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      Holy shit. I’m trapped. The realization hits me the moment I open my eyes. It’s the first thing on my mind just as it was the last thought I had before finally drifting off sometime before dawn. Not that those hours of sleep were particularly restful. Hard to find rest when my sleep is riddled with nightmares about how horribly I failed—and how there’s no running away from any of this. Not anymore.

      Groaning, I roll over and bury my face in the pillow. Sutton’s scent hits me like a ton of bricks. No surprise, considering I spent the night in his bedroom—again. He’d offered to stay with me, but I’d refused—too upset about the party to want company. Okay, not so much the party as the murder and witchcraft and werewolves at the end.

      Hell of a finale.

      Most human parties end with fireworks, but, apparently, that’s not enough for these people. Ugh. Not people. Not when every one of Midnight Falls’ residents can once again shift at will into a wolf.

      It was maybe the craziest moment of my life watching them all turn into four-legged predators at once. When the shock wore off, though, I recognized it for the opportunity it was. And I wasn't the only one.

      With their wolf senses restored, the pack had tried hunting down Audrey and Yvette so we could end this, once and for all—due process be damned. But a full search of the town had yielded nothing. They’d simply … vanished. My only hope is that they’re trapped just like I am. Hiding out somewhere nearby. Otherwise—I don’t even want to consider what it means if they’ve managed to sneak out, leaving us trapped in here with nothing but a magical curse to contend with until next year’s renewal.

      One thing is certain, though: Nowhere is safe until they are found.

      Gripping Sutton’s pillow with one hand, I breathe him in. Maybe having him here last night would have been a healthy distraction. A way to pass the time. I can’t freak out about my nightmarish reality if I’m too busy orgasming...right?

      Ugh. No.

      It was my raging hormones that got me into this shitty predicament, and the last thing I need is to listen to them again. Who knows what’ll happen if I slip again? Another murder? Refusing to let my hormones be the reason for another death, I force myself to get out of bed.

      After crossing the room, I pause in front of the door. Shutting myself in here alone has cocooned me even just for a few hours. It let me pretend or try to forget the impossible reality of my life. When I leave this room, it all becomes horrifyingly real.

      I’m trapped in Midnight Falls.

      Being hunted by a woman—no, a witch—bent on revenge for a crime she, herself, committed.

      And somehow, last night, I broke the part of her curse that was keeping the residents of this town trapped in their human forms. A flash of blue light and now they can shift at will again. Maybe that’s good news for them, but for me, it only adds to the ‘crazy.’

      I double back to the mirror that hangs over the sagging dresser. A hairline crack runs across the top edge of the reflective glass.

      Seven years bad luck, I can’t help but think.

      Kind of sums up the turn my life has taken.

      My gaze flicks to my reflection. Dark circles under my eyes. Rumpled hair. Deep lines around my mouth where I’m frowning without even realizing it.

      I smooth my hair and school my features as best I can. Nothing is going to get solved with me hiding in this room. Get your shit together, Serenity.

      With a deep breath, I step out into the hall and make my way down the stairs. The wooden floorboards creak as I walk, the magic that restored the house to its prior beauty last night gone now that we’re back to square one. And it is square one. With Sheriff Rhodes dead, his blood drained and gone, the curse has been renewed for another year.

      I failed.

      Honestly, the crumbling manor house is the least of my problems. But right now, it just adds to my pissed-off mood.

      Muted male voices carry out of the kitchen, so I stop on the last step and listen.

      “Things are different now.” Where have I heard that voice?

      “Maybe,” Sutton replies. “But we’re still no closer to breaking the curse.” His voice wraps around me like an embrace, warming me from the inside. Guilt nags at me for pushing him away last night.

      The familiar voice speaks again. “We are, though, don’t you see? Serenity being here changes things.”

      Sutton doesn’t immediately reply, so I wait, holding my breath for his response.

