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      Peace never lasted.

      The moon shone silver as the knife plunged down, blood bubbling up from the cruel wound exactly like it had at my sacrifice. But this time Luneste’s watchful eyes fell on my dad’s and brother’s deaths instead of mine, and the killer was me.

      This was the ninety-fourth time I’d killed them; I’d counted each one. Every death varied, from strangulation to stabbing to gunshots to me freezing them with my magic and shattering them into so many pieces that they could never hope to be put together again. But two things remained the same: they were dead, and I had blood on my hands.

      I dropped the cold knife, the iron clattering on the stone path under my feet as I scrambled back, my hands shaking. They never stopped shaking.

      My feet moved slowly and clumsily, the baby in my stomach huge now and my body practically bent over with the added weight. I wanted to wipe the blood from my hands, but this white dress was the only clothing I had, and I didn’t need another reminder that I was a killer. 

      A monster.

      The suburban neighbourhood we’d lived in this lifetime faded away around me, leaving a grey nothingness that I floated helplessly through. It would strip away my fears and worries, as it had done so many times before, but the death would return—it always did. Whatever peace I felt now, making my body limp and my breathing steady, was fleeting. Fragile.

      “Nixie,” a distant voice pleaded, as smooth and sweet as honey. “You have to wake up, my beauty.”

      I’d tried—so many times. I heard their voices from time to time, usually just my name echoing through the empty, peaceful greyness between lifetimes, between murders. No matter how many times I tried to follow their voices, to escape the greyness—and worse, the violent scenes of my family’s deaths—I remained.

      I was trapped, lost forever.

      “Please wake up,” Draven begged, his voice floating through the empty space around me. In this in-between state, I wasn’t even sure I had a body, but I swore my heart picked up. Or maybe I imagined it. “Come back to us, Nixie.”

      I wanted to tell him I wasn’t asleep, I was fully conscious and aware of every single moment that raced past, but my voice was a weak rasp that died in my throat.

      “I’m trying,” I mouthed, my voice too hoarse from screaming to form. “I’m trying, Draven.”

      But no matter how hard I tried, I could never get out.
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      “What a piece of shit,” I spat, sneering at the ‘house’ Kaan had rented for us in the middle of fucking nowhere. It was a shack with gaps between the slats, peeling paint, and warped windows in cracked frames. I’d seen nicer dog houses.

      “It was the best I could find,” our alpha snapped, his teeth bared. He’d been losing his temper more often this past week, ever since Nixie fell into a coma and Luneste told Kaan he’d royally fucked up by rejecting our mate.

      I eyed the bruises just about yellowing on his cheek, shoulder, and arm, even more of them disguised by his tattoos. Draven had really done a number on him. I knew exactly how that felt; I was still recovering from when he’d beaten the shit out of me in the front room at the cottage for touching Nixie.

      Kaan fucking deserved it, though. What was the point in rejecting your own mate? The man was an idiot.

      I looked down at Nixie, unconscious and snoring softly in my arms, as Bakkhos rushed manically ahead and unlocked the ramshackle door to the shack, his gaze shifting around to check for dangers.

      I’d be surprised if there was another living soul out here in the middle of Backwoods Fucking Nowhere. But we needed shields, just in case. The goddess knew the front door wouldn’t keep us safe.

      “It’s a shithole,” I muttered, taking a step towards the threshold.

      “Enough,” Kaan growled, jerking towards me before his eyes landed on our omega and he composed himself. “It’s all we’ve got, and it will do.”

      “Wait,” Bakkhos snarled, his eyes flashing as I moved towards the open door. Madness shone through those eyes as he threw up both manically-tattooed hands to keep me back.

      I rolled my eyes and waited while he rushed into the glorified fucking shed to check it was safe.

      Something Kaan should have done, as our alpha.

      “You’re a piss-poor alpha,” I told him, readjusting Nixie in my arms, her long silver-lilac hair draped over my arm like a sheet of moonlight. Ugh, she was making me fucking poetic. What was next? Telling her she was pretty and had a sweet voice and her eyes were like globes of violet sunlight? As fucking if.

