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      To everyone who

      carries the weight of the world

      on your shoulders⁠—

      I see you.

      

      Also, to my sister,

      who, even after being told

      that she’s being roasted

      in my dedication pages—and still

      hasn’t read my books…

      you’re ridiculous.
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      Dear Reader,

      It is important to me that my readers not only enjoy my work, but also feel safe stepping into these worlds with me. Grim Tide explores many heavy subjects—loss of self and stability, and trauma that lives on in the body even during quiet moments. While I strive to approach these themes with care and a trauma-informed lens, every reader’s experiences are different.

      Your well-being matters to me. I want you to feel safe, and I want you to put yourself first. Please take a moment to review the content and trigger warnings below.

      If any of these themes feel too heavy, or too close to home, I’ll see you in the next world.

      Look after yourself.

      

      This book contains content that may be distressing to some readers, including:

      •	Graphic violence and physical assault

      •	Flashbacks, nightmares, and symptoms of trauma and PTSD

      •	Memory loss and emotional disorientation following a traumatic event

      •	Explicit sexual content involving emotionally vulnerable characters

      •	Emotional manipulation and coercive dynamics in past and present relationships

      •	Power imbalances (including age gap and former employer/employee dynamics)

      •	Themes of bodily autonomy, consent, and supernatural transformation

      •	Use of weapons, implied gun violence, and threats of death

      •	Direct references to substance use and illicit activity

      •	Grief, isolation, and complex feelings around identity and belonging

      

      The Fall is, in many ways, the literary embodiment of Mercury in retrograde—everything that can go wrong, does. And it is our heroine, whose back already feels close to breaking, who shoulders the weight of it all.

      But above all else, this story is about love enduring in the darkest moments. It is about hope when hope feels impossible. And it is about choice—even when every option feels like it comes at a cost.

      The Fall is heavy, and I encourage you to take care of yourself. Read it when—and if—you are ready.

      No matter what, I am grateful that you have walked this path with me. My heart has lived in Pleasant Valley for some time now, and knowing that you joined me there, even for a few hours, has made it lighter than you could ever know.

      

      
        
        —Ivy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Karina’s beast felt the earth between her toes—soft beneath the pads of her feet. The scent of cold and damp filled her nose. Trees blurred past her, a swirling kaleidoscope of brown and green. Flashes of color appeared—blue, brown, and amber eyes.

      She sensed their presence at her back, their bodies closing in around her. Their hearts beat as one, their movements perfectly synchronized. No words were uttered, no directions given—nor could there be. There was no need. They moved in silence, a collective sigh of breathless pants into the wind. The slightest twist of a shoulder, the lift of a snout to the sky—these were all they needed to understand one another.

      The full moon hung high, casting its faint gray light across the forest floor. Vasya, their Alpha, lifted his head and cried out to the heavens. A shiver raced down her spine, her hackles rising as she, too, threw back her head and howled.

      At long last, she was free.

      No longer trapped beneath the surface, forced to watch as Karina lived her life while she—the beast—remained caged. Now, she had the power. The freedom to feel the mud beneath her paws, to taste the fresh air, to sing to the moon in gratitude for its blessing.

      And now, after what felt like a lifetime of waiting, she had a Pack.

      A family.

      The beast knew she was being honored tonight. Running alongside the Alpha was a privilege reserved for only the most distinguished Pack members. Or mates.

      Not even Iqra, the Pack’s Beta, ran at his side. Instead, she lurked at Karina’s flank, looming from behind—teeth bared, saliva-slick threats gleaming in the moonlight.

      Karina’s beast flaunted the honor. She was younger. Stronger. Better. Newer.

      Even still, she would much rather be running alongside Avery. Her lover. And Iqra’s obsession.

      The Beta was nothing but Avery’s discarded plaything. A powerless figurehead who wouldn’t even get her paws dirty—too weak to take down the beast who now ran beside her Alpha. The same beast who had taken her once-lover into her bed.

      Repeatedly.

      By all rights, she was still a pup—though one would never know it from her hubris. With only a few full moons under her belt, she was far less experienced than the others. Everything was new and exhilarating.

      The Pack regarded her with equal parts amusement and agitation. Some had no patience for her childlike wonder, nipping at her flanks and sending her scurrying into the underbrush. She was new to them. A stranger.

      While they would protect her from the outside world, there was no guarantee they would protect her from themselves.

      Karina’s mistrust of them was well-founded. Even she had felt it in the marrow of her bones.

      Some among the Pack smelled wrong.

      Some wished her dead.

      She remained ever mindful of the cliffs and steep terrain. Her host had been gravely injured before she was turned. With each passing day, she edged closer to the truth of what had made her this way. Closer to learning what had sent her careening over the edge, shattering against the rocks.

      The truth was slow to reveal itself, just like the secrets of Grim Moon.

      Though little united the host and the beast, they both knew they had to be careful. Mindful. Watchful. The Pack called it balance—the uneasy peace between the human host and the creature beneath the skin.

      So she did her best, her eyes trained on the faces she did not recognize.

      And even more carefully on those she did.

      The night passed faster than she would have liked. The moon hung low in the sky when they finally lay down. Pink streaked across the horizon, welcoming a sun she did not want to see.

      But by then, her eyes were too heavy.

      Something solid curled up at her back—a silent guardian against the teeth that might find her in sleep.

      There was no fighting it. Sleep pulled her down, folding her into the earth’s embrace.

      Safe.

      She was safe.
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        * * *

      

      Karina awoke—freezing, stiff, and still exhausted. Clarity came slowly, a crawling malaise as the blurred edges of her vision sharpened into focus. Her mind was a jumble, a rapidly shifting retelling of snapshots and indistinct shapes. Shivering despite the arms wrapped tightly around her middle, she pushed herself up onto her elbow to inspect her surroundings. Piles of nude bodies lay strewn throughout the underbrush, most curled up with one another, tangles of dirty limbs and wild hair.

      If nothing else, at least she had woken up with Avery. Her protector. Her mentor. Her boss.

      Her lover.

      Her heart lurched, somersaulting in some strange, erratic rhythm.

      She wiggled closer, a smile spreading across her lips as she rested her hands on his forearms and squeezed them tight against her stomach. They had spoken at length about keeping their relationship secret. But it seemed neither could bring themselves to care about Iqra’s jealousy. Not when the night was cold and they were so close.

      It was foolish. But romantic.

      She drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs with her lover’s scent.

      Karina coughed, the stench thickening in her throat until she choked. She ripped herself free—and froze.

      This wasn’t Avery.

      She wrenched herself away, her eyes darkening as they focused on the still-sleeping form beside her.

      Miguel.

      Tall, dark, and handsome—the kind of man who could bend the world to his whims. Laid out in the dirt in all his naked glory, she could still recall the appeal he once held. Especially now, with every single one of his tattoos on full display.

      But Miguel wasn’t who she wanted at her side.

      Shame twisted her stomach, turning her insides to water. Not too long ago, he had left her skin a patchwork of love bites and bruises, gifting her a bone-deep satisfaction after what could only be described as a thorough attempt at stress-testing his bed. Their relationship had been purely physical—until he’d crossed a line. He had shown up at Avery’s garage, The Ace of Brakes, and staked a claim on her.

      It had been mortifying. And, frankly, demoralizing.

      Miguel had treated her like an object.

      Something to be owned.

      Where Avery’s steadiness made her feel safe, Miguel’s touch still burned like a warning she hadn’t heeded fast enough.

      She was done with him. So why had she woken up with him?

      Guilt took root in her belly. Her gaze swept the forest floor, searching for any sign of Avery. Panic twisted inside her, thoughts racing through ways she could hide this. If he didn’t see, he wouldn’t have to know. And what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      A lie that might have been easy to believe—until she spotted him across the clearing, standing between two oversized Enforcers.

      Their eyes met. His, steely. Hers, imploring.

      A tightness formed in his jaw. Her heart broke at the sight.

      She pushed to her feet, her expression pleading. But something in him softened as he shook his head, just slightly.

      No. Stay where you are.

      She didn’t want to. Every part of her ached to run to him, to lose herself in the comfort of his arms. But this was neither the time nor place. Not with the Pack watching. Not with the same people who, not too long ago, had wanted her dead.

      There were other reasons, too. Chiefly, Natalie—Avery’s daughter.

      Her best friend.

      They still hadn’t figured out how to explain the shift in their relationship.

      Beside her, Miguel stirred, bracing himself on one elbow. His dark eyes raked over her as a slow, knowing grin spread across his lips.

      “This is a view I could get used to seeing every day,” he murmured, his fingers tracing the naked line of her calf.

      She flinched, her gaze snapping to him, hard and cold.

      “Not a chance,” she growled as she pushed herself to her feet and stalked away.

      Miguel chuckled behind her, and her hackles rose further.

      It took her a moment to find her bearings, but when she did, she recalled where she had stashed her clothes. The rest of the Pack was far more comfortable with nudity than she was—for good reason. None had any reason to be self-conscious. They were all mountains of lean, hard muscle. Even the women possessed a striking blend of strength and divine curves.

      Karina had noticed her body changing, too. A defined line had appeared at the center of her stomach. Two smaller lines took shape alongside it until she could make out the vague outline of what she had later learned were called “eleven lines.” Her skin glowed, her hair gleamed, and it even seemed to be growing faster—something she counted as a blessing.

      After the accident, they had no choice but to cut her hair for surgery, shorn close to her skull. Karina had once equated her long, chestnut waves with her femininity. Losing them had left her feeling boyish.

      Worse, she had felt exposed.

      Just as she did now, padding naked through the wilderness with the Pack’s eyes glued to her.

      Their stares weren’t sexual. They were predatory.

      Her presence was only barely tolerated—no doubt thanks to Iqra.

      She had no way of knowing what had been said about her behind her back. But it was enough to paint her as a villain. The harbinger of Grim Moon’s destruction.

      Her throat tightened as memories flooded in—strong hands closing around her neck, the sting of cold water filling her nose. A not-quite murder, ordered by the Pack’s Beta.

      Her eyes stung, her heart clenched.

      How many times could she escape death before it finally caught up to her?

      Every muscle in her body ached as she dressed. Avery had suggested loose-fitting, old clothes—something she wouldn’t care about dirtying. She slipped into a jade-green Henley and a pair of black athletic joggers, white stripes running up the sides.

      The forest was eerily quiet, interrupted only by the low chatter and laughter of the Pack behind her.

      They melded into their surroundings effortlessly. As if they belonged.

      The beast within her stirred, rumbling its quiet agreement before slipping back into slumber, spent from its exertions.

      Karina couldn’t remember anything from the night before. Avery had warned her she would be powerless when the beast assumed control. That was why every werewolf needed to build an amicable relationship with the creature inside them. So long as there was harmony, neither would act against the other’s best interests.

      If her beast’s only act of rebellion was to fall asleep beside her ex-lover, they were well on their way to a healthy relationship.

      Karina turned, searching for Avery, hoping to find something gentler in his gaze when their eyes met again.

      But he wasn’t there.

      Not for the first time, her chest tightened, leaving her with a gut-deep sense of loneliness.

      With a shaky sigh, she pulled her cell phone from a plastic bag. Her jaw set as she powered it on, watching as the service provider’s logo flashed across the black screen. They were deep in the woods—so deep she doubted she’d have any reception. Whatever messages might have come in would remain undelivered until she found her way back to her car. Back to civilization.

      The feeling of being alone in a crowded room was new to her.

      In her old life, back in Florida, she had been surrounded by loved ones—coworkers at her law firm, her best friends, her fiancé. But everything had changed after the accident. Her memories were gone, leaving her confused and disoriented more often than not. Never mind the bone-splitting migraines she still struggled with.

      One of them had started to blossom behind her eyes—a white-hot agony stretching and curling like smoke across her skull, pulsing with crushing intensity.

      When she first arrived in Pleasant Valley, all she had wanted was to figure out what had happened that day at the pier. Who had turned her. Who had attacked her.

      Avery had been her point of contact, the one who would help her understand what she had become and how to live with it. And he had. But she hadn’t expected to care for him so fast or so deeply—especially since she had never imagined herself falling for someone so much older. Let alone her boss.

      But things were complicated.

      Their secrets were becoming suffocating. The things they knew about the Pack could get them killed.

      It was a moment of weakness that made her thumb up her ex’s contact. He wouldn’t want to talk to her. In truth, she didn’t want to talk to him either. But seeing his name on the screen reminded her that she had once led a perfectly normal life—one without life-or-death complications.

      Even still, she couldn’t help but wonder.

      Had it been Eitan who did this to her?

      She thought back to that final day—the gulls singing overhead as waves kissed the rocks below. The wind had danced in her hair, carrying the salt of the ocean on its breath. And there, in the shadows of her fractured memory, was a figure. Murky. Obscured by amnesia’s veil.

      She remembered smiling.

      Why had she smiled?

      Her thumb traced the screen, her brow knitting into a frown. The migraine worsened, distorting her vision, turning the world into a smear of color and light. Static pressed against her ears, squeezing her skull until she swore she felt the bones splinter.

      “Karina? Hello? Are you there?”

      A dream. A voice from the past. One she had never expected to hear again.

      Her eyes snapped into focus, fixating on the glowing screen.

      Her heart plummeted into her stomach. Panic lanced up her spine, splintering the base of her skull with a fatal blow.

      She had called him.

      He had answered.

      Shit.

      She hung up hurriedly, her pulse hammering in her ears, worsening the migraine.

      Shit.

      A strong arm closed around her shoulder. “Hey.”

      Avery’s scent filled her nose—warm, grounding, steady. His presence at her side quelled the storm swelling in her chest.

      “You’re okay,” he murmured. “Let’s get you home.”

      But she didn’t feel okay. And she dreaded what awaited them when there were no eavesdroppers to hear how deep her betrayal cut.
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      Home.

      It was a word she had learned to equate with Avery’s far sooner than she should have. It was still too early to pretend at domesticity with him. Too early to say they were even serious. Yet, they had so easily fallen into the rhythm of this house—its waking sigh and its parting yawn.

      Now, the kitchen felt crowded, oppressive, as Avery whisked the pancake batter. The silence spread between them, a giant chasm of everything unsaid. Every heartbeat ticked like a bomb as she waited for him to ask her why she’d done it—why she woke up against Miguel instead of him.

      And for the life of her, she didn’t know how to answer.

      Karina sat at the counter, legs draped over each other, her foot bouncing anxiously, fingers tapping against the cool stone. She wanted to grab him—turn him to face her and demand that he say something. But his silence left bruises she felt deep in her bones.

      Her eyes darted from counter to cabinet, fridge to sink. The first time she had seen his kitchen, she had been awed by it. By all accounts, it was a chef’s dream—almost too large, with more cabinets and counter space than one person could ever need. Yet, as silence stretched between them, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the room could stand to be a bit bigger.

      Tension coiled in his shoulders, unspoken words thickening the air between them. Karina didn’t know how much longer she could take the quiet. Her mind raced, fixating on what else needed doing—laundry? The floors? Maybe the windows needed cleaning? There was always dusting⁠—

      “You’re going to bounce out of your skin if you keep that up,” Avery said at last, his voice wry as he glanced at her over his shoulder.

      She held her breath, searching for a sign—an edge to his voice, a stiffness in his posture, anything to tell her that last night had already begun building a wall between them. But when he finally spoke, her shoulders sagged in relief. Her gaze locked onto his, seeking reassurance she wasn’t sure she deserved.

      They knew each other well enough that she could read the look in his eyes—a peace offering.

      Though there were still things they needed to discuss. Upsets that would fester if they didn’t clear the air.

      “I’m sorry,” she said after a long pause. “We should probably talk about last night.”

      Avery made a gruff sound in response. “We do. I was just hoping we could have breakfast first.”

      She offered a small, apologetic smile, tracing the veins of the counter with her fingertips. “Doesn’t seem like that’s going to happen.”

      He sighed. “Do you want to start?”

      Bracing a hip against the island, his kind eyes stayed locked on hers, patient.

      She swallowed. “I just want to say I’m sorry.” Another breath, another scrape of her palms over the cool stone. “I wouldn’t have put myself in that position if I were in control. And I don’t know… why my beast would.”

      Avery nodded, making a quiet, thoughtful sound in the back of his throat. “I don’t either,” he admitted, his expression growing more troubled with every heartbeat. “Do you think she… feels stronger for Miguel?”

      “No! She wants you.”

      The words came fast, certain—but doubt still flickered in his hazel eyes as he turned back to the stove, his shoulders tensing as he adjusted the burner.

      Karina’s stomach twisted. “Avery,” she said softly.

      He didn’t answer right away. When he did, his voice was measured. “I just don’t like thinking about you with him.”

      “I don’t like thinking about it either,” she admitted. “You’re the only one she’s ever wanted.”

      Finally, he turned to face her, the hardness in his expression softening slightly as he took her in.

      She could see the hesitation, the conflict. But when she pushed to her feet and stepped closer, when she placed her hands on his chest, he didn’t move away.

      “And nothing for Miguel?”

      Her cheeks burned. “It was purely… animal.” A too-literal description of what their attraction had been.

      Avery cleared his throat, his own face reddening—no doubt putting the pieces together.

      With a heavy sigh, he turned his attention back to the pancakes, leaving her to study the broad expanse of his back. The taut muscles bunched beneath his skin, nearly bringing his shoulders to his ears.

      He was tall and well-built—sharp, rough edges, salt-and-pepper stubble.

      His dark hair and light eyes had weakened her knees the moment she met him. But it was that damned roguish smile that had parted them.

      For the first time since leaving the clearing, her beast stirred.

      A low, pleased rumble filled her thoughts as she imagined being caged against the counter.

      Avery must have noticed, because when he turned, his gaze swept over her with slow realization, and that slow, tempting smirk made her stomach do somersaults.

      “Breakfast is done,” he said almost too casually, flicking off the burner.

      “Is it really?” she murmured, slipping off the stool and padding toward him.

      “Halfway,” he smirked.

      He moved too fast for her to track, his hands finding the curve of her waist, his fingertips tracing the shape of her hips before crushing her to the counter with his weight. She gasped, powerless to stop herself from rocking against him, seeking friction, heat, closeness.

      His hands roamed lower, and her breath hitched as she arched toward him, offering her neck.

      Every part of her wanted to bend beneath him—to break beneath the rake of his teeth and the soothing path his tongue would take.

      “You just can’t keep your hands to yourself, hmm?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      She smirked, shaking her head before she could stop herself. “We both know what I want.”

      His hands slid to the backs of her thighs, gripping them as he lifted her onto the counter. She squeaked, arms looping around his shoulders, pulling him closer.

      “Do I?” he purred against her throat, his teeth sinking lightly into the place where her neck met her shoulder.

      Desire pooled between her thighs, spreading through her limbs like wildfire. Her body moved on instinct, grinding into him, trembling when she felt him stiffen in response.

      “Please,” she whimpered, nails digging into his skin, leaving small welts beneath the fabric of his shirt.

      Avery growled—a sound that sent a shiver through her. “As tempting as you are,” he said, sealing her lips in a possessive yet adoring kiss, “we do have to go to work.”

      “Promise me we’ll finish this later?”

      “Might not even make it until later,” he drawled, stepping away to readjust himself.

      She watched the path his hand took as he tucked himself into the waistband of his pants, jealousy flaring in her gut.

      “Maybe on our lunch break.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      “I hope you do,” he said, stealing another kiss. “I was kidding, by the way. Breakfast is done.”

      “I figured,” she grumbled, resisting the urge to say it wasn’t pancakes she was craving.

      Avery chuckled, swatting her rump playfully. The impact chased away her pout, replacing it with a wicked smile.

      They settled at the counter with stacks of pancakes drenched in maple syrup.

      Neither spoke. Their attention remained locked on their breakfast, chewing in near-perfect tandem, their fingers laced together on Avery’s knee.

      “I’m not mad,” Avery said at last, breaking the silence that had stretched between them. “And I’m not jealous, either.”

      "Really?” Karina asked, unconvinced. “You seemed like you were this morning.”

      "This morning, yes,” he admitted. “It’s not exactly a great feeling to wake up and see your girlfriend curled up with someone she used to have a… physical relationship with.”

      Her heart fluttered at the title. Girlfriend. She liked the way it sounded.

      “Especially when that guy was an asshole and tried to stake a claim on her already?”

      “That about sums it up.” His shoulder lifted in a partial shrug.

      “So… why aren’t you jealous now?”

      “Because I know you don’t feel that way about him.”

      Karina nodded, pressing her lips together in an unreadable line.

      It wasn’t the answer she had expected, but it was one she appreciated. She wasn’t used to partners being secure in their relationship. With her ex-fiancé, she would have spent hours soothing him before he let it go. And even then, she could still imagine him holding onto the worry, letting it fester long after it should have faded.

      Another reminder.

      They had found their person in each other.

      They fit.

      They complemented one another. Uplifted one another. Supported one another.

      It wasn’t until she met Avery that she realized she had always been searching for home. As cliché as it sounded, she believed she had found it—with him, with his family. With his daughter, Natalie, and her son, Jason.

      Her fingers squeezed his in gratitude, yet for once, she was at a loss for words.

      “I do have one request,” he said after a moment, brow furrowing as if debating whether to say it at all.

      “Anything.”

      “Please… put as much space between you two as possible.”

      Karina frowned, chin dipping toward her sternum in a curt nod. “I thought you weren’t jealous?”

      “I’m not,” he replied, perhaps a little too quickly. “I just don’t like his involvement with the Enforcers. And Iqra.”

      A chill rolled up her spine.

      They had plenty of reasons to be wary of the Pack’s leadership. Iqra ran the Enforcers with the gusto of a narcissistic dictator—quick to bloody their hands while hers never left her pristine white gloves.

      Miguel, for whatever reason, had escaped her notice before. But in hindsight, the coincidences were impossible to ignore. How Iqra always arrived just after him. How he always seemed to know things he shouldn’t have—things he could only know if Iqra had told him.

      “Do you think he was asked to get close to me?” she asked, her voice quieter than before.

      Avery exhaled, running a hand through his hair. “There’s… a chance.”

      The words sat heavy in her chest, pressing against her ribs. A chill swept over her skin, making her shiver despite the warmth of the kitchen.

      Miguel had been in her bed.

      Miguel had traced his fingers over her skin, whispered things to her in the dark.

      And if it had all been a manipulation—if she had been a target from the beginning⁠—

      “Jesus,” she hissed, swallowing hard. “Your ex is completely unhinged.”

      Avery grimaced. “You won’t hear me argue.”

      Her appetite vanished.

      Scraping her fork across the plate, she twisted it, prong by prong, through the pool of syrup. “Do you think Miguel knows something about the warehouses?”

      Avery sighed, tilting his head back as if searching the ceiling for answers. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his knee bouncing, his free hand gripping the counter’s edge. “But we can’t afford to assume he doesn’t.”

      “No,” she agreed, exhaling the nerves lodged in her lungs.

      They sat in silence for a while, their pancakes growing cold.

      Then, clicking her tongue, she straightened, forcing a smile. “Well, we’ll figure it out. One way or another.”

      “One way or another,” he echoed, slipping off the stool to gather their plates. “For now, we have to focus on work.”

      “Work,” she repeated, then smirked. “And what happens on our lunch break.”

      Avery’s grin was slow and impish, his eyes flashing predatorially as they roamed her curves.

      They shared a look, undoubtedly thinking of all the ways she could be had on the island. Over the edge with her legs around his hips, or bent forward, offering her backside to whatever punishment he saw fit.

      She wanted to be left as little more than a patchwork of bite marks and bruises.

      She wanted to feel the sting of his hand against her ass, the rawness of her hair pulled taut in his fist.

      A soft whimper slipped from her lips before she could stop it. She stomped her foot against the stool’s leg, trying to redirect the butterflies scattering down her spine.

      “I thought we were supposed to get less needy after the full moon,” she muttered.

      “We are,” he agreed, his bottom lip caught between his teeth, his cheeks flushing with thinly veiled restraint. “And we would be⁠—”

      “If…?”

      “If it were with anyone but you,” he admitted, his hand cradling the back of her head, thumb tracing slow, deliberate circles. “You’re the only one who gets me like this.”

      A flattered grin replaced her puzzled expression as she melted into him, stealing a lingering, sweet kiss. “I think the feeling is mutual.”

      “You think?” he scoffed, somewhere between amused and offended.

      She smirked. “I think. But we’ll have to wait until lunch to prove my theory.”

      “Ah.” He hummed, gathering her purse and jacket along with his own things. “Blackmailing me now, are we?”

      With a firm hand on the small of her back, he guided her toward the front door.

      “It’s not blackmail if you want to do it, too.”

      “You’re not going to lawyer your way out of this, Karina.” He chuckled. “You’re extorting me. For car sex.”

      “Is it working?” she asked, grinning coquettishly.

      “Very much.”

      He leaned in, lips brushing against hers, fingers tightening at her waist—stopping her just before she could climb into the truck.

      “But Karina,” he murmured, voice dropping to a whisper, “be careful with him.”

      She sobered slightly, nodding.

      The tension lingered between them, unspoken but understood.

      “Now get in before you make us both late to work.”
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      “It will be all right,” Avery soothed, his hand finding the small of her back. Karina shook her head.

      “Why does Natalie want to have dinner?”

      “Because we’re her family?”

      “Both of us? Together?”

      His mouth twitched into an amused smile. “Yes. Us. Together,” he repeated, brow arched as he studied her face. “Why is that so hard for you to accept?”

      “What if she knows?” she hissed, twisting a dishtowel in her hands until it hurt. “What if she thinks we betrayed her? That I betrayed her?” The thought lodged in her throat. “She’s my best friend, Avery.”

      “Karina,” he murmured, his hands settling on her arms. “We’ve been seeing each other for… what? Barely two weeks now?” His thumbs traced along the inside of her arms, his head bobbing with his words. “I think two weeks is a perfectly understandable grace period before saying anything. We’re not lying to her.”

      “I am,” she admitted, pressing her palms to her eyes. “I should’ve told her how I felt about you from the beginning.”

      “There is no such thing as ‘should have,’" he said gently, looping an arm around her middle to pull her close. “There is only ‘what happened.’ You can’t drive yourself crazy thinking about what you would have done differently.”

      “I can, and I am,” she muttered. “It’s just… it’s complicated.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” he chuckled, infuriatingly at ease. His demeanor was entirely at odds with the anxiety tightening her chest.

      “How are you so relaxed about this?”

      “Because I know my kid,” he said with a shrug. “If she knew, there’s no way she would have been vague about why she wanted to get together. Which means it’s likely something about her. Or maybe she just wants to spend time with us. Second, if she did find out about us, I sincerely believe she would be supportive.”

      “Really, Avery?”

      “Why wouldn’t she be happy for us?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she snapped, throwing her hands up. “Maybe because she and I are the same age? Or the fact I’m her best friend? Or that you’re my boss and my mentor?”

      He smiled—that warm, maddening smile that always melted her heart. She wanted to squish it right off his face. Shaking his head, his gaze softened. “I know my kid,” he repeated. “She’ll be happy that we’re happy.”

      "I don’t understand,” Karina growled. “Only a few days ago, you agreed we shouldn’t tell her yet.”

      “I’m still on that team.”

      "Then I really don’t understand.”

      “Do I want to be the one to tell her so soon? No. Do I think she’d handle it poorly?” He shrugged. “I don’t. If she finds out another way, that’s how it was meant to happen. I’m not ashamed of us, Karina.”

      She sighed and braced a hip against the counter. “You’re not making any sense. I don’t understand how you can not want her to know, but also be okay if she finds out.”

      Avery rubbed slow circles along her back. “It’s too soon to sit her down and have the conversation. We haven’t even decided on a title for what we are…" He paused, his tongue flicking out to wet his lips. “I mean. We’re together… We just haven’t officially landed on a word⁠—”

      “A conversation for later,” she said, hoping her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt.

      “Later,” he echoed, clearing his throat. He recovered quickly, unfazed. “I want time to figure us out first. What kind of future we might have. And when we’re comfortable, that’s when I’d want to talk to Natalie. If she finds out before then, we’ll deal with it.”

      “You’re still not making any sense about how you think she’ll handle it,” she grumbled, her arms looping around his shoulders.

      He sighed, staring at the cabinet behind her. “I think she’d be shocked. Confused. Upset we didn’t say something sooner. But we didn’t plan this, Karina. And we certainly didn’t plan how fast it all happened.”

      “That is absolutely right.”

      “She’s an adult,” he went on. “She knows relationships are messy. I know she loves us and wants us to be happy. And yeah, it’ll be uncomfortable—just like it is for us. But I can’t see her making it harder than it needs to be.”

      “I’m not saying I think she’ll make it difficult⁠—”

      “You’re just worried it’ll be awkward.”

      “Yes.”

      He made a soft, understanding sound, his arms tightening around her. Resting his chin atop her head, they fell into a gentle rhythm, swaying side to side.

      “What will be, will be,” he said after a long silence. “I’m not going to waste a single moment worrying about things I can’t control. Not when I can be with you.”

      Her heart swelled, cheeks growing hot at his words. “You’re too good at that.”

      “Good at what?”

      “Calming me down.”

      He smiled, pressing a kiss to the corner of her mouth. “Good.” With an unceremonious swat to her backside, he spun her around. “Now, get back to cooking.”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon teasing and laughing, simply enjoying each other’s company. Natalie sent updates on her whereabouts, as though hesitant to interrupt. But Karina couldn’t shake the sinking feeling in her stomach.

      Somehow, Natalie knew.

      Anxiety came in waves. Avery did what he could, but nothing would fully ease the tension until they were face-to-face.

      Karina distracted herself with the cutlery. She lost count of how many times she positioned and repositioned the forks, then the spoons. Plates were shifted. Bowls moved a fraction of an inch.

      The front door slammed open. Karina’s heart leapt into her throat, her hand freezing mid-adjustment. A second passed—too long, too still—before Natalie stepped inside, scanning the room like she was checking for an ambush.

      The blonde wore an uneasy smile as she stripped off her army-green parka. Her curls were as wild as ever—windswept and hiding her eyes. “It smells delicious,” she said, fumbling with the ties of her boots.

      Karina forced a smile. “I did most of the cooking.”

      “That would be why,” Natalie said, her gaze darting past her shoulder. Karina didn’t have to look to know Avery had entered the dining room.

      Natalie’s gaze flicked between them. Her lips pressed into a thin line. “So,” she rasped, voice rough and too high. She was nervous.

      Karina’s stomach dropped. Avery’s hand landed on her shoulder, fingers kneading gently. She could almost hear his Beast whispering:

      Steady.

      “We should talk.” Natalie sniffed, drawing herself to her full, unimpressive height.

      “Now, or during dinner?” Avery asked, brushing past Karina to approach his daughter. She missed his presence immediately. His warmth. His steadiness.

      “During,” Natalie replied sheepishly. “I forgot to eat lunch.”

      The awkwardness only worsened as dinner was plated. Polite murmurs filled the silence. Eventually, there was nothing left to say but the one thing they were avoiding.

      They sat.

      Still.

      Karina could swear she heard each of their hearts, all beating off-kilter.

      “So,” Natalie began, her knife and fork hovering over roasted chicken. “I’ve been doing more digging.” She swallowed hard. “Into the warehouses.”

      Avery’s expression hardened. Karina nearly sighed in relief.

      “I’m not going to dance around it,” Natalie said, palms up. “You’ll smell it if I do.”

      Avery’s jaw tensed. He’d expressly told her not to dig into it before, but once Natalie had her mind set on something, there was no talking her out of it.

      “What did you find?” Karina asked, avoiding Avery’s stare.

      “Nothing good,” Natalie replied, locking eyes with her as if that connection was the only thing grounding her.

      “Well.” Avery tapped his fork but didn’t touch his food. “Are you going to leave us in suspense?”

      Natalie blew out a breath, her gaze shifting between the two of them. “There have been some… unexplained cases we’ve been working on.”

      “We” meaning the powers-that-be in Pleasant Valley. The supernatural government and military, as it were. Natalie’s employers.

      The werewolves said nothing, nodding for her to continue.

      “Cases that feel… connected to what we saw.”

      “How so?” Avery asked, his cutlery abandoned.

      “Missing persons. Mostly from Verbank and neighboring towns.”

      Karina studied Avery. His face was unreadable, brow furrowed.

      “That’s not uncommon in that area,” he offered.

      “Not to this magnitude. We’ve confirmed at least a dozen in the last three months alone. But that’s just what’s reported. Who knows how many vanished without anyone noticing?”

      Ice crawled down Karina’s spine. “And you think the vampires are behind it?”

      “We suspect so.”

      Avery cracked his knuckles. “Blood supplies have been low since the pileup weeks ago.”

      “Right. But it started before that. Slower, but still happening.”

      “Do you think Grim Moon and the vampires are working together?” Karina asked, her voice hushed.

      “That’s one theory,” Natalie said, setting down her utensils.

      Karina realized she was the only one still holding hers. She set her fork down.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      Natalie shook her head. “I think we can’t rule anything out.”

      They nodded, appetites gone.

      “Would you like something to drink?” Karina asked suddenly. “I think we all could use one.”

      Natalie snorted. “Yeah, sure, Mom. I could use a drink.”

      Avery smirked. Karina stiffened.

      Natalie laughed, oblivious.

      Better that way, Karina thought. For now.

      She froze in the kitchen, her hand around the fridge door’s handle, her ears straining to pick up Natalie’s whispered words. “I still think you and Karina need to put some distance between you and Grim Moon. It’s not looking good, Dad.”

      Karina opened the door just as Avery replied—and she was grateful that she didn’t hear his answer.
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      The summons had come before dawn. By morning, a migraine had started to form behind Karina’s eyes, making her feel like the sea had, once again, taken up residence between her ears. Every tilt of her head led to a sloshing sensation. All she wanted was to bury herself in the soft blankets of the makeshift nest Avery had made for her at the garage. But Vasya, the Alpha of Grim Moon, had spoken—and there was no ignoring a call like that.

      Worry only worsened the pounding in her skull. Her hands shook as she downed her medication with a lukewarm sip from her water bottle. If this pain didn’t stop, she worried that she’d miss something important.

      She couldn’t afford to miss anything.

      Avery had leaned in her doorway, concern etched into his face. “What do you think he wants?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      They were both left to wonder what the summons meant. It was no secret that Karina and Iqra, the Beta, had bad blood.

      Iqra had proven herself to be the wrong sort of deranged. In the not-so-distant past, Avery had taken Iqra as a lover, believing her to be someone kinder than she was. Their relationship had only ever been physical, but the Beta refused to let him go. She bided her time, goading him with promises of the ways she might reshape him if he gave in to temptation.

      They hadn’t shared a
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