      A response that comes in the form of him appearing around the corner and coming to a stop right in front of me. “Morning, beautiful.”

      His smile nearly knocks me on my ass, and I can’t help but agree with the stranger. Some things have changed because Sutton Hargrave looks more relaxed than I’ve ever seen. And inner peace looks good as hell on this man’s face. It’s out of place amid such chaos but no less welcome. And it reminds me exactly where his face was last night in that library—before everything went to hell.

      My heart flutters. “Morning. Am I interrupting?”

      Another man comes around the corner from the kitchen, and I realize he’s no stranger at all—at least, not entirely. “Good morning, Serenity,” Phineas greets.

      My eyes widen in surprise. As one of the few people to extend a friendly word to me in this town, Phineas is a more welcome sight than others. Still, I’m not sure what he’s doing here, other than discussing me. And since neither man looks inclined to explain it, I let it go. For now. The journalist in me is all about strategic information gathering.

      And I get the impression that badgering either of these men about anything will only result in more questions. “Morning. Coffee?” I ask, directing my attention to Sutton.

      “Absolutely.”

      I step down, ignoring the way Sutton reaches for me. I know it’s pathetic to try to pretend things are not as complex as they are between us, but honestly? I don’t know how much more complicated I can take. Besides, he’s the one keeping secrets and talking about me behind my back. Until I know why, I can’t trust anyone. Not even Sutton. Letting my emotions cloud my judgment resulted in a man’s death, and I won’t repeat that mistake.

      Phineas reaches for a paper cup still sitting in a drink carrier then hands it to me. “Jolene said this is your favorite.”

      “Jolene?” I eye it warily.

      “It’s not poison,” Sutton says as if the bastard can read my mind.

      “Are you sure about that? She doesn’t like me.”

      “You’ll find things have changed since last night,” Phineas says softly.

      Sutton clears his throat and glares at Phineas.

      “What’s up your ass?” I demand. Then, deciding that if the coffee kills me, it wouldn’t exactly be the worst thing at the moment, I take a drink. The hot liquid slips down the back of my throat, and I decide it definitely wouldn’t be the worst way to go. The current threat to my life notwithstanding.

      Phineas answers for him. “My son believes things are going to get worse before they get better.”

      Coffee spews out of my mouth and burns my nose. It splatters Sutton’s once-white shirt, and I cough, barely managing to cling to my cup in the process.

      Phineas reaches across the kitchen counter and retrieves a towel, offering it to me. I don’t take it. Instead, I stand there, coffee all over my face, glaring at the two men, who are both trying to feign innocence.

      “Excuse the shitballs out of me,” I say, snatching the towel from my chess buddy’s still outstretched hand. “Did you just say son? As in you’re his⁠—”

      “I am Sutton’s father,” Phineas replies easily as though it’s not a huge brick of knowledge he just dropped on my head.

      “You’re related.” I look to Sutton, who shoves both hands into his pockets and quickly glances down at his feet.

      “Yes,” he says.

      “And no one thought to give me this very interesting piece of information before?”

      Sutton withdraws his hands and shrugs. “It wasn’t pertinent.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I roar, slamming the coffee down and dropping the towel so I can cross both arms. “Not pertinent? I had coffee with you,” I gesture to Phineas. “Played chess. Told you about my family. Why didn’t you tell me who you are to each other?”

      His gaze darts to Sutton, telling me all I need to know. “I didn’t think it was necessary, and I didn’t want to put you in more danger.”

      Lie. I don’t even bother addressing Phineas. Instead, I turn to Sutton. He’s the one who had his tongue in my mouth last week and his face between my legs last night. Therefore, he’s the one who should have been honest. It’s not like there weren’t plenty of opportunities for him to say, ‘Hey, Serenity, say hi to my dear old dad for me, will you? His name is Phineas.’

      “You told him not to tell me, didn’t you?”

      “That information wouldn’t have helped.”

      “How the hell do you figure that?”

