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  Chapter 1
Mate Rising


Three light beers. Two shots of well vodka. Four Poisoned Apples. 
Reading the drink ticket, I conjured up an image of the most basic people I could imagine. I scanned the bar before looking at the table number. It was a little game I liked to play to pass the hours behind the bar at Faenanigans. About ninety percent of the time, I got it right.
My gaze passed over the husband and wife sitting in the corner sharing a plate of magic mozzarella mushroom sticks. They’d only ordered wine earlier. The two guys at table ten were regulars, both partial to Fangs for Erasing the Memories, the drink Faenanigans was known for. Then I spotted the group of Arcane University students at table twelve.
Ding ding ding, we had a winner.
“You gonna make my order or just stare off into space?” Kellan asked, leaning an elbow on the lacquered bar and grinning.
I gestured toward table twelve with my chin. “You know them?”
“Yeah, sort of. The one in the corner with the dark hair is Morgan Riley. The guy across from her is her twin. Can’t remember his name. They were a few years behind me in high school.”
Like most of the staff at Faenanigans, Kellan had grown up in Arcane Landing, attended AU for college, and then stayed in the magical enclave instead of venturing out into the human world. Unlike a lot of my other coworkers, Kellan was only half fae. His other half was panther shifter. He was nerdy hot, which I’d never been attracted to before, though I did enjoy flirting with the hybrid when I was in the mood.
“What about the other girls, know any of them?” I asked.
Kellan’s midnight blue eyes studied me with interest. “See something you like?”
I shrugged and started pulling pint glasses from the shelf. “Maybe. Who’s the girl between the angry-looking wolf and the fae guy in the scarf? I don’t think I’ve seen her in here before.”
“Interesting choice.” Kellan stroked his chin like an evil mastermind. “I mean, she’s pretty. Looks a little depressed, though. Want me to find out her name?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Maybe send her a drink from you?”
I poured vodka into two shot glasses and then started mixing the green apple liquor and caramel hot spice sauce for the Poisoned Apples. “Nah. I’m strictly window shopping for now.”
Kellan loaded all the drinks onto his tray. “You know, you’re awfully good at pinpointing supernatural races. For a human.”
He meant it as a compliment. I knew that. Still, the reminder that I was no longer a wolf still stung. Not that Kellan, or anyone else, knew about my past. As far as my coworkers knew, I was the product of a one-night stand between a human man and a mother who boasted she was one-sixteenth fae. The cover story explained how I knew about the supernatural world, yet didn’t have a true place within the community.
The dinner crowd rolled in, followed by the college kids looking to let loose on a Thursday night. Several of my regulars stopped in for a beer and a chat, which I never minded. It was nice to hear about others’ problems, since they distracted me from my own. I almost felt like I had friends again.
“You look like you just got off work,” I said to Geoff Rowers, a middle-aged fae who came for a drink at Faenanigans at least four times a week. “The usual?”
“Better make a double.” He took off his baseball hat and rubbed his receding hairline. “I did, and I gotta be back at it early.”
I grabbed the top-shelf scotch and poured two fingers over a giant ice cube. “Sounds like business is booming.”
Geoff shook his head as I set the glass in front of him. “Holiday season is always busy. People in this town sure hate to cook for themselves around Solstice.” He took a long drink of scotch, letting the alcohol roll around in his mouth for maximum flavor. “But it’s really this one event that has me putting in overtime.”
“Oh, yeah? What event?” I pulled a ticket from the printer. A Nasty Magic and a Dirty Banshee.
“The Zodiac Ball is next week. On Winter Solstice. Between you, me, and this barstool, there’s going to be a big announcement.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “The Gemini heir is announcing his engagement.”
The pre-mixed bottle of Nasty Magic slipped from my fingers and crashed into the ice well.
“You okay?” Geoff asked, raising a concerned eyebrow.
“Hand cramp,” I muttered lamely.
My bar back, Kufi, hurried over with an empty bucket. “I’ll take care of it.”
I forced a smile but couldn’t form words around the lump in my throat. My brother was getting married?
“The bride-to-be is ridiculously picky,” Geoff went on, clearly trying to cover the awkward moment. “She’s from a pack based out in California. Get this, she’s vegan. Have you ever heard such a ridiculous thing? A vegan wolf. Oh, and the Pisces Alpha has a gluten allergy. I thought only humans were this weird.”
“Zach’s marrying an Aquarius wolf?” I didn’t realize I’d spoken aloud until Geoff cocked his head to the side and eyed me curiously.
“You know the guy?” he asked.
I wiped sweat from my palms and reached for another bottle of mix to stall while I tried to think up a plausible lie.
“I met him once,” I said at last. “At the old movie theater downtown.” The lie sounded effortless, probably because it was sort of true.
