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  Dedication
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To everyone who makes their own path.
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  Kindergarten: Rose 

[image: image-placeholder]

Something in my chest crackles, and the smell of wood and eucalyptus puffs around me. It mixes with my snowy and peony scent. 
 I just learned what eucalyptus is because it’s in the smelly stuff my nanny puts on my chest when I’m sick.
Its warmth snags my attention. I smile because it feels good, and even though I’m nervous about kindergarten, my magic makes me happy.
“Hi.” 
I look up at the boy standing above me. He has big brown eyes and wavy black hair. He’s taller than me and looks nice. We’re wearing the same navy and white colors because we wear uniforms.
My power reaches out to his, and he laughs. It tickles. My grin grows wider.
“Hi,” I say as I stand.  
“Do you want to color?” he asks. I nod, and he hands me a green crayon. “It looks like your eyes.”
I take the crayon and follow him to a table. “I’m Philip,” he says. 
“Rose,” I say, pushing the blonde hair away from my face.  
He lowers his voice. “Do you know that we have the special link my parents talk about?” 
I wrinkle my brow. I look around to make sure no other kids are listening. Magic is a secret in the topside world. I do know about the link. Most people don’t believe in it because it’s very rare. But… “How do you know?” 
He sits and spins his chair. “Because it feels different.” He pulls out a piece of paper and hands one to me. “That means we can be friends forever.” 
I like the sound of that.
[image: image-placeholder]
“Don’t be ridiculous, child. You will not be friends with him. He’s a shifter—a dog—” my grandmother twists her lips. I bite my cheek and don’t understand what’s wrong with it. “Your parents would be horrified.” 
“They aren’t here,” I say. I hate my whiny tone. My parents are never home. They are always traveling. 
I don’t bother to tell her about the special link Philip and I have. She’ll only say something else to make me mad. I leave, walk up the stairs, go into my bedroom, and pull out the mint green picture he drew of us, him as a dog and me with my frosty ice power floating around me. 
I place it on the side of my desk. 
I think we’re going to be really good friends.
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  First Grade: Rose

[image: image-placeholder]

“You’re a joke,” Tanner Asheborne stands over me after he had pushed me out of the way. “My dad says the trium perfectum is a myth—not even real. The pack is,” he says. I look down and see my scraped-up and bloody knee. My white tights are ripped open. “We’re right here. And you can’t be part of the pack.” He points down at me. “Only canine shifters can be.”
“She can be part of the pack,” Philip says, holding out a hand. I take it and wince as I straighten my legs. “You can be part of my pack,” he says, leading me away from his actual pack. 
Tanner blusters and yells that Philip better get back there, or his dad would talk to Philip’s dad. “Don’t worry, my dad isn’t going to make me be part of the pack.”
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  First Grade: Philip

[image: image-placeholder]

“You can always talk to me, Philip,” Dad says. My brother, Dax, runs by us, his skin glowing red with his fire, he stands and follows Dax. “Lets go make sure your brother doesn’t set anything on fire.” Dax’s a year younger than I am, and his power isn’t big enough to use, but that can sometimes mean he bursts out a flame when he’s not trying to. Dad rubs a hand on my head, ruffling my hair. I bat it away but smile. 
Dax’s power flickers once more and the red disappears. He’s safe for now. 
We keep walking down the hall. Dad walks past James, who manages our house and helps the other staff when they need it. James holds his hand out for me, just high enough that I have to jump to slap it. 
“That’s great, Philip. You’re going to be taller than me soon, and I’ll be the one jumping to give you five.” He laughs and keeps walking. 
We have a pretty big house, and everyone who works for my parents is nice. 
We stop in the kitchen, and Marla, our chef, smiles and hands me a muffin. “Baked those this morning,” she says in the accent she told me is from Scotland. She makes the best food. 
“Thank you,” I say, taking it to our kitchen table. Dad grabs a napkin and a muffin for himself and sits next to me. 
“You have to make the choice on your own, Philip. You’re going to feel a pull to the pack and want to do things with Tanner—” I don’t know if I like Tanner or not yet, but every time he says to do something, my canine wants me to do it. “—and the rest of your pack.” 
I pull the wrapper away from the muffin. It’s cinnamon, one of my favorites. “Tanner says that Rose can’t be part of the pack. I don’t like that. He says the connection we have isn’t real.” I look up at Dad. “But I know it is. I can feel it. Rose can too.” I take a bite of the muffin and chew it. 
Once I swallow, I turn back to Dad. “But I want to be part of the pack too,” I say. “It’s like tug-of-war inside. Except Rose isn’t making me choose. I don’t know why they’re so mean to her.” I take another bite of the muffin. The top part is my favorite. 
Dad places a hand on my shoulder. “You know it’s real. That’s what's important.  You hold onto that. You’re very lucky to have Rose in your life and have the pack. It’s going to work itself out, and you’ll figure out where you want to be. But you’re going to be the one who makes that choice, and there’s no saying you do have to choose.” 
I’m not really sure what that means, but what Dad says makes me feel better, at least for right now. 
[image: image-placeholder]
“Rose Adison Everhart. You come out here this instant,” Rose’s grandmother snips. We know she can smell my magic, but my invisibility is good.
Rose covers her mouth, holding back her laughter. I can’t look at her, or my concentration will be ruined. 
Dad says the oldest kids have to get used to one power first before they can focus on the other. Since I’m the oldest kid, I have two powers.
Rose is the youngest kid in her family. Her brothers are so old that they don’t live in the house anymore. She has one power: ice and snow. 
I like sharing my second power with her, especially to trick Rose’s grandmother because she’s so mean to Rose. But I wouldn’t try to be invisible with my family because they’re nice to everyone.
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  Third Grade: Rose

[image: image-placeholder]

“One day, when we’re old enough, we can connect it,” he says, pumping his legs on the swing. 
“I think that’s a long time away,” I say, squinting in the sunlight. I drag my shoes along the pavement. My parents decided I didn’t need a nanny anymore, so sometimes my grandmother stayed with me. She’ll have something to say about the scratches on my shoes. 
I try not to pay attention to what she says. She’s mean most of the time. 
He turns his brown eyes to mine and smiles. “We should do it now,” he says. “Then you can be part of the pack.” 
I drop my eyes. “That’s not how it works.” 
“But if we connect it now, we’ll be powerful enough that they'll have to let you in.” 
Even though Philip’s pack hates me, even though my parents and grandmother will tell me no, and even though I know we’re not old enough, I ask, “How do we do it?”
“I think we have to kiss,” he says. 
That doesn’t sound good at all. I don’t want to kiss anyone.
“Um… maybe we should wait,” I say, not wanting to hurt his feelings. 
“Yeah,” he says.
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  Fourth Grade: Rose
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“Philip, come sit here for lunch,” I wave him over. We’re in fourth grade now, and a lot of things have changed. While Philip’s dad didn’t make him join Tanner’s pack, Philip feels like he belongs with them more and more. 
He says it’s an instinct thing. 
He wants me to go around with the pack, to be a part of it with him, but I don’t want to be around Tanner. 
Each time he goes with Tanner and the pack, our trium perfectum doesn’t shine as bright. 
I’m sad because our connection is special, and he’s starting to look at it differently. 
Philip goes over and says something to Tanner, and Tanner’s angry eyes turn right at me. 
Philip looks back at me, and I shake my head. “It’s okay,” I say. “We’ll hang out later.” I don’t want him to feel bad. I hope having him sit with Tanner at lunch will make him feel better. 
I turn back to my lunch and my friends Mollie and Jesse. Even as the trium perfectum tries to grab my attention, I talk about getting ready to play dodgeball in gym class. 
It doesn’t matter that Philip has been spending more time with the pack. 
Tanner always does something nasty. 
[image: image-placeholder]
“You’re not allowed to have a connection outside of the pack, Philip,” Tanner says while Philip stands in front of me. 
I’m tired of hearing him say that. “There is nothing wrong with him having the connection,” I snap. 
Tanner’s eyes go wide. 
He’s not used to people talking back to him. 
I think more of us should. 
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  Fifth Grade: Rose
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Philip lies in the grass. 
I lay in the grass.
My body goes one way. 
His body goes the other way. 
Our heads are next to each other.
We look up at the stars, trying to find constellations.
My parents have gone on another trip. 
My grandmother isn’t around anymore. 
I’m left with the house staff, and no one seems to notice when I’m there or when I’m gone. 
Philip’s dad and mom make us dinner and say I can sleep in one of their guest rooms. 
I don’t know if I will or not, but it’s nice of them to offer. 
“You should move in,” he says, playing with a strand of my blonde hair. “We can take care of you.” 
“I don’t need you to take care of me,” I say, watching the stars. “But I think I will spend the night.” I don’t want to call our family driver. 
“When we’re older, we’re going to connect our trium perfectum, and things are going to be really good, you’ll see,” he says. 
“That sounds nice,” I say and put my head on his shoulder.
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  Seventh Grade: Philip
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“We should kiss,” Rose says, hanging upside down on the jungle gym bars, her blonde hair dusts the ground. Her snow and peony scent floats around me. 
My eyes go wide. “What?” 
“We should kiss. Not to connect the link, but because we can say that we were each other’s first kiss, and no one can take that away.”
“Okay,” I say as she finishes her flip and stands, running her hand over her uniform skirt. I walk over to her.
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  Eighth Grade: Rose

[image: image-placeholder]

“This is old,” Pig-face Tanner pushes Philip. “Get rid of this girl and knock it off,” Tanner growls, his eyes glowing red. “You know you want to be with us.” 
I step around Philip and push Tanner back. 
“Don’t you dare do that again,” I say, staring at the group of dogs. They go wild. I count them. There are ten. They aren’t all our age—some older, some younger—but my fingers ball into a fist. Just the mere thought of my icy power brings a soft blue hue to my skin. 
“Rose, no!” Philip takes me by the shoulders and pulls me back. 
“What do you mean ‘no’?” I shake his hands from my shoulders. “They can’t treat you like this.” I look around Philip and point an icy finger at Tanner, who pretends not to be scared even though I can see it in his eyes. 
Even though I know the rest of his pack can smell it, too. 
“You can’t use your magic here,” Philip whispers, pushing my arms down. “They’re right,” he says. He looks over at the pack and then back at me. 
I flinch. “What?” 
“They’re right. You don’t belong with us. With me. You need to go,” he barks. “I don’t want the trium perfectum link. I belong with my pack.” 
His words cut across my stomach. 
Slice through my chest.  
I tilt my head and look into his eyes. He doesn’t mean it. There’s no way… “But what about—” I start, I step closer to him. “What we have is special, too.”
“It’s nothing.” He waves it off. “It’s a stupid dream. It’s not a pack. A pack is real. I want to be with them.” 
I stare. Trying not to gasp as he pulls his power away from mine. Even though his power reaches for me. Even though the chill of it sends a shudder over his body. Even as I see him slip away, retreat into someone I don’t want to know anymore. My heart cracks.
“Oh, look, she’s going to cry!” Tanner laughs. 
I don’t care what Tanner says. Philip doesn’t bother to stand up for me. 
He looks down, anger and annoyance slip through his brown eyes. “Go. I don’t want you around me anymore.” His voice detaches from the boy I know. His eyes are colder than I ever thought I would see. Colder than my ice.
I don’t believe him. 
“Philip,” I say, the words water in my throat. “None of this is funny,” I whisper. 
“I’m not making a joke.” He leans over me, and I expect him to tell me he’s just trying to fool the others. “You’re the joke.” 
A red flash of anger stabs through my chest. 
Some of his power still clings to mine, and I snap the rest away. He releases a noise like I punched him in the stomach. 
He coughs, and I step close. 
“I’ll never forgive you for this.” 
Something shifts in his eyes, and for a second, it almost looks like regret. But I take one last step toward him. “Never.” 
I don’t wait for him to say anything. Instead, I walk away, even as his power tries to reach out to mine. I slap it back as the tears really do start to build under my lids. They crest over my lashes, falling down my cheeks. The laughter behind me grows as Philip joins them.





Book made for circheo@yahoo.com

  
  Sophomore Year: Rose 

[image: image-placeholder]

Tanner steps in front of me and stops. 
I release a sigh and don’t drop my gaze from his. 
The trium perfectum plucks between my shoulder blades, and I roll my eyes. Philip is behind me, watching everything. I scoff and mutter, “Coward,” under my breath, knowing that he can hear me despite the rattling lockers, teenage chatter, and the bustle of saddle shoes and penny loafers scurrying to the next class.
Tanner’s topaz eyes may be attractive to some. He’s a good-looking guy with thick brown hair and broad shoulders, the perfect quarterback specimen for an Ivy League prep school. He’s never been anything but ugly to me. 
I’ve grown bored of his constant need to harass me and have no other idea why he would, except that a long time ago I had the attention of his best friend, and he doesn’t like sharing even though Philip and I hadn’t spoken a full sentence to each other since the eighth grade. 
“What do you want?” I say. The good thing about having a shifter best friend for a while is that I learned a few things, and I wasn’t going to give Tanner what he craved—obedience.
That pisses him off, too. 
He leans against the wall, takes one of my notebooks from my pile, and flings it on the floor. “Oops.” 
“Wow. Clever,” I lean down and pick it up. Then, I try to move around him so I can get to class. 
A blonde comes up, Claudia Something-er-other, and leans against Tanner. Her button-down shirt is open to reveal a hefty amount of cleavage. While I don’t believe in body shaming, I am surprised that no teacher has told her to button it up. Her smile was wide and wicked. I release a long sigh. 
“She doesn’t look like much,” Claudia says, nuzzling her nose into Tanner’s neck. 
“Can we just get on with this?” I say. “I want to go to class.” 
When Tanner’s eyes flick over my head, I know he’s looking at Philip to make sure he’s watching. Then, his eyes flick back to me. He wraps an arm around Claudia as she starts to kiss his neck. 
“Ugh,” I say, twisting and putting my back to them. I’ll take the long way to class. 
“Hey, I’m not done talking to you yet,” he snaps. 
I don’t bother to turn around, but my eyes fall on Philip’s. 
Our magic tries to reach out to one another. I clamp it down. 
Someone grabs my uniform jacket, spins me, and everything in my arms flies through the air. Anger spikes, and I twist to see Tanner and Claudia walking away and cackling. “Real funny, you assholes,” I call. My gaze falls back on Philip. “I can’t wait to get away from you for good,” I snap at him, bending over. 
He says nothing but steps around me and follows them like a good little pup. 
“Hi.” I hear and look up to see a kind set of maple eyes looking down at me. The smell of the ocean, briny and clean, wafts to me. My cheeks heat, and my heart beats a little harder. Even though I just got harassed for the umpteenth time, the way he’s looking at me frosts any anger away. He kneels next to me and starts picking up the books. 
“I’m Kent. I’m new,” he says with a warm smile. A dash of blue power flickers through his eyes, and it is gone in a blink. His sandy blond hair is thick. 
“Hello,” I say, feeling the heat in my cheeks spread. “I’m Rose.” I start picking up the books and he hands me a few papers. 
The scent of cedar and eucalyptus plumes over me—a snap of power from behind whips my head toward it. Philip stares. His eyes are dark as he crosses his arms. I give him a dirty look, then turn back to Kent. “I don’t know when they’ll stop harassing me.” 
We pick up the last of my papers and stand together. He’s not quite as tall as Philip, but he’s cresting six feet. I come up to his shoulders and have to tip my head to look at him. Our fingers rub together when he hands me the final book and a smile breaks over my lips. 
“I have to get to class,” I say. “But thank you.” I turn and take a few steps away from him, but he touches my shoulder. I look back at him. 
“Wanna show me around after school?”
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  Sophomore Year: Philip 
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“What’s wrong with you?” Tanner says as I lean against a car, tossing a football in the air and catching it. “You haven’t been right for a few weeks.” He pulls out a beer from the cooler in the back of his truck and tips it to me. 
I wave it off, never much for drinking. “I haven’t been off,” I say, trying to brush it off as a football-related comment. “I’m playing just fine.” 
“Yeah,” he waves around me, pointing to my essence. “But you’re all scattered.” 
I grunt and look away. I love a lot of things about being a therianthropic shifter, but the fact that we can see, smell, and hear everything makes hiding anything from my pack damn near impossible. 
I know what he’s talking about. 
Rose and that asshat have gotten closer. They’re probably dating by now and who knows what else. The connection we have grows dimmer every day because of it. Although, it can’t truly be severed without help from both sides. Knowing the trium perfectum is there, even if we haven’t linked it, is the only thread of hers I have.
It’s a whisper of what it used to be. 
There’s something off about Kent. I can’t tell what it is, but an unnatural wobble to his essence catches my attention if I stare at him long enough. My dad told me I might just be looking for a reason not to like him because I made my choice and might be regretting it. 
At first, I blew what he said off, but now…
“Oh, is this because of the mangy stray?” Claudia comes from the shadows. She looks at Tanner, who goes in for a kiss. I cover my eyes and turn my canine senses down on things I’d rather not be a witness to. 
Tanner making out with Claudia will never be high on the list of things I want to experience. 
When she pulls away, she slinks her arm around his waist. “Maybe we should set him up with someone?” She looks at me, smiling. “Just someone to have fun with.” 
That suggestion catches my interest. I’m up for anything that’ll keep my mind off Rose. “Who do you have in mind?”
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  Summer Break into Junior Year: Philip

[image: image-placeholder]

