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  Chapter One

Susana


“It’ll be around seven or eight when we pull in.” 
Smiling at the unspoken question in her sister’s statement, Susana freely rolled her eyes. “I’ll be here, Cass. I always am.”
She could hear her sister’s matching smile when she replied, “I know, I know. I’m just keeping you updated—”
Cassandra’s voice faded from focus as a nose began to nuzzle Susana’s neck. Ticklish at the contact, she held back a fit of giggles and palmed her boyfriend’s face to keep him at bay. The delight in her eyes did a bad job of dissuading his advances as she mouthed ‘Stop it’ and mhm, yeah, okay-ed her way through the rest of whatever her sister was saying.
Taking her amusement as an invitation for more, Fynn came in for another go at her neck. Hand pressed to his forehead, elbow wobbling under the pressure, Susana knew if she were human, she’d be nowhere near strong enough to resist him. He was holding back, pushing forward with just enough force to make her struggle, not only against him, but against the giggle bubbling up from her lungs, too.
“What are you laughing at?”
Shit. Susana shot Fynn a pointed look as she fumbled for a passable lie. “TV’s on.” Her boyfriend chortled and she swatted his shoulder, talking over the sound so she could get off of the phone before the goofball gave them away. “Listen, Cass. I have to go. I have a paper that I was hoping to finish proofreading before you get home tonight.”
She couldn’t tell if the pause on Cassandra’s end was suspicious or disappointed, since neither emotion bled into her sister’s voice when she replied. “You said that you’d finished all of your assignments.”
The force of her eye-roll sent her head backwards and Susana searched the ceiling for patience. Her annoyance was stifled by Fynn’s lips on the round part of her shoulder. She scraped her nails through her boyfriend’s dirty blond tresses, scratching lightly at his scalp. 
“I did finish all of my assignments. The paper’s not due until next Tuesday. I’m just editing so I can spend the next few days with my big sister, distraction free.” Her smile resurfaced when Fynn snickered against her shoulder.
A disbelieving, hmm, was Cassandra’s reply, but her tone was amused. “All right,” she drawled, voice edged with a smile Susana could envision perfectly. “I’ll let you get to your paper. See you tonight.”
“See you tonight. Drive safe. I love you.”
“Love you too, Banana.”
Certain the call had disconnected, Susana tossed her phone aside and launched herself at her boyfriend. “You’re terrible.” Laughing as she pinned him to the bed, she gripped his face in her hand and pushed in his cheeks to pucker his lips. “Do you want her to kill me? Because my sister finding out about you, and that I’ve slept over every night since she left, is a good way to get me dead.”
Lips still puckered by the pinch of her fingers, Fynn replied, “Come on, babe. Where’s your sense of adventure?”
“Buried somewhere beneath my sense of self preservation.” 
Exasperation was swiftly replaced by admiration as she stared into his bright blue eyes. Rings of dark cobalt bled into an arctic blue so vivid it was luminescent. Twin flares of emerald burst around oval shaped pupils. Taking advantage of his involuntary pout, Susana ducked down to steal a kiss. As she smiled into the affection, amusement and delight warmed the center of her chest, then bloomed out to her fingertips.
Strong arms hugged her to his chest as Fynn groaned into the kiss. When she released his cheeks to hold his face between her hands, his touch roved down her spine to fill his hands with her backside. His grip on her ass pulled her into his hips as they pushed up off of the bed to rock against her apex. Body reacting almost instantaneously to his touch, heat sparked between her hips and spread fast, kicking up her heart rate.
She tugged his bottom lip between her teeth, losing herself to their kiss while his hands explored her body. One lifted to her hip, his grip pressing her down on him while his other hand traced up her spine to her bra. When his fingers started to unlatch the clasp, Susana made a whiny, pitiful complaint against his mouth.
“We can’t.”
A hand snapped to her nape, holding her prisoner against his mouth. “What’s the hurry?” Fynn murmured between kisses. When her hands on his pecs pushed a wedge between them, he loosened his grip enough for her to pull back and stare down at him. 
“She won’t be back until tonight. We have basically the whole day between now and then. And, if my math is right—which it pretty much always is—we have more than enough time to… you know.”
Unable to help herself from grinning at the way he waggled his eyebrows, Susana shook her head. The dark, heavy tendrils of her hair waved between them with the movement. She rolled her hips against him in spite of herself, teasing them both with what they didn’t have time for. 
“All right, Sir Isaac Newton. Did your calculations take into consideration the fact that I have to do laundry and clean the house before she gets home?” To the pout he shot up at her, she hardened her features and fought off a laugh. “She’ll smell you on me, Fynn. And then we’re both dead.”
It took a heartbeat for him to accept defeat. Disappointment sighed out of him, and he tossed his head back into the rumpled sheets. “Fine,” he groaned. “I guess I’ll just take you home then.”
Susana gave his cheek an encouraging pat. “Atta boy.” She kissed the tip of his nose before rolling off of the bed to scour the floor for the rest of her clothes. Her cut off shorts were hiding under one of his shirts, which she pulled over her head.
As she shoved her haphazardly dispersed and discarded belongings into her backpack, Fynn lifted himself off of the mattress to join her in getting dressed. His jeans hung low on his hips, and he didn’t bother with a shirt, just plucked at the shoulder seam of hers as he strode toward the connecting bathroom. “You’re wearing my shirt, thief.”
“It looks better on me,” Susana called after him, biting her lip as she admired the shifting muscles in his back.
Blue-green eyes lifted to meet her gaze in the mirror. He gave her appreciative once over, grumbling, “Fuck, if that ain’t the truth.” Fynn winked, and the bathroom light glinted off of a sharp canine as he smirked at the sight of her smile.
Absently, Susana tongued the points of her own canines. They felt blunt and short by comparison. Human, though neither of them were.
Gaze dropping to his back muscles as he lifted one arm, then the other, he rolled on deodorant as she read the now memorized words tattooed onto his sun tanned skin. Ulve Ved Døren was scrawled boldly along his shoulder blades, Vil Du Svare curved near the small of his back. Between the text was a wolf head, stabbed by a dagger and surrounded by roses. When she’d asked him what the words meant he told her it was something along the lines of “There are wolves at the door, will you answer”.
Even if Susana didn’t know what the words were supposed to represent exactly, context clues gave her a pretty good idea. There were motorcycles parked out front, and leather vests were part of the dress code. Since she didn’t want to know the details, she didn’t ask, and Fynn never volunteered anything without prompting. It was better that way.
Bottom lip still pinched between her incisors, Susana sighed at the sight of her boyfriend. Her heart fluttered with a contentment she’d miss over the next few weeks. It wasn’t really fair how attractive he was.
Fynn was tall, and not just because most people over the age of twelve were taller than her. Sitting comfortably over two-hundred pounds of muscle, Fynn was built like some kind of Norse warrior. His sandy blond hair was long enough to force into a small ponytail, with the fringe hooked behind a daintily pointed ear. It mostly found its way back into his eyes. Coarse scruff shadowed a strong jaw, and encompassed soft lips that were prone to teasing smiles.
