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      Pain is nature’s way of letting you know that you’re alive, that’s what I’ve always believed. Doesn’t really matter what kind of pain – it’s all one in the end – but it grounds you. Holds you in the present. Makes you aware of your own existence, and the miracle of it.

      Pain concentrates everything, sharpens everything. It’s like when you’re touching up a photo with a filter, and you turn everything that was blurry and fuzzy into crisp, high definition.

      Pain is a forest fire sweeping through you, leaving nothing but silence and softly falling ashes in its wake.

      Pain is a teacher, and the lesson isn’t to escape it, it’s to embrace it.

      Pain is the blade of a knife against my skin, and the blood that wells up when I cut.

      Pain is absence.

      Pain is a killer walking away into the darkness.

      Leaving me alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      ASTRID

      Gripping my phone tightly in my hand, I avoid the crowds of students and duck into the ladies’ bathroom. There’s no one in it, thank God, but I take the free stall at the end of the row all the same.

      I lock the door, flip the lid of the toilet down and sit on it. Then I take a few deep breaths before looking down at my phone again. I must have misread it, surely.

      The screen glows in the dimness of the bathroom stall as I glance down to check my biochemistry grade again. No, I didn’t misread it. I got a B Plus.

      There’s a balloon in my chest, slowly inflating, pressing against my ribs, against my lungs, against my heart. Making it so I can’t breathe.

      B Plus. It’s not enough. I have to get an A at the very least.

      Tears prick at the backs of my eyes, but I blink them back, furious with myself. Lots of people would be thrilled to get a B Plus, so why the fuck am I crying about it? Then again, most people aren’t trying to get into one of the country’s most prestigious med schools, where you need an A average to even get an interview.

      The balloon keeps inflating, my anxiety building to an unbearable pressure. I need to talk to Professor Bright, ask her if I can redo the assignment. I don’t really have the time, what with all the other assignments I have due, but I need to do something.

      I was the one who decided to follow in my mom’s footsteps and apply for the same med school that she was studying at when she died, and I’m the one putting pressure on myself to get in. Dad doesn’t care what I do, but then, he hasn’t cared for a long time, so the only one I’m performing for is myself.

      Maybe I’m crazy to believe I could do this.

      Maybe I’m crazy to believe I could ever be as brilliant as she was.

      My backpack is on the floor beside me, and before I can think better of it, I’m reaching for the zip on the front pocket and pulling it open. Taking out the small knife I keep there. It’s been freshly sharpened, so I know the cut will be clean and neat.

      I try not to do this on campus. It makes me feel like a failure when I do, but I have to get rid of my anxiety somehow since I have a full day of classes and my shelving shift at the library to get through.

      Carefully, I pull up the sleeve of my sweatshirt, exposing my wrist. My hand used to shake the first few times I tried cutting, but it doesn’t anymore.

      I draw the blade across my wrist, the pain sharp and clean and bright, and the balloon in my chest slowly deflates, the pressure easing as a line of blood wells.

      No, it’s fine. I can do this. I’ll see Professor Bright, explain the situation to her, and ask her how I can pull up my average. I’m one of her favourite students, and she likes a hard worker, which I am.

      I sit there a moment, letting the pain wash away my fear and my doubt, staring at the blood trailing over my skin. There are a few faint scars there already, pearly lines that tell a story about this bad little habit of mine.

      My dad doesn’t know I do this. No one knows I do this. It’s my secret, and maybe it’s fucked up, but cutting is better than drugs or alcohol, and it’s certainly cheaper. All you need is one sharp knife.

      The pain becomes a dull ache, and I grab some toilet paper from the roll, and press it over the cut. A few seconds later, I take it away, check to make sure the blood has clotted, then pull my sweatshirt sleeve back down again so the cuff covers my wrist. I carefully clean the blade of my knife, tuck it away in my backpack, then check the time on my phone.

      Fuck. If I don’t hurry, I’m going to be late for English and I really hate being late.

