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      To Brooke

      

      Thanks for being our Romy.

      PS...Sorry about what we did to your boyfriend.

      

      To Jason Mamoa, Tom Hardy, and Chris Hemsworth

      

      You can join our pack anytime.

      #RAWR
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      “Are you trying to kill me, woman?” Kash groans, rolling onto his back and pulling me with him. I snuggle into the crook of his arm as I try to catch my breath. My head rests on his chest, and I listen to his rapidly beating heart timed perfectly with my own.

      “I told you I was flexible. I’m like fucking Gumby or some shit.”

      Kash chuckles, his chest shaking under my bare breasts and sending delicious tingles through my body. I press myself closer to him, more than ready to make us late again today.

      “Pepper,” Kash says, his tone pained.

      “What?” I ask, propping my head onto my hand. I look down at him, giving him my best doe eyes as I feign innocence.

      Kash growls, and suddenly, I’m trapped underneath the weight of his body. I shiver as his stubbled jaw scrapes along the column of my throat, the sensation perfectly contrasted by the hot wetness of his tongue.

      “If you wanted to keep playing with the big bad wolf, all you had to do was ask,” Kash whispers against my skin before nipping at my ear.

      “Yes, please,” I squeak, but a sharp rap on the door has me groaning in frustration.

      “If you’re not downstairs in ten minutes, I’m sending Girlfriend in to steal your man!” Talia shouts.

      “Nobody likes a clam jam, you whore!” I shout back.

      Talia’s laughter floats through the door. “Ten minutes. Not a second longer!”

      “Why did we give her a key again?” I ask.

      “It was either give her a key or risk her changing the locks and giving us the keys,” Kash says. “Your friend is kinda crazy.”

      “She’s not my friend right now,” I grumble.

      Kash chuckles, his body shaking and rubbing against my own in all the best places, only winding me up tighter.

      Maybe ten minutes is enough...

      Yapping punctuated by the sounds of tiny paws scraping against the door starts, and I know that Talia will make good on her threat. Kash must know it too because he rolls off of me and rises out of bed.

      I turn onto my stomach, watching the way his ass flexes as he moves to the dresser.

      “I hate to see you go, but I love to watch you leave.” I deliver the cheesy line while wiggling my eyebrows suggestively.

      Kash chuckles as he pulls on his boxers before making his way over to the chair where he discarded his pants. He picks up my worn copy of Blood Oath, shaking his head before placing it on top of the small stack of books that rests on the end table next to the chair.

      “You know, I put a bookcase in here so you’d have somewhere to store all your bedtime stories,” Kash says, motioning to the new, mostly empty bookcase.

      “And I will fill it,” I tell him, rising out of bed and stretching, “just as soon as we kill these werebros and I can go back to my apartment for the rest of my things.”

      Kash’s gaze heats as he takes in my still naked form, and I smirk.

      “You change your mind about turning me and wanna lock this down,” I say, gesturing to myself before turning toward the closet, “you know where to find me.”

      I squeak as I’m pinned to the wall, but the sound is devoured by Kash as his mouth crashes against my own. My hands dive into his chocolate locks, tugging and pulling him closer. His hands cup my ass as he lifts me, and my legs wrap around his waist. Kash backs me against the wall and slips one hand down between us, caressing, while his other supports my weight.

      In a matter of minutes, I’m soaring, my body a wobbly mess as I ride out the high that only Kash can give me.

      “I’ve already locked this down, Pepper,” he growls low in my ear before placing me gently back onto the floor. He waits to make sure I’m steady before kissing me on the nose and strolling out of the closet. “And don’t you forget it,” he calls over his shoulder.

      Fucking werewolves.

      The door to the bedroom clicks shut a moment later, leaving me alone to catch my breath as my body comes down from the high that is Kash Montgomery. I sigh and begin to dig through my clothes in search of an appropriate outfit to wear.

      The last forty-eight hours have been a whirlwind.

      Birdie managed to complete the binding ceremony for all of the girls we’d rescued from Brody, but using that much magic took a lot out of her. She’s gone home to recover, but not before she gave us strict orders not to ‘fuck anything up’ or need her to ‘save our asses’ anytime soon.

