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      She’s done mourning her mate. The next funeral won’t be his.

      Grace spent decades wishing she could touch Bjorn one more time. Now he’s alive, he’s home, and one more time isn’t going to cut it. She wants him in her bed, his smart-ass remarks in her ear, and a future no bastard gets to steal.

      Bjorn wants every damn thing she’s offering. But surviving a witch’s captivity hasn’t prepared him for coming home. His son leads the pack he once ruled. His memories hide things he’s afraid to remember. And beneath his wolf waits Odin’s Berserker, ready to answer every threat to his mate with blood.

      Mariska is dead. Her followers are still coming for Black Paw, and a black wolf who can vanish from between snapping jaws keeps turning up near their family. The answers may be buried in Bjorn’s fractured memories, if he can recover them before the coven strikes again.

      Bjorn will tear apart anyone who threatens his family.

      Grace just has to bring her mate back when the killing’s done.
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        A fourth I know, if men shall fasten

        Bonds on my bended legs;

        So great is the charm that forth I may go,

        The fetters spring from my feet,

        Broken the bonds from my hands.

        The words of Odin the High One

        Hávamál, The Poetic Edda

        Translated by Henry Adams Bellows
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      The screaming never made it past his skull.

      Bjorn threw everything he had into the sound anyway. He dragged it from the deepest part of his chest, forced it through a throat he couldn’t feel, and hurled it at the darkness holding him.

      Nothing answered him.

      No echo returned to prove the sound had existed.

      No footsteps hurried toward him.

      The black remained absolute, swallowing his voice the same way it had swallowed time, pain, and every piece of himself he had once believed no one could take.

      He tried to move and found no body waiting for the command. There should have been arms, legs, fingers capable of curling into fists. There should have been lungs burning for air and a heart battering against his ribs.

      Instead, there was only thought suspended in a place without walls. Pain still reached him, sharp and merciless, but it arrived without a source. His bones ached when he couldn’t find them. His skin burned where no skin existed. Every breath felt like something tearing even though he could not remember drawing one.

      Hours might have passed.

      Days. Years. He had no idea.

      Time had become another weapon she used against him, stretching one moment until it felt eternal and stealing the next before he could hold on to it. He had learned not to count. Counting led to hope, and hope made the disappointment worse when nothing changed.

      Something scraped across the darkness.

      Bjorn went still, or imagined he did. The sound came again, slow and deliberate, like one long fingernail dragged over the iron bars that held him captive. He tensed before he knew what he’d heard.

      Terror flooded the emptiness around him, so cold and immediate that he almost welcomed the pain. Pain was familiar. Pain could be endured.

      Her voice was something else entirely.

      “Easy, my beautiful beast.” Mariska’s whisper slid through the prison she had built inside him. “You know struggling only makes this harder.”

      No. It couldn’t be.

      She was dead.

      He knew that. He thought he knew it.

      He tried to replay the memories. There had been fire. Emerald light. A sword burning brighter than the sun. Her scream had ripped through him before the hold on his body vanished, and for one staggering instant he had smelled trees, rain, wolves, and freedom. Strong arms had lifted him. A woman had called his name as if she had been waiting her entire life to say it again.

      Then the darkness had closed around him and pulled him under.

      Mariska laughed softly. Her touch traced the inside of his thigh, although she had no hand here and he had no flesh for her to violate.

      The memory was enough.

      His mind supplied everything she had trained it to expect: the scrape of her nails, the sickly sweetness of her perfume, the copper bite of blood, and the pressure of majik forcing every instinct he possessed into silence.

      “You are mine,” she said. “You have always been mine.”

      “Never.” The word existed only inside him, but it belonged to him, and that mattered. “I was never yours.”

      The darkness tightened until agony ripped through limbs he still couldn’t move. He endured it because he had endured worse. He had survived silver against his skin until his wolf whimpered and retreated. He had survived spells that made kindness look like cruelty and cruelty feel like worship. He had survived waking to find whole pieces of his life missing, only to have Mariska offer him lies to fill the holes she had carved.

      His wolf should have risen at the sound of her voice. Once, the animal had been an endless presence beneath his skin, fierce, clever, and ready to tear apart anything that threatened their family. Now Bjorn could not find so much as the brush of fur against his mind. He searched for the familiar golden eyes and found only a sealed door buried beneath layer after layer of witchcraft.

      Deeper still, something far more dangerous slept.

      Bjorn did not reach for it. Even before Mariska, his wolf had feared the beast Odin placed inside them. The Berserker was not a larger wolf or a stronger shift. It was destruction given flesh, a force that burned through thought, mercy, and restraint.

      When it came, the wolf fled. When it left, Bjorn was forced to reckon with whatever remained in its wake.

      Mariska had spent years trying to drag it from him, delighting in every flash of blue that lit his eyes, but she had never understood that the Berserker could not be commanded. It did not serve witches. Some days, Bjorn wasn’t certain it served him.

      Neither beast answered now. Silence filled the space where power and destruction should have been.

      Their absence frightened him more than the dark. A wolf without his animal was not whole. A Berserker without the rage burning beneath his skin was an empty weapon. Without either of them, Bjorn had only his own thoughts for company, and he couldn’t trust those anymore.

