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Prologue

Eighteen Years Ago
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Gretchen Rose Miller came from a long line of shifters. Mostly, the people in her family turned into lynxes. There were a few bobcats on her dad’s side, and her great-great-grandmother on her mom’s side had been a falcon shifter. But mostly, it was lynxes all the way down. Her mom, her dad, her two sisters, and her brother: they all turned into long-eared, long-legged spotted cats with imperious stares.

Gretchen didn’t. Gretchen was human.

There was no genetic test for shifter parents to give their children. If your parents were shifters, you were a shifter: that was how it worked. If one of your parents was a shifter and the other one was human, you were still probably a shifter.

No one had ever heard of a case where two shifter parents produced a fully human child.

Not until Gretchen, anyway.

For the first few years of her life, her parents had just expected that she would turn into a lynx kitten at some point.

Then the whispers had started:

She’s just a late bloomer.

I think my second cousin was six or seven when he first shifted. I’ll ask around.

She’s healthy! There’s no reason why she shouldn’t be able to do it. The doctor said there’s absolutely nothing wrong with her.

Now, she was twelve years old, and they all knew the truth. There was nothing wrong with her—except she was different.

She was average instead of extraordinary.

She wasn’t super-strong. She didn’t have an inner animal, a manifestation of her subconscious that would keep her company inside her own head and keep her in touch with her instincts. She would never look at someone and instantly know that he was her mate, destined to click with her perfectly on every level. There was magic—or at least something like magic—out there in the world, out there in the rest of her house, even, and she couldn’t touch it. She couldn’t use it.

She was just plain, ordinary Gretchen. The fluke. The dud. The mistake.

And while she knew her family loved her, they had a million little ways of driving that fact home.

“Don’t roughhouse with Gretchen! She’s not as strong as you are.”

“Remember to look after your sister. She doesn’t have your instincts.”

“Gretchen, I just don’t know if that’s safe for you.”

Well, Gretchen had a plan to deal with all of that.

It’s like a shot, she told herself firmly. It’ll hurt, but then it’s over with.

It won’t work, a little voice in her mind whispered.

She used to think that was her animal’s voice, but her parents had gently explained to her that that was impossible, that she was just imagining things. Gretchen had learned to stop mentioning it.

The voice spoke up only rarely, but when it did, she usually listened. It sounded like an older version of herself, like a Gretchen she desperately wanted to be.

But right now it was telling her that her plan was dumb, and she didn’t like that at all.

Remember the water balloon fight? the voice said, prodding at her. You kept trying to fill up that water balloon, and you put so much water in it that it burst. You don’t want to burst.

No, she didn’t. Yuck.

But she couldn’t burst apart, because there wasn’t anything inside her, no matter what it felt like. The little voice was just her imagination. She was empty, like a balloon thirsty for any water at all.

Her little sister Tricia’s bite would take care of that. After it was over, Gretchen would be just like the rest of her family. More importantly, she would be just like she felt she was. Her outsides would finally match her insides.

Gretchen pulled the collar of her T-shirt off to the side, exposing her neck and shoulder. If a neck-bite was good enough for Dracula, it was good enough for her.

“Are you sure about this?” Tricia said nervously.

“Definitely.” Gretchen kept her voice perky even though she could feel goosebumps rising up on her arms. “It’s not like anything bad will happen. It’ll just make me like the rest of you.”

“I don’t know. Mom and Dad always told us to be careful not to bite you because it could make you really, really sick.”

It stung to know that her whole family had talked over how to protect her and she hadn’t even known about it. It was like they were the real people and she was just the baggage they lugged around. Well, not anymore. Not if she had anything to say about it.

Her parents thought that she was weak and fragile, but she wasn’t. She knew she wasn’t.

“Maybe I’m not as strong as you guys when I’m human,” Gretchen said, “but after you bite me, I won’t be human anymore, will I? It’s not going to matter. You know Mom and Dad always worry too much.”

Tricia scrunched up her face, thinking it over.

After what felt like an eternity, she nodded.

“Okay. Deal.”

Even as nervous as Gretchen was, she couldn’t stop herself from breaking into the widest smile of her life.

This was it. Everything about her that had always been wrong was about to be fixed.

Tricia slipped into her sleek lynx form and climbed up the arm Gretchen offered her.

When she sank her teeth into Gretchen’s shoulder, it was like dozens of red-hot needles had suddenly slammed through her skin. The pain was beyond anything she ever could have imagined. It felt like her whole body was turning inside-out, like every fiber of her being and drop of her blood was trying to revolt against what she was doing to it.

Gretchen screamed, and Tricia landed on the floor and shifted back immediately.

“Gretchen! Gretchen, what’s wrong?”

All Gretchen could do was hold her shoulder and sob as the pain only seemed to get worse.

She’d never seen her little sister look so scared, and whatever tiny part of her brain could even still think started hating herself right then and there for having put poor, gullible Tricia in this position. She reached out and grabbed her sister’s hand.

“It’s okay,” she managed to say. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I’m going to go get Mom and Dad,” Tricia said. Her wide eyes were filling up with tears. “Gretchen, you’re bleeding so much.”

“No, please.” She felt her hand slipping on Tricia’s, but she fought to hold on. “Please. Just give it a chance. It hurts, but I know I can do it. I know it’ll work.”

She was still repeating that five minutes later, when she finally passed out.

*
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Tricia’s bite left a horrible scar.

The whole experience had landed Gretchen in bed for two weeks, with a shifter doctor and nurse almost constantly at her side. She’d needed IVs and blood transfusions—human blood transfusions. She had lost so much weight that none of her clothes fit anymore.

Her shoulder wouldn’t stop throbbing, and she still sometimes threw up unexpectedly, like her body was trying to reject the last of whatever poison she’d managed to force inside of it.

Tricia couldn’t look at her without crying. Her parents had hugged her, grounded her, and then hugged her again, stroking her hair and telling her to never ever do anything like that ever again.

And Gretchen had promised she wouldn’t. She knew better now.

When she tried to be more than she was supposed to be, other people got hurt. She cost her family money and trouble, and she made everyone sad. It wasn’t worth it. She didn’t want to be the kind of selfish monster who would destroy everyone else around her to get what she wanted.

Lying in her bed, with a thick wad of gauze still on her shoulder, Gretchen had reinvented herself.

She wasn’t Gretchen the Dud. She wasn’t Gretchen the Mistake. She was going to be Gretchen the Babysitter, Gretchen the Responsible: the girl who took care of other people and never worried about herself. She was going to be Cool Gretchen, the girl who could shrug off all her worries instead of bothering other people with them. From now on, nothing was going to bother her ever again—or if it did, she was going to keep it to herself, bottled so far down inside her heart that even she would someday forget that it was there.

But I’m still here, said the familiar voice. I promise, you’re not crazy. You really are feeling something—

Gretchen ruthlessly turned her back on the voice. She imagined building up a wall in her head, cutting the voice off from the rest of her mind.

No, she wasn’t crazy. Because she didn’t hear voices, nope, definitely not. She didn’t hear an inner animal that she now knew she definitely didn’t have.

Her family was right: that was all just an overactive imagination and wishful thinking.

She was as human as anyone could possibly be, and if any part of her felt differently, she would run away from it until it left her alone. Because she couldn’t keep doing this. She couldn’t keep hurting other people and breaking her own heart.

She was human, and that was all she would ever be.

And nobody needed to worry about her. Nobody at all.
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Cooper had a view.

Once upon a time, he would have taken that for granted. And by most people’s standards, this wasn’t much of a view. Just a distant line of trees: ungraceful-looking loblolly pines, their shapes crisscrossed by the wiring of the fence.

But Cooper didn’t look at the trees. He looked at the sky.

He could still remember what it felt like to fly.

The chilly mist against his wings as they sliced through clouds. The bright morning sky and clear, glittering night. The sheer, heart-pounding exhilaration of rocketing downwards and pulling up only at the last possible second. He’d been an adrenaline junkie back then.

He’d been a lot of things back then.

Once, Cooper Dawes had been a sworn US Marshal. He had hunted down dangerous fugitives and kept federal witnesses safe from harm. His job had been his whole life., and he’d poured his heart, mind, and soul into it.

And on the rare days when it had all felt like too much, he’d taken to the skies, and it had always cleared his head.

Now he didn’t have the job.

And all he had of the sky was this single window in Cellblock D.

Prison meant he was a Marshal who would never work for justice again. Justice had spoken—loudly—against him.

Prison meant he was a griffin shifter who would never fly again.

And six months into his life sentence, it was painfully clear that prison also meant being bored out of his mind.

Cooper was in Block D, protective custody. It was where the prison stashed inmates who were deemed to be in need of additional safeguards—mostly because half the men in the prison’s general population wanted to kill them.

As a Marshal, Cooper had personally worked shifts doing prisoner transport for this exact penitentiary. On top of that, some of the most dangerous men inside it, high-level drug traffickers and mob kingpins, were there because he’d tracked them down. Being in protective custody was probably the only reason he was still alive.

But he hated it. His yard time was strictly limited—not even an hour a day walking around in circles on a scrap of asphalt and dust—and it was still the only bright spot he had. He stared out the window every day until the time finally came around.

And when it did come around, like today, all he could really do with it was burn away some excess energy and then retreat into himself, sitting on the bleachers with whatever book he’d gotten from the prison’s library that week. Even in the yard, with the other protective custody prisoners around, he really only had himself for company. Keeping his distance had been a defense mechanism at first, a way to deny where he was and what had happened to him. Now, when he would have befriended Jack the Ripper to have someone to talk to, it was just a habit he couldn’t break.

Cooper had carried around a kind of solitude his whole life, always feeling like the odd one out, but he’d never known the kind of bone-deep loneliness prison had to offer. It was like a dark tide that sooner or later would sweep in and drown him for good.

There was still hope inside him, burning like a candle, but he didn’t know how long it could last. The tide was coming to snuff it out.

I’m innocent.

He hadn’t said that out loud since the trial, when it had practically gotten him laughed out of court. And afterwards? He knew exactly how much weight claims of innocence carried after a guilty verdict had been handed down. No one looked innocent in a prison jumpsuit.

Even his old boss, Roger, the only person from his old life who still sometimes visited him and took his phone calls—even Roger didn’t believe him.

The only person who believed Cooper was Cooper himself. His clear conscience was all he had left to keep him sane. And each time he’d told the truth and the person listening to him—even his own lawyer—had rolled their eyes, he’d felt that clarity get a little more tarnished and that sanity a little less sure.

Cooper had had his whole life stripped away from him. In the space of hours, he’d lost his job, his freedom, and the respect of everyone he’d ever known. Now he was shut up inside a box, one that sometimes felt so small and tight he could barely breathe. His griffin’s wings felt like they were atrophying from lack of use, and Cooper hadn’t been able to hear its voice for weeks. It was unreachable, no longer a partner in his body but a ghost.

Last month, on visiting day, Roger had come to see him, and Cooper had tried—subtly—to ask him what happened to shifters who could no longer shift.

Roger was a jaguar shifter from a long line of them, and he had spent years researching and testing the limits of shifter nature: if anyone was going to know the answer, it would be Roger.

But it was a hard conversation to have when other people could overhear you, and it was an even harder conversation to have with a thick pane of security glass separating you. He’d been able to hear the squeak and creak of his hand tightening on the black plastic phone that connected the prisoner’s side with the visitor’s side.

“People like us—people like our team—”

Roger had nodded, cutting him off before he’d needed to bungle through that even further. Federal law enforcement was quietly, vaguely aware of shifters, and it sometimes grouped them together, creating scattered all-shifter units: Roger had recruited Cooper onto his team of shifter US Marshals just a year before Cooper’s arrest.

Despite everything that had happened, Cooper was grateful for that. If Roger hadn’t recruited him, maybe bad luck would have still reached down and tapped him on the shoulder, stranding him in this hell—and then he wouldn’t have had anyone he could ask this question.

“I know what you mean,” Roger had said.

“When we’re in situations like this, situations where we’re boxed in, do we ever... lose what makes us different?”

Roger’s red-brown eyes had sharpened. “Do you feel like that’s happening to you?”

“I haven’t been able to reach you-know-who in a while,” Cooper had said, knowing Roger would understand that he meant his griffin. “When I look, there’s just... nothing.”

Roger had never claimed to believe in Cooper’s innocence; he just visited him out of a sense of lingering duty, looking glum and resigned like some disappointed father. But now his voice was so heavy with sympathy that it was hard for Cooper to hear it. It was bad news that Roger thought he deserved that.

“That happens sometimes. It’s not like riding a bike: you can’t just take a break for years and expect to come back like nothing’s happened. If you don’t use it, you lose it.”

Cooper’s throat had suddenly felt parched, like it was packed full of sawdust. He’d tried to swallow. “Then you mean... forever? It goes away forever?”

But that felt so wrong. He had never felt like shifting was something he’d learned how to do: it wasn’t like he’d been born with a gift for music and then had learned how to play the piano. His griffin wasn’t a skill; it was part of who he was. It was like Roger was telling him that part of his soul would wither away and die inside these walls. Literally.

Roger had nodded. “I’m so sorry, Cooper. Forever.”

That word had been echoing around in Cooper’s head ever since.

Forever. He could lose his griffin forever.

He would lose his griffin forever.

It was even possible that he already had.

No wonder he couldn’t concentrate on the paperback western he was trying to read. It didn’t help that it was about the exact kind of brave US Marshal that he’d never be again.

I thought it was about cowboys, Cooper thought plaintively. The cover looked like it was just cowboys. Nobody was wearing a Marshal star, or I wouldn’t have picked it up in the first place. I’m a victim of false advertising.

He stood up off the short rack of bleachers and stretched, trying to breathe in as much of the freezing, clear winter air as possible, like that would be enough to rouse his griffin.

It wasn’t.

He poked at it. Buddy?

Silence.

His eyes burned, and he told himself that it was just from the wind in his face.

He needed a distraction. Something, anything. Anything that would get him out of his own head. He opened his book again—

And then a skinny, ferret-faced guy popped up in his face.

“Hey, hey, hey,” the ferret-faced guy said. “You want to step out on the court? You want to shoot some hoops?”

He was so keyed-up that he was gnashing his teeth between words, and Cooper realized immediately that he had to be high. No surprise there: drugs filtered into the prison all the time. Protective custody only protected you from the other prisoners; it couldn’t protect you from yourself.

Cooper started to turn him down gently, cautiously—he didn’t want to get the guy even more stirred up than he was already—but his loneliness got the better of him. If the game got tense, or if more of the guys were high, it could be trouble... but maybe trouble was better than nothing. He just wanted to be around people for a change, since it wasn’t like keeping to himself had made these months more bearable.

His griffin was still dying. His hope was still dying. Maybe a little game of pickup basketball was exactly what he needed.

“Sure.” He slid the book into his coat, in a hole in the lining that worked as an improvised pocket, and then he started following the guy out onto the blacktop. There wasn’t much yard time left, but maybe he could still shoot a few baskets.

But something was wrong. It was just a twinge of his instinct for danger, but it was more than he’d felt from his shifter side in a long time.

Stay calm.

“Looks like you’ve already got an even number,” Cooper said. “Someone dropping out?”

“Oh, yeah,” the ferret-faced guy said, wheeling around to give him an enormous, panicked-looking grin. The high, late morning sunlight flashed off his eyes, making him look more jittery than ever. “Someone’s dropping out, oh yeah, you’d better believe it.”

This was trouble.

Cooper took a half-step back. “I don’t want to be a problem,” he said easily, trying to make it sound like no big deal at all. “I’ll just go sit back down. I can play next time.”

“No, no, no. Nope, nope, nope.”

The ferret was crowding him suddenly, and the other prisoners were coming over too, closing in around them in a tight knot of bodies.

From the guard tower, it could have looked like the start of a game or an argument over who was going to play on what team. Only no one was talking.

Cooper had that feeling he’d gotten sometimes back on the job, when everything just slid slowly, sickly sideways, like a car skidding out.

He knew this was wrong, but it was too late to do anything but steer into the skid.

The ferret smacked him on the shoulder like they were best buds. That was with his left hand. His right held a shiv, a sharpened toothbrush handle.

He slipped it in between Cooper’s ribs in a single, practiced movement.

“Sorry.” The ferret twisted the blade around, spreading the damage. “Nothing personal, you know. Had to do it. The deal was too good to pass up, you know, too good to pass up.”

The other men tightened in around them, screening them from the guards and holding Cooper in place.

The shiv stabbed forward again, into Cooper’s side this time. He felt hot blood immediately soak through his jumpsuit.

The third stab was right to his heart—except it hit the paperback western in his coat lining. The ferret cursed, pulling at the shiv where it had gotten stuck in the pages.

He’d just been saved by a story of bold US Marshals and dastardly outlaws.

And suddenly all Cooper’s months of turmoil and desperation cleared away. It was like he was getting to fly again after all, and he had just lifted up through the last of the clouds. Light and color exploded around him.

For the first time since his cell door had closed behind him, Cooper knew beyond a doubt that he wanted to live.

He refused to die like this. He refused to die without knowing why.

Shifting or going invisible would have saved his life, but only at the cost of revealing his kind to the world, and it was a chance he couldn’t take—if he could even have done it at all. But even with the most obvious shifter tricks off the table, and even with his griffin mostly AWOL, he still had a few cards up his sleeve. He was strong and well-trained.

And that, at least, he didn’t need to hide.

He slammed one elbow back into the solar plexus of one of the men holding him, then slipped neatly out of the second one’s grasp. He was still surrounded, but he wasn’t letting anyone grab him again. He lashed out hard at anyone who tried, and he heard the crunch of someone’s nose breaking under the heel of his hand. He knew he was grinning—the adrenaline junkie reunited with his drug of choice—and he kept it up, hoping it would scare them off. Nobody wanted to mess with crazy.

And he had one more surefire way of scaring them off, even though he didn’t realize it until it had happened. He only felt it: for a second, his eyes had flashed griffin gold.

Later, they could all tell themselves it was just a trick of the light, but in that second, every man in the circle knew he’d just seen something impossible. They backed way off him. The ferret dropped his shiv, and Cooper heard it clatter against the asphalt.

He was bleeding from multiple stab wounds, but he’d taken out six other guys, and he was the only one to come out of it smiling. Not too bad. Not too bad at all.

Thank God for books.

He made it halfway to the guards’ station before he collapsed. 
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Gretchen had a lot of nieces and nephews, and that meant her weekends were usually whirlwinds of birthday parties, recitals, and paintball games; anything to make the kids happy and give their harried parents a night off. But she had completely blocked off this Saturday night, and she didn’t feel even a trace of guilt about it.

Theo and Jillian were going to have a baby, and she was going to help them celebrate.

They were going to be spectacular parents. Jillian worked with troubled teens at the community center, and she already had a wealth of experience in dealing with every possible problem a kid could throw at her. And Theo? Theo not only had all the skills of a US Marshal and a dragon, he also had so much sweetness and genuine courtesy that his fugitives usually wound up apologizing to him for having ever run away in the first place. Any kid raised by Theo and Jillian was bound to grow up to be incredible: tough, kind, brilliant, and adorable.

She wondered if their child would be a dragon shifter.

Probably. Almost certainly. If not, though, she knew Theo would make sure the child still felt important and special.

It’ll help that the kid wouldn’t be growing up surrounded by dragons.

Theo had grown up in an all-dragon enclave, a secret, hidden village that few outsiders ever even knew existed. He had a few cousins he kept in touch with, but otherwise, he’d made it clear that he wanted his past to stay his past: a lot of his hometown consisted of snobby, arrogant people who thought that if you weren’t a dragon, you were nothing at all. Theo wouldn’t bring a non-shifter kid within a hundred miles of the village of Riell, not unless a lot of things changed.

Besides, either way, the kid would have a human mom—and a kickass one, at that.

There was no reason to think that this child would grow up feeling the way she had.

Once. A long time ago. I grew out of it, anyway.

She hugged Theo as he came up to her.

“People keep doing that,” Theo said, smiling.

“Any excuse to touch Gucci,” Gretchen said. All of Theo’s clothes were either designer or beautifully tailored, and he always looked like he’d just walked out of a cologne ad; Gretchen could never get over how soft all his jackets felt. “I was just thinking about how you’re going to be a great dad.”

“I hope so. I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

“You’re a dragon, and you’re scared of babies?”

“I’m not scared of them in general,” Theo said, with just a trace of draconian haughtiness. “I want this one, obviously. I just don’t ever want to be a disappointment.”

He was so sincere that it broke her heart a little. Gretchen decided to give his worries plenty of cushioning for right now and not remind him that all kids inevitably found their parents disappointing sometimes—terminally uncool and unbelievably unfair. Even a devoted idealist and a princely dragon shifter US Marshal couldn’t escape that trap.

“You’ll be great,” Gretchen said. “I’ll teach you everything I know about diapers, baby bottles, and crying kids.”

“Jillian’s been pumping Aria for advice for the last half hour,” Theo said. Aria was their teammate Colby’s mate, a vibrant, funny photographer with a nine-year-old daughter whose cuteness challenged Gretchen’s allegiance to her own nieces and nephews.

“Then between me and Aria, you two will have this down. And Tiffani will always be around to help out. She’s the best step-grandmother anybody could hope for.”

Then she noticed Theo had stopped listening to her. A look of barely-controlled horror had taken over his face.

“What is it? I’ve never seen you look like that before. You got the spider infestation out of the filing cabinet without looking like that. It’s not Tiffani, is it?”

“It’s Keith,” Theo said under his breath. “And don’t remind me of that filing cabinet. I saw things there I can never unsee.”

“You invited Keith?”

“He’s a member of our team now. It would have been rude not to include him.”

Being rude was Theo’s worst nightmare. Usually, Gretchen appreciated that about him. This one time, though, she wished he’d just said to hell with it and left Keith Ridley off the guest list.

Keith had just joined their team a few weeks ago. He was a new Marshal, and he hadn’t been in law enforcement before this job. It showed.

More accurately, he hadn’t been in any jobs before this job, and it showed. Even a high school job scooping ice cream would have taught him more about the world than he seemed to know. The guy just didn’t know how to deal with people.

Like Theo, Keith had been raised in a removed little society that had had very little do with the outside world. But unlike Theo, he hadn’t broken away from it because its sense of superiority had rankled his own ideas of right and wrong. He had been sent out into the world as a kind of tribute, a present from the unicorns to the rest of them.

Gretchen kind of wondered if they could regift him.

He was stiff, rude, and self-righteous. No witness felt like they could trust him, and no friend or family member of a fugitive would ever decide to help him out.

Also, he was kind of a pill. He was absolutely the last person you’d want at your party, and no one but Theo would have ever invited him.

“You know he reported Colby for running a March Madness bracket,” Gretchen said. “A measly five-dollars-per-person, just-for-fun office pool, and Keith went over Martin’s head to turn Colby in for gambling. And my bracket totally would have won, too.”

“And now he’s headed straight for us,” Theo said. “Brace yourself.”

But before Gretchen needed to, a hand fell on her shoulder. She turned around and saw Martin, who looked unmistakably grim.

Gretchen started to make a joke about how he looked like he’d already had to talk to Keith, but then she shut up: Martin’s expression had her genuinely worried. His mate, Tiffani, was Jillian’s beloved stepmother. Martin should have been ecstatic at having a grandkid on the way, and instead he looked like he needed to face a firing squad.

“What’s up, chief?”

Martin shook his head. “Not here—let’s go outside. I don’t want to spoil the celebration. Sorry about this, Theo. You and Jillian deserve better than having work crash your party.”

“It can’t be helped,” Theo said magnanimously. “Do you just need Gretchen? I can intercept Keith.”

“Keith’s here?” Martin said. “Why?”

“That’s what I was saying,” Gretchen said.

“Intercept away,” Martin said to Theo. “And thanks.”

Theo made a beeline for Keith, ready to fall on his sword in the name of being a good host, and Gretchen silently wished him good luck before she turned back to Martin.

“Outside?”

Martin nodded. “Take a coat,” he said, which was so reflexively parental that it made her have to suppress a laugh.

Once they were outside, Gretchen had to admit she was glad Martin had advised her to bundle up. It was freezing. Temperatures had plummeted lately, and all the weather reports were warning of big snowstorms up ahead. Her nieces and nephews were already eagerly planning all the sledding they’d do once school was inevitably cancelled.

She could almost smell the snow in the clear, dark air.

That was something she’d never told anyone. She’d always felt like she had some kind of sixth sense for how the weather was going to turn—a hyper-awareness of the sky above her and the way the wind felt against her skin. A yearning to be up there. She’d taken piloting lessons a few times in her early twenties, but while she’d gotten a kick out of taking a little plane up in the air, it hadn’t scratched whatever itch was deep down inside her.

By now, she was pretty good at ignoring it. She wrapped her arms around herself, hugging the wool fabric of her coat closer to her, and said, “So—what’s up?”

“I have a special assignment for you,” Martin said.

Gretchen relaxed.

“You look relieved,” Martin said, his mouth quirking. “I haven’t even told you what it is yet.”

“You had me worried! If it’s really just work, why the long face?”

“Because—wait, is that a horse joke? Horse walks into a bar, the bartender says, ‘Why the long face?’”

“Since it’s you,” Gretchen said, “it’s a pegasus joke.”

He shook his head in what she was guessing was supposed to be world-weary resignation, but she could see the deepened laugh-lines at the corners of his eyes; his solemnity had lifted at least a little. Good. It was strange seeing him so solemn. Once, she’d taken it for granted that he was just a naturally somber kind of guy. It was only after knowing him for years that she had been able to see that he hadn’t really been grave, he’s just still been grieving. The loss of his wife had hit him hard. Only time—and meeting his mate, the effervescent Tiffani—had helped heal him.

He smiled a lot more now, and Gretchen had gotten used to it. And she liked that she’d gotten used to it. She wanted to do whatever she could to make sure he stayed happy.

So whatever the special assignment was, in her mind, she had already agreed.

Besides, she was curious.

“You did look all doom and gloom,” Gretchen said. “Whatever I can do to keep that look off your face, I’m for it. Just tell me.”

Martin sighed. “Two days ago, someone tried to kill Cooper Dawes.”

It took a second before the name rang a bell. Then a whole host of memories came flooding in.

Gretchen had never met Cooper Dawes. But he had been a US Marshal, just like them, and his deliberate, malicious betrayal of all the principles they were supposed to stand for had hurt. It was a black eye on every Marshal everywhere. And it had led to a sharp drop in the number of witnesses willing to testify and trust the Marshals for their protection—and Gretchen couldn’t blame them for it at all. Why would anyone want to put their lives in the hands of someone who might sell them out to the highest bidder?

Organized crime had a long reach and even longer memory; Dawes had taken advantage of the fact that it had deep pockets, too. They still hadn’t traced all the money he had raked in, but it was most likely in the millions.

Two witnesses had died because of it, and after the second, people had started getting suspicious. There had been questions. At least some of them had been asked by Phil Locke, Dawes’s partner—and then Locke had turned up dead. The bullet in him had been a perfect match for a gun found in Dawes’s house, and all the leaked information had been traced to computers Dawes had access to.

The trial had been a cakewalk for the prosecution. They had an easy story to tell.

Cooper Dawes, on the other hand, had nothing.

I don’t know anything about that. I would never do that. Phil was my partner, and this job is everything to me. I believe in the work we’re doing.

Gretchen had watched parts of the trial live, and that last sentence of his had struck a strange chord in her, mostly because of the way Dawes had straightened up when he’d said it. He’d had trouble not slumping when he was on the stand, and it had made everything he was saying come off as somehow half-hearted. But there was nothing half-hearted about him right then. He had looked straight at the prosecutor, his green eyes burning almost feverishly bright.

I believe in the work we’re doing.

And for a second, she had believed in him.

Which was ridiculous.

But even now, remembering Dawes’s intensity in that moment got to her. It was strange to think that someone had come close to wiping that intensity out completely.

“I have as much against the guy as anyone else,” Gretchen said, “but if we put people away, they’re supposed to stay there, not wind up in a graveyard.”

“I know he’s everyone’s public enemy number one right now,” Martin said quietly, “but since he managed to get shish-kabobbed half-a-dozen ways while in protective custody, it’s safe to say the penitentiary at Stridmont’s not a good fit for him. He’s being moved all the way to Bergen, and as soon as possible.”

That was halfway across the country. “Just him, or do they have any other prisoners making the trip?”

“Just him.”

That made sense. Gretchen could just barely understand the rationale behind moving this particular prisoner over that kind of distance—the powers that be wanted to move Dawes as far away from trouble as possible. But it would be an insane drive to make for any other reason. And now she knew why Martin had pulled her out of the party, even if she still didn’t understand exactly what the big deal was.

“You want me to drive him,” she said easily. “Sure. I don’t mind long trips. I’m halfway through an audiobook of Moby Dick.”

She’d been halfway through it for the last six months, but she, like Ahab, had vowed to slay her white whale eventually.

“There’s something else, too,” Martin said. He took a deep breath. “I worked a job with him once, you know. A few years ago.”

She was stunned. “I had no idea.”

“I kept it quiet during his trial because—” He looked sheepish. “Because I played everything too close to the vest back then. And it made me uneasy, seeing him on the stand, looking guilty as sin, with that amount of evidence stacked up against him.”

It took a moment for the strange uncertainty on his face to sink in. And if she’d thought she was stunned before...

Gretchen said, “You don’t think he did it.”

“No, I do. I think. For a while, I tried not to, but I just don’t see any other way it all makes sense.”

“But?”

“But it’s hard for me to connect the things he’s done with the man I knew.”

“You only knew him for a few days,” Gretchen said gently. “And people have been wrong about that kind of thing before.”

“Sure, all the time. But I even thought about hiring him.”

That startled her. “He’s a shifter?”

“No, not as far as I know. But he seemed like the kind of guy who could be trusted to keep someone else’s secrets. That’s what I thought about him, anyway—and I’ve always thought of myself as a good judge of character.”

She’d always thought so too, which made his opinion of Cooper Dawes interesting to her. The evidence seemed so black-and-white, but on the other hand, she’d rarely known Martin to be wrong.

Martin continued, “I think he’s guilty because I can’t see another option, but I have to admit I’d like to. I was hoping that you could feel it out for me. Stridmont to Bergen’s a long drive. It’ll give you some time to get a feel for him.”

She could do that. It would be an interesting challenge. And besides, as improbable as it was, Gretchen had always liked prisoner transport. She was on the smaller side, and men—especially beefy guys with bad, violent habits—tended to underestimate her. There was something kind of satisfying about correcting them on that.

Plus, she liked to drive. She always had. Few things made her happier than the open road.

“Consider it done,” she said.

“Thank you. And you should take Keith with you. He needs the experience.”

Gretchen groaned.

“I know how he is,” Martin said gently. “But I think he’s just young. And a little sheltered. You were a rookie once too, Gretchen.”

“I was. And I never thought I knew the job better than everyone else just because I’d read the website more recently.” She glared at him. “You didn’t want to talk to him tonight either,” she added accusingly.

“Well, it’s a party,” Martin said. She was pretty sure the twinkle currently in his eyes qualified as mischievous. “Besides, what’s the point of being the chief if you can’t make your Marshals do the pain-in-the-ass stuff you don’t want to do?”

Gretchen scowled. “Okay, but if you’re making me ride around with Keith, you’re the one who has to watch my dogs while I’m doing it.” It was always a hassle to find someone to look after Frick and Frack, her two enormous wolfhound-looking mutts: the rest of her family got bristly around dogs, who tended to sense something fundamentally catlike about them. Being able to dump them on Martin would be a nice change. “And I’m going to tell Colby to stop nominating you for Chief of the Year.”

Colby was the only one in the office—and one of the only Marshals in the country—who paid any real attention to the honorary awards given out each December, which meant Martin’s victories had come in every year like clockwork. Colby was always threatening to cost Martin his streak, but they all knew it would never happen. Colby probably already had the nomination forms filled out for next year, even.

Her joke of a threat let them ease back into the party, but as they went inside, it crossed Gretchen’s mind to wonder what she would do if she did come away from all this thinking Cooper Dawes was innocent.

A jury of Cooper Dawes’s peers had delivered their verdict, and a judge had passed down his sentence. She couldn’t just overrule them. And she couldn’t torpedo her entire life by engineering a virtual jailbreak.

But it didn’t matter. Dawes was guilty. Even Martin thought so.

Her days in a car with him would just confirm that. These were interesting what-if angles to consider, but that was all they were.
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“Wake up.”

An unfriendly finger prodded Cooper’s chest.

He opened his eyes, but that didn’t stop the guard from poking him again.

“I’m awake,” Cooper said. “I’ve been a light sleeper since I was repeatedly stabbed.”

“Yeah,” the guard said. “That makes sense. We were all trying to figure out how to describe that to people. What do you like better, ‘all stuck up like a pincushion’ or ‘like Caesar on the Ides of March’? You know, because that’s when Julius Caesar got ganged up on and stabbed by all those senators.”

“The second one’s a little long,” Cooper said.

The guard considered this piece of constructive criticism for a moment while Cooper struggled to sit up.

He’d never had to deal with this kind of slow, painful healing before. He guessed he should be grateful he was going through it now, because the usual speed of shifter healing would have attracted way too much attention. It would be disturbingly easy to be funneled from a federal penitentiary to some covert medical research facility.

But it was hard to be thankful that each stab wound had its own distinctive, nagging pain: half-toothache and half-burn. He was stiff and sore; even breathing hurt.

He guessed most of his reserves of strength had been spent saving his life. Now he was stuck with a nearly human rate of healing.

Or my griffin is gone for good. Maybe that eye-flash used up the last of its strength.

He reached for it again, trying hard to think about the wide open sky, and found nothing but black emptiness.

He shut his eyes again, trying to peer down into that darkness—

—only to have the guard shake him by the shoulders.

“Watch it, Dawes. You’re not going back to sleep again. You think I came in here and woke you up just to give you a get well card? You’re moving to the pen at Bergen.”

Stridmont to Bergen, damn, that’s a hell of a drive. I’d hate to be stuck with that one.

Oh, right. He wasn’t the driver, not this time. He was the cargo.

Not that it mattered: the guard had to be confused about the date.

“They can’t move me today. The doctor said—”

The guard shook him again. He didn’t do it as roughly as he probably could have, but he didn’t do it gently either.

“This isn’t a democracy.” He enunciated each word clearly, like Cooper might miss the point. “You’ve got stitches, so you’re not going to bleed out before you get to Bergen. And your ride’s here. Your stuff is already packed up.” He kicked a cardboard box, barely half full of his few belongings from his cell. “Anything’s missing, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Nothing was missing. He just didn’t have a lot.

He struggled upright and got dressed, trading the flimsy infirmary gown for the worn khaki jumpsuit with his inmate number. They’d gotten him a new coat—just as khaki and just as obviously numbered, but thicker and with a strip of woolly stuff around the collar. It wasn’t much, but it would keep the worst of the chills off for any time he had to be outside.

He stood still and let the guard snap on the leg shackles.

He hated those. He had learned the hard way not to say anything about it, though. There was no real reason for the guards to believe that he wouldn’t try to cause trouble; they had to protect themselves.

He wasn’t a person to them, and he hadn’t been since he’d arrived. He was an inmate. They didn’t like him, didn’t respect him, and didn’t want to get to know him. The good guards were the ones who still had a baseline level of decency in terms of how they’d treat him; the bad guards were both a lot more numerous and a lot more varied in how they could make his life hell. Some of them were consistently sadistic, bullying everyone within their reach. Others were volatile and unpredictable, nice one minute and brutal the next. Still others chose specific targets and vented all their frustrations on an unlucky few.

Cooper had been lucky enough to avoid being singled out by the last set of bad guards, but he’d had run-ins with every other kind.

And even the good ones didn’t like anyone kicking up a fuss about the restraints.

He tried to still think about it from the point of view of the Marshal who would be transporting him. The only prisoner he’d ever let out of the ankle cuffs for the duration of the trip had been a guy with a bad limp. The restraints had kept tripping him up, and the guy hadn’t complained about it; he’d just soldiered on like this was all he could expect out of life.

Cooper didn’t have a limp, and he wasn’t going to fake one just to get some extra leg room. No matter how long the car trip was from Stridmont to Bergen.

We’ll get to see some scenery.

He’d had the faint hope that that idea would stir his griffin to life again, but there was nothing.

Whatever scenery they saw would still be behind glass.

But at least it’s a regular car trip, Cooper said, trying to make himself feel better. If they’d waited to move me with a couple other guys, we’d be in a van with no view.

Over two or three days of travel, he’d get to see a whole lot of sky. He’d get to see the countryside change, smoothing out into prairie.

That was something.

The guard pushed him forward, steering him out into the lot where the Marshal would be waiting for him.

This is my best chance for freedom.

The thought startled him, and Cooper stopped so suddenly that the guard ran into him. That resulted in another, harder shove, accompanied by an elbow to his back.

He’d thought about escape, of course. Even people who’d never been in prison sometimes daydreamed about how they’d pull off a jailbreak.

And it would be so easy for him, hypothetically.

Use the cover of shifter invisibility. And take flight as a griffin.

Get his griffin back.

He couldn’t do it in handcuffs, let alone handcuffs and leg shackles, but he could have done it anytime he had been in the exercise yard.

Only two things had been stopping him.

As a shifter, he had a responsibility to other shifters. He couldn’t do anything that would make it impossible for the world to ignore their existence. He couldn’t bring tons of scrutiny down on everyone’s heads just for his own sake.

The exercise yard had security cameras. He couldn’t just wink out of existence right in front of them.

The other thing that had stopped him was that escaping would put an end to any idea of clearing his name. If he escaped, he’d be on the run forever. There would be no more appeals. He’d never be able to count on having anyone’s help, not when anyone might turn him in.

If he escaped, that was it. He would never be a Marshal again.

For the rest of his life, in everyone else’s eyes, he would be Cooper Dawes, murderer; Cooper Dawes, the man who’d betrayed everything he’d ever stood for.

He’d thought he couldn’t stomach that.

But now, with the cold winter air cutting through his jacket and the guard propelling him forwards towards his destiny, he started wondering if he could.

His reputation might already be ruined beyond repair. No one was beating the drums to have him let out of prison, after all. No matter how well he behaved within bars, he could easily be there the rest of his life.

And escaping might save his griffin’s life—if that life was still there to save.

The Marshal transporting him would surely have to leave him comparatively unguarded at some point, especially since this would be an overnight trip. He could find a way out, and if one person happened to glimpse something seemingly impossible happening, that wasn’t the same thing as concrete security footage.

You could hurt someone’s career. Losing a prisoner—

But he didn’t know that he could bring himself to keep caring about that. He didn’t think it was out of line to say that his freedom might be worth it.

And it isn’t like they’d get fired, he thought. Anybody could guess that I’d have resources and knowledge your average criminal wouldn’t. I’ve seen the transport process from both sides. It might be embarrassing to whatever Marshal has me if I slip the net, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world.

There was something else, too.

Someone had tried to kill him. No one in the yard had had a problem with him themselves; he hadn’t made any of them angry. But the ferret had been armed and ready.

The deal was too good to pass up, the guy had said.

Someone had been pulling the strings there. If he hadn’t been woozy from painkillers ever since the infirmary, he would have realized it even sooner.

Whoever had killed Phil had tried to kill him, too. It wasn’t enough to have framed him; someone wanted him out of the way completely.

His choice wasn’t between prison with a chance of proving his innocence or freedom on the run.

His choice was between life with answers or death without. Justice for Phil, and for him, or a murderer walking free.

And that, to Cooper, was no choice at all.

As soon as he could get a chance, he would make a break for it.

*
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“Anything I should know?” Gretchen said.

Stridmont Penitentiary’s outgoing prisoner transports were overseen by a man who looked like the last time he’d smiled had been twenty years ago, and it had been terrible, and he had no intention of doing it ever again.

“Is a little girl like you going to be able to handle this guy?” he said wearily.

If he’d wanted to specifically design a question to irritate her, he couldn’t have done any better than that.

“Your prison is the one where a bunch of inmates got out of control and nearly killed him,” she said. “Nothing like that has ever happened on my watch. Maybe you should worry a little less about me and a little more about what’s happening in your own house.”

“Things happen.”

“Sure, especially if you let them.” She repeated, “Is there anything I need to know about Dawes?”

The man heaved out a sigh that was so deep it seemed to come up all the way from the soles of his feet. “He’s got a pretty clean history here. He doesn’t make trouble, not that there’s usually much trouble you can make in protective custody.”

Outside of ganging up on a man and repeatedly stabbing him, apparently.

As long as Dawes was in her keeping, she was going to handle him better than that.

Not that she could really handle him worse.

“The prisoner who stabbed Dawes.” She searched her memory and found the name. “Clarence Reilly. Has he confessed yet?”

“What’s to confess? His fingerprints are on the shiv that has Dawes’s blood all over it.”

“But did he say why he did it?”

“Who cares?”

“I do,” Gretchen said patiently. “I’m going to be moving him cross-country. If someone’s put a target on his back, that’d be good to know.”

The guard shrugged. “Reilly was high as a kite. It could have been anything. There’s no conspiracy here, sweetie. Just your basic prison yard brawl.”

Nothing about this sounded basic to her, but she let it go. She didn’t think she was going to get a lot of good intel out of this particular guard.

Then he frowned, an actual flicker of engagement crossing his beleaguered expression. He even failed to call her sweetie, so it must have been serious.

He said, “There is something a little funny about him, now that you mention it.”

It felt like the first actual opinion the guy had had, so Gretchen handled it with care. She made sure she sounded friendly. “Funny how?”

“Just funny.”

She was starting to understand how you sighed all the way from the soles of your feet.

“I don’t care if it makes sense or not,” she said. “I just want to know what you think.”

She didn’t know what she’d expected, but it wasn’t what she got.

“He’s... composed,” the guy said finally. “You know, calm. Self-possessed. He looks like—”

Gretchen remembered. It hadn’t shown up often when he’d been on the stand, unfortunately for him, but there had been times when Cooper Dawes had been sitting quietly by his lawyer, and he had somehow looked—unbreakable. Like there was something buried deep down inside him that none of this could touch.

He had looked a little like a prince in disguise.

“You know,” the guy said. “Like somebody on Undercover Boss.”

Sort of the same thing, Gretchen thought wryly.

She signed the rest of the transfer documents and then stood there waiting silently while the guard went to fetch Dawes. She was good at that kind of coiled, unmoving attention. If you grew up in a family of lynx shifters, you picked up on the body language, even if you couldn’t shift yourself.

She was standing just outside of the prison itself, outdoors but still inside the main walls. It was freezing. Funny how there could be so much sun without it making her even a little bit warmer.

At least Keith had stayed in the car to keep the heat on. It was good that having him along was at least a little bit useful, since he was already driving her crazy: within ten minutes, he’d reminded her to keep her hands at ten and two while she drove.

She kept doing the necessary travel math in her head: how many miles they could travel today if the traffic was good (it never was), how long she could probably drive without getting tired, where to stop along the way.

This kind of long-distance trip was a hassle, and she wondered who had authorized it in Dawes’s case. It was normal enough to move a prisoner who’d been attacked, but it was rare to move them this far.

Honestly, it was rare for the response to be this prompt, too. Usually any kind of bureaucracy was managed by guys exactly like the one she’d just been talking to. It wasn’t that they were necessarily stupid or uncaring, but they were sluggish and uninvolved, and all the paperwork slowed them down even further. It took a lot to jar them out of complacency.

Well, Dawes was probably still something of a high-profile prisoner. Maybe they’d just decided they’d rather have him be officially someone else’s problem.

Then the door swung open, and there he was.

Dawes had changed since the days of his trial footage. He had lost weight behind bars, and his already striking features were now even more sharply defined. He looked like he’d been chiseled out of ice. His dark brown hair, once neatly trimmed, had grown just a little bit shaggy. He had been graceful in the courtroom, obviously athletic, but now he was painfully stiff. And the leg shackles were making him shuffle.

But he still had that lost prince vibe. There was a dignity and intensity to him, even in prison khakis and steel restraints.

She stepped forward to meet him.

“Cooper Dawes? I’m Deputy US Marshal Gretchen Miller. I’ll be driving you to Bergen, along with Deputy Keith Ridley, who’s keeping the car warm for us. I know you know how this works, so we shouldn’t have any problems.”

“We won’t,” he said. He had a low, clear voice.

She had the weirdest feeling. This all seemed fundamentally wrong somehow.

They should have been standing beside each other, not across from each other. He wasn’t supposed to be in chains.

Except he was supposed to be, obviously. He was a criminal. She was a Marshal.

“All right,” Gretchen said. There was an unusual creakiness to her voice, like it was a squeaky hinge in need of oil. “Then let’s get on the road.”

She stretched out her hand before she even thought about it.

Dawes almost didn’t respond. For a moment, her hand just hung there. The autumn air was chilly enough that her fingers felt a little cool. She would have had time to pull back.

Then his large, warm hand met hers.

It was a firm, friendly handshake, one of a thousand Gretchen had been lucky enough to have in her life from the kind of man who didn’t see the need to either go easy on her or pointedly test her. There shouldn’t have been anything more remarkable about it than that. It wasn’t that strange to think that if she’d met him under any other circumstances, she would have liked him.