How is he even allowed?
The short answer was that he wasn’t. If Cassandra found out she was dating an Outcast, a dead boyfriend would be the least of her worries.
After punching her clothes deep enough into her backpack to get the zipper shut, she followed her boyfriend into the bathroom. Susana sidled up next to him and hugged him around his waist as he draped an arm across her shoulders, tucking her into his side. Taking advantage of her proximity, Susana kissed his chest before nuzzling him there. His usual scent of gasoline masked by cologne, was replaced by citrusy body wash and his natural, earthy aroma. Susana breathed him in before pressing another kiss to his bare chest.
The hand not holding her was busy brushing his teeth. Blue-green eyes met her gaze and the foamy grin he flashed her crinkled the corners of his eyes. She had no choice but to grin right back. As she turned her attention to the mirror, Susana didn’t think she’d ever be used to the sight of them together. 
She was so tiny by comparison, petite and delicate looking standing next to his demigod good looks. Where Fynn was golden hues and summer manifest, Susana was rich, earthy autumn. In the mid morning light pouring through the bathroom window, auburn undertones were visible in her dark brown hair, which hung heavy and straight down to her waist. 
His outdoorsy tan was matched by an unfading terra-cotta, which persisted without the sun’s help. Her square jaw was softened by plush lips, a refined nose, and eyes that were too big and too round, giving her the appearance of perpetual amazement. If she were more like her sister it might’ve bothered her. Luckily, she and Cassandra were also as different as it got, so she didn’t have to feel bad about enjoying being protected by a big, strong man.
Leaning over the sink, Fynn spit out the spearmint flavored foam, switched on the faucet to rinse, and washed off his toothbrush. After tossing it into the steel holder at the counter’s corner, he let her go to dry off his face. His voice was muffled by the towel when he asked, “Grab my cut, would you?”
“Sure, baby.” 
She jumped onto the tips of her toes to kiss his shoulder blade, then left the bathroom for the desk wedged into the corner of his bedroom. Hanging on the back of the desk chair was the requested leather vest.
The vest’s back matched his tattoo. A snarling wolf head, stabbed straight through the skull by a dagger, and surrounded by roses on either side. There were long patches over and under the wolf head that read, “Hounds of Hades,” on top and, “North California,” on the bottom. Like a trademark logo, a smaller square patch that read “MC” was sewn next to the bottom rocker. There were more patches on the front, like the “Northmen Original,” over the left breast pocket, and the two runed hatchets stitched symmetrically along the hem on either side of the vest.
It was beautiful in a dangerous sort of way, like the bright colors of a venomous snake. Serving as both warning and threat, everything about it was a point of pride for the man who wore it like a second skin. If she hadn’t met Fynn without the vest on, Susana might’ve never learned what a big teddy bear he actually was. 
As she removed the cut from the back of the chair, Fynn pulled a gray henley over his head, before accepting the presented leather vest. “Thanks, babe.” He kissed the top of her head. Nimble fingers adjusted the collar before he swiped the hair out of his eyes.
Bottom lip pinched firmly between her incisors, she gripped Fynn by his lapel and pulled herself up to his mouth. He grabbed her waist and tugged her closer still. Winding his arms around her, he hugged her to his chest as he dove deeper into the kiss. Susana tangled her fingers in Fynn’s downy soft hair, and an undying heat smoldered low in her belly.
Unable to muster the anxiety necessary to worry about how soon Cass would be home, she was seconds away from muttering a wanton, ‘screw it,’ against his mouth. Before Susana could succumb to her desire for Fynn to carry her back to his bed, a knock on the door cut sharply through the thickening haze.
“You two comin’ down for breakfast, or what?”
Kegan’s voice put an abrupt stop to the exploration of their tongues. As Fynn tightened the circle of his arms, the spice of his annoyance tinged the air between them. He broke the kiss, pressed his brow to hers, and gathered either the strength or patience to answer his older brother.
“We’ll be right out,” he finally grumbled, not needing to shout to be heard.
Already walking away, Kegan’s voice was distant when he replied. “Yeah, I’m sure you will.” The amusement in his tone marked his disbelief.
She felt the warmth of his breath on her face when Fynn sighed. “What are your thoughts on skipping breakfast?”
“The most important meal of the day?” Susana pulled just far enough back to shoot a nonplussed look at her boyfriend. “I don’t know. What are your thoughts on heart disease, diabetes, and memory loss?” His quirked eyebrow earned a snicker.
Together, they left his bedroom and strode through the maze-work of hallways for the stairs. Even though she’d seen the paintings and decor a dozen times by now, she still couldn’t stop herself from marveling at it all. The country house was enormous, and felt more like a resort than a wolf den.
From the top-most landing, three stories up, the ruckus on the main floor was as loud as if they were in the thick of it. A wide grin spread across her lips as she followed Fynn down the stairs. Cutting through the open floor plan of the main floor, their path was illuminated by large, picture windows. At the end of a rusticly appointed grand salon was a small ballroom turned commissary, the dining hall, as it was the only room large enough to seat everyone.
Fingers still firmly entwined with Fynn’s, Susana scanned the room with a smile as warm as the contentment burning behind her breastbone. The shrill sound of children playing competed with the chatter of adult conversation. It was lively, exciting, and there was an air of something Susana could only describe as home. She couldn’t help but think that this was what a pack was supposed to be.
Despite their superiority complex, Lycans got the community part all wrong. Looking upon the mass of thirty odd people, even an outsider like Susana could feel their packbond. Longing tinged the warm glow in her rib cage. She loved her small, mismatched family, but she sometimes wished it felt a little more like this. Like being a part of something bigger.
“Come on.” Giving her hand a tug, Fynn guided her toward the back of the room. 
Two long, double wide tables stretched the length of the room. Padded benches of matching oak were lined up to seat nearly thirty on either side. A third table ran the width at the end of the room, with individual seats on the far side. It was where the Alpha, his immediate family, and closest companions sat, overlooking their packmates. It was also exactly where Fynn was towing her.
“I need to talk to my old man. Go ahead and grab a seat, babe.” He kissed her cheek.
Watching him walk away, her smile faded as nerves slid into her belly and sat like oil on the surface. Even though glancing around proved otherwise, she felt like the whole room was staring at her. Her gaze did meet a few curious eyes, but there wasn’t animosity in any of their faces. 
The pack, for the most part, seemed to have accepted that Fynn kept bringing her around. No one was up in arms about her occupying a guest seat at the Alpha’s table, at least. Which, in and of itself, felt pretty miraculous.
As she moseyed toward the chair beside Fynn’s usual spot, an image caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. She glanced down to find a familiar face glaring back, fists poised to strike, head slightly ducked as he scowled off the page. It was a photo she’d seen before, a promo shot from the tournament Cass had left town for. In bold yellow text were the fight schedules and the words ‘Morgan “Mad Dog ” Westfield’ across the fighter’s torso. 
