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      Forbidden, Kentucky—where mates meet, and monsters make mayhem.

      Alphas & Alchemy: Fierce Mates combines the worlds of Keira’s Alphas & Alchemy and Liza’s Fierce Mates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, I blew out a puff of air. It made my bangs fly up, so I quickly checked them in the camera preview on my computer. I’d edit this part out of the video, obviously.

      I took a sip of water and set the bottle back down at my feet again. No desk now. No bed. No dresser. Other than some of Sarah’s boxes, where my laptop was perched, the room was empty. All that was left to pack were a few of my clothes I’d left in the closet. My voice echoed strangely as I continued talking into the camera.

      “So you know the drill with Sophie Tells it Like it Is,” I said. “Maybe everything looks like a wreck here, right?”

      I stepped aside, conscious of all the flaws I was revealing to the viewer. The cracked plaster on the walls, the tape peeling at the edges of my Sophie Tells it Like it Is banner, the dust I hadn’t cleared yet after Bea had helped me haul things to the moving van.

      “Well, it’s fine if things look like a wreck. Because you know what? The surface isn’t what’s important. It’s what’s inside that’s important. Change can be hard on people, but it doesn’t control us.”

      A shuffling noise and muffled voice came from the other room. Sarah must have come back early, and she was on the phone. My stomach dropped. If she interrupted me, it could throw off production until next week. And I wanted to get this wrapped, edited, and ready to put online before we left. The money I got from advertising would go a long way to getting me set for a new place.

      In the meantime, I’d be crashing at my brother’s house...and my twin nephews were little terrors. There was no way I would be able to record with two five-year-olds climbing on my head.

      Swallowing down the ill feeling growing in my gut, I went on, “It’s totally okay if I’m figuring things out for the next few weeks. I have a brother and an awesome sister-in-law who will take me in, and true friends who’ll support me.”

      There was a thump that sounded like it came from the other side of my bedroom wall.

      I had to get this wrapped up before Sarah popped in and invited herself into the video. She loved the attention, and it usually garnered her a few more followers on her PhotoGram account.

      Where was I? Right...true friends.

      “So no matter what,” I said in my most cheerful voice, “remember that you are in control. Remember that you get to decide how you feel about everything that happens. You might not be able to control the world, but you do control your reactions to it.”

      There was another bang, this time louder. What was she doing out there?

      “And that’s all for this episode of Sophie Tells it Like it Is! I’ll be back next week with updates and more of the true life advice you’ve come to love and trust.” I waved at the camera, a smile plastered to my face for the count of three...two...one. Then I stepped forward to turn off the camera.

      Surprisingly, Sarah hadn’t interfered with the end of my video. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      There were more thumping sounds coming from Sarah’s room. I might be able to edit them out if they were audible in my video.

      I turned off my video camera and picked up my phone. My viewers would probably love some additional footage of my empty room, plus the last few things in the closet that I hadn’t packed.

      Actually, even better, I could do some live footage and post it to PhotoGram. My followers loved that kind of thing because it was real and unstaged. Added benefits were it would serve as notice for why I wouldn’t be around as much over the next week as I settled into my move, plus, I could use it to hype up the video I’d just finished filming.

      Turning on my phone camera, I spoke up in a cheery voice as I panned around the room, “So, I just finished filming my last video in this apartment, because, you guessed it, I’m moving! This is my empty room. One of the things I’m trying to accept about myself is that I’m not perfect.”

      I turned the camera to face me and smiled. “Thankfully, we won’t find any skeletons in my closet.”

      Turning the phone camera back around to face the closet door as I turned the handle, I said, “However, you’ll see there are still a few remaining things--”

      I opened the closet door.

      A shriek stabbed into my ears and I flinched, stumbling back. I tripped over one of the boxes and fell on my ass. My phone tumbled across the floor.

      Arms flailed out toward me, along with a five-inch heel. Was Sarah hiding in my closet? One of the arms was way too hairy and way too thick to be my roommate’s.

      I scrambled to reach my phone and stop the livestream.

      When I grabbed it, I inadvertently saw what was on the screen before I could hit stop--a gross, hairy ass.

      I gagged and hit stop.

      This was the worst thing that could happen to me. How was I going to explain this to my fans?

      Sarah and Pete climbed out of my closet, tumbling over each other. Pete at least had the decency to look embarrassed as he buckled his pants. He gave me the most awkward smile I’d seen in my life, a small wave, and he ran out of my bedroom door.

      Sarah adjusted her hair, and lifted her chin like it was me who had done something wrong. She towered over me in her sky-high heels and pretentious dress. She’d worn nothing but designer dresses since she and Pete had started dating, instead of the yoga pants she’d worn every day since high school. It was like she was a different person now. A colder person, with a Stepford Wives makeover. The kind of person who thought it was okay to have sex in my closet, with my ex.

      Her auburn locks were extra shiny. She’d probably used the last of my conditioner again. Dammit.

      I stared at her, unsure what to say.

      “Do you really believe that bullshit?” she asked.

      Wait, what? Blinking, I said, “Um, did that just happen?”

      “Moving past it,” she said. “I’m talking about what I was listening to while you filmed your little video thing. All that bullshit you spouted about perfection and acceptance. You believe that?”

      Was she expecting me to pretend that nothing had happened?

      “How many times are you going to ask me that?” I took another deep breath. She was seriously about to make me lose my cool, but I did believe that I was in charge of my own reactions, so I’d prove it right here and now.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s just so...well...I guess it’s you, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I wouldn’t try to give that advice if I didn’t believe it one hundred percent.”

      “You do you, I guess.”

      She was always so dismissive. I couldn’t help the pang in my throat. Sarah and I used to be close. I still didn’t know what had changed.

      “Do you need something?” I asked, sounding kinder than I actually felt.

      “Yeah, I just wanted to measure this window.” She held up a tape measure. “Hold the end, will you? I think Pete and I can put our bed right here, and it would be fab if we could center it at the window and still have room for my vanity on the side.”

      Nothing would ever be big enough for her vanity, but I kept the secret joke to myself and dutifully held the tape measure.
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        * * *

      

      After measuring my old bedroom with Sarah and hearing all about how she and Pete were going to arrange their furniture and decorate the space that used to be mine, it was finally time to get on the road for Sarah’s bachelorette trip.

      “You sure you don’t want to drive with us?” Bea, Sarah’s sister, asked. “It would save on gas.”

      She had Sarah’s same blue eyes. Her hair was just as beautiful as her sister’s, too—auburn and shiny—but I happened to know that she came about it honestly, with her own conditioner. That was because after Sarah had started dating my ex-fiancé, Pete, I’d stayed with Bea for a couple of nights to figure things out again. Now Sarah and Pete were getting married. Bea and I were the lucky bridesmaids, meaning we’d gotten to plan this great weekend away. It was a girls’ trip instead of a bachelorette party. I wondered if we were doing it this way because Sarah didn’t have more friends, and a night out with just her sister and me had sounded too lackluster to her.

      “Pretty sure,” I said, patting the hood of my truck. This old baby was a hand-me-down gift from my brother when I’d graduated high school, and I’d kept her running in the six years since then.

      “You’ll miss out on all the girl talk,” Sarah said from across the top of her Mercedes.

      Bea gave me a desperate look and whispered, “Please don’t leave me alone with her.”

      “She’s your sister,” I mouthed back. In a louder voice, I said, “Nah, you two have fun. I’ll be meeting my brother in Virginia after this, so it’s just easier to drive myself.”

      The two-hour drive from western Kentucky to Forbidden, on the eastern half of the state, went quickly. I listened to some feel-good affirmations narrated by one of my favorite self-help gurus, Carly Joy. Her voice always managed to be both soothing and upbeat, a strange combination I had yet to master. More importantly, she assured me that I was worthwhile, that my goals and aspirations had merit, and that I would soon realize my dreams.

      “I love you, Carly,” I said, just as my phone’s navigation system told me to take the next left.

      “Really?” I asked it. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere.”

      The B&B’s website hadn’t talked about the middle of nowhere. It had heralded the nearby hikes and hot springs, which were the attractions for me. It had also talked about downtown boutiques and restaurants, which were the attractions for Sarah. And Bea? Bea liked everything, so she was easy.

      My truck rattled down the drive. Sarah and Bea were just in front of me. As they went around a curve, an old brick building came into view.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” my GPS lady said.

      “Thank you,” I told her, because I always tried to be polite.

      But inside, I was cringing. This building wasn’t at all what I’d pictured. I knew from the start that the B&B was a rehabilitated asylum, but I’d assumed the construction was complete.

      Sarah stumbled out of her Mercedes, her heels catching in the gravel drive. I jumped down out of my truck and stared at the building. Five stories on the left side, a single story on the right, like a room or wing had been added on as an afterthought. A wide porch right in front of us that looked gorgeous. But the siding and roof everywhere else looked...well, there was no other word for it. Rundown.

      “What kind of joke is this?” Sarah turned to face me. “I thought you were getting us a B&B, not a...not a…”

      “Not a gorgeous mansion?” a male voice supplied from the porch.

      I looked up. A man stood there, wielding some kind of power tool as he did something to the trim around the door. He had medium-brown hair with a little bit of curl to it, and even from this far away I could tell his eyes were a gorgeous shade of light green.

      Three other guys stepped out of the house. “Hey, Finn,” one of them said, bumping into the cutie with total dude affection. The “I’ll hurt you but it doesn’t hurt bad and it’s funny” kind of affection. A blond woman came out soon after them and waved at us.

      “Hi, there, I’m Daphne. Welcome to Forbidden Bed and Breakfast!” She spoke really fast, with lots of enthusiasm. I decided on the spot that I liked her.

      The guys trooped down the drive and toward some other trucks, but not before one of them stopped next to Daphne and planted a kiss on her cheek. The way he looked at her took my freaking breath away. All adoration and love. Pete had never looked at me that way, and from what I’d seen, he’d never looked at Sarah that way, either.

      New life goal: find a guy who looked at me the way that dude had just looked at Daphne.

      “This...this is the B&B?” Sarah asked.

      “Yep!” Daphne held out an arm. “Let’s go in and get you settled, shall we?”

      Sarah wrinkled her nose in disgust, but Bea and I stepped forward to follow Daphne inside.

      Okay, so the B&B wasn’t what I’d expected, but the thing about being positive was that you had to roll with what life gave you. If nothing else, the place had charm. It also had hot guys. Maybe it wasn’t what I’d signed on for, but it would be an adventure. What better way could there be to start the next chapter of my life?

      “This place is horrible,” Sarah said, not even trying to keep Daphne from hearing.

      Bea leaned in close to her sister’s ear. “Did you know it used to be an asylum?”

      If I wasn’t already cringing at Sarah’s reaction, I wouldn’t have been able to help it when Sarah balled her fists and turned to me, her face red. “What?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Finn

        

      

    

    
      Brody chucked a beer at my head just as I fell back onto the sofa. I caught the frosty can, popped it open, and chugged back a few cold gulps.

      It had been a hell of a day. They all were lately. All of us O’Malley brothers had fallen into our own routines before the asylum job. James had spent most of his time working on the rental we all slept in, when he wasn’t busy brooding and being a reclusive asshole. We’d all pitched in with the rehab, as pay for our share of the rent. Brody and Declan had spent more time here than I had. When I wasn’t committed to helping with sanding cabinets or trolling the town for pity projects, I’d had time at the hangar.

      Now that we’d finally found some work, we spent all of our time at Daphne’s bed and breakfast. There was a hell of a lot to fix, so we’d be well-paid for the foreseeable future—so long as we could keep the guests rolling in. The three women who had just arrived were the first, but they wouldn’t be the last. If anyone could make that business work, it was Daphne.

      Even if it meant I was losing a chunk of my free time working there, I could almost afford to move out of James’s place. A few months if I saved for it, sooner if I could sell one of my planes.

      Moira came in the front door, shoved Declan’s and my feet off the coffee table in one swipe, and set down a greasy bag.

      “Nice work today,” she said. “I brought dinner.”

      I reached for the bag, only to have Brody snatch it from my fingertips.

      Declan elbowed Brody’s shoulder and took the bag. “Alphas first.”

      “Shouldn’t you be eating with your mate, dickhead?” Brody glowered at Declan.

      “Oh, I will. But I’m hungry now.” He reached in and grabbed a foil-wrapped sandwich, then tossed one to Brody and one to me.

      “You’re like children, I swear.” Moira laughed and grabbed the last two sandwiches from the bag.

      She set one outside James’s bedroom door, then gave a quick knock. “There’s food, if you’re hungry.”

      “What’d you think of that chick with the reddish brown hair?” Brody tilted his head behind Declan to look at me.

      I knew who he was talking about. But I hadn’t cared much for her. She looked like she’d be up for a good time with me, but she also looked like the kind of woman who would keep showing up after the good time with expectations. I preferred uncomplicated. “Too high maintenance.”

      “You can’t tell that just by looking at a person,” Brody said.

      I nudged Declan.

      “What?” he growled.

      I just looked at him.

      “Daphne’s not like that.” Declan swallowed the last bite of his sandwich. “She knows what she wants, like an alpha’s mate should.”

      “If you’re not putting your name in the hat, she’s mine,” Brody said.

      Declan’s head snapped toward him, and Brody put his hands up in defense.

      “The redhead, jeez.”

      I took a bite of my food and considered the three women we’d just met. The only one who interested me was the brunette. Her face was cute. She had big round eyes, full lips, and sweeping bangs that added to the effect. The fact that she was only here for a few days simply added to her appeal.

      I’d known as soon as I saw her that she was the one who’d called to make the reservation. I didn’t have to hear her voice to know it was her. She had a quality that sparked something in me, that told me we could have a hell of a time together before she left.

      “Seems to me Finn was staring at the other one,” Declan said.

      “I don’t stare.”

      Declan raised a brow and grinned at me.

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “I know her,” Moira said.

      We all looked to her.

      “Not personally,” she said. “She’s Sophie, from Sophie Tells it Like it Is.”

      We all still looked at her, not having any idea what she was talking about.

      “It’s a channel on YouTube.” Moira pulled out her phone and started a video.

      There she was, talking to the camera with a touch of pink on her cheeks. With a smile on her face, she wasn’t just cute, she was captivating.

      “And I’m telling you,” Sophie said in the video, “that if you want joy, you have to reach out and take it. Sitting around, watching videos all day—even if they’re my videos—isn’t going to win you life points. Take these tips and do something with them.”

      I watched the way her lips moved as she talked, the flutter of her eyelashes, and the brightness in her brown eyes.

      “Holy shit, look at his face.”

      I turned to see what Brody was talking about. He was pointing at me.

      Brody laughed. “You look so fucking smitten, I might puke.”

      “What?” I stood up.

      “You look like a schoolgirl fawning over her first crush,” Brody said, still laughing.

      “Shut up.” He was such a dick. I went into the kitchen and grabbed another beer from the fridge.

      Declan, Moira, and Brody sat together on the couch watching Sophie’s videos, taking turns looking up at me and laughing. They were all dicks. I didn’t have crushes. I dated casually, and then I moved on. No expectations, no commitment, no exceptions.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I rolled up my sleeping bag and stuck it in the corner before sneaking silently out of the house. It was the asscrack of dawn, only the first few shreds of light peeking over the horizon, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to be the last one out.

      With Declan staying full time with Daphne, that only left three of us in the living room. Whoever was last up had to wake James. My money was on Brody.

      I pulled up to the bed and breakfast and parked my truck next to Daphne’s car, careful not to block in the guests. I grabbed some instant shit coffee from the trailer and headed for the front door. There were voices around the side of the house, so I went that way to see what was going on.

      Daphne and Declan stood by the outer basement door, talking in muted voices. Given this was where those crop-destroying slugs had come from, I worried they’d found some more.

      “Good morning,” I said as I approached.

      Daphne turned and gave me a friendly wave.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Declan said.

      I stood between them, eyeing the mugs of coffee in their hands—hot, real coffee.

      “We’re just discussing the basement,” Daphne said.

      “You’re first here, so I guess you volunteer to be the first down there,” Declan said.

      “Any reason in particular?” I asked, knowing full well if he’d seen a spider, he’d burn the house down to kill it.

      “Nothing bad,” Daphne said. “All has been well since the incident.”

      “Good,” I said. None of us had believed Declan about the glorified slug monster until Daphne had confirmed the story. It was still fun to pretend we didn’t. “No giant bugs?”

      Declan’s mouth flattened into a line. “The Slug King was real.”

      “Sure it was.” I shook my head like he was crazy.

      Daphne opened the doors to the basement and started down the steps. “I have some ideas about the space.”

      I followed her, leaving Declan behind.

      “How well do you think we can get this sealed?” She touched the cinderblock wall.

      “Not well without finishing the entire thing. Even if we put up some sheetrock and floors, you’ll need central airflow to help with humidity.”

      She nodded. “It’d be nice to set up a laundry area. I’m hoping maybe we can extend the size somehow. At this point, it’s not a priority to have everything finished, but I’d like to know if it’s possible.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Let’s take a look.”

      I checked the supports and the walls. Everything was solid. The basement was small though, given the size of the building above.

      “No reason we can’t extend this at some point.” I ran my palm along the cinder blocks as I walked the perimeter and I tried to figure out which would be best. It might be easier to dig out away from the main building a bit, so as not to screw up the supports.

      There was a warm spot on the wall. I stopped.

      Everything else had been cold and damp, like it should be in a basement. Here, it was dry, and strangely heated. I pulled out the flashlight from my belt and examined the mortar that connected the blocks. There was a hole between two of them, and not just reaching back to dirt.

      “Looks like there’s space back here,” I said.

      “Like a hidden room?”

      “More likely just a few feet, with newer wall built inside an old one.”

      “Can we take down the wall?” Daphne asked. “Make this place bigger without having to dig it all out?”

      I shrugged. “We can put up some supports to make sure it’s safe, then take out a few blocks and see what we’re working with.”

      Daphne balled her hands and made a little excited squeal. “Do it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      Daphne strung a piece of twine across the bottom of the stairwell and taped a sign to the middle of it. Don’t go upstairs. Construction zone! the paper read in swirly text. She even drew some hearts around the words. She made sure to tell us, too, that it wasn’t safe up there, just for good measure.

      Maybe Daphne’s B&B was still under construction, but damn if she didn’t make a fantastic breakfast. Plus, she was so positive, how could I help but love her? Already I was thinking about how I could convince her to come on my show. Some kind of interview angle. Maybe how positivity worked with entrepreneurship and small businesses.

      Yep, it was decided. I took another bite of my omelet and smiled over at Bea and Sarah. Nothing was gonna get me down this morning.

      “So,” Daphne said, coming out of the kitchen wearing a pink polka-dotted apron that I immediately coveted. “What are you three planning for the day?”

      Sarah yawned and didn’t even bother covering her mouth.

      Embarrassed by her rudeness, I said, “No plans yet. We thought we’d go where the spirit takes us.”

      More like, Bea and I had suggested several different hiking trails near the B&B, but Sarah had rejected each one.

      “I love that,” Daphne said. “I’ve been wanting to try out a lake tour but haven’t made the time. Would you three ladies be my guinea pigs? The trip will be on the house, no extra costs or anything.”

      Sarah opened her mouth again, whether to yawn or protest, I couldn’t guess, but Bea spoke first. “We’re in!”

      Sarah shot a disgruntled look at her sister. “Beatrice, this is my bachelorette weekend, is it not?”

      “Do you have any better ideas for the day, sister dear?” Bea said with mock civility.