      “Tell me how your knowledge of my familial relations would have assisted in discovering the identity of a witch?”

      I glare at him. “It would have helped me trust you sooner.”

      “I didn’t want to earn your trust by process of elimination,” he replies sternly. “I wanted you to trust me because it’s what you felt.”

      I shake my head, so pissed off I can barely formulate words. “You are both assholes,” I announce then turn to Phineas. “You, less so.”

      He offers me a half-smile that tells me he understands, and I turn away, abandoning my coffee and marching back to the stairs.

      As I climb, my eyes fill with tears as my throat burns. Pushing into the room, I take a seat on the bed and rest my face in my hands. Tears flow freely down my cheeks as emotion burns my throat.

      I came here wanting to solve these murders so no one else would die. And I failed. Miserably. The memory of Sheriff Rhodes lying in a pool of his own blood—what little was left of it anyway — surfaces.

      Is this what Sutton feels like all the time? Useless and stuck?

      The door creaks open, and I glare through angry tears at Sutton. He doesn’t say anything, just crosses the room and takes a seat on the bed beside me. It dips with his weight, and I avert my gaze to the window.

      “I should have told you,” Sutton says calmly.

      “Yeah, you should have. Any other family members you’ve left out?” I snap.

      “Not living, no. My father is the only blood relative I have left.”

      The way he says it, the sad tone of his voice, almost makes me feel like an asshole for being pissed off. I look back at him. “I don’t do secrets, Sutton. I get that you had them before you could trust me, but when it comes to this curse and the people involved, you’d damn well better be honest with me. I’m trapped here, too, which means this is also my fight. Do not keep me out of the loop again.”

      A muscle in his jaw ticks, but he nods.

      I start to respond but am cut off when my ringtone fills the small room. “I thought I had no service—” I reach for it, more than surprised to see three bars and Steven’s name illuminating the screen. Sniffling, I wipe a hand over my face before answering and do my best to clear the emotion from my voice. “Hello?”

      “You’re almost late.”

      I move an inch to the left, and the signal goes fuzzy. Jerking back again, I freeze in place where the call is clearest. “For what?”

      “Calling me.”

      Shit. “I slept in. It was a long night.”

      “You have anything new for me?”

      “No. I was wrong.” The lie is bitter on my tongue. It tastes like deceit, and I fucking hate it. “Yvette is innocent, so we’re back to square one over here.”

      “Serenity.”

      “Steven,” I reply instantly. I know my brother. If I give him even the slightest hesitation, the smallest reservation, he will jump all over it. And the last thing I need is him bringing the National Guard into a town full of werewolves.

      He sighs. “Why don’t you just come home? It’s not like you’re relaxing anyway.”

      “Actually…” I pinch the bridge of my nose, hating myself for what I know I need to do. “I think I’m going to let the locals handle the case. I’ve started to enjoy hiking. And there are really beautiful waterfalls here.”

      More lies. My life seems to be built on them lately, something that makes me want to hurl myself off the nearest cliff. I’m no liar. Brutally honest? Sometimes. But I pride myself on always telling the truth.

      “You’re going to vacation in a town you traveled to in an attempt to investigate unsolved murders?”

      “I’m perfectly safe.”

      “Then why do you sound like you’ve been crying?”

      Damn. Steven’s always been way too perceptive for his own freaking good. “Allergies, moron.”

      “Serenity,” he warns.

      I sigh. Might as well give him something good. “They gave my job away.”

      “What?”

      “Allison called to let me know,” I say. “Quincy is interviewing for my position at the paper.”

      It’s not a lie that helps. It’s also not exactly numero uno on my priority list, what with this magical curse and a witch trying to kill me. Still, letting my dream job slip through my fingers stings like a bitch.

      “Damn, Ser. That sucks. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, so let’s just say I’m running out of reasons to rush right back to the city.”

      “Look, I know it’s hard, what you’re going through, but this is a time for family. You need to come home.” Clearly, I have not convinced him.

