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			To Stephanie
Thank you for saying yes

		


		
			


Author’s Note: This book depicts issues of panic attacks, death and violence, illness, life-and-death situations, torture, child abuse, insect-related incidents, bear-related incidents, imprisonment, death of a parent, death of a child, trauma, and sexual content.
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			Fake It Till 
It Breaks You
—Hudson—

			We are totally fucked.

			And if Grace’s terrified expression is any indication, she knows it, too.

			I want to tell her everything is going to be okay, but the truth is, I’m terrified, too. Just not for the same reasons she is, though I’m not ready to go there yet.

			Right now, she’s sitting on my couch in front of the fire, her hair wet from her shower, her curls glistening in the flickering light. She’s wearing one of my T-shirts and a pair of my sweatpants all rolled up.

			She’s never looked more beautiful.

			Or more defenseless.

			Fear threatens to overwhelm me at the thought, even as I tell myself she’s nowhere near as defenseless as she looks. Even as I tell myself that she can take anything our fucking world can throw at her. 

			Anything but Cyrus.

			If I’ve learned one thing about my father, it’s that he’ll never stop. Not until he gets what he wants and fuck the consequences.

			The thought turns my blood cold.

			I’ve never been afraid of anything in my whole miserable life—not of living and definitely not of dying. Enter Grace, and now I live in constant terror. 

			Terror I’ll lose her and terror that if I do, she’ll take the light with her. I know what it’s like to be in the shadows—I’ve spent my whole bloody life in the dark. 

			And I don’t want to go back.

			“Can I—” I clear my throat and start again. “Can I get you a drink?” I ask, but Grace doesn’t respond. I’m not sure she even hears me as she continues to stare at her phone, not wanting to miss a word on Flint. The specialist arrived ten minutes ago to look at him, and the wait to hear if he’ll be able to keep his leg has been interminable. I know she wants to be in the infirmary with him—we all do—but when he asked for privacy, we couldn’t say no. “Right. Okay. I’ll only be a few minutes,” I tell her, because she wasn’t the only one in desperate need of a shower. 

			She still doesn’t answer, and I can’t help wondering what she’s thinking. What she’s feeling. She hasn’t said more than a few words since we got back to school and realized Cyrus had tricked us and kidnapped all the students while we were fighting on the island. I just wish I knew what I could do to help her. To reach her before everything goes to hell again. 

			Because it will. Cyrus’s terrifying new alliances are proof of that. As is his bold kidnapping of the children of the most powerful paranormals in the world. There’s nowhere for him to go from here, nothing for him to do but destroy everything.

			Not wanting to leave Grace sitting all alone in silence, I walk over to my record collection and riffle through the albums until my fingers land on Nina Simone. I pull the vinyl from the sleeve and place it on the turntable, click a button, and wait as the needle swings out and lowers with a crisp bite of static before Nina’s whiskey voice fills the quiet space. I adjust the volume so it’s more background music, and with one last look at Grace’s still frame, I turn and head to the bathroom.

			I take the fastest shower on record, considering the amount of blood and gore and death I need to wash away. I get dressed nearly as fast.

			I don’t know why I’m rushing, don’t know what I’m afraid I’ll find when—

			My racing heart slows as I see Grace right where I left her. And I finally admit the truth to myself: the reason I haven’t wanted to let her out of my sight is because I’m afraid she’ll realize she made a mistake in choosing me.

			Is it an irrational fear, considering she told me she loves me? That she chooses me, even with everything going on, even knowing what a burden my gifts are? Absolutely.

			Does that make it go away? Not even close.

			That’s the power she holds over me, the power she’ll always hold.

			“Any word on Flint?” I ask as I grab a bottle of water from the fridge in the corner and carry it over to her. 

			“Nothing on the group chat yet.”

			I try to hand her the water, but when she doesn’t take it from my outstretched hand, I walk to the other side of the couch and sit beside her, set the water on the table in front of us.

			She turns from the fire then, slays me with her wounded gaze, and whispers, “I love you.” And my heart pounds again.

			She looks so serious, too serious, and even a little bit desperate. So I do what I always do to pull her out of her own head: I tease her, this time with our favorite movie line. “I know.” 

			When a slow smile touches the edges of the shadows in her eyes, I know I made the right choice. I reach out and pull her onto my lap, relishing the feel of all of her against all of me. I glance down and run my finger along the promise ring I gave her, remembering the vow I made that day, the trembling conviction in my voice as I said those fateful words, and my chest tightens. 

			“You know,” she says, pulling my gaze back to hers, “you said if I ever guessed what promise you made, you’d tell me. I think I’ve figured it out.”

			I raise one eyebrow. “Do you now?”

			She nods. “You promised to bring me breakfast in bed for the rest of my life.”

			I snort-laugh. “Doubtful. You are a brat in the mornings.”

			The first real smile I’ve seen from her in what feels like forever lightens her face. “Hey, I resemble that.” Then she laughs at her own joke, and I can’t help myself from joining her. It’s so fucking nice to see her smiling again.

			“I know…” she continues, pretending to ponder alternatives. “You promised to let me win every argument?”

			I give a full belly laugh at that ridiculous suggestion. She loves arguing with me. The last thing she’d ever want is for me to roll over and just let her have her way. “Not likely.”

			She stills then, blinking up at me. “Are you ever going to tell me?”

			She’s not ready to hear what I promised before I even knew she would ever love me back. So instead I joke, “Now where would the fun be in that?”

			She fake punches me in the shoulder. “I will get it out of you one day.” She runs her soft hand along the stubble on my jaw, her eyes turning serious again. “I have forever to keep guessing, mate.”

			And just like that, I’m on fire. 

			“I love you,” I whisper and lean down to brush my lips across hers. Once, twice. But Grace is having none of it. She reaches up and holds my head between her palms, her lashes fluttering across her cheeks just before she demands everything from me. My breath. My heart. My very soul. 

