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      THORNE

      Isadora and I had put together a plan for rebuilding the bar. We’d—or rather, I’d—had a vision for it all. And somehow, against all odds, everything had come together.

      Well, more or less.

      There were still some quirks, of course. The lighting near the stage, for instance, liked to flicker whenever I stared at it for too long. A booth near the back still leaned just enough to the left to feel like a trust exercise. And then there were our secondary residents. The ones who lived here without permission—or paying rent.

      Bernard, for example, still haunted the chandelier. He came out now and then to tackle our worst paperwork, quietly sorting the chaos into perfectly ordered stacks. I was more than happy to leave the filing to him since good administrative help was hard to find, especially the kind that didn't require a paycheck or a lunch break.

      Then there were the sprites. They’d appeared shortly after we’d expelled the demon from the upstairs toilet and promptly claimed the bathtub as their personal property. Much to my dismay, and at the expense of our bank account, they spent all freaking day splashing around in the water. Our utility bill had never been higher. But when we’d sought out the local witches to banish the miscreants, the Ravenspells assured us sprites were a sign of good fortune in business.

      So, the sprites stayed, and Izzy created a “bath-time fun-time” schedule with them. Don’t ask. I certainly hadn’t. I didn’t want to know the finer details.

      All things considered, though, we’d done a respectable job. We’d taken this sunken, half-dead, semi-rotted pit and made it whole again.

      A pity the same couldn’t be said for me.

      “Thorne!”

      I jerked my head up to find two vampires leaning over the bar. One stared at me with pure exasperation, while the other chuckled and shook his head. But neither had shouted my name.

      That honor belonged to the biggest doofus in existence and the only person I’d ever seriously considered murdering—my big brother, Ricky. He stood at the far end of the counter, fingers drumming against the polished bartop. Concern narrowed his eyes, but the moment he caught me watching, he blinked and wiped his face clean.

      Yeah. That’d been happening a lot recently.

      He cleared his throat, barely audible over the surrounding chaos, and jerked his chin toward the crowd swarming the bar, all of them demanding drinks.

      Right.

      Opening night of Love Bites—the bar Isadora and I had brought back from the dead. Now wasn’t the time for woolgathering. Not even the seek inner peace kind.

      Time to put my game face on.

      I flashed a feral grin, one worthy of my name, and locked my focus on our new patrons.

      “Alright, you thirsty beasts”—a chorus of hollers rose in the bar—“form an orderly line, try not to eat—or drink—each other, and if anyone starts a fight, I will personally bite your ass so hard you won’t be able to sit for a week!”

      Laughter rang in my ears, and I immediately set to work, hands flying as bottles appeared beneath my fingers, courtesy of Bernard. More than once, I silently thanked my werewolf dexterity as I caught, flipped, and poured bottles that cost more than Isadora’s and my non-existent salaries.

      One by one, the familiar faces of Eternity Falls visited the bar, placing orders and commentary in equal measure. Madame Corvin from the dress shop with her silver hair and equally silver tongue. Mr. Halloway, the current librarian, who preferred his blood older than most of our residents. Mira, our local witchy real estate agent, who requested something called a Gory Gimlet. Lucien had to step in to help me with that one. He ran the most exclusive nightclub in town and apparently knew these things. We were technically his competition, but tonight, he was here to show his support for his mate, who just happened to be my business partner and best friend.

      Because this was Eternity Falls.

      We may curse each other—often literally—but we showed up when it mattered.

      Of course, they were also here to see me. If there was one thing Eternity Falls liked more than a grand opening, it was gossip. And right now, I was providing them with a good measure of both. Every time I looked up from the bar, I found eyes on me. Watching. Waiting to see if I was as broken as everyone claimed.

      And every time I caught someone looking, I widened my smile just a bit more, ensuring I showed off my teeth. There was a reason people called me Thorne instead of Theodora.

      If they wanted a show, I’d give them one.

      I snapped my fingers and leaned over the bar. “Next victim,” I called cheerfully. “State your poison or get out of my line.”

      Someone laughed and moved away, freeing up space for the next patron, who immediately took their place.

      The instant I looked up, and my gaze met Rue’s, my entire body betrayed me. Heat drained from my face even as the room temperature seemed to spike. My heart rate doubled. My breath shortened. It took every ounce of control I possessed—which wasn’t much—to keep my expression neutral. Not that it mattered in a place like this. Nearly half our customers would note the change in my physiology thanks to their heightened senses. Because there was no such thing as privacy in a town like this.