      “No,” I snap, a little ruder than I mean to be. “I’m not a little girl anymore, Steven, and I want to stay. This place is really great, and as far as I know, no new dead bodies have popped up.”

      I’m going to hell for that one, for sure.

      Steven is silent for a few moments, something not unusual for him, but it still makes my skin crawl. I’ve never been good at tricking him, and if he senses anything is off— “Fine,” he finally says. “But if anything happens, you need to come home, or I’ll drive my ass out there to get you.”

      The very idea of him getting caught in this web makes my stomach roll. “I’ll be fine, and I promise to check in. I’ll send you lots of hiking pictures,” I add.

      “I love you, Ser. You’re a massive pain in my ass, but life would suck without you. Don’t tell the others, but if I had to pick, you’d be my favorite.”

      Tears spring to my eyes, and my chest tightens. “Love you, too, assface.” I end the call and toss my cell to the bed before burying my face in both hands. Steven doesn’t typically do feelings. He’s straightforward, logical—so for him to be that soft on me… I choke on a sob. He’s worried, and this time, he has every reason to be.

      What if I never make it home?

      “You lied to him.”

      “What the hell else was I supposed to say?” I whip my head toward Sutton, glaring through the tears. “I’m trapped in a town full of wolf people as I try to break a curse placed on the sexiest one of them, all by a witch who murdered her own daughter?” I snort and get to my feet, turning to face him. “Yeah, he would have taken to that really well.”

      Sutton grins at me and stands. He eats up the distance between us in two strides then reaches forward and cups my cheek. “I’m the sexiest one, huh?”

      Rolling my eyes, I pull away. “That would be the only part you heard.”

      I start to head for the door, but he grips my arm and spins me back toward him. “My father is right. You gave me part of my life back. I’m not sure how, but you being here changes things, Serenity.”

      The pad of his thumb strokes my lip, and despite my guilt over lying to Steven, lust pools in my belly. Unable to help myself, I reach out and wrap my arms around Sutton, leaning into him and breathing deeply. “I’m trapped.”

      “We’ll find a way to free you.”

      “There’s no world in which I can stay here for a year without my family showing up, Sutton. And if they come here⁠—”

      “They will stay safe,” he assures me.

      I pull back and turn my face up to his. “They have to.”

      Sutton nods. The way he watches me, the smoldering heat in his gaze as it momentarily drops to my mouth and then back up, burns me.

      But, just when I think he might lean in to kiss me, Sutton lets me go. “I need to go into town and meet with my pack.”

      Surprise spears through me, shoving past the disappointment. “You can do that? But I thought you were confined here.”

      “I was. Until last night. Whatever you did... it opened the barrier between the woods and the town.”

      “That’s how Phineas is able to be here right now,” I realized. How the hell did I miss that little nugget of information? Oh, yeah, Daddy Phineas.

      He nodded. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve stepped foot in that town. I honestly cannot wait.” Hope shines brightly on his handsome face. “We’re going to organize patrols and search parties so we can look for Audrey and Yvette. Do you want to come?”

      The excitement in his eyes is unmistakable. He doesn’t just have to go. He wants to. But I can’t. Not if it means facing everyone. Guilt crushes down on me, eliminating the rest of whatever lust his touch stirred. “No.”

      “Ser—”

      “I am the reason the sheriff is dead,” I tell him. “And they already hated me before.”

      He shakes his head and reaches forward to take my hands. The pads of his thumbs run along the tops, but I can barely feel it, far too focused on the realization that, not only am I trapped, but I’m stuck in a town where the majority of the population despises me. “They don’t hate you. Especially not now,” he insists.

      Even if that’s true, fear and defeat keep me rooted. Besides, what the hell would I wear? My clothes are all still in the B&B, and the dress I wore last night is a no-go, mainly because I plan to burn it at the first convenient moment. Nothing Audrey made will touch my body again. I highly doubt they would take kindly to me showing up in Sutton’s shorts and baggy t-shirt.

