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      The crushing weight of losing Zeke bore down on me as heavy and physically painful as enduring the crushing cascade of an avalanche.

      Grey skidded to a stop, our escape halted. “Damn it!”

      I spun instinctively to see the problem, trusting my mate’s actions.

      Secret Service agents pursued and surrounded us like a swarm of hornets, their hands on their weapons, ready to lay fire. They weren’t going to let us get away.

      I stared one of them down, but there was something unnervingly off about the man’s gaze. It seemed oddly blank… vacant. I glanced back at the doors we’d come through just moments ago, and my shoulders slumped. We were leaving behind Zeke. He’d pissed me off more often than not, but ultimately, he was my friend, someone I could trust, and I hated having to abandon him, even in death.

      Asher clamped a strong, firm hand on my shoulder. “He would want us to get out of here, Aurelia.”

      “I know.” My voice wobbled.

      “Then stop looking back when the fight is in front of us. You’ve got survive this, or his sacrifice will have been in vain.” He nudged me forward.

      “But how are we going to get out of this?” I asked, glancing around.

      Grey ran his hand down his face in frustration. “I don’t know how we can without using magic against the humans.”

      “It’s our only option,” Dan said, his tone steadfast although tinged with regret.

      One of the agents stepped forward, his eyes glassy and strange like all the others. “Come with us quietly and no one else will to get hurt.”

      “Yeah, right,” I growled. “Your bosses plan to murder us all, the same way you did Zeke!” Magic pooled in my palms. It wasn’t the solution I wanted at all. I hated the idea of using magic against humans.

      But we need to get out of here, and I won’t let Zeke’s death be for nothing!

      I peered over at Grey, my chest heaving with emotion and the sheer willpower it took to hold back my shadows.

      He nodded his head in confirmation, approving the only option we had available to us. “I don’t want to use my magic on them any more than you do, but it’s the only way.” He clenched his hands into fists as if steeling his nerves.

      The men surrounding us took aim but didn’t move to shoot us.

      “Using magic against us is illegal. You will be tried and put to death,” the agent in front said in an eerie monotone as he took another step closer.

      Grey growled low in his throat, and his eyes glowed, revealing his inner wolf. Together, Grey, Ash and Dan formed a tight circle around me, even though I was the most powerful among them.

      “Overprotective men,” I whispered under my breath, even though a part of me would always appreciate their chivalry and protective natures.

      Grey shot me a quick wink. His oversensitive wolf hearing picked up everything, including my mild annoyance at the men protecting me.

      I took a step forward, ready for action.

      Grey blocked me. “What are you doing?” he snarled low, as if admonishing me.

      “Fighting! We need to get out of here before even more of them show up.” I rolled my eyes at my Alpha lover and nudged him to the side.

      I’m not helpless. I can do my part.

      “Stop.” That voice was one I knew all too well.

      How did he manage to evade us inside the event?

      I spun on my heels to face Malcolm.

      He stood at the top of the steps at the exit of the building from which we’d fled. “I need them alive!” he barked, offering me a sinister smile.

      The Secret Service agents holstered their weapons and lunged for us as one, limited to their physicality to take us.

      My shadows writhed up my arms before flooding to my hands. They shot out at in streams of darkness toward the leader as he rushed me, trapping him in chains. “How did we miss him in there?” I called out. “I didn’t see him anywhere—not once.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Asher grunted. “We just need to get out of here.” He tossed the man he was grappling with over his shoulder.

      The man gasped as he landed on his back mere seconds before two more men rushed Ash.

      With a roaring battle cry, he roundhouse kicked them both, one after the other.

      “Aurelia, behind you!” Grey yelled.

      Receiving the warning just in time, I ducked and spun around in a low, sweeping kick, taking my attacker off his feet, and jumped back up into a fighting stance. The Secret Service agents outnumbered us four to one. The odds of us getting out of this situation without using further magic on the humans were terrible. Sheathing my shadows temporarily, I let my natural purple magic fill my palms and prayed to whoever might be listening that what I wanted to do would work, then flung the magic at the men closest to me.