      My post-pain calm evaporates as I hurriedly get my crap together, then rush for the bathroom door. But I’m not looking at where I’m going, too busy stressing about being late, and as I step out into the corridor, my shoulder bumps into someone hard. I stumble and my backpack slides off my shoulder, and I must have forgotten to zip it up, because all my stuff spills out of it and onto the floor.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter, trying to ignore students streaming down the hallway, all giving my pathetic little pile of items a wide berth. I crouch down and start grabbing things, only to have my fingers almost close around a very large, tattooed hand.

      I jerk away in shock, going down on my butt, squinting through the lenses of my glasses at the shape crouched in front of me. The shape resolves itself into a man – tall, with wide shoulders, dressed all in black. He has short, inky hair, winged black brows, cheekbones to die for and a hard, faintly cruel looking mouth. But it’s his eyes that pin me to the spot. They’re the most intense blue I’ve ever seen, and I can’t stop staring.

      He says nothing and doesn’t smile. Instead, he picks up the tampon that had been lurking in the depths of my backpack for weeks and holds it out to me, his gaze utterly unreadable.

      My chest tightens, my lungs desperate for air, and it’s not because of my anxiety this time. This time it’s because he’s the hard thing I ran into, and he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, and, oh yes, he’s holding my tampon.

      I flush, my cheeks burning as I hurriedly get up and snatch the tampon out of his hand. “Sorry,” I mutter, pushing my glasses back up my nose. “I didn’t see you.”

      “Clearly.” His voice is very deep, and very cold, and there’s an edge of darkness to it, like sin wrapped in black velvet.

      Discomforted, I tear my gaze from his and grab at the rest of my things, trying to stuff them awkwardly back into my backpack.

      I’m the quiet girl. The girl who sits at the back of the class at school, not drawing attention to herself. The girl in the background whom no one notices, and whose name they can’t quite remember. The nerdy girl whose idea of a fun time in high school was looking through a microscope and watching cells divide.

      I’m not the girl that hot AF guys look at or even see, so I don’t know what to say to this one, with his blue eyes and his knife-sharp cheekbones, who I ran into like an idiot. Who picked up my tampon like it was no big deal.

      Instead, I concentrate on stuffing most of my stuff away before turning to grab my laptop, only to find him holding it out to me.

      I reach to take it and as his fingertips brush against mine, a sharp prickle of electricity casts a net over my skin. I freeze, staring up into his eyes, like a deer staring at the headlights of a car. My God, he’s so tall. He has to be like six-four at least, and there’s something about him, something dark and dangerous that steals the breath from my throat. If I’m a deer, he’s a wolf, and he’ll eat me alive if I’m not careful.

      “Be careful next time, hmm?” he says, and before I can reply, he rises smoothly to his feet and walks past me as if nothing happened.

      I clutch my laptop to my chest, my heart beating fast, and as I straighten, I turn to look after him, only to find that he’s disappeared into the milling crowds of students.

      I blink and turn back, still clutching my laptop, my fingertips prickling from where they brushed his, my brain in a kind of stasis. As if my thoughts have all vanished and the only thing in them is the image of his face and those impossibly blue eyes. Even the dull ache of my cut is forgotten.

      Get it the fuck together. You’re already late. Don’t make yourself even later.

      This is true. I give myself a little shake, get myself the fuck together, head to my next class, which is across the quad, in the Carlisle building.

      Blackwater University is a pretty campus, all Gothic architecture – think spires and turrets and buttresses and Oxford – built of dark stone, with ornate windows better suited to a church than a college. But two hundred years ago, when they built it, I guess the architects thought learning was akin to religion.

      Everything is clustered around a central quad with green lawns, brick paths, and trees. In the summer, students lie around in the sun on the grass, but now it’s late fall, and the weather’s crap, and while the oaks look beautiful dressed in red and yellow leaves, no one wants to be lying out on the grass admiring them while freezing to death.

      I put my head down and head to the main lecture-hall complex, hoping like hell I’m not as late as I fear I am, but Professor Cleary must have been late himself, since when I get to the lecture hall, he’s only just started.

      I spend the class paying close attention, typing notes in a fury.