I had seen Zach once since moving to Arcane Landing, and it was outside the movie theater. I’d watched from the shadows for ten minutes as he paced back and forth, waiting for someone who never came. Zach took a phone call, exchanging only a few words before starting up the sidewalk with a group exiting the theater. By the time I decided to follow him, he’d vanished into a crowd leaving the Irish pub on the corner.
“He seems like a nice guy.” Geoff swirled the ice cube in his drink. “Shame about his sister.”
This was the moment I’d both dreaded and craved ever since taking the bartending job at Faenanigans. I’d overhead a lot of gossip, mostly about the goings on in Arcane Landing. I knew the sheriff’s wife was sleeping with the high school gym teacher. The guy who owned the second-best apothecary on Main Street had a gambling problem. Old Mrs. Nettle had thirteen cats, one for each of her dead husbands. And yet, there was very little talk of the world outside the island.
This was the first time someone had mentioned me.
“What happened to his sister?” I asked, feigning innocence that wasn’t in my nature.
What was the official story? I didn’t even know. Nor did I know the unofficial story. Contacting my family, even to let them know I was alive, was too much of a risk. A lot of Gemini wolves died trying to save me from the Virgo pack. I refused to have any more blood on my hands. The fact I missed my family so badly I wanted to scream didn’t matter.
“She ran away. The night before her wedding.” Geoff shook his head. “Caused this huge rift with the Leo Fae and the Gemini Pack. King Evander demanded retribution.”
The blood drained from my head, and I had to grip the bar with one hand to steady myself. “‘Retribution’?” I stammered. “Are you sure?”
This was bad. So. Fucking. Bad. I’d prepared myself for a lot of answers. But not this.
Geoff swallowed the last of his scotch, and I poured another two fingers in the glass as more drink tickets shot out of the printer.
“That’s the rumor.” He shrugged. “They also say the girl ran off to be with a vampire, and I don’t believe that for a second.”
I forced a laugh. The truth of his words was way too close to home for my comfort.
“Arcane Falls, up where the Geminis live, is real sheltered. Real close-knit, if you catch my drift.”
Sadly, I caught his drift. It sounded like he was calling my pack inbred.
“Nice girls raised like that don’t get mixed up with fangers. Now some of these college girls…,” he gestured around the bar with his glass. “That’s a different story.”
I honestly didn’t know whether I should be offended. He’d called me nice, at least. Which might’ve been a first.
“You know the weirdest part of the whole thing? The guy she was supposed to marry disappeared a few days later. A fae prince, just poof, disappeared.” He threw back the rest of the drink. “Now that’s some fishy business you ask me.”
I had to agree. Hayden disappearing was definitely fishy business. Everything about these rumors reeked. I really wanted to know why I was just hearing them. While I might not have had friends in Arcane Landing, I did have a roommate. More of a keeper, really. Quinn, Hayden’s disgraced little sister. She was my only link to the outside world, to Enzo. The little brat hadn’t mentioned a damned thing about any of the gossip.
We would definitely have words when I got home.
The rest of my shift flew by in a haze of mounting anger. I would kill Quinn if she’d hid all of this from me. I’d give her the benefit of the doubt about my brother’s marriage. It was possible she hadn’t heard about it. But surely she knew Hayden was missing. Enzo would’ve told her.
If only the asshole would communicate with me instead of Quinn, then I would’ve felt a lot better about my situation. No such luck. Every time I made the argument, Quinn just said it was too dangerous.
At fifteen minutes before closing time, I started counting my till. All the side work was complete, and I planned on stomping out the door as soon as possible. The bar was empty except for one table of Kellan’s townie friends, and they’d already paid.
I watched the minutes tick down and prayed the bell over the main door wouldn’t tinkle.
“Hey, a few of us are going to Maxi’s place after we get off. Wanna come?” Kellan asked, removing his apron and folding it on the bar.
Maxi was one of the few university students who worked at Faenanigans. She was nice enough, though sort of standoffish. If my hands weren’t itching to shake answers out of Quinn, I might’ve said yes.
Before I could make up an excuse, the front door chimed to signal a last-minute patron. Literally. It was 11:59 p.m. according to the clock on the register.
“I’ll tell him we’re closed.” Kellan turned as the guy climbed the three steps up to the bar area.
I had to pinch my arm to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. The guy shook snow from his dark hair and looked around as though searching for someone. So many conflicting emotions swept through me, yet only one question: What in the hell was Zach doing in my bar?







  
  Chapter 2
One Tequila, Two Tequila, Three Tequila, Floor


Iset a pint of lager on the bar in front of Zach. He unzipped his jacket, a smile curving his mouth upward at the corners. "Arcane Red? That's my favorite." 
"What can I say?" I shrugged modestly. "It's my superpower."
Zach squinted and studied my face. "Have we met?"