      Birdie managed to remove the magic from the tattoos, but the same can’t be said about the ink. The look on Kaitlyn’s face when she realized that her sweet baby would be left with Brody’s mark still tears at my heart. Birdie must be just as devastated because she swore to use her time to not only recover and replenish the magic she used but also to find a way to remove the marks.

      Talia procured a bunch of miracle concealer for everyone to use until a more permanent solution could be found. When Justice asked her where she found a concealer that worked so well, she’d given him the stink eye before reminding him that she hadn’t forgotten about his payback.

      The entire compound has been abuzz since the arrival of the rescued girls. While all of the moms-to-be have been settling in at the pack house, the men of Kash’s pack have been busy running patrols and cleaning out the unused cabins. Right now, Reagan and the others feel most comfortable together, but when they’re ready for their own spaces, Kash has ensured that they’ll have options.

      The arrival of the expecting mommas also brought about another unexpected surprise. The return of Danielle.  As luck would have it, she has experience in home birthing, thanks to a course she took last summer in California. As a certified Doula, Danielle has taken it upon herself to care for the expectant mothers. She visits daily, fussing over the girls and making sure they’re comfortable. It seems like having a purpose is pulling her out of her depression. Each time she visits one of her new patients, she looks more and more like the Danielle I remember.

      When Talia, Anna, and I haven’t been busy helping with the new arrivals, I’ve been busy with what Talia has dubbed “fight club,” which is basically just Talia kicking my ass. We run, lift weights, and practice kickboxing. Talia’s even forcing me to try my hand at all of her toys, claiming that one of them will be meant for me. Anna joined us the first day, but it ended with her calling Talia “meaner than a wet panther.” She’s been conveniently busy since, claiming all her cooking was taking “double the time since I lost all my most treasured kitchen supplies.”

      Kash and Lynch have been busy themselves as they try to catch up on pack business and deal with the council, but with so many babies about to arrive, Lynch has somehow found the time to plan a massive baby shower for this afternoon.

      There’s just one thing we still have to take care of before the festivities can begin. And unfortunately, it’s not sexy time with my man. We’ve done a lot of that these last couple of days, and aside from the mind-bending orgasms, I think it’s been restorative for the parts of Kash–and for me–that were injured by Brody’s cruelty.

      Sexual Healing has seriously taken on new meaning.

      “All right, I’m ready,” I declare, fiddling with my dress as I finally make my way back to the main house and into the kitchen.

      Anna is standing in front of the stove, whipping up a massive breakfast, and I watch as she breaks off a piece of bacon and throws it down to a yapping Girlfriend. The tiny dog gobbles it up with the ferocity of a shark then bats her lashes for more. Anna just laughs and goes back to her cooking.

      From the looks of the nearly empty serving plates on the counter, she’s already gone through at least one batch of food.

      “Well, it’s about damn time,” Talia huffs, standing and pushing her plate away. “Where’s Kash?”

      “He’s leaving instructions with Doyle for while we’re gone.”

      “He better hurry up. We need to get this show on the road. Lynch woke me up at the butt-crack of dawn, mumbling about whether or not he had enough fake mustaches for later–”

      Lynch’s hand darts out to cover her mouth.

      “Quick, Anna! Hand me one of those raspberry tarts so she’ll stop telling all my secrets,” he pleads.

      Talia rolls her eyes before pushing his hand away.

      “Chill out. I wasn’t going to spoil your surprise by telling them your party theme.”

      A tiny yip sounds from the floor. Lynch leans down, scooping up the dog and placing her on the chair next to him.

      “You would never betray me like this. Would you, Girlfriend?” Lynch asks. Girlfriend barks, her fluffy grey body wiggling so much that she falls over. Lynch pets her head before straightening her pink tutu dress, but it’s not enough attention for her. She attacks him, licking his face and pawing at him until he picks her up.

      “Anna, you goddess, will you watch Girlfriend this morning?” Lynch asks.