What was strange was that she’d shaken his hand at all.

It’s his eyes, Gretchen thought. Even more than the lost prince look, it’s his eyes.

Dawes had green eyes that were almost as clear as glass. It was impossible to look at them and be even the slightest bit afraid.

He’d made her feel safe enough enough to do something daring—and he’d made it so that she hadn’t felt it was daring at all.

The air was colder than ever when he was no longer holding her hand.
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She shook my hand.

It felt like some electricity was still trapped in his fingers, making his skin tingle and his blood pound.

Cooper couldn’t remember the last time he had felt a friendly touch. It made him feel like he was coming undone.

He didn’t even think Gretchen Miller had done it deliberately. She didn’t look like someone who would showboat to prove how brave she was. It was almost like she had shaken his hand by reflex, like she still recognized him as a fellow Marshal. Even with the handcuffs, leg shackles, and prison khakis, she’d seen someone worthy of respect and common courtesy.

He didn’t think he would ever be able to tell her how much that meant to him.

Of course, now she practically had oops written all over her face. And no wonder, given how her partner was glaring daggers at her from the passenger seat.

Gretchen opened the back door for Cooper and loaded him in, gently sheltering his head with her hand as he ducked inside.

He caught the faint scent of her perfume. It was unshowy and fresh, like green apples and cedarwood, and it reminded him of the morning sky above the mountains. It seemed to fit perfectly with her short, sleek, dark hair and her falcon-like golden-brown eyes. It was like she was made to be outside.

He felt a twinge deep inside him. A rustle of feathers. Was his griffin stirring back to life? Had Gretchen’s fresh-air scent done what all his efforts couldn’t?

Then she closed the door and all he could smell was himself. He didn’t think anyone would be bottling the scent of prison infirmaries anytime soon.

And his griffin sure as hell wasn’t going to be drawn out by it. The sensation faded away, leaving only the feeling that he was missing something. No surprise there. He knew exactly what he was missing: he had a dark hollow inside his soul where his griffin was supposed to be.

Gretchen slid into the front seat. Her voice was clipped and matter-of-fact now, much more official now that she was under the hard, colorless gaze of her partner.

“This is Deputy Marshal Keith Ridley,” she said without looking back at Cooper. “Keith, this is Dawes.”

He wished he could ask her to call him Cooper. Well, he could ask, but there was no reason for her to say yes. Especially now, because she was embarrassed, and Cooper couldn’t even blame her for it. Shaking hands with him had broken every Marshal protocol in the books, and it had technically put her life at risk. It had made her vulnerable, and there were a lot of people willing to take advantage of that kind of split-second weakness.

He didn’t even like to think about what could have happened if someone like that had been in his shoes.

But he had the funny feeling that if that had been the case, Gretchen wouldn’t have made the mistake in the first place.

She was either careless or someone who had a good intuitive sense of the people she was dealing with, and people who were careless didn’t stay Marshals for long.

So Cooper decided to push his luck. If he got his hand slapped for it, he could live with that.

“Just Cooper’s fine,” he said, trying to keep the hope out of his voice. “Or Coop, if you want. I always liked the sound of that.”

People had stopped calling him by his first name around the time they’d stopped shaking his hand. He missed it. It would be nice to hear someone sounding friendly for a change, even if they actually weren’t.

“We’ll call you what we choose to call you,” Keith Ridley said. The words had a razor-sharp edge.

“It’s a long trip,” Gretchen said in an undertone. “Let’s make this as painless as we can.”

She shifted into drive and began taking them off the penitentiary grounds. Cooper lost his interest in the tension between his escorts and instead turned his rapt attention to his window. He watched as their car passed smoothly through the different checkpoints, the gates and fences falling away under the force of Gretchen’s authority. They were moving out of the sweep of the searchlights and the sight of the barbed wire, out and out—

Then, just like that, they were on the open road, and he was looking at things he hadn’t seen in over six months.

Traffic. Speed limit signs. Exit ramps.

Graffiti penises.

He could safely say that he’d never been so grateful in all his life to see a spray-painted picture of a dick. It was like a marker welcoming him back to society.

Although, actually, prison got more than its fair share of cartoon penises. It was really the spray paint that was welcoming him back.

And, more than anything else, it was the endless expanse of sky above him. It was a glowering, wintery gray, but Cooper was as happy to see it as he had ever been to see any bright shade of blue.

He wasn’t going back to prison. He couldn’t lose this freedom again. He couldn’t go on watching his griffin slip away from him.

He just had to watch for the right opportunity. He needed to be sharp and quick—he couldn’t miss his chance, and he couldn’t hesitate, especially since he was working with a severe limitation: he refused to hurt the people he was escaping.

Especially Gretchen.

Luckily, he had no reason to think that moral stance would mean giving up his chance to escape. He might have had more scruples than most prisoners, but he also had more insider information: he knew the transport process from the other side. He knew the exact location of all the little weaknesses no US Marshal could ever finesse out of the system. No process could be made one hundred percent flawless, and Cooper was willing to take advantage of that. He just had to think about it from the other side. What had he always been worried a prisoner would do? He’d do that. Well, he’d do the non-violent version of that.

“Anyone have any strong opinions on what I do with the radio?” Gretchen said, breaking the silence.

“Driver controls the radio,” Cooper said automatically.

“I don’t listen to music,” Keith said.

Of course he didn’t. Cooper was irritated by this guy already.

“Does that mean you hate it?” Gretchen said. “If I turn on the radio, will you physically recoil and throw yourself out of the car, screaming? Or do you just mean you don’t have a station preference?”

It seemed like Keith had to think about it. “The second one.”

“Great.” She switched on the radio and scanned through the FM band before settling on classic rock. It was exactly what Cooper would have picked for this kind of long drive—something loud and energetic to keep his energy from flagging. No one could drift off or get fuzzy-headed with “You Shook Me All Night Long” rattling their car windows.

Cooper nodded his head along to the music as he watched the snowy scenery pass by. His mind hadn’t done anything as useful or rigorous as hatching a plan in months; he felt like he was mentally out of shape. That was what happened when you spent most of your time deliberately trying not to think.

Not “this is your brain on drugs” but “this is your brain on prison.” Just as ugly.

He used to be better at making the right mental leaps when he’d had something to do with his hands. He used to play computer solitaire or sudoku to get himself to lapse into a kind of meditative state, and then solutions to fugitive hunts would just seem to bob out of the fog and present themselves. Unfortunately, handcuffs basically existed to get in the way of their wearers doing anything with their hands, so he was out of luck.

He tapped his fingers against his knees, instead, trying to follow the beat of the music.

They would have to stop for gas at some point. Opportunity.

It was too long of a trip to make in one day, so they would have to stop midway and book him into a local jail cell for the night. If it was a small enough town, that could mean a rickety cell with no security cameras and only a single, sleepy deputy on duty. Definite opportunity.

“You shook his hand,” Keith said accusingly.

Cooper’s head jerked up.

“I’m aware of that,” Gretchen said.

“Do you realize what could have happened?”

“Yes.” Her voice was even colder than the wind outside. “It was a momentary lapse of sanity.”

“He could have pulled you towards him and gotten his cuffed hands around your neck,” Keith went on ruthlessly. “He could have broken your wrist. He could have—”

“I didn’t, though,” Cooper said.

“No one’s talking to you,” Keith said.

“You’re talking about me. And you’re a foot away, so it’s not like I can’t hear you.”

Keith huffed.

Gretchen said, “Keith, there’s no woman in law enforcement, anywhere, who needs you to spell out for her all the different ways she can get killed doing her job. I promise you, I know. I agree I shouldn’t have done it, and I only did it because I wasn’t thinking.”

“Then you should have been thinking.”

“Martin worked with him once,” Gretchen said to Cooper’s surprise. Whatever response he’d expected, it hadn’t been that. “He told me about it. It made him feel more familiar.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“We could have been colleagues in another world, that’s all. I let my guard down.”

“It’s a good thing you weren’t his colleague,” Keith said. “Then you could have wound up in the ground just like Phil Locke.”

Cooper closed his eyes.

Phil.

He didn’t want to think about Phil. They’d had their differences, but even if they would never have been friends outside of the office, they had still been partners. And now Phil was gone, and they would never have a chance to be anything more than that—and one of the last times they’d talked, they’d argued. Cooper had ticked Phil off, and Phil had blown up about it, and they’d never really had a chance to make things right.

He grabbed on to the nearest available distraction and said, “Martin?”

“My chief,” Gretchen said.

The name finally clicked. “Martin Powell?”

“Don’t talk to him,” Keith said.

“Keith, I don’t want to fight in front of a prisoner, but if you tell me one more time what to do or not do, I’m going to use language unbecoming a Marshal and also kick your ass out into the snow.” She took a deep breath. “Yes. Martin Powell.”

“I remember him,” Cooper said, and against all odds, he felt a smile tugging at his mouth. Could have been the fond memories of Martin, could have been Gretchen threatening to kick Keith’s ass, could have been both. “We tracked down Jeremiah Isaac Bronson together.”

“Oh, an ‘all three names’ guy, huh? You only see that with serial killers or assassins.”

“Well, in Bronson’s case, he did kill a state senator, so the ‘all three names’ approach got used right away, but it turned out that he only killed him because the senator cut him off in traffic, so he probably doesn’t really count as an assassin. But by the time we knew that, the name had already stuck.”

He could actually remember joking about that with Martin, on a long winter car trip that had strangely looked a lot like this one. They had tried out alternative names—Jerry, Jere, “Road Rage” Bronson.

“When was this?” Gretchen said.

Cooper tried to think back. “Almost ten years ago. I was fresh out of training at Glynco and didn’t even have a home office yet. Martin was working solo, and I think he just needed someone else to take some driving shifts, and a bright-eyed, bushy-tailed rookie would do. He was a good guy. I hope I didn’t annoy him too much.”

“It’s a shame he didn’t see what kind of person you are,” Keith said.

I’m not the person you think I am.

“Keith, chill out,” Gretchen snapped.

She probably just didn’t think a prisoner needed to be reminded every two seconds that, yep, he was still a prisoner and nobody liked him very much, but Cooper appreciated her defense of him all the same.

It gave him the guts to continue talking to her like this was even a halfway normal situation.

“I was so earnest when I first joined up,” Cooper continued. “I was practically a Boy Scout. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for lunch every day, all brown-bagged like I was going to school. Shoes always polished. So eager to get in on everything that I was tripping everyone else up all the time. You ever see one of those videos where a puppy tries to run across a kitchen floor and winds up skittering and just sliding?”

Gretchen laughed, and the sound was so unexpectedly musical that Cooper immediately wanted to hear it again. “That was you, huh?”

“That was me. Just losing control and slip-sliding around like I was on ice. Martin was the best thing that could have happened to me. He had a steady hand with the rookies, I guess.”

“He still does,” Gretchen said. She cleared her throat. “He said you were good.”

It made a pang shoot through his heart. “At the job, I’m guessing,” he said lightly. “Not that I was a good person.”

No one was going to take a stand on that one. Not these days.

“That’s a hard thing to judge, especially in someone you haven’t seen in years.”

Maybe. Although he knew if someone asked him right now, he’d have zero hesitation in saying Martin Powell was a good person: steady, funny, fair, and dogged. Exactly the right mentor for a kid Marshal still so overwhelmed by his good luck in landing his dream job that he’d had trouble staying focused on the gritty, unglamorous slog that the work sometimes demanded.

Martin had helped make him the Marshal he had eventually become, and despite everything that had happened, Cooper still believed that he had been, however briefly, someone worth becoming.

So he would say that Martin was a good guy, that he couldn’t have changed enough, not even in ten years, to be anything else. But it was easy for him to say that. After all, nobody had shown up with damning evidence to connect Martin with a murder and the biggest sin a Marshal could commit.

If it was Martin in the center of this frame, would Cooper still be singing the same tune? Would he trust his one-time judgment over a mountain of apparently concrete proof?

He didn’t know. He couldn’t blame Martin for not believing in him, that was for sure. It was just good to know that whatever Martin had said about him had been nice enough to cause Gretchen to reflexively see him as a colleague instead of a threat or a faceless prisoner.

He would say that Gretchen was a good person, too. He’d stake his life on that, and he hadn’t even known her for a full hour yet.

If he took a deep breath, he could still catch that mountain air scent coming off her skin.

And he shouldn’t. He couldn’t afford to get distracted.

He forced himself to focus just on the conversation, not on the rapidly unwieldy attraction he felt towards her.

“Well, give Martin whatever of my regards you think he’ll accept,” Cooper said. “I’m glad he made chief.”

“Are we really going to have a conversation with him?” Keith said. Apparently he thought that if he kept his voice down, either Cooper wouldn’t hear him or Gretchen wouldn’t get annoyed at him for continuing to poke at her choices.

“It’s a long trip to spend sitting in silence,” Gretchen said. “And you vetoed Moby Dick.”

“He’s a murderer. He’s a traitor.”

There was something strangely antique about Keith’s choice of words, and for some reason, they struck Cooper more deeply than “killer” or “prisoner” would have. It was like Keith was implying that Cooper had lost his honor, and that that loss was somehow contagious—that if Gretchen spoke to him for too long, dishonor and shame would leach into her, like contamination into groundwater, and she would be spoiled forever.

She can’t be. She’s herself, and she’s as true as steel.

It was like a distant echo inside him somewhere. He hadn’t heard the actual words being spoken, only them bouncing off something close to his heart.

That handshake knocked you for a loop, he tried to tell himself, but it was hard to argue with the feeling she gave him. It was like his whole soul had been rung like a bell, and he was still feeling the aftershocks. Still listening to the music of them, the way he had listened to her laugh.

And that music was old and strange, just like Keith’s weighted words.

He couldn’t stand the idea that Gretchen believed that his soul was as ugly as Keith had just painted it.

He said, “I don’t know if it would make a difference or not to hear me say it, but—I’m really not either of those things.”

“What?” Gretchen said. She sounded distracted, like she’d been lost in her own thoughts too.

“And I just didn’t want to come in halfway through Moby Dick,” Keith added belatedly. “I wouldn’t understand what was happening.”

Cooper decided not to get involved in the Moby Dick debate. He said, “I didn’t kill Phil. I didn’t turn over any information about my witnesses.”

“I’m sure you’re not the first prisoner to say he’s innocent,” Keith said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“He wouldn’t be the first prisoner to actually be innocent, either,” Gretchen said.

Cooper’s heart leapt. She was the first person he’d even heard acknowledge that it was even technically possible for him to have been wrongfully accused, the first person to not act like the system was guaranteed to be flawless.

His mouth was suddenly too dry for him to talk. To have someone even half-believe him, after all this time—

“You can’t be serious,” Keith said.

“I’m just being factually accurate. There’s such a thing as a wrongful conviction.”

“Not in his case. Don’t tell me you believe everyone who says—”

“Of course not,” Gretchen said sharply. “I’m not even saying I believe him. I just said that it’s possible.”

“I don’t think it is.” Keith twisted around in his seat, turning to face Cooper. His eyes were a gray-blue so pale that their edges almost seemed to melt away like snow. “You left conclusive proof of your guilt behind. You weren’t just criminal, you were careless. That anyone could possibly believe you at this point is—”

“Oh, look,” Gretchen said loudly. “We need gas.”

“No, we don’t.”

“I think you’ll find we do,” she said. Even from the backseat, Cooper could see that her jaw was clenched so tightly that she could be in danger of shattering a tooth.

Keith was in trouble.

And Gretchen had just defended Cooper yet again.

If he escaped at the gas station, he would just be throwing that defense back in her face, humiliating her in front of a stickler younger partner who seemed intent on criticizing her at every turn. If he ran now, she would think he was exactly the man he’d just told her he wasn’t.

This probably won’t be my best shot at freedom anyway, he tried to tell himself. It’s still broad daylight. If I can’t shift, and if I can’t get myself to turn invisible, I’ll stick out like a sore thumb. It wouldn’t be smart to make my move now. I’m not just doing it for her.

Sure. Right.

Absolutely.
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Gretchen left the car running, which Keith of course had a problem with.

She balled her hands up inside her coat pockets, listening to her teeth chatter as she shivered herself half to death and tried to keep calm. She tried to be the Marshal Martin would want her to be. It was the kind of thing that would have been a lot easier if slush wasn’t currently soaking through her jeans and getting her socks wet. She only had herself to blame for that one, though. She was the one who had decided to pull over even though the gas tank was still three-quarters full.

She was the one who’d forgotten to wear snow boots, too.

“I know you’re not supposed to leave your car running at the pump, Keith,” she said. “That’s why we’re not at the pump.”

She almost winced at the exaggerated patience in her voice. He was fraying her last nerve, but that was still no reason for her, the more experienced member of the team, to keep showing it to this extent. She shouldn’t be treating him like a child. It was like something else was stressing her out, but she couldn’t put her finger on what that would be.

“Besides,” she went on, “if Dawes can work his way out of the backseat, through the barrier, and into the front to steal the car out from under us, then we have bigger problems. That means he could do it when we’re in the car, which could get us both killed. So the way I see it, temporarily leaving the heat on helps all of us and doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“You mean it helps Dawes,” Keith said, lifting his chin challengingly.

The trouble was, he wasn’t exactly wrong to be a little suspicious of her motives. Gretchen had to admit that while she was easier on their prisoners in general, she wasn’t usually quite this lenient.

She’d never shaken a prisoner’s hand before. She’d never gotten herself tangled up in a conversation about a prisoner’s guilt or innocence.

Gretchen was willing to stand by what she had said about Cooper. It was undeniably true that sometimes innocent people ended up in prison, and that was a horrible thing that it was probably worth keeping in mind as at least a slight chance.

But under normal circumstances, she would have refused to get dragged into that kind of discussion. She wasn’t a lawyer. Her job was to get the prisoner from point A to point B as smoothly as possible, and she did that as well as or better than anyone.

Keith was right. She was treating Cooper differently. And Keith didn’t even know the half of it.

He didn’t know that when Cooper had said he was innocent, Gretchen had believed him.

Only for a second. The length of a heartbeat. Then she had gone right back to uncomfortable ambiguity, unsure whether she could trust him or not, unsure whether Martin had been right about his character or right about the evidence piled up against him.

A heartbeat. That was the problem. She was thinking too much with her heart.

Keith was wrong about a lot of things, sure, but so was she. She couldn’t pretend otherwise, not to herself.

She took a deep breath. She needed to be honest with him. He was a rookie, sure, but for this road trip, he was also her partner. He deserved to know what was going on with her—if she could even figure it out herself.

It feels more like Cooper’s my partner than Keith. That’s part of the problem.

“Okay,” Gretchen said quietly. “I do mean, a little, that it helps Dawes. I’m not going to apologize for not wanting a prisoner to turn into a popsicle. We’re responsible for him, and while we don’t need to baby him, there’s zero harm done by treating him like a human being as much as the situation allows. I feel like sometimes you don’t understand that.”

“But you—”

“I’ve been weird,” she admitted. “Martin liked him enough when they worked together that Coo—Dawes’s conviction really threw him for a loop, apparently. He wants to believe that Dawes is innocent, and he asked me to try to get a read on the situation. You deserve to know that that’s where I’m coming from. I went into this trip knowing that someone I really respect thinks that there’s a chance that Dawes didn’t do what he was accused of.”

Keith opened his mouth and then closed it.

“I didn’t know that,” he said finally. “But I still think he’s guilty.”

“That makes sense. He probably is. But if someone you trusted asked you to consider the alternative—”

She let the words hang in the air.

Keith said, “I don’t... I don’t really have anybody like that. Someone I trust like that.”

That deflated her a little. It just sounded so lonely. He really didn’t have anyone, did he?

Martin had taken her under his wing when she’d been a rookie. It sounded like he’d briefly taken Cooper under there, too. The least Gretchen could do was try to pass on the favor.

“Okay. Let’s just say, for right now, that we’ve both been screwing this up. I went too far, and I should have trusted you and told you the truth right from the start. But Keith, you need to get better with the people you meet on the job. Part of being a Marshal is serving the public trust—and you’ve got to be worthy of the public trust. You have to make people feel like they can trust you to treat them fairly and decently.”

“You leave the heat on for them,” Keith said. It was hard to tell whether or not he sounded skeptical.

“Yeah. Little things like that. You leave the heat on. You’re polite as long as they’re polite.” She patted his arm. “Give it a try, anyway. You’re new enough on the job that you can afford to try out different ways of doing things before you settle into your own pattern.”

“I don’t want to mess this up,” Keith said. His voice was low and intense. “My whole family is counting on me.”

She knew how that felt, more or less. Or at least she knew how it felt to feel the weight of expectations on her shoulders, to feel like she had to achieve more than everyone else and do it faster than everyone else, to make up for the fact that she was different. Trying to be perfect—even perfect at being normal—was stressful.

No wonder she didn’t mind long car trips. They were a vacation from the pressure she put on herself at home.

“No one’s talking to your family,” Gretchen reassured Keith. “Martin’s not turning in an evaluation to them at the end of every week. There’s no all-unicorn bulletin going out on you. You’ve got time to figure things out.”

He exhaled, his breath puffing out in a white cloud. He looked as stubborn as ever, but he said, “I’ll think about what you said.”

She kind of liked that that was all he was promising. It would have been easy for him to promise her he’d change completely, but he was trying instead to make her only the promise he knew he could keep. It made her think that he took his word seriously.

Maybe he was a pain in the ass, but he wasn’t just a pain in the ass. And maybe, like Martin had said, he could grow out of it.

“Okay. Good.” She grinned at him. “I’m going to see if Dawes wants a snack.”

“Now you’re just doing this on purpose,” Keith said.

“Little bit,” Gretchen admitted cheerfully.

For a second there, she would have sworn Keith almost smiled.

Truth be told, she did like having a flimsy excuse to be extra-nice to Cooper. She didn’t know what to make of that. But as long as she paid attention to what that desire was making her do, and as long as she made sure it stayed on the right side of the stupidity line—unlike that handshake—then she didn’t see the harm in it.

Though maybe that was just because she didn’t want to.

She ducked back into the car for a second, the warm blast from the heater hitting her smack in the face while the rest of her was still outside in the cold.

“Do you want anything from inside? Drink, candy bar?”

He stared at her like she was some kind of beautiful natural phenomenon, like the northern lights or the ocean at sunrise.

It took her breath away. Their eyes seemed to lock together, like two magnets clicking into place.

She knew he had beautiful eyes—a clear, lagoon-like green—but this was ridiculous. How she was feeling was ridiculous.

And right, a little voice in her head said. This is the rightest you’ve felt in a long time.

Gretchen did her best to ignore it. That was what she was supposed to do with her secret voice, wasn’t it? That was the little voice of wishful thinking, and it was just her imagination.

“Just a Milky Way, if you really wouldn’t mind,” Cooper said. It felt like it had been a year since she’d asked him, but some logical part of her brain knew that it had only been seconds. “A Milky Way Midnight, the dark chocolate one, if they have it.”

“I love dark chocolate,” Gretchen said.

Cooper nodded. “The darker the better.”

She seesawed her hand. “Eh, there’s a tipping point. Once you hit somewhere around 85% dark, it falls over the bitterness line into ‘unbearable’ for me.”

“I guess I never paid that kind of attention to it before. I think you’ve been buying better chocolate than I have.”

“I have fancy tastes,” Gretchen said loftily.

Cooper smiled. “How fancy?”

Was he flirting with her? Was she letting him?

Yes and yes, and that worried her.

“You know. Nothing but the best boxed wine and supermarket cheese on Ritz crackers in all the land. To be consumed in my oldest bathrobe in front of the TV.”

His smile had turned wistful. “That sounds nice. I’ve never been a boxed wine guy, but I bet anything’s better than prison pruno: fruit cocktail and a bread heel fermented in some guy’s sock.”

Gretchen shuddered. “Tell me you didn’t drink that.”

“Oblivion’s had its appeal lately, but I decided if I needed it that bad, I’d rather risk trying to knock myself unconscious.”

“Good thinking. And I’ll be carrying that pruno description into my nightmares, thanks.”

She was relaxed with him, she realized, in a way that was unusual for her. It stood out even more since she couldn’t deny the frisson of attraction between them, a fizz that made each one of his smiles hit her like champagne.

She’d never felt that exact combination of comfort and flirtatious sparks. She had dated, but she’d never managed to get to the point where she could have both scorching hot sex and cozy nights of Netflix-watching coupledom with the dogs draped over their laps. She’d never had that elusive feeling of total connection, where she was just happy to spend time in the guy’s presence no matter what they were doing.

Some part of her had always been performing, acting the role of the good girlfriend in the same way she’d acted out Cool Aunt Gretchen and Human Totally Fine With Not Being a Shifter.

And now, when she really needed to perform the one role she’d never had any trouble with at all, the one role she’d always thought was just her—US Marshal—she was completely relaxed instead. Instinctively relaxed.

That was bad. She couldn’t trust how much she trusted him.

“Milky Way Midnight,” she said, forcing a kind of cheerfulness. “Got it. Be right back.”

She knew she’d just dropped their conversation midstream, and she felt bad about that—and worse about how he looked like she’d just turned her back on him.

Compartmentalize it, she told herself sternly. Whatever you’re feeling, you can’t let it drive you crazy.

“Keith, want a snack or anything to drink?”

“Coffee and one of those little packs of chocolate-covered donuts?” Keith said hopefully.

“I can do that.”

She headed into the gas station, listening to the little bell on the door ring as she stepped inside.

The cashier looked exactly like Gretchen’s Nana Miller—round, pleasant face and long gray hair that she wore up in a bun. They even had the same red apple cheeks. “Awfully cold out there,” the woman said to her as a greeting.

“I’m driving southwest,” Gretchen said. “Here’s hoping it’ll get warmer as I go.”

“I’ll cross my fingers for you. But it’s supposed to get nastier and nastier.”

Gretchen selected Keith’s little chocolate donuts and coffee, dispensing a cup for herself as well. She took way more sugar in it than Keith did, though. She took more sugar in her coffee than anyone else she knew, but at least it was a mostly hidden vice.

She casually checked on the car, looking through the plate glass front of the gas station. Keith was still standing outside, leaning against the door, glowering at the world like he wanted it to know he disapproved of it.

She could see Cooper’s silhouette through the backseat window. With the glass fogged up, he was just a blur.

A blur onto which she could project whatever she wanted? Was that the appeal?

No. She didn’t think so, anyway.

Cooper didn’t feel like a blank space. She’d gone into all this with plenty of firm, fixed ideas about him, no matter what she’d said to Keith or what she’d promised Martin. Sure, she’d intended to keep her position flexible, but she had still thought that he was guilty.

She was responding to the reality of him, not to the idea of him.

Maybe you’re just responding to the reality of his freakishly beautiful eyes.

Maybe nothing, the little voice in her head said sternly. You’ve seen good-looking men before—you work with a bunch of them. They’ve never had this kind of effect on you.

“You all right?”

Nothing like being snapped back to reality by Nana Miller’s lookalike.

“Sorry. Just spaced out there for a second.”

“Road trips will do that to you,” the woman said cheerfully. She took Gretchen’s purchases and tallied them up. “Anything else, dear?”

She crouched down and snagged a Milky Way Midnight off the candy rack, adding it to the pile. It gave her an idea.

“And—can I just leave that up here for a sec?”

“Sure,” the cashier said, totally unruffled. “You’re the only customer. Everybody sensible is staying indoors today if they can. Too damn cold. No offense, dear.”

“None taken. It’s work, otherwise I’d be inside too.”

“A woman’s got to make a living,” the cashier agreed.

Damn, Gretchen really hoped they outran the weather. Not that they’d have much of a chance if she kept dallying on this snack run.

But she darted quickly into the back aisles and found what she was looking for. She felt like she was making a purchase so frivolous that she ought to be buying it covertly, in some back alley under cover of darkness.

85% darkness, according to the fancy chocolate wrapper.

If she changed her mind, she didn’t have to give it to him. But she was curious how Cooper would react to the genuinely bitter darkest-of-the-dark chocolate.

“Just this too, please,” she said.

The cashier rang her up and wished her good luck at getting out of range of the blizzard before it hit.

Gretchen headed out, juggling the two paper coffee cups and the bag of snack goodies, and it was right when she heard the bell chime behind her that she saw it.

Black car. Tinted windows. Idling.

Idling where whoever was inside it would have a perfect line of sight to their car.

She replayed her memories, trying to recall whether or not she’d seen the car tailing them from as far back as the prison.

Could be nothing. Could just be somebody trying to keep warm while—

While what? While someone else runs into the store for them? The cashier and I were the only ones in there. She said it herself: it’s been a quiet day.

She couldn’t rush to conclusions. The driver could be checking their GPS. They could even have pulled over for a little shut-eye—for all she knew, this was someone who had been driving all night and was in desperate need of rest before they wrecked. It could be a lot of things. Tinted windows weren’t even that uncommon anymore.

Sure. All of that was true.

But her instincts said otherwise.

But you can’t trust your instincts.

Her family had told her that, time and time again. She wasn’t a shifter. She didn’t have super-senses or an inner animal to warn her when something felt primitively off in a way that humans couldn’t pick up on. 

She was weak, vulnerable, and small. Supposedly. Feeling like she was anything else had only ever gotten her in trouble—and if she forgot that, she only had to look at the scar on her shoulder.

But then again, all she was really doing was being confident in her paranoia—and sometimes paranoia was justified. Especially in her line of work. And she had been a Marshal for a long time—and dammit, she was a good one. She had never been able to completely square that with the old warnings.

So she had a choice to make, standing out here shivering in the cold. She could trust all those old lessons and assume that she was just unreliable and weak.

She trusted Martin, who had been the first person to teach her that she was someone worth trusting, who had been the first person to tell her that her instincts were good and that she could handle herself just fine.

Or maybe she could trust herself. And when she thought about that, she knew exactly what to do: her gut, her head, and her heart all agreed.

She made sure the lids of the coffees were firmly shut and then put them in the plastic bag along with everything else, standing them upright so they wouldn’t spill. There. She was being careful.

Then, throwing caution to the wind, she walked over to the black car and rapped her knuckles against the driver’s side window.

Even though the car was still running, there was no answer. She felt the back of her neck prickle, like someone had rested their cold hand there, but she told herself that it was just the wind.

She knocked again.

Mr. Bad Guy, can you come out and play?

She would like nothing more than if some cranky, obviously sleep-deprived driver rolled down the window and chewed her out for waking them up.

A nun or a Buddhist monk might be nice and reassuring.

Anything would have been better than what she was getting, which was still...

Nothing.

She peeled off the padded glove on her right hand, wanting no barrier between her finger and the trigger, just in case. She didn’t know that this would come down to a shootout, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Better safe than sorry.

She knocked a third time, harder and with her bare hand, and finally the dark window rolled down just an inch or so.

That was fine. Nobody was eager to talk to someone with a gun. She just needed to verify that everything here was kosher and that their presence at the gas station had nothing to do with Cooper Dawes.

She tried to channel the pleasant, peaceful voice of the gas station cashier. “Hi. Sorry to bother you folks, but I’m—”

“What?” said a muffled voice from inside the darkness.

Her sense of unease mounted. “I’m a United States Marshal transporting a prisoner. If you don’t mind, I’d just like to ask you a few—”

The window rolled down the rest of the way.

Somehow, her sense of the inside of the car remained the same: dark. Blocked. She couldn’t get a clear fix on what the driver or his passenger looked like, only that they were there. She could see them clearly, she knew she could, but their faces seemed to slide out of her memory the second she looked away.

“There’s no problem, Deputy.” It was the same voice as before: polished, smooth, and slippery as silk. It was like it was wriggling through her ear and into her brain. Gretchen could feel her muscles relax.

But this wasn’t right, this wasn’t right at all—

“You should really just go back to your car. Everything’s fine.”

Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, Gretchen thought.

But her thoughts were melting—all her worries were dissolving away.

Fight it. That was the small voice in her head, the one she had spent her whole life ignoring. Right now it was even smaller than usual, like the stranger’s voice was tightening around it like a boa constrictor and strangling the life out of it.

Fight it. This isn’t right, and you know it. You KNOW it.

“I just want to ask you a few questions.” She was surprised to hear something steely and strong in her voice. “Would you mind telling me—”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” the stranger said impatiently.

He took off his sunglasses.

She still had trouble noticing the details of the rest of his face, but she had no problem seeing his eyes.

They were bright amber, and the pupils were narrow black slits.

All the light in the world seemed to disappear into the shadows at the center of his eyes. Gretchen felt like she was being pulled into them, and it was a horrifying, sickening sensation, like someone was dragging her off the edge of a cliff. All her questions dried up in her mouth.

It was like anesthesia putting her under.

Into that drugged darkness came the scalpel of his voice, slicing into her:

What is it? What do you need to hear? Ah, yes, here it is—

Go away, Gretchen. You’re making a fool of yourself. Can’t you see how ridiculous you look? Maybe a shifter would have picked up on a real threat, but you’re not a shifter, are you? You’re just imagining things—classic Gretchen! You have to listen to me when I tell you what’s best for you, because you know you can’t trust yourself—you’ve known that since you were twelve, haven’t you? You wouldn’t want to hurt your team the way you hurt your sister. You can’t make your stupid weaknesses their problem. Be cool. Be funny. Laugh it off. And above all else: don’t think about it.

All of that sounded familiar. And, horribly, the fact that it sounded familiar made it sound right.

Gretchen lifted her hand away from her gun.

“I’m sorry,” she said automatically. “My mistake.”

She couldn’t believe she’d just embarrassed herself like that. She had bothered those people for no reason.

She had to get ahold of herself.

She walked back to the car and found, ruefully, that one of the coffees had leaked a little. She shouldn’t have put it in the bag, obviously—none of those cheap plastic lids were ever watertight.

Why had she put it in the bag? She couldn’t entirely remember. She’d been holding the cups, one in each hand, when she’d come out of the gas station—

Oh, well. It probably didn’t matter. Just a brain fart, like when you opened the door to the fridge and then forgot what you’d been looking for.

Besides, she didn’t want to go poking at what had just happened. It was already fuzzy, and that was better, because she had definitely done something... wrong. Something that had made her feel awkward and lesser. Something that had touched on scorched earth inside her mind.

She would just stay away from it. There was no reason to prod at a sore spot.

Gretchen had spent a long time teaching herself that if something hurt you, or bothered you, the best thing you could do—for your sake and for the sake of everyone around you—was to ignore it.

She opened the door to the backseat, inexplicably relieved to see Cooper’s eyes.

Green eyes were much better than amber ones. Although—had she ever seen amber eyes? Probably not.

“One Milky Way Midnight, as requested.” She handed it over.

He reached out his bound hands and took it, but his gaze never left her.

“What was up with the car?” Cooper said.

Gretchen frowned. “What car?”

The little indentation between his eyebrows deepened, and she realized to her surprise that he was worried. “The black car. You talked to the driver.”

“Oh, that.” She waved her hand. “It was nothing. No problem at all.”

“That’s good,” Cooper said slowly, “but—”

“If Gretchen says it’s fine, it’s fine,” Keith said.

Gretchen seized on that agreement, brushing aside the fact that until ten seconds ago, she hadn’t had the highest opinion of Keith’s instincts or opinions. There was something strange about her clinging to Keith’s ideas and disregarding Cooper’s, but whenever she tried to think about it, shame seemed to creep up on her again.

She slid back into the driver’s seat, handing Keith his mini-donuts and coffee. She didn’t feel like drinking hers right now. She had the weird idea that she was going to be sick.

Your body’s trying to reject it, she thought. She didn’t know what the “it” even was. Like it did with Tricia’s bite. Like people’s bodies do sometimes with organ donations. Your soul is trying to spit something back out again.

“Ready to get back on the road?” she said.

“We’ve barely been on the road,” Keith said. “We only made a couple miles before you pulled us over here.”

Always Mr. Accurate.

He had a point, though. They weren’t making great progress at this rate.

“Gretchen. Gretchen, look at me.”

It was Cooper. He was leaning forward so far in his seat that his forehead was almost pressed against the thick plastic divider that separated them.

“Oh no.” It sounded like Keith was objecting about this to the heavens, even if no one else was listening. “No. I’m going to try to be nicer to you, but no, you can’t be on a first-name basis with us.”

She wouldn’t have been surprised if Cooper had snapped at him, but Cooper appealed to him instead.

“Can’t you see that there’s something wrong with her? She’s your partner. Listen to the way she sounds! She’s confused, spacey—”

“I’m fine,” Gretchen insisted.

Did she sound confused and spacey? Did she feel confused and spacey? It was hard to tell.

“I’m trying to give you some latitude,” Keith said to Cooper, “but you’re crossing so many lines here—”

“I’m crossing lines? Forget about me! Pay attention to your partner, dammit! She’s not okay! Does this seem like Gretchen to you?”

Keith did do a little bit of a double-take towards her then, like he was honestly considering whatever Cooper was saying. Then he shook his head and said dismissively, “You don’t even know her.”

“Apparently I know her better than you do!” Cooper said.

She could feel his intensity, so hot it was almost melting the plastic. He was so vivid. It felt like if she let him, he would burn away all the walls she’d built up inside herself. He would set her free.

But she couldn’t let him. People got hurt when she believed that there was something inside her waiting to be unlocked. She couldn’t risk that happening ever again.

If she turned her head, she could still see the black car sitting in its parking space. Only now...

Now it was more blue. Or more green, maybe.

Maybe it wasn’t even the same car at all.

Except whatever car it was, she knew she was afraid of it.

She pulled all her attention back to the men she was with, the ones who were now arguing over her state of mind like they were ready to tear each other apart over it.

She put one hand on Keith’s shoulder, gently pushing him back into his seat, and shook her head at Cooper.

“Guys, I’m fine. I appreciate the concern, but I’m fine.” She tried to find some sort of explanation for whatever had happened to her, and to her relief, she came up with something that seemed to have the ring of truth even to her. “I saw that there was another car idling in the parking lot, and I had a bad feeling about it, which is ridiculous. I went over and asked the driver a few questions, that’s all. And it was completely fine.”

Keith straightened his tie. “Like I said.”

Cooper glared at the back of Keith’s head and then looked at Gretchen, his eyes softer and more searching. “Are you sure?”

She had never been less sure of something in her life.

But all her old insecurities were up and raring now, reminding her—with a throb of the scar on her shoulder—that her feelings weren’t the most reliable things in the world. And lingering on the issue of the black car only made those feelings of fear and embarrassment stronger, which meant she was better off staying away from it. They were all better off.

She said, “I’m sure,” and the lie sounded good even to her.

It ought to. She’d had a lot of practice lying about things being fine.
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The radio had started picking up a lot of static.

One song ended, and before the next one could start, there was a short burst of white noise. Then the DJ’s voice came in, mid-sentence:

“—to let all our listeners know that that chill that they’re feeling in the air is about to become a whole lot worse. Yep, we’ve got a real blizzard on the way, sweeping in from the northeast, and by nine or so tonight, you’re going to see a thick blanket of snow settling down over this whole area. We’re talking low visibility and high winds, too, so no late nights tonight. Just get home, put your feet up, and light a fire, because—”

Cooper was going to get a snow day, then. He knew the standard procedure whenever prisoner transport had to be interrupted for severe weather. They wouldn’t risk waiting until the storm started. Gretchen and Keith would drop him off at the nearest jail that would have him, and then they’d resume the trip to Bergen once the roads were clear. Since they were currently in the ultra-rural middle of nowhere, Cooper would probably be cooling his heels in a small town drunk tank.

If he was right about that, he was about to have the most relaxed security of the whole trip. He wouldn’t have two US Marshals to contend with, just one officer who was low enough on the totem pole to be stuck babysitting a prisoner through a blizzard. An officer who, for that matter, probably wouldn’t want to be there and wouldn’t be too invested. Guys alone on the job had even been known to doze off before in circumstances like that.

That would be his chance. If he could get his griffin to resurface, he could bust his way out of the cell. Then all that would be left was flying through a blizzard, and he could do that if he had to.

Probably. Admittedly, he’d never actually tried. But if it was down to life or death, he was willing to bet everything on what would probably be his last, best chance.

Give me liberty or give me death, right? Or at least give me answers or give me death. I want to know who painted a target on my back—who killed Phil, who set me up, and who put a shiv in Ferret Face’s hand and sent him after me.

Everything else that he wanted...

He tried to push those thoughts to the back of his mind.

It was one thing to think that Gretchen Miller was gorgeous and incredible, to think that everything could have been different if they’d met under other circumstances.

It was another thing entirely to dwell on that and let it stop him from doing what he needed to do. He couldn’t be with Gretchen. He couldn’t even be a friend to her right now. She was a US Marshal, and he was a prisoner and a convicted murderer. Even if his plan went right, he would still be a convicted murderer—and then he’d also be a fugitive, a man on the run she would be duty-bound to hunt down and bring in. If he wanted to stay free, he would have to spend the rest of his life avoiding her.

For there to be anything between them... it was impossible.

When he thought about it like that, his chest tightened up so much it was hard to breathe.

Something flitted across his mind: I’d have an easier time giving up the sky.

But he had to ignore that, didn’t he? Indulging his feelings right now would lead to him being trapped in a bottle for the rest of his life.

And then he still wouldn’t have a life that included Gretchen Miller.

“Well, I guess that’s it,” Gretchen said, like she’d heard his thoughts and was agreeing with him.

Cooper looked up reflexively and then realized she was talking to Keith. They were talking about the storm.

I’m much more interesting than Keith, said a voice in his head. It sounded a little like his griffin, but Cooper couldn’t get any more of a response out of it than that. 

“I’ll find the nearest town,” Keith said. He started tapping the GPS.

“Make sure you can find a police station listed there,” Gretchen said. “Some of these towns are basically just a wide patch in the road and a handful of houses, with no courthouse or jail until you get to the county seat. We can backtrack if we have to.”

To Cooper’s surprise, her eyes flitted to the rearview mirror and met his.

She said, “Did you ever get hit by a storm on this drive?” Her voice was friendly, conversational: like they were just two coworkers making small talk.

That was what he wanted, wasn’t it? The illusion, at least for a little while, that they were just three Marshals in a car together? That the thick plastic barrier between the front and back seats wasn’t really there? It was a nice fantasy.

But at the same time, something in her tone made him uneasy. It sounded like she was trying too hard.

Like she was doing what he was doing. Big, messy emotions underneath? Ignore them. Plaster over them with a solid plan of action and go from there. He knew that slightly false note that was ringing in her voice—knew it from the inside-out.

He didn’t like how often he’d sounded that way, and he liked it even less with her. She deserved to feel completely self-assured.

Instead, something was still bothering her. Whatever had happened at the gas station had left a mark on her, no matter what she’d said about it or how convincingly she’d said it. She’d been acting off then, and she was acting off now. More to the point, she’d been acting then, and she was acting now.

All he wanted to do was ask her to please tell him what was wrong. Maybe he could fix it somehow.

But that wasn’t supposed to be his business. And what could he do from the back of a car, in handcuffs and leg shackles?

He needed to just answer her question.

“I’ve never made this exact trip before,” he said. “There’s not a lot of traffic between Stridmont and Bergen—not that they ever called any of my offices about, anyway.”

“Ours either. Any idea why you’re getting moved all the way across the country? It seems like a little much.”

“No clue.”

He wished he did know, because it was bugging him. Realistically, why he was getting booted way, way out of the normal prisoner transport range was a moot point. It wasn’t a mystery he needed to bend heaven and earth to solve, not when he had so much else on his plate.

Still, it did make him wonder. It felt like a clue somehow, even though he wasn’t sure yet how it fit in with Phil and everything else—if it even fit at all. He just knew that he was tired of having his life jerked around by someone else’s plans for him.

Of course, for all he knew, this was perfectly innocent. Maybe Roger had pulled some strings for him out of pity, setting him up for a long drive with a lot of scenery just as a break from the gray walls he knew Cooper was climbing. That would make sense.

Plus, he thought cynically, Bergen Penitentiary was so far away from Roger’s office that Roger would have an easy excuse to never see him again, if that was what he wanted—and Cooper figured it probably was. Roger seemed to make his intermittent visits out of a grim sense of duty. Distance would put a stake through the heart of that particular obligation.

And then... then Cooper would be down to having no visitors at all.

All the more reason not to be there in the first place. All the more reason to get out while the getting was good.

Keith took some time out from stabbing the GPS with his finger. “Maybe they did a survey and fewer people in Bergen wanted you dead.”

It surprised Cooper into a short laugh. He wouldn’t have guessed the kid was capable of making even the smallest joke. “I’d love to have seen the questions on that form.”

“Do you want to kill Cooper Dawes?” Gretchen said. “Please check yes or no.”

“Or undecided,” Keith said, in a tone that vaguely implied that that was still where he fell in the whole equation.

“With a fourth option. ‘Who the hell is Cooper Dawes?’”

“On a scale of zero to ten,” Cooper said, “how many shivs have you sharpened in the last week?”

“I hope you’re healing okay,” Gretchen said. Cooper caught sight of her frown: it put an adorable little indentation between her eyebrows. “They didn’t give you too much time to glue yourself back to—”

Cooper was thrown forward against the security barrier, and Gretchen’s words were swallowed up by the grind of metal on metal and the thud of his head against the barrier.