Michelle writhes on top of me. Her brown curls bounce in the backseat of my truck, shedding the last bit of innocence either of us has. She drops her head and kisses me after I get her where she needs to be. 
Afterward, we lay awkwardly because I’m too tall to move. She places her head in the crook of my neck, and I rub along her skin, slick with sweat. 
“We should go to homecoming,” I say. We’ve been dating for a couple of months now. Going to a dance seems like the right thing to do.
“Yes,” she says, kissing me. “Tanner and Claudia are already planning something for us.” 
I swallow, knowing that they already had plans for us. I run my fingers up her shoulder. “We could go alone? Get to know each other better without the pack.” 
Humor sparkles in her eyes, and she busts out laughing, moving away from me and picking her bra up from the floor. I take the condom off and clean up. “I didn’t realize you were going to have such a good sense of humor, too,” she says, pulling her shirt over her head. 
“Heh, yeah. I was totally joking,” I say, even though I’m not. 
[image: image-placeholder]
“Why won’t you just leave us alone?” Rose shouts. Kent holds her back, and I watch Tanner walk over to them in the movie theater parking lot. I don’t know what to do, but I’m tired of this show. I look down at my feet as Michelle clings to my waist. 
Tanner’s never dropped the fact that she and I were connected in a way that I never would be to the pack. I don’t know why he’s so fixated on it, but he motions for the rest of the pack to surround Rose and Kent. 
Kent steps in front of her. My fingers flex, wanting to step in and make Tanner stop, but that would make matters worse. 
Michelle tightens her grip on my waist. I can feel her excitement. She’s aroused by what’s happening. The pack surrounds two people literally doing nothing wrong. They just happened to be walking out of the movies at the same time we were. 
Even if it weren’t Rose, this shit would still be disgusting.
Kent flicks his power awake and swings his fist at Tanner. 
I hate that he lands the punch. 
I don’t want him to have any good qualities. Especially not defending Rose. 
Even though she deserves someone who will defend her. 
Even if it makes me like him a little more. 
Even when Tanner stands back up and knocks Kent out with one punch. 
Rose screams and drops to her knees, checking on Kent as Tanner laughs over her. 
She snaps her head up to him. 
Rage pours from her eyes.
She stands.
The pack, even Michelle, rushes her, ready to pounce.
Ten shifters against Rose. 
My stomach churns. I don’t move to help her, but I want to. I just can’t manage it. Not even a toe.
Snow bursts over her skin, and an eruption of power expands from her in blue and white. She releases a tsunami of magic, knocking most of the pack down without bringing her ice up. Her frosty peony scent blossoms through the air. Her power’s aftershock knocks me back against my truck.
My side of the trium perfectum breaks free from its cage. A mixture of feelings, thoughts, and magic pours over me. 
When I blink, the world is brighter and crisper. I can hear the grass rising from the ground, see the large black eyes of the bats flying overhead, feel the electrical charge building, storing the energy for a storm.
My eyes water with the steady beat, beat, beat of my emotions overwhelming my senses.
I’m whole again.
I raise my head and watch her with new eyes. 
She throws her hands up and thrusts them forward, releasing her ice and snow. 
Tanner falls to his ass in a blast of hail that spray along the parking lot so none of them can get up again. Pack members slip and slide, and some fall to their backs, landing on the asphalt.  
The sound of skulls cracking against the ground vibrates through the air and resonates over my skin. I step back, feeling the pain of everything I should have felt this entire time. Everything that happened between Rose and Tanner, between me and Tanner, between Rose and me, breaks through my ribs. 
I lean against the truck and watch as Kent comes to and rubs his head, the coppery scent of blood snuffs away Rose's magical aroma. The gash on his head is deep. Tanner didn’t hold anything back. 
Kent’s essence is red and fractured, especially around his wound, but the wobble is there. Only there’s more of it. 
I shake my head, thinking about what my dad said, and instead focus on the fact that Kent is definitely going to the hospital. Then, I turn my attention back to her. 
Rose doesn’t stop until all the pack members are lying on their backs, covered with snow and ice. 
I stand as she looks around, possibly realizing that we were out in the open and hopeful that no one saw any of the display of magic and power. I already know no one is. It’s why Tanner targeted them tonight. 
A small tug at the corner of my lips knows this is going to change things. 
She severs the icy power and kneels next to Kent. 
She rubs his cheek, and I hear her saying sweet things to him. 
“Let’s get you to the hospital.” She touches his jaw, and the twinge in my chest wants her to look at me like that. My eyes flick to the ground as the pack struggles to stand. 
Rose helps Kent into a car, and her eyes meet mine when the passenger side door closes. Even though our power reaches for the other, she shows nothing but disdain for me. She whispers, “I hope you’re proud of yourself,” to me, and it’s a knife to the gut. 
When she breaks her gaze from mine, I’m instantly chilled over. 
And I’m definitely not proud of myself. 
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The crowd goes wild.
Michelle cheers with the squad because of my winning touchdown, but she’s still furious. I broke up with her the day after the thing with Rose and Kent. I couldn’t stomach anything about it. 
I can barely stand myself right now. I tip my head, taking my helmet off. My eyes scan the mass of people who roar with our state’s victory. Rose isn’t here. 
My heart cramps, and I shake it off as Tanner and the rest of the team jump on me in celebration. 
I pretend to be happy with them. 
The weird thing is that none of the pack smells my lie. 
I don’t know if that means they’re all lying to themselves or if by unleashing my full power means that maybe something—besides my conscience—has shifted in a new direction.
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“I’ll be right back,” I say, swaying in Kent’s arms. He pulls me tighter to him and places a soft kiss on my lips. Then we walk off the dance floor. 
The banquet hall is romantic and moody, just the right ambiance for a winter formal. Candles are lit in the center of every table, and servers bustle around getting ready for a dessert course. Mollie, Jesse, and their dates found us a cozy table in the corner.
It’s wonderful.
“You’re not going to find another guy, are you?” He smiles, dark eyes sparkling in the lighting. 
“No, I have to pee.” I laugh. “But I was trying to be mysterious.” 
“Sorry.” He chuckles, kissing me again. “Do you want something to drink?” We walk over to our table, and he sits with our group. 
I shake my head. “No, that’s what led to the problem in the first place.” 
He slaps his hand over his forehead and laughs harder. “I asked for that.” 
“A little,” I say, plucking my purse and waggling it at him. I place my free hand on his shoulder, rubbing it. He grabs it and holds my fingers until we’re too far from each other to touch anymore. I turn and walk to the ladies’ room, humming the last song we danced to. 
I walk down the hall and head into the bathroom. When I’m done, I wash my hands and make sure all my hair is in its proper place. Then, I put on some lipstick. The red color pops against the sky-blue color of my dress and my snowy skin.
A smile curls over my lips, and I head back out.
For the first time in what feels like ever, and probably is, I’ve had enough space to breathe from the pack. Summer scared them, and although I hate that I was pushed to that point, they know how much power I have and what I can do. 
They haven’t been near us since. 
It’s been nice. 
A pluck of the trium perfectum vyes for my attention. I don’t feel it very often because I’ve trained myself to ignore it—otherwise, it would have driven me batty. 
I roll my eyes. Jesse said something about Michelle and Philip breaking up, but I ignore that stuff. I assume they got back together and are making out close by. 
I won’t let it put me in a bad mood. I’m here and having an amazing time, and Philip is still the same blockhead—
“He’s an ass, you know,” a voice calls down the hall. I don’t stop because I’m sure it’s for someone else. I touch my earring, making sure that it’s still in place, then touch the next. 
I keep walking and look down at my shoes, enjoying the way the light blue sparkles against the banquet hall lighting. 
I bump into and bounce back from something. No. I ran into someone. When I look up, Philip is standing in front of me, arms crossed over his broad chest, his brown eyes intense. His power, the trium perfectum link, is loose. It tries to reach out to mine, and I take a step back as my heart catches in my throat. 
He grew up to be gorgeous, of course. I’d say I was attracted to him if I didn’t have the history I did with him. 
Even though he has a dark look on his face, it doesn’t seem like he’s trying to intimidate me. But I don’t care. 
“What do you want?” I ask, crossing my arms. “Are you bored? Did you purposefully stand in front of me so you could have something to bitch or moan to Tanner about?” 
His black brows wrinkle together, but he doesn’t say anything. 
Just stares. 
I scoff. “Stay out of my way,” I say, moving around him. 
“Rose.” He catches my arm. The skin-on-skin touch wakes up more than just my magic. 
I pull out of his range. “Don’t touch me again,” I say. I walk faster. I don’t care if he uses his speed to do it again. I wasn’t going to let him fuck with me. 
They did that enough already. 
“He’s not what he seems.” 
I stop and turn to look at him. “What?”
“Kent. He’s hiding something,” Philip says. 
Shock that he has the nerve to say anything to me steals my thoughts for a few beats. Then an ugly laugh drops from my mouth.
“I’m not one of your fans. You can keep any opinions you have about anything to yourself. I don’t want to hear it.” I turn and hurry off. The linger of his touch lasts on my arm for far longer than I want to admit.
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Iwalk down the hall. 
The trium perfectum connection flares, fanning out and fluttering through my body. 
I stop.
Philip is in the classroom—the charity club where we do a ton of things for others. 
Everything inside me switches to high alert as I walk into the room.
He’s never been in this club. And I don’t know why he’s here now. 
I shake my hair out and let it go behind my shoulders. Even though Tanner hasn’t come near me for two summers, I do catch him staring with an intense hatred borne from the idea that every pack member should only belong to him.
Even though they haven’t bothered me, it doesn’t mean they won’t. 
He doesn’t seem to care that Philip chose him and the pack years ago. 
He just knows that we share a link he can never touch. 
Not that I want to touch it, either. 
Not after Philip stood by for all those years and watched them harass and torment me and finally hurt Kent. 
I stand tall, walking in with nothing but my dignity. Even though Philip can smell how I’m really feeling, pretending that I’m alright will help me eventually be alright.
Only a few people are in the group that will set up charity drives for the upcoming winter months. We’ll be holding a food drive, a winter coat drive, and a gift drive. Not many students want to participate in setting up the drives for the year, but families always turn out to donate, so while our group is small, we will be mighty. 
The teacher stands at the front of the class, asking who the students think should be the Chair of the drive. Of course, they want Philip.
Right before the vote takes place, Michelle yanks the door open, and her eyes cut to Philip. They fill with a look I don’t understand, but then her glare snaps to me. Although I’m taken aback, I don’t drop my gaze. 
“Ms. Faulkner, in or out. Standing there is holding up the meeting. We were just about to vote,” the teacher says. 
She doesn’t break her stare as she walks into the room and plops into a chair. 
The teacher starts talking again. Her red eyes flash at me, and a low rumble comes from Philip. She breaks eye contact and looks at him with disgust. I look around the room to see if anyone is paying attention to the fact that they’re using their powers. 
No one seems to notice. 
Philip’s magic calls to mine. It curls around my ankle and vies for my attention in a way it hasn’t since I don’t remember when. I try to ignore it, not understanding why it’s uncaged but not interested in knowing why. 
I swallow and turn back to the meeting as the discussion picks back up to voting. 
Despite what I know about him, most people like Philip. He has a ton of fans, even outside of the school. He’s tall, hot, and has a nice smile. He talks to a lot of people. He’s on the football team. He’s also incredibly intelligent and appears friendly. So, I’m not surprised when everyone—except me and Michelle—votes him in. 
The teacher starts talking, but Philip raises his hand. “I’d like to nominate Rose to be co-chair. She’s done this role before and would be helpful when laying out the logistics.” 
Michelle scoffs and crosses her arms. 
I agree with her. 
My cheeks burn, my eyes flick to Philip to see what he’s thinking, but there’s no malintent. His magic lays loose at my feet, and his face is passive. 
Before I can blink, “I second the nomination,” a few classmates say. 
I don’t even stop to think why he’s doing it. “I accept,” falls out of my mouth before I have another thought.
Only after the group—except Michelle—votes me in does the stark reality of what had happened pop into my mind, but I don’t have time to let it settle. Other officers need to be picked. 
Once we all have jobs to do, Philip moves and sits next to me and leans over. He doesn’t pay attention to Michelle, and I ignore her, even though I can feel her staring daggers at me. A little snarl in Philip’s magic tells me that he’s also affected by what’s happening. 
“We’ll have to do some strategic planning.” I focus on what he’s saying because it seems relevant. “I’ve been thinking about talking to the smaller, local businesses around here and seeing if we can do something one weekend where we can put together a market—like a farmers market, but have it be a donation market. So, the rest of the city can come and pick out items from the businesses they’d like to donate. Everything will be in one place.” 
He doesn’t pay attention to my blank stare but instead flips a page in his notebook, then looks up at me and smiles. My heart wrenches. It’s the same smile he’d give me when we were eight. 
I swallow and shift, fidgeting.  
Philip lifts his head. “Are you okay?” 
I blink. The last time he talked to me was to tell me Kent was an ass.
“What will your friends think when they find out you’re doing something without them?” I don’t mind the way my voice clips at the end. I’m not interested in being part of anything savage again. I can hold my own, but I prefer a life where I don’t have to. 
He swings his eyes back to the notebook and pulls away from me. “They know,” he says with a tone that holds a confidence in it that I’ve never heard before. I almost want to ask him about it, but someone snorts and knocks into a desk. 
Michelle.
She turns sideways, pushing her way between our desks. Her heated fury refracts off me while she sticks her ass in Philip’s face. I pay attention to the notebook in front of me. I have no intention of engaging in whatever she’s trying to prove. 
I draw a spiral in my notebook. Eucalyptus and cedar billow over me as I feel Philip’s breath on my neck. 
“Do you want to brainstorm some ideas for the donation market?” I look up and see he’s much closer. 
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. 
I’m not sure what Philip sees in my face, but he gives a firm nod and starts rattling off impressive ideas. For about twenty minutes, I wonder what’s shifted. 
For about twenty minutes, he’s shown me the decent guy I always knew he could be. 
I just don’t know what it means.
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“It’s not going to work,” Kent calls. I stand up from the water fountain, towering over him as he comes closer. 
“What isn’t going to work?” I ask, crossing my arms and staring down.  
“You’ve finally realized what you lost, and you’re going to try to win her back,” he says. 
“Astute,” I say. Not that I’d expect him to be anything less. Rose is damn intelligent, and she wouldn’t be with a dumbass. An asshole, sure. But not stupid. “You should be more careful. I can tell that something is off about you,” I say, trying to see him flinch at my words. “You’re hiding something.” 
It’s the smallest of gestures, but I’m pretty sure I see his essence crackle. 
Kent snorts and rolls his eyes. “That’s pathetic. I thought jealousy was beneath you,” he snaps his gaze to me. “I guess I was wrong.” 
Instead of giving him the reaction I’m sure he wants, I raise my brow and drop my hands, waiting for him to keep going. He does.
“You have some fucking nerve. You sat around for years watching your shit pack treat her like garbage. You never tried to stop them. You knew how her family treated her, that her brothers were too old to pay attention, that her parents were never around. You left her alone to fend for herself.” He steps closer to me. “Your family was the only thing she had, and you tossed her away without a second thought. Thank god your parents are decent human beings and reach out to her every once in a while.” 
It’s my turn to flinch. I drop my eyes as he keeps going. 
“Of course, you don’t know about that.” He snorts. “You have everything: family, wealth, friends, people who care for you. You’re nothing but an entitled, selfish prick, who believes the damn world owes you whatever you want,” he spits. 
He steps closer. I gaze at him as he says, “She turned out amazing, even without you. She doesn’t need you. At. All.”
I fucking hate that he’s right.
But I’m not going to tell him that. 
I turn and walk away.
The bell rings, and kids start to pour out of the classrooms. 
I spin, walking backward. I stare at him. “I’m going to figure out what you’re hiding,” I say as he disappears in the mob of students. 
His words sear into my chest, leaving a brand of shame for everything I didn’t realize and can never make up for.
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“Thank fucking god, we’re out of here,” Tanner throws his beer bottle into the woods behind the school. The pack circles the bonfire, and I don’t look at Michelle. I thought the awkwardness would go away since she started dating someone else. I think she’s determined to hate me forever. 
I can’t do anything about that.
We’re here because we’re expected to be wherever Tanner wants us to be. 
And I can’t say I enjoy it very much anymore. I’m not sure how much any of us does.
Claudia runs to the other side of the fire, and my eyes finally fall on Michelle. They’re there, huddled, speaking with each other in hushed voices, which seems stupid because we can hear everything. 
Michelle turns an angry gaze at me and then flicks it to Tanner, although she has much less animosity for him even after he’d broken up with Claudia.
I don’t think he wanted to, but he says he wanted to look for “fresh meat” when he got to college. I don’t have to tell him how gross it is to say that.
“Alright, it’s time to run,” he says, stripping down in front of everyone. Modesty has never been his strong point. Most of the other females hide behind trucks or trees, but Michelle and Claudia stay right in our line of view. 
Maybe hoping to show us what we’re missing. 
Even though Tanner tries to hide it and does a pretty good job, he watches them with a sick desire. A too-sweet scent of rotting food emits from his direction. I’ve never caught that from him, but I walk away, not wanting to smell it. 
“Where are you going?” he asks. 
“I’ve got a few things to work out. I’ll run, but I’m going alone,” I say. 
Everyone’s energy cracks and pops around me, fissuring the air. 
It used to be energizing. 
Lately, it’s grating. 
“Alright, make sure you check in later,” he says, not waiting for me to reply. The air twists and tenses as he shifts, and when I look back, I see a large gray dog with blue eyes blink up at me. He wags his tail and comes over, knocking into me. I kneel and place my forehead on his. After a blink, he chuffs and yaps, bouncing and running away, leading the rest of the pack into the night. 
I take my clothes off and tap into the magic floating inside me. I brush past the hole that’s always waiting, nagging, reminding me—as if I would forget—that I’m the one who dug it.
I pull and push the magic out. My joints pop, bend, and mold to the shape of my canine. 
Once I shake myself out into full dog form and my fur uncurls from itself, I head over to Rose’s.
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“It’s too bad your parents wouldn’t let you come with me to Europe,” Kent says, putting an arm around me. 
I laugh as we look up at the stars. 
We’re on the back patio and have all the lights turned off. 
He cups my jaw, running his thumb along my cheek, and kisses me. I hum as our mouths open. His tongue massages mine with a gentleness I’ve known only from him. I shift and move closer to him, resting most of my body on his, and his hand roams down the small of my back and grabs my ass. 
I smile over his lips, and he breaks from the kiss, shivering. He groans, looking through the window and seeing the hoard of my parent’s business colleagues moving around, laughing, and talking. 
I know what he’s thinking. “If we try to go to my room, people will stop us, want to talk. My parents will notice. They’ll pretend to be interested, and we’ll never get to do all the things we want to do,” I say, closing my eyes as his hand rubs the base of my neck. 
I moan and drop my head to his chest. 
“I think they understand we aren’t going to see each other for a while. They’d totally approve.” He smiles. 
I laugh. “Yeah. Sure. Just like letting their only daughter go overseas with her boyfriend and his male friends is something that was going to be high on their list.” I place my head over his heart and listen to the beat, thinking about Philip. 
When we learned what a pulse was, we used to check each other’s out. 
His heartbeat was always faster.
Philip’s been around more. Although our conversations were strictly committee-related, my mind has been landing on him lately.
“You’re eighteen. You don’t have to listen to their rules.” 
I give him a soft smile. “True, but it’s good for you to go with your friends. I’ll get to Europe soon.” 
“I’ll take you next time.” 
We lay there for a little while longer, and I don’t tell him I’d want to go on my own and experience it my way. That seems like it would dampen the moment, but it is a goal of mine. 
He squeezes me closer to him. I enjoy the good ache of being hugged tightly. And yet… my thoughts still go to Philip. I bite my lip, uncomfortable with how freely my mind wanders to him. 
Kent shifts, catching my attention again. He tips my chin so his gaze meets mine. His maple eyes sparkle in the full moonlight. “No matter what happens after this, I want you to remember that I love you,” he says as several emotions flicker over his face. I go to ask him what he means, but his lips meet mine, stubbing out the question.  
After a few more seconds, he shifts and blows out a long breath. “Alright, I have to go. My flight is in like four hours, and I know my parents want to see me for breakfast.” 
“Bye,” I say as he leans over and kisses me.
“See you in three months,” he calls, walking off the patio, and then I’m alone with the crickets and quiet. 
I close my eyes and sigh, soaking in the peace. 
I’m looking forward to spending time alone and learning more about myself.
The magic in my stomach churns. My eyes snap open, and I whip my attention to Philip in dog form. He sits in the shadows, watching me. His espresso-colored eyes blink, and he walks over. 
One part of me wants to be annoyed, but the other part of me—one I didn’t know was tangled—unknots itself. He doesn’t rub against me. He doesn’t snuff or sneeze or make other noises. Instead, he pads over and lays at the end of the lounge chair, positioning himself next to my feet. 
I don’t say anything but lay back and continue to look at the stars, letting the trium perfectum breathe for the first time in too long. 
My eyes prick with tears because I didn’t realize just how much I missed this. 
Missed him.
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“What do you think?” Mollie holds her rolled-up towel, her mahogany skin gleaming in the sunlight. She pushes her sunglasses up through her kinky hair as Jesse points to an empty spot in the sand. Jesse hoists the bag on her shoulder, her rusty hair pulled into a loose braid. She turns to me with a toothy grin, and her dark eyes sparkle, letting me know she’s ready to burn some energy. I laugh and look around. 
The beach isn’t too busy, but there are enough people we’ll have to maneuver around to get to the empty space. We tromp over to a spot that’s away from people but not too much. 
I look around and see a snack bar before looking at my watch. It’ll open soon, giving us time to jump into the water and work up an appetite. I smile, thinking how horrified my parents would be to find out I was eating ‘street’ food. Then my thoughts drop to my grandmother, and a bigger smile curls over my lips. 
I’ll be getting my trust fund in a few weeks, and I’ve already found an apartment to live in. I’m excited, and while it’s normal to live in a dorm freshman year, I just don’t think I’d do well with the noise. I’m too used to the quiet.
I’m looking forward to parties, classes, and other things on campus, but I also need a place to unwind and make mine. 