Glancing up from the flier Susana started, surprised by who it belonged to.
Even with the trademark, golden blonde hair and sun warmed tan, her blue-green eyes were what made her easily identifiable as a Drae—part of the Alpha’s bloodline. Their unmistakable resemblance also marked her as Larson Drae’s sister. They didn’t speak often but, when he’d first brought her over, Fynn had introduced her as his Aunt Zelda.
“You follow MMA fighting?” asked Susana, a little incredulous by the discovery.
Zelda peered over her shoulder. Her small smile was barely a twitch at the corners of her mouth, there and gone in less than a second. Nodding, she answered, “A little.”
Attention cutting briefly back to the leaflet, Susana’s smile was amiable. “More than a little if you’re following an undercard. Morgan’s basically family. I’ve never seen him fight, but everyone who has says he’s amazing. He’s such a sweetheart, you’d never guess.” Her smile warmed with the memory of the good-natured blond often found smoking on the porch swing. 
She refocused on Zelda to ask, “Big fan of his?”
“Very.”
Worrying her bottom lip between her incisors, Susana shifted her weight from hip to hip, contemplating an offer she wasn’t sure she should make. What the hell, she quickly decided, and went for it. “I’ll probably see him tonight. Maybe he’ll sign something if I pester him enough. I can bring it back to you.” Whatever elation she’d felt making the offer was snuffed out by the sudden appearance of tears in Zelda’s eyes.
“I’d like that very much.”
A beat passed unbroken by either of them. Beneath the smells of breakfast foods was the distinct, bitter scent of longing. Conflicted, Susana was pinned to the spot as she struggled with whether or not to ask Zelda if she was okay. On the one hand, she was genuinely concerned, but, on the other, it wasn’t her place. 
She was a visitor, an outsider, and a Lycan. A pat to the back, and sympathetic there-there, might not be welcome. And Susana didn’t want to overstep.
Thankfully, her indecision was short lived, cut off by the welcome arrival of yet another blonde. Brooklyn’s big, blue-green eyes, petite nose, and cupid’s bow lips gave her an all too stunning baby face. Grinning wickedly, Fynn’s younger sister linked their arms together.
“Finally decided to emerge from your den of sin and debauchery, I see,” observed Brooklyn, a single brow arched, mischief bright in her eyes.
Horrified, Susana glanced between Brooklyn and her aunt, eyes wide with a reprimand. The girl was incorrigible. “Brook,” she hissed.
Following Susana’s meaningful side-eye to their amused looking audience, Brooklyn waved a hand, and made a derisive pfft sound. “Don’t worry, Susana Banana. Zel already knows all the steps to the devil’s tango. Isn’t that right, Auntie?”
Face and neck feeling unbearably warm, Susana hid her burning cheeks behind her hands and ducked behind the curtain of her dark hair. “Why are you like this?” she groaned into her palms. 
Though she couldn’t see her, Zelda’s amusement was clear in her chuckle as she supplied, “I may have learned a thing or two over the years.” The smile in her voice couldn’t mask the lingering sadness tinging the air around her.
Oblivious to her aunt’s poignancy, Brooklyn fought to pry Susana’s hand from her face, while gesturing that the matter was settled. “See, no judgment here for your lecherous extra curricular activities. No matter how often or loudly they happen.” Protected by the thick shield of her hair, even if she couldn’t see it, Susana could still sense Brooklyn’s wide, self-satisfied grin.
“Come on. Let’s get you some breakfast, you harlot. Later, Zel.” She waved her aunt goodbye, dragging Susana further down the Alpha’s table to their usual seats.
As soon as she sat down Fynn appeared, setting down two plates stacked high with food, and claiming the seat beside her. She beamed at her boyfriend, grateful to finally have an ally better equipped to handle Brooklyn Drae. If such a thing were even possible.
A kiss was placed squarely on his cheek before she nuzzled the same spot with the tip of her nose, smiling as she murmured, “Thank you, baby.”
With her elbow propped on the table and jaw perched on the heel of her palm, Brooklyn observed them both with a passive kind of interest. After a long sigh, she advised, “Enjoy it while you can, kids.” Her blue-green gaze bounced between her and Fynn. When her attention settled on Susana, Brooklyn added a cool, “Fuck knows when you’ll be over again.”
Despite the fact that she’d spent most of the morning dreading the same thing, Susana’s hand went to Fynn’s thigh as she argued, “Cass’ll only be home for a few weeks before she has another event. And, besides,” she turned to offer Fynn a soft, reassuring smile, “it’s not like we won’t see each other on campus, or when we go out.”
From her other side Brooklyn made the offhand suggestion, “Might be easier if you just told her the truth.”
A pang of guilt rang hollow in her chest. Susana stared at Fynn with regret in her eyes, an apology in her expression. She bit her lip and shook her head. Defeat sagged her shoulders when she sighed. 
“Easier for who?” Refocusing on Brooklyn, she pinned her with a severe look. “My sister doesn’t want me dating, period. If she knew that I was dating Fynn she’d Rapunzel my ass to the farthest, tallest tower faster than you can say age of consent.”
“Because he’s an Outcast?”
Her jaw clenched. “Among other things.” His being in what was probably a one percenter motorcycle club wouldn’t earn him any brownie points either.
Gently squeezing her nape, Fynn twined his fingers through her hair and scratched lightly at her scalp. To his sister, he grumbled, “Drop it, Brook. I don’t need you stirring shit up on my account.”
“I’m not stirring shit up,” she protested. “But don’t you think it’d be better for everyone—”
“Brooklyn. Enough.”
Her hands shot up defensively. “All right, all right. Fine. I’ll drop it.” She lifted her elbow back onto the table, and dropped her cheek back into her hand. “I’ll just go back to minding my own business.”
Fynn scoffed. “Go back?” he challenged. “That would imply that you’ve minded your own business, ever, in your entire life.”
Their bickering lasted through most of breakfast, until Brooklyn got bored, leaving them for more entertaining quarry. Once they were alone again, the rest of the meal was spent enjoying as much of each other as they could before he had to drive her home. 
After their plates were cleared, and respectful goodbyes were made, Fynn loaded her and her things into his truck. Fingers locked through his, she gave his hand an absent squeeze and watched the passing scenery as they left the property. 
The compound was encircled by acres upon acres of grass and forest. They were in the middle of nowhere, miles from the nearest streetlight. The gravel roads and wild terrain was half the reason he drove them by truck instead of taking his motorcycle. The other half was because if her neighbors saw her coming and going on the back of a motorcycle they’d run straight to Cassandra. Since loose lips sink ships, they erred on the side of discretion; neither of them was in any hurry to be on Cass’ shitlist.
Almost an hour later, the truck rolled to a stop in front of her house. Fynn draped an arm on top of the steering wheel, his body angled to watch her as she pulled her backpack’s straps over her arms. She was trying to stall their inevitable separation, but there wasn’t much more she could do to drag it out. They both knew it. It was time.