      Applications for med school go out this month, then there’s study for midterms, and I can’t afford not to get As. I have a lot of work to do if I want to turn that B plus into an A, which means I can’t afford any distractions.

      At the end of the lecture, I pack my stuff away, intending to go straight to the study hall, but as I exit the lecture, I hear someone calling my name.

      I stop in the middle of the vaulted hallway, noisy and crowded with students heading out of class, and turn to find my friend Rowan standing behind me.

      I don’t have many friends. I’m too quiet and reserved for most people, and I’m not into the whole music/boys/fashion thing that other girls are into. It’s not that I’m a “not like other girls” girl. It’s just that most of the people I knew growing up had families, a mom and dad and brothers and sisters. They went to girl scouts, and had birthday parties, and went on trips to Silver Lake, the largest town close to Blackwater to hang out at the mall.

      Their moms never died of cancer when they were little, and their dads were never so deep in grief that the distance between him and his one daughter became so vast it couldn’t be bridged. And they never had to worry about whether that dad was eating or check the levels in the liquor cabinet to see if he was drinking, or listen for the TV late at night, hoping not to hear it because that meant he was sleeping.

      I’m not totally friendless, though. I have Wolf, whom I’ve known since I was a kid, and Rowan, whom I met in high school. She’s one of those extroverts who randomly befriend an introvert, then make it their mission to drag said introvert everywhere they go. I don’t know why Rowan chose me, but she did, and I’m glad, because God knows I don’t have any other college friends.

      She’s heading into tech research, which suits her analytical brain, and her schedule isn’t quite as full as mine, so she’s got more time to party.

      On cue, her hazel eyes fix me with a steady look. “Whatever plans you have tonight, cancel them,” she says. “You’re coming out with me instead.”

      This can only mean that somewhere there is a party happening, and Rowan will not rest until I have given a firm commitment to come with her.

      It’s very difficult to resist Rowan when she’s in one of her insistent moods, but I try anyway, since I’ve got far too many other things to do. “Ro, I’d love to come, but Dad⁠—”

      “No,” she interrupts, holding up a hand. “I will not be taking any refusals at this time. The only acceptable answer is ‘yes, Rowan, I’d love to come’ period.”

      Shit. I need to finish my English assignment tonight, because it’s due in a couple of days, as is the one I need to do for chemistry.

      The balloon inside me begins to inflate again, an insistent pressure against my lungs that makes my chest constrict, so I focus on the cut on my wrist, using the dull ache to equalise things.

      “Ro, I⁠—”

      “Please.” She gives me puppy dog eyes. “Mike is going to be there, and I need a wing-woman.”

      Mike is the guy she’s currently pursuing, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t actually need a wing-woman, but she’s my friend and I don’t want to let her down. Besides, she’ll nag at me until I say yes, and I’m already too tired of my own internal nagging to put up with hers as well.

      It’s just one night. I can do the assignment afterwards. Sleep is for the weak.

      “Okay,” I say, hoping the reluctance doesn’t show in my voice. “Yes, Rowan, I’d love to come.”

      Rowan grins. “Excellent. I’ll drive. I’ll come by yours at eight.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “A party.” She glances down at her watch then curses and starts backing away. “Eight p.m., Astrid.”

      “What kind of party?” I have to throw the question at her retreating back since it’s clear that I’m not the only one who’s having issues with punctuality.

      “An amazing one,” she tosses over her shoulder before disappearing into one of the lecture halls.

      It won’t be amazing. It will be loud and awkward, and I’ll spend most of it thinking about all the other stuff I have to do instead of enjoying myself. But I’ve said I’d go now, and I’m someone who keeps their promises.

      I’ve got a shelving shift in the afternoon, and normally I like my shifts. It’s quiet in the library, and doing a good job is easy. All I have to do is put books on shelves in the right place and in the right order, nothing too stressful, but the prospect of the party is making my chest tighten up again.

      Come on, you’re in college. Live a little.

      I can’t afford to live a little, though. Not yet. I’ll live once I have a degree under my belt and an MD after my name, and Dad notices that while he might have lost his wife, he still has a daughter.

