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Love, Warrick glanced at me in the rearview mirror as he started to talk to me through our bond. Tell me you’re okay. Please.

The world flew past us in a blur as we sped towards the house. I turned my head away from the window the moment I felt the all-too-familiar prickle of tears in my eyes. I closed them to shut the world out, to try to catch my breath for one second. I didn’t know how I had any more tears left in me at this point. 

“Val, love?” Warrick prompted. 

I lifted my head, forcing myself to meet his concerned gaze. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Lou glancing nervously between the two of us, his face pale. Shaking my head, I decided to keep the conversation private, I-I don’t know how to answer your question, Warrick.

His grip tightened on the steering wheel, a jaw muscle starting to twitch. Is there any physical harm to you?

No, I dropped my head back, closing my eyes once again. No physical damage.

Warrick jerked the car into a turn, the tires squealing in protest of the sudden change of direction. Please tell me that wasn’t what I thought I saw back there, Warrick’s voice continued filling my mind. 

“What else would it be, Warrick?” I asked aloud unable to keep the bite from my tone. The two wolves in the front seat flinched, but I kept going, “My dad is dead. I sat there and watched as Az murdered him. I did nothing to stop him.”

Sobs wracked my body as I forced those last few words out. I buried my face in my hands trying to find some way to keep myself together. The car flew into the driveway, Warrick suddenly cutting the engine. He smacked the steering wheel, “Fuck!” 

No one said anything else for a few moments. The only sounds were my crying, Warrick taking deep breaths, and the car starting to cool off from the drive. 

“What do we do now?” Lou quietly asked.

I glanced up from my hands to find Lou watching me. Before I could say anything, Warrick raked a hand through his hair, “We get the hell out of this car, get Val inside, and lock the place up as best we can. I wasn’t too thrilled when Val stabbed me, and Az is a hundred times worse than I am. He’s going to hunt her down. We’ll try to figure out the rest later.”

Lou sighed then reached into the back seat to wipe the tears from my face, his features filled with concern as he did so. Lou opened his mouth to say something, but quickly shut it. The sound of a bike approaching sliced through the air, reminding us we needed to move now.

“Get in the house and tell everyone to start closing things down. We need to make sure any potential entry point is sealed tight. Now, Lou,” Warrick ordered as he got himself out of the car. His voice sounded faint over the ringing starting in my ears. Hearing the bike filled me with panic, and that was all my mind focused on. Warrick was right – the hunt had begun. Az wasn’t going to let me get away that easily. I started to sweat, my mouth suddenly dry as the implications of that thought weighed on me. 

Pure fear had me frozen in my seat making me an easy target. Warrick had tormented me for the same thing I just did to Az. Who knew what the more unstable brother would do if he got his hands on me? He’s already tortured me. The only thing left was for him to kill me. My door was yanked open, but I still couldn’t shake the endless barrage of thoughts. I couldn’t free myself of the invisible shackles that were clamping on my wrists and ankles. 

“Val, love, we have to go,” Warrick said. His voice was so far away, his words having no chance of cutting through what was already building up in my mind: Az flying up on his bike, whisking me away to whatever pain and darkness awaited. 

Warrick reached in, his hands gentle as he scooped me out of the car. He held me tight against his chest as he sprinted into the house, Lou immediately shutting the garage door. The bike was louder at this point. Warrick carefully set me down in one of the chairs at the kitchen island, barking out orders to everyone in the house while joining them in the mad dash to secure everything. They were all a blur as I slowly turned my attention to the windows at the front of the house. Az was getting closer. It would be a matter of seconds before he was here. Would everyone really be able to hold him back if he were to do anything? Would I be able to live with myself if anything happened to the people within these four walls?

My heart threatened to jump out of my chest with how hard it was beating. Shivers overtook me while I continued sweating. The edges of my vision were becoming fuzzy. The ringing in my ears had only become worse, so I had no idea when Joe approached me – there was nothing I could hear beyond the shrill sound. He snapped his fingers in front of my eyes, but I couldn’t bring myself to respond. My mind was too preoccupied with itself to deal with anyone else. 

Let’s not forget what I had just witnessed. Knowing Az had killed my mom was one thing, but seeing him do that to my dad was something completely different. Az had done it so matter-of-factly. Knowing there was a good chance the dinner would end this way didn’t change how it felt to see the life fade out of my dad. Nothing could’ve prepared me for that. Not when I was so close to him. Not when we were finally getting to be reunited after all this craziness started. There was a hole in me now that I wasn’t sure could be filled. I hated this. I didn’t want to have to deal with this again. It was too reminiscent of how I felt after Gabriel’s flag got delivered. 

“I’m all alone now,” I muttered. I kept repeating those four words over and over. Joe watched me, confused. 

His hand reached for my wrist to check my pulse, his voice still very distant and hard to hear, “We’re here with you, Val. You’re not alone.”

The ringing in my ears grew louder as if it was correlated with how close the bike sounded outside. 

Joe called something over his shoulder. When everyone suddenly appeared in front of me, I knew he had said something about the condition I’m in, even though I couldn’t make out his words. I faintly heard Jennie’s voice frantically asking questions. Joe turned his head to tell Bev something that made her run upstairs. Lou ran a hand through his always-messy hair, looking paler than what he had back in the car. Mark was trying to hand me a glass of water I couldn’t bring myself to take. Warrick looked ready to kill as he started pushing people out of his way. He shouted something at Lou who immediately ran upstairs. Mark set the glass next to me on the island and moved to stand guard by the back doors. 

Judging by how Joe was starting to check my body, Warrick had asked him to make sure Az didn’t do anything to me despite what I told Warrick – there were no physical injuries. I almost called after Warrick when he headed to the front door, but froze when I caught a glimpse of a black bike slowing as it passed by the house, the rider focused on trying to look in rather than on the road. Warrick ran over, snapping the blinds shut. Joe had stopped whatever examination he was doing, calling for Warrick once more, but I had no idea what happened after that. My vision went black, finally silencing my mind.
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“There’s nothing more to it, Warrick. She passed out. You saw for yourself, Az didn’t do anything to her. It’s plain and simple – Val went into shock. She needs time to recover,” a faraway voice explained. I still felt pretty groggy, but at least it didn’t sound like people were under water when they talked anymore.