      Kaan growled, but he didn’t have a comeback. He knew I was right.

      “Wild, shut up,” Draven huffed, stepping into the role Kaan usually occupied. The warning look he threw my way told me he was serious, and if I pushed him, I’d get his boot in my ribs. Again.

      My ribs gave a pointed throb. I pressed my mouth into a thin line and nodded at my tall, volatile packmate just so his attention shifted away from me. He was as good as my brother, but he was one crazy, scary fucker sometimes.

      “It’s safe,” Bakkhos announced breathlessly, throwing himself around the doorframe and giving Nixie an intent perusal. He nodded to himself and led the way inside; with a shrug, I followed him into the dust-ridden, no doubt rat-infested shack.

      I opened my mouth to condemn the state of the place, but Draven shot me a sharp look, so I wisely stayed silent, moving through the sparse living room past sunken sofas, bowed book shelves, and a TV circa 1990, and into a bedroom.

      “Well, at least this is passable,” I huffed, giving Nixie’s unconscious face a glance. “You’d probably love it, Lilac. Didn’t you live in a shack just like this?”

      I waited for her to open her mouth and slice me with a retort, but of course she stayed silent, still except for the shallow breaths moving her chest.

      “I miss hotels so fucking much,” I groaned, settling Nixie in the middle of the bed and shaking out my arms. She weighed a fucking tonne with that baby inside her, and I swore my biceps were numb. “I’d kill for Egyptian cotton,” I went on, kicking off my shoes and stretching out beside her with a groan. “Not literally.” 

      I considered it, glancing at her sidelong. “No, I would literally kill for Egyptian cotton.”

      This bed probably had fleas. My skin was already fucking crawling.

      “Any time you want to wake up, Sleeping Beauty,” I drawled, trailing my eyes from her peaceful face down her body to her feet. Her hair was a mess again; honestly, how the fuck did long hair get so tangled so fast? Draven or Bakkhos would have to brush it. At least the soft weirdos seemed to enjoy doing it.

      They spent a stupid amount of time just sitting with her, touching her, trying to coax her awake. I didn’t bother with soft words and gentle encouragements. She’d either wake up, or she wouldn’t. Her injuries had healed—as had the rest of ours—and there was nothing visibly keeping her asleep, but Kaan’s dumbass rejection had frayed her soul. Fuck knows when she’d come back to us.

      I didn’t like how bothered I was by the idea of her never waking up. It wasn’t even about the baby anymore; something had shifted in me and I didn’t fucking like it. 

      I knew exactly when it had happened; when I was at my lowest, shoved face-first into memories I’d rather die than relive, too distracted to properly defend myself from Nixie’s asshole pack.

      One of the dickheads had pushed me to the floor, and I’d been too shaken and rattled, stuck in the damn past, to do more than lay there, barely breathing. Thanks to trauma, I saw an alpha I’d killed with my own hands return to life and pin me to the ground.

      Fucking trauma. It needed to go fuck itself with a hot-sauce-covered dildo.

      I’d frozen there, battered and broken, and Nixie had spoken into my head, her voice soft but fierce and full of outrage at what had been done to me.

      It’s okay. You’re going to be okay

      The words were nothing because she was nothing. They should have been, anyway. But even when that fucker broke my knee and dragged me away from my pack, I hauled myself up on my good leg and fought that bastard until his brains poured out of his nose.

      It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.

      “You’re a pain in my arse, you know that?” I muttered to Nixie now, giving her sleeping face a scowl. “You’re just an omega, nothing more, so stop making me feel shit.” I flicked her forehead with my middle finger. “I’m allergic to feelings.”

      I hadn’t been, before the alpha got hold of me. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of remembering his name, not even thinking it. He was dead, and I didn’t have to endure anything he did to me. He’d made me into this—this cold, unfeeling asshole who didn’t care about anything or anyone, who laughed when people usually cried or cringed in horror.

      He’d tried to break me in every way possible, but while he’d broken my body, my mind had twisted and knotted and corrupted until I became what I was now: a monster.