      The magic hit the first man in the chest, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He fell into the man next to him, out like a light. I just hoped I’d only knocked him unconscious and hadn’t killed him instead. But there was no time to worry about that, as three more men rushed forward to take his place.

      Ash stepped up behind me and plastered his back to mine. “You need someone at your back, Princess. They seem to be gunning for you specifically.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s Malcolm’s influence,” I mumbled, and threw another sparkling ball of magic at the men encircling me.

      One agent dove out of the way just in time for the ball to miss him, but it struck the man fighting Grey in the back, and he toppled over.

      Please don’t be dead.

      Magic, I’d learned, was about motive, and I had no intention of killing them. I only wanted to disable them for the moment, so that we could make our escape. I had to believe they were simply unconscious, trusting in my inherent talent, learned skills, and instincts, because I was not a cold-blooded killer. I never would be!

      “Get her! I don’t care what you do with the others, I want her alive!” Malcolm bellowed.

      He just doesn’t fucking get it. I will never be his!

      “He’s still an obsessed psycho,” I muttered and shook my head. I blasted more of the agents with my magic, one after another, but the first ones I’d struck were already starting to wake up.

      Fuck! That didn’t last nearly long enough.

      The men wasted no time in taking Malcolm’s declaration to mean that he didn’t care if everyone else died. Several of them drew their weapons once more, pointing them at Grey and the others.

      Ten agents surrounded Ash and me as we fought back-to-back. My magic pooled even faster in my palms, answering my dire need, and I threw it as quickly as it appeared. In short order I’d knocked out enough of them that I could at least maneuver and escape the tight circle in which they’d surrounded us. “Ash, go help Grey!” I yelled as three agents attacked Grey from all sides.

      “No! He’ll be pissed if I left you unprotected,” Ash said before his voice broke off in a pained grunt.

      I turned at the sound to see a man holding a long, sharp blade dripping with Ash’s blood. I screamed and launched myself at the man without thinking, my hands glowing with a chaotic mixture of purple magic and shadows.

      I refuse to lose anyone else!

      “You stupid man!” I roared in frustration and anger. “You took a knife for me, didn’t you?” I glanced back at Ash. There was a rip in both his shirt and jacket and a small line of blood dripped from the thin laceration.

      “Aurelia, watch out!” Ash bellowed, his expression distraught.

      The distraction cost me. The blade-wielding attacker took the opportunity and stabbed me before I could even think to move.

      Pain lanced through my gut, seared up through my chest, and a burning agony lit all my limbs on fire.

      The man grinned at me with genuine malice. He wasn’t being controlled or under some kind of magical influence like the other agents. His will was free, and his eyes were cold and cruel. He yanked the blade from my stomach just as my magic erupted, striking him in the chest. He screamed as he flew back, the shadows eating away at his skin with a vengeance. It was gruesome to behold. They burned away the fabric of his uniform, then melted through his skin until bones and bleeding tendons could be seen under his charred flesh.

      I fought the urge to puke and forced myself to my feet, lurching away from the true horror my magic could unleash upon another being.

      I did that.

      My head spun, and I swallowed hard as I clutched at my gut. My magic was something truly terrifying, or at least it could be, but I didn’t have time or strength to break down over what I’d just done. I’d wanted the man to hurt just as badly as he’d hurt me.

      Does that make me a terrible person? Could I be a cold-blooded killer?

      I shook off the grim thoughts. This was war, and we were fighting for our lives. I could unpack that mess later. Blood dripped down the front of my dress, seeping through my fingers, but I wasn’t too worried despite the pain—my wound would heal soon enough. I turned to find more agents wielding long blades. They clearly weren’t human at all, but rather Fae pretending to be Secret Service.

      One of them slashed out wildly at Grey, and I saw red.

      Thankfully, he jumped back unharmed.

      Pain distracted me, echoing in the wound left behind by the traitorous Fae guard in my belly. It pulsed to the beat of my heart, and blood continued its steady stream from the wound.