      Mariska began to speak again, pouring poison into the silence. She told him no one had come. That no one wanted him. The woman he remembered had replaced him long ago, and the son he had left behind cursed his father’s name. She told him the scents beyond the darkness were tricks, and the voices he sometimes heard belonged to ghosts.

      He almost believed her.

      That was the horror of it.

      He knew what she was, knew how many lies had passed over her smiling blood-red lips, and still some ruined part of him leaned toward every word because she had made herself the only certainty in his world.

      Hate her.

      Fear her.

      Obey her.

      The commands had been driven so deep that even death had not silenced them.

      A woman’s face flickered through the black.

      Not Mariska. Never Mariska.

      This woman’s hair caught the sun as she stood on a rocky shore with wind whipping her skirts around her legs. Her smile held no cruelty. She laughed when he tucked a sprig of lavender behind her ear, then caught his shirt in both fists and kissed him before he could say something foolish. Warmth struck him with such force that the darkness devouring him recoiled.

      Grace.

      Bjorn repeated her name, afraid he’d lose it if he let himself think about anything else.

      Grace.

      His mate.

      He couldn’t remember the exact color of her eyes or the sound of her laugh, but he knew he’d loved her more than his own life.

      No matter how hard she’d tried, Mariska hadn’t taken that from him.

      Another image followed. A dark-haired boy charged across packed earth with a wooden sword raised over his head, shouting a battle cry far too fierce for his small body. Bjorn caught him around the waist and lifted him high while the child kicked, laughed, and demanded to be put down so he could win properly. The memory carried the scents of pine, summer sweat, and home.

      Rafe.

      Pain split Bjorn open.

      That boy was not the son Bjorn had last seen. Rafe had been a young warrior then, already carrying enough power to make his father proud.

      None of that strength had mattered when Mariska struck.

      The horror on Rafe’s face had stripped the years away, leaving Bjorn with one final glimpse of the little boy who had once chased him across the training field with a wooden sword.

      Bjorn remembered seeing his son through the violence. He remembered reaching for him. Trying to get to him. Trying with all his might to save him.

      Then nothing.

      Bjorn had made his son no promise to return.

      There were no final words.

      No chance to tell Rafe to protect his mother or assure him that none of what had happened was his fault.

      One moment, Bjorn had been there. The next, Mariska’s majik had swallowed everything and left his son to believe he had watched his father die.

      Rafe could still be alive. He could be dead. Bjorn had no way to know which truth waited beyond the darkness or which possibility Mariska had twisted into another weapon. He only knew that if his son had survived, Rafe had been forced to take everything Bjorn left behind, including the pack, his mother’s grief, and the Alpha’s burden, without so much as a goodbye.

      He had failed.

      For a moment, he could hear something beyond Mariska’s voice. Sound leaked through: a chair scraping across wood, the low murmur of women, and someone saying his name with enough love to hurt.

      He felt the warmth of a hand wrapped around his. A real hand, soft yet callused, its thumb moving in slow circles over his palm.

      Bjorn strained toward it.

      The prison pulled him back.

      “Another trick,” Mariska crooned. “You know better than to trust what you feel.”

      Maybe it was a trick. Maybe the warm hand belonged to her and Grace’s face was merely another mask used to torment him.

      He had learned that lesson too many times to ignore it. Trust ended in silver. Kindness ended in chains. Wanting anything gave Mariska a new way to hurt him.

      But the thumb kept moving over his palm. Whoever held his hand stayed with him, and gradually he began to wait for the next small stroke.

      Somewhere beyond it, a woman whispered, “Come back to me, Bjorn.”

      The softness of her voice made his name sound different, more like it belonged to a man rather than a monster.

      Bjorn gathered what little remained of himself and built a wall around the woman on the shore, the boy with the wooden sword, and the warmth of the hand holding his.

      He had no strength to break free. He couldn’t find his wolf, and he dared not wake the Berserker. All he could do was guard the last pieces of his life, the memories that Mariska had failed to destroy.

      She could keep the darkness. She could fill it with her voice until the end of time. She could break every bone in his body again and again inside a prison that no longer required her to be alive.

      She would not have Grace.

      She would not have Rafe.

      And as long as Bjorn could remember their names, she would not have all of him.
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      Grace had spent decades praying to the Gods that her mate would be returned to her. Now that he had, she was terrified to close her eyes. Every time exhaustion dragged her under, she woke reaching for him, certain the bed would be empty, and she’d have to learn how to survive losing him all over again.

      Bjorn lay beneath the blankets in Black Paw’s guest cabin, breathing so quietly that she kept watching for the rise of his chest. Sage and antiseptic filled the room, along with the bitter herbs Brenna had burned to strip away Mariska’s majik. Beneath it all, Grace could still smell pine and cold wind off distant water. She leaned closer whenever she caught it, hungry for something of her mate that the fucking witch hadn’t managed to destroy.

      He’d been home for three days. He hadn’t opened his eyes once.

      Rafe had already ordered her to shower, change her clothes, and eat, using the same Alpha tone he’d inherited from his father. Grace might have told him where to shove it if Mina hadn’t been standing behind him, hugely pregnant with their twins and looking quite prepared to drag her to the shower herself. Since then, Grace had divided her time between the bedside chair and the narrow cot against the wall. Neither offered much rest, but from both she could reach Bjorn.