His vision briefly went white from pain. The seatbelt was digging into his neck, choking him, and with his hands cuffed, he couldn’t get it unbuckled...

All the claustrophobia and hatred of confinement he’d spent the last six months repressing suddenly reared up and attacked full-force. He was trapped.

The only sense of his griffin he had was a blind, panicked flailing inside him, like its talons and lion claws were scratching to be let out. As hard as he tried to pull that feeling to the surface, nothing happened.

He couldn’t breathe.

“Cooper. Cooper, it’s okay. We just got rear-ended, that’s all.”

Gretchen.

She was turned around in her seat now, her hand pressed to her side of the barrier. Her gaze kept going back and forth between him and the blotch of blood his head had left on the plastic, and her luminous eyes were full of worry and genuine concern.

No one had ever looked at him like that before. Not just “not in the last six months.” Ever.

I can calm down. He forced himself to breathe evenly. I can calm down for her sake. I can do it for her.

If he just leaned back, obviously the seatbelt wouldn’t be digging into his throat. Panic had made him momentarily stupid, that was all. There was a slicing pain in his side from where the seatbelt had gotten pulled hard and tight against one of his wounds, but he couldn’t feel anything worse than that.

He slumped back in his seat and took a few deep, slow breaths.

“Are you hurt?” he said as soon as he could talk again.

“I bumped my head on the steering wheel, that’s all.”

Now that she mentioned it, he could see a pink mark on her forehead. It didn’t look too bad, but head wounds could be tricky. For the moment, though, he was relieved.

“Are you okay?” Gretchen said.

He didn’t want to give her one more thing to worry about by mentioning the nagging pain in his side. He should still heal up pretty quickly, anyway, and it was just pain. There wasn’t anything she could do about it. He nodded.

“Keith?” Cooper said. “What about you?”

Keith seemed to still be wrestling his airbag down. When he finally got free of it and turned around, he was blinking blood out of his eyes. An ugly cut had opened up near his hairline. All the blinking made him look woozily confused, like he didn’t know what had happened to make Cooper ask after him.

“I’m all right,” Keith said eventually. He pointed ahead of him. “Airbag,” he added as an explanation.

Okay, it wasn’t just the blinking making him look woozily confused, then. He’d gotten his cage seriously rattled. At least when Cooper had hit the barrier, the barrier hadn’t hit him back.

“That airbag did a number on you, I’m thinking,” Gretchen said. She patted Keith on the shoulder. “Maybe take five. I’m just going to go trade insurance info.”

Anyone who just heard her voice would think she was completely calm and lighthearted, but Cooper could see how her warm golden-brown eyes now had a distinctly predatory gleam. She had noticed everything he’d noticed about Keith, and she would have had the same first aid training Cooper had had. She knew all the stealthy dangers of head injuries, especially ones bad enough to leave the person stunned and confused. They wouldn’t be headed to a small town jail now—they’d be going straight to the closest hospital.

She gave Keith a reassuring pat on the shoulder, and then she lowered her voice and said to Cooper, “I’m going to unlock your door.”

This wasn’t even like his Christmas had come early. It was way more baffling than that, like someone had just walked up to him on the street and handed him a Christmas tree. He didn’t even know what to do with it.

“Um,” Cooper said. “Why?”

Keith was humming softly to himself, not listening to them. It sounded like a weird collage of half the songs the radio had given them before it had turned to nothing but weather reports and static. At least it meant he wouldn’t blow his top at Gretchen halfway freeing him.

Gretchen said, “I know it’s crazy, but if I don’t get out of the car now, they’re going to know something’s wrong. There’s a chance I’ll need backup, and Keith can’t give it to me right now. And he can’t protect you, either. If something goes wrong, I’m not leaving you exposed and helpless.”

It took him a second to understand her.

She didn’t think it was a coincidence that they’d gotten bumped that hard. She thought they were in serious trouble.

Well, if she thought so, he thought so too. He trusted her instincts.

But that didn’t mean he had to like this plan.

He shifted forward, ignoring the pulse of panic as the seatbelt put more pressure on his chest. “Gretchen, if you’re that worried, don’t get out of the car.”

“Who’s worried?” Keith muttered vaguely. He had one hand pressed to his head now. He tacked on a stream of gibberish that might have been him trying to remember the words to “Bohemian Rhapsody.”

Gretchen shook her head. “I need intel. And I recognize that car.”

Cooper craned his head to look back over his shoulder. They’d been hit by a heavy, old-model hulk painted an unusual dark teal color. He didn’t think he’d ever seen it before.

“Where did you see it?”

“It’s the black car.” Gretchen unbuckled her seatbelt. “From the gas station.”

“But it’s not black.”

“I know. I’m probably wrong. It’s insane. But I’m not going to take chances with your life, not again.” She put her hand on the door handle. “Keith, call 911. I want this place flooded with sirens.”

She got out of the car, and a second later, Cooper heard the muffled click of her unlocking his door.

She had just set him free. He still had the handcuffs and the leg shackles, but her attention was all on the two men she was approaching, and she was right, Keith wouldn’t be able to intervene to stop him, not right now. If he could reach his griffin, he could break through the chains, and he’d be home free.

And none of it mattered. He couldn’t leave her in danger.

He watched Gretchen warily approach the men from the not-black black car. They looked harmless enough in their brightly colored parkas and thick woolly hats, but the most hardened killer Cooper had ever seen had looked like a sweetly smiling kindergarten teacher. Anyone could look harmless. He had a bad feeling about all of this, and he couldn’t let her face it alone. 
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This was crazy.

Beyond crazy. Welcome to Paranoia Town, population: Gretchen.

It made no sense at all to think that the dark blue-green car she was looking at right now was the black car from the gas station. She knew there was something about the gas station incident that she couldn’t remember, but she really doubted that it involved the black car’s driver telling her about how he’d invented some new kind of chameleon automotive paint.

She wasn’t an expert on cars, but she was pretty sure the make and model of this one was different too.

Smart money said that this was a completely separate car, and the two men standing in front of her—ordinary-looking middle-aged guys in winter gear—were guilty of nothing more than careless driving.

They would have to have been driving pretty damn carelessly to rear-end someone that bad on a road with this little traffic.

Then again, they were probably trying to get home before the storm hit. People had done worse and weirder things when they were in a hurry.

Gretchen felt like she was being torn in two, with all her instincts on one side of the argument and all the logic in the world on the other. Normally, that meant she would go with logic.

Except Cooper’s life was at stake. She couldn’t mess this up.

All the more reason to override her faulty human instincts and go off logic, right?

But she couldn’t. Not now, not with this. Not with him. Everything in her soul revolted against it. It said that this was too important for her to cave in to fear, even if she was calling that fear “logic.” Deep inside her, in a way she didn’t understand, she still trusted her feelings more than she trusted the rules she’d learned about the world.

She still felt, rebelliously, like there was something inside her that was worth listening to.

She didn’t understand any of it. But for the first time in years, she was going to trust herself.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to play this as smart as she could.

“Hi,” she said, offering the two men her friendliest smile. If they were innocent, she was going to be the most cheerful person they’d ever rear-ended. Most people would have had steam coming out of their ears right now. “I guess we should trade insurance information. My partner’s going to see if we can get a traffic cop out here to take a report.”

“Oh, I don’t think there’s any need to get the police involved,” one of the men said. He had a weirdly bland face, almost creepily bland, like a bowl of plain vanilla pudding with just a couple dents in it for eyes and a mouth. He looked shapeless somehow. “They probably won’t be able to make it here anyway. We’re in the middle of nowhere, you know, and everyone’s going to be busy prepping for the blizzard.”

“Still. Pretty bad accident. We’re all shaken up, and you guys must be too. Probably best to get an impartial third party involved.”

“She might be right,” the second man said to his friend. His brother? He had the same kind of vague-looking face. He turned back to Gretchen. “Your partner? Like... your life partner?”

His tone was just a little too guileless.

She had the feeling they were closing in on whatever was going to happen. She was hyper-aware of the reassuring weight of her gun at her hip.

She shook her head. “I mean my work partner. I’m a United States Marshal.”

“Oh, gee whiz,” the second man said. “Wow.”

She didn’t buy that kind of aww-shucks act for even a second.

“We’ve never met any Marshals before. And now two at once!”

Her smile felt more forced than ever. “Well, gosh, I guess you never know who you’re going to meet on the highway of life.”

Yeah, jackasses, I can act folksy too. Annoying, isn’t it?

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but could we meet your partner too? I just can’t believe this. Wait until I tell my family.”

“Why don’t we swap info first?” Gretchen suggested. She knew by now that something was off—no matter what color their car really was. She wanted to push this to the breaking point.

She hated to admit it, but the Marshals weren’t that cool. No one would be that excited to just meet some of them.

“We’re sort of... between insurance companies right now.”

“Just your driver’s licenses, then,” she said. “Because—and golly, I sure don’t mean to be rude—your car really did a number to my bumper. Not to mention my partner’s head.”

The two men traded glances.

Something in the air seemed to change. Gretchen felt her muscles clench up.

“Well, now that I think about it,” the first man said slowly, “I guess we do have a kind of insurance.”

Behind her, a car door swung open, and Cooper’s voice broke the tense silence: “Is everybody saying ‘gee whillikers’ and stuff like that, or am I losing my mind?”

Gretchen couldn’t control the relief that washed over her. She even felt her muscles relax—she was still ready to spring into action, but she was no longer locked-up and rigid with tension. He just sounded so reassuringly normal and familiar, like he was as bemused as she was at the cutesy, corny innocent act these two were putting on and all of this was just a joke that they were sharing. 

The eruption of gunfire was almost like the punchline.

Gretchen drew her weapon. “Cooper, take cover!”

She ducked behind the open car door and was already shooting back, but all her return fire seemed to be going wild, way off the mark. Her scores on the range had always been just about perfect, and she’d never had a problem in the field.

She had no idea what was going on. Her vision was fine—until she looked at the two targets she was trying to hit. Then all bets were off, and it was like she was peering through a kaleidoscope. Everything was swimmy, fractured into separate pieces of light, and the view made her feel sick to her stomach.

She couldn’t back away from this. Cooper was counting on her. She squinted hard into the face of the mass of swirling colors and tried to pull them apart into separate shapes. It gave her a headache so bad it was like rusty teeth were sinking into her temples, but she could almost get it—

Then she tumbled forward, dry-heaving onto the ground.

She had a split second’s awareness that the whole top half of her body was now sticking out from behind the cover of the car door, and then Cooper grabbed a double-handful of her coat and pulled her back to safety. His face had gone ashen. He turned around, pressing Gretchen between him and the car, shielding her with his body. They were both crouched and shaking

He was so warm.

“I can’t see,” she managed to say. “I can’t see them at all.”

“Neither can I.” He leaned forward, resting his forehead briefly against hers. With his hands still cuffed in front of them, this was probably just the easiest way for him to comfort her; she couldn’t even know that it meant anything to him. But the intimacy and tenderness of it shook her to her core.

This was a bad time to be shaken to her core, considering the situation. She tried to clear her head. “If we can’t hit them, we can’t fight. That leaves flight.”

“Flight,” Cooper repeated. He looked almost wistful. Then he nodded, back to normal again. “Got it. You get back in and I’ll follow you.”

“They’re running!” one of the men yelled, and the barrage of gunfire only intensified. The dizzy, muddled part of her vision got closer and closer as she heard footsteps grate across the snowy asphalt.

The shooters were coming for them.

“Don’t wait for me,” Gretchen said. She moved in a duck-walk towards the driver’s side door.

Cooper completely refused to get in before her. He was still covering her, making sure any bullet meant for her would have to go through him first.

She slammed the car door behind her and saw Cooper fling himself in the backseat.

Something was strange about all this. Well, everything was strange about all this, but there was something that was on the tip of her tongue:

The men in the car had her in plain sight before she’d been able to get behind the car door. Unless they were the world’s worst shots, they should have killed her by now. And they weren’t the world’s worst shots. She wasn’t riddled with bullets, but the car door was. If it hadn’t been reinforced for law enforcement work, it would have given up the ghost already.

These men were perfectly good shots—which meant that she hadn’t been who they were aiming at.

Cooper.

Someone had tried to kill Cooper in prison—and they were still trying to kill Cooper. This was all about him. Their plan hadn’t worked inside prison, so now they were trying it on the outside, and considering the length of the drive, they had a nice, long time to make it work.

She shifted into drive and slammed on the gas. The car fishtailed as it lurched forward, the smell of burning rubber filling the air as the tires screeched against the road.

“They’re getting back in their car too,” Cooper reported, craning his neck to look out the back window.

“Let them. I have the best pursuit record in the whole office.”

“We’re going fast,” Keith observed. By the look of him, he’d tried and failed to get his gun out of its holster. The head injury had been even worse than she’d thought: his face was covered with blood, and he sounded like he was dreaming.

To her surprise, Cooper was the one to answer him, and he sounded gentle, as if he were talking to a little kid. “Yeah, we’re breaking all kinds of speed limits.”

Keith nodded as if that satisfied him. “Good. We can outrun the snakes.”

“Sure, buddy,” Gretchen said.

She liked him a lot more with the concussion, actually. He was kind of adorable.

But not necessarily helpful...

“Keith, did you call for backup?”

Keith nodded again and then winced. “Chief Powell and 911.”

“What did you tell them?”

“Shooting,” Keith explained. “Bang.” He paused. “I forgot to mention the snakes.”

“That’s okay.” She patted him on the shoulder. She guessed that for him, the visual distortion must have looked like squirmy bits of light and color, things his concussed brain could only process as snakes.

Gretchen hated snakes. Give her guys with guns any day.

“They’ll triangulate the cell phone location anyway,” Cooper said, and to Gretchen’s surprise, he had an appealingly roguish grin on his face. He must have been enjoying the adrenaline high. “He didn’t have to say much more than ‘bang’ to get people interested.”

“I’m definitely interested,” Gretchen said. She still had the gas pedal pressed all the way into the floor, but she could no longer see the car in her rearview mirror. All she could see were snowflakes. It almost looked peaceful.

Cooper followed her gaze. “I think they took the exit. The roads are so deserted right now that maybe someone will catch them, but—”

But they had a magical color-changing car, so Gretchen didn’t think it was too likely.

Whatever they’d encountered today, they’d never be able to explain to local law enforcement. She could bring in her team, who would believe her, but that was it.

They were on their own.
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Gretchen couldn’t stop shaking.

“I’m freezing,” she said.

“It’s the aftermath of all the adrenaline,” Cooper said quietly. He stretched out his hands, showing her the way his own fingers were trembling. “I’ve got it too.”

His hands were still cuffed together. More and more, that fact appalled her.

The hospital had cleared out a break room for them to sit in while they waited for the update on Keith. The ER was overcrowded at the moment, and the most they’d been able to spare for him was a bed in an open hallway, which hadn’t left Gretchen and Cooper with much room to stand around.

The administration’s biggest concern had apparently then become getting Cooper out of sight: a tall, strong-looking federal prisoner in chains didn’t have a good effect on the patients’ blood pressure numbers. It was nice to have the privacy, but the lack of distractions left Gretchen with nothing to think about but the stressful, frightening carousel of worries currently turning around and around inside her head.

Cooper. Keith. The men who had shot at them. The unexplained magical powers of the men who had shot at them.

There was a knock at the door, and then Keith’s nurse entered to give them another update on Keith’s progress.

The nurse was a big, burly guy who looked like he could have played in the NFL and bent Gretchen’s gun into a pretzel with his bare hands, but even he hung back against the wall like he was afraid to come too close to them.

Prisoners had that effect on people. She’d noticed that before, of course, but she’d never felt it like this.

Now it was impossible for her to miss the way Cooper stiffened when the people around him suddenly started cutting him a wide berth. He didn’t like people being afraid of him, and, she realized, he did everything he could to avoid it. The second the nurse had come in, Cooper had slumped his shoulders, as if he could make himself smaller and less threatening, and he had turned his attention to the speckled linoleum of the floor.

Gretchen thought about how completely exhausting it must be to live every day knowing people were afraid of you.

And what it must be like to know those fears were unjustified—and that you could never explain that. That no one would ever believe you.

During Cooper’s trial, whatever expression he wore had been scrutinized and analyzed within an inch of its life. If he smiled, it was because he had no sympathy for the victims. If he looked sad, he was either marinating himself in self-pity or putting on an act that everyone resented. If he looked angry, he was a monster. If he looked serious or just plain blank, he was hiding something, and his lawyers had probably coached him.

From the moment of his arrest, he’d never been able to relax.

“—hold for further observation,” the nurse was saying.

She owed Keith’s status her full attention, dammit. With a surge of guilt, she refocused herself.

“I’m sorry. I’m still a little shaken up.” That was true, even if it wasn’t exactly accurate in terms of why she’d been distracted just then. “Would you mind repeating that?”

The nurse nodded. He had a warm, reassuring smile, even if he aimed it solely at her and was still avoiding any eye contact with Cooper. “Sure. Deputy Marshal Ridley has a severe concussion. We have him on a drip right now for the nausea and the pain, and he’s resting. He should be fine with a little time to heal, but even after he’s stabilized, we’d like to hold him for a while to make sure he’s not developing post-concussion syndrome. Do you know what that is?”

She did. “That’s where the headaches and the confusion hang around for a few weeks, right?”

“That’s the one. It’s not typical, but it happens about twenty percent of the time, and with a head injury like his, we like to keep an eye out for it. Unless...” He glanced surreptitiously at Cooper. “Unless there’s some urgent reason for Mr. Ridley to get back on the road as soon as possible?”

“No,” Gretchen said firmly. Even if she’d been traveling with a prisoner who did ring the alarm bells in her head, she still wouldn’t have used that fear to justify endangering Keith’s health. She felt bad enough about him getting hurt in the first place. “My chief is on his way here, and we’ll work out what to do next. If you don’t mind us staying camped out here a little while longer...”

The answer to that came with a little bit of hemming and hawing, but the gist of it seemed to be that the hospital didn’t care what they did, as long as they, to quote Gretchen’s Nana Miller, didn’t do it in the streets and frighten the horses. Or in the halls and frighten the patients. The nurse zipped off then to attend to other matters.

Like clockwork, Cooper straightened up again, some of the tension easing out of his face.

He must spend so much time on guard against other people’s perceptions of him—and so much time twisting himself into knots to try to put them at ease.

She was glad he didn’t do that with her. But he didn’t have to. She had never been afraid of him, and she never would be afraid of him.

Because he’s innocent. I know it.

She couldn’t explain that belief yet, not even to herself. And she had no clue what to do about it.

Well, that made this problem fit in with all the other problems she’d had today, at least.

“This is all my fault,” she said.

Cooper gave her a crooked, charming half-smile. “Huh. You managed to drive that car and ours at the same time? You rear-ended us and then started shooting?”

That drew a soft laugh out of her. “Okay, maybe it’s not all my fault. But some of it is.”

He was just looking at her then, waiting to hear what she meant; his cool, clear eyes completely attentive.

Almost transfixed. Captured.

Gretchen had been loved her whole life, by her family and her friends, but she didn’t know that anyone had ever looked at her like that before, like she wasn’t just the center of their attention but the center of their whole world.

It was almost too much for her to stand.

But the little voice—the one that she had, until today, thought she’d lost for good—said incredulously, Too much for you to stand? This is what we were meant for! Screw moderation! Let’s have some excess here. Let’s go to the extremes we’ve been hiding from our whole life.

Cooper would definitely be an extreme. And he would be a very, very risky indulgence, even if she only indulged in the privacy of her own thoughts. She couldn’t afford that. With an inner sigh of reluctance, she twisted down some invisible volume knob, silencing the voice once more.

“The black car,” she said. Talking about professional matters. Because she was a professional.

Cooper nodded. “You said the car you saw at the gas station was the same one that rear-ended us. I believe you.”

“Even though the color was different?”

“If I saw a chameleon in two places, its colors would be different too,” Cooper pointed out. “And if I didn’t know how chameleons worked, I’d think it was impossible for it to be the same thing. And actually, I don’t know how chameleons work, I just trust all the biologists who figured it out. And I trust you more than a lot of biologists I’ve never met.”

It was the sweetest, strangest declaration of trust she’d ever heard, and she loved it.

It seemed like it was a lot easier for him to trust her than it was for her to trust herself.

“Something happened back at the gas station,” Cooper continued. “After you talked to whoever was in that car, you were off your game.”

She had been, and he had been the one to notice and care. Keith had been more worried about drawing the proper line in the sand to preserve their authority, and she had been too anxious to repress what had just happened to dive into it the way she had known, even then, that she needed to.

Maybe her instincts were right, and maybe they weren’t. But letting fear take the wheel sure as hell didn’t help. 

She could guess the general outline of what had happened at the gas station, and if it hurt to think about it, well, tough. She wasn’t going to play it safe with her own feelings anymore. The price was too steep.

“You’re right,” Gretchen said. “Something did happen back there. Something weird.”

It was strangely hard to trace her way back through her memories. It was like she was watching a video, and the footage went staticky and pixelated as soon as she started approaching the black car. Everything was muddled and blurred, and the driver of the black car had used her sense of shame and embarrassment to get her to avoid looking too closely at what she could remember.

Despite her good intentions, it was hard to cast those feelings aside just because she wanted to.

But she had to do it. Cooper needed her to. His life had been at stake. He was the one the men had been shooting at. He was the one they’d hunted all the way from the prison yard at Stridmont.

“I thought the car looked suspicious,” Gretchen said. She spoke slowly, feeling like she was making her way through a dark maze with one hand always planted against the wall so she didn’t get too lost. “Black cars aren’t unusual, tinted windows aren’t unusual, but—it was just sitting there, still running, and it had been there as long as we had, on a day when the cashier inside had said she wasn’t getting many customers because of the weather. I had a bad feeling about it. I wanted to just... check it out.”

“Smart. It’s what I would have done.”

That she was pleased by that assessment was one more sign that she’d flipped completely over to believing he was innocent. There was no way the approval of a disgraced, disloyal Marshal would have made her that happy.

That was something to keep in mind.

“The driver didn’t want to roll the window down, not at first. I had to knock a couple times. That’s unusual, because the car was running and I obviously knew they were in there. Most people won’t just ignore you when they can’t actually hide.”

“But he did finally roll it down, right? Did you get a good look at him?”

“I must have.” She let out a short, humorless laugh. “Just like I must have gotten a good look at our two shooters earlier. I have 20/20 vision, and both times, I was looking in the right direction. But I don’t remember anything. That’s weird too, because I’m usually good with faces, and we’re all trained to be better at that than most people anyway. But with these guys—nothing. They might as well have been ghosts.”

Eyes. Something about the driver’s eyes.

But what about the driver’s eyes? She didn’t know.

“The driver told me not to worry about any of it. He...”

Peered inside my brain. Found out everything that makes me feel squirmy and insecure.

She hated admitting to that kind of weakness, but she needed to be honest with him. They weren’t going to figure any of this out if they kept secrets from each other.

“It was like he knew what I was thinking. He knew how he could convince me that I was overreacting, that I shouldn’t trust myself.”

“Why shouldn’t you trust yourself?”

She looked away. More than ever, it felt like the scar on her shoulder was a brand, one that was still glowing red-hot. “I’ve made some mistakes in that area before.” 

“Everybody makes mistakes sometimes.” He laughed, and it was a quiet little laugh that felt completely natural. She relished it: she couldn’t get over what a privilege it was to feel like he was showing her his real self, not the version that was edited for everyone else’s comfort. “But that probably doesn’t sound too comforting coming from a guy in a prison jumpsuit. Okay, so we’re talking about some kind of force that would make us hallucinate and maybe make us more susceptible to persuasion. What would do that?”

Every possibility Gretchen could come up with felt like it was straight out of a comic book. Then again, the chameleon car wasn’t exactly standard issue, either.

She went with the least ridiculous option. “Maybe some kind of aerosol spray? A drug that we breathed in?”

“Maybe. Like some kind of tear gas. Only if you breathe this stuff in, you get anxious and confused, so not tear gas exactly, but—”

“Fear gas?” Gretchen said. So much for not sounding ridiculous.

“I didn’t call it that,” Cooper said primly, and then he deflated. “But yeah, fear gas. Basically.”

Okay: fear gas. It sounded like something the Joker would use to attack Batman. They were right back in comic book territory again.

She tried to remember if there had been some kind of strange smell in the car, or maybe a hint of mist, but she kept drawing a blank: her memory’s cooperation was still faulty at best. But she couldn’t think of any other possibility. She must have gotten dosed with something to make her disoriented and suggestible.

But only when you looked at the men drugging you? the small voice said dryly. Not when you were looking anywhere else? That’s a pretty weird drug.

True. She didn’t have a good answer for that.

“There’s always ‘a wizard did it,’” she said, offering him a halfhearted smile.

To her surprise and delight, her mention of a wizard apparently summoned a pegasus.

Martin barreled into the break room.

No one could make an entrance like a worried pegasus shifter, but the sudden explosion of him coming through the door jangled her nerves to the point where her hand twitched towards her gun. She made herself calm down, which was a lot easier to do once Martin had wrapped her in a tight hug.

This whole day had left her way too antsy. She was safe. She was with Cooper and Martin, and she was in a well-lit, perfectly ordinary hospital.

She hugged Martin back firmly. “It’s good to see you too.”

“I don’t like any of my people getting shot at,” Martin said. “Especially the one who’s supposed to take over for me when I retire.”

“Don’t worry, chief. I wouldn’t dare get killed and deny you your peaceful years of taking Tiffani on round-the-world tours.”

Though she still had a hard time believing Martin would ever voluntarily retire, honestly. He loved the job just as much as she did. She would happily settle for a whole career of just being the person who covered for him while he was on vacation.

He let her go, and Gretchen saw the contentment in his eyes that only the mention of his beloved mate could ever put there. “Speaking of Tiffani, she sent you something. I bolted the second Keith called in his shots fired report, and she basically threw these at me as I was on my way out the door.”

He passed her a Ziploc bag full of Tiffani’s signature terrible cookies, which had become a team inside joke by this point. They were slowly approaching edibility as she got more practice, but no one wanted to tell Tiffani that. She’d grown to take a perverse pride in her seeming inability to bake.

“These aren’t even rock hard,” Gretchen said, shaking her head. “She’s slipping.”

“I know, but let’s not hurt her feelings.” His expression evened out, becoming much more cautious and neutral. “Hello, Cooper. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

Cooper stood up, wincing a little as his sore muscles contracted. “So do I, sir. But it’s good to see you looking well.”

Martin nodded and turned back to Gretchen. “How’s Keith?”

She gave him a brief outline of Keith’s condition, including the concern that he might have post-concussion syndrome, but made sure to emphasize that the nurse had clearly been optimistic. “I think he should be back on his feet soon. And you know he’s... strong,” she added, obliquely trying to talk around the shifter aspect.

Usually it was dangerous to even bring shifters into the ER, but Keith had been hurt badly enough that Gretchen had decided it was worth the risk. And it had worked out perfectly: they had examined him quickly enough that his accelerated healing hadn’t been obvious. He would probably check out early and against medical advice to better protect his secret, but for now, the shifter world could breathe easy. Their secret was still safe.

“That’s good,” Martin said, exhaling. “I’ll stay here until he’s out of the woods.”

“So will I.”

He shook his head. “I’m calling you back in, Gretchen. You don’t have any backup now, and gunmen on your trail means this job’s too dangerous to do on your own. Cooper, when the time comes to complete this trip we’ll want a heavily armored transport van and a couple of Marshals riding shotgun. I’m sure you understand.”

“I do,” Cooper said quietly. “I want Gretchen to be safe.”

But it was like a light had gone out somewhere in those clear green eyes. It almost broke Gretchen’s heart.

Maybe that was what made her argue with Martin when that was something she hardly ever did.

“Chief, I don’t know that that’s the right call.”

Martin wasn’t the kind of boss to get angry at his opinion being challenged. He just looked curious. “All right. What are you thinking?”

“Whoever shot at us was after us because of Cooper. They could have hit me—they had a perfectly good opportunity—but they didn’t. They barely cared about me at all. In fact, I think they even wanted me and Keith alive, just so they wouldn’t have the hassle of the investigation they’d get for killing two federal Marshals. You know that brings down the kind of heat that leaves scorched earth behind.”

Martin nodded. “We’d hunt them to the ends of the earth.” His voice was somber and absolutely sure, and Gretchen had no doubt he meant it.

For Martin, though, that loyalty wasn’t because she was a Marshal. Not entirely. Gretchen knew that to him, she was one of his herd. To Colby, they were a pack. To Theo, they were a village, a better one than the snobby, claustrophobic place he’d left behind.

To Gretchen, they were purely and simply family. And it was time she started trusting this family the way Martin trusted his herd. It was time she started trusting their faith in her.

She said, “They were after Cooper, period. And if we wait on getting more secure transportation, that means that for right now, we’re seeing him back to either the prison that’s already proven they can’t keep him safe or a small town jail guys like this could get into without breaking a sweat. He’ll be a sitting duck.”

“And if you keep hauling him cross-country, all you’ll be is a moving duck. They’ve already shown they can hit one of those just fine.”

“True. But they have to be expecting us to split up at this point. If they’re watching the hospital—and I almost guarantee you they are—they’re going to be looking for a van hauling Coop back to the Stridmont Penitentiary.”

She realized she’d slipped up and called him not only Cooper but Coop, but Martin hadn’t flinched or looked disapproving at how informal she’d gotten with a prisoner. He only looked quietly thoughtful, like he was taking all this in.

“If Cooper and I leave together and keep heading west to Bergen, we’ll have the element of surprise, at least.”

“But whoever’s chasing us has unusual tools at their disposal,” Cooper said.

Martin didn’t act like Coop throwing in his two cents was that weird either. He just said, “What do you mean?”

“They have some way of putting people in a hypnotic state. Making them confused, messing with their memories and perceptions. We’ve been seeing things.”

“Some kind of gas, we’re thinking,” Gretchen said. She wasn’t letting the phrase “fear gas” cross her lips this time. Martin would take her seriously no matter what, but there was no reason to make it hard for him.

“But maybe not,” Cooper said. “Whatever it is, it’s strong enough that it should make us all nervous.”

“But at least Cooper and I know that it’s out there. We know a little bit about what we’re dealing with. We’ve come face to face with these guys, and we’re still alive. We’ll be more prepared next time.” She took a deep breath. Absolute trust, she reminded herself. Absolute truthfulness. “Let me stay on the road with him, chief. I feel like it’s the right thing to do.”

He studied her. “You won’t make it to Bergen tonight, you know. You still have the same problem you had before: they can track you to a small town jail, and Cooper’s vulnerable there.”

“We can spend the night in a motel,” Gretchen said. “I’ll find one of those cheap roadside places, and I’m sure they’ll be happy to take the government stipend for housing a prisoner overnight.”

Martin winced. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who has to fill out the budget request for that.”

“There’s a supplementary form you can use,” Cooper said unexpectedly. “12D. You just attach it to the travel voucher, and it’s a lot easier than filling out a separate room requisition request.”

“12D supplemental, huh?” Martin looked thoughtful. “I’ll try that. Thanks, Cooper.”

“Then it’s a deal?” Gretchen said.

He nodded. “I trust your judgment. But if you’re going to do this, you need to get on the road as soon as possible, and I saw your car in the parking lot. It looks like Swiss cheese.”

“I promise I’ll fill out the report on that one,” Gretchen said.

“Damn right you will. But that wasn’t what I was thinking.” He tossed her his keys. “Take my car. I’ll fl—flag a taxi to take me home.”

That was a nice last minute save. She knew he’d been about to say that he would fly back.

She took the rest of his keys off the key-ring and passed them back to him. As her hand clenched tight around the car key, she felt something in her throat close up a little, like she was about to cry. 

She’d been agonizing over whether or not she could trust her instincts, and Martin—the man she respected more than anyone else in the world—had just said, matter-of-factly, that he trusted them. He’d just turned the decision over to her, turned his car over to her, and he didn’t even look like he was regretting it.

Cooper trusted her. Martin trusted her.

Those were two really good reasons to get better at trusting herself.

She could feel tears shining in her eyes, but she blinked them back.

“And be careful,” Martin said.

“I won’t make you have to change your retirement plans.” She tucked the Ziploc bag into her coat pocket. “And thank Tiffani for the cookies. Tell the guys I’m all right, okay? It’s supposed to snow tonight, and if it turns into a bad storm, I might lose signal. Tell them not to worry.”

“I will,” Martin said. “They’ll still worry, and so will I, but I’ll tell them. And I’ll deal with all the cleanup on this—talk to local law enforcement, check out whether or not anyone knows anything about your chemical weapon. You two get going. If you want the element of surprise, the sooner you leave, the better.”

She didn’t know how to thank him for all this, and she said so.

“You already have,” Martin said. “You got me the answer to a question.”

He had to mean Cooper’s guilt or innocence, didn’t he? She hadn’t even mentioned it.

He smiled. “It’s written all over your face,” he said softly. “I’m glad to know I was right. We’ll figure out what to do about it later. In the meantime... you two just keep yourselves alive.”
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Martin’s car had no reinforced plastic barrier between the front and back seats. It was his personal vehicle, not one designed specifically for prisoner transport.

Cooper froze in place, unsure what kind of decision Gretchen was going to make.

What would he have done in this situation? The sanest choice would probably be for her to put him in the backseat on the passenger side and cuff him to the door.

But where he had frozen, Gretchen didn’t even hesitate. She moved with graceful intent, like a stalking cat.

She crouched down in the slushy parking lot and began unlocking his leg shackles.

His voice came out strained, sounding like it was ready to crack. “What are you doing?”

She looked up at him, her bright honey-colored eyes resolute. From this angle, he had even more of an appreciation for the dark fringe of her eyelashes.

“I’m doing exactly what you think I’m doing, Coop. You’ll be a lot more comfortable without these.”

She finished undoing them and straightened up. She applied a separate key to his handcuffs, wrapping one hand lightly around his wrist to steady the lock.

He couldn’t get over the feel of her skin against his. He still couldn’t believe that she could touch him without flinching back like she was going to catch something. It was even more surprising than the cuffs coming off.

“There,” Gretchen said briskly. The shackles dangled from her hand, the blued steel gleaming in the low winter light. “That’s better, right?”

“How do you know I’m not going to run?”

“Are you going to run?”

Yes, because he had no other choice, not if he wanted to find out who had really killed Phil and set up his witnesses. Yes, because if he had to lose her anyway, he wasn’t going to combine that pain with the horror of sitting out the rest of his life in prison.

No, because it would hurt her. No, because it would break the trust she’d shown in him.

No, because he couldn’t stand to leave her any sooner than he had to.

Too many answers to choose from. He couldn’t get the words out.

He said, “What did Martin mean when he said something was written all over your face?”

“He meant I’m a bad poker player. I always have been.” She exhaled, her breath a white cloud in the freezing air. “He meant that he knew that using a personal car wouldn’t be a problem.” Her eyes met his, and he felt another unbelievable jolt of connection, his soul clicking against hers like a magnet against steel. “Mostly, he meant that after all this is over, after we get you safely to Bergen, he and I are going to look into your case and see what we can do to help your appeal.”

“I don’t have an appeal,” Cooper said automatically, too stunned by everything else to even process it. “No one else wanted to take my case.”

“Then we’ll get you a lawyer. A good one.” She scanned the horizon, and he recognized the tension in her body: she was keeping calm for his sake, but she was worried about them being out in the open. “We should get going.”

A few hours ago, if he’d even imagined sitting in the front seat of a civilian car, his hands and ankles both unchained, Cooper would have pictured himself luxuriating in every single detail.

He could roll his shoulders back, working out a crick that had been there all day. He could stretch out his legs. He could enjoy the almost-forgotten pleasure of being somewhere that didn’t have that stale prison smell to it, that fug of unwashed bodies, cramped living conditions, and bad food. Even the regular transport car had had that smell: it had worked its way into the upholstery, with only Gretchen’s fresh scent alleviating it. All Martin’s car smelled like was clean laundry: there was a cotton-scented air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror.

But he couldn’t focus on any of that.

All he could think about was that Gretchen had just said she would help him.

She believed him. Not only did she believe him, she believed that the possibility of getting him set free would be worth her time and effort. Appeals could be a long, heartbreaking process, with no certain outcome, and there was no way Gretchen didn’t know that just as well as he did. She would have been dragged up to testify at appeals before, some with good grounds and some with only the flimsiest of justifications; she knew how slowly the machinery of the law could grind. But she was willing to sink herself into that.

For his sake. For him.

He said hoarsely, “Thank you. For everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me for doing the right thing.”

He disagreed, but either way: “I want to thank you for believing it is the right thing.”

“You trusted me,” Gretchen said, and he knew that she was talking about the black car—the black car that had stopped being black, with its gunmen who had somehow been able to mask their faces in confusion and distraction. He had believed her, even though it had all seemed to fly in the face of logic. “It’s only fair for me to trust you back.”

But that wasn’t the same thing. Gretchen was so obviously trustworthy that only an idiot would ever think she didn’t know what she was talking about.

“You really think I’m innocent?”

“Yeah.” She didn’t take her eyes off the road, and for some reason, that made him trust even more that she was telling him the truth. She wasn’t trying to convince him of her sincerity. She was as confused about all this as he was, and she was staying focused on the one thing she was sure of: the job. “I know none of this would stand up in court, but I just can’t see you doing anything like that, not in a thousand years. You could have run back during the shootout, but you didn’t.”

“They were shooting at me, to be fair.”

He didn’t want to argue against his own innocence, but he didn’t want her to come up with these objections later, on her own. He wanted her to be sure. He didn’t think he’d be able to stand it if he really accepted that she believed him... and then she decided she thought he was guilty after all.

Gretchen did turn around to look at him then, her mouth curved up at one corner in a kind of playfulness he hadn’t seen in what felt like forever. “So in this scenario, the scenario where you’re guilty, you didn’t run back there because you didn’t want to get shot?”

“Somebody could argue that.”

“Kind of a weird choice to try to shield me with your body, then. A little counterproductive.”

He barely even remembered that. It had been pure instinct, even more elemental and primal than any protecting he’d ever done on the job. He couldn’t stand the thought of her being hurt.

“You’re good, Coop,” Gretchen said softly. “You wouldn’t have sold out your witnesses for a little extra cash. I can’t believe that.”

No one had said that to him, not once since all this had started.

Roger had been his chief for years, and he had never said that. Monroe, another Marshal in their office, had worked with Cooper all that time too, and he’d disappeared from Cooper’s life completely as soon as the cuffs had clicked around Cooper’s wrists.

It had mostly been radio silence from everyone else he’d known, too. He had hopped around too much over the years to have anyone who really knew him. No family, no real friends.

He hadn’t had anybody on his side in so long that he barely even remembered what it felt like—not just to have someone believe him but to have someone believe in him.

When Gretchen said she knew what kind of person he was, it was the only confirmation he’d ever really had that he was the person he had always hoped he was.

He didn’t know if he could ever explain all of that to her, but he had to try. She deserved to know what this meant to him.

“No one—” He had to clear his throat. “No one’s ever said anything like that to me before.”

No one had ever even called him Coop before, for that matter. They’d never gotten familiar enough with him to nickname him.

“Not even your family?”

He shrugged, feeling awkward about the whole thing. There was no way to talk about his childhood without making the other person feel like they’d been put on the spot.

Nobody ever wants to come to a pity party, his uncle had told him once, so he’d learned a long time ago how to be brief.

“My parents were fly-by-night kind of people, always looking for the next get-rich-quick scheme, and I don’t think a kid really fit into their plans. They just kind of shuttled me off from relative to relative, and nobody was too happy about it. I guess I just never really settled down anywhere. I always felt like I was a board game piece that had wound up in the wrong box, like a Monopoly top hat in with a bunch of Scrabble tiles. Then I’d move again—but only over to a box of Yahtzee dice. It was even like that with my team, and I was—”

He had almost slipped up and said something about shifters. That would have made her trust in him plummet for sure. The last thing he needed to give her was a curveball revelation about people turning into animals.

He picked the story back up relatively smoothly, though: “And I was supposed to have more in common with them than with anyone. We were all doing the same job, and you know you have to care a lot about this job to stick with it and do it right.”

To be fair, that was part of it. The job should have given them something huge in common. Their inner animals—Roger’s jaguar, Cooper’s griffin, Phil’s dragon, and Monroe’s basilisk—should have just given them even more.

But Cooper had felt as far away from them as he’d always felt from everyone else.

“I figured if I couldn’t fit in there, I wasn’t going to fit in anywhere else, either, so I just decided to make the best of it and stop hauling up stakes all the time. I didn’t want to be like my parents. But it never did click. And no one in my office believed me.” He’d never let that hurt him before, but now that he knew what it felt like to have someone trust him, he realized how much that lack of trust had ached all along. “Roger, my old chief, visited me sometimes at Stridmont. But that’s just because he feels responsible for me even though he thinks I’m a bad seed. He doesn’t actually like me.”

Then again, he realized he couldn’t know for sure that Roger really liked Phil or Monroe, either. Roger was affable in a cliché, fatherly kind of way: he handed out shoulder pats and back slaps, he told bad jokes instead of making conversation, and he never said a harsh word about anybody. But underneath, there was never any real sense of warmth.

And when Roger concentrated on the thing he cared about the most—his research into shifter types—his chummy, dad-like looks had changed completely. In those moments, he had looked strange and relentless.

Roger’s slightly cheesy good nature had seemed real enough when it was all Cooper had had. But now that he’d spent time with Gretchen, now that he’d seen Martin Powell again, he could feel how flimsy Roger’s friendliness had always been.

Maybe—just maybe—Roger not warming up to him had had as much to do with Roger as it had with him.

“I’m sorry,” Gretchen said. She reached over and clasped his hand. “For what it’s worth, I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t have fit in. I like you. Martin likes you. Keith didn’t want to like you, but he still loosened up enough to make a joke with you, which means he likes you as much as I’ve ever seen him like anyone.”

He got a chuckle out of that but then immediately felt guilty about it, considering poor Keith was still back at the hospital with bandages wrapped around his head. “He is going to be okay, right?”

“One hundred percent. He’s... got good genes.”

Good genes?

His heart sank a little, and he scolded himself for it. If what Gretchen meant was that Keith, for all his prissiness, looked basically like a bronze statue of a Greek god, well, that wasn’t any of Cooper’s business. Maybe the sparring Gretchen and Keith had done was just a barbed form of flirting.

It was enough that Gretchen trusted him. He couldn’t possibly ask her to feel the same electric charge he’d felt.

She couldn’t possibly fall for him the way he’d fallen for her.

“Oh, sure,” he said. He was trying for “upbeat” and had landed more on “squeaky.”

“Are you okay?”

Get a grip, he advised himself.

If Gretchen had feelings for Keith, then Cooper was even more obligated to hope the kid came through all this okay.

He made himself very firmly say, “Good,” before he looked frantically for a change of subject. Luckily, they weren’t short on options. He redirected to a classic: “So, um, who do you think is trying to kill us?”

“Besides my wizards suggestion from earlier?”

“Besides that. I’m keeping it in mind, though.”

“Whoever is trying to kill us is mostly trying to kill you,” Gretchen said, and Cooper could tell by the sound of her voice that she was thinking out loud, trusting him to act as a sounding board. “They had a go at you in Stridmont, and they didn’t give up there. Unless you think that was unrelated. The guard I talked to didn’t seem to have a clue why it had happened, but he didn’t strike me as somebody who wanted to break a sweat trying to figure it out, either.”

He told her everything he remembered about the incident in the exercise yard, but it all boiled down to the fact that it was hard to say for sure. The guy with the shiv had sure seemed like he’d had someone else pulling his strings—and helping him get high as a kite—but drugs could make people paranoid, and Ferret Face might have been seeing conspiracies where they didn’t exist.

“Occam’s razor, though,” Gretchen said. “Simplest explanation is always the best. That’s the rule that gave us the chameleon car, and I think it gives us a murder conspiracy here, too. Someone paid your Ferret Face guy to go after you, and when he didn’t get the job done, they either came after you themselves or sent someone else.”

“Yeah. I think so too.” He took a deep breath. “And I think—I’ve thought since they pulled me out of Stridmont—that the same person is behind everything else, too. Phil’s death. The leaked Witness Protection information. They framed me, but it wasn’t enough. They decided to get rid of me, too.”

Because why take any chances? If he ever did find someone to take his appeal, there was always the hope that some new evidence would come to light.

The actual culprit must have sweated each and every day Cooper was still alive. Their first murder attempt hadn’t worked, but they were rolling with the punches. They’d realized this long-haul trip was the perfect chance to stop all that nervousness once and for all.

“Well, good,” Gretchen said, more perkily than he would have guessed. “That consolidates things. We’re only in a chase with one guilty party. It’s nice to have a bright side.”

She was the only bright side he needed. The days in prison had been long, and the nights had been even longer. He’d known that much—but he hadn’t realized how narrow and dark his life had been before that, too. He hadn’t realized how long he’d really been lonely.

All his life—until her.

