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      A silver glint from the dresser catches my eye. A knife.

      No.

      But…there was one way to be certain to attract the attention of vampires. More importantly, there was one way to attract their attention without alerting the shifters.

      I swallow hard as I grab the large knife.

      “Hey. Hey,” I whisper, my voice hoarse. But the figure on the bed doesn’t move. I bite back a curse and look up at the ceiling, half-hoping to find some sort of answer there, some sort of relief.

      “I don’t want to do this, but we need help.” I lick my lips. “Can you hear me? Please? Of all the things I’m never going to forgive you for, this is moving to the top of the list…”

      I groan in frustration as she lies still, unmoving, on the bed.

      “O-Okay. Here goes. I am absolutely going to do this.” I swallow hard and hold the knife up. The blade flashes as my hand shakes.

      Knives aren’t exactly my favorite.

      I push up my sleeve. I’d never noticed how blue my veins looked against the pale, delicate skin of my wrist, how they cross over each other, overlapping, an intricate system that sustains life. Then I brace myself: I don’t do well with pain. Or the sight of blood—especially my own. I’ve been known to pass out…

      But if it works, it’ll be worth it. If it works, I could maybe save us both.

      I glance at the blade again, feeling sick. Not only because of the cold, sharp edge, but because it’s not a guarantee. There will be pain—I know that—but no other outcome is for sure. This could be the end. The end of me, the end of me and James, the end of everything.

      But if love had taught me anything, it was that you have to try. You can’t even help yourself, not really. If you love someone, you’ll do whatever it takes to protect them; you’ll do whatever it takes to return to them. Even things that seem impossible or…unwise.

      I glance at the bed again: no movement.

      I needed to save her, too. For better or for worse. Maybe I needed to save her from herself.

      I refuse to let myself think about it. I plunge the blade into my forearm and drag it down, etching a gory, jagged line into my skin. Bright red blood appears, a horrible miracle, splashing against the floor. I drop the knife as more of my blood wells out, crimson and thick. I can’t bear to watch—I looked up at the ceiling again, praying for some sort of sign.

      But it’s blank, white.

      And it’s the last thing I see before I pass out.
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      I stared out the windows at the rising crest of the ocean. The waves crashed against the seawall, booming, a sonic sound beneath the steady pounding of the rain. The sea swirled, white and frothy, churning and wild.

      I loved Dawnhaven, the tiny island in Maine where I lived. This was the first time I’d spent the off-season on the island, and I’d never experienced a storm like this in my life. The ocean was wild, dangerous…breathtaking.

      A large, cool hand enveloped mine. “It’s mesmerizing, isn’t it?”

      Speaking of breathtaking. I glanced at James Champlain, my boyfriend, and he grinned back at me. Although the term “boyfriend” seemed a bit of a misnomer—he was no boy, and I certainly had feelings for him that far outstripped the transitory nature the term implied.

      His smile broadened, flashing his dimple. My heart thundered and I forgot all about the raging storm.

      “Taylor.” The dimple deepened. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.” I just kept staring. His flawless porcelain skin glowed in the light from the windows. James’s eyes were dark blue, sometimes gray, and that moment they were steel-colored. His square jaw and Patrician nose gave his handsome face the perfect amount of character. His thick, dark hair swept back from his forehead, all the better for me to swoon over every inch of his gorgeous face.

      He stared back at me, looking amused. “See something you like?”

      I smiled at him dreamily as heat pricked my skin. He was so beautiful, he was like a mirage. “Always.”

      “Me too.” He leaned forward and put his forehead against mine.

      I sucked in a deep breath and waited, relishing the feel of his cool skin against mine. He laughed a little, a deep sound that tugged at me. He put his palms against my hips, and I felt a little dizzy as the familiar heat kicked up between us.

      And just when I thought I would die from the waiting, and the wanting, James kissed me. His full lips pressed against mine. With a precious—and rare—few minutes alone, he didn’t tease me. His kiss was firm and urgent. I wrapped my arms around his neck and molded myself against his large, muscular body through his loose-fitting sweater and jeans.

      He moaned and pulled me closer. “Mmmm.” He deepened the kiss, and I was lost in him. Everything else slipped away.

      Mmmm wasn’t explicit enough for how I felt. It was like I was burning in the most exquisite way. When his tongue found mine, a jolt of electricity shocked my core.

      He pulled back, his dark eyes smoldering.

      “James.” I pulled him closer—I’d pull him through me, if I could. “Don’t stop.”

      The muscle in his jaw bulged. “I don’t want to, but—”

      “But you’ve got company.” Luke Champlain, James’s older brother, slithered into the room. A sly smile played on his face. He was taller than James, and thinner, with a sinewy build. Luke’s dark curls grazed the collar of his black cashmere sweater. He sauntered past us, threw himself down on the couch, and rested his feet on the coffee table. “I know, I know, you’re thrilled.”

      James’s hands clenched into fists. “Why is it,” he said, his voice murderous, “that you’re invading my couch when I’m trying to have a moment alone with Taylor?”

      Luke arched his eyebrows and peered at us. “You’re trying to have a moment? It looks more like you’re trying to—”

      “Get out!”

      Luke’s lips curved into an unabashed smirk. “Aw, you know you don’t mean that.” If he hadn’t been so smug, he really would’ve been handsome.

      “I absolutely mean it.” James’s jaw was bulging again, and I worried I might need to interfere.

      “Fair enough.” Luke shrugged. “But I can’t leave, even if I want to. You owe mom and dad a favor, remember?”

      James cursed under his breath. “I wish I could forget.”

      The Champlain brothers were biological vampires. Their parents, Marietta and Nelson, were ancient and very powerful. They had also proven to be somewhat intrusive. They’d asked James for a favor, which in the vampire world, was a request that could not be refused. James’s parents had shown up on the island with Luke and insisted that James harbor him while some trouble he’d caused died down. Otherwise, they feared that Luke would end up in supernatural prison.

      My interpretation of James’s scowl was that he fervently wished his brother would be incarcerated, where he might die of starvation after a hundred years. But maybe I was wrong.

      “I thought you were going to help me, but all you’ve been doing these last two weeks is being a pain in the ass.” James crossed his powerful arms against his chest. “You’ve almost emptied the wine cellar. I didn’t even think that was possible.”

      Luke shrugged again, his aqua eyes merry. “It’s not like there’s much else to do around here.”

      “There’s a werewolf pack to monitor, and a new vampire to train,” James reminded him. “But it doesn’t seem like you’re too interested in that.”

      “I’m monitoring. I’m training.” Luke groaned and leaned back against the couch. “All these responsibilities are the reason I’ve been hitting the Cabernet so hard. It’s tedious, being…” His voice trailed off, as if he couldn’t think of the correct word.

      “Useful?” James offered.

      “Reliable.” Luke groaned. “All I want to do is go out, ravish a bunch of hot female humans, guzzle their blood, and then collect specimens for the new harem I’m planning. But no.” Luke pouted. “I have to babysit Eden and read werewolf history, and then do surveillance.”

      Eden Lambert was my best friend; James had turned her into a vampire after a terrible accident had almost killed her the previous summer. Luke had taken Eden under his wing, showing her more about the vampire world and helping her acclimate to her new existence.

      “You haven’t exactly been busy with Eden lately.” James narrowed his eyes at his brother.

      Luke scoffed. “You can’t be pissed—they wanted to go down to the Cavill’s. And at least she got those wolf pups out of here. Patrick said they’re getting big enough, they’re going to bring them off-island and set them free in the park.”

      We’d inadvertently inherited a litter of wolf pups from Marietta Champlain. “Is that a good idea?” I asked.

      “Who cares?” Luke looked at me like I was crazy. “As long as we don’t have puppies pissing all over the Tower and whining every time they see me because they want a treat, I’m good with it. They’re a pain in the ass. They can go live their best life in Acadia, and maybe find some friends.”

      I’d liked having the pups around, but they had made a terrible mess. “I guess you’re not much of an animal lover, huh?”

      Luke waggled his eyebrows. “Depends on the animal.”

      I groaned. I knew all too well what he meant.

      I missed Eden—she was currently spending time at Patrick Cavill’s house with Patrick and our other friend, Josie. Patrick and Josie had agreed to babysit the newer vampire while Luke and James focused on dealing with the shifters. That’s why Luke was reading werewolf history—we’d had a run-in with a local pack. He and James were revisiting the troubled past between the vampires and the werewolves.

      The surveillance was taking place on Spruce Island, which neighbored Dawnhaven. That’s where the shifters, the Pierce family, had their residence.

      “And speaking of surveillance.” James seemed to relax; he even grinned. “Guess who’s turn it is?”

      Luke looked out the window at the driving rain. The wind was whipping so hard, it was raining sideways. “I’m not going out in this.”

      “You’re immortal. It’s not like you have to worry about drowning, let alone catching a cold.” James nodded toward his brother. “So get going. I need to know if there’s been any activity over there.”

      “Why can’t we just massacre them, again? Watching them hang out in their yard is getting boring.” Luke rolled his eyes. “Except when Mali’s out there, of course. Too bad it’s not bikini weather.”

      Mali Pierce was a young, beautiful shifter that I’d befriended at Mount Desert Island High. I’d thought she was human, of course. But I’d learned that on the island, nothing was what it seemed…

      “Stay away from Mali,” James admonished, “and remember—no violence. We have to respect the temporary truce. If we break that, we’ll start a race war. Now go. And I mean it, no talking to Mali. Are we clear?”

      “Yes sir,” Luke grumbled, but he did as he was told. He went out onto the deck, his clothes becoming immediately saturated. The cashmere sweater soaked up water like a sponge. He peered back inside the house, gave James the finger, and then disappeared from sight.

      “He doesn’t need a raincoat?” I asked, feeling alarmed.

      “He’s going to swim over to Spruce. So no, a raincoat’s not going to do much good.”

      “He’s really going to swim in this?” The waves swelled outside, white foam cresting.

      “Like I said, he’s immortal. A challenge is good for him, sometimes.” James shrugged, then turned back to me. “Enough about him. Where were we?”

      “We were kissing.” He leaned toward me, but I hesitated. “Will you tell me what Bryant Pierce said again? I’m still surprised that he was so cooperative…”

      Bryant Pierce was the leader of the Pierce shifters; the proper term for his role was ‘Alpha.’ As I understood it, the Alpha made the rules and the rest of the pack followed or else risk being shunned. Pierce had agreed to a temporary truce with James, but the details still seemed sketchy to me.

      “I told you—I asked him to negotiate with me after that night in the woods. I agreed to meet alone, and I swore an oath I wouldn’t attack him.” James frowned. “Bryant asked me right off the bat whether I’d returned to the island in order to start up trouble between the shifters and the vampires again. I told him the truth—that I had no idea there’d been shifters on MDI for the past several decades. My father had never run into any of them when he was here, but then again, he’d been lying low, not looking for any trouble.”

      “I remember all that,” I said, “but it’s the actual truce part I didn’t understand. Why would the shifters agree to a temporary peace?” They had attacked us. Mali had said she’d been watching me for weeks, trying to get more information about the Champlains because they were vampire aristocracy.

      “They know they’re no match for me and Luke.” James shrugged. “They agreed to a cease-fire for at least a month. We want to see if coexisting is causing either of our sides harm. I don’t see how it could, but then again, I don’t have a personal grudge against the shifters. But I can’t say the same for how the pack feels about us.”

      “Doesn’t that seem…too easy?” I asked. “I don’t trust it.”

      “You don’t need to worry about it. I’ve got it handled.” His frown deepened for a split second, but then he leaned forward, his handsome face open and eager again. “Now, let’s get back to the good stuff: the kissing.”

      I groaned. “Ugh, we have to get going, remember? My dad said he needed to talk to me and Amelia.”

      I had a sinking feeling it was about someone athletic, blond, and a huge pain in my ass in spite of her small stature. My step-monster, Becky—who happened to be having an affair with Bryant Pierce.

      James blew out a deep breath. “Fine, but I’m only bringing you home if you promise to spend the night with me tomorrow night.”

      I laughed. “Sure—but I’m also spending the night with you tonight, silly.” James snuck me out of my room every night and brought me down to the Tower to sleep in his big bed. Unfortunately, because I was human, I did actually sleep. All I really wanted to do was stay up all night with him…

      “But you can’t. You need to rest.” James tapped my chin, raising my gaze so it was equal to his. “You have your cross-country race tomorrow.”

      “No!” I wailed. I’d completely forgotten about it. I pointed out the window, panic-stricken. “They’ll have to cancel it because of the weather!”

      “It’s supposed to stop raining by four,” James reminded me. “And plus, we’re in a drought. There won’t be any standing water left by tomorrow morning.”

      “I’m not running.” I crossed my arms against my chest.

      “You have to. Your dad’s so excited.”

      I scowled at him. “He’s never actually seen me run. He won’t be excited once he does.”

      “We’re all excited.” James’s eyes flickered.

      “You’re not coming.”

      “I’m your number-one fan. Of course I’m coming.”

      “James no. You can’t.” I would die of either embarrassment or running.

      He made a kissing face. “I have to cheer on my girl. I’m so proud of you.”

      My heart sank. “I’m going to come in last—you know that, right?” The humiliation would only be greater with witnesses, especially him.

      “In my mind, you already won. You’re number-one in my book, babe.” James kissed my cheek. “Now let’s get you home, okay? I have a feeling you’re finally going to get the Becky report.”

      “Great.” I groaned again. “Can’t wait.”
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      Becky Hale, as my step-monster was formally known, had not been home for several weeks. After a brutal fight with my father, she had packed her things and gone to stay at her parent’s estate in Florida.

      I’d be lying, through my teeth, if I’d said I missed her.

      My father, Big Kyle, hadn’t said much since she’d left. All Amelia and I knew was that Becky and Kyle had agreed they needed some space. Becky texted Amelia several times a day, reminding her to keep up with her homework and to avoid carbohydrates at all costs.

      I mused over the situation as James drove me home, wondering what my father would have to say on the subject of Becky. I knew he never wanted to get divorced again—but what price would he pay to keep things on an even keel?

      The rain beat against the truck’s windshield, making it almost impossible to see. But James knew the tiny island’s roads like the back of his hand. We made it Becky’s house with plenty of time to spare. He kissed my cheek. “I hope this goes well.”

      “Me too.” But the pit in my stomach indicated that “hope” was probably too strong of a word. Few things that concerned Becky were easy, and even fewer were pleasant.

      “It’ll be all right—whatever happens.” James could read my aura, but he didn’t have to. My mood was surely written all over my face. “I love you, Taylor.”

      I raised my gaze to meet his. “I love you, too.”

      He kissed my cheek, and I had to drag myself out of the truck. I hated to leave him. “Bye.”

      “Love you!” he called again, and my heart lifted a little.

      In the two seconds in took to run from the cab inside the house, I got drenched. Luckily, my dad was waiting for me with a thick, fluffy towel. “Figured you’d need this. It’s raining cats and dogs,” he said, by way of explanation.

      “Thanks, Dad.” I started drying my hair.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect, but my father seemed as though he were in a decent mood. He hummed as he left me to dry off, heading toward the kitchen. He was a large man, over six-foot-three-inches tall, with huge shoulders. He wore sweats and his favorite Bruins hoodie. As intimidating as his size was, Big Kyle was pretty much a teddy bear. He doted on me and Amelia.

      I’d said it before, and I’d say it again: Becky didn’t know what she was throwing away.

      I followed him into the kitchen. To my surprise, I found him assembling an ice cream sundae smorgasbord: there were three gallons of ice cream, whipped cream, chocolate and caramel sauces, and a host of different sprinkles.

      Amelia shuffled into the kitchen, a sour look on her face. My half-sister was fourteen, blond and very pretty, in spite of the disapproving, downward curve of her lips. Her expression immediately brightened at the sight of the ice cream. “What’s all this?”

      “I figure you two deserved a treat. You’re both wrapping up your stellar athletic seasons this week.” He winked at us. Neither Amelia nor I were exactly “stellar” athletes; she’d suffered for a few weeks on the golf team, and I’d barely survived cross-country.

      “Aw, thanks Dad.” Amelia grabbed a bowl and dug in. “Mom never lets me have ice cream.”

      “Yeah, I know. That’s the other thing.” His shoulders stiffened a bit. “Your mother’s coming home tomorrow night. It’ll be late, but she’ll be here when you girls get up for school on Tuesday.”

      I waited a beat before I asked, “And where will you be?”

      Dad exhaled deeply. “I’ll be here.”

      Amelia and I exchanged a quick look. She’d wagered that he would be moving out once her mother came back. He’d found out that Becky had been having an affair, after all.

      Well, he’d sort of found out.

      Becky had been renting an apartment off-island, in the picturesque town of Bar Harbor. That’s where she’d been meeting up with Bryant Pierce. As far as I knew, my father wasn’t certain about the affair. But he knew about the apartment. He’d found invoices for some utilities and had confronted Becky about it.

      I hadn’t heard the whole argument, but Amelia had caught part of it. She said Becky had accused my father of stifling her and favoring me over Amelia. Becky was the one who was in the wrong—I’d caught her having sex with Bryant Pierce—but she was a master at obfuscating blame. She said she’d rented the apartment in case she needed to leave my father, which she claimed he’d sorely been asking for. When she left for Florida, she said it was because she needed space to think about her and Amelia’s future.

      Becky made everything seem like my father’s fault. The worst thing was? It worked. I could tell he felt guilty, even though he’d done nothing wrong.

      “So…” Amelia filled the remainder of her bowl with a mountain of whipped cream. “What does that mean? Everything’s fine with you two? We’re going back to normal?”

      “Not exactly.” Big Kyle frowned as worked on assembling his sundae. “But I don’t want you girls to worry about anything. It’s between Becky and me—we’ll figure it out. In the meantime, I’m not going anywhere. Neither is she.”

      I nodded. I wanted to tell him the truth more than anything. Amelia and I had walked in on Becky and Pierce having very…primal…relations in the Bar Harbor apartment. Amelia didn’t remember this because James had erased her memories of it; I half-wished that he would erase mine.

      “Okay, Dad.” I added more sprinkles to my sundae, but my appetite was gone. I felt so guilty for keeping the truth about the affair from him. But Bryant Pierce was dangerous. I knew my father—if he found out Becky was cheating on him, he’d definitely go after the other man and get into a fight. He was a teddy bear, but he was also a proud man. And for some reason, and in spite of her many shortcomings, he seemed loyal to Becky.

      Fighting the Alpha was not the type of thing an average human could survive. Even my dad—who was over six-foot-four, weighed two-hundred-twenty pounds and was built like a linebacker—would be woefully outmatched. I had to protect him, even if that meant lying to him.

      In spite of the news of Becky’s impending return, the three of us enjoyed a cozy Sunday evening. The rain beat against the windows as we watched a couple of episodes of a sitcom. After we’d digested the ice cream, Dad made spaghetti and meatballs from scratch. We sat in companionable silence, scarfing our food in front of the television, a big fire blazing in the fireplace.

      Of course I missed James, but I enjoyed the novelty of relaxing at the house. I’d always hated it there. Without Becky, the overall vibe had changed. The walls no longer felt like a prison; I was no longer petrified of spilling my drink on the couch or…sitting there. My dad was kind and easygoing. He seemed happy to simply have his daughters around.

      For the first time since I’d moved in, I felt like I could breathe. And without Becky, it was a breath of fresh air.

      As much as it baffled me to admit it, Amelia had sort of grown on me over the past few weeks. When she took her face out of her phone, she wasn’t even really that annoying. Maybe she was just in a better mood because her mother wasn’t home, and she could eat what she wanted without being shamed.

      All in all, I felt…happy.

      It was a strange sensation, having a family.

      “You two should get to bed early.” Dad winked at me. “I know my long-distance runner has her final meet tomorrow—the Meet of Champions. Emphasis on ‘champions.’”

      “Ugh, I’m not a champion. I’m not even a runner—I’m probably going to die.”

      “Not on my watch.” Dad hugged me goodnight. “Get some rest. You’re going to crush the course!”

      Amelia sniggered. “The only thing that’s getting crushed is Taylor’s spirit.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Have fun at golf in your skort.”

      “Ha.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I’m skipping golf. You think I want to miss the Meet of Champions? No frickin’ way.”

      Dad narrows his eyes at her. “Watch your mouth, ‘Melia.”

      “Yes sir.” She rolled her eyes. “But for the record, ‘frickin’’ isn’t a swear.”

      “Young lady—”

      “Goodnight, guys.” Not wanting to listen to them bicker, I trudged up the back stairs to go to bed. I needed to rest up. If Becky coming home didn’t kill me, the Meet of Champions surely would.
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      I prayed for the storm to continue, but the morning dawned crisp, bright and cool. All the clouds had blown out. I scowled at the sky as Amelia and I took the mailboat across Hart Sound. October was beautiful on Mount Desert Island, but I ignored the vibrant hues of orange, yellow, and red leaves, just like I ignored the giant Osprey nest that we passed, just like I ignored my half-sister.

      I scowled some more as we got off the boat in Pine Harbor and trudged to James’s shiny black Yukon, which he let me drive to school every day.

      “Wow, you’re super grumpy.” Amelia eyed me warily. “Are you really that nervous?”

      My stomach flipped. The idea of racing against two local high schools that afternoon filled me with dread. “I guess so.” I sighed. “I just want to get it over with.”

      She nodded. “Running sucks. My mom taught me a trick, though—just focus on swinging your arms. It’s easier than thinking about how tired your legs are.”

      “Huh. Thanks.” I’d try that—I’d try anything.

      We drove toward MDI High in silence for a few minutes. “Are you excited for her to come home?” I finally asked, genuinely curious.

      Amelia shrugged. “I mean, she’s my mom. I miss her. I don’t miss her and dad fighting, though.”

      “Maybe it will be better.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t really know how. If she’s keeping the apartment, it means she has a reason to.”

      I glanced at my half-sister, wondering how much she actually knew.

      “My mother’s full of shit. She’s angry about you living with us, so she’s making dad pay.” Amelia’s gaze cut to me, a guilty look on her face. “Sorry if that hurts your feelings.”

      I snorted. “It’s not as though it’s breaking news. She’s always been clear about where she stands.” This was the closest Amelia and I had ever come to talking about it.

      “She’s never really given you a chance, though.” Amelia surprised me by how mature she sounded. “She’s just used to getting her way. When she doesn’t, it gets ugly fast.”

      I navigated into the parking lot and parked the SUV. “I’d be happy to give her way—but I have to graduate from high school first. Then I’ll get out of her hair.”

      The truth was, I needed to figure out a way to stay off Becky’s radar for the rest of the year. She literally couldn’t stand the sight of me. We’d had one too many close encounters.

      “You’re lucky.” Amelia sighed. “I have to live with them for four more years. Yay.” She grabbed her backpack and hopped out. “See you at the Meet of Champions!”

      “Yay yourself.” I scowled some more for good measure, then checked my phone. There was a new text from James.

      Missed you last night, he wrote.

      I groaned. I missed you more.

      He texted back immediately. You’re going to do great today. Love you.

      I marked his message with a “thumbs-down,” but then quickly texted,  Love you, too.

      Scowling some more, I headed out to face my day.
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      Mali wasn’t in Statistics, which was our first class of the day. I feared she’d skipped school in order to miss our final race. But as we weren’t really speaking, I didn’t dare text her to ask.

      We hadn’t had a falling out per se. It’s just that the last time I’d seen her outside of school, we’d been squarely in the middle of a battle between the werewolves and the vampires. And as I was most definitely in the vampire camp, and she and her whole family were shifters, we had reached a bit of an impasse.

      Without my friend at school, I spent the morning alone, focusing on classes instead of the knot in my stomach caused by race-day anxiety. But Mali surprised me by hustling into the cafeteria at lunch. In spite of our complications, I was relieved to see her—I wasn’t immune to the loneliness of sitting by myself in the busy lunchroom.

      Mali weaved in and out of the other students, drawing more than a few appreciative stares. Her long, ebony hair flowed over her shoulders, and her bright-blue eyes sparkled behind her dark-framed glasses. She seemed to be embracing a Maine-chic vibe—she wore a plaid button-down shirt, distressed jeans, and ankle-high shearling boots.

      She bit her lip as she headed toward my table. “Mind if I join you?”

      I laughed. “Only if you tell me why you look guilty.”

      “Ugh.” She sank down and pulled out her lunch. “I wanted to skip school today, but you’re right about the guilt. It was eating at me.”

      I leaned closer, waiting. Was she about to tell me some sort of shifter secret?

      “I just couldn’t live with myself.” Mali sighed as she opened the lid to her fabulous-looking lunch, some sort of quinoa, feta and roasted vegetable extravaganza that made my turkey-and-cheddar sandwich seem sad. “I couldn’t leave you alone at the Meet of Champions. Even if you’re barely speaking to me.”

      I laughed. “I’m speaking to you. I just don’t know what to say.”

      Mali forked a red pepper. “How about saying you’re not mad at me?”

      “I’m not mad at you.” But it didn’t sound, or feel, quite like the truth.

      “It’s not like I can help being what I am.” She lowered her voice. “I was born this way, you know. Being a shifter’s not exactly a lifestyle choice.”

      My shoulders slumped. “I’m not mad at you because of what you are—of course not. That would make me a monster. But can you understand that it’s difficult to have a normal conversation with you, about school or boys, now that I know the truth?”

      “Sure I understand.” Mali put down her fork. “But c’mon—that’s not why you haven’t been returning my texts.”

      “True.” I tore open my bag of chips and listlessly stuffed one into my mouth. I chewed, trying to find the right words. “I guess I feel like maybe we never were really friends.”

      “Oof.” She winced.

      “I know—it’s harsh.” Saying it out loud made me feel miserable. But I continued, “I’m worried that you only started talking to me because of James. And then I led you right to him…”

      “I did start talking to you because of James. I already told you that—Uncle Bryant wanted me to try and get close to you.”

      “Yeah, I know. And you did. I made it easy for you.” My cheeks heated. I’d fallen for Mali’s easy camaraderie without a second thought. James was wary, but I’d ignored him. When I found out the truth about who she was, I realized I’d most certainly been played.

      “But I wasn’t faking our friendship,” Mali insisted. “I like hanging out with you, Taylor. I miss you.”

      I ate another chip without tasting it. “It’s kind of complicated, I guess.”

      “Just because it’s complicated doesn’t mean it’s impossible. We can still be friends.” Mali shrugged. “Friends with Complications.”

      Mali was (a) a shifter; (b) flirting with Luke; and (c) the Alpha’s niece—the Alpha who was having an affair with my stepmother. “That’s kind of an understatement.”

      “We can still try.” She looked around before continuing. “Both of our sides have agreed to a truce. Things have settled down for now. I don’t see why we can’t be normal around each other. What do you think?”

      I thought that the swiftly agreed-upon truce was too easy after the supernaturals had almost killed each other out in the woods. I felt like I was holding my breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop, waiting for another werewolf to show up in my backyard. But I didn’t want to share that with Mali, so I said, “I can’t imagine your family actually wants you to be friends with me.”

      I gave up on my lunch and went straight to dessert, one of the large chocolate chip cookies my dad had started buying during Becky’s absence. “Unless they want you to keep watch over me, which I’m sure would suit them just fine.”

      “I’m sure it would too, but so what?” She frowned as she picked at her lunch. “What am I going to tell them, what you ate for lunch?”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure he’s interested in what’s going on at my house, even if it doesn’t have anything to do with me.”

      We watched each other for a beat.

      “I’m not getting involved in my uncle’s love life, just like I’m sure you’re not getting involved with Becky’s.” Mali frowned. “You’d think they’d grow up at some point…”

      “That might be too much to ask.”

      She sighed. “You and I agree on a lot of things. Most important, we don’t want the people we love fighting over some old grudge.”

      “True.”

      “We both know that Luke and James are spying on my family,” Mali said, “and that my family is spying on them. We’re in a holding pattern. Each side is just waiting for the other to make a move. I think it’s dumb. And I don’t see why we can’t be friends in the midst of all that. The wolf’s already out of the bag, it’s not like there’s a bunch more deep dark secrets.”

      I considered that as I ate my cookie. I agreed with most of what she said. But as a human relatively new to the supernatural realities of the world, I’d adopted a “wait and see” attitude when it came to the subject of the possibility of dark secrets.

      “I’m just saying, we should hang out. After we die at the meet today.” She laughed.

      “Are you really going to run?” The race would suck slightly less if Mali was with me. She was almost as slow as I was, and her bad attitude toward the sport was cheering. She’d admitted that she’d shifted into a “normal” teenage girl for school; her athletic struggles were real.

      “Of course I am.” Mali winked at me. “Friends don’t let friends die alone in their final cross-country meet, am I right?”
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      “If this doesn’t prove that I care, I don’t know what would convince you.” Mali moaned as she rubbed a stitch in her side. “Who ever said running was good for you?”

      I wanted to answer her, but I couldn’t. I just shook my head.

      We ran on the school’s cross-country trail, three-point-one miles of lung-searing torture. The path started at the football field, wove through the woods surrounding MDI High, emerging near the soccer fields, where the final timer awaited. There were bleachers at the end of the course. That’s where my Dad, Amelia, and worst of all, James, would be waiting for us to finish.

      The race started in heats. Based on our respective times, Mali and I were at the back of the pack. Fine with me—even though I wasn’t fast, I still hated it when skinny little freshmen passed me on the trail. Starting last meant fewer people could “beat” me!

      We’d been running for what seemed like forever when we finally rounded the last corner in the woods. I took a deep breath. “Swing your arms—it makes it better,” I wheezed at Mali. “Try it.”

      Mali started swinging her arms, chugging along next to me. “Yeah, that’s better. Totally.” She didn’t sound convinced, but she kept her arms moving.

      “Yeah.” Focusing on how stupid my arms must look made it easier to forget that I was about to die out on the trail. Every breath burned.  Finally, the soccer field came into view, its lush green grass beckoning. The electronic clock at the end of the course ticked inexorably, but once I glimpsed it, I felt better: if Mali and I kept up our current pace, we’d get our best time.

      The bleachers were crowded with parents and students, cheering the team on. I caught sight of James and almost tripped. He was decked out in full Mount Desert Island High gear—a green sweatshirt, emblazoned with the school symbol of the Trojan warrior, and a matching green baseball cap. He grinned when he saw me.  “Woo, Taylor!” James hollered, shamelessly banging on his cowbell with wild abandon. Had I been capable, I would’ve laughed.

      Amelia was next to him,  waving a paper sign with my name on it written in hot-pink sharpie, strewn with glitter. Big Kyle was next to her, whooping and hollering. “That’s my girl!”

      “You heard them,” Mali panted, let’s finish strong!”

      Somehow, we both picked up the pace. She grabbed my hand and raised it as we crossed the finish line, together. I glanced at the clock: I’d beat my best time by one full minute.

      “Oh my god.” Mali paced, clutching her side. “I didn’t die! I just wish I did!”

      She wandered off onto the football field, still clutching her side, as James and my family descended from the bleachers. “Taylor!” Dad grabbed me in a hug. “You did so good, honey!”

      “Taylor Taylor.” Amelia chanted, waving her sign from side-to-side. “You did it. You’re done!”

      “You were awesome.” James’s proud smile melted my heart. “You finished so strong!”

      “Love the cowbell.” I wheezed. “It helped.”

      He leaned over to kiss my cheek. As he did, I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure behind him—Lilly Burke, MDI’s resident medium.

      “Wait—is that Lilly?” I hadn’t seen her since the night of the gala.

      “Looks like it.” James smiled at her, but she didn’t immediately smile back.

      Lilly was in her forties, Asian, attractive, with long dark hair and bright-pink lipstick. She wore her signature sea-glass earrings and a printed scarf. She stared toward us, but not directly at us, her brow furrowed. There were dark circles underneath her eyes.

      “Lilly?” I stepped closer. “Are you okay?”

      “Um…” She seemed to be looking off into the distance, but I wasn’t sure.

      “Are you here for the meet?” I asked gently.

      Lilly shook her head suddenly and laughed. “Hey Taylor! I thought that was you. No, I’m on my way to pick up my oldest from volleyball practice.”

      James frowned, but his voice was friendly when he said, “Hey, Lilly. Nice to see you.”

      She smiled at him automatically. “You too.” She turned her attention to Amelia and my father. She gave them a friendly wave. “Hi, I’m Lilly, Taylor’s friend. You must be very proud! She’s quite the runner.” She raised to imaginary pom-poms and cheered.

      They smiled as she started backing away. “Bye, Lilly?” I called.

      She flashed a bright, hurried smile. “Bye!” She quickly glanced at James, a funny expression on her face.

      I followed her off the field. “Lilly, is something wrong?”

      She didn’t stop walking. “No.”

      “Did you come here to find me?” I’d met Lilly on my first real date with James, at Bebe’s, a romantic restaurant off-island. She’d come to our table, introduced herself, and promptly told me she was a medium and that my mother’s ghost had contacted her.

      Lilly hesitated. “I’m not—I’m not sure. I’ll see you around, okay? Come to the shop sometime.” Without another word, she hurried away.

      James came even with me. He scowled as Lilly hustled toward the school. “What was that all about?”

      “Nothing.” But I had a funny feeling that wasn’t close to true.
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      It was with great sadness that I realized that although the torture of cross-country had ended, another harsh trial was about to begin. Becky was coming home.

      The last time I’d seen her, we’d been at the battle in the Tower’s woods. Then she had the blowout with my dad—she’d left for Florida the next day. What was I going to say to her? How should I act? I knew about her affair, just as I knew that her lover was a supernatural. But how aware was Becky? What did she really know? When we’d been out in the forest, she’d seen Pierce in his wolf form. She hadn’t seemed surprised—in fact, she’d petted him. And when they’d been having sex, he’d been snorting and snarling, his eyes glowing. She had to know something was up.

      Didn’t she?

      After we returned from the Meet of Champions, James stayed for dinner. We didn’t get to talk about how to handle Becky because of Amelia and my father. For her part, Amelia was treating her final meal before her mother arrived as though it were the Last Supper. She piled her plate high with grilled bread, baked-stuffed shells, and emptied the container of Parmesan cheese onto her feast.

      I didn’t have to ask her why. Once Becky was back, the carbohydrates would be off-limits.

      My dad had bought a chocolate-cream pie from Main Street Market for dessert. “For my champion,” he said, winking at me. I appreciated that, but I also knew that he also wanted to eat as much naughty food as he could before his calorie-averse wife returned.

      After the meal, James and I cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher. He nudged me when we finished. “I should get going—you need to get to bed early.”

      “But…” I pouted, then checked to make sure my father couldn’t hear us. “Aren’t I coming over later?”

      “Babe.” James kissed my cheek. “Rest. And then maybe this weekend, you’ll have the energy to stay up.” He waggled his eyebrows and I laughed, even as heat suffused my cheeks.

      He thanked my father, said goodbye to Amelia, and then I stiffly walked him out to his truck, thighs screaming. Even though it was early, it was full-on dark. The wind whipped across the lawn, rattling more leaves from the trees. It was only October, but the island seemed as though it was nearing hibernation. The stars shone like diamonds, bright and blue, against the blackening night sky.

      James tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. “Are you sore from the race?”

      “A little.”

      He cocked his head and grinned at me. “But it was worth it, wasn’t it? Aren’t you proud of yourself?”

      I giggled. “I’m proud I didn’t die in public. In front of you. So I guess so, yeah.” I moved closer, wrapping my arms around him. “By the way, I like the school sweatshirt. It’s very spirited of you.”

      He put his arms around my waist. “I told you, I’m your number-one fan.”

      He was about to kiss me when he stopped, his face screwed up. “It was a little strange, though—that thing with Lilly.”

      “Mmmm.” I angled my lips toward his, trying to refocus his energy.

      “She looked at me funny.” He frowned.

      “Maybe she thought you looked cute in your Trojans gear.” I moved closer, but he didn’t seem to get the message.

      His brow furrowed. “Also, you need to be careful with Becky. I don’t know what we should expect from her. Luke and I will watch the perimeter tonight—I’m not really worried that Bryant will come to the island because of our agreement, but I need to be sure. I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

      James’s frown, in addition to the worried crease in his forehead, indicated I should give up trying to get him to make out with me.

      “Amelia said Becky sounds fine. My father said that he was staying here when she gets back, and that they’re trying to figure it out—but he wouldn’t say any more than that.” It was my turn to frown. “I feel so guilty that he doesn’t know the truth. He’d be crushed if he found out about Bryant. And he’d be devastated if he ever found out I knew and didn’t tell him.”

      “We’ve talked about this.” James’s gaze darkened. “You can’t tell him. It would be very, very dangerous to put him in that position. He can’t know what Bryant is. It would make him a target.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “But it still makes me feel like crap.”

      “I understand, but you shouldn’t. None of this is your fault.” He kissed the top of my head. “Go and get some rest, okay? Remember—you’re a champion.”

      “And you’re ridiculous.”

      “Ha. You still love me.” He tilted my chin up.

      “You’re right. I do.”

      His kiss made me forget all about Becky, and my guilt about the secrets I was keeping, at least for the moment.
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      There was no sign of my stepmother when I got up for school the next day. Amelia and I hurried through our morning routines then stumbled out the door, into the early-morning mist. My breath came out in tiny puffs of smoke. A thin, sparkling frost coated the ground. The grass crunched beneath our feet as we crossed the field to the dock.

      “Why does it feel like winter already?” I asked.

      “Ugh, because we’re on the island.” Amelia wrapped her arms around herself, pulling her expensive but thin nano-puff jacket closer. “Everything dies in October, and then we freeze until June. It’s like you’re living all year just for three months.”

      My sweatshirt, though heavy, wasn’t going to cut it. Down on the dock, the younger kids were dressed for the weather—winter coats, hats and gloves. The older kids, including myself, were shivering in leggings and hoodies. I made a mental note to unpack my warmest clothes when I got home.

      Amelia and I stood sightly apart from the others, shivering as mist rose from the sea and obscured the view. I stared out toward the bay, but I could barely make out the few lobster boats that were still moored. Most of the lobstermen on Dawnhaven still fished through the fall. From what I’d heard, only a handful dared to go out on the ocean in the middle of winter. My dad called the die-hards “all-fish”—as in, “Jean Lambert’s all-fish”—which meant that fishing was her life, which she risked by going out on the treacherous water in the freezing-cold of a Northern Maine winter.

      Thinking of Mrs. Lambert reminded me…I owed her another visit with Eden. Soon.

      “Hey,” a familiar voice called. Halfway down the ramp, James appeared out of the mist, a vision of tall handsomeness. His heavy coat’s collar was turned up against the fog, which for some reason made him look mysterious and sexy.

      His long legs brought him across the dock to us in no time.

      “Good morning.” Amelia sighed next to me. “Must be nice to have a boyfriend to bring you a coat.”

      “Huh?” But then I noticed James was carrying something.

      “So glad I caught you.” He kissed me on the cheek, then handed me the jacket I hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “I thought you might want this.”

      I held up the coat, which was surprisingly light, and a deep-bluish green color that I loved. It looked like the Maine ocean. I recognized the label, an expensive brand. “Is this yours?”

      “It’s yours.” He grinned. “A belated birthday present—I ordered it last week. I figured you hadn’t been up here this time of year in a while. It gets cold quick.”

      James had already given me a birthday present, the necklace that I never took off. Its pendant had a symbol that matched James’s tattoo, a cross repressing the Native American symbol for balance. “You didn’t need to do this. You already gave me a beautiful gift.”

      “Then consider it an early Christmas present.” He grinned at me. “I can’t have my champion freezing.”

      Amelia rolled her eyes while I zipped the jacket over my hoodie. Suddenly, the temperature was bearable. “Wow, this is nice. Thank you.” Warmth bloomed in my chest, and it had little to do with the jacket.

      “It looks great on you.” He flashed the dimple. “Have a good day.” He kissed me on the cheek and was gone.

      Amelia fanned herself. “Are you sure Luke Champlain is too old for me? Because having a hot billionaire boyfriend would not suck.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Yes, he’s too old for you.” About three-hundred-plus years too old, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. “C’mon, here’s the boat.”

      Our commute was mostly silent until we were in the Yukon, driving over the winding roads to school. “Did you talk to your mom?” I’d been so pleased about James’s careful attention, I’d almost forgotten about my step-monster.

      “She got in really late,” Amelia explained. “I think it was around two a.m. I didn’t even see her.”

      “How did she get home?” I hadn’t thought about the logistics about getting a ride to the island in the middle of the night. I briefly wondered if Bryant Pierce had met her at the dock…

      “She left her car at the Bangor airport, and Bud picked her up in Pine Harbor. He doesn’t mind—he charges, like, triple for late-night rides.”

      “Well, we’ll see her after school, I guess.” I suddenly wished cross-country hadn’t ended.

      “About that… She left me a note.” Amelia looked guilty. “She wants to pick me up from school today and go out to eat in Pine Harbor.”

      I understood immediately that an invitation to join them wouldn’t be forthcoming. “That’s good,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “I’m sure you want some time to catch up with her.”

      Amelia grunted. “Not really. I’d rather go home and have pizza with a normal crust—not that cauliflower crap she makes—and have the house be peaceful. You know what I mean. See ya.” She was out the door before I could answer her.

      But yes, I did know what she meant.

      The school day flew by. It was a different schedule, so I didn’t have class with Mali, but we still sat together at lunch. We talked about the show we were both binge-watching, and it seemed more normal between us than it had in weeks. Still, I didn’t offer her a ride home after school. I wanted to, but after everything that had happened, I thought it prudent to check with James first. He would be surprised, and most likely delighted, that I was finally taking precautions.

      Between my friendly lunch with Mali and my new jacket, my spirits were pretty high. But they came crashing back down when I spotted Amelia in the parking lot after school, climbing into Becky’s white Mercedes SUV.

      Our eyes locked, and I saw it again—the guilt on my half-sister’s face. Maybe I’d grown on Amelia these past few weeks, too. Becky sped off as soon as the passenger door closed, without a word or a wave to me. Some things never changed. Not for the first time, I wondered exactly why it was she hated me so much.

      Getting behind the wheel of the Yukon, an unfamiliar restlessness settled over me. I didn’t want to go to Pine Harbor to catch the next mailboat, because Amelia and her mother were headed that way. I didn’t want to see them again.

      And I didn’t want to go back to the island just yet. Even though James was there, even though Becky wouldn’t be home—the hours in her house stretched out before me. The prospect filled me with dread. Without Becky lurking, I had come to view it as “home” these last few weeks. I’d let my guard down, and now I had to pay for it. It was almost worse to have experienced the relief of her absence, because now I was going to have to grieve it.

      I shifted the car into drive and headed toward Bar Harbor, with no particular destination in mind. I was determined, however, to stay away from the neighborhood where Becky kept her apartment. The last thing I wanted was to be reminded of the afternoon Amelia and I had barged in there, when Becky had been with Bryant Pierce…

      I navigated down Main Street absentmindedly, glancing at the closed-up shops and restaurants. Only a handful of businesses stayed open in the off-season, surviving on the patronage of the thin year-round resident population.

      I slowed as I spotted a store with an “Open” sign flashing. A multi-colored neon sign in the symbol of an eye blinked out at me. When I saw what store it was, I knew it wasn’t a coincidence that I’d taken a detour through Bar Harbor.

      I pulled the Yukon over and parked it. Taking a deep breath, I headed into The Bar Harbor Psychic and Spiritual Center.
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      A little bell tinkled when I opened the door. The store was dark inside, cozy, the weak afternoon light trickling in. The walls were painted a dark bluish-green, but more on the green side than my new coat, like a lake overgrown with algae. There were shelves crammed full of merchandise, herbs and crystals and little statues of Buddhas and goddesses and trees. The store was cramped, and slightly shabby, its threadbare carpet stretching across the gently sloping floor.

      It was warm inside and smelled strongly of incense. It made my throat ache. I’d never liked the scent—my mother used to burn incense when she’d been smoking weed with her friends. She’d been trying to hide the pungent marijuana smell, but all it did was mingle.

      Maeve Burke stood behind the counter, reading a cookbook. Maeve was tall, pretty, with long auburn hair. She wore a chunky-knit pink sweater. She lowered her book and smiled at me. “Taylor? I’m so glad you’re here,” Maeve said.

      “Hi Maeve. It’s nice to see you.” My smile was self-conscious—she sounded as though she’d been expecting me. “Is Lilly around?”

      “Oh thank God. I thought you’d never show up.” Lilly careened around the corner, carrying a box of rattling empty apothecary bottles. She wore a long-sleeve white T-shirt and an ankle-length, nubby violet skirt, a glimpse of clogs showing underneath. “I didn’t want to beg when I saw you yesterday, but I really need to talk to you.”

      “Huh.” I shifted uncomfortably. “Is this about my mom?”

      “Honey, it’s always about your mom, no matter who you are.” Lilly put the box down and brushed loose strands of dark hair away from her face. Her eyes were still puffy, as if she hadn’t slept well. “But your mother in particular has been very active lately. She won’t leave me alone.”

      “Lilly’s been having a lot of sleepless nights,” Maeve added.

      “I’m so sorry.” I wasn’t sure if it was appropriate to apologize for the dead, but I had to say something.

      “Don’t be silly!” Lilly waved me off. “It’s not your mother that’s been keeping me up, per se. It’s that I’m doubting myself.”

      I played with the zipper of my jacket while I waited for her to explain.

      Lilly sighed and started unpacking the box. She put the bottles on a half-empty shelf, lining them up side-by-side. “Did you mark those already?” Maeve frowned.

      “I did all the stickers,” Lilly said in a tone that long-time married couples reserved for each other. “Taylor, as soon as I unpack these, I’ll see you in my office. Then I have to get home—the kids are getting off the bus in thirty minutes.”

      Maeve held up the cookbook. “I’m marinating a flank steak for dinner,” she said, sounding like she was apologizing.

      “That’s a good start. Open that bottle of Rioja, let it breathe for long enough, serve it with dinner—and you’re forgiven.” Lilly straightened the shelf, then turned to me. “Shall we?”

      “Sure.” I liked Lilly, but she made me nervous. I never knew what was going to come out of her mouth.

      She led me through a cramped room, filled with unpacked boxes, to a small office in the back. There was an orange tapestry on the wall, emblazoned with another figure of the goddess. Lilly took a seat behind the desk. It was surprisingly empty, except for a large computer monitor and a neat stack of files, a striking contrast to the rest of the cramped, cluttered shop. “So like I was saying. Your mother’s contacted me again, multiple times.”

      “Is that…unusual?”

      Lilly sat back in her chair, her bright-pink lips curving down into a frown. She sighed. “I think so.”

      I waited for her to go on. I didn’t even know what to ask her next.

      “You know, when I first met you at Bebe’s, I told you the truth: your mother wanted to make sure you were okay. Once she was convinced of that, she seemed to be at peace. I thought she wouldn’t contact me again, but of course I was wrong.” Lilly picked at a hangnail. “I thought she’d gone on. But she stayed. Somehow she was alerted that she needed to keep watch over you.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “I had that strange dream…” I’d dreamt that my mother was calling to me from the bottom of the well on James’s property.

      “When you had the dream before the gala, I knew your mother had returned to protect you from something that was brewing,” Lily said. “As a spirit, she has access to information and feelings that the rest of us don’t. She knew that something was coming, something dangerous to you. But then she’d been quiet these past few months, and again, I’d thought she’d gone on.”

      “What does that mean,” I asked, “gone on?”

      “To wherever it is that we go next. I don’t know anything more than that—but I believe it’s peaceful. That’s the sense I get from the spirits I communicate with.” Lilly pursed her lips, then continued. “Your mother won’t go, though. She’s still here. She keeps showing me an object. A set of scales—like the scales of justice. And then her face…”

      “What about her face?” My heart pounded in my chest. I didn’t want to hear something terrible, but I had to know.

      “It’s nothing bad,” Lilly said quickly. “It’s just that she has two faces. When she visits, she is facing me. And then she turns around, to show me that she has another face on the other side.”

      “Does that mean something bad’s happened to her?”

      “No—no, not at all, honey.” Lilly shook her head fiercely. “I should’ve told you that to start with. They can’t be hurt anymore. She’s beyond all that. When they show you things, it’s to communicate about something that happened here, or something that is going to happen.”

      “So what do the scales mean? And the two faces?” I felt a bit sick.

      Lilly scowled, as if annoyed. “I don’t know.”

      “Is that why you can’t sleep?”

      “No.” She sat forward and smoothed her skirt. “I can’t sleep because I was wrong about your mother. I believed that she’d gone on—that she wouldn’t be back. After what happened at the gala, I thought she’d served her purpose. The fact that she’s come back again puts some things into a different perspective.”

      “You keep saying it’s not bad.” I licked my lips. “So why does it seem bad?”

      Lilly’s brow furrowed. “I know that things are changing. I can sense it, ever since this summer. Something is different and I can feel it, just like I can feel the temperature dropping outside. But I thought what happened at the party was the end of certain things, the culmination. Now I’m worried it was just the beginning.”

      I licked my lips, which had gone dry. “You thought my mother had gone on because she felt like I was safe, taken care of. I remember you said that—she knew I had people around me who would protect me.” Namely, my father and James.

      “Right.” Lilly kept her eyes on the desk.

      “So if she’s back again, it means something’s gone wrong. Or is about to go wrong.”

      “Also right.” Lilly finally raised her gaze to meet mine. “At least, I think so.”

      “What could it mean? The scales, the two faces…”

      “The two-faced one is pretty easy.” Lilly frowned. “Someone around you is working behind the scenes, and they’re keeping it from you.”