It’s something I’ve never had.
A place where I belong. 
A snag in my chest catches my breath, and I check over my shoulder to see Philip and some of the pack getting out of his truck. Thankfully, they aren’t with Tanner. But that doesn’t mean he’s not coming. 
Philip’s smile brightens his face, and he seems more relaxed than I’ve seen him since the fifth grade. The guys he’s with jump around and bang into each other, looking like they’re having fun. Philip brushes his thick hair out of his eyes and stops. 
His eyes connect with mine, and he smiles. 
I bite my lip as he waves to me, and my eyes skim over the rest of his group. None of them seemed to be agitated or care that Philip acknowledged me. I wave and look away quickly, not wanting to give any attention to the flutter of my heart. 
Jesse tugs my hand, and I smile at her. “Are we going in the water?” 
I drop my bag and pull out the sunscreen, tossing it to Mollie first. “Sure,” I say, letting my power unwind from its tightly wound spiral. It feels like the best morning stretch I’ve had in a long time. I squint my eyes and blot my lips together, not looking at Philip and his friends as they start to set up a volleyball net. 
And not caring as much that I want to. 
We head out to the water and hang out there. The water is warm, and I’m happy for hotter weather. While it bothers most people, I run colder than everyone I know, even those with magic. I’m never truly cold, and because of my ice and snow, sweltering temperatures feel like a warm cup of tea. 
We try, and fail, to do underwater cartwheels. We laugh our asses off, and it feels good to just be, even when Philip’s magic reaches for mine, even though we’re a hundred yards away. 
After a little while, we get out and start to dry off. 
“Hi.” We turn to the voice and see a guy from Philip’s pack standing there, and shock smacks across Mollie and Jesse’s faces. 
I’m positive I have a similar expression.
He smiles. His tan skin offsets his white teeth, and his blond hair is long enough to rustle in the beachy breeze. “Adam,” he says, mostly to Mollie. My eyes flick to Philip. He and the other guys aren’t even paying attention to the fact that Adam is engaging with a non-pack member. 
He points over his shoulder and turns to look at the other guys. “We’re looking for a few more people to play. Do you want to come?” 
I look at Mollie, her brow furrows in confusion. 
“We went to high school together,” Jesse says, crossing her arms. “You and your friends were assholes for twelve years—” 
“It’s okay.” Philip comes over. His damn shirt is off, and the happy trail of black hair going into his yellow trunks is far more distracting than I want it to be. “We’re branching out a little,” Philip says to Mollie. “When the alpha’s away, the pups want to run free.” 
Oh, that’s why they all look so relaxed. 
Philip gives me a charming smile and pats his friend on the back. He then guides Adam away from the three of us, leaving us dumbfounded. 
My eyes fall on Philip’s ass as he walks, and even though there are a ton of people around, the hitch in his magic tells me he knows how my body reacts to his.
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Even though we don’t play volleyball with the pack, they creep closer to us as daylight wanes. By the time the sunset kisses the horizon, I can see that Mollie wants to hang out with them as they build a bonfire.
“Okay, let’s go,” I say, standing and brushing the sand off my sundress. 
“What?” Mollie looks up at me, her dark cheeks flush.
“You obviously want to talk to him. Let’s go.” I pull Jesse up and hold my hand out for Mollie, too. 
“But they were so—” 
“Tanner was,” I say back. “Tanner’s not here.” 
Cold fingers of stark reality squeeze my heart, making me realize that Tanner leads the crew with an iron fist. I can sense it sinking into all of us, and even though it’s not alright, I do know that the guys Philip brought to the beach aren’t the ones who were aggressive. They always looked uncomfortable when Tanner and the more toxic members bullied everyone.
Philip looks like he’s slid into Tanner’s place. I get stuck in my thoughts, thinking about how good of an alpha Philip would be. Not that I want to forgive him, but the dynamics of a shifter situation might be more complicated than I realized. 
Mollie shakes her head. “He’s not gone for good,” she says, and her eyes flick back to Adam. 
“You won’t know if you like him until you find out.” Jesse takes Mollie’s hand, and they march over to the guys as I follow, worried because Tanner hasn’t gotten less possessive. If anything, he’s gotten worse over the years. 
These guys are so much lighter without a tyrannical ruler. Tanner may have been so possessive because Philip could easily lead the pack, especially if he wanted to.
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“Ican’t even bring you a blanket or offer you my jacket to keep you warm,” I say, walking up behind Rose as she stares into the dark water. Because of her specific snowy magic, she never gets cold. 
She tips her head in my direction, her snow and peony aroma fills my nostrils. Her slight smile quickly extinguishes when her eyes meet mine.  
Her sharp inhale lets me know that my magic reaching out to hers affects hers, and her essence burns white and blue, buzzing a little brighter when our powers meet. 
She turns, and her eyes fall on the blanket tucked under my arm. “But you brought one anyway?” 
I grin and shake it out. “To sit on, not to keep you warm,” I say. She eyes me and steps back while I snap it through the air, trying to make the four corners lay out straight. It doesn’t work, but Rose helps, straightening the other two corners. 
I sit and wave for her to join me. Her hesitation is clear, plus I can smell her concern, so I say, “I can sit off the blanket if you’d like.” 
“What are you doing?” she asks. Her heartbeat skips as she drops to her knees and sits next to me. 
“Sitting,” I say with a smile, knowing the answer is a bit too on the mark for a canine shifter, but I can’t help it. Seeing her smile plus roll her eyes is a win in my book. 
“Where’s Tanner?” she asks, shifting to her butt. She crosses her legs in front of her, and I lean back, propping myself on my elbows. I don’t acknowledge her heart rate picking up because she's attracted to me, but satisfaction curls low in my stomach at her reaction. 
“He went to Cabo with Claudia,” I say. We all knew it wouldn’t last—the break up—but I was surprised when he did things to win her back, not just demand it. I’m also surprised that they went without us. I don’t even hate to say that I’m enjoying freedom far more than I thought I would. 
But I’m glad I wasn’t around when they got back together. 
It would’ve been gross. 
She nods in the direction of the group. “They seem happy for a change.” 
I smile at her and lower all the way to my back. “Yeah. It’s nice.” 
“Too bad it couldn’t be like that more often,” she says. 
I shrug, understanding what she’s getting at—that I could be alpha if I wanted it. “There are more important things than pack life.” 
Rose releases a huff of air. Instead of saying anything, she turns to look at the waves. She lets out a long shaky breath and the salty scent of tears comes with it. 
She balls herself up and wraps her arms around her knees. She places her hand over her cheek and wipes the wetness away. 
I hate that I’m the one who caused her that pain. 
I tuck my arm behind my head and look up at the stars. There are no clouds, and I can see basically everything. The planets shine more than the stars, and I hold back everything I want—need—to say to her because it’s not the right time. 
If I want her in my life, I’ll have to build her trust. 
Questions about Kent bob to my mind’s surface, and I bite them back. Even though I know he’s hiding something, Kent has been with Rose for a long time. I can’t just charge in. I know she cares about him, and I don’t want to make things more complicated than they already are. 
Even if he’s in her life forever, I will be, too.
I turn my gaze and watch as she shakes her head and lies flat on her back beside me. She places one hand on her stomach while the other drops next to mine. Our magic crackles, still resistant but refamiliarizing itself with the other. Hers is tentative. Reserved. Mine is less so, but I’ve let it breathe since the night in the parking lot. 
My fingers brush against hers, and she surprises me by not pulling away when I thread them through hers. Instead, her fingers fold around mine, and she shudders. 
I close my eyes as our skin hums, and my hand engulfs hers. All sound drains away except her pattering heart and our breathing. I open my eyes and look at the sky. The stars are brighter if that’s even possible. 
I want to bring up how we used to look at the stars together. 
But it’s not time yet. 
I want to tell her how sorry I am that I left her alone and that my selfishness took so much away from her. 
But I don’t think she’s ready to hear me. 
I want to tell her that she belongs with me.
But that seems… Dangerous. 
We roll to face one another. Hand-in-hand, our eyes connect, but I don’t move closer. 
Even though I want to.
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The sound of waves lapping along the beach skips over my ears and settles into my consciousness. 
I twitch, wondering why the water sounds so close as I lift out of sleep.
I inhale the salty air. Its tang tugs me into another layer of morning. 
Eucalyptus and cedar mix in, cloaking me in a golden comfort I haven’t felt since I was a kid.
A heart beating double time… Philip.  
I flip my eyes open. 
His arm is around me. His body crooks around mine. I’m tucked into him like a puzzle piece fitting into another.
I jump, pulling away from the warmth. My magic struggles against me, and I stumble, trying to get free of the tangled mess I sank into last night. I look down and see my clothes are on. 
Okay, good. We did not have sex. As the fog of sleep lifts, my eyes search the sand realizing we didn’t do anything except fall asleep. 
I look Philip over, seeing him wake up. Panic balloons in my lungs as his gaze meets mine. I’m hit with a large burst of emotions and magic.
Philip stands, his hands out like he’s trying to talk me down from the ledge. “Rosie, it’s okay,” he says. 
“No. It’s not,” I say, spinning. I snatch my shoes and run up the beach. 
I hit Jesse and Mollie, waking them up. They take one look at me and take it seriously. They scramble to their feet, and we take off toward my car, leaving Philip and the pack behind.
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Ilook around my very own place and sit, happy with my new view of life, finally completely unpacked. 
Putting the boxes into a recycling bin has never been more satisfying, and although Kent was supposed to come over and help me celebrate, he canceled. 
I’m okay with that. 
While he was in Europe, something shifted. 
He’s distant, but I’m finding out I really don’t mind.
I want to say that my newfound independence has me excited about life, but even after the sleep-beach debacle, Philip has been around, and I worry it has more to do with him. 
I chew on my lip. The first time he came to me after our beach situation, he was tentative, creeping over to me like he’d done something wrong. There was something about the way he looked at me that I couldn’t deny. 
If I did see Philip in human form, a soothing pluck came into my chest. But I stayed away from him because Tanner was back, and Tanner’s pack wasn’t as carefree as the group from the beach, and that pack always surrounded Philip. And the pack still stayed away from me. 
I didn’t tell him where I moved, but I’m positive he knows where I am. I’m not ready to give him my address yet.
My phone rings, and I pick it up. “Hello?” 
“What are you doing?” Mollie asks. 
“Celebrating the fact that I got all of my boxes unpacked and everything is put away,” I say, flopping onto the couch. 
I twirl the phone cord around my finger. 
“You don’t celebrate by staying in. You celebrate by going out. Meet me at the Kappa Delta house.” 
I go to say no, but there isn’t any reason for me not to go. “Alright, I’ll meet you there.”
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Thunder rattles my chest as I walk up the front porch of an older brick house. Rain begins to fall. I look up and crinkle up my nose. I hope it doesn’t last. I walked and am not interested in walking home in the rain. 
I step through the door, and the thunder is replaced by music. 
People are crammed into every nook and cranny. 
A tug of my power behind my sternum tells me Philip is here. 
Ignoring it, I look for Mollie and Jesse. 
I search each room, spinning around before Philip’s eyes land on me. He’s with Tanner, and I’m not stepping into that nest. I finally find Mollie, who throws her arms around me, and I laugh. 
I grab a cup of water, and she leads me around the party. We settle into one corner, and a few guys come over and start chatting Mollie and Jesse up. 
After a little while, I can’t ignore the urge to go to the bathroom. 
I lean in and ask, “Do you know where the bathroom is?” 
“It’s up the stairs and to the left.” Mollie points.
I go to move when one of the guys smiles at me. “Do you want me to show you?” 
I shake my head, not interested in finding out what the glint in his eyes means. “I’m fine, thanks.” My eyes fall on Mollie’s and Jesse’s. “I’ll be back,” I say. They wave me off with smiles. 
I weave through the bodies and find the stairs, narrowly missing Philip and Tanner, even though they know I’m here. 
Philip thankfully doesn’t engage, probably to avoid  his overly possessive alpha catching wind of our late-night puppy-chill sessions. 
I take the stairs two-by-two, and am grateful to see that there’s no line. 
I knock on the door and get no response, so I turn the knob and walk in. I gasp. A man is leaning with one hand on the wall in front of him. His other hand is lost in the woman’s hair as her fingers bite into his ass with her lips wrapped around his dick. 
I slap my hands over my eyes. “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!”
I spin and walk into the door, and it closes me in with them.
“Rose?” 
Kent.
I drop my hands, turn, and stare. “Oh.” 
The word falls out of my mouth, a stone dropping into the water, rippling into nothingness. 
Kent’s face freezes in horror, and I blink. 
I can’t find any words to speak. 
This guy, who I’ve spent over three years with, has someone else’s mouth on his… 
I break my gaze and look down. 
Am I mad? 
I can’t tell. 
Am I hurt? 
I’m not sure. 
Shouldn’t I be? 
I don’t know. 
I blink, and all the party sounds hit me at once. I place a hand on the sink counter and bend over as my lungs constrict. 
Philip’s power eeks under the door.
I have to get out of here. 
“Rose,” Kent moves toward me, pulling up his pants, fumbling with the zipper as the woman stands in shock and something else written over her face. 
I backpedal. I spent years with him, and this is how it ends, breaks my heart in ways I won’t understand until I go through the grieving process. 
I fling the door open and walk right into Tanner, who growls at me and then looks over my head. A cruel laugh falls from his mouth. 
I’m not dealing with him. 
Philip steps up. 
I brush past them and head down the stairs.
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“Rose,” I shout, trying to get her attention. Mollie and Jesse meet her on the first floor and Rose gestures toward the bathroom. They look past me and I can smell their anger. Rose shakes her head and hurries out the door. I rush down the rest of the stairs and pass Mollie and Jesse as they start berating Kent, who’s coming up behind me. 
I stop on the front steps, looking for Rose. I’m not worried about losing her. I can sniff her out anywhere she goes, but it’s raining, and I don’t want her to have to walk home. 
“Rosie,” I call, seeing her storming over the lawn. I catch up to her quickly.
She stops, her shoulders tense, and her essence burns fire blue. “Stalking is illegal,” she says over her shoulder. “Even for billionaire canine assholes.” She huffs and spins to walk away. I know she doesn’t really think that way about me anymore. But, even though I’ve been going to her when I shift, we haven’t had any in-person conversations since the night at the beach. 
Rose keeps walking, and I fall in line with her. I touch her shoulder as she turns to head down the sidewalk. “You’re kidding me,” she snaps. She looks back to the house and then back to me. “Tanner isn’t coming, is he? I don’t want him near me.”
I don’t say anything for a few breaths as she stares at me. “No. He’s not coming.” 
He’s pissed because I told him what my plan was with Rose. For now, he hasn’t tried to pull rank. I think it’s a direct result of how much power Rose has and how she showed it two years ago. 
Not that he’s okay with me going outside of the pack. 
Rose doesn’t physically relax but shudders away that discomfort. 
Even though the water pours down on us, I can smell the tears getting ready to drop. 
I want to tell her that he was an ass because he always has been, that he’s hiding something, but she doesn’t need to hear that. 
I want to tell her that I’m sorry I fucked so much shit up between us. 
I want to tell her how much I missed her and how happy I am to hear her voice even though she’s heartbroken for another guy. 
Her power washes over me and takes mine with her. 
She closes her eyes as my magic crashes into hers, knocking her back a step. 
I catch her elbow to stop her from falling over.
Lightning cracks overhead, and I don’t care when more rain breaks through the clouds, pouring over us and erasing almost every sound.  
Opening her eyes, she lifts her chin to look at me. 
When our gaze connects, I wipe a strand of wet hair from her cheek. “Let me give you a ride,” I say, wanting to make up for everything I did in a few seconds but knowing that it won’t happen fast. I hope that the desperation I’m feeling doesn’t come across my voice.
“Alright,” she says.  
I take her hand and ignore her protest while we rush to my truck. 
I click a button, and the door unlocks. I try to open her door for her, but she gets there first and flings the door into my chest. I let out an ‘oof’ that she either doesn’t or pretends not to hear as she closes the door. 
I hurry to the driver’s side and slide into the seat, slamming the door closed and shaking my hair out. 
“Geez,” she grumbles. “Like I needed any other reminder that you’re a canine shifter.” 
I don’t say anything but smile at her. Even if she doesn’t look at me, I know she can see it. I jam the key into the ignition and drive off. 
“Where’s your place?” I ask as we pull away from the curb. 
“Over on Fifth,” she says, crossing her arms and leaning against the door. “On the corner of Grant.” 
“How are your classes?” I ask, turning left. 
“I’m not making small talk with you,” she mutters.
The rain slows as I pull up to the front of her place and park the car. I move faster so she can’t run away. I have the car off and stand with her door open before she is even unbuckled. 
Her eyes roll up to mine, and she scoffs. I hold my hand out for her to take. She looks at it, then at me again. 
I give her what I hope is a charming smile. 
She doesn’t take my hand, but I can hear her heart skip when she gets out of the car and walks past me. I slam the door and follow her into the lobby of her building. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asks. 
“Making sure you’re getting home okay.” 
“Philip,” she places her hand on her brow and rubs her temple. “I don’t need games tonight, okay?” I follow her down the hall. She presses the elevator button. “You have a million people who admire you. Can’t you go bother them?” 
“You don’t really think I’m bothering you,” I say. 
She gives me an annoyed look that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. 
The elevator door slides open, and I let her go in first. 
She doesn’t try to close the door on me, even though I see her eyeing the button as I walk in. She shifts from one foot to another. Water squelches in her shoes, and I don’t stop the smile from perking over my lips. 
Rose turns to look at me, but I turn to face the front of the elevator. She groans as she hits the third-floor button, and the doors close.
She drags her fingers through her hair and twists, wringing it out. 
My eyes drop to her breasts. Her nipples are hard, standing at attention under the wet fabric. I step away from her so I don’t grab and kiss her. 
She may frown on that. 
If she notices I’m looking at her breasts, she doesn’t cover them up.
The elevator doors open. We walk down the hall together, and she stops at her door.
“Alright, we’re here. I’m here, safe and sound.” She waves me off and pulls out the keys from her pocket. She unlocks her door, and I don’t make a move to leave. When she walks into the apartment, she looks back at me. “What now?” 
“I have to go to the bathroom,” I say. I don’t, but I’ve gotten this far. I’m not leaving.  
“Sure,” she says, rolling her eyes. I follow her in, closing the door behind me. I lock it as she heads down the hallway. “The bathroom is here,” she calls. I take a few steps and see where she’s pointing. She walks further down the hall and closes a door, so I can’t see her anymore. 
Reality sinks in when I realize I don’t have a plan. I’ve been showing up to her for months in dog form, but when I saw the scene in the bathroom and her pain cramped around me, my careful strategy flew out the window.
I didn’t think she’d let me get close to her, let alone get to her apartment. 
I can’t just stand here like an ass, so I head into the bathroom.
I close the door behind me and look around, not worrying about using the toilet. 
Robin’s egg-blue tiles decorate the walls, and the wooden floor is different from the carpeting in the living space. Light blue used to be her favorite color. I wonder if it still is.
“Hey,” she knocks on the door. “You need to get out of there. I want to use the bathroom. It’s my apartment.” 
“Almost done,” I say. I step to the toilet and flush because I’m in here. I don’t want her to think I’m any weirder than she already does, and I wash my hands because it seems like the right thing to do. 
I open the door, and she’s in dry clothes: short yellow shorts and a white tank top with no bra. Her wet hair is tied up on the top of her head in a bun.
Her nipples are out again. The shorts hug her curves, and her knee-high socks have green stripes at the top. 
“Philip.” I drag my eyes back up her body and meet her eyes. “Move,” she says, pushing past me. I turn to get a nice view of her ass as she shoves me out of the bathroom, tosses a towel over my head, and closes the door. 
I walk out into the living room, drying my hair. My wet socks and shirt are starting to chafe, and it doesn’t seem like she’s going to actually be kicking me out, so I take off my shoes and socks. I walk over to her kitchen sink, wring the water out, and toss them over my shoes. 
My shirt is also dripping. I take it off and wring it out, hoping that by getting most of the water out of the shirt, it won’t feel so gross when I’m standing here. 
The door opens, and she walks out of the bathroom toward me. I can already hear her pulse beating faster. I don’t rush to put my shirt back on.
“What are you doing?” she says, her eyes carving over my chest, her voice breathy. Her heart picks up a few notches more.
“I was getting rid of excess water so I don’t drip on your carpet.” I turn back to the shirt and twist it a little more. Instead of putting it back on, I lay it flat over the counter.
“Leaving would also be a good way to make sure that doesn’t happen,” she mutters, walking over to the refrigerator and pulling out a jug of water. She spins, and I get a glimpse of her ass cheek when she reaches up to grab a glass. 
There was no way she put those shorts on by accident. 
“Ah.” I clear my throat. “Can I get water, too?” I ask, stepping closer to her. The magic-heavy air clenches, filling my mind with a heady fog I’ll easily become addicted to.
Although she gives an annoyed huff, she’s far from irritated. She shoves the jug into my hands, snatching her glass up and grumbling as she walks into the living room. I watch her over my shoulder and see her flop onto the couch. She clicks her television on. 
I hurry and pour myself water, put the jug back in the refrigerator, and head into the living room. “Thanks,” I say, pointing at the glass. 
She doesn’t say anything, so I sit down and turn toward the screen. She’s slowing on the horror channels. “Hellraiser Three?” I say. “Out of all the horror movies to pick from, you’re going with that?” 
“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” she says, clicking the channel and starting the movie. “You’re not here to watch a movie.” 
I turn to her. “Oh yeah? What am I here for?”
She twists, and her tank top rides up. She drops the remote and spins to me. 
As the opening score starts, she crawls toward me. 
“Rosie,” I whisper as she straddles my legs, and settles into my lap. My hands wrap around her rib cage as she places her hands on my shoulder. 
“You’re here for solace,” she whispers. Her lips hover above mine. Her minty-green eyes sparkle with lust. I freeze smelling her desire, waiting for her to close the space between us. I look into her eyes and can still see her walls up. 
Her head tips one way, then the next, her eyes flitting over my face. It looks like she’s battling against her thoughts.
This isn’t the way I want her, and it’s probably not the way she wants me, but “I can help with that,” I say. I cup her cheek and make the decision for her. 
We can figure out the rest tomorrow.
I pull her into the kiss, gasping as her icy breath chills my lips and my tongue rolls over hers. I flip her to her back, encouraging the kiss to go deeper. She hums as my cock pushes against her core. Her fingers trace down my arms, leaving a trail of her icy power that lingers over my skin. 
She breaks the kiss. “Take your pants off.” 