So as long as she was on his side, he didn’t know that he even cared about anything else. He could give up his freedom for her without even thinking about it. It wasn’t even about trading a sure-thing escape for an uncertain exoneration, it was about knowing that Gretchen Miller had found him to be somebody worth trusting. Gretchen, who could afford to pick and choose the people she cared about, had chosen him, even when there were a thousand reasons not to. She’d trusted him—she’d shaken his hand and taken his chains off.

Nothing else mattered even half as much as that.

But if there was some hope of being exonerated, however faint, he had to try for it.

I could live a whole life with her.

That was a fantasy. He might never get out. She might already like Keith, or she might already be dating someone he knew nothing about. But at least for right now, he could let himself dream. It would be a little sweetness to cut through all the darkness they were dealing with.

“I like a bright side too,” Cooper said, letting himself look at her for just a second too long. He hoped she didn’t notice.

“So we have a long car ride to solve a mystery,” Gretchen said, still sounding purposefully upbeat. Cooper figured that meant that she was as worried about the gathering clouds as he was. “We’ll be like Nero Wolfe—some great detective who doesn’t even have to leave his house to solve a murder.”

“Brilliant traveling detectives,” Cooper agreed. “That’s us.”

“Only...” She trailed off.

“Only you don’t know where to start?”

“Not a clue. You?”

He shook his head. “I’ve been thinking it over for six months, and I haven’t gotten anywhere. The only people who would have normally been able to access the leaked files were me and Phil, and I know it wasn’t me—”

“I know that too,” Gretchen said.

Cooper couldn’t keep himself from smiling. He’d never get tired of hearing that she believed him. “And I don’t see how it could have been Phil. People who want to commit crimes and want to cover them up do a lot of things, but they don’t kill themselves and then hide the gun in someone else’s house. It’s a bridge too far.”

Thinking about Phil’s death definitely wiped the smile off his face.

“I’m sorry,” Gretchen said, glancing over at him. “I hadn’t really gotten to the part in my head where since you didn’t kill your friend, you lost him, instead. It must have been pretty hard to try to grieve him with everything else going on.”

“It was, but...”

He had never told anybody the full story of his last few days with Phil. He’d started to tell his lawyer, but the guy had cut him off and warned him not to say anything that could make him look worse than he already did. Stories about arguing with the murder victim definitely qualified.

If he told Gretchen, there was a chance he would look over at her and see her trust in him, which he valued more than anything else, vanish right before his eyes.

For a second the words stuck in his throat.

He couldn’t stand the thought of her turning away from him.

But if he didn’t tell her the truth, he wouldn’t deserve her trust, and he knew it. He had to be worthy of her even if it killed him.

“I don’t know if this makes sense or not, but I didn’t grieve him as much as I would have wanted to. I wish we’d been closer. We didn’t always see eye-to-eye. Phil wasn’t even really talking to me when...”

Gretchen was right. What grief he’d had was still unresolved and messy. He had to choke down a lot of tangled feelings to keep going.

“When he died,” he finished.

She didn’t stiffen up or lean away from him. Her voice was still warm when she said, “What happened?”

“We were getting a new witness settled in. I’ll never see her again, I know that—they must have moved her all the way across the country after I got arrested, and that’s for the best. She was a good person, and she deserved to be far, far away from whoever was selling off my witnesses like cattle. I hope she’s okay. She was a single mom with two kids, one a colicky baby and the other just old enough to understand what was going on and hate that he’d never see his friends again. She was exhausted and frazzled, so I figured it would be good if she didn’t have to worry about anything for a few days except getting her family settled in. I asked her what groceries I could pick up for her—pantry staples, you know, and what the kids might like as a special treat. She was so relieved, she almost started crying.”

Gretchen squeezed his arm. There was a little bit of dampness on her eyelashes, Cooper noticed, like she was ready to cry too. “I knew it,” she said, almost to herself. “I knew that’s the kind of guy you were. What could Phil possibly object to about that?”

“I messed up our schedule. We were supposed to go out for drinks to wind down. He said I was a bleeding heart, that I didn’t care enough about the team, that I didn’t want to fit in. He said he’d just about had it with trying to help me. I’d never seen him so angry.”

She was quiet for a second and then said, “I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead...”

“No, I know,” Cooper said. “I feel bad saying it now, because of everything that happened. And even with all of that, he was the closest thing I had to a friend back then. But he could be kind of a dick sometimes. He was impatient, and if things weren’t going the way he wanted them to, he’d get pretty angry about it. Like, literally hot under the collar—you could see his neck turn bright red.”

Cooper had sometimes even been able to see Phil’s bright crimson dragonmarks flare up. For some reason, the sight had always made his griffin uneasy.

“I hope he kept that under control around civilians,” Gretchen said.

“He did. Always. But when he got you alone, he’d let you have it—just like he let me have it that night.” He exhaled. “I just assumed there’d be time to patch things up with him, so I didn’t worry about it too much. I was wrong, though. That was one of the last times we saw each other.”

“None of that’s on you,” Gretchen said quietly. “He shouldn’t have gotten upset about you trying to do the right thing. You were just trying to look out for your witness. I wouldn’t have cared about patching things up with him at all, not after that.”

Cooper didn’t know what to say. He could see why she wouldn’t have cared... but she had Martin, an upstanding, laidback, funny, and fundamentally good chief who’d handpicked her as his successor. She had a team that she knew would worry about her.

He’d had Phil, and that was it. No one else on the team had ever even really tried to get to know him. Monroe had just ignored him, and Roger had just given him platitudes about how he should go along to get along and how there was no I in team.

“It wasn’t all bad.” He needed to avoid too much self-pity. “Phil was... self-centered, but he was funny, too, and he poured a lot of energy into trying to get me to fit in with the rest of the team. They’d all worked together for years, and I was the first new face they’d seen in a while. Phil was the only one who was really enthusiastic about me. I think that’s why he got so mad when he thought I didn’t appreciate it—he was making an effort to bring me into their little circle, and I wasn’t going along.”

His memories of Phil had, for so long, been painful, and it was nice to finally have the chance to talk them out with someone who understood. Gretchen wouldn’t judge him, no matter what he said.

Finally, it felt like he’d exorcised the last of Phil’s ghost. He’d let him go now. Everything that their partnership had been—good, bad, and otherwise—was behind him, and he could close the book on it.

“What about everyone else?” Gretchen said. “They didn’t reach out to you at all?”

“Not much. There was Roger, our chief, and a guy named Monroe. If Phil ran hot, Monroe ran—runs, I guess, he’s still there as far as I know—cold. And Roger’s a hard person to understand once you get past the surface. He...” He didn’t know how to explain what was up with Roger without getting into the truth about shifters, and Gretchen had already dealt with enough today without finding out about all of that. “He’s a little weird,” he finished weakly.

He couldn’t think of a human equivalent for Roger. Those people who wanted to have surgeries to give themselves cat ears or make themselves look like Barbie or Ken dolls?

Gretchen didn’t push him on it, thankfully. “And Monroe?”

“Hard to read. He kept to himself a lot.”

The most he’d ever heard Monroe say at once, probably, was Monroe tearing into the legend that basilisk shifters could kill people by looking at them. That’s just a kid’s story, Monroe had said irritably. Our powers work like a scalpel, not like a sledgehammer. But he’d never elaborated more than that, which meant that the most Cooper had heard him say at once still wasn’t very much.

His old team had been a strange bunch, that much was true, and it was nice to think that he hadn’t been the problem. There was something kind of liberating in knowing that Gretchen thought that he’d deserved more friendship there than he’d gotten.

He had always felt inherently broken, like he hadn’t found a family or a circle of close friends because there’d been something wrong with him all along. But... maybe he’d just had bad luck.

If that was true, he could hope for something better someday.

Gretchen was thinking about something else, though. Her voice was cautious as she said, “And Roger and Monroe... would they have had access to the leaked files?”

Cooper started. In all the time he’d had to think, he’d never thought of that. They were all Marshals, and they were all shifters, and those common bonds had to mean some kind of loyalty, right?

Luckily, he didn’t have to think about it for more than a second.

“No. Not even Roger had access to our files—not that I know of, anyway. And Roger and Monroe couldn’t have hacked their way through wet paper bags. They’re both old-fashioned—without me or Phil or around, I don’t even know how they’re managing to check their email.”

“Then it has to be the mob.”

She sounded as relieved as he felt. No Marshal wanted to investigate other Marshals. 

Though his old team had investigated him awfully quickly.

“They hacked the files, stole the info, and killed their witnesses. Once the heat was on, Phil must have noticed something, so they killed him and framed me for everything. That way...” Cooper grimaced. “It’s like we’re sitting on a ticking time bomb. If all this is true, then they probably still have a way to see all the witness information. They can pluck witnesses out of our system like getting an apple off a tree, anytime they want, because nobody would have overhauled the system when they thought that it was just one corrupt Marshal. All of this could happen again.”

And when it did, someone like Gretchen could be the scapegoat. He couldn’t let that happen.

The trouble was, it was a hell of a lot easier to accuse the mob than to convict them. No one but him had ever even been formally tried for the murder of the witnesses.

He said all that, and Gretchen nodded along, her expression grim.

“That explains why they’ve decided it’s too risky to keep you around. If you filed another appeal, maybe it would never lead to anybody on their side going to prison... but it could make the feds sniff around their business a little more. But if you were dead, the case would stay closed for good.”

That made sense to him—or at least as much sense as anything else. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were bending one or two of the puzzle pieces to make them snap into place. There were a few things still rattling around unresolved.

The fear gas, for one. Was it chemical or was it magical? Before all this, he’d never had any reason to think magic existed, not outside of whatever let shifters be shifters, but they had seen some strange things today. And he guessed if magic were real, the mob would use it as a weapon the same way they used everything else.

It was just that something didn’t feel quite right. But in a situation like this, what answer could feel completely right? No matter who was chasing them, they were being chased. No matter who had framed him, he’d been framed. And like he’d said, the situation was a ticking time bomb.

Especially once the snow started falling.
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Gretchen had known this snowstorm was coming, but it still managed to surprise her in how fast it showed up. One minute, it was nothing but heavy clouds on the horizon and a reason to crank up the heat. The next, it was a complete whiteout. In between, there had been the faintest sprinkling of snowflakes, exactly the kind of thing she would have loved on Christmas morning—and then, just like that, they were getting buried under them.

There was so much snow and hail in the air, whipped to and fro by vicious winds, that she could barely see a foot in front of her. Even with her headlights on, and even with moving only at a crawl, she couldn’t be sure she wasn’t going to drive them straight off the embankment. She had to pull off to the shoulder.

Cooper squinted through the wintry haze. There was an oddly familiar expression on his face, one Gretchen had seen before but couldn’t exactly place.

“Can you see in this?” Gretchen said, surprised.

“Not much. But I’ve driven this way before, and... I think there’s an old motor court a few miles ahead of us, just off the exit. It’s rundown, but—”

“At this point, I’d happily stay at a motel run by Norman Bates himself. But I don’t think we can make it a few miles. Not in this.”

She didn’t have to say why. He was seeing the same weather she was, and if he knew enough about this road to guess at the location of the nearest motel, he knew as well as she did that there were plenty of treacherous ravines and steep drop-offs along the way. Fumbling around out there would be a good way to wind up in a ditch. And if the crash didn’t kill them, it could easily hurt them enough to keep them from getting back up again—and then the cold would take care of the rest.

“We could try going on foot?” Cooper said.

“We’re not dressed for it. You especially.” The prison had at least given him a reasonably bulky coat, but the snow would soak right through the cloth legs of his jumpsuit. 

“I can take it.” He didn’t sound one hundred percent sure about that, though.

“I couldn’t,” Gretchen said. “Even with more padding. The last weather bulletin I saw before my cell signal gave out said something like twenty degrees below zero with the wind chill. That’ll cut straight through my coat, and as slowly as we’d have to be walking in all this...”

She hated to be a downer, but she just couldn’t think of a good way out of this. They’d just have to wait it out and hope the storm dropped soon.

The gas they had should last them a while, and keeping the heat on would keep them warm. But if the storm lasted all night, or if the tailpipe got blocked by the snow...

She couldn’t afford to think about that. They could have Tiffani’s rock-hard cookies for dinner, and—

Suddenly, she dug into her coat pocket. Had she remembered it? When her hand closed around something the right shape and size, she broke into a smile so wide that it made her mouth ache.

“I have a surprise for you,” she said.

“If you want to start playing your Moby Dick audiobook, I’m not opposed to it, but I think it’ll drain your cell battery.”

“It’s not Moby Dick.” She needed to just accept that she was never going to finish that book. “It’s something we talked about earlier today. Given that we’re stuck in a winter wonderland, call it a belated Christmas present.”

She passed him the bar of ultra-dark chocolate.

“Eighty-five percent dark,” Gretchen announced. “It’s practically a black hole.”

Cooper turned the fancy candy bar over in his hands, studying it like it was some priceless work of art. His lips were parted slightly.

Gretchen wanted to kiss him.

It was an almost absurdly reckless impulse. It was so far from correct Marshal protocol that Keith had probably bolted upright in his hospital bed just from sensing she’d imagined it.

But God, she wanted to do it. She wanted to taste the sweetness of his mouth before the bitterness of the chocolate changed it. She wanted to find out how he kissed—if he would put his hands in her hair or on her shoulders, if he’d be gentle or fierce or some bone-melting combination of both.

“Thank you,” Cooper said. His voice sounded a little rough. He slid his thumb along the little cardboard casing of the chocolate, popping it open. “You’ll have to share it with me.”

“I don’t want to share it with you,” Gretchen pointed out. “That’s the whole idea. I’m trying to educate you in relative levels of bittersweetness. No bitterness equals perfectly fine. Some bitterness equals better. Medium bitterness equals perfection. And this just tries to turn your mouth inside out.”

He smiled, but her speech didn’t stop him from snapping the chocolate into little squares and holding one out to her. And, weirder still, her speech didn’t stop her from taking it.

“We can eat it on the count of three,” Coop said.

“Toast first.” She tapped her square of chocolate against his. “Cheers.”

“I think we can do better than cheers. Do you have a favorite toast?”

“They’re mostly jokes.” She frowned, thinking: all that was coming to mind was the slightly ribald one she’d made at her little sister’s bachelorette party. Somehow, she didn’t think it would be the best idea to introduce the toast may all your ups and downs be between the sheets right now, not with the sexual tension between them practically making her skin ache.

“I know a couple in other languages,” Cooper said. “Skål—that’s Norwegian—or sláinte—I think that one’s Irish for ‘to your health.’”

Some of the classic toasts she’d heard were starting to come back to her now. She tilted her chocolate square towards him.

“Here’s champagne for our real friends and real pain for our sham friends.”

Cooper grinned. “To the confusion of our enemies. That’s appropriate.”

She remembered another old family one. “Here’s to those who know us well but love us just the same.”

That didn’t feel like it really fit here, though. The people who hadn’t loved Cooper had been the ones who’d never bothered to get to know him.

He’d thought he was broken, but all he’d really been was unlucky. He hadn’t known the right people.

He hadn’t known her. She was beginning to suspect she could love Cooper Dawes very, very easily.

She hastily moved on before he could get out his next one. “May the best of your past be the worst of your future.”

“That’d be something,” Cooper said softly. “I’d be happy with the worst of my past just being far away from the best of my future.”

“It will be.” She was willing to go head-to-head with the universe to make sure of it.

She wondered if too much of that showed in her eyes, because Cooper cleared his throat and looked away. His eyes seemed brighter than ever.

He said, “Just one more, if that’s okay.” He brushed his square of chocolate against hers. “To you, Gretchen. You believed me when no one else did. You saw me when no one else did. And you bought me chocolate of as-of-yet undetermined quality.”

She shook her head. “I’ve determined the quality. It’s too bitter. And you’ve had too much bitterness already.” She curled her fingers around his hand, knowing her chocolate would start melting from their combined body heat. “I’d toast to you. You served your witnesses and your team faithfully, and you had it all stripped away from you, without even a tenth of the defense and support you should have had. You waited in prison when you didn’t even know if you ever had any hope of getting free. And Coop, you stayed good. You’re still the man you were before you were locked up—someone kind enough and brave enough to try to save a stranger. To you.”

“To us,” Cooper said.

She could live with that. More than live with it, actually: it sent a pleasant shiver up her spine, a shiver that was hot instead of cold.

They ate the chocolate in unison.

As always, Gretchen’s nose wrinkled as her mouth automatically puckered around the ultra-bitter chocolate. She liked dark chocolate, but there was a line.

This was just blech.

Cooper’s expression was more thoughtful. He chewed slowly, his eyes half-closed like he was taking the taste in. Gretchen didn’t see what there was to take in: she’d rather just spit it out.

But maybe he liked it. She could try to be nonjudgmental about his very incorrect taste in chocolate.

“What do you think?”

“It’s definitely bitter. But it’s still chocolate, and I like chocolate.”

“It’s barely chocolate,” Gretchen emphasized. “It’s like pure cocoa held together with wishful thinking. You deserve better chocolate.”

“To be fair,” Cooper said, a spark of humor in his eyes, “you didn’t buy me better chocolate. You bought me this chocolate.”

She couldn’t really argue with that.

“I also bought you a Milky Way Midnight. But that’s not really fancy enough to qualify as better chocolate. I mean, better than this—”

“It’s not that bad,” Cooper said, breaking off another square.

He only thought it wasn’t that bad because he was used to having the bare minimum of sweetness in his life. She wanted him to get back to expectations where the hint of bitterness would add pleasant contrast. Not be the main feature.

But there was nothing she could do about that while they were stuck in a snowstorm. She reluctantly took another piece of chocolate. It wasn’t like they had a big enough picnic here for her to be choosy.

If they’d been in her personal car, they would have had a lot more options. Gretchen kept her trunk stocked with all kinds of emergency goodies just in case she ever got stranded; she was usually loaded up with granola bars, dried fruit, water bottles, flares, and more.

But hey, wait a second. They weren’t in the official government car. They were just in Martin’s personal vehicle, and Martin might be just as careful about that as she was. She’d never known him to run into a situation he was unprepared for.

Even the thought of it made her feel a little better.

Plus, if she was right, it meant she could leave the tongue-twistingly bitter chocolate to the guy who actually seemed to enjoy it.

She tugged her hat down over her ears. “There might be a blanket in the trunk. Maybe even some extra food. I’ll go out and check.”

“I’ll go.”

“I’m more bundled up than you are.”

Cooper’s jaw was stubbornly set in a way that suggested she’d be arguing about this all night. “It’s not going to kill me to be out in the cold for a minute. You’ve done enough.”

She decided to pick her battles. “Okay. But grab everything you can, anything that you think might even be the tiniest bit useful. The last thing we want is to keep having to make supply runs—even if they’re just to the back of the car. It’s too easy to get turned around in this snow. Be careful.”

She didn’t like the idea of the two of them being separated.

“I’ll be quick,” Cooper promised. He seemed to lean just a little closer to her.

She felt that crackling intensity between the two of them again, like her inner compass had just spun around to point straight at him.

She’d never felt anything like this before. Sexual chemistry, sure. But it had always been just... fun. Enticing. It hadn’t made her feel like her whole body was coming undone. She hadn’t been so aware of the guy she was with, to the point where it felt like everything about him—the faint laugh-lines at the corners of his eyes, the sharpness of his cheekbones, the barest sign of stubble beneath his skin—was like a music note coming together to form some incredibly beautiful song.

Then he leaned back and put his hand up, like he was blocking the kiss neither one of them had—exactly—leaned in for. He rubbed at his throat, giving her a rueful look.

“I’m getting a little hoarse. I’ve talked more in the last twelve hours, with you, than I have in the last six months.”

“I like talking to you,” Gretchen said. Her voice sounded strange to her too.

Cooper’s breath ghosted over her, stirring her hair. “I like talking to you too.”

Gretchen felt her eyes drop closed. They would kiss now, she thought, and it was about time. Somehow she felt like she’d been waiting for him forever.

But then there was just a blast of freezing air against her face.

Well, that wasn’t romantic at all. It did a number on the arousal building up in her, too. Not much could survive a faceful of wind and snow.

The passenger side door clunked closed, and she could see the shadow of Cooper going around the car. The windows were so thickly coated with snow that he was nothing but a dark, mysterious blur.

Right now, that was what he felt like to her. She wished she knew what he was thinking.

She knew that what was between them wasn’t just in her head. Maybe she’d been doubting a lot of things today, but there was no way to doubt that. The pull between them felt as strong and natural as gravity, and she knew he felt it too. He’d all but admitted it to her—multiple times, even.

So why had he turned away?
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Why hadn’t he kissed her?

“What are you,” Cooper said to himself, “an idiot?” The icy wind stole the words right out of his mouth—literally—and whipped them away into nothingness, so he couldn’t even hear his own question. Which was just as well, since he had no idea how to answer it.

Leaning towards her had felt as natural as breathing. Maybe even more natural.

I’d die without air, but I’d fight to stay alive. If I didn’t have her—

If I didn’t have her, I don’t know what I could think of that would be worth fighting for. I don’t know that I could stand to live in this world another second if it didn’t have her in it.

He’d never felt like that before, but as strange and unexpected as it was, feeling like that didn’t scare him. He hadn’t run away from her out of fear.

The real answer slid into place, even colder than the wind around him.

He wanted to kiss her, but he didn’t want to hurt her. And he couldn’t think of a single way he could kiss her without hurting her eventually. 

For most of the day, he’d been trying to convince himself that he needed to let go of his feelings for her, that there was no chance that anything could happen between them. Now he knew there was a chance. Gretchen knew he was innocent, and she wanted to help him get his freedom. And she had to be single, because she’d wanted him the same way he’d wanted her, and she wasn’t the kind of person to mess around.

What was between them was real—or it could be real, if they both gave in to their feelings.

If the only cost of pursuing it had been his own broken heart, Cooper would have done it in a second. It would have been worth it.

But now that he knew that she felt the same way—or at least that she felt some fraction of what he did—he couldn’t do that to her. He couldn’t let himself start something with her when there was no way that it would end well.

He could break his heart, but he couldn’t break hers.

If he ran, if he decided to risk that, then they couldn’t be together. He couldn’t ask her to give up her life, to give up the job that meant so much to her.

If he didn’t run, if he went to Bergen and trusted in the system that had already let him down... then he would probably die with another shiv between his ribs. Even if he lived, the odds were good that he’d never be a free man again, no matter how hard he and Gretchen tried to find the truth.

Did he really want to ask Gretchen to care about him, to tie her life to him, when he was going to be hundreds of miles away, hopeless, and trapped? How good could that possibly be for her?

And even if, through some slow and grinding process, she helped him get acquitted, even if his appeal worked out perfectly—

She would still be a US Marshal, the one who was supposed to step into Martin Powell’s shoes when he retired. But Martin couldn’t appoint her himself; all he could do was recommend her. She would need the approval of someone higher up the food chain... and there was no way she would ever, ever get it if she got involved with him. Even if his conviction was overturned, there would still be plenty of people who remembered him just as a criminal. There would always be the shadow of a doubt. And as Chief, Gretchen would have to be above suspicion.

Cooper felt his way along that painful thought even as he was feeling his way around the car. He couldn’t see it—he couldn’t even see his own hand in front of his face—so he had to keep touching it. If he let go, he’d end up wandering off into the blizzard, no matter how good his usual sense of direction was.

Maybe she didn’t want anything long-term. Maybe she was just cold, scared, and tense, and the chemistry between them was just too tempting to ignore. Maybe all she wanted was a spot of warmth and togetherness while the storm was still veiling them from the rest of the world.

But he didn’t think so. Nothing about the way she looked at him was casual. Nothing about what was between them felt casual.

One of them had to say no. And she had more to lose than he did—so much more. So if she wouldn’t say no, he had to say it: he had to look out for her when her own bravery would have her rush in without counting the cost.

He found the trunk and then had to grope along it to find the lock. His bare hands had stung at first in the cold, like they were being pricked all over with needles, and now they were starting to go numb. It took him three tries to feel out where the lock was and then three more tries to actually get the key into it, he was shaking so badly.

And once he got the trunk open, he had trouble making out what was inside it. The snow was still blowing into his face, making his eyes water, and leaning in too far made it feel like the stab wounds had turned into red-hot irons. He couldn’t be sure what he was looking at, but he could at least see shapes, so he grabbed all of them that he could carry and then slammed the trunk closed.

He made his way back to the passenger side door leaning against the car and sliding along it at an angle, the better to make sure his hands stayed full and he didn’t drop anything. He felt something sliding between his fingers when he had to struggle with the door, but then it was creaking open against him, and he realized Gretchen had leaned over and opened it from her side.

Getting back into the warmth—getting back to her—felt like heaven.

Which was exactly why he had to be careful. He would make a mistake here, a mistake they both wanted him to make, if he let himself slip for even a second.

“Brr,” he said, letting out an awkward laugh. “I don’t know if you know this, but it’s a little nippy out there.”

“It looks brisk,” Gretchen said. She started the ignition again, sending a very welcome blast of fresh heat across him.

“Kind of chilly.” He rubbed his hands together to try to warm them up, and when he got a little bit of feeling back in his fingers, he started actually examining his haul.

It wasn’t exactly a complete survivalist’s kit, but it was close.

Gretchen slid over closer to him, a wide smile finally chasing some of the lingering shadows out of her face. She was putting aside his little disappearing act, then. At least for now.

“God, I love you, Martin,” she said.

Cooper fought off a completely ridiculous surge of jealousy. Firstly because it was absurd and secondly because, hell, right now he loved Martin too.

One fluffy flannel blanket. Two bottles of water. A first aid kit. Chemical hand-warmers. Granola bars, loaded with peanuts for protein and chocolate chips for extra glucose. A spare cellphone charger. A heavy-duty flashlight with extra batteries. And a jug of—

“Is that cat litter?” Cooper said, baffled. “Does he have a cat?”

She shook her head. “You pour it out on the road, on an icy patch that you can’t get around. It gives you better traction.”

“I would never have thought of that.”

“I’m pretty sure he picked it up from Colby—Colby Acton, he’s another Marshal on our team. He grew up in California, and I don’t think he’s ever gotten over being mortally offended at snow. He knows all the tips for driving on ice.”

“I know you turn into the skid,” Cooper offered.

“And?”

“That’s it.”

“Okay. I’m definitely not letting you drive, then.” She offered him a granola bar and a bottle of water and then dug into her bag and came up with the cookies Martin had given her. “We’ve got these too. They won’t be very good, but they’ll at least have more chocolate. More sweet chocolate,” she added, forestalling any attempt he was going to make to bring up the bar she’d given him.

She was right about the cookies—they were scorched on the bottom—but they were still better than any food he’d had back at Stridmont.

With her, he thought, it would always be a little easier to taste sweetness. She’d always be more powerful than the bitterness, even if he couldn’t figure out how to explain that to her.

The idea made his eyes burn, and he turned away. He couldn’t even look out the window: they were now completely cocooned in snow.

“What is it?” Gretchen said.

Keeping a secret with her only a few inches away from him suddenly seemed ludicrous. She was too perceptive to miss that he was hiding something, so if he kept his mouth shut, he would just end up worrying her. That seemed like a funny way of trying to keep from hurting her.

He said frankly, “I like you too much.”

He was still looking at the snow when he felt her hand touch his shoulder.

“I know what you mean,” Gretchen said. “I like you an inconvenient amount too.”

Knowing that—or at least suspecting it—didn’t make hearing it any less incredible.

He wanted to bridge the tantalizingly short distance between them; he wanted to know the taste of her mouth and give her everything she wanted from him. He wanted a lot of things that were probably impossible.

Cooper turned back around to face her, and what he saw in her expression changed him.

She looked so completely, incredibly sure of herself. It was the confidence he’d known she was capable of—the kind he’d noticed her lacking when she had first come back from meeting with the driver of the black car. Since then, he had seen more of her, enough to see the cracks in her armor, enough to know the little ways she sold herself short, but seeing this—

This was like he was seeing who she was really meant to be. He’d seen a beautiful shadow of her confidence before, and now he was seeing the real thing.

A guy could fall in love.

But why was he thinking that? Didn’t he know he already had? For him, the deal had been sealed the moment she had reached out and shaken his hand. Everything since then had just shown him more and more of what an amazing person she was.

“You keep getting these looks on your face,” Gretchen said, smiling a little. “Like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

“I’m just looking at you.”

“People look at me all the time. It doesn’t change their lives.”

“Maybe they don’t see you the way I do,” Cooper said.

This time, there was no stopping their kiss. He couldn’t bring himself to pull away, not now, not with that I know what you mean ringing in his ears, not with being face-to-face with her shining, golden confidence. He was completely willing to believe she was right to want whatever she wanted. He trusted her.

So much for caution.

Fuck caution, anyway.

They pressed against each other clumsily, their bodies fighting to get closer despite the console between them. Her breasts pressed against his chest. She was leaning accidentally against the bandages still wrapped around his ribs, and the twinge of pain was sharp, but Cooper had never cared less about anything in his entire life.

She tasted smooth and rich, like the aftermath of the chocolate, and there was a kind of raspberry tinge to her lips that he felt like came only from her. She was opening herself up for him, letting him sample her, linger on the sensations she was giving him, but she was also taking everything she could from him, as if she was just as eager to breathe him in as he was with her.

He had his hands in her short, silky hair, and hers were on his shoulders, leveraging herself up so that she could meet his mouth even more firmly and they could kiss even more deeply.

If he’d had some idea of getting his sanity back during all his, he knew better now. Having kissed her, he could never want to turn back the clock to a time when he hadn’t. There would be no way to get her out of his system—there wouldn’t even be a way for him to want to. Even if all this crashed and burned, he would never regret it. He had never been as happy as he was in this moment—disconnected from his griffin, stranded in a blizzard, hunted, and a prisoner. She made up for everything.
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He kissed her until she was breathless.

It was only when Gretchen could feel herself panting for air against Cooper’s lips that she made herself pull back. She could feel the slight burn his stubble had left on her, and she liked it. Liked it a lot, actually.

All of the guardedness had once again left Cooper’s face. His cheeks were flushed, his lips reddened a little with her own lipstick, and his green eyes were sparkling. He grinned at her, and he looked years younger than she’d ever seen him. It made her heart hurt a little.

“That’s the best way to keep warm that I’ve ever heard of,” Cooper said.

“Me too. It’s killing me to stop.”

“You don’t have to stop,” he said, gratifyingly sincerely.

She had to pull back even further to make sure she didn’t try to nibble that innocent smile right off his face.

She didn’t even know why she was resisting, but some part of her knew. It hadn’t been fear or reluctance that had made her stop kissing him. It had been professional alertness.

Separated from him, the heat in her blood had time to cool down, and when she got her brain back, she realized what had set off her internal alarm.

The shaky rumbling of the car had stopped. The air vents had stopped blowing out heat.

They were out of gas.

Cooper frowned, recognizing the problem at the same time she did, and he put his hand up to one of the vents. Nothing.

“Well, shit,” he said quietly. “I thought we’d have longer than that.”

“Me too.”

She wrapped her arms around herself, like she was futilely trying to hold in whatever heat was already trapped under her parka. She was taking a kind of obsessive inventory of all the warm clothing they had on hand, and she didn’t like how little time she had to spend doing it.

She exhaled. “I should have stopped for gas. I should have made sure we had a full tank.”

“We’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s not like we’ve had a lot of options. The storm hit sooner than expected and all at once, and we were both focused on putting as much distance as possible between us and the fear gas guys. I would have done the exact same thing.”

Maybe he was only trying to make her feel better, but she found herself believing him. And that did make a difference.

Well, it made a difference to her feelings. It wouldn’t make much difference in determining whether or not they froze to death out here. Her job now was to make sure that didn’t happen.

“Right,” she said crisply. “We’ve got a blanket, we’ve both got coats, and we’ve got Martin’s hand-warmers. That gives us a pretty good chance, but we’re going to have to start conserving all the heat in this car right away.”

There was an obvious way to do that—one that came to mind immediately and with her hind-brain’s glowing approval—but she didn’t know if it would be too much too soon.

On the other hand, if it kept them alive, it would be exactly enough at exactly the right time.

She could at least phrase it professionally. I think we need to share body heat sounded a lot better than I think we need to cuddle.

“I think we need to share body heat,” she said.

By the look on Cooper’s face, he’d heard cuddle anyway and was already visualizing what she meant. His cheeks flushed, but he nodded. “Backseat?”

“If you’re not sick and tired of being in the back of a car.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled when he was happy. “Not with you.”

They couldn’t afford to open the doors again, not when it would just let in a gust of cold air to steal the little heat that they still had, so Gretchen had to wriggle back into the backseat over the central console.

Cooper followed behind a little more awkwardly—he was lean, but his shoulders were broad and he was tall enough that there was just a lot of him. Getting him into the back seat through the narrow space between the two front seats was like playing a really weird game of Tetris.

“Ow,” Cooper said when he finally landed back there with her. “I think I sprained something.”

“I’d be shocked if you didn’t. At least you didn’t reopen your stitches.” She fished the fleece blanket out of the front, eyeing the hand warmers for a second: no, it’d be better to save those for later. She didn’t like to think about there being a later time when they might be saved by Martin’s emergency hand warmers, but she had to.

And for right now, anyway, she had an emergency Cooper Dawes. That was better anyway.

“You should be on top,” Cooper said. “I’m heavier than you are.”

Gretchen grinned. Never mind decorum: they’d already kissed each other senseless, and any plausible deniability about the sexual tension that made the air between them crackle had already gone out the window. “Do you like women on top?”

She was rewarded with another eye-crinkling smile. It was a look she didn’t think she could ever get tired of. “I like a lot of things, actually. I’m easy to please.” He tentatively touched her cheek, caressing down the length of it in a way that made her feel like a match being struck. He made her whole body blaze into flame.

She could almost believe that if they took this show outside, the heat between them would melt all the snow and bring on the summer.

They shifted around, Gretchen maneuvering until she rested on top of him.

If this was close to car sex, something she’d never had, she had to say she could see the appeal.

Sure, it was cramped, and sure, they both seemed to suddenly have twice as many elbows and knees as usual, with all of them aimed in the wrong direction so that their ribs were being poked like pincushions. Sure, neither of them could stretch out across the length of the seat, so they were both awkwardly bent and Cooper’s neck, in particular, was turned at a deeply worrying angle. Sure, it was uncomfortable.

But being on top of him like this, with this little dignity or grace, with the sense that they just needed it so badly: that, Gretchen had to admit, was kind of hot. In the center of all this cold, they were warm against each other, and they were willing to say that this was worth any amount of discomfort.

They were like lovers in a snow globe, sealed away from the world. It was just the two of them and the blizzard, sealed away from everything else.

The snow in a snow globe fell when you shook it up, and today had certainly shaken her up. Today had changed her life for good.

And she was glad. Somehow, with him, she was happier than she’d ever been before.

They wrapped themselves in the blanket, tucking it in on all sides so that it would hold in as much of their body heat as possible.

“Okay,” Gretchen said when they were done. “We’ve successfully become a human space heater. But we need to strip down some layers inside the heater, because right now my parka and your coat are hurting us more than they’re helping us.”

Bare skin on bare skin was the best answer, and she knew he knew that as well as she did. The only reason she wasn’t willing to go that far was that this was Martin’s car, and if Gretchen wound up naked in the back of her boss’s car, let alone having sex in it, she would never be able to look Martin in the eye ever again. They had to compromise. She unzipped her coat and shed it and her sweater and jeans, leaving her in just her socks, underwear, and a plain cotton tee.

There was no way Cooper could see much of her body, given that all the contortions she was going through were hidden under the blanket. And while he could undoubtedly feel a lot of it—that was more or less the point—that didn’t explain the way he was looking at her like he was almost impressed.

“What is it?”

“I’ve just never seen someone undress with that kind of... fluidity.”

She wound up laughing despite herself. “Fluidity?”

“You did it in two seconds! And you barely moved!”

“High school locker rooms,” Gretchen said. “They’re great training for quick changes, especially if you’re a teenage girl in mortal terror of attracting mean girl scorn.” 

He looked gratifyingly baffled. “What could they have possibly scorned you for? You’re gorgeous.”

“No one’s gorgeous in high school, Coop.”

“I bet you were.”

“I had a frizzy perm, braces, and no boobs.” She resisted the urge to add that she still had virtually no boobs: there was no need to draw his attention to that. Besides, since the boobs she did have were currently flattened against his chest by the way she was lying on him, he hopefully had a high opinion of them all the same.

“You’re gorgeous,” Coop repeated. He traced the edge of her ear, like he was trying to warm her there. “But I’ll admit that I’m glad you don’t have the perm anymore.”

“It was pretty bad. It was like I was surrounded by an explosion of my own hair.” She prodded him. “You have to lose some layers too. Right now I feel like I’m losing a game of strip poker.”

“You would be losing,” he said, even as he opened up his coat and started shifting out of his clothes. “You already said you were a bad poker player. I’m a good one. Also, I’d be highly motivated.”

She would be highly motivated too. She couldn’t see much of him—he was almost as good at the quick-change as she was—but she could feel him, and that was more than enough to get her blood stirred up. His skin was soft, like velvet laid over hard muscle, and his long, lean body laid out beneath hers was now almost completely bare. She could feel his thighs brushing against hers.

With the two of them pressed against each other, it didn’t take long for him to get hard. His erection stirred against his briefs, nudging against Gretchen, and the thought of rubbing back against it was so agonizingly tempting.

Maybe she could cave on her objection to having sex in Martin’s car...

But even if her principles were going to go out the window, something else stopped her. Two things, actually.

The first was the scent of his skin, which was clean but harsh, like cheap soap. It made her want to hold him, more than anything else, because it reminded her that his last shower had been back at Stridmont, where he wouldn’t have had any privacy, let alone any luxury.

She wanted to spoil him in ways she didn’t even know guys could appreciate. She could get him in a huge marble bathtub and fill it up with steaming hot water and bath salts and bubbles, let him soak until every muscle in his body had relaxed completely and every trace of prison had been washed away.

The second and more important thing that stopped her was the gauze. She could feel the bandages.

He’d been stabbed. Aroused or not, he probably wasn’t up for any strenuous physical activity.

It wouldn’t have to be strenuous, the voice in her head suggested. He could lie back and take it easy. We’d be happy to do all the work.

Gretchen banished it. It was one thing to have her old childhood habit suddenly surge back to life; it was another thing entirely to make it the voice of her horniness.

And should she be worried that the voice of her horniness was apparently using the royal we?

She shifted her weight around, trying to make sure she didn’t accidentally put any pressure on his wounds. 

Cooper touched her chin. “What is it? You look like something’s wrong.”

“I forgot you were hurt.”

He chuckled. “So did I, since you got on top of me.” He pulled her down, moving her—with uncanny accuracy—back to how she’d been most comfortable. “You’re the best painkiller I can imagine, Gretchen Miller.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls who accidentally snuggle up to your knife-wounds.”

Coop shook his head. His eyes looked warmer and more luminous than ever. “Just you.”

She kissed him again, long and slow, and then found a compromise position that was as gentle on him as possible without actively contorting her into a pretzel. She found herself checking the edges of his bandages automatically, wanting to make sure that she hadn’t messed up the surgical tape. She traced the long rectangles, amazed at the size of them. When they’d rushed the order to move Cooper to Bergen, she’d assumed that his injuries must have been minor. But these bandages felt major.

“When were you hurt?” she said slowly.

“Two days ago.”

She shot upright, shifting dramatically enough that then he did wince as the bandages pulled at him. He sucked his lower lip in between his teeth.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry! Just—two days ago? It feels like someone tried to make you into a pincushion.”

“You’re the second person today to have said that,” Cooper said, with a funny little smile, like he was feeling some kind of unusually sour nostalgia. “It’s pretty spot-on. They did a number on me, but I heal fast.”

“You heal fast,” she repeated.

She’d heard that line before a hundred times. She knew it like the back of her hand.

And in Cooper’s case, it seemed as true as it had ever been with her family or friends. He’d suffered through multiple stab wounds, and two days later, even though he was still in pain, he was walking, crouching, running, fighting through snowstorms. He’d been moving so easily and gracefully that Gretchen had almost forgotten that he was injured at all.

I heal fast.

She kissed his cheek, now with scientific interest as much as tenderness, and found exactly what she’d expected to find. Even though the temperature inside the car was dropping rapidly, and even though his face wasn’t flushed, his exposed skin was still warm to the touch. Not unaffected by the cold, not quite, but close. 

Like Keith, like her family, like her friends, Cooper had good genes.

“You’re a shifter,” Gretchen said.
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Cooper stared at her.

He didn’t know what he’d expected to follow that lingering kiss to his cheek, but it hadn’t been that.

Gretchen lined up the evidence before he could even answer her. “You heal fast. Eerily fast. You’re strong. You—”

“You’re right,” Cooper said, his brain finally kicking back into gear. “I’m a griffin shifter.”

There had been about a thousand emotions flickering through her face, like a carousel of feelings going around and around, and Cooper had only been able to parse a fraction of them. But now they resolved into something singular and incredibly clear: delight.

“A griffin!” Gretchen said. Her eyes looked positively starry. “I’ve never met a griffin before.”

“We put our pants on one leg at a time like everyone else.”

All he wanted to do was luxuriate in the bizarre, totally unfamiliar experience of someone just being enthusiastic about him, but the joy he was feeling at her reaction faded away when he remembered what had become the one hard, inescapable fact about his griffin.

It was missing. And it might be forever out of his reach.

Gretchen’s hand found his, and their fingers intertwined. She didn’t say anything, but he knew that she’d seen the look on his face. He’d been hiding this fear for a long time now, but he was completely unguarded around her. What she’d seen was him remembering that a part of his soul was dying on him.

“I can’t hear it anymore,” Cooper said. “I can’t feel it. All that time in prison, it was like it just... wasted away. I felt a flash of it during the fight, but nothing since then, no matter what I do.” He swallowed. His eyes felt hot, but he didn’t want to cry around her. If going to prison had meant losing his griffin but gaining Gretchen, well, it was worth it, and he didn’t want her to think otherwise.

But she looked more confused than pitying. There was a crease in her forehead as her face scrunched up a little. “I don’t think you can lose your animal. That doesn’t sound right.”

“That’s what it feels like.”

“But it’s part of you. Experiences change you, sure, but... your soul’s not something that can get pushed to the back of a shelf and get dusty because you’re not using it. It’s who you are. Even if you can’t express it, it’s still there.”

Maybe. He wanted to believe that, but it was impossible to be sure, especially when his griffin stayed incommunicado. He could have sworn that he’d sensed its presence at least a little today, but apparently it took more than a conversation to attract its interest.

He didn’t want to get his hopes up and have them come crashing down. He wanted to believe she was right, but he couldn’t handle the idea that he might just be disappointed again.

It would be better to just change the subject.

He said, “Are you a shifter too?”

Gretchen’s eyes had been bright, blazing with intensity, but now some of the light in them dimmed. It wasn’t that noticeable, not since she was still radiating interest, not since her actual expression didn’t change, but Cooper saw it all the same.

“No,” she said. “My family are all lynx shifters, but I’m a genetic quirk, I guess. Born human. But I’ve lived around shifters all my life, first with my family and now with my team.”

As nice as it sounded to have a family and a team that would surround you, people that you could claim and be claimed by in return, Cooper couldn’t help thinking that Gretchen’s position sounded kind of lonely all the same. She, too, had been the stray Monopoly piece in the Scrabble box.

Then something she said clicked with him. “Your team? All of them?”

Gretchen nodded. “Martin’s a pegasus, Theo’s a dragon, and Colby’s a wolf. Keith’s a unicorn.”

“Keith,” Cooper repeated, “is a unicorn. You’re sure.”

“I promise. I’ve seen him shift.”

“I just can’t picture that at all.” Prissy, stuck-up Keith, who hadn’t unbent until a car crash had almost split his head in two? He was secretly a majestic white horse with a flowing rainbow-colored mane?

Admittedly, Cooper had never actually seen a unicorn up close and in person. He was mostly going off a mental image cobbled together from kid’s toys and the covers of fantasy novels. Maybe the real-life version was more dignified, and maybe it suited stuffy Keith as well as any animal could have.

He decided not to ask for clarification, though: he was getting too much of a kick out of picturing Keith as something straight out of a little girl’s toybox. And since Keith was recovering just fine, he didn’t think he had to feel too bad about laughing at the guy in his head.

Besides, that wasn’t what they needed to talk about. That was a more professional reason for staying on topic.

And around Gretchen, he did feel like he still had a profession, amazingly enough. She brought out the best in him... and the best in him was definitely a US Marshal.

“Your whole team,” Cooper said slowly. That couldn’t be a coincidence. He knew his whole team being shifters hadn’t been a matter of luck.

“The higher-ups cultivated it,” Gretchen confirmed immediately. “Martin networked with some shifter communities and figured out who to recruit.”

“Yeah. They did it with my unit too.”

“We really could have worked together, then,” Gretchen said. “If the shifters Martin had talked to had known you...”

She looked wistful at first, but then an idea seemed to cross her like a chill, and she shivered a little.

“What is it?” Cooper said.

“You would have loved it in Sterling. Everyone I work with is incredible. I wish it had gone that way—but I can’t say I like the idea that I could have ended up on your old team.”