			When we’re both breathless, I lean back and hold her gaze. I could get lost in the depths of her warm brown eyes for an eternity.

			“I love you,” I tell her again. 

			“I know,” she teases, repeating my words from earlier.

			“That smart mouth is going to be the death of me,” I murmur and start to kiss her once more, thoughts of picking her up and carrying her over to my bed dancing through my head. But she stiffens, and I know my thoughtless comment about dying reminded her, reminded us both, of everything we’ve lost, could still lose.

			My heart nearly stops when I see the tears filling her eyes. “I’m sorry,” I murmur.

			She gives her head a quick shake, like I shouldn’t be beating myself up over my slip, but, well, not going to happen. Then she bites her lip, her chin quivering as she tries to hold all the pain she’s feeling inside, and for the billionth time, I want to kick myself for always speaking first and thinking second when she’s near me.

			“Babe, it’s going to be okay,” I tell her even as everything inside me turns to liquid. Bones, arteries, muscles, all of it just dissolves in the space from one breath to the next, and all I’m left with is what I’d be without Grace. An empty, bleeding shell.

			“What can I do?” I ask. “What do you need—”

			She cuts me off by placing her small, cold fingers against my mouth.

			“Luca died for nothing. Flint’s leg, Jaxon’s heart, everything… It was all for nothing, Hudson,” she whispers.

			I pull her back into my arms, hold her while the anguish of what we’ve survived works its way through her system, her shaking now becoming my own as I know I’m out of excuses.

			In this moment, while I hold the girl I love—the girl I would do anything to save—I know my time has run out. The cold hard truth I’ve spent the last hour doing my bloody best to ignore slams into me and steals my breath.

			It’s all my fault.

			Everything. Every agony, every death, every moment of pain Grace and the others felt on that island—it’s all my damn fault.

			Because I was selfish. Because I didn’t want to give her up yet. Because I was weak.

			I’ve spent my life running from a destiny my father always wanted for me, but I realize now I have no choice. It’s coming for me whether I want it to or not, and there isn’t shit all I can do to avoid it. Not a second time. Not with Grace’s happiness at stake.

			And when I finally surrender to my fate, I’m afraid it will destroy us all.
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			Sometimes Two Rights 
Make One Very Big Wrong


			I want to be anywhere but here. 

			Anywhere but standing right here, in the middle of this too-cold room that all but reeks of pain and misery and a heavy dose of antiseptic. I send Hudson a quick smile before turning to face the rest of the gang.

			“What do we do first?” Macy speaks softly, but my cousin’s question echoes through the destroyed clinic, bouncing off the empty walls and broken beds like a gunshot.

			It’s the million-dollar question, the billion-dollar question. And right now, in front of Macy and our friends, I don’t have a clue how to answer it. 

			To be fair, I’ve been in shock since we showed up at Katmere and found it ransacked, with blood-spattered walls, wrecked rooms, and every single student and professor missing. And now to find out that Flint’s leg couldn’t be saved? I’m devastated, and the fact that he’s trying so hard to be strong only makes it a million times worse. 

			Now, an hour later, I may be cleaner after my shower, but I am still reeling from the devastation of it all.

			Even worse, as I look from one friend’s face to the next—Jaxon, Flint, Rafael, Liam, Byron, Mekhi, Eden, Macy, Hudson—it’s clear they’re as shaken as I am. And no one seems to have any more clue than I do about what happens next. 

			Then again, what is there to do at a time like this, when the entire world as you know it is ending and you’re caught in the middle, watching it crumble brick by brick? At a time when every wall you shore up just leaves an opening for everything else to collapse around you? 

			It’s not the first time we’ve suffered loss these last few months, but it is the first time since my parents died that everything feels truly hopeless for us all.

			Even when I was alone on the Ludares field, I knew things would be okay—if not for me, then for the people I cared about. Or fighting the giants with Hudson—I always knew he would survive. And when we were on the Unkillable Beast’s island, fighting the vampire king and his troops, I still felt like we had a chance. Still felt like we could somehow find a way to defeat Cyrus and his unholy alliances. 

			And in the end, when he fled, we thought we had done it. 

			Thought we had at least won the battle, if not the war. 

			Thought the sacrifices—the so very, very many sacrifices—we had made had been worth it.

			Until we got back here, to Katmere, and realized we hadn’t been fighting a war at all—or even a battle. No, what had been life-and-death for us, what had brought us to our knees and sent us sinking into an abyss of despair, hadn’t been a battle at all. Instead, it had been little more than a playdate, one meant to keep the children occupied while the adults took care of winning the real war.

			I feel like a fool…and a failure. Because even knowing Cyrus can’t be trusted, even knowing he has a plethora of tricks up his sleeve, we fell for it. Worse, some of us even died for it.

			Luca died for it, and now Flint has lost his leg. 

			Judging from the looks on the faces of every single person in the infirmary, I’m not the only one who feels like this. A bitter mix of agony and rage hangs heavy among us. So heavy that there’s barely room to feel anything else—barely room to think anything else.

			Marise, the school’s nurse practitioner and only surviving person left at Katmere, rests on one of the hospital beds, bruises and cuts still visible on her arms and cheek, which is testament to how hard she must have fought that her vampire metabolism hasn’t healed her yet. Macy brings her a bottle of blood from the nearby fridge, and Marise nods a thank-you before drinking. Helping out the specialist with Flint obviously took what was left of her strength.

			I glance at Flint sitting on a hospital bed in the corner with what’s left of his leg propped up, at the pain etched on a face normally stretched wide with a big, goofy grin, and my stomach pitches. He looks so small, shoulders hunched in pain and grief, that I have to fight the rising bile back down my throat. Sheer will is the only thing keeping me upright at the moment—well, that and Hudson as he wraps an arm around my waist, like he knows I’d fall without his support. His hold, his obvious attempt at comfort, should reassure me. And maybe it would, if he wasn’t currently trembling as badly as I am.