      “And monsters don’t have fucking feelings,” I growled at Nixette’s sleeping form.

      Because if monsters started to feel things? Game fucking over. 

      I’d be right back where I started, pleading and shaking in an alpha’s basement while he and all his best buddies fucked the attitude out of me. And like hell had I worked this hard, planned and schemed and played along all those years, just to go back.

      But when Nixie was unconscious, looking all cute and vulnerable and pregnant as hell, it threatened all my damn barriers. It made it harder to hate her, when that hate kept us both safe, kept any feelings I might have at bay.

      “You’d better wake up soon,” I muttered, crossing my arms over my chest and stretching to work out the aches of being cramped in a car for hours. “If you won’t do it for me, do it for Bakkhos. He’s going fucking crazy.” I paused. “More crazy, anyway.”

      My fingers brushed her arm without my permission, and I ground my teeth even as I let them linger on her forearm, tracing soft skin.

      “I’d better go get you a drip,” I huffed, wrenching my hand away. “Wouldn’t want you to croak on us, would we, little omega?”

      I forced myself off the bed, ignoring the way the mate bond wrenched me back towards her. The bond was another thing that could go to hell; it wanted me to bite her, wanted her to bite me, and I’d already had enough of that shit to last me a lifetime.

      I didn’t look back at her laying on the shitty bed as I went in search of an IV for Sleeping Beauty.

      Being heartless was better. Safer. And if she thought she could trick me into feeling something? She was fucking delusional.
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      I wasn’t happy about what finally broke me out of the cycle of fear, murder, and emptiness. It should have been Draven’s desperate pleas, or Bakkhos’s manic encouragement. Instead, the first words that sank into my mind and dragged me out of the grey nothingness were monsters don’t have fucking feelings.

      I agreed. Wild was a monster, and he was heartless and emotionless and every other horrible word. I didn’t want to feel bad for him. But that didn’t change the way my dry eyes dragged open and air filled my lungs as I coughed, raspy and weak.

      Ugh, I felt like crap.

      Where was I? I didn’t recognise the wooden walls around me as I squinted across the room, the only furniture a bed and chest of drawers. If this was a hotel, it was the worst one I’d ever seen. There wasn’t an en-suite, or curtains over the windows, or even carpet.

      I jumped at a sudden clatter from the next room, and then footsteps hammered the floor and the door to my dubious bedroom was thrown open. Frantic, my mates spilled into the room.

      A weight fell off my shoulders at the sight of them, and I instantly felt safer. It didn’t matter how rough this place was as long as I had them with me.

      “Sunshine,” Bakkhos sobbed.

      I was so stunned to hear him cry, to see tears in his mossy green eyes, that he’d flung himself onto the bed and wrapped himself around me—and the camel’s hump that seemed to have taken up residence on my torso—before I could react.

      “Thank the goddess,” he whispered, a catch in his voice. “Thank the goddess, thank the goddess.”

      The hitch in his breath turned into a raspy laugh, and then he was cackling uncontrollably, shaking against me.

      “Bakkhos,” I breathed, lifting my weak arms to wrap around him. I wasn’t in pain, but every single part of my body felt heavy and lethargic. “It’s okay.”

      It was, wasn’t it? “The baby—”

      “Is fine,” a gruff voice assured me, and I jumped when I realised it was Kaan who’d spoken, our big alpha hovering in the doorway with Wild beside him. His eyes were fixed vaguely on the bed, but not anywhere near my face. “The baby is completely fine.”

      I averted my gaze from both of them, focusing on Draven as he perched on the bed beside me and bent over to kiss my temple, long chestnut hair tumbling into his scarred face.

      “You have no idea how glad I am you’re awake, my beauty,” he murmured, his eyes full of warmth and relief.

      “As glad as I am to be awake,” I replied quietly, the words only for my two mates. “I tried so hard to wake up; I heard you, Draven, every word.”

      Something crumpled in his face even as he smiled, and he ducked his head to hide the expression from me. I kept one arm around Bakkhos as he quietly, brokenly laughed, and entwined my other hand with Draven’s, comforting them both as their nearness comforted me in return.