“Did you check her blood? Run tests or something? He could’ve poisoned her.”

“She seemed fine in the car, though,” another voice chimed in.

“Shock manifests itself in many different ways. For what she experienced, there’s no telling what exactly triggered this episode. It’s just what happened most likely due to something traumatic. Would you happen to know what may have caused her to shut down?”

I slowly lifted my heavy eyelids adjusting to the bright light filtering through the gauzy curtains in my room. I glanced around me noting I was lying in my bed, slightly propped up on pillows. Raf, Lou, and Warrick were engaged in conversation at the foot of my bed. Lou was staring out the window, with his hands on his hips. Warrick’s arms were crossed over his chest as he watched Raf intently. Raf’s back was to me, but he looked relaxed. 

“My dad was murdered. Right in front of me,” I answered.

Despite the low volume of my voice, the three of them jumped. They all moved to rush over to me, but Warrick pushed Raf and Lou out of the way. His hands came up to my face, his touch so gentle as those glacial eyes searched my face for anything wrong. I brought my hand up to one of Warrick’s, leaning into his touch. 

Raf cleared his throat, tapping Warrick on his shoulder, “I hate to break up this touching reunion, but I do need to check on her again now that she’s awake.”

A growl rumbled low in Warrick’s throat as he turned his attention to Raf, still keeping his hands on my face. Raf stopped his approach mid-step, Lou positioning himself in a way so he could step between Warrick and Raf should there be any conflict. My throat closed up with panic. I didn’t need to see any more blood spilled than what I already have. 

Raf’s hands slowly went up, “I know your wolf isn’t wanting to let anyone touch her right now, but I do need to make sure her vitals are alright. You’ll be able to watch everything I do.”

“It’s okay, Warrick,” I added. His head whipped around to me, eyes glowing to confirm his wolf was the one driving his actions. Warrick squeezed his eyes shut while he took several steadying breaths. No one dared to move a muscle in the room for fear of setting Warrick off again. He finally dropped his hands and took a few steps away, motioning for Raf to take his place. Raf waited a few more beats until he deemed it was safe enough to approach me. Lou passed him a chair which Raf settled in before getting down to business. He picked up my wrist, finding my pulse as he asked, “You said you witnessed your dad being murdered. I’m assuming Az was behind that?”

“Yeah,” I answered, watching him. 

“Can you give me more details? You don’t have to if it’s too hard.”

I sighed, “Yeah.” I swallowed back my emotions threatening to surface. Warrick and Lou had an idea of what happened from what they could see, or at least Warrick did. I’m not sure if Lou had the chance to poke his head in the room as Warrick shoved me over to him. Besides, getting out of there was all a blur. 

Raf put a hand over mine, meeting my gaze, “Are you sure?”

I nodded, “The only thing that’s going to help me process and move on is if I keep talking about it. I can’t be down that long anyways, I’ll only be a distraction.”

Raf shot a look over his shoulder in Warrick’s direction. I caught Lou doing the same thing which only made me wonder what Warrick said to them. What did you say?

Warrick glanced down at his feet before looking at me again, Nothing like that, love. You’re not a distraction. I only explained that Az may be doing these things to get us distracted. If he keeps messing with you, then he’ll be able to get to me. That’s all.

I understood where Warrick was coming from – it wasn’t like that was a topic we shied away from all that often, especially recently. But, I could also see how Raf and Lou interpreted that as Warrick saying I’m a distraction. I lifted my chin just enough for the three wolves in the room to pick up on the gesture then walked them through the play-by-play replay of what went down in the restaurant. 

Lou ran a hand down his face, “Shit, James knew all along what was going to happen to him. He said as much when he was over here before that dinner.”

Warrick slowly nodded his head then looked out the window, “This further proves we have a mole. Az has a way of getting too much information on our side. We’ll lose any semblance of an advantage.”

Raf was the only one still watching me, “I’m amazed you were able to get out of there without a scratch on you. No wonder you went into shock.” He turned to face Lou and Warrick, “Does anyone else in this house know what happened?”

“Wait, how long was I out?” I asked.

“Almost a day,” Lou flicked his gaze in my direction before returning his attention to Raf. “No, they just know we ran into the house and assumed it had something to do with Az given how Warrick was acting.”

Raf glanced between Warrick and Lou, “Has Az been able to break in here before? Should we move Val to someplace discreet?”

“He has, but we’re not doing that,” Warrick answered. 

“Why are you okay with constantly risking Val like that?” Lou shouted at him.

“Do you ever stop to think before you open that giant mouth of yours, Louis?” Warrick couldn’t keep the annoyance out of his tone. “I don’t like putting her at risk, but we can’t hide out. For one, we don’t know who the mole could be and I don’t want to get a false sense of security by thinking we put Val in a safe spot only for her to get grabbed, or worse. Not only that, but if we keep having knee-jerk reactions, Az will know he’s getting to us. I don’t want him thinking he has any more of an advantage than what he already has. Following along?”

Lou pinched the bridge of his nose, “It pains me to admit when you’re right, even when I don’t entirely agree with you. So, what are our next steps then?”

“We teach Val how to fight. More than what you did before she decided to take up the vampire hunting profession. That way she can defend herself a little more if she ever needs to. You good with that, love?” Warrick asked finally bringing me into the conversation.

“I’ll get back to you after I’ve had a moment to rest,” I answered.

Warrick’s features softened, “Take all the time you need.”

The three of them kept their conversation going as they made their way out of my room, leaving me completely alone. I readjusted myself so I could fully lay down. I felt exhausted, the weight of what Az had done finally crashing down on me. My mom was gone. My dad was gone. I have no family left. I’ve lost some of my friends along the way, too, whether that was to death or them choosing a darker path. It was hard not to feel like I was failing in every way possible. If I couldn’t accomplish these basic things, how was I going to do anything else?
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I hadn’t realized I had fallen asleep until the bed shifting under Warrick’s weight jolted me awake. I sat up starting to scream when Warrick put a hand on my arm, “It’s just me, love. You’re safe.”

