick paperwork drill, Henry didn’t care. Besides, Aria Henderson handled most of the business with the packs across the city and had seen a lot worse than a witch in jeans and a sweater. There were rumors that she was some kind of shifter herself; she didn’t smell human, but no one had ever been brave enough to ask her outright.

      Aria showed them to a glass table in her office. “I would offer you coffee, but I assume you want to get right to business?”

      He grinned; she knew them too well. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Certainly.” Her perfectly styled blonde hair remained in place as she sat and took the documents that Henry handed over. “Your lawyer reviewed these to your satisfaction?”

      “Yes.” Henry pointed out a few changes recommended by the lawyers, knowing he needed to pay attention, but the wolf kept half of his attention on Ophelia. She’d shifted into that witch demeanor that was cold to the point of completely off-putting, like when Deirdre was pissed at the world and ready for vengeance.

      He was about to ask about the seller’s contingencies when Ophelia took a deep breath and rested her hands on the glass table. “There’s something wrong.”

      Henry tensed, immediately on the alert. “What is it?”

      Her attention remained on Aria, though. “She’s not…what she claims to be.”

      The banker’s expression hardened. “I beg your pardon.”

      Ophelia’s head tilted as she studied the other woman, then she nodded at the back of the office. “You’ve got a lot of very powerful magic throughout this room. What are you hiding?”

      Henry braced himself for some kind of a fight and wished he’d made Todd go to the meeting instead. He made a plan for getting Ophelia out of the office as fast as possible, though he didn’t know how the hell he’d explain to Todd and Evershaw that the deal fell through because Aria Henderson wasn’t entirely human and didn’t like to be questioned about what she was.

      The blonde woman raised an eyebrow, everything about her screaming that she wasn’t impressed with the intruders who sat at her table. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I could break the wards,” Ophelia said, just as calm and even. It gave Henry the shivers to watch the two women, both of them apparently fully in control but scary as shit. The witch kept her hands on the table and didn’t move. “Or you could just explain what you have in here and we can continue with our business.”

      Aria’s expression soured and she glanced at Henry. “Since when do you employ witches?”

      He shrugged. “Something new the boss wanted to try. Care to explain what she’s talking about, or should we take our business elsewhere?” 

      The banker definitely scowled as she shoved her chair back. “I’ve been in this city for decades and no one has challenged me. Do you really want to be the ones to start?”

      “We like to know who is looking out for our business interests,” Henry said. “All we need is a simple explanation.”

      Aria drummed her fingers on the table in a rolling tattoo that made his nerves twitch. It reminded him of the eerie attention of Smith, some ancient fae nightmare who lived in the city and had occasionally intervened in the lives of the shifters to tip the scales in favor of good over evil. Smith worked as a private investigator and had been the one to help SilverLine trap Deirdre into saving Evershaw’s life, so Deirdre wasn’t a big fan of the fae or whatever he was. Maybe it was a fae versus witch thing.

      Henry folded his arms over his chest as his stomach rumbled and his thoughts drifted to lunch. “We are aware there are many different... types in this city, all seeking to live in peace. Are you a witch? Fae? Some kind of shifter?”

      The banker twitched when he said fae, and after a long silence, her lips thinned until they almost disappeared. A hint of very sharp teeth appeared when she finally spoke. “I am similar to what you might call fae. That is as much as I can say on the matter without running afoul of other forces.”

      He didn’t sense any threat from her, nor from her bank. Their business had always been straightforward and handled promptly. SilverLine had no complaints about the professional relationship at all. And yet... not knowing who and what they dealt with every day made his skin prickle. What did “similar to fae” actually mean?

      Ophelia continued to gaze around the room, perhaps measuring that magic she sensed, but eventually she tapped the table and nodded. “It is truth, or as close as she can admit. The magic feels... different. I would like to study it more.”

      Aria’s sharp teeth were far pointier than any human’s had ever been; the visual turned Henry’s stomach, as if Aria had been a snake in human clothing all along and only recently showed her true colors. He didn’t let himself cringe back though, since it wasn’t worth ruining a perfectly good business relationship over.

      The banker eyed Ophelia with distaste. “There is nothing to study, witch. You would not be able to learn anything.”

      “I observed a sorcerer at work once,” the witch said absently. “He’d stolen some practices from the fae and learned to use them.”

      “That’s impossible,” Aria said.

      They argued quietly and coldly about things he only halfway understood—something about protect magic that came from inside instead of the outward-facing magic that came from the environment, and how one couldn’t use the other but the fae could or the witches could or something. He glanced between them like trying to follow a tennis match, amused as the argument got more and more technical until it devolved into actually trading secrets instead of guarding them.

      He could have sat there all day and listened to Ophelia’s confident lecture on witch magic, surprised by the change in her when she started in on a topic she’d mastered. The fact that Aria responded to her in the same emotionless, highly technical manner helped, no doubt. He sat forward when Ophelia abruptly launched to her feet and strode across the office to gesture at a painting on the wall, and Aria followed on her heels to argue about whether a spell concealed the wall or the wall’s magical nature diverted the eye and thus didn’t need concealment.

      He chuckled and then immediately schooled his face into solemnity as two pairs of angry female eyes found him. Henry sat up straight in his chair like he’d been caught passing notes in school, and cleared his throat. “This is a fascinating discussion, but I don’t want to take up too much more of your time, Ms. Henderson. Perhaps we could make another appointment and return to talk more about spells and magic, or you’re more than welcome to join us for dinner one night. I’m sure Deirdre would be equally interested in hearing about these theories.”

      He just hoped he didn’t accidentally insult their magical beliefs by calling things theories or spells. Henry figured he had an equal chance of leaving the office in one piece or being turned into a reptile of some kind.

      Aria’s eyes narrowed just slightly as she tilted her head and considered him, and for a split second, he thought her pupils went vertical like a cat’s. “You would invite me to your home?”

      “Of course,” Henry said. He eased to his feet and gestured at the door. “Perhaps next week, if you’re available? We live on the other side of the city, but we can make the trip worth your while.”

      Ophelia joined him but kept gazing around the room, searching for hints of things he couldn’t see, and her attention snapped back to the banker as Aria said, “Be careful not to make promises to my kind, wolf. Obligations carry too much weight.”

      He nodded, though he didn’t entirely understand. “Thank you for the information. We’ll leave the paperwork and Todd will return next week for the next step.”

      Aria remained in the middle of the office, watching them silently, as Henry caught Ophelia’s hand and drew her through the door and into the lobby once more. He didn’t quite breathe until they were outside and in the car, and it felt like a heavy weight lifted from his shoulders and he could finally inhale. “So. What was that about?”

      Ophelia frowned as she fussed with her seat belt. “It didn’t feel right in there. It wasn’t a threat, maybe, but... I didn’t want you to sign any papers unless she was clearer about who and what she is.”

      “Thanks for letting me know,” he said. “I thought you two might fight for a second.”

      Ophelia snorted and slid him a sideways look. “Not in public like that.”

      “Is that not how witches fight?” He started the car and pulled away from where they’d parked by the bank. There weren’t any good restaurants in the business district, not yet, and he wanted to take her to one of his favorite places—a dingy barbecue pit in one of the “up and coming” neighborhoods.

      “Typically, no.” She half-turned in her seat to face him, studying his profile, and Henry’s chest got warm and tight to know that she was so close he could touch her arm if he wanted to. Ophelia looked more thoughtful than worried. “Witches usually wait until they outnumber the threat, then attack in the middle of the night or when everyone else is distracted and busy elsewhere. There are seldom any daylight or straightforward confrontations with witches. That I asked her outright what she was may be the only reason she actually answered. I’m just…not the kind of witch who waits to strike from the shadows.”

      Henry made a thoughtful noise and reached out to brush his fingers across the inside of her wrist. “I’m glad you’re not that kind of witch.”

      She flushed and a hint of a smile touched her face, though she looked away. “Me too.”

      He squeezed her hand, relieved that she didn’t pull away, and the wolf started to relax again. His girl was safe, despite the unexpected threat from the banker, and he would feed her before taking her home to their den.

      They were making their way to a table in the crowded restaurant before Henry realized that he’d started to truly think of Ophelia as his mate—in every sense of the word.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      My heart still thumped after the encounter with the fae in the bank; I didn’t have a good name for what to call them other than fae, although Rocko had made deals with some who looked far less human than Aria. It gave me the shivers to think there were fae in the city, though Aria didn’t have the same manipulative, greasy aura as the ones that Rocko dealt with. It was entirely possible she wasn’t like them. Or maybe she just hid it better.

      I glanced back just once as he drove and thought I saw a lone coyote standing on the sidewalk, looking in our direction as we pulled away. Tension crackled in the air and I held my breath, about to warn Henry about it, but when I looked back the second time, there was no sign of the coyote at all. It was absurd to think that a wild animal had made it all the way downtown without being run over or spotted by the people walking on the sidewalk. And people kept walking, right where it had been. I shook my head and turned around. I must have imagined it. It was just a hallucination, a trick of the mind. Maybe it was just a dog or a really big rat.

      I was still a little preoccupied as Henry parked the car and led the way into a hole-in-the-wall restaurant crammed to the gills with people looking for a late lunch. I didn’t even mind that his hand rested at the small of my back to guide me through the crowd to a pair of free stools at the end of a long counter. The familiar touch, easy and casual, sparked warmth in my cheeks, though I would have blamed it on the crowd around us if anyone had asked.

      Some balance had shifted between us, and I couldn’t tell what it was. It made me deeply uneasy, or at least it should have. Instead, it was like Henry had relaxed and realigned himself, and my nerves eased in response. I didn’t mind leaning against his side as we squeezed onto the stools at the counter; he let me sit between the wall and him, while he was shoulder-to-shoulder with a burly construction worker. The noise was another excuse to lean close, until my head practically rested on his shoulder, and Henry adjusted so his arm went around my back in an easy half-embrace.

      He laughed though, and looked just a bit self-conscious. “I’m not putting the moves on you, I promise. I just don’t want to elbow you by accident.”

      “I’ll elbow you back if you get too fresh,” I said, and tried out a smile. He was so free with his expressions, like he had plenty of smiles to share and didn’t fear running out of the happiness that made them.

      Henry shouted an order to the harried waitress who finally braved our end of the counter, then ducked his head to mutter, “I ordered some of everything. You have to move fast here or you’ll never eat, and looking at a menu is a sign of weakness. Whatever you like, we can get more of.”

      It was a relief to not make a decision or have to offer an opinion. Not that I wanted to admit that to him. I’d had choice taken away from me before and railed against it, fought tooth and nail to get my independence back—so admitting I just wanted him to order so I didn’t have to think felt like too much of a failure. A betrayal of myself.

      Henry turned to face me, shielding me from the rest of the crowd, and with his body blocking everyone else out, it suddenly felt like we were the only two people in the whole restaurant. His pale gaze searched my face, and I knew something was bothering him by the wrinkle in his forehead, just between his eyebrows. “I really am sorry about…this morning. Pretending that we’re together just to get rid of Nola. I hope you don’t mind going along with it for a little while longer?”

      “It’s fine,” I said. My knee bumped his as I moved on the stool, wanting to get a little closer to the warmth of his body. “I don’t mind. It should make dinner interesting. Do you think she’ll actually leave?”

      He grunted, glancing away. “I don’t know. With my luck, she’ll probably want to stick around for the rest of her life.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling. She’d been fairly unpleasant, but it felt like there were deeper emotional currents moving around them. His aura was stirred up and hers had been tangled and knotted with anxiety and fear. “So what was she talking about, that you’re supposed to be in charge? How did that happen?”

      Henry hesitated for so long I started to think I’d trespassed on a topic that the wolves didn’t discuss, and braced myself for a rebuke or an abrupt change of topic. He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced around, then lowered his voice. He even leaned a little closer, until it was an intimate conversation instead of a stolen moment in the middle of a crowd.

      “My father was the alpha, long ago, although he died when I was young. My family comes from a tradition where leadership stays within a family unless dire circumstances come about, so rightfully I should have been the next in line to lead the pack. Unfortunately, I was four and not strong enough to hold the pack together. My mother remarried and he was... not a nice man.”

      I held my breath, no longer certain I wanted to hear the rest of the story. His expression lost its typical easygoing, jovial relaxation, and instead hardened into the mask of a man who’d survived his share of trauma. I’d imagined him living a charmed life, to have come out a good guy with an easy smile and the willingness to help others. Perhaps he was such a good guy because he’d seen how truly bad some men could be and deliberately chose the opposite.

      The pause before he spoke again held a wealth of information that he didn’t want to share, and I knew enough about the bad things that some people did to others that I could fill in the gaps. Henry frowned into the beer bottle that the waitress delivered, along with a basket of onion rings, before going on. “I challenged him when I thought I was strong enough, but he defeated me. I ran a few years later. I should have stayed, maybe, and tried to save the pack from him, but I was selfish. I wanted to be on my own.”

      “That’s not selfish,” I said quietly. “It’s not selfish to need to protect yourself.”

      Henry shrugged, his gaze sliding away. “Doesn’t always feel that way, does it?”

      I nodded, since I knew what he meant. I picked up my own beer and hoped that it would take the edge off the raw emotions that bounced around inside my chest. I was still too hyped up by the confrontation with the fae banker and the swirling headiness of Henry’s kiss. “So she wants you to go back now, is that it? Take over for your stepdad?”

      “That’s what she wants.” Henry frowned as he stared off to the side, attention no doubt drifting back to Montana or wherever his old pack waited. “I left that pack and have no interest in revisiting the memories there. It’s better for everyone if I stay gone. The alpha can come from any family in the pack—they’ll fight it out until the strongest wins, then that will start a new family dynasty for alpha.”

      “But what if the one who’s strongest is as bad as your stepfather? Or worse?”

      Henry’s frown deepened. He didn’t respond as the waitress appeared with baskets of spare ribs, smoked brisket, pulled pork, sausage, and heaps of mashed potatoes, corn bread, and every other sort of carbohydrate under the sun. The sheer amount of food stunned me into silence, compounded by the fact that apparently there weren’t plates at the restaurant—people ate family-style right out of the baskets. Henry heaped the tender ribs in front of me and piled up a mountain of juicy bits of brisket, attentive even as he inhaled several pounds of meat in the blink of an eye.

      I hardly made a dent in my share of the food by the time he’d cleaned up approximately half a cow and most of the cornbread, and he wiped barbecue sauce off his hands—almost to his elbows—before he swigged from his beer and watched me with a faint smile. “I hadn’t thought about whether the man who took over as alpha would be worse than Ulrich. I didn’t think it was my problem.”

      “Maybe it isn’t,” I said, trying to wipe sauce from the corner of my mouth and only succeeded in smearing it across my cheek more. From the look on his face, I didn’t have quite the gravitas that I might have liked. “But maybe that’s what makes your sister so afraid. Instead of telling her you won’t go back no matter what, maybe it’s worth having that conversation about what really scares her about you not being the one in charge.”

      He grumbled and shifted his weight on the stool, then put more pulled pork in front of me. “You’re too smart, witch.”

      I laughed, shaking a rib at him and flinging a little sauce at his arm. “You mean I’m right.”

      “You might be right,” he said, though he smiled as he said it. Something twinkled in his eyes as he watched me. “We’ll find out tonight, though, won’t we? How do you like the food?”

      “At this rate, I won’t be able to eat for days,” I said. I tried to lick my fingers clean, since it didn’t look like the kind of restaurant with wet-wipes. “It’s delicious. How did you find this...”

      I trailed off as I discovered him watching me—watching my fingers and my mouth and the sauce that trailed down the side of my hand. I couldn’t breathe as his eyes flashed gold and his lips parted, and I got the sense that he might have wanted to help out with the cleanup. My cheeks caught fire but I was caught in his gaze, held captive to the heat that spiraled up between us. My hands trembled.

      He moved slowly to capture my wrist in his hands and I thought I would spontaneously combust. Henry held up my hand to examine it, then started to stroke a napkin across my palm and fingers, his focus so intense that my stomach swerved and dropped to my feet. I could only imagine what it might have felt like to have that kind of focus directed at... other parts of my body.

      He dipped a clean napkin into a glass of water and returned to his careful cleaning of my fingers. I should have felt like a kid being cleaned up after making too much of a mess, but there was no mistaking the intent in the way he touched me, the way his knee nudged my thigh, the way his breath against my palm made me want to shiver and moan.

      Henry’s voice sounded rougher than normal as he picked up my other hand. “I found this place by chance. Followed my nose, you see. It’s gotten more popular over the last few months, but I don’t mind. They make good food and it’s a good price; they deserve the success. This is one of the restaurants we want to help expand to another location.”

      “Oh,” I said, and hoped I sounded at least a little competent and with-it, and not all breathy and disoriented. “They need…wet-wipes at the new location. Especially if they want business people to eat there. Definitely wet-wipes.”

      His eyebrows rose as he glanced up at me, still holding my hands. “Yeah?”

      “Very messy,” I whispered. “The barbecue.”

      He made a thoughtful noise and the smile grew. “You have it all over your face, Ophelia.”

      My cheeks burned even more. I must have looked like a crazy fool, getting barbecue sauce all over myself. I started to reach for another napkin, and debated just making a run for the door or the bathroom so I could hide out and try to recover my composure. But before I could do more than take a breath, Henry leaned in.

      One hand cradled my cheek and gently brushed at what must have been some sauce leftover from a sparerib, and his head tilted as his lips drifted across my other cheek right near the corner of my mouth. I inhaled sharply, panic rising in my chest. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to climb into his lap and let him keep up whatever kind of flirting this was... Was it a wolf thing?

      And then his mouth laved at a sticky spot on my cheek and he murmured with something like hunger, his free hand sliding to the small of my back. Henry broke away for a moment to say, “Can’t take you anywhere, Ophelia. Look at the mess you made.”

      My head tilted back as he kissed another spot on my cheek, then to the line of my jaw, and up to my mouth so he could take my lower lip gently in his teeth. I closed my eyes, lost in the sensation. My hands found his forearms, holding on for dear life, and worked into the fabric of his coat. Moon save me from myself and my lack of control.

      Henry chuckled and kissed behind my ear, inhaling deeply from my hair, and nuzzled around back there until my thighs clenched and I might have melted into a puddle on the floor if he hadn’t been holding me up. I gulped for air and managed to say, “I know I didn’t get sauce all the way back there.”

      He laughed and straightened, trying to act like a perfect gentleman and not someone who’d just kissed me into silence in the middle of a crowded restaurant. There was even a whistle from across the room and a smattering of applause, which made me want to hide behind the counter, but Henry just waved the attention away with a good-natured grin. Apparently they all knew him there and had no qualms about teasing the regular.

      He even dampened another napkin and actually helped me wipe the last little bit of barbecue off my cheek, though I thought the napkin might have caught fire with how hot my whole face felt. Henry smiled and squeezed my knee. “You look really cute when you get flustered, Ophelia.”

      “That only seems to be a problem when I’m around you,” I said under my breath. I concentrated on dabbing my hands dry and scrubbing at my nails, swearing I’d never eat ribs without a fork again.

      “I’m honored.” He started to go on, no doubt to tease me or maybe kiss me again, but his phone buzzed and he frowned down at it for a long moment.

      Desperate for his attention to be on something that wasn’t me, I cleared my throat and pretended to peer at the screen. “Trouble?”

      “Sort of. Evershaw asked where we’re at and how the meeting went. He’ll want an update.” Henry sighed and the flirtation fell away until he was the serious leader once more. “He’ll definitely want to hear about your stare down with Aria.”

      “Stare down? It wasn’t that dramatic.”

      He waved for the bill and paid before I had the chance to even reach for my bag, leaving a generous tip on the counter and shouting his thanks to the cooks and waitress. Then Henry held my hand as he weaved through the crowd and found the door. “It was a little dramatic. If I had a clue what you two were talking about, I might have been really afraid.”

      I laughed and leaned against his side when we hit the sidewalk and there was finally enough room to walk next to him. “Just because we had to…set expectations doesn’t mean it was dramatic. We just needed to make sure there was appropriate mutual respect so no one did anything crazy.”

      His arm looped around my waist and his hand settled comfortably on my hip, and I breathed easier. With as tall and broad and capable as Henry was—and as confident—I felt safe and sheltered. Protected. Like nothing bad could happen so long as he was next to me. My heart thumped in my chest and the magic flared up in anticipation. What if Nola convinced him to return to Montana, though? And what if all the affection and attention was just a consequence of him pretending I was his mate? I tried not to get my hopes up that Henry meant what he said, or that he felt the same spark of attraction I did, although his fascination with my mouth and the soft spot behind my ear seemed to hint that he definitely felt something.

      My cheeks burned the entire drive home, and not just because Henry touched my knee. I’d meant it when I said I didn’t mind pretending to be his mate, but I started to wonder how far we would take the ruse just to show Nola that he wouldn’t go back. How far did I want to take the ruse? I hadn’t felt that kind of physical snap-crackle-pop in ages. Why couldn’t I take advantage of it? Why couldn’t I indulge? If Henry was willing—and it certainly seemed like he was—then what was the harm in some snuggling? Some making out? Maybe even... more?

      I pressed my lips together and hoped no one in the house could read minds. It might end up being a long damn afternoon if I had to wait until dinner to decide if I wanted to open the door to a little more with Henry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      He almost lost control in the restaurant when Ophelia teased him with barbecue sauce all over her face. It had been a brilliant idea to take her to the dive restaurant where she could relax and get messy, and it gave him a chance to actually talk to her. Not that he wanted to waste time discussing the pack in Montana and Nola’s absurd demands.

      Although he suspected Ophelia had a point about figuring out why Nola was so desperate for him to return home.

      Henry had a hell of a time explaining what happened at the bank to Evershaw and Todd and Deirdre, and had to drag Ophelia into the office in the house to explain her view of what happened. Evershaw wasn’t pleased at the idea of a fae—some kind of cousin to the mysterious Smith—having a hand in their bank and their finances. Only Deirdre’s calming influence kept the alpha from storming off to confront Aria, Smith, and anyone else he didn’t like or who didn’t fit neatly into his view of reality.

      They were still discussing what to do about it when Mercy stuck her head into the office and avoided meeting anyone’s gaze. “So, we have a little... hiccup.”

      Evershaw leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowed. “What kind of hiccup?”

      “Henry’s sister and her friend caused a bit of a stir at the warehouse,” Mercy said. “It’s probably best that they don’t stay there overnight.”

      Henry swallowed a groan. “What kind of trouble did she get into?”

      “There are too many unmated males there,” Mercy said.

      It was a remarkably diplomatic way of saying that his sister had probably challenged someone to a fight and things had nearly gotten violent. Once the pheromones and testosterone got stirred up, sometimes only the alpha or the second-in-command could exert enough influence over the pack to resolve things peacefully. And since Fran was so submissive, her demeanor would have fed into the protective instinct the males felt anyway. He sighed. He should have known better.

      “So where are they staying?” Evershaw asked. “Are they going to start fights across the city?”

      Mercy glanced at Henry, then at Ophelia, then at the floor. “Well, uh... We brought them back here. We have guest rooms here, and we didn’t want to dump them on the street or on someone else’s territory.” 

      “No, you did the right thing,” Deirdre said, talking over her mate when the alpha started to object to inviting trouble into his peaceful house. “We’ll adjust some of our arrangements to make sure we have space.”

      Mercy retreated, apparently to give Nola and Fran a tour of the house, but Deirdre got up quickly and gestured for Ophelia to go with her. Henry watched them leave, puzzled at the rush. The room had been silent for some time before he noticed and turned his attention back to the alpha and second-in-command.

      And then he scowled, because Evershaw and Todd both grinned at him. “What?”

      Todd waggled his eyebrows. “So you found your mate, hmm?”

      “I just said that to get Nola off my back,” Henry said. Even though his wolf didn’t believe it for a second, and he was starting to feel the same way. “It’s for show. Ophelia went along with it but it’s just…a facade to keep my sister out of the way.”

      “Uh-huh.” Evershaw watched him with sharp focus. “It’s more than that and you know it.”

      Henry had never liked how observant the alpha was. And Evershaw didn’t bother dressing up his opinions with politeness or basic social graces. “It’s nothing. I’ll deal with it.”

      Evershaw grunted and shoved to his feet. “Just don’t get distracted. The coyotes and all three wolf packs are claiming their members are accounted for, but we still have lone tracks showing up in our territory. I don’t like it. And there’s no sign of that creeper who’s stalking the witch. Don’t let a pretty face turn your head, Henry. Don’t lose focus.”

      “I won’t.” Henry scowled at his feet and resisted the urge to storm out like a petulant child. He didn’t want to have a conversation about Ophelia with anyone, at least not until he’d had the conversation with the witch herself, and he sure as hell didn’t want to deal with Nola for a full afternoon, evening, and the following morning. There was no telling what kind of slips he’d make, and any hint that he wasn’t happily mated and attached to SilverLine would just encourage her to badger him about returning to Montana.

      The alpha strode out, calling for his mate, and Henry shook his head as he leaned back in his chair. He was painfully aware of Todd’s continued attention, and took a deep breath. “I’m serious, I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “Didn’t ask, brother.” But Todd kept grinning.

      Henry pushed to his feet and stretched, wondering how he was going to avoid Nola for the rest of the afternoon. “I’m sure you have work to do. What else needs to happen today?”

      “You need to keep your sister from causing more trouble or pissing Evershaw off,” Todd said. “If anyone needs to patrol, send Silas or Dodge. I want you to stick close to the house in case there’s something else going on.”