“What?” I back up and blink at her. It’s one thing to figure that we’d be having sex, but I didn’t think it’d happen so fast.
“Your jeans,” she whispers. “They’re wet.” 
“Oh.” I move, unbuttoning and unzipping as quickly as my fingers can muster without fumbling. 
When they fall to my ankles, her arousal spikes and I’m hard, faster than the speed I can run. Rose stands, pressing her breasts to my chest and wrapping her arms around my neck. I bend to her. My lips crash into hers, and I lift her up. 
Her legs wrap around my waist, and my hands go to her ass. I squeeze it, and she moans, grinding her hips along my cock. “Do you want to go to your bedroom?” I manage to get out around her tongue, and she hums. I can only assume that she means yes, but she’ll say something if she doesn’t want it.
I walk down the hall, trying and failing a few times not to fall into the wall. 
Rose finally pulls away, and tries to get down. “Let me walk,” she says, wiggling to move. The friction sends a series of electric throbs to the base of my dick, and my knees begin to buckle.
“Ah,” I gasp. “That is not the way to make me want to let you go,” I say. She pauses, confusion riddling her eyes for a few seconds, and then she gets it.
“Okay,” she says, “I’ll stop, but it would be easier if you put me down.” 
I shake my head. “No way. Not now that I have you.” 
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Philip carries me into the bedroom and lays me on the bed. He slides my shirt off, then my shorts. The look on his face sweeps my breath away, and, for a second, I almost remind him (and myself) that this is a one and done situation. But as I open my mouth, he drops to his knees and buries his face between my legs. 
I cry out, arching my back and tossing my chin to the sky as he finds my clit and expertly swirls his tongue around the silky smooth, and now saturated, skin, targeting the centermost point with the tip of his tongue. 
Waves of pleasure ripple over me, and back again as it twists at my core. I slap my hands onto the bed and scream his name. His hands walk to my breasts. 
His fingers clamp onto my nipples, and I gyrate under his mouth. The sharp zing of a climax twists low in my belly and when he hits the spot once, twice, three times, a charge of pleasure fireworks through me and I spasm under his tongue. 
My eyes roll into the back of my head, and my power unleashes with my orgasm, skating down, riding over Philip, who snaps his head back and gasps. His power welcomes mine back, a reunion that drags me under the tow of pleasure. The trium perfectum link pulses, breathing life for the first time in what feels like eternity. 
Philip stands. Iridescent bands of light dance over his espresso eyes, and his grin pops a dimple out. The look he gives me snags my heart, and I’m pushing myself up on my elbows when he drops his briefs. 
He’s fucking beautiful.
“Shit,” I whisper. 
This didn’t seem like such a bad idea at the time. 
I needed a ride home. 
A distraction from the stress and strain of college work. 
A clean break from Kent.
Now, as I take in Philip and the man he’s become, I hope I won’t do anything stupid after we’re done. 
“Do you have condoms?” He asks, crawling over my body. I nod and flip over, scooting to the side table. As I open the drawer and fumble around with the box, he kisses my hip, my ribs, the side of my breast, my shoulder, my neck. 
His thick cock rubs against the back of me, and I stop as his lips graze over my collar bone. 
I drop to the bed as his fingers play with my nipples. “If you do that, I won’t be able to grab a condom,” I purr as my nipple pearls between his fingers, and I jerk as he twists it to the right spot. “Philip,” I whisper and fall to my back as he nestles between my legs. 
His kiss draws me into a new layer of pleasure, and I wrap my legs around him. His tongue laps longingly over mine as he pushes his hips, his dick, in between my wet thighs and I moan as the head of his cock rubs over my clit, still sensitive from the first orgasm. 
“I’m so sorry,” he whispers. 
“What?” I breathe, through heavy breaths. 
“I’m so sorry for everything,” he opens his eyes. The espresso color of his eyes deepens into warmth that prickles in my chest, waking something up that hasn’t been awake for years. Possibly ever. 
He cups my cheek and kisses me with tenderness. “I know I was—”
I put my fingers onto his lips. “Don’t.” 
His black brow knits together. He pulls away from my fingers. “Don’t what?” he says. 
“Don’t say whatever it is that you were going to say.” I scoot out from under him, and scramble off the bed. “That’s not what this ” —I point between us— “is supposed to be.” 
“Rosie?” He sits up in all his flipping gorgeous glory. 
“N-no,” I say, damning my quivering voice. “No,” I say more firmly. “You don’t get to call me that. This was supposed to—” My words won’t come out as he moves toward me. He wraps his arms around me even as I turn away from him. 
I don’t want to open myself up to him. 
I step away. “I’m not in the same space you are,” I say, there’s no way either of us might have real feelings for each other. 
It’s ridiculous. 
I haven’t spoken to him since we were kids. And he sat back, watching while Tanner and the pack tormented me for years.
“Okay,” he says, placing a hand on my shoulder. I don’t pull away even though a voice in my head tells me, too. I don’t pull away even as he slides his arm across my chest and tugs me closer, my back to his front. 
Our magic hums over the air. It skips and caresses my spine, blanketing my shoulders in a warmth that I’ve never experienced with another person. “Dammit,” I whisper and try to make myself step away from him. I don’t know why I’m a glutton for punishment. I place my fingertips on my brow and shake myself out of the cozy comfort, finally breaking away from him. I walk to my dresser. I open it up and pull out an oversized shirt. 
“What the fuck is that?” he growls. 
“It’s a T-shirt.” I pull it over my head and let the material drop to my thighs. 
“That’s what you’re doing to protect yourself from me?” he says, crossing his arms over his chest. 
“Yes,” I say, blinking at him. “You won’t come near me if I smell like another guy.” 
That wasn’t necessarily true. Once he knew I was with Kent, he showed up every place we were. For almost the first six months I saw Philip around, even when I was alone. 
But I’m not going to touch that right now. 
Right now, I need to believe I’m not a sucker for stupid men. 
Thankfully, I can’t smell Kent on the shirt because I don’t want the reminder, but if Philip starts to be sweet, I’ll crack. So, until I can figure out how to not fall for him, I’ll use any method. 
“You don’t get to make me feel things for you,” I say, sliding under my covers and turning away from him.
Philip doesn’t move. 
So, I turn off the light. 
And I don’t say anything as he crawls into bed with me. 
Even though I’m wearing another guy’s shirt.
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My eyes open as I hear Rose stir. I turn my head as she rolls over and looks at me. “What are you still doing here?” she asks. 
I scoot to her, testing how close she’ll let me. I leave about an inch between us and prop myself up, head to hand. “I told you, now that I’m here again, I’m not leaving.” 
The fact that she didn’t kick me out is huge. 
Even if she’s in some other guy’s shirt. 
“Is that right?” she says, running her fingers through her silky hair, releasing her snow and peony scent. I lean forward, letting my breath caress her lips as our eyes connect. I don’t kiss her, but she doesn’t pull back. 
“Yeah,” I say. 
“What about your ‘friends?’” she says. 
She doesn’t give me time to answer because her phone rings, and she reaches for it. When she does, her shirt lifts, and a nice piece of her ass peeks out. 
I don’t grab it. 
I’m proud of that. 
“Hello?” she says. 
The whiny snivel of Kent’s voice rides over the air. He says that he wants to meet her. He’ll come here. Please, can they talk? 
I know what he’s going through and how much I hated it. I wipe my brow off, knowing now we’re both assholes that hurt her.
“No,” she says and hangs up. 
Her phone rings again, and she groans. Her hands come to her eyes, and she rolls into me, burying her face into my chest. 
“Want me to answer it?” 
“Sure,” she mutters. 
I reach over her and pick up the phone. “Hello?” 
“Who the hell is this?” he snaps.
“Who the hell do you think it is?” I snarl back. 
“Why the fuck are you at her place?” his voice cracks. 
“Why do you think?” 
“There is no way she’d run to you,” he says. “No. Way.” 
“Believe what you want. But I am here and—” 
He hangs up. 
I put the phone on its cradle. When I look down, she’s lying under me. Her hand is remarkably close to my dick. I don’t do a very good job of not getting excited by it. I clear my throat and place a hand on her back. 
“Why are you here?” she asks with less irritation. 
“You know why.”
Her phone rings again, and she looks at it. 
“Don’t answer that,” I say. It’s probably wrong to say because I can’t tell her what to do, but she surprises me by listening. 
The phone stops. 
Then, it starts again. 
Her eyes meet mine.
Our magic plays with each other, happy to be reunited and free of tethers. She stares and shivers as it rides over her body, then ripples over my skin, causing goosebumps on my shoulders.
The ringing stops. 
She blinks. 
I blink. 
The phone rings again. 
And again. 
And again. 
I don’t break her eye contact, but I reach over and pick up the phone. Kent says, “Rose?” I press the switch with my thumb. Instead of placing it back on the receiver, I put it on the table, and nothing but the dial tone glides over the airwaves.
Then I scoop her closer to me. “I think you’ll have to let me wear that shirt for a while,” I say. “I need to get the asshole smell out.” I cup her jaw and trace it. Her minty eyes bounce over my face. 
“I was a dumbass,” I say. My hand drops to her thigh. Her skin is smooth, the line of her curvy. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you. No matter how you’ll have me.” 
Banging on the door fills the space. “Rose, open up! I need to talk to you!” 
She looks in the direction of the door. Then back to me. 
“Rose!” 
She gets out of bed. 
I follow her. 
She turns and looks at me. Her body reacts to seeing me naked, and I start to grow hard.
Not the time, I remind myself. 
“At least put underwear on if you’re coming.” She smiles for the first time. 
I snatch my briefs and follow her down the hall, stepping one leg in as she opens the door and then the next, making sure that he sees me naked. 
Kent charges in, ready to say something to her. But his eyes case the room, landing on my shirt on the counter and pants on the floor. I know what it looks like, and I’m okay with letting him believe it. 
His head whips to me. “What do you think you’re doing here?” he growls, racing past Rose and lunging. 
“Kent,” she says, pulling him back. “You aren’t invited. You made your choice on how to end our relationship.” 
His brown eyes shoot hatred at me. I sit on the back of the couch, crossing my arms and a leg over the other. I don’t bother to say anything, but I don’t break the stare. 
“I can’t believe you’re so angry with me that you went off with him.” He thrusts his hand out to me, almost hitting Rose in the face. 
“Hey,” I growl. Rage flashes through his eyes, and I almost feel bad for him until he thunders toward me. I stand straight. My fingers bunch into a fist. 
“Alright.” Rose steps between us just as he’s almost up on me. 
He looks down at her. “Rose. Please. There are things… I-I just need to talk to you without him around.” He snaps his eyes to me, then drops to hers, stepping back and letting the air breathe between us. “I need to explain…” He rubs his eyes, and the panic of what he’s experiencing sticks along my skin.
Kent’s eyes fall to her shirt. “You’re wearing my shirt.” A flicker of hope pops into his eyes. A slow understanding of what he’s thinking grows over his face. 
He thinks she’s pining, and I’m only here because she knows it’ll hurt him. 
That he still has a chance with her.
I don’t mind proving him wrong.
I push him out of the way and grab Rose by the arm. I pull her to me and kiss her, eliminating any ideas he may have. 
I expect her to fight it. 
She doesn’t. 
She makes a surprised noise. My hands come to her waist as she wraps hers around my neck, her fingers lock together. She opens her mouth to mine, and our tongues touch, igniting our power. A moan slips from her throat, mixing with my growl. 
My dick swells, and I push it against her stomach as her fingers roam up my neck, tangling in my hair. 
Our lips glide over each other as I lap up her sweet, snowy and peony scent. I revel in her hunger, her desire, her skin against mine. Our magic laces together, sending another chilled wave of power and she rises on tiptoe. 
I bunch up the shirt in my fingers, extinguishing any space between us.
Then she breaks free from my kiss, shivering. 
I place my forehead on hers, staring into her eyes. Her fingers run through my chest hair. This kiss was different. I didn’t mean for it to be, but she let me in when her guard was down. I cup her cheek and kiss her softer this time. 
Kent’s blustering snags her attention. 
I hold her close, placing my chin on her head, she’s finally mine again. 
I turn my eyes to Kent. “She wanted to get your scent off the t-shirt,” I say. His brows knit together, and his breath hitches.
His eyes are riddled with emotions, and then he looks at Rose. He struggles, then lets his anger take top billing. “I want my shirt back,” he snaps. 
Rose looks into my eyes with a spark of anger. She peels away, and even though the need to have her back in my arms aches, shock slaps it right out of me. 
She slides the shirt off, leaving her naked except for her knee socks. Rose chucks the material at Kent. “Leave,” she says, spinning and walking down the hallway. “Philip,” she calls. “Come on.” 
I blink at Kent, whose fury swells and rolls toward me, but I smile and stalk over to him, using every bit of my height. His fingers curl into fists. His pupils dilate. 
I shake my head. “You don’t want to fight me,” I say. I’d demolish him. “You heard her: Leave.” I say, letting my power thrum and push into his. 
Defiance rises over his face, and he looks like he’s about to step forward. Then stops. His gaze flicks to the bedroom as if waiting for her to come back. She doesn’t. 
A grim look settles over his eyes. 
He looks at the shirt, tosses it to the ground, and walks out the door, slamming it on the way out. I walk over and make sure to lock him out.
“Philip!” she calls. “I’m not waiting for you.”
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Istare at myself in the mirror and hear a door slam. 
I turn my head when I hear the lock, and then, I’m in his arms. 
We’re kissing, and he walks me toward the bed. His fingers dig into my hips. He lays me on the bed and drops his briefs. 
I prop myself up on my elbows to look at him. “I don’t know what this means,” I say before he moves any closer. 
“I’m okay with that,” he says, eyeing my knee highs. 
“I’ll take them off.” I move to pull them off. He grabs my wrist. 
“No. I like them,” he says, and he crawls over top of me, positioning himself between my thighs and pressing his cock along my core. I moan with the sensation. “I have a lot to make up for.” 
“Condom.” I manage to get out. 
“Condom,” he whispers, grabbing one and dropping it to the bed next to us. I turn my head and brush my hair from my shoulder. 
I open my legs for him as he kneels in front of me, pressing my knees open a little more. He stares at my clit, my wet lips, my entrance. He looks at me like I’m something precious, like he desires me most, but he’s afraid to touch me. My lungs tighten. No one has ever looked at me like this. 
His finger trails down my inner thigh, inviting goose bumps to rise in its wake. It grazes my clit, and I hum, tipping my chin back, not breaking eye contact as he moves down my slick, swollen lips and slides a finger into me. 
His eyes widen as if he’s in shock that it is. 
The look on his face captivates my attention as he falls forward, propping himself up with his free hand and staring into my eyes as his finger works inside me. I grind against his palm, moving to a rhythm, chasing the pleasure. 
He slides a second finger into me, and my head snaps back, moaning while he finds the right beat. “You look so sexy right now,” he says, kissing my jaw as he brings me closer to coming. 
He curls a finger.
Pleasure rocks over me in waves, cresting and crashing with each push of his finger. My eyes flip open as he hits the right spot and sends me to climax. 
Magic billows around us, expanding and bursting, as my walls spasm and clench his fingers. I’m rocked into another layer of pleasure as our powers crash together. “Holy shit,” he whispers.
Ribbons of iridescent light dance over his espresso eyes. 
He pumps his fingers even as my orgasm fades. 
His lips find mine, and he repositions himself between my legs. I open my mouth to him, and our tongues skate over each other. My hands roam over his back, and my hips rock forward, encouraging him. 
He pulls back for a heartbeat. “Are you sure?” 
I study him and understand I’m letting him back in.
It’s layered with complications. With years of baggage. 
And, also, the all-too-recently severed break with my long-term boyfriend. 
My heart wrenches. 
I’ve survived without him this long. 
I wouldn’t need to dive deep into it at first. 
But I already am. 
“You’d better not hurt me again,” I say, knowing that even if he does, I’ll be alright. 
But I believe him when he says, “I won’t.”
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Icrumble up the condom wrapper and toss it to the side. 
I’ll have to send Kent a fruit basket. 
It’s not the first thought I should have as I’m lowering into Rose. Her walls are wet and ready for me, tight around my dick. But I’d give anything I have if he asked for it because I get to be with her. 
Her eyes close, and the realization that I’m giving her pleasure hardens my dick even more. 
I thrust all the way in. 
She cries out, digging her fingers into my back. 
I pull my hips back, resituating myself, and she quivers under me. 
Her eyes flutter open, and I’m lost in the sea of minty green. Her blonde hair fans out under her, and I want to remember every moment. The way her legs wrap around my hips. The way her breath chills my face. The way her hand is splayed across my back. 
I can’t love her already. 
But I do. 
I always have. 
Even when it killed me to watch the pack harass her and I did nothing. 
Even when she told me to fuck off every time I tried to talk to her. 
Even when I gave her the crayon and knew she was my trium perfectum match. 
I can’t say it to her. 
We’re not at that point. 
But I can show her. 
I pump, push, and thrust into her. 
Her power activates, and a chill runs through her. Mine bursts alive. It swirls and throbs, swelling and clenching the air.
My muscles squeeze together, encouraging me to go faster.
“Fuck, Rose,” I growl as the sensation twists around my dick. 
My thrusting, pulling, pumping buries the friction, wrenching a sharp zing at the base of my spine.
“Oh my god, Philip.” Her hips move, and her body tightens around me. 
The second our power connects and touches our skin, I jerk, and she screams with the climax. Her walls spasm, lighting the fuse at the base of my shaft and rocketing through my dick. 
I call out her name and release a long growl as I spill into the condom, and electrifying pleasure fireworks through me. 
She collapses while I finish pumping, and my lips drop to her neck. I kiss her collarbone, her jaw, and behind her ear. 
She opens her eyes, and her icy power bounces through them in light blue stripes. My power hugs hers, finally relaxed after I broke the bond so many years ago. “I was a fucking moron,” I say, falling on top of Rose as she places her hand along my cheek, and I pull out of her. 
“I won’t disagree with you,” she says.
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“I-it’s been so long since I was alone,” I say, taking Philip’s fingers in mine, his espresso eyes sweep the ground. We’re sitting on my couch, and I’m trying to make sense of what I’m feeling. “I love you, and I don’t want to leave.” I touch his face, making him look at me. “But it’s something I need to do.” 
It sucks. 
I’d practiced this speech a million times and still couldn’t get through it—even in my head. Now, I’ve run out of time. “I’m leaving for Italy in three weeks.” I hang my head, releasing a sob. “I’ll be gone for a year, and breaking it off is the right thing to do.” I hate that it’s logical, but I know it’s the right call. It’s important for both of us to take some time and figure out who we are without each other because we’ll be with each other for the rest of our lives. 
Even if I know we’ll find our way back to each other, it hurts like hell. 
Philip touches my cheek and I look at him. 
“This isn’t the end of our story, Rosie,” he says. 
“I hate that you’re being so sweet even now.” I wipe the tears from my cheeks. 
He pulls a small box out of his pocket. It’s light blue with a silver bow. “So, not an anniversary present now, but a going away present.” 
I pull him to me and kiss him, not bothering to open the box up. We ravage each other on the cushions, and when we are done, we curl up naked, our magic thrums with a lazy buzz, and Philip’s legs hang over the armrest of the couch. 
I pick the box up. Sliding the ribbon off, I look at it. “You can leave this on your penis to remember me by.” I laugh. 
“A ribbon on my dick is not going to be inconvenient at all.” He chuckles. “But I don’t need anything to remind me of you. You have all of me already.” 
“Dammit, there you go being all sweet again.”
He shrugs and smiles. “I hafta make it harder for you to look at other guys when you’re overseas.” 
I know it’s a joke. But I can’t deny that I won’t be with anyone else, even if I’m fully committed to being alone for the nine months I’m gone. 
I can’t tell him there’ll never be anyone else for me. 
Not when I’m breaking up with him. 
Although sex and presents aren’t usually synonymous with breakups… Well, maybe sex is. I’ve only dated two guys, and everything else I know about breakups comes from movies, television, and books. 
I bite my lip and open the box. 
It’s a ring. 
“Not an engagement,” he says. “It’s for when you come back and we’re settled.” He takes the ring out of the box. Three stones are set in a hammered gold band, making the trium perfectum symbol. 
Even After Everything is etched on the inside of the band. He doesn’t have to explain because even after everything that happened, we still ended up together.
“I know we have a lot of life to live, but one day, I want to connect the link.” The setting is simple. The stones almost lay flat against my skin instead of sticking up like most rings with gem settings. 
He doesn’t bother saying ‘even if we’re with someone else,’ because that’s not in our stars either. His quiet confidence has me fall more deeply in love with him, as if that’s possible. He takes the box and places it back on the coffee table. 
“Yes,” I say, letting my eyes connect with his. “I want that too.” 
He smiles, takes my right hand, and slides the garnet, amethyst, and amber ring onto my ring finger. “Even if we’re broken up, I’m still going to come and see you in Italy,” he whispers, kissing my forehead. 
Tears well in my eyes. They leak down my cheeks and into his chest hair. 
We spend as much time as possible in the next two weeks, only severing our ties so I can pack and prepare for two semesters abroad. I go to the airport by myself. 
And as my flight lifts off, my gaze never leaves the ring.
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“I’ve given you a lot more leniency than anyone else, Philip,” Tanner says, taking a shot at the solid pool ball. “I think you should reconsider, at least try to be with someone else while she’s gone. Preferably pack.” He looks at me, and a glint of his canine flashes through. 
It’s quick enough for anyone who sees it to think it’s an illusion of the light, but pushing the boundaries of magic in a nonmagic world is still a little reckless.
I cross my arms, not letting him intimidate me. “I didn’t ask for your advice. You have plenty of other members who do exactly what you want.” The crack of the ball-on-ball splits through the rest of the noise in the bar.
“Yeah, and by you not following the rules”—he sinks his shot—“you’re threatening the balance of everything.” 
“Or, maybe I should inspire you to loosen the rules more. Let people date outside the pack. Let them make choices about their lives.” 
“And see.” He shakes his head. “That’s why the trium perfectum crap is crap. It’s created some kind of defect in your brain.” He stands straight, placing the pool cue on the ground. “The nonsense that it makes someone stronger is just a legend. You’re making the pack weaker by having it.” 
He walks around the pool table. 
“I can leave,” I say as he takes another shot, missing the pocket he’s aiming for. 
His eyes burn red as he stands back up. “You better be joking or trying to make me lose the game,” he says. 
“I’m not,” I say. “I’ve never been all about the pack. I’ve always wanted to branch out.” 
“Yeah—because the trium perfectum is poisonous. It’s not because you’re an individual. It’s not because you don’t love the pack. She fucked everything up. It’s her fault, and you’re just her whipping boy. Isn’t that why she’s in Italy right now? She’s probably fucking every guy in sight,” he spits. “And you’re just sitting here, taking it, because you believe in some magical horse shit that turns you against your pack. You should’ve never got your dick wet with her. It’s disgusting. She’s disgusting.” 
I release a long breath and walk over to the pool table, eyeing three of my striped balls in the perfect position to get ahead in the game. I lean over the table, shore up the cue, and strike. 
The eight ball rolls into the pocket with a slow precision. 