My heart sped up, and I knew he could hear it beating in my chest. This was the first genuine test of the glamour I wore every day. Quinn insisted, and I agreed. Gemini wolves came into Arcane Landing not infrequently, as did the Virgos. Plus, I was the daughter of an Alpha and the runaway fiancé of Prince Hayden of the Leo Fae. A lot of people would've recognized me if not for the disguise.
My twin shouldn't need to see my face to know me. Our bond let us feel when the other was nearby, or in trouble, or scared. At least, it had when I was still a wolf.
"Doubtful," I replied, wiping the bar with a worn rag. "I've only lived in Arcane for a few weeks."
Kellan caught my eye over Zach's head and cleared his throat. "You sure you're okay closing up on your own?"
"Are you guys cl—" Zach started to say.
"Yep, I can close. I'm good. See you tomorrow." I waved to Kellan to drive the point home.
A lightbulb switched on behind the hybrid's blue eyes as he totally misinterpreted the reason I wanted him to leave. Kellan made an exaggerated expression, nodding approvingly as he checked out my brother.
"Bye, Kellan."
"Night, Annie."
Along with the glamour, Quinn insisted on the alias. I'd wanted to use a more interesting name, something original. Of course, a unique name would draw too much attention. Quinn had secured fake identification for me as Ann Livingston, which was both boring and forgettable.
Zach sipped his beer and waited for the chimes over the door to sound before he met my eyes again. "I'm sorry. I must've missed the sign with your hours. You can cash me out, and I'll get out of your hair."
"We don't have a sign," I countered. "If you want to know the truth, you're doing me a favor. I have no interest in going to a party with my coworkers and their friends." I wrinkled my nose. "But I sort of blow them off a lot. Staying to pour you beers saves me from making up a better excuse."
Zach laughed. "Oh, I see. So you're using me, making me look like the asshole. Got it."
"Busted." I feigned embarrassment.
Zach drained half his beer, and I refilled it without asking. He checked his phone for the fourth time since sitting on the barstool.
"Someone stand you up?" I asked.
He swirled his finger around the thin layer of foam on top of the beer. "Nah. Nothing like that. I just needed to get out, to be alone for a while. Pack life is sort of... suffocating."
I knew just how he felt, and I also knew Zach was lying. My brother was meeting someone. No one checked their phone so frequently unless expecting a call. Besides, my brother only ever tugged at the collar of his shirt when he lied, and he was currently warping the neckline of his sweater.
Finally, the phone rang. I tried to look at the name on the screen, but Zach was too fast. He snatched the cell off the bar and answered it.
"Hey. I'm here. Where are you?" My brother didn't sound angry so much as annoyed and tense. A lot like our father.
Without my wolf-hearing, I couldn't eavesdrop and had to settle for guessing the caller's side based on contextual clues.
"Just tell me where to go." Zach pressed the phone closer to his ear. "Yeah. I know the pier."
He was meeting someone down at Arcane Landing Pier. It was after midnight, and he was all alone. Nothing about the situation felt right. I could tell Zach shared my reservations, yet that didn't stop him from agreeing.
"Twenty minutes. I'll be there." He disconnected and turned back to me, mouth open as though about to ask for his bill.
"Don't go." I reached out and covered Zach's hand with mine. "Don't go to the pier."
He glanced down at my fingers and then up into a face he didn't recognize. For just a second, I swore Zach saw through the glamour. I swore he saw the blue-green eyes hidden beneath the brown. The slimmer face, so much like his own. But he didn't. My own twin didn't know me.
That one stung.
"Not sure if anyone has told you this, but it's not a good idea to grab a wolf." Zach stared at my fingers with forced calm. "Shifters startle easily."
"Don't go to the Pier. It's too dangerous." I pinned him with my gaze, making my brother squirm. "Whoever you're meeting, let it go."
Zach shook me off. "I can't. You wouldn't understand."
I crossed my arms over my chest. "Try me."
He didn't respond, though he also didn't move. I took that as an invitation to keep running my mouth.
"I'm a human living in a supernatural community. I understand a lot more than people think." When Zach still didn't answer, I pulled two shot glasses and a bottle of Faenanigans' premium in-house tequila from beneath the bar. I poured one for each of us. "You tell me your secrets, and I'll tell you mine."
My brother downed the tequila in one swallow, chasing the liquor with a lime wedge I tossed his way. I didn't bother with a chaser myself. My human tastebuds were dull, and the smooth, smoky alcohol was one of the few things that had any flavor.
"My sister is missing." Zach's voice sounded hollow. "There's a guy who says he can help me find her. A tracker."
I poured two more shots, more for my benefit than his.
Zach made a face and shook his head as the alcohol burned his throat. I threw mine back and motioned for him to keep talking.
"That's who I'm meeting." He wiped the back of his mouth with his hand and teetered a little on the barstool. My brother was always a lightweight.
In fairness, the house liquor wasn't actually tequila, though it tasted like it. The elixir packed an extra punch specifically for supernaturals, yet didn't affect humans at all.
