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To this song, which has always reminded me of Cass:

Habits (Stay High) by ‪@tovelomusic‬ | Rock Version by ‪@RainPariss
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Cass
Isniffled up in the hayloft of the stables, counting the pieces of sharp straw alongside the reasons I hated my father. My mangled hand was stained purple with proof of his loathing. He’d broken every finger, one by one, after I’d spilled a drop of his wine when pouring it tonight. 
I stared at my quivering knuckles. With a soft crunch, my first finger corrected itself. One might be thankful to heal so quickly, but I could hardly be. Father’s magical blood in my veins was responsible. 
Someday, my dragon would wake, and we would fly far, far away from here. 
If Father let me live that long. Some days I thought he would just end me, but I was the only child he’d ever been able to sire, and it was with a human woman. He despised me for it. His only son, a half-breed bastard born of the womb of a lowly human. My mother had been a favorite of his. Her coal-black hair and sapphire-blue eyes fit his predilections, holding a beauty not fit for a human, he would say. 
Thoughts of Mother brought fresh tears, and I dragged my scratchy sleeve across my face. She’d often spoken of running away to the human world. It was in the chaotic throes of war, the settlers fighting their mother country for their independence, and we could ease in somewhere unnoticed and make a life.
Father had ended that dream sixty-three days ago. 
As his aggression toward me grew darker, Mother grew desperate. While Father was sleeping, she plunged a dagger deep into his heart. She didn’t understand that it had to be a special blade to take his life. After such an offense, even her rare beauty would not save her.
I pressed my hands against my ears. Dragon’s breath burned hotter than the fire that warmed the hearth. I could still hear her screams; the sound of her flesh sizzling and popping in the flames. And the smell. An acrid scent I’d never forget. How he’d sneered into my weeping face afterwards. “Not so lovely now, is she?”
“Cassian?” the sweetest voice called as the ladder to the loft shook.
I sucked in a sharp breath, wiping furiously at the droplets rushing down my cheeks. “Elizabeth? I’m here.”
I made room for her, and she cozied up next to me. She’d been working in the kitchen. The herbs from tonight’s roast chicken tickled my nose.
I sighed and looked at her, wondering if a young lady would still wed a young man if she’d seen him cry. Someday I would marry her. I had yet to confide that to her, but I planned to do so soon. As soon as I could get my courage up.
As always, she’d attempted to shove her curly black hair underneath her bonnet, but it had escaped in several places. Her wide eyes, russet-brown like the potatoes in the cellar, held a dark sadness.
I sighed again. “You know I detest it when ye pity me.”
“Are ye harmed?”
I hid my hand by the side of my leg and grinned. “I shall survive.”
Her face pinched, wrinkling the soft dusting of freckles on her nose. “Allow me to see that hand, then.”
I shook my head. “Don’t fret over it, I beg ye.”
“He is a wicked, awful man!” she said, her lip jutting out in defiance.
“Elizabeth! Don’t utter such things aloud. If the Master found out...”
I couldn’t bear it, the thought of losing her, too.
“Oh, I care little—”
A commotion ripped through the lazy summer silence outside. We glanced at each other and crawled over to the tiny loft window. A group of people, all of them women, approached. I could sense their magic from here. 
My brow furrowed. “Witches? Never heard of this many together.”
“There must be a hundred of ‘em out there,” Elizabeth whispered, and the sharp scent of her fear choked the loft.
I took her hand in mine. “It’ll be alright. I won’t let anyone harm ye.”
“Aye, this is it!” one yelled. “Smells like brimstone, doesn’t it, sisters?”
They shouted agreements and rushed forward, wielding their staves and their elements to slaughter the vampires that guarded the house. Elizabeth and I watched with bated breath, being sure to keep our heads down.
People started screaming inside as the group invaded the home.
“What is happening?” Elizabeth asked.
I shook my head. A roar that I knew was my father shook the house, and I hunkered down at the familiar sound.
We watched as they dragged him, kicking and yelling, out of the door and down the steps. He was secured with something, a chain of some kind. I expected him to shift and kill them all, but he didn’t seem able.
“What is the purpose of this?” he bellowed, his features twisting with blue scales as his dragon tried to break free. The muscles of his arms flexed, trying to grow, but stalled once they encountered the links of chain. His eyes were wild, one orange with a slitted pupil and one white with blindness, a large scar from long ago running through it. 
A witch shouted, “Dragons have pushed their will unto others far too long!” 
“We’re done fearing ye!” another added.
“Monster!”
He fought the chains like a rabid dog. “You will all be dead for this, you wretched whores!”
