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        Sutton

      

      

      

      The Chemist sliced into me again. I screamed until I tasted blood. The twisted monster cut deeper into my flesh as I thrashed. Something gave inside my abdomen as he tore one of my organs from my body. A wet thud sounded as he dropped it into the dish beside him.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been here. My only reprieve was blessed unconsciousness, at least until he healed me, bringing me back so he could start his “experiments” all over again.

      He’d broken through our coven’s wards, invading our home, then had singled me out. I needed this to end. I’d rather he kill me now than suffer another moment of this horror. Shadows creeped in at the edges of my vision, and I thanked the goddess that the terror and the agony would finally stop, even if it was only for a little while.

      Numbness slowly traveled through my body, and I let darkness take me away.

      

      A low, deep voice reached out, wrapping around me, pulling me back from the murky depths. My eyelids were weighted, my body bound tight from terror, but as that voice called to me again, warmth spread through my veins, and the terror slipped away.

      I was okay.

      The comforting scent surrounding me told me that everything would be okay now.

      My skin tingled, heating where the monster had sliced into me. Still, my eyelids, my limbs, were deadweights, and there was no talking past my raw, swollen throat.

      More voices reached me now, but the one closest still murmured to me, and every time it stopped, there was another wave of those warm tingles.

      “Fucking wake up, Sutton.”

      Actual words. I could make them out now. Woo-hoo. Go me.

      “Come on. Open your eyes.”

      I recognized that growly voice. If only I could open my eyes, or better yet, my mouth, and tell him I was awake.

      More tingles, more warmth.

      Prince Charming. The arrogant hellhound who had snatched me from the street and taken me to see Fern when she’d been hurt. Yeah, that voice. His scent. That was definitely Jagger.

      As the numbness slowly thawed, I realized what was causing the tingles. The hound was gently licking my wounds to get them to start healing. He was growling low as well, almost constantly now.

      I tried to open my mouth again, but my lungs were being crushed and my heart was in a vise. I desperately struggled to drag in a breath.

      “Sutton needs a healer,” Jagger growled.

      Then everything went dark again.

      

      Two weeks later

      

      The darkness of my room closed in, and I struggled to draw breath. The Chemist’s face, those black latex gloves, the scalpel, it was all flashing through my mind on repeat, and I couldn’t make it stop—like a twisted Ferris wheel that I couldn’t get off.

      Snatching up my phone, I hit Fern’s number. She understood. My friend knew what I was going through. He’d hurt her first. He’d hurt her so many times.

      “Sutton?” Her voice was calm, gentle. “Breathe, babe, slow and steady. You’re okay. He’s gone. He’s dead. You’re safe now.”

      I didn’t reply, I couldn’t, only managing a pitiful whimper before I hissed. It pissed me the hell off that he was still here in my head, even though I knew I was safe. Having Fern right there on the phone helped me slow my breathing and pull it together enough to finally speak.

      “Th-thanks,” I whispered down the line, then squeezed my eyes closed. “Fuck…sorry.” She’d been through far worse than me, for far longer. She was also newly mated, and here I was waking her in the middle of the night to drag her back into Hell with me, like some walking, talking, physical embodiment of her trauma, forcing her to relive it all over again.

      “I’m here for you, day or night. You don’t need to apologize to me, not ever.” She was silent for a moment. “If I hadn’t⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I said, feeling even worse now. I had to stop doing this. It wasn’t fair to her. “Don’t you dare blame yourself. You did nothing wrong, and neither did I. That twisted fucker did this. This is all on him.”

      “Yeah,” she whispered after a beat of silence.

      The last two weeks had been one step forward and four back. I wasn’t the only one who’d been hurt when The Chemist had broken into our coven house. Phoebe, my other best friend, had been badly hurt as well, and the rest of the coven had been magically bound and locked up. Thankfully, we’d had the best healers in the city come and tend us. If it wasn’t for Agatheena, a well-known witch who practiced dark magic, and Fern’s newly found great-grandmother, I wasn’t sure I would have survived.

      The growl of an engine rumbled in the distance.

      Anticipation filled me, and I shoved back the covers, easing my still weak body out of bed, and shuffled to the window.

      A big, black bike rolled to a stop. The rider—tall, broad…huge—swung his well-muscled leg over the seat and climbed off.

      Jagger.

      “Charming just showed up,” I said.

      When I’d first met him, he’d been the complete opposite, so I’d called him Prince Charming. The name had stuck.

      The hounds were taking turns watching the house. Yes, the danger was over, but they offered to do it anyway, while the coven healed mentally and physically after the horrors that happened here.

      “Is that okay?” Fern asked.

      I blew out a shaky breath as Boo, my sweet familiar, landed on my shoulder and, tucking in his bat’s wings, pressed his soft head into my neck. “Yeah. Now that he’s here, I’ll be able to sleep.” Jagger seemed to be on guard duty more often than not. I guess he was the unlucky one who kept drawing the short straw, but I had to admit, I only really slept when he was here. The other hounds were great, but Jagger was the only one who made me feel truly safe. The fact that he was super freaking arrogant and kind of cold didn’t seem to matter.

      “I’m glad. Has he spoken to you yet?”

      “No, not since…” I swallowed audibly. Not since he’d held me in his arms, licking my wounds and begging me to fucking wake up in that rough and desperate voice of his. “He just stands out there, scowling, then leaves early.” I blew out another breath, and this time it didn’t come out as shaky. Win! I studied his chiseled features and handsome face. “Why does he come here if it pisses him off so much?”