"Have you considered that your sister might not want to be found?" I asked, pouring a third round of shots.
This had clearly not occurred to Zach, and I felt relief wash over me. No matter the rumors, at least someone knew me well enough to know I wouldn't run off on a whim.
Zach hesitated before shooting the tequila and slamming the glass on the bar, face flushed and blotchy. "You wouldn't ask that if you knew Zara. She's not exactly the model wolf, but she would never betray the pack. My sister isn't that selfish."
I wondered if it should offend me that my brother had used a qualifier. He didn't say I wasn't selfish—only that I wasn't that selfish.
Tell me how you really feel, asshole.
"What do you think happened to her?" I poured two glasses of water and slid one to Zach. He drank the entire cup in a single gulp.
Using his index finger, Zach traced a pattern in the condensation on his beer glass. "I don't know. All my theories are ridiculous. My parents won't even listen to them anymore." He slurred enough of his words for me to know the tequila had gone to his head. "They keep saying they'll handle it." His eyes were unfocused when they met mine. "But they aren't handling shit."
I poured a fourth shot for each of us, only feeling a little bad about feeding my brother enough of the non-tequila to knock him to the floor.
"Your parents don't care that she's missing?" I asked in a deceptively light tone.
Zach eyed the shot glass warily. "No. That's not it. They care a lot. It's like they're afraid to find her. Does that make sense?"
My body went numb. My parents were afraid to find me? What did that mean? Did they know I'd lost my wolf—that if I turned up on pack land, they couldn't welcome me with open arms?
Zach's phone buzzed again. He tilted his head so far to one side that his ear touched his shoulder. His fingers reached for the phone. I was faster.
"What're you doing?" Zach tried to stand, but his legs refused to hold his weight. He collapsed against the bar, eyes rolling back in his head. Then my brother slid to the floor in a heap of drunk shifter.
I glanced at the phone screen. The screen showed Unknown Caller.
Time to find out this tracker's name.
"Hello?" I said into the phone.
"Who's this?" a familiar voice demanded.
I gripped the phone tighter. "You called me, Lix."






  
  Chapter 3
Lix and Stones


Iwould've paid anything to see his weasel human face in that moment. That asshole sold me out to the Virgo wolves. He'd hired strays to kidnap me from Maven's Crossing on the night before my wedding. Revenge would be mine. 
"Who the fuck is this?" Lix screamed.
My lips spread into a humorless smile. I might've recognized his voice, but he clearly didn't know mine. That gave me the advantage. I'd never been one to play with my food before I ate, though the last few months had hardened me. Lix deserved to squirm, to know the fear of being hunted. It was a fear I lived with every single day. Now he would share my pain.
"Listen up, sweetheart. You're going to tell me who you are right now!" Lix's voice cracked. "You don't know who you're messing with."
I laughed. "No. You don't know who you're dealing with. But you will. One day. Until then, sleep tight, sweetheart."
Lix shrieked threats in response as I calmly filled a pitcher with tap beer and dropped Zach's phone into it. Then I reached into the back pocket of my jeans, retrieved my cell, and dialed the only number saved in my contacts.
She answered on the first ring. "Hey. I thought you'd be home by now. Didn't your shift end thirty minutes ago?" Quinn demanded.
"Yeah. Well, about that. I need you to come down to Faenanigans. Now."
Quinn might not have been my favorite person, yet what she lacked in personality, she made up for in dependability. Magic crackled in the air, mixing with the stale beer odor of the bar to create an aroma that even my human nose found offensive. The blue and gold swirls of light expanded to form a doorway in the dimensional fabric, and Quinn stepped through.
She took one look at the unconscious pile of snoring shifter on the floor, then eyed the bottle of supernatural tequila and two full shot glasses on the bar.
"Did you drug him?" Quinn demanded, sounding both horrified and impressed.
"Not exactly. I mean, everyone knows the Faenanigans 'tequila' is super potent. It's not like I added anything extra."
Quinn rolled her eyes. "Spare me the technicalities." She waved one small hand wildly toward Zach. "What is your brother doing here?"
I launched into an abbreviated version of the events that led to Zach passed out on the floor of the bar. The more I said, the deeper Quinn's frown lines etched into her smooth skin.
"Okay." She started pacing. "First things first. We need to get him out of here. Back to pack land, where he can sleep this off safely. Then we can deal with figuring out who Zach was meeting."
Okay, so maybe I left out a lot of details. Quinn didn't need to know everything. Gaia knew the hybrid kept enough secrets from me. Plus, I knew Quinn wouldn't approve of seeking revenge on Lix. She would argue it was too dangerous, and I didn't want to hear the lecture.
"I'll take him to Arcane Falls. You stay here until I return." Quinn hesitated. "Is there a good place to leave him?"
"Howler's Rock," I said without missing a beat. It was Zach's favorite thinking spot. It was also deep inside Gemini territory, so there was no chance of something happening to my brother before he woke.