They cackled in unison, and an earth witch wrapped a root around his face to quiet him. I gasped at their defiance, exchanging a small smile with Elizabeth. Father was being taken away. Forever? Could we be so fortunate?
They were dragging him to a cart when one witch stopped. Her eyes fell on the window from which Elizabeth and I watched, and we ducked, staring at each other.
“Do you sense that?” the witch asked.
There was a beat of silence, and then one answered, “There’s another! Another dragon!”
Elizabeth’s eyes widened, and she snatched my sleeve. They couldn’t mean me! I pulled down the collar of my tunic. My chest glowed orange, unmistakable evidence that I had the heart of a dragon. 
The doors of the stable banged open.
“Come out, come out, dragon scum,” the witch sang. “Or I’ll burn the whole place down to find ye.”
I swallowed and looked at Elizabeth. “Ye stay here. Promise?”
“Cassian,” she whispered, shaking her head.
My breath was hard to find, but I leaned forward and kissed her soft cheek. Her face flushed a deep red, and mine warmed as I said, “I will be fine.”
The familiar rungs of the ladder were slick beneath my hands. A woman waited at the bottom, tapping her booted toe on the floor. She held a flame in her hand and wore long black robes. Her amber hair was tied in a tight bun, and despite her vile expression, she was lovely.
“He’s jus’ a boy!” she called. “Too young to even shift yet from the look of ‘im.” The witch grabbed my hair and yanked me up, sniffing the back of my neck. “Smells human, too. Could be half.”
“Bring ‘im! They all go!”
I tried to twist away, yelping when she dragged me by my hair with unexpected strength. 
“Please! I am human—only a halfblood! Leave me be!”
I kicked her in the stomach, and she doubled over, cursing at me.
I tried to run, but tree roots wrapped around my ankles, tripping me.
“Come now, boy,” an older woman said, the earth witch. “Don’t make it harder than it need be.”
Tears ran down my cheeks, the rocks digging into my hands as I scooted away. I looked at the wagon where they imprisoned my father, nailing him shut in a wooden coffin. “Please, my lady, I’m not like ‘im. I’m beggin’ ye mercy. I don’t want to harm nobody.”
“Stop! You leave ‘im be!” Elizabeth ran to me and laid her body over mine.
“Don’t, Elizabeth! Just run!” I rested my cheek against the top of her head and whispered, “Please.”
The witches looked at each other, seemingly at a loss.
“Sorry, boy,” the old woman said, her gravelly tone softer. “We ‘ave our orders. Move out of the way, girl, we don’t want to harm ye.”
The fire witch grabbed Elizabeth and flung her aside. She wrinkled her nose, wiping her hand on her robes.
“Yech! The girl’s a nulla.”
I knew what a nulla was, and I knew that Elizabeth was one. A girl born to a witch who, for some reason, didn’t acquire magical powers. Other witches saw them as flawed abominations, but I couldn’t care less what she was.
The fire witch kicked Elizabeth hard in the stomach, and she yelped, curling into a ball and sobbing.
“No!” I scrambled to my feet. “I’ll come! Just let ‘er be, please.”
I begged the old woman, and she looked at the other witch.
“Leave the girl alone, we’re not here for ‘er.”
The fire witch hissed at Elizabeth but walked away.
I stood by the old earth witch, and she wrapped me with the same chain my father wore. It smelled of magic. My skin burned, and it was difficult to find a breath.
“Cassian!” Elizabeth called as they led me away, running after us.
“Don’t!” I pleaded. “Jus’ stay back!”
Unable to leave it alone, Elizabeth picked up a rock. She threw it, hitting the fire witch in the back.
Flames blazed to life in her hands. “You little nulla wretch!”
I tried to run, to help, screaming, “Elizabeth!”
They stuffed me into my own coffin-shaped box and nailed the lid shut. The carriage lurched, and black powder floated down through the cracks. I inhaled it and felt too tired to keep my eyes open. 
Sure I would not survive to sunrise, I shouted, “Elizabeth! I-I love you!” Blackness swarmed my vision, but not before I heard her terrified shriek.
When I woke and got the lid pried up, I found myself locked away in a dungeon deep below the earth. There were others here, including my father.
Six adult dragons, their wicked yellow eyes narrowing on me. 
No one to help me.
No escape. 






  
  Chapter One
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A Couple of Centuries Later


Natalie
Iswiped at the bug that had made it its life’s mission to buzz around my face for this entire stupid hike. Digging my phone out of my pocket, I prayed for a signal. No bars. Great. 
