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To anyone who has ever felt like they weren’t good enough. To every dreamer who has faced obstacles that seemed too heavy, too terrifying, or too impossible to overcome.

This is for you.
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Agent Heartley, Briar

Shapeshifter. Badge number: 709.

01

Adjusting to a new body was as easy as breathing.

The tiny patter of feet sounded in my ears as my new body landed elegantly on the ground. The rickety floorboards felt rough beneath my paws, the wood splintering between my toes as I scampered through the shadows. Despite being just a fraction of my usual size, this rodent body moved with startling speed.

Agile. Efficient. Unstoppable.

My ears pricked.

Hushed voices a few floors above.

I moved.

For the several humans scattered around the rooms of this building, I was no more than a ghost.

Silent. Unseen. Practically invisible.

Quiet as a mouse - they say, and they’re not wrong.

I paused, nose twitching, using my heightened senses to confirm the faint, unmistakable scent I had come to know intimately during weeks of careful reconnaissance. It belonged to the humans I had spent countless hours observing from the shadows.

Watching. Waiting.

The timing had to be perfect.

Strike too soon, and the evidence I had painstakingly assembled might unravel, leaving the guilty to walk free and the innocent to suffer. Strike too late, and the damage would escalate.

More pain, more loss, more death.

But now, the moment was close. The time to act was almost here.

I reached the final flight of stairs and began clambering upwards. The average sized steps were much more difficult at a fraction of my normal size. A dim light streamed from beneath the doorframe at the top of a narrow staircase, and I could hear a mumble of hushed voices inside.

The attic.

Not the smartest choice of room.

Five floors up, and the only exit a narrow doorway at the peak of an easily blockable staircase meant the opportunity for escape was limited.

Well, for a human, at least.

Reaching the top step, I paused. My whiskers twitched as I considered my next move. The gap beneath the door was too small for even this mouse body to navigate, and the only other entrance was a hole in the ceiling, where a pair of beady eyes hungrily roamed over me.

I had to make a move, and fast if I didn’t want to become a hungry pigeon’s lunch.

My small rodent body stretched almost on instinct.

The bones in my skeleton clicked in a way that was not just satisfactory, but almost blissful, as my body prepared to make its transformation.

I sprang into the air.

Furry forearms unfurled into feathered grey wings, while a sturdy beak took the place where a snout, nose, and whiskers had been moments before. Gracefully reshaping into the likeness of the creature watching in surprise from the ceiling above me.

My sudden movement startled the pigeon. It fluttered deeper into the attic with a surprised coo, joining a flurry of other birds on one of the large wooden beams that were miraculously still holding up the decaying ceiling. I perched in the space the hungry pigeon had previously occupied, and watched the scene play out beneath me.

Four figures sat around a worn table. The Folde siblings and two others were counting money, measuring out bags of contraband, and taking notes as they went along. Pale beams of early morning sunlight filtered through a small circular stained-glass window illuminating the dust swirling lazily in the air. And  the bags of crystalised pink powder on the table.

Zypherium.

Craxley Folde sat on the far right, furthest from the window. A thick wad of cash occupied his hands as he flicked through it, a smirk tugging at his lips. His crossed feet were propped up on the table as he leant back in a chair that balanced precariously on its hind legs. His sister, Paisley Folde sat opposite him, working methodically, measuring the Zypherium into neat portions and sealing them in small plastic bags. The two other men with them I did not recognise, but they looked like they could be local dealers or drug runners employed by the Foldes.

They appeared relaxed, smug. Oblivious and unprepared for what was coming.

I took note of their forms. Three of the beings in the room beneath me looked human, but I cursed internally when I noticed the telltale signs on the fourth. Subtly pointed ears and the sharp glint of elongated canines protruding from his crooked smirk.

A shapeshifter.

I sighed, which sounded like a soft coo in this form.

I had not anticipated a shapeshifter being present.

Whilst unexpected, it was not a complication I couldn’t handle, just an additional piece of intel I could relay to my team waiting downstairs and make our move to arrest run smoother.

Scanning the room, I made a mental note of the weapons I could see from my current position. On the table, amongst the drugs and the cash, was a single blade. It looked small, and from the pink, crystalised powder I could see on the sides I presumed it was being used for cutting and crushing the drugs.

Still, in the wrong hands it could do some damage.

From this vantage point, I could not be certain whether any of them had a weapon on their person.

I had to get closer.

Soaring into a dark corner I prepared to shift again.

With just a simple thought, my entire body began to shrink to a fraction of even the rodent body’s size I had embodied earlier. Four further limbs grew from an abdomen that had become more rounded as it took its new shape. I spent a few short seconds adjusting to this new arachnid form, before easing myself onto the ground with a quickly constructed web. Scuttering across the floor, my eight miniscule legs were silent on what should have been creaking boards. I managed to scuttle beneath the table completely undetected.

From this new angle, I was able to get a good look at the pockets of the individuals around the room. Only Craxley Folde’s side pocket bulged noticeably - too large and too rigid to be anything but a firearm.

I made a mental note of it, feeling a small relief that only one of our four targets seemed to be armed.

It would make our approach easier. Though no less dangerous.

I scanned the room one final time, committing every detail to memory, confident I had gathered everything my team needed.

It was time.

I scurried from beneath the table and began racing towards the crack under the doorframe anticipating a swift exit. The vibrations of a piercing scream rocked my entire body, the miniscule form instinctively freezing. Paisley Folde stood upon her chair, her eyes directly on me, an accusatory finger in my direction. My tube-shaped heart pounded in my abdomen.

Shit. Had my cover been blown?

It took me a short moment to reassess the situation, get my bearings, and realise why - or rather what - she had been screaming. Spider.

My furious heart calmed.

Simply assuming I was a spider was far better than the alternative.

But then–

A gunshot echoed through the air, and a hole blasted through the floor beside me.

Craxley had fired at me, missing of course but was far too close to my liking. There was no time to panic, without a second thought I darted through the hole that Craxley’s bullet had created, scuttling into the gap at speed. The floor beneath me dropped away as I fell, shifting back into my mouse form just before I landed gracefully on the wooden boards below.

Driven by pure adrenaline, my tiny feet patted against the ground as I sped back down the stairs.

Human sounding footsteps pounded towards me from below, and shouts began echoing in the decrepit hallway. I dove to the side, narrowly missing the four pairs of large, booted, human feet that came charging past me. Loud, booming, and arrogant as they stormed the attic room.

Finn fucking Allerton.

His impatience, and inability to simply wait for my orders before pulling the metaphorical (and quite possibly literal) trigger was such a typical move for the smug, egotistical, bastard. I tried to contain my fury with the aggravating human male as I shifted back into my natural form, muscles rippling and adjusting in a seamless, instinctive motion.

In that same moment, Craxley Folde came racing around the corner, wild-eyed and panting. He had somehow slipped past Allerton’s team during the commotion upstairs. His expression flickered between surprise and fear as he caught sight of me mid-shift. Faltering just long enough for me to make my move.

I surged forward, sweeping my leg low and hard into his shins. He crumpled with a grunt and a resounding thud as he hit the ground. He twisted, his hands darting toward his pocket, fumbling for his weapon. I stomped down on his wrist with enough force to make him yelp, disarming him in the same motion. I pressed him face first into the ground, one hand pulling his arm behind his back, while the other took out the restraints.

I had his wrists secured.

“Craxley Folde,” I said, my voice steady as I recited him his rights. “You are under arrest for possession of illegal substances, with suspicion of intent to distribute–”

“ Heartley! ” I heard Allerton calling, his voice both urgent and unmistakably tinged with worry. The uncharacteristic edge to his tone caught my attention just in time to see a blur of tawny gold and raw muscle charging toward me.

The shifter was mid-transformation, half-man and half-beast. All claws and bared teeth.

Instinct kicked in.

I ducked low, rolling to the side as he lunged past me, his claws slicing through the empty air where my head had been moments ago.

I twisted to my feet and spun, driving my elbow into his throat. The impact winded him, his growl cut off in a choking gasp forcing the shift back to his natural-form.

He coughed, clutching his neck.

Shifters were faster than humans at recovering under similar circumstances.

But he wasn’t faster than me.

I restrained him with quick, practised movements, pulling out a pair of anti-shiftwave cuffs and snapping them onto his wrists.

With the chaos subdued and my captives secured, I finally exhaled.

And smiled.

Feeling the satisfaction of closing yet another successful case.


Agent Heartley, Briar

Shapeshifter. Badge number: 709.

02

The harsh clang of metal doors slamming shut, accompanied by the distant shouts and curses from disgruntled prisoners echoed through the lower levels of Emberfall’s central law enforcement precinct. The silent, unsettling hum of the anti-shiftwave technology thrummed through my body. I clenched my jaw against the mild discomfort, forcing my focus on the pen in my hand, as I filled out the final forms completing my arrest paperwork.

“Congrats, Agent!” A friendly and familiar voice called from behind me. “Case closed. Surely you should have set another  new record by now?” Cameron smirked as he casually propped an elbow on the front desk. His warm brown eyes met mine, creasing slightly at the corners. I couldn’t help but smile back as I shrugged.

“I stopped counting a long time ago.” I said with an immodest smirk, and Cam laughed rolling his eyes.

Cam and I had been friends since we studied together at Valverde’s Academy for Law Enforcement, more fondly referred to as the VALE. In the four years since graduation, Cam had been promoted from officer to detective, and I had moved up a further level and reached the position of agent.

“Regardless, I think this calls for a drink!” He grinned brightly at me, flashing his pointed canines - a subtle reminder of what we shared. Cam and I had originally bonded over being shapeshifters, with only five studying at the VALE across the four academic years when we were students. “What are you doing after work?” His eyes lit with a familiar, hopeful glint.

I grimaced.  

Cam had made it clear on more than one occasion that he wanted our relationship to evolve beyond friendship, whereas I was adamant and vocal in my decision to remain friends. He had always been respectful, never pushing me into anything I was uncomfortable with. Though, perhaps that made me wrong to occasionally accept his invitation to join him in bed after a drink or two. And from the look on Cameron’s face it seemed he was hoping tonight would be one of those occasions.

I hesitated for a moment, my pen hovering over the last line of the form. Noticing the subtle disappointment flicker across his face when I didn't immediately answer.

“Maybe another time,” I said, my voice softer than I intended.

Cam nodded, trying to mask his disappointment with a nonchalant smile.

“Alright, next time.” He said with a resigned sigh, nodding as though reassuring himself. “This came in for you, by the way.” He added, sliding a small, brown envelope onto the desk beside me.

My stomach dropped.

I knew exactly  what that envelope was.

It looked as plain and official as the others I had received every three moons for the past four years. I didn’t need to check the sender. I already knew.

“Thanks,” I muttered, snatching the envelope from beneath his fingers.

Sharp and impatient, I tore it open.

The letter was mocking in its familiarity.

Request to transfer case 304-XCP [UNSOLVED] to Emberfall.

My chest tightened, my pulse quickening as my eyes darted to the next line, already dreading the words I had seen too many times before.

Agent Heartley,

I am writing to inform you that your request to re-open case 304-XCP [UNSOLVED] and transfer it to your caseload in Emberfall has been denied.

The word denied  hit like a bullet.

Specifically that  bullet.

Each rejection was not just a reminder, it was a fresh shot. Ripping through her  as if I were back there, watching my auntie’s life stolen in an instant. Over and over, the same moment replayed, with each crushing rejection.

I did not need to read anymore after that. I knew the standard bureaucratic spiel that followed, informing me that I could not request to re-open this case again for at least another three moons, unless any new evidence pertaining to the case was found.

I cursed under my breath, the sound low and bitter, crumpling the letter in my hands, hurling it into the bin with more force than necessary.

“Not the news you were hoping for?” Cam asked. I shook my head.

He gave my shoulder a gentle, affectionate squeeze, before the two of us parted ways.

I headed back up the stairs to the main office space.

Feeling defeated after yet another rejection from the Home Office, I tried to take some small comfort in finally closing the Folde case this morning.

But whatever faint sense of accomplishment I felt vanished the moment I turned towards my desk.

Finn Allerton was lounging in my chair.

Feet propped up.

Interlocked hands resting behind his head.

That smug, infuriating grin spread wide on his face, eyes sparkling with aggravating mischief.

I took a deep, grounding, breath.

Omni give me strength.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this unsolicited visit to my desk, Allerton?” I grumbled, sweeping his feet off my workspace with an impatient shove.

I folded my arms, locking eyes with him.

Waiting for him to move.

But Allerton stayed exactly where he was, that irritating smirk still etched across his face. He casually brushed an imaginary speck of dust from his perfectly tailored jacket, making no move to vacate my chair.

Bastard.

"I need your body cam footage, from this morning's arrest.” He said, voice smooth with that characteristic arrogance. “At your earliest convenience.” He added with a wink.

I let out a sharp, humourless laugh.

"Why?” I asked.

Allerton just chuckled, his grin widening as though I had just told a particularly amusing joke.

“You know, it’s only a matter of time before I become your superior, Heartley.” The statement was meant as much an insult as it was a measure of his own self-importance. “And when that day comes, you'll follow orders without  questioning my motives.”

My jaw tightened.

“You will never  outrank me,” I snapped, leaning over the desk so that I could tower over where he lounged in the chair. “And if that day ever does come? That will be the day I throw myself off a bridge. ”

Allerton’s smirk only widened.

He stood. Slowly, deliberately.

He was taller, damn him , so much taller. And the second he straightened up, the balance between us repositioned, slipping out of my control.

He stepped closer, daring me to back away. But I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

His fingers curled under my chin, lifting it slightly as he gave my head a mockingly gentle shake.

“All the more reason to look forward to it,” he murmured, his voice a dark purr. “It sure is good that a pretty little thing like you can sprout wings.”

For a second, I forgot how to breathe.

But after a heartbeat I jerked back, tearing myself from his grip.

I opened my mouth to argue–

“Allerton. Heartley. A word?” Henderson called, her voice echoed over the murmur of the office. Allerton and I exchanged a glance. His mouth ticked up into an arrogant smirk.

“After you, sweetheart.” He said, his voice teasing.

I rolled my eyes, crossing the room towards Henderson’s office. Allerton followed close behind.  

“Don’t call me that.”

Of course, that was the wrong thing to say. Finn’s grin stretched even wider.

“What would you prefer? Baby? Darling? Princess?” He asked, his voice mockingly sweet.

“I would prefer you to stop talking altogether.” My voice dropped to a low warning as I turned to look at him over my shoulder.

“And what would be the fun in that, Honey?”  His eyes sparkled with mischief, as he leant forward, daring me to react.

“Allerton–” I warned, but it did nothing to deter him.

“You’re cute when you’re angry, love.” He drawled, as we entered Henderson’s office, his voice thick with amusement.

Love.

That one. That one annoyed me the most. The reaction was instinctual. My cheeks flushed, my breath catching in my throat. I clenched my fists so tightly my knuckles turned white.

Handerson sat behind her desk, arms crossed, gaze pinning us with quiet scrutiny. One look from her stern gaze put an immediate end to our argument.

“Sit.”

Not merely a suggestion. Wordlessly, we sat. But not before Finn dragged his chair further away from mine with a deliberate scrape across the floor.

She drummed her fingers on the table, impatiently.

“What happened this morning? Why do I have a complaint from Craxley Folde about Agent Heartley shifting mid-mission?”

Dread rolled in my stomach. Predictable, but still unwelcome. There had been too many complaints over the years. I cleared my throat, trying to keep my expression neutral.

“I was only doing surveillance.” I aimed for detached, unfazed. But the slight tremor in my voice betrayed me. “No intimidation, no attack, no harm. Nothing illegal.”

Henderson’s expression did not soften, but there was a flicker of understanding in her gaze. She opened her mouth to speak, but Allerton interrupted before she had a chance.

“Sounds like some anti-shifter ideologist bullshit to me.”

The room fell still for a heartbeat.

Allerton was arrogant enough to challenge authority, but to do it in my defense? That was out of character. My gaze flickered to him, but he was not looking at me. His eyes deliberately fixed on Henderson.

“He claims he's not anti-shifter because he has a cousin in the Capital who is one.” She explained with a sigh, though her eye roll told me even she did not believe it.

Allerton scoffed.

“As if that’s ever stopped anyone from being so narrow minded before–”

“Don't try and defend me when it was your fault to begin with.” My voice came out cold, sharper than intended. “If you could control your arrogance for a single mission, and not deliberately go out of your way to undermine me–”

“Is that why you think I did it?” His emerald eyes were darker than usual, his arms crossed in front of him. His posture, tense, arrogant. He had pushed the sleeves of his blazer up to his elbows, exposing the caramel-coloured skin beneath.

His effortless good looks only made looking at him more infuriating.

I rolled my eyes.

“Why else?” I argued. “Without you, I would have had a clean arrest, no unnecessary drama, and most importantly, no baseless complaints clogging up Henderson’s desk.”

“Gunwin save me, you two are impossible. ” Henderson pinched the bridge of her nose. She breathed a deep, regretful sigh. One I only ever heard when she had Allerton and I in her office. “Captain Larkin has no idea what he’s getting himself into.” She murmured, almost to herself.

Finn and I immediately stilled.

We glanced at each other. No scowling, no arguments. Just that rare flicker of mutual curiosity.

“What does Nicholas want with us?” He asked, too casually.

Henderson shook her head and stood, turning toward the cabinets behind her. Her hands rapidly flicking through files.

“He may be your cousin, Agent Allerton, but in here you refer to him by his title. Understood?”

“Yes, Captain,” he said, though his tone still held that signature layer of disinterest.

“Nepo baby,” I muttered, disguising it behind a feigned throat clear.

He turned to glare at me, eyes still dark from my earlier accusation.

“Charity case,” he murmured in response, voice low.

If Henderson heard, she chose to ignore our comments, returning to her seat with two identical files in her hands.

“Captain Larkin has personally requested the two of you join him on a case.”

My heart missed a beat.

Breath catching in my throat.

Fingers clamped tight around the armrest of my chair.

“Why us?” I asked, the question escaping on a breath.

Henderson opened a file and scanned the page inside.

“He believes you...bounce off each other’s energy,” she said, clearly quoting his words. She squinted, then winced. “And that your–” a pause, as if the words personally offended her, “ naturally competitive nature benefits us all. ”

Her tone indicated she did not agree.

I glanced at Allerton.

To my surprise, he was already looking at me. His expression unreadable. For some stupid reason, the eye contact made my cheeks burn.

I looked away.

Allerton and I had been in fierce competition since our first day at the VALE. We were the top two in every class. Lectures, combat, fieldwork, final exams. No one had ever been able to challenge us, like we challenged each other. The two of us were even offered early graduation, after only two years of study. But despite our academic compatibility, our competition had never been friendly.

During our first lecture, I had corrected one of Allerton’s arrogant, overconfident answers. Calmly. Publicly. It wasn’t personal, just academic. But to him, it was a declaration of war.

From that moment on, he was relentless.

Every class, every spar, every mission became an opportunity to outperform me. Or humiliate me. Or both. He could be cruel, charming when it suited him, and pulled pranks that were less harmless fun and more public humiliation.

But I never flinched. Never backed down. Never let him think for a second that he could intimidate me. And the years had not dulled the rivalry, if anything they had sharpened it.

He was still my fiercest competition.

And I still refused to let him win.

Not then. Not now. Not ever.

Henderson’s voice cut through my thoughts, her tone sharper now.

“I, on the other hand, do not  agree with Captain Larkin’s sentiment.” Her tone left no room for negotiation. “I have seen firsthand how your rivalry gets in the way. It’s not productive.  It’s a liability. ” Her eyes narrowed, as if daring us to argue. “I think the best course of action would be to reject Captain Larkin’s request and–”

“No!”

Allerton and I echoed our protest in unison. Too frantic, and too urgent to be anything but desperation.

I turned my head just enough to study him. And for once, the look in his eyes wasn’t arrogance. It wasn’t mischief, or smug amusement, or that insufferable grin.

It was hunger. Yearning.

To work with the Capital’s Central Intelligence team was a dream for most agents. For him, it was probably about reputation. Status. Continuing the Allerton legacy.

But for me, it was something else entirely.

Central Intelligence agents were granted access to reopen cold cases. And there was one cold case I had never  stopped thinking about. The one that still kept me up at night. The one I had sworn I would solve, no matter the cost. And I would be damned if I let this opportunity go to someone else.

“Allerton and I can work together.” The words left my mouth before I could second-guess myself.

Henderson raised a single brow, her expression flat with disbelief.

“Can you?” She asked, seemingly unimpressed by my sudden enthusiasm.

“Yes, Captain.” I said quickly, forcing myself to sound more assured than I felt. “We have had…disagreements in the past, but we never let it compromise our work.” I admitted reluctantly.

She leaned forward slightly, elbows on the desk, fingers laced.

I risked a glance at Allerton, just a flick of the eyes. A silent plea. But, he noticed. And acted almost without hesitation.

“As much as it pains me to admit it, she’s not wrong, Captain.” He said, voice infuriatingly smooth “Our dynamic may be… unconventional , but it works. We challenge each other, and that is why our cases stand out. Larkin would not have requested us otherwise.”

Henderson’s gaze flickered to him, her lips pressing into a thin line.

“Is that so?” Not a question, a challenge.

“It is.” His voice didn’t waver.

The silence stretched for a heartbeat too long.

Then, Henderson’s entire demeanor changed.

Her shoulders relaxed, eyes glinting with something almost smug, and her lips curled into a satisfied smile. She had never doubted us. Not really. She just wanted to hear us say it.

“Good.” Her voice was quieter, but no less commanding. “Because what I’m about to tell you is highly classified. You will speak of it to no one  but myself, Captain Larkin, or each other. Understood?”

We both nodded.

Henderson handed us each an identical file, CLASSIFIED stamped in bold red across the top.

“Zypherium, more commonly known as Zyph, is a drug that has been central to both of your cases recently.”

I opened the file. The pages were dense with information.

Photos of suspects.

Chemical analyses of Zypherium.

Surveillance maps.

Detailed case notes.

“Historically, in small doses, Zyph has been used as a painkiller for shapeshifters because its chemical structure adapts to shifting DNA. But when used recreationally it gives users a fast-acting high. And more disturbingly, some humans have been able to temporarily shift small areas of their bodies. An arm, a hand, even facial features.”

I raised a brow as I spotted grainy surveillance images of humans in a night club who could have easily been mistaken as shapeshifters. Each had transformed parts of their body to incorporate animalistic features.

One had a tail, the other cat ears and whiskers, another wings.

It was a fashion sense of sorts for shifters to adopt some of the qualities of a favoured animal form, and wear them on their natural bodies. It seemed now that humans had turned this into a cosmetic trend.

“The Capital has become overwhelmed with the drug on the streets, despite the Central Intelligence team using every spare working hour to get a handle on the issue. Investigations have failed. Suspects keep slipping through. Leads are being followed to end nowhere sufficient,” she paused, tone becoming more serious. “One gang in particular, the Knightguard, seems unnaturally well-informed. Captain Larkin believes someone in his own team is leaking classified intel to them. He can’t investigate from within without risking exposure, which is why he’s requested outside  assistance.”  Henderson explained.

“That’s where you two come in. You’ll join the Central Intelligence team under the guise of competing for an open position. If you solve the case and impress Captain Larkin, one of you will be offered a position on the team.”

I froze.

Heart beating erratically in my chest.

“Only one of us will be offered a position?” I questioned.

Henderson nodded.

“As far as I’m aware, yes.” She confirmed

“And the unsuccessful candidate?” Allerton asked, his tone smooth but edged with curiosity.

“Will return to their position here,” she said bluntly.

We both fell silent, the weight of the files in our hands suddenly much heavier.

That open position was mine.  

There was no room for error.

The stakes were too high, and failure was not an option.

This time I had to beat Allerton. No matter the cost.

I would outwork him, outsmart him, and outlast him.

Because this wasn’t just about ambition.

This was personal.
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I tried desperately to return my focus back to the letter I was writing, but I was unnervingly distracted by Briar in my peripheral vision.

She made her way down the length of the train, her gaze flicking from seat to seat, clearly too preoccupied searching for her assigned spot to notice she was being watched. Her wild silver curls that usually mirrored her fierce and unapologetic personality had been pulled back into a tight ponytail atop her head.

I had known Briar long enough now to know that this was the first sign of stress for her.

And when I noticed that, I noticed everything.

The flush on her cheeks. The way her nose wrinkled as she passed the antlered shifter clutching a steaming cup of bitter coffee. The silent movement of her lips, like her brain was overflowing with thoughts that desperately needed an outlet.

She was beautiful.

More beautiful than she had any right to be.

And it irritated me almost as much as it intrigued me.

I wanted to blame her ability, to tell myself she was altering her appearance like so many shapeshifters do. But that excuse fell flat in the precinct. The anti-shiftwave technology made sure of it, cutting-edge suppression tech installed where the potential consequences of shifting could pose a risk.

No, her beauty was real. And that was the most unsettling part.

Her lips had that natural fullness I had noticed during far too many of our heated arguments. And those eyes, violet like a summer’s evening, always gave away the true nature of her feelings.

When we argued, Briar’s composure was infuriating.

I had never been able to provoke her vocal responses beyond calm, and mildly irritated. But her eyes were the exception. They burned with an intensity that betrayed everything her voice refused to reveal.

I clenched my jaw, folding away the letter into my inner blazer pocket, and instead turned to my phone. I tapped aimlessly, pretending to be interested in whatever meaningless thing was on the screen.

But still my thoughts would always drift back to her.

I hated how easily she drew my attention. Hated the amount of space she took up in my head. Hated how I kept looking for her in every room, as though my world was not complete until she was in it.

And yet, when she finally noticed me, her gaze snapping to mine, those violet eyes blazing with that familiar, burning fury.

I smiled.

I sat back in my chair, folding my arms across my chest, letting my grin stretch just enough to get a reaction from her without outright provocation. It was a delicate balance I had perfected over the years.

Briar stilled, her jaw clenching.

She drew in a deep breath, her nostrils flaring slightly, and I could practically hear the internal monologue in her head telling herself not to react. Her gaze flicked from me to the crumpled train ticket in her hand. Her shoulders stiffened, face dropping as she realised she had been assigned the seat opposite me for the entire four hour journey to the Capital. Her tongue rolled over her teeth and she hesitated for a fraction of a second before muttering something under her breath and stalking forward.

The aisles were narrow, the carriage crowded, and when she reached our section, she paused to shove her luggage onto the shelf above the seats.

It should have been easy for her. Briar had a strength that was preternatural compared to her petite size due to her ability as a shapeshifter, but the cramped space and awkward angle made it difficult to manoeuvre, even for her.

Normally, I would have offered to help without hesitation.

Years of being raised under my father’s roof had instilled an instinctive sense of chivalry in me. Pulling out chairs, opening doors, paying for meals on a date. All signs of a proper, well-raised, gentleman.

But with Briar, I had learned better.

Offering assistance, no matter how well-intentioned, was a guaranteed way to start an argument about independence or competence, or some other point of disagreement that I would rather avoid.

Or perhaps…

I raised a brow, letting my smirk return.

“Need help there, love?”

The nickname intentional, an accelerant for the fire.

Briar turned to me in a slow, deliberate motion. Tilting her head slightly, and narrowing her eyes. Those violet flames betraying the reaction I wanted from her whilst her body language reflected a feigned sense of calm.

And it fuelled me like a drug.

“I can handle it myself, Allerton.” She snapped, pushing up onto her tiptoes and finally securing the bag on the shelf.

Getting a reaction out of Briar gave me a thrill I could not explain, even to myself. From the moment we had met, she had been a force of nature. Mouthy, bossy, unapologetically independent.

It was infuriating.  It was intoxicating.

For a period of time during my adolescence, my father had been voted in as Supreme Commander of Valverde. He served all years permitted to him, the position limited to a single 5-year term for all rulers as a safeguard against corruption. If Valverde prospered under the rule of a Supreme Commander, whether through their actions or simply fortunate coincidence, this became their legacy - and set a precedent for how they would be viewed, treated, and respected for the rest of their lives.

As far as Supreme Commander’s go, my father had been a good one. I had seen first hand that every decision he made was for the good of the people of Valverde - even if sometimes, they came at an expense to his own family.

My father was not a bad father in any sense, but being his son meant I had high expectations forced upon me from a young age. I wasn’t just expected to behave, I was expected to set the standard of behaviour. If my friends were clever, I had to be the smartest. If I joined a team, I wasn’t just part of it - I was expected to lead.

Everything I did had to reflect not just on me, but on him. On our family. On all of Valverde.

All that meant I had grown up in a world where everyone treated me with respect, whether genuine or forced.

But not Briar.

Briar was the first person who didn’t give a  shit about who I was. Did not care about my father or the weight of my family name. She was not impressed, not intimidated. She did not treat me like I was special.  She didn’t bow, didn’t bend, didn’t hesitate to shove right back when I pushed. And I pushed her hard. Yet she met the challenge every time, without flinching. Without hesitation.

And maybe that’s why I could not stop thinking about her.

She eventually settled into the seat opposite mine, frustration evident in her expression. Her gaze immediately darted to the window, avoiding mine.

But I could not take my eyes off her.

The sun was beginning to set, and that golden hour glow shone through the train window illuminating her features. I noticed a soft spatter of freckles dotted her nose and cheeks, as if they had been coaxed out of her skin by the rays of the sun. She took in a deep breath and pulled a book from her bag with a little more force than necessary. I watched as she flipped it open to a seemingly random page, and then trailed her finger down the sentences as if trying to find the exact spot she last finished on. Her grip on the book was tight, as if forcing herself to occupy her hands was the only way she could stop herself from wrapping them around my throat.

The thought made me smile, irrationally.

It was only when my phone vibrated in my hand that my attention was torn away from her.

My sister Jess, messaging to arrange a day for coffee when I returned to the Capital. Jess was only two years younger than me, and we had always been relatively close growing up - and as adults, Jess became my closest friend. When your father was the Supreme Commander, you couldn’t really trust whether people were genuinely interested in you, or whether they were interested in what your friendship could offer them.

Power. Influence. Money.

With Jess, I never had to question that.

Family was everything to me, my support system without ulterior motives, and Jess was at the heart of it.

I put my phone away, glancing up at Briar just in time to catch her mid-text. Her brow furrowed, her thumb tapping quickly across the screen.

"Do you have family in the city?" I asked casually.

She flinched.

Her reaction was instant, though subtle. Barely perceptible to anyone who didn’t know her. Her fingers froze mid-type. A tiny flicker of tension flashed across her expression, gone almost before it had fully formed.

But I caught it.

For someone who prided herself on control, on keeping her emotions closed off from the world, that single flinch was telling.

Interesting.

“Are you really making small talk, Allerton?” Her voice was carefully measured to sound bored. She lacked her usual bite. Soot and ashes softened a gaze that usually danced with flames.

“It’s a four-hour train ride, love,” I said, arching my brow, letting a smirk that always seemed to irritate her twitch onto my lips. “Are we really going to sit here in silence the whole time?”

Her lips pressed into a tight line. Without looking up, she sighed, placing her phone onto the table between us and reopening her book. Her tone was sharp, and she didn’t look up at me as she spoke.

“When the alternative is small talk with you? Silence is the preferable option.”

There it was. The flicker of defiance. The spark.

Those flames I loved to hate dancing ever so subtly in those violet eyes, even as they remained fixed on her page.

I leant back, my smirk widening. Interlocking my fingers, I tapped my thumbs together and just watched her for a moment. She was still looking down at her book, but her eyes lacked the focus and concentration they usually held when she was reading, so I knew she was simply trying to avoid looking at me.

After a heartbeat, I leaned forward slightly.

“So…no family in the city then?” I poked, just enough to feed that flame. Briar’s glare snapped to me, sharp and dangerous.

“I have a brother.” She answered.

“Just a brother?” I asked, feigning casual curiosity while watching for the flicker of irritation that I knew was brewing. Her jaw tightened.

“He has a husband. And they have a son. My little nephew.”

I raised a brow, filing away that rare personal detail.

“What about your parents?” The shift in her demeanour was immediate. Her shoulders stiffened, and the fire in her eyes dimmed.

“What is this? An interrogation?” She snapped, sharp and defensive.

For a moment, I considered pushing.

But then I saw the faintest flicker of pain in her eyes, so well-hidden I might have missed it if I had not spent so much time studying her every expression. And as much as I enjoyed irritating her, pain was an expression I knew all too well. All too personally. And it was not one I wished upon anyone else.

Whatever history she had with her parents, it was not something she wanted to talk about.

I leaned back in my seat, dropping the topic.

“How old is he?” I asked instead, softening my tone.

Briar blinked.

“What?”

“Your nephew. How old is he?”

Her eyes narrowed, suspicious of my sudden detour, but she answered after a pause.

“He’s nine.”

“Sweet age. I have a brother who’s eight.” I nodded. She didn’t respond, and for a moment, I thought the conversation had died again. But I could not let it go.

The silence felt heavier than usual.

“I have a sister too,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. “Jess. She’s–”

“Why are you so insistent on making small talk?” Briar snapped, her voice raised. An inferno burned in her violet glare.

But the thrill I usually felt when provoking her was… lacking.

I blinked a few times, as I subconsciously processed the question. Why had I been insisting on small talk? Yes, inciting a reaction from her was an addictive and twisted form of entertainment for me. But this time I was not just coaxing.

I was rambling.

Grappling for any sort of reaction from her as if it were a crutch. A support.

My eyes flickered down to my ticket which I had thrown absentmindedly on the table, and I inadvertently caught a glance at the destination.

The Capital.

My chest began to feel tight, and my fingers twitched with restless energy.

Of course I had known I was going to the Capital. From the moment Henderson had voiced this opportunity I knew nothing was going to stop me from securing that position. Working for the Central Intelligence team in the Capital had always been the goal.

The Allerton name was heavy. Our legacy important.

I was not allowed to settle for anything but the best.

My family’s reputation depended on it.

Especially after I had almost destroyed it completely close to nine years ago.

And with every return to my home city, the darkness crept in again, quiet, familiar, and waiting.

At 18 a single night had caused my world as I knew it to come crumbling down. And for the two years that followed I had lived at the bottom of a bottle, barely surviving. Barely even existing. There were nights I didn’t care if I woke up the next day. Nights I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to. Whether an untimely end would have been intentional or accidental? I swallowed hard. I try not to dwell on that thought too much.

I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to fight away my spiralling thoughts, but the memories were waiting for me in the dark.

The flash of pain in Darla’s eyes as we argued. The stumble in her step as she drunkenly stormed away from me. The pain of my fist hitting the wall in frustration as I let her go, without trying to stop her.

I should have stopped her.

Blood trickled down my scratched knuckles. Murmurs of an accident rumbled around the bar. Blue flashing lights. Blood trickled down the smashed windscreen of my car.

My chest tightened. The air around me felt thin, and my throat felt like it was closing up. A roar filled my ears, and it wasn’t the sound of the rickety click of the train on the tracks. It was my pulse pounding in my head, and I couldn’t catch my breath. My fingers tightened on the arm rest. Knuckles white.

Darkness descended.

It was going to swallow me whole. Again.  And there was no light to guide me through the–

“ Finn!”

My name on Briar’s lips sounded foreign enough to pull me from my spiralling thoughts.

Finn.

Not Allerton.

She had called me Finn.

I glanced up at her, blinking perhaps more than was necessary as my vision returned. Her expression lightened, concern etched into every delicate angle of her face. Her brows drew together slightly, framing eyes that shone with a quiet, steady glow. There was a brightness to her presence, an unspoken understanding in her expression.

She wasn’t just watching, she was looking. Seeing.

And that was too close.

“No reason, love.” My voice was rougher than I intended, but I forced a smirk to accompany it. “The silence bores me. I needed a distraction.” The lie slid out effortlessly, eventually providing an answer to her question. My tone deliberately dismissive and unbothered.

But Briar saw through the facade.

That was the thing about Briar, she looked too closely. Saw too much. And that was what made her a damn good agent. But it was also why I had to keep my distance. Why I had to force her to not want to look too closely.

Because if she looked too long, too deeply, she might see what I really was.

Broken. Guilty.  A failure.

I could not humiliate my family by letting anyone see that side of me again.

Briar tilted her head, her violet eyes narrowing slightly as if she might press further, but in the end, she chose not to challenge my obvious lie. Instead, she reached into her bag and pulled out a book, the spine was soft and unbroken.

“I don’t have you down as a romance enthusiast,” she said lightly, holding it out to me. “But it might provide some mild entertainment for the next few hours. A distraction, at the very least.” Her tone was even, casual, but the subtle emphasis on the word ‘ distraction’  wasn’t lost on me.

I took the book with a nod, the corners of my lips lifting into something that vaguely resembled a smile.

“A distraction.” I echoed, trying and failing to ignore the apprehension in my voice.

Briar leaned back in her seat, her expression neutral but her eyes lingered on me for just a moment too long. I exhaled slowly, clutching the book in my hands, my mind still restless, but I was willing to try anything that would give me the distraction I needed.

I opened the page, and began a new chapter.
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The rain poured relentlessly.

A man stood just beyond the station doors, holding a small card between two fingers, our names printed in neat script. Allerton didn’t hesitate. He jogged into the downpour, following the man towards a waiting taxi. I lingered in the dry warmth a moment longer, hand slipping into my pocket to close around a pen, feeling for the molecules inside.

With a breath, and a single thought, I felt the pen shift in my hand.

I stepped out onto the street with an umbrella.

The word quiet was not something the Capital understood. And stillness did not exist in this city. Car engines revved over the sound of tyres skidding through puddles and the occasional beep of a horn. A siren wailed in the distance. People passed on the streets, and a few winged shifters flew overhead.

I followed quickly behind Allerton. He reached for the boot of the taxi, and together we wrestled our suitcases into the cramped space. Allerton moved to the side door of the car, swinging it open and stepping back, making room for me to enter the vehicle. Eager to get out of the rain, I took a step forward, but he smirked and slid into the car ahead of me at the very last moment.

I froze, caught between surprise and irritation, a rush of heat flooding my cheeks.

Bastard.

I climbed in after him, shifting my umbrella back into a pen.

The taxi crawled through the streets of the Alpha district - the central business district of the Capital. A hub of commerce and entertainment dominated by shops, eateries, offices, glittering nightlife, and venues of leisure. Few lived here, the accommodation was typically occupied by business professionals, students, or tourists. The streets of Alpha were alive with energy, even at this late hour.  Neon lights from the countless bars and restaurants flickered and glowed.

Billboards towered overhead, displaying a variety of advertisements.

There was a movie poster with a male shapeshifter depicted in the centre, his lion’s mane was wild, and a tail curled behind him. Another advertised the latest in a line of lingerie products from a popular designer, where shifter models sauntered down a glowing catwalk in nothing but lacey lingerie, and feathered wings sprouting from their natural forms.

Curiosity had my gaze flickering toward Allerton.

Practically naked, stunning women parading around in lingerie seemed exactly the sort of superficial spectacle that would elicit one of his arrogant smirks.

But he was not looking at the billboard.

Instead, his gaze was fixed straight ahead. He sat stiff in his chair. One leg crossed, ankle perched neatly over his knee, while the other bounced nervously on the floor. There was no smirk, no roguish comment waiting on his lips.

He was on the edge of panic. Again.

The sight of him like this unsettled me more than any of his mocking grins ever had.

Through the window behind him, I noticed a campaign poster. It championed Alexander Beaureallis, his dragon-like wings unfurled in a calculated display of dominance, summer-blue eyes gleaming with cold determination. He was the frontrunner for Valverde’s next Supreme Commander in the upcoming election, and if he won, he would be the first shifter to ever hold the title.

Words left my lips before I had a chance to second-guess myself.

“Who is your father voting for?”

Allerton’s foot stilled mid-bounce. His head snapped toward me, brows drawn tight.

“What?” His voice was sharper than I had expected, defensive. But I caught the change. The stiffness in his shoulders eased. The rhythm of his heart calmed slightly.

“In the election,” I clarified, nodding towards the poster, “who is he voting for?”

Finn furrowed his brows.

“Beaureallis, of course.” He said simply, as if the answer were obvious.

I raised a brow.

“Really? I would have thought he would be…I don’t know, more traditional.” I shrugged. Though if I thought about it, Peter Allerton had been an advocate for the vulnerable and marginalised during his reign. He made subtle, effective improvements that had made life a little less unbearable in the parts of Delta that people pretended not to see.

“My father is a lot of things, but blind to history is not one of them. Beaureallis winning would be a turning point for Valverde.” He answered simply, diplomatically.

“Because he’s a shapeshifter?” I asked.

“Because he’s the right choice. His policies aim to open doors for the vulnerable, cut down systemic bias against shifters, and invest in areas of Delta that have been ignored for decades.” Finn’s answer was measured, practical, but it didn’t feel insincere. “And yes. Him being a shifter matters. Representation matters. It helps to be seen on the right side of history.”

“And you?” I asked, finding myself genuinely curious.

That flicker returned, the one that was characteristically Finn Allerton.  The heat in his expression. The twitch of his mouth into that familiar, irritatingly charming smirk. The glint in his eyes sparked to life.

“Now who’s making small talk?” He teased, his voice light, playful.

I rolled my eyes and turned away, leaning back in my seat with an exasperated sigh.

So much for trying to make him feel better .

Silence settled between us, the hum of the car and the muffled city noise the only sound.

“I would vote the same,” Finn said at last, his voice soft but certain.

I glanced at him, brows lifting.

“Because you’re inclined to stand in solidarity with your father?” I asked. But Finn didn’t flinch, didn’t blink. His gaze held mine, steady and clear.

“Because it’s what’s right, Briar.”

He spoke with the kind of tone that told me he wasn’t just echoing his fathers views, but was sharing his own opinions, his own beliefs.

We didn’t speak after that. We didn’t need to. My distraction had worked. He had stepped back from the edge of panic.

Over the years, I had learned to spot the signs of the precise moment when Finn Allerton began to spiral. For a shapeshifter, detecting the subtle shifts in another’s body was second nature: elevated heart rate, the faint tang of sweat in the air, eyes seeking escape from something no one else could see.

Changes so subtle that most humans did not notice.

But I noticed.

The panic had been much more frequent during our early time at the VALE. Allerton had been arrogant on the surface, but had been good at hiding this quiet vulnerability underneath. Over time, the panic attacks had become less frequent. Easier to control, or deflect. But still, they never truly disappeared. And although Allerton and I were not exactly friends, I always felt a sense of…obligation to pull him back. Quietly. Without drawing attention.

I never understood why.

Maybe because I knew that feeling. That breathless dread. That helplessness.

It had taken me a long time to learn to control it. To stop it from consuming me completely. And yet even now, there were times when I woke in the dead of night, heart racing, lungs gasping for air. When the nightmares overwhelmed me and I was not in control of my own mind.

No, Allerton and I were not friends. But no one should suffocate like that alone.

Before long, the taxi eased to a stop outside an apartment building nestled in the heart of Alpha. My breath caught as my eyes swept over the structure. I knocked on the divider between the seats, and the driver slid it open.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” I asked, my tone edging on disbelief.

The driver didn’t even glance at me as he nodded and recited the address he had been given.

I frowned, glancing at the elegant building again. It couldn’t be right. A quick mental calculation of Capital apartment prices had my head spinning. Places like this didn’t just cost a fortune - they cost an obscene  amount of money.

“What’s wrong with it?” Finn’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I turned to find him watching me, his brow furrowed.

“ What’s wrong with it? ” I repeated, disbelief evident in my tone. “Allerton, this place looks like it charges more for a week’s rent than my apartment in Emberfall costs for an entire year.”

His expression softened.

“It’s just an apartment building, love.” He chuckled. It wasn’t sharp or mocking, but warm, almost teasing.

The two of us sprinted from the car to the building, the rain hammering down so hard that even the short dash left us drenched.

The luxury continued inside. Polished stone floors, velvet sofas, and warm lighting. But the second I stepped inside, I felt it. A low, pulsing hum vibrating through my body. Anti-shiftwave technology.

My jaw clenched.

An ever-present reminder that I was not entirely welcome here.

The concierge, a shapeshifter, waved us over. She greeted us enthusiastically, but her voice remained professional. On the desk before her were two sets of keys and a neat stack of paperwork. I fidgeted as she handed me a pen.

“Is the anti-shiftwave technology really necessary?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

She hesitated. Just a beat. Then she smiled again, but it didn’t quite meet her eyes.

“Unfortunately, yes. Some of our residents are...high-profile. It’s a security measure.”

A scripted answer. Her eyes flicked to mine, and in that brief glance, there was sympathy. A mutual understanding.

She handed me a set of keys. She handed the second set to Allerton.

“Your apartment is on the 8th floor - 8A, the corner unit,” she explained to both of us, her tone brightening, “it’s a shared bath, but both bedrooms have spectacular views of the city–”

I froze.

She kept talking, giving us a rundown of the building’s amenities, but all I heard was the sudden pounding of blood in my ears.

No.

No, no, no.

Surely I had misheard.

“Sorry,” I blurted, blinking as my brain scrambled to catch up. “Did you say one  apartment? For both  of us?” My eyes darted from her to Allerton, who looked nowhere near as horrified as I felt. His mouth just twitched, like he might actually be  enjoying this.

The concierge faltered. 
        "Yes Miss Heartley. I have in my notes here that the two of you will be sharing the apartment on the 8th floor." Her posture stiffened, her earlier enthusiasm melting into visible apprehension.

I blinked. Holding my breath. Waiting for her to tell me that this was a mistake.

“You can’t seriously be suggesting that I have to live with him ?”

Allerton raised an eyebrow in response, his expression somewhere between amused and offended. The concierge looked between us, her face paled.

I almost felt bad about my outburst. Almost. But she wasn’t the one who had to share a living space with Finn Allerton. I pinched the bridge of my nose and I sighed.

“Can you look again?” She typed into her system and looked down at her computer.

“Uhm. Well, I can confirm that the two of you will be sharing. But the apartment does have two bedrooms so–”

“Well, I should hope so,” I interjected, a little sharper than necessary. “The idea of sharing an apartment with him is bad enough - but the idea of sharing a bed ?”

I shivered lightly.

The concierge’s eyes flickered nervously to Allerton.

The rain had left him drenched. His soft brown hair had darkened in the wet, and was left tousled and clinging to his forehead. His clothes were damp and rumpled, but it only added to the allure.

Even disheveled, he was an effortless sort of good looking that was almost infuriating in its perfection.

Damn him.

Allerton simply shrugged.

“I’ve certainly never had any complaints from anyone sharing my bed,” he said, leaning one elbow on the counter, a lazy smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

A faint blush coloured the concierge's cheeks, and I could tell she wasn’t exactly repulsed by the idea of sharing a bed with him.

I rolled my eyes, ignoring him.

“Are there no other apartments available?” I asked, a touch of desperation and pleading in my voice. The concierge hesitated, the concern in her expression growing as she scanned her screen.

"No, this is a highly sought-after building. Your Captain was fortunate to secure even this one apartment; it was a favour from the landlord for helping him with a case," she explained, her eyes darting between Allerton and me. I let out a breath, glancing at Allerton, whose casual stance and slightly amused smirk only served to irritate me more.

"It's fine. Thank you for your help, but please let me know if something else becomes available?" I reassured her with a slight smile, eager to put her at ease.

We gathered our belongings, and made our way up to our new apartment.

***

The view from the apartment was nothing short of breathtaking.

An entire wall on the left side consisted of floor-to-ceiling windows, providing an unobstructed, panoramic view of the southern side of the Alpha district. The cityscape sprawled out before us, a mesmerising vision of twinkling lights and towering skyscrapers.

The apartment itself was spacious and fully furnished, blending modern design with understated luxury. Two generously sized bedrooms branched off from the main hallway, while the open-plan kitchen and living space was aesthetic but comfortable.

I couldn’t help but feel a pang of disbelief as I set my bag down.

Next to me, Allerton had paused mid-step, his own eyes scanning the apartment with a quiet sort of appreciation. He still clutched the book I had given him on the train. He had attempted to shield it from the rain beneath his jacket, the book was significantly drier than anything else. 
        "Any preference in the bedroom?" I asked, breaking the silence.

The corners of his mouth quirked up in that infuriating way they always did.

"I'm flattered, love," he began, his tone teasing, "but we've got an early start in the morning. Probably best if we skip the bedroom activities." He smirked with a wink, casually leaning against the counter.

I rolled my eyes. 
        "Unbelievable,” I muttered under my breath. “I meant which bedroom do you want , Allerton?"

He laughed softly, overly pleased with himself, and gestured toward the room closest to the door.

“I’ll take this one,” he said, the smirk still lingering on his face as he stepped inside. I let out a sigh, more tired than annoyed, and made my way to the other bedroom.

Dropping my bag at the foot of the bed, I leaned against the window and stared out into the city.

For a moment, I allowed myself to enjoy the quiet.

But even in the stillness, my thoughts circled back to Allerton.

His infuriating grin. That knowing tone in his voice. The way he always managed to turn the smallest exchanges into arguments I was irrationally desperate to win.

I huffed and stepped away from the window, running a hand through my damp hair.

Between drugs, gangs, and imposters, the case was going to be complicated enough.

But living with Allerton? Somehow that felt like the most dangerous thing of all.
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“I’ll have one coffee. Black. Milk in a separate cup on the side. And a large hot chocolate. Whipped cream, extra marshmallows, and a splash of hazelnut syrup. Both to go, please.” My voice came out steady, casual, trying to hide any trace of apprehension for the day ahead. The barista clicked the order into the till, and I tapped my card against the machine to pay for our drinks.

“What was that?” Briar asked, crinkling her nose. Probably a reaction to the scent of coffee. She hated coffee. Her eyes were wide in mild surprise, her brows scrunched, a line of confusion between them.

“What?” I kept my tone light, neutral, knowing all too well that Briar would be the first of anyone to notice the anxiety tightening my chest.  

“You ordered for me.” She stated, and my own mistake became glaringly clear. Briar and I had not once in almost seven years gotten a coffee together. And yet, I had placed her order perfectly - spoken as confidently as if it were my own.

“Did I get it wrong?” I asked, though we both already knew the answer.

And I wasn’t wrong.

“No.” A raised brow accompanied the single word. “You ordered it perfectly.”

“I’m not seeing the problem then, love.” I shrugged, the words came out smoothly, a quick and calculated response to conceal the misstep.

The barista called our orders, and I approached the counter to grab our drinks.

“How do you  know my drink order?” It was more of an accusation than a question. She took the hot chocolate, her fingers brushing against mine for the briefest moment, though she didn’t seem to notice.

I wished I could say the same.

“I pay attention.”

It wasn’t a lie, but it was far from the whole truth. It was an answer designed to deflect, to sidestep the truth of just how much  I actually paid attention to Briar.

I have watched her. Listened to her. Memorised her in ways that go far beyond reason. In ways I don’t even fully understand. I have spent years cataloguing every little detail about Briar Heartley in the same way someone else might collect rare and precious trinkets.

Briar sighed, her jaw tightening. I could almost see the debate raging behind her eyes. She wanted to press me. To challenge me. Force me into revealing a truth that I wasn’t even sure I truly understood myself. And as I watched her, I simply raised a brow, tilting my head slightly, projecting the kind of quiet impatience that always irritated her. Daring her to push further. Even though deep down I was desperate for her to drop it.

And I watched those violet flames ignite. That irritation feeding something restless inside me, before she sighed in resignation.

“How much do I owe you?” She asked instead.

The question caught me off guard. It wasn’t uncommon for people to leave the bill to me, or to offer insincere gestures to split payment for bigger tabs. But no one had ever asked about something as insignificant as a hot drink.

“Nothing.” I shrugged, lifting my lid on my coffee to pour the tiniest dash of milk in the drink before recovering it.

“I’m not going to let you buy me a drink, Allerton.” She scoffed, pausing to hold open the café door. “If you don’t let me pay you back, I’ll return the favour tomorrow.”

“It’s just a drink, love,” I said, holding the door open for an older couple entering before stepping onto the busy street behind her. “Why do you always have to make a big deal out of everything?”

The streets of the Capital were busy, but Briar was quick and agile. She navigated past people with an ease that made it almost difficult for me to keep up with her.

But over the years I had become an expert in keeping up with Briar Heartley.

“I’m not making a big deal.” She snapped, “I just don’t like making a habit of owing people anything.”

For a few minutes, neither of us spoke.

Solora was feeling kinder today, the sun breaking through the remaining clouds lingering from last nights downpour. I risked a glance at Briar out of the corner of my eye. Her shoulders were tense, her posture stiff like she was carrying the weight of the whole damn world.

She always carried herself like that. Like she had something to prove.

“So, we have five suspects. Who’s your number one?” I asked eventually, breaking the silence. She didn’t hesitate, and I could tell that the answer had been on her mind for a while.

“Pendrel.”

Richard “Rick” Pendrel had twenty-five years of service as an agent, nearly ten of those in Central Intelligence. He had recently been promoted to lieutenant, making him Larkin’s second-in-command. On paper, Pendrel’s career was spotless. Decorated, respected, undeniably competent.

But beneath that polished exterior lay a man with a reputation far more sinister.

Pendrel had never been subtle about his views on shapeshifters. It was troubling really, how someone so openly prejudiced could climb so high in Valverde’s law enforcement system. He was recently divorced, with an estranged adult son - a son who had recently married a shapeshifter. It wasn’t hard to determine why his marriage broke down, or why his son won’t speak to him.

He was an abhorrent man by all accounts.

But that didn’t mean he was guilty.

“Why Pendrel?” I asked, trying not to voice my scepticism of her answer. That there might be bias feeding her suspicion.

I had seen it in her eyes when she spoke his name, that it was personal. Pendrel was not just a suspect to Briar. He was the embodiment of every fight she had to win just to exist in this world. A world that saw her as less.

It was not unreasonable to assume that this might have clouded her judgement.

“It’s his card that’s been used to access the archives at the times the files with the leaked information went missing. That’s suspicious enough.”

I exhaled a slow breath. Whilst that was true, it wasn’t the most damning piece of evidence. If the mole was smart enough to stay hidden this long, I doubted they would be careless enough to use their own access card.

“And we’re sure it was not someone else swiping his card?” I voiced my doubt aloud.

Briar glanced at me then, her eyes sharp and calculating.

“That’s the mystery, isn’t it?” She said, voice laced with frustration. “The CCTV footage doesn’t show… anyone . Just that his card was used. Which also suggests someone is tampering with the tech, messing with the cameras–”

“Or disabling the anti-shiftwave technology.” I interrupted, a thought clicking into place. Voicing this theory out loud was not just about solving the case. It was also a subtle test, a way to gauge how much Briar was influenced by species bias.

Her eyes narrowed, lips pressing into a thin line.

“None of our suspects are shifters.”

I tilted my head, my brow furrowing.

“That we know of. If someone is tampering with the tech, they could be shifting into something small enough to get past the cameras undetected. And using Pendrel’s card to do so - much like your little umbrella trick yesterday.” The push was deliberate. I could feel her stiffening beside me. There was a flash of bitterness, or maybe resentment, flickering in her eyes.

But she did not challenge my theory.

She actually considered it. Chewing the inside of her cheek. Thinking, strategising.

“If someone is tampering with the tech, then we have to consider Wyatt.” I glanced at her, eyebrows quirking up at the mention of his name.

“Wyatt?” I repeated. He wasn’t exactly high on my list of suspects.

Edward Wyatt was awkward and clumsy. With a background in science and forensics, Edward was the newest agent - and most recently appointed member of Central Intelligence. He didn’t fit the profile of someone capable of anything like this. But Briar wasn’t the type to dismiss anything lightly.

“He’s smart,” she continued, with a light shrug of her shoulders. “And new enough to still feel like he has something to prove.” She took a sip of her drink, violet eyes flickering to me for a brief moment. “But he’s awkward. Introverted by all accounts. Not stealthy. People have openly stated he’s a liability in the field, but an asset in the labs. I don’t know if he could pull it off.”

I nodded slowly. Our opinions on Wyatt had aligned. But because it was Briar, the urge to challenge was instinctive.

“Maybe that’s the perfect cover,” I suggested with a light shrug of my shoulders. “He’s so bad in the field, no one would believe he’d try something this big. People underestimate him.”

Briar fell silent for a long moment, her expression thoughtful.

“True,” she agreed almost reluctantly, like agreeing with me physically pained her. “But there’s a difference between being underestimated and pulling off tampering with multiple layers of technology while avoiding suspicion.”

She was right, of course.

Wyatt didn’t seem to have the confidence or the audacity to pull off something like that on his own. But maybe that’s where the theory fell apart for her, she was thinking of Wyatt as the mastermind, not as a pawn.

“What if Wyatt isn’t working alone?” I suggested, the theory rolling from my thoughts as we spoke. “Someone smarter, or sneakier, is pulling the strings, and he’s just the tech guy. He might not even realise he’s part of it.”

Briar’s head tilted slightly, and I saw the gleam of interest in her eyes. She was considering it.

“That’s possible,” she said slowly. “He could be feeding someone information without knowing how it’s being used. But if he’s oblivious, it means the mole has to be someone close enough to him to gain his trust.”

I leaned in just slightly, letting a small smirk tug at the corners of my lips.

“And that brings us back to your favorite theory. Pendrel.” Her eyes flashed with a sharp warning, bracing herself for my teasing. I raised both hands in mock surrender, though the playful glint in my eyes didn’t fade. “No, seriously. Pendrel is the newly appointed Lieutenant. If Wyatt wanted his new boss’s approval, he could easily be manipulated.” I explained.

Briar went silent for a moment, her eyes narrowing. I watched her carefully, taking in the slight twitch of her jaw, the furrow of her brow.

After a long pause, she sighed.

“I hate that it makes sense,” she muttered under her breath, more to herself than to me.

“And let’s not forget Garcia,” I added.

As a teenager, Isadora Garcia had followed her older brother into the Knightguard, but quickly found her way out of gang life when she was just 18, after her brother’s arrest. A few years later, her history with the city's gangs earned her a spot at the VALE, where she excelled in her studies, eventually climbing the ranks. By the time she was 30, Garcia had earned a spot on the Central Intelligence team, making her the youngest agent at the time.

Up until today, that distinction had been hers.

At 26, I was four years younger than Garcia had been when she joined Central Intelligence, yet, annoyingly, at only 24 the honour of that title now moved to Briar.

“Her ties to the Knightguard make her an obvious choice. Too obvious, maybe.” I continued, my eyes fixed on the street ahead. Briar’s eyes flicked over to me, narrowing just slightly.

“She’s practically exonerated,” she replied, voice steady, though I could hear the faintest hint of impatience. “Her alibis hold up, and her record is clean. If she were feeding intel, she would have slipped up by now.” She said, her tone sharp and controlled.

I kept my eyes on the road ahead, though I could feel the familiar stir of doubt.

“Or she’s just that good,” I countered. “You don’t climb from gang recruit to Central Intelligence without knowing how to play people. She’s said to be manipulative. Charming.”

Briar gave me a sharp look, her eyebrow arching with a knowing glint.

“You would know all about manipulative and charming.” She said, her tone dry but laced with a glimmer of amusement.

I chuckled.

“You think I’m charming?” I asked, the smirk tugging at the corner of my mouth.

Her eyes narrowed, her lips pulling into a tight line as she tried to keep her composure.

“I also said manipulative.”

“I’ll take the compliment.” I grinned, a little too pleased with myself.

Briar rolled her eyes, shaking her head with a soft sigh.

“Moving on,” she muttered. “What about Barker? Or Garner?”

“Garner?” I raised an eyebrow. “The team’s heart? Granddad of the year?” I couldn’t help the sarcasm that slipped through.

The longest standing member of Central Intelligence, working on the team for almost 29 years, Warren Garner was an encyclopedia of knowledge about past cases, and procedures. He had recently just been passed up for promotion by Pendrel, which could have given him motive to betray the team. Garner was a family man, with two daughters, one of whom had followed him into law enforcement, and he had recently been made a grandfather.

Briar didn’t even flinch at my sarcasm.

“Exactly. Everyone trusts him. He’s been here for nearly three decades. No one would think to question him.”

I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around it.

“And why would he betray the team now, after all this time?”

Briar chewed the inside of her cheek. I could almost see the thoughts running through her head.

“Pressure? Money? Maybe someone threatened his family. His granddaughter’s barely a year old - imagine if someone used her as leverage.”

The thought of someone going after a child made my stomach twist.

“If it’s leverage, why haven’t we seen signs of stress? He’s too composed. Plus, if we’re looking for someone technically savvy, it’s not our lovable grandpa.”

Briar exhaled sharply.

“Which leaves us with Barker.”

At 78, Esmerelda Barker was the oldest member of the team with 38 years of experience as an agent. Barker was a master case analyst, her track record bordered on legendary. She had been a mentor to younger agents, and she was well respected. Even though she retired from active duty over a decade ago, her sharp mind and talent for spotting patterns in paper trails meant she remained a valuable asset to the team.

“She’s sharp, no question, but at her age? She’s seen it all. Why would she start selling secrets now?” Briar asked.

I didn’t have an answer for that.

“So we’re back to square one,” I sighed, feeling the weight of the case. “Pendrel, maybe Garcia, possibly Wyatt. Now what?”

We rounded the corner, and there it was, the Home Office building.

The headquarters of Central Intelligence.

This was it. My chance. My new beginning. My opportunity to secure my place within the Allerton legacy, and fix what I almost broke all those years ago.

Briar’s lips curled into a small, knowing smile.

“Now?” She paused, eyes glinting with that spark of determination I knew all too well. “Now we do what we do best. We investigate.”
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I had seen the Home Office building countless times growing up in the Capital.

Always from a distance. Always with that quiet, aching determination that had fuelled most of my adolescence, and all of my adult life. Wondering, hoping, dreaming of the day I might walk through those doors.

And here I was.

This was it.  

Twelve years of relentless hard work and determination had led me to this moment. Somewhere in that building, buried in a file, was the truth about Auntie Kat's cold case, waiting to be solved.

With a final grounding breath, I pushed through the heavy glass doors. I grimaced, doing my best to ignore the low bothersome vibrations of the anti-shiftwave tech inhibiting my innate ability.

Inside was chaos. Organised chaos, but chaos.

A cacophony of sounds echoed through the open space. General chatter, the low whirring of the lifts, and stuttered beeping of metal detectors. Light entered through the windows that lined every wall, but the tinted glass meant a room that should have been bright was dull. Muted.

Queues of people moved quickly and efficiently through a barricade of security checks.

We followed the crowd.

Allerton barely flashed his ID at the disinterested man on the front desk, before he was waved through with a bored nod.

I followed. Handed over my ID.

But the guard didn’t wave me through.

He didn’t even glance up.

My heart paused. A cold flutter rolled low in my stomach.

The silence stretched a beat too long.

At last, he glanced down at me over his desk, eyes narrowed, lip curled in clear distaste.

“And what business do you have at the Home Office, Miss Heartley?” He asked, his tongue clicking with disapproval.

This was exactly the kind of attention I hoped to avoid. I knew what he had seen. What had prompted this kind of suspicion.

Shapeshifter. 
        "A job. It’s my first day." I replied, feeling irrationally nervous about my answer.

Nothing in his expression changed.

I swallowed hard.

“Do you have paperwork to confirm your new position?”

I nodded, lips twitching into a feigned smile. Trying to appear soft, and polite, and good. Not that it would help. Not when he had already made up his mind.

“Yes. I’m actually an agent. Badge number 709. I have my transfer papers right here.” I over explained, trying to keep my hands steady as I passed him my transfer papers and badge. “You’ll find everything is in order.”

He did not take my word for it. He just sneered, eyes lingering too long. Scrutinising every word. Every stamp. Every seal. People were starting to notice the commotion, a chorus of impatient grumbling began behind me.

I glanced toward the lifts. Allerton was already there, waiting. Posture casual. At ease. Relaxed. He raised a brow in my direction, expression almost impatient but mostly curious. I swallowed hard, and just folded my arms, avoiding his gaze. But that did not deter him from walking over. He approached the desk with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Everything okay here?” He asked.

Cool. Calm. Calculated.

The guard barely glanced up, offering only a grunt to indicate his irritation at the interruption.

“Just a routine paperwork check. It’s standard for new employees.”

“A slight error on your part, then,” Allerton said, slipping his own ID from his bag. “You failed to check mine.” His voice was calm, cold. He knew exactly what he was doing. What he was implying. He slid his paperwork towards the guard with a quiet sort of confidence. “Agent Finn Allerton. Badge number 710.”

The security guard immediately froze. Face going white the moment he recognised the weight of Finn’s name.

“Allerton?” He echoed, the name stuttered on his tongue as he choked down a swallow.

“Exactly.” Finn leaned slightly on the desk. “Feel free to be as thorough as you were with my colleague’s paperwork…” He squinted at the guard’s name badge. “Cotton, is it?” The pause that followed was deliberate. Finn continued, voice smooth, “I’m certain you’ll find everything in order.”

Cotton swallowed hard.

“Yes. Apologies. No issue. The two of you are free to go.”

I let out a slow breath, my face flushing hot. Was it anger? Shame? Humiliation?

I couldn’t tell. I felt numb, mostly. I just knew I had to get out of there.

Without a word, I turned toward the lifts, eyes fixed ahead, avoiding the gaze of anyone who might have witnessed the scene. Especially Allerton.

We entered the same lift, and were thankfully alone.

I shut my eyes, leaning my head back against the cool metal wall, trying to steady my breathing. Even with my eyes closed I could feel the heat of Allerton’s gaze on me.

Watching me.

Not smug. Not triumphant. Just…quiet. Uncomfortably so.

“Are you okay?” He asked, his voice uncharacteristically soft.

“I’m fine.” I folded my arms, more to hold myself together than anything else. “And I don’t need you throwing around your big important name, playing hero.”

There was a beat of quiet.

“I was only trying to help.”

My eyes opened then, slowly finding Finn stood across from me. A quiet fury simmering beneath my gaze.

“I don’t need help, Allerton. Especially not from you. ”

His expression hardened, raising one brow, smug and arrogant.  Eyes slowly trailing the length of my body. Tongue rolling over his teeth.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He asked, a slow almost lethal tilt of his head.

I scoffed.

“Like I haven’t had to deal with worse from you.”

Allerton’s jaw tightened. His eyes darkened, hands slipping into his pockets. His posture suddenly still. Expression controlled, but not calm.

Dangerous.

He took a step towards me.

“I’m only going to say this once, Briar.” His voice dropped, low and sharp. “Don’t ever put me in the same category as  men like that. ”

This was not the arrogant, playful Finn with his smug smirks and teasing remarks. No, this was someone darker. More dangerous. The low warning in his tone should have been a sign to back away. To not provoke him further.

But instead I stepped closer.

“Why shouldn’t I?” I snapped, stabbing a finger towards him. “You treat me like a threat. Same as them.”

His eyes flared. Heat swallowing the darkness.

“That’s not the same and you know it.” He challenged, eyes narrowing. “Our disagreements are simply…competitive strategy.”

A laugh that lacked amusement escaped my lips.

“ Competitive strategy ? Is that what you call it?” I shook my head, rolling my eyes, anger rapidly rising to the surface. “I have had to work twice as hard, be twice as good, just to get half the opportunity as anyone else. And I’m still treated like I don’t belong–”

“And yet,” he interjected, his voice rising just enough to overpower mine, “here you are.”

Another step closer.

So close my finger was pressed against his chest.

Cheeks irrationally flushing at the sudden contact. The barely there touch. Maybe it was the way his heartbeat pulsed beneath my fingertips. Or the heat of his breath on my cheek. Or the way his eyes burned into mine.

“At Central Intelligence. Same as me. You think you’re the only one who’s had to prove their worth?” His voice dropped again, quieter now, but colder. Intimate. “You and I are not as different as you think. We have both had to fight for respect in systems designed to see us fail. So don’t pretend my life has been easy just because it looks that way to you. And do not compare me to men like that. ”

Silence.

The only sound our heavy breaths.

My chest heaving, rising and falling in time with his.

Faces pressed so close that I had to look up just to meet his burning emerald gaze.

But it was not only anger I could see in his eyes. It was pain. Hurt.

Like my accusation had wounded something in him.

Not his pride. Not his ego. Something more personal.

As if my opinion of him actually mattered. As if it was something he cared  about.

I frowned, brow furrowing. Studying him.

For the first time in years, I really paused long enough to think about the darkness that drove his panic attacks. Wondering if there was something real beneath all the arrogant remarks, and smug, self-assured smirks.

He blinked, and when his eyes opened they were quieter.

His softened gaze trailed over my face, like he too was seeing something different in me.

Over my still flushed cheeks, across my nose, cataloguing every freckle.

The way he lingered on my lips a beat too long did not go unnoticed.

Neither did the heat that returned to his eyes as they met mine again.

No longer fury. Not even that simmer of hurt, or pain.

But longing. And perhaps something dangerously close to desire.

The lift chimed. Doors sliding open. But neither of us moved. We remained, a heartbeat more. Two.  It was only when I tried to exhale that I realised I was not breathing. I swallowed hard, reluctantly stepping back. Feeling the loss of heat instantly. Trying not to think about how badly I wanted it back.

I took a shaky breath, turned, and exited the lift.  I did not wait to see if Allerton had followed. But I knew he had.

He always did.

***

We were late.

Only by five minutes, but that didn’t stop Pendrel’s scowl from deepening the moment we stepped into the briefing room. Eyes, cold and grey, flicked from Allerton to me. Lingering on me a beat longer. His glare darkened. Hardened.

“You’re late.” Two words. Cold and sharp. His only greeting. “Sit.”

I swallowed hard, pausing only briefly to scan the faces in the room of our new colleagues. Possible suspects, potential enemies.  Before hastily sliding into the nearest empty seat.

Allerton did not move with the same urgency.

He settled into the seat beside mine, all confidence, easy smiles, and natural charm. His ability to remain casual and impassive even in the most intense situations both impressed and infuriated me.

I drummed my fingers lightly against the empty paper cup in my hands.

“Overpriced coffee isn’t going to help you solve any cases, Agent Heartley.” Pendrel’s voice was smooth and unforgiving.

My fingers stilled.

My gaze slid sideways to Allerton, who was very visibly still holding his own identical cup. He caught my eye for the briefest moment. I knew that look. Allerton spoke before I even had a chance to tell him not to.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to blame me on that one, Lieutenant.” His voice easy, unbothered, raising his own cup in mock toast. “I really am useless without my morning hit of caffeine.”

Pendrel’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but the rigid scowl softened.

“Then you’ll have to account for any delays accordingly.” His gaze snapped back to me. “And Heartley?” His tone sharpened. “Next time, show enough integrity to take the blame yourself, instead of letting Allerton cover for you.”

I clenched my jaw. Gaze dropping to the table. Even Allerton’s smile faltered.

It was no different here than it had been anywhere else.

No matter my credentials, no matter my performance, no matter how many hours I put in. People still saw what they wanted to see. And for people like Pendrel, that was never enough.

But I wasn’t here to be liked.

I was here to uncover the truth.

And that is exactly what I would do. Because I needed this.

For Auntie Kat.

Pendrel continued, giving an update on crime statistics, sharing the latest news, and assigning new cases that had come in.

Then, with a faint twitch of his lips, a smile that felt anything but kind, he turned back to us.

“And finally,” he said, tone light but eyes gleaming with something colder, “Agents Allerton and Heartley.” I sat a little straighter. Allerton’s posture softened into something more casual, arm draping over the back of my chair. “It’s both compulsory. and somewhat traditional, for the team to offload their more...menial duties onto the newest recruits.” His gaze flickered between us, expression smug. “The mind-numbingly dull, painstakingly time-consuming, soul-crushingly boring tasks we would rather not do. We affectionately refer to this as the ‘newbie dump ’.”

A low murmur rippled through the room. The other team members exchanged knowing smiles that were nostalgic and almost smug.

“Agent Heartley, given the energy boost you surely gained from the caffeine that caused your tardiness, I’ll leave my first ‘newbie dump’  work to you.”

With a resounding thump, Pendrel dropped an enormous file of papers onto my desk.

His gaze cold as he looked down on me, lips curling into a malicious sneer.

I blinked. Hard.

“The rest of the team will drop by your office to offer their own warm welcomes.” His smirk deepened. “And, of course, their own ‘newbie dumps’. I’ll leave them to delegate as they see fit.”

Without another glance, he turned the floor over to Captain Larkin.

Larkin was, surprisingly, a man of little words. Which made me seriously question his blood relation to Allerton, who I could not get to shut the fuck up  on most days.

Once the briefing ended, he simply told us to follow him and dismissed the room with a nod.

Chairs scraped back, everyone moved into action.

We followed the Captain through a set of frosted glass doors tucked at the back of the main floor space. His office was minimal. No clutter, no decor, no real warmth

When we entered, he didn’t gesture for us to sit.

Just leaned back against his desk, arms crossed, brow raised.

“I trust Henderson walked you through the details of this assignment,” he said, voice low and composed. Every word a command.

“Yes, sir,” Allerton and I answered in near-perfect unison.

My pulse flickered.

“Good,” Larkin said. “Then I won’t repeat myself. This investigation is to remain entirely confidential. If the mole suspects anything , you’ll have compromised the whole operation.” He pushed off the desk, pacing to stand behind it. “This means you’ll be working overtime. A lot of it. I have arranged for your shared apartment to be fully equipped for remote work, and you’ll have unrestricted access to any classified intel in-office.” He paused, sinking into his chair. “Questions?”

I hesitated for a heartbeat, then cleared my throat.

This was it.

The moment I had spent half my life working towards.

“Sir, I know agents on the Central Intelligence team are allowed to pick cold cases to work alongside active ones. Will we be given that same option?”

Larkin’s gaze met mine. Eyes narrowing. Tongue pushing against his cheek as he took a moment to assess me.

“304-XCP?”

I nodded.

I was well aware that Larkin had likely been one of the key decision makers in rejecting my numerous requests to reopen my Aunts case.

“I assume there’s a personal connection to that case?” He said, more a statement than a question. I was certain he already knew the answer, that he knew it was personal in ways that I could not easily explain. But again, I offered him a simple nod in response.

Larkin’s fingers tapped against the surface of his desk. His gaze was unreadable, almost bored. It did not take long for me to realise he had already made his decision.

“I can’t have you distracted,” he said finally. “This mole case takes priority. So until a permanent role is secured, cold cases are off the table.”

Fuck.

My heart dropped into my stomach. Fingers curling into fists at my sides. Jaw clenched. I tried to keep my expression neutral, but it was impossible to hide the disappointment. The devastation. A cold sweat prickled at the back of my neck, heat rising to my cheeks. I held my breath just to bite back the tears.  

“And who makes the decision on which one of us gets the open position?” Allerton asked.

I never thought I would be grateful to hear his Omni-damned voice, but in that moment it was the distraction I needed. Grounding me. Stopping me from spiralling completely.  

It was my salvation.

“Pendrel.” Larkin answered.

I went cold.

“Unless he turns out to be the mole. Then I make the call.”

Perfect.

So the final decision between me and Finn Allerton, on my one shot at securing my permanent position, at reopening Auntie Kat’s case, rested in the hands of either an anti-shifter ideologist…or Finn Allerton’s actual blood relative.

I was so, so utterly–

Fucked.

The odds of me securing this position had never been good.

But now they were entirely impossible.

Without another word, the Captain dismissed us.

Agents usually got their own office, but with only one open position on the team, there was only a single empty office available.

Which meant Allerton and I were stuck sharing.

Omni-save-me, could this day get any worse?

The air in our new office was stale. A thin layer of dust covered the surfaces. Specks of it floated lazily in the sunlight filtering through the floor-to-ceiling window that lined the far wall.

It was a decent-sized room, but with two desks crammed inside it felt cramped. I dumped my new case load onto one of the desks without even bothering to ask Allerton which of the two he preferred. The motion sent a fresh wave of dust spiraling up into the air.

“Well, this is cosy.” Allerton drawled, a little too casual, as he dropped his leather bag onto the second desk with an exaggerated sigh. “First sharing an apartment, and now an office? They’re really taking the whole ‘partners’ thing seriously.”

I glanced at him, glare flat and unimpressed. Lips pressing into a thin line.

He leaned casually against his desk, arms folded over his chest and ankles crossed in front of him - looking every bit as smug as he did effortlessly handsome.

“Either that,” he added, after a short pause, “or the deities are having fun playing their games. Whether it’s Ammemean or Gunwin, only time will tell.”

Ammemean - the deity of love, beauty, and relationships.

Gunwin - the deity of war, politics, and conflict.

I narrowed my eyes at him, a dry, sarcastic smile tugging at my lips.

“It’s Gunwin.” I said flatly. Words bitter, and mildly humorous.

I didn’t believe in the deities. Not really. But I did find myself cursing Omni’s name often enough, muttered under my breath as a profanity.

Those who believed in the multi-deity theorem, humans mostly, believed there to be six deities who ruled all with a combination of their unique powers. In addition to Ammemean and Gunwin, there was:

Solora, deity of the seasons, elements, and the weather.

Vitatrix, deity of life and death.

Era, deity of time and space.

And Sagas, deity of wisdom

Shifters were more likely to be Omni theorists - a belief in a singular deity capable of embodying all six and shapeshifting into whatever form necessary in the given moment.

I took a breath in, and exhaled deeply.

“You know you made it worse, right?” I muttered, not looking up as I peeled back the cover of the first file. “With Pendrel. And the security guards.”

Allerton didn’t even flinch. Barely glanced up. Eyes and hands too busy exploring the desk to pay me any attention, absentmindedly opening and closing the drawers and cupboards.

“Well, I wasn’t going to just stand there and let them treat you like shit.” He replied with a shrug, unbothered as usual. I felt my jaw tighten, heat creeping up my neck.

“Why do you even care, Allerton? It’s not like we’re friends.”

He sat up and leant back in his chair. Arms folded across his chest as he turned his full attention to me. His expression faltered.

“We don’t have to like each other,” he said. “But that doesn’t make what they did okay.”

I blinked. The quiet intensity in his voice caught me off guard.

I dropped my gaze and rounded my desk, settling into the worn leather chair. Fingers lightly tracing the stack of papers in front of me. Something to focus on.

“I don’t have the luxury of being able to fight every little injustice.” I muttered, eyes deliberately fixed on the files.

There was a pause. A heartbeat of silence. And I thought for a moment Finn might not respond.

“Then sometimes, you should let other people fight for you.”

Finn’s voice was steady, calm. But it was laced with a lethal kind of darkness.

I looked up.

Really studied him.

I searched his face for the smug arrogance I had come to expect.

But it was not there.

Only sincerity.

And a darkness beneath the surface that promised something far more dangerous.
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The day had worn heavily on Briar.

She sat across from me, her wild silver hair twisted into a messy bun, held in place by a hastily jammed pen. Her violet eyes, already shadowed with fatigue.

I could feel a quiet fury simmering beneath my skin. I knew that our world was layered with biased and narrow-minded views of shapeshifters. That there were people who thought of them as untrustworthy or morally corrupt as a species.

But to see it so plainly today with the way Briar had been treated?

She was good at hiding how much it impacted her. A master of keeping her composure.

I had only seen her truly breakdown under the impact of bias once. At the VALE. During our instruction on how to deal with an attacking shapeshifter in their shifted form whilst on active duty. Kill or be killed , was the general, horrifying, and tragically unjust takeaway from the lecture.

Briar had been entirely unlike herself that day. Her fiery determination and unyielding nature had become dull and listless.

She had run. Sprinted out of our lecture hall.

And I immediately followed.

Found her vomiting in a nearby bathroom.

I meant to comfort her, but my words only provoked a glare from her swollen, red-rimmed eyes. Tear-streaked cheeks flushed as she seethed at me in anger. But somehow the anger helped. The violet flames returned, and with them her fight.

She was meticulously and proficiently making her way through the ‘newbie-dump’ work that had been allocated to her. All of our colleagues, and suspects , bar Garner had come by our office to introduce themselves, and ceremoniously burden us with their ‘newbie dumps’.

Unlike Pendrel, they had delegated their workload more evenly.

All our colleague-suspects were friendly enough. Some were maybe a little too  friendly. Garcia had been overly flirtatious during our exchange. Her laughter too sweet, and her touch lingering just a second too long. Naturally, I had flirted back. Not seriously. Just enough to be friendly, maybe a little playful. Just enough to see the fire light in Briar’s violet eyes. Irritation, and what I would like to believe was a hint of jealousy.

Not that I had any interest in pursuing a relationship with Garcia. Or with anyone, really.

Dating was not something I did. Not anymore. Not since my last relationship ended so horrifically. Not horrific in the sense that it resulted in a bad break up, but horrific in the sense that it ended with her brains splattered against the windscreen of my car.

My stomach churned.

The memory flashing, unwelcome in my mind.

My throat tightened.

My breath turned shallow, ragged.

Chest heaving as if I were suffocating.

A familiar darkness closed in.

Threatening to consume me–

Violet eyes flickered up to meet mine, and the panic subdued.

“You good?” She asked casually, but the concern was evident in her expression. I forced my most charming smirk. Confident and disarming. Anything to hide the anxiety simmering just beneath the surface.

“Splendid, love.” The lie fell easily from my lips, sounding smooth and effortless.

Breathe, Finn.

Her eyes lingered. I knew she had seen through the lie. I knew, because if she hadn’t she would have reacted with fire to me calling her ‘love’ . But she did not react. She simply nodded and turned back to her work.

She always intervened the moment panic threatened to descend. Found a way to ground me before I even knew I was losing control.

I watched her for a little while longer. Over the course of the day it had been increasingly difficult not  to watch her. In Emberfall, her desk was angled in a way that had made it difficult to observe her without making it obvious. But here, sitting directly across from me, every glance felt dangerously intimate. Making it almost impossible to look away, even if I wanted to.

But I did not want to.

It was only when Garner knocked on the door that my attention was pulled away from her.

“ In Era’s name!  Do your parents know you’re here?” He teased, eyes playfully flickering between the two of us.

I chuckled, but Briar flinched.

A ripple of tension, there and gone. Just like on the train.

“What?” She asked, her voice wary

“Relax, it’s a joke, Heartley. On account of the two of you being so young?” Garner chuckled, though he hadn’t noticed Briar tense at his playful greeting the way I had. “First day on Central Intelligence is always tough - and Pendrel  didn’t exactly make it easy on you this morning.” The way he said Pendrel’s name hinted at some underlying tension between them, though he didn’t elaborate. “I wouldn’t let him get to you, kid. To get where you are at your age, and as a…” He hesitated for just a second, as if catching himself.

A shapeshifter. He was going to say.

And he was right. Patronising, but right.

“Well, it’s impressive. This  is impressive. For both of you.”

Garner adding me into that statement as an afterthought stung harder than it should have done.

Because my achievements were  impressive.

I had been offered a place at the VALE aged 18 - but had to defer because of those two suffocating, self-destructive years after Darla. I graduated from the VALE two years early. And I was one of the youngest agents to have ever made the Central Intelligence team in all of Valverde’s history.

But Briar had done all of that too. And she was younger . And a shapeshifter.

So while I was impressive, she was extraordinary.

And that both awed and infuriated me.

“Anyway,” he continued, pushing off the doorframe, “I just came by to make a quick introduction and remind you not to stay too late. I know you’re keen to make a good impression, first day and all - but burnout is real in Central Intelligence. Trust me, I’ve been around long enough to see it happen to the best of agents.” He held up the file he had been carrying. “And, of course, the ceremonial newbie dump.” His eyes flicked between our desks, taking in the already large piles of work. “Sorry, Allerton,” he said, placing the file on my desk. “Heartley seems to have enough on her plate.” He winked at Briar, a warm smile softening the gesture. Briar returned the smile, and I could tell she appreciated the subtle acknowledgment of Pendrel’s treatment toward her.

I was not bitter that I did not get the same soft smiles in thanks.

Not bitter at all.

Another hour and a half passed before Briar and I finally decided to call it a day. We packed up our things in silence and headed outside into the cool evening air.

That was when I heard a smooth, confident voice float towards us.

“Fancy seeing you here.”

Briar’s entire face transformed.

Her smile widened into something bright and genuine. Eyes sparkling with a warmth that in almost seven years, I had never been the recipient of. She was glowing, like that one voice had made everything else fade into the background.

And then she was moving.

Her steps light and fast. Eager. Bounding towards the source of that voice without a second thought.

A man. Older than Briar, attractive in a classic way, had been leaning against the wall awaiting her arrival. And when she reached him, she didn’t hesitate. She threw herself into his arms. He caught her effortlessly, wrapping her in a tight embrace that spoke of familiarity, care, and far too much intimacy for my liking.

Who. The. Fuck.  Was. He?

I shouldn’t care.

She was not mine to care about. I did not want  her to be mine.

So why did seeing her in his arms make me feel like I was burning alive?

When he finally released her, his hands lingered, resting lightly on her shoulders as he stepped back to study her. Satisfied with whatever he saw, he finally handed her the now slightly squashed bouquet of flowers that he had been carrying since our arrival.

“For you,” he said softly, his tone warm. “To celebrate your first day on the Central Intelligence team.”

She brought the flowers to her nose, breathing in their scent as her toes tapped lightly against the pavement, a gesture so uncharacteristically playful it was almost unrecognisable.

“Thank you, Tay,” she said, her voice soft and warm in a way that made my stomach churn. “They’re perfect.”

Tay.

Around Tay , she was…different.   This version of her, bubbly, radiant, and light, was a stranger to me.

And I hated it.

Not seeing her so delighted and carefree, but the fact that in seven years she had never been like that around me. I wanted to look away. I needed to look away.

But I couldn’t.

“Are you going to introduce me to your friend, love?” The words tumbled from my lips almost instinctively, driven by a primal part of myself that I had no control over.

The man, Tay, raised an eyebrow, his gaze flicking toward me briefly with a spark of curiosity.

“ Love? ” He repeated, the word directed at Briar as a question - but it wasn’t that of an angry lover. More a question of curious amusement. Briar’s eyes narrowed, and she shot me a glare.

“Ignore him. He thinks he’s charming.” She replied. But even the sharp words she had used to describe me, that were usually so cold and biting, had an uncharacteristic lightness to them.

Tay’s lips quirked into a grin as his eyes gave me a once-over, appraising. Admiring.

“He isn’t?” He asked with a playful sort of smirk that insinuated he disagreed.

I couldn’t say I liked him, but he at least had a decent taste in men.

“Don’t encourage him,” Briar groaned with a roll of her eyes, though her tone carried the faintest hint of amusement. Tay leaned back slightly, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Are you going to explain  why this handsome, and certainly not charming , man is calling you ‘love,’  little sister?”

Little sister?

“You two are siblings? ” I blurted, my tone satisfied in a way that would have been humiliating if I was not already passed caring.

Tay’s grin widened, his tone laced with mock disbelief.

“What? You can’t see the family resemblance?”

I hesitated, my gaze bouncing between them. There was no resemblance. Not even a little. Tay’s dark skin contrasted sharply with Briar’s light complexion. He was tall, muscular, and broad shouldered - whereas Briar was dainty, agile, and petite. Unlike Briar’s long, wild silver waves, Tay’s hair was short, dark, and braided into tight neat plaits that fell just below his ears. But perhaps the most obvious difference was that Tay appeared, at least outwardly, entirely human.

“Relax, Allerton. He’s teasing you. Taylor and I are siblings in every sense except biological.” Briar rolled her eyes, her tone was dry but not unkind.

“Then how–”

“What?” Taylor interjected, his voice light with mischief. “She didn’t tell you about our prison time?”  My brows furrowed in confusion. I looked between them, searching for an explanation. Taylor had captured Briar’s cheek in an affectionate pinch - the same way one might do for a small child.  “This one survived the longest sentence I have ever known. Sixteen years.  And she still somehow came out better than the rest of us.” He grinned affectionately as Briar swatted his hand away - though her playful smile remained.

“Prison?” My voice came out more strangled than I intended.

Taylor chuckled, clearly enjoying my confusion.

“He’s even cuter when he’s confused,” Taylor said, shooting Briar a wink.

In a different situation I might have found that compliment amusing.

Briar let out an exasperated sigh, but the softness remained.

“He’s talking about Vita’s, Finn.” She paused, her voice quieter now, almost hesitant. “That’s where we grew up.”

Vitatrix’s Home for Misplaced Children.  

By the Other.

My stomach twisted. Gaze landing on Briar with a horror I was not sure I could have hidden even if I wanted to. She had paled, and I saw the slight tremble in her throat as she swallowed hard, knowing exactly the severity of what she had just revealed to me.

Vitatrix’s Home for Misplaced Children was a state-run institution with a reputation so dark it didn’t need explanation. It was where they sent the orphaned, the abandoned, the ones from shattered families, or kids who simply had nowhere else to go. Even the kids who only remained for short periods of time were prone to drifting into lives defined by struggle, violence, and poverty.

The statistics spoke for themselves.

Most kids to come out of Vita’s didn’t make it to twenty-five without a prison sentence, a gang affiliation, or worse.

Many of them didn’t even make it to twenty-five at all.

And Briar had been there for sixteen years.

Fuck.

I had been so naive. She had always pushed me away, never really letting anyone get close, but I had assumed that was just her . But this explained everything.  Her fierce independence. Her refusal to rely on anyone. The way she flinched at questions about family. Her anger at the world, and her relentless determination to prove herself.

Just this morning, I had argued with her, claiming that my life - my life - was hard.

No wonder she had dismissed me. No wonder she had thrown my privilege back in my face like an insult. Nothing I had ever experienced - no scrutiny, no pressure, no expectations - compared to this. Not even a little bit.

I was such a fucking dick.

Taylor stepped in smoothly, offering out his hand in an attempt to ease the tense and darkened atmosphere that had settled following that revelation.

“Doctor Taylor Heartley,” he introduced with a grin that didn’t quite meet his eyes. Briar shot him a look.

“Do you always have to lead with the doctor title?” She drawled with a playful smile and a light roll of her eyes. Taylor’s expression turned mock-defensive.

“Hey, I worked hard for that title! And do I complain when you introduce yourself as Agent  Heartley?”

With that small, teasing interaction the cloud of darkness vanished.

I found myself chuckling despite the knot still sitting in my chest.

Their dynamic was effortless, filled with a sibling familiarity that was as natural as a brother and sister that had been born of the same parents. They seemed closer, even. The bond of two people who had suffered through so much trauma together, that they had become two halves of a whole.

I took Taylor’s still outstretched hand.

“Finn Allerton. I’m Briar’s partner.” I said, watching as mild surprise flashed across his face. It was the same look everyone gave me the first time they heard my family name, and realised the weight behind it; surprise, curiosity, maybe a little wariness.

But the look that came after was different.

His eyebrows rose, and a grin spread across his face, one that had a distinctly knowing edge to it.

“Partner?” He asked, voice tinged with amusement.

“ Investigative partner. ” Briar clarified quickly, her tone dry and slightly flustered. I smirked, turning my full attention to her.

“Alright, love, you didn’t have to make that clarification so quickly.” I almost laughed, adding a light eye role for emphasis. Briar groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“Would you stop  calling me that?”

Taylor chuckled, his grin turning conspiratorial as he glanced at Briar.

“Well, I can see you have got your hands full with this one, little sis. And on that note, I had better get going.”

“Give Symon and Theo my love.” Briar’s voice was lighter now, and she beamed at him.

Taylor nodded, his gaze lingering on her for a moment before he turned back to me.

“Nice to meet you, handsome. Look after my girl.”

With a final grin, Taylor turned and strode away.

Briar stood for a moment longer, her gaze dropping to the bouquet in her hands. Her lips twitched upward in the faintest smile, soft and fleeting, before she turned without so much as a glance to see if I would follow.

Of course, I followed.

We walked in silence for a few moments. The street was still alive with movement, even though the rush hour had long since passed. Briar walked ahead of me, there was a light spring in her step that was not usually there.

I tried, I really did, to ignore the curiosity in the pit of my stomach.

But I could not hold it in any longer.

“You never told me you grew up at Vita’s.”

Briar’s step faltered for just a moment. She recovered quickly, but the hesitation was there. Brief, fleeting, impossible to miss.

“It’s not exactly a childhood to shout about, Allerton.” She murmured, her voice soft but guarded. Her wall was back up, but it wasn’t as impenetrable as usual. There were cracks - tiny, almost imperceptible, but they were there. Enough to let me through, even if just a little.

“So it’s as bad as they say?”  I asked lightly, trying to keep my voice neutral, though I already knew the answer. She hesitated, her gaze dropped to the ground, teeth grazing her bottom lip.

“It’s an institution, Finn. And it’s run like one.” She said calmly. “We had shelter, food, education - the basics we needed for survival. But the staff? They were there for a paycheck, not to be our surrogate parents.” Her voice was steady, but there was a quiet heaviness behind it.

A vulnerability that she rarely let show.

“So…there was no one there to care for you?” I frowned.

The thought of Briar growing up like that. Alone. With no one to make her feel wanted, no one to make her feel loved.  It did more than unsettle me.