Quinn opened a portal with the wave of her small hands. Lifting Zach as though he weighed nothing, she carried him through. While I was fairly confident that my brother would be safe at Howler's Rock, there was only one way to be certain.
I dialed Brooke's cell phone from memory, willing her to answer. Even with my brother betrothed to another wolf, I knew my best friend would still go to him. The call went to voicemail, so I sent her a text. After a minute with no response, I dialed her house line.
"Hello?" a man's voice said.
"Um, Mr. Duvall?"
"Who is this?" His voice was thick yet guarded.
"Is Brooke there? Can I talk to her?"
"You little jerks think you're so funny." Mr. Duvall's growl filled my ears. "It wasn't bad enough to torment my little girl when she was here. Now you're calling to torment me?" His voice cracked. "My baby girl did nothing wrong. It's not her fault."
The portal opened back up. Quinn shook snow from her dark hair, eyes flashing yellow when she saw the phone in my hand. My next question was just as much for her as it was for Mr. Duvall.
"What happened to Brooke?"

      ***"I swear I didn't know," Quinn said for the dozenth time.
She sat on the sofa in the living room of our two-bedroom apartment in downtown Arcane Landing. We lived above a coffee shop called Beans & Brews. Our place was fine, though nothing special.
I paced the worn beige carpet. "I had a customer tonight that mentioned retribution. Is that why the Leo Fae took her? Did they invoke it?"
"I don't know, Zara. I'm sorry—" Quinn started.
"They're your family." I rounded on her. "Evander is your grandfather. You lived at the palace for sixteen years. You must know something about what's happening there."
Without my wolf, Quinn could've stomped me into the ground in a fight. And yet, she shrank back into the couch cushions at my outburst.
"I can guess why the king would've demanded her specifically." Quinn swallowed audibly. "That part is obvious—she is your best friend. The king probably figured choosing her to honor retribution would draw you out."
Retribution was an ancient tradition in the supernatural community. It typically followed a dispute, very often a battle. The winning party could claim a certain number of the losing party's members to do with as they pleased. Most often, they chose the children of someone important—an alpha's heir, a prince or princess. This kept the losing side compliant, so they were easy to mold and manipulate.
The fact the Leos didn't demand Zach as retribution should've come as a relief. Taking my twin, my father's heir, would've crippled the Gemini Pack. Brooke... she just didn't hold the same sway.
"Who else did they take?" I demanded.
Quinn shook her head. "I don't know. Tonight is the first I've heard of the retribution." She blew out a long breath. "The king would've wanted someone from your family. Zach is the natural choice. Since that's clearly not the case, I would guess Evander took one of your cousins. Probably one of your Uncle Buckley's children. He is the next oldest of your father's family, right?"
My father had five siblings in total. Two younger brothers, my Uncles Buckley and Bartholomew—second and fourth in birth order. Both had three children. The thought of one of my young cousins at the mercy of the fae court made my blood pressure spike. Even though they were bratty, none of them deserved to pay for my mistake.
"Okay, who else?" I stopped pacing and rested my hands on my hips. "Who else would Evander want?"
Quinn threw her hands in the air. "I don't know. Anyone close to you. Or important to the pack. Someone who would weaken the Gemini's power if gone. Does your father have a mistress? Or illegitimate children?"
"My parents are fated mates," I said simply.
Just like that, I'd answered my own question. Why Brooke? Because Evander knew she meant something to Zach as well. The fae king must have suspected that my best friend and my twin brother were true fated mates, like my parents. Taking Brooke weakened Zach's power. Well, at the very least, it prevented him from having more.
No alliance and no marriage in the world could provide Zach and the Gemini Pack with more power than if the future alpha claimed his true mate. It was a calculated move on Evander's part. The old fae was a conniving opponent. If I didn't hate him so much at that moment, the strategy would've impressed me.
I needed to fix this. Brooke couldn't remain a captive. It was all my fault.
First, I needed to talk to Zach again. As myself instead of Annie with the glamour. Together, we would figure out a way to free my best friend and the woman he loved.






  
  Chapter 4
Siren Songs and Speedboats


My next shift at Faenanigans wasn’t until Saturday, so I spent Friday deciding how to approach Zach as myself. Traveling to Gemini territory was off limits. It was one of the few things Quinn and I agreed on. Not that she knew of my plans involving my brother or Brooke. Quinn wouldn’t approve, and I didn’t need her standing in my way. She was already an infuriating barrier between Enzo and me. 
I didn’t lay the blame for Enzo’s silence solely at Quinn’s feet, though. The asshole could have contacted me. He knew where I was, though I couldn’t say the same about him. Quinn told him about my job and our apartment, or so she claimed. I had no reason to doubt her. Not about that, anyway.