      My breath hitched. I wanted to explain everything to Lilly—about Becky, about the wolves, about the vampires, but I still felt as though these weren’t my stories to tell. Not only that, but the wider our circle became, the more people who would be in danger. Not everyone wanted to keep supernatural secrets. Those who did chose such awareness at their own risk. I couldn’t put that on Lilly.

      I nodded. “That makes sense. About the two faces.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Sure. I can’t get into details, but there’s someone in my life who is definitely keeping a secret.” I was thinking of Becky.

      “It’s not your stepmother.” Lilly sounded certain.

      I gaped at her. “How do you know about that?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Maeve’s a psychic. Plus, we could tell by her vibe that something was totally off. Becky and her family have been a problem for years—a long time before you got up here.”

      I gaped some more. “What do you mean?”

      “Honey.” Lilly narrowed her eyes at me. “You don’t want to know.”

      “No, I do. Please.” I sat forward.

      She sighed. “I don’t like to gossip, and all of this is based on gossip. With a town as small as MDI, everybody knows everything. Or at least, everybody talks about everyone—that’s the more precise way to put it. So I’d heard about Becky’s family forever, way before I met her. They were pretty notorious on the island.”

      “Why’s that?” The most I’d ever heard about Becky’s parents were that they were wealthy and had left Maine for the warmer climate of Florida. Becky, Amelia and my dad usually went down there once a year for vacation.

      “Her mother’s the one with the family fortune. Old mining money, that’s what I heard. She was raised up here. She and Becky’s dad moved away years ago, but I saw the mom a couple of times in town before they left. Tiny little thing, even more petite than Becky, but just as nasty from what I heard.” Lilly shook her head. “Becky’s dad was from a summer family. They had money, too, but nothing like her mom. He was really handsome—I guess he was considered quite the prize back in the day.”

      She sighed. “Anyway, they got married. But there was always drama—drinking, fighting, you name it. And I guess Becky got into a lot of trouble when she was a teenager, raising hell. Then they had to send her to a rehab for anorexia. Some of the locals said the way the mother talked to her, it was no surprise… Anyway, Becky came back from that place and seemed better. She finished high school.

      “But not too long after, they found out the father was having a longstanding affair with a woman from the mainland. Apparently, he’d had a child with her—a little girl. All hell broke loose when the news got out. Becky’s mother packed them up and left for Florida, swearing they’d never come back. She said her reputation had been ruined.”

      “But what about his daughter?” My mind raced. Becky has a half-sister?

      “That’s the thing.” Lilly pursed her lips. “No one really knows. The mother just packed up her little girl and next thing you knew, they were gone. People said she’d left to start over. She just stopped showing up for work one day. The story was that she’d canceled her rental and had her mail forwarded… That was the last we all heard. Nothing ever came of it.”

      “So you don’t know anything else about them.” I frowned. “I’m surprised I never heard this. Everyone on the island knows everything. Isn’t it strange that no one ever told me this story?” I figured that someone—most likely Eden, or perhaps my father—would’ve shared this tale about my stepmother’s family with me.

      Lilly hesitated for a moment. “It is funny, but you know what? I actually forgot about the whole thing until the gala. But when that happened to your poor friends that night, the memories came roaring back. Isn’t that strange? That I would just forget a whole chapter of island lore?”

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “I’ve caught myself wondering a few times if that was a coincidence, or something else.” Lilly suddenly jumped up, almost knocking the stack of files from her desk. “Oh crap! I have to get the kids!” She ran from the office, clogs thumping. “See you, Taylor—take care!”

      I sat in the office for a minute by myself, staring out at the tree’s bare branches.

      It wasn’t until I was back in the Yukon, halfway to Pine Harbor, that I realized something. Lilly had told me a lot. My head swam with all the troubling details.

      But she hadn’t told me who she suspected my mother was talking about when she’d shown her the scales…and the two faces.
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      I texted James from the mailboat, letting him know that I was on my way home. There was no sign of Amelia or Becky at the house. I ate the last cinnamon bun and hastily scrawled a note: Gone to the Tower, be home soon.

      Needing to clear my head, I decided to walk down to James’s house. It was getting darker, even though it was early afternoon, but it was still bright enough for the walk. Soon it would be daylight savings time, and darkness would fall by five o’clock. I should take advantage of the light while I could.

      I kicked a rock as I headed down the driveway. I zipped up the coat that James had given me, a small but important comfort. My head swam with all the things Lilly had told me. My mother was back again. I glanced up at the sky, which was a comforting yellow around the horizon. Was she watching over me at that moment?

      Thank you, Mom. I didn’t know what she meant by the scales and the two faces. If I was being honest with myself, the images scared me a bit. But the fact that she’d returned to communicate with me again brought tears to my eyes.

      My mother had lived a hard life. I’d always known she’d loved me, but that love was submerged, tangled beneath the waves of her choppy, risky day-to-day choices. But that she’d come back to me in death meant something. She was protecting me. Guiding me. All the things I’d believed she’d been capable of were true. Her goodness was shining through.

      No matter what else happened, I would always be grateful for that.

      I trudged down the road as my thoughts continued to spiral. The story about Becky’s family had been surprising and unwelcome. What happened to her father’s lover? What had happened to his other daughter?

      I passed the mini-golf course, the creepy doll glittery with cold. I shivered, wishing I’d grabbed a hat. The trees continued to deal their leaves like cards onto the ground. Each leaf made a soft sound as it connected with the earth, another reminder that things were changing, another season coming to an end.

      I wondered about Becky’s family. Growing up, her father had had an affair. How would that have affected Becky? I tried to piece it together in the context of Bryant Pierce…

      My pace was dawdling, which was a mistake. I’d only made it to the run-down store when I heard a truck rumbling behind me. “Hey loser,” Amelia called. “What are you doing—power-walking?”

      “Ha ha.” But my heart sank as I glimpsed Becky’s white-blond hair through the dashboard. It would be totally rude of me to continue on my route when I hadn’t seen her in three weeks. Not that I was deluding myself that she cared. Sighing, I turned around and headed back for the house.

      “Hi Taylor.” Becky’s smile was tight as she slid down from the cab of the truck. She had her aviators on, and her skin was still tanned, her visit to the Gulf extending her summer color. She wore jeans and a furry white fleece, large diamond studs winking on her earlobes. As always, she looked great. “Where were you off to?”

      “Um, I was just heading down to see James. But I wanted to say hi. How was your trip?”

      She nodded. “Good. I was just telling Amelia, it was in the nineties the whole time. Pretty different from up here.” She threw her tote over her shoulder and grabbed some groceries from the back of the truck. I immediately followed suit, grabbing several bags and following her and Amelia inside.

      “So girls, your father mentioned that you’ve been both keeping up with your homework,” Becky said. “That’s good, but I’ve been thinking… Now that fall sports are over, you should both add a class—one of the advanced online ones. It’s not like you’re so busy you can’t do it. There’s no use coming home and just hanging around for hours. It’s going to start getting dark early.”

      “I’ll look into it.” I was eager to keep the peace. “I think I can take another class and maybe even get college credit for it.”

      But Amelia wrinkled her nose. “Another class? I have three hours of homework every night already!”

      “Don’t use that tone with me, young lady,” Becky said lightly. “Now go on and change. You can help me make dinner.”

      Dismissed, Amelia bolted for the stairs. I suspected that she wanted to fire off as many texts as possible before she had to help her mother.

      I started unpacking the groceries, lining up everything neatly on the counter. Becky was very particular with her things—she had a system for her kitchen that I didn’t dare interfere with.

      “So.” She didn’t look at me as she put the milk into the refrigerator. “It seems like a few things have changed since I’ve been gone.”

      We’ve been peaceful? No one’s been cheating on their husband with a werewolf?

      “Like what?” I asked instead.

      “Amelia seems like she’s warmed up to you.”

      I hesitated—she made it sound like a bad thing. “Um…”

      She turned to face me, her ice-blue eyes freezing cold. “I need to be sure that you’re being a good influence.”

      “Sure Becky. I try to be—I’ll try harder.” I nodded doggedly. The truth was that Amelia was far wilder than me, but I would never admit that to her mother.

      “Also, I know you’ve become friendly with that girl from Spruce.”

      Uh-oh. “You mean Mali Pierce?”

      Becky narrowed her eyes at me. “You know exactly who I’m talking about. You don’t have to say her name in this house.”

      “O-Okay.” I licked my lips. Becky was throwing me for a loop. If she didn’t want me to talk about Mali, was that because she was done with the Pierce family?

      She continued, her tone accusatory. “I don’t want her around Amelia, do you understand me? Or you, for that matter. Stay away from her.”

      I yearned to ask why, but I didn’t dare.

      “I’m going to be running a tighter ship around here.” Becky roughly grabbed a bag of almond flour. “Things need to get back to normal. You can’t just go around doing whatever you want, do you understand? That’s what I mean by being a bad influence. You’re living under our roof, you need to follow our rules. We’re going to get through the rest of this year in much better shape than we started it.”

      If anyone needed a refresher on the rules, it was Becky. But if I said that, those would likely be my last words…

      Thankfully, there was a knock at the front door. I backed away, keeping my stepmother in my line of vision as I headed into the living room. A huge sigh of relief escaped my lips—James waited, shivering, on the front step. I threw the door open. “Boy am I glad to see you.”

      He gave me a funny look as I gleefully announced, “Hey Becky, James is here!”

      As always, her scathing expression turned into a sincere smile as James headed into the kitchen. “Hi there.” She beamed at him, all traces of menace evaporated.

      “Hey Mrs. Hale.” James smiled back at her easily, even going so far as to flash his dimple, but I noticed his gaze rose incrementally above her head. He was reading her aura. “How was Florida?”

      “Great—hot. But it’s so good to be home. I missed the family.”

      I wanted to gag, so I coughed instead.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” James lied. “Listen, would it be okay if I took Taylor out for a while? Mrs. Cavill wanted us to come down to the house. I guess she’s getting ready to leave the island soon, she wanted to say goodbye before she left.”

      “Of course.” As usual, Becky was dazzled by him, and she wouldn’t say no to a request from Mrs. Cavill. Patrick’s mother was extremely wealthy and reclusive. She was also a vampire, but Becky didn’t know that. At least, I didn’t think she knew that. Becky probably wanted me to go over there so she could grill me about it afterwards, to find out about the arsenal of antiques Olivia Cavill had assembled in her secluded island estate.

      “Great.” James’s dimple deepened. “It’s nice to see you, Ms. Hale. I’m a little jealous of your tan.”

      “Aw, thanks.” She smiled at him, blushing in pleasure. I really, really wanted to throttle her.

      “I’ll just get my coat.” I grabbed it from the stairwell where we kept our jackets and boots, then breathed easier once we were outside, the cold air hitting my face. “Thank god you showed up. She was just going off on me. I figured she’d start shaking any second.”

      “I know—and me, too.” James frowned as he started his truck. “When you didn’t show up or text me again, I came down to make sure you were okay. I waited outside for a minute, trying to eavesdrop. What was it she said about Mali?”

      I frowned. “She doesn’t want me to mention her name in the house, and she wants me and Amelia to stay away from her.”

      “Huh.” His brow furrowed. “We’ll have to figure out what that means. Something’s definitely changed with her—her aura was something else.”

      “What did it tell you? Wait, let me guess—Becky hates my guts.”

      His jaw tightened. “It’s more than that. She’s feeling threatened. She’s jealous of you.”

      “What?” I shook my head. “That’s ridiculous. She thinks I’m trash. I mean, maybe she’s jealous because of you, but she also doesn’t understand why you’re with me. Like she’s said before, she thinks you’re just using me and that you’ll throw me away when someone better comes along—which in her mind is anyone. Because anyone is better than me.”

      I wrapped my arms tightly against my chest, annoyed. The fact that her words still stung was even more irritating than what she’d said.

      “Taylor.” James winced. “Don’t even repeat that crap—it makes me sick. The thing is, I don’t even think she believes it anymore. That’s part of the problem.”

      “I’m not following you.” I shook my head. “She absolutely thinks I’m worthless.”

      “Maybe,” James allowed. “But she knows how much your dad loves you. And me. Even Amelia’s coming around.”

      He was silent as he pulled the truck out of the drive. To my surprise, he took a right. “Are we actually going over to the Cavill’s? I thought that was an excuse.” My heart sank. After such a crazy day, I selfishly wanted to be alone with James.

      “Olivia invited us. I thought we should go—apparently, she’s leaving tomorrow.” James’s frown deepened. “You haven’t really had a proper introduction, have you? She pretty much keeps to herself. It wasn’t always like that, but given the circumstances…”

      “What circumstances?”

      His gaze darkened as we bumped over the rocky road. “Werewolf circumstances.”
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      “What do you mean by werewolf circumstances? What do the wolves have to do with Patrick’s mother?”

      He looked uneasy, a bright-red flag. “So… Olivia Cavill appeared to have gone a little rogue.”

      “A little rogue how?” It unnerved me that Patrick had never told me much of anything about his mother. We’d spent weeks in Martha’s Vineyard together, but I’d probably been too busy boo-hooing about James for him to get a word in edgewise.

      “She’s been doing her own thing, much more so than I even realized.” James sighed.

      “Um, can you tell me what you mean—and tell me more about Mrs. Cavill?” An edge of desperation crept into my voice. Meeting a new vampire, especially one with circumstances, was a big deal. “Since we’re about to get to her house in less than a minute?”

      I’d glimpsed Patrick’s mother, sometimes passing her on her boat as she crossed Hart Sound. But I’d never met her—not even at the gala—and as far as I knew, she’d never eaten at the restaurant. I hadn’t thought much about it before. But everybody knew everything on the island; the fact that Mrs. Cavill had stayed out of sight was practically a miracle.

      “She’s been hiding out. I thought she’d just been busy,” James said. “I didn’t even realize what was going on until Patrick told me.”

      He maneuvered the truck down a narrow dirt road that led to the northeast part of the island. I’d never visited the Cavill estate, but I’d glimpsed it from the water. It was ocean-front, but different from the Tower in that it didn’t have a beach. The rolling green lawn spread out from the ancient-looking house, then dropped off sharply against the rocky coast. From the water, the house had looked foreboding. It jutted above the rocks, rising against the firs with its mossy dark-gray shingles, black shutters and forest-green door. I’d seen it on a bright, sunny day, but it still looked like the type of house that was perpetually damp.

      Buried deep in the forest, the Cavill’s property line bordered the restaurant, arguably the busiest part of the island. But you’d never know it—as the truck bumped down the drive, the dark firs swallowed us up. It seemed much more likely that we’d be pitching a tent out in the woods than pulling up to a mansion.

      “Here we are.” James slowed down as the tree-line opened up and the enormous, dark house came into view. Josie’s cherry-red Jeep was parked out front, as was Mrs. Cavill’s car, an ancient navy station wagon with wood paneling.

      “So the thing with Olivia Cavill is…” He turned to me as he parked. “She’s been having an affair with a werewolf. Which is a major no-no where I come from.”

      I hadn’t been expecting that. “Oh.”

      “That’s why she’s been hiding out. She didn’t want anyone to know.”

      “Did you know?” I asked.

      “Only recently.” James frowned. “When I spent time with her earlier in the summer, I didn’t notice she was concealing anything.  I wasn’t paying attention because, well, you know.” He jerked his chin at me. “I was preoccupied.”

      “Right. Sorry about that.”

      He brushed the hair back from my face. “I’m not—except that I would’ve helped her, or maybe, she could’ve helped me, if we’d talked about it.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Right.” James frowned. “Patrick didn’t tell me at first because he didn’t want me to worry on top of everything with Eden. But when we got into it with the werewolves, he knew he’d have to talk. Mrs. Cavill had no idea that they were planning on attacking us. She was apparently clueless about Becky and the Alpha, too. At least that’s what she said.”

      “Who is she seeing?” I asked.

      “It’s Finn Pierce.”

      My jaw dropped. “Pierce as in… Pierce? As in, Spruce Island-shifters Pierce?”

      “Pierce as in yes to all that.” James’s frown deepened.

      I opened my mouth and then closed it, trying to process. “So…you said shifter and werewolf couples are a no-no? You do know that Luke and Mali have been texting, right? They’re totally flirting.”

      “I’m aware.” James’s steel-gray eyes narrowed. “Luke likes it when he’s being naughty—always has. But even he’s aware of the ramifications of mixing with a shifter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      James shook his head. “The council doesn’t approve of such unions. They don’t want vampire blood diluted. Mrs. Cavill could get sentenced to supernatural prison for having an affair with a werewolf. And the shifter leaders want absolutely nothing to do with shifter-vampire relationships. They’re banned on their side, too.”

      “Isn’t that… Isn’t that racist?”

      James nodded. “Sure. But the council is ultimately afraid that a new race of shifter-vamps could upend our society.”

      “Are shifter-vamps a thing?” I felt like my old reality had crumbled. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men wouldn’t even know where to start.

      “The short answer is yes. Actually, it’s ‘yes, but.’” His brow furrowed. “Vampires are immortal. Shifters aren’t. The differences in our diets and talents can produce…unfortunate results.”

      “That sounds like a science experiment, not a child.” I frowned. “What do you mean by unfortunate?”

      “Children born from these unions can be very dangerous.” James grimaced. “There aren’t many in existence. But a handful of them are known to be immortal—they’re blood-drinkers with the ability to shift. The stories I’ve heard about them…they’re wild. Wild and powerful. They could obliterate all of our kinds. So the council has made interracial relationships illegal. I believe shifter leadership has done the same.”

      On the one hand, the image of a blood-sucking, savage, immortal werewolf made me shudder. On the other, the idea that the council would put someone in prison for having an affair seemed just as scary. “But vampires and humans—and shifters and humans—have relationships all the time. Right?”

      “True, but humans aren’t our enemies. Shifters have fought the vampires for centuries,” James said. “The council views this sort of relationship as literally sleeping with the enemy. Hey, it’s getting dark… Are you ready to go in?”

      “And meet another new vampire? One who’s having a secret affair with a werewolf? You’re going to have to hold me back,” I joked.

      “Ha ha.” He hopped out of the truck and I followed him. The forest was chilly, and I wrapped my jacket more tightly against my chest.

      My thoughts swirled as we headed for the stately, ominous house. Its steep, gray-shingled facade jutted into the cloudy, darkening sky. Hadn’t I already lunched with a werewolf, met with a medium, and dealt with my step-monster all in one day? And there I was, about to meet another vampire…

      “Wouldn’t it be nice to be bored?” I asked him.

      James chuckled as he reached for my hand. “You have no idea.”
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      I held onto James for dear life. He knocked on the door and without waiting, pulled me forward into the house. The inside was not at all what I was expecting. Everything was painted white, and the lighting was bright and cheerful, a sharp contrast to the gloominess outside. I immediately felt warmed, cozy. There was a row of open-faced lockers where people had stored their coats, shoes, boots, and mittens. A dog leash was hung up neatly.

      “Is that for the wolf pups?” I asked.

      No sooner had the words left my mouth, giant white paws came skidding around the corner, nails clicking crazily on the already scratched wide-pine floors. But what appeared was no wolf pup. An enormous, grizzled gray-and-white beast—part-sheepdog, part-hound—practically bounded into us.

      “Easy, Boomer!” James commanded. The dog scrambled to get its long limbs under control; he looked as though he was ice-skating on the wood floor. He skidded to a stop right before he slammed into us. Boomer sat in a heap, tongue lolling out, panting in excitement as he eyed us, then he looked hopefully at his leash. His fur was thick, fluffy and partially wavy, as if someone had begun crimping it and then given up halfway.

      “He thinks you’re going to take him for a you-know-what,” a woman’s voice called.

      We removed our shoes and hung up our coats. “We’ll take him as soon as we see you guys for a minute.” James nodded at the dog. “Good boy. Go and lie down, we’ll take you in a little while.”

      With a whine and another yearning look at his leash, Boomer slunk off.

      We went around the corner and I stifled a gasp. Even though I lived at Becky’s house, and spent significant time down at the Tower, I would never get used to really rich people’s homes. The Cavill’s residence was stunning. The wood-paneled walls had all been painted white, which made the space inviting, bright and immaculate. Walls must’ve been knocked down, because the floor plan was thoroughly modern. The huge gourmet kitchen was open to the living room. An enormous stone fireplace, replete with a roaring fire, took up one wall. Floor-to-ceiling windows faced the ocean. The waves surged and crashed against the rocks, the spray flying into the sky. It was a mesmerizing view.

      Cozy white couches and chairs dotted the room, which honestly looked more like a super-comfortable, super-chic hotel than somebody’s house.

      “James. How nice of you to visit.” A tall woman with dark skin, broad shoulders and shoulder-length braids rose from the couch. Like all the vampires I’d met, she was so beautiful I couldn’t help but stare. She had dark eyes, full lips, and skin so lustrous, she appeared air-brushed. She smiled at us, revealing bright-white, perfectly even teeth.

      To see her was to be momentarily stunned, as if looking at the sun.

      “Taylor,” Olivia Cavill said, “it’s nice to finally meet you. I apologize for not getting to it sooner.”

      “No, please. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to come down and say thank you. You helped us so much this summer with the Eden situation.”

      “What, now I’m a situation?” Eden strode into the room, tossing her vibrant-red curls and giving me side-eye. Her pale skin glowed, healthy and luminous, and her blue-gray eyes sparkled. “I know I’m exciting, and all…”

      “Hi!” I pulled her in for a quick hug. “How’s my favorite redhead?”

      “I’m good.” She smiled as she released me. “I missed you, though. Glad you’re finally done with that cross-country business.”

      “Ugh, me too.”

      Eden sat down next to Mrs. Cavill and I noticed that she was wearing another new outfit. Luke had taken to ordering her insanely expensive clothes on the internet, as though she was some sort of vampire Barbie for him to dress. Today she wore a black, pleated miniskirt with combat boots, topped with a crop-top sweater. A flash of her flat, alabaster abdomen peeked out.

      Of course Luke had picked out that outfit.

      “Hey guys. Thanks for coming.” Patrick lumbered into the room, looking comfy in a pair of sweats and sheepskin slippers. He sank down onto the couch facing us. “Mom’s packing up so I thought we should talk before she goes. I’m worried about her.”

      “This is where you being overprotective gets ridiculous.” Mrs. Cavill scowled at her son.

      “Wanting to make sure that you don’t end up dead or in supernatural prison isn’t being overprotective.” Patrick’s tone was sharp.

      Boomer must’ve noticed the tension in the room because he whined again.

      “I promise, I haven’t forgotten about you,” James told the dog. Looking around, he asked, “Speaking of dogs—where are the pups? I’m surprised they haven’t attacked us yet.”

      I didn’t miss the look that passed between Patrick and his mother. “What, didn’t Patrick tell you?” Eden asked. “We set them free.”

      “What?” James’s question was so sharp, Boomer whined once more, then hid his face between his paws. The wolf pups had been brought to the island by James’s mother. She’d intended to drown them and leave them for the Spruce Island pack as a warning with “flair.” We’d talked her out of it and kept the pups. But they’d turned out to be quite a handful, tearing up the Tower, and had been down at the Cavill’s for the past week.

      “They were really driving Boomer nuts,” Patrick explained. “And they kept getting under Mom’s feet. I was worried she was going to trip.”

      “That’s fine—I understand,” James said quickly. “But why didn’t you just let me know? I would’ve brought them back to the Tower.”

      “Hey, guys.” Josie hustled into the room, interrupting the conversation. As usual, she looked stunning even though she was wearing what looked like one of Patrick’s old T-shirts and a pair of faded jeans. Part-time bartender, part-time model, everyone always stopped to stare at Josie—myself included. Her short dreads were pulled back in a headband, all the better for her dark skin to glow, reflecting the fire.

      “The pups are wild, remember? They didn’t want to be cooped up inside.” Josie shrugged. “So we found the perfect place for them. I took them myself—don’t worry about it. They’re happier this way.”

      “You could’ve told me…” James sat back in his seat.

      “Speaking of things we could’ve told you.” Patrick shot another look at his mom. “Mom wants to leave the island first thing in the morning. But her new friend isn’t happy about that.”

      Mrs. Cavill frowned. “I don’t like discussing my personal business with others.”

      “I know Mom, but it isn’t safe to keep this a secret anymore. We don’t know what the shifters are going to do.” Patrick clenched his hands together.

      “Honey, you don’t need to worry about me. I’m an old-lady vampire. I’m immortal. I’ve existed for a long time—and I don’t plan on going to the other side soon. I’m not afraid of a few shifters.”

      “What are you worried about, Patrick?” James asked.

      Patrick stared at a spot on the floor. “Mom told Finn that she was thinking about leaving a few weeks ago. He convinced her to stay longer. Now he keeps saying that he’s going to come with her.”

      Mrs. Cavill pursed her lips “But I said no—”

      “But she said no, and he’s acting like he’s a time bomb about to go off,” Patrick finished, his voice rough.

      “Honey, you are being over-dramatic.” Mrs. Cavill shook her head. “Just like Finn. So much freaking drama.”

      “What did he say, Olivia?” James asked gently.

      She sighed. “Finn’s a good guy. We didn’t mean to let this go on for so long, and I guess he got attached. But what’re you  going to do? It’s not like we have a future together. He doesn’t want to hear it. That’s why I’m leaving—he can’t seem to let go.”

      James looked quickly at Patrick. “Are you worried he’s going to do something?”

      Patrick shrugged. “He seems a little unstable.”

      “He’s upset. Not unstable.” Mrs. Cavill gave her son a hard look. “I understand why you wanted to share this with your friends. Everyone needs to be aware that there’s some history here and that Finn might go through a hard time once I leave. But you don’t have to worry that he’s going to hurt me. He would never. He just doesn’t want to say goodbye.”

      The conversation swiftly turned to Mrs. Cavill’s plans for the next few months. It sounded as though she was throwing herself into her work as a biomedical engineer. I’d also heard that she was a part-owner of the WNBA, but she didn’t mention it. I wasn’t into sports enough to even know when basketball season started.

      Patrick still seemed anxious. I vowed to pull my friend aside later, when we could talk. I hated to see him so upset.

      Boomer intermittently whined. We eventually excused ourselves to take the long-suffering dog for a walk. The big beast shook with excitement, so much so that it was difficult for James to get its leash on.

      “Come on,” James said. He seemed annoyed, but he laughed when Boomer wagged his tail so hard, it whacked against the doorframe and sounded like someone was banging on it with their fist. Once we finally got out into the cool, damp air, Boomer bounded ahead. Thankfully, the leash was the sort that gave him some leeway, all the better to explore each tree and pee on it.

      I waited until we were a fair distance away from the house to talk. “I didn’t want to ask, but does Finn Pierce know that she’s leaving tomorrow?”

      “No.” James frowned out at the darkening woods. “And I don’t think he’s going to be happy about it. We could have a shifter mutiny on our hands. But I don’t want to tell Olivia how to live her life. She’s right—leaving the island is the right thing to do. Their relationship doesn’t have a future.”

      “But it sounds like he wants to be with her,” I said.

      James shrugged. “There’s nothing we can do about it. The council’s not going to rewrite their rules for anyone. So unless both Olivia and Finn are willing to risk the consequences, they need to break it off.”

      I shivered. “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”

      “I don’t know, but I do too.” James’s brow furrowed. “You were right… Boring sounds really good right now.”
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      The next few days passed quickly: school, James, avoiding Becky. Mali and I only chatted about Stats and our relief that cross-country was over. I’d heard that Olivia Cavill had left the island; there was no word on whether or not Finn Pierce had learned of his lover’s departure. I hadn’t seen Patrick, but I planned to spend some time with my friend that weekend.

      James had been busy with Luke doing some sort of research for their father. I’d barely had a chance to talk to him. Left to my own devices, I’d started a new after-school routine of going for a long walk in order to avoid being home with Becky. But as the week drew to a close, it seemed that it was getting darker even earlier. I had no choice but to trudge home. Thankfully, my father was back from the co-op.

      “Hey honey,” Dad called as I took off my jacket. He came around the corner, a smile frozen on his face. “Will you set the table? Dinner’s just about ready.”

      “Sure.” I sniffed the air, unable to identify the unpleasant scent wafting from the kitchen. “What’re we having?”

      “Tofu stir-fry.” Big Kyle grimaced beneath the decidedly fake smile. “With bok choy.”

      I raised my eyebrows, knowing better than to say anything—Becky must be in the kitchen.

      My father raised his eyebrows in return.

      “Great.” I fake-smiled back at him.

      He clapped me on the shoulder, a sure sign that I was being a good soldier. The acrid smell of whatever bok choy was made my nostrils water as I followed him dutifully into the kitchen. Becky faced the stove. Steam radiated from a large sauté pan, and she added a tiny splash of soy sauce that sizzled before quickly evaporating. Becky counted every last calorie, even condiments. I braced myself for a tofu and bok choy dinner that tasted like…tofu and bok choy.

      Amelia clomped down the stairs and into the kitchen, a disgusted look on her face. “What’re you making?” she asked her mother. “It smells like ass!”

      “Amelia Hale!” Becky whipped her head around. “Don’t you dare talk like that!”

      “Amelia.” Dad gave her a warning look. “Your mother’s making us a healthy vegetarian dinner. Let’s be grateful, and if I hear you use language like that again, your cellphone’s coming to work with me tomorrow.”

      Amelia scowled at him. Then she tossed her hair and stalked to the table, dramatically flopped down, and waited to be served.

      I set the table, trying to be silent and therefore invisible, wishing I could hold my nose against the onslaught of the villainous stir fry. Becky made our plates without a word. Dad set them on the table and Amelia’s scowl deepened as she moved the combination of mushrooms, tofu, rice and greens around on her plate.

      It was awkwardly silent as my dad and Becky sat down.

      I stuffed a bite of dinner into my mouth, not caring what it tasted like. I just didn’t want anybody to expect me to make small talk. The less I said in front of Becky, the better.

      Amelia speared a piece of tofu with her fork and inspected it under the light, glaring at it with suspicion.

      Her mother frowned. “Eat your dinner.”

      “What’s so wrong with chicken? Or a freaking cheeseburger?” Amelia looked pleadingly at Big Kyle. “Doesn’t a cheeseburger sound good, Dad?”

      “You know I love a good cheeseburger,” Dad admitted. “But this tofu, you know, it’s cruelty-free. Except to the soybeans.”

      “The soybeans can bite me.” Amelia put her fork down. “I am not eating this.”

      “Then you can go to your room,” Becky snapped.

      “Hey there, easy now.” My dad sounded suddenly tired. “Just eat your rice, ‘Melia. And the mushrooms—you like those.”

      Becky jabbed a finger toward her daughter. “If she’s not going to eat what I made and she’s going to sit there and complain, she can skip dinner. Don’t baby her.”

      “I’m not babying her.” His voice was quiet but firm. “I just don’t think we need to send her to her room because she doesn’t like tofu. She can eat her rice and mushrooms. Calm down.”

      Becky blinked at him like she’d never seen him before. My dad rarely crossed her. “Excuse me?”

      Dad took another bite of food instead of answering her.

      Amelia’s gaze flicked between them, then to me. I shrugged and quickly ate some more rice, hoping Amelia would do the same.

      When she did, I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

      But the silence stretched out at the table. Becky had a sip of water, then said, “I talked to the girls about adding another class to their schedules. They can take it online. Since the sports season finished, I figured it was better if they stayed busy.”

      “Taylor?” My dad looked at me. “Is that okay with you?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said quickly. “I think I can take something for college credit.”

      “Amelia?” Dad asked. “What about you?”

      Becky gaped at him. “I already talked to her about it—”

      “I don’t want to.” Amelia shook her head. “I already have so much homework, and I’m thinking I might play volleyball—”

      “You never mentioned that to me,” Becky said.

      “That’s because you haven’t been here, you’ve been lying on a lounger at Mimi’s—”

      “I don’t appreciate your tone, young lady.” Becky glared at her daughter. “I’m wondering if you’ve been around a bad influence these past few weeks—you’re not acting like yourself.” Her glare fell on me briefly, then back on her daughter. “I don’t like this new attitude.”

      My dad sat back in his chair. “Why’d you just look at Taylor like that, Bec?”

      “Jesus.” Becky threw her napkin on the table. “I didn’t look at Taylor.”

      The muscle in my dad’s jaw was taut. “Yes, you did—right when you said you thought Amelia had been around a bad influence.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. I couldn’t believe my father was calling Becky out like this. Silence stretched out over the table, heavy and thick as a weighted blanket that might smother me.

      Finally Becky leaned toward my dad, her teeth gritted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but this isn’t the right time to start a pissing contest with me. I just got back.”

      “Yeah, we know, Mom.” Amelia snorted. “We’re having tofu for dinner, remember? Dad didn’t make that—he’s been grilling steaks every night. So listen, about volleyball.” Amelia started chattering about how a girl in her social studies class told her volleyball was fun, and that it was way better than the golf team, and that there were pizza parties and cute athletic shorts and blah blah blah…

      It took me a full minute to realize that my half-sister was diffusing the situation by distracting her mother. Amelia was going to get something out of it, to be sure—no extra online class, and maybe a pass on her dinner. But I had the sense that her monologue had more to do with shielding my dad and me than it had to do with avoiding more homework and tofu.

      And that made me realize that I might love her, at least a little.
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      I beat a hasty retreat to my room after dinner, claiming homework. It was very tense in the house. My father was still pissed at Becky, and vice versa. I appreciated him standing up for me, but I didn’t want to be the reason his marriage fell apart.

      Then I reminded myself about the fact that Becky had been having sex outside of her marriage—with a werewolf, no less. Not all of their problems were my fault.

      James texted that he would sleep over at my house that night. Eden was subdued, he said, and Luke, Patrick and Josie had offered to keep an eye on her. What this really meant was that Josie was keeping an eye on both Eden and Luke. It suited me fine—I couldn’t wait to have James all to myself.

      By the time he showed up, I’d showered, vigorously brushed my teeth to eliminate any trace of bok choy, put on a clean T-shirt and crawled into bed. I wished I had something special to sleep in, but it was either my Portside tee or my pilled rainbow pajamas, so…

      James texted me right before he climbed through the window. Don’t be scared, it’s me. A second later he squeezed through and dropped onto the floor. In the ambient light, I could just make out his grin.

      I grinned back. “I knew it was you, you know. It was an educated guess.”

      “I figured.” He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over my chair. “I’m just always looking out for you.”

      “I know you are.” I sighed with happiness as he sat on the edge of the bed, took off his shoes and climbed on top of the covers.

      He rolled over to face me. “Hi.”

      Waves of happiness crashed over me. It almost felt like too much. First Amelia and my dad had my back at dinner, and then James had come to spend the night in my room. Suddenly my eyes filled with tears.

      “Babe, what’s wrong?” James gently took me in his arms. He kissed the top of my head. “Did something happen? I was outside the whole time…”

      “No.” I willed my emotions to settle as I pressed my face against his chest. “I think I’m just feeling a little…overwhelmed.”

      He stroked my cheek. “Can you tell me more?”

      I looked up into his eyes, dark and fathomless in the inky light of my room. “Ask me tomorrow?” There was only one thing I wanted, and it didn’t involve talking.

      He chuckled, but it turned into a low growl. He captured my lips beneath his, tender and forceful all at once. I threw my arm around his neck and pulled him closer. Heat rose between us. James seemed less careful with me, more sure of us together. His kisses became deep and probing. When our tongues connected, he moaned.

      I arched my back, desperate to get closer, and he put his hand on my hip and pulled me against him.

      He ran his big hands down my body. Even though my room was getting seriously hot, I shivered beneath his touch. He stopped at my hips and palmed them, fingers flexing against me. Something deep in my belly tugged.

      Every time we were together like this, I hoped. Maybe tonight’s the night. I didn’t even know how to explain what I wanted, because really, I didn’t know. But my instincts seemed pretty damn sure. I leaned up and kissed him again. He held on tight to my hip, his touch protective and possessive.

      James pulled me closer, against him, as he deepened the kiss. Our touches became urgent. I felt like I was drowning in him and I didn’t care. I never wanted to come up for air again.

      James rolled on top of me, and even through his clothes and the blanket, I could feel him. He wanted me. His kiss was full of need as his tongue explored my mouth.

      We broke apart for a second, both of us breathing hard.

      “Do you want to… Can we…” The words came out all in a rush because I was desperate. “Please?”

      “Ha. Oh boy.” His voice was strangled.

      “Is that a yes?”

      James shifted against me one more time and we both moaned. “I want to.”

      But the traitor rolled off me and groaned. “We shouldn’t. Not tonight, not like this.”

      I turned to him, incredulous, panting like I’d just run a mile. “How can you say that?” I had to convince him. Didn’t he feel the same?

      “I’m just trying to do the right thing.” His voice was strangled.

      “Why?”

      “Babe.” He kissed the top of my head and pulled me against his chest, which was rising and falling rapidly, a small consolation. “I don’t want to stop—I never want to stop. But I love you. I don’t want your first time to be like this. I want it to be special. I want you to have the best.”

      “I have the best. You’re the best,” I babbled.

      He started laughing and I almost punched him.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you, I swear.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “It’s just that this is so hard.”

      I glanced balefully at his sweats, then rolled over and pouted at the ceiling.

      “Ha ha, you’re cute—I saw that.” He leaned closer and kissed my cheek. “And you already know I want you. More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      I sighed. “So why are we waiting, again?”

      “Because our first time shouldn’t be when we’re in your dad’s house, or when my brother and Eden are around—”

      “Someone’s always around.”

      James flopped back against the bed. He laced his fingers through mine. “I know. We’ll figure it out.”

      I sighed again.

      He kissed my hand. “Don’t be mad at me, okay? I’m trying to be good. And it’s not easy.”

      “I’m not mad at you. It’s just… Are you sure…” I was suddenly tongue-tied, my insecurities clawing their way to the surface.

      James glanced at me, his brow furrowed. “Am I sure about what?”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to say it, but it would be better to hear the truth. He was a gorgeous, well-traveled, sophisticated, immortal supernatural, after all. He’d seen it all—he’d probably done quite a bit of it, too.

      “It just seems easier for you to stop than me.”

      “Taylor. Look at me.”

      When I didn’t, he gently put his fingers against my jaw and brought my face toward his. “It’s not easy for me to stop. It’s torture. But I love you more than I love myself. I can stop for you.”

      My lips twisted. “Now I just feel like an asshole.”

      He laughed again and quickly stopped himself. “You’re anything but that. You’re human. And I’ve had years of practice controlling myself. I used to be vampire, remember?”

      “I know. You’re perfect.” I just wanted to pull the blankets up over my head and call it a day, or maybe crawl into a hole and hide there until my shame passed, which would be never.

      James sighed. “I’ll tell you the truth, okay? It’ll make you feel better.”

      I waited, doubting it.

      “I’ve never been with anybody the way we’ve been together. I already told you that. I’m a virgin, just like you.” He raked a hand through his thick hair. “And it’s not because I didn’t have…needs…but it was because I was waiting until I met the right person. The person I knew I was going to be with.”

      I glanced at him, slightly mollified. “Go on.”

      “So now that I’ve met that person,” he continued softly, “I want it to be special. And I keep thinking about you, and how I want it to be special for you, to keep me from being selfish. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been close—very, very close—to just giving into my desires. I told you, I think about it all the time. I want you, Taylor. But I want you forever. Not just for tonight.”

      I was so much better than mollified—my heart felt like it might burst in my chest. “Really?” I asked, breathily.

      “Really. The way you make me feel… I’ve never experienced something like that before. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Yes. Of course I do.”

      “Yay.” He squeezed my hand and laughed. “Because that would’ve been embarrassing.”

      We both laughed, breaking the tension between us.

      I shook my head and stared at the ceiling, smiling now. “It’s funny, you know?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Not being alone.” I turned to him. “It’s good.”

      “It is good,” he agreed.

      He wrapped his arms around me. Our heat cooled to a secure, familiar warmth. I’d never felt so safe and loved as I did in his embrace. It was as though nothing could ever hurt me again. Time stopped; James’s chest rose and fell against mine.

      I felt so connected to him. No matter my human insecurities, I had a faith in us that existed outside of fear. I’d never even dared to dream of trusting someone like that. I’d never let myself begin to hope for a love like this.

      “I love you,” I murmured against his chest.

      He pressed his lips against my ear. “And I love you, Taylor.” His cool breath wafted over me, making me shiver.

      I burrowed against him, feeling his strength as he held me, protected in his arms.

      I felt utterly safe as I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      I sat up straight in bed when my alarm went off. James was propped up on his elbow, grinning at me.

      “Please tell me you weren’t staring at me all night.” I whacked the alarm, almost sending it flying from the nightstand.

      “Did your alarm offend you, or something?” James chuckled as he righted it. “And of course I wasn’t staring at you while you slept.”

      I grimaced and scrubbed a hand across my face. “Liar.”

      “Actually I sort of thought you were staring at me, with your eyes half-open and all.”

      I glowered at him. “I do not sleep with my eyes half open. That’s a myth, just like me snoring. Not true.”

      He waggled his finger in the air. “Actually, both of those things are true.”

      “Have I ever told you that you should wait until I’ve had coffee to talk to me?”

      “You didn’t have to say it. It’s pretty clear.” He laughed.

      “Ha ha.” I muttered some other choice words under my breath as I hopped up and tore through my closet. I didn’t want to go to school; I hadn’t gotten near enough sleep. Getting dressed was a problem, too. All I seemed to own were hoodies and leggings.  I sighed as I pulled out yet another iteration of my school uniform.

      “As much as I enjoy watching you in your early-morning state of duress—which is adorable, by the way—you seem like you need some space.” James was either reading my aura or the grumpy look on my face. “I guess I should get going. Can we hang out later? It’s finally the weekend.”

      “Definitely. We have a lot of things we need to talk about.” I hadn’t even managed to tell him about my encounter with Lilly yet.

      “Then it’s a date.” James was suddenly beside me, his cool breath in my ear. “I can’t wait.” He kissed me on the cheek, then smacked my behind.

      “Hey!”

      He winked. “Coffee. Go get coffee—you can yell at me later.”

      He climbed through the window and disappeared before I could complain, or more likely, beg him to stay.

      I was running late. I hustled through my shower, blew my hair dry in record time, and grunted a morning greeting at Amelia in the kitchen. She grunted back. Luckily, my dad had already left for the co-op, and Becky was nowhere to be seen.

      Amelia must’ve wanted to avoid them, too. She threw her jacket on and pulled a hat down over her still-damp hair. “You ready? Let’s get out of here.”

      “Sure.” I zipped up my new coat and grabbed my backpack, eager to escape without another confrontation.

      We heard Becky on the stairs and Amelia literally sprinted for the front door. I followed her and we crashed through, walk-running down the driveway and away from the house.

      “What did I miss last night after I went to bed?” I huffed. “Was it bad?”

      “Nah, I just went on and on about volleyball until she let me have my way. But they got into it later, after they thought I was asleep. You’re lucky you’re in your own wing.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, but I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      We quickly both gave up running. We loped across the field, heading for the town dock, our footsteps crunching against the frosty grass. “I don’t want them to get divorced, because I don’t want Dad to move out,” Amelia said. “But I want them to stop fighting. She just got back and it’s already a shit-show.”

      “Was it ever this bad before?” I glanced at her. She knew what I meant: before I went to live with them.

      “Sometimes. But Dad usually backed down. Mom’s used to getting her way.” She shrugged again.

      We remained quiet as we rode the mailboat across Hart Sound, through the thick early morning mist. As fall deepened, and all traces of summer had slipped away, the waves had grown darker. If you stared down at the water, you could still see its crystalline quality. But its depths were fathomless now, gray, inscrutable.

      In spite of the fog, we reached Pine Harbor at the usual time. I was still lost in my thoughts as we trudged toward the Yukon.

      “Hey.” Amelia nudged me. “Isn’t that Bryant Pierce?”

      “Huh?” I blinked at a figure standing near the SUV, then froze. “Yeah… That’s him.”

      Bryant Pierce—otherwise known as the Alpha—was handsome and tall, with a broad chest. He had thick, black hair that curled above his prominent forehead and his large, patrician nose. He was well-dressed, his wool coat new and expensive. There was an air of superiority about him, maybe even a bit of snobbery. He’d always seemed perfect for Becky in that sense.

      But looking at him now, from a distance, something else struck me. Bryant still looked wealthy and aloof, but he was also big, intimidating—powerful. His muscular body was tense beneath his coat. The image of Becky writhing beneath him as he thrust into her, snarling, snapping and roaring in pleasure flashed in my mind… Don’t think about it, don’t think about it, don’t think about it!

      My cheeks blazed. I was really glad werewolves weren’t telepathic—at least, as far as I knew. Praying I was right, I raised my hand toward him in a reluctant greeting.

      Bryant didn’t wave back. He nodded in acknowledgement.

      “Uh—do you want to wait here for a second?” I asked Amelia.

      “No, it’s freezing. And I don’t know what his problem is, but it’s not mine.” She marched up to the car and I hustled after her.

      Bryant nodded at us. “Good morning.” His voice was deep, smooth, but not pleasant. “I need a word with Taylor.”

      “Fine, but can you get out of my way?” Even with a hat on, Amelia managed to toss her hair. “It’s freezing, in case you haven’t noticed.” Without waiting for an answer and giving major side-eye, she stepped around him and climbed into the Yukon. Then she slammed the door shut.

      His full lips pulled down into a grim line. “Teenagers.”

      I supposed he’d forgotten who he was talking to. “Can I help you, Mr. Pierce?”

      “I think so.” He assessed me quickly, calculatedly, his light-brown eyes doing a head-to-toe sweep. “How is your stepmother? I haven’t heard much from her lately.”

      My stomach lurched. “G-Good. She’s good.”

      “I’ve heard that she’s back on the island. Is that correct?”

      Answering him seemed like a betrayal of my father, but I nodded.

      “Tell her I said hello.” He frowned and didn’t say anything further for a moment.

      “Um, is that all? I really have to get going.”

      “No, that’s not all.” His gaze hardened, zeroing in on me. I had an inkling what an antelope might feel like right before a lion sprang out at it. “Please tell her I know she’s back.”

      I wanted to tell him to tell Becky that himself—and also, to shove it. Instead I nodded. “I can do that.” My voice shook a little.

      I guess I was afraid of the big, bad wolf.

      He smiled, but it was not a nice smile. “Thank you.” With a nod, he stalked off, his powerful shoulders hulking beneath his coat.

      I climbed into the warmth and safety of the Yukon and then promptly locked the doors, as if that would actually help.

      “What did he want?” Amelia asked. Luckily, she sounded more bored than interested—further proof that the incident at Becky’s apartment had been fully obliterated from her memory.

      Adding yet another lie to the pile, I smiled. “Nothing.”
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      I went through my classes in a daze. I wanted to call James and tell him about Bryant, but I worried about how he would react. I knew he wouldn’t take it well—but just how bad it would be, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want him storming the Pierce stronghold on Spruce and blasting them with his light. I decided to wait, so I could tell him face-to-face, and maybe handcuff myself to him so he couldn’t go anywhere…

      I was looking forward to seeing Mali at lunch. In spite of Becky’s warning to stay away from her—or maybe because of it—I decided I was going to make a better effort to be friendly. Mali was right. We agreed on more things than we disagreed on; the old grudges between the shifters and the vampires had little to do with us.

      My friend looked tired as she hurried into the cafeteria and threw her stuff down. Mali had dark circles under her eyes, and she was unusually quiet. She restlessly pushed her salad around in its container.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      Her bright-blue eyes met mine for a second. “You know it’s not.”

      I sighed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” She leaned forward, her eyes widening.

      “About…?”

      “C’mon, Taylor.” She tossed her fork down, then looked around to make sure no one could hear us. “About Olivia. That she was leaving. Uncle Finn just found out and he’s so upset.”

      “I didn’t know until a few days ago—that’s the truth.” I shrugged helplessly. “And I didn’t think it was my news to share. How did you find out?”

      Mali bit her lip, looking miserable. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Was it Luke?” I asked immediately.

      Her blue eyes widened in her face. “Absolutely not! He would never tell me anything secret—we don’t ever talk about anything like that. Besides, he hasn’t even been texting me that much lately.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know.”

      She shrugged. “It’s not like it’s a great situation, anyway.”

      Now that I knew more about vampire-shifter relations, I understood her point. “So… How did you find out about Olivia? You can tell me.” It was important to find this out. If someone in our circle was telling secrets, I needed to know who it was.

      Mali hesitated. “You have to promise not to tell.”

      “Fine.” I had to know. “I swear I won’t say a word.”

      “Swear on friendship.”

      I raised my right hand. “I swear on friendship.”

      “My father was doing surveillance on Dawnhaven yesterday afternoon,” she said. “He went to the Cavill house and realized she’d gone—he swam back and told Uncle Finn. All hell broke loose at my house last night.”

      Mali sighed. “Nobody except my dad knew that Finn had been seeing a vamp earlier in the summer. He didn’t tell anyone, not even Uncle Bryant. I don’t know how he managed to keep it a secret, but maybe Uncle Bryant was also getting busy… Ugh, sorry.” Her cheeks turned pink.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I shook my head. “But why did all hell break loose? Is it because she’s a…you know?”

      “Yes.” Mali’s eyes almost popped out of her head. She looked around making sure that no one could hear us and leaned closer. “It’s against the law.”

      “But I don’t understand.” I frowned. “What about you and Luke?”

      “That’s flirting.” But her cheeks burned brighter. “Flirting isn’t the same as the other ‘f’ word—not even close. Now my whole family knows. This affair is a total scandal—everyone’s freaking out.”

      “So what’s going to happen?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. But if there was a problem between us and the vampires before, now it’s a hundred times worse.”