      Rue sat on the edge of the nearest bar stool, lowering herself closer to my height. Long, ashen hair framed her face, and her eyes—always so bright and far too aware—fixed on me.

      My grip tightened on the counter as suddenly the bar disappeared. Instead, I was lying on the cold, hard ground, the stone unforgiving beneath my back. Blood slicked my hands. The taste of copper coated my tongue.

      A dark alley. Flickering lights. Pain so sharp it shattered me.

      Strong arms lifted me while a low voice—steady, unyielding—cut through the pain.

      And through it all, those eyes. Unnaturally bright. Incredibly calm.

      I locked onto them. Used them to center me. Even as she moved, even as she whispered stay with me, she never looked away. Not once.

      I blinked hard, dragging myself back into the present. Back to the bar. Back to the heat and the laughter and the music pounding through the floorboards.

      My breath hitched, and tears pricked my eyes.

      Shit. No. I couldn’t melt down. Not here. Not now. I dropped my gaze to the bartop before anyone could catch the shine in my eyes. Focused on the grain of the wood. The faint nick near the edge where Ricky had dropped a crate earlier. Anything solid. Anything real.

      The air behind me moved, and without looking, I knew my brothers had closed in. They’d been like this for the last few months. Ever since that night in the alley. Hovering. Guarding. Waiting for the inevitable moment.

      Ricky’s bulk shadowed me from view while Cassian’s hand settled on my shoulder. Felix leaned in close, lowering himself to my height.

      “I’m fine,” I muttered.

      They didn’t move. Because, of course, they didn’t. They just stared. And I hated it.

      “I said, I’m fine,” I repeated, firmer. “Now go. I don’t want anyone to see me like this⁠—”

      “Fuck everyone else,” Ricky growled.

      “Please,” I hissed. “Just… go do whatever it is you were doing.”

      Ricky hesitated. Cassian shook his head. Felix opened his mouth, clearly about to argue.

      I shot him a look sharp enough to cut.

      That did it.

      They backed off. Slowly. Reluctantly. Like retreating wolves who didn’t agree with their alpha’s call but would obey it anyway.

      I exhaled and gave myself a quick shake. It’d been a week since my last panic attack. That had to count for something. They weren’t coming as frequently anymore, so I needed to focus on that and remind myself that the bastard who’d hurt me was dead. Not undead, but dead-dead. Isadora had seen to that.

      I glanced up and found Izzy near the bar’s main door, laughing with a cluster of locals, radiant and distracted. Her attention wasn’t on me, thanks to Cassian. He’d moved back to her side and was chatting her ear off, thankfully keeping her from noticing me.

      Thank fuck.

      If she’d seen even a fraction of that near-meltdown, nothing I said would have convinced her I was fine. She felt guilty, even though none of this was her fault, because it’d been her ex-mate who’d broken me.

      Ricky came around the bar and guided Rue off to the side, where he happily poured her a drink, likely free of charge. My brothers were eternally grateful to Rue for not only finding me but bringing me home. She glanced my way once more, but I forced my attention back to the room.

      Releasing a long breath, I straightened and let the mask slide back into place. Shoulders back. Chin up. Smile in place.

      I needed a distraction.

      Before anyone else ordered a drink, I grabbed the closest bottle, a glass, then hopped up onto the counter and clinked the two together.

      A few people cheered. Someone wolf-whistled.

      “Oh no,” Felix muttered.

      Cassian and Izzy fell quiet and turned their attention to me. My twin eyed me though, as though he didn’t trust me at all. Which, fair.

      Ricky left Rue’s side and started toward me, clearly regretting letting me climb up there.

      Yes, my brothers knew me well. And despite myself, their reactions made me smile.

      “To Love Bites,” I announced, perhaps a bit too brightly, raising my glass. “The first Wolfe business that—so far—hasn’t burned down or resulted in an arrest or a restraining order!”

      Ricky palmed his face, and Felix dropped into a nearby chair, muttering my name.

      Of course, that only encouraged me.

      I grinned wider before continuing. “Now, that isn’t saying much since our past attempts include unlicensed fighting rings, a casino heist⁠—”

      “Nope,” Ricky said flatly.

      “—a pop-up blood den that absolutely was not a cult, no matter what the council says⁠—”

      Ricky grabbed my waist and hauled me bodily off the counter.