      Sarah frowned.

      “Excellent,” I said, wanting to defuse the tension. “What time did you have in mind?”

      Daphne tapped her chin. “As soon as you’re done with breakfast, we could head out. That way the sun won’t be too strong.” Shooting a glance at Sarah, she said, “You definitely don’t want a sunburn before your big day, do you?”

      If Sarah responded well to anything, it was coddling and fussing, so she looked somewhat mollified as we finished up our breakfast and went back to our rooms to get ready.
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        * * *

      

      The little motorboat Daphne navigated across the lake sounded like it was ready to cough up its soul, but somehow, it kept working. The sun was bright, but not awful. Sarah had lathered on sunblock and hidden her hair in a wide hat that kept threatening to make a leap into the lake.

      The lake was a deep, tantalizing blue and I trailed my fingers through it as we cut across the water.

      “There’s a little island up ahead,” Daphne shouted over the boat’s motor. The island she pointed at had a short section of beach on one side, and large gray rocks on the other. Toward the rear of the island was a copse of trees that made it impossible to see how large the island actually was.

      Daphne added, “What do you think about stopping there a bit for some swimming and snacks?”

      The water felt pretty cold to me, but there were other boats out, and some people were skiing and wakeboarding, so I guessed it couldn’t be too terrible.

      “I’m in,” I said. “I mean, if everyone else is.”

      Sarah considered the sky and looked down at her legs. “I suppose I could lie out and try to get a better tan.”

      “I want to check out the island,” Bea said.

      “I’ll go with you,” I said. “I can take some video footage.”

      As much as my fans loved me standing in whatever room and talking at them, I liked to mix up my recordings with footage from other places and experiences to help illustrate whatever point I was trying to get across. Getting my own video was way better than paying for stock footage, and it was more genuine, too.

      Daphne brought us right up to the shore, hopped out of the boat, and tied a rope around a large, fallen tree. I passed her the picnic basket she’d brought with her, and Bea tossed her a blanket. Then the three of us clambered out of the boat and onto the warm sand of the little beach.

      “This is adorable,” Bea said. “You should definitely make this one of the attractions for the B&B.”

      Daphne beamed.

      I took out my phone and started the video camera. “I’ll be right back—just gonna take a look around and snag some pretty scenery.”

      Sarah rolled her eyes, but I was so used to that, it barely registered. I gave her a quick smile and marched into the trees, my flip-flops slapping a happy rhythm. It was harder to see in the shade, so I lifted my sunglasses to the top of my head.

      The island wasn’t big, after all—I could already see the lake on the other side. A faint rustling sound caught my attention, and I stopped short, video still rolling, hoping I wasn’t about to reenact a scene from The Blair Witch Project.

      The rustling sound turned into a soft bark.

      What? I turned and saw a dirty little dog rushing toward me. It looked like a puffy squirrel at first, and I shrieked. All I could think was rabies.

      But it stopped before reaching me and sat on its haunches, tiny pink tongue lolling.

      “Where’d you come from?” I asked it.

      “Sophie, are you okay?” Bea’s voice came from behind me and I could hear her rushing in my direction.

      “Yeah, fine,” I said, shouting over my shoulder. I still couldn’t see Bea through the trees. “I found a dog.”

      “Oh no,” she said. “That’s horrible. Poor thing had to die out here on its own?”

      “No, it’s alive,” I said with a laugh.

      She reached me and saw the dog almost immediately. “Oh. Hey, there.”

      The dog’s tail wagged and it stared into my face as if trying to communicate something.

      “Hi there, little one,” I said.

      It stood up and took a cautious step forward. Looked like a girl dog to me, although it was hard to tell with all that matted fur hanging down.

      She took another cautious step toward me, her tail wagging. She had to be hungry. Even if she’d just been left here overnight, what could she have eaten?

      “It’s a Pomeranian, I think,” Bea said. “But she hasn’t been cared for.”

      “How awful,” I said. “Come here, girl.”

      She came right up to me, and instead of sniffing my outstretched hand, she went straight for my face and gave my chin a sweet lick. She whined a little and stepped back. She didn’t have a collar, and her whole body shook.

      My heart nearly broke at the sight of her skinny frame and the needy sounds she was making.

      “Okay, that’s it,” I said to Bea. “I’m in love.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Bea said. “She might have an owner.”

      “Right, someone who left her here to starve?”

      “Fair point.”

      “Come on, Peyton,” I said to the dog. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

      “Peyton?” Bea asked.

      “Well, she needs a name, and I like that one.”

      We walked back to the shore, and I remembered then that I’d been recording the entire thing. I turned off my camera before it ate up too much battery.

      At the sight of Peyton, Sarah screamed. “What the fuck is that rat thing?”

      “She’s not a rat, she’s a little dog,” I said. “And she just needs some cleaning up.”

      Sarah stepped into the boat. “It’s time to go. And we are not taking that thing with us.”

      “Yes, we are,” I said, surprised that I was arguing with Sarah. I never argued with Sarah.

      “We can’t,” she said, her mouth pinched. I couldn’t see her eyes behind her sunglasses, but I imagined they were narrowed at me. “We’re at a B&B. Can’t have pets at a B&B.”

      “You can at some places,” I said, reaching down to pet Peyton’s little head.

      “Not at most,” Sarah said.

      “Ahem,” Bea said. “The owner of said B&B is standing right here. All you have to do is ask.”

      It was a good point. Daphne looked half exasperated, half amused.

      “So,” I said, looking at her with the biggest puppy-dog eyes I could manage, “what’s the B&B’s policy on pets?”

      She waited a half-beat, looking from me to Sarah and back again. With a little grin, she said, “We love pets.”

      “And then what?” Sarah snapped, pointing at me. “You’re not going to keep it.”

      “I’ll see if I can find her owners,” I said. To be honest, I wasn’t going to look very hard. If they’d left her on an island, they didn’t deserve her. But maybe she’d been stolen or something. Maybe there were signs about a missing dog in downtown Forbidden.

      I secretly hoped there wouldn’t be. Adopting this little doggo could be perfect for me. Maybe we could each be the new constants that the other needed.

      “And if I can’t find the owners,” I said, “then I’ll give her a home.”

      “Ha,” Sarah said. “Don’t you need a place to live in order to give the dog a home?”

      “Sarah,” Bea said, her voice sharp.

      “What? Just telling it like it is,” Sarah said.

      Peyton growled at her.

      I shoved my sunglasses back down over my eyes and blinked back tears. Sarah had a knack for finding my weak spots and getting into them like a sadist holding a spork and digging into a cup of pudding.

      “You know what,” Daphne said, “I think we should head back. I just remembered an appointment and we should get the dog settled before I have to leave.”

      I got the distinct feeling that Daphne was lying, and I was grateful. We packed our things back up and climbed into the boat. Sarah grumbled about appointments and how she’d been looking forward to tanning on the beach, and why did we make her come all the way out here if we were just going to turn right around. It didn’t make sense with how she’d just said it was time to leave, but that was Sarah. I’d learned to adjust.

      I sat on the little cushioned bench and held Peyton in my lap. She looked around, tongue lolling, and occasionally gave me a little kiss on my cheek or on my hand. When she caught sight of Sarah, she growled so low I couldn’t hear it—I could only feel it through her little body.

      The universe had finally given me a real friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Finn

        

      

    

    
      The supports in the basement likely weren’t necessary, but it was better to be safe in case something load-bearing snapped, especially in a building this old. Everything was ready, so I chiseled out the mortar around the first block and pried it out of place.

      A waft of noxious odor filled the basement. The light flickered and went out. I covered my face and retreated up the steps, coughing and gagging as my lungs tightened in my chest. It smelled like Brody had eaten too many burritos again, only tenfold—like death and rot and refried beans.

      I lowered my elbow from my face and shined the flashlight down. There was a greenish fog that hadn’t been there before swirling in the basement. It didn’t make any sense. I’d just been down here, and nothing had been wrong. There hadn’t been any stench coming from behind the wall. With my shifter sense of smell, I would have noticed. It wasn’t like the wall had been completely sealed, either, so removing the block shouldn’t have changed anything.

      Shouldn’t have didn’t help a damned thing. There was something wrong with the basement—a mountain of mold-covered dead rats or whatever—and there was no working down there until we’d cleared out whatever it was. Daphne wasn’t going to be happy.

      Sounds of an approaching engine came from around the other side of the building. I wiped my hands on the legs of my coveralls and went out to see if Daphne was back.

      Declan’s truck pulled up, and Daphne climbed out of the driver’s seat. Her guests climbed out, too. First it was the high-maintenance one, and the other girl who looked a lot like her, then Sophie. She wiggled out of the seat ass first. She was leaning in like there was something still inside she couldn’t quite get out. I figured I’d be a gentleman and offer to help her carry it.

      My eyes lingered on her ass as I approached. It was a pleasant heart shape in her denim shorts, and her legs were nice, too. She had muscular, toned thighs and creamy skin.

      I didn’t get too close, so as not to startle her. “Hi,” I said. “Can I help you with—”

      She shot upright, something brownish white and wiggling in her arms—some kind of animal caked in mud. It looked like it was maybe supposed to have white fur, but it was too dirty to really tell.

      The woman said, “I’m good, thanks.”

      Her eyes lingered on my face, as I looked over hers. She had more freckles in person than she did on the video, and there was a sadness behind her thick lashes and bright eyes that I hadn’t noticed before either.

      “I’m Finn O’Malley,” I offered her my hand.

      “Sophie Potts.” She wiggled her hand free from the cat in her arms and took mine.

      Her fingers were soft, her touch electric. I wanted more—not just to fuck her, but to know her, too, even if it was short-lived. The good relationships always were.

      “Girls weekend?” I asked.

      “Bachelorette getaway.” Her eyes sparkled when she smiled, but that sadness was still there.

      A pang of jealousy hit me like a punch in the gut. I had no right to be jealous. I didn’t even know her. “Congratulations,” I said, both prying and not really meaning it.

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head emphatically. “I’m not getting married.”

      Me neither. I smiled. “Oh, one of your friends?”

      She nodded. The cat flopped around in her arms, made a weird sound, and jumped down a foot away from me.

      It was the first good look I’d gotten of the thing, and it wasn’t a cat. Its hair was twice the size of its body, its face distinctly wolf-like yet tiny like a toy. It bared its teeth at me, and its eyes flashed red.

      “What the hell is that?” I took a step back.

      “What?” Sophie knelt down behind the hellspawn and petted its matted fur.

      The creature even smelled wrong, like a wild animal tainted with sickness.

      “Get away from that thing,” I said.

      “Don’t you like dogs?” Sophie gave me a strange look. “She’s a sweetheart. Aren’t you, Peyton?”

      “Peyton?” I said, incredulous. “More like Satan.”

      Helldog snarled, and I lifted a foot to punt the little creature straight to the sun.

      “No!” Sophie threw herself over the dog. She scooped it up into her arms, cradling it to her chest like a fucking baby. Then she looked at me like I was the monster. “What is wrong with you?”

      Satan licked her face, and she smiled at it. I considered telling her again that the dog was evil, but I didn’t know her, and she wasn’t going to listen, anyway.

      She frowned at me and walked away, back into the bed and breakfast with her friends and Daphne.

      “Tough break, Casanova.” Declan smacked my shoulder.

      Where the hell had he come from? “Shut up,” I said.

      He headed inside, too. So I figured I’d follow and catch both him and Daphne, tell them the bad news about the basement.

      There was noise in the kitchen. I followed Declan in to where Daphne was leaning over the open oven. It was kind of strange, because she was just standing there, her hair hanging over her face like she had forgotten something, and the answer happened to be in the oven.

      “Have fun at the lake, Daph?” Declan asked.

      She didn’t answer right away, so I figured I should go ahead and lay it all out.

      “Bad news with the basement,” I said.

      Declan frowned at me and crossed his arms. “What is it?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s not revenge of the Slug King or anything.”

      His mouth flattened into a line and he narrowed his eyes.

      “We need to get some fans down there, air it out. Looks like mold.”

      “That means it could be a week before we get that wall torn out,” Declan said.

      “Or more,” I agreed.

      Daphne was being much too quiet. I couldn’t see her around my brother, but if she was not talking, she must have been taking it really badly.

      Declan turned, and I saw her. Daphne was next to him, scrapbooking scissors in hand.

      “Daph, what’s wrong?” Declan touched her shoulders and tilted his head down to look at her face.

      She raised her fist, then brought it down hard, stabbing the scissors into his chest.

      Declan stumbled back, the blades sticking out of him.

      “What the hell?” I shouted.

      Daphne looked like she was about to lunge forward. I caught her by the shoulders so she couldn’t stab him again, and pulled her back.

      Her body was on fire, her skin searing.

      “Why?” Declan sounded more hurt than pissed.

      Daphne collapsed into me. I lowered her slowly to the floor.

      “She has a fever,” I said. “A high one.”

      He pulled the scissors from his skin and held a little polkadot towel to the wound.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, it’s shallow.” The white and yellow fabric stained red. We both knelt beside Daphne. Her face was pale, her eyes closed.

      “Daphne.” He touched her cheek, then he looked at me. “Get some ice.”

      I ran over to the freezer and opened it.

      “Dec...what’s going on?” Daphne’s voice was faint.

      I grabbed the ice box and brought it back to the floor. Declan wrapped some cubes in another towel and held it to her head.

      “You fainted,” he said.

      “You’re...bleeding.” She tried to sit up.

      Declan lowered her back down. “It’s okay.”

      She closed her eyes and breathed out slowly. Color returned to her skin, along with a sheen of sweat, and she seemed to be resting peacefully.

      “She was fine this morning,” he said. “Some strange virus, I guess.”

      Daphne seemed to be doing better, her skin cooling from broiling to normal fever.

      I elbowed my brother. “And you were giving me a hard time about women. No one’s stabbed me yet.”

      This time it was his turn to say, “Shut up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      Well, not everyone was a dog lover. Finn O’Malley might be hot as the surface of the sun, but if he didn’t like Peyton, well, I didn’t have much time for him.

      Up until the whole “Satan” comment, I’d had decent hopes for that guy.

      On the ride back, Daphne had told me to take whatever Peyton needed from the fridge until I could go into town and get her some proper dog food. I’d gotten her some chicken and rice, and now we were in my bathroom.

      There’d been shouting from somewhere near the kitchen or outside, but when I’d looked out the window, I couldn’t see anything. Whatever the problem was, Peyton didn’t seem bothered. She greedily ate from her plate of chicken while I drew a bath for her.

      “Sweet princess,” I crooned. “Do you like baths?”

      I hoped so. I didn’t have a ton of experience with dogs. But I figured, whatever happened, she would come out of that bathtub cleaner than when she’d gotten in.

      She went into the water without complaint, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      The water turned brown almost immediately. Poor girl. I drained and refilled the tub, and she stood patiently, shivering slightly. I hummed a little song to her and massaged her skin and fur, getting out the deeper layers of grime.

      I didn’t know how long it took, but the shadows and sunlight in the room had changed by the time I got her clean. If I was going to take Peyton into town to look for her owners, I’d have to do it soon.

      Quickly, I dried her off and even broke out the blow-dryer to make her as floofy and cute as possible. She was freaking adorable—how could someone have possibly abandoned this beautiful, friendly creature?

      A knock sounded on my door. I hoped it was Finn, ready to apologize. I opened the door, prepared to give him a piece of my mind, but it was Sarah and Bea.

      “Hey,” Bea said. “Daphne’s sick, and her boyfriend suggested we head out for dinner sooner rather than later while he sterilizes everything. Thoughtful guy—he doesn’t want us to catch whatever germs she might have.”

      “It’s probably too late,” Sarah said. “I knew this place was a shithole.”

      “What’s wrong with Daphne?” I asked, looking at Bea. “She seemed totally fine just a little while ago.”

      “Fever,” Bea said.

      “I hope she’s all right.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Sarah said. “Are we going to dinner, or what?”

      “Sure. I need to take Peyton into town, anyway. Look at her, all clean now.”

      “Oh, she doesn’t look so bad all cleaned up,” Sarah said. “You sure you want her? I actually have a place to live. Pete and I can give her a good home.”

      I’d broken up with Pete because there were never any butterflies between us. I wasn’t happy with him. And while I might’ve let Sarah have my ex-fiancé—not that she’d asked for my blessing—I sure as hell was not letting her have my dog.

      Yeah, I was already thinking of Peyton as mine. I’d fallen for the girl, and hard.

      Sarah bent down and held her hand out to Peyton. “Hey puppy-puppy-puppy,” she said in a high-pitched voice. “Wouldn’t you rather live with Auntie Sarah?”

      Peyton growled at her and cowered behind my shins.

      “Well, there’s no accounting for taste.” Sarah snorted. “Let’s go. You can drive yourself, Sophie, if you’re bringing that thing with you. I don’t want her scratching up the leather in my car.”

      “Sounds great,” I said, my voice bright.

      Sarah whirled around and went down the hall, her heels clicking on the hardwood floor.

      Bea hung back while I changed into skinny jeans and grabbed a cardigan to wear over my tank top. “She’s stressed with the wedding planning.”

      “You don’t have to explain her to me,” I said with a grin. “Let’s go have fun.”

      “Beatrice!” Sarah’s voice rang out down the hall. “Are you coming, or what?”

      Sighing, Bea turned to go. I gathered up Peyton in my arms and followed her.

      Luckily, Finn wasn’t around when we came out of the B&B, so I was able to get Peyton into my truck without any dirty looks. While I wouldn’t mind getting that apology, and I really wouldn’t mind looking at him some more, I wasn’t excited to deal with any more negativity. Actually, the drive into Forbidden was the perfect time to listen to my Carly Joy CD. Sarah and Bea were already halfway down the drive. I followed Sarah’s taillights into town.

      She parked on Main Street, but there weren’t any other spots so I kept driving until I reached a little side lot at the end of the block. I didn’t have a leash for Peyton. If the general store Daphne had told me about was open, I’d see if they had anything. I was thinking pink would look really good on Peyton, so I hoped there was variety. I needed to pick up some other supplies for her, too—food, treats, shampoo, maybe a little bed with flowers on it.

      I climbed out of the truck and called to Peyton, who leaped into my arms with a playful glint in her eyes. Yep, it was official: I loved this dog.

      My phone chirped in my purse, so I grabbed it with one hand while holding Peyton with the other.

      Bea: We’re at a pub called The Watering Hole. It’s mostly a bar but they serve food.

      Me: Be right there. Are dogs okay?

      She didn’t answer, but as I walked up the block, I spotted The Watering Hole, so I’d just go in and ask.

      Once inside, I went straight for the bar. “Hey, I have a dog...can she be in here with me?”

      The bartender, a cute guy not much older than me, took one look at Peyton and grinned. “Technically, no, but we get all kinds of animals in here, so no one will complain.”

      Several men and women standing nearby laughed. I had no idea why his words were funny enough for laughter, but Bea and Sarah were waving me over, so I nodded my thanks to the bartender and hustled over to join them.

      Sarah slid a menu across the table to me. “We already ordered. I’m soooo hungry.”

      “Cool,” I said. “What are you getting?”

      “Burgers and fries.” Sarah wrinkled her nose. “It’s all they have.”

      Flipping through the two-page menu, I could see they had more, but it wasn’t worth telling Sarah that.

      “So, what do you want to do tomorrow?” I asked her.

      “Are you really asking me?” she said.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Okay, because it seemed like nobody really cared what I wanted today, and then we got stuck on that boat trip.”