“Game over,” I say. Tanner’s eyes widen, and he looks at me. Mouth agape, fury boiling. I toss the pool stick onto the table and say, “I’m done.” 
I walk out of the bar without another word.
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Walking off the plane and stepping back into Connecticut brings an onslaught of emotions. Even though Philip and I wrote to each other, and he did visit me, we stayed on friendly turf. I hadn’t gotten a letter from him for three weeks. But mail travels slow, and we were just figuring out how email works. 
We did a few international calls, but we stayed on the phone longer than intended, and even though Philip’s family paid for them, the fees were higher than I was comfortable with. Plus, the time difference made it difficult on top of all the other things we were doing. 
While I want to say that I’m confident he didn’t find someone else, fear planted itself into my chest and took root that he had. 
The thought of not being with him was more upsetting than I care to think about until I see him. I wouldn’t have changed the opportunity for the world. I got to see a different kind of life, learn about cultures, make friends, taste incredible food, and travel. I did what I wanted when I wanted to do it.
My eyes drop to the ring he gave me. 
I’m ready to connect our power and build a future with him. 
If he still wants me. 
I didn’t tell him the time or date of my flight. I was hoping to surprise him. 
Now, I wish he was here. 
I make my way through the crowd to pick up my luggage. As suitcases and bags lazily roll past me, I grab one case, then another, and wait for the third. I’m not embarrassed that I now have an extra suitcase. I found a ton of amazing things in Italy, and I’m happy to bring them back with me. 
I get a cart and push my luggage out the door. 
An older couple looks at me with a sweet smile, and I smile back, walking to a pay phone and digging into my bag for a quarter to call a cab. I snag and tuck the change into my pocket. 
“Rose Everhart, as I live and breathe…” 
A sharp pang of fear shoots down my spine, sweeping my breath away. 
I lift my head to see a long, black car in front of me and Tanner’s red eyes glaring at me. My heart stops. “What did you do to Philip?” The words trip and fumble over my lips as his magic prickles over mine, trying to find a chink or weakness. 
He gets out of the car. “Nothing. He’s safe and sound. He’s at my house right now, waiting for you.” He goes to take my arm, and I step away. “You’re not touching me,” I hiss, knowing that if I make a scene, he might have other plans for Philip that are less safe and sound. 
“Fine. Get in the car,” he says, looking at the driver. “Put her luggage in the trunk.” He holds the door open for me, and a slick sense of satisfaction wipes over his face. 
I slide into the seat, scooting as far into the corner as I can. 
He sits across from me. The door closes as we wait for the driver to put the luggage in the trunk. The air around us twists and gnarls while we stare at one another. My fingers bunch into a fist. My nails dig into the meat of my palm only to stop from lunging at him. 
I know he can smell my rage, fear, and the blood seeping as my nails puncture my skin. I know he can see my essence. I know that he thinks he’s going to win. 
I also know he won’t. 
[image: image-placeholder]
We pull up to the Ashebourne Manor. 
Like many privileged, white elites, the large brick home is intimidating and cold. Very much like the house I grew up in. I chew on my lip, trying to figure out what’s happening. 
Am I being kidnapped?
Is he going to try to kill me? 
Is he going to do something worse? 
Is he going to do something worse to Philip? 
“Get out of the car,” he clips. I don’t want my back to him. I can hurt him with physical force or magic, but I don’t understand the game yet. And I don’t want anything to happen to Philip. 
I touch the ring for comfort. 
“You first,” I say. 
Tanner laughs. “You’re such a little bitch. You can’t even take direction when it’s good for you.” He moves faster than I can see him and grabs my bicep. “Move,” he says through gritted teeth. He doesn’t squeeze or hurt me, but the threat is there. 
I move, crawling through the limo and out the door. The July night is chilled, but cooler temperatures never bother me. 
“I’m being perfectly polite,” he says. The driver hands him something and spins. He starts taking my luggage out of the car. Tanner turns to me and hands me a single rose. I don’t take it. He snatches my wrist, shoves the stem into my hand, and closes my fist around it. I hiss as thorns cut into my skin, adding fresh blood to the dried crescents in my palm.  
“I picked you up in a limo,” he says, taking my arm and pulling me up the stairs. “I got you a flower. I brought your luggage. I’m giving you a welcome party. I invited special guests.” I can't ask who they are, but I have a feeling I'm not going to like these ‘guests.’ I can only hope, though, everyone else I care about is safe. 
“I’m doing all sorts of nice things.” He pushes me through the front door, and I stumble, falling to my knees. “And yet, you’re an asshole.”
Humans and canines form a semi-circle around me. 
I look them over, meeting their eyes one at a time. 
Some of them appear to be bloodthirsty. Michelle and Claudia look like they’re ready to rip my throat out. Some of the others look uncomfortable with what is happening. I close my eyes and breathe, letting my cool magic bring down my emotions. If I can help it, I won’t let them sense anything because that’s exactly what Tanner wants—he wants my fear. 
He pulls me to my feet. “Take her to the basement.” He shoves me toward a shifter who’s not as tall as Tanner or Philip, but solid. His hazel eyes squint with disdain, and he releases a low growl. Another guy comes up to me, and they each take a side. 
My power wants to lash out at them. 
Fight.
Ice.
Bite.
I don’t want to go willingly. 
But I don’t know what’s going on. 
I don’t know if I’m the bait for Philip or if they have him holed up somewhere. 
In the only act of defiance I can think of that won’t get me killed on the spot, I step on the rose, smashing the petals as two guys haul me away.
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My magic kicks up, thawing the chilled anxiety and bumping it to boiling. 
Philip is behind the door. 
Although the guys on either side of me are strong, they know I’m stronger. 
I check out the one guy on my right to see if I can find any leverage. 
The other guy on my left is shorter but seems more like a leader-type. My mind wracks through what I can do when we stop at the door. But I won’t do anything until I see Philip.  
The guy on my left rattles the keys.
I hold my breath, waiting for him to open the door. 
He doesn’t.
I check him out peripherally.
My heartbeat kicks up, and I can no longer calm it with my power. 
They can hear every pump of blood through my veins. 
I just need to see Philip. 
I stare at the door. 
I have to make sure he’s okay before I jump into action. 
I swallow. 
My eyes flick to the keys, and I want to grab them. If I go after the leader, the other guy will pounce. They’re both built for fighting.
I can use my power. But even though Tanner’s always been an ass, I never underestimate what he’s capable of.
Key guy rattles his keys again, and the other guy groans. 
“Lance. Will you come on?” he says. “Everything doesn’t have to be a—” 
Lance reaches over me and pokes the guy in the middle of his brow. 
“Sit, Ubu. Sit,” Lance says, and the guy to my right spins. He walks into the corner. “Good boy.”
I turn to Lance and take a few steps back. 
He holds his hands up. “They’re coming,” he says in a hushed tone. He turns to the door and jams the key into the lock.  
“Who?” I hiss back. 
He nods to the ceiling. “Pack works for them. Tanner's giving you to them as a ‘gift.’” He shoves something into my hand. “Use your blood,” he says, flinging the door open and pushing me through. The door slams. 
Philip’s magic reaches for mine.
I look over my shoulder and see him trying to sit up. 
I drop to my knees and scurry over. He leans against the wall, and my fingers shake as I try to touch some part of his face that isn’t bruised. 
“Hi,” he manages to cough out, taking my hand. He groans and props his body against the corner. 
“What happened?” I place my hands on his chest and open up the flap of his collar. 
He’s bruised everywhere. 
He twists his body and grimaces. 
“Stop moving.” I scoot closer to him. 
“Took ten guys to subdue me, so I had them on the ropes,” he jokes, which does nothing to ease my panic. He tries to open his too-swollen eyes. “I left the pack.” 
A million thoughts beat into my brain and land only on: “What?” 
Maybe I heard him wrong. I shift forward, and he places his hand on the back of my head, bringing his forehead to mine. “I left the pack,” he whispers. 
“When?” My chest constricts, trying to understand what that means for Philip.
“February,” he coughs. I gasp. That was five months ago. 
“You didn’t say anything when I saw you, in your letters…” I sweep my eyes to the ground, thinking. 
“They were leaving me alone, and I didn’t want to worry you. I knew they were going to retaliate. I just didn’t know when.” He places a hand on my cheek. “Perfect timing,” he smiles around the bruising. The bruises around his eyes seeps away, thankfully healing fast. 
I don’t even know if I can be annoyed that he didn’t tell me. That might need to be unpacked at a later time, but… I’m positive panic would have set in. Although, finding out this way is less than favorable, too. 
But as much and as awful as they were to me, I know the pack meant something to Philip. “Why?” 
“Because, even without a pack, I’m still me. I have my trium perfectum link, my lifelong love, and my canine. I’m still a shifter even without them.” He fidgets, pulling away from me and tilting his head back on the cinderblock wall. His hand falls to mine. 
“He’s never done anything but force everyone to do what he wants. Whether it was for the good of the pack or not, he’s been off for a few years now, but I couldn’t listen to him any longer. I didn’t want—” 
A blast of magic burns through the air, and I throw myself in front of Philip as he tosses his arms around my head. Power thrums through the air, and the scent of earth, cold and sweet, billows around the room. 
Philip and I stay in the position for a few seconds longer. When I don’t hear any other noise,  smell, or sound, I move. Philip tries to hold onto me. I sit up. Even though his eyes are still swollen, the glint in the espresso color has me spinning to see what or who is behind me. 
Two creatures emerge from the black and purple clouds. They are tall and slim, masculine and feminine: a man with skin the color of ash, a woman with skin the color of dried lilacs. Fae. I try to make sense of what’s happening as they step closer. Philip’s hands wrap around my waist protectively as I block his body with mine. 
The man wears a suit that looks like armor molded around his body. The metal twists in tiny spirals, each appearing to be connected to the other. If I didn’t see the ash-color of his face, I may have thought it was skin. A staff with an orb glows blue. The metal turns and swirls down the handle and into a point as his fingers curl around it. The blue pulses match the man’s blue, pupilless eyes. 
My eyes fall on the woman, whose helmet conforms to her head, cutting the sharp curb of her bone structure. The eloquently designed triangle in her chest plate beats with a golden hue. It dances to the same rhythm as her pupilless eyes do, and the orb in her staff glows gold. 
The woman steps closer. “We are here for you.” She tips her chin to meet my eyes. 
“I guessed that already,” I say. Philip’s fingers dig into my ribs. 
“Come with us. We will protect you.” 
“From what?” Philip asks. 
She flicks her golden eyes at him.
“From everyone and everything that’s coming for you.” 
“That is highly unspecific and generic,” I say. “We’ll pass.”  
The woman’s brow furrows, and a pop of anger flashes over her face. 
“You are a stupid child.” She raises her arm, pointing her finger at me, and it glows with her magic. The earthy smell of soil mixes with a fishy scent after a rain saturates the space as she pulls it toward her and away from me. 
My lungs tighten, and I gasp for air. Philip struggles behind me. 
“Lysera.” The male steps forward, a crooked smile on his chiseled face. “We need them, remember? Just as they need us.” He places a hand on her wrist and easily pushes her arm down. The woman snaps her head up and hisses. 
Air rushes into my lungs.  
The man rolls his eyes. “Sister, that is no way to get them to trust us.” He smiles at us, showing off his fang-sharp teeth. 
He steps forward and kneels beside us, propping himself with his staff. The armor moves in tandem with his body—a material I’ve never seen before. I study him, waiting for him to attack. He looks me over with a smirk. “You are right to be afraid of us, but if we wanted to harm you, you’d be on your way to our torture chamber.” 
He tilts his head and holds out his hand. “You are very important. We would like you to come with us. We can explain.” 
“No—” I start. 
“Rose—” Philip wheezes. 
“No,” I say again, not taking my eyes off the fae in front of me. 
“See, Vaelith? If we did it my way—” 
Vaelith holds up his hand to Lysera. I don’t take my eyes off his, but her angry sputter doesn’t go unnoticed either. 
“You’re a brave one, aren’t you?” He purrs, reaching his finger out to touch my face. 
I back away, and Philip snaps, “Hey.” 
Vaelith closes his eyes and stands. “We don’t have to play nice. We come to you in peace.” He holds his hand out. “Isn’t that what you humans find humorous?” When I don’t react, he turns to his sister. 
Use your blood.
My eyes fall to the cool marble triangle in my hand.
The blood seeps from where the thorns sliced into my skin. I look up at the two fae. “If you could protect us, you wouldn’t have waited until now to get us.” 
I push the marble into my blood and press it into the wound, wincing from the sharp pang. “You wouldn’t have the pack mess with either of us.” 
The marble hums and a low-pitched harmony whispers over the air. 
It throbs and heats. 
Light shines from each tip. 
“What have you got there, child?” Vaelith takes a few steps closer to me. His face screws in anger. “What is that?” He snarls and lunges. A flash flares before my eyes, and we’re dropped into a forest.
I whip my gaze to Philip.
He’s almost healed. 
“Who the hell was that?” he utters. “What the hell happened?”
I throw myself at him in relief and happiness, and a thousand other emotions burst through me. I kiss Philip, knocking him to his back. Our magic fits together, and a gentle buzz rides over my skin as his tongue massages mine. 
Everything—the pain, the tension, the fear—washes away as our lips and power are reunited. He shifts, grabbing my waist and spinning me so he’s on top. When he pulls away, our eyes connect, and as relief floods his, it fills me to the brim. 
“I’m so happy to see you,” he says. 
Tears fill my eyes, and I nod. “Me too,” I whisper. 
It’s so not the time to relax. But with his arms around me, I can’t help but feel better.
He brings his lips to mine again. His fingers ride up and under my shirt—
“You cannot have sex here,” an elderly voice says, echoing off the trees. 
We break the kiss and look toward where the voice is coming from. 
Tan trees full of leaves, with the colors amethyst, garnet, and amber rustling in the breeze. I twist in Philip’s arms and see a tall, bald man with a white beard that spirals to a point and ends at his knees. His smile is kind, and his magic flutters around him like the leaves in the wind. 
“Malak,” he says, holding his hand to his chest and bowing his head. “Come, they will find you soon.” He turns and walks away. 
I look at Philip, fully healed, and I kiss him again. His arms wrap around me, and I pull away. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I whisper, relieved tears stinging my eyes. 
“We don’t have all day,” Malak calls. 
“Should we go?” I ask. 
Philip places a hand over my cheek and nods. “Now that we’re together, we’re going to be unstoppable.” He kisses me again, and we scramble to our feet. “No one can hurt us again.”
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We follow Malak to a stone cottage buried in a copse of trees. 
His essence is orange and yellow, his robes are the same color, and he shines as bright as the sun. I turn my canine senses down so I can better see him. 
The closer we walk to his home, every part of me relaxes. 
I wonder if the calmness is a spell, but in all actuality, it’s because I’m back together with Rose. Being able to touch and taste her and having the link close grounds me in a way I’ve never been before. It was different when we first got together because I was still trying to prove something—that I’d changed, that I deserved her, that I wasn’t going back to denying any part of myself. 
Rose looks at me and smiles. She takes my hand. 
We get to Malak’s door. 
He turns and steeples his fingers together. “Ah… Before we go in,” he says, clearing his throat. “My dragon gets very excited when he sees new people. He doesn’t know how to fly yet, but he does jump.” 
“Dragon,” I mutter. I watch Malak to see if he’s joking or if I can sense the lie. His grin grows, cheeks getting fuller. No, he’s definitely not lying.
I roll my eyes. I can’t believe I never thought about dragons being real. 
My parents brought me to the Emberlands quite a few times because they wanted Dax and me to understand magic, how to treat it, and sometimes just to have fun, but I’d never seen a dragon. 
“Does he light people on fire when he gets excited?” Rose asks. 
Malak pops his bushy eyebrows up and says, “No. But he will pee on you.” 
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So, Bob, the dragon, is about the size of a barn cat and not intimidating at all, even though he can blow fire. He, of course, took an instant liking to Rose, who hummed and purred at him, rubbing under his chin as we sat at a small table. 
“Well, I’d offer you something to drink, but you don’t trust me.” 
I open my mouth to argue with him, but he holds up his hands. “You two have had a rough go of it. I don’t blame either of you.” 
A large plume of strawberries and fresh-cut grass billows from under one of the back doors. “Ah. There they are,” Malak jumps up, and his yellow-orange robes peek open just enough that I get to see everything underneath. I bust out in laughter. 
He’s not wearing underwear. But he doesn’t pay attention to me. Instead, he walks over to the door and opens it. 
Rose turns her head, and her eyebrows lift. 
And I shake my head, covering my eyes. 
Then, once I wipe the laughter away, I smile at her. 
“Malak just flashed me,” I say and start laughing again. 
Rose sputters, placing her hand over her mouth, and leans into me. 
We let the laughter die away after a few moments of relief.
“Wow,” she says, brushing her tears away. “It’s good to laugh. And to see you.” She places her hand along my cheek, which is still tender, even though I heal at lightning speed. I wince, and empathy fills her eyes. 
“I can’t believe you left the pack, Philip.” 
“I can. It’s been a struggle since before I even met you. Other parents forced pack mentality. Everyone bends to Tanner because he’s an alpha. Even as toddlers. ” 
“Yes, but as much as I hate saying this, Tanner was your best friend.” She closes her eyes and huffs, saying, “You don’t need to give up a friendship because he doesn’t get along with me.” I lift a brow, knowing she can see how unsettled I am.  
She holds up her hands. “Fine. It was more than not liking me,” she says, not needing to say that it was an unhinged obsession because we were both there. She scooches her chair closer and lays her head on my shoulder.
Once she gets situated, Bob climbs into her lap and curls into a ball.  
“See, even though he threatened to hand you over to some unknown evil tonight, you’re still not making me choose,” I say, even though coming to terms with the idea I wasn’t going to be part of a pack was more difficult than I’d like to admit to either Rose or myself. 
I sigh, suddenly tired. We are beat down. She just took a ten-hour flight across an ocean, and was taken against her will. Not to mention the severe pummeling I took from a few pack members, Tanner wasn’t involved because he couldn’t get his hands dirty.
Now, we’re in the Emberlands with fae, whom we’ve never met. 
I’m pretty sure we’ll sleep for a week after this.
The energy fissures with a familiar scent. My instincts go on high alert, and I stand, pushing a chair back.
The wooden door opens, and Rose whips her gaze to me. She holds onto Bob as I pull her up and push her behind me. “Philip, what are you doing?” she whispers. 
“He’s protecting you from me,” Kent says, coming through the door. 
His eyes land on me with very little anger, but it’s still there. 
Rose peeks her head around me. “Kent?” Her voice gushes with surprise, and I flinch. She really is happy to see him. It’s not the same happiness she has for me, but the history between the three of us is more than complicated. 
She steps to the side, and I hold my arm in front of her. 
“I’m not here to hurt you,” he says, the lines of his face hard. 
“Kent, keep moving.” Malak pushes his way through. Kent turns his body sideways, and a woman with lavender eyes and onyx skin walks in with a soft smile. Her black hair is braided. One braid is made from hundreds of thin braids. Fresh lavender leaves lay sporadically throughout her hair, and her amethyst jewelry matches the rest of her purple aesthetic. 
“Hello,” she says, giving us the first soft and kind smile I’ve seen in what feels like forever. She moves gracefully, and her summery scent wafts over us. I see Rose visibly relax and feel the knots in my shoulders loosen. She turns to Malak and asks, “Can you please make some tea? We can give Philip and Rose some after they see we aren’t here to hurt them.”
“You’re not the first person to say that to us today,” I bite out. 
Kent gives me a blank stare, then he turns to Rose, and a host of emotions go through his eyes.    
“I am Sarhya.” She smiles again, ignoring the tension in the air. She points to the table in the center of the room suggesting that we sit. “You know my companion, Kent.” 
Rose moves around my arm and places a soft hand on it, squeezing with tenderness. Sensing no danger, I huff and chew on my cheek as I sit. 
Rose sits, placing Bob back onto her lap.  
Kent sits across from us and keeps his eyes on me when Rose places a hand on my leg. Malak doesn’t say anything but spins and begins making a new batch right in front of us. 
“Kent—” his gaze rocks back to Sarhya. “—I believe you have some things to tell Rose and Philip?” 
Kent drops his eyes to the table, staring at his hands, and I can tell he’s struggling. After a quick breath out, he looks at me, then Rose. “I worked for the Tribunal.” He sits straighter, and his hands fall into his lap. “I was a kid, an orphan, and they have a special sect of children they ‘take care of’ but for the cost of doing ‘services’ for them.” He snorts and rolls his eyes, then looks at Rose. “Rose was assigned to be my charge.”
Rose inhales sharply. I take her hand and can’t help the “I knew you were hiding something” that comes out even though it couldn’t be more than inappropriate. Kent gives me a look that I deserve, and I shrug.
“Your parents—” Rose whispers. 
“Plants. Not real parents. They work for the Tribunal, too. Although, we did build a family out of it.” 
Rose slumps in her chair, and fresh tears sting her eyes. I can guess what she’s thinking, but I saw them together. Their relationship was more than real. 
Kent’s mouth twists, and he looks out the window. “Philip wasn’t supposed to choose the pack.” He turns back to Rose. “I was sent to make him see what he was missing out on.” He finally turns to look at me. “They’ve been manipulating, or trying to, your lives since you were born. There were things they couldn’t control: Tanner’s hatred of Rose. You chose them over her. The way Rose was treated by her family…” He looks at his hands. “How our relationship developed,” he mutters, shakes his head, and releases a long breath. 
When he looks up again, he only has eyes for Rose. “They don’t care who they use or hurt. They sent Isabelle”—anger fills his voice—“to use and manipulate me. To get me out of the way. That night? It was just another one of their games, and they definitely took liberties with our lives.” 
Rose’s breath comes in hard as he finishes. “After that… I left the organization. Found Malak, and I’ve been working against them ever since.” He sits back with more resolve while questions about everything stun me silent. 
Sarhya places her hands gently on the wooden table and takes Kent’s in hers. She gives him a squeeze, and he blinks, looking away. Sarhya moves, pulling our attention to her. “The magical tribunal wants to have words with you.” 
Neither of us say anything, although my first instinct is to react and say we didn’t do anything wrong. I wait for her to finish her sentence. “They’ll offer to keep you ‘safe.’ As Kent described, they want to continue to manipulate your lives. Whether you speak to them or not, it’s your choice, but now you know the truth.” 
She turns and takes a steaming mug of tea. “Thank you, Malak.” 
He gives Kent a steamy mug of tea, but he doesn’t take it nor unclench his jaw. 
My eyes snap back to Sarhya’s as she says, “They will keep you in special warding and force you to procreate.” 
“What?” Rose starts, jarring Bob awake. 
“How can they do that?” I ask. 
Sarhya blinks her eyes and gives me a dull look that makes me squirm. She looks at Kent, who has the same look that I probably have on my face. Then her gaze falls to Malak, who chuckles. “Humans…” he shakes his head and sits in the last chair. 
Sarhya turns to me. “You do realize you live in a magical world, correct?” A hint of humor curls over her lips. 