      “Great.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but… Your other uncle came to see me this morning.”

      “Holy hell. Uncle Bryant?” When I nodded, her eyes flashed.

      “What did he say to you? Where was James?”

      “James was still on the island—I saw Bryant in Pine Harbor.” I swallowed over a sudden lump in my throat. “He was waiting for me at my car. He asked me about Becky being back.”

      Mali shook her head. “This isn’t good. This is actually terrible.”

      “Which part?”

      She raised her bright-blue eyes to meet mine. “The fact that Uncle Bryant came to see you. It’s a warning, Taylor.”

      “A warning to who, exactly?”

      She furrowed her brow. “You’re in AP statistics—don’t play dumb.”

      I licked my lips. “A warning to James?”

      “There you are. A-plus,” Mali said.

      “Oh… Great.” My heart sank.

      I’d never been less happy to be right in my entire life.
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      I couldn’t wait to get home, but Amelia was staying after for a volleyball meeting, so I had to wait. I sat in the library, tapping my pen, ignoring my science homework. A warning to James. Mali hadn’t said much more—the bell had rung, and we’d had to go our separate ways.

      But her words rang in my head. They did nothing to ease the heaviness on my heart.

      Finally, Amelia finished, and we headed to Pine Harbor to catch the late mailboat. I scanned the parking lot, praying that Bryant Pierce wasn’t waiting for us again.

      Instead I found James standing on the dock, arms crossed against his chest. His complexion was as pale as I’d ever seen it, and his eyes were hollowed out. “Why don’t I give you two a ride?”

      “Sure.” Amelia and I handed our backpacks to him and climbed aboard the Norumbega. I was antsy to talk to James about what had happened that morning, and also to find out the cause of his evident grim mood, but the motor, the whipping wind and Amelia’s presence kept me quiet. James pulled up to the dock at his boathouse. Amelia chattered at him, asking about Luke and whether or not they planned to have another party down at the Tower soon. James answered her questions in a friendly tone, even making her giggle once or twice as he drove us home in the pick-up.

      But once she thanked him and went inside, the easy smile slid from his face.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, panic rising.

      His blue-gray eyes were decidedly dark. “I heard you had a visitor this morning.”

      “Yes. But how did you know that?”

      “Not from you.” His words were sarcastic, underlined with a good dose of pissed.

      “I had to go to school,” I said quickly. “I couldn’t call you from the car because of Amelia, and I didn’t want to text from class because I knew you’d freak out.”

      James glanced at Becky’s house; lights were being turned on inside. “Can you stay and talk for a minute?”

      “Sure—”

      He didn’t wait for me to finish. He reversed the truck, gravel flying, and flew out the driveway back toward the boathouse.

      “You don’t have to speed,” I joked.

      “I’m doing twenty.” His voice had no humor.

      “The speed limit’s ten,” I reminded him lightly.

      But he didn’t answer as he pulled back in front of the boathouse and hopped out. I followed him, warily, inside. He must’ve spent some time there earlier, because it was warm, and the fairy lights strung above the kitchen cabinets were lit. Their cheerful glow was a stark contrast to James’s deep, dark frown.

      I sank onto the couch as he paced back and forth in the front of the windows.

      When he didn’t say anything for a full minute, I leaned forward. “What’s going on?”

      His hands clenched and unclenched. “I’m trying to get myself under control before I say something I’ll regret.”

      Oh boy. “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about Bryant right away. I swear I wasn’t keeping it from you, I was just waiting till I saw you—”

      He stopped dead in his tracks. “You don’t need to apologize to me. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

      I blinked at him. “For what?”

      “You obviously don’t understand the situation—how dangerous it is. Do you know what the Alpha could’ve done to you? He could have torn you to shreds, right in the parking lot, in broad daylight.”

      “He wasn’t there to hurt me, he was there to talk about Becky—”

      “He was there to show me that you are in danger. That you are a target—and that I’m not doing enough to protect you.”

      “That’s not true—”

      “That was his message. That he could take you from me.” All the color drained from his face. His eyes burned like hot coals. “That I’ve failed you.”

      “Woah, woah, you’re blowing this way out of proportion.” I shook my head. “He wanted to ask me about Becky. He seemed upset that he hadn’t heard from her. He didn’t threaten me, he didn’t get close to me, he didn’t even give me a dirty look. You should calm down—seriously.”

      He put his face in his hands. “Taylor. I’m sorry. But Bryant Pierce is fucking with me by going near you. And I am going to make him pay.” The dead certainty in his voice was scary.

      “James.” I took a deep breath. “Come here. Please. You need to calm down—you’re not thinking straight.”

      He squinted at me. “I am absolutely thinking straight when it comes to Bryant Pierce. He went near you. You are off-limits. He’s going to pay for that.”

      The battle in the woods flashed in my mind, an image of James on top of the Alpha, on the verge of destroying him. I needed to diffuse this. “Can you please come here? You’re kind of freaking me out.”

      He sank down onto the opposite corner of the couch, his back ramrod straight. “I don’t want you to be upset,” he said quietly, “but you do need to understand how serious this is—and it’s my fault that you don’t.”

      “He’s a werewolf. I get it. I saw him in the woods that night, remember?”

      James steadied himself, then looked at me. “That night in the woods I was late, but I still managed to reach you in time to protect you. This morning is another story. I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid.” He cursed under his breath before continuing, “The reason Bryant approached you in Pine Harbor is because the pack is enraged about Finn and Olivia. Bryant wants me to see how vulnerable I’ve let you be. The next time things don’t go his way, that’s his strategy. You.”

      “I don’t think that’s it.” I swallowed hard. “He just wanted to know about Becky, I swear. That’s all he asked me about.”

      “His actions speak louder than his words.”

      I took a deep breath. “You can’t attack him just for talking to me. Just like they can’t attack us because one of ours had an affair with one of theirs. We have to smooth things over with them, otherwise it’s going to turn into the war you don’t want.”

      James’s eyes glittered in the growing dimness of the afternoon. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care about anything except you.”

      “But I’m fine. You don’t need to worry—”

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Are you enrolling at MDI High?”

      “Maybe.” His shoulders finally eased a fraction. “Aside from the fact that I’m going to zap him for talking to you, I guess it’s interesting that he’s still obsessing over Becky. He’s more attached to her than I thought. It sounds like she hasn’t been talking to him, though.”

      “Her and my dad got into a fight last night.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if they’re going to be okay. I’m not sure what that means for the Bryant situation.”

      He nodded. “We just need to keep an eye on it.”

      “Okay.” I nudged him. “Keeping an eye on it is better than zapping it.”

      “I’m not making any promises.” He scowled at me. “I should probably get you home.”

      I nodded. “Do you think I should say something to Becky?” It had been bothering me all day. I didn’t want to be the go-between for the Alpha and my stepmother. Still, part of me longed to see her reaction.

      “My first reaction is of course not—I don’t want you doing that dog’s bidding. But…” James sat forward in his seat. “I also don’t want you on his radar. So get her alone and tell her—make it casual. Like you just bumped into him and you have no idea who he is to her.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t looking forward to it. I felt like a traitor to my father. But I was curious to see what Becky’s reaction was.

      Of course, curiosity did kill the cat…
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      We had dinner, which was once again plant-based protein in the form of vegan sausage. It was crumbled in cauliflower “rice” and served with sautéed vegetables, including pungent Brussel sprouts. My father looked as though he were going to gag as he dutifully pushed the food around on his plate. Amelia was busy dividing her portions into equal piles; Becky and I were the only ones brave enough to eat.

      The cauliflower rice wasn’t bad, but it definitely wasn’t rice.

      “So,” my stepmother said to no one in particular, “Sylvie and I were thinking about going down to Portland tomorrow to go shopping.”

      “Nice,” Dad said.

      “Have fun.” Amelia smiled at her mother enthusiastically. She was probably psyched to eat actual food while Becky was away.

      “I thought you could come with us,” Becky said to her daughter.

      “Oh thanks—but I have to study. And get ready for volleyball tryouts next week.” What Amelia likely meant was that she wanted nothing to do with spending an entire day with her mother and her Sylvie the Viper.

      “Okay—but let me know if you change your mind.” Becky speared another Brussel sprout.

      “What are you shopping for?” Big Kyle asked.

      I guessed it was more ultra-expensive running tights, but I kept my mouth shut.

      Becky shrugged. “Maybe a lamp or something, I don’t know. Sylvie also heard that there’s a new blowout salon down there that does walk-ins, so we might try that too. Is that okay with you?”

      “Of course it is, Bec.” My dad smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I hope you and Sylvie have a real nice day.”

      It wasn’t lost on me that Becky had just gotten back from Florida and now she was taking off with Sylvie for the day. Which was fine by me, but I wondered what my dad actually thought about it. But in typical Big Kyle form, he said nothing further. He politely nibbled a mushroom and I guessed that he would be sneaking a large sandwich after “dinner.”

      I choked down as much of my food as I could, but Becky didn’t seem like she was in the mood to yell at us for not eating. Once she finished, I hopped up and collected the plates. Amelia even helped clear—she seemed eager to throw the contents of her plate into the trash.

      “You don’t want to go shopping in Portland?” I asked her. I didn’t know much about it, but I figured that Portland had a lot of cool shops.

      Amelia wrinkled her nose. “Sylvie is a bitch on wheels. You think I want to sit in the car with them for six hours? No freaking way!”

      “Amelia, come here—I wanted to show you this volleyball match on tv!” My dad called. Amelia rolled her eyes and went out to the living room.

      “Have you got this under control?” Becky asked as she coolly eyed the kitchen.

      “Of course.” I started stacking dishes into the dishwasher. “And thank you for dinner.”

      “Please.” She wrinkled her nose. “Cauliflower rice isn’t exactly good. Just don’t tell your father or Amelia that I admitted it.”

      I almost laughed—but then I remembered who I was dealing with. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      Becky didn’t seem to notice the irony of that as she left me in the kitchen.

      After I finished cleaning, I checked in on my dad and Amelia. They were watching a girls’ volleyball game on YouTube. Big Kyle was pointing out different moves while Amelia sat there, absentmindedly nodding.

      Confident that they were occupied for the moment, I headed to the study. I wanted to tell Becky about Bryant and get it over with. But I almost lost my nerve—I lingered in the hallway for a minute, glancing at the family photos on the wall. None of them were of me, of course. There were pictures of Amelia when she was a baby, her as a toddler with a gummy smile, wearing a red, ruffled bathing suit on the beach, and a couple of my dad and Becky when they were younger. There was an old black-and-white photograph of Mr. and Mrs. Langford, Becky’s parents, taken down by the restaurant. Becky’s mother was laughing, and her father stared right at the camera, an easy, open smile on his handsome face.

      A memory of what Lilly Burke had said flashed in my mind. The father was having a longstanding affair with a woman from the mainland. Apparently, he’d had a child with her—a little girl.

      I stared at Mr. Langford’s face. What sort of secrets are you keeping, huh?

      I heard a noise from inside the study and startled—I should knock before Becky found me out there, snooping. I figured she was on her computer. But when I got to the door, I stopped dead in my tracks and ducked into the shadows.

      Becky was standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling window, staring at her reflection. She was turned to the side, with the hem of her shirt pulled up, inspecting her profile.

      For as long as I’d known her, Becky had been almost painfully thin. Her wrists and clavicle were bony, her legs long, slender and toned. I’d seen her in a bikini that summer—she had flat, perfectly toned abs.

      But as she turned to examine her profile, I saw it. A bump. She ran her hands over the swell, then cupped it from below.

      Before she could see me, I turned on my heel and fled.
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      I didn’t say a word to anyone; I just went straight to bed.

      And then I shut my eyes tight and prayed that what I’d just seen wasn’t…what I’d just seen.

      Becky was pregnant. She was so thin that had to be the reason her stomach bulged—there was no way in hell she’d been sneaking enough calories down in Boca to bloat like that. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen her touch a drop of alcohol since she’d come home. I thought she’d been appeasing my dad, but…

      Then there had been the way that she’d been looking at herself, examining her profile. Fuck. Was Becky actually pregnant?

      If yes, was the baby my father’s? Or…?

      I pulled the covers up over my head, as though that would hide me from my thoughts. I didn’t know what to believe or what to feel.  James texted a while later. Sorry, this isn’t going to be much of a Friday night, he wrote.

      You’re telling me,  I texted back. I’m already in bed.

      I couldn’t even face James. I was like an overheated laptop—I just needed to be shut down. There was no other solution.

      Taking care of some business with Luke, he wrote. Edgar is down in your yard right now, watching, and Josie and Eden are in the woods to make sure you’re safe. Luke and I will be on the property while you sleep—I’m sorry to miss you. Is everything okay?

      Everything’s fine, I lie-texted back. He was already so upset about Bryant Pierce. What was I going to do, text him the truth? Becky’s pregnant with a…puppy? James would absolutely lose his mind.

      I put my phone on my nightstand, then groaned and burrowed back beneath my comforter.

      I tossed and turned for the rest of the night. I couldn’t stop thinking about Becky and what I’d seen. When I lay on my right side, I imagined that the baby was my father’s. When I turned to my left, I worried it was Bryant Pierce’s.

      How old was Becky, anyway? Close to forty. Amelia was turning fifteen that spring. I wondered if Becky was surprised about the baby, and if it was a happy surprise…

      I finally fell into a restless sleep, but it brought me no relief. Mrs. Lambert haunted my dreams, her hands on her hips, the skin beneath her eyes puffy. She kept asking me when Eden was finally going to come home. My dreams were unpleasant, but still: I woke up with an idea.

      It actually seemed like more of an urge.

      There were no texts from James; it must’ve been a quiet night. The sun was just cresting above the horizon as I threw on sweats and a hoodie. I crept downstairs and made a very necessary coffee, rubbing my eyes while I waited for it to brew. I dumped in a heaping spoonful of sugar and a ton of cream into the mug, then greedily sucked in down. My father had hidden some plump, fresh croissants in the bread drawer. I pulled one out, slathered it with organic butter, and devoured it while I stood at the counter.

      I whipped out my phone and texted Eden. Good thing vampires didn’t sleep. Get Luke and come meet me at the dock in ten minutes, I wrote, and drink a couple of pints on your way.

      I grabbed my jacket, zipped it up, and was almost to the door when I heard someone behind me. “Where are you going so early?” Becky asked. As usual, she sounded pissed.

      “Um, I’m going to meet Eden for a walk,” I lied. “We might go see her mom.”

      “Isn’t Jean fishing today?” Becky asked.

      “Maybe. She usually just goes out for an hour or two on the weekends—I was hoping we’d catch her.” I turned to face my step-monster. She looked normal enough in a cozy, oversized sweatshirt and a pair of leggings. The bump was nowhere to be seen.

      I plastered a smile onto my face as she eyed me. “I know Eden wanted to say hi to her, so.”

      She nodded, but her gaze still skipped over me with suspicion. What did she think I was going to do, go tell the neighbors that she thought cauliflower rice was gross and then do drugs and have sex before eight a.m.? She was the one who was bad, not me! But you’d never know it by the way she looked at me.

      I turned away again and then, as though it’d just popped into my head, “By the way—I saw Bryant Pierce in Pine Harbor yesterday. He said he heard you were back.”

      “Oh.” Her voice was sharp. “Did he… Did he say anything else?”

      “Just to tell you hello.” I shrugged. “Amelia and I were hopping in the Yukon to go to school. He was just passing by.”

      “Thanks Taylor.” But she didn’t sound grateful; she sounded distracted. “See you later.”

      “Yeah, see you. Have fun in Portland!”

      I practically ran out of the house and down the driveway. The last thing I wanted was to get accosted by Becky while the rest of the island was asleep. I didn’t know which scenario was scarier—the one in which she started shaking again, or the one in which I asked her if she was, in fact, pregnant.

      You already know she’s pregnant, I thought to myself. I just really wished that wasn’t true.

      A caw echoed from the trees and I squinted up to find a large, black crow sitting on a low branch. “Good morning, Edgar. Thanks for looking out for me.”

      He cawed again in response. Then his big wings beat as he flew back through the forest to the Tower. I wished I could go with him. I’d even be happy to stay in the forest all day—anything to stay away from all the trouble Becky was about to stir up.

      But there I was, heading down to see Mrs. Lambert first thing. I had more questions about my step-monster than I had answers, and I couldn’t escape my reality.

      I took a deep breath, attempting to pull myself together. The last time we’d brought Eden to see her mother it hadn’t gone well. Mrs. Lambert had cried and tried to get Eden to come into the house to talk. But Eden was uncomfortable. She kept looking to James for guidance, and that made her mother angry. She’d accused James of doing something to her daughter—which was true in a way that Mrs. Lambert couldn’t ever find out about.

      But I needed to talk to her. If anyone knew the history of the island residents, it was the Lamberts. Generations of Lamberts had fished the local waters. Mrs. Lambert knew everything about everyone. That was what I needed right now.

      I wasn’t even sure why I was suddenly obsessing over Becky’s parents, but I just couldn’t shake the feeling. And if there was one thing I’d learned from hanging out with supes, it was that you should listen to your gut. It was the closest thing I had to a superpower…

      The grass sparkled with frost as I made my way down to the dock, and I wrapped my arms against my chest. I shot off a quick text to James, letting him know what I was doing and asking if he could meet afterwards. Yes, he wrote back immediately, and be careful. Luke will be there in a minute.

      James needed to hear the news about Becky fast. An image of her cupping her belly flashed again but luckily, I was distracted by the sound of a tires crunching over the gravel. Luke pulled up alongside me in James’s truck, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Hey girlie.”

      I couldn’t help but smile back. “Hey yourself.”

      Eden leaned past him, red curls shining in the early morning sun. “Why are we down here again? Josie and I were in your yard until midnight.”

      “Thanks for keeping watch.” I sighed. Between Edgar, Eden, Josie, Luke and James, I had a perpetual babysitting squad. “So I texted because I need to talk to your mom about something. I figured she’d want to see you. Are you up for it?”

      She shrugged. “Not really, but it’ll be fine. I drank a bunch of you-know-what as soon as I got your message. It’s safe.”

      “I’ll stay close,” Luke assured her, and she beamed at him.

      He parked the truck, and we went down to the co-op’s dock where a couple of the hardcore, year-round fishermen had parked their boats. Mrs. Lambert was one of them. Her tank was already full of lobsters, and she was tapping something into her smartphone. “Mrs. Lambert?”

      She squinted from behind her readers as she looked up at us. “Taylor? Eden? Hi honey!” She scrambled over to the dock and pulled her daughter in for a tight hug. “I’m so sorry, I’m sure I smell like fish guts—but it’s been so long!” It seemed as though she were trying to keep her tone upbeat, but her voice was thick.

      “Hey Mom.” Eden wrinkled her nose as her mother squeezed her. “It’s nice to see you—but not to smell you. You totally smell like chum.”

      “I know, I know.” Jean Lambert released her daughter and wiped at her eyes, almost knocking her glasses off. “You know your mother. I just can’t help myself.”

      The smile Eden gave her made my heart stop—it was the first look of real warmth I’d seen on her face with respect to her family.

      Mrs. Lambert chucked Eden under the chin, inspecting her. “You’re so pretty honey, it hurts. How are you?” She sounded as if she were about to burst into tears.

      “I’m good.” Eden sounded like she meant it. “Hey, have you met Luke before? Mom, this is Luke Champlain. Luke, this is my mom, Jean Lambert.”

      “Now I see where Eden gets her good looks from.” Luke’s smile was disarming. “It’s a pleasure, Mrs. Lambert. You’ve raised a fine young lady.”

      Jean Lambert appeared immune to Luke’s charms. “Your James’s brother?” she asked, as if accusing him of something.

      His smile didn’t slip. “Don’t hold that against me.”

      The corners of Jean’s mouth dipped down. “We’ll see about that. Now, what are you girls up to? It’s awfully early.”

      “I needed to talk to you, and I thought you’d like to see Eden.” I took a deep breath, gathering my courage. “It’s about something that happened a long time ago. You grew up on the island, didn’t you?”

      “Yep.” She looked around, making sure no one was nearby. “Is this about Becky?”

      I licked my lips. “Sort of. Why do you ask?”

      Jean shook her head. “I had a funny dream about her last night, is all. I guess I’m not that surprised to see you.”

      “That’s weird—I had a dream about you, too.” I hesitated, not wanting to pry. “What was yours about?”

      Her face screwed up. “I really don’t remember. Just that Becky was in it—and maybe Amelia? I’m not sure. Anyway honey, what did you want to know?”

      “Um… A friend of mine told me recently that Becky’s dad had another daughter.” For some reason, saying it out loud made me feel sort of sick. I wrung my hands together. “Do you know anything about that?”

      She blew out a deep breath. “Oh sure. That’s old news, though. The Langfords didn’t ever want anybody talking about it—that’s why they sent that little girl and her mother away.”

      “They sent them away?”

      Eden Lambert shot me a look. “No one ever came out and admitted it, but his girlfriend and the daughter just packed up one day and left—never came back. The whole thing was crazy if you ask me. But Mimi Langford wouldn’t have it any other way. I think she was the one behind it, actually. Wrote them a check and made them promise to stay away.”

      “Mimi…is that Becky’s mother?”

      “The wickedest witch of them all.” Jean shook her head. “Why’re you asking about this, huh? If Becky finds out you’ve been bringing it up, she’ll be on the warpath for sure.”

      “Please don’t mention it to anyone,” I said quickly. “I don’t even know why I’m asking—I guess I was just curious. My dad never mentioned anything about it.”

      “Well Becky probably never told him—and if she did, she would’ve sworn him to secrecy.” Jean’s nostrils flared. “Wasps love their family secrets.”

      “Yeah… I guess they do.” Jean had no idea. “Well, thanks for telling me. I know this was out of the blue. I just wanted to see if it was true.”

      “It’s true all right. But if I were you, I’d leave it alone. D’you know what I mean?” Jean asked.

      “Yes, Mrs. Lambert. I sure do.” That was the truth.

      “Hey mom,” Eden said, “do you want to walk the beach later and look for sea glass? Like, after you’ve showered?”

      “Ha ha!” Jean beamed at her daughter. “I’d love to.”

      We left Mrs. Lambert, who seemed high as a kite after Eden’s invitation, to finish with her accounting. Luke nudged me as we trudged up the dock to the parking lot. “What’re you doing, snooping around Becky’s old family skeletons?”

      I shrugged. “Just a hunch.”

      “A hunch, huh?” He scowled. “That sounds bad.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “Can you bring me down to the Tower? There’s more bad where that came from.”

      Luke perked up. “Your wish is my command, Princess.”

      “That was nice of you to make plans with your mom,” I told Eden as we climbed into the truck. “Are you sure you’re up for that?”

      She nodded, looking thoughtful. “I’m getting more control over my thirst. And I don’t know, when I saw her today… I guess I felt something. That wasn’t true the last time. I’ll bring someone with us to the beach—Luke or James, whoever’s available to make sure I don’t attack her.”

      “I’ll be there.” Luke nodded. “And hey—you’re making excellent progress, Red. You’re maturing way faster than most newbies. Good job.”

      She smiled at his praise, eyes sparkling.

      After that, we were silent as we drove past the mini golf course, the school, and the run-down store. We bumped over the gravel drive heading toward the Tower, the rose bushes screeching against the truck’s sides.

      “So Taylor…” Luke finally said. “Aren’t you going to tell us anything? I’m curious about all this to-do about Becky. Her father had an affair?”

      I sighed. “Yes, but that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “C’mon!” Luke sounded gleeful. “I want the details.”

      “Not until I tell James. He needs to hear it first.” Now that I was about to share my secret, I felt even more ill.

      “It must be something good. Juicy.” Luke waggled his eyebrows.

      “C’mon Taylor—what is it?” Eden’s eyes glittered with excitement. “You know we love the dirt!”

      I shook my head. “You really really don’t want to know.”

      “Yes we do!” They cried in unison.

      “Becky’s pregnant,” I blurted out. It felt like I was vomiting the words.

      Eden gaped, hew jaw hanging open.

      At first, Luke stared straight ahead. And then he just laughed and laughed.
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      James, Josie and Patrick were sitting inside the Tower in the living room, drinking coffee and playing Scrabble. James was winning. He looked much more relaxed than he had the last time I’d seen him, in the boathouse, but I was about to undo that.

      “It’s not exactly fair,” Josie was complaining. “You’ve been alive for hundreds of years, of course you know way more words!”

      “So quit.” James sounded amused. “Or you could stop complaining. Just a thought.”

      Luke beamed at them. “Forget Scrabble—our human friend here has news. Big news.” He sounded positively cheerful, but I still felt sick.

      James must’ve sensed it immediately. He stood up and reached for me, taking my hand. “Taylor, what’s wrong?”

      “I… Um…” I took a deep breath. “I saw Becky last night. In her study. She didn’t know I was watching her.”

      Luke whirled his finger in the air, the universal sign for get a move on.

      “She was looking at her…stomach. In profile. She had a bump.”

      James shook his head, as if he didn’t understand what I meant.

      “A baby bump.”

      He opened his mouth but didn’t say anything. Then he slowly sat back down onto the couch, pulling me with him. “How the hell did I miss that?”

      The normal relief of being back by James’s side was eclipsed by my bubbling panic. I searched his face. “Maybe because I’m wrong? Or because it’s a totally human baby, and you wouldn’t necessarily sense something like that?” My questions were so hopeful they sounded borderline hysterical.

      “Oh, you think… Woah.” James looked like he might be in shock as he raked a hand through his hair. “These shifters are getting in everybody’s business.”

      For the first time, Luke frowned. “You don’t think they’re… You don’t think they’re hotter than us, do you?”

      “Shut up Luke.” Josie scowled at him. “You are not helping!”

      He looked like he was about to argue, but James held up his hand. “No fighting, guys. I need to think straight. Taylor… How far along did she look?”

      “Not very.” I sank back against the couch. “I’m not exactly an expert. But she’s so thin, it was pretty obvious.”

      “Your dad doesn’t know,” James said.

      I shook my head, miserable. “He doesn’t seem like he has any idea. If he knew, he would’ve said something.”

      “So it’s possible that this is the Alpha’s baby,” Josie said, matter-of-factly. “There’s no point in ignoring it.”

      I nodded, even though I didn’t really want to admit that she was right. I thought back to the weeks before Becky had left for Florida. She’d been with both my father and Bryant.

      “But how does this all work?”

      Luke scowled at me. “Really Taylor? Do we need to have The Talk?”

      “No—I mean with shifters and humans.” I knew that vampires and humans could have children together, and that vampires and shifters could have babies—dangerous babies—together, but I hadn’t yet had the occasion to consider shifter-human pregnancies. But yay, now I did.

      “Shifters can have biological children with humans, but it’s less common than vampire-human unions,” James explained. “Because they almost went extinct at one point, they’re very focused on growing their numbers. That’s why relationships with other species are looked down on.”

      I had a million more questions about this, but Patrick caught my eye. He was frowning at the now-abandoned Scrabble board. “Did your mom get back to Boston okay, Patrick?” When he nodded, I asked, “Is she all right?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” He scratched the back of his neck. “She didn’t call Finn Pierce until she was gone—I guess he wasn’t too happy about her leaving without saying goodbye. She said it was a tough conversation.”

      “Is she…safe?”

      He nodded, then glanced at James. “The pack’s going to be in all sorts of an uproar, you know. First the thing with my mom, now Becky…”

      “The pack knows about Finn and Olivia—Mali told me they found out,” I said. So much for swearing on friendship—I didn’t want to betray Mali, but it wasn’t safe to keep her secret.

      “Mali’s dad was the only one who knew about the relationship for a while. But he was on Dawnhaven doing surveillance and realized Mrs. Cavill had left town. When he told Finn, he was so upset that the rest of the pack found out. She said all hell broke loose over there.”

      I groaned. I was the worst friend ever. “Please don’t say anything—she told me that in confidence. I don’t want to get her into trouble.”

      Luke waved me off. “We’re aware they’ve been watching us, we just weren’t sure how often. Mali isn’t going to get into trouble—she didn’t tell you anything we didn’t already know. We figured they’d find out about Finn and Olivia eventually. It’s for the best that she’s gone from the island.”

      James shook his head. “But the pack doesn’t know about Becky—and they can’t find out.”

      “But you already said the Alpha was sniffing around Taylor yesterday, asking questions about her,” Luke reminded us. “He’s not going to stay away for long.”

      “He’s not coming onto the island.” James’s voice was ice. “He’s not going anywhere near Becky—or Taylor.”

      “But the Alpha will be able to scent her even if she passes by him in town.” Luke shook his head. “He’ll know if she’s pregnant with his offspring.”

      “It could be my dad’s,” I said hopefully—even though I wasn’t sure what I was being hopeful about.

      Josie raised her eyebrows. “Be careful what you wish for, Taylor.”

      “I’m not wishing for anything. I don’t know what to think.” I sighed. “But we have the day, at least. Becky’s going off-island with Sylvie. They’re going shopping in Portland.”

      “Probably buying maternity clothes,” Josie mumbled.

      “Ugh.” I didn’t want to think about it. “I just hope she doesn’t run into Bryant in Pine Harbor.”

      Luke headed for the door. “I’ll keep a look out—I’ll make sure they get out of town okay.”

      “Thanks, Luke. That’s really nice of you.” Ew, was I thanking him for protecting Becky? What the heck?

      With a nod, Luke took off. The truck started and crunched over the gravel in the drive.

      My head was spinning. I got up from the couch, too. “I need some air.”

      “I’ll come with you.” James followed me out onto the deck. He climbed onto a lounger and patted the one next to it.

      I sat down and stared out at the water, which was calm and peaceful at low tide—the opposite of how I felt.

      “What’s going on, Taylor? Why’d you go down and see Jean this morning?” James glanced at me. “And do you need more coffee?”

      “Maybe—but not yet.” I sighed and leaned back against the chair. “Before I forget to tell you, Eden did great with her mom. She seemed totally in control, she was friendly—she even asked Jean to go for a walk with her later. Luke’s going to go too, of course. Just to be safe.”

      James smiled. “I’m so happy to hear that. Jean must’ve been thrilled.”

      “She was.” I nodded. “But I need to tell you everything—we need a re-cap. There’s been so much going on, I haven’t been able to tell you everything. There’s actually a lot of things that have been bothering me, but everything’s been so crazy.”

      I hadn’t even told him about Lilly Burke yet. I explained about my visit to the psychic shop in Bar Harbor, and what Lilly had told me about Becky’s parents, and the fallout from her father’s affair. I also told him, finally, about the things my mother had shown Lilly: the scales of justice and her two faces. He sat silently, absorbing every detail.

      “When I went to tell Becky about Bryant last night, I saw a picture of her parents. So I was thinking about them when I saw Becky staring at her reflection.” I shook my head. “It’s not related or anything, but then I had a dream about Mrs. Lambert, and felt like I should go and see her first thing this morning.”

      “Sounds like you did the right thing.” James waited for me to go on.

      I frowned. “I know it happened a long time ago, and it seems silly to focus on something like that since there’s so many other things going on. But… It’s been bugging me. Becky has a half-sister, you know? Just like me and Amelia. And Becky hates me so much. I just wondered if maybe this was part of why…”

      “I wish I’d known about her family. I’m going to ask my father some more questions. He remembers Mimi Langford, but all he’s ever said was that she was really into her status on the island, just like Becky.”

      The wind picked up and I pulled my sweatshirt closer to my neck. “Mrs. Lambert said Mimi Langford’s a witch. She also said that she thought Mimi was the one who convinced the girlfriend to leave town. Jean said she must’ve paid her off, because the girlfriend packed herself and her daughter off and left town. No one ever heard from them again.”

      James pulled his hood up against the wind. “I’m going to ask my father about this and have him find out what he can. If nothing else, it’ll help us understand Becky’s past better.”

      I nodded. “It probably doesn’t even matter—it was just something that was bothering me. On top of everything else that’s bothering me.” I laughed, but it sounded hollow.

      James’s phone pinged and he checked it. “Luke said that Becky and Sylvie are taking Bud across. He’s taking the boat over and keeping an eye out—no sign of the Alpha for now.”

      “It’s good that he’s looking out for her. But what exactly are we doing? Becky’s part of the problem. It wasn’t that long ago that she pushed Eden and Brian into the well…” I shuddered.

      “Becky’s absolutely part of the problem—and I don’t want her getting any worse,” James said. “For now, it’s safest to keep an eye on her.”

      “She and my father don’t seem like they’re doing well. If she wants to get a divorce and be with Bryant Pierce, how exactly are we going to stop her? And honestly, why should we? How is it our business?”

      James didn’t say anything for a minute. “Becky’s personal life might not be any of our business, but the balance is. She’s an unstable force. I don’t know what’s going to happen if she’s actually pregnant with a supernatural child.”

      I shook my head and stared out at the water. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. And we have had a lot of strange conversations.”

      “Too true, Taylor, too true.”

      Becky might be pregnant with the Alpha’s baby…what in the hell was going to happen next?
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      I wasn’t ready to leave the peacefulness of the deck, in spite of the gathering wind. It seemed like ages since James and I had been able to just sit together and talk. I hadn’t realized how badly I’d craved his company.

      I reached out and took his hand. “You never told me what you were doing last night.”

      “Oh, you know. Luke and I just had research to do. Some stuff about the history of the island.” His tone was just nonchalant enough to make me suspicious.

      “Yeah? What history?”

      He shrugged. “Just about the MDI shifters. Nothing thrilling, I can promise you that.” He sounded as though he didn’t want to talk about it.

      I glanced at him, but he was staring straight ahead. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “Are you reading my aura?” he joked. “C’mon Taylor, relax. You know my father has us look into things sometimes. It’s no big deal.”

      I decided to let it go—for now. Still, now that I thought about it, it nagged that he hadn’t slept over last night. Whatever he’d been researching, it had to be pretty important for him to send Eden, Josie, and Edgar to babysit the perimeter of my house instead of being there himself.

      But I knew James—he wouldn’t talk until he was ready, and we certainly had plenty of other things to discuss. “Tell me about shifter-human children?” I asked. “What are they like?”

      I knew that offspring from vampire-human unions ranged in characteristics—each one was different. Some were vampires, some weren’t. Some of these children lived longer than humans; some were telepathic; some didn’t need to sleep. But Patrick, for example, had no special powers. However his blood did not appeal to vampires, which was a superpower in and of itself.

      “Well, they aren’t as dangerous as shifter-vampire children, so that’s something.” James crossed his arms against his chest. “From what I understand they’re just as varied as vampire-human babies. Some of them have special powers, some don’t.”

      “When you say special powers—do you mean the ability to shift?”

      He nodded. “And it’s just as varied as it is with pure shifters. There are straight-up werewolves, shapeshifters, you name it.”

      “So if Becky’s pregnant with the Alpha’s baby… She could give birth to a supernatural. Amelia could potentially have a werewolf for a half-sister or half-brother.”

      “Right.” James watched my face. “We just won’t know until the baby gets here.”

      “I just…wow. I don’t even know what to say.” I couldn’t quite grasp the full ramifications of the situation. My mind seemed stuck on the fact that there was no way Becky would be able to hide the truth from my dad if the baby wasn’t his. My dad. My poor dad…

      James’s gaze flicked above my head, and his eyes softened. “Are you worried about your father?”

      “Of course I am. I mean, the baby could be his, but then again…” I picked at some imaginary lint on my leggings. “Is it bad that I’m sort of mad at him for being so clueless? Not only is Becky dangerous, but she’s a bitch, and she’s a cheater. And he only ever seems to see the best in her.”

      “Huh.” James’s gaze locked on me.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” He shrugged. “It’s just that I think maybe that’s something you and Kyle have in common—giving people the benefit of the doubt.”

      I snorted. “I’m not giving Becky anything. Except hell when I get brave enough.” Whenever that might be. “Do you think I should tell him about Bryant? I know you thought it was too dangerous before, but the situation is officially out of control.”

      “I think we need to take it minute by minute. We don’t want to tell him unless we have to. Not only to keep him safe, but because it’s between him and Becky. But I promise—I won’t let anything bad happen to your father.”

      “Thank you.” I trusted that James would keep his word. Still, my guilt lingered for hiding so many things from my dad. At the same time, I wished he would just see the truth for himself. “Anyway—what else do we need to catch up on?”

      “Let’s see.” James blew out a deep breath. “You told me about what Mali said—which I appreciate, by the way. Even though I don’t want you talking to her.”

      I groaned. “She’s my friend. Even if I’m not a good one to her.”

      “You did the right thing telling us about the surveillance. And what Luke said was true—it wasn’t exactly news. We’re both violating the treaty, if I can even call it that at this point. It’s really more of a cease-fire. We’ve been watching their compound this whole time.”

      “Has anything changed?”

      James surprised me by laughing. “Just that I know where the wolf pups are now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Josie brought them to Spruce and set them free.”

      “What?”

      “They needed to roam wild,” he said, “so being near the pack is probably the best place for them. Maybe they can tear up Mali’s grandmother’s house. Whatever—let’s just not mention it around my mother.”

      Marietta Champlain had brought the wolf pups to the island—in a sack—with the intention of drowning them and leaving them for the pack to discover. She said it would give the shifters a warning with “flair.” I hadn’t really let myself dwell on it, but Marietta really might be the potential mother-in-law from hell…

      James scrubbed a hand across his face. “Anyway, back to our round-up… We know the shifters have been watching us, we know the shifters know about Olivia Cavill and Finn’s relationship.”

      “Yes—so what will happen?”

      “I think Olivia leaving was the right thing to do.” James frowned. “Bryant might be upset with me for not sharing that information with him, but I can honestly say that I didn’t know anything right up until she left.”

      “But Mali said the pack was up in arms. That, plus the fact that Bryant came and saw me before school…and now this thing with Becky…”

      A dark look crossed his face. “It’s like I told you before—I think the balance is shifting. No pun intended.”

      “Ha ha.” But it wasn’t funny, and I knew it.

      “I think things are going to come to a head around here. It’s getting dangerous.”

      “It’s always been dangerous,” I said.

      “But it’s worse now. Things have changed.”

      We were both quiet for a minute, sitting and watching the waves.

      “We could leave—let the shifters have MDI all to themselves.” James looked at me hopefully. “Things might calm down.”

      “I’m not leaving my family. Not like this.” I would never abandon Kyle and Amelia to deal with a possible shifter baby.

      “Maybe I should. That would at least make the pack happy.” James stared out at the ocean.

      “James Champlain, don’t you dare start with that. You’re not going anywhere without me, and I’m not going anywhere just yet.” I scowled at him.

      He scowled out at the churning water.

      “Your Cross-Country Champion doesn’t like it when you turn all doom-and-gloom, and she doesn’t like it when you scowl,” I chided, trying to steer the conversation away from dangerous territory.

      “Ah, my Cross-Country Champion prefers to keep things on an even keel.” A glint of good humor returned to his eyes.

      “Besides, I’m  the one with something to scowl about. I just remembered that my dad said I had to work on my college applications this weekend. And I have to serve brunch at the Portside tomorrow.” I grimaced. Serving the brunch crowd meant that I had to get up early again tomorrow, and that my time with James would be cut short, once again.

      “What colleges are we applying to?” James asked.

      “We?” I asked hopefully.

      His lips turned up a fraction, the sun peeking from beneath the clouds. “That’s what I said.”

      “Well…” Honestly, I hadn’t put much thought into it recently—I’d been too overwhelmed with everything that had been happening on the island. “My dad mentioned something about UMaine’s Orono campus. He said it was close enough that I could come home on the weekends.”

      James glanced at me. “Is that important to you?”

      My cheeks heated. “Of course it is.”

      He looked confused for a moment, so I said, “I mean, if you’re still going to be here it’s important to me.”

      He surprised me by laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” My face started to get hot.

      “I’m laughing because you think I’d let you out of my sight.” He chuckled again. “I’m going with you, Champion.”

      When I gaped, he said, “To college. I mean, if that’s okay. If you’ll have me.”

      In answer, I jumped onto his lap and threw my arms around him.

      James grinned at me. And I, his Champion, grinned back.
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      In spite of the strange circumstances, we managed to have a great morning. Luke came back from Pine Harbor, reporting that Sylvie and Becky had left MDI without incident. He joined Eden and Mrs. Lambert down on west beach, where they hunted for sea glass. After lunch, Josie, Patrick, James and I headed down to Mrs. Cavill’s house to make sure that everything was secured and that the house was ready to be closed for the winter. Patrick was going to stay with James for a few more weeks, then likely follow his mother to Boston.

      “What about school?” I asked.

      “Bates said I could start second semester, if I want.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I might go back to UCLA.”

      I patted his arm. Patrick had transferred from UCLA to Bates but then had taken a leave of absence in order to care of Eden after her transition. But that was back before Luke was in the picture. Things had been different between Patrick and Eden before… At one point, I was certain they were into each other.

      But Luke had a way of keeping all eyes on him, including Eden’s.

      “Don’t leave yet, okay?” I asked softly. “I’m not ready to say goodbye.”

      “Yeah—don’t leave.” Josie jerked her thumb at me and James. “As if Romeo and Juliet weren’t bad enough, I have to babysit Eden and dodge Luke all the time. Not to mention the shifters. Don’t leave me up here by myself, okay?”

      “What about Dylan?” Patrick asked.

      “She can’t leave Manhattan because of her program—it sucks.” Josie shrugged. “But once she’s done, she’s going to have her pick of jobs. So it’ll be worth it. I miss her, though.”

      We went inside the house, which was eerily quiet. “Did Boomer go to Boston with your mother?”

      Patrick nodded. “She tried to guilt me into keeping him, but I was not about to offer.”

      I laughed. “Aw, I like him.”

      “Oh, I like him too,” Patrick said. “But he’s a beast.”

      There was a thud from inside the house; the four of us looked at each other. “What the hell?” Patrick asked. “She swore she was taking the dog.”

      There was more noise coming from down the hall; everyone tensed.

      “Let me go—wait here.” James nodded at Josie. “Stay with Taylor and do not let her out of your sight.”

      Josie nodded, moving protectively closer to me, as James crept silently into the house.

      There was another crash and Patrick went after James, but Josie grabbed him. “No,” she hissed. “We don’t know what it is.”

      I held my breath—was someone else in Mrs. Cavill’s house? But we heard nothing for a full minute.

      My heart thudded in my ears. “I need to see if James is okay.”

      “Don’t you dare move a muscle, New Girl.” Josie gave me a death-stare. “James will have my head on a platter. Stay.”

      There was another crash, followed by a muffled sob. That was it—I ran for it, a cursing Josie on my heels.

      Patrick moved ahead of me, hustling down the hall past the kitchen, beating me to a closed door. “James?” He pounded on the door. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s okay.” James sounded fine. “I’m in here with Finn Pierce. He’s just upset—everything is fine.”

      “I’m going to open the door now.” Patrick looked tense. “One, two, three.” But the door swung open easily; it wasn’t locked or barricaded.

      Inside was a sorry sight. Finn Pierce sat in the middle of the floor, surrounded by broken glass. Smashed picture frames littered the rug where he sat, head in his hands.

      He looked up at us, and his handsome face caved in. “I-I’m sorry.” His cheeks were streaked with tears and his eyes were red. I’d never seen the shifter up close before, but he was handsome like his oldest brother. Dark-brown hair shot through with gold, green eyes, and a thick beard gave him a very Maine-island vibe—like maybe if he wasn’t a werewolf, he would be a lobsterman.

      “You don’t have to be sorry.” Patrick sighed and then offered him a hand. “My mom’s going to be pissed about those pictures, though.”

      Finn accepted Patrick’s hand and was pulled to his feet. Once standing, the shifter was over six-feet tall, with broad shoulders and a thick build. He wore a heavy plaid flannel shirt, dark jeans and work boots, reinforcing the lumberjack-lobsterman vibe. “I’ll clean everything up.” He wiped his eyes roughly with the cuff of his shirt. “Shit, this is embarrassing.”

      “It’s okay.” James nodded at him. “I’m sure it’s hard to let go.”

      “Who says I’m letting go?” Finn Pierce whirled on him and James, Patrick and Josie moved closer, looking as if they were ready to attack. “Woah, woah—I don’t mean any harm. I’m sorry if it sounded like that. Jesus, I’m a mess.”

      “C’mon, Finn.” Patrick motioned toward the door. “Let me pour you a drink.”

      “Thanks.” Finn followed him out.

      “I’ll just clean this up.” Josie bent down and started picking up the glass. “You and James go with Patrick—make sure this guy’s not full of crap.”

      James stayed close to my side as we joined Patrick and Finn in the kitchen. Both James and Patrick opened beers and drank them with Finn; I guessed that they didn’t want the werewolf to feel even more alone.

      He sat on one of the barstools. Deep lines were etched into his face; Finn Pierce looked like a man who hadn’t slept in days. “She didn’t tell me she was leaving,” he finally said.

      Patrick eyed him. “She didn’t want you to be upset—she thought it would be bad for that to happen in front of your pack.”

      Finn winced. “It happened anyway.”

      “Right, but she’s safe where she is,” Patrick said. “Isn’t that what you want for her?”

      Finn’s shoulders slumped. “Of course it is—I really care about your mother. She didn’t ever want us to go public, and I respected that. But I would’ve broken every pack rule for her. I told her that.”

      “But we have rules, too,” James said. “Olivia couldn’t go public with your relationship because there would have been consequences for her—serious ones. Without getting into too much detail, the council prohibits vampire-shifter relationships. She couldn’t have come out with you even if she’d wanted to.”

      “I’m in the same boat.” Finn shrugged. “But I didn’t care—I told Liv we should leave together and travel. We’d figure it out. No one would come looking for us, right? They would’ve left us alone.”

      “I don’t know about that.” James sighed. “What about your pack? They need you, I’m sure.”

      “Oh they need me all right.” The shifter laughed, but it sounded hollow. “They need me to do their grunt work and follow the Alpha’s orders. They need me to forget that I want a life of my own.”

      “Family.” James nodded. “I get it, it’s complicated.”

      Patrick raised his beer. “I’ll drink to that.”

      “Is your mother doing okay?” Finn asked. “I talked to her again, but she didn’t say much.”

      Patrick shrugged. “She’s all right. I’m sure she’s keeping busy with work.”

      “They have a patent application coming up, right?”

      Patrick blinked at the werewolf. “You know more than me, dude. She starts talking about that stuff and I tune out.”

      Finn nodded. “I just thought it was cool that she was using her gifts to help people, you know? All that medical research is really going to save some lives. Your mother’s a very special person.”

      Finn turned to James. “May I address your human friend?”

      James nodded. “You may. And thank you for asking—so many supes seem to forget the proper etiquette. Taylor, this is Finn Pierce. Finn, this is Taylor.”

      “Your Mali’s friend, right?” Finn asked me. When I nodded, he said, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m glad my niece met a friend—she needs one. Her father’s been worried about her ever since he dragged her up here. Tough for a girl her age to leave school behind. Not to mention her mother.”

      “Mali’s been a good friend.” I smiled at him gently. “I’m glad I met her. It’s nice to not be the only new kid at school, especially when you’re a senior.”

      Finn nodded, then drained his beer. “Well, I should go back in there and clean up the mess I made. I’m really sorry. I just wanted to come here, to smell her scent…”

      His eyes looked hollowed out. “I guess I just got upset while I was looking at those pictures. It’s always hard to say goodbye to someone you care about, but it almost seems worse when you can’t do it in person. It’s like trying to talk to a ghost.”

      “It’s okay—I understand. And Josie’s cleaning up, so don’t worry about it,” Patrick said. “But listen, we’re going to be closing the house down. I can’t have you coming back here, okay?”

      “Of course.” Finn’s cheeks turned pink. “I feel like a freaking hormonal teenager. I should never have come here—crying and breaking shit like that. It’s frickin’ humiliating.”

      “Nah. Don’t let your feelings make you ashamed. I get it—I love Olivia, too.” Patrick clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll be all right. Maybe we can hang out sometime.”

      The shifter seemed to brighten at the prospect. “I’d like that. James, Taylor—it was nice to semi-properly meet you both. See you around?”

      “Yeah, see you,” James said.

      Finn left and after a minute, Josie joined us in the kitchen. She eyed the empty beer bottles. “Don’t tell me you’re making friends with another MDI shifter. You can’t trust him—you know that, right?”

      Patrick sighed. “He’s in love with my mother. Don’t you think it’s okay to give him a break?”

      “Don’t you think that’s a mistake? Love is the most dangerous emotion of them all.” Josie shook her head. “If you believe that he’s just going to let your mother go, you might be crazier than I thought. And then we’re all going to be in rough shape. Shifters and vampires falling in love—what’s going to be next? Oh, I know! Taylor’s cougar of a stepmother will be having the Alpha’s baby!”

      Patrick coughed. “Right. Hey Josie, d’you think you can put a protective spell on the house? I don’t want Finn coming in here again. He seems nice enough, but you’re right—he could be dangerous. Will you help me?”

      “Of course I will. You need all the help you can get—we all do.”
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      The good news was that I’d managed to avoid my father long enough that I ran out of time to work on my college applications. The bad news was that I had to check in at the Portside at six-thirty a.m. on Sunday morning. James had slept over. He made sure I’d gotten up on time before he disappeared out the window and headed back to the Tower, promising to stop by the restaurant later.

      I was grumpy as I put on my polo and threw my hair up into a ponytail. I hated James leaving me; I hated leaving my warm bed. The only upside to being up so early was that Becky was nowhere to be seen. The kitchen was quiet and empty.