“I’ll text you,” she promised, it was the best she could do for the next few days.
Fynn gently gripped the back of her neck, smiling softly. “Every hour on the hour?” He pulled her closer and slowly leaned in.
Focused entirely on his mouth, Susana gave him an absent minded nod. “Every forty-five minutes,” she amended with a dreamy breath. “If you’re on time you’re late, and I’m nothing if not punctual.”
He was a hair's breadth away now, smiling more broadly as he closed the last millimeter between them, and chuckled into the kiss. When their lips met his amusement ebbed. His grip on her nape tightened, pulling her in, deepening the kiss as her lips parted for his prodding tongue. Susana gripped his cut by the lapel in one hand and held his jaw in the other, keening softly as she sank into the kiss. Just a few thumps of her accelerated heartbeat had her halfway over the gearshift, inching to get into Flynn’s lap. Her blood sang with the same heat turning her pelvis into a smoldering bed of coals. 
It was always like this with him. When they kissed, when he touched her, base desire grabbed a viselike hold of her better sense and dragged it down until there was nothing left but instinct and lust. It was so much easier to give in when his lips were so soft and his body was so hard.
Great Mother, she wanted him so badly.
As though reading her thoughts, Fynn’s mouth left hers. He kissed and nipped a trail along her jaw down to her neck, where his teeth grazed on hypersensitive skin. Fynn’s tongue left a trail of goosebumps, and she felt the flick of it between her legs. After a lingering kiss, he murmured, “I could come inside for a bit,” against her neck.
Her thoughts immediately went to her sister, and, even though it pained her, Susana used her grip currently tangled in Fynn’s hair to pull him away from her neck. A groan left her as his warmth faded with the loathsome distance. 
“If my sister smells you anywhere near the house—”
“She’ll kill me.” 
He pulled back the rest of the way with a sigh. Settling into the driver’s seat again, there was disappointment in his eyes but understanding in his expression. Reaching over the center console she’d nearly scaled in her desperation to get into his lap, Fynn hooked the length of her fringe behind her ear, then thumbed down her jaw before dropping his hand again.
Brooklyn’s voice was deafening in the silence between them. It would be easier if she just told Cassandra the truth. It’d put an end to the sneaking around, anyway. She hated the possibility of Fynn feeling like he was her dirty little secret, like she was hiding him from Cassandra because she was ashamed of him.
“You know I love you, don’t you?”
Fynn smirked. “Never doubted it for a second, babe.”
Not at all appeased by his casual tone, Susana insisted, “It won’t always be like this.” She scoured his face, but his expression was as impassive as ever. Not even his scent gave away what he was feeling.
He seemed to be searching her, too. A moment passed in which they simply stared at each other. After a beat, the corner of his mouth curled and he nodded slightly. “I know it won’t.” He scooped up her hand and brought her knuckles to his lips. As he lowered her hand from his mouth, Fynn motioned with his chin for her to get going. 
“Better get that tight ass moving before I change my mind and take you back to my place. Your sister can have you back in a few days.”
Lightly swatting his chest, Susana forced a smile as she rebuked, “If my tight ass isn’t sitting pretty on that couch when she gets home, she’s going to raze all of the west coast to ashes until she finds me.” She gripped his cheeks again, forcing his lips into a fish-like pucker, and said, “I’ll spare you the dramatics.”
“I appreciate that.”
Moving in swiftly, she pecked his puckered lips then released him. Anything more and they’d be back at square one, and there were only so many hours they could do this dance before they were found out. 
“See ya, baby.” She patted the door in blind search of the handle. “Be safe.”
Fynn smiled tenderly as he gave her a placating nod, watching her fumble with the door handle, his eyes laughing at her struggle. “I always am.”
“Yeah, well, keep it up.” She found the handle and popped the door open, making an ‘I have my eye on you’ motion as she scooted out of the passenger seat.
Walking backwards up the driveway toward the front door, Susana was glad all of the neighbors were either at work or at school. No one was around to witness their reluctant goodbye. She was forced to turn around when her curving path had her tripping on the driveway’s edge, her unsteady ankle nearly landed her in the front yard. Once she was at the door, house key already in the lock, she turned to wave goodbye at her overprotective boyfriend, who wouldn’t drive away until the door was locked behind her.
As she looked around the empty house Susana’s shoulders slumped. Already she felt like something was missing. It was just so quiet compared to the Outcast compound, cold despite its familiarity. She couldn’t wait for Cass to come home so it might actually feel like one. 
Not bothering to take off her backpack, she strode straight for the laundry room. All of her electronic devices, and other non-wash-friendly items, were set aside before the backpack, and all her clothes were tossed into the washing machine. She doubled up on detergent before wiping down her other belongings with an excess of disinfectant wipes. Looking down at her sandals, Susana wiggled her turquoise painted toes then sighed again.
A short trip to the backyard had the hose running. She soaked her sandals and left them to dry in a sunny spot near a flowerpot. Last thing needing to be washed was herself, and the clothes she was wearing. Those she’d save for last, since they still smelled like Fynn.
She’d just turned on the shower when her phone dinged and vibrated on the counter near the sink. Pulling her hand from the water’s spray, she walked over to read the text, and grinned immediately at Fynn’s message.
For the record, I love you too.
Unlocking the screen, she began to tap out a reply when the bathroom door exploded open. Two darkly dressed men stormed in faster than she could react. A knife gleamed in the bathroom light and she screamed at the sight of it, of them, at the realization of who and what they were. 
With nowhere to run, she tripped over the bath mat in her backward scramble, and caught the shower curtain in her fall. Susana’s heart hammered at her sternum, beating out of her rib cage as the shower curtain ripped under her weight and white hot pain flashed in her palm. She fell to the floor as certainty filled her chest.
She was going to die.






  
  Chapter Two

Cassandra


Keychains rattled as the stand spun in her search for the S’s. The little license plates were cheesy as hell, but that was the point. On her way out of Vegas, Cassandra had bought a little poker chip with Susana’s name emblazoned in gold calligraphy. Chip added to an already impressive pile of gifts; she perused the California plates for the eye-rolls and her own entertainment. Knowing Susana, she’d pretend to love it anyway. The girl was a damn angel. 
“All right, Ronda Rousey,” teased a velvety baritone, calling her attention away from the “Summer” plate between her fingers. She peered down the aisle at the man walking her way. He lifted an arm onto the top of the neighboring stand, his fountain drink dangling precariously from his fingertips.
The corner of Xander’s full lips curled into a deeper smirk. “Car’s gassed up and ready to go. We’re just waiting on you.” His attention dropped onto the stand he was using as an armrest, and he picked out a pair of rose-tinted, heart-shaped sunglasses. He used the arm to move the locs away from his ear before sliding the sunglasses onto his face.
“Looks good.” Not interested in being rushed, Cassandra’s smile waned as she refocused on the keychains. “You can wait a few more minutes.”