      “Something else going on?” Henry frowned at the other man. “You know something I don’t?”

      Todd yawned and ran a hand through his dark hair. “I know a lot of shit you don’t know, pup. But with this—no, there’s no specific reason. I just don’t like weird shit happening at the same time, and we’ve had half a dozen weird things pop up. A new witch in the city, random coyotes and wolves wandering around without a pack or direction, a banker we’ve always worked with turning out to be something dangerous, a sorcerer chasing after the witch... I don’t like it. Until we can start resolving some of these issues, we should either stick close to home or move everyone to the warehouse so we can protect the females.”

      Henry’s eyebrows rose. “I’d be more useful out on patrol, not in the house.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve got a mate now,” Todd said, and he didn’t even look like he was joking. “Better for you to be here to protect her and Deirdre, just in case Evershaw and I get called away.”

      “She’s not my mate,” Henry said, but it tasted like a lie. “It’s not possible. She’s not a wolf, she’s only been here a week, it’s just... inconvenient.”

      Todd laughed, propping his feet up on the arm of another chair. “Dude, when is this bullshit ever convenient? Besides, Deirdre isn’t a wolf and it happened with Evershaw. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. If she’s supposed to be yours, then you’ll know—and don’t let her go. Figure it out.”

      Henry growled in irritation at the casual way the other man referred to finding someone as special as his true mate. And from the look on Todd’s face, the growl just proved his point about Ophelia and Henry being connected. Henry headed for the door. “I’m going to get rid of this damn jacket and then I’ll patrol around the block—I’ll stick close enough to respond if anyone howls. Silas saw some prints in the mud about a block west of here, and I need to check it out.”

      Todd grunted and went back to watching bay of security camera monitors they kept in the office so he could survey the neighborhood as well as the area around the warehouse. “Keep your phone handy. Tell Silas to stick close to the house.”

      Henry found the other wolf and passed the message on the way to his room, irritated with Todd and Evershaw alike for insisting he stay near the house. His nerves twitched at the idea of being far from Ophelia, particularly when that rogue sorcerer was still on the loose, but he really didn’t want to deal with his sister. His steps slowed as he approached his room and saw the door partially open, a murmur of female voices reaching him from inside. His eyes narrowed. What the hell was going on?

      He whipped the door open, ready to read Mercy the riot act for invading his den again, but he froze as Ophelia and Deirdre jumped a foot in the air where they stood near the window. Static charged the air and lightning flashed out of Ophelia’s hands as she stared at him in horror, and Henry had a split second to regret his irritation before his brain short-circuited and the wolf tore free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I hardly knew what to do with myself when Deirdre and Mercy drew me out of the office and to a quiet alcove on the first floor where no one would overhear. Mercy dry-washed her hands and didn’t make eye contact. “So here’s the problem. We only have the one guest room, since every other room is taken.”

      I nodded. “Okay?”

      “You’re in the guest room,” Mercy said slowly. She glanced at Deirdre, who watched me with amusement, then back at me. “And we need the guest room for Henry’s sister and her friend.”

      I frowned and looked between them. “I’m not tracking. What’s the issue? They can have the room, but where am I going to sleep?”

      “Normally you would be sleeping with your mate,” Deirdre said. “Which is what Nola and Fran will expect—if you do not sleep in Henry’s room, they will know something is amiss. We certainly will not require you to cohabitate with him, even for a night, but it might raise some eyebrows. It’s just a question of whether he cares.”

      Of course. My cheeks heated. “Uh... right. I can stay at the warehouse. I won’t cause any trouble there. That might be easier. I don’t want to encroach...”

      “He won’t mind,” Mercy said quickly.

      Too quickly, maybe. My eyes narrowed as I studied the two women, and suspected that maybe Deirdre’s matchmaking had gone beyond tricking us into lunch. The other witch just smiled serenely and folded her hands together at her waist. “It’s true. I doubt that he would mind. He might even offer to sleep on the floor—he’s that much of a gentleman. Unless you feel like inviting him…in.”

      My face burned more. But what was there to say? She was right. I could already see Henry insisting that he should sleep on the floor, and me insisting that he share the bed, and then... all kinds of trouble. Delicious, sweaty trouble. I struggled to find my dignity. “Maybe we should ask him. It’s his room and his sister, after all.”

      “And you’re his mate,” Mercy said cheerfully. She turned and bolted up the stairs before I could formulate a response.

      Deirdre followed her at a statelier pace, though she kept her voice low so no one would overhear. “We can pack your stuff up and move it to his room in preparation. If it makes you uncomfortable, we can just make Henry patrol all night.”

      I really didn’t want them to send him away or make him work all night just to go along with the ridiculous story for his sister. But my insides shivered in excitement at the possibility of spending the night with Henry. I wanted him. I wanted to feel what it was like to lie next to him, to press my face against his chest or shoulder, to be warm and safe in the sheets with him.

      But I tried to keep up the front of at least some misgivings as Mercy and Deirdre helped me surreptitiously move my stuff from the guest room at one end of the hall to the other side of the house and Henry’s room. I hadn’t been in there, of course, but I wouldn’t have guessed it was his room by anything in it except a pair of muddy boots near the door and a pile of jeans and T-shirts spilling out of a hamper in the closet. The furniture was plain and uninteresting, the kind of budget stuff that people bought for spare rooms.

      Deirdre frowned as she glanced around. “I thought he’d done more to decorate in here.” When she saw the question in my eyes, the witch went on, “This was a spare room when my mother and I lived in the house, before I ever knew about shifters. We got the furniture and everything at a garage sale. Henry’s lived here for months, but it still feels like a spare room. Like he could pack up any minute and be gone.”

      I knew how that felt—not wanting to invest anything of myself in a specific place, since I’d have to leave in a hurry anyway. I put my loom bag and the yarn stash I’d accumulated in a week on the floor, hopefully out of the way, and tried not to touch anything else. “It definitely smells like a dude lives here.”

      She laughed. “I’ll find some scented candles to cut down on the guy funk.”

      It wasn’t a gross smell, it was just…masculine. There definitely hadn’t ever been a scented candle in that room. I smiled a bit to myself, trying to imagine Henry picking between a lavender or freesia scent, and instead glanced over at Deirdre. “Pine or sandalwood, I’d guess.”

      Mercy made a face and headed for the door. “Ugh. No way. I think I have some candles that are island cotton-scented or something not-flowery. He’ll deal with it just fine.”

      My battered suitcase, quickly packed and zipped, almost tripped me as I moved to peer at the few items tossed across the top of the dresser. I was just about to joke with Deirdre about not being great at snooping when the door to the hall burst open and a dark shadow lurched into the room. Deirdre sucked in a breath and I tensed as power crackled around her. She readied magic and it immediately tangled with my power, starting a tornado that escalated.

      I staggered back as the figure moved and the light fell across his face, and it was Henry, looking both irritated and confused, and Deirdre cursed as she relaxed her magic. I tried to do the same. I did. I really did. But I felt like a passenger on a runaway train as the magic continued building, compounding on itself, and then there was no controlling it. My hands clenched and the power burst out and slammed into Henry, ghosting past Deirdre though she managed to jump back.

      He grunted in surprise, head tilted as he looked at me, and then he grimaced and his body twisted.

      “Oh no,” I said, hands clapped over my mouth. Magic abandoned me until I felt empty and adrift.

      Time moved slowly around me as Henry growled and snarled and his bones broke. He turned inside out and then the enormous wolf stood there, shaking himself, between Deirdre and me and the door. My hands trembled and my knees almost gave out. Moon help us. He was between us and freedom, blocking the only escape. Except the window...

      I looked around wildly, on the verge of panic, but Deirdre spoke in a very calm voice. “Breathe, Ophelia. Just stay calm. He’s not going to hurt us.”

      “How do you know?” I whispered.

      “Because it’s still Henry in there,” she said. How she managed to sound so confident, I didn’t know. Lots of practice, maybe, or she was just a good liar.

      Henry watched me with gold eyes, then lowered his head and whined. I tried to shuffle closer to Deirdre but froze when he paced closer. Deirdre folded her arms over her chest and spoke to the wolf. “You burst in here and surprised us, so this is your fault, bucko. Get yourself under control and change back.”

      His nose wrinkled and he sneezed. The wolf’s tail wagged once, then stilled. He eased closer to me and sniffed near my leg.

      I shoved down the panic and the feeling of being completely, utterly out of control. That didn’t help me at all: already tension filtered through my muscles, as if the taser of magic started to recharge in anticipation of needing to zap someone else. I shivered and kept my attention on the door. “I don’t know if I can…stay here. It’s… I can’t control it.”

      “Yes you can,” Deirdre said. Her voice hardened. “You listen to me, witch. You are in control. Take deep breaths. Center yourself. You are safe here.”

      I tried to center myself, I really did. I tried to find that connection to the earth and the universe that helped witches anchor their magic to something solid and real, but it was too far away. There was no anchor, and I was a ship adrift on a stormy sea—tossed around without any control or hope of finding a safe port.

      My vision blurred and a hiccup worked its way up my throat. “You have to get out of here, Deirdre. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she said. But she, too, looked at the door.

      Henry growled, low and rough in his throat, and moved toward me. I tensed, certain he was going to bite or attack, and lurched out of the way. He blinked those golden eyes at me, then stepped forward again. I moved away. The wolf adjusted where he stepped until he herded me to the large queen-sized bed in the corner. My legs bumped the edge of the mattress and I sat heavily, farther from the door and safety than when I’d started.

      My thoughts scattered and swirled as power remained too close to the surface, sparking and jumping whenever I moved my hands. I couldn’t swallow with a dry mouth and the knot in my throat. Trapped. I was trapped in the corner and on a bed, just like when Rocko... I shuddered and covered my face. The only thing missing was the shackle on my leg and the chain stretching across the room.

      Deirdre spoke to someone through the door; I caught a hint of Evershaw’s voice but he didn’t step into the room. Henry-the-wolf growled at him and retreated to press against my legs. I pulled them up onto the mattress, afraid of even touching the wolf in case the magic went out of control and hurt him more. I needed to get out. To find somewhere safe so I could hide and stuff those awful memories back down. I couldn’t face Henry or Deirdre or anyone, not with the pain so close to the surface.

      The other witch’s eyes narrowed as she studied me and the wolf, then she nodded, as if she’d seen proof of something she’d only suspected. “You need to stay here for a while, Ophelia, and Henry is going to stay with you.”

      “I’ll hurt him,” I blurted out. My hands trembled but I shoved them under my legs, just in case I accidentally zapped one of them. “I don’t want to but I can’t…I can’t control it. There’s too much magic and it’s like a storm. I can’t—”

      “Breathe,” she said. Deirdre held up her hands to get my attention, though she distracted Henry and set him growling again as he jumped onto the mattress and nudged me even more into the corner. Deirdre moved slowly and carefully as she retreated to the door. “Ophelia, honey, I think I know what’s wrong with your magic. There’s nothing actually wrong. It’s just some bad habits. We can fix this. But first you need to calm down and sit for a little while, let Henry take care of you, and then maybe take a nap to recharge.”

      “Henry will what? What are you talking about?” I shook my head, trying to wiggle my way around Henry’s bulk so I could get off the bed. “I’ll hurt him or he’ll go crazy. I can’t do this. I need to go…away. Somewhere safe. Somewhere…else.”

      I choked on trying to explain I needed to hide somewhere small and dark. It shouldn’t have felt safe, to lock myself in a hole, but the urge to retreat into the smallest possible closet in the house remained.

      She lowered her voice and waved away someone on the other side of the door. “He’s protecting you from your magic. Well, he thinks he is. It’s hard to explain. You’ll be fine, just sit back and focus on breathing and…meditate or something.”

      “Meditate or something?” I repeated. What the hell was she talking about? “I’m too dangerous! I might catch the house on fire. I can’t stay here, you should kick me out and—”

      Henry made a grumbly noise and rested his head on my leg; the massive wolf head felt like it weighed a ton, though it was almost a comfort with the chills racing through me. I didn’t dare touch him as magic crackled through me. But Henry watched me with those golden eyes, unblinking.

      Deirdre smiled and retreated another step. “See? It’s going to be fine. I would stay, but Miles is going to murder Nola and I’m needed as a referee. I’ll send Mercy up in a little bit to check on you guys. It’ll all be fine, Ophelia, I promise.”

      I wanted to flee. I didn’t trust myself, not when I’d already hurt Henry twice. Maybe three times, if I counted that first night when I zapped him already in his wolf form. A knot formed in my throat as she disappeared and left me alone with the giant wolf who curled up next to me on the bed.

      My heart still raced from the unintended magic, but with Henry’s heavy weight pressed against my leg and silence echoing from the rest of the house, it gradually slowed. Deirdre thought she knew how to fix my magic, so maybe there was a silver lining on zapping Henry in front of her. Some of the adrenaline receded and left me cold and shaking.

      I curled up on my side in the bed, burying my face in a pillow that smelled like human Henry.

      Wolf Henry whined again and flopped closer until he lay pressed against me, and the even rise and fall of his breathing started to work its way through my panic and the clammy feeling of my shirt against my back. I couldn’t look at him, though, too ashamed of what I’d done to him. My voice escaped in a whisper. “I hate it. I hate being…broken like this. I’m sorry I hurt you again.”

      He grumbled and rested his chin on my hip, one massive dinner-plate-sized paw nudging against my arm.

      The fact that he couldn’t talk but still understood what I said made it easier to keep talking, to confess all those dark secrets. Not that that made it easier to look at him.

      I choked on a sharply-drawn breath and turned toward Henry, and my fingers worked into the fur on his chest. I needed something to anchor in the present, to hold against the dark drag of bad memories. “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault—if I could control my magic, my parents wouldn’t have had to move so much. And I wouldn’t have driven all those covens to throw me out and send me away, and I wouldn’t have ever gone to Rocko to ask for help. Even when I wanted to escape, when I was so afraid...”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my face against his side, listening to the steady thump of his heart. “Even when he hurt me and I needed to escape, I couldn’t get my magic to work right. I’m just…worthless. I have one special thing—that damn magic—and it doesn’t work right and causes more trouble than it should and it won’t even save me from being hurt.”

      My eyes burned as tears threatened, and even though I fought to keep them under control, I was so tired of that fight. There wasn’t anyone else there except Henry, and as embarrassing as it was to lose the battle in front of him, at least there wasn’t a crowd around. I gave up and a sob escaped as I clenched both hands in the wolf’s fur. “Why can’t I do anything right? Why can’t I be normal? What’s wrong with me?”

      There wasn’t an answer, except for all the cruel whispers in the past that still echoed in my thoughts. Tears burned hot against my cheeks as I gave up fighting for that rigid self-control that Deirdre made look so easy. My magic flowed out and bounced around in the room, slamming into Henry and rattling the furniture, but I kept crying and didn’t even bother trying to manage it. Everything was broken anyway. It couldn’t possibly get any worse.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      She cried for what felt like forever, although Henry wasn’t impatient for it to finish. He was frustrated that he couldn’t adequately comfort Ophelia as she struggled with what sounded like years of grief and frustration and feelings of inadequacy. He hated every second of it and wished there were a way for him to tell her the fault lay with the rest of the world, not her.

      Whatever she’d done—or her magic had done—when he surprised them in his room had disrupted whatever it was that let him immediately turn back to human. It wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly, to be stuck as a wolf. Normally he wouldn’t have minded in the least. The only real irritation came from having Ophelia in his room, in his bed, and not being able to welcome her as he’d planned.

      Henry let her pull on his fur and beat on his side as she sobbed, and nosed under her arm when she tried to hide her face in the pillow. He didn’t like her hiding herself away. He wanted to see her. He even licked her hand to try and distract her, remembering in a flash that he’d cleaned her hands at the restaurant only a few hours before. Henry bit back a growl of frustration at the circumstances that had brought them together—and yet still kept them apart.

      He breathed easier when Ophelia’s tears slowed and then stopped, and she started to relax. Her arm looped across his shoulders as her grip on his fur finally eased. Henry’s ears pricked as he heard a soft sound in the hall as someone approached; he glared at the half-open door as Mercy peeked in, but the other wolf retreated before Ophelia noticed her. He vaguely remembered Deirdre saying something about Nola confronting Evershaw and knew he should have untangled himself from Ophelia and attempted to shift back.

      But he couldn’t make himself leave her. She absently petted his head, her fingers working around the base of his ears, and Henry groaned in sheer ecstasy at the sensation. It was surprisingly intimate, to have her stroking him like that in his wolf form. He waited, unsure of what to do. He could have shifted back to human, but somehow he didn’t think having a naked man snuggled up to her instead of a wolf would help Ophelia’s equilibrium any.

      So he remained in wolf form and waited until her hands stilled and her breathing slowed and she slept. Henry eased off the bed and shifted so he could get dressed, and hesitated as he looked at where Ophelia dozed. He didn’t understand much about magic, but it sure looked exhausting. He tiptoed out of his room and searched for where his sister and Evershaw had ended up. Even though he didn’t want to, he needed to talk to Nola about what her real goal was. Henry got the feeling he’d get no peace until the Montana pack was sorted out.

      Henry found Deirdre, Evershaw, Nola, Fran, and Mercy on the front porch, sitting in relative silence as Nola and Evershaw scowled at each other. Deirdre patted her mate’s arm and gestured for Henry to take a seat. “How is Ophelia?”

      “Sleeping,” he said, and didn’t want to say another damn thing about her in front of his sister. Henry exhaled and steeled himself for an uncomfortable conversation. “I hear there was trouble earlier, Nola. Care to explain?”

      Her expression darkened. “It’s not my fault the males had no control or manners.”

      He sighed but didn’t press further. Nola didn’t suffer fools, and Henry knew there were enough fools in SilverLine that a confrontation had been inevitable. He’d just wished “inevitable” took longer than just a few hours. “No blood spilled?”

      “Nope,” Mercy said cheerfully—and very quickly. Which made Henry suspect there was a lot more to the confrontation than any of them wanted to admit. The other wolf smiled with all her teeth and hopped to her feet, gesturing for Fran to go with her. “Let’s make some coffee and get some snacks before dinner, shall we?”

      Fran followed meekly, not even looking at him, and Henry fought down anger that Nola could ever have planned to force the poor girl to mate with Henry. How could she have suggested such a thing? He kept a handle on his irritation though, when he considered all the challenges Ophelia faced on a daily basis. The least he could do was have a civilized conversation with his sister.

      Once the two younger women had disappeared into the house, Deirdre looked at Nola and raised her eyebrows. “You’re welcome to stay for a few days, as we said, so long as Henry doesn’t object. But you’ll have to settle down a bit and give up this plan of dragging him away against his will. It’s not going to happen.”

      Nola’s expression darkened. “He has an obligation to his family.”

      “His family had an obligation to him,” Evershaw said, tone sharp and carrying more growl than normal. “And his family failed him. He owes you nothing.”

      “Who else is in line for alpha, Nola?” Henry asked. He felt tired all the way to his bones, and regretted leaving his room. He should have slept beside Ophelia and just called it a night, left all of this nonsense for the morning.

      She blinked and folded her arms over her chest. “No one, because you’re—”

      “You can’t tell me that no one challenged Ulrich in the years since I left. There have to be other males in the pack who want to take over.”

      Nola’s gaze slid away from his. “There are a few, but none who are meant to lead.”

      “Sean or Hendrick, maybe?” He searched his memory for any of the males who might have grown strong enough to lead a group of half-wild gray wolves in the middle of nowhere. “Cappy was a good dude. Why wouldn’t he—”

      “They all left,” she said. Nola swallowed hard and for a moment, real fear lurked in her gaze before it was replaced with determination. “Ulrich drove most of them away or they died.”

      Evershaw grunted, some of his irritation fading. “I’ve seen it before. Better just to disband the pack, let everyone go their own way until they find a new place to belong. Get rid of the bad memories and just move on.”

      Nola’s cold gaze moved to the alpha. “There are too many women and children to try and break up the pack now. We don’t have enough money to split everyone up and make sure they get somewhere safe. The best option—the only option—is for Henry to come back and take his place as alpha. He can fix things. He can get the pack strong and healthy again.”

      Henry’s heart sank. He’d always feared something like that would happen when Ulrich got too abusive and violent. Those who had the strength and resources to leave would leave, and those left behind... would be stuck. His chest ached to think of the weaker members of the pack left with no one to protect them. “It can’t be the only option, Nola. You can be alpha. You’d be a great leader.”

      She stared at him like he’d lost his mind. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You’re bitchy enough to be a leader,” Evershaw said under his breath, ignoring the dark look Deirdre sent his way.

      Henry raised an eyebrow at his sister. “My father was your father. There’s no reason it can’t be you.”

      “We’ve always had male alphas,” she said. “That’s just how it is.”

      “And where did that land us with Ulrich?” Henry asked. “It’s time for a change.”

      “You just don’t want to go back,” Nola said. She folded her arms over her chest, but Henry thought maybe some of her anger had waned.

      He shrugged. “You’re right. But that doesn’t mean you’re less qualified because of it. You know all the people, you know what they need now. Why wait for me to figure all that out when you can fix it now?”

      She shook her head. “You know how they are, Henry. It won’t work if I go back and announce I’m going to be the one in charge. No one will listen.”

      “You make them listen,” Evershaw said. “That’s what alphas do. You enforce your will on others when it’s to the benefit of the pack.”

      Deirdre snorted but tried to look innocent when her mate scowled, and the witch only kept her attention on Nola. “Perhaps there’s a compromise to be made, then.”

      “A compromise?” Henry frowned as he studied her, wondering what was going on behind the witch’s serene expression. “Why did I just get a bad feeling?”

      She smiled. “Come on, Henry. You’re a good guy. You don’t want to see your family suffer, not when there’s something you can do to help. But we don’t want you to martyr yourself for this pack. I fully expect you to come back to us expeditiously.”

      “Come back?” Henry glanced at Evershaw, then back at Deirdre. “Fill me in. What kind of plan are you cooking up?”

      “Perhaps you can go back with Nola for a brief visit, to help assess the status of the pack and identify the next alpha,” Deirdre said. “Whether that alpha will be your sister or someone else is up to negotiation of course, but if you’re there to settle down the males, it will smooth the road for everyone.”

      Henry started to shake his head in an immediate rejection of the idea, but gradually some of the tension in his chest eased. He dared a look at Nola, who stared at him with something like hope in her eyes. Henry scrubbed at his face. “I don’t know if that would be fair to the pack. They might expect me to stay or try to trap me into lingering there, regardless of what I plan.”

      Deirdre patted her mate’s hand when Evershaw looked about to share his thoughts, and the witch went on without pausing. “Perhaps, but if you’re very clear with everyone”—and she glanced at Nola as she said it—“then there won’t be any surprises or hurt feelings when you leave. Right?”

      Henry groaned and leaned back in his chair. Just when he’d gotten his feet under him with SilverLine and established a life he really enjoyed in the city, he was going to get ripped away from it for God only knew how long. His attention drifted and he glanced up and over his shoulder in the direction of his room. And there was Ophelia, of course. He didn’t know what was between them or if it would survive for very long, but he wanted to find out. And he definitely wouldn’t find out if he went chasing off to Montana.

      And he certainly didn’t expect her to go with him.

      Deirdre smiled so faintly he almost missed it entirely. “I’m sure your mate would look forward to the opportunity to meet your family and help you on this adventure.”

      He tried not to glare at her. If Ophelia didn’t go to Montana, then no doubt Nola would spend the entire trip trying to set him up with female wolves. “I’m sure she’d love Montana.”

      Nola leaned forward, her gaze intense. “So you’ll come back? At least for a while?”

      Henry sighed. His conscience tugged at him. Regardless of what his stepfather had done, Henry still cared about the pack he’d been born into. He loved his family and wanted them to be happy and safe. If he had the chance to really help them, then he wasn’t much of a wolf or a leader if he turned his back on them. “I’ll go back to help identify and train a new alpha for three months. Just three. Okay?”

      Nola choked and lurched out of her chair, throwing her arms around his neck. “Thank you!”

      He tentatively hugged her back and hoped he hadn’t just ruined all the plans he’d been making.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      By the time I woke up and put myself together, the energy in the house seemed to have relaxed significantly. It was as if everyone released a long-held breath. It took no small amount of courage to open the door and walk through the house as if I hadn’t just lost all control and zapped Henry once more, then fallen asleep in his bed like I belonged there.

      I expected some kind of giggly comment from Mercy or a sly observation from Deirdre, but they seemed busy with Fran and Nola and didn’t pay any attention as I slipped into the kitchen to help with dinner. It was just as well that Evershaw and Henry argued with someone else on the porch—maybe Silas, though I wasn’t sure since the other wolves who lived in the house tended to disappear when I showed up. That gave me a few minutes to commiserate with Cricket in the kitchen as he wound around between my feet and gazed imploringly at the pile of fajita chicken I grilled.

      A few tidbits hit the floor—completely by accident—to satisfy the poor cat’s hunger. It made me feel a little bit better, and I was almost smiling when the air in the kitchen moved and I glanced over my shoulder. Henry stood there, observing my surreptitious spoiling of the cat with a smile on his face. “Are you feeling better?”