      The crowd howled with laughter.

      I shrieked, more in delight than surprise, as my boots hit the floor. “Hey! I was making a toast!”

      “You were incriminating us,” he growled, setting me firmly behind the bar like an overprotective bouncer returning a gremlin to her enclosure.

      Felix laughed so hard he nearly fell out of his chair. “Geez, Thornicle, did you have to bring up the cult?”

      “I technically said it wasn’t a cult!” I replied.

      Ricky leaned down, his voice low with brotherly menace. “You’re done talking now.”

      I bared my teeth at him. “You’re no fun.”

      “I’m keeping us out of prison.”

      “Debatable.”

      He snorted and straightened, already walking away.

      Already feeling steadier, I slipped back into work mode without missing a beat. The night rolled on, bright and loud and strangely familiar. I poured drinks, traded banter, and let the easy rhythm of the bar wrap around me. For the first time since the attack, everything felt normal again. Simple. Good.

      So, naturally, that was when the universe decided to cock-slap me in the face.

      Because that was when a new scent hit me and stopped me cold.

      No, new wasn’t right. This particular scent was old and familiar in a way that made my blood boil. But it was certainly unexpected, and it had my wolf snapping to attention so hard it felt like she’d slammed against every bone in my body.

      Pine. Leather. Wolf.

      My hands stalled mid-pour and my head lifted on reflex. I drew in a deeper breath and sifted through the alcohol, magic, and bodies until I found it.

      No, not it.

      Him.

      I scanned the room, searching for the source. But I saw nothing different. Same crowd, same laughter, same faces I’d been staring at all night.

      Except the scent didn’t fade.

      In fact, the deeper I breathed, the stronger it grew.

      No. This wasn’t possible.

      Five years.

      Five fucking years he’d been gone. He’d left me. Our home. Our life. Just abandoned ship without so much as a note, letter, or message. He couldn’t be here. I refused to believe it, even though my nose—and every instinct I had—told me otherwise.

      I tried to make sense of it, tried telling myself it was just memory playing tricks, just the universe testing whether I’d actually put myself back together.

      Five years was a long time. Long enough for someone to forget, to misremember their mate’s scent. Long enough to be forgotten in return.

      But then the crowd near the entrance shifted—just a fraction. Barely any space at all.

      And there he was.

      My wolf surged forward, demanding to take control. Heat flooded my veins so fast it made me dizzy, and once again, my pulse thudded in my ears.

      I blinked.

      I blinked again.

      To my dismay, he didn’t disappear.

      And of course, he was as fucking handsome as ever. Still tall. Still broad. Still infuriatingly sexy in those damn faded jeans and leather jacket.

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” I shouted. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      My grip tightened on the bar hard enough to make the wood creak, but it didn’t help. Something inside me snapped, and without a word, I shoved away from the bar, heart hammering as I stalked across the room. Each step physically hurt as all the years of pain and misery and abandonment rose to the surface.

      As I plowed through the crowd, conversations faltered. Laughter died mid-breath as people made the connection. Even Bernard stilled, as though sensing the oncoming storm.

      “You aren’t welcome here,” I snarled before coming to a stop in front of Calder—my estranged husband, mate, and the man who had broken my heart—and lifted a finger, every inch of me shaking with rage.

      He lifted a single brow and his expression was infuriatingly calm, as though my reaction was merely an amusing inconvenience.

      “Hello, Theodora,” he drawled.

      Oh, no. He did not just use my full name, here, in front of everyone.

      I didn’t think. I just handed my drink to the person next to me, then slapped him across the face, hard enough to snap his head to the side.

      “Holy crap!” Isadora gasped behind me, her voice easily heard over the silence in the bar.

      I stood there, chest heaving, palm stinging as the burn bloomed up my arm. Worth it. Entirely worth it.

      A red imprint bloomed across his cheek, stark and undeniable. The sight of it brought another grin out of me.

      Calder slowly turned his head back toward me, jaw working as he rubbed at the mark. His eyes were bright now—sharper than before, something wild flickering beneath the calm. Almost like… had he enjoyed that?

      Without warning, his arms snaked around my waist, and he lifted me clean off the floor like I weighed nothing at all.

      “Hey—!” I started.

      His mouth crashed down on mine, silencing my complaint.

      Heat exploded within me. I wanted to shove him away, smack him again. Instead, my body reacted before my mind caught up and my traitorous hands fisted in his hair, and I kissed him back with all the rage and pain I’d carried for half a decade.