She skimmed the name plates until she found a Susie amidst the Suri’s and Suzetta’s. Susana hated being called Susie, which gave the keychain extra points in the gag gift department. Happy with her find, Cassandra stuck her tongue out at Xander as she walked around him toward the checkout counter.
Following close on her heels, Xander leaned forward to mutter a teasing, “You spoil that girl. You know that, right?”
Cassandra’s shrug was heedless as she rebutted, “She’s a good kid.”
Biased or not, it was the truth. Susana could’ve turned out worse, and no one would have blamed her for it.
When their parents had been murdered almost twelve years back, a twenty-two year old version of herself had been left with the responsibility of raising a seven-year-old. Not on her own, of course. The Elders never would’ve left her to fend for herself with a small child, but it was still a responsibility she’d never taken lightly. 
Standing in the checkout line, Cassandra smiled down at the cheap metal keychain. She glanced sidelong at Xander, and her smile turned impish. “Are you getting those for Kenz?”
His replying huff was dismissive. “She wishes she could pull these off like I do.” Removing the glasses, his lips curved as he glanced back up at Cassandra. “You know Mackenzie’s always had heart-eyes for me.” He waved the glasses between them. “I just like to remind her every once in a while.”
A scoff cut out of her before she mused, “Remind her that she has questionable taste?”
“All right, smart ass. Go pay for your shit.” Planting a large hand between her shoulder blades, Xander shoved her in the ready cashier’s direction.
A few bucks were exchanged for the keychain, and she waved off the receipt before stepping aside to lean an elbow on the counter while she waited for Xander to pay for his items. She gave him a contemplative once over, silently conceding that Mackenzie’s taste was impeccable. Even though her admiration for the male specimen was strictly scientific, there was no arguing that Xander was a gorgeous man.
Towering over most people, Xander Sampson had a slim, athletic body. Broad shoulders and a narrow waist gave him the appearance of bulk. His dark skin was a warm sepia, lush with an effusive glow, and long lashes fanned around keen chartreuse eyes. Years in the making, his meticulously maintained locs toppled to his waist. 
Cassandra couldn’t help but compare herself against his abundant good looks. Though she wasn’t as tall as him, she’d inherited her father’s height. Unlike Susana, who was the spitting image of their mom. Naturally tan, her tawny skin deepened to a dark terra cotta the longer she spent in the sun. She was still several shades lighter, and though they both had dark brown hair, hers fell down her back in loose waves when not secured in either a plait or ponytail. Fighting competitively made her dense, her arms and legs thick enough to strain the cotton and denim of her outfit.
Since she usually kept her hair up, there was nothing to distract from her sharp features. High cheekbones and thick eyebrows made her eyes look rounder than she liked; more doe eyed than someone who packed the kind of punch she did should look.
“You ready?”
Xander pulled her from her thoughts, and Cassandra refocused with a quick shake of her head. “Yeah,” she said, flashing him a brief smile. “Let’s go home.” The keychain went into her pocket as she followed him out the door.
They left the smell of heavily processed foods for the strong scent of gasoline. Cigarette smoke drifted to meet them, caught on an early evening breeze, and her gaze was drawn to the figure leaning against the convenience store’s exterior. A tall, blond man was lounging on the window’s ledge. Twin plumes of gray exhaled from his nose.
“Morgan,” she called. When his green eyes landed on her, she motioned at the SUV.
Only a few years older than Susana, Morgan had always been like a little brother to Cassandra. The Sampsons had taken him in when he was ten, claiming custody when Morgan’s father wasn’t able to take care of him anymore. Without any pups of their own, it was what they did. Even if the kid they claimed was an Outcast, with his softly pointed ears and longer than average double canines. Nearly fifteen years later, Cassandra barely even noticed anymore. She loved him too much to care.
After one last drag, Morgan dropped his cigarette to the ground and stamped it out under his shoe. Pushing off the windowsill, he strode over to them, nodding wordlessly when Xander draped an arm across his shoulders and steered him in the car’s direction. The three of them piled into the SUV, Xander behind the wheel and Cassandra in the front passenger seat as Morgan made himself comfortable in the back. The last leg of their road trip would only take half an hour, then they’d all get to sleep in their own beds after weeks of lumpy hotel mattresses and what little shut eye they’d managed on the road.
Their trip to Las Vegas had taken longer than originally planned. They’d had tournament fights scheduled over the span of two weeks, with Cassandra on the main card and Morgan on a few undercards. Neither had lost, but they were always against humans. Manager, personal trainer, and adopted father to both of them, Xander had signed them up for several unregistered tournaments, keeping them in Vegas longer than expected. 
The underground fights were where the real action was. Lycan strength and reflexes gave her an edge against humans, but when she wasn’t the only one with enhanced abilities, the wins were all the sweeter. As fun and lucrative as the trip had been, Cassandra was anxious to get home. She missed her sister, and her bed. And if someone tried to stand between her and a hot shower, it’d be at the risk of life and limb.
When they pulled into the driveway of the ranch-style house, Cassandra frowned. The porch lights weren’t on, meaning Susana was either not home or already asleep. A glance at the dashboard clock confirmed that they’d made good time.
“Banana knew we were coming home today, didn’t she?” asked Xander, sounding as disconcerted as Cassandra felt.
Still inspecting the house’s exterior, Cassandra hummed a confirming sound and thumbed the seatbelt’s release button. She clenched her jaw against the nerves coiling around her chest. Instinct had her hairs standing on end. 
Something was wrong.
Susana hadn’t ever missed a single one of Cassandra’s homecomings. When they’d talked earlier, Susana had promised she’d be home. If something had come up she should’ve called.
The three of them stepped out of the SUV. On her inhale, Cassandra picked up an unfamiliar scent. Behind her, Morgan must’ve caught  it too because he muttered a low, “You smell that?”
Trees rustled as a light breeze stirred through the street. She took a deep breath. Amid the scents of grass, the lingering wisps of exhaust, and wet dog, one smell set alarm bells off in her head. It was human, though not one belonging to any of her neighbors.
Cassandra rasped a nearly inaudible, “Sons,” before sprinting the rest of the way to the front door. Stopping short just as the entrance came into view, her hammering heart swan dived into her stomach and sank right to the bottom.
The frame was splintered, and the door hung from its hinges. Nothing but moonlight illuminated past the jagged remnants of the door. As she stood frozen in shock, her heart scaled the pit of her gut and climbed into her throat. 
Fear threw her body back into motion, propelling her through the kicked-in door with a panicked, “Susana?”
No answer. Cassandra doubted she would’ve heard one above the deafening rush of her heart pumping in her ears. It looked like a tornado had ripped through the house. Furniture was overturned, picture frames had been knocked off of the walls, and glass crunched under her shoes as she stepped further into the darkness.
“Susana!” Cassandra raced through the den, down the hall, into the kitchen. When all she found was more destruction, she searched the rest of the house. Her sister’s name tore through her again as she flew up the stairs, taking them two at a time until she was finally standing at the top landing.