      I’m pushing the book cart around the end of one shelf, thinking about how I’m going to handle this party, when the cart stops dead, as if I’ve pushed it up against a brick wall.

      I jerk my attention from my ruminations, focusing ahead of me and see that to my horror, I’ve pushed the cart not against a wall, but a person.

      Shit.

      “Oh, my God,” I say. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t⁠—”

      “Again?” The voice is deep, dark and very male. Familiar, too. “That’s the second time today.”

      My horror deepens as I process just who I’ve run my cart into.

      Blue eyes. Inky hair. Dressed in black. Beautiful…

      My breath catches. He has his hands on the other end of the cart, his long fingers curled around the edge, showing off the tattoos inked into his skin. Arcane symbols on each finger while roses and skulls climb the back of each hand.

      It’s the guy that I ran into earlier. The guy who picked up my damn tampon and handed it to me.

      My face gets hot and I try to think of a witty comeback – any comeback, really – but all the thoughts have vanished from my brain, crushed beneath the pressure of his cold stare.

      He lifts one black brow, apparently waiting for me to speak, but my voice isn’t working. In the corridor I sensed something dark about him, and I sense the same thing now, a violent aura that scares me on some fundamental level.

      This man isn’t the hero of the story. He’s the villain.

      I try to get some moisture into my dry mouth. “I-I’m sorry,” I force out. “I didn’t see you.”

      “Perhaps you need your glasses checked,” he says.

      Automatically, I push my glasses up my nose, my cheeks burning for the second time that day, and before I can stop myself, I say tartly, “Or perhaps you shouldn’t be in my way.”

      His gaze flickers and abruptly narrows, and I find myself being studied as if he’s taking note and cataloguing every part of me with that focused stare.

      I’ve never been looked at so intently or with so much purpose, and it’s unnerving. It makes me feel exposed, as if he’s seeing into my head and going through all my thoughts, dispassionate as he reads every one, and suddenly I’m desperate to get away.

      I open my mouth to tell him to move, but before I can speak, he releases the end of the cart, reaches into the pocket of his black jeans and pulls out a phone. My phone.

      Shock moves in a cold wave through me, making me forget my discomfort. I must have been more distracted than I thought if I didn’t even realise it was missing.

      “Where the hell did you get that?” I demand.

      “You dropped it when you ran into me. I’ve been trying to find you to give it back.” He holds it out to me, not moving, and I have the weird thought that he’s holding it like bait, using it to lure me into a trap. Which is stupid. My anxiety must be working overtime today.

      Forcing the shock and the weird sense of vulnerability away, I grab my phone from him like I grabbed my tampon earlier, and this time I make sure that our fingers don’t touch.

      “Thank you,” I say, pocketing it. “How did you know where to find me?”

      “I asked around.”

      I should feel better knowing that the reason he’s here is to return my phone, but I don’t feel better, not with the way he’s looking at me.

      “Could you move, please?” I say, suddenly desperate to get away from him. “I’ve got books to shelve.”

      He stares at me a second longer, then steps to one side, making an “after you” gesture. But he doesn’t walk away, which means I’ll have to squeeze me and my cart past him, and that’s not ideal since he’s very close and I really don’t like that.

      Still, I don’t have a choice, so I determinedly push the cart on. As I go past him, I catch his scent, dark and spicy and masculine, and an unexpected shiver goes through me. I don’t know what that means, so I ignore it, but the back of my neck is prickling, and even though I should stop and shelve these damn books, I don’t want to.

      “You missed it,” he says from behind me. “The three hundreds are here.”

      I stop and shut my eyes, cursing myself silently. I have no idea why he’s still standing there watching me, or why he’s even talking to me, but I don’t like it. Every threat sense I have is shrilling a warning, telling me to keep going, to put some distance between him and me, but I have a job to do. And I’m not going to let some guy stop me from doing it, no matter how scary he is.

      “Oh, right,” I say, pretending I’d merely forgotten all about the three hundreds. “So, they are.”