It hurt.

Briar didn’t answer immediately. She glanced at the flowers again, her fingers brushing over the petals absentmindedly.

“Only Taylor.” She said finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

The silence stretched between us again, thick and heavy.

“You have the same last name,” I said, breaking the quiet. She nodded, her pace slowing.

“We do. When I was sixteen, and my care was signed over from the state to myself, I was given the opportunity to change my name on my paperwork and assign a next of kin.” She paused, her voice softening. “I wasn’t lying when I said Taylor and I were siblings in every sense apart from biological. He’s my brother on paper. It’s as official as if we were born to the same parents.”

Sixteen.

She was practically still a child, and they just let her go. A piece of paper. That was it. After raising her for sixteen years, that was how they sent her off? It was so cold. So distant. So devoid of care or any basic empathy. So young. Not much younger than she had been when I first met her.

“And he’s a doctor?” I asked, focusing on Taylor. It was easier than confronting the anger and frustration simmering just beneath the surface, the sheer unfairness of it all. “And you got into the VALE at eighteen?”

By the Other she had only been two years out of Vita’s when we had met at the VALE.

“Yes,” she said simply.

I let out a low whistle, shaking my head in quiet admiration.

“Well, say what you want about Vita’s, but they really know how to turn their misplaced children into formidable adults.” I smiled. “Maybe Vitatrix really does keep an eye on the children raised in their name.”

Briar smirked, her first genuine smile since we had left Taylor.

“I think our success had more to do with sheer survival instinct than any divine intervention.” Her words were dry, but playful.

A rare attempt at humour.

Survival. That’s what Vita’s had taught her.

A question burned at the back of my throat, but I hesitated, unsure if I had the right to ask. I probably didn’t but I asked anyway.

“Your parents…are they…”

“Dead?” She finished for me, her tone neutral. “As far as I’m aware, no.”

I blinked, letting the revelation settle.

“You don’t talk about them much, love.”

Love.

I realised too late the word had not been said with my usual teasing edge. It had slipped out naturally, so seamlessly and easily. There was no mockery in it this time, just a quiet, genuine affection that surprised even me.

“There’s not much to talk about. They were never parents. Not really. I only met them once. Briefly. At a funeral.” Her words stirred even more curiosity in me. But they were blunt, said with a finality that hinted she was done with me asking questions.

So I kept my mouth shut, for once.

And yet, I couldn’t quite shake the ache, the desperate longing to know more about her.

“You know,” she said after a short while, breaking the quiet that had settled, “I don’t remember the last conversation we had where it didn’t end in an argument.” She raised a brow, her voice light, almost teasing.

“That’s because it’s never happened before.” I responded, my tone sarcastic and dry but laced with genuine amusement.

Maybe it was the lingering lightness of seeing Taylor, or maybe it was the silent relief of the revelation, but Briar laughed.

Actually laughed.  

Leaving a smile on her face that was so radiant I had to remind myself to breathe. Her eyes were bright, not with fire but with stars. And somehow seeing that was more addictive than those flames.

I wanted more. I needed more.

And I knew in that moment that there was nothing I wouldn’t do to see her laugh like that again.

I was in trouble.

Oh in Ammemean’s name I was in serious trouble.


Agent Heartley, Briar

Shapeshifter. Badge number: 709.

08

Allerton and I had spent the entire day working in silence. I should have enjoyed the quiet, but Allerton without his arrogant smirks and taunting remarks was almost…unsettling.  

Our first few days as Central Intelligence agents had been heavy. During the day, we were mostly working through the seemingly endless piles of ‘newbie dump’ work we had been assigned. At night, we stayed up late in our shared apartment, combing through the existing evidence, reconstructing the case piece by piece, and finding gaps that needed further investigation.

To my surprise, the evenings weren’t unbearable. They were…tolerable. Sometimes even verging on pleasant. Not that I would ever admit that out loud. We spent them lounging in our shared living space, debating theories over greasy takeaway meals. Arguing over evidence and timelines with mouths half-full. For brief dangerous moments, I almost forgot who  he was. Who I was working with. Who I was sharing meals with. Living with.

But he would always inevitably ruin it.

An obnoxious remark, a smug correction, or a deliberate challenge over something trivial. And just like that, we would be arguing again.

Our fragile partnership would shatter.

One thing we did agree on, though, was the evidence that needed examining.

Allerton was rewatching all the CCTV footage from the archives room. Pendrel’s badge has been used to access the room on multiple occasions, always preceding suspicious activity; evidence missing from the room, suspects disappearing, locations conveniently sanitised moments before a raid.

And yet the footage showed nothing.

Nobody in. Nobody out.

Just the static shot of an empty doorway. An untouched room.

Silent. Still.

We both agreed that the footage had to show something . Even if that something was just evidence of it being tampered with.

While Allerton focused on the screens, I was deep in untangling the hierarchical and social web of the Knightguard.

Their leaders. Their key connections. Their family ties. Who had links to Zypherium, whether as dealers or users. Or both. Known locations. Hangouts. Movement patterns. Slowly, I was building a picture. Mapping out who stood to gain the most from the leaked intel, and which of our suspects they might have ties to.

“ Love. ” Allerton’s voice held a flicker of hopeful excitement, so genuine that the teasing nickname did not have its usual grating impact.

I looked up.

He had pulled off his headphones, letting them hang loosely around his neck, one hand still lazily draped over a speaker. With a tilt of his head, he gestured for me to come closer.

I crossed the room.

Standing beside his chair, I caught his gaze just before he silently pressed play.

Onscreen, the archives room glowed faintly in the grainy footage.

Dusty shelves. Old case files. Stillness.

I leaned in, watching for the smallest disruption. But the room remained stubbornly, frustratingly ordinary.

“There!” Allerton said, voice triumphant as he pointed at the screen.

I frowned. Nothing had happened.

I glanced down. He was lounged back, arms crossed, grin wide with that infuriatingly smug expression.

“I didn’t see anything,” I reluctantly admitted.

“Aren’t you  the one with heightened senses?” He teased, eyes gleaming with playful mischief.

I rolled my eyes. He rewound the clip and hit play again.

This time, I moved closer. Watched more intently.

“Did you see it?” Allerton asked.

I did.

A shadow flickered in the far corner of the screen, so brief it could have been a trick of the light.

“Play it again,” I demanded, already moving to perch on the armrest of his chair and get a better angle. My thigh brushed his knee as I leaned forward. Allerton did not flinch at my sudden invasion of his space, his focus remaining firmly on the clip as he rewound it again.

There it was.

A shadow. Faint but distinct. Moving across the back corner of the screen.

My breath caught, half-excitement, half-disbelief.

Allerton instinctively replayed the footage, as though needing to confirm a final time what we both knew we had seen.

"Have you pulled up the footage from that back corner?" I asked, pointing at the grainy edge of the screen. My other hand dropped, automatically, unconsciously, onto his thigh.

I pulled away a second too late.

The contact had lingered. Just long enough for him to notice.

I swallowed hard.

Cheeks heating  

But Allerton, by all the grace of Omni , chose to ignore it.

“I tried,” he said, clearing his throat so that his voice was smooth and infuriatingly composed. All while I was still internally combusting over the fact that my hand had just brushed his thigh.

I took a deep, silent breath.

Compose yourself Briar.

“There isn’t any. That corner’s a blind spot.”

Of course it was.

I turned my head, instinctively.

And instantly regretted it.

The movement brought our faces level. And far too close for comfort.

I found myself staring directly into his insufferably arrogant expression. His green eyes glinted with that familiar, infuriating amusement.

So smug.

And so damn handsome.

I felt the warmth of his breath brush against my cheek, light but enough to give me goosebumps. My heart thudded harder, too loud, too irrational. Cheeks flushing hotter.

He cleared his throat.

I swallowed hard.

"The thing is,” Allerton began, his voice lower than before. He made no attempt to extend the distance between us. “There are several cameras you would need to pass to reach that blind spot. Anyone seen entering the room in the 24 hours before this footage? They’re all accounted for. So whoever’s in that corner…” he nodded at the screen, “…somehow avoided them all.”

I raised a brow, intrigued.

“The only way someone could be getting past the cameras and into that spot undetected would be if they were–”

“Shifting,” he finished.

I shook my head, brow furrowing.

“So it’s as we theorised yesterday? The anti-shiftwave tech is being tampered with?”

“Or our mole isn’t working alone.” Allerton countered smoothly.

The door swung open.

“Well, don’t you two look cosy!”

Isadora Garcia greeted us with an almost sing-song voice. She leaned against the doorframe, eyebrows arched high, eyes gleaming with implication.

“You coming for lunch, Finn?”

“Yeah! Just give me a minute to clear up, and I’ll be right there,” Allerton replied, his tone casual, though his smile seemed almost forced. Isadora’s cheerfulness felt unusually exaggerated in contrast.

“Great!” She chirped, the warmth of her voice a touch too sweet.

He stood. I followed suit a little too quickly, brushing my clammy palms down the front of my dress. Allerton reached for the jacket slung over his chair, slipping it on with his usual easy confidence. Then, he looked at me. A glance that lasted just a beat too long. Eyes a little too bright. Burning with a little too much heat. Then he turned, following Garcia out of the room.

And I was left standing there, alone. Trying to get my heart to stop irrationally racing.

***

I finished scooping the third sugar into my tea when I turned to the fridge to grab some milk and almost collided straight into Barker.

“Oh. I’m sorry I didn’t see you there.” I apologised.

Esmerelda Barker might have been well past retirement age, but she was anything but a frail elderly lady. Her stance was strong, posture straight. She was a tall woman, standing nearly half a foot taller than me. She gave me a warm smile that I could only imagine was reminiscent to that of a grandmother.

“Oh darling, not to worry.” She said softly, stepping aside to give me access to the fridge. “And please, call me Essie!” She insisted. I instinctively crinkled my nose at the smell of bitter coffee as she poured hot water over the ground beans in her mug. “How are you finding Central Intelligence?” Esmerelda asked, as she stirred her coffee.

I hesitated for a moment, struggling to find the words to accurately summarise my first few days.

“Uhm, it’s intense,” I admitted, shrugging slightly. “But nothing I can’t handle.”

Essie laughed softly, the sound gently easing some of the tension I felt.

My shoulders relaxed as I took a sip of my tea.

Not sweet enough.

“Good. But if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to come and ask.” She smiled, giving her coffee a few final stirs before setting the spoon down with a soft clink.

“Thanks, Bar–” I caught myself mid-slip and cleared my throat, smiling nervously, “Essie. I really appreciate it.” She waved off my correction with a dismissive flick of her hand. “I don’t suppose you have any more words of wisdom to offer while we’re here?” I asked. Smile brightening as I felt myself easing in her comforting, soothing, presence.

I almost had to remind myself not to get too comfortable. She was still one of our suspects, after all.

Essie grinned, her eyes twinkling with a mischievous lightness that somehow made her appear younger, and yet still her decades of wisdom remained visible beneath.

“Oh, I have plenty,” she said, picking up her mug and holding the ceramic between her palms - as if trying to warm her hands. “If you’re ever running low on any supplies, Margot is your girl. She’s head of office maintenance. And a cinnamon bun alongside your request paperwork goes a long way.” She lowered her voice at the last few words, raising a brow.

My smile widened.

“Cinnamon bun. Noted.” The words escaped my lips in a short, amused, laugh.

“And if you want to get on Pendrel’s good side,” she continued, her expression softened, likely having noticed the animosity that already simmered between me and the Lieutenant. “Challenge him. I know that sounds counter-productive, but he appreciates a good agent, especially one with a sharp mind. If you challenge him and you’re right, he’ll respect you more for it.”

I nodded, trying to hide the nerves that flickered at the thought.

“Good to know,” I said, my voice more uncertain than I intended.

Essie’s smile softened as though sensing my hesitation.

“Oh, and if you’re ever down in the archives, ask for Ramona. You can’t miss her! She’s–”

“Barker? A word.” Larkin’s sharp voice cut through the moment, and we both turned to see him standing in the doorway of his office, his tone leaving no room for delay.

Essie straightened at the sound of the Captain’s voice, almost subconsciously switching from warm grandma to hardened agent in mere seconds.

“Well, duty calls,” she said, turning back to me with one final, reassuring smile. “Good luck, kiddo. You’ll do great.”

With that, she swept out of the kitchen, leaving behind a sense of warm encouragement.

You’ll do great.

I just hoped she was right.

***

Archives was located down in the basement.

It was a stark contrast to the light open office space we occupied on the top floor. There was a lingering odour of old paper, ink and dust, and the fluorescent unnatural lighting was almost as bad as the anti-shiftwave technology for the impact it was having on the pounding in my head.

A shifter worked meticulously behind a desk, he seemed to be organising files and paperwork, occasionally pausing to type into a computer. He had warm brown skin and soft shoulder length hair that framed his face. When he glanced up at me, his almond-shaped eyes crinkled slightly at the corners, and a smile tugged at his lips, revealing a hint of one of those sharp telltale canines. It was almost comforting, finding another shifter working here.

“Hi.” I greeted, clearing my throat slightly. My voice sounded steadier than I felt, though I clasped my hands together upon the desk to keep them from fidgeting. “I’m looking for Ramona.”

The shifter’s grin widened, revealing more of those sharp canines. He leant forward against the desk, almost mirroring my posture - though his stance displayed the relaxed casualness of someone completely comfortable in their environment.

My attempt to cover up my nervous fidgeting seemed almost obvious in contrast.

“She just stepped out.” He responded, his tone easy and calm. His smile widened slightly, as he tilted his head. “Is there something I can help you with?” He seemed amused at my request - and I felt almost…silly, for asking for someone else when his casual confidence made it clear he knew his way around.

The words stumbled out before I caught myself.

“Actually, yes.” I straightened my posture, feeling the faintest flush creep up my neck. “Could you explain how this works? If I need access to certain records, what’s the process?”

He leaned forward slightly, turning the computer monitor to face me and pulling up what looked like a cataloguing system on the screen.

“Sure. All agents and lead detectives have access to the system to search by key terms or suspects. That’ll pull up a digital catalogue of all the records, case files, and lead profiles we’ve got. If you find what you’re looking for, you can either submit a request in person or message us digitally to let us know which files you need. We’ll process it from there.” I nodded, taking in the information. His relaxed demeanor put me more at ease, but my mind still raced with questions.

“And only you can access the archives?” I asked, letting a note of curiosity slip into my voice.

“That’s right,” he replied with a small nod. “Only the archive staff, Lieutenant Pendrel, and Captain Larkin have pass access. Everyone else has to go through the request system.”

I tilted my head, narrowing my eyes slightly.

“And if someone tried…I don’t know, shifting  to get through the door unnoticed?”

That earned a chuckle, low and rich. His gaze sharpened slightly, a glint of amusement flickering in his eyes.

“With the anti-shiftwave tech running?” He asked, raising a brow, though his question was one of more amused curiosity than it was accusational.

“Humour me,” I said, leaning forward so that I was pressed closer against the desk. I felt a flicker of heat rise to my cheeks but I kept my tone steady. “Say the tech was down. What then?”

His smirk deepened, clearly entertained by the line of questioning.

“There are sensors in the entryway. Strong ones. They can detect even the smallest movement. They’re only deactivated when a valid badge is scanned.” He paused, a gleam of mischief sparkling in his eyes before adding, “you’re not planning on breaking in, are you, newbie?”

I raised a brow, a faint smile tugging at the corners of my lips.

“If I was, I would be smart enough not to ask questions directly to you, wouldn’t I?” I argued playfully. He reminded me of Cam. Kind smile, bright eyes, easy to befriend.  He laughed, the sound warm and unguarded. “Thanks for your help–” I trailed off, catching his eye as I waited for him to introduce himself.

“Rox,” he offered, his grin softening into something almost playful.

“Thanks, Rox. I’m–”

“Briar, I know.” He interrupted, and I blinked, caught off guard. His smile turned into something a little more mischievous. “You’ve been quite the topic of conversation around here, newbie. Especially among us shifters.” He admitted, without an ounce of insecurity lacing his tone. My chest tightened slightly, though I managed to keep my expression relatively neutral.

“Really?” The word came out slower than I intended. “That’s…well, kind of intimidating.” The words left my lips on a short nervous breath of laughter.

“What? You think they would hire their first shifter agent on the Central Intelligence team and word wouldn’t get around to the rest of us? It’s a pretty impressive achievement.” Rox chuckled, shaking his head. I shrugged, trying to ignore the sudden flutter of nerves in my stomach.

“I’m just…doing my job.” I replied, uncertain of how else to respond. Rox’s smirk only widened, the gleam in his eyes turning almost teasing as he folded his arms across his chest.

“Wow. Modest and pretty? What a combination.” The tone was smooth, confident. Like he had delivered that line a thousand times before. A soft laugh escaped me before I could stop it.

“I bet you say that to all the new girls.” I retorted, my eyes narrowing slightly as I pulled back from leaning against the desk, only my fingertips perching on the edge now. Rox only turned more amused, a low chuckle escaping his lips.

“Smart too,” he quipped, his grin widening as he raised a brow. I shook my head, biting back a smile as I stepped away from the desk.

“I should go before I get completely ensnared by your charm.” I jested playfully.

“Well, you would be the first.” He replied, his tone laced with mock seriousness. I laughed, the sound light and genuine.

“I’ll see you around, Rox.”

“See you around, newbie.

***

I ran my hands beneath the hot water tap in the downstairs bathroom lost in thought,  when I heard the sound of someone vomiting in the stall behind me.

I turned off the tap, listening intently to the cubicle.

The sound came again. Erratic breathing followed by a guttural, desperate retching. My chest tightened. I wasn’t sure what to do. My instinct told me to walk away, give whoever it was their privacy, but something else kept me frozen to the spot. I lightly tapped on the door with the back of my knuckles, regretting it the moment the knocking echoed through the bathroom.   
        "Everything okay?" I asked, attempting confidence but feeling timid.

The response came with the flush of a toilet and an irritable voice. 
        "I'm fine thank you." The cubicle door swung open abruptly. A woman, shorter than even me, emerged from the cubicle. Her face was pale, skin slick with a thin layer of sweat. She moved quickly towards the sinks, avoiding eye contact with me as she splashed water on her face. It was then, when the movement brushed her raven black hair from over her ears that I saw they were slightly pointed.

Recognition jolted through me, and without thinking, I blurted.

"Oh. You're a shifter!" Her head snapped up. Her eyes, dark and sharp, narrowed at me. She took a step closer, glaring with barely restrained irritation. She was short enough to have to look up at me when she spoke, but that didn't make her any less intimidating. 
        "Have you got a problem with that?!" She snapped.

I stepped back instinctively, her tone hostile. 
        "No. Sorry. It's just nice to meet another shifter. I'm sorry, I'm blabbering. It's my first week here." I stumbled over my words. Her gaze softened slightly, though suspicion still lingered in her eyes. I took a deep breath and tucked my hair behind my ears, exposing the pointed tips, and flashing my canines with a bright awkward smile. “I’m a shifter too,” I said, my voice quieter but steady, hoping to smooth over the first impression.

The woman's face softened. 
        "Oh. Sorry, I thought you were– Never mind. You said you were new?" Her tone lightened, and a smile replaced the grumpiness. 
        “Yes,” I replied, the earlier awkwardness easing. “I’m Briar,”

Her brow raised, and her lips parted in a faint gasp.

“You’re not…Briar Heartley? ” She asked, her voice lifting with surprise and something almost…agitated.

I frowned.

“Uhm, yeah. How do you–”

She cut me off quickly.

“I thought you were in Emberfall. Just closed the Folde case?”

My stomach dropped.

That wasn’t public knowledge.

The arrest paperwork had only been shared with a limited number of people. Immediate family, the team involved in the arrest, staff working in archives in Emberfall’s central law enforcement precinct and…

A copy was also sent to archives in the Home Office.

Here.

“Are you Ramona?” I asked, keeping my tone even.

Her lips curved into a nervous smile.

“Yeah, that’s me. I’m Ramona.” She responded, her voice wavering slightly as she spoke. I watched her lean against the counter, her knuckles white as she clenched them tightly.

“Right. Barker– Essie, I mean, mentioned you. She said I should reach out to you if I needed anything from the archives.” I said, relaxing slightly although the uneasiness from before lingered. “I– Well, actually, I just spoke to Rox instead, but it’s nice to see your face too. Get to know the people I’ll be working with for the time being.”

She offered a faint smile that was absent from her eyes, her fingers fidgeting with a ring on the middle finger of her left hand. It was a simple golden band, crafted from a metal I did not recognise. It had no gleam, its surface dull and almost matte in appearance. The piece was unusual, not very stylish. I wondered if its value lay in sentiment rather than appearance.

Before I could say anything more, Ramona swallowed hard, her body tensing.

“Excuse me a moment,” she muttered before darting back into the stall and retching again. I moved awkwardly from foot to foot, my hands clasping in front of me as I stood there, unsure if I should stay or leave.

“Do you– do you need any help?” I offered, my voice tentative.

“No,” she said between sharp breaths. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Right,” I murmured, glancing at the closed stall door. “I mean - do you want me to stay?”

“No. Please. I’m fine.” Her voice came sharp and final, a clear dismissal of my lingering concern.

“Right. Sure.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Well, it was nice to meet you.” I waited a beat longer, but when no response came, I turned and left, the sound of retching still echoing faintly in my ears as I stepped back into the hallway.
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She touched my thigh.

It was brief. Accidental. And she had been quietly mortified by the unintended intimacy of it.

And yet, it lingered.

Her fingertips had not even brushed bare skin, but somehow, that moment held more heat than any of the bodies I had shared a bed with in what felt like forever. And while I sat there, pathetically spiraling over how a single touch from the girl I had spent nearly seven years locked in ruthless competition with could unravel me so completely - she remained unbothered. Working, with relentless determination.

I had shamelessly been watching her work - so I noticed the moment her eyes widened. Lighting up with that intoxicating violet flame. The spark that meant she had found something.

“ By the Other ,” she muttered beneath her breath.

She stood.

Eyes rapidly scanned each of the papers. I raised an eyebrow in question, but her attention was entirely focused on the evidence in her hand. She walked out of the office. No hesitation. Just purpose.

Naturally, I followed.

She headed towards the briefing room where the Captain and the Lieutenant were still going over last moon's crime stats. The door was ajar, a silent invitation to interrupt if necessary.

“Lieutenant Pendrel?” Briar knocked gently on the open door, her voice floating softly into the room. Captain Larkin glanced up from his paperwork, but Pendrel did not even bother with an acknowledgement. “Lieutenant?” Briar repeated, undeterred.

He grunted, reluctantly looking up from his screen.

“This better be worth my time, Heartley.” He muttered, his voice flat, dismissive.

Oh fuck him.

I took a step forward. Wanting to intervene. To respond with a retort or a snide remark. But Briar stepped into the  room before me. Her stride determined. Confident. I pressed my lips into a tight line. Leaned back against the doorframe, And watched.

Her eyes flicked to me, just for a heartbeat, as though she had only now noticed I was there. I responded with a raised brow and a slow, nonchalant nod. A supportive gesture as much as it was a challenge.

Impress him, love. Impress me.

“I just–” She began turning back towards the Lieutenant. She paused. A breath. A blink. A flicker of determination in those violet eyes. “Well, I think we need to reconsider Elliott Santos as a suspect in case DLO-987.”

Pendrel barely spared her a glance, his fingers still tapping on his laptop as he continued inputting data.

“Santos has a solid alibi, Heartley.” He said, his voice flat and disinterested. “There’s clear CCTV footage of him in a bar on the other side of the city at the time of the murder. It’s not him.”

Briar’s jaw tightened as she fought to keep herself from snapping back. She inhaled deeply before speaking.

“I’m aware, sir. But I was filing records with the rest of the evidence for the case and I noticed that his financial records show no purchases were made in the bar at that time of the murder.” Her voice was more confident now, assured though it still carried that undertone of urgency. “There were no purchases made at all at that time actually. And I thought that maybe–”

Pendrel finally looked up, but only to sneer derisively at her.  

“You thought what, Heartley?” His voice was scornful, mocking. “That seeing the CCTV footage plainly with my own eyes is less believable than some fucking financial records?!” His words were harsh. He raised his brow in challenge.

I wanted to step in, but I was too busy watching Briar.

She tensed for only a moment. But then that fire burned brighter in her violet eyes. She stepped right back into the flames, unflinching, unwilling to back down.

My grin widened.

“No, sir,” she said, her tone more guarded now. “It’s just…I noticed a transaction from the day before - a large bank transfer to a Mr. Jameson Lynne.” She hesitated. “He’s a shapeshifter.” Her eyes flicked between Pendrel and Captain Larkin, gauging their reactions, trying to see if they understood where she was going. “His financial records do show purchases at the bar around the time of the murder. But when I reviewed the CCTV footage…there’s no sign of him  being there at the bar that night...”

Oh Briar Heartley was good.  Too good.

That brain of hers had an infuriating ability to see around problems in a way no one else could. It made competing with her almost impossible.

And maddeningly addictive.

A beat of silence.

Pendrel’s jaw twitched as he stared at Briar. It was obvious that he was impressed, but he was unwilling to let it show.

“That shady fucking shifter.” He muttered under his breath.

I knew Briar wouldn’t want me to argue.

But I couldn’t resist.

“I would argue that the human who hired the shifter as an alibi so he could go and commit a murder  was the shady one,” I chimed in, keeping my voice intentionally light, but the accusation was clear.

Pendrel’s eyes shot to me, his expression hardening. I stepped forward, raising my hands in mock surrender, but the smirk on my lips did not fade. He ran a hand down his face, cursing under his breath.

“I’ll look into it. But you had better hope this is not a waste of my time, Heartley.” He grumbled, slamming down the lid of his laptop and storming towards his office. The Captain’s expression remained almost unreadable, but I noticed a subtle, almost imperceptible smile directed at Briar. It was gone in an instant, but it was there, a silent acknowledgment. Without another word, the Captain followed Pendrel out, the door clicking shut behind them.

Briar and I were alone.

Briar perched on the edge of a desk. She loosened her hair from its knot, letting her curls fall in soft silver waves down her back, catching the golden glow of the setting sun.

Beautiful.

I had not meant to think it, but I did.

I approached her slowly, leaning casually against the desk opposite, arms crossed.  She did not acknowledge me. Her eyes were closed, her brow furrowed, and her composure was slipping. While our relationship was mostly antagonistic, there was no denying that Briar was at least on some level comfortable with being vulnerable around me. Her composure did not slip like this around anyone else.

“You’re looking low for someone who just found a key piece of evidence that could close a major murder case, love,” I said, my tone light, but teasing. Just enough to coax that familiar flame to life.

Her head snapped up, violet eyes narrowing at me.

There it was.  

“Not now, Allerton. I’m not in the mood.” She grumbled, looking back down at the pieces of evidence in her hands if only to avert her gaze from mine.

I immediately missed the violet.

“Talk to me.”

“Why?” She snapped, throwing her arms up in frustration. “So you can taunt me? Pick apart my theory? Tell me what I did wrong?”

Her words hit me harder than I expected. It was true. I challenged her, often. I pointed out the flaws she missed, and debated back and forth with her on theories until they were faultless. But for her to think that all I did was just to tear her down…that hurt more than I cared to admit.

“Heartley, love-”

“Stop with the fucking  love!”

The room fell silent for a heartbeat. Two.

The only sound was our quiet breaths, and the light rustle of the papers still clutched tightly in her hands. I tilted my head, studying her. Her shoulders were tense. Brow furrowed. Hands clenched into fists at her side. I sighed deeply.

“Alright,” I said finally, pushing off the desk. “Let’s go.”

Briar blinked.

“What?” She asked the line between her brows becoming something more confused than angry.

“We’re going to go find a place where you can punch something.” She arched a brow, and I watched as her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed in a way that I enjoyed a little too much. I shrugged, keeping my tone casual. “I would offer my face, but I think you like it far too much for that.”

The teasing was easy.

I couldn’t help the smirk tugging at the corner of my mouth.

Her eyes narrowed further, her lips pressing into a thin line, but she didn’t deny it. Instead, she tilted her head, her expression calculating.

“I know a place…” she started, trailing off. I raised a brow, waiting.

“But?”

“But,” she said, her tone dry, “you might actually prefer the punch in the face.” Her tone was sharp, but not in her usual sense, it held its own sort of teasing behind it. Briar’s lips twitched, like she was trying not to smirk. I grinned, folding my arms and leaning just a little closer, giving her the full weight of my curiosity. “It’s not exactly the type of place you would find a sheltered, beta-district socialite.”

I barked out a laugh, shaking my head.

I think I could get used to her teasing me.

“You know I have  been to the Delta-district before, Heartley,” I said, folding my arms as I leaned back against the desk again.

“Being chauffeured through in your window-tinted car with the doors locked doesn’t count, Allerton.” She rolled her eyes, her tone dry. I tilted my head, letting the corners of my mouth lift into that grin I knew she hated.

Oh yes, I could definitely get used to it.

“It’s cute that you’re worried about me, love.” I taunted her right back. Her scoff was immediate, her glare as fiery as ever. Not the flames of irritation. But a heat that spoke of mutual attraction.

“I’m not worried about you!” Her voice rose to a more defensive pitch.

“Well then,” I said, pushing off the desk again, standing taller now, “what’s the problem, love? Lead the way!”

For a long moment, she stared at me, expression set in that stubborn way I knew all too well. Then, after a long-suffering sigh, she gave in.

“Fine. But if you get yourself punched in your pretty little face, don’t blame me.”

I smirked,

“Oh, so you do think it’s pretty.” I grinned

She made teasing her far too easy.

She grumbled, and narrowed her eyes, turning away from me. But not before I caught the pink flush on her cheeks.

“Let’s just go, Allerton, before I really do decide to punch you.” She said sharply, and maybe a little breathless, turning on her heel and moving towards the door.

***

A fighting pit. Briar had taken me to a fighting pit.

Or at least, the training grounds for one.

We were deeper into the Delta district than I had ever been in my entire life, and I was surprised at the innate familiarity Briar had shown with the back alleys and seedy corners of Delta territory. Sheltered. Briar had probably been accurate in that description. But I would never admit that to her. Nor would I tell her that being here made me feel the slightest bit uneasy.

Not when she looked so at home .

The gym was in the basement of a run-down, grimy building. It was no more than a cramped room filled wall to wall with elliptical machines, weights, and exercise equipment. The scent of sweat and blood was thick in the air, coupled with the faint sounds of erratic breathing, smashing weights, and exerted grunting.

At the centre of the room was a large, cage-like structure, where two shifters were locked in a brutal fight. A coach, stern, commanding, yet encouraging, guided them through a rapid series of movements, each one shifting forms to gain an advantage over the other. On the streets, a fight like this would have landed them both in a jail cell, no questions asked. The law would not have tolerated it. Shifter fights were illegal, circumstances be damned.

But here? This was different. Here, this wasn’t a crime, it was a sport.

A ruthless and often violent sport. But a sport all the same.

This was Shifter Fighting Arts.

Despite the fierce atmosphere, Briar seemed perfectly comfortable. Even in her business attire she seemed to fit in here. Her posture, usually stiff and controlled, was surprisingly relaxed. At ease, even. A light smile played at her lips, and an eager gleam sparkled in her eyes as she watched the fight unfold at the centre.

I had known Briar for almost seven years, and yet in a few short days I had witnessed a side of her that shattered my entire perception of who she was. I thought I knew her. And it was true that there was a certain side to Briar I knew intimately. But there was a whole other person beneath the hard, fiery, determined exterior that I didn’t know.

And by the Other I wanted to.

That thought lingered longer than I anticipated. Briar had always been my rival, my greatest competition. I didn’t want to think about how her lips looked almost as soft as her unfamiliarly relaxed smile. Or the way her guard dropped in a place like this, and my heart ached at the idea of her finally feeling more at ease.

More like she belonged.

The fight in the cage was reaching a brutal, bloody conclusion. A shifter in alligator form had a wolf in his unrelenting grip, his powerful jaws clamped tightly around the wolf’s midsection. The pressure was enough to draw blood but not enough to crush bone or end a life. Unable to escape, the wolf was forced to shift back into his natural form, surrendering the fight. The gator, satisfied with the victory, released his hold and shifted back a moment later.

The victor was a towering, shirtless man, his body more muscle than anything else, with soft blonde hair that contrasted sharply with his imposing frame. With a grin that didn’t match the brutality of the fight, he pulled the other shifter to his feet. The two of them shared a playful shove, still sparring with each other as they moved toward the exit of the ring. The blonde locked the smaller boy in a headlock, grinning wildly as he began to ruffle his hair - when in that moment his gaze locked on Briar from across the room.

He immediately stilled. His eyes wide with mild surprise, and then they lightened.

He grinned.

My eyes flickered to Briar. Who was watching the blonde with the same lightness.

She grinned too.

My stomach dropped.

“What are you doing here, Trouble? Get bored playing with the good boys?” His words came out smooth and teasing. Briar’s eyes locked onto his, and I watched the way she softened. The way she glowed  for him. There was an unmistakable glisten in both of their eyes.

A nervous anticipation. A mutual longing. A clear history of affection.

Another man that Briar had a past with. And this time I was almost certain he wasn’t her brother.

“No, just figured it was time to remind you all what a real fighter looks like.” Briar responded. Her tone was soft but equally as teasing. Playful, almost flirtatious.

Flirting .

She was fucking flirting with him.

And he was loving it.

The blonde smirked, his hulking form towering over her, folding his arms like a barrier. Tense, like he was restraining himself from reaching for her.

From touching  her.

The restraint bothered me almost more than the warm affection she had shared with Taylor, because it hinted at a deeper, more personal intimacy that was no longer there. The intimacy of an estranged partner.

An ex-lover.

My fists clenched and his gaze swept over her like he was undressing her with his eyes. He was practically devouring  her with that stupid grin of his

“Thought you were too busy being all serious and corporate these days for a little sparring.” He retorted. But Briar was quick to respond.

“Oh, I’ll never get too busy to knock you flat on your back, Nate.”

Nate laughed, looking her up and down with a wicked, mischievous smirk and an undeniable heat in his gaze.

“Well, we don’t have to be in a gym for that , Trouble.” He grinned. His voice dipped lower, and the way he spoke made it clear this wasn’t just a casual remark.

Definitely not her fucking brother.

A tight knot formed in my chest, and nausea churned in my stomach - a feeling that was dangerously close to jealousy. But jealousy was absurd. Illogical. I didn’t feel jealousy. Not for Briar. Not for anyone. I didn’t have any right to be angry about how this Nate guy looked at Briar.

Or how Briar looked back.

And I hated that I noticed that look.

Briar laughed, and looked him up and down as if actually considering taking him up on his implied offer. And then without exchanging another word she was in his arms. He pulled her into a tight, possessive embrace, squeezing her like she was the only thing that mattered in that entire room. Her body relaxed into his, her cheek resting against his chest. My blood roared in my ears, the rage bubbling to the surface, but I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t tear my eyes off them.

“I've missed you, Trouble” He murmured into her hair. Briar’s response was soft, nearly inaudible over the noise of the gym, but I heard it.

“I’ve missed you too.”

When they finally broke apart, Nate’s hand lingered on her arm, his thumb brushing against her skin as if he couldn’t quite let go.

And it was the way he looked at her.

That unrestrained adoration in his eyes made me want to punch something.

Preferably him.

“Perhaps it’s just my eyes getting old and weary but I could have sworn I saw little  Briar Heartley walk back into my gym.” The coach who had been guiding Nate and the other shifter through the fight before approached. His eyes flickered over Briar with an affectionate gleam, and a wide grin took over his face. It was clear that there was history there, but I could tell by the look in his gaze that his affection towards Briar was more fatherly. Briar laughed.

“I’m not quite so little anymore.” She grinned.

“No Briar, you’ll always be little,” he responded with an affectionate smile. It was true, Briar was small in stature. “No less fierce though.” He added. Also true. The coach lifted Briar's chin to get a better look at her face, a gentle assessment of her welfare. “What you aren’t though, is ‘trouble’, so I’ve heard.” He nudged Nate in the ribs, giving him a pointed look. “An agent now, I hear?” He asked with a raised brow. Briar tilted her head, and smiled. The soft flush on her face told me she both enjoyed and felt self-conscious under the scrutiny of their attention - but there was no missing the pride in her eyes.

“Have you ever known me to not achieve something I set my mind to?” She asked with a self-appreciating grin. Nate chuckled, an affectionate glimmer lit up his eyes.

“Doesn’t matter how far you climb, Bri, you’ll always be Trouble to me.” He mused, and he and Briar shared a knowing, affectionate gaze.

Bri.

The coach’s grin widened as he stepped back, his arms folding across his chest.

“Well, I hope you’re here to fight. It’d be nice to finally give Nate here a bit of a challenge.”  The teasing edge in his voice was matched only by the flash of excitement in his eyes.

I couldn’t say I shared the sentiment.

I knew Briar could hold her own. Gunwin-be-damned I had seen her take down a huge lion shifter without so much as altering her natural form less than a week ago. Quick strikes, calculated blows, her technique was sharp and precise.

And yet the thought of her stepping into that cage with Nate made my stomach twist.

She was so small and petite, and he was so… fuck . Nate was a brute. A hulking beast of muscle and power, who seemed all too eager to throw his weight around. That smug, handsome face didn’t help either.

Handsome.

Deities,  why the fuck did that matter?

Maybe it was the idea of their bodies tangled together in the ring. Twisting. Grappling. Sweating. Briar pinned beneath him, his weight pressing into her as she struggled, their breathing ragged, panting–

Ammemean-be-damned. What was wrong with me?

Nate’s eyes sparkled with eager anticipation. His lips curved into a mischievous grin as he turned his full attention back to Briar.

“What do you say, Trouble? Want to spar?” He asked, his voice confident as he nudged her lightly with his elbow. Briar raised a brow, her arms crossed tight over her chest as if unimpressed, but there was a gleam in her eye.

“That depends,” she said, her tone light, but her gaze teasing. “Are you ready to lose?”

Nate’s grin grew wider, an almost boyish excitement lighting up his face.

“To you? Always.” He drawled, each word slow and deliberate. The blood in my veins simmered. I felt the heat rise up my neck, as I fought the irrational urge to knock that smug look right off his face.

The coach clapped his hands together, cutting through the tension.

“Alright then, Heartley. Hit the changing rooms. You and Zenatti are next in the ring.” He motioned toward a door on the far side of the gym. Briar glanced briefly at me over her shoulder, raising a brow.

“Are you okay to wait here?” She asked. It was as if her sudden acknowledgement of me had made the others aware of my presence.

Their eyes flicked to me. But I only had eyes for Briar.

“Perfectly fine, love.” I replied, forcing an easy smile as I leaned back against the wall. Nate’s responding glare was immediate. The low growl that escaped his throat wasn’t quite human, but I didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. My own expression remained cool and composed, even as the corner of my mouth quirked up in silent challenge.

Briar gave me one final nod, then strode toward the changing rooms with a confidence that made her look untouchable.

Nate continued to glare, shooting me a look that I presumed was supposed to be menacing, but I returned it with one that was unbothered and calm.

“Nate. Go cool off and stretch for the fight.” The coach instructed, but Nate’s stern stare lingered in my direction. “ Nathan! ” The coach scolded. On this second occasion, Nate seemed to relent. With a grunt, he stretched, making an almost satisfying crunching sound in his back, and left to prepare for the fight.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” The coach turned to me, extending a welcoming hand, which I accepted with a gracious shake.

“Finn Allerton.” I gripped his hand firmly, offering a polite, practiced smile.

“Allerton?” He said, his eyebrows shooting up with that familiar surprise. “Any relation to the former Supreme Commander?” He asked with a raised brow.

“He’s my father.” I smiled tightly, my voice both strained and proud. He shook my hand enthusiastically.

“Wow, well it’s an honour, Finn. Cory Clement.” He gave me a nod of respect. “Your father’s policies did wonders for getting this gym off the ground, you know. His investments in the Delta District’s business development were unprecedented. I don’t think we’d be standing here today without that boost.”

Despite Cory's elderly appearance, his grip remained firm and strong. He sported a sleeveless t-shirt and shorts that accentuated the muscles in his body. A spotted tail swished at his rear, and several whiskers sprouted from his cheeks.  

A warmth spread in my chest at the praise for my father.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I replied sincerely. I was always proud to learn that my fathers initiatives during his reign had made a real difference to the people that needed it. “I’ll be sure to pass that on to him.”

Cory’s smile didn’t waver as he gestured subtly toward Nate, who had returned to his workout with a renewed sense of violent determination.  

“Ignore Nate. Given his history with Briar he’s likely to be sour towards anyone she’s romantically involved with–”

I choked on the very oxygen I was breathing.

“Briar and I aren’t–” The words spilled out, panicked and unconvincing, before devolving into an awkward throat-clearing that did absolutely nothing to salvage my dignity. My hands shoved themselves deep into my pockets as I scrambled to assemble what little composure I still possessed. “Briar and I are not involved . Romantically, or in any other sense, really. Apart from being colleagues.”

“Oh?” Cory’s brow quirked upward, his expression a shade too amused for my liking. He didn’t look convinced, but thankfully he seemed to let the matter drop.

If there was one thing I couldn’t let happen, it was having anyone think I had feelings  for Briar. Because I didn’t. I couldn’t.  Not just for Briar, but for anyone. That part of me, the soft, hopeful, romantic part, had shattered the night Darla died. I was sworn off relationships that were anything more than the temporary heat of casual sex. I was too broken for romantic connection. Too fractured for feelings.

And yet–

No. Not and yet. There was no and yet.

“So, Finn, do you spar?” Cory asked casually, an attempt to steer the conversation away from the awkward turn it had taken.

“I do. But– well, not like this.” I smiled weakly, gesturing to the ring. I could fight. My hand to hand combat was better than most. But Cory was not talking about simple combat. He was referring to the brutal, bloody sport of SFA. “I'm human.”

Cory responded with an amused grin.

“Yes. I can tell.” He looked as if he was stifling a laugh. “But that has never stopped any of my fighters,” he shrugged, “I have many humans here, training in the art of SFA. Shifters may have raw power, but nothing humans can’t face with practice, agility, strategy. We teach balance here, discipline.”

I blinked rapidly, staring at him in disbelief.

Humans fighting shifters whilst using their ability. Successfully?

“Humans?” I asked in surprise. Cory nodded.

“My shifters too learn how to effectively take down another of our kind without using their shifting ability.”

Interesting. I wondered if this was where Briar had learnt that skill.

“It is important, as much as it is fun.” He continued. “Especially with the types of kids I get here at the gym,” he tilted his head towards Nate. I wondered if Briar had once too been one of those troubled kids. “If they get caught up in illegal fights on the streets, it doesn’t end well for anyone - human or shifter. The law doesn’t tolerate it, and neither do I.” There was another brief pause as I considered the concept. “Are you interested?”

Before I could answer, the changing room door opened.

My eyeline drifted away from Cory as Briar walked back onto the gym floor. She was wearing a tight, two-piece gym set that left little to the imagination. Every curve and muscle in her body was left exposed. The cropped top half meant her stomach was left bare, revealing a defined set of abs. Her hair was tied back, though a few strands fell loose around her face, framing it in a way that was…distracting. She looked dangerous. And beautiful.

Beautiful in a way that made it hard to breathe.

I found myself unintentionally watching her for far longer than was probably appropriate.

“Finn?” Cory’s voice caught my attention, but I still found it difficult to tear my gaze away from Briar.

“Yes. I’m interested.” I finally answered his question, but my focus was still on my beautiful little rival in the ring. My eyes lazily observed her as she loosened her neck muscles, before reaching down towards her toes, inadvertently pulling my gaze towards her arse.

Fuck.

“Are we still talking about the training?” He asked. It took more effort than I would like to admit to peel my eyes from Briar and refocus on the man in front of me. One of his brows was raised, and his voice was brimming with humour.

“Yes. Training. I’m interested.” I responded, with a tight smile.

I was genuinely interested.

The concept of humans being trained to fight shifters did not just fascinate me…it was important.

It could be the answer I had been searching for, for a very long time.

And if my brain could focus on anything other than Briar Heartley in that tight little two-piece then I would have pestered Cory with a thousand more questions on the topic.

“Good.” He smiled, “I suspect I’ll see you here much more often then, Finn. Especially since I have a feeling Briar is going to be returning as a regular.”

Cory strode toward the cage. Nate and Briar were already there, facing one another in hushed conversation that seemed a little more serious than the flirting that had occurred earlier.

Cory gave a sharp call to prepare.

The two of them dropped into stances. Mirrored movements, smooth and lethal.

My heart rate picked up, and I held my breath.

“ Fight!”  

The movement was immediate. Violent and blindingly fast. A blur of limbs and claws and teeth. The sound of flesh transforming echoed through the gym, punctuated by snarls that were anything but human.

Oh fuck.  Fuck everything. Fuck all the deities. Fuck the Other world. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
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I approached the cage on silent feet.

Despite the scent of sweat, steel, and blood, the gym felt familiar, welcoming, almost. Grounding in its brutal charm.

Inside the cage, Nate stretched, his broad shoulders flexing as he reached high above his head, his back to me. I leaned casually against the cage wall, my arms crossed over my chest. The cool metal pressed into my skin through the thin material of my gym set. A small smirk tugged at my lips.

“Surprised to see me?” I asked, raising my voice over the sharp clatter of weights meeting the floor, and the rhythmic thud of fists striking pads.

Nate turned, his movements fluid.

A predator at rest.

His smirk curled slowly across his face, though his blue eyes held the slightest flicker of curiosity. He read me as easily as he always had, and I let him look. Let him remember all we were to each other. All we still are  to each other. I felt relaxed and genuinely content to be in his company.

For all the ways my childhood had shaped me, broken me, really, Nate had been a rare and consistent source of positivity. A warmth in years that had otherwise been cold and cruel. It was as if nothing and everything had changed. The unwavering affection we felt for each other remained. And if I were being brutally honest, there was still some spark of chemistry, some trace of that magnetic sexual attraction we had once shared. Though nothing I would ever act on. Not now.

But romantic love? The notion of anything like that between us was long gone.

“I’m surprised to see you here with him. ” Nate replied, the tone was light on the surface but held an undercurrent of bitterness as he gestured with a nod towards Allerton. He raised his arms over his head again, catching his right elbow with his left hand in an overarm stretch. His gaze never left mine, though, even as he moved. I mirrored his actions, rolling one shoulder before reaching up to loosen my own limbs. I needed to be sharp for this fight. Nate certainly wasn’t going to go easy on me, regardless of our history. If anything, our past would make him work harder.

“We’re working a case together,” I said simply.

“That doesn’t explain why you’ve brought him to the gym, though, Trouble.” Nate shot back, the nickname was second-nature, slipping off his tongue like we were still kids sneaking out past curfew. His tone held that familiar teasing edge, but I caught the weight of the question beneath it.

“I did warn him against coming here,” I admitted with a shrug. “But he’s too stubborn for his own good.”

Nate’s smirk deepened as his arms dropped back to his sides.

“I thought the two of you hated each other.” He said, more of a statement than a question, as I reached down to touch my toes.

“We did.” I said quickly. Too quickly. I frowned, surprising even myself as I referred to our animosity in past tense. “We  do .” I corrected hastily. I rolled my neck, avoiding the way Nate’s brow arched knowingly. “It’s…complicated.” I murmured, shaking my head.

“Complicated?” Nate echoed, folding his arms as he tilted his head. “Maybe you want to explain it to me over a drink sometime?”

“Nate…” I warned, a hint of hesitation sneaking into my voice.

He rolled his eyes in exaggerated offense.

“Not like that, Trouble. Not even I’m stupid enough to ask you on a date after all these years.” I smirked, a flicker of amusement tugging at the corner of my mouth. “We have been friends far longer than we were anything more than that, remember?” I held his gaze for a beat longer than I needed to.

Friends.  

‘Friends’ was not a strong enough word to describe what Nate had been to me. Even before our relationship blossomed into romance, Nate and I had been best friends . My closest confidante other than Taylor. The only other person who had seen me at my most broken and yet chose to stay by my side. That counted for more than any romance we had once shared. I pushed the thought aside and adjusted my stance, rolling my wrists as I matched his cocky grin.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, my voice lighter now. “If you win this match, I’ll let you buy me a drink.”

Nate’s smirk widened.

“And if I lose?” He asked, those sharp canines glinting in the light.

“Then I’ll buy you one as a consolation prize,” I said with a smirk. He laughed, the sound low and easy as he stepped toward the centre of the cage.

“Fair enough,” he said, a spark of challenge lighting his eyes.

At that moment, Cory approached the cage giving us the signal to start our preparations. My heart picked up, anticipation combined with adrenaline began to course through my veins. I stepped forward to meet Nate, my senses narrowing until everything else - the clang of weights, the scent of sweat and blood, even the pressing sense of Allerton’s piercing stare on me  - blurred into a distant hum. The world reduced itself to the cage, to the rubber beneath our feet, and to Nate’s easy grin and the challenge behind his eyes. All the history we shared, all the affection and warmth that remained between us, was irrelevant as we stared each other down in challenge.

Because now, as my focus honed in on this moment, Nate was no longer my friend. He was no longer my ex, or the boy who had been by my side since childhood.

He was my opponent. My competitor. The one thing standing between me and victory.

And as I stood there staring into those hard, piercing blue eyes that had gone almost cold in anticipation of the brutality that awaited, I knew one thing for certain.

This fight was going to be so much fun .

“ Fight! ”

It took mere seconds for Nate to react and shift his full body into that of an alligator, snapping his large jaws in my direction. He was fast. But I was faster. My reflexes, honed by years of training, allowed me to ascend into the form of a small falcon. As I shot upwards into the air, Nate’s jaws snapped shut onto nothing.

Predictable, Zenatti.

If a falcon could grin, I certainly would have.

Satisfied that I had anticipated his first move and narrowly avoided his lethal clutches, I tilted my wings to control my descent and dove. The rush of air streamed through my feathers as I landed behind Nate's awkwardly thick alligator neck and pecked sharply at his eyes. His growl vibrated through the air as he thrashed violently. His thick tail swung out, crashing against the cage wall.

In the blink of an eye, I felt scales shifting to flesh beneath my clawed feet as Nate shifted again. I barely caught sight of thick blonde fur and rippling muscles before a strong, leathery palm snatched at my tail feathers.

A gorilla.  Nate had shifted into an Omni-damned gorilla.

Less predictable, but still not good enough.

I swept away into the air, a lone tail feather remained in Nate’s palm, instantly turning into a smear of blood as it parted from my body. He angrily threw his fist into the ground, his snarl inhuman as he pounded against his chest. He suddenly began scaling the side of the cage, thick fingers curling into the chain-link as he hoisted his massive frame upward with terrifying speed.

My heart raced in my tiny chest. This form suddenly felt too small, and too fragile to face the formidable beast that Nate had become. I needed something to match his strength and brutality.

A panther grew from my flesh. Quick. Strong. Agile. And adept at climbing.

I lunged for him. Muscles coiled, claws sharp, and strength humming beneath my silver fur. Silver because it was easier to focus on the form, and not the animals natural aesthetic when shifting at rapid-fire speed. I dropped from the air, my claws extended, raking along his side as I collided with him mid-climb. We tumbled together towards the ground, hitting the cage floor hard. Nate let out a huff of air as I twisted on top of him, slashing at his thick chest.  But his gorilla strength worked against me, flipping me onto my back in seconds.

I barely rolled in time to avoid a fist to my jaw. He was relentless, those gorilla eyes - still carrying Nate’s blue - darkened with stubborn determination.

I snarled. Striking with my claws once more, ripping through his fur and drawing blood. But Nate didn’t flinch. He slammed his fist into my ribs, the blow knocking me sideways.

All air pushed from my lungs in a heaved breath.

Pain erupted.

But there was no time to acknowledge it. No time for hesitation. I allowed myself only a second to recover before I moved. Quickly leaping to my feet I circled him, looking for an opening as Nate dropped back into his stance.

He charged.

I leapt.

Soaring over him, I narrowly avoided the weight of his hulking form barrelling into me. Instead he slammed into the cage wall with a clatter that echoed through the gym. Nate snarled and turned again, but I was ready.

In a blur of movement, I shifted once more. My muscles transformed, bones twisting into something longer, smoother.

A python.

My body shot forward, scales gliding effortlessly over the mat, and I coiled around his neck before he could react. His thick gorilla palms clenched my scaly muscular body, and he pulled.

His efforts were futile.

I squeezed tighter, cutting off his oxygen with force. Nate thrashed. He slammed his fists against me, bashing and twisting, but I held firm. Every time he exhaled, I constricted further, his breath growing ragged as his movements became more desperate.

Still, he refused to relent.

Come on, Nate. Yield.

Nate continued to fight relentlessly. But I felt his strength waning.

Fuck, Zenatti. Just shift back.

But he didn’t. Not until I squeezed so hard I felt the last of his air leave his lungs in a sharp, painful wheeze. His limbs twitched, his fists weakly pounding my coils, until finally he shifted back to his natural form beneath me.

Thank fuck.

I breathed a sigh of relief, instantly shifting back into my natural form and rushing to his side as he desperately gasped for air.

“Nate, are you okay?” I asked, genuine concern in my voice as I watched him cough and splutter on the mat beneath me. But at the sight of his familiar grin, I rolled my eyes. “ You stubborn, fucking, idiot. ” I cursed, but there was no real bite to my words. Nate laughed, and I couldn’t stop the smirk from twitching onto my lips, brushing sweat-damp curls from my face as I sat back on my heels.

“I guess you owe me that drink, then.” He teased, his breath still ragged as he pushed up onto his elbows.

“Yeah,” I murmured. “Yeah, I guess I do.”
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I could not sleep.

I had given it an hour. Tossing, turning, staring at the ceiling. Before giving up entirely.

The pen in my hand hovered just above the paper, a half-finished sentence, ink still wet, where I had stopped mid-thought. I stared at it. Still. Thinking. The words had to be right. This could finally be the breakthrough I have been looking for.

A soft click sounded across the hall. Briar’s bedroom door.

I glanced down at my watch. 2:04 am. I guess I was not the only one who couldn’t sleep. I waited. Counted five slow breaths. Then set my pen down and slipped out of my room.

The apartment was quiet. Moonlight cast a soft silver glow across the room. But the only silver that caught my eyes were the wild sleep-tousled waves of Briar’s hair. She was exactly where I knew she would be, reading through evidence and pinning up photographs and files on the crime map with precise, unrelenting focus.

“Do you know what time it is, love?” I asked, voice low and deliberately teasing.

She didn’t even turn around.

“Can’t sleep.” She muttered, stretching a red thread between two unfamiliar faces and Lieutenant Pendrel on the crime board. I dragged my tongue across my teeth, fighting the smirk already tugging at the corner of my mouth.

“So because you can’t sleep, you’ve decided I shouldn’t either?” I folded my arms across my chest as I leaned casually against the doorframe of my bedroom.

“Oh, please! You–” She rolled her eyes as she turned, and then froze.

For a second I wondered what was wrong and then–

I saw it.

The way her eyes locked on the bare skin of my chest. How her gaze moved. Slow, bold, unflinching. And Ammemean-save-me , there was heat in it. Not the familiar blaze of irritation I had grown addicted to. Not the flames of anger I knew exactly how to provoke. This was something else. Something far more dangerous. The kind of heat that flickers when something forbidden sparks to life.

And I found I liked this heat more.

But it was gone in a blink.

Smothered beneath the familiar violet flare of her annoyance.

“You’ve been up for hours.” She grumbled, but there was less bite in her tone than before. Her gaze darted to my hands, a light flush of pink on her cheeks. Deities. Why did that make me feel breathless?

“Writing, I presume. I can scent the ink. It’s still wet.” I raised a brow. There it was. That quiet, infuriating talent of hers. Observant. Sharp. Somehow intimate without trying. “And put on a damned shirt .”

I chuckled, teeth grazing my bottom lip as I stepped further into the room.

She tugged her robe tighter around herself. Silk. Length on the shorter side,  just enough to be a little revealing. And while I imagined she had just grabbed the nearest thing to cover herself up when she stepped out into the main living space, the robe was not one designed for comfort.

It was designed to be sensual. Intimate.

A robe designed for pleasure.

Designed not just to be worn, but to be removed . Slowly. Reverently.

The kind of fabric that begged to be touched.

To be peeled away with practiced, worshiping hands.

But before I could get too distracted as my traitorous mind wondered what, if anything , she was wearing beneath–

I noticed her hands.

Trembling.

A subtle insistent shake that would not leave, even as she folded her arms across her chest.

I swallowed hard.

“Are you cold?” I asked, stepping closer.

“What?” The single word was more breathless than she probably intended. And like her hands, it shook.

“You’re trembling, love.”

Love.

There it was again, said not with teasing but with affection, in a way that was unintended but no less genuine. Her eyes flickered to me.

“I’m fine.” She murmured. Too quickly. Wrapping her arms even tighter around herself. But it didn’t stop the shaking. “It’s just the anti-shiftwave tech. It gives me headaches sometimes.”

A partial truth. But there was something else she was not telling me.

I clenched my jaw so tight I could feel my teeth grinding together. I wanted to push her. But she had only just started looking at me like…well, like she didn’t hate the very air I breathed.

And I liked it when she looked at me like that. A lot more than I wanted to admit.

“Alright,” I said, stepping closer with a slow exhale. My eyes swept over the board. Red string, pinned photos, scattered notes like fractured thoughts. “If we’re both up anyway…” I nodded toward the map. “Catch me up.”

She hesitated. Bit her lip. Her teeth barely grazed the soft curve of it, and for a second, I forgot we were talking about the case.

“It might be nothing,” she started, eyes scanning the board, voice low. “But while I was reviewing some of the newbie dump casework, I noticed something… interesting. ” She paused, violet eyes lighting up in the way that only showed when she was on the edge of uncovering something important. “Pendrel’s name keeps coming up against cases that link him directly with multiple Knightguard members. Too many times. And the thing is…most of those cases remain unsolved.”

I straightened slightly.

“You think that’s intentional?”

“I don’t really have proof,” she admitted, with a light shrug in her shoulders. “It’s just a theory…for now.”

I nodded, moving to stand beside her analysing the evidence she had pinned together.

“Anyone in particular?”

She nodded once, gesturing toward a grainy photo she had pinned.

“Tristain Rascallian. And Rodney Folde. Both have ties to Zypherium, and both have managed to avoid being caught by law enforcement on too many occasions for it to be a coincidence.”

I raised a brow.

“Folde?” I asked. “As in…Paisley and Craxley?”

“The very same,” she said, glancing sideways at me. “He’s their cousin.”

“The shifter?”

“No. He’s human.” She looked back to the board.

I nodded slowly. Watched her for a little while longer.

She did not seem to notice, or if she did, she did not care. Her attention remained fixed on the board. Her eyes were hidden from my direct sight so I was unable to tell whether she was deep in thought, or simply trying to avoid my gaze.

She was tired, that much I could tell.

From the way her shoulders slumped just slightly. The way she brought her hands up to rub at her face. The way she tried to stifle a yawn, half-covering her mouth with the back of her hand like she was trying to hide it from me.

“You should try and get some sleep, love,” I murmured, voice gentle.

Briar shook her head instinctively, slow and stubborn, like it was her nature to argue with anything I said.

“I’m going to go for a flight.”

I blinked.

“A flight?” I echoed. She just nodded in response.

“Too much anti-shiftwave tech,” she muttered, shaking her head and vaguely gesturing around the apartment. She turned to look at me then. “It will give me time to clear my head, focus.”

I hesitated.

Pushing my tongue into my cheek.

I wanted to insist she not go alone, but I  could hardly join her. Besides, I could see in her expression that this was not a topic that was up for debate.

“Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. “Be safe.”

Her lips parted, the faintest amount, before shutting tightly again, mouth pressing into a thin line. Almost as if she wanted to say something, but then decided against it.

Instead, she simply nodded. Then wordlessly, silently, without looking back, she walked out the door. Still barefoot. Still in that silk robe, like she couldn’t get away fast enough. I lingered for a few seconds longer, staring at the empty space she left behind, before I turned and headed back into my room.

The letter still sat where I had left it, the ink now dry, the page cold beneath my fingertips.

But my mind was not on the words anymore. It was on her.

Her silver hair that shone like moonlight. The way the revealing, silk robe brushed against her skin. That gleam in those mesmerising violets when theories assembled themselves in her impossible mind.

But somehow thinking about her helped.

I picked up the pen again, finished the last few lines I had been struggling with earlier.

She was the centre of all this, after all.

Eventually, I crawled into bed.

I lay there in the dark, arms behind my head, staring at the ceiling. But even under the weight of exhaustion I still did not sleep. Not until I heard the soft click of the apartment door, the bare feet padding quietly across the floor, the creak of her bedroom door closing again with a gentle thud.

Only then, when I knew she was back, safe, and tucked into bed, did I finally let my eyes close.

And the last thing I thought of before sleep claimed me was the violet glow of her eyes, the faint pink flush on her cheeks, the quiet heat in her gaze.

And the tremble in her hands.
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I dropped the massive stack of files onto Pendrel’s desk with a satisfying thud.

His fingers paused mid-type, eyes lingering on the pile before slowly lifting to meet mine. His gaze was a mix of barely contained rage and something colder. Darker.

It took everything in me to remain neutral and not let the smug satisfaction show.

Pendrel leaned back in his chair, his fingers interlocking as he rested them on his desk, the motion deliberate, controlled. But the tension in his shoulders and the vein pulsating on his forehead betrayed his rising irritation.

“What is this?” He asked, his voice low, smooth. Dangerously calm. I took a steadying breath, keeping my chin high and deliberately meeting his gaze.

“All the ‘newbie dump’ files you assigned are complete, Lieutenant.”

In the span of a heartbeat, I watched a whirlwind of emotions flicker in his dark eyes. The change was so quick, it was almost imperceptible. Widening briefly in surprise, brows lifting simultaneously, then narrowing, a hard line appearing between them as disbelief and confusion flashed across his face. His expression then settled back into a familiar, simmering anger.

“You shouldn’t have neglected the work of the other agents just to complete mine.” He grumbled. “You need to learn how to prioritise appropriately–”

“I didn’t, sir.” I interjected, forcing myself to remain calm, measured, respectful. Though the latter was feigned. “Theirs is complete too.”

Pendrel blinked, his composure cracking just enough to show astonishment before quickly masking it with scepticism.

“All of it?” he pressed, voice suspicious.

“Yes, sir.”

“To a sufficient standard?” His tone sharpened, his gaze scrutinising me in the way it always seemed to. “I hope you haven’t overlooked quality for speed.”

The insult stung, but I kept my face neutral.

“I assure you I have completed all my work to the highest possible standard, Lieutenant.” I said, being sure to keep my voice measured despite the rising aggravation. Pendrel leaned forward, resting his forearms on the desk as he studied me.

“I’ll be the judge of that, Heartley,” Then, with a dismissive wave of his hand, he added, “And if I find this work has been rushed, and it falls short of my expectations, you might want to consider Allerton’s method. He might not have yet completed his work but–”

“Oh.” I interjected. “He finished too, sir. This morning.” The faint hint of bitterness in my voice was unmistakable. Allerton had been smug, and vocal when he finalised his last piece of work while I still had a stack of mine remaining. He had leant back in his chair with that infuriatingly self-satisfied look in his eyes.

Bastard.

Pendrel froze mid-motion, his brow furrowing.

“Both of you have finished?” He asked, disbelieving. “My files alone should have taken you at least a week. And you’re telling me both you  and Allerton have finished the grunt work of five agents in the same timeframe?”

“Yes, sir,” A hint of that smugness I was trying to hide crept through. “You gave a hard deadline of ten days.”

“The deadline, ” he shot back, his voice rising just enough to show his frustration, “is supposed to be  unobtainable. That’s the whole point of the ‘newbie dump.’ It’s to teach you resilience, to teach you how to handle the pressure when you’re buried under piles of endless work.”

“Well…” I shrugged, keeping my posture casual, despite Pendrel’s obvious anger, and my own satisfaction growing. “Consider the pressure…handled.”

Pendrel’s gaze narrowed. His lips pressed into a hard line

“You’re dismissed, Heartley.”

I nodded, heart racing in my chest as I turned to leave.

I headed into the communal kitchen. Flicking on the kettle, I leaned back against the counter and finally let myself feel the satisfaction of that interaction. Pendrel had spent the entire time scrutinising me. Questioning my work. Undermining my ability. But I had stood my ground, my confidence unwavering. And I knew damn well he wouldn’t find a single flaw in the files I had handed in, not without exposing himself as the petty, meticulous bore I already suspected him to be.

The hot water in the kettle bubbled, and I felt the heat of the rising steam caress the ends of my curls. I popped a tea-bag into the mug, along with two sugars. Three. I put a fourth one in for good measure, before filling the rest of the mug with boiling water, and stirring lazily.

“Are you going to have some tea with that sugar, love?” Finn’s voice broke the momentary quiet, smooth and laced with amusement. He strolled into the kitchen, one hand in his pocket, adjusting his tie with the other. He began prepping his own drink - a strong coffee.

“I thought you knew by now that I like things sweet.” I said, offering him the milk almost subconsciously as I finished using it.

“Yeah. But that drink is more sugar than liquid, love.” He teased, placing the milk back in the fridge and coming to stand beside me. His shoulder brushed mine, and the warmth of his touch was surprisingly pleasant. Unlike the aroma of his bitter coffee.

“Well I can guarantee it tastes better than that awful, bitter, bean, water you’re drinking.” I shot back.

Amusement lit up Finn’s eyes and his grin widened, the corners of his mouth tugging upwards in that way that always seemed to ignite an annoying flutter in my chest. A soft breathy laugh escaped his lips, and he tilted his head as he observed me with those piercing green eyes.

Omni he was handsome.

Irritating, insufferable, and smug. But by the Other, so damn handsome.

I took a sip of my tea, if only to hide the smile that I couldn’t fight from my own expression.

“ Awful, bitter, bean, water? ” Allerton repeated, barely holding back his laughter. I rolled my eyes, and opened my mouth to respond when Pendrel strolled into the kitchen. His eyes flickered between Allerton and I as we stood beside one another, drinks in hand.

He nodded towards Finn in greeting.

“I heard that you completed your ‘newbie dump’ work Allerton, and in excellent time too! That's impressive!” He complimented.

Allerton offered him a tight lipped smile and gave a polite nod.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Briar and I have been working exceptionally hard.” He responded. Pendrel seemed to frown slightly at the mention of my name - but brushed it off in favour of appeasing Allerton.  

“If you’re up for it, a few of us are going for some drinks tonight. You could join us. Make it a bit of a celebration?” He added, giving Finn’s shoulder a friendly squeeze. Finn’s eyes briefly flickered to mine before he took another sip of his coffee.

“Well,” Finn said after a beat, his tone casual but with an edge of condescension, “Briar and I were going to attend the gym this evening so we already had plans, so we’ll discuss and let you know.” He made a point to include me in the statement, despite Pendrel having made my lack of an invitation painstakingly clear.

The first few times Allerton had subtly - or on occasion not so subtly - showed me support in front of Pendrel, it frustrated me. More because I was afraid that it would only fuel his anger, and that  I would be the one who paid for it. But over the past week, that frustration had changed. Softened.

Finn’s support remained steady.

It was quiet, deliberate, and it never wavered, even if it made no difference.

And somehow, I was beginning to realise that  mattered.

Pendrel’s eyes narrowed just slightly at Finn’s response, but he quickly dismissed it and continued to prepare his drink.

“Right. Sure. Let me know.” He said tightly, his tone less enthusiastic than before.

Finn and I returned to our office in silence.

I settled my tea onto the desk, before heading to the filing cabinet, retrieving the files on our undercover case.  

“Since when do we have plans to go to the gym?” I asked, glancing at Allerton over my shoulder, who was leaning casually against his desk, sipping from his cup. He shrugged, setting the mug down with deliberate slowness before crossing his arms over his chest.

“We don’t, but it was the first excuse I could think of.” He paused for a beat, his lips curving into that infuriatingly mischievous grin. “Besides, if I had to choose between a crowded bar full of strangers or a night getting hot and sweaty with you? No contest, love. I would choose you every time.” His voice was intentionally low and sultry, rolling off his tongue with exaggerated charm.

His gaze lingered. The words a challenge I was not sure I wanted to accept.

I rolled my eyes and turned away, if only to hide the pink on my cheeks.

“It might be a good idea, you know?” I said, not looking up from the file as I flicked through the evidence. “To join the team for drinks. Get to know them better. See if anyone lets their guard down and reveals any insightful details we haven’t gathered yet. Or gets sloppy under the influence of alcohol and lets some pressing information slip.”

Finn took a sip of his drink, taking a moment for consideration.

“That’s not a bad idea,” he admitted reluctantly. “And you wouldn’t join us?”

I leant back, letting my gaze fall to the floor for a moment.

“Pendrel made it quite clear I wasn’t invited,” I sighed with a defeated shrug of my shoulders. “Besides, I have plans.”

Finn’s eyebrow shot up in surprise.

“You do?” He asked.

I nodded, moving to take a seat behind my desk.

“I’m going for a drink with Nate.” For whatever reason, I intentionally avoided his gaze as those words left my lips.

“What? So I’m going to be working overtime, while you’re having make-up sex with your ex-boyfriend?”

I winced.

His tone told me exactly what he thought about my planned outing.

Nate and I weren’t dating, but even if we were, why should that matter to him? My dating life, or lack of one, should have meant nothing to him. And his opinion of who I spent my time with or who I chose to go for a drink with, should have meant nothing to me .

So why did I feel so guilty about his reaction?

I dared a glance up at him. His eyes darkened, lacking that familiar gleam of mischief.

“It’s not like that, Allerton.” I said, my voice firm. “We’re just catching up. Besides, I wouldn’t call going for drinks with the team working overtime. ” Finn’s focus remained on his cup as he took a long, deliberate sip of his coffee. His eyes were cold, distant, unreadable. “You don’t even have to pry information from them if you don’t want to. Just relax, have a good time.” I shrugged, averting my gaze once more.

“Yeah. Maybe I will,” he said after a beat, a bitterness laced his voice, “see where the night takes me. Or who  it takes me to.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Finn caught the attention of many admiring eyes no matter where we went. Even when people did not know the weight of his family name, they noticed him.  He was attractive in a way that commanded attention. An effortless appeal that came not only from his captivating features, but the way he moved through a room like he belonged in every corner of it.

But Finn didn’t look back.

Perhaps he was used to the attention, bored of it maybe. But Finn had a way of blocking out the eyes of everyone on him, and placing his entire focus on the individual he was interacting with. And when you had the full attention of Finn Allerton it was intense in an indescribable way. That attention from Finn could easily have been mesmerising, intoxicating, even potentially devastating, if that focus was not so often directed at trying to irritate me.

No, Finn did not welcome the endless attention he received from other people.

Unless he had been drinking.

Under the influence of alcohol, particularly during our time at the VALE, Finn had been known to indulge in more than just the pleasures of the drink. Under the influence of alcohol, he absorbed that attention, indulging in the pleasures of the flesh frequently, openly, and recklessly.

I knew that. I had known that for a long time. So why now when he suggested he might do exactly what I had known him to do for seven years did it suddenly make me feel…uneasy.

I tried to brush it off, and shrugged.

“Fine. But we need to lay some ground rules,” I said, setting the file onto my desk. Finn’s posture stiffened, his attention sharpening as his eyes locked onto mine.

“What kind of ground rules?”

“Any sexual activity that happens in our apartment stays strictly in the bedroom,” I commanded. “I don’t need to walk in and find your naked arse on top of a stranger on the couch.”

Finn chuckled softly, an amused smile pulled at his lips, but the sentiment did not quite reach his eyes.

“Fine. Same rule applies to you and Nate.” He argued, a low dangerous growl in his throat.

“It’s not like that with Nate–” I protested, but Finn cut me off.

“Same. Rule. Applies.”

I rolled my eyes, letting out a deep sigh as I continued to sort the files on my desk.

“Fine. Whatever makes you happy, Allerton.” I gave him one last glance, and turned back to my work, letting the remainder of the afternoon pass by in silence.
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I met Nate outside my apartment building about an hour after I finished work.

He leaned casually against the wall, his rugged, rough-edged handsomeness impossible to ignore. The doorman glared at him, distrust evident in his scowl. Unsurprising when Nate was  wearing his black leather jacket with its bold Gators insignia emblazoned on the back.

A symbol of allegiance. The unmistakable mark of a gang member.

And a reminder of why our romantic relationship had ultimately come to an end.

Nate said he knew a place, so when he stopped in front of an old brown door that looked out of place amongst the modern architecture of the Alpha district, I was apprehensive. The hinges were old and rusted, the wood worn. Time had clearly left its mark, but somehow, the battered facade seemed deliberate. Especially since a modern looking cat flap had been installed, which, judging by the scuff marks, got far more usage than the door itself.

I glanced at Nate. His grin was wide, almost wild.

“Follow my lead.” He said, his voice light and full of mischief.

Before I had a chance to question him, his body shrank and shifted, fur replacing skin as he transformed into a small blonde cat. Without hesitation, he darted through the flap, his tail flicking as he disappeared into the building.

I laughed.

With a grin I rolled my neck, loosened my shoulders and relished in the feeling of shifting. My delicate paws padded against the hard concrete. I stretched out my feline form, getting a feel for the way each limb and joint moved in sync with the rest of my body, and followed Nate inside.

Nate, in cat form, awaited me in the dimly lit hallway. It had plain, scuffed walls, no visible entrances to other rooms, and a crumbling stairwell at the far end, demolished and unusable.

Against the left wall, an intricate feline obstacle course stretched upward. A chaotic mix of cat towers, dangling toys, and precariously positioned ledges. Nate scaled the course with practiced ease, each movement deliberate yet effortless. Reaching the top, he made one final leap through a wide crack in the upper floorboards.

Moments later, his face appeared through the gap, his tail flicking lazily behind him in a silent taunt.

An excitable purr rippled through my feline form.

Challenge accepted Zenatti.

I crouched, giving myself momentum, before launching towards the first ledge. My claws extended instinctively, scraping against the wood to steady my grip and a quick flick of my tail helped me find my balance. I propelled myself to the next obstacle, landing smoothly on a rope bridge that swayed slightly beneath me. A few more calculated steps, leaps, and tiptoes brought me through the crack in the floorboards with ease.

Nate waited on the upstairs landing, now back in his natural form. Fully amused, and grinning. With one final swish of my silver tail I shifted back into my natural form. Nate chuckled.

"Impressive," he said, his grin widening.

I shrugged, raising a brow.

“What? You weren’t surprised that I aced that thing were you?” I feigned nonchalance, examining my fingernails. Nate laughed, low and warm.

“Alright then, Trouble. If you’re so smug, let's see you conquer the next obstacle.” He nodded towards a set of ropes that seemed to taper off at differing levels. I considered them for a heartbeat, then shrugged again.

I leapt upward, my body shifting mid-air. Limbs elongating. Fur sprouting, I transformed into the muscular form of an orangutan. Grabbing hold of the first rope, I swung myself upward with ease. The climb was effortless, my body swaying in rhythm with the ropes as I continued my ascent higher. Reaching another walkway, I pulled myself up and shifted back to my natural form, peering down at Nate with a victorious smirk.

“Lets see you try better!”  I called down, my voice echoing faintly in the hallway below.

Nate’s smirk deepened. Without a word, he shifted, feathers sprouting as he transformed into an avian form. With a powerful beat of his wings, he shot upward, bypassing the ropes entirely. In a blur of motion, he shifted back before his feet even touched the ground in front of me.

“Cheater.” I grumbled playfully. Nate just laughed.

“Come on, this way to the roof.”

With no more obstacles to conquer, I followed him up a set of metallic winding stairs. The staircase led to a single door at its peak. With a final grin over his shoulder, Nate opened the door, revealing a secret rooftop bar.

A shapeshifter speakeasy.

The building was relatively small, and while it was overshadowed on one side by a taller structure, its position on a street corner offered panoramic views from the remaining sides. A few shifters flew up from the street, some in full animal form, others with wings growing from their natural bodies. They landed gracefully along the edge of the roof, either shifting to their natural forms or folding their wings neatly behind them as they strolled toward the bar.

I gave Nate a playful yet accusatory glare.

“We could have just flown straight up here? But instead, you made me take the ridiculous obstacle course and  the never-ending staircase?” I grumbled raising my brows in mock annoyance.

Nate just laughed, leaning casually against the doorframe as he held it open for me.

“The real fun,” he said, a mischievous glint lighting his eyes, “is watching people try to navigate their way back down after a few drinks.”

The atmosphere was alive with energy.

Chatter. Laughter. The occasional clinking of glasses. Shifters from all walks of life mingled together. The humans outnumbered us by so many that it was almost odd to see so many shifters together in one place, and not a human in sight.

We managed to find a table in the back corner, and used our phones to order drinks from the bar. Despite the crowds the service was quick. A flawless barmaid, with a swishing fox tail that perfectly complimented her fiery red hair, blushed an almost matching colour when Nate thanked her with a wink.  

As she turned to leave his gaze lingered. He didn’t bother to hide the way his eyes shamelessly tracked the sway of her hips.

“Subtle, Zenatti,” I said with mock disapproval, swirling the soft pink liquid around my wine glass before taking a sip. Nate leaned back in his seat, adjusting his position. Widening his legs and draping an arm over the balcony railing.

“I’m a single man, Trouble. One of the perks of that is being able to appreciate the beautiful women I see in bars.” He shrugged, his easy grin unshaken as he took a swig from his beer.

I scoffed, arching a skeptical brow, though I couldn’t stop the amused smile tugging at my lips.

“I’m single too, you know? And you don’t see me eyeing anyone up.”

Looking around, most people in the bar appeared to have an above average level of attractiveness, but in a room full of shapeshifters, appearances could be deceiving.

Nate’s grin widened as he leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table.

“No, because you probably get enough eyefucking done in the office.”

I nearly choked on my drink.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, my voice higher than intended. The wine burnt the back of my throat as I fought back a cough.

“You and Allerton?” Nate’s tone was teasing, but there was a hint of something darker beneath. I set my glass down hard enough to hear the clink against the table.

“If you think there’s anything going on between me and Allerton , then you’re delusional.” I shook my head lightly. But I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks.

I told myself the blush was just an effect of the alcohol.

Nate leaned back again, folding his arms across his chest, his muscles straining beneath the leather jacket.

“Oh, come on, Trouble. I felt the tension between you at the gym.” He was pushing, coaxing.

I huffed.

“There was tension because he irritates me. And I irritate him.” I waved a hand dismissively. The warmth continued to spread across my cheeks, my stomach feeling unsettled.

I still tried to blame the alcohol.

“It’s not just irritation,” Nate countered, his voice taking on a softer, more serious edge. “It’s something more than that. Something deep. Something heated. It’s almost like you want him to provoke you. You want his attention almost as much as you want him.”

My heart thudded against my chest, and I clenched my jaw.

“ Want him? ”  I repeated, shaking my head, the words too quick, too sharp. “I don’t want him, Nate. I don’t even like  him.” I argued, letting out a shaky breath. I didn’t let myself think about why those words felt like a lie.

Nate smirked knowingly, a quiet almost somber acceptance behind his gaze.

“The two feelings aren’t mutually exclusive, you know.”

Before I could retort, a commotion near the front of the bar caught my attention. A man with curled black horns protruding from his head grabbed the arm of another patron, his wings delicate and feathered, pulling him away from the bar and shoving him aggressively in the chest.

“This isn’t a place for Zephers. Get out before I throw you off the roof and see how well those artificial wings function under pressure.” His voice was loud and aggressive, a soft growl echoing in his throat.

Zepher.

I blinked, my gaze flickering over the man with the wings. His ears were humanly rounded. There was a dazed, glazed look in his eyes, rimmed with red. Pupils wide and dilated. His mismatched wings fluttered weakly, moving in uncoordinated bursts, not syncing with his body’s commands.

The man was human. And high on Zypherium.

Heads turned, murmurs spread throughout the bar.

“Alright, break it up,” The barmaid with the fox tail stepped in between the two men, blocking the horned man’s path with a hand on her hip. The Zepher’s wings shimmered under the warm light of the setting sun, their disjointed movement more apparent now. It was almost surprising really that they were functional, but somehow he had used them to fly up to the roof. “We don’t discriminate here. If you can make it up to the roof, you can have a drink, regardless of your species.”

The commotion died quickly. The horned man shot one last glare at the Zepher before turning away, and the drugged man, drink still in hand, retreated to a table with his companion.

I turned to Nate, brows furrowing.

“Zepher? He’s human?”

Nate nodded, his expression had hardened as he watched the scene unfold.

“Yeah, it’s becoming much more common in the Capital. Especially places like this.” He grumbled, his hands tightening around his glass as he took another swig. “Humans have spent years criticising us, treating us like we’re lesser, dangerous even. And now suddenly they’re popping pills just to get an ounce of our ability?” His voice dropped to a growl, quieter now, but sharp, as though he wanted to keep this between just the two of us. He nodded toward the Zepher, who looked unfazed by the commotion that had just occurred, as he sat and chatted casually to his companion. “They play at what we are for a few hours, then go back to their safe, comfortable lives. Meanwhile, we don’t have the option to just turn our abilities off.”

I studied him, his usually relaxed demeanor was tight with bitterness and resentment.

“You sound angry,” I said quietly.

“Maybe I am. It’s just…typical, isn’t it? The same people who call us monsters are now lining up for a chance to be like us. And they still look down on us while they do it.”

I pressed my lips into a thin line, turning my gaze back to the Zepher. I could understand Nate’s frustration. There had been plenty of humans in my life, plenty over the last few days even, who had looked down on me for my abilities alone.

It was unfairly hypocritical.

But not all humans were like Pendrel. And the Zepher sat with his shifter companion just looked like he wanted to fit in.

Isn’t that what everyone wanted?

“And yet, a lot of the Zyph dealers are shifters. Gang-affiliated ones. ” I raised an eyebrow, daring him to disagree.

“Not the Gators.” Nate said firmly, his voice leaving no room for argument. “We don’t associate with that shit.  Not just Zyph, all drugs. It’s sick what they do to people.”

There was a pause, a brief, heavy silence. I traced my finger along the edge of my glass, averting my focus to the soft pink liquid within.

“How is life in the Gators?” I asked, my voice light, but nervous. An old habit of treading carefully when it came to certain topics.

“It’s…good,” he replied, his voice softening, and for a moment, it seemed almost...reluctant. “I have taken a little step back from leadership. A little step back from… everything , actually.” He admitted, with a shrug that was almost bittersweet.

“I saw your dad was back in prison.” I let the words quickly roll off my tongue before I dared a glance up at Nate. The moment I did, I saw the slight stiffening of his body. His gaze dropped to the table, and his fingers absentmindedly traced the ridges of the patterned wood.

A shadow flickered across his eyes.

“Yeah,” he said, his tone distant. “He got five years this time, but they think he’ll be out early. This autumn, probably.”

Nate’s father, Maxim Zenatti, was one of the leading members of the Gator’s gang. This was not the first time his involvement in their criminal activities had landed him with a long prison sentence. And each time, the weight of it seemed to fall more heavily on Nate.

The first time Maxim’s criminal dealings had landed him behind bars, Nate was placed into the care of Vita’s - which is where we met. I was ten, and Taylor had just turned 16 meaning he had aged out of Vita’s care, and he was asked to leave the institution.

It was the first time in my entire life that I had been truly alone.

And Nate and I, whether it was because we were the only shifters in Vita’s who were of a similar age, or because we were both going through one of the more traumatic times in our childhoods, instantly clicked. In that chaos, in that darkness, we found something in each other that was warm, comforting, and real.

It was more than just friendship. It was survival.

“That’s…good.” I took a steadying breath, my fingers continued to trace the rim of my wine glass, trying to steady the tremor in my hand. “You know I keep an eye on arrests. My stomach drops every time I see the name Zenatti come across the reports.” I admitted, allowing him to see the vulnerability in my gaze. I worried about Nate. Always had, always would.  And while he had been arrested more times than I cared to count over the years, none of those had thankfully landed him any major prison time.

“Well,” Nate said, his lips quirking into a faint but almost mischievous smile, “then you’ll have noticed my record has been clean since my dad’s last arrest.” The pride was evident in his voice.

“I have noticed,” I admitted, a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “What changed?”

Nate shrugged, his gaze distant as he looked beyond me towards the sun setting on the horizon. “I just–” He paused, words seemingly stuck in his throat for a moment before they came out in a rush. “ By the Other,  Briar! After seeing my dad arrested again , I just couldn’t do it anymore.” His voice wavered as if he were finally releasing the weight something he had carried for years. “I didn’t want that life. I didn’t want to be like him. So I walked away. Took a step back. The Gators are still my family, but…I’m done with their darker side.”

“That’s…good, Nate. Really good.” I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my face. My heart ached with genuine pride. I reached across the table, giving his hand a gentle squeeze.

“Yeah,” he said, his smile growing. “I feel good about it. I’ve been working for Cory instead, at the gym. Teaching SFA. Kids and teens mostly.” The tension was softening with each word he spoke.

“How are you finding it?” I asked, taking another sip of my wine. He drew his thumb across my knuckles in a gentle acknowledgement of my embrace.

“Amazing,” he said, his grin lighting up his face. “I’d like to branch out, you know? But my record…it limits me.” He admitted with a resigned sigh.

“It’s hard to shake those kinds of shadows,” I murmured, my tone softening.

Because I knew all too well how easily a dark past could come back to taunt you even years in the future.

Only six moons after my Auntie had been shot and killed before my very eyes, they had declared the case unsolvable, and closed it as a cold case. Nate and I, young and reckless, thought we could solve it ourselves. So we had attempted to break into our local precinct and steal the files.

But of course we got caught.

Taylor had been furious. I had never seen him so angry. The disappointment was so thick I thought I would suffocate under it. It hurt more than the arrest itself. And I knew that disappointing Taylor was something I never wanted to do again.

Little had I known that just over half a decade later, Allerton would stand at the front of our class presenting an assignment, grinning with smug satisfaction as he projected the mugshot of my terrified little thirteen-year-old face onto the screen in front of our entire class.

I often prided myself on the amount of knowledge I absorbed at the VALE. But I could not remember what the topic of Finn’s assignment had been that day. Only his malicious grin, the projection of one of the lowest points in my life, and the intense stares, and barely contained sniggers of my classmates echoing around me.

It’s hard to shake those shadows, indeed.

Nate’s eyes studied me with a quiet intensity.

“How did you…you know, get past it?” He asked, his voice barely a whisper. I didn’t have a clear answer.

“Luck, I guess. The same agent who arrested us worked on my aunt’s case. Because I was a minor with no other priors and a clean record afterward, she made a convincing case to the VALE, which landed me my scholarship.” I shrugged, placing my glass on the table, my insides suddenly feeling too nauseous to stomach the drink.

Nate chuckled, the sound warm and familiar.

“At least the reckless idea that landed us our first mugshots had one good outcome, right?” He grinned, taking a swig of his beer, but there was something darker lurking in his expression. I rolled my eyes but still I smiled. Though I knew a similar, unshakable, darkness lingered in my own gaze.

“I guess you could say that.” I stated, my voice soft with both a sense of happiness and pain. Happy that I had managed to escape that life, but pain knowing Nate was still trying to find his way out.

He leaned forward, his gaze holding mine, lighter than they were just a moment ago.

“I still think you would have made a damn good Gator.” He said as if to lighten the situation, his grin widened.

I raised a brow, tilting my head.

“Yes, well…you made me choose, Nate.” I reminded him, a hint of that lingering pain in my tone. “A life with you in the Gators…or my scholarship at the VALE.”

There was a beat of silence. And for a moment it was as if we were back there, two teenagers desperately clinging onto the fraying strands of our first love. A future we had built in our minds, an infinite number of unlived dreams, shattered by just one impossible choice. Looking back, the end was inevitable - but at the time letting go hurt. By the Other did it hurt.

“And you made the right choice, Trouble.” Nate said softly, breaking the silence that had settled.

For once, I didn’t argue.
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I had the drinking under control.

Or at least that’s what I told myself when Garcia brought over another round of shots, and I tipped the burning liquid down my throat without hesitation, ignoring the quiet voice in the back of my mind that whispered otherwise.

After two years of darkness, I had spent countless nights learning my limits. Testing them. Pushing them. But never surpassing them. I couldn’t, wouldn’t , let myself slip back into that suffocating abyss.

The problem was, I had passed my limit about five drinks ago.

In Emberfall, drinking was simple. Fun, even. The bars there weren’t haunted by scars of the past, their walls untouched by memories I couldn’t outrun. But here, in the Capital, every bar seemed to have a ghost waiting for me. Every shadow. Every street corner. Mocking me. Haunting me.

One ghost in particular.

It took three shots just to quiet the memories when we walked into the bar where Darla and I had shared our first legal drink.

I downed a pint in record time at the bar where we had celebrated her last Winter Solstice alive.

But no amount of alcohol could dull the ache when we ended up at the bar where I had first told Darla I loved her. By then, the drinks weren’t working anymore. Not to quiet the memories, not to suppress the guilt. I spent more time vomiting in the bathroom in that bar than I did with the team. Heaving until there was nothing left. Nothing but the weight of her memory.

Even then as I tried to ground myself with the feel of the cool tiles on the bathroom floor, I couldn’t escape her. Couldn’t escape the memories. Couldn’t escape the quiet, devastating truth that it was all my fault.

Garner had found me in the bathroom and tried to convince me to go home. But I couldn’t, because Briar was counting on me.  

Ah, Briar.

So beautiful, my violet eyed girl.

My rival. My sharp-tongued, infuriatingly perfect, girl. My love.

No. Not my  girl. Not my  love. Not my anything .

Not mine .

Never mine.

She was out with him.  Nate. Nathan. Zenatti. I hated him. I hated her for being with him. I hated myself most of all.

Nate could suck a fucking dick. She was probably sucking his dick right now.

No. Oh deities no.  For the love of Ammemean, NO.

Focus, Finn.

Briar needed me to focus. She wanted me to gather information on…what was it again? Shrews. No. Voles. No that wasn’t it? Why did she need to learn about rodents? I needed to remember why I was here. Why this all mattered.

Briar. She mattered.

But by the Other,  she was with  him.

“So, Allerton. Have you been issued your badge yet?” Garcia was grinning at me, and her smile brought me back to the present moment. I sobered slightly, but the room still spun. I blinked, forcing myself to focus. I plastered on a smile - fake, forced, but convincing enough to pass.

Reaching into my pocket I pulled out my newly issued badge which marked me as an agent of the Capital’s Central Intelligence team. The emblem caught the light, gleaming like a prize I didn’t deserve.

The team cheered.

“Keep an eye on that, Allerton,” Pendrel said with a grin of his own, though his voice held a teasing edge. “Mine was stolen a couple of weeks after I was made Lieutenant.”

“Noted,” I said, raising my glass to him. I took a sip, the alcohol burning its way down, a reminder that I was already far past my limit.

That information felt important. Too important to ignore. Why was it important?

The answer flickered at the edges of my hazy thoughts, taunting me, but my mind couldn’t focus. Briar was counting on me and there was no way I would remember anything in my current state.

I was worthless. Hopeless. A fucking failure.

I lifted my glass to my lips to drown the darkening thoughts when my eyes caught the name of the bar on the napkin.

FROLIX

No.

No no no. We couldn’t be here.

The air turned thick, suffocating. My pulse thundered in my ears as I scanned the room. Every detail dragged me back to that night. The bitter tang of spilled beer, the warm bodies pressed in too close, the faint hum of music vibrating a familiar beat.

I could smell her perfume, faint and floral. I could hear her shouting, and pleading, and questioning. I could hear myself shouting back. My words cold, harsh, unfeeling. I could see her tears, and the way she stumbled.

I could see the blue lights flashing through the windows. Hear the deafening sound of approaching sirens. See the red drip of her blood seeping through the cracks of the broken glass.

“Finn, are you okay mate?” It was Garner. His hand squeezed my shoulder and the touch brought me back to the present.

But it wasn’t enough.

Distraction.  I needed a distraction.

“Fine.” I murmured. “I just need another drink.”

I aimed directly for the bar, desperate for the numbing bliss that could only be found at the bottom of a bottle.

I craved it, needed it, more than air.

But I never made it.

Instead, I stumbled into the arms of a redhead.

I don’t know when words turned to more but soon my lips were against her salty skin, and the scent of her strong perfume dulled the dark memories threatening to resurface. I kissed her mouth, her neck, her shoulder, anywhere that would let me forget. Her hands roamed my back, nails scraping, and for a single moment the memories dulled.

But when I opened my eyes, Darla’s ghost still haunted me. Her piercing gaze remained clear in my mind, sparkling with pain and sorrow. But it was not just the memory of her  gaze that lingered.