      It should have started healing already…

      Perhaps the adrenaline of the fight was keeping the blood pumping out of me. Maybe I needed a breather to allow my magic to catch up, but it was a luxury I couldn’t afford. I couldn’t stop. I had to keep fighting, no matter what. We had to get out of here, push through. Everything depended on us escaping this mess alive, but we were still heavily outnumbered, and more agents continued to flood the streets like a virus.

      I’d lost sight of Grey and Dan in the commotion as I spun, kicking out at a guard. Blood gushed from his side as my stiletto, which had seemed appropriate for the gala event, pierced his skin. I shoved him away from me and searched for Grey and Dan, but there were just too many enemies and barely any allies.

      How the hell are we going to get out of this?

      Without warning, something hit me like a battering ram and shoved me to the side. I blinked up at Ash from where I’d landed on my ass, stars dancing momentarily before my eyes.

      He punched an agent in the face, and a crack filled the air as the man’s nose gushed blood and he fell to the ground, limp.

      Ash reached out to me, his knuckles cracked and bleeding. In an instant he pulled me to my feet.

      I nodded gratefully as I fought to catch my breath and banish the stars. A second later, a sharp pain sliced through my back. I instinctively arched and screamed as I tried to evade the agony cutting through me. Blood gushed from my back as I stumbled gracelessly forward into Ash, my face contorted.

      He shoved me behind his impressive bulk, shielding me with his body from further harm, and disarmed the agent in a swift maneuver before slicing the blade across the man’s throat with a bellow of rage.

      Tears pricked at my eyes, my breath hitching as I pressed my free hand to the gash on my back, which came away slick with blood. I stumbled sideways from blood loss. I wasn’t healing as fast as I should have been.

      Why am I not healing? I don’t understand.

      Arms banded around me from behind, locking my arms to my sides. Whoever had taken me hostage lifted me from my feet.

      I kicked back desperately with the pointy heel of my shoe, catching him in the shin.

      “Stop fighting!” the man hissed.

      I kicked him again and again as I thrashed in his hold like a worm on a hook. My shadows writhed along my arms in response to my distress and slid like tar onto the man where his arms held me tightly. He screamed as they burned away the cloth of his suit jacket and melted his skin beneath.

      “Aurelia!” Grey roared.

      The agent dropped me to the ground as he batted at the shadows and continued to scream.

      Even though I was losing an obscene amount of blood and in agony, I still hated to witness the wrath of my magic. I hated having to use it this way. And though I could justify the brutal use of magical force as we fought for our lives, I didn’t have to like it. I stumbled back to my feet with considerable effort.

      Grey was fighting to get to me, but there were too many guards rushing toward me. He’d never make it through alive.

      Dan appeared instantly at my side, a blade in each hand. He must have stolen them from the agents he’d fought and bested. He handed one of them to me.

      “Thank you. I hate using my magic like that,” I gasped as I took the blade and twirled it in my grasp. With what strength I had remaining, I slashed at anything that came too close to me.

      But the only agents who would venture near the blades were the ones with blank eyes. The others very carefully and consciously kept their distance.

      Without warning, my head spun suddenly and violently. I pitched to the side, directly into Dan.

      What is happening to me?

      I blinked, trying to clear my head and vision, but the ground was uneven, and the night sky swirled around me in a chaotic and haphazard kaleidoscope of color and darkness.

      “Aurelia, are you okay?” Dan asked, gripping my shoulders to steady me.

      “I’m dizzy,” I managed, but my words were slurred and my tongue felt thick in my own mouth.

      “Shit,” he swore. “You’re not healing!” He glanced down at the hole in my stomach, blood still openly flowing from it.

      “But why am I not healing?” I shook my head in denial. It didn’t make sense.

      “You were stabbed,” he said, his gaze shifting to the daggers we both held. “The blades might have been coated with something to prevent the healing process.”

      “Twice,” I said and stumbled again, the world spinning.

      “What?” Dan asked, searching my face.