      His hair had gone almost entirely silver at the temples. Hollows cut beneath his cheekbones, and old scars crossed newer wounds along his chest and arms. Grace recognized blade marks and the round burns left by silver held too long against shifter skin. Erin had treated the infection and removed every trace of the metal she could find. Now they were waiting for his body to find the strength to heal.

      Grace curled both hands around his. She remembered calluses earned from weapons, work, and the fishing nets he’d hauled in the village where they met. Scar tissue had split those familiar rough places, and restraints had left ridges around his wrists. She’d once known every inch of this man. Now she could spend hours touching him and still find another place Mariska had hurt.

      “Goddess, please,” she whispered, pressing his hand against her cheek. “Please don’t take him away from me now that he’s home. That would be too much—even for me.” Fresh tears trailed down her face just thinking about losing her mate all over again.

      She wanted him to open his eyes—needed it more than her next breath.

      She wanted to hear him complain about the bed or tell her she was fussing too much for no damn reason. She wanted Mariska alive long enough to kill the bitch herself, which probably wasn’t something she ought to include in a prayer for healing, but Freyja would understand. She was a warrior herself.

      “Grace.” Erin’s voice came from behind her. “You need to eat.”

      “I ate,” she sighed. There were more important things right now that she needed to be doing. Food was the last thing on her mind.

      “Half a piece of toast nine hours ago doesn’t count.” Erin set a tray on the table beside the window, making the spoon jump in its bowl. “My mom brought food, and you’re going to put it in your mouth. I don’t particularly care whether you enjoy the experience.”

      “I’m not hungry,” she tried to explain. The only thing that mattered right now was Bjorn and why the fuck he wouldn’t wake up.

      “That’s unfortunate. Your mate is unconscious, your son is one temper tantrum away from tearing the compound apart, and your daughter-in-law looks ready to pop at any damn second. I refuse to add you collapsing from stubbornness to my list of shit I need to deal with today.”

      Grace looked up at the witch. Exhaustion had darkened the skin beneath Erin’s eyes without making her any less aggravating. “You make a terrible bedside nurse.”

      “I’m an excellent healer. I’m a terrible enabler. Eat.”

      A pale ribbon of light drifted over Bjorn’s chest as Brenna completed another pass with her hands. Her majik sank beneath his skin, flared gold, and vanished. Grace reached for the stew before Erin could start another argument, though her attention stayed on Brenna.

      “His body is responding,” Brenna said. “The fever’s gone. His heartbeat’s stronger than it was yesterday, and the damage from the silver has begun to heal.”

      The stew might as well have been wet bark, but Grace still managed to swallow it. “But?”

      “I still can’t reach the part of him Mariska buried.”

      “Then try again.”

      “I have been trying.” Brenna lowered her hands, too tired to soften the answer. “This isn’t a binding wrapped around his body. Mariska built this prison that she has Bjorn trapped in through his memories. Basically, she took what he loved, twisted what he trusted, and taught his mind that safety was another trap.” Brenna shook her head in disgust.

      Grace gazed down at Bjorn’s hand gently resting in hers. She couldn’t feel anything from him through their bond. No emotion, no answering awareness. Her wolf had been searching since they brought him home, growing more frantic each time his scent drew her close and she found nothing. She wasn’t sure who was more frustrated with the whole situation—her or her wolf.

      The moment Erin had told her the silver was gone, Grace had thought of the mate bond. She’d gripped both of Bjorn’s hands and forced her majik into him, trying to heal him. When that failed, she’d laid both hands over his heart and pushed her strength toward him, only to have it strike a barrier and slam back into her hard enough to stop her heart for two terrifying beats. She’d tried again, only to be thrown across the room with blood running from her nose. That was when Erin had forced her to stop. She still had a nasty bruise on her back from hitting whatever the hell it was that she’d landed on.

      Erin had threatened to tie her to the cot if there were any more attempts to heal Bjorn through the mating bond. Mariska’s majik was still clearly blocking Grace’s attempts to save her mate.

      “Did she break our bond?” Grace hated the fear in her voice, but she couldn’t help it. Bjorn lay inches away, warm beneath her fingers, and she still couldn’t reach him. She should be able to feel his wolf, even if he couldn’t respond. After all the years she’d spent wanting him back, she hadn’t known there was another way to lose him.

      “I can still feel Mariska’s majik,” Brenna said. “I can’t tell you what it’s done to your bond with him.”

      “Then find out.”

      “Honey, I know you want answers more than anything in this world, but those are answers that I just don’t have right now. If I tear into his mind without knowing how or where she tied each spell, I could destroy the memories we’re trying to save. I can’t find his wolf either. I need to understand what she did before I try to undo it.”

      “And his Berserker?”

      Brenna shook her head. “Nothing.”

      Grace set the bowl aside. Bjorn’s wolf had been powerful, but even the animal retreated when the Berserker rose. Odin’s blue-eyed fury lived deep within Bjorn and had frightened wolves who’d never been afraid of anything in their lives. Grace couldn’t understand how Mariska had silenced both creatures, or how Bjorn had endured without either of them.