      “Compliments won’t replace my favorite measurin’ cups or the truck I worked every summa’ since I was sixteen to save up for,” she quips, cracking open an egg.

      Talia groans. “We said we were sorry. We’re going to replace Bessy and everything we damaged. It will be even better than what you had. I promise.”

      “And I will continue to give you grief about it until you do,” Anna says primly.

      “She’s really good at laying on the guilt,” I admit.

      Anna smirks. “I come by it honestly. Y’all ain’t seen guilt until you’ve been shamed by a southern mama.”

      “Look, I am man enough to admit that we deserve whatever punishment you want to give us,” Lynch says. “But look at this sweet little princess. She’s a little ball of adorable who can’t help who her mommy and daddy are. You can’t hold her responsible for our reckless endangerment of your baking equipment, so will you please keep an eye on her today?”

      “Of course,” Anna sighs, wiping her hands on her apron before reaching for the tiny fluff ball. “It’s not your fault your mama and daddy destroyed my life’s dream, is it, sweet pea?” she says with a wicked grin.

      She’s definitely going to be milking the whole guilt trip until we replace her old dessert truck.

      “We’ll check in on the girls just as soon as this food is finished,” she says, finally letting them off the hook. “Don’t you worry, Lynch. Girlfriend’s paws will probably neva’ even see the floor. Maybe I’ll even make her some peanut butta’ treats. Would you like that, Girlfriend?” She laughs as the little dog licks her face in excitement.

      “Everyone ready to go?” Kash asks, walking into the room. His eyes are on his phone, and he quickly types out a message before tucking his phone away and looking up.

      My gaze darts to where Anna stands flipping sizzling slices of bacon. I sigh wistfully, stopping to give Anna a quick hug before following Talia down the hall and out of the house.

      Talia’s bike, sans sidecar, is parked behind Kash’s SUV in the circular drive. We walk toward the vehicles, stopping between them while I wait for Kash to go over the details one last time.

      “You know the plan. You and Talia will go to Greek Row and see if you can get eyes on Brody and his werebros,” he tells Lynch, and I laugh at the way he’s adopted my term for Brody’s pack. “You are not to attempt to interact with them in any way,” he says, his gaze trained on Talia now.

      Talia shrugs, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with Kash’s demands.

      “I mean it,” Kash presses. “Brody’s numbers rival the Somerville pack, and I don’t want to take any chances of anyone else getting hurt.” His gaze flicks to me, and I know the torture he felt when I disappeared is still fresh for him.

      “Relax,” Talia tells him. “Being chained isn’t really my kink, and I have no intention of letting an asshat like Brody be the one to try and change my mind.” An angry growl tumbles from Lynch’s lips at the mention of Brody, and Kash shakes his head.

      He sighs but doesn’t push it. After three days of scouting, no one has seen or heard from Brody. He hasn’t been spotted at the Delta house, so it’s unlikely they’ll encounter him today.

      “Romy and I will look into our lead,” Kash says. “Whoever completes their mission first should check in with the other team and rendezvous.”

      We all nod our heads in agreement, having already discussed the plan more times than I care to remember.

      “I want us to make the trip there and back together. We’ll go our separate ways only once we’ve reached Reverence. I don’t want to spend more time split up while outside the wards than necessary right now.”

      I reach forward, pulling Talia into a hug.

      “Be careful,” I whisper.

      Talia brushes me off with a wave of her hand. “We’ll see you guys soon. Let’s go, big guy. You get to ride bitch today,” she says, sauntering off to her bike.

      “Oh, this is gonna be fun,” Lynch purrs. “I recommend you don’t look in your rearview,” he says before trailing after her.

      “Those two are either gonna have the most epic love story of all time, or they’re gonna go out in a blaze of glory. I can’t decide which.”

      Kash chuckles. “We’re in the middle of a pretty epic love story ourselves, Pepper,” he says, kissing my nose before opening my door and motioning for me to slip inside.

      On my seat is a covered plate. The scent of Anna’s French toast drifts up to me, and I spin, reaching up on my tiptoes to kiss Kash.