      He growled low in his chest, the sound shooting straight through me, then hauled me closer like he never wanted to let me go.

      When we finally broke apart, breathless and furious and utterly unhinged, the noise in the bar was deafening.

      Calder rested his forehead against mine, voice low enough that only I could hear. “Still got a hell of a right hook, Theodora.”

      I bared my teeth. “Call me that again and I’ll break something vital.”

      His smile only widened.

      Guess Love Bites wasn’t the only thing we’d opened for business here tonight. Thanks to Calder, my personal life had just gone public.

      Yay me.
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      THORNE

      I closed my condo door and pressed my forehead against the cool wood, breathing through the leftover adrenaline still buzzing under my skin. I needed a moment—or maybe a couple thousand—to collect my thoughts without hundreds of locals or my brothers watching me unravel.

      Isadora and I had survived opening night. And I hadn’t murdered my estranged husband in front of half the town. Two very solid wins in my opinion. Excellent restraint, really.

      What I hadn’t done was let Calder stick around the bar.

      No, sir. No, thank you.

      That was my place of Zen. Most days. When I wasn’t having a meltdown or slapping loathed husbands. The last thing I needed was him standing around, analyzing me, and scheming up new ways to destroy me all over again. Even my wolf bristled at the thought of him invading my personal life—and she was more forgiving than I was. Usually.

      So, yes. After peeling myself out of his arms, I’d all but thrown him out. Told him we weren’t doing this here. Not tonight. Not in front of my family, friends, and a bar full of supernatural rubberneckers. He’d barely had time to dust off his jacket before I told him I’d call him once we closed up. I wanted to slam the door in his face then, but he’d quickly informed me I didn’t know his phone number. A stark reminder of our current situation.

      Cue the most awkward moment ever, where he pulled out a pen, took my hand, and scrawled his number across my palm. Then he’d vanished into the night like Batman himself. The second he’d disappeared, regret had already sunk in. I shouldn’t have agreed to talk to him. Truthfully, I never wanted to see him again. But that wasn’t possible in a small town like Eternity Falls. Everyone knew everyone. You couldn’t walk into a restaurant without everyone recognizing you. We would inevitably run into each other again, so best to get this conversation over and done with as soon as possible. If only for the sake of my sanity.

      Sighing, I peeled myself away from the door, kicked off my shoes, then took two steps into the condo.

      That was as far as I got when my phone chimed.

      I exhaled, already reaching for it. Probably Isadora, making sure I made it home safely. Or my brothers pretending they weren’t checking in on me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I muttered under my breath as I glanced down at the screen.

      Unknown number. But two words. Words that made my stomach drop.

      I’m here.

      For a heartbeat, I just stared at it. Then my gaze slid, slow and unwilling, to my palm.

      The ink had smeared from a night of sweat, booze, and constant motion, but the numbers were still there. And they matched.

      A sharp, ugly laugh ripped out of me before anger flared, hot and immediate, burning through the last of my adrenaline. Because this meant Calder had always had my number. He hadn’t lost it. He hadn’t deleted it. He’d just decided to never call me again.

      My hand curled into a fist, phone pressed tight against my skin.

      “Asshole,” I hissed.

      As though mocking me, light glinted off a nearby picture frame, catching my attention. The photo had always been one of my favorites. Him and me at an archaeological dig we’d done together. Dirty, exhausted, and beaming with happiness that felt almost cruel now.

      No matter how much time passed, I’d never been able to remove that picture.

      Now?

      I crossed the space in two strides and slammed the frame facedown so hard the glass cracked.

      Great. Yet another mess in my life that I had to clean up.

      Quietly growling, I stomped toward the kitchen in search of a broom and dustpan when I noticed the state of my counters, my dining room table, the sink.

      I turned and scanned my entryway and the living room. The shoes by the door. The jacket thrown haphazardly over the chair. The throw blanket half-draped across the couch. The coffee mug on the side table. The mail scattered about on the living room table.

      Everything was a mess.

      I spun in a tight circle, seeing everything all at once. Too lived-in. Too honest. Too much proof that I existed here alone.

      Snatching my phone, I sent back a quick text telling him to hold his damn horses, accompanied by a middle finger. Then I jumped into action.

      The coffee mug first, though I had no room for it in the sink.

      My wolf growled in my head, annoyed at the state of things. The disorder. The vulnerability. I growled back. I’d been a little busy opening a brand new business to worry about something as trivial as dishes.