      “You’re sure that he’s still in there. That it’s really Bjorn?”

      “Yes,” Brenna said. “But when he wakes, he may not understand where he is. He may not recognize us. It may take him some time to get his mind settled.”

      “He’ll know me.” Grace had to believe that. Believing otherwise would shatter her.

      Neither witch answered.

      Grace didn’t miss the glance between mother and daughter as she pushed herself out of the chair. Her legs collapsed, and that made her even more furious. Erin quickly caught her elbow before she ended up face first on the floor.

      “Stop looking at me as if I’m going to shatter.” Grace pulled free. “I prayed for fucking decades for him to come back to me—to come home. I buried an empty box because there was nothing left to say goodbye to. I stood beside our son while everyone told me to accept that Bjorn was dead. Now he’s lying right there, and you want me to prepare for him not knowing who the hell I am? Abso-fucking-lutely not!”

      “Look, I can’t imagine what you are going through right now. Bjorn was my friend, and his death gutted me. You're his mate—and I just—I can’t even comprehend your grief, your pain. I just need to make sure you’re prepared for the possibility that Mariska made every familiar face dangerous to him.” Brenna held her gaze. “Love may be the very thing his mind has learned to fear. I know how fucked up all of this sounds, but I know my sister. I know how fucked up she is. What she can’t have willingly, she will take and destroy. It’s always been her motto.”

      Grace turned back to the bed before either woman could see what their words had done to her. She’d kept memories of Bjorn close through years when they were all she had of him. Mariska had taken those same memories and found a way to make them hurt him. Grace pressed her lips to his knuckles, swallowing words neither Erin nor Brenna deserved.

      The cabin door creaked open. Adalyn stood on the other side with a pitcher of water and a small pile of folded towels. She stopped in her tracks when she saw the look on Grace’s face.

      “I can come back later,” she said, reaching to close the door.

      “You’ve said that every time you’ve walked through the door.” Grace made herself unclench her jaw. Adalyn had spent a lifetime bracing for her mother’s cruelty. She didn’t need Grace taking up where Mariska had left off. “Please, come in. Put those down and take a seat.”

      Adalyn obeyed, leaving the water beside the stew and the towels on a shelf, but the chair she chose remained several feet from the bed. She sat with her hands folded in her lap, watching Bjorn as though she would be ordered out at any moment.

      “You can move closer to him,” Grace said, trying to soften her voice.

      “I don’t know if I should.”

      “He’s your father. There’s no denying the truth of the matter.”

      “He doesn’t know that.” Adalyn nearly choked on the words.

      “Then he’ll learn.” Grace couldn’t promise Bjorn would wake whole or understand everything they needed to tell him. She could make certain Adalyn heard this much. “What your mother did isn’t your shame to carry. You need to know that.”

      “She used me to find him.”

      “Mariska used everyone. Blood, lies, love, fear, whatever gave her power. You were a child when she started shaping you for this. I won’t listen to you take responsibility for her choices.”

      “Rafe does.”

      “Rafe is angry. It seems to be his default setting these days.”

      “At me.”

      “At the entire fucking world,” Grace corrected. “You happen to be standing where he can see you.”

      “He has every right to hate me.”

      “No, he doesn’t. He has every right to be furious about what happened to his father. You’ve done nothing to him. There’s a difference.”

      Grace studied Adalyn’s lowered face and found too much of Bjorn in it to look away. The shape of the brow, the stubborn tilt of the chin, even while Adalyn tried to make herself look small. Grace had loved those features long before Mariska had stolen her mate. Seeing them on his daughter hurt, but she refused to make that hurt Adalyn’s or Bjorn’s fault.

      “Rafe believed he watched his father die,” she said. “He carried that grief for decades. Finding out Bjorn’s alive won’t erase what losing him did to our son, and learning he has a sister is a hell of a lot to take in on top of it.”

      “I’m a reminder of her.”

      “You’re his daughter.”

      “I’m hers too.”

      “And you’re sitting here worrying about whether you’ll hurt a man she kept in chains.” Grace waited until Adalyn looked at her. “That tells me more about you than your mother’s name does.”

      Adalyn’s gaze returned to Bjorn. Grace wanted to ask what she saw when she looked at him, whether there was anything familiar beneath the damage. She wanted every scrap of him the woman might remember. But Adalyn’s memories belonged to her, and Grace had no right to demand them simply because she couldn’t bear the waiting.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

      Adalyn gave a small, humorless laugh. “I’m not sure I remember how not to be afraid of people.”

      “Then let’s start with moving your chair.”

      This time Adalyn drew it close enough to reach the bed. Grace settled opposite her, keeping one of Bjorn’s hands while she rested her other palm over his heart.

      “There. When he wakes, he’ll be able to see both of us.”

      “You really want me here?” Adalyn asked, surprise flitting through her voice.

      Grace looked at her mate’s daughter. An easy answer would have been kinder, but Adalyn had spent enough of her life being lied to.

      “I want my mate awake. I want Mariska alive long enough for me to kill her myself, and I want every year she stole returned to us exactly as it was before she touched it.” Grace reached across Bjorn and covered Adalyn’s clenched hands. “I can’t have any of that right now. But I can have you sitting here with me when he opens his eyes. Yes, Adalyn. I want you here. You deserve to be here. Without you, we never would have found him and brought him home.”