      I sighed. “What would you like to do tomorrow?”

      “Daphne said something about a plane ride.” She got out her phone and started typing into it. “I just got a text from Pete...aw, he is so sweet, you don’t even know.”

      Actually, I did kind of know. Sweet, but wrong for me. It’s why I’d broken up with him.

      She looked up at me and beamed. “So, that plane thing?”

      It sounded expensive. And, frankly, nauseating. I got airsick really easily. But this was Sarah’s trip, not mine. Maybe I could make the arrangements and skip out on the actual flight. “I’ll look into it,” I said.

      “I gotta hit the ladies,” Sarah said. “Bea, come with?”

      I started to get up, and Peyton gave a little whine.

      “No, someone needs to watch our table,” Sarah said.

      This was getting ridiculous. I knew I was here to support her—it was my role as bridesmaid. But she wasn’t being kind. Was she?

      Maybe difficult friendships was a topic I could explore in my video series. Trouble was, I’d have to be extremely oblique about it so Sarah wouldn’t know I was talking about our friendship.

      The two of them got up and went to the restroom, and I sat back and looked down at Peyton. Her black eyes were shining. Not with demon fire, like Finn would probably say. But with love.

      “Any luck finding the owner?” a male voice asked from just over my shoulder.

      I turned in my seat to see who it was. Finn. Of course.

      “Well, think of the devil and the devil appears,” I muttered.

      “You’re not seriously making Satanic references while holding that thing,” Finn said, a smile on his face. It was the kind of smile that lit up a room—gentle and genuine. Too bad he had to use that mouth to say nasty, mean things about my dog.

      “Please don’t start that again,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.” He came around the table and sat in Sarah’s empty seat, directly across from me.

      He had on a black t-shirt that stretched over his wide shoulders and clung to his chest, making it clear that he was all muscle underneath. There was a touch of stubble on his face, the perfect five-o’clock shadow to highlight the hard lines of his jaw. Along with his smile, it was the little curls in his hair that gave him a boyish quality, when everything else about him was so...big and hard.

      Leaning forward, he said, “So, you were thinking about me?”

      This close, I couldn’t help but breathe him in. He smelled fresh and clean, like the water of a mountain lake, yet also a little metallic, like he knew his way around a car. His pale green eyes were intent on mine. My stomach went all squiggly with excitement. It was the butterflies feeling I’d never had with Pete.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I told him.

      “I don’t have to,” he said. “You just did.”

      I scoffed.

      “Are you having a good time so far?” he asked.

      “It was better five minutes ago,” I said.

      He shook his head. “You should know something about me.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’m like a human lie detector. And you just told me a whopper.”

      “Overall,” I said, “I’m having a good time. I found Peyton. The lake was beautiful today. I just love water, and if there’s time, I’ll go back.”

      If there’s time, I thought. Hell, I had all the time in the world. I could record my vlogs from anywhere. Which meant I could stay in Forbidden indefinitely, spend time at the lake, explore all the hiking trails Sarah had vetoed.

      I could even get to know Finn.

      I wondered what was taking Sarah and Bea so long. Maybe Sarah had convinced Bea to ditch me. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Why was I still friends with Sarah?

      “You okay?” Finn asked. “You look really sad all of a sudden.”

      “That’s not sadness, that’s boredom,” another male voice said. “Can’t you tell you’re boring the poor woman, Finn?”

      I looked over to see a guy with sandy-blond hair approaching. He had intense, golden-brown eyes and a playboy smirk. He also had impressive muscles. This town had a way out-of-proportion ratio of hot guys to average ones.

      “Caleb,” Finn said. “Why am I not surprised to see you here tonight?”

      “I’m on the prowl, like usual.”

      I looked between them. This exchange could only be described as frosty.

      “Prowl somewhere else,” Finn said.

      “Aw,” he said, “are you cranky because your pilot friends stood you up?”

      “They didn’t,” Finn said, pointing to yet another hottie perched at the bar. “Matt’s right over there.”

      “I’ll kill you!” a voice yelled. A burly, bearded man barreled toward Caleb, fists in the air.

      “The hell?” Finn said.

      Caleb shouted in alarm, raising his own fists, but he was too late. The attacker threw punch after punch, and Caleb did his best to defend himself against the blows.

      Peyton whined and snuggled into my shirt like she could hide in my armpit. I leaned back in the booth, trying to put as much distance between us and the action.

      At first it looked like Finn was just going to sit there and watch Caleb get pummeled, but he observed for just a brief moment before springing into action. The friend he’d pointed at also came over, and the two of them restrained the bearded guy.

      Caleb’s lip and nose were both bleeding. He reared back like he would throw a punch of his own, but Finn held out an arm. “Dude, no. He’s ill—look at him.”

      Curious, I held Peyton protectively close and craned my neck so I could see the attacker’s face. His brow was sweaty, and his face pale. He didn’t look angry anymore—he looked like he was about to fall over.

      “What’s wrong with him?” someone asked.

      I remembered that Daphne was sick. Seemed like something was going around.

      Peyton growled, suddenly, and leaped from my arms. She dodged between legs and made her way to the door of the bar.

      “Peyton!” I started to move after her, but Caleb, Finn, Matt, and the sick dude were all blocking the way. “Move it, guys, my dog just got away!”

      They shuffled to the side and I grabbed my purse and ran through the bar. Most of the patrons were still standing in shock, gawking at the fight that had taken place.

      The door was open. Peyton was nowhere in the bar that I could see. Had she already escaped outside?

      Fear and dread filled me. The street wasn’t a quiet one. What if she ran into the road?

      “Peyton!” I called. “Peyton, come here, girl!”

      Cars drove past. I was reassured that they were at least going kind of slow, but would they see a little white puffball dog if she wandered out there? My eyes burned with emotion as I walked up and down the block. Most of the stores were closed up for the night.

      I hated this. Hated falling in love with someone so completely, only to lose her right away. I asked passersby if they’d seen her, but everyone shook their heads. A couple of teenagers walked the block with me and helped me call her, but she didn’t come.

      I wandered around for over an hour, circling blocks, peering down alleys. Bea texted at one point, asking where I was, so I wrote back that I was looking for Peyton and they shouldn’t wait for me.

      When I found myself outside of The Watering Hole again, Finn was standing next to the door.

      “Did you find her?” he asked.

      “No.” I felt my chin wobble.

      “Hey, it’s okay.”

      “Shut up, you hated her.”

      He looked like he was going to argue, but then he nodded. “Maybe. But I’m sorry you’re sad.”

      I shouldn’t be horrible to him—he was just trying to make me feel better. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “What are you going to do now?” he asked. “Do you want help searching some more?”

      Looking up and down the block again, and out to the side streets, I realized it was futile. I’d been combing the town with no luck. Wherever Peyton was, it had to be far from here...or she didn’t want to be found.

      I shook my head. “Thanks anyway. I think I’ll just drive back to the B&B.”

      “Wait here just a second,” he said, then went into the bar.

      He came out a moment later with a plastic bag. I could smell the delicious burger and salty fries, and my stomach gave a low growl. I’d missed out on dinner and I still hadn’t found my dog. Tonight had been an epic failure.

      “Is it all right if I walk you to your truck?” Finn asked.

      “Sure.”

      It wasn’t far. He waited until I climbed behind the wheel and held my door. Then he passed me the bag of food.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “You didn’t get to eat, did you?”

      “No.”

      “Well, there’s your dinner.”

      I didn’t know why, but the gesture made me want to weep. Just barely keeping it together, I said, “Thank you.”

      He gave me a nod and a smile, then closed my truck door. He stood there until I drove away.

      Maybe Finn didn’t like my dog, but he seemed to like me. And right now, that would have to be enough.

      I just hoped I could find Peyton tomorrow.
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          Finn

        

      

    

    
      Beneath the fuselage of my Cessna Skycatcher, I replaced a bad fuse with a new one that had just arrived in the hangar’s mail this morning. It wasn’t easy finding parts for this old beauty, even something as simple as fuses. A lot of parts could be adapted from the junkers at the pick-n-pull, with some simple welding, but not everything.

      After I’d gone home last night, I’d watched a couple of Sophie’s videos. I liked being around her. I liked looking at her. I liked the way she wrinkled her nose, and the way her bangs brushed over her big brown eyes. I liked the way she smiled in her oldest videos, like there was a spark of life. Seemed like that spark was lacking now. I wanted to see that genuine smile in person, wanted to see that lightness, even if it meant helping her find that evil poof of fur.

      Someone pulled my boot, sliding the rolling creeper out, and me along with it.

      “I didn’t expect anyone to beat me here this morning,” George said. “What time did you get in?”

      I shrugged and sat up. “Early.”

      We were always at the hangar early—Matt, George, and me—every chance we could get. When we weren’t flying, we were working on projects that would take us on our next flight. Or at least they were keeping their projects. I was going to sell this beauty, once she was fit for takeoff.

      “After the bar? Must not have had real fun without me.” He laughed and pulled his toolbox out of the cabinet.

      As the sole human of our group, George was the only one of us who ended up drunk off a couple of beers. It took Matt and me a hell of a lot more. Tiptoeing secrets around one of my best friends wasn’t always easy, but hiding things came with being a shifter.

      “You didn’t come?” I said. “I didn’t even notice.”

      “Dick.”

      I laughed.

      “How was work?” I asked, genuinely interested in what shit he’d had to put up with after the grocery store closed to customers for the night. He worked in the back lot, helping bring in deliveries, and he sometimes heard weird stories from the guys who drove the trucks.

      He shrugged. “It was fine until the fire.”

      “Fire?”

      “You weren’t there?” He laughed. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “What happened?”

      The door opened and Matt came in. “Morning, ladies.”

      “Hey,” George said.

      I gave Matt a nod then turned back to George. “So?”

      “I was unloading the truck. Asshole driver just watched instead of helping me. The manager, too.”

      No surprise there.

      “No surprise there,” Matt said, as if reading my mind.

      George went on, “This old Buick peels into the parking lot, does a doughnut right in front of the truck. The hubcap flies off, hits the truck driver in the gut.”

      “Shit,” Matt said.

      “Yeah,” George said.

      “Was he okay?” I asked. “And I thought this was a story about a fire.”

      “Keeled over, but walked away, so I guess he’s fine,” George said. “And I’m getting to it. So the manager goes over to the dock door and starts yelling. And the woman driving the Buick—I shit you not—was a hundred years old.”

      “What?”

      He nodded. “Grandma throws something out the window. My manager stops yelling and screams this high-pitch lady squeal—like your brother Declan with a spider.”

      “What the hell did she throw?” I asked, waiting for the fire part.

      “Molotov cocktail.”

      “No fucking way,” Matt said.

      But we both knew it was true. As shifters, we’d hear the lies in George’s story, and there wasn’t a single one. Three cases of unexplained violence in one day. First Daphne stabbed Declan, that guy at the bar attacked Caleb, and then a fire—this was no coincidence.

      “Did everyone make it out okay?” I asked.

      “Yep,” George said. “As you can see, I am unscathed. And so is my dickhead boss. I put the fire out quickly, so the damage was minimal.”

      Matt’s eyes flicked to mine, then back to George. “What about the old lady?”

      “Weird that you should ask, but on the way home, I found her car parked two streets down and she was sleeping at the wheel, window down,” George said. “I tried to talk to her, figuring she must have been high on some crazy shit. And she was all sweaty. I poked her arm and her skin was hot as hell. Must have been really crazy shit with a nasty hangover.”

      “Did you call 911?” I asked.

      “Of course I did. She might have tried to burn down Eden Market, but as an employee, I know she’s not the only one who’s considered it. And I wouldn’t just leave her. I’m not a monster. Anyway, turns out it was Mrs. Lewis. She plays bridge with my ma every Tuesday night. I didn’t figure her to have a wild streak.”

      “I don’t think it’s drugs,” Matt said. “Something similar happened at the bar.”

      “She hit the Watering Hole with the molotov cocktails, too?” George asked.

      “Not that similar,” I said. “Jeff Saltzman attacked Caleb Stone at the bar. The crazed behavior and then the fever is what’s similar. It seems like an illness.”

      “A virus that makes you crazy?” George shrugged. “I guess it’s possible.” He set down his toolbox. “Shit. I left my coffee in the car. Be right back.”

      As soon as George was out of earshot, Matt came over to me.

      “Mrs. Lewis is human, and Jeff is, too,” he said.

      I nodded. “There was another yesterday, too, my brother’s mate. Daphne’s human, too.”

      “Whatever is going around, it seems to be human-specific,” Matt said. “Any word from the alpha?”

      As if on cue, my phone rang. I checked to see who it was. Declan.

      “That’s him,” I said. I answered the phone and headed outside, passing George on the way. “What’s up, Dec? Is Daphne doing okay?”

      “Yeah, her fever broke. She’s just tired now,” he said. “I’ve been getting calls, other cases of humans acting violently, then falling ill. Vandalism, car accidents.”

      “Like Jeff Saltzman, at the bar,” I said. “He came after Caleb.”

      “I’m stationing guys around town,” he said, not giving me a chance to report on Mrs. Lewis. “I need you out there, too. Minimize the destruction when someone falls ill. Report anything unusual, be my eyes on the outskirts of town, at the hangar, and anywhere else you go.”

      “Got it.”

      Dec hung up. He was more on edge than usual, all alpha. He probably had a lot more calls to make. I was glad we had him at times like this. Humans could become sick, violent, without any warning.

      I was already at the hangar, doing the duty he’d set me to do. But my thoughts returned to one human in particular. If people were getting sick, I wanted to be there to protect Sophie.
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          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      “Sophie, where have you been?” Sarah was waiting for me on the porch when I came back to the B&B in the afternoon.

      “Just in town.” I’d been putting up some lost dog notices and looking for Peyton, with no luck, although I didn’t want to tell Sarah about it and hear her gloat. I’d taken the opportunity to pick up a few supplies. The selection at the general store was limited, but they had dog food, and this one set of tiny bows that would’ve looked just perfect between Peyton’s ears.

      “Well, Bea and I are about to head that way, too.” Sarah pulled a compact and lipstick from her purse and touched up her mouth.

      “Oh, but we have that appointment for the flight,” I said, checking my phone. It was why I’d returned to the B&B.

      “Right,” Sarah said. “I actually changed my mind on that. Didn’t I text you?”

      My phone was still in my hand. There had been no texts. Sarah knew there had been no texts. Why did I put up with this? Damned if I knew.

      “I already paid the deposit,” I said.

      “I’m sure you can get it back,” she said. “This is just a little family business, anyway. They’re adaptable.”

      “It’s also rude to cancel like that,” I said.

      “Oh, Sophie. You’ve always been so sensitive.” She flashed a brilliant smile at me. There was a touch of red lipstick on her teeth.

      I decided not to say anything, even though I felt horrible about it.

      Bea came out the front door and looked from me to Sarah. “Sarah, you have lipstick on your teeth.”

      Bea was a much better person than I was.

      “So what’s going on?” Bea asked.

      “I guess we’re not doing the flight,” I said.

      “You didn’t text Sophie last night?” Bea turned to me. “Sorry, Sophie. We passed a lingerie boutique that Sarah’s dying to visit.”

      “Honeymoon lingerie,” Sarah said with a smug grin.

      Sometimes I got the feeling that she was saying things like that on purpose. But maybe I was just being oversensitive? It was definitely weird that my best friend was getting married to my ex-fiancé. But it didn’t have to be weird, because it was my mind that could decide it wasn’t.

      Unless Sarah was making it weird?

      Either way, there was no getting her on an airplane when she’d decided otherwise. So I needed to go talk to the pilot—Finn—and let him know the flight wasn’t happening.

      “Well, have fun with the shopping, then,” I said. “I guess I’ll go see if I can get my deposit back.”

      “Thanks, sweetie,” Sarah said. “I knew you’d understand.”

      Understanding nothing, I turned around and got back into my truck.

      Declan, Daphne’s boyfriend, had served us breakfast this morning, and he’d written down directions to the airfield. I followed the directions through some winding, forested roads. At the final left turn, the road opened up and I saw an airplane hangar and an airstrip. A small plane sat out on the asphalt, its nose pointed toward the wooded hills in the distance.

      After parking the truck, I clambered out, my legs shaking. Finn was a nice guy and he’d been nothing but understanding. Still, I didn’t know how he’d react to the news that we wouldn’t be doing the flight tour.

      I made my way to the hangar. There was a regular-sized door on the side. Before I could reach it, a man in a black police uniform stepped out. He was hot, with dark hair, warm olive skin, and cool gray eyes. Underneath his uniform, he had broad shoulders and he probably also had abs for days. I recognized him from the bar, but was struck again by how well-built he was.

      “Hi there! I’m Matt, and you must be Sarah. Congrats on the upcoming wedding.”

      “Oh, no, I’m Sophie,” I said, shaking his hand. Seriously, how had Forbidden, Kentucky gotten so many hotties? “I, uh...I need to talk to Finn.”

      “Uh-oh,” he said. “Is everything okay?”

      “I have to get my deposit back, if possible. My friends bailed on the flight.”

      Matt nodded. “He’s not here quite yet, but—oh, there he is.”

      There was nothing. I didn’t see or hear anything coming down the road until a full five seconds after. Then Finn’s truck rumbled into sight.

      “You’ve got some good ears and eyes,” I told Matt.

      He gave me a wolf-like grin. “All the better to hunt you with, my dear.”

      “Funny.” I was too nervous about canceling the flight to flirt with this guy. And despite how hot he was in his police uniform, I’d only found myself drawn to one Forbidden hottie, and he was getting out of his truck right now.

      Finn’s long-sleeved Henley clung to his muscles and left very little to the imagination. His jeans sat low on his narrow waist, a belt holding them up. He raised a hand in greeting, his pale green eyes flashing in the sunlight.

      “Sophie,” he said in his smooth, panty-dropping voice. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “They bailed,” Matt said before I could speak. “I was just about to let Sophie have her deposit back.”

      Finn raised his eyebrows. “But we don’t return deposits—”

      “Except in special cases,” Matt said. “This being one of them.”

      I looked between the two of them. Something was being communicated without words, but I didn’t know what.

      Matt stepped into the office, leaving me alone with Finn in the gravel parking area.

      “Sorry about this,” I said. “They just told me, like, thirty minutes ago.”

      His brows drew together and he frowned. He looked pissed, and I took a step back.

      “I’m not mad at you,” he said, just as Matt came back out of the office.

      “I just processed your refund,” Matt said. “So the two of you can head out whenever you’re ready.”

      “The two of us?” I asked.

      Oh, crap. They probably thought I still wanted to go on the flight.

      “Yep,” Matt said. “The plane’s all fueled up, ready to go when you are.”

      I would be ready never, but they’d already refunded the deposit from Sarah and Bea’s portion. At this point, it would be epically rude of me to back out.

      “Right,” I said, nodding. “Let’s go.”

      Finn rested his hand on my lower back briefly and guided me around the hangar toward the airstrip. The contact set my skin on fire, clouding my brain. How could I tell him that I didn’t want to do this, that he could keep the deposit and no hard feelings? The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t seem to spit them out.

      Maybe this would be a good experience. It could be great, I told myself. Believing I would be airsick would only accomplish one thing: I would definitely get airsick.

      We got as far as the shadow of the little airplane when I turned to Finn. “You know,” I said. “I don’t really—”

      “You don’t want to do this,” he said at the same time.

      We looked at each other, eyebrows raised, and I laughed.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “Human lie detector,” he said, pointing to himself. “Remember? Also, you look like you’re going to puke.”