			Silence stretches taut as a heartstring among the group of us, until Jaxon clears his throat and says in a voice as rough as we all feel, “We need to talk about Luca. There isn’t much time.”

			“Luca?” Marise asks, heartbreak evident in her raspy words. “He didn’t make it?”

			“No.” Flint’s answer is as empty as his eyes. “He didn’t.”

			“We brought his body back to Katmere,” Mekhi adds. 

			“Good. He shouldn’t be left on that godforsaken island.” Marise tries to say something else, but her voice cracks in the middle. She clears her throat, tries again. “But you’re right. There isn’t much time.”

			“Time for what?” I ask, my gaze going to Byron as he pulls a phone from his front pocket.

			“Luca’s parents need to be notified,” he answers as he scrolls. “He has to be buried within twenty-four hours.”

			“Twenty-four hours?” I repeat. “That seems awfully fast.”

			“It is fast,” Mekhi answers. “But if he’s not sealed in a crypt by then, he’ll disintegrate.”

			The harshness of his answer—the harshness of this world—has my breath clogging in my throat. 

			Of course, we all turn to dust in the end, but how awful for it to happen so quickly. Maybe before Luca’s parents can even get here to see him. Definitely before any of us can wrap our head around the reality that he is really gone.  

			Before we can even say goodbye.

			“Byron’s right,” Macy says quietly. “Luca’s parents deserve the chance to say goodbye.”

			“Of course they do,” Hudson agrees in a voice that turns the sudden silence into a pulsing wound. “But we can’t afford to give it to them.”

			No one seems to know what to say to that, and instead, we all stare at him, nonplussed. I can’t help wondering if I heard him wrong, and judging from the looks on the others’ faces, they feel the same. 

			“We have to tell them,” Jaxon states, and it’s clear he’s in no mood to debate the topic.

			“What do you mean?” Macy asks at the same time. She doesn’t sound mad, though. Just concerned.

			“They need time to take his body to the family crypt,” Byron says, but he has stopped scrolling on his phone—either because he finally found Luca’s parents’ number or because he can’t believe what he’s hearing. “If we don’t call them now, there won’t be anything left of him.”

			Hudson eases his arm from around my waist and steps away, and I can’t help but shiver at the loss of his warmth. “I know that,” he replies, crossing his arms. “But they’re vampires, from the Vampire Court. How do we know we can trust them?”

			“Their son is dead.” Flint’s voice crackles with indignation as he struggles to stand. I can’t believe he’s up and moving already, but shifters heal fast, even under the most dire of circumstances. Jaxon turns to help him, but Flint throws his hand out in a silent back the hell off, though his gaze never leaves Hudson’s. “You can’t really think they’ll take Cyrus’s side?”

			“Is the idea truly that surprising?” Hudson’s face is blank when he turns to Jaxon. “You barely survived your last encounter with our own father.”

			“That’s different,” Jaxon snarls. 

			“Why? Because it’s Cyrus? You actually believe he’s the only one who thinks that way?” Hudson arches a brow. “If he was, there wouldn’t have been so bloody many people to fight on that island.”

			Silence stretches until Eden says, “It pains me, but I think Hudson’s right.” She shakes her head. “We don’t know if we can trust Luca’s parents. We don’t know if we can trust anyone.”

			“Their son is dead,” Flint repeats emphatically, his gaze narrowing on Eden’s. “They need to know while they still have time to bury him. If you’re all too chickenshit to do it, I will.” He nails Hudson with a heated glare. “Ever think we wouldn’t have to notify them at all if you had done your job?”

			I gasp as the words ricochet through my body like a physical blow. It’s obvious he means Hudson’s ability to disintegrate our enemies with a thought, and I want to rage at Flint that he’d even suggest such a thing, let alone expect it, but I also know he’s hurting, and now isn’t the time.

			Hudson’s gaze darts to mine, and instead, I try to reassure him with a look that it’s not his fault. But quick as lightning, he focuses back on Flint and throws his arms wide in disbelief. “I was there fighting, same as you.”

			“But it’s not the same, now, is it?” Flint raises a brow. “You act like you gave everything you had to that fight, but we all know that’s not true. Why don’t you ask yourself: If it had been Grace about to die, would we be having this conversation at all, or would Luca still be alive?”

			Hudson’s jaw clenches. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

			“Yeah, you keep telling yourself that.” And with that, Flint uses the edge of the bed to hop over to a pair of crutches in the corner. He shoves them under his arms and shuffles out without another word.

			Hudson doesn’t say anything. No one does.

			My chest squeezes tight at the choices he has to make, the expectations placed on his shoulders. Expectations too heavy for anyone to carry. And yet he does. Always. 

			But that doesn’t mean he has to do it alone.

			I pull him back into my arms and lay my head against his chest, close my eyes, and listen to his steady heartbeat until his shoulders start to relax, until his lips brush a faint kiss against my hair. Only then do I sigh. He’s going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.

			But when I open my eyes, my gaze lands on our friends, and my breath catches. 

			Regret. Anger. Accusation. It’s all there—and directed at Hudson and me.

			It’s then that I recognize Cyrus’s real victory today.

			We’re divided. 

			Which is just another way of saying we are completely screwed. Again.
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			Standoff and Deliver



			With those dark emotions flashing over their expressions, the Order shifts so that they’re all standing at Jaxon’s back as he faces off against Hudson. My stomach does a quick, unpleasant flip. This is shaping up to have all the makings of an Old West showdown, and I have no interest in getting caught in the crossfire. Or watching anyone else get caught, either.

			Which is why I step into the empty space between Jaxon and my mate. Hudson makes a displeased sound low in his throat, but he doesn’t try to stop me. I consider defending Hudson’s choices on the battlefield, but in the end, I figure what we need to do first is focus on Luca. The minutes are counting down until he turns to dust. 