I had so much work to do, and what does my boss decide is best for me? A team-building weekend just because I fired Greg and told him that a six-year-old could put together a better presentation than he did.
It wasn’t a lie. The presentation was flat. I didn’t have time for mediocre work, and I didn’t have time for a team-building, hand-holding, let’s-all-be-friends weekend.
There was a promotion on the table. It was everything I’d worked for. The most important thing in my life.
Kind of the only thing.
I paused, wondering if that should depress me.
With my next step, my shoe slipped on a mossy log, and I kicked it in retaliation. It split open, and a thousand wriggling larvae spilled out onto my shoe. “Oh, ew!” I hopped around, shaking my foot as if it was on fire. “I hate you, Kellen! And I hate you, Greg!”
Thanks to them, I was pretty sure I was lost out here in the dense forest. I smacked at the bug again and groaned as I climbed another steep embankment. This humidity was going to kill me.
How had I gotten separated from the group? One minute we were all together… then they were just gone. I shuddered, reminding myself to remain calm, but the sun was going down. I might be stuck out here all night.
Trying not to think about that, I mocked Kellen’s words. “Be nicer. A leader, not a boss.” I spent most of my time doing his job and mine, and he had the audacity to tell me I needed to work on my “people skills” after Greg called me a rancid bitch. 
Puh-lease. I was the most productive department manager at that place. Kellen could never know what it was like to be a young woman climbing the corporate ladder. 
I stopped and turned my ear forward. What was that? There was a buzzing that had nothing to do with my stalker mosquito.
I followed it into an open clearing. In the middle sat a large, square stone. A perfect cube levitating waist-high off the ground. It hummed, and I glanced around, looking for anyone or anything else. The forest was quiet, the trees tall and silent. Even the birds and insects had quieted. The air was heavy, as if nothing dared to breathe here. My mosquito companion was suddenly absent. 
When I got closer to the cube, I noticed small markings all over it. The hair on my arms lifted, pulled towards the stone like static electricity.
“This is weird, right?” I said aloud, glancing around the empty clearing. “Am I dreaming?”
When I focused on the inscribed cube, a trickle of sensation climbed up my spine. I didn’t want to touch it, but something deep inside me said that I should. My brain gave me a thousand reasons not to, conjuring up every image from every scary movie I’d ever watched, but my hand floated forward, almost of its own accord.
I stared at my fingertips as they made their way towards the buzzing stone. They were close. I could hear whispers—voices of women chanting—but I couldn’t discern the words.
A sharp pain cut through my forehead, but it was too late. My hand lurched forward. At the brush of my fingers, the stone crackled with electricity.
There was a bright flash.
Then nothing.

Cass
I tightened my grip on her hips, thrusting faster, then forced myself to ease back, remembering to mind my strength. I brushed my fingers down her back. She shuddered and smiled over her shoulder at me.
Good. I had to be careful. Lately, I’d been rougher than usual.
This was how I vented my frustration, and I was truly vexed. I kept running into dead ends in my hunt for the dark witch Morga and her red dragon.
I looked down at my current companion, a fae woman from the nearby city. Pretty. Nice subtle curves. Goddess knows I couldn’t remember her name, even if she’d told me five or six times. Daisy? Dahlia? All of these fae women were named after flowers. 
My thoughts trailed again. That fucking dream, my last day with Elizabeth, came more often all the time. Others too. The dungeon. Edana and her ruby lips. The beautiful ghosts that haunted me. 
The fae girl cried out and dug her nails into my wrist. I’d tightened my grip too much, and I loosened it immediately, grunting, “Sorry.”
Careful. 
I forced myself to focus, ready to be done. This was one of the rare times things progressed this far. It didn’t usually get to sex. I liked to pleasure women—learning what made them unravel—but I didn’t particularly enjoy the touch of a woman. Even the gentlest caress dragged me back to that dungeon.
When I finished, I checked her hips, pleased to see I hadn’t bruised her when I’d grabbed her too hard.
The woman rolled over, looking at me through her lashes with a cat’s smile curling on her lips. She whispered, “Oh, my gods,” and then giggled. Relieved that I hadn’t harmed her, I smiled and patted her thigh. 
‘It’s still early; we can go find another tonight. And another. A pretty bouquet of fae,’ Crux, my dragon, suggested, his deep laugh echoing in my head. His tone was both smooth and rough, like the purr of an enormous cat, and tinged with his avarice.
‘You are gluttonous,’ I shot back, though temptation stirred. I probably would give in to his whims. 