      “I was stabbed twice,” I slurred as I dropped to my knees. “Well, stabbed once and then slashed from behind.” But why was I being pedantic? The point remained that I was injured, and my strength was failing me at an alarming rate.

      Who do I feel so tired?

      My knees gave out, unable to hold me anymore. I fell to the side, heavy and uncontrolled, like a dead weight. My head slammed into the concrete sidewalk, pain exploding behind my eyes so fiercely it stole my breath away.

      “Grey!” Dan roared. “The princess is injured.”

      Darkness swirled in and out of my vision. I slapped at the ground unwilling to accept defeat, desperate to get up. I needed to help them—to get to my feet and continue the fight—but my limbs were so heavy.

      And I’m so tired…

      Unable to hold them open a moment longer, my eyes fluttered closed, and darkness engulfed me completely.
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      “Grey! The princess is injured!” Dan’s words hit me like a sledgehammer in the gut.

      I spun to face him with a bellow of anguish. My wolf exploded out of me without my consent, ripping through the agents gleefully and without mercy as he raced to his mate’s motionless form.

      Aurelia was pale and her eyes were closed.

      Please, gods, let her be okay!

      My wolf nudged her with his nose. She felt cool to the touch, which disturbed him deeply. I stood over her protectively, snarling in my black wolf form. No one would get to my mate again. I wouldn’t allow it. My wolf howled.

      Ash materialized next to me.

      My wolf overtook me, growling a warning at the Rider.

      “Easy, now. We need to get out of here. Let me carry her for you.” Asher raised his hands in surrender.

      He’s a friend. Let him help! I commanded my wolf, asserting my authority. It went against everything my wolf stood for to let someone else touch his mate, but Ash had proven his loyalty time and time again to me and my future queen. My wolf nodded his furry head in agreement, then snarled again at the encroaching agents. He crouched down, ready to pounce on anyone that dared to get too close to us.

      All around us guns were drawn again and pointed squarely at my wolf.

      “Give up, Shifter King!” Malcolm cackled from his observation point on the stairs. “You’re surrounded. It’s over. Shift back, and they won’t kill you all.”

      Ignoring the pompous ass, Ash secured Aurelia in his arms and glanced down at me. “Are you ready to mow them down, Grey?”

      I nodded, since it was the only way I could communicate with others while in my wolf form. My wolf howled with rage-fueled glee and launched up from his crouch, crashing into the first row of agents with the force of a cannonball.

      Guns were fired, one after another, cracking like thunder in our ears, but Ash’s magic prevented the rounds from hitting us. He tossed the bullets away with his powerful breeze, as another gust of wind pushed back the second row of agents trying to advance.

      They fell like dominoes into one another, providing us with a small window to escape.

      “No!” Malcolm bellowed. “Get up, you fools. They’re getting away!”

      Vacant-eyed men scrambled in response and a hand grasped my leg.

      I tripped over my own paw and landed heavily on the man’s chest. A crunch sounded beneath me.

      The man screamed, but the sound was short lived, and his hand went slack.

      Damn. My weight must have broken a rib.

      Not that I gave a shit. He was merely an obstacle between me, my mate, and freedom. So, without a backward glance, I bound away from him.

      “Where are we going?” Dan asked through heaving breaths as he joined us a second later.

      “We can’t let them follow us back to the building. There are innocents there,” Ash said, adjusting his hold on my precious mate.

      “We need to get to the car so Grey can shift!” Dan answered and picked up his pace, jogging down a dark alley.

      We’d known going into this that things could end up going south, so we’d organized a back-up plan for just such an outcome. All we had to do was make it to the SUV. Thundering steps sounded from behind us, and my wolf growled low in my throat.

      They are following us.

      I’d known they would. We had to move faster. I rammed my head into Asher’s thigh, urging him on..

      Dan opened a door at the end of the alley, and it creaked, the sound like a gunshot to my oversensitive shifter ears. The human agents were still fairly far off, so hopefully they wouldn’t have heard it.

      I bounced into the dark room, which was likely a storage closet. The four of us barely fit inside the small space, but we weren’t intending to stay there long.