Even though he’d defended his former coworkers to her, he still felt some reflex deep inside himself lash forward at that: I’m glad too. I’d never let that happen to you.

Like that fate was a bullet he wanted to take for her.

It shook him up. He knew why he felt protective of her—he’d fallen for her, plain and simple—but he didn’t know why those instincts flared up so strongly when he thought about Gretchen sitting at his old desk, right next to Phil and Monroe and Roger.

He tightened his arms around her, and she wriggled in closer against his chest, resting her head on his shoulder.

Maybe it was just that if she had been there, she could have been a target for whoever had framed him. Like Keith had said, Gretchen could have wound up just like Phil.

He couldn’t stand the thought of it.

She was there to distract him from it, though. He didn’t know how she had such a tender, automatic sense for when he needed to think about something else, but she did. She combed her fingers through his hair and said softly, “Maybe we should try to sleep. This storm’s not dying down anytime soon. We might have a lot of time to kill.”

She was right, and he knew it.

At first, he thought that the flurry of snow against the windows and the howl of the wind would keep him awake even if all his worries didn’t, but it turned out that none of those were a match for his exhaustion and the sheer comfort of Gretchen’s arms. He fell asleep immediately. Despite everything, it was the best and most deeply restful sleep he’d ever had.
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Gretchen slept well, too, at least for a few hours. But unlike Cooper, she was human, and the cold that was slowly filling up the car was hitting her hard, even with his warmth to shelter her. He still felt toasty to her, and as comforting as ever, but she could feel shivers starting to set in, no matter how much she tried to fight them off and tell herself that they were in her head. She felt stiff and aching, like the cold had seeped into her very bones. No matter how closely they cuddled up to each other, he couldn’t make her warm enough to counteract that.

And she couldn’t make him warmer either—she was probably just making him colder. It had to feel like he was sleeping against an ice sculpture, and if he hadn’t woken up yet, it was only because he was completely worn out.

Poor Coop. And poor her.

The last of the trapped heat had leaked out of the car, and it wasn’t well-built enough to keep out the freezing cold. The mini-thermometer on the dash had dropped all the way to ten degrees below zero, and the bluster and snow outside showed no signs of stopping. Their shelter was reaching a crisis point. They could stay here and hope for the best, and it might work out—but with each passing hour, the odds were more and more against it.

If they left the car and braved the elements in search of central heating, she wouldn’t survive that walk. But he might. Even if he couldn’t summon up his griffin, his human form was tougher and more resilient than hers was.

She had to convince him to go.

He was a shifter, and she wasn’t his mate. He hadn’t recognized her on first sight. If he had, he would have told her once he knew that she would understand.

He was the right person for her—she had no doubt about that at all—but she wasn’t the right person for him, however much she wanted to be, and however much he did care about her. Of course he liked her: she was the first person to come along and believe him, and they had chemistry to burn.

In another world, if both of them had been human, they could have been perfectly happy together. She would have had no doubt at all that they were made for each other.

But they weren’t, and now she was grateful. It was kinder this way. Coop needed to have a fate that didn’t include her—in case she didn’t make it out of this alive.

He deserved to have a full, happy life with whoever his real mate was. She didn’t want him to feel what she was feeling right now: devastated that she had to lose him when she’d only just met him.

The sooner the better. If I have to do this, it’s best to just get it done.

She patted his cheek until he stirred.

Those eyes. They’d been the first part of him she’d loved, and she’d loved them even before she’d met him, even before she’d known him, even before she’d been willing to admit any of it to herself.

She had to say something, but she struggled with the words, partly because her lips were stiff and numb with the cold and partly because she felt like she was going to cry. She wanted him to live, and if it took pushing him out of the car to save his life, she would shove as hard as she could—but at the same time, she knew she didn’t want to die cold and alone.

She had been brave her whole life only to be scared now. But being scared couldn’t stop her from doing what she needed to do.

“Coop,” she whispered.

He tucked his chin against the top of her head, and Gretchen wondered, a little dizzily, if he’d heard the same trivia she had about most of your body’s heat escaping from your head. He was doing everything he could to keep her warm. She could feel the rumble of his throat against her forehead as he answered her.

She swallowed down her tears. If she let them out, they’d only freeze anyway, just like the rest of her.

She could see goosebumps on his shoulders where the blanket didn’t quite cover them. Cooper’s skin was chilly now, however nice he felt against her. Being a shifter didn’t make him invulnerable. That only drove home that he needed to leave. He needed to get to shelter while he still could.

“You have to go.”

He stilled. She couldn’t even feel him breathing anymore.

“No, Gretchen.”

“Yes.” She wrenched away from him, as much as it killed her to do it, and met his eyes. She needed him to see how much she meant this. “The storm’s not showing any signs of letting up, and if we keep waiting for it to stop, you won’t have any strength left by the time we know you need to run. You’re tougher than I am. You have a chance of making it out there. Being a shifter—”

“I can’t shift,” Cooper said. “I told you—there’s just nothing there anymore.”

“Even if that’s true, you can still get to that motel. You can still last longer in the cold than I can, and you have to try. You can’t just stay here and risk dying to keep me company.”

“I won’t leave you.”

“Yes, you will, dammit. You have to.” She took a deep breath and tried the tactic she thought might have the best chance. “It could be your chance at freedom, Coop. Do you really want to throw that away? Run and keep running.”

He touched her cheek, and she realized she could no longer feel much of a difference between the temperature of his skin and hers. They were both on a downhill slide. She willed him to feel that too, to understand how his own body was giving up on him, how little time he had left. He needed to go.

“I can’t leave you.”

At first she thought that he was just repeating himself, but then she noticed the slight difference. This time, he hadn’t said that he wouldn’t leave her, he’d said that he couldn’t. As if he physically couldn’t make himself do it, not even to get the freedom that must have been so precious to him.

Could she get herself to leave him?

She didn’t even have to think about it. No. She would never be able to leave him to die.

But it was her responsibility to protect him, and it wasn’t his job to protect her.

And if you weren’t a Marshal, does that mean you’d just waltz off and be able to leave him to freeze to death? Don’t be ridiculous. You wouldn’t leave a prisoner behind to save yourself, but you couldn’t leave Coop. You know the difference just as much as he does.

But that didn’t mean that she was going to just give in and agree to let him stay. She wanted to save his life by whatever means she could.

“It was my idea to do this,” Gretchen said. “I’m the one who said we should try to outrun the weather. I put you in this situation, and I’m the one who has to get you out of it.”

“I would have done the exact same thing in your shoes.”

She blew out an exasperated breath, which at least restored a little feeling to her lips. “But you weren’t in my shoes. You’re in the passenger seat.”

“I think you’re mixing your metaphors.”

“Dammit, Cooper.” Now she really was crying. “I need you to make it out of this. We can’t just both stay here hoping we’ll live until morning when I know we won’t. I can’t die knowing you’ll die too. I can’t stand it.”

He kissed her closed eyes, taking away her tears. He was so gentle. She didn’t know how anyone could have ever looked at him and not known how purely good he was. He shone with a kind of internal light she’d never seen in anyone else.

“We’re not going to die here,” Cooper said. He wrapped his arms around her more tightly than ever, cradling her against his chest, against the fresh, clean smell of his skin. Gretchen listened to his heartbeat. Against all odds, it was reassuring.

When he said, “I’m going to get us both out of here,” she actually believed him.
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Cooper was acutely, painfully aware of the ticking clock.

As soon as he’d opened the door to go outside, he had sent the temperature in the car plummeting down even further and faster than before. Whatever time Gretchen had left before the cold got the best of her, he’d just cut it in half, especially since he’d left her without a shifter space heater. All she had now was her own failing body warmth, the clothes she’d put back on, the two hand-warmers (which wouldn’t be doing nearly enough), and Martin’s fleece blanket.

And while this was much, much lower on his list of priorities, he had to be realistic about his own prospects, too. He’d taken his coat—Gretchen had insisted on it, despite his protests—but he was still standing out in sub-zero temperatures and dealing with wind that cut straight through his clothes. Gretchen might not be able to survive waiting inside the car much longer—and he might not be able to survive waiting outside it, either.

If he was going to find his griffin, he had to do it fast.

And this was already too slow.

He closed his eyes. It might or might not help him concentrate, but it would definitely keep the hard, icy snow out of them, and that had to be a plus.

He felt scattershot. He needed so badly to save her that it was like his head was filled up with a sound and fury that drowned out even the storm. He knew it wasn’t helping, but he couldn’t seem to make it stop.

Then, out of the darkness, something in him did stop it.

Prison sucked in a lot of ways. Almost every way. But it did teach you how to be calm, Coop: it taught you how to stay calm even when everything around you was hell and chaos. It made you so good at controlling yourself that you locked away the part you most need to reach, so it’s a mixed blessing, but that’s the kind of calm you need right now. That’s the kind you need for Gretchen’s sake.

But what if Roger was right? What if his griffin was gone for good?

Are you really going to believe Roger over Gretchen? When it comes to something as important as your own soul?

No. No, he wasn’t.

Even if his griffin really could die inside of him, he was going to have to believe that it wasn’t dead yet. If Gretchen needed any part of him, he was determined to give it to her, even if he had to drag it out of some early grave.

He had to stop thinking about the ticking clock. He had to find that calm. If he didn’t, he was going to just keep messing himself up. If you let yourself get eaten up by worry about whether or not you could do something, you’d never relax enough to get it done. He had to just trust that Gretchen was right—once a shifter, always a shifter.

He breathed out and concentrated, reaching into the darkness inside him, the darkness that had felt so empty for so long now.

He couldn’t do anything about his sharp, persistent fear of how Gretchen was doing, but he could use it for motivation. She was why he needed to reclaim his griffin now more than ever. He had to help her.

I know you’re there, Cooper thought. You’re part of me.

Silence. Darkness.

I was hurting. It was hard to hold onto you when you wanted to fly—when I wanted to fly—and we couldn’t. You reminded me of everything we’d lost, and I couldn’t deal with it. I hid you away for so long that I forgot how to find you, but there’s no way you’re lost for good. I need you. I always have. And more importantly, Gretchen needs you.

There was something there... a sound inside him that was almost like wings rustling.

She’s great, buddy. She’s funny and gorgeous and brave. She shook my hand like there was no reason she shouldn’t have, and she saw something in me that no one else ever did. She believes in me. She didn’t have to do any of that, and as far as I’m concerned, that makes her the nicest person in the world. And now she’s in trouble. She’s freezing, and I need to get her somewhere warm. I’d carry her myself, but I wouldn’t get there fast enough.

It still wasn’t enough.

He added, I love her.

It had become the central fact of his existence. Something more important than everything else.

He loved her, and he could almost believe that she loved him back. If she did, then he was someone worth loving. Maybe he was still broken, but he wasn’t incomplete.

Gretchen was right. He hadn’t lost himself... and so it was impossible for him to have lost his griffin. All he had to do was reach far enough and grab on hard enough.

He’d thought hope had kept him alive in prison, but it had really just been the faintest, dimmest shadow of a hope. Now hope—certainty—lit him up from the inside-out.

It broke through the darkness down in the bottom of his soul.

And it found his griffin.

You’re mine, Cooper said, claiming that presence. You’re me.

He didn’t know if he would have ever realized that without her.

Gretchen, his griffin said in a rumbling voice.

Finally, after all this time, it reached back for him, opening its liquid gold eyes.

Come on, Cooper said, easing into that shape. We’ve got work to do.

Wings burst from his shoulders, unfurling until they were stretched out to their fullest span. His hands formed the wickedly curved talons that would have to hold Gretchen with the utmost care. A blend of golden fur and slick feathers covered him, protecting him a little from the worst of the storm. For a few seconds there was enough pain to make him dizzy: it was like the shiv was tearing into him all over again, finding a new body to cut into. But he still had a good range of movement. He didn’t think flying would be a problem. 

He used one wing to brush the snow off the backseat window, hoping Gretchen would see him and come out.

Nothing.

How long had he been out in the snow? How much time had it taken him to find his griffin again?

The ripple of fear that sent up him was even colder than the wind. He opened the back door with one talon, trying hard not to just rip it off the hinges and send it flying. If they had to take shelter in the car again, for whatever reason, he didn’t want it to be completely open to the elements.

Inside, there was Gretchen, curled up beneath the fleece blanket. Her face was so white with the cold that it looked almost bloodless. She was unnaturally still, like she’d been carved out of marble.

Cooper tumbled back into human form, snapping back to it faster than he ever had before. He reached for her.

She was so cold, so icily cold.

But she was breathing. When he held his hand in front of her mouth and nose, he could feel her breath stir against his fingers.

“I’m sorry,” Cooper said, gathering her up in his arms. He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I have to put you down in the snow for a second so I can pick you up as a griffin. I got it back, Gretch. We’re going to fly away somewhere warm.”

He laid her down on the snowbank and transformed again.

He grasped her as delicately as he possibly could and held her close to the warmth of his body. Flying would cut down on the amount of time they had to spend outside, but they’d still be out in unprotected weather that would feel even colder as they whipped through the air. The ticking clock was still ticking. This was either kill or cure.

And he was mostly flying blind. It was almost a pure whiteout, obscuring everything around him in a constantly whirling blend of sleet and snow, and he was going off memories he’d had of a road trip he’d only made once or twice. But he was almost sure, dammit. He could see the low-slung motel, an old-fashioned motor court, in his mind’s eye. It had looked drab but clean, the kind of place that could sometimes cling to a half-life forever, as long as it got a few customers every year. It had had a sign that was boasting about the rooms having cable TV, not free wi-fi or even HBO. He could almost see the color of the curtains.

His wingbeats sounded like they were counting down the time, marking the minutes and seconds as they slipped away.

His talons didn’t have enough sensation to feel Gretchen. He didn’t know whether she’d woken up enough to grasp onto him or whether—

He couldn’t think about it.

Just a few miles to the exit, and then it’s right there. Just a few miles and then it’s right there.

And then, magically, there it was, materializing out of the flurry of snow—a solid, dark shape in all the white. It was almost like the optical illusions that pilots were prone to seeing after going snow blind, but Cooper trusted his griffin’s eyes and, even more than that, its sense of overwhelming relief.

He banked in towards the motel and came down softly and carefully, laying Gretchen down against a snowbank before he shimmered back into his human form. For the first time in his life, he relished landing more than flying. He lifted Gretchen up in his arms.

She was even colder than before. Her cheek was icy to his touch. But once again, he could feel her breath, warm and gentle against his neck, and even though it wasn’t as strong as he would have liked, he’d take it. He’d take any sign of her being alive.

He tried the door, but it was locked. Shifting Gretchen in his arms, he hammered his fist against the glass hard enough to make the whole door rattle in its frame.

He was waiting two seconds, and if no one answered, he was breaking in.

But someone came into view. It was an elderly, white-haired man with a close-trimmed beard, using a walker with cut-up tennis balls on the floor posts.

Cooper suddenly remembered exactly what he looked like right now.

A big guy in a maximum security prison jumpsuit, cradling an unconscious woman who, on the other side of the glass, could easily have been mistaken for dead. The old man wasn’t going to let him in. He was going to call the cops, and the cops wouldn’t come for hours, and if Cooper tried to break in now, all that would happen was he’d make this poor old guy have a heart attack—

But then the old man unlocked the door.

“Well, come in,” he said in a creaky voice. “You’ll suck all the heat out of the place. You picked a bad time to escape from prison, son.”

Cooper got in quickly, before the man could change his mind, and he laid Gretchen down on the couch in the lobby. He knew you weren’t supposed to chafe someone’s hands if they could be suffering from frostbite, but aside from that, his mind felt horribly blank.

Finally, something clicked: get the snow off her. All it was doing was keeping her cold and wet. He brushed the snow off her jeans and onto the floor, undoing her coat so that the warmth could reach her.

“Do you have a blanket?”

“Yes,” the man said, “in the little room behind the desk, but it’d be faster for you to fetch it yourself. These days I make the damn DMV look efficient.”

“Will you look after her?”

“Sure. She doesn’t seem to be going anywhere.”

Cooper hightailed it behind the desk and into the room the man had mentioned, which was basically a little cubbyhole: he guessed the owner holed up in there on night shifts to stay within easy reach of the bell in case they got a surprise guest. There was a ratty couch and a plaid fleece blanket.

He took the blanket back out to Gretchen and gently wrapped it around her, tucking it up over her ears to warm them up too. He knelt down beside the sofa, stroking her hair.

If the old man asked, Cooper was just trying to comb the snowflakes out. He didn’t have to know that Cooper would have been doing it anyway.

Suddenly the old man’s gnarled hand landed on his shoulder, startling him.

“Here,” the man said gruffly. He handed Cooper a steaming mug of coffee. “It’s only instant, but it’s better than nothing. I don’t know if you’ve noticed it or not, son, but you’re dripping ice all over my lobby and shaking like a leaf. You need to get something warm in you.” He followed the coffee with a big wad of gauze stuffed in a roll of duct tape. “You’re bleeding like a stuck pig, and blood’s hard to get out of the carpet. I don’t have much in the way of first aid supplies, but this should help you tape yourself up.”

This was really a day for people being nicer to him than he’d ever expected. He cleared his throat. “Thanks.” He lifted up the hem of his shirt and looked at the bloody mess he’d made.

Thank God for accelerated healing.

He flattened the gauze against the wounds and strapped it down.

“Duct tape will do everything,” the old man said, watching him. “They say that, and they’re right. Now I’ll go make up some soup for you and the lady.” He took a few steps and then paused, turning back over his shoulder to scrutinize Cooper again. “Did you just break out of prison?”

Cooper smiled. “No, they’re just moving me from one to the other.”

“And the lady?”

“She’s my ride. A United States Marshal.”

“Well, that’s all right, then,” the man said, and he went away again.

Cooper went back to stroking Gretchen’s hair. “It’s all right, Gretchen. We made it.”

Her eyes fluttered open, and for a second, he was just unbelievably relieved to see her waking up.

Then it was like fireworks went off inside him, a cascade of lights and sparks that he’d never, ever felt before.

She was his mate.

His griffin had been buried too deeply inside him for him to recognize it before, but now that he’d found his way back to his own soul, a single look was enough for him to know that she was his destiny.

No wonder he hadn’t been able to look away from her. She was always going to be the true north on his compass, and he would love her for his whole life and with his whole heart.

He had worried about letting her tie her heart to his, but they were tied now. He didn’t have to worry or wonder. It was almost a relief to know that he could just love her, because there would be no way to get himself to stop. They belonged with each other.

Except—

Except she wasn’t a shifter. She was looking at him now with nothing more than a beautiful, slightly sleepy smile, like she was still only half-awake.

He couldn’t ask too much from her, especially not right away, when she wasn’t even completely conscious. They could have this conversation once she was safe.

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Right now, all that mattered was getting her warm again.

“Coop,” Gretchen whispered.

He brushed her cheek, relieved to see a little color creeping back into it. “I’m right here.”

“This is all I wanted.” She closed her eyes again. “Get you somewhere safe. Get you back to being you.”

“We’re safe, I promise. No one’s getting through that storm.”

“No one but you,” she said softly. “You’ll be fine, Coop.” She turned her head to press her lips against his fingers, and then consciousness seemed to smooth out of her face again. She’d slipped back out of consciousness again.

That worried him. All the hot soup and coffee in the world wouldn’t do her any good if she wasn’t going to be awake to drink it. He needed to get her body temperature back up, and his options were limited.

Seeing her so cold, pale, and still, like some kind of white marble statue, scared the hell out of him. She was supposed to be vibrant, thrumming with life and energy, crackling with intensity. This was almost like she was dead.

The thought made his chest tighten up.

He kicked off his shoes and slid behind her on the sofa, bracing her in the V of his open legs and cradling her back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, willing as much of his body heat as possible to flow into her. Willing his life to flow into her, if necessary.

“Come on, Gretchen,” he said under his breath. “Come on, sweetheart. Come back to me.”

The motel owner returned, this time with a tray attached to his walker. Two bowls of soup rested on it, with steamed-up plastic lids keeping their contents from spilling as the movement jostled them around. Cooper would have admired the efficiency of it all a whole lot more if he hadn’t been so worried about Gretchen.

The old man took in the sight of this federal prisoner cuddling a US Marshal and pursed his lips slightly. “She still not warming up?”

Cooper shook his head. “I don’t know what to do. You must have called 911, did they say—”

“Why would I have called 911?”

Of all the questions he might have expected, that wouldn’t have been one of them.

“Because a guy in a prison jumpsuit just demanded to come into your motel?”

“Son, it would take a lot more than that for me to pry into something that’s none of my business. If you tried to take the girl back out into the cold with you, then I’d call 911. But I don’t think you’re going to do that, do you?” He didn’t even wait for an answer. “Besides, the phone lines have been down for over an hour now. No cell signal right here, and the phone wires are so damned delicate half the time they go down if a bird shits on them wrong. You don’t need to worry about cops swarming down on you.”

“I’m not worried. I just need paramedics to swarm down on me. I’m not a doctor. I don’t know what she needs.”

“You’re awfully concerned about a woman taking you to prison.”

Cooper was too tired to come up with anything but the truth. “I love her.”

The old man just nodded. “I was thinking it had to be something like that. You knew her before?”

He shook his head. “Just met her earlier today.”

“It was like that with me and my wife, God rest her.” He cleared his throat, and Cooper looked up just enough to notice that the man’s red-rimmed eyes were shimmering with tears. He still wore a wedding ring, one tarnished with age. It looked at home on him. “If she’s still so cold she can’t even shake to get herself warm again, you’re going to need more than just that one blanket. Come on and I’ll get you a room. You can use the blankets and the comforter in there.”

Cooper lifted Gretchen up, tucking the blanket snugly around her so it wouldn’t fall. He followed along after the old man.

“What’s your name?”

“Clifford Meeks. You can call me Ford.”

“I’m—”

“I don’t want to know who you are, son,” Ford said, cutting him off. “If your girl doesn’t wake up by the time the phones come back, then I’ll call for an ambulance for you. If she does, and she’s doing all right, then I don’t see any reason to get anyone else involved. What I don’t know, I can’t tell the police.”

Cooper stared at the man’s hunched back. “Sir, if I actually were on the run, you could be arrested for harboring—”

“But you’re not on the run. You’re saving a lady’s life when you could have just left her out in the cold. And I’m eighty-three years old; anybody who wants to put me in prison is a damn fool. I’d almost welcome the change of scenery.”

“It’s not that great,” Cooper said. “Everything’s either beige or green, and the food’s terrible.”

“I like beige,” Ford said. “It’s soothing.” He unlocked one of the pale wooden doors. “This is one of just two that opens up from the actual inside. Everything else, you have to go out into the court to get to it. So it’s kind of like giving you the Presidential suite, only that’d be something worth caring about, and this isn’t.”

The doors, Cooper noticed, were so old that they still used actual keys that hung on little plastic tags. As ancient as its setup might have been, the room looked clean and well-kept, without even a trace of lint on its dark green carpeting. The bed had a thick, fluffy white comforter and a plush gray blanket, and Cooper wasted no time in wrapping them both around Gretchen.

If she woke up in this, she’d feel like a burrito. Tough. Right now, it was more important for her to get warm than be comfortable.

“I’ll leave the door open,” Ford said, putting the soup bowls down on the dresser. “You want something, just yell.”

“Thank you, sir,” Cooper said quietly. “You’re a good man.”

“Son, this is the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in twenty years. I just hope your girl’s okay.”

“Me too,” Cooper said. He put his arms around her once again.

He didn’t want to think about what he would have to do if this didn’t work.

If she didn’t wake up soon, he’d have to make a hard decision. Should he risk trying to turn her?

An infusion of shifter strength and hardiness would be enough to save her from almost anything. If, that was, she survived the transformation in the first place. Sometimes human bodies couldn’t handle the enormous late-in-life change, and he’d heard rumors that mythic transformations were especially dangerous.

But he couldn’t just let her die.

Luckily, there were at least a few ordinary, human things he hadn’t tried yet, and one of them was the snuggling-up they’d done in the car. Skin-to-skin contact might do the trick.

“I’m sorry to do this when you’re so out of it, Gretch,” he said as he maneuvered her sweater over her head. “I’m just trying everything I can think of.”

He had barely caught a glimpse of her in her underwear before, and he didn’t want to catch more of one now. He shed his own clothes and wrapped her in his arms, cocooning them both in the blankets that would hold in their heat.

He tucked his chin over her shoulder, resting his head against hers, and that was when he saw it.

He could scratch trying to change her into a shifter off his list. By the looks of the scar between her neck and her shoulder, someone had already tried that, and it hadn’t gone well.

It wasn’t a huge scar, but it was obviously a bite-mark, and one that looked like it had healed badly. Cooper only had to brush a fingertip against it before Gretchen flinched away.

What had happened to her that, even mostly unconscious, she would still viscerally recoil like that? Who had hurt her?

And if a shifter’s bite hadn’t killed her, how was it that she was still human? The only person Cooper knew who had survived that kind of a bite without gaining a new shape had been Roger, and, of course, Roger was already a shifter.

Shifters can’t turn other shifters, his griffin confirmed. Then it sounded uncertain: But Gretchen said she was human.

Cooper couldn’t understand what had happened, but he could still understand the pain on her face. He kissed her hair.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’ll stay away from it, I promise.”

Her tensed-up expression softened into the same sleepy smile as before, and once again, she opened her eyes. Maybe it was just wishful thinking, but Cooper was sure there was a little more spark of alertness there than there had been before.

“This is nice,” Gretchen said. She moved back, cuddling up a little more against his chest. “It must be my birthday.”

“It’s the one-hour anniversary of you almost dying from hypothermia, actually.” He tried to keep his voice light, but he could still hear the raw relief in it, and he knew she could too. “That’s why we’re—you know. I had to be able to warm you up, and your clothes were getting in the way.”

“A likely story,” she teased. “You were just trying to steal my quick-change secrets.” Then she blinked, confusion crossing her face and making her look a little more alert. “Why are you duct-taped?”

“I tore my stitches a little. This should hold me until the wounds heal on their own.”

She caressed around the gauze, her fingers delicate. “I didn’t want you to get hurt even more.”

“It’s not that bad. And it was worth it.”

A playful smile crossed Gretchen’s face. “Hey, you said I was a painkiller, right? Let me see if I can help you out.”

She shifted, her thawing body moving against his, and he was now incredibly aware of how silky and lush her bare body was.

It had been bad enough trying to resist her during Snowbound Cuddling Adventure: Part One, and she had at least still been wearing a T-shirt then, and they’d had the discomfort of the car to distract them. Now they had a warm, safe bed—and he had a warm, safe Gretchen. One who was moving languorously against him with a full, delighted awareness of the results she was getting.

Her smile deepened, now looking downright mischievous. Nobody looking at her now—including Cooper himself—would be able to believe that she’d been lifeless and icy just a few minutes ago.

That was strange, too. Any second of her being in danger terrified him, but he could still recognize that her recovery had been almost uncannily fast. Of course, he knew he wasn’t completely in tune with how quickly humans tended to heal, and, as he’d had ample opportunity to remember lately, he wasn’t a doctor or a paramedic. Maybe he didn’t know what he was talking about.

But all the same, he was sure that it should have taken longer for her to come back to this kind of vivid, warm, energetic life.

Then she moved against him, and Cooper forgot all his questions.

In fact, he forgot how to think at all.

He had stripped down to just his boxers, and the silken rub of Gretchen’s skin against his made him rue every bit of cloth that came between them. She was tantalizingly soft and warm against the slivers of his exposed body, trailing her hand along the edge of his thigh right where the boxers ended. It was like she was leaving a trail of sparks in her wake.

He’d thought her handshake had made him come apart at the seams? That her kiss had knocked him out? This was reducing him to rubble.

This was his mate, touching him with a sweet, sexy smile on her face; this was his heart, body, and mind working in perfect accord to appreciate everything she was giving him.

“Gretchen—”

He didn’t know what he was asking her for.

It didn’t matter. She knew what he wanted. She pressed her lips against his, letting him draw a gorgeous moan out of her as he licked into her mouth.

She drew away only for them both to gasp in air, and that was when some ability to think finally came back to him.

“The door.”

She looked over her shoulder at the open door and promptly turned scarlet.

He kissed one of her newly burning cheeks. “Glad to see your blood flow’s working right again.”

Gretchen raised her eyebrows. “Mine’s working fine.” And then slowly, deliberately, she canted her thigh in between his, brushing the round curve of it against his cock.

Outside of their tangle of blankets, it wouldn’t have looked like anything. The visible parts of her body had barely moved at all.

“How’s your blood flow?” Gretchen inquired pleasantly.

Cooper was about to say he’d learned his lesson and he wouldn’t tease her again—and then her hand closed over his cock, drawing him out of his boxer shorts.

God.

“Seems okay,” she said in the same bright, cheerful voice. “Everything feels like it’s in good working order.”

Cooper tucked his mouth against her ear so he didn’t have to worry about being overheard. “You’re killing me here.”

“You were the one who thought it was a good idea for us to take our clothes off,” she whispered back.

“I was trying to save your life!”

She tightened her hand around him, drawing out a noise that he thankfully managed to catch before it escaped his lips. “Consider it saved.”

“There’s a—ah—very nice old man—fuck—named Ford out there, who could hear—”

Gretchen kissed him again, but more softly this time. “I’ll take care of it.”

She peeled off the comforter, leaving him wrapped in just the quilt, and wrapped it around her shoulders. It made her look like a queen in a long white winter cloak. She padded over to the open door, moving in small glides so she could keep herself covered, and called out, “Mr. Ford?”

Ford’s voice came back: “Marshal? And it’s just Ford, dear. It’s my first name.”

“Then I’m Gretchen. But yes, I’m the Marshal.”

“Good to see you’re back on your feet.”

“Good to be back on my feet, for sure. From the way Cooper’s acting, it was touch and go there for a while?”

“Seemed to be.”

Cooper’s throbbing lust thought this conversation, while nice and friendly, was taking way longer than it needed to.

“Well, I am back on my feet, and all I want to do is take a nice hot shower and go to bed. I didn’t want you to worry—I’m absolutely fine. I’m just going to close the door so I can get some sleep.”

“So you can get some sleep,” Ford repeated dryly. “Sure, dear.”

Even from the bed, Cooper could see the back of Gretchen’s neck flush bright pink.

But even if she was embarrassed at the thought of this motel owner being all too sure of what she and Cooper were going to get up to behind that closed door, she didn’t let it get in the way of her plan.

“Good night!” Gretchen said, with bright innocence.

She closed the door. Turning back to Cooper, she let the comforter fall to the floor.

She was glorious.

She was smooth and sleek, the perfect combination of soft, sweet curves and the finely-honed muscles that spoke to her devotion to the more physical parts of the job. Her skin was a warm golden-brown, a slightly lighter honey shade than her eyes, and seeing it juxtaposed against her cream-colored bra and panties made him want to just spend an eternity tasting her. He knew he wouldn’t regret a second of it.

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Cooper said. He untangled himself from the nest of blankets and went over to her, cupping one hand around the back of her head so he could kiss her deeply. “You’re perfect.”

“I can’t even believe you’re real,” Gretchen said softly against his mouth, the words a delicate vibration against his lips. “I’m so glad I met you. I wasn’t kidding about the shower... but I’d like you to take it with me.”

*
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The showers in Ford’s motel were avocado-colored bathtubs with ancient showerheads that pelted water down at you at a terrifying speed.

They were standing outside the tub on the chilly tiled floor, shivering there in their underwear. Gretchen had been hoping for the best—despite the unappealing visual of the tub—until she’d turned on the water to test it. Most of the time, she liked the kind of shower where the water hit you like it was coming out of a pressure hose. It was like getting a free massage, if you were tough enough to take it. But she had to admit that it wasn’t exactly erotic—and neither was the prospect of slipping and sliding around the tub with Cooper while they both tried to get clean in the same tiny space. 

“I wanted to pamper you,” Gretchen said, raising her voice to be heard over the thundering water. “But this isn’t as steamy and sexy as I was hoping for.”

“It’s a hot shower I can take in relative privacy,” Cooper said. “That’s good enough for me.”

She laced her hands together behind his neck, feeling the silky bristle of his hair as it tapered down. “I’m sure anything would be an improvement over the last few months. But you deserve something really luxurious.”

There was no disappointment in those sea-green eyes, though. Right here and now, Coop looked like he was completely at peace.

“If I get to sleep in the same bed with you tonight, that would be as much luxury as any man could handle.”

Warmth suffused through her. “I want you in bed with me.”

That night and every night afterwards. But she didn’t want to think about the future right now. As long as they were still stuck in their little snow globe, as long as the storm was still roaring outside, then they existed in a different world from all of their problems.

Cooper bent down and kissed her. He tasted like the sweet, light coffee he’d been drinking, and Gretchen felt that funny combination of grand romance and comfort again: his kiss made her think both of her own morning routine and of Sleeping Beauty waking up to the sight of her prince.

“I’ll go see if Ford can let me use the shower in another room,” Coop said. “And then I can meet you back here and we can—go to bed.” There was such gorgeous hunger in his eyes, but he still added, “If that’s still what you want after you see how I clean up.” His voice was light, but he really was trying to give her an out.

Well, she didn’t need one. She knew without a doubt that she wanted him, that she needed him.

Maybe she wasn’t his mate. Maybe the way they’d fallen in love with each other right away was just some kind of cosmic mistake. She didn’t care. She couldn’t imagine being in this moment with anyone else.

She said, “I bet you clean up just fine,” and kissed him so thoroughly that he would know she meant it.

He went back to the bed and picked up the top half of his prison jumpsuit, starting to put it back on, but then he stopped.

“I don’t want to put this back on,” Coop said hoarsely. “Not with you here. It doesn’t feel right. I don’t want to get you mixed up with all of that.”

“Throw it away.” She wrapped her arms around herself, and even surrounded by the steam pouring out of the shower, she knew she was shivering. She hated the sight of those clothes too. “I wish you could burn it. Ford can loan you something. We can make you a toga out of sheets. Anything but those.”

He settled for just wrapping a towel around his waist for right now. He looked both sexy and vulnerable like that—and so much happier than he’d looked in his prison uniform.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” he said.

Gretchen watched him go—admiring the shape of his ass even through the towel, because she was only human—and then slid off her bra and underwear. It felt insanely good to step into the shower. Without having to try to have sex under its aggressive spray, she could really appreciate the way it bludgeoned her into cleanness. It was gratifyingly hot, too, making her feel sleepy and relaxed as she slowly shampooed her hair and soaped up. There was something so dreamlike about watching the gauzy film of soapsuds on her skin break and scatter as the water thundered down.

But she had a guy to get to, and that made her buckle down and hurry.

Besides, she was showering in a hotel just a couple of hours after she’d made a Psycho joke. That was bad luck.

She stepped out of the shower, toweling her hair dry, and walked out to the bedroom.

Cooper was waiting for her, sitting on the bed with the now-damp towel wrapped around his waist once again. His bandages looked fresh and more carefully placed. 

“I guess if you’re the master of the quick change, I’m the master of the quick shower,” he said when he heard her footsteps. Then he looked at her, and his expression turned almost reverent. “God, Gretchen, you’re beautiful.”

She smiled. “You’ve already seen me.”

“If you think I’m going to get tired of looking at you, you’re wrong.”

“I want to look at you too.” She stepped closer to him, nudging at the towel that was still covering his knee.

“Oh,” Cooper said, with the slightest of blushes on his face. “Right.”

“I’m always losing strip poker around you,” Gretchen said musingly.

Cooper stood and unwound his own towel, letting Gretchen admire him. However beautiful he thought she was, she couldn’t believe that she had anything at all on him. He was tall and lean and perfectly made, with perfect hipbones that tipped into an Adonis belt, and she couldn’t stand looking at him a single second longer without touching him.

She straddled his lap and kissed him, her body held over his beautiful flushed cock, and then it became a blur.

He stroked her breasts, kissing and nibbling at the sensitive skin there until she was gasping and grabbing at him. It felt like her body had become a live wire and each time he touched her was a fresh and revelatory shock. She ground down against him, curling her fingers against his back, and felt his cock move teasingly over the folds of her sex.

“Lie down,” Cooper said against her neck. His voice was almost frantic. “Lie down, sweetheart.”

She did, and he moved between her legs and parted them. He kissed her there with a kind of passionate urgency, and she had to bite down on the back of her hand to keep herself from crying out.

He lifted his head. “I want to memorize the way you taste, Gretch. Just in case there’s not—”

In case there wasn’t a second time? She couldn’t think about that right now, and she didn’t want him to have to think about it either.

“Shh,” she said, dragging her heel over his shoulder. “You’ve got me. You’ve got all of me.”

He lowered himself down again and licked at her, his lips and tongue hot and skilled and perfect. She felt like she was dissolving into the same steam that had surrounded her in the shower, like she was breaking apart into nothing but pleasure. She came hard, her whole body shaking, and he just stayed with her through it all, licking her softly and steadily even as the last of the aftershocks faded.

Gretchen bent forward and tugged at his shoulders, drawing him up until he met her face-to-face.

“I was going to keep going,” he said. “For as long as you want.”

“I know. But I want you.” She stroked down the length of his body until, reaching blindly, her fingers closed around his cock. She wanted so badly to make him feel good, but even more than, she wanted them to feel good together. She wanted him to be inside of her, for their bodies to be locked together so closely, just for a few minutes, that they would feel inseparable. Orgasms were good. Amazing, even. But that would be better—just to have him, just to feel him.

He didn’t take any more persuading than that, thankfully. He let her tilt her hips up to him, and he put one hand against the smooth underside of her thigh and lifted it up slightly, opening her up for him. She couldn’t get any more ready, certainly. She’d never been so hot or so wet in her life. And when he slid into her, agonizingly slowly, it was so perfect that it made little reverberations run through her, heat pulsing behind her clit. Yes, yes, this. Coop.

He rocked against her, his hips brushing against hers, and Gretchen buried her face in his shoulder. She was going to come again, and she couldn’t believe it. She’d never had multiple orgasms in her life—one had always been enough, before, to make her desire taper off. But with him, she couldn’t get enough.

She didn’t see how she could ever get enough.

She bit gently at his shoulder, muffling the noises she was making. She was close, so close—

Then pleasure seemed to white out her mind, taking over and making her surge up against him, pumping her hips and tightening around him until he came too.

Love you. The words echoed around in her head. Love you, love you, love you.

Then Cooper actually said it: “I love you. You know that, don’t you?” He sounded soft and wondering, like he couldn’t believe where they were and what had happened to them.

She couldn’t either, but she trusted it. “I do.” She settled alongside him, curving her body against his. She fit perfectly under his arm. “I love you too. Anything else... we can figure it out in the morning.”
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They slept through the whole night in each other’s arms.

Some small part of Gretchen’s mind knew that she had plenty of things she needed to worry about, but they were still inside the snow globe. As long as the wind from the blizzard was rattling the glass in the windows and as long as the snow was beating down thick and fast, she thought she could be forgiven for taking a little break. They both could be.

Yesterday had been the strangest, longest, and best day of her life.

She ran her hand down the smooth planes of Cooper’s back, tracing the outline of his shoulder-blades. It seemed impossible that there had ever been a time when she hadn’t known him, when he hadn’t been as familiar to her as the feeling of her own heartbeat in her chest. 

She had never felt anything like this before.

A couple of times in her life, she’d experienced a kind of magical, instantaneous click. Right away, she had known that Martin, Colby, and Theo were slotting into important empty spaces in her heart: they’d felt like family from the word go.

But they had filled gaps in her life. They hadn’t... they hadn’t transformed her.

Right or wrong, sane or insane, she couldn’t argue with what she knew to be true. Cooper Dawes hadn’t satisfied some craving or taken a seat in some empty chair in her mind, filling out her life and enriching it. He had changed her, not into something new but into something true. Being with him wasn’t just better than being without him, it was also right, and it made her better—it made her into a woman she could only think of as GRETCHEN as opposed to mere Gretchen.

Honestly, the closest thing she could really compare it to was how she felt about the job. There was a passion embedded deep in her soul that only Cooper and her work had ever unlocked. He had shown her who she was, and he had let her love him back.

She loved him, and she trusted him.

So there was no way in hell she was going to take him to Bergen.

She stretched out, careful not to wake him, and felt the stiffness in her body loosening.

She felt good. Way better than anyone would think she had a right to feel, given that yesterday, for her, had mostly been made up of a long, cramped car ride followed by some hypothermia.

I guess this is what sexual healing feels like.

Her mouth curved against Cooper’s shoulder, and she pressed a little kiss there.

Seriously, though, she felt—different. And not just because she was in love.

The feeling she’d had her whole life, the feeling that some important part of herself was like an idea just on the tip of her tongue, had finally disappeared.

Without noticing it, she had started tracing the shape of her scar. Was it her imagination, or did it feel like some of the ancient, lingering puffiness there had finally died down? It didn’t hurt to touch it anymore. She’d always had the idea that that pain was more in her head than anywhere else, but it was still bizarre to not feel anything but the soft touch of her own hand. Some of the feeling was creeping back there, too.

It was hard to get a good look at it without a mirror, but she contorted herself to try.

Doing so woke up Coop, who’d deserved more sleep than that, dammit. He rolled over and caught her trying to crane her neck to stare at the scar close to her collarbone.

His hair was rumpled from the pillow, and his eyes were warm and sparkling. It made her mouth dry up just to look at him.

“Good morning, pretzel girl,” he said.

She gave up on trying to get a good look at the scar and just kissed him instead. “Morning. Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

To her surprise, he just pointed slightly in the direction of her scar and said, “That looks better. Not that it looked bad before. I just noticed it because...”

Instinctively, Gretchen somehow knew that what would most make him trail off like that. He was thinking of those awful minutes when she’d been hovering between life and death—and then, like a flash of lightning, she knew exactly why he’d noticed the scar.

He’d noticed it because he’d briefly thought about giving her another one.

The chill of those old memories came back to her, but at least now she had Cooper to press up against. He was warm and reassuringly steady; he wouldn’t let her get mired in her past.

“It wouldn’t have worked,” she said quietly. “I’m a fluke.”

He put his arm around her, hugging her close. “You’re not a fluke.”

“I literally am, though. I’ve asked around, and if a shifter bites a human, they either become a shifter or they die. There’s not supposed to be a third option where you just wind up with a nasty scar and a week in bed that costs your parents a fortune.”

“You were a kid?”

“Thirteen. I bribed my little sister into biting me, even though our parents had apparently been telling everybody for years that they couldn’t.” She knew they’d only been trying to protect her, but somehow a trace of bitterness leaked into her voice anyway. Maybe you never got over the whiplash of finding out that the people around you had been keeping secrets from you. “It... didn’t go well, obviously, and I felt like a real jerk for convincing her to do it. I think she still has nightmares about almost killing me.”

Cooper covered the scar with his hand, pressing his palm against it like he could blot it out. “I’m sorry you both had to go through that.”

He did sound sorry, but even more than that, he sounded confused.

“What is it?” Gretchen said.

“I don’t know if there are any other cases of a human resisting the turning process without dying.” She could hear the sound of him choosing his words carefully. He knew that this was important to her, and she could tell that the last thing he wanted was to get it wrong. “Most of what I know about shifter lore, shifter history—it could fit into a thimble. But Roger said—”

“Roger? Your old boss?”

“Yeah. He’s a jaguar shifter.”

“Another big cat,” Gretchen said dryly. “He and I would practically be related.”

“He had this mark on his arm.” Cooper tapped a little spot near the crux of his inner elbow. “It looked like a snakebite. It was always red and puffy, every time I saw it. One day I asked him how he’d gotten it—and for a second, he looked seriously pissed, which wasn’t like him at all. Then he put on this goofy grin, which was like him—but it was creepy, coming on the heels of him looking so angry.”

Makes you wonder how many of those other smiles were fake, Gretchen almost said, but she bit her tongue. If Roger had been the only person to even sort of stay on Cooper’s side after his conviction, she should do her best not to run him down.

Even if everything Cooper was saying about him left a bad taste in her mouth.

A Chief Deputy who wore friendliness like a mask and a partner with a temper bad enough to chew Cooper out for just trying to do the best by one of his witnesses. Something had been rotten in Cooper’s office.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Cooper said.

“You probably do.”

“Maybe it wasn’t the best place. Nobody there was any Martin Powell—or any Gretchen Miller.”

“Or any Cooper Dawes?”

“Not even a clone,” he agreed. “But it was the closest I ever got to being surrounded by people who were supposed to understand me. I still feel like I owe them a lot.”

Even though they’d kept him feeling like a Monopoly piece in a Scrabble box. Maybe Cooper had once believed that his old office was as good as they got, but being with her—and even with Keith—had shown him that there were more people out there in the world who cared about doing the job right. Martin hadn’t been a one-time anomaly.

Gretchen didn’t think Cooper owed them anything at all. They owed him, and it didn’t sound like they would ever realize it. But she didn’t want to twist his arm to make him admit it—that would just hurt him more.

“The scar,” she reminded him. 

“Right. He said he’d had Monroe, another guy on our team, bite him. He’d wanted to see if Monroe could turn him.”

She felt like she’d missed something. “But he was already a shifter.”