      I flushed and searched for something else to distract me from the lazy look in his eyes. “A bit, yes. But I should be asking you that. After what I did... I’m so sorry, I don’t know—”

      “It was my fault, as Deirdre pointed out,” he said. He eased into the kitchen but didn’t get too close, which I appreciated. I couldn’t think when he was close enough to touch. It was like he muddled my thoughts and sent me into a tailspin. Henry searched through the fridge and started pulling out the rest of the fixin’s needed for good fajitas. “I surprised you.”

      “Well, we were in your room, and it wasn’t like Deirdre bothered to ask you about it.” I flipped more chicken off the grill over the stove and replaced it with more of the marinated pieces. “And I’m sorry about that, too.”

      Henry smiled with half his mouth. “If we’re going to apologize for everything, then I owe you another one for claiming you’re my mate. So I think we’re maybe even?”

      My cheeks heated more. “Okay. We’re even.”

      “Good.” Henry leaned his hip on the counter and studied me as I focused on the grilling. “You don’t have to do this, you know. I’m sure Mercy will—”

      “She and Deirdre are in some very intense conversations with your sister,” I said. “Besides, I want to be useful. Everyone will be starving very soon, and I don’t want to see what everyone is like when they’re hangry. It’s the least I can do to pay you back for letting me stay here.”

      He chuckled and started to cut tomatoes and onions for salsa. “You’re right, it’s best to keep the wolves fed. But there’s no reason you should do all the work yourself.”

      I bit my lip to keep from saying anything ridiculous as he worked quietly next to me. The silence stretched under the hiss of the grill until I finally couldn’t take it and blurted out, “But you’re here helping, so I’m not doing it all myself.”

      “True enough.” Henry nudged me with his elbow. “If you’re really not feeling up to it, I can—”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Really.”

      He nodded, though he gave me a sideways look. “It’s just—you were very upset, and...”

      My cheeks burned and my eyes prickled. I really didn’t want to think about all the things I’d said to him during my little pity party. It didn’t bear repeating, and I’d die of embarrassment if I had to relive all the old hurts I’d brought up. “Forget everything I said. I was… worked up. It didn’t mean anything.”

      “It sure sounded like it meant something.”

      I definitely couldn’t look at him, not with the rough edge to his voice and the hint of sympathy that radiated from every inch of him. He was too understanding, too... nice. And what the hell was wrong with me for being afraid of him being so understanding? “It’s old stuff.”

      “You don’t always need to be strong,” he said, voice quiet. “You can lean on…other people for help, you know. It’s not something to be ashamed of.”

      I laughed, though it sounded more bitter than I liked. “No one wants to listen to my complaining.”

      “I didn’t mind.”

      My stomach twisted. I couldn’t look at him. I sensed him closer to my side, close enough to touch, but I wasn’t brave enough to turn and confront him. I gulped for air and focused on the chicken, though my hand shook as I tried to turn it before it burned.

      Henry moved closer, his clothing whispering as he moved, and reached around me to take the fork. He flipped the chicken, then turned off the grill. He stood very close and I fought the urge to lean back against him. His free hand settled low on my hip. His breath whispered against my neck and I closed my eyes, swallowing a groan of sheer need.

      He murmured, “I enjoyed listening to you, Ophelia.”

      His lips brushed my shoulder. I gripped the edge of the counter.

      Henry grumbled a little as his fingers tightened and pulled me back against his body. “I always enjoy talking to you, Ophelia.”

      “Not just talking,” I said, and I let go. I leaned against him, my eyes still closed, and tried to be braver than I knew I was. “You seem to like…more than just talking.”

      He chuckled and it rippled through me. He eased his other arm around my middle, holding me tight and wrapped up in his arms, and kissed up my neck. “That’s very true. But only because you don’t mind.”

      I didn’t. I really didn’t. My hands rested on his arms around my waist, holding him as he held me, and my head leaned back against his shoulder so his mouth could find my jaw and cheek as well. His palm pressed low on my stomach, igniting a simmering heat that threatened to consume me if I didn’t get control of myself.

      Although... losing control with Henry didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

      He nipped at where my neck joined my shoulder, and I reached up to touch his cheek, sliding my fingers into his hair. “You must be crazy. At least every other time you’ve touched me, I’ve blasted you with magic.”

      “But the rest of the time, I very much enjoy touching you,” he said. I could feel his smile against my throat as he switched his attention to the other shoulder.

      “Now I know you’re crazy,” I whispered. Not that I was going to tell him to stop.

      “Maybe I like my women dangerous,” he said, his voice mostly growl.

      I closed my eyes and turned in his arms so we were face-to-face and I could see the gold flashing in his eyes. He leaned in to trap me against the counter, then hiked me up so I sat on the edge and he could pull my hips to his. Henry grumbled and turned his attention to my breasts, one hand sliding under my shirt while he sucked on my earlobe. My hands worked into his hair and I tilted my head back as I wrapped my legs around his waist. “So I’m your woman now?”

      Henry laughed and squeezed my butt, rocking me against him. “Well...”

      A startled noise made us both look at the door. Fran, her face beet red, looked like she wanted to sink through the floor.

      “I’m so sorry for…for disturbing you,” she whispered.

      I managed to wriggle free from Henry’s embrace, though he didn’t seem perturbed by being discovered canoodling around the food, and cleared my throat a few times before I trusted myself to speak. “Oh, no problem. We were just… Uh, yeah. Did you need something?”

      She didn’t look at Henry but instead focused on me like a lifesaver. “They said you might need help. I’d like to help.”

      I definitely felt badly for her, dragged along in Nola’s wake. It was hard to imagine Fran having the courage to marry Henry all on her own, and harder still to imagine the two of them together.

      Not that I had any right to try and figure out who Henry would end up with.

      I nudged Henry out of the way so I could check the last chicken on the platter, though my legs wobbled as I tried to balance and move around. The man definitely knew how to distract me from everything else in the world. At least he kept safety in mind and had turned off the grill before he got serious about stealing my attention.

      Henry mixed up the salsa, kind enough to turn his back so Fran didn’t quail under the power of his gaze. “Help would be great. The chicken is done. We just need to get everything to the table.”

      She started gathering up the bowls of shredded cheese, grilled peppers and onions, tortillas, and sour cream and juggled them on her way to the door. Fran paused before she disappeared though, and whispered, “I’m glad you’re coming back to save the pack. It’s very kind of you.”

      And then she was gone.

      But I remained frozen next to the grill, frowning at the chicken. Henry added cilantro to the salsa, tasted it, and added more salt and lime. He hadn’t reacted to what she said. Maybe he hadn’t heard? Maybe it wasn’t true? I gnawed the inside of my cheek as I debated saying something. Was it even my place to ask what the hell she was talking about? I wasn’t really his mate; was I crazy to think I got a vote in whether he agreed to return to Montana?

      Why didn’t he say something? I took a shaky breath and finished chopping the chicken into long strips, then piling it up on a platter. It wasn’t my business. It was between him and his sister and the rest of their pack. I didn’t have a claim on his time, even if he got all handsy and cuddly anytime we were alone.

      I struggled to keep my composure with the emotional whiplash of going from making out with Henry to questioning if I was more than just a distraction for him. He leaned over my shoulder to study the chicken, once more touching my waist. “Looks good. Are we ready to eat?”

      “Seems like,” I said. I turned away and carried the platter into the dining room and toward the rowdy group of people already at the table. I needed distance and time to think, and I couldn’t get either with his hands on me.

      It was my bad luck that the last two chairs were right next to each other and across from his sister.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Something changed after Fran left the kitchen. Henry knew that much, although he couldn’t put his finger on why. Ophelia went from melting in his arms to suddenly tense and withdrawn. She even hesitated before sitting next to him. The wolf didn’t like it. The wolf wanted to get Ophelia alone again so he could figure out what happened. There was no use guessing, he knew that much. Henry had never been good at figuring out what women were thinking. Instead of agonizing over it, he preferred to just ask.

      He’d told Evershaw that—a lot—but the alpha still liked to assume he knew everything about what Deirdre thought and planned, and it caused no end of trouble. Which just confirmed for Henry that asking was the right road to take.

      But that didn’t make for a comfortable dinner. At least Mercy was there to drive the conversation to safer topics, like some of the drama at the warehouse and with the rest of the pack. She carefully avoided any mention of the trouble Nola caused, and instead gave Evershaw a list of things to deal with over the next week. Todd had retreated back to his apartment at the warehouse, so wasn’t there for dinner, but Silas and Dodge both offered their opinion on what the alpha needed to do.

      The running commentary and genial arguments that followed gave Henry plenty of time to ponder Ophelia’s silence next to him and the surreptitious looks Nola sent her way. He hadn’t wanted his sister alone with Ophelia for even a second, in the off chance Nola decided to drive the witch away and said something that Henry couldn’t undo. Maybe that had been a mistake though, since Nola looked like she’d burst with questions for his supposed mate.

      He caught Ophelia’s hand under the table and squeezed her fingers, more than a little relieved that she didn’t immediately pull away. And he was grateful he held her hand as Nola found a lull in the conversation and turned her attention to him. “We should start planning for when you will return to Montana.”

      Henry clenched his jaw. “Now is not the time, Nola. I haven’t had a chance to discuss it with…my mate.”

      He braced for some kind of shock and dismay from Ophelia, then looked over as nothing happened. Ophelia shrugged, untangling her hand from his, and concentrated on making another fajita. “If your family needs you, then you should go.”

      Nola’s eyebrows arched in surprise, and Henry swallowed a groan. Mates didn’t react with indifference when their other half proposed to disappear out of state for an undetermined amount of time. He leaned his elbows on the table and ducked his head. “We can talk about it after dinner. It won’t be forever. A few months. Just until they find a new alpha.”

      Ophelia glanced at him, forehead wrinkled as she searched his expression, then she blinked. “Oh. Right. It can’t be forever, obviously.”

      Henry draped his arm along the back of her chair. She’d remembered the little deception they played, although from the look on Nola’s face, the damage was done. His sister definitely questioned Ophelia’s commitment. Before his sister could comment, Deirdre spoke up. “And perhaps Ophelia can go with you to Montana, since it will only be three months.”

      Ophelia blinked and looked around the table. “Uh... I’ve never been to Montana.”

      Nola forced a smile, though it lacked any sincerity. “You’ll enjoy it.”

      Henry cleared his throat and put more chicken on Ophelia’s plate, wanting to feed her in front of the others so they all knew that he claimed her as his own. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      Deirdre smiled with all her teeth as she redirected the topic to something Evershaw had done, and the conversation moved on without Henry or Ophelia. Henry wanted to immediately get up from the table as the wolf grew more agitated with Ophelia’s silence. He didn’t like her thinking he wanted to leave the city for Montana, even for a short period of time, when it meant leaving her behind. It hadn’t crossed his mind when he’d agreed to return to the pack that he’d go alone. In his head, Ophelia was there at his side.

      Silas leaned back in his chair, across from them, and jerked his chin in Henry’s direction. “We found more of those strange footprints two blocks south of here. Thought we’d patrol again tonight, if you’re up for it.”

      “How many?” Henry frowned as he studied the other wolf.

      “Half a dozen.” Silas picked up a piece of chicken and swallowed all of it, then his gaze went to Ophelia. “Good work on dinner. Tasted better than anything Mercy’s put together in months.”

      Henry growled in warning as the other male paid too much attention to Ophelia, and Silas grinned as he reached for more chicken. Henry fixed him with a dark look. “Cut it out.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Ophelia said evenly, as if Henry hadn’t said anything at all. “Except I think Mercy does an admirable job.”

      He seethed as Silas lobbed another compliment at the witch, and the wolf nearly broke free to teach the other male a lesson. Henry even reached across the table after Silas offered Ophelia food, and would have started a fight right then if Evershaw hadn’t snapped, “Stop it,” and slapped his hand against the table.

      Ophelia jumped, startled, and stared at the alpha, then at Henry and the unrepentant Silas. Henry scowled at the other wolf but swallowed down a claim of “but he started it” since the alpha wouldn’t care. Henry was third in command and outranked Silas; Henry ought to have had the self-control to deal with an upstart and his mockery. The last thing he wanted was to scare Ophelia, and it was obvious she remained nervous around the wolves.

      Which made taking her to Montana a very bad idea. He didn’t know what kind of shape the old pack was in, but chances were the wolves weren’t anywhere near as well-behaved as Silas. Shoving Ophelia, with her control issues, into the middle of a tense situation was just asking for trouble. His chest tightened to realize he might not be able to take her with him, just for her own safety and peace of mind. She could end up traumatized, and... he’d be in a fight every moment of every day if it meant protecting her. He’d end up the alpha of the pack by accident after kicking every male’s ass for looking sideways at Ophelia.

      Evershaw frowned down the long table at him. “Just for that, you take the early patrol.”

      “That’s—” Henry started, reaching for Ophelia’s hand.

      “Do it.” The alpha wasn’t sympathetic in the least. “Start now.”

      Henry growled as he shoved to his feet, gesturing at Silas to get up as well. “Go. Now.”

      The other wolf heaved a sigh and took another handful of chicken for the road, winking at Ophelia, and Henry shoved him to get him moving. He didn’t like leaving Ophelia, not before they had a chance to talk, but when the alpha said to go... he went. He clenched his jaw and figured a patrol was a great opportunity to beat the shit out of Silas in payback.

      Maybe being the alpha in Montana wouldn’t be such a terrible thing if it meant he could adequately punish guys like Silas for being assholes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      The meal ended pretty quickly after Evershaw kicked Henry and Silas out, though I wasn’t entirely sure why he did so. Something about them growling at each other. Maybe that was bad table manners? Nola and Fran volunteered to assist with cleaning up, and Evershaw disappeared out to do whatever it was he did as alpha. I caught Deirdre’s eye and opened my mouth to ask her for help when it came to understanding what the hell was going on with Henry, then lost my nerve and snapped my teeth together.

      The corner of her mouth quirked up, like she’d been waiting for me to ask, then she pushed to her feet and said airily, “We have some witch business to attend to, if you’ll excuse Ophelia and me. Mercy, do you mind helping our guests?”

      The young wolf, though she looked disappointed, agreed and scampered off to the kitchen. My cheeks burned but I squared my shoulders as I approached the other witch. “I need help understanding... some things.”

      “Of course.” She tilted her head toward her workroom and led the way, moving as calm and serene as an iceberg making its way out to sea.

      Deirdre didn’t speak again even when we were in her workroom and the door shut. She waved me at one of the comfortable chairs, near the workbench, and took the battered armchair that had seen many better days. And then she waited, watching me with that eerie intensity that I remembered from our first encounter. Even though I now knew she wasn’t much older than I was—a few years at most—it still made me feel like a very junior witch called on the carpet in front of the coven’s head witch.

      It was a familiar and much-resented feeling. 

      But I needed her help and she hadn’t really acted like a bitch to me since inviting me to her house. She was just particular about her home and her life and her magic, and it was completely understandable. If I had what she had, I’d damn well protect it, too.

      I cleared my throat and searched for a way to start that didn’t sound like I was in middle school and wondering if a boy “like-liked” me. I finally held my hands out in supplication, desperate for some kind of insight. “I don’t know what’s going on. What happened at dinner? Why is Henry…acting like this? And why do I feel...”

      I trailed off, since I damn well didn’t know how I felt. Part of me hoped that Deirdre had figured it all out for me and would solve the mystery in a few easy words.

      She tucked her dark hair behind her ears and studied me, her gaze not unkind. “It’s really something you should talk to Henry about.”

      “I would,” I said, then shook my head. “But that wouldn’t be a good idea. It seems like every time we’re alone and trying to talk, we end up kissing.”

      She laughed. “Isn’t that an answer for you?”

      My cheeks burned. “It is, but... I don’t know what the rest of this is.” And I waved my hands to take in the pack, the house, the entire city.

      Deirdre nodded and propped her feet up, toying with a long necklace she wore. “It’s not my business to get involved, but...”

      “Oh, come on,” I said, laughing. “You’re already involved and you know it. Sending me off to lunch with Henry? Making sure we share a room?”

      Her lips pursed but she couldn’t quite hide the smile. “Okay, okay. I could see a little... spark between you and figured you needed a little support. Henry is a very good man, and you deserve someone who will treat you well. I figured it might be a nice distraction for you, and for Henry, but it seems like there’s something much bigger going on.”

      I massaged my temples as a tremor of magic simmered in my blood. I thought I’d been all burned out from the afternoon’s craziness, but apparently not. Maybe it was something in the water that recharged my magical batteries faster than anywhere else. “That’s what it feels like. It’s like you’re all speaking a language I just don’t understand.”

      “I felt the same way when I met Miles,” she said, frowning in thought. “It’s still foreign to me, in many ways. Which is why you should ask Henry these questions, regardless of what I tell you. My opinion is just an opinion, based on a few months of observing the wolves and knowing what I went through with Miles.”

      I nodded and braced for the worst. Some kind of joke or contest, something awful, even though I couldn’t see Henry playing a prank that cruel.

      “I think, based on how he’s behaving, that you might actually be Henry’s mate.”

      “But he just said that to get his sister off his back,” I said slowly. She’d been there. She knew why Henry said that. “It can’t really mean...”

      “He’s protective of you, more so than a normal wolf would be,” she said, starting to tick reasons off on her fingers. “He’s offered you food and fed you from his own plate. He almost brawled with Silas right at the dinner table because Silas complimented you and tried to give you food. Silas was only doing that to be an asshole and make a point to Henry, but it escalated too quickly for it to just be chest-bumping and posturing. Henry circles back to check on you, even if you don’t know it.”

      I shook my head more. “That’s all for show. It can’t be real. Otherwise why did he... why would he agree to go back to his old pack? If he thought there was something between us, why run away?”

      Deirdre gnawed on her lip as she watched me, a debate clearly raging in her head. After a very long time, she took a deep breath and said, “What if he thought you would go with him?”

      I blinked. “But—”

      “I know.” She held up her hand to cut me off. “It’s insane, right? You’ve known each other what, two weeks? It would be ridiculous for the thought to even cross his mind that you would want to go traipsing off to Montana to stay with his old pack for three months.”

      I nodded vigorously, launching to my feet to pace. “I know! It’s crazy. It’s completely off-the-wall. No sane person would...”

      “They’re not sane,” she said, a quiet smile softening her expression. I knew she thought about Miles as she went on, because her eyes drifted far away and took on a dreamy quality that only meant love. “Not when it comes to a mate. Miles would absolutely have expected me to move with him, if it came up, and it wouldn’t have crossed his mind to ask. In their world, of course I would go with him. Just like he would of course go with me if I got called somewhere. With mates, they expect... It’s difficult to explain. It’s not that you stop being an individual and become a pair, it’s that... You’re more than the sum of your parts when you’re together. You’re a team.”

      “You sure argue a lot for a team,” I said under my breath, and she laughed.

      Deirdre leaned back in her chair, still huffing with amusement. “Well, Miles is an asshole and thinks he knows everything, and he’s an alpha as well, which makes it worse. It’s important to put them in their place every now and then. It’s easier because we’re witches, not wolves, and they don’t know what to do with that.”

      I put my head in my hands. “But do I have to... I mean, I might be his mate but I don’t know if I’m... if I can...”

      “Again, this is something you should talk with Henry about,” she said. “But my advice would be to relax about it. He’s not going to push you into anything you don’t want. He’s not like that. Henry isn’t the overbearing dick that Miles is, and even then... when I needed Miles to back off, he sensed it. They know, Ophelia. I don’t know how, but they can sense when it’s too much and you need space. And sometimes—God, don’t ever tell Miles this—sometimes they know a little better what you need than you do.”

      I could tell from the twist of her mouth that she hated admitting it, and it was enough to make me laugh, too. “If you ever piss me off, I’m holding that in my back pocket to tell your mate. Just in case.”

      “I know how to hide bodies,” she said, and even though she was smiling, I figured the glint in her eyes revealed the truth.

      I leaned my head against the back of the chair and stared up at the ceiling. “This is very strange. I never thought that I would... You know, I just meant to stay here a few weeks, work on a better disguise, and figure out where I’d hide next. It was just a stopping point so I could throw Rocko off my scent, then move on to somewhere else. I never thought I might actually stay here.”

      She made a thoughtful noise, then got up to retrieve a book from one of the many shelves. “Then we ought to work some more on your magic. I had some thoughts about what might help you after you lost control this afternoon. Obviously emotions play a part, but I think the biggest factor is you being afraid of your magic.”

      The conversational whiplash left me reeling. “What’s that?”

      “You’re afraid of your power and what you might inadvertently do,” she said. Deirdre handed me the slim volume, some kind of memoir or diary. “I’m guessing when you were very young, something bad happened when your power manifested.”

      A knot of emotion tied up my throat. “There was a fire.”

      She nodded, no judgment on her face. She spoke so matter-of-factly that I couldn’t help but listen, couldn’t help but put aside the shame and regret to face the evidence in front of us. “That happens frequently, you know. Any coven worth its salt—and your parents, such as they were—should have been prepared for that. When did your power manifest?”

      “I was three,” I said quietly, diverting most of my attention to the book so I wouldn’t have to keep meeting her too-sharp gaze. She saw everything, saw right through me.

      Deirdre made an impressed noise. “That’s very young. So they weren’t prepared, and hadn’t prepared you, and when something bad happened, you internalized it as you being bad.”

      “Well, I started the fire, and...”

      “You were a child,” she said. Deirdre’s dark eyebrows drew together in disapproval. “Your parents should have been ready and supportive. You’re not considered responsible for your magic until you’re at least sixteen, darlin’, and some people it takes until eighteen or older. It’s a matter of training and experience, not age. Your parents bear the responsibility for everything that happened—that fire, every accident after, every issue you have now. It’s on them and whatever stupid coven they brought you to.”

      I couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe. “But I can control it. Sometimes.”

      “I know,” she said, though from her tone she didn’t really believe me. “You put a lot of energy into trying to control it. But you’re white-knuckling it, holding on as tight as you can. The problem with that is that eventually you slip. Your grip is disrupted or you’re surprised or you just get too tired, and you’ve never been taught how to manage it appropriately. So it spirals out of control, and makes you feel worse, and so you try harder to control it, and the cycle starts over.”

      I stared at her, the book forgotten in my hands. Holy Bell and Book, what if she was right? Not that I wanted to just cede responsibility for all my mistakes over to someone else, but it would explain so much... Every time I’d zapped Henry, I’d been at the end of my rope. Tired and uncertain, uneasy or afraid. And then he’d jumped out at me or something else distracted me, and it was like a tsunami growing out at sea. By that point, I was powerless to stop it.

      I struggled to find words, my vision blurring.

      Deirdre didn’t make me say anything; she was a lot kinder than her mate, at least in a lot of ways. “So what we’re going to do is start with simple exercises to reintroduce you to your magic. It’s frustrating and annoying and remarkably juvenile, but we’ve gotta start somewhere. You have to learn that you can control it in a more fluid, flexible way. It’s not a battle, Ophelia, between you and the power. It should be a dance, a give and take. You’re the vessel through which the power moves, but you determine how it is shaped and channeled. Does that make sense?”

      I nodded, since I still couldn’t speak, and clutched the book like a lifeline. Maybe it was. Maybe this was the way to finally being able to put aside being a horrible burden to everyone around me. If I could control my magic, there wouldn’t be nearly as much need to hide away, to run. I could defend myself, and maybe... maybe Henry would defend me, too.

      I took a deep breath and sat forward. “Okay. Let’s get started.”

      A slow smile spread across her face, a genuine smile, and Deirdre rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “You’re going to hate me for this, Ophelia, but it gets so much better. You and I... we can run this city.”

      I laughed, since it was a ridiculous notion, and it didn’t occur to me until much later that the other witch hadn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry hated every second of loping through the night, searching for more trouble in the form of coyotes and rogue wolves. There just weren’t any traces of them, not a hint of scent, other than the pawprints and tracks randomly scattered around their territory. He at least got into a quick scuffle with Silas, to make it clear that Henry didn’t appreciate the other wolf’s teasing and attention to Ophelia.

      Silas brushed mud off his clothes and raked his hair back, rolling his eyes. “Come on, man, everyone can see it but you. She’s yours. I just wanted to help you find a little clarity.”

      “Bullshit,” Henry said. “You just like being a dick.”

      “That, too.” Silas shrugged, his attention turning back to the neighborhood around them. “But being an asshole can serve more than one purpose, you know.”

      After so many years around Evershaw, Henry knew that very well. But he wasn’t going to admit it to Silas. He growled his irritation and refused to say anything else about it, and instead sent the rest of the team off in a grid pattern to search for trouble. He didn’t like that they kept turning up nothing, but that there were always enough hints the next morning to drag the teams out yet again the following night.

      Something else was going on.

      His thoughts were still searching for meaning in the random events and tracks as he made his way back to the house and passed Cricket on the porch. The cat followed him into the kitchen and meowed piteously until Henry shared some of the leftover fajita chicken he scrounged from the fridge. Damn cat. He was starting to get fat, though no one in the house would own up to overfeeding him even when Deirdre demanded to know who the culprit was.

      Henry had even seen Evershaw himself give food to the beast. There wasn’t affection there, but some weird sort of mutual respect. Evershaw’s wolf recognized that Cricket had guarded Deirdre first and well for a long time, and apparently didn’t mind continuing to share the job.

      He shook his head after turning off the lights and climbed the stairs slowly, rubbing his shoulder. It was past midnight and the rest of the house was still and quiet. Silas would return in an hour, but otherwise there wouldn’t be any activity until Mercy popped out of bed like the sun at six in the damn morning. He didn’t miss sharing early-morning rounds with her at the old packhouse, though he missed hanging out with her. Maybe he should take her to a movie or on a brotherly date before he left for Montana, if Ophelia didn’t mind.