      “Keep the deposit,” I said. “Please. I’d pay double to not go on a plane.”

      He laughed. “What do you have against it, anyway?”

      “Tiny planes make me airsick. I probably wouldn’t throw up, but I’d feel nauseated for the rest of the day.”

      “Nobody wants that,” he said.

      We stared at each other for a long moment. His green eyes caught the light, reminding me of an open field. Free. Happy.

      “What else were you going to do today?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I definitely don’t want to go shopping for lingerie with Sarah.”

      “I have an idea,” he said.

      That smile. Holy crap, that smile. His idea could involve walking over hot coals and I’d sign up in a heartbeat.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked, still smiling.

      “I’m in,” I said. “Whatever it is.”

      “How are you with heat?”

      Had he just been reading my mind? “It doesn’t involve hot coals, does it?”

      Laughing, he shook his head. “Hot springs.”

      He held out a hand, and I took it, allowing him to lead me around the front of the plane and toward the forest beyond.

      “Uh, how far away are we going?” I asked.

      “Not far.” He sent a quick glance down to my tennis shoes, then nodded. “Those’ll do.”

      We walked in silence across the field, and into the trees. Finn wasn’t a talker, but I didn’t feel lonely or like conversation was lacking. He was thoughtful, and so was I.

      “Do you like Forbidden so far?” he asked.

      It didn’t sound like filler conversation—it sounded like he genuinely wanted to know.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I do. Everyone’s really nice, and the community seems pretty tightly knit.”

      “A lot of the families in Forbidden have been here for generations,” Finn said.

      “Like yours?”

      He nodded. “My parents, and their parents before them.”

      Something in his expression changed, like his family was a sore subject.

      He went on, “My sister runs the company my brothers and I work for—O’Malley Construction.”

      Maybe I was wrong about the family thing. He seemed completely content to talk about his siblings.

      “So is Declan your brother?” I asked. They did look a bit alike.

      “Declan, Brody, James, Moira, and me. We’re all similar in age, so we grew up doing all the same things at the same time. It made us close,” he said. “What about you?”

      “I’m from Brisbane,” I said.

      “Just over the mountains, in Western Kentucky?” He gave me that smile that melted my insides.

      “Yep. That’s the place,” I said. “Though I’ll be staying with my brother in Virginia for a while.”

      Finn was staring at me, looking over my face like he had something to say, but wasn’t sure if he should.

      We came around the side of a huge boulder.

      “Here it is,” Finn said, holding out his arms. “This is the place I come to when I want to quiet my mind.”

      A small hot pool of water abutted the boulder. There was no steam, but I could feel the humidity and the warmer temperature in the air.

      “This place isn’t listed on the website of Things to Do in Eastern Kentucky,” I said.

      “Well, neither am I,” he said with a wink.

      I laughed and shook my head. “So what is this?”

      “Only the best-kept secret in Forbidden. I found it after George, Matt, and I purchased the acreage for the airstrip.”

      “Do they know about it?”

      “I think Matt has been out here at one point or another, yeah. Not sure about George.”

      “It’s beautiful.” It was. Moss covered parts of the boulder, and several stones ringed the natural spring. Beams of sunlight came faintly through the tree branches, moving slightly with the breeze.

      Just when I thought nothing could improve the view, Finn took off his shirt.

      My mouth fell open. “What are you doing?”

      “Let’s get in,” he said.

      “I don’t have a suit!”

      He paused with his hands on his belt buckle.

      What was I saying? I was passing up on a chance to get in a natural hot spring with the hottest guy I’d ever laid eyes on, because I didn’t have a suit? I did a mental check for what bra and panties I was wearing. Black bra, purple underwear. It wasn’t a set, because I hadn’t thought I’d need to get down to sexy skivvies in front of anyone today. But it would cover me.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he said. “It’s enough I got to show it to you.”

      He wanted to show it to me. Me, specifically.

      “I said I was in,” I told him, lifting my shirt over my head.

      This time, his jaw dropped, and I had to bite back a smile. I was no supermodel, but I felt like one when he looked at me like that.

      He unfastened his belt and jeans, and I used my own de-pantsing as an excuse to look away. Even though I really wanted to stare at him in his boxers.

      Once I was down to my underwear and bra, I looked at the water.

      “How hot is it?” I asked, approaching the pool. “It’s not going to scald me, is it?”

      He stepped into the water, his movements graceful. “It’s not as hot as some springs, but it’s not too cold. You definitely won’t be scalded.”

      When he held out a hand to guide me in, I took it. There was a ledge of rock inside the pool, like a natural step. I settled onto it across from Finn.

      “How deep is this, anyway?”

      “Not deep. I admit, I added a few stones to the mix so there’d be a nice place to sit, but overall, it’s like a natural hot tub.”

      It really was. I wondered what it would be like to come out here at night, maybe with a bottle of wine and some snacks. The water was perfect, warming me through without making me feel like I was boiling. This place was perfect. There was a view of the forest, and the absence of any sounds except for birds, and this man in front of me who, for some crazy reason, had thought I was worthy to bring to his secret place. And he was down to his boxers. Hell yes.

      “You seem happy,” he said.

      “I am,” I said. It was true. So much of my life recently had been wrapped up in Sarah and Pete’s upcoming wedding, and then being kicked out of the apartment. But here, with Finn and the beautiful afternoon, I felt pretty damn content.

      Now this would be a great topic to discuss in my vlog. Finding your peace and being present within it.

      “Thank you for bringing me here,” I said. “I don’t know why you did, but I really appreciate it.”

      “I thought maybe you could use a break from all the stuff that was making you unhappy.”

      I stared at him. “I’m happy.”

      “You are now. But there’s stuff dragging you down. I don’t want to cast judgments, but...I don’t think Sarah is very nice.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want to talk about her. But you’re right.”

      “Got it.”

      He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, looking content. I took the opportunity to feast my eyes on his gorgeous face and pecs. The dude had to work out constantly to get a form like that, didn’t he? Or maybe it was the water here in Forbidden, turning all the guys super fit. I hadn’t investigated whether the hotness quotient affected both genders or not, but next time I was in town, I’d have to start paying attention.

      If I moved here, would I also become insanely attractive?

      The more I stared at him, the more my mind started creating scenarios. Sexy scenarios. Scenarios where he grabbed my wrist and dragged me over to him and started kissing the life out of me. Or maybe he’d lunge across the pool and give me a fierce kiss while slowly unsnapping my bra. Those giant hands on my tatas would feel damn good.

      “Everything okay?” he murmured, keeping his eyes closed.

      “Yep, totally cool,” I said.

      “You sure?” he cracked one eye open.

      My face felt hot. “Yes, it’s fine.”

      “You’re blushing. But the water isn’t that hot.”

      “I’m just thinking.”

      “About what?” he asked.

      “Some thoughts are meant to be private,” I said.

      “Sophie,” he said, sounding stern, “do you want to kiss me?”

      “Oh my gosh. What kind of question is that?” I looked away, afraid to meet his gaze.

      “An honest one. I want to kiss you. So I was wondering if the feeling’s mutual.”

      Gulping, I looked back at him and whispered, “Yes.”

      “Then come here.”

      I didn’t feel like I could move. He’d broached the subject, but could I act on it?

      His eyes were both open now, and he was staring directly at me. He held out his hand, just like he had when inviting me into the spring. This was easier—this, I could do. I took his hand and launched myself at him.

      He groaned as soon as I landed in his lap, and then his mouth was on mine. His lips were soft, his faint whiskers scratchy. The water made our skin slippery, and I was hyperaware that only a few scraps of thin fabric separated our most intimate places. He pressed his tongue inside of my mouth and I lightly sucked it, causing him to groan again. Or was that a growl? It was hot, either way.

      He brought his hands around to cup my ass, pulling me more securely into his lap. His cock was rigid between us, and I rocked against it, eager to feel it nestled within my core. I wanted him—I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anyone or anything before.

      Reaching back, I started to unsnap my bra. Finn’s gaze darkened as he watched, waiting for my goodies to be revealed. But a movement of white past his shoulder made me pause. Was it one of his friends, out here exploring? That would be embarrassing.

      The white movement barked, and I jumped out of Finn’s lap and scrambled for the edge of the spring.

      “Peyton!” I called.

      She barked again. Finn groaned something unintelligible, although I was pretty sure I could guess the sentiment even if I couldn’t hear the words.

      “Sorry,” I said to him, climbing out of the water.

      Peyton came running into my arms when I bent down to her. She licked my face and wagged her fluffy little tail.

      I turned to look at Finn, who was glaring at Peyton. “Hey,” I said, “don’t blame her. She was lost.”

      He shrugged. “I think it’s interesting timing, is all.”

      “Rain check?” I asked him. “I really want to continue where we left off, but I should get Peyton home and get her some food. Who knows how long she’s been out here, hungry.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      I pulled on my clothes—difficult over my damp skin—and grinned at him. “I mean that,” I said. “Rain check.”

      On the way back to the B&B, Peyton sat in the passenger’s seat, her head out the window. My heart swelled with relief and love that she’d found her way back to me.

      “You are one smart pooch,” I told her.

      At the sound of my voice, she turned to look at me. In the lights from the dash, her eyes took on a reddish tint.

      “Yikes,” I said. “So that’s what Finn was talking about.”

      Well, Finn didn’t know everything. Animals’ eyes reflected strangely sometimes, and it turned out Peyton’s were no exception.

      “Let’s get you home so you can have some dinner,” I said, and she went back to staring out the window.

      When we pulled up to the B&B and parked, Sarah’s car was already there. I remembered what Finn had said, about Sarah not being very nice.

      But she was my friend. It had to count for something, at least with me.

      I went inside the B&B. Daphne was curled up on the front porch in a rocking chair, and Declan was on the phone nearby.

      “Hey,” I said to Daphne. “How are you feeling?”

      “A lot better, but still not a hundred percent,” she said. “Do you need something, though? I can get you anything you want—”

      “You will do no such thing.” I held up Peyton. “Look who I found! Or rather, look who found me.”

      I trailed off, remembering exactly where she’d found me, and what I’d been doing. Kissing Finn. Grinding against him. Getting ready to unsnap my bra….

      “That’s awesome,” Daphne said, breaking me out of the beautiful, hot memories.

      “I’m just going to give her some dinner and see what Sarah and Bea are up to.”

      “Sounds good,” Daphne said, yawning. “Sarah’s in a mood, though.”

      Sarah was always in a mood lately. Soon this trip would be over. Soon I’d be moving. Soon I could have some distance from the most toxic, draining person I knew.

      My favorite self-help guru, Carly Joy, would be cheering for me.

      “Thanks for the head’s up,” I said, and went inside to meet my fate.
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      If I could have spent the evening any way I liked, it’d have been with Sophie. Kissing her had been fucking magical. She tasted sweet, like berries, and I could tell she’d been just as eager for me as I’d been for her.

      Then that damn devil dog had shown up again.

      But I was happy for Sophie, because she loved that evil thing. So at least she was no longer worried about it.

      As it was, after I’d fulfilled my duty as pilot, Moira had me scheduled back in the B&B’s basement.

      Shirt up over my nose, I snapped together the plug and the extension cord. The industrial fan kicked on, sending noxious air in my face. I flinched and moved around the giant blower, then raced up the steps. I could only hold my breath for so long, so as soon as I had grass under my feet, I inhaled deeply.

      Something smelled good, like when Mom used to cook a big dinner on Sunday nights. I followed the scent of roasted herbs and meat. The sky was dark already, and I could hear someone locking up the trailer for the night. I went around front and found Brody there, and Declan barking at him from the porch.

      “Watering Hole, then down Main Street,” he said. “After an hour, you and Matt switch,” Declan said.

      Declan looked grumpier than usual. My guess was he was taking the illness going around personally. Declan always liked everything to be in order and under his control, which was why Daphne was such a good match for him. She didn’t let him mow her over with his alpha command, and instead challenged him right back. I was glad they’d found each other.

      Some people were born to have a mate, some of us weren’t. I sure as hell wasn’t.

      I went up onto the porch, and that’s when I noticed Daphne curled up in one of the rocking chairs with a blanket wrapped around her. That’s why Declan was on the porch. He didn’t want to leave her side.

      “Watering Hole, then down Main Street,” Brody repeated.

      “Then switch with Matt after an hour,” Declan said.

      “Yeah, I got it.” Brody headed to his truck and drove off.

      Daphne noticed me standing by the edge of the porch. “How’s the basement?” she asked.

      “You shouldn’t be worrying about that,” Declan said, as he brushed a hand over her forehead. His voice was firm but gentle. “You should be in bed.”

      “I’m fine.” Daphne’s voice was hoarse. Her eyes were still sunken in, and her skin was pale.

      “You have a fever.” Declan turned to me. “I told her to stay in bed. I can’t take my eyes off her or she tries to work. Even James disapproved enough to go in and do the cooking for her.”

      “I’m right here,” Daphne said. “Resting.”

      “James cooks?” My brows shot up to my hairline. I didn’t know that, but he was so antisocial, I wouldn’t be surprised if he did all kinds of shit we didn’t know about.

      “Apparently,” Declan said. “He seemed to know what he was doing, too. Roasting meat and vegetables. And sauce.”

      “Smells like Mom’s,” I said.

      Declan nodded, a glint of sorrow in his otherwise hard eyes. We all missed Mom. She’d died five years ago from cancer. Dad couldn’t handle it, and left. We were all grown, living our own lives, so it wasn’t like he’d abandoned a bunch of kids. Still, none of us had been back to the house since. Too many memories.

      I cleared my throat. “The basement’s going to take time to air out. It’s strange that we didn’t notice the smell sooner, but it’s good we caught it now. Better to clear it out so it doesn’t spread.”

      Daphne frowned and leaned her head into the back of the chair. Her eyes slid shut, and I wasn’t sure if she was really disappointed about the basement or really tired.

      “How are the patrols going?” I asked in a quiet tone, so as not to bother Daphne if she was asleep.

      “Well,” Declan said, “the virus is definitely spreading, but damage is contained. A few incidents have been reported. Mr. Hare tore apart a bunch of mail at the post office, but didn’t hurt anyone. And then there was an incident with Yelling Man.”

      Ah, Yelling Man. When was there not an incident with him? Well, mostly he stood around by the cemetery yelling at people who passed by about how the world was going to end. He was harmless enough, and was actually pretty pleasant if you sat down with him and let him talk.

      “Something happened at the cemetery?” I asked.

      “He ran after a woman walking her dog, and he had a fever like all of the affected seem to, but Matt was there and caught him before he could cause any harm.”

      With all of the patrols Declan had Matt doing, I bet he’d have lots of stories to tell me at the hangar when I saw him next. I’d go in tomorrow if I could, even if it was only for an hour or two before work. Because of all the violence going on, I found my thoughts returning once again to Sophie. She and her friends—if I could call them friends—were in and out of town. I hated the thought of them not having an escort. Of her being vulnerable.

      “You’ll take a shift tomorrow,” Declan said. “You want to go to the hangar early, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Then first thing—”

      The door opened. Standing in the doorway was Sophie, holding the cock-blocking demon dog in her arms. The dog snarled and flashed its red eyes at me.

      I glanced to Declan for a sign that he’d seen how evil the thing was, but he was busy picking up Daphne. “I’m going to get her to bed.”

      “Goodnight,” I said.

      “Goodnight.”

      He disappeared into the building, leaving me and Sophie alone—save for Satan. The little dog leaned into Sophie as she scratched between its ears, and it licked the fingers on her other hand.

      “Finn?” Sophie’s lips parted softly, and the air around us changed.

      It was hot, magnetic, and I took a step closer. “Yes?”

      “I need to ask you something.” Her voice was soft, her smile sweet, reserved. I imagined tilting her chin up and claiming her full lips with a kiss so deep it’d claim her heart.

      “Anything.”

      She left the dog and took a step closer, and I could feel the heat of her body, even though she was still two feet away. I could feel her all over me, could see her bare skin when I closed my eyes, taste her on my tongue. She lifted her head and met my gaze, her big brown eyes half-hidden behind her bangs.

      Anything.

      “Will you watch Peyton for me?”

      Anything but that.

      “Sarah says she needs me for something.” Sophie frowned.

      The light that I’d seen in her eyes dulled, the same way it did whenever that other woman was around. The same way it did in Sophie’s newer videos. Sarah was a leech, sucking away at Sophie’s spark. Sophie wasn’t ready to hear it, but she needed to let Sarah go. She’d be happier, and that’s what I wanted for her.

      “Please?” She touched my arm. “I only just found her again today, and I’m afraid if I leave her—”

      “Yes.” No.

      “Thank you so much.” She bounced on her toes and kissed my cheek, then delivered Satan into my arms.

      “How long do you need me to watch her?” I asked.

      “Just tonight. Thank you.” She held her hands together and the smile she gave me made it almost worth it.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Goodnight, Finn.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I watched her go inside, and suddenly the night felt a hell of a lot darker, and colder. I looked down at the soft, fluffy monster in my arms. It met my gaze, growled, and sank its teeth into my hand.

      Fucker. I wanted nothing more than to punt the little bastard back to hell.

      Dark laughter came from beside the porch. I looked down and saw James pulling his gloves off.

      “I thought you were inside cooking,” I said.

      “I thought you had a set of balls.” He nodded at me holding the bow-clad hellspawn.

      I gritted my teeth, knowing full well I was going to get a lot of shit for this. I tried to pry Satan’s teeth from my finger, only for her to bite my thumb.

      I looked to James and growled, “Let’s go home.”
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      After dropping Peyton off with Finn, I went back inside. Dinner had been delicious, and scents of it still hung in the air. Finn’s surly brother had cooked. James, I thought his name was. He hadn’t snarled at me when I told him the food was good, which made me think we were well on our way to being BFFs.

      Speaking of BFFs, I went down the hall to Sarah’s room and knocked.

      “Come in,” she trilled.

      Going inside, I saw that she and Bea were both in matching footie pajamas and lounging on the bed.

      “Finally, you’re back,” Sarah said.

      “Now the slumber party can really start!” Bea added, giggling.

      I looked from them to the nightstand, where a bottle of wine sat. It was half empty. Or maybe half full. Half full, I decided. I was an optimist, after all. It was my brand.

      There was also a bottle of whiskey on the nightstand next to Sarah. They’d started the party without me, but that was okay.

      “We found a rom-com in a DVD rental machine downtown,” Sarah said, holding up a red envelope. “The Prince and the Reporter. It’s all about...well...it’s a rom-com.”

      “Then it’s bound to be good,” I said.

      Bea stood up and pulled the envelope from Sarah’s hand. “Let’s go watch it—there’s that living room with the fireplace down the hall. Daphne said we can use the TV anytime.”

      “First, shots,” Sarah said, reaching for the bottle of whiskey. She even had three shot glasses lined up, and she filled them each with amber liquid. I tossed mine back, grimacing at the burn in my throat.

      “One more,” Bea said, holding out her glass.

      Sure, I thought. Why not? I held out my own.

      After getting a good buzz started, we walked down the hall, giggling. Daphne wasn’t anywhere to be seen; she must have already been in bed for the night, sleeping off her illness.

      Bea turned on the television and slid the DVD into the player while Sarah settled into the comfortable-looking sofa. I set the bottle of whiskey and our three shot glasses on the coffee table in front of her.

      “Sophie, would you mind grabbing us some popcorn from the kitchen?” she asked.