      “I think what pisses him off is what happened to you and Phoebe, not that he has to be there. Hounds really don’t like it when females are mistreated.”

      “Right,” I said, not believing a word of it, well, except for the part about hounds being protective of females. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere but here. I fought back a yawn and failed. “I think I’ll try to sleep now.”

      “Night, Sutton.”

      “Night, Fern.”

      

      One week later

      

      The sound of Jagger’s bike echoed up from the street, and I took my first deep breath all day. Yes, I knew what his bike sounded like. They all sounded a little different, and I’d figured out which one was his since he was here more than the others. His bike sounded deeper and resonated through my chest when the growl of the engine filled my room in the dark.

      As I always did, I shoved back the covers and went to the window. He was leaning against his bike. I waited for him to pull his phone from his pocket and settle in for the next several hours like he usually did—instead, his head tilted back and his glowing eyes, that were currently hellhound gold, gazed up at my window.

      I froze. Could he see me here in the darkness? I held my breath, my feet cemented in place.

      Jagger didn’t look away. When his hound was in check, his eyes were a stunning shade of green but could also change to bright red when he was pissed off.

      Step back.

      But before I could, he crooked a finger at me.

      Did he really want me to go down there?

      He did it again.

      I quickly stepped back. He did, he wanted me to go down there. Crap.

      I swallowed, my mouth as dry as hell. Get it together. If the surly hound had something he wanted to tell me, at the very least, I owed it to him to go down there and listen.

      I shoved my feet into my pink fluffy boots, and Boo stirred. “I’ll be right back,” I said as I slid on the long yellow cardigan I used for a robe. I shut Boo in before he could follow me, then headed downstairs. My heart raced as I opened the front door and stepped outside for the first time since everything had happened.

      Jagger watched me walk along the path, striding forward to meet me with that swagger of his turned all the way up to peak swag.

      We both stopped with the tall iron gate between us at the end of the garden path. “Hey,” I said, feeling awkward and shy and…weird. I hadn’t stood face to face with him, talked to him, since that awful day, and even then, he’d been the only one talking.

      “How you doing, Sutton?” he asked, taking in my face, before his gaze slid over my hair. He breathed in deeply through his nose before his gaze carried on down my body. His jaw tightened, as if he were seeing each wound under my cardigan, each slice carved into my body by a madman, all over again.

      “Um…yeah, okay, I guess.” I could pretend I was tough, but he’d see right through it, and I’d never been the type of person who felt the need to pretend I was okay when I clearly wasn’t, and besides, he deserved the truth from me. “Nights are the hardest.”

      He did that jaw-tightening thing again. “Yeah?”

      I nodded, chewing my lip. Yep, this was totally awkward. I didn’t want to talk about that night, but I needed to say this. “I want to…to thank you, Jagger, for what you did for me that day and…and now. When I know you’re out here, I can actually sleep.”

      His eyes, that had returned to moss green, reignited like a fire had been lit behind them. “You don’t need to thank me,” he said, then looked away for a moment, his chest expanding on a rough breath before he looked back.

      The silence stretched out between us. I wrapped my cardigan around me tighter. “Was there, um…something you wanted to tell me?”

      A muscle at the side of his jaw twitched. “I’m needed in Hell. You won’t see me out here anymore. I leave in the morning. Didn’t want you to think…” He looked lost for words. “I wanted to reassure you that you’ll still be safe, that my brothers will be here as long as you need them,” he said gruffly.

      Alarm raced through me, hard and fast, like ice water had been pumped into my veins and was overflowing through all the wounds covering my body, spilling at his feet.

      The level of dismay I felt was irrational, but there was no stopping it, and because of what he was, he had to feel it. No, he didn’t have much of an emotional range, but a hound understood fear when he sensed it, and the way his head jerked back, I knew I was right.

      “What’s going on, Sutton?” He was frowning deeply.

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re afraid.” He looked around us, as if there was an enemy closing in and he was ready to tear their head off. He turned back to me when he realized there was no threat, and his brows shot up. “Are you afraid of me?”

      My face burned with embarrassment, but I sure as heck wouldn’t let him believe I was scared of him. “I’m not afraid of you, the opposite in fact.”

      That glowing gaze bored into me. “Spell it out,” he demanded.

      As annoying and blunt as he could be, it didn’t change the fact that he deserved the truth. This male had literally saved my life. “You…you, ah…”

      “I what?” he said impatiently.

      My irritation flared. “You…specifically, make me feel safe, okay?” I huffed out a breath. “I have no idea why, it’s not like you’re all charm, right, Charming?” I said and rolled my eyes. “But that’s the truth of it, and I don’t… I don’t want you to go, all right?”

      He stilled, and his shoulders seemed to grow wider under his jacket while he studied me some more. Finally, he grunted, the growly sound lifting goose bumps all over my skin. “I have to go. Lucifer’s orders.”

      I nodded and bit down on my lips when stupid, humiliating tears sprung to my eyes. What the hell was wrong with me?

      Jagger didn’t miss those either. His eyes actually widened, and he looked ready to run for the hills. “Don’t you fucking cry,” he growled out.

      “I’m not going to cry,” I fired back as tears spilled over and slid down my cheeks. “Why would I cry over you leaving? That’s ridiculous.” More tears fell as a horrified Jagger watched on. “And you can’t order me not to cry, Charming. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “I don’t do tears, female.”

      “Well, I don’t cry. It’s just a…a psychological response to you saving my life. My brain obviously associates you with safety, that’s all. Your voice and your…your scent was the first thing I became aware of after it happened.” Oh gods, did I just say his scent! “Don’t look at me like that⁠—”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you want to throw up.”