      I straighten, steel myself, and turn to face him, but he’s gone.

      As if he was never there.
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      LUCIEN

      I have my car parked a few yards down from a two-storey white house, with a porch and a gabled roof. The fence is literal white pickets and the lawn is overgrown. A family home, though there are only two people in this family. A father and daughter.

      The night has long since crept in, and the leafy street is silent, the children who were playing in it a few hours ago, now safe in their beds.

      Blackwater is quiet for a campus town. It’s got that sleepy, quaint quality that some towns have, as if nothing bad ever happens here. As if there are no monsters, human or otherwise, roaming its streets.

      But I know something the parents of those sleeping children don’t know. Blackwater is also a harbour town, and Blackwater port is the nexus of a very lucrative arms business, currently under the control of the local biker gang, the Hellhounds.

      That business is why me and my family, the Frosts, are here, and it’s why I’m currently parked outside the house of Blackwater’s Chief of Police, Elias Starling.

      The Hellhounds operate with no interference from the law, and we suspect that’s because the Hellhounds’ club president and the police chief have an understanding, and we need to know what that understanding is, because we’ll need it to continue when we take over.

      We also need to know more about the club before we can make our move. So my sister, Thea, has someone trying to get an in with them so we can start gathering intel.

      Me, I’m handling the chief, surveilling his office and home to see what I can get on him and his relationship with the club.

      I glance down at the laptop sitting on the passenger seat next to me, where the camera feeds are showing me the kitchen and dining area, the living room, the stairs, first floor hallway and bedrooms.

      First thing I did when I was given this mission was to put eyes in the chief’s house. It wasn’t difficult. I can see him now, sitting in his favourite armchair in front of the TV, beer in hand. He’s watching football and his team is losing, which explains his look of disgust.

      I’ve already searched the house, and last night, I searched his office at the station to see what information I could turn up – again, it was easy enough to evade their security – but I found nothing. I put up some cameras in the station, just in case.

      So far, my week of surveillance has revealed nothing relevant, but it hasn’t been a total loss. I now have another person of interest.

      His daughter, Astrid Starling.

      She’s nothing special on the surface, just a normal college student, but she’s close friends with one of the MC’s enforcers, and that caught my attention.

      I’d feel sorry for her if I was a normal man, because catching my attention is a very bad thing. But I’m not a normal man. I was trained from a young age to be an assassin, a killer, a weapon, and a weapon has no mercy. A weapon has no empathy, no feelings. It’s merely a tool to be wielded – and that’s exactly what I am, a blade in the back. A bullet to the heart.

      My phone vibrates, lighting up the screen with a text notification. It’s from Astrid’s friend, Rowan, reminding her that she’ll be there at eight. Good. The spyware I put on her phone when I ran into her on the BU campus today is working.

      The chief is my target, not his daughter, but I think I’ll shift my attention to her, on the off-chance she has an interaction with her enforcer friend that could get me results. I’m nothing if not thorough. In my line of work, if you’re not thorough, you’re dead.

      I glance at the feed from Astrid’s bedroom, which shows her coming in wrapped in a towel, having just had a shower. She’s getting ready for the party Rowan invited her to, at Blackwater Beach, near the port area.

      Interesting that she’s going to the party since my research into the Starlings has indicated she’s not much of a partygoer. She’s not much of anything, or at least, not much of anything interesting.

      She’s a straight-A student, who volunteers at a local shelter, has a part-time job shelving books at the campus library, and seems to spend most of her time studying and looking after her father. A normal, good little girl, living a normal, safe little life.

      I watch her now as she goes to her dresser and pulls out some clothing, innocently getting ready for a party. She drops her towel in preparation for dressing, her naked body pale in the stark light of the bedroom. She’s pretty, but I’ve seen plenty of tits and ass before. They don’t move me.

      Nothing moves me, not anymore. Nothing except my present mission goal, and my mission goal is to find out what the relationship is between the chief and the MC.

      Astrid puts on her underwear – pretty cotton panties with little flowers on them and a lacy white bra. Then an oversized white shirt with a band logo on it, and jeans. She adds the necklace she wears all the time, a little star, then shakes her long silvery curls out, and they bounce around her shoulders like cotton candy.