      “Thank you,” I breathe out before slipping into the car.

      Kash is right. Our love story is pretty epic, but right now, it’s not the focus. Finding Brody is. And in the midst of all that, we’re making time for the only other thing important enough to make me get out of Kash’s bed.

      The time has finally come to find out what information Kash’s father learned that was worth killing him for.
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      The drive to Reverence is blessedly uneventful. Still, my pulse quickens when Talia waves before breaking away and turning right. My nerves are strung tight. I hate this part of the plan.

      Kash reaches over, squeezing my hand.

      "Lynch will keep her safe," he says.

      "Yes, but who will keep him safe?" I ask.

      "Talia," he says simply, and I smile.

      With Kash rubbing soothing circles on the back of my hand, I'm finally able to settle down for the last part of the drive to Valkyrie.

      This is the first time I’ve been back to Valkyrie since the night I first saw Kash. In the daylight, the trendy brick building stands unassuming–showing no hint of the life-changing secrets its shadows hold.

      "Are you sure he's going to come?" I ask for what must be the hundredth time.

      "I'm sure, Pepper. Our Intel says he comes every Sunday."

      "What if I'm wrong though?" I ask.

      "What if you're right?" he counters as we push inside, prepared to stake out the place until our target arrives. Darkness envelops me as I step through the door.

      This is it.

      By the time we walk out of here, we’ll hopefully know a lot more about the night Kash’s father died. The dim lighting makes it impossible to see anything, though, so I blink until my eyes adjust.

      When they do, I pause, coming up short as Professor Higgins rises from the brown leather couch.

      "Good morning, Romy," he says, extending a hand. "I hear you've been looking for me."
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      I blink, a little thrown off at how normal Professor Higgins looks sipping a beer in Valkyrie on a Sunday morning. I mean, he’s always been a little hipper than most teachers with his social media-driven t-shirts and trendy styled hair. There’s a reason most girls in our class have a secret crush on him and why Talia calls him Professor Hottie. At least, she did before she met a certain shaggy-haired werewolf. Professor Higgins is young–thirty, maybe–and rides a motorcycle every day, no matter the weather. The only other person I’ve ever seen pull off a motorcycle in sketchy conditions is Talia, and she’s a fucking ninja warrior.

      The guy standing in front of me is the last person I’d ever have suspected of being involved in a werewolf murder plot. He’s so normal. And nice. And smart. The only teacher whose class I actually enjoyed.

      But right now, he’s a suspect, and I work to keep my feelings separate from the task at hand.

      For all I know, this guy is a killer. If Brody fooled us, maybe he’s fooling us too.

      “Hi,” I say warily. “Um, how did you know I was looking for you?”

      He taps his earlobe. “Teachers have ears everywhere.” His smile seems genuine, but I can feel Kash tense behind me.

      “This is Kash–” I begin.

      “Montgomery, yes.” Professor Higgins offers his hand in a shake. Kash takes it, but I can feel his uncertainty rolling off him in waves. “We’ve met before, though you were probably too young to remember,” Professor Higgins says. I can see my surprise mirrored in Kash’s eyes, but neither of us comments here in the open. “Please, call me Xan.” He lets go of Kash’s hand. “I’m so sorry about your dad,” he adds, his smile slipping.

      In his eyes, sympathy shines, but I can tell Kash is instantly defensive.

      “You knew him then?” Kash asks.

      Professor Higgins–Xan–glances around at the mostly empty bar. “Why don’t we move to one of the areas with a bit more privacy so we can talk?”

      Kash glances around with him, and I do the same, but the bar is mostly deserted this time of day. There’s no sign of Brody or any of his werebros. Still, we both follow Xan back to the same sitting area I last shared with Talia and Anna what feels like a lifetime ago.

      I sink down onto the leather couch beside Kash, and Xan sits next to us in the chair that Talia favors.

      “Anything to drink?” he asks.

      “We’re fine,” I say.

      “We’re here for answers,” Kash says in his best scary-guy voice.

      Xan merely nods. “I can imagine. I wish I had more of them for you.”