Violet eyes. A gaze that shone with beautiful shades of purple that were reminiscent of a summer evening.

Briar.

My Briar.

Not my Briar.   His  Briar.

Fuck.

It was too much. I squeezed my eyes shut and lost myself in the allure of the redhead. Lost myself in stolen kisses, and secret touches, until the image of Briar and Nate together was wiped from my mind. Lost myself until the pain of losing Darla was numb and forgotten. Lost myself so thoroughly that by the time the redhead grabbed my hand and pulled me from the bar, leading me into the backseat of a taxi, I didn’t even flinch at the sharp spike of fear that usually came with vehicles.

I allowed myself the continued welcome of the distraction. Let the warmth of her body envelop me, and push away the ghosts that lingered on in my mind.
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Before tonight I thought nothing could be worse than being awoken by the recurring nightmares that made my stomach roll with nauseous knots, and left me drenched in my own cold sweat.

But I was wrong.

By the Other was I wrong.

Because tonight I realised that hearing the erotic groans of a woman being pleasured by Finn Allerton was a far, far, worse way of being woken up.

Five grueling minutes. That’s all I managed before the sounds became unbearable. It wasn’t just that she was loud. Omni-save-me, was she loud . But it was the mental images those sounds conjured.

Allerton, naked.

His sweat-slicked body moving with that precise and agile way I had seen on countless arrests and missions. His hands, rough yet reverent, exploring soft skin with an intimacy that made my breath catch. His lips, trailing scorching kisses. His fingers leaving delicate, caressing  touches.

The worst part wasn’t that the vividness of the image was bad.

No, it was disturbingly good.

I hastily escaped the apartment wrapped only in my dressing gown and the oversized t-shirt I had fallen asleep in.

I found sanctuary on the empty rooftop terrace. With my shapeshifting ability returned to me the moment I stepped outside, my cells ached to shift. Beneath the clear, dry night sky, I stepped to the edge of the building and leapt. For a few exhilarating moments, I surrendered to the freefall before shifting into an avian form. My wings caught an updraft, and I soared above the city streets.

Flight was unlike anything else. It helped me clear my head, relax, and momentarily forget all the pressures that awaited me on the ground below.

I braved my return to the apartment after about an hour, to find it thankfully quiet, but the scent of sex still lingered. I cursed my sensitive shapeshifter senses before stumbling back into my bedroom and rolling into bed.

Sleep still eluded me for the remainder of the night. If I wasn’t being plagued by nightmares, which had come back with a vengeance since my return to the Capital, then I was trying to ignore the constant, grating, hum of anti-shiftwave technology. Both combined kept me in a state of restless discomfort.

I eventually gave up on sleep, and stumbled out of my room in search of something that would cure the pounding in my head. Hot chocolate, with extra whipped cream. Cup in hand, I curled up on the couch with a book, hoping the familiar comfort of its pages might distract me.

Hours passed.

It was almost midday when Allerton finally emerged from his bedroom, rubbing his eyes and stumbling towards the kitchen in search of coffee. By then I had already showered and dressed, and I was getting ready to leave to have lunch at Taylor’s.

Finn was shirtless, wearing nothing but a pair of grey joggers that left very little to the imagination, especially given the way the fabric clung to him, revealing he wore nothing underneath.

Nothing underneath.

A faint sheen of sweat glistened on his warm bronze skin, and I found myself shamelessly watching the way the muscles in his back rippled as he reached for a mug on the top shelf. His soft brown hair was tussled, like someone had been running their hands through the unruly locks. It took me a second to remember that someone  had  been running their hand through them.

A knot twisted in my stomach, tight and bitter.

I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to pull my eyes away, just before Finn turned around with the steaming cup in his hand.

“Fun night?” I asked dryly, my tone sarcastic. Finn groaned in response, as he slumped onto the couch with a self-pitying sigh.

“Don’t start, love.” His voice was still gravelly with the remnants of sleep. A line formed between his brows, that only partially relaxed after taking his first sip of coffee.

I crossed my arms, leaning against the wall as I let the corners of my lips tug upward.

“You kept me up half the night. The least I deserve is to tease you about it a little.”

My gaze drifted over him again. His disheveled hair, the way his joggers sat low on his hips, the flex of his forearm as he raised his mug.

By the Other what was wrong with me?

Finn took a slow, deliberate sip of his coffee, watching me over the rim of his cup. The ever-present arrogance was there, but something darker lingered in his gaze.

A shadow. A heaviness I almost overlooked.

“Sorry for keeping you awake,” he said, his tone bordering on sincere. “I didn’t realise we were being so… loud. ”

“Yes, well,” I replied, lightly exasperated. “It was less you, and more… her. ”

His lips curved into a charming, disarming smile, and the shadow in his eyes seemed to lift, which made me feel unexplainably warm inside.

He swirled the coffee lazily in his mug, leaning back into the couch.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” My stomach gave a traitorous twist at the glimmer of mischief in his eyes. I could feel a wave of heat warming my cheeks.

“It wasn’t supposed to be.” I said firmly, rolling my eyes in a half-hearted attempt to regain control. Finn’s grin widened, the darkness lifting from his features completely now, replaced by the infuriating lightness that followed whenever he got a rise out of me.

“What?” He asked, tilting his head leaning forward slightly in his seat. “You’re telling me you weren’t even a little impressed?”

I forced all the amusement from my expression.

“Nauseated, yes. Horrified, definitely. But impressed? Not even a little bit, Allerton.” I said, my tone dry. Finn shrugged, taking another sip, as if he had already won whatever game he thought we were playing.

“Well,” he said, with mock innocence, “from the near silence coming from your  bedroom, love, I can only assume my performance was more impressive than whatever you and Zenatti were up to in there.”

I arched a brow, my eyes narrowed. The inflated ego was unbelievable, even for him.

“Not that it’s any of your business,” I shot back, “but nothing happened between me and Nate last night. He didn’t even come back to the apartment.”

Something flickered across his face, so quick I almost missed it.

Relief.

It vanished just as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by his usual indifference. For once, Allerton didn’t have a quip ready in response. Instead, he leaned back further into the couch, cradling his coffee and taking another sip.

The absence of his sharp tongue or smug grin left me irrationally unsettled.

“I’m going to my brother’s for lunch,” I said finally, shrugging on my jacket. “So while I’m out, try not to…” I gestured vaguely around the room, trailing off when I realised I didn’t have a clear end to the sentence.

“…sexually satisfy more women?” Finn offered, his smirk returning in full force. I groaned, ignoring the way my pulse quickened at how devastatingly handsome that mischievous grin was. I rolled my eyes again as I adjusted my jacket.

“That’s not what I was going to say.” I murmured. “But for the record, I have no issue with you sexually satisfying women, as you so eloquently put it–”

“–as you so very clearly implied.” He interjected, his grin widening.

“My issue,” I continued, ignoring him, “is with you doing it within earshot and while I’m trying to sleep.” I grabbed my keys from the kitchen counter. Finn leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he cradled the mug in his hands.

“But if I didn’t bring my one-night stands back here,” he said, his voice tinged with mock sincerity, “then how would I possibly annoy you?”

I raised a brow, shaking my head lightly.

“Trust me, Allerton,” I replied, pulling the door open with a smirk of my own, “you do that plenty without the sex.”

His laughter followed me into the hallway, light and infectious, and I couldn’t help the small smile that lingered on my lips as I walked away.

***

“ Auntie Briar! Auntie Briar!”

A blur of energy came barreling toward me the moment I stepped through the doorway. Though I had braced myself for the usual enthusiasm, I wasn’t prepared for the extra height and weight that came with him this time. Theo had grown. I barely managed to keep my footing as he launched himself into my arms, but I spun him around anyway, letting his laughter echo in the small hallway as I hugged him tightly.

“Theo!” I exclaimed, pulling back just enough to cradle his face in my hands. His cheeks were soft and flushed, his grin wide enough to brighten the whole room. And his eyes, big, brown, and full of wonder, sparkled with excited, childlike, joy.

Looking at him now, this vibrant little boy was unrecognisable from the shy, withdrawn child Symon and Taylor had brought home from Vita’s three years ago. Theo’s biological parents had died in a car crash, a collision with a drunk driver not long after Theo’s first birthday. He may only have been at Vita’s for just over 5 years, but that was more than enough to have made a lasting impact on his life. And yet, just three years with Symon and Taylor, Theo seemed like a completely different child.

A child filled with love, security, and boundless happiness.

“Look at how you’ve grown! You’ll be taller than me soon.” He giggled as I planted a kiss on his cheek, only for him to wrinkle his nose and swipe it away with an exaggerated huff.

“It’s not like that's difficult.” My brother-in-law, Symon, teased. He stood casually leaning against the stairwell. I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help the grin tugging at my lips as I crossed the room to embrace him. I had met Symon almost 20 years ago, when he and Taylor had become fast friends at school. An incredibly bright child, Taylor had been offered a scholarship at a prestigious High School in the Beta district. Sagas Academy . Which meant that while he still lived at Vita’s, he did not have to endure an education there like the rest of us. That’s where he had met Symon when he was just eleven years old  - friends first, and the romance blossomed later.

I turned toward Taylor last, catching sight of him standing in the kitchen doorway, a dish towel slung casually over one shoulder. He grinned at me with that familiar, easy smile.

Home.

That’s what Taylor was to me.

Vitatrix’s Home for Misplaced Children might have been the place I grew up. The place I had lived for two-thirds of my life. But it was nothing more than a building. Nothing more than walls that tried to close me in, and bricks that tried to weigh me down.

It was never a home.

But Taylor? His warm smile, his wise words, his calming comforting presence. That was my home.

Taylor pulled me into a tight embrace, but when he finally stepped back, his hands didn’t leave me. Instead one came up to grip my chin gently but firmly. His sharp eyes scanned my face with scrutiny.

“You look like shit.” He said softly. The words were blunt, but the concern was evident in his tone.

I laughed, the sound was weak but genuine.

"Thanks, Tay." I said with an eye roll, but Taylor didn’t let go.

“You’ve not been eating properly, have you? Or sleeping?” The concern grew with each word he spoke, the line between his brows deepening.

“Oh in Ammemean’s name, Tay! Leave her alone, she's only been here five minutes!” Symon playfully scolded, pulling Theo into his side and covering his ears. “And watch the language, there are children present.”

Taylor hesitated, his scrutiny softening, but not disappearing entirely. He let go of my chin, though I caught the flicker of unease still lingering in his eyes.

“We’ll talk more later,” Taylor said firmly, his words leaving no room for argument.

We all gathered in the dining room.

They had prepared a full afternoon tea spread; tiered trays piled with delicate sandwiches and pastries, and glasses of champagne beside each plate, even a substitute fizz for Theo. This was far more extravagant than our usual casual family lunches.

“This is fancy! Are we celebrating something?” I asked, my tone light but genuinely curious. Taylor’s grin widened, all traces of his earlier concern completely replaced by a barely contained excitement. He turned to Theo, who was bouncing with energy beside him.

“Theo, why don’t you take off your jacket and show Briar your new T-shirt,” Taylor said, unable to hide his enthusiasm. I watched with quiet anticipation as Theo eagerly shrugged off his jacket. He spun around, revealing the back of his T-shirt, where bold, blue letters spelled out a message that made my breath catch in my throat:

B I G   B R O T H E R

My chest tightened, a rush of emotion left me momentarily speechless.

“Really?” I managed to gasp, my voice trembling as my eyes darted from Theo’s excited bouncing, to Symon’s proud smile, and eventually settling on my brother’s gaze that glimmered with unshed tears. I could feel the sting of my own tears, threatening to spill as I searched his face for confirmation. Taylor just nodded. “This is incredible! Congratulations!”

I threw my arms around my family, holding them tightly. Taylor pulled back just enough to meet my eyes, his grin wide and radiant.

“A baby girl,” he said, his voice filled with pride. “The official adoption paperwork went through a few weeks ago. We wanted to tell you sooner, but we wanted to do it in person.” Symon rested a hand on Taylor’s back, the two of them glowing with shared joy. “She’s due in about three moons’ time.”

The click of champagne glasses marked one final toast to the joyous news before we turned our attention to lunch. As we ate and drank, Taylor and Symon shared stories about the adoption process. Their words spilled out in bursts of excitement, revealing just how deeply they already loved her.

A shadow of jealousy, uninvited yet impossible to ignore, crept into my thoughts. Here was a baby, not yet born, already loved beyond measure. And there I had been, once a baby too, unwanted, abandoned by my own parents before I had barely even taken my first few breaths in the world.

I ignored it, choosing instead to focus on my family’s joy.

When the conversation turned to me, I kept my answers light and vague. I shared a few general updates about my work, but mostly kept it brief. Taylor’s firm no-work-talk-at-the-table policy was well known, and I was happy to abide by it. But if I was honest, apart from work there wasn’t much going on in my life. No relationships, no real milestones. I had chosen to dedicate my life to my career.

After lunch, Symon offered to take Theo to the local park, giving me and Taylor a rare opportunity for some time alone. Symon leaned down to plant a tender kiss on Taylor’s lips before turning to me with a warm smile.

“Don’t let him give you too much shit, Briar.” Symon teased with a playful wink. Taylor tutted, but there was still a warm smile on his face.

“Now who needs to watch their language?” He teased right back. Symon just laughed, ushering Theo toward the door. Taylor watched them go. His expression full of deep, unwavering love.

“You look so happy, Tay.” I said, genuine pride and joy lacing my tone. Taylor had built all of this from nothing. His life, his home, his family. If anyone deserved this happiness, it was him.

“I am, Bri.” He replied, but as he spoke, his smile faltered. The warmth in his eyes dimmed, replaced by a shadow I recognised all too well. “Sometimes I fear this is all an impossible dream and I’m going to wake up on my bunk in Vita’s.”

I reached across the couch, squeezing his trembling hand in mine.

“It’s not a dream, Tay.” I reminded him, my smile warm and steady. The reassurance seemed to help, and slowly, a flicker of light returned to his eyes, pushing back the shadows.

“Yes, well,” he said, leaning in slightly, “worrying about you keeps me grounded in reality.”

Before I could respond, his hand darted out to cup my chin again, his eyes narrowing as he tried to examine the dark tired circles beneath mine.

I pulled back before he could scrutinise me too closely, shaking my head.

“You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not an abandoned kid who needs protecting anymore. I’m capable of looking after myself, Tay.” I argued, wrapping my fingers around the mug in my hands and letting the heat seep into my skin. Taylor let out a low sigh.

“I’m not doubting your capability, Briar. But no one should face the world alone.” He paused, his expression growing serious. “Talk to me, tell me what’s wrong with you.”

For a moment, I considered brushing him off, offering the same hollow reassurances I gave everyone else. But this was Taylor. He had always been able to see through me, no matter how hard I tried to hide. There was no lying to him - and besides, he was not one to back down. He would get the information out of me one way or another.

I sighed.

“This case I’m working,” I began, my voice quieter, “If I do well, I get a permanent spot on the team. And if I get a permanent spot on the team, I get the opportunity to work on cold cases…” Taylor’s eyes lit up in that way they always did when something clicked for him. Kat, his eyes seemed to say, and I gave a slight nod in confirmation. “But my Lieutenant, the one who will likely make the decision on my permanency in the role, doesn’t exactly like me.” I admitted.

“Why doesn’t he like you?” Taylor asked, brow furrowed. My jaw tightened, and I remained silent, unwilling to meet his eyes. Taylor didn’t need to hear me say it. He knew. “Is it because you’re a shifter?!” His expression darkened, anger flashing across his face. My lingering silence was answer enough. “That’s not okay, Briar.”

“I know that,” I replied quietly. “But it’s not something I can fight right now. It’s just the way things are.”

“And you think staying silent will fix it?” Taylor shot back, his tone angry in all the ways I should have been. “That if you endure it long enough, they’ll suddenly see your worth? Briar, you’ve always had to work twice as hard to prove yourself. When does it end?”

I looked away, taking a shaky sip of the hot chocolate Taylor always kept stocked for me. He hated it, said it was too sweet, but it was my favourite. And there was always a jar waiting in his cupboard for me whenever I visited.

“It ends when I get my permanent place on that team.” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “When I solve Auntie Kat’s cold case. That was always the goal. And I have to do everything I can to get there.” The passion and the desperation burned in my eyes, in the way my jaw tightened, and the quiet determination in my voice.

This wasn’t just a case. It was everything.

And Taylor knew that better than anyone else.

“Is that why you’re not sleeping?” He finally asked, his voice softer, though the concern was still there. “Are you stressed?”

I shook my head slowly.

“That’s part of it, I guess.” I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling the weight of exhaustion. My gaze dropped to the brown liquid in my mug, swirling it absentmindedly. It gave me something to focus on, anything but Taylor’s face as the words I had been avoiding slipped free. “I’m having nightmares again.”

For years, I suffered with the unwelcome playback of my auntie's murder returning each night as I slept. Taylor had already left Vita’s, but even then, I would call him. Every time. And every time, he answered. His soothing voice became my lifeline, cradling me through the phone pressed against my ear as I lay curled on my cold bunk, waiting for sleep to take me.

When I finally left Vita’s at sixteen and moved into the cramped one-bedroom apartment Taylor and Symon shared, the nightmares came less often. But when they did, Taylor was always there. He would lie beside me on the sagging sofa bed, stroking my hair in quiet reassurance until the shadows receded, and sleep claimed me once more.

“I think it’s a combination of being so close to the opportunity to work Kat’s case, and being back in this city where so many things happened that…broke me, I–”

“You’re not broken, Briar,” Taylor interjected before I could finish my sentence.

Not broken.

The words echoed in my mind like a lie.

My childhood was a collection of unfortunate events, and every moment of trauma left cracks too deep to ever fully repair. Those experiences had shaped me, carved me into the person I was today. I couldn’t escape them. They were the foundations of who I had become.

A version of myself that was not broken, would not be me at all.

I chose to ignore Taylor’s words, because it was easier than telling him just how wrong he was.

“Then there’s the anti-shiftwave tech that runs constantly in my apartment building, which is giving me pounding headaches.” I paused. “And my inconsiderate roommate keeping me awake with his unnecessarily loud sex life…” Taylor let out a short laugh. I shot him a look, my brow furrowing in annoyance. “It’s not funny.” I rolled my eyes.

“No, you’re right, it’s not.” He said, trying to suppress his grin, though his eyes were gleaming with amusement. “I didn’t know you had a roommate. Who is he?”

“The charmer you met the other day,” I replied flatly. Taylor’s eyes widened.

“Finn Allerton? The good-looking one you work with?” He asked, eyes lighting up with mischief. The simmering anger from before had all but disappeared. I groaned, rolling my eyes, feeling the heat creep into my cheeks.

“The self-centred, arrogant, insufferable one I work with, yes.” I corrected, taking another sip of my hot chocolate, partly to hide the smile that was starting to slip onto my lips.

Taylor, of course, didn’t miss it.

“Why are you living with him? ” He asked curiously.

“We’ve both been transferred here to work the same case,” I said, shrugging. “It’s inconvenient, but temporary.”

Taylor was biting his lip, clearly trying to stifle the laughter that was building in his throat.

“So, the sex kept you awake?” Taylor teased, his grin widening.

“It was loud. ” I muttered, through a barely contained laugh.

“And the loudness of it is what bothered you?” Taylor asked.

“What else would bother me?” I responded, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t know, maybe the fact that you’re attracted to him and he’s bringing home other women?” He said, his voice dripping with playful sarcasm.

“I am not attracted to him,” I shot back immediately, the words coming out too quickly to sound convincing.

“That’s a lie. He’s a very attractive man, Briar.” He stated.

“I’m not denying he’s attractive, Tay,” I said, my voice tight. “He’s undeniably good-looking. But that doesn’t mean I’m  interested  in him.” I argued, but even as the words left my mouth, they felt flimsy and hollow. I remembered the way he looked this morning, half naked and deliciously disheveled.

Omni-be-damned something was seriously wrong with me.

I pushed the thought from my mind as quickly as it entered. Taylor laughed, shaking his head.

“I saw the way you looked at him the other day, Briar. Why are you denying it? Is it because he’s the son of the former Supreme Commander? Or is it just because he’s from the Beta–” Taylor froze, stopping abruptly mid-sentence as his eyes narrowed at me.

Something had clicked. A sharp, cold realisation.

A beat of silence.

“It’s him , isn’t it?” Taylor’s voice turned low, dangerous.

I felt the blood drain from my face. My grip tightened on the mug, my fingers numb.

“Taylor–” I said softly, my voice low with warning, but his gaze only grew harder, his jaw clenched tight.

“He’s the one who tortured you at the VALE. The one who made your life a living nightmare?” His voice grew louder.

“Taylor,” I warned cautiously, my voice a low murmur. “Drop it.”

For all the times I had called Taylor in tears during my time at the VALE, I had never told him a name.

“ Omni-be-damned  it is, it’s him. ” His voice was soft, as if confirming his own words.

“Taylor, stop.” I demanded. “I’m not talking about this, ” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

“Briar–”

“ Stop, Tay. ” My voice clear and final.

Taylor knew when he had crossed the line. He wanted to press further, but he respected my boundaries, and he knew if I needed to talk, I would come to him. Always. He met my gaze, a flicker of hurt and frustration in his eyes.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Briar.” He said with a resigned sigh.

“I do.” I whispered, but as I said the words flashes of Allerton entered my mind.

The mischievous smirk that accompanied his more playful taunts. The dangerous flash of fury in his eyes whenever he made a subtle stand of support for me against Pendrel. The moments of brief but startling concern that broke through his otherwise impenetrable demeanour. The quiet, almost imperceptible pride he always tried to hide whenever I would make a breakthrough. His obvious jealousy of Nate.

In many ways Finn was still the same person he was at the VALE. But in a twisted way, he had somehow become someone I knew so intimately that he could not hide behind the self-centred, arrogant, unfeeling mask he wore for everyone else.

But that did not excuse the way he had taunted me. And I had to remind myself of that every time my stomach fluttered at his mischievous smile. Every time my traitorous body reacted to the sight of him half-undressed and devastatingly disheveled.

I hope you know what you’re doing.

For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t so certain that I did.
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Jess’s bright smile faltered the second she opened the door, her eyes narrowing as they roamed over me, deliberate and scrutinising.

“You look like shit.” She grumbled, her brows furrowing, concern evident behind her otherwise blunt expression. I swallowed a groan, cursing my own stubborn naivety. I had hoped that I had pulled myself together enough to survive an afternoon with my family without them noticing just how much of a mess I had made of myself last night.

Apparently my ability to feign functionality had faltered over the years.

I was out of practice, and for good reason.

Yet here I was, trying to pretend nothing was wrong, and failing. Miserably.

“Good to see you too, Jess.” I murmured, stepping past her into the entryway of our parents’ sprawling townhouse. The air carried a faint scent of the sea breeze from the harbour just beyond. I shrugged off my jacket and stepped into the cloakroom on the left, the built-in mahogany shelving neatly lined with outdoor necessities for the current season. The soft click of my shoes echoed against the polished marble floors as I made my way towards the kitchen at the back of the house, where the scent of freshly baked pastries warmed the air.

“You’re hungover.” Not a question. An accusation. “Is the drinking getting bad again?”

I avoided her gaze. Avoided looking at a particular kitchen cupboard. Focusing instead on absentmindedly going through the motions of making myself a coffee. Trying to ignore the fact that it was not caffeine that my body craved, but something stronger.

Far stronger.

And far more dangerous.

“I have the drinking under control.” I said, my tone steady enough to sound convincing. They were the same words I had been repeating to myself all last night as I tipped glass after glass down my throat, drowning far past my limit. It was the same thing I told myself this morning as I woke up with the worst hangover I had in a long time, wallowing in self-loathing and self-pity. It was the first time in years that I had crossed that line. The first time since I had been a student studying at the VALE.

Nausea churned in my stomach, and it wasn’t from the hangover.

It was shame.

Pure, unrelenting shame at how badly I had failed myself last night. At how deeply I had failed my family. I had known being back in the Capital would test me. It always did. But last night was different. I had been tested far more than I anticipated.

And I failed. In the worst possible way.

“Finn.” Jess said my name as a warning. I dragged a stool back from the breakfast bar, the screech of metal scraping against tile echoed through the room. Taking a seat, I sipped at the hot bitter coffee, but it did little to ease the pounding in my head. “Finn–” She tried again, her tone firmer this time, but I cut her off with a dismissive wave of my hand.

“Please, Jess. Not now.” I regretted my tone the moment the words left my mouth.

Jess did not deserve my bluntness. She never had. In my darkest moments, she had always been a constant source of unwavering support.

Even when I had given up on myself, she never gave up on me.

Her eyes stayed on me, heavy with frustration. I could see that she was desperate to push me for answers. She was not just worried, she was hurting. More than that she was afraid. Afraid I was slipping into old habits.

I swallowed hard

I was afraid too.

But I couldn’t let her see that. Not now. Not ever.

“Jess, I'm fine. It was my first night out with the team and we celebrated too hard. I’m okay, really.” It was a lie, but I hoped it was a convincing one.

Jess studied me for a moment longer, her sharp gaze searching for dishonesty.

The sound of the front door opening echoed through the townhouse, followed by the unmistakable hum of voices. My parents’ greetings carried through the hall, warm and commanding as ever.

Jess and I exchanged a glance, a silent agreement to drop the conversation for now. The next second, my parents were in the doorway. My father stepped in first, and a smile tugged at his lips as he saw me, equal parts proud and expectant.

“Son.” He greeted, his tone warm but edged with a professionalism he couldn’t seem to shake. “It’s good to see you home.” He crossed the kitchen and clasped my shoulder, firm and steady, before giving me a once-over. “I hear congratulations are in order. Central Intelligence is quite the placement. Though the position is temporary  I hear?” His pride was evident in his tone, but there was an undercurrent of challenge in his words.

I cleared my throat, forcing myself to sit up a little straighter. A little prouder.

“Yes. I’m competing against another candidate for a permanent role. But don’t worry dad I have got it handled.” I tried to sound as confident as possible.

“What family?” He asked, shrugging off his tailored suit jacket.

“Not one you’ll recognise.” I shook my head, knowing the name Briar Heartley would not resonate with him. Her upbringing was as far from the privileged high society Beta district circles.

“Well I’ll put in another good word with Nick, he is family after all. But nothing comes without hard work. It's time to prove yourself son, show the world what it means to be an Allerton.” His words were light, but there was a pressure behind them.

Work hard. Prove yourself. Make this permanent. Or risk failing our family.

“Thanks, Dad,” I said, offering a polite smile.

Behind him, my mother appeared. Her face lit up the moment she saw me barely giving me a moment to brace myself before she enveloped me in a hug, smothering and warm.

“Oh, Finn, darling, you look exhausted! Are you eating enough? You’re working too hard already, aren’t you?” She fussed, pulling back just enough to inspect my face. She tried to grab my chin but I waved her off with a dismissive hand and an eye roll.

“I’m fine, mum.” I said with a chuckle, gently prying her hands off my shoulders. “Just a long week.”

Before mum could launch into another round of concern, Mason burst into the kitchen like a whirlwind of childlike energy.

“Finn! You’re home!” He shouted, practically tackling me in a hug.

“Hey, buddy,” I said, laughing as I ruffled his hair. The kitchen was suddenly alive with noise and movement, the tension from earlier fading into the background as my family settled into their usual rhythm. But even as I joined in the laughter, I could still feel the lingering shame of last night's actions. I tried not to wince each time the noise became too much for my delicate hungover head.

But the worst part wasn’t the hangover. Or even trying to hide the hangover from my family.

No. The worst part was the craving.

No amount of caffeine was able to dull my desperation for alcohol.

Just one sip. One drink to take the edge off.

My gaze briefly darted toward the cabinet I had been avoiding, where I knew my father kept his whiskey. But I forced myself to quickly look away again.

I would not fall back into that trap. I could not fall back into that trap.

But the craving lingered.

Incessant, shameful, and louder than ever, it lingered.

***

“…And you know, Finn, the Westons’ engagement with the Bartons’ son fell through. So their daughter Harriet is back on the market.”

Mum had been droning on for what felt like an eternity. Her words were a never-ending list of names and milestones of people I barely remembered from our social circle. Engagements, marriages, and pregnancies I couldn’t bring myself to care about. I groaned internally, keeping my eyes fixed on the mug in my hands.

This was torture.

I had died. And Ammemean had dragged me into the Other world to make me suffer for my failed relationship with Darla, my cold, unfeeling heart, and my string of empty, alcohol-fueled one-night stands.

“Good for her.” I muttered flatly, taking a sip of the steaming beverage. Across the kitchen, Jess’s eyes sparkled with amusement. I caught her gaze and mouthed, help me.

Jess, proving herself every bit the traitorous sister, only smirked and gave an exaggerated shrug. She leaned back in her chair, clearly reveling in my discomfort, and made no attempt to intervene.

Mum either did not notice or chose to ignore my lack of enthusiasm.

“You should give her a call. She was quite fond of you back in high school.”

I groaned aloud this time, straightening slightly in my chair as I set down my mug. My mind reluctantly flickered to memories of Hattie, her bright smile and relentless attempts to capture my attention. I remembered exactly how fond  she had been, and how uninterested  I had been in return.

“Mum, I’m not interested in pursuing a relationship with Hattie.” I said firmly, trying to leave no room for debate. But, predictably, Mum saw it as an invitation to argue anyway.

“Finn, you can’t hide from dating forever. It’s been almost nine years since–”

“Mum.” My voice sharpened as I cut her off, the frustration evident despite my best effort to remain calm. But I was hungover and irritable from fighting the incessant cravings. And Darla was not a topic of conversation I wanted to have with anyone. Ever. “Please tell me you’re not about to lecture me about my dead ex-girlfriend.”

The room plunged into an uneasy silence.

Mum’s face softened, her determined expression faltering. Even Jess’s amused smirk faded at the sharp reminder no one wanted to confront.

But I was done caring.

“I am not lecturing you, Finn.” My mum’s voice was soft but the insistence in her tone did not go unnoticed. “But you haven’t even been on so much as a date since, and–”

I stopped listening. Her words blurred into the background as I closed my eyes and focused instead on the bitter aroma of coffee rising from my mug.

In Vitatrix’s name someone please save me.

The sound of my phone buzzing on the table drew my attention, offering an escape. I glanced at the screen, and my pulse skipped a beat.

Briar.

Her name alone sparked a flicker of unexpected elation.

Briar: Cory’s asking if you’re coming back to the gym tonight?

The gym. Nausea rolled through my stomach at the thought of any physical activity as a result of my hangover. But knowing that Briar was going to be there with him. Nate. Her ex-boyfriend who she had gone for drinks with the previous evening, was an entirely different type of nausea.

My phone buzzed again.

Briar:   Someone must have hit him too hard in the head during sparring because, for whatever reason, he actually seems to like  you.

A reluctant smile tugged at my lips. The sharp wit behind her words, even without hearing them spoken, sparked something within me. It wasn’t much. Just a faint tease, barely enough to mean anything if you weren’t paying attention. But I was paying attention. I always was when it came to Briar Heartley.

A third text came through.

Briar:   Let me know. I leave in an hour. Wouldn’t want you navigating Delta without my protection.

This time, I snorted a laugh before I could stop myself, my lips quirking into a smirk. I could picture her typing out the texts, her brows furrowed in faux irritation, but there would have been a flicker of amusement in those violet eyes, maybe even a soft twitch at the corner of her mouth as she teased me.

I started typing a reply, the smirk still tugging at my lips.

“I don’t know, Mum. From the way Finn’s smiling at his phone, it looks like he might already have the relationship situation handled.”

I froze, slowly lifting my gaze to meet Jess’s. Her tone had been teasing, her eyes dancing with mischief. I narrowed mine at her.

“Jess.” My voice was low, a clear warning.

Stop. Now.

But from the way she grinned, and the way her eyes sparkled in amusement I knew she was enjoying this far too much to back down. Mum, ever curious, perked up instantly, her chopping knife pausing mid-air.

“Really?” She asked, her tone alight with interest. I groaned, rubbing a hand over my face in exasperation.

“No, Mum. Don’t go ringing any wedding bells. She’s just a girl from work.”

My mum characteristically ignored me. Her eyes lit up with so much hope that it actually hurt.

Fuck.

“Finn, if this is new and you don’t want to say too much, that’s perfectly fine,” she began, her voice soft and full of optimism. “I just think it’s wonderful that you’ve found someone and–”

“Mum!” I snapped, trying to cut her off before she got too carried away. She paused, tilting her head as she studied me, blinking in surprise. The hope in her eyes died.

Somehow, that hurt so much more.

My gaze fell back to my phone, if only to avoid my mothers broken stare. Briar’s name still lit up the screen. My brow raised. Her name sparked a reckless idea. Something impulsive and utterly foolish. The thought alone brought a smirk to my lips. Deities-be-damned , why did the certainty that this idea would annoy Briar to no end only make it more appealing?

I sighed, forcing myself to sound casual as I tested the lie on my tongue.

“…that’s exactly what this is.” I looked up to meet my mum’s gaze again. Her eyes widened, her surprise quickly melting into barely-contained delight. Seeing her excitement almost made me feel guilty about lying to her. Almost . “It’s new,” I added, leaning back in my stool folding my arms across my chest. “I haven’t dated in a long time, and I just…need space. Okay?”

Mum clasped her hands together, practically glowing.

“Oh, Finn! That’s wonderful. You deserve to be happy again. What’s her name?”

I cleared my throat, mentally picturing how my beautiful, infuriating rival would react to this, and the thought of her fiery violet gaze alone brought a smile to my face.

“Briar.”

Jess’s smirk faltered for half a second before suspicion narrowed her eyes.

“ Briar Heartley?! ”

I glared at her. Of course, if this lie was going to unravel, Jess would be the one behind it. She knew exactly  the nature of my relationship with Briar. She had visited me multiple times at the VALE and had witnessed firsthand the peak of our mutual loathing. And over the following years, she had endured more than one rant where Briar had been central to my frustrations.

“Yes.” My tone was flat, but eyes glared with an almost desperate plea.

Do not ruin this for me.

Jess leaned back in her chair, the grin she wore widening.

This could go either way.

Mum’s curiosity deepened.

“Who’s Briar Heartley?” She asked, raising a brow. Jess’s grin spread even wider, if that were even possible, and her eyes danced with mischief.

“Oh, just a girl Finn met at the VALE. Let’s just say, even back then, Briar had a way of… driving Finn insane. ” The murderous glare I shot her only fueled her smug satisfaction.

“Oh!” Mum exclaimed, her excitement growing. “So you’ve had a little thing for her for a while, then?”

Jess leaned back, savouring the moment.

“Oh, he’s definitely got a thing  for her.”

I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. Mum’s tone softened.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter as long as you’re happy. I’ll have to go tell Caroline that a date with Harriet is off the table.”

“A date with Hattie was never on the table,” I muttered as she breezed out of the room. A short wave of relief washed over me, knowing my little white lie had successfully stopped Mum’s relentless relationship interrogation.

But that relief was short-lived.

Jess waited until Mum was out of earshot before turning to me, her grin practically predatory.

“You know she’ll kill you, right?”

I didn’t bother feigning ignorance.

“Are you talking about Briar? Or Mum if she finds out I’m lying?”

“Briar.” Jess replied without missing a beat.

“Good thing she’s not going to find out, then.” I shrugged, resigned. Of course Briar would kill me if she found out. And yet, there was a part of me that relished in the idea of her finding out, even if it was just to see the look on her face.

Jess raised an eyebrow, her tone sharp and dry.

“Right. Because it’s so easy to hide anything from Agent Briar Heartley, second only to none other than my big brother.” The sarcasm was obvious in her tone as she folded her arms across her chest, a light laugh on her lips.

“Second? Don’t let Briar hear you say that, or she’ll kill you too.”

Jess snorted, her laughter cutting through the tension as I glanced back at my phone, silently tapping out a message to Briar.

Finn: I’ll be there. But only because I know how much you love seeing me shirtless and sweaty.

The reply came almost instantly, and despite everything, I felt the corner of my mouth twitch upward.

Briar:   I hope I get punched hard enough to forget you ever said that.  

“You’re blushing, you know.” Jess’s voice was almost sing-song, and I could practically hear her eyebrows wiggling from across the room.

I shot her a withering glare.

“I’m not blushing.”

Of course, I wasn’t. I did not blush.

But the heat I felt following just a simple text conversation with Briar was undeniable. It started in my chest, a faint warmth that spread outward, creeping up my neck, prickling at my skin and–

Fuck.

Maybe I was blushing after all.
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Sweat dripped from my forehead, stinging my eyes as I drove my fists into the leather bag. My knuckles throbbed with each impact, bruised and battered, but I didn’t stop.

Briar was laughing.

I gritted my teeth and hit the bag harder, trying to focus on my rhythm, on the sequence of movements that Cory had demonstrated, instead of the sight of them  across the room.

My traitorous eyes wandered towards her laugh, desperate to see the brightness of her smile.

The brightness for him.

I scoffed and threw another punch. Too hard this time. Pain shot through my wrist, sharp enough to make me wince.

Fuck.

For all her talk of ‘ its not like that between me and Nate’ , from where I was standing, it certainly looked like that. They were sparring. And for all the ways it was a fast and brutal display of skill, it was also playful. Too fucking playful.  They were equally matched, even as they remained in their natural forms. And I watched them use the fight as an excuse to share electric conversation, trade lingering glances, and steal intimate touches.

I felt sick. But I could not look away.

By the Other I needed a drink.

Her knuckles caressed his jaw. His hand trailed her bare waist. Her ankle knocked behind his, forcing him to the ground. He swiftly grabbed her wrist and pulled her down with him.

They laughed. And I punched.

Harder.

Faster.

Until the dull, rhythmic thuds drowned them out. Until the blood roared in my ears loud enough to blur my vision.

I didn’t care.

I shouldn’t care.

Fuck. Why did I care?

Deities  I was such a hypocrite. Briar was an intelligent, strong-willed, independent woman. In   Sagas’s name did she make her independence and reluctance to rely on anyone painfully clear. She had the right to flirt with anyone she wanted. And Ammemean knows I chose someone last night, albeit a distraction from suffocating in my panic, and under the haze of alcohol, but I still made that decision.

It wasn’t like I even wanted Briar to flirt with me.

She touched his shoulder as she laughed.

Ammemean-be-damned I did want her to flirt with me.

I was so caught up in physically fighting off the obvious weight of my jealousy that I didn’t even notice her in front of me. Not until she caught the bag, stilling its momentum with one hand.

“Want to go a few rounds?”

Her voice was softer than I expected, but steady. I blinked at her, adjusting to the sudden proximity. Violet eyes searched mine. Her silver waves had been pulled back into a loose tie, though strands had slipped free, framing her face in a way that was both wild and utterly breathtaking. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on her skin.

Behind her, Zenatti stepped into the ring with a human, Cory preparing them for a fight. Though, I barely spared them a glance before returning my focus to Briar.

“You want to spar with me?” I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand before reaching for my water bottle, taking a slow sip, never once looking away from her.

The corner of her mouth lifted into a smirk.

“Why not?” She shrugged. “I figured my chances would be good against a hungover human.” She tilted her head in a way that was uncharacteristically playful, at least when it came to me. I just nodded, setting the bottle down before following her onto a nearby mat.

We started in silence. No taunts, no teasing. Just two fighters locked in battle.

Strike. Counter. Dodge. Again.

Briar’s movements were fluid, precise, her strikes carrying a power that was disproportionate to her petite frame. We moved in sync, exchanging blows in a seamless rhythm, neither of us truly gaining the upper hand.

A balance. A tension. A stalemate that so perfectly mirrored the way we clashed in life.

"You know," I drawled, deflecting a punch. Twisting just enough to avoid a hit to my ribs. "If I knew accepting your invitation to the gym meant watching you and Zenatti flirt for hours, I would have just stayed home, love." The words fell from my mouth, smooth but laced with a bitterness I didn’t bother to hide.

Briar scoffed, throwing a kick that I barely managed to dodge.

"We’re not flirting. I told you, Nate is just a friend." She argued, the frustration evident as the punches she threw grew in intensity. “Aim for the gut or the throat,” she instructed, clearly trying to deflect the conversation elsewhere. “It’s the fastest way to knock a shifter breathless, and when they lose concentration, they revert to their natural form.”

I deflected each punch, but not without effort. Her speed was astonishing, her strikes relentless.

“Friends?” I scoffed, arching a brow, and targeting the places she had just indicated with my next jabs.

Briar dodged them all, the way she dodged my question.

"Do you not have friends, Allerton?" She challenged, her violet eyes flashing. I rolled my shoulders, deflecting her next hit with minimal effort.

"A few. None I’m close to." The words came out before I could stop them. I exhaled through my nose, throwing a series of jabs which she easily blocked. "It’s not always been easy to tell if people actually want to be friends with me, or if they’re just looking for the influence and power my name gives them."

There was a beat of silence.

Briar’s stance faltered, just slightly. The fire in her eyes dimmed.

"That sounds…lonely." I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I clenched my fists tighter, feeling the wraps cut into my palms. I shrugged, feigning indifference. "So, you’re not still in touch with anyone from the VALE?"

"Not really. You?"

"Just Cam, I guess." She mirrored my shrug. My jaw locked. The jealousy that had all but settled simmered again.

"Right. Your shapeshifter back in Emberfall." My voice was practically a growl. Her head snapped toward me, violet eyes widening in surprise.

" My  shapeshifter?"

I caught the slightest flicker of frustration in those violet delights that instinctively pulled a smirk from my lips, stifling the jealousy. Barely.

"You’re sleeping with him, no?" I asked with a tilt of my head, though I already knew the answer. They had been close since the VALE, and while I knew there were no official labels, the two of them showing up to the office together in the previous days clothes on more than one occasion told me enough.

Briar scoffed, her step faltering only briefly but she quickly recovered, throwing her knee up towards my gut. I barely dodged in time. Briar was fast. Too fast. And I was still grappling with the impact of my hangover.

"Cam and I are just friends." Was her only response, but I could see the flush on her cheeks, and I knew it had nothing to do with exertion from the fight.

I hummed, feigning indifference.

"Like you and Zenatti are  just friends. " I mocked. She rolled her eyes.

"Nate and I are  just friends." The words were firm, but after watching them together I wasn’t sure I believed her.

"Do you make a habit of sleeping with all your friends, love?" I asked, hiding my increasing vulnerability in the only way I knew how. Deflection and distraction. And I could think of no better distraction than continuing to coax those violet flames in her eyes.  

Her fiery gaze narrowed on me, and a breathless sound escaped her lips that was almost a laugh but was anything but amused.

"Better than getting blackout drunk and sleeping with complete strangers."

I flinched.

The words hurt more than any of her physical blows. My breath caught for just a second.

And then–

Pain.

Her fist connected with my jaw before I could react. My head snapped to the side. A grimace pulled at my lips as I exhaled through gritted teeth. I ran my tongue along the inside of my cheek, tasting blood. Briar’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second, before she was moving.

“ Shit. ” Her fingers were on me before I could think, tilting my chin with a touch gentler than I expected. Her gaze flickered over my face, scanning for damage with a careful precision that was almost...tender. “Keep your guard up, Allerton.”

I was fine. I knew that. But I didn’t pull away.

Instead, I welcomed her touch. Her fingers were featherlight against my skin, more a caress than an inspection. A brief moment of tenderness that felt intimate. Her warmth lingered.

I didn’t move.

Didn’t want to.

I liked  the way she touched me. Liked the way her gaze resembled something close to concern as she searched for any sign of injury.

"You just had to aim for the face, didn’t you, love?" I drawled, my smirk curling at the corner of my lips, even as her fingers lingered against my jaw. My pulse spiking with each delicate brush of her skin against my stubble.

"I should be more careful, really. It’s your best feature." She murmured, almost as if to herself. My eyebrow shot up, my already racing pulse quickening. The smirk on my lips grew wider as I leaned in just a fraction.

"My best feature?" I echoed, letting the words roll off my tongue, smooth and teasing. Her gaze flickered briefly over me, eyes narrowing slightly, but there was no malice in her gaze. Just a quiet, dangerous amusement.

"Don’t sound too smug, Allerton. Considering your personality, I don’t exactly have many promising features to choose from." The words should have been an insult. And yet, there was something different this time. A softness. A playful sort of… teasing .

My breath hitched.

Was she… flirting  with me?

My pulse thundered in my ears, drowning out all logic. I searched her face, desperate to find a hint that this was just another battle of words. But I saw the corner of her mouth twitch into the ghost of a smirk.

Ammemean help me.

There was a beat of silence between us. I leaned in slightly my breath a caress against her ear as I tested those dangerous boundaries.

"Do you inspect all the faces you injure so meticulously, or just the ones you like looking at?" My tongue darted out to wet my lips as they curled into a soft smirk.

Briar stiffened, and then huffed, pushing my chin away with a little more force than necessary. She stepped back, sliding effortlessly into her fighting stance, but her eyes, those violet flames, lingered on me for just a moment too long.

"We need a plan for the case," Briar said, as she threw a series of jabs that I blocked efficiently. I deflected them the way she deflected the heat simmering between us by moving our conversation on to the case. "The evidence Larkin gathered is frustratingly circular. Even with your CCTV shadow and the intel from Rox."

Rox.

The name Rox made my jaw tighten. Briar had told me about her little excursion down to the archives, the new friends she met down there.

" Rox ," I repeated, choosing to tease because it was easier than addressing the simmering jealousy. "You said his name with such comfortable casualness, love. Are you planning on making him one of your friends ?" I threw another jab, watching her duck under it.

"Concentrate, Allerton." She snapped, ignoring my attempt at returning the conversation to something more teasing. I wasn’t ready to give up just yet.  

"Should I be worried that I’m next?" I smirked. Her foot came up, fast, aimed for my midsection. I dodged, but just barely.

"Why would you be worried?" Her tone was colder than I expected. "We’re not friends."

Not friends.

Those words hurt more than they should have. A blow that felt more brutal than her punches. She wasn’t exactly wrong, but still I wanted to argue. Instead, I just nodded, swallowing a strange lump rising in my throat.

"Tell me your idea for the case." I said after a beat, even I could hear the hurt in my voice. It was a deflection. A shield. Briar paused, taking a slow breath. Her violet eyes flickered over my face, scanning me carefully, as if trying to decode the reason behind my tone.

I forced a smirk, but the raise of her brow told me she knew I was faking.

I threw another punch, more to push her away than to land a hit.

Another deflection.

She dodged effortlessly.

"We go undercover in the bars and clubs most frequented by the Knightguard, particularly those with suspected Zypherium activity. We need intel, and we don’t have any direct leads. We have to get into their territory, get close enough to see what they’re really up to."

I nodded, her plan solid. Effective. But I rarely just accepted any of Briar’s ideas without challenging them.

"We need to be smart about this." I adjusted my stance, refocusing. “Following the Knightguard isn’t necessarily going to lead to our mole. We need to continuously search for other angles, other ways in."

Briar paused, eyeing me for a second, before she narrowed her gaze.

"Look at that. We actually agree on something, for once." She grinned, clearly amused.

"That,” I added, throwing her a charming smirk, “and that my face is my best feature."

Her eyes flashed with a mix of irritation and humour.

"You’re lucky I need your face to stay intact for our undercover mission," she said, her voice turning teasing. "Or I would not hesitate to punch you in the face again."

I laughed as I dodged her attack, a quick step back to avoid a kick.

I paused to wipe the sweat from my brow, my chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm as Briar adjusted her stance. I was feeling the strain now, the hangover coming back to haunt me. In contrast, Briar seemed entirely unfazed. The only sign of her physical exertion was the faint sheen of sweat glistening on her skin, the damp curls sticking to the back of her neck.

“So, did you have any ideas for our undercover identities?”

She hesitated.

“I don’t usually go in with an identity, I just–”

“Shift,” I finished for her. “I know.” I danced back a step as she aimed a sharp jab at my ribs. I deflected with ease, my smirk deepening. “That’s not exactly going to work for me, is it, love?”

She huffed, like my presence on this case was already becoming a problem.

“Fine,” she spat out. “What are you thinking?”

A thought crossed my mind. A dangerous one.

One that a smarter man might have kept to himself, especially with Briar standing right in front of me, ready to throw a punch at any given second. But I was a fool when it came to her. Lately, everything about Briar felt like a dangerous  temptation, and I couldn’t stop myself from walking right into the fire.

“Posing as a couple seems like the most appropriate disguise choice, don’t you think?”

For the second time today, I was suggesting that Briar pose as my girlfriend. This time to her face. The thought felt reckless, almost thrilling.

Briar froze. Just for a moment, and in that split second, my fist collided with her side. Fast and hard. The impact was sharp, her breath catching as she staggered back, a curse slipping from her lips. Her wince sent a flicker of guilt through me. I stepped closer, instinct overriding thought, reaching out the same way she had when she had checked my jaw.

I hesitated a moment, giving her space to pull away.

She didn’t.

My fingers brushed against the bare skin of her abdomen, a featherlight touch against the dip of her waist. A slow, deliberate slide up her ribs, tracing the contours of muscle and bone beneath soft skin. But I was not searching for damage. Not really.

Briar tensed. But not in pain.

She exhaled a slow breath, uneven, unsteady. But she didn’t pull away. Instead, she subtly adjusted her stance, bringing me closer.

I should have pulled away.

I didn’t.

Instead my thumb traced slow, idle circles over her ribs. A small movement.

A dangerous one.

“Can’t we go in as friends?” She asked, voice breathless. My gaze flickered up to meet hers.

By the Other.

The heat in her gaze was undeniable.

I hummed in response, my thumb grazing the sensitive skin of her ribs, a soft, teasing caress over the bruise that was already forming. I forced myself to pull back, stepping away with deliberate slowness.

“Think about it,” I said, my voice lowering, smooth and teasing, letting the words hang in the air. “No one’s going to question a couple getting cosy in a dimly lit club, whispering in each other’s ears. It gives us the perfect cover for private conversations, gathering intel without drawing attention.” I let my gaze lock onto hers, watching for the flicker of resistance. “No one will get suspicious if a couple disappears into back alleys or dark corners to get a little more privacy. The same places where we might just stumble onto shady drug deals or overhear someone passing critical intel.”

Briar was silent, her expression unreadable for a moment.

I could almost hear the gears turning in her mind, her lips pressing into a thin, stubborn line as she weighed the plan against her instinct to argue.

But I knew she couldn’t think of a better option.

“Fuck it,” she exhaled with a sharp, frustrated breath, rubbing her side as she shot me a look that was equal parts annoyance and resignation. “Yeah. It’s a good idea.”

The corner of my mouth curled up into a smirk. I nodded, turning my back to her to take a swig of my water.

Briar had just agreed to a fake relationship.

Briar had just agreed to a fake relationship.

The thought sent a rush of something sharp and electric through me.

Excitement. Anticipation. Dread.

A thrill and a warning all at once.

It was the perfect cover. Logically, it made sense. But logic had nothing to do with the way my pulse kicked up at the thought of her pressed close to me, of playing pretend until the lines blurred.

Fake. Pretend.

But there was nothing fake about the rush of adrenaline, and the reckless thrill coursing through my veins. Nothing pretend about the way my skin still burned where her fingers had lingered, or the way my body responded to hers.

For all my teasing, for all my careful deflections and sharp words, there was a part of me that wanted to cross that line. A part of me that wanted this to be real.

And that part?

That part was fucking dangerous.

Because Briar Heartley was my rival. My infuriating, brilliant, beautiful rival. And whatever this pull between us was, I couldn’t let it mean anything more than pretend.
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I let the cool spring air caress my face as I leaned against the sleek, black glass of the Home Office building. My eyes were closed, my head resting against its chilled surface, the cold a brief reprieve against the relentless pounding in my skull.

The headache was unrelenting.

I was not sleeping. Nightmares kept me awake, and even when sleep claimed me out of pure exhaustion the constant thrum of anti-shiftwave technology made it impossible to fully rest. My diet consisted almost entirely of greasy takeaway food, and that was only when I remembered to eat at all, which was not often.

I had told myself I would step outside for five minutes. Just five. Long enough to escape the oppressive hum of the tech and clear my head.

That had been half an hour ago.

“Suspect Jameson Lynne was shot yesterday as I made a move to arrest,” Pendrel had uttered the words that had rendered me entirely numb. Blood drained from my face, and for a fleeting moment I was grateful that I had been neglectful enough yet again to skip breakfast or it would have surely ended up on the desk in front of me. “The action was deemed necessary,” he continued, “as Lynne shifted, and I anticipated an attack.”  

“Where was Lynne shot, Lieutenant?” Allteron had asked - the question was directed at Pendrel, but I could feel his gaze burning into me. Still, I could not look at him. Would not look at him.

Because I knew one look at the sympathy reflected in his eyes would break me entirely.

“The bullet lodged in his lower back. He lives. Recovering in the infirmary.”

In his back. In his back.

He hadn’t been shifting to attack. He had been trying to run. Trying to flee.

Before I even had a moment to process the implications of that information, Larkin had pulled Allerton and me into his office to inform us of yet another breach. More intel had been leaked. Worse, the file containing that intel had gone missing from the archives room.

Pendrel’s badge had been used again last week, thirty minutes before I had gone down to see Rox. But the CCTV footage showed nothing. No one entering the room. No one leaving. Just Rox conversing with Essie.

Nothing suspicious. Nothing out of the ordinary. No signs of tampering. No anomalies.

It was frustrating. Maddening, even.

But that wasn’t the reason I was standing outside, trying to breathe through the knot of anxiety forming in my stomach. Allerton and I were going on our first undercover mission tomorrow night. And I had agreed to posing as a couple.

Why in Omni’s name had I agreed to this?

In what world could  I ever pass as being in a relationship with one of the country’s most elite, eligible bachelors. The son of the former Supreme Commander.

I was nobody. Nothing.

And Finn was…well, he was Finn.

“Heartley, right?” The soft feminine voice pulled me from my thoughts. I opened my eyes, my gaze finding a girl that was almost familiar. She stubbed out her cigarette against the glass and approached with a friendly but apprehensive smile. “I think we got off on the wrong start last week. I probably didn’t make the best first impression, vomiting into a toilet and all.”

Ramona?

I saw it now, the features of her face were similar. But the girl standing before me now was taller. Her raven dark hair longer and more luscious. Her build slimmer, and more toned. She had shifted her appearance into something that closer aligned with societal beauty standards.

“Oh. Don’t worry about it.” I gave her a tired but genuine smile. “Are you feeling better?” I asked. Her smile widened and she nodded.

“Yes, thank you. Must have been something I ate, I was fine the next day.” She laughed nervously. “Are you okay? You look…tired.”

That was a polite way of putting it. Taylor would have said shit. Or worse.

I shook my head, shaking off her concern.

“It’s nothing. Stress, mostly.” I muttered, flicking my hand in a dismissive wave.

“Oh I’m sure. I can’t imagine being an agent in Central Intelligence is an easy job.” She sympathised, raising a brow. I smiled. I took a moment to really take in Ramona’s appearance. She was polished, put-together in a way I couldn’t even dream of being. Her casual business wear was sophisticated. Even her hair was styled just enough to look effortless, and her makeup flawless yet somehow subtle. It wasn’t hard to imagine someone like her on Allerton’s arm, fitting seamlessly into the high-society circles he moved in.

I raised a brow, a thought slowly forming in the back of my mind.

“This…” I hesitated, glancing back at Ramona again. “This is going to sound strange. Or maybe a bit forward, but…” I bit the inside of my cheek, second-guessing myself. Then I sighed, pushing through the hesitation. “Are you doing anything after work?”

***

My eyes roamed over the dress that Ramona was holding up in front of her carefully. Anxiously. The silky black fabric shimmered beneath the lights. It was barely more than a slip of material, its thin straps delicate, the figure-hugging design leaving little to the imagination. A subtle cinch at the waist, a teasing dip at the neckline. Crafted to enhance, to captivate.

It was classic. Elegant. Undeniably alluring.

It was not me.

“Ramona. Really? I have lingerie at home that is less revealing than this dress.” I arched a brow, my voice flat. Ramona just rolled her eyes dramatically and scoffed.

“It’s sexy. And it would look absolutely stunning on you!” She insisted, running her fingers over the fabric. I glanced down, my fingers mirroring the way Ramona had brushed against the silky black material.

Omni, the dress was nice.

But nice wasn’t the issue.

I was comfortable in the shadows. Slipping between faces, forms, and species. Moving unseen and unnoticed. All to disappear. To blend into the background. To become invisible.

But this case required me to become a different kind of shadow.

“I don’t know, Ramona,” I murmured, glancing up at her.

“For the love of the deities, Briar!” Ramona threw her hands up, exasperated. “Amemmean has blessed you! If I had your good looks in my natural form, I’d be wearing less than this on a daily basis.” I rolled my eyes at her dramatics, but my lips betrayed my amusement, twitching at the corners. My gaze drifted back to the dress. My fingers found the edge of the silk, rolling the fabric softly between my fingers.

Ramona tilted her head.

“Is this Finn someone you would want  to dress sexy for?” She asked, her tone deceptively casual. My eyes snapped up, wide with alarm.

“Absolutely not.” The words left my mouth far too fast. Ramona’s eyes gleamed with unmistakable amusement as she arched a knowing brow, a teasing smirk on her lips. I quickly averted my gaze, forcing my attention back to the dress as I cleared my throat. “But,” I admitted begrudgingly, my fingers fiddling with the silky fabric, “he has the kind of face…and body that other girls might want to dress up for, to make an impression.” My voice had lowered, as if saying it any louder would somehow make it worse.

My eyes dared a glance up at her again.

I regretted it immediately, seeing only her teasing smirk reflected back at me.

“Is that your twisted way of trying to tell me he’s good-looking?” She teased, her grin widening. Heat rushed to my cheeks as Allerton’s face invaded my thoughts. The mischievous curve of his mouth, the way his green eyes always sparkled with infuriating amusement. The way his soft brown hair fell across his forehead in an effortlessly handsome, perfectly aggravating way.

I swallowed hard.

“I guess, strictly speaking, in a classical sense, he’s handsome.” I murmured, the words reluctant. But my mind betrayed me, conjuring the image of Finn strolling around our apartment shirtless most mornings - broad shoulders, toned abs, that insufferable confidence. “And he dresses and acts as arrogantly as anyone from Beta. And, well, any girl supposedly dating him needs to fit that role.” Ramona gave me a long, pointed look. “This is strictly professional,” I added quickly.

Her smirk deepened, gleaming with far too much amusement.

“Believe me, Briar, when Finn sees you in this dress, his thoughts will be far  from professional.”

I snorted, but could feel the heat continuing to rise on my cheeks.

“Finn doesn’t think of me like that, trust me.” I insisted.

Ramona let out a slow, dramatic sigh, shaking her head like I was the most oblivious person in the world.

“Oh, Briar, you sweet little naive thing. When you look like you, every man thinks of you like  that. ” She pushed the dress into my hands. “Now, go try it on. For me, at least?”

I stared at the dress, my stomach twisting. But Ramona’s expectant expression made it clear that she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

With a resigned sigh, I grabbed the hanger and turned toward the fitting room.

***

I had bought several clothing items at Ramona's insistence, each one tantalising, captivating, and alluring. Each one pushing the boundaries of my comfort zone. But when I caught my reflection in the mirror after slipping into that first dress, my breath caught. Even I was captivated by what I saw. In that moment, I was someone unrecognisable. Someone who almost seemed worthy of Finn Allerton’s attention. His desire.

Not that I wanted  to be that person. I told myself, ignoring the uneasy knot that formed in my stomach, and the way my heart raced when I pictured Finn’s reaction to seeing me in this dress. But it was crucial I fit that role. For the case, of course. If we wanted our cover to be believable, I had to play the part.

It was late by the time we finished shopping, and Ramona had suggested we grab something to eat. Food quickly turned into drinks, and before I knew it, we were on our third bar of the night. I felt mildly tipsy, welcoming the warmth of the alcohol coursing through my veins.

In all honesty I needed a night like this. Away from the stress of the case. Away from the anti-shiftwave tech. Away from Allerton.

Though, begrudgingly, I found myself missing his teasing comments, and the infuriating smirks.

Ramona and I were fast friends. It turned out that we had a lot in common. We bonded over shared memories of growing up in Delta, animated discussions about our favourite ways to use our shifting abilities, and laugh-inducing stories that had us both curling over in hysterics. We even discovered a mutual obsession with romance novels.

The conversation flowed easily, effortlessly. And so did the alcohol.

“Vitatrix! That’s strong!” Ramona spluttered through a laugh after taking a sip of her drink “I’m almost certain they’ve served us pure ethanol!”

She took another sip regardless.

I smiled.

“So you believe in the multi-deity theorem? That’s rare for a shapeshifter.” I remarked, noticing how she cursed Vitatrix mid-conversation. Ramona swirled the last remnants of her drink in her glass, giving a lazy shrug.

"I guess. Most of my family are human, so I've just been raised on it," she said casually, taking the final swig of her drink.

My heart skipped a beat, and I arched a brow.

"Your family are human?" The surprise slipped out before I could stifle it. She nodded, setting her glass down with a soft clink.

"I know, it's rare, I guess. I had a great-grandparent on each of my mum and dad's sides that were shifters, so I suppose the genetics finally presented with me."

I studied her for a moment, my fingers absentmindedly tracing the rim of my own glass. Saying it was rare was an understatement. Whilst shapeshifters and humans had interbred for centuries, mostly diluting the two bloodlines together, more often than not, it took at least one shapeshifter parent for a child to present with the ability.

But even two shapeshifter parents weren’t a guarantee.

Some shifter families, like the Beaureallis’ for example, came from long, uninterrupted bloodlines of our kind, to ensure the ability in their offspring, and keep their heritage pure .

Many more human families did the same to ensure the opposite.

Still, whilst rare with so many people carrying at least a trace of shapeshifter blood, it was technically possible for two seemingly human parents to have a biological shapeshifter child.

And I knew the impact of that reality better than most.

“…And they just accepted that you’re a shapeshifter?” I asked, tilting my head slightly. “They were okay with it?” I tried to mask the curiosity in my voice, though there was an undertone of desperation that I couldn’t entirely hide.

Ramona laughed, the sound bright and effortless.

"Of course. It’s not like they had a choice. What else could they do?" She asked, as if the question were ridiculous.

I felt my chest tighten.

"They could have thrown you in Vita’s without a second thought and not looked back." I murmured, looking at the wine sloshing in my glass as I spoke, if only to avert her gaze. Her laughter stopped abruptly, and she gaped at me.

" By the Other, Briar!  That’s dark. What kind of sick person would do that?!" She asked, eyes widened in mild horror, brow raised in disbelief. I swallowed hard but forced a smile.

"No, I guess that thought is quite horrific." I forced a chuckle, trying to lighten the mood again before downing the rest of my drink.

But I wasn’t speaking in hypotheticals.

Ramona didn’t notice the way my fingers curled a little tighter around the glass. I forced myself to relax, pushing the memories aside.

The bartender set two fresh drinks in front of us before we even had the chance to order. When we asked who had sent them, he simply nodded toward two human men at the far end of the bar. They were good-looking, enough to make the gesture flattering, though not quite on the level of Finn Allerton.

By the Other. Since when had Finn Allerton become the benchmark by which I measured another man’s attractiveness?

The night turned at that point. The two men joined us, and we moved deeper into the bar, squeezing around a small table designed for two in a dimly lit corner of the room. Our bodies pressed close together, and one of the men casually draped an arm over the back of my chair, his fingers grazing my shoulder. He traced lazy patterns on my skin, and with my inhibitions lowered by the alcohol, I found I didn’t mind the attention.

The conversation flowed easily, the heat from the handsome stranger’s lingering touch distracting, and welcomed. So when Ramona disappeared to grab another drink with the other man, her eyes telling a story entirely different from her words, it didn’t take long before things became intimate.

I wasn’t entirely sure at what point the soft caresses and heated touches transformed into kisses, but suddenly his mouth was on mine. I could taste the alcohol on his lips as his hand slid around my waist, the other drifting up my thigh.

I welcomed the kiss. The distraction. The chance to forget everything except the heat of his hands on my skin, and the intoxicating feeling of being desired.

His lips left mine to trail along my neck, and I rolled my head back instinctively, offering him more access. His kisses moved down to the curve of my throat, then to the skin beneath my ear.

“We should go back to my place,” he murmured, his hand lifting to cup the side of my face. His finger traced the curve of my pointed ear. “I’ve got a few fun fantasies we could play out–”

The heat died instantly.

Of course. It was always the same. He didn’t want me, he wanted my ability.

The two men hadn’t seen two attractive girls at the bar, they had seen two shapeshifters and bought themselves a chance to use us as playthings for their fantasies.

I pulled back, a frown tugging at my brow. The man blinked, startled by the abruptness at which I had pulled away. I cleared my throat, gently easing myself away from him, his hands slipping from my body. I forced a polite smile, but it held no warmth.

“Not tonight.”

I stood, grabbing my jacket from the chair, and gave him one last smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. I saw the flash of disappointment, then anger, flare in his.

Without a second glance, I turned and walked away.

***

The apartment was dimly lit when I stepped inside, and late enough to assume Finn had gone to bed.

But he hadn’t

He was pacing.

His hair was a mess, like he had been raking his fingers through it, frustrated or restless. Three empty beer bottles sat on the counter. He stopped mid-step when he saw me, his sharp green eyes locking onto mine. For a beat, neither of us moved. And then, finally, he exhaled. Low and slow.

“You’re home.”

The relief in his voice was undeniable. But it was also present in the way his shoulders relaxed, in the way the gleam in his eyes became something almost content.

I raised a brow, shrugging out of my jacket.

“I didn’t think you’d still be awake.”

His gaze flickered away from my eyes, to my lips. Then, his expression changed. His brow furrowed, head tilting slightly as if noticing something off.

He took a step closer. My breath hitched.

His hand lifted, slow and deliberate, brushing the corner of my mouth with his thumb before I could even react. The touch was fleeting, barely there, but it sent a shiver down my spine. When he pulled away, there was a trace of red on his thumb.

My lipstick. Smudged. Evidence of someone else’s lips pressed against mine.

Heat rushed to my cheeks.

Finn lingered close. His gaze flicked back to mine, darker now. His jaw clenched.

“Who?” The single murmured word was low and challenging.

“I met someone.” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “But he turned out to be a bit of a dick so…” I trailed off, voice soft, shoulders shrugging, trying to lighten the moment.

But nothing about Finn lightened.

Instead his eyes darkened. He stepped forward. I had no choice but to move back. My shoulders met the door.

That didn’t stop him from continuing to move closer.

Finn braced an arm against the doorframe, caging me in. Close enough that I could smell the faint traces of alcohol on his breath. His eyes swept over me, searching, assessing, like he knew there was more I wasn’t saying.

My heart raced.

His fingers found my chin, tilting my face up to his. His grip was firm but not forceful. Just enough to hold me there, to keep me from looking away. To make sure I felt the weight of his gaze.

“Did he hurt you?” Finn’s voice was low now, dangerous in its softness. A quiet kind of rage. I exhaled, something inside me softening at the question. At the primal, unyielding protectiveness in his eyes.

“No.” I swallowed, the word barely making it past my lips. “It was just a kiss, Finn.”

But my voice wavered.

Because it hadn’t been just a kiss, not to me. It had been a foolish hope. A moment of naive belief that maybe, for once, someone had wanted me . Not my ability, not what I could offer, just me. And I had been wrong. The sting of it lingered, hot and humiliating.

He didn’t move. He studied me as his thumb grazed along my jaw in a soft gentle caress. The move was so uncharacteristically tender it had me sucking in a breath. Finn never touched me like this. Up until our sparring match the other day he had barely touched me at all.

But there was something electric in the way we touched. It was easier to ignore when we were sparring in the gym, with people around and the adrenaline of the fight to blame it on.

But here, now? It was undeniable.

His gaze held mine for a beat too long before he exhaled sharply.

He dropped his hand.

Stepped back.

I exhaled a long, shaky breath.

Finn ran a hand through his already-messy hair, then turned abruptly, pacing a few steps away before gripping the edge of the counter. His knuckles went white.

“Did you have fun?” He asked, his voice strained with a forced lightness behind the words.

I crossed my arms.

“Yeah, actually.” I smiled, the tension easing just slightly. “With Ramona, before-” I stopped myself. No need to bring this back to him . To the kiss. To the mistake. I cleared my throat instead. “Yes. I had fun.”

Finn exhaled through his nose, but his grip on the counter didn’t loosen. His jaw was tight, his shoulders tense. He didn’t look at me when he spoke again.

“Good.” He said, but it sounded like there was more on his tongue, more he wanted to say.

I lingered a moment.

Silence.

“I’m going to try and get some sleep,” I said softly, willing him to look at me. But he didn’t. He kept his focus on the counter, his back turned.

“That’s a good idea.” He murmured, his tone flat.

I hesitated, watching him. Something was wrong.

“Are you okay?”

He stiffened, but he didn’t meet my gaze.

“Fine, love.”

The sharpness of his tone didn’t match the words. I frowned.

“Finn–”

“Good night, Briar.” He cut me off.  His tone final. A warning.

I swallowed hard, fighting the words from my tongue that were desperate to push him.

“Good night, Allerton.”

I turned and walked toward my room without another word.

The door clicked shut behind me. I lay in bed awake, staring unblinking at the ceiling. I could still feel the heat of Finn’s lingering touch on my skin. And that touch.

That touch.

That simple caress against my jaw felt far more intimate than anything that had happened with the stranger in the bar. Because that touch was meant for me . Not for what I could do, or who I could become, or the desires I could fulfill. But for me, alone. It was a touch that knocked at every wall I had ever built. Every defense I had ever hidden behind. And it left me feeling exposed to Finn in a way I wasn’t sure I was ready for.
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Anxiety clung tight to my chest.

My cravings for a drink had intensified. I had ignored them for almost an entire week, resisted, pushed through - albeit with difficulty. But when Briar did not come back last night my feet found themselves in the corner shop before I realised where I had been going, or what I had been doing.

Three of the six beers were gone before she even returned.

The other three were consumed to drown out the thoughts of her with another man, before I fell into a heavy alcohol-induced almost comatose sleep.

When I awoke hungover, with a familiar bitter feeling of self-loathing I told myself I was done. No more alcohol, at least until I could get my cravings back under control again.

But now I could feel them crawling beneath my skin like a parasite.

And we were about to head out to a bar.

I had done my research. It was not a bar with ghosts, thankfully, but I was not naive enough to believe Darla would not be there to haunt me entirely. Just being back in the Capital was enough to drag that part of my past too close for comfort.

It helped that this was not a visit of fun or pleasantries. We were going on business. Undercover. Gathering intel that might eventually lead us to our mole. Still I wasn’t entirely certain that being in a bar was going to help ease the cravings. If anything I feared they would exacerbate them.

The soft click of Briar’s bedroom door pulled my attention away from my thoughts and–

I forgot how to breathe.

My mind went blank. Words failed me. I couldn’t do anything but stare.

The dress was black, simple, elegant.

But the girl beneath it?

By the love of all the deities the girl beneath it.

Briar Heartley was a vision.

Her hair had been twisted into intricate braids that met at the crown of her head, flowing into a cascade of loose waves down her back. A few curls fell free, framing her face with a soft, untamed wildness that seemed to capture the very essence of Briar - unruly, unpredictable, and impossible to contain. Her lashes, dark and full, framed those violet burning eyes. And her lips, luscious and soft, were painted a shade of red just a little darker than the colour I had caught smudged at the corner of her mouth yesterday–

I wanted to be the one to stain her lips with my kiss this time.

The thought was unintentioned, forbidden. But impossible to shake.

She alone consumed me. And for the first time today the incessant thoughts of alcohol had all but vanished, replaced only by thoughts of her.  

“What are you wearing?” The question slipped out, my voice lower, rougher than I intended. Evidence of the oxygen I had failed to take in since the moment my eyes landed on her. Her gaze flicked up to meet mine, and just like that, I was lost. Drowning in that violet haze, dark and endless like a summer night sky. She blinked, slow, deliberate, and with each flicker of her lashes, a new emotion surfaced.

Apprehension. Curiosity. Doubt.

And then understanding, as she realised I was entirely destroyed by the sight of her in that dress. Her mouth quirked up at the sides the tiniest hint.

She swallowed, and my eyes shamelessly tracked the movement of her throat.

“A dress.” Briar’s brows lifted, her tone the perfect blend of amusement and challenge.

This fucking woman.

My tongue darted out to wet my lip as my eyes roamed over her again. I dragged a hand through my hair, likely undoing every careful effort I had put into styling it tonight. I raised a brow.

“I can see that it’s a dress.” I murmured. My voice came quieter this time, as I tried desperately to look anywhere but her and failed miserably. I fought the urge to step closer.  I fought every Ammemean-damned thing she made me feel.

“So why did you ask?” Her smirk deepened just slightly. Teasing, knowing, entirely aware of the game she was playing with me.

And, in true Briar fashion, entirely unwilling to let me win.

“You just…you look,” the words trailed off as I took her in.

Exquisite. Breathtaking. Completely fucking irresistible.  

I could have said any of those things. Should have. Instead, the word that slipped from my mouth was,

“…different.”

Briar’s brows lifted, amusement flickering in her violet gaze.

“ Different?” She echoed, head tilting slightly. A pause. A slow, deliberate consideration. “Good different?”

I exhaled sharply, because it was all I could do to remember to fucking breathe. I shoved my hands into my pockets before I did something stupid.

“No,” I murmured, voice low, breathless. I took a step closer, locking eyes with her. “Not good at all.”

Her smile faltered. Face paled. The light dropped from her eyes, as she folded her arms across her chest, almost shrinking in on herself, trying to hide.

Shit.

That was not what I intended.

“Not good at all,” I repeated, softer now, smile twisting into something more dangerous as I closed the distance. Close enough to touch if my hands weren’t shoved deep in my pockets, where I intended them to stay. “Because there’s not a chance in this world or the Other that I will be able to concentrate on our case tonight with you looking like  that. ”

I caught the faint change in her expression.

The way her lips parted slightly, and how her breath caught.

The moment stretched between us.

Dangerous. Tempting.

I could see it in her eyes, the fight to keep control. That incessant need to be in control.

“And if ‘good’ means the way you look tonight is so stunning it borders on cruel…” my throat went dry. I swallowed hard, “...then I would say ‘good’ doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

Her chest rose and fell with a shallow breath, and for a fleeting moment, I thought I saw a flicker of something in her gaze. Desire? Temptation? Maybe even fear. But she recovered just as quickly. Her lips curled into that familiar, confident smirk, and she arched a brow, the challenge returning to her gaze.

“Who would have thought that a little dress could be so distracting?” A playful kind of amusement gleamed in her eyes. The same flicker of flirtation I had seen in the gym.

Dangerous.

I huffed a quiet laugh, shaking my head as my gaze dragged over her once more, slower this time. Teeth softly grazing my bottom lip.

"I’m not so certain it’s the dress," I murmured. My eyes met hers, unflinching. "More the girl wearing it."

Touching her would be a mistake. A fatal one. Because I knew, with unwavering certainty, that if I touched her, if I gave in to my desires even for a second, stopping would be impossible. And yet, despite every warning screaming at me to keep my hands to myself, my fingers slipped free from my pockets, reaching for her like I was not in control of my own actions.

Our hands met, my fingers brushing over hers, and before I could second-guess the decision, I intertwined them completely. With a slight pull, I twirled her - slow and deliberate. The motion was effortless. Natural. And she spun with the delicate grace of the predator that lived beneath her skin.  

She laughed. A real, unguarded laugh. Bright and warm and so fucking alive , that it awoke something in me. Something that I thought died close to nine years ago.

That laugh, that smile…it had the power to charm the deepest of scowls, to break the strongest of hearts.

She was radiant.

A living deity.

“You are a weapon, Briar Heartley,” I murmured, as she completed a full rotation, and stopped herself by bracing a hand against my chest. I watched her - every little change in her expression, the way her breath quickened just slightly as the tension between us built. “Sharp. Striking. Fearless.” I let my thumb brush against her knuckles, lingering there for a beat too long. “And as beautiful as you are lethal.”

Her eyes widened slightly, mild surprise flashing before she composed herself. Her head tilted to one side, and I could feel her study me, her gaze running over me in that sharp, calculating way of hers. But there was a hesitation now, just enough to make me wonder if she was starting to feel the same pull I was.

“And I suppose as my partner that makes you the one who wields me?” She shot back, seemingly confident, but I could hear the slight waver in her voice.

I shook my head slowly, the movement deliberate.

“No, love. You wield yourself.” My voice was quieter now, more certain. “I’m just the one who has the pleasure of sitting back and watching you obliterate anything that stands in your way.”

Her expression didn’t change, but something flickered in her gaze behind the surprised curiosity. Something…dangerous.

“And if you  are the thing standing in my way?” Her tone had a genuine edge to it. And why wouldn’t it? I was the one person between her and a permanent spot on the Central Intelligence team.

I smiled, slow and knowing.

“Oh, love.” I whispered, tightening my grip just slightly on our entwined hands, my thumb brushing over her knuckles again, grounding myself in the heat of her touch. “Didn’t you know? You have always been my damnation.” A beat of silence. “And it is an honour to be destroyed by you.”

That got her.

She hesitated, just for a moment, but in that fleeting pause, I saw something rare.

Vulnerability.

But Briar Heartley never stayed vulnerable for long.

She exhaled softly, and then, in a way that mirrored my own defense mechanism, she turned the moment into something teasing.

“You rich boys do love layering on the charm with your big fancy words and bold acclamations.” She mused, a smirk tugging at the edges of her lips, the challenge evident in her tone. Her voice, though, was softer now. Breathless.

A whisper. A tease.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her lips.

Those soft, red, inviting lips.

I chuckled, shaking my head.

“As long as you find it charming and not pretentious.” I murmured. My voice was low, lingering as I wet my lips, my gaze tracing the way her attention flickered to them. It was subtle, just a glance, but it was enough to make my pulse spike.

Her eyes flicked back to mine.

“Oh no,” she countered easily, her fingers slipping from mine, already making her way toward the door. “I definitely find it pretentious.”

The grin she shot me over her shoulder nearly undid me.

I stifled a groan.

I took a moment to fully appreciate the divine creature in front of me. The way she moved, the way the light caught her hair, the delicate curve of her neck. It all seemed designed to lure me in.

My own personal drug.

I followed closely behind. My chest brushed against her back.

“Well, I hope you’re ready to pretend to be infatuated by my charms tonight, love.” I reached for her again, my hand instinctively finding her waist as I pulled her into my side.

Briar had every reason to flinch from my touch. We were still in our apartment, with no one around. There was no reason for my arm to be around her yet. There was no reason to play pretend - though this certainly did not feel like pretending.

But she didn’t. Didn’t even try to pull away.

Instead, Briar hummed, her body still against mine, as she paused just before the door. She turned slightly, glancing up at me, those violet eyes glowing beneath those thick lashes

“I am.” Her voice was smooth, teasing. She was already leaning into it, already allowing the pretence to begin. “The real question is, are you ready to pretend to be enamored by me?”

I didn’t hesitate. Not even for a second.

“I am, love.”

The words left my mouth before I had time to think. But even as I said them, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was telling her I was ready to play pretend…or if I was simply admitting how deeply and irreparably enamoured with her I already was.

She was so close that I could smell her skin. Warm, and sweet like honey, and it was intoxicating. My thumb brushed a light circle against her waist, and a thrill shot through me when she didn’t stiffen, didn’t step away. She was still leaning into my touch, still allowing this dangerous closeness to grow.

And in that moment, I realised something that was equal parts thrilling and dangerous.

I could still feel the itch of the cravings beneath my skin. But those cravings were no longer for alcohol.

They were for her.
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“That,” I said, reaching for Allerton’s collar, my fingers grazing the warm skin of his neck before smoothing the fabric into place. My touch lingered for a second longer than necessary, before my hands rested against his chest. I felt the steady rhythm of his heart beating beneath my palm. “Is Tristain Rascallian.”

One of the key members of the Knightguard who had consistently evaded law enforcement. A name that appeared more than once in Pendrel’s investigations.

“And beside him, is Rodney Folde.”

From my research I found that this bar, Drinks on Rise , was a key hangout for Knightguard members - and both Rascallian and Folde were frequent visitors.

Finn didn’t react immediately. He paused. Eyes roaming my face. A soft smile curling onto his lips. Pretending like he was a man in love. Eventually, he turned. Casual. Effortless. As if merely reaching for his drink on the bar behind him, but I caught the way his gaze flicked toward the VIP booth in the far corner, where I had gestured.

Rascallian sat like a king.

A shapeshifter sat in his lap, erotically touching him in ways that were far too intimate to be done in public. Two sharp dark horns protruded from her head. A short, leathery tail flicked behind her, twitching with erratic energy.

Then I looked closer.

The horns didn’t match. One curved longer than the other, uneven, almost malformed. The tail spasmed more than it moved. Eyes rimmed with red. Pupils dilated. High. Drugged.

Not a shapeshifter.

A  Zepher.

I swallowed hard, turning my attention instead to Folde sat to his right, broad-shouldered and sharp-eyed, raven black hair falling over his forehead. I immediately noticed the ink curling around his forearm.

A tattoo. Bold. Unmistakable.

The sigil of the Knightguard.

I felt Finn tense under my touch, his pulse racing beneath my fingertips. A subtle reaction to the thrill of the case. He drained the rest of his drink in one smooth swallow and set the glass down with a quiet clink.

My hand trailed down his side, fingers brushing deliberately over the fabric of his shirt as I pressed in close, playing the part of an enamored lover.

It should have felt unnatural. Forced. But with Finn, pretending was dangerously easy.

There was a natural closeness between us. An intimacy had developed over years of careful observations, sharp-witted clashes, and heated interactions.

Heat was heat. Intimacy was intimacy, regardless of the emotions fuelling it.

Replace the simmering frustration and barely restrained irritation with a false infatuation, and in a blink, we were a couple lost in each other. Unable to keep our hands from wandering. Our bodies from pressing just a little too close.

Perhaps that was why slipping into this role felt as effortless as breathing.

I could feel the weight of Rascallian’s stare. A slow, deliberate burn that made my hairs stand on end. I swallowed hard and pushed up onto my tiptoes, arms draping around Finn’s neck as I pressed my lips close to his ear.

"He’s been staring. Do you think our cover is blown?"

Allerton was not wrong about posing as a couple. Over the loud murmur of the club this close intimacy provided the perfect cover, making it easy for our conversation to remain private.

"No, love.” Finn’s voice was smooth, unconcerned.  “I think he’s staring because he, like every other bastard in this deities-damned bar, is wondering how quickly he can get you alone." His voice was a low growl in my ear, and there was nothing playful in his tone.

I rolled my eyes.

"You’re being dramatic." I countered.

Without warning, Finn moved. A sharp pivot, swift and effortless, flipping our positions in an instant. My back met the bar. His body closed in around me, his arms braced against the counter, caging me in.

"I’m serious, Briar," he murmured, his breath warm against my cheek. His voice had dropped lower now, rougher. Dangerous. "How am I supposed to focus on the investigation when I’m spending half my time glaring at men who are looking at you like a predator sizing up their prey?” His dark eyes, swept over my body in a slow deliberate motion, as if for just a moment he himself were one of the predators. I arched a brow, tilting my chin up, meeting his dark gaze with a challenging look of my own.

"Maybe play the part of an attentive, affectionate boyfriend instead of a territorial bastard?”  Finn exhaled sharply. He clenched his jaw. I raised a brow. “Besides, I’m no one’s prey."

His grip on the bar tightened.

His eyes darkened.

Finn stared at me for another moment, chewing the inside of his cheek as if considering arguing. Then he exhaled, long and slow.

" By the Other, I need a drink. " He sighed with a frustrated mutter, signalling the bartender. I paused. Feeling uneasy as another whiskey slid across the counter, and Finn caught it effortlessly, knocking back half of it in one go. Some of the tension in his shoulders eased, but the darkness in his eyes changed. It was no longer possessive or territorial, but something worse.

A numbed kind of pain. The kind that wasn’t meant to be seen. This was his third drink of the night. And we had barely been here an hour.

I worried.

“We’re supposed to be working.”  

No accusation. No judgment. Just concern.

His expression hardened. Without a word, he knocked back the rest of his drink.

Deciding not to push, my attention drifted to the waitress who manned the VIP booth. Each time she passed close by, I studied her. Memorising the slope of her shoulders, the way she carried herself. The way she walked. The curve of her lips. The exact shade of her eyes beneath the dim, flickering lights. The length of her dark, braided hair.

Every detail, committed to memory. Waiting for the right moment.

That moment was now.

I braced a hand against Finn’s chest, leaning in close enough to smell the whiskey on his breath. I gave his nose a gentle brush with mine before bringing my lips to his ear.

His heart began racing beneath my palm.

“I’m going to move in. Cover me?” I whispered.

Finn nodded. His mouth found my forehead, pressing the barest hint of a kiss there.

It’s all just pretend.

“Always.”

I felt the word murmured against my skin more than I heard it, before I slipped from his embrace, and moved through the crowd.

I made my way towards the waitress who was preparing to take a large tray of drinks into the VIP section. I swiped a glass of wine from a nearby table, still almost full of deep red liquid. As I neared her I feigned a stumble. The wine spilled, splashing across her crisp white shirt.

“I am so sorry!” I gasped, my voice full of false regret.

The waitress froze, staring down at the stain, sucking in a breath through gritted teeth. She was furious. But she covered it with a tight smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“No worries. Happens all the time.” She muttered, her teeth still clenched. She abandoned the tray, turning on her heel and retreating into the back to change.

Perfect.

With a quick glance around to ensure no one was paying me any undue attention, I shifted.

The change was fluid, easy. I had done this a thousand times before. Perhaps the details weren’t flawless, but in the dim light of the club, I doubted anyone would notice. I grabbed the tray, adjusting my stance to mimic the waitress’s posture. Balancing the drinks proved more challenging than I expected, forcing me to move with extra care as I navigated toward the VIP section.

The bouncer barely spared me a glance before lifting the rope. I stepped forward, placing drinks on the table one by one.

Rascallian had disappeared. I cursed silently. Still, this was no less of an opportunity to gather intel.

Folde now leaned back in his chair with a smug, unshakable confidence that was evident in every movement. His posture was one of authority. And arrogance.

“It’s on a need-to-know basis. And the simple fact is, Pix,  I  am on the need-to-know. And you are not.” The satisfaction in his voice made it clear that he was enjoying this moment, a little too much. He was practically bragging. I set a drink down in front of him, his eyes flicked up to me briefly. “Thanks, doll.” He said with a grin and a wink, then took a sip from the drink before settling deeper into the chair. His legs spread wide, arms draped over the backrest, each movement a deliberate assertion of dominance.

A woman perched across from him, exhaled sharply, frustration evident in her expression. Pix . I made a mental note of her name, and face. Especially taking notice of the Knighguard emblem tattoo on her shoulder, that was visible beneath the sheer of her top.

“Rod,” she said through gritted teeth,   “I am sitting on piles of cash here. My regulars need their fix. If we keep delaying, they’re going to turn to the Firedrakes and–”

Folde cut her off with a dismissive gesture.

“And then they’ll come back to us. The Firedrakes distribute rejects from hospitals and medical labs. For getting high, for getting the transformation effects that people want? Their stuff is shit. ” He shrugged, with unwavering confidence, taking a sip from his drink. “Lainey’s stuff is the best. High quality. Stronger. More potent–”

“Unavailable.” Pix bit back with a scowl, clearly fed up with his careless attitude. “Rod, if we don’t give our regulars a fix soon, we’re going to lose our customers.” She urged, desperation evident in her tone. Rodney’s expression darkened, clearly unhappy with her insistence.

“We move when our insider tells us to. Not a moment before.”

They continued to talk as I moved away, the conversation trailing off, but lingering any longer would draw suspicion.

Still, I made a mental note of every detail.

As I weaved through the crowd I let the shift fall away, returning to my natural form while masked by the cover of bodies around me.

I needed to find Finn.

But before I could make my way through the crowd a large, ominous presence stepped into my path.

Rascallian

Tall enough to cast a menacing shadow over my small frame. His dark, intense eyes held mine with a predatory gaze. A malicious grin curled wildly onto his lips.

“Such a pretty little thing.” He growled, snapping his teeth in my direction in a move that I assumed was meant to be both menacing and seductive, but came across as repulsive instead. “But I bet you’re feral when you let that little predator beneath your skin come out to play.” He mused, his eyes heavy with heat and lust.

I had less than a second to decide how I was going to play this.

I offered a sweet smile, feigning innocence, and blinked at him with slow, seductive grace. Soft and feminine enough for him to feel dominant, and flirtatious enough to stroke his ego.

Rascallian’s grin widened, as he took a step closer. Eyes roaming me with an unabashed hunger.

Clearly, my play worked.

“You know, we’re looking for more girls like you back at my place.” His voice dropped to a sultry growl, dripping with a lust that made my skin crawl. He stepped even closer, invading my space, the heat of his breath almost unbearable.

I raised a brow.

“Your place?” I asked, feigning innocent curiosity, as if his suggestion was something I might genuinely entertain.

“A bar, doll. East of Alpha. Rascals. If you are ever looking for a job, I would be more than willing to accommodate.” He pulled his wallet from his pocket, thick with a huge wad of cash, flicked out a business card, and handed it to me.

I tentatively took it.

Surprise and horror momentarily shattered my act.

A shapeshifter menagerie.

Rascallian chuckled as he saw my reaction. As if he enjoyed my horror. Relished in it.

“Don’t worry, doll. No touching allowed.” Then he leaned in close, his foul breath hot against my ear. “Unless you want it.”

I suppressed the shiver that threatened to run down my spine, forcing myself to keep that same sweet smile on my lips. I let my fingers trace the edges of the business card.

“I’ll think about it.” My voice was a perfect blend of politeness and casual indifference.

“Good. Because I’ll certainly be thinking  long ,” he paused as he dragged out the word, “and hard, ” another pause, the lust heavy in his tone as he undressed me with his heated gaze, practically salivating, “about you.”

His eyes were predatory, the words like poison. I had to swallow the bile rising in my throat. This time I was unable to hold that sweet smile, another crack in my composure. But I hoped he would mistake the downturn of my lips for nerves, or uncertainty. Anything but the disgust that it truly was.

And then–

A warm embrace. Strong, familiar arms circled my waist. A firm muscular chest pressed up against my back. The sweet, intoxicating scent of nectar from behind.

There was nothing pretend about the relief I felt in that moment. Or the way my entire body relaxed.

“There you are, love.” His voice held that low steady charm, but there was an undertone of something darker and more dangerous. He pulled me tighter so that my body was flush against his, and his lips brushed my neck in a soft, almost tender caress. Not quite a kiss but–

By the Other.

I leaned into his touch and tried to ignore the heat that coursed through me.

I would have been lying to myself if I said it was all just for the charade. No, it was real. The connection. The comfort. The way my heart raced just being near him. Unmistakably real.  

I felt the raw possessiveness radiate from him as he raised his head to meet Rascallian’s stare.

Firm. Steady. Territorial.

“Thought I lost you for a second,” he murmured, his easy smile a contrast to the sharp edge beneath his words, daring Rascallian to challenge him.

Rascallian’s gaze flickered to Finn. Dark and possessive. As if someone had just taken something that was his .  

“And who might you be?” He growled, the words light, the undertone anything but. Finn grinned, wide and predatory.

“I’m the one who gets to take her home tonight.”

Finn might have been playing a role, but the protectiveness in his voice wasn’t an act. And Rascallian? He was clearly a man who didn’t like being challenged. He clicked his tongue, a slow, thoughtful sound. He tilted his head, as if sizing Finn up.

“Think on my offer, doll,” he said, his eyes lingering on Finn, “you won’t find a better one anywhere else.”

With one last malicious smirk, Rascallian walked away.

Finn turned me in his arms. His hands firm on my waist. His eyes roamed my body with a quiet intensity. Not the lust that Rascallian had moments before, but as if he were examining every inch of me, trying to find any instance of hurt - physical or emotional.

We were still pressed close, but I couldn’t meet his gaze.

I swallowed hard.

“Are you okay, love?”

I nodded, but it was a lie.

I glanced down at the card that rested between trembling fingers, feeling the heat of mild humiliation colour my cheeks, for all it represented. Yet another reminder that people didn’t see me. They only ever saw my ability. Whether it was to scorn me and hate me or use me and take advantage of what I could do, no one ever looked beyond it. I was an object. An object of mistrust. An object of desire. A tool to be used when it suited everyone else. People only ever saw what I could offer. What they could take.

But no one ever wanted to look long enough to see the person beneath.

Finn guided me through the crowd, his hand never leaving the small of my back.

Protective. Reassuring. Possessive.