She insisted Enzo would come to Arcane Landing when it was safe. That all I needed to worry about was finding Nicasia, also known as Winter Sable. The search for her was the reason I’d taken the bartending job at Faenanigans—the bar was a weekend favorite with the college crowd. They loved the cheap drink specials, greasy food, and staff of eye candy.
Either Nicasia wasn’t a fan of saving money, or she hated beer and hot shifters. As far as I knew, she’d never been to the bar when I was working. The few pictures Quinn had of the Eternal fae were blurry or dark, so I only had a vague idea what Winter looked like. Quinn had contacted a hacker to get us better intel, and we were still waiting for the results.
By the time Saturday night rolled around, I’d decided the Zodiac Ball would be the best way to confront Zach. The event was in Arcane Landing, so I wouldn’t have to leave my protective bubble. There would be crowds of people around, so my brother couldn’t freak out too much. I could also tell Quinn I was working a shift at Faenanigans, and she’d be none the wiser.
“There’s a bonfire out at Siren Island tonight,” Kellan said as I loaded his tray with draught beer. “Any interest?”
Honestly, why did he keep trying so hard?
“It will be a lot of Arcane U students with a few of us townies thrown in to spice it up,” Kellan added before going to drop off the drinks, like he thought this would persuade me.
It sort of did. It would be a good place to look for Nicasia, of course, though I found the location even more intriguing.
Siren Island was home to a race of water fae who were skilled with shape-shifting and adaptative magic. I’d heard rumors and myths about them growing up. They were mysterious and inspired a lot of speculation among the Gemini wolves. When we were little, Zach and I had the misguided belief that seeing a siren was good luck, so we’d sit by the water watching for hours.
Sadly, no matter how many animated mermaid movie songs I sang loudly and off-key, we never saw colorful tails flip out of the water. Life was full of disappointments, and we never glimpsed part of their world.
The mystic fae of Siren Island weren’t part of any zodiac order, which added to the intrigue surrounding them. According to rumor, the group occupied the land long before the crossing, when the biggest fae factions migrated from Europe.
My father visited the island a few times over the years. He always traveled alone and refused to speak about his business there. Not even my mother knew the exact reason for his trips. That was the biggest difference between mystic and zodiac fae—the latter kept secrets from the humans, the former hid from absolutely everyone.
“I’ll think about it,” I promised Kellan when he returned with an empty tray.
A few of my regulars came in for dinner, including my favorite, a wolf shifter named Declan. He was quiet and broody and liked to watch ice hockey while he ate his still-bloody steak and over-buttered mashed potatoes. I liked to watch Declan’s arm muscles ripple when he cut the meat. It made the time pass quickly, and he always left a generous tip.
Quinn turned up thirty minutes before my shift was over. She did this from time to time, ostensibly to show she was a good roommate. I suspected she really stopped by the bar to check on me and make sure I was behaving. Did all hybrids have such trust issues?
I set an apple spice martini in front of her. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
She shrugged. “Boredom at home.”
“You could get a job,” I said.
Quinn wrinkled her nose. “Nah. Manual labor doesn’t really suit me.”
Kellan walked by and raised his eyebrows. I’d told him a little about Quinn, like how she was the roommate from hell. He’d been dying for an introduction since the first night she waltzed into Faenanigans like she owned the bar. Being the granddaughter of a fae king gave her a superiority complex that even exile couldn’t quell.
I ignored him and focused on Quinn. “Must be nice. Where does your money come from again?”
This was a tired conversation, one I intended to repeat until I received an answer. I desperately wanted to know how she funded our lifestyle. My tips covered rent and basic expenses, like groceries. Somehow, Quinn had enough money to pay for everything else, like clothes and fake IDs and hackers. I didn’t need to work. She’d made that very clear. The job was a front for tracking down Nicasia. It also got me out of the house and away from Quinn for a few hours. So, bonus.
My roommate scowled. “That’s my business. It is so gauche to discuss money, Zara, really.”
Another non-answer. Shocking.
Quinn waved a hand dismissively. “Anyway, are you up for going out after work?”
I froze midway while pouring a round of shots for Kellan’s table. “Seriously?”
Quinn never suggested going out. We weren’t in Arcane Landing for clambakes and trips to the Cape, or whatever these college kids did. We didn’t know many people, so weren’t exactly swimming in social invitations, anyway.
“That girl Pei from the coffee shop is going to this bonfire thing on Siren Island.” Quinn averted her gaze, staring into her glass instead of looking at me. “She invited me, and I thought it might be fun.”
A slight blush colored my roommate’s cheeks. Did she have a crush? That would be excellent news. Quinn needed to loosen up, and maybe a good romp in the sea would get the stick out of her ass.
“See? Everyone’s going. You have to.” Kellan swooped in and leaned against the bar right next to Quinn. He flashed her a toothy grin. “I was trying to get Annie to come. Glad you’re here to help.”