“They want your children,” Malak says. Rose gasps. “But they want you to do it with ‘free will.’ However, they are not above magical cohesion or spellwork.” He picks up his mug and blows the steam away. The steam forms a mushroom, then a heart, and then shoots off like a star. 
Rose says, “We’re twenty-three…” as I say, “Why the fuck do they want our kids?” 
Bob rearranges himself on her lap and falls asleep. Rose places a reassuring hand over his back.  
“There’s a prophecy.” Sarhya lifts her mug to her lips and takes a sip. Then, she sets it down and claps her hands together. “Your children will be part of it. Now, let me see your hand.” She holds out hers to Rose. 
Although she hesitates, she lays her free hand on the table, and I see the dried blood and fresh slices in her skin. I freeze. My fingers tighten over hers. She looks at me and gives me a sad smile. “You were beaten up pretty badly. I doubt you could sense my blood with all that was happening with your body.” 
She may be right, but if I ever saw Tanner Asheborne again, I’ll return the favor for what he did to Rose—all of it. 
She shakes my hand, pulling me out of darker thoughts. 
My eyes fall on Sarhyra, who looks at Rose’s hand. “You met the Trine.” 
A shiver runs up Rose’s spine. 
I have a vague memory of the shadowy figures in the room we were being held in. But even with just the thought of them, I could feel the weight of their power. 
My brow knits together. “Doesn’t trine mean ‘three?’ There were only two of them.” 
Sarhya ignores my question and holds her hand over Rose’s palm. A soft lavender hue thrums over her fingers, and Rose’s cuts heal, leaving only dried blood. “The stone has lost its power. You can keep it, though,” Sarhya says. “As a memento.” 
“Is this day really something we’re going to want to remember?” Rose asks. 
Kent snorts. 
“This will be a moment that you look back on years from now to remember why you’re going to make the choices you do. Especially when fate finds a way to shift the trajectory of your lives,” Malak says. My eyes roll, and his face lights up as if he said something helpful.
Then I look at Kent. His eyes are trained on his hands. He releases a huff and squints. Neither reaction from either man seems helpful.  
“What is that supposed to mean?” I ask. 
Malak wags his finger at me and stands, smiling wide enough to see his teeth under the beard. “Even if I told you that, fate would still find a way.” 
My jaw drops. “We don’t need you to spew fortune cookie bullshit at us.” My anger rises as I stand. “You brought us here. You are telling us to be on the lookout for something. For all we know you’re what we need to look out for,” I practically yell. 
I look down at Rose, who blinks her minty eyes at me and wakes Bob. “We have to go, okay?” she says. The dragon yawns, rolling his tongue out with a little cough of flame. Rose smiles at him and moves him to a cushioned area in the corner.
She walks over to me, and I take her hand. 
“Thanks a lot for nothing,” I say, and we turn to leave. 
“As soon as you step out of the boundaries, they’ll find you,” Sarhya says. 
Kent stands. “I’m coming with you.” 
“Great,” I mutter.
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Kent walks out of Malak’s house first. 
He spins and avoids looking at me but tosses Philip a white satchel. 
Philip catches it with ease, even though the air around him clenches. His fingers tighten around mine as Kent tosses me a green one. I expertly drop mine, stop, and bend over to pick it up. 
“Why are you coming with us?” Philip huffs. 
“Because I can protect you.” He turns and starts walking backward.
“With your power?” I ask, knowing that Philip is going to snap soon. I squeeze his hand, trying to get him to rattle out whatever thing he has going on. It’s not because he’s afraid I’ll leave him for Kent. I know that. 
Kent’s eyes finally land on me. A lot of things float through the air between us. “No. With other magic.” He stops and looks at the two of us. Then gives Philip a hard stare. “I want to talk to Rose. Alone.” 
“No.” Philip drops my hand and crosses his arms, shoring up to his six-four stature. 
“Philip, you don’t get to—” I start.
He whips his head to me. “You think the last few hours have been a picnic? Why should we trust him now? People are coming at us from all directions—” 
“Hey,” Kent says. He points to a line of trees around the property. “Go past those, and the Tribunal will come for you.” 
“I can turn invisible and hear anything from miles away,” Philip says. 
“They’ll find you. Your magic has a scent, plus these are millennia-old creatures. Not just some high school bully you followed around for two decades,” Kent says, putting one of the satchels in his pocket. 
“Fine,” Philip says, rolling his eyes. They fall on me, and I lift my brows, waiting for him to tell me I can’t protect myself. He already knows I can. He snaps his eyes back to Kent. “If you take her anywhere or something happens…” 
“Got it. Yeah.” Kent doesn’t sound scared, and I may have laughed if it were a different circumstance. He sighs. “I won’t take her anywhere you can’t see her, okay?” 
“She’s standing right here,” I say. I hold up the green pouch. “What’s this?” 
“Protection. You can put it in your pocket or wherever, and it’ll keep you hidden for a little while.” He turns his gaze to Philip and nods toward some stones. “We’ll stay here. You can go stand over there.” 
It’s about fifty yards away, and Philip will still hear the conversation, even if it’s harder for him to. He leans over and kisses me without hesitation, and while I hate it when he’s out of my range and we aren’t in some hotel room enjoying each other with naked activities, our lips touching releases some tension. 
Kent and I watch Philip walk to the stonier part of the property. He stalks to the boulder in the middle, spins, and leans against it. He thrusts his middle finger in the air to Kent and huffs. I look at Kent, and he has a slight smile on his face. 
“It’s nice to see you,” I say, touching his arm. 
He gives me a tight nod. “You, too.” 
He spins me, places a hand on my back, and walks me a few more feet away before answering my next question. 
Philip yells, “Hey,” but neither of us pays him attention. I trust Kent enough to know that he isn’t a backstabbing dickhead, even if he was sent as some sort of… guardian or whatever I was to him. 
“It’s fun to fuck with him.” Kent smiles a little wider. 
“So, you’re just messing with him to mess with him.” I lift a brow. 
“I’m not. It’s just a happy side effect. We aren’t going to get time to say what I want to say once we cross the boundaries.” 
He wipes his hand over his mouth, then takes my hand. “Everything we were was real. My feelings, what we talked about, what we shared together. All of it.”
“It’s nice to hear that,” I say. Even through the shock of what Kent told me, I trust him.
“Yeah, well… it was an accident that my ‘parents’ and I became a real family, and it was an accident that I fell for you. For a long time, when we were together, I was at peace, and I was happy.” 
He drops his chin, looking at the ground. “I was never going to walk away. Even though I could feel you pulling toward him. I thought what we had was strong enough…  That night…” He shakes his head, grimacing. “They used coercion and dangled Isabelle in front of me…” He snaps his eyes shut. 
I squeeze his hand, letting some of the cogs click into place. I step closer and pull him into a hug. His salty scent perks up my senses in nostalgia. 
“I’m so sorry you found me like that,” he whispers, holding me close. I pull back and look at him. “That morning… I saw you in my shirt—” 
I wince, thinking about what I did. 
“—I had hopes you’d pick me over him. I wish I told you everything sooner.” 
I place my head on his chest, and he hugs me again. 
When I pull away, he presses his lips to my forehead and smiles. 
“I’m sorry, too, Kent,” I say. “I didn’t have to handle it the way I did.” 
He was right. My connection to Philip, once he got his head out of his ass, was always going to pull me back to him, and that was never going to be fair to Kent. “Who is Isabelle?” I ask because if they’re dangling her in front of Kent, there has to be a reason she was the bait, and I’m pretty sure I know why.
He places a friendly arm around my shoulder and squeezes. “No one I care to talk about,” he says. “He’s coming,” he chuckles, looking over his shoulder. We turn to look at Philip, whose smile is lighter, but I can see concern in his eyes. 
“You’re going to have to tell us more about this organization you worked for, especially if you say they’ve been fucking with us for so long.” 
“I will,” Kent reassures me as Philip takes his arm from my shoulders. “Trust me”—he rolls his eyes—“They’ve been messing with a lot of people’s lives in order to get the world the way they want it.” 
“What’s the prophecy?” I ask. 
“That’s for another time, too,” Kent says. “But once we’re out of here, I won’t keep any secrets.” 
Philip takes my hand, and I already know that Kent won’t tell us everything. He’s going to keep Isabelle a secret, which speaks louder to me than anything else. But that will be another conversation for different time. 
Kent claps his hands together. “They’re going to come for you.” 
“We know that,” Philip snaps, then catches himself. “Sorry,” he mutters. 
“What are the protection satchels going to do?” I ask, looking down at it. 
“If I say, ‘protect you,’ will that be too on the nose?” Kent asks. 
“I think we’ve had enough games in the last twelve hours,” I say. 
“You’re probably right. Well, it’s going to make it harder to find us so I can get us close enough to the portal and get to the Topside.” 
He starts walking and waves his hand. “We’re going the back way, of course.” 
We cross an invisible field, and I shiver as the power crackles over my skin. Philip looks back. “I guess that means we’re out in the open?” 
“Yeah,” Kent taps his side. “We should be good for a little while at least. Then, we might have to fight.” 
“Yay?” I say. 
Kent huffs but doesn’t look back at me. “Something like that.”
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“Iwas super pissed off with the tribunal—I still am,” Kent says. “That’s how I found Malak. After I met him, he helped me find a middle ground. We work around the Tribunal’s mess, trying to dismantle certain things from the inside.” 
“Like the organization you were a part of?” Rose asks. 
“Yeah, kinda. Only problem is we need a place to take all the kids. We’re working on a few things, but that takes time.”  
“Huh,” I say because nothing else comes to mind. 
“So, we have chaotic good and chaotic evil looking for us?” Rose says. The disbelief in her voice sounds pretty much close to mine, even if I don’t understand what she means. But Kent smiles at her, an inside joke from when they dated.
“They probably aren’t going to stop unless you do something big.” He eyes Rose and then looks at me. “To let them know they need to stay away from you.” 
“You want us to connect the trium perfectum?” I ask. 
“Yes. Think about how scared the pack was after Rose showed her power.” Kent turns his eyes on me. “Asheborne and his cronies were terrified.” I like that Kent sneers when he talks about Tanner and the pack. I might like him a little more after this is done. “They’re too afraid of Rose, and once you combine the trium perfectum, you’ll be a force.” 
The comment settles over our shoulders as we twist and turn around a dirt path through a shadier part of the woods. After a while, the tension starts to prove too much for me. “Trine means three,” I say again since my question was sidetracked by the fact that someone is after our unborn children. 
“Yes. It does,” Kent says.
Just when I think he’s not going to expand on the topic, he releases a long breath. “So, the Trine are like the ultimate bad guys—from what I understand. They are pain-in-the-ass administrators, like the Tribunal, who have some very ugly ideas about how things should run. The Trine were three. They were busted apart about five hundred years ago. One of them disappeared.” Kent stops at a crossroad and places his hand on his hips. “The other two got pulled apart, but there’s been rumblings that they found each other.”
“They did,” I say, wishing I could’ve seen them better.
He rubs his eyes and looks down one way and then the next. 
He motions to follow him to the left, then stops. A twig snaps off to the side. I open my senses, but can’t reach out past the border of our protection satchels. I’m not excited about that, but when another snap to our left hits my ears Kent and I fall to our knees. 
He pulls Rose between us. My eyes meet Kent’s. He pats the satchel, and I nod, understanding no one can see us. 
There’s another snap and a small squawk. Rose picks her head up and looks around my shoulder. “It’s Bob,” she whispers, standing as the dragon walks over and around us. He spins in a circle like he can sense magic, but doesn’t know where we are.
“I guess the satchels work then,” I utter. 
Rose hands her pouch to me and steps over to Bob. The dragon sits and looks up at her with large pink eyes. His tongue hangs out of the side of his mouth. “Hi,” she says. Bob wags his tail and flaps his wings. Rose kneels and picks him up. “You’re supposed to be at home.”
I look at Kent. “Can she hear us?” I have my answer when I see that she hasn’t looked our way. I stand and shove the pouch in her back pocket, and she brings Bob over. The look on the dragon’s face shows he’s not going anywhere. 
“Should we take him back?” I ask, seeing a tag with a note on Bob’s neck. I flip it over and grunt. “Bob is meant to be yours, Rose. Let me know if you have any questions about him. Sincerely, Malak.” I look down at Bob and then to Rose, who lets Bob move around and get situated. The dragon curls up in her arms and lays his head on her shoulder. 
Her smile warms my heart, but still, “We can’t have a dragon in Topside,” I say. I scratch behind his ears, and he makes a purring noise. 
Ken comes to the other side of Rose and scratches under Bob’s chin. “I might know of a place,” Kent says.
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A little while later, grass disappears and we turn up a dirt road walking toward what appears to be an abandoned mine, and I eye Kent who looks over his shoulder at me. “Is it weird that I have a sixth sense about when you’re giving me a dirty look?” 
A smile tugs at the corner of my lips. “I think that comes from just knowing each other for so long.” My canine yips in my head. He wants me to have Kent as a pack.
I grumble. I guess now that I have none, my instincts still need that connection. 
“We’ll talk about that later,” I say to my canine who chuffs at me. We have more important things to worry about.
Kent lifts his brows, and I wave it off. “It’s nothing,” I say, trying to get a better handle on why the doggier part of me wants him of all people… not a shifter. 
“This mine used to be run by dwarves, but the Trine demolished their community.” Kent looks at Rose who shivers, holding Bob tighter. “They aren’t extinct, but they are few and far between.” 
I rack my brain, trying to remember if my parents told me anything about it. I don’t remember much. But I do know that the fae can’t procreate often so a geoncide of their race would decimate them.
“Are they in hiding?” Rose asks as we continue onto the path. Her parents were never around, so I’m not surprised to know that she knows less than I do, even though she studies everything she can on any topic. 
“No. But they are heavily protected now.” Kent shakes his head. He points up a smaller, rockier path and a steady hum rests on the air. 
“Is that the portal?” I ask, looking around but not seeing anything yet. 
“I don’t know,” he says. “I can’t feel what you’re feeling or sensing.” 
The smell of asphalt, angst, and rain settles under the buzz of magic. “Yeah. It’s Topside.” 
Bob squawks and squirms in Rose’s arms, and she yelps as he jumps down. 
“Bob.” She kneels next to him as he releases a screech. I throw my hands up over my ears, grimacing. 
Bob blows fire in front of us, it only goes so far, stopped by an invisible force. 
The space in front of us arcs and throbs, fizzling away in a crescent form.
My hackles rise.  
Three beings of different sizes and shapes stand in front of us. Each wears a long black cloak and a hood. 
The tallest of them pushes her hood back, revealing long flowing midnight hair and snowy skin. Her midgnight-blue eyes have ribbons of orange running through them but no magic comes from her hands. Her essence is orange. If I had to guess, I’d say that her power is fire, but it doesn’t have the same woody scent as Dax’s or even Bob’s. 
“I am Ameria. These are my colleagues, Rulpeis and Eros.” 
Rulpeis pushes her hood back and has a deep, rich soil coloring, and her hair is the kinky twists of vines climbing up a trellis. Eros pushes his hood back and isn’t as tall as Ameria, but is built like an orc, sturdy and solid. “We want to help you,” Ameria says.
Her eyes flick to Kent. “Hello, Kent,” she says. Kent doesn’t say anything in return. 
“That’s funny,” Rose says. “Everyone wants to help us now. But no one wanted to step in when Philip was getting kicked around or when I was kidnapped or—” 
“You had to get to a certain place before you were ready to accept help,” Eros says. 
I close my eyes and open my mouth when I hear a click. I throw my body over Rose as an explosion blasts the tribunal from behind. Kent jumps to action thrusting a different kind of power I’ve never smelled before in front of us, and I throw up my invisibility as a shield. 
Rocks and pebbles beat down and another blast of fire hits. I grunt, pressing the invisibility outward, but between the healing and the past day, my will cracks. I scream, trying to hold it up but it frazzles away under the stream of magic. 
Kent knocks me to the side as fire whizzes past us. 
Everything goes quiet. 
We snap our heads up and see the Trine standing over the three tribunal counsel’s bodies. 
Lysera thrusts her arm down and hits all three with golden ray, severing their heads from bodies. Her eyes find Rose, and she tilts her head with a grin. “See, I told you we were going to help you.” 
Valeris steps out around his sister and has an equally disturbing smile on his face. They use their staffs, the tip digs into the ground as they walk toward us, brimstone and tar bubble in their wake. 
“We aren’t here to hurt you,” Valeris says. “You’ll come with us now.” 
“No. The three decapitated Tribunal members say otherwise,” I say. 
“We aren’t going to decapitate your bodies, though. But we don’t need three. Just two.” Valeris points at us, squeezing his fingers together and Kent groans holding his stomach and crumples in on himself. 
“Stop!” Rose throws herself in front of Kent, and he screams. 
“You stupid girl. Why do you think that anything you do will help your friend?” Lysera’s smile widens as she takes another step toward us. “It’s clear you need coercion,” she hisses. “Now the fun starts.” She points at me and a sharp pain rips up my stomach, and I collapse.
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  The Trium Perfectum: Rose
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“This isn’t helping us!” Rage and fear tears from my throat in a furious scream as Philip folds in next to me. I use the momentum to funnel my power into my chest. I gather it, Philip and Kent writhe in pain, and I punch it forward with all my might. Lysera smiles, waving the power away with the flick of her wrist and knocking me to my back. She perks a brow at me. 
“That might have worked on lowly shifters, but it won’t work on us, girl.” 
She flicks her fingers, and my shin snaps, bursting through the skin. A scream rips from my chest. White heat scorches through my leg, rocketing to my heart. 
“We are done playing around,” she says, towering over me. 
Adrenaline kicks in and I go into shock. 
Philip groans. His skin is sallow, but his eyes find mine.
Trium perfectum.
He winces as Lysera twists her fingers harder, he writhes. Bob flies over, blowing his fire unsuccessfully onto Lysera. She swats him from the air, I hear a thump and swallow my fear for him.
My fingers dig into the dirt as I crawl toward Philip. My leg is heavy and limp behind me. 
“What are you doing?” Valeris snarls. 
Philip grimaces and grunts, growling as he pulls himself to me. 
We meet in the middle, and our lips crash together in a kiss.
I throw open my power, releasing any boundaries I’ve ever placed on them. Philip does the same. The ground shakes under us. Icy heat spins and swirls with Philip’s warmer, animalistic, and invisibility side. 
Magic mingles and grows around us. 
Peony, cedar, snow, and eucalyptus twist and churn. 
As our magic braids together, everything explodes in a bright display of blues, whites, green, and iridescent. 
I can no longer hear Kent, and as the final pieces of the trium perfectum sync, a blast of animalistic ice and snow. It balloons and billows across the rocky path, rearing back and cresting to the highest high before it slams into Valeris and Lysera. 
Their screams cut through the air. 
Our combined power splays over us, demolishing theirs and scattering it, and them, into the atmosphere. The last bits of their magic burn through the sky, and when Philip and I break from the kiss snow floats around us. 
“Well, I guess that happened,” Philip grimaces in less agony, but I can still see it in his eyes.
A throb in my leg tugs me for my attention. 
Philip touches my cheek. “Rose?” The edges of my vision start to blur, and the sharp burn of bone through my skin fans over my knee and up my thigh and shoots into my stomach. 
Philip’s face slides from a blur into darkness as I hear, “Rosie?” and everything fades to black.
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  Five Years Later: Rose
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Iwalk down the sidewalk of downtown Shadow’s Ridge, a magical town Kent introduced Philip and me to once we got back to Topside. While the town has non-magical residents, most of us are magical. 
I hear a familiar rumble through the air and look into the sky. Bob’s flying overhead. He’s the size of a horse and Malak assures us that he’s done growing. But he can’t roam down the streets anymore and Bob knows to stay within the boundaries of town, so we never have to worry about people freaking out in the less magical parts of the world.
I open the diner’s door, knowing it’ll be our last weekend here for a few months. 
We bought a cabin and a large chunk of property. We’re fixing it up as a second home, but Bob will stay there in a special barn just the way he likes it.
Although we’re leaving to get our house set up in Vermont, we’ll be back often. 
My gaze falls on Philip and Kent, having a heated discussion about I-don’t-know-what. 
Philip has initiated Kent into his pack, but they still haven’t really settled their differences, although it’s turned into more of an old married couple banter than heated teenage aggression. 
Right now, the pack is just the three of us, but we met fox shifters, Ji-yeon and her husband Minho. They just moved from South Korea and are opening a Chinese food restaurant a few blocks down. They’re starting to fit in with us. 
I slide into the booth, and Philip places a hand on my thigh, giving me a brief kiss. 
The trium perfectum buzzes alive, and I rest my head on his shoulder. “Dad says that the final touches are almost done on the plant in Vermont,” Philip tells Kent. Philip and his dad decided to move their company out of Connecticut for good and we’ll be leaving more than Tanner’s pack behind us. We’ll get out of the prying eyes of elite society too. 
My parents haven’t spoken to me since I started dating Philip, and while I wish I had parents who cared more, Philip’s parents, Margarie and John, love me enough for three of me. 
The Magical Tribunal hasn’t come near us again. We received a message from them thanking us for our service in dismantling two of the three Trine. It also said that they’ll be watching us from a distance—they made it seem like they were doing us a favor, but we all know differently. 
The blast from Philip and me joining our trium perfectum was (supposedly) felt across the entire kingdom. It was big enough for all people, shifters, and fae creatures to stay the hell away from us. 
I don’t know what that means for our children, but we’d decided it was better to stay out of the magical world also. We won’t cut it off, but knowing that something big is coming for our kids and they’ll be part of changing the course of magic as we know it, we want to give them the most normal life we can while we can.
“The farm in Burlington is almost ready for us to leave too. We’ll probably move up there within the next few months,” I tell Kent. He swings his eyes out the window and looks at the bustling town. “You can come with us,” I say. 
Kent shakes his head. “No, I’m going to stay here.” He gives me a lopsided grin. “Someone has to keep Bob in line,” he says. 
Saundra, the long-time waitress, places a glass of water in front of me and winks. She’s a mind reader with powerful magic. My cheeks heat, and I clear my throat as she places Philip’s plate in front of him and then Kent’s. “What’ll you have, sweetie?” she asks me. 
Both guys dig into their food without a second glance at either me or Saundra. 
“Just some toast and strawberry jelly, please,” I say. 
“Sure thing, Rose,” she says, squeezing my shoulder and walking away again. 
After she leaves, I watch Kent and Philip shovel food into their mouths, and I say, “Hey.” 
Kent looks up with bacon hanging over his lips. Philip freezes, his fork stuffed with pancakes. I place my hand on Philip’s and look between them. 
Even though I remember what the Tribunal, Malak, and the Trine said, I push Philip’s fork down.
Even if our trium perfectum saved us that day a few years ago, we know the Trine aren’t gone for good. 
Even when I should be scared for the future a smile spreads over my face. 
“I’m pregnant.”
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"No one achieves anything alone." 