      Dan closed the door quietly behind him and clicked the lock into place. The businesses in the alley had all been owned by shifters until we’d been outed to the world. Now, they provided places that shifters or other supernaturals could go to hide if the need arose unexpectedly.

      We’d always had a contingency plan… until the Fae Council came along and ruined everything. We had never planned for this level of madness, but we were doing our best to keep it together on the fly.

      Dan flicked on a light and threw a bundle of dark clothes at me.

      I shifted quickly and dressed to leave. We still needed to get to our vehicle. “There were agents following us,” I informed them. “We need to get to the SUV, but we can’t risk everyone.” I ran my hand through my hair in frustration.

      This is all so fucked!

      I reached for Aurelia, still unconscious in Ash’s arms. The only way I knew she was alive was the faint beating of her heart. “What the fuck happened?” I scowled as I followed Dan out of another hidden door and into what used to be a thriving restaurant.

      “Those knives the Fae agents had… they must have had something on them to prevent healing.”

      We followed him through the dead establishment and out into the cool night air on the street that ran parallel to the alley.

      Dan clicked the front door shut behind us.

      “We need to get her somewhere safe. She’s lost too much blood,” I said as I pulled her carefully from Ash’s arms and to my chest.

      Ash sighed. “The Compound is heavily warded and there’s no one there, with my brothers helping at the Syndicate.”

      “Okay, let’s go.” I gripped the door handle and pulled it open, climbing up into the backseat with Aurelia curled in my lap. I pressed my lips to her cool forehead, praying that we would figure out a way to save her in time.

      I need her. The entire supernatural world needs her…

      “Fuck!” Dan yelled as a gunshot exploded in the air nearby.

      He dove into the driver’s seat and slammed the door quickly behind him as a hail of bullets pinged the metal. Thankfully, my SUVs were all bulletproof, which was why I insisted we bring one of them instead of the mission-ready SUVs the Syndicate used.

      “Drive!” I shouted as bullets continued to ping off the vehicle’s armor.

      Dan sat up in his seat and pushed the button to start the vehicle and threw it into Drive.

      We tore out of the abandoned parking along the street as quickly as possible while men in suits chased after us, shooting the entire time.

      “Take as many turns and side streets as you can before going into the woods east of Dallas,” Ash instructed.

      Dan tore down alley after alley, but our evasive path was taking too long to get us where we needed to go.

      Aurelia’s respiration was getting lighter the longer we took to get to the Rider’s Compound.

      “We need to get there now,” I stressed. “I think we’ve lost them.” I pulled Aurelia’s head to my shoulder, squeezing her tighter.

      “Are you sure?” Dan asked and glanced at Ash from the driver’s seat.

      “Yeah, I think Grey is right. We’ve lost them, and the princess needs healing.” Ash clenched his fist. He glanced back at me holding her with a grimace.

      Meanwhile, Dan’s knuckles were white. He was gripping the steering wheel too tightly. “There’s just one problem with this plan,” he announced. “None of us are healers.” His eyes widened in the rearview mirror at me as he spoke.

      “We’ll worry about that when we get to the Compound,” Ash said, but his tone wavered, as if he seemed genuinely scared for Aurelia.

      My mate inspired loyalty in nearly everyone she met. The gods couldn’t take her from me. She had to survive these wounds.

      She has to.

      My wolf whimpered in my mind at the thought of losing his mate. His power was stronger than that of almost any other supernatural. If he lost his Fated mate, I didn’t know if I would be able to rein him in, or that I would even want to.

      The world will burn if she dies… and I will light the match.

      Dan maneuvered my SUV through the city streets, avoiding unnecessary detours, and in no time, we were driving down a dirt road and into the forest.

      The road was bumpy as fuck, and I shielded Aurelia from the jostling motion as best I could.

      She didn’t open her eyes during the entire drive, but at least she was still breathing.

      Ash pulled something from his pocket and hit a couple buttons when we got to the wrought iron gate that surrounded the Compound. The gates creaked open in response, though far too slowly for my liking.