      Nothing.  “I don’t want to go, Sutton.”

      His expression falters, disappointment passing over his handsome features, but he nods and releases my hands. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I don’t answer.

      He turns to leave, and I take a deep breath before plopping back onto the mattress. Minutes pass as I stare at the ceiling above me, contemplating all the positives.

      One: things could be worse than being trapped with Sutton.

      Two: nope. There’s pretty much just the one.

      This town never felt suffocating before, but right now, knowing I can’t leave, that there’s no way out—it’s more confining than I’ve ever felt. So, getting to my feet, I head back downstairs to retrieve my abandoned coffee so I can get started making a list of everything I know.

      Research. Logic. Working through the facts. It’s what I do best. And with Sutton’s library catalog, I should be able to come up with something I didn’t know before. Some piece to this curse-riddled puzzle that’s now mine to solve whether I want it or not.

      I’m just rounding the corner into the kitchen when I realize I’m not alone.

      Phineas smiles at me and gestures to a chess board he’s set out on the dinette. He looks nervous, almost, uncomfortable, and it makes me feel a little guilty for my earlier outburst even as warranted as it was.

      “Care to join me?” he asks.

      “I—”

      “I’m very sorry for my deceit,” he says quickly, interrupting me.

      “No apology necessary,” I reply, my anger toward him deflating like a week-old balloon. “He’s your son. I get it.” Grabbing my coffee, I take a seat at the table, and he sits across from me. “I wish he would have told me, though.”

      “Sutton is...” Phineas trails off as he moves his pawn forward. “Complicated.”

      “Understatement.”

      He chuckles, but the amusement fades quickly, a shadow passing over his usually open expression. “Myrtle—the witch who cursed us—hated my family for what happened to her daughter. She killed Vivian first, knowing how much it would hurt. And it does, of course, but out of all three of us, Sutton was punished the greatest. Being trapped out here, surrounded by memories—” The man’s eyes mist, and I know he’s recalling his late wife.

      Reaching over, I cover his hand with mine. “Sutton told me what happened to her. I’m so sorry.”

      Swallowing hard, he nods. “She was my life. My everything. Losing Sutton on top of it, even in the way I did, it nearly killed me.”

      “I can’t even imagine.”

      Phineas pulls his hand from beneath mine and swipes his fingertips under both eyes. “Knowing he was out here and not being able to touch him, to talk to him—” He shakes his head angrily. “I have carried so much rage and grief all these years. And knowing Yvette and Audrey were right under my nose⁠—”

      “You couldn’t have known,” I assure him. “No one did.”

      He takes a deep breath and nods. “You did. You suspected Yvette.”

      “Outsiders perspective,” I tell him. “Easier to see when you don’t have any kind of attachment.”

      “Maybe.” He reaches across and takes one of my hands, his gaze meeting mine. “You gave me my son back, Serenity. I am forever in your debt.”

      “Help me figure out how to get the hell out of here, and we’ll call it even.”
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      Phineas and I spend two hours scouring the downstairs library for any books that might offer a clue about the details of this curse and how to break it. I start with the books Sutton stole out from under me when I first began researching. The thief, I now know, was Phineas himself. They’d wanted to ensure I came to Sutton for help rather than going up against Audrey on my own. But in the end, there’s nothing useful inside their pages, making his theft by proxy a moot effort.

      Empty-handed, we return to the kitchen where Phineas proceeds to kick my ass at chess, not once but twice. I go with it, mostly because I need a bit of normalcy after the crazy twenty-four hours I’ve had, not to mention the complete dead-end we just hit in the library. Something about the black and white rules of chess are a comfort amidst the real-life chaos going on now.

      By the time Phineas has set up the board for a third game, my stomach is growling with a serious and sudden need for food. Phineas lifts a brow, letting me know he heard it too.