      “Absolutely.” I went into the kitchen, missing Peyton. It seemed kind of unfair that Sarah had insisted I get rid of Peyton so we could do something amazing, and then it turned out that all she wanted to do was stay in and watch a movie.

      I found a bag of pre-popped popcorn and dumped it into a couple of large bowls, then brought them back into the living room. The title screen flashed on just as I walked in.

      “Invasion of the Crispy Lesbian Skeletons?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound like a rom-com.”

      “Maybe it’s just a trailer,” Bea said.

      “Well, it sounds horrible,” I said.

      Sarah sighed. “Don’t be so negative, okay, Sophes?”

      She reached for a bowl of popcorn, which I handed her. Then I sat on the floor and watched the beginning of what had to be one of the most horrible films ever created.

      A charred-looking skeleton, clearly held by a real human off-screen, reached across the television.

      “I need another drink for this,” I said, grabbing my glass from the coffee table and pouring another whiskey shot.

      “I don’t think this is a trailer,” Bea murmured, as we watched three people brutally and bloodily stabbed by fake skeletons...each of which had—inexplicably—large, bouncy breasts.

      “You know, nothing against a nice set of tatas,” I said, “but I don’t think we’re the target audience for this film.”

      “Can we even call it a film?” Bea asked, as a woman, nude from the waist up, stepped into the frame and began making out with one of the skeletons. “This is offensive, and I refuse to watch it.”

      She stood up and turned off the television, then pulled the DVD out of the player. She looked half tempted to crack the disc in half, and I wouldn’t have blamed her.

      “Well, now what?” Sarah said. “That was our big plan for the evening.”

      I didn’t have any ideas. I just wanted to snuggle with my dog, or make out with Finn. Either of those were great options. After that moment in the hot spring, I was leaning toward first making out with Finn, and then hanging out with Peyton. Followed by more fun times with Finn.

      “I have an idea,” Sarah said.

      Warily, I looked over at her. “What is it?”

      “We check out the rest of the B&B. There are all of those floors above us, and I swear I heard footsteps above my room last night while I was sexting with Pete.”

      “Yeah, that’s actually not a good idea,” I said. “Daphne told us the upper floors are off-limits.”

      “We’ll just look around really quick,” Bea said. “Don’t tell me you aren’t curious.”

      “Of course I’m curious,” I said. I was fascinated by the history this building must hold, although a lot of my curiosity was tinged by sadness. The conditions for the previous residents had probably been awful. The early nineteen hundreds hadn’t been kind to the mentally ill, from what I understood.

      “Let’s just take a quick peek,” Bea suggested. “If it’s boring, we come straight down.”

      “Hey, Sophie, you can film the place,” Sarah said.

      I stared at her. “Why would I want to do that?”

      She snorted, like the reason was obvious. “For your little show or whatever.”

      “My show is about positive thinking and mindset,” I said. “It’s cheerful and...no offense to Daphne, but an old mental health asylum doesn’t really fit the brand, you know?”

      Sarah stood up to her full height. The way her auburn hair was piled on top of her head made her look even taller. I mentally knocked off a few inches, though, because she looked less intimidating while wearing those footie pajamas.

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she pulled me into a hug. Confused, I patted her shoulder.

      “I just want to be supportive of you,” she said, sniffling. “How come you never see that? It’s always about how I mistreat you or whatever, but don’t you see that I just lo-lo-love you so freaking much, Sophie? I can’t hold you back because I don’t want you to think I don’t let you have things that you don’t want or want.”

      There were so many double, triple, and multiple negatives in that statement, I didn’t know what it even meant.

      When she finally released me, I knew I was going to be a sucker and give in, like I always did.

      “Okay, we can go,” I said.

      “More shots,” Bea said, holding up the whiskey. “For courage.”

      I would be hungover tomorrow, but I was already too buzzed to care, so I drank up like a good little bridesmaid.

      “Let’s go,” Sarah said. She linked her arms with mine and Bea’s and led us toward the stairs.

      Daphne’s sign warning us about the construction was still hanging by the stairs. I held back, but Sarah dragged me forward. She and Bea stepped under the twine.

      Sighing, I followed them. This was beyond stupid. The stairs creaked quietly in protest.

      Once on the second floor, Bea tried the first door, but it wouldn’t budge. I trailed behind her and Sarah as they tried one door after another. All were locked.

      A smear of something went along the wall.

      “What is that?” I asked, turning on the flashlight on my phone.

      “I think it’s blood,” Bea said in a dark, demonic voice. In a lighter voice, she added, “Or poop.”

      I snickered and turned off my phone. “Well, looks like that’s it. We didn’t find anything exciting.”

      “You’re not seriously giving up, are you, Sophie?” Sarah asked. “This is only the second floor.”

      “All of the doors are bound to be locked,” I said.

      She giggled. “What is it you say on your vlog? You never know until you try?”

      It figured she would only take my advice to heart when it suited her, and when the advice could get us into trouble. Honestly, I was a bit surprised she remembered anything I had said.

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t think you’re really looking at the heart of my message—”

      She was already halfway up the stairs, so Bea and I exchanged a look of commiseration and followed her.

      Just as Bea and I reached the third floor landing, Sarah whispered, “I found one! It’s unlocked!”

      The door groaned as it opened, and the three of us paused, trying to be silent.

      A faint tune filled the air, halting and melancholy.

      “What the hell is that?” Sarah said.

      “Shhh,” Bea said.

      The three of us listened. I hunted for the sound with my flashlight, heart beating so loud in my chest that it almost drowned out the music.

      There, next to the now open door, was a dusty old music box.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “It must have opened when the door bumped into it.”

      Marching over, I closed the box. The metal lid felt ice-cold against my skin, and I suppressed the shivers.

      The music continued.

      “That is creepy AF,” Bea said.

      I set down the music box like it was on fire. This was unnatural.

      With the light from my phone, we could see the dull outlines of furniture—a bookcase, a low, twin bed, and a large trunk beside the footboard. A window took up most of one side of the room, covered by what looked like a heavy, blood-red curtain.

      “Look at this,” Sarah said, walking over to the bookcase.

      The music box stopped playing, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap, came a faint noise. It sounded like nails on a window pane.

      Bea gasped.

      Sarah grabbed my arm so hard, I knew I’d have marks on my skin in the morning. “What is that?”

      “I’m sure there’s an explanation for it,” I said.

      Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap, it came again.

      “It’s outside,” Bea said, her voice shaky. She marched over to grip the edge of the curtains. “We’ll see that it’s just a tree branch, and we’ll be fine. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I whispered. Better to face the fear and know it was ridiculous, than go back downstairs and try to sleep in what now felt like a haunted house.

      “On three,” Bea said. “One, two, three.”

      She pulled the curtains aside. There, just like Bea had said, was a tree branch rapping against the glass.

      I exhaled, feeling ridiculous that we’d been so scared. But then a face appeared, staring back at us in the window. Red eyes, and a gaping mouth full of sharp teeth. It growled.

      Sarah pushed me closer to the horrifying vision to protect herself, and I stumbled before catching my balance.

      I saw my scared face. We were seeing a reflection. Whatever horrifying creature had appeared in the window, it was behind us.

      Sarah, Bea, and I all screamed at the same time.
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      I flinched at the combined shrieking of the three women, but I didn’t loosen my grip. Satan writhed in my arms, making high-pitched growls that were almost as disturbing to me as I apparently was to the ladies. Standing in the hallway just outside the open door to the bedroom, I tried to calm them all down.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s just me.” And Satan—I left that part out.

      “Just me? Like saying that makes it any less creepy for you to sneak up on us,” the snotty one, Sarah, said.

      It was easy to see why Sophie didn’t like her. What I didn’t understand was why she’d still be Sarah’s bridesmaid when Sarah treated her and everyone else so poorly.

      “You’re not supposed to be up here,” I said. “First floor only. It’s not safe.”

      “Yeah, because weirdos hang out up here,” Sarah said.

      Sophie pushed past her. Her heart still fluttered in her chest, startled from seeing my reflection in the window.

      “Sorry,” she said. “We were watching a movie and—”

      “It was Sarah’s idea,” the third woman said. “We’ll go back downstairs.”

      “Yeah, great, tattle on me.” Sarah snorted. She looked me up and down, raised her chin, and headed out.

      Sophie frowned and gently touched Peyton’s head. “We were all being stupid.”

      “You want to take her?” I asked. Please take her.

      She hesitated and sucked in a deep breath. It was almost like she didn’t want to take the dog.

      “Thanks for watching her for me,” she said. “But, if you don’t mind me asking, why are you here? I thought you went home for the night.”

      “I did.” The dog bit the shit out of my hands the whole drive. “When we got back, Peyton paced by the door, yipping non-stop.”

      “Maybe she had to pee,” Sophie offered.

      “Yeah, I thought that could be, so I took her out back, far enough from the house that James wouldn’t give me shit for stained grass.”

      “You live with your brother?” she asked.

      “For now. Business has been slow for a long time, so all of us O’Malleys have been crashing together. I’m hoping to get my own place soon, after I save up enough.”

      “I have to look for a new place, too.” Her smile was sad, and she took the dog from me.

      We started back down the stairs, and I wondered if I should ask why she was moving. Before, she’d said she didn’t want to talk about Sarah, so I figured maybe she didn’t want to talk about her living situation either.

      “What happened when you took Peyton out?” she asked.

      She bit my face when I tried to pick her up again. “She ran.”

      “She ran back here, for me?” This time Sophie’s smile was genuine.

      “Yeah.”

      “And you followed her from town? That’s a long way to run. Did you drive?”

      I shrugged. “I walked. It was fine.”

      “Let me drive you home,” she said. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, looking forward to it.

      Satan jumped from her arms and bolted out the half-open front door. I could swear I’d shut the thing when I came in. Someone else must have left it open after.

      “Peyton!” Sophie ran after the dog.

      That little monster was nothing but trouble. But she liked it, and therefore it was my problem, too.

      I jogged down the steps and followed Sophie to the building in the back. It was somewhere between a shed and a barn in size. It was also so dilapidated that a strong sneeze could blow the place down.

      There also happened to be a hole at the bottom of the door just about Satan-sized.

      “Peyton went inside.” Sophie grabbed the padlock on the door chain.

      “You can’t go in,” I said.

      “Peyton is in there,” Sophie said, again.

      “She’ll come back out,” I said. “The structure should be sound enough for her three-pound weight.”

      “Should be?”

      “She’ll be fine. We’ll wait right here until she’s done exploring.” I sat down by the door and looked up at Sophie.

      Shadows and moonlight danced across her face. She really was beautiful. On paper, I’d say she wasn’t worth the hassle. She was only in town for a few days, which normally, in my book, was a good thing. Convenient, easy, and then over. It didn’t feel like a good thing, though. The little dog baggage that came along with her should have been a deal breaker. I would usually have moved on by now, found someone easier, but I didn’t want to. I hardly knew Sophie, but I knew she was worth it. It was one of those gut feelings you can’t shake. Even if all we shared was one kiss in the hot spring, Sophie was worth every one of Satan’s bites.

      Sophie sat down beside me and fiddled with the grass. “So you fly planes and do construction with your brothers.”

      It sounded more like a statement than a question, but I figured I should say something. “Yep.”

      “You have a private hot spring that you like to swim in,” she said.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “I don’t go often. Only when I need to think things out.”

      “Or, only when you have a girl to show it to?” This time, I could see she was waiting for an answer. This time, I could see the question was deeper than what she was asking.

      “You’re the first,” I said.

      She laughed. “Is that a line?”

      “No.” I smiled at her. “I date, never for long. I don’t lie. I only say what I mean, and you can take my words at face value.”

      She looked down, and I wondered what she was thinking.

      “You told me I looked sad,” she said.

      “I did. And you did. You don’t look happy when you’re with your friends,” I said. “And you don’t look happy in your videos, not the new ones at least.”

      “You’ve seen my videos?”

      “My sister showed me,” I said. “She recognized you right away.”

      “What did you think?” she asked. “Of my videos?”

      What did I think of them? I wasn’t entirely sure. I liked looking at her, and I liked her positive outlook, even if I didn’t believe it was as easy to be positive about everything as she said it should be. “I admire your positivity.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I admire that you can be positive even when life’s hard,” I said. “Especially when it’s hard.”

      “I don’t know how you see it,” she said. “Why you think I’m not happy. But, you’re right, kind of. It’s been hard being a friend to Sarah lately.”

      Or ever.

      “She’s marrying my ex-fiancé,” Sophie said. “And I’m trying to do the right thing by being her bridesmaid, because she asked.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

      “I know I don’t have to,” she said. “But we’ve been friends for so long...I just…”

      I took her hand, letting her know I was here to listen, that she could take her time and say what she wanted with no pressure or judgment.

      “That’s why I have to find a new place to live. Pete and Sarah—they’re going to share my apartment.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know. It’s a lot,” she said. “So I’m just trying to stay positive. I’m going to survive this trip, and then I’ll survive the wedding, and then it’ll be over.”

      I couldn’t believe how shitty Sarah treated her. I was angry for Sophie, but it also wasn’t my place to tell her what to do.

      “Have you figured out what you’re going to do after it’s over?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” she said. “But through the struggles, I’ll have a lot of genuine content and feelings to pull from for my videos.”

      I squeezed her palm.

      “So, about that rain check I gave you,” she said, offering me a shy smile.

      My chest expanded with happiness, expectation. “Yes?”

      “Is now a good time?”

      “I don’t think there’s ever a bad time,” I said. Something niggled at my subconscious, but I shut it down. Sophie was here, climbing into my lap, and she was all I wanted to focus on.

      I cupped her ass in my hands, loving the firm plumpness of it. She looked at me shyly from beneath her long lashes.

      “Can I kiss you, Sophie?” I asked.

      In answer, she pressed her lips to mine. She tasted like fresh apples, and a little like whiskey.

      “You were drinking,” I said.

      “Yeah.” She smiled. “Can I blame alcohol for making bad choices and going upstairs?”

      “Only if you can’t blame it for kissing me now.”

      “Trust me,” she said, pressing her chest against mine and taking my earlobe gently between her teeth, “the kissing is all my fault.”

      “You did not just bite me,” I said in a playful growl, before kissing her mouth and then nibbling on her lower lip. She gasped and arched forward, pressing those beautiful breasts of hers against my chest again.

      I never thought I’d have sex in the back yard of the B&B, but that looked like where this was headed, and I was game.

      Except something was wrong. There was a smell, smoke. Wood cracked, and the door behind my back grew hot.

      I stood up and pulled Sophie along with me.

      “What’s wrong?” She gasped as she looked up at the dilapidated building.

      It was on fire. Flames licked up the wooden walls and danced along the roof. This was what my subconscious had been trying to tell me—I’d been subtly aware of something wrong, but I’d chosen to ignore it. If I hadn’t been making out with Sophie, I would’ve sensed it much earlier.

      “Peyton’s still inside.” Sophie’s eyes were wide.

      “It’s okay. It’ll be okay,” I said, not sure that I was right. “Go inside. Yell for Declan.”

      “What? I can’t just—”

      “He’ll hear you, and he’ll get a hose. Go.”

      Her expression was a mix of fear and adrenaline. She turned for the B&B and started running.

      I tore off the chain on the door and stepped inside. Flames overtook the building, smoke and fire everywhere. I covered my face and stayed low to the ground, searching for the little dog that Sophie loved so much. Sophie had experienced enough hurt. She deserved happiness, even if it came in a red-eyed package.

      I caught movement in the back of the building. I pushed through the old furniture that was stacked everywhere, past boxes of old papers, searching for the dog.

      Something landed on my head, and I shook. The fluffball hopped down off my back and ran out the door. I went to follow, and a support beam crashed down on top of me. I fell to the floor. I had to get out. Fire licked up over my skin, burning, searing. I had to shift.

      I shimmied out from beneath the beam, struggling for breath.

      Everything hurt, and my limbs were growing weak.

      I made it out of the building, and saw Sophie’s back turned. She was leaning down to pick up the dog, who appeared completely unscathed.

      Declan was off on the side of the house, rushing toward the shed with a hose in his hand.

      Darkness threatened the edges of my vision. The only way to heal was to take my wolf form.

      I had to run, put distance between me and Sophie, because I had to shift.

      I raced for the edge of the forest, to get as far away as fast as I could.
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      At the sight of Finn escaping the shed, I exhaled in relief, only to gasp when I saw that he’d been burned. He’d been burned badly.

      But he was running away.

      “Finn!” I yelled at his retreating form.

      Why was he running off? It didn’t make any sense. He needed medical attention, not a jog through the woods.

      “Sophie, step back,” Declan called from behind me.

      I barely heard him. I needed to help Finn.

      “Finn!” I called again.

      Water sprayed from the hose. Peyton barked and jumped out of my arms, running toward the house.

      Finn had been swallowed up by darkness. I didn’t know what he thought he was doing. My phone was inside, so I couldn’t call an ambulance for him, anyway. Better to go after him, I decided.

      The trees were dark, and the last thing I wanted to do was chase Finn into them. Still, I hurried after him. If he’d knocked his head in the burning building, he could be disoriented. He might not know what he was doing or where he was going.

      Besides that, he’d saved Peyton for me, even though he didn’t like her.

      That said a lot.

      Branches clung to my clothes as I fought my way into the woods. One hit me in the face, stinging, and I had to blink back tears.

      “Finn?” I called.

      A noise ahead made me pause. It sounded like...grunting?

      He was hurt, likely in a lot of pain.

      I lurched forward, repeatedly tripping and catching myself. I hated these woods and wanted to go back to the ones I’d been in with Finn. In the daylight. With our shirts off. Those had been nice woods. These ones were creeping me the eff out.

      The grunting noise repeated, drawing my gaze to the base of a large tree trunk. Finn crouched in front of it. His shirt was burned into his back, and the skin I could see was red and blistered.

      I gasped.

      He looked up, his pale green eyes meeting mine. “Go,” he rasped.

      “But you’re hurt—let me help you—”

      “Go. Please. Go.”

      I backed up a step. Then he threw his head back in agony—and howled.

      “Finn?”

      He couldn’t seem to look at me anymore. Whatever was happening to him sounded like bones crunching—like tires on gravel. A shimmering light surrounded him.

      What was I looking at?

      Seconds later, a wolf stood in Finn’s place. The charred remains of Finn’s shirt lay crumpled beneath large gray paws, along with Finn’s pants.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      The wolf cocked his head at me and made a soft snuffling sound.

      “Oh no,” I said. “Oh no, oh no.”

      Seized by panic, I spun around and ran back the way I’d come. I could see the lights of the B&B not too far away, so I aimed for them, mindless of the branches slapping my face and arms, grasping at my clothes.

      A wolf. He was a wolf. I’d watched him turn into a motherfucking wolf.

      I risked a glance behind me to see if he was chasing me. All the better to eat you with, my dear, I heard in my head. Once I got into the B&B, would he huff and would he puff? The brick should keep me safe, right?

      No wolf chased behind me. I was alone. Still, I raced forward until I reached the back door leading into the kitchen. Please be unlocked. Please be unlocked. I fumbled with the handle, and my fingers didn’t seem to want to work. But then, I got the door open. After darting inside, I closed and locked it behind me.

      But...Peyton. I couldn’t leave her out there with a wolf. If Finn didn’t like her already, how would he react to my little dog when he had big, ferocious teeth?

      That wolf wasn’t Finn, though. Because that was impossible.

      “Peyton!” I called, opening the door a crack. “Come here, girl! Please.”