      He stopped in his tracks on the stairs, staring into the darkness as the thought ground his brain to a halt. He didn’t know what unnerved him more: that he’d so easily accepted needing to go back to Montana, or that he wanted Ophelia’s okay before he took another woman—even his adopted sister—out for a movie and dinner.

      Maybe Silas had a point.

      Henry shook his head and continued on his way to his room in the back of the house, grateful for the quiet and relative privacy from everyone else. It wasn’t until he stood outside his door and caught a hint of light inside that he remembered who else was sleeping there. He hesitated. Maybe after everything that afternoon, Ophelia wanted privacy. Maybe she didn’t want to see him at all after the talk about Montana and him growling at Silas...

      He nudged the door open and poked his head in, looking around. “You awake?”

      Ophelia sat up in the bed, her hair a little frazzled and sticking up in odd tufts, and held up knitting needles. “Yeah.”

      Henry snorted. From the pillow wrinkles on her cheek and the yawn she tried to swallow, he doubted it. He eased into his room and shut the door, not wanting to overwhelm her. He suddenly had no idea what to say.

      Her cheeks turned pink, though he couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or just sleepiness. “I can find somewhere else to...”

      “Don’t even think about it,” he said, then stopped short as her eyebrows arched. Henry wanted to knock his own forehead for being an idiot. “I mean, you’re fine. You’re welcome to sleep there. I’ll... sleep on the floor.”

      “You shouldn’t have to do that,” she said, and the pink cheeks darkened a little more. “I don’t mind sharing. Since it’s your bed and all.”

      He swallowed a groan. Having her all snuggled up in his bed, looking sweet and sleepy and content, drove the wolf wild. He wanted desperately to be in there with her, but he sure as hell didn’t trust himself to remain a gentleman. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      A shadow crossed her face and he felt more like an idiot, and the wolf grew agitated that he’d made her feel bad. “It’s not you. It’s not about you. It’s…me.”

      “You?”

      He grumbled and eased closer, sitting on the edge of the bed so he could touch her ankle through the covers. She smelled amazing, and a little bit like him from lying in his bed. He wanted to rub all over her. Henry took a deep breath. “I like you. A lot.”

      “I guessed that,” she said, a hint of a tiny smile peeking out.

      He snorted. “Did you? What tipped you off?”

      The smile spread and warmed every inch of his chest. God, he loved seeing her smile.

      Ophelia set aside the knitting needles and folded her hands over her middle like a prim and proper schoolmarm. “It might have been at the restaurant, when you practically licked barbecue sauce off my face.”

      Henry laughed, though he kept his voice low so he wouldn’t wake up the rest of the house. That was the last thing he needed. He squeezed her foot and rubbed her calf, wanting to encourage the teasing. It was the first time she’d seemed really relaxed around him. “It had to have been before that.”

      “Well...” Her cheeks burned red. “It might have been when you stood there naked right next to me and practically climbed in my lap, after the... well, the second time I zapped you. On the porch, here.”

      He grinned, feeling absolutely no remorse at all. “That might have been about when.”

      She made a thoughtful, husky sound in her throat, and sank a little lower under the covers so his hand moved nearer her knee. Henry’s heart beat faster and he paused, then kept up the stroking since she made no objection. God help him, she was hell on his self-control. Ophelia watched him watch her, and a shadow crossed her expression. “Can we talk about something?”

      He braced for a metaphorical kick in the nuts, but didn’t do more than nod. “Anything.”

      “Am I your mate?”

      He jerked in surprise, blinking, and found her meeting his gaze fearlessly. Something had changed—her confidence was back. It was like seeing the young woman from the bank, arguing with a dangerous mystery fae, but sitting in his bed. The wolf took notice, practically howling with the need to kiss her, to touch more of her than just her leg.

      But the silence stretched and there was only one answer he could give her. “Yes.”

      Ophelia nodded, as if she’d expected it, and took a deep breath. “I don’t really know what that means.”

      “Neither do I,” Henry said slowly. “Seeing as I’ve never had one before. But I’d like to figure it out with you.”

      He wondered what had transpired while he’d been out on patrol, what happened that made Ophelia ready to have a very upfront conversation about very personal things. Henry hadn’t expected it, but he loved every moment.

      The witch still watched him, curious but a little wary. “What does that mean? You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

      He hesitated. He’d agreed to go back to Montana, it was true enough. And Henry had no doubt that Nola would hold him to that, no matter what happened. “For a little while. I agreed to go back for three months to help the old pack.”

      She nodded, head tilted, and waited.

      His mouth went dry as cotton, and Henry felt as nervous as when he asked a girl out on a date for the first time. “You could…go with me. If you want. I would like that.”

      “I don’t know if that would be a good idea,” she said slowly. “There’s a lot I have to work on with Deirdre, and she thinks there’s a way to fix my magic, and—”

      “There is?” Henry sat up in excitement, scooting closer so he could catch her hands. “Why didn’t you start with that? What is it? What do you need to do?”

      Ophelia laughed but didn’t pull away, and she sounded a little breathless as she looked at him from just a foot away. “It’s something with how I learned magic. I have some bad habits to unlearn, but she thinks there’s hope.”

      “That’s fantastic,” he said, and abruptly reached for her. He couldn’t help himself. It wasn’t just that he was proud of her for figuring out what she needed to work on, it was that he’d claimed her as his mate and she hadn’t run screaming out the door. He’d celebrate every victory he could find. Henry pulled her tight to his chest, wrapping his arms around her, and breathed in her scent. “I’m proud of you. That’s huge.”

      She laughed, though there was a hitch in her breathing. “Proud that I figured out why I’m all screwed up?”

      “You’re not screwed up,” he murmured, adjusting how he held her so he could rub her back. God, he loved having her close. He’d sit there all night if she’d let him. “Your magic is just a little quirky. That’s all. And if Deirdre can help you iron out the wrinkles, that’s damn impressive. You’re the most impressive witch I know.”

      “You only know two,” she said, still laughing.

      He grinned, drawing back so he could see her expression. He wanted to see her laugh, wanted to memorize what her face looked like. “Still, top out of two isn’t bad.”

      She still smiled, shaking her head at him, and something shifted in the air. Henry’s attention landed on her mouth, her delightfully kissable mouth, and suddenly he couldn’t think of anything else. Ophelia took a soft breath, her lips parted, and he squeezed her side in anticipation. He moved slow, gave her plenty of time to draw away or hex him, and brushed his mouth against hers in a gentle, glancing touch.

      She didn’t tense but stayed soft and relaxed in his arms. He swallowed a groan of pure need and kissed the corner of her mouth, took her lower lip in his and sucked gently until she swayed toward him. Henry reined in the beast that wanted to immediately tear off her clothes and his and roll into the sheets like wild animals. He didn’t want to frighten her, didn’t dare move too fast. Just because she wanted to kiss him didn’t mean she was up for anything else.

      Of course, he tried to convince his body of that and failed miserably. And pressed against her, with her practically in his lap, she wouldn’t fail to notice where his thoughts went.

      But that could wait. Ophelia murmured against his mouth and parted her lips, giving him a chance to taste her. He drank her in and nearly howled in victory when she tentatively touched her tongue against his. Henry retreated, trying to draw her out, until Ophelia boldly claimed his mouth in return. He grumbled and held her closer, adjusting how they sat so he didn’t end up with a charley horse, and immediately hopped up with a curse.

      Ophelia stared at him in alarm as Henry swore and rubbed his ass, scowling at the bed. “What’s the matter?”

      “Something poked me,” he muttered, flipping back the covers to search for the culprit. He wouldn’t have put it past Cricket to leave a bird carcass in his bed, since the damn cat had done it before.

      He found her knitting needles instead. He held up the offending items and Ophelia giggled, covering her mouth, and barely managed to squeak out, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Uh-huh.” He set them aside carefully, even though he wanted to drop-kick the damn things out the window, and knelt on the side of the bed once more. “How are you going to make it up to me?”

      It sounded far more seductive than he intended, but before he could take it back and soften it with an explanation, Ophelia’s eyebrow rose. Her eyes darkened and she barely moved her hands away from her mouth as she whispered, “I could kiss it better for you.”

      He barked a laugh and fell out on the bed, fell length with his head next to her knees, and buried his face in the covers so she wouldn’t see the wolf as the beast struggled to take her up on the offer. “You don’t know what you do to me, Ophelia.”

      The glancing drift of her fingers over his shoulder nearly sent him over the edge; the tentative, gentle exploration strained his control more than any seductive technique or dirty talk. When he moved closer so she could stroke the back of his neck, she grew bolder and played with his hair. “Oh? What do I do to you?”

      He groaned, draping his arm over her thighs so it could curl around her hip and ass, holding her close. “You drive me wild. You make me want to be better.”

      “Better at what?” she asked, slow and soft.

      “Everything,” he said, and looked up at her, desperate to know what she was thinking.

      Her fingers trailed across his shoulder, along the tough muscle and scars still hidden by his T-shirt, and he shivered in anticipation. Ophelia bit her lower lip as her hand drifted lower, almost to the spot on his hip that had been gouged by the knitting needle. “Well, if I can’t kiss it better, maybe I could... massage you?”

      The hesitation had Henry biting the inside of his cheek until it bled with the effort of not immediately grabbing her. She was too sweet, too shy. He almost couldn’t take it. He squeezed her hips, his hand teasing her ass and the waist of the soft pajama pants she wore, so she would hopefully realize how much he wanted her. “I would like that very much.”

      “Good,” she said, suddenly bouncing off the bed to rummage through her suitcase.

      Henry pushed up on his elbows to study her, confused. He definitely hadn’t meant for her to leave the bed, since his seduction plan required her to still be next to him. “Uh, babe...”

      She stared at him, her face red, and blinked.

      Henry swallowed a smile and sat, drawing off his shirt. “Full body?”

      He almost choked at her expression, and flopped back onto his stomach so he could hide his amusement before she got too nervous and ran away. Henry stretched and slowly gripped the headboard when he felt the mattress dip as Ophelia returned. His control was about to be tested to its goddamn limits. It might take a few years off his life to not grab her immediately, but he couldn’t afford to fuck it up. He breathed and forced himself to relax as her palm pressed on the small of his back and the slick oil she poured on his skin filled the room with a hint of something flowery.

      Henry’s hands twitched as he resisted the urge to pat her ass. He just had to lie there. That was his only job, at least until she signaled she was ready for more. He clenched his jaw as her thighs moved over his so she could reach more of him, and figured it was payback for something awful he’d done in another life. It might be the longest night of his damn life, and he would revel in every minute of it.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I must have lost my mind completely. First I practically offered to kiss his ass, then I almost propositioned him. Henry must have thought me out of my mind or too bold or... or maybe he liked it, because he was pretty excited about the massage. I’d meant to kiss him again or offer to trade something in exchange for the knitting needle poke, but I wasn’t brave enough. I’d chickened out.

      And then he asked if the massage was full body. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing in disbelief as I balanced on my knees next to Henry’s prone form. He was just as much a tease as Evershaw, that was for damn sure.

      He was every bit as intimidating, too. I could hardly breathe as I spread some scented oil on my hands and stared down at the broad expanse of his back. He was covered in scars—slashes and divots, what could have been burns, maybe a gunshot or two. I cleared my throat as I leaned over him and slid my hands up his spine. “What happened, with all of this?”

      “Got knocked around a lot as a kid,” he said gruffly, and his grip on the headboard tightened.

      I tried not to groan. Of course. He’d already said how miserable his childhood was and what a bully his stepfather had been, and there I went, bringing up the past. Best massage conversation ever. I concentrated on the feel of his skin against mine and almost immediately flushed. He really was all muscle, all coiled danger and strength. It made it hard to breathe.

      I worked at the knots in his shoulders, humming a little under my breath. I didn’t mind the quiet as much anymore, not when the maelstrom of doubts and worries in my head had settled down with Deirdre’s lessons. It wouldn’t be easy, she’d been right about that, but knowing what the problem was was half the battle.

      “How did you perfect your technique?” he grumbled, his chest expanding in a deep sigh. More tension ran out of him and the knots in his muscles loosened.

      I smiled to myself, pleased that it seemed to be working, and maneuvered to straddle his thighs so I could drive my thumbs into the tension in his lower back. “I took some classes after high school and figured it might help me learn to control the magic. All the incense and meditation and relaxation aromatherapy stuff seemed like it might calm things down.”

      “Did it?” He groaned in a low rumble that made heat kindle low in my stomach. He made the most unbelievable sounds...

      I wondered what he sounded like during sex. I sucked in a breath at the thought and almost fell off him as he shifted around on the bed. Henry reached back to catch my side, squeezing my hip as he lifted his head and peered back at me. “You okay?”

      “Yep,” I said, and tried to sound confident and totally with it. Like I was absolutely the kind of girl who’d done this sort of thing before, giving a guy a massage in his bed, covered in oil and half-dressed, and hoping for a little more than just a massage. I cleared my throat a few times before I managed to remember his question and whether I’d already answered. “It didn’t help the magic, but it’s a handy skill to have, I guess.”

      “No complaints here,” he said. His one arm remained back, his hand resting casually on my thigh, and periodically he caressed the sensitive skin and made me want to grind down against his ass.

      “I’m sure there aren’t,” I muttered, and he laughed.

      And once again he almost bounced me right off the bed. I worked my elbow into a particularly tough knot and was rewarded by another groan, and I ignored that I almost lay full-length on top of him. “You carry a lot of tension in your back, you know.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      I thumped the knot to make my point, and he grumbled, his fingers a little bolder as he explored the hollow behind my knee. He sent shivers through every inch of me, until I forgot to rub his back and just sat there with my head tilted back and my eyes closed. Henry shifted his weight again, lifting his hips a touch, and I held onto his sides as the air in the room grew hazy and close.

      I ran my slick palms up his ribs, reveling in the feel of him. Reveling in the power I held, touching him and watching him react to every motion. Squeezing my thighs against his had Henry tensing up again, and his other hand released the headboard so he could hold onto me with both hands. It grew tough to swallow.

      “A lot of tension,” I whispered. “Must have a lot of stress in your life.”

      He made another grumbly noise. “The only thing causing me stress is right here,” he said, and squeezed my ass with both hands.

      I squeaked in surprise, and braced my hands on his back. “Wh-What? A massage is supposed to be relaxing, I thought.”

      Henry laughed so hard he had to catch my side and maneuver me off his legs and over to the mattress, and he moved to his side, facing me. And it immediately became clear how much he’d enjoyed the massage. A lot. Like, a lot.

      He caught my hands in his and didn’t bother hiding his grin. “Relaxing isn’t quite the word I’d use, but I loved every second of you crawling all over me, covered in oil.”

      My whole face caught fire. “That isn’t—”

      He chuckled and abruptly dragged me to him so he could kiss me, working his hand into my hair to keep my head close. I tensed, suddenly wary and not wanting to get oil all over his sheets, but as he took his time with the kiss, I started to relax. Henry bumped his nose against mine and toyed with the hem of my T-shirt. “Maybe I can return the favor.”

      “I don’t think you have the concentration necessary to—”

      And again he laughed, ducking his head to bury his face against my shoulder. I smiled in spite of not really knowing what he thought was so funny, simply because he had an amazing laugh. I wanted to hear more of it. I didn’t think for a second that he was laughing at me, or that it was mean-spirited. He just found a lot of joy in life.

      Henry tilted his face up to kiss me again, then nuzzled behind my ear. “I want to touch more of you, Ophelia. Want to take off your shirt and get a little oily?”

      It was my turn to laugh, though it was mostly nerves, and I looked down at where he played with the T-shirt. I suddenly wished I’d worn something nicer to bed—not that I had expensive lingerie or anything that would have impressed a guy—instead of a dingy T-shirt and ancient pajama pants with hearts on them.

      “You don’t have to,” he murmured, turning his attention to kissing all up and down my neck. He even nibbled on that tender spot where my throat met my shoulder. His palm rested against my side, under the T-shirt, and the friction of calluses on his palm against me made me want to arch my back in anticipation.

      I gulped for air and figured he wouldn’t have asked if he didn’t really want to do more. “I want to.”

      I reached down to pull the shirt off but he was already helping, and suddenly my arms were tangled up and I nearly elbowed him in the nose. Then the shirt disappeared into the half-light of the bedroom, and I tried not to feel horribly self-conscious as Henry kissed me more and stroked my back and my breasts brushed against the soft hair on his chest. I shivered but it wasn’t from being cold, that was for damn certain.

      His hand rested against my ribs, his thumb stroking just under my breast over and over, and he smiled against my cheek as he nibbled on my earlobe. “Your heart is beating pretty fast.”

      “Haven’t done cardio in a while,” I said, struggling to breathe normally. I was almost paralyzed by indecision. What if he asked about taking off my pants? What if he didn’t?

      “Ah,” Henry said. “That makes sense.”

      But he was smiling, and before I could ask what he found funny, his head dipped lower and then he breathed against my nipple and then...

      My hands slid into his hair as I tried to keep from flying apart at the seams. He licked my nipple and retreated until the cooler air made it harden and peak, then he eased closer to take it in his teeth, just enough to make my breath catch. I gulped for air and closed my eyes, holding onto his head, as he turned his attention to my other breast.

      “Perfect,” he breathed against me. One palm hefted a breast while he laved attention on the other with his mouth, and the competing sensations made me squeeze my thighs together.

      Heat coiled low in my stomach as he continued to torment me, one lick and bite at a time, until his free hand moved over my hip in a gentle caress that almost distracted me from the magic he worked elsewhere. I could hardly breathe and just held on, though my thoughts scattered until I could barely remember my own name.

      I lay sprawled on my back as he leaned over me, and when I opened my eyes, I found him looking down at me with eyes that flashed gold. My heart jumped to my throat. Was the wolf in control? Did he want to… Did they have sex in their animal form? Was that what he expected from me?

      Panic must have surfaced in my expression because he stilled, though his hand remained a casual weight on my hip. “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re going to stay you, right?” My voice wobbled a touch. I hadn’t signed up for really weird shit. “You’re not going to turn into a wolf in the middle of…things? Right?”

      His mouth turned up at the corners but he didn’t laugh. “No, babe, I’ll be me the whole time.”

      “Good,” I said, and started breathing again. I’d have hexed the shit out of Deirdre if she hadn’t warned me about something like that.

      Henry rested on his elbows next to my side and traced his fingers down my stomach. “What kind of things do you want to be in the middle of, hmm?”

      My cheeks flushed but I couldn’t look away from his heated gaze. I shivered at the casual touch, the way he played with the drawstring on the front of my jammies. “You know.”

      He tugged on the drawstring, eyebrow arched playfully. “Well...”

      “Just…be careful with me,” I said. I had no idea where I found the words or the courage to say them. I met his gaze and meant every syllable, though. “I don’t trust many people, and this is…a leap for me.”

      His expression turned grave, all hints of joking gone, and he placed a kiss on my bare side. “I swear. You are my treasure, my everything. I will do everything in my power to make you happy, to care for you, to protect you. I will be very, very careful with you.”

      I nodded, even though it still felt like an awfully big chance to take, and reached down to shimmy the pajama pants down my hips. He was kind enough to help, stripping them off and tossing them aside to follow my T-shirt, and he went back to kissing and stroking my side and occasionally kneading my breast or taking my nipple between his teeth until I forgot that I’d taken my pants off.

      I closed my eyes and lost myself in the sensation, in the exquisite care he took with every touch, with every breath. When he stroked the inside of my thigh, I was ready. When his finger slid under and around the hem of my panties, I was ready. Moon above, I was so ready I almost shot right off the bed when those teasing touches finally grazed my folds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      He’d been rip-roaring to get naked and down to business right up until she asked him to be careful. He slammed on the brakes and eased off and his plans for the evening adjusted. Henry wanted to get a little exuberant and acrobatic, and see her on her hands and knees, ass in the air. Maybe get creative with her legs in the air or hanging off the side of the bed... He wanted to see every inch of her, to explore it all in every way he could think of.

      Except she needed something very different. He had something to prove—that he could take care of her, protect her, make sure she was comfortable and pleased. Ophelia was going to see how very seriously he took that.

      So he retreated to kisses and gentle touches, glancing caresses that left her wanting more, and he teased her nipples until she was arching and sighing and murmuring for more. He grumbled, though the wolf wanted to launch into the mount-and-fuck phase, and kissed his way down her stomach. Her scent left him ravenous and desperate, and it took more strength of will than he wanted to admit not to just dive in.

      But Ophelia tensed a bit as he eased her thighs open and breathed against her core, admiring her soft pink folds and the hint of wetness that already gathered and coated her flesh. Ready for him. God help him, she was ready and aching to be touched.

      He could indulge, like a selfish bastard. But Ophelia trusted him. It didn’t matter what he wanted.

      Henry glanced up the length of her body to check her expression, to make sure she wasn’t really freaking out, and found her watching him with wide eyes. He rested his chin on her thigh and nuzzled against her skin. “Okay?”

      She nodded, wetting her lips, but still looked like she was holding her breath. Henry arched an eyebrow and used the barest tip of his finger to tease the edge of her slit, where the moisture gathered. “You sure?”

      Ophelia nodded more, but still didn’t speak. And her abs remained tight, her thighs tense.

      He held off, trying to read her body language, and moved his finger up so he could circle her clit—close but never touching, trying to drag her into a screaming response. “Ever done this before?”

      He didn’t want to know. He wanted to think of himself as her first, as the only one who would matter, but he’d have been a fucking moron to think that Ophelia hadn’t had men chasing her for years. He just wanted to make sure he was the last one. The best one. The only one she remembered or ached for.

      She took a deep breath and whispered, “Never with anyone who looked so…focused.”

      “Oh, I am focused,” he said. He leaned to kiss inside her knee, then maneuvered her leg up and out so he could spread her folds and discover all the treasures she kept hidden. “Just relax, baby. Tell me what you like. Or just grab my head and steer.”

      Ophelia might have laughed, but the next moment, as his tongue followed the path his finger had forged, she moaned and it was the best guidance he could have wanted. The tension drained out of her and suddenly she sprawled in the bed, arms and legs akimbo, and turned into pure need and feeling. Henry took his time tasting her, exploring her pussy and thighs and even her ass, until Ophelia was moaning and arching her back and moving her hips in short little jerks against his mouth.

      Henry reached one arm up and caught her hand, moving both their palms to her breast, and squeezed with a slow increase in pressure until her breath caught and her moaning went deeper, more guttural. He smiled against her and set his teeth against her clit, easing his fingers into her channel, as he teased and tweaked her nipples. She squeezed her other breast and panted, all of her tossing and turning under his attention, and her voice broke as she cried out.

      He retreated to watch a flush climb her body, up through her chest and up her throat to her face, and her muscles tightened in a continuous clenching that dragged his fingers deeper. Henry murmured, “Just relax and let go, baby. I’ve got you.”

      Ophelia’s head tossed on his pillow as she struggled and moved, a hint of desperation in every jerk of her hips and the way she touched herself. Henry hummed against her and thrust his hand deeper, curling his fingers until he found...

      She came off the bed with a shriek, her heels digging into the mattress and his side, and her channel nearly crushed his fingers as her muscles seized up. She groaned and froze, back arched off the bed, and her mouth hung open as he kept licking and sucking at her clit. The orgasm rolled through her and kept on coming; her whole body turned red and flushed, and he almost thought she stopped breathing. Her legs closed around his head, thighs tight against his ears, and he didn’t mind it for a second.

      She twitched as he moved his hand and withdrew his fingers, and she caught his wrist before he could impale her again. She managed to breathe, “Wait,” and he held off.

      He breathed against her, still desperate to taste more of her, and watched as her breathing started to even out and some of the new tension melted from her frame. Henry liked having her a sweaty mess in his bed. He pushed up on his elbows to watch her, to enjoy the fruits of his labor, and occasionally dipped his head to breathe against her more. Her thighs tried to close around him again and then abruptly fell open on the bed. She flushed more, but he didn’t think it was the same as before.

      Ophelia’s voice cracked as she said, “Wow. That was...”

      “Just the first of many,” he murmured, and nipped at the sensitive skin right above her clit. Henry elbow-crawled up her body, letting her feel his weight and how much he wanted her as his cock slid against her thigh. “The only question is how adventurous you want to be.”

      She could hardly open her eyes, her lashes fluttering against her cheeks. “If that’s the kind of adventure you’re promising, I think I might find some courage somewhere.”

      He chuckled and lay on his side, tracing shapes on her stomach as he watched her expression. “No need for courage. Just…trust.”

      “That’s even rarer than courage,” Ophelia said under her breath. But she didn’t pull away, just exhaled.

      “Then I have a great idea,” he said. She’d feel more in control on top, and, well... if he enjoyed the hell out of watching her ride him, then more the better. Henry moved to his back and absently stroked his cock, on the edge of desperate to feel her against him, and rested his free hand on her side to encourage her to move over him.

      Ophelia eyed him dubiously, her cheeks pink as she eyed his junk, and she moved to her knees next to his hip. “I haven’t really...”

      He swallowed a groan of pure need. That was the look that did him in—sweet, a little uncertain, but willing. God, she was so willing. Henry pushed up on his elbows to kiss her, then caught her wrist to help guide her into straddling his thighs. “Then we’ll start slow, and if you fall off... Well, you know what they say about getting back on the horse.”