He was persistent. Dragons were greedy. Notoriously so. I hated myself for it, but I had trouble suppressing those urges. To take. To collect. It was a dragon’s goal to possess pretty and valuable things. Treasure was the most obvious, and I had plenty of it. Women were pretty, too. Their pleasure was a drug. It satisfied some of his insatiable hunger, and we played off each other. His need to possess and my need to forget. 
He snickered at my thoughts. ‘We’re the same, you and I, Cassian. You are the dragon.’
I clenched my teeth, unwilling to argue with him. I fought his control, clinging to the shred of humanity I had. Most dragon shifters took their dragon’s name when they turned eighteen. I was not willing to give up the name my mother had given me.
The fae girl frowned when she saw I was pulling my pants back on.
Her lip jutted out into a sensual pout. “You’re not staying?”
“Oh, uh, no,” I said, glancing around for an escape from this dreaded conversation. “That was lovely, though. It’s not you.”
My phone started ringing in my pocket, saving me. I pulled it out with a sigh.
Staring at the screen, I said, “You can sleep here and help yourself to anything you need. There is a tub and fresh clothes in the washroom. Excuse me.”
I didn’t look at her again. My shred of humanity didn’t like to see the hurt I caused.
Instead, I stepped out into the hallway, smiling as I answered the phone. “Gideon! You have no idea how well-timed this call is.”
He sighed. “I doubt I even want to know, Cass.”
Gideon was the Alpha of the nearby wolf shifter pack. He let me stay here in a watchtower on the edge of his pack lands.
We’d been allies last year when the other dragons started a war in an attempt to regain control of the supernatural realms. We’d won, but the evil witch who’d started it all, Morga, had escaped. Along with Edana, the ruby-scaled strumpet who would die by my hand.
“You’re probably right,” I said to Gideon. “You don’t want to know.”
“As long as you’re staying away from my pack members, I don’t care.”
I was banned for life from socializing in the pack due to all the trouble I’d caused. Wolf women tended to be possessive. Clingy. I could never love them the way they wanted.
“I am. As promised.”
“Are you… busy now?” he asked, clearing his throat.
“Not anymore.”
“Good. Something is wrong with the wardstone on our border. No one can get in or out of the realm. Can you fly out there and check it? I’m still waiting to hear back from the witches.”
“Oh, I do love a mystery,” I said, chuckling.
“It’s important. If you can’t be serious, I’ll just go—”
“Relax, grumpy. I’m going.”
“Let me know what you find.”
“I will.”
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Cass
My footfalls thudded on the familiar, creaking stairs spiraling up to my bedroom. My space. I never entertained women up here. I stripped as I went, leaped onto the balcony, and jumped over the rail. 
During the fall, I shifted. The crunch and pressure in my bones was a familiar pain—one I’d grown to love—as my form expanded and my body became heavy with shining black scales. Just before we reached the point of no return in our descent, Crux caught the air with his fleshy wings, sweeping up so his belly kissed the tops of the trees.
There was nothing quite like it, flying in the fresh air. I’d been in that dungeon when I turned eighteen and met my dragon. It was over two hundred years before we were freed, finally able to open our wings and fly.
Crux rose in the sky, pushing away from the ground with powerful flaps. We skimmed over the treetops, scanning the forest below. When we sensed the warding stone, we circled, checking the clearing.
Nothing. No visible threat.
Maybe it had just malfunctioned. We landed with a thump, glancing around. Crux flicked his tongue, searching for unfamiliar scent signatures. 
Everything was muted by the warding stone and its strong, acrid magic. It was doing something strange, crackling with power and sparking with little pulses of electric charge. Crux moved closer and flicked his tongue again. This time we picked up a scent.
‘A human, maybe?’ I suggested.
Crux growled in agreement. ‘How have they bypassed the warding stone?’
There was someone here, a body. After another cursory glance around, I shifted from my dragon and approached. If a human touched that ward, they were either dead or dying. Strange though, since they shouldn’t have been able to get close to it at all.
They—she—moaned, and I stopped, tilting my head. When the woman didn’t move, I got closer and crouched, pushing her hair out of her face. My heart tried to crawl up my throat, and I fell back, scooting away.
“What the fuck is this?”
I got on all fours and scrambled away from her, searching the clearing as I found my feet. My hands shook as I touched my face, making sure this wasn’t a dream.
How did she look like that? When I saw the mess of dark curls still there, shifting gently in the soft breeze, my heart picked up pace, and it felt like it was skipping beats.
I turned in a slow circle, watching the treeline. This had to be a trick. That old witch knew I was hunting her and was trying to unnerve me. She wanted to catch me off guard. 