      Kash’s eyes narrow. “Why don’t you tell us what you do know, like how I supposedly know you?”

      “Happy to,” Xan says, undeterred by Kash’s suspicion. “Otto and I were friends for a long time,” he says, and Kash flinches at the casual way Xan says his father’s name. “I’ve spent the last couple of months digging into what might have happened to him.”

      Before I can process what he’s saying or ask one of the million questions rattling around in my head, Kash slides the slip of paper from his pocket and places it on the table between us. Xan glances down at what I know is his handwriting.

      “We know you’re the last person who saw him alive,” Kash says, and I grab his leg and squeeze in a silent request for him to take it down a notch.

      As Anna would say, I’m hoping to catch more flies with honey and all that.

      “We know you met with Kash’s father the night he died,” I explain. “We found this in Otto’s office, and I recognized your handwriting,” I say, gesturing to the paper. “What we don’t know is why you met with him that night or what you might have seen.”

      “It’s true, I did meet with Otto before he was killed,” Xan says. “I met with him several times, actually.”

      “Can you tell us what the two of you talked about? How did you know him?”

      “Otto and I go back to our college days,” Xan tells me. And then to Kash, he says, “I can see the suspicion in your eyes, and I want to make it clear that I didn’t kill him. Otto was my best friend. We met freshman year at a bonfire out near the Charles River. We hit it off, despite the lines drawn between our kinds, and spent the next four years causing trouble together until we both had to settle into our responsibilities. ”

      Kash relaxes a fraction. I’m confused about what he means about our kinds, but I let it go.

      “Do you remember what you two were talking about that night? Was there anything off about him that you remember?”

      “We were meeting up to discuss my latest findings.”

      “Findings?” I repeat.

      “Last year, I was passing through town. I stopped to grab a beer with Otto just like I always do when I’m in the area, and I noticed an increase in werewolf activity since I was last here.”

      “You were passing through and just noticed something like that?” I ask, interrupting him. This conversation is getting weirder and weirder.

      But Kash eyes him knowingly. “You’re not human.”

      Xan offers a secret smile.

      “Are you a werewolf?” I ask, lowering my voice despite the fact that we’re alone on this side of the bar.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I’m more what you’d call pest control.”

      Kash doesn’t laugh, but there’s less murder in his eyes now, replaced with something more like intrigue.

      “Wait.” Finally, his words sink in. “You’re saying you’re a werewolf hunter?”

      “The official term is huntsman,” Kash says quietly.

      Xan nods. “That’s right.”

      “Holy Buffy,” I say, staring at Xan with wide eyes. “This world just keeps getting more and more paranormally.”

      His brows lift, and he opens his mouth, probably to correct the fact that I just said a made-up word. But my gaze swings to Kash.

      “Is there anything else you’re not telling me about? Sparkly vamps? Mermaids? Flying Spaghetti Monster?”

      Xan’s brow crinkles in confusion. “What’s a flying–”

      “It’s best not to ask,” Kash tells him, and I scowl. He grins, placing a quick kiss on my nose before answering, “No, Pepper, this is it. Werewolves, witches, and huntsmen. You’re all caught up.”

      I exhale. “Okay. Fine.” I sit back and gesture to Xan. “So you’re a huntsman. What exactly does that mean? And why didn’t Kash know about your friendship with his dad?”

      He glances at Kash, and when Kash doesn’t object, he continues.

      “As long as there have been werewolves, there have been huntsmen. Stronger, faster, and with longer lives than the average human, we are nature’s way of maintaining the balance. ”

      “This is sounding a lot like a ‘mortal enemies’ situation,” I say.

      “There is some truth to that. Our purpose is to protect humans from shifters who go rogue.” His eyes dart to Kash again, and mine follow. “We’re not technically enemies of werewolves, but most shifters are leery of our kind,” Xan says, pausing to chuckle at a memory. He shakes his head. “Otto was never concerned with the bullshit prejudices between our races, but neither of us wanted to stir the pot too much, so we kept our friendship a secret from most people over the years.”

      “How is that possible?” I ask. “If you’ve met Kash before, that means you must know his mother, Lina, right?”