      Adalyn bent her head over their joined hands. Grace let her have the silence. There was no point telling her to stop expecting kindness to come with a price; she’d have to be shown, as often as it took.

      A sweet floral scent drifted through the room. Grace glanced toward the window, where a yellow jasmine blossom pressed against the glass. The branch had been bare the last time she’d seen it in daylight.

      Her wolf, restless for three days, lifted her head and went perfectly still.

      Wings beat above the cabin, stirring the branch. Brenna crossed to the window and touched two fingers to the glass, gold majik flickering beneath them.

      “What is it?” Grace asked.

      “Something passed through the wards.”

      “Something hostile?” Erin moved toward the bed.

      “No. The wards didn’t resist it.”

      Grace looked from the flower to the two witches. “Can you worry about one impossible thing at a time? I already have my hands full.”

      Erin snorted, but Brenna studied the window a moment longer before returning to Bjorn. Adalyn was still looking at him.

      “Do you think he can hear us?”

      “I don’t know. I talk to him anyway.”

      “What do you say?”

      “Everything. I tell him what Rafe’s done with Black Paw. I tell him that Rafe found a mate named Mina. That she’s carrying our grandbabies—twins, and one of them has a personal grudge against her bladder. I remind him Gus is here, even though his brother hasn’t worked up the courage to come through that door.”

      “Why hasn’t he?”

      “He’s terrified. Rafe’s hardly doing any better.” Grace brushed her thumb over Bjorn’s palm. “They know he’s alive. Seeing him like this is something else.”

      “I don’t know what to say to him.”

      “You could start with your name.”

      “He might already know it.”

      Grace looked up. Shock tore through her. “Why would he?”

      “There are things I remember that don’t make sense. Places my mother said I’d only seen in dreams.” Adalyn rubbed a hand over her wrist. “A dark room. Stone walls. Chains scraping across the floor.”

      “You saw him?”

      “I think so. I never saw his face clearly. Sometimes there was a man in the corner, but Mother wouldn’t let me get close. She said he was dangerous. That if the spells ever broke, he’d tear me apart.”

      “He would never have hurt you.”

      “You don’t know what she made him do.”

      “No, I don’t.” Grace made herself admit it, though every fiber of her being wanted to argue. She knew her mate. He would never harm a child. “But I know the man she stole. Bjorn would’ve ripped out his own damn heart before hurting a child.”

      “Once, I thought he said my name.” Adalyn watched his face as she spoke. “I was young. I don’t know how young, or if the memory’s even real. My mother dragged me away before I could answer. Afterward, she told me I’d been sleepwalking. Eventually, I believed her.”

      “Your blood carried his,” Brenna said. “Mariska may have been testing whether your presence weakened the spells.”

      “Or she could have been using me to torment him. At this point, neither would surprise me.”

      “Yes,” Brenna chimed in quietly. “She may have done that too.”

      Grace held Bjorn’s hand until she trusted herself to speak. She’d wanted one memory that might help Adalyn feel welcome beside him. Instead, they were trying to work out which cruelty her mother had intended. Even dead, the bitch found new ways to hurt them.

      “What if seeing me makes it worse?” Adalyn asked.

      “What if hearing you helps him remember?”

      “I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “Then tell him that.” Grace could only offer that. The truth was, after Erin and Brenna’s repeated warnings, she had no idea how Bjorn would react to anything when and if he finally woke up.

      Adalyn leaned forward. Her hand hovered above Bjorn’s before she settled it on the blanket beside him.

      “My name is Adalyn. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m not even sure I remember you. My mother filled my head with so many lies that I don’t know which memories belong to me anymore.” She waited, watching him for a response. “I know what she did to you wasn’t your fault. I’m trying to understand and learn that what she did to me wasn’t mine either.”

      Bjorn remained still. Grace kept quiet, willing Adalyn to go on.

      “I found your pack. I found Rafe. He doesn’t want me here, but I can’t blame him.”

      “You could leave that part out,” Grace muttered.

      Adalyn smiled softly. “Grace says he’s angry at the entire fucking world.”

      “That sounds like our son.”

      “She says I’m allowed to stay.” Adalyn’s smile faded as she looked back at Bjorn. “I don’t know if you’ll want me here when you wake up. I hope you will, but I won’t ask you to forgive what my mother did because I share her blood.”

      “You share his blood too,” Grace reminded her.

      Adalyn gently brushed the edge of his hand with the tips of her fingers. “I share yours too.”

      His pinky finger moved against hers.

      “Brenna.” Grace scarcely got the name out before the witch reached the bed. Erin took Bjorn’s wrist, and Brenna held both palms above his chest, letting gold light sink into him.

      Adalyn drew back. “Did I hurt him?”

      “No.” His finger moved again, and Grace caught his hand between hers. “Do it again, my love. We’re here, waiting for you to open your eyes.”

      His jaw tightened. She leaned closer as his lips moved, but she couldn’t make out the words. His free hand pulled at the blanket.

      “He’s trying to wake,” Brenna said. “Keep talking.”