After several long seconds, I didn’t sense anyone else around, so I edged closer, studying her face. 
“Elizabeth?”
She was older, but even the freckles on her nose were almost exact. My throat tightened. Faces often blurred after a century or two. Hers never did. She was as beautiful as the day we’d been dragged apart. 
The woman didn’t answer, only groaned softly, her brows knitting. 
Knowing this was impossible, I steeled my heart and yanked up her shirt to check her lower back. Elizabeth had fallen out of a tree once and had been hurt, requiring stitches. The scar would still be there if it were her.
No scar. I knew it.
I hissed in a breath, looking around again. ‘What is this, Crux?’
‘Trickery by a demon witch, no doubt.’
I searched through the pockets of her backpack and found a wallet.
Natalie Norman.
The Washington ID looked legitimate; not that I was an expert. She had eighty-six dollars in cash, a debit card, two credit cards, and several business cards from various places.
I rummaged through the rest of the bag. It all looked normal. A couple of water bottles, granola bars, and a flashlight.
I stared at her, my chin resting on the heel of my hand, and then, making a decision, picked her up and put her over my shoulder. She was coming with me, and I was going to figure out why she looked like she did.
When I hoisted her up, her scent became stronger. I put my nose into her side and inhaled, my brow furrowing. What was this woman? She smelled human, but at the same time there was something about her that didn’t.
I glanced around once more before heading back to the tower.

Natalie
I didn’t want to open my eyes. This headache was wicked. Did I get drunk last night? As my senses rebooted, my eyelids flew open. I was supposed to be on a work excursion.
I wasn’t in a sleeping bag or my tent. The floor was made of stone, rough beneath my cheek and hands. I pushed myself upright, blinking as my vision adjusted to the dim light. The room smelled like someone’s unused basement, its cool air sending a shiver up my spine.
Bars.
Thick iron bars.
Like a jail cell.
Oh my God, oh my God.
I sat up and pressed my back against the wall, glancing from side to side and trying to remember how to breathe.
Think. 
The last thing I could recall was that weird rock. I was going to touch it. My arm ached with strange tingles, making me think I had. Was it some secret government thing I wasn’t supposed to find, and now they were going to kill me?
Movement to my right caught my ear. I jerked to see the source, but the shadows swallowed everything. The only light came from the moon, spilling weakly through a small window.
“Who are you?” I shrieked, my voice breaking.
A figure shuffled around but stayed back in the shadows.
“Why do you look like that?” a male voice asked. It was deep and full of venom.
“Uh, what?”
“What are you?”
“Um, I’m a production manager.”
“Liar!” he yelled. It sounded more like the roar of a beast. “Who sent you here?”
I screamed, covering my ears.
After a long stretch of silence, his voice returned. Quieter, but no less intense. “I know you aren’t human, so what are you?”
Not human? Oh God, I’d been kidnapped by a demented psychopath. Fantastic. Thanks, Kellen. Send me into the woods, and now I’m about to end up on a true crime documentary.
Every worst-case scenario I’d ever heard flooded my brain, stacking one on top of the other.
Tears brimmed my lashes, spilling over. “Look, I don’t know what you mean! Please,” I said, my voice shaking. “But my name is Natalie Norman! I’m from Seattle. Please, just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about this, I swear!”
“She sent you? The witch?”
“The what? The witch? I don’t—”
A low, inhuman sound cut me off. A growl. Then footsteps, followed by a metal door grinding shut.
“He-hello?”
No answer.
I pulled my knees up to my chest and sobbed. I was going to die, and probably worse was going to happen before that.







  
  Chapter Three
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Cass
Ipaced in my living room. The woman, Natalie, aka imposter Elizabeth, had been legitimately afraid. I smelled her fear while I questioned her, and if she was faking her confusion, she was doing a fine job of it. 
I checked the time. It was after two in the morning. At sunrise, I would take her to the pack and have River inspect her. River was a good witch. As good as they got, I supposed. Technically, all those years ago, it had been the “good” witches that locked me in the dungeon and ripped me away from Elizabeth. Morga, the dark witch, had opened the door and freed me. Not on my account, of course. She served a different master. 
I plopped onto the couch and leaned my head back. I didn’t want to sleep. If I did, those dreaded dreams would return.

Natalie
I snorted awake, startled that I’d actually managed to fall asleep.
My night was spent curled up against the wall. Morning light streamed through the narrow window now, illuminating my surroundings and tightening the knot in my stomach.
I was indeed in a cell.