      I grabbed the last croissant on my way out the door, stuffing flaky bites into my mouth as I trudged down the driveway. It was dark out. The moon still hung in the sky, and it was colder than I’d expected. I pulled my jacket close. The whiffle-ball field sparkled with frost. Had I not been so annoyed to be awake, I would’ve thought the silvery grass looked pretty.

      The peepers were long gone, and the birds weren’t up yet. So it was silent as I headed down the dirt road toward the dock. But the silence was broken by a rustling on the side of the road. The tall, frosty weeds swayed…as if something was crouched inside of them.

      I stopped, heart pounding, thinking maybe I’d imagined it. Silence roared in my ears. I started walking again.

      Crunch. The tall stalks rustled.

      Crunch. Crunch.

      I whirled, staring at the brush. Something was in the weeds, cutting through the frosty stalks.

      Crunch. Some of the fronds broke. Some swayed.

      I froze again—it was an equal distance to the restaurant and back home. Which way should I run? But I hesitated. I should know who, or what, was in those weeds. Maybe it was just a local cat…

      I stepped closer. “H-Hello?”

      My voice must’ve startled whatever it was. It crashed through weeds, away into the woods, its steps thundering.

      One thing I was sure of? That was no kitty-cat. Crap. I ran for the restaurant.

      As soon as I was safely inside the Portside, it was like the Twilight Zone. The smell of fresh-brewed coffee greeted me. The kitchen staff was sleepily getting ready for the morning rush. It seemed like a typical Sunday morning, but I knew something was wrong. I texted James: Something was in the weeds on my way to work this morning. It ran away.

      His response appeared immediately: I’m coming to get you. Don’t move.

      I called him. “I’m okay—it’s fine, I didn’t see anything. I just heard it. It ran away. I thought you should know, okay?”

      “Taylor—”

      “I need to set up my station,” I practically begged. “I’m safe here. There’s a ton of people around. I’ll see you later.” As much as I’d been grumbling about having to work, I needed it. I needed to fill syrup containers and stack coffee filters and wipe trays. I needed normal. Enough of things hiding in the woods and stepmother’s who might be pregnant with werewolf pups, already! Sheesh!

      I was pretty sure that James couldn’t read my aura from the Tower, but he knew me well enough to let me have my morning. He might’ve been outside patrolling the deck, for all I knew. In any event, I felt safe in the restaurant. I missed Eden and Elias but Jenny, the owner, was there, as were a couple of cooks and waiters I knew. We gave each other space as we set up our stations and brewed vast quantities of coffee. Even though the island seemed deserted this time of year, there was never any shortage of brunch customers.

      My first table was seated at seven a.m. and I had a full station from then on. Fine by me. Luckily Eden had done a decent job of training me; I didn’t look at the drinks on my tray and I didn’t spill a single drop all morning. I kept waters, coffees, and jelly supplies fully stocked. I smiled at my customers. All of my tables tipped me generously.

      The morning flew by, which suited me perfectly—all the better to be distracted from whatever had been hiding in the weeds. I chided myself, deciding that it was probably a local cat. With thundering footsteps. Whatever.

      I sighed as Jenny sat the next two-top in my station. It was Becky’s friend Sylvie, who looked stylish in a hot-pink coat, and her husband, who was pale and utterly forgettable in comparison to his bright-eyed, bitchy wife. I poured them coffee, a frozen and completely insincere smile on my face. Sylvie didn’t even bother faking. She eyed me with vague confusion and/or disgust, probably wondering what a handsome young billionaire like James Champlain possibly saw in Becky’s secondhand stepdaughter.

      I brought them waters and was met with an icy silence. “How was Portland?” I blurted out. I never was one to have grace under pressure…

      Sylvie arched a well-groomed eyebrow. “It was great. So nice to get off the island—and it was good for Becky, of course.” Her tone was borderline accusatory. “Too much drama around here lately.”

      Oh honey, you don’t even know. But did she? Sylvie had tried to block me the night of the gala, when I’d been searching for Becky and she’d been busy grinding up against Bryant Pierce in a dark corner. Hmm.

      “I know, right? There has been a ton of drama.” It wasn’t in my nature to be cunning, but I’d been around Becky’s friends enough to know I needed to stay on my toes. “I don’t blame her for wanting to take a break. She’s got a lot going on.” The way I said it made it sound vaguely sleazy.

      Sylvie was a practiced manipulator, so she only bobbled for a moment—but I saw it. “I agree. It’s too much pressure. People can’t expect so much from one person.”

      “True. Especially when so many people are depending on that one person.” I fake-smiled so hard my cheeks hurt.

      Sylvie’s pasty husband pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Who are you two talking about?”

      “Becky,” we said at the same time.

      I cleared my throat. “If you’re ready, I can take your orders.” I fake-smiled the entire time I wrote on my notepad, then beat a hasty retreat.

      I pondered Sylvie’s words as I printed the bill for another table. Too much drama. Too much pressure. Who was pressuring Becky? My father? The Alpha?

      I wondered what Sylvie the Viper actually knew…

      I was temporarily distracted by the sight of James and Josie coming in. They were talking to Jenny at the hostess station. Once another one of my tables turned over, she sat them at a two-top next to Sylvie. True to form, Sylvie was smiling and batting her eyelashes at James in no time. What was it with these women? Becky and all of her friends visibly thrust their chests out at my boyfriend. Didn’t anyone have any shame anymore?

      “Hi Josie! Hey James.” I interrupted Sylvie’s attempt to insert herself at their table; she had twisted around and was chatting James up, abandoning her poor husband. Although he didn’t exactly look upset to be left alone in peace.

      There was probably protocol against it, but I leaned down and kissed James. He chuckled, surprised.  “Hey babe.”

      “Hey.” I beamed at him.

      With a sniff, Sylvie reluctantly turned around.

      I poured James and Josie each a coffee. “Anything new?” I asked.

      Josie shifted in her seat. “We saw a path through the weeds like you mentioned. Whatever it was, it was something big.”

      I clicked and un-clicked my pen. “And?”

      James shook his head. “Let’s talk about it later, okay? We just wanted to come in and make sure our favorite waitress was okay.”

      “I’m fine. Do you guys want to get breakfast?” I took their order as Jenny sat yet another table in my station—my father, Amelia, and Becky. I took a deep breath. It was going to be difficult to act like everything was okay. I’d been pretending with Becky since the day I met her, but things had reached an all-time low.

      My family waved to James and Josie; my friends waved back. Sylvie watched all of this with interest. I didn’t miss the look that passed between her and Becky; I just didn’t know what it meant.

      I headed over to my family’s table, still clicking and un-clicking my pen. My father looked handsome in a navy fleece. His face split into a grin when he saw me. “Hey honey.”

      I smiled back. “Hey Dad.” Becky didn’t deserve to lick his boots.

      Amelia seemed half-asleep and vaguely grumpy as she scowled at the menu. “I really want French toast,” she whined.

      “Then get a half order,” Becky snapped, “and a grapefruit.”

      Amelia groaned and I winked at her, but then dutifully wrote down every word Becky said.

      “Hi Taylor.” My step-monster was looking a little peaked. Normally I would attribute that to too much Sauvignon blanc the night before, but I knew she hadn’t been drinking. She didn’t bother with further small talk, she just ordered the fruit salad with flax seeds and a small serving of steel-cut oats.

      I went and punched in their order, then hid in the kitchen for a few minutes. I needed to bring out fresh coffee and water, but the restaurant’s solace had evaporated with the arrival of so many familiar faces. Keeping track of secrets, and wondering who might know what, was exhausting.

      I resolved to not think about it. What was the point?

      When I went back out to the floor, I was surprised to see Lilly and Maeve Burke with their three kids sitting also in my station. They must’ve driven their boat over from Bar Harbor. Their oldest daughter was someone I recognized from school, who was a sophomore; the younger girl and boy looked to be middle and elementary school ages, respectively.

      “Hi Lilly. Hey Maeve. I didn’t expect to see you on the island this morning.” But when Lilly turned around, I almost tripped. She was pale, with dark circles under her eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be.” She nodded. “But I definitely need a coffee, stat.”

      “Me too—thank you.” Maeve turned to admonish her son, who was kicking his sister under the table.

      “Oh boy.” Maeve scowled at something behind me, toward the front of the restaurant. “Are you serving Bloody Mary’s today, Taylor?”

      “Um, yep.”

      Maeve nodded “We’ll have two. And two coffees. Thank you.”

      I hustled from their table, confused, until I saw the next group Jenny was seating in my station—a party of three.

      Bryant Pierce, Finn Pierce, and Mali Pierce. Oh boy.
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      The shifters settled in at their table and opened their menus. Becky didn’t glance in their direction; Sylvie didn’t glance in hers. Fishy.

      I stopped at James’s table on my way to the computer. “Do not freak out,” I commanded.

      The muscle in his jaw bulged, never a good sign. “I am going to zap him until he literally has smoke pouring out of his ears.”

      “James.”

      “How dare he?”

      I took a deep breath. “It’s just brunch. He can’t get in trouble for brunch.”

      “No one said he was getting in trouble,” James hissed, “I said he was getting barbecued.”

      “Josie?” I looked at her, pleading. “Can you talk him down?”

      “Oh sure. No problem.” She sighed. “Can I maybe get a Bloody Mary? He’ll take one, too.”

      “Of course.” Apparently, my tables were going to keep the bartender busy.

      I went and punched in my orders, watching Becky from the wait station. She sat talking to my father as though she hadn’t been cheating on him with the Alpha werewolf at the next table and definitely wasn’t possibly pregnant with his child.

      I took a deep, steadying breath and then brought waters to the Pierce table. “Hi Mali.” At least I could smile at her with real warmth.

      “Hey, Taylor.” She looked uncomfortable. “You remember my Uncle Bryant? And this is my Uncle Finn.”

      I pretended I hadn’t met Finn the day before, praying that this was the right thing to do. “Hey. Nice to meet you.”

      Finn nodded, but his expression was strained.

      In contrast, Bryant Pierce looked relaxed, almost happy. That was a red flag for me. “Hello again, Taylor.”

      “H-Hi,” I said. “Can I get you guys some coffee?”

      “We’re actually ready to order.” He somehow always managed to make me feel like I was somehow two steps behind and doing something wrong—a trait he shared with Becky.

      “Great. Go ahead.”

      Mali ordered first, French toast with fresh berries. Finn ordered the exact same thing with a side of bacon. Bryant surprised me by his order of a fruit salad and an egg-white omelette; maybe he and Becky had more in common than I thought.

      I went and fetched their coffees. I was setting them on the table when, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Becky had taken off her scarf and was shaking it out. Maybe she’d spilled something on it? I didn’t give it much thought until I saw the expression on Bryant’s face.

      He looked…stunned. His nostrils flared.

      Oh fuck. “Would you like cream with that?” I babbled, even though there was cream on the table.

      He blinked at me. “What?”

      “Cream. For your coffee.”

      He nodded once. “Sure.”

      I scooted it in front of him and waited, while Mali watched me with confusion. “Everything okay, Taylor?”

      But I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the Alpha. He smelled Becky. “I think so?”

      Bryant finally snapped out of it. “Have you put our order in yet?”

      “N-No—”

      “Then please cancel it.” He threw a twenty on the table. “Thanks for the coffee. Unfortunately, we have to go.”

      I looked at Mali, but she’d gone pale; she just shook her head.

      They threw their coats on and left before I had a chance to process.

      “What happened with your table?” Jenny asked, as she came to clear it.

      “Um, I’m not sure. They had to go. I hadn’t put their order in yet.”

      “Well, at least they’re good tippers.” She smiled as she handed me the twenty. “There are worse things than an empty table.”

      “That’s true.” She didn’t know how true it was. Sighing, I realized that I hadn’t delivered any of the Bloody Mary’s yet. All of a sudden, I was in the weeds.

      At least they weren’t the weeds outside.

      Speaking of outside, I glimpsed the Pierces climbing into their boat parked at the restaurant’s dock. Bryant started the engine and then sped out into the harbor, heading toward Spruce. At least James couldn’t be mad at them for leaving…

      I glanced at him. He sat, white-faced, as Josie calmly tried to talk him down.

      I quickly got back on track, delivering drinks, taking orders and clearing dishes. Another new four-top was sat in my station and I officially had no time to chat with anyone. I was glad when I glanced at the clock; brunch was almost over.

      I couldn’t handle much more excitement.

      Sylvie and her husband left. James and Josie paid and stopped by the wait station on their way out; James looked as though he was about to burst. “Why did they take off like that?”

      I shook my head. “Bryant said they had to go. I don’t know for sure, but it seemed like maybe he…smelled something.” I glanced at Becky. “He seemed surprised about…you know.” It was impossible to have a conversation about this in public.

      “He knows.” The muscle in James’s jaw bulged. “That is… That is unfortunate, which is probably the understatement of my existence.”

      Josie shook her head. “Let’s keep a clear head, okay? We don’t know what he knows. I’m sure that he could smell that she’s…different…but he might not know anything more specific than that.”

      What she meant was, he might not know who the father was. Or did he…? I struggled to comprehend the various possible scenarios and failed. I was distracted by the fact that James had his hands clenched into fists and a murderous look on his face.

      “You need to calm down,” I said quickly. “We don’t know what he knows, and you can’t lose it because they came onto the island.”

      “Yes I—”

      “They didn’t actually set foot on Dawnhaven.” I tried to keep my voice light. “They were only on the dock. Then they got back on their boat and left.”

      He gave me a long look. His hands were still clenched.

      “Don’t go after them. Please. Give Bryant a minute to process what just happened.” I reached for his hand. “At least wait until I get off work?”

      “Taylor—”

      “I don’t want you guys to take off and leave me alone.” That was a pretty cheap shot, but I was nowhere near above it. I didn’t want James attacking the shifters on a Sunday morning. We had bigger problems. “Promise me?”

      He sighed heavily. “I’ll pick you up after your shift—text me when you’re done here.”

      “Okay.”

      They left and Josie gave me a thumbs-up through the window; it made me feel better. She would keep him in check, at least until I finished. I hoped.

      Big Kyle paid their check and they left while I was busy checking on the Burkes. Both Maeve and Lilly had sucked down their Bloody Mary’s in record time; Lilly looked a bit better, as though it had revived her.

      Their son had syrup all over his palms. “I need to take him to the bathroom,” Lilly said. “Can you come with me, Taylor?”

      “Um…” I quickly scanned my station. For the most part, my parties had all paid and left. Brunch was finally winding down. “Sure. Just let me bus these dishes.”

      She and her son were waiting when I came out of the kitchen, and we headed down the dock to the public bathrooms. “Go in and wash your hands with warm water,” she admonished her son. “And make sure you get in between your fingers!”

      She rolled her eyes once he disappeared inside the men’s room. “He was finger-painting his menu with syrup.”

      “Aw, he’s cute.”

      “He’s eleven. He still acts like he’s in pre-school!”

      I laughed a little, but Lilly didn’t seem like she was in a joking mood. “What’s going on, Lilly?”

      “First of all, Mercury retrograde is kicking my ass.” She rubbed her eyes. “Second of all, I have some information for you. And it isn’t pleasant.”

      “Okay…”

      She leaned closer and whispered, “I remembered the name of the woman Becky’s dad had an affair with. I looked her up.”

      I waited, suddenly feeling sick. “She’s dead. She and her daughter are both dead.”

      I felt as though she’d punched me in the gut. “That’s terrible. How…?”

      “Car accident. Not too long after they left here—a year later.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it.

      Lilly tucked her hair behind her ear. “By the way, did you know Becky might be pregnant?”

      “What?” I rocked back on my heels, utterly shocked. “Did my mother tell you that?”

      Lilly looked confused. “Maeve saw her buying a pregnancy test at the OneStop. Why would your mother tell me that?”

      I shook my head. I really liked Lilly, but she baffled me sometimes. “N-Never mind. I have to get back to my tables, okay?”

      “Sure honey. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      “Okay Lilly, thanks.” Although at that point, I wasn’t sure what I was thanking her for.
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      I texted James as soon as I’d tipped the busboy and the bartender. I was shaky and exhausted, not so much from the hours of manual labor I’d put in at the Portside, but from the crazy wheels of thought that refused to stop spinning in my brain.

      Something was out there in the weeds this morning…

      Bryant knows that Becky’s pregnant…

      Mr. Langford’s mistress and his daughter, dead…

      My phone buzzed with a message from James. Can you text your dad? Ask if it’s okay if I take you off-island for a date this afternoon.

      I frowned as I sent a note to my dad. There was no way we were doing something as lovely and mundane as going on a date.

      To my surprise and relief, my father said yes. I was just texting James back when his truck pulled into the Portside’s parking lot, bumping over the uneven gravel.

      I climbed in. “It’s sort of crazy that you won’t let me walk the five-hundred feet home. In broad daylight.”

      He frowned as he put the truck into reverse. “You do remember that thing in the weeds this morning, don’t you?”

      “How could I forget?” He eased the truck onto the main road, and I asked, “Where are we going?”

      “Over to Spruce. I called Bryant Pierce—I told him we need to have an emergency meeting.”

      “And I get to go?” I was stunned.

      “No, you get to hang out on my boat while I go. I’m not leaving you behind, but you can’t be around a bunch of pissed-off werewolves.” He pulled up in front of my house. “Can you run in and change? You need to bundle up, it’s going to be cold on the boat.”

      I looked down at my dirty polo. I probably smelled like bacon grease. “Is it okay if I take a quick shower?”

      “Sure.” His eyes softened and he reached out to stoke my cheek. “I’ll come in and hang out for a minute if that’s okay.”

      “Of course.” I took a deep breath as we went inside. I didn’t know what to think, what to feel, about what was happening with Becky. The last thing I wanted was to be around her.

      Amelia was sitting on the couch, ignoring the math textbook open at her side, her face buried in her phone. “Hey guys.” Like all females, she perked up when she saw James. “How’s it going?”

      “Good.” James flopped down onto the armchair next to her. He motioned to her textbook. “What’re you doing in math this year—quadratic equations?”

      “Ew, yes. How did you know?”

      He winked at her, the charmer. “I figured you were an Advanced Math kind of girl.”

      I left them chatting and headed for the back stairs, but my father was in the kitchen, unloading the dishwasher. “Hey dad.”

      “Hey, pumpkin.”

      “You didn’t need to tip me that much at breakfast,” I chided, “that was sort of ridiculous.” He’d left me a fifty-dollar bill.

      “You earned every penny. Save it—you’re going to need it next year when you’re in school.” He glanced up at me. “Speaking of which, I know you didn’t do anything on your applications this weekend. You can’t keep putting it off, Taylor. Promise me you’ll start them this week.”

      I raised my right hand. “I promise.” As long as James was coming with me, I’d be thrilled to go to college. Then it would be bye-bye, Becky. Speaking of which… “Where’s Becky?”

      “She has a headache. She went to lay down.”

      “Oh—hope she feels better.”

      I slipped up the back stairs as he called, “I expect you home at a reasonable time this evening. It’s a school night.”

      “I’ll have her home early, Mr. Hale,” James said from the living room.

      I hustled into the shower, which I desperately needed. The younger Burke kids had made quite a mess; I’d been on my hands and knees picking up sticky silverware, large crumbs, and pools of maple syrup underneath their table. I washed my hair thoroughly, blowing it dry in record time. After throwing on jeans and a heavy hoodie, I grabbed my jacket on the way downstairs. James was right, it would be cold out on the water. October might as well be winter up here on MDI.

      I found James sitting in the living room, drinking a seltzer, talking to my dad and Amelia. My heart twisted. For a moment, I stood and watched them. They looked so normal, I wanted to just sit and stay there, to talk about Amelia’s homework and what dad was making for dinner. Boring sounds really good right now.

      But James rose when he saw me. We had to go.

      “Thanks for letting me take Taylor out, Mr. Hale.”

      My dad nodded at him. “She had a long day at the restaurant, so I appreciate you doing something nice for her.”

      James squeezed my hand as he pulled me through the door. He had a dark look on his face as we climbed into the truck.

      “What’s the matter?”

      He sighed as he pulled out on to the road and headed down toward the boathouse. “Your dad’s right—I should be doing something nice for you. Not dragging you into my mess again.”

      “Hey.” I put my hand on his thigh. “This isn’t your mess, and I asked to come. If you’d gone without me, I would’ve been upset.”

      He covered my hand with his. “I’ve asked Josie and Patrick to stay with you while Luke, Eden and I meet with the pack. They can’t protect you like I can, but they’re a good first line of defense.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to need a defense. Both Finn and Mali are friendly—they aren’t going to let this turn into a fight.” I stared out at the beach as it came into view. “Besides, what are we fighting about, exactly? Bryant seemed upset about Becky, I’m pretty sure that’s why they left. But why was he at the restaurant in the first place?”

      “If it was because he was sniffing around you again, he’s one dead shifter.” James’s voice was ice.

      I gave him a hard look. “Can you please stop that? With the barbecue talk and the dead talk? You’re supposed to be an angel, not a thug.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Haven’t we had this conversation before? You do know about Lucifer, right?”

      I blew out a deep breath as he pulled in behind Josie’s jeep. “Enough. The way you’re talking lately is making me crazy. I can’t handle you threatening to fight all the time, or to hurt the shifters. That’s not who you are—that’s not what you’re about.”

      James stared straight ahead. “I would agree with you, but it seems that I have zero tolerance for you being in any danger. It’s unacceptable. If something happened to you… If I lost you, after waiting for you all this time…”

      I squeezed his thigh. “You are not going to lose me. But do you understand that I feel exactly the same way? I can’t lose you. So please stop with the threats—you are literally making me crazy, and there are plenty of other things doing that at the moment.”

      I bit my lip. “I didn’t even have a chance to tell you. Lilly mentioned something at breakfast…”

      “What?”

      “She said she was looking for Mr. Langford’s ex-mistress and their daughter. She said they were…dead. In a car accident, about a year after they left the island.”

      James blew out a deep breath. “That’s not what I’d hoped to hear.”

      “Did your dad tell you anything about it?”

      He shook his head. “He hasn’t gotten back to me—things with the council have been taking up all of his time.”

      “Why…what’s going on? Is it something to do with Luke?” I asked.

      “No, it’s nothing like that. And it’s nothing for you to worry about. We should go, okay?”

      I followed him down to the dock. Eden, Luke, Patrick and Josie were already waiting on the Norumbega. They were bundled up in coats, too, and Josie had on big mittens. “I can’t believe the shifters went to breakfast.” Luke shook his head. “Who let the dogs out?”

      Josie scowled at him. “I’m not sure why you’re always cracking jokes when they suck.”

      “You used to like the way I sucked.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, and she stormed off to join James at the wheel.

      Eden looked at him quizzically, but he deftly changed the subject. “Patrick, did you tell your mom about what happened with Finn at her house?”

      Patrick nodded.

      “What was her take on it?” Luke asked.

      “She was concerned.” But Patrick didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about it more, especially not to Luke.

      We headed into the harbor, which was empty and peaceful on the lovely fall afternoon. None of the fishermen were working. Most of the local families were settled in at home, getting ready for the busy week of school and work. Bursts of color dotted the islands, the reds, oranges and yellows of the fat leaves mixing in amongst the evergreens. Fall foliage hit much earlier in Maine than it did in Massachusetts. Some of the trees had already shed their leaves and were bare, ready for winter.

      “What did the Pierces say at the restaurant, Taylor?” Luke asked. “James didn’t have many details.”

      I shook my head. “Nothing really. They’d barely gotten their coffees when they decided to leave. I think Bryant could smell Becky—that’s what it seemed like, anyway. His nostrils flared when she shook her scarf out and then he looked all tense.”

      “I think you’re right—he could smell that she was pregnant. All hell’s going to break loose.” Luke let out a low whistle. “Did you talk to Mali about it?”

      “No, did you?” I didn’t miss that Eden frowned at the mention of Luke texting the pretty shifter, but it wasn’t the time to be delicate about who was talking to whom.

      “I texted her and asked if there was anything we should know before we got to the island. But she didn’t respond—I think she’s ghosting me.” Luke frowned. “D’you think I’m losing my touch?”

      “I think you’re an idiot,” I said truthfully. “But enough joking around! I think Mali might be scared to talk to you after what happened with Finn. He really didn’t look happy at the restaurant. I wonder why Bryant dragged him back to Dawnhaven?”

      Patrick shook his head. “The Alpha’s all about showing his dominance. It could be something as simple as that—he wants the pack to understand that what he says, goes. I’m guessing Finn was embarrassed. He probably didn’t want to come back and act like everything was okay when he’d been so upset yesterday, but the Alpha was showing him what’s what. Finn has to do whatever he says.”

      “I still wish I knew what Bryant was thinking…” I stared out at the water. I wondered what the Alpha would have to say about Becky…would he mention her pregnancy to James?

      Did he suspect that we already knew?

      “James.” I went and joined him and Josie. “Do you think Bryant knows that we’re aware of Becky’s…condition?”

      “I don’t know.” His mouth was set in a grim line. “His aura was guarded the whole time they were at the Portside—he knew I was watching him.”

      “But it doesn’t matter anyway,” Josie said. “Becky’s not going to be able to hide this for very long. The conversation with the shifters needs to be balls-out honest—at least that’s what I think.”

      “Go on,” James said.

      “We need to focus on how we’re going to deal with the fact that Becky might be pregnant with Bryant’s baby. What if she’s pregnant with a supe? There’s a lot of moving pieces.” Josie shook her head. “The balance is going to be affected, Becky is going to be affected—and we already know she’s unstable to begin with—Taylor’s family could be ripped apart… This could be a real mess.”

      “It might be Kyle’s baby,” James reminded her.

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “But that’s going to piss off the Alpha, too. This is not a good situation.”

      My stomach sank. I knew I was dealing with legitimate vampire-shifter-balance problems, but all I could think about was my father. He would be devastated if he found out Becky was pregnant with someone else’s baby.

      James’s gaze flicked to me as Spruce Island came into view. He navigated around the far side of the island, where the properties were spread out and the owners maintained private docks.

      “We’ll make sure your family is okay no matter what,” James said. “I’m just here to talk to Bryant about the status of things and where we’re at with the truce. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Do I need to worry about you attacking him?” I crossed my arms against my chest. “Because you’re my number-one priority.”

      He didn’t answer as he pulled the Norumbega alongside the Pierce’s dock. It was large but weather-beaten, its ripped blue awning fluttered in the ocean breeze.

      “Luke, come here!” Josie hollered as James turned the engine off.

      Luke grinned as he approached. “I knew you’d come around, Jose.”

      She glared at him and then took what looked like a deep, cleansing breath. “You need to make sure that your brother here doesn’t get into a pissing contest with the Alpha.”

      When James started to argue, Josie silenced him with a cold stare. “Enough. Don’t act like you haven’t been looking for a reason to zap him ever since his pack dared to touch a hair on Taylor’s precious head. You can’t go getting into a fight with him because somebody’s going to die—and it could be you.”

      “We have a truce, remember?” James arched his eyebrows, looking defiant. “So don’t worry about it.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do—but we’ve got bigger problems than that.” Josie nodded toward the path that led to the Pierce property. “Shifter alert.”

      Mali was hustling down the path, dark hair flying out behind her, a strained expression on her face.

      “Here we go—this is the most action I’ve had in weeks.” Luke rubbed his hands together. “Vampires versus shifters, baby. I sure hope it gets physical!”
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      By the time Mali reached us, her cheeks were flushed.

      “What brings you down here, four-eyes?” Luke teased. He really didn’t seem to know when to shut up.

      Mali groaned. “Uncle Bryant figured you might bring Taylor. He sent me down here to babysit her.”

      James hopped off the boat and got in her face. “You are not getting anywhere near her.”

      “James—stop it.” I hustled onto the dock and stood between them. “Mali isn’t going to hurt me.”

      “Mali isn’t going to have a chance to hurt you.” The muscle in James’s jaw bulged.

      Oh boy. “Does that mean I’m coming with you?” I asked hopefully.

      “Yep.” He put his arm around my shoulder. His grip was iron as he pulled me back, away from Mali.

      Be careful what you wish for, said the voice in my head.

      “Fine by me.” Mali narrowed her eyes at James. “But for the record? I came down here to look out for her. Taylor’s my friend. But if you want to keep acting like everyone who isn’t standing right next to you is against you, you go right ahead.” She tossed her hair as she turned to the rest of the crew. “Follow me—our place is up through the woods a little bit.”

      Everyone climbed out of the boat. We followed Mali up the path through the tall, dark trees. I’d never been to Spruce Island before; but the firs rising on either side of us were familiar, as was the scent of the cool, damp forest air.

      James kept his arm tightly around me so there was no chance of breaking free and talking to Mali. For her part, my shifter friend stayed a slight distance ahead. Eden kept pace with me and James as we ascended the path. Her gaze kept curiously flicking to Mali. I sighed. I hoped that Luke wasn’t leading them both on, but the odds were that he was doing exactly that just by being Luke. He couldn’t seem to help himself.

      Behind us, he was talking in low tones to Patrick and Josie. I couldn’t make out most of it, but it sounded as though Luke was coaching them on what to do in case a fight broke out. Great.

      I glanced at James. “Please promise me this is going to be a peaceful meeting,” I whispered. The last time we’d all met with the shifters, it had been a bloody battle.

      James’s steel-gray gaze flicked over the woods and then the path, a constant loop of watching for danger. “I promise. I’m not putting you in danger, Taylor—you have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      He pulled me close against his broad chest and whispered, “But if they start something, I am going to have to fight back. I can’t let them hurt my family. You understand that, don’t you?”

      When I didn’t answer, he sighed. “You don’t have to worry about it. Bryant Pierce doesn’t want his pack destroyed. And he might not want to admit it, but he knows I’m stronger than he is.”

      Mali shot him a look over her shoulder. “You shouldn’t underestimate the Alpha.”

      “And you shouldn’t eavesdrop, or underestimate me—because you know nothing about what I am.” The look he gave her was murderous.

      She turned away and mumbled something, which sounded a bit like “stupid stuck-up vampire.”

      I fought the urge to stop and pull James aside, because he definitely didn’t seem to be in the right frame of mind for a werewolf meeting. Before I was ready, we reached the house. We crested the path’s hill and came to a clearing. The yard was mostly crabgrass, with an abandoned big wheel bike and a dirt area set up for horseshoes.

      The Pierce compound was a rambling, ramshackle ranch which appeared to have been white at one point. The clapboards had been tinged a mossy green from years of dampness from the surrounding spruce trees and the ocean. Faded aqua shutters bordered sagging windows. There was a long porch crowded with children’s toys; beach balls, partially ripped kites, a rocking horse, and what looked like a set of inflatable bowling pins. In the midst of these items sat a rocking chair. On it was the woman who must be Mali’s grandmother.

      Her face was the same shape as Mali’s, but her hair was a gorgeous, bright white. She wore a heavy winter coat and a colorful scarf wrapped around her neck. The Pierce matriarch looked cozy and vaguely suspicious as she rocked back and forth, watching as we climbed the sloped yard.

      “Grandma, our guests are here.” Mali motioned to us. “This is James Champlain and his brother, Luke. Taylor Hale is my friend from school—I told you about her. And then there’s Josie, Patrick, and Eden. This is my grandma, Mary-Jean Pierce.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Pierce.” At least James was polite to the grandmother.

      “Welcome to our home.” She nodded at him. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen a Champlain.”

      James seemed surprised. “You’ve met my father?”

      “Oh no honey, I wish—it was your mother I had the run-in with. I’m still recovering.” Mrs. Pierce’s blue eyes sparkled.

      “Ah, here are my boys. Bryant, Finn, Thomas. And my daughters, Kiara and Maddy. The girls are the ones to watch out for. You best be on your toes.” The five shifters came from the house and the sound of children playing inside wafted out; I knew Mali had several young cousins.

      I inspected the supernaturals before me. Bryant was the tallest, and he stood slightly ahead of his siblings. Mali’s father, Thomas, was next; he was tall, with black hair and a full, slightly long beard. Then there was Finn, followed by Kiara and Maddy. I’d never seen the female shifters before—I certainly would’ve remembered them. Like their niece, they had long black hair and striking blue eyes. They were tall like their brothers, and very fit. I glanced at James to make sure he wasn’t falling in love with them at first sight.

      To his credit, James only had eyes for the Alpha.

      The shifters advanced toward us, and I fought the urge to cower, or perhaps hide behind a nearby tree.

      “I’m not sure why you felt it was necessary for us all to meet like this,” Bryant said. He crossed his arms against his chest and inspected our group.

      “I’m not sure why it was necessary to come to the Portside this morning,” James said in response.

      To my surprise, Bryant nodded. “You have a right to question that. I was on your land without notice to you. I apologize.”

      James waited for him to continue.

      “My emotions seem to have been getting the best of me lately.” The Alpha turned his gaze to me. “I’m sure this is going to be uncomfortable for Taylor to hear…”

      I coughed. “I think we’re sort of past uncomfortable.”

      “Fair enough.” Bryant turned back toward Mrs. Pierce. “Mother? Are you sure you want to hear all this?”

      She waved him off. “I know all about you and that cougar. I only wish she actually was a cougar, a nice were-cougar for you to finally settle down with…” She frowned at Bryant. He frowned back.

      When the Alpha once again faced us, his expression was impassive. “I’d be embarrassed, but… I don’t keep secrets from my family. I can’t afford to. Recent events have shown me that, as evolved as shifters have become, we are still vulnerable to fate’s favorite Achille’s heel: feelings.”

      Finn stiffened beside him.

      “My brother has recently had a harsh experience with feelings.” The Alpha sought out Patrick. “I hope your mother is well?”

      “She’s fine. She won’t be coming back.” Patrick stepped forward. “And I just want to say that I know these types of situations are a big deal in your world—they are in ours, too. But they kept their relationship to themselves. Even my friends didn’t know a thing until my mother left last week.”

      Bryant nodded. “I believe you. Finn kept it a secret from the rest of us, which is a neat trick in and of itself—but it’s a topic for another time. Your mother is gone. The relationship is over.”

      Finn winced.

      “So long as it’s in the past, we can keep moving forward. Which brings me to this morning. Like I said, my emotions have been getting the better of me.” Bryant tilted his head. “Becky hasn’t returned my calls. I’d thought about going to the house but out of respect to all of you I stopped myself. I did cross a line when I met Taylor in Pine Harbor that morning—I know that. But again, it was out of desperation.”

      Mrs. Pierce snorted from the deck.

      The Alpha ignored her. “I went to the restaurant this morning hoping to see Becky. And then I realized why she hadn’t returned my calls—I was too late.”

      I held my breath, waiting for him to explain.

      “I could scent her—she is pregnant.” Bryant’s dark eyes zeroes in on me. “You knew that though, didn’t you Taylor?”

      “You don’t have to answer that,” James said.

      I swallowed hard. “I guessed that she might be—but I just found out. She hasn’t talked about it to me.” I had no idea who might know besides Maeve and Lilly Burke—and possibly Sylvie.

      “It appears that she has chosen to stay with your father.”

      “If she has chosen to remain with her husband, and work things out with him, then I must respect that.”

      James nodded. “You’re right—and you’re also right that it is  hard to handle emotions. I can also admit that I let mine get the better of me sometimes. Maybe it’s a good thing—we’re not as far from our humanity as we might’ve believed.”

      “Perhaps.” Bryant looked past James to me again. “It is my hope that I can speak with her at some point. I don’t want that to alarm you, but I do care for Becky. But if she’s having the human’s child, I will not interfere with that. I’ll accept it and move on.”

      I nodded at him. “T-Thank you.”

      “With that being said, and with the other relationship appearing to be behind us, I think our pack and your family can maintain the truce with renewed vigor. So long as you’re not hunting on our lands, or hurting our people, we can agree to co-exist.”

      “So long as you’re not taking action on our land or hurting anyone on MDI, I agree with you.” James eyes widened. “That’s what I want for our people, for all of us. When we work together, we can restore the balance. I know a lot of bad things happened up here. I know that there are legitimate reasons for all the bad blood. But we’ve moved past that. We all have to move past that, otherwise there isn’t going to be anything left to fight over.”

      “I agree.” Bryant nodded. “When we returned to the island this summer, I had an overwhelming urge to come home. My mother needed us, yes. But it felt as though we were being called. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” James said, “because I’m here for the same reason.”

      The two men eyed each other.

      “We’ll take our leave now. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Pierce. And the rest of you. I look forward to coming back again to see those sites.”

      We hadn’t made it far when Mrs. Pierce said, “And James?”

      He turned around to face her. “Yes?”

      “I know you set those pups free near our house.” She arched an eyebrow. “You should at least drop off some steaks for them. They’re getting bigger and all they do is eat, just like my grandchildren.”

      “Will do, Mrs. Pierce.” James grabbed my hand and we headed back for the boat.

      “Did that seem oddly easy?” Luke scrubbed a hand over his face. “Last time I saw those dudes, they were trying to rip my throat out and use it as a chew toy.”

      Eden nodded. “I think it was Kiara who had her fangs in my ribcage. Why’re they being so civilized?”

      “I don’t know,” James admitted as we climbed on board the Norumbega. “But whatever the reason is, we definitely can’t trust it.”
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      I watched the island disappear behind us as we pulled back into the harbor. “I thought you seemed relieved.” I looked at James as he steered over the calm water. “I thought you were going to be digging up Abenaki sites with Bryant and congratulating each other on being evolved.”

      “Sounds nice, doesn’t it?” He squinted at the horizon, which was getting dark.

      I sighed. “Of course it sounds nice—I thought it was true.”

      Josie shook her head. “It would be nice. But it would also be too easy. There’s no way the Alpha is walking away from his favorite blonde without a fight. He said that he’d walk away if it was Kyle’s baby—but we don’t know that yet.”

      “But what if we do?” I asked. “What if the timing is off, so Bryant knows the baby can’t be his?”

      “Not to be gross, but Becky was definitely still sleeping with both of them right up until she left for Florida. You know that’s true.”

      I groaned. I did know that was true. “So why would he say that to us? Why would he make it seem as though he was okay with letting her go?”

      “To save face.” James shrugged. “Think about what Finn just went through—how he was crying over Olivia, how his whole pack found out about it because he was so upset. And then we found him practically hysterical at her house yesterday. Bryant doesn’t want anything to do with out-of-control emotion like that. He’s full of shit. He says he’s been too emotional lately, but what he was really doing back there was flexing in front of Finn. The Alpha is showing him how a ‘real’ shifter acts. They accept what they can’t control, and they move on. It was a power play to show that he can do it better than everyone else.”

      “Do what better?” I asked.

      “Everything,” Josie and James said at the same time.

      Dawnhaven came into view. I had to go home soon and face my family. “So what do we do now?”

      “We need to figure out what Becky’s thinking.” James’s lips curled. “How do things seem with her and your dad?”

      I shook my head. “It’s hard to say. He kind of gave her a hard time when she first got home, but then they seemed okay at breakfast this morning. I don’t have any idea what’s going on between them.”

      “Can I come over for dinner?” James asked.

      I groaned. “Becky’s sort of been on a plant-protein kick.”

      He laughed. “I’m fine with alternative proteins.”

      I sighed as I texted my dad, letting him know we were coming home early and asking if it was okay if James stayed for dinner.

      The last thing I wanted to do was sit at the table with my step-monster and pretend to not only tolerate bok choy, but also to act as though everything was perfectly normal.

      I stayed quiet as we reached the boathouse, and everyone disembarked. Luke and James had a brief discussion about watching Eden, and agreeing to meet up later, and then we headed back to James’s truck. The trip to Spruce hadn’t done much for my peace of mind. I had more questions than answers as I climbed back into James’s truck.

      “I was hoping the Alpha was being sincere about what he said.” I stared out at the beach, the waves darkening as the sun descended out of sight. “Are you sure that he was lying to us?”

      “I didn’t say he was lying—not exactly. But the thing with shifters is that they are masters at manipulation. That’s one of the things they’ve maximized with their evolution. They are truly capable of making you believe what they show you and tell you. Bryant seemed like a reasonable—almost a nice guy just now, didn’t he?”

      “Yes.” I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but I’d almost felt myself liking him the more he spoke.

      “He’s not a nice guy.” Before I was ready, James was pulling down Becky’s drive. “He’s ruthless and he won’t stop until he gets what he wants.”

      “Well what does he want?” I wanted him to be a reasonable pack leader as well as a gracious loser. If Becky was choosing my dad, I wanted Bryant to bow out gracefully.

      “He wants us to think that he’s a great leader and that he’s in control of both himself and his pack. He wants his pack to see him as all-powerful, able to negotiate his emotions and keep the vampires in check. But don’t underestimate that he also wants Becky—whether it’s because he truly cares, or because he just hates to lose, I don’t know.” James shook his head. “He was focusing on Becky’s choice if the baby is your father’s. If he finds out that it’s his, everything he just said goes out the window.”

      “Why didn’t you argue with him, or question him more?”

      James turned the truck off. “Because I want him to think that I believe what he’s saying to me. Now that I’m on my guard, and my father is keeping me up to date with all the research on shifter’s newest talents, I can play him. He thinks I am taking what he says at face value. I can use that to my advantage. C’mon, let’s go inside.”

      “Wait—not yet.” I shook my head. “Explain to me once and for all why you feel you need an advantage over Bryant Pierce. Is it because he’s an Alpha? Is it because he’s a shifter, and you’re buying in to some longstanding grudge? I need to understand your motivation here.”

      “It’s a fair question, but it’s going to have to wait.”

      “Why?”

      “Because your father’s standing at the door, watching us through the window.” James flashed me the dimple.

      “Now you’re playing me,” I grumbled.

      “I’m just trying to work with what God gave me.”

      I groaned. God had definitely stacked the odds in his favor.

      We went inside, and I vowed to resume the conversation later.

      A foreign, vaguely unpleasant smell wafted from the kitchen. My dad gave us a tight smile. “Becky’s making a lentil meatloaf.”

      From the couch, Amelia gagged. “I might die tonight. This could be it.”

      “Amelia.” Big Kyle grimaced at her.

      “I love a good legume loaf.” James favored my dad with a smile. “I’ll just go and see if she needs any help—they can be a pain to mold.”

      “By all means.” Kyle waved him into the kitchen.

      “What’s with all the vegetarian dinners?” I asked. Coward that I was, I happily flopped onto the couch next to Amelia. Let James handle Becky—I was much better off hiding in the living room from the lentils.

      “Who knows.” My dad sank into the armchair. He seemed to perk up when he found a Bruins game to watch on tv. “She’s always got some new diet going.”

      “I don’t mind vegetarian.” Amelia yawned. “But could it be something normal, like pasta with Alfredo sauce? Making a meatloaf from beans is freaking weird and totally disgusting. I mean, who does that?”

      “I didn’t even know you could do that,” I admitted.

      “Why would you ever discover that?” Amelia wrinkled her nose. “She’s got some vegan cookbook out there—I’m going to throw it out when she’s not looking.”

      “Deal.” Kyle gave her a fist-bump.

      I settled in and tried to watch hockey, but I could never actually see the puck. “Dad,” I asked, “could you help me start my applications tomorrow night? I have to log into a website, and I haven’t done it before.”

      “Sure thing.” He nodded at me. “Any more thought about where you’re going to apply?”

      Amelia perked up, probably curious to see if I was going somewhere cool like Hawaii, so she could come and visit. “I like the idea of staying close and going to Orono. It’d be nice to be able to see you.”

      Amelia sneered. “Orono is, like, a total shithole.”

      “Amelia Hale! Do not talk like that!” my father roared.

      Normally, dad yelling at Amelia would instigate Becky flying around the corner on her broomstick, but she was on her best behavior because of James. “Everything all right out there?” she called kindly, the faker.

      “Fine, honey.” But Dad eyed Amelia angrily. “You better start watching your mouth, young lady. You’re still on probation as far as I’m concerned.” My father was likely referring to the fact that Amelia had gotten drunk and pretty sick the night of the gala. But honestly, he didn’t know the half of what she and her friends got up to… But she’d been better, lately. Thank goodness.

      “I’m just trying to express my thoughts and feelings, Dad.” She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you want me to be able to speak up for myself?”

      “Sure, but that’s not what you were doing—and I don’t appreciate you being disingenuous, just like I don’t like you referring to a perfectly nice university town as a ‘shithole.’ Got it? Watch your mouth.”

      “Jeez,” she grumbled.

      “What was that?”

      “I said ‘yes sir.’” Amelia looked at me, but I shook my head. I didn’t know if Dad was really upset about the swearing or if something else had raised his hackles—maybe the lentil loaf.

      “Dinner’s ready,” James called after a few minutes.

      “I can barely contain my excitement,” I whispered to Amelia, and she giggled.

      To my surprise, what was on the table looked like an actual meatloaf. In my experience, meatloaf was nobody’s favorite, but I was still relieved that it didn’t look like a pile of lentils somehow pasted together. “It looks good, Becky.” At least I didn’t have to lie about that.

      “Thanks—it’s a new recipe.” Becky poured waters with lemon and made a fuss of serving the asparagus on a pretty white platter, all the better to impress James. For his part, he finished chopping up some fresh chives and sprinkled them over the roasted potatoes. He set them on the table—they looked perfect, of course, just like everything else he did. I sighed happily as he sat down next to me. For a moment, I forgot that this was hardly a normal family dinner. I glanced at my father, who was happily loading his plate with potatoes. As much as I loathed Becky, I didn’t want his marriage to fall apart.

      What was going to happen?

      “Becky, can you tell me more about this cookbook? I’m telling you, for a vegan entrée, this is really flavorful.” James actually sounded like he meant it.

      I had a bite of the lentil loaf. It tasted like cardboard with sand in it, topped with an unidentifiable sauce, which had a confounding undertone of maple syrup.

      Amelia caught my eye as I forced myself to chew the bite and swallow. But I had to look away before she made me laugh—because then I would choke to death, and then Becky would kill me.

      “It’s all clean ingredients, just vegetables and herbs. I’m really thinking about going full-on vegan,” Becky said.

      “Mom, no.” Amelia looked horrified. “We’ll starve to death. Think about Dad—he has muscles he needs to fuel. He can’t be living on lentils and asparagus.”

      “Tom Brady eats vegan.” Becky shrugged. “Seems like his muscles are doing all right.”

      The talk turned to sports and what was happening with all the New England teams. I let James carry the bulk of the conversation while I tried to cut up my lentil loaf into tiny, incremental pieces that could somehow disappear. Amelia was busy doing the same. The potatoes were good, though. Becky was so busy talking to James she didn’t notice that Amelia and I had three helpings apiece, carbs, carbs and more carbs.

      James and I did the dishes after dinner, and again, I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow everything was going to be okay. Werewolves and their posturing seemed far away, farther than Spruce Island for sure. “Thank you for coming over tonight.” I smiled at him. “You make everything better.”

      He chuckled. “Except when I’m making it worse.”

      “Shh, c’mon now.” I kissed him briefly, too briefly, on the lips. “You never make it worse.”

      Of course my father chose that moment to come into the kitchen in search of ice cream. He gave James a look as we pulled away. “I should get going. Thanks for dinner, Mr. Hale.”

      “Thank you for the potatoes.” My dad kept his voice low. “Otherwise I would’ve starved to death.”

      James kissed me again—on the cheek—and went out to say goodnight to Becky and Amelia.

      “Orono doesn’t have anything to do with him, huh?” My father didn’t look at me as he scooped his ice cream.

      “Of course not, Dad,” I lied.
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      James climbed through my window that night to tuck me in, but he didn’t stay. “I feel like I need to spend some time with Eden tonight. We’ll be out in the woods nearby—I’m going to let her hunt for deer.”

      “That’s nice.” I wouldn’t ask to join them—the last time I had, Eden had decided that I smelled much better than the deer and had decided to hunt me. “What did you think about Becky tonight? She seems pretty normal, right?”

      He nodded. “Her aura is stable and happy. She seems excited about the baby. I just wish I knew who’s baby it was…”

      “But she wouldn’t be trying to make it work with my dad if it wasn’t his kid, right?” I wouldn’t put anything past Becky, but at the same time, I knew she wasn’t stupid. If the baby was Bryant Pierce’s, my dad would know. Paternity wasn’t exactly the kind of thing you could fake.

      “I don’t know what she’s thinking. She might not know who the father is. Maybe she’s just hoping it’s your dad.”

      I groaned, and then groaned again when James kissed me goodnight and left.

      Mali wasn’t in school the next day, which was a red flag for me. I texted her while I sat alone at lunch. Everything okay?

      Yes—except my little cousin has a stomach bug and shared it with me. Green-faced emoji.

      Feel better, I wrote. And then, feeling a little rogue, Do you want to hang out soon? Just the two of us? James now treated my friend borderline-rudely. If she and I were ever going to get to talk, it would have to be alone.

      Sounds great. Def sounds better than puking, she wrote.

      I would wait until she was completely better to hang out.

      The day passed slowly, my thoughts pulled from my classes with worries about Becky. What Lilly had told me sat heavy on my conscience. Was it truly an accident that had killed the woman Mr. Langford had an affair with, and their child? Or was it something else?

      I thought about my pretty stepmother, and the picture of her parents that hung in the hall of Becky’s house. The Langfords appeared to have everything—money, security, power. Looks sure could be deceiving…

      My thoughts drifted again to the images that my mother had shown Lilly. The scales of justice hanging in the balance, and somehow more troubling, the two faces. Just who was hiding what? I wished I knew.

      Amelia didn’t start volleyball tryouts for another week, so we left right after school, driving the Yukon over the winding road to Pine Harbor. The island was changing before my eyes. Every day, the bright riot of fall colors muted. Leaves were blown by the gusting winds, leaving the trees more and more bare. MDI was still beautiful, of course. But its landscape was becoming more austere. I wondered what the dead of winter would bring, and I shivered.