      “Hounds don’t throw up.”

      “Well, lucky you.” I kind of thought I might throw up myself. Another round of tears slid down my cheeks. There was no stopping them now.

      Jagger jerked back again. “What the fuck, Sutton.”

      I tried to mop them up with the sleeve of my cardigan. “Just ignore it.”

      “How the fuck am I supposed to do that?”

      “Stop cursing at me.” Now I was trembling. “You’re leaving, aren’t you? Just go.”

      His fingers curled around the iron bars of the gate. “My brothers will still be around,” he said again, looking as awkward as I’ve ever seen a hellhound look.

      “I know.”

      “The danger’s over.”

      “I know that too. I mean, logically, anyway.”

      He cursed again, standing there with a strange look on his face for probably a full minute, then he shrugged off his leather vest, hooked it on the gate, and reached back, dragging off his T-shirt.

      I blinked at him in shock. His wide, ripped, and tattooed chest was perfect in every way. Muscles, so many muscles that were defined as if he’d been sculpted by one of the masters, and with just the right amount of chest hair. My cheeks burned hot and my mouth went dry. “What are you doing?”

      He put his leather vest back on, then shoved his hand, and the T-shirt, through the bars at me. “Take it.”

      “What? Why?”

      His monster biceps bulged. “Pups feel safer when they’re surrounded by their parents’ scent. It might help?”

      “I’m not a pup, and you’re not one of my parents,” I said, and my parents had never made me feel safe.

      “I know that,” he said, grinding his teeth. “I’m thinking the same principle could apply here?” He shrugged a gargantuan shoulder. “Fucked if I know, Sutton. You’re the one who mentioned scent. So maybe having something with mine on it will help while I’m gone?”

      He was literally giving me the shirt off his back to get me to stop blubbering, and pathetic as I was, I took it from him. “Fine,” I said, barely stopping myself from pressing it to my nose right in front of him to test the theory. “Is that all you wanted? To tell me you’re leaving?”

      His gaze lit up again, switching from green to gold as he jerked up his chin.

      I hugged myself tighter. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Charming.” Why did this feel so awful? Why was the thought of him going so painful? The words, don’t leave me, were dancing on the tip of my tongue. “Look after yourself,” I mumbled instead.

      “You, too, babe,” he said as I spun away and rushed back inside the house.

      Still, he didn’t leave, he stayed until the sun came up. I knew that because I couldn’t sleep, not when my stomach was churning and the thought of him leaving made me feel physically ill. I’d lain there, wearing his shirt, surrounded by his scent, while I listened for the sound of his bike taking him away—like some obsessive fangirl.

      It finally came when the rest of the house stirred, starting their day.

      There was a pull in the center of my chest when the rumbling growl of his engine starting, reached me from outside. The hideous feeling inside me spiked viciously, and before I knew what I was doing, I’d shoved back the covers, and not caring that I was only wearing his shirt, tore out of my room and down the stairs.

      Flinging the front door open, I ran along the path. Jagger’s head jerked my way as I reached the gate. He was sitting on his bike, and my heart slammed in my chest as I punched in the security code and opened the gate.

      He stood, swinging his leg over the bike and frowning. He started toward me as I ran at him.

      “What’s going on⁠—”

      I slammed into his chest, wrapping my arms around his massive body, clinging to him. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing, but I had to do it. I couldn’t stop.

      “What’s going on? Are you all right?”

      I shook my head.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      I shook my head again.

      He took my face in his hands, tilted my head back, and his intense green eyes searched my face. “Are you hurt? Talk to me,” he growled.

      Something built in my chest until it was unbearable, and before I realized what I was going to do, I lifted to my toes and slammed my lips against his. Jagger froze, going rock solid as fire—no, fireworks—exploded between us. Oh my gods. Goose bumps lifted all over me, my scalp tingled, and my belly heated.

      One of his massive arms banded around me, and he gave me a rough squeeze, and his lips finally moved, just once, a gentle press, then he lifted his head.

      My breath was shaking when I looked up at him. I couldn’t read his expression, but his eyes glowed. His hand lifted, and he ran his fingers down the side of my face, over my hair, fisting it lightly, then released me.

      He said nothing, but his chest was heaving and his nostrils were flared as he stared down at me, a rumble rolling from him.

      I’d kissed him. I’d kissed Jagger. Just a touch of lips really, but it was the best kiss I’d ever experienced.

      I stood back as he swung his leg over his bike. “Take care, Sutton,” he finally said, his deep voice full of grit.

      Then he revved his bike and roared off down the street.

      As the sound of his engine grew distant, the only way I was able to soothe the feeling of loss inside me was to fist the shirt at my chest and lift it to my nose again.
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        Sutton

      

      

      

      Laughter echoed through the trees. I hung back, watching from the shadows as coven Ellis filed out of their cemetery.

      A pang of pain, followed by a rush of anger filled me as my mother and father, my sister, aunts and uncles and cousins, all together, enjoyed a midnight harvest. Cemeteries were places of great power for a coven. Everything here held magic—the dirt and grass, the gravel on the path, every herb and flower, it was all useful. Magic never left a witch completely, not even when we died. The bones of our ancestors continued to pump magic into the earth, which was why we grew large herb gardens in our cemeteries, so when harvest time came, we were well stocked with powerful ingredients for potions and elixirs.

      The clink of the iron gate closing rang out and their chatter slowly faded as they walked away.