There was another one beside mine, empty. A narrow walkway ran in front of them, disappearing around a corner. I assumed it led toward the door I’d heard last night.
Stone walls. Stone floor.
Very medieval dungeon chic.
A delicious smell drew my attention downwards. A tray sat just inside the bars, and I frowned, annoyed that I’d slept deeply enough for him to sneak in here.
It wasn’t just food, but like, good food. A stack of pancakes, eggs with bacon, and hash browns. Home-cooked breakfast with a side of serial killer? My stomach rumbled, but I didn’t touch it.
It was probably drugged. There was a bottle of water next to it, and my dry mouth salivated. I leaned closer and snatched it, examining the lid. The seal wasn’t broken. Very tempting.
Before I could decide, his voice cut through the space.
“It’s not poisoned. You can eat. I have no intention of harming you.”
I jumped, dropping the bottle as I scrambled until my back hit the wall.
My voice cracked. “Stay away from me, you creep! I-I do Pilates!”
Pilates? I should’ve said I did CrossFit or something. It was quiet. Yeah, that’s right creeper, fear my core strength.
Along with my Pilates, I had taken self-defense classes. If I was going to die today, this guy was at least going to bleed. 
He finally came around the corner, and my jaw nearly hit the floor. I was expecting some homicidal, inbred hillbilly, but he was the most attractive man I’d ever seen. Ever. Easy. No comparison.
Tall. Huge, actually. I was five-eight, and he had nearly a foot on me. Built like a marble statue. Broad shoulders, a trim waist, and muscle layered everywhere like he lived in a gym. Personal trainer by day and serial killer by night?
My Pilates stood no chance.
My gaze climbed to his face. He was glaring at me, a piercing look in his icy blue eyes. Black hair fell in messy layers, a fringe brushing his brow. His face and jawline were sharp and chiseled, because why wouldn’t they be when they accompanied a body like that?
He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at me, nodding towards the food.
“Eat so we can go.”
“Nuh-uh,” I mumbled and shook my head.
He sighed and shrugged. “Fine, then we’re leaving.”
“What? Where are you taking me?”
“To see my friends.”
“No. No! I am not going. This is absolute bullshit! Who do you think you are to just take me and lock me in here? I want to go home. Let me go! I demand to be freed right now.”
“You aren’t going home until I figure out what you are. Besides, you broke the ward stone, and it’s now locked everyone either in or out. No one can get through the border of the realm.”
“The realm?” I shouted, searching for an object to hit him with and finding nothing. “What the fuck is this? Dungeons and Dragons?”
He tilted his head. “You’re closer than you think with that one.”
I stared at him as he unlocked the cell door. Was he crazy, or was I?
“Don’t be difficult. Let’s go,” he said, sighing.
He didn’t seem aggressive. More… exasperated. As if I were the one inconveniencing him. 
I slid up the wall, keeping my eye on him. If we got outside, I could at least make a run for it. It was better than being locked up.
I edged past the bars and stepped out, putting as much distance between us as possible.
Hot, dangerous, and probably a serial killer. I’d seen enough true crime to know better. This guy could totally be a Bundy.
He walked around me and said, “Come,” obviously expecting me to follow like a little dog.
“You’re not going to tie me up or anything?” I asked, surprised and a little insulted.
He turned around, and there was a different, wicked gleam in his eyes. “Why? Would you like me to tie you up?”
I shook my head so hard my curls danced around my face. He smirked, then frowned, then glared at me before heading out the door.
I followed him. One of the more questionable decisions I’d made in my life.
We went up a spiral staircase and emerged into a small kitchen. It was nice, with modern appliances, and I could tell by the lingering smell that this was where my untouched breakfast had been cooked.
We walked through the living room. It was so normal, all of it. A homey little cottage with a dungeon basement. 
He strutted out the door without putting shoes on. Weird. Outside, I knew we were still in the Pacific Northwestern forest somewhere. It had rained, but the air was already choked with humidity.
“We’ll take the car,” he said after a moment of contemplation, heading toward a black SUV parked nearby.
“As opposed to what?”
“Flying.”
I didn’t see a plane anywhere around here. The trees were so thick that I didn’t think one could take off.
He was obviously expecting me to follow, but I ran in the other direction.






  
  Chapter Four
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Natalie
Ireally did do Pilates, and I was on the swim team in college, so I was decently athletic and in shape. I sprinted past the treeline, looking back to see if he was following me. 
Didn’t see him. Good.
When I turned to keep running, I ran smack into him, nearly breaking my nose on his chest. Stumbling back, I fell hard on my butt and glared up at him. That was impossible. He couldn’t have gotten in front of me.