      I couldn’t handle it if Peyton stayed out there with that wolf.

      Just as I opened my mouth to shout for her again, she came trotting up to the door.

      “Oh, girl, you’re going to give me a heart attack,” I said, gathering her up in my arms.

      She licked my face as I carried her through the kitchen. I made a stop at the living room and saw Sarah’s bottle of whiskey on the coffee table, so I picked that up. Snuggling Peyton under my chin, I tilted my head back and drank straight from the whiskey bottle as I walked down the hall to my room.

      I opened the door and set Peyton down. She immediately traipsed over to my bed, where she leapt from my suitcase and up to the mattress.

      “Make yourself right at home, girl,” I said, chugging some more whiskey.

      I didn’t know what I’d seen out there in those woods. But it definitely hadn’t been Finn turning into a wolf.

      And I definitely wasn’t going to stay here another night. Sarah’s Bachelorette Getaway was coming to an early end, at least as far as I was concerned.

      Raising the bottle in a salute, I gave myself a shaky smile in the mirror over the dresser. “That’s right, Sophie. Tell it like it is.”
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      Standing in the parking lot of Forbidden Hardware, I stared at Pearl’s Doughnut truck. My feet were rooted to the ground, even though I knew this had to be done.

      I’d let a human find out about shifters. It was my duty to have Sophie’s memory wiped.

      It felt like shit. I felt like shit.

      Declan’s yells had followed me as I’d stumbled out of the woods. He’d wanted to talk to me, but I couldn’t do it. Shit had gone down, and the last thing I’d wanted to do was face the alpha. So I left, sneaking around the side of the B&B before I had to explain what had happened. He’d seen me, and I’d run anyway.

      It was still the middle of the night and Pearl’s truck was shrouded in darkness. Pearl was probably sleeping. I could come back later, and not have to wake the town’s witch from her slumber. But tonight or tomorrow, I had to do it. I couldn’t go to Declan and expect him to make an exception. He’d made his own mistake telling a chick about who he was. In the end, it hurt him like hell, but he was forced to make her forget. Now it was my turn. Get it over with—like ripping off a bandage.

      Only part of me knew the hurt wouldn’t fade so fast, not for me at least. Sophie would be fine. She’d be better, even. I’d be the one who had to harbor the memories of the hot spring, of kissing and talking outside the shed, of the way she blushed and smiled. Of what could have been.

      The door on the side of the doughnut truck opened, and a head popped through the doorway—short red hair, pretty smile. “Are you coming in, or are you planning on standing there all night?”

      No turning back now. I walked across the rest of the lot and stopped at the door. There couldn’t be a lot of space in there. And as far as I knew, none of my brothers had ever been invited in, not even Declan.

      “You want me to come in instead of meeting at the window?” I asked.

      “It’s past midnight, and it’s cold out. Come in.”

      I didn’t think it was particularly cold, but Pearl wasn’t a shifter so it probably affected her more.

      I went up the steps and shut the door behind me. The truck was tight, like I’d expected, only a narrow walkway through an industrial kitchen. That was it. Come to think of it, it was a little strange that she always seemed to park here at night, that she didn’t go home or anything after work. I appreciated that she was always available, but it didn’t seem like a particularly comfortable way to live.

      “You don’t sleep on the floor, do you?” I rubbed my hand over the back of my neck.

      Pearl looked over her shoulder at me like I was ridiculous. “Of course not.”

      She stopped at the back of the truck. I would have thought it was really strange that she was staring at a metal wall, but this was Pearl, so I figured she had her reasons. She waved her hand in a circle through the air, and the loose black silk of her pajamas billowed as if moved by a breeze.

      The white metal wall rippled, kind of like her pajamas, kind of like a stone hitting the surface of a pond. And the wall disappeared.

      Behind it wasn’t the outside parking lot like it should have been, but a huge open room instead.

      I stared in astonishment. “This is...the inside of your truck?”

      “Kind of,” she said with a smile. “Please, come in.”

      I did as she said and stepped through where the wall had been. This wasn’t just a room, but a living space. There were two stories, with bookshelves lining the walls both on the first floor and on the open balcony above. The place seemed very...Pearl. The floor was hardwood, with a thick burgundy rug. Swathes of colorful fabric had been draped in decorative abandon over lamps and shelves. It was like a fancy library and a hippy den at the same time. The lighting was soft, just enough to see the place, but dark enough to make it feel like it was time to curl up and go to sleep.

      Pearl stood in front of a low sofa, like she was going to take a seat. “Do you want to sit? Seems like this is going to be a long one.”

      I wasn’t quite sure how to take that. What was it about my expression that said I didn’t need a quick spell and then I’d be gone? Maybe it was all the stalling in the parking lot.

      I decided to accept and sat down next to her, sinking in a little deeper than I’d have liked into the cushions. She sat down too, and looked at me expectantly. Fair enough, given I’d shown up at her place in the middle of the night.

      “So?” she asked. “What can I do for you?”

      Why the doughnuts? I shook away the thought. “I need a spell.”

      She nodded and folded her hands together.

      “A memory spell.”

      She looked over my face. “Tell me about her.”

      “Her?”

      She raised a brow and narrowed her eyes.

      “Okay,” I said. “Her name is Sophie. She saw me shift, and I have to make her forget.”

      She waited.

      “I went into a burning building to rescue her dog. I was injured enough that I had to shift, so I ran. She followed me, she saw, and she did not take it well.”

      “You ran into a burning building to save a dog?” she asked.

      “I hate it. But she loves it,” I said.

      “You ran into a burning building to save a dog you hate…”

      I searched Pearl’s face. Her expression was blank, no judgment, just waiting for me to come to my own conclusions.

      I did it for Sophie, because I’d do anything for her.

      A flash of white fur in the corner of the room caught my eye. “I didn’t know you had a cat,” I said.

      “I don’t.” The color drained from her face.

      “Pearl? Are you okay?”

      She didn’t say a word, but stood up and walked across the room.

      A sense of unease settled in my gut. “Pearl?”

      She walked into a room full of glass shelves, and I followed her inside. Bottles and containers filled every surface. It smelled like herbs. Pearl swung her arms, breaking two shelves. Ingredients fell to the ground.

      “Pearl, what are you doing?”

      Her face was a mask of rage. It didn’t look like her at all.

      I grabbed her shoulders and pulled her back. The shattered glass had sliced her from wrist to elbow. I yanked her away from the broken glass.

      She collapsed into me. Her skin was hot.

      Just like Daphne. Just like Jeff Saltzman at the bar when he’d attacked Caleb.

      I picked Pearl up and carried her back to the sofa and laid her down. Sweat beaded over her brow.

      “Finn?” Her voice was weak.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You’re sick, but you’re going to be fine.”

      I ran back into the room with the herbs and dug through the drawers until I found some strips of cloth. I bandaged her arms and watched over her as her eyelids fluttered. Her breath was ragged at first, until it settled. Her chest rose and fell and she just stared up at me, her eyes glazed.

      Once I knew she was safe and comfortable, and that the madness had passed, I left—without my potion. Outside, I walked back to my truck. Then I stopped and stared. In the truck bed was the last thing I wanted to see—the piece of shit who’d needed to be saved from the fire, the reason Sophie had seen me as a wolf—Satan.

      “I hate you.” I gave the dog the finger and climbed into the cab.

      Without Pearl’s help, without a spell, I only had one option left to deal with the problem of Sophie knowing about me. I had to talk to her. And I had to call Declan. With as pissed as I was about the situation, I knew his reaction was going to be worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      Somehow, Peyton got out in the middle of the night. When I woke up, she wasn’t sleeping at the foot of the bed. My bedroom door was cracked open, which I didn’t remember doing, but I’d also been working hard on getting myself drunk.

      I’d done a pretty good job of that, if my current hangover was any indication.

      Standing here in the clean, freshly-remodeled bathroom made it hard for me to believe that I’d seen so many horrific things last night. Sarah, Bea, and I had totally disobeyed Daphne’s rules and gone upstairs. That music box had been freaky. Then, there was the fire, and Finn had rescued Peyton. And then he’d gone into the woods for a nice walk, where absolutely nothing weird happened.

      That was my story, I thought as I rubbed steam from the bathroom mirror. I gave myself a good, hard look.

      “Nothing weird happened,” I repeated.

      My face had that pale, sickly, hungover look to it, and my mouth tasted like butt. I brushed my teeth for the third time since getting up. Then I found a bottle of mouthwash in the medicine cabinet and swished it around. Finally—minty fresh.

      New morning, new start.

      I hadn’t broken the news to Sarah and Bea that I would be ending the week early, but this was the only solution to having not-seen the totally not-abnormal things that had definitely not-happened last night.

      Leaving the bathroom, I immediately heard someone knocking on my bedroom door.

      “Sophie,” a male voice said from the hall.

      My body reacted without my permission, getting hot, with butterflies fluttering around in my gut. That voice definitely belonged to Finn; only he could make me feel this way.

      “Go away, I’m not dressed.”

      “Get dressed and let me in, then.”

      “No. We don’t have anything to talk about.”

      “Well, I have to talk to you.”

      I ignored him.

      “I’ll just wait here,” he said. “You have to come out eventually.”

      I looked at the window. I could fit through it and come tumbling out on the porch, no problem.

      “Please?” he said.

      I was a sucker for manners. But I was still pissed. Marching over to the door, I wrenched it open. “What? What is so important that you have to bang on my door at...whatever o’clock in the morning?”

      “It’s almost ten-thirty,” he said. Then his mouth fell open as he took in my appearance. “You, uh, didn’t get dressed.”

      I looked down at my towel. In my irritation, I’d forgotten what I was wearing—or what I wasn’t wearing, rather. I let my pissiness take over the embarrassment and said, “Yeah, so what?”

      “It’s hard to talk to you when…” He trailed off, his gaze darting between my chest and my face a few times.

      I laughed. Maybe I’d have the upper hand in this conversation. “Well, what is it that you want to say?”

      “You saw something last night,” he said, struggling to keep his eyes on my face.

      “I went looking for you and found a wolf in the woods,” I said.

      That was my story and I was sticking to it.

      “You saw more than that,” he said, his keen eyes glaring at me.

      “Nope. Nope-ity nope nope.”

      He shook his head. “Sophie, please. I don’t want to lie to you. But how can I tell you the truth if you refuse to hear it?”

      I liked the truth. I approved of the truth. Honesty was something I’d talked about on my vlog dozens of times. So why couldn’t I listen to Finn’s truth?

      Because it blew my mind. Because I had a view of the world that didn’t involve people turning into animals, and his truth contradicted my views and beliefs.

      But I’d caught a glimpse of that truth last night.

      Taking a deep breath, I said, “Fine. Tell me.”

      “I’m a shapeshifter,” he said. “I turn into a wolf. That’s what you saw last night.”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      “And there’s magic.”

      “Vampires?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do they sparkle?”

      His lips twitched. “No.”

      Well, that was disappointing. I ran my hands through my wet hair, trying to get out the tangles before they dried that way.

      Finn stared at me. “Do you—do you have any questions or anything?”

      “Tons.” I didn’t know what to think. If he’d come right out and told me—if I hadn’t seen what I was trying to pretend hadn’t happened last night—I would think he was crazy. But I’d seen him transform into a wolf.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “I’m thinking I shouldn’t be here. I’m thinking this is too much.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” he said, stepping forward. “But if it is, you can get out of it.”

      “Get out of it how? Get out of what exactly?”

      “You could forget it all,” he said.

      “I’ve been trying to.” I folded my arms in front of my chest, which was probably a good thing because the towel had been slipping.

      “With magic, you could forget it. You could forget me.”

      “I—” I didn’t want to do that. I liked Finn, and we’d connected on a level I’d never felt before with anyone.

      “Think about it,” he whispered.

      He bent his head toward mine. Standing on tiptoes, I met him halfway, not even understanding why I was about to kiss this man.

      Our lips touched, and then I knew why I was kissing him. Because his mouth was magic. Because his tenderness made my heart swell in my chest. Because every sexy feeling from the hot springs came back in full force, making my legs rubbery and my insides go molten.

      He brought his hands to my shoulders, pulling me to him. I remembered I was all but naked, wearing only a towel, and that was fine with me. Fewer obstacles between us. I reached for the bottom of his shirt, ready to strip him out of it.

      “Please, Sophie,” he said in a husky voice as he pulled back. He touched my bottom lip with his thumb, and it took all my willpower not to tug it into my mouth. “Think about it, okay?”

      I nodded and rubbed the chills on my arms.

      Finn’s pale eyes took on a darker tinge as he looked me over. Then he stepped back, opened the door, and walked out of the room.

      For a long moment, his words echoed in my head. Think about it, okay?

      But...I didn’t need to think. My mind, my body, and my heart were telling me everything I needed to know.

      I’d never gotten dressed so fast in my life. I had to go find Finn.

      On my way out, Bea stopped me in the hallway.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “I have to find someone.”

      “Really?” she said with interest.

      I didn’t want to brush her off, but I also didn’t want to stay and chat. “Yeah, it’s important. And I haven’t seen Peyton since last night—can you keep an eye out for her?”

      “Sure,” Bea said, yawning. “Sarah’s still asleep. I’ll see about taking my breakfast onto the porch to eat.”

      “Thanks so much.”

      When I got outside, Finn was nowhere in sight. I got into my truck, ready to go after the man who had started meaning something to me. I couldn’t quite explain it, beyond a single word, a single feeling—butterflies. He gave them to me. Finn made me feel like I’d found something I’d been chasing my whole life and never even knew. I had to find him, because I wasn’t ready to give up on him. Even if he had a little furry problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Finn

        

      

    

    
      Rabid bear attack, James’s fury, engine cutting out in my Cessna at twelve thousand feet above the ground—I’d faced my share of crazy shit. None of it compared to the terror that had gripped hold of me during that kiss. Sophie Potts was my mate.

      I’d been so sure that I wasn’t going to ever find a mate. I wasn’t built for it, and I was fine with that. But I was wrong. She wanted to forget, or at least she said she was trying to. Once Pearl was better, I could free Sophie from me if that was what she really wanted. But there was no cure for me. Even if Sophie forgot, I’d still remember.

      The truck bounced along the dirt road, gas pedal pressed to the floor. I was driving away like a fucking coward. A mate was forever. I had a bottle of whiskey sitting in the back of my truck longer than I’d ever kept a girlfriend. I was going to fuck it up—if I hadn’t already by running away.

      My phone buzzed and rattled its way off the bench seat and onto the floor. Answering meant I had to talk to someone, which I didn’t want to do. I glanced down, trying to get a look at the screen and find out who was calling.

      I flicked my eyes back to the road, to the hangar up ahead. There was no better place to think than this. I could work on one of my projects and get lost in the motions of it, or shift and run as a wolf in the forest behind the building. No one would be around today—Matt and George were both at work.

      My phone was still buzzing when I parked, so I picked it up. Lit in the center of the screen was Declan’s scowling face. I’d been putting off the phone call I knew I owed him. I should have talked to him in the yard when Sophie saw me shift. I should have told him what was going on when I left Pearl’s. I couldn’t put this conversation off anymore. I had to answer. “Yeah?”

      “What the hell is going on, Finn?” His voice was filled with bottled up rage, ready to burst.

      “Hey, Dec,” I said.

      “Sophie tells me the shed’s on fire and that you needed my help. Then you both run off into the woods. She comes back spooked and gives me the finger. Then you sneak around the side of the building to your truck to avoid me.”

      I cringed at the accusation, which wasn’t entirely untrue.

      “You owe me an explanation,” he said.

      My throat was dry. “She saw.”

      He didn’t say anything at first, and the silence was deafening. I climbed out of my truck, too agitated to sit still.

      When Declan spoke, his voice was even, too calm. “What did Sophie see?”

      “She saw me shift,” I said.

      “Get a spell from Pearl,” he said. “Now.”

      “No.” I paced across the lot, and headed inside. The hangar was empty, silent, and the smell of oil and metal calmed my nerves.

      “I’m not asking as your brother,” he said. “I’m commanding you as your alpha. Get a memory spell and fix your mess. There’s enough shit happening with this virus, we can’t risk a human spreading the truth about us, too. Deal with it.”

      “I won’t erase her memory,” I said. “I refuse. Pearl’s sick by the way, and she can’t help. Even if she could, I wouldn’t do it. I don’t care what you say. Sophie is my mate.”

      I said the words. Somehow that made it feel more real.

      Declan was quiet a moment. And I heard an engine. I looked out through the front windows and saw her. Sophie Potts was my mate, and she was here.

      “I’ve got to go.” I hung up my phone and stepped outside.

      I’d told Dec I wouldn’t make Sophie forget, but what if that was what she wanted? Could I be selfless enough to give it to her?

      I wasn’t sure what I’d expected her to do, but it wasn’t to follow me. Sophie climbed out of her truck. Sadly, she’d abandoned her bath towel in favor of real clothes—a pair of denim shorts and a blue tank top.

      I went out to meet her. We stopped and stared at each other, both waiting for the other person to say something first.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey.”

      “Want to go for a walk?”

      She nodded and came up to my side. We headed out into the forest, and it was just like the flight that never happened. Only this time everything had changed. We weren’t just getting to know each other, there was something bigger between us, something profound. She deserved to know everything, but first she deserved a choice.

      She could still want to forget.

      Just like before, we headed down toward the hot spring. I didn’t have a destination in mind, and I had no idea what to say. The silence and closeness was both easy and difficult at the same time. I wished I could read her thoughts.

      She laced her fingers in mine. Her hand was soft and small, a perfect fit in my palm. She pulled me toward the water and yanked her top up over her head. I watched from behind as she revealed her back to me, and my cock hardened in response.

      Long strands of her dark hair fell down her back, and she looked over her shoulder at me. “I could use a swim.”

      I tore off my clothes down to my boxers and jumped in. Water splashed up onto Sophie, and she giggled as she wiggled out of her shorts.

      Her calves were toned, her thighs muscular yet soft. I stared, committing every curve to memory—the way her hips flared, the fair skin of her stomach. If this was the last time I saw her like this, I didn’t want to forget a single thing. There was a tiny scar on her knee, two freckles just below her bra over her ribs. She was perfect.

      She lowered herself down and slid her legs into the warm water.

      “Can I ask you for something?” Her smile was shy and sweet, which only made me want her more.

      “Anything.”

      “Will you show me the wolf?”

      I climbed out of the water. The air was cold on my wet skin. I dropped my boxers to the ground, and Sophie stared. Her cheeks were pink, and her smile grew wider as she stared at my cock.

      “Don’t tell me you call your peen the wolf,” she said.

      I laughed. “No, but you can if you want.”

      “I might,” she wrinkled her nose and smiled. “It’s kind of hot.”

      “Well then, by all means.”

      She looked up and met my gaze, her smile fading and a nervous look overtaking her features.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I hadn’t been so nervous about shifting since I was a teenager. Sophie brought out a side of me that I didn’t know I still had—fear of rejection. Before I realized I wanted forever with someone, I hadn’t given a shit what anyone thought. With Sophie, I sure as hell did. I gave all the shits.

      My bones cracked and restructured as my body reformed. The entire time, I never took my eyes off of Sophie, not even to blink. She didn’t blink either.

      When the shift was finished, I remained completely still so as not to startle her. Sophie waded across the water and reached her hand out. “Can I touch you?”

      Yes. I took a step closer, slow and steady. Then another. I could hear her heart racing, and her eyes were wide, but she didn’t pull her hand away.