      “What happened?” I asked, not letting my gaze drift back to Kaan even though my attention fixed on him when he shifted his weight. “After I…”

      Murdered my dad and brother and then passed out.

      Draven squeezed my hand, his thumb brushing comforting circles over my knuckles.

      “Don’t ask me,” Wild said, watching me from the doorway. “My knee was shattered, I didn’t see any of it.”

      “Liar,” Draven muttered. When I shot him a confused look, he expanded, “He dragged himself on that shattered knee around the building to make sure you weren’t dead.”

      Wild just snorted derisively, ignoring my frown.

      “The rest of your old pack either fled or are dead,” Kaan said, actually answering my question, though he didn’t meet my eyes. He knew. I didn’t know how, but he knew. “They won’t be coming back for us any time soon.”

      “Or ever again,” Bakkhos snarled, his laughter drifting off to anger.

      “Unlike my pack,” Draven sighed, and then winced when my worry reached him through the bond.

      I gently extricated Bakkhos from my side so I could carefully climb out of bed, him and Draven beside me in an instant to support me when I wavered on my feet, trying to reach our leader. “Have they found us? Did they hurt any of you?”

      “No and no,” Kaan replied, watching me from the corner of his eye.

      The floorboards of the bare bedroom creaked when I took a faltering step, almost tipping forward at the weight on my front. Kaan jerked forward a step as if to catch me if I fell, and I bit the inside of my lip, not sure how to be around him now.

      “So we’re safe from my pack,” I said, thinking out loud as I took another step, the boards freezing cold on my bare feet, “but not from Zinnia or Magnolia.”

      I didn’t miss the way Draven flinched at his old pack name.

      “They won’t find us out here,” Kaan assured me.

      “No offence, alpha,” Wild said, with nothing but cold insult in his voice, “but you’ve said that before, and look what happened.”

      “Can you all just stop arguing for a second?” I snapped, already tired and irritable. My voice rang through the bedroom, clear and sharp. “You’re giving me a headache.”

      Silence answered me, which was somehow worse.

      “I’ll go get you some food,” Kaan offered, the floorboards groaning as he shifted his weight.

      I let out a slow breath when his heavy presence left the bedroom, but Wild made no move to budge, and I scowled at him. 

      “You can leave, too,” I sniped, leaning on Bakkhos and unable to resist a smile when I saw him glaring at Wild, too.

      The returning smile Wild gave me was edged with razors. “Lucky for me, unlike Kaan I don’t give a shit what you want. So I’m staying.”

      I gave Draven an imploring glance. “Can I kill him?”

      “Not today,” my gentle alpha replied, halfway between laughing and growling a warning at his packmate. His hand slid along my back, the comfort in the gesture profound.

      “I can,” Bakkhos said with a dark laugh.

      Before I could catch his intention, he shot forward, slamming Wild up against the wall by his throat with an echoing thud.

      Wild snorted, flicking his hand so claws appeared on the tips of his fingers. Unbothered by the hand around his throat, he tapped his claws almost lazily on Bakkhos’s neck. But it was a clear threat and warning.

      “Leave it, Bakkhos,” I sighed, not liking the unhinged gleam in Wild’s gold eyes. “He’s enjoying it too much; this is what he wants.” I met Wild’s idle gaze and added, “Just ignore him, I’m sure that’ll hurt him more.”

      Wild let out a low whistle and stepped back, holding his clawed hands up, something about the gesture scathing. “You’re delusional, little omega.”

      “And you’re in my way,” I muttered, taking more steps across the bedroom now I was steadier on my feet. I wanted the food Kaan had promised, I wanted to find a bathroom, and I wanted to know where the hell we were.

      Wild didn’t move, forcing me to squeeze past him, his expression smug the whole time. I debated punching him in the dick, but that was more effort than he deserved, so I took my own advice and ignored him.

      The rest of the building—if it could be called that—was in the same condition as the bedroom. Bare wooden boards were everywhere, dated furniture filled the dusty rooms, and there was a pervasive musty smell that made my nose tickle with a sneeze no matter which room I was in. 