He sighed. “Don’t do that. You cannot outrun me.”
“Screw you,” I snapped, rubbing my nose.
“Must you be difficult?”
“Oh, I’m so sorry! Are your usual kidnap victims a little more placid?”
His lips twitched.
“Oh, that’s funny?”
“You just remind me of someone. Someone I knew once.”
His tone was strange—wistful. I looked up at his face and caught a hint of sadness in his eyes, but it was gone as he started walking back towards the car.
“Are you coming?”
“Nope.” I crossed my arms and stayed planted on the wet ground, ignoring the moisture soaking into my shorts. “Eat shit, you monster.”
He returned and picked me up, tossing me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.
I was stunned silent, staring at the trees as heat clawed up my neck and into my face. Breaking from my stupor, I screeched, “How dare you? Put. Me. Down!”
I kicked and punched him, but it felt like I was attacking a brick wall. He was completely unaffected by the aggression, only sighing.
Hulk opened the passenger door and dumped me inside, then headed around the front towards the driver’s side. I glanced over. The keys were in the ignition!
My adrenaline surged, and I launched myself across the middle console, pushing the lock on the door down just as he reached for it. He looked at me, his eyes wide, and then he sighed.
“Open the door, Natalie Norman.”
I was already starting the ignition. Yes! What an idiot! I laughed out loud, flipping him off.
Just as I reached for the shifter, he grabbed the door, forcing his fingers into the cracks, and yanked the entire thing off. I screamed, ducking my head into my hands as the metal squealed in protest.
He tossed the door aside like he was discarding a piece of tinfoil and put his hand on the wheel. “Are you done?”
I didn’t answer, just stared at him.
“Scoot over, or I will scoot you over.”
I listened, scrambling back over the console to the passenger side.
He climbed in, calmly clicking his seatbelt on, and chimed, “Seatbelts save lives.”
I hesitated, looking at him with my mouth half-open, and then grabbed my belt, dragging it across my body and clicking it into place.
This was a strange dream. People didn’t just rip car doors off. That wasn’t a thing.
I dissociated for a few minutes, staring out the front window as we drove down a dirt road. Luckily, it was a warm day because it was a drafty drive without a door.
When a bump in the road snapped me back to reality, I considered bailing out and making another run for it, but quickly concluded there was no point. I might get hurt, and even if I didn’t, I imagined he would catch me anyway.
No, I had to bide my time. If I could earn his trust, maybe I could sneak away if he let his guard down.
I cleared my throat. “So, what’s your name?”
His brow furrowed, like he wondered if he should tell me.
“Cassian. But I go by Cass.”
“Cassian. That’s nice. I like it.”
I could schmooze. I could kiss ass when I needed to. I’d treat him just like those douchebags at corporate who got Botox and whitened their teeth too much. Compliments. A sexy smile here. Laugh at their dumb jokes. Easy.
He didn’t answer but pulled a cigarette out of his shirt pocket. It was snapped in half. He looked at it, then at me.
I shrugged and smiled. “Did I do that? Whoopsie.”
He rolled his eyes and ripped off the broken part, tossing it on the floor.
I watched the landscape pass by my window. Trees, just trees. Great. Even if I managed to get away, I had no idea where I was.
When I turned back, the cigarette was lit, and he was puffing on it. I stared at him, confused. I hadn’t heard a lighter, and I’d only looked away for a second.
The cigarette smell hit my nose, and I sighed, finding comfort in it.
“Marb Reds,” I said, staring at my hands. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him look at me. “My dad smoked them.”
“Your father. He was human?”
My brow furrowed, and I blinked twice. “What else would he be?”
He nodded but didn’t elaborate any further. 
We turned off the dirt road onto what looked like a private, paved driveway. It went uphill, and when we crested the top, I gasped. A beautiful estate with a white mansion sat in front of us.
Money. Serious money.
It resembled the manors I’d seen in the Garden District during a college trip to New Orleans. The white pillars and the wraparound porch and everything.
We pulled into the driveway. A man greeted us, taking the keys. He stared at the door frame, sans door, but didn’t say anything. Cass didn’t explain, either, coming around and opening my door for me.
“Don’t run again, please. I will carry you the whole way if I must.”
“What is this place?” I asked, still looking at the house. Down the hill on the other side, I glimpsed what looked like a little town edged up to a sparkling lake. 
“This is the Gold Moon pack house,” he said, glancing behind him. “My friends are here, as well as the witch that’s going to tell me why you smell so strange.”