      And he waggled his eyebrows at her.

      She smiled, flushing more, and braced her hands on his chest. She squirmed where she balanced on his thighs, still looking around like she didn’t know where to start, and he had a moment to regret his plan. She might kill him. She might actually kill him with how sexy and fucking amazing she was. He’d straight up die if he had to admire her naked body and feel her thighs and didn’t get to feel more of her.

      Henry grabbed her hips and encouraged her to move, and clenched his jaw against the urge to lift his hips and plunge into her. Trust. They needed to work on trust, and getting himself off didn’t come into the picture. Maybe eventually. Or he’d have to take the coldest shower in the history of the world just to let her get some sleep. He tried counting by sevens, his usual trick for pushing off an orgasm, as he moved Ophelia forward until her slick folds slid along his cock, trapped between her and his stomach. Her eyebrows arched in surprise as the full length dragged against her clit, then retreated, and she tentatively repeated the maneuver, so slooooowly he groaned.

      Her nails dug into his sides. “Is it okay?”

      “So much more than okay,” he breathed. His hands rested on her hips and encouraged her to keep moving. “Just set your own pace, babe. Do whatever feels good.”

      She made a purring noise that made the wolf intensely happy, and began a slow rocking against his cock that would absolutely, positively kill him before the night was out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I’d never felt anything like being with Henry. It was always difficult to just... let go, but when he touched me... I shivered and tried not to get self-conscious about my tits bouncing as I slid against him. My thighs already trembled but most of it was from the muscle-melting orgasm he’d dragged out of me. I flushed again at the memory.

      I’d wrapped my thighs around his head like I meant to smother him.

      “Come on, babe,” he murmured, squeezing my thighs, and I jumped. “You’re really far away.”

      I braced my hands on his shoulders and got very determined to stay in the moment. He let me sit on him, after all, so I needed to make the most of it. And the hard ridge of his enormous cock was the perfect texture and length and thickness that it hit the most sensitive, most delicious places as I ground down against him. The fact that he occasionally groaned and lifted his hips in a slow thrust only added to the control that had me digging my nails into his chest and savoring every moment I moved over him.

      Lust started a slow spiral deep in my core again as I pressed hard against him and moved in sharp, short pushes against the thick head of his cock. It rode over my clit again and again until the friction rippled into a deeper climax. My head fell back as I arched my back and kept grinding against him, seeking to prolong the perfect feeling of overwhelming ecstasy.

      “That’s it,” he growled. His rough palms chafed against my breasts and added sparks to the fire that already spread through me. Henry pinched my nipples hard enough an arrow of pleasure spiked and connected directly to where we already touched, and kicked off another round of sensuous undulations against him.

      I panted as I collapsed against him, sparks flashing behind my eyes, and I buried my face against his neck. He stroked my back, squeezing and petting my ass, and occasionally adjusted my hips against him so his cock slid and adjusted and ignited another ripple of pleasure. I nuzzled against his jaw, behind his ear, and murmured, “I haven’t fallen off yet. What’s next?”

      He chuckled, his chest bouncing under me, and he kissed me back. He slapped my ass with just enough heat to get my attention and open the door to all kinds of possible adventures. “Sit up, lazy bones. Now you get to do some of the work, instead of just hanging on and moaning.”

      I wanted to laugh but didn’t have enough breath, not after the feel of his hands stole most of mine away. I pushed back until I sat upright again. Henry took his cock in hand and pointed the head right at my clit. He teased me with it as I lifted up over him. I couldn’t tear my eyes away at the erotic sight of the wide head teasing through my wetness, sliding and passing over where I most wanted him to be.

      I finally couldn’t take it and put my hand over Henry’s, guiding him to my channel. I held my breath as he parted my folds and my legs shook and I thought he might split me in two. Henry groaned and lifted his knees so I could sit back against his thighs, but it wasn’t enough. I tried to move faster, to encourage him to go deeper, but he was taking his damn time and sinking into me, pulling me down onto him, inch by agonizing inch. I moaned and begged him, trying to push myself down, to take all of him. But Henry held onto my hips with an iron grip and guided me down. He filled all of me, pressing deep and hard, until it felt like I might split completely. He was so thick, so long and hard.

      “Henry,” I breathed when he was finally seated, when my ass settled against his thighs, when I couldn’t have possibly taken any more. My head fell back and I squeezed my breasts to relieve some of the ache that had started to accumulate with the long, slow slide down his length. “Oh my God.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he said, but he sounded a little strained, too.

      I marveled at his iron control, the mastery he had over his own body that he could spend so long making sure I enjoyed myself without pausing to get some for himself. He was hard as iron inside me yet Henry remained motionless, letting me savor the ripples that drifted through my channel, tightening around him and then relaxing.

      Henry took a deep breath and stroked my stomach, his voice a rough murmur that gave me chills. “I like seeing you like this—all filled up, sated, ready for more.”

      “Don’t wait too long to give me that ‘more,’” I said, leaning forward just a touch. I dragged my nails down his chest and rose a little, gasping as his cock dragged out of me and almost sent me over the edge.

      That was apparently Henry’s cue, because he took over most of the work—despite his claim that I’d just held on moaning earlier. I didn’t mind. His hips lifted in smooth thrusts that buried his cock in me to his root, over and over, as I balanced and moved to meet him. The sensations were too much. I forgot how to breathe, how to fuck, and just held on.

      It felt like the climax didn’t stop—one blended into another as I moved and he moved and we moved together. We found a rhythm, the perfect meeting and parting of bodies, and Henry groaned and moved faster. His thumb brushed over my clit, right over where we joined, and I cried out as yet another tidal wave of pure bliss overtook me.

      “Babe,” he said, though it came out in nearly a wordless groan. His arms crushed around me, dragging me down and against his chest, and my nipples hardened against the friction of his chest hair.

      Henry held me tight and thrust harder, holding me still so he could pound into me over and over. I loved every second of it. I tried to move my hips to meet him but ended up just grinding against his pelvic bone until my clit hit that perfect spot and I melted. I came apart in his arms.

      He snarled and pressed me down, his hips moving in a few sharp jerks, then a smooth in-and-out that dragged out the last few ripples of ecstasy.

      And then I really couldn’t move, panting and limp on his chest. He kissed my shoulder and exhaled, then patted my butt. “Nice work.”

      I laughed and hid my face against his neck, too overwhelmed to do more than just revel in the afterglow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      He woke with the snort as the door flew open, and the wolf was immediately awake, ready to protect Ophelia as she dozed, curled into his side. Henry half-sat and glared at the sliver of light that intruded on their den.

      He was just getting his thoughts in order when Mercy’s head popped into the room. She caught one look at a naked leg hanging out of the bed and said, “Aw yeah,” gave him the finger-guns, and trampled back down the stairs while shouting to the entire house that “Henry was biz-ay.”

      Henry covered his eyes and tried not to laugh. There was no such thing as privacy in a pack house, and even less in the close confines of Deirdre’s house. He didn’t mind in the slightest, but from the way Ophelia tensed next to him, he figured it wasn’t something she’d been prepared for. So he turned on his side to face her and drew the covers up over both of their heads, creating a dim cocoon around them. He just wanted to buy a few more precious seconds with her before the rest of the world intruded.

      Ophelia flushed and walked her fingers across his chest. “So no one knocks around here, hmm?”

      “Not generally,” he said. Henry rested his palm against her ribs so he could feel her heartbeat and better judge whether she was afraid or upset or wary. “I’ll get a better lock.”

      She snorted and sighed, wiggling closer, and slid her arm over his side so there wasn’t an elbow between them. “Or a separate house.”

      “Whatever you want.” He kissed the tip of her nose and tried not to think too-lusty thoughts, though with the way her legs tangled with his and she kept squirming around to get comfortable, there wasn’t much he could do about it.

      Ophelia glanced down between them, her cheeks going red again, and Henry braced for her to roll away or make excuses. But she bit her lip and looked at him shyly, like she wanted permission, and hesitantly moved her leg to hitch over his hip. Henry held his breath and helped drag her thigh up, pressing the wet heat of her core against him, and groaned in anticipation as they started to fit together in a slow, heavenly slide.

      She sighed and pressed her face against his chest as Henry’s arm went around her back, holding her as close to him as possible, and murmured, “I like this.”

      God, he was lost. Completely and utterly at her mercy, for every moment of every day for the rest of his life. He kissed her throat and shoulder and gently pressed deep into her. “Me too.”

      Her back arched as he thrust and her hands worked into his hair, encouraging him with each murmur and soft sound. It was intimate but still intense, there under the covers in their own dim world. He didn’t want it to end. He wanted to share that space, that moment, with her forever.

      But too soon, she moved faster against him and bit back a groan, her walls clenching around him, and Henry sank into her to find his own release. They lay there panting, sweaty from the friction of bodies moving together, but Henry couldn’t have moved even if the house was on fire.

      Ophelia traced shapes on his back, her arm still draped over his ribs, and didn’t bother to open her eyes as she nuzzled closer. “Maybe we don’t have to get up today.”

      “Sounds like a perfect plan to me.” He knew she’d need to eat and hydrate, but he could deal with that later. His mate needed to rest, and his bed—in his arms—was the best place to be.

      They dozed and time moved slowly. Ophelia moved to her back and Henry lay half on top of her, wanting to keep her covered in case anyone else decided to barge in, and she wiggled a little more and nearly distracted him again. His phone buzzed a few times, and it was only when it started ringing that Henry forced himself up and out of bed.

      Ophelia stirred but he patted her arm and yawned. “Stay here. I’ll get food.”

      She grumbled but didn’t get up, yanking the covers back over her head. He couldn’t help but smile, shaking his head, and wondered at how fast life could change. After leaving his pack in Montana, it felt like it took forever to find something new and normal, something better. He’d worried it might be months before he knew how he felt about Ophelia, and how she felt about him. And yet... a day, maybe three. One night and he was completely done. The world would never be the same.

      He got in the shower for a quick rinse after texting Evershaw that he was on his way down, then got dressed. He squeezed Ophelia’s foot and asked what she wanted for breakfast, but all he got in response was a soft snore. Henry made a mental note to not keep her up all night again, then grinned and closed the door behind him. He wasn’t strong enough to resist keeping her up to all hours, that was for damn sure. Guess they’d just have to be nocturnal or nap the hell out of every afternoon.

      He barely made it into the kitchen before Evershaw found him, expression grim. “Have you heard from Silas?”

      Henry went still. “Last night. He was finishing the patrol to the north and was going to head back after an hour, around one. Isn’t he back?”

      “No,” the alpha said. “And no one’s seen him at the pack house. Did anything strange happen last night?”

      He moved to the kitchen, half his attention still on feeding Ophelia while the rest of his thoughts raced to find a clue on where Silas might have gone. “No. No new tracks, no scents, no hint of anything wrong. Just a bunch of whispers and hints and rumors of shit. Nothing concrete.”

      “Something is very wrong,” a calm voice said, and he turned to find Deirdre approaching, Cricket in her arms.

      The house cat managed to scowl, chirping a disgruntled meow when no one immediately offered him treats, and hopped out of her arms to twine through their legs. Henry frowned as he found lunch meat and sandwich fixings on the counters instead of breakfast food, then checked the clock. Of course. No one ate breakfast at one in the afternoon.

      Deirdre paced in the kitchen, her attention on something beside her mate as Evershaw tried to get in her way and embrace her. No doubt the alpha wanted to reassure himself that she was fine when one of his pack was missing and it was out of his control. “The last few weeks, nothing has been as we expected. There is increased activity in our territory. Maybe. There are new coyotes and wolves out skulking in the night. Maybe. Perhaps none of this is real.”

      “What do you mean?” Henry asked. He got a sinking feeling he could imagine what she meant, but he didn’t want to be the one to volunteer that it was even in part Ophelia’s fault.

      “It’s got to be the sorcerer,” Deirdre said. Her eyes sparked with silver, an eerie reminder that she was far more powerful than she chose to display on a daily basis, and the hair on Henry’s arms stood up. Even Evershaw gave her a bit more room, though he kept his hand on her shoulder. The witch’s frown deepened. “Perhaps he was just trying to draw us out, to see how we worked, before he chose to strike. But why Silas?”

      “Why not Silas?” Evershaw’s voice held more of a growl than a human’s throat was meant to make. “If the bastard wants to hurt us, he’d strike at whoever made an easy target. I’m guessing he doesn’t fight fair, so he probably sneaked up on the kid. Or maybe he actually does have coyotes and wolves working for him—or enslaved by him—and used them to surround Silas. Doesn’t matter. We have to find him.”

      “We will,” Henry said. He finished loading the plate and turned. “I’ll get the team together and we’ll start hunting.”

      “Bring Ophelia to my workroom,” Deirdre said. She moved serenely through the kitchen even though lightning crackled through the air in a growing storm around her. “We have work to do. I meant to give her more time to practice, but we need her strength.”

      Henry tensed, feeling protective of his mate, and barely swallowed a growl of warning. Evershaw would have killed him for even a hint of a threat to his mate, with the pack being unbalanced in Silas’s absence. Henry struggled for control, gripping the plates full of sandwiches until they nearly shattered in his hands. “I will…ask if she is up for it.”

      Deirdre nodded and began to drift toward the front of the house, Evershaw practically stepping on her heels as he demanded to know who he needed to kill to make things better. Henry followed but stopped short as the other two stopped in their tracks. He took a sharp breath and elbowed around the alpha the moment he saw Ophelia standing on the stairs. She gripped the bannister, her face pale, and swayed as she tried to keep her balance.

      She stared at all three of them, her eyes wide and shining with tears, and said, “I’m so sorry,” before crumpling and almost tumbling down the rest of the stairs.

      He leapt forward, the plates shattering on the floor, to catch her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to hide in his room all day, since it felt like my cheeks would always be red. Everyone in the house had to know that I’d slept with Henry, and even though I suspected there would be no judgment—maybe some congratulations or teasing—it still took more courage than I had to swing out of bed and march forth as confidently as Deirdre no doubt would have.

      When Henry left, I scrambled to take a shower and find some clean clothes, and remembered to find the pajamas and underwear he’d thrown all over the place the previous night. My head ached with... well, with something. It wasn’t embarrassment, not exactly. Just…wonder at where I’d found the confidence to ask for what I wanted, to offer what I was willing to give, to... to ride him like a cowgirl and love every second of it.

      I laughed and covered my face, shaking my head. Bright moon above us, I never would have predicted enjoying it that much. Or enjoying watching him watch me, watching him enjoy me. Listening to him growling and groaning and grunting... I’d been right. He made the most amazing noises during sex, and it just fed into the lust that had consumed me all night.

      And again in the morning.

      I paused in the middle of his room, lost in the memory of the gentle rocking and grinding that had been so, so amazing as we were both just waking up, hidden by the covers. There was no way in hell I could leave him. Wherever he went... I nodded to myself and took a deep breath. Deirdre had been right. Something clicked into place and it was like I was part of something bigger, something better. I needed him and wanted him, wanted to just be around him.

      Maybe Montana wouldn’t be so bad. Nola was a lot to take, but maybe she’d settle down once Henry was there to manage the pack. And I could imitate Deirdre as an icy witch and see how things went.

      I was almost feeling good about the rest of the day when I looked at my phone. A missed call from a blocked number. My stomach turned over. That was how Rocko reached out. He used spells to conceal himself and didn’t bother with mundane private numbers. He just messed with the phone until it showed what he wanted it to show.

      Which still didn’t explain how he found my number. That phone was a cheap burner, purchased with my last twenty bucks at a rest stop before my car broke down. I’d used a fake ID for it. Rocko shouldn’t have known...

      Unless he was here. He was here in the city and knew where I was. Which meant he knew about the pack, and Deirdre, and everything else that had been going on. Maybe he’d been hunting me, biding his time, for the full two weeks.

      Maybe I’d brought trouble right to the pack’s door, just as I feared.

      As I stared at the phone, it rang. I jumped, my heart racing, and gulped for air as it once more showed a blocked number. I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want to talk to him or hear his voice.

      But if something was going on, if he had a message for me, it was possible that he’d take it out on someone else in order to force me into the open. I squeezed my eyes shut but still picked up the phone, still pressed it to my ear. Bell and Book help me, please don’t let it be...

      “Ophelia,” he said, his voice like a snake moving through dead leaves. “Why do you keep running, my dear?”

      “This is over,” I said, as clearly and firmly as possible. Maybe he would finally understand. Maybe he would believe I was done with him. It hadn’t mattered before, but maybe... “Leave me alone. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

      “That’s not how this works.” He chuckled, a dry whisper that made my skin crawl. “You made a deal, girl. You can’t walk away from it. You owe me. And there’s no one else who would want anything to do with you, not as damaged and broken as you are. You’re too dangerous to be left out there on your own. Everyone knows it. Including you.”

      My heart sank as the familiar words sunk in. I’d always known how dangerous I was. Not even my parents wanted to be around me. No coven I’d ever been around thought I was worth the trouble. But...

      I glanced at the bed, the sheets still rumpled and maybe even warm from where Henry had lain, and a sliver of doubt worked through the wall of certainty that I was worthless and damaged. No. Henry didn’t believe that.

      Even if I couldn’t believe him all the way to my bones, he was confident enough for both of us. “No.”

      Rocko’s shocked silence answered.

      Before he would whisper more dangerous words in my ear, I planted my feet firmly and dredged up some of the confidence that had empowered me to ask for what I wanted from Henry, just a few hours earlier. I wasn’t the same girl who’d slunk back to Rocko more than once, tail between my legs, after he’d been proven right.

      He wasn’t right. He damn well wasn’t right.

      “I’m done with you, Rocko. You’re wrong. I know exactly who I am and what I’m capable of. Leave me alone. If I hear from you again, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “Oh my,” he murmured. “Isn’t that impressive. Little kitten found her claws. Good for you, little Ophelia. It’s too bad you’re too late, dear.”

      Too late? My mouth went dry. He’d done something awful, just like I’d always known he would. “What did you do?”

      Rocko’s voice creaked and splintered, shattering through whatever security I’d found. “This handsome young man who’s been following you around... Did you know he turns into a wolf when prodded?”

      Oh holy moon. I clenched my hand into a fist and glared at the wall as magic bubbled in my blood and started to swirl around me. It threatened to burn through the phone and sever that connection, to leave whatever wolf Rocko had in his hands. “Release him.”

      “What will you give me in return?”

      It echoed too close to something Henry had said the night before and I shuddered, pushing away the thought. No. Rocko was evil. He didn’t deserve space in my head. I would keep everything Henry said close to me, every precious word. “I won’t kill you in your sleep. Release the wolf.”

      The sorcerer laughed, a crescendo of creepy out-of-tune violins. “You’re so adorable when you’re desperate and angry. Meet me and we can talk in person. I want to know that you’re well, Ophelia. I’m concerned about you.”

      Bile rose in my throat. “You’re a liar and a coward.”

      “Don’t insult me too freely, dear, or your little dog will pay the price. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      I clenched my jaw. I just had to hold on to my temper. The magic was still uncontrolled and uncontrollable, like Deirdre said, until I’d had a lot more practice managing it. The last thing I wanted was for it to backfire and burn down Deirdre’s house. “Where?”

      “There’s an empty lot half a mile north from where you’re fuming and trying not to vent your magic at the world. I told you, you can’t control it. Only I can help you. You’re too dangerous, Ophelia. You must know that.”

      I hated that I’d fallen for that cajoling tone once. More than once. I hated that he’d had power over me and I’d believed him. Hated that I might have believed him again, if not for Henry.

      Henry.

      I didn’t have to face Rocko alone. I had Henry, and even though he might not forgive me for getting his pack in trouble, I didn’t think he’d leave me out there on my own. I swallowed those regrets and steeled myself for another confrontation. “Fine. Two hours. Bring the wolf with you.”

      “I’m not stupid, Ophelia. The wolf will be caged where it is safe. We will negotiate his release when we meet. Be serious, dear. There is only one way this ends, hmm?” He managed to sound completely reasonable and rational, like he was sane and I was the crazy one.

      “Two hours.”

      Rocko chuckled and the call ended with a crackle. Maybe it wasn’t actually a call at all, but some terrible spell he used instead. I shuddered the dropped the phone to the floor, wanting to smash it under my heel. I didn’t want anything that he’d touched or known about. I wanted nothing of him in my life ever again.

      But that left me with only one thing to do... tell Henry. I had to tell Henry and Miles and Deirdre, and admit that I’d brought disaster to their pack. I’d gotten one of their wolves captured by a sadistic son of a bitch with access to horrible spells that could make you not want to live. He could torture that wolf beyond what anyone could tolerate, beyond what the imagination could dream up. It was the worst kind of hell—one that existed in your own mind, making you doubt yourself and everything you knew. Making you believe, all the way to your bones, that nothing would get better and you were stuck in hell forever.

      I swayed, wanting to hide under the covers again. Henry wouldn’t make me face Rocko, of that I was certain. I could tell him the time and the place and he would go deal with it.

      If I was a coward and chose to hide.

      I definitely wasn’t brave, but I wasn’t going to just stick my head in the sand. I’d brought Rocko’s attention to the city and their pack. It was all on me. And I couldn’t let someone else take responsibility for my bad choices.

      I made it halfway down the stairs just as Deirdre, Evershaw, and Henry strode into the living area, all of them looking serious. I knew in a split second that they knew something had gone wrong. I just hoped they would forgive me. I gripped the railing as my knees weakened and I thought I saw fury in Evershaw’s eyes.

      Maybe I’d have to face Rocko alone, after all.

      I managed to whisper, “I’m so sorry,” before all of the misery and uncertainty coalesced around me, and the magic dropped away and left me with nothing to hold me up. My knees wobbled and I couldn’t stand and I fell forward into nothingness.
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      It took a while to get the whole story out of Ophelia. Henry practically vibrated with worry, hovering over her as Deirdre talked the other witch through the phone call. The short of it was that the bastard sorcerer had Silas somewhere, he was probably torturing the wolf, and he’d want something in trade, and that something was probably Ophelia.

      The moment she whispered that Rocko wouldn’t give up until he had her back, Henry nearly shot through the roof. “No. Never. Not going to happen.”

      Evershaw gave him a dirty look. “Obviously, wolf. Control yourself.”

      Ophelia covered her face, miserable as she hunched over and tried to make herself as small as possible. “It’s my fault this happened.”

      “Yes,” Evershaw said.

      Henry snarled, lurching over to stand chest-to-chest with the alpha. “Don’t you—”

      Evershaw scowled and knocked him back a step. “I told you to control yourself, damn it. It’s her fault; it would be stupid to deny it. That doesn’t mean it’s her problem to solve, asshole. This is a pack matter. The sorcerer doesn’t know what he’s done. He was here for Ophelia and thought he could intimidate her, but he’s made an obvious error. So sit down and get your shit together. I don’t need you overreacting and making things more difficult.”

      The wolf didn’t like it but the man could listen. Henry still growled, though, as he wedged himself into the armchair where Ophelia sat, and eventually maneuvered so she was in his lap.

      Deirdre rolled her eyes, muttering something about “typical wolf,” then turned her attention back to the street map she’d rolled out on the coffee table. “He said an empty lot half a mile north of here. And we have two hours to plan. Plenty of time.”

      Ophelia stared at her. “What?”

      “These idiots can achieve a lot in two hours,” the other witch said, jerking her thumb in his and Evershaw’s direction. “Even behaving like cavemen. So. You and I are going to dig into some spell books and figure out the best magical way to fuck this guy up, and our two meatheads are going to call up our allies for more... kinetic options.”

      “Kinetic options?” Ophelia said, her eyebrows raised. At least she wasn’t crying anymore. Henry couldn’t stand it when she cried.

      “We bite him,” Evershaw said. “A lot. Tear him apart. I’m assuming sorcerers can’t survive having their throats ripped out, right?”

      Ophelia turned a little green. “I honestly don’t know.”

      Which totally flummoxed Evershaw, since it probably hadn’t occurred to the alpha that anyone could survive that sort of thing. The alpha said, “Huh,” and looked at his mate. “Could he survive something like that?”

      “How the fuck am I supposed to know?” Deirdre pushed to her feet and rolled up the map, handing it to her mate. “I haven’t dealt with sorcerers before. We’ll find out, though, won’t we? Maybe I’ll write a paper on it when we’re done: Can Sorcery Protect One From Vengeful Shifters?”

      Henry didn’t know if she was joking or not, since the witch had a fairly dark sense of humor. Evershaw clearly couldn’t tell either, because he watched the dark-haired woman warily.

      Deirdre didn’t give them any clues, and only gestured for Ophelia to stand. “Come on. We have work to do. Hike up your grown-witch pants and let’s get some vengeance.”

      Henry eyed her, ready to intervene if Ophelia reacted badly, and finally released his hold on Ophelia’s waist when she stood. He braced her, though, and squeezed her side to assure her he was still there. “You haven’t eaten. You should eat.”

      “Then bring her food,” Deirdre said. “We can eat as we work. Now. Miles, perhaps the bears would like to participate in the fun?”

      “I’ll call Smith,” the alpha said. “He’s probably dealt with sorcerers before, and—”

      “Leave him out of this,” Deirdre said, her voice cold enough that shivers slid down Henry’s spine. She really didn’t like the mysterious fae who’d trapped her into helping Evershaw. “I don’t want him anywhere near Ophelia or this magic.”