      Amelia was busy texting Brynn the whole way home. “What’s going on?” I asked. It had been a while since I’d checked in with her to make sure she wasn’t doing anything illegal, like drinking or vaping.

      “Ugh, Chris asked Brynn to go to the movies this weekend. I’m trying to talk her out of it.”

      “Chris as in—vaping Chris?” He was an upperclassman who’d manipulated Amelia into letting him use Becky’s Bar Harbor apartment to vape and drink.

      “Chris as in, the Chris you whacked in the head with a beer bottle.”

      “Yeah, I forgot about that.” I steered the Yukon into the parking lot. “You should tell her he’s bad news.”

      “I did, but he’s the captain of the lacrosse team. Brynn thinks he’s the shit.”

      I shook my head. “Tell her to watch it. Seriously.”

      She sighed. “She wants me to go with them—with Teddy, this other guy. To make it a double date.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’ll be eating lentil meatloaf as punishment for the rest of your life if you try to go out on a date with an upperclassman. Dad will lose it.” I glanced at her. “Don’t do it. I don’t want you anywhere near those guys—tell Brynn to do herself a favor and stay away.”

      Amelia sighed. “I’m trying.”

      James had asked me over for dinner that night. I went straight to my room when I got home, eager to finish my homework so that I could be free. I finished my science homework quickly. Then I remembered that I’d promised my dad to work on my college applications—I headed downstairs to see if he was home yet. My guidance counselor had explained how to log into the site so I knew what I was doing, I just wanted to talk to him about what schools I might apply to in addition to UMaine.

      Becky was in the kitchen. She wore black leggings and an oversized ivory cable-knit sweater, which made her look like an ad for either a luxury ski resort or an overpriced, elegant hot-chocolate brand.

      “Is dad here?” I asked.

      “He just took Amelia over to Brynn’s—she forgot her French book again, so she needed to copy something from Amelia’s. Hey, I forgot to ask them to pick up the mail on their way. Do you mind? I’m waiting for a package from one of my catalogs.”

      “No problem.” Becky got more packages than anyone else on the island; the cranky woman who worked at the post office got pissed if she didn’t go down and clean out her post-office box every day. “I might go for a quick walk, too. I’ve been staring at my science homework for the past hour.”

      “Okay.” Becky sounded as if she couldn’t care less.

      I headed out into the cool afternoon. Even though it was barely four p.m., the sky was darkening. It was that time of year, the days becoming noticeably shorter, the hours that the sun graced the sky dwindling. I didn’t miss the agony of cross-country, but I did miss the feeling that I had after running, like I’d accomplished something good for myself. I pumped my arms as I walked down the driveway and turned left. I might not ever run again, but a power-walk wouldn’t kill me. I hoped.

      I headed past the dilapidated mini-golf course, refusing to look at the moldy doll, and then came even with the schoolhouse. It was abandoned as usual at this hour, but there were signs of life on the playground. A few abandoned basketballs, some small toy bulldozers and excavators in the sandbox, and a stuffed rabbit tucked in between the bars of the jungle gym indicated that children had enjoyed their recess earlier in the day. I wondered what it would be like to go there, in the one-room schoolhouse on the tiny island, with only ten children total…

      I walked past the run-down store that doubled as the post office, intending to walk down to west beach and then turn around. But the woman who worked there spotted me and flew outside, her gray curls flopping as she practically chased me down the street. “Taylor Hale, you get back here!”

      “Yes, Mrs. Crosby?”

      “Becky has nine packages today! You come and take them—they’re crowding up all my bins!”

      “Yes, Mrs. Crosby.” There was no use in arguing with her. She really got upset about all Becky’s packages. I wondered sometimes if my stepmother ordered so many things just in order to irk her…

      I dutifully followed Mrs. Crosby inside. As always, the post office/store was dusty, had dirt on the floor, and smelled like moth balls. I had no idea why and no intention of ever asking. Mrs. Crosby got out a list and checked a few things off, and then she pointed to a large pile of brown packages. I sighed as I carefully gathered them into my arms. Thankfully, it seemed like it was all clothes. I managed to balance them all as I tottered back outside.

      I wasn’t happy that my walk had gotten cut short, but Becky loved getting deliveries and I reasoned that perhaps the nine packages I clutched constituted an arm workout. I made it back to the house in no time, managed to open the door and not drop anything, and headed inside to the kitchen. When Becky’s things arrived, she usually wanted to open them right away.

      I found Becky with the fridge door open, shoveling something into her mouth. “Hey, I’m back with your packages. Mrs. Crosby practically accosted me,” I babbled…until I saw what she was eating.

      Then I stopped talking because my mouth was hanging open.

      Becky held a handful of raw hamburger. She chewed and swallowed what had been in her mouth.

      “Are you… Are you okay?”

      She shrugged. “I can’t believe I’m eating this, but it tastes so good.” As if she were unable to help herself, she popped the rest of the raw meat into her mouth and then closed her eyes as if savoring it. “Yum.”

      Oh...boy. Oh crap. “That’s not safe to eat.”

      Her eyes snapped open. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do. It’s fine.” She went back to the fridge and grabbed the rest of the package.

      “Becky—don’t do that—”

      But as if she were possessed by some sort of animal instinct, Becky tore the rest of the meat from its packaging and shoved it into her mouth. “Mmm, good.”

      “That isn’t good for the baby.”

      A tremor, so slight I might’ve imagined it, shook my stepmother. “What did you just say to me?”

      “No, don’t do that—that’s definitely bad for the baby.” For the love of God! Was it possible for me to shut up?

      Becky’s face went white. “W-W-Who told you?” I wasn’t sure if it was rage or something equally scary that made her voice quake.

      “No one told me anything. I just—I saw you the other night. I saw you rub your stomach and I just guessed.”

      “I am so tired of you.” The nasty smile on her face was worse than the shaking. “You have no right to spy on me in my own home.”

      “I wasn’t spying on you, I accidentally walked in on you in your study—”

      “You’re a liar! All you do is lie!” The tremors started again, her body jerking spastically. “You come into my house, and you take my husband’s attention away from my daughter, and you flaunt James when we all know he’s just with you for the sex, and the fun of slumming it—”

      “Watch it, Becky—”

      “DON’T YOU TELL ME TO WATCH IT IN MY HOUSE!” Her roar rattled the windows.

      “Becky, I swear to God, you are the biggest bitch that ever lived, but calm yourself down so you don’t hurt that baby!” I didn’t want her to shake, I didn’t want her to touch me and hurt me, but if something bad happened to the baby because she freaked out on me, I would never forgive myself.

      Another tremor tore through her.

      “Easy, Becky. Don’t do it. Remember, I’m not worth it.”

      “Oh, you’ve got that right—”

      “Hey Mom!” The door slammed open. “Oh boy was Mrs. Crosby just complaining about you! Dad and I stopped by to check the mail, but Taylor already got it. So we got an earful, instead.” Amelia clomped into the kitchen. She eyed her mother, then me. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” I lied quickly. “I was just telling your mom about Mrs. Crosby, too. I think she needs a hobby, don’t you?”

      “Seriously.” Amelia picked up the empty meat package, scowled at it, and absently threw it in the trash. “What’s for dinner, Mom? I’m starving.”

      “Whatever you want, honey.” Becky turned away from me and went and washed her hands.

      “Really?” Amelia sounded ecstatic.

      “No,” her mother said. “You know me better than that.”

      Becky didn’t look at me again, for which I was supremely grateful. Considering myself dismissed, I hustled upstairs.

      I needed my phone. I needed James. But most of all, I needed to get out of there.
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      It was a truth universally acknowledged that a woman, who previously declared herself a vegan, and then proceeded to eat raw hamburger with her bare hands, must be pregnant. Most likely with a werewolf’s baby.

      What to do, what to do.

      James offered to pick me up, which I appreciated, but I couldn’t look at my father on my way out. How was I going to tell him? The news that Becky was pregnant was bad enough. The news that not only was it not his, but that it was also a supernatural baby…how on earth was Big Kyle supposed to process any of that?

      The afternoon light was becoming weak already, twilight quickly approaching. I wrapped my jacket around me and climbed into the cab. As I did, I spotted Edgar the crow sitting on a low branch facing Becky’s house. He cawed at me and I waved, unsure of whether he knew that meant hi.

      James was all over me once I was next to him. “What happened? Are you okay? Did anyone else see anything?”

      “Um…can we drive away, first? I’d like to put some space between me and Becky.” The truth was, I wasn’t exactly comfortable leaving her alone with Kyle and Amelia. She seemed more unstable than ever. But I had to get away for at least a little while. When Becky was agitated like that, it was best to stay out of her sight.

      “Edgar’s keeping an eye out, and Luke and Eden are on their way down,” James said.

      “Good. But can we just go down to the boathouse?” I asked. “That way you can bring me back quick if you need to.”

      James drove in stony silence, concern etched deep into his handsome face.

      I paused before we went inside, staring up at the night sky. The stars were already visible, icy and diamond-like, in the darkening sky. I’d never seen so many stars until I came to MDI. The early night sky was incredible, dazzling.

      “What’re you thinking?” James put his arm around my waist.

      “Just how beautiful it is.” I swallowed hard. “How mysterious.”

      He nodded. “It’s both of those things for sure. But let’s get inside—I need to know what happened.”

      I took a deep breath as we went into the boathouse. We passed the Mia, James’s enormous sailboat that we’d never managed to take out. “Can we sail on that next summer?” I motioned to its glorious white hull. “Seems like a waste that it just sits here.”

      “I promise we’ll take it out. We can sail it all summer if you want.”

      I exhaled shakily, nodding. Thinking forward to normal, fun events in the future made me feel optimistic…like I might actually have a future.

      James turned on some of the lights, including the strand of Christmas lights in the kitchen, and we sat down on the couch. I clutched one of the throw pillows and looked out at the ocean. A smattering of winking lights shone from the islands beyond; at night you could really tell how uninhabited Acadia became in the off-season. It was quiet, as if the island was holding its breath.

      “What do you think we should do for Halloween?” I asked randomly. I kept thinking we should be getting ready for the holidays, but it was still fall.

      “Taylor—stop putting the conversation off.”

      “I just want normal for one more minute,” I begged. “So talk to me about Halloween.”

      James shrugged. “It’s not exactly something I celebrate.”

      “Good—I’ve always hated Halloween.”

      “Okay…?” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “So why are you bringing it up? And why do you hate it?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I keep forgetting it’s October, and then I keep remembering, so…” I ran my hands over the pillow. “I never liked Halloween—I never liked dressing up, even as a kid. I hated it when people wore scary or gory costumes. There’s no good reason for it.”

      James’s steel-blue eyes locked on my face. “Why’re you talking about Halloween when we should be talking about Becky?”

      I gave him a duh look. “Because I don’t want to deal with it. With her. With her and her freaking werewolf baby!”

      “You’re going to need to tell me everything.” James put his feet up on the coffee table. “Go on.”

      I explained about going to get the packages, and how I’d found Becky scarfing raw meat when I got back to the house. Then I told him about the shaking, and what she’d said.

      “Why did you mention the baby?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t think it through—she just started shaking and I got so worried that it was going to hurt it.”

      He blew out a deep breath. “The fact that she’s eating raw meat is pretty…indicative…of who the father is.”

      I grimaced. “That’s what I thought, too. So what do we do?”

      James stared out the window. “I don’t know yet. Let me talk to my father.”

      “No offense, but he hasn’t exactly been that helpful.” I hopped up and started pacing. “I think we need to talk to her—straight up—kind of like an intervention. We need to let her know that we know it’s Bryant’s baby, and that we can help her. We also need to talk to my dad. He needs to know what’s going on, and we’re just going to have to support him through all this.”

      “Taylor. Stop pacing.”

      “I can’t.” I kept going, feeling a bit speedy. “The thing is, the longer we keep all these secrets, the more intense the fallout is going to get. Maybe Becky and my dad split up—maybe her and Bryant get together. It’s not the end of the world, right? Although I can’t really imagine Amelia with a little werewolf puppy for a younger sibling—”

      “Taylor,” James said again, “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself. This situation is much more complicated than a domestic re-arrangement. Bryant is a shifter. He’s not human. He’s also the Alpha of the MDI pack, and from what I’ve seen, they’ve returned here to take back power. Becky wouldn’t just be leaving your father for her baby-daddy—she’d be leaving her whole world behind. You don’t cross that line and ever come back.”

      He scowled out at the darkening sky. “You know, when I put it that way, it makes me see how selfish I’m being with you. If we’re together, you can’t ever really be back in your normal, human world. I’d be taking you away from it forever.”

      “No—no, no, no.” I stopped pacing long enough to put my hands on my hips. “We are not extrapolating here. Just because Becky is pregnant with a supe doesn’t mean that somehow you and I are wrong. Please don’t go there.” I rubbed my temples. “I can only handle so much drama in one day.”

      James didn’t stop frowning, but he shrugged in what hoped was assent.

      “I think we need to talk to Becky. Or at least, I do. I don’t want you exposed to her yet.” I shook my head. Becky’s awareness of the supernatural world seemed sporadic, for lack of a better word. When we’d been out in the woods with the shifters and the vampires, she hadn’t seemed surprised to see Bryant in his werewolf form. I also remembered that, the night of the gala, she seemed more impressed than afraid of James’s light.

      Then there were her own powers—her shaking, and what seemed like a super-human strength. The night she’d pushed Eden and Brian down the well, she’d seemed unnaturally strong. I mean, I knew she did Pilates, but no one did that much Pilates, even Becky.

      Then there was what she’d said to me, one afternoon by the pool. Dad and I had been winterizing it and he’d gone down to the co-op for a minute. Becky had come outside—she’d been pissed at me about something, as usual. She’d started shaking as she chased me around the pool. I remembered it as though it was yesterday: She got closer. “The only r-r-r-reason you’re s-s-still h-h-here is because I’m l-l-looking out for M-M-M-Melia. I-I-I’m c-c-coming out on t-t-t-top—”

      “Do you think this is what she wants?” I suddenly asked James. “Do you think she wants to be part of the supernatural world?”

      “I don’t think she’s aware of what’s happening on a conscious level.” He frowned. “I don’t think she knows what she’s capable of, and I don’t think she’s fully aware yet of what Bryant actually is. Or me, or Luke, or Eden, for that matter. But she’s attracted to the power. And she has some power of her own.”

      I glanced at the clock. “I should probably get home.”

      “I thought you were coming over,” James said.

      “I don’t think I can leave them alone.”  I shook my head. “I don’t want to—I’m afraid something bad’s going to happen.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “And I’m supposed to leave you alone there?”

      “You can stay for dinner again,” I suggested.

      “I think I need to be sure that the shifters aren’t coming to the island. If we’ve guessed the father, they can guess, too.” James looked as though his mind was racing a mile a minute. “I need to make sure Bryant doesn’t get territorial and come after her while your family is home.”

      “O-Okay.” I nodded. “Stay in the woods nearby. Stay with Luke. I promise I’ll text you if she goes crazy again. Otherwise, I just need to pretend like everything’s normal, right?” That seemed like the best course of action. Becky never seemed to remember what had happened after she had a shaking episode. She didn’t even appear to remember that she’d pushed Brian and Eden into the well…

      “I guess so.” James didn’t sound happy about it.

      “Can you drive me back?” I asked, even though I didn’t want to leave him. Even though I didn’t want to face the unraveling situation at home. Amelia and Big Kyle had no idea what was going on in their house…

      “Sure.” But James looked like I felt.

      Gutted, and with no idea what to do about it.
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      Instead of raw hamburger, Becky served a salad with pan-seared scallops. It was actually delicious.

      “I thought you were going vegan,” Amelia said suspiciously.

      Becky shrugged. “I had a craving for animal protein. I guess I don’t have what it takes.”

      “Thank God.” Amelia stuffed another scallop into her mouth.

      “Taylor honey, are we going to work on those applications tonight?” Big Kyle asked.

      “Sure Dad.” Again, I felt like I was in the Twilight Zone. Sure, let’s do college applications in between conjugal visits by the Alpha, and the occasional verbal and-or physical assault by my step-monster.

      Becky had a sip of water, then put her glass down. “Where are you thinking of applying?”

      “Um…” I did not want to piss her off by saying that I might stay close by. “I’m looking at UMaine, of course, because they have the best tuition for in-state students. And they have a couple of different campuses.”

      “The Orono one is pretty close.” Becky speared a piece of lettuce with her fork. “That way you could come home, if you wanted. What’re James’s plans for next year?”

      Way to put me on the spot, Becky. For the hundredth time, I wished I was a great liar. Since I was terrible at it, it was best to stick close to the truth. “I don’t know for sure. But he said he’d like to stay nearby.”

      My cheeks heated as both Amelia and my father eyed me with interest.

      “Really?” Becky didn’t hide her surprise. “I’d expect that he’d be going to one of his other properties soon. You know, getting on with his life.”

      “Becky.” Kyle shot her a warning look.

      “What?” She wiped the edges of her mouth with her napkin. “They’re young—too young to be thinking about the future.”

      I cut my scallop in half and didn’t say anything.

      “I think Taylor and James are totally going to get married someday,” Amelia announced. “They’re already like an old married couple.” She stuck out her tongue at me, but not in a mean way.

      Becky scowled at her daughter.

      “Ha ha. You’re funny, Amelia.” I stuffed a bite of food into my mouth so I wouldn’t have to talk more.

      “I think you should look at the Portland campus too, honey,” my dad interjected. “I don’t want you to go that far, but Portland is a good little city to start off in. Lots of jobs, lots of opportunities, lots of other young people…”

      He didn’t have to say that he hoped the lots of other young people would take my attention away from James; I knew him well enough to hear it in his voice.

      “Portland’s nice,” Becky agreed. She’d be psyched to have me a couple of hours away.

      I reluctantly finished chewing. “I’ll look into it. And maybe I could apply to a school in a warmer state, too.” At the moment, being far away from Becky sounded quite appealing.

      “Ooh, like Hawaii?” Amelia perked up. “There’s where I want to go, University of Hawaii!”

      “That would be fun.” A thirteen-hour flight sounded real good right now.

      “Maybe we could both go there.” Amelia’s eyes sparkled. Although her newfound tolerance for me warmed my heart, I felt Becky stiffen beside me.

      “That would be awesome,” I said anyway. I smiled at my half-sister, even as Becky’s vibe turned icy enough to chill what remained of my pan-seared scallop.

      Amelia talked for the rest of dinner, bless her heart. It did catch my attention that she asked to go to the movies with Brynn that weekend; I might have to offer to chaperone to make sure that jerk Chris and his lacrosse buddy weren’t joining them.

      I hopped up to do the dishes as soon as we finished. Any steps I could take to soften Becky’s ire were in my best interest. I rinsed the plates and the silverware, and put everything neatly into the dishwasher, just the way she liked it.

      “There are crumbs all over this counter,” she said when she came in.

      “I’ll wipe them,” I said quickly.

      Becky lingered in the kitchen for a moment, staring at her phone, and I hesitated.

      James had warned me against talking to her, but it seemed safest when everyone else was home. She had never attacked me or had any sort of tremor when Dad or Amelia were both close by. “Becky…how are you feeling?” I asked.

      Innocuous questions were all I could manage—I couldn’t very well get specific with my dad in the next room.

      “Fine.” She sounded wary, but also, distracted. She still glared at her phone.

      “Oh… You didn’t seem like yourself earlier.”

      “Why don’t you worry about yourself?” she snapped. “And those crumbs—worry about those.”

      “Mom!” Amelia called from the living room. “Come here! I want to show you this costume.”

      “I told her no,” Kyle boomed. “She’s not wearing some skimpy devil outfit on Halloween. She’ll freeze her butt off—and everyone will be able to see her butt!”

      Amelia and Kyle started bickering, and Amelia hollered for her mother again.

      “Coming.” Becky sounded distracted. She put her phone down and hustled out to quell the disturbance.

      I started wiping the counters, eager to have them sparkling before she could return and find further fault with me. I lifted Becky’s phone, carefully wiping underneath it.

      The screen brightened as I lifted it. A text message appeared.

      Don’t think you can ignore me for much longer, it read. I take what’s mine.

      Oh boy. Oh no. I put the phone down quickly, wiped all the crumbs into the sink, rinsed the basin, and then ran out to the living room. I grabbed my laptop and sat right next to my dad on the couch. Becky wouldn’t kill me if I was sitting next to Big Kyle, would she?

      My stepmother missed nothing—she eyed me with suspicion. “Did you wipe everything down?”

      “Yes, Becky. I started the dishwasher, too.” I looked at my dad. “And now I’m going to do my applications.”

      “That’s my girl.” He winked at me.

      “Taylor, what do you think of this Halloween costume?” Amelia asked. “Isn’t it cute?” She handed me her phone and Becky visibly bristled. The fact that Amelia wanted my opinion was obviously painful for her.

      I glanced at the screen—it was a devil costume, but it looked like the sort of thing a stripper might wear for about two seconds before she tore it off. “Um.” I coughed, then handed the phone back to Amelia. “I agree with whatever your mom and Dad thinks.”

      “It’s inappropriate,” Kyle announced.

      “It’s cute,” Becky said. “But Dad’s right, it’d be too cold. Find something else, okay?” She disappeared into the kitchen. When she came back, she had her phone gripped in her hand.

      I didn’t look up from my laptop, but I felt Becky’s gaze on me. Crap. I swallowed hard and then raised my head. “Did I miss part of the counter?” I asked.

      She clutched her phone. “No, you got it all.”

      “Phew,” I said, nonchalantly returning to my application. “Sometimes it’s hard to see on the marble countertops. Hey Dad, what’s your date of birth? I need it for my financial aid form.”

      See Becky? I wanted to say. I’m filling out financial aid forms, I’m wiping countertops, and I am most definitely not snooping around your phone.

      “I’m going to call Sylvie real quick,” Becky said, and headed for her study.

      “Sure thing.” Dad didn’t seem to be paying attention—he’d just found the Bruins-Rangers game on tv.

      Amelia was alternately scrolling on her phone and doing her math homework, my dad was glued to the game. “I’m going to throw on some sweats—be right back.”

      I crept out to the kitchen. Becky was nowhere in sight. I tiptoed toward the hall, hoping I could hear who she was talking to. Maybe it wasn’t smart, but I needed to know—for better or for worse. I silently prayed I didn’t make a floorboard squeak.

      The hall was dark, quiet, and the door to Becky’s study was closed. But I could still hear her voice. I froze and held my breath, trying to make out the words.

      “I never said that…”

      “Promised…”

      “You can’t…”

      I couldn’t catch much, but her tone seemed argumentative.

      Getting caught eavesdropping was not an option, so I tiptoed back to the kitchen and up the back stairs to my room. Then I called James.

      “Becky’s in her study right now on the phone. Are you outside?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you see her through the window?” I asked.

      He was quiet for a second, and then he said, “I can see her. She’s on the phone, walking back and forth.”

      “What’s her aura say?” I held my breath.

      “She’s angry,” James said. “And…excited.”

      I gripped the phone. “That’s not good.”

      James sighed. “No, it’s not. I’ll come up after you go to bed, okay? We can talk more then. Let me see if there’s anything I can find out.”

      “Okay,” I said, even though nothing was okay.
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      By the time James crept through the window, I was beyond exhausted, beyond falling apart. He either read my aura or sensed my mood. He took his shoes off and slipped beneath the comforter, taking me in his arms. “Hey there.”

      “Hey yourself.” My voice was hoarse.

      “I’m not going to stay long.” He tightened his hold on me. “But I wish I could.”

      I nodded against his broad chest. “Me too. I understand, though. I think…I think she was on the phone with Bryant. He texted her a little before that—I saw it.” I told James what the text had said.

      “I wonder how he found out,” James said.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I pressed my forehead against him, seeking relief in the feeling of his strength. “It’s not exactly the sort of thing you can keep a secret forever. What are we going to do?”

      James kissed the top of my head. “You are going to sleep on it. I am going to go back outside and watch the perimeter of the property. I have Luke and Eden doing rounds on the island—we’ve got it covered. As for what’s next, we’ll figure it out. We still have some time. Not much, but some.”

      He brought my face up to his and kissed me; I melted beneath his touch. “I wish you could stay.” I would give anything to lose myself in his arms all night.

      “Me too. But I’ll be right outside, and I’ll be thinking of you.”

      He kissed me again, his hands roaming down my back, and I lit up beneath his touch. He started to pull away, but I clung to him. “Just one more minute,” I begged. Something about being with him like that made everything else fall away. I needed to be lost in him for a few minutes—a precious few minutes of heaven.

      He sank his hands into my hair and lowered his lips to mine. I eagerly greeted his kiss, pressing myself closer, trying to soak up as much of his physical presence as I could. He deepened the kiss and our tongues connected, causing a shock of electricity all the way down to my core.

      I pulled him on top of me, wild for him. His big body didn’t disappoint—I could feel all of his muscles, all of him, and I knew he wanted me just as much as I wanted him.

      “’I love you,” I said, in between kisses. I felt like I was drowning in him, and I never wanted to come up for air. Who needs air?

      “Taylor—woah, okay. I need a timeout. I’m getting a little too…”

      James rolled off me and I groaned. “A little too what? You say it like it’s a bad thing!”

      “Oh, I’m not saying that.” His voice was strangled. “But what I am saying is that if I don’t physically remove myself from your presence right now, we are going to have…”

      “Fun?” I finished for him. “I could use some fun right now!” My body was on fire, aching for him. I didn’t care what ridiculous things were coming out of my mouth—I just hoped they worked.

      “I like fun, too. Actually I love it. Love. It. But tonight’s not the night, babe. I have to get back out there.”

      I hiss-sighed. Of course I understood, and of course my hormones were taking over and they were completely ridiculous, but I still felt bereft. “I know. I just…”

      “I know.” He put his forehead against mine. “I just, too. Bad.”

      I would laugh, but I sort of felt like I might cry instead. “Thank you for watching over me.”

      “There is literally nothing I’d rather be doing. Except well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I do.” I chastely kissed him on the lips. I still burned for him, but I decided to savor the feeling instead of cry about it.

      “I love you.” He brushed the hair back from my face.

      “I love you, too.”

      And before I was ready, he was gone once again.
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      School seemed like a cruel joke the next morning. Although as Amelia and I crunched over the frosty grass to the dock, I felt relieved to be leaving Becky behind.

      Amelia usually didn’t bother greeting the other kids who waited for the mailboat, but she nodded hello to Chris and his friend Keith, a skinny kid who seemed like he had a crush on her.

      Chris, the lacrosse stud, barely nodded back. Keith gave her a friendly wave.

      “I heard you telling Becky that you might be going to the movies with Brynn,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Isn’t she supposed to go out with Chris?”

      “Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “I told her what he’s really like. She won’t listen to me.”

      “You’re being a good friend to her by being honest—but you’re not going to the movies with them. No way.”

      She scowled. “Could you maybe chill for once in your life?”

      “I doubt it.”

      She nudged me. “I doubt it, too.”

      She chattered at me during the boat ride and then the drive to school, asking about school next year, lobbying for me to consider Hawaii, and just generally being nosy. I didn’t mind. Amelia had been nothing but a pain in my butt when I first got to the island, but she’d come around. The fact that she had any sort of redeeming personality and charm was proof positive that she was my father’s daughter. She was my family—even the fact that Becky was her mother couldn’t change that.

      I was disappointed that Mali wasn’t in Statistics that morning. I texted her. Want to video chat tonight and I can catch you up on our Stats homework before the test Friday? Ms. Greene said the problems in Chapter 12 are like what’s going to be on the test.

      She texted yes, and also, that she was feeling better. I was happy that I would at least be able to see my friend later, albeit on a screen.

      The rest of the day zipped by quietly; the only thing that interrupted the boring serenity of MDI High was seeing Chris in the hallway on my way back from lunch. He was leaning over pretty little Brynn at her locker, giving her a lopsided, slightly sleazy grin. I bristled. She was a freshman, he was a junior—and I knew from experience he was also a douche. He’d used that same smile on Amelia when he’d been charming the keys to Becky’s apartment out of her.

      Vowing to somehow save the hapless Brynn from his clutches, I made it through the rest of my classes. James hadn’t texted, which was unusual, but he was probably busy with Luke and Eden, trying to strategize our next steps with the MDI pack.

      I got a text from Lilly at the end of the day. Stop by the shop? she wrote. I have something for you.

      As much as I yearned to get back to the island and see James, Lilly wasn’t exactly someone I wanted to put off. I never knew what to expect from her, but it was always something important.

      When I told her we had to swing by Bar Harbor on our way to the mailboat, Amelia perked up. “Ooh, can we stop at Coffee Culture?” Amelia was addicted to salted caramel machi-something-or-others. Maybe she just liked all the whipped cream.

      “Sure—but I need to go see Lilly Burke first. I know she needs to get her kids off the bus.”

      “Whatever.” Amelia was just happy she was getting her whipped-cream fix.

      Bar Harbor was pretty in the bright, afternoon sunlight, its colorful buildings adorned with flags. But the trees planted at intervals in the sidewalks were already bare, a harbinger of the harsh winter to come. I parked on Main Street and Amelia dashed to Coffee Culture. I took a deep breath of fresh air and went inside the psychic shop. Again, I was assaulted by the heavy scent of incense. It made my throat ache.

      “Wow, that incense is really a trigger for you, isn’t it?” Lilly asked, in lieu of a normal greeting. She took my face in her hands. “It’s a scent-memory, huh? And not a good one.”

      I blinked at Lilly. She looked much better than she had the other day at breakfast. The dark circles were gone, and her hair was shiny, her eyes sparkled, and she wore her signature bright-pink lipstick.

      I swallowed hard, taken aback—although I should be used to Lilly by now. “Y-Yeah. My mom used to burn incense a lot. I never really liked it.”

      Lilly nodded, her expression grave. “You need to let that go. Try to reframe it in your head—think of something your mother did that you loved. Right now. Close your eyes and think about it, then inhale the scent.”

      I did what she said, even though it was totally weird. I tried to think of a happy memory of my mom, one not associated with her smoking weed and then lighting incense to cover the smell.

      Ah. There was one spring day when I was in third grade—she called the school and had me dismissed as a walker. She met me outside, and we walked to the ice cream place and got vanilla frappes. Then we went to the swings.

      My throat ached for a different reason—I’d forgotten all about that happy afternoon, that vanilla frappe.

      “Got it?” Lilly asked.

      “M-hmm.” I was sort of worried I might cry.

      “Good girl. Now release the negative memories—throw them up into the air! Shake your hands, set them free! Good riddance!”

      I shook my hands and released the negative thoughts. At least, I thought about releasing them—was that the same thing?

      “Open your eyes, honey,” Lilly said.

      I did as I was told, briefly wondering if Lilly’s kids ever said no to her. But then I remembered their behavior at the restaurant the other day and realized that they absolutely gave their mother a run for her money.

      “Good job, Taylor!” Lilly beamed at me. “And thank you for stopping by—I have something for you.” She hustled behind the cashier’s desk and pulled out a box. She rummaged through it for a moment and pulled out a rock. “Ah, here it is.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Labradorite.” Lilly held it out so I could see. It was a smooth multi-colored stone. It winked in the low light of the store, blues and silvers and flecks of gold flashing. A thin silver wire wrapped around it, forming a circle at the top. “It’s a crystal. I’m going to put it on a necklace so you can wear it. I don’t want you to take it off.”

      “Okay…” I watched, fascinated and dumbfounded, as Lilly attached the Labradorite to a necklace made from a thin but sturdy piece of leather. Without preamble, she came around the desk toward me. I lifted up my hair and she secured it around my throat. The crystal hit my clavicle, fitting nicely beside the pendant James had given me for my birthday.

      “There.” Lilly inspected me. “It’s perfect. I don’t want you to take it off, even when you shower or when you sleep. Got it?”

      I clutched the cool, smooth stone. “Um, sure—but can you tell me what it is? I mean, besides a crystal? A very pretty crystal?”

      “Yes, of course. But I have to get going—I need to meet the bus and Maeve’s at an appointment.” She grabbed her bag and threw it over her shoulder, ushering me out of the shop. “It’s a protective crystal. Labradorite is great to shield you from psychic attacks and energy sucks. It’s like a cloak of armor for your heart chakra.”

      I pressed the crystal against my chest. “Thank… Thank you.”

      “I had a dream about Becky last night,” Lilly said, by way of explanation. “I dreamt she was trying to kill you.”

      I opened my mouth, but no sound came out.

      Lilly caught me staring. “It’s not literal, I mean, my dreams usually aren’t. But she’s got bad energy. Now that I know her dad’s ex and the daughter died, I have a fresh perspective on her. You need to watch it. Becky’s not one to put up with a situation she doesn’t care for, and I know it sticks in her craw that you and James are a thing. So watch your back. If I hear anything else, I’ll call you.”

      “Okay Lilly. Thanks.” What the hell else could I say?

      She shooed me out, closing and locking the door behind her. Then she climbed into her spotless Lexus SUV and sped off. I was still clutching the crystal and staring after her when Amelia emerged from Coffee Culture, an enormous beverage piled with whipped cream in her hands. “Are we good?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I lied, and climbed behind the wheel.

      “Ooh, you got a crystal necklace?” Amelia asked. She gently took it between her fingers. “It’s so pretty. What does it do?”

      “It’s protective, I guess. It protects your heart chakra.”

      “Cool.” Amelia spooned some whipped cream into her mouth. “I might get one, too.”

      “Yeah,” I babbled, “you totally should.” In fact, I should probably equip the entire island with Labradorite. Who the hell knew what was going to happen next?

      “Hey, drive past Mom’s old apartment?” Amelia asked. “I want to see if anyone else rented it. Chris said he might try to rent it.”

      “Why are you talking to him again?” I asked as I drove down into the residential neighborhood.

      She shrugged. “Because he’s the lacrosse captain and it makes me look cool. You know I think he’s a douche-lord. Don’t worry about it—I just wanted to see if he was telling the truth or just bragging.”

      We were both quiet for a moment as I turned into the back parking lot of Becky’s old apartment building. It was empty except for the usual suspects, a dilapidated minivan and a banged-up Sentra. Amelia snorted. “He was totally just bragging.”

      “Of course he was.” Relieved to leave the building behind, I pulled back onto the street, heading headed toward Pine Harbor. “He’s a junior in high school—how’s he going to pay for an apartment, anyway? Unless he’s dealing drugs… Amelia, is he dealing?”

      “Oh shut up. He’s just full of shit.” She spooned some more whipped cream into her mouth, but then she did a double-take. “Wait, is that my mom’s car?”

      We passed a pristine white Mercedes SUV parked in front of the grocery store.

      “Never mind—it just looks like it.” Amelia settled against her seat. “She and Sylvie were doing hot yoga in Southwest Harbor this afternoon. She wouldn’t be shopping over here.”

      “Right.” But a block later, I saw an expensive jet-black BMW sedan parked in the drugstore parking lot.

      The SUV had been Becky’s, all right.

      How did I know?

      Because that was Bryant Pierce’s BMW.
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      I made small talk with Amelia on the way home. She surprised me with how much she knew about crystals—I guessed they were more “in” than I knew. She told me some details about Chris and Brynn, that he’d been texting her a lot lately, asking her to send him pictures of her in her bikini.

      It made my blood boil. Amelia seemed pretty calm about it; she was used to the boys in school making such requests. I couldn’t say many nice things about Becky, but she had instilled in Amelia that she had too much self-worth to bother sending half-naked pictures of herself out into the internet.

      Becky was a lot of things—and she was by no means a perfect mother—but she fiercely loved her daughter. Even I had to give her credit for that.

      As I chatted with Amelia, my mind was racing. Becky and Bryant were together at Becky’s apartment. I hadn’t even suspected that she’d kept it… The fight she and my father had had about its existence had been brutal; she’d sworn up and down that she wouldn’t renew the lease.

      That had been a lie, but it wasn’t the worst one.

      She was in there with the Alpha. I remembered all too well what they’d been getting up to the last time we’d found them inside the apartment.

      I glanced at Amelia as she guzzled the rest of her caramel coffee. She had no idea what her mother was involved with, and I wanted to keep it that way. What was I going to do?

      No answer was forthcoming as we parked the Yukon and hustled to catch the mailboat. My favorite landmarks passed by: the huge osprey nest, the entry to Crowley Cove, the rocky beach of Crescent Island. They gave me no comfort.

      By the time we pulled up to the dock, my heart was in my throat. My poor father…

      As if I’d somehow conjured him, Big Kyle was waiting in the parking lot. “Hey girls.” His handsome face split into a grin when he saw us.

      “Everything okay, dad?” He was usually still at the co-op at this hour.

      “Sure thing. I just wanted to meet you and make sure that you got your homework done and had a snack. Because your old dad here needs some help at the co-op this afternoon.”

      “I have…lots of homework.” Amelia nodded her head vigorously. “A lot. I can’t help today.”

      “And I’m supposed to go over our stats homework with Mali,” I added quickly. “We have a test this week and she’s been sick.”

      “Come on, now.” He refused to stop smiling, just as he appeared to refuse to take no for an answer. “I don’t ask for much. It’ll just be for a couple of hours. I’ll grill you some steaks after, okay?”

      “Does mom want steak?” Amelia scowled. “Jeez, she really pulled a one-eighty from the plant protein, huh?”

      “Yeah.” My dad clapped Amelia on the back.

      But I realized, while I was in my room quickly writing a summation for my English class, that he hadn’t answered her.

      I texted James. Have to help my dad this afternoon. But we need to talk.

      I have news, too, he wrote back. Before I could call him and freak out, he wrote: Nothing bad and nothing earth shattering.

      I had to leave it at that. It was true, my father didn’t often ask for help. So I didn’t bug him as we headed back down to the co-op. It did strike me as suspicious, though. He really seemed to want to get us out of the house.

      Dad switched the light on inside the shop, which was closed down and quiet at this time of day. The lobstermen had all ended their shifts hours ago. Usually my dad stayed later into the afternoon to tally the day’s catch, make calls to distributors, and work on the books.

      But today there was a huge stack of traps in the middle of the room. “These all need their nets removed,” he explained. “Take the scissors and cut them out carefully. The nets go in the burn-pile bin, not the trash. Got it?”

      “All of these?” Amelia looked as though he’d asked her to run a marathon. “Seriously?”

      “It won’t take that long. Get busy, I’ve got to make some calls.” He disappeared into the small back office.

      “This sucks,” Amelia announced.

      “Yeah…” I couldn’t really add anything to that, so I just got to work. It was a tedious chore. Amelia popped her earbuds in and hummed along to a popular song.

      I appreciated the normalcy of just sitting there. I would cut as many nets as my dad asked if it meant I could hide from the truth of what was happening to our family.

      I would stay in the Before for as long as I could.

      Because I wasn’t sure what would come After.
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      By the time we’d finished, it was close to five and dark out. I wasn’t sure where the day had gone, but the dozens of lobster traps I’d spent the last few hours with had something to do with it.

      “Do steaks sound good?” Dad asked as we headed toward the house.

      “Sure.”

      “Yeah.” Amelia nodded.

      The house was dark and empty when we reached it. Becky’s truck wasn’t there. With the grass stiff with cold and the pool covered, it seemed awfully close to winter.

      “Where’s mom?” Amelia checked her phone as we went inside. “She left me a voicemail. Who does that? She knows I hate it when she leaves a message!”

      Big Kyle sighed. “That’s the thing, Amelia. Your mother’s staying at Sylvie’s tonight.”

      “She is?” Amelia wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, why? Sylvie’s so needy. Did her husband go out of town or something?”

      “Maybe.” Dad said. “I think your mother just wanted some space.”

      “Oh.” Amelia looked vaguely hurt.

      “From me, honey. Not from you.” He clasped a massive hand around her shoulder. “She needs a break from me.”

      Amelia shook him off, scowling as she turned the lights on. “She was just in Florida for, like, weeks. How much of a friggin’ break does she need?”

      “More than that, apparently.” My father kept his voice even, without a trace of bitterness or accusation. “It’ll be fine—we’ll figure it out.” He went into the kitchen and started rummaging around.

      “I’m sorry.” I stood helplessly next to Amelia. “I know it’s been hard since I’ve been here.”

      “Yeah right.” She sniffed. “My mother’s looking for any excuse to throw a freaking temper tantrum. She’s always threatened Dad with leaving him.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t known that.

      “You guys want rice?” Dad called.

      “I’m not hungry.” Amelia stormed off through the kitchen. I heard her clomping up the stairs.

      I went and found my dad assembling food on the counter, his face pale. “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes.” He stared at the steaks. “No.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help? I could go stay at James’s for a while if that would make things better…”

      “Nice try.” He gave me a tight smile. “You can help by starting the grill. You remember what I showed you?”

      “Sure, Dad.” I went out through the hall to the back door, which opened to the patio. We didn’t spend much time out back, although Dad and Becky had used the fire-pit a few times over the summer. I uncovered the grill and turned the propane on. Then I started the burners and clicked the starter; the blue flames sprung to life.

      “Hey, you’re good at that.”

      I jumped and clutched my crystal, but it was only Luke. He stood, grinning, at the edge of the lawn.

      “Sorry Princess.” He actually looked guilty for a second. “I forget how jumpy humans can be. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I sighed. “It’s okay. Where’s James? What are you doing out here?”

      “I’m watching you, of course. Do you think His Highness is going to leave you alone for a second?”

      “Thank you for looking out for me,” I said, meaning it. “Is everything all right? And where is His Highness?”

      “Everything’s fine—and James is at the Tower, talking to my father. I’m sure he’ll be down shortly.”

      I nodded. “I can’t really talk right now, but there’s a lot going on. Can we hang out later?”

      Luke grinned at me. “It’s a date. Just don’t tell James I said that. See ya—someone’s coming.” He immediately disappeared into the woods.

      My dad opened the door. “You get it running?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s my girl.” He held the door open for me and I followed him inside.

      “That’s a new necklace, right?” He eyed the large crystal around my neck. “Is that one of those new-agey things?”

      “Um, I think so?” I clutched the Labradorite. “Lilly Burke gave it to me. Do you remember her—the woman I introduced you to at the Meet of Champions?”

      “Sure I do—and that was nice of her. It’s a pretty stone.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Hey, is it okay if I go call Mali before dinner? She needs help getting ready for Stats.”

      “Sure thing, pumpkin.”

      I hesitated before I went up the stairs. “Dad, I meant what I said. If there’s anything I can do…”

      He didn’t look at me. “I appreciate that.”

      “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He looked like he was trying, hard, to put on a brave face. I might make a voodoo doll of Becky and stick pins right into its heart chakra, wherever that was. She wasn’t being fair to my Dad. I of course thought he deserved way better than her, but if she was what he wanted…

      I sighed as I picked up my laptop and phone. I texted Mali. Can you talk now?

      My phone pinged with a video call. I grinned as my friend’s pale face showed on the screen. “Hey Mali. How’re you feeling?”

      “Better, but man. Stomach bugs are disgusting.” She pushed her glasses up on her nose. “How’s school been?”

      “Boring. Ms. Greene’s been giving us a lot of homework.”

      Mali rolled her eyes. “She’s on a total power trip. It’s all seniors in that class, she needs to let up!”

      We talked more about school for a few minutes, but then an awkward silence descended. “So…” Mali started. “Are things okay over there since the meeting?”

      I took a deep breath. The thing was, I wanted to trust Mali. She was my friend. But she was also a Pierce, a member of the MDI shifters. I didn’t want to lie to her, but I didn’t know what was safe to say to her.

      I often felt like Mali and I were on the same page. During the battle in the woods, she and I had both worked to calm things down before everyone got bloody. Still, I believed that her allegiance was to her pack, her family. So what could I say?

      “Things aren’t really okay,” I admitted. I would have to say the parts of the truth that felt safe to me. “I thought that your uncle was really reasonable about Becky, but I’m not sure what’s actually happening.”

      She sighed. “I completely understand.”

      “You do?”

      Mali rolled her eyes. “Of course I do! What is it with these adults? They freaking lie all the time. It’s like a soap opera over here. Uncle Finn’s crying about his ex-vampire girlfriend, Uncle Bryant won’t stop texting his pregnant human plaything, and my aunts are total bitches. I just want to get off this rock.” Mali shook her head.

      I sighed. “So what are we going to do?”

      Mali shrugged. “Ignore them? Vote them off the island?”

      “Ha. That’s a good one.”

      “I know. Listen, I have to go help with dinner—will you send a picture of the math problems over? I can print it and have it ready to turn in tomorrow.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Thanks Taylor.” Mali sighed. “It’s good to have an ally.”

      I smiled as I hung up. It was a good thing to have an ally…so long as you could trust them.
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      Dinner was quiet. Amelia didn’t even eat any bread, which was how I knew she was really upset. She didn’t mention what her mother had said in her voicemail, and I didn’t pry. For his part, my dad seemed calm. Maybe he’d been expecting this.

      I needed to talk to James, but I didn’t want to leave them alone, and I didn’t think it was appropriate to have him over given the circumstances of the day. So once again, after I loaded the dishwasher, I retreated to my room. “I’m just going to call James—then maybe we can watch tv after?”

      Amelia only shrugged, but Dad gave me a thumbs up. I hustled upstairs, eager to tell James everything, but also, to return to them. Amelia’s mood seemed black.

      My phone screen lit up. I’m already up here, waiting. Smiley face. I sighed in relief as soon as I saw James sitting on my bed. He wore a gray hoodie and jeans and smelled of the outdoors.

      I locked the door behind me as I whispered, “Hey.”

      He grinned. “Hey yourself.”

      “You don’t think they can hear us?”

      He shrugged. “Turn some music on low.”

      I put my phone on my dresser and turned on a country station. Songs about break-ups and whiskey seemed like as good a choice as any…

      “Becky was with Bryant this afternoon. She’s not coming home,” I blurted out.

      James nodded. “I know.”

      I looked at him sharply.

      “I had Josie and Patrick follow her when she went off-island today. They let me know she was with him this afternoon at the apartment.” He picked at my comforter. “How’s your dad doing?”

      “Okay. Amelia’s taking it hard, though. They think—Becky said she’s staying over at Sylvie’s. Is that true?”

      James sighed. “She hasn’t gotten there yet. I’ve had Luke watching her house and also Marybeth’s and Gina’s, since they’re empty. I wasn’t sure if she was coming back to the island or not. I can’t really picture her taking off on Amelia.”

      “Me either.” I sank down onto the bed. “So what does this mean? If she’s reunited with Bryant… I know what it means for my dad. But what does it mean in general? How does something like this work?”

      He frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you have any real-life examples?” There had to be other shifter-human couples.

      “Like I told you, shifters look down on relationships outside of their race,” James said. “It’s not as bad when they’re with humans as it is with vampires, but it’s still not common practice.

      “But I heard about one couple… They ended up living with the pack. The human just gave up her old life and moved onto their compound.” He glanced at me. “Because that’s the thing—shifters are pack animals. They can’t survive without their group. So it’s not like Bryant is going to move in here with Becky. If she wants to be with him, she’s going to have to choose the pack.”

      I scowled. “I can’t exactly picture her living at the Pierce compound with seven other adults and a bunch of screaming kids. And what about Amelia? Becky is a lot of things, but she would never leave her daughter.”

      “I don’t know what she’s thinking—maybe she’s not even thinking.” He frowned.

      “What do you mean?”

      He shook his head. “You should get back downstairs. Listen, I hate to do this, but I should spend the next couple of days—and nights—on surveillance. We’ll be outside, but I’m going to have to split it into shifts with Luke to make sure the island is secure and nothing unusual is going on. I’ll text you if I can pop in.”

      He got up to leave and I grabbed his hand. “Wait, I’m not going to see you?”

      He pulled me to my feet and put his hands around my waist. “I have to keep watch, Taylor. I have to keep you safe. Trust me, I don’t want to stay away.”

      “Can we hang out this weekend?” It sounded like a totally out-of-place question, given the circumstances, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Of course.” He kissed the top of my head.

      “But I need you to keep an eye on Kyle and Amelia. Make sure they’re okay. Hey, what’s this?” He fingered the crystal at the base of my throat. “Labradorite? Where’d you get this?”

      I cleared my throat. “Lilly texted me while I was at school. She said she wanted me to have it.”

      “Why?” His steel-blue gaze was sharp, probing.

      “She said it has protective qualities.” I shrugged. “She just wanted me to have it.”

      James’s gaze flicked above my head, then back to my face. “Keep it on.” He gave me a firm but way-to-brief kiss, then was gone before I could beg him to stay.

      Again.
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      The next morning, Amelia was silent. We walked across the glittery, frosty grass on the way to the dock, neither of us saying a word.

      Becky waited by the ramp. She looked pretty and pulled together in a coral nano-puff jacket, black-camo running tights, and fluorescent sneakers. Her hair was pulled up into a high ponytail and her skin looked fresh and flawless. Ew.

      Amelia stiffened beside me. “Oh great.”

      “I’ll save you a seat, okay?” I nodded at Becky and slipped immediately past her, eager to reach the safety of the dock.

      Her ice-blue gaze flicked over me coolly, but her expression melted when she saw her daughter. “Hi, honey.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you.” Amelia’s voice was raw, pissed.

      I scooted down the ramp and gave them space. Then like any good teenager, I took out my phone. I pretended to examine it, but I actually had the camera on, flipped to selfie mode, so I could see what was happening behind me.

      Amelia was throwing up her hands, gesticulating angrily. Becky’s white-blond ponytail bobbed as she took turns nodding and then shaking her head. A couple of the parents on the dock noticed them arguing. They watched quietly, then respectfully turned away.

      Amelia’s voice rose enough so I could hear her down on the water. “SICK OF IT!”