I blushed, and when he turned away for a second, I sniffed my armpit. It smelled like deodorant. Thank God I’d packed the expensive stuff for this trip. I didn’t stink, so what the hell was he talking about?
“What’s a pack house?”
“Hm, you’ll see.”
I frowned, crossing my arms. “Well, what do you mean, the witch? And what do you mean I stink?”
“You ask so many questions.” Cass turned and headed toward the house.
I hurried to keep up with his Goliath strides. “Yeah, and you don’t answer any of them!”
“And I didn’t say that you stink. You smell… very nice. But, strange.”
Heat crept up my face. Great. Now I was blushing in front of my kidnapper.
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Natalie
Cass led me through a beautifully decorated foyer and into an elevator. He pushed four as the doors whispered shut. 
It was surprisingly comforting to be inside and listen to the mechanical whir. A familiar feeling and sound. I took a deep breath, centering myself the way I did before a big meeting.
I squared my shoulders, but I caught my reflection in the shining metal door and wilted.
I loved my curly hair. Normally, I embraced it, but right now in this heat and humidity, and no product? Disaster. 
No big deal. I am just standing next to the most handsome man on the planet looking like someone’s lost poodle.
I reached up and tried to smooth it, wincing. Cringeworthy frizz.
The elevator dinged. I followed Cass out into a long hall, and he knocked on the first door on his right. 
It opened to reveal another unfairly attractive man.
Of course.
He stepped aside, letting us in.
Inside waited another man and three women.
All gorgeous.
I scoffed.
Okay. So, I’d officially fallen into some alternate dimension where everyone looked like a supermodel.
Game face, Natalie. I schooled my expression, projecting confidence despite the swirl of emotions in my gut: fear, curiosity, nerves, and something dangerously close to awe.
I glanced to my left.
A man with dark auburn hair and a beard sat on a leather couch with his arm wrapped around a woman who had sleek, ebony hair. Both were covered in tattoos.
He eyed me, and then I saw his nostrils flare. Was he… sniffing me?
He shrugged. “I don’t know, she smells human to me.”
“That’s why I didn’t ask you,” Cass said. “You wolves are the least perceptive species, I swear…”
Wait, wolves?
“Finn,” the woman scolded, “you’re making her uncomfortable. People don’t sniff other people in the human world.”
Wait, human world?
She smiled at me. “Hi, I’m Kat, and this is Finn. That’s Gideon and Eris. And River.”
I followed her gestures, taking them in one by one.
Gideon had leader written all over him. He was the man who would be running the room if this were a board meeting. He had the same hazel eyes as Finn, but darker hair.
Brothers. Definitely.
Eris stood beside him. She was striking. Ash-blonde hair, amber eyes, and an intensity that made me feel like I was being dissected. Her hand rested on Gideon’s shoulder.
River stood apart from everyone. Platinum-blonde hair, cut to her shoulders. Dressed entirely in black: robes, lipstick, and dramatic eyeliner sharp enough to cut glass. Her gaze was just as edged, making me shift on my feet.
A giant butterfly that I thought was her gaudy hairpiece flapped its wings.
I shouted, “Whoa!” and tensed as it flew in a circle around my head. No one else seemed to be alarmed. The butterfly returned to her, resting on her shoulder. 
River tilted her head and arched her brow. “Hmm, you are right, Cass. She is not human.”
I blinked.
“This young lady,” she continued, “is a witch.”
Cass
I took a step away from Natalie. Of all things, I was hoping she wasn’t a witch. 
I considered asking River about her resemblance to Elizabeth, but stopped myself. Those were my memories. What if it meant nothing?
‘What if she’s a trick?’ Crux asked.
‘Could be.’
‘‘Let us keep her locked in our dungeon, then. Or kill her. She’s a witch, after all.’
The thought of her imprisonment made me sick. ‘She just needs to go back to wherever she came from.’
I glanced over at Natalie, and she grinned at River’s announcement, as if she might laugh.
“More precisely, she’s a nulla,” River said, stepping closer and peering at Natalie as if she could see something in her.
The words landed like a blow. I felt the blood drain from my face. First, she resembled Elizabeth, so much so that it was hard for me to look at her. Now, she’s a nulla?
“A what?” Kat asked.
Kat had been brought up in the human world, so there were still gaps in her knowledge.
River repeated, “A nulla. A girl of witch blood who has no magical powers.” But even as she said it, her expression shifted.
She moved closer, taking Natalie’s hand and turning it palm-up, studying it carefully.
“…Maybe,” she added. “This is… highly unusual.”
Natalie yanked her hand back
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