      After a moment of flustered reorganization, I decided it best to just toss a towel over it all. Out of sight, out of mind, right?

      Next were the shoes, unceremoniously kicked into the closet. Then I straightened the blanket, fluffed the pillows, grabbed a stack of mail and dumped it into a drawer I absolutely would clean out later. Mm-hmm. No doubt about it.

      My heart hammered harder with every movement, the anger bleeding into anxiety, then panic.

      By the time I made it back to my phone, a string of texts awaited me. Isadora, Cassian, Felix, and Ricky had all checked in. Even Lucien had reached out, offering to make Calder disappear permanently. Honestly? My heart melted when I saw his offer.

      Lucien and I had never been friends. More like hated rivals. But Isadora had changed things. And I couldn’t imagine him not in my life now.

      I sent him back a heart emoji, which I knew would make him laugh, then I reopened Calder’s text box and fired off a thumbs up. Because that was all I could emotionally give him right now. He didn’t deserve my words, considering he hadn’t even bothered to reach out to me once since he’d left.

      Does that mean I can come in?

      I scoffed at his reply and sent back a meme of someone rolling their eyes. If he didn’t get it, well, he could just go home. It was after two in the morning. I wanted to sleep more than I wanted to have this conversation with him.

      A knock soon sounded at my door, and disappointment washed over me. Sleep truly did seem more appealing right now. I could wrap myself in my blankets, snuggle deep into my pillow, and forget all about Calder.

      I reached for the door anyway. Because, of course, I did.

      The second I opened it, every thought of sleep vanished.

      Calder stood on my porch, framed by my house light and the surrounding shadows, looking so unfairly handsome and painfully familiar that my pulse tripped. He’d already shed his leather jacket and pushed those Henley sleeves up just enough to bare his muscular forearms. And why was he still wearing that stupid necklace I’d given him years ago? Had he done that purposely to win me over? Some deliberate, underhanded move to knock me off balance before he even opened his mouth?

      Heat slammed into me, coiling low in my belly before I could stop it. I silently thanked the gods the door was open and prayed the cool night air would dilute the scent of my sudden lust. I really, really didn’t need him knowing about that.

      Unfortunately for me, it seemed nothing had changed in the time Calder had been gone. One look at him and my body reacted like a newlywed, while my brain scrambled to catch up and remind me how disastrously he’d wrecked my life.

      I tightened my grip on the doorframe, then forced myself to release it before I snapped it in two.

      “Come in,” I said, gesturing him inside.

      He smiled as he brushed past me and headed straight toward the living room. Like he’d never left in the first place.

      Oh, did that piss me off.

      I stomped after him, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached. The sheer audacity of this man to smile at me while entering the place we’d worked so hard to make into a home only for him to walk away from without a second glance. But that was who Calder was. I should have realized that before marrying him. He never stayed still for long. All part of being a supernatural acquisitions specialist—the title he slapped on his business cards. He preferred retrieval expert.

      Personally, I preferred thief.

      He showed up, stole something, then bailed.

      Last time, it just happened to be my heart.

      Sighing, I made my way into the living room, where he waited.

      He leaned against the back of my couch like he belonged there, legs crossed. “You’ve redecorated,” he said, as if we were simply old friends catching up.

      “Yeah,” was all I said. I wanted to rage, tell him that of course I’d redecorated. Why would I want to live in a condo we’d built together, surrounded by all those painful memories?

      He stared at me, then slowly nodded as though he could hear my thoughts. “Right.”

      I stood there for a moment, trying to figure out exactly what I was supposed to do with all this. Even my wolf seemed unsure. She paced in tight, irritated circles, restless and unhappy with how this was unfolding.

      Once upon a time, I’d believed in true love, fated mates, and all that paranormal nonsense. We werewolves and vampires love to wax poetic about mates. About how we could do no wrong by each other. How it was a guaranteed happily ever after.

      But that just wasn’t true, was it?

      First Calder—the one person who was supposed to love me more than anything—abandoned me. Then, more recently, Isadora’s first mate, Trystan, turned into a raving psycho who’d tortured me and stalked her. Between the two of them, they’d taught me true love didn’t exist. At least, not like how we were taught to believe it did.

      No, there was no such thing as happily ever after.

      “You know,” I said, voice tight, “most people leave a note before they vanish. Hell, I would have appreciated any form of communication. A text message, voicemail, fuck, even a carrier pigeon.”