      “It’s Grace. You’re home, my love.” She reached for him through the bond and found the same terrible silence. He’d have to hear her. She pressed his hand to her mouth and spoke against his skin. “Come back to me. Please. Come back to your mate, to your family, to your pack.”

      His fingers slowly closed around hers. Grace barely had time to feel him hold on before his body arched off the bed and a ragged cry tore from his throat.

      Erin reached for his shoulders. He struck blindly, sending her flying into the bedside table. The pitcher hit the floor and shattered, and Brenna’s majik flared.

      “No spells!” Grace shouted.

      Bjorn dragged himself toward the head of the bed, fighting the blankets tangled around his legs. His eyes were open, his pupils wide with terror, and he kept searching the room for a way out. Grace couldn’t bear the thought that he was looking for somewhere to hide from them.

      “Bjorn, you’re safe.”

      He caught her wrist hard enough to bruise. She stayed where she was, letting him see her.

      “It’s me. It’s Grace.”

      His gaze fixed on her face. “No.”

      “Yes, my love. It’s me!” Tears streamed down her face. Her voice shattered.

      “You’re dead,” he choked out the words.

      Grace had thought she was ready for anything once he opened his eyes. She had no idea how to answer the grief in his voice without falling apart herself. “No, love. I’m right here. Look at me. Feel my hand in yours. I’m real. You’re home.”

      “I saw—” He shook his head, pulling at her wrist. “She showed me.”

      “She lied to you.”

      “She always lies,” Brenna said. “You know that, Bjorn. Whatever Mariska showed you⁠—”

      His attention snapped toward her. “Sister.”

      Brenna went pale. “Yes.” Brenna didn’t deny it. Bjorn had always known her truth. She wouldn’t start lying to him now.

      “No. No more.” He tried to pull farther away, though his back was already against the headboard.

      “I won’t touch you.” Brenna lowered her hands, extinguishing the majik in her palm.

      “Get away from him,” Grace ordered. Her voice came out a little too rough for her own liking. She knew that Brenna and Erin had only Bjorn’s best interests in mind.

      The witch stepped back. Erin moved with her, keeping her clear of the broken glass. Grace waited until Bjorn stopped trying to get away before lifting her free hand where he could see it.

      “Look at me.”

      He kept watching Brenna.

      “Bjorn.” Grace waited for his eyes to return to hers, then touched his cheek. His beard scraped her palm. He flinched, but he let her leave her hand there. “You tucked lavender behind my ear the day you asked me to become your mate. You were so nervous you dropped the knife when you tried to cut the flowers.”

      He stared at her.

      “I laughed at you.” She offered him a soft smile.

      “You always laughed at me,” he whispered.

      A sob caught in her throat. Her smile widened. “Only when you deserved it.”

      His fingers loosened around hers. He studied her face—like he was seeing her for the first time, taking so long that she wondered whether she’d changed too much for the memories of her to hold. Then he touched her cheek with his free hand, scarcely more than a brush of his fingers.

      “Grace?”

      She bent until her forehead rested against his. “I’m here.”

      His breath warmed her face. She closed her eyes for a moment, holding on to the man she’d missed through years of sleeping alone, watching their son build a life, and pretending she could manage whatever came next. He finally recognized her. His hand was on her cheek, and she could finally stop reminding herself what it had felt like to be touched by her mate.

      Bjorn stiffened. Grace opened her eyes and followed his gaze to Adalyn, who sat with her hands pressed against her thighs.

      “Adalyn.”

      “You know who I am?” Tears slipped down her face before she could wipe them away.

      His brow furrowed. “Little wolf.”

      Grace looked between them. The room Adalyn remembered had been real. So had the man who’d spoken her name. Mariska hadn’t managed to take that from either of them.

      Adalyn knelt beside the bed, close enough for him to see her without turning away from Grace.

      “I’m here,” she said. “She’s gone. She can’t hurt either of us anymore.”

      “She’ll come back.”

      “No.” Adalyn’s voice shook. “She’s dead.”

      Bjorn closed his eyes, his grip tightening around Grace’s wrist again. “Dead doesn’t mean gone, little wolf.”

      Brenna drew a sharp breath.

      “What does that mean?” Grace asked.

      “I don’t know.” Brenna shook her head, trying to figure out what Bjorn meant by that.

      “Don’t let her take me.” Bjorn opened his eyes and stared at Grace. “Promise me that you won’t let her take me from you again.”

      “I swear on our mating bond, Mariska will never touch you again.”

      He was breathing too fast, trembling with the effort of staying upright. Grace slipped an arm behind his shoulders, ready to help him lie down, when footsteps pounded along the porch.

      Rafe threw the door open. His gaze swept to the broken pitcher and the witches standing as far away from the bed as they could get before his eyes settled on his father. He stopped so abruptly that Grace could hear his breath catch.

      Bjorn stared back at him. Their son no longer looked like the young warrior he would have remembered. Years of command had hardened Rafe’s face and put a weight behind his presence that belonged to the Alpha of Black Paw. Grace had been there for those changes. Bjorn was seeing them all at once.

      “Rafe?”

      Her son crossed the room and dropped beside the bed. Bjorn released Grace’s wrist to catch his face between his hands.

      “You lived.”

      Rafe covered his father’s wrists. “So did you.”