“I-I’m sorry,” I breathed out, laying back down. 

Warrick pulled me into him, “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I should’ve taken more care.”

I only stared up at the ceiling unable to respond. Talking was starting to feel like too much.

Morning rolled around. Warrick tried prying answers out of me when he asked how I was doing, but he eventually left the room to meet with Lou and Raf when I didn’t respond to them. 

There was no getting my dad back. I knew that yesterday, but hadn’t really sat with the thought until now. The only thing I had to hold on to was my memories of him. His signature laugh, the way he was able to take care of everything, the themed nights he created for me when I was a kid.

A tear trailed down my cheek as the door opened. Jennie’s soft voice floated over to me, “Hey, Val. I brought you some tea. Can I come in?”

When I didn’t answer, she cleared her throat, “I’ll just leave this here.”

She quietly walked over to set the mug on my nightstand, gave my shoulder a squeeze, then left. I barely heard the door click when the tears came back in full force. I turned my head into the pillow to muffle the screams that couldn’t stand to be caged anymore. I screamed until there was nothing left, cried until the tears wouldn’t come anymore. The ache of loss and pain seeped through my body, and yet, there was nothing in the space where my heart was. I was empty. Numb. 
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My mind eventually wandered back to when Jennie asked me how I was holding it all together. If only she could see me now. Any semblance of me holding anything together was completely erased. 

She hadn’t come back in my room to check on me since she brought me tea. Was that a couple of hours ago? Days? I have no idea anymore. I haven’t left the bed to do anything besides use the bathroom, and even that was a chore. Warrick kept trying to get me to talk to him, but I couldn’t even bring myself to make a sound. He would alternate with Raf and Lou for trying to get me to eat and drink water. All I could do was drink water. I couldn’t bring myself to eat – all of the food seemed to have lost its taste.

“Love,” Warrick crouched in front of me. His hand brushed the greasy strands of hair out of my face, his touch tender. “Please, eat.” Warrick held up a plate with a slice of the chocolate cake he always makes for me. He loaded the fork with a bite bringing it to my lips, the crumbs threatening to tickle me. I buried my face in the pillow refusing the food once again. 

Warrick sighed followed by the sound of the plate being set on my nightstand. His clothes rustled as he moved, “Can you drink some more water?”

I slowly turned my head revealing half of my face. A straw inched towards me and I closed my lips around it, closing my eyes as the water hit my dry tongue. 

“Thank you, love,” Warrick quietly said. “I’ll be in the office, but use the bond if you need anything. I miss you. Everyone misses you.”

He kept it short this time, standing up and making his way out of the room. He didn’t try to ask me questions or bother with telling me what the others have been doing like he had done previously. 

It wasn’t too long after Warrick left my room that I got up to use the bathroom. I was heading back to the sanctuary of my bed when the doorbell rang. The faint echo of voices floating up the stairs suddenly stopped as if no one knew what to do.

I didn’t even realize I was slowly drifting out into the hall, past the office where Warrick was diligently working, taking steps down the stairs until Warrick ran out behind me, “Love?”

Nothing came out of my mouth in an answer. 

“I got it,” Lou mumbled when the doorbell rang out again. 

“Wait!” Warrick called.

Lou sighed, finally entering my field of vision. He was focused on the front door as he said, “For what? Are you really that worried it’ll be a trap?”

“Just look at me Lou and you’ll understand why I’m telling you to wait,” Warrick ordered, his voice commanding.

I was halfway down the stairs at this point still not paying attention to anyone around me, only the door that seemed to beckon me to open it. 

“What the hell is wro – ,” Lou started, but stopped as soon as he laid eyes on me. He took a couple of steps back to give me space, closing his mouth in the process. Warrick stayed where he was at the top of the stairs. I slowly reached for the door handle, twisting it open. 

The man on the other side was getting ready to turn away when I finally pushed the door to the side, “Can I help you?”

His head snapped up, his body coming to attention. He turned around, my eyes falling on what was in his hand. A folded flag. Right, this man was dressed in his formal uniform – he’s military. I dragged my eyes up to meet his. He cleared his throat before handing the flag to me, “I’m really sorry for your loss, Val. Your dad is someone who could never be replaced. He did so much for his country. And I hate we keep meeting under these circumstances.”

I kept my mouth shut as I accepted the flag. Turning to retreat back to my room, the man put a hand on the door, stopping me from closing it. I heard Lou and Warrick move closer behind me, but this man took a step back raising his hands in surrender, “Look, I’m sorry. I’m not here to cause any harm. I had a note from your dad to introduce myself to Warrick if anything were to happen him.”

Warrick took this opportunity to step around me, arms folded across his chest, “You’re going to have to give me a little more than that to work with if you’re even thinking about stepping foot in this house.”

“R-right,” the man stammered. He started searching all the pockets of his uniform finally producing a piece of paper. “Here. This explains everything.”

Warrick took the paper, reading its contents before handing it back, “I take it you’re Major Grayson?”

“Yes, Marcus Grayson. Nice to meet you, sir,” Marcus introduced himself with nothing but relief in his voice. “I came here to deliver a flag to Val, meet you, and go over funeral details.”

Warrick motioned for Marcus to go into the house, shielding me from view. Once Marcus was in the house, Warrick followed with me behind him. I moved to head upstairs, but Warrick placed a hand on my shoulder, “Would you be alright staying down here for this, love?”

I glanced upstairs, then brought my attention back down to the flag in my hands. Slowly looking up at Warrick, I finally nodded. It seemed like his shoulders sagged in relief a little bit, but I wasn’t entirely sure. I moved over to the dining room table where Lou and Marcus were getting settled.

“You mentioned you hated you keep meeting Val under these circumstances. What do you mean?” Lou asked, cocking his head to the side. 

Marcus nervously looked between me and Lou, “I was the one who delivered Gabriel’s flag to her years ago.” 