He sat me onto a barstool. Physically lifted me . His hands pressed firmly against my waist and sat me down. That took me momentarily by surprise. He stood in front of me, close enough that my knees were between his legs. His lips brushed my temple, an intimate gesture that had my heart racing, and my breath catching.

“What was on the card?” He asked.

An unexpected disappointment settled in my chest as I realised what the move had been.

Pretend.

Wordlessly, I handed it to him. Finn flipped it between his fingers, brows furrowing as he read the small printed text.

His head snapped up.

Eyes dark and furious.

Teeth bared, and I swear I even heard him audibly growl.

“ That fucking prick. ” He tensed, eyes scanning the room as he tried to locate Rascallian in the bar. I grabbed his arm before he could move.

“Now’s not the time, Finn. We don’t need to cause a scene.” I said softly, but no less firm. His jaw clenched.

“But–”

I cupped his face in my hand, forcing his gaze to meet mine.

“We need to keep playing the part.” I reminded him. His chest rose and fell, reigning in his barely contained fury. “At least long enough to stop Rascallian and the others from becoming suspicious.”

Finn clenched his teeth. Eyes closing for a brief second, finding composure.

He exhaled sharply.

The anger still simmered beneath the surface, but he was holding it back.

For me.

Not for me. For the charade.

Pretend. It was all pretend.  

“Tell me, at this point in the evening, what would the charming, irresistible Finn Allerton do with his date?” I forced a smile, trying to lighten the mood. His lips twitched, huffing a laugh, a glimmer returning to his eyes.

He brushed a thumb softly against my cheek.

Pretend. Pretend. Pretend.

“I would take her dancing.” He admitted.

“Then take me dancing, Finn.”

Finn led me onto the dancefloor, his hand never leaving mine. The music thrummed through my body, the lights flashing in time with the rhythm. At first, it was just movement, just a way to blend in.

But something changed.

Maybe it was when I accidentally stepped on his foot and he burst out laughing. Or when that old song came on, the one that always played during dorm parties at the VALE, and we exchanged a knowing glance. Or maybe it was when he pulled me into his chest to shield me from a rogue splash of drink hurled by a drunken passerby.

Whatever it was, the world around us faded. The crowd pressing in became a blur, the noise around us a distant hum.

We laughed. We touched. We shared glances that lingered too long, smiles that felt too easy.

Finn looked at me like I was the only girl in the bar worth looking at.

But it was just pretend.

I reminded myself of that as he pulled me in, his hand firm on my waist, his breath warm against my ear as he whispered that we had done enough to avoid suspicion, and it was time to leave. I just nodded, and let him guide me through the crowd, his fingers still entwined with mine.

But it was just pretend .

I told myself as Finn seemed to notice the goosebumps that appeared on my flesh as I shivered lightly in the crisp spring air, and wordlessly shrugged off his jacket, draping it over my shoulders as we waited for a taxi. The brush of his fingers against my skin was a more intense heat than the warmth from the jacket.

It was just pretend .

I thought as he opened the taxi door for me, sliding in beside me without hesitation. No one was watching anymore, no act to keep up, yet he still stayed close. Our hands remained locked together, his grip tightening instead of loosening.

Just pretend.

We reached our apartment, his arm still around my waist as we climbed the stairs. He didn’t need to hold me anymore, but he did. And I let him.

Pretend.

The two of us lingered near the door. The lights of the unsleeping city shining through the floor-to-ceiling windows illuminated the space. Neither of us daring to move an inch, even just to even flick on the light. He pressed close, his breath tickled my cheek.

Pretend.

I inhaled sharply and found the strength to pull back.

Because it wasn’t real. It was never real. Not for him. Not for me.

It was all just pretend.

So why did those words feel like a lie?

“Can I update you on the intel in the morning? I’m tired, and the anti-shiftwave tech it’s… it’s giving me a headache.”

Finn searched my face, concern and disappointment flashed across his expression.

He nodded

“Of course, love. Anything I can do?”

“No.” I shook my head, stepping back, creating space. “No, not really.”

A pause. I stepped back again, and swallowed hard.

“Good night, Allerton.”

“Good night, love.”

I closed my bedroom door before I could second-guess myself, shutting out the world as I stumbled towards my bed. My limbs felt heavy, drained from the weight of the night. I didn’t bother changing out of my dress. I barely managed to flick off my shoes before collapsing onto the mattress.

The first tear fell before I even realised I was crying.

When the night started, I felt confident. Beautiful. Desirable.

Finn had played the part so damn well.

The flirting, the touches, the way he looked at me . Like I was the only person in the room. Like I was something worth seeing.

It felt real. He  felt real.

And for a foolish fleeting moment, I let myself believe it was.

But I could not forget who  he was.

He was Finn Allerton.

He was my rival. My fiercest competitor.

And in a cruel twist of irony, someone who knew me better than anyone else. He saw me. The real me. No matter how many masks I tried to hide behind. And he hated  who I was. He had hated me from the moment we met. So this could never be real. And I didn’t even want it to be real I just–

The tears came harder, silent sobs shaking my entire body.

It felt good, to be thought of as desirable for once. Not objectified. But desirable.

But it had all just been pretend.

I sniffled. Wiped my eyes. Trying desperately to pull myself together.

That’s when I noticed the scent of him, still strong around me.

I looked down, blinking through the haze of tears.

I was still wrapped in his jacket.

I hesitated, fingers tightening in the fabric.

I could take it back to him. I could knock on his door right now, return it, create the distance I so desperately needed to create between us.

Instead, I pulled it tighter around myself, buried my face into the collar, and breathed him in.

For the first time since arriving back in the Capital, I slept through the night.
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Finn and I had been working in amicable silence for most of the morning.

Things between us had been quiet since last night. No arguments. No petty comments. But also, no real talking in general. It felt like we were avoiding each other. Like we had crossed a line.  The ruse we had created. The people we had become undercover was something far more intimate than we had intended. But crossing that line wasn’t the problem.

The problem was how effortless it had been. And the fact that I wouldn’t hesitate to do it again. Not when it was the key to cracking this case. Not when it brought me closer to justice for Auntie Kat. Not when it held the answers to questions that had haunted me for years.

And there was nothing I wouldn’t do to get them.

Even if it meant pretending to want Finn in ways I shouldn’t. Even if it meant ignoring the fact that wanting Finn didn’t feel like pretending.

A knock sounded at the door distracting me from my thoughts before Rox pushed it open, practically staggering under the weight of a massive box. He let out a dramatic huff as he set the box down on my desk. I raised an amused brow at him as he straightened up, rolling out his shoulders.

“Hey, newbie. Here is the unnecessarily large stack of files you requested.” He greeted giving me a pointed look, a playful sarcasm lacing his tone. “Ramona was going to bring them up, but I heroically stepped in, on account of how back-breakingly heavy they are.”

“I’ll be sure to tell her what a gentleman you are.” I smirked, standing up to open up the box, and started organising the files on my desk.

With a curious tilt of his head he said,

“I didn’t realise you knew her?”

I raised a brow at his question, though my attention remained on the files as I spoke.

“We only met recently, but we went out…shopping, food, drinks…” I trailed off, moving my gaze up just in time to catch a flicker of mild surprise crossing his features. “She didn’t say anything?” Rox scratched the back of his neck, his expression unreadable.

“No.” He said simply, with a light shake of his head. Ramona and I had not gone out again since the other day, but we had been texting back and forth occasionally. We were developing a friendship, or something close to it. It wasn’t unrealistic to think she would have mentioned it to a colleague she worked with every day. “Though I am mildly offended you haven’t wined and dined me yet.” Rox added with a teasing smirk, distracting me from my thoughts. He leant against the opposite side of my desk, inching forward just that little bit closer as he spoke. A gleam in his eyes hinted at an attempt at flirtation.

“Sorry, Rox. I’ve been a bit busy.” I said gesturing to the files in front of me. “But once I’ve closed this case, I would be happy to go for a friendly drink.”

Finn made a low sound, a barely audible snort that was almost a laugh.

“Friendly  being the focal word.” He murmured under his breath. My head snapped toward him, shooting him a glare. He didn’t look up, but the smirk playing at the corner of his mouth told me he knew exactly what he was doing.

Rox’s gaze flickered between me and Finn, his brows shooting up, and the corner of his mouth quirking as if he was trying to analyse the relationship between the two of us. I kept my expression neutral, refusing to acknowledge whatever he thought he was seeing.

“Right,” Rox said, his smile turning just slightly awkward. “Well, I should get back down. I’ll see you around, newbie?”

“See you around,” I replied easily.

“You too, Agent Allerton.” He added.

“Sure.” Finn muttered without looking up, his tone dry.

Rox gave me one last grin, winking before stepping out.

I narrowed my eyes at Finn, folding my arms across my chest.

“You can be such a dick  sometimes, you know that?” I muttered.

He just grinned at me. Wide, mischievous, and infuriatingly self-satisfied.

“I know.”

I rolled my eyes, pulling more files from the box and continued my meticulous organisation.

“Slide your chair over here so we can go through this together.” Finn did as I asked, rolling himself over without bothering to rise from the seat. I slid one of the piles towards him across the table.

“I have requested the files of everyone associated with the Knightguard named Lainey, or similar names where that could be a nickname - as well as females in the Knightguard known to have the insignia as a tattoo, specifically on their left shoulder,” I explained, flipping through one of the piles. I patted the larger pile at the end of the table. “I also pulled everything we have on Rascallian and Folde.”

Finn nodded, his focus moving to the papers as he began working through them. I couldn’t help but notice how effortlessly he fell into that rhythm with me. It had become so natural, the two of us working together, almost second nature.

We fell back into an amicable silence, flipping through the pages, making notes, scanning for any clues.

“This is her, right?” Finn asked, sliding a file across the desk.

My gaze snapped to the file, heart rate picking up slightly. The mugshot attached to the corner caught my eye immediately. I felt my breath catch.

It was her.

Pix.  Or, more precisely, Patricia ‘Pixie’ Bates, according to her file.

Trained as a florist but now working as a barmaid, Bates, had been charged with several arrests for a variety of offences related to assault, petty theft, and general gang related activity and violence. She had even spent 6 moons behind bars for possession of an illegal substance with intention to distribute. Not Zypherium, but it wouldn’t be far to assume she had made the leap to stronger drugs if she had previous experience with dealing. My fingers tightened on the pages as I flicked through them, every mugshot, each surveillance photo, and grainy CCTV image painted a clearer picture of her past.

A past soaked in crime, in blood, and in the chaos of gang life.

But it was one of the final photos in the files that made me pause. A mugshot from her late teens or early 20s perhaps. The small patch of skin of her shoulder visible beneath the jacket that had slipped down her arm, was unmarked. The photo had clearly been taken years before the Knightguard tattoo had stained it.

But none of that was what made my heart stutter.

It was the jacket.

A heavy, familiar weight settled in my stomach.

I knew that jacket. I had seen it so many times before. Worn proudly by a man I knew better than I knew even myself. I both hated and loved that jacket for everything it represented. The jacket was a symbol of something I once thought to be my greatest downfall. But it was also the symbol of a life I escaped. A life I no longer looked back on with regret.

My fingers trembled as they traced the emblem on the jacket sleeve in the photo.

Not the insignia of the Knightguard.

No.

It was the insignia of the Gators.

***

I leant against the cool brick wall outside the gym, arms crossed tight against the evening chill. The soft breeze prickled at my skin, but I barely noticed. Delta was quieter than Alpha. Its streets were worn with fatigue, its people moving slower, heavier.

And yet, Children still kicked a ragged ball down the street, their laughter ringing out bright and happy. A woman knelt beside a homeless man, breaking the last of her sandwich in half to share, even though she didn’t look like she had much to spare. Delta may have been the poorest district, but there was a greater sense of community here than there was anywhere else in the Capital.

Nate would be here soon. Cory’s first class was in an hour, and he always opened up early, setting up the usual preparations for him. And I needed to speak with him before he got too busy. I watched as he came into view, his gym bag slung over one shoulder, his hoodie pulled up against the breeze. He slowed slightly when he spotted me, a flicker of surprise crossed his face, something warm and familiar beneath it.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey?”  He replied, cautious, curious but not unhappy to see me. I shuffled my weight from foot-to-foot, pressing my tongue against the inside of my cheek.

“Can we talk?” I asked. His brows pulled together, but a soft smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like what you’re about to say?” He asked, tilting his head slightly. This man knew me far too well. I huffed out a soft laugh.

“Because you’re not.” I admitted.

Anyone else would have shut me down before I even got the words out. Wouldn’t have cared enough to listen. Especially if they were expecting not to like what they heard.

But not Nate.

He just sighed, raking a hand through his soft blonde locks.

“What’s up?” He asked, the wariness evident in his tone.

“Not here. Somewhere…private?” I insisted. He hesitated for a beat, then jerked his chin toward the gym door.

“We can go into the back office.”

I followed him inside. Nate led me to a small space filled mostly by a desk and two fold out chairs. The shelves and any remaining empty space was cluttered with paperwork, and spare gym equipment. The room was probably closer to a large closet than an office.

Nate dropped into the seat behind the desk, stretching out like he belonged there. He gestured for me to take the chair across from him,

“So…” He leaned back, fingers drumming lightly against the desk. “What did you want to talk about, Trouble?”

I hesitated, pressing my lips together before sighing.

“I need to ask you a few questions about someone.”

Immediately, his posture changed. His fingers stilled, back straightening, jaw locking. And in his eyes I saw a dark flicker of quiet, aching betrayal.

Omni that hurt.

“No.” The word was sharp, absolute. Final in a way that made my chest tighten.

“Nate-”

“Briar.” Not Trouble. Not the name laced with warmth and history. Just Briar. Said in a voice that was cold and distant. His eyes burned, pleading, like he was trying to hold on to something already slipping through his fingers. “ We said we would never do this. ”

That was not anger in his tone, but something worse. A quiet devastation. A plea disguised as a warning. His eyes echoed the words he spoke with more severity.

Please don’t do this.

Our romantic relationship had ended because of the differing paths we chose to take - and while we tried to stay out of each other's lives for a short while, we quickly realised that reality was entirely impossible. So we had agreed, somewhat naively, that we would remain in each other's lives, without letting our choices destroy what was left of our friendship.

And nothing had. We had remained friends, happily living in blissful ignorance.

Until now.

I exhaled slowly.

“Can you at least hear me out? I–”

“No.” His voice was final and unyielding. “I might not be involved with their darker shit anymore, but the Gators are my family. I won’t give them up for anything.” His words were laced with anger, but it was the hurt beneath them that stung the most. He thought I was betraying him.

Maybe, in a way, I was.

“She’s a defector.” I blurted.

Nate blinked. Once. Twice. The tension in his shoulders eased, his expression moving from betrayal to confusion, as the hurt in his eyes softened.

“What?” He asked, his voice gentler. I shook my head.

“I think.” I bit gently down on my bottom lip. “She’s Knightguard now, I'm certain. But I have reason to believe she was in the Gators once.” Silence stretched between us, as I let the words settle.

He sucked in a deep breath, rubbing a hand down his face.

Neither of us spoke.

I didn’t push. I didn’t plead.

If he refused me, I knew I would accept it and walk away. Nate was more important to me than this case. Regardless of what this case meant for me, or for Auntie Kat. If Nate wasn’t willing to help me, I would find another way. But after a long moment, Nate exhaled sharply.

“I have some conditions.”

Conditions. Conditions were good. They meant he had not shut the door on me. Not completely. My heart rate increased, but I forced myself to nod, keeping my expression neutral, my breathing even.

“I’m listening.”

“Firstly, this is all off the record. I will not have my name associated with any documentation. I will not speak to anyone in law enforcement apart from you. And I will be named as an anonymous source in all cases.” He began, his voice clear, demanding. Serious in a way that he rarely was with me.

“That’s fair.” I said with a nod, relieved he was at least considering my request.

“Secondly,” he continued, the seriousness in his expression unwavering, “the moment I hear that there is even the slightest potential that current Gator members might be involved, I’m out, Bri. No exceptions.” Relief flooded through me at the way he said my name - Bri . It might not have been the usual playful drawl of Trouble, but it was not the cold way he had said Briar either.

And that meant more than he would ever know.

“I understand completely.”

His jaw tightened just for a moment, searching my face for any sign of dishonesty. And then, finally he softened.

“Third, if anyone… anyone  asks about this, I will deny any and all involvement.” He continued, raising a brow.

“Of course.”

Nate hesitated. Then slowly, he leaned forward, forearms resting on the desk, fingers drumming against the surface before stilling completely. His eyes locked onto mine. A deep sense of hope, desperation, and a quiet kind of fear shadowed his entire expression.

"And…finally." He paused, his jaw tightening, like he was second-guessing himself. But then he exhaled and pressed on. "If I do this - if any of the information I give you helps, even in the smallest way - I want my record wiped."

I froze, blinking at him.

“That’s a big ask,” I said carefully, watching him.

Nate didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink.

“So is this.”

The two of us stared at each other. There was a desperation in the quiet that settled. I swallowed hard.

“I can’t make any promises right now,” I admitted. “But I will plead your case with my boss. I promise I will do everything in my power to have all traces of your records wiped. And I won’t stop fighting for you Nate, ever.”

There was a greater meaning behind those words. My fight for him went beyond criminal records and erased mistakes. I would fight for him.  For his freedom. For the boy I had grown up with, the friend I refused to lose.

A beat of silence.

“Are we in agreement?”

Nate studied me, the silence heavy between us. For a moment, I thought he might back out entirely. But then he sighed, shaking his head slightly. Not in refusal, but in reluctant acceptance.

“Ask me your questions, Trouble.” His expression was still serious, but there was a light gleam that shone in the corner of his eye. And I knew that gleam all too well.

Hope.

A small, relieved smile tugged at my lips as I slid the mugshot across the desk.

“What can you tell me about Patricia Bates?” I asked.

Nate’s brows furrowed as he picked up the photo. His reaction was immediate. His grip on the paper tightened, his expression moved from curiosity to confusion. His eyes flickered up to meet mine, a single brow raised in disbelief.

“You–" He stopped himself, mouth opening and closing as though searching for the right words. His gaze dropped back to the photo, then snapped up to me again. His voice was low, almost strained. " You don’t know her? " He asked.

I frowned. A strange, hollow pressure filled my chest.

“I–” My heart hammered. “Why would I know her?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. Nate’s eyes glazed over with a familiar shadow. One I recognised all too well. One that would likely haunt Nate, Taylor, and I for our entire lives. The kind of look that is only earned through shared pain.

Through survival.

A cold rush of dread surged through me.

I swallowed hard. Forced myself to repeat the question, even though I didn’t need him to say it. I already knew the answer.

My voice barely more than a whisper when the words left my lips.

“Why would I know her, Nate?”
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“Mum. I’m really busy with this case right now and–”

She cut me off, voice shrill and insistent through the speaker.

“You have not been to one of your father’s events in years , darling. It was forgivable when you were in Emberfall, but now you’re back in the Capital, your absence will be... noticed. ” A low cold feeling dropped in my stomach, turning the scent of the pizza in the boxes tucked under my arm from appealing to sour in a single beat. “If you aren’t there it will reflect poorly on your father, Finn.”

I entered our apartment complex, giving the doorman a polite smile that I did not feel. I opened my mouth to push back, to say anything, but nothing came out. Just a long exhale and the soft, hollow sound of my footsteps on polished marble.

The concierge gave me a nod. I returned it with another false smile.

“Besides, you have come so far since–”

My smile dropped at the same moment my mother’s sentence came to an abrupt end.

I swallowed hard. I heard her do the same.

She cleared her throat.

“It will be good for everyone to see you are doing well, darling.” She said, her tone far softer than it had been moments before. Then bright, and with far too much enthusiasm she added, “oh! And you can bring Briar!”

I stepped into the lift, grateful for the slowly closing doors sealing me off from the world.

No more forced smiles. No one to see the blood drain from my face. No witnesses to the sweat at the back of my neck or my heart racing in my chest.

Fuck. Why did I ever tell that stupid lie?!

“Yes, Finn!” Jess’s voice was excitable but distant as she chimed in on the background of mum’s line. “Bring Briar, that would be a delight!” Her tone deliberately mischievous and teasing.

I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. A slow, frustrated exhale escaped.

The lift chimed. Doors slid open.

“Look. I have to go. Tell dad I’ll be there next week. Alone. ” I grumbled, pinning the phone between my ear and my shoulder, patting down my pockets for the apartment keys.

“Lovely, darling.” My mum said, tone infuriatingly satisfied. “I’ll tell him your plus one is still tentative.”

She hung up without a goodbye.

I pushed open the door to our apartment, and immediately stilled.

Briar was perched at the kitchen table, staring at her laptop screen without blinking. Without moving. She didn’t even acknowledge my presence. I was not even entirely sure she was aware that I had returned.

All the frustration I felt just moments ago was gone. Pushed out by concern.

Our few weeks in the Capital had worn her down. Her eyes, dark and tired from lack of sleep. Her cheeks gaunt and hollow from skipping meals and not eating enough nutritious food. I looked down at the pizza boxes in my hands, feeling a pang of guilt. She needed a home-cooked meal, something warm, something real. Instead, I had brought her this.

She was silent.

Listless.

Broken.

“Love?” My voice was barely a whisper as I approached, setting the pizzas down on the table, and pulling up a chair beside her. Only then did her gaze flicker to mine, dull and emotionless.

“Hm?” She made a non-committal sound as a response. There was something haunting in the way she was looking at me. In the way she was looking through  me.

"What are you looking at?" I asked, voice gentle, cautious.

She blinked. Once. Twice. As if being broken from a trance. A splash of colour returned to her face. The slightest hint of life sparked in those violet eyes.

I let out a breath of relief.

Without saying a word, Briar turned the screen in my direction.

An image of a much younger Patricia Bates looked back at me. A school photo that lacked the warmth found in most of these posed pictures. No awkward smile, no hint of childhood mischief. Just blank, weary eyes and stiff shoulders. There was a hollowness about her expression, one that could not be explained away by a child disliking their school. The emptiness went beyond that. Far beyond that.

I was so caught by the quiet melancholy of her expression that it took me a moment to notice the uniform she wore. But when I looked closer, I cursed myself for not noticing it sooner. The crest on the badge glared up at me, cold and unmistakable.

Vitatrix’s Home for Misplaced Children.

Patricia Bates was a Vita’s kid.

Just like Briar.

"She was–" The words barely made it past my lips before they faltered, lost to the weight of what I was realising. Briar just nodded. A single, small movement. "Did you know her?" I asked cautiously.

She shook her head.

"No.” She said softly. “She was older than me. I was only maybe six or seven when she was at Vita’s. She was twelve, maybe thirteen? They house a lot of kids, and she was only there a few years. Kids come and go all the time." Her voice was detached, but there was a weight to it that made my chest ache. She hesitated, then swallowed hard. "But she probably would have known Taylor." A pause. A sharp inhale. "She’ll be my first…my first arrest of someone who survived Vita’s."

I reached for her hand, but she pulled away, folding her arms tightly across her chest. Shutting out the world. Shutting out me. I told myself not to take it personally. Not to let it sting. But it did.

"Are you okay?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

She would lie. Dismiss my concern. Deny what was written so plainly across her features. What was clearly missing from her gaze.

"Yeah. I’m fine. It just feels…wrong." Briar sighed.

"Why?" I asked. We had seen her record, and knew she was still involved in illegal activity. She had hurt people, destroyed lives. Patricia Bates was far from innocent.

Briar exhaled, slow and steady, like she was trying to keep herself from falling apart.

"I just keep thinking about how easily that could have been me.” Her voice was a whisper. “ By the Other, that almost was me. " A waver betrayed her, and this time she didn’t stop me when I reached for her hand. Instead she loosened it from where it was held tightly to her body, and squeezed mine tight.

I shook my head.

"But it wasn’t."

"No. It wasn’t." She agreed, her words quiet and resigned. Her lips pressed into a thin line, but the hollowness in her expression didn’t waver.

We sat there in silence, our fingers still interlocked, lingering for perhaps a moment too long. The image of Patricia Bates remained between us, a snapshot of childhood innocence frozen in time. An innocence that did not resonate with the woman she had become.

"Where did you even get that picture?" I finally asked.

"Vita’s archives. From one of the yearbooks.” Briar replied, her tone lighter as if she was slowly returning to herself. “All of us who were housed there have access to pictures taken during those years. A sad collection of memories from our childhood.” She exhaled, then sniffed the air. "Is that pizza?" The abrupt change caught me off guard, and I almost laughed. It was such a Briar thing, to carry the weight of the world one moment and then casually return to the present the next, as if the load carried no significance.

I took one of the boxes, opening it up for her and we each took a slice. We ate in comfortable silence for a moment, until I caught her sneaking a hesitant glance my way. A nervous flicker in her expression, almost as if she were considering something.

"Want to see my  pictures?"

I almost dropped my slice.

Briar Heartley, who kept her past locked away, offering me  a glimpse into a part of herself that was inherently personal and vulnerable.

I raised a brow, trying not to look as stunned as I felt.

"Sure."

She typed her name into the search bar, one I had never known her by. Briar Doe.

The screen populated with a small collection of images. Maybe fifty in total.

Sixteen years at Vita’s, and this was all there was to show for it? Fifty pictures to represent an entire childhood. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

She clicked on an album labeled ‘Annual Headshots’  and seventeen pictures filled the screen. In each one, her features changed ever so slightly, age creeping in little by little.

The first was of her as a tiny newborn, pink and wrinkled. She can’t have been more than a few days, if not hours  old. The thought made my stomach twist.

By age one, her silver curls had started to form, soft ringlets covering the crown of her head. Her violet eyes stared straight into the camera, wide and unblinking. Sadness and fear clung to her features, a harrowing sight in the face of a toddler.

And yet, beneath it, there was already a glimmer of curiosity. A quiet defiance.

As the years passed in each photograph, Briar’s hair got longer, and wilder. The fear and sadness were replaced with a hard determination, and the spark of that fire I loved.

Then I reached the picture of her at thirteen.

It was different.

Dark bags hollowed her eyes, rimmed red as if she had been crying for days with no sleep. Her face was drawn, shoulders tense. She looked haunted.

Something had happened that year.  Something bad.

I didn’t ask.

By fourteen the fire had returned, somehow stronger. And the final photo, a sixteen-year-old girl with a bright excited smile. The image closest to the way Briar had looked when I first met her. Sixteen. The photo depicted her final day at Vita’s, I presumed.

Happy. Determined. Her face alight with hope.

Ready to take on the world.

Without a word, Briar began scrolling through the other albums. Group shots where she happened to appear, scattered glimpses into her childhood. Children sitting in classrooms, perched on bunk beds, playing sports in the garden.

But there was something… off.  

The smiles were forced, the postures stiff. A coldness clung to every image. A bitter unhappiness that seeped from the screen. These weren’t casual snapshots of childhood. They were staged to showcase a carefully constructed illusion of normality.

She stopped on a large group photo, every student in the school packed into a single frame. There must have been hundreds of kids.

"There’s me," she said, pointing at a girl in the middle. She looked around ten, her silver hair pulled back into a loose ponytail, and shockingly, unlike most of the other pictures, she was grinning. Wide and reckless. A rare, genuine moment of joy. A boy stood beside her, blonde, equally as mischievous, their matching smirks telling an unspoken story.

"Is that–?"

Briar laughed.

"Nate. And by the looks of it, we were up to no good."

I smirked.

"I guess I know now why he calls you Trouble."

She kept scrolling, pausing on a picture of her at around four or five years old, piggybacking on an older boy with dark hair, and darker features. Both of them were grinning - wide, genuine smiles that stood in stark contrast to the cold, hollow expressions of the other photographs. The picture felt foreign among them, out of place in its warmth.

"Taylor," I murmured.

She nodded.

"Always looking out for me, as usual. In these pictures of my younger years - especially the ones in the garden - you can always see Tay in the background, lingering nearby." She pointed at a few more. And there he was. Watching. Protecting. A quiet, unwavering presence. An unmistakable soft look of pride etched into his face as he gazed upon the girl he had taken under his wing. The girl he called sister.

She kept scrolling until, all too quickly, there was nothing left.

I frowned.

"That’s it?"

"That’s it." She echoed my question as a statement. A quiet, painful acceptance.

At home, my mother had bookshelves of albums. Single years filled multiple books. Single albums  filled with just one family vacation that spanned a week. And here Briar’s entire childhood was reduced to a mere fifty pictures.

Her fingers twitched against the keyboard, her breath shaky as she looked at the last photo in the collection. A baby in a crib, maybe nine moons old, pulling herself to stand against the bars. She stared at the camera with wide, curious eyes. No bright baby smile, no childish glee. Just an empty gaze.

“ By the Other, Briar,“ my voice broke as I stared at the screen. “ You were so young. You should never have been there.” The pain in my chest was sharp, unbearable. Grief for something I never lived through, but felt every pain as if it were my own. I dared a glance at her, but she didn’t move, didn’t blink. Her eyes remained fixed on the image. “Why were you there?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.

But I needed to know. Something deep and intrinsic within me needed to know.

Briar’s eyes flickered to mine. Her face was carefully neutral, but her eyes betrayed a pain so deeply ingrained in her that she could not separate it from who she was.

“They didn’t want me.” Her answer was a murmur, but she held her gaze with mine. A line formed between my eyes, my head tilting as I studied her, trying to understand. Trying to find the answers in her gaze.

“Your parents?” I asked, raising a brow. “They were what? Too young? Too poor? Afraid?” I listed reasons, but none were a good enough reason to justify abandoning a child. To justify abandoning her . Briar shook her head, averting my gaze then, as if she couldn’t bear to look at me as she said the words.

“They were human.”

My heart stopped. A thick heavy knot formed in my stomach. The words were not an explanation, but they were enough to make me understand.

“They–” I blinked rapidly, as anger consumed my mind making it impossible to find the words. “They abandoned you because you’re a shifter?! ”

She said nothing, but a quiet sniffle betrayed her. I watched as a tear slipped down her cheek.

The anger subsided, and it was replaced with only a quiet desperation to protect her.

I thought I knew pain. I thought I had felt it in a hundred different ways. But watching Briar cry? That was a new kind of torture.

She wiped at the tear hastily, like she hoped I wouldn’t notice.

But when it came to Briar Heartley, I always noticed.

" Love… " I whispered, reaching for her. But she pulled away again. She forced a soft breath that was almost a laugh from her lips, swiping away another tear as she closed the laptop with a quick flick of her fingers.

"Anyway. Enough of that." The words were too light, too detached. She stood abruptly, putting distance between us. I don’t think she had a plan for where she was going, but she ended up in front of the crime map.

Her back was to me, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Her shoulders stiff. Her body tense. I knew she was fighting back tears, even though I could not see her face.

"Don’t do that, love." My voice was a soft whisper as I approached her cautiously.

"Do what?" She asked, without turning to look at me.

I stepped closer, almost directly behind her now. I knew that she was aware of my proximity. I knew she felt me there because I could feel the shallow rise and fall of her back against my chest.

"Shut me out. Pretend you’re fine when you’re really not." She didn’t move as I reached for her arm, but she didn’t pull away this time either. With the lightest touch, I turned her to face me.

Her body obeyed.

Her eyes did not. She looked anywhere but at me.

"I am  fine, Finn," she said, too quickly. "Really, I am."

I tipped her chin up gently, coaxing those violet eyes to meet mine.

"Don’t lie to me Briar–"

The sudden ring of my phone cut off my sentence. She flinched. Her gaze flickered toward the screen I had left face-up on the table, but mine never once left her.

"You should answer that." She said softly. I shook my head.

"This is more important." I insisted.

Her gaze didn't falter, her voice barely a whisper.

"It’s Larkin–"

"I don’t give a shit if it’s Vitatrix herself calling to drag me to the Other world, demanding my soul for judgment.” I cut her off, my patience wearing thin. “ You  are more important, Briar Heartley."

There was a moment.

A moment where I thought she would give in. Where I thought she would fall into my embrace and allow me to comfort her. Let me share in her pain, her struggle, her heartache. Just for a breath, just long enough for her to feel like she wasn’t alone.

And then that moment ended.

Her gaze hardened. It held mine, unwavering. Her violet eyes burned with that same fierce determination. I loved that fire. But right now, it was the biggest pain in my arse.

By Gunwin , most of the time, it was the biggest pain in my arse.

She would never relent. She would never let me in. She had shown me that tiny sliver of vulnerability. Offered me a fleeting piece of herself, and now it was gone again. Locked behind walls that I so desperately wanted to break down.

"I’m fine." I didn’t believe her. Not for a second. But there was nothing I could do. Not when she was determined to stick to this lie. "I’m fine," she repeated a final time before gesturing back down to the phone again. “Answer the phone, Finn. Or I will.” A clear challenge in her tone.

My jaw tightened. I answered the phone.

“Captain?” I greeted, my voice tight as I fought to keep the irritation out of my tone.

“Is Heartley with you?” He asked. His voice stern, to the point. All business. No pleasantries.

“She’s here sir.” I confirmed, clicking the microphone to speaker.

“Good. I need the two of you down here now. It's urgent.” He grumbled. I rubbed a hand over my face, trying to force my emotions into submission. To push past the inescapable feelings for Briar I could feel tightening in my chest.

"Where, sir?” I asked, watching Briar as she also composed herself, instinctively pulling her hair into a bun, and grabbing her field jacket.

“The Sword & Crown. A bar. West of Alpha. I’ll send you the coordinates. And be quick about it, we have two bodies on our hands.”

The line went dead.

I turned to Briar. Her eyes had gone wide, her expression tense.

“Did he just say two bodies? ” She raised her brows. I nodded in grim confirmation.

“We need to go.”
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Red and blue flashing lights illuminated the busy street outside of The Sword & Crown. Distant sirens wailed through the air.

The darkness simmered.

A flash of red and blue. Debris from the crumpled wreckage of two cars.

One of the cars was mine.

I could feel my hands trembling as I pushed the unwanted flash of memories to the back of my mind where they belonged. My heart raced. My breathing too fast, too erratic. I tried to focus on the present, on the case.

Crowds of onlookers had gathered around the club. Some half-drunk patrons who were lingering around after having been evacuated, other passers-by who had noticed the commotion and had stopped out of curiosity. Officers worked to keep the crowd under control, and tried to gather information from potential witnesses.

We ducked under the yellow crime scene tape, flashing our badges at the on-call officers who waved us through with a nod. The moment we stepped inside, the chaos of the street dulled, replaced with the heavy, suffocating weight of the crime scene. Body odour and alcohol lingered in the air, mixed with the unmistakable metallic scent of blood.

Blood. Pooling in the cracks on my windscreen. Stained on the leather of the steering wheel. Blood. Darla’s blood.

I swallowed hard.

Breathe, Finn.

I clenched my jaw, forcing my gaze forward, locking onto the silver-haired figure moving ahead of me. Briar. I quickened my pace, brushing her shoulder against mine. The soft touch had her violet eyes flicking towards me.

Briar had become a different person. From the moment Captain Larkin called us into duty, gone was the broken orphan haunted by her past, replaced with a skilled, intelligent and relentless agent. Her focus was laser. Her determination, unwavering.

But in her eyes a glimmer of that fire remained.

That fire reminded me she was still Briar.

The fire calmed me.

She calmed me.

The scene that we were met with could have turned a weaker stomach. I resisted the urge to avert my gaze as I looked upon the bodies of the two young humans who couldn’t have been much younger than I was. They lay crumpled on the ground, their faces twisted in grotesque agony. Their skin was mottled with horrific blisters, and gaping bloody wounds. They looked as if they had been torn apart by some invisible force.

The scent of alcohol. A drunk girl stumbling from the bar. Her bloodied, broken body on the pavement beside my car.

Nausea.

Darkness.

Breathe, Finn.

My chest tightened. There was not enough air in this room.

“Do we know what killed them?” I asked, my voice carefully neutral as we approached Larkin on the scene, but the waver in my voice betrayed me.

“Zypherium.” Briar answered, the word was confident, certain. She rolled on a pair of gloves offered to her by Larkin, crouching down beside the bodies to examine their abrasions more closely.

“That is the current theory, yes.” Larkin confirmed “The forensics and toxicology teams have taken samples to confirm, but witness reports have placed the victims both purchasing and taking the drug. Why their reaction was so severe is still unknown.”

Larkin was rarely shaken. Blunt. Practical. Unfeeling, even. But now, even his voice wavered as he cast a grim glance at the ruined bodies at our feet. I clenched my fists, nails biting into my palms. Pain. Good.  It grounded me, if only for a moment.

But the scent of blood was still in the air.

And Darla’s ghost lingered close by.

Close. She was so damn close.

Fucking breathe, Finn.

Briar rose from her crouch. She looked between us, arms crossed, one brow arched in that infuriatingly knowing way of hers. As if she knew something we didn’t.

“I suspect they tried to shift under the effects of the drug, but their bodies were unable to complete the transformation as a result of the anti-shiftwave tech in here.” Her voice was smooth, carrying the quiet certainty that we had missed something obvious. The sound was soothing to my nerves, even if the words were not exactly pleasant. Larkin and I exchanged a glance, before both of our eyes flickered back to Briar.

“Anti-shiftwave tech? In a club.” Larkin sounded almost in disbelief but Briar didn’t waver. She simply nodded, unfazed.

“I feel it, sir. It’s as obvious to me as seeing you in front of me, as easy as hearing your voice.” I saw it then, the stiffness in her shoulders. The way her facial features held that slight tension. That consistent discomfort. “I guess even under the influence of Zypherium humans can’t feel the tech or they wouldn’t have attempted to shift.”

“Vitatrix help them.” Captain Larkin murmured the curse beneath his breath, shaking his head in disbelief. Briar continued.

"Anti-shiftwave tech disrupts our ability to shift at a molecular level. Their bodies would have been subjected to immense strain, trying to shift and being forcibly held back." She winced, as if just imagining the pain was enough to give her the sensation.

"So, the anti-shiftwave tech reacted with the Zypherium...and instead of shifting, it tore them apart? " I didn’t even try to hide the horror in my voice.

Blood.

Broken flesh.

A girl torn apart–

No.

I clenched my jaw, forcing the thought away.

But it came anyway.

Bright red against dark leather.

A shattered windscreen.

A broken body.

Darla.

Sweat prickled at the back of my neck.

My heart raced.

Darkness crept in,

Darkness and darkness and–

Violet.

Briar’s gaze met mine, concern evident in their depths, but she didn’t voice it. Just raised a brow, an unspoken question I refused to acknowledge.

She eventually just responded to my question with a grim nod.

“Heartley, I need you to research your theory. It’s good, we need it confirmed.” Larkin’s tone was sharp, decisive. His attention turned to me. “Allerton, find out what you can about the victims. Their movements before tonight, how often they took Zyph, who their dealers were. There was one survivor, Poppy Retherford. She’s in the hospital, being treated for her injuries. She’ll be there for a few days at least. I suggest you and Heartley coordinate a visit as soon as she’s stable enough to talk.” Orders. Quick. Professional. To the point. “We need to find our mole, and fast. It’s bad enough having Zypherium on the streets, but in places like this, with anti-shiftwave tech installed?” Larkin shook his head. “It’s a death sentence.”

With that ominous thought, he turned and left, leaving us to coordinate our next moves.

We were done.

Finally.

I needed to get the fuck out of here.

The stench of alcohol lingered in the air. Blood soaked into the ground. Sirens wailed in the distance. The red and blue lights still flashed through the windows.

I swallowed against the nausea rising in my throat.

I just had to move. Had to leave.

“If we could just take a moment of your time to get a few questions answered.”

Briar.

I turned just in time to see her intercept a woman emerging from the back office. The club manager, it seemed.

There goes my chance of a swift exit.

Fuck.

The woman she stopped was sickly pale, her eyes red with exhaustion, and unmistakable fear.

“I have already told the officers everything I know.” She grumbled, voice low and thick with irritation. A sneer twisted her lip as she pushed a hand through her disheveled hair, attempting to move past us.

But Briar didn’t budge. She just smiled sweetly, full of faux innocence, and blocked her way again.

“I appreciate that but I would just like to cross-reference for my own records.” She insisted. I took in the woman’s appearance more closely, if only to give myself something else to focus on other than the darkness that continued to creep into my mind.

She looked tired. More than tired. Exhausted. There was unmistakable fear in her eyes, but it was not the kind of fear associated with grief or loss. It was more fear for herself, for her reputation.

That's when I saw the insignia tattoo on her wrist.

The Knightguard.

I know now why Brair had stopped her.

“I don’t see why that’s necessary.” The club manager grumbled beneath her breath.

“There are two dead bodies on the floor of your club. That seems like reason enough to me.” Briar’s voice was calm, but no less stern. The woman took a deep breath in and gave Briar a hard glare, but eventually relented. Briar crossed her arms, fixing the club owner with a pointed stare.

"Why have you got anti-shiftwave tech installed in a club? It’s a rather unusual security measure to have, don’t you think?" The woman exhaled heavily, running a hand down her face.

"Look," she muttered, shaking her head. "I’ve got nothing against your lot . But those fucking Firedrakes have a base across the street. A bar called ‘The Dragon’, very fucking creative. ” She scoffed sarcastically. “They send their shifters in here spying, thieving our customers, using their ability to make it look like we’ve got rats and shit and scaring people away." She paused, jaw tightening before she continued. "So we had the tech installed last week."

Briar kept pressing, her voice calm but insistent, and I tried to focus, but my thoughts had gone numb. The hum of conversation dulled into the background. The darkness tugged at me again, relentless and suffocating.

The lingering scent of alcohol, the bodies, the blood.

I needed air. I needed space. I needed a drink.

By the Other I needed a fucking drink.

But that wasn’t an option. We were at a crime scene. Briar was right there. Larkin  was right there. It didn’t even matter that the bar was closed. If I indulged in that sweet poison I would get more than just a reprimand.

But if I didn’t drown this feeling in alcohol, the darkness would drown me instead.

I needed to get out.

My gaze darted around until I spotted a side door, slightly ajar, leading to an alleyway.

Without thinking, I moved, slipping away from Briar’s interrogation and stepping into the cool night air.

I tried to take a breath, but my chest was already too tight.

My hands were shaking. I could feel them trembling in the cold.

My vision blurred at the edges.

I coiled over, bending at the waist I gripped my knees, but it wasn’t enough.

Alcohol. The shattered windshield. Blood. Darla’s blood–

Darkness. And darkness. And darkness. And–

"Allerton?" The voice was distant, muffled. I could barely hear it over the sound of my own pulse pounding in my ears. "Finn? Finn, look at me." The voice was louder, but only because she had stepped closer. My heart raced and I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t look at her because I couldn’t let Briar see me like this. Couldn’t let her witness the way my mind had turned against me.

The more I fought the darkness, the darker it got.

My vision blurred. There was no sight. No sound. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe.

Heat. Soft warm hands. Gentle, but firm. They gripped my shoulders. There was pressure, a guiding force, pushing me downward. My legs collapsed easily, knees already weak. My back met the rough brick of the alley wall as I slid down to sit.

A warm touch on my spine. Slow, deliberate strokes up and down.

"Breathe, Finn."

Briar’s voice was a light in the darkness, soft but steady. I listened, forcing my lungs to obey.

Deep breath in through the nose. Out through the mouth.

A long, shaky inhale. I tried again.

In through the nose. Out through the mouth.

The world began to take shape again. My eyes blinking rapidly as I stared down at the concrete. Briar had pushed my head between my knees, opening my airway, easing the oxygen through my body.

In through the nose. Out through the mouth.

"Three things you can see." Her voice sounded again, calm and soothing. Slowly coaxing me back to the present. I blinked, lifting my head slowly. Her violet eyes met mine. For a moment I feared what I would see in them. But that fear quickly faded. Replaced by an overwhelming sense of relief that she wasn’t disgusted by me. That she wasn’t instantly repelled by the mess I had become.

There was no pity. No judgment. No mocking. Just…concern. Genuine, unshakable concern.

"What?" I managed to rasp out on a shaky breath.

"Tell me three things you can see, Finn." She repeated, firm but gentle. I swallowed, my eyes darting around.

"Uhm. Those industrial bins. That graffiti on the wall." My gaze landed on hers, steady and unwavering. "And…you."

Briar gave a small nod.

"Good. Now two things you can feel." Soft, but no less a command. My heart rate slowed. The darkness was loosening its grip.

"The cool brick wall behind me." I hesitated, realising another sensation. One that was a stark contrast to the cold chill at my back. The warmth of her hand on my thigh, close, too close. I swallowed. "Your hand dangerously close to my crotch." I named the second sensation.

Briar’s eyes widened, those violet irises alight with mild surprise. And those violet flames. Not irritation, but heat. Forbidden desire.

And with that fire, I felt like myself again.

A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. Her cheeks flushed, as if she had only just noticed the proximity herself.

Her fingers twitched against my leg before she pulled back, clearing her throat.

"Right." She exhaled, shaking her head. "Trust you to twist my attempt to bring you out of a panic attack into something flirtatious."

My breath had steadied now. The world had stopped spinning. I let out a weak chuckle, more of a rasp than a laugh, but it was something. Briar’s expression softened, her eyes searching my face as if trying to assess just how close I was to falling apart again.

"Are you okay?"

"I’m fine." I nodded, too quickly.

She didn’t believe me. I could see it in the way her lips pressed into a thin line, the way her eyes narrowed. With a resigned sigh, she pushed herself up from the ground, and held out her hand. I took it, her grip firm as she pulled me up.

"Do you want to talk about it?" She asked, voice quieter now.

"No." The one word final.

Briar’s gaze locked directly onto mine. We stood close. A mirror of how we stood earlier in the apartment, when I had pressed her for answers she was unwilling to give me. Echoes of our past flickering into our present. Haunting us. Taunting us with peace just outside of our reach, impossible to grasp.

Briar’s lips pressed into a tight line. I knew she wanted to push, to say something more.

But she didn’t.

She swallowed hard.

“Shadows are impossible to outrun, Finn.” Her voice was a soft murmur, barely above a whisper. “But regardless of how dark they become, they have no impact on the power of the light itself.”
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The quiet of a hospital was unlike the quiet of anywhere else.

It wasn’t the stillness of peace, but the heavy, suffocating silence of pain.

That oppressive silence mirrored the way Poppy Retherford looked as we stepped into the sterile, white-washed room. Pain and suffering were evident in the haunted look in her eyes, and in every minor movement of her body.

She didn’t acknowledge us at first, her gaze fixed somewhere distant. Staring into nothingness. Her body trembled. Whether from the physical agony or the weight of grief I did not know. Possibly both.

Briar lingered near the door. She shot me a small, encouraging smile. Her smile was a reminder to keep myself together. I could not afford to fall apart.

Not when the case depended on it.

Not when the sanity of a traumatised young girl depended on it.

I forced a nod in return, pulling the stool closer to Poppy’s bedside. The chair creaked on the cool, white tiles beneath, the sound finally catching Poppy’s attention and she snapped her eyes to me.

Wide, startled. Haunted.

The machine beside her bed reacted to her alarm, the rhythmic beep quickening.

"Poppy." Every ounce of me softened. My posture, my expression, even my breathing. I needed to seem safe, approachable. Anything to ease the fear in her wide, unblinking stare. "I’m Agent Allerton, and this is my partner, Agent Heartley." I paused, watching the flicker of panic in her eyes, the way her breathing quickened. The heart monitor’s beeping grew faster, sharper, as if mirroring her spiraling thoughts. Her gaze darted from my face to the badge on my lapel, then to Briar, then back to me. I didn’t need to guess where her mind had gone.

She had taken illegal drugs. Two people were dead because of it.

Two of her friends were dead because of it.

And now, two law enforcement agents were standing at her bedside.

“I need you to know you’re not in any trouble, Poppy.” I said, my voice quieter now, more compassionate. “Nothing you tell us will be used against you. We just want to understand what happened. We need to make sure this doesn’t happen to anyone else. Okay?"

Her eyes filled, tears spilling down her cheeks. Relief washed across her face, but it did nothing to erase the pain. She nodded. A small, trembling motion was all she could manage.

Grief. Guilt.

Emotions I recognised all too well.

The frantic beating on the monitor slowed.

"Did you and your friends take Zyph at the Sword & Crown the other night?" The words came out more bluntly than I intended. The mask of the agent slipping on over my compassion. Another shaky breath. A blink. A single tear rolling down her cheek. And then she nodded. "Had either of you taken it before?"

She didn’t answer right away, pushing her tongue into her cheek as if debating what answer to give.

"Not them." She murmured after a moment of quiet, her voice barely above a whisper.

"But you had?" I pressed, more gently now.

She nodded again, and fresh tears spilled over.

"I told them it was safe," she choked, her voice breaking. " Omni,  I– I have done it so many times before. My whole family are shifters, and when I go out with my cousins, I just…I just want to fit in. I want to match them. So I take Zyph." She buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking as the tears flowed freely and heavily now. I could feel her guilt as deeply as if it were my own.

Because it was my own.

I knew what it was to think you were just chasing a night of freedom, of music, and alcohol. Of laughter and forgetting. Only for it to end with the crushing weight of a death you couldn’t undo.

A death that would never leave you.

"My friends were curious. They wanted to try it, but they were nervous. So I told them…" she began, the words tumbling out as if her mouth had betrayed her. Her voice wavered as the confession spilled almost unwillingly from her lips. "I told them we would do it together. That it was fine. That we would be okay." She took a shaky breath. " I killed them. ” The words were more of a sob than anything coherent, but I recognised them all the same. Heard them. Felt them.

There was nothing I could say to make this better. I knew this.

Grieving, suffocating, drowning under the unbearable weight of guilt.

But I had to try.

I reached out, my hand trembling almost as much as hers, and squeezed her fingers gently. Trying to offer some small comfort in a situation where nothing felt like it could be comforting.

"Listen to me, Poppy," I said, my voice steady but firm. "What happened wasn’t your fault." She shook her head, the tears falling harder now, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps. "You couldn’t have known," I said. I meant it, even if I didn’t believe it myself. "There is no way you could have known, Poppy."

Whether I was trying to convince her or myself, I couldn’t tell anymore.

I wanted to believe it. For her sake. For mine.

Briar stepped forward then, her movements smooth and calm as ever. She poured a cup of tea from the teapot on the side. She handed it to Poppy, and the girl accepted it with trembling hands.

Her sobs receded, if only a little.

"Could you tell us the name of your dealer?" Briar asked, her voice low, but no less professional.

Poppy hesitated, wiping at her nose with the back of her hand.

"I– I used to buy from Freddie, I don’t know his last name." She sniffled. "He is in the Firedrakes. But I switched recently.” She swallowed hard, guilt flickering in her reddened eyes as she glanced up at us. Her voice faltered, her hands tightening around the cup. "My dealer. I don’t know her real name, but…she goes by Pixie. She’s in the Knightguard. The stuff they sell…it’s better." The admission seemed to drain what little strength she had left. She avoided our gaze, taking a careful sip of tea instead, her hands still trembling.

Pixie. The Knightguard.

Briar and I exchanged a glance. We didn’t press Poppy for further information, we didn’t need to. The information she had already given us was crucial.

"Thank you, Poppy." I said softly, reaching into my pocket. I pulled out a small card and held it up for her to see before sliding it onto the table beside her. "If you remember anything else, or need anything at all, don’t hesitate to give us a call."

She nodded, her fingers still tight around the cup of tea to stop her hands from trembling.

“There’s one more thing,” Poppy said quietly, just as we turned to leave. Her voice was thin, hesitant. Like she wasn’t sure if the words should leave her mouth.

Briar and I paused.

“I saw someone,” she continued, her gaze unfocused again, distant. “In the club…shifting.”

My stomach tightened.

She shook her head slowly, brows drawing together.

“They told us our injuries were caused by anti-shiftwave tech. But I remember it clearly. I keep replaying it in my head. I know what I saw.” Her voice wavered. “Someone shifted, right there, on the dance floor. Like the tech didn’t touch them at all.”

A heavy silence fell over the room. Briar and I exchanged a wary glance.

Briar recovered first, offering a small, reassuring smile.

“That’s very helpful, Poppy,” she said gently. “Thank you for telling us.”

We offered Poppy one last nod of goodbye before stepping out into the corridor.

I sent a silent prayer to Vitatrix in hope that Poppy would find a way to forgive herself. That she would let the guilt loosen its grip and allow herself to breathe again. But I knew that hope was futile. Because I recognised that haunted look in her eyes.

It was the same look I saw in my own eyes every morning.

Guilt.

Aching, suffocating guilt.

Devastatingly painful, and impossible to outrun.

***

“So, what can I help you both with?”

After we left the hospital Briar had suggested we take a detour to go visit her brother-in-law. Symon, Briar had told me, was a Doctor of Chemistry and Pharmaceuticals, so he might be able to help us understand the properties of Zypherium and how it impacts humans. Between her, Taylor, and now Symon, the Heartleys were shaping up to be an extremely capable and impressive family indeed.  

Briar didn’t waste any time. She got straight to the point.

“We’re working a case that involves Zypherium, and we thought your particular expertise would be helpful.” Briar said without hesitation.

Symon’s eyes lit up with interest.

“What do you need to know?”

Briar tilted her head, leaning forward slightly to rest her interlocked fingers against the desk.

“How does it impact human bodies? Why does it give them the ability to shift?” She paused for a moment, shooting me a quick glance before turning her attention back to Symon. “In the most basic terms.”

I scoffed softly, shaking my head.

“Thanks, love.” The words were not biting, just genuinely amused. Her gaze flicked over to me, a quiet smile on her lips.

“I was asking for myself just as much as I was you. I know exactly what he’s  like when it comes to his nerdy science stuff.” She laughed, gesturing towards Symon with a nod of her head.

Symon chuckled, leaning back in his chair.

“Sagas, Briar, I’ll give you credit. You have a rare talent for offending everyone in the room in less than thirty seconds. Truly, a gift.”

Briar rolled her eyes, but there was a smile on her face that betrayed her amusement.

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

There was a sibling-like familiarity between them, similar to the one she shared with Taylor, though slightly less intense. Taylor and Briar were two halves of one whole, bonded over the years of trauma they survived together at Vita’s. They were incomplete without the other. The relationship between Briar and Symon was more of a friendship, albeit a strong one, and no less familial.

Symon smiled leaning forward, his expression changing to something more serious before launching into an explanation.

“Humans and shifters have interbred for centuries. So, regardless of how we present outwardly, everyone in Valverde has shifter DNA in their blood.” He paused briefly, making sure we were following. “Zypherium interacts with that shifter DNA, giving humans the ability to manipulate those cells just like a shifter might until the drug wears off, at least.”

I frowned.

“Are there limitations to what they can do?” I asked.

It was remarkable how naturally Briar and I slid into work mode, slipping effortlessly into the rhythm of a case. When we focused, everything else faded into the background. Symon’s gaze grew more thoughtful, his fingers tapping lightly on the desk in front of him.

“It depends on the amount of shifter DNA in the blood. A human who has one or both biological parents who are shifters is likely to have more shifter genes than one born to human parents. The more shifter DNA, the easier it is to manipulate the cells for more complex shifts, or for shifts over a larger surface area.” He paused, tilting his head, searching his memory. “However, humans on Zyph can’t manipulate the molecular structure of inanimate objects.”

I frowned.

“Meaning what, exactly?”

Before Symon could answer, Briar cut in.

“It means they can’t do this, ” she said, plucking a pen from the holder on the desk. She held it between her fingers, her expression focused. “As long as I’m in contact with something, I can feel the structure inside, sense the bonds, the shape. I can alter it.” Before my eyes, the pen shifted, becoming a crisp red apple in her hand. “It’s how I keep my clothes intact when I shift into something, three times my size,” she added, matter-of-fact.

A smirk tugged at my lips, unbidden. I tried to keep the thought away, but it was too late. The mental image of her without clothes  was already there. Briar caught the look and rolled her eyes, but there was a faint blush rising on her cheeks. She put the apple down on the table, and it became a pen again the moment her hand pulled away.

“Can humans who have taken Zyph complete full-body transformations?” I asked then.

Symon hesitated for a moment before answering.

“Not from what we’ve seen. Though, I can only study and test opportunistic patients. For obvious ethical reasons, I couldn’t administer and test the impact of the drug on any volunteers or subjects.” He exhaled slowly. “So…I couldn’t rule it out entirely. Some of my patients have certainly come close.”

I furrowed my brow.

“And what happens when the drug wears off?”

Symon’s expression darkened.

“That depends. Most revert back to their human form with little more than exhaustion and soreness. But if they’ve pushed their limits, tried to shift too much, held the transformation for too long, there can be…complications.”

Briar leaned forward, her eyes narrowing with sharp focus.

“What kind of complications?”

Symon’s voice dropped, the seriousness of the situation becoming clear.

“Cellular degradation. Muscle tearing. In extreme cases, organ failure. Zypherium forces the body to do something it wasn’t naturally designed for. Some recover. Some don’t.” There was a brief pause, and Symon bit his lip clearly uncomfortable with where the conversation was heading.

Eventually, he sighed, quieter now, almost reluctant to continue.

“We’re seeing a new version of the drug,” he said, his voice lowering further, “one that allows for stronger transformations, but also carries bigger risks.” He met my eyes, and then Briar’s. “If someone had enough shifter DNA and took this new version...it is hypothesised that full-body transformations are possible. But the consequences…they would likely be fatal.”

Briar’s eyes narrowed, her mind already racing.

“Do you know where this new version has come from?”

Symon shook his head.

“No.” He narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously, but a knowing smile tugged at the corner of his lip. “But why do I feel like you might?”

Briar gave him a mock glare, but there was a slight tension in her shoulders. I knew she was thinking about the intel we had gathered from the bar.

Lainey’s stuff is the best.

We needed to figure out who Lainey was, and how they were connected with our mole.

“I don’t have anything concrete. Or anything that isn’t classified, ” Briar said with a grin that was all too knowing. She shot a quick glance at me, then added, “Come on, we should go. We’ve got a mountain of research waiting.” Without missing a beat, she leaned in, planting a quick kiss on Symon’s cheek. “Thanks for the insight, Sy. You’re the best.”

Symon’s glare was playfully protective as we started to head for the door, his voice thick with concern.

“Stay safe, Bri! Don’t do anything stupid, dangerous, or reckless!”

Briar rolled her eyes, as unfazed as ever.

“You worry too much.”

“I have good reason to.” Symon murmured, his brows knitted in feigned irritation.

“Love you, Sy!” Briar called over her shoulder, the teasing edge to her voice unmistakable as she turned and left, leaving me standing with Symon in the now-empty office. He turned to me, a soft pleading smile on his lips. A glimmer in his eye that spoke of concern and genuine affection.

“Look after her?”

The words left my lips before I had time to think about them, surprising even me.

“Always. She’s priority number one.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, my voice quieter than usual. Symon’s eyes flicked to mine, his gaze calculating, curious.

“You really mean that, don’t you?” His voice was soft, genuine surprise laced his tone.

I thought about it.

If I was being honest with myself, Briar consumed me. Her presence, her strength, her vulnerability, her intelligence and wit. She had overtaken all my waking thoughts, my every moment of awareness. Not just recently, but for longer than I cared to admit.

There was a time where all I wanted was to outcompete her, to be better  than her. Then, somehow, it changed without me realising. Somewhere, between those challenges and petty arguments, I found myself fighting for her comfort, for her happiness, for her strength. I realised, almost too late, that it wasn’t about competition anymore. It was about her. About keeping her steady. Because when she was steady, so was I.

Yes. I meant it.

I nodded at Symon, not trusting myself to say more. Saying it out loud felt like crossing a line I wasn’t ready for.

Somewhere along the way, Briar Heartley had become my priority.

And I couldn’t decide whether that was comforting, or completely and utterly terrifying.

***

Back in the office, Briar and I spent some time cataloguing the evidence found at the crime scene so Rox could store it where necessary in archives. We worked diligently, taking turns to assess each object, noting what we found and cross checking notes. I passed her what seemed to be a bracelet, a simple golden band that seemed to lack shine, giving it an almost matte finish.

Briar’s fingers brushed mine before her gloved hand clasped around the bracelet.

She flinched.

Pulling her hand away with a pained gasp, clutching it close to her body.

She staggered back immediately.

The bracelet clattered onto the floor.

My brows furrowed as I looked up at her. Briar’s face drained of colour, her breath shallow, her eyes wide, locked onto the bracelet like it was some kind of threat.

“ What the fuck was that? ” She gasped, clutching her stomach looking like she was on the edge of vomiting. She took another staggering step back, and the colours slowly began returning to her face.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked curiously, my voice low with concern as I stepped toward her, my hand instinctively going to her waist to steady her. She didn’t look at me. Her eyes were still on the bracelet, her lips parted like she couldn’t quite breathe.

“That–“ she shuddered, stepping further back. “Touching that was sickening. Nauseating. You couldn’t feel it?”

I looked between her and the bracelet, shaking my head.

“No.”

I dropped to one knee, my fingers brushing the cool metal. It felt ordinary in my hand, no different from the countless other pieces of evidence we had handled that day.

No warmth, no unsettling vibrations. Just metal, cold and impersonal.

But Briar’s reaction… that  was unsettling.

I glanced back at Briar, still standing a few steps away, her eyes never leaving the bracelet, gleaming with disgust and mild horror.

“What did it feel like?” I asked quietly, slipping the bracelet into an evidence bag. As I sealed it, I made sure to place it as far from Briar as possible

“Like there was something off  about it. Like it wasn’t meant to be touched. I can’t explain it.” She shivered visibly, wrapping her arms around herself as if the room had suddenly become too cold. She braved a step closer to me again now that the object was gone. A light shiver ran down her spine, and more colour returned to her face.

“We’ll make a note. Do some research. See what we can find out.” I reassured her. Briar just nodded.

We continued cataloguing the items in silence. The rest of the evidence proved unremarkable, yet Briar still continued to reach for each item with caution.

What the fuck had happened when she touched that bracelet?

After we finished, Rox came by to collect it all for proper storage. I found myself glancing once more at the bag, wondering if we had missed something or if it was just Briar’s heightened senses playing tricks on her.

But then I saw it.

As Rox picked up the box of evidence, he flinched. It was almost imperceptible at first, a subtle jerk of his arm, but I saw it. Like something invisible, something imperceptible, had struck him.

He swallowed hard.

Adjusting his grip on the box, he held it impractically at arms length, moving as quickly as he could out of the room. Like he could not get rid of the box quick enough.

But more specifically I noticed the little blue evidence bag, with that unsettling item within.

The bracelet.

Tucked into the side of the box he intentionally held furthest away.
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My eyes had not left the tray of champagne in ten minutes.

It moved through the crowd in a slow, cruel, and what felt like deliberate motion. Always close, but never quite in reach. Every time the waiter drifted in my direction, he would undoubtedly pivot, moving to a different portion of the room, leaving me half-desperate, half-hungry, and fully humiliated.

Pathetic.

Even more pathetic   was that I refused to walk over to him to grab another glass, as if that would somehow make me look even more of an addict than just simply standing here, desperately salivating and hoping no one notices how badly I want a drink I don’t even like.

One glass earlier had not been enough. Not nearly enough.

What I really wanted was a whiskey. Something strong enough to lessen the itch of cravings beneath my skin.

But someone would notice.

Jess would start worrying. My mum would make a fuss. And my father, all smug condescension and faux-concern, would make a judgement disguised as a joke, and call it love.

“What's with the frown?” Jess nudged me with her elbow, her tone soft but characteristically teasing. I probably would have seen her approach if I had not been so pathetically focused on the tray of bubbles moving across the room. “ Missing your girlfriend? ” She playfully taunted, a wicked curve to her smile as she raised her glass to her lips.

Unknowingly, that sip was equally as taunting.

The soft fizz of the bubbles settling back in her glass.

The sweet scent of the alcohol on her breath.

Every detail was torture.

“Very funny, Jess.” I muttered, dragging my gaze off the tray just long enough to roll my eyes.

But not long enough to miss it when it finally came within reach.

I forced a polite smile, quickly snatching a glass from the tray. I drained it in one swallow. And took a second glass before the waiter had a chance to move away. He gave me a look that was almost judgemental, but not quite for fear of getting fired.

Jess’s teasing smirk faltered.

“Slow down, Finn.” Her tone softened, low with an undertone of warning. She slipped her arm through mine, guiding us along the edge of the ballroom.

“I have it under control, Jess.” I said through gritted teeth, deliberately sipping this glass slower, though still feeling that desperate ache for more.

“Tell that to your hands.” She said, bringing her other hand across to softly brush my arm in a soothing motion. “If you grip that thing any tighter, it’s going to smash.”

I loosened my fingers, but a light tremor remained.

We moved through the crowd in silence, offering polite smiles and hollow nods to those who passed, never lingering long enough for a full conversation. Most of my father’s associates were here - government officials, wealthy business owners, CEOs, and even a celebrity or two - all members of the Beta District elite. Each one held some measure of influence over how Valverde was run.

Among them was Alexander Beaureallis.

Our eyes met briefly across the room, and he gave me a polite nod - I raised my glass to him in response. Moonlight streaming through the tall windows caught his hair, giving it an almost silver shine as he fanned his large black dragon wings out behind him. His nephew, Luca, who usually accompanied him to these events, was to my relief, nowhere in sight. From the whispers drifting through the room, I gathered he was away attending some prestigious business program, preparing for his eventual inheritance of Beaureallis Corp. His absence was a blessing. I would be lying if I said I missed his snobbish, arrogant, self-absorbed presence.

Eventually, we reached our parents, gathered near the tall, arched windows that overlooked the courtyard gardens.

The view was exquisite.

Well maintained symmetrical hedges, a marble fountain decorated with floral arrangements, and pathways lit by a series of lanterns and sparking lights dotted in the bushes. Peaceful, and serene in every sense of the word. And yet, it brought me no sense of calm.

My mother broke away long enough to greet us with a pair of kisses to each of our cheeks, before turning back to the conversation with Nicholas Larkin. Captain Larkin. My boss. And also my cousin - or my mum’s cousin, if we were being technical. But our interactions, even at galas like these, had always felt far too formal to ever feel truly familial, regardless of any shared blood.

My father was laughing, his hand gesturing animatedly, and while Larkin smiled he remained mostly neutral, the same diplomatic expression he wore in the office.

“Finn!” My dad greeted, clapping a heavy hand on my shoulder. It had the energy of affection, but the grip was too firm to be friendly, making the gesture almost possessive. “Just the man we were talking about.”

I forced a smile, one that looked genuine after a lifetime of practice at these events.

“Oh?” I asked, bringing the champagne to my lips. I made a point to sip, slow and deliberate, even though my fingers ached to knock it back.

“Nick was just telling me about all the hard work you have been doing.” He smiled, the pride in his eyes genuine. “The open position is practically his already, right Nick?”

It was less a question and more a socially acceptable threat, polite insistence. The kind that usually preceded a bribe disguised as fatherly pride.

Other than the light grimace on his face, Larkin’s expression remained neutral.

“I always pictured Finn in the role. But that Heartley girl? She’s surprisingly good.” He admitted, almost reluctantly.

A soft chuckle escaped on a breath.

For the first time all evening, a real smile tugged at my lips. Not forced. Not practiced.

I noticed the unexpected absence of bitterness that would have been there just a few weeks ago, hearing praise for Briar over me. Instead it was replaced with something warmer. Pride, definitely. Maybe something more, that I was not ready to acknowledge.

“ ‘Good’  doesn’t even begin to cover it,” I said, echoing the words I had told her the other night, when she had stolen my breath simply by walking into the room in that little black dress.

I found myself wishing she was here, then.

I scanned the ballroom, hoping somehow that she might be here. Standing off to the side, watching me with that maddeningly addictive fire in her violet gaze.

But I knew she wouldn’t be.

And as my gaze swept past the glittering gowns and the perfectly put-together precision of old money, I realised there was not one - not a single person in that entire room - that compared to the wild, untamed, beauty of Briar Heartley.

My father tilted his head, brows rising with slow realisation, and amused disbelief.

“Heartley?” He repeated. “The girl you’re dating is the one you’re competing against?”

The smile dropped from my face instantly.

Eyes widening in slight horror as they flicked from my father, to Larkin.

His gaze sharpened, an eyebrow arched in genuine surprise.

“You and Heartley are dating?” He asked. Not angry, or sceptical. Just quietly curious and looking for confirmation.

Jess snorted.

Her laughter burst out uncontrollably, sending a spray of champagne into the centre of our little circle. My mother scolded her with a sharp glare as Jess fought to stifle laughter, coughing and choking. I cleared my throat, scrambling for words, and cursing myself internally for telling that stupid lie.

“Yes, sir.” I confirmed, trying to uphold the ruse.  “But we’re, uhm…trying to keep it under the radar–”

“So low the radar doesn’t even exist–” Jess interrupted with a wide grin, having finally composed herself, seemingly unbothered by her momentary lack of sophistication.

I ignored her.

“–so if you wouldn’t mind not mentioning it to anyone in the office. Or to Briar herself, for that matter, she would be mortified if she found out you knew before we were ready to, uhm…tell anyone.”

This time I did not bother with the forced slow sip, I just downed the rest of my champagne in one inelegant gulp.

“Oh, she would certainly  be mortified,” Jess whispered, barely containing her amusement.

“Jess,” I hissed through gritted teeth, “would you just please–”

Larkin raised a hand, cutting me off with a dismissive wave, but his smile was genuine, polite.

“No need to worry, Finn. Your secret is safe with me.”

I felt instant relief.

But it did not last long.

And I regretted downing the last of that champagne. Feeling the ache for it now.

My lie was going to unravel eventually.

And when it did, Briar was going to kill me.

And while that thought thrilled me a mere few weeks ago, now it filled me with dread. Not because I knew how deadly she was. Or how hard she could throw a punch. But because something had changed between us in these few weeks in the Capital. Our bond had softened into something real. Something good.  A rare flicker of light in the constant darkness. I didn’t deserve it. I didn’t deserve her.

But she was what I wanted.

And maybe…just this once, I could afford to be a little selfish.

***

The apartment was quiet when I returned.

Briar was curled up on the sofa, a worn paperback in her hands, one leg tucked beneath her and a blanket tossed half-heartedly over the other. Her wild curls were damp, some still clinging to her face, like she had recently showered. She wore a t-shirt that looked almost too big, as it fell down her shoulder.

She looked up at the sound of the door, and to my surprise, she smiled.

Not a glare. Not a scoff. Not a roll of her eyes.

A real smile. Warm, and uncomplicated.

“Fun night?” She asked, her voice lazy and soft, closing her book but keeping her thumb between the pages to hold her place.

I loosened my tie as I crossed the living room.

“It was…fine” I made my way to the kitchen, flicking the fridge open in search of a beer without even thinking.

“How was yours?”

Briar shrugged, grabbing a takeaway leaflet from the table to mark her page, then set the book aside.

“Fun. Mona came over. We got pizza, but she didn’t stay long. Said she couldn’t handle the anti-shiftwave tech in our place.” Her smile widened into a self-pitying grin, and she shrugged. “Can’t say I blame her.”

I chuckled softly. Trying to ignore the way Briar had casually said ‘our place’.

Not just the apartment.

Not yours.  Not mine.

Ours.

She and Ramona had been getting close. Which was good. Briar didn’t have many people to support her, especially feminine figures. And Ramona seemed to be one of the good ones.

Steady. Safe.

I pulled a beer halfway from the fridge before pausing. My fingers lingered on the cold glass for a moment too long. But then I glanced at Briar again, lounging so casually, so comfortably, and somehow the craving felt quieter. Manageable.

I pushed the beer back into place and shut the fridge.

“I think I’m gonna head to bed,” I said instead, rubbing the back of my neck.

Briar nodded, and there it was again, that smile. Not guarded. Not sarcastic. Just soft. Genuine.

“Good night, Finn.”

Finn.

Not Allerton.

Not said to snap me out of panic.

Just Finn. Spoken like it meant something.

“Good night, love,” I murmured.

She didn’t flinch at the nickname. Didn’t roll her eyes.

Just smiled again, and turned back to her book.
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There was not one pair of male eyes in this entire damn bar that were not on Briar.

She looked fucking soul destroying, again.  But even though all eyes were on her tonight. She was only looking at me.  And by the Other there were no words to describe how much I loved that.  I could not stop the way my eyes devoured her with an all consuming insatiable need. I could no longer deny what I had been hiding from myself, how deeply I wanted her.

By the Other, I wanted her.

To what extent that was I wasn’t quite sure yet. But just admitting that I wanted her, even if it was just in a physical sense, felt like opening a door I wasn’t sure I was ready to walk through. Especially when my gaze flickered to the ghost that lingered just over her shoulder. The haunting part of my past I could not escape.

I felt a mix of overwhelming desire and the sickening weight of guilt.

Always guilt.

A waitress walked by, bringing around a tray of small glasses, filled with just one-mouthful’s worth of the delicious, colourful, poison. I grabbed one without thinking, bringing the glass to my lips, letting the burning liquid slide down my throat.

The burn helped, numbing the guilt, just a little.

But when my gaze caught Briar’s, and I saw the deep, unspoken concern flickering in her violet eyes, I found myself reaching for another.

I knocked it back in one swallow.

We had decided to investigate The Dragon after the incident in The Sword & Crown across the street. Unlike the Gators and the Knightguard, the Firedrakes were notoriously tight-lipped about their higher-ups. Lower-level members? Their names were easy enough to find. But their leadership was guarded like a well-kept secret.

I perched on the bar stool, placing my hands on the small of Briar’s back and pulling her closer to me with an urgent tug. I told myself it was the pretense we had to play for this case, but really I just wanted every pair of eyes on her to know that she was mine.

Not mine. Not really.

But that did not stop my actions from being any less protective. Possessive.

When the warmth of her fingertips grazed the back of my neck resting her forearms lightly against my chest, I couldn’t help but lock my gaze with hers.

She was studying me like I was a case she was trying to solve.

My hand reached for another drink on a passing tray, but her fingers caught my wrist. Her grip was firm, yet careful. A quiet command.

“That’s enough.” She said, her voice leaving no room for argument.

I raised an eyebrow.

“Are you cutting me off?”

“Yes.”

I pushed my tongue into my cheek, irritation simmering beneath the surface. But eventually I relented and returned my hand to its place on her back. Intentionally a little lower than before. I pulled her closer, for no other reason than her heated gaze was getting just as good at satiating the cravings as the alcohol itself.

She brought her lips to my ear, her voice sultry and undeniably teasing.

"Finn Allerton, if your hands get any closer to my arse I will shift into something you wouldn't even want to see in your worst nightmares." Her voice lowered, her eyes sparkled, the corners of her mouth lifted in a knowing, playful smirk.

I let out a low chuckle, more of a growl than a laugh.

“If I didn’t know any better, I would say you were trying to flirt with me, love.” I murmured, pulling her closer, my hands daring to slide just a fraction lower, testing her boundaries.

"Flirting with you, Allerton? Only in your dreams." She retorted.

"Dreams. Nightmares. Reality." My voice dropped even lower. "There’s nowhere I can go where your magnetic pull doesn’t drag me back in."

The murmur was dangerously close to her mouth, a breath away from a kiss. My eyes tracked the movement of her lips as they twitched up into a smirk. It was slow, deliberate, and impossibly erotic. I felt the ache of wanting to taste them, to trace the curve of that smirk with my own.

Fuck.

“Charming boy, with your even more charming words.” She drawled, her voice a low, seductive hum. Dangerous.  “It’s a good thing I have known you long enough not to be ensnared by that innate charm of yours.” Her grin widened.

I leaned in a little closer, my voice barely more than a rasp.

“I don’t know,” I began, my thumb tracing slow, deliberate circles against her waist. My tone was light, teasing, but laced with confidence. “I think I have learned exactly  the kind of charm needed to seduce Briar Heartley.”

She sucked in a breath. Her eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second, like she was deciding just how much of me she was willing to let in. Then, as if coming to a decision, her lips curved into that wickedly playful smile.

“Try me,” she murmured, her voice a dare, an invitation, a promise of destruction.

By the love of all the deities, this woman.

I grinned, letting my gaze casually sweep the room, making my final mental notes before I leaned in, my breath warm and deliberate as it brushed against her ear.

“Fine, love,” I murmured. “But don’t blame me if this sparks any…unexpected desires.”

Briar rolled her eyes, but her grin widened, her arched brow dared me to continue.

“The guy leaning against the far wall?” I began, my tone equal parts charm and precision. “The one trying way too hard to look disinterested. He’s hiding something. Tucked into a hidden pocket in his jacket. My guess? Zypherium. And that tattoo creeping just above his collar? The top of the Firedrakes insignia.”

My thumb pressed just a little more firmly against her waist, the silk of her dress warm beneath my touch.

“And her,” I nodded slightly toward the woman with sharp black hair and crimson nails. “Her eyes keep flicking to the bartender. He’s signaling her. Subtle, but there. Taps on the counter, passing messages. Each time she gets one, guess where she heads? Right to Mr. Disinterested in the jacket. He hands her whatever he is keeping in that hidden pocket. And she slips it to the bartender. Our bartender then seems to be passing the contraband to customers ordering those little pink cocktails. They don’t seem to be on the menu. And each one of those purchases? Cash only.” I paused just long enough for her eyes to dart around the room.

I saw it when she first noticed the subtle string of events take place.

Her pupils dilated, the burning heat in her eyes exposing every intimate thought running through her mind. Undeniable desire mixed with irritation, amusement, and, if I wasn’t mistaken, a begrudging, almost unwilling respect.

My eyes roamed over her body, landing on her lips.

Oh how I wanted those lips. The want was suffocating.  

“And that,” I began, my voice thick with the weight of my desire, “is how you seduce Briar Heartley.” My lips deliberately brushed against her ear as I spoke. “Still think you’re immune to me, love?”

Briar let out a breathy exhale that was almost  a soft moan.

Her lips parted, and for a brief, intoxicating second, I thought she might close the remaining space between us. But Briar being Briar, she quickly regained her composure.

“You’re infuriating, you know that?” She said, her voice barely more than a whisper.

I let out a low chuckle, shaking my head.

Of course, she couldn’t just let me win.

Briar Heartley never did. Never would.

And honestly? I wouldn’t have it any other way.

She slid her fingers down to the centre of my chest with deliberate slowness. A move that could have been mistaken for a caress, if not for the subtle, deliberate push, creating just enough space between us. But I could see the desire she was fighting in her gaze. Briar Heartley, always so composed, was struggling with something far beyond her control.

Good. That made two of us.

Briar’s gaze left mine, scanning our surroundings. But her eyes snapped back rapidly.

Wide, uneasy, and an unmistakable flicker of fear in their violets.

“Finn?” Her voice wavered just enough to make my pulse quicken. Her tone soft but urgent, laced with desperation. She swallowed hard. “Mr. Disinterested,” she murmured, her words barely audible, “suddenly looks very… interested. ”

“In what?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

I kept my eyes fixed on hers, not just because it was safer, less suspicious, but because something about Briar Heartley made me feel safe and calm, even though the world around me was spiralling into anything but.

Apprehension flickered in her violet eyes. A mirror to my own growing dread.

“In us.” She breathed. Her gaze darted to the bar and back to me, her movements quick, nervous. “Bartender and crimson nails, too.”

Shit.

I forced myself to glance, just a split second.

The man in the jacket leaning against the wall was no longer trying to feign disinterest. His eyes were locked on us now, sharp and focused like a predator. The bartender, though still pouring drinks, kept flicking his gaze in our direction. And crimson nails stood at the edge of the crowd, rigid and glaring.

They were onto us.

I looked back at Briar, her posture radiating calm, neutral confidence, but the panic in her eyes was unmistakable. I brought my lips down to her temple. Partially a move to keep our cover, but mostly it was instinctive. Protective. A calming touch, for both of us.

“Let’s get out of here,” I muttered, my lips softly brushing her skin as I spoke, protectively weaving an arm around her waist, pulling her closer as we headed towards the exit. We moved with deliberate, unhurried steps. But every muscle in my body screamed urgency. Desperate to move faster. To get me, and more importantly Briar, to safety.

We were just steps away from the front entrance when two massive shifters in Firedrake jackets stepped into view, blocking the entrance. One crossed his arms, the sleeves of his t-shirt straining against tattooed biceps that flexed with deliberate intimidation. His smirk was slow, cruel, and aimed directly at me.

My jaw clenched, and I tightened my hold on Briar’s waist.

“Side door,” I murmured into her ear, my voice low and measured, though my heart raced in my chest. With a light nudge, I steered her back into the crowd.

We moved with greater urgency now, weaving through clusters of drunken partygoers. But as we approached the side door, another pair of shifters loomed there, their expressions hard and unyielding.

A cold wave of adrenaline surged through me.

We were being cornered.

“ Shit. ” Briar hissed under her breath.

In that instant, any pretense of casualness dropped. We pushed our way back into the crowd, no longer bothering with subtlety. Every second counted now, and hesitation could cost us. My eyes darted around the room, searching frantically for an escape route.

Then I spotted it.

A narrow hallway at the far end of the bar. I had no idea where it led, but it didn’t matter. It was the only direction not blocked by Firedrakes.

“This way.” I growled, releasing Briar’s waist and grabbing her hand, threading my fingers tightly through hers as I pulled her after me.

We moved fast, ignoring the grumbles of unsuspecting patrons, as we shoved our way through.

The hallway swallowed us in darkness, the muffled noise of the bar fading behind us. For a fleeting second, it was just the two of us, alone in the quiet. But the quiet moment of relief was quickly shattered as heavy, deliberate footsteps echoed from behind.

They were coming.

“Run!” I commanded, my voice low but urgent.

And we did.

We sprinted down the dimly lit corridor, our footsteps pounding against the worn floorboards. Briar kept pace beside me. Ahead, the hallway ended abruptly at a staircase.

No sign of an exit.

I cursed under my breath

“Up?” Briar asked, her voice breathless.

“No other choice,” I murmured.

We didn’t hesitate. Together, we bolted up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. The sound of pursuit grew louder, their boots thunderous against the wood. They were closing in, fast.

My legs burned. My head spun with the alcohol I had stupidly consumed.

But I did not stop.

Instead, I pushed harder. Ran faster.

The shifters’ footsteps were louder now, closing in, but we didn’t stop. At the top of the stairs, there was a single door. Without thinking, I threw my weight against it, and it burst open.

We stumbled out onto the roof.

Sprinting to the edge, our eyes frantically scanned the sides of the building for something.  Anything.  A fire escape, a ledge, even a drainpipe we could cling to. But there was nothing. Just sheer walls dropping into the city streets below.

“Fuck! ”

Behind us, the door slammed open with a deafening bang. Heavy footsteps echoed onto the roof, followed by the low growls and menacing chuckles of the Firedrakes.

They spread out slowly, their steps deliberate.

We were trapped.

Briar and I stood at the edge, our backs to the unforgiving drop. The shifters sauntered closer, their eyes gleaming with smug confidence. Menacing smirks curling at the corners of their mouths.

I moved back instinctively, my heel skimming the very edge of the roof. My balance wavered, and my breath caught. Any further and I would be free-falling, nothing but cold air and hard concrete waiting to greet me below.

The wind whipped around us, tugging at our clothes and Briar’s wild silver curls. Her hand was still locked with mine, her grip tight, and I realised I was holding on just as fiercely. I looked down at the silver-haired girl beside me. The girl who had been my rival for so long, but, somewhere over the last few weeks, had become so much more than that. She had become my partner. My roommate. My friend. My constant. My unwavering pillar of support.

The object of every thought that consumed me. Every desire that burned through me.

And now, as the danger loomed closer, I found myself thinking   if this is all we have…

Then it was not enough.

If this was all the time we were given, seven long years of competing, or pointless, petty arguments, and one fleeting, precious moon of discovering the wild, brave, and heartbreakingly beautiful soul she truly was.

It would never be enough.

And time. Era-be-damned, time was the most precious thing we could ever have.

She was already looking at me, her violet eyes glowing in the moonlight. And just like before in the bar, her focus was not on the shifters closing in, or the deadly edge of the roof beneath our heels. Her focus was on me.

Only me.

It didn’t matter that we were trapped. It didn’t matter that the odds were against us. Because in that moment, I wasn’t thinking about survival or escape.

I was only thinking about  her.

Her eyes were full of fear. Longing. Calculating, beautiful recklessness. But beneath all of that, even in the face of danger, there was something else.

Hope.

“Do you trust me?” Briar’s voice was quiet, but there was a steady confidence in it.

“With every fleeting breath of my shattered, meaningless existence, love.” The words slipped out before I even had a chance to stop them. Honest, raw, without hesitation.

And then she smirked.

That wicked, infuriating, dangerous smile. The one that made me question everything, yet crave her all the more. She stepped closer, her arms wrapping around me, pulling me tight.

Then, with no warning, she jumped off the fucking building.

The wind howled as we plummeted, the city below us a blur of lights. The ground hurtled towards us at an unforgiving speed. My stomach dropped, and for one horrifying moment, I feared for her life.

But just as quickly as she jumped, massive wings erupted from her back. Silver scales shimmered in the moonlight. Wings stretching wide, powerful. Suddenly we were rising, climbing higher, soaring above the city’s rooftops.

“You’re so fucking heavy, Finn,” Briar grumbled playfully, her arms straining against my weight.

I couldn’t help but laugh, the sound escaping me before I could stop it.

“Thanks, love.” I said, my voice breathless.

She simply rolled her eyes, and with a sharp beat of her wings, we shot higher into the sky. The city below us shrank, the lights flickering like distant stars. For a moment that should have been unsettling, where I should have felt danger, I felt a strange calm.

I felt weightless. Safe. At peace.

And then she dropped me.

She fucking dropped me.

It took every ounce of willpower not to scream, or fucking shit my pants as I plummeted. The wind howled in my ears, my heart hammering in my chest. The ground below was approaching, closer, faster , too fast for me to even whisper a prayer to any of the damned deities. The moment I had just about accepted that I was on my final path to the Other world, a massive shadow swooped beneath me.

My body slammed into something solid, smooth, and shockingly warm. The back of soft, shimmering scales, and a beautiful silver dragon roared as we soared into the night.

Silver.

Silver like the light of the moon.

Silver like the beautiful cascading waves of Briar’s hair.

“Briar.” Her name tumbled from my lips like she was the only deity worth praying to. A breath, a rush of disbelief and relief flooding through me all at once. My panic melted into complete awe for what had just happened.

Complete awe for her.

She tilted her head back at me, huffing smoke from her nose as if to scold me for ever doubting her.

I would never doubt her again.

Those bright violet eyes, wild, fierce, and impossibly beautiful, held me captive in the same way they did in her natural form. They somehow looked even more mesmerising as we soared through the night sky that they resembled. She gave a quick, sharp nod, the barest flicker of her gaze over her shoulder, before her focus snapped forward again. My eyes quickly followed her signal.

I looked back.

Shit.

More shadows emerged from the clouds. Dragons. Each as massive and as menacing as the last. The shifters from the rooftop, the Firedrakes. Fitting name now that I thought about it. Those bastards were right behind us.

Briar dove. Too Hard. Too fast.

I clung tightly to the ridges in her scales, because not falling was the only thing I could do when this brilliant, beautiful, completely and utterly insane girl tried to lose the dragons pursuing us.

She swooped low.

The other dragons followed but Briar was faster. More agile.

She wove through the maze of buildings with a reckless precision that had me clenching my teeth, every turn tighter than the last. Her wings narrowly missed walls, and tightly skimmed wires as we raced to outpace the dragons that followed behind in tight pursuit.

The ground was far too close for comfort, the buildings too tight. Too many objects to hit.

But with each turn into a narrow alleyway, each dip beneath a low bridge, we lost another of the pursuing dragons. The route she took, too difficult for them to follow. One of the dragons roared behind us. A sound that was pure anger, and uncontrolled fury. But Briar didn’t flinch. She didn’t hesitate. She pushed harder.

She was relentless.

She curved around corners with a speed that made my stomach drop, her wings beating so fast I could feel the wind slicing through my skin. Another dragon dropped off, unable to follow into a tight alleyway. Then another. One by one, they were falling behind.

Until finally, there was silence.

The roar of the dragons faded. The beating of their wings stopped.

We were alone.

She darted into an alleyway, tucking her wings tight and rolling to the ground, waiting until the very last moment before shifting back into her natural form to lessen the impact.

But even with her careful adjustment, we hit the ground hard. The force of the landing sent us tumbling. Concrete scraped across my clothing, shredding the fabric, while skin tore open against the sharp stone. My breath knocked out of my lungs as we collided with something solid, slamming against a wall with a sickening thud.

I groaned, pushing my aching limbs to a more upright position, my body screaming in protest, the pain from the impact already setting in.

But when I tried to sit up fully, I froze, only to realise Briar was on top of me. Straddling my waist, pinning me down in a way that, in another circumstance, might have made my heart race for an entirely different reason. One of her hands was braced against my chest, the other pressed flat against the ground beside my head.

For a moment, we just lay there, catching our breath, the adrenaline still coursing through our veins. The only sound was our ragged breathing, and the thundering pulse of my heartbeat in my ears. My eyes scanned her frantically, searching for any sign of serious injury.

Blood. There was blood.

It was everywhere.

The sight of it was enough to make my chest tighten in panic, until I realised that the extent of it was coming from little scratches, small cuts.

Bruised, bloodied, but not broken. Not dead.

Alive.

She seemed to give me the same scrutinising assessment.

Our breaths came hot and heavy, as we lay there, barely an inch between us. Her face was flushed, hair tangled in knots as if windswept despite having been in dragon form during the flight. Her face was so close now that I could feel the heat of her skin. Her lips just a breath away. A temptation it took every ounce of my willpower to ignore. I looked into her beautiful violet gaze, disheveled and breathless.

My lips curled into a grin, a rush of laughter building in my chest as I watched her face soften, the tension of the chase melting into something lighter, something electric.

And that grin was all it took.

She burst out laughing. The sound spilled from her like a melody, soft and full of life, warm and disarming. I pushed us both up, our limbs remained tangled as we moved into a sitting position. Her weight pressed against me, as she remained straddled in my lap. She stayed perched there, eyes alight with mischief.

Her body did not move away but instead leant into me, her hands clutching my shoulders, fingertips brushing my neck as she laughed. Without thinking, my hands moved to either side of her face, cupping her cheeks, feeling the warmth of her skin under my fingertips.

"You brave, brilliant, reckless little creature!" I murmured. My grin widening as I pulled her closer. "I could fucking kiss you."

Her laughter stopped, suddenly silenced by the weight of my words, but the smile remained. Briar's lips parted slightly, as though she were trying to form a response, but her words seemed to fail her. Her gaze locked with mine, and they spoke of everything her lips could not.

I expected disgust, repulsion, irritation.

But there was none of that.

Instead her gaze was full of curiosity. Longing. A heated intimacy that told me she was considering closing those last remaining inches. Her eyes flickered to my lips, then back to my gaze.

A subtle invitation.

The hunger in her eyes was unmistakable.

She wanted this. Wanted me.

She was waiting.

Waiting for me to make that final move.

And I wanted to. By the Other I should have pressed my lips to hers without hesitation. Without a second thought.

But in the quiet moment before I closed the distance, something in me faltered.

I looked at her, broken and bloody, and bruised. I felt the dizzying mist of alcohol on my brain. And I immediately was brought back to another girl. Another night. Where the outcome of an altercation had not been quite as favourable.

I hesitated.

And that was all it took to kill the moment.

Disappointment flashed across Briar’s eyes, even as her lips curled into a soft smile. She brought her hands up to mine, and gently removed them from her face.

“Perhaps that would be too much excitement for one night?” She whispered. She pushed herself up from the ground, and held out her hand.

I took it without hesitation, letting her pull me to my feet.

She instinctively wrapped an arm around my waist, leaning into me and resting her head against my shoulder with a quiet familiarity that had unknowingly developed between us.

We made our way out of the alleyway where we could call a taxi to take us back to our apartment.

The heat was gone. The intensity had faded. But the closeness remained. For now, that was enough. More than enough. It healed my cold, unfeeling, broken heart in a way that I never thought I would find again.

And for now, that was everything I needed.
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I blinked several times.

Trying and failing to focus on Larkin’s briefing. But the words blurred into meaningless background noise as the heat of Allerton’s arm brushed against mine.

I stole a glance up at him. Big fucking mistake.  Those piercing green eyes flickered down to meet mine immediately, lazily roaming over my face and lingering on my lips in a way that made my breath catch. The corner of his mouth curled into a wicked smirk. Smug and devastating.

Oh, for the love of Omni. I was so fucked.

I just needed sex. That was it. Nothing complicated. My body was starved for intimacy, and it had latched onto living and working closely with Finn as a poor substitute. It had been two moons at least since my last bedroom dalliance with Cam, and he was back in Emberfall. And I certainly wasn’t about to make the mistake of asking Nate to jump into bed with me because we all know that would be an unmitigated disaster.

But Finn…

No.

Absolutely not.

That would be the worst idea. The worst fucking idea.