			I promise myself we will have this conversation about what everyone expects Hudson to do in a fight, but not today. We have enough issues as it is.

			“Look, Jaxon, I get it.” I hold a placating hand out to the boy who once meant everything to me. “This sucks. It really sucks. But you have to see how risky it is to invite Luca’s parents here.”

			“Risky?” He shoots me a disbelieving look as he holds his arms out in a very similar gesture to what Hudson just did. Apparently, blood really does tell. “What else do you think they can do to this place? In case you haven’t noticed, it’s gutted.”

			“Not to mention the fact that if they want to attack us, they don’t have to wait for an engraved invitation,” Byron chimes in. “We’re not exactly fortified right now.”

			“Yeah, but they don’t know that we’re here,” Eden says as she walks forward to stand beside Hudson. “For all they know, we showed up, saw this destruction, and took off for parts unknown. Which, I have to admit, feels a little bit like what we should be doing.”

			“I can notify Luca’s parents.” Marise sits up in the hospital bed, and though she is still pale, her wounds are finally starting to heal. “While you guys go somewhere safer, somewhere off campus.”

			“We’re not leaving you, Marise.” Macy sounds firm as she walks over to Marise’s side near the Order. “If we leave, you’re coming with us.”

			“I’m not strong enough for that just yet,” the vampire healer tells her.

			“Which means we’re not going anywhere until you are,” Macy replies. “Besides, they left you for dead, so they obviously know you’re on our side. They’re just as likely to come after you when they know you’re alive as they are to come after us.”

			“They won’t hurt me,” Marise says, but even she doesn’t sound convinced.

			“We’re not leaving you,” I reiterate and cross to the fridge and get another bottle of blood for her. She takes it, drinking a healthy amount before she sets it on the table beside her bed. 

			“Luca’s parents have the right to know,” Jaxon says again, but the latent aggression drains from his stance a little more with each word. “Whether they’re traitors or not, they deserve the chance to bury their child. Whatever comes from inviting them here, whatever problems it causes, we’ll deal with it. Because denying them that…” He closes his eyes, shakes his head. “Denying them that—”

			“Makes us no better than Cyrus,” Hudson finishes, sounding as resigned as Jaxon looks.

			“Some things are worth the risk,” Mekhi says. “Doing what’s right is one of them.”

			Eden bites her lip, and it looks like she’s going to argue, but in the end, she just shoves a frustrated hand through her hair and nods.

			Jaxon waits to see if anyone else wants to chime in, glancing from one of us to the other. Thankfully, Hudson’s acquiescence seems to have convinced everyone. When no one says anything, Jaxon turns to Marise. “I’ll make the call.”

			Then Jaxon takes out his phone and fades across the room to the door and the hallway beyond.

			“Now what?” Macy asks in a voice that sounds as shaky as I feel.

			“Now we wait,” Hudson answers, his eyes on the door Jaxon just disappeared through. “And hope we’re not making a huge mistake.”
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			One Hell of a 
Bloodside Manner


			Twenty minutes later, Flint is back on his hospital bed and pissy as hell as Marise prepares to start his wound care as the specialist instructed. 

			“Wait right here,” she tells him. “I need to get more bandages.” 

			“And here I thought I was going to climb Denali,” he answers in a strained attempt at irony. She just shakes her head as she walks haltingly to a cabinet in the far corner of the infirmary—a sure sign that she’s still not feeling nearly as good as she’d like us to believe. 

			Jaxon and the Order left to deal with Luca, and she’d insisted I bring Flint back so she could check on his leg. I figured Hudson would leave, too, once Flint shot him a death glare as soon as he reentered the infirmary. But to his credit, Hudson stayed. Of course, he’s currently leaning against a wall and pretending to scroll through his phone, but he is here, being as supportive as Flint will let him.

			Watching Flint trying to be brave in the face of everything he’s lost, an all-too-familiar panic twists my stomach, and I drag a slow, deep breath into my lungs. Exhale. Then breathe in again. 

			Marise unlocks the glass cabinet and shuffles several pill bottles around until she finds what she’s looking for. “Here, it’s time for more pain medication,” she tells him, walking back and handing him two blue pills. 

			After Marise cleans the wound and starts the tedious process of re-bandaging it, Macy and Eden ask her questions about the attack. 

			“I’m sorry, girls,” Marise says after offering no new information to yet another volley of questions. “I wish I had more answers for you.”

			Macy and Eden exchange a look before Macy replies, “No, no. It’s fine. You were fighting for your life—we understand. Not the best time to ask questions. We just wish you knew something that would help us figure out our next move.” 

			“Well, I think you kids should just stay at Katmere where you’re safe,” Marise answers as she scoops up the used bandages. “No sense getting caught and giving Cyrus an opportunity to steal your power, too.”

			“Wait, Cyrus kidnapped the kids to have leverage against their parents, force them to do his bidding,” Eden says, her eyebrows shooting up. “Didn’t he?”

			I lean forward. Have we all gotten it wrong?

			Marise shrugs and looks back down at Flint’s leg. “I don’t know anything about that, but I overheard one wolf talking about needing young magic to power something.”

			I gasp and shake my head at no one in particular. No, no, no. That can’t be right.

			“He kidnapped them to steal their magic?” Macy’s voice breaks on the last word, her eyes widening in terror. “But our magic is tied to our soul. If Cyrus is trying to siphon it, he’ll end up killing them!”

			I glance over at Hudson to see if he’s hearing this as well and am not surprised to notice him staring intently at the older vampire, his eyes narrowed in thought.

			“I’m sorry,” Marise says as she turns to drop Flint’s bandages in a nearby medical waste bin. “That’s all I know.”