The sound of the shower running made her racing heart come to an abrupt stop. Cassandra swallowed hard before calling out a tentative, “Susana, sweetie, is that you?” as she slowly approached the bathroom.
Light shone through the cracked open door. The strip illuminating the opposite wall shone in Cassandra’s eye when she tried to peek through the small opening. A scent, metallic and tangy, snuck into the hallway. Blood. Gut aching with anxiety, all she could do was hold her breath as she reached for the doorknob with trembling fingers.
A nearly inaudible, “Susana,” left her lips as she pushed the door open on creaky hinges. The bunched-up rug and half torn off shower curtain sent Cassandra’s heartbeat into overdrive. Bright red streaked the edge of the bathroom counter. It was on the white tiled floor. Five long, jagged lines smeared into a messy palm print.
Covering her mouth, Cassandra turned to take in the bathroom in its entirety. On the wall and around the doorframe was another bloody handprint. A quavering breath filtered through the cracks of her fingers. The hand covering her mouth muffled the sob that managed to squeeze past the lump in her throat.
“Cass.” Xander’s voice registered somewhere in the back of her mind. He stepped into the bathroom and muttered an incredulous, “Great Wolf’s tits,” under his breath.
Xander gripped her by the shoulders, ducking his head to catch her gaze. His expression was severe, commanding, his green eyes hard. When Cassandra’s gaze started to move away from him, his grip on her shoulders tightened. 
“Cass, listen,” Xander’s firm voice beckoned her rarely felt submissive side. “Morgan and I swept the whole house. It’s empty. Susana’s not here.”
A choked sob was muffled by the hand still covering her mouth, and Xander’s hands moved to hold the sides of her face. “Morgan is going to circle the block a few times, see if maybe he can catch a scent. But I have to call the Keepers, babe, and they’re going to bring the Order into this.”
“No!” Her hand left her mouth, and she filled her fists with Xander’s shirt. If the Order got involved she may as well write Susana off as dead right then and there. “Sons took her, Xander. They took her!”
Tightening his hold just enough to recapture her focus, Xander said, “I know that, Cassandra. But you can’t go Lone fucking Ranger on this one.” His jaw ticked as he searched her face. “You’re not going to get her back on your own, Cass. You’re just not.”
It was only when she felt his thumbs swipe under her eyes that she realized she was crying. Xander was a blurry array of browns when she peered up from the shirt bunched between her tightly curled fingers. Instead of helping to clear her vision, blinking sent heavier rivulets down her cheeks. Her breaths were coming faster now, panicked as her lungs held less oxygen with each desperate inhale.
When she licked her lips she could taste the salt of her tears at the corners of her mouth. Cassandra’s chin trembled. It felt like she was being stabbed with every heartbeat. Fear, dread, and guilt, above all else, slashed her chest to ribbons, tearing through flesh and bone to wrap a viselike grip on her heart.
“She’s gone. Susana’s go—” her words were cut off by a lung-deep sob, and Xander crushed her to his chest.
Trying to calm her down, Xander made the first impossible promise that must’ve come to mind. “We’ll get her back, Cass.” When she shook her head his embrace tightened around her.
A hand rubbed her back as he pressed her face to his chest and murmured pointless reassurances against her hair. Cassandra clung to him. Fingers pressed hard into his shirt, she clutched at his back like she couldn’t get a good enough grip. Clenching her teeth hard, she tried to bite back the noises rising in her throat as her tears soaked his shirt.
They’d taken her sister. No matter what the Order said, Xander was right. She was going to get Susana back. Nothing and no one was going to get in her way.






  
  Chapter Three

Cassandra


To keep from touching anything, Cassandra had been escorted onto the back patio and forced to sit on the porch swing. She was swaddled in an afghan that had been fished out of the debris of the living room. After his phone call, Xander had gone out front to wait for the Keepers. Morgan sat down beside her, silent as he removed a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and the accompanying lighter. 
A stick was picked out of the flimsy packet, and he pinched the filter between his lips as he held the pack out in wordless offering. She contemplated the cigarettes before relenting with a sigh. “Thanks.” Sliding a cigarette from the packaging, she tapped it against her jean clad thigh.
Morgan nodded. He lifted the lighter between them and thumbed a flame into flickering existence. Lifting the cigarette to her lips, Cassandra leaned in. A hand cupped around the fire as she puffed on the filter until she felt scratchy, incorporeal fingers ghost down her throat like sandpaper to gather uncomfortably in her lungs. Morgan met her mirthless, “Thanks,” with another nod.
He lit up his own, his hand illuminated by the flame dancing behind it. As he tucked the pack and lighter back into his pocket, he aimed a gray sigh upward. Nimble fingers raked through loose blond waves, and he pushed his hair away from his face. When he dropped his arm, it landed on the back of the porch swing, settling on the thin strip of soft cushion behind her. His hunter green eyes scanned sightlessly over the tree line and far into the night.
Behind the combined stink of both of their lit cigarettes was an undertone of loss. The intermingling scent of their worry radiated between them. It occupied a Susana-sized space in her chest.
A man of few to no words on a good day, she didn’t expect him to fill the silence with worthless reassurances. Instead, Morgan sat stoically beside her, silently nursing his cigarette as he offered her something more comforting than empty promises: a reminder that she wasn’t alone.
By the time she’d smoked all the way down to the filter, she hadn’t made a dent against the heartache still gathering behind her sternum. She flicked the butt across the back porch and into the yard. The ache deepened in her jaw when she remembered Susana’s disapproval of littering.
Do you know how long it takes for cigarette butts to decompose?
Closing the afghan’s corners around her shoulders, Cassandra lifted her feet up onto the swing and cocooned herself deeper into the blanket. When she curled up against Morgan’s side, his arm wrapped comfortingly around her. He kissed the top of her head and then rested his cheek there.
Sometime within their persisting silence, the Keepers arrived. She knew exactly when because the crickets quit chirping. There was also the large wolf —whose fur was as dark as a starless night sky— cutting across the backyard with its nose to the ground. Closer in size to a Clydesdale than a regular wolf, it was a good thing Amelia’s coloration blended in with the night. Humans tended to lose their shit when they spotted prehistorically sized wolves casing the cul-de-sac in the middle of the night.
With the back door open, Cassandra could hear the crunch of glass as Keepers swept through the house. She sat up, pulling away from Morgan’s side as she turned her gaze to watch Rhys join them outside.
Rhys carried himself with the respect his rank as Beta demanded. Shoulders back, spine straight, chin held high, his warrior's confidence and a calm demeanor served to temper Vallen Pack’s Alpha.
He walked over to where she and Morgan were seated on the swing. Without acknowledging Morgan, his sharp, amber eyes landed on Cassandra, and though there was no change in the hard angles of his face, she got the impression of sympathy. He dropped his hand to her shoulder and gave it a firm squeeze. 
“How are you holding up?”