—Leslie Knope, Parks and Recreation. 
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  A Letter to Readers
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Dear Reader: 
Thank you for sharing this journey with me and for your support, encouragement, time, and energy. 
The Trium Perfectum world is what it is because you are here and want to be part of it. These stories are developing because you want them and having you dive into this universe with me is an incredible experience. I am humbled and honored to have you be part of each and every story. 
This world is first and foremost about mental health. The psyche, chemicals, and past truly does shape us into who we are the next day and while we may not be proud of somethings that happened in our past, whether that's something we said, something we did, or something we didn't do anyone has the opportunity to move their actions, their choices, and their thoughts into a new direction. 
That doesn't mean we won't fall into a bad habit again or make the same mistake. It does mean we'll be able to redirect the situation when it does happen. 
Nothing is clear cut for any of us, but the ability to grow, learn, and shift gears is something I hold precious and I hope you can to. 
My stories will always hold themes of C-PTSD and trauma. 
It took me a while to understand how important it is to heal ourselves from the past and the pain that may have been inflicted either accidentally or on purpose. Mental health is a serious topic that should be discussed always, often, and honestly. For years, I felt more alone than I ever thought I could bear. There are moments when I can find pride in how I've overcome some incredible hurdles. And sometimes they are still difficult for me as well. 
I've learned lessons from a mountain of mistakes. I've grown beyond where I thought I could grow. I've become the person I always wanted to be but believed I could never be. And I'm still growing, changing, and learning. 
Do you have a dream? A goal? A vision of how you'd like to be? Are you chasing after it? 
If not, what's stopping you? 
There are so many things I want to say and so many ideas I want to share. If you've made it to this point, thank you so much more. If you're interested in learning more about the Trium Perfectum world, writing as a whole or indie publishing, feel free to contact me via email at contact@karamzone.com; learn more about me at my website, karamzone.com; visit me on my Instagram page @karamzone_writes; or sign up for my newsletter here. 
Stay tuned for exclusive content, including character illustrations, novellas, excerpts, swag, and more! 
All the best to you! 
Kara M. Zone
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  Chapter one
Before You Go