			Macy asks something else, but I can’t hear anything over the roaring in my ears. When we got to school and realized Cyrus had kidnapped the entire student body, it horrified all of us. But still, in the back of my mind, I think we all figured he wouldn’t actually kill them. I mean, it’s hard to use them for leverage against their parents if they’re dead, right? 

			But now, realizing he might only want them for their magic, that he has no need to keep them alive after he’s taken what he wants from them, I can’t believe I took the time for a shower. Or—oh my God—actually made out with Hudson while students might be dying.

			I glance up at my mate, then wish I hadn’t because I know my thoughts are written across my face. The remorse. The shame. The horror.

			His jaw tenses before he catches himself, but then his face goes completely blank as he registers how upset I am. Regret settles in my stomach, making it twist and churn. Because no matter how devastated this realization makes me, it’s nothing compared to what Hudson is certainly feeling. Not after everything Flint accused him of earlier.

			Oh, he tried to pretend like it was no big deal, tried to pretend that Flint’s words rolled right off his back. Which might not have bothered me so much if he was just fronting to the others. But he’s doing it with me as well, and that, more than anything else, tells me just how devastated he is. 

			Hudson and I don’t pretend with each other—we never have. Not when I first unfroze us, when he was locked in my head and it was impossible for us to hide stuff from each other. And not now that he’s out, either, because that’s not who we are together. We tell each other the truth, even when it’s hard. So if he’s so far gone that he’s hiding from me, things are bad. Really, really bad. 

			Fear turns my blood to ice, and I begin to make my way across the room to him. He needs to know this isn’t his fault, needs to understand that none of this can be laid at his door. But before I can, Marise starts giving Flint a litany of instructions about his leg.

			As she does, we all crowd around the bed, wanting to know what—if anything—we can do to help. Even Hudson puts his phone down, though he doesn’t make a move to get closer to the bed or Flint. 

			Eventually, though, there are no more questions to ask. There’s only the knowledge that regardless of how much we wish this isn’t happening, there’s nothing we can do but support Flint. 

			Because the truth is, no matter how much power you have, sometimes broken things have to stay broken, even though we might wish otherwise. 

			“I’m so sorry this happened to you,” Macy tells him as she rubs a soothing hand down his arm. “But we’ll do everything we can for you. We can take you to the Witch Court; the healers can make you a prosthetic—”

			“Are these the same witches who just tried to kill us?” he answers caustically. 

			“I’m sorry,” she whispers, tears blooming in her eyes. “I didn’t mean—”

			Flint mutters under his breath, shakes his head. “Ignore me. I’m in a foul mood.”

			“Yeah, well, if anyone has the right to be…” Macy blinks back her tears. “It’s definitely you.”

			I feel a little voyeuristic to just be standing here watching Flint suffer, so I turn my back as Marise tells him, “And on the plus side, you’re healing well, even faster than shifters normally do. Your wound is already nearly sealed, and I expect the skin to finish healing completely in the next twenty-four hours. In the meantime, you’ll need an antibiotic and some extra bandages.”

			Eden moves closer and bumps his shoulder with her own. “You’re going to be okay,” she says fiercely. “We’ll make sure of it.” 

			“Yeah, we will,” Macy agrees. 

			“I can’t believe this is happening,” I whisper to no one in particular, and then Hudson is beside me, his hands turning my shoulders so I face him. 

			“Flint is going to be okay,” he says. “Everything is going to be okay.”

			I raise a brow at him. “It would be really nice if I actually thought you believed that.”

			Before he can think of something else to say, Jaxon comes back in the room, stopping on the other side of Flint’s bed. 

			“Luca’s parents are leaving now.” His face is grim, his eyes infinite pools of grief. “They’ll be here by morning.”

		


		
			4

			Too Close 
for Closure


			“Your dad is draining the kids of their magic and could be killing them,” I blurt out. Probably not the best way to deliver the news to Jaxon, but, well, it definitely chases the grief from his eyes fast. What is burning there now is a white-hot fury that sends a chill down my spine. 

			“I will kill him with my bare hands,” Jaxon bites out, and he looks like he means to do so right this minute.

			“Let’s play Who Gets to Kill Father Dearest First in the morning,” Hudson drawls. “I think what we all need is sleep, or no one is going to be getting killed except us.”

			Everyone grumbles, but we know he’s right. I feel like I’m about to fall over from exhaustion. Marise makes a few attempts to get us to promise not to do anything rash, but the best Jaxon will agree to is not to leave before morning. He waits until Flint is back up on his crutches, and then he and the Order head to their rooms.

			As we all file out the door behind them, Hudson wraps an arm securely around my waist and fades us to the stairs leading to his room in a blink. I have to admit, sometimes the whole fading thing really comes in handy—especially since we were moving so fast, it made it impossible to catalog all the damage Katmere Academy sustained in the attack. I know I’ll have to look eventually, but right now, I’m not sure I’m up for seeing just how much Cyrus’s minions managed to destroy of this place I’ve come to call home. 

			Hudson sets me gently on my feet beside the bed, his gaze bouncing around the room, looking anywhere but at me. “You need to get some sleep. I’ll take the couch so I don’t disturb you.”

			“Disturb me? As if you ever could.” He might be standing in front of me, but I can’t help noticing the elephant wedged between us. “Hudson, we should talk about what happened in the infirmary.”

			“What’s there to talk about?” he answers grimly. “It is what it is.”

			I lay a gentle hand on his arm. “I’m so sor—” 

			“Grace, stop.” He sounds firm but not angry. And not nearly as wrecked as I feel. 

			“Why are you acting like this?” I ask, hating how needy I sound. Hating even more how needy and uncertain I feel. “What’s wrong?”

			He gives me a seriously? look. And I get it—everything’s wrong. But that’s nothing new. That’s not us. That’s just everything around us. Except…

			Except when he’s acting like this, it feels an awful lot like it might be us after all.

			I’m not okay with that, not after everything we’ve been through to get here. And I’m definitely not okay with him just pulling away to lick his wounds, instead of sharing his concerns with me.