      Evershaw bristled a touch, reacting to being ordered around in front of his pack, but spoke through clenched teeth with remarkable composure. “I’ll call who I want, witch. If he can defeat the sorcerer, then it’s worth the exposure.”

      She glared, and for a long, tense moment, there was a dangerous standoff in the living room. Henry held his breath while Ophelia glanced between them, her uncertainty feeding into Henry’s nerves. He would get her outside if tensions escalated further, although... the sorcerer could potentially steal her if she was outside. Maybe upstairs. Maybe the kitchen.

      He was still sorting through contingency plans when Deirdre finally said, “Call him at your own risk, bucko. You will pay a price if you insist on getting him involved in my business. Again.”

      And her cold gaze raked the alpha from head to toe.

      Henry practically had frostbite just from proximity, and would have howled with amusement at the alpha’s red face if the stakes hadn’t been so high.

      The alpha growled deep in his chest but didn’t say anything. He also didn’t move to strangle his mate, which was the closest Deirdre would get to a concession that she’d won that particular battle of wills.

      Henry cleared his throat and squeezed Ophelia’s arm. “Let’s get you some food in the kitchen, then I will take you to Deirdre’s workroom. We should let them work out their…strategy.”

      His mate eyed the two alphas, still scowling at each other, and edged closer to Henry’s side. “Yeah. That sounds like a safe— Like a good idea.”

      “Take your time,” Deirdre said, steely-eyed and with lightning sparking around her.

      “Count on it,” Henry said under his breath. He hustled Ophelia into the kitchen, his hands still on her waist, and ignored that Cricket had helped himself to the ham and turkey from the sandwiches he’d dropped on his way to catching Ophelia.

      He breathed a little easier once they were away from the tension in the living room, and enveloped Ophelia in a tight embrace the moment the door swung shut behind them. He kissed the top of her head and breathed in the scent of her hair, glad she’d used his shampoo and smelled even more like him, then exhaled some of the nerve-racking worry. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Her voice came out muffled but still a little lost. “I’m the one who—”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you had to talk to that asshole,” he said. Henry grumbled and maneuvered them over to the fridge, though he couldn’t tolerate the thought of releasing her. He could make sandwiches with one arm. And Ophelia didn’t seem inclined to move away, instead wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her head against his shoulder. Henry squeezed her tight again. “I’ll deal with him. Don’t worry about him. It’ll be over soon.”

      “I wish he hadn’t found me,” she said. “Every time I think I might be safe or happy or just… okay, he shows up, and—”

      “This is the last time,” Henry said. He projected as much confidence as he could, knowing she needed reassurance. Even if he wondered how they would defeat a sorcerer, she didn’t need to worry about it. He would figure it out and protect her. “He won’t bother you again. You will be safe and happy.”

      She laughed a little and started to pull away. “You make that sound like a threat.”

      He kept his arm looped around her as he pulled the sandwich stuff out of the fridge. “It’s a promise. A very serious promise.”

      Ophelia moved farther away, and though he didn’t want to, he let her. If she needed space, he could deal with it. The wolf hated it, but he could accept the distance if she wanted it. Henry concentrated on feeding her, though he kept an ear tuned to the living room in case he needed to run in there and break up a fight. Maybe save the alpha’s life. Henry would never have bet against Deirdre in a tussle. She fought dirty.

      The witch next to him rubbed her hands again, starting to look uncertain. “He’s hurting Silas, though. We don’t know what he’s done already. It won’t be good, and it’s possible that Silas won’t ever—”

      “There’s no use imagining trouble,” Henry said. He leaned to kiss her quickly, then retreated again so she wouldn’t feel crowded. “We’ll find out in two hours. We need to focus on how we’re going to make the bastard pay. Silas is strong, stronger than almost anyone else in the pack. That sorcerer picked the wrong wolf to grab. Did you know Silas is ex-military? Or... well, ex-something. We think he was a mercenary.”

      “A mercenary?” Ophelia’s eyebrows arched. “People still do that?”

      “Apparently.” Henry’s wolf perked up to hear her misery fall away, replaced by curiosity. Good. He could keep her distracted and maybe that would prevent her from worrying too much. “He doesn’t talk about it, but every now and then when he’s really, really drunk, he’ll let something slip.”

      She made a thoughtful noise. “Sounds lonely.”

      Henry loved her even more in that moment, that she would have worried about Silas’s background and whether that left him isolated. He concentrated on making sandwiches, though, slicing a few tomatoes and peeling lettuce leaves away from the stack. He didn’t know what she liked, but there was plenty of time to learn.

      There would absolutely be plenty of time to learn exactly how she liked things.

      He distracted her with stories that Silas had told and little pieces of information that the rest of the pack put together from the few tidbits the former mercenary let slip, though Henry’s thoughts strayed to the coming confrontation. He didn’t care what happened to him, or even really to Silas, as long as Ophelia was safe. He knew that Deirdre and Evershaw, and the rest of the pack if something happened to the alpha, would take care of her. She would be safe and protected.

      Henry was still musing over something Silas had said about a misadventure in Zimbabwe when the kitchen door creaked open. Fran, wide-eyed and meek, crept in but lingered near the wall. “Has something happened?”

      He nodded, pushing a plate with three enormous sandwiches into Ophelia’s hands. “Someone attacked the pack and took one of our enforcers hostage. We’re going to get him back in a couple of hours, but for now... it’s best to stay inside and out of the way.”

      He didn’t have anything against her, but he couldn’t let a completely submissive wolf distract everyone else from what needed to be done. Fran radiated the need to be protected, which wasn’t entirely her fault. Doubtless that was how she’d been raised; it was safer, really, for females in his stepfather’s pack. Don’t pose a threat, don’t offer an opinion, just go along. He gritted his teeth and wished he’d been strong enough, so many years ago, to have made a difference in her life.

      “I’d like to help,” Fran said quietly, her hands linked in front of her. Her eyes had shaded pale and a curious intensity filled her expression.

      Before he could say anything, Ophelia nodded. “How can you help? What’s your strength?”

      “I’m a tracker,” Fran said. She straightened her thin shoulders. “The best tracker in the pack. That’s why Nola thought...” Her eyes darted to Henry and she flushed, then returned her attention to Ophelia. “That’s why Nola thought that your mate and I would suit. With my apologies.”

      “Not a problem,” Ophelia said. She absently reached out to pat Henry’s shoulder. “Everyone seems to want a piece of this big guy. So. We’ve got a tracker. I’m not sure that the sorcerer leaves a track, but I trust that you would be the one to find him. Henry, are there teams out looking for Silas now?”

      He blinked, feeling like he’d completely lost control of the situation, and looked between the two women. “Uh... yes, of course there are. I’ll just, uh...”

      “Let’s get Fran linked in with one of the teams,” Ophelia said, rather more firmly than he’d expected. Henry’s wolf thrilled; confident Ophelia was back and ready to tackle the world. He wanted to lift her onto the kitchen counter and rip off her clothes, regardless of whether that covered them both in vegetables and deli meat, and may have grumbled a little as his hands flexed in anticipation of grabbing her. Ophelia pointed a warning finger at him, though her gaze sparked with heat that only fed his lust. “Not now, sir. I have work to do with Deirdre.”

      Henry watched as she took the plate and sailed through the door, headed to the workroom, and frowned in thought. When he didn’t move, Fran said softly, “I like her.”

      “Yeah,” Henry said, smiling. “I do too.” He straightened his shoulders and hoped that Evershaw had mostly survived the standoff with Deirdre. “Let’s get you out to work.”

      She nodded and followed him, as resolute as Henry’s mate.
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      The hour passed far too quickly. Deirdre was in a foul mood after whatever happened in her conversation with Miles, but she went straight to the book she wanted and started pulling out spells that might serve to distract and destroy Rocko. I stood back and offered what help I could, but it really was her driving the train. She would have made an amazing head witch for a coven, although the thought was a little terrifying to consider. It would be the kind of coven that took over a damn city and most of the country when she had a bad day or a good idea.

      I had to swallow a smile at the thought, and focused on the task at hand. I couldn’t think too much about what Rocko was doing to Silas without my stomach turning over and panic making the magic start to boil out of control. So I focused on what I could control, and fetched the knitting needles that had stabbed Henry’s ass just the night before.

      Deirdre gave me a sideways look as I started knitting, but I held my ground. “A binding. I can make a binding.”

      “Will he expect it?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. I wove my intent and fury into each stitch, every simple loop and twist. I would bind Rocko from doing harm to anyone. I would bind him to the earth so he couldn’t flee, so the wolves could do their own experiment on whether a sorcerer could survive having his throat torn out.

      I just hoped that by that point, I was well out of the splatter zone.

      “Rocko never thought much of... female things,” I said under my breath. I held up the knitting. “He never paid attention to it, he just thought it was cute I had a hobby. So I wasn’t bored between his... visits.”

      “He sounds like a real prick,” she said. “I’m going to enjoy watching him die.”

      I set my jaw but I agreed with her all the way to my bones. “What else do we need to do?”

      “A witchy Molotov cocktail, if you will,” she said as she started mixing herbs and plants from the jars and bundles over her workbench. “A freezing spell, instant paralysis. What kind of defenses does a sorcerer typically use?”

      I racked my brain for every detail I could provide, which wasn’t much. Rocko used me for his experiments and spells to power his work, but had seldom explained what he did. She kept asking questions and I answered what I could, and all the while I knitted and she mixed up small bottles of strange liquids. The companionship was refreshing. It finally felt like I wasn’t entirely on my own, fighting off more powerful forces as they closed in around me. I had Henry, and I had a pack.

      It felt so strange to know that there were others who would stand next to me. Who would take risks with me. Even if it was mostly to save Silas, it still meant a lot. It felt a teensy bit less nerve-racking. Not enough that my knees didn’t wobble, but still. Baby steps.

      As soon as Deirdre had a six-pack of her witch’s brew, she strode into the living room where Miles led a conference of the rest of the pack. I followed and debated where to sit, though it didn’t take long for Henry to find me and drag me into his lap. I kept knitting, not caring if anyone judged me, and fed more and more magic into the yarn. Binding, restraining, punishing, anchoring. Tying Rocko’s hands so he couldn’t harm anyone else. Keeping him in one spot so he couldn’t flee justice. All of it worked through me and into the yarn, and even though the magic seethed like a displeased ocean god just outside my reach, I had somewhere to direct it.

      One of the men I’d met only in passing, named Todd and looking a great deal too much like Miles for it to be anything but a family resemblance, pointed at a map and issued orders. They had teams in place around the empty lot and searching the nearby area so they could figure out how Rocko would arrive. When Todd paused to draw breath, I cleared my throat. “He won’t approach on foot.”

      All eyes turned on me and I wanted to shrink back into Henry. What if they all hated me for getting Silas caught? What if they just wanted me to shut up and hide in the corner while they went about their tough, capable business?

      Henry rested his chin on my shoulder and asked gently, “Why not?”

      “It’s too... mundane.” My cheeks heated and my hands stilled on the knitting, since I couldn’t concentrate on the magic while also shuddering from memories of the sorcerer. “He can open rifts in the air and just…transport. He’ll step through from nothingness and just appear. He likes the drama of it.”

      “Fucking unbelievable,” Todd said. “Seriously? He can do that kind of stuff? Can you do that?”

      “There’s a very high price for something like that,” Deirdre said. “Suffice to say, no one on our team will be materializing out of nothingness.”

      “Well...” Todd’s gaze slid sideways to Evershaw, and Deirdre’s expression turned into a storm cloud as she turned her full attention on her mate.

      “You didn’t,” she said, gritting the words out between her teeth. “Tell me you. Did. Not. Call. Him.”

      The alpha didn’t blink or otherwise react, although the rest of the pack inhaled and leaned away so they wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire. Miles said, “He’s on the alert, that’s it. Not going to intervene unless I call him. But given this asshole sorcerer is causing trouble within city limits, it’s Smith’s business, too.”

      Deirdre’s eyes narrowed and lightning flashed in sparks around her. I bit my lower lip and started knitting again, trying to siphon off not just my magic but hers as well. Miles must have called that guy Smith, the fae that Deirdre clearly didn’t care for. The other witch’s expression shifted and turned into that eerie, icy bitch I remembered from our first meeting. Her voice got really, really quiet. “We shall see about that.”

      “He says hi,” Miles added, apparently giving zero fucks about how much he’d pissed off his mate. “Invited us to dinner.”

      Henry muttered under his breath about “don’t poke the bear” but clearly the alpha had not learned his lesson about provoking witches. Deirdre’s fury turned the air icy around her, and it looked like she even levitated off the ground a few inches. Ready to murder the next someone who defied her, no doubt. I just hoped she kept it together until we faced off with Rocko.

      While she glared at her mate and the alpha did his best to look nonchalant—despite a few somewhat worried glances in her direction—Todd went on with the plan. Henry and I would approach the empty lot where Rocko insisted on meeting. We would distract him once he arrived, and try to figure out where he kept Silas. The rest of the pack would surround him and then kill him.

      The wolves nodded, like it would actually be that simple, and I made a disbelieving noise as I looked around at them. “You can’t possibly think that will work?”

      Once more, I became the center of attention. My voice went high as panic started to set in. They didn’t really take it seriously. They didn’t truly understand what Rocko could do. “He won’t let you get close enough to do anything to him. He’ll have defenses ready and probably some kind of trap set. He never does anything unless he’s sure he can win. This isn’t going to be easy.”

      Henry’s arm tightened around me, trying to be reassuring, but all I could see were the people around us—they would all be hurt or killed if they ran up against Rocko without taking it seriously. Their blood would be on my hands as surely as it would be on Rocko’s.

      Deirdre turned her attention on me, her glacial facade still in place. “He won’t be ready for you and me together. He asked what you were willing to trade for the wolf. Offer me.”

      I reared back in horror at even the hint that she would go with Rocko, but before I could verbalize it, Miles barked, “No fucking way.”

      Deirdre didn’t look at him. “Since my mate didn’t care about my opinion regarding the fae and how... involved they are in our life, I’m going to disregard whatever little temper tantrum he’s about to have. You and I will have to fight this, Ophelia, since we are the only ones who will take Rocko seriously and know how he will fight. He’s also going to underestimate us, isn’t he?”

      I didn’t dare move, since it looked like Evershaw was going to rip into pieces from rage, and didn’t look away from her. “He’ll underestimate me, but he might give you a second look if you show up looking like your head is about to spin around and we’ll need a young priest and an old priest to deal with you.”

      The corner of her mouth quirked up, which was even more disconcerting than when she frowned, and her feet settled back to the floor. “Make no mistake, I can make him believe I’m just a confused little witch looking for a some guidance from a clever older man. You just have to show him you’re desperate enough to trade someone else’s life for your own freedom. Can you do that?”

      A knot tied up my throat. I wasn’t, not really. Knowing the hell I’d been through, I wouldn’t consign anyone to that fate. Not for anything. But I forced myself to nod. “I think I can. But neither one of us will get close enough if we have…wolves attached to us.”

      Since Henry’s arms had tightened around me and he didn’t seem inclined to let me go. I also had serious doubts that Evershaw would let Deirdre anywhere near that empty lot, regardless of how scary she looked. The witch’s lips twitched. “He already thinks you have a relationship with wolves. Why not take advantage of that?”

      “I’ll go with you,” a strong voice said, and I turned to find Nola standing behind her brother. She had her arms folded over her chest and her certainty was unwavering.

      “You don’t have to,” Henry said. “Fran is already helping to track, and—”

      “This is a pack matter,” she said. Her flinty eyes glinted in the light as she glanced at me and took a deep breath. “And my brother’s mate will not face danger without one of our pack beside her.”

      A knot tied up my throat, but I didn’t know precisely why. Did that mean she accepted me as Henry’s mate? That she wouldn’t put any other wolves in front of him as better options? I didn’t wait for Henry to jump in but inclined my head toward Nola, trying to stand in my own strength. “Thank you. We’ll make Rocko regret underestimating us.”

      “This all assumes that we’re going to allow this nonsense,” Miles said, a hard edge to his voice. “I’m not about to stand by while my mate and two females take on all the risk of this.”

      “Allow?” I arched an eyebrow as I faced him, despite my guts clenching. I needed to practice standing up to someone terrifying if I had to face Rocko in a matter of minutes. At least I knew Henry wouldn’t let Miles browbeat me into hiding. “I’m not sure you have much of a choice. We’re not sworn to you, Mr. Evershaw. Not one of us. And Rocko is here for me, so if anyone but me shows up, you’ll never find Silas.”

      His eyes narrowed and his face turned red as a loud “Ha!” escaped from Deirdre. I refused to budge or look away from Evershaw, even though Henry tensed next to me and waited.

      It was stupid to challenge an alpha; even someone who hadn’t spent any time in a pack knew that just by the past few days. But I knew I was right—Rocko would see the wolves coming from miles away and he would disappear. We’d never find Silas, or we’d find pieces of him at a time as Rocko sent a message to me about what happened when I tried to make friends.

      Henry cleared his throat and eased his hand around my arm. “Babe...”

      “It’s true,” Nola said. She folded her arms over her chest and tilted her head at me. “And we’re running out of time to debate this. We need to get moving.”

      “You’re going to have to look less like a raging bull,” Deirdre said as she eyed the female wolf. “Because right now I’d wager you look more intimidating than me.”

      “You’re all out of your minds,” Mercy said in a whisper from the edge of the room, though she bounced forward. “Can I come too?”

      “No,” Henry and Miles said at the same time.

      The alpha looked around the room. “What the fuck is happening to this pack? Do I need to start kicking asses again?”

      I got to my feet and took a deep breath. There wasn’t any more time to waste. “You brought witches into your house. Well, you moved into a witch’s house. I don’t know. We need to get moving or Rocko will assume I’ve run again.”

      Deirdre headed for the door without another word to her mate, and I could practically see the steam still escaping from her ears. I had to bite my lip to keep from smiling at the way Miles scowled in her direction; his irritation lasted just a few seconds, then he chased after her, arguing and cajoling. Nola nodded to Henry and started out. I squeezed Henry’s hand and tried to look confident. “It’ll be fine. They’re both way strong enough to handle this. I’ll just hide behind them.”

      His expression grew serious as he squeezed my hand back, and leaned down to kiss me. “I don’t like this. I don’t like even one small piece of this. I’ll be nearby. I’ll be watching. If he tries anything... I’m coming for you. Don’t think that I won’t be hunting you for the rest of my life if he somehow gets you away.”

      My sinuses burned and I fought back tears, since that was my greatest fear—disappearing again and not having anyone look for me. It had taken forever to free myself the last time, when no one bothered to help or even care that I’d dropped off the face of the earth, but at least with Henry looking... It wouldn’t last forever. I could survive whatever torments Rocko dreamed up, as long as I knew Henry searched for me.

      I started for the door before I lost my nerve. “Thank you.”

      “Ophelia,” he said, and I hesitated, looking back. Henry turned so grave I feared what he might have said. Instead, he made a fist and placed it over his heart. “You are strong enough to handle this. Whatever strength you think you see in Deirdre and Nola—you are more their equal. I promise you. We will beat him and he will never bother you again.”

      I almost choked but managed to nod, clenching my jaw against the emotion that threatened to completely break me down, and fled through the door before I raced back to hide in his arms. I had to do it. There wasn’t any choice. I had to face Rocko and get Silas back, and maybe earn my place in their pack—or in the coven that Deirdre seemed to offer.

      If Henry believed I was strong enough to do it, then I was. I believed in him as much as he believed in me. If I couldn’t have that confidence in myself, then I could borrow from his. I squared my shoulders and strode to where Nola and Deirdre lingered near one of the dark sedans that the pack seemed to accumulate. Miles still argued with his mate, but she only smiled at me. “Ready?” she asked, and got into the car.

      I wasn’t ready. I definitely wasn’t. But sometimes we didn’t have a choice on whether we were prepared for a big obstacle or not. Sometimes time ran out and we had to do the best we could.

      I just hoped, for Silas’s sake, that the three of us in the car would figure it out in time.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry would have lost his mind when Ophelia walked out of the house to confront Rocko on her own if he hadn’t already had a backup plan in place. Which was why he and Evershaw told Mercy a stern “no” to haring off after the trio who thought they were going it alone. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Deirdre and Ophelia and Nola. He trusted them all the way to his bones. Mostly.

      He didn’t trust the damn sorcerer for a second. There was no way a bastard like that would let Ophelia get away a second time. He wouldn’t stick to any agreements made. Smith had been clear on that when Evershaw called him to discuss the matter, and even though Deirdre had almost hexed the alpha for it, Henry knew it had been the right decision. Of course, it was easy for him to think that, since he wouldn’t be paying the price like Evershaw would.

      Evershaw stormed back into the house, slamming the door hard enough that it bounced off the frame and then broke the hinges to collapse with a thud on the floor. Mercy’s eyebrows arched as she looked from the door to the alpha, then said cheerfully, “So what’re we doing, boss?”

      It took the alpha quite a while of just snarling and growling before he quieted enough for Henry to say, “Smith and his friends are setting up a perimeter. We need you set up to cause a distraction when we give the signal—stay to the east of the empty lot. Dodge, James, go to the west. Evershaw, Todd, and I will take the south.”

      Mercy grinned and clapped her hands. “A distraction. I like that. Do you have anything in particular in mind?”

      “You and Sadie can figure it out.” Henry nodded to the two wolves. “Get moving. Make sure Deirdre and Ophelia don’t see you.”

      Todd ignored Evershaw as the alpha continued to rip apart furniture in the living room, and Henry refrained from pointing out that going on a rampage in the witch’s house would just create more trouble later. Todd clicked his radio and nodded to Henry. “The trackers are still searching, but no signs of Silas. The girl from your pack, Fran? She’s good. Caught a possible signature common to a bunch of the tracks we found over the past week—it’s not the sorcerer’s scent, but something about the magic behind it. We think we can start getting close to him once the sorcerer shows up.”

      “Good.” Henry nodded and steeled his nerves. He didn’t like the feeling of Ophelia getting farther away. He just had to convince the wolf that they would be on the way to protect her soon. As soon as they could convince Evershaw to get his shit together. “We need to get moving. Is Smith... ready?”

      “He says he is.” Todd shrugged, glancing at his cousin as Miles finally lumbered to a halt, chest heaving as he struggled to breathe and gray fur sprouted on his arms as he fought an uncontrolled shift. “So we’ll go with it. Ready, boss?”

      Evershaw snarled, “Let’s get this over with,” and headed for the door.

      Henry traded looks with Todd, issued the last few orders to the rest of the pack before they dispersed into the yard, but paused as he caught sight of Cricket sitting in the front window. The cat yawned and cleaned his paw, tail thrashing with disapproval, and watched them all with his unblinking gaze. Henry had to believe the cat would have been energized if anything was going to happen to Deirdre. Maybe that weighed in their favor.

      He jogged to catch up with the alpha as Evershaw set off on foot. Henry was confident that Nola would take care of Ophelia, and had asked his sister to get Ophelia away from the scene if it looked like the sorcerer would steal his mate. Henry could deal with the fallout later if Ophelia objected to him stacking the deck in their favor. He was confident that Ophelia could hold her own, but if her magic began to act up or she lost control...

      Henry pushed away the thought. She would be fine. She and Deirdre would confront the sorcerer with their magic, and Nola was there to rip the bastard’s throat out the moment she got the chance. Tracking Silas down would be easy once Smith got a look at where the sorcerer showed up from; apparently the old fae could see through the rip in whatever that Rocko would use to find the original location. Or something like that.

      Ophelia just had to keep the sorcerer distracted long enough for Smith to do... whatever it was Smith was going to do.

      He jogged after Todd and Miles, thoughts on the multiple backup plans they’d come up with while the witches were communing in Deirdre’s secret workroom. He would have preferred being at Ophelia’s side during the confrontation, but he couldn’t argue with her reasoning, as much as he wanted to. The sorcerer would underestimate her, and would not take Nola or Deirdre seriously either, from what Ophelia said about him.

      Henry had learned very quickly after meeting Deirdre that any man who thought he knew more than the women in his life was probably getting his ass handed to him on a regular basis and didn’t even know it. Like Evershaw. Henry snorted and shook his head, ignoring the sideways look that Todd gave him, and concentrated on the task at hand.

      They kept to side streets but received regular updates from the various wolves who stalked the blocks around the empty lot. Evershaw had settled into an icy rage, no longer gnashing his teeth or making noise, which meant he’d passed through the “just dangerous” stage and into the “about to go nuclear” stage. Todd kept an eye on him and Henry focused on keeping his ears tuned for any signs that Ophelia needed help. There wasn’t much time left. The two hours ticked away too fast, and it was a matter of minutes, if not seconds, until the sorcerer showed himself.

      Henry braced himself for the next few minutes to feel like an eternity. The rest of his life hinged on the decisions of a few people in the space of a few heartbeats. His wolf growled and raged for control, and he held on with his fingernails. He needed to be in control, for Ophelia’s sake.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I almost told them to turn back a dozen times before the car rolled up to the broken concrete pad that had once been a driveway on the abandoned lot. Deirdre didn’t look impressed. “This used to be a restaurant, from what my mom said. A damn good one with a live jazz band and amazing performers whenever they passed through on their way to Chicago. Now... it’s like the OK Corral.”

      Nola snorted. “Let’s not get dramatic, witch.”

      Deirdre was still enough on edge I wouldn’t have recommended being so caustic, but that was Nola. I held my breath and gripped the door handle. “I suppose we ought to...”