      She’s a fairy. She’s fucking Tinkerbell, but I don’t believe in fairies.

      I believe in my Glock and the bullet that comes out of it, and the blood that usually follows. Those things are solid and real and trustworthy. They don’t lie, not like people do.

      My other phone vibrates, the cheap burner in my pocket, and I pull it out. There’s only one number in it, because I only use it to send messages to one person.

      
        
          
            
              
        Progress?

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s always terse and to the point, so I reply in kind.

      
        
          
            
              
        Proceeding as planned.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. I want this done.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t bother replying. He trusts me to do my job.

      Astrid leans in toward the mirror on her dresser and scowls at her reflection. Then she picks up a tube of mascara and starts applying it, and I notice the red line on her wrist. It looks like she cut herself on a piece of glass or something, but the placement is odd.

      I watch her, turning an idea over in my mind. Lazarus has been very clear that we’re not to draw notice from anyone, and most especially not the law, which is why I haven’t gone straight to the chief and forced the information from him at gunpoint. But that doesn’t mean I can’t attempt getting it out of his daughter instead.

      Astrid wrinkles her nose at her reflection, as if she’s dissatisfied with what she sees, but I don’t know why she would be. Her features are precise, with a sharp nose, pointed chin and a rosebud of a mouth. Not exactly beautiful, but not far off, either.

      This party that she’s going to tonight could be useful to me. The beach will be crowded with college students, and dark, and I could pull her aside, ask her some questions. No one would notice.

      A car pulls up out the front of the Starlings’ house. On the camera feed, I see Astrid pick up her phone and look down at the screen. My own screen lights up again with a text from her friend Rowan, who’s just arrived to get her.

      She grabs a hoodie and leaves her bedroom, and I follow her progress down the hall then down the stairs. She pauses by the entrance to the living room and calls a goodbye to her father. I switch views from the laptop to the house, and the front door opens. Astrid comes hurrying out, pale curls streaming.

      She’s a delicate little thing, and the problem with delicate little things is that they get broken very easily. I’m a careful man, though, and I’ll make sure she doesn’t break.

      Not until I want her to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ASTRID

      The party is on Blackwater Beach, at the north end of town, where the lights of the port shine, and by the time we get there, I can hear the thump of the bass blaring from someone’s speakers. It settles in my chest like a heartbeat.

      It’s cold as we get out of the car, a wind whipping in from the sea, smelling of salt and wet sand, and rain. It makes me shiver. It’s not actually raining for a change, but it’s not party weather, either, and most especially not when that party is on a beach.

      Still, when I see a few Harleys lined up in the parking lot, my heart lifts. Not the usual response to seeing bikers, I know, but one of those bikes is Wolf’s, my best friend since kindergarten, so at least there’ll be one person I know already there. He’s a member of Hellhounds MC, which is problematic since the chief of police here in Blackwater is my dad. I don’t much like the club, but Wolf is important to me, so we kind of have a “don’t ask, don’t tell” agreement.

      As Rowan and I make our way down to the beach, I see flames dancing on the sand. Someone has built a bonfire and dragged logs of driftwood around it, and there’s quite a crowd gathered already. They’re sitting on logs or standing around talking and laughing. No one seems to mind the cold wind, even the girls in strappy dresses and micro minis.

      Rowan has brought beer and hands me a can as we get closer to the fire, then points silently to Mike, who is sitting with his friends on one of the logs.

      I jam my hands in the pockets of my hoodie and follow Rowan over to the bonfire. She’s somehow managed to find some space on the end of the log next to Mike, and now she’s talking to him as if they’re old friends. I stand awkwardly beside the log, since there’s no room on it for me, sipping at my beer. I don’t like it, but I need something to do with my hands, so I clutch the can in a death grip, scanning the people around the bonfire, looking for Wolf.