			“Hudson, please,” I say, trying to reach for him. “Don’t do this.”

			“Don’t do what?” he asks.

			It’s my turn to give him a look. And it must hit home because his jaw tightens, and suddenly he’s very, very interested in the wall directly behind my head.

			“Talk to me,” I whisper, moving closer and closer, until our bodies are nearly touching and we’re breathing the same air.

			He stays where he is for one second, two, then takes a deliberate step back. And it slices like a knife. “I don’t have anything to say.”

			“I guess there really is a first for everything,” I try to tease, hoping to get a reaction out of him. Hoping to bring back the Hudson who’s too sure of himself, too cocky for his own good.

			He looks at me then, finally, and as I look back, I feel myself drowning in the endless infinity of his oceanic gaze—the endless infinity of him.

			But the closer I look, the more aware I become that he’s drowning, too. And no matter how hard I try, he won’t let me toss him a life preserver.

			“Let me help you,” I whisper.

			He gives a sad little half laugh. “I don’t need your help, Grace.”

			“Then what do you need?” I grab on to him, burrow close. “Tell me what it is, and I’ll find a way to give it to you.”

			He doesn’t answer, doesn’t wrap his arms around me, doesn’t so much as move. And just like that, fear is a snarling beast deep within me, desperately clawing at my insides to get out.

			Because this isn’t my Hudson. This is a stranger, and I don’t know how to bring him back. I don’t even know how to find him under all that ice. I just know that I have to try.

			Which is why when he begins to move back again, I hold on tight. I clutch his shirt in my hands, press my body against him, keep my gaze locked on his. And refuse to let go.

			Because Hudson Vega is mine, and I am not going to lose him to the demons buried inside him. Not now, not ever.

			I don’t know how long we stay like that, but it’s long enough for my throat to tighten. Long enough for my palms to go damp. More than long enough for a sob to rise in my chest.

			And still, I don’t look away. Still, I don’t let him go.

			And that’s when it happens.

			Jaw clenched, throat working, he slides his fingers around the back of my neck and fists his hand in my hair. Then tugs my head back, eyes still locked with mine, and says, “Grace,” in a voice so raw and anguished, it has my whole body tensing in anticipation and despair. 

			“I’m sorry,” he tells me. “I can’t— I don’t—”

			“It’s okay,” I answer even as I cup his cheek in my hand and pull his head down to mine.

			For a moment, I think he’s going to pull away, that he doesn’t want to kiss me after all. But then he makes a sound low in his throat, and just that easily, all the fears and the failures slip away in the frantic, frenzied crush of his lips against my own.

			One moment I’m trying to crack him open, and the next I’m drowning in sandalwood and amber and hard, solid male.

			And nothing has ever felt so good. Because this is Hudson, my Hudson. My mate. And even when things go wrong, this is so, so right.

			As if to prove it, he nibbles along my lower lip, his fangs scraping the sensitive skin at the corners of my mouth, and I can’t help but lose myself in the heat of his dark and desperate heart. 

			“It’s okay,” I murmur as his fingers clutch at my back and his trembling body strains against my own. “Hudson, it’s okay.”

			He doesn’t seem to hear me—or maybe it’s just that he doesn’t believe me—as he deepens the kiss and breaks the world, and me, wide open.

			Lightning strikes, thunder crashes, and I swear all I can hear is him. All I can see or feel or smell is him, even before he slides his tongue along my own.

			He tastes like honey—sweet, warm, dangerous. It’s addictive, he’s addictive, and I moan, giving him everything that I can. Giving him everything that he wants and begging him to take more. So much more. 

			We’re both gasping when he finally pulls away. I try to hang on a little longer, try to keep the connection between us from slipping away. Because as long as he is wrapped up in me—in us—then he’s not locked in his head, destroying himself for something he can’t, and shouldn’t, change.

			Eventually, he pulls back, but I’m not ready to let him go. I keep my arms locked around his waist, my body pressed against his. Just a little longer, I plead silently. Just give me a few more minutes of you and me and the oblivion I feel when we’re touching.

			He must feel my desperation—and the fragility I’m working so hard to hide—because he doesn’t move. 

			I wait for him to say something witty or sarcastic or just plain ridiculous in the way that only he can, but he doesn’t say a word. Instead, he just holds me and lets me hold him.

			And—for now—it’s enough.

			We’ve been through so much in the last twenty-four hours. Fighting giants, escaping prison, that horrible battle, losing Luca and nearly losing Jaxon and Flint, finding Katmere wrecked. Part of me thinks it’s amazing we’re still standing. The rest of me is just grateful that we are.

			“I’m sorry,” Hudson whispers again, his breath hot against my face. “I’m so sorry.”

			A powerful shudder rocks his long, lean frame.

			“For what?” I ask, pulling back so I can see his face. 

			“I should have saved him,” he says as our gazes collide and his voice breaks. “I should have saved them all.”

			I can see the guilt eating him alive, and I won’t allow it. I can’t. “You did nothing wrong, Hudson,” I tell him firmly.

			“Flint was right. I should have stopped them.” 

			“By stopped them, you mean disintegrated hundreds of people on the spot?” I ask, brows raised.

			He tries to turn away, shamefaced, but I hold him tightly. I’ve carried this kind of guilt and pain ever since my parents died, and it’s not exactly fun. No way am I going to stand here and let Hudson do the same. Not if I can help it.

			“What were you supposed to do?” I ask him. “Make Cyrus and everyone else against us just”—I shake my head, searching for the right words—“disappear into thin air?”

			“If I had, Luca would still be alive. Flint would still have his leg. And Jaxon and Nuri—” 

			“Could you have done it?” I ask, because I felt his confusion at the beginning of that battle, felt him struggling to get control of himself and the situation as mayhem rained around us. “In the beginning, when everything was such a mess, could you have done it?”