      She clomped down the ramp and I put my phone away. Becky stared after her, then her gaze tracked to me. I whirled back around.

      Don’t look at me. I didn’t do this. Although maybe in Becky’s mind, it was all my fault…

      Amelia reached my side. Her face was red and blotchy.

      I didn’t bother saying anything, but I didn’t leave her side.
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      Mali raised her eyebrows when she saw me in Stats. Ms. Greene was busy with tech support, so we had a chance to talk.

      “What?” I asked, but I knew she’d found out about Becky and Bryant.

      “My aunt told me last night, after I talked to you. Does this mean we’re related?” she joked.

      “Ew.” I put my face in my hands. “I don’t know.”

      “Is your family okay? Your dad seems like a really nice guy. I’m sorry about everything.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I shook my head. “And I don’t know what’s going on. My dad just said he and Becky are taking a break.”

      Mali raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything.

      “Actually,” I said quickly, “can you not repeat that? I don’t want anyone getting the wrong idea. I don’t know what she said to my dad—he didn’t get into detail, obviously.”

      She nodded. “We don’t know what’s going on either, just that Uncle Bryant hasn’t been issuing orders for the past twenty-four hours because he’s been…busy.”

      Getting busy. Ew again.

      “Hey, did you get a new necklace? That’s cool.” She reached out and touched it, then snatched her hand back. “Ouch! It’s super cold, huh? Doesn’t that bother you?”

      “What? No.” I reached up and clasped the crystal. “It doesn’t feel cold to me.”

      Mali shrugged. “Weird.”

      The rest of the day flew by. I got texts from James and Josie, letting me know that they were keeping an eye on things and that everything was quiet on the island.

      Amelia was still quiet at the end of the day. I sighed as I put the Yukon in drive. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” She shrugged.

      “What did your mom say this morning?”

      Her scowl deepened. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Um…” I glanced at her—her cheeks were turning pink. “Sure I do.” I didn’t, not really, but I needed to hear it.

      She blew out a deep breath. “She said she’s tired of Dad choosing you over me and her. She said she doesn’t want to live in the house anymore if things stay the same.”

      I laughed, but it was bitter. “You mean she doesn’t want to keep living in the house with me. That’s fine. If I’m the problem, I’ll go.” James would be more than happy to have me.

      “She’s lying, Taylor.” Amelia stared out the window. “She doesn’t like that we’re all getting along, but that’s not what’s really going on. I keep thinking about something…”

      I waited for her to continue.

      “I swear I think I saw her with someone. There’s something I can’t quite remember…” Her pretty face screwed up. “I don’t know. But something tells me she’s full of shit. That whole thing with the apartment, she’s been lying to Dad for a long time. I think you being here is just the excuse she’s been looking for.”

      I straightened my shoulders. “I’m not going to be her excuse—I’ll move into the Tower. Fine by me.”

      Amelia shook her head. “Dad will never let you do that.”

      “I’m eighteen,” I reminded her. “Legally I can do what I want.”

      “I can’t wait to be eighteen.” Amelia stared out at the trees, which were shedding their final leaves. After this week, the foliage would be gone, and the branches would be bare. “I’m going to get the hell out of here and never come back.”

      I sighed. “It’s going to be okay. I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but it will be.”

      “I doubt it.”

      I doubted it, too. But for Amelia’s sake, I kept my mouth shut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Dad? Can I talk to you?”

      Big Kyle was staring at the tv, but he didn’t really seem to be watching. I didn’t think he was even aware he’d turned on an old episode of Keeping Up With the Kardashians.

      “Sure honey.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “What’s up?”

      “I want to start by saying that I’m not trying to make you upset at all. I love you. You know that, right?”

      He blinked at me warily. “I know that. What’s up?”

      I stared at the rug. “Amelia told me Becky is upset because I’m living here.”

      “Now hold on a second—”

      “Dad. Please listen to me.” I raised my gaze to meet his. “We both know that she’s been unhappy since I moved in here. I think the fact that Amelia and I have gotten closer these last few months has pushed her over the edge. I’m eighteen. There’s only a few months of high school left—”

      “There’s eight months of high school left—”

      “I can stay with James.”

      “Absolutely not.” My father’s mouth was set in a grim line. “I’m not losing my daughter again.”

      “You’re never going to lose me. You never lost me in the first place—”

      “I can’t stay with a person who treats my own flesh and blood the way she treats you.” Now it was Big Kyle’s turn to look at the rug. “I’ve tolerated her crap for too long, and it’s been at your expense. No more, Taylor. I don’t even know if I want to be married to her anymore now that I see what she’s capable of.”

      “Dad, please. This is her house. Even if I decide to stay with you, I can’t stay here. She doesn’t want me here. She’s never wanted me here. I understand what you’re saying, but what about what’s fair to Becky and Amelia?”

      “Amelia loves you, Taylor. I’ve seen it for myself. So has Becky. That’s part of the problem—she’s jealous.” He shrugged his shoulders. “And if she’s jealous of my eighteen-year-old daughter, she’s got problems that I can’t fix.”

      I sighed. He was more correct than he knew.

      I longed to tell him the truth about what was going on. But it wasn’t safe, and the situation had more layers than an onion. If I was honest with him, I would be putting him in danger—supernatural danger. Bryant could hurt him. The pack could hurt him. Becky could hurt him, for all I knew…

      “Why don’t I just go down and stay there for the weekend?” I asked. “That will give you guys some space. Becky can come back to talk, or stay here, or whatever. You guys can figure out what you want to do without me around.”

      Dad frowned. “I know you want to spend the weekend with your boyfriend, but I don’t really feel like that’s appropriate.”

      I raised my right hand. “Dad, this is not a conversation I want to have with you, but… I swear on my life that I’m a virgin. James and I won’t be doing…anything…but hanging out. I promise—it’s not like that between us. I mean it is, but it isn’t. I mean—ugh, I’m going to stop talking now. I just don’t want you to think that’s what I’m doing because I’m not doing that… Ugh okay. I’m stopping now. For real.”

      Dad gaped at me, then finally closed his mouth.  After he took a deep breath, he said, “Really?”

      I laughed and nodded. “Really. James is very…protective of me.”

      “Hmm.” Dad scratched his chin. “Interesting.”

      “Can we not?” I begged. “Just…no.”

      “Okay Taylor.” He nodded, not looking like it was the sort of thing he cared to discuss, either.

      “So…can I? Can I stay at the Tower for the weekend? That way you can talk to Becky and nobody has to worry about me coming or going. Plus,” I added, feeling guilty for saying it, “then I don’t have to deal with her all weekend. Honestly, I don’t want to be around her right now.”

      Dad sighed. “I don’t want to punish you by saying no, but I also don’t want you to think that I think you’re the problem. Or that I want you to leave.”

      “Dad.” I patted his shoulder. “We’re good.”

      He sighed again. “At least something is.”
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      Becky wasn’t at the dock the next morning, which happened to be Friday. And I was spending the weekend at the Tower with James. Things were finally looking up.

      Amelia didn’t seem to feel the same. She was sullen and quiet again on the way to school. “What’re you doing this weekend?” I asked, in an attempt to cheer her.

      “Nothing.” She shrugged. “I might go to the movies with Brynn on Sunday. That’s it.”

      I frowned. “You mean, with Chris and that other guy?”

      “No, Brynn backed out of it. She said her mother won’t let her date a junior. So it’s just going to be me and Brynn, yay.”

      “Do you want to go out on James’s boat tomorrow?” I offered. She loved riding on the Norumbega, especially if Luke was there.

      “Nah. I guess I just sort of feel like being alone.”

      I glanced at her and noticed her dark circles. “Okay. Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “You’re so lucky you get to go over there all weekend.” She yawned. “I have to deal with Mom and Dad and some huge therapy session—without the therapist. It’s totally going to suck.”

      “Is your mom doing okay?” I wasn’t sure I cared, but…

      “She’s fine. She and Sylvie are getting their lash extensions filled today. She’s really suffering.” She snorted.

      “Well, hopefully she and Dad will figure things out. If you feel like you need to escape, call me. I’ll send James down—Becky can’t seem to say no to him.”

      Amelia rolled her eyes. “True. Embarrassing, but true.”

      I couldn’t talk to Mali in Stats because of our test, which was harder than I expected.

      “That sucked,” Mali said after class, as we headed to second period.

      “It was hard.” I nodded. “I hope I did okay, I don’t want to wreck my GPA.”

      “Are you planning on going to school next year?” she asked.

      “Yeah, are you?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think Uncle Bryant wants me to leave. Maybe if I can convince him to get better Wi-Fi, I can take classes online.”

      I nodded. I wanted to ask why it was that the Alpha didn’t want her going away to college, but it seemed too controversial a question. “See you at lunch?”

      The rest of the day dragged, probably because I was insanely eager to start my weekend residence at the Tower. Not only would I be away from the Becky drama, I would be with James. I grinned to myself as I headed to my final class, but the sappy feeling dissipated as I rounded the corner.

      Amelia was standing by Brynn, giggling and thrusting her chest out. Two tall, handsome boys leaned over them, all casual as they grinned down at the freshmen. One of them I didn’t recognize, but the other one was Chris. As in, beer-bottle-in-the-forehead, hold-my-vapes Chris.

      I glared at Amelia, but she was too busy flirting to notice.

      I fumed as I waited for her after school, but she didn’t show at the Yukon. She sent me a text: Mom is picking me up and bringing me for a smoothie. See you later?

      Yeah, see you. But I waited until I saw Becky’s white SUV pull up. I wanted to be sure that Amelia wasn’t sneaking off with those upperclassmen boys…

      The image of her flirting with Chris nagged, but excitement about spending the weekend with James won out. The sun shone as I drove the twisty roads to Pine Harbor, and my heart soared. It had been so long since we’d had any time together, I couldn’t wait.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one. James himself was waiting at the entrance to the private dock in Pine Harbor. “I thought I could give you a ride.” He grinned at me.

      “Thanks!” I eagerly handed him my bag and we held hands as we headed to the boat. If my father saw me like that, grinning like an idiot, he would most certainly revoke my rights to stay at the Tower for the weekend. I was certain that I looked way too happy to be trusted.

      “How was school?” James asked as we pulled the Norumbega into the harbor.

      “Good. My Stats test was harder than I thought, but other than that, fine. I mean, mostly fine—I just saw Amelia talking to that kid Chris again. I don’t like him. He gives me a bad vibe.”

      James waved to the captain of a passing boat. “Where is Amelia?”

      “Becky picked her up. They were going to get smoothies.” I was shocked and annoyed by the bitterness that crept into my voice. How or why it still hurt my feelings that Becky never included me was baffling. She’d made her feelings clear so many times, I don’t know how such a small slight could still wound me, but it did.

      “Hey, I thought we could have chicken parmesan for dinner.” James winked at me. “I have a friend who really likes it.”

      “Aw, that’s nice. Thank you.” Just like Becky never failed to rattle me, James’s careful attention never failed to make me melt. I was so lucky to have him in my life.

      I pushed my step-monster from my thoughts. And then I went and put my arm around James, smiling the whole way home.
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      “Why are you so good at this game?” Luke threw his cards at me. “I’ve never won Uno—not once, in all of eternity!”

      I laughed and swept my winnings—a ton of loose M&Ms—in front of me on the coffee table. “I’ve always been good at it. I don’t know why. I lose at everything else.”

      Luke poured himself some more wine and then tilted his glass at me. “Cheers to the Uno Champion. May you live long and prosper.”

      “Ha. Thanks.” I ate a green M&M to celebrate. “Are Patrick and Eden coming back soon?” It spoke volumes about James’s growing confidence in Eden that he’d let her out of the house with only Patrick as a babysitter. Of course, it helped that the island was largely deserted this time of year, the restaurant was closed, and people rarely ventured out after dark. There weren’t exactly a lot of humans wandering around that would be in danger if they ran into Eden.

      James checked his phone. “Yeah, they’re doing a final sweep of the perimeter.”

      “Is… Is Becky at the house?” I’d gone by and grabbed a few things after school, but the house had been empty and silent. Fine by me.

      James frowned. “Yes, but we think she’s leaving. Patrick saw Bud going down to the dock. The only one who’d pay him triple his normal fee for a ride off-island at this hour is Becky.”

      When I frowned he said, “Sorry, Taylor.”

      “You don’t have to be sorry.” I shook my head. I felt terrible for my father if Becky wouldn’t even spend the night, but maybe it was for the best… “You made me chicken parm and chocolate cake—you don’t have to apologize to me ever again.” I grinned at him.

      No matter what was happening with my family, my night couldn’t be ruined. James and I had sat out on the deck in the afternoon sun, then we’d had dinner and played Uno with Luke and Josie. It had literally been the best night I’d had in ages.

      “Do you need to go out on surveillance?” I asked, making sure my voice was neutral. I didn’t want him to feel guilty for leaving me when he was protecting me and my family from possible shifter interference.

      “I told him I’ve got it covered. Josie might come out with me tonight, instead.” Luke waggled his eyebrows at her.

      Josie shook her head. “You don’t ever give up.”

      “True, true.” He looked hopeful. “Is it working?”

      “No.”

      Luke sighed, then turned to me. “I told James he could take the night off to spend with his special lady.”

      James glowered at him. “And I told you that I was going out to check the island no matter what. So if it’s okay with Taylor, I’ll go when Patrick and Eden come back.” He gripped my hand. “Then I’ll come back, and Luke and Eden can take over.”

      “Great.” My stomach did a somersault. He was coming back, and we were going to spend the night together. That fact, in and of itself, was nothing monumental. But tonight felt different.

      Luke eyed us with interest. “You two are being romantic.”

      “Shut up, Luke,” James hissed.

      “C’mon, Taylor.” Josie stood up. “We should go look at the stars while these two fight. Bundle up, it’s cold out.”

      I obediently grabbed my jacket, and also accepted the warm fleece blanket James offered. Josie put on a knee-length down jacket, hat, mittens and a scarf. She looked as though she was prepared for the Alaskan tundra as we made our way outside.

      “It’s not that cold,” I eyed her outfit as we each picked out a lounger and settled in.

      “It’s always cold out here!” She pulled the scarf up over her chin and snuggled under the blanket. “Besides, it’s fun to sit on the deck like this, all bundled up. I love it. I’ll stay out here for hours—I’ve never seen stars like this in my life.”

      “Me either.” I grinned up at the sky. The Tower’s deck was the best place, maybe in the whole world, to watch the night sky. I’d never seen so many stars before—they covered the vast black expanse above us, glittering with icy brilliance.

      “It’s so beautiful with the waves crashing, and the moonlit beach.” Josie sighed. “I feel so bad for everybody else, that they don’t get to see this.”

      “I know. How’s Dylan doing?” I missed our friend.

      “She’s fine. She’s sick of the city but she’s super busy with school. It’s better that I’m up here, not distracting her.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here. I know Luke’s a pain, but it’s nice to have you around. It was getting a little awkward with the whole Patrick-Eden-Luke thing. It’s been better since you’ve been here.”

      Josie shook her head. “Eden needs to understand that Luke’s not the kind of guy who’s ever going to settle down. He’s all hot for that shifter chick, too! I wouldn’t put up with that if I was Eden.”

      I sighed. “I know. But Luke has been pretty great with her—he was really patient with her in the beginning. She needed that.”

      “I’m not saying he’s all bad,” Josie grumbled, “just mostly.”

      “Do you remember the first time we were out here together?” I asked. Josie had offered to bring me out to see the seals in the channel between the Tower and Moss Head. We’d driven her red Kodiak out into the freezing-cold water. “You were so mean to me!”

      “No I wasn’t.” But her shoulders shook with laughter. “Okay, yes I was, but come on! James was all spilling his guts to you about reading auras and he’d known you for about five minutes. I had to vet you!”

      “You weren’t vetting me, you were threatening me.” I giggled. “I thought you were going to throw me in the water.”

      “I thought about it.” She laughed. “I could tell, even then, that he was completely obsessed with you. He’d never acted like that around anybody before. I had to make sure you were trustworthy.”

      “I’m glad he has you to look out for him—I mean, I am now. Back then I thought you were going to feed me to the seals.”

      “I’ve been friends with James for a long time,” Josie said, “and he was always alone. So I’m glad he has you looking out for him, too. He seems genuinely happy.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Oh stop.” Josie rolled her eyes. “You two are on the Love Boat hard.”

      “I feel bad about what’s happening though. About the wolves. About…Becky.” Suddenly, the conversation turned serious. “I’m worried that something bad’s going to happen.”

      That might be the understatement of the year.
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      “I’m worried that something bad’s going to happen.” My words hung in the air between us.

      “Hey, you aren’t responsible for what’s going on with Becky. I told you—she was looking for something and she got it, all right.” Josie pulled the blanket closer around her. “She chose to have an affair—that’s on her. Not only that, but she didn’t go looking for some random hot lobsterman. Oh no, that wouldn’t be good enough for old Becky. She had to have the Alpha. She had to have the naughty, intense sex, the danger, the excitement of a powerful supe getting all riled up over her. And now she has him right where she wants him.”

      “Where’s that?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but still.

      “She’s pregnant with the Alpha’s baby! That’s a big freaking deal, Taylor! She’s probably thinking all sorts of things—what her status is going to be, how she can leverage his position to make herself even more powerful, what all this might mean for Amelia—and what it might mean for you. She set her sights on you, and now she’s showing you what’s what.”

      “I don’t understand…” I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

      “You came to town and upset the balance,” Josie said matter-of-factly. “Your poor ass, with your dead junkie mother—no offense—”

      “None taken. Go on—”

      “You came to the island as a nobody. And somebody, the biggest somebody of them all, fell in love with you. Becky could never handle it. That’s why she went bonkers. That’s why she freaked out the night of the gala, and why she made that altar in the well. Remember that?”

      “Like I could forget.” I shivered. I wished I could forget the sight of the objects Becky had assembled in the abandoned well—it had been like a memorial to Amelia and James. There had been framed pictures of the both of them, along with some of Amelia’s things: a teddy bear, a scarf, and a headband. There had also been a burned-down candle, which made it seem like someone had been keeping a vigil at the strange site.

      “Becky has had it in for you since day one. She was probably always on a power trip anyway, and then maybe she’s just opened her eyes to the possibilities.” Josie frowned. “At one point, your dad was probably the island’s greatest prize. Now the target’s changed. The Alpha’s the hottest game in town.”

      “What do you think is going to happen? James said the one shifter-human couple he’s aware of live with the pack. I can’t picture Becky and Amelia living over with Mrs. Pierce and ten of Bryant’s cousins and their screaming kids. Can you?”

      “No way in hell. But she’ll figure it out. Right now, they’re probably just having all the sex—all of it. When they come up for air, she’ll probably be in a pretty good position to negotiate what she wants for her future.”

      “Ew.” That was the only appropriate word.

      “Ew is right.” Josie wrinkled her nose in agreement.

      “When we talk about it like this, it makes me feel like I should leave the island.” I wrapped my arms tightly against my chest; my violent shivers had nothing to do with the drop in temperature. “I should stay away from Becky. And probably from James, if I’m being honest with myself. I feel like none of this would’ve happened if I hadn’t come up here. The balance wouldn’t have been upset, Becky wouldn’t be making a play to be a shifter queen…”

      “No way—don’t say things like that.” Josie’s tone was final, unyielding. “You and James are meant to be together. What’s happened with Becky is not your fault, Taylor. I’m guessing she’s always been like this, and the recent sequence of events has just set something in motion that’s been lying in wait for years. Plus, you can’t leave James. He would fall apart, and that’s no good for anybody.”

      “Do you really mean that?” I asked. What Josie said had me thinking…

      “That James would be a total disaster if you tried to leave him? Yes.”

      “Not that—about Becky. Do you really think she’s been like this for a long time? And it’s been dormant or something?”

      “Absolutely,” Josie said. “She didn’t just wake up one day this summer and decide to be Bad Becky. She’s always had that inside her.”

      “Hmmm.” I clutched the crystal Lilly had given me. “Did James tell you about Becky’s father? His affair, and the fact that his ex-girlfriend and her child died in a car accident a year after they left MDI?”

      “Yeah.” Josie frowned out at the dark waves. “What’re you saying, Taylor?”

      “Nothing. I just wonder what happened to them… Mrs. Lambert said Becky’s mom was a wicked witch.”

      Josie glanced at me. “Let’s hope it was an accident.”

      “Yeah, let’s.”
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      We stayed outside for a long time, talking and laughing. I texted my dad to check in, but all I got back was a love you. I hoped he was okay. Eventually, Eden and Patrick joined us. Not too long after that, just as I was starting to yawn, James returned from surveillance.

      “You ready for bed?” His voice was husky.

      “Yes.” I yawned again and he laughed as we headed inside. “Good thing I got back in time. You seem like you’re ready to fall asleep.”

      “Nah.” I was suddenly very alert.

      He held my hand and a somewhat awkward silence descended upon us. We climbed the stairs to his room, which overlooked the channel. In the daytime, there was a perfect view of Moss Head. Tonight, I could barely make out the curve of the small, scrappy island in the moonlight.

      “How was everything out there? Any sign of the shifters?”

      “Not right now. We found an old trail near your house, though.” James frowned. “It looked like something had been out there earlier, but it was gone.”

      “Do you think… Do you think it was Bryant?”

      He sank down onto the bed. “Probably. Just like it was probably him the other morning, hiding in the weeds. He was lying to us about letting Becky go. He was probably watching her then, and now that he knows she’s carrying his child, he’s definitely watching her now.”

      “So you don’t think he’s here to attack—he’s here to watch over her.”

      James shrugged. “That’s my guess. Hopefully I’m not wrong.”

      “You’re not usually wrong.” I sat down on the bed next to him. “What do you think’s going to happen with them?”

      He sighed. “I can tell you, with one-hundred percent certainty, that I have no idea.”

      “Ha. Me either.” I frowned. “Josie said Becky’s making a power-grab. Do you think that’s true?”

      “Probably.” He gave me a lopsided smile. “But I have no idea what that means for her in this context.”

      “What context is that?”

      “The supernatural one. She’s having the Alpha’s baby.” He took a deep breath. “If Bryant chooses, he could make her his queen.”

      My jaw dropped. “He could do that with a human? I thought inter-species relationships were taboo!”

      “They’re taboo if you’re an underling and you produce a non-supernatural offspring. But Bryant is the Alpha, he can make the rules as he sees fit. And if Becky produces a shifter heir, she’ll be welcomed into the pack like one of their own.”

      “But what if the baby isn’t a shifter? You said it might be, or maybe not—like Patrick. He’s not a supernatural.”

      “I don’t know what would happen then,” James said. “Bryant might even cast Becky and the child out. Or he might try to impregnate her a second time, I don’t know.”

      I fought the urge to say “ew” again and instead, stared at my hands. “What would your parents say if you ever had a non-supernatural child?”

      “My father would say congratulations. He’d be thrilled to be a grandfather.”

      I swallowed hard. “And your mother?”

      “It doesn’t matter what my mother says. I haven’t listened to her in a long time.”

      James watched me for a moment. “What would your dad say if you gave birth to a vampire?”

      “He wouldn’t know.” My brow furrowed. “Would he?”

      “If the baby didn’t age past eighteen, he’d have a pretty good reason to suspect something was different.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it.

      “But we don’t need to worry about that right now.” James’s voice softened. “We have time to figure it all out.”

      “We…do?” I looked at him, my heart soaring with hope. Talking about the future with him was scary on the one hand, because there were so many unusual factors involved. But it was also scary in a thrilling sort of way—the idea of being with him, of someday being married and having a child together…

      “Taylor?” James glanced above my head and back down again. “You know how much I love you, right?”

      I melted. “Yes. It’s how much I love you.”

      “We have a lot to look forward to. We need to remember that when things get hard.” He reached for my hand and tugged me closer. “I’ve missed being with you. I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you so much.” He pulled me closer, and I relaxed against his broad chest, thrilled to be back in his arms. “Tell me it’s not always going to be this crazy—we can’t seem to catch a break.”

      He captured my chin beneath his hand and gently lifted my face to his. “I promise it’s not always going to be this crazy. We just have to get through this, and then find some way forward with the shifters.”

      “What would happen if we left?” I asked. I had no plans to abandon Kyle and Amelia, but I was curious as to what would happen to the balance if we removed ourselves from the local equation.

      “That’s actually a great question. I’ve been thinking about it a lot myself.” James brushed the hair back from my face. “If we left, the MDI pack would be the biggest supernatural force in the area. I don’t know if I trust them enough to leave them alone. Bryant talks a good game, but he’s power-hungry. They came after us because they wanted revenge for things that happened between our kinds hundreds of years ago.”

      He paused before continuing. “I don’t begrudge them their feelings about the past—a lot of what the vamps did to them was unforgivable. But it’s a new time. There are opportunities for us to move into a more peaceful future together. But I don’t know if Bryant wants that—or if he just wants to rule MDI like a king and terrorize and attack any other creatures who dare to set foot on his precious island.”

      He scrubbed a hand across his face. “But my father thinks it’s more than that, that this is more than just Bryant. He thinks that the top echelon of the shifter governing body wants to make bold moves. They’ve grown their numbers, they’ve evolved pretty spectacularly, and he thinks their ultimate plan is to become more established and active all over the world.”

      “So you think leaving MDI would be bad for the balance,” I concluded. “But just a few days ago, you were talking about packing up and leaving…right?”

      He looked directly into my eyes. “If you wanted to leave here tomorrow—to leave all of this behind—I would. I would take you anywhere you wanted to go, and I wouldn’t look back. You are my life now, Taylor Hale. I need you to know that I mean that.”

      I took a deep breath. “I feel the same way about you. I can’t live without you—I won’t. But if that means that we stay and we fight to protect the balance, we fight to make sure that the MDI pack doesn’t get more power-hungry and start trouble here when it’s been peaceful for so long—that means we stay. I don’t choose anything other than being by your side. We’ll figure the rest out.”

      His dimple peeped out. “It’s pretty hot when you say you’ll fight to protect the balance.”

      I laughed. “Yeah?”

      “Oh yeah.” He pulled me closer and lowered his lips to mine. I threw my arms around his neck, grateful and relieved to be back in his embrace.

      Our kisses quickly turned urgent—we hadn’t been together in what felt like forever. He sank his hands deep into my hair, and I sighed. Kissing him was heaven. Our tongues connected and I moaned, arching my back and moving closer against him.

      James maneuvered himself over me, laying me back against the bed. Our kisses deepened and I tugged on his sweatshirt, desperate to get it off him so I could feel his skin—not to mention his muscles. He pulled it off over his head, revealing his thin T-shirt, and then resumed our kiss. I greedily ran my hands over the naked skin of his arms, relishing the feel of his biceps and triceps, oh my.

      We were moving against each other, unchecked. I felt like I wanted to pull him through me. James’s hand skimmed the bottom of my shirt, his cool fingertips brushing my skin. Without saying a word, I wriggled out from underneath him and took my T-shirt off. James stared at me, his gaze raking over my pale skin, lingering on the black lace of the one fancy bra I owned. He’d seen me in a bikini before, but this felt different.

      We stared at each other.

      “You’re so beautiful, it hurts.” His voice was hoarse.

      I grinned at him, even as my eyes filled with tears, even as I pulled him against me. I couldn’t talk. If I talked, the overwhelming rush of emotions I was feeling would pour out, and then I’d be a virgin forever.

      We kissed again, and it was also different this time, urgent but sweet. The way his body molded to mine made me certain that we were meant for each other. With every reverent touch, every worshipful kiss, James was showing me how much he loved me. I relaxed into his embrace even as desire coursed through me.

      His phone pinged from the nightstand. He ignored it.

      James ran his hands down my sides, making me quiver. I moaned as he palmed my hip, then my side.

      His phone pinged again.

      Someone coughed from the hall, just outside the bedroom door. “James?”

      “Fine—fine! I get it, all right?” He rolled off me and stared at the ceiling, raking his hands through his hair, visibly frustrated.

      His phone pinged again.

      “I said I get it!” he hollered. “We’re waiting.”

      “James?” I peered at him. “Who are you yelling at?”

      He raised his hands at the sky.

      “Um…” I decided to leave that particular line of questioning alone for now. “What do you mean, we’re waiting?”

      “James?” Eden called from the hall. “Sorry to interrupt…”

      He turned and looked at me. “I mean, we’re waiting.”

      I was pretty sure I knew what he meant. “What are we waiting for, exactly?”

      “Something.” He sighed and got up, adjusting his pants and straightening his T-shirt. “We’re waiting for something.” He grabbed his phone and, with a quick glance to make sure I’d gotten my own shirt back on, threw open the door.

      “What,” he growled.

      “Sorry guys.” Eden grimaced. “Patrick tried to text you—his mom called. She said Finn Pierce tracked her down, and he was making a scene outside of her apartment building. Someone called the police and he got brought in.”

      James raked his hand through his hair again. “And how is this my problem?”

      “It’s not. But I thought you would want to know.” Eden frowned at him. “Finn used his phone call to call Patrick—he just left to go to Boston to get him out.”

      “What?”

      Eden shrugged. “That’s all I know. Sorry I interrupted you guys. I’m going back outside with Luke. Josie’s still up. I’ll have her set the alarm.”

      James closed the door and sat on the edge of the bed. He looked so lost in his thoughts, I didn’t dare disturb him.

      By the time he finally looked up, I was almost half asleep. “Babe. I am so sorry about tonight.”

      I laughed, even though I could barely keep my eyes open. “You mean the part when you were yelling at the ceiling?”

      “Sure, that part too.”

      “Don’t be sorry. We’ll figure something out…whatever that means.” My eyes fluttered close.

      “I love you.” His cool breath was on my cheek.

      “I love you, too.”

      “I’m going to go downstairs and figure out what’s going on, okay?”

      “Mkay,” I mumbled. I wanted to know what had happened with Finn, too, but I couldn’t fight my humanity. Without further ado, I feel into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      Patrick didn’t return to the Tower until midday. He was quiet, meeting with James in his study and generally avoiding the rest of us. He left soon after, out the side door so he could avert everyone. Me, Josie and Eden greeted James with a ton of questions.

      “What happened?”

      “Why is Patrick avoiding us?”

      “Where’d he go?”

      “Is Finn all right?”

      “What did Mrs. Cavill say?”

      “Does the pack know?”

      “Woah, easy.” James blew out a deep breath. “Patrick’s fine, Mrs. Cavill’s fine, Finn is out on bail and it sounds like he’s okay.”

      “Tell us everything you know,” Josie ordered. “Patrick was light on details when he called last night.”

      James sighed. “There’s not much to it. Finn managed to get Olivia’s address in Boston, I don’t know how. He drove down there yesterday afternoon and got there late. When she wouldn’t let him in, he made a scene out on the street. One of the neighbors called and he got arrested—disturbing the peace and disorderly conduct.”

      Eden frowned. “So why’d he call Patrick?”

      “Because when he called Bryant, he was told that no one from the pack was coming for him. Because he’d disgraced them.”

      Josie let out a low whistle. “Bryant Pierce is one serious hypocrite, isn’t he? He’s shacking up with a human, but he can’t tolerate his brother’s attachment to Olivia because she’s a different race.”

      James scrubbed a hand across his face. “It’s more complicated than that, and you know it.”

      “What, just because their offspring could be dangerous? That’s not the point.” She shook her head. “He’s not a good leader. He’s all about having his cake, eating it too, and telling everyone else they can’t have any. That’s not fair to Finn.”

      James sat back in his seat. He didn’t seem to have an answer to that.

      “I’m going to call Olivia if that’s okay with you,” Eden said.

      “Of course. I’m sure she’d appreciate it,” James said. “I talked to her. She was okay, maybe a little rattled…”

      “She has a werewolf stalker and an Alpha who wishes she didn’t exist.” Josie scowled. “I’d be rattled, too.”

      “Do you guys want to go out on the boat, or something?” James asked. “I need to get outside for a while.”

      “I do,” I said immediately.

      “I’ll let you two go. What do you want me to tell Luke when he gets back?” Josie asked.

      Luke was currently doing surveillance, checking to see if any of the shifters had followed Becky back onto the island. She was down at the house again with Kyle and Amelia. I wondered how it was going…

      “Tell him I’ll be back soon, and that I’ll relieve him.”

      “Okay.” Josie nodded. “I’m going to call Dylan and check in.”

      We left them, each grabbing a jacket on our way out. It was chilly outside, barely forty, and it would be even colder on the boat. Edgar cawed from one of the nearby pines as we reached the truck. He took off as we drove, his big black wings beating against the bright sky before he disappeared into the firs.

      We drove slowly into town; James paused near Becky’s house.

      “Can you sense anything?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I feel a strain, but that could be coming from a couple of different places.”

      “What’s going on?” I glanced at him. “You never told us where Patrick was going when he left the Tower.”

      We turned down the road to the boathouse. “He went back to his mother’s—Finn is there.”

      “Uh…what?”

      “He didn’t have anywhere else to go. The pack won’t welcome him back, Olivia won’t see him… It’s a mess.” James frowned. “Patrick felt bad for him, so he offered to open the house up and let him stay there for a few days. He went back down there to hang out with him.”

      “Isn’t that going to piss the pack off?”

      “Could be,” James said. “So we’re going for a boat ride.”

      “Are we going to Spruce?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’m just checking to see if there are any random shifters out, getting ready to attack us.”

      I stared at him. “Isn’t Luke watching the perimeter?”

      “Yes, but he can’t be everywhere all at once.” James patted my hand. “Don’t worry, if we see anything dangerous, I’ll bring you home first.”

      “So can you drop me off with Becky? Gee, thanks.” But it was hard to stay mad or even scared as we turned down the road to the beach. The sun dappled the ocean water, and some of the local children shrieked as they ran across the sandy shore. The majestic mountains of Acadia rose in the distance; the colored leaves were mostly gone, but the dark green of the firs remained, a constant source of natural beauty.

      There was danger everywhere, but there was also beauty.

      James parked the truck and we headed down to the Norumbega. I untied the bumpers as he started the engine. We soon headed into the harbor. The green-blue water was still, clear as glass, as the Hinckley cut through it. James navigated in a wide circle and set out toward open water. We were silent as he drove around Dawnhaven, circling back toward the Tower. We saw several other boats, mostly locals who were out enjoying the sunny afternoon. There were no shifters in sight.

      We circled the Tower and Josie waved to us from the deck; it looked like she was still on the phone with Dylan. The massive house rose into the sky, the windows of the lookout gleaming in the sun. We drove further, passing a few more boats as we circled the least-inhabited part of the island. The beaches on this side were strewn with huge rocks and driftwood. People rarely made it out to these shores. The forest that bordered this side of the island was dense, thick with underbrush. We continued our circumnavigation and passed a particularly rocky beach. I was surprised to see two figures seated on a huge boulder.

      James cursed when he saw who it was.

      “Uh oh.” I frowned at the couple.

      Luke and Mali sat on the rock together, talking and laughing. When the Norumbega came into view, their expressions changed. Mali looked stricken, and Luke looked torn—as if he wasn’t sure whether he wanted to laugh or cry.

      “Just smile and wave,” James gritted out from between his teeth.

      I fake-smiled and waved, but underneath, I worried. Was their meeting friendly, or something more?

      I felt sorry for Eden, of course. She and Luke had nothing official, but I knew she cared about him. Next, I feared for both Luke and Mali. If Finn was being cast out from the pack because of his attachment to Olivia Cavill, what on earth was going to happen to my friend? And would the Alpha look at this as an opportunity to seek vengeance on a Champlain?

      James was still grimacing as he glanced above my head. “You’re getting ahead of yourself—we don’t know there’s anything going on between them, not for sure.”

      “Why else would she be on a deserted part of the island, sitting next to him on a rock?”

      James nodded. “Good question.”

      “So…” We waved and they waved back. James steered the boat slowly around the corner and they disappeared out of sight.

      “Mali said they’re only flirting,” I blurted.

      James sighed. “For now.”

      “But I mean… There was such an uproar about Finn and Olivia. Why would she risk it? And Luke, I mean—can he actually be serious about her?”

      He scoffed. “My brother is a lot of things, but serious about any single female isn’t one of them. And he’s not gullible. If anything, Mali’s the one who needs to watch herself.”

      “You think he’s using her for information?”

      James shrugged. “Among other things.”

      We continued our tour of the island, rounding the northern tip. There were more rocky beaches on this side; they were largely abandoned except in the summer months, when tourists looking for sea glass braved the rugged landscape. Something nestled in the rocks caught my eye—it looked as though someone had assembled a bunch of firewood in between two of the largest rocks, making what looked like a pyre. There was also a silver cylinder, tucked behind one of the large boulders…

      “Hey, hold on. Can you slow down for a second?” I asked. “I see something.”

      “Sure.” James reversed the boat for a moment, so we idled in the bay. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “A keg?” I frowned. That was certainly what it looked like.

      “Yeah—who’d drag that over here? It looks new, too. If it had been out here since summer, it’d be rusty. Looks like someone’s planning to have a bonfire tonight.”

      “I think I can answer your question about who would drag it all the way out here.” I frowned at the keg, glinting in the sunlight. “Only teenagers would do that.”

      James nodded as he put the boat back into drive. “You’re probably right about that.”

      My thoughts churned as we finished our island tour. I could count all the island teenagers on my hands—myself included—and Amelia was one of them.

      The good news was, there was no sign of shifter activity besides whatever Mali and Luke were getting up to. The bad news was, I had a sinking feeling my sister was planning on getting up to no good.

      I sighed when we made it back to the boathouse. “I’m going to text Amelia real quick.” I whipped out my phone and walked down toward the beach.

      How’s it going? I wrote.

      Great, she responded immediately. They’re in their room fighting.

      I asked if she could come out to meet me for a walk, then told James. He said he’d clean up the boathouse while I was gone, but I knew he meant he’d be watching me to make sure I was safe.

      I wasn’t going to argue with him.

      Amelia surprised me not only because she was wearing running shoes, but because she was pumping her arms vigorously as she marched down the street toward me.

      “What’s up with you?”

      “I feel like I’m going to lose it.” She fell in beside me and I had to hustle to keep pace. She reminded me very much of her mother in that moment, with her ponytail swinging and the determined look on her face, but I wasn’t going to say it. “They forbid me from doing anything today because we’re supposed to have a family meeting, blah blah blah. But all they’ve been doing is yelling at each other since Mom came back this morning. I just want to leave, but there’s nowhere to go.”

      “You can come to the Tower,” I reminded her. “You’re always welcome wherever I am.” I couldn’t believe that these words were coming out of my mouth after years of Amelia treating me like dog poop she’d found on her shoe, but I meant them.

      “Thanks.” She shot a glance at me. “But that wouldn’t exactly help my mother’s frame of mind at the moment. Hopefully no one will see us right now and tell her about it.”

      My stomach dropped. “Are they fighting about me?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t even know anymore. I think it’s more about me and Dad ganging up on her and taking your side. At least, that was the part I paid attention to. All I know is, she’s not taking any blame. Any time Dad says something about her being unfair, she bites his head off and flips it around.”

      I wondered if she would tell him about the baby. He was going to find out eventually…

      “Does your mom seem okay?” Amelia was going to find out, too.

      “Yeah, I mean… She seems like she’s freaking out more than normal. Most of the time when they fight, she’s just a cold bitch. But yesterday and today she’s yelling a lot, which isn’t really like her.” Amelia scowled. “Maybe she’s having a nervous breakdown. Is that actually a thing?”

      I sighed. If werewolves and vampires and witches were a thing, nervous breakdowns could be, too. “I have no idea. Maybe.” It was more likely that she was experiencing mood swings because she was pregnant and her hormones were going ballistic, but I couldn’t exactly say that.

      “So…are you doing anything tonight?” I asked, careful to keep my voice neutral.

      “Besides eating cauliflower-crust pizza and listening to my parents yell at each other? Nope.”

      “Oh, because I heard there might be a bonfire or something.”

      She shrugged, ponytail swinging. “I doubt it. Brynn would’ve told me if there was.”

      “Okay.” I let it go…for now.

      We walked a mile, and of course we saw ten different people we knew. Word would certainly get back to Becky that we’d been out together—but this was the island, and everyone knew everything. We circled back toward Becky’s house and I eyed my stepmother’s truck and beyond, the pool cover. “Good luck with everything.”

      She nodded. “You should text Dad. I know he misses you.”

      “I will.”

      We said goodbye and I power-walked down the road to the boathouse. I was eager to reach James, and eager to stay as far away from Becky as I could.
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      By the time we got back to the Tower, Luke was already there. We waited to make sure Eden was out on the deck before we questioned him about Mali.

      “It’s not what you think.” He raised his hands. “I mean, it is a little. But she texted me, not the other way around. She wanted to make sure that Finn was okay.”

      “How’d she get over here?” James asked. “You can’t be seen with her, Luke.”

      “I know, I know—that’s why I had her dad drop her off on that side of the island. No one knows she was here except for him. And you two.” Luke shrugged.

      James dropped down onto the couch. “What did you tell her about Finn? More importantly, what did she tell you?”

      “I told her that Patrick had helped Finn out when her pack wouldn’t.” He sat down opposite his brother. “I didn’t let her know that he was out at the Cavill’s house, but she might have guessed as much.”

      “Any word on Bryant’s status?” James folded his hands together.

      “She said that he told the pack Becky was leaving her husband.” Luke’s gaze flicked to me. “Sorry, Taylor.”

      “It’s okay.” I bit my lip. “I just don’t understand how all of this is going to work. Becky’s leaving my dad and shacking up with the werewolf Alpha? Does she even know what he is, yet?”

      Josie came in and sat down next to James. “Ooh, you guys are about to get to the good part. I’ve been thinking a lot about this. Let me try to explain…”

      She turned to me. “It’s like I told you before—when Becky is in the love zone with the Alpha, she’s aware of what he is. But when she goes back to her ‘regular’ life, the facts probably become hazy. I believe he was using her before as a surrogate. She was perfect because she was close to Taylor and could give him information about what was going on here on the island.

      “But then things started heating up between him and Becky,” Josie continued. “I personally think their relationship changed because she broke things off with him for a while, and it seems like he freaked. His blond chew-toy got taken away, and he didn’t like that. The Alpha doesn’t like to be told no. We should all remember that.”

      “Even though he told us he was at peace with whatever Becky chose.” Luke snorted. “No one lies like a shifter does. Sometimes I think they believe their own bullshit.”

      Josie nodded, agreeing with him for once. “They might.”

      “But what about now?” I asked. “Bryant wants her back and it seems like Becky’s going to pick him. But does she even know what she’s getting into?” I couldn’t picture my stepmother, who was addicted to working out and shopping, choosing to leave her perfect house and normal life behind in order to be a shifter’s mate. That did not compute, no matter what.

      “She’s carrying his child—I always thought Becky was in over her head, but this is a whole new level,” Josie said. “If the baby’s a supe, it’s probably already bonded to the pack. She might not be able to totally control her own choices anymore.”

      I shook my head. “Wait—what do you mean?”

      “If she’s pregnant with a shifter baby, that could affect her physically. Those aren’t just normal human hormones floating around in there,” Josie said. “She’s got supernatural DNA inside of her now. She might feel physically compelled to submit to Bryant and join the pack.”

      “Woah… Just, woah. Do you mean that she doesn’t have a choice?”

      “No.” Josie shook her head. “You always have a choice. But Becky is into him. And she’s on a power trip, don’t forget that. I explained to you how it can be—supes and their human playthings can get addicted to each other. Now she’s pregnant with his baby, and he’s going to be nutso-territorial over her now. She’s probably into that—the fact that he’s obsessing over her, and all the hot sex they’re having.”

      When I winced, she gritted her teeth. “Sorry about that. But we can’t underestimate the power that their physical connection holds. And if Becky thinks that getting with Bryant will somehow make her more powerful and important than you—”

      “Me?” I threw up my hands. “She’s already more powerful and important than me!”

      Josie jerked her chin toward James. “She wants what you’ve got. Power. Prestige. A hot supe by her side. Protection. Becky wants it all. And I bet you Bryant is promising her all that and more.”

      “This is crazy.”

      Josie shrugged. “I’m not arguing with you about that.”
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      After dinner, James and I did the dishes. “Can I ask you for a favor?”

      “You want to check out the bonfire, right?”

      I nodded. “Amelia said she didn’t know about it, but everybody on the island knows everything. Right?”

      “Right.”

      We borrowed Josie’s Jeep. I’d never been to that particular beach before, but James said we needed to drive off-road to reach it. It was dark, the forest silent, as we bumped over the muddy trail. It opened on a small clearing; we parked the Jeep and climbed out.

      The night was still and quiet except for the sound of the tide going out. We crept along the trail in between the trees until we reached the edge of the island. But the rocky coast was empty. The pyre was in the same spot, untouched. And the silver keg was still hidden beside it.

      “Should we take the keg?” I asked.

      James shook his head. “Whoever left it here is coming back at some point. Let’s just check it again tomorrow. Didn’t you say Amelia had plans to go off-island with Brynn then? Maybe they’re planning something.”

      I texted my dad on the way back to the Jeep. How are you doing?

      Okay, he responded after a minute. See you tomorrow?

      Yes. Love you.  Red heart emoji. “Can we drive by Becky’s? I want to see if she’s still there.”

      We drove slowly by the house, all the better for me to crane my neck to see if her truck was parked outside. It was. I checked my watch—eight p.m. Maybe she had decided to spend the night.

      “I’m going to have to go out on patrol tonight.” James sounded apologetic. “But if she’s still here, it means that the Alpha could come sniffing around. I need to make sure the island stays secure—and that your father isn’t in any danger.”

      I took his hand in mine. “Thank you.”

      I longed to be a fly on the wall in Becky’s house. What was happening? Would she stay, or would she go? Did my father know about the baby yet?

      I had more questions than answers as we drove Josie’s cherry-red Jeep back home.
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      Because he had to go out on surveillance, James insisted I get to bed early and actually get some sleep. Patrick was still at his mother’s house with Finn, but Josie offered to stay up and make sure the house was safe while Luke, James, and Eden went out on patrol.

      I argued with Josie about going to bed, but she insisted. “James said you guys were up late last night.” She winked at me. “I have a feeling he’s going to wake you up when he gets home, so he wants you to get some rest.”

      I hoped she was right about that—in any event, it coerced me to go to bed. I dutifully headed upstairs instead of staying up, waiting for them.

      James’s big bed was empty without him, but it was awfully comfortable. I brushed my teeth, pulled on one of his T-shirts, and promptly fell asleep.

      Ping. Ping. Ping. I moaned and rolled over. Ping.

      What was that? I groaned as the annoying electronic noise finally roused me. I sat up in bed, confused. Where was James? I grabbed my phone. It was three a.m., and there were four missed calls and two text messages from James:

      Go get Josie—take the jeep and come down to the where the keg was

      Call your Dad and tell him Amelia is in rough shape

      My heart pounded in my chest as I threw on a pair of sweats and stumbled down to Josie’s room. I pounded on the door. “Josie? Get up! We need to go get Amelia.”

      She staggered out a second later, pulling a sweatshirt over her head. “What the hell? It’s the middle of the night!”

      “I don’t know. James just texted me, he said she’s in bad shape.” My stomach roiled as we rushed outside, into the dark yard. Josie fired up the Jeep and I called my father.

      “Hello.” He sounded as though he was in a dead sleep.

      “Dad? I just heard Amelia’s sick. I’m going to get her—I’ll bring her home.”

      “What?” Now he sounded awake. “She’s in her room. Hold on.”

      I could hear his footsteps thunder across the hardwood floors of the hall. “Amelia? Honey?” Then he cursed. “Where the hell is she?”

      “I’m going to get her right now. She’s at a party—we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Josie picked up speed and turned on the Jeep’s spotlights, which unnaturally lit the dark island. Several deer jumped out of our way as she maneuvered off the main road and onto the trail that led to the beach. There were no cars in the field, but music wafted from the rocky beach. There was also yelling. “Turn that off and get the hell home, you idiots!” Luke’s voice boomed through the night. “You’re all so drunk you didn’t even notice she’d passed out!”

      We reached the beach—the bonfire roared between the rocks, casting an eerie glow over the revelers. There were maybe half-a-dozen of the local island teens sitting on the rocks, drinking from plastic cups and watching the fire blaze.

      “Seriously!” Luke shouted. “Pack it up and go the f home!”

      Chris, who was swaying on his feet, got in Luke’s face. “Why don’t you fuck off? This is my party. You’re, like, thirty. Go away.”

      “Your party, huh? So you’re the reason Amelia’s half dead.” Luke punched him square in the jaw, and Chris crumpled into a pile on the rocks.

      “C’mon Luke!” Josie hollered. She went and checked Chris. “He could’ve hit his head.”

      “Good riddance.” Luke turned back to the other kids, who included Brynn. “Throw some water on that goddamned fire and get out of here.”

      When no one budged, he took a menacing step closer. “Seriously? That’s it, I’m calling your parents.”

      That got them moving. Someone threw a bucket of water on the flames. The rest of the kids abandoned the rocks, dropping their plastic cups willy-nilly as they ran.

      “Real classy!” Luke hollered after them.

      I looked around wildly for James and Amelia. “Where are they?”

      He pointed to the edge of the forest. “She was passed out when we got here. He’s trying to wake her up.”

      “Oh my God.” I rushed to James’s side. “Is she okay?”

      “No.” James lifted Amelia’s limp body up. “She’s cold and I can’t get her to wake up. We need to get her home.”

      “What about a doctor?” I wailed.

      He shook his head as he cradled Amelia against his chest. “We don’t have time to take her off-island.”