      Running my fingers down Boo’s back, I left my hiding place behind one of the garden sheds and watched them drive away. Sensing my spiraling emotions, my tiny familiar used the hooks at the ends of his delicate bat wings to climb higher and snuggled under my hair.

      “I’m okay, Booboo,” I whispered as I made my way through the headstones and over to the main herb garden.

      I had a shift tonight, ambulance duty, and I needed to top off my supplies. We had a small cemetery behind Ashborne house, but it wasn’t as old and nowhere near as powerful. If my family knew I still had access to this place, they would’ve dragged me before the witch’s council and demanded severe punishment. But since my mother had cut me out of their lives like a festering wound, they’d all but forgotten I ever existed.

      Apparently, having demon blood tainting the coven was a big no-no. And maybe if I hadn’t transformed into an ugly fucking monster, my cousin Bonny’s words, when I used my healing magic, then maybe they would have been able to pretend I was normal, said to me by my aunt Julia as my stuff was being tossed out of the house, I would have been here with them tonight.

      My father, upon learning I wasn’t biologically his and that his wife had been unfaithful, decided it was too much work to leave her, or even really fight about it, and instead pretended I never existed. He always had been lazy. So yes, they were cold and mean and, more often than not, just awful, but I’d been young, and they were my family. They’d left me alone, unprotected, scared. That rejection, and what came after, had shaped who I’d become.

      So, no, I wasn’t with them, and I never would be again. Instead, I skulked around in the shadows and stole what I needed. A literal thief in the night.

      I used to pray to the mother every night, begging her to make me like them, to take my demon blood away, but of course the goddess never answered. There was no changing what I was.

      I twisted the heavy gold engraved ring on my thumb as I approached my grandmother Bity’s headstone. She’d given it to me before she died, when I’d broken into the house to see her on her deathbed. The spell she’d engraved in it meant I could bypass the Ellis wards and take what I wanted.

      Crouching, I ran my hand over the smooth stone. “Hey, Gran.” I pressed my palm to the earth and felt her familiar power vibrating through the ground, and my heart squeezed. “I miss you.”

      She’d been the only one in my family to love me as I was.

      Shoving down the pain, I quickly grabbed my hand shovel and jar. I filled the container with dirt, then rushed to the herb garden, where I took what I needed, more than I’d usually risk taking, but harvest night was always the best time to come because they never noticed anything missing.

      It just really freaking sucked seeing them all together, even if it was only from a distance—and even if they were all awful.

      Nope. Shove that down as well.

      Quickly packing everything in my bag, I slung it over my shoulder and headed off, pulling my phone out as I walked. I typed a message to Jack, asking him to swing by and pick me up for our shift, then sent a group text to my coven, telling them to let me know if anyone heard from Luke tonight. He hadn’t been home in almost a week, and that wasn’t like him.

      I’d been living rough when I’d been introduced to coven Ashborne. Phoebe had offered me a place to stay, and the witches there had welcomed me with open arms. They were all like me, born with mixed blood, and they’d quickly become my family. They were all I needed.

      I hit send and my eyes were drawn to the Nightscape message notification that popped up.

      My heart did a little leap as I clicked it open.

      Jagger had followed me on the app a couple months after he’d left for Hell. I’d been the only person he’d followed then, and I still was.

      He didn’t always reply to my messages—okay, I messaged him every day, and he replied like once every couple of weeks, and it wasn’t really a reply, more a request for another picture because he wanted to see for himself that I was okay. That was a lie, though. He’d followed me on Nightscape and had sent me that first message, for one reason only, something that I’d tried to tell myself to forget, that it couldn’t be true, even when everything in me screamed that it was.

      The truth was, that after he’d left, I started to think that Jagger and I were mates.

      There’d been no other explanation for the way I felt.

      Why else would his scent calm me the way it did? Why else couldn’t I stop thinking about him? What other reason could there be for the way my body reacted when we’d kissed. This wasn’t just some infatuation, I felt it on a level that hadn’t existed before I’d met him. Instincts, demonic ones, had roared to life, screaming that he was mine.

      I’d known who he was the moment our lips touched. I’d felt it with every part of me. If I were honest, I felt something the day he snatched me off the street and took me to treat Fern when she’d been injured several months ago.

      But despite how sure I’d been, I’d still asked Agatheena what she thought when she’d come to check on my injuries the last time. The powerful, dark witch had looked at me with that piercing gaze, and said, “Of course he is, you nitwit!” Along with a few other things, but she’d definitely confirmed it.

      Jagger had to feel it too. Why else had he come to say goodbye that night? Because he felt this insane connection between us as well, and the only reason he hadn’t admitted it was because there was nothing he could have done about it. I’d still been recovering, and he’d been forced by Lucifer to go back to Hell to do his lord’s dark bidding, or whatever the heck it was they did down there.

      We’d both been playing it cool because neither of us wanted to make it harder on the other. Okay, maybe I hadn’t been as cool, blubbering all over the place. But I knew that’s why he always grouched and acted indifferent with me, because starting anything up before he left was impossible. I got it, and it sucked.

      But I knew from Fern that it was really hard on males to stay away once they found their females, so I’d said nothing. I sent him the pictures he asked for, and I’d resigned myself to wait until he came back, when we could finally be together.

      I clicked open my Nightscape messages and my heart sank. Not Jagger. Some invite to a retro house music, dance party. I tapped Jagger’s name anyway. The last message was from me, yesterday, telling him about the new healing oil I’d been working on. Above that was a picture of me in shorts and a tank top, standing in front of the bathroom mirror. My hair was crazy, and I was pulling a silly face. There was also dirt on my arms and a smudge on my cheek after working in our little cemetery’s herb garden all day.