I dared another glance. His smirk had widened into a full, devastating grin, as if he could read my thoughts. A grin so arrogant and charming it set my heart racing.

Oh fuck.

“And as a final note we have an important visitor in the Home Office today,” Larkin announced, his voice taking on a tone of importance that was finally enough to draw my attention away from Allerton. “He’s doing the rounds for his political campaign to help better understand our law enforcement system here in Valverde. And where better to learn than from the very best of you?”

We all stood to attention when a looming figure stepped into the briefing room, as if summoned by the Captain’s introduction.

My breath caught in my throat.

I almost didn’t recognise him without the dragon wings that he usually wore proudly on his back, like a symbol of power. His silvery-white hair, soft as moonlight, was combed back neatly behind pointed ears, flowing seamlessly into the faint stubble framing his sharp jaw. A gentle smile adorned his face, but the softness did not meet his eyes, they were stern and a blue so dark they almost looked like a purple night sky. He stood tall, proud, and dressed impeccably in a dark blue suit with a burgundy tie that looked like it cost more than my annual salary. He radiated authority, pride, and the unshakable ease of someone born into privilege.

His campaign posters were scarily accurate.

“Please welcome Mr. Alexander Beaureallis.”

Beaureallis’ smile widened and he waved a dismissive hand when we stood in respect. I stole a glance at Pendrel, whose scowl had darkened into something feral. Clearly some of us stood with begrudging respect.

“Oh, Nicholas, you’re too kind. Really. Sit, all of you! No need for this sort of fuss.” His voice was smooth, modest in tone, but the gleam in his eyes betrayed something far less humble.

It was strange, as a political figure Beaureallis had always been honoured by most for his seemingly noble pursuits. And yet as he stood before us in the room something felt…off. He settled casually against the desk, a picture of effortless authority. His smile was wide, a proud display of those pointed canines, but it was hollow. The grin never quite reached his eyes, those dark pools that watched us with unsettling detachment.

My skin prickled.

“It is such an honour to be among Valverde’s finest agents.” Beaureallis said, his tone smooth but thick with condescension, false warmth and practised charm. His eyes flicked to Edward Wyatt who was almost cowering at the back of the room. “Wyatt! It’s so good to see you again!”

Wyatt flinched, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. His lips thinned into a reluctant grimace.

“Likewise, sir.” The words were strained, quiet, and unnatural on his tongue.

I caught the subtle curl of his fists, knuckles whitening at his sides. But Beaureallis either didn’t notice or didn’t care, dismissing it as if Wyatt’s contempt was beneath his concern.

His focus then moved abruptly, and unmistakably, to me.

I swallowed hard.

“And how fitting to have our first shifter agent on the Central Intelligence team,” Beaureallis continued, his voice full of feigned warmth. “As I try my own hand at being the first shifter to lead this country. It is a great time to be a shapeshifter, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Heartley?”

I found myself holding my breath as I held his gaze.

A great time to be a shapeshifter.

It took everything within me not to scoff.

I was met with contempt from Pendrel daily. Had to work twice as hard, not just during my time at the VALE but even now in the day-to-day of my career, just to prove that I deserved my place here. I thought of Nate. His struggle to leave behind a life he had been born into, a life that was so deeply ingrained in Delta’s streets, that it was as inevitable as breathing.

I couldn’t agree with Beaureallis. Not even close.

“We still have a long way to go,” I replied, my voice cool, even as I forced the words past the lump in my throat. “But progress is progress.”

Beaureallis’ grin stretched wider, revealing more of those pointed canines, sharp and gleaming. The expression held something unsettling. Too knowing. Too cruel.

“Progress indeed.” He said softly, the malice evident in his tone. He then leaned in a little closer, and I felt my pulse quicken. “I would like a moment of your time actually, Heartley, if Nicholas can spare you? I wouldn’t turn down an opportunity to pick the brain of a Vita’s graduate who climbed so high, so quickly.”

The room fell into a suffocating silence.

Beaureallis’ words were unmistakably deliberate. All eyes turned to me, gazes burning with curiosity, pity, and judgment.

I froze.

Even as Finn’s hand brushed mine beneath the table, his thumb grazed my knuckles in a soft, gentle, attempt at comfort. A subtle show of support and solidarity as Beaureallis stripped me bare and left me vulnerable. Until now, no one but Finn knew where I had come from. And now they all knew too much.

I forced my gaze toward Larkin, desperate for any lifeline. But his face was a mask of pity, a deep sorrow etched into the lines of his expression. I didn’t want that look. I hated that look. He cleared his throat, his posture rigid.

“Of course, Agent Heartley is at your disposal if necessary, Alex.”

Beaureallis’ smile widened, a predator's grin. A glint of malicious satisfaction gleamed in his eyes.

“Excellent. Shall we?” He gestured toward the door with an air of false courtesy. There was no point in refusing.

Finn’s hand gave mine a gentle squeeze, before the warmth of his comforting presence faded as I stood. I looked at him, giving him a reassuring smile, hoping he could not sense my apprehension.

Beaureallis and I made our way into another meeting room across the space, the door clicking shut behind us.

We were alone.

The moment he turned back to face me, the mask was gone. No more polite smiles or crafted charm. His expression was colder, sharp with predatory calculation.

“Let’s drop the pretenses, shall we?” Beaureallis said, his voice no longer pleasant but something darker, sharper, and more calculated. “You and I both know how difficult it is for people of our...genetic disposition to rise to positions of influence.”

I had to hold back the scoff, trying to steady my pulse.

The Beaureallis name had been commonplace amongst the Beta elite for decades, if not centuries. They had not faced difficulty, not in any real sense. Maybe they had dealt with prejudices from the human upper classes. But they had money, power, generational wealth and privilege.

That was not struggle.

Not like I had struggled.

But I didn’t speak. Not because I lacked words, but because Beaureallis already knew the audacity of his comparison. And the cold gleam in his eyes told me that he did not care. He had not brought me here for a debate about equality.

Beaureallis continued, unphased. He leaned back slightly, his gaze never wavering. His expression was a perfect mask of indifference.

“We’ve both bent the rules to get here, haven’t we? Lied, manipulated...cut corners.”

I met his eyes, cold and steady. Even as my stomach lurched, my heart raced in my chest.

“I’m not sure what you mean. I worked hard to get here. That’s all there is to it.”

He didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he slid a file across the table towards me with a gesture as casual as it was commanding.

The VALE crest was etched at the top of the page, my name printed neatly beneath it.

My breath caught.

I felt the blood drain from my face as I looked down at the document.

My VALE  application form.

His mouth curled up into a wide, malicious, grin.

“Really? Then how do you explain that, Miss Heartley?”

I didn’t even look down at the page. I knew exactly what he was referring to. At the top of the page where we were asked to indicate our species with a simple tick box. I had ticked human .

“Administrative error.” I said, forcing the words out, but I knew how hollow they sounded. It was the lie I had told at the VALE when they had questioned me, but at that point it was too late for them to do anything about it without making their bias obvious.

He scoffed, the laugh cruel and low.

“We both know that’s not an administrative error, Miss Heartley.”

I locked eyes with Beaureallis, refusing to let him see the cracks forming in my facade, but inside, my heart hammered violently in my chest.

I still remembered that moment I had filled out the form. I did not have a choice. I couldn’t risk the truth, not when the odds were already stacked so impossibly high. I had to lie. I had to be human - at least on paper, or they would have rejected my application without a second glance. Only 1% of students admitted to the VALE, at least when I applied, were shifters. I was already trying my luck applying so young. At 18, I was practically a child compared to the students who typically applied, most students were in their late twenties starting their first year. Cam had been 23 when he applied and even he was considered young. The odds were not just against me, they were impossible.

So I had lied. Because ticking that box was the only option I had left.

“You can’t prove anything.” There was a desperation in my tone that I wanted to avoid, and yet it wavered despite every effort to sound confident.

“Perhaps not. Regardless, we both seem to have found ourselves at the top, looking down.” He straightened, the adjustment in his posture making him even more imposing. Predatorial. “But here’s the thing about being up so high, Miss Heartley...everyone loves to see you fall.” I clenched my fists, my knuckles white, and I forced my expression to remain neutral. “However,” he continued, his voice now dropping to a low and manipulative tone, “I do have the means to make that fall...preventable.”

I didn’t flinch. I just kept my eyes locked on his.

“You want something from me.” I said, my voice steady, though the air between us felt thick with the weight of the unspoken threat. It was painfully obvious now. He was here to use his power and influence to force me into an alliance, or worse, submission. Beaureallis smiled, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and the dangerous gleam in them told me that this conversation was about to take a darker turn.

“That sharp brain of yours has served you well to get you this far.” His tone was partly mocking, partly impressed. “Our mole is a threat to us both, Miss Heartley. I appreciate your efforts to apprehend them. ”

I raised an eyebrow, trying to mask the knot of unease forming in my stomach.

“How do you know about–”

“Please,” he interrupted smoothly, his voice dripping with condescension. “Do you really think someone in my position doesn’t have ears in the department?” He leaned in slightly, his gaze never leaving mine. “The benefit of having enough money to line the pockets of the elite, and fill the bank accounts of government departments with donations, means I have access to just about any information that I desire.”

A knowing smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

This man, this political figure I had once admired was using wealth and power like weapons to manipulate and control.

“Why do you think Nicholas brought you  onto the case?”

I blinked, taken aback slightly. A line formed between my furrowed brows.

“You?” I questioned, equally as stunned as I was confused.

“Of course. It certainly wasn’t his  idea. Nicholas’s instincts lean toward nepotism. He wanted that Allerton boy. Let’s just say Nicholas and I came to a... compromise. ”

I was both grateful and devastated by his admission. Grateful because it meant that he had spoken up, that I had been given this opportunity, but devastated because it also meant that this role had never truly been mine. It had always belonged to Finn. No matter how hard I worked, how many times I proved myself to be just as capable as him, his name carried weight. That was all it took. Something as simple as a name, and it made him more desirable in the eyes of those who mattered.

And there was nothing I could do to change that view.

“Why me?” I finally managed, the words unable to hide the quiet devastation. “You don’t even know me.”

He smiled again, but this time it was colder, sharper.

“Oh, but I do, Miss Heartley. You have been on my radar for a long time. Resourceful. Ambitious. And shapeshifters like us must stick together.” He paused, then added with a harder edge, “But mostly? You were the best candidate for the job.” The genuineness in his voice softened the edges of my disappointment. He saw my worth, my capability. I felt a flicker of unexpected validation.

But only for a second.

Beaureallis leaned forward, his posture now more intimidating, his voice lowering to a dangerous edge that made my stomach tighten.

“But here’s the thing,” he continued, his tone turning ominous. “Your investigation has started to tread into… delicate  territory.” He let that hang in the air for a moment, watching me carefully. “The mole’s activity is aiding the Knightguard, yes. But there’s no reason for you to be investigating the Firedrakes, I assure you.” He leaned in slightly, his eyes narrowing.

My eyes widened in mild surprise as that one simple line shone so much clarity on everything that happened over the last couple of days.

The image that Beaureallis displayed to the world flashed in my mind.

The tall imposing figure who always wore a large pair of dragon  wings at his back.

The Firedrakes were run by the Beaureallis family.

By the Other.  Why had I not seen it before?

I had been investigating the criminal empire of one of Valverde’s most powerful, influential families without even realising it.

“Find the mole without meddling in the Firedrake’s affairs, Miss Heartley, or you’ll find that the privileges I have allowed you, the career you have built, can just as easily be taken away.”

The threat soured the air like smoke from a dragon's nostrils, entering my lungs, and tightening my chest. A heavy knot of nausea curled in my stomach.

The room was silent for a heartbeat, but then he asked.

“Why did you choose a dragon?”

The question felt different than the entire conversation it followed. It was curious, almost affectionate. So much softer, and less threatening.

My brow furrowed. I shrugged.

“I don’t know. We were being pursued by Firedrakes, it just…felt right in the moment.”

Beaureallis’s mouth twitched up into a soft, almost affectionate smile.

“Interesting.” He murmured before turning away again. “Good talk, Miss Heartley.” He said, his voice dripping with satisfaction. “I trust you’re smart enough to take my advice. ”

And with that, he was gone.

The door closed behind him, and he walked away as if nothing happened. As if he hadn’t just threatened everything I had ever worked for. Everything I had ever wanted. This wasn’t just about my career. This wasn’t just about my future. Beaureallis had made it personal.

He left me with an impossible choice.

Discard my morals, or make an enemy of one of the most powerful people in all of Valverde.
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At some point during the moons we had spent co-existing in the same space, Briar and I had fallen into a rhythm. An unspoken truce marked by small, familiar habits. She no longer flinched or glared when I walked from the bathroom to my room with nothing but a towel slung around my waist. I had learned to navigate the apartment without tripping over the books she scattered everywhere, each one with a mismatched bookmark - bobbles, stray receipts, even once a spoon - tucked between the pages. These quirks of ours had become part of the scenery, details I barely noticed anymore.

Or so I thought.

I should have been unfazed when I found her on the couch that evening, draped in nothing but an oversized t-shirt. The hem skimmed just low enough to barely cover her backside, brushing the tops of her thighs and leaving the rest of her legs, bare, endless, and unfairly graceful, on full display. She was curled into the cushions, her feet tucked beneath her. But her clothing choice, or rather lack of it, was not the reason I could not take my eyes off of her.

Her head was bent over the case file balanced on her lap, dark circles smudged beneath her eyes. Her eyelids drooped, fluttering as she fought a battle with sleep she was clearly losing. And yet her eyes still scanned the page, dragging a highlighter over a line she probably wouldn’t even remember in the morning.

She yawned absentmindedly. She wasn’t just tired, she was on the edge of burning out entirely. Fueled only by her stubbornness, and knowing Briar, an obscene amount of sugar - probably.

I told myself that’s why I couldn’t look away.

It wasn’t her bare legs, or the way her hair spilled messily over her shoulders, or the soft curve of her lips as she frowned at the file.

It was concern. Just concern. Nothing more.

And yet, no amount of reasoning could explain why my heart was racing in my chest.

“You look like shit, Heartley.” The words came out blunt, but not unkind.

No mocking, no malice.

Just quiet concern, disguised as teasing. Briar didn’t even flinch. Her eyes rolled in response, slow and exaggerated without even glancing up from the paper, though even that seemed to drain her.

“You’re such a charmer, Allerton.” Her voice was dry and laced with sarcasm. “If you use that kind of language with all the ladies, no wonder they find you so damn irresistible.”

Normally, I would have met her jab with one of my own. One sharp enough to earn a glare or, on rare occasions, even a faint smile. But tonight there was none of that, my humour and wit dulled by concern.

“I’m serious, love. Do you ever take a break?” I asked, sliding into the small gap between her and the armrest. My side brushed hers as I sat down, and I threw one arm over the back of the sofa so that she was nestled into my shoulder. She let out a soft scoff, more breath than sound, but made no effort to move away. Still she didn’t look up, absorbed in whatever she was doing.

“I don’t need a break. I need answers.” Her focus remained on the page, as she trailed each line with her pen, highlighting another name and making a note beside it. I raised a brow as I read the writing over her shoulder. Names, addresses, places of work, familial relationships and marriage ties, all related to the Beaureallis family.

“I thought you said Beaureallis didn’t want anything important.”

Briar’s violet gaze flicked towards me for a brief second, before her eyes refocused on the paper. She exhaled slowly.

“He didn’t. Not really.” Her tone was dismissive, but I caught the faint tremor beneath the words.

“Then why are you combing through every record you can find on his family like you're investigating a case?” The pen in her hand stilled, hovering above the page. Briar bit the inside of her cheek, her silence dragging long enough to make my chest tighten.

“Research,” she finally muttered. “For the election.”

It was an obvious lie, and we both knew it. And yet she blatantly chose to say it anyway.

“Briar.” My voice dropped into a low warning. She stiffened under my gaze, her grip tightening on the pen. Her breath hitched, just slightly, before she forced herself to relax against the cushions. When she turned towards me, her expression was composed, almost indifferent, but her eyes, those betraying violet eyes, gave her away. There was worry there. And something else she didn’t want me to see. She was hiding something. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Her jaw clenched.

“Nothing.”

Bullshit.

We stared each other down. Gazes locked into position with neither of us willing to relent. Eventually Briar sighed, and rolled her eyes.

“Can you just trust that it's in your best interest that you don’t know?”

Without warning, I reached out and plucked the folder from her lap before she could stop me.

" Finn! " She snapped, reaching for it, but I leaned back, holding it just out of her reach. She scrambled forward, climbing into my lap as she continued to wrestle me for the file. Her legs straddled my waist, and my stomach lurched at the sudden closeness of her, the heat of her body pressed against mine.

Ammemmean help me, I liked that way more than I should.

“Firstly, that’s not how this works. Not with us.” I said quietly, keeping my voice calm. I kept the folder just beyond her grasp, trying to ignore the heat that sparked wherever her body pressed against mine. “Secondly, if you weren’t so drained, there’s no way I could have taken that so easily.”  I teased, pulling the file back as she lunged again, fierce and determined, but I held my ground, teasing her with a playful grin.

Briar stopped fighting me, and sighed deeply, settling herself back onto my knees and placing her hands on my chest. I watched as she sucked in a breath, her eyes widening slightly as if just now realising the intimate position she had unintentionally put us in. I raised a brow, the corner of my mouth twitching up into a soft smirk.

“We seem to be making a habit of this.” I murmured, my mind flicking to the memory of us in a similar position in the alleyway the other night. Briar’s face flushed a deep crimson, she shook her head with a tired scoff and rolled her eyes, climbing out of my lap and back into her space beside me on the couch. “Tell me about Beaureallis.” I tried a final time, but Briar sighed deeply, running a hand through her hair.

“Finn, please,” she said, her voice softer now. “Just...let it go.”

That wasn’t like her.

She fought, argued, outmanoeuvred. But Briar didn’t beg. She didn’t plead. And the way her eyes searched mine, vulnerable and unguarded for the briefest moment, made me want to listen.

“Fine.” I relented, leaning back and adjusting my position to sink further into the chair. I decided not to push for now, but this conversation was certainly not over. My side brushed lightly against hers as I got comfortable, the movement casual but far from accidental. We were silent for a short moment, her entire body relaxed just slightly when she realised I was dropping my line of questioning, but the exhaustion still remained.

“Watch a movie with me?” It wasn’t just an invitation, it was my final desperate plea to get her to rest. To take a fucking break. Her tired eyes flicked up to meet my gaze. She raised an eyebrow, tilting her head.

“A movie? With you?” Disbelief evident in the question. I grinned, feigning mock hurt to hide just how much I wanted, no, how much I needed , for her to say yes.

“You know, you could have at least pretended to sound like the idea of that wasn’t the most horrifying thing in the world.” I drawled, tossing the file with her research onto the coffee table, bracing to fight her if she tried to reach for it again.

But instead, she laughed. Actually laughed.

And just like that, I was undone.

Every time that radiant smile lit up her face I was momentarily lost for words, and endlessly captivated by her beauty. The laughter faded, the room falling silent with it. But still the warmth lit up her face, the joy lingered in her eyes, however tired they looked. She was breathtaking in a way that struck me harder every time I allowed myself to really see her.

We sat there for a moment, comfortable in the silence. Her gaze held mine, and I couldn’t help but smile. A real smile that belonged entirely to her.

“Come on, love,” I urged, my voice low, coaxing. “Watch a movie with me. I’ll even let you pick.”

She sighed, dramatic and exaggerated, settling deeper into the couch. Whether intentional or not, she moved closer to me, her warmth brushing against my side.

“Fine,” she relented with reluctant acceptance, but the way her lips curled into a smirk betrayed her contentment. “But you can’t judge the genre, okay?”

I snorted, amused.

“It’s romance, isn’t it?”

Her grin widened, smug and unapologetic, and for a moment, the sight of it was enough to knock the breath from my lungs. I didn’t know how she managed to disarm me with something as simple as a smile.

“Of course it’s romance,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. I groaned, dragging myself forward to grab the remote from the coffee table.

“I should have known,” I murmured, sinking back against the couch with an exaggerated sigh of defeat. My arm, deliberately this time, slipped down from the backrest to drape over her shoulders. Her gaze moved to me, and I could feel her violet flames burning into the side of my face. She didn’t move, didn’t say a word, but I knew she had noticed my deliberate move to pull her closer. I forced myself to stay focused on the screen, opening up the streaming platform, too cowardly to really look at her, afraid of what I might find in her gaze.

“Hey, you said you wouldn’t judge.” She grumbled, snapping me out of my thoughts as I handed her the remote.

“Yeah,” I muttered, the corner of my mouth twitching, “but I didn’t say I wouldn’t complain.”

It was then that I dared a glance down at her, and this time it was her that pretended not to notice the weight of my gaze. Briar, seemingly unbothered by our closeness, even nestled a little closer to me, getting comfortable as she pressed play on the movie.

I tried to ignore the way that made my heart race, and my stomach drop.

We fell into a kind of quiet, easy silence as the film started.

I should have been concentrating on the movie, but all I could think about was the girl nestled into my shoulder. I breathed in the sweet honey-like scent of her, and tried not to focus too much on how it felt like she belonged there. How right it felt to have the warmth of her sinking into my side. How I had not felt this comfortable with anyone for the better part of a decade. How a lingering sense of guilt clawed at the back of my mind for having any of these feelings at all. And how these feelings should not be happening with Briar Heartley of all people.

And if I ignored all of that, then my entire being, right into the darkest corners of my broken soul, felt completely at peace for the first time in a long time.

I turned to say something to Briar when I noticed her eyes were closed, her breathing slow and steady.

She had fallen asleep.

For a few seconds, I just watched her. It was rare that I had a chance to see her this close. But here, now, with her eyelids fluttering with each breath, she looked peaceful. Vulnerable. And somehow, impossibly, more beautiful than I could have ever imagined. I had the chance to appreciate each of the delicate freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks, darkened recently by the warming weather. Small wisps of the wild silver curls that shone like moonlight fell across her face, the rest cascading over her shoulders, and down her back. Her soft lips were a deep shade of red, parted slightly in her sleep, a whispering breath slipped through them.

She was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.

“Well, that was quick,” I murmured softly to myself. I adjusted my position slightly, trying not to wake her, but the movement caused her to stir. She just snuggled closer, her body instinctively seeking warmth and comfort.

I sighed, smiling despite myself.

I tried to focus on the movie again, but my attention was unable to deviate from the girl asleep beside me. Her head was nestled so naturally against my shoulder, her hand resting gently in my lap. I found I didn’t mind it, not in the slightest.

In fact, I liked  it. A lot more than I cared to admit.

“What in Ammemean’s name are you doing to me, Heartley?” I muttered softly, more to myself than to her. For once, I wasn’t thinking about the rivalry, or the case, or Beaureallis, or the darkness that lingered at the back of my mind.

I was just here, with her.

And I knew then there was nowhere else I would rather be.
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There was a deep, primal sense of calm that I felt within my very soul each time I indulged in the shift. Powerful wings unfurled from my shifted form, and I soared up into the air. I took perhaps a few moments longer than necessary to savour the freeing feeling of flight, allowing myself to clear my head for just a fleeting moment.

Because Omni knew my head definitely needed clearing.

I had woken up warm and content, enveloped in the sweet, nectar-like scent that naturally lingered on Finn’s skin. Strong, muscular arms had been wrapped securely around me. Strong arms that were such a stark contrast to the featherlight, almost caressing touch that had traced soft, absentminded patterns along my bare thighs and the small of my back.

My feathers shuddered, and that had nothing to do with the chill of the wind.

The last time I had woken up in the arms of a man, it had been Cam. After a night of lowered inhibitions and too much wine, I had welcomed his longing glances and the heat of his touch. But the mornings that followed those nights were always heavy with guilt. Especially when Cam looked at me with longing in his eyes, a lingering sense of hope that the previous night might have been the one that pushed our friendship into something more.

But waking up in Finn’s arms was not like that.

And that was a problem.

Because waking up in Finn’s arms didn’t feel complicated or laced with guilt.

It felt like finally finding home.

And for someone who had gone from a neglectful institution, migrated to my brother’s sofa-bed, then to the cold impersonal walls of student accommodation, and finally into a plain, cheap apartment in Emberfall that felt like nothing more than a necessary roof above my head…feeling at home was a very big deal.

I tried to clear my mind, focus on the case. But the nectar-sweet scent of Finn lingered even with the crisp air breezing through my feathers. Sweet, maddening, and addictive.  

My talons curled around the thin, cold metal railing of Patricia Bates’s balcony. I cocked my head, my beady pigeon eyes narrowing as I watched her through the slats of the partially open blinds. She moved with purpose, meticulous as she packed a small bag. Just as our research and reconnaissance had predicted, she was preparing to go out for the evening. Heading to meet Rodney Folde to distribute Zyph to their regular customers, or to the unsuspecting members of the public they would lure in, at whichever establishment they deemed to be safe from the eyes of law enforcement. Safe , because of the intel they had received from the insider.

Wanting to get closer I spread my wings again. With Finn’s lingering scent acting as inspiration for my next shift, my body transformed into a bumble bee mid-flight.

The world magnified, as I flew effortlessly through the crack in the window that had been left ajar. Ultraviolet light flooded the apartment, colouring the surroundings in blues, greens, and yellows. The flowers resting in the vase on her coffee table acted almost like a beacon, drawing me in and offering me the perfect vantage point to gather my intel. I watched as she filled the small backpack with clear containers that had hundreds of individually wrapped bags of pink crystalised powder.

Zypherium.

I waited, motionless, until the bag bulged, almost too full to close. No weapons, I noted. Not in the bag, and not in the slim jacket she pulled on over her shoulders. Her pockets hung loose as she zipped it up.

With a final glance at her watch, she slung the bag over her shoulder, and headed for the door.

I made my escape swiftly, buzzing back through the open window. With the open-space of the air around me I allowed my body to transform back into an avian form. Bones lengthening. Feathers sprouting. I flew with speed and purpose as I practically nosedived towards the ground, flying low and fast and aiming directly for Finn. I landed with a soft thud on the concrete, shifting back into my natural form on the pavement before him in one smooth motion. I noticed the officers waiting behind Finn flinch slightly at my sudden appearance, the shift abrupt and unexpected. But Finn did not flinch. He did not even blink. He was steady, and eagerly awaiting my intel. A subtle hint of pride, and unwavering confidence in my ability flashed in those mesmerising green eyes, and the corner of his mouth tugged up into a soft smile that felt like it was only meant for me.

For the briefest moment, I let my eyes roam over him. Admire him. The way he stood poised and prepared for action at any moment, and yet there was an undeniable sense of calm about him too.

And damn did he look good in that field jacket.

His widening smirk told me he knew it too. Arrogant bastard.

My lips tugged up into a mirroring smile.

“She’s on her way down,” I said, my voice low but firm. “Her bag is full of Zypherium. No visible weapons in the bag, or on her person. We’re clear to go in.”

Finn’s gaze glimmered with approval, his head moving in a subtle nod that told me he had not doubted me for one moment.

“Good work, Agent Heartley.”  

And with that, we moved.

The team fell into formation around Finn and me, our movements smooth and instinctual. Seamlessly, wordlessly we worked together. Finn took two of the officers around the front entrance, while I took the back. The rest was easy. By the time my team had breached the rear entrance, I could already hear Finn’s commanding voice cutting through the silence.

“Patricia Bates, you are under arrest for possession of Zypherium with intent to distribute. Drop the bag and keep your hands where I can see them.” His words rang out, forceful and sharp, echoing through the narrow hallway. We rounded the corner just as Patricia glanced toward us, her eyes widening in realisation. Knowing she was trapped, she gave in without hesitation, the fight draining from her as the bag fell to the floor with a soft thud. Her arms shot up, surrendering without so much as a protest.

I could not tear my eyes away from Finn. He was in his element, moving with that quiet, lethal precision that made him one of the best agents in all of Valverde. Watching him now it was impossible to deny. Every motion, fluid and practiced, as he manoeuvred Patricia’s arms behind her back and cuffed her effortlessly.

Omni, why was that so damned attractive?

I had seen Finn make hundreds of arrests, watched him move with the same cold efficiency over the years, without so much as a flicker of emotion. But inexplicably, now my heart hammered in my chest. I could feel the heat creeping up my neck, my cheeks burning. Without intending to, I found my teeth grazing my bottom lip as he escorted Patricia out of the building.  

I shook my head lightly, pushing the unhelpful and inappropriate thoughts away as I refocused on the task, issuing commands to the officers before stepping outside and letting the cold air press against my heated cheeks. Why was I feeling so conflicted about Finn all of a sudden? He had not changed. He was still the same arrogant bastard who had a special talent for irritating me in a way no one else could. And yet…

And yet.

Something  had changed. Whether it was him, or me, or the case, or our forced uneasy alliance, or the fact we were living together, or a combination of all of those things, something had changed between us.

It was becoming impossible to ignore how he made me feel.

Conflicted. Confused. Seen. Valued. Worthy. And alive.

So damned alive that being with him made me realise that for so long I had only been existing. Simply going through the motions and doing everything in my power to get the opportunity to work Auntie Kat’s case. That had given me so much drive, and so much focus over the last 12 years that I had not left room for anything else.

But Finn Allerton. Stubborn, arrogant, determined and damned irresistible Finn Allerton, had somehow managed to slip under my defenses and make me question everything I thought I knew about myself. About who I was, what I wanted, and what I lived for.

Who  I lived for.

And that was terrifying. And dangerous. And… thrilling.

***

The interrogation rooms at the Home Office were unusually bright.

Patricia Bates was no stranger to these rooms. She sat with an air of practiced defiance. Arms crossed, legs splayed wide, her fingers drumming an irregular beat against her forearm. Boredom evident in her features, as she let out a deep impatient sigh.

“Are you ready?” Finn asked, placing a gentle comforting hand on my back, a strong, grounding presence, as we watched her through the two-way mirror. I just nodded, letting out a delayed breath.

We stepped into the room. I took the chair directly across from Bates, while Finn settled beside me. She didn’t flinch, didn’t even lift her gaze. Everything about her radiated a calculated calm. But I could hear the elevated rhythm of her heart, betraying the composure she clung to.

“I’m Agent Heartley. This is my partner, Agent Allerton.” I kept my voice firm, steady, and calming. Professional, but not unkind. The name seemed to catch her attention, and she stilled for just a moment. Her brow furrowed as recognition sparked in her eyes.

“Heartley?” She echoed, rolling the name off her tongue like it tasted familiar. I could almost see the gears turning in her head as she worked to place me. Her eyes analysed my face. My silver curls and violet eyes, unique features even among shapeshifters. Her expression lightened, and a knowing smile crept across her face, slow and deliberate. “Wait a minute…you’re that kid. Taylor’s kid? Well, not his kid , but you know what I mean.” She waved her hand dismissively before studying me closer, a smirk tugging at her lips. She waited a brief moment for me to confirm but unable to find the words, she found my silence answer enough. “Not a kid anymore, I suppose.” She looked me up and down a final time, a shadow crossing her features, the same one we all bore as the dark reminders of our childhoods at Vita’s resurfaced.

“None of us are, I guess.” I replied, meeting her gaze without wavering.

“No,” she agreed with a slow nod, her voice carrying a thread of melancholy. “I guess not.”

Her brow arched suddenly, a flicker of curiosity cutting through her bored expression. The insinuative smirk that followed was sharp, almost playful.

“So…you married  him? Taylor?” She asked a question in relation to us sharing a name but not blood.

I snorted, unable to hold back my laughter, even if her question held merit.

“ By the Other , no!” My lips curled into an amused smile. “He’s like a brother to me.”

Bates’s grin turned knowing, and I could have sworn relief flooded her eyes.

“Good.” She laughed with me, shaking her head lightly as if the two of us shared an inside joke. “That would have been weird.”

A strange, quiet understanding passed between us. An inexplicable warmth. A connection. It was disarming in a way I hadn’t expected, as if surviving Vita’s left us with a language only those who had lived it could speak.

I sat there for a moment, watching her, realising how easily that could have been me sat across the table from Finn. She had been a Gator, with Nate, and in another life I would have been too. We might have been friends. Family even.

And yet here we were, adversaries, if not worse.

Her the criminal. And I, the word of the law.

As if she too realised what I had in that same moment, the connection severed.

Bates sighed, leaning back in her chair as the warmth drained from her face, replaced by a cold, detached weariness.

“Well,” she said with a bitter chuckle, “this is gonna make what comes next a little awkward.”

She folded her arms across her chest, kicked her legs out in front of her, and crossed her ankles. The change was subtle, but she slipped back into the same bored, unaffected character she had worn when we first entered.

But there was a darkness about her eyes that lingered, and I could only assume the same darkness lingered in mine. A reminder that, no matter how different our paths had become, our past would always connect us.

Finn tensed beside me, his jaw tightening. I took in a deep breath, and sighed.

“Yeah. I guess it does.” My words laced with something almost apologetic.

And just like that, the moment passed, our brief understanding tucked neatly back beneath the surface, swallowed by duty.

***

Bates had been an easy talker. This had not been her first arrest, and with the rate of reoffending in the Capital, particularly in the Delta district, I doubted it would be her last. She stipulated her terms - information on what she knew for a lesser sentence, which we agreed to.

She had not known who the insider was, that much we expected. But she did say that she knew Rodney Folde was meeting them at a club called Neon Lights this coming weekend. An establishment on our list as Knightguard territory.

What lingered in my mind however, was what she said about defecting from the Gators to the Knightguard. It was cryptic, unlike the other information she offered freely.

The Gators were not willing to do what it took to take down the real enemy in the city.

But the Knightguard were.

I made a mental note to ask Nate if he knew what that was in relation to.

I flicked on the light as I entered the apartment, shrugging off my jacket as Finn followed closely behind me. We had not spoken much on our walk back here, my mind fixated on trying to piece together the information that Bates had given us with other aspects of the case, if only to keep myself from thinking too much about that warm moment of connection we shared, and how every moment after felt like a betrayal.

“Are you okay? I know that would have been difficult for you.” Finn’s voice, gentle but edged with concern, broke me away from my entangled web of thoughts. I shrugged off my jacket, hanging it on the hook by the door.

“I’m fine.” I lied, the words flat as I moved towards the kitchen.

My hands gripped the edge of the counter tightly, the cold marble biting into my palms. My knuckles turned white as I leaned forward, staring down at the countertop. My back was to him because I could not bear to look at him. He would not understand. How could he?

Surviving Vita’s wasn’t just hard; it was impossible.

Because here I was years after being freed from their cage, and still it haunted me.

I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the guilt twisting in my chest. Patricia Bates had made her choices, but I knew what had driven her. I understood the choices she made, because they had almost been my choices too.

At Vita’s, most of us had nothing and no one. Not within the walls of the institution, and not outside of it either. After a lifetime of that it is so easy to see how gang life could be so appealing. For me, for Nate, for Bates, the Gators had offered a sense of belonging, a family. A way to find warmth after years of cold neglect. If I did not have Taylor’s guidance there would not have been a choice. I would have followed Nate into gang life without hesitation. Without question.

So how could I judge someone for choosing that life? For choosing love, belonging, and loyalty? Especially when I knew deep into my soul that the alternative, loneliness and neglect, was far, far worse. When I knew that having people to call family was worth every risk.

“Don’t lie to me, love,” Finn said softly. His voice sounded just a breath away, but I had not heard him approach. I scoffed, shaking my head.

“You don’t get it!” My voice cracked as I spun around to face him. I had not realised how close he had gotten. His face was just inches from mine. So close I could feel the heat of his breath, and the rise and fall of his chest.  “I was this close– ” I held up my fingers, barely an inch apart, “ – this close, Finn, to staying with Nate and choosing a life with the Gators. The only reason I was not sitting in Bates’ place today is because I got lucky.” I paused and I hated the way my voice wavered. Hated how weak I sounded. “Just luck. I’m not better  than her. I’m not different from her.”

His expression hardened, but his eyes remained soft, unwavering.

“It wasn’t luck, love.” His voice was firm, but there was a tenderness to it that made my chest tighten. His hand came up to gently brush along my waist. “It was strength. You had to make an impossible choice, and you survived it.” His thumb traced slow, soothing circles over the fabric, and for a moment, I longed for there not to be that barrier between our skin. “Maybe that survival comes with guilt, but it doesn’t make the choices you made wrong. And it doesn’t make you a bad person for doing your job, for apprehending someone who made their own choices in the same shitty circumstances you had.” He paused, searching my face with a gentle kind of wariness, for any sign that I might be breaking. He blinked slowly, his hands holding me a little firmer. A little steadier. “It is okay to understand why someone like Patricia Bates made the choices she did, and still not condone her actions.”

I blinked, my vision blurring with unshed tears. He was right. Omni, he was right . But that didn’t make it easier to shake the weight of guilt pressing down on me, tightening in my chest and making it difficult to breathe. I wanted to respond, but I knew that if I opened my mouth there would be no sounds but incoherent sobs.

Finn’s hand tightened on my waist, and he brought his forehead down to meet mine.

But the tears only came harder, spilling down my cheeks in hot, relentless streams. Without a second thought, Finn pulled me into his chest. His arms wrapped around me, strong and steady, grounding me as I sobbed against him. My body trembling.  My knees went weak, but he held me steady, lowering us both to the ground with effortless care.

I sat between his legs, my face buried against his chest, seeking refuge in the warmth of him, in the safety I had lacked for so long. He held me, murmuring soft, soothing words I couldn’t quite make out but felt all the same. His hand stroked my back, each touch gentle and reassuring.

And for the first time in a long time, I allowed myself to be vulnerable. Openly and unapologetically, without snapping my defenses back up as soon as I felt them slip. I allowed myself to fall apart in his arms, trusting him to hold me together, and knowing that ultimately with Finn I was safe.

With Finn, I was home.
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The bartender slid a crystal tumbler, with smoky golden liquid across the bar.

I snatched it up before Finn even had the chance, knocking it down in one gulp without stopping to think. The whiskey burned like fire down my throat, and I tried, however unsuccessfully, not to react. I spluttered, as I slammed the glass down onto the counter. Finn raised a brow, his expression somewhere between amused and annoyed, as he watched my face twist into a grimace.

“ By the Other, Finn . That tastes like shit!” I coughed. His mouth stretched into a wide grin, amusement winning out over any irritation he might have felt as he shook his head.

“That's because you don’t like anything that hasn’t got an obscene amount of sugar in it.” He responded, his tone laced with playful sarcasm. He stepped closer to where I was perched on the barstool, his warmth brushing against me as his fingers skimmed my waist. The erratic beating of his heart relaxed a little as his other hand found my bare arm, tracing a slow, deliberate line down to my wrist before threading his fingers through mine. A sense of calm quickly replaced the panic I could sense rising in him.

A panic, I realised, he had been trying to drown out with the alcohol.

A panic that seemed to be a standard reaction for him in each of the nightclubs we went undercover.

The whiskey now leaving an acidic taste in my mouth would have been his fourth drink within the hour had I not intervened.

I brushed aside his gentle teasing and raised a brow, squeezing our interlocked fingers.

“Are you going to tell me what’s up with the drinking?”

He immediately stiffened, and my shifter hearing picked up that slight tick in his heart rate.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice a low, cold murmur, that even my sensitive hearing was just about able to pick up over the noise of the bar. I leveled him with a pointed stare. Not judgmental, but steady, urging him to drop the bullshit.

“Don’t lie to me.” I echoed his words from yesterday, the ones he had said that led to me opening up to him and finding strength in his embrace. I had spent what felt like an eternity in his arms, crying until there were no tears left to shed.

And then I pulled back.

He had dried my tears, placed a gentle kiss on my forehead, and we continued the evening in quiet, amicable… normalcy.  Sharing the couch, sitting closer than necessary, while I read a book and he flicked through the channels. He had not said a word, but I had known he would have been an ear to listen, if I had wanted to talk.

And now I would do the same for him. Not because I felt a sense of duty to him, but because I wanted  to. Because somewhere in this chaos of the case he had become my friend. Which was a concept that still seemed elusive, when it came to Finn Allerton, and yet the bond we had developed was undeniable.

Finn’s jaw tightened. He pressed his tongue to his cheek, drawing a steady breath before sighing heavily.

“I struggle being home in the Capital. And the nightlife here is particularly triggering for me. I find myself easily slipping into...old habits.” His gaze drifted to the bar, his fingers flexing as though the temptation to order another drink gnawed at him. But then his eyes flicked back to mine, and he gritted his teeth. “But I have it under control.”

A lie. But to what extent I could not be sure. I worried, yes. But Finn still seemed normal, functional on a day to day basis. But that did not mean there was not a problem.

“Are you sure?” I pressed. “Because that would have been your fourth whiskey and–” I attempted to slip off the barstool, and the room tilted. My legs wobbled, and dizziness hit me hard. “ Fuck,  that’s strong.”

Finn’s quick reflexes had his hand snapping out to catch my waist, steadying me on my feet. His grip firm. His grin was wicked, teasing.

“Yes, well,” he said with infuriating smugness, “clearly I can hold my liquor better than you can, my love.” His hands never left my waist, even as I found my footing. Instead his thumb began caressing light circles against the fabric.

Suddenly my knees felt weak again.

I narrowed my eyes into a glare, even as the lightly amused smile on my lips betrayed me.

“That’s hardly my fault!” I argued, my bright smile taking away any of the bite in the words. “Biologically, shapeshifters are much more sensitive to the world - and that includes to substances like alcohol.” Finn chuckled, and I felt the warmth of that smile in my soul. But it was tainted by the lingering concern. “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked softly.

His brows furrowed, shadows flickering across his face as he shook his head.

“Not tonight.” His voice was a quiet promise. Not never, just not now.

“Okay.” I nodded. “Well, I’m here when you do.” I meant it.

“I appreciate that, my love.” His tone soft and gentle, eyes sparkling with genuine appreciation.

“Can we at least agree that for tonight we’ll both try to stay away from any more alcohol? We still have a job to do, after all.” I asked, raising a brow.

Finn just hummed disapprovingly. His eyes darkened as he dragged his teeth across his bottom lip, the gesture deliberate and far too distracting.

“I would much rather get you another drink and test that theory on shapeshifter biology.” He leaned in close, his breath warm against my ear. His grip on my waist tightened, fingers teasingly possessive as his voice dipped to a husky whisper. “And later, perhaps you can give me a private  lesson...in other areas of shapeshifter biology.”

A delightful heat coursed through my entire body. His words igniting a fierce, primal and undeniable desire. I tipped my head back, meeting those piercing green eyes that gleamed with a mischievous hunger. I could not tell if it was his desire, or whether I was seeing my own reflected back at me.

“You don’t seem like the kind of man who needs lessons,” I challenged, my lips curling into a wicked grin. Finn’s lips parted, a breath low and guttural escaped. Something close to a groan. His eyes darkened, brushing his nose against mine.

“I don’t.” He growled, his lips a whisper against the skin just at the corner of my mouth. “But when it comes to you, my love...” His voice was rough, and deliciously promising. “I find myself wanting to study every inch of you with meticulous care. Slowly. Thoroughly. Until I have mastered every single detail.”

Fuck. Me.  

I had to fight every instinct not to press his lips to mine.

And it would have been easy. So damn easy to just move that fraction of an inch and I would know whether the whiskey tasted better on his lips than it did burning down my throat.

My breath caught, and I swallowed hard.

“That whiskey has gone straight to your head.” I murmured, hoping the words would be a reminder to remain rational, instead of acting on impulse. Finn’s responding grin was wicked, dangerous, and far too knowing.

“Well, you know what they say. Drunk words are sober thoughts.”

Before I could respond, I saw the person we were waiting for saunter through the door in my peripheral vision. I dropped my forehead to his shoulder, trying to shake the arousal forming in my core begging to be satisfied.

“Well, we better start having some sober thoughts. And fast. Rodney Folde just walked in.”

The change was immediate, like a switch flicking as we both snapped into case mode.

“What’s our play?” Finn asked, his demeanor hardened, sharp and focused.

“We get closer. One of us has eyes on him at all times. He never leaves our sight.”

We moved to the dance floor, positioning ourselves where we could watch Folde without drawing attention. Time passed. He kept checking his watch but didn’t do much else. Until he finally stood from his booth and headed toward the back entrance that led into a side alley.

“I’m going after him,” I said.

“Briar, wait–”

But the world was already expanding around me as my body shrank down into just a fraction of my normal size, until I was a little ball of fur skittering about at everyone's feet. I launched into a sprint, paws slapping against sticky floors slick with spilled liquor. I caught onto the faint scent of Rodney Folde, as I darted between heeled shoes and avoided falling sloshes of alcohol. I raced towards the door he left through, following quickly on his heel. He did not stop in the alleyway, and instead turned a corner, into a smaller, darker back alley nestled behind the building.

Before I could be seen I darted behind a row of industrial sized bins.

From this angle I could just about see where he leant against the wall, tapping his foot impatiently as he waited.

A shadow approached.

No, two shadows, from the direction of the street.

The figures that approached Folde were wearing hooded sweatshirts pulled up around their faces, shadowed so I could not make them out.

In one swift unexpected movement, Folde had one of the figures by the collar of the sweatshirt and he slammed them into the wall behind him.

I cursed, squeaked in this form, and moved to another angle beneath the bin.

But Folde was tall and his broad shoulders blocked my view of the face he had pressed against the wall. The other figure now had their back turned to me.

“How in the fuck was Pix compromised?! Your information is supposed to make sure that kind of shit does not happen.” Folde’s voice was a rough growl, pure fury evident in his tone.

“Come on, Rod. It wasn’t his fault.” A feminine voice that was…familiar. But everything was heightened in this form. The sound warped. Different enough that I could not quite place it.

“Don’t you fucking start, Lainey. You’re the reason he is involved in this in the first place.”

Lainey.

I kept listening.

“ We are also the reason you have managed to dodge all law enforcement this far, Rod. And the reason we have managed to knock such a gaping hole in the Firedrakes forces and finances.” Lainey argued. The familiar but unplaceable voice concerned me. I did not know Lainey…and yet, I knew her voice.  

With a grunt Rodney relented, dropping the second figure to the floor, who immediately began dusting off his clothes. His face remained shadowed.

I manoeuvred position, trying to find a better angle where I could make out at least one of their faces but the alley was too dark, and Folde shuffled on his feet blocking their faces from view.

But then–

A scent. One that I recognised. One of the hooded figures had lit up a cigarette and the scent was unmistakably familiar. It was hard to place, though, in my current form. Again my heightened mouse senses made the scent almost too strong.

I needed to know how it smelt dulled, like in the way it clung to clothing.

I needed to be in my natural form.

I darted from behind the bins running as quickly as I could and back into the connecting alley. I shifted back into my natural form, hoping to catch the scent before the cigarette was put out.

But in my haste I knocked into an old crate.

Old beer bottles clattered to the ground, one smashing at my feet. The hushed conversation in the side alley stopped abruptly, and I heard that soft feminine voice cursing under her breath.

Footsteps headed towards me.

Fuck.

I made the decision to shift again, and run. But before I could, Finn was in front of me, eyes wide with panic and flickering with rapid calculation. And then, in a heartbeat, he pushed me back against the wall.

And his mouth was on mine.

Every rational thought was obliterated in an instant.

His lips were warm and soft, but there was nothing gentle about the way he kissed. It was urgent, desperate. His tongue swept over my bottom lip, a question. One which I happily obliged. My lips parted for him and he accepted the chance to deepen the kiss with eager anticipation.

Tasting, claiming, devouring.

I met him with just as much desperation.

One of his elbows had found the wall beside my head, and he leant on it, pushing himself flush against me. The heat of his body such a contrast to the cold brick of the wall at my back. His breath heavy and wild. My arms slid up around him, fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck, tugging him closer, needing more. His other hand crept up my thigh, squeezing my bare skin as his thumb caressed higher and higher until it was sliding beneath the hem of my dress, the material bunching up at his wrist.

Oh, fuck.

There was no hiding the soft groan that escaped my lips, as I murmured his name against his mouth. Whether I said it as a prayer, a plea, or just because Finn Allerton was all that consumed my mind, only Omni would know.

“What the fuck is this?!” The sound of a male voice hit me like an ice-cold bucket of water, slamming reality back into place with an abrupt force.

Rodney Folde stood at the opening of the alley, his eyes blazing with murderous intent.

Finn chuckled. Low, and deep, and so Omni-damned guttural and breathless that I almost pulled him back into me from just the sound alone.

“We thought we would find a little privacy out here.” Finn drawled, his voice rough with mock irritation. “Guess the fuck not.” He slipped effortlessly into the role of a man whose heated moment had been rudely interrupted, his arm still braced protectively against the wall, his body shielding mine.

Pretend.

No one will get suspicious if a couple disappears into back alleys or dark corners to get a little more privacy.

Of course that is what he was doing. He was playing the role we had agreed to for this case to keep our cover. And I had stupidly and humiliatingly been so caught up in the heat of the moment, so caught up in Finn, that I had forgotten about the very real danger now standing at the entrance of the alley.

Get your hormones under fucking control, Briar.

“Get the fuck out of here, both of you!” He growled, taking a step towards us with clenched fists. Finn interlocked his fingers with mine, and stepped away from the wall.

“Gladly.” Was all he said, before he dragged me out of the alley.

Finn did not let go of my hand as he pulled me hastily through the streets, weaving in between bodies, like a man possessed by some primal, urgent need to pull me to safety. His grip was firm, unrelenting.

But all I could think about was that kiss.

My lips still tingled from it, the memory of his heated touch blazing across my skin. Making it hard to focus on anything other than the way he had held me, claimed me, just moments ago.

Just as I was about to tell him to slow down, my feet aching in the heels I regretted wearing, he stopped. Without a word, he pulled me into a quieter corner, out of the way of the bustling streets, positioning us so that my back hit the cold brick wall, and he was hovering over me, much in the same way he was in the alley.

My mouth went dry.

His brow was furrowed, his jaw tight. There was an anger about him, but it wasn’t rage, it was concern.

“Don’t do that again.” His voice was a low warning, leaving no room for argument.

“What?” I asked, wanting to reach up to smooth the line that had formed between his brows. He let out a deep sigh.

“Recklessly throw yourself into danger. Especially when I can’t see you. Can’t follow you.” He murmured. I swallowed hard, my pulse thrumming beneath my skin.

“That's our job, Finn.” I replied.

“That is not our job, Briar.” He pressed closer, his hand daring to settle against my waist again holding me firm. “Our job is to think, to strategise, to plan. And to rely on each other, to protect each other when things get dangerous.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but his intense green eyes held mine, silencing me before I could get the words out.

“And don’t you dare fucking tell me you don’t need protecting.” He continued, his voice laced with equal parts frustration and care. “I know damn well you can take care of yourself, but that doesn’t mean I won’t do it anyway.” He looked down at me. Intense. Affectionate. Afraid.

“We are partners. ” He said, a quiet desperation in his tone. “ You are my partner. Mine. ”   There was a possessive edge in his voice, and I knew he was talking about more than just being investigative partners on this case.  “ And I won’t let you walk away from me and get hurt. I won’t lose you, my love.” He finished, his voice rough with emotion.

My pulse raced, not from the aftermath of the danger we had just narrowly avoided, but from the intensity of the man in front of me. I opened my mouth. There was so much I wanted to say, but nothing coherent came to mind. And instead the only words I managed to mutter were,

“The kiss was good."

The line formed between Finn’s brow again, but this time instead of concern in the form of anger or frustration, it was surprise. Confusion.

“What?” His voice was soft, as he shook his head lightly, trying to make sense of what I had said. Heat rushed to my cheeks and I squeezed my eyes shut, reeling backwards as if moving myself further away from him would somehow lessen the humiliation.

"Effective, I mean," I amended hastily, daring a glance up at him.

A smirk tugged at the corner of his beautiful, arrogant, mouth. A mouth that I now knew exactly how it felt against mine. Finn’s tongue darted out to wet his bottom lip as he leant a little closer.

"What are you complimenting? My undercover work or the way I kiss?" His voice low and sultry, held that subtle hint of teasing I knew so well.

I swallowed hard.

"I just mean it was quick thinking, and it kept our cover, okay?" I blurted, folding my arms across my chest. Feeling exposed, vulnerable, defensive. Finn hummed thoughtfully. His gaze lingered a little too long, and the teasing smirk only deepened.

"So what you're saying is that as an undercover tactic, the kiss was effective...but as a kiss it was... what, exactly?" He asked, taking a small step closer even though that felt almost impossible. I shook my head lightly, wanting to look away but my eyes were glued to his gaze.

"I don’t know what you want me to say, Allerton. It was just a kiss." I lied.

Lies. Lies. Lies.

Because it had been more than just a kiss. It had been incredible . No one had kissed me like that in so long. Not with that kind of urgency. Not just with heated desire but with an unspoken need

It was pretend.

I had to remind myself. I always  had to remind myself.

"Just a kiss?" He asked, his tone low and challenging. Finn lingered just inches away.

"Yes," I managed to say, though my voice was barely a rasp of breath.

Finn brought a hand up to my face, cupping my chin as his thumb traced a gentle caress across my cheek. He held my gaze there, though it would have been impossible to look away from him even if I tried.

He smiled.

That arrogant little smile that was smug, and sweet, and mischievous - an embodiment of everything good about Finn Allerton. That smile had my heart inexplicably racing in my chest. Devastating and destructive in the best way.

"So you're saying that if I tried to kiss you now...you would stop me?" Despite the playfulness behind the words, I knew he was being entirely serious. That if I were to tell him the truth, that I would not stop him, that he would not hesitate to kiss me again. Not for a second. It would be real, and it would be everything  I had forced myself not to want.

Not pretend.

Not fucking pretend.

I opened my mouth, searching for a retort, but the words caught in my throat. My eyes flickered to his lips. Wandering, traitorous eyes. I should lie. I knew I should. Finn’s gaze deepened, his eyes searching mine with an intensity that made it impossible to look away. His nose brushed against mine once more, a soft, lingering touch, and I could feel the tension in his body, the barely restrained pull of everything he was trying to hold back.

"You're going to have to stop me, Briar. Because I don’t have the strength to pull away." His voice was low, and pleading, and not a lie, I realised. Definitely not a lie.

There was no deception there, no pretense.

And I did not know what to do with that information because my mind was racing.

Not sure what I should or should not be feeling. Unable to trust what was right and wrong. What was real or  pretend.  

Finn leaned in, his breath hot against my cheek. His voice dropped to a hushed whisper, soft and devastating.

"Tell me to stop, Briar. Just say the word, and I’ll back off."

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. My breath hitched as he reached up, brushing a loose strand of hair from my face. Each motion was slow, deliberate, giving me every chance to pull away. Every chance to stop him.

I should stop him. I knew that. Every logical part of me screamed it.

But I also knew I did not want him to stop.

He started to close the distance, his nose brushing mine.

Closer, and I could feel the heat of his breath on my lips.

Closer, and his mouth brushed against mine, a whisper of a kiss that left me breathless, desperate for more.

"Stop, Finn."

Panic and fear drove those words.

They were not a reflection of what I wanted, what I desired. But a last attempt of taking control of something that was rapidly spiraling out of control. Finn’s eyes darkened. Unmistakable pain flickering across his face. He drew in a deep breath, swallowing hard before nodding once, and stepping back.

He offered me a soft smile that did not quite reach his eyes, lacing his fingers with my own. He was disappointed, that much was clear. But maybe, just maybe, he understood.

"Come on," he said quietly. "Let’s go home.”
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My eyes skimmed the page of the book Briar had given me on the train journey into the Capital. She had given it to me as a distraction, and that's what I had been using it for these past weeks. A distraction. But that was also why it was taking me so damn long to read. The words blurred together, each sentence a haze, and I had been stuck on the same line for the last hour without absorbing a single word.

No book could drown out the vivid, searing memories of last night.

I could still feel Briar’s lips against mine. The heat of her, the urgency with which she kissed me back. Soft, insistent, burning with a hunger that had my pulse racing even now. Her taste lingered on my tongue, every breath, every press of her body against mine still etched into my skin.

And the way she had murmured my name.

Fuck.

That breathless plea undid me. It was not just a kiss, it was a claim. And I wanted to be claimed by her again and again until there was nothing left of me but the echo of her touch, the imprint of her lips on every inch of me.

I drew in a sharp breath, fingers tightening around the book. If I was not careful, I would spiral right back to where I had ended up last night. Alone in tangled bed sheets, breathless and desperate, wringing every ounce of pleasure from my own body as I chased the memory of her lips and the way she had said my name. A gasp, a plea, a beg for me to give her more.

Not the first time Briar had been the centre of my pleasure driven thoughts, but the first time they had been based on something real, and not just pure fantasy.

And fuck me, real was hotter than anything my imagination had ever conjured.

The soft click  of Briar’s bedroom door opening had me scrambling for a pillow, pulling it over my lap to hide the evidence of where my thoughts had just spiraled.

Barefoot, wearing only that oversized t-shirt that barely skimmed the tops of her thighs, her hair deliciously wild and tousled from sleep. She looked beautiful and effortless all at once. And fuck me, she wasn’t helping my situation one bit.

“Morning,” she mumbled, her voice scratchy and low as she padded towards the kitchen. She stretched for a mug on the top shelf, and the hem of that damn shirt lifted just enough to reveal the little scrap of lace clinging to her hips.

Fuck.

Fuck all the damned deities.

I knew I should have torn my eyes away, but I couldn’t. I was utterly destroyed, shameless in my hunger to devour her.

“You’re up late,” I managed, my voice rough. I forced myself to close the book and place it atop the pillow that shielded the growing evidence of just how out of control I was. I glanced at the clock. “For you, anyway.”

She sighed, turning to face me, the mug snug in her hands. The faint, sweet scent of hot chocolate drifted between us as she leaned against the counter, brow arched.

“I didn’t sleep well,” she said softly, her gaze flicking to the pillow in my lap before returning to my face. Her lips curved upward, and I swear there was a glimmer of mischief in her eyes.

She knew.

Of course she knew exactly what I was trying to hide.

I ran a hand down my face, trying to counter the heat creeping onto my cheeks. Her teeth grazed her bottom lip, giving me a brief view of one of those sharp elongated canines, as a hint of nervousness flickered beneath her confident facade.

“About last night–”

The intercom buzzed sharply, cutting her off.

We both froze, eyes locking in surprise. Neither of us had been expecting anyone.

Briar arched a brow, clearing her throat as her gaze flicked, bold and deliberate, back to the pillow I had left strategically in place. She tilted her head, the corner of her mouth curling into a teasing smile.

“Do you need me to, uhm–?” She gestured vaguely toward the intercom, though her amused eyes lingered on me.

I swallowed hard.

“No, it’s okay. I’ve got it.” I managed, my voice steadier than I felt.

Reluctantly, I forced myself off the couch, abandoning the pillow and braving the walk across the room. I willed my body to behave, flooding my mind with anything, everything , that wasn’t the half-naked girl standing in my kitchen. The girl I would do damn near anything to get fully  naked.

Not helping, Finn. Not fucking helping.

"Hello?"

"Finn, darling!" My mother’s voice echoing through the apartment was enough to kill the arousal entirely. "Sorry it’s early, I wasn’t even sure you would be awake! But I just dropped Mason at a football tournament nearby and have an hour to kill. Mind if I come up for a coffee?"

My gaze flickered to Briar who was watching me from the kitchen, she brought her hot chocolate up to her lips. Lips that were pressed against mine last night.

Focus Finn!

"Uhm, now is not exactly a good time, Mum." I responded, my voice betraying a bit of strain as my eyes wandered over Briar. She was standing there, so effortlessly alluring, a soft smile playing at her lips.

"I’ll only stay five minutes," my mum insisted. "I have got freshly baked goods, straight from our oven this morning. Ten minutes tops."

I was not sure whether it was the slightly disappointed tone in my mothers voice, the thought of my mum's baked treats, or the knowledge that without the distraction, keeping my hands off a half-naked Briar would very quickly become impossible.

I raised a brow at Briar in silent question. She simply shrugged.

"Fine. I’ll buzz you up." I relented, pressing the button to open up the main door for her.  

And in that moment I remembered.

I remembered the lie I had told my mum that weekend we had first arrived in the Capital. That Briar and I were dating.

Oh. I fucked up.

"Shit. Fucking shit." I muttered under my breath, running a hand through my hair. My mind was racing, and my stomach was in knots. Briar’s soft laugh cut through my inner turmoil, oblivious  to chaos I had inadvertently caused that was now making its way up to our apartment.

"Having your mum over can’t possibly be that bad." She mused, taking another sip of her hot chocolate. I grimaced.

"You might disagree when I tell you the stupid thing I did."

Her amusement faltered, mug pausing halfway to her lips as she narrowed her eyes at me.

"What did you do?"

"I told her we were dating." I admitted. Briar’s eyes went wide, and for a second, I thought she was going to drop her mug altogether. She managed to clatter it onto the counter just in time before stalking towards me, brows drawn in fury.

"You did what? " Her voice pitched up an octave.

Damn she was cute when she was angry.

“It was a  tiny white lie,” I explained quickly, hands up in surrender. “She was trying to set me up with some old family friend. At the time, I didn’t think the two of you would actually meet. ”

Briar narrowed her eyes, clearly unimpressed.

“You’re going to have to tell her the truth.” She demanded.

“And what? Let her set me up on a date with Hattie?” I pleaded, hoping the sheer horror in my voice would sell my point.

“Sounds like your  problem, Allerton.” She said with a shrug, utterly unsympathetic.

“Briar,  please. ” I clasped my hands together in mock prayer, taking a step closer to her. “Just pretend to be my girlfriend for five minutes.”

“Absolutely not.” Her voice was firm, but she didn’t move away from my sudden closeness.

“I’ll do  anything. ” I promised, unashamed of my desperation.

Briar stilled.

A flash of something calculated crossed her gaze, as if coming to a sudden clear realisation.

“Anything?” She asked, a hint of desperation in her tone.

“ Anything .”

Before she could respond, there was a knock at the door. I shot her one final pleading look, before moving to open it.

"Darling!" Mum swept into the apartment with her usual sing-song enthusiasm, practically glowing as she handed me a box of baked goods. The warm scent of sugar and spices wafted up as I eagerly peeked inside. Mum was halfway through shrugging off her jacket when she froze, her wide-eyed gaze locking onto Briar.

Briar Heartley, leant against the kitchen counter in nothing but an oversized t-shirt that barely covered the tops of her thighs, bed-tousled hair spilling over her shoulders, sipping leisurely from her mug of hot chocolate. In front of my mother.  A woman who belonged to the high-society Beta district elite, where decorum and appearances were everything.

And Briar was grinning. That unbothered, playful, dangerous  grin that made my stomach twist in ways it definitely shouldn’t in front of my mother.

By the Other,  she had never looked more stunning.

Her grin stretched wide and mischievous, sharp canines on show. There was a flicker of nervousness in her expression, but to the untrained eye she appeared confident and unabashed.

"Oh." Mum’s gaze flickered between us. A gleam of excitement within her eyes. "I didn’t realise you had company."

I crossed the room, wrapping an arm firmly around Briar’s waist. She leaned into the embrace without hesitation, tilting her head to look up at me. Her grin was sharp, teasing, and so dangerously mischievous that for a split second, I wondered if I was about to regret every single life decision that had led to asking her to play my fake girlfriend.

“Mum, this is Briar,” I said, pulling her tighter against my side. “Love, this is my mum.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Allerton!” Briar added, flashing my mum a bright genuine smile. Mum looked like she might faint, cry, or do both simultaneously. Her expression was a mix of shock, disbelief, and joy. She swept her eyes once over me, and then over Briar, before they widened slightly and a light blush appeared on her cheeks, her expression faltering.

"Oh." Mum’s voice pitched higher, and she cleared her throat awkwardly.  "Did you mean to say it was a bad time because you two were...?" She trailed off, letting the implication hang, raising a brow as her blush deepened.

My eyes widened as I realised what she saw.

Me, shirtless in a pair of hastily thrown on joggers. Briar in only a plain t-shirt that was big enough on her that it could have easily been one of mine. Both of us looked very much like we had just rolled out of bed. Tired eyes, messy hair, disheveled appearance.

By the deities I knew exactly what this looked like.

"No! No, no! " I spluttered, throwing my hands up in defense. “By the deities,  Mum, no! It’s not– we weren’t– " I scrambled for words. Beside me, Briar choked on a laugh, biting down hard on her bottom lip to suppress it. Her eyes sparkled with amused delight, even as her own cheeks flushed pink.

"Oh, Finn!" My mum sighed with a laugh, waving a dismissive hand. "There’s no need to be embarrassed!" I opened my mouth to protest again, but she continued, clearly attempting nonchalance despite her own flustered state. "You’re both adults, after all."

I pinched the bridge of my nose and shook my head in exasperation.

This was not fucking happening!

Mum finished removing her jacket and then opened up the box of baked goods which was now sitting on the table. The warm doughy smell of her fresh cooking quickly filled the apartment, and made it feel like home. Briar’s eyes lit up with unmistakable delight, wide and gleaming as she leaned forward slightly to peek inside. I wondered fleetingly how many chances she'd had to experience homemade pastries, if ever.

“I brought an assortment of well… everything, ” Mum announced proudly, waving a hand over the box. “Figured you could use a proper breakfast since you looked like you weren’t eating properly when I saw you last." She said with a shrug, admiring her handiwork momentarily on the table. Then her gaze flicked back up to the two of us, and the corner of her mouth tugged up into a soft, knowing smirk. "And you certainly seem to need the energy."

I choked. On air. My lungs betraying me completely.

“They smell delicious!” Briar complimented, stepping forward to survey the feast my mother had brought, completely unfazed by her teasing.

“I wish I would have known you were here,” Mum said, casting a pointed glare my way, as though this  were somehow my fault.  As if she  hadn’t shown up completely unannounced. “I would have baked something special.”

“This is more than enough, Mrs Allerton!” Briar exclaimed enthusiastically. My mum smiled like she loved her already.

Ammemean-be-damned if Briar was not the perfect girlfriend.

The perfect  fake  girlfriend. I corrected.

"As long as sugar is the main ingredient, Briar will love them.” I playfully teased. Briar let out a mock-offended scoff, her eyes crinkled with that familiar blend of exasperation and affection as she playfully swatted me in the side. I grinned at her, wide and genuine. And she grinned back.

Radiant. Glowing. Happy.

"Oh, Vitatrix-be-blessed, it’s been a long time since I have seen you so happy." My mum’s voice was soft, and full of raw emotion.

A stone dropped in my stomach.

Because she was right. I had not realised it until now how light I felt, as though the darkness that lingered in the back of my mind lessened when I was with Briar.

And not just recently.

For years whenever the darkness crept closer Briar had been a grounding presence. She had pulled me back from the edge of panic countless times, whether she knew it or not. And if I really thought about it, every moment when I felt this real, raw happiness…they all led back to Briar.

Warm fingers slid gently into mine. My heart skipped, and when I turned towards her, Briar was already stepping onto her tiptoes, brushing the softest kiss against my cheek. It wasn’t hurried or playful. It was tender, deliberate, and honest. When I met her gaze, there was no pretense in her eyes. Only a quiet, gentle warmth. That kiss had been just for me. Not for show. Not part of the ruse we were putting on for my mother.

Just for me.

"Mrs. Allerton, would you like a drink?" Briar asked, slipping her fingers from mine and heading towards the kitchen.

"Coffee, please. Just a splash of milk, no sugar."

Briar laughed lightly.

"I see where Finn gets his taste."

I browsed the pastries, selecting the one that looked the most sugary and setting it aside for Briar. She returned with two coffees, setting one in front of Mum and one in front of me, having wordlessly made me a refill.

The conversation flowed easily after that. Briar and I joked, and laughed, and teased. We told my mum stories of the VALE, and Briar did not hold back on telling her just how often she had put me in my place. And while the stories were not always entirely positive, as we spoke of the competition and the fights, Briar recounted them with genuine affection.

And it took me a short while to realise that the playfulness, the gentle caressing touches, the easy lingering smiles, were all genuine. There was nothing forced in the way we interacted, nothing pretend that was just show. And I tried to remember when that had changed.

When the arguments became banter, and the taunting became playful teasing, and the scowls became smiles.

But there was not one definitive moment.

It had just changed, slowly and naturally over time, until this dynamic just simply became… us.

The hour flew by. And my mum had to leave to pick up my little brother. When I walked her to the door she kissed my cheek, and patted the other.

"Be happy, Finn."

I nodded, watching her go. When the door closed I turned to see Briar sneaking another one of my mum’s pastries.

“You owe me, Finn Allerton.” She said without looking back at me, but a wide grin remained on her lips.

“I could give you my life, my love, and it still would not be enough!” I responded making my way over to her. She rolled her eyes, taking a bite from the sugary pastry she had chosen from the box.

“So dramatic.” She mocked playfully.

Sugar coated her lips. As if I needed any more temptation to press her lips to mine. Instead, I closed the space between us by brushing my thumb gently across her bottom lip to swipe away the sugar. Her breath stilled for a beat, her lips parting slightly at the contact. Her gaze locked on mine, and I couldn’t look away.

Slowly, deliberately, without breaking eye contact, I brought my thumb to my tongue, tasting the sweetness she had left behind.

Briar’s eyes darkened revealing something deeper, hotter. A want simmering just beneath the surface. And fuck, was that intoxicating. She cleared her throat, looking away with a forced casualness that didn’t quite hide the effect the moment had on her.

“You know,” Briar began thoughtfully, sinking onto the couch. “I’ve never been introduced to someone’s mum as a girlfriend before. Even fake, it was…kind of nice.”

I followed her, taking the seat directly next to her, our shoulders brushing.

“Not Nate?” I asked, watching as she absentmindedly held the sugary pastry to my lips. I took a bite without hesitation.

“Nate’s mum walked out on him when he was little. She couldn’t deal with his fathers choice of… career  anymore.” I tucked that small but significant piece of information about her ex away, a strange flicker of unexpected empathy softening my earlier judgment of him.

“And Cameron?” I asked. Briar gave me a pointed glare.

“I was never Cam’s girlfriend…regardless of how much he might have wanted me to be.” She murmured. My smile ticked up at that.

“And there was no one else?” I asked curiously.

“Other than a few casual flings and unmemorable one night stands…no, there was no one else.” She said casually, finishing the rest of the pastry. “What about you?”

I froze.

I should have expected that the conversation would go there from that line of questioning. But instead the words knocked the breath from my lungs. My heart slammed against my ribs in a wild, erratic beat. The darkness crept in, heavy and suffocating, winding its way through my thoughts. My chest tightened, every breath turning shallow, thin, useless.

Breathe, Finn. Just breathe.

But I couldn’t.

“Finn?”

A soft warm touch caressed my bare chest, just over where my heart was racing beneath. Violet eyes met mine. Steady, concerned, and achingly gentle.

She was my breath of fresh air.

My heart rate slowed, the grip on my lungs loosening as my breathing eased.

“I had a girlfriend in High School,” I finally managed, my voice rough. “She died.” Each word was said with the heavy weight of her memory. “I never…after her…” I trailed off, struggling to find the right words. “One-night stands, mostly. But nothing more. Not since her.”

Briar’s expression softened, the teasing edge gone, replaced by something quiet and unwavering.

“I’m so sorry, Finn.” She whispered, her voice gentle, soothing the lingering ache those memories always carried. I swallowed hard, unable to hold her gaze. Instead, I focused on the steady pressure of her hand, the warmth grounding me to the present.

“It was a long time ago,” I murmured. But the power of Era was enough to numb the pain, but not erase it completely. It still lingered, like a darkness, a shadow. Sometimes the darkness was too strong, the shadows too encompassing no matter how much time has passed.

“Do you want to talk about her?” She asked, her voice soft and gentle. I turned to look at her then, drawing strength from the warmth of her hand pressed right above my beating heart, from the deep genuine concern and affection shining behind those violet eyes.

“Not today, my love.” I said, offering her a genuine smile.

Briar watched me for a second longer as if to make sure I was okay, and then simply nodded.

She handed me the remote.

“Watch a movie with me?” She asked, echoing my request from the other night. “I’ll even let you pick the film.”

I chuckled softly.

“I’m going to make you regret that.” I said with a grin.

“If you put on a horror film, I will not tolerate any teasing for any wincing, gasping, or jumping that might occur.” She grumbled, folding her arms across her chest and nestling into my side as I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. I grinned.

“I didn’t have you down as the type to be easily scared, Heartley.” I teased, flicking through the horror films available. I wasn’t planning on picking one, but now? Now, it was definitely happening.

Especially if it gave me an excuse to have her close.

She narrowed her eyes at me.

“Just play the damn movie, Finn.” She grumbled.

With a mischievous grin, I selected the scariest-looking film I could find, earning an immediate groan from Briar. As the ominous music began to play, she moved even closer. We weren’t five minutes in before Briar flinched, burying her head into my shoulder and cursing under her breath.

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Why are you  laughing? You’re scared too, your heart is racing just as fast as mine.” Her voice was muffled from being pressed into my skin.

My heart was racing fast. That was true.

But it had nothing to do with the movie and everything to do with the girl nestled into my side. The way her warmth pressed against me, her fingers brushing softly over my bare skin.

I held her just a little tighter than necessary, running a finger down her arm in a soft caress, feeling the familiar spark of warmth every time my skin brushed hers.

The shadows were still there, lurking in the corners of my mind, but I was quickly starting to realise that Briar had always been the answer to keeping them at bay.
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Beaureallis.

The name had been branded into my brain ever since our leading candidate for the position of Supreme Commander had threatened me, and my career. A threat from someone in such a powerful position should have been enough to get me to back down.

But I did not know what it meant to back down.

I was building a secret case file. A web of connections that associated the Beaureallis family, and their empire of business endeavours with the Firedrakes. Every thread I pulled, every link I uncovered, dragged me deeper into dangerous territory.

Dangerous fucking territory.

But I had a gut feeling that the Beaureallis family, the Firedrakes, and their entire criminal empire were tied to our mole. Which had me one step closer to solving this case. And one step closer to justice for Auntie Kat.

And that rendered any threat, no matter how big or how powerful, entirely insignificant and completely meaningless.

“What are you staring at so intently?” Finn’s smooth voice unexpectedly floated into our shared office. He leaned lazily in the doorway with effortless confidence, and his easy, signature smirk. I was so deep in my research that his sudden presence made me flinch, slamming the lid of my laptop shut on instinct.

His mischievous smile vanished in an instant, replaced by something darker.

Concern. Suspicion.

“Nothing important.” I muttered, too quickly, too stiffly. But there was no hiding a reaction like that from Finn. His piercing green eyes flicked to my laptop, then back to my face. He took a slow step inside.

Wordlessly he slid a hot chocolate onto my desk, leaning against it, arms crossed.

“I’m not a fan of you hiding things from me, my love.” His voice had dropped, quiet but firm, laced with disappointment, making my stomach twist with guilt.

I could not let him know about Beaureallis. Not now. Not ever.

Not when the stakes were so high.

Beaureallis had made it clear that it was my career on the line. My livelihood at risk. Not Finn’s. And under no circumstances would I drag him down with me.

I forced a smile, hoping it would ease his concern.

“It’s nothing for you to worry about, Finn.” I said lightly, willing him to let it go. To trust me. Because this wasn’t his burden to carry, it was mine. Just like every other battle I had fought alone, with every arrogant bastard who thought they could intimidate me into submission.

And like every naive fool before him, Beaureallis would regret the day he ever decided to threaten me.

A line formed between Finn’s brows, his lips somewhere between a frown and a pout.

“You don’t trust me?” His voice was quiet, but the hurt in it was unmistakable. I pushed up from my chair, stepping around the desk until I stood in front of him. He parted his knees, allowing me into his space like it was the most natural thing in the world. Without hesitation, I took his hands, threading my fingers through his.

“Of course I trust you.” I said, holding his gaze so he could see the truth in my eyes. “I’m just trying to p–” I cut myself off, realising too late that finishing that sentence would be a mistake. Finn would hear the word protect  and immediately assume I was in danger.

His brow lifted.

“ Protect me ?” He asked.

Silence.

And that was answer enough.

Finn let out a slow breath, his green eyes narrowing.

Not in anger, not in suspicion, but with a desperation to be understood. His grip on my hands tightened, his warmth a silent, steadying comfort.

“I meant what I said the other day. We are partners , Briar. You’re–”

“I’m yours, I know.” The words slipped out before I could think, rolling off my tongue like a truth I had always known. So natural that I did not even stop to really consider their meaning. “And you are mine, Finn Allerton. But this is my  problem, not yours.”

“Briar–”

A swift knock was all the warning we were given before the door swung open and Garner appeared in the doorway.

“Hey kids we– oh.” He stopped short, his gaze flicking between me and Finn, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Am I interrupting something?”

I cleared my throat, stepping back instinctively, only then realising just how close we had been standing. How intimately. I had not even noticed how my body had gravitated towards his, closing the distance without hesitation, without a second thought. Like it was natural. Instinctual. As if comforting him through caressing touch, through proximity, was as ordinary and as effortless as breathing.

I blinked. Since when had that become normal ?

“No.” I muttered, “just a casual chat.” I forced a smile.

Warren’s smirk deepened, but he didn’t push. Instead, he leaned against the doorframe, folding his arms across his chest. I studied him for a moment, noting his broad frame, the kind of build that made me question whether Rodney Folde could actually pin someone like him against a wall by the collar.

He wasn’t the tallest man, and age was starting to show in the lines of his face. But he was undeniably athletic despite his age, muscular, and he carried himself like a man who would fight back when confronted.

Our insider in the alley showed no signs of confrontation. No trace of fight in him.

“Right. Well, I just came to say we’re all clocking off for team drinks in about an hour. And Briar, I certainly hope you plan to join us this time.” His tone was that of a stern father, the kind who would be genuinely disappointed if I rejected the invitation.

“Oh, I–”

“Don’t tell me you’ve got another ‘not date’  with your ex?” Warren interrupted before I could say anything. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Finn stiffen, his jaw clench.

I blinked.

“Not date?” I asked, mildly confused.

“That’s all this one could talk about the last time we went out.” He jerked his thumb at Finn, grinning. “Drank himself stupid over it.”

I thought back to that night during our first week in the Capital when Finn had gone out for drinks with the team and I had gone out for a catch up with Nate. I stole a glance at Finn then. He stood with a forced casualness, hands in his pockets as he leant against the desk. But there was a darkness in his eyes as he glared towards Garner.

“Warren–” Finn’s voice dropped into a low warning. But Warren only laughed it off, unfazed.

“Last I saw, he gave up on drowning his sorrows in a bottle and found a redhead to drown them in instead.”

I froze.

My mind went back to that night, unbidden. Finn had returned to the apartment in the early hours of the morning. The sounds of loud, frantic , and far too intimate interactions with an unknown woman taunted me, even through his closed bedroom door.

Jealousy flared. Irrational, instinctive, and primal.

I flicked a glance at Finn, and immediately softened when I saw the look in his eyes. Something almost…apologetic. Ashamed, even.

Two things crossed my mind then.

One, drinks with Finn, without the pressure of the case, or the pretense of us being undercover might actually be… fun . Even if we were joined by the entire team. And two? There is no way in this world or the Other I would risk Finn going out alone and returning to our apartment with another stranger.

My jealousy would not survive it.

I turned back to Garner, forcing a smile.

“Count me in.”

***

“…Because the fermentation process doesn’t just alter the sugar content, it actually changes the molecular structure of the liquid itself, which is why–” Edward’s voice had the kind of passionate enthusiasm that only someone who had spent too many hours alone with their niche knowledge could possess. If it wasn’t already clear from his case file, it certainly was now. Edward Wyatt was obsessed  with chemistry. He paused suddenly self-aware, blinking a couple of times, as if realising he was spiraling. “I’m sorry, I’m rambling. What was the question?”

I lifted my glass, taking a slow sip, fighting back a grin. I couldn’t help it, the genuine way he got lost in his passion was endearing.

“I asked what you were drinking.” I said, my lips curving into a smile that was part fondness, part amusement. He adjusted his glasses, his cheeks turning a shade pinker as he glanced down at his drink, clearly a little flustered.

“Oh. Right. Whiskey. Smokey, with a hint of vanilla and–”

“And absolutely wasted on you, Wyatt, because you are drinking it far too slow.” Finn interjected, his voice smooth and effortlessly confident. His arm draped casually against the back of my chair, fingers trailing light, almost distracting  patterns across my skin. The warm caress of his fingers was comfortable, more than that it was pleasant.

I turned towards him, meeting his lazy, seductive grin. His eyes were slightly hooded from the drink, but that only made his effortless handsomeness even more intoxicating than the alcohol.

“Isn’t alcohol supposed to be savoured?” I teased, the words bolstered by a confidence brought on by the tipsy haze of wine. Finn’s grin only deepened, a slow, deliberate curve of his lips. I was not sure if it was his smile making my head spin, or the two large glasses of wine I had consumed.

“Depends on the objective, my love.” His voice dropped low, as smooth as the whiskey he and Edward had been drinking. “And since my objective tonight is to get satisfyingly, deliriously drunk, I would say savouring it is the least of my concerns.”

As if to prove his point he knocked back the rest of his drink, and then lightly tipped my glass towards my lips, encouraging me to finish the last drops of wine. I let him, feeling the warmth spread in a way that had nothing to do with the alcohol.

“Are you trying to get me drunk, Finn Allerton?”

Finn leaned in, his breath warm against my skin, and that ever-present glint of mischief in his eyes.

“Now why would you think that, my love?” He plucked the empty glass from my hands, then turned to the rest of the group. “Anyone want another? I’m buying.”

Isadora and Garner eagerly accepted, exchanging knowing smiles. Pendrel, who had been in a foul mood all evening, snorted in a dismissive grunt. Essie politely declined with a soft smile. Wyatt, still nursing his whiskey, followed suit, shaking his head.

“None for me either,” I said. “I have already had too many.”

Finn shot me a mockingly disappointed look.

“You’ve had two  glasses.” He drawled, amusement lacing his voice.

I raised a brow, laughing softly.

“And that’s enough. Shapeshifter biology, remember?” I reminded him. Finn’s eyes darkened, the playfulness slipping into something more intense as he leaned in a little closer, his grin turning from mischievous to wicked.

I couldn’t help but notice how much he had drunk tonight, far more than his forced restraint when we went undercover. And whilst tonight was a night of pleasure, and not business, there was a deep, niggling sense of concern that Finn had consumed far more than anyone else.

“Oh, I remember.” He murmured, so close I could smell the whiskey on his breath. “And what was it I said last time we spoke about your shapeshifter biology?” He tapped his chin, feigning a lack of recall, but we both knew he remembered perfectly. And so did I.

I swallowed hard.

“Eurgh. You two are sickeningly cute.” Isadora remarked, scrunching her nose in mock disgust, though the lightness in her eyes gave her away. Essie sighed wistfully.

“Oh, to be young and single again.” Her gaze flicked between Finn and me, a knowing, almost nostalgic look in her expression. Warren chuckled, shaking his head.

“Even when I was young, I don’t think I was brave enough to flirt with my colleagues.” He added, bringing his pint to his lips, his grin almost as wide as Finn’s.

“More like stupid enough.” Pendrel snorted.

Ignoring his remark, I raised a brow at the rest of my colleagues.

“We are not  flirting.” I said, forcing seriousness into my tone.

“Speak for yourself, my love. I was definitely  flirting.” He gave a gentle squeeze with the arm still resting around my shoulder, grinning down at me, the alcohol heightening his natural confidence and charm.

I flicked my eyes up to meet his, his grin was infectious.

Finn only grinned wider, as he got up from the chair and made his way towards the bar, emphasising his determination to buy me another wine before he left.

The conversation continued, and our laughter reverberated over the clinking of glasses and the chatter of the bar. It was almost strange in moments like these to think any one of the people I was now sat with could be the person sharing classified, insider information with the Knightguard. Getting to know them had made the idea of betrayal feel personal, almost unbearable.

Finn returned, sliding back into the chair beside me with a quick grin. He set the drinks down on the table, but instead of the wine I had expected, he placed a large pint of water in front of me, winking as he did.

Across the table, the laughter had turned into something more serious.

“He’s fine, Isa–” Warren began, but Isadora cut him off, her voice edged with irritated concern.

“Look at him. He’s going to start a fight.” She gestured towards the bar where Pendrel had stubbornly ventured to get his own drink, rather than accept one from Finn.

“Pendrel is a lot of things, Isa. But he’s not violent.” Essie shook her head, her voice calm but firm, always the maternal voice of reason.

Pendrel was engaged in a heated conversation with another patron at the bar.

A shapeshifter.

I looked closer.

Mismatched wings moved erratically on their back. One clearly smaller than the other.

Not a shapeshifter, a Zepher.

The tension between them was evident. Both standing a little too close, their voices rising a little too high. They were beginning to draw attention. The Zepher took a bold step forward, invading Pendrel’s space. Pendrel immediately threw his hands up in surrender and backed off. There was no further escalation, but it was clear he was not willing to stand his ground, not when it came to a physical confrontation.

With a huff, he turned sharply and stormed outside, muttering a curse under his breath.

“That man needs to sort his fucking  issues.”

Everyone at the table turned to look at Edward. Eyes wide, we all stared at him, shocked. Edward was usually so reserved, so controlled, that hearing him swear, let alone express anger, was startling.

“What?” he added, defensively. “You don’t think his obvious disdain of shapeshifters is disrespectful? He treats Briar like shit. ”

The silence that followed was suffocating.

All eyes flicked from Wyatt, to me.

“What? Are you all just going to let that slide because he’s our boss?” He challenged. Everyone on the table seemed to sink within themselves. Warren calmly met his gaze without flinching.

“No one is letting it slide, mate.” He murmured, but Edward was right, no one had stood up to Pendrel. At least not to my knowledge. Only Finn had consistently challenged him, every time. Without hesitation. Without care for the consequences.

Edward muttered something under his breath, pushing his chair back with sudden force.

“Whatever. I’m going for some air.”

He stormed off, leaving the group in uneasy silence.

His outburst was...uncharacteristic. But then again, maybe we all had too much to drink.

I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to avoid the pitying glances from my colleagues.

After a long moment, I rubbed my temple, as if trying to massage away a headache. I exhaled sharply.

“You know, I think the wine has gone to my head. I’m going to get some air too.”

Finn’s thumb traced slow circles over my knuckles as I pushed back my chair. He arched a brow, a quiet question, an unspoken offer to follow. I met his gaze, giving him a small smile and a shake of my head. He only nodded, his fingers tightening around mine for a fleeting moment before he let go.

The evening air was pleasant. Night had settled but the days were lengthening, the warmth lingering even as the moon cast its light in the sky. Off to the side, I spotted Edward and Ramona, their heads bent close in hushed conversation.

"Mona! What are you doing here?" I called out, moving over to join them. Edward’s head snapped up at the name. His brow furrowed, a flicker of confusion crossing his face.

“Mona?” he echoed, his gaze narrowing slightly.

Ramona didn’t break eye contact with him as she stepped closer, draping an arm around my back and resting her head on my shoulder in an easy, familiar gesture.

"This one walked into the bathroom while I was vomiting . That kind of introduction either makes or breaks a friendship.” Ramona grinned. Edward chuckled, but his eyes kept flicking between us, assessing, calculating. The smile lingered a beat too long, never quite reaching his eyes. Finally, his gaze settled on Ramona, one brow lifting slightly - like he was not entirely convinced by her story.

“Right.” He said bluntly. “I just didn’t realise you even knew each other. Never mind that you were close. ” Edward’s voice was even, but there was something unreadable beneath it.

“I didn’t realise I had to run all my friendships past you, Eddie.”

There was a sharpness in their conversation that told me I was missing something.

I cleared my throat.

“Pendrel not around?” I asked eventually, both to stifle the growing awkwardness and an attempt to avoid an encounter with the one person who so openly resented me.

Edward just shrugged.

“He smoked his cig and left,” he muttered.

And then it hit me.

That scent.

A distinct, lingering smokiness. Not just the usual stale bite of tobacco, but something more. A specific scent. One I recognised. The same one I had caught in the alley the other night. A dulled version of what I had picked up with my heightened senses, now lingered in the air around us.

I stilled, my breath catching, my eyes widening with realisation.

“Briar, are you okay?” Ramona’s voice pulled me back.

I blinked, shaking off the thoughts.

“Yeah. Fine.” I forced a smile, glancing between the two of them. “I just remembered - I need to tell Finn something.”

I offered a quick goodbye before heading back inside. Their retreating voices, hushed and low and almost argumentative, caught my attention briefly.

But as I stepped into the warmth of the bar, my focus locked on one thing.

Finding Finn.

He was still in the same spot I had left him, another whiskey nearly drained in his glass. But the moment I stepped inside, his gaze found mine. Instead of moving directly towards him, I gave the table a wide berth, tilting my head to gesture towards a darker, more secluded corner of the bar. Without hesitation, Finn pushed up from his chair and followed, closing the distance between us with an easy, confident stride.

As soon as he reached me, his lips curled into a slow, teasing grin.

“The small hope I had that you dragged me back here for a hot, messy make-out session is dying a slow, painful death.” His voice was a lazy drawl. He leaned against the wall, utterly at ease, watching me like I was his favourite form of entertainment.

I rolled my eyes, but I could not fight the smirk pulling at my lips.

"Remember that cigarette scent I told you about? In the alley?" I asked. Finn’s grin deepened, knowing, infuriating.

“You’re all business and no pleasure, my love.” He purred, his lips formed a soft pout, but the glint in his eye was anything but innocent.

“Focus charmer.” I playfully scolded. The corner of his mouth tugged up into an infuriatingly amused smirk. He folded his arms, ankles casually crossing. A movement so effortlessly handsome it was borderline unfair. A dangerous part of me entertained the idea of taking him up on that make-ou t offer.

Just for a second.

Just to wipe that smug smile off his face.

Not because I was remembering the way he kissed me the other night.

“I remember.” His voice was smooth with effortless charm, and despite his slightly hooded eyes and the whiskey clouding his gaze, I could tell his entire focus was on me. I leaned in, lowering my voice as my eyes flicked around the room, making sure we were alone.

"I think it was Pendrel."

Finn’s brows shot up, the playful glint in his eyes disappeared.

"Are you sure?" His voice was quieter now, the question almost sobering him. I shook my head, letting out a deep sigh.

"I can’t be 100% certain, but Wyatt said Pendrel smoked a cigarette and left. And the scent–" I stopped myself, glancing around again before continuing, "–the scent was the same as the one in the alley." Finn chewed the inside of his cheek in contemplation, fingers tapping gently against his bicep. His bulging muscled bicep. "And before, when that zepher confronted him, he didn’t fight back. He just backed off. Our mole didn’t put up a fight with Folde either."

Finn exhaled slowly, his voice dropping to match mine.

"Okay. Let’s make a note of it, see how this fits with what we already know." He nodded, I could almost see the thoughts ticking behind his eyes, ideas clicking into place, calculating, strategising. I furrowed my brow, chewing nervously on my bottom lip, an uneasy knot tightening in my chest.

“Do you really think Pendrel could be our mole?” My voice was quiet, uncertain. Finn tilted his head slightly, that irresistibly frustrating and unfairly cute expression surfacing, the one he made when he was deep in a theory.

“It’s looking likely,” he admitted, his voice steady but laced with concern. “He has cases that put him in direct contact with key Knightguard members, his badge is being used to access the archives room…and now there’s growing evidence, circumstantial or not, that it was Pendrel in the alley with Folde and the elusive Lainey the other night.”

I swallowed, nodding, but the unease didn’t fade.

Finn moved before I could process it. His fingers tilted my chin up, his touch warm and certain.

“Briar,” he murmured, his voice softer now, steadier. “Your suspicions are justified. You don’t have to worry about his bias toward you clouding your judgment.”

I exhaled, searching his gaze.

“I just feel like we’re still missing something.”

Finn didn’t hesitate. His hands slid to my waist, pulling me just a little closer.

“And we’ll find it,” he promised, voice low, unwavering. He leaned in, his breath warm against my skin. “We don’t have enough to act yet, but we watch. We listen. If he’s our guy, he’ll slip up eventually.”

Finn reached up, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear, his fingers brushing my cheek in the process. But he didn’t pull away. His hand lingered, fingertips ghosting over the back of my neck, resting there a moment too long, as if he wasn’t quite ready to let go.

“You know, we’re going to need a cover for you pulling me over here, to stop the team from getting too suspicious.” His voice was low, husky, edged with amusement.

The corner of his mouth ticked up into a knowing smile.

“Right. A cover.” I murmured.

Instinct took over before logic could catch up.

I kissed him.

Finn hesitated for only a fraction of a second before his lips responded.

And when he did, he devoured.

He pulled me closer. One arm locking around my waist, the other threading his fingers into my hair, tilting my head so that his lips brushed mine at the perfect angle.

The kiss started slow. Soft. A careful exploration, deliberate and unhurried. Not like the one in the alley days ago. Wild, desperate, reckless. A collision of lips, and breath, and gentle murmurs of passion. That kiss had made me forget everything .