      We ran for the Jeep. Josie hopped behind the wheel and Luke followed. James, Amelia and I crowded into the back seat. I took my sister’s hand in mine—her fingertips were freezing. “What did she drink?”

      “I’m not sure.” James frowned. “But I found an empty bottle of vodka.”

      Tears pricked my eyes as I rubbed Amelia’s cold, cold hand. “Come on, Amelia. Wake up.”

      When she didn’t move, I squeezed her hand. “Don’t you dare do this.”

      Josie had to swerve twice in order to avoid fleeing teenagers. “Did Chris get back up?” I asked. Not that I cared.

      “Yeah, he’s staggering home.” Josie scowled. “These kids are idiots. They think they’re immortal, chugging vodka and IPAs like they’re water. They don’t understand that it’s dangerous.”

      I gripped Amelia’s freezing hand. I knew all too well what could happen to her.

      We reached the house; all the lights were on and my dad was outside. Becky’s truck was gone. Luke let us out and James carried Amelia’s inert form into the house, my Dad right behind him.

      “Do you want us to stay?” Josie asked.

      “I’ll call you if we need you—thanks, guys.”

      But Luke hopped out of the car. “I’m keeping watch.” He ran for the forest without another word.

      I hustled inside. James had put Amelia on the couch on her side; her eyes were still closed. Dad put his ear next to her mouth, counting her breaths. “She’s not getting enough oxygen.” His face was alabaster. “What the hell did she do?”

      “She drank a lot—we don’t know what.” I felt like I might jump out of my skin. “But James found an empty bottle of vodka, and there was a keg.”

      “I think she has alcohol poisoning.” James looked pale, too. “We need to try and rouse her.”

      “Jesus H. Christ.” Dad shook her shoulder. “Amelia. Amelia. Daddy’s here—wake up. Wake up!”

      She blinked a little, but her eyes closed again almost immediately. The edges of her lips were turning blue. Oh my God.

      “I’m going to call 9-1-1.” I’d seen my mother like this. Amelia might not make it if we didn’t get help.

      “There’s no 9-1-1 on the island,” my father said, “and the closest med copter’s in Bangor—”

      “Hold on—I’ll call my parents. They have a helicopter.” James went into the kitchen and my father brushed the hair back from Amelia’s face.

      “Amelia baby, can you hear me? Daddy’s here. Everything’s going to be okay. Just stay with me honey, okay?”

      When his voice cracked, it undid me. I started crying and I worried that I wouldn’t be able to stop. I gripped my sister’s freezing hand, willing her to be okay.

      James rushed back into the living room. “I just talked to the pilot—they’re coming now from Bar Harbor. Let’s go over to the field, they’ll pick us up there.”

      He gently lifted Amelia into his arms. “Mr. Hale, call the MDI ER? Let them know we’re coming. My pilot will call on the way so the helipad’s ready.”

      My dad called the ER as we ran for the field. “Where’s Becky?” I asked, after he hung up.

      “I don’t know.” His voice was hoarse.

      “I-I’ll call her.” He didn’t say anything as I dialed Becky. It went straight to voicemail. I left what was probably a garbled message, letting her know we were on our way to the MDI Hospital and that Amelia was in bad shape.

      And then I reached for my father’s hand and held onto it for dear life.
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      “It’s good that you got her here when you did,” the emergency room doctor said. “Most people don’t have access to a private helicopter. You’re very lucky.”

      “What’s the diagnosis?” My dad scrubbed a hand over his ashen face.

      “Alcohol poisoning.” The doctor pursed his lips. “It was pretty severe. We pumped her stomach, and then started an IV and oxygen. She’s very lucky—she should recover fully. But…”

      “But what?” Big Kyle looked as though he’d aged ten years in one night.

      “Her blood alcohol level was extremely high. She’s fourteen, correct?”

      My father nodded.

      “You might want to look into a private treatment plan.” The doctor handed him a pamphlet and headed back down the hall.

      My father blinked at the pamphlet. “Any word from Becky?”

      I glanced at James. “Not yet.”

      The sun was just cresting above the horizon. We’d gotten to the hospital quickly, but it had been an intense couple of hours.

      James patted my dad on the shoulder. “Want me to get you a coffee? I could use one.” When Big Kyle nodded, James headed toward the cafeteria, giving us some space.

      We sat down in the empty waiting room. “Hopefully we can go in and see her soon,” I said, to make us both feel better.

      He stared at his feet. “Tell me exactly what happened tonight. I feel like an idiot—I thought she was asleep in her room. I had no idea.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I sighed. “I knew there was a keg and a bonfire set up on the far side of the island. I saw it when James and I were out on the boat. But when I asked Amelia about it, she said she hadn’t heard anything. I didn’t believe her, so we went and checked the beach before we went to bed. No one was there. But then James went back later, and I guess all those kids had snuck out. They were partying and they hadn’t even noticed Amelia passed out.” I shivered.

      “Was Brynn there?”

      I nodded. “She must’ve been drunk, Dad. No one had a clue what was going on.”

      He cursed under his breath.

      “We’re lucky your boyfriend’s rich.” His voice was lifeless.

      “It has its perks,” I said lightly.

      “He might’ve saved your sister’s life tonight. And not just because of his helicopter.” He gave me a sad smile. “Sorry if I haven’t given him much of a chance.”

      “Dad.” I put my hand on his arm. “It’s okay.”

      We were quiet for a minute. “What happened with Becky?”

      He sighed, looking like he was maybe blinking back tears. “Nothing good. Which is probably why your sister ended up in the ER tonight—because her mother and I were yelling at each other like a couple of idiots.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      He laughed, but it was hollow. “That’s my baby in there. She went out and hurt herself because I wasn’t taking good enough care of her. Someday when you’re a parent—you’ll understand.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I said again.

      He blinked back the tears that shone in his eyes. “When you’re the parent, everything’s your fault. Everything. And look at what a mess I’ve made, huh?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            33

          

          
            Light Of Day

          

        

      

    

    
      James came back with the coffee, and a few minutes later, the doctor returned. “You can see her now. Her throat probably hurts because of the tube we used to pump her stomach, so just be aware.”

      James squeezed my hand and took a seat. “I’ll wait out here.”

      Big Kyle still looked pale as we headed into the room. MDI Hospital was tiny and out-of-date, with its pale seafoam-green walls and ancient floor tiles. Amelia’s room had cheap prints of outdoor scenes on the walls, with inspirational quotes. Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement, read one. It was attributed to Helen Keller.

      But when I was finally brave enough to look at my sister, all of my optimism fled. Amelia looked as though she’d been through hell. There were dark circles under her eyes and her skin was alabaster. The inside of her lips was crusty with scabs because they’d had to force a tube down her throat in order to pump her stomach. I knew from dealing with my mother that Amelia would be sore and feel sick for days.

      “Dad?” she croaked.

      Tears filled my father’s eyes as he sat at the edge of her bed and took her hand. “Hey, pumpkin. You feeling all right?”

      She licked her lips. “Not really.” Her voice was hoarse, broken.

      “You gave me and your sister quite a scare. We could’ve lost you, ‘Melia.” He shook his head once, as if that was all he could manage. “Don’t ever do that to me again. That might not be the right thing to say, but I mean it—your old man can’t take it. I love you so much, sweetheart. I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

      “I’m not hurting.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m a freaking idiot.”

      I blew out a deep breath and moved closer. “I’m so glad you’re okay. That’s all that’s important right now. We just need you feeling better.”

      “Oh my god—does everyone know?” Amelia’s face crumpled. “Of course they do! I can’t go back to school after this, it’s going to be so embarrassing—”

      “We’ll say that you had an allergic reaction,” I said quickly. Maybe it was bad that lying to cover up such things came so naturally to me, but I’d had years of practice. “We’ll tell everybody that you got sick after one shot. When you came to the hospital, they tested you and said you had a severe reaction to one of the additives in the vodka. It was flavored, right?”

      She nodded.

      “We’ll say that’s what it was. A reaction to the chemicals in the flavoring. No big deal.” I shrugged.

      My dad gave me a hard look.

      “Okay,” Amelia said, nodding her head. “That could work. I was kind of hanging out by myself, anyway, nobody really saw what I drank…”

      “See?” I smiled at her in encouragement. “No one has to know.”

      My dad kept staring, but enabler that I was, I ignored him. Of course Amelia would be most concerned with what people were going to think. She was in high school. It wasn’t anyone else’s business, anyway.

      “Where’s Mom?” Amelia peered past us.

      “She’s on her way,” Big Kyle lied. He patted her hand. “Don’t you worry.”
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      But by nine a.m., when Amelia was discharged, Becky was nowhere to be seen. She hadn’t returned any of our texts or calls, not even James’s.

      “Luke’s been looking—there’s no sign of them,” James whispered to me as my father filled out the paperwork.

      “They might be in Bar Harbor at the apartment,” I whispered back. Becky was going to freak out when she finally found out what happened. I wondered when that would be…

      We were heading back to the island as soon as we left the hospital. James had called Josie earlier; she and Patrick had driven the Norumbega to Pine Harbor and docked it. Then Josie had driven the Yukon to the hospital, Patrick following in his car. They’d already driven back to Pine Harbor to catch the returning mailboat to Dawnhaven. Thanks to them, we had a car and James’s boat, so that bringing Amelia home would remain a private affair.

      James’s parents had offered us the helicopter again, but it would draw too much attention. Despite what I’d said to Amelia, the island was most definitely already buzzing with concern about what had happened to her last night.

      Amelia groaned as our father pushed her toward the exit in a wheelchair. “This is so freaking embarrassing. James, look away. And don’t tell Luke, okay?”

      “I won’t say a word. I swear.” As promised, he didn’t look at her as he patted her shoulder.

      We headed for the Yukon. As we did, a pristine white Mercedes SUV roared into the parking lot. A flash of white-blond hair told me exactly who it was. Becky pulled into the slot next to ours and slammed on the brakes. She hopped out and ran for us. “Amelia? What happened?”

      Amelia raised her eyebrows, trying to look stoic, but I caught the quiver in her lips. “It’s not like you care.”

      That stopped Becky in her tracks. She blinked at her daughter, with her dark circles and cracked lips. Then her gaze widened to take in the full scene: a bereft-looking Kyle pushing Amelia’s wheelchair, James and I flanking them. James was not physically capable of looking bad, but I was certain that with no sleep and crying all night, I looked like hell. We were a motley crew in the harsh morning sunshine.

      Becky looked at my father sharply. “What happened?” The question was accusatory, as though what happened to Amelia was my father’s fault.

      “While you were out sleeping with your new boyfriend,” Amelia said, tauntingly, “I was having an allergic reaction to flavored vodka. They had to airlift me to the hospital.” In spite of trying to sound vindictive, Amelia’s voice wobbled a little. “And then they pumped my stomach and gave me an IV. I hope you enjoyed your Saturday night as much as I did.”

      She laughed but it was bitter, on the edge of breaking.

      “Honey, I’m so sorry—” Becky reached for her daughter, but Amelia shoved her off.

      “Get away from me. You should get back to what’s important to you—your new life.” Amelia put her face in her hands. “Dad, can you get me out of here? Please?”

      Big Kyle blew out a deep breath and headed for the Yukon. “Just come out to the house later, Bec. She’ll be all right.”

      Becky’s face twisted with rage. “I’m coming to the house now because it’s my house and that is my daughter.”

      My father didn’t answer her. He opened the back door of the Yukon and gingerly helped Amelia inside.

      “Don’t you dare ignore me, Kyle Hale!”

      James stepped closer to her, blocking her from Kyle’s view. “Becky, take it easy. Amelia’s been through a lot.”

      “D-D-D-Don’t you t-t-t-talk to m-m-me about my daughter.” A violent tremor rolled through Becky.

      James protectively tucked me behind him. A blue-white light tinged his hands.

      I shook my head. “James—don’t.”

      “I’m not doing anything…yet.” He and Becky faced each other as my dad closed the door and wheeled the chair back.

      “Dad?” My heart thundered in my chest. “Hold on a sec.”

      “What’s the matter?” He’d no sooner asked the question when a gleaming black BMW sedan sped into the parking lot and pulled directly next to us.

      Just freaking perfect.

      Bryant Pierce didn’t roll down the window or say a word, he just watched.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me, Bec.” Dad rocked back on his heels. “You think this is what Amelia needs right now?”

      “I didn’t tell him to come here.” Becky scowled at Bryant’s car.

      “Then why don’t you tell him to go?” Dad cursed under his breath as he pushed the wheelchair past us, returning it to the hospital’s bay.

      “We’re going to go now, Becky.” James spoke to her slowly, as if she were a skittish animal, and we needed to be careful of making sudden movements. “See you later, okay?”

      For the first time, Becky looked as though she might cry. “I want to bring her home.”

      “She’s already in the car.” James’s voice was soothing. “I’ll take care of her, Mrs. Hale. I’ll make sure she gets home safe and sound. Take care of yourself and come back to the island when you’re ready, okay?”

      My father headed back toward us. Bryant Pierce rolled his window down, his gaze intent on Becky. He was as handsome as ever, his dark hair curling back from his forehead, his eyes bright and clear. “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      My father stopped, halfway between the BMW and us. He glared at Bryant Pierce. “Why don’t you get the hell out of here, huh? This is not the time.”

      Bryant’s gaze darkened. “I’m here for her. She’ll tell me when it’s time to go. Not you.”

      “Someday I am going to kick the shit out of you—and I am going to enjoy it.” My dad sounded tired. He scrubbed a hand across his face. “But I care more about my daughter right now. So get your stupid fucking car out of my way so I can bring her home.” He turned, white-faced, and got into the Yukon’s passenger seat. He didn’t look at Becky as he passed.

      Bryant revved his engine. He didn’t have to say it for his intent to be clear: Becky, come.

      She glanced at me on her way to him. “This is your fault, Taylor. Amelia never drank or got in trouble until you showed up. This is on your conscience.” Her voice shook, but she didn’t tremble this time.

      James looked as though he was going to launch himself at her.

      Bryant leaned out of the BMW’s window a little, staring straight at him. “Don’t even think about it.”

      I saw another flash of bluish-white light around James’s hand, but he made a fist out of it.

      And then he headed for the Yukon, with me hustling after him.
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      Knowing that the island would be in an uproar over this latest scandal, James parked the boat at the Tower and then he drove Amelia and my father home in the truck. Josie offered to take me down so I could stay with them, at least until Becky showed up.

      I didn’t know when that would be. I didn’t know whether she’d be alone.

      I told Josie everything as her cherry-red Jeep bounced over the chunky gravel of the Tower’s drive. “The Alpha showed up in the parking lot with your dad there?” She gaped as she maneuvered onto the main road. “And James? In broad daylight, in downtown Bar Harbor?”

      “Yep.” I bit my lip. “He’s making it clear that he and Becky are together. There’s no going back now.”

      Josie shook her head. “And Becky’s still blaming you, of course.”

      “Of course.” I stared out, unseeing, at the houses as we passed by. “Can I ask you something, Josie?”

      “Sure.”

      “What is it that she wants?” My voice was small. “Do you think she wants me gone? Or…?”

      Josie raised her eyebrows. “I think she wants you permanently gone, yes. As in, as though you never existed. Just like her daddy’s ex-girlfriend and the daughter. Poof. Gone wasn’t good enough. Dead and gone was better. I don’t know for certain that she was involved in that, but someone in that family sure has a vindictive streak.”

      She frowned. “Maybe it was her mother, I don’t know. Maybe it was an accident. But I’ve been around enough juju to know that these types of things don’t just happen in a vacuum.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You remember what I told you about the well, right? Becky made that altar to support a manifestation—a wish that comes true. People should never use that power for dark things, but they do it. That’s all I’m saying, is that maybe somebody wished that poor girl and her mother were dead. And then it happened. Juju is no joke.”

      “So you’re saying that even if Becky wasn’t directly involved in their deaths, she still could’ve been…responsible for them, in some way?”

      Josie nodded. “But it’s not the sort of thing you can prove in court. It just is.”

      “Do you think…” I swallowed hard. “Do you think Becky wants me dead?”

      “I don’t know for sure what she wants with respect to you,” Josie admitted. “But I am sure that she wants to rule the roost. You’re in her way. That is not a good place to be.”

      I nodded. “Thanks Josie.”

      She looked surprised. “I’m not exactly sure what you’re thanking me for.”

      “It’s good to be able to talk about these things with someone. James wants to shield me from the truth, which I get. But it doesn’t make the truth go away.”

      She sighed as she pulled into Becky’s driveway. The grass looked stiff and frozen; the pool cover masked the cheerfulness of the aquamarine water, and the surrounding trees had shed most of their leaves, making the property look as barren and desolate as I’d ever seen it.

      “It’s not even Halloween yet, but it already seems like winter.” Josie smiled at me. “I’m glad Amelia’s going to be okay. Take care of yourself today, though. You look like you could use some sleep.”

      “Thanks again, Josie.” I climbed out of the Jeep and headed into the house. Now that I was back at Becky’s, the events of the past twelve hours hit and weighed on me heavily. I was tired.

      The weekend had not been at all what I’d hoped for.

      Amelia had almost died. Becky was going public with her relationship with the Alpha. My father’s life was unraveling.

      And I… I hated to blame anyone other than Becky, but wasn’t what she said true? Amelia had never gotten her stomach pumped before I came to the island. Becky hadn’t been driven to cheat on my father. And all of the supernatural disturbances that had occurred since I’d come to Dawnhaven seemed predicated on a shift I’d caused in the balance.

      I was no one, nothing. And yet, my presence on the island had led to terrible consequences.

      My dad was sitting on the couch, gripping a mug of coffee. I could hear James in the kitchen, washing something in the sink.

      I sank down next to Big Kyle. “Is Amelia sleeping?”

      “Yep. Maybe you could help her take a shower later? You know, just sit there in case she feels dizzy?”

      “Of course, Dad.” I glanced at him. His handsome face was pale and puffy; his eyes were hollowed out as though he were haunted. “I’m so sorry about everything.”

      “Honey, you and James saved her life. If he hadn’t found her when he did, and had a helicopter we could use, your sister would be…” He couldn’t seem to finish the sentence.

      “She’s going to be all right.” My voice was firm. “Amelia’s strong. She’s just upset, and some of the kids on the island aren’t good influences. That kid Chris—”

      “He’s trouble.” Dad nodded. “Your sister isn’t going anywhere near him ever again. I’m going to watch her like a hawk.”

      He pulled the pamphlet for rehab out of his pocket. Its corners were slightly crumpled. “Do you think I should look into this?”

      “Maybe. This isn’t the first time she’s gotten drunk, and it was scary.” I swallowed hard. “But you might want to start with a therapist. I think she’s having a hard time…”

      He nodded.

      “I know with Mom, she never wanted to talk about her feelings,” I said. “She kept everything inside, and that was a huge part of the problem. But a therapist will be able to help tell if Amelia needs to go to a program. She’s a good kid.” My eyes filled with tears. “She has everything to look forward to. We’ll get her the help she needs. She doesn’t have to do this alone.”

      My dad wiped his own eyes, and then pulled me in for a hug. “Okay honey. And for the record, you’re a good kid, too. And you’re not alone.”

      Then we were both crying, and it was about Amelia, and my mom, and Becky, and all sorts of things. I made myself stop. My dad calmed down, too.

      I handed him a box of tissues and we both blew our noses, loudly, but didn’t say another word.

      James must’ve known we needed a minute. He came around the corner a little while later. Big Kyle and I were still sitting next to each other, not speaking. I felt exhausted and more than a little raw.

      I also felt resigned.

      “Taylor, you want to take a nap?” James asked. “I think Amelia’s going to be out for a while. You should get some rest.”

      “He’s right.” My dad nodded. “Go on and get some sleep. I’ve got this.”

      I stood and James took my hands. “Call me later? I can come back down, if you want.”

      I nodded. I wanted him to come upstairs with me, to hold me; but I knew he needed to make sure that the island was safe. We hadn’t had a chance to discuss it, but Bryant’s public arrival on the scene of Becky’s life changed things. The Alpha was staking his claim. I didn’t know what that meant for vampire-shifter relations, but I felt certain that it would have an impact.

      I couldn’t think about it anymore. I kissed James and went upstairs. I took a quick, scathing hot shower to wash the hospital off of me—I hated hospitals. Then I threw on a pair of clean sweats and a T-shirt, brushed my teeth, and flopped onto bed.

      And then I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, the only escape I had from the nightmare of my new reality.
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      Becky came back to the house sometime later that morning, while I was still asleep. My phone pinged and I lunged for it. It was several messages from James.

      Becky’s downstairs. No sign of anyone else. Wolf emoji.

      Stay in your room until she leaves. I’ll text you.

      I stretched, my limbs achy from my heavy sleep. I got up and paced for a moment, restless, as the sunshine flooded in from my windows. I yearned to go outside, to get away from Becky, to return to the Tower and to James. I also wanted to check in on Amelia, but I couldn’t risk leaving my room. Feeling like a prisoner, I grabbed my backpack and unloaded it onto my bed. I might as well do homework. Even if I wasn’t sure I’d be going to school much longer…

      A plan had started forming in the back of my mind. It seemed to have a life of its own, buzzing and building on itself of its own volition.

      I clutched the crystal around my neck, and then fingered the beautiful pendant James had given me for my birthday. Oddly enough, as I did so, the images my mother had shown Lilly Burke flashed in my mind. There was the first, with the scales of justice. I knew what that meant now—the balance. The balance was important, which was why my mother was still talking about it from the other side. We needed to protect the delicate equilibrium, we needed to find a way to head off the rising tension with Becky, and with the shifters…

      Next was the image of my mother’s face, and then she turned around and showed Lilly her second face. Lilly had said that meant someone was keeping a secret.

      I’d been afraid of that chilling, strange image; afraid of what it could mean.

      And now that I knew who was keeping the secret, I was more afraid than ever.
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      Becky stayed at the house that night. Dad slept on the couch in the living room—I could hear the tv on late into the night. I never left my room. I claimed to have a headache, but Dad knew better. He delivered a grilled cheese and a bowl of tomato soup to my room, and bless his heart, he never said a word about me hiding.

      James, Luke and Eden were in the woods outside, keeping watch. Apparently, everything was quiet, but I had that feeling again… The island seemed to be holding its breath.

      I texted with Amelia all night. She felt better but she didn’t want to go to school the next day.

      Just rip off the band-aid, I advised. Get it over with.

      Brynn told me everyone thinks I need to go to rehab, she wrote.

      Tell Brynn you have a severe allergy. And to shut the hell up, I mentally added.

      I texted her after I got out of the shower the next morning. Are you coming?

      Y, she texted back.

      I’ll be outside waiting, I wrote. I wanted to avoid Becky at all costs.

      But Becky herself was in the kitchen when I got to the bottom of the stairs. I swallowed hard. “Good morning.”

      She eyed me as I slipped my jacket on. “Don’t you want some coffee and something to eat?”

      “N-No thanks. I’m fine. See you.” I started for the door, but she wouldn’t have it.

      “Taylor,” she called sharply. “You have to eat something before school. I don’t want you upsetting Amelia this morning. We can be civil for a few minutes, can’t we?”

      Great question, Becky. “Of course.”

      I unzipped my jacket and cautiously approached the coffeemaker. I was definitely afraid to be around Becky. She’d only shaken in front of James one other time, the night of the gala; the fact that she’d had a “spell” in front of him yesterday had me concerned that she was losing control over herself. She always put on a false front for James. If she wasn’t able to maintain her façade, did it mean that she was dangerously disintegrating?

      Amelia clomped down the stairs and I breathed a sigh of relief that she’d joined us, even though I ached for her. She’d put on some concealer and blush and blown out her hair. She wore lip gloss that masked the scabby insides of her lips, and a super-cute, new black top with her favorite jeans. She looked much better than she should, but that was one of the perks of being young and beautiful: maybe it looked easier than it actually was to bounce back.

      “That top looks great on you.” Becky nodded in approval. “What can I get you for breakfast, honey?”

      Amelia shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Come on now,” Becky chided, “you won’t make it through first period without something to eat.”

      “I don’t want anything.” Amelia’s voice was sharp. “I had to wear lipstick to cover up my freaking scabs, and I don’t want to mess with it.” She grabbed her water bottle and headed for the door, grabbing her jacket on the way out. “C’mon, Taylor.”

      I didn’t miss the effect her daughter’s words had on Becky—her shoulders slumped, and her face crumpled—but she pulled herself together almost immediately. “Amelia Hale, you will come back here, and you will eat your breakfast. Or I’ll shut your phone off,” she warned.

      “Whatever.” Amelia slammed through the front door and didn’t look back.

      “I’ll just…” I didn’t know what to say, so I grabbed my stuff and followed Amelia outside.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Do I look okay?”

      “You actually look great.” I smiled at her. “Better than you should.”

      She groaned as we headed down to the dock. “I don’t want to face everyone. Even Chris was texting me. Everybody knows what happened.”

      “They only know what you tell them. Listen to me.” I took a deep breath. “I had to hide a lot of things when I was growing up. You have to own your story. Like if my mom didn’t show to pick me up from school, I would act like I’d forgotten that she’d had to work a different shift. Then I’d call my Aunt Jackie. You just have to get to a point where it’s like you believe your own lies. You had an allergic reaction to vanilla vodka. Done. There’s no more drama to it than that. It isn’t anybody’s business. Okay?”

      “Thanks Taylor.”

      I wasn’t really sure that she should be thanking me, but I let it go. “What happened that night, anyway? Why’d you sneak out like that?” It cut that she’d lied to me about the party.

      “I wasn’t even going to go.” She looked out at the ocean and frowned. “But they were fighting so bad, and then my mom left. She told me that she didn’t think they could work things out.”

      “I’m sorry.” I sighed.

      She shrugged. “So I don’t know, Brynn texted me and said a bunch of people were sneaking out to party. I just decided to go. It was like I was giving Mom and Dad a big middle finger.”

      “Yeah, I think you got the message across.”

      She laughed, but then winced as though it hurt. We stopped at the top of the ramp. The other kids were already on the dock, waiting for the mailboat. “Ugh, I don’t want to go down there.”

      I gently nudged her. “I’ve got your back. It’ll be okay.”

      She took a deep breath. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too, Amelia. Me too.”
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      Mali and I didn’t have a chance to talk in Stats. We reviewed our tests—I got a ninety-eight percent, but Mali only scored a C-plus. “Community college, here I come,” she grumbled, “yay.”

      “So…” I eyed her as we headed down the hall after class. “There’s sort of a lot going on, huh?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “What about you and Luke?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “You know I think he’s a hottie, but I can’t go there. Uncle Bryant would break out the short leash for me.”

      “Speaking of Uncle Bryant… How is he?”

      She sighed. “He’s hot and heavy with your stepmother, that’s how he is.”

      We reached our respective science classes, and I was relieved to have the conversation cut short. “See you at lunch?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, see you.”

      Awkward was too optimistic a word to describe the mood at our lunch table. Mali pushed her colorful salad around with her fork, while I picked the crust off of my peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. “My Uncle Finn’s coming back this week,” Mali blurted out. “Uncle Bryant said he wants him with the pack, even though he’s on probation.”

      “What does probation mean?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “He doesn’t have pack rights anymore. Which means he can’t contribute to the meetings or go off on his own. It’s like Finn’s been demoted to a junior member, kind of like me. He has to ask for permission to do anything, and he gets treated like a kid.”

      “Wow. That sounds kind of harsh.”

      “Yep.” Mali raised her eyebrows. “But when you’re part of a pack, you live and die by the rules. That’s just the way it is.”

      I gave up on my sandwich and asked, “What’s going to happen with Bryant and Becky? I saw them together this weekend.”

      “Right,” Mali said. “What happened with Amelia?”

      “She had a bad reaction to something she drank. She got pretty sick.” I blew out a deep breath. “Becky showed up at the hospital and your uncle followed her there. I was worried he and my dad were going to get into a fight.”

      Mali shook her head. “We cannot let that happen. Your dad’s a nice guy, and I’m sure he can handle himself. But Uncle Bryant could really hurt him.”

      “I know. I’m not sure how to tell my dad to stay away from him, but I’m trying to figure it out.”

      Mali’s expression turned miserable as she closed the container to her half-eaten salad. “I think she’s going to move in with us.”

      I gaped at her. “Becky?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know where Uncle Bryant thinks she’s going to fit, because the house is completely crowded as it is…”

      “Becky won’t give up her house on Dawnhaven,” I said. “It’s hers, not my father’s. He won’t ask to stay there, I know he won’t.”

      “It doesn’t matter, at least not right now,” Mali said. “Uncle Bryant has to stay with the pack, and the pack lands are my grandmother’s lands. If Becky wants him, she’s going to have to deal with the whole pack-age, ha ha.”

      I couldn’t imagine my spotless, snobby stepmother living in the squalid Pierce ranch with the muddy yard. “Huh. Good luck with that.”

      Mali groaned. “Gee, thanks.”
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      Amelia reported that although she’d been accosted by every third person about what had happened over the weekend, she’d successfully stuck to her story. Patrick reported that Finn had indeed gone back to the pack, but that his mother had confided that she was worried about him.

      James reported that there had been zero evidence of shifters on Dawnhaven, despite Becky’s continued presence at the house.

      I walked Amelia to the house but didn’t follow her inside. “I’m going to go down to the co-op to see Dad for a minute,” I told her.

      She scowled at Becky’s truck. “I don’t blame you.” She slammed the door as she went inside.

      My dad had on rubber gloves and an apron; he was carefully weighing lobsters and recording the results in his log. “Hey Dad.”

      His face brightened when he saw me. “Hey pumpkin.”

      “Becky’s still here?”

      “Is she?” he asked. “I haven’t gone back to the house.”

      I went and climbed onto a stool near the window. “Is she staying?”

      He frowned as he weighed another lobster, a big boy—two-point-nine pounds. My dad whistled. “Sorry buddy, you made the cut.” Lobsters over three pounds had to be returned to the sea. He put the large lobster into a tank behind the desk, and the big boy sank somewhat depressingly to the bottom.

      Dad glanced up at me. “No, she is not staying. Which means that I need to find a house to rent.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it.

      “Becky is probably breaking the news to Amelia right now—which I think is a mistake—but apparently, what I think doesn’t matter anymore,” he said. “It’s what Becky thinks, and what her new boyfriend thinks that matter.”

      “Oh, Dad. I’m so sorry.” He had no idea.

      “It’s not your fault, Taylor.”

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t think Becky would agree with that.”

      “Honey, don’t.” He shook his head. “If she wants to try to blame anybody other than herself for her choices, that’s on her. And let’s not let me off the hook completely here, either. There were lots of signs. I chose to ignore them for too long. It is what it is—she’s not happy with me, she wants more, and this guy is giving it to her.”

      I wanted to ask if he knew about the baby, but I didn’t dare. “I don’t think it’s too late for you guys to try and fix things. I can stay with James, Dad. He’d be happy to have me. And I’d be right down the road. It’s just for a couple more months while I finish school—”

      “Taylor.” My dad’s voice was final, his expression bleak. “She told me that she’s in love with him. She wants him, not me. It’s over.”

      I took a deep breath. “What’s going to happen with Amelia?”

      “I don’t know. Becky seems to think she’ll handle it fine. I guess maybe she’s already forgotten that Amelia landed herself in the emergency room this weekend.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.” I had a feeling that I’d already done enough.

      Still, maybe there was a way I could make things right…
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      I thought about what Becky said. “This is your fault, Taylor. Amelia never drank or got in trouble until you showed up. This is on your conscience.”

      I thought about it a lot.

      James’s gaze flicked above my head, which appeared to be his new favorite pastime.

      “What is going on with you?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Taylor.” He put the truck into park. We were outside of the Tower because I was still hiding until Becky left. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I just…” I played with my ponytail and stared up at the house, gleaming and white in the fading sunlight. “Did you ever ask your Dad about what happened to Mr. Langford’s ex and his daughter?”

      James frowned. “I told you I did. Why are you asking me that?”

      “Are you… Are you keeping anything from me?”

      He tilted his chin. “No,” he said slowly. “Nothing tangible.”

      “What is it? What happened to them?” I’d been worried, since Lilly told me about what my mother had shown her, that it was James who’d been hiding something from me. I knew now that wasn’t the case, but I still felt like he’d been keeping a few things to himself.

      “My dad told me that it was a single-car accident.” He sighed. “They never found out the cause—maybe a deer startled her.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      He reached out and stroked my cheek. “Because even though it sounds like it was an accident, it’s still strange. I didn’t want you to be afraid. Because I’ll protect you no matter what.”

      I nodded, but my next question was a little more difficult. “What else have you and your father been talking about?”

      He sighed. “The shifters. We’ve been discussing what’s happening.”

      “And?”

      His face darkened. “And we’ve discussed what steps I’m going to take if I feel like they’re getting out of control—which they are. Or if they’re a threat to you—which I’m very concerned about, given Bryant’s recent behavior.”

      I took a deep breath. “What steps are those?”

      He turned from me and stared out at the house. “Whatever ones are necessary.”

      “Here’s the thing.” I sat back against the seat. “I can’t have you breaking your vows to yourself in order to protect me.”

      James smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “The most important vow I’ve taken is the one to protect you.”

      I reached for his hand. “I need you to let it go—to let them go. Promise me you won’t attack the shifters. You know that if you do, it’s going to get out of control fast.”

      The muscle in his jaw bulged. “I can’t promise you that. Not when you’re part of the equation.”

      “Then take me out of the equation.” I stared at him, pleading. “I’m a human. I’m not what’s important here. Maintaining peace between your kinds is what matters. And now that Becky’s with them… We can’t hurt them, James. That’s Amelia’s mother.”

      “Becky’s been a problem independent of the shifters.” His brow furrowed. “The fact that she and Bryant are joining forces only makes things more complicated. They might not know what they’re doing, but they’re shifting the balance. Or they’re trying to…”

      “We need to let it be,” I said quietly. “She probably doesn’t even understand what she’s gotten herself into. When she winds up living over on Spruce—when she’s lost her husband and her daughter—she might start to see things in a different way. We need to let them be. Take the supernatural elements out of the equation, and this is just another messed up family situation. I don’t want you getting involved. I don’t want you to hurt anyone or hurt yourself.”

      He gave me a long look. “Why’re you talking like this, huh?”

      I sighed. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Like you’re leaving me instructions.”

      “What? C’mon, it’s nothing like that.” I frowned. “If I seem off, it’s probably because my stepmother just left my dad for the werewolf Alpha. And my sister almost died this weekend from alcohol poisoning. And oh yeah, Becky blames me for everything.”

      James stiffened. “That’s ridiculous, Taylor. You can’t internalize what she’s saying to you. She’s never taken responsibility for anything—not what happened to Brian and Eden, not for her marriage falling apart, and not for her daughter drinking so much she ended up in the hospital.”

      “I know,” I said quickly. I couldn’t bear to think about it, to talk about it, anymore.

      I made myself focus on the moment. All I thought of was my love for him, pulsing through me, overwhelming all my other thoughts.

      “I love you, Taylor.” James reached for me and pulled me against him. After kissing the top of my head, he said, “I’d be lost without you.”

      I leaned against him. “I know the feeling.”

      We sat there for a while, just being. I tried not to think about the bad things Becky had said, a toxic worm writhing in my ear.

      I pressed my face against James’s chest, inhaling his scent. I knew he loved me just as much as I loved him.

      That was something. That was everything.
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      Becky was long gone by the time I got home. Neither my father nor Amelia said a word about it. Dad made spaghetti, but none of us seemed to have an appetite. I offered to do the dishes again, just for something to do.

      Without agreeing to it, the three of us met in the living room afterwards. Dad turned on the Bruins game. Did they seriously play every night? Amelia got out her homework and her phone, and took turns staring at both. I did the same.

      And in that fashion—wordlessly, but side-by-side—we spent our first official night without Becky.
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      The next few days were eerily ordinary. Amelia was silent on the subject of her mother, so I gave her some space. My father was similarly quiet. I just went with the flow. If they didn’t want to talk about what was happening, fine by me.

      James was super-protective as usual, but even he was being quiet. It felt like he was studying me, as if preparing for a particularly difficult exam.

      Mali reported that Becky had, in fact, arrived at the Pierce compound. When I asked her how it was going, she shook her head vigorously. “You don’t want to know.”

      But that wasn’t exactly true. So I texted Luke from school. Are you doing you-know-what, you-know-where?

      He texted back a red-devil emoji, followed by a black heart. There are a lot of ways I could interpret that.

      I sighed. Try a non-dirty way.

      He seemed to have to think about that for a minute. Eden and I will pick you up after school and fill you in, he texted. James is on duty later. We’ll catch you up.

      Amelia stopped by my locker before the last bell. “My mother’s picking me up.” She bit her cuticle. “I told her I didn’t want to talk to her, but she said Dad said I had to.”

      “Did he?” I wouldn’t put it past Becky to lie about even that.

      She sighed. “Yeah, I called him. He said I can’t keep avoiding her forever. So she’s taking me for another smoothie and then to Aqua. I guess I’ll let her buy my love. It’s the least I can do.”

      “Ha.” I smiled at her—she sounded more like her old self. “I’ll be around tonight for ice-cream therapy if you need it.”

      “It’s a date. Hey, speaking of.” She tilted her head, a sure sign she was going to ask me for something. “Tomorrow night’s Halloween.”

      “I’m aware.” I planned on hiding out at the Tower and eating candy with James.

      “The thing is, I usually go around the island with Brynn. But this year she’s going with Chris and some other guys, and I don’t want any part of that.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I said immediately. I hated Halloween, but this was the island. There weren’t exactly a lot of houses. How bad could it be? Besides, I didn’t want Amelia feeling left out—or worse, meeting up with Chris and the island’s other teen degenerates.

      “Thanks.” Amelia smiled as she hustled off. “See you later, on the couch!”

      The drive to Pine Harbor was quiet, just what I needed. I could only consider my plan when no one else was around. James could read my aura, which was extremely problematic. And when I was with Amelia and Dad, they needed my support, not my distraction.

      I clutched my crystal necklace as I navigated the winding roads. Lilly said it would help protect my heart chakra. But could it really keep me safe?

      Eden and Luke greeted me at the dock in Pine Harbor. I beamed at my red-headed friend as she navigated the people coming and going on the wharf. I nudged her once we climbed aboard the Norumbega, and Luke slowly drove into the harbor. “Look at you, out and about with all the humans, showing so much control. You’re doing great!” It wasn’t that long ago we feared Eden was a danger to any human she came into contact with, including me…

      “All the tips and tricks Luke’s given me have really helped. Olivia Cavill had some good ones, too.” Eden smiled. “And it doesn’t hurt that the Champlains are so rich that we basically have a fully operational blood bank at the Tower. I’ve been really strict with myself about increasing my intake. It’s made a huge difference with the cravings.”

      “That’s awesome. I’m so happy for you.” There was a time I’d wept for my friend—for the human life she’d left behind, for the new challenges that faced her as a vampire. But she’d settled into her new life beautifully, as though she was meant to be a supernatural.

      “Thanks, Taylor.” The afternoon sunlight dappled her creamy skin, making it glow. “You’ve been a really good friend to me through all this. I appreciate it.”

      “Can you two stop congratulating each other so we can gossip?” Luke called from the wheel. “Come here. I have news.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      His nostrils flared. “The shifters are totally out of control. First of all, Becky moved in over there earlier today. It’s a shit-show. She’s already acting like she’s in charge. I heard her in a screaming fight with one of the sisters. She’s been throwing a ton of stuff out, making Finn take it to the transfer station like he’s her personal full-time slave—which he basically is. I think that’s part of his punishment. Bryant’s making him fetch and do her bidding twenty-four-seven. But I also think he’s meant to keep an eye on her.”

      “What do you mean—like a guard?” I asked.

      Luke nodded. “Just in case Little Miss Cougar can’t hack the lifestyle and decides to bolt. That’s my guess, anyway.”

      “Huh… I still can’t picture her living over there.” I shook my head. “No offense to the Pierces, but their property isn’t exactly up to Becky-Hale standards.”

      “Oh, she’s letting them know it. Don’t worry about her.” Luke steered the boat across Hart Sound, heading for the island. “Bryant’s been keeping her busy, too.”

      “What do you mean?” When Eden and Luke shot each other a look, I groaned. “Don’t do that—just tell me!”

      Eden wrinkled her nose. “You honestly might not want to know.”

      “Yes, I do.” No, I don’t. But tell me anyway.

      “They’re rutting.” Luke smirked. “When Becky’s not cleaning or yelling, she’s having loud sex with the Alpha. Very loud sex. So loud it’s driving everyone else out of the house.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      Luke raised his eyebrows. “It actually sounds—”

      “No.” Eden vehemently shook her head. “Just no.”

      “Fine.” Luke shrugged. “My point is, she’s in the love-zone with the Alpha. All that sex, plus the fact that she’s carrying his child, is putting her under his influence. She might hate the house, but he’s making it impossible for her to pull away. I think they’re obsessed with each other. If she gives birth to a supe, he’ll put a ring on it—no doubt.”

      “So you’re saying, wait—what exactly are you saying?”

      “That if she’s physically capable of producing an heir, he’ll make her his queen,” Luke said. “And keep breeding with her.”

      I stared out at the water. I didn’t know what to make of that, but there were practical considerations that I just couldn’t fathom. “What does that mean for Amelia? How does this all work?”

      Luke shrugged. “Not really any different than your situation, Taylor. When a human finds out about us, they become part of our circle. If Becky is going to keep Amelia in her life, she’ll have to tell her the truth. And then Amelia will have to keep the secret to protect the pack, just like you keep the secret to protect us.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t process any of this, not yet. “So Becky…knows? She knows now, for sure, what Bryant is?”

      Luke steered the boat through the Sound. “I think she’s known for a while.”

      “Does that mean she knows about you? And James?”

      Luke glanced at me. “I think she’s picked a side. And personally? I think she’s a problem.”

      “She’s been a problem.”

      “She’s worse, now. Honestly, the way she treats Finn? I actually called Olivia and told her about it. It’s not right.” Luke frowned. “She’s on a power trip, and now it’s different because she has Alpha muscle to back her up.”

      He glanced at me. “James doesn’t want to admit—at least to you—that this changes things. But it does.”

      I nodded. Luke was a lot of things, and sometimes, he was right. “What do you think’s going to happen?”

      “We could leave.” He shrugged as we passed the Osprey nest. “But if we did that, we’d be leaving Bryant and Becky running the pack up here, and from what I’ve seen, they’re an issue.”

      He continued, “We could fight them. That’s my vote. If we sent them off with their tails between their legs, or just annihilated them, the problem’s solved. Becky won’t ever attack you again, James can stop being paranoid all the time…it’s win-win.”

      “That’s my vote, too.” Eden tossed her hair. “Bye-bye Becky, and bye-bye shifters.”

      I wondered if she had Mali particularly in mind. “We can’t do that, though. It would upset the balance.”

      Luke rolled his eyes. “The balance, just like everything else, would eventually adjust. James has got to stop taking things so seriously.”

      I shook my head but didn’t respond further. The natural balance of order between good and evil, dark and light—that wasn’t something to make light of. I knew it, even if Luke didn’t.

      “Is there a third option?” I asked.

      Luke shrugged as he headed for the boathouse. “We give them what they want. Whatever that is.”

      “Yeah, we could do that.”

      But my stomach plummeted.

      I had a sinking feeling I knew exactly what that was.
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      We tied up the boat and noise thundered down the dock. An enormous, grizzled gray-and-white beast—part-sheepdog, part-hound—appeared at the top of the ramp.

      “Boomer?”

      I probably shouldn’t have said his name. It got him all excited. The huge dog scrambled down the ramp, paws flying, and I worried he’d go over the side and right into the freezing ocean.

      “Easy, buddy.” He landed in a heap on the dock, his half-crimped, crazy hair blowing in the breeze.

      “What’re you doing here, huh?” I scratched the top of his head.

      “I had a feeling I should come back.” Olivia Cavill peered down from the ramp. “I haven’t been liking what I’m hearing—I figured you guys could use a hand.”

      We headed up the ramp. Boomer had to dig his nails in to keep from sliding backwards, but I stayed close, ready to grab him if he took another spill.

      “Crazy dog.” Olivia hooked his leash back on when we reached the top.

      Patrick and Josie waited on the beach in front of the boathouse. It looked like they were deep in conversation.

      I hugged Olivia. “I didn’t know you were coming back.”

      “I definitely wasn’t planning on it.” She carefully guided Boomer down the dock—he kept pulling toward the seagulls. “But when Luke told me about what was going on with Finn, I knew I needed to be here. And this time, I’m not hiding.”

      “Have you talked to him—Finn?”

      She frowned. “I think his phone’s disconnected. Which wouldn’t surprise me, based on the way that the pack’s been treating him.”

      I glanced behind us. Eden and Luke were still down at the boat—they wouldn’t be able to hear us.

      “Maybe we can go see him,” I said, a bit recklessly.

      Olivia arched an eyebrow. “I don’t think James would approve of that, do you?”

      “No. So let’s not say anything about it, okay? Not yet. But I need to get over to Spruce, too. Can I maybe talk to you about it later?”

      We exchanged numbers just as we reached the end of the ramp. We climbed down to join Patrick and Josie on the beach. “Is James still on surveillance?” I asked.

      “Yeah—he should be done in a little while,” Josie said.

      “Is he safe?”

      “Of course he is.” Patrick’s voice was gentle. “Now we just need to make sure that my mother is.”

      Olivia rubbed her son’s shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m immortal, remember?”

      But Patrick still looked worried, and I felt his pain. James was immortal-undead—whatever that meant—and I still wanted to bite my nails every time he went out on surveillance or even talked about fighting the shifters.

      “I’m not going to put myself in danger, honey.” Olivia smiled at her son.

      He kicked a rock down into the water. “So why’d you come back, huh?”

      “Because I don’t believe in letting the people I care about suffer.” She watched him carefully. “Especially when the reason they’re suffering is directly related to me.”

      My phone buzzed with a text message from my dad. Can you stop by the co-op before Amelia gets home?

      “I have to go. I’ll see you guys later, okay? I’m happy you’re back, Mrs. Cavill.” I scratched Boomer’s head. “You too, buddy.”

      I checked in with Luke and Eden before hoisting my backpack over my shoulder and heading across the field to the co-op. The island seemed busier than it had in weeks, with boats tying up at the town dock and some of the local families heading to the parking lot with bags in tow.

      Dad greeted me with a hug; it was like embracing a meat-locker. “Was that the Cavill’s dog I saw you with out there? I didn’t know Olivia was coming back.” When I nodded, he laughed. “He’s a beast, huh? Looks like he’s some sort of mix of Irish Wolfhound and sheepdog. That thing has hair like a Brillo pad.”

      “Yeah, that’s Boomer. I like him.” I glanced out the window too, at the bustling dock. “Do people come back to the island for Halloween? It seems busy out there.”

      “Yeah, they do.” He glanced out the window at the bustling dock. “There’s usually a bonfire and everyone hands out candy at their houses. The little kids like to trick-or-treat here, they know everybody and it’s just sort of a tradition.” He shrugged. “Most families come back for Thanksgiving and Christmas, too. You know, to decorate the houses and make them all festive. It’s fun.”

      “I’d come back, too. I love it here—even in the off-season.” The emotion in my voice surprised me, but it was true: I’d never loved a place as much as I loved the island.

      My dad smiled at me, but he seemed sad. “Me too, honey. I almost think it’s prettier like this, with all the trees bare. You’re forced to deal with nature’s bare bones.”

      “Will you be able to stay on the island?” I still wasn’t sure what was going to happen to Becky’s house, only that he’d been adamant he wouldn’t stay there.

      He nodded. “I’m going to talk to one of my buddies. They live in Pine Harbor during the school year, so… It would at least buy us some time.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t imagine Amelia’s reaction to moving into a fishing family’s summer home, but we’d have to figure it out. “You wanted to talk to me?”

      “Yeah, before your sister gets home. She went shopping with her mother.” He scratched back of his neck. “I wasn’t sure that was a great idea, but I can’t keep her away from Becky forever.” The tone in his voice indicated that he might wish he could.

      “Do you think she’ll be all right?”

      His brow furrowed. “We need to keep an eye on her.”

      I nodded. “I’m going trick-or-treating with her tomorrow night.”

      “Good.” He blew out a deep breath. “Once all the candy’s handed out, I’ll join you girls down at the bonfire. That way I can keep an eye on her, too. And then you can go and spend time with James.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” That would work perfectly, just not for the reason he intended.

      “Speaking of James.” He cleared his throat. “He’s been texting me these past few days, making sure that Amelia’s all right and asking if I needed anything. I know I’ve been…reluctant…to warm up to him. But you’re my baby girl, and I’ll always want to protect you. You understand?”

      I nodded, unsure of where he was going with this.

      “The thing is, James is a good guy. I still think he’s too old for you, and I don’t exactly approve of how serious he is about your relationship. But if you’re going to have a boyfriend, he’s…” He took a deep breath. “He’s a good man. I approve.”

      I couldn’t help it; I laughed. “You finally approve?”

      “Don’t push me. Like I said, you’ll always be my little girl.”

      I melted a little. “Thanks Dad. So…how’re you doing?” Since we were already doing the awkward-conversation thing, we might as well cover all the bases.

      “You know, I’ve been better.” He gave me a rueful smile. “I have whiplash from everything that’s been going on.”

      “I heard…I heard Becky moved in with Bryant,” I blurted out.