      He’d looked at it but hadn’t commented, which was standard Jagger. In a week or so, he’d ask for another picture, then vanish again. I had no idea what he was doing in Hell, something that obviously kept him very busy, and I mean, it was Hell, maybe the Wi-Fi was patchy?

      I smiled. Everything would work out in the end. It was fated after all.

      Shoving my phone in my bag, I got in my car and headed for home.

      I’d been through some not so great things in my life, but I was still here. I’d survived. I chose to be happy every day, to push through, to soldier on. Staying positive, seeing the good in people, that was how I’d found my new coven.

      Sure, there’d been another bump in the road with the attack, but now the fates were finally on my side.

      I’d been through the worst.

      Now it was time for the reward.
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        * * *

      

      “Roll him to his side,” Jack said as he pulled the tube from the young shifter’s throat.

      “What on earth is going on?” I said as I hovered my hand over his abdomen, firing up my magic.

      Jack shook his head. “This is the third one tonight.”

      The younger male coughed and groaned. At least he’d make it. We’d lost the overdose patient we’d treated earlier. My powers let me see anything relating to a person’s well-being, physical or mental. No, I didn’t see pictures as such, but for a moment in time, I was in a patient’s head. I could feel what they were feeling, but in an abstract way, a way that conveyed the full scope of their condition and the circumstances surrounding it without actually crippling me from the pain they were experiencing. Unfortunately, the mental sides of things—what someone suffered and how it affected them—managed to reach me, especially if it was particularly bad. “He took the same drug as the others. He thought it was safe. He just wanted a good night out.”

      “Idiot,” Jack muttered.

      Yep. Poor pup.

      Jack Connors was a demi-demon—in other words he was half human, half demon—and had been helping demons, shifters, and others in Roxburgh for a long time. He started off working in a human hospital, intercepting cases that involved demi like him, then shifters and witches and anything not human. There’d been a desperate need for a hospital of our own. So Jack had opened a clinic and got the ambulance service up and running, and he’d been the one to hire me. Jack was awesome; no, I hadn’t felt that way when we first started working together. I may have referred to him a time or two as a giant douche-canoe. But I realized after getting to know him, he hadn’t had it out for me, he just really freaking wanted the clinic and ambulance service to work.

      Jack’s phone lit up. “Another OD.” He cursed. “Dogwood Park.”

      Crap. I eased our patient back, rushed to the front of the ambulance, and jumped in the driver’s seat. We’d have to drop him off afterward.

      “He’s secured,” Jack called. “Go go go.”

      I tore off at breakneck speed. Dogwood Park was an old industrial area that’d been purchased by a bunch of wolf shifters. They’d subdivided it into large plots, like several acres each, and had been demoing the old buildings. The plan was to turn it back into forestland and build luxury cabins for local shifters with ready cash to buy and enjoy their own piece of paradise.

      And right in the middle of it all was the arena. Another new venture that had taken off. It was in an old converted warehouse and now held fights every Wednesday night. Those attending could fight or bet on their favorites and, hopefully, make a nice chunk of change at the end of the evening.

      The ambulance was called there almost every Wednesday, where we patched up the idiots who went to get their asses kicked. Usually, those fighting were fast healers, but we’d had a few touch-and-go moments. There were also a lot of broken bones and dislocated joints, and those had to be set quickly or there was a risk of them healing out of alignment.

      As soon as I sped into the parking lot, someone waved us over. A crowd had gathered outside the main entrance. I jumped out and rushed over to assess the situation.

      The female was foaming at the mouth and convulsing. This was no fighting injury. “We’ll need to pump her stomach,” I called to Jack.

      He grabbed what we needed and ran to join me, and we got to work.

      Thankfully, once we got the drugs out of her, she seemed okay, but we needed to get her to the clinic ASAP.

      Jack secured our new patient on the gurney. “I need to get these two transferred.”

      “I’ll wait here, there could be more,” I said. Both stretchers in the ambulance were full, and if someone else got hurt, we’d have no room to transport them.

      “Yeah, probably a good idea the way tonight’s going. You’ll be okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, fine.”

      Jack took the Taser from the glove compartment and handed it to me anyway. “Don’t hesitate if someone tries to mess with you.”

      “You know I won’t.” Though that had never happened. Everyone who came here seemed to recognize the uniform now, appreciated what we did, and stayed out of our way, which was the only reason Jack was cool leaving me.

      “As soon as I drop them off, I’ll head back.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said again, grabbed the pack we kept stocked with supplies out of the back of the rig, added a few extras from my own bag, and slid it on.

      I jumped down, shut the doors, and headed into the warehouse as he drove away.

      The place was packed as always, and loud. Cheers mixed with music blared through the room. Mainly wolves, crows, bats, and a few other breeds of shifters came for the fights, but there were always demons as well, and a handful of vampires came most weeks.

      Scanning the room, I spotted Rome and Lothar, beers in hand, watching the action going on in the cage; several other hellhounds were there as well.

      A demon of mixed breed, by the looks of him, and a crow shifter were currently fighting, and going by the number of lines tattooed on the side of the crow’s head, and the grin on his face, he was toying with his opponent. No one was usually stupid enough to take on the crows, besides the hounds that is. The demon must be new here.

      I scanned the room, looking for anyone who might need my help as I made my way over to Lothar. We spent a lot of time at the hellhounds’ clubhouse now that Fern was mated to Relic, and when Jagger came back, I’d be there even more.