Warrick’s hand went to my knee under the table. I sighed, “So you’re still on flag duty, huh?”

Lou and Warrick jumped at the sound of my voice. I sounded hoarse after not talking for so long, but something was urging me to speak.

“It’s the least I can do,” Marcus said.

“When’s the funeral?” I asked. 

Marcus rested his arms on the table fully comfortable now, “It’ll be in a couple of days. Look, I know that’s probably a quicker turnaround than you would’ve liked, but it’s what your dad asked for.” He pulled out another piece of paper, sliding it over for me to read, “He outlined everything here. James had mentioned you might be taking this harder than your mom’s passing, so he asked for me to arrange everything to his specifications to take that load off your shoulders. He’ll be getting buried next to your mom, same time of day.”

“Thank you, Grayson,” I mumbled, skimming through the note. “I’ll be there. Excuse me.”

I felt robotic as I pushed back the chair and carried myself back to my room. On my way there, I placed the flag on a shelf next to a large picture of my parents on the wall. I traced the frame with my hand then finished my trek to the end of the hall, curling back up in bed once again. 
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The day of the funeral finally arrived, the sky seeming to understand the heaviness of the day judging by the low-hanging clouds and fog. I was standing at my balcony door, staring out across the yard at what was left of the city down below when I heard the door open and close. 

“You need any help, love?” Warrick asked from behind me, his voice barely above a whisper.

It was like everyone was afraid to say anything to me right now, all talking to me in the same hushed tones with the same expressions written all over their faces. There was a slight note of fear laced with every word coming out of everyone’s mouth as if they were afraid of sending me over the edge. I couldn’t blame them, though. Any motivation or fight I had in me left as soon as Az’s last knife sank into my dad’s forehead. 

Warrick’s hand finding its resting place on my lower back snapped me out of my thoughts. I glanced down at the pajamas I had been wearing for who knows how long at this point. When I brought my gaze back up, Warrick placed a soft kiss on my temple, “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

I didn’t fight it as he helped me shower and get dressed. He took great care to make me look presentable, or at least as presentable as I could be in this state. Warrick sat me in front of the mirror as he dried and curled my hair. When he asked where my makeup was, I pointed to the drawer and he dove right in. As he worked, I couldn’t help but feel even more sad at how I looked now: every sign I had barely been eating was right there – my cheeks were hollow, sunken eyes, bones starting to jut out anywhere that wasn’t covered by clothing. I had locked myself away in this room for far longer than I originally thought. When Marcus had said something about the funeral happening faster than I would’ve liked, I thought only a few days had passed since that dinner. Yet, from the way I looked, it’s clearly been weeks, at least. I cast my eyes away, no longer wanting to watch the skeleton staring back at me. 

Warrick finished with the prep, guiding me back out to my room to help me into my clothes. It was hard to ignore how loose everything fit now considering the clothes he had picked for me once hugged my body.

He tilted my chin up, “Do you need anything before we go?”

I shook my head, reaching for his hand. He laced his fingers with mine, leading us out of the house and into the waiting car. The rest of my friends were already in the car sitting behind ours. 

I shut my eyes, ready for the onslaught of memories from my mom’s funeral as the car headed in the direction of the graveyard. We pulled up to find this service even more packed than the one for my mom, each face looking more somber than the next. My dad was the light in a lot of people’s lives. I took a deep breath in time for Warrick to help me out of the car. Keeping my eyes trained on the ground while I followed behind him, the rest of my friends taking up the rear. Somewhere along the way, Marcus met us before we started the walk down the aisle to the front row. He handed me several tissues, but I knew I wasn’t going to need them. I had no tears left in me at this point. 

The ceremony started as soon as we were seated. We went through the motions – the pastor leading the service, people speaking on behalf of my dad, a song played in his honor, and placing the roses on his casket before it was lowered into the ground. The only thing I couldn’t get out of my head was the ground next to the space where my dad’s casket would rest – the soil still freshly disturbed from when my mom was buried. It didn’t feel like it had been that long between their deaths, but at the same point, it felt like my life had been turned upside down in a matter of seconds. 
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The service ended with a twenty one gun salute echoing throughout the trees. I stared after the birds fleeing from the sound, not quite ready to move yet. When enough time had passed and everyone filtered out, Warrick and Lou guided me back to the car. My friends would go to the reception on my behalf, but Warrick knew I wasn’t in any state to go. All I wanted was to go back to sleep. I guess Az had finally accomplished his mission – he’s managed to mess with my life so much that I’m numb at this point. Everyone else had been able to continue moving forward, laughing and finding happiness while I just had food and water shoved in my face. Lou or Warrick would move me every now and then, but it was like I was a rag doll being sat up for display. I would occasionally want to return to the land of the living, that urge happening more frequently as the number of days since my dad’s murder increased. But as quickly as those thoughts came, they would leave. 

We made it back to the house and I started my retreat up to my room. Warrick jumped in front of me, “Not tonight, love. Sit with us. Please.” 

Despite how it sounded, it wasn’t a request. Lou moved to lead me over to the couch, but I jerked my arm back. He didn’t keep up the comforting act. Instead, he threw me over his shoulder, “We’ve sat by too long, Val. We’re not going to let you waste away anymore. Raf will be coming by in a little bit to start working his magic on you like he did after Cian’s world.”

“I just want to sleep,” I croaked out. I hadn’t talked since the day Marcus had come by, so the sound of my voice caught all of us by surprise again.

As soon as he recovered from his shock, Lou crouched in front of me, “You’ve done enough of that. We’ve given you time and your space, but it’s been killing us to see you like this. We need you to come back.”

“Everyone mourns differently,” I started. “This is what I need to do.”

“What you’re doing is no longer healthy. It’s going to have larger implications for your health. We acknowledge that there’s been way too much death lately, but we’re not adding you to that tally,” Lou countered. His tone shifted to something nicer, “Please, Val. Please work with us.”