      Xan nods. “Of course. I was there the night Otto and Lina met. Hell, I was his best man, and–” he pauses. A sheepish look crosses his face as he looks up at Kash. “I’m actually your godfather.”

      My mouth falls open, and my eyes dart to Kash.

      He sighs, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck. “My parents told me my godfather was my dad’s friend from college, but they said his name was Andrew.”

      Xan smiles and takes another sip of his beer. “That would be me. Xan Andrew Higgins.” His eyes turn wistful. “Otto had always intended on telling you the truth before you became Alpha, but fate had other plans, it would seem.”

      Curiosity burns through me. “I still don’t understand why Otto needed to keep his friendship with you a secret. What’s so bad about a huntsman and a werewolf being friends?”

      “Werewolves are naturally leery of huntsmen. Our strength, speed, and senses make it easy for us to kill rogue wolves.”

      “Not to mention your magic blades,” Kash mutters, and my eyes widen.

      Xan chuckles. “Yes, we also have huntsmen’s blades. They bond to a huntsman’s soul, and as long as a huntsman and his blade are bonded, he does not age. We can still be killed in battle, but we’re pretty hard to kill once trained. That’s not why Otto kept our friendship a secret though. He was worried your council wouldn’t take kindly to a pack ‘teaming up’ with a huntsman.”

      Interesting.

      “What happens to a huntsman’s blade if he’s killed?” I ask.

      Xan shrugs. “The blade will seek out its new master.”

      “Are all huntsmen males?”

      “I’ve never met a female huntsman, but I suppose it’s possible,” Xan considers.

      “So you guys don’t have mates?” I ask. My heart breaks for him. Forever would be awfully lonely without someone to share it with.

      “Oh, we have mates,” Xan says, and I startle. “But when a huntsman meets his mate, he must give up his blade in order to be with her.”

      I gasp. “He becomes human?”

      Xan nods.

      “Maybe we can continue our history lesson a little later, Pepper,” Kash says, glancing at his watch. “We still have a few more questions about what you and my father were doing that night, and we need to get back soon.”

      I nod and bite my lip against all the questions still burning on my tongue.

      “What findings were you reporting to my father?” Kash asks, directing the conversation back on topic.

      Xan blows out a breath, his eyes becoming serious.

      “Werewolves in this area are born, not bitten, and they nearly all belong to your pack. Occasionally, there’s a lone wolf or two traveling through, but this area stays pretty clear since it’s so close to Somerville lands. That wasn’t the case when I showed up this time. Instead, I found an abundance of newly turned wolves. Bitten wolves. And we both know that’s not something the Somerville pack would condone. So, I went to Otto. He tried tracking them himself, but every time he got close, they vanished without a trace. He even tried going to your council.”

      Kash scowls. “Let me guess. They blew him off because he didn’t have enough evidence?”

      “Precisely. When Otto couldn’t find them on his own, he asked me to look into it, to track the new wolves back to their alpha,” he says before training his eyes on me to explain further. “A huntsman’s ability to track werewolves is unparalleled.”

      Kash and I exchange a look. Even after everything I’ve learned, it’s hard for me to wrap my brain around the fact that Professor Hottie is actually Xan-the-werewolf-huntsman.

      “What did you find?” I ask, trying to stay on topic. “When you looked into the bitten wolves, were you able to figure out who was behind it?”

      A pit forms in my stomach. I have a feeling I know where this is leading. Or to whom.

      “I didn’t find much initially, but with the werewolf population out of whack, and Otto in the dark, it was my duty as a huntsman to get to the bottom of everything. So, I took the teaching job here in order to investigate without drawing attention to myself. For months, I used all my free time to search, but it yielded nothing. Finally, Otto and I realized they must be using magic to cloak their wolf side. So, we changed tactics.”

      My mind reels at the fact that he’s been investigating for months. “Changed how?” I ask.

      “We knew there had to be magic involved, and that meant a witch was also involved. I put all of my resources into finding him or her.”

      “Did you find the witch?”