“And you are?” Quinn gave him an appraising stare.
He held out his hand. “Kellan.”
She pursed her lips. “Should’ve guessed. I’m Jane, Annie’s roommate.”
The only fake name more boring than mine was Quinn’s: Jane Goode.
“Oh, that’s right. You come in every now and again.” Kellan glanced between Quinn and me. “Why don’t you two ride with me? I’ll make sure you get home okay.”
“Wonderful.” Quinn downed her drink. “Now if you could get Annie to smile, my night will be complete.”

      ***An hour later, Quinn and I squeezed into the backseat of Kellan’s old jeep. Maxi and Dante, both servers at Faenanigans, were on either side of us. An enormous bear shifter named Opie claimed the front without hesitation. He was one of Kellan’s high school friends who worked at the Irish pub.
Dante had questions about Quinn and me, particularly about our friendship. Lots of them. He wanted to hear about how we met and kept asking Quinn what it was like to live with a human, as if they weren’t talking across me. Rude.
We’d rehearsed our answers for a situation like this many times. The story was that I’d responded to Quinn’s posting online for a roommate in Arcane Landing. Quinn was dubious at first, but decided a human might be interesting and agreed to let me share her apartment.
Naturally, Dante also wanted to know why I’d moved to Arcane Landing. By the way he, Kellan, and Maxi exchanged glances, I knew this topic came up in conversation before.
“I guess you could say I’m on a journey to find myself,” I said, feeling as ridiculous as I sounded. “I know at least one of my ancestors lived here several generations ago.”
“They were fae?” Maxi asked.
“That’s what my mom says,” I replied with a shrug.
This answer seemed to satisfy the group, and they turned to Quinn. “What about you, Jane? Why’d you move to Arcane Landing?” Dante asked.
“It’s far enough from my parents that they won’t stop by, but close enough to be here if I need them,” Quinn said breezily. “I’m a girl boss so I can work from anywhere.”
Up ahead, the jeep’s headlights illuminated a group of people piling out of a van. They opened the back and unloaded case after case of beer. Kellan pulled his jeep in next to the group and rolled down the window, calling out to some guy named Palmer.
“Oh, hey. There’s Pei.” Quinn pointed to a slim blonde lifting a keg from the van all by herself.
“Impressive upper body strength,” I muttered as everyone climbed from the jeep. Slipping on an icy rock, I cursed my lack of reflexes and the arctic weather.
December in Arcane Landing was always cold and wet, like it was in Arcane Falls. This year was exceptionally frigid. It snowed several inches most nights. The sun would warm the day just enough for the powder to melt a little, and then the temperature plummeted again at nightfall.
Shifters fared okay in this weather, some better than others. If Opie’s glee and flop into a snowdrift was any indication, bears particularly loved wintertime and inhumane temperatures. My human body hated it. I’d never known what it was like to be truly cold when I was a wolf. Quinn even bought me winter gear the foolish humans wore when they went extreme ice-climbing or some shit. It still wasn’t enough. I shivered the moment the icy air whipped across my face. Quinn went to say hi to Pei, scampering over the slick surface in her ballet flats without a care in the world. Showoff.
A heavy arm draped around my shoulders. “Let’s get you onto the boat before you freeze,” Kellan said. He steered me toward a set of wooden stairs that led down to the beach, where people loaded the cases of beer and kegs into speedboats pulled up on the sand.
The others pitched in to carry the alcohol while Kellan hurried me along and helped me climb in. Opie set a keg in the middle and then wedged himself on my other side. The nearness would’ve annoyed me normally, but I really needed his shifter warmth. Quinn and Pei joined us a minute later, adding their haul of cases beside the keg.
“That’s enough weight,” Pei said to the driver, a skinny fae wearing a black knit hat complete with ear flaps and bat wings on top. “Let’s head out.”
The water was choppy, and the boat slammed down hard as we cut through the waves, sending saltwater up over the sides. Why had I thought this was a good idea? Kellan and Opie snuggled closer, attempting to shield me from the frigid spray. Even with them blocking for me, my pants were dripping wet by the time we reached Siren Island.
We pulled up on shore, and Kellan offered me his hand. My lower half was numb. I worried my legs wouldn’t hold me, so I took it gratefully. After a sweeping appraisal of my drowned rat appearance, he gave me a commiserating smile.
“I can help with that,” Kellan offered. Placing his hands on my shoulders, he closed his eyes.
Magic crawled over my skin, and Kellan’s fingers glowed red. A blanket of warmth washed over me, and I no longer cared about whether magic was creepy. Anything was better than hypothermia. He ran his palms down my arms, drying the jacket with his fire magic.
Kellan pointed to my sopping pants. “May I?”
My teeth were chattering, so my nod was stiff and quick. “Watch yourself, nothing too handsy.”
Kneeling in front of me on the beach, his fingers barely skimmed the wet jean fabric clinging to my legs. Was it wrong that I sort of wished he’d press harder? Gaia, I missed human contact.