      I spot him eventually, standing with some other club members, a bit away from the flames. The firelight plays over his tall figure, making the gold strands in his short dark brown hair gleam, and highlighting his strong jaw and straight nose. He’s smiling down at a girl who’s batting her eyelashes at him, and of course she is. Wolf’s hot, especially in jeans, a black Henley and his leather vest – a cut they call it – which has an image of a snarling dog and the words “Hellhounds MC” on the back.

      Since Rowan is busy chatting, I walk across the sand toward Wolf. He sees me coming and instantly his handsome face lights up. The woman he’s been talking to gives me an annoyed look, but I’m no threat to her. Wolf is a friend, my best friend, nothing more.

      “Hey,” I say, grinning.

      “Addie,” he says back, also grinning. “Since when you do come to beach parties?”

      “Since Rowan begged me.” I wave my beer can in Rowan’s direction. “A guy was involved.”

      “A guy is always involved.” Wolf envelops me in one of his bear hugs. He’s built like a tank, and smells of leather and engine oil, and his familiarity makes me instantly feel a thousand times better. I haven’t seen him for ages, because what with study and work, I haven’t had the time, but being with him now makes me realise that I’ve missed him.

      “Good to see you.” He releases me and stands back, his dark eyes assessing. “It’s been a bit.”

      “I know,” I say, feeling guilty. “I’m sorry. Midterms are killing me.”

      “Yeah, and stop it with the guilt already,” Wolf says, reading me like a book. “I know you’re busy.”

      One of the things I love about Wolf, is that I don’t ever have to explain myself to him. He knows me. He knows that I feel guilty when I don’t see him, and I know that when he tells me to stop feeling that way, he means it.

      “You also know that I’m going to feel guilty about it whether you tell me to or not,” I say.

      “True.” He grins. “So, how’s the study going? You a doctor yet?”

      I roll my eyes. He always asks me if I’m a doctor yet. I want to tell him about the B plus and how I’m worried about my grade average, and how I feel like I’m failing, but I can’t. Wolf’s confidence in me and my academic ability is helping me keep going at the moment, and I don’t want to undermine that by telling him all about my stupid anxieties. So, I tell him how much I hate chemistry instead.

      Wolf’s always been a good listener. We used to tell each other everything, at least until that last year of middle school, when his mother finally left his abusive father. She went without taking Wolf, though, leaving him to deal with his father on his own, and he changed after that. He stopped telling me his secrets and started ditching school, fell in with a bad crowd. It wasn’t until high school, when we were in biology together, that we got back to being friends. He was failing the class, so I helped him, and we just went on from there.

      When I told him I wanted to go to the same med school as my mom, he was nothing but supportive and encouraging. Unlike my dad, who frowned and warned me that it was a lot of work, and did I really want to pursue that?

      I think I’m doing a good job of pretending I’m okay, and that the balloon against my ribs isn’t inflating with every minute I stand here talking to him instead of in my bedroom studying. But when he frowns and asks, “Are you really okay?” I know that my good job is actually pretty shit.

      I’m about to tell him that I’m fine, when mercifully one of Wolf’s club friends ambles over and says something in his ear. He mutters a curse and turns back to me. “Sorry, Addie, but I’ve gotta go. Club business.”

      I keep my long-suffering sigh inside – there always “club business” at some point with Wolf – and wave as he and his friends leave. Then I wander away from the crowds and the bonfire, going toward the sea, the dark waves rolling and crashing onto the sand.

      The flames of the bonfire cast long, leaping shadows and the air is full of salt and the crisp bite of the oncoming winter.

      I stare out over the water, realising it’s not only Wolf I miss, but being on the beach, too. When I was a kid and Dad was more of a dad to me than he is now, he used to bring me here a lot, and we’d search for shells and sea glass, and driftwood polished by the ocean. He stopped taking me when I got older and used the TV to babysit me instead.

      I’m still thinking about that when a familiar prickling sensation creeps over the back of my neck. Shit, am I being watched again? I turn sharply to find a man standing about a foot behind me, towering over me. Shock washes like a wave over and I give a soundless gasp, stumbling back.

      It’s the guy who ran into me earlier today and who stared at me in the library. Black hair. Blue eyes. Tattoos…

      Run away. Run fast. Run far.