      His jaw flexed. Just once. “I thought it would be better if you didn’t know where I was.”

      “Better,” I echoed flatly. “That’s what you’re going with?”

      “It’s the truth.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You can’t just show up now and expect me to⁠—”

      “I don’t expect anything,” he said, his voice low. “I needed to see you. I couldn’t be so close to you and not—” He shook his head. “Don’t tell me you felt nothing. I know I shouldn’t have kissed you. But you kissed me back. I didn’t imagine that.”

      Yeah, because clearly I’d lost my mind. I glared at him, ready to launch into another tirade, but he shut me up with one single word.

      “Theodora.”

      Fury rolled through me in a hot, dizzying wave. I closed my eyes and breathed through it. “I told you not to call me that.”

      “You used to love it,” he said.

      I opened my eyes and stared at him. “A lot has changed.”

      “I can see that.”

      The softness in his voice, like he still cared, made my stomach churn. I released a long breath, trying to steady my pulse and stay calm. Werewolves tended to lose control when overwhelmed, and I was getting dangerously close. Shifting didn’t bother me, but losing control did.

      “What exactly do you want from me, Calder? Because if you’re here to pick up where we left off, let me save you the trouble. I’m not interested.”

      He uncrossed his legs and straightened. “I’m not here to pick up where we left off,” he said carefully. “I just thought…” He broke off with a sigh.

      “What? You just thought you’d waltz back into town and I’d be grateful? Fall back into your arms because you finally decided to come back?”

      “No, of course not,” he said, his voice growing rough. “You’re not supposed to do anything.” He raked his hands through his hair and blew out a breath. “There are things I want to say and can’t. Things I should have said five years ago. But I came back because… gods, Thorne, I missed you. More than I can explain.”

      The sight of him so troubled threw me. Part of me wanted to reach for him. Damn him for still being able to do that to me.

      I tipped my chin up, determined not to let him see how much he was getting to me. “Yeah, I missed you too. But you know what? I learned to survive without you.”

      A muscle twitched in his jaw. “I came to try to fix things.”

      “How?” I demanded, anger deepening my tone. “You abandoned me. Walked away from everyone who cared about you. How do you think you can fix that?”

      He flinched but didn’t back down. “I made a choice.”

      “Yeah, you did. And it was a really bad one!” I threw my hands in the air, rage finally ripping free as everything I’d imagined saying to him since the day he left came pouring out. “You left me, Calder, five fucking years ago! You abandoned me!”

      My heart ached and my breath came too fast.

      “I didn’t know if you were dead or alive! I had no idea where you were! If you were okay. If you were safe.” I let out a harsh, angry sound. “And now you just come stumbling back into my life like none of that matters?”

      I clenched my fists, and a short, furious cry tore free of my throat. The heat inside me spiked to a dangerous level.

      “You texted me tonight,” I snarled. “I didn’t give you my number.”

      My gaze shot to him and I watched the blood drain from his face.

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice low and vicious, “I made that connection. You’ve had my number this entire time, even though you changed yours.” My wolf snarled, the sound loud and savage in my head. “Which means you could have called me at any time. You just chose not to reach out. You chose to disappear. You chose to forget about me. Well, you can just keep moving on, because this time—this time—I’m the one moving on without you.”

      That was the moment my control broke, and the sudden, irresistible urge to shift swept over me. My wolf wanted out, if only to bite Calder on the ass. He deserved it more than anyone I knew, but I really wasn’t in the mood to brush flesh and blood off my fangs tonight.

      “Theodora,” Calder whispered.

      That sent me over the edge. Like a cracked dam, all my rage came flooding out. My wolf shoved against my skin, desperate to break free. I took a step back, dragging in a shaky breath. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat.

      It was too hot. And my control was slipping. If I didn’t cool myself off, calm myself down, I’d shift right here and now. If that happened, I wouldn’t be able to control her.

      I yanked my sweater off over my head in one quick motion, desperate to cool down. But as the fabric cleared my shoulders, cool air hit my bare stomach, and I realized my mistake. My tank top must have ridden up too, exposing the words Trystan had carved into my side: YOU’RE STILL MINE.

      I yanked it down fast, my pulse thundering for an entirely different reason now.

      I didn’t have to look at Calder to know he’d seen the scars. His pulse had quickened, and the room had gone deathly silent.