      He shakes his head, taking another sip of his beer before answering. “We got close. I found an address, but the place had been abandoned already. Nothing identifiable was left behind, nothing magical anyway. But I did find one thing. A truck. Also abandoned. Registered to one Brody Harrison.”

      “Shit,” Kash says under his breath, his voice taking on more of an animalistic sound.

      “I sent a note to Otto to meet me here so I could give him the name, but he never showed. I thought he had just gotten busy with pack business. It wasn’t until a few days later that I found out what happened to him.”

      Kash curses again, this time louder. His hands ball into fists on the table.

      “It’s Brody,” I say, a little shell-shocked. “It’s been Brody behind everything this entire time.”

      I should have known. After what he did to those girls and then experiencing his cruelty firsthand, I should have guessed. But it’s still a shock that turns quickly to rage on Kash’s behalf.

      “I’m going to find that asshole and rip him apart slowly,” Kash says.

      His voice is calm, but there’s definitely murder in his eyes. I can’t blame him. I’m feeling the same way right about now.

      “You’ll want to be careful about it,” Xan says, and even though I’m pretty sure Kash doesn’t really hear the warning, I lean in.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Brody’s working with some powerful magic,” Xan says. “Whoever’s helping him cloak his pack isn’t someone to mess with. The witch saw us coming for that house and was long gone before we got there.”

      Kash doesn’t answer. I can tell he’s already checked out of the conversation and is dreaming up all the ways he’s going to torture Brody when he finally gets his hands on him.

      “We appreciate the advice, and I promise we’ll be careful,” I say, “But we can’t let this go. Brody has a lot to answer for.”

      I hesitate, wondering how much to trust Xan, but he’s already proven he’s on our side by helping Kash’s dad.

      “Listen. You know I wasn’t in class last week,” I hedge.

      Xan nods. “Your absence did not escape my notice.”

      “I wasn’t on vacation or skipping because of some youthful indiscretion.”

      “I can see that,” he says. “Besides, I never believed you had just skipped town with your boyfriend. Not when you’re this close to graduating.”

      I startle. “Wait, what do you mean? What do you see?”

      “My eyesight is a little bit better than humans. I can see the lingering bruises you’ve covered with makeup. Care to explain further?”

      Quickly, I tell him the real reason I haven’t been in school these last couple of weeks and about the pregnant girls. The words spill out of me, but Kash doesn’t interrupt or try to stop me, so I keep going. I don’t stop until I’ve explained Brody’s plan to take over the Somerville land or Kash’s role as alpha.

      When I’m done, Xan whistles low. “That kid has some big balls if he thinks he can take on the largest pack in the northeast,” he says.

      “I look forward to shoving those balls right down his own throat,” Kash says, and I can’t help how much I enjoy the mental image.

      Kash’s phone buzzes where it sits on the table, and I look down to see Lynch’s name lighting up the screen.

      Kash snatches the phone to his ear. “What did you find?”

      I wait impatiently while Kash listens to whatever Lynch is saying.

      “Fine. Yeah… just meet us here,” Kash says after a moment.

      Then he ends the call.

      “Delta house is wiped clean. No sign of Brody or his pack,” Kash says.

      Damn.

      I’m not surprised, but I’d hoped for some kind of lead. Kash is silent, and I know he’s thinking the same thing–just with a lot more rage in his veins.

      “Look, I loved Otto like a brother,” Xan says. “He was a good man. If there’s anything I can do, anything you need, just say the word.”

      He pulls a business card from his wallet and holds it out to Kash. Kash takes the card with a nod before sliding it into his pants pocket.

      “Thank you,” I tell him. “We really appreciate it. And thanks for talking to us today.”

      We rise from the couch as Xan downs the last of his beer before standing as well. Kash reaches out to shake Xan’s hand before turning to leave. I start to follow Kash outside, but Xan grabs my arm.

      “Hey, Romy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I know you have your hands full here, so I just have to say I’m impressed with the way your social stats have risen these last few weeks despite everything that’s happening.”

      “Um, thanks,” I say, not quite sure how we’ve circled from hunting werewolves
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