      I shifted in my seat. This was taking too damn long. How much blood had Aurelia already lost? We needed to get her inside safely and then get a healer there quickly.

      Dan hit the gas hard as soon as the gate opened and followed the curved driveway that led up to a state-of-the-art garage which was already open and waiting.

      As soon as the SUV was parked, I threw my door open. “Get Fenrick on the phone immediately.”

      “I’m on it, boss.” Dan pulled his phone from his pocket and raised it to his ear.

      Ash ushered me through the door in the garage that led into the main house.

      I didn’t even so much as look at the place as I followed him down a long hallway.

      Dan was hot on our heels seconds later. “How’s Fenrick going to get here?” Dan asked me, as we turned a corner into a spare bedroom.

      I laid Aurelia on the bed.

      “The King of Faery has been here before. It was a very long time ago, but he should still be able to sift to the gate.”

      I ran my fingers tenderly through Aurelia’s golden hair as the two men spoke quietly in the corner about Fenrick’s impending arrival. They would figure it out and get him here. I knew they would. They’d never let me down before. My wolf whined in my head, begging to be let out, to curl up around his mate like a furry shield, but I couldn’t lose control right now.

      After she’s healed, I promised.

      Once Fenrick arrived and healed her of her injuries, I could shift and sleep by her side until she woke. I didn’t want to be apart from her any more than my wolf did, and I knew he could feel that and knew it to be true.

      “Fenrick and the king will be here momentarily,” Ash said, interrupting my discussion with my inner wolf.

      I glanced up from my mate and noticed that Dan was gone, and Ash had pulled a chair up on the other side of the bed. I peered back at Aurelia, not wanting to take my eyes off her for another second.

      Her heartbeat had slowed significantly since we arrived, even though the bleeding had finally stopped.

      She’s probably running on empty.

      It was a grim thought, but she’d lost so much, I imagined it wasn’t too far from the truth.

      “I think you need to get cleaned up, Grey,” Ash suggested with a grimace.

      I was covered in blood—mine, Aurelia’s and the gods only knew who else’s—but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I wasn’t leaving Aurelia’s side until she was healed. I just couldn’t. “No.”

      “Grey, you’re covered in your mate’s blood and the blood of the men you killed tonight,” Ash said.

      “You’re covered in blood too,” I retorted, never taking my eyes from Aurelia’s pale face. I leaned down and kissed her forehead, pushing every bit of love and devotion I had for her through my lips, willing her to feel it, to absorb it, and draw strength from it.

      “I know, and as soon as Dan gets back to make sure you don’t shift and tear Fenrick apart while he heals Aurelia, I’m going to go get cleaned up.” Ash shook his head, one heavyset brow hitched.

      “I have no intention of hurting Fenrick,” I huffed back.

      “I know you don’t, but your wolf nearly maimed me earlier for getting close to the princess.” He shook his hand out, trying to relieve the pain of having clenched it through most of our drive over.

      “You got too close to his injured mate, but I calmed his ass down.” I brushed the hair away from Aurelia’s face. “What do you think is taking them so long?” I asked.

      “We’re here,” Fenrick announced from the doorway. He rushed inside the room and cursed when he inspected the wound in her stomach.

      “It’s not healing. I need you to heal her,” I mumbled, my heart in my throat.

      What if he can’t heal her? Are we about to lose our mate even after all of this?

      “I’m going to try my best, Grey, but I need you to move.” Fenrick patted my shoulder.

      “I can’t. I have to stay close.” My hand tightened around hers.

      Dan gripped my other shoulder much more firmly than he would have ever dared before. “Move, Grey. She needs a healer now or she’s going to die. I will move you myself, if I fucking have to.”

      He’s right. I need to move.

      But how could I force myself away from her when she was injured? My wolf howled in my mind and butted against my barriers with all his might as I stood. He didn’t want to be too far from his mate.

      We’re not going far.