      Well, fuck.

      Slowly, I lifted my gaze to find Calder standing in the middle of the room, his eyes burning with pure fury.

      “What the hell was that?” he demanded.

      I swallowed. “Nothing.”

      “Theodora,” he growled.

      His pupils dilated, and his own wolf surged forward as his eyes ignited into pure gold.

      “Don’t you growl at me!” I shouted, my control fraying. Panic shot up my throat, bitter and acrid.

      Tears pricked my eyes, and I spun away before he could see.

      “You… you left,” I said, my back to him. “You don’t get to march in here and pretend you want to fix things. You haven’t been here. You weren’t here…” When it happened.

      A sound—raw and ugly—tore loose from my chest before I could stop it. I pressed a shaking hand over my mouth, fighting to pull myself back from the edge. Fuck, not another panic attack! Not in front of him. Please, please, please…

      “You weren’t here,” I repeated.

      I dragged in a ragged breath and forced myself to stand straight, even as my whole body trembled.

      “And I want you to leave now,” I said, my voice thin but steady. “Please.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he snapped. “Not until you tell me what the fuck happened to you.”

      I whirled around, tears blurring my vision.

      “Go!” I screamed. “Get out!”

      Calder’s jaw tightened, but finally, he dragged in his own deep breath. What a pair we made. When he released it, the gold drained from his eyes, leaving only the familiar green.

      “Fine, I’ll go.” He took a step toward me. “But this isn’t over, Thorne.”

      His hand lifted, hesitated in the air between us, then settled lightly against my head. He leaned down and pressed a soft, lingering kiss against my brow.

      My throat tightened, but I didn’t say a word.

      When he straightened, his face was carefully blank, but I saw how tightly he was controlling himself. Without another word, he turned and walked out the door.

      Just like he had five years ago.
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      CALDER

      I gave up on sleep sometime around six in the morning.

      After hours of tossing and turning, I’d realized it just wasn’t going to happen. My damned wolf was far too riled and had been pacing in my head for hours, irritated by the confines of skin and bone. It wanted nothing more than to rip free of my body and go hunting. And not for prey. For answers.

      It’d been almost impossible to keep the bloody animal leashed. Especially after seeing those perverse words carved into Thorne’s flesh.

      YOU’RE STILL MINE.

      The image struck me hard, and my wolf snarled as the words flashed before my eyes.

      Thorne didn’t belong to anyone. She never had. She was her own person, her own werewolf. But if she ever chose to be with someone, gods, I hoped it’d be me. She was my mate. We were meant to be together.

      Fucking Evander.

      If it weren’t for him, I never would have left. Never would have had to let her believe I’d abandoned her for nothing.

      The problem was, I doubted she’d choose me again. Not after everything I’d done.

      But one thing was certain—whoever had hurt her was going to suffer for it. I would find them, and I would string them up by their guts in the town square for everyone to see.

      In the meantime, I needed to work off a little of this excess energy, if only to let me sleep. Sitting up, I swung my legs over the side of the bed. I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and stared at the floor as if the carpet might cough up answers. It didn’t. Carpets were hardly known for their wisdom.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t going to get any answers from Thorne. She’d made that clear earlier this morning when she’d kicked me out. As much as I wanted to see and talk to her, she needed space. Finding out I still had her phone number had enraged her, and rightfully so. Her eyes had blazed gold by the end of our conversation. One wrong word would have sent her over the edge.

      I suspected there was only one way I was going to find out what had happened to her—and it was a terrible idea. She wouldn’t like me talking to her family, but I was out of options. Hell, I wasn’t even sure her brothers would help. I’d seen their faces last night, right before Thorne had kicked me out of the bar.

      Ricky had looked about one second away from curb-stomping my face. Felix had stood there, arms crossed, expression completely readable. And Cassian… well, his gaze had cut the deepest of all, perhaps because our friendship had been the strongest between the four of us. There’d been no anger in his gaze. Just pure, unmistakable disappointment.

      That was the thing about small towns. You didn’t just hurt one person. You hurt everyone who loved them.

      When Thorne and I met, we’d known instantly that we were mates. There was this overwhelming, undeniable certainty that we belonged together. The moment she’d introduced me to her family, they’d taken me in and made me one of theirs. We’d run together, shared the full moon, built a life. Walking away from Thorne had meant walking away from them too.