      My heart did a stupid flutter, and I couldn’t contain my grin when I stopped beside Loth. “Hey,” I called.

      He looked down at me, then behind me. “Where’s your backup?”

      I smiled wider. Hounds were emotionally stunted, yes, but they really were protective of females. Probably because they didn’t have any. Female hounds weren’t a thing, only their male offspring were hounds. Females took after their mothers. “He’s taking some patients back to the clinic,” I yelled over the music. “He’ll be back soon.”

      Roman patted me on the head. “What up, shorty?”

      By the looks of him, he’d already fought, not because he was bruised or anything, but because there was blood that I doubted very much was his smeared on his knuckles. The groupie beside him pressed her boobs against his arm and narrowed her eyes at me.

      I ignored her. “Thought I’d stop by to say hey. I’m just doing the rounds⁠—”

      “Medic!” someone yelled from the cage.

      I spun around. “Crap.”

      The crow stood back, splattered with blood and utterly calm, while the demon lay on the floor, sliced in several places, his leg at an odd angle and an arm that was obviously dislocated. The crow had gone easy on him—the demon was still breathing.

      “Medic!” I yelled, trying to push through the crowd. “Let me through.”

      Suddenly, I was airborne, big arms lifting me and shoving the crowd aside. “I got you,” Rome said, getting me where I needed to go with ease and planting me on my feet.

      The cage door was open, and I rushed in and quickly got to work setting his break and getting Rome to help me pop his shoulder back in, while I stopped the demon’s bleeding and used my magic and healing oil to jumpstart his own healing abilities.

      When I was done, his friends came and carried him away, and I got out of the cage so they could hose away the blood for the next two fighters.

      Idiots. Seriously, absolute imbeciles, all of them. I didn’t get the appeal of any of this.

      Over the next half hour, I patched and set bones as needed. Jack had obviously been held up, but so far there’d been nothing I couldn’t handle.

      I made my way through the crowd and spotted Luke. Relief washed through me. He was our youngest coven member, sweet, impressionable, and a little gullible. He hadn’t been answering my calls the last week, and I’d been getting worried. I assumed he’d been staying at his girlfriend’s place. What the hell was he doing here? He better not try to get in that cage; he’d get his fool self killed. I waved at him, and I was positive he’d seen me, but instead of coming over, he took off.

      What the hell?

      I started after him, when someone grabbed my arm. “Please, can you help my friend?” A male was slumped against his side, pink foam gathering around his mouth.

      Shit. Another one. “Put him on the ground. Get back!” I yelled at everyone closing in around us. I was checking his airway when Jack arrived. Thank the goddess.

      “We need to pump his stomach.” I grabbed what we needed from my bag.

      Jack inserted the tube, and I dipped my head low, letting my hair fall forward to cover my face—and my transformation—as I attempted to draw the residual poison from him with my magic.

      Something hit my shoulder, and I was shoved back.

      My cousin Bonny stood over me, a look of disgust on her face. “Get your filthy fucking hands off my boyfriend.” She pointed at Jack. “You save him, but that gross demon freak doesn’t touch him.”

      Jack looked up at her, and I could tell he was about to tell her to fuck off. I know my cousin, though, and that would only set her off more. No matter what she thought of me or me of her, we needed to save this guy.

      I lifted my hands. “It’s okay,” I said to him.

      By the look on his face, Jack didn’t agree. I stood, stepping back while the guy’s friends held him down when his convulsions got really bad.

      “We need to get him to the clinic,” Jack yelled.

      They lifted him, and I followed, rushing for the ambulance. They got him on a stretcher, but even from a distance I could feel his life force weakening. “We’re losing him,” I called to Jack.

      “Do your thing, Sutton,” he said and headed for the driver’s door.

      My cousin grabbed my arm. “I said you can’t fucking touch him,” she all but shrieked.

      “Then he dies,” Jack bit out. “You either let Sutton work on him, or you should say your goodbyes now.”

      Hatred burned from her eyes, but she finally nodded and followed me into the back of the ambulance. Jack shut the doors after us and jumped into the driver’s seat.

      I held my hands over him, using every bit of healing magic I could to keep him alive while we sped from the parking lot and along the main road, leading us out of Dogwood Park. The whole way, I felt Bonny’s magic crackling around us, ready to attack if anything went wrong. Ready to hurt me because of what I was, as if we’d never played together as children or spent holidays and birthdays together.

      “He better not fucking die, Sutton,” she said.

      I ignored her and kept working as Jack slowed, turning on the lights and siren, cursing as he tried to ease out of an intersection and into traffic, but no one was letting him through.

      That’s when I heard the rumbling sound of an engine so familiar, so comforting, as unique to me as the male who rode that particular bike. I looked up in time to see it round the corner into Dogwood. The rider looked up, and I was positive he saw me before he opened up and tore down the road, heading toward the warehouse.

      Jagger.

      Jack pulled out, stopping traffic, and gunned it.

      That was Jagger. I was positive.

      Excitement filled me. He was home.

      He was finally home.
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      I checked my hair again, smeared on some lipstick, then hustled back into the bedroom to slip on my shoes. Heels. I only wore heels on special occasions, and tonight was a very special night.

      It hadn’t started off special, the things Bonny said had wormed their way under my skin, but then I’d seen Jagger and I hadn’t cared anymore what she had to say. We saved her boyfriend, and I’d left the clinic without another word to her.

      I’d thought about my family enough for one day, so shoving tonight’s interaction to the back of my mind, I smiled wide. My nerves were going wild, but they were excited nerves. Good nerves.