“He was. But he wanted to be Monroe’s kind of shifter instead. But when it didn’t work, he figured out that already having an inner animal is like having been vaccinated against some virus. Roger’s jaguar acted like an immune system, fighting off the invasion from Monroe’s bite. So if he were a human, he’d either turn or die, but as a shifter, he just got the sniffles for a few days. It’s the same thing that happens when shifters fight each other—you get a lot of biting and clawing then, but nobody turns. At worst, they feel a little run down afterwards. Their animals are too strong to let anyone else’s in.”

“So Roger got a mild case of the shifter flu.”

“And a nasty-looking scar from a basilisk bite.”

A basilisk? Gretchen didn’t know much about those at all. “That’s a giant snake, right? That’s what Monroe is?”

Maybe it was just the fact that snakes gave her the creeps, but Gretchen couldn’t see why anyone would want to shed an awesome shift form like a jaguar to become a basilisk instead.

Judging by his contained shudder, Cooper felt the same way she did. “Really giant. His scales are the size of my hand.”

She shivered too. “No thanks. Keep the giant snakes far, far away from me. Why would Roger want to become a basilisk?”

“He never gave me a straight answer on that. He just said that there were advantages Monroe had that he wouldn’t mind having himself. Basilisks are supposed to be able to kill anyone they look at directly, but Monroe didn’t do that, obviously. I saw him in snake form a few times, and I’m still alive to tell the tale. He said that story was bullshit, but he never said if he had a hunch about what it was Roger was after.”

An obsessive jaguar, a temperamental dragon, and a cagey basilisk. This team was sounding worse and worse by the minute.

And even if she put her bias in favor of big cats aside, how could Roger have wanted to trade one shift form for another? Your inner animal was supposed to be an expression of your soul. It was your subconscious given its own voice and shape. How could anyone want to alter something so fundamental about themselves, especially just to get something as trivial as a special ability? How little could your soul possibly mean to you, if you were willing to throw it away that easily?

Or was she just being melodramatic? She had always longed to be a shifter, and maybe she was just jealous and bitter that Roger, who already was one, would treat it so cavalierly and think that he should just shop around for a new animal form since he was bored with the one he had.

It wasn’t until Cooper spoke up again that she realized that she’d missed what he had really been trying to tell her.

“That’s the only other time I saw that kind of scar,” Cooper said. “And it’s the only other time I ever heard about a transformation attempt failing without the bitten person dying.”

It took Gretchen a second to fully process what he was saying, and then her heart seemed to skip a beat.

“But there’s a lot that I don’t know,” he said. “Just because I haven’t heard about—”

“You think I’m a shifter,” Gretchen said.

For one long, horrible moment, she thought he was going to laugh at her. It was her biggest, oldest wish, one that she’d spent years trying to bury, and for it to come back up again now—it was like suddenly having someone imply that you’d been wrong all your life, Santa Claus was real. It had to be a joke.

Except he wouldn’t tell that kind of joke at her expense. He wouldn’t tell it at anyone’s expense. He was too kind for that.

And his green eyes were calm and unmistakably sincere.

“Yeah. I can’t be sure, but I think it’s possible.”

“Just because my sister couldn’t turn me?” It seemed like too little evidence—too flimsy a hook to hang such weighty hopes on. “I got a lot sicker than a few sniffles.”

“But you were young,” Cooper pointed out. “Your shift form hadn’t even manifested yet, so it hadn’t gotten strong enough to fight off an invading form without breaking a sweat. It had to struggle tooth-and-nail to stay with you. The lynx-bite came close to winning, but whatever was in you put up too good of a fight, and you stayed you.”

Whatever she was. “That’s not a whole lot to go on. I could still just be a fluke.”

“But it’s not just that. There’s more.”

He propped himself up on one elbow, and Gretchen realized, belatedly, that they were having this conversation completely naked. The sheet had slid down the length of his naturally-sculpted muscles, showing off a long segment of extremely touchable skin. The fact that that could attract her even as distracted as she was right now was saying a lot. He really was irresistible. Even her lifelong dreams couldn’t compete with him.

“The cold hurt you,” Cooper said, “and sure, it hurt you more than it hurt me, and it took you a little time to recover. But once you woke up again, you were fine, Gretchen.”

He was right. She’d been too distracted last night, for obvious reasons, to think about it too much, but she had gone from a freezing, unconscious heap to a would-be seductress very quickly.

She could attribute that to him—if he was hot enough to inflame her passions, why shouldn’t he be hot enough to thaw her? That was cheeky and made her smile, but she knew that it was a joke, not the reality. He had taken good care of her. But no amount of good care should have been enough to turn her from ice to live wire in a matter of hours. She should have been weaker, more rundown. Instead, she’d never felt better or more alive. Hadn’t she just been thinking that before Cooper had woken up?

Cooper said, “There’s something else, too,” and for the first time, he sounded nervous.

He’d sounded calmer and less jittery when he was getting ready to face down gunfire.

“What?”

“I don’t have to tell you what mates are,” he said.

If her heart had skipped a beat before, now it seemed to just switch off entirely. There was nothing inside of her but an immense, waiting stillness, a silence ready to be broken by whatever he was going to say next.

He held out his hand like he was pressing it to some imaginary pane of glass between them.

Her hand met his without her even realizing it, and then their fingers were pressed together. She could almost feel his pulse against hers.

“You know we are,” Cooper said. “Don’t you?”

Light was pouring into her, chasing away every shadow that had ever been cast over her soul. She was warm inside and out, and almost incandescent with joy and relief.

“Yes.” She was smiling so widely that her cheeks hurt. “Yes, I know we are.”

Somehow she had known it from the moment they’d met. Even when he had just been a stranger wrapped in a cloud of lies, suspicions, and hopes, even when he had been standing there shivering in the parking lot of Stridmont, she had known. She’d been pulled towards him.

Whatever conversation they were having was lost for a few minutes, because she surged forward against him and all they could do was kiss.

She wasn’t good with words. All the tenderness and passion she was feeling had to spill over somehow. And so did his: he had gotten his hands in her hair, what little there was of it to grab, as if he had to hold as much of her as possible.

Every touch was a confession of all the things that would have sounded clumsy if they’d tried to say them out loud.

I’m so glad I found you. Thank you for opening up my heart to everything I’d been missing. Thank you for bringing me back to myself. I love you, I love you, I love you.

She knew they would wind up saying all of those things eventually—and more than once—but for right now, the kiss felt as eloquent as any speech she could have possibly made. When they finally broke for air, his smile matched hers.

“You knew from the start,” Cooper said. “Just like I did. I’d buried my griffin down so deep that he couldn’t actually show up and tell me until after I’d shifted, but that was just confirmation. I already knew how much you meant to me. Yesterday, I was thinking about escaping, about taking any chance I could to get away from prison... and then I met you, and I couldn’t make myself leave you a second sooner than I had to.”

Professional pride intruded. “I’m not sure you could have escaped anyway, Coop. I’m pretty good.”

“You’re better than pretty good.”

“Of course, you’re better than pretty good too,” she said musingly. “Maybe sometime we could try it out—see if you really could get away from me, Houdini.”

She realized that she was imagining such a normal future for them, one where they could afford to treat escape as a game and not a necessity, and some of her joy dimmed a little.

There was no guarantee they’d ever have anything like that. They might have to spend the rest of their lives using all their professional skills to avoid being captured.

Well, tough. She wasn’t leaving him, she wasn’t letting him fend for himself, and she wasn’t signing off on any plan that included dropping him off at yet another prison.

“Humans don’t feel the mate bond,” Cooper said, and it almost startled her to realize that he was still thinking only about her. She’d only been thinking about him. “Not like that. Maybe they’re attracted, maybe they fall quickly, but—”

“But they don’t do it with prisoners,” Gretchen said.

Was he right? She thought back to what she knew of mates from her family and her friends.

Jillian had been interested in Theo right away—but the most that had stood between them was his unfortunate task of seizing her criminal father’s ill-gotten gains. Jillian hadn’t liked her dad, so even though the experience had been hard, she’d been ready to cooperate with law enforcement.

Tiffani hadn’t been able to resist Martin—but since he was just the handsome, warm-hearted hero who was everything her rotten ex wasn’t, why would she have wanted to?

Aria had been head over heels for Colby from the start—but he’d been both her biggest fan and the man assigned to protect her from a homicidal werewolf.

Their paths to love might not have been smooth, but they hadn’t had an enormous hurdle right out of the starting gate the way Gretchen’s had.

But her little sister Tricia, the same one who had been coaxed and bribed into biting her, had wound up with a human mate, a woman named Bonnie. Bonnie had still been in the closet when she’d first met Tricia, and she stayed there for almost a year after that, too. She had spent a while running from their obvious chemistry because she’d known a relationship with Tricia would change her life completely, and it had terrified her. They were happy and comfortable now, but it had taken months for them to get that way.

Whatever Bonnie had felt about Tricia hadn’t been enough to automatically make her willing to overturn her whole life and risk her family’s disapproval.

But Gretchen had been willing to do that for Cooper.

And sure, there were a lot of reasons for that, and Bonnie had still probably had the harder fight, but—

She knew. She knew just like he did.

“I’m a shifter,” she said, stunned.

When she said it out loud, she knew it was true.

But it changed so little that she had to laugh.

“I’m a shifter who can’t shift. I don’t know that that means much, then, Coop.”

“It means you’re still stronger than most humans,” he said earnestly, “and you can heal faster.”

“My insurance provider will be happy to hear that. My mom will be too.”

“And it means that we might be able to figure out what your shift form is, if it isn’t a lynx. That might help you turn into it.”

She breathed in sharply. “You mean that?”

“Sure. You couldn’t shift before, but weren’t you always trying to turn into a lynx? You were reaching for something that wasn’t there. But something is there, so maybe it’s just not what you were looking for.”

It made sense. And if it was too close to fulfilling every dream she’d had since she was old enough to understand what made her different from her siblings... hadn’t he already made some other dreams come true?

She kissed him again, lingering on the taste of his lips, and then said briskly, “We can worry about that later. For right now, we still have a couple of killers on our tail, and I don’t want to lead them to Ford if I can help it. We need to get out of here.”

She stood, naked, and walked over to the window, opening the curtains just enough to confirm that the snow had stopped. The roads would be bad for another few hours, but the plows would already be getting started. They could get out of here soon.

She took a deep breath. “If I can get a signal, I’m going to call Martin.”

Cooper said, “What are you going to tell him?”

“Everything. We can trust him.”

“If you trust him, I trust him. He definitely seemed like a good guy when I worked with him. But we’re putting him in a hell of a difficult position. He’s still a Deputy Chief Marshal.” He swung his feet down to the floor. His gaze was intent on hers. “And you’re still a Marshal, Gretchen. You’re even more of a Marshal than you are a shifter. I can’t let you give that up.”

“I’m not giving that up.” She wasn’t one hundred percent sure that was true, but it felt like the right morning for being hopeful. “I’m too much of a workaholic to just shrug off my life and say we should head to South America and try living on a beach somewhere in a country that doesn’t have extradition. Besides, I have nieces and nephews who are going to be expecting birthday presents from Cool Aunt Gretchen, and there’s no way I’m not going to be around to see Theo and Jillian have their baby. We’re not going to throw my career away. We’re going to get yours back.”

“How?” he said, sitting up even straighter. His face was shining.

She deflated a little. “Okay, admittedly I haven’t figured that out yet. But I’m not giving up, and neither should you.”

“As long as I’m with you,” Cooper said, “it’s pretty easy to be hopeful.”
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So she called Martin. The landlines were still down, but she at least had some spotty cell phone signal.

He answered at once. “Gretchen, thank God. The storm hit so fast last night that I was worried.”

“I’m fine, and so is Cooper. He tore some of his stitches last night, but he’s doing a lot better now. How’s Keith?”

“Out of the woods. He signed out of the hospital about an hour ago, so he got out of there before they noticed how much he was on the mend. We’re looking after him, but he’s more or less back on his feet.”

“Good. Tell him I’m glad. He wasn’t bad in the field, you know, not when it came right down to it. I think he’ll shake out okay.”

“Mm,” Martin said.

“You sound skeptical.”

“Not about Keith. I’ve been saying that all along. I sound skeptical because you sound like you’re about to drop another problem on my lap now that you know Keith’s is safely off it. I’m just trying to prepare myself.”

“Nobody likes people who are right about everything, Chief.” She reached over and took Cooper’s hand, intertwining their fingers. She needed to hold onto him. “People are probably going to ask you later what I said in this phone call, and whatever you tell them, I don’t think it should be the truth.”

She heard a staticky silence on the other end of the line, and then Martin said gently, “Tell me.”

“Cooper’s innocent. You already knew I thought that.”

“I think that too. I trust your instincts.”

“I can’t take him to Bergen. Or any other prison.”

“Gretchen—”

“Prison is killing him, Martin. His griffin was wasting away—”

“Wait, his what? Dawes is a shifter?”

“Yeah. A griffin.”

Martin sighed. “Long-term confinement is hard on anybody, but especially when you know in your heart that you’re supposed to be off somewhere flying. Tell him I understand that much. I couldn’t get along without the sky either.”

“So prison is bad for him,” Gretchen said. “And even if it wasn’t, being cooped up there just makes him an easy target. I think the people who are after us now are the same ones who framed him.”

“Law of conservation of suspects,” Martin agreed. “Why have two different groups of bad guys when you could just have one?”

She nodded, forgetting that he couldn’t see her, and then slowly worked her way back through it, thinking out loud. “They framed him, and once everyone blamed him and it was all in the past, they tried to have him killed. We think it’s the mob trying to tie off loose ends. They hacked the records and framed him, but they screwed up by leaving him alive to maybe poke around in their business, and now they’re trying to correct that little mistake.”

It didn’t sound wrong, but it didn’t sound entirely right, either, and she didn’t know if Martin was completely convinced.

He sounded a little skeptical as he said, “Maybe. Or maybe Cooper knows something he doesn’t know he knows.”

“I’ll check,” Gretchen said dryly. She covered the mouthpiece with her hand. “Coop, do you know something you don’t know you know?”

“I don’t know,” Cooper said.

He was smiling, his face briefly relaxed despite the awfulness of the circumstances, and his simple pleasure in a silly little joke made her think again about just how much he deserved a team like hers. He was a good guy—smart, kind, funny, and brave. He’d always deserved people who appreciated that, not partners who would fly off the handle about him prioritizing a witness...

“Well, if Cooper can shift, go ahead and put me on speakerphone. That’ll make the rest of this conversation easier. Keith’s awake and coherent now, and between the two of us, we had an idea about—”

There was a knock at their door.

Gretchen looked at Cooper and then said in an undertone, “Bad guys don’t usually knock.”

“I’m still getting used to hearing anyone knock at all,” Cooper said.

Right. They wouldn’t knock in prison, even if there were real doors to knock on. She hated that he’d gotten to the point where even a knock at the door was an unexpected luxury. Even if it could be a knock from someone coming to kill them.

She let her hand drift towards her sidearm as she called out, “Yes?”

“I was just wondering if you two wanted breakfast,” Ford called through the door.

They both relaxed.

“That would be great, sir,” Gretchen said, now with real warmth. “We need to be hitting the road soon.”

“I figured. Figured the two of you might have worked an appetite, too.”

Well, they hadn’t exactly been subtle; they probably deserved taking a little bit of ribbing from the world’s most laidback motel owner.

“It’s not exactly a fancy continental breakfast like you’d get at the Holiday Inn,” Ford continued, “but it’ll stick to your ribs. I’ll let you know when it’s ready so you can go on and get yourselves decent. I’ll leave some clothes out here for your fellow to try on.”

Gretchen knew she’d turned a little pink, but she just said, “Thanks, Ford. We really appreciate it.”

“None of my business what people do in their own motel room,” Ford muttered, barely audible through the door, and Cooper heard him shuffle off.

“Sorry,” Cooper said in the direction of the phone as Gretchen switched it so they could both hear. “That was our host.”

“I couldn’t hear all of that,” Martin said, amused, “but from what I could pick up on, I’d almost think this guy has some idea that the two of you... got up to something.”

There was an awkward silence while Gretchen frantically tried to think of something to say.

It might have lasted a little too long.

“Ah,” Martin said. He cleared his throat. “Oh.”

“He’s my mate, Chief,” Gretchen said. She might have been embarrassed about being basically caught out having sex, but she wasn’t embarrassed about this. She could hear the ringing confidence in her voice, and she hoped Coop could hear it too. “It’s a long story, but he’s my mate, I might have a secret shifter form, and I know what I’m doing. I promise.”

To his credit, Martin took this string of revelations as well as anyone could have. “If I know anything about you at all, Gretchen, it’s that you know what you’re doing. And if I know anything else about you, it’s that there’s no way the perfect match for you would be anything other than a good guy. Cooper, I believed you before, but I believe you even more now.”

Lately, Gretchen had been hit by a lot of epiphanies. She might be a shifter after all. She had a mate. Keith was mildly likable.

But one of the biggest realizations was that the people in her life really did—or should—trust her judgment, so she was certainly right to trust it herself. She’d let one mistake in her childhood overshadow all her other choices. She’d trusted her family’s love for her so much that she’d overlooked the fact that the way they’d protected her had left her with scars that she was only just now starting to deal with.

It wasn’t their fault, but she had to let go of some of the ideas they’d given her. Maybe she could risk her life. Not because it was less valuable if she wasn’t a shifter... but because she was smart enough to know if she’d really found something or someone worth risking it for.

“Thanks, Chief,” she said quietly.

“Thank you, sir,” Cooper echoed.

“You’re going to have to start calling me Martin again if you’re going to be one of the family. Only Theo calls me ‘sir,’ and that’s just because dragons hoard their habits, too, and it’s too damn hard to get them to stop. I wish I’d known you could shift, Cooper. I would have recruited you years ago.”

Now Cooper looked like he was the one with a lump in his throat. If Gretchen had to guess, she’d say that no one had ever called him family before, let alone invited him to be part of theirs.

Cooper had known so many jerks. Gretchen was determined to introduce him to a ton of good people. She squeezed his hand.

Cooper shot her a glance that was so full of love it made Gretchen’s toes curl—what she wouldn’t give to take him back to bed!—and then he cleared his throat, like he didn’t want to sound openly emotional on the phone.

“Before Ford came in, you were telling us Keith woke up?”

“Right,” Martin said. “Keith couldn’t remember everything that had happened around the gunfight, but he said he remembered that there were snakes.”

“There weren’t snakes,” Gretchen said, though—didn’t she remember Keith having said something like that at the time? Maybe that they needed to run away from the snakes? It was weird how often snakes were coming up lately. “Trust me, if there’d been snakes, I never would have gotten out of the car.”

“I have an idea that’s a little off-the-wall,” Martin said, “but maybe he didn’t mean actual snakes. Maybe he meant basilisks.”

Cooper went completely still. “Did you say basilisk?”

Martin, of course, couldn’t know exactly what that meant to Cooper. “I know, they’re not supposed to be around anymore. It’s a wild guess, but it fits.”

Gretchen’s hand tightened around Cooper’s. She felt like he was holding onto her for dear life.

If his old teammate Monroe had been responsible for this, then Cooper hadn’t just been framed. He’d been betrayed. The idea had clearly knocked him for a loop, which meant she had to be the one to get to the bottom of this.

She kept her voice steady. “What do you mean? Are they supposed to be extinct?”

“That’s what I always heard. There were purges, like the Salem Witch Trials. Even other shifters turned on them. It was a nightmare.”

That sounded even worse than what had happened with pegasi, and Gretchen remembered Martin soberly telling her about how they’d been hunted for their wings back in Ancient Greece.

“The basilisk hunters were stirred up by fear and hate,” Martin said. “And some people say they wiped the basilisks out forever.”

“What were they afraid of?”

“The basilisk stare?” Cooper said, finally speaking up. His voice sounded lifeless, though, and it worried her. “Because they’re supposed to be able to kill people by looking at them? Because Monroe—” He cut himself off. “Because I always heard that was a myth.”

“The legends shifted around over the years. Sometimes people said they could kill you, sometimes that they could turn you to stone—basically, if a basilisk looked at you, it was supposed to be bad. But my parents were big into shifter history, especially ancient shifter history, and they said that one of the original terms for basilisks was ‘nightmare serpents.’”

“Nightmare serpents?”

“Right,” Martin said. “They could figure out what you were afraid of... and they could make you see it. Or whatever else they wanted you to see.”

The fear gas.

The visual distortions that had only happened when they were looking at the men they were trying to identify.

The chameleon car.

Her vague memory that its driver had had unusual, captivating, almost hypnotic eyes.

“Monroe,” Cooper said. His face looked chalky.

“Monroe?” Martin repeated, confused.

She told Martin about Monroe, and he eventually agreed with them: as reluctant as he was to point the finger at another Marshal, he had to admit that it sounded suspicious.

“His whole team was suspicious,” Gretchen said. It was like Monroe’s untrustworthiness had broken some kind of dam inside her, and now all her frustrations were pouring out. “Everything Cooper’s told me about these guys rubs me the wrong way. Even outside of Monroe! We’ve got Phil, a guy who hates that his partner wants to look after a witness. We’ve got a Deputy Chief who wants to trade being a jaguar shifter—a perfectly good kind of shifter, rah-rah big cats—for being a basilisk—”

She cut herself off.

“Monroe and Roger must have been pretty close,” she said to Cooper. “If Roger wanted to get Monroe to turn him somehow, and if Monroe agreed to it.”

Cooper still looked almost gray with shock, but that was changing: he was getting angrier now, which was better. “I don’t know that either of them could get close to anyone, but I guess if they were close to anyone, they were close to each other. And yeah, there were two men in the car. If you’re asking me if I think Roger’s in on it too... I do.”

That meant they were going up against respectable, high-ranking US Marshals—one of whom could play with their minds. And take the form of a giant snake.

Gretchen would have preferred taking on the mob.
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After their phone call, breakfast was understandably quiet.

They ate with Ford, who showed them into a little kitchen in the suite of rooms tacked onto the back of the motel’s front office. The walls were yellowed with years of cigarette smoke, but the kitchen was neatly kept, with scrubbed plastic placemats and a faded blue gingham tablecloth. Cooper thought that Ford was lonely, and the kitchen showed it, but he also thought that Ford was mostly happy, and the kitchen showed that too. The calendar on the fridge was up-to-date, with a few birthdays marked down there in red ink.

And the food was good, even if he had trouble concentrating on enjoying it.

Eggs, cornflakes, orange juice, coffee, bacon. It was certainly the best real meal he’d had in months, and as a matter of fact, it was actually better than any free continental breakfast he’d snagged in all the days he used to spend on the road.

All the days I used to spend on the road with the team who murdered my partner.

“You two are awfully quiet,” Ford said, and for once, he didn’t seem to be on the verge of making a suggestive, eyebrow-waggling remark about it.

“We figured out some bad news,” Gretchen said, glancing over at Cooper. She chewed, and the expression on her face said she wasn’t tasting the food any more than he was.

“Well, you don’t have to tell me,” Ford said comfortably. “I don’t need to know more than I already do. That’s a good rule to live by, if you own a motel.”

He pushed back from the table, studying them. His left eye, Cooper noticed, was a little clouded with cataracts, but his gaze was as sharp as any Cooper had ever encountered. Yesterday, Ford had looked old and a little scruffy, but today, even though he was still rumpled and in a bathrobe, his face was smooth and he smelled of soap and aftershave. He looked years younger than he had last night.

“We’ll pay for the room and the inconvenience, obviously,” Gretchen said.

Ford shook his head. “Don’t bother, dear. That just makes a paper trail proving you and your young man came through here, and I don’t figure any of us need that.”

It clearly went against Gretchen’s grain to deliberately put herself off-the-grid—to imagine herself being on the wrong side of the law—but she knew as well as he did that they had to accept that that might be the case, at least for now.

“Well, I can still pay you in cash.”

“Save it,” Ford advised. “You should always keep some cash on you anyways. People today don’t value cash the way they should. And I don’t need your money—it doesn’t take more than a bird’s worth of feed to keep me alive these days. And you two are the most interesting thing to happen here in years.”

That got Gretchen to break into her first real smile since their call with Martin had ended, and Cooper was grateful for that.

He decided to return the favor and give Ford a kick, too. Everyone liked hearing good, exciting gossip.

He leaned forward.

In for a penny, in for a pound, right? If Ford wants to screw us over, he already has more than enough material.

Don’t turn into a griffin, though. The last thing you want is to give the guy a heart attack—that doesn’t make for a good thank-you at all.

He said, “I was framed for murder. We think we just figured out who did it.”

Ford looked like all his Christmases had come at once. “Just like in The Fugitive.”

“You do kind of look like a young Harrison Ford,” Gretchen said to Cooper. “Mostly your jawline. You’ve got prettier eyes, though.”

Cooper touched his jaw, trying to figure out if she was right about that.

Ford didn’t seem interested in the respective merits of Cooper’s eyes vs. Harrison Ford’s. He said, “Now that you’ve found this fellow, you think it’ll clear your name?”

“I hope so. But even if it doesn’t, we have to try. Whoever framed me hurt other people, too, not just me.”

“We can’t just sit back and let them get away with it,” Gretchen said. “And I’m going to clear Cooper’s name if it kills me.”

“I like a good love story,” Ford said. He looked a little shamefaced about it. “My wife used to get those pirate romances with Fabio on the cover, and I always read them after she did. Some of them were damn good yarns.” He cleared his throat and looked down at his gnarled hands, twisting the wedding ring that Cooper was guessing he hadn’t taken off since he’d first put it on. “Those always had a happy ending. I hope you two get one too.”

“And you, sir,” Cooper said quietly. “Thank you for everything.”

Ford cleared his throat again. “Well, you two had better be hitting the road. Innocence won’t prove itself, you know.”

Tell me about it.
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Hitting the road was a lot more easily said than done. Sitting in a nice, central-heated motel room, it was easy to forget that they’d left their only transportation stranded miles back in a snowbank off the shoulder of the road.

But Ford had offered them his car. Gretchen hadn’t wanted to take it—the absolute last thing she wanted was to drag this kind, gruff old man into trouble with the law—but Ford had insisted, and Cooper had finally pointed out that they could always claim they’d stolen it. Then Ford had objected on the grounds that he didn’t want to have to tell any cop that he was such a damn fool he’d left his keys in his car. Luckily, he’d caved on that point before Gretchen had needed to figure out if hotwiring a car was as easy in real life as it always looked in the movies.

So she and Cooper were on the road again, this time in Ford’s Ford, which was an old beast that still had a tape-deck. Ford had left a Patsy Cline tape in it that they were enjoying.

Cooper was wearing some of Ford’s freshly-laundered clothes, so at least he wouldn’t look like a prisoner—just a young man with an old man’s fashion sense. (Although Gretchen kind of liked that baggy forest-green cardigan on him.)

They had clean clothes, a car, and a good breakfast, and they knew more or less what they were doing and who they were after.

But they didn’t know where they were going, which made the road trip part a little complicated. And Coop had been quiet ever since they’d worked out the truth about Monroe and (probably) Roger. Gretchen could feel him simmering over there in the driver’s seat; he was like a bundle of tension and anger and self-reproach.

“How could I not have seen it,” he said under his breath.

“No one thinks to suspect something like that. You walked into the middle of a conspiracy. You couldn’t have anticipated that.”

He sighed. “I wonder if they were vetting me. I was enough of a loner that they could have figured just being on a team could help bend me in their direction.”

“Sooner or later, they still would have figured out that you were never going to be a bad guy.”

“I could have been,” Cooper said. He was staring out at the road, but she didn’t know if he was really seeing it. “If Monroe had bothered to use his basilisk tricks to figure out how to play me...”

“No,” she said firmly, taking hold of his arm and squeezing it. “If it worked like that, they would have just gotten me to kill you, when I met them in the parking lot. It must be like hypnosis. They can’t make you do anything you really, really wouldn’t do. They have to work with what they have. And no matter what buttons they could have pushed, Coop, you wouldn’t have been like them.”

“How do you know?”

His voice sounded just the littlest bit lost, like after everything he’d been through, he couldn’t even hope for her answer to convince him.

Well, Gretchen was going to convince him anyway. Because even if he wasn’t sure, she was.

“I know,” she said firmly, “because when I met you, you’d gone through hell. You’d been disgraced, locked up, shot, and dragged out of a hospital bed before you could even heal up. You couldn’t find your griffin. Keith was hassling you and wouldn’t cut you a break. You had every reason to hate the world, Coop, but you didn’t. You were polite and funny, and when I was in trouble, when I wasn’t acting like myself, you were the one who noticed and tried to help. You wanted to escape, but you wouldn’t do it at the cost of hurting me or Keith, and you wouldn’t do it at the cost of abandoning us, either. You’re good, Coop.”

There was a hitch in his voice when he was finally able to thank her. He said, “You know something, I think I’m starting to believe you.”

“Good. I’m right.”

He laughed, and the laugh gradually turned into a long exhalation, like he was clearing out all the old lies and clutter inside his chest. A deep breath replaced them with something new: fresh air. Her.

“All right,” Cooper said. He sounded like a whole new person. Her Cooper, the real Cooper, the way she had become the real Gretchen.

Which was good, because she had to ask him a question she really didn’t want to ask, and unfortunately, she had to ask it now.

“You said Phil had worked with Roger and Monroe for a long time. That they were all really tight-knit.”

Cooper didn’t even need her to ask the question, apparently. He turned to her. “You’re wondering if Phil was in on it. Then Monroe and Roger wouldn’t have needed to figure out how to hack our files—Phil could have just told them everything.”

Gretchen nodded. “It even works with what you were saying about them testing you to see if they could bring you in on whatever scam they had going selling the witness info. Phil liked you, at least a little, and he wanted to bring you into their creepy little fold—but when you chose helping a witness over grabbing a beer with him, he finally saw that you were never, ever going to be that guy. Maybe that’s why he got so mad.”

“But if he was in on it, why would Roger and Monroe ever kill him? He wouldn’t have turned them in if he had just as much to lose.”

“Maybe they fought over money,” she suggested. “He wanted more than his share, so they killed him. And since they knew the heat was on, they decided to seal the deal by making you their scapegoat. Or—” This thought hadn’t occurred to her until just now, and it made her grow cold.

It was impossible, right? It had to be impossible.

But then, a lot of people would say that giant snakes that made you hallucinate were impossible. A lot of people would say that shifting at all was impossible.

She had to say it, no matter how ridiculous it sounded. “Or maybe they didn’t kill him at all. Maybe he’s still alive.”

“That can’t be,” Cooper said slowly. “People saw his body. Plenty of people.”

“How many people saw it without Monroe there to help them along? How many of those people knew him well enough to tell the difference between Phil and a guy who just looked a lot like him? If we could find Phil alive, you’d instantly have to be exonerated, at least on the murder charge, and it would call everything else into question.”

“I sat around for months hating that there hadn’t been justice for him,” Cooper said. He sounded stunned. “One of the reasons I wanted to get out was so I could figure out who’d really killed my partner.”

Even thinking about it hurt him, Gretchen could tell. She couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to find out that even the man he’d been mourning had been part of the trap that had closed around him.

But Cooper was strong, and he took a deep, shaky breath and came through to the other side of whatever it was he’d been feeling.

“But I think you could be right,” Cooper finished, and he even managed to smile. “Which makes you two-for-two in this conversation.”

“I’ll try for three out of three. No one’s seen Phil in the last few months, but no one’s been looking for him, since they all thought he was dead. He could breathe easy, even if he couldn’t go back to his normal life. But your case got national attention. Unless Monroe was stuck at his side twenty-four-seven, Phil would be taking the chance of being recognized, and even one mistake would blow up their whole plan.”

“It’d be stupid to risk it,” Cooper agreed.

“Unless,” Gretchen said, “he could hide out someplace where they didn’t really get the news.”

Cooper blinked. “Like—Amish country?”

For a second, Gretchen considered it just because it was weirdly charming to think that they could vindicate Cooper by taking a long tour of horse-and-buggy country, eating shoofly pie at little cafes, and questioning men and women in starched, old-fashioned clothes. But unfortunately, that wasn’t what she was thinking, and they couldn’t exactly afford a vacation detour. She boxed up the thoughts of everything they could do after this was over—if it was ever over—and stayed on track.

“Like dragon country,” she said. “I know some mythic shifters form their own little communities, even more separatist than the Amish. Keith grew up in this tiny all-unicorn village, and Theo came from this snooty dragon one. Riell.”

“I’ve heard of it,” Cooper said cautiously. “Phil mentioned it. He wasn’t from there, but he used to say it might be a good place to retire. He made a joke about it having the best tax rates.”

Gretchen snorted. Considering it was a town made up solely of dragons, she was willing to bet that Phil was right: Riell would let a guy hold onto his gold coins.

“It’s not the only place a dragon on the run could go undercover, but it’s one of them. And Riell has housed fugitives before—for a price.” She frowned. “I don’t know that they’d do it again, though. Theo read them the riot act for it last time. And if I were Phil, I wouldn’t stay camped out in one of the only dragon towns that boasts a US Marshal as a hometown boy. But there are probably other counterparts to Riell scattered across the country. Phil could have gone to one of those.”

“Do we know how to find one of those?” Cooper asked reasonably enough.

“No,” Gretchen admitted, “but I know who to ask.”

*
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Theo had directed them to his cousin Izzie—“Isabelle, technically,” he’d added as an afterthought, “but I keep forgetting that”—who was attending college within an hour of Gretchen and Cooper’s current position. Isabelle would be their passage into dragon territory, which was usually guarded from the human world with a series of complex wards and spells that even Theo couldn’t explain.

They picked Isabelle up at the stone gate of her college. She was a tall girl with white-blonde hair and unusually timeless fashion sense: in a sea of students in bulky parkas and tattered jeans, Isabelle stood out in her cranberry wool trenchcoat and sophisticated trouser-suit.

Gretchen didn’t remember having herself put together that well in college—or even now, for that matter. Clothes seemed to wrinkle the second they touched her body, but with Isabelle, they looked like they wouldn’t dare.

“Hello,” Isabelle said, climbing into the car. She had an arch draconian accent, more noticeable than Theo’s, and Gretchen wondered where her classmates thought she was from. “I’m pleased to meet any colleagues of Cousin Theo’s, and obviously it’s very exciting to participate in ethical criminal activity for a change.”

“Glad we could help,” Cooper said. “Do you, ah, participate in a lot of unethical criminal activity?”

“Not knowingly,” Isabelle said severely, “but my father is a disreputable man.”

Gretchen remembered that Theo had told her that: Isabelle’s father had been the one to offer sanctuary to corrupt businessmen. He’d been found out partly because of Isabelle’s inability to stand idly by once she knew his schemes were getting people hurt. Once he knew that, he’d turned on his daughter and cowed wife with a snakelike quickness, lashing out bitterly. Gretchen knew how much even well-intentioned families could sometimes wind up hurting their kids; she couldn’t imagine having Isabelle’s background. It was another reason to admire how well the dragon girl carried herself.

“Do you know where we’re going?” Gretchen said.

Isabelle lifted her chin. “I wouldn’t be much use if I didn’t, would I?” She pointed out their next turn and then sat back imperiously in her seat, wrinkling her aristocratic nose. “Where did you get this car?” She said “car” like she was tempted to put it in air-quotes.

Gretchen and Cooper traded amused glances, silently conferring about whether or not to tell Isabelle the truth. Gretchen made the call: there was no point in getting the girl more deeply involved than she was already, and no point in mixing up their stories about Ford.

“We stole it,” she said brightly.

Isabelle perked up. “That was clever,” she said, “because no one would ever think anyone would deliberately steal this kind of... vehicle.”

Cooper seemed to be biting down on his lower lip to keep himself from laughing, but his voice was perfectly controlled as he said, “What are you studying, Isabelle?”

“Law enforcement.”

“Really?” Gretchen said, turning around in her seat. She’d been ready to guess fashion, or maybe something like hotel management, that involved excellent manners.

“Really,” Isabelle said firmly. “I want to follow in Cousin Theo’s footsteps and become a Marshal.”

“You might want to get a little less fond of breaking the law, then.”

“Why? You’re both Marshals, and you’re breaking the law.”

“I’m not technically a Marshal right now,” Cooper pointed out.

Isabelle waved her hand breezily, like the exact circumstances of Cooper’s conviction and imprisonment weren’t her problem, and Gretchen thought that he probably found it weirdly refreshing to have someone just flat-out confirm that he was the same person he’d always been, no matter what the rest of the world said. And since Isabelle wasn’t his mate, he didn’t even have to worry about whether or not she was biased.

“I hope you have a plan if you intend to arrest a dragon,” Isabelle said.

Gretchen jingled the handcuffs at her side. “These are custom-made. They have shiftsilver threaded through the steel.”

Shiftsilver kept shifters locked in their human form. All they had to do was make sure they got them on Phil before he turned in the first place. Gretchen didn’t have cuffs wide enough to go around a dragon’s forelegs.

Isabelle wrinkled her nose at the mention of shiftsilver: most shifters were squeamish about it, for obvious reasons. “I suppose it’s a necessary evil.”

“We never used those,” Cooper said, fiddling with the cuff where it hung down from Gretchen’s belt. “I didn’t even know that was an option, but I bet Roger did. I guess that was just another way he didn’t care about doing the job properly. Well, this makes me feel better about not being able to shift at all when I was wearing them before.” 

Isabelle gave them directions, taking them far out of town. It was almost dusk when she called them to a halt outside a frosted-over orchard. She unbuckled her seatbelt.

“Every town has its own ritual,” she said. The twilight had turned her hair a kind of soft lavender color that Gretchen admired. “But if you have to do one of these without me, just improvise. Sincerity counts as much as accuracy.” She put on a pair of elegant leather gloves and then stepped out of the car.

Cooper looked after her. “She’s nothing like Phil,” he said softly.

“She’s not too much like Theo, either.” Though Gretchen was willing to bet that at least half of Isabelle’s seeming arrogance was a teenaged affectation that would burn off as she got more comfortable with herself. “But she wants to be, and that counts for a lot. She’s got that sense of noblesse oblige, you know—where people feel like if they have a lot of good fortune, they should make sure to give some of it back. She might think she’s better than people, but at least she thinks that means she owes them something. She’s a good kid.”

“Like Keith. They just both need a little seasoning. Some growing up.”

They watched as Isabelle knelt down in the road and wrote her name in the snow with one glove-clad fingertip.

+ guests, she wrote afterwards, in the same elegant script. The words melted away instantly.

Magically. Gretchen had to suppress a shiver. After the basilisk mind-fuck, she didn’t find magic magical as much as terrifying.

Isabelle straightened up, unbuttoned her coat, and unwound her scarf. With a sigh so enormous that Gretchen could see it in her shoulders and chest, she also gently tugged the neck of her top aside, allowing the luminous glow of her dragon-marks to light up the chilly, darkening night.

“She’s stretching the fabric for us,” Gretchen said. “She’s really a hero.”

A pale arc of pink light scratched its way across the sky, and Isabelle beamed in bright satisfaction. She climbed back into the backseat, shivering with the cold and hastily pulling her gloves back on.

“There. Drive forward slowly, and we’ll end up in Ambergris.”

“Ambergris?” Gretchen said, as Cooper started inching the car forward. “Isn’t that something you get from whales?”

“Something expensive and disgusting-looking that you get from whales,” Isabelle confirmed. “Though not anymore, obviously. I don’t even know what it was for, but it was valuable enough to be a good town name, apparently.”

“Does Riell mean anything?”

“Riell was a dragon matriarch, thousands of years ago. She was supposedly so wealthy that even her scales were made out of polished gemstones. Which is ridiculous. It would have been so tacky.”

“Griffins probably have legends like that too, even if I haven’t heard them,” Cooper said, still creeping forward at what Gretchen suspected was maybe two miles an hour.

He had even more reason to be skittish about magic than she did, after all. She could tell he was talking partly to keep himself distracted from what he was doing: driving a car through a temporary hole in reality.

“Oh, you’re a griffin?” Isabelle scooted forward in the seat, her interest now sharp enough to cut through her teenage attempts at coolness. She looked like a little kid, maybe a Girl Scout about to get a merit badge for spotting rare shifter types. “I’ve never met a griffin.”

Cooper nodded. “I was mostly raised by bears, on my mom’s side of the family, but I’m a griffin.”

“He’s awesome,” Gretchen said to Isabelle, who gave her a cute little grin.

“I like mated couples,” Isabelle said, sinking back into her seat. “You two and Cousin Theo and Jillian. I’d like to have something like that someday. I’d like to have someone think that I’m... ‘awesome.’” She said the word like it was so unfamiliar she had to handle it at arms-length, maybe with tongs.

“You seem pretty awesome already,” Gretchen said sincerely. Then she added, “Fuck,” because the sky had just opened up in front of them.

Cooper slammed on the brakes, jolting them forward.

“Sorry,” he said immediately. “Sorry. I just—I think I really hate magic.”

“You’re a mythic shifter,” Isabelle said.

“I hate magic that I’m not familiar with, then.”

“Seconded,” Gretchen said.

But she had to admit that their sudden entry to Ambergris was as stunning as it was startling. All of a sudden, the battered car they’d borrowed from Ford stuck out like a sore thumb on a wide, brick-paved street surrounded by tall flowers with silky orange petals. The flowers were blooming straight out of the snow, their blossoms looking like flames you could warm your hands over. The brick street widened out about a quarter-mile ahead of them, forming a kind of town square that was already crowded with suspicious-looking dragons. Far off in the distance, Gretchen could see houses that looked like they were originally made to house English lords and ladies.

“Is Riell like this?” she said to Isabelle in an undertone.

Isabelle shrugged. “We have more varied architecture. Honestly, this strikes me as a little dull, but the gardening is nice. I don’t know how they do that.” She cleared her throat. “Should we get out and approach with our hands raised?”

Gretchen raised her eyebrows. “That depends. Do you think they’re going to try to set us on fire?”

“It just seems like it would be best to be cautious. I don’t think they’d kill us without a very good reason.”

She was willing to bet that Isabelle thought that was a lot more reassuring than it was.

She looked at Cooper, who reached over and squeezed her hand. They pressed their palms together again.

“Ready?” he said softly.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

They climbed out of the car and approached the assembled dragons warily.

The lead dragon, an especially magnificent-looking creature with feathery golden spines running down her long crimson back, advanced towards them and then shimmered into human form: a tall Latina woman wearing a dress so glamorous it put even Isabelle’s fashion sense to shame.

And Isabelle must have known it, because she immediately moaned, “Oh, I want that gown.”

It was, as it turned out, the right thing to say, because it broke the tension completely. The representative of Ambergris laughed and said, “You’d look good in it, but you’ll have to get your own.” She came closer to them and curtseyed, sweeping out her long aquamarine skirts. “Welcome to Ambergris. I’m Teresa Sanchez—our mayor, I suppose, in human terms.” She scrutinized them. “You, I can tell, are a dragon,” she said to Isabelle, “but I’m not sure about your friends.”

“I’m a griffin,” Cooper said.

“And I’m—” For the first time in her life, she had to hesitate. But the simplest answer still seemed to be the best one. It wouldn’t be practical to drag them into her speculation about whether or not she was some unusually late-manifesting shifter of a type even she couldn’t identify. “Human. But my family are lynx shifters.” 

“You don’t sound sure,” Teresa said.

“I’ve been experiencing some things lately that only shifters are supposed to experience,” Gretchen said. “It’s made me wonder. But that’s not why we’re here.”

“And you haven’t introduced yourselves,” Teresa said pointedly.

Gretchen didn’t want a bunch of literally fire-breathing dragons to think that she was rude, but she had to think about Cooper’s safety first. They couldn’t just go around announcing that he was a wanted criminal. She offered Teresa a curtsey of her own, even though her jeans made it feel awkward and silly.

“It would be safer if we didn’t. We don’t want to get you into any trouble.”

Teresa drew herself up to her intimidating full height, which had to be something close to six feet. “We are the dragons of Ambergris. We do not get into trouble.”

“It’s your call,” Gretchen said to Cooper. He had the most to lose, and he’d been burned before by trusting people. She expected him to say no, even if that meant that they would have to turn around and leave Ambergris then and there.

But they didn’t have to.

“My name is Cooper Dawes,” Cooper said in a clear voice that was loud enough to carry. And after days of watching him having to make himself small and inoffensive around every stranger he met, it was remarkable to see him stand up straight and admit who he was without any shame. “I was framed for murder.”

If he was going to face down the potential consequences of pursuing his innocence, she was going to do it too.

“I’m Gretchen Miller. I’m a US Marshal. I was supposed to be taking Cooper to another prison, but we were attacked by two armed men. I think they were using magic—maybe some kind of basilisk shifter power—to make us see things. They could have made a dead body look like it was someone it wasn’t. The man everyone thinks Cooper killed—I think he’s still alive.”

“That’s a lot of speculation,” Teresa said.

“It is. But we’ve seen a lot of crazy things over the last few days. And Cooper is my mate. I don’t believe he could be a killer.”

Teresa turned towards Isabelle, who was silent for a moment before realizing what was expected of her.

“Oh! I’m Isabelle Benoit, from Riell. And Rocky Vale College criminal justice department. I just came along to give them directions.”