      For a second I debate doing just that, but as the shock of his sudden appearance begins to dissipate, I come to my senses and shove my insane flight instinct away. Okay, so sure, he’s got kind of a scary aura, but I’m on a beach full of people. It’s not as if I’m alone. Anyway, I’m not a coward and I’m not going to let a guy covered in tattoos intimidate me, no matter how tall or hot he is.

      “Not you again.” I lift my chin and meet his cold gaze head-on. “Are you following me?”

      “What would you say if I was?” His voice is as cold as the ocean behind me.

      “I’d say you’re a fucking creep and leave me alone.”

      He takes a step closer to me, then stops, which is good because there’s nothing but sea at my back. He’s in the same black jeans and hoodie he was in earlier today, and his only concession to the shitty weather is a worn black leather jacket over the top.

      “Relax,” he says. “I only want to ask you a couple of questions.”

      I wrap my jacket more firmly around me as the wind catches my hair, tossing it around my head. I can’t think of what he’d want to ask me, not when I don’t know him from a bar of soap. “Why?” I ask suspiciously. “What questions?”

      He ignores me. “What do you know about the Hellhounds?”

      The Hellhounds? Why does he want to know about them? And why the hell is he asking me? I blink, caught off-guard. Then I narrow my gaze, scanning him. He’s not an MC member, that’s for sure, because if he was, he’d be wearing his cut, and again, why is he asking me?

      “Nothing,” I say shortly. “Who are you?”

      “You can call me Lucien. And I don’t think you know nothing.” One black brow rises. “You’re friends with one of them, aren’t you?”

      Something cold whispers through me, and it’s not the wind. How does he know that I’m friends with Wolf?

      “No,” I lie. “I’ve got nothing to do with them.”

      “If that’s the case, then why were you talking to one of their enforcers just before?” He strolls toward me, taking his time, oddly graceful and not a little predatory. “I saw you, you know. He gave you a hug.”

      I’m backing away before I can stop myself, my sneakers sinking in the soft, damp sand as I try to put some distance between us. I’m even colder now, and my brain is screaming louder. This guy is a threat, because if he’s been watching me from the darkness, whatever he wants it can’t be good.

      Today has been awful and I’m tired. I don’t want to be here, and the last thing I need is some creep startling me then getting up in my grille about my best friend’s club. So, I stop backing away and hold my ground, but now his huge, muscled form is towering over me, that dark aura of his engulfing me. The threat of violence glitters in his cold eyes, and I know on some basic level that if I don’t give him what he wants, he’ll hurt me.

      Let him, some part of me thinks. I’m not afraid of pain. Pain has always made things better anyway.

      “He’s some guy I went to high school with,” I say, digging my heels into the sand. “I haven’t seen him in ages, and we were just catching up.”

      The man’s eyes narrow into thin slits of sapphire as he stares down at me, the sharpness of his gaze stripping away my skin, my flesh, all the way down to my skull and into the grey matter of my brain.

      “Don’t lie to me,” he murmurs, clear and cold as a glacier. “I know where you live, Astrid Starling.”

      Shock freezes my blood. He knows where I live? What? And how does he know my name? Maybe he found that out when he came to return my phone, but surely no one would have given him my address. He’s bluffing to intimidate me, that’s what he’s doing.

      “No, you don’t,” I say flatly.

      “Oh, really? Your garden is overgrown and the white fence pickets could use a repaint.”

      The fear coils deeper in me and he must be able to see it on my face, because one corner of his hard mouth curves slightly, as if he’s scored a point.

      It makes me angry. I was always smaller than everyone at school, and because I was quiet and shy, and I loved reading, I used to get bullied. At least until Wolf became my friend, and then everyone left me alone.

      But Wolf isn’t here now. He’s gone somewhere with his friends, and even if he was here, with that music going, he wouldn’t hear me scream. No one will.

      There’s just me and this man who’s trying to intimidate me into answering his dumb questions. But I’m not seven anymore. I’m the chief of police’s
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