      I came close enough that she could reach me. First, she touched my front leg, petting me with her wet hand.

      My fur matted down from her touch, leaving a cool echo on my skin.

      She looked at my eyes, then ran her fingers over my neck. I bent my head down for her, and she traced my ear, then she pulled her hand back quickly, and smiled.

      “Okay, turn back,” she said.

      So I did.

      I shifted to human form, and slid my legs into the water beside her.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      She was smiling, but a small part of me still feared she would tell me she chose the magic, that she wanted to return home and forget everything. And it wasn’t a question of whether or not I would do as I’d promised and use the spell—it was a matter of how many pieces my heart would shatter into if she left.

      She moved in front of me and put her hands on my thighs. My cock grew hard at her touch, standing tall. I watched her face and waited for her answer.

      “I think I like the wolf.” Her hands slid up toward my hips, and she bit her bottom lip. A soft blush crossed over her cheeks as she took my cock in her palm.

      She squeezed gently and stroked up the length. “I think...I don’t want to forget.”

      I tilted her chin up and claimed her mouth with mine. I wanted her, now and forever. I wanted to sink so deep inside of her I’d forget where my body ended and hers began.

      I dropped down into the water and wrapped my arms around her, never wanting to let go.  She reached back and unhooked her bra, and this time no crazy dog showed up to interrupt us. It was just the two of us, the warm water, and the sound of leaves rustling in the breeze.

      I cupped her breast in my palm. She was so soft, and felt so right.

      She grabbed a hold of my cock and straddled her legs around me. “Now I want this wolf.”

      I smiled against her lips, and reached around her to touch her clit. Her eyes fluttered shut and her head fell back. She squeezed my neck with her arms, pulling her body flush against mine.

      I circled her clit with my thumb and slid a finger into her. She was slick and wet and ready.

      “Tell me if you want me to stop,” I said.

      She bit my lower lip, and I thrust my finger into her in response.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered.

      The most delicious noises escaped her lips as I worked her clit. She writhed against me, rocking into my hand. I slid in another finger and worked her tight pussy. She gasped, her breathing growing heavy, and I knew she was getting close.

      I slid in deeper, curling my fingers up, and she clenched around me. I watched her face as she came, knowing there was nothing in the world sexier than seeing her like this.

      As her body settled, she clung tighter to my neck and wrapped her legs around my back.

      “I want all of you,” she whispered, and pulled herself down over my cock. I’d thought she was tight around my fingers. She was soaked and slick, and her body adjusted to me as I thrust in deep. She whimpered every time I pulled back, and moaned when I gave her every inch.

      She felt better than I’d imagined, better than I could have dreamed. She felt like home, and any worry I had felt before melted away. There was only Sophie, there was only this moment, there was only us.

      My balls were tight, and I knew I couldn’t last long like this. I wanted this moment to go on forever, but I could feel her tightening around me again.

      “I’m going to come again,” she gasped.

      She milked me for all I was worth, her pussy pulsing around my cock, and as she tipped us over the ledge, I let go, too. My orgasm exploded, an exquisite release filling me with pleasure and love.

      I kissed her temple as our heartbeats slowed, and I held her tight. “There’s never going to be anyone else for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      I knew it was impulsive and crazy to want to move to a new town just because I’d had sex with someone I met there.

      But that old saying, “The heart wants what the heart wants”—it totally applied. And what did I have to go “home” to, anyway? A sofa bed at my brother’s house. A few months of uncertainty while I tried to figure out my next steps.

      What if there was a reason Sarah had kicked me out of my apartment? Maybe the universe was showing me where I was truly meant to be—here. With Finn, and Peyton.

      We’d spent hours out in the woods, hiking around, then going back to the hot springs to rinse off the sweat and enjoy more sexy shenanigans. Eventually, it started getting late.

      “We should head back,” Finn said.

      “All good things must come to an end,” I said with a sigh.

      “Not everything.”

      He held my hand as we walked back to the hangar, occasionally kissing my cheek or the top of my head. I wouldn’t have guessed it from all the muscles, but he was a supreme snuggler.

      “I could stay here all day,” I said.

      “First, food,” he said. “We have a fridge at the hangar and I’ll fix us something to eat.”

      A thought hit me. “Did you have to work today?”

      “Dec’ll understand why I took off, it’s okay.”

      “Because...it’s a wolf thing?”

      He nodded. “He did the same thing when he met Daphne. Got all weird and unreliable.”

      We reached the hangar and Finn led me inside. Nobody else was here, so the building was dark. Finn flicked on a light, revealing a couple of small planes filling the cavernous space. Across the room was a full-sized refrigerator, a counter over low cabinets, and a card table with three folding chairs.

      “Wait here at the table,” he said, “and I’ll make you a feast.”

      He smiled at me, looking open and free. I smiled back, knowing I probably looked exactly the same. Hopelessly, goofily in love.

      And it was love.

      I sat back on one of the folding chairs and watched him at the “kitchen” area. He got out the necessary items for sandwiches. His quiet grace and strength entranced me.

      “I guess I should tell you that you’re the one for me forever,” he said, still facing the counter.

      I wondered if he wasn’t looking at me on purpose. There was hesitation in his voice.

      “Forever, huh?” I asked. “That’s a long time. Is that what you meant when you said there won’t be anyone else for you?”

      His growl when he’d said it...the intense look in his eyes. Even thinking about it now had me feeling frisky again.

      “That’s exactly what I meant,” he said. “For shifters, there can be casual relationships before we meet our mates. And once we meet our mates, it’s forever. There’s no one else.”

      “So it’s a wolf thing, too.”

      He nodded. “A shifter thing. I know it might seem weird, but it’s all I’ve known. I just didn’t expect to find someone.”

      “It’s...it’s not that weird,” I said. “In fact, it sounds pretty damn good to me.”

      “You’re obviously free to do what you want, live where you want,” he said, turning to look into my eyes.

      The pain and uncertainty in his face nearly gutted me.

      “I want to stay with you,” I said in a rush. Already the idea was captivating me. I’d move out of town, no longer have to hang out with Sarah.

      A smile came over his face. “Really?”

      “Yes. There’s nothing I’d like more.”

      “We can’t live with James,” he said. “We could rent an apartment, while I build us a house.”

      “As long as the apartment’s cool with dogs, then great,” I said.

      He groaned. “There’s something off with Satan.”

      “Peyton,” I corrected him, just as my phone rang.

      I checked the screen. The name Smelly McButthole was flashing. Pete. Yuck. Bea had put the nickname in there soon after Sarah and Pete had started dating. I felt guilty about leaving it, but it also made me smile. And when it came to Pete, I would take any coping mechanisms I could get.

      Then again, now that I had spent more time with Finn, the less I needed coping mechanisms. I was over Pete. I had been for some time.

      The phone rang again. I thought of ignoring him, but since I hadn’t heard from Sarah all day, it could be important.

      “I have to take this,” I said to Finn. Then I answered the call. “Hello, Pete.”

      “Sophes,” he said. There was loud talking and laughter in the background. “Sophes, hi.”

      I sent a bewildered look to Finn, who shrugged.

      “Hi, Pete,” I said, a little louder. “What’s going on?”

      “Just wanted to talk to you.” His voice was slightly slurred.

      “You sound drunk, Pete.” Now I was annoyed. Here I was, trying to enjoy a special moment with Finn—the guy I loved and who’d just proclaimed forever to me—and Pete had to call. Drunk.

      “You’re a brides-bridesmaid,” he said. “I need your help.”

      “What on earth could you need my help with?” I asked.

      “Cold foots. Feet. You know, it’s weird that we say feet instead of foots.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I wasn’t sure why I was involved in this conversation at all. “Pete, if you’re having cold feet, you should be talking to Sarah about it.”

      “Have to talk to you first,” he said, “because it’s about you.”

      Oh, shit. I did not need to hear this.

      “I think I should let you go,” I said.

      “No, Sophes. I love you. Don’t you get it? We were meant to be.”

      Wow, two “we’re meant to be” conversations in one evening. The thing was, I only believed one of these guys, and that was Finn. Standing up, I walked over to him and leaned against his muscled frame. He wrapped an arm around my waist, but otherwise didn’t interfere.

      “We’re not meant to be, Pete. I broke up with you, and you immediately started sleeping with my best friend. There is so much wrong with that.”

      “I love you,” he said again, his voice stubborn. “Love you, Sophes.”

      “Sober up, mega-douche,” I said. “You’re going to have a lot of talking to do with Sarah in the morning.”

      “No, don’t tell her—” he started to wail.

      I hit the end call button on my phone screen and looked up at Finn. Maybe Sarah wasn’t always a good friend to me, but I had to step up and be a good friend to her. “I have to go back to the B&B.”

      He nodded. “Take a sandwich for the road.”

      Standing on my tiptoes, I kissed his soft lips, wishing I could stay here at the hangar with him indefinitely. He saw me to my truck and stood watching as I drove away.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah’s car was parked in the B&B’s lot. The entire way, I’d been wondering how I would tell her about Pete’s call. It wasn’t going to be easy.

      I walked into the building and headed straight for the kitchen. I paused when I heard Declan and Daphne’s voices from inside.

      “I don’t know what to do—so much chaos,” Declan was saying.

      “We’ll figure it out.” Daphne’s voice was soothing. “You’ve already put lots of people out to watch.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, babe.”

      It sounded serious, and personal, so I quickly backtracked and went down the hallway instead. I hadn’t needed anything from the kitchen, I realized. I was just putting off the inevitable—Sarah’s freak-out.

      At Sarah’s door, I took a deep breath and knocked.

      “Come in,” she said.

      I stepped inside. Her blinds were shut. She’d chosen the room with the best view—straight into the forest with purple mountains in the background—yet she hid it from herself. I didn’t understand.

      Maybe I’d never understand her.

      But I could still be a true friend.

      She looked up from where she was sitting on her bed, phone in her hands.

      “I had a call from Pete,” I told her.

      “Really?” She turned back to her phone and scowled at it. Her fingers tapped furiously on the screen.

      I could only imagine she’d been trying to get in touch with him and was now text-yelling at him.

      “Sarah, this might be hard to hear,” I said.

      “He better be dead,” she said. “That’s his only excuse for not texting me back.”

      “No, he’s not dead. Just drunk.”

      She looked up at me again, her eyes flashing with anger. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I don’t think you should marry him,” I said.

      “What?” She stood up and faced me.

      I struggled to stand my ground. I was being a good friend, even though I didn’t bring good news. “He’s having doubts, and he...I don’t know how to say this, Sarah. You’re my best friend.”

      The words sounded hollow. Best friend? Really? What had happened to her and me? We used to be best friends.

      I had to just say it. Say it fast, let her know, and then comfort her.

      “He tried to tell me he loved me,” I said. “He asked me to get back together.”

      She shook her head. “No, he didn’t. I don’t know why you think this would be a funny prank, Sophes, but it’s not funny. At all.”

      “I—” I stopped. I didn’t know what to say. I held up my phone. “It’s not a prank. I’m telling you what just happened. Look at my recent calls. You’ll see he just called me, half an hour ago, and I rushed here to tell you because I think you should know—”

      “Whatever,” she snapped. “Not a prank, ha. Now I get it. I know you’ve been jealous, Sophie, but I didn’t think you would sink to this level.”

      It was one thing to be accused of pranking her. Quite another to have her say I was lying because I was jealous. Of Pete. When I had Finn. Even before I had Finn, I wasn’t jealous of Pete and her. Annoyed? Yes. Hurt that she would immediately sleep with him after I’d dumped him? Yes.

      But jealous? Nope.

      Turning around, I left her room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Finn

        

      

    

    
      As I drove into town, my thoughts were far from the road ahead or the task at hand.

      A week ago, I’d thought I was content. I’d thought I wasn’t meant to have a mate, and I was fine with that. But this feeling in my chest, it was big. It wasn’t about settling for things anymore, it was about happiness and hope. I was actually looking forward to something—my future with Sophie.

      We were going to move in together. We were going to be together.

      I hoped dealing with Sarah and the guy that called wasn’t going to be too hard on her. Part of me wanted to go back, to support her and be there to deal with it. She hadn’t asked, though, and I had dinner plans. I’d have blown off Matt and George for her. I’d have blown off my assignment to patrol downtown for Declan, too.

      Just before the Watering Hole parking lot, something caught my eye. On the sidewalk heading the other way was a man wearing jeans and a plaid shirt. He held his head forward, light-brown hair hanging over his eyes. I looked again in my rearview. If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn it was James.

      That couldn’t be right. For one, James avoided town and everyone in it like I tried to avoid Sophie’s demon dog. Two, James was supposed to be on patrol out by the edge of town tonight.

      I pulled into the lot, parked, and jogged after the guy who looked like my brother. “Hey, James,” I called after him.

      The man froze. He didn’t turn and acknowledge me. He just stood there.

      I headed up to meet him or to apologize for the case of mistaken identity. When I got close enough to catch his scent, I knew for sure it was James. Which left the question, what was he doing here when Declan had assigned him elsewhere? Maybe he had some kind of hobby none of us knew about. The guy was secretive as hell.

      “Hey, what are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be—” I cut my words short when I heard it, a low sound, a deep growl. “James...are you okay?”

      James turned to the glass storefront of Forbidden Treats Bakery. He raised his fists in the air and smashed them into the glass.

      “What the hell?” I shouted, standing there stunned, watching the shards landing on the ground like sharp, glittery rain. But when he climbed through the broken window, I sprang into action and followed.

      Something was very wrong.

      The lights were off inside the bakery, the store thankfully closed. James threw a small cafe table across the room, shattering the glass counter and smashing all the display cakes beneath it. I walked up behind my brother and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Hey, James.”

      He flipped around and met my gaze. His eyes were bloodshot and crazed. The veins in his neck were sticking out, and his face was overtaken by a snarl. He grabbed my shirt, lifted me up over his head, and threw me across the room just as he had the table. I slid across the floor into the metal doors of the walk-in freezer and landed awkwardly on my shoulder. Searing pain radiated down my arm.

      I reached into my pocket and dialed as fast as I could. James started tearing at his shirt, ripping the material to shreds.

      “Yeah?” Declan answered.

      “James is hulking out,” I said, watching my brother throw chairs and yell at the air.

      “What?”

      “Hulking out...as in I kind of expect him to scream ‘James smash,’” I said. “It’s the virus, has to be. It’s not just affecting humans.”

      Dec said something, but I missed what it was. I was busy rolling out of the trajectory of a wayward chair. When the chair landed, it crashed down on my phone and the screen shattered. I grabbed my broken phone, put it in my pocket and rose to my feet.

      James started tearing at his pants, and then I realized what he was doing. He was going to shift. In downtown Forbidden.

      “Don’t do it!” I yelled, but there was no way to stop him.

      He shifted into a wolf, right there in the bakery, then bounded out the broken window, the same way he’d entered. Think. Think. He was a sick wolf, loose on the town.

      I grabbed his wallet from his tattered pants, so as not to leave evidence as to who was here, and pulled his belt from the loops, too. I fastened the end to create a makeshift collar, and ran out into the street.

      “Come on back here, Fido.” I smiled at a couple who was passing by. “Lost my dog. Have you seen him?”

      The woman looked from me to the broken window and back again. The man pulled her close, and stepped around me in a wide berth.

      I ran down the street, looking everywhere—under cars, down side streets. There was a crash—metal on concrete. I headed that way and spotted James in an alley, tearing into a bag of trash next to a toppled can. Slowly, I approached. I lifted my hands in the air, having no fucking idea what I was going to do next.

      “Hey, buddy.” My voice was little more than a whisper. Soft, gentle, non-threatening.

      James stilled, his wild eyes looking right at me. He darted forward. I stretched out my arms and legs, trying to take up as much space as I could.

      At the last second, James turned and ran the other way. I followed, through the alley, down a street, the edge of the town. He darted for the tree line. I hurried after, not able to keep up well in human form, but knowing it was our best shot of not alerting every human in Forbidden that shifters existed.

      James jumped over a fallen tree, charged through a thicket of brush, then stopped. His footing seemed to falter, and his body swayed. He collapsed.

      I tried to get through the brush, wading through a pile of thorny vines.

      James’s body transformed, and he lay naked on the ground, a flush over his cheeks.

      His eyes met mine, hazy and unfocused. “Finn? What’s going...where am I?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t slept well—I’d tossed and turned, worrying about Sarah and, even a little bit, Pete. It had to suck to be approaching a wedding and be having all of those doubts.

      It wasn’t my job to make them see they shouldn’t get married, though. I’d talked to Sarah, and if she wanted to ignore me, then there wasn’t anything I could do.

      What would I advise someone in an episode of Sophie Tells it Like it Is?

      I’d tell them to let it go.

      So that’s what I was going to do—let it go.

      Bea and Sarah were already at the dining table, eating breakfast. I sat down across from them and loaded some scrambled eggs onto my plate. Daphne had been feeling better, and she was even cooking today. I didn’t know what she had put in these eggs, but they were amazing.

      “Good morning,” I said to Sarah and Bea.

      “Good morning,” Bea said. She hesitated. “Um, Sophie? We’re going to cut the trip short.”

      I looked up. “Really.”

      “Yeah,” Sarah said. “There’s nothing to do around here, and Pete called last night, telling me how much he misses me and loves me, and begging me to come home early.”

      “Wow, that’s sweet,” I said, and took a bite of eggs.

      Sarah nodded and gave me a smug smile.

      Bea said, “What are you going to do?”

      I finished my bite and said, “I’m going to stay here, actually.”

      “Really?” Bea asked.

      “Yeah. I met someone.”

      “Right, the dog,” Sarah said.

      I hadn’t seen Peyton since two nights before. “Not just Peyton,” I said. “There’s a guy. One of Declan’s brothers.”

      Bea looked impressed, but Sarah rolled her eyes.

      “So you’re going to stick around?” Bea asked, ignoring her sister’s huff of impatience.

      “Yep.” I couldn’t help the goofy smile that I felt on my face. “I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve fallen head over heels for this guy. I want to get to know him better, see how it goes.”

      I knew it was going to go great. Finn O’Malley was my forever.

      “That seems a bit soon,” Sarah said with a laugh. “He’s just trying to get into your pants, and you’re going to drop all of your plans to stay here?”

      It wasn’t just what she said, but how she said it. Completely dismissive. Scornful, even.

      “Is it so hard for you to be happy for me?” I asked.

      “Why do you have to make everything about you?” Sarah said, standing up. “This was supposed to be my bachelorette trip. But it’s all been about the dog, and this...this local loser.”

      I couldn’t do this friendship. It wasn’t even a real friendship. She was toxic. Or maybe she was just toxic for me. Perhaps she could be a better friend to someone else.

      I carefully, slowly, set down my fork. It would probably be best if I didn’t have projectiles in my hand to throw at her.

      “He’s not a loser,” I said. “He’s the best man I’ve ever met. And Sarah? I’m not going to be your bridesmaid. I can’t do this anymore. I don’t think you’re a good friend to me.”

      “It’s the other way around,” she said, her voice so low it was a hiss. “You—you’ve done nothing but try to sabotage my relationship with Pete from the very start.”

      It wasn’t true. She knew it wasn’t true. I knew it wasn’t true. Even Bea knew it wasn’t true.

      Sarah pointed a finger at Bea. “I’m packing. Bea, you better get your ass out to the car in twenty minutes or I’m leaving without you. Pete needs me.”

      She whirled around and left Bea and me, staring at each other.

      “I’m so sorry,” Bea said.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said.