      And the Wolfe brothers didn’t forgive easily when someone wronged one of their own. They were feral when it came to their baby sister, fiercely loyal to anyone they considered family, and perfectly capable of making people disappear without anyone asking any inconvenient questions. I was well aware the only reason I was still breathing this morning was because Thorne had tossed me out before they could get their hands on me.

      I’d known what I was walking into before returning to town. I’d expected a not-so-warm welcome. Still, knowing didn’t make it hurt any less. And the worst part was knowing I had no one to blame but myself—a realization that didn’t make me feel any better.

      I couldn’t sit here any longer. The more I stewed, the more my wolf paced. The more he paced, the closer I came to shedding my clothes and shifting. This wasn’t the right time for that.

      Pushing to my feet, I crossed the room in three strides and flipped open my luggage. I quickly dressed, pulled on my boots, tossed on my jacket, and strode to the door. It was there that I paused, my fingers resting on the handle.

      Was I really about to do this?

      Did I truly think breaking down doors in search of answers was a good idea?

      I didn’t even need to think about it. Someone had hurt Thorne. So, yes. I would push, pry, corner, and threaten every damn person in town if that was what it took.

      With that thought in mind, I hurried out of the inn. The second I stepped outside, I drew in a deep breath of the cool, misty morning air. Eternity Falls was a mystical town with a wholly paranormal population, and the only place I’d ever truly felt at home. Nothing in the world could calm my wolf like the air in Eternity Falls.

      Except Thorne.

      I headed down Main Street at an easy pace, re-familiarizing myself with the sights. I’d arrived too late last night to really take anything in. Everyone had closed shop to attend Love Bite’s grand opening. The only thing I’d noticed was the clocktower, and that was because it’d been glowing a welcoming deep purple. Like it knew I’d returned.

      But now? With the rising sun burning off the early morning mist, I could see nothing much had changed. The same shopfronts lined the single street, the same worn cobblestones ran beneath my feet, and the same ivy sprawled decoratively across the lattice fences and building sidings. Hell, even Freddie the Ghost was still serving Mrs. Pomphrey her morning tea in the local café. Not that I expected him to have suddenly moved on. When ghosts haunted a place, they tended to stick around forever⁠—

      A solid body collided with mine, shoulder slamming into my chest hard enough to jolt me back a step.

      “Shit—” I muttered, lifting my hands to brace whoever I’d run into.

      She staggered back half a step before catching herself with easy, practiced balance. My gaze snagged on bright pink running shoes, then tracked upward. Dark leggings. A fitted tank clinging to sweat-slicked skin. Curly hair piled into a high ponytail that bounced when she moved.

      I knew that ponytail.

      Knew that scent even as it teased my nose.

      Knew her.

      Every instinct I had to claim her surged forward, but I tamped it back at the last second.

      “Thorne.” The word came out rougher than I meant it to.

      She froze, one hand hovering halfway to her ear. For half a heartbeat, just long enough for recognition to hit. Then came the tightening of her jaw. The twisting of her lips.

      She yanked an earbud free with a low snarl.

      “Well, fuck me sideways,” she growled. “And here I thought last night was just a nightmare.”

      She pulled out the other earbud.

      “I’m not in the mood for this, Calder.” She angled to the side, ready to keep jogging. “Move.”

      “I didn’t know you’d be out here,” I said. “I just—I needed some air and⁠—”

      “Yeah, here’s the thing about that. I. Don’t. Care.” She met my gaze with a hard one of her own. “I asked you to move.”

      Technically, she hadn’t asked. She’d ordered. And when I didn’t move, she skirted around me, clearly on the verge of bursting back into a run. My wolf growled, desperate to stop her.

      I blocked her path. “Can we talk? The café’s open. We could go in, have a coffee. Two minutes. That’s all I’m asking.”

      Her eyes flashed. Gold and bright in the morning light. “No.”

      “Thorne,” I said. I wanted to reach for her, but instead, I clenched my hands into fists. I knew she wouldn’t appreciate me touching her. “I saw the scars. I can’t unsee them. I need to know⁠—”

      That did it.

      Her shoulders went rigid, breath hitching once before she mastered it. When she looked at me again, she’d honed the fury into something far more dangerous.

      “You didn’t see anything,” she hissed under her breath, her gaze darting around the street. She stepped closer, close enough for her scent to fully assault me. “Do you understand me, Calder Rook? And you don’t need to know anything. Now get the hell out of my way.”

      Holy shit, she was pissed. Clearly, I
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