Hello! 
If you've gotten this far though the novel, thank you! I appreciate your time! 
If you enjoyed this novel, please don't forget to leave a review, as an indie author, reviews are just as important as readers picking up our novels. 
Amazon
GoodReads 
Feel free to review other places as well, and if you review on social media, you can let me know, too!
Instagram: @karamzone_writes
TikTok: @karamzoneauthor
If you are interested on learning more about me and the Trium Perfecutm worlds sign up for my newsletter or visit my website. 
COMING SOON! Ashes Fall at Dawn. June 24, 2025. Want to read it first? Sign up to be an ARC reviewer. 
Have an amazing day! 

Novels writing by Kara M. Zone
Trium Perfecum Series
Book .05 An Accidental Faerie Tale
Book 1 Cinders Burn at Midnight 
Book 1.5 Even After
Book 2 Ashes Fall at Dawn—out June 24, 2025 
Shadow's Ridge Romantasy 
It Doesn't Have to Be Forever—Date TDB
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  BONUS: Deleted Scene from "An Accidental Faerie Tale"
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Spelled Rooms: Aiden

“Where is Finn?” I ask, moving around the kitchen, cleaning up. It’s been a few weeks since Max woke up from the magical coma, and he’s pretty much moved in. But it’s more than just the relationship. I think he feels as though he found family again. He’s still not ready to link the trium perfectum, but just having our magic be near each other seems to make everything calmer. 
Plus, I have trust in him that he’ll just need more time. 
He walks in, kissing my cheek and squeezing my hand. “Why are you nervous?” 
I look at the sponge and didn’t think about my nerves. I squeeze out the water and shrug. “I think I’m finally absorbing some things.” Seeing Lilith Gilbert alive and in person was more than I could digest in one sitting. I swallow thinking about how her eyes reminded me so much of Max's but held none of the warmth. A shiver runs down my spine thinking about her, what she did to her son, and what might be coming to us in our future. 
Max makes a noise and snags my thoughts away from his mom and the dread that may be coming for us. 
“I understand. What do you want for breakfast?” He moves to the refrigerator. 
“I love that you cook,” I laugh, tossing the sponge into its place and moving around. “Eggs are fine.” 
“Want to go ask Finn if he wants any?” Max tips his chin toward the bedrooms.
“He’s in his room?” I ask. 
“Yeah, I think so. It’s hard to tell now that we have the spelled rooms, but I did hear him knocking around out in the living room at like three in the morning, so I know he's here." Max cracks an egg into the bowl, as I walk down the hall, I hear whisking and smile, despite the ordeal we went through, things are good. 
I rest in that feeling as I lift my hand up to knock on Finn's door. 
The door opens before my knuckles hit the wood. I jump as Thalia, the fire nymph, smiles at me. 
“Hiiii…” I say, looking at Finn who perks his brows and gives me a slick grin. He tugs a white t-shirt over his head as Thalia pats my cheek and smiles, her walnut eyes twinkle with a pupil. Her cinnamon glamor now making her appear human.
“Fuck," I say as she walks past me.  
 “Exactly, Dove,” she smiles, and tosses her strappy heels over her shoulder. 
"What the hell?" I whisper to Finn who doesn't respond but pinches my cheek. I bat him away and follow him as he spins and walks backward grinning wider as my face twists. 
I hear Max’s slow “Hello,” greets me as I come out into the living room. "Um, do you want breakfast?" he asks, holding up his bowl of whipped eggs at her. 
"No," she smiles at him, then spins and looks up at Finn as he walks over to her, she throws an arm over his shoulder, "I'll see you around, Dollface," she says, pulling him into a kiss.
"Oh, geez," I shield my eyes and spin walking into the kitchen, so I don't have to hear and see it. I scrub my eyes trying to get the image of my brother making out with a fae out of my mind. 
Thalia's laughter tinkles over the air. "Bye!" she says, and the sound of a fire roaring rolls through the air with the smell of bonfire wafting in our direction. 
Finn walks into the kitchen and while I don't look at Max, I'm positive we both have a similar look of horror on our faces. “What?” Finn says, looking over his shoulder as he opens the refrigerator. 
“She’s five hundred years old,” I shiver. He pulls out a carton of orange juice and snatches a glass, walking over to us. 
Finn smiles and knocks into me as he walks past. “Yeah, she knows a ton of shit.” His green eyes sparkle with unsaid information. 
“Oh my god.” My face twists in disgust. 
“That’s not what she was screaming last night,” he says. 
I gag.  
Finn pats me on the shoulder and squeezes, “Best idea ever to get the rooms spelled so we can have privacy.” 
I close my eyes and shiver. When I open them up, Max is looking at me with a soft smile on his face. 
He shrugs. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Max says. “I’m sure his day will come.” 
Finn snaps his attention to Max. “What does that mean?” 
Max shrugs again and smiles. I release most of my meh about the situation and settle into what Max is alluding to. He turns back to the stove, and I walk up behind him, kissing his neck. “You look good when you smile.” 
“No, stop that shit." Finn pushes me away from Max. 
Max just smiles and keeps cooking the eggs. 
"What does that mean?” Finn asks.
I'm kind of excited to see what Max means too. 
"Max… come on…" 
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