      “Sounds like someone missed breakfast,” he says.

      I’m surprised then delighted as Phineas jumps up and begins making sandwiches for us both. He moves about the kitchen, clearly comfortable. And why wouldn’t he be? Before Audrey ruined his life, this was his home.

      "How does it feel?” I ask cautiously. “Being back here after everything?”

      Phineas sighs and continues spreading mayonnaise on a piece of white bread. “It feels natural,” he replies. “And a bit empty. My Vivian brought sunshine into every room she walked into. Sutton is a bit like her in that sense, I suppose.”

      I snort, and he grins at me, arching a dark eyebrow. “You don’t agree?”

      “He’s been quite broody since we met.”

      Chuckling, Phineas reaches into the refrigerator and pulls out some cheese. “I imagine being trapped here alone has changed him. My hope is that you will help bring that side of him back.”

      He says it so easily, so casually, it catches me off guard. “How will I bring it back?”

      After adding some sliced turkey to the top of the cheese, he squeezes a bit of mustard on top and closes the sandwich. Then, he slides it across the counter to me. “I’m no fool,” he says. “I can see the way the two of you look at each other. A look I recognize because I had the very same one with my wife.”

      My stomach twists, a vice closing around my heart at the same time. “Sutton and I are— Things are complicated.”

      He finishes prepping the second sandwich then puts everything in the fridge and moves around to join me. “Sutton has this selfless side that I can’t help but admire. It’s why he makes a much better leader than I ever was. But I always wondered if one day he’d meet the woman who would make him yearn to be a bit selfish.”

      “And you think that woman is me?” Not one to beat around the bush, I don’t see the point in pretending we’re talking about someone else.

      “I do,” he says easily before taking a bite of his sandwich. “Though I imagine you’re considering all the ways I’m wrong,” he adds as soon as he swallows.

      “There are quite a few.”

      He shrugs and grins. “Then I suppose only time will tell.”

      I take a bite of my sandwich and nearly groan in response to the food. Shit, I don’t even know when the last time I ate was. I guess at the library yesterday? “This is delicious, thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      “Are wolves usually this nurturing?” I ask after another bite.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sutton cooks for me, always has fresh coffee brewed, and now you’re making me lunch.”

      “Ah.” He relaxes and wipes his hands on his napkin. “My wife taught us both how to cook and care for our own needs—beat us over the head with it, actually.”

      I suppress a smile. “Hopefully not literally.”

      “If that’s what it took.”

      “She sounds like a very fascinating woman.”

      “My Vivian was one of a kind,” he says wistfully and takes a drink of water.

      “I wish I could have met her.”

      “She would have loved you.”

      For several minutes, we eat in silence, and I’m struck by how easy the quiet is between us. Phineas isn’t a replacement for my own father, but he’s definitely the next best thing. A source of comfort in the middle of a terrifying situation.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      Phineas sits back, his expression genuine. “Anything.”

      “That blue spark last night,” I say and watch as his open expression immediately shuts down again, but I press on. “The one that flashed just before everyone became wolves... that came from me, didn’t it?”

      “What do you think?” he asks, and I scowl.

      “I asked you first.”

      His lips twitch. “Fair enough.” Then he rubs at the stubble along his chin. “Yes, I think it’s safe to say that blue spark came from you.”

      His honesty has me leaning forward in earnest. “How?”

      He shakes his head. “That's not something I can answer.”

      My eyes narrow. “What about Sutton?” I ask. “Can he answer it?”

      Phineas tries to bite back a smile. “My son has his own ideas about you and what he thinks is best.”

      “Keeping secrets, you mean. And lies.”

      His brow lifts. “He doesn’t lie, and neither do I.” When I open my mouth to argue, he adds, “We leave out details at times, but we won’t lie. Not to you, Serenity. I swear it.”

      I want to believe him. But the last twenty-four hours have left me reeling. And that blue spark feels important. Like there
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