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			Dedication:

			“Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm, for love is strong as death, jealousy is fierce as the grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the LORD.” 

			Song of Solomon 8:6

			To the boys, thanks for all the tears; they never fail to provide me with inspiration. Maybe in another life, but I hope not. This one’s for you.

		

	
		
			

			Author’s Note:

			As the legendary Katherine Pierce of The Vampire Diaries once said, “It’s okay to love them both.” And here’s the secret, dear reader, I did. Thankfully, it didn’t work out the way I wanted it to. Now, we exist only in these pages.

			Please enjoy the story and live in this world for just a little while. It makes it all worth it. 

			Happy reading, XOXO, 

			Abby
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			Chapter One

			Looking down into the simmering pot stew, I inhaled the comforting aroma of rosemary and sage. The herbs perfectly complemented the onions, garlic, potatoes, and beef I had added earlier. Jace would be happy. Stew, along with several slices of my warm, homemade sourdough bread, was one of his favorite meals. It was easy to make, too, which was certainly an added benefit since Bella, our infant daughter, was being particularly fussy lately. I put the lid back on the pot and turned the temperature down, allowing it to continue to cook and thicken for a while longer. It would be ready just in time for when Jace and his brother, Blake, arrived back at the cabin. I always liked to have dinner ready for when they got home. They both worked hard, so making sure they had a hot meal every night was the least I could do.

			Bella let out a soft cry from the nursery, telling me it was time for her next feeding. I didn’t even need to keep track of her meals. She always let me know when she was hungry, and she wouldn’t stop crying until she got what she wanted.

			“Shhh,” I whispered, lifting her out of her crib. “Everything is alright, mommy’s here.”

			I unbuttoned the top two buttons of my dress and pulled her against me. Bella immediately reached for my breast and latched on. I softly stroked her thin blond hair, brushing it out of her eyes. She was a good baby. Since my pregnancy had been so difficult, leaving me on bedrest for most of the third trimester, I had expected her to struggle. But for the most part, she was peaceful and only cried when she was hungry or needed her diaper changed. I was grateful, especially since there was always so much to do.

			While I spent my days at home, that didn’t mean I had a lot of free time. I ran my own small bakery, taking orders for artisan breads, cookies, cakes, and other pastries. Most of my customers came back on a repeat basis, ordering variations of the same order every week. It was a nice way to make a little extra money on the side.

			My husband’s job…well, that was more complicated. He had two professionals, one that he advertised to the world, and another that most people would have laughed at if they knew about it. Officially, my husband and his brother were butchers who skinned, cleaned, and processed wild game like deer, turkeys, and the occasional bear. During hunting season, they were so busy it felt like the only time I saw them was when they came inside to eat. People drove from miles around to drop off whatever animal they wanted cleaned and packaged up. But my husband’s other profession, the one that had run in his family for generations, just like the cabin we lived in, was less mundane. To put it plainly, he was a hunter. But not the type that went looking for deer when the leaves started to change, although he did that too. My husband killed monsters, just like his father, grandfather, and their ancestors before them.

			It wasn’t an everyday occurrence, and he didn’t go out randomly searching for them. But a few times a month, he got a phone call from an anonymous individual whose voice I had never even heard. That person, who I called their handler, got their orders from people who were too important to give the instructions themselves. Usually, they were from the government, but I wasn’t allowed to know more than that. The less I knew, the better. Or at least that was what Jace said. He thought that keeping me in the dark was the best way to make sure I stayed safe.

			The familiar rumble of Jace’s truckle startled me. I carried Bella out into the living room and peeked out the window. They were both covered in…something. It looked like blood, but not human or animal. It was black and goopy-looking, and I had to resist the urge to vomit. Even though it was completely normal for them to come home covered in the bodily fluids of some unknown creature, I still couldn’t stand the sight of it. I never set foot in their butcher shop either, even though it was right outside the house. Blood made me queasy.

			Jace and Blake walked over toward the outside showers they had installed a few years ago. Before I had come along, they had just cleaned up in the cabin. But after learning how repulsed I was by the sight and smell of blood, they decided to shower outside. They always kept clean clothes in the truck, too, just in case.

			I returned to the kitchen, taking the stew off the stove and spooning some out into individual bowls. Doing so was a bit difficult with Bella still attached to my breast, but I had become particularly skilled at doing things one-handed. I removed the bread from the dutch oven, inhaling its fresh, savory scent. One of the reasons I loved cooking so much was because of how nice it made the cabin smell. I knew Jace enjoyed it, too. No matter what he had to deal with during the day, he always knew that when he walked through the front door of our home, there would be a pleasant aroma to greet him.

			I smiled at the sound of Jace’s boots hitting the floor. The first thing he did after getting home was take his shoes off.

			“Annie?” he called.

			“In the kitchen,” I replied.

			Moments later, he was there, wrapped his arms around me from behind, and placed butterfly kisses on the back of my head. “I missed you so much.”

			Alarm bells immediately sounded in my head. Jace wasn’t normally so affectionate immediately after arriving home, especially on the days when he returned covered in blood. This was abnormal, to say the least.

			“Is everything okay?” I asked, turning around.

			His eyes were more haunted than normal. “Rough day.”

			I reached up to stroke his cheek, which was prickly since he hadn’t shaved in a few days. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			He shook his head, looking away. “No, but I’m starving. What’s for dinner?”

			I motioned toward the table. “Beef stew and a fresh loaf of sourdough. There’s also some cookies for dessert, if you’d like.”

			“Perfect,” he replied, immediately going to take his seat.

			Bella reached up and tugged on a piece of my long brown hair, signaling that my left breast had run out of milk, and she was ready to switch to the other one. I moved her to the other side, trying not to stare at Jace. He was acting so strangely, it was begging to make me worried. He normally had a bit of a swagger to him. Not today, though. Whatever happened must have been worse than my most terrible nightmares, but I would never hear about it. That was probably for the best, though, just like Jace said. If he told me the truth, I might never sleep well again.

			“Hey Annie, what’s for dinner?” Blake asked, startling me.

			“Stew and bread,” I replied, taking a moment to catch my breath.

			He gave me a small smile. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

			I walked toward the table, sitting down in my chair beside Jace. “You should both eat up. There’s plenty of food, and I bet you’re starving.”

			“I certainly am,” Blake replied, reaching for two slices of bread.

			I placed my hand on Jace’s thigh. “Can I get you anything? Salt or pepper?”

			He shook his head. “Thanks, An, but I’m good.”

			I bit my lip, glancing over at Blake. Blake’s eyes met mine, and I gave him a questioning glance. He shook his head, signaling that I should just let it go. So I did, because I knew that no matter how many scary campfire stories I heard or Halloween movies I watched, I would never know the types of terrible things they saw. And that was okay, because I just wasn’t cut out for it. I glanced down at Bella, who was once again happily drinking my milk. She was the only girl born into their family in more generations than anybody knew. What would happen to her, I didn’t know. But she was so soft and innocent, I couldn’t imagine watching her pick up the mantle after Jace was too old to keep answering the late-night phone calls that so often pulled him from our bed.

			

			“This is great, Annie. Thanks,” Blake said.

			“I’m glad you like it,” I replied, smiling softly.

			I looked over at Jace, watching as he mindlessly spooned food into his mouth
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