Who I was, what I was doing, who  I was kissing.

This kiss was different. Deliberate. Deep.

And this time, unimpacted by the haze of adrenaline, I knew exactly  who I was kissing.

And by the Other , I never wanted to stop.

But I did stop, reluctantly. Pulling back just enough so that our breaths mingled, our lips still hovering near each other.

"Will that work as our cover?" I murmured, the two of us still so close that the movement brushed against my lips like a tease. Finn chuckled, the sound low and indulgent, his smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. But he didn’t move away. Instead, his tongue flicked over his lower lip, deliberate, teasing.

"I was actually going to suggest that you pulled me aside to tell me you were calling it a night because you felt uncomfortable after the whole Pendrel thing."

Heat rushed to my cheeks.

Omni above .

I cursed myself for being so stupidly impulsive.

"Why didn’t I think of that?" I groaned, but Finn just chuckled, the sound deep and too knowing. He still didn’t pull back. If anything, his body seemed even more relaxed against mine, like he was perfectly content to stay tangled up like this forever.

And maybe so was I.

"Doesn’t matter, my love." He said, his eyes flickering across the bar and even without turning, I felt the weight of multiple eyes on us. "Your cover worked, they’re all looking at us like a bunch of grinning idiots. Not a single suspicious eye in sight."

I groaned and buried my head into his shoulder, embarrassed.

“I don’t know if I have the energy to face their teasing tonight,” I mumbled into his shirt. Finn chuckled softly, the sound vibrating through his chest, his breath warm against my temple.

“We could always just sneak out?” He murmured. I lifted my head to look at him, dangerously tempted by the spark of mischief in those mesmerising green eyes.

“If we sneak out, there will definitely be talk in the office.” I warned, raising a brow. Finn only shrugged, utterly unbothered.

“There’s going to be talk in the office regardless.”

Before I could argue, he leaned in, his fingers brushing my cheek with a touch so achingly gentle it sent a shiver down my spine.

Then, without hesitation, he kissed me again.

Sweet. Slow. But no less intense.

By the time I leaned in, chasing the taste of him, it was already over.

I blinked up at him, breathless.

“What was that?”

His lips curled, eyes glinting in the low light.

“Just sealing the performance.”

Liar.

He was enjoying this far too much. And, Omni help me , so was I.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Finn murmured, his lips teasingly close to mine as he spoke. His hand slid from my waist to the small of my back, guiding me toward the door.

A chorus of whistles and knowing laughter erupted from our colleagues as we stepped outside.

Finn just grinned. Mischievous, smug, and so effortlessly, devastatingly handsome that my heart rate stuttered, my stomach tying in knots.

By the Other.  I was in so  much trouble.
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Finn pulled me along the pavement eagerly, weaving through the bustling crowds of the Alpha district. The city hummed around us. Neon signs bathed the streets in colour. Music and laughter from nearby clubs filled the air. Every so often, he glanced back at me. Green eyes glinting with something undeniably wicked, and that familiar smirk played on his lips.

My heart raced, and there was a nervous fluttering in my stomach.

With a swift, playful turn, Finn led us into a shadowed alleyway, where the noise of the city dulled to a low murmur. He pushed me against the cool brick wall. His body caged mine, close enough that I felt the heat radiating from him. His strong yet surprisingly tender fingers cupped my chin, the touch both commanding and gentle. He tilted my gaze up, eyes flickered over my face, no longer just mischievous, but burning with a more deeper intense desire.

His lips curled into that sensual smirk that made my knees weak.

My fingers reached up to trace the sharp line of his jaw, feeling the roughness of his stubble under my touch. I  pulled him closer, letting our foreheads press together, our lips hovering, just shy of meeting.

A slow, delicious torment.

“I want to kiss you so fucking much, Heartley.” He murmured, his voice low and sultry, each word a teasing brush against my lips.

“What’s stopping you?” I challenged. Less a question, more a demand.

His restraint snapped.

Finn’s lips crashed against mine, fierce and claiming. The intoxicating, nectar-sweet taste of him flooded my senses, whiskey and heat and something distinctly Finn . A soft groan rumbled from his chest as his hands found my waist, strong fingers digging in just enough to make me gasp.

Then they moved lower.

He traced the curve of my back, the dip of my spine, the swell of my hips, before sliding down to my thighs.

Omni above , I was drowning  in him.

I arched into his touch, biting down on my lip to muffle the soft moan that was aching to be released.

And then–

The distant wail of a siren. Followed by an eerily familiar car horn.

The moment shattered.

A chill crept down my spine, cold and insidious.

Not a chill of excitement, not from the heat of his touch.

But a chill of impending dread.

I tore my gaze from Finn’s intense eyes to take in our surroundings.

The streets were suddenly quiet. Too quiet. The streets in the Alpha district were never quiet.

To my left loomed the giant iron gates of my childhood home, menacing and imposing. We were in Delta. On the doorstep of Vitatrix’s Home for Misplaced Children. The realisation hit me like a cold dread. How had we ended up here?

Three motorcycles roared past on the street, and my heart stopped. The sound was all too familiar. Panic surged through me as I broke away from Finn, rushing to the edge of the alley just as the streetlamp across the road flickered and went out, plunging us into darkness. A cold breeze stirred the air, sending a newspaper skittering past our feet. My eyes caught the date on the front page, and my blood ran cold.

We weren’t just in the Delta district - we were 12 years in the past.

The night didn’t just resemble the fateful night of my auntie’s death.

It was that night.

I spun around, my hands trembling as I grabbed Finn’s arm, trying to pull him away.

“Finn, we have to get out of here. Now.” My voice quivered with fear, but he didn’t budge. He stood there, unresponsive, as if he could not hear or see me. His eyes stared ahead, vacant, like he was a statue frozen in time.

A car swerved around the corner, speeding towards us at a terrifying pace. My heart pounded in my chest. The events of that horrific night 12 years ago unfolding with sickening accuracy. I yanked harder on Finn’s arm, desperation clawing at me, but he remained immovable, his fate sealed just like my Auntie Kat’s had been.

“ Finn, please. ” I begged, my voice cracking under the weight of my fear. But it was too late. The car slowed as it reached the entrance of the alley.

A single arm emerged from the open passenger seat window, holding a shotgun.

All I could see were my own eyes staring back at me, before the gun fired.

No!

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Three gunshots rang out, echoing in the stillness.

The bullets came in slow motion. And I was helpless to stopping them.

All three hit their mark. And Finn crumpled to the ground with a sickening thud.

“ No! ” I screamed, dropping to my knees beside him, the metallic scent of blood thick in the air. Finn’s blood pooled around him, far too much for any human to lose and still survive. His skin turned deathly pale, his body limp, lifeless. His once vibrant green eyes were now dull, empty.

“ Finn. ” I sobbed, my hands trembling as I frantically shook his lifeless corpse. Tears blurred my vision as I cupped his cheeks, trying desperately to stimulate any sign of life back into him. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely hold him steady. His hot, sticky blood soaked into my skin, my clothes, under my nails.

I tapped his cheeks lightly, leaving blood where our skin met, my voice breaking.

“Finn, wake up!” The taps grew more frantic, turning into desperate shakes of his entire body. “ Finn, wake up, please. Finn– ”

***

“ Briar!”  

Finn’s voice pierced through the fog of my fading nightmare, jolting me awake. I gasped, eyes snapping open to find him hovering above me, his expression etched with worry. One of his hands rested gently on my cheek, while the other squeezed my shoulder with a firmness that told me he had been trying to wake me for some time. His breathing was heavy, mirroring the rapid rise and fall of my own chest as I struggled to shake off the lingering terror of the nightmare.

“ Finn. ” His name on my lips was a desperate sob as my eyes devoured his almost naked body, checking for any sign of hurt or injury. I pushed against his chest, flipping our positions so he sat beneath me. My hands pressed against his abdomen, checking frantically for the open gaping wounds that were there just moments ago. “Are you okay? You’re not hurt?!” I asked. Tears clouded my vision as I continued to feel for the injury, but was relieved to find no blood. Just smooth unbroken skin.

“I’m fine, my love,” he said gently, his fingers coming to rest against mine still pressed against his chest. The steady thump of his heartbeat beneath my palm sent a wave of gratitude crashing over me. Rapid, panicked, but alive.

Alive.

“We were kissing. And then suddenly we were there  again. But it wasn’t Kat it was you. And there was so much blood and–” I was surprised my words came out coherent, leaving my lips in a breathless, hysterical sob.

Finn pulled me closer. He was shaking. No, I was shaking. My body trembled as my breathing turned erratic, trying to fill my lungs with air, and failing. The panic clung to me.

Suffocated me.

“It was just a nightmare, my love.” Finn murmured, his hand brushing back the sweat-slicked curls from my face while the other caressed my thigh in a calming rhythm. His green eyes remained locked on mine, soft, soothing. “I’m okay. I’m safe. You’re safe, my love.”

Gradually, my breathing slowed, and I nodded gently at his words, my forehead brushing against his where we remained intimately connected.

“Just a nightmare.” I murmured. Finn’s mouth tugged up into a soft smile.

“Just a nightmare.” He confirmed, his voice steady. Echoing my words to ease my fear.

“You’re alive.” The words escaped as a breathless sigh of relief, trembling on my lips.

“Yes, I’m alive, my love.” He chuckled softly, his gaze twinkling with affection. “I do hope that was a sigh of relief and not of resignation.”

I managed a weak laugh, but I was unable to fight the tears that followed. Finn just continued to softly soothe me, wiping each tear away as it fell until there were no more, and my breathing returned to its natural rhythm.

Only when he was certain my panic finally subsided, the soft smile transformed into that mischievous smirk of his.

“So,” he purred, his voice playfully teasing, “we were kissing?!”

I laughed, climbing off his lap and settling down onto the bed next to him.

“ That’s  what you’re choosing to focus on?!”

Finn’s grin only widened, as he leant back against the headboard behind him, his head tilted in my direction. His green eyes sparkled with amusement, but there was an edge of concern beneath it, and I knew he was trying to distract me. To pull my mind away from the horrors. He shrugged.

“I like to focus on the positives.” He smiled, and I shook my head lightly. I reached for my phone, and I glanced at the screen. 6:30 a.m. The numbers glowed back at me, stark and cold, but it was the date beneath them that sent a shiver down my spine.

The 12th anniversary of Auntie Kat’s death.

“There’s something I have to do today,” I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper as I turned to meet Finn’s gaze once more. His eyes softened as he looked down at me, the concern from earlier still lingering. “Will you come with me?” I asked, the invitation slipping out before I could second-guess it. It wasn’t like me to let my guard down like this, but something about today, whether it was the significance of the date, the lingering effects of the nightmare, or perhaps just the vulnerability that came with a sleepless night, made it easier to open up to him.

“Of course, my love. Anything for you.”
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The crisp morning air was tinged with the delicate scent of fresh flowers, gently laid on the graves by loved ones who had yet to cross into the Other world. The cemetery was quiet, apart from the occasional rustle of leaves or the distant call of a bird.

A peaceful but heavy stillness thick with unspoken grief.

Beside me, Briar’s soft sobs broke through the stillness. Every few seconds, she wiped a tear from her cheek with trembling fingers, followed by a faint sniffle. I stood silently at her side, my arm was wrapped around her waist, pulling her close, offering whatever strength I could in this moment of quiet devastation. Her head rested against my shoulder, silver curls spilling over the dark fabric of my jacket. I pulled her tighter into my side, to comfort her but also because I enjoyed holding her close. Though, I knew no amount of comfort could truly dull the ache she felt today. I had been there myself. I understood her devastation.

The pain of grief.

“She was my auntie,” Briar whispered, her voice fragile, barely audible over the gentle rustling of the wind. “My biological  auntie.”

I shuffled slightly, glancing down at her as she spoke. Pain lingered in those mesmerising violet eyes.

And something inside me broke.

It shattered the last fragile thread of restraint, the one keeping me from admitting that my feelings for her weren’t fleeting. They weren’t just physical, weren’t just desire. I felt a primal, undeniable need to protect her. To drive away that pain and replace it with comfort, with belonging, with something deeper that I was not willing to admit to myself just yet.

“Briar, you don’t have to–” I began softly, but she interrupted before I could finish.

“No. It’s okay. I want to.” She insisted, her voice strong despite the tremor in it. “Her story deserves to be told.” She drew in a shaky breath, her gaze fixed on the gravestone before us.

“She was only 12 years older than me, my dad’s younger sister. She was devastated, apparently, when she learned what they did, powerless to stop it, too young to change anything.” Briar’s voice was quiet, but beneath it lay a raw edge of sorrow, of longing. “She was the one who told me, all those years later, what my parents had done. How they abandoned me in the hospital after my birth and they discovered the truth about my genetics.” A cool breeze swept past us, tugging lightly at Briar’s silver curls, but she didn’t move, lost in the memory of the devastating past.

“When she was old enough, when she turned 21, she started looking for me.” Briar continued, her voice softer now, as if the weight of the words were becoming too much. “The process took three years...finding me, confirming my identity through DNA testing, putting in the adoption application. She visited several times during those years.” Briar’s hand rose to brush away another tear. Her face was pale, her lips slightly parted like she was struggling to find the breath to finish speaking.

My heart ached for her.

“I got to know her, however briefly.” She murmured, her voice faltering. “She was kind, and funny, and everything my little 12 year-old heart desperately needed. Finally, the application went through, and she became my legal guardian.” Her breath hitched, and I could tell that the story was about to take a darker turn.

A long pause stretched between us, the silence almost suffocating.

I felt the weight of her next words before she even spoke them.

“I was out, Finn.” Her voice was quiet, but laced with an undeniable, deep unyielding pain. “Out of that wretched place, that prison disguised as a home, so deprived of love and care and belonging. I was out and for the first time in my life I felt safe. Truly safe, and loved .” She wiped a tear, her voice breaking. “Taylor did his best and I will always be grateful to him for being the only good thing in that horrid place. But he was only a child himself, and Vita’s could never truly be a home.”

She fell silent.

Deadly silent.

The change was instant. Every tear, every tremor of emotion, gone.

Leaving behind something hollow. Something broken.

When she finally spoke again, I understood why.

“I had been living with Kat for a moon when my world came crashing down again.” Her voice wavered, the emotion breaking through. “We had gone back to Vita’s for a settling-in assessment, and on our way home...there was a shooting.” Her words were laced with raw pain, and I could feel her trembling against me. “The official reports say it was gang-related,” Briar said, her voice barely above a whisper. “That it was a case of mistaken identity. That we were in the wrong place at the wrong time. But...whoever did it was never caught.”

The unsolved weight of the case hung over her like a shadow.

“Your cold case?” I asked softly, already knowing the answer. Briar nodded, a single tear escaping and rolling down her cheek. Her voice caught in her throat as she fought back a sob.

“That was when I decided I was going to be an agent.” She choked out, her voice raw but steady, laced with the fierce determination I had come to expect, to resent, to admire . “To bring down her killer. To get justice. It’s what she deserved.”

That was her fight.

That had always  been her fight.

And I saw it now, the relentless drive, the unshakable will that had pushed her to the top time and time again. It wasn’t just ambition. It wasn’t just the desire to win, to be the best.

It was survival.

A need, not a want. A fire that refused to die, even when grief threatened to smother it. Even now, as she stood beside me, trembling under the weight of all she had lost, that fire still burned.

Undeniable. Unyielding. Unextinguishable.

She was a weapon forged in loss, in grief. Shaping her into something sharper, stronger. Wielded by sheer will and determination alone.

“She would have been proud of you, you know?” I whispered, my voice thick with grief I had no right to feel. I watched the way her face contorted, as though she was trying to hold back another flood of tears.

Briar didn’t speak.

She couldn’t.

Her throat tightened with the effort to remain composed.

I didn’t say anything more, just held her, awed at the immense strength it took for her to stand here, reliving the tragedy.

The soft sound of footsteps approached from behind. Briar and I turned to see four figures nearing, almost silhouetted against the pale morning light filtering through the trees, but as they neared I began to make out their faces. Three walked in unison, a close-knit group, while a fourth lingered slightly behind.

I recognised Taylor instantly, Briar’s brother. He moved with purpose, like he had come to take on some of Briar’s burden himself. Beside him was Symon, his hand entwined with that of a small boy. Briar’s nephew, I assumed.

Zenatti was the one trailing slightly apart, his hands shoved deep into his jacket pockets, keeping a measured distance from the little family. There was a slight tension between him and Taylor, one that only existed between an older brother and his little sister’s ex-boyfriend.

Briar slipped from my arms, the warmth of her body leaving an unexpected coldness in her absence. She moved straight to Taylor first, folding herself into his arms like it was the only place she felt safe in the world. He held her tightly, his arms strong and unyielding, and she buried her face in his chest, her quiet sobs muffled against the thick fabric of his shirt.

Taylor met my eyes over her shoulder, his gaze a mixture of heaviness and gratitude. A silent, understanding thank you for standing by Briar’s side today.

After what felt like an eternity, Briar finally pulled away from Taylor’s embrace, wiping her tear-streaked face with the back of her hand. She turned to her brother-in-law next, offering a watery smile as he opened his arms to her. Their hug was gentler, more composed, but no less sincere. He murmured something low to her, words I could not hear but that made her nod as she thanked him for being there.

Next, she knelt to the young boy’s height, giving him a small, tender smile before ruffling his dark hair. The boy looked up at her with wide, serious eyes, and whispered something, offering her a small bunch of flowers he had been holding. Briar took the flowers with trembling hands, visibly touched.

“Thank you, Theo,” she whispered, her voice breaking slightly. She kissed the top of his head and stood, holding the flowers tightly to her chest.

And then she turned to Zenatti.

There was a pause, a slight hesitation, before they moved towards each other.

When they hugged, it was tight and intimate, like only two people who knew each other deep down into their very souls. Zenatti held her like he still thought it was his responsibility to protect her, even after all these years.

Something clenched deep in my gut, sharp and instinctual.

Possessiveness. Protectiveness.

A tangled knot of emotions I had no right to feel but couldn’t suppress.

He breathed her in, like he was memorising her scent. When they pulled apart, he placed a lingering kiss on her forehead. The knot inside me twisted, burning with jealousy. But I swallowed it down, forcing myself to be what she needed right now.

This wasn’t about me.

So I clenched my jaw, steadied my breathing and stood firm, solid. Determined to be the steady, unwavering support she needed.

We all stood in silent reflection for a moment, gazing down at Kat’s grave. There was a peacefulness in the air, as if even nature itself was paying its respects. Taylor stood with his arm around Briar, pulling her into his side as she rested her head on his shoulder. Briar’s tears had stopped, and her grief seemed to lessen as she stood within his arms. I stood to her right, slightly further away than I wanted to be. But I knew this was a moment for them, for her family, and I did not want to intrude.

Yet, in the stillness, I felt something soft brush against my fingers. Surprised, I glanced down to find Briar’s hand reaching out toward mine, her fingers tentative but warm. My heart raced at the unexpected connection.

Without hesitation, I took her hand, intertwining my fingers with hers and squeezing gently.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Taylor glance down at our linked hands. He rolled his eyes, but the playful smile tugging at the corner of his lips betrayed him. There was no hostility, only affection, and maybe a little bit of teasing older-brother protectiveness that came with loving a sister fiercely.

“So, Finn,” Taylor spoke up after a beat, his tone light. “Are you joining us for family lunch today?” His gaze flicked briefly to Zenatti, and he offered a nod of acknowledgment. “You’re always welcome too, you know, Nate.”

It was a genuine invitation, despite the history between them. Zenatti gave a small, appreciative smile, though there was something resigned in his eyes as he held his hands up in polite refusal.

“Thanks, Taylor. I really appreciate it.” He said, his voice warm but tinged with regret. “But I’m already late for work. Cory knows where I am, he sends his love.”

Briar nodded, her expression softening. “Thanks for being here, Nate. It meant a lot.” She reached out, pulling him into a brief, farewell hug, although her hand never left mine.

“Anything for you, Trouble.” He said quietly, before saying his final goodbyes to the group and leaving quickly. Taylor turned to me, waiting for my response on his lunch invitation.

“Oh. I wouldn’t want to intrude…” I started, but Briar’s hand tightened in mine, a subtle but firm gesture that stopped me mid-sentence. Taylor laughed, shaking his head.

“Intrude? Finn, you’ve been standing here holding my sister’s hand for the last hour, I don’t think you would be intruding.” He smirked knowingly, nudging Briar lightly in the ribs. She responded  with a playful eye roll. Briar turned to look at me, a genuine smile on her lips as she squeezed our intertwined fingers tightly.

“Please stay?” She insisted.

I nodded, the hope in her eyes making it impossible to refuse.

“Okay, my love. I’ll stay.” I replied, returning the squeeze of Briar’s hand.

“There’s one rule in our house if you agree to stay, Finn,” Taylor said, his voice momentarily stern but his eyes twinkling with amusement. “No work talk at the table. These two are terrible for it.” He grumbled, pointing between Briar and Symon.

Briar chuckled, her eyes dancing with mischief.

“You’ll come to learn that Taylor is actually pretty boring.” She said at the expense of her brother, but the words were teasing and they held no bite. Taylor threw his hands up in mock surrender.

“Me, boring? You’re all a bunch of workaholics!”

We laughed, the mood lifting as we made our way towards the exit of the graveyard.

The rising sun of the pink dawn at our backs was a reminder that no matter the darkness of the past, the light always prevails.


Agent Heartley, Briar

Shapeshifter. Badge number: 709.

35

“So, Finn, what’s it been like living with Briar?”

My brother asked, leaning back in his chair, a mischievous grin curling at the edges of his lips as he took a slow sip from his glass of wine. The innocence in his tone did not match the gleam in his eyes.

Lunch had gone surprisingly well. Finn and I had taken Theo to the park in the afternoon, and ended up staying later into the evening where we all shared a takeaway. Symon had already tucked Theo into bed, but the light outside had yet to fade to complete blackness. The golden hour glow shone through the window, illuminating the space in a summer-like warmth.

Finn sat beside me on the couch, his arm casually draped over the backrest. Instinctively, I nestled into his side, the familiar warmth of his presence drawing me in. He glanced at me briefly, raising a brow as a mischievous smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, like he could also sense the mock-innocence in Taylor’s question.

“It’s been surprisingly... pleasant. ” Finn chose his words with the careful diplomacy that could be expected from the son of the former Supreme Commander.

Taylor barked out a laugh.

“Pleasant? Come on, Finn, you can be honest! We’ve all lived with Briar. We know she can be a handful.” He challenged, eyes flickering to me, teasing and mischievous, but laced with deep undeniable affection and brotherly-love.  

“I’m trying to avoid saying anything that will get me into trouble.” Finn replied, smirking as he shot me a sidelong glance, his eyes glinting with mischief. He took a slow sip of his wine, glowing with amusement.

I scoffed, elbowing him playfully in the ribs.

“In seven years, I have never known you to be careful with your words, Finn Allerton.”

A teasing glimmer flickered in his gaze, and the corner of his mouth ticked up into a knowing smile that inexplicably made my heart tick.

“Yes, well I am trying to make a good impression in front of your brother, my love.” His voice was a smooth, honeyed charm. As he took another sip of his wine, I caught the look Taylor gave me. A raised brow, an insinuating smirk, and barely concealed amusement.

That nickname. My love.

It had become so natural, and second nature that usually, I barely registered it. But now, with my brother’s watchful gaze on us, I noticed. Finn no longer said the words as a taunt, or a playful tease, but with genuine warmth and affection. My pulse quickened, a rush of heat involuntarily creeping up my cheeks.

“So no books crowding every available surface in the apartment? No waking up at the crack of dawn to train? No unsolicited, albeit passionate karaoke about love and heartbreak at top volume in the shower?” Taylor asked far too casually, swirling the wine in his glass before tipping it to his lips, hiding his grin behind the gesture.

“ Taylor! ” I spluttered, lunging forward in my seat as I choked on my drink. I hastily set my half-full glass down on the coffee table, desperate to avoid spilling the dark red liquid on my brother's plush cream couch.

“Ah yes. The Nathan Zenatti make-up, break-up era was a fun one.” Symon chimed in, his grin just as teasing, full of equally as brotherly mischief that made my cheeks flush with embarrassment.

Finn arched a brow, his expression changing from amusement to intrigue.

“Yes to the books and the training. But no to the shower concert. Though,” he leaned in slightly, that conspiratorial grin spreading across his face, “that is something I’m eager to experience.” There was something both endearing and terrifying about the way Taylor and Finn looked at each other in that moment.

“I’m sure Finn would be delighted to hear about some of the more colourful experiences of your younger days.” Taylor said, his wicked grin spreading wider.

I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose and shaking my head.

“Seriously, do we have to?”

“Oh, we absolutely do,” Taylor insisted, his eyes gleaming with mischief. “You brought a boy home, Briar. You know the rules.”

I shot him a glare, though a hint of a smile tugged at my lips.

“I thought the rule about bringing a boy home was no sex on the couch?” I challenged playfully. Taylor scoffed, feigning a horrified expression, but the gleam in his eyes told me he was loving every second of this.

“And how many times did I catch you breaking that one with Nate?” He retorted, raising a brow. I choked on my drink, again, feeling my face heat as I tried to come up with a quick retort. Before I could manage, Finn interjected with a smirk.

“Oh, so that’s where the ‘no sex on the couch’  rule came from?” He leaned back casually, crossing his ankle over his knee, his arm sliding down from the back of the chair to rest against my shoulders in an effortless, intimate gesture.

“Such a hypocrite little sister,” Taylor playfully scolded, “I raised you to be better than that.”

I rolled my eyes, reaching for a cushion and throwing it at Taylor’s head with a little more force than necessary. Taylor just about caught it before it smacked him directly in the face, laughing as he threw it back gently.

Finn watched our interaction with an amused, playful grin, his fingers absentmindedly tracing circles on my shoulder.

“I’m just happy to know you would be open to breaking it.” Finn’s voice dropped to a low, suggestive purr. His wicked grin sent a hot rush coursing through me, and something fluttered in my stomach. His eyes darkened as his focus turned wholly on me, sparkling with mischief.

“Hey, lover boy. If you want to make a good impression you’ll stop looking at my sister like that in my  living room.” Taylor scolded, but there was no real bite behind the words, and his grin remained playful.  Finn met Taylor’s gaze with casual confidence, that infuriatingly charming smirk still playing on his lips. He raised his glass in a mock toast, taking a slow sip

“Noted. I’ll behave.”

I raised an accusatory brow, turning back towards Taylor and Symon, jumping instinctively to Finn’s defense.

“Oh don’t you act all innocent! It’s not like I haven’t walked in on you two doing far worse than simple flirting on more than one occasion.” I argued, rolling my eyes for emphasis.

“In our defence we were two PhD students raising a teenage shapeshifter, we had to find some way to let off steam.” Symon said, raising his glass to Taylor, clinking their drinks in agreement. The heated gaze the two of them shared was both sickening, and cute.

“Sounds like a wild house.” Finn commented, amusement lacing his tone.

“Oh, you have no idea,” I said with a grin. “The three of us shared a one-bedroom apartment for two years.  Eventually, you end up living on top of each other and getting way too comfortable with each other’s weird habits.”

Finn’s expression faltered for the briefest second, so fleeting I almost missed it. He masked it well, but the idea of sharing such a cramped space had likely never crossed his mind. He had probably grown up in a house with more rooms than people. To Taylor and I, that one bedroomed apartment had been a luxury. Nestled at the edge of Omega, it was a step up from Delta. Those who lived in Omega generally didn’t suffer, didn’t struggle, not really. They didn’t thrive in excess, but neither did they endure true hardship like in Delta.

“Like Taylor’s neurotic insistence on arranging refrigerated products in a very specific order.” I tilted my head, smirking.

“And Briar’s charming little habit of rearranging all the furniture every morning for her insane workout routines,” Taylor shot back, grinning. “That she forced us to join.”

“I was training for the VALE!” I scoffed.

Taylor waved a dismissive hand.

“Doesn’t change the fact that we woke up every day to find the couch in a new location.”

“Don’t act like you weren’t grateful,” I challenged, pointing between Taylor and Symon. “I am the sole reason the two of you were in such good shape for your wedding.”

Symon snorted, his wine glass already at his lips.

“She’s not wrong, Tay.” His grin was unapologetic as he took a slow sip. Taylor groaned dramatically, shaking his head.

“Damn it. I hate when she’s right.”

Finn chuckled beside me, his fingers still lazily tracing circles on my shoulder, a featherlight touch that sent heat pooling low in my stomach. He did not comment on our living situation, but I felt his curiosity humming beneath the surface. And maybe he liked knowing these pieces of me, the things I was usually reluctant to share with anyone .

And maybe, just maybe, I liked letting him in.

“She hasn’t roped you into any brutal training sessions yet, Finn?” Taylor asked, his tone far too amused.

“She’s got me going to Cory’s gym on the regular, but I’m half convinced that’s just her excuse to get in a few punches when I piss her off at work.” He teased, a playful glint in his eyes.  

“Half convinced?” I scoffed, lips curling into a smirk. “That’s the only reason I ask you to come with me.”

Finn tilted his head, turning his full attention to me. The look in his eyes was pure mischief, mixed with something darker, more deliberate.

“Really? I thought it was because you can’t get enough of seeing me hot, shirtless, and sweaty.” His voice dropped just slightly, smooth and teasing as he moved closer, his knee brushing against mine. The heat of him burned into my side.

“This is your idea of behaving?” Taylor asked, raising a brow.

“What can I say?” Finn said confidently, his eyes not leaving mine. “There are certain pleasures in life that are extremely difficult to resist, and your sister is one of them.”

“ Omni save me , I need more wine.” Taylor groaned. Symon rolled his eyes, entwining their fingers.

“Oh. Leave them alone.” He scolded playfully.

The world around us seemed to blur. The hum of Taylor and Symon's playful back-and-forth became a distant murmur. Finn held my gaze. His smirk softened into something more sincere. He looked at me as if he could see every thought racing through my mind, like he wanted to understand them, understand me.

But it was not just the weight of his heated stare that had my heart thudding louder in my chest. It was the ease with which he fit into this messy but precious little world of mine. The family I had built from nothing. The way he exchanged banter with Taylor like they had done it a hundred times before. The way Symon didn’t hesitate to include him, defend him.

Finn simply belonged.

As if he always had. As if he always would.

Finn’s fingers brushed my shoulder gently. His hand lingered just long enough for the lightest touch to send a shiver down my spine.

“Too far?” He asked softly, his voice barely above a whisper, the words meant only for me. The usual confidence in his tone wavered, replaced by something uncharacteristically vulnerable. I shook my head lightly, my lips curling into a soft smile.

“Since when have I been one of your pleasures in life?” I asked quietly, arching a brow. Finn took a slow sip of his wine, his gaze steady, though that quiet vulnerability still flickered beneath the surface.

“Define pleasure.” He replied. I tilted my head, considering his challenge.

“Pleasure,” I mused, the world rolled off my tongue in a tone that was perhaps more sultry than I intended. “Something that brings enjoyment or satisfaction.”

Finn hummed, tilting his glass slightly as he studied me with amused curiosity.

“There is your answer.” He responded casually. “I have found every battle of wit, every time I have unraveled your composure, every spark of fury in your eyes, thoroughly enjoyable, and utterly exhilarating.” He leaned in, his voice dropping lower, intimate. “And as for satisfaction?” His gaze dropped to my lips for a fleeting moment, and when they flickered back up to meet mine his gaze had darkened. “Well, t hat's where your definition falters. Because  I never walk away from you satisfied.” His voice was smooth and honeyed, a slow curl of a smirk played at his lips. “No, I leave every encounter with you desperate, undone, and aching for more.”

I swallowed hard.

My eyes betrayed me, flickering down to his lips, and in that second, memories crashed into me. Remembering the heat of his lips, their sweet taste, how they felt pressed against mine. Finn kissed like every moment might be his last, like he was desperate to leave the echo of his touch on my skin before the chance slipped away. Each kiss had been a claim, carving away at my defenses, drawing out a truth I had buried deep.

A truth I was not ready to face.

My heart rate picked up. The only thing stopping me from closing the space between us was the faint awareness of my brother still sitting across from us.

“Do you two want dessert? Or are you just going to keep staring at each other like you are  the dessert?” As if sensing his presence in my thoughts, Taylor’s voice snapped me back to reality. Finn didn’t move, but I could still feel the heat of his gaze lingering on me. I turned to find Taylor watching us, a knowing grin stretched across his face, one that said he had caught everything .

“You know I don’t turn down anything sweet.” I smiled, but the teasing edge to my tone had dulled. I was no longer feeling playful. Especially because this  - whatever was happening between me and Finn - was not just playful teasing anymore.

It was something different, something undeniable.

It was dangerous. Thrilling. Addictive.

But I had never been one to back down from danger. And I wasn’t about to start now.
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After we finished dessert, Symon and Briar had gathered the plates and moved to the kitchen to wash up - leaving me alone with Taylor.

The quiet felt different now.

The silence was no longer comfortable. The easy camaraderie from earlier had vanished, replaced by something heavier. The playful spark in Taylor’s eyes had dimmed, his expression unreadable, calculating.

I fidgeted in my seat, trying to ease the discomfort. The wine had been replaced with coffee during dessert, but the tense atmosphere had me itching to pour myself another glass. That, or a whiskey.

Fuck, I could do with a whiskey.

I cleared my throat and crossed an ankle over my knee, leaning back in my chair trying my best to appear unaffected.

“Why do I feel like you’re about to give me the big brother talk?” I asked, keeping my tone deliberately light and casual to hide the tension I was feeling.

Taylor didn’t immediately respond.

Instead, he took a slow sip of his coffee, his sharp eyes never leaving mine. The silence stretched. Finally, he exhaled deeply, setting his cup down on the table with a quiet clink.

“You tell me, Finn,” he said, voice even, measured. “Do I need to?”

I let out a short, humourless laugh, shaking my head.

“You’re acting like I’m some kind of threat.”

Taylor’s brow arched.

“Aren’t you?” Something about his tone made my stomach tighten. My fingers flexed, clenching against the worn leather of the armrest as my gaze flicked to the almost-empty bottle of wine on the table.

Deities I would look pathetic if I downed the last dregs of wine from that bottle.

“Did Briar ever tell you how the two of us met?” Taylor asked, his tone deceptively casual, such contrast to the darkness in his eyes. He leaned back in his chair, fingers laced over his chest, tapping his thumbs together in a slow, measured rhythm.

I sipped my coffee thoughtfully, trying to mask my growing unease.

“I know the two of you grew up together at Vita’s,” I said carefully. “That you looked out for her.” Apart from that night when she shared a glimpse of her childhood through the photographs in the Vita’s archive, she had not shared much more about her years in that institution.

And I had not dared ask.

Taylor’s eyes stayed locked on mine, but his gaze was distant, unfocused. Like he wasn’t seeing me at all. Like he was looking straight through me into a memory. A ghost of the past that still haunted him.

“We arrived at Vita’s on the same day,” Taylor began, picking up his coffee but not placing it to his lips. I did not miss how his hands trembled, as he curled his fingers tighter around the mug, using it to steady himself. “I remember sitting in the main office as they completed my paperwork, just signatures and stamps, legalities shuffled around like I was nothing more than a case file. It was all very technical and cold, especially since I had just tragically lost my parents in a car accident hours before all this.”

I had to stop myself from reacting too visibly to the nonchalance with which he spoke about such a loss. His voice remained even, but there was a hollowness that sat in the spaces between his words.

“I was numb. Tears had just stopped coming. Adults were asking me questions that I could not hear, not because the car crash had given me any lasting damage, but because I did not feel  anything. Did not have enough left in me to respond, to listen.” This time he did bring the coffee to his lips, taking a tentative sip, hands visibly trembling as he moved, though his voice remained steady. “I was not yet six years old and had just lost the only people I had ever loved. I had been snatched carelessly from the only life I had ever known. I was not just scared, Finn. I was petrified.”

His story unintentionally brought flashes of another car crash flickering through my mind.

Blood on the windshield. Twisted metal. Blue and red flashing lights. The sound of sirens–

Darkness lurked like a growing shadow.

Fuck it.

I reached for the wine, hands steady only because I forced them to be.

The last red drops trickled into my glass.

Red.

Red like Darla’s blood.

It was gone in two mouthfuls, but it didn’t help.

Taylor did not even notice, too lost in his own story.

I could feel my heart rate beginning to race in my chest. The darkness slowly consuming my mind, and I was not sure how much longer I would have before–

“And then they brought in this newborn baby,” Taylor’s expression softened. A light smile replaced the cold frown, and the shadow in his eyes was replaced with a familiar brightness. “A shapeshifter, born of human parents who didn’t want her.”

Briar.

The darkness receded. My breath evened out.

I swallowed and forced my focus back on Taylor.

“She was crying. Wailing, more like. This tiny, red-faced thing, screaming her lungs out.” Taylor let out a quiet chuckle, but there was no humour in it. He shook his head. “It was the most horrifying sound I had ever heard. Not because it was loud, but because of what it meant. She was terrified. Alone. Just like me.” He exhaled sharply, dragging a hand through his hair. “One of the workers tried to stop the crying. Rocking, shushing, maybe even singing, I don’t really remember. All I remember is that nothing worked. Eventually, they just gave up. Dumped her back into the car seat they had rented to transport her there, grumbling the whole time about needing to return it within the hour to avoid late charges.”

Taylor took a deep breath in, sighing deeply and shook his head. His eyes were glazed, distant, as if he could see Briar’s tiny newborn form as clearly as he could see me.

“All discussions about me stopped. Whatever assessments they had been doing, whatever questions they were supposed to be asking. Because they had plenty of places to put a five-year-old.” His lips pressed together, jaw tightening. “But a newborn? Vita’s didn’t take newborns. Didn’t need to. There are families all over Valverde, desperate for a child. A newborn wouldn’t stay in the system long.” His voice dropped, face paling. “A human  newborn wouldn’t, anyway.” Something clenched in my chest. Taylor’s expression darkened. “But a shapeshifter? That was a different story.”

His hands tightened around the mug, knuckles turning white. I was almost afraid it might break under the power of his grip.

“And so began the frantic discussion of what to do with her. Her parents didn’t want her. The list of families waiting to adopt didn’t want her. And now, they did not want her.” His brows furrowed, and I could see the anger radiating off him. And I felt it. Not just his fury, but my own. “Curious, I walked over to her.” Taylor’s words softened, a tender smile gracing his lips as he recounted the memory. “And I remember thinking she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. She already had this thin layer of silver hair. Soft, wispy, sticking up in places. Wild and untamable, even then.” He let out a quiet laugh, shaking his head. “I knelt beside the car seat and started rocking it gently, humming the lullaby my mum used to sing to me before bed.”

A pause. A breath.

“And just like that…the crying stopped.”

I could hear the wonder in his voice, like even now, after all these years, he still couldn’t believe it.

“She looked at me then,” he murmured, his expression turning achingly tender. “Huge violet eyes, staring right into mine. And I was mesmerised.” His voice tightened. “How could anybody not want her?” There was a lightness about his face when he talked about the moment. His gaze softened in a way that could only be described as love. “It felt like fate. I had lost everything I had ever loved, and she had not yet been given the chance to be  loved. In that moment, I made a choice. I would protect her. Always. I would stop those tears, no matter what it took.” His eyes flicked back to me, sharp now, the haze of the memory fading. “ And Omni save anyone who ever made her cry. ”

The soft warmth his gaze had held earlier disappeared, replaced by something darker.

“So you can imagine how tough it was for me when she called me on some late nights during her time at the VALE, crying. Unable to do anything from such a distance but listen.”

I swallowed hard.

Pain unlike anything I had ever known tightened in my chest.

I knew where this conversation was headed.

“She talked about this one guy. He would challenge her, belittle her, and undermine everything she did.” His glare was hard, unyielding. Self-hatred so thick it felt like it would consume me churned in my stomach. I knew now why the atmosphere in the room had turned so cold. “An ‘affluent beta district bastard’  she called him,” he added with a slight smirk, though his eyes remained cold. “To this day she has never told me his name,” Taylor paused, his gaze meeting mine, intense with something almost hateful. “But I’m not stupid, Finn.”

Guilt. Shame. Regret.

Walking through the doors of the VALE meant walking into my last chance at redemption.

But I had not anticipated Briar Heartley.

I knew that mine and Briar’s relationship at the VALE had been volatile. Toxic, even. I had done things. Shameful unspeakable things to her in the name of competition, pride, and humiliation. I had challenged her, pushed her, broken her down just to build myself up.

Because after Darla, there had been nothing but emptiness.

Until Briar.

Because from that first moment when she had corrected me in front of the entire class, I felt something. Anger, maybe. Humiliation definitely. Whatever it was, it had been the only real feeling I had in years.

She brought back the fight in me.

Because she was fucking brilliant.

She was the biggest threat to my redemption. The only person to ever truly challenge me.

If I could beat her, I could beat anyone.

If I could beat her, I would not be the failure I had proven myself to be over the years.

But I was so busy chasing the high of actually feeling something again I didn’t stop to consider the impact it might have on her.

It had been so easy to see her as a rival. An opponent.

Not a person.

Not someone I could lose.

Not someone who, despite everything, I might actually care about one day.

Fuck.

“It was never my intention to hurt her.” I said, because what else could I say? I could not apologise for what I did. Firstly because Taylor was not the one I should be apologising to, and secondly because without that toxic, volatile rivalry with Briar, I doubt I would even be alive to apologise anyway.

“I’m not trying to make you feel guilty.” His response was firm, but kind. “And I’m not naive enough to think Briar hasn’t played her part in this too. If I know my sister then she fought back just as hard as you pushed, if not harder.” He exhaled slowly, running a hand through his hair before leaning forward, placing his coffee cup down on the table and focusing the weight of his gaze on me. “But I don’t ever want to see her hurt like that again, Finn.”

I held his gaze, my jaw tightening. Exhaling sharply, I ran a hand through my hair.

“Hurting her is the last thing I want to do.”

Taylor studied me for a moment. Then, with a slow nod, he leaned back in his chair.

“Good.” He said, his tone softer now. His lips curling into something that somewhat resembled a smile. “I don’t know what has changed between you two lately, but she trusts you, Finn. More than that she actually likes you. As a friend, definitely. As something more? …well I certainly suspect she does.” He chuckled softly. “Briar doesn’t let people in easily. For her to share something as personal as Kat with you, to let you share this day by her side, then you must mean something to her. You wouldn’t be sitting on my couch right now if you didn’t. And the way you look at her? I suspect she means something to you too…”

I swallowed hard.

Something?

Briar was everything.

My eyes darted to the kitchen door where Briar’s laughter floated into the room like music.

“More than she knows.” I admitted quietly, the words tasting bittersweet.

Taylor’s lips curved into a knowing smirk.

“Good. She’s a hard one not to care about. And I think, despite everything, she’s met her match in you.” A comfortable silence settled over the room, the kind that only comes with mutual understanding and respect. “This city has a way of breaking people - or at least it certainly tries,” Taylor said, his tone contemplative. I nodded, a wry smile tugging at my lips. “But broken people don’t have to have broken endings, Finn.” Taylor continued, gesturing around the room.

I observed family photos on the walls, the children’s toys scattered across the floor, and the bassinet in the corner that was awaiting their joyous arrival. Each element was a testament to the life he had built and the love that filled his home. The warmth was a stark contrast to the harsh realities this city had dealt to all of us.

At that moment, Briar emerged from the kitchen, a dish towel slung over her shoulder. Her face was lit with a genuine smile, her eyes sparkling with warmth.

“Hey! You ready to go?” Briar’s voice was cheerful, a beacon of brightness in the cosy room. I smiled, though a hint of sadness lingered.

“Sure!”

As Briar exchanged her goodbyes with Taylor and Symon, I watched her in quiet contemplation. The broken pieces of my past seemed to be rearranging themselves, forming something that resembled a less broken future.

Forming themselves around her.

The city might have tried to break me, tried to break Briar, but perhaps, just perhaps, it had also given us the chance to rebuild something worth holding onto.
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Briar and I stepped out into the night, making our way down the short driveway of Taylor and Symon’s suburban Omega district home. The quiet between us felt heavy, but Briar seemed unphased by it. She moved with ease, her body language as relaxed as it had been all evening. Such a contrast with the war I was battling inside my head.

Taylor’s warning rang in my mind.

Briar had practically been an orphan who had defeated all odds and secured a place at the VALE. And I had torn her down every chance I got. Out of jealousy. Out of pride. Out of the sheer, pathetic need to feel something again.

I was such a fucking dick.

“Briar, I–” I nearly collided into her. She had come to an abrupt stop at the end of the driveway, her body going rigid in a way that sent an instinctual warning through me. My gaze snapped to her face, catching the briefest flicker of confusion before it was overtaken by something colder. Something lethal.

Fury.

And then I saw him.

Stood on the opposite pavement beneath a dim streetlamp, his posture regal. His large dragon-like wings, dark, scaled, and foreboding, fanned out behind him with an effortless grace.

He smiled in a way that was more self-serving than kind. He took a step towards us, the movement slow and deliberate. A predator in the flesh.

Alexander Beaureallis.

Flanking him were two burly men, their bulk casting looming shadows on the pavement. I immediately recognised the tattoo that climbed up the side of one of their necks. It was unmistakable.

The Firedrake emblem.

“Threaten me all you want.” Briar snapped, her voice low but sharp. “But I draw the line when you threaten my family.” She stalked forward with a reckless confidence, fury lighting a fire in that violet gaze. Despite her small stature, there was no mistaking the dangerous energy she radiated. She was every bit the predator Beaureallis was as she confronted him.

Unflinching, unafraid.

My stomach twisted, heart stopping for just a moment in my chest as her words registered.

“ Threaten you?”  I asked, fists clenching so tight my knuckles turned white.

Briar flinched.

Her eyes flicked towards me for a brief glance in my direction. A wave of something that was both sheepish and apologetic flashed briefly across her features, before she turned back to Beaureallis.

“I would hardly call this a threat, Miss Heartley.” He drawled, his voice bored and condescending. “I would merely like to talk.” He picked off an invisible piece of dust from his collar, adjusting the sleeves of his perfectly tailored blazer.

Briar’s eyes narrowed. A scoff, sharp and unamused, left her lips.

“So you show up in your big fancy car, with your muscle, in front of my brother’s family home? ” Her voice was lethal, laced with barely restrained rage. “You know exactly  what you are doing.”

Beaureallis sighed again, a long, exaggerated sound. He leaned casually against the side of his limousine, his eyes sweeping over Briar like she was nothing more than a fleeting inconvenience.

“Just get in the car, Miss Heartley.” He sighed with an unimpressed shake of his head. Instinctively, I took a step forward, my body moving to shield hers just slightly.

“She’s not going anywhere with you.” My voice came out colder than I expected. Beaureallis was a man I knew from the upper-class circles my family frequented. He had always been a trusted acquaintance, a familiar face at galas, fundraisers, and private events. He was a man I respected, even admired in some ways.

But the way he was looking at Briar, speaking to her with such casual cruelty. It stirred that primal protectiveness within me. His gaze turned to me. Eyes such a deep blue they were almost purple, darkened under the dim streetlights.

Calculating, cold.

“Oh, I am almost certain you would be partial to joining us, Mr. Allerton,” he said smoothly. “Miss Heartley made sure of that when she failed to follow my advice.” His warning drawl was low and smug. Briar tensed  beside me, and she stepped out from behind me with a quiet fury.

“Leave Finn out of this.” She warned. Beaureallis’ lips curled into something twisted, a smile that held no humour.

“Get in the car. Both of you.” He demanded, like a father scolding his disobedient children. “Before I send my men into your brother’s house and find a more persuasive reason for you to have our little chat.” A beat of silence. Then he tilted his head, his smile wide, cruel, and anything but kind. “Now that was a threat. ”

Briar’s entire body went rigid. Her jaw clenched, her gaze flicking to Taylor’s house, then back to Beaureallis.

And then, without hesitation, she slid into the car.

Fuck .

I didn’t think. Didn’t pause. Just followed.

Beaureallis climbed in last, settling into the plush leather seats opposite us with a leisurely ease. The door shut with a muted thud, sealing us inside, and the vehicle began to move.

Briar sat stiffly beside me, her arms folded, gaze locked on Beaureallis. I caught the smallest exhale of relief as the distance between us and her brother’s house stretched wider.

Beaureallis noticed it too.

His lips curved into a slow, self-assured smile. His gaze roamed over her with cruel amusement. He tilted his head, predatory interest gleaming in his summer-blue eyes.

“I have to say, I’m surprised. I was under the impression that the two of you were…” He leaned back, fingers tapping lazily against his knee. His sentence trailing off as he deliberately paused, before his smirk deepened. “Well, that you had a relationship where secrets were not kept between you.”

Well that fucking hurt.

I was aware that Briar was not being entirely honest with me about what had occurred between her and Beaureallis. But hearing it said so blatantly, so fucking smugly, twisted something deep inside me.

“ Leave him out of this. This hasn’t got anything to do with him.” Briar ground her teeth together, a low growl rumbled in her throat. Beaureallis only sighed, the corner of his mouth ticking up in something that wasn’t quite amusement, more like pity.

A condescending smirk.

And it made me want to break his fucking jaw.

“How sweet, ” Beaureallis mused, his tone dripping with false sentiment. “Sickeningly so, really. But that does not change the fact that you are wrong, Miss Heartley.” He exhaled, the sound deliberately bored. “Since you have so little regard for your own welfare, having so brazenly ignored my advice, I have had no choice but to consider alternative precautionary measures.” With an easy, practiced motion, he adjusted his wings, settling them into the indentations in the leather seat deliberately built to accommodate them.

He looked relaxed. Comfortable. Completely at ease in the confidence that he dominated this space.

“Perhaps,” he continued smoothly, tilting his head ever so slightly, “Mr. Allerton’s career and familial reputation might hold greater sway over where you choose to focus your research .” His gaze flicked to me, assessing, dissecting, before he turned his attention back to Briar. “Or maybe your brother-in-law’s would.” A pause. Then he continued with feigned curiosity, “Symon, isn’t it? The one employed at the university lab so graciously funded by my  corporation?”

Briar went still beside me.

The corner of Beaureallis’s mouth twitched, his satisfaction evident in the way he let the unspoken threat settle between us.

Suffocating and smug.

I swallowed hard. Pulse racing.

“Briar,” I said, her name almost a question upon my lips. “What is he talking about?”

Again, Briar shot me a look that was almost apologetic, but without regret. That was the only response to my question before she turned her gaze back to Beaureallis.

“You warned me to keep the affairs of the Firedrakes out of my case,” she said coldly. “And yet the simple fact remains that I know nothing of the Firedrakes, or the Beaureallis family, and how their affairs cross into my case. To keep them out of it, as you so very kindly  requested,” she added, voice laced with venom, “I must first have an understanding of how they are involved. Surely that is something you sympathise with, Mr. Beaureallis.”

A heavy silence settled over the car. The only sound was the low hum of the tires against the road. The distant murmur of the city beyond. The steady, controlled breaths of the man across from us.

Beaureallis studied her. But something changed in his expression. The cool, practiced boredom, the effortless arrogance, faded to something else. Something quieter. Sharper.

Pride.

“You have a point, Miss Heartley. But prying into the family’s affairs is a dangerous game. There are things that you, that society , are better off remaining in the dark about.”

“Dangerous to who?” Briar shot back. “Your criminal empire? Your perfectly crafted public image?” The anger evident in her tone. His smile vanished. Any hint of pride I had seen in his expression a moment ago was wiped away, replaced by an expression far colder.

“I thought I made it clear the first time we spoke that this was dangerous for you , Miss Heartley.” His voice was like ice. Cold, and hard with a bitter bite. I ran my tongue along my teeth, leaning forward, the primitive part of me desperate to protect what’s mine  no longer willing to stay quiet.

“That sounds an awful lot like a threat , sir.” I leaned forward, my voice low, steady. Beaureallis’s midnight eyes flicked to me. He raised a brow.

“That is quite the accusation, Mr. Allerton. I am merely advising Miss Heartley on the course of action that would be most favourable to her livelihood, and the livelihoods of those she cares about.” His voice was so calm and diplomatic, reminding me so much of my father that I almost laughed. But the girl stiffening beside me stopped me from reacting.

She was trembling.

It was slight, just the smallest quiver, but I felt it. Her body had moved instinctively closer to mine, as if drawn to the safety I offered. I glanced down at her, and for just a second, her mask slipped. The fury was still there, fierce and unwavering. But beneath it, buried deep–

Fear.

“Your issue is with me. Leave the people I care about out of it.” There it was again. That slight tremble in her voice. She was not afraid for herself, she never was.

Only for the people she loved.

“That is where you are wrong, Miss Heartley,” Beaureallis said smoothly, sounding almost amused. “I have no issue with you . In fact, we have many common goals. The first being apprehending that imposter you seek. Their meddling is having a serious impact on my… business .” My pulse spiked. I forced my expression into something neutral, something unreadable. But fuck , the implications of that statement were a lot to process.

Beaureallis did not just know about our mole. He was actively searching for them.

And Briar knew.

A sharp hollow feeling settled in my chest. I tried not to think about how that felt like a betrayal. Because this wasn’t just about the case. It was her .

She had chosen  to keep this from me.

“And secondly, despite what you might think, I am keen to see you thrive, Miss Heartley.”

There was a beat of silence. Briar tilted her head, narrowing her eyes. Anger and fear replaced by curiosity.

“Why?”

Beaureallis exhaled a slow, measured breath.

“Other than the sheer satisfaction of seeing a shifter like myself rise to heights that society has kept out of our reach?” Briar didn’t so much as blink. Just raised a skeptical brow. Beaureallis chuckled, the sound rich with amusement. “I’ll admit, I have my reasons. But none that I particularly wish to share at this precise moment.” He said, shrugging lazily.

Briar’s expression hardened, the anger returning to replace the curiosity.

“As touching as that is,” she said dryly, her voice laced with a mockery that actually made Beaureallis snort a laugh. She ignored it. “I cannot keep the Firedrakes or the Beaureallis family affairs out of my case if I do not know  what these affairs are. I require your cooperation, Mr. Beaureallis, in the same way that you require mine.”

Beaureallis studied her with that same lazy amusement, lips twitching into a smirk. His eyes flicked over her, calculating, a subtle glint of admiration dancing behind his sharp gaze.

“You are persistent, I will give you that.” He leaned back, considering. His eyes flicked up and down her form. That smile returned, along with the flicker of pride in his gaze. “You would have been wasted  on the Gators, but you would have made a phenomenal  Firedrake.”

Briar froze.

A physical reaction to how deeply Beaureallis’ knowledge of her past ran.

I scoffed, immediately jumping to her defense again.

“Too bad. Because she turned out to be the best fucking agent Valverde has ever seen.” Beaureallis turned his attention to me, his smirk deepening.

“Ah, Mr. Allerton. Such loyalty, such passion .” He exhaled a soft laugh. “You really are so much like your father.” Before I could even respond Beaureallis had already averted his focus back to Briar, like I was insignificant. The sole purpose of my presence here was to antagonise Briar. A physical reminder of the danger hanging over the people she cared about.

“Tell me, Miss Heartley, if I were to offer you cooperation, information, even resources, what would you offer in return?” He interlaced his fingers, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. Briar raised a curious brow. Those violet eyes ticking as I watched the cogs move within her mind.

“That depends on what you want.”

Beaureallis smirked, the pride in his expression only growing as he leant further back in his chair.

“Smart girl.” He said, wings twitching as he spoke, that smile only widening. “You see, my interests lie in maintaining order. And currently, there are forces in play that are disrupting that order. I simply want to see that order restored.”

Briar held his gaze, suspicion creeping into her expression.

“Why me?” She asked, her voice low but laced with a growing distrust. Beaureallis’s lips curled into a smile that was anything but reassuring.

“Like I said,” he responded smoothly, “I have my reasons.”

Briar was silent for a long moment, studying him with that sharp, assessing gaze of hers. Finally, she exhaled.

“I don’t know that I can make any promises. Not when I’m more than certain your intentions are not entirely honourable, Mr. Beaureallis.”

His smirk remained, but there was something sharper behind it now.

“You are oversimplifying matters, Miss Heartley. The world isn’t good and bad. Human and shifter. Predator and prey. Morality is a spectrum.” He paused, letting one shoulder shrug almost casually as he crossed an ankle over his knee. “Theft is morally bad, but would you condemn a mother for stealing a loaf of bread for her starving children? Being honest with a person is admirable. But what if the truth shatters their reality? Breaks their hopes and beliefs beyond repair? Is it better to lie then? Or is being untruthful always immoral?”

The car fell i nto silence. Briar’s eyes narrowed slightly, absorbing his words, but she didn’t speak right away.

Beaureallis seemed to take pleasure in the stillness. He looked like a man who had told himself that same mantra over and over again. Twisting it, bending it, until it became the justification for actions most would find unforgivable.

“I will not agree to anything yet. Not until I can be certain that your cooperation will be of use to us. That the consequences do not outweigh the costs. And that my family - and by extension, Finn and his family - remain unimpacted. Unharmed.” Briar set her terms calmly. She knew what was at stake.

A subtle glint of pride flashed in his eyes again, paired with the satisfaction of a man who believed himself to be in control.

“Very well, Miss Heartley. I will arrange for you to come by my office within the week. There, we can discuss how best to proceed in achieving our common goal of apprehending this intruder.” He leaned back against the seat, crossing one leg over the other. “I am sure we will be able to come to a conclusion we both find favourable.”

The car slowed to a stop outside our apartment building. The door opened. And without another word, without even a goodbye, Briar stepped out of the vehicle. I glanced back at Beaureallis, catching his eye one last time. He shot me a smug smirk.

“Send your father my regards,” he called after me smoothly. “I look forward to seeing him at the country club next moon. Perhaps we’ll have the chance for a round of golf.”

I didn’t respond, nor did I spare him another glance as I followed Briar into the night.
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I managed to keep my composure as we entered the building, the rage simmering beneath my skin. I maintained a lethal, furious, calm as the lift ascended to the eighth floor.

The doors opened with a soft chime.

Briar moved first, unlocking the door to our apartment with a deliberate slowness, as if she were biding her time. She stepped inside. I followed.

I slammed the door shut behind me with a violent force.

“ That’s what you’ve been hiding from me? ” My voice came out rough, low with anger. “That he threatened  you?”

Briar flinched. She understood my anger, felt my disappointment and frustration . But still, she met my gaze with a look that told me, without a doubt, that she did not regret keeping this from me.

“It had nothing  to do with you.” She said, her voice tight, but the tremble in it was impossible to ignore. She wasn’t afraid of me, I knew that much, but there was something  she feared. “He threatened my  career, Finn. My  reputation. Not yours.”

I exhaled sharply, the bitter laugh that escaped me sounding more like a growl than anything else.

“What the fuck  don’t you understand about we. Are. Partners? ” My voice raised, sharp with frustration, as I took a step towards her, but she did not retreat.

She stood her ground.

Sighing, she shook her head, arms folding over her chest in that stubborn, familiar way.

“I get that, Finn , but–”

“No, Briar. You don’t  get it.” I took a step closer, our bodies close enough that Briar had to tilt her head back to meet my gaze. “You keep acting like you’re alone in this. But you are not  alone. Not anymore.” I paused, running a hand through my hair, resisting the urge to touch her. “And I get it. I do. You have had to fight for everything your whole damn life. But you don’t  have to fight me.”

She swallowed hard. Allowing herself to be vulnerable for just a second before her expression hardened.

“ I will not needlessly risk everything you have worked for– ” Briar’s voice was firm, and she punctuated the words by poking her finger into my chest, exaggerating her point with that damned stubbornness of hers.

“What about everything you  have worked for?” I interjected, throwing my hand out in frustration.

She paused, pulling her finger away, folding her arms over her chest once more, retreating inward. Taking a deliberate step back to put distance between us, as she exhaled a deep, almost defeated sigh. With a soft shake of her head, her gaze met mine.

Broken, sad.

“It was never mine , Finn. Larkin chose you . He wanted you . Not me.” My chest tightened, but Briar kept going. “The only reason I was even considered for this case is because Beaureallis suggested it. For what fucking scheme of his, I don’t know. But I’m his pawn, Finn. And when this case is all over, regardless of whether it’s Larkin or Pendrel making the final decision on who gets the permanent position, they’ll choose you .”

I froze.

Jaw clenched. I ran a hand over my face as the two of us stood there in silence.

A small bitter part of me had thought that maybe she was hiding Beaureallis’ involvement in this case because she wanted to outcompete me. Because she thought she could win, or that there was still something left to prove. But hearing her like this, vulnerable and open in a way she never usually allowed herself to be, I realised the truth.

She truly did not believe she had a chance.

“You don’t know that.” My voice was lower now, the fury drained from it. The way she looked at me made my chest ache.

Defeated. Resigned.

“I do.” Her voice trembled, but there was no bitterness in her gaze, no resentment. Just quiet acceptance. “And I’m okay with that, Finn. You’re a damn good agent, and you deserve that position.” She stepped closer, and I saw the truth of it in her eyes. That she thought I was worth something. “Besides, I need you to secure the position so you can work Kat’s case.”

“What?” I blinked, my brows drawing together.

“That was going to be my favour,” she admitted, looking away as if embarrassed. “The one you owed me for pretending to be your girlfriend with your mum.”

There was a moment of quiet, before a soft bitter laugh slipped out of me.

“So that’s it, then? You’ve already decided how this plays out? That I get the position, and you get screwed over? That you go back to Emberfall and leave me to be your contingency plan?” The words came out colder than I intended, but I couldn’t believe she was just giving up. Worse, she was so certain of her own downfall that she had already put a backup plan in place.

And she thought I would just be okay with that?

That I would just stand here and let her lie down and accept defeat?

No. Never. Not my Briar.

She let out a frustrated breath. It sounded almost pained.

“That’s not–” She huffed, shaking her head as she tried to find the right words. “That’s not fair , Finn. You know that’s not what I meant.”

I scoffed, stepping closer, shoving a hand into my pocket to stop myself from reaching for her.

“You know what’s not fair?” My voice came out sharper than I intended. “You deciding my future for me. You constantly self-sacrificing and not even giving yourself a damn chance–”

“ Because I don’t have one, Finn, ” she cut in, her voice breaking just enough to make my chest ache. Tears welled in her eyes, but I already knew she wouldn’t let them spill. “Larkin will choose you . Pendrel will choo se you –”

“And I choose you .”

The words left my mouth before I even realised I was saying them.

But I meant it. Every syllable. Every breath.

Briar inhaled sharply. Silence filled the space between us.

We stood there, unmoving. Staring at each other. Uncertain of who should make the next move.

I did.

I stepped closer. And she didn’t step back.

“The last case we worked in Emberfall,” I began softly, daring to take another step forward. “The Folde siblings. When we made the move to arrest them. You thought I went against protocol to undermine you.” A pause. A breath. Another step. “I didn’t.” I shook my head, swallowing against the tightness in my throat. “I went against protocol because I heard the gunshot, and I was terrified, Briar.” My voice wavered as I remembered the sheer mind-numbing terror of that moment. “I damn near lost my mind with the fear of losing you.”

And I knew.

I knew then, just as I knew now.

That I would not survive. No, I  would not want to live in a world without her constant backchat and rivalry. Without her sharp mind and even sharper tongue. Without the maddening, exhilarating, impossible force that was Briar Heartley.

“I was petrified. Scared out of my deities-damned mind that you had been hurt.” I admitted, voice rough. “And I wasn’t thinking about my career, or the consequences, or what Henderson or anyone else would say.” I met her gaze, and those tears she had tried so hard to hold back spilled down her cheeks. I reached out, brushing my fingers against her skin, catching the droplet of water that stained her face. “I was thinking about you.”

Briar didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. The tears kept falling, but she remained frozen.

“So yes. I went against protocol. I made the reckless call.” My thumb skimmed over her cheek. “And I would do it again, Briar. Between you or my career? Between you and anything? ”

I let my hand drop, but my eyes never left hers.

“I will choose you. Every. Time.”

She swallowed hard, taking a step closer, her hand coming down to rest gently against my chest.

“Finn…” My name was a question. A plea.

“No.” My voice dropped lower, but it was no less intense. “You need to hear this. Because y ou are not a fucking pawn , Briar. You are not some expendable agent they’ll cast aside. You are brilliant.  You are relentless. You are the best damn agent I have ever worked with. And if they can’t see that, then fuck them. ” I caught her wrist, holding it against my chest, over my heart, making sure she felt every furious, pounding beat. “Fuck Beareallis. Fuck Pendrel. Fuck Larkin. Fuck everyone who underestimated you . They don’t fucking deserve you.”

The tears flowed faster now but I caught every one. Wiped each one away gently and lovingly with a soft caress of my thumb.

Omni save anyone who ever made her cry.

Taylor’s warning echoed in my mind. Perhaps he would forgive me for these tears.

When the final tears had left her eyes, she let out a shaky breath. I breathed with her, matching the rise and fall of her chest, steadying myself in the only way I knew how. Through her.

“Now that we have established you are too damn good to just give up, catch me up on the case.” I stated, removing my hand from her cheek, folding my arms across my chest, leaning back as I waited expectantly.

Briar blinked, a line forming between her brows.

“What?”

I held her gaze.

“Beaureallis is involved. How?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it again. A flicker of hesitation. It wasn’t mistrust, or a lack of wanting to let me in, I knew that now. It was that damn instinct of hers, the one that made her protect the people she cared about.

And, in Ammemean’s name, did it feel good to know I was one of those people.

But that did not mean I was going to let her use it as an excuse to keep shutting me out.

Not anymore.

I took a step forward, closing the distance until the heat between us pulsed with every breath. Until she had no choice but to look up and meet my gaze.

“We’re either partners, or we’re not, Briar.” My voice dropped, quiet but firm, no room for argument. “I chose you. Now choose me too.”

My heart raced in my chest. Each pounding beat a reminder that this was it, the final ultimatum. If she chose not to let me in, then fine. I would know where I stood with her.

But if she chose me?

By the Other, I prayed to all the damned deities that she would choose me.

She swallowed hard.

“Choose me, Briar.” The words were a breathless plea on my lips. And in that moment I didn’t care how weak, or vulnerable, or desperate I sounded. All that mattered was her . I studied her, watched the rise and fall of her chest with every shaky breath she took. Watched every racing thought as it flickered behind that captivating violet gaze.

And I waited.

Without a word, she turned away from me. For a single moment my heart shattered.

And then, in a move that left me breathless, she spun back around, laptop in hand, and intertwined her fingers with mine, pulling me towards the couch.

I swallowed hard.

We sat in silence, the only sound the soft hum of the laptop powering on. As the screen flickered to life, Briar pulled up documents, maps, financial records, the tangled web of threads she had been unraveling alone, in any spare hour and late into the night. Every lead she had chased, every piece of evidence she had gathered, laid out in a neat, structured file. It was methodical. Calculated. Detailed.

Sagas,  her mind. Her brilliance.  Her relentlessness.  It was unmatched. And once again I found myself in awe of Briar Heartley.

“The Beaureallis family leads the Firedrakes.” She began, speaking with a quiet certainty. I was not as shocked by this revelation as I might have been a few hours ago. “That’s why they keep their leadership so secret.”

I didn’t interrupt. I just listened.

“The Firedrakes and the Knightguard are locked in a drug war, both fighting for control of the streets.” Briar said, her voice cool and controlled as she clicked to another document. “But this is where things get complicated.” I watched as she pulled up another file, revealing years worth of financial records. “The Beaureallis Corporation owns hundreds of medical and chemical labs, a different member of the family heading each one,” she continued. “They also control Dischem, owned by Alexander’s brother, Lucairos Senior. It’s a chemical disposal company that handles excess, expired, or faulty chemicals from these labs.” Her fingers hesitated on the trackpad. “Alexander, Lucairos, and hundreds of other top executives  in the Beaureallis family make massive donations to charities, government departments, and universities. Everything  you would expect from a respectable corporate empire.”

The screen flickered briefly as she pulled up a series of scrawled calculations, unmistakably Briar’s handwriting. Notes made on paper, then hastily uploaded into the system. It was a chaotic mess of numbers, but I saw her grasping onto the pattern buried within.

“But the finances don’t add up. The companies owned by the Beaureallis corporation are reporting far more revenue than they should be capable of earning.”

I continued to listen, sensing she was not yet finished with her evidence. She swallowed, before releasing a deep breath.

“I have a theory.” She closed the laptop, placing it to the side so she could face me fully, focusing all of her attention on me. “Dischem isn’t disposing of the drugs like they claim,” she said, her voice quieter now, more controlled. “They’re funneling them onto the streets.” I saw that glimmer in her violet gaze. That raw, unguarded passion that shone whenever she found a new lead, or discovered a breakthrough in a case. “Symon mentioned one of the Zyph strains is medical-grade. Rodney said something similar, how the Knightguard’s supply created by ‘Lainey’  is different from the Firedrakes’.” She exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “It’s a gang war. And our mole is tipping the balance, giving the Knightguard an advantage. That’s why Beaureallis wants them gone.” She shook her head again, her eyes burned with that relentless hunger to find answers that were just out of her grasp.

The corner of my mouth instinctively ticked up into a soft smile. Not because I was amused, but because when watching Briar in her element it was impossible not to be drawn to her.

“But what I can’t figure out,” she continued, voice steady but tinged with the frustration she was clearly trying to keep under control “is why is our mole helping the Knightguard? What’s the connection? Is it personal? Blackmail? Are they doing it to help the Knightguard, or does our mole have a grudge against the Firedrakes?” She bit her lip nervously. “When we figure out a motive, that's when we’ll catch our mole.” She finished, her violet eyes flickered with a silent need for me to validate her theory. Not because she doubted herself, but because she had come to value my opinion, my approval.

“You’ve been busy,” I murmured, as I tried to process all the information she had laid out. Briar sighed, guilt lacing her expression. She adjusted her position so that her feet were tucked beneath her, the movement pressing herself a little closer to me.  

“I’m sorry.” She said, her voice softer now, vulnerable. She laced her fingers with mine, her touch warm and gentle. “I didn’t want to keep all this from you, I just…” she hesitated, shaking her head. “I wasn’t willing to risk you, Finn.” Her voice trembled as she squeezed our interlocked fingers.

A soft, amused laugh escaped me, more from relief than anything else.

“I didn’t know you cared that much.” I teased. Briar rolled her eyes, but there was no real annoyance in it, just fondness. Her entire body relaxed as the atmosphere became more playful. She returned my smile with mischief behind her gaze.

“Neither did I.”

A warmth spread in my chest at her words, at the teasing edge to her voice, at the way her fingers fit so perfectly between mine. My heart was still pounding from everything she had just told me. Not because the case was unravelling. Not even because of the imminent danger we were suddenly in, going up against such a powerful and influential force.

No, my heart pounded from everything she had just given me.

Her trust. Her partnership. The unspoken admission that I mattered to her.

“It’s been a long day,” I said, my voice laced with every ounce of affection I felt for her. “You should try and get some sleep, my love.”

Briar scoffed, shaking her head as she turned her gaze away from mine, the deflection instinctive.

“‘Try’ being the key word.” Her laugh was strained, half-hearted, an obvious attempt to hide vulnerability behind humour. But I did not return her sentiment. Instead I frowned, brows furrowing.

“Are you worried you’ll get nightmares again?”

“No.” The word slipped from her lips so quickly, it was almost like a reflex.

An obvious lie.

A weight dropped in my stomach. I gave her hand another gentle squeeze.

“How often?” I asked. I did not have to use more words than that, she knew exactly what I was asking. My question was met with a deafening silence. For a moment, I almost thought she wouldn’t answer, but then, barely a whisper.

“Every night.”

I felt the pain of that admission deep in my chest. It clicked into place. Every exhausted sigh, every dark circle beneath her violet eyes, every moment she had pushed herself past the breaking point. It wasn’t just the weight of the case. It wasn’t just her relentless drive. It was the past, coming back to haunt her every night.

Just like mine did.

And despite all our differences, despite everything that should have made us complete opposite people, we were more alike than I had ever realised.

I clenched my jaw, fingers flexing within hers. And before I could second guess myself, I stood up. A gentle tug of my hand, and she stood with me. Wordlessly, with a soft, reassuring smile on my lips, her hand warm and trusting in mine, I led her towards her bedroom.

She followed.

It wasn’t until we reached the threshold of her room that she paused. She grazed the corner of her lip with her teeth, nibbling at a loose bit of skin there.

“What are you doing?” She asked, her voice soft, almost a whisper. But there was no hesitancy in the tone, only a nervous curiosity.

“Going to bed,” I replied, turning to face her tucking a silver curl behind her ear.

Briar raised a brow.

“Together?”

I brushed my thumb over her knuckles, gently coaxing her forward.

“Yes.”

A breath. A step. A swallow.

“Is that a good idea?” She asked, but nothing about her body language seemed opposed to the idea. She wasn’t pulling away, or shutting it down immediately. I tilted my head, letting my gaze drift over her face, the exhaustion lining it, the vulnerability in her eyes.

“If it means you’ll get a decent night’s sleep for once, yes.” I responded. Her lips pressed together in a tight line. The violets of her eyes searched mine, as if she was trying to read my intentions.

But I had no intentions beyond ensuring she slept.

For now, anyway.

My mouth ticked up into a teasing smirk.

“Just sleep, my love. No expectations.” I said the joke to ease her nerves, but I did not expect Briar’s eyes to darken the way they did, revealing a deep heated desire. My tongue darted out to wet my lip, and in that moment I nearly closed the gap. Nearly gave in to the pull constantly driving me towards her.

But then she stifled a yawn, her exhaustion evident in her expression. I saw it in the way her shoulders sagged, the way her body swayed slightly, unsteady with fatigue.

I exhaled, my smirk turning into something softer.

“And even if you did expect more, my love, you look like you don’t have anywhere near enough energy to handle a night with me in the bedroom.”

A challenge, as much as it was a tease.

Briar scoffed. Folding her arms across her chest.

She raised a brow.

“I could handle it.” She murmured.

I chuckled, shaking my head. Even now, with exhaustion weighing on her   she was still stubborn enough to try and prove herself.

“Oh, I’m sure you could.” I grinned. “But I couldn’t risk you falling asleep during sex. My ego wouldn’t survive it.” A quiet lau gh escaped her lips, small but real. I reached for her again, coaxing her arms from their folded position, threading my fingers through hers. My thumb brushed slow circles over her knuckles. “Just sleep, Briar.” I murmured. “Nothing more.”

A breath. A pause. A nod.

“Just sleep,” she echoed.

With that, I didn’t hesitate. I just kicked off my shoes and slid beneath the covers, fully clothed. She had seen me with far less before, but this was not about temptation. It was about trust. I would not give her a reason to second-guess this. And Ammemean-help-me , I would need every ounce of restraint, and every possible physical boundary to make sure  ‘just sleep’  remained exactly that.

With a quiet exhale, she climbed in beside me.

It wasn’t awkward.

It wasn’t strange.

It was just…warm. Steady. Safe.

We lay side by side, staring up at the dark ceiling. She moved slightly, her arm brushing mine, and I took the opportunity to interlace our fingers.

“If you need me,” I murmured into the stillness, “I’m right here.”

Briar didn’t answer. But, after a moment, she squeezed my hand.

That was answer enough.

I lay there, listening. To the rhythm of her breath. The steady beat of the city. The quiet hum of the night. And when sleep finally pulled her under, when her grip on my hand loosened just slightly, I let my eyes drift shut.

And I let sleep take me too.
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Finn and I sleeping on opposite sides of the same bed had been a purely platonic arrangement to keep the nightmares at bay.

At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

But there was nothing platonic about the way I had woken up entangled in his embrace.

My head rested on his chest, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat a melody of peace I had never known. His fingers threaded through my curls, absentmindedly stroking them in a soothing rhythm. Lips pressed a whisper of a kiss to my forehead, their lingering warmth a silent reminder of the way he had murmured comforting words against my skin when the nightmares inevitably surfaced.

I told myself it did not mean anything.

But I could not deny the way my body instinctively curled into his. The way I ached to remain in his arms that little bit longer.

But I was a coward.

I was not ready to face what last night had meant. I had let him in. Not just in terms of the case, but into me . Into the guarded, locked-away parts of myself I had sworn never to expose. And despite the risk of potentially losing my shot at working Kat’s case, of jeopardising both our careers, neither of those realities were as terrifying as the truth I refused to acknowledge.

The quiet, undeniable truth that my fragile, desperate heart was on the edge of feeling something reckless. Something dangerous. Something undeniably real  for Finn Allerton.

It was painful to remove myself from his embrace, not that he had made it easy, pulling me instinctively tighter as I had tried to slip silently from his arms.

I looked back just once before leaving for my run, because if my gaze lingered for any longer I knew I would have climbed back into his embrace without hesitation. His lips parted in a soft, breathless sigh. His soft brown locks fell over his forehead, tousled from sleep. The warm caramel tone of his skin deepened in the soft pink glow of the morning sun, filtering through the gaps in the curtains. His features were effortlessly handsome, a picture of peace in the quiet stillness of sleep.

When I returned, Finn was already dressed and freshly showered, a flask of hot chocolate waiting for me, steam curling from the lid. Neither of us acknowledged the intimacy of the night before. Instead, we fell into the familiar rhythm of a regular morning.

It was our first day back since that less-than-subtle kiss at the bar, the one meant to keep our cover. I had shut myself in our office most of the morning, safely hidden from the knowing glances and whispered speculation. But when I eventually ventured out to make a cup of tea, I was immediately ambushed.

“So, what’s Finn like in bed?” Isadora practically cornered me, a small knowing smirk that was both curious and heated on her lips. I barely had time to take a sip before I choked, coughing as hot tea burned its way down my throat.

“ Deities  Isa!” Edward sputtered, sounding just as flustered as I felt. He pushed his glasses up his nose, scowling as he reached for the milk. “You can’t just ask people that!”

Garner chuckled, having walked into the space, just as Isadora asked her overly-intrusive question. He flicked on the kettle, clearly entertained, while Essie snorted into her pastry at the communal table, momentarily distracted from the case file in her hand.

Heat flooded my cheeks as I struggled to form an answer.

Was it hot in here? When had the kitchen become so damn crowded?

At that exact moment, Finn strolled in casually, one hand tucked into his pocket. Without hesitation, he walked straight to my side, his hand brushing instinctively against my waist in a quiet, familiar greeting before he turned to make his coffee.

“Can’t ask people what?” He asked, catching the end of the conversation.

It took everything within me not to audibly groan.

Isadora smirked.

“Briar was just about to enlighten us about your performance in the bedroom.” She said before bringing the cup of tea to her lips and taking a slow, deliberate sip.

Finn stilled.

For a fleeting second, I thought maybe he was just as flustered as I was. But then he met my gaze, amusement dancing in his mischievous green eyes, and I knew. I knew  he was enjoying this far too much already.

Bastard.

Smug, insufferable, irresistibly handsome bastard.

He raised a brow, a slow, lazy grin spreading across his lips.

“Really?” He asked, leaning over me under the pretense of grabbing a mug, but whispered in my ear, low enough for only me to hear, “consider the cover we’re trying to keep before you answer that one, my love.” His voice was low, sultry, laced with teasing amusement.

Heat crept up my neck and I narrowed my eyes at him.

The worst part, the truly infuriating  part of this entire situation, was that he was right. He knew I could not outright deny anything without making it seem suspicious. Our entire cover relied on the idea that our relationship was very real, very convincing, and apparently, very steamy, according to office gossip.

The bastard knew exactly what he was doing.

I wanted to strangle him. Or kiss him. Maybe both.

Lifting my mug, I took a slow sip of tea, pretending I was not extremely aware of every pair of eyes in the kitchen watching me.

“I would rather not inflate his already large ego.” I answered trying to sound nonchalant and unbothered, but I feared my heated cheeks gave my true feelings away.

“So, good then?” Isadora grinned, giving Finn a slow, appraising once-over. Something dark and possessive twisted in my chest at the way she looked at him, and before I even realised I was reacting, I scowled at her.

“Why is all the heat on Briar?” Garner mused. “There were two  people involved in this weekend’s alcohol-induced antics, after all.”

He raised a brow at Finn as he poured hot water into a mug, clearly enjoying himself.

Finn, completely unbothered, simply crossed one ankle over the other and took a slow sip of his coffee.

“What can I say, Warren?” He said smoothly. “I’m a gentleman. I don’t kiss and tell.”

I might have appreciated his attempt at discretion if it weren’t for the self-satisfied smirk playing at his lips. I could not even imagine how smug he would be if we had actually  slept together. In a physical sense, that is. Not in the way we had shared a bed.

Platonically.

Completely and utterly platonically.

Fuck.  Who was I trying to convince?

Isadora, of course, had no such reservations.

“You don’t need to,” she said, far too gleefully. “The way you shoved your tongue down Briar’s throat in front of the entire team told us everything we needed to know.”

I choked. Again.

Omni save me.

Before I could say anything more Pendrel stepped into the space. His sharp gaze flicked over the group of us standing around, clearly gossiping instead of working.

He sighed, shaking his head.

“Don’t you all have work to do?” He grumbled, pushing past us to make his own coffee.

“Yes, Lieutenant.” Edward was the first to flee, practically sprinting out of the kitchen so fast it was actually impressive that he did so without spilling his drink. Isadora followed at a more leisurely pace, her smirk lingering. Essie turned her focus back to the case file in her hand, while Garner continued to prepare his drink.

I shot Pendrel a weak smile, which he did not care to return, before making my way back to the office Finn and I shared. Finn followed closely behind, his hand resting on the small of my back. The door clicked shut behind us, and I focused on my tea, doing my best to ignore the way Finn was watching me, his gaze too knowing, too amused.

“You’re enjoying this far too much,” I muttered under my breath.

“Need I remind you,” he began, his grin only widening as he casually leaned against his desk, “that you  kissed me, which landed us in this whole mess.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Only because you kissed me first as a cover with Rodney Folde. The tactic was still on my mind.”

He didn’t even flinch. Instead, he just grinned wider, raising a brow in that infuriatingly smug way of his.

“So what you’re saying is,” he drawled, “kissing me was on your mind.”

I groaned and turned away from him, slumping into the chair behind my desk.

“That is not  what I said.”

“That’s exactly what you said.”

“Finn–”

“Briar.”

His voice was all teasing amusement, and I refused to look up at him, knowing full well that if I did, I would be met with that insufferably charming grin of his.

He pulled up a chair and sat across from me, but I still couldn’t bring myself to look at him. Instead, I busied myself with shuffling through the case files on my desk. Clearing my throat, I separated the file I was looking for and pushed it towards him.

“We need to talk about Isadora.” I said, forcing my focus back onto the case.

“Don’t do that.” His voice was quiet, but frustrated. I sighed, flicking through my notebook, trying to find the relevant case notes.

“Do what?” I asked, without looking up from the papers on my desk. The book slammed shut in front of me, and Finn pulled it out of my grasp. “ Finn– “ I complained, lunging forward across the desk to retrieve it, but he childishly held it out of my reach. Frustrated, I slumped back into my chair, folding my arms across my chest.

“ That . Deflect. Shut me out instead of talking to me, and distracting yourself with the case.”

He was not wrong. I was deflecting. I was shutting him out.

I always did.

But maybe last night told me I shouldn’t. Not anymore. Not with him.

I chewed the inside of my cheek, my fingers drumming lightly against the desk as I exhaled a slow, steady breath.

"It was hard to ignore the team teasing us about our fabricated relationship when things don’t feel so...fabricated anymore." I admitted, my voice quieter than I intended.

Finn froze. It was subtle, but I noticed. His heart rate ticked up in his chest, just enough for me to hear in the quiet that had settled. And yet, his expression remained composed, a masterful display of unaffected casualness that he had perfected over the years.

"What do you mean?" His voice was even, but there was a new fragile tension beneath it. I met his gaze, searching for something, anything . Reassurance, understanding, a sign that I was not alone in this slow, terrifying realisation.

"We shared a bed last night, Finn."

His lips parted slightly, and a muscle in his jaw twitched.

"Do you regret it?" His question was soft, careful. Vulnerable.

"No, Finn." My answer was barely more than a breath. "Waking up next to you made me realise that I–" I stopped myself, the words catching in my throat. My pulse raced, and I swallowed hard, forcing my gaze away from his.

That I want to wake up every morning next to him.

Finn was silent for a long moment. Too long. I didn’t dare look at him, didn’t dare breathe, too afraid to face the answers reflected in his eyes. Letting him in was one thing, but this ? This was something else entirely.

An admission I was not ready for.

There was a knock at the door. Both of our attentions snapped immediately to the sudden noise.

The door opened, and Captain Larkin entered.

His expression, as always, was unreadable, apart from the slight arch of one brow, a rare flicker of curiosity.

“I just got off the phone from an interesting call,” he said, looking between the two of us. “Alexander Beaureallis wants to see you both this afternoon.”

***

The entrance hall of the Beaureallis Corporation headquarters was a display of deliberate opulence. Floor-to-ceiling emerald marble gleamed under the soft glow of chandeliers. The entire space was deliberately sparse, just a few carefully placed pieces of gold-trimmed furniture, each one placed to enhance the wealth on display with an almost taunting elegance.

Our footsteps echoed on the polished flooring as we crossed the room, headed towards the lift. The doors slid open, revealing an interior that mirrored the lavishness of the entrance hall. Every inch of this building was designed to impress.

The doors sealed us inside and the lift began its smooth ascent. Through the transparent walls, the city unfolded beneath us. Towering steel and glass shrinking as we climbed higher and higher. I exhaled slowly, forcing the tension from my shoulders, and appreciating the view.

A rare, fleeting moment of feeling at ease.

One that would not last.

“Are you ready to enter the dragon’s lair?” Finn asked. His voice carried its usual teasing tone but I caught an almost imperceptible tension beneath it. In the way his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, in the slight hesitation that wavered the edges of his words.

It was easy to tear my gaze from the sprawling cityscape to look at him instead. The skyline was breathtaking, but Finn Allerton was infinitely more appealing.

My lips curved into a soft smile. Small, but enough to ease the flicker of hesitation in his eyes.

“I just hope we have done enough prep to keep us from getting burned.”

His smile widened. And for one stupid, fleeting second, I thought I could have died happy just looking at him. If it were not for the shadow of a dragon lurking just a few feet above us.

“I’m not worried. We can handle the heat.”

The lift chimed, the doors sliding open.

As expected, the entrance hall leading to Beaureallis’ main office space was just as lavish as the downstairs reception. But up here, history seamlessly blended in alongside the wealth. Ornate stone busts, various original pieces of artwork, and expertly painted portraits of Beaureallis family members spanning decades, possibly over a century, lined the hallway.

A young woman approached, impeccably dressed in a pristine, businesslike ensemble. Short, pointed horns peeked from beneath her perfectly styled hair. She greeted us with a polite, professional smile.

“Agent Heartley, Agent Allerton. Mr. Beaureallis is expecting you. Can I get you a drink?”

Finn’s grin was already in place before she even finished speaking.

“I’ll have a coffee, darling. Milk on the side.” Then, without so much as a glance in my direction, he added smoothly, “And she’ll take a hot chocolate. Just a dash of hazelnut syrup. Extra whipped cream. Marshmallows if you have them.”

He winked.

The shifter’s cheeks turned visibly crimson.

“I’ll get that right away, Mr. Allerton.” She said, voice bright, barely suppressing an elated giggle, before hurrying off, her shy smile lingering even as she disappeared down the hall.

I rolled my eyes and turned my attention to a nearby portrait, feigning interest in the stern-faced ancestor of the Beaureallis bloodline. The date in the corner of the frame suggested it had been painted just over seventy years ago, yet the subject’s deep, unseeing eyes - blue like a summer night - felt timeless, locking me in an endless stare.

Better to focus on that than the lingering echo of the assistant’s giggle. Or how easily she had melted under the weight of Finn’s grin.

“Are you capable of going anywhere without flirting?” I muttered. The words were supposed to be playful, but they came out sharper than I had intended. Finn stepped up beside me, though unlike me, he wasn’t pretending to study the artwork.

His attention was wholly on me.

“No need to be jealous, my love.” He mused, his voice low and teasing, leaning in just enough to feel comforting.

“Miss Heartley. Mr. Allerton.” Alexander Beaureallis stood in the doorway of his office, his large, black dragon-like wings fanned out behind him, exuding the same air of power and controlled arrogance he always did. His smile was pleasant, but his eyes were calculating. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. This way, please.”

We followed him into what was, surprisingly, an informal meeting space, with plush velvet couches, and warm natural lighting, making the atmosphere feel much more pleasant.

A stark contrast to what we should have been expecting from the meeting ahead.

Beaureallis gestured to the couch, while he made himself comfortable in the large armchair opposite, his wings settling into the crevices built into the backrest. The horned shifter returned with our drinks, a bright smile lighting up her face as she set them down.

Not at me. Not at Beaureallis. But at Finn.

Finn’s easy grin resurfaced, as effortless as breathing. He offered her a quiet thanks, his voice just warm enough to make her blush. I clenched my jaw, reaching for my hot chocolate with a little too much force.

This feeling was ridiculous.

This meant nothing. It was just Finn being Finn.

And yet, my darkening mood had nothing to do with the meeting ahead.

Beaureallis leaned back in his seat, regarding us with something dangerously close to amusement.

“How is your family, Miss Heartley? Well, I trust?” He asked, his voice laced with false kindness, but I could hear the subtle hint of a threat beneath.

My fingers curled around my drink, eyes narrowing as I met his gaze.

“Very.” The single word answer came out as cold and as sharp as I had intended. Beaureallis hummed, his malicious smile tugging at the corners of his mouth before his attention slid to Finn.  

“I would ask you the same, Mr. Allerton, but I saw your father just this morning, and he says your family is doing splendidly.” A deliberate pause. His wings twitched as he adjusted his position, crossing one ankle over his knee.  “He’s quite proud of you, actually. Landing a position with Central Intelligence is no small feat.” He tapped a finger against the armrest, feigning thoughtfulness. “Though a fall from such a role could be…unfortunate. Detrimental, even. In our social circle, reputations are fragile  things.” Another deliberate pause, heavier this time. “It would be a shame if anything happened that might disappoint him. Again. ”

Again.

My gaze flicked to Finn.

His fists had curled, knuckles white. He did not speak, but his jaw locked tight, his entire body tense. There was an unspoken darkness in that one word - again. I knew there were parts of Finn’s past he had not yet let me see, shadows he kept locked away. And yet, it seemed that Beaureallis knew them.

That unsettled me.

But I was not about to let Beaureallis know that.

I leaned back in my seat, swirling the whipped cream into my drink before taking a slow sip.

“I thought you would be bored of idle threats by now, Mr. Beaureallis,” I said lightly. “I know I am.” Without thinking, my hand found its way to Finn’s knee, my thumb brushing gently over the fabric of his trousers in a quiet, supportive caress. A subtle gesture, but one that seemed to ease the tension in his body.

Beaureallis’s grin stretched into something unmistakably malicious. He chuckled.

“Oh, Miss Heartley, it isn’t a threat.” He drawled, his voice condescending. “Just a gentle reminder of the delicate world Mr. Allerton and I navigate. A world you might not fully appreciate, given your…less than fortunate upbringing.”

I did not even flinch at the snide remark of my past. But I felt Finn’s body stiffen beside me, his jaw tightening at Beaureallis's words.

“We’re not here to make small talk.” Finn’s voice was low, gravelly, almost a growl. The protective nature in his tone unmistakable. “We’re here because you promised us cooperation.”

Beaureallis’s eyes flickered to Finn, roaming over him. Slow and calculating.

“I do like a man who gets straight to the point,” Beaureallis mused, interlocking his fingers and tapping his thumbs together gently. “Very well. As you both know, there is a mole within your ranks, someone feeding information to the Knightguard, strengthening their position.” He leaned forward slightly, revealing his intricate knowledge of our supposedly classified case with unsettling ease. “Your investigation has brought you dangerously close to the affairs of the Firedrakes.”

A pause.

The smile that had played at his lips slipped into something colder. A tight line formed between his brows, and his expression hardened, just for a second.

“For reasons I feel are unnecessary to disclose, I strongly advise you to keep your inquiries away from them.” He cleared his throat, and the shifter who had greeted us earlier reappeared, placing two thick stacks of paper on the table in front of us. “Besides, I believe the true motive behind this leak is far more personal. A vendetta against the Beaureallis Corporation.”

A heavy silence settled over the room, only broken by the soft clicking of the shifter’s heels as she retreated

I glanced at Finn, and found his eyes already on me, cautious, but curious. I began flicking through the first few pages. Finn did the same beside me, his brows furrowing.

“What you’re holding is a list of current Knightguard members who have, at some point in the last thirty years, been employed by the Beaureallis Corporation,” Beaureallis continued smoothly, his voice unwavering. “You’ll also notice something else, your colleagues are on that list. Each of them having worked for my corporation at some point.”