      There was only one bedroom—that was the first thing I made note of, followed swiftly by Kaan’s exact placement in the kitchen area attached to the living area so I could avoid him.   

      I tried to sneak past to the bathroom door, but the floorboards gave me away with a shrill creak, and I winced, meeting my alpha’s eyes for the first time since I woke.

      Even Wild wasn’t brave enough to break the silence that fell, only the wind whispering through trees outside the cracked, foggy windows breaking the heavy quiet.

      “She spoke to you,” I said, not really a question.

      “Yes,” Kaan confirmed, not really an answer.

      I didn’t ask when, why, or what she’d said. I just nodded and leant into Draven as he and Bakkhos helped me to the bathroom. Kaan’s silence spoke volumes, and told me everything I needed to know.

      He might know his rejection had corrupted the bond and was killing me, even now, but it had changed nothing.

      He still didn’t want me.
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      I’d eaten half the food Kaan prepared for me by the time I realised Draven, Wild, and Bakkhos had left, and our alpha was shifting awkwardly on his feet by the small window beside the shack’s front door.

      I froze with a fork full of rice lifted to my mouth, narrowing my eyes at the hallway to the bedroom where the rest of my pack had clearly disappeared to. I wondered how they’d convinced Bakkhos to leave me alone with Kaan; he was in hyper-protective mode.

      I sighed, dropping the fork into my bowl now my appetite had fled.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked without turning, his voice quiet but rough. I watched him run his hand down his dark beard from the corner of my eye, and was glad he felt as awkward as I did.

      “Would you have listened?” I replied just as quietly, fixing my attention on the table in front of me instead of him. “You told me ‘no,’ so many times. I just … gave up asking after a while. I knew you’d keep saying ‘no.’”

      Kaan’s big shoulders slumped, and he dropped his head into his hands. 

      “You’re right,” he said finally, and turned halfway to look at me. “You’re right, Nix. I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged, hiding all my jagged, painful parts in the movement and wincing as an aching part on my lower back flared. I had a bruise on my arm where I’d been dragged to Dad’s car, and had others from when he’d manhandled me into it. Mementos of their murder.

      My stomach roiled.

      I jumped when Kaan pulled out the chair opposite me, so absorbed in my memories that I didn’t even notice he’d crossed the room.

      “Are you okay, sweetheart?” he asked, something about the look he gave me timid, cautious. He looked tired, deep shadows carved under his dark eyes, and his beard was ungroomed and wild, but it was his body language—hunched and tentative, like he was trying to make himself appear smaller—that made my stomach twist into a knot.

      “No,” I replied honestly, forcing myself to keep eye contact. “Are you?”

      He shook his head, reaching across the table for my hand before he thought better of it. The gesture made me feel even worse, on the verge of sickness. “I’m killing my mate, so no, I’m definitely not okay.”

      I ducked my head, hating this conversation, hating the awkwardness and pain hanging between us. It never used to be here. I wanted back the strange but comfortable ease of when I’d first joined the Broken Pack.

      “I killed my dad and brother,” I replied finally, biting the inside of my lip until it bled. “I’m a killer.”

      “You’re alive,” he gently corrected me. “And those men lost the right to call themselves your family the second they put a knife to your chest, Nix.”

      He reached across the table and covered my hands with his bigger palm, stopping me anxiously picking at my nail beds. Warmth spread through me from the point of contact, and my eyes stung. It was such a simple thing, touching my hand, but it felt like so much more, and the hope nearly choked me.

      “They didn’t deserve to live,” he added. “They killed the one person they should have protected above all others.”

      I knew that was true, but it didn’t change the fact I’d frozen them to ice, and then shattered them into a million pieces. 

      “If you hadn’t killed them, you wouldn’t be here with us,” Kaan pointed out, his voice horribly soft.

      I nodded, not daring to look up to see what expression he wore. He sounded like my alpha, like the Kaan from before—before he knew about our poisoned bond.