      “I tried to reach you.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t leave.”

      Rafe bowed his head against his father’s chest, and Bjorn folded around him.

      “I know,” Rafe said, his voice breaking. “We thought you were dead, Dad.”

      Grace held them both. She’d seen her son carry the pack through trouble, watched him find his mate and prepare to become a father, but she hadn’t been able to give him this. Bjorn’s hand moved over the back of Rafe’s head, comforting him even now. Beside them, Adalyn knelt close enough for Grace to rest a hand on her shoulder.

      Then Bjorn shuddered, and his full weight collapsed against Grace.

      “Bjorn!”

      Rafe caught him before he could drag her down. Erin was at the bed at once, her fingers pressed to his throat while they lowered him to the pillows.

      “He’s breathing. His heart’s still beating.”

      Brenna laid her hands above his chest, her majik soft enough that Grace could barely see it. “He exhausted himself. Whatever pulled him out gave him only enough strength to reach us.”

      Grace kept her hand against his cheek. She wanted him awake again, wanted to hear her name coming from his mouth, wanted far more than his battered body could give her. She stayed beside him while Erin checked him, then looked toward the window.

      The yellow blossom was gone. A bare jasmine branch tapped against the glass.
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      Gus sat on the porch steps with his elbows on his knees, listening to Erin speak inside the cabin. He’d heard Grace scream his brother’s name. Now every scrape of a chair or hurried footstep made him lift his head, waiting for someone to come out and tell him what had happened. He couldn’t bring himself to walk through that damn door. Not yet.

      Beth sat beside him. He’d been holding her hand since Rafe rushed past them, and when he realized how tightly he was squeezing, he loosened his grip. She threaded her fingers through his before he could let go.

      The door opened. Gus was on his feet by the time Rafe stepped outside.

      “He’s asleep,” Rafe said. “Brenna says he exhausted himself.”

      “But he woke up. He knew you?” His voice broke halfway through the questions.

      “He recognized Mom. Adalyn too.” Rafe wiped a hand over his face, making no attempt to hide the tears. “I’m going to sit with them for a while.”

      “Go on. We’re here if you need anything.”

      Gus watched the door close, then sat beside Beth again. After three days of waiting, his brother had opened his eyes and recognized his family. Gus ought to have been inside with them. Instead, he sat on his ass and listened to other people speak to a man he’d spent decades wishing he could see again.

      “I’m trying to think of what to say to him,” he admitted.

      “I’m sure a hello would be a good start.”

      “Beth.” Gus sighed.

      “You’ve said it before. I’m fairly certain you can manage it again.”

      “I have to say something.” He looked down at their joined hands. “That fucking witch had him all this time. I should’ve known. I should’ve saved him.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.” The thought that his brother had been held captive and tortured for all these years gutted him. The simple truth of the matter was that he didn’t know if he was strong enough to walk through that fucking door and face his brother, knowing what he’d gone through while Gus had been out living his life. It wasn’t that he was unhappy to have his brother back. He was thrilled. It just seemed like such a sick joke that Mariska had played on all of them.

      Now, he had to find a way to face his brother. At the moment, that took more courage than Gus could muster.

      “Neither did anyone else. Everyone thought he was dead, Gus. It’s what that bitch of a witch wanted. Her plan would have never worked if everyone thought he was still alive. She knows you all would have moved Heaven and Earth to find him.”

      Knowing that hadn’t made it any easier to look at what they’d brought home. He could remember Bjorn laughing at him, arguing with him, telling him to get his ass moving when there was work to do. None of it had prepared him to hear Grace beg Bjorn to recognize her.

      “You don’t need a speech,” Beth said. “You’re going to see your brother.”

      Gus nodded. He kept watching the door for any sign of movement on the other side of it.

      When Grace opened it, he got to his feet before she spoke.

      “He’s awake again.” She looked exhausted, but she was smiling. “Erin says you can come in.”

      “Of course. I’ll be right there.”

      Grace went inside, and Gus sat down so abruptly that Beth caught his arm.

      “Gus?”

      “I’m all right.” He pressed the heel of his hand against his eyes. “Fuck. Give me a second.”

      Through the door, Grace asked Bjorn if he wanted some water. Gus waited, hardly breathing, and heard a faint answer. He couldn’t make out the words. He didn’t need to. He knew that voice, even roughened and weak, and he’d spent years believing he’d never hear it again.

      “He’s here.”

      Beth put an arm around him. He turned into her shoulder and cried, too far gone to care who heard him. She held him until he could draw a decent breath, then kept her hand in his while he wiped his face. Beyond the porch, the clearing was still dark.

      “What if I frighten him?” Gus asked.

      “Then you give him space.”

      “What if he doesn’t remember me?”

      “Then you tell him who you are.”

      He looked toward the door. “And if he does?”

      Beth rose, bringing him with her. “Then you stop making your brother wait.”

      A laugh escaped him, ragged enough to hurt. “You make everything sound so damned simple.”

      “No. I make it sound possible.”

      He stood with his hand on the door, trying to remember how to turn the handle. He’d faced men who wanted him dead with less trouble than this. There ought to have been something useful he could do, something to fight or break, but his brother was on the other side of a cabin door, and Gus could barely make himself open it.