Deep down, she knew the question had come from a place of concern, but all it did was make her angry. “Sons of the Sun took my fucking sister. How the hell do you think I’m doing?” She shrugged his hand from her shoulder and pushed off of the porch swing, leaving the afghan behind on her short walk toward the railing.
Tears had overwhelmed her earlier. The shock of coming home to a wrecked house and missing sister had shaken her. Once she got herself together again, all Cassandra could allow herself to feel was unwavering determination.
She would get her sister back, no matter what.
Behind her, Rhys sounded less confident than she felt when he said, “We’re going to find her, Cassandra.”
She shook her head and stared blindly at the backyard. Impatience crawled under her skin like an itch she couldn’t scratch. Susana was gone. The house was empty. They weren’t going to find anything inside, so what the hell were they still doing here? What good were they as Keepers if their own kind were picked up by Hunters without anyone even noticing?
Grass crunched under bare feet, and Cassandra lifted her attention away from the wooden railing, audibly straining under her bleached grip. Her focus settled on a familiar naked body strutting their way, shameless in her nudity. As she should be. It’d been years since Cassandra had canvased her athletic curves, and she looked even better now than she had back then. That Cassandra could look at her and feel nothing at all was a testament to the night she’d had. 
Amelia was the best tracker in Vallen Pack, but her expression didn’t fill Cassandra with a whole lot of confidence in what she’d found.
Too focused on Amelia, she only noticed that someone else had stepped out of the house when the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Her instincts whispered as an air of command permeated the night and niggled at her senses. Realizing the pack’s Alpha was standing behind her, she turned around and bowed her head in deference.
Standing as tall as Xander, Danika Vallen was an Amazon. Her long, dark hair was a messy braid down her back, opening a heart shaped face and a chilling pair of ice green eyes. The earthy ochre of her supple skin was decorated almost entirely with brightly colored tattoos. Peeking out from beneath the collar of her leather jacket, a yawning, cartoon cat head covered the side of her neck. Her knuckles were marked by cupcakes, a teapot, and rainbow unicorn heads. Two pink, glittering crystal flowers bloomed on the backs of her hands. Underneath her outfit were more rainbows and cute things, and still, Danika was the most respected Alpha of all the Keeper packs on this side of the continent.
Her voice held an undeniable authority when she addressed Amelia. “What did you find?”
“Three males. Hunters, for sure. Judging by how old the scents are, they attacked while everyone in the neighborhood was at work. The trail has them heading  northwest.” Amelia’s gray eyes flicked onto Cassandra, and sympathy shone behind her nearly iridescent irises. “Susana was still bleeding when they left.”
“Good work.” Danika turned to her Beta. “Reach out to the other packs and our contacts. See if we can find anything on known hunter hideouts between here and Oregon.” She raised her hand and corrected, “Make that any hunter safehouses within a fifty-mile radius,” as there were fewer than thirty miles between Black Water Valley and Oregon.
Rhys muttered, “Will do,”  fishing his phone from his pocket as he walked away. He only made it two steps before Danika threw another order at him.
“Find a witch while you’re at it. I want to know what a tracking spell is going to cost me.”
He glanced over his shoulder, phone already raised to his ear, and nodded a wordless acknowledgment before entering the house. Danika refocused on Cassandra. The certainty in her gaze held an assurance she wouldn’t bother putting to words. Evidently, she was going to leave the baseless promises to her Beta.
Leaning her ass against the handrailing, Cassandra folded her arms in front of her. First, she met Amelia’s moonlit gray eyes, then  Danika’s. “Sons took Susana hours ago,” she said. “They could be out of the state by now.”
Thoughtful, Danika nodded. “They could be,” she agreed. “I’m betting they aren’t.”
When doubt narrowed Cassandra’s brows, Danika explained, “Taking Susana alive is unusual enough as it is. Taking her out of state, well…” Shoulders lifting, the corner of her mouth quirked with an apology. “Transporting a Lycan interstate, even a civilian like Susana, wouldn’t be easy. No disrespect, love, but she just wouldn’t be worth the effort. A nineteen-year-old college freshman isn’t exactly big game hunting. I’m thinking that this is a local cell, maybe one that’s more interested in money than ‘protecting’ the human race.”
The press of her fingers into her biceps was as hard as the clench of her teeth. Hunters had put the effort into kidnapping her sister in the first place. Who was to say what else they were capable of? 
She opened her mouth, but her argument was cut off by the loud, rhythmic beat of stirred wind. Leaning back on the hand railing to peer past the roof’s edge, Cassandra searched the overcast night. The wooden boards groaned under Danika’s heavy combat boots as she made her way down the few steps to the backyard.
Grumbling a flat, “Party’s here,” under her breath, Danika tilted her head back as she walked to the middle of the backyard. Amelia trailed after her, protective of her alpha as they waited to greet the new arrivals.
Cassandra nodded tightly at Morgan, and he pushed himself up off of the porch swing. They followed Danika and Amelia to the center of the lawn, approaching just as a small company of Nephilim landed. Strong gusts stirred by large, flapping wings tousled Cassandra’s hair, blowing strands into her face.
Landing more gracefully than men their size should be able to, three Order Knights stood before them. Faces obscured by winged helmets, only the coloration of their wings differentiated them. Black armor glittered in the night, constellations of jewels inlaid in the swoops and lines of various runes. It fit like a second skin. Muscle-shaped plating shielded their chests and vital organs, bracers covered their forearms, and a black, flexible material protected the skin in between. More impressive than their armor were the heavy looking utility belts on their waists, and the various bulging holsters and sheaths strapped to them. Each man had an arsenal of weapons on their person.
At the point of their glittering triangle, the foremost Knight removed his helmet and tucked it neatly under his arm. A stern face greeted them. His long nose was made sharper by the pronounced furrow of his brow, and his lips were pressed to a hard, humorless line. A muscle feathered in his square jaw as dark blue eyes assessed the wolves in front of him.
To Danika, he demanded, “What have you learned?”
She didn't immediately reply, folding her arms and shifting her weight onto a hip. If Cassandra could see her face, she knew she'd find an eyebrow quirked and her full lips pressed into a challenging smirk. Danika took her orders from the Council of Elders, not the Order of the First Blade.
“You could ask nicely,” she suggested, her tone more warning than playful.
Unaffected by whatever look she was boring into him, the Knight rebuffed her warning with a sharper one of his own. “This isn’t a conversation, Vallen; it’s a debriefing.” More severely, he repeated, “What have you learned?”
After a tense moment, Danika sighed. “We're going to have to work on your bedside manner one of these days, Logan.” Her next breath was conceding. “One of ours was taken. Alive. A nineteen-year-old civilian, no combat training.” Danika glanced over her shoulder, and her ice green eyes landed on Cassandra, a question in the arch of her raised eyebrow.
When Cassandra nodded, Danika turned back to Logan. “She was defenseless.”
Guilt sharpened its nails on Cassandra's stomach lining. Images of the bloodstained bathroom burned on the backs of her eyelids. This was her fault. If not for constantly leaving her sister home alone to fend for herself, then for not trying harder to teach her how to fight.