      “I was too scared to tell you,” I admitted at a whisper, looking at our joined hands, the scars flecked on his knuckles, his skin a few shades darker than my own. “I was scared you’d still reject me even if you knew it was killing me.”

      “Oh, Nixie,” he breathed, emotion heavy in his voice when he let go of my hands. Cold flooded the place we’d touched, and flooded my soul too when he stood and backed away. 

      But he’d called me Nixie for the first time. Did that mean something, the change?

      I jumped when he paused beside my chair and crouched down, lifting a hand to my cheek and—and brushing away a tear that had escaped.

      “I was trying to keep you safe, sweetheart,” he explained, his voice wrecked. “I messed everything up.”

      Even crying and reeling from the affectionate touches, I still shrugged and choked out, “Yeah.”

      He was right; he had messed everything up.

      “I don’t want to make any assumptions, or take liberties,” he said, confusing me with the subject change. “But if you’d consent, I’d like to cuddle you right now, Nixie. I can—I can feel your pain.”

      “I can feel yours,” I replied, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Why do you want to cuddle me? You don’t want me.”

      Kaan tipped his head back to look at the ceiling, devastation in his eyes. “I always did. Wanting you was never what kept me away.”

      “Then what?” I asked sharply, a pain spreading behind my ribs.

      Kaan ran his hands over his skull, digging his fingernails into his shaved head. “I don’t want you to be scared of me again, Nixie. And if I tell you why I’ve kept away, you might be afraid of me. You should be.”

      I frowned, watching him, reading his expression. He wasn’t snarling, wasn’t growling to make me submit. “Why would I be afraid?”

      He expelled a rough sigh and dragged his hands down his face before he met my stare. “My father was an alpha, too, not as strong or dominant as me, but deadly. He—he was a despicable alpha. Used his growl to get his way, to get power.”

      “Like my dad,” I murmured, every muscle in my body tightening as memory put me back in that car, feeling power flood from me like an uncontrollable wave, killing my family. Kaan was right; they’d killed me first, but it didn’t do anything to soften the jagged edges of my guilt. Or my grief.

      “Worse,” Kaan said, his mouth in a hard line. “When he didn’t get his way, he was far worse. He had me pinned to the kitchen floor with a command, unable to move, and—”

      He stopped in the middle of the sentence and I learned closer in response to the pain that crept through my chest, his grief tinged with hatred and self-loathing.

      “His growl killed my mum,” Kaan bit out.

      He rushed to his feet, pacing over to the window. “And I have ten times his power and dominance. If I slip, if I make a single mistake—”

      “You think you’ll kill me,” I finished, understanding. Finally understanding.

      “And I almost did,” he snapped, thumping his head against the window with a rough breath. “Sorry,” he added quickly, “I didn’t mean to shout.”

      I pressed my hands to the table and hefted to my feet, crossing the warped floorboards, every wooden slat commentating on my progress with creaks, groans, and a worrying crack.

      “Have you ever hurt anyone with your growl?” I asked, grabbing the windowsill as I wavered, my balance way off.

      Kaan’s head shot around; he gave me a horrified look. “Never.”

      I nodded. I’d thought as much. “You’re not your father. Like I’m not mine,” I added, fighting through the pain.

      “That’s … word for word what Luneste said,” he murmured, staring at me.

      I shifted on my feet at his attention, focusing on the view outside the foggy window: trees and yet more trees wavering in a gentle wind. Nothing else. 

      “What else did she say?” I asked, tentatively. Did I really want to know?

      “That every time I pushed you away, I killed you a little more. That unless I accept you, you’ll die.”

      “So that’s why you’re being like this now,” I sighed, my soul recoiling hard. “Because Luneste told you to.”

      “No,” he replied quickly, ducking his head to get me to meet his eyes, which I did not. “Because the thought of you dying scares the shit out of me, Nixie. You’re my mate.”

      My breath hitched at the admission. Finally. 

      I just nodded.

      “And in trying to protect you, and keep you safe from me, I ended up hurting you.” In a guttered voice, he added, “I’m so sorry.”

      I wanted to forgive him instantly, but I guarded my heart. “Would you be this way if Luneste hadn’t
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