      I held my hands up in surrender and backed away from the bed slowly. Every step away from her was painful, like walking on glass with bare feet. My heart cracked in my chest with each footfall, but I stepped back all the same. I needed her to be okay more than my next breath. “Just fix her,” I whispered, my voice betraying my fear.

      My hands clenched into fists at my sides even as my wolf howled and whined and attempted to break free. I had to keep it together just a little while longer… because there would be no world left for me if she died. I would incinerate it all, and every single fucking person responsible for her death would pay dearly. I would make sure of it.
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      My body burned painfully on my left side, and I grimaced, sucking in a quick, deep breath to avoid the hiss that wanted to escape from between my teeth.

      Why am I so hot?

      I lazily threaded my fingers through soft fur, and not two seconds later, did a mental double take.

      What?

      My eyes blinked open instantly to a sterile, white room and a dark wolf fast asleep, practically on top of me.

      What the hell happened? Where are we?

      The wolf was obviously my beautiful Grey, but what had happened to us? Nothing in the room seemed familiar. We weren’t at the Syndicate, that was for sure. I sat up gingerly, wincing at the pain in my gut as memories flooded back to me of the fight with the human agents and the disguised Fae with their poisoned blades—and me being injured.

      I ran my fingers over my abdomen with hesitant fingers where the blade had cut through my skin. It was no longer bleeding and there were mercifully no puckered scars or visible damage left behind by the serrated blade.

      Did the Council capture us?

      I shook the big wolf’s body next to me and tried to wake him, but he didn’t budge.

      Did they do something to my mate?

      My chest fluttered with anxiety and fear. Was that why I couldn’t get him to wake up? What was going on? This room wasn’t the best by any stretch, but it also didn’t remind me of how the Council treated their prisoners. No… this was something else. I just didn’t know what.

      “Grey,” I croaked, my voice hoarse. I needed water in the worst way. It felt like I’d chewed glass the night before and swallowed it, the jagged edges cutting all the way down. I nudged Grey again, my anxiety growing with uncertainty.

      His wolf whined in his sleep but still didn’t open his eyes.

      “Grey, wake up. What’s happened? Where are we?” I shoved his flank harder.

      His wolfy tongue lolled out of his mouth.

      Under any other circumstances I would have found that adorable, but my hands were shaking, and my imagination was running wild. If we weren’t being held prisoner by the Council, had we been captured during our daring escape and handed over to the humans? Was this a room in another testing facility?

      The wolf whimpered and turned blinking blue eyes at me before that same tongue licked up the side of my face with a yip of excitement.

      “Hey, wolfie. I’m glad to see you too, but I need to talk to Grey.” I buried my face in his fur, surreptitiously wiping the wolf drool off my face.

      His wolf whined but seconds later, a very naked Grey pulled me into his arms. “You’re alive,” he breathed.

      “We have to find a way out of here,” I whispered harshly. “What happened? How did they catch us? Where are we?” I asked rapid-fire. I tugged out of his grip and grasped his hand in mine to pull him out of the bed, but he was immovable.

      “Stop. We’re safe, Aurelia. What are you talking about?” Grey frowned.

      “Where are we then, Grey? I’ve never seen this place before.” I chewed my lip, my chest rising and falling as my heart pounded like a racehorse at full gallop.

      “We couldn’t go back to the Syndicate because we were being followed. This is the Riders’ Compound. We’re safe.” He kissed my temple, trying to ease my stress. “I promise, we’re safe.”

      Safe? Are we really safe anywhere?

      “The Riders’ Compound?” I asked, my heart cracking in my chest at the memory of Zeke.

      They had lost their brother because he was helping me, and now I was taking refuge in their secret space. How was that even fair? They had all done nothing but help us with our Fae Council problem, and I was grateful to them for it, but now guilt gnawed at me. There was no replacing Zeke. No matter what I did, or how we succeeded, life would never be the same without the burly Rider who excelled at hacking.

      “Hey, don’t think like that,” said Grey, interrupting my thoughts. “I can already see and smell the guilt all over you. Helping us helps all supernaturals, and Asher would be happy to help you heal.” Grey wrapped his arms around
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