I stilled. The rustling of the papers stopping as my fingers did. I turned my gaze back to him, a flicker of disbelief crossing my expression.

“All of them?” I asked, brow raising.

Beaureallis shrugged, looking almost bored.

“It is a vast empire, Miss Heartley.” The sound came out accompanied by a deep, heavy sigh. “Almost 83% of Valverdens have worked for a company within the Beaureallis Corporation, or within a partnered or acquired company. It is not unusual.” His words felt rehearsed, delivered with business-like precision. I could almost hear him echoing the same line hundreds of times in various meetings and boardrooms.

Finn raised a brow, his eyes flicking up from the paper to meet Beaureallis’s gaze.

“Why would they hold a grudge against Beaureallis Corp?” He asked, suspicion lacing his tone. Beaureallis’s smile only deepened, as though the answer was something he found mildly amusing.

“A large number of those people might argue that their termination was…unfavourable, from their perspective. Completely legal, of course. But people do tend to get bitter  when it comes to their careers.” Beaureallis replied, his tone flat and devoid of emotion.

I exhaled sharply, my own anger rising.

“Yes. I’m sure people do get rather defensive when they lose their means of affording a roof over their head and keeping their children fed.” I shot back. Beaureallis merely smiled.

“Business is business, Miss Heartley. If we let sentiment dictate our decisions, we would be swallowed whole by our competitors. Surely you, of all people, understand the value of survival?”

Beaureallis was the definition of privilege. He had no concept of the struggles people faced. Either he was oblivious, or he just chose not to care.

I met his gaze, my own eyes narrowing with controlled fury.

“I’m not sure our definitions of survival are equally matched.” I argued.

He waved a dismissive hand.

“Semantics, my dear.” He said, checking his watch with a casual flick of his wrist. He stood, the motion graceful and effortless. “Now, if we are quite done here, I have an extremely busy schedule this afternoon. Political campaigns don’t run themselves.”

Finn and I exchanged a glance, but before either of us could say a word, Beaureallis was already ushering us toward the door.

“Do tread carefully, won’t you?” Beaureallis called after us. “Both of you. I would hate to see either of you make a misstep. The fall, as I mentioned, can be… fatal .”
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Anger burned.

I let the flames consume me, fuel my next hit. Sharp, precise, relentless.

But Briar dodged. Effortless. Fluid. She moved with lethal grace, weaving around my jabs as if this were a dance, and she was the one leading.

And she did it with a smug, self-satisfied smile on her face.

By the Other, I would burn down the world for that fucking smile.

Briar and I left the meeting with Beaureallis seething. Simmering. Begging for an outlet.

I could handle all the thinly veiled threats he threw at me. In high class social circles it came with the territory. But the way he talked down to Briar? Like she was beneath him? Like she was anything but the most lethal thing in that room? Fuck.  It took all the restraint I had to keep just an ounce of my composure. And I knew Briar was struggling to do the same.

I knew because I saw that look on her face, and I knew exactly what she needed.

To punch something. Anything.  

So I offered myself up.

She could use my body for any kick, punch, and sharp-edged hit if it helped her release that frustration, and rage burning inside of her.   Deities. I would let her use my body for any kind of release she needed.

That minor distracting thought cost me. Her kick slammed into my gut, knocking me back a step. Pain burst through me, but I stayed on my feet, barely winded. Briar’s lips curled. A slow, wicked thing. Her eyes gleamed, alight with victory. Like she had already won.

Like fuck she had.

I grinned and lunged, meeting her fury with my own. If she needed this fight to burn through her rage, then so did I. Because it was not just Beaureallis’s threats that had anger burning deep in my blood. It was her.   Briar. The fact that something about last night, about us sharing a bed, was bothering her.

And she wasn’t telling me what.

We circled each other on the mat, the same way we circled around the delicate tension that was growing between us. Our sparring had always mirrored the way we interacted - cautious, testing, pushing boundaries without ever fully crossing them.

Briar struck. Three rapid jabs. I blocked them easily, catching her wrist on the final one and using the momentum to twist her body.

I pulled her into me.

A curse escaped her lips on a sharp, heavy breath as she collided with my bare chest. I tightened my grip on her wrist, holding her close. If only to feel the way her body moulded to mine so perfectly it was like she was made for me. To feel the heat of her bare skin against mine. To admire the delicate curve of her neck, the steady rise and fall of her chest, the toned lines of her muscled abs. To admire each intoxicating detail, and picture the way my lips would trail over every perfect inch.

Fuck me.

I could feel the rapid drum of her pulse against my fingertips, and it was thrilling to think it might not be entirely from the fight.

“Are we going to talk about the conversation that was interrupted in the office today?” I murmured, my lips just inches from her ear. Briar's violet gaze flickered over my face, those betraying eyes told me everything her lips refused to say.

Hesitation. Conflict. And heat.

I barely had a second to savour the thrill of the heat, before she drove an elbow into my ribs. I grunted, the force knocking the breath from my lungs, as she broke free of my grip.

“I barely remember what I was going to say.” The words were breathless.

Liar.

Her chest was rising and falling hard as she returned to her fighting stance, putting space between us both physically and emotionally. I ran my tongue over my teeth, irritation simmering beneath my skin. I threw a few sharp jabs, forcing her to block, then sidestepped a kick with a low grunt.

“You don’t remember? Or you don’t want  to remember?” My tone was playful, but the question was not. Briar exhaled deeply, rolling her shoulders before lifting her fists again. Her jaw tensed, lips pressing into a thin line as she chewed the inside of her cheek.

“How about not ready to remember?”

I faltered then. That desperate, honest look in her eyes soothed my irritation. It was not a refusal. The answers would come, just not today. Sweat traced a slow path down my temple, I lifted my shoulders in a small shrug.

“Fair enough.” I said, letting my frustration ease with my next breath. How could I expect her to open up all at once, when there were things I had not yet told her either. Not because I did not want to share them, but because I was not sure she would look at me the same if she knew the truth.

If she knew what really happened the night Darla died.

What we had now, whatever this was, was still new. Still settling. It had only just evolved into something more than petty arguments and career rivalry.

It felt fragile.

Not fragile in a way that meant it would break under the slightest pressure, but fragile in the way something precious  was. The kind of fragile that made you careful, made you protective. Made you willing to do  anything  just to keep it from shattering.

“Come on, Allerton.” Her tone was playful, teasing, and it pulled me from the distracted haze I had slipped into. “It’s too easy when you don’t even try. Challenge me.”

And there it was, that smirk. That mischievous gleam in her eye, the one that had me stifling a fucking groan.

Ammemean help me.

The corner of my mouth ticked up into a mirroring smirk.

Fine. She wanted to fight? Needed to fight. I would give her a fight.

No more distractions. No more holding back.

Without another word, I dropped into my stance.

We clashed.

Sharp, fast movements. A flurry of well-practiced attacks and counters, both of us pushing, testing, driving each other to the limit. She feigned left. But I caught the movement.  Pivoted. And swept her legs out from under her.

She hit the mat with a breathless grunt.

Before she could recover, I was on her, pinning her wrists above her head, my body hovering just inches over hers.

Damn she looked good beneath me.

The things I would do to this girl in this position if she ever allowed me the honour.

I swallowed hard.

Her violet eyes widened with mild surprise, maybe even begrudging respect. But I saw the spark there. The fire. The same hunger I felt rising within me.

“Yield?” I asked, my voice low, guttural. Desperate and aching in a way I could not hide.

Briar’s gaze locked onto mine.

Challenging, unrelenting. Burning.

She parted her lips slightly, tilting her head up just enough that our noses brushed. For a moment I thought she was about to shatter what was left of the fragile boundary that remained between us. But then, her grin turned wicked. In an instant, she twisted, flipping us with a fluidity that left me no time to react. I landed on my back with a grunt, her weight pressing into me as she straddled my waist.

The pain barely registered because fuck , did she look good like this.

Her delicate fingers gripped my wrists, forcing them into the ground. Her wild ponytail fell over her shoulder, the ends brushing my skin in a soft caress. Her cheeks were flushed, damp curls sticking to her forehead, lips parted just enough to remind me how it felt to kiss her.

Deities did I want to kiss her.

The flicker of amusement in her gaze was unmistakable.

Smug. Dangerous.  Beautiful

So fucking beautiful.

She leant forward erotically slow, rolling her hips as she did. She knew exactly what she was doing. Her lips brushed my ear, her breath hot, teasing.

“Not a chance.”

This fucking woman.

She climbed off me far too quickly, before I could even think about holding her there, and offered me a hand up. I took it, still breathless. Still dazed.

I was eager to continue, if only to feel the heat of her skin against mine. To find every moment, every opening, to pull her closer, to press her to me. To see her breath come in sharp, ragged gasps, her body glistening with sweat, and let my imagination run wild with other more intimate ways I could make her feel that same, wild reaction.

But Cory’s voice called out from across the room before I had the chance. Sharp and commanding.

"Allerton, warm up! You’ll be next in the ring with Zenatti."

My pulse kicked up at the name. Not from fear. No, this was excitement. Adrenaline.

I had no real reason to dislike Nate Zenatti, except that he was Briar’s ex.

And that was enough.

Enough to ignite the primitive, possessive part of my brain that relished in the thought of landing a punch or two on him. The rational, logical part, the one that knew exactly how skilled he was, screamed at me to think twice.

But I wasn’t listening to that part of my brain. Not even a little bit.

Briar stormed toward Cory, a bullet of silver curls and barely contained fury, stepping straight into his path.

"Absolutely not." The command was a growl on her lips, the violets of her eyes dark with concern. “He’s not ready."

I should have been offended at her lack of faith, but instead I felt almost weak at the knees at that protective, possessive,  gleam in her eye. I chuckled, low and primal.

“It’s cute that you’re worried about me, my love.”

Briar’s lips parted, poised to argue, but her gaze flickered past me, to Zenatti, lounging against the opposite wall, watching with amused smugness. Her jaw tightened as she turned back to Cory.

"Not Nate." She snapped. "Pick someone else."

Cory didn’t even blink. He just shrugged, barely hiding his smirk.

"They’re as equally matched for strength, size, and skill as any human and shifter can be," he shrugged nonchalantly. "I don’t see why not."

Briar’s gaze sharpened as she leveled him with a look.

"You know exactly  why not."

Nate laughed as he kicked off from the wall, headed in our direction with a confident stride.

"You worry too much, Trouble. I’m not going to hurt him,” he paused intentionally, letting the silence stretch out before finishing with a smirk, ”…that badly." He grinned wide, and smug. She glared at him with a violet fire in her eyes that was threatening enough to make even the most intimidating of men hesitate.

But Nathan Zenatti just grinned wider.

"That was entirely unhelpful, Nate." Briar grumbled, shaking her head - the history between them evident in the way they interacted. In the way her eyes narrowed in frustration, but still held a flicker of warm affection. In the way he playfully teased her, but it was obvious he was holding himself back from pushing her too far.

For a second, I felt like an outsider, still standing on the edges of Briar’s life, unable to fully step in.

But then I focused on her. Really watched her, taking in every detail. The way her fists clenched at her sides so tightly that her knuckles almost turned white. The way she ground her teeth, her chest rising and falling rapidly with each breath. The way her brow furrowed, and the corners of her lips turned down as she gave Cory a look that was a desperate, silent plea to change his mind.

She was nervous. Afraid. Genuinely concerned.

For me.

And in that moment, I realised I was no longer a spectator, I had become someone she genuinely cared about, whether she liked it or not.

My body moved toward hers instinctively, driven by my desire to calm her growing unease. I stepped in close.

"Look at me," I murmured, my voice low, almost a whisper.

Her eyes found mine - wide, vulnerable. Her lips parted slightly, her breath shaky, but she didn’t look away. I tilted my head, eyes lazily roaming over her, pausing at her lips, before meeting that violet gaze.

"If you keep worrying, my love," I teased, my voice light, "you’ll hurt my ego." I brushed my thumb over the full softness of her bottom lip. The slightest touch. "I’ll be fine. I promise."

Briar's gaze softened for just a moment. The tension in her shoulders eased, her breath slowly returning to its normal rhythm. And then she smiled, soft and mischievous as she leaned in just slightly, her lips brushing against the lingering pressure of my thumb.

She pressed a gentle, almost teasing kiss to the tip.

By the Other.

I forgot how to breathe.

One simple gesture, and I was completely undone.

Breathless. Desperate. Aching for more.

She grinned. Wide and bright and beautiful. Tilting her head to observe me as she stepped back, her teeth grazing her bottom lip with a teasing slowness that drove me insane.

“Your ego being hurt is the least of my concerns.” She murmured, the last traces of genuine worry faded to something softer, laced with playful mischief.

“Five minutes. Then you’re up.” Cory called, a final warning.

Without hesitation, Briar grabbed a band and began wrapping my knuckles.

"Nate’s fast, strong," I caught the faint waver in her voice, betraying the cracks in her composure. She kept her eyes on my hands as she pulled the band tight around my right knuckle, avoiding my gaze. "But he’s not as good at using his head. He thinks with brute strength, not strategically. You can use that against him." She paused, focusing on tightening the wraps around my left hand. "He’s most confident in his gator form. That makes him his most powerful. In that form, avoid him at all costs. You can’t win."

Briar finally looked up at me then. She hid her emotions in her stance, in the way she tried to keep her voice steady. Concealing them from Cory, from Nate, from the rest of the world.

But not from me.

In her eyes, I saw it all. Worry, fear, concern. But beneath it, unwavering support. A quiet, unshakable belief.

She let me see everything.

She let me in.

I squeezed her hand, and nodded, committing her words to memory. For a few moments, neither of us spoke. I simply watched as her eyes softened at that small, reassuring touch, savouring the warmth of her skin beneath my thumb as it brushed over her knuckles.

"Why did the two of you break up?" I asked, breaking the silence. Her eyes flickered with surprise at my question.

"What?" She asked, her brows pulling together.

"Why did you and Zenatti break up?" I repeated, keeping my tone even. "Did he cheat? Hurt you? Leave you for someone else? What?"

Briar’s expression hardened, her mouth pressing into a thin line. She leveled me with a sharp, assessing glare.

"No," The answer came flat, emotionless, as if she were forcing herself to feel nothing. But her fingers curled slightly at her sides. She shook her head, soft silver waves bouncing with the motion. "Nothing like that." She answered, but gave me nothing more than that.

"Then why?" I pressed.

"We just wanted different things.” She shrugged, as if it were nothing, but I could see the hurt in her eyes. “Why does it matter?"

I leant in a little closer, so close that the heat of her breath was a whisper against my skin, and I let my mouth curve into a slow, teasing smirk.

"So I know how hard to hit him."

Briar exhaled sharply, an exasperated sound that was almost a laugh. She shook her head, rolling her eyes, but there was amusement there, lingering in the edges of her expression. And deities , when she looked at me like  that  - when her eyes sparkled like stars scattered across a midnight sky - it made my chest ache with want for more.

And I knew I would never get enough.

"Don’t do anything stupid," she warned, but the tone was light, almost teasing. I smirked, stepping back, already feeling the adrenaline begin to build.

"No promises, my love."

I knocked my knuckles gently against her chin, a playful, lingering touch that was more of a caress, before striding towards the ring without a backward glance.
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Nate stood across from me, stretching his right arm across his chest, looking far too gleeful for someone about to take part in a brutal SFA match. I rolled my neck, shaking out my shoulders, but didn’t bother stretching beyond that.

I was cool, controlled, unbothered.

Or at least, that’s how I was attempting to appear.

I leant back against the metal cage, letting the cold bite of the chainlink ground me. My arms crossed over my chest in an easy, deliberate stance. I dragged my gaze over him, tongue sliding across my cheek. A silent, taunting assessment. I could feel Briar’s gaze burning into me from across the room, and I would be lying if I said my feigned indifference wasn’t at least partially for her.

The other part?

Purely to piss off Zenatti.

And judging by the flicker of irritation in his smug, easy grin, it was working.

The next few moments blurred as I honed my focus, trying to recall everything Cory and Briar had drilled into me over the past few moons to the surface.

Aim for the throat, or the gut.

Knock him breathless enough to force the shift back to his natural form.

Shifters can be clumsy in unfamiliar forms, use that to your advantage.

Cory called for us to prepare. We moved into fighting stances. A beat of silence. The only sound was Briar’s sharp inhale from the edge of the ring. The whistle blew.

We lunged.

A massive gator, all scales, muscle, and teeth, lunged into the space I had occupied just moments ago. I rolled, barely dodging the brutal snap of his jaws.

Briar was right. Nate might have been powerful as a gator, but in a cage this size, he was all brute force, no agility. His bulk made him easy to outmanoeuvre. I stayed behind him, just out of reach of those bone-crushing jaws, narrowly dodging the vicious sweep of his thick, thrashing tail.

I moved fast. Easy. Controlled.

But dodging was not enough.

I needed to wind him. Hurt him. Just enough to break his concentration; to force the shift back into his natural form. Then I could overpower him.

Another powerful swing of his tail sent me leaping. But instead of landing to avoid him, I intentionally slammed my foot down on the delicate tip of his tail.

The roar that tore from him was guttural and agonised.

But not enough. Not enough to force a shift back. Not yet.

Nate thrashed violently, twisting his massive body with terrifying strength. The steel cage rattled from the impact as he lunged again, and as he did, he shifted. His limbs disappeared, his scales smoothed, and his body elongated, transforming into a rope of raw muscle. Sleek and deadly.

A snake.

A fucking big one at that.

Venomous-looking fangs, sharp and pointed, lunged for my throat.

I sidestepped, narrowly avoiding the strike, as his coiled body smashed against the cage. His face collided with the metal with a rattling clash, and a hiss of pain escaped his throat.

For a brief, fleeting second, he was dazed. Disoriented.

I saw my opening.

I lunged before he could recover, wrapping a fist around his thick, muscled throat. My foot stomped down on the tip of his tail, my knee pressing into the thickest part of his abdomen, pinning his serpentine body against the steel of the cage. His body trembled, resisting, thrashing, but I tightened the chokehold, squeezing with everything I had.

He hissed, those lethal teeth bared in a vicious snarl.

But the move was a mistake.

A deep, precious breath rattled from his chest, a strained gasp escaping his throat as the air slowly drained from him. He was slipping. His strength was fading. His body weakening.

This was it. I was going to win.

My gaze flickered to Briar and she was watching me with a fierce, almost breathless intensity. There was fear in her gaze, yes, but also pride . And if I wasn’t mistaken, just a flicker of heat…arousal. My concentration wavered, the smug self-satisfied part of my brain already savouring my victory over Nate.

But in a single moment, everything faltered.

I blinked, and solid muscle beneath hardened, as his form twisted and shifted back into the gator. I barely had time to react before my grip was rendered useless, his shift forcing my hand to release him or risk having my fingers crushed under the expanding thickness of his neck.

He lunged.

The impact threw me backwards with a force that stole my breath. I crashed onto the mat, my head slamming against the ground.

My vision blurred.

I scrambled to move, to get up, but by the time my sight cleared, he was already there. Nothing more than a blur of scales, teeth, and the crushing force of his gator snout snapping forward.

And then–

Stillness.

I didn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

His teeth hovered just over my throat. Close. Too close. I could feel the heat of his breath. The phantom pressure where his teeth would have ripped out my throat.

If this fight were real, I would be dead.

Nate lingered there for a beat longer, savouring the moment, as if to seal his victory over me. He shifted back. The gator melted away, leaving Nathan Zenatti hovering above me, his chest heaving, piercing blue eyes gleaming with a smug, self-satisfied darkness.

His mouth quirked into a smirk.

"I guess you were right, Trouble," he panted, still recovering from the fight. "He wasn’t ready."

The arrogance in his tone ignited something volatile in me, but I swallowed the reaction down. Refused to give him the satisfaction. He may have won, but I was a human up against a shifter, and I had put up a fucking good fight.

The loss was not shameful, but reacting to Zenatti’s attempt to taunt me would be.  

"Nate, don’t antagonise him." Briar’s voice was a sharp warning, which had Zenatti’s attention snapping in her direction. I used that moment to shove my shoulder into his chest, a little harder than necessary, knocking him off me and moving to exit the cage without giving him the satisfaction of looking back.

But Briar’s warning, nor my indifference to his victory stopped Nate.

“Guess you’re gonna have to work harder if you want to protect her. ” Nate’s voice echoed through the gym, deliberate and taunting.

I froze.

My fingers curled into fists at my sides, every muscle locked with tension. Slowly, I turned to face him, my gaze locking onto his. Cold. Unwavering. Burning with a quiet, simmering fury. Not from the loss. No, I could take a hit. I wasn’t a stranger to defeat. The fight itself wasn’t what set my blood thrumming with anger.

It was his words.

If you want to protect her.

He did not know the shadows he had just awoken inside me.

I had failed to protect Darla the night she stumbled out of the club, drunk and reckless, sliding behind the wheel of my car.

I had failed to protect my family from my self-debilitating, almost reputation-destroying actions after her death.

And now here I was failing to protect Briar. Not physically. Briar was more than capable of defending herself in a fight. But my training with Cory, proving that humans could fight shifters and win ? That was more than just a fight. And it meant something more than Briar knew.

More than I was ready for her to know.

I could feel my fingers twitching at my sides, aching to lash out, but I kept them clenched. Kept control. Barely. Nate’s smirk sharpened, his gaze flicking over me like he could see every nerve he was hitting and he enjoyed it.

“Look at you,” he drawled, slow and taunting. “So primal. So possessive. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were in love with her.”

Love .

There it was. The word I had been avoiding. The truth I refused to name. That undeniable feeling, heavy and all-consuming.

And Nathan Zenatti threw it at me. Used it as an insult.

“You shut your  fucking mouth , Zenatti,” I growled.

But it was too late.

That sharp smirk of his stretched wider, his eyes smug and insufferably knowing.

“ By the Other, ” his words were a breath of unamused, mocking, laughter. “You are, aren’t you?”

It took everything, everything, I had within me to not punch that smug fucking grin right off of his face. I clenched my fists so hard that I could feel my nails digging into my palms. I swallowed hard. But did not say a fucking word, because how could I deny it? Even if I refused to admit it to myself, it did not make it untrue.

I heard Briar moving closer, the rustle of her steps near the cage. But I couldn’t look at her. I wouldn’t look at her. Not when my face might betray me. Not when I was too cowardly to see the responding look in her eyes.

“Admit it, Allerton,” he mocked, “It’s so obvious. I thought you just wanted to fuck her, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

“Nate, that’s enough–” Briar’s voice cut through the tension, sharp and fierce. But he wasn’t listening. His eyes were on me, dark and triumphant.

“You’ve got it bad. You’re drowning in it. And here you are, trying to prove you belong in her life. Trying to prove you’re worthy of her.”

My fist was already flying before I even processed what I was doing. It landed with a sickening crack against his jaw. His head whipped sharply to the side. Blood trickled down his lips.

The gym went silent.

Zenatti didn’t even flinch. He recovered quickly, straightening with an easy, deliberate roll of his shoulders. His head turned back to me at a maddeningly slow pace, like he wanted me to see him savouring this. He wiped the blood from his mouth, with the back of his hand.

And laughed.

It was a low, knowing laugh.

A sharp grin cut across his face, wild and unhinged, as he licked the last of the blood from his teeth. Then, with the same effortless arrogance, he dropped into a fighting stance.

“You want to know what I think?” He asked, gaze turning serious. His glare mocking and malicious, locked onto mine with a predatory gleam. “You’re not worthy of her,” Nate snarled, a low growl escaping his throat. “You don’t fucking deserve her.”

My stomach dropped.

And the all consuming darkness b egan to spread.

“After everything you put her through?” He growled, glaring at me with malice. “Briar might be dreamy-eyed and fooled enough by your charm to forget what you did, but I see you. You’re still the same smug bastard who tore her down every chance you got. Who made her feel like she was beneath you–”

“ Enough, Nathan! ” Briar interjected.

But it was too late.

The darkness clouded my mind, thick and suffocating.

I could not think. I could not breathe.

My chest was tight. Skin tingling as blood boiled in my veins, and fury blurred my vision.

Because he was not wrong. I did not deserve her.

She was brilliant . Sharp-minded and relentless. Beautiful , not just in the way that she was a vision to look at but also because of the fire inside her. She was light and fury. Strength and grace. The kind of person who demanded the world to kneel, and made it listen.

And I was broken.

A reckless, self-destructive socialite, barely holding together the shattered remains of a life I had almost burned to the ground. A life that had never truly been mine. One handed to me by wealth, by legacy, by a name that had always been more valuable than the man who carried it.

“And I suppose you think you are  good enough for her?!” I managed to choke out, shaking with a fury that barely masked the suffocating despair.

Nate’s mouth broke into a grin.

“Is that why you’re so angry, Allerton?” He asked, his tone malicious and mocking. “Because I know what it’s like to fuck her and you don’t?!”

“Nate.”

“Zenatti thats enough!”

Zenatti’s name on Briar’s lips sounded not just angry, but hurt. And Cory’s reprimand was a fatherly warning laced with unmistakable disappointment.

But neither had the force to stop the words from tumbling from Zenatti’s lips.

“Because I know how it feels to have her naked beneath me?! How every single inch of her body tastes? What it’s like to have her cry out my name w hen she–”

I swung before he could finish.

But this time Nate was ready and he dodged, immediately retaliating with a brutal, well-aimed punch. It barely clipped my jaw, but the impact was enough to snap my head to the side. My skin burned, but I didn’t stop.

I couldn’t.

The darkness was already too deep, too consuming, too fucking loud. It drowned out Briar’s protests, muffled the sharp commands from Cory, swallowed every rational thought, every emotion that was not blinding rage.

The only thing I saw was him .

That smug, taunting smirk. The knowing gleam in his eye. The absolute, unshakable confidence that he had me exactly where he wanted me. Unraveled, furious, blind with rage.

And maybe he did.

The fight turned brutal. I struck. Fast. Hard. Precise. But Zenatti met each blow with a preternatural strength that had me tiring rapidly.

He was not holding back.

But even in the haze of rage I remembered what Briar had said - Zenatti fights with brute strength, not strategy. And that’s exactly how he was fighting now. His attacks were pure power, wild and relentless, no thought behind them, just pure aggression.

So I set up my advantage.

I feigned left.

He dodged.

My actual strike connected with his jaw in a brutal, full-force hit.

The impact was vicious .

His head snapped back, his entire body recoiling with the force of it. His feet left the ground as he stumbled back, crashing against the cage with a sharp, breathless grunt.

Bouncing silver curls flashed across my vision.

Briar.

She was there. Between us. Moving towards him.

My chest tightened as she reached for him, her fingers tilting his jaw, inspecting the damage. Soft. Gentle. Her touch lingered, and I watched her fingertips glide across his stubble, tracing, caressing.

I felt sick.

I couldn’t breathe.

Darkness crept. Thick and suffocating darkness.

Everything hit me all at once. The guilt. The shame. The regret.

The darkness consumed.

I turned, without a word, without looking back. My legs carried me out of the room before I could even think, before I could process what I was doing. I just knew I could not be here anymore.

I could not watch this.

Air. I needed air.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard my name. A faint echo, a ghost of a plea.

But I could not stop.

The next moments blurred together. A taxi ride, neon lights of a bar, the burn of liquor sliding down my throat. One drink. Two. Three. Seven. I stopped counting around nine.

And then, hands.

Lips.

Heat.

I didn’t know when I caught their eye, didn’t remember who moved first, but suddenly they were there. Pressing against me. Lips claiming mine. Hands mapping my body like I was something worth discovering. Something worth wanting .

And I let them.

I let them touch me. Let them take what they wanted.

Just to feel something that was not pain. That was not the all consuming need for a girl who would never be mine. To escape the slow, torturous ache of longing for someone whose love I had shattered long before I even dared to dream of it. Before I had even realised I wanted it. Wanted her.  

Before I understood that she could have been my salvation if only I had not destroyed every path that could have led me to her.

But there was no salvation. No escape.

Just the suffocating weight of knowing I had done this to myself.

And this time I was not sure if there was a way back out.
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Nate’s head snapped back with a violent crack.

Instinct took over before reason could catch up. I was already moving, my hands reaching to check the damage.

Even if he fucking deserved it.

And maybe I approached Nate first because a part of me was too afraid to face Finn. Because facing Finn meant having to acknowledge my feelings towards him were anything but platonic.

And I was not sure I was ready to admit that.

A quick inspection told me Nate was fine. More than fine. He was still being stubborn, smirking, and insufferably smug. But I lingered for a moment longer than necessary, trying to find the courage to face Finn Allerton.

That moment was too long.

Finn’s footsteps rapidly retreated. I turned on my heel, called after him.

But he was already gone.

Fuck.

I turned back to Nate, who was eyeing me with a mix of curiosity and cautious amusement. I gave him a slow once-over, my gaze catching on the bruise already blooming along his jaw. I arched a brow.

"Are you okay?" I asked, keeping my tone neutral. Nate rolled his jaw, testing the damage with a wince.

“Yeah. I’m fine.” He murmured.

“Good.”

I swung.

My fist connected with the opposite side of his face, sharp and precise. His head snapped to the side, another satisfying crack. A matching bruise to the one Finn gave him.

Perfect.

" What the fuck, Briar?! " Nate sputtered, stumbling back a step, his hand flying to his jaw. I advanced on him, closing the distance before he could recover, my glare sharp, narrowing my eyes and brows furrowing in an angered scowl.

"Let’s just set one thing straight, Nathan Zenatti.” I growled, prodding an accusatory finger into his chest as I spoke. “You don’t get to decide who I forgive. You have no right to dictate who’s worthy  of me like I’m some fucking prize to be won." His jaw tightened. I stepped closer, my voice dropping into something colder, sharper. "You don’t get to act like you’re my protector when you hurt me too." Silence stretched between us. My heart raced in my chest, but I stood my ground. Confident, unwavering. "And I sure as fuck  don’t need your permission on who I decide to let into my life."

My breathing was heavy. We were close, so close I had to tilt my head back to meet his piercing blue gaze. He met my stare with a mixture of frustration and quiet acceptance. Nate’s hand still hovered at his jaw, but instead of rubbing at the pain, his fingers idly dragged over his stubble, like he was more intrigued than injured.

He arched a brow.

“You done telling me off, Trouble?" No anger. No apology. Just acceptance. He wasn’t sorry for antagonising Finn, not even a little bit, but he also wasn’t arguing with me.

"That depends. Are you done being an overbearing arsehole?" I asked, folding my arms across my chest. His smirk was slow, lazy, as he leaned back against the cage as if nothing had happened.

"Have you ever known me not to be?" He asked, with a simple shrug of his shoulders.

"No." I answered flatly, fighting the urge to smirk back. Nate snorted, shaking his head.

"You really didn’t hold back." He rubbed his jaw again, wincing as his fingers drifted over the fresh bruise, a twin to the one Finn had given him.

"You deserved worse." I shrugged, this time unable to hide the smirk from forming on my lips. The tension eased just a little as we both chuckled.

I nibbled on a loose piece of skin at the corner of my lip.

"I’m going to go after Finn. See if he’s okay." The words felt like more of a confession than a statement. Quiet. Hesitant. Because finding Finn was not just about checking on him. It meant acknowledging the change between us. Acknowledging that I cared, more than I ever wanted to. More than I ever thought I could. And from the way Nate’s expression flickered, just for a second, I knew he saw it too. His usual smirk softened at the edges, but his tone remained light, teasing.

"Yeah, yeah. Go check lover boy’s pride isn’t hurt too much." He waved a dismissive hand, as the two of us exited the cage together.

"Oh, and if you ever talk about our sex life like that again,” I growled, glaring at him sharply, “I’ll kick you so hard in your groin that you won’t have  a sex life to talk about."

Nate let out a sharp bark of laughter, amused, but not mocking.

“Noted.” He grinned, hands raising in surrender.

I shook my head, exhaling lightly, but didn’t say goodbye. Just turned and walked away. My footsteps echoed against the gym floor, blending with the rhythmic clang of weights and the dull thud of fists meeting rubber.

“You’ve really fallen for him, haven’t you?”

I froze.

My breath caught in my throat. My fingers curled into fists at my sides.

I did not respond immediately. Could not turn to look at him. Because Nate has always been too good at reading me. And if I did he would know. He would see plainly on my face the truth I had been refusing to admit. To him. To Finn. To myself.

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to look at him over my shoulder.

"I’m not asking for your approval." The words came out steady. Certain. But beneath them, there was a vulnerable confession, wrapped in defiance. The first real admission of what I had been trying so Omni-damned hard to ignore.

Nate didn’t move. Arms crossed, he leaned against the wall, gaze unwavering.

"I wasn’t trying to give it." He said with a soft shrug of his shoulders.

"Because you don’t approve?" I turned to face him fully. "Or because you know better than to try and change my mind?"

Silence.

His eyes locked onto mine, steady, searching. There was no smirk now, no teasing remark. Just worry. Affection. A kind of knowing sadness that settled deep in his chest. He exhaled softly. Shrugged.

"Does it matter?" His voice was soft, calm, with an undercurrent of hurt beneath the surface.

"It matters to me," I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. Nate sighed, dragging a hand through his blonde hair before offering me a smile.

"Anyone ever tell you that you have a really bad taste in men?" He teased. Him and Finn were very much alike in that way, turning to teasing when the truth felt too difficult to face.

I snorted.

“Yeah. Taylor did, all the time when we were dating.”

Nate laughed, the sound light and almost carefree.

"Ouch. I guess I deserve that one" Silence settled between us again, heavier this time. Nate exhaled sharply, crossing his arms over his chest. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. "If I know one thing for certain about you, Trouble, it’s that you don’t make bad choices." He said finally.

You don’t make bad choices. He said more in that sentence than anyone could ever truly know.

Choosing not to join the Gators? Not a bad choice.

Choosing to go to the VALE over a life with him? Not a bad choice.

And now, choosing Finn Allerton? Not a bad choice either.

And maybe I had known that for a while.

I smiled faintly. It might not have been an actual approval, but from Nate? It was as good an approval as I was going to get.  

And that was enough for me.

Without saying another word, I turned on my heel and made my way towards the door. The streets were quieter now. I had no idea where Finn had gone, but I knew I had to find him.

Not just to make sure he was okay.

But also because letting him walk away had felt wrong in a way I could no longer ignore.

***

My key would not turn in the lock. I tried again. And again. My fingers trembled so badly I could barely grip the metal.

I had not been able to find Finn anywhere. And he was not answering my calls. And I could not shake the feeling in my gut that something was very wrong.

Panicked shaking fingers tried once more. This time, the key slid in. A ragged breath, almost a sob, tore from my throat as I turned the lock and pushed the door open.

And froze.

The scent hit me first.

The air was thick with lust, and sweat, and arousal. The sickening scent of alcohol in the mix.

The sounds came next.

Soft groans. Heavy breathing. The low, husky murmur that was unmistakably Finn’s voice, whispering incoherent words of passion.

And he was not alone.

No . No, no, no.

The sound of my pulse thrumming in my ears, drowned out everything but the rhythmic creak of a mattress and the breathless, unmistakable gasps of pleasure.

I stepped back, colliding with the door. My knees buckled. And I sank down to the floor.

A tear silently slipped down my cheek.

I did not attempt to wipe it away. Did not even attempt to breathe.

I simply sat on the cold floor, listening to the erotic groans and faint rustle of bedsheets, and let the devastation swallow me whole.
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My head was pounding.

I groaned as I tried to open my eyes, but the lids felt too heavy. The palms of my hands massaged the closed lids in an attempt to rub away the alcohol addled sleep that kept them shut.

Finally, my eyes flickered open.

Big mistake.

A flood of blinding light hit me, forcing me to slam my eyes shut once more. Another groan escaped my lips as I attempted to move, but the effort only made the nausea in my stomach churn violently. I barely managed to pull on a pair of joggers, my body shaking with the effort to cover myself before I staggered towards the bathroom. The moment I reached the toilet, my stomach rebelled, and I emptied the contents of my gut into the cold porcelain with a violent retch.

I didn’t even hear Briar come into the bathroom, but suddenly she was there. A glass of water in hand.

She looked worried as she knelt down beside me, concerned. But also…

Angry.

No, not angry. Furious.

Fuck.

“Do you know how worried I was about you last night?” She growled, but there was a waver in her tone that gave away her worry.

So not the soft, gentle, compassionate approach then?

I groaned and massaged my temple.

“Briar, please. I am hungover to shit  I don’t want to do this right now–“

“I spent hours. Hours, Finn Allerton looking all over the city for you.” She ignored my protests, forcing the glass of water into my hand and silently encouraging me to drink. “I called you, Omni knows how many times, and it just kept ringing out until my phone died and I had no choice but to come back to the apartment to charge it with half a mind to report you missing. I was so sick with worry only to find you already here with–” Briar’s voice cracked. Her words caught in her throat, and for the first time, something other than anger broke through. A tear welled up in her eye as her voice wavered. “With someone else.”

Fuck.

The memories came flooding back at once.  

The fight with Nate.

Briar moving to check he was okay.

The bar. The drinks. The sex.

Oh shit. I dragged a hand through my sleep-tousled hair, exhaling sharply before pressing my fingers to my temple. The pounding headache from last night’s drinking was nothing compared to the ache in my chest at the sound of Briar’s voice.

Raw, broken, betrayed.

“Briar–”

“No.” One word. Sharp. Pained. Final. She folded her arms across her chest, and I wondered whether it was to stop herself from reaching out for me, or simply a move to hold herself together. She shook her head, and just like that, the fury drained from her face. What replaced it was worse.

Despair. Defeat. Disappointment.

I preferred the fury.

“You can sleep with whoever the fuck you want, Finn. If you don’t see our relationship as anything more than the pretence we play for the case? Fine, I can accept that.” Her tone was sharp, but it was softened by the pain.

“Briar–” I interjected but she cut me off.

“Let me speak.” She snapped, her voice a mixture of fury and hurt and I immediately quieted. “You can’t have it both ways, Finn.” She shook her head, slow, deliberate, like she was forcing herself to stay steady. “You can’t ask me to open up about my past, flirt with me in front of my brother, hold me in bed through my nightmares if you don’t really care.” Her breath hitched. She swiped at a tear before it could fall, but it was too late, I had already seen it. Briar, who was always so composed. So determined to lock away any vulnerability, any emotion. Crying. “You don’t get to act all noble, and protective, and jealous around Nate.” Her voice wavered, but she pushed through. “You don’t get to make me feel like this . Like maybe, you actually give a shit  about me. Like I actually mean something to you.”

Nausea rolled in my stomach, and it had nothing to do with the hangover as I watched, useless and frozen, as she wiped away another tear.

Too hungover, too fragile and broken to reach for her.

Too much of a fucking coward to even try.

I should have told her that she did not just mean something  to me. She meant everything to me. But as the words tried to leave my lips I just retched again, vomiting into the bowl.

Briar’s cool touch on my back was a comfort. Even as her words were a knife in my chest.

“I would rather go back to us loathing each other, to tearing each other down. At least then I knew where I stood. At least then I wasn’t lying to myself, fooling myself into thinking there was anything real between us.” She sucked in a shaky breath, like she was trying to pull herself back together. Like she was done letting me see her fall apart.

I looked at her, as she pulled some tissue from the roll, thinking she was about to wipe her tear streaked eyes but instead she gently wiped the residue from my lips, before throwing it into the bowl. She pushed a sweaty strand of hair back from my face.

“I would rather hate you  than waste another second of my life, of my heart,  falling for you, just to watch you shatter it again.” Briar sniffled, pushing herself up from the floor, shoulders squared. “Hating you was far less painful than this.” She muttered before walking out of the bathroom.

She didn’t look back.

I forced myself to get up from the floor. Forced my stomach to settle, not that there was anything left in it to lose anyway.

I stumbled after her.

I only made it to the doorway.

Leaning against the frame for support, I swallowed against the dryness in my throat. My voice came out hoarse, words slurred.

“I thought you wanted him . Nate.” It was not an excuse. It would never excuse what I had done, how I had hurt her. But it was the only explanation I had.

Briar scoffed. A sharp, humorless laugh

“Why?! I have told you time and time again Finn it’s not like that with me and Nate, not anymore. So why are you so fixated with the idea of me being with him?!” Her voice was a mixture of hurt, and pain, and anger, and despair.

I shook my head only because I could not speak without retching.

Briar continued. Her voice sharp and more vicious as the anger returned to replace the despair and disappointment.

“Maybe it’s you , Finn. Maybe you’re the problem.” Her words were venom as they escaped her lips, tumbling from her tongue like the anger was in control and not her. “Maybe you’re so obsessed with the idea of me rekindling my relationship with my high school sweetheart because you never can. ”

Regret immediately flashed across her eyes. Her breath caught. Her lips parted, like she might take back the words.

She didn’t.

But her words did not hurt as much as the pain in her eyes. As the tears still rolling down her cheeks. The silence stretched. I wanted to grab onto it, onto her, onto anything that would stop her from slipping through my fingers.

But I just stood there.

Frozen. Helpless.

She shook her head. I followed the movement of her throat as she swallowed.

She took a step back

A step away.

From me.

“I already called and told Larkin you’re sick. Take the day. Sober the fuck up, Finn. We’ll talk later.”

She left without another word.

The door slammed.

My heart jolted so hard it felt like it might rip itself from my chest. Then it clenched tight, too tight. Suddenly, there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room. My lungs seized. My vision blurred.

No.

No, no, no.

My knees buckled. Gravity pulling them from beneath me, and I hit the floor. Hard.

My pulse pounded in my ears.

I tried to breathe.

I could not breathe.

My throat closed, the walls pressed in. Fingers tingling. My entire body felt numb.

Darkness clouded the edges of my vision.

Pain. Excruciating. Debilitating.

I had ruined everything .

Whatever fragile, unspoken thing had existed between us, shattered . I had torn it apart with my reckless, thoughtless actions.

I knew exactly what I needed.

To stop feeling.

To feel nothing.

In a blink, I was in the kitchen.

Bottle of whiskey in hand.

And I drank.
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The office was too quiet.

The kind of quiet I used to thrive in. It should have made it easy to focus, to work with discipline and precision. Easier to bury myself in the case.

Should have.

Used to.

Before Finn Allerton forced his way into my head. Into my heart.  Before he invaded spaces inside me that I did not even know were empty. Now, every page I flipped through, every file I tried to organise only served as a reminder of him. Of us . What we could have been. What we will never be.

By the Other!

How could one man consume me so completely? Take up so much space in my head that it was impossible to focus on anything else. I found myself missing the days where he tormented me physically, with all his taunts, challenges, and competition. Somehow that was preferable, at least I could choose to ignore him. Pretend he did not bother me.

Now? Now the torment was in my head. Taunting me with thoughts of that mischievous smile. Challenging me with the complete inability to concentrate on anything else. And wondering desperately and pathetically what it would take for me to compete for his affection.

I muttered a curse under my breath and shook my head, trying to redirect my thoughts. I stacked another pile of Beaureallis’ files into some semblance of order, sifting through them for anything that stood out: anomalies, patterns, names that looked familiar. But everything blurred together, and every time I tried to focus on the ink in front of me, my mind drifted to him.

The low teasing rasp of his voice. The curve of his smirk. Those green delights that always held a glimmer of mischief. The Omni-damned way he said my love  like it was nothing and everything all at once.

The sound of him in the bedroom with someone else.

I felt sick.

I did not need this right now.

I was so lost in my own head that the knock at the door startled me enough to nearly drop the file I was holding. I snapped upright, cleared my throat, and forced my voice into something resembling calm.

“Come in!”

Edward stepped inside, a mug in hand, looking even more awkward and nervous than usual. His eyes flickered around the office, as if he were trying to find the confidence to look directly at me. He cleared his throat, raising a brow.

“No Allerton today?” He asked, his gaze hovering near my face, but not quite meeting my eyes.

I shook my head, fiddling with the pen in my hand.

“He’s sick.” The lie felt bitter on my tongue. Not because it was not believable, but because it brought back the images of him this morning: weak, pale, drowning in the aftermath of too much alcohol. I had been angry. But anger didn’t mean I was not worried. That I did not care.

I cared.

More than I wanted to. More than I ever thought possible for Finn Allerton.

And his drinking was something I planned to address. When the anger simmered, and the heartache lessened, and Finn was no longer clouded by the hangover.

Edward saw straight through me. Of course he did. Lying to a fellow agent, let alone one of the best in all of Valverde, was never wise. His eyes narrowed slightly, a curious flicker in them as I turned away, pretending to shuffle a file on my desk.

“Lovers’ quarrel?” He asked, curious but with a hint of affection and genuine concern in his tone. I exhaled sharply, pushing my curls up and twisting them into a knot on my head, sliding the pen through them easily to keep the hair in place.

“Something like that.”

Edward leaned his shoulder against the doorframe with that quiet, observant ease all of the Central Intelligence agents seemed to carry.

“You know,” he started, “psychologists say conflict early on in relationships can actually be a good sign. It means both parties are invested. Learning each other’s boundaries. Establishing communication–”

“Not to be rude, Edward,” I snapped, sharper than intended, “but I have had a rough night, I’m completely fucking buried in work, and if you could just get to the actual point of your visit, that would be fantastic. ”

He blinked, taken aback by my outburst. I instantly regretted it.

Edward pushed his glasses up his nose, stepping fully into the room, an awkward stumble in his stride that he just naturally seemed to carry.

“Right. Yes. My point. Uhm– Rox, first. I guess. He needs the files back. If you’re done with them?” I winced, rubbing a hand down my face. “You have pulled almost everything we have on the Knightguard and Zypherium,” he continued, “and now other people’s requests are getting bounced. Mainly mine.” He let out a short, awkward laugh, then quickly clamped his mouth shut, his eyes flinching as if he expected me to snap again.

“Right. Yes, of course.” I murmured, the bite in my voice gone, replaced by guilt. I rubbed my temples, forcing my tone softer. “I’ll get them back to him. This afternoon. Or tomorrow. I’m sorry. I’ll get around to it.”

“Good. Great.” He adjusted his weight, like he wasn’t sure whether to stay or leave, clearly uncomfortable in the silence that followed. “The other thing is, well, I saw Ramona, ” he said her name like it felt strange on his tongue, “down in the archives? She said to meet her outside in five if you still wanted to go for lunch.”

Lunch? I stared at him, my brain scattered by the timeline of my own life. Had we agreed to go for lunch today? I remembered a brief conversation, vague plans over text. But the days had blurred into each other since the anniversary of Kat’s death, and the weight of Beaureallis’s threats, and–

Finn.

I cursed internally. Everything always circled back to Finn. Even when it was not intended. Even when I did not want it to. Lunch with Ramona might be exactly the thing I needed to keep my mind off Finn, even if just for a moment. A breath of normalcy in a week that had been anything but.

I offered Edward a tired, grateful smile.

“Yes. Actually, that sounds amazing.” Picking up my phone from the desk, I quickly thumbed out a message to Ramona, letting her know I would be down in a few minutes, before slipping it into my pocket.

“Thanks, Edward. Sorry for snapping, I just–” He raised a hand, cutting me off with a soft chuckle.

“Please,” he said, the edges of his mouth curling up in a quiet smile. “Just call me Ed. All my friends do.”

Friends. Something I had not yet considered him to be. Something I distanced myself from, considering he might still be a suspect in my case.

But when I met his gaze, the warmth in his expression softened something in me.

“Ed,” I said, letting the name settle on my tongue like a truce. “Thanks, Ed.”

“Anytime,” he said, and with a small nod, he turned and left me alone in the quiet once more.

I glanced down at the case files stacked messily on my desk.

They weren’t going anywhere.

They could wait until after lunch. Until after I had cleared my head.

With a deep sigh, I left the office, locking the door behind me. My steps were slow as I made my way down the hallway to meet Ramona. A small, but necessary escape if I did not want the chaos to swallow me whole.

***

I leaned against the streetlamp across from the Home Office, head tilted toward the sun, letting the warmth wash over me. The breeze tugged at the loose strands of hair that had fallen from the knot at the back of my head, and I did nothing to fix them. My eyes squinted in the light, but I kept my gaze fixed on the glass double doors of the entrance awaiting Ramona’s arrival.

But it was not Ramona I saw exiting from the doors.

Lieutenant Pendrel emerged. His movements stiff. Gaze frantic, eyes jittery. Scanning his surroundings too fast, too often. He looked pale, sickly almost, and his face was slick with sweat that didn’t match the mellow summer heat.

And in his hands, he clutched a file. So tight his knuckles were white.

He paused. Turned his head. A slow, deliberate sweep of the street. Then, he began to move with a casualness that looked too forced.

Fuck.

Instinct told me to follow.

I moved fast, fingers racing as I tapped a message to Ramona.

Briar: Something has come up. Explain later.

No time to wait for a reply.

I dipped behind a bus stop, allowing the shift to take over. Muscles compressing. Bones realigning. Skin giving way to fur. Fingers curled into soft, clawed pads. Whiskers sprouted from my face.

I dropped to all fours and slipped into the crowd.

Pendrel’s hand slid into his blazer. He pulled out his phone, glanced at the screen. His head turned too fast, wild eyes scanning his surroundings.

He looked straight at me.

My body stilled, breath caught.

For a heartbeat, I thought he recognised me.

But his gaze swept over almost as quickly as it landed.

He shoved his phone back in his pocket and picked up speed, his pace urgent. That same feigned calm echoed in every step against the concrete.

I matched it, shadowing him from the edge of the pavement, weaving through ankles and shopping bags, careful to stay just behind the noise and movement of the foot traffic.

There was no need to get too close. Not yet. It was too risky.

Car horns blared. Voices overlapped in waves of chatter from the crowds. But my entire focus honed in on the quiet thud of Pendrel’s shoes against the pavement.

He walked longer than I expected, towards the edge of Alpha where the noise began to thin.

Then he stopped.

We were on the border of Alpha, brushing up against Delta territory. I slipped into the shadows of a doorway, crouched low. Ears forward. Tail flat to the ground. Every muscle locked and ready.

Pendrel lingered on a corner, then sat, too casually, on a bench by a bus stop.

But something told me he was not planning to catch a bus.

He tapped his foot in an anxious rhythm, twisting his fingers nervously around a ring on his hand. A plain gold band. It wasn’t long before another man emerged from one of the nearby buildings. And my heart began hammering in my chest.

Tristain Rascallian stepped out of the shadows with a grin, and strolled toward Pendrel with too much ease. The moment he sat beside him, Pendrel’s foot stilled mid-tap.

They didn’t look at each other. Didn’t speak.

Or so I thought.

But then I caught it. Slight, precise movements of their lips. Alternating. They were talking. But trying hard to look like they weren’t.

I used the cover of the shadows to shift, feathers overtaking fur as I took flight.

Silent. Unnoticed.

I landed on the rooftop across the street and shifted back into my natural form, keeping myself sprawled on my stomach, with only my eyes peeping over the edge.

Remaining concealed as possible. Breathing hard, but steady.

I pulled out my phone, and started taking pictures.

Pendrel slid the file from under his arm and handed it to Rascallian, who tucked it beneath his jacket with a practiced motion.

My heart was hammering, but my hands did not shake.

Pendrel and Rascallian parted a second later. No handshake. No nod. Just turned backs and opposite paths.

I didn’t move until they were both out of sight. Even then, I waited an extra beat.

Listening. Watching.

And when I finally decided it was safe to move, there was only one thought on my mind.

Finn.

I had just made a breakthrough in the case.

And Finn needed to know. Now.
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Wind rustled my feathers as I tucked them in close to my body, slicing like a bullet through the air. I landed soundlessly on the rooftop of our apartment building, shifting the moment my feet hit solid ground. My pulse pounded with adrenaline as I took the stairs two at a time.

I shoved the door open, breathless.

And froze.

A slow, creeping dread curled in my stomach. My hand instinctively came up to cover my nose and mouth. The air, thick with the sharp bite of alcohol, laced with the sour remnants of vomit, overwhelmed my senses.

The apartment was quiet.

Too quiet.

“Finn? ” I called out, my voice soft, unsure. But I was greeted by silence.

My chest began to tighten, my stomach feeling heavy as I stepped inside. My gaze swept the room, my pulse hammering harder with every empty bottle I spotted. Whiskey drained to the last drop on the counter, beer cans crumpled and discarded without care. My hand trembled as I pulled it away from my mouth, fighting the urge to gag at the sickening scent that became stronger as I moved further inside.

“ Finn? ” My voice was louder this time, edged with urgency. Only the slightest tremor betraying my nerves. But again, no response.

Oh shit.

Nausea churned in my stomach. My chest tightened, the pounding of my heart a frantic, unsteady rhythm against my ribs. My breaths came short and shallow, each one harder to draw in than the last.

Finn had been hungover. Vulnerable. Hollowed out by something I had not taken the time to understand. And I had left him.

All because I was angry. And petty. And jealous and–

Maybe the reason you are so obsessed with me rekindling my relationship with my high school sweetheart is because you never can.

Oh I fucked up.

“Finn?!” My voice cracked, frantic now.

Panic gripped my chest, cold and merciless.

I had been heartless. And cruel. And stupid. And if anything had happened to him–

I would never forgive myself.

My feet instinctively carried me to his bedroom.

Empty.

The bed was a mess of tangled sheets, stained with spilled alcohol. Another empty bottle lay discarded on the floor, its contents long gone. My pulse roared in my ears, panic tightened my throat, making it hard to breathe. I was seconds away from spiraling–

Then I heard it.

A faint, broken sound.

I shoved the bathroom door open.

And there he was.

Slumped over the toilet.

Eyes fluttering, barely holding onto consciousness.

I dropped to my knees beside him, hands shaking as I reached for him, heart thundering so loud it drowned out everything else.

“ Finn.” His name was a soft, desperate plea, of panic. My hand found his cheek. His skin was clammy. Dried vomit stained his lips, trailing down his bare chest, soaking into the joggers he hadn’t changed out of since this morning.

“Hey. Finn.” I tapped his cheek lightly, my fingers trembling. “Look at me. Are you okay?”

A low groan rumbled from his throat. He weakly swiped at my hand, missing the first time before his fingers brushed against mine in a half-hearted attempt to push me away.

“She’s gone.” His voice was hoarse, barely more than a whisper, so fragile I almost didn’t hear it over the pounding of my heart.

But he was speaking.  Responding.

A breath of relief slipped past my lips.

His eyes remained closed, but he squeezed them tighter. His skin paling as if he was fighting another wave of nausea.

“Who’s gone, Finn?” My throat was tight, the question barely making it past my lips.

His bloodshot eyes cracked open, but he didn’t see me. They were glazed, unfocused, staring through  me, not at me. His head lolled against the toilet seat.

“I love her.” His lips trembled. “And she’s gone.” The words were barely a slur as he struggled to keep himself upright. He swayed but I caught his shoulders, keeping him steady.

“Who, Finn?” I asked, partially to keep him talking, but I would be lying if I said I was not also aching to know. His lips trembled as he forced the words out.

“Darla died and now she’s  gone–” He didn’t finish before he lurched forward and vomited into the toilet again. I was already there, hands moving from his shoulders to his back, rubbing slow, soothing circles along his spine. His skin burned under a thin layer of cold sweat. His damp hair clung to his forehead, and I brushed it back with careful fingers, murmuring quiet reassurances as he trembled beneath my touch.

Darla.

He hadn’t given me a name the first time he mentioned his dead ex-girlfriend, but I didn’t need one to know. It was her. It had always been her. The ghost that haunted his sleepless nights. The weight behind his panic attacks. The dark, unspoken secret buried in his past.

And this morning, I had weaponised her death against him.

I had thrown it in his face.

Then I had left him.

And now,  Omni help me, he was here. Crumpled. Ruined. Drowning himself in alcohol and grief, because of me.

A sharp, nauseating pang of guilt sliced through my chest.

I did this.

I did this.

Finn Allerton had survived losing the woman he loved, and I - his friend, his partner  - had just ripped that wound back open.

I was a monster.

A cruel, heartless monster.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.” My voice was soft, careful, as the last of his retching subsided. “And then I’ll get you some water, okay?”

Finn gave a weak nod, but his body resisted movement, heavy with exhaustion and alcohol. I wrapped an arm around his waist, hoisting him up, guiding him toward the tub. He leaned into me, his weight pressing against my side, his breath warm but laced with the sour tang of whiskey.

It took more effort than I cared to admit to get him over the edge and lower him into the basin. And then, I hesitated.

His joggers were stained with sweat and vomit and Omni knows what else.

If I wanted to clean him up, they had to come off.

A sharp breath filled my lungs as I scanned the room. My pulse was unsteady as I grabbed a towel from beside the sink and draped it over his lap.

“I’m going to help you take these off, okay?”

Another nod. A sluggish grunt. No fight, no teasing smirk. Just emptiness .

My chest ached.

I worked the fabric down, careful, trying to keep the towel in place. His skin was fever-warm beneath my fingers, his body limp. I tossed the soiled joggers into the sink and swallowed hard.

“What? No flirty jokes about me taking off your pants?” I asked, trying to stimulate that playfulness in him. “Come on, Finn. I know you’re still in there.” I tried adding a little lightness to the situation, with the hope that I would see just a semblance of the Finn I knew returned to me.

But there was nothing.

Silence.

No smirk. No smug, self-assured remark.

I climbed in behind him, keeping myself perched on the edge of the basin, with only my feet in the tub. Taking the shower head into my hands and turning on the switch.

Steam began to fill the room, as I let the warm water cascade over him. He sagged against the tiled wall to the side of the tub, eyes closed, breath coming in slow, uneven waves. I reached for my favourite soap on the side, and squeezed it onto a washcloth. It foamed instantly as it left the spout, the aroma of fresh mint and coconut filled the heated air.

Gently, I pressed the cloth to his skin.

I worked in slow, careful strokes, wiping away the sweat, the alcohol, the remnants of his self-destruction. His body remained slack beneath my touch, but I kept going. Along the curve of his shoulder, down the sculpted planes of his chest, across his muscular biceps.

The room was silent, save for the trickle of water.

Bit by bit, his body responded. A slow inhale. A slight movement. The tension in his muscles easing as the warmth seeped into his skin. Finn started to sit up a little straighter, his breathing smoothing out. The sensation of the warm water, and the steam cleansing his lungs having a slight sobering effect on him.

Once I had rinsed his body clean, I reached for the shampoo and began massaging it into his hair, my fingers working through the tangles gently.

He let out a quiet, satisfied, sigh.

Relief flooded through me, as I sensed him slowly returning to himself.

“Briar?” His voice was still slurred, but hearing my name pass his lips was like a breath of fresh air.

“Yes?” I kept my touch light, careful. Trying to hide the way my voice wavered with emotion and dizzying relief.

“I thought you were Jess.” He admitted, his voice still a quiet mutter but the words a little clearer. I paused briefly, fingers stilling in his hair.

“Your sister?” I asked, continuing to gently massage his scalp, careful to keep my touch soothing, neutral. He leaned back, his head resting against my knees as a quiet hum of confirmation vibrated from his chest.

“Yeah. She was usually the one who found me like… this.  Back when things were bad.”

My chest tightened at his words, knowing that this was not the first time he had allowed himself to drown into an alcoholic stupor. It brought me back to the early days in the VALE, when Finn would stay out all night, and show up to every lecture reeking of alcohol.

It used to irritate me to no end.

Not his careless behaviour, that part didn’t really bother me. It was the smug, cocky attitude that came with it. The arrogance that radiated off him. He could stumble into class, half-drunk, sleep-deprived, and still manage to breeze through everything. And I would have to scramble, work twice as hard just to match his effortless pace.

That used to drive me insane.

Bastard.

A bittersweet smile tugged at the corner of my lips, but it was quickly replaced with a tight ache as I realised, for the first time, that maybe there had been pain behind all that arrogance. Back then, I had thought he was just a privileged rich kid, coasting on nepotism, who believed himself to be completely invincible. But now, I wondered how much of that had been just him hiding his real struggles.

Finn’s voice, weak and unsteady, cut through my thoughts.

“Though, Jess would never bother with all this. She just threw me in the shower fully clothed and blasted me with cold water.” He laughed, and although it was weak and breathless it warmed something inside of me to hear his laughter.

I chuckled softly.

“Sounds a little harsh.”

“She thought I deserved it.” He murmured, and then shrugged. “Maybe I did.”

A beat of silence. I reached for the showerhead, trying to steady my hand as I rinsed the suds from his hair.

“Maybe I was harsh too,” I admitted, voice barely audible above the water's murmur. “This morning. What I said about your ex-girlfriend…Darla. I didn’t mean it. I was hurt and jealous, and I was being unfair–”

“It’s fine.” Finn interjected, before I could finish.

“No, it’s not–” I argued.

“I deserved it,” Finn interrupted again. His voice was firmer now, even with the slurred edges. “I hurt you. You had every right–”

“Finn, can you please just let me apologise?” I huffed, taking my turn to interrupt him. “ By the Other , even drunk, you’re a nightmare.” I joked playfully, rinsing the last of the suds from his hair, and combing through the tangles with my fingers.

A hoarse chuckle escaped him, low and rough.

“So fucking stubborn.” He murmured, voice thick with amusement.

I couldn’t help but laugh softly in return, the sound shaky but real.

He tilted his head back, his body leaning into the touch of my fingers still tangled in his now-smooth hair. There was no practical reason for my hands to remain there, not anymore. But I couldn’t bring myself to pull away. The silky strands felt too good beneath my fingertips, too comforting in this strange, intimate moment.

From this angle, I could see his face clearly. His eyes were closed, but a faint smirk tugged at his lips.

“Stubborn, and reckless, and so fucking beautiful. ”

My breath hitched.

I said nothing.

He opened his eyes. His drunk, half-lidded gaze met mine through the mist of the shower.

“Just some of the reasons I fell in love.”

I froze.

The world felt like it stopped spinning, leaving just the sound of water running between us. My fingers stilled in his hair. My heart pounded in my chest, too loud to ignore. He was still quite obviously drunk, and yet there was a newfound clearness behind those piercing green eyes. They did not seem cloudy, or glazed over with an alcoholic fog.

I swallowed hard. My mouth was dry, my heart hammering in my ribcage.

“With Darla?” I asked, barely above a whisper.

Finn shook his head, the ends of his hair brushing my knees.

“With you .”

I blinked. Waiting for him to say something else. For another explanation. For him to tell me I misheard him, or that he did not mean what he said.

But he didn’t do any of those things.

He just continued to stare, with an aching, hopeful sort of clarity.

I swallowed hard.

“Finn, you’re drunk,” I said carefully.

Finn exhaled heavily, but the sound was far from sad. It wasn’t burdened with self-pity or regret. No, this was more like an acceptance, a quiet surrender to a truth he refused to ignore any longer. He tilted his head, moving his gaze away from mine, now focused somewhere ahead, somewhere distant.

“Drunk enough to finally say it, maybe. But not drunk enough for it to be a lie.” His shoulder shrugged.

I inhaled sharply.

Thoughts racing in my mind, almost as rapidly as my heart in my chest.

The water was still running, the sound of it filling the silence between us. I reached, trembling ever so slightly, and turned off the tap. The instant the room fell into silence, it felt heavier than it should have, making the air feel thick and almost impossible to breathe.

My teeth nervously grazed my bottom lip.

I reached for a towel on the side and wrapped it around his shoulders.

“Let’s get you to bed, yeah?” My voice soft, careful.

Finn nodded, slow and sluggish, as I helped him out of the tub. He swayed slightly, and I tightened my grip around his waist, steadying him. His body was heavy with exhaustion, his movements reluctant as I guided him into my room, his own bed still reeking of alcohol and regret.

The sheets on mine were fresh, untouched.

I eased him onto the mattress, pulling the blanket over his bare shoulders. He let out a slow, uneven breath, eyes meeting mine with a fragile, vulnerable, gratitude.

"Sleep, Finn." I whispered, brushing a strand of damp hair from his forehead. I sat beside him, watching as exhaustion and the remnants of his breakdown claimed him. His eyelids drooped, and eventually, he succumbed to the gentle pull of slumber.

As he slept, I got to work in the apartment; throwing away the empty bottles lying around, cleaning the vomit soaked bathroom, stripping his bed and throwing the alcohol soaked sheets into the tub with his soiled clothes - rinsing them through in preparation for taking them to the laundry room in the morning.

Every few minutes, I checked on Finn.

Afraid to leave him alone for too long.

Afraid of what I might find if I did.

Once I was satisfied with the state of the apartment, I grabbed a bucket from the storage cupboard, just in case Finn needed it during the night, and perched myself on the floor of my room, where I could keep a close eye on him.

As the night stretched on, I stayed by his side, listening to the steady rhythm of his breathing, waiting for any sign that he needed me. My body ached with exhaustion, but I refused to let sleep take me. His words continued to echo in my mind.

Stubborn, and reckless, and so fucking beautiful

Just some of the reasons I fell in love.

With you.

I knew he was drunk. I knew he was hurting. And yet, those words had felt so painfully, undeniably real.

I hugged my knees to my chest, pressing my forehead against them.

Tomorrow, I would face this. Face Finn.

But tonight, I would just make sure he was okay.
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I awoke with an overwhelming sense of dread.

Daylight spilled through the window, but I had no clue what day it was, what time it was, or how many days had passed since my last haze of memory. I was back in the dark days again. The days where time lost its meaning, swallowed by a cycle of alcohol, meaningless sex, and sleep. Two years of my life reduced to that haze, and here I was, right back where I promised myself I would never go again.

A steady thump pounded in my head.

I groaned, rolling into the pillow beside me to block out the steady stream of sunlight. Nausea churned in my gut, but it was quickly settled by the comforting scent of Briar - sweet, honeyed, and woven into the fabric of the sheets beneath me.

My eyes opened wide with a jolt of panic.

I was in Briar’s room. Tucked into her bed. Freshly showered, smelling like mint and coconut and–

And the soft sheets brushed gently against my bare arse.

I was naked.

Oh shit.

What had happened last night? What the fuck had I done?

And where was Briar?

The latter was answered almost immediately as I forced myself to sit up. She was curled up against the wall, head slumped to the side. Soft silver waves tumbled messily over her face and down her shoulders. Her full dark lashes fluttered over closed eyes in what seemed to be a fleetful, restless sleep. A bucket rested precariously in her lap, its weight seemingly held in place by the faintest, almost fragile grip, even in sleep. She sat poised, as if she might spring into action at a moment’s notice, despite the exhaustion that weighed on her.

Even in the wreckage of fatigue, she was beautiful.

It seemed almost cruel to wake her. But even if I was not desperate for answers, I would have woken her if only to tuck her into bed and allow her some proper rest.

“Briar.” I whispered. She stirred but didn’t wake. I tried again, softer this time. “Briar, my love.”

Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused at first before they snapped to mine.

Chaos ensued.

She jolted upright. The bucket clattered to the ground. She rubbed a hand down her face. And cursed.

“ Fuck .” Her breathing was shallow and rapid as her body processed the jolt of adrenaline brought on by the sudden wakefulness. “I wasn’t supposed to fall asleep.” Her voice was thick with exhaustion as she blinked quickly, trying to shake off the drowsiness. “Are you okay? How are you feeling?”

I squeezed my eyes shut, any and all minor movements making the thumping in my head worse.

“Rough,” I admitted, running a hand down my face. Briar stood, reached for a glass of water she had placed on the nightstand, and handed it to me. She perched on the edge of the bed as I took it, bringing it to my lips and letting the cool water soothe my dry throat.

The pounding in my head subsided.

I cleared my throat. With Briar sitting so close, the duvet suddenly felt unbearably thin.

“I hate to have to ask this, but…why am I naked?”

Briar hesitated. Her lips parted and a soft pink flush coloured her cheeks.

“I had to get you in the shower.” She said simply.

My heart stuttered.

I watched her for a beat, waiting. Waiting for the cringe, the judgment, the disgust to flicker across her face. But none of that came. Only nervousness, concern, and a quiet relief.

I pushed my tongue into my cheek.

“Right. And we didn’t–” I trailed off, gesturing awkwardly between the two of us, unable to find the words. Fuck.  Why was I suddenly so flustered? I cleared my throat. “You and I? We didn’t…?”

Briar raised a brow, eyes twinkling with amusement despite her exhaustion.

“If you’re asking if we had sex, Finn, then no.” She smiled softly, then added with a teasing lilt, “I think that would be an experience you would want to remember.”

I let out a soft breathless sound, something between a chuckle and a groan as I dropped my head back against the pillow.

“Thank fuck.”

I heard Briar shuffling next to me, and then felt the weight of her body dip into the mattress as she lay down beside me.

She remained firmly, and deliberately, on top of the duvet.

I cracked one eye open, glancing at her. Her silver waves spilled down onto the pillow beside mine, as she lay on her side watching me with a quiet nervousness. She chewed anxiously on the inside of her cheek.

“So,” she cleared her throat, “you don’t remember anything from last night?”

I dragged a hand down my face, willing my brain to put together the missing pieces. Hazes of memory flickered at the edges of my mind.

“I remember drinking,” I said slowly. “Too much. And throwing up. A lot.”

Briar hummed, like she was confirming a fact she already knew. Her fingers found a fold in the blanket, and she began fidgeting with the fabric.

“You don’t remember anything you said?” Her tone was even. Neutral. But the casualness was forced. Beneath it was a vulnerability she was trying to hide. Something in my stomach twisted. And it was not the nausea of the hangover.

My brow furrowed as I searched through the haze in my mind. Flashes of memory: her soothing voice, her hands in my hair, the warmth of water running over my skin. But no words exchanged. Nothing that was said.

I raised a brow, heart hammering in my chest.

“Did I say something bad?” I asked, watching her facial expressions closely. She was hesitating, looking at me with an almost grimace. “I was drunk, my love, whatever I said I probably did not mean it.” I added quickly.

Disappointment flashed in those revealing violet eyes, even as she tried to force a smile. She shook her head, pushing herself into a sitting position.

“It’s nothing.” She said, waving a dismissive hand as she brought her knees up to her chest. “It wasn’t important.”

She lied.

She curled into herself, not quite meeting my eyes and brushing her silver hair over her shoulder like it would shield her from the weight of whatever I had forgotten. I sat up fully, ignoring the dull ache behind my eyes, biting back the groan that threatened to slip past my lips as my head protested the movement.

“Briar.” Her name was a plea on my lips. “What did I say?”

Briar shook her head.

“It doesn’t matter.”

But it mattered. I could see it in her eyes - the way they flickered, the way she refused to meet mine. It mattered.

I opened my mouth to protest, to push, to demand she tell me. But Briar spoke first, checking the time on her phone.

“How about I go get us some drinks? Hot ones, with not a single drop of alcohol. And while I do that, you find some clothes.” She slid off the bed, throwing me a look over her shoulder. “Then, when I get back, you owe me an explanation.”

My brow furrowed.

“What do you mean?” I asked, pushing a hand through my hair.

“I told you about Vita’s. I told you about Kat. I told you about Beaureallis.” Her voice was soft, but the expectation in it was firm. Certain. “Now it’s your turn to open up. Your turn to let me in.”

I raised a brow.

“What do you want to know?”

She met my gaze without hesitation.

“I want you to tell me about Darla.”
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The comforting plush of the couch cushions were such a stark contrast to the anxiety tightening my entire body. My fingers trembled around the paper coffee cup Briar had handed me, my grip so tight I feared it might break under the weight of pressure. My body felt weak as I brought the cup to my lips, and not from the hangover.

But from the thick, nauseating dread.

It wasn’t fear of facing my past that unsettled me. No, the fear came from the suffocating weight of knowing that, in a few minutes, everything could change.

Briar’s legs were draped over mine, warm, familiar, like she belonged there. My hand rested on her thigh, my touch casual, instinctive. But this , this stolen moment of closeness, might be the last before she learned the truth.

The blood on my hands. The inescapable shadow of death I could never outrun.

She might never forgive me, in the same way I have never forgiven myself.

I could say nothing. And Briar would not hold it against me. If I told her I wasn’t ready, she would step back, give me the space I needed. But I also knew that delaying the inevitable would just solidify that final wall that remained between us, instead of knocking through the cracks.

And I had spent so damn long trying to tear it down.

I swallowed hard.

“I always knew I was going to marry Darla one day, long before I even understood what marriage meant.”

I might as well start at the beginning. If only so Briar could better understand the weight, the devastation. Who Darla had been to me.

“In the high society circles of the Beta district, arranged marriages are not uncommon. And Darla and I? We were perfect on paper. Our families were close, our interests aligned, and we had been inseparable since childhood.” Briar said nothing, just listened. Silent, still. Her expression gave nothing away. No judgment. No pity. Just quiet patience.

She lifted her hot chocolate to her lips, took a slow sip, and waited.

“My future was decided for me, before I even had the chance to dream of anything else.” I admitted, with a quiet shake of my head. My mouth felt dry, so I wet it with the coffee. Allowing a short moment to ground myself in the warmth. My fingers instinctively curled around Briar’s thigh lightly, just to stop myself from trembling.

“For the longest time, I didn’t question it. Didn’t think I needed to. Until the night my father was elected Supreme Commander. I was twelve - the first time I had ever been allowed at one of his lavish political gatherings. I knew Darla would be there, and I expected the night to simply be a chance to slip away, to laugh with my friends, to exist in the background while the adults played their power games.” I paused. The memory of that night, once fond, was now tainted with the dark future that followed. “And then I saw her.”

Darla.

I closed my eyes because it was easier that way. Easier to see her as she had been. Young, vibrant, energetic. She wasn’t a ghost. She wasn’t a tragedy waiting to happen.

She was just Darla.

“That night she had not just been the girl I had always known. But someone breathtaking.” The way the light caught in her hair, the way she moved, the way she smiled at me across the room. “It was the first time I looked at her, the first time I had looked at any girl,  and thought, s he’s beautiful. ” I scoffed a dry, humourless laugh, shaking my head. “It took me three more years to find the courage to ask her to be my girlfriend - a formality, really, considering we were already engaged. But our parents were thrilled. It was one thing to be bound by duty. But to want the person you were promised to? That was the dream.”

I stole a glance at Briar, and she had not moved. She sat silently, listening intently, with the preternatural stillness of her species. Her violet eyes were bright with encouragement, curiosity, and support.

Unwavering, unshakable, support.

And deities , I felt sick knowing that in just a few short minutes, that look in her eyes might vanish forever.

“For a while, everything was perfect. I loved her with everything I had.” I paused, sniffling as the weight of dread settled in my stomach. “Or at least I thought I did.”

I could not bring myself to look at Briar. Unable to watch as the light left her eyes. As every positive thing she had come to think of me over the last two moons was erased. Could not bear to have her look at me with horror, disappointment, and disgust.

“The day I received my acceptance letter from the VALE, was the day everything changed. I was eighteen. It was the same day as my father’s Winter Solstice Ball, and some of our old friends had returned from their own elite institutions. I expected congratulations, maybe a few well-meaning warnings about the difficulty of the coursework. But that wasn’t what they talked about.” I shook my head, feeling the shadows begin to creep in parallel with the darkening turn of the memories. “No. They told stories. Stories of reckless parties that lasted until dawn. Of alcohol that never stopped flowing. Of casual sex and a string of meaningless flings. Of a freedom so intoxicating it made every expectation, every preordained duty, seem…dull and shackling.”

My fingers flexed against Briar’s thigh before I pulled my hand away, dragging it down my face, as if I could wipe away the shame.

“And for the first time in my life, I realised, I had a choice.” I shook my head lightly.

A choice meant freedom, but freedom also meant risking everything I had built. The safety of the life I knew, the one that had been planned out for me, and the consequences of stepping outside of it.

“It wasn’t that I wanted to cheat on Darla. I never would have done that.  But the idea of something else . Something more than the life that had already been carved out for me.” I let out a deep heavy sigh. “And Darla saw it. She saw it in the way I hesitated. The way I lingered on the stories just a little too long.” I swallowed hard, my throat dry again, wetting my mouth with another sip of coffee before continuing. “She became desperate. Clinging to me like she could hold me in place, like if she loved me hard enough, I wouldn’t go. She begged me to move the wedding up - to marry her before I left for the VALE, to tie ourselves together so permanently that I wouldn’t have the option of walking away.” I ran a hand through my hair, gripping at the strands like I could pull the memory from my brain. “But I hesitated. Not because I wanted to betray her. Not because I wanted to be with someone else. But because I wanted it to be my choice. ”

I heard the soft rustle of fabric, the movement of Briar’s weight against the couch. My pulse pounded. Was she pulling away? Leaning in? I couldn’t bring myself to look.

“I wanted to ask her to marry me when the time was right. When I chose to. Not because it was my duty. Or because my parents, or societal pressures told me I should.” I turned the coffee cup absentmindedly in my hands, watching the dark liquid swirl inside. “And it was there, somewhere, in the distant future. But I just wanted the freedom to decide. ”

I could feel Briar beside me. Her presence warm, like a light in the darkness.

But I still could not bring myself to look at her.

“But Darla didn’t understand.” I whispered, my voice tight. “And suddenly we were flighting all the time .”

I felt Briar’s fingers brush against my side then. A soft caress. A whisper of a touch.

Silent. Supportive.

Like she could sense I was unravelling, and wanted to hold me together.

“About a moon before I was supposed to leave for the VALE, our friends threw me a send-off party at a bar in Alpha called FROLIX. Darla and I had been arguing all day - which resulted in us leaving late for the party. So to save time I decided to drive into town.” I choked on the word drive, the rest of the sentence leaving my lips in a breathless, desperate gasp.

If I had known then what I know now.  

“The plan was to drive there, take a taxi home, and collect the car the next day when we had sobered up enough to safely drive back home.” I explained, forcing a steadiness to my voice. And failing. “I parked up. And gave Darla my car keys to keep in her clutch.”

My breath caught in my throat, my heart tightening painfully in my chest. I stared down at my hands, barely seeing them, because all I could see was a crumpled wreck, the shattered glass, the blood that stained them.

Darkness crept, and darkness consumed and–

A gentle touch. Briar’s fingers, curling around mine. A simple, steady pressure. I didn’t deserve it. But I held on anyway.

With her touch I found the courage to continue.

“Darla and I were already on edge when we arrived, but after a few too many drinks, the anger was boiling over. We were tearing into each other in the middle of the bar, oblivious to the people around us, to the audience we were drawing.” I shook my head slightly, feeling the tightness in my chest grow, the sting of unshed tears threatening to spill. My fingers clenched around Briar’s hand, squeezing it as if it was the only thing stopping me from falling apart.

Maybe it was.

“And then she said it.” I exhaled, the breath shuddering more than I wanted it to. “She said that if I truly loved her, I wouldn’t hesitate to marry her. And I–” My words faltered. A sob threatened to break free, but I swallowed it down.

I took a moment to compose myself.

“ Deities.  I looked her in the eye and said that maybe I never really did.” The next words came out as a breathless whisper. “That maybe I never really did love her.” I felt Briar’s thumb brush over the back of my knuckles, soft and steady. Her touch my only lifeline. “I didn’t mean it. But in that moment, I wanted to hurt her the way she was hurting me.”

I swallowed hard.

“She left. And I didn’t stop her.”

The room felt suffocating now, like the walls were closing in.

“I turned back to the bar, let my friends shove another drink into my hand, let the night swallow me whole–“ I trailed off.

Even Briar’s warm, supportive presence could not fight the darkness that followed.

“And then the screaming started.”

I forced myself to breathe as the memories surged, relentless and unforgiving.

“People were rushing outside.”

Blue and red lights flickered through the windows.

Sirens wailing in the distance.

“Someone whispered about a crash.”

Something cold and heavy settled in my gut.

“I followed the crowd outside…” My body went stiff. I could feel my breath quicken, panic creeping up the back of my throat. “And then I saw it.”

I could hear Briar breathing, slow and steady. But I could feel the tension in the way she gripped my hand, as if she too knew that the worst was yet to come.

“A car. Twisted beyond recognition. Metal folded like paper. The windshield shattered, a web of blood-streaked cracks spreading across the glass.” Nausea rolled in my stomach as the memories flashed across my mind unbidden. Playing out exactly like they had on the night. “And the body.” I shook my head, covering my hand with my mouth. “Flung onto the pavement, limbs bent in ways they weren’t meant to.”

So still.

So broken.

“ I didn’t recognise her at first. There was too much blood.”

That night had been alive with the sounds of sirens and screams and shuffling feet, but in my memories there was nothing but silence, as if the world was holding its breath.

“But then I saw the number plate. My  number plate. And in that horrifying, sickening moment I remembered. I had given Darla my car keys.”

A sharp, strangled breath broke the silence. I did not know if that had been me, or Briar.

I felt the faint sensation of Briar’s fingers squeezing mine, but the sensation seemed distant. Numb. My pulse thrummed in my ears, drowning out everything apart from the sound of my own beating heart.

“It was my car. And it was her body.” A beat of silence. “And in that moment, the whole world as I knew it shattered. ”

The darkness closed in.

And I felt the pain again, just as strong, just as potent as it had been in the moment I had realised that Darla was dead. And that it was my words. My hesitation. My selfish, desperate need for choice that had driven her to that fate.

My fault.

And every year that passed I thought it might become easier. That the pain might subside, and the shadows might recede, and the guilt might fade away.

But it never did.

It remained just as agonising as it did that night. The guilt, heavy and endless.

And the darkness continued to spread.

“Finn…” Briar’s voice, so light, like a beacon guiding me in the dark. My heart pounded, each desperate, aching beat begging for me to look at her. But I could not get my eyes to cooperate. Too cowardly to seek out those violets that always revealed every thought, every feeling. Afraid I would not like the emotions simmering beneath.

My hands continued to tremble, so hard now that at some point the paper cup had clattered to the floor. Cold coffee seeped into my lap, soaking through the fabric of my joggers.

“If I had just stopped her.” My breath came in ragged desperate pants, each one more broken than the last. “If I had swallowed my pride for one moment and just apologised–” My voice cracked on the last word, and I pressed my palms to my eyes. My chest felt like it was caving in under the weight of the memories.

The grief. The guilt.

The darkness threatened to consume me. Closing in with a viciousness that made every breath feel like a struggle. But Briar’s presence beside me was the only thing keeping it at bay.

Her warmth. Her quiet calm.

The light, steady touch of her hands brushing against mine, pulling them away from my face with such gentle insistence. Her fingers, delicate but firm, slid through mine.

With her touch the darkness did not feel as heavy. The guilt did not feel as suffocating.

I let out a ragged breath, a sob choking me as it escaped out of my control.

“I killed her.” The words a rasp on my lips as the first tears spilled down my cheeks. “Not with my hands. Not in a way that could ever be written in a report, or that they could arrest me for. But I killed her, Briar. She was running from me. From what I said. And I let her go.”

Briar’s grip on my hand tightened, her fingers pressing into mine.

“Listen to me, Finn Allerton. Look at me.” Her voice was soft. A plea. With just a slight tremble of emotion beneath it.

But I couldn’t look at her.

I just couldn’t.

Not just because I feared I might see disappointment, or judgment in her eyes, but also because I didn’t feel like I deserved to see the opposite. To see the understanding in her eyes. To see the compassion that had never faltered even as I exposed the worst parts of myself.

But Briar - stubborn, relentless, determined, Briar - was not giving up.

I felt her move closer. Felt the light pressure of her body flush against mine as she crawled into my lap. She brought my trembling hands down to her waist, settling them on her hips, freeing up her own to cup my cheeks. Her thumbs gently brushed against them in a soft caress, wiping away each tear as she tilted my forehead upwards so I had no choice but to meet her gaze.

Those beautiful violet eyes, so bright, so full of care, affection, and understanding. And a grief that she did not carry, but felt as deeply as if it were her own.

“This was not your fault.”

The sound that escaped my lips was almost a hollow laugh, but it lacked humour. I shook my head, lips parting to protest, but Briar interjected before I could.

“You are good , Finn.” Her voice trembled as she spoke, cracking under the weight of emotion as a single tear slipped down her cheek. “You are kind.  You are worthy of so much more than this unbearable pain you carry.” I let out a shaky unsteady breath. Let each word light me up like a flame flickering in the darkness. “What happened to Darla was tragic.” She added, shaking her head so that I felt the whisper of her curls brush against my neck and shoulders. “It was cruel and unfair, and by the Other,  I wish it had never happened. I wish you never had to experience that.” Her words were soothing, and gentle. “But you did not kill her, Finn. You did not put her in that car. You didn’t make her start it up. Or press the pedal and start driving. She made her own choices that night. And the guilt you have been drowning in for all these years? That is not yours to carry.”

Her voice was steady now, full of a knowing strength that left no room for doubt. There was a quiet authority in her words, the kind that made it impossible to argue with her. Every word was spoken like the truth, even if it felt like a lie deep down.

But the way she spoke, so fiercely, so completely, carried a conviction that maybe, I was starting to believe it too.

“I know it might not feel that way. I know it hurts beyond what I could ever hope to possibly comprehend. But you can’t keep punishing yourself for being alive.” Her voice was trembling with a quiet desperation. But her tone held a steady assurance now, one that carried the weight of everything she was.

Her wisdom, her fire, her insistence on finding the truth.

“You are allowed to grieve her. You are allowed to miss her. But you are not allowed to destroy yourself over this. ”

The last words felt like a demand, and yet it wasn’t harsh. It was the kind of command that could only come from Briar Heartley - strong, confident, and somehow comforting in its certainty. In that moment, it was as if everything in me realigned. I could feel a new sense of clarity.

Because she was right.

Because Briar Heartley was always fucking right.

I would always grieve Darla. And a part of me would always miss what we had, what we could have been. But letting it destroy me was not good for anyone. That had been evident in the wreckage of those two years after her death, the way I had crumbled and pulled everyone around me down with me. And it was evident now.

We sat there for what felt like an eternity.

No words. Just the quiet, shared rhythm of breaths, of heartbeats, of tears falling freely. Healing, in the quietest of ways. And eventually, they stopped. And though the pain didn’t disappear, it softened. It became something I could breathe around, something that didn’t suffocate me. Something that did not define me the way it once did.

I was not sure how long we sat there for. Time blurred in the stillness surrounding us. But eventually Briar lifted her head.

Those beautiful violets met mine.

Deities.  It was too easy to drown in them. To forget how to breathe.

Her expression was a delicate mix of seriousness, affection, and caution. She nervously chewed the inside of her cheek in thought.

“The drinking is getting bad again, isn’t it?”

There was no fight left in me to even try and deny it.

“Yeah.” My voice cracked on the word. I swallowed, hard. “Yeah, it is.”

She nodded slowly. No judgment, just that unwavering, impossible gentleness. But beneath it was calculation - in the way that she was always trying to solve the problems no one else could.

“Okay. So we can figure this out together.” She said with complete certainty. “We’ll minimise your exposure to alcohol - no more club visits unless absolutely necessary. And if they are, I’ll go in alone–”

“No.” The word was out before she could finish. Sharper than I intended. Final. “There is no reality where I would ever let you do this alone.”

Briar sighed, long and low. But for once, she did not argue. Didn’t launch into the usual speech about being perfectly capable or not needing protection. She just tapped her fingers against the armrest, thoughtful, calculating. That brilliant mind of hers always working.

She paused, raising a brow in contemplation.

“What about a safe word?”

My brows drew together, eyes narrowing in a curious look.

“A safe word?” I asked. Briar nodded.

“Even if we never use it, it’s good to have. Just in case. If you start to feel off, or things get dangerous, it gives us a clean exit. Or a way to communicate without tipping anyone off. It’s just…smart.” The corners of my mouth twitched before I could stop them. She caught it instantly. Rolled her eyes and smacked my arm, just light enough to make it playful. “Oh stop. It’s a good idea.”

I chuckled, sceptical but amused.

“So what would ours be?” I asked, my hands gently brushing her waist. She was still sat in my lap, and this time she had not even attempted to move away.

She quietened for a moment, tilting her head as she thought. A soft sort of sadness flashed across her eyes.

“What if we talked about my mum?” She suggested.

“Your mum?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” she confirmed with a nod, her expression carefully neutral. “Parents are such a casual topic, something that can easily be slipped into most conversations without raising any red flags. And most of the people we encounter during our investigative work aren’t going to be aware of the fact I don’t actually have a mum.”

My brow furrowed, my grip around her waist tightening as I allowed my thumb to trace a gentle caress against her hip.

“I’m not going to counter something that hurts me, with something that hurts you, my love.” I argued, searching her face for any signs of hurt or hesitancy, but found none. She didn’t flinch. Her smile was soft. Almost sad, but calm.

“It doesn’t hurt me. Not in the way it used to.” She shook her head lightly. I paused for a moment, looking into her violet eyes and only finding a certain, confident, assurance.

“Are you sure?” I asked, still hesitant despite finding no falter in her gaze. She nodded, her expression unwavering.

“I wouldn’t have suggested it if I wasn’t.”

I studied her, quietly admiring her resilience and strength. Eventually I nodded, reluctant but yielding.

“Okay. If either of us mentions your mum, we get out of the situation as quickly as possible.” I agreed.

“No hesitation.” She added.

“No questions asked.” I said with a final nod.

Briar smiled, satisfied with our plan. She yawned. Her lashes fluttered shut as she stretched

“Speaking of the case,” she murmured, voice thick with sleep, “I have something to update you on.” She moved, slowly preparing to slide off my lap, but I tightened my hold on her hips and pulled her right back in.

“Not so fast.” I said, poking a finger lightly into her chest, “You need sleep.” The words weren’t a suggestion. They were a quiet command.

“I need answers,” she countered, but even as she said it, her voice was fading, already slurred by sleep, her eyelids drooping. I laughed under my breath and eased both of us up from the couch. Lacing my fingers through hers, I guided her toward the bedroom.

“And you’ll get them much faster if you actually let yourself rest.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but then yawned again, her eyes drooping.

“Fine. I’ll close my eyes. But only if you promise to wake me up after five minutes.” She said it like a threat, but barely made it past another yawn as we walked through the threshold of her bedroom door. Her protests faltering, and footsteps getting heavier the closer we got to bed.

“I promise.” I murmured with no intention of keeping it.

I tucked her under the covers and wordlessly climbed in next to her. Almost instinctively she curled into me, her head finding the spot between my neck and shoulder, slotting into place like it was designed just for her. I wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her close enough to feel the soft, steady thrum of her heart against my chest.

“Five minutes.” The words barely comprehensible, more a breath than anything else. Sleep took her before they had finished leaving her lips. I chuckled, watching her eyelids gently flutter and listening to her soft breathy snores as she exhaled through her nose.

“Five minutes,” I repeated, placing a gentle kiss on her forehead, letting my lips linger there a moment too long before settling in beside her, and let myself drift into the quiet, warm comfort of her presence, following her into sleep.

We did not awake until the next morning, when the sun greeted us with the quiet break of dawn.
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When the first rays of sunlight gently roused me from sleep, I did not fight the arms that wrapped around me, pulling me closer with a sleepy kind of possessiveness.

Fuck my morning run.

There was nothing, nothing,  that could have encouraged me to leave his embrace. The building could be burning down to the ground, swallowed whole in fire and smoke, and I would still linger a moment longer in his arms. I smiled, leaning into his warmth and breathing in the sweet nectar scent of him. Somehow, even the dull throb usually left by the anti-shiftwave tech faded into the background when he was near.

There was something about Finn that lessened the ache.

We awoke slowly. Like two people who had all the time in the world. As if we did not have a high-stakes case to solve. Like we were not entangled in a web of gang wars, political corruption, and rogue agents.

I wanted to protest when Finn slipped out from under the covers, already feeling the chill of his absence. But the promise of hot chocolate had any arguments dying on my lips. I almost followed after him, when he was gone for what seemed a few minutes too long, but instead I picked up the book from my bedside table and gave myself the time in this lingering quiet moment to simply do something I enjoyed.

He made me breakfast. In bed.  

No one had ever made me breakfast in bed. Not even Taylor.

Poached eggs and avocado on toast, cooked to perfection.

We ate, and we talked. We spoke about nothing and everything . Words flowed easy, laughter slipping into the soft spaces where pain had lived too long. And the world felt a little lighter, and we were both able to breathe a little easier, now that we each knew every devastating truth that had haunted our lives since we had returned to the Capital.

Like there had been a shift in the city that broke us.

We reluctantly rose from bed to shower and dress, and we stopped for hot drinks on the way into the office. I was in such a good mood that Pendrel reprimanding me, for my lateness, of course mine alone, did not have the same demoralising impact it usually did.

It was only when we entered our shared office space, and closed the door behind us to talk confidentially that I updated Finn on the case. About my growing suspicion of Isadora, since we had not yet identified the female voice from the alley, and we could no longer dismiss her connections to the Knightguard.

And potentially more damning - the photos I had taken of Pendrel exchanging the file with Rascallian.

And now we scoured the files Beaureallis had given us. We had names, connections, and corrupting secrets. But we were still looking for that crucial piece of evidence that eluded us. One that could tie this entire case together.