			“Of course I could have—” He breaks off, runs a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Everything was so close and chaotic. And when Jaxon threw himself right in the middle of it all…”

			“You threw yourself in the middle right with him. Because you couldn’t take the risk of missing and hurting him or the others. And you would rather have died yourself than let anything happen to Jaxon.”

			“Well, you saw him,” Hudson drawls, and for a moment, he sounds like his old self. “The kid obviously needs protection. The second I turn my back, he goes and gets his heart ripped out of his chest.”

			“I’m not sure that’s quite what happened,” I say with a snort. “But I know you would do anything to protect him and me. I also know you would do anything to protect the others, too. You didn’t disintegrate everyone at the beginning because you couldn’t be sure you wouldn’t get one of us. And once you were sure, once you did figure things out, you threatened to do so and would have, I’m sure.”

			He stares at the wall over my shoulder again. “You don’t understand. No one does. It’s not that simple.” He sighs. “I hate this thing inside me.”

			“I know you do.” I slide my hands from his waist and cup his face, wait patiently until his eyes meet mine again. “But I also know if Cyrus and the others hadn’t left when you warned them, you would have made every single one of them cease to exist, and you would have done it for us. I have no doubt that you would have done it if it meant keeping us safe.”

			His gaze holds mine as he admits, “To keep you safe, I would have done anything.” 

			But I’m not buying it. Hudson loves me, I know that, but I don’t think even he realizes how much he would sacrifice for everyone else, not just me. “To keep everyone safe.”

			He shrugs, but I can feel him relax just a tiny bit this time. So I wrap my arms around him again and hug him even tighter, do my best to show him that I have faith in him even when he doesn’t have faith in himself.

			“Either way…” Hudson coughs and adds, “Before we go up against Cyrus again, I need to talk to Macy about how to counteract a sense spell.”

			“A sense spell?”

			“That had to be what Cyrus used,” he continues. “Cyrus had the witches do something to the whole group of them—I’m almost sure of it. Which is why, when I tried to persuade his troops to back off, they didn’t so much as acknowledge me. It was like…”

			“They didn’t hear you at all?” I finish for him. 

			“Yeah.” He shakes his head in disgust—whether at himself or his father, I don’t know. “I should have expected him to do something like that.”

			“Because you’re omniscient?” I ask sarcastically. I get why he’s blaming himself—he’s Hudson, and he takes the weight of the world on his shoulders whether it belongs there or not—but enough is enough. “Or because you’re a god?”

			His turbulent blue eyes narrow just a little in annoyance. “Because I know my father. I know how he thinks. And I know he’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

			“That’s right,” I tell him. “He’ll stop at nothing. Which means everything that happened on that island is because of him, not you.”

			Hudson starts to argue with me but quiets again at the arch look I give him. This time he knows I’m right, whether he wants to admit it or not.

			We stay that way for what feels like an eternity, eyes locked, bodies pressed together, everything we’ve seen and done settling like wet cement between us. I just wish I could be sure it was binding us together and not forming a wall. 

			Because this war is far from over. We’ve got a long road ahead of us if we hope to save the kids before Cyrus kills them, and there are no guarantees that it will end the way we want it to.

			No guarantees that anything will ever be okay again.

			Which is why I take a deep breath and tell him the fear that’s been plaguing my mind since we got back to Katmere. “I don’t think the Crown is what we thought it was.”
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			Dream a Little 
Scream of Me


			Hudson looks at my palm, and I can all but see a million different thoughts and scenarios running through his head as he tries to figure out how to respond. In the end, he only says, “Just because you haven’t found its power yet doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

			“Maybe not,” I agree doubtfully. “But I’m pretty sure I would feel something if I had a new power.”

			“Just like you knew you were a gargoyle when you first arrived at Katmere?” he asks with a raised brow.

			The question makes my stomach hurt, so I shove it—and any potential answers—down as deep as I can manage. It’s far from the best solution, but until the Unkillable Beast decides to wake up and answer some questions for me, I’m pretty much stuck. No use freaking out for the next several hours if I can avoid it. Especially not when I really, really need to sleep.

			“We’ve got time to worry about the Crown later,” Hudson says. He loosens his arms around my waist and turns me toward his large bed that looks like heaven to my tired eyes. Hudson presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Why don’t you crawl in?”

			I’m too exhausted to do much more than follow his suggestion and climb into the bed, pulling the sheet and comforter over me as he heads toward the bathroom. Almost immediately, I find my eyes closing despite my determination to wait for Hudson. It only takes a minute before I’m drifting in a kind of fog, pictures of the battle we’ve all lived through flashing in my head in what feels like a never-ending montage of half memories and half dreams.

			I shift as images of Luca dying mix with memories of being trapped in prison. Blood from Flint’s leg covering my hands, Remy’s swirling silver eyes telling me he’ll see me again soon. I twist around, trying to figure out where I am. My heart is racing. Am I still in prison? Did I dream we got free, that we saved the Unkillable Beast—no, a gargoyle, my groggy mind reminds me. 

			Worried, Grace. So worried.

			The older gargoyle’s voice slides into my mind, slipping between the images that are still flashing in my brain. I slog through my consciousness, but each second pulls me further under, like I’m stuck in quicksand.

			No time, no time. His voice is more frantic than ever, punching through the fog. And then more clearly than he’s ever spoken to me, like he’s concentrating on every word: Wake up, Grace! We’re almost out of time!
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			Snap, Crackle, 
and Pop-Tart


			The command in his voice has me shooting upward in bed. 

			My heart is beating fast, my blood roaring in my ears, and it almost feels like I’m waking up in the middle of a full-blown panic attack. Except my brain is clear, and the adrenaline coursing through my body has everything to do with urgency and nothing to do with fear.