“You could have us all arrested,” Gretchen said calmly. “I’m way out of my jurisdiction here, and I’d have no official justification for why I had my prisoner uncuffed and in civilian clothes. But I’m hoping you’ll help us instead.”

Disconcertingly, Teresa looked like she could still go either way on that. “What makes you think we’d be of any help? Why come to us at all?”

“The man I didn’t kill was—or is—a dragon,” Cooper said. “Phil Locke. He was a Marshal too; he was my partner. He used to say he wouldn’t mind retiring to some place like this. If he were going to hide out anywhere, an all-dragon village would seem like a good place, especially one where people didn’t keep up too much with the outside world.”

There was the barest hint of a reaction on Teresa’s face, just the tiniest twitch of her jaw before she restrained herself. But it was enough.

She knows something.

“He’s dishonorable,” Isabelle said.

Gretchen had to think about what would make a difference to Theo. Not the Theo she knew so well by now, but the one she had first met as a vulnerable rookie who still had huge gaps in his knowledge of human society.

She said, “If Phil Locke is alive, then he not only let his partner be framed for his murder, he was also almost certainly involved in a conspiracy to sell protected federal witnesses to the people they were hiding from. People who agreed to testify against mobsters died because Phil Locke and his buddies wanted to make a little extra money. If Phil Locke is dead, he’s innocent. If he’s alive, then he’s guilty—and finding him could be the only way to prove that Cooper deserves to be free.”

“And the only way to get justice for all the other people who have been hurt,” Cooper said.

“Dragons protect other dragons,” Isabelle said. “Sometimes, we protect those who don’t need or deserve our protection. My father did that.”

“Benoit,” Teresa said under her breath. “Riell. I remember that.”

Isabelle met her gaze squarely. “Then you understand why I can’t allow our people to be part of something like that ever again. If anyone has come to you in the last year looking for shelter, he could be this man, and we need to know.”

Teresa turned around, looking back at the dragons gathered behind her.

“You’ve heard all this,” she said, raising her voice. “What do you say to their request?”

One by one, each dragon bent forward and laid their left wing flat against the snowy brick courtyard.

It was a hypnotically beautiful image. They were perfectly coordinated, as if they were all in some enormous synchronized dance that Gretchen had never seen before, and it brought actual tears to her eyes.

This, she thought, this was what these all-dragon cities were supposed to be like. This was why someone would want to live in one. You were isolated, but you could live so openly as dragons that you could develop rituals that had their own beauty.

Teresa turned back to them.

“He isn’t here,” she said. “But we believe we know who you mean. He lives in the mountains outside of Ambergris’s boundaries, but he comes down sometimes for supplies. He flew away a few days ago—I saw him go—and he hasn’t been back since.”

“Have you seen him in his human form at all?” Cooper said urgently.

“Only once. I made him transform when he first arrived—we don’t let anyone past our magical wards unless we can tell who they are.”

“What did he look like?”

Everything was riding on this, or at least it felt like it was. And they were working at a disadvantage. Gretchen knew she must have seen Phil’s photo during the trial, but couldn’t remember much about what he looked like. And if he was still alive, he could have easily dyed his hair or even had plastic surgery to change his face; he could have grown a beard or acquired new scars. It was possible that Cooper wouldn’t recognize a description of him, and it wouldn’t necessarily mean anything. But if he did recognize it—

“Five-nine or five-ten,” Teresa said, her eyes half-closed as she tried to remember. “He was white, with dark blond hair—a little curly. I don’t remember the exact color of his eyes, but they were light—green or blue. He was stocky, and he had big hands.”

Cooper turned away, walking a few paces away from them. His shoulders were shaking.

It wasn’t Phil. It wasn’t Phil, and he must have heard some detail that had been enough to convince him that it couldn’t be Phil: there wasn’t too much a person could do to disguise their height or their general build.

The man they were dealing with must have just been a general recluse.

“I’m sorry,” Gretchen said to Teresa and Isabelle. “Just give me a second.”

She walked to Cooper and put her arms around him. She wasn’t surprised when he turned around and hugged her back, resting his face against her hair. She could feel a little dampness where he’d been crying.

“We’ll find him,” she said. “There’s more than one dragon village out there, and he could easily be hiding somewhere else. We’ll—”

“No.”

“Coop, you can’t give up—”

“I’m not.” He pulled back, and she could see a fire burning in his eyes, as bright as Isabelle’s dragonmarks. Griffin-gold seemed to dance around his pupils. “I’m not giving up. That’s Phil. He’s alive.”
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Phil was alive.

Cooper’s first reaction had been a flash of delight and disbelief—all this time, it had torn him up inside to think about Phil being gone and his murder being unavenged. Phil was alive? That was great.

But it only took another second for everything else to sink in. Gretchen was right. There was no way for Phil to be alive and uninvolved in everything that had happened. If he was living in the mountains above Ambergris, then he had cooperated with every step in Cooper’s doom. He had helped the team fake his death, probably offering Monroe tips on how to create the best illusion of his corpse, with all the right birthmarks in all the right places. He had used his access to their files to sell away the info about their witnesses’ new lives.

And while Cooper had sat behind bars, his griffin locked away inside him, his reputation ruined, his life destroyed—Phil had retired to the mountains.

And if he’d left them a few days ago, it had almost certainly been to wipe Cooper off the board once and for all.

“You’re quiet,” Gretchen said.

They were driving up into the mountains now, following a winding, steep road that was only barely wide enough to accommodate their car. They’d left Isabelle down in Ambergris, because—as she’d loftily said—she could fly herself home easily enough. 

She had given him and Gretchen quick, fierce hugs, wishing them luck before adding, almost shyly, “And I go by Iz now... with my friends.”

Kid though she was, she was a friend worth having. It was funny to think that he owed her a lot for helping them and yet he might not ever see her again.

He might not ever even come down this mountain again.

“Of course,” Gretchen said, uncannily following his thinking, “you’ve got a lot to be quiet about.”

“I just can’t believe I missed who he really was. Who they all really were.” He was glad she was driving, because it let him briefly bury his head in his hands. He scrubbed his fingers up through his hair.

Bizarrely, that gesture was what reminded him that he had a lot to be thankful for. A few days ago, his hair would have been stiff and spiky from using nothing more than the lousy prison soap for shampoo. Now he finally felt clean again, and his hair was soft to the touch.

But that didn’t change the gut-level feeling of betrayal. Just because he’d gotten lucky now didn’t mean he hadn’t gotten spectacularly unlucky before—and he hadn’t even noticed at the time.

“They must have been laughing at me behind my back the whole time. I feel like such an idiot.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you for wanting to believe the best about people. No one walks into their office and wonders if everyone there is in on some criminal conspiracy, Coop. That wasn’t a problem you should have ever had to worry about.”

“I should have seen the signs.”

“You did see the signs. You knew you didn’t fit in. You knew Phil could be a dick and the other two could be strange. You saw everything that was there for you to see—these are sharp guys, and they know how criminals get caught. They were careful, and you still picked up on something being wrong.”

He opened his mouth to tear into himself again, but then his griffin pushed forward into his consciousness and said, She’s right.

Was she?

She was Gretchen, his mate, so that was definitely a point in favor of him trusting her argument.

Besides, he’d spent so long waiting to get his griffin back that he hated to think of ignoring it now.

When she first picked you up, you knew how good she was. And you thought that if you escaped, it wouldn’t be fair for anyone to blame her for it or think she was careless. You were a Marshal too, and you knew all the tricks, so you had one-up on all the other prisoners she had to escort. If it wouldn’t have been fair to blame Gretchen for letting you escape, even though she was on her guard, how is it fair to blame yourself for missing the truth about your team when you didn’t even have any reason to suspect them?

It was like his guilt had been a hand on his throat, choking him, and with this thought, it had finally eased off.

For the first time in months, he not only knew he was innocent, he felt like he was innocent. He hadn’t done anything to bring this down on himself.

He had deserved better than what he’d gotten.

Ever since the arrest, he’d been trying like hell to not seem angry, because anger only made him look scary to other people. Scary and probably guilty. But now, knowing that Gretchen knew him even better than he knew himself, he could let those feelings have free rein. He could finally feel the enormity of how Phil and Roger and Monroe had screwed him over, and he could be pissed about it.

“Coop?”

“You’re right,” he said. He still couldn’t get over what it felt like to finally be able to breathe freely.

She’d given that back to him. She hadn’t just given him the sky; she’d given him the air.

“You’re right,” Cooper said again. “There wasn’t a lot I could have done differently. They lied to me, they used me, and they framed me.” He took a huge breath, relishing the feeling it gave him. “And now we’re going to find them and drag them into the light of day, and they’re going to have to tell everyone what happened. And you know what matters to me most about all that?”

He was half-expecting her to make some joke about how it was probably the part where he’d get out of prison, but instead she just said softly, “What?”

“The fact that I started all that just saying ‘I’ and I get to end it saying ‘we.’”

A wide smile spread across Gretchen’s face. “My favorite part is getting you free so that we can be us all the time.”

“We make a good us,” Cooper agreed. “And then we can start figuring out what you—”

—might be able to turn into. That was what he’d been ready to say.

He was interrupted by an inferno.

Flames streaked down from the sky, tracing a circle that surrounded their car. Cooper’s heightened senses let him hear the paint blistering on the hood, boiling and popping: that was how close the fire was. It was lapping up against them like the tide against the beach.

Gretchen slammed on the brakes, throwing them to a halt so quickly that they snapped forward against their seatbelts. Her face had gone dead-white. “We have to get out.”

He knew what she was thinking. If the gas tank blew, they were dead. But if they got out, they’d roast anyway.

They couldn’t stay in a burning car. And they couldn’t get out in the middle of a fire.

They couldn’t go forward, they couldn’t go backwards, and they couldn’t stay where they were.

Cooper could only think of one thing to do.

He unbuckled his seatbelt.

“Hold onto me,” he said. “We’re going up.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




18


[image: image]


First, they had to get out of the car, and they had to do it in the middle of a vortex of flames. Unfortunately, Gretchen couldn’t help with that. She just had to sit there while Cooper shifted and tore through the mental frame of the car like it was nothing more than soft cheese.

Even in the midst of all her terror and panic, even with the temperature in the car climbing so high that sweat was starting to break out all over her, some part of Gretchen could still admire the sheer majesty of Cooper’s transformation.

He really was magnificent. The glossy white feathers on his head smoothed out almost imperceptibly into the mahogany brown wings and golden fur. She’d never seen a griffin before him, and she had always more or less imagined that they would look awkward, like two entirely different animals smashed together. She could almost have pictured a visible seam between the lion half and the eagle half.

But the real Cooper was nothing like that. He wasn’t half-lion and half-eagle. He was a griffin, a complete whole in and of himself.

And it was incredible to watch him in action. The same talons that had carefully cradled her and carried her to safety at Ford’s motel now sheared through the car roof, tearing their way to freedom. His enormous wings ruffled slightly, brushing against her, and then he turned his immense head to look at her with his liquid golden eyes.

Somehow, they were still recognizably his eyes. She would have known him anywhere.

And she knew what he was asking her. Ready?

She nodded. When it came to getting out of a burning car, she’d been born ready.

There was no room to climb on his back while they were still in the car, so she had to settle for locking her arms around his neck and holding on as tightly as she could. She squeezed him hard.

Ready.

They took flight.

There was so little space getting out that Gretchen felt the burning slice of the torn metal against her skin, raking her arm raw, and she bit back a cry, not wanting Cooper to worry about her. She knew he’d probably gotten cut too.

As soon as she could, she fought through the pain enough to swing up onto his back, feeling like the move justified every chin-up she’d ever struggled through in her entire life. Hot blood was racing down her arm, steaming in the cold, and the pain was dizzying.

But none of that mattered. They were free.

Not that she had any time to enjoy it. They might have been free, but they weren’t safe. Another rippling jet of fire was shooting towards them now, and for the first time, she saw that it was coming from a huge, crimson-colored dragon with thick, leathery, bat-like wings.

Phil? She didn’t know who else it could be, unless some dragon back in Ambergris had decided they posed some kind of threat.

Either way, she could save the identification process for later. Right now, all that mattered was that this dragon was fast.

Gretchen didn’t need another sign from Cooper to know to hold on. She clung to him as they raced and spun through the sky, plunging and dodging the fire. It was coming close enough to leave behind the smell of singed hair, and neither of them had much of that to spare.

She’d never been in more danger than right now—but at the same time, there was something wonderful about the clarity of it. She knew exactly why she was risking her life, and she wouldn’t do a single thing differently.

She was riding a griffin, being chased by a dragon, and they were fighting their way up a mountaintop for a confrontation that would set Cooper free.

The clear air and the heat of the fire had burned off the last of her insecurities and uncertainties. She didn’t know that any basilisk would be able to prey on her right now. All her feelings of being muddled were gone.

No one was going to manipulate her now. Not even her.

She could tell that Cooper was steering them towards a crevice in the mountainside. It was too narrow for a dragon to enter it and too deep for the dragonfire to follow them all the way to the rear. It could help them force a one-on-one confrontation.

Correction: a two-on-one confrontation. She was going to have Coop’s back whether he liked it or not.

She didn’t want to risk taking one of her hands away from his shoulders, but she rolled her hip just enough to feel that the comfortable weight of her sidearm was still there. She thought she would probably need it just as much as she would need her handcuffs.

They were almost to the opening of the crevice when the dragon behind them must have put on one last desperate burst of speed.

In another few seconds, they would have been safe. In another few minutes, the dragon wouldn’t even have been able to breathe fire—the flames had become so weak and sputtering that Gretchen could tell it was running on fumes. They were so close to safety and the fair fight Cooper deserved. Close enough that it hurt.

But this last breath of flame fell against Cooper’s hindquarters like a lash, making the whole back half of his body sag down. It threw his center of gravity off, making his wings falter and his flight turn choppy. That single instant of delay was all the dragon needed to dart in and claw at him savagely, opening up his griffin’s broad lion back, just an inch from where Gretchen was seated.

Cooper let out a harsh, cawing cry, and tumbled out of the sky.

If his talons hadn’t hooked deep into the rock, splintering it just to make a foothold, the two of them would have fallen down the side of the mountain.

Gretchen was shaking, but she managed to dig her fingers into his sides, stroking him, urging him up. She couldn’t even imagine the strength it was taking for him to cling to the mountainside—couldn’t even imagine how he was staying conscious—and she hated to ask him for more than that, but she had to.

“Come on,” she said, her mouth close to his ear. “Come on, Coop, just get us level again. Please.”

His body lurched, the muscles rippling under his tawny fur, and for a second, Gretchen could picture them sliding back into thin air. It was sickeningly easy to imagine falling instead of flying. In the battle between gravity and injured Cooper, it was all too possible for gravity to win, for one person’s struggle not to make any difference.

But not today. Cooper fought his way upright again, propelling their way up the sheer rock face of the mountain with a combination of wing beats and brute strength.

The dragon lunged at them, and Gretchen’s mind almost whited out with rage. It thought Cooper was completely vulnerable right now, since he was wounded and fighting for their lives? Well, Cooper had a partner, and his partner had a gun.

The angle was horrible, but Gretchen managed to draw her sidearm and keep her shaking fingers locked on it so that it didn’t fall immediately out of her hand and down into the valley below. As she took aim, a familiar coolness fell over her, steadying her hand. This was part of the job, and she knew how to do the job.

She fired twice, sending the dragon spinning backwards through the air. Gretchen wasn’t sure if she’d hit him or not, given all the jostling of Cooper getting them to safety, but she’d at least driven him back.

And that had given Cooper enough time to finish hauling them up the mountain. Even with all his injuries and all his exhaustion, he didn’t collapse until they were on solid ground again.

Gretchen dismounted and stroked his sides, feeling him tremble beneath her touch. His fur was soaked through with sweat, and his chest was heaving unevenly as he fought the pain. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked at the marks left by the dragonfire and the claw-slashes, and she was almost glad that her vision was blurred. Seeing his wounds in more detail wouldn’t make them look any better. He needed help, and he needed it as soon as possible. It wasn’t something that it would be easy to get when they were in the middle of nowhere.

The dragon’s shadow fell over her now. It breathed out little puffs of ineffective, weak flame. Its strength was mostly spent, at least for now. And it didn’t seem willing to risk another head-on, close-up charge while she still had a gun trained on it.

They still had a chance. Maybe.

Unless it decided to just hover there until its fire returned. If this was Phil, and if he could work out that facing them in human form was too much of a risk—and he probably could—then maybe they had no chance at all.

She leaned against the broad, darkly feathered expanse of Cooper’s shoulders and felt his wings ruffle around her, wrapping her in a kind of embrace.

“Can you still heal if you change back?”

He looked at her with his gold-bronze eyes and nodded so solemnly that she had to swallow down another lump of unshed tears.

“Good. Because not that this look doesn’t work for you, but on the off-chance that we’re going to die here—I want to be looking at your other face.”

He melted against her, the solid, wounded strength of his griffin’s body dissolving into the tense, wounded strength of his body. Gretchen herded him back into the crack in the mountainside before the dragon could make a move on them. It was only a temporary shelter, but it was better than nothing, and it gave her at least a minute or two to look over Coop.

She loved his griffin, but she loved his human shape even more. All else aside, it was only like this that he could really and truly hold her back.

He hugged her close, his embrace so tight it made her breathless. She knew he was hurting, but he still gave her all his strength and held none of it back for himself. She didn’t know how anyone could have ever thought he could be selfish enough to trade his honor for money.

“We’re not going to die here,” Cooper said against her hair.

Maybe they would. Maybe they wouldn’t. Gretchen realized that, as little sense as it made, she wasn’t afraid.

She was sorry for the time together that they might lose, sorry that she might not get the chance to say a real goodbye to her family and her team, and even sorry that she’d never have another bowl of mint chocolate chip ice cream again—but she wasn’t scared. Not of any of it.

Cooper had given her enough certainty to face down death—or any other future—without fear or regret. Because now that she had him, now that she really knew him, she knew everything else that mattered. She knew that she had been right to believe her own inner sense of herself. She knew that when the pressure was on, the choices that she would make were choices that she could stand by. She knew that when she messed up, she could deal with her mistakes.

And she knew how much she could trust the people around her. If this was the end of the line for them, she didn’t have to worry that Cooper would always be remembered as a criminal. Martin would carry on the quest to clear Cooper’s name. Theo and Colby would help him. Keith would grow into being a good Marshal, even if he never unwound enough to listen to the radio.

She wasn’t scared because all of that filled her with a sense of tremendous peace.

And, she realized slowly, a sense of burning rage. Because everything would be fine—and how dare this asshole interfere with that? How dare he try to keep Cooper facedown in the mud?

Her life was beautiful and whole now, and fuck Phil Locke for trying to keep her from having enough time to enjoy that.

It was like her feelings were pushing their way through her skin.

No, the old, familiar voice said from deep inside her. It had never been so loud before.

It would have scared her, if she’d still been capable of being scared.

No what?

No, your feelings aren’t pushing their way out. I’M pushing my way out. YOU’RE pushing your way out.

“Gretchen.” There was a crazy grin on Cooper’s face and a spark of wild, uncontrollable joy in his eyes. “You’re amazing.”

Was she?

She looked down at herself.

She was.

She was shifting.

Her body was flickering out of its familiar shape and into a new one, and—in what was maybe the most bizarre part—her eyes were changing too, with more colors leaping into blazing life as her vision opened up to let in ultraviolet shades her human eyes had never known.

She dropped to all fours, and the sound of her hitting the ground was weirdly... uneven. It took her a second to realize why.

Her back half had the paws she’d always subconsciously expected, but uncannily large, lion-sized even though she felt inexplicably sure that they were otherwise lynx-like. She could feel the knob of her tail and the sensitive pads of her back paws. 

Her front half had talons.

They were a bright crayon-yellow, black-tipped at the points, which weren’t as wicked and curved as Cooper’s.

“You’re a falcon,” Cooper said. He was looking at her with a kind of awe. “You’re a griffin, but you’re part peregrine falcon and part lynx—supersized. I didn’t even know that kind of shift form could exist, Gretch.”

I didn’t either, Gretchen wanted to say.

But maybe she had. She’d always felt like there was some locked puzzle-box inside her that she couldn’t quite pick open. Then Cooper had come along and broken the lock for her, broken it by getting to embrace the woman she really was instead of just the girl she’d once been, and this crisis had made the box burst open for good. And everything that was inside might have been impossible and unheard-of, but it made sense to her all the same.

She’d always dreamed of flying.

She looked at the dark blot of Phil Locke. He was still hovering there outside the crevasse, high up like the sky was still the same refuge it had been two minutes ago.

He couldn’t see her well, not back in the shadows like this. If he could pick out the shape of a griffin, he probably just thought it was Cooper, who was still out of commission.

Not, in other words, a healthy, barely hurt, newly fledged lynx-falcon griffin eager to stretch her wings and flex her talons.

Cooper saw the direction of her gaze. He didn’t hesitate. All he did was grin, as if he knew exactly what she was feeling.

“Go get him.”

Gretchen launched herself into the air, her wings slicing furiously through the sky. Phil could have bested her on sheer size and muscle, and he had more experience on his side, but he was no match for the exhilaration and passionate anger coursing through her blood. He couldn’t be. He hadn’t expected this moment before today, and one way or the other, she’d been waiting for it her whole life.

She collided with him in midair, raking her talons across his scaly hide.

He let out a shrill shriek and puffed a little more weak flame at her—it was a pale yellow that almost seemed to dribble out of his mouth like water. It didn’t even hurt.

She thrashed against him, snapping at him with her beak, driving him to ground. He was going to have this confrontation with them whether he liked it or not, and he was going to talk to Cooper man-to-man. He couldn’t hide anymore—not behind his supposed grave and not behind his dragon. He was going to have to stand there and look at Cooper and explain himself.

Phil fought her, but there was no real contest there. Her strength was new and unbridled, and his was mostly spent.

He crashed against the rock with a last flurry of his leathery wings, beating up a cloud of dust that hung in the air like a glittering veil. It was just another illusion, Gretchen thought, another barrier Cooper’s team had thrown up between them and the truth.

And as far as distractions went, it wasn’t even Phil’s best work.

Gretchen opened her mouth—her beak—and let out a screeching, ear-splitting cry. It might not have been as satisfying as a lion’s roar, but it was just as effective. The dragon winced back. It looked like it was trying to tuck its skinny shoulders up around its ears.

Good. If he hated hearing her shriek at him so much, he could just turn human again. Facing the music had to be better than facing her griffin’s battle cry.

He must have understood that too, because slowly—agonizingly slowly—his body shrank. It was like he was withering away. All the crimson strength of his dragon bled out, leaving only pasty human skin behind.

It was Phil Locke.

It was one thing to know it had to be Phil and another thing to actually see it. Now that they were face-to-face, she remembered him from all the news coverage. The press had been particularly fond of using one very flattering photo of him, one where he had a warm, friendly look on his face. I’m a nice guy, the look had said. You can trust me.

He’d probably been thinking about murder at the time. Or money. Or both.

In contrast, the photos of Cooper had been notably terrible, and Gretchen suspected it had taken some time and effort for them to dig them up. Then again, his team had probably been happy to supply them to anyone who asked—or even anyone who didn’t.

Right now, Phil’s warmth and friendliness weren’t exactly evident.

To be fair, she had just finished pummeling him midair and dashing him against a mountainside. To be even more fair, she didn’t want to be fair to him at all. He had an ugly soul, and she liked to think that over half a year of relative solitude had made some of that ugliness start to show on his face. He wore a twisted sneer, and he looked straight at Cooper without even a hint of shame.

Gretchen wished she could have spent more time throttling him. She shifted back too, just so she could give him what she knew was a death glare.

Cooper had been slumped over a little with pain, but he straightened up now as he came out of the shadows of the crevasse. His gaze was clear and direct.

“Phil,” he said. “Long time, no see. I was starting to think you were dead.”

“You’re not going to get away with this,” Phil said.

“With what?” Gretchen threw in incredulously. “With telling the truth?”

He tossed that ugly sneer her way. “How did it work out for him the first time?”

Cooper smoothly stepped in between the two of them, as if, even wounded, he needed to do whatever he could to protect her from Phil. “Not that well, obviously. But I’m hopeful. If you and the team taught me anything, it’s that people can get away with a whole hell of a lot. Faked deaths, frame-ups, hallucinations. Proving my innocence should be a cinch compared to what you guys pulled off. I’m almost impressed.”

“It didn’t have to go down the way it did,” Phil said. Now he sounded almost wistful, but Gretchen suspected it was just a front. Even if he did feel bad, there was no possible way he felt bad enough. Not even close. “We were thinking of bringing you in. But you had to play the hero.”

“I had to do my job.”

“You could have been rich.”

“I didn’t want to be rich! I wanted a team, friends, people who would actually have my back. I wanted to protect people, the way we swore to do when we got our badges.”

You tell him, Coop.

But as Cooper and Phil really started to get into it, something seemed to prickle at the back of Gretchen’s neck, unsettling her.

Something was wrong. She couldn’t shake the memory of Phil’s sneer, even though he was too busy yelling and arguing now to still be wearing it. There had been a kind of smug confidence about it that had seemed out-of-place on a guy who had just gotten thrashed around. Maybe he was vile but tough, the kind of man who would refuse to give up even when he knew all the odds were against him. Maybe he was just the kind of man who never passed up the chance to throw a temper tantrum. Cooper had said Phil had a terrible temper, but—

But he had also said that Phil had some control over it. He didn’t break it out around witnesses, not when it might hurt his friendly image. He kept strategic control of his anger, and he concealed and used it for his own advantage.

If this was a tantrum, maybe there was a point to it.

Gretchen had a hunch that she knew what it was. Unlike Cooper, Phil really had had a team. He’d had friends—or at least equally scummy business partners—who had his back.

And since at least one of his friends could make their knees buckle from nauseating, disorienting visions, Phil would be really happy to see his old pals right now.

He wasn’t really arguing with Cooper. He was stalling him.

And what really worried Gretchen was that the creepy smile on his face was getting wider with every second.
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“Coop.”

Gretchen’s voice was maybe the only thing that could have cut through the turmoil currently inside his head. He turned to her.

She had gone eerily pale. A few minutes ago, there had been a savage joy on her face. No matter how tense their situation was and how much trouble they were in, she had been relishing the newfound feeling of her griffin and the thought of finally getting him justice. Now she looked almost sick to her stomach.

He stepped towards her, holding out his hand to touch her shoulder and reassure himself that she was still really there. “What is it?”

“He’s stalling,” Gretchen said. “He’s waiting for the rest of his team to get here.”

If he’d had any doubt at all that she was right, it would have vanished the second he saw Phil’s snarling reaction to her. He looked like he could have breathed engulfing flames at her without even shifting first.

“You—you mutant,” Phil said, spitting out the word like it was a vicious insult. “You don’t look like any griffin I’ve ever seen. You’re like a mutt.”

“Mutts are healthier than most purebreds,” Gretchen said, unruffled. She was getting some of the color back in her face, like she was feeding off Phil’s anger. “And you’re not going to play me, buddy. I don’t care what you think of me and my totally awesome lynx-falcon. You’re not dragging this out a second longer. We’re getting off this mountain, and we’re taking you to the police, and you’re going to confess and spend the rest of your life in prison.”

“Your dragon might leave you,” Cooper said.

He didn’t even mean it as a taunt. The feeling of his griffin ebbing away from him had been so awful that he couldn’t even wish that fate on Phil, who had been the one to slam him into a coffin and nail it shut. All he wanted to do was warn Phil that it could happen.

But Phil just looked at him blankly for a minute and then burst out laughing.

It was a really belly laugh, the kind that couldn’t have been faked. Not unless Phil had some secret acting career he didn’t know about.

Though at this point, even that wouldn’t surprise him.

“My dragon might leave me,” Phil said, sputtering, wiping at his eyes. “That’s just classic, Cooper. It really is.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Gretchen said, and then added, “Not that we have time for the whole list...”

“My dragon’s not going anywhere,” Phil said. His bright blue eyes looked like the sky Cooper had been kept from for so long, and they were twinkling with a manic good humor. “I am my dragon. You always believe everything people tell you, Cooper? Your griffin was fine. You could have sat in that prison for fifty years and come out and taken flight. Maybe you were having trouble, but it would always have been reversible.”

That was what Gretchen had thought, of course. But Roger had said—

He didn’t need Phil to tell him what was wrong with that statement. Roger had lied. Of course he had. Roger was a liar; it was what he did.

Cooper just didn’t know why he’d bothered to lie about that. What good had that really done Roger and the team?

“We had to pay somebody to take you out,” Phil said. “Leaving you around was just too risky. Roger thought you wouldn’t fight as hard to stay alive if you figured your griffin was gone.”

The world seemed to telescope in around him, darkness narrowing in.

Roger had thought Cooper would solve their Cooper problem for him.

All those times he’d visited, he hadn’t been feeling kind or even guilty. He’d been showing up to plant little seeds in Cooper’s head, seeds that he’d hoped would grow into a full-blown depression. He had probably pushed Cooper’s griffin down further into the shadows of his mind just by the power of suggestion.

“You bastard,” Gretchen was saying. She was coming around Cooper’s side, boiling with rage. “What’s wrong with all of you? He was your friend!”

Phil shrugged. “He could have been. He’s the one who threw that away.” He looked at Cooper, and he had the gall to look like he was the wronged one. “You always went around acting like you were a saint. Like you were better than the rest of us.”

“I’m going to be so glad to watch the cell doors close on you,” Gretchen said.

They had wanted him dead. He’d known that. They hadn’t wanted to risk him putting the pieces together—though he didn’t think he would have, not without Gretchen’s help.

He was more okay with them paying the ferret-faced guy with the shiv than he was with this. They had tried to drive him to a horrible kind of despair, tried to push him into a black and bottomless pit that he could never get out of again.

But they didn’t, his griffin said.

Like Gretchen had said, he’d stayed good, and he’d stayed whole. He had held on to the core of himself, and he hadn’t broken no matter how much pressure they’d put on him. He hadn’t lost his griffin, and he hadn’t lost his will to live.

He had held on, and in the end, he had found Gretchen, who had been like the sun burning through all the dark clouds around him.

He hadn’t lost then, and he wasn’t going to lose now.

He said, “You’re still trying to distract us, Phil. And I’m done listening.” He held out his hand, and Gretchen, understanding him at once, slapped her handcuffs into it.

Phil laughed. “You’re such a Boy Scout, Cooper. Always have to do things by the book.”

He went ahead and held out his hands for Cooper to fasten the cuffs on him. The smile on his face was playfully condescending, like an adult pretending to allow a child to win a game. Cooper knew exactly what he was thinking: what chance did handcuffs have against the strength of a dragon? The second Phil transformed, his powerful forelegs would snap ordinary steel like it was nothing but a bunch of toothpicks.

Let him smile all he wanted.

Phil was forgetting that there were other Marshals—particularly other shifter Marshals—who actually cared about doing their jobs. These were Gretchen’s handcuffs, the ones with shiftsilver threaded through them. As long as he had them around his wrists, Phil wasn’t transforming into anything.

It was good to have one opponent thoroughly and definitely restrained. Because even as he looked up from Phil’s cuffs in satisfaction, he could see a car racing up the winding mountain road. The driver was taking the sharp turns and dangerous curves much faster than Gretchen had been willing to, and Cooper had already come to understand that Gretchen was a pretty daring driver. These were people who knew they had a deadline.

He looked at Gretchen, whose gaze was also fixed on the speeding car. Her mouth quirked.

“It’s not black this time,” she said.

He nodded. “And it’s not changing colors, either.” He turned to Phil. “Monroe must be pretty preoccupied if he’s not keeping up the camouflage anymore.”

“Oh, you figured that out.” Phil almost sounded disappointed, but he brightened as he went on. “He’s not preoccupied. He just knows there’s no reason to care what the two of you have seen. You’re not getting off this mountain. You’re going to be victims, not witnesses. Even you.” He spat the last word at Gretchen. “We’re past caring about collateral damage.”

Cooper bristled at the threat to Gretchen. But he was thinking more clearly than Phil: no big rescue was going to happen here. He and Gretchen were going up against a basilisk and a jaguar shifter—dangerous creatures, definitely, but ones that were thoroughly stuck on the ground. Now that Gretchen could fly, she, at least, could get back in the air. A trip dangling from her talons might do Phil some good.

He didn’t know if he could make it down the mountain in his griffin form, not as sore and bloodied as he was, but Gretchen getting away was the important thing. And her new lynx-falcon shape meant she could get away at any time.

Phil was watching the car’s approach with that same hateful arrogance on his face. His eyes flashed a deep, unnatural crimson as he started to shift—

—only to smack into the mystical barrier of the shiftsilver handcuffs.

His reaction was priceless. Gretchen didn’t know that she’d ever seen anyone’s jaw literally drop like that.

“You,” Phil snarled, turning to her. “You’d use these on another shifter?”

It seemed so unreal for Phil Locke, of all people, to be questioning Gretchen’s honor that they both actually laughed. Gretchen was the one who’d flown in the face of all loyalty and duty? Sure, Phil.

It was nice to have a little levity as the car streaked up towards them.

Gretchen said incredulously, “On a shifter who’s a criminal? A shifter like you, who framed his partner for a murder that didn’t even happen? A shifter who sold out the people who were counting on him to protect them? Um, yes. A thousand times yes.”

“You’re not really a shifter at all,” he said, spitting the words at her.

“Oh, she definitely is,” Cooper said.

A smile spread across Gretchen’s face, as beautiful and natural as the sun coming up. She almost glowed with it.

If Cooper never made it down this mountain again, he was going to try to die thinking of that smile.

“I’m a shifter,” Gretchen said simply. “But I’m a Marshal first.”

“Then it’s time we did some Marshaling,” Cooper said, “because they’re almost here. Gretch, it looks like you’re back on prisoner transport after all. Ready for a ride, Phil?”

*
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It was almost over. They’d bring Phil back to her home office and explain everything that had happened, and after they all waded through an ocean of red tape...

Cooper would be free. They’d have a life together.

Thinking about that was such a beautiful distraction that Gretchen almost missed the poisonous delight in Phil’s eyes. Almost, but not quite.

A chill shot down her spine. “What?”

Phil spoke only to Cooper, like he’d decided that she wasn’t worth talking to since she didn’t fit his narrow, idiotic ideas of what it meant to be a true shifter. “You might have gotten me with these,” he said, holding up his wrists and letting the shiftsilver cuffs dangle down, the blue-gray metal winking in the sunlight, “but unless you have more of them—I’m telling you what I told you before. You’re not getting off this mountain alive.”

“Gretchen’s going to fly you off this mountain,” Cooper said. “No problem there.”

“We’ll all fly,” Gretchen said firmly. “If you’re not up for it, then you can ride on my back while I carry Phil with my talons. I don’t care if it’s hard. I’m not leaving you behind.”

Cooper reached out and squeezed her hand. “All right. Then we’re all going. And there’s not a thing Roger and Monroe can do about it, not if we’re in the air.”

Phil laughed. The unpleasant sound rang off the stones around them, echoing.

“What do you say when someone’s had plastic surgery?” Phil said.

He was enjoying himself now, Gretchen realized, toying with them the way a cat played with a mouse.

“They’ve ‘had some work done,’ right? Well, Cooper, old buddy, partner, you could say Roger’s had some work done. He’s not exactly the man you remember.” His smile was so wide it looked like the edges of it would come off his face. “And now he’s here. I almost feel sorry for you.”

Let him feel sorry all he wanted. Gretchen wasn’t standing around here another minute, not with Cooper’s freedom at stake. She didn’t know what Phil could possibly be talking about, but she figured the open sky was still their best hope.

She touched Cooper’s shoulder. “Come on.” She let some of the urgency she was feeling bleed into her voice. “Let’s get out of here.”

But Cooper couldn’t take his eyes off the car, which was, as Phil had said, now practically on top of him. The same wind that was whistling around them and playing her nerves like violin strings was ruffling his hair, and Gretchen could guess a little at the tangled emotions he was feeling.

He was as free right now as anyone could possibly be—he was out in the great wide open wilderness, with the proof of his innocence right at his feet and nothing but safe blue sky all around him. But two of the people who’d hurt him were seconds away from confronting him, and as dangerous as it might be to come face to face with Roger and Monroe, maybe Cooper needed that. Some part of him clearly wanted to face down the last of his demons.

She was ready to let them stay, then. He’d been through so much, and there was no way she could begrudge him whatever satisfaction and sense of closure he would get from getting to trade a few choice words with the men who had almost ruined his life.

But Cooper finally tore his gaze away from his past and looked straight at her, with all his attention and all his love shining brightly in his eyes. It was enough to take Gretchen’s breath away.

He’s giving all that up for me, she realized. He wants the chance to face them, he wants to make sure they don’t get away—but he’ll give that up to make sure I’m safe.

No, it was even more than that. He would give that up just to choose his future over his past. He could walk away from everything he’d been through if it meant that he was walking towards her.

She was going to take him up on it, for his sake. She had a bad feeling about whatever Phil had been talking about, and the sooner they had him safely and officially in Martin’s custody, the better.

Cooper said, “Yeah. Let’s get out of here.” He felt along his back, wincing as he brushed against his wounds, but he clenched his jaw into place. “I think I’m strong enough to fly again. I can carry him.”

He transformed into his sleek, glorious griffin, and took a struggling Phil up in his talons, holding him more securely and gently than Gretchen thought Phil probably deserved.

Gretchen had just started melting into her own griffin—already it felt comfortable and natural, like stepping into a pair of old shoes that had been perfectly broken in—when another one of Phil’s contemptuous laughs rang out, echoing around them so she had to hear it another dozen times.

She could see why he was laughing. This time, she couldn’t really blame him: the joke was definitely on them.

The advancing car had come to a standstill.

And what had burst out of it was a monster like nothing Gretchen had seen before.

Even in a nightmare.
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Fuck.

It was the only word Cooper could think of.

There was a monstrosity stalking towards him, something so grotesque and unnatural that his griffin shied away from it. It was repulsed in an instinctive, animal way that was even more powerful than Cooper’s own revulsion. The thing in front of them wasn’t right, and his griffin knew it even better than he did.

Gretchen, human again, reached over and clutched at him, her hand digging into the scruff at his shoulders where the feathers stopped and the fur started. He could feel cold sweat on her palm.

This was as scared as he had ever seen her, and considering everything they’d faced together—that meant she was having the exact same response he was.

Even Phil’s laughter had taken on a vaguely nauseated sound. He didn’t want to be around this thing, either, and he knew it was on his side.

“Maybe it’s Monroe again,” Gretchen whispered. Her lips were barely moving, and her face had gone as pale as it had been when she’d been half-frozen. “Maybe it’s not real. He’s just making us see things.”

For a second, that gave him a fantastic hope. But then he knew better.

Monroe’s visions had been disorienting, like some kind of low-grade acid trip. The constantly shifting colors of the car his creepy powers had painted had been dizzying. Monroe could mess with them, but he couldn’t make them miss that they were being messed with.

He could still leave them confused and half-blinded, but he couldn’t fully trick them, not when they were prepared for him. The only reason he’d gotten away with confusing them before was because they hadn’t known what they were dealing with—since it seemed so wrong to doubt the evidence of their senses, they’d doubted themselves instead. Now they understood, and he wouldn’t catch them off-guard. 

Cooper had no doubt that Monroe could still make them feel sick to their stomachs, but he couldn’t do it in the coldly real way this monster did.

Because part of what made this monster hideous was that it was so obviously real, down to the warped shadows it cast against the rocks. It was consistent, not warping itself to make room for his own fears. It was straight out of a nightmare—but it was right there, an unreal thing that had never been meant to be flesh-and-blood.

It was an enormous patchwork monster made of leathery dragon wings—shining with an iridescent slime—snake eyes and a cobra hood, a long purple tongue, a scorpion tail, and blood-red scales scattered all over with tufts of mangy looking fur.

Jaguar fur.

Cooper shifted back to human. His griffin was freaking out too much right now—he had to contain it somehow.

His mouth was as dry as dust.

What little skin the creature had was covered with grotesque, disfiguring scars. Dozens of bite-marks, maybe even hundreds of them.

“Roger,” he said, naming the monster for the man he knew it was—or the man it used to be. “God, Roger, what did you do?”

The monster screeched out a kind of hideous victory cry. Even Phil recoiled from it, his face twisted in unmistakable disgust.

Then, unbelievably, the creature talked.

Roger’s voice was still the same, as familiar as ever. It only made the contrast with his new body worse.

“I did what I always wanted to do, Cooper. You wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re right about that,” Gretchen said, looking at him with horror.

It almost didn’t seem to matter when Monroe got out of the car and shifted at once into a giant, poison-green snake with an enormous, leathery black cobra hood.

Sure, his fangs were dripping with venom. Sure, he could make them see things. But he was nothing compared to Roger. Even Gretchen, who’d said several times that she was scared of snakes, didn’t flinch.

Monroe’s ego had always been touchy. Cooper distantly wondered if it bothered him that he was no longer the scariest guy in any given room.

“Roger’s a chimera now,” Phil explained. His voice throbbed with a mixture of revulsion and awe.

“Chimeras aren’t like that,” Gretchen snapped. “They’re part lion, part goat, and part snake. They’re natural, they’re supposed to exist. They’re not... whatever the hell this is.”

“Details, details,” Phil said, and laughed. His laugh sounded nervous now, though. Maybe he didn’t like the way Roger was looking at him. “He’s a mutt, like you, only at least he did it on purpose. He finally broke through. He’s part basilisk, part jaguar, part dragon—and part who knows what.”

“The whole is greater than the sum of the parts,” Roger said, thrashing his long scorpion’s tail. His eyes were still fixed on Phil.

They were oil-black eyes, with slit-like pupils in a bloody crimson. No wonder Phil didn’t like having them trained on him.

“How?” Cooper finally said. He sounded just as stunned as he did horrified.

“It took a long time to wear down the immunity. And more bites, from more people, than you’d ever believe. I tested it on someone else first, obviously. After that first go-around with Monroe, I learned to always have a guinea pig. But when it worked on him, I knew it would work on me.”

“You did this to someone else?” Cooper said disbelievingly. “Did he agree to that?”

“Sacrifices had to be made.”

“Just not by you? What happened to the guy you did this to?”

“Who cares?” Roger said. “I’m finally what I’ve wanted to be my whole life. Phil’s right—I finally broke through.”

“You finally broke your own soul,” Cooper said.

“You’ve wanted to be this your whole life?” Gretchen said.

They were all treated to the terrifying sight of chimera-Roger smiling. A long, snakelike tongue flicked out of his mouth, tasting the air.

“No,” Roger said. “I always wanted everything. Now I have it, and I’m not losing it.”

In a flash, Cooper understood why Roger wasn’t looking at him even half as much as he was looking at Phil.

Cooper had never come face-to-face with Roger’s true nature before. Roger had always presented Cooper with a carefully maintained front, playacting the kind of benevolent, fatherly boss that Martin Powell just naturally was. The act had been good—good enough for Cooper to always dismiss the little niggling things that had bothered him, like Roger’s passionate desire to take on as many of Monroe’s basilisk skills as he could.

But now, he saw Roger for what he really was. He wasn’t much of a man anymore, if he had ever been much of one at all. He was a monstrosity who wanted only to grab and hold onto everything he could. He was cunning and manipulative.

And more than anything else, he was selfish.

Phil had been counting on his team loyally coming to his rescue—but Roger hadn’t come up the mountain to save him. Roger didn’t have any sense of loyalty, not really. All he had were temporary arrangements, places where his greed intersected with someone else’s enough for them to be useful to him.

Phil had been useful to him once. But now that Cooper and Gretchen knew the truth—and now that Roger knew that word of Cooper’s innocence might have spread—Phil was nothing more than a liability. Absolute, concrete proof that Phil was alive was the only thing that could irrevocably prove Cooper’s innocence—and the only thing that could destroy the lie that Roger had spent his life maintaining.

Roger wasn’t here to rescue Phil. Roger was here to kill him.

All of that flitted through Cooper’s mind in a millisecond, and then he barreled into Phil, knocking him down to the ground.

They hit the dust just in time to miss the jet of jade-colored acid that blistered the space where Phil had been standing.

So Roger was part wyvern now, too. That was fun.

“What the fuck?” Phil said, his voice shrill now, splitting the air.

“You’re a problem now,” Cooper said. “You know what Roger does with problems.”

He was surprised at how steady he sounded, even with everything that was going on, even with the fact that he’d landed belly-first on one of Phil’s sharply pointed elbows. It had knocked the wind out of him a little, but aside from that, he sounded fine. He almost felt fine.

Of course he did. For the first time in a long time, he was doing what he’d always done best.

Like Gretchen, he was a Marshal first. And now he had a witness to protect.

Admittedly, it was a witness he hated, but hey, you couldn’t have everything.

Ruffles around Roger’s scaly throat flared out as he began to gather up another deadly burst of acid. Cooper wasn’t waiting around to see how successful he’d be this time. He hauled Phil up to his feet and shoved him, hard, in the direction of the winding path down the mountain.

“Run.”

“Zigzag,” Gretchen advised, drawing her sidearm. “We’ll be right behind you.”