It wasn't that the subject hadn't ever come up, because it had. A lot. Cassandra had never felt comfortable leaving Susana on her own, but, then again, she never really had. Mackenzie looked after her when she, Xander, and Morgan left town. Susana was supposed to be protected. She was supposed to be safe.
“What about the attackers?” asked Logan over the tumult of her thoughts. “Do you know who did this?”
Danika didn't answer right away. The fold of her arms tightened. “Sons of the Sun,” she begrudgingly supplied. "Three of them. They attacked sometime early in the afternoon.”
“Humans,” stated Logan.
“Hunters,” Danika corrected.
By the hard set of Logan's jaw, Cassandra knew he didn't see the difference. Anger rushed forward. This was why she hadn't wanted Xander to call the Keepers. As far as the Order was concerned, the human race was a protected species. Harming a single one of them was worse than a death sentence. It didn't matter that the bastards had hurt and taken her sister. They only cared about their precious code.
“You know the laws,” Logan's voice was a deep rumble. “No human is to be harmed by an inhuman. Their world is separate from ours and will remain so without exception.”
“Tell that to the fucking hunters that took my sister.” Cassandra launched herself forward, only to be stopped by Danika's raised arm. A firm grip on her bicep remained even after Cassandra tried to shake it off. Amelia pulled her back when she tried to push past Danika to get into Logan's face.
The Knights behind him placed their hands on their weapons, gripping them loosely until Logan raised his hand in wordless instruction. Their hands lowered back to their sides, and they relaxed again.
Cassandra wasn't as controlled. She struggled against Danika's outstretched arm and Amelia's grip on her bicep. Anger fumed off of her like heat from concrete, and even Morgan wrapped an arm around her middle to drag her back.
“She's just a girl. Fuck knows what they're going to do to her. What they've already done to her.” Top lip curling into a snarl, Cassandra seethed, “You're out of your goddamn minds if you expect us to do nothing.”
“That,” started Logan in a tone as frigid as his glare, “is exactly what I expect. The law bends for no one.”
Her struggles redoubled with her rage. “Fuck your laws, you oversized, self-serving, cockatiel!” She clawed at the arms pulling her back, growling as she fought to free herself. “They have my sister. You get that? I'm the only family she has. If you think for one second—”
“Cassandra,” Danika barked, her tone sharp and commanding. The Alpha’s scathing look called to her submissive side, and Cassandra felt her struggles weaken. “Stand the fuck down, Dayan. I’m handling this.”
Her lips parted and Danika's wintery gaze sharpened to a dagger point. The words caught in her throat and died in her mouth. The sound of Danika growling deep in her throat finally snuffed the fight out of Cassandra. Her eyes dropped, and she ground her teeth as she bowed her head, infuriated by her own surrender.
Confident that Cassandra wouldn’t interrupt again, Danika returned her attention to the Order Knights. Her tone was cold when she addressed Logan, the timbre one that routinely resulted in bowing and scraping. Logan didn't seem to notice.
“We can't leave an innocent girl to her fate. Sons of the Sun insert themselves into our world. They threaten and slaughter our kind. As far as we know, Susana's alive. We have to at least try.” When Logan looked no more moved by her than he had been by Cassandra’s rage, she reminded him, “They're hunters, Logan. Surely your laws can recognize an exception.”
Dark blue eyes narrowed. “Knight-Commander Logan.” He set his jaw and shook his head. “These aren’t my laws, Vallen. It’s the law. There are no exceptions.”
“What do you suggest I do here, Knight-Commander Logan? Unlike the Order, I won't sit on my thumb while an innocent girl is left at the mercy of Sons.”
“I don’t expect you to.” Logan’s thick arms crossed in front of his breastplate. “The Sons of the Sun is a human faction. They should be dealt with by their own kind. Contact the human authorities. Report what happened here.” His unyielding gaze moved onto Cassandra. “They’ll find your sister.”
Danika couldn't keep her anger contained as she growled, “That's a goddamn death sentence, and you know it.” When she took a single step forward, the Knights behind Logan reached for their weapons again. This time, Logan didn't command them to stand down.
Not acknowledging the implied threat, Danika kept her glare on Logan. “How many people have to go missing before you self-righteous ass hats start to give a fuck? I know Susana's not the only inhuman that’s been taken, and that you’ve done fuckall to help.”
Jaw ticking, Logan’s honey gold feathers ruffled before he tucked his wings in tight against his back. “Contact the human authorities. Trust that they’ll find your stray wolf.”
“Stolen,” snapped Cassandra. “Susana didn't wander off. She was taken.”
“Her name is Susana Uri Dayan. She's a sweet nineteen-year-old girl, and she deserves better than the fate you're condemning her to.” Another step put Danika toe to toe with Logan. When his men drew their weapons, a chorus of growls sounded off behind Cassandra. The rest of the Vallen Pack had gathered outside to back their Alpha. Eye level with Logan, Danika snarled in his face. “If you're going to sentence a child to death, you should know her name.”
“If I catch word that a single human, hunter or otherwise, has been so much as harassed by a Lycan, you’ll be my first stop.” Logan raised his hand again, finally signaling for his men to stand down. He didn’t look away from her as he said, “We'll be watching.”
Large, golden wings flared open behind him before forcing them back a step with a strong gust of wind. To Cassandra he offered, “I hope they find your sister.” He crouched down and launched himself into the night, followed shortly after by his companions.
Danika watched them disappear into the black skies with a scowl on her face and displeasure souring the air around her. When she turned around, her features were tense with determination. She strode past Amelia and placed a hand on Cassandra's shoulder.
“We're not giving up, Cass,” she swore. “We'll figure something out. For now, cooperating with the Order is how we get them to back off.”
Logically, she knew Danika was right. If the Order thought they were playing by the rules, they'd lose interest. Path of least resistance and all of that. In her heart, Cassandra felt like they were wasting precious time. 
Susana had been in hunter hands for hours already. Great Wolf only knew what they were doing to her, or what they had planned. Or if she was even still alive. There was no time for this shit.
Holding her captive to her winter green gaze, Danika squeezed her shoulder. “There's nothing else we can do here. The pack's going to clear out. Xander’ll help you talk to the cops.” Sympathy plucked at the corner of her mouth. “Do you have a place to stay?”
She was suddenly reminded that her house was a crime scene. She wouldn't be allowed back in until the police were through investigating it. A disgruntled sigh escaped her, heavy with malcontent, but tired more than anything. Cassandra nodded. “I'll be fine.”
Danika nodded in return, then her green eyes narrowed. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
Before she could defend herself, Danika pulled her into a tight embrace. She tucked her head under her chin and squeezed when Cassandra didn’t hug her back. Rubbing between her shoulder blades with one hand, the other lightly massaged the nape of her neck. She pulled back only far enough to press a kiss to her forehead.
“I'll let you know what I come up with.” The hand on
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