      Hands trembling, I ran them down my dress. It was floaty, short, and skimmed my curves in a subtle but sexy way. The bright yellow dress was new, dotted with sunflowers that made me happy, and I loved it.

      I went back to the bathroom and added my necklaces, slid on my rings and the little peridot cauldron studs I bought the month before, then fussed with my hair again. Jagger liked my hair. He’d never said it out loud, of course, but every time we’d been in the same room, his gaze would drift over it, and he did this thing where he’d draw in a deep breath. I braided a thin, green velvet ribbon, almost the same color as Jagger’s eyes, down the side. I gave my outfit one last look in the full-length mirror and smiled.

      “You’ve got this,” I said to my reflection.

      Snatching up my bag, I hefted it over my shoulder. I’d filled it with some extra things in case I was away for a few nights. When Fern and Relic mated, she vanished for several days. Hounds were possessive and, once they found their mates, completely obsessed. Jagger had been forced to stay away from me for several months, he’d want me close now.

      I assumed Lothar or Roman had told him earlier tonight that I was at the fights, which was obviously why he’d gone there. I’d texted Fern when I got home and told her I’d seen him. She said she was at the clubhouse waiting for Relic, that the hounds were in some meeting, which was obviously why Jagger wasn’t here with me now. Warrick, their alpha, must have called them in.

      I could message him, but I wanted to surprise him. I’d be there waiting when their meeting finished.

      My entire life I’d been insecure. Being brutally rejected by the people you loved and trusted the most in the world did that to a person. I didn’t need to fear that from Jagger. He was my mate. I’d tried so many times to tell myself I was wrong, to not get my hopes up, but even with all the trauma I’d been through, all the hate and rejection because of my demon blood and the way it made me look when I used my magic—there was no ignoring the truth.

      Jagger was mine, and I was his.

      I had nothing to fear from him.

      The fates had chosen him for me, and for the first time in my life, I had nothing to be afraid of. Yes, it helped that Agatheena had confirmed it, but even if she hadn’t, the truth had been there—I’d just had to listen, to surrender to my own intuition. Jag wanted me too. That’s how mates worked. I’d watched Relic pursue my friend. I’d witnessed him break down her walls, and I watched them fall in love.

      Now it was my turn.

      It was my turn to be loved and cherished. It was my turn to be the most important person in someone’s life.

      I quickly texted Fern to tell her I was heading to the clubhouse and not to tell anyone. My friend knew the truth. She hadn’t said it outright, but she wasn’t as subtle as she thought.

      Slipping on my coat, I slung my bag over my shoulder, then carefully lifted Boo, who was snoozing, hanging from his perch, and I placed him on my shoulder. He crawled in more snugly, and I grabbed my keys and headed out.

      When I pulled up to the clubhouse thirty minutes later, I was greeted by Brick. He opened the gate for me, and I lowered the window to say hi. He leaned in, and the young hound gave me a cocky wink.

      “Hey, Sutton,” he said, flashing his dimples and a good dose of sharp canines. The kid was a flirt.

      I laughed, feeling breathless and honestly a little faint, but gods, joyful. I don’t think I’d ever used that word in my life. “Is Fern still here?”

      “Yeah. I’m just waiting for War to send my replacement for guard duty, then I’ll join the party.”

      “Party?” I looked toward the clubhouse. The doors were thrown open, and I could see it was full of people and, yeah, could hear music.

      “Jag’s back. His brothers wanted to welcome him home.” He gave me another grin. “So, you want to hang later? I’ll come find you.”

      Okay, I wasn’t expecting a party, but I guess they started after the meeting? I shook my head at Brick. “As lovely as your offer is, I already have someone to hang with.”

      “If you change your mind, I’m not hard to miss.” Giving me another flash of those dimples, he stepped back.

      He wasn’t wrong, Brick was only twenty, but he was huge, definitely one of the larger hounds in the pack. I parked, grabbed my bag, got out and, taking a deep, steadying breath, strode up to the main doors.

      The place was crowded. Friends and family of the hounds, mainly witches and shifters, were already here partying.

      I searched the room, but I couldn’t see Jagger. Gods, what if he’d come looking for me right after the meeting and we’d missed each other⁠—

      The crowd in front of me parted.

      There.

      My heart did a wild thud in my chest when I saw him.

      He was standing with Lothar and Warrick at one of the tall tables. Relic stood opposite him, Fern under his arm. Goddess, the excitement was bubbling from me now; I was almost giggling I was so giddy. As I got closer, I realized my friend was scowling across the table at Jagger. I frowned, looking between them—and that’s when I noticed the female tucked into his side.

      Her arm was around his waist.

      My steps faltered.

      What was he doing? Why was that female touching him? The little girl who had been hurt and rejected so badly screamed at me to turn and leave, to get the hell out of there. But the female who was looking at someone else touching her male forced me to keep walking.

      Fern turned then, spotting me. Her eyes widened, and Relic’s jaw tightened.

      I turned toward Jagger, not at him, though, at the female with her arm around his waist. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and I didn’t like the way I felt.

      “Sutton,” Fern said, rushing around the table to me.

      I couldn’t look away from the other female, though. I didn’t do confrontation. It had my PTSD flaring up in a way that was debilitating for days after, but I couldn’t not say something. “I—I’d like you to s-stop touching him.” The fact that those words had just come out of my mouth, even stuttered as they were, and that I was envisioning making this she-wolf bleed, told me everything I needed to know. I didn’t do physical altercations, I avoided them. I was a healer. I didn’t injure, but I wanted to right then. For the first time in my life, I wanted to inflict pain.