Her voice was splendidly cool, and Cooper was grateful yet again to have such a capable partner by his side. She took aim at Roger and fired, and while he mostly slithered/flew out of the way of the bullet, she at least skinned his hide a little, producing an ear-splitting wail.

“Nice shot,” Cooper said.

She nodded. Sweat was running down her face, and he could feel it on his own, too. The odds were against them. Only Gretchen had a gun (one that was already short on ammo), Cooper was already injured, and they had no idea of the extent of Roger’s hideous new capabilities. If they were going to survive this, they would have to be smart.

He heard the frantic beat of Phil’s feet against the ground. He might not have had much of a chance—it was hard to run in handcuffs, especially down a steep and dusty road—but at least he had a sliver of one.

Don’t think this means I like you, Cooper thought grimly at Phil’s departing back. I’m saving your life because it’s my get-out-of-jail free card. And because it’s my job—but I know you wouldn’t understand that.

“Fine,” Roger said. It was still surreal to hear such a creature talking—and in such an ordinary voice, too. “I’ll kill the two of you and then I’ll kill him. I’m not picky about the order.” He turned his enormous head to look at Monroe, and the only thing weirder than hearing him speak was seeing a kind of juvenile pissiness in a face that would otherwise have been completely alien. “Do you want to contribute to this?”

Monroe had shifted back to human, Cooper saw, and he’d gone so pale he looked almost bloodless. Maybe, despite everything, Monroe had still believed—at least a little—in honor among thieves. Either Roger hadn’t filled him in on all the details of the plan to kill Phil, or he had lost the stomach for it at the last moment.

Monroe had possibly been the one to take the lead back in their earlier shootout, Cooper realized. That one had been almost entirely dependent on skillfully done basilisk-related hallucinations, with none of Roger’s showboating. And in that fight, Monroe had concentrated all his fire on Cooper, trying hard to avoid hitting Gretchen.

Monroe wasn’t up for all of this. He touched his tongue to his lips and then said, “She’s a woman, Rog.”

Gretchen burst out laughing. “Seriously, that’s your objection? You’re fine with selling out witnesses and framing Cooper for murder, but it wouldn’t be chivalrous to kill me? Go to hell.”

Cooper agreed with her in principle, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to encourage people to try to kill her just on the grounds of gender equality.

It was bizarre for Gretchen and Roger to be on the same side of the argument, because Roger was also looking at Monroe incredulously. “You’re such an infant. Don’t you know that she’s just as dangerous—”

Gretchen’s gaze flashed over to Cooper’s. The second he saw the anticipation in her eyes, he knew at once what she was going to do.

Oh, she was just as dangerous as he was, all right.

That’s my girl.

While Roger was focused on chewing out Monroe for not being sufficiently willing to murder women as well as men, Gretchen was melting into her griffin form and lunging at him, the coiled muscles of her lynx half creating a pounce that her falcon half carried forward in flight.

She crashed into Roger like a guided missile and fought him with the fury and energy of a whole life spent pent up in only half of herself. Her beak snapped at him, taking out mouthfuls of his own needle-like feathers, and her talons and claws raked over his tough hide.

Before Cooper could even shift to join in the fight, Roger flung Gretchen away from him with a high-pitched shriek of rage.

She hit the rocks hard. That would have been bad enough, but what was worse was the white smoke writhing up from her body.

He’d hit her with another venomous, acidic blast.

Everything in Cooper’s body wanted to run towards her and make sure that she was okay, but if he did that, all he’d be doing is letting Roger have free time to target them both. The best chance of keeping Gretchen safe was to keep fighting.

Then that was what he was going to do. He would save her life—or die trying.

You can’t just be horrified by him now, he told his griffin. We have to fight.

For Gretchen, his griffin agreed. He trusted its love for her as completely as he trusted his own—his griffin’s love for her was his own.

Cooper shifted as quickly as he could, dodging a claw-swipe from Roger in the process. He rushed forward. The pain in his hind legs and back was nothing more than a distant memory now that Gretchen’s life was at stake. All he could feel was pulse-pounding adrenaline.

If she dies—

We’re not going to let that happen, his griffin growled.

He found himself in a tussle with Roger, rolling around on the ground. They were a hurricane of feathers, fur, scales, and claws, and he wasn’t sure which one of them was winning. At least Roger, who only cared about himself, was probably still feeling every bite and scratch. Cooper was beyond all that now.

Though he did feel the terrifying pull of gravity as they tumbled down the mountainside, caught in a brief freefall before they both remembered their wings.

They just hung there in the sky and stared each other down, each of them trying to decide what move to make next. They were both hurt, but neither one of them was badly injured enough yet to even think about giving up. Roger might only have had his own life at stake, but Roger liked his life a lot. He’d worked hard to have it, as poisonous and awful as it was.

Cooper wanted to ask him so many questions.

Why had he done it? Why had he done any of it? Had he ever cared about the job at all, or had it been a sick moneymaking opportunity from the start?

And the chimera creature that he was now, this warped blend of a dozen different animals—did it even have a voice inside his head, or had he traded away his true soul for an aching, crowded silence?

Cooper knew what that silence could feel like—but even when he hadn’t known if his griffin was buried beneath it or not, he’d still known he was there. At least he had always known who he was.

A cool, almost serene steadiness came over him. It was the kind of steely calm that had been in Gretchen’s voice when she’d been taking aim at Roger, and feeling it seemed to connect him to her even more.

He could feel a kind of ribbon of light stretching out between the two of them, like their love was tying them together.

No matter what happened today, they had, and would always have, an unbreakable bond; they would always have a kind of happiness that Roger never could. And while he was still scared of what could be happening to her back where she had fallen, he knew she was alive.

He could feel her soul in the same way he could feel his own. 

Maybe he couldn’t ask Roger any of the thousand questions he had. But in Gretchen, and in his own heart, Cooper already had all the answers he really needed.

He’d spent months behind bars, unable to act. Now he was free.

And if Roger thought he could stand in the way of all that, Coop was happy to prove him wrong.

He spiraled up into the sky, making Roger chase after him, only to dive bomb down, his claws brandished.

You hurt my mate.

All of his other grievances against Roger had left his mind. This one had more power than all the rest, and it would be enough to make him win this fight.

He lashed out at Roger, clawing into him and dodging a burst of weak dragonfire. Roger might have had plenty of powers Cooper didn’t, but he was way less agile. His shifter forms had never been meant to be stitched together into this crazy patchwork quilt, and it was like the different parts of his body were pulling against each other. And each bite from Cooper made him look even stranger, as he took on griffin traits too, sprouting additional feathers and a lion’s tail. So this monstrous form, never especially nimble, was now constantly becoming less familiar to him. He was spitting acid and flames because he didn’t have the coordination for anything else.

But Cooper did. He knocked into Roger and the two of them rolled through the air. He got burned and blistered in the process, but he barely even felt it.

Roger snapped at him, trying to tear Cooper with his teeth. Cooper rolled to dodge him—and the two of them hit the sheer side of the cliff.

Roger spat a final puff of flame at him. The angry, insane light in his red-and-black eyes was dying out, as if that last collision had been too much for him.

Change back, Cooper thought. Don’t die like this. Part of you was human once.

But Roger had never put much stock in humanity, especially not compared to the shift form he’d worked so hard to mutilate to his desires. He became dead weight, his wings failing him.

Just like that, he dropped out of the sky, falling hundreds of feet down to the rocks below.

Roger was done.

And from as high up as Cooper was now, he looked very small and insignificant. Eventually, the wilderness surrounding the mountain would close over him, turning him once again into something natural.

And for all he’d tried to ruin Cooper’s life, eventually Cooper would stop even thinking about him.

In fact, he had already stopped: there was only one person he was thinking of right now.

Gretchen.

Cooper raced back to the mountaintop, and his heart stopped in his chest.

Gretchen wasn’t there. He could still see the place where she had fallen, with the spots of blood and the disarrayed grass to let him know that he wasn’t going crazy. She had been there. But now she was gone. The place was deserted.

Monroe? Had he gotten over his scruples and dragged her off after all? His car was gone.

Then, thank God, he noticed a few stray drops of blood leading away, down the road. He followed the trail they made, his keen griffin eyes fixed so tightly on them that the whole rest of the world had become a blur of green and brown.

“Coop!”

Her voice, even as weak as it was, was the sweetest sound in the world. He saw her up ahead of him, struggling down the road alone, one hand braced against the rock to hold herself up. He landed and shifted back to human, taking her in his arms before he’d even lost all of his feathers.

She hugged him back just as fiercely.

“You were gone,” Cooper said, unable to put into words exactly how terrifying it had been to find her missing.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to worry you. But—Phil.” She pointed down the trail, and her jaw was now grimly set. “The cuffs are slowing him down, but he’s getting away.” She cleared her throat. “Roger?”

“Dead,” Cooper said shortly. “Monroe?”

“He ran off too, and since he had the car, he did it a lot faster than Phil could. I tried to shoot his tires out, but he messed with my sight again: all I did was shoot up some rocks. And getting to Phil is more important than anything with Monroe.” She touched his cheek gently, wiping off what he suspected was a streak of blood. “I need Phil so we can save you. You have to go get him, Coop. I can’t catch up, not like this.”

He knew she was right—but he knew with an equal certainty that he couldn’t make himself leave her again, not when he had just gotten her back, not after thinking that he’d lost her.

Luckily, he knew just what to do.

He leaned in and kissed her. Everything else faded away, and all he could feel was the soft heat of her mouth. She still tasted like peppermint from the toothpaste back at Ford’s motel, even though that morning felt like it had been a hundred years ago. He wanted to make love to her in that bed again. He wanted to make love to her everywhere he could think of, for the rest of their lives.

“I’ll shift,” he said against her lips. “Can you hold onto me? We’ll go down together.”

“Are you sure? You’re still hurt—it can’t be good for you to carry me. And I’m not sure I’ll make the best backup right now.”

“I don’t need you to be backup.” He pushed his fingers through her hair, loving how silky the sleek dark strands felt against his skin. “I just need you to be you. I just spent enough time away from you. I’m done with it. I’m always better with you than without.”

He could feel her smile against his mouth, letting him know her answer before she actually gave it.

He shifted and lowered himself to the ground, making it as easy as possible for Gretchen to climb on top of him. His griffin’s back was easy for her to straddle, and she held him with her knees as well as her arms around his shoulders. She might have been feeling weak, but her hold still felt strong and unshakeable.

Maybe it was just always easy for them to hold onto each other.

Cooper lit up into the air again, racing down the mountain. Unlike Phil, he wasn’t stuck with the treacherous, twisty road. As the griffin flew, the route was a lot shorter.

It was one hell of a mountain, and Phil had a long way down. They were still hundreds of feet from the ground when Cooper caught up with him.

Phil turned to look over his shoulder. When he saw the griffin barreling down towards him, a hundred different emotions seemed to cross his face. One of them, definitely, was relief that it at least wasn’t Roger’s horrible chimera. But another was rage, plain and simple. Somehow, during his stumbling trip down the road, Phil had already started thinking he was going to get away with everything yet again.

And now he knew, once and for all, that he wouldn’t.

Then Phil flung himself over the side.

Time seemed to freeze.

I overestimated him, Cooper thought, stunned. I thought he’d know when it was over, but he didn’t.

Phil had forgotten about the shiftsilver handcuffs. Even though they were the whole reason he’d been struggling to jog down the mountain in the first place, when his instincts had taken over, his arrogance had taken over along with them. Of course he could escape. He’d always escaped before. His reflexes had overruled his brain.

All of that passed through Cooper’s mind in a fraction of a second. He didn’t have time to really think about what he was going to do—he had no more time than Phil had.

He dove down, trusting Gretchen to keep her tight hold on him. He was racing a falling body that had had a head start, and there wasn’t much time—or much distance to the ground.

He snagged Phil with his talons, plucking him out of the air when he was maybe six feet above the rocky ground that would have killed him as surely as it had Roger.

For a moment, he couldn’t believe what he’d done. He could barely breathe.

He was going to look down and find that he had missed Phil after all. He was going to see Phil lying at the foot of the mountain, all Cooper’s hopes shattered along with him.

Gretchen stroked Cooper’s feathers. She leaned forward, lying against his neck, touching him as much as possible.

“It’s all right,” she said. Her voice was the only thing that could have broken through the icy panic that had frozen him in place. “You caught him. Everything’s okay.”

He came back to himself at the sound of her. He knew he always would.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




21


[image: image]


“It’s good to be home,” Gretchen said.

Cooper looked around the bustling, chaotic office. “It’s good to be anywhere, really. But is it always like this?”

The two of them were currently serving as the still center to all the hubbub. Theo was submitting a glowering Phil to the kind of thorough, creative tongue-lashing only a dragon could give another dragon. Martin was in the middle of bulldozing straight through any attempts to take Cooper back into Stridmont’s custody, even for the night: it seemed to involve a lot of yelling. Colby had decided that the one thing everybody needed right now was comfort food, so he’d set up shop in the office kitchen and was now making grilled cheese sandwiches, intermittently calling out to ask if anyone wanted tomato or bacon on theirs. Keith was blissfully quiet, zonked out on the office sofa and oblivious to all the noise. He still had a bandage on his head.

“There’s usually less shouting,” Gretchen amended. “And normally you couldn’t pay Theo to dress somebody down like this. But it’s pretty spot on for Colby.”

“Then I like Colby,” Cooper said, just as Colby came around the corner bearing two grilled cheeses. They were displayed with a kind of deli-style neatness, each surrounded by chips and a pickle spear.

“Thanks,” Colby said, handing their sandwiches over. “I like you too. Any mate of Gretchen’s is a friend of mine.” He leaned over and kissed the top of Gretchen’s head.

She swallowed down the lump in her throat. Seeing the team rally around her and Cooper had already made her cry three times in the last hour. She didn’t want to make it four.

“Wait until you find out what my new shift form is,” she said.

“Wait, what?” Pure delight lit up his face, making him immediately look like one of her kid brothers. “You can shift now?”

“I’m a lynx-falcon griffin.”

There was a pause where she could see Colby mentally drawing a picture of this in his imagination, and his grin only got wider—right up until it comically deflated. “Wait, now I’m the only person in this office who can’t fly?”

Gretchen reached up to pat him on the shoulder, but she couldn’t get much higher than his arm. She patted there instead. “Lots of people can’t fly, Colby, and they still live perfectly fulfilling lives.”

“Sure. That’s what all you flying people want me to think.”

“You’re not going to take our grilled cheeses back, are you?” Cooper said tentatively.

He sounded so cautious, and it made Gretchen’s heart ache a little. He had relaxed with her, of course, but she was his mate. She could see how hard it was for him to joke around with a relative stranger, and she knew how risky it must feel for him to open up his life again. His last group of friends had kicked his heart around like a soccer ball.

Gretchen had been so much luckier than he had been. She could look back on her life now and see that her childhood had left her with more scars than the one on her shoulder—she had spent a long time feeling small and defensive. But she’d never doubted her family’s love for her, and she’d spent her whole adult life surrounded by people who thought the world of her.

And she thought the world of them, too—something that was particularly vindicated as Colby handled Cooper’s joke lightly and deftly.

“I would never deprive someone of the opportunity to experience my world-class grilled cheese. But I’ll expect to be heaped with a lot of praise. It’s the only way I’m going to console myself for being stuck on the ground.” He tipped them a little salute and returned to the kitchen, slinging a dish towel over his shoulder as he went.

Cooper now wore the shyest, most beautiful grin Gretchen had ever seen.

See? You’ll do just fine now that you’re with the right people. You’re one of us now.

He took a bite of his grilled cheese and instantly made a face she hadn’t seen since their all-too-brief roll around Ford’s bed.

“Oh my God.”

Yeah. Colby really did make a good grilled cheese.

“Now might not be a good time to tell you I can’t really cook,” Gretchen said.

Cooper swallowed. The orgasmic ecstasy of the perfect sandwich still lingered on his face, but he put his arm around her. “Neither can I. When we’re alone, we’ll live off cereal, and then we’ll just try to eat at Colby’s house whenever we can.” He lowered his voice. “He’s not the one with the mate who makes the rock-hard cookies, right?”

She stifled a laugh. “No, that’s Martin’s mate, Tiffani. She has a lot of other good characteristics. And Martin can cook, so I promise the food will be safe if we’re invited to any dinners there.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. She was familiar enough with the glory of a Colby Acton Grilled Cheese Special to be able to eat one now without actively swooning, and that let her just take the moment to unwind.

It was eleven o’clock at night, and she was in her home office in the Sterling courthouse, wrapped in a blanket, snuggled up against her mate, and eating a grilled cheese while her boss woke up every governmental official he could find to tell them that there was no way in hell Cooper Dawes was spending another night in prison. She’d been through a round of first aid, a bumpy trip back home, and a visit from a shifter doctor. She was bandaged, sore, and exhausted. It had been a long, long day.

And somehow, this felt like exactly the right ending to it. This was where she wanted to be. She liked her house just fine, but this was her home—and these people were just as much her family as the ones she was related to by blood.

She liked thinking of Cooper being welcomed into that big, lovable mess. But he wasn’t just another part of her life. He had helped her define herself in a way no one else ever had or ever could. She didn’t just want to share her home with him, she wanted to share her life with him. She wanted to share herself.

Before she could think of exactly how to do that, however, Martin came out of his office with an enormous smile on his face.

“Oh, I like that look,” Gretchen said, straightening up.

“You should.” Martin turned to Cooper. “You don’t have to go back.”

Until she saw his face just then, Gretchen hadn’t realized that Cooper hadn’t even been letting himself hope for that. Now it was like pure light was shining out of him.

“Really?”

“Really,” Martin said firmly.

Gretchen’s face hurt from how much she was smiling. “So for right now, what are we doing?”

“For right now, Cooper’s officially in our custody.” Martin looked a little sheepish. “I might have implied to some higher-ups that there’s some complicated shifter-related reason why he can’t be anywhere else. There almost is. I hate the idea of separating the two of you.”

“We hate the idea of being separated.”

“I can imagine,” Martin said softly, and Gretchen knew that he was thinking of how impossible it would have been for him to have to spend so many nights without Tiffani. “Having Phil alive makes things much, much easier, as you can imagine, and Theo already got him to agree to make a full confession in exchange for an eventual transfer to a draconian prison—he’ll be moved as soon as the scrutiny dies down.” His mouth hardened. “I’m fine with that not being any time too soon. He deserves some discomfort.”

Gretchen couldn’t agree more, and she didn’t think even a long, cold flight nestled in Cooper’s talons had come close to filling the bill.

“And Monroe?” she said.

Martin’s expression shifted to one of supreme satisfaction. “I had roadblocks set up all around the mountains near Ambergris, and traffic cops stopped him about an hour ago.”

Colby was right. Not being able to fly definitely had its disadvantages.

“He hypnotized his way out of that one,” Martin continued, “but then the dragons got him. Theo’s cousin Isabelle, actually.”

“Good for Iz!”

Theo sauntered over, obviously pleased at Isabelle’s contribution. “Little Cousin Izzie is really a prodigy when it comes to magical law enforcement.”

“I think she’d mind you calling her ‘little cousin Izzie,’” Gretchen said.

“She minds it often and loudly,” Theo said, “but she’s the closest member of my family, and you were the one who told me that meant I could tease her mercilessly. And lovingly,” he added belatedly. “But she really is remarkable.”

“Theo’s trying to get Isabelle a summer internship,” Martin said dryly, “despite the fact that we don’t actually have summer internships.”

“We could start one!”

Martin cleared his throat, which immediately got all the noise to die down. “Like I was saying, Cooper, it’s not over yet. Fixing a mistake always takes more time than making one does. We’re talking about a process that’s going to include exhuming whoever’s in Phil’s grave, explaining eight hundred times what happened with Roger, and dealing with what happens when a whole unit of shifter Marshals gets wiped off the map. Off the books, we’re going to be looking for whatever poor guy Roger put through that forced shift, to see if we can help him. And you’re probably going to be getting interview requests every day for a year, minimum. So it’s not over, but... all the worst parts of it are over. We’re behind you one hundred percent.”

“And I’m behind you a hundred and ten percent,” Gretchen said.

Theo looked pained, like Gretchen had attacked the sense of accuracy buried deep within his soul. “That isn’t technically possible—”

“And Theo’s behind you a hundred and fifteen percent,” Martin said.

“Please stop,” Theo said.

“Theo’s son-or-daughter in progress is behind you a hundred and twenty percent,” Colby said, apparently joining them just to heap further abuse on poor Theo’s stickler side.

“We’re teasing you mercilessly but lovingly,” Gretchen said.

“Point made,” Theo said. “I might have to just start calling Cousin Izzie Cousin Isabelle. Or Iz.” He yawned, politely covering his mouth. “And I’m going to head home before all of you decide to mercilessly love me even more.” He held out his hand to Cooper. “It was very nice meeting you.”

Somehow, Theo’s departure signaled that it was time for everyone else to trickle out, too. They all filed past, and each of them shook Cooper’s hand.

The last one to stop by was Keith, still groggy from being woken up. He looked pale and uncomfortable and uncharacteristically uncertain as he offered Cooper his hand. For all of his nervousness, he still looked Cooper straight in the eyes.

The kid had guts.

“I’ll understand if you don’t want to take it,” Keith said, but Cooper had already grasped his hand firmly.

“You were just doing your job,” Coop said.

“I was doing it harshly,” Keith said. He cleared his throat. “I owe both of you an apology.” The hectic flush his face took on implied that he’d maybe never had to give anyone an apology before, but Gretchen would give him credit: even if he found it humiliating, he was doing it anyway. “Gretchen, you were right. I paid too much attention to the rules and not enough attention to the people. And I was unfair because of it. Especially to you, Mr. Dawes. I’d like to make that up to you someday.”

Coop smiled. “I told you before that you could call me Cooper.”

“Cooper,” Keith repeated. He was still red-faced. “Good night. Good night, Gretchen.”

“Good night, Keith,” she said. She felt well-disposed towards him, and warm towards the world in general.

Tonight, at least, their little corner of it was all right.

Then it was just the two of them, Gretchen and Cooper alone in a now darkened office, with just the lamp on her desk to wrap them in a fuzzy yellow halo of light.

She thought she knew what was going on in his head right now, as he looked down in silence at his hands.

Hardly any time had passed at all since she had first taken his hand. Back then, that had been significant enough to rock his world, and the fact that she’d been drawn to doing it was enough to help signal that they were mates. Now, Cooper was coming back—slowly but surely—into a world where that kind of basic respect and decency was nothing more than normal.

She could guess at all that, but she couldn’t even imagine what it felt like.

“Coop—”

“Gretchen, will you marry me?”

Never mind. Maybe she hadn’t known what he was thinking.

What she did know for sure was all the advice people gave about this kind of situation.

Wait until you know each other a little more—just because he’s your mate doesn’t mean you have everything smoothed out yet. Wait until the legal snarls are all worked out. Wait until you’re sure.

But she was sure—and over the last few days, she’d finally learned to be sure of herself.

And she knew that even if she couldn’t wait to know him better—even if she was thrilled to think of familiarizing herself with every little birthmark he had, every story from his childhood, every favorite movie—she already knew him just fine: he was written on the inside of her heart, after all. The last few months of Cooper’s life had really brought home that unexpected events could burst in at any time and shatter all your plans. It made no sense to wait around for the perfect time to do something they both wanted.

“I know we’ll have to wait until everything’s settled,” Cooper continued, “and we’ll have to make sure it doesn’t stir up any kind of fuss in the press coverage, but—"

“Yes.” She wrapped her arms around him. “Definitely yes.”
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Nobody could fill up a living room like the Miller extended family.

It had been easy to get them together. All Gretchen had had to do was call everyone and say she had something to tell them, and they’d flocked to her house at once. She had to shut the dogs in the spare room so they wouldn’t get all fired up by the pervasive smell of lynx.

She couldn’t just spring her whole family on Cooper without putting them all on their best, calmest behavior first, so he was having dinner and game night with Theo and Jillian and Iz.

“You’re sure you don’t want me to stay?” he had asked her before he left. “You don’t have to tell them who I am right away. Tonight can just be about telling them about your griffin. I don’t want to steal your thunder.”

Gretchen had wrapped her arms around him. “I’m sure. And I’m not worried about you stealing my thunder! It’s just that telling them what I am—that’s something I have to do myself. Besides, you’ve already promised to be Iz’s Trivial Pursuit partner. You can’t go back on that.”

Now, some small part of her wished she’d asked him to stay after all. 

But that was silly. Why was she so nervous? They were her family, and what she had to say was nothing but good news.

As it turned out, it would have been a good idea to tell them that before she’d rounded them all up, because now they were all trying to guess.

“You’re moving.”

“You’re pregnant.”

“That smoking hot unicorn guy you work with let you touch his horn.”

Well, that startled her out of her reverie. It was like getting a bucket of cold water thrown on her. “What? Is that a euphemism, or do you actually want to know if I’ve touched his horn?”

“Both,” Anna said cheerfully.

“Aunt Gretchen, you know a unicorn?”

“Aunt Gretchen knows everybody.”

This led to a lively—and very loud—discussion of all the different kinds of shifters everybody knew, and since Bonnie knew a grasshopper mouse shifter, everyone then crowded around to watch a video of a grasshopper mouse killing a scorpion and then doing a shrill little mouse howl at the moon. Even Gretchen had to admit it was adorable.

Tricia was the one who had always—or at least since the horrible day of the bite—understood her the best, and she must have seen something on Gretchen’s face, because once the video was over, she closed her hand over her wife’s to silently keep Bonnie from selecting a second one.

“What’s up, Gretch?” she said, as casually and quietly as if it had just been the two of them in the room.

Gretchen would have hugged her if it wouldn’t have wound up causing even more delay. She took a deep breath.

She almost just said, I have something to show you. Then she could have just slipped into her griffin form—the transformation already felt as easy and natural as water rolling downhill. It would be incredible to see the looks on their faces.

But as much fun as it would have been to spring a surprise griffin on them, Gretchen thought that what she needed wasn’t the big showoff moment but the big moment of trust. The last time she’d insisted that she felt like a shifter, that she had an inner voice, that she was like them—she’d been just a kid. A kid who had needed to be protected from impulses like, say, suggesting her little sister take a bite out of her. She’d spent years feeling like that kid, like she still needed to protect herself against wishful thinking. The last few days had taught her that that wasn’t true, not anymore.

Cooper had shown her the person she really was. He’d known it right away.

She could show that to her family. But it would mean even more if she could find out that they already knew it, that she was the only person who hadn’t trusted herself.

She said, “I found out I’m really a shifter after all.”

The next thing she knew, Tricia had bounded off the sofa and wrapped her in a back-breaking hug.

“Oh, Gretch, that’s amazing. I know it’s what you’ve always wanted.”

And the Miller, Miller-Alvarez, Miller-Sousa, and Miller-Hendrickson-Smith voices were saying things like:

“I knew it! Didn’t I know it?” Bonnie exclaimed. “I said she could bench-press more than any human woman I ever met.”

“Aunt Gretchen, are you a lynx like us?”

“Maybe she’s a badger. There was a badger on my paternal grandfather’s side...”

“How did you find out?”

“Can you shift for us now, or is it going to mess up your clothes?”

They believed her.

They had a billion questions for her, but none of them were anything close to, “Are you sure?”

They—like Cooper, like Martin, like Theo and Colby and even Keith—knew the person she was now, and they trusted her to know what she was doing. Gretchen felt like some balloon strings that had tied her down her whole life had finally been decisively cut. Most of those strings had gotten snipped while she and Cooper were on the road, but one or two had stubbornly held on. Childhood stuff was hard to get rid of. But now, seeing her family unite around her with complete trust and extremely loud enthusiasm, Gretchen felt the last of those old worries go. And she floated up, flying even without her wings.

“I’m part lynx,” Gretchen said. “I’m a griffin—part lynx and part falcon.”

That caused another eruption of questions, and answering them took up a lot of time. Then it really was faster—and better—to just go ahead and shift.

“You’ll have to stand back a little,” she said. “I’m kind of big.”

“Don’t you want to get undressed first?”

Gretchen grinned and shook her head.

“Oh, right, she’s mythic,” her brother Toby groaned, his voice ripe with envy. “Of course she gets to keep her clothes.”

“I know,” Tricia said, reaching over to pat him on the hand. “You’ve never forgiven us for tricking you into letting Katie LaPaglia see you naked in the backyard that one time.”

“I was fifteen! I couldn’t show my face in school for a week! And I couldn’t explain it, so everyone thought I just hung around your backyard naked! I never dated again.” He sighed, but then affection crept back in to sit alongside the outrage, and he wrapped his arm around his wife Anna’s shoulders. “Not that it didn’t work out.”

“Well, I’m safe from embarrassment,” Gretchen said. “Just watch.”

She melted into her griffin form, with her back paws thudding and her front talons clicking as they all hit the floor.

“Falcolynx,” Kimberly, one of Gretchen’s nieces, breathed.

“I think you can just call her a griffin, sweetie.”

Kimberly shook her head stubbornly. “You can just make it into one word. She’s like the griffin version of a labradoodle. Aunt Gretchen, can I touch you?”

Gretchen had been holding back a laugh at that labradoodle line—for all she knew, a griffin’s laugh sounded terrifying, and she didn’t want to scare the kids—and now she swallowed it down. She nodded and let Kimberly approach.

Kimberly gently laid one hand on the glossy feathers of Gretchen’s head.

“You’re so sleek!” Kimberly exclaimed.

That seemed to serve as a cue for everyone to mob Gretchen, gently touching her wings and the sensitive line of her back where feathers met fur, tapping her short tail to make it twitch, asking her to snap at something with her beak. Bonnie ran and got a tape measure to check her wingspan. The kids had to be talked out of taking photos—it was safe enough to photograph fellow lynxes, but no one would be able to explain a griffin photo that leaked out. Gretchen’s mom and dad hugged her, both of them telling her how beautiful and strong she looked.

Gretchen had to nod agreement to several promises to give the older kids rides sometime, and she was lucky she wasn’t forced into it right then and there. Instead, she shifted back.

As important as her griffin news was, she had other news that mattered just as much.

“There’s another thing,” she added. She had to admit that she was enjoying being the center of attention for once. She wouldn’t want it to happen all the time, but for right now, she was happy to bask in the spotlight. “I met my mate. He’s the prisoner that I was transporting.”

She thought she’d save the engagement news for another day so she didn’t give up all her bombshells at once.

Explaining Cooper, anyway, would probably take all night. Even though she now knew beyond a doubt that her family trusted her, finding out that someone was mated to a notorious convicted murderer was probably a little bit of a shock.

But to her surprise, all the legal stuff that would probably keep them ensnared for a year—if not longer—was dismissed in a matter of minutes.

It just didn’t make sense for Gretchen’s mate to be a bad guy, everyone seemed to decide, so of course he’d been framed. It was obvious. But could she prove his innocence? Were they going to have to run away together? What color was his eyes? Was he a shifter too? What kind? They were going to invite him to dinner—did he have any food allergies? Was he a vegetarian?

That was what went on all night.

And that, Gretchen thought, resigned and happy at the same time, is what I wanted to spare him from. Now when they meet him, they can just like him without interrogating him.

It was almost midnight by the time everyone started leaving. Gretchen stayed out on her big front porch to say all her goodbyes. For tonight, at least, she loved watching the sky and breathing in the chilly night air. She wanted to see how the moonlight shone on Cooper’s feathers as he flew home to her.

Tricia was the last one to leave. Bonnie went first to go warm up the car, but Tricia lingered just a little. She elbowed Gretchen so Gretchen would scoot over and give her some more room on the porch swing, and the two of them rocked back and forth.

“Why are we sitting out here?” Tricia said after a second. “It’s freezing.”

“I’m waiting for Cooper. You’re being a tagalong little sister.”

“That’s me,” Tricia agreed. She shivered dramatically.

Gretchen bumped their shoulders together. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re tagging along tonight. I still owe you an apology.”

“For what?”

“For making you bite me when we were kids. I was just... desperate. I felt left out. Like I didn’t really belong with the rest of you.”

“I had nightmares about it for a long time,” Tricia admitted. “You don’t know how scary it was to see you fall down like that. You were in so much pain. But it was a long time ago, and I don’t blame you at all. I would have done the exact same thing. I would have done it if I’d thought it would make me more popular in junior high, for God’s sake, let alone unlock half my soul and make me feel more like I was part of the family.” She looped her arm through Gretchen’s and squeezed it. “But you always belonged with the rest of us. You know that, right?”

“I do. I promise.”

“Not just because you can shift. Just because you’re Gretchen.”

“I know,” Gretchen said. She really did. She really, finally did.

She could tell that came across in her voice, because Tricia grinned. “Good. And your mate belongs with us, too, so tell him to get used to being swamped with Millers too.”

No one deserved a Miller family love-swarm more.

Gretchen smiled. “I’ll tell him.”

After she hugged Tricia goodbye, she stood on the porch for another minute, looking up at the stars.

There he was! She could see the broad outline of Cooper’s wings. When he got closer, each feather stood out like it was outlined in gleaming silver. He was so beautiful that he made her heart ache, and she didn’t want to be away from him for another moment.

She stepped off the porch and shivered into her griffin form, stretching out her wings and flexing her paws in the snow.

Cooper was almost home now.

Gretchen leapt up into the sky to meet him.
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Most people wouldn’t spend their honeymoon in a broken-down motel in the middle of nowhere, but then, Cooper Dawes and Gretchen Miller weren’t most people.

Ford welcomed them back with open arms.

“Sheltering a federal fugitive will always be one of my proudest accomplishments,” he said, giving Cooper a gentle punch on the arm. “It’s good to have you both back. You really stuck it to those corrupt monkey’s uncles. Did the legal beagles get everything all tied up for you?”

“More or less,” Cooper said. He smiled so much more easily and so much more often now, and Gretchen never got tired of seeing it. “I’m a free man with a spotless record. I can’t go around knocking on doors and convincing everybody in the world that I’m innocent—but everybody I care about knows the truth, and that’s what’s important.”

“He’s even going to become a Marshal again,” Gretchen said. She took Cooper’s arm in hers and beamed up at him. She liked bragging on him, especially since he’d never mention this kind of thing if he didn’t. “Since his whole old team is kaput... well, the Marshals Service needs another one to fill the void. And they need someone with Cooper’s, um, special qualifications to run it. He’ll take some time off to get his feet under him again, and then he’ll set up shop.”

She didn’t even want to know how many favors Martin had called in to make that happen, but she was infinitely glad it had. It would give Cooper a fresh start, and there was no stronger vote of confidence the Marshals Service could cast in his favor.

And this time, he’d get to pick his team. (She knew he already had some candidates in mind.) This time, he’d be surrounded by the kind of friends he deserved.

He had her friends, too, and all of her family. They had closed ranks around Cooper and fought tooth-and-nail to defend him against any dirty looks. Tricia had already conscripted him into babysitting duties, the ultimate show of trust.

Finally, they would both have what they’d spent their whole lives longing for. 

The only downside was the commute—and, as Gretchen had delighted in pointing out to anyone who would listen, what was the big deal about a commute when you both had wings and couldn’t wait to use them?

Ford sighed. “You’ll be just another government stooge.”

Gretchen gasped in mock-offense. “Hey! You’re already looking at a proud government stooge!”

“That’s different,” Ford said graciously. “I always had a soft spot for a pretty lady with a gun.”

“Me too,” Cooper confided.

“Well, this pretty lady with a gun is happy to take you back to her room if we could get the keys—”

She batted her eyelashes hopefully at Ford, who turned the room key over to her with a resigned sigh that didn’t do anything to hide the affectionate wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.

“I can tell I won’t be seeing the two of you for a week,” said Ford, a hangdog expression on his face. “I’ll be down to just leaving bananas and some of that Gatorade outside your door so you keep your strength up.”

Gretchen patted him on the cheek. Even with her enormous family, she’d never really had a grandfather before, and she liked the way Ford’s stubbly cheek felt beneath her hand.

Of course, if he were really her grandfather, they probably wouldn’t be joking this much about sex—that was one of the bizarre advantages of the kind of family you found for yourself.

“We’ll summon up the necessary strength to put on clothes every now and then have dinner with you,” she said firmly.

Maybe he could even teach them to cook while they were there. The last year had been a whirlwind of court hearings, media requests, and meeting after endless meeting, and while it had all wrapped up into a happy ending that, to her, was so perfect it might as well have come with a shiny bow on it, it had been long. She thought she could count the number of real homecooked meals they’d made for each other in all that time on one hand. Neither one of them was that great in the kitchen, but they weren’t going to improve if all they ever got to do was steal a quick bowl of cereal or PB&J in between conference calls with lawyers. Tiffani’s rock-hard cookies, once a punchline, had become a lifesaver—since no one could ever tell if they’d gone stale or not, they kept forever. Gretchen had a Ziploc bag of them in her car to munch whenever she was short on options.

Yep, a hell of a year.

With a heaven of an ending, she thought as the motel door finally closed behind them.

It had been a small but beautiful wedding, with just her family and closest friends. Everything had been casual and intimate—except for the skywriting Tricia had paid for, which had spelled out COOPER AND GRETCHEN, JUST MARRIED! BEST IN THE SKY AND BEST ON THE GROUND.

Perfect—and they were following it with the perfect honeymoon.

They had their whole lives to learn how to make spaghetti. For right now, they were away from the world that had crowded in on them for the last year. They weren’t prime-time news subjects anymore. They were just Cooper and Gretchen: newlyweds. Mates. Best in the sky and best on the ground.

Cooper turned to her, his expression unguarded and beautiful. As much as she loved his now blissfully frequent smile, she loved even more what was behind it, at least when he was around her. Now that he no longer had to protect himself from the world, he radiated warmth and light.

She could feel that same glow surrounding her heart.

She said, “A long time ago, before I even met you, I thought you looked like a lonely prince.”

“I can’t say I was ever really a prince, but I was lonely.” He took both of her hands in his, resting one thumb against the band of her wedding ring. “Not anymore, though.”

He hadn’t had anyone, and she hadn’t really had herself. She would never get over how lucky it was that they’d found each other.

That was why they had decided to come back to Ford’s motel. This little spot in the middle of nowhere was the first place they’d been really happy together. Then, it had been an oasis, a pitstop in between crises; their lives had still been at stake and everything had still been uncertain.

Now, it could be part of their new, shared life. It could be a place to build whatever would come next.

Besides, they already knew the beds here were surprisingly comfortable.

“You won’t be lonely again,” Gretchen said. She went up on her tiptoes and sealed the promise—one that meant as much to her as their wedding vows—with a kiss. 
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Thank you for buying my book! I hope you enjoyed it. If you’d like to be emailed when I release my next book, please click here to be added to my mailing list. You can also visit my webpage, or follow me on Facebook or Twitter. You are also invited to join my VIP Readers Group on Facebook! 

Please consider reviewing The Griffin Marshal’s Heart, even if you only write a line or two. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative.

The cover of The Griffin Marshal’s Heart was designed by Belle Arden.
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The Dragon Marshal’s Treasure (U.S. Marshal Shifters #1). Practical Jillian never expected to meet a charming, irresistible dragon straight out a fairy tale. US Marshal Theo St. Vincent was supposed to seize her assets. Instead, she’s stolen his heart...

The Pegasus Marshal’s Mate (U.S. Marshal Shifters #2). Tiffani's first marriage was a disaster. And now her first day of her new life as a court reporter has involved a jackass judge, a bomb threat...and a sexy silver fox of a US Marshal.

The Wolf Marshal’s Pack (U.S. Marshal Shifters #). Aria is a nature photographers, so taking a few pictures of a wolf should have been no problem. Until he turns into a man before her eyes ... and begins to stalk her. It’ll take another wolf, the charming and lonely Deputy Colby Acton, to protect her. And since he just recognized Aria as his own fated mate, he’ll do anything to protect her ...

Quicksilver Dragon (Quicksilver #1). When the dragon’s dying wish transforms Boone and Lindsay into shifters, they’re plunged into a magical world neither ever suspected existed. With a powerful dragon-hunter hot on their tails, time is running out for them to figure out their new gifts... and their unexpected bond.

Bodyguard Bear. (Protection, Inc. # 1). A curvy witness to a murder + the sexy bear shifter bodyguard sworn to protect her with his life + firefights and fiery passion = one hot thrill ride!

Defender Dragon. (Protection, Inc. # 2). A backpacker who loses a shoe at a ball + a lonely dragon prince facing an arranged marriage to a princess he doesn’t love + magnificent castles and deadly assassins = one thrilling romance!

Protector Panther. (Protection, Inc. # 3). A curvy paramedic who doesn’t know the meaning of fear + a mysterious panther shifter bodyguard with the power to inflict terror + sinister experiments and desperate passion = one heart-pounding romance!

Warrior Wolf. (Protection, Inc. # 4). A runaway dragon princess who wants to experience life outside of castle walls + an ex-gangster werewolf bodyguard with a chip on his shoulder the size of Texas + uptown parties, downtown nightclubs, and deadly assassins = one explosive good girl/bad boy romance!

Leader Lion. (Protection, Inc. # 5). A tough lion shifter bodyguard hiding a lonely heart + the determined stage manager he'll protect with his life + deadly danger behind the scenes = one sizzling thrill ride of a romance!

Soldier Snow Leopard. (Protection, Inc. # 6). Two broken shifters. Two hearts in need of healing. Justin’s emotions were ripped out to make him the perfect assassin. Fiona hides behind her role as the perfect spy. When their paths cross on a perilous mission, he’s not the only one at risk of feeling again.... 

Bearista. (Bodyguard Shifters # 1). A tough bear shifter bodyguard undercover in a coffee shop + a curvy barista with an adorable 5-year-old + a deadly shifter assassin = a scorching thrill ride of a romance!

Pet Rescue Panther. (Bodyguard Shifters #2). What's hotter than a sexy man holding an adorable kitten? How about a sexy, protective panther shifter cop holding five adorable kittens! Ben must protect curvy cat-rescue volunteer Tessa (and her box of kittens) from the dragon assassin who has sworn to kill her.

The Griffin’s Mate. (Hideaway Cove #1) A curvy businesswoman who’s new in town + a lonely griffin shifter searching for someone to share his nest + a small town with a big secret = a hot and heartwarming story of love and family.

The Sea Wolf’s Mate. (Hideaway Cove #2) Three adorable seal shifter kids, a wolf shifter without a pack... and a woman who thought she’d lost her chance at happy ever after.
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Zoe Chant writing as Lia Silver
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Laura’s Wolf (Werewolf Marines # 1), by Lia Silver. Werewolf Marine Roy Farrell, scarred in body and mind, thinks he has no future. Curvy con artist Laura Kaplan, running from danger and her own guilt, is desperate to escape her past. Together, they have all that they need to heal. 

Prisoner (Werewolf Marines # 2), by Lia Silver. Werewolf Marine DJ Torres is a born rebel. Genetically engineered assassin Echo was created to be a weapon. When DJ is captured by the agency that made Echo, the two misfits find that they fit together perfectly. 

Partner (Werewolf Marines # 3), by Lia Silver. DJ and Echo’s relationship grows stronger under fire... until they are confronted by a terrible choice. 

Mated to the Meerkat, by Lia Silver. Jasmine Jones, a curvy tabloid reporter, meets her match in notorious paparazzi and secret shifter Chance Marcotte. 
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Zoe Chant writing as Lauren Esker

[image: image]


Handcuffed to the Bear (Shifter Agents # 1), by Lauren Esker. A bear-shifter ex-mercenary and a curvy lynx shifter searching for her best friend's killer are handcuffed together and hunted in the wilderness. Can they learn to rely on each other before their pasts, and their pursuers, catch up with them? 

Guard Wolf (Shifter Agents # 2), by Lauren Esker. Avery is a lone werewolf with no pack; Nicole is a social worker trying to put her life back together. When he comes to her door with a box of orphan werewolf puppies and danger in pursuit, can two lonely people find the family they've been missing? 

Dragon’s Luck (Shifter Agents # 3) by Lauren Esker. Gecko shifter and infiltration expert Jen Cho teams up with sexy dragon-shifter gambler "Lucky" Lucado to win a high-stakes poker game. Now they're trapped on a cruise ship full of mobsters, mysterious enemy agents, and evil dragons! 

Tiger in the Hot Zone (Shifter Agents # 4) by Lauren Esker. In her search for the truth about shifters, tell-all blogger Peri Moreland has been clashing with tiger shifter and SCB agent Noah Easton for years. Now she and Noah are on the run with an unstoppable assassin after them and a custom-made plague threatening the entire shifter world! 

Keeping Her Pride (Ladies of the Pack # 1), by Lauren Esker. Down-and-out lioness shifter Debi Fallon never meant to fall in love with a human. Sexy architect and single dad Fletcher Briggs has his hands full with his adorable 4-year-old... who turns into a tiny, deadly snake. Can two ambitious people overcome their pride and prejudice enough to realize the only thing missing from their lives is each other?

Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing, by Lauren Esker. Curvy farm girl Julie Capshaw was warned away from the wolf shifters next door, but Damon Wolfe is the motorcycle-riding, smoking hot alpha of her dreams. Can the big bad wolf and his sheep shifter find their own happy ending? 

And many more!
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