      “The plan,” Deirdre said. She also took a deep breath and started smoothing down her hair. The confident witch demeanor started to fall away and be replaced with a scared, nervous girl. She looked surprisingly like Fran, although I couldn’t have put my finger exactly on why. “Ophelia will repeat that she’s not going anywhere with the sorcerer. She’ll ask for Silas back. She’ll offer to trade me, a witch she met at a shelter here in town, in her place.”

      “How do we explain Nola?” I asked. And I didn’t like the idea of offering anyone to Rocko.

      “Silas’s mate,” Nola said. “I can threaten him that the pack won’t overlook his transgression, and the fastest way to a lifetime of hurt is to keep the wolf.”

      Deirdre nodded, though her new face didn’t look confident. “Good enough for now. No plan survives meeting the enemy, Ophelia; don’t look so nervous. Most of what we do will be a response to Rocko. It’s his show, but he doesn’t know the weapons we’ve got.”

      I opened my door and searched the air for the telltale shimmer that heralded Rocko’s arrival. “Including that fae guy your mate called.”

      Her mouth twisted in distaste. “I cannot believe Miles did that.”

      “I can,” Nola said under her breath. “We do not fight fair when it comes to mates, and I doubt very much he would have let a powerful weapon sit idle while you put yourself in danger. Or while danger gets close to a city where you live.”

      I traded looks with the other witch. “So the thought that they’ll sit back and let us handle this...”

      The wolf gave me a sideways look. “Not on your life. They’re planning something. Let’s just hope it doesn’t get in the way before we get our stuff taken care of.”

      “You’d tell me if you knew the plan, right?” Deirdre asked, and I held my breath.

      Nola shrugged. “My loyalty is to my brother. I have no reason to keep your mate’s secrets, or yours. They didn’t discuss a plan around me, although I would be surprised if that fae does not play a role.”

      Deirdre groaned and shoved out of the car, almost slamming the door with irritation. “Like we don’t have enough problems with stupid males getting in our way. Fucking bullshit.”

      “Someday you’ll have to tell me why you dislike this guy so much,” I said under my breath as we trudged onto the lot filled with dead grass and weeds, chunks of broken concrete, and the occasional bent chunk of rebar. “But for now... I think we’re out of time.”

      The air shimmered and split, leaving a dark gaping maw in the world in front of us, and Nola cursed under her breath in surprise. Even Deirdre stiffened, though I’d assumed she’d seen something like it before. It made me wonder what else she might have put a brave face on about, or heard about in books but not in person.

      “Let me take the lead,” I muttered, and shoved my hands in my pockets as I prepared to face Rocko. I let my shoulders slump and defeat creep over me, since that’s what he would have expected. He never had a very high opinion of me. That I’d mustered up the courage to call him out on his bullshit must have been a hell of a surprise. Perhaps that’s why he wanted the in-person meeting—so he could see whether I’d grown a pair for real or not.

      The dark slice in the air widened and spun, and a hint of smoke wisped into the clear afternoon air. I wanted to roll my eyes at the ridiculous vanity of it all. “Come on, Rocko. I don’t have all day.”

      Deirdre looked at me sideways, muttering something about not getting too far out of character, but I shook my head. I knew Rocko wouldn’t resist a taunt. He’d want to put me in my place, to remind me how much better he was. I folded my arms over my chest and waited, though my guts gurgled in fear. He could come out fighting, instead of enjoying the repartee as usual, and then we’d both be out of character.

      But a tall figure stepped through the rift and eyed me from head to toe, his hair Einstein-crazy in a halo around his awful face. “Little mouse, how brave you’ve gotten.”

      “I’m tired of this, Rocko,” I said, and put some whine in my voice. Let him think he’d won. “I just want you to leave me alone. Give me back the wolf and we can go our separate ways. Okay?”

      “It is most certainly not... ‘okay,’” he said. His attention and sharp black gaze went to first Nola, then Deirdre. “What have you brought me, little mouse?”

      My skin crawled at the possessiveness in his tone, in his eyes. He looked like he already thought them his, as if we all three belonged to him. Maybe the son of a bitch wanted a harem. The taste of bile rose in my mouth and I gagged as I tried to swallow it down. Moon help us if he tried anything, because I knew that Henry and Miles wouldn’t stay away, regardless of what Deirdre threatened. “You said you wanted a trade. Deirdre is interested in what you can teach her. What you…taught me.”

      “Mmmm,” he said, an oily creeping sound that worked into my brain and would haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life. “And this other…one?”

      Nola wasn’t to his taste, I knew that. She was too confident, too strong, too tall. He wanted short women, women he thought he could easily intimidate and control. I clenched my hands behind my back. “She wants the wolf back. He…owns her. She needs him back.”

      “She’s welcome to visit him,” Rocko said. A pleased smile spread across his face as he studied Nola, then Deirdre. “You can all visit. I’m thinking of starting a menagerie. I’ve created the most exciting experiments, you see. Did you know it’s possible for him to be stuck halfway? Half man, half wolf. It’s fascinating.”

      Nola recoiled and I thought the game was up. I thought for sure she’d launch at him and rend him limb from limb at the thought, or that Deirdre would karate-kick him to pieces. I lurched forward a step before either of them could move. “Don’t, Rocko. You don’t know the trouble you’re bringing to yourself. I’ve been trying to get away from them since I got stuck, and it’s…it’s damn near impossible. Just give the wolf back to her and…and take Deirdre, and we’ll all be fine. Okay? We’ll all go away and never cross paths again.”

      His dark eyes slid to me and lingered, weighing and measuring. “You make it sound so simple, little mouse.”

      “He’s not going to let me learn?” Deirdre whispered, her voice broken and afraid. “You said he helped you. I don’t know what I’m going to do if...”

      My skin crawled as Rocko practically floated to her side and stroked his hand down her arm, marking her with his clingy, oily magic. “Dear girl, there is plenty of my... experience to go around. You and Ophelia will work so well together, little pigeon.”

      My ears started ringing. It was definitely a trap. He never intended for me to go free, even if I brought someone with me. Nola tensed and I hoped she got close enough to Rocko to kill him before he dragged Deirdre away through the gap in the air. I rubbed my hands together and tried to reassure myself with the long, thin scarf I’d balled up in my pocket. I could still bind him.

      My magic simmered as my emotions flared up and panic hovered at the edge of my awareness. It was going wrong. Everything was going wrong.

      Rocko kept stroking Deirdre’s arm and her eyes started to glaze over. Even Nola watched his hand and the slow movement, as if he worked a spell...

      I choked on a warning and stumbled forward, knocking his hands away, and pushed hard at his chest. “Don’t you dare.”

      The moment I touched the sorcerer, my magic went spiraling up and up and up. I flew back and the air rent around us in a dozen different rips, showing just as many realities. Rocko laughed and reached for my arm, already holding Deirdre despite that she struggled. “Do you think me stupid, little mouse? Why would I let two such delicious morsels get beyond me? You will pay for your defiance and for making me chase you this far. The sooner you get on your knees and beg forgiveness, the sooner I may allow you to do your penance. Start begging, witch.”

      My hand clenched the scarf. I ground out between clenched teeth. “Never. I will never kneel before you again.”

      “Brave words, little mouse,” he murmured. His nails dug into Deirdre’s arm, leaving crescent-moon gouges, and he dragged her back toward one of the rents in the air. “Shall your friend here pay the price? I can break her to make you obey. You will watch every moment.”

      I pulled out the scarf but held it behind my back. He would have to break his concentration in order to step through the rift. Nola growled and a gray streak bolted through the air, slamming into him. Deirdre staggered back, almost tripping into the rift, and I barely grabbed her leg in time to haul her back. She huffed, “Thanks,” before she started calling down magic.

      Rocko laughed and raised his hands in the air, chanting, and I took his distraction—all of that miserable attention directed at Deirdre—as the perfect opportunity to throw my knitting in his stupid, ugly, awful face.
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          Henry

        

      

    

    
      They watched from afar—too far away, in Henry’s estimation—as something happened in the dusty lot. The air crackled and tore, and Henry swore under his breath as a scarecrow stepped out of thin air.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Todd said. “He can actually do it.”

      Evershaw growled and didn’t look at his cousin. “Focus, damn it.”

      The three women talked with the sorcerer, while the wolves tried to circle closer and get a sense of what hid in those shimmering, rotating slices in reality itself. It made Henry’s wolf deeply uneasy. He didn’t take his eyes off Ophelia, and he was damn certain Evershaw didn’t take his eyes off Deirdre.

      Todd muttered, “Smith says they’re closing in on where Silas is.”

      Evershaw growled. Henry inched closer to the broken fence where they crouched, not wanting to be visible in case it spooked the sorcerer. He hated waiting. Hated it. “What have the trackers found? Any other movement? What about the bears?”

      “The noose is tightening,” Todd said. “Just breathe, dude.”

      “The noose can’t tighten around a son of a bitch who disappears into thin air,” Henry snapped. “Dude.”

      The second-in-command growled under his breath. “Watch your tone, pup.”

      “He’s right,” Evershaw said. “We can’t afford to treat this sorcerer like any other prey.”

      Henry was about to weigh in again when the sorcerer moved and touched Deirdre. He started growling and then couldn’t stop. It hurt Ophelia to see the other witch in the sorcerer’s clutches; Henry felt it like a fresh wound. Evershaw damn near levitated in his fury, and he started to turn before either Todd or Henry could snap him out of it.

      Henry didn’t dare look away as Ophelia tried to distract the sorcerer. “We can’t wait. The boss is going to lose it.”

      “Smith says...”

      Something changed in the air. The semi-familiar static built and built until Henry sneezed and his eyes watered, and he knew that one of the witches—maybe both, or maybe it was just the sorcerer—called on their magic. He clenched his fists in Evershaw’s clothes as he tried to hold the alpha back. “We don’t—”

      Ophelia called out in a strong, clear voice “I bind you!” and lightning tore through the otherwise sunny sky. It crashed into the dusty lot and sent everyone flying back. A scrap of thin fabric drifted in the breeze and wrapped itself around the sorcerer, who shrieked and clawed at his throat. Nola, in full wolf form, staggered to her feet and tried to shake off the impact of whatever Ophelia had done.

      Henry lost his hold on Evershaw, who bounded out in wolf form and raced across the street to try and reach his mate. Henry ran, his heart in his throat, as the sorcerer reached for Ophelia with both hands. He meant to take her away. That bastard wanted to harm her and take her where Henry wouldn’t be able to find her.

      Deirdre howled something and stomped her foot, and the earth itself tremored and shook. An icy wind kicked up and knocked the sorcerer back a step, and threw everyone else aside as if they weighed no more than dandelion fluff. Henry snarled and fought the wind to reach Ophelia. She struggled with something, some invisible cords attaching her to the sorcerer, and if he couldn’t reach her...

      Nola charged and threw her shoulder into the sorcerer, trying to knock him aside, but the man shouted and brought his hands down and then Henry’s sister fell limp to the ground.

      Another howl tore itself from his throat. Henry lost control and threw himself into wolf form. Only claws and teeth would do for the sorcerer. He didn’t deserve a punch in the face. He would die in blood. In pieces.

      Henry snarled and dodged another wolf—pale brown and petite—as Mercy scampered through a sudden rising tide of wolves. Far away, but still close enough, a grizzly bear groaned and grumbled and pounded the earth with his paws. That damned Russian bear finally showing up to the party.

      His heart pounding against his chest, Henry strained to reach Ophelia. Something kept him away—some invisible wall. He had to get to her. He had to reach her. The sorcerer was too close, was whispering something in her ear, and she started to droop. He could almost see her confidence draining away. The possibility that she would surrender, would be beaten down again... He couldn’t let that happen. Not when he knew—he knew—that she was strong enough to survive.

      He just had to remind her.

      Henry shook off the wolf’s insanity and staggered to his human feet.

      He roared, “Ophelia!” and hoped to every star he’d ever prayed on that she heard him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      I got the scarf around Rocko and he almost flew apart in a rage. He didn’t know what it was, not really, but he sensed something amiss. Some kind of trap, maybe, if he allowed himself to notice my petty machinations. Deirdre tried to hex him but it bounced off his defenses, and Rocko tried to pull her into one of the rifts again. I barely got there in time.

      I linked my arm through hers and tried not to look at where Nola’s wolf body lay still and motionless in the dead grass. She had to be fine. She was just stunned. I swallowed hard and turned my attention to Rocko as he drew himself up and tried to fix me with a mocking smile.

      “Little mouse, you’ve gotten so brave,” he crooned. His long, yellowed fingers grasped at the air, trying to summon me to him.

      My feet moved against my will as his magical net cast out and trapped me—again. Again. I wanted to scream in fury. I wasn’t the same kid who’d gotten snared by his sweet talk the year before. I wasn’t helpless and adrift and uncertain. I knew who I was. I knew what was wrong with my magic.

      I knew... I clenched my jaw and searched for that well of chaotic, crazy magic. All the times in my life when it had worked against me, when it ruined my life and forced my family to move, all those times the magic billowed up and took over. And yet when I needed it, when I needed to have crazy magic, suddenly it was well-behaved.

      I needed Henry to throw me off-balance. I needed something to shock the hell out of me. Leaning against Deirdre, I said, “You’ve got to keep him distracted. I need to bind him.”

      She nodded and threw a few hexes at him, the icy bitch face returning until she looked like a completely foreign, ancient witch. “Come here, asshole, and I will show you who is a little pigeon.”

      From her voice, I knew damn well she wasn’t the little pigeon.

      Rocko, however, didn’t get the memo. He smiled and crept toward her, his hands still moving, and whispered the kinds of phrases that meant spells and chains. Things that would tie her to him, would mark her.

      I shivered and lifted my own hands so I could reach for the magic in the knitting. I’d poured everything into it as the panic bubbled up in Deirdre’s house, as we sat there and tried to figure out how to save Silas. And all of it was falling apart, literally right in front of me. Chaos broke out as animals and people appeared out of nowhere, enough of them that Rocko would no doubt decide to run away and fight another day or sneak about in the shadows until he caught me alone.

      I couldn’t handle the indefinite threat of Rocko stalking me the rest of my life. My vision blurred and I choked on the need to finish him off. To finally end the goddamn misery of suffering under his thumb.

      My magic seethed as my anger rose, as emotions tugged at my control. It wasn’t fair. I pulled at the binding and whispered the words that would close it tight around Rocko, would keep him anchored to that land so we could finish him off. As it was, a wolf darted in and tried to bite him but bounced off the shields that still protected the sorcerer. He reached out to catch Deirdre’s arm once more, trying to pull her through a rift, and it slowed him enough that I could pull the binding still tighter around him.

      He ignored me. He underestimated me, just like we’d planned. He turned all of his attention to Deirdre, to the stronger witch, and tried to milk her power into his own. Violet sparks filled my vision as I watched, as I saw exactly how he’d ensnared me.

      But I didn’t have enough. The wild magic that wanted to leap out and contain him lingered just beyond my reach. Waiting for the worst possible time to overreact. Probably after all the fighting was over and Rocko disappeared after enslaving me and Deirdre and Silas, maybe after killing the wolves and—and a bear?—and... Henry.

      Henry.

      I choked, turning and searching for him as I lost my compass and didn’t know where to look for help. The binding held Rocko as he started to drag Deirdre into a rift, as he used our previous connection to try and summon me as well, but it would not hold forever. It was just an anchor, slowing him down.

      I searched for a sign and saw only gray and black and brown wolves, racing through the dead grass and trying to reach us. Where was he? Where had they all come from? Where was Henry? I needed him. I needed him.

      I took a shaky breath, about to give up, when a voice boomed, “Ophelia!” and a wave of absolute certainty rolled through me.

      Henry. He was there.

      I didn’t even need to turn to see him. I knew. He was behind me. He stood with me, even as everything else went wrong.

      The magic roared just as loudly as he had and spiraled through me like a tsunami. I channeled it, fought to direct it, using the hints that Deirdre gave me just a day earlier, and aimed it at the sorcerer.

      Rocko leaned back, his eyes widening slightly, and his grip on Deirdre loosened.

      My arms remained outstretched as I advanced toward him, barely holding on to the chaotic stream of pure power. “I bind you. I bind you, sorcerer. You are bound to this place and you will not flee.”

      He cursed and backed toward one of his rifts. “You will never bind me, you feeble—”

      “You are bound,” I repeated, and the words carried the full weight of ancient spells I never thought I’d be strong enough to use. He would be stuck there. We could finish him off however we wanted, taking our time if necessary. “You will release the wolf. You will cease sending your spells out—”

      “You do not order me,” he said, drawing himself up to his considerable height. His face reddened at the absurdity of it, no doubt, that his “little mouse” had turned out to have claws and a mind of her own. Rocko remained where he was, despite looking like he tried to retreat and disappear into the air. “You are nothing without me, do you understand? You’re nothing. Less than nothing. A pathetic excuse for—”

      He didn’t finish. Deirdre and I both shouted hexes at him at the same time, just as two wolves leapt at his throat.

      Rocko screamed and waved his arms, magic sparking out until the air itself shimmered and sizzled, and the wolves sneezed as they backed away. They had blood on their paws and muzzles, but when the sorcerer’s robes fell to the ground, no body remained within them.

      I went to my knees as I stared at the pile of cloth, then around at the various rifts that began to close with a soft pop as each one’s magic failed. I reached for one, thinking I might still find Silas, but fell short as a callused hand caught my wrist. I tried to shake him off, staggering to my feet. “We have to find Silas.”

      “We found him,” a quiet voice said, and my chest nearly caved in to hear Henry’s voice. “He’s…mostly fine.”

      I couldn’t look at him. My throat closed and I tried to pull away. “Nola—”

      “She’s alive,” he said. Henry drew me closer, reeling me in like an unruly fish. “Stunned. Maybe a little lost in her wolf half, but we can work with that. Are you okay?”

      I shook my head as my whole body started shaking. I felt too hot and clammy cold at the same time, and I wanted to throw up and cry and laugh until maybe he’d lock me in the loony bin. “I don’t know what I am.”

      “You’re my mate,” he said carefully, distinctly. Tasting each word on its own. “And you’re a badass who fights sorcerers. There’s a nickname in there somewhere, I promise.”

      It helped me feel better that he too shook just a little. I finally leaned into him, let him draw me close, and I tried to breathe normally even as tears spilled down my cheeks and I flirted with hyperventilation. I squeezed my eyes shut. “You’re naked.”

      “I know,” he said. Henry’s arms tightened around me. “Don’t get any ideas about taking advantage of me, witch. We’re in public.”

      I laughed and cried at the same time, leaning against him. My knees wobbled as I struggled to comprehend what happened. We confronted Rocko and he still managed to slip away, despite my binding him, but I survived. I wasn’t tied to the sorcerer. Maybe I’d finally broken free. I exhaled and pressed my cheek against Henry’s chest.

      I was finally free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Henry couldn’t have said precisely how things unfolded once it was clear the sorcerer had somehow disappeared into nothingness. Deirdre, dangling a foot off the ground as Evershaw carried her around and refused to put her down, tried to assess the situation but eventually gave up. Henry focused on his own mate and making sure she was taken care of, then on his sister’s health. Nola had been rattled by whatever the sorcerer did and remained in her wolf form, snarling and snapping when anyone but Fran or Henry approached.

      Fran took over managing his sister, leading Nola on foot back to Deirdre’s house. Henry hoped the short walk would clear Nola’s head and give her the chance to see through the magical haze. He meant to wait for a car to drive Ophelia back to the house as well, but gave up and carried her. He didn’t want her near that empty lot a second longer, in the off chance that the sorcerer returned.

      Besides, it looked like Smith arrived, along with the bears and more of the wolf shifters, and Henry didn’t want any of them seeing Ophelia. Not until she was ready. The Russian bear wolf-whistled and called something about Henry’s “white wolf ass” but Henry waved him off and kept striding down the street. He needed to get Ophelia somewhere safe and warm, and the best place was his den.

      He could wrap her up in blankets and put her to bed, then he could deal with Nola and Silas.

      Henry clenched his jaw until pain ignited in his head. Silas. The poor bastard was in bad shape. Somehow the sorcerer forced him into a shift but then left him stuck halfway, so Silas was neither man nor beast. It was a stomach-churning mix and completely unnatural. He didn’t want to think about it, but he damn well wasn’t going to leave his friend in that condition.

      Even Evershaw had been stunned at what Smith and his friends showed them. Smith managed to contain Silas with some weird fae force field, but warned it wouldn’t last long and wasn’t sustainable except for very short periods of time. The pack had to come up with another solution to managing a very pissed off wolfman, and fast.

      Ophelia’s head rested on his shoulder, her voice whisper-soft in his ear. “Rocko said he left Silas…changed. Is he going to be all right?”

      “We don’t know,” Henry said after a pause. He didn’t want to give her false hope; there wasn’t any reason to pretend everything would turn out perfectly just because they wanted it to. “We’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      She shivered, then started to move around. “You should put me down. I can walk the rest of the way, and you can figure out what happened with Silas, and then—”

      “I’m not carrying you because I don’t think you can walk,” he said, and meant every word. “I’m carrying you because I can’t stand the thought of you being out of my reach for another second. It might take a while before I put you down or let you sit somewhere that isn’t my lap. Fair warning.”

      A smile crept over her face and her fingers traced over his chest, tugging on the mat of hair on his pecs. “Oh really. So we’re going to be skin-to-skin for the near future?”

      He groaned and almost stumbled to a halt. It took all his concentration to keep walking and focus his attention on where they were going, instead of where all the blood in his body rushed. “You bet your sweet ass.”

      “We have a lot of work to do and things are going to be busy,” she said. She still watched him from her eyelashes though, and it seemed like some of her confidence returned. A spark turned the air heated between them. “Deirdre and I can figure out what Rocko did to Silas, and we can fix him.”

      “You and Deirdre?” He grinned, squeezing her tighter. “I like that you didn’t just assume she would do it alone.”

      “Well, I know how Rocko thinks.” Ophelia shuddered and made a face. “I don’t like that we don’t know what happened to him, or where he went. He wouldn’t just die that quietly. It’s not like him.”

      A sense of relief rolled through him when they finally stepped onto Deirdre’s property; he couldn’t have said why—magic, probably—but the moment he set foot on that block, everything felt calmer and more controlled. Henry eased onto the porch and elbowed open the front door, just in time to let Cricket escape with a disgruntled mrowr. Apparently they’d taken too long to defeat the evil sorcerer and get back to let him out or throw him more tuna to appease the master of the house.

      “Ungrateful feline,” he muttered, then headed for the stairs.

      “You can’t be serious about going to sleep,” Ophelia said, laughing. She didn’t start struggling as he climbed the stairs and turned toward his room, though she heaved a dramatic sigh. “There’s too much work to do.”

      “There’s a lot of work to do,” Henry said, since he agreed with her. “But you need to rest. Whatever you did to that guy—it looked like it took a lot of effort. A lot of magic and whatnot. So stay here and rest and recharge.”

      “Magic and whatnot,” she said, musing, as he dropped her on the bed and stood over her. Ophelia raised her eyebrows, some of that saucy attitude coming back. “I like that. Deirdre and I can name our coven that.”

      He snorted and squeezed her foot before turning to his closet to retrieve real clothes. He couldn’t look at her in his bed for very long without getting entirely distracted, and she was right that there was still work to be done. He was about to suggest that Ophelia go back downstairs with him to distract Mercy or Fran, but when he turned back, still pulling on a T-shirt, he found her completely asleep.

      Henry shook his head but thanked the universe she was safe and unharmed, and headed downstairs to see about taking care of the rest of the pack.

      He checked on Ophelia every hour or so, but she stayed fast asleep. The only thing that changed was the volume of her snoring. And it wasn’t just her—apparently Deirdre passed out right in the middle of haranguing Evershaw about his deal with Smith. She was snapping fire and fury one moment, started yawning, and then slumped against her mate’s chest like someone turned off a light switch. Henry would have paid good money to see that, particularly the part where she handed Evershaw’s ass back to him, but he focused on getting Nola right first while Todd, Mercy, and Dodge focused on Silas.

      They still struggled with the half-mad wolf by the time Henry and Evershaw approached the storm cellar where they’d dragged Silas after Smith finally maneuvered the wolfman onto Deirdre’s property. The fae hesitated at the boundary before edging through whatever magical barrier he sensed. Mercy, sweating and red-faced, stepped aside as Dodge took a turn trying to reason with the half-wolf, half-man monster who prowled the confines of where they’d trapped him.

      Mercy looked on the verge of tears. “What if we can’t help him? No one can figure out whether he’s still there in his head.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Henry said. He caught her shoulder and pulled her against his side in a half-hug. “Once the witches are back to full-strength, they can take a crack at fixing all of this. We just need to keep him calm and prevent him from hurting anybody—or himself.”

      Evershaw grunted, his gaze dark as he watched Silas stalk and pace on oddly contorted human legs. “This is fucked up. I want to know what happened with that fucking sorcerer, and I want his head on a goddamn pike outside my den.”

      “We’ll get him,” Todd said, tone grim. He folded his arms over his chest. Dodge tried to tempt Silas with whiskey and cigarettes, two of his favorite things, but the half-wolf kept moving, his eerie gold gaze sweeping over everyone as he searched for threats. Todd shook his head and turned away, glancing up the stairs to the lawn outside. “Do we keep Silas down here or take him to the pack house?”