      He winced. “Yeah, she told me. That happened quick. There’s a whole bunch of them living over there. I’m not sure how that’s going to work with Amelia…”

      “Maybe Becky can do what she’s doing today—take Amelia off-island, grab something to eat and go shopping,” I suggested. “Amelia doesn’t need to be going over to Spruce and dealing with all that. Not yet.” In fact, I wanted her as far away from the MDI pack’s compound as possible, but I wasn’t in control of that.

      “I’m hoping Becky just comes back to the house once I move out,” Dad said. “It would be awkward to have her and the boyfriend on the island, but that would be better for Amelia—and that’s all I care about.”

      I nodded. “Me, too.”

      “I’m sorry all this happened. You’ve been through too much this year already.” My father’s face darkened. “The situation up here just went sideways. I wish you didn’t have to deal with this, on top of what happened with your mother.”

      “You don’t ever have to apologize to me. You gave me a home, Dad. So please don’t beat yourself up.” I found myself fighting tears. “You can talk to me—I want you to talk to me. You always say you can handle everything yourself, but you don’t have to shut everyone else out.”

      “I hear what you’re saying. I listen to you, even if you don’t think I do.” Big Kyle nodded. “And I haven’t mentioned this, but I have been talking to somebody. A therapist. Online, can you believe that? We do a video chat.”

      “Dad. That’s great.”

      “Yeah well. The thing is.” He took the pencil from behind his ear and tapped the desk with it. “It’s not all great. The counselor thinks that Becky might be messed up. You know, because of her parents and stuff that happened a long time ago…”

      I nodded.

      “The thing is, I know she’s been lying to me for a long time. I don’t want to involve you in all the particulars, but it has to do with this guy. I can’t have that in my life. The counselor helped me see why I failed at being there for your mother—apparently, I have an inherent resistance to people hiding things from me. I’ve always hated lying. Never have been able to do it, myself.”

      I stiffened. I hated lying, too. But was hiding something in order to protect the people you love the same thing as lying?

      Yes, said the voice in my head. I ignored it.

      He sighed. “And now it turns out that I can’t trust Becky, maybe I never should have trusted her. But I still have to figure out a way to tolerate her because she’s Amelia’s mother. I have to find a way to make it work. I handled the situation with your mom horribly. I have to learn from my mistakes. I have to find a way to peacefully coexist with Becky no matter what she’s done. You know what I mean?”

      He scrubbed a hand across his face. “It’s impossible, but I’m going to do it, anyway.

      I nodded. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      What I had to do was impossible. But I was going to do it anyways, too.
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      James texted as I was leaving the co-op. Can you hang out tonight? It seemed like months, instead of days, since we’d spent quiet time together.

      Yes, I texted back. I would check in with Amelia, but I needed to see James.

      That was going to be the thing that broke me—James. But the truth was, nothing was more important to me than him and my family. I would do anything—anything—to protect them.

      I might not have been able to save my mother.

      But this was different.

      I clutched the Labradorite crystal as I walked to Becky’s house, sending up a prayer to light-blue sky. Let me find the strength to do the right thing.

      Once I crossed the threshold to the house, I pushed my roiling thoughts out of my mind. Instead, I started cleaning. I scrubbed the bathrooms, I dusted and vacuumed, I washed the floors. Cleaning had always been somewhat therapeutic for me, instilling order over chaos; I could definitely use some therapy now.

      I blasted happy pop music while I worked—anything to crowd out the worries. In the back of my mind, I was working through scenarios, how various things might play out, which actions I could take. But as long as those concerns were in the background, I could pretend they didn’t exist.

      Which was exactly what I needed to do in order to stay sane.

      Amelia came home just as I was finishing up in the living room. “Did the cleaning service come?” she asked, sniffing the air. “It smells awesome in here.”

      “I’m the cleaning service.” I wound up the vacuum’s cord. “How’d it go with your mom?”

      Amelia looked tired and resigned as she set down her backpack and took off her coat. “About as well as you can expect.” She went into the kitchen, grabbed one of the huge chocolate-chip muffins Dad had brought home from the bakery, and brought it back—along with a berry soda, another one of Becky’s no-no’s, even though it was made with organic cane sugar.

      Amelia started picking at the muffin, but she seemed half-hearted about it. “She’s totally with that guy. They’re, like, a thing.” She shivered. “He’s a hairy mo-fo, too—disgusting. I don’t know what she sees in him. Dad’s a bajillion times better.”

      “Was he—Bryant—was he with you guys?”

      Amelia’s eyes got huge in her face. “No way. I told Mom that I didn’t want anything to do with him—not now, not ever.”

      “I don’t blame you for feeling that way, but if she’s choosing to be with him… At some point, you should maybe try to get to know him.” The words tasted funny, bitter, on my lips. On one hand, I did not want her anywhere near the Alpha. On the other, if Becky was going to be his queen, Amelia would have to get comfortable with him eventually…

      She tilted her head as she thoughtfully chewed a bite of muffin. “My mom doesn’t seem like herself.”

      I held very still. “What do you mean?”

      “She seemed…weird. She ate a cheeseburger at the restaurant. You know the last time I saw her eat a cheeseburger?”

      When I shook my head, she said, “Never. But she ate one today, and she finished it in about three seconds. Like I said, weird. And she kept asking about you.”

      That stopped me short. “Oh yeah?” I kept my tone casual.

      Amelia looked troubled. “I told her you were taking me out for Halloween, and she went off about how I needed to be careful around you and that I couldn’t trust you. And then she said some stuff about Luke and James.”

      “What did she say about them?”

      “That’s the thing—my mom always has been wrong about you, but she’s totally always loved James. But today she said she wasn’t sure that he was a good influence. She sounded a little crazy, actually. Like, she didn’t sound like herself. Almost like she’s been brainwashed. You know my mother—she doesn’t listen to anyone. But I think this guy’s got her all twisted up. I’ve never seen her like this.”

      I cleared my throat. “Like what?”

      Amelia frowned. “Like she’s…not in charge.”
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      I did not share all of Amelia’s comments with James that evening. Luckily, there was enough drama with Olivia Cavill being back on the island, and the various scouting reports from Spruce. There was plenty to keep the conversation flowing as we gathered on the couches in the Tower’s living room.

      I did tell my friends that Amelia feared her mother was somehow being brainwashed.

      “Mali’s told me multiple times that Becky is being a total bitch.” Luke scowled as he poured himself another glass of red wine. “She sounds like her old self to me.”

      “I observed Finn keeping watch over her today.” James himself was having a small glass of wine, unusual for him. “I think she might be being kept on the compound against her will.”

      “No way.” Luke snorted. “She has free rein. She went off-island to take Amelia freaking shopping. She’s not a prisoner.”

      “True, but she could still be having some doubts,” James offered. “I can’t imagine she likes living in that tiny house with so many people, especially the screaming kids.”

      “You might be right, but Bryant knows what he’s doing,” Luke said. “He’s keeping her satisfied, at least for now. They are having all the sex. I’m telling you, I could hear them from the woods. Sorry Taylor.”

      I waved him off. I was past the point of being embarrassed talking about my stepmother’s sex life.

      “Even the supernatural sex will wear off after a while.” Olivia had a sip of wine. “If Becky’s going to stay, it will have to be her choice. And I’m telling you, it can’t just be about the sexy times. If that were the case, Finn and I would still be together…”

      Patrick practically gagged and she started laughing. “Sorry honey. But you know, we sort of need to be blunt about the situation at this point.”

      “Speaking of situations,” Josie asked her, “what are you going to do about Finn?”

      “I haven’t been able to talk to him because I think they took his phone away.” Olivia’s voice was even, calm. “But I’m sure the pack’s already aware that I’m here. The question is whether they’ll keep that from Finn. I think they might, based on the way they’ve been treating him.”

      “We can try to get a message to him.” Luke poured her more wine. “Do you want to do that?”

      “Let me think about it. I just got back up here—I need a minute to decide what’s best for him.”

      Olivia didn’t mention the conversation we’d had earlier, bless her heart. But I shoved the thought out of my head. Around James, I could only think about safe things.

      Like how much I loved him.

      Our little party broke apart, and James grabbed my hand, leading me up the stairs to his room. I couldn’t wait to be alone with him.

      He closed the door behind us an immediately wrapped me in an embrace. “I feel like I haven’t held you for a thousand years.”

      “Me too. It’s only been a few days since I spent the night here…” I swallowed hard. Thinking about Amelia almost dying made my throat ache.

      “Does Amelia really seem better?” James gazed into my eyes.

      I nodded. “She does. Which I hope I can trust… But she knows she scared us. I don’t think she was trying to hurt herself, I think she was just trying to numb the pain. So she scared herself, too. The doctors did a follow-up call with Dad, and they don’t feel like she’s a self-harm risk.”

      James sighed; he seemed relieved. “That matches up with her aura. It’s been subdued, but more introspective than dark.”

      “Thank you for caring about her.” My throat ached some more. “And for everything that you did. You saved her life, James.”

      “Hey. C’mere.” He put his forehead against mine and just held me. “I know you’ve been under a ton of strain. Everything’s going to be okay, Taylor. I’m handling it. It’s handled.”

      I tried to relax in his arms; it was the only place I wanted to be. But… “You can’t handle Becky. You can’t control whatever the Alpha is doing to her, or whatever bad choices she’s making. What’s going to happen, huh? Is she going to tell Amelia about the pack? Then what will happen to my father?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know that whatever happens, I’ll be here, right by your side. And we’ll handle it together.”

      I nodded. “Okay.” Nothing was okay, and I knew it; just as I understood that sharing all my fears with James would cause more harm than anything else.

      “Humans do find out about us. Just like you did.” James gave me a long look. “It might not be ideal, but as long as everyone is behaving, then it can be perfectly safe.”

      We both knew that Becky wasn’t exactly behaving of late. Maybe she would try harder, once a couple of things fell into place…

      “What’re you thinking about?” James frowned at the all-too-expressive swirl of color circling above my head.

      “I’m trying to be hopeful.” I forced myself to smile at him. “Did I tell you my father’s talking to a therapist? He sounded like it was really helping.”

      “That’s awesome.” James hugged me. “He’s going to be all right. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I hope so.” I glanced at the clock. My father hadn’t given me a curfew, but I needed to get home early so that he didn’t worry. “I don’t want to leave you, but I should go soon…” At least the misery showing in my aura would be traceable to this.

      “Just give me five minutes.” His dimple peeped out. “Okay?”

      Like I could say no to him. He wrapped me back in his arms and just held me. But the familiar heat kicked up between us, as did my yearning.

      I pressed my lips against his and sank into his kiss.

      We made it to the bed—barely—our kisses becoming urgent. I clung to him, never wanting to let go. How could it be physically possible to love someone so much? It seemed unimaginable, and yet it was. My love for James was a force so powerful, it seemed as strong as the ocean’s current, which swirled below outside.

      He crushed his lips against mine, urgent and tender all at the same time. “I love you.”

      “I love you.” I pulled him against me, relishing in the feel of his big, strong body pressed against mine. I concentrated on the sensation, committing every inch of him to my memory. If I kept the memory of him close, we would never be apart…

      “What is it?” He pulled back and looked at me.

      Tears pricked my eyes. “I just love you so much.” That, at least, was the truth.

      “Okay… It’s okay.” He brushed the hair back from my face.

      I blew out a deep breath. “I know. It’s just a lot.”

      “It is.” He kissed me softly. “And that is also okay.”

      We seemed to have an unspoken agreement after that, to just hold each other. I clung to him. In the back of my mind, I prayed he didn’t attribute the ferocity of my touch to anything other than missing him these last few days.

      James seemed reluctant to bring me home, but I insisted. We were quiet as the truck bumped over the gravel. He slowed down, easing from the Tower’s drive to the dirt road, and I stared at the tiny, dark cottages that faced the beach to our left. Tourists rented the small cabins in the summer months, but they were empty and ghostlike now. They were where Drunk Guy, aka Adam, had stayed so many months ago. It seemed like another lifetime when I’d first seen James use his light…

      “Can you sleep over tonight?” I asked him.

      “Oh, I want to.” He put his hand on my thigh and squeezed. “I don’t want to be apart from you. But I’m concerned that the pack might come to the island because of Olivia. Or maybe they’ll think that we’re letting our guard down because Becky’s gone. Either way, I feel like I need to be hyper-vigilant.”

      He sighed. “There’s been a lot going on over there because of Finn, and now Becky. I don’t know what Bryant’s thinking. But maybe he’s just been busy…getting busy.” He grimaced. “Sorry that you have to hear so much about that, but it’s actually important for us to be aware of.”

      “How come?”

      He looked thoughtful as he navigated the truck slowly past the run-down store, the school, and then the mini-golf course, frosty and silent in the darkness. “The more they’re together—together together—the more bonded they’ll become. The baby will strengthen their connection as well.”

      “Is it like… Is it like regular love?” I’d just been thinking how powerful my love for James was. Was Becky’s connection to Bryant so different?

      “Yes, and no.” He frowned. “It’s the same because love is love, but it’s different because the shifters have a group bond. They have a pack mentality. So the more connected Becky becomes to the Alpha, the more she’s cemented into the pack. That is significant because it will alter her personality. She won’t be the sole owner of her thoughts and attitudes anymore. Maybe we’ll see an improvement.”

      “Ha ha.” But what he said made sense, particularly in light of Amelia’s observations about her mother.

      He parked the truck in front of Becky’s house. The living room light was still on, which meant my father had likely waited up for me. “Tomorrow night’s Halloween,” James reminded me. “Are we still hanging out at my house and eating candy?”

      I groaned. “I wish. But Amelia asked me to go around the neighborhood with her. I think she and Brynn aren’t getting along too well after what happened, and she needs a friend. My dad said he’d meet us at the bonfire after. Maybe I can see you later that night?”

      “I feel like with some of the local families coming back, and all the activity because of trick-or-treating, the island might be vulnerable,” James said. “So I might have to take a raincheck on that. But let’s plan on spending at least some of the afternoon together. Okay?”

      “O-Okay.” I kissed him again, before he could sense my despair.

      I had to keep my game face intact. I was only going to get one chance to do this right. There was no room for second thoughts, second chances, or worst of all, third parties.

      What was coming was between Becky and me. That was how this all started; that was how it was going to end.
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      Halloween dawned, sunny, cold and bright. Before I went downstairs for coffee and breakfast, I packed my cheap duffel bag with a few things—sweats, hoodies, a toothbrush.

      I had a feeling I wouldn’t be needing any of it, but still.

      It was early. I wished I’d slept later. I’d been dreading the day, and I just wanted it to be over quickly.

      I whipped out my phone as my coffee brewed and sent a short text to Olivia Cavill. Then I dumped one sugar and a ton of organic cream into my coffee and refused to think about my plan further. The cleaner my aura, the better.

      I busied myself with making French toast and bacon for my family. Both my dad and Amelia were pleasantly surprised when they came downstairs. I made plates for each of them, complete with powdered sugar and maple syrup.

      After I did the dishes, I put on my sneakers and headed out for a power-walk. Not because exercising was my favorite, but because I was about to jump out of my skin. I texted James to let him know what I was doing. I planned to keep him informed of my whereabouts all day. At least, until night fell…

      The sky was clear, and it was cold outside, not quite thirty degrees. I zipped up the jacket James had given me as I headed down the driveway. Becky was usually the one stalking around the island at that hour of the morning, but Becky now lived with the MDI pack. I still couldn’t picture it…

      I headed down past the whiffle-ball field, which was now sparkly with frost, toward the town beach and the boathouses. There was a local artist down on the sand with a canvas set up; she appeared to be painting the town dock from afar. I’d seen her work before and admired it. She used thick, colorful, swirling oil paints, making the various parts of the island she captured come alive. Maybe one day I’d buy one of her paintings, and hang it on my wall, all the better to remember this place…

      “What’re you doing out so early?” A chilly, familiar voice asked.

      Sylvie was power-walking toward me. She paired a bright fuchsia coat and matching lipstick with black-patterned running tights, her short silver hair peeking out from beneath her surprisingly practical wool hat.

      “Hey Sylvie. I’m just out for a walk. You?”

      “Same.” She surprised me by slowing her pace as she reached me. “How’re Kyle and Amelia holding up?”

      Another surprise: I didn’t think she cared. “They’re okay.”

      She looked past me, down toward the water. “Becky’s not.”

      I started. “She’s not?”

      “No.” Sylvie pursed her lips. “We’ve been friends for a long time, and I know she wouldn’t want me saying this to anyone—especially not to you—but she’s in over her head. That man didn’t give her a choice. And I don’t care how hot the sex is, it’s not going to last, especially with a new baby.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it.

      She turned back and stared at me, unabashed. “Don’t act so scandalized, Taylor. You’re a crappy liar.”

      “S-She never told me. I just guessed.”

      Sylvie shrugged. “Well, at least you’re more perceptive than your father. He’s so clueless, he basically drove Becky away. And you, too. Again, no offense.”

      I bit my lip. “Is that why you think she’s living with Bryant? Because of me?”

      Sylvie’s cool gaze flicked over me, head to toe. “It’s not the only reason. But when you get older, you’ll realize—your home is your sanctuary. And she doesn’t have that anymore because you’re here.”

      “But I’m leaving. I’m going to college next year—”

      Sylvie shook her head, and it was enough for the words to die on my lips. “You’re never going to go away. Your Kyle’s daughter.”

      I wanted to ask if I was really that bad but decided against it.

      “Anyway, I expect she’ll be back to the island at some point. Can’t be living with the riffraff forever, you know what I mean?”

      “Sure, Sylvie. Have a good walk.” I practically ran from her, all the way to James’s boathouse.

      You’re never going to go away. I’d been right about one thing, at least: Sylvie really was a bitch.

      I walked down James’s dock and pretended to stare out at the water, but I was really inspecting the Norumbega. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw what I was looking for.

      One thing that was great about the island? No one locked anything up. There was an unspoken code of trust on Dawnhaven, one which I was invariably going to break later that day, but for a good reason.

      I turned on my heel and power-walked back to Becky’s house, Sylvie’s words still ringing in my ears.
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      I wasn’t sure I approved of Amelia’s Halloween costume, but it was at least somewhat better than the sexy-devil outfit she’d been eyeing before. Somewhat better.

      She was dressed as a pirate, with an eye-patch, big gold hoop earrings, and a plunging black top.

      “You need a coat,” my father ordered.

      “Dad, no.” She hitched the top up a little. “That’ll ruin the whole thing.”

      I was surprised that Amelia was actually dressing up, but then again, I’d never understood the attraction to Halloween. I’d never enjoyed the costumes, but some people loved the tradition.

      “You’re not dressing up at all?” Amelia scowled at me. “Like, seriously?”

      “I hate Halloween,” I grumbled.

      “Becky has an old mask you can wear. Hold on.” My dad went out to the stairwell and dug around in one of the storage bins that Becky kept neatly stacked, out of sight. He came back with a plain black eye-mask with curved horns at the top.

      I wrinkled my nose in disbelief. “Becky was Batgirl?”

      Kyle shrugged. “You want it?”

      “I guess so.” I pulled the mask over my eyes and adjusted it in the mirror. It was flimsy plastic and only covered the top part of my face, but still, I felt transformed by it. I could use a disguise… “Yeah, I’ll wear it.”

      “Good—maybe you can get your own candy.” Amelia grabbed two tastefully decorated Halloween bags, another clear Becky touch, and handed one to me. “I call all the peanut-butter cups.”

      Her gung-ho nature was starting to rub off on me. “I call all the M&Ms. So there.”

      “Girls.” My dad scrubbed a hand across his face. “Take the flashlight and watch out for cars. People might be driving down to the bonfire. Speaking of which, I’ll meet you there in one hour. Okay?”

      The doorbell rang and Kyle grabbed the enormous bowl of candy he’d set out only moments before. “Here we go, our first customers.” He opened the door to two pint-sized trick-or-treaters, one dressed as a ghost and the other, a mini-Harry Potter.

      “Trick or treat!” They eagerly held out their plastic pumpkins. Maybe Halloween on the island wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

      Amelia and I slipped outside into the darkness. But the island was not its normal, silent self. Every house had its front lights on, and there were lots of families walking around, and a crowd already down by the bonfire. Jenny, the owner of the restaurant, had set up a hot-chocolate station. There was a long line. The huge fire roared, and music wafted toward us. The atmosphere was festive and cozy, everything a New England holiday should be.

      “See? I told you—Halloween on the island is fun. Where’s James?” Amelia peered down into the crowd. “Is he coming tonight?”

      “No, he and Luke are hanging out.” In the shadows, probably nearby, watching for stealthy shifters.

      “That’s too bad. I guess he thinks he’s too old for this, huh?”

      “I guess so.” By about two-hundred years. “I’m going to meet him in a little bit,” I lied.

      “Then we should get going. I don’t want to get stuck with all the crappy leftover black licorice!”

      Amelia had a route, and I followed her. It surprised me that most of the adults who answered their doors were also dressed in costumes. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood, happy to be on the island, happy to share the night with their neighbors. It warmed me on the inside, seeing the little kids so excited to be out in the dark, their parents close by.

      I still hated Halloween, but maybe not as much.

      “Batgirl—give me that peanut butter cup. I’ll trade you.” Amelia held up a fun-sized chocolate bar.

      “Fine.” We swapped as we worked our way back down the street, hitting each house on the opposite side.

      We only passed one scary costume—a tall guy dressed as a zombie. “Was that Chris?” I whispered.

      She snorted. “No, I think he’s with Keith and Brynn. They’re doing Jell-O shots, or something.”

      I linked my arm through Amelia’s. “I’m proud of you, you know that?”

      “For what?”

      “For staying away from them. Promise me something, okay?”

      She frowned. “Okay.”

      “Just remember that you’re too good for them. Find some friends who’re worth your time, all right? Maybe you’ll meet some new kids on the volleyball team. Or just hang out with yourself. That’s honestly not the worst thing to do.”

      Amelia stopped walking. “Why are you talking like that?”

      “Like what?” I was happy to have the mask on. It made it easier to pretend, for some reason.

      “Like you’re going somewhere.”

      “I’m not, silly.” I linked my arm through hers and pulled her toward the bonfire. “The only place I’m going is the Tower, just as soon as we find Dad.”

      I started blabbering about all the candy trades we were going to make later as I hustled her toward the dock. But in the back of my mind, I worried. What if Amelia never forgave me for what I was about to do?

      I shoved the thought from my mind. In the end, she would understand.

      I was doing it for her. Now that I had a family, I realized how much it meant to me.

      My Dad waited at the fire. He was drinking a hot cocoa and talking to one of the lobstermen. “Hey Dad.”

      “Hey girls. How’d it go?”

      “Great.” We chattered at him for a minute, but then I checked my phone. It was getting late. “I’m going to go meet James, okay?”

      “Is he picking you up? I haven’t seen him down here,” Dad said, frowning.

      “Yeah, I’m going to meet him up the road, so he doesn’t have to come down here. It’s pretty busy.” I motioned to the other cars and trucks parked in the lot. “I’ll be home by curfew. Love you, Dad.” I hugged him quickly, and then I hugged Amelia, who proceeded to look at me as though I had three heads once I released her.

      “See you guys!”

      My dad looked at me sort of funny. But even as my heart twisted, I turned away.

      I needed to hurry.

      I texted Olivia Cavill again, and then headed through the crowd. It felt lucky—or maybe as though fate was working on my behalf—that the music was loud and there were so many people around. It made it easy to slip away into the darkness undetected. I crept down the road toward the boathouse without the flashlight on.

      I didn’t want anyone to see where I was going.

      The lights on all the boathouses were off, and there was only a sliver of a moon. But once my eyes adjusted, I saw James’s dock.

      I ran for it.

      I clung to the railing as I made my way down to the ramp. But then I hesitated—was that a figure on the boat?

      “Taylor?” Olivia Cavill whispered. “It’s me—let’s go!”

      “Thank goodness.” I climbed on board and she reached for my hand, squeezing it.

      “Are you sure you want to do this, honey?”

      “Yes.” I grabbed the keys and turned on one small interior light in the cabin. Olivia’s pretty face sprung out of the darkness, her eyebrows knit together in worry. “Where does James think you are?”

      I winced at the mention of his name. “At the bonfire with my dad and Amelia.”

      “Where do your dad and Amelia think you are?”

      I inserted the keys and started the engine. “At the Tower with James.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened. “How long before somebody figures out you’re lying?”

      “Not long. Can you get the bumpers?”

      She reached over and pulled them up, and the boat drifted away from the dock. I shifted into drive, my heart in my throat.

      “Have you ever driven this thing before?” she asked.

      “N-No,” I admitted. “But I’ve watched a lot. We’ll be fine. Did you get in touch with Finn?”

      “No—he has no idea we’re coming.”

      I swallowed hard. “Do you trust him?”

      “I do. What about your friend—the young girl?” Olivia asked. “Does she know we’re coming?”

      “No. Hey Olivia, do you see my necklace? The crystal one?”

      She peered at it. “Sure…?”

      “Can you touch it?”

      Olivia scowled at me, but then she took the Labradorite between her fingers. “I’m touching it. What do you want me to do now?”

      “Nothing, that’s it.” She released the crystal and I frowned. “I’m not calling Mali. I don’t think I can trust her.” I remembered how she’d reacted to the stone, jerking away. Mali was my friend, but her loyalties lied elsewhere.

      “Do you think crystals can protect you?” I asked Olivia.

      She blinked at me, probably thinking I was crazy with my veering questions. “They can protect you from ill will. They can’t protect you from somebody tearing you limb from limb. Are you sure you want to do this, Taylor?” she asked again.

      “Yes.” No. “I don’t have a choice. Are you sure you want to come? Speak now, or forever hold your peace.”

      “I want to offer Finn a chance to leave the pack, if that’s what he wants. I can’t tell anyone else that I’m offering to take him back. If Nelson and Marietta find out, they’ll have to report me to the council. So this is Finn’s one chance—if he wants to run away, we have to do it tonight. But that’s not the only reason I’m here.” She eyed me. “It’s because even though James might drive a stake through my heart for going with you, I don’t think you should do this alone.”

      I nodded, then steered the Norumbega into the dark harbor.

      Olivia kept watching me carefully. “What exactly is it you’re doing on Spruce, anyway?”

      I realized then that I’d left my duffel bag back at home. I sighed—I’d been kidding myself that I might need it, anyway. “I’m trying to make peace with Becky. I don’t know if she wants to stay with the pack or not. But if she wants to come home, I need her to know that I won’t stand in her way.”

      Olivia tilted her chin. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “I’ll tell you when I figure it out.” I scowled out at the dark water. I’d been to Spruce Island what felt like a hundred times by boat. But driving one was definitely different. What was that quote I’d seen in Amelia’s hospital room? Something about faith. It slipped past me, just around the corner of my memory…

      “There’s the island. Okay Taylor, you’ve got this,” Olivia said. “Just don’t hit any rocks. Or the dock—don’t run into the dock.”

      I swallowed hard. You’ve got this, Taylor. That was a lie, and I knew it. But I steered toward Spruce, hands steady on the wheel, even as my heart thundered in my chest.

      Another quote about faith popped into my head—not the one I’d read recently, but still. I walk by faith, not by sight.

      I didn’t close my eyes as I navigated around the island to the Pierce’s dock. But I did feel a little better as it drew closer. I sped toward it, confidence building.

      Until I tried to slow the boat down, too late.

      And then I rammed straight into the dock.
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      “Crap!” The Norumbega jerked back, swaying, and Olivia held on for dear life.

      “Turn the motor off, Jesus!” she yelled.

      “Shh—just get the bumpers. I can do this.” I gritted my teeth and idled the boat, riding out the waves I’d caused. When they settled, I made another attempt to pull up to the dock—a slower attempt.

      Olivia grabbed for the bumpers and hurled them over the side. Then she grabbed the rope and leapt from the boat. “Olivia!” I hiss-whispered as she landed with a thud.

      “You shush.” She pulled the Hinckley closer, and I remembered—duh—that she was a vampire and extremely agile and strong. She tied the boat, and I turned the engine off, relieved.

      Olivia put her hands on her hips. “You going to take off that Batgirl mask, or is that part of your plan?”

      I grumbled and tossed it onto one of the couches. I’d forgotten all about it. I climbed out onto the dock and Olivia surprised me by hugging me. “We can do this. It’s going to be all right, you hear? I’m here to protect you, too. Me and that crystal.”

      “Thank you.” I squeezed her before stepping back. “But you should concentrate on Finn when we get up there. I’ll go and see if I can find Becky.” It was going to take a miracle to get her alone, but I’d hoped that at least some of the family would be taking the smaller kids out for trick-or-treating.

      Buoyed by Olivia’s hug, I stole up the dark path. She stayed by my side. We crept closer to the house, staying along the tree line. I wished Edgar was there; he was like my guardian angel. My other guardian angel.

      Don’t think about it, don’t think about it…

      To my surprise, the Pierce’s ranch was quiet. There were lights on in the house, though. I looked at Olivia, and she shrugged.

      We crept closer.

      Two figures came out of the front door and stopped on the porch. Both were large. Their voices drifted down to us.

      “…and they won’t be gone for much longer,” a male voice said.

      “In case you don’t remember,” said the second man, “I’m the one in charge. I don’t need your advice.” Bryant.

      The first man sighed. “If you want to check the island, go do it. I’m just saying, she needs help. This isn’t right.”

      “What she needs isn’t any of your business. And the only thing you need to do is keep an eye on her and keep her safe while I’m on patrol. If she asks for something, get it. Otherwise mind your own goddamned business. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” One figure stayed on the porch; the other strode around the house, then disappeared from sight.

      Olivia leaned close and put her mouth to my ear. “That’s Finn up there. Let me go first.”

      I clutched her arm for one moment, holding still, listening for any further signs of Bryant Pierce. But all I heard was the wind, which seemed to be picking up. The tall trees swayed above us, their limbs rattling.

      We had to be careful. I wasn’t sure how it worked, but there was a chance that when Finn saw us, the rest of the pack would be on notification that strangers were at the compound. I hoped that seeing Olivia would only send “good vibes” through Finn, the kind that wouldn’t put his siblings on alert.

      But like so many things about my “plan,” I was guessing. Hoping. But wasn’t that what faith was?

      I don’t walk by sight, I walk by faith. As soon as Olivia reached him, he wrapped her in an embrace.

      I ran for the house.

      I slipped inside, heart pounding, and crept through the messy kitchen. The counters were crowded with overflow dishes and containers of food, as though the ranch didn’t have enough storage space to house everything the family needed.

      “Becky?” I whispered. I literally could not picture her staying in this crowded, unkempt house for one minute. Maybe I’d messed up, maybe she wasn’t actually here, and I could turn around and go home…

      I heard a noise from down the hall. “Becky?” I crept closer, not even sure what I was doing anymore. Was I here to rescue my step-monster? Or to be sentenced by her?

      There was light coming from underneath one of the doors on the right. I pressed my ear against it. A muffled noise came from inside. I couldn’t place the sound. “Becky?” I asked, one last time.

      Another noise came from inside. Almost like a rustling.

      I took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling, saying a silent prayer.

      Then I opened the door a crack.

      Becky sat on the bed, a huge bag of orange cheese curls open between her legs. Her hair was a mess. She wore a tight-fitting tank top, her growing bump visible beneath it. The room was in shambles. It looked like a particularly ill-used college apartment, the morning after a bender. A makeshift kitchen had been set up along a shabby dresser; knives and bowls and boxes of food were scattered about, along with a junky, old white microwave.

      Becky’s ice-blue gaze locked with mine.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” she said.

      I slipped inside and closed the door behind me. I didn’t know when the others would be coming back—I needed to be quick. “Becky, listen to me—”

      “This is just perfect.” She shook her head. “I bet you love seeing me like this.”

      “I don’t—I mean, I do if you’re happy—”

      “For once, please cut the crap,” she croaked. “You don’t need to pretend anymore. I know all about you. You’re the freaking reason I’m trapped here, in this hellhole.”

      A tremor went through her, making her shiver violently.

      “Calm down, Becky. I came here to give you what you want—me.”

      Her shoulders shook again, but then she stilled. She didn’t move from the bed, but a gleam entered her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that if you want me to leave the island, I will. I’ll leave and I won’t come back.”

      She scowled. “That’s not enough, anymore. Do you know what you’ve done? You’ve set things in motion and now we can’t ever go back. Me and Amelia, and this one”—she rubbed her belly—“we’re not ever going to be safe again. Do you know that? Do you know what you’ve d-d-done?”

      Another violent tremor rolled through her, knocking cheese puffs all over the comforter.

      “Becky, don’t. Getting upset like that can’t be good for the baby.”

      “Oh like you care. Stop pretending!” she yelled. “I know now. I know what you are, what James is, I know about the shifters—I know all of it.”

      Some of what she said didn’t make sense, but I didn’t have time to argue. She started shaking again, moving so fast she was almost blurry.

      “Stop,” I begged, “please. I’ll go away. I’ll go drive James’s boat into a rock right now if that’s what you want. You’ll never see me again. I just want you to be safe. Dad, Amelia, James—I just want everyone to be okay.”

      She hopped out of the bed, her tremors coming sporadically now. “Stop with your lies. You came here to ruin things for me. Just like before. Everything was perfect, and then you showed up. We had the p-p-perfect f-f-family.”

      I wanted to remind her that she was the one who’d cheated on my father, but she was reaching for me. I wanted to run; I wanted to scream for Olivia and Finn to come help me; but instead, I held perfectly still. It was as though I was having a nightmare. My limbs felt heavy, my feet rooted to the spot.

      I was awaiting my sentencing. Horrible though it was, that was why I was here—for whatever Becky wanted to do with me.

      “I t-t-told you I was going to come out on top, and I w-w-w-will,” she stuttered. “It might not look like much now, but I’m g-g-g-going to whip them into shape. Maybe literally. I’m going to be q-q-queen. And you’ll be n-n-nothing, no one. D-d-dead. Just like everyone else whoever c-c-crossed me.”

      Her words chilled me—but not as much as the icy, dead look of her white fingers as they reached out, circling my throat.

      I closed my eyes as she started to squeeze. But then, as though she’d been shocked, she crumpled into a heap on the floor.

      “Becky? Oh my God—”

      But that was when all hell broke loose in the Pierce’s compound.

      There was shouting from the yard, and the sound of little kids screaming.

      “Get them inside!”

      “Barricade the doors!”

      “Make sure she’s safe!”

      I felt certain that ‘she’ was Becky, and she was most certainly not safe. I crouched to the floor, checking her pulse and listening to her breath. She was alive, but completely knocked out. Her pulse was slow, thready. Oh my God. I hadn’t wanted to hurt her, and the baby…

      I lifted her dead weight and carefully dragged her back onto the bed. I put her head on the pillow, praying that she would wake up. I threw an extra prayer in there: that she would wake up and not try to kill me…

      Screams erupted from the yard. What on earth was happening? Was it Olivia and Finn?

      I took a quick look at Becky, then at the door. I could hear shouting from inside the house now. If I ran for it, I wouldn’t make it far. Someone was right outside—

      I dove under the bed just as the door slammed open. “It’s okay—she’s asleep,” a female voice said. She sounded older, possibly Kiara or Maddy, one of the shifter sisters.

      “Too bad,” said another female voice. “Do you think we can just toss her outside and let them take her?”

      “I wish,” said the first voice. “But no such luck. What the Alpha wants, the Alpha gets. So we get to stand guard outside Her Highness’s room. Yay.”

      “Can’t we just kill her and be done with it?”

      “Not if she’s carrying his baby. But if she’s not pregnant with a supe, hold my beer—I’ll be the first in line to kill her.”

      They closed the door as they argued about who would get to kill Becky first if she wasn’t having a shifter baby. My step-monster sure knew how to win friends and influence people…

      There were more shouts from outside—and snarling. I heard a piercing scream which sounded all too human. Did my friends battle outside? Did James know I was in here? I grabbed my phone and sent him a text. Inside the house with Becky. But if he was out there fighting the pack, would he really have time to check his phone?

      No, no he would not.

      I climbed out from under the bed and looked around frantically. There were two narrow windows—I could try and smash them and climb through, but the shifters outside would hear me and grab me before I got far. I could scream, but they would be the only ones to hear me.

      The wind rattled outside. I had to get out of there. I had to get to James somehow. I knew the truth, now: Becky wanted me dead. But once again, fate—or rather, Lilly Burke—had protected me.

      I clasped my fingers around the Labradorite. I wasn’t going to argue with it. If my number wasn’t up, it wasn’t up.

      I was filled with fresh energy to escape. But how could I get to James, or any of them? How could they know I was in here?

      A silver glint from the dresser caught my eye. A knife.

      No.

      But…there was one way to be certain to attract the attention of vampires. More importantly, there was one way to attract their attention without alerting the shifters.

      I swallowed hard as I grabbed the large knife.

      “Hey. Hey,” I whispered to Becky, my voice hoarse. But she didn’t move. I bit back a curse and looked up at the ceiling, half-hoping to find some sort of answer there, some sort of relief.

      “I don’t want to do this, but we need help.” I lick my lips. “Can you hear me? Please? Of all the things I’m never going to forgive you for, this is moving to the top of the list…”

      I groaned in frustration as she lay still, unmoving, on the bed.

      “O-Okay. Here goes. I am absolutely going to do this.” I swallowed hard and held the knife up. The blade flashed as my hand shook.

      Knives aren’t exactly my favorite.

      I pushed up my sleeve. I’d never noticed how blue my veins looked against the pale, delicate skin of my wrist, how they cross over each other, overlapping, an intricate system that sustains life. Then I braced myself: I don’t do well with pain. Or the sight of blood—especially my own. I’ve been known to pass out…

      But if it worked, it’d be worth it. If it works, I could maybe save us both.

      I glance at the blade again, feeling sick. Not only because of the cold, sharp edge, but because it’s not a guarantee. There will be pain—I know that—but no other outcome is for sure. This could be the end. The end of me, the end of me and James, the end of everything.

      But if love had taught me anything, it was that you have to try. You can’t even help yourself, not really. If you love someone, you’ll do whatever it takes to protect them; you’ll do whatever it takes to return to them. Even things that seem impossible or…unwise.

      I glance at the bed again: no movement.

      I needed to save, her too. For better or for worse. Maybe I needed to save her from herself.

      I refused to let myself think about it. I plunged the blade into my forearm and dragged it down, etching a gory, jagged line into my skin. Bright red blood appeared, a horrible miracle, splashing against the floor. I drop the knife as more of my blood wells out, crimson and thick. I can’t bear to watch—I looked up at the ceiling again, praying for some sort of sign.

      But it’s blank, white.

      And it’s the last thing I saw before I passed out.
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      AFTER

      Boomer whined at the cooler again, then looked at me, his bushy eyebrows raised in a plea.

      “Boomer, no. I told you—you get your steak after. Those are for the wolf pups.”

      The hairy beast whined again.

      “I’d yell at him, but he’s my favorite. He can have anything he wants, as far as I’m concerned.” But James shot me a dark look over his shoulder. “He’s the only reason you’re still alive.”

      The night Olivia and I had gone to Spruce, they’d found Boomer down at the boathouse. He’d been whining at the end of the dock. Sensing something was wrong, the dog had busted out of Olivia’s house—he ripped the screen door clear off—and went out looking for her. When James found him, he discovered that the boat was gone.

      Thank God for Boomer.

      “Aw, c’mon.” I went and stood next to James as he steered the Norumbega toward Spruce Island. “You had something to do with it, too.”

      James snorted, eyeing the sleeve of the jacket he’d given me. “How’s the arm?”

      “It’s fine.” Nine stitches later. “All healed up.”

      “Don’t ever do that to me again.” No matter how much time had passed, his eyes looked hollowed out whenever we talked about that night.

      What had happened, I’d learned afterward, was a bloody battle. When they realized the Norumbega was missing, James guessed that I’d taken it to Spruce.

      James, Luke, Eden, Josie and Patrick had “borrowed” a local fisherman’s boat from its moor. When they reached the Pierce compound, Finn had been trying to protect Olivia from his pack’s attack.

      James and the others joined with Finn, and the pack answered with violence. Both Eden and Luke had been wounded. One of the shifter sisters, Maddy, had also been hurt. Luckily for everyone involved, supes healed quickly.

      Eden and Mali had gotten into a vicious fight. Eden had dragged her fangs along Mali’s beautiful face. But shifters were master healers; the scars wouldn’t last forever.

      At least, that’s what I’d heard. Mali had left school, and she no longer returned my messages.

      I rubbed James’s back in an attempt to soothe him. “Don’t worry about it—I won’t be playing with knives again any time soon.” In fact, I hadn’t even been chopping vegetables for dinner recently. I’d rather live with tough asparagus stems than touch a knife ever again…

      I shivered at the memory of that night, the creamy crimson of my blood against my pale, pale skin…

      I shook my head to chase the images in my head away. It was over. I didn’t need to think about it anymore. At least, not for now.

      “Is Mrs. Pierce expecting us?” I asked James.

      He nodded. “I left a message on the answering machine. She’ll know it’s us in the woods.”

      Mrs. Pierce, the matriarch of the family, was the only one currently residing on the Pierce compound. Bryant and the others had left the morning after the battle.

      They hadn’t had much of a choice.

      In some ways I was disappointed that I’d missed out on much of what happened that night. In others, I understood it was a blessing. I’m not sure how I would’ve handled the scene outside, with the vampires battling the shifters once again…

      To hear Luke tell it, James had shown the Alpha who was the true boss. “He blasted him pretty good with his light. It actually was pretty scary seeing my brother like that, so out of control. Bryant almost died—but the rest of the pack stopped fighting and started howling, a group plea for James to stop and spare their leader. Then we smelled your blood, so James let him go…” In Luke’s version of the story, the vampires had easily declared victory over the shifters.

      In James’s version, it was more complicated than that.

      He’d only shared the details with me once. It was as though he couldn’t bear to remember what had happened, how close he’d come to ending the Alpha’s existence. “I was close, Taylor. So close. Close to breaking my promises to you, close to breaking the promises I’d made myself. I knew he had you. I knew that because of Becky, he was going to try and take you from me. So I almost destroyed him…”

      But he didn’t do it. In the end, it was the fact that Finn joined his pack in howling a plea for James to spare their leader. Finn’s show of loyalty and caring, even after everything Bryant had put him through, finally gave James the strength to stop.

      When he’d found me passed out in Becky’s bedroom, my blood soaking the carpet, it had been another test of his strength. He’d gathered me in his arms and ran to the boat. He drove to Pine Harbor, then floored the Yukon all the way to the MDI ER. That hadn’t been the hard part. No, it was that he’d left Luke in charge of cleaning up the mess at the Pierce compound.

      And Luke had made him proud.

      Several decisions were made that night. Finn and Olivia left the island together. Both sides agreed to keep their relationship a secret, at least for the time being.

      That was how I’d inherited Boomer. He was supposed to go back to Los Angeles with Patrick, but he really seemed to love the island…

      The next agreement? The shifters would leave MDI for a few months. Only Grandma Pierce was allowed to stay behind. The vampires had shown that they were the stronger of the supernaturals; they’d “won” the territory. To the victor goes the spoils, as the saying goes, and the vampires wanted a resumption of peace. If the shifters could agree to live in harmony, they would be welcome back.

      But they were still angry, still licking their wounds.

      And then there was Becky.

      Once she finally regained consciousness, she was looking for me. And not in a “hey how is Taylor doing after she knifed herself” kind of way. Luke described it more as a “let me get my hands on that little bitch and finish the job” kind of way.

      After what she’d said that night, I believed it. And you’ll be n-n-nothing, no one. D-d-dead. Just like everyone else whoever c-c-crossed me.

      I’d thought about it a lot. I believed she was talking about her father’s ex-girlfriend and her half-sister, both of whom were dead. I didn’t have any proof, but still.

      Like Josie said, juju wasn’t something you should underestimate.

      After depositing me safe at home, James had returned to Spruce for the final portion of the negotiations. He told Becky that she was welcome to stay, with his protection, if she promised to stay away from me.

      But Becky had chosen to go with the pack. She believed that her baby was shifter royalty, and she wasn’t willing to separate herself from Bryant.

      Amelia had taken the news better than I’d expected. She still didn’t know about the shifters, of course. She only knew that her mother had chosen to go with Bryant.

      Amelia said there were upsides to being abandoned by her mother—unfettered access to carbohydrates, chocolate, and organic sodas. Not to mention a refreshing break from both bok choy and cauliflower-crust pizza.

      Still, I couldn’t believe that Becky had left her daughter. I knew that she would be back, sooner or later. Most likely with a new baby in tow. Both Big Kyle and Amelia had been silent on that topic since they’d received their respective calls from Becky, telling them that she was leaving town for a few weeks in order to be with Bryant and his family. Telling them that she was pregnant.

      Becky leaving town gave us more time to find a new house on the island. In the meantime, Boomer seemed very comfortable at Becky’s place, slobbering all over the four-hundred-dollar throw pillows…

      We reached the Pierce’s dock and James sighed when he saw the divot I’d left the night I’d stolen his boat. To his credit, he never mentioned it, just like he never spoke about the ding in the side of the Hinckley… He really was the best boyfriend in the whole world.

      We tied the boat up and he grabbed the cooler. Boomer followed hot on our trail, tail wagging as he waited for us to call to the pups. That was one of Mrs. Pierce’s conditions: we had to come over and feed the baby wolves we’d set free on the island. Fair’s fair. That’s what she’d said, and she was, of course, right.

      James whistled and the pups came running. They’d gotten used to us stopping by with raw filet mignon; I swear they’d grown bigger over the past week. James tossed a large steak to each of them while Boomer sat and whined. He watched the pups devour their filets, then plaintively tilted his head at James.

      “All right, old man. Here’s yours.” James tossed him a particularly juicy one. Boomer excitedly dragged his steak to a private spot, acting as though he’d won the meat lottery.

      We tried to pet the wolf pups, but they’d already adapted to the wild. Except for the steaks, of course. Once they’d finished eating, they backed into the woods. We’d see them again soon enough. James was going through a lot of steak, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      We headed back to the island. James let me drive—he said I definitely needed the practice—while Boomer slept at our feet. It was getting colder as the weeks of November slipped away. The trees were bare now, and an icy quiet had descended over MDI. I didn’t mind. It was my favorite place in the whole world.

      I clutched my crystal necklace for good luck as we rode into the harbor and approached the dock. Parking still made me nervous, but I could do it. You’ve got this, Taylor.

      I remembered to slow the boat down this time, and James got the bumpers in place.

      Touching my crystal reminded me of Lilly, of course. I’d sent her a thank-you note the day after the shifters and Becky left town.

      Dear Lilly, the card read. Thank you for the Labradorite. It really saved my neck, ha ha.

      James and I headed for the truck. Boomer hopped into the back and we pulled down the road, passing by Becky’s, then the mini-golf course, the abandoned school, and of course the run-down store. The island was quiet, which was fine by me. I’d decided there was nothing wrong with boring.

      James and I were going to spend the afternoon with Luke and our friends, playing Uno and gambling for M&Ms. Later, we’d go back to Becky’s house and have dinner with my father and Amelia. Like I said, boring suited me just fine. It was fabulous, actually.

      James put the truck in park, but he didn’t get out. “Taylor, there’s been something I’ve wanted to ask you.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “C’mon.” He climbed out and headed for the middle of the lawn. The ocean crashed against the beach, the Tower rose into the distance, and Edgar cawed at us from a tree.

      Boomer barked at the crow.

      “What’re we doing?”

      James sighed. “Like I said, I have a question.” He suddenly lit up with bluish-white light. It radiated down to his fingertips, and then he shot a burst above the middle of the lawn.

      It formed an electric-looking cloud. It hovered in the air for a moment, pulsing, and then popped. Hundreds of question marks rained down from the sky, blue-white bubbles of electricity. They burst once they reached the ground.

      “Wow.” I gaped at the display. “But what on earth…?”

      “You asked me a few weeks ago what we were waiting for. Do you remember? That night in my room?”

      My cheeks heated. “Of course I remember.” I was trying to get his clothes off, and it wasn’t happening again, and he’d yelled something at the ceiling…

      “I said I get it!” he hollered. “We’re waiting.”

      When I asked what we were waiting for, he said: “Something.” He sighed and got up, adjusting his pants and straightening his T-shirt. “We’re waiting for something.”

      “We’re waiting for something,” he said, “remember?”

      “R-Right. Something.” I licked my lips.

      “I know what it is. Which leads me to my question.” He came closer and took my hands in his. James looked as nervous as I’d ever seen him.

      I suddenly felt unsteady on my feet.

      “Taylor Hale, I was wondering…would you marry me?” His steel-gray gaze searched mine. “I mean, when you’re ready to? Whenever that is—no rush. I literally have forever to wait for you.”

      He pulled a small black box out of his back pocket and opened it. Inside was an enormous diamond engagement ring. I didn’t know anything about engagement rings, but even I could tell that it was huge.

      “Woah.” That was all I could think to say as I stared at it, dazzled.

      “I actually asked your father’s permission, and he didn’t try to kill me.” James smiled and his dimple peeped out. “Which seemed like a good start.”

      I swallowed hard.

      James didn’t say anything, he just watched me.

      “You want to… You’re ready to… Does this mean…?”

      He nodded. “Yes, yes, and it means forever. Whatever we decide that means for us. We’ve got all the time in the world, Taylor.”

      I nodded so hard my teeth chattered.

      “You’re nodding.”

      I nodded harder.

      “Is that—”

      “That’s a yes.” I threw my arms around him and, amazingly in-control, sophisticated young lady that I was, promptly burst into tears. “It’s a y-yes.”

      “Ah.” He held me tight. “That’s good.”

      “It is good.”

      It was good. And no matter what else happened, that was something.

      That was everything.
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