      “It’s not yours, either. She’s jealous of you.”

      “She is?” I asked, shocked.

      “Yeah. You had Pete first. She’ll never have him first, and so she’s constantly comparing herself to you.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Sarah had always seemed so put together. A little mean sometimes, but she seemed like her life was in order. “Wow.”

      “Yep. If you ask me,” Bea said, “she should be watching your videos more than anyone else I know. She has a bitch stick stuck up her butt. If I wasn’t her sister, I would not be here at all.”

      “She doesn’t deserve you,” I told her.

      “She doesn’t deserve either of us,” Bea said. “I really am happy for you, with this guy. I can tell you really like him.”

      “I do.” I grinned at her.

      She winked. “Invite me to the wedding?”

      “Definitely.”

      She got up, so I did, too, and we met at the end of the table and hugged. From Bea, I felt supported, loved, and encouraged. She’d been there for me after the break-up with Pete. She’d been here for me during this week, to the best of her ability.

      All this time, I’d been friends with the wrong sister.

      I sat back down to finish my eggs. The front door slammed open and I heard Sarah cursing as she tried to roll her suitcase through the entry.

      Then came a faint tapping on the floor. I looked up to see Peyton running toward me, her entire body wiggling with excitement, her pink tongue lolling in a smile. She jumped into my arms and licked my face, and it was only then that I realized I’d been crying.

      “Thank you, universe,” I whispered into Peyton’s fur. “Thank you for giving me real friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Finn

        

      

    

    
      Outside Pearl’s doughnut truck, Declan was pacing. It had taken half of last night to get James home and calmed down. After that, it had taken quite a bit of convincing for me to get Declan not to charge in to bother Pearl at three a.m. When Daphne agreed with me that we should give Pearl time to rest, Declan reluctantly compromised to give her an additional two hours.

      “Where is she?” he asked as he paced.

      “She’s sick, so she’s probably resting,” I said.

      He stopped. “For times like these, we should know where she lives. Not that there should ever be times like these.”

      I nodded to the truck. “She lives in there.”

      Declan scowled. “She can’t live in a truck. What does she do, sleep in a kettle like Baba Yaga?”

      I smiled and opened the door. It wasn’t locked. My guess—if Pearl didn’t want someone in, they weren’t getting in.

      “You can’t just walk in,” Declan said.

      I ignored him and headed to the back of the truck and knocked on the wall. I heard Declan close the door behind him, and felt his footsteps gently shake the metal floor.

      A portal swirled in front of me, offering a gateway to Pearl’s place. From here, I could see she was still on the sofa where I’d left her.

      “What the hell?” Declan reached out and poked the portal. The surface rippled.

      “Magic house,” I said, and stepped through. Declan followed.

      Pearl sat up to greet us. Her eyes were sunken in and her face was pale. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “Welcome.”

      “How…” Declan looked around, his mouth gaping.

      I imagined it was the same look of disbelief I’d worn the last time I was here.

      “You’re here about the possession,” Pearl said.

      “No,” I shook my head, not knowing what she was talking about. “We’re here about the virus.”

      “It’s spreading to shifters now, too,” Declan said. “James was infected.”

      Pearl nodded and leaned back in her seat. “That’s the possession I’m talking about.”

      “What is it?” Declan asked.

      Pearl used the voice she always did when she gave out a dose of sage wisdom, only with her body weak, it didn’t quite have the same eerie effect. “Anarchy demons possess the unique ability to jump from host to host, leaving those they touch in a fevered state after causing a short burst of destructive behavior.”

      “Why jump around?” I asked.

      “The demon’s essence cannot be sustained in a complex host for an extended period and must return to the carrier—a less complicated creature.”

      “Satan,” I whispered under my breath.

      “What?” Declan gave me a strange look.

      “Sophie’s dog, Peyton. I knew there was something wrong with that thing since the first time I saw it.”

      He lifted a brow like I was losing my shit.

      “Really?” I gave him the same look right back. “You’re going to judge me after the whole Slug King incident?”

      “It was real,” he growled.

      I nodded, pretending to humor him. “Yeah, sure.” After everything that had happened with the crops and now the anarchy demon, I believed him. I just liked giving him a hard time.

      “So how are we supposed to stop it?” I asked Pearl.

      “I would help if I could,” she said. “But I can barely stand.”

      “Tell us what to do,” Declan said.

      She nodded. “Go into my supply room. In the second drawer on the right you’ll find bags of iron shavings and salt. Take those, and a crystal from the jar on the third shelf. One of the clear ones.”

      I nodded and headed in to do as she said, knowing where the supply room was from last time. Hopefully everything we needed would be among the ingredients that she hadn’t broken when she was under the demon’s control.

      “Bind the vessel in a circle of salt and iron, then hold the crystal above. Lower slowly while speaking the Latin verse.”

      “Latin?” I could hear the unease in Declan’s voice.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, grabbing the supplies. “You write it down, and I’ll read it.”

      Declan found a pen and paper for Pearl to write with. I waited, my patience as thin as that paper. I had to get to Sophie fast, to protect her from the demon possessing her dog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Sophie

        

      

    

    
      I reclined on the couch in the B&B’s common room, reading a book that was a very good analysis of navigating friendships and finding oneself—a nonfiction tome I’d picked up a year ago but had never made time for. Had I read it a year ago, I might have saved myself a lot of grief with Sarah. Sadly, it couldn’t hold my attention. I had already paid for one more night to stay at Daphne’s B&B. What I did after this would depend on where Finn and I chose to live.

      A burst of excitement filled me at the thought of moving in with him.

      “Come on, Peyton,” I said, setting down my book. “Let’s go upstairs for my phone.”

      She ignored me and stared at the back door.

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” I said. She’d gone out maybe five minutes before. “You’re a runner, and until I get a place with a good fence, we’re limiting your outdoor time.”

      I had a leash for her now, but I didn’t trust it to hold her—she’d pulled out of it earlier and I had just barely caught her.

      She turned to give me a good stare. Her eyes flashed red.

      “Whoa,” I said. It was the first real glimpse of the “Satan” version of Peyton that Finn saw.

      Behind us, the front door opened. I turned to see Finn and Declan.

      “Sophie!” Finn shouted.

      “Hey—” I stopped short at the look of alarm on his face. “What is it?”

      Peyton had gone down in a crouch, teeth bared as she looked at Finn and Declan. She growled, but it wasn’t like her usual growl. It was lower, deeper. She sounded like a large monster dog, not a feisty little Pomeranian. I’d never heard her sound so ominous before.

      “Peyton, girl,” I said, “it’s just Finn. You know Finn. It’s okay, sweetie.”

      “Sophie,” Finn said, “get away from the dog.”

      “What?”

      “Back away from her. Please.” He pulled a plastic sandwich bag from his pocket. It was filled with something white. It could’ve been salt, but I saw dark metallic flecks in it, as well.

      This was crazy. Hands on my hips, I said, “What are you doing?”

      “There’s something wrong with Peyton,” Finn said.

      “No, there isn’t,” I said. But the way Peyton was growling and the way her eyes were glowing...maybe there was some truth to what Finn was saying. “Peyton?”

      She growled louder. I took a step back. Did she have rabies or something? Maybe Finn could tell because of his shapeshifter abilities. Either way, I trusted him, so I took another couple of steps away from her.

      Finn opened up the plastic bag and poured some of the mixture onto the floor.

      “What are you going to do to her?” I asked.

      “The dog’ll be fine,” Finn said.

      “Probably,” Dec added.

      “If we’re lucky, it won’t be,” Finn grumbled.

      I considered chucking my book at him.

      Peyton continued to growl, and she backed toward the kitchen. Finn and Declan advanced on her. It was so wrong to see these men coming after my little dog, with determination set on their faces.

      While Declan made exaggerated movements with a white rock in his hands, distracting Peyton, Finn went behind her, still pouring the stuff out of his bag.

      Without warning, Peyton spun around and lunged at Finn, going straight for his face. He jumped aside just before she reached him.

      “Peyton, no!” I shouted, instinctively lunging toward her.

      “Stay back!” Finn shouted. He moved around in a circle.

      I halted and pulled back my outstretched arm.

      The white and silver stuff Finn had been pouring out was now a circle around Peyton.

      I watched, horrified, as Peyton fell onto her side and began to twitch and shake like she was having a seizure.

      “Done,” Finn said, looking over at Declan. “Hand me the crystal.”

      Declan tossed him the white rock. Peyton continued to shake.

      “What are you doing to her?” I asked. “What’s happening to her?”

      “Wait just a second.” Finn’s voice was calm and determined. He raised the crystal in the air.

      I bit my lip. Peyton was lying there, still twitching. Then her eyes opened. They were red—a deep, crimson red. Not just the odd flash of light I’d caught a few moments ago. This was a truly evil color, and it remained in her eyes. What had happened to my poor little dog?

      She began growling and snarling, and she suddenly stood up. She lunged forward, but she stopped as if she’d hit a wall. It was like an invisible barrier had gone up where Finn had poured the stuff from the bag.

      I shrieked as she lunged forward again, beating her little body against the invisible wall.

      “Make her stop,” I said. “Please.”

      “It’s okay, I got this,” Finn said. I wasn’t sure whether he was talking to me, to Declan, or to himself. He walked around to the other side of Peyton, still holding the crystal aloft. He spoke some words from another language. They were meaningless to me. Then he stopped chanting and waited.

      Something like black smoke lifted from Peyton’s body.

      “Can I go to her?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” Declan said, putting an arm out to hold me back. “Almost.”

      The black smoke lifted higher into the air. It seemed directionless at first, but then it concentrated closer to the crystal in Finn’s hand.

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

      “The demon has only one place to go,” Finn said without taking his eyes off the crystal in his hand.

      As we all watched, the black smoke coalesced next to the crystal. Then the crystal began to change. It went from white, to gray, and then to black.

      Nodding, Finn said, “It’s done. You can grab Peyton now.”

      Was she alive? I couldn’t tell. My chest was tight with worry. No sooner were the words out of his mouth than I reached for her. The invisible barrier seemed to be gone, or broken, because my arms went right through it and I picked up my dog. Her eyes were closed, as if she was asleep, but she stirred when I touched her.

      “Peyton,” I whispered. “Hey, girl, are you okay?”

      She made a little whining sound, then lifted her head and licked my hand. Her eyes were back to their usual shining black.

      “Is she okay?” Finn asked, coming over.

      “I think so.”

      He reached out and let her sniff his hand. She didn’t growl or snap at him, and instead, licked his fingers, too.

      “Aw, you’re all right, little pup,” he said affectionately.

      Declan cleared his throat. “So we’re good here?”

      “Yeah,” Finn said. “She’s pretty freakin’ cute now that she isn’t possessed by a demon.”

      “Possessed by a what?” I said.

      Declan laughed. “I’m just glad she isn’t any bigger. Can you imagine if you’d found a Rottweiler or a Mastiff instead of a Pomeranian?”

      Finn shuddered. “She’s perfect now.”

      The look he gave me said it wasn’t just the dog he was talking about. He touched the fluffy fur between Peyton’s ears. I flinched, expecting her to bite him. She didn’t. Instead, she continued licking his other hand.

      I didn’t need to change my life around or shake things up to search for the positive. It was right here—Peyton and Finn—both of them looking at me with love in their eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Finn

        

      

    

    
      “Okay,” I said, looking across the table at Sophie, “so we know James was possessed by the anarchy demon. What was Sarah’s excuse?”

      Sophie punched me on the arm. “She’s just...sad. It makes her lash out. Maybe she’ll figure things out eventually. Maybe not.”

      The airplane hangar was empty, our words just for the two of us. Over the past week, since freeing Peyton from the anarchy demon’s grasp, my brothers and I had been helping around town with repairs for all the damage it had caused. James insisted on doing everything in the bakery himself. Sophie and I had started meeting here for lunch so we could hike over to the hot spring. Sometimes we just relaxed and talked. Most of the time, we ended up messing around. It was the perfect place for it while we waited for our apartment to be ready.

      We could move into our new place tonight. In the meantime, Sophie had been living at the B&B. I was staying there more often than not, too. But after hearing Declan and Daphne messing around in the kitchen one morning, I was more than ready for Sophie’s and my landlord to pass over the keys to our own place.

      Peyton sat at my feet. Now that she wasn’t possessed, the little fluff-ball loved me. I had to admit, the feeling was mutual.

      “You’re sure our new landlord is cool with dogs?” I asked Sophie.

      She laughed. “It’s the first thing I asked her.”

      “Okay, cool.”

      Tires crunched on the gravel outside of the hangar. “It’s Matt,” I said to Sophie.

      A minute later, he banged open the door and came inside, wearing his police uniform. “I was on my way to work and I have good news for you two,” he said.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “It’s about the dog.”

      Instinctively, I reached down and pulled Peyton into my lap. “They can’t have her back.”

      He laughed. “They don’t want her. I saw a couple of assholes looking at your ‘found dog’ sign and they seemed unhappy, so I went up to them and asked them what was what.”

      I reached over and took Sophie’s hand, with my other arm protectively around Peyton.

      “Turns out,” Matt continued, “their mother died and left the dog to them. But they didn’t want the dog, and they dropped it in the lake.”

      Sophie gasped, horrified.

      “Fuckers,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, I put the fear of god into them,” he said. “Growled low and told them that people who hurt animals deserved to get hurt right back.”

      Sophie’s eyes were filling with tears.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Peyton is with us, now.”

      “We’re never letting her go, right?” she said.

      “Nope,” I said.

      Matt said, “And trust me, they won’t be hurting or abandoning any other animals. Not ever again. I think one of them wet his pants and then they got in their truck right-quick and drove off.”

      “So, when did the demon possess her?” I asked.

      “I think that happened after they abandoned her,” Matt said. “They said nothing about weird behavior from the dog, and trust me, I was scary enough to get them to tell the truth. They just didn’t want the dog.”

      “Thanks, man,” I said.

      “No problem.” He nodded once and said, “See you guys.”

      After Matt left, Sophie looked at me. I set down Peyton and reached around the table so I could pull Sophie into my lap.

      “Come here,” I said, nuzzling her neck and hair. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “I just never want Peyton to feel that way again. It’s sort of like what happened to me—Sarah kicking me out like that. I’d thought I had a place and then suddenly, I had to scramble to make myself a new one. And knowing Peyton went through that, too, well, it just reminded me of what I went through, that’s all.”

      “I have an idea,” I said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go see if our new landlord has the keys yet.”
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        * * *

      

      Sophie and I didn’t have a lot to unpack at the new apartment. We had to buy some new furniture, because neither of us had much. But it was nice to start fresh. And the entire moving job went fast, because I’d had my brothers and sister to help, and Daphne, too.

      Now that it was all done, we sat around the living room, munching on pizza and drinking beer.

      Daphne slid in next to Sophie on the hardwood and nudged her with her shoulder. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” Sophie smiled wide.

      The two of them were enough alike, I bet they were going to make fast friends.

      “Dec showed me your channel,” Daphne said.

      “Oh?” Sophie pulled her lip gently between her teeth.

      “I devoured every single episode in like a day,” Daphne said. “I’m your biggest fan, aside from Finn here, I’m sure. We should do a collaboration some time.”

      “I’d love that!” Sophie beamed at Daphne and then at me.

      “What’s in that box over there?” Sophie asked, pointing.

      “Some old photo albums, I think,” I said.

      Moira pulled off the lid, then shot a mischievous glance at Sophie. “Yep. Shall we look at pictures of Finn in high school?”

      “Ugh, no,” I said. I’d been a twiggy little punk in high school.

      Sophie giggled. “Let’s see!”

      Brody, Declan, and Daphne also got in on the action, each of them hauling out an album. Only James and I sat off to the side. James’s glower reflected how I felt about this endeavor.

      I listened to them making fun of me and I rolled my eyes. At least after this, everyone would head out, leaving Sophie and me alone. I comforted myself with thoughts of christening our new apartment for the second time today. The first time, we’d opened the door, closed it, and had sex right there against the wall. The memory of Sophie’s bare ass in my hands while I’d thrust inside of her made my cock twitch.

      “Oh, James,” Daphne said, looking up from the album she held. “You were good-looking even in high school.”

      He leveled a glare at her, but I could see a faint tinge of pink in his cheeks.

      “Stop flirting with my brother,” Declan said to Daphne in mock outrage.

      She laughed. “And who’s this stunner next to you?”

      She held up the album. In the picture she pointed to, James stood next to a slender young woman with dark skin, dark hair, and penetrating golden-brown eyes. All the O’Malley siblings fell silent. Oh, shit.

      James stood up. Daphne’s smile faltered.

      “It’s time for me to go,” James said. “I need that picture.”

      It was destined for the wood stove, or the barbecue, or whatever fire James found first. Just like the rest of the photos of Anna.

      Daphne looked to Declan, asking with her eyes if she should give James the photo. He nodded. Carefully, she fished it out of the little plastic holder, then handed it to him.

      I was amazed at James’s restraint—he didn’t crumple it up right in front of Daphne. He didn’t shout. He didn’t hit things.

      “Thanks for dinner,” he said, then marched through the door of Sophie’s and my apartment and out into the night.

      “Well, that was weird,” Sophie said.

      “That’s James,” I said.

      My siblings nodded like I’d shared some kind of wisdom.

      Eventually, everyone lost interest in the photo albums, finished their pizza, and left. It was just Sophie and me sitting in our new living room, our gazes clashing. I smiled at her.

      “Ready to start our forever?” I asked.

      “Right now,” she whispered. “Now and forever.”

      Grinning, she came over and climbed into my lap. Her lips were soft against mine as I took her mouth in a long, loving kiss.

      Next to the couch, Peyton stared up at us, an inscrutable look on her doggy face. Chuckling, I looked away from the pup and turned all of my energy and love onto my mate.
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        The fun continues with Bound to Forbidden, James and Anna’s story - coming in April!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Taste of Bound to Forbidden
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      Anna stood in front of me, chin up defiantly.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I’m a paying guest.”

      I shook my head. Unbelievable. I was supposed to be working on the basement today. When I’d smelled her, right after getting out of my truck, I’d thought I was mistaken. And I knew I shouldn’t follow her tantalizing scent, but I couldn’t help myself--the wolf had been in control. And I’d followed along like a stupid idiot, thinking there was no way this was actually her.

      After all these years, here she was. The woman in the picture.

      My mate. 

      At least, I’d thought she was my mate. But then she’d left, making me doubt everything under the fucking sun.

      Ten years had passed, but she looked the same. Beautiful skin, golden eyes. Her black hair was loose around her shoulders. 

      She wore the towel wrapped around her body like a freaking queen, even though I could smell her nervousness. 

      No doubt she could smell my anger.

      I wondered if she could also smell my repressed lust.

      Because as horribly awkward as this was, as pissed as I was, I still wanted her.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said, my voice low.

      “My reservation tells me otherwise.”

      “I don’t care about your reservation. You don’t belong in Forbidden. Period.”

      She opened her mouth to say something else--some snarky retort, most likely. I bent down, picked up her jeans and t-shirt, and thrust them at her. 

      She reached out to take them, and the towel fell.

      Shrieking, she scrambled to grab the towel, but only ended up flinging it away from her by accident.

      Fuck, her body was magnificent. Perfect tits, narrow waist, nice wide hips, perfect for grabbing. I reluctantly flicked my gaze back up to her face. Her cheeks had darkened with a blush and she stared at me with accusation in her gaze.

      I snorted and started walking away, then said over my shoulder, “Nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      
        
        Coming soon!
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