Motive.

“I found something.” Finn said, eyes snapping up from his desk. I quirked a brow, the corner of my lips ticked up into a challenging smile.  

“Impress me, Allerton.” I encouraged with a nod, folding my arms across my chest and leaning back in my chair.

It was a tease. A challenge. And my stomach flipped when his smile widened into a full, mischievous grin. He stood from his desk, walking over with a bounce of confidence in his stride that used to irritate me, but now only had me matching his grin. He perched on the edge of my desk, placing a neat stack of pa per down in front of me.

“ Ed Wyatt worked at one of Beaureallis’s labs after completing his forensics degree, ” he began, tone easy, eyes sharp. “ After the project wrapped, the entire team was let go. Contracts terminated. And each of them bound by NDAs. ”

My brow furrowed, thoughtful now, as I listened intently.  

“ None of the other employees on that project appear on the list of current Knightguard members Beaureallis provided, ” he explained, tapping a page he had flicked to, which contained a list of alphabetised names and job roles. “ So I kept digging. Take a look at the name of Ed Wyatt’s lab partner.”  

I ran my finger over the names staining the page permanently in ink, until I found the one I was looking for.

A line formed between my brows.

“ Elaine… Folde? ”

“Exactly.” He folded his arms over his chest and leaned back slightly, ankles crossing with lazy confidence. The gleam in his eye shimmered with that infuriating, almost smug satisfaction.

“Now, what is a common nickname for someone named Elaine?”

I breathed in a sharp intake of air, cold clarity hitting me.

“ Lainey. ”

“Right,” he confirmed, tapping the corner of the document. “She’s not on the list of current Knightguard members because she kept herself clean. Never aligned with her family’s gang ties. She’s the only shapeshifter in a family of humans - bit of a black sheep.” He offered a small shrug. “But look at her academic record. Straight A’s from high school all the way through to her PhD. Beaureallis’s lab was her first job out of uni. And after he let her go…” he hesitated, then slid the final page towards me. “She went off-grid for a while. But she’s resurfaced, currently working as a barmaid.” He paused, shaking his head. “From biochemical research to serving drinks? How does that happen?”

The question was meant to be rhetorical, but I answered anyway.

“The curse of a shapeshifter,” I said softly, more bitter than I meant to be. “Doesn’t matter how qualified you are, bias always finds a way. Landing that job at Beaureallis’s lab, under one of the only major shapeshifter run corporations in the entire country? That must have felt like a lifeline.”

In a similar way to Patricia Bates I felt connected to this woman.

A shapeshifter born to human parents.

Academically competitive, always pushing harder, sharper, yet every accomplishment weighed against genetics, never separate from them. And just like with Patricia Bates, the only thing that differed between me and Elaine Folde was that I got lucky, and she did not.

“And you think she could be connected to our mole?” I asked, handing the files back to him. He took a steadying breath as I rounded the desk to perch beside him. Our arms brushed as I hopped up, my feet swaying silently beside his firmly on the ground.

“I think she might lead us to them,” he said, voice low. “And I’ll give you three guesses on who her brother is, but I’m almost certain you’ll only need one.”

I raised a brow.

“Rodney Folde.”

“ Rodney fucking Folde, ” he confirmed. “Which means we can be almost certain that hers was the female voice you heard in the alley.”

Silence followed. The only sound the muffled conversation and clack of keyboards outside our office door. I looked up at him. His green eyes were soft, and although they still looked tired and weary, there was a lightness about them that I had not seen for weeks.

“Do I ever tell you how good you are, Finn Allerton?” I asked, letting a slow smile curl across my lips.

His returning grin was ruinous in the best way.

“No. Not once in seven years. ”

My grin only widened.

“Well…keep up the good work, and you might actually hear me say it one day.”

He laughed. Short, delighted, so bright and genuine it didn’t belong to the man w ho had unraveled in my arms only yesterday. That laugh was becoming my favorite melody. And I knew I would never tire of hearing it again and again.

My heart kicked up a beat, then. And I could no longer deny that I wanted this. Him.

By the Other I wanted him.

In every moment. In every sense.

And if it had not been for the fragile vulnerability I had held him through only yesterday, I might have kissed him right there and then. But instead I averted my gaze, brushing my clammy palms against the fabric of my skirt.

“So,” Finn said, I felt him straightening beside me as he cleared his throat. “What’s our next move?”

The switch back into case mode was sharp, almost welcome. The distraction I needed.

“We invite Elaine Folde in for an interview.”

***

Elaine Folde sat across from us in the interrogation room, pale and visibly sweating beneath the heat of the fluorescents. Her fingers toyed with a loose thread on the hem of her black sweater. Her soft blonde hair was such a contrast to the raven black of her brother and cousins - and yet, black hairs clung to the sweater, blending into the dark fabric.

Her jaw clenched so tightly that I could almost hear her teeth grinding.

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice soft and uncertain. “Can you just explain why I’m here again? Am I in trouble for something?” Her hands trembled as she reached to twist the simple gold band on her finger, the matte metal glinting under the harsh light.

“No, Miss Folde.” Finn said, his tone calm and professional. Cool, smooth, and carefully non-threatening. “We just believe you might be able to help us with information on a case.”

Elaine’s sharp canines sank so hard into her lip that I caught a glimmer of blood beading on the edge. Her entire body went stiff, the colour draining from her already pale face.

“Is this about my cousins, Paisley and Craxley?” She asked, her voice strained almost as if she were in pain. “You arrested them, right?”

My brow lifted in quiet surprise.

“How did you know that?”

Her eyes narrowed, and she squeezed them shut, her fingers spinning the gold ring on her hand with a quick, almost frantic rhythm.

“Agents Heartley and Allerton?” She said flatly, her tone drained of warmth. “ Sagas.  I’m not stupid. That’s not a detail I’m likely to forget.”

Finn leant back in his chair, a warm easy smile curled onto his lips.

A feigned charm that was practised and professional.

“Family. They can be complicated, right? I know mine certainly is.” The words did not seem to relax Elaine, she only tensed more, fidgeting uncomfortably in her seat. “But this isn’t about them.” His tone gentle as he steered the conversation. “You used to work for Alexander Beaureallis, correct?”

Her eyes darkened at the mention of his name. A twitch in her jaw. The spinning of the ring stopped instantly.

“A long time ago,” she said stiffly. “Scouted me straight out of university.”

“And why was your contract terminated?” Finn asked, smoothly.

Elaine’s fingers curled into fists, knuckles whitening. Her jaw tightened, and though her body was rigid with tension, I couldn’t quite tell whether it was because of Beaureallis’s name, or if it was something physical. A sickness or discomfort, that was making her tremble.

“Are you okay?” I asked, watching the subtle tremor in her hands. “Can I get you a glass of water?”

“I’m fine,” she murmured, shaking her head, though the wince that followed betrayed the lie. “Something I ate. Combined with the anti-shiftwave tech in the building, maybe. I’ll be fine.” Her eyes met Finn’s again, fiercer now. “My contract was terminated because the project ended, and he didn’t need us anymore. Beaureallis got what he wanted, and instead of sharing the credit for the scientific breakthrough with the people who actually did  the work, he discarded us like we were nothing.” Her voice was a low growl, the anger evident even as she continued to fight through her discomfort. “He didn’t care who earned it. Who worked for it. Just as long as he got all the credit.”

“Scientific breakthrough?” I asked, letting curiosity lace my tone, light and coaxing. I tilted my head, giving her the space to keep talking. “Sounds important.”

A flicker of pride, fragile but defiant, passed across her face.

“It was groundbreaking.”

“What was the project?” I asked.

“I can’t say,” she replied, averting her gaze. “I signed an NDA.”

I nodded slowly.

“And you didn’t return to the scientific field after?”

Her anger peaked.

“You don’t think I tried?” She snapped, her voice cracking under the weight of emotion. Her tongue darted out to wet lips that seemed dry. “People might not openly discriminate, they’ll state reasons like ‘there was just someone with more experience’  or ‘we found a better fit for the team ’ - but there aren’t many people willing to hire a shapeshifter in such senior positions. Especially not almost a decade ago.” Her shoulders trembled slightly. “You’re the exception, Briar.”

Briar.

My breath caught in my throat at the sound of my name on her lips. The way it had rolled off her tongue so casually, so effortlessly was too familiar. Almost like she knew me. Finn’s gaze flicked towards me, and I knew he had caught it too. We didn’t speak, just exchanged a silent, knowing look. But Elaine didn’t even flinch. Her eyes were fixed on the table, sweat beading at her brow, her face pinched with something more than just pain.

“I can sympathise with your frustration.” I continued cautiously, trying to hide the uneasiness that laced my tone. “I have faced my fair share of challenges because of my species in this career.”

Elaine scoffed.

“Like Pendrel?”

I raised a brow.

“You know him?”

“Of course I do.” Her voice had cooled to something bitter. “He approached Eddie after we lost our jobs. Said he saw potential in him - offered to write a letter of recommendation for the VALE.” She looked at me, bitter and resentful. A sound that was almost a laugh, but was too dry and hollow escaped her lips. “Not me, though. Even though I was smarter. Worked harder. I was never even considered.”

Finn leaned forward, fingers lacing together over the cool metal of the table, watching her closely.

“Are you and Edward still close?”

She hesitated. Just for a moment. And I heard her heart tick for a gentle beat. As if she was holding her breath.

It was the kind of silence that said more than words ever could.

And then she exhaled. Softly, cautiously.

“No,” she said, with a gentle shake of her head. “No, we’re not.”

Her face twisted suddenly, a flash of pain or nausea, and she shut her eyes tight, swallowing hard like she was fighting back the urge to be sick.

“Are we done?” She rasped. “I need to go.”

Finn ran his tongue over his teeth, the false charm dropping almost immediately - giving way to irritation. He nodded, mouth twitching into a final saccharine smile.

“Interview with Elaine Folde terminated at 17:39.” He reached to switch off the recorder, but Elaine was gone before his finger even left the button - bolting from the room, one hand clamped over her mouth.

There was a beat of silence as she left, the door slowly closing behind her with a final click.

“She’s lying,” I said softly.

Finn glanced sideways at me.

“I know.”

I reached for the file in front of me, flipping it open with slow, deliberate fingers. No arrests, no major affiliations, no incriminating paper trails. She had kept her distance from her family’s criminal ties, lived quietly, even humbly. At least on paper.

But something about it didn’t sit right.

“She’s covering for someone,” I murmured, eyes scanning the pages over and over. Trying to find something. Anything.  “You think it’s Ed?”

Finn exhaled through his nose, leaning back in his creaking chair, arms folding across his chest.

“It’s hard to say. Maybe for him. Maybe her cousins.” He shrugged, then added. “Did you catch the way she said your name?”

I froze. Just a moment.

“Yeah,” I said, barely above a whisper.

“The way she looked at you.” Finn’s tone wasn’t teasing - it was curious, measured. “Like she knew you. Like she knows  you.” I just nodded, searching my mind for any trace of her, but finding nothing. “Do you?” He asked, all curiosity and no accusation.

“I don’t recognise her.” I shook my head.

“What about the sickness?” Finn asked.

I drummed my fingers against the table, deep in thought, thinking back to the subtle way Elaine kept brushing the ring on her finger. The dull gleam of it felt almost familiar.

Simple. Gold. Matte.

My breath caught, lips parting on a soft gasp.

“The ring,” I said. “It looked just like that bracelet we filed away as evidence from the Sword & Crown. The one that made me  feel sick.” Finn’s eyes sharpened with recognition. “Pendrel was wearing one too,” I added, pulling up my phone and zooming in on one of the photos. “That day I followed him, and saw him with Rascallian”

Finn’s brows furrowed as he examined the screen.

“That can’t be a coincidence. The ring, the bracelet…Pendrel. You think they’re connected?”

“It’s a possibility,” I shrugged. “If the material triggers nausea in shifters, that would explain why you didn’t react to it. But Elaine and I both did.”

“Rox, too,” Finn said, thoughtful now. “When he picked up the box, he carried it at a distance, maybe he was also feeling the effects?”

“But if it makes her sick,” I said slowly, “why wear it?”

“And it doesn’t explain why Pendrel has one either. He’s not a shifter. And Elaine clearly loathes him.”

“Something doesn’t add up.” I murmured. “We need to find out what material that bracelet and those rings are made of.”

I turned to Finn then, a slow grin tugging at my lips, laced with eager anticipation.

He narrowed his eyes at me - half suspicious, half amused.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” He asked.

“Because tomorrow, Finn Allerton, you and I have a date with the library!” My voice was excitable, eyes bright with genuine delight.

Finn’s grin widened, and a mischievous gleam sparkled in his eye.

“A date?” He echoed, brows raising in interest. My heart rate kicked up a beat.  

“ With the library! ” I stressed, though I could not fight the grin that formed on my lips.

“I’ll take what I can get, my love.” His response was characteristically smooth and charming. I let out a soft laugh, rolling my eyes as I gathered the papers scattered across the desk.

“Insufferable flirt.” I muttered beneath my breath, tucking the file under my arm.

Finn held the door for me, stepping intimately close as I passed. His hand brushed the small of my back, a featherlight touch that was just enough to send a shiver racing down my spine.

“You love it.” The words were low, enticing. I tried not to react.

Tried and failed.

You love it.

Love.

The word echoed in my chest like a held breath.

I didn’t dare say it. Didn’t dare think it.

I glanced over my shoulder, catching the way he was looking at me with that irresistible smile, all ruin and charm and the promise of something I couldn’t bring myself to admit.

Not yet.

But by the Other  did he make not thinking about it, not admitting it, so Omni-damned hard.
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The summer had arrived. First in fleeting waves of warmth - soft, teasing breezes. And then, all at once. Heavy. Relentless.

I twisted my mess of curls into a knot at the crown of my head to keep the heat off my neck the second we stepped out of the Home Office and onto the busy Capital streets. Finn rolled up his sleeves, his skin had warmed in parallel with the weather, and now glowed a healthy looking sun-kissed bronze. The colour only enhancing his effortless good looks.  

Ramona stood near the entrance. She ran a hand through her damp hair, and black fluff clung to her tank top, evidence of the sweat slicked skin beneath. She smiled weakly as she saw us, stubbing out a cigarette before approaching.

“ Solora this heat! ” She said by way of greeting, “I could really go for a drink!” There was a tired, almost wary look in her eyes, as her gaze flicked from me to Finn. Then, just like flipping a switch, she turned on the charm. “You in, Briar? Your friend could join us?” The corner of her mouth curled in approval, as her eyes roamed him with a lazy appreciation. I had to physically stop myself from scowling.

“I don’t know.” I said hesitantly, glancing at Finn not wanting to tempt him into a situation where alcohol was involved, knowing that could be difficult for him.

“Oh come on!” Ramona whined, looping her arm through mine. She leaned into me, heavier than usual. “You still owe me after skipping out on lunch the other day.”

Finn just smiled. Easy, genuine.

“Go,” he said, his voice soft. “Have fun. I’ll see you at home later.”

Part of me, an admittedly big part, just wanted to go home with Finn and enjoy the gravitating warmth of his company. Of him. But I did owe Ramona a catch up. And I could use a breather from the anti-shiftwave hum that buzzed through both our apartment and the Home Office like a constant migraine.

“You’ll be okay?” I asked, raising a cautious brow.

“Perfectly fine, my love.” He said, confident and unbothered. Still, I worried.

“Maybe we can walk you back first–” I started, but he was already rolling his eyes.  

“Go, Briar!” He encouraged, resting a hand on the small of my back and giving me a gentle shove. “You need a break from the case. And Gunwin knows I could use an hour of peace.” He teased, his smug grin widening. Infuriating. Irresistible.

I narrowed my eyes, swatting him playfully in the arm.

“Call me if you need anything!” I called over my shoulder, as Ramona bid him a quick farewell and pulled me away into the busy crowd.

“So,” Ramona began, the weight of her arm easing as if she had stopped using me for support. Her tone too casual to be innocent. “That’s Finn?”

“Yes,” I replied warily, giving her a narrowed side eye. “Why?”

Ramona grinned, a laugh curling at the edge of her lips.

“ Deities, Briar. ” She gasped, delighted and breathless. “You seriously downplayed how Ammemean-damned attractive he is.” I rolled my eyes, but the heat rising in my cheeks had nothing to do with the weather. She grinned, nudging me with a little more force than necessary. “You're seriously telling me you don’t find him attractive?”

I exhaled sharply, a laugh escaping unbidden.

“I would be lying if I said I didn’t.” I admitted, trying to hide my blush behind a curtain of waves that had fallen loose from the knot. “But back when we first talked about him, the attractiveness was…kind of obliterated  the second he opened his mouth.” I said, remembering my denial on the topic that first afternoon we had gone out shopping. The memory, both fond, and amusing, felt like so long ago, and yet somehow still like yesterday.

Ramona hummed, resting her head briefly against my shoulder, raven black hair tickling the bare skin of my arm as we walked.

“I would be far too distracted wondering what other things  he could do with that mouth.” She teased playfully, her grin widening in mischief.

“ By the Other, Ramona! ” I burst out laughing, loud and instinctive. She joined in, her laughter bright against the heat.

Ramona lifted her head, one brow arched, a conspiratorial glint lighting up her grin.

“I bet he’s a good kisser.” She grinned, nudging me in the ribs, her cheeks had more colour than before.

My laughter faltered.

I looked away, too quickly.

She stopped mid-step, causing someone behind us to curse as they were forced to sidestep around us.

“What was that?” She demanded.

“What?” I said with a forced casualness.

Her eyes went wide. Her jaw dropped.

“You kissed him,” she said, half whisper, half accusation. “You totally kissed him !”

I could feel the blush spreading on my cheeks, pulling her back into movement along the pavement.

“Only for our case. We were undercover in a nightclub…we had to  blend in. ” I admitted. I could not look at Ramona, but I could feel her grinning.

“Well?” She asked, her tone beaming. “Was it good?”

I stared at my boots, watching them scuff the pavement. My teeth caught on my lower lip. The memory surfaced with startling clarity. The heat of his lips, the press of his hands, the world-shattering intensity of the moment.

“It was…” I hesitated, forcing myself to look up to meet her gaze - excited and anticipating. “Unexpected. But yeah, it was good.” A pause. A heartbeat. A breath. “It was more than good. ”

Ramona squealed. Her feet tapping excitedly on the ground.

“Oh! You so have a thing for him!” Ramona declared, practically bouncing now.

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head.

“I do not have a thing for him.”

Denial was instinctive. A defense mechanism I had used my entire life.

But I knew the words were a lie.

And so did Ramona.

She raised an eyebrow, not even bothering to hide her smugness.

“ Sure.  So, the blushing, the nervous laugh, the way you called his kiss ‘more than good’. ..are all just casual observations, right?” She asked, sarcasm lacing her tone. I sighed, chewing the inside of my cheek.

“Even if I did have a thing for him, nothing could come from it.” I began, trying to lessen my heartbreak before even giving myself a chance to feel.  “He’s my colleague. My partner. We work together, we argue, we–”

“–make out at nightclubs for work,” Ramona interrupted, finishing my sentence for me, sounding far too pleased with herself. “ Totally professional. ”

“I hate you so much right now,” I groaned, the grin giving way to my true sentiment.

We both laughed, the sound of our growing friendship echoing down the street.

As bright and carefree as the surrounding summer evening.

***

It wasn’t late when I got back to the apartment, but the sun had already begun its slow descent behind the skyline, casting the city in a golden dusk. Warm light spilled through the windows, giving the apartment a soft glow.

My eyes found Finn almost immediately. He lounged on the couch, one arm draped lazily over the backrest, the other bringing a beer bottle to his lips.

My heart stopped.

“Finn–”

His name caught in my throat like a breath as he turned to look at me. His smile bright, his gaze clear.

"Relax, my love.” His voice was calm, soft. The low, smooth timbre reassuring in more ways than one. “It's non-alcoholic." I exhaled a breath, the tightness in my chest loosening. Finn chuckled softly. “I felt the urge,” he continued, as I took off my jacket and kicked off my boots by the door. “Thought it might help.” He shrugged.

“Does it?” I asked, collapsing onto the couch next to him, instinctively curling into his side.

“Not really.” He made a face, tipping the bottle back to his lips as if he could convince himself to change his mind with another sip. “Tastes like shit.” He winced, still unconvinced by the taste, before turning to me, and raising the bottle in offering. “Want some?”

I scrunched my nose.

“No thanks. I don’t really like beer.”

“Like I said - it doesn’t taste like beer. Tastes like shit.” The corner of his mouth ticked up into an amused smile. I let out a laugh, soft and tired.

“As delightful as you’re making it sound, I think I’ll pass.”

He tilted his head toward me, gaze warm but edged with curiosity.

“You smell sweet,” he murmured. “Like lemonade. Not wine?”

A faint smile tugged at my lips as I leaned back against the cushion.

“Thought I would give the alcohol a miss tonight.” I shrugged lightly, my arm brushing his with the movement.

“What?” He asked, teasing, but quieter than usual. “Did you want to avoid drunken kisses with strangers this time?” Although playful, there was a bitterness that flickered behind his eyes. Brief, but impossible to miss. The memory of that first night out with Ramona lingered in the silence.

“Something like that.” I replied, quietly.

There was a pause. Finn narrowed his eyes, looking at me like he was trying to figure out a calculation in his head.

“You haven’t brought anyone back to the apartment since being in the Capital, have you?”

My eyes widened, caught off guard. Feeling my cheeks heat, I turned to look at him, brow arched.

“I– well, no. I haven’t.” I admitted, folding my arms across my chest.

Finn’s expression wavered between disbelief and amusement, but quiet relief flickered just beneath the surface.

“We’ve been here almost three moons.” He stated.

I scoffed, raising my brows, pulling away from him only slightly.

“What’s your point?!” I asked, sharper than I meant to. The amusement dropped from his face instantly, replaced with something gentler.

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” he said quickly, the apology sincere as he shook his head lightly. “I’m just…surprised, that’s all.” He added with a shrug. There was a pause. Something flashed in his eyes - serious, but still soft. “You’re… beautiful,  Briar. Anyone can see that. And from the way men look at you when we have been undercover…” He trailed off, clearing his throat. “I thought you would have had plenty of offers.” He explained a nervous undertone in his voice.

I just shrugged.

“The amount of offers isn’t the problem.”

“Then what’s stopping you?”

I hesitated. Just for a moment. The explanation caught on my lips. I sighed heavily, averting my gaze.

“Once people realise I’m a shapeshifter, they don’t want  me.  They want my ability.” I said, lifting my gaze to meet his. “And sex kind of loses its fun when your partner sees you as an object for their own pleasure instead of…something that’s mutually beneficial. ”

Finn’s jaw tightened, his expression darkening with quiet anger.

“That’s…fucked up.”

I shrugged, like it did not bother me, even if it did.

“You’ve slept with shapeshifters before, right? You’re telling me it’s never crossed your mind to request some sort of fantasy?” I challenged

His laugh was sharp, bitter. A dark shadow crossed his eyes.

“I’m usually too drunk to even think about it.” The casualness in his tone was forced, and there was an obvious undertone of self-deprecation.

There was a slight pause. A beat of hesitation from us both. I studied him carefully.

“Are you always drunk when you bring someone home at the end of the night?”

His eyes moved towards the window. He looked out at the city, but his gaze didn’t focus, like he wasn’t really seeing anything at all.

“Yes.” The one word admission was fragile. I reached out, my fingers gently sliding into his.

“Why?” I asked, my voice almost a whisper.

He didn’t answer at first. Just stared down at our hands, his thumb brushing across my knuckles.

“It makes it easier,” he said at last, voice barely above a breath. “Dulls everything. Lets me go through the motions without thinking too hard about any of it.”

A crease formed between my brows.

“Why would you want sex to feel…dull?” I asked, both curious and cautious.

Finn’s gaze finally met mine. His eyes were not sad but…soft. Quietly vulnerable.

“Ever since I lost Darla,” he said, the name catching faintly in his throat, “I feel guilty for even wanting someone else. For even considering it. And…I guess the alcohol numbs the guilt.”

I tilted my head, watching him. My hand moved before I could think, brushing a soft lock of brown hair from his forehead.

“And you’ve never wanted to take that step with anyone again?” I asked quietly, letting my fingers fall back to my lap. “To be with someone without the haze of alcohol?”

His gaze flickered down to my lips, eyes lingering there for a moment too long as he seemed to hold his breath. He swallowed, gaze meeting mine again.

“Not until recently.” His voice was low, almost rough.

My heart raced in my chest. The air between us felt heavy, electric.

“Who?” The one word was a breathless whisper on my lips.

Finn’s eyes never left mine. He didn’t even blink.

“You know who.”

I froze.

The world tilted.

Lips parting to let out words, but only a breath escaped.

I tried to smile but I felt like I had forgotten how to form expressions.

“Finn, I–” My voice came quiet, uncertain. I fumbled, words leaving my mouth without giving my brain a chance to process them. “I have never been any good at vocalising how I feel and–”

“Oh, Briar.” He interrupted, brow raised, expression serious. “I wasn’t talking about you.”

I blinked.

The world tilting for an entirely different reason.

The blood drained from my face, heart stopping as I scrambled to locate the exact moment I had misread him.

“Oh. I– well,” I shook my head, averting my gaze, words stuttering. “That’s fine. I didn’t think–”

I dared a glance up at him.

And then I saw it.

The twitch of his lips. The slow, wicked grin stretching across his face like the smug bastard he was. Mischief danced in his green eyes, bright and teasing.

Relief crashed into me so suddenly I almost choked on it.

“ You’re such a fucking arse , Finn Allerton!” I shouted, grabbing the nearest pillow and hitting him at full force. He burst into laughter - bright, soothing, stupidly charming - raising his arms in defense as I hit him again.

“Worth it,” he grinned, dodging the following blow. “Just for the look on your face.”

His smile was warm. Cocky. And absolutely disarming.

The laughter faded, but the smiles lingered.

The silence that followed was warm and sweet.

Finn reached for my hand again, his thumb brushing across my knuckles in that same slow, comforting rhythm.

“You know it’s you, Briar.” His voice was quiet, but steady. And though his eyes had already said it all, hearing the words was a quiet relief. “It’s always been you.”

My breath caught.

The silence stretched.

We both watched each other. Neither of us moving to take that next step, both of us simply content with the quiet acknowledgement of everything that had changed between us. A silent confession of everything we hoped to be.

And that was enough.

For now.

I smiled, biting the inside of my cheek, failing to fight the grin that felt permanent upon my face as I turned back to the TV.

“What are we watching?” I asked. Finn followed my gaze, his arm sliding down from the back of the couch to rest across my shoulders. Casual. Comfortable.

“Some rom-com.”

We sat, and watched. Bodies angled close. Content in the silence with stolen glances, fleeting touches, shared laughter. The night darkened, dusk fading to blackness until it got too late to keep hiding our yawns.

When we stood, it was without a word. We just moved together. Down the hallway. Into my room. Climbing into bed, sharing nothing more than the space beneath the blankets. Clothes separating skin as we lay in each other's embrace.

Not everything had to be said tonight.

Not everything had to happen all at once.

I lay in the dark, listening to his soft, even breaths.

Letting the steady rhythm of his heartbeat soothe me into sleep.
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A bead of sweat trickled down the back of my neck as Briar and I climbed the grand stone steps that led to the central public library. Briar practically bounded ahead, taking the steps excitedly almost two-at-a-time. The two of us pushed through the doors, and were met with stacks filled with an array of colourful books that stretched as far as the eye could see. She took a deep breath, as if the dusty scent of the old books was more vital to her lungs than oxygen.

Briar expertly navigated the aisles, piling her arms high with books, and directing me to pick books on shelves out of her reach. I followed. Without hesitation. Without question. And obeyed her demands like she was a deities-damned  Queen.

And with the way that my heart beat for her, she might as well have been.

“Briar, my love, at this point don’t you think it would be easier to tell the librarian the books we don’t need, so she can single out the two books in this entire library you don’t want to read and we can get to work.” She gave my attempt at humour an unimpressed glare from behind the stack she was carrying, but the playful gleam in her eyes remained. Without saying a word she returned to the shelves, picking up another three books in quick succession and piling them into my arms as if to make a point.

We found a quiet corner to sit and read, flicking through what felt like endless piles of research to find whatever we could about the potential material of the rings and the bracelet. Briar was in her element. She sat in a corner, legs crossed book in her lap, eyes scanning each page at a rapid pace. I lazily flicked through pages, my consumption of books was much slower, much more leisurely.  

Mostly because I could not take my eyes off her.

I had not had a drop of alcohol in almost four days. The longest I had gone since arriving in the Capital. It was not easy by any account, the urge was always there, just on the edge of my consciousness. But she made it easier. And everything was a little brighter when she was around.

She was the key. To keeping my head clear. To keeping the darkness out.

She had always been the key.

It had just taken me this damn long to see it.

I slammed the book I was holding shut with a little more force than necessary. Dust particles escaped from the pages, floating softly into the air.

“We’ve been here for over an hour, and we haven’t found a thing.” I grumbled.

“Maybe if you spent more time looking at the book pages, and a little less time looking at me we would find something faster.” Briar mused, her eyes not leaving the page of her book, but even from here I could see the way her mouth upturned into a knowing smile.

I cocked an eyebrow, and I couldn’t resist the smirk that crept onto my lips.

“Do you like that I can’t keep my eyes off you, my love?” My tone was soft, almost seductive, and I could not stop my grin from widening.

“I like having a partner that actually helps me get the work done.” Her voice was teasing, almost lazy. I chuckled softly, the corner of my mouth twitching up.

“Maybe we’re looking too broadly,” I muttered, letting the book fall into my lap. “It’s not about what the material is…it’s about why they wear it.” Briar looked up from her book then, brows pinched in that way that meant she was intrigued, not annoyed. She tilted her head slightly, silver curls falling into her eyes. “Elaine wears the ring even though the material makes her feel sick,” I continued, sitting forward, elbows on knees. “What does she gain from wearing it?”

For a beat, she was quiet, just watching me. I could see the flicker of understanding behind her eyes.

“Where do you suggest we look?” She asked finally, closing her book with a gentle snap.

“The city keeps files on everyone, right? Academic records, legal documents, medical history…” I started ticking them off on my fingers. “Maybe digging deeper into Elaine Folde’s psyche will help us figure out the why. ”

Her lips pressed into a thin line.

“That information is  stored in the library,” she said, glancing over her shoulder toward the restricted archives wing. “But it could take weeks to access. Not to mention the paperwork.”

“Then we don’t go through the paperwork.” I leaned back against the creaky wooden chair, arms folded, a roguish grin playing on my lips. “We go around it.”

Briar gave me a look. Eyes narrowed as she folded her arms across her chest.

“How?” She asked, the question almost a challenge.

I grinned, eyes flicking to the librarian stacking books in the adjacent row.

“Leave it with me.” I said standing up from my chair, brushing book dust from my knees. “You can get almost anything with a bit of natural charm.”

I strolled over to the librarian, fixing my jacket and raking a hand through my hair as I walked.

“You look like just the woman I need.” I caught her attention as she glanced over at me through bespectacled eyes. Her cheeks flushed mildly pink, and she looked slightly taken aback.

“Excuse me?” She said softly, with more nerves and less defensiveness in her tone. I plastered on my best charming smile, and leant an elbow casually on one of the shelves she was filling.

“I’m looking for some information and I need access to the archives here. Is that something you could help me with?” I asked, casually taking the books from her hands and filing them back on the shelf she was struggling to reach. The pink on the librarian’s cheeks flushed a deeper rose colour as she smiled gratefully.

“Oh. I–” She cleared her throat and pushed her glasses back up her nose. “Access to the archives requires you to fill in some forms. Once they’re submitted they’ll process your request, perform a background check and you should receive your access pass in a few weeks.”

I sighed, clicking my tongue, folding my arms over my chest.

“What if I needed access today?” I asked.

The librarian adjusted her glasses again, flustered, fingers fidgeting nervously with the hem of her cardigan.

“Then you would need express clearance from a supervisor, or a court order,” she said, her voice formal, though I caught the slight waver in her tone. “Do you have one of those?”

I tilted my head, exhaling a long, slow sigh.

“No, unfortunately not. Couldn’t you make an exception?” I asked, my voice smooth, coaxing. She hesitated.

“Uhm…well, it would be against policy…”

I offered her my best disappointed smile, all charm and mischief.

“And here I was thinking today would be my lucky day,” I said with a soft chuckle, winking as I stepped back. “We couldn’t let a sweet thing like you get in trouble on my behalf. Thanks anyway.”

I turned and made my way back towards Briar, who had made herself very comfortable in our quiet little corner, a book now resting lazily in her lap. She watched my retreat with her chin propped in her hand and a smug grin spreading across her face.

“Well, Mr. ‘Natural Charm,’” she drawled as I approached, “looks like your talents have limitations after all.”

I held up a finger.

“Wait for it…”

“ Excuse me! ” The librarian’s voice called out, higher than before, a hint of nerves still fluttering through it. I turned on my heel as she hurried down the aisle toward us. “I– I guess just this once I could make an exception,” she said breathlessly.

I flashed Briar a victorious grin.

She rolled her eyes, flopping her head back dramatically against the wall behind her.

“ Unbelievable, ” she muttered, though the corners of her mouth betrayed her amusement.

I turned back to the librarian.

“You are a lifesaver,” I said with genuine warmth. “Truly. We won’t take long, I promise.”

***         

Briar sighed.

The sound low and heavy with frustration.

Her forehead tapped gently, rhythmically, against the edge of the shelf.

"What’s wrong with you? I thought spending hours in a dusty old library was your idea of fun." I teased, voice lazy as I leaned against the shelves beside her. She sighed again, softer this time, and turned to meet my gaze pressing her back against the shelf beside mine.

Our arms brushed.

Heat instantly coursed through my body.

“Normally you would be right,” she admitted with a shrug, tone genuine and a little sheepish. “Losing myself in a restricted section of a library is a dream.” I was obsessed with the way her cheeks flushed, and her violet eyes flashed with genuine excitement. “But today, I would rather be anywhere else.”

“Yeah?” I said, tilting my head back against the stacks, my eyes drifting lazily over her. “Like where?”

She hummed, thoughtful.

“Home. In bed. Reading my book.” The mischievous gleam in her eye, that unmistakable spark of heat dancing in those violet flames, told me her mind was far away from books.

My heart rate kicked up.

“And,” my lips curled into a slow grin, “am I included in this little fantasy of yours?”

Last night had changed everything.

I had admitted out loud that I wanted her.

Not just her body, though fuck, did I want her body. But her.  

All of her .

I wanted the quiet, unremarkable moments. The lazy morning smiles when her hair was wild and tangled from sleep. I wanted to hear her laugh in the way that made her eyes light up like the night sky and stole the breath right from my lungs. I wanted her fiery determination, even when it drove everyone else, including me, absolutely insane. I wanted to be there when the weight of her past pressed too hard against her chest, when shadows crept in, whispering that she was not enough. I wanted to be the one who reminded her she was more  than enough.

I wanted to be her friend. Her protector. Her lover, not just in passion, but in the soft, steady way love becomes a foundation for your entire being.

I just wanted her .

Briar’s smile widened, sharp and bright and entirely too dangerous for my sanity.

“Of course.” She lifted a brow. “You would be in the kitchen. Making me that perfect avocado toast. And poached eggs.”

I huffed a low laugh, dragging my eyes down her body slow, deliberate. Letting her feel every inch of my attention.

“Oh, I can think of something I would much rather be doing,” I murmured, voice dropping low enough to have her leaning in slightly, instinctively chasing the sound. I pushed off the shelves, closing the distance between us in one easy step, an arm bracing above her head, pinning her between the old oak shelves and the heat of my body. “Something we would both enjoy.”

Briar didn’t flinch. Didn’t so much as breathe differently.

She just looked at me, an image of composure, even as her mouth parted and she dragged her tongue slowly across her bottom lip. Her eyes flicked to my lips and back again, the glint of wicked amusement unmistakable.

“I don’t know,” she drawled, voice low, teasing, “those eggs were pretty damn good. You would have to work hard to beat them.”

Fuck me.

I loved the way she played this game.

“I can give you a little preview if you want, it might liven up our time in the library.”

Briar leaned forward, pressing up onto her tiptoes just slightly so that our noses brushed, and her lips were just a breath away from mine.

“Don’t let me stop you,” she tilted her head slightly, eyes glimmering with playful challenge. “The librarian was more than willing to fall for your charms.”

With those words she pressed a yellowing stack of papers to my chest, pushing me backwards with a deliberate slowness, her teeth grazing her bottom lips as she did. Then, in one graceful motion, she slipped beneath my arm and vanished down the hall. Leaving me alone, aching and desperate for more.

By the love of all the deities, this woman.

I bit back a groan, a grin pulling at my mouth, and pushed off after her, happily and completely destroyed by her.

I found her two aisles down, her back to me, flicking through an old filing cabinet like nothing had happened. Like she had not just destroyed me with a single heated look and breathless whisper. Like she had not almost brought me down to my damn knees.

“Did you know they keep all the old university theses down here?” She called, slamming the drawer shut with a little too much force and pulling open the one below.

If it weren’t for the slight flush still on her cheeks, the breathlessness in her voice, the way her shoulders tensed the second she heard my footsteps, I might have believed she was not impacted at all.

I closed the distance between us until I was standing so close the heat from my breath brushed along the exposed skin of her neck.

“Is that so?” I murmured, my voice low against her ear.

She shivered. The faintest, most intoxicating tremor.

Clearing her throat she pulled another folder free.

“Yes,” she said, turning to face me, our bodies so close she had to tilt her head just to meet my gaze. “And I have Elaine Folde’s right here.”

There was a beat of silence.

Briar’s eyes gleamed. That fierce, brilliant spark she always had when she was on the verge of a breakthrough. Lighting up with the thrill of the chase.

And by all the damned deities, if that look didn’t absolutely undo me.

“That’s what she said, isn’t it?” Briar said breaking the silence, her voice a whisper of a breath. “Beaureallis scouted her straight from university. There are a lot of straight-A students, but maybe this will tell us why he wanted her. ”

I smiled down at her, soft and encouraging.

“What does it say?”

It felt like we were on the edge of something. The edge of a breakthrough in the case. The edge of a boundary we had yet to cross. The edge of oblivion with nothing but each other to hold onto.

I watched as Briar’s eyes flew over the text, fast, desperate. Her expression altered with each turn of the page. Excitement flickering, then faltering. Fading. A crease formed between her brows. Excitement twisted into confusion. Confusion melted into something darker.

Her eyes widened. Her skin paled. The hairs on her arms lifted in warning.

Fear.

Not just fear.

Horror.

“Oh shit.” The words barely made it past Briar’s lips, a breathless exhale.

“What is it?” I asked, my own breath catching at the look on her face alone.

She stared up at me, urgency burning in those violet flames. Thoughts flickering behind her gaze, trying to fit the pieces together faster than her mouth could form the words.

“It’s a conceptual analysis for a wearable device that can reverse the effects of anti-shiftwave technology.”

My heart stopped.

The implications of such a device were both groundbreaking. And devastating.

If that technology got into the wrong hands…

“Does that mean what I think it means?” I asked, voice low, almost afraid of the answer.

Briar’s lips thinned, her jaw clenching tight as she gave a single, grim nod.

“It means that our mole could be a shifter impersonating one of the Central Intelligence agents.”

Oh fuck.

This changed everything.

A single piece of information had just altered the entire trajectory of the case. My mind raced, reassembling everything we thought we knew.

“Elaine?” I suggested. Briar shook her head lightly, likely coming to the same conclusions I was.

“Potentially.”

We could theorise, but the truth was clear. Our suspect pool had not just widened - it had exploded. From five names to hundreds. Thousands. I watched the devastation cross her features, dread settle in as her entire posture sank. Everything we had been chasing, every lead, every theory, every fragile thread, had just become infinitely more complicated.

I ran a hand down my face, a deep sigh escaping as a breath.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked.

Briar’s gaze dropped back to the page, skimming the words like they might rearrange themselves into an answer if she stared hard enough. She nibbled nervously at the corner of her lip.

“This paper is mostly theoretical.” She said with a shrug. “There is some successful initial testing data trials towards the end - but no solid evidence to suggest they have come anywhere near creating a device like this.” There was an undertone of relief to her voice that she did not dare let herself fully feel.

“The rings.” I murmured. Briar’s eyes flicked up to mine. “The bracelet. They’re the devices. They have to be.”

Something dangerous ignited behind her eyes. Reckless and bright and utterly, devastatingly beautiful.

“So we test it,” she said simply. Like it was obvious. Like it was nothing.  There was no fear. No hesitation. Only clarity and determination in its simplicity, in only a way Briar could be. “I wear the bracelet and–”

“Absolutely fucking not.” The words were out before I could stop them, my voice sharp and harsher than I intended. “You could end up like the bodies we found at the Sword & Crown. Ripped apart from the inside out. ”

She stared at me, unflinching. Determined fire burning in her violet eyes. Her lips pressed together, her chin lifting in defiance.

“I’m willing to take the risk.”

Deities. She meant it. Every reckless, infuriating word.

I closed the distance between us in a heartbeat, cupping her chin gently but firmly in my hand, forcing her to hold my gaze.

“But I am not willing to risk you.” I squeezed a little tighter, stepped a little closer, determined to make her see how much even the thought of her putting herself at risk like that was killing me. “You are the brightest spark in a lifetime of darkness, Briar Heartley.” I whispered, my forehead nearly touching hers now. “Don’t ask me to gamble with your life. Not now, not ever.”

She stared at me. For a second, there was a flicker of something soft, almost fragile in her violet gaze. But then the fire in her eyes returned, that defiance I both loved and hated.

“Then what do you suggest we do?” She asked, her tone desperate, almost pleading.

I ground my teeth, pushing my tongue into my cheek as I searched for an answer that would not destroy us both.

A beat of silence.

And then–

An idea.

Slowly, I furrowed my brow, tilting my head. My voice low and certain as I spoke.

“We go to the one person who might be able to give us answers.”
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The lift doors slid open with a soft chime, and I stepped out onto the polished marble floor. I walked with purpose, nausea rolling in my stomach that was only partially to do with the bracelet sealed within the evidence bag clenched tightly in my hand.

Finn’s presence on my shoulder was a comfort. He kept my heart from hammering too frantically. Kept my entire being sharp. Confident. Steady.

I didn’t spare a single glance at Beaureallis’s assistant as we passed. Still, I caught the flicker of her wide-eyed shock in my peripheral vision, followed by the frantic clack of heels scrambling to keep up.

“Miss Heartley–” The assistant called after us, her voice strained, desperate. She picked up her pace, the click-clack of her heels echoing sharply down the hallway. “Mr. Beaureallis was not expecting you today,” she called again, her words tight with the unspoken tension of someone being ignored, and worried they might get in trouble.

“Is he currently with anyone?” I asked, keeping my voice low and unbothered even as sweat pooled cold at the nape of my neck, and the hairs along my arms bristled as I pushed down another wave of nausea.

“No, but–”

“Good. Book out his calendar for the next half hour,” I interrupted, not even glancing back. I continued down the long hall, the ancestral portraits lining the corridor looked down at me in silent judgment. I tried to maintain my pace even as I was desperate to be rid of the bracelet in my hands. Its sickening pulse sent rolling vibrations through my skin.

The double doors to Beaureallis’s office loomed ahead. The assistant made one last, desperate attempt, her voice rising sharply with frustration.

“Miss Heartley, you can’t just–”

“Save your breath, darling. Once my girl has made up her mind, there’s no changing it.” Finn called lazily over his shoulder, flashing her a grin so effortlessly charming it made my heart stutter. A stupid, irrational warmth bloomed in my chest at those two little words: my girl. Omni. Finn Allerton was going to ruin me. And I was going to welcome every second of that destruction. “Trust me, I’ve tried.” He added with a wink.

Behind us, the assistant huffed a sigh of weary resignation, her heels clicking to a halt.

“I am familiar with that type of stubbornness.” I heard her murmur beneath her breath. “That is a trait the entire Beaureallis family possesses.”

The doors swung open, revealing Beaureallis sitting behind his massive, polished desk.

He looked up from his papers with only a flicker of surprise, far less angered than I had expected. His gaze swept over me, slow and assessing, a mix of intrigue, idle curiosity, and a flicker of thinly veiled irritation sparking behind those cold, calculating eyes.

I stormed over to him, throwing the evidence bag down onto the desk.

Instant relief flooded through me the second the cursed object was out of my hands.

“Care to explain what that is?” I asked.

Beaureallis lifted his gaze from the evidence bag with infuriating slowness, one brow arching in a lazy, almost mocking curve. His expression smoothed into something coolly amused.

“I think you already know, Miss Heartley,” his voice was infuriatingly unbothered. Smooth and smug in a way everyone from Beta was. But I noticed the way he leaned back just slightly, subtly withdrawing his hands from the desk - clearly impacted by the proximity of the device. “Or you wouldn’t have stormed in here unannounced like you own the place.” He continued with a faint smirk. There was a glimmer in his eyes of reluctant respect, even if the rest of his face and body language maintained a feigned neutrality.

“It disrupts the impact of anti-shiftwave technology.” I began, I drew in a deep, steadying breath, forcing the nausea down and locking my spine straighter, refusing to show him even a hint of weakness. “I suspect the Firedrakes who work at The Dragon have been using it to infiltrate their competitors at The Sword & Crown, at a minimum.” I let the accusation hang there for a beat, before adding, “and for whatever other nefarious acts, I’m not sure. Yet.”

Beaureallis leaned back in his chair, interlocking his fingers loosely over his chest, regarding me with a look of effortless, icy indifference.

“And what proof do you have, my dear?” He asked, voice so casual it was almost a purr.

I only arched a brow in response, a slow, knowing smirk tugging at the corner of my mouth.

“How confident are you,” I drawled, ignoring his question entirely, “that no one outside of your precious inner circle has access to this technology?”

Beaureallis narrowed his eyes, irritation glaring behind his calculated mask.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand your question, Miss Heartley.” I knew he was being deliberately elusive from the way he narrowed his eyes and turned his nose up at me. I planted my palms against the desk, leaning forward into his space just enough to feel intimidating. I felt nausea from the bracelet at the edges of my senses, but used the solid wood as a subtle support.

“Let me clarify,” I said, low and clear, “are you certain none of the employees you terminated after your little scientific breakthrough managed to replicate it?”

For the briefest second, Beaureallis’s composure slipped. Barely noticeable. The slight stiffening of his shoulders, the subtle tightening around his mouth. But I caught it. I saw him falter. He tapped his thumbs together, clearing his throat before he spoke.

“Not by any legal means,” he said, but his voice had lost a fraction of its steady edge. I scoffed a mocking breath of laughter. Raising a brow I stood up straighter, with a slow, deliberate defiance.

“Because you conduct all your business by legal  means, right, Mr. Beaureallis?” I asked with feigned sweetness, folding my arms across my chest. Beaureallis’s fists clenched ever so slightly, and he sat up straighter. Irritation and something almost like nervousness evident in his features now.

“Hypothetically…if someone had access to the right materials and equipment, replication is possible.” He began, wings twitching anxiously in the seat behind him. “But the process is complex. Even my brightest would struggle,” he said before adding almost too quickly, “I imagine.”

I tilted my head.

“What about Elaine Folde? Would she struggle?”

There was a beat of heavy silence. The kind that filled a room and made it difficult to breathe. Beaureallis’s eyes darkened. His jaw clenched, hands twitching once before moving to the armrests. Fingers curling around the carved wood tighter than necessary.

“You think Miss Folde is behind this?” His voice was colder, guarded.

“Behind what, sir?” I raised an eyebrow, giving him a smile full of feigned innocence. “You have made it quite clear you know nothing about the tech.”

He was visibly agitated now, but still he tried with all his might to keep that calm, cool facade. It was almost impressive how hard he fought to remain composed.

Almost.

“You are testing my patience, Miss Heartley.” He leaned forward slightly, and though he fought to appear composed, his gaze flicked just once to the device, shoulders stiffening slightly, before snapping back to me.

"Well, if the tech isn't  yours, Mr. Beaureallis, then I'm afraid I'm not authorised to share any further details. It's classified." My tone was light, almost bored, but every word was deliberate.

He raised an eyebrow, the accompanying glare predatory.

“And if it is mine?” His voice was a low, dangerous murmur.

“Then I would tell you that you have lost control of it. That someone, maybe Elaine, maybe not, is weaponising it. Smuggling shifters past surveillance, stealing classified documents, impersonating Central Intelligence agents.” I confirmed what he likely already suspected without officially saying anything.

He leaned back in his chair, his fingers tapping together rhythmically.

“Elaine was…quiet. A genius, yes. But I never thought she would be capable of something like this.” He mused.

I regarded him. Unflinching. Unblinking.

“You underestimate what desperation does to a genius with nothing left to lose.”

The words felt heavy.

Because both of us knew we were not just talking about Elain e Folde anymore.

A long, calculating pause stretched between us. A battle of wits. The final showdown of who might back down first. Eventually, Beaureallis was the one to break the silence. He exhaled slowly, the barest sign of defeat, and narrowed his eyes at me.

“Stop Elaine Folde,” He said, his voice remaining smooth despite my small victory, “and whoever else is involved in this operation, whatever the cost. You have my full resources and cooperation.”

I allowed myself a slow, triumphant smile, one that didn’t quite reach my eyes.

“It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Beaureallis.” I reached down and plucked the evidence bag off his desk. The moment my fingers brushed the plastic, the wave of nausea hit me. But I didn’t so much as flinch. I forced myself to appear composed. Unaffected. “Oh. And I’ll take this back to evidence. Wouldn’t want it getting into the wrong hands, w ould we?”

With a final smirk, I turned, footsteps echoing loudly as I made my way to the door.

Finn was already there, waiting. A solid, steady force I could lean on without ever needing to ask.

I felt his presence at my back, his warmth a necessary comfort as I felt my limbs beginning to tremble. Adrenaline burning through my bloodstream and nausea rolling in waves from that damn bracelet.

Pulse racing. Head pounding. Sweat slicked my skin.

“Briar Heartley, you have no fucking idea how attracted I am to you right now.” His voice came low and sultry, sending a welcome shiver of pleasure down my spine. A painful contrast to the dizzying sickness overtaking my body. “I’m about two seconds away from sweeping you off your feet and carrying you off into the sunset.”

A shaky breath rattled out of me. My fingers dug into the evidence bag as I forced myself to stay upright.

“Good. Because I’m about two seconds away from collapsing under the combined impact of the adrenaline and the nauseating effects of this fucking thing.”

Without a word, Finn slid a hand to the small of my back, firm and grounding. Everything I needed. His other hand moved with effortless precision, plucking the evidence bag from my trembling grip. To anyone watching, it would look like a casual, gentlemanly gesture, rather than what it really was, a necessary move to stop me from collapsing before I even reached the lift.

“All you have to do is make it out of the building, my love. Don’t give him the satisfaction of seeing you fall.”

Somehow I did.

I walked into the lift, fragile but unbroken. My knees felt weak, but I kept my head high. Forced my hands to stay steady even as they ached to tremble. I stood firm, even when the lift doors opened, even when we stepped out onto the street.

Because Finn was right.

I would not give Beaureallis the satisfaction.

And no one, no one , would see me fall.

Except maybe Finn.

Because when the Beaureallis headquarters was finally out of sight, my knees betrayed me. I caught myself with a hand braced against the cold stone wall, breaths coming short and shallow.

Finn was there immediately.

He didn’t speak. He just held me. Remained as a silent support until my breathing evened out, until the world stopped spinning and I could stand on my own again.

Even then, he didn’t let go.

“Was that a mistake?” I whispered, my voice breaking slightly. The first time since confidently striding into the office that I dared to show any doubt, any weakness. Finn’s smile was soft, devastating in its tenderness. He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, fingertips brushing my skin leaving behind a trail of heat.

“No, my love. It was a necessity.” He paused, his voice softer, more thoughtful. “You outmanoeuvred him at his own game. He threatened you, so that’s exactly what you had to become. A threat.”

I scoffed but it sounded more like a breathless laugh, one that lacked amusement.

“Isn’t that all anyone ever sees when they look at me?” I asked, not afraid to hide my desperation from him. “A dangerous predator? A threat?”

Finn laughed too, but his was warm, rich, without a hint of cruelty.

He shook his head, that infuriating, beautiful half-smile curving his mouth.

“Yes.” He said simply, a glint of fierce pride in his eyes. “And I know that better than anyone, my love.” He cupped my chin gently, brushing his thumb over my cheek like I was something precious, not dangerous. “You have been my biggest fucking threat from the moment we met, Briar Heartley. But not because you’re a shapeshifter, because you’re brilliant. ” He said, eyes lighting up with genuine passion. “You’re smart, capable, and damn good at every challenge thrown your way. And that.  That’s why you’re a threat. To me. To Pendrel. To Beaureallis. To the standards and values of our shitty unjust society.” He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a husky murmur.

“Being a threat isn’t your downfall, my love. It is your greatest strength.”

***

“ Deities! ” Finn muttered under his breath, the word sharp enough to snap my heavy-lidded eyes toward him.

After our meeting with Beaureallis, he had been far more flexible in his cooperation. Running for Supreme Commander gave him access to files usually unavailable to most of the public, and was willing to use his sway to get us access to almost anything we could think of.

Finn’s gaze flickered frantically between two of those newly acquired pages of data, before reaching for another stack on the coffee table. Paper rustled as he flicked through the files, hands moving faster the more disbelief grew in his expression.

“What?” I asked, straightening up slightly, the weight of exhaustion disappearing, as I tried to peer over his shoulder.

“Patricia Bates,” he said, holding up a sheet. “Trained as a florist. Works as a barmaid. Rodney Folde? Electrician. Job listed - also a bar. Elaine Folde has a fucking PhD in biochemical engineering, for fuck’s sake, and she’s also pulling pints?” His voice grew harder. “All working behind the same  bar.”

I raised a brow as I examined the pages.

“But that makes sense, doesn’t it?” I said, brow furrowing. “They’re all Knightguard members, or affiliated, at least. A central location would make sense. Easier to meet, move under the radar–”

“No,” Finn interrupted, shaking his head as he shoved another stack into my hands. “It’s not just them. Look closer.”

I flipped through the next set of documents. Names, occupations, places of employment. One after another, each one ending at the same destination.

That bar.

Too many people. Far too many to be employed at one place.

Finn pulled up a map on his phone, the screen lighting up between us. “Here,” he said, voice tight, as he zoomed in. A satellite image showed one building taking up an entire block, sleek and nondescript.

“The building is massive,” Finn said, his voice rough. “But the bar?” He tapped the corner of the screen. “It’s just this . A sliver. A front. The rest of it appears to be warehouses, or something.” His finger hovered, lips parting.

My blood ran cold.

Silence.

I scanned the list, the same address staring back at me. Over and over again. My throat tightened. I blinked. Once. Twice. A single breath slipped out - thin and disbelieving. I didn’t need the map. I knew exactly  where that bar was. What it was.

How the fuck had I not seen this sooner?

“Finn, do you not recognise the address?” The question was barely a breath upon my lips. Heart hammering in my chest. Finn studied me, brow rising in question.

“Should I?” He asked.

I stood abruptly. Papers slid from my lap and scattered across the floor, forgotten. I moved through the apartment, rifling through books stacked in corners, on counters, tucked under chairs.

I found it, on top of the microwave, hidden in the pages of some recipe book I intended to use, but never had.

The book didn’t matter. But what was inside did.

My fingers brushed the business card tucked between the pages.

I brought it back to the living room, to where Finn was still waiting.

Without a word, I handed it to him.

He took it, eyes scanning the text.

His pupils flared. His jaw tensed. A breath caught in his throat and didn’t release.

“I’ll do my usual recon,” I said quickly, “slip in as something small. Unnoticeable. Figure out exactly what they’re hiding in those warehouses.”

Finn dragged a hand down his face, jaw tightening.

“That’s too risky.” His voice was low, fearful. He looked at me, his eyes bright with a quiet desperation “If we’re right, that place isn’t just a bar. It’s the epicentre of one of the biggest gang drug operations in the Capital.” He paused. Swallowed. “Maybe even all of Valverde.” His face had gone pale. “Do you even understand how dangerous that is? If they catch you in there…” He stopped, voice breaking, unable to finish the sentence. His hands pushed through his hair, shaking his head lightly.

“ Fuck. ” The one word curse escaped his lips in a shaky breath.

There was a pause.

Silence. A breath. A heartbeat.

I inhaled slowly.

“We do have another way in.”

The words were soft, deliberately gentle. Already bracing for the fury I knew they would summon.

Finn’s eyes locked onto mine, sharp and protective, exactly as lethal as I had expected.

“Absolutely not.”

I felt my heart sink into my stomach.

“I can go in alone. I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to sound confident, like the idea of actually doing this wasn’t killing me a little too.

His gaze darkened into something dangerous.

“I’m sorry, did I not make myself clear the first time?” The quiet tone in his voice was worse than yelling. It was pure controlled fury, biting and cold. “Let me rephrase. Absolutely fucking not, Briar. ”

I dragged a hand through my hair, exhaling a shaky breath.

“I’ll wear a wire. I can shift it to blend with my body. No one will know it’s even there.” I strategised, pacing up and down just to release a little of the tension. “You’ll have ears on me the entire time. You give the signal, we’re done. I’m out. No questions asked.”

He stared at me for a moment, his lips pressed tightly together as he ran a hand down his face.

“It’s a good lead, Finn,” I added quietly. “We’re not going to get another chance like this.” My voice pleading. “We’re spinning in circles. Every thread we pull is not unravelling anything, it’s just pulling the web tighter. This …this might be the only real way forward.”

His silence was louder than any protest.

So I stepped closer. Just a fraction. Close enough to feel the heat radiating off him. Close enough that when I let my fingers graze gently down his arm, I could feel the tension beneath his skin

“I know  what I’m asking,” I said, barely above a whisper. “But I need you to trust me.”

Finn’s gaze never left mine. He swallowed hard, like he was trying to push down every protest still burning on his tongue.

“Only you could make recklessness sound like strategy.”

I let out a small breath of laughter, folding my arms across my chest.

“What can I say? Having a partner who has your back no matter the consequences, even when they hate the ground you walk on, has a way of making you feel invincible.”

His brow arched, but it was the slow, ruinous smile that undid me. He took a step closer, voice low and devastating as he spoke.

“And how does it make you feel knowing I now worship that same ground?”

My breath caught. For a moment, I couldn’t speak. So I let the truth shine through the warmth in my eyes, the unguarded affection in my smile.

“Alive.” The one word came out on a steady breath. “You make me feel alive.”

He let out a soft, breathless laugh, that glint of mischief flickering behind the worry in his eyes.

“Let’s keep it that way.”

For a moment, we lingered there, content to remain in the stillness. The calm.

But in our world, peace was fragile. And reality never stayed gone for long.

The moment shattered when Finn’s smile faltered. He inhaled deeply.

“We go in together.” He said, his voice low and commanding. “You wear a wire. I’ll be a plant. I want open communication at all times. If I even hear a hint of static through that wire, we’re out. You will not leave my sight for a single second, Briar. We get in, we probe Rascallian for information, and we get out.”

I nodded, grateful he was willing to give this a try. Grateful he was willing to trust me. Grateful for him.  

“Agreed.”

He stepped closer, his hand brushing my waist, face full of concern.

“I’m serious, Briar. No improvised plans. No heroics.” His voice dropped lower, more intimate. “ Promise me, my love. ”

I swallowed, heart hammering in my chest, but when I looked up into his eyes, my voice didn’t waver.

“I promise.”
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Rascal’s club was thick with the scent of smoke, alcohol, and body odour.

The floor was sticky beneath my heels, the thumping bass of the music pulsated through the room, drowning out the rhythm of my footsteps as I navigated deeper into the club’s interior. Plush circular couches, arranged around poles or cages, filled the space. Shapeshifters draped in sheer fabrics, or nothing at all, moved with fluid, predatory grace. Some flashing claws, fangs, or the faint shimmer of scales.

Sensual. Hypnotic. Intoxicating.

Borderline obscene, some edging into pornographic.

I had never encountered a shifter menagerie before, but the atmosphere was far more intense than I had anticipated.

I followed the directions the bouncer had given me to a roped off area that was covered with a sheer curtain that might as well have not been there for all the privacy it offered. The fabric shimmered slightly in the low light, revealing more than it concealed. Through it I could see Rascallian sprawled on a velvet, cushioned couch. A mirror behind him was angled in a way that allowed for a view of the entire club.

Or maybe it wasn’t about what he  could see. Maybe it was about making sure the entire club could see him .

His posture was domineering. Arms outstretched along the back of the couch, legs spread wide with deliberate arrogance. He was a man who fed on power, and right now, he was feasting.

When he saw me, his grin turned predatory.

I swallowed hard. My body stiffening. Hesitating for just a fraction of a second.

But then piercing green eyes met mine in the mirror.

Finn.

He sat on an adjacent couch, ankle crossed over his knee. A shifter in a sheer scrap of red lace danced for him. She was stunning. Beautiful in a way that most people would find breathless. Tempting, even without the way she swayed for him.

But he was not watching her.

He was only watching me.

And Omni-help-me if the thrill of that alone did not ignite a fire deep in my soul.

That one look from him was all the confidence I needed.

I pushed the curtain aside, moving forward with a smirk that I hoped displayed more confidence and allure than I actually felt.

“I was hoping you would take me up on my offer.” Rascallian drawled, teeth sinking into his bottom lip as his gaze devoured me - slow, deliberate, and entirely uninvited. I had to fight the urge to sneer at him, and smile instead.

Sweet. Warm.

Calculated.

Every instinct screamed at me to retreat, but feeling the weight of Finn’s gaze allowed me to maintain my composure. I  was the predator in this situation.

Dangerous. Determined. And entirely in control.

“Well I was promised an offer I wouldn’t be able to refuse.” I matched his grin, flashing my teeth, pointed canines on display, and dropping my voice into a seductive murmur. “I heard that employment here has a  sizable package  of benefits.” His eyes gleamed, the obvious innuendo flaring his ego exactly as I had intended. “So, I’m here to see just how seductive you can be.”

Rascallian’s grin widened. He stretched, taking up more of the space and nestling deeper into the plush cushions.

“I was hoping you would be the one doing the seducing.” He gave a sharp nod to the pole between us. Running a tongue over his teeth, eyes gleaming with arousal.

My heart stopped. My eyes flicked nervously between him and the pole. His grin only widened at my hesitation.

“I was under the impression we were here for a conversation.” I said, willing my voice to remain smooth but the slight waver betrayed the nerves beneath. He chuckled, dark and low.

“I told you to come for an interview doll. What kind of assessment did you expect for a dancer at a menagerie?” Rascallian’s smile was a taunting invitation, his eyes locked on mine with an intensity that almost dared me to back down.

My heart hammered in my chest. I didn’t know if I could do this.

My gaze flickered to the mirror.

Finn .

Unmoving. Unblinking. His gaze still locked on me, even as the shifter tried desperately to steal his attention.

My partner. My anchor. My unwavering pillar of support.

By the Other was I in desperate need of that support.

My gaze flicked back to Rascallian, but in my mind, I saw only Finn seated there. His gaze was the only one that mattered.

I stepped onto the platform. Clammy hands tightening around the pole. The cool metal forced the trembling in my hands to calm. Then, I tilted my head, pulling my lower lip gently between my teeth and forcing a seductive smile.

“What do you like?” I purred, my voice a soft, teasing whisper. Rascallian’s eyes darkened as he sank further into the couch, eyes burning into me with an insatiable intensity.

“I prefer my shifters to be of the feline variety,”

With a breath, I let the shift ripple through me.

Silver cat-like ears emerged from my curls, my eyes transformed into a narrow, feline gaze, and a soft silver tail swished at my rear. Long claws extended from my fingertips, and I traced one gently down the length of the pole.

Rascallian responded with a deep, approving growl.

I took a moment to steady my racing heart, and began to move.

I reached behind me to grip the pole, the cool steel grounding against my heated skin. Slowly, deliberately, I sank, knees bending until I hovered just above the floor, spine arched, hips rolling back as I rose again. I twisted. Arms lifting, body twirling. Flowing into a series of movements that crossed the line between choreography and seduction.

The heat of Rascallian’s gaze was consistent and unwanted. Eyes burning into me with an unrestrained hunger.

But I was not dancing for him. The mirror told me exactly who this performance belonged to.

Finn.

Even with the shifter in red lace dancing inches from his lap, his eyes never left me.

And it thrilled me. Encouraged me. Owned me.

Fueled by his gaze, my movements became bolder, smoother, more natural, as my confidence grew and the rhythm took over.

Rascallian’s rough hand brushed the sheer fabric on my waist. With a forceful tug, he yanked me into his lap. His palm, slick with sweat, clamped possessively around my thigh, claiming skin that was never his to touch.

My heart stopped in my chest.

I had not expected him to touch me. Did not want him to touch me.

But suddenly I could not move. Frozen to the spot when every instinct screamed to run.

His breath was hot and damp against my ear, and the scent of liquor and lust made nausea roll in my stomach.

“Oh you definitely have potential doll–”

A sudden, violent flash of movement caught my eye.

In one heartbeat I was no longer in Rascallian’s lap. Pulled away with brutal force.

Finn gripped Rascallian by the collar and slammed him violently against the wall, the impact shattering the glass. Gasps and shrieks echoed through the club as dancers scattered and patrons turned toward the scene.

But Finn didn’t flinch.

His focus was honed in on Rascallian with a murderous fury. His jaw was clenched tight, and the muscles in his arms bulged, chest heaving with quiet, deadly rage.

“ Don’t fucking touch her, ” Finn snarled. His voice was low and dangerous. “She’s mine. ”

Not a threat. A vow.

A declaration.

A claim.

A warning.

My heart hammered in my chest.

Rascallian did his best to remain unbothered, but his fear was evident in his widened eyes, and hands that trembled slightly. But Finn held him firm. Relentless. A dark promise of what he was capable of if pushed any further.

Rascallian’s panic seemed to ease slightly as the club’s security team converged on us.

“Escort them both out,” Rascallian ordered, his tone devoid of emotion but his eyes still wide with apprehension.

Finn released Rascallian’s collar with a final, forceful shove. He stepped back.

Rascallian straightened his crumpled shirt.

“No need. We’re leaving,” Finn growled, shrugging off the security guards who tried to intervene. He gripped my arm with a force that was both protective and urgent, guiding me towards the exit.

The night air was crisp and biting, a sharp contrast to the oppressive heat inside the club. The alleyway where we exited was dimly lit by a flickering street lamp. The scent of Rascallian lingered on my skin, clinging to me like an unwelcome reminder.

I pulled my arm from Finn’s grip, my breath coming in ragged bursts of anger.

“ What the fuck was that, Finn ? You blew our cover!” My voice was shaking with a mix of irritation and the lingering adrenaline that made my hands tremble.

Finn’s eyes were dark, possessive.

“He had his hands all over you,” he growled, his voice low and dangerous. “Like he owned you. Like he could do whatever the fuck he wanted even though he barely deserves the right to breathe the same oxygen as you–”

“You knew what going in there undercover meant.” I argued, desperate. “You knew what I was supposed to do.”

Finn ran a hand through his hair, his frustration spilling over in a raw, ragged breath.

“I thought you were going in there to talk to him.  Not give the entire club a live sex show.” The words he spat were almost venomous. I knew he was jealous, but it was more than that.

It was pain.

It was terror.

“I told you to give me a signal and we would get out, Finn.” I pleaded with him. “I didn’t think the signal would be you slamming our lead into the fucking wall! ” The words came out harsher than necessary. Finn was breathing heavily, chest heaving. Not with breathlessness but fear. His jaw tight, eyes wide with barely contained fury.

“There was a line and he crossed it.” There was a forced calmness about his voice, like he wanted to shout, wanted to scream , but was holding back. “And I saw red, Briar.” The admission was low, rough, more breath than words. He ran a hand over his face like the motion might wash away the simmering rage.  “And maybe it’s primitive, or irrational, or pure out-of-control jealousy. But I would stop at nothing  to guarantee your safety.”

My heart clenched.

There was no hesitation in his words. No doubt. No apology. He wasn’t asking for forgiveness. He wasn’t seeking my approval for his actions. He knew what he had done, and he had no intention of atoning for it.

He had acted on pure instinct. On the primal need to protect. To claim.

I should have been angry. Should have reprimanded him for blowing our cover. For jeopardising the case. For letting emotion get the better of him when I needed him to keep a level head.

But I did not.

Could not.

Because as aggressive, and possessive as his actions were, in that moment Finn Allerton had only been thinking of me.

And Omni help me …I didn’t hate it.

“You can be so fucking stubborn  sometimes, Finn.” The words left my lips on a breath, almost swept away by the nighttime summer breeze. The softest hint of a smile graced my lips for a moment.

But only for a moment.

Because in the next, something in Finn changed. His eyes widened. Skin paling as if all the blood had been drained from him. He staggered back a step, catching himself against the alley wall at his back.

He held his breath. Hand coming up to cover his mouth, as I watched his throat move with a long, aching swallow.

“That’s what I said,” he murmured.

I frowned, brow furrowing as I took a step towards him.

“ What? ”

“Stubborn, and reckless, and so fucking beautiful. ” His voice wavered as he repeated the words that had been echoing in my head over and over again for the last week. “The night you came home and found me drunk. That’s what I said. ”

I sucked in a shaky breath. Lips parting without the ability to form words.

I blinked up at him. Not knowing what to say, not knowing how much he remembered but being pretty damn sure he was rapidly recalling every single word he spoke that night.

“I remember.” I said, the words a breathless whisper.

Finn took a step towards me, a desperate pleading look in his eyes.

“But that's not all I said…is it?”

My mouth went dry.

“Finn–”

“ Is it? ” He repeated, sharper, harsher.

He took another step towards me, but my feet were frozen to the spot.

“You were drunk, Finn” I said, weakly. “You said yourself the next morning that you probably didn’t mean it–”

“I meant it.” His words were confident. Certain. He didn’t even flinch.

I fell silent. Vision blurring from unshed tears because by the Other  I had wanted to believe he had meant it. Had replayed those words in the dark, over and over, when I thought he might never say them again.

Just some of the reasons I fell in love. With you.

“You were drunk.” I repeated, words wavering as the tears behind my eyes threatened to spill. Another step forward. And a warmth shone in Finn’s eyes, brighter and more certain than I had ever seen them.

“I’m not drunk now.” He said with a slight shake of his head. “I am painfully, blindingly, sober. The most sober I have been in years. And I know, with the full clarity of my alcohol-free mind, and with every beat of my desperate, aching heart, that I am hopelessly and irrevocably in love with you , Briar Heartley.”

My heart stopped. Just stopped.

I could not speak. Could not think. Fuck  I could barely even breathe.

He stepped closer but I could not move.

“I have known it for a long time.” He admitted, voice shaking with raw emotion. “I have just been too much of a coward, and too stuck in the guilt of my past to admit it before now.”

Another step.

The corner of his mouth ticked up into that beautiful ruinous smile. And it was that smile alone that reminded my heart to beat in my chest.  

“I should have known when we first met. When you corrected me in class and ignited that tiny spark of emotion in me, that it wasn’t jealousy, or humiliation, or hate. It was love. ”

The shakiness in his voice had disappeared. Replaced with clear, unwavering, certainty.

“Because how could I not love you?”

The question was soft, gentle.

“How could I not fall for that fire? That impossible mind? That spark in your eyes that refuses to be anything less than the best?” Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them back. “You drive me insane, Briar. You challenge me in every conceivable way. Consume me in a way that I have never  been able to get out of my head. Push me. Pull me. Burn me down to ashes, and somehow I still find myself desperate. Addicted. Crawling back and begging for more.”

My breath hitched. Fingers curling into fists at my side as Finn stepped closer. He stood so close now that for a moment all I could hear was the echo of my own heart, beating in time with his.

“Somewhere along the way I stopped seeing you as just my rival. Or my pain-in-the-arse colleague. Or someone I had to tolerate because competing with you drove me to be my best self.” The last words escaped in a soft, breathless exhale that sounded like a laugh upon his lips. “Somewhere between the heated arguments, and the fake dating, and the stolen glances when you weren’t looking–”

He paused, eyes burning into mine. Fierce. Vulnerable. Real.

“You became everything,  Briar.”

I felt a tear drop from my eye, but I could not find the strength to move to simply wipe it away.

“I have slowly fallen in love with every piece of you. Every scar, every story, every truth you were strong enough to endure and brave enough to let me hear.”

I blinked. Heart hammering in my chest as Finn brought his hand up to tuck a lock of my hair behind my ear. Smiling down at me like I was the only thing that mattered in this entire world.

“ Falling in love with you has been infuriating. Unforgiving.” A pause. A breath. A caress of his thumb against my cheek. “And completely fucking inevitable. ”

I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came.

Nothing formed on my tongue. Nothing passed my lips.

It took every ounce of control just to breathe. To force strength into legs that trembled beneath me. To blink back the tears that burned behind my eyes.

All I knew in that moment was that I had to embrace him.

To close the space between us. To hold him. To let my body say the words that my voice couldn’t find.

And maybe–

Maybe if I had not been so lost in the echo of his confession.

Maybe if I had not been lingering on every beautiful, desperate truth he had spoken.

Maybe If I had been able to see anything beyond the man standing before me. The man who had become my whole world. My whole heart–

I might have noticed it sooner.

But I didn’t.

Not until it was too late.

Not until there was a growl. And fur. And teeth.

And a wolf shifter attacked, with a bite aimed directly for Finn’s throat.
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The wolf's jaws snapped shut inches from my throat, his hot breath grazing my skin.

I twisted.

Escaping death by barely an inch. Air rushed as his massive body hurtled past, crashing into the brick wall behind me.

No time to breathe. No time to think.

No time to process the frantic thudding of my heart.

No time to dare a glance towards Briar.

But I did it anyway.

She was tangled in a deadly altercation with a lion shifter.

My stomach dropped. Fear rolled in my gut.

In her natural form she appeared delicate. Almost fragile, compared to the massive beast. But  fuck , were appearances deceiving. Her movements were a blur of preternatural speed and precision. Every strike was calculated. Every dodge effortless.

My eyes lingered for a second too long, and that cost me.

A growl snapped my attention back to the wolf. He lunged again, faster this time. I dropped low, his jaws slicing air where my throat had been. He flew over me, colliding with a stack of industrial-sized bins. Metal clanged and echoed down the narrow alley. The impact stunned him, giving me a precious moment to think. I forced breath into my lungs, dragging every brutal lesson from Cory and Briar to the surface.

Focus. Fight. Survive.

With each lunge the wolf had stumbled. Paws tripping over themselves. Clumsy when he tried to recover. He was inexperienced at shifting into such a large form.

That was something I could exploit.

I formed a plan mid-breath, but he was already up.

A growl. A blur. A flash of teeth.

He lunged again.

I moved at just the precise moment, rolling beneath his body, throwing out an elbow and catching him in the throat in an attempt to knock the breath from his lungs.

He whimpered. But it lacked the impact to force the shift back to his natural form.

My heart pounded in my chest.

Next time, then.

I needed to be faster. Harder. Ruthless.

I planted my feet, dropped into my fighting stance. Ready to finish this.

A shadow passed overhead.

I barely had time to react before an eagle shifter swooped down, talons outstretched, tearing into my shoulder. Sharp and merciless.

A third shifter joined the attack.

Fuck.

I twisted away, barely managing to stay upright, blood soaking through my sleeve.

I scanned the alley.

I dared a glance over at Briar.

She had taken down the lion shifter. He lay unconscious in his natural form at her feet. But two more shifters had joined the ambush.

Five. There were five fucking shifters against just us two.

There was no time to dwell. The wolf lunged again. I ducked out of their grasp. In the same movement the eagle swept down.

An easier target.

My hand snapped up, catching the shifter mid-dive by the talons. I used their own momentum, whipping them sideways into the brick wall with a sickening crunch.

They crumpled on impact, shifting mid-fall. Returning to their natural form.

A girl.

Soft brown hair fanned across the alley floor, already slick with blood. Her face slack. Unmoving. Crimson soaked through her clothes, pooling beneath her.

Unconscious. Probably. Most likely.

Hopefully not dead.

A lump formed in my throat. Nausea rolled in my stomach. Heart racing. Palms sweating. The fragile body too familiar for the darkness not to creep at the edges.

I stumbled forward, dropped to my knees, fingers shaking as I searched for a pulse.

There. Faint, but steady.

Alive.

My breath shuddered out.

But the second I remembered how to breathe–

Claws raked down my back.

Pain shot through me, hot and sharp, stealing the breath from my lungs. I collapsed, my head smacking against the cold concrete. The world blurred, the edges of my vision darkening. Everything spun. Limbs heavy and useless.

I tried to move. Tried to fight. But my body was already shutting down.

The wolf’s jaws descended.

I shut my eyes, bracing for the inevitable agony.

The sharp finality of death.

It never came.

A savage snarl ripped through the alley, and suddenly the weight on my back was gone. I forced my eyes open, my vision blurred as I struggled to focus. Two wolves collided in a blur of fur and fury. One massive. The other smaller, faster. Sharper.

Beautiful in its brutality.

This new shifter moved with a deadly elegance. Every movement a calculated strike. Every lunge, every bite, sharp and precise.

I blinked, forcing myself to sit up and look around.

Four of the now six shifters were unconscious. The fighting wolves were the last two standing. And Briar was–

My breath caught. Eyes widening. Heart stopping in my chest.

My gaze flicked back to the wolves.

The smaller one had soft silver fur, and her eyes…

Violet. Vivid. Unmistakable.

Briar.

It was Briar.

She had shifted, and was fighting in the body of a wolf despite the inevitable and devastating consequences.

The two wolves clashed, a blur of teeth and claws. Briar dodged a savage swipe aimed at her throat, the sharp claws catching her brow instead as she ducked. Blood coated her silver fur. Dark, and red, and thick. But it did not slow her down. She barely even flinched.

With a feral growl, Briar went on the offensive, her teeth sinking into the other wolf’s throat. The sound of tearing flesh was drowned out by the roar of approaching sirens, red and blue lights flashing in the distance. Briar held on, her jaws locked on the wolf’s throat until he finally shifted back, collapsing in a heap at her feet.

She released him, her breath coming in ragged gasps as she looked around, eyes wild, blood from the shifter wet her snout.

The sirens howled louder now. Voices shouted, boots pounded on the pavement. The night fractured into chaos. Red and blue lights flickered over the blood-soaked ground.

Briar shifted back into her natural form, her breath ragged, and darted to my side.

She dropped to her knees, her hands trembling as she gently checked me over for injuries.

"Finn, are you okay?" The words barely a breath. Her forehead was a mess of blood, mostly her own. The silver of her curls was now stained a deep red.

But the crimson coating her lips and teeth, pooling at her chin…

I forced myself to nod.

"I'm fine," I rasped, though the world still tilting around me told me otherwise. My vision still blurred at the edges. I reached up, intending to wipe the blood from her face, but there was too much of it. My fingers only smeared the crimson deeper into her hair. I cupped her cheek, my thumb brushing her skin, unintentionally smearing blood there too.

Before I could speak, an officer appeared out of the chaos, his face hard and unforgiving. He grabbed Briar’s arm and yanked her to her feet. The metallic chime of anti-shiftwave cuffs snapping down over her wrists echoed in the darkened alley.

Briar didn’t resist. She knew what was coming.

“ What the fuck do you think you’re doing?! ” I roared, my voice finding strength in my desperation as I staggered to my feet. My head swam, the dizziness nearly sending me crashing back to the ground, but I refused to fall.

Not now. Not when falling meant losing everything.

“My job,” the officer sneered, pulling Briar towards the patrol car.

“I’m an agent! She’s an agent!” I shoved my badge in his face, my rage barely contained. “She’s not going anywhere with you!”

His gaze slid over the badge. Unimpressed.

“You better start praying to Gunwin,” he said, his tone icy. “Being an agent doesn’t make you above the law. She participated in an illegal shifter fight. She’s coming with us.”

“We were ambushed! She was defending me! ” My voice cracked, the desperation aching in my throat.

The officer shrugged, indifferent, as he continued to manoeuvre Briar towards the car.

“Tell that to your lawyer.” His voice was cold, unfeeling.

Briar did not fight. Did not struggle.

Blood clung to her skin. Silver curls were soaked red, her brow split wide, her body trembling with exhaustion. But her expression was almost calm. Hollow, distant. Like she had already accepted the sentence.

“ Look at her! ” My voice broke, the anger in it dissolving into a plea. “She needs a hospital,  not a jail cell!”

“Let me just talk to him for a second, please.” Briar murmured. The guard exhaled sharply, arms folding across his chest in a show of practiced indifference. But sympathy flickered in his expression. Just a flash of it. Just enough to make him drop his grip.

Briar used her brief moment of freedom to approach me. Her cuffed hands found my face, the chain dangling beneath my chin. Her thumbs stroked my cheeks, soft, careful. Like she was memorising the shape of my jaw, the feel of my skin against hers. Like she knew it might be the last time.

“Finn,” she said, her voice was gentle but her strength did not falter, “look at me.”

I met her gaze. Violet and infinite and shining with unshed tears.

“Promise me,” she whispered. “Promise me you won’t use this as an excuse to fall back into that dark place.”

No.

No.  She was accepting this. She was giving up. She was going to let them take her. Let them lock her away as if she were a villain instead of my salvation. I shook my head, a broken, dizzy motion that made the world tilt violently.

“No. I’m not going to let them take you. ” I choked out. Briar’s fingers tightened around my face, her gentle touch such a stark contrast to the rough brush of my stubble. Tears welled in her eyes. Still, she smiled - soft, bittersweet, shattered.

“There is nothing you can do right now, Finn. Okay? They have to take me. And that’s not your fault.” Her calm was a lie. I saw it buried behind her steady tone, behind the blood and exhaustion.

It was fear.

Pure and trembling.

“What happened tonight…what I  did, was my choice, Finn. Mine,  and mine alone. And I have to face the consequences for that.” Her explanation had an almost childlike softness, but the tone was pure desperation. “Don’t blame yourself. Don’t feel guilty. And don’t go back there, Finn. To that place. Not the darkness, not again.”

No.

No this was not happening. Not now. Not after everything.

I wanted to scream, to rage, to tear the world apart for trying to take mine away from me.

“ Finn please, ” this time her voice was almost a beg. “Promise me. Please.”

A second later, Briar was ripped from my embrace. The air around me turned cold, empty without the soft warmth of her touch.

I tried to step forwards, to reach out to her.

But the officer was already between us, pushing her into the vehicle.

The door slammed shut behind her with a finality that left a hollow ache in my chest.

I stood frozen, my body screaming to run, to fight, to do something, but my legs would not move. My mouth was dry, useless. My heart thrashing against my ribs.

The car pulled away, red and blue lights vanishing into the night. With her.

My world, my heart, my everything , disappeared down that road.

And I could not go after her.

Not yet. Not like this.

But I would.

By the Other,  I would.

She told me not to fall. Not to let the darkness swallow me again.

But she never said I couldn’t fight. Couldn’t burn.

And if they thought they could take Briar Heartley from me and walk away unscathed?

Then they were about to learn exactly how far I would go for the woman I love.
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There were no clocks in the cell, so the only concept of time that I had was the scrape of a hatch and the occasional clatter of a tray sliding across concrete. Three plates of untouched slop now rotted in the corner of the cell, which I could only assume meant I had been here for roughly twenty-four hours.

Twenty-four hours since Finn and I were ambushed. Twenty-four hours since Finn had been a heartbeat away from death.

Twenty-four hours since he had told me he loved me.

The constant thrum of anti-shiftwave technology was grating my mind. It dulled everything. My thoughts, my senses, even stifling the hunger I knew should be aching with. I shivered as a draft of cold air seeped into the damp, icy cell. They had given me a thin orange jumpsuit to wear, which offered little protection from the cold, leaving the scratchy blanket on the hard slab that passed for a bed, my only reprieve.

I pulled it tighter around my shoulders, the rough fabric chafing against my neck, but I welcomed even that small discomfort over the biting cold. Sitting upright with my back against the grimy wall, I rolled my neck in frustration, wincing as the movement tugged at the hastily sewn stitches above my right brow. A doctor had seen me briefly, tending to my wounds but I had not yet been given the chance to wash up. My skin was still stained with blood, and thick clumps of the copper coloured substance dried into my hair.

I sighed, wondering if my life had always been leading here. Whether being a shapeshifter meant that being brandished as a criminal was as coded into me as the genetics I was born with.

But even as I sat there, aching, filthy, and freezing, I knew one thing without doubt.

I would do it again. All of it. A hundred times over if it meant saving Finn’s life.

The cell door clanged open suddenly, and harsh fluorescent light flooded the space. I flinched, squeezing my eyes shut against the brightness, instinctively throwing up an arm to shield my face.

A silhouette filled the doorway. A guard, voice rough and indifferent.

“Heads up. You’ve got a visitor.”

A visitor.

I sucked in a breath. Heart racing in my chest.

Wondering, more like desperately hoping, it would be Finn.

I stood. Blanket slipping from my shoulders, dropping to the ground. I swayed slightly, unsteady on my feet. Maybe from the constant hum of anti-shiftwave tech, or maybe just from the hollow ache of an empty stomach.

But I didn’t fall.

Somewhere inside the wreck of me, I found momentum. Enough to walk.

The guard didn’t say a word as I approached. Just nodded towards the hallway.

I followed.

The corridor was cold, and damp, but still it was warmer than the cells, and the conditions improved the closer we got to the visitation space. Hope was a dangerous thing in a place like this but still, I could feel it with each step that echoed down the corridor. With each pounding drum of my heart that beat only for Finn.

The guard moved with practiced indifference, swiping his badge at each checkpoint. Doors hissed and clanged open in a sequence of electric groans, until the final door opened.

And when I saw him there, I stopped breathing.

Not Finn.

Taylor.

I didn’t know how my legs carried me across the room, or when the tears started, but suddenly I was in his arms, clutching the familiar warmth of my older brother like he was the only solid thing in the world. He wrapped his arms around me without hesitation. Acting immediately as the support I needed.

Silent. Strong. Unshakable.

My entire body trembled, and I was almost certain that without his arms holding me, my legs would have been unable to hold my weight. Eventually, we pulled away, but not much. I still kept my hands on his forearms, holding him like he might disappear if I let go.

“How’s Finn? Is he okay?” I asked, the words slipping out before I could stop them, the desperation thick in my voice. Taylor guided me into a chair, his hands steady, but his gaze hard. He sat opposite me, his eyes darkening with a mix of concern and frustration.

“You’re the one behind bars and you’re asking how he is?” His voice was laced with irritation and brotherly disdain.

“ Tay, please, ” I whispered, begged. I squeezed his hand if only to keep it from trembling. My need for knowledge about Finn’s wellbeing was more essential than oxygen to my lungs.

Taylor tilted his head, letting out a deep heavy exhale. His hand squeezing mine back.

“He’s…relentless,” Taylor said at last. “He hasn’t stopped advocating for you. Building a case, rallying anyone who will listen. I don’t think he’s had much sleep but–”

“–but he’s still… him? ” I interjected, the words escaping my lips in a desperate choke that was almost a sob. “He’s not drinking? He’s not…lost?”

Taylor gave me a small, broken smile.

“No, Briar,” his words a breath of fresh air. “No drinking. No hopelessness. He’s functioning. Determined. Driven. His head is clear, and his focus is on one thing. You. ”

A sob cracked out of me before I could stop it. A shaky breath escaped my lungs and a single tear escaped down my cheek. I brought my entire hand up to wipe it away, sniffling and rubbing at my face.

He was okay.

Relief flooded through me, stronger than anything I had ever felt before. Tension I did not know my body had been carrying released and I felt lighter than I had since entering this Omni-forsaken place.

“He would be here if he could. But they’re only letting family in to visit.” Taylor added. At that, I smiled. A real smile that reached my eyes. It was small, but it was the first thing that felt genuine in what seemed like forever.

“How are you , Bri?” Taylor asked concerned, his thumb grazing over my knuckles in that familiar way that reminded me so much of Finn. It was a touch so gentle, so tender, that I had to force back a flood of tears.

I shrugged, swallowing just to feel something in my dry throat.

“I’m…surviving. Better now that I know Finn’s…well. I’m okay, Tay.” I tried to sound convincing, but I could see in his eyes he knew I was lying. I had not eaten. I had not slept. The anti-shiftwave technology humming through the building was driving me insane.

“We’re going to get you out of here, you know that?” His voice was so full of hope.

Dangerous, futile, hope.

The law was clear. Shifter fights outside of an uncontrolled environment were illegal. The rules lacked any type of leniency.

Getting me out of here would take…a miracle.

“Taylor–” I began, but he cut off all protests immediately.

“No.” The word was firm. Determined. “We’re not giving up. If Finn’s  not giving up then you don’t get to give up either. Understood?”

It was impossible to argue with him, especially with that tone, so I just nodded.

“Understood,” I murmured. even if I did not fully believe him.

“Good.”

There was silence then. The two of us just sat there, watching each other. Taylor knew that my hope was a lie, that I had only agreed because it was easier than arguing with him. And I knew, even though he didn’t want to believe it, that the chances of me ever leaving this place were slim at best.

Eventually, his resolve faltered.

“ Omni, Briar! ” The curse came out as a choke, he swiped a hand down his face. “For once in your life, could you have not been so fucking reckless? ”

Fuck . It hurt to see him like this. Broken. Helpless.

I met his gaze, my own eyes burning with tears.

“He would have died , Tay.” The desperation, the pain in my voice was evident. The fear for what could have been - what almost was.  “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same for Sy.”

“ Symon is my husband. ” Taylor argued, his glare frustrated, stern. “I love  him. I–”

He stopped. His lips parted, soundless. His gaze, wide and stunned, locked on mine like he couldn’t look away.

Both of us held our breaths.

Taylor swallowed hard.

“Oh.”

I exhaled deeply, and tried to push a hand through my hair but it was matted with dried blood, sticking to my fingers.

“Yeah,” I said dryly. “Oh.”

Taylor’s eyes softened, an expression crossing his face that might have been warming in most situations, but only prompted nausea to roll in my empty stomach. It was a soft sort of happiness, like he was seeing the potential of a future he had always wanted for me just within reach.

But there was pain too.

Pain because being here meant that future was an impossible dream.

“Can we talk about something else? Anything  else?” I asked, pinching the bridge of my nose. Taylor gave a small nod. He leaned back in the stiff plastic chair, arms folded, but his gaze stayed locked on me, searching, calculating, protective.

“Alright,” he said finally, voice softer than before. “We can talk about something else.”

So we did.

Taylor told me about the adoption, how their new arrival would be joining the family any day now. We discussed the plans for Theo’s tenth birthday party next moon, and I tried not to let the ache in my chest show when I wondered, silently, if I would even be able to attend. I let myself laugh when he joked, smiled when he talked about Symon’s incessant nesting behaviour.  I held on tight to every detail he gave me, like collecting fragments of a world that I was still desperate to be part of, but might never be again.

We talked and talked, until the guard told us our time was up.

He held me tight, tighter than he ever had before. Lingering just a moment too long.

“I’ll be back,” he said, pulling from the embrace. “Next week, if I can. Sooner if they let me.”

I nodded, my throat too tight to speak, and watched him go. As the guard led me back to my cell, I tried not to break down.

And despite everything. Despite the cold, the fear, the isolation…I felt a little lighter.

I felt… hope.

And hope was still dangerous. Still reckless. Still probably foolish.

But maybe…just maybe, it was not futile after all.

***

Three more days crawled by in an agonising haze.

I managed to force down some of the slop they kept sliding into my cell, not out of appetite or any real hunger, but because survival demanded it. They granted me one shower. Ten rushed, freezing minutes where I scrubbed away layers of dried blood, sweat, and dirt staining my body and hair. My sleep came in brief, fleeting stretches. Restless, feverish, broken by the ever-present hum of anti-shiftwave tech and the violent nightmares that returned with a vengeance. Worse, sharper, and more vicious in Finn’s absence.

They weren’t just about the night I lost Auntie Kat anymore.

Now they replayed the night that Finn was almost lost to me too.

Only this time I couldn’t save him

This time, I was too slow. The wolf’s teeth sank into Finn’s throat before I could shift. Before I could move.

And I just stood there.

Helpless, frozen. As blood soaked the concrete and the life left his savaged body.

I awoke then, with bile in my throat and a scream on my tongue. I didn’t even make it to the toilet. I stumbled to the corner, dropped to my knees, and retched until nothing came up but dry sobs and acid.

My hands shook as I pressed them to the damp floor, forehead resting against the cold stone wall, breathing through the remnants of the nightmare. My heart thundered, a frantic, punishing rhythm that drowned out every thought. And no matter how hard I tried, I could not slow the panic. Couldn’t breathe past it.

Couldