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      They had forever. Until they didn't.

      

      Stella Kendrick's magic is still a hot mess, but she has Gideon Heimdall—her Viking, her mate, her forever. They're building something real. Their mating bond thrums between them, vibrant and whole. They're happy. She's happy.

      

      Until dark magic rips every memory of her from his mind.

      

      One moment, they're planning their future. The next, Gideon disappears. Their bond—a once lush vine, brimming with blood-red poppies—withers, the flowers dying one by one.

      

      He returns weeks later looking at Stella like she's a stranger. And he didn't come back alone.

      

      Now Stella's fighting to hold onto a mate who doesn't remember loving her. Gideon's torn between the fractured bond pulling him closer and the fear that remembering will destroy everything. He retreats, leaving her grasping at what's left between them.

      

      But forgetting isn't the only danger. Someone's hiding secrets, and while Gideon and Stella bleed from their broken bond, their enemies strike.

      

      Their bond is shattered. Their enemies are circling. But a love like theirs burns too bright to fade—even when he's forgotten her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book contains graphic content

        and material that some may find triggering.
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      STELLA

      “Quit fussing over me.”

      “Your collar’s twisted,” I said, frowning at my best friend, Jason Kelley, as I pulled my hand back.

      He scowled, but his hazel eyes danced with mirth. “You’re worse than my mother, Kendrick.”

      I bit back a grin. “Well, someone’s got to make sure you’re presentable on your big day, since you’re dragging your feet with Jules.”

      Julie Lahey was Jason’s… I had no idea what they were calling each other, but I suspected she was his mate. If their story were a novel, it would be an insta-buy for me.

      “Fuss away,” he growled, though a smile tugged at his lips.

      Beaming at him, I straightened his shirt before stepping back to assess. He looked good in his crisp forest-green button-down and jeans that were only somewhat frayed at the hems. For a werewolf, he was dressed damn-near formal.

      We stood in his living room, waiting for the signal to begin his ascension ceremony. Transitioning from the pack’s beta to their alpha was a big deal, and I thought suits and ties were in order. When I’d suggested them, Jason looked at me like I’d said he should wear breeches and a frock coat. Gideon Heimdall, the high alpha and my mate, had smiled and reminded me Jason and the pack were werewolves, and not fussy like vampires or fae.

      Like us. Not that Gideon and I were fussy, but we were fae, something I still struggled to accept.

      “You look good,” I said, pushing away thoughts of my tricky life.

      The color of Jason’s shirt brought out the green in his hazel eyes. His salt-and-pepper hair was, as usual, a tousled mess. He grinned, his brilliant smile enhanced by his almost solid white five o’clock shadow.

      “Thanks.” He smiled down at me. He stood over six feet tall, and like most werewolves, he was in fantastic shape. “You too.”

      I caught my reflection in the wall of windows overlooking Jones Mountain Lake and wrinkled my nose. I looked decent in my dark wash jeans and the blood-red cashmere sweater Gideon surprised me with for no reason. My mate loved buying me nice things, so I tolerated it, though it made me uncomfortable to be showered with gifts. Then again, he was my filthy rich Nordic fae wolf god. My Viking.

      He was a Great Power, one of a few fae with knowledge, wisdom, and skill that defied simple explanation. He possessed something extra. Besides being one of the most powerful fae alive, he was one of the original seven cursed with lycanthropy. He shared his soul with a wolf and was more dominant than all other werewolves.

      It boggled my mind that he was both fae and werewolf due to the curse which destroyed his birth family. Fae magic bent my brain, reminding me of those optical illusion paintings you had to squint at to make sense of.

      Pretty much how I looked at my entire life.

      I glanced again at my reflection. The sweater was the perfect shade for my glowing skin, which was flawless thanks to fae blood. Plus, it made my green eyes pop. I ran a hand through my collarbone-length dark hair. I looked good, all things considered.

      But then I caught sight of my legs and scowled. Not even being fae slimmed them down to my liking. Alas, my best self had thick thighs. I was a runner, and they were muscular, so no jiggle, but also, no thigh gap. Ever. Possessing magic had its advantages, like maintaining peak physical condition with little effort.

      My thighs though…

      Gideon seemed to like them. He’d told me my strength made it easier for him not to go all dominant alphahole on me, so I’d decided to have a little more grace about my thunder thighs.

      “Kendrick?” Jason smirked at me. He was the only one who called me by my last name, and I liked it. “You went all Pisces on me for a sec.”

      “Sorry.” The jokes about those of us with my astrological sign drifting away in our thoughts were reality. For me at least. I had a habit of spacing out mid-conversation. Ignoring my burning cheeks, I managed a weak smile. “I’m bummed I won’t be able to run with you tonight.”

      Damn my fucked up, stalled out magic.

      Jason squeezed my shoulder. “It’s okay. Once you figure out shifting, we can go anytime.”

      I shrugged, unsure I would ever work it out. One theory was that though I'd survived the balancing—the magical, coma-like sleep all fae experienced before awakening with greater power—my body remained confused. When I thought I was human, a werewolf attacked me, infecting me with lycanthropy, which complicated things further. The virus, as humans called it, raging in my blood gave my magic a workaround to the curse I was marked with at age three.

      My biological father had been a formidable wolf shifter, so popular opinion claimed the power I inherited from him latched onto the curse. Mating Gideon might have played into it, too. But my wonky magic was all on me. If only I could figure out why...

      “Stop being critical of yourself.”

      Damn my best friend for knowing me so well.

      He’d stood by my side during the time I lived as a werewolf. A string of crazy events led to the mark breaking. The ordeal left me with hideous scars from the wounds which almost killed me and rendered me nearly powerless. The balancing had changed all of that.

      I woke up looking ten years younger and filled with power that I’d spent months battling to control. I was a wolf shifter who couldn’t shift, yet I sparked fire magic from my hands with barely a thought and my mer genes allowed me to hold my breath underwater for much longer than a human. Other abilities came and went unpredictably, but the only one I really wanted was my extended lifespan so I could spend eternity with Gideon.

      Other things came and went, usually at inopportune times. While some of it was amazing, other aspects were downright disturbing. Except for being nearly immortal, I would have been fine without any of it. And I only wanted a long life so I could spend an eternity with Gideon.

      I frowned at Jason. “I’m not.”

      “Right. I totally believe you.” His smirk made it clear in no uncertain terms that he didn’t. “Try again?”

      I resisted the urge to pick at my nails and instead allowed my fingers to brush against my scales. As a bonus, my maternal grandmother had been the mer queen. I’d woken from my balancing with patches of them marking my skin, a sign I had inherited her genes. It meant I might be able to transform into a mermaid. Someday. I had every intention of manifesting the hell out of my own tail and fins.

      Aerek, my other father—my mother’s mate, and the male who had gifted me with the flame of his line—thought I was cycling through possible powers, something which usually lasted a week or two. Thanks to my fucked up situation, it dragged on.

      His brother, Aebel, thought it was because I was brimming with magic. Aerek believed I had the potential to be a Great Power, too. Since I missed the opportunity to grow into it like the others, my body fought my magic like any other virus.

      “Okay, I was,” I sighed at last, wishing my noisy brain would shut up. “Jase, this is your big day. I want to celebrate all of it with you.”

      Jason wrapped me in a hug. “I wish you could, too. But seeing as you can’t, I have a favor to ask.”

      I pulled away and looked at him with raised eyebrows. “What’s up?”

      He slid his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “I thought you could hang out with Jules? She hasn’t mentioned it, but I think she feels out of place, as she’s not pack and can’t be present for the run.”

      Jules had been best friends with his little sister, Bridget, until her death the summer after they graduated from high school. She and Jason grew closer as they grieved, eventually falling in love and getting engaged. Then a werewolf attacked him.

      At the time, werewolf law mandated he had to leave his human life behind. So, he faked his demise and moved to Georgia. After the laws changed, he thought about going to her, but she was married.

      Their lives collided after the passing of Cliff Seaborne, one of my favorite residents of Jones Mountain Lake—JML, as we called it. The tragedy brought a newly divorced Julie to town, as she was Cliff’s niece. Though she’d been there mere weeks, it was obvious to anyone with eyes or a nose that she and Jason still loved one another.

      “Are you asking me to babysit your girlfriend?” I teased.

      He scowled, but humor lit his eyes. “She’s not my girlfriend. We’re getting reacquainted.”

      “Sure,” I said, rolling my eyes. He insisted they were taking things slow every time I mentioned it.

      To be fair, the ink was barely dry on her divorce, and she needed to pick up the pieces of her blown-up life. Jason’s life hadn’t been destroyed, but a recent breakup left him reeling. Then he surprised us when he turned alpha. Hence, the ascension ceremony.

      He’d been dealing with it for months. Even though he was a natural-born leader and a dominant werewolf, he’d never shown a hint of alpha until after a series of events devastated his pack.

      A soft growl reverberated in his throat. Not a threat, but a gentle signal that I bordered on annoying him. “Come on, Kendrick. You’re the two most important females in my life. Besides, I thought you liked Jules.”

      “She’s wonderful.” I knew he could smell the truth of it and feel it in our bond. “I wish you two would get off your asses and smash already.”

      “Nice.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

      I squeezed his arm. Werewolves thrived on physical displays of affection. They were always hugging or squeezing hands, shoulders, biceps, or whatever was available, and not too personal or prone to offend a possessive mate. Fae shifters were slightly less intense. Gideon understood I’d been a hugger when I thought I was human. My embracing Jason and select others didn’t bother him. Much.

      “I get it,” I said, “but there’s an argument for jumping in headfirst.”

      He pulled a mock-serious face. “You and Gid are fae and have some mystical, fated mates, super-bond. It’s not that way for the rest of us.”

      From what I gleaned the night we mated, and the few times we’d touched upon it in conversation, Jason wasn’t far off. Based on my limited knowledge of the various factions, mating bonds were not as common as they once had been, and most didn’t roar to life on first meeting like ours had.

      “Fair,” I conceded. “But Jules is your mate.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      He ran a hand through his tousled hair. “Regardless, we’re ordinary folks.”

      “Jason Kelley, you’re anything but ordinary,” I scoffed. “And rumor has it she’s a badass witch babe.” Based on the stories I heard, she possessed top-tier magic. “Not as powerful as Maggie, but still a force to be reckoned with.”

      He rolled his eyes, so I tried again. “We have different magics than you, but we’re just everyday people.”

      “Yeah. Right,” he said.

      “Nav said you two decided it was best he didn’t come,” I blurted, not wanting to hear more about my epic love with Gideon. Too much of it added pressure I didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with. “Are you two okay?”

      Navarro Jones, the former acting-alpha of the JML pack, was Gideon’s brother from another mother. While I wasn’t sure what we were to each other yet, he’d started feeling like a brother in a different way than Jason. Both were remarkable males, and the last thing I wanted was my bestie-brother fighting with my mate’s.

      Jason frowned. “He decided. His excuse was he didn’t want to confuse the pack. He’ll be here tomorrow for Cliff’s service. And we’re cool.”

      “Alright.” A weight lifted off my chest.

      “So, will you do it?”

      “Will I do what?” He looked at me. I went back through our conversation. “Right. Jules. I’ll invite her over for an evening of food, booze, and talking about boys.”

      Emotions swirled around him. Relief that I’d keep her company. Gratitude. Joy. A hint of remorse. I knew without asking he was thinking about Bridget, and how I reminded him of her. The bond between us manifested in my mind as a verdant vine, like the one I shared with my mate, but minus the blood-red poppies.

      I believed in my heart of hearts that soulmates and great loves came in different shapes and sizes, meaning a soulmate didn’t have to be your life partner. They could be friends, too. Jason and I were soulmates every bit as much as Gideon and I were. I was blessed.

      My heart cracked. “Love you,” I whispered with a hug before I reached into my bag and dug around. “I have something for you.”

      “What’s this?” he asked as he accepted the small walnut box with his initials carved into the top.

      “Open it.”

      “Stella, this is beautiful.” He removed the stainless-steel compass from its blue velvet pillow after he lifted the lid.

      “Turn it over,” I said. He grinned when he saw the engraved full moon encircling Polaris. “Always remember you are their North Star.”

      He pulled me in for another hug. “Thank you. I’m going to keep it on my desk at the bar, so I see it every day.”

      The scent of salt wrapped around us, and I knew it wasn’t only from my tears. “We should get out there.”

      He nodded but didn’t move.

      “Jase?”

      He stepped back and shoved his hands back into his pockets. “Today changes everything.”

      His nervous energy buzzed in the air, making my stomach do backflips. I placed a hand on his arm. “It does, but change is inevitable. Better to ride the wave than get caught in the undertow. Come on. Let’s do this.”

      He swallowed, gave me a lopsided smile, and opened the door for me. Always the gentlewolf, my bestie.
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      STELLA

      “Wolves of the Jones Mountain Lake pack, here stands Jason Kelley.”

      Gideon’s voice rang deep and strong in the darkness of night. The full moon shone bright, nestled in a trove of stars glittering on the water like diamonds on black velvet. A crisp breeze blew in from the water, adding to the pack’s electric energy.

      “He is a wolf who has devoted his life to this pack, one who has stepped into his power and is eager to give more. To ascend. What say you, wolves of Jones Mountain Lake?”

      Exuberant howls of joy and acceptance erupted in the night. Jason’s eyes widened in surprise, and my heart grew three sizes. He was beloved by the wolves, but humble to his soul, their enthusiastic support moved him. It moved us all.

      Gideon's smile caught my attention, and the world faded away until it was just the two of us. I sucked in a breath, wondering if I’d ever grow used to his godlike good looks. He was stupid hot, and while I knew he loved me, I sometimes wondered what someone like him was doing with me.

      Packed with muscle, he stood six feet five inches tall. His body was a temple where I was eager to worship. Indigo tattoos covered him from neck to ankles and shoulders to fingertips. I had conducted a thorough investigation of his ink, and except for his head and feet, and a swatch of skin on his chest, there was only one unmarked area. One of my very favorite areas. Thick golden hair hung in waves, kissing his shoulders. His perfect eyebrows and trimmed beard were a few shades darker and redder.

      His dark blue eyes, the same shade as his tattoos, locked with mine. The fire he kindled in my core the night we met kicked up, flickering inside me.

      Don’t worry. After the run, you’ll get what you want.

      Wrapped in the heat of his desire, his words echoed in my mind, sending a chill down my spine. Not used to hearing him so clearly through our mating bond, I fidgeted on my feet and looked away as my cheeks heated. I was in for a sleepless night.

      Gideon was insatiable most of the time, but full moon nights? If we didn’t have Cliff Seaborne’s memorial service the next day, I doubted we’d get out of bed.

      Beside me, Doc chuckled and bumped into my shoulder.

      Damn. I was broadcasting my lust, and many of the beings who made up the paranormal community had heightened senses, especially smell. Having lived as a human for over four decades, I struggled with things those who grew up in the magical world achieved by instinct. Things like reining in my scent and controlling my emotions, including the sexy ones.

      Just my luck. Everyone in my life knew I was insatiable where Gideon was concerned. Even my dad.

      And that did it.

      Thinking of Aerek doused the blaze inside me, refocusing my attention.

      “Who stands for Jason Kelley?” my mate asked, his voice booming.

      “I do.” Eddie Duarte, the new sheriff and top candidate for beta, stepped forward. Doc and Eli Raintree followed suit. Then me.

      “I stand for this wolf.” My words were more formal because, though I was not pack, I was the high alpha’s mate.

      “I do,” a familiar female voice called.

      Chills of a different sort skated up my back as Clarissa Dupree walked through the crowd. She’d moved to Atlanta after breaking up with Jason, before Julie came to town. She also dumped me as her friend. My gut twisted. I missed her, but I hoped she wasn’t here to complicate Jason’s life.

      On my other side, Julie went rigid. Without thinking, I reached back and grabbed her hand, squeezed, and held it in a show of support. Though I didn’t know her as well as Clarissa, we clicked on the spot, and she felt like family. Probably because she was his mate.

      The realization snuffed out my last shred of guilt about being Team Jules.

      I tore my eyes from Clarissa and looked at Jason. He caught my eye and gave an almost imperceptible shrug before giving Julie a small smile and a wink. She relaxed, but I kept my hand in her grip.

      Gideon cleared his throat, and all eyes returned to him. “Does anyone challenge Jason’s ascension?”

      Dead silence answered his question. I was certain no one would, but a tiny ball of worry unspooled inside me and disappeared.

      My mate grinned. “Wolves of Jones Mountain Lake, your alpha, Jason Kelley.”

      The resounding howls and cheers were deafening. Julie squeezed my hand, and we hugged. “Give them a minute to wrap him in their love,” I said. “Then, we’ll say goodbye and leave them to their run.”

      Wistfulness trickled from her, and mine twined with it, along with a bit of concern. I trusted my mate, but it wasn’t just the males whose emotions got the best of them during the full moon. These days, I called most of the JML wolves friends, if not family, but I didn’t miss the appreciative glances almost every female in the pack shot my mate’s way.

      Though I tried to contain it, annoyance skittered from my side of the bond into his.

      Never, Elska.

      My eyes locked with Gideon’s. The term of endearment originated from the language of his fae house. At first, I thought he'd gotten the word from Old Norse, but the people who lived in what became Norway had learned it from Gideon and the earthkin after they settled in that area upon arriving in this realm.

      Love flowed through our bond, and I smiled at him before returning my focus to Jules. We waited until there was a lull in the congratulations until we approached Jason. I was about to say something when warm, wintry breath tickled my ear as brawny arms circled my waist.

      “Your big brain worries too much,” Gideon said in the whiskey-and-woodsmoke voice that made my knees buckle. “Have I not pledged my love and loyalty time and again?”

      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” I whispered, eyes locked on a female whose name escaped me, though I thought she worked at Nadine’s Café. Her full attention was on my mate’s face. I stared daggers at her until she tore her gaze from him and met mine. I raised one eyebrow, and she turned away.

      Gideon’s chest rose and fell with silent laughter. “My warrior goddess.”

      “Just reminding someone I don’t share,” I muttered.

      He spun me to face him. “Kiss me, then say goodbye before I drag you into the clearing and show these wolves I belong to you.”

      “Don't tempt me,” I whispered, looping my arms around his neck. I stood on tiptoes as he bent to meet me halfway.

      “Quit making out, Kendrick,” Jason teased. “Give me a hug.”

      Gideon pulled away and gave my best friend a mock glare and growl. Jason and I rolled our eyes. Jules flashed a tight smile. Tension lingered between her and the high alpha thanks to the machinations of the Northern California pack and their local coven. The chill between the two was thawing, but Julie still held a grudge though my mate had deemed her innocent of any wrongdoing and continued working to clear her name.

      In a rare instance of common sense, I’d decided to stay out of it.

      I winked at her and hugged Jason. “Go get your run on. We’ll go get our drink on.”

      He smirked. “Just what we need, you two drinking tequila together.” He became somber and placed a hand on Julie’s shoulder. “No driving, okay? Stay at Stella’s. I’ll take you home after.”

      Julie rolled her eyes. “You sound like you did when Bridget and I were in high school.”

      Around us, the wolves grew restless. Some were stripping and inviting the change. I focused on my mate. “Are you planning on shifting like them?”

      Fae shifters, me included, on the rare occasion my magic worked, changed shapes in the blink of an eye. After being cursed, Gideon struggled through the agonizing process before figuring out how to make his fae powers work with the curse. Now, he could switch forms in an instant, as he had when solely fae. But when he ran with other werewolves, he forced himself to shift as they did out of solidarity.

      I debated offering to take on some of his pain. It was something we’d recently discovered our mating bond allowed. But he’d tell me no, preferring to suffer all the shifting agony rather than have me bear any of it.

      I’d do it anyway when the tether between us alerted me that he’d started shifting. He’d grumble about it later, but I would rather deal with his complaints than leave him to suffer, when I could help.

      I squeezed his hand. “Don’t shut me out, no matter how bad it is, okay?”

      He narrowed his eyes but nodded. It was good enough for me. We didn’t lie to one another.

      I eyed the wolves again and turned to Julie. “Let’s leave.”

      She glanced around. “Yeah, definitely time to go.”

      I sometimes forgot she’d been married to a werewolf and therefore knew the drill. We bid our guys a last farewell and made a beeline for the car.
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      STELLA

      I woke up with two hundred and fifty pounds of grade-A, prime Viking man meat all up in my business. He smelled of winter, wolf, the woods, and want. For me.

      “Hey,” I whispered, my eyelids fluttering open.

      “Hi.” Gideon’s voice was husky with desire. His mouth crashed over mine as he hooked an arm under my knee and maneuvered me to his liking.

      “Did you enjoy the run?” I asked.

      “Yes.” His lips moved to my jawbone, then my neck as he kissed his way lower.

      “And Jason? The wolves still cool with him going alpha?”

      My mate halted his journey south and looked at me with bright, cobalt eyes. “I’m about to have my way with you. Perhaps let’s not discuss other males.”

      “Isn’t Jules in the guest room?”

      “Jason took her home.”

      Thank God. Neither my mate nor I were shy in bed, and things got loud sometimes. “Then, get back to work, Viking.”

      “Gladly,” he growled and returned his attention to my breasts. He clamped down on a nipple and slid his fingers between my thighs.

      “Oh,” I gasped, eyes rolling back.

      He removed his finger, and with one mighty thrust of his hips, he filled me, sending sparks shooting through my body.

      A satisfied sound rose from his throat. Had he been cat, not wolf, I’d have called it a purr. He dragged a tooth over my jugular. I heated to the point of burning to ash even as I shivered beneath him.

      He pulled my thigh up, opening me wider, allowing him to go deeper. He hesitated, looking at me with heat in his eyes. “Yes?”

      I appreciated him asking, but sometimes I wanted to be manhandled—by him and only him. “You have blanket consent, Gideon. I’ll let you know if something’s not okay.”

      He made a purring sound again. My legs shook as he slung one and then the other over his shoulders, tilting my pelvis upward. He thrust into me. Stars burst behind my eyes, and white-hot lust blazed through me, leaving me trembling. But almost as soon as he entered me, he was pulling out again.

      “More,” he grunted, flipping me over and positioning me, so my ass was in the air. He gripped my hip with one hand and slid his cock through my wet center before slamming into me. Each time he hit my innermost wall, I crested the edge of pleasure, losing myself. Burning for him. The world disappeared until it was just me, Gideon, and the climax building inside me.

      “Come for me, Elska,” he snarled, moving faster.

      “Not there yet,” I whimpered.

      Growling, he reached between my thighs and found my clit. An orgasm rocketed through me as ecstasy crashed over me like a wave dragging me under. He followed close behind and collapsed on top of me.

      “That was incredible,” I said when I could speak again. He responded with a half-feral grunt and the brush of his lips on my spine. “I should get up.”

      “Not done with you,” he growled, locking his arms around me.

      My entire body throbbed. His gruff tone and the lingering spice of wolf in his scent announcing that while he was in full control, his beastly instincts still rode him hard. Though my mate was dual-natured and wolf-like, the beast he shared his soul with was a separate entity. One who retreated into the liminal space both used when the other was in our reality. In other words, I made love with Gideon, not the animal. The distinction was an important one.

      “Need more.” He rubbed his erection through my slick center. “Mine.”

      “Yours,” I agreed as he moved. The sensation echoed in our mating bond, and my pulse quickened.

      With strong hands on my hips, he flipped me onto my hands and knees before kneeling behind me. He helped me straighten so I was kneeling over him with my back pressed against his chest. Holding me in place with one hand, he guided mine behind his neck and locked them down with the other.

      The position allowed him to go deeper still. I cried out, trembling as we locked eyes in the mirror.

      “Not fair,” I said, panting as he kept my arms clamped down and released my hip to caress my breasts, belly, thighs. “Let me touch you.”

      “Shh,” he whispered, tickling my neck with his beard as he dropped kisses on it.

      “Gideon,” I whimpered as his lips found my mating scar. He licked it, and I shivered as sparks of lust shot straight to my core. “Please.”

      Our scars were sensitive, but only to each other. If he even breathed on mine, my knees buckled, and I could bring him to climax by running my teeth over his.

      “Less talking, more fucking,” he grunted, still half-wild, if the chaotic sea of emotion in our bond was to be trusted. And I always trusted our bond.

      He drove into me, silencing me as he sucked on my mating scar. My vision blurred as euphoria crashed over me, shattering me into a million pieces of bliss.

      Thank the goddess he was still holding me and preventing me from falling face-first onto the mattress.

      The next few hours were a blur of tangled bodies. We must have drifted off at some point because, when I came to, the sun was shining. I sighed, content under the weight of my mate, who lay snoring softly. He nuzzled his face into the crook of my neck.

      I glanced at the clock. We needed to get a move on, but Gideon would wake up wanting more sex, which was okay by me, except we had a memorial service to attend, and I had agreed to read an ancient fae blessing.

      My nerves fluttered as I contemplated the fae prayer written in an unfamiliar language. I had to get up in front of the entire town, plus my mother’s brother and his mate, and speak archaic words from another realm. I swallowed down my anxiety as Gideon stirred.

      “You’ll be fine, Elska,” he said, his voice a throaty rasp. He shifted us, so he was the big spoon, and I the little.

      “We’ll see,” I breathed.

      His hand skated down my belly. “Shall I take your mind off of it?”

      “We’re short on time,” I said, but I absolutely wanted him to distract me.

      “Shower sex?”

      I grinned. “Hell ye⁠—”

      My answer devolved into a shriek as he dragged me from bed and threw me over his shoulder.

      “Less talking, more fucking,” he commanded as he carried me into the bathroom.

      I shut right the hell up and let him have his way with me again.
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      GIDEON

      Stella’s nervous energy zinged through the bond. Gideon concentrated on sending calmness back to her. She was anxious about reciting an ancient fae death prayer. Her role in the service was to offer thanks for the elemental magic required to send a raft into the water and light the pyre atop it. Waterkin custom dictated family members send one out to sea, but Cliff wanted his sendoff on Jones Mountain Lake, his last wish to linger near his mate, Harlan Beaumont, and his great-niece, Julie Lahey.

      The ceremony once included magic from the four original houses’ magics, but in recent centuries they had updated the blessing to include the fifth, House Blood. All five were present that day: Gideon representing earth; Aerek for fire; Stella’s uncle, Struan, for water; his mate, Hawk, for air; and Gideon’s bonded sister, Aurora, for blood.

      Stella stood beside the unlit pyre, looking stunning in a navy-blue dress. She spoke the old waterkin dialect, from which ancient Celtic derived, with flawless pronunciation and inflection.

      Gideon bit back a smile. Her unease had prickled the bond all morning as she cleaned and paced, muttering the prayer. Even sex hadn’t relaxed her. His mate possessed what she called a 'noisy brain' and battled something close to genuine anxiety.

      Yet there she stood, radiant and commanding, like a goddess. His beautiful warrior queen. A familiar surge of pride brushed against him, and he cast a sidelong glance at Aerek, sitting one row up and a few seats to the left. The general, focused on his daughter, made no attempt to conceal how pleased he was with her recitation.

      Gideon let his eyes drift back to Stella as she completed the blessing. Once finished, Harlan, Julie, and Jason joined her. They took their places of honor by the raft, signaling Gideon and the others to make their way up.

      At the pyre, he waited until Harlan and Julie said their final goodbyes to the gauze-wrapped pile of objects representing Cliff, whose fae body had faded into the aether after his death.

      Harlan gave Gideon a quick nod.

      “Hail to the goddess,” he said in his native tongue, stepping forward to sprinkle earth from the dead waterkin’s yard over the pyre. He finished his prayer and moved back, making room for Roe to provide a few drops of Julie’s blood and recite the traditional bloodkin words. Struan went next, followed by Aerek, who lit the fire with his magic after saying the firekin words. Once the blaze took hold, Hawk said his piece and sent the flaming raft out into the lake.

      Beside him, Stella sniffled, and Julie sobbed into Jason’s chest. Harlan’s shoulders shook, and the cloying scent of grief filled the air. Powerless to ease their pain, he clasped Stella’s hand and squeezed. She leaned into him, and he shifted his arm so it rested on her shoulder. She moved with him, keeping her fingers intertwined with his.

      Almost the entire town stood in silent sentry as Hawk’s magic carried Cliff’s remains far enough out to keep the smoke away. After the flames consumed every trace of the raft, the townspeople departed in small groups until all who remained were Cliff’s family, the six fae standing with them, Jason, and Navarro Jones, whose arrival Gideon had sensed through their bond before the service began.
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        * * *

      

      NAVARRO

      Navarro Jones left the memorial alone and headed to Kelley’s. He sat at the bar watching the mourners arrive, grateful the somber mood of the ceremony had lightened to a celebration. He hadn’t known Cliff Seaborne well, and it moved him when Julie told him Harlan hoped he’d come to the service.

      Things remained tense between him and the witch, though he and Gideon had cleared her of all the charges levied against her by the NorCal pack. He suspected the chill had little chance of thawing. Perhaps after the National Alliance of Witches, or NAW for short, came around and deemed her innocent as well. If they found her innocent.

      Julie had avoided him since he arrived before the memorial began, and he was content to stay out of her way. It was why he sat at the bar, while the others surrounded her and Harlan in their support. He’d spoken to the grieving man earlier and given him a letter expressing his sympathies for her to read later.

      “You’re quiet today.”

      He looked up and smiled at Roe. Gideon’s sister was a knockout. Stella referred to her as a glamazon, and it fit—tall, blonde, blue-eyed, a bangin’ body, and the face of an angel. She fought like a Valkyrie—strong, graceful, devastating. That she’d bested him in combat training more often than not only added to her appeal. There was something about a powerful female that hit all his buttons.

      “Just trying not to upset anyone,” he explained as the leggy female slid onto the stool beside him.

      The bartender ambled over. Roe ordered a double Creighton Crandall Special Reserve, neat, and refocused her attention on Navarro. “Okay, but you’ve been preoccupied since returning from Key West.”

      Golden brown hair and turquoise eyes flickered in his mind. Morgan. He tried to push thoughts of the beautiful woman away, but they lingered, as they had after he’d woken up and found her gone.

      “Reevaluating my life, I guess,” he said, unwilling to discuss the events of his recent Florida trip.

      “Second guessing taking over as high alpha someday?” she asked, smiling and nodding her thanks as the bartender set her drink down.

      He shook his head. “No. I want to do it, but Gid’s leaving some big shoes to fill,” he admitted, ignoring the nerves in his belly. His bonded brother and sire was not a perfect male, but damn, he was impressive.

      Roe laughed. “The biggest.” Her expression turned grave. “I worry about the inevitable confrontation between him and Aerek. If it doesn’t go well, it will devastate Gideon. Stella, too.”

      “You got that right,” he agreed, waving at Clarissa as she walked in with Doc and Penelope Lane, another member of the JML pack. “At least they know it’s coming, and barring a catastrophe, I don’t think Gid will outright challenge him. It should be a peaceful transition, for Stella’s sake, if nothing else.”

      Roe started to speak, but froze, her eyes going wide as she stared at something behind the bar. She jumped up, her emotions writhing around her like vipers in a pit. “I, ah, I have to go.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Just remembered something. See you later.”

      He started to say something, but she bolted for the doors. “Females,” he grumbled, shaking his head.

      “What’s up with Roe?” Gideon asked as he sidled up and took the seat she’d vacated.

      Navarro shrugged. “Who knows?”

      His thoughts wandered back to Morgan and her disappearing act. She’d left a note but no contact info. Admittedly, they had agreed before spending the night together to part with no strings. She believed if the Fates had more planned for them, they’d see one another again. Their one night turned into a weekend, after which her sneaky departure didn’t sit right and left him empty inside.

      Gideon laughed. “Harlan and Jules are leaving soon. Once the crowd thins, Aerek wants to get Lucas on a call for a meeting. You good with that?”

      From his sire’s grim tone, Navarro knew the conversation would be about the trafficking epidemic plaguing their kind. He nodded, though the last thing he wanted was to discuss their failure to eradicate it.

      “Yeah. We, ah, also need to talk about where you want me next.”

      Gideon eyed him. “What do you mean?”

      Navarro shrugged. “We planned for me to take over here before Jason went alpha. You’ve got Creighton and Zeke back home. I wasn’t sure…”

      “You don’t want your old job back? I assumed that was the plan. It makes the most sense, unless you changed your mind about taking over?”

      “That’s not it. I don’t want to displace either of them.”

      “Creigh didn’t take your position, brother. He offered to help while I searched for your potential replacement. With Jason becoming alpha, your old job is yours.” He flashed a grin. “But be warned, I think Zeke is gunning to fill your shoes when you ascend.”

      Navarro smiled. “He’s young, but I like his confidence and grit. What about Creigh?”

      Gideon shrugged. “You know how he is. He’ll stay until things settle, but he’s eager to resume searching for Maeve.”

      Navarro frowned at the mention of the witch who’d killed Creighton’s mate. “Can’t say I blame him.”

      “No. In fact, if you agree to come back with us, he’ll leave soon after. There’s chatter in New Orleans about a powerful witch matching her description.”

      “Hell, even if I wasn’t planning on taking your job, I’d come back so he can get back to hunting that monster and end her life.”

      Gideon grunted his approval. “I’ll let him know you’re returning to Jackson.” He hesitated and eyed Navarro. “You’re edgy. Order some food. By the time you’re done eating, we should be ready to meet.”

      Navarro agreed, but he knew a hearty meal wouldn’t quell his restless wolf. His gut told him only a certain golden-haired human woman had a chance of helping accomplish the feat.
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      STELLA

      “Carter remains unhelpful,” my father said, his dark eyes finding mine.

      Carter fucking Murphy. His name alone triggered me. Former alpha of Jason’s pack, he sat rotting in a cell, suffering through a nasty detox from the vile drug, Scarlet Fire, a horrendous combination of vampire blood and opioids. For months, it had been raging through the supernatural community, hitting shifters hardest. Highly addictive, traffickers used it to keep forced sex workers compliant.

      Carter’s minions injected me with it multiple times while holding me captive in JML. It had rendered me high as a kite, but I avoided getting hooked, something that happened to werewolves after only a few doses. To date, fae didn’t get addicted as quickly, but they eventually jonesed for the poison too. It didn’t affect vampires or, oddly, non-shifting fae quite as badly. No one knew why.

      Gideon and I sat across the table from Aerek, where I squirmed under his assessing gaze and the weight of all the alpha energy rolling off everyone in the room. We were in the private room at Kelley’s videoconferencing with Lucas Montclare, the vampire regent of North America.

      “Is the drug still working its way out of his system?” he asked, draping an arm over my shoulders, the gesture a declaration—subtle enough to avoid confrontation, but stating he would place himself between me and anyone who made me uncomfortable. Friend, foe, or father.

      “He’s through the worst of it,” Aerek said, frowning. His eyes slanted to Gideon’s, and whatever he saw there appeased him.

      The testosterone-fueled power play stoked my annoyance, but my body betrayed me, gravitating closer to his warmth.

      The general cleared his throat before going on. “If we want information from him, he has demands.” He avoided my eyes, a dead giveaway that seeing me sat high on the list of the former alpha’s wishes. The low growl emanating from my mate told me he thought so, too.

      “Such as?” Gideon asked.

      I recoiled at the bite in his voice.

      “To start, he asks to be moved from the prison and held in a more comfortable location of our choosing. Also, he’d like someone to look at the scars. He wants them removed.”

      “Why?” Navarro asked. “He’ll be rotting in jail for the rest of his miserable life.”

      Aerek made a face. “He’s vain, but I believe it is a matter of those gashes on his face serving as a constant reminder of what he’s lost.”

      In other words, me. I avoided looking at the others as they looked anywhere but at me. We were all thinking the same thing. How the hell had I scarred a werewolf?

      We only knew I was responsible because Carter had told me when he attempted, and failed, to abscond with me during my last trip to Georgia. From the shape and size of the marks, I’d been in wolf form when I did it. Although fae were more powerful than werewolves, the latter still had healing magic. The cuts, no matter how deep, should have disappeared within hours, leaving no evidence they’d existed.

      “How?” I asked for what had to be the hundredth time.

      “I don’t know,” Gideon said, giving me a soft smile.

      His words rang with truth, but my gut told me there was more to it. Something darker that he’d rather risk my ire over him remaining quiet than share. An icy wave of fear blasted through our mating bond, just as it had each time the topic came up. It would have brought me to my knees had I been standing.

      I searched his face for clues, but his expression remained a neutral mask. It horrified me that something existed out there capable of terrifying my big, bad alpha male, so I let it go. His reprieve would be short-lived, though. I vowed to broach the subject again. Soon. In bed, after sex, with him wrapped around me. That was when I felt safest.

      “No,” Gideon snapped, hurling me back into the conversation. “He will bear those scars until the end of his miserable life.”

      I agreed and my father must have as well, because he moved on. “There is one other⁠—”

      “Not happening,” my mate growled, his eyes flashing cobalt.

      I’m sorry.

      Shame laced his words, and I cringed. I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      I know it should be your choice, but I cannot stomach the thought of you being in the same room with him.

      Placing my hand on his rock-solid thigh, I volleyed my one-word question down the bond.

      Compromise?

      I’ll try.

      Good enough for me. Out loud, I said. “Not until he gives us some information. He can see me after.”

      Gideon’s head whipped around and he narrowed his eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

      So much for compromising.

      I pushed aside my suddenly sour mood and squeezed his leg. “If it gets us what we need, then yes, I am. What’s he going to do? He’ll be shackled in silver-lined cuffs?” Like iron to the fae, silver weakened the werewolves. “Let him throw whatever nasty vitriol he can come up with my way.”

      “I don’t like it,” my mate grumbled.

      “Me neither, but I’m not a delicate flower. I can handle him.”

      Gideon clasped my shoulder. “You are definitely not a delicate flower.”

      Every once in a while, I wondered if he wished I were. It would have made his life easier. Even I understood that.

      “Something I am forever grateful for,” he added, smiling at me.

      I smelled the truth of it, but a twinge of fear tiptoed down the bond. Nothing like the earlier icy blast, but enough to register. He wasn’t lying, but it remained clear he struggled with it.

      As shifters, we were more in touch with our primal instincts. Including me, though I was still unable to call my beast form. I got as aggressive and territorial as my mate, and dude was one of the five most dominant fae in this realm and the most dominant werewolf.

      “I feel compelled to play the dad card.” Aerek’s tone carried the weight of concern, but his use of my modern slang softened his words.

      Gideon and I turned to him in unison. “Stella, your circumstances may be unique, and while you are mated to the lad, I am still your father, and you are not yet fifty.”

      Not this again. Impatience welled up inside me as I started to argue. He held up his hand, remaining quiet until I motioned for him to get on with it.

      “I will not try to dissuade you from seeing that scourge, but I will ask you not to go unaccompanied,” he said.

      “Oh,” I exclaimed, surprised I wasn’t getting more pushback. “Sure.” I frowned when everyone in the room let out a collective sigh of relief. They acted like I regularly put myself in dangerous situations.

      You do have a knack for it, Elska.

      I squirmed as my mate’s voice in my head. His love filled the bond, blanketing me until I relaxed.

      “With that settled, may I run through my list?” Lucas asked, his voice tinny through the speaker of the old desk phone on the table. He was in Atlanta dealing with vampire things.

      The undead had a queen, but her duties were mostly ceremonial. Other
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