      “Leave him here,” Evershaw said. “Deirdre will look at him, and Ophelia might be able to help with the sorcerer’s tricks. It’s better to have him close. And the last thing we want is him freaking the rest of the pack out.”

      Henry grunted and tried to steel himself for the possibility that Silas might not ever be fully human again. “And what happens if they can’t fix him?”

      The silence stretched between them as all eyes turned to the monster in the corner, and he froze, staring back at them with the light reflecting from his eyes. Mercy sniffled and cleared her throat, on the verge of tears as she whispered, “He’ll be fine.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” Evershaw said.

      But they all knew there was only one outcome—a shifter who’d gone wild in their head and couldn’t tell the difference between man and animal was too dangerous to remain in the city. Too dangerous to remain alive, truly, because if he escaped and the humans caught sight of him... Silas could endanger not just their pack, but every shifter in the city. Every supernatural, every witch. Everything they’d built...

      Henry raked a hand through his hair and took a deep breath. “I’ll see if Ophelia is awake. Maybe she can find a spell or something to calm him down. If he knows he’s safe and falls asleep, maybe it’ll just sort itself out.”

      The alpha remained unmoving as he watched his pack-mate start pacing once more. His voice remained carefully aloof and distant, already trying to armor himself against having to maybe put Silas down. “He doesn’t know he’s safe, though. We’ve just put him in another cage, another prison. He’ll bite whoever gets close enough. Figure out how to restrain him—as humanely as possible—and then feed him. Give him a place to shit, too, if he remembers how to do it in a bucket.”

      Then Evershaw stalked up the stairs, posture rigid. The four of them watched him depart as Dodge joined them. Todd shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “This is a fucking mess. He tried using the alpha’s influence on Silas and it just wouldn’t get through to him. Whatever the sorcerer did...”

      They all growled, and Henry wasn’t the only one who wished he’d gotten his teeth sunk into that bastard’s throat. But he had faith that Ophelia and Deirdre would figure it out.

      Mercy leaned against Henry but still watched Silas. “How’s your sister? She got rattled around a bit.”

      “She’s mostly okay,” Henry said. “A little wild-eyed after what happened, but she’s with Fran and feeling better.”

      “Are you still going to Montana? Even after…everything?” Mercy glanced at Silas and then back at Henry, and his chest tightened.

      In all the chaos around Silas’s disappearance and the confrontation with the sorcerer, he’d completely forgotten about Montana. Henry watched Silas pace, the monster tensing as Dodge reappeared with steak and raw hamburger. Silas scented the air and growled, drool starting to spill from the wolf muzzle that grew from his half-human face, and edged closer to where Dodge offered the food.

      They all held their breath, waiting. Hoping that Silas would magically remember to be human. His deformed hands—more paws with elongated toes that were almost like fingers—reached for the plates. Henry waited, praying the wolfman remembered to use a plate. Remembered to hold it and use his hands to pick up one of the grilled steaks, and...

      Silas snatched the plate away and fumbled it until it fell, then dropped down to the ground to shovel the food into his mouth with both hands. Henry exhaled, disappointed, and hugged Mercy once more time. “I don’t know about Montana. It’ll depend on Silas and Nola and Ophelia. I don’t think anyone would blame me if I stayed to sort all this out,” and he gestured to take in Silas, the rest of the house, and practically everything in the city.

      Mercy leaned her head against his shoulder. “I’ll miss you, so I want you to stay, but... they might need you more in Montana, from what Fran was telling me.”

      “Oh?” Henry held still, trying not to grimace as Silas fumbled with the plate. “Why’s that?”

      “Just some of the stuff she mentioned about pack dynamics.” Mercy straightened and adjusted her ponytail before taking a deep breath, then pasted a bright smile on her face. “Do I look convincing? Everything’s great and we’re all going to be fine? I can’t walk into the house without at least looking like my positive, sunshiny self.”

      He tried not to smile, instead nodding gravely. “Totally convincing.”

      “Great,” she said, then bounced up the stairs. She trilled something about making dinner as she went, giving orders and calling directions when the rest of the pack tried to scatter to avoid work.

      Dodge shook his head and eased into one of the battered chairs in the storm cellar, never taking his eyes off Silas as the wolfman searched for a comfortable place to settle down after gorging himself with meat. “I’ll stay down here with him, man. You go on up to your mate. Make sure she’s fine and can figure out how to help him.”

      Henry checked his watch; Ophelia had been sleeping for a couple of hours, so hopefully she was ready for some dinner and maybe a little reassure-the-wolf sex. “Right. Call if you need anything.”

      “I ain’t gonna need anything,” Dodge muttered, waving him away. “Not from someone with a new mate. I’ll make Todd come down here if anything changes. Go take care of business.”

      The wolf didn’t particularly like another male talking about his mate, but Henry wasn’t about to argue with Dodge telling him to skedaddle. He headed upstairs and only paused in the kitchen long enough to find food for Ophelia. The sky had darkened into night while he was in the storm cellar, and though the house was lit up in practically every room, it didn’t feel like enough. That damn sorcerer had brought true darkness into their pack, and it lurked in the basement.

      Henry tried to put the grief at Silas’s fate aside as he climbed the stairs and peeked into his room. He found Ophelia sitting on the edge of the bed, still yawning and looking rather rumpled, and she brightened considerably when she saw him.

      Well, when she saw the plates he carried. He didn’t take it personally.

      “I’m starving,” the witch muttered, and reached for a cheeseburger without hesitation. She chewed a massive bite as she fought to look more awake, rubbing her eyes with a free hand. “How’s everything going? What happened? I kind of remember you bringing me here, and then everything turned all gray and—weird.”

      He sat across the room, since getting in bed with her, even during dinner, was a shortcut to his brain ceasing to function. Henry gave her an update on the status across the pack, talking slowly so she could finish inhaling her food before regrouping with more questions. He tried not to smile as he watched her, loving the slight flush of her cheeks and the way her wide eyes flashed as she talked through what happened.

      Henry leaned back and folded his arms over his chest. “Want more to eat?”

      “I feel like I could eat for the next year,” she muttered, flopping back on the bed while clutching her stomach. “And maybe sleep for a year, too. Alternate between the two.”

      He yawned and rubbed his jaw, reaching to turn off the light. “Then you sleep. I’ll keep watch and wake you up if anything—”

      “But first,” Ophelia said, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She fixed him with an intense look, her eyes flinging sparks that had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with... His heart beat a little faster. She eased to her feet and arched an eyebrow. “First, I desperately need a shower.”

      “Do you,” he said carefully, not daring to hope. “That would certainly be a good idea.”

      The corner of her mouth tipped up. “But, you know, I’m still a little wobbly on my feet. I might need... some help.”

      He was halfway in the bathroom and most of the way naked by the time she said “help,” and Ophelia laughed hard enough he almost dropped her and fell himself. Henry pinned her to the wall with a hard kiss as he fumbled with the shower knobs, barely breaking his lips from hers to say, “I thought I lost you. I thought you were… I need you, but I know you’re… This was a rough day so if you don’t want to—”

      Ophelia snorted and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him back just as hard, and he took that as the green light he’d been waiting for.
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          Ophelia

        

      

    

    
      After sleeping off the magical hangover that drained all my energy, I was left with a jumpy alertness that didn’t know what to do or where to go. Eating the food that Henry was kind enough to bring wasn’t sufficient; it almost felt like I needed to run laps around the house, otherwise I would never be able to lie down again. And with him sitting there across the room, looking good enough to have for dessert...

      It felt a little disreputable or at least inappropriate to crave sex after the awful day, and with what happened to Silas still lingering, but my body wanted him with an urgency that only seemed matched by how much he wanted me. I hardly had to waggle my eyebrows at him and he’d carried me into the bathroom and managed to lose all his clothes as he went.

      He kissed me until it felt like my lips would bruise, and barely paused to turn on the water before he started tearing at my clothes, too. His mouth left a heated trail down my throat and I held on to his shoulders as he knelt to pull my jeans off and throw them through the half-open door. I worked my hands into his hair and closed my eyes as I gripped the towel bar for balance as his hands and mouth paused to take advantage of their proximity to my thighs.

      He breathed against my stomach and worked his fingers between my thighs until I moved my feet apart. My fingers dug into his scalp and my head fell back against the wall as his mouth found my slit. He gripped my ass until I tilted my hips and gave him more room. I could hardly breathe as the room filled with steam and all of my energy went into staying on my feet as he feasted on me and sent lightning through every inch of me. My toes curled and my voice pitched high as I whispered, “This feels wrong.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Henry gave me a dark look as he kept caressing my thighs.

      “Not that,” I said, my whole face burning with embarrassment. He grumbled and nipped at a particularly sensitive spot and I went up on my toes with a gasp. “You should definitely keep doing…that.”

      When he did, I nearly lost my train of thought completely. I moved against his mouth as Henry held me close and sucked hard against the bead of nerves that made me groan in anticipation. A rising tide of sheer need started at my toes and built with each nibble and hard wave of suction. “I meant... Oh my. Just… Right there. I meant having sex. After today. And what happened with…oh.”

      I dug my fingers into his scalp and held him tight as I arched and moved to meet the clever press of his fingers as he finally slid inside me. Sparks ignited behind my eyes.

      Henry broke away for a moment, though he kept thrusting his fingers deep into me and curling them, searching for the spot that had me whining and bouncing and trying desperately to get there. “Nope. Sex is good. Sex is life. Sex means we won. Best way to celebrate a victory, witch. Now stop messing around and come all over my face.”

      My knees failed as the tidal wave carried me away and all of me tightened up the moment his tongue found its target once more. It was a damn good thing he caught my hips and kept me from passing all the way out, otherwise I would have ended up on the floor. I hardly even remembered to breathe.

      Henry chuckled as he kissed his way back up to my breasts and then my throat, murmuring, “It’s good to know you do what I say sometimes.”

      “Only if it’s what I was already planning to do,” I breathed, my eyes still closed. I managed to wrap my arms around him so he could pick me up and move us into the shower. “So don’t think you can use your powers for evil.”

      “Never.”

      I braced myself against the slippery tile and managed to stand on my own as a few ripples of ecstasy ran through me when the hot water bounced off my already sensitive skin. Henry picked up a loofah and enthusiastically dumped body wash on it, creating an absolutely ridiculous amount of suds, and started soaping me down with just as much energy. I just had to stand there, trying not to laugh or moan, as he seemed to enjoy it even more than I did.

      Eventually I managed to get my head together enough to start touching him, which was even more delicious when he was slippery with soap and the steamy confines of the shower made everything close and intense. Henry growled as my fingers worked over his shoulders and chest and down his abs, and my hand found the heavy heat of his cock where it pressed against my stomach. I stroked him slowly, watching Henry’s face, and loved the way the muscles in his jaw jumped and the tendons stood out in his throat as he struggled to stay still.

      I wanted to torment him just a little, just to see how far I could push his control, and let the water run all the soap off him before I bent to swipe my tongue over the head of his cock. Henry groaned in a guttural tone that made my insides clench. I smiled to myself and eased down to my knees so I wouldn’t throw out my back by leaning over him. That wasn’t sexy at all, not in a slippery shower.

      Henry braced a hand on each end of the shower, his head tilted back into the spray of the showerhead. “Babe, you don’t have to...”

      “I want to,” I murmured, taking him in hand once more. I loved watching him, seeing the way his throat bobbed as he swallowed, watching his abs tighten and jump as my hand pumped along his length. It was like holding steel covered in velvet, and every inch of it was mine to explore, to taste.

      I took my time, enjoying every moment, and slowly sealed my lips around the head of his cock. He was too big to take all of his length, but I did my best to swallow enough that Henry groaned and one hand gently rested on my head. He panted and adjusted his stance. I moved a little slower, though I tightened my grip and dragged my palm along his cock. I sucked the head and teased all up and down his length, running my nails down his thighs and abs occasionally, and as his hips started to move in short jerks against my hand, Henry muttered, “One-twelve.”

      I cracked an eye open to check his expression. What the hell did “one-twelve” mean?

      A more successful attempt at swallowing his length drew another guttural groan, following quickly by a murmured, “One-nineteen. One-twenty-six. One-thirty-three. Oh God.”

      I licked around the crown, then retreated so I could ask, “Are you… What are you doing?”

      His fingers worked into my hair and encouraged me to continue the torment. “Counting…by…sevens. Trying to make it last. Isn’t…working.”

      I wanted to laugh but didn’t have breath or much concentration left, and instead did my best to interrupt his counting completely. Henry groaned and cursed and his hips jerked as he kept trying to count and still pull me closer at the same time. My hand slid down between my thighs as my own need rose up again. Something about having him right there in my hands, at my mercy...

      My thighs clenched together and I moaned a little myself. It pushed Henry over the edge. He glanced down at what I was doing, cursed in a reverent kind of voice, and groaned as his head tilted back. I pulled away just before he spent and maneuvered to my feet. I grabbed his hand and put it exactly where I wanted to feel his strong fingers, and kept stroking his cock as his hips pumped. He growled and abruptly pinned me against the cool tile wall, his forehead against mine as he jerked and came all over my stomach and his fingers surged between my thighs. I went up on my toes and cried out as another climax crept up on me, unleashed by the rough pad of his thumb.

      We both quaked and panted as the shower spray started to cool, unable to move. I didn’t think my knees would have held me if not for his weight keeping me upright. I closed my eyes and listened to his heart pound. My fingers trailed up the back of his neck as Henry grumbled and turned off the shower, though he didn’t seem inclined to move. I kissed his shoulder, loving the heat of his skin against mine. “Where’d you lose count?”

      “Can’t even remember,” he said.

      I smiled. “Guess you’ll have to start over?”

      He laughed and grabbed a towel to wrap me up. “Oh, I’m just getting started, witch. You took your nap this afternoon, so I fully expect to keep you up all night.”

      “Right,” I said, and squealed as he swatted my ass the moment I got within reach. “Celebrating.”

      “You’re damn right.” Henry stalked after me, still naked and dripping water all over the carpet. He wrapped me up in a bear hug and lifted me off the floor, nosing into where the towel folded over my breasts. “We have a lot to celebrate. Tonight won’t be long enough to do it all.”

      I looked down at him and kissed the tip of his nose. “But you’re going to try, right?”

      His hands squeezed my ass and he dropped me on the bed, looking down at me with an intensity that made my stomach clench and my toes curl. He grinned and leaned down to pull at the towel. “Bet your sweet ass I am.”

      And then he pounced.

      Lips and hands and tongues and legs and skin. It was like I forgot where he stopped and I began, or where I stopped and he began. There wasn’t time or space to think about anything but that moment—being with him. Being with Henry. Being his and him being mine. If that was what being a mate was, I was all in.

      And he was right. We’d won the day at least, and it was a hell of a way to celebrate. No doubt there would be more battles in our future, but hopefully none of them had sorcerers on the other side. Wherever Rocko ended up, we would deal with him when the time came. I held onto Henry as he moved me to my knees on the bed and reared up behind me, and I moaned as his hands dragged my hips back against him. We had a lot to celebrate, and if I had my way, we’d spend the rest of our lives doing exactly that, no matter what life threw our way. We could conquer anything together. And we would.
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      We stayed for two weeks after the confrontation with Rocko, though Henry started daily video calls with the pack in Montana. Nola still wasn’t quite right, though neither Deirdre nor I could figure out what had gone wrong. She didn’t feel like herself and couldn’t explain what was different, so we were at an impasse. Eventually it became clear that traveling could be difficult for her, so flying back wasn’t an option. Not that I minded the idea of a long, cross-country drive in a car that didn’t break down every other mile.

      Silas remained a wolfman, though he seemed to settle down a little when it became clear no one would hurt or provoke him. He still prowled the storm cellar under Deirdre’s house and occasionally went up into her yard after the guys built an unfortunate enclosure in the empty lot behind the garden. Apparently Miles purchased it months before when it came up for sale but hadn’t yet decided what to do with it. A zoo cage for a wolfman was a sad thing to need, but at least they had the space and means to give him options.

      No one really talked about what would happen if Silas didn’t get better on his own, and when I asked, Henry changed the subject. It made my stomach hurt to think about, since it was clear that he couldn’t just keep on in the shape he was in. It made me hate Rocko even more, though I hadn’t thought it possible.

      Deirdre and I worked every day to search through her books for a possible solution, though nothing seemed to help cut through the magical fog that Rocko left around Silas. We couldn’t even see what Rocko had done, so didn’t have a place to start in undoing it. I tried not to despair, since Deirdre had the kind of grim determination it took to conquer worlds and I had full faith that she would figure something out.

      I liked her less as she made me practice exercises for controlling my magic and reactions, since it was draining and annoying to constantly feel like I failed at everything and couldn’t do what she did in a snap of her fingers. She damn well encouraged my frustration too, under the guise that it helped test my control, although I assumed it was just the perverse pleasure she took in someone else’s suffering. She claimed that wasn’t it, but she sure smiled a lot as I huffed and cursed and threw things around the workroom when I couldn’t light a goddamn candle.

      After two weeks, it was clear that we weren’t going to find an immediate solution for Silas, and Henry couldn’t delay any longer. He offered, very reluctantly, that I could stay in the city while he went to Montana to sort things out, but it didn’t feel like a real option. I needed him around just as much as he needed me, and that safety, the security in that knowledge... I wasn’t ready to let that go. I couldn’t stand the thought of him being out of reach.

      So we packed up a big-ass SUV with everything Nola and Fran brought—which wasn’t much, the few things I had from my car, and a couple bags of stuff for Henry. At least the man knew how to travel light. We left early in the morning, so there wouldn’t be a bunch of tears and sad goodbyes, though somehow the rest of the pack knew and were there anyway. Henry said his gruff farewells and muttered about being back in a few months, and Deirdre hugged me quickly.

      She arched a dark eyebrow. “Keep practicing, even when you don’t feel like it. I have no doubt that Henry’s pack will test the limits of your concentration and patience, but make yourself uncomfortable. It’s the only way we grow, witch. I expect reports, too.”

      I nodded, swallowing the knot in my throat. “Thank you for helping me. Well, thank you for figuring out what was wrong with me. I’m less grateful for some of the ways you decided to ‘help.’”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, grinning. Deirdre patted my shoulder and shooed me toward the car. “And there was never anything wrong with you. Remember that.”

      I half-turned. “You better call the moment you know how we can fix Silas. I’ll be back the next day.”

      “It’s a really long drive to Montana,” Henry said under his breath. “It might be four or five days. I’m just saying.”

      I frowned at him. “She knows what I...” But when I turned back, Deirdre had disappeared, the door to the house closing behind her.

      “She’s not much for goodbyes,” Miles said. He shook my hand, then clapped me on the shoulder hard enough I almost fell over into Henry. “But we’ll take you up on that. If we figure out what’s wrong in the next three months, we’ll call. If not, we’ll see you back in the summer and expect all of your help figuring it out.”

      “Of course.” I hesitated, feeling like there was something else to say, but the rest of the pack drifted back toward the house. There was no one else to say goodbye to, and there wasn’t any reason to draw things out. I took a deep breath and squeezed Henry’s hand. “Okay. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Nola and Fran were already in the back seat, Fran completely asleep and Nola frowning at her phone, so I hopped in the passenger side to help Henry navigate as he drove. I glanced back. The big house in the semi-respectable part of the city was the first place I’d really felt at home in a long, long time. Part of me hated to leave for even a few months, and the rest of me figured it might be a permanent move after all, if things were as dire as Mercy believed and Fran hinted. Henry insisted it was only three months, but there was no way to tell until we got there.

      So we needed to get started.

      Henry caught my hand in his after he climbed in the driver’s seat and started up the car, pulling away from the street without looking back. Only Cricket remained on the porch as Miles raised his hand in a negligent farewell, so I faced forward and checked the GPS for the fastest way out of the city.

      “Okay, babe,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s find our next adventure.”

      “You got it,” he said, and lifted my hand so he could kiss the back of it. “To our next adventure.”

      I smiled and leaned back, relaxing, and figured it would be the first of many.
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      I hope you enjoyed reading Hunting Grounds! Want to find out what happens next when human Persephone stumbles across the SilverLine pack and catches Dodge’s attention? Take a sneak peek at Head Hunter!
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        * * *

      

      Dodge moved into the witch’s house shortly after the incident with the sorcerer and Henry’s mate ended with Silas getting stuck in a monstrous half-wolf, half-man form. He could have stayed in the packhouse downtown in the old factory, but he preferred to be close enough to keep an eye on Silas. The poor bastard still paced and growled in the storm-cellar in the fancy house that the alpha’s mate owned. It had become the central residence for Evershaw, the alpha, and a few other senior wolves in the pack. Only Todd Evershaw, the alpha’s cousin, stayed at the place downtown to keep an eye on the rest of their misfit pack.

      He still wasn’t entirely comfortable in the big ass mansion that Deirdre, the alpha’s mate, had inherited from her family. It was an old house, creaky and full of history, and it reminded him way too much of where he came from: where his grandparents lived and how much they fucking judged people. How much they’d judged his mother.

      So he couldn’t relax much in the house unless he was chilling in the storm cellar with Silas, his feet propped up, smoking cigars and drinking whiskey. At least the crazy wolfman had settled down somewhat, at least when Dodge was around, and Dodge could doze down there without fear of getting his throat ripped out.

      Otherwise he paced through the house and along the porch, or went outside to do the same when Deirdre finally got too irritated with the noise and yelled at him to stop making such a racket. She’d gotten more irritable after the confrontation with the sorcerer and not being able to figure out what kind of fucked up magic lingered on Silas. Dodge had his own theories on why the witch was hard to be around, but it wasn’t his business and he wasn’t about to offer an opinion on the alpha’s mate.

      He shook his head and headed for the front door, trying to escape another of Evershaw’s rampages about finding the sorcerer and making him pay for attacking the pack. Dodge missed Henry’s steadying presence; the pack’s third-in-command had retreated to Montana after his familial pack asked for his help, but the son of a bitch left a hole in the SilverLine pack that they apparently expected Dodge to fill. He clenched his jaw and whipped the door open. No way. Not his thing. He’d had enough of being in command, being responsible for other people’s lives. He just wanted a quiet life, no responsibility, no more threats or death or blood.

      Dodge nearly steamrolled right through a tall young woman in a stuffy business suit who stood right outside the door. He slammed on the brakes so he didn’t knock her ass down, and gripped the door to keep from growling out of sheer irritation and shock. Her dark eyes widened considerably when she saw him, so he must have scared the shit out of her. She scrambled back, or tried to – Cricket, the witch’s damn mountain lion of a house-cat, had made himself a nuisance like usual and tangled up her feet.

      Or maybe it was the fancy high heels she wore that threw off her balance. Either way, her arms windmilled and she threw a leather-bound folio at him as she pitched backward.

      Dodge could have let her fall, since she was the one who’d been hanging around on the wrong side of someone else’s door, but he wasn’t usually a dick to women. So he leaned forward and caught the front of her shirt in his fist, hauling her back upright.

      She blinked, breathing hard, and stared at him.

      He stared right back, unmindful that he still held onto her pretty blouse and no doubt wrinkled the shit out of it with his grip. At least he hadn’t caught her bra by accident. Or torn something off completely. He arched his eyebrows. “Can I help you?”

      Her face turned red, as did every visible inch of skin across her chest and throat. She cleared her throat a few times, then brushed at the front of her shirt – dislodging his hand. She wobbled a bit on her heels, then bent to retrieve the folio that had nearly dented Dodge’s chest. Her voice, low and throaty, didn’t match the prim and proper exterior. “I’m the architect. Mr. Evershaw called about a habitat to be built. We had an appointment at ten.”

      Her voice was meant for dirty jokes over a poker table, maybe dirtier talk fucking on a pool table. She had the body for it, too, and it was even more intriguing because she hid it with the charcoal gray suit and pretty pearls and subtle diamond earrings. Trying to wear a uniform so shitheads like him didn’t leer at her as she was trying to do her job. He tilted his head at the interior of the house and held the door open wider, stepping back to invite her in. “I’ll get him. Come in. Watch out for the cat.”

      She eyed him with clear distrust, but apparently Cricket approved of her, because the cat trotted inside and hopped onto his favorite loveseat to lash his tail and knead the pillows into pin-pricked, down-spilling wrecks. The girl swallowed and maneuvered through the open door, brushing past him without a second glance. He closed his eyes briefly as the scent of her perfume drifted past him – subtle and understated elegance, perfectly matched to the pearls and the demure click-click of her heels.

      He shook himself and slammed the door harder than he meant, making her jump. He turned away, too unnerved by the girl to remain in the room with her. “Take a seat if you’ve a mind to. I’ll get the boss.”

      Her lips parted to say something – maybe ask a question, maybe reprimand him for his bad manners... He wouldn’t have minded the reprimand, not if she could add some glasses and a naughty librarian kind of vibe. He felt like a dirty old bastard for thinking it, but she could whip down her hair and give him a hell of a lecture, and it would have been the sexiest thing he’d seen in years. But Dodge went over to the stairs and shouted up them, “Boss! Got a, er… architect here.”

      He’d almost said ‘human,’ which would have required all kinds of explanation. Dodge waited until he heard Evershaw’s tell-tale grumble and cursing, and figured the old man was on his way. Dodge turned to catch the visitor still staring at him, her cheeks flushed, and that pretty perfume wasn’t quite enough to hide the hint of interest in the air.

      He swallowed a grin. Maybe she wasn’t so prim and proper after all.
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      Find out what happens next in Head Hunter, book 3 of the City Shifters: the Pack series!
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