      “Please let him still be in there. Let him know we love him,” he prayed to any of the gods who might be listening.

      He’d take help from any of them. He turned the handle and went inside, with Beth close behind him.

      Rafe stood near the foot of the bed. Adalyn held one of Bjorn’s hands, and Grace sat on the edge of the mattress on his other side. His brother was propped against the pillows, pale and painfully thin. His eyes found Gus, and his body went rigid.

      Gus stopped in the doorway.

      “You’re safe,” Grace murmured. “It’s Gus.”

      Beth’s hand rested against the small of his back, steadying him when he nearly stepped out of the door again.

      “I won’t come any closer,” he told Bjorn.

      He lowered himself to one knee just inside the room, keeping his hands where his brother could see them. The position felt absurdly helpless. He wanted to cross the floor and grab Bjorn, hold on until he believed this was real, but Bjorn was staring at him as though he might be another thing to fear.

      “I’m Gus. Your brother.”

      Bjorn’s brow furrowed. Gus waited, hearing the fire shift in the hearth and trying not to fill the silence with everything he’d meant to say.

      “You taught me how to track,” he said at last. “You said I stomped through the woods like a drunken elk.”

      “A wounded elk,” Bjorn whispered.

      Gus stared at him. “What?” There was nothing wrong with his ears. He just wanted to be certain of what he’d heard.

      “I said you sounded like a wounded elk. A drunken elk would’ve been quieter.”

      His lips curved up into a smile. Gus tried to answer and managed nothing. His brother had been awake for a few minutes, and the bastard was already correcting him.

      Bjorn closed his eyes. Grace touched his face, but he shook his head and opened them again, finding Gus where he’d left him.

      “You never stopped talking.”

      “Someone had to keep you entertained.”

      “You kept everyone entertained.”

      Gus laughed, though it came out perilously close to another sob. He could hear his brother in the complaint. He could remember all the times he’d earned it. Still, he needed Bjorn to say it plainly.

      “Do you know me?”

      “Brother. Gus.”

      He bowed his head and pressed a fist to the floor, grateful he was already on his knees. He’d been called Councilman, warrior, bastard, and worse by people whose opinions mattered considerably less than they thought. Yet, his own name in his brother’s voice left him unable to speak.

      When he looked up, Bjorn was reaching for him. His arm trembled before he could lift it clear of the blankets.

      Gus rose and crossed the room. Adalyn moved her chair aside to make room for their reunion, and he knelt beside the bed, catching Bjorn’s hand between both of his. Bjorn flinched but held on. Gus felt the damaged skin beneath his fingers and had to swallow before he could get a word out.

      “I’m sorry. Whatever she showed us that night, we believed it. We thought you were dead.”

      “I know.”

      “I should’ve questioned it.”

      “She made you see my death, brother. There was nothing to question.”

      “That doesn’t make it easier.” Gus hated admitting the truth.

      “It should. No one could have known what had really happened.”

      Gus let out a bitter laugh. “That sounds like something my mate would say.”

      Bjorn looked past him toward Beth. Gus held out his free hand, and she slowly crossed the room to the bed.

      “This is Beth. My mate.”

      “Your mate,” Bjorn repeated, studying their joined hands.

      “Yes.” Gus had wanted to tell him since he’d found her. He’d imagined the questions, the advice he hadn’t asked for, and the pleasure of watching his brother realize someone had finally agreed to put up with him. Now Beth was beside him, and Bjorn was looking at her, and Gus couldn’t think of a fucking thing to add.

      Beth lowered herself beside him. “He took his sweet time finding me.”

      “You’ll have to excuse him for that. He was always slow,” Bjorn joked.

      “You’ve only just remembered me, and you’re already insulting me.”

      “You’re still talking.”

      “And you’re still a stubborn bastard.” The words came easily, and for a moment Gus forgot to be careful. Then Bjorn’s hand trembled in his, reminding him how much the effort was costing. He eased his grip, but his brother kept hold.

      Grace laughed. “At least we know that part of him survived.”

      Bjorn’s faint smile faded. “I didn’t leave.”

      “I know.”

      “I tried to come home. She wouldn’t let me. Her majik was more than I could escape.”

      Gus leaned closer. He’d been so busy wondering how to explain his own failure that he hadn’t understood what Bjorn needed from him. His brother was lying in a bed covered in evidence of what that bitch had done, afraid they thought he’d chosen any of it.

      “You didn’t leave us,” Gus said. “She took you from us. Nobody in this room thinks you abandoned them.”

      Bjorn looked toward Grace, then Rafe and Adalyn. When his gaze returned to Gus, the questions were still there, and Gus wanted to answer every one of them before he could turn the blame on himself again.

      “You’re home,” he said. “She’s dead. She’s not taking you anywhere.”

      “Home.”

      Gus shifted to sit on the floor beside the bed. Beth settled next to him, close enough for her shoulder to rest against his. His brother’s hand remained in his, and he could feel Bjorn watching him, waiting to see what he’d do.

      He’d spent most of the night trying to get through the door. Now that he was here, Bjorn would have to get used to having him underfoot again.

      “Rest,” Gus told him. “I’ll be right here annoying you when you wake up.”
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