      “What the fuck did you s-s-s-say to me?” she said, mimicking me and smirked.

      “I think you heard me,” I said, managing not to stutter this time.

      The wolf cringed. “What the fuck is wrong with your face? Freaky-looking bitch,” she muttered.

      Fern tried to put her arm around me, to pull me away. “Sutton, honey. Let’s go down to my den for a bit.”

      Why was she talking to me like that? She knew the truth. She knew Jagger was mine. She’d been hinting at it for months.

      My gaze shot up to Jagger. He wasn’t even looking at me, he was talking to another hound.

      “Jagger…”

      He turned to me then.

      “Sutton,” Fern said again. “Let’s go.”

      Again, why was she talking like that, like I was some unstable freak she was afraid would flip out.

      “Jagger?” I said again, waiting for him to say something, to do something.

      His brows lowered, like I was the one behaving insanely, like I was the one standing there with someone else, pretending I felt nothing for him whatsoever.

      “What are you doing?” I choked out.

      His frown deepened. “What are you talking about?”

      Fern tried to pull me aside, and I pulled away. “You know. You know what I’m talking about.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Sutton. Spell it out.”

      My throat was so dry I struggled to swallow. “You’re my mate. We’re…mates.” The last came out barely audible.

      His chin jerked up, and he stared down at me for several moments, then he shook his head. “Female, you’re confused.”

      “I’m not.” I gripped the edge of the table. “Your scent…you gave me your shirt, and⁠—”

      “I wanted you to stop crying.”

      “No…that’s not what happened. I’m not…” I was struggling to say what I needed to, my words getting all tangled up. “You kissed me, and I felt it, I felt⁠—”

      “You kissed me, Sutton,” he said low. “I’m not your mate, that’s impossible.”

      Oh gods.

      Fern tried to pull me away, and I jerked out of her hold.

      He didn’t want me.

      He was wrong. He was lying. We were mates, I knew we were. He just didn’t want me.

      My mate didn’t want me.

      I forced a smile, because that’s what I did. I smiled through the pain, it was how I survived. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what I was…sorry,” I said again. “I was confused. I think I…I need to go now.” I stumbled back, my heart pounding hard, so hard I felt dizzy. I looked around me through a red haze. My face was still demon, my eyes, my veins, that’s why everyone was looking at me. Several wolf shifters were holding up their cameras, filming me and laughing.

      “Put those fucking phones down,” I heard Relic say.

      The crowd closed in, and I lost sight of Jagger. I spun away, running for the door, and tripped in my stupid fucking heels, hitting the ground hard. My bag went flying, all my things, my clothes and toothbrush and all the other crap I’d brought went scattering all over the floor. Boo exploded from under my coat, chirping and flapping above me, terrified.

      “Oh, honey,” Fern said, crouching beside me and yanking down my dress that had flown up. There was pain, pity in my best friend’s voice.

      The alpha’s mate, Willow, rushed over to help Fern gather my things, as I frantically stuffed everything back in.

      I tasted blood. My lip had to be split, and I guessed a couple layers of skin had come off my knee from the old rug. My face burned with humiliation as I scrambled to my feet, calling Boo back to me. He was fragile. Gods, I could have crushed him. He could be hurt.

      “You’re bleeding. Come with me,” Willow said.

      I shook my head and held my hand out for Boo, and finally, he came to me. I held him close while he trembled against me. I needed to check if he was okay.

      Those females, they were still filming, following me, laughing, cringing at the way I looked. I had to get out of there right the hell now. “No, I—I’m fine. Thank you, though,” I said and forced another smile, then spun and ran for the exit, ignoring Fern calling my name as I shoved through the crowd, finally bursting through the door and out to the parking lot.

      “You change your mind, babe?” Brick said, walking toward the main doors that I’d just fled through.

      I ignored him calling after me as I rushed past and ran to my car. As I started the engine, I tried to catch my breath, dangerously close to hyperventilating. I slid my hand over Boo’s little body, and he chirped softly. If he was in pain, I’d feel it. He’d calmed and, thank the goddess, seemed okay. I dragged in another steadying breath, and when I was sure I wouldn’t pass out, I looked up. A massive hound was outlined in the doorway.

      Jagger.

      He was watching me.

      I stared back, fighting the tears stinging the backs of my eyes. Oh gods, he didn’t want me. Stuff it down. Do not cry. Not again. The tears spilled over. Shit. I was such a damned idiot. I would never, ever allow myself to be that vulnerable again, not for anyone.

      Jagger started toward me, striding across the lot.

      I threw my car into drive—the engine stalled.

      Fuck. I tried to start it again, and nothing happened. I spun back to Jagger and his hand was lifted, aimed at me. He’d used his powers to stop my freaking car. I tried again, but the engine was completely dead.

      He strode up to my window, and crooked his finger at me to get out. I didn’t move, I couldn’t. “Sutton, get out of the car.”

      I shook my head.

      The window came down, all on its own.

      I gripped the steering wheel. “I want to leave.”

      His big hands gripped the door through the open window. “What the fuck was that?” He sounded pissed off.

      I spun to him, my heart in my throat. “I told you, I was confused. Now can you let me leave?”

      He jerked back. “Are you fucking crying?” He thrust his fingers through his hair. “Told you I hate that shit, female.”

      “I’m not crying because of you,” I lied even though it was humiliatingly obvious.

      “No?”

      “No.”

      He stared at me, hard. “I’m not your mate.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Fuck,” he snarled. “Not sure where
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