“Thank you,” I said as he stood. “You didn’t need to do that, but I really appreciate it.”
Kellan grinned, his midnight eyes twinkling in the moonlight. “Hey, I brought you here. That means I’m responsible for you. Can’t have my only human friend dying on me. Speaking of….” He glanced around as more speedboats came ashore. “Stick close to me. I think it’s safe to say you’ll be the only human here tonight.”
“Is that a problem?” I demanded.
Of course it was, I realized. Supes mistrusted humans, for good reason. Humans had forced fae into hiding thousands of years ago. The supernatural community had to live in the shadows because of them.
“Just stay close,” Kellan said. “As long as you’re with me, it’s all good.”
We started toward the crackling bonfire. Behind me, a girl called out.
“Hey, Winter! You came!”
I whirled to see Pei waving enthusiastically to a frowning brunette climbing out of another boat. It was the girl from the other night at Faenanigans, the one Kellan didn’t recognize. Her expression softened when she saw Pei.
Quinn caught my eye and mouthed the name that clouded my thoughts since I first heard it spoken: “Nicasia.”






  
  Chapter 5
One Of These Is Not Like The Others


"Hey, isn't that the girl from the other night at work?" Kellan asked, pointing to where Winter embraced Pei. "Oh, yeah, she's with the Riley twins." 
Sure enough, the brother and sister Kellan said he attended high school with were next to greet Pei.
"You want an introduction?" Kellan's full lips quirked into a smile when he saw me staring.
"Um, no. I thought I recognized her. I was wrong," I stammered. "Let's go by the fire. It's freezing out here."
Finding Nicasia and approaching her were two very different things. Quinn and I'd agreed that once we found the eternal, we would watch and observe before attempting a conversation. The fact we shared a mutual friend threw that strategy out the window.
"You don't need to be shy," Kellan teased. "Though I will warn you—that's Essie Sable's great-granddaughter."
We started away from the beach toward the roaring bonfire near the dunes. I wound my scarf tighter around my neck to ward off the icy breeze. Kellan walked so close that his hip bumped mine every few steps. The nearness was nice, if not a tad awkward.
"Wait. The other night—you said you didn't recognize her," I pointed out.
"I didn't." Kellan shoved his hands in his pockets. "I saw the last name on her credit card when I ran it. Having the last name Sable is a big deal around these parts."
I was well aware. It was the main reason I couldn't just walk around Arcane Landing asking for directions to Winter's dorm room at the university. Her great-grandmother, Essie Sable, was the High Elder of the Gemini Fae, which was like being queen of a small country. Or more like president, since High Elder was an elected position. Nepotism still counted for a lot, though.
"She moved here a few months ago," Kellan went on. The bonfire's heat washed over my frozen cheeks, and my muscles slackened. "She's from California, in the human world."
A few dozen supernaturals congregated around the flames. Fae fared little better than humans in the cold, and most of the college students wore as many layers as me. People passed bottles with flames inside and smoke coming out the top. I watched with fascination and horror as a guy took a long drink and then belched a green fiery heart.
Magic-users were so strange.
"You say that like the human world is a dirty place," I mused.
"That's not what I meant. It's just weird for someone like her to be raised away from Arcane Landing."
I willed myself to react normally. Unfortunately, I didn't know what normal looked like in this situation.
"What do you mean 'someone like her'?"
Was it possible he knew about the eternals? That he knew Winter was an eternal? Was I just paranoid?
Kellan laughed uneasily. "Like I said, Sables are a big deal in Arcane Landing. They always have been."
An enormous shadow appeared on my left side, and I looked up into Opie's big brown eyes. He held three cans of beer between his thick fingers and passed them out. Unlike most of us on the beach, Opie only wore a flannel and jeans with no jacket, no gloves, and no hat covering his thick mop of brown hair.
"Cheers to the weekend," Opie declared, holding his can out. I clinked mine against it as my thoughts strayed.
The last time I'd toasted to something, I drank champagne in celebration of my engagement to a fae prince. I'd lived in a palace with staff catering to my every want or need. Now I served cheap beer to drunk idiots and froze my ass off in the cold. Gaia, my life had changed.
I took a sip and made a face as the sour flavor added insult to injury. How did anyone with non-human tastebuds drink that crap? It tasted like they'd wrung my dirty bar rag at work into a cup. Not that it mattered, since I really couldn't afford to get drunk. The party wasn't about having a good time anymore. It was about her—Nicasia.
It seemed everyone knew Winter Sable. They whispered her name like a legend, both feared and revered. They weren't wrong, though I doubted most of the supernaturals knew about her true nature.
Her friends stayed close to her all night, surrounding Winter like bodyguards protecting a celebrity. Even if I wanted to approach her, it would've been difficult to get past her bulldogs. They'd let
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