			I glance at Hudson, but for once, he’s actually asleep. His breathing is even, the faint bruises on his cheek a stark reminder of everything he’s been through the last couple of days. Most of the marks from his fights in the prison have faded already, but it’s going to take more than just blood to erase the exhaustion under his eyes. I reach out, trace a tender, trembling finger along his cheek. His eyes flutter for a moment, and I’m afraid I’ve woken him. But then he rolls over with a sigh and falls straight back to sleep. 

			Too bad I’m not going to be able to do the same.

			A quick glance at my phone tells me that I’ve been asleep a little more than seven hours—which means I’ve got a handful of hours left before morning. As I roll out of bed, the sun is beginning to peek over the top of Denali. It’s the middle of the night, but in Alaska in spring, sunrise comes at four a.m.

			Shades of red and dark purple paint the sky and mountains visible through the half windows in Hudson’s room. It’s beautiful, no doubt, but the shadow of what looks to be an approaching storm also feels ominous as fuck. Like the sky is bleeding onto the mountains, washing the whole world in blood and regret and fear.

			Then again, that could just be me transferring my own feelings. God knows, it feels like my whole world is washed in blood right now.

			I think about going back to bed, trying to get some more sleep. But that ship has sailed. And since I have no desire to put my dirty clothes back on, I need to get to my room and grab an extra change before we leave.

			My stomach shimmies as I head up the stairs and into Katmere’s battered main halls, remembering the first time I walked through this school, wandering these halls because my whole life had changed in the blink of an eye and I couldn’t sleep.

			It feels like I’m on the edge of another precipice, one that’s crumbling a little more with each step I take. So much has changed since that first night—my gargoyle, Hudson, Jaxon, even Katmere itself—and yet it feels like some things haven’t changed at all.

			Like the chances that a couple of homicidal wolves show up and want to toss me in the snow again really aren’t that low. 

			Telling myself I’m being ridiculous—Cyrus is unlikely to send the wolves after us now that he’s got the students—I nevertheless take the stairs two at a time on my way up to my room. If the enemy is somehow going to invade, I’d at least like to be wearing pants when I face them.

			Macy’s sound asleep when I get to our room, so I creep in as quietly as I can. I use my phone light to see, once again cursing the fact that, gargoyle or not, I don’t have eyes like the vamps and wolves and can’t see in the dark.

			I keep my light pointed down—showing just enough that I don’t trip and land on Macy’s sleeping form by accident—as I head to my closet. 

			I grab my black Katmere backpack and stuff it with a few things I’ll need if I’m staying in Hudson’s room. A pair of jeans and an extra T-shirt, some underwear, my toiletry bag, a handful of elastic hair bands, and—surprise, surprise—a box of cherry Pop-Tarts. If I’ve learned nothing from the last seven months of hanging out with vampires in unpredictable times, it’s that if I want to make sure I don’t starve, I should always pack a snack. 

			Once I’ve shoved it all inside the bag, I throw on a hoodie as well before plopping down on the floor and pulling on socks and my favorite pair of boots.

			I get back up and take one last glance around the room to make sure I’m not forgetting anything important, then remember two things I would never want to leave without. I creep over to my jewelry box on my dresser, tilt the lid open, and grab the diamond Hudson gave me as well as the necklace from Jaxon. I shove both treasured items into the front zipper pouch as well as a tube of pink lip balm Macy gave me and sling the backpack over my shoulder before tiptoeing toward the door.

			As I’m leaving, Macy stirs a little bit and whimpers in her sleep. I freeze, waiting to see if she needs me, but after another soft sound of distress, she settles back into the snuffle snores I’ve grown used to over the past several months. 

			The sound makes me long for the time when I first arrived at Katmere, before everything got so crazy and my biggest worry was just how loud my cousin could snore—which was very. The feeling has me glancing between Macy and my bed, wondering if maybe I could steal a few more hours of rest…after all, it might be the last chance any of us can get for a real night’s sleep in who knows how long.

			I don’t even bother kicking off my boots—just curl up on top of the covers, snuggle into the pillow, and let the rhythm of Macy’s snores lull me asleep.

			No time!

			A voice in my head startles me awake. I check my phone—I slept another two hours. Macy is still snoring softly, but I know sleep is no longer possible for me. 

			Maybe if I’m lucky, I can slip back into Hudson’s room without waking him up, either. 

			I’ve barely gotten to the top of the stairs before the Beast’s voice is in my brain again. No time. No time. No time.

			No time for what? I ask in the back corner of my mind. Are you all ri—

			I break off as I round the landing and find the gargoyle in human form sitting at the broken chess table at the bottom of the stairs, one of only a few surviving chess pieces in his hand.

			A sickening wave of déjà vu slides through me as I realize that the piece he’s holding is none other than the vampire queen herself.

		


		
			7

			Say What?



			I state the obvious. “You’re human again.” 

			He nods as I take my time walking down the last couple of steps between us. I’m trying to get my head around what’s going on here, but I’m lost. I have no idea what to say to the Unkillable Beast, no idea how to treat him. He’s a gargoyle, the only other living gargoyle in existence, which means we should have some things in common. 

			But the truth is, I’ve never felt further apart from anyone—which is beyond strange, considering I can actually hear him inside my head.

			“Are you okay?” I ask, sitting down in the chair on the other side of the chess table. 

			“Worried. So worried,” he says out loud, and I’m startled to hear his voice. I mean, he spoke to me on the island, but I’m so used to hearing him in my head that it takes a moment to adjust.

			I nod. “Yes, I know. I heard you while I was sleeping. And when I woke up.”

			“Sorry.” He looks sheepish. “Must hurry.”

			“Don’t apologize,” I tell him with a shake of my head. “But why do we need to hurry? What’s going on?”

			“Out of time.”

			I can’t tell if he’s talking about us, himself, or someone else. I really hope he’s saying Cyrus is out of time, but I doubt I’m that lucky. “Who’s out of
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