Raf let himself in before I could say anything else. I dropped my head, Lou abruptly standing up. Raf jogged over to us clearly sensing the tension building, “Sorry I’m a little later than planned. Val, it’s good to see you out of your bed. How are you hold – ”

He immediately stopped the second I lifted my head up to look at him. Raf hadn’t been expecting the shell of a person to be sitting before him. He dropped down to his knees in front of me, putting my hands in his. Raf pushed some of my hair behind my ears earning a low growl from Warrick. Raf shot him a look before returning his attention to me, “Is there anything I can get for you, Val?”

I shook my head, “I just want to sleep.”

Unlike Warrick and Lou, Raf didn’t argue. He helped me to my feet then scooped me into his arms. Warrick wasn’t happy with this gesture, either, another growl escaping his lips. Raf kept moving, “I’m not going to do anything to put her in harm’s way, Warrick. Tell your wolf to back down.”

I looked up at Raf surprised he was giving an alpha wolf, especially one like Warrick, orders. 

“I can carry her, you know,” Warrick started.

“I read the room when I came in here,” Raf turned to face the two tense wolves. “That’s no way to help her. Let me work with my patient the way I need to. Quite frankly, I’m disappointed you two didn’t call me sooner.”

Raf didn’t give them a chance to respond, taking the stairs two at a time. He brought me back into my room, sat me on the bed, then locked the door behind us. I made my way under the covers letting out a sigh when my head hit the pillow. Raf sat on the edge of the bed, “I’m sorry you lost your dad, Val. I know he meant a lot to you. Do you want to talk about anything going through your mind?”

I shook my head.

Raf gave one quick nod in response then said, “Are you okay with me sitting in here for a while? I could talk about anything you want, or I don’t have to. Whatever you would like.”

I nodded, “Please stay.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Raf’s lips, “Quiet or do you want me to find something random to talk about?”

“Quiet for now, please,” I answered. 

“You got it, Val,” Raf responded, lowering the volume of his voice. He got up to stand in front of the balcony door as I turned over and drifted off to sleep. 

We spent the next couple of days like that – Raf would come over in the morning after everyone else was awake and hang out in my room. Some days Warrick and Lou would join us to see how things were progressing, but a lot of the time Raf and I would sit there in silence.

The sun blasted me one morning, earning a groan. I rolled over away from the light when I heard Raf say, “Good morning, sunshine. Are we feeling up to talking today? I brought a muffin.”

I lifted my head despite it feeling like it weighed fifty pounds. There Raf was, smiling as he held up a giant muffin and a cup of coffee. Behind him, though, were Lou and Warrick looking a little less chipper. I slowly pushed myself up so I could rest against the headboard as Raf pulled a chair right next to me. He placed the muffin in my hands then set the coffee on the nightstand before clearing his throat, “My, uh, supervisors over there are wanting a progress report. Care to tell me what’s going through your mind right now?”

I stared down at the golden-brown muffin. Lifting it up, I inhaled its sweet scent. Blueberry. Despite how delicious it smelled, I couldn’t bring myself to take a bite even if the muffin top was perfectly crispy. I put my hands back down, shaking my head, “There’s nothing there.”

Raf helped himself to a chunk of my muffin thinking through what he was going to say next. He finished the bite, taking a deep breath, “You know, when I lost my wife, I thought I’d never be able to stand on two feet again. She was my rock, and yes, I know how cliché that sounds. Bear with me. You know we were fated, which made the loss way harder than it would’ve been if we weren’t. I didn’t know which end was up, couldn’t tell left from right. It was like I had lost all functionality.”

He paused trying to bait me into asking him questions. They were running through my head alright, but I just couldn’t bring myself to open my mouth. Raf scrubbed his face then went on, “Yet, I was able to keep going. Something was tugging me to get out of bed and resume life. Don’t get me wrong, there is still a big piece of me feeling empty, but I made sure to find a way to keep going. It feels like a low blow using this tactic ...” Raf sighed, “I knew she wouldn’t be happy if I let the world pass me by. I know that would be the same for your mom, your dad, and especially Gabriel. Can you try for them, at least?”

I only stared at him. Too much time had passed without a response from me, so Raf started to make his exit. On his way out, I watched as he clapped a hand on both Warrick and Lou’s shoulders. Raf dropped his head, shaking it in defeat. Warrick and Lou let their shoulders drop, any signs of hope leaving their features. The two of them glanced back at me before following Raf out the door. I could’ve sworn they both had tears in their eyes. I took a deep breath, setting the muffin on the nightstand then let my head fall back. Seeing that reaction from them stirred something in me. I guess that means I’m making a little progress.

––––––––
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The sun was sitting low in the sky at this point. I had taken a few small bites of the muffin, but it was nowhere near the amount of food I should’ve been eating. I had just readjusted myself when my door popped open. Warrick poked his head in. Seeing I was awake, he opened the door wider, “Val, love, Sarind just got in. We caught her up on what happened and she wanted to check on you.”

The regal fae stepped around Warrick before he had the chance of asking if I was up to visitors. As soon as she laid her white eyes on me, she stopped. Compared to the last time she had seen me, I’m sure she wasn’t expecting this. 

Warrick moved around her coming to my side. He picked up my hand, apparently dropping the tough love act he and Lou were trying to do, “We don’t know what else to do. Is it okay if Sarind uses her magic?”

I wonder if Raf talked to them about how they were acting. It would explain the change back to being gentle. And if Sarind was here, that meant Raf didn’t feel like he could do anything. Damn it ... why do I have to be so stubborn? Why couldn’t I just move on? I flicked my gaze between the two of them, “Sure.”

Warrick moved out of Sarind’s way as she stepped over to me. He brought her a chair then left the room. She picked up my hand, “I was afraid of this. I even tried to warn Warrick at one point, but he was too stubborn to listen.”

Tears sprang into my eyes, “Can you help me feel better?”

A soft grin spread across her lips, “You even asking that question is a step in the right direction. Talk to me, Val.”

I watched her hand holding mine, “It’s like I’m blocked. Every time I think about taking a step out of this room, even every time I did, I just get so tired. I’m afraid that if Az keeps popping up, I don’t know what I’ll do anymore. He’ll just keep coming after me until I give up and fall in his arms. I can’t let myself do that.”

It was the most I had spoken since that fateful day in the restaurant. My voice no longer belonged to me, and judging by the look on Sarind’s face, she could sense that’s how I was feeling too. 

She gave my hand a reassuring squeeze, “It’s not just because of Az, is it?”

I tipped my head back, “No.” I brought my gaze to meet Sarind’s, not holding back on the tears now, “I’m scared. I’m scared I’m not enough. I’ve been someone who always bottles things up only to put them in their neat little compartments.”

“But those bottles are starting to spill over because you’re trying to be everything for everyone and not taking care of yourself in the process,” Sarind observed. “You’re not trapping yourself in this room only because you’re scared. You’re trapping yourself in this space to keep yourself from disappointing everyone down there.”

Something broke loose in me as she spoke those words. Yes, I was struggling after losing my dad so soon after losing my mom, but I shouldn’t have completely shut down. No – I was more consumed with the thought that Az had finally won and I was letting everyone out there down. I had let the one person get too close that I shouldn’t have even before we got to this point. I kept going out there thinking I was invincible because I had something to prove. I needed everyone to see how strong I was and how I could handle whatever was thrown at me. The problem was I wasn’t handling what was coming my way. I was drowning myself in alcohol and sex when I wasn’t pushing my luck. 

Yet, I didn’t need to do that. I wasn’t alone. Joe reminded me of that when we had gotten back from the restaurant. My friends downstairs had tried to take care of me when I needed them most. They’ve been there for me time and time again. When I had barely known Lou, he had taken me under his wing and protected me. He even tried to do that when I pushed him away. Warrick has given me quiet moments as if he could tell that’s what I needed the most. Well, after we got past the initial roadblock at least. Raf had taken the time to talk to me after Cian’s torture to bring me out of my head. Jennie repeatedly reminded me I was doing better than she would’ve thought when it came to staying on my feet. Everyone’s actions had proven that I’m not going to disappoint them, that I don’t need to be Atlas and try to put the weight of the world on my shoulders. I’ve made it through everything because we’ve worked together. Its when I’ve gone on my own that shit has hit the fan.

“You had a realization,” Sarind said, breaking my train of thought. I opened my mouth to explain what had just been running through my mind when she held up her other hand to stop me. “I don’t need to know. That’s for you to hold on to. You use whatever just broke loose in your mind to carry you through the dark times. There will be many more. You and I both know we’re not out of the woods yet. The only thing I want to know is if you’ll be getting back up on your feet now.”

I slowly nodded, “Yes. I don’t know what magic you just worked on me, but I can feel myself starting to come back to life.”

Sarind chuckled, “Oh, I haven’t done anything.”

“Why did I feel calm when you walked in here?”

“Well,” she patted my hand. “I do tend to carry a natural calm around me that can influence others to feel the same. What you felt back on my island was that only amplified. You were starting to feel like you needed to be uplifted. You were wanting help. My timing just happened to work out. On that topic, though, would you like for me to extend my magic even further?”

I thought about it for a second. While it would be nice to have her lift away these emotions, I had to work through it. I met her gaze, “No, I think it would be better if I worked through this. Thank you, though, for being here to talk through it.”

“Of course,” Sarind smiled. “Besides, all those wolves know how to do is give orders. They were lacking the patience you needed. Now, I should be getting back to my people to make sure they’re getting settled in alright, but I do think there is some pizza and cake down there. It might be a good idea to grab some.”

Sarind picked up on the apprehension as I glanced towards the door. Her hand rested on my shoulder, “No one will be mad at you if you go down there. Walk with me.”

She started heading in the direction of my door, waiting as she rested her hand on the door handle. Sarind was right, I knew she was, but fear kept whispering in the back of my mind – they’ll be annoyed and think I’m being overly dramatic. 

Sarind motioned for me to join. She wasn’t going to leave if I didn’t go with her. I had to trust everything was going to be alright. I unfolded myself from the bed, taking a steadying breath as I stood on shaky legs. Placing my hand in hers, she led me out of the room, down the hall, and down the stairs. As we made our journey, light laughter filtered up to us, but as soon everyone could see us, they stopped.

Sarind picked up on my slight pause, matching me for a moment then silently urging me to continue. Warrick moved so he was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, a small grin forming at the sight of me upright and not in a daze. Sarind placed my hand in Warrick’s, giving it one more pat before she opened the front door to make her exit, “I’ll see the both of you soon. Val, thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

Warrick didn’t take his eyes off me as he said, “Thank you for stopping by on such short notice, Sarind.”

The door closed signaling she was gone. Whatever the group was talking about before had been paused, the silence hanging over us while they all held their breaths for whatever was going to happen next. I flicked my gaze towards the island eyeing the few slices of pizza left, “Is it still warm?”

That beautiful smile of his erupted on Warrick’s face, “Of course, love. Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” I nodded. I glanced at everyone else: Lou, Raf, Jennie, Joe, Bev, and Mark. They seemed unsure of how to react, but when I let out a small laugh, they joined in. Warrick guided me over, pulling out a chair and lifting me up to help me get settled. He slid a plate with one slice over. I watched as he sucked in a breath the moment I lifted the slice up. I kept my eyes locked on his as I took a bite, the flavors bursting on my tongue and sending my stomach into a frenzy. The conversation with Sarind not only unlocked something in my mind, but had clearly made it so I was ready to function as a person again. Maybe she had used more of her magic on me than what she said ...

I scarfed the first slice down, moving on to my second piece when Warrick got his chocolate cake out of the fridge and cut me a slice. It didn’t take me long to move on to that, Raf now walking over to stand next to me. He tapped the counter to get my attention, “Slow down there. I know you’re probably wanting to eat until you can’t eat anymore, but that’s just going to make you sick.”

I slowly pulled the fork out of my mouth suddenly feeling like I was in trouble. Raf chuckled, “You’re okay, Val. It’s a normal reaction. You’ve kept yourself from eating anything for a while now, so you need to slowly reintroduce food. Doctor’s orders.”

He gave me a wink then went back to the couch where everyone else was sitting. I swallowed the bite of cake then set my fork on the counter. My stomach protested, but I did my best to ignore it in order to listen to Raf’s instructions.

Warrick rested his forearms on the counter leaning closer to me, “You want more don’t you, love?”

“You heard Raf,” I whispered, still staring at the plate. “I’m not allowed to have any more tonight.” 

He interlaced his fingers with mine, finally snagging my attention away from my food fantasies, “Hey, I’m happy you ate something. I’m happy you’re down here and not hiding away in your room.” We watched everyone for a minute. They were playing some card game Raf had introduced them to that looked like total chaos. Everyone was laughing and smiling, though. Mark would occasionally throw in one of his jokes leading to another round of loud laughter. Joe and Bev kept playfully nudging each other while Jennie and Lou kept stealing glances when they thought no one else was looking. Raf just seemed genuinely happy to be there. Warrick tapped the back of my hand with a finger, his voice barely a whisper, “Did Sarind?”

“What?” I whispered back.

His eyes met mine, “Did she use any of her magic on you?”

“She said she didn’t,” I gave a subtle shake of my head. 

“How did she help snap you out of it then?”

I flinched a little at his words. Warrick didn’t mean anything harmful by it, but it felt like he didn’t have faith I would be able to drag myself out of it.

“I didn’t mean it that way, love.”

He immediately picked up on how I was feeling through the bond. I put my other hand over his, giving a gentle squeeze, “No, it’s okay. We just talked. Something seemed to have snapped into place for me. I could feel her magic, but it wasn’t like she made it obvious if she used it. I guess the best way I could describe what I was feeling was that she only used her natural aura. It helped I was starting to shake myself out of my grief, too.”

I watched him carefully as he was processing what I said. I could tell something was still on his mind when he asked, “And how are you feeling now? Really feeling, not the answer you think I want to hear.”

I dropped my gaze to my lap, nervously intertwining my fingers together, “Sad, stupid, guilty, a little lost. Despite all that, I’m not feeling as heavy as I was.”

Warrick moved so he was in the seat next to me, his knees on the outside of mine. He placed a hand on my thigh while staring at me intently. Our faces were inches apart, the smell of the ocean flooding my senses. Warrick’s glacial eyes searched mine for a few moments longer before he asked, “Why do you still feel all those things, love? I mean, they’re not going to go away that quickly when they hit you that hard, but why are you being so harsh on yourself for something that was out of your control?”

“I don’t know if that’s necessarily true, Warrick,” I started, putting a hand on his knee to stop him from interrupting. “I’m sad because I’ve lost another pillar in my life and am without my parents which is also why I’m lost. I feel stupid because I was hopeful I could change the outcome of what happened in there and that maybe I got through to your brother a little bit. I feel guilty because I feel like this wouldn’t have escalated as quickly if I weren’t getting myself involved.”

“Love,” Warrick’s tone was laced with sympathy. “Az was going to do this eventually. Your dad did everything in his power to keep him off our trail. Your dad also stepped into this role fully understanding the risks involved. Az is not someone who is easily dissuaded – when he sets his mind on something, he goes for it no matter who or what gets in his way. If anything, you probably provided enough of a distraction to keep your dad here a little longer. You know I’m here for you and would do anything to bring a smile back to your face.”

I brushed a tear away, “I know. I’m definitely taking baby steps. And, I’m sorry I shut you out.” I tapped my head, referring to our bond.

“Don’t be,” Warrick shook his head. “You needed to focus on other things, not giving me full access to your head.” He glanced over towards everyone else then reached for my hand, “Follow me.”

“Why?” I asked reluctantly, lightly placing my hand in his. 

The corners of his mouth turned up as he led me towards the basement, “Trust me.”

I let out a sigh. Exhaustion was creeping its way back into me thanks to the food, making every step harder as we moved. I had no idea what we were going to be doing, but I was hoping I’d be able to sleep soon – it was hard to keep my eyes open at this point. Warrick suddenly turned around, placing a hand over my eyes. 

When we made it to the bottom step, Warrick stopped. He stepped closer to me, his scent enveloping me. I felt him shift to stand in front of me without removing his hand. I sighed, “Warrick, the anticipation is killing me. Can I look now?”

Warrick chuckled, slowly lifting his hand from where it was obscuring my view. “I just had to wait for when you were ready to emerge.”

My hands went up to my mouth to cover my surprise. Warrick had set up a little fort with a mattress situated underneath the sheet he had draped like a tent. There were string lights scattered around filling the dark space with soft, warm yellow light. Warrick had somehow found a projector and had it setup, ready to play whatever movie we want, or could at least find within the house. I took a few slow steps closer, letting my hand trace the edges of the sheet. I turned around, finding Warrick watching me with hope filling his features. I glanced back at what he had put together before meeting his gaze, “This – why did you do this? I mean,” I sighed. “That came out wrong. You went through all this effort without knowing when I’d be able to share this space with you. You didn’t give up on me when I was ready to give up on you. Why?”

“I’ve already told you – I would do anything to bring a smile on your face. I will never give up on you, love. Even if you choose to walk away, I’d respect your need for space, but I would still make sure nothing threatens you. Even if you went running to Lou with open arms. Hell, even if you went running to Az.” I winced a little at the thought as Warrick went on, taking steps towards me as he spoke, “There may be a war raging out there, but we can still take some time to focus on us. No distractions. Everyone up there? They know to let us be down here. I can’t live with the fact that I’ve almost lost you without exploring the relationship we could have, especially after you took the news of us being fated in stride. This is me trying to correct my wrongs, which is a long list and I may never be able to fix everything, but I hope you’ll let me try.”

It took all I had in me not to melt from his words. Everything he was saying was transporting me back to our time together in Stragairel when we could be just us. While we had worked on the device and figuring out what could help give us an advantage, we were able to enjoy each other’s presence. 

Warrick gestured for me to get comfortable. I glanced down at the bed then back at him only to get a nod of encouragement in return. That was all I needed to collapse into the piles of pillows on top of one of the softest comforters I’ve ever felt. He gently fell on top of me, his body acting as a weighted blanket.

“Is this okay, love?” Warrick asked, brushing any loose strands of hair out of my face. 

I nodded, fighting back any nerves. It had been far too long since I had felt Warrick on top of me, and I knew he wasn’t going to do anything to make me feel uncomfortable, I just had to work the thoughts of Az out of my mind. 

He picked up on how I was feeling, his features trying to keep the concern from being too apparent. Warrick rolled to the side leaving a strange emptiness in the place he just was. He lightly pulled on my chin, turning my face in his direction, “Are you sure that was okay?”

I swallowed before fixing my stare on the projection on the wall in front of us, “Yeah, its just been a while and – ”

“You don’t have to explain yourself,” he cut me off. He didn’t need to voice what he was feeling – it was apparent enough through the bond. Warrick was beyond angry with what Az had done and how easily he was able to worm his way into my mind. “Do you want anything before we settle in for the night?”

He managed to tuck away whatever anger he had been holding on to in order to stick to the lightheartedness for tonight. I let out a breath of relief and managed a soft grin as I answered, “Will the doctor let me have popcorn?”

That was another thing that hadn’t happened in a while – any sort of smile. Warrick beamed at me, leaned in to kiss my forehead, and wasted no time with running up the stairs. I heard Warrick talking, presumably getting permission for me to eat more food since I had requested it. It must’ve been granted because the hum of the microwave followed by the mouth-watering smell of movie theater buttered popcorn filled the space. 

I let my head fall into the pillow, grinning to myself as I could feel the life starting to come back to me. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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The vibrant green leaves danced in the wind as I walked down the familiar sidewalk. Kids were laughing, chasing each other around while they soaked up every minute of this beautiful day. Their parents hung back on the porches as they shared their own laughter with whatever tales they were recounting.

I smiled to myself. This was one of the many reasons Gabriel and I had decided to plant our roots here – the neighborhood was in a great location with a lot of young families. It was safe, filled with energy and happiness. 

I rounded the corner, my smile growing wider as I set my sights on our house. The feeling of home washed over me making the raging storm that was my mind calm down for a little bit. I closed my eyes and tilted my head up to feel the warmth of the sun. Taking a deep breath in, I opened them again to see Gabriel coming out of the garage, throwing an already dirty towel over his shoulder as he crouched down to get back to work on his bike. 

“Baby!” I shouted, running towards him at full speed. 

A wrench clanged on the ground as Gabriel jumped up, surprised. When he registered it was me who called out to him, he opened his arms wide, “Mi amor!”

We collided, my legs wrapped around him as his arms tightened around me. I pulled him into a deep, passionate kiss with no hesitation. His lips were soft and warm, just how I remembered. I was home. Gabriel was my home. One of his hands wound its way into my hair, deepening our kiss. He turned and set me down on the seat of his bike without breaking the kiss. My hands found their way under the grease-stained t-shirt he always wore when he was working on his bike, soaking in the feel of his hardened muscles. I was getting ready to slide my hands in his back pockets so I could pull him closer to me when he braced himself, hands on either side of me.

Gabriel was the first to pull away, resting his forehead against mine, his silky hair tickling my face. We were both breathing a little hard as we worked on coming back to this moment. Gabriel let out a quiet laugh, “Hell of a way to say hello.”

“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” I breathed out. “I thought I had lost you forever.”

He tilted my chin up so I could meet his gaze, “No matter what happens, I’ll always be here. I thought I told you that.”

“Liam snapped your neck,” I countered.

“Please, mi amor,” Gabriel started, running a callused hand down my cheek. “I need you to know that no matter what happens when we are together like this that I will always come back to you. I could die a million times and you would still find me here in our beautiful home patiently waiting for when it’s time for you to live with me again.”

The familiarity of his words set in. He had told me this before, but after what I had seen Liam do, I was convinced I’d never get the chance to hold Gabriel like this again. Not until I died anyway.

“Now,” he stood up, wiping his hands clean. “Tell me why you’re letting this monster of a man get to you like this.”

I nervously bit my lip, “I thought you could see what was happening.”

“I can,” he nodded.

I dropped my shoulders, not knowing what to say. I turned my head away so he wouldn’t see my tears as they welled up. Gabriel placed a finger on my chin, guiding my gaze back to his, “Val, I can’t let you fade away. Not yet. You are one of the toughest fighters I know, and there’s a part of you who knows this isn’t enough to knock you down. I’ve said this all before, and I’ll happily keep saying it, if that’s what you need.”

“He’s right you know,” someone added. 

I jumped, not expecting someone else to be joining us. Gabriel stood back up to give me a chance to see who walked up to us. My eyes widened at Daryl standing there, a sheepish grin on his face and his hands in his pockets. Shrugging, he said, “It’s nice to see you again, Val. Sorry for causing you so many problems back there.”

I lifted myself from the bike to give Daryl a hug. I never thought I was going to have this chance again, either. I smiled against his chest, “It’s so good to see you, Daryl. I’m so sorry for what happened to you. I could’ve done more to stop it.”

He pulled away, holding me at arm’s length, “Hey, I get to hang out with Gabriel again, so I’m not complaining.”

Gabriel joined us, wrapping an arm around my shoulder while doing a complicated handshake with Daryl. Gabriel looked back down at me and continued, “You’ve cut it close a couple of times, which I’m not surprised since you’ve always had a tendency to live a little on the edge, but you still need to fulfill your purpose. Moral of the story is – your fight isn’t over and that bell is about to ring to start the next round. I know I’m being repetitive right now, but I want to make sure you’re hearing me.”

Daryl put a hand on my arm, “Val, you’ve done so much for everyone in our circle, it’s time to take care of yourself. And that means you’ll keep going. For us, okay?”

I laughed, “Got it. It means a lot to see you both. Daryl, I really am sorry for how things ended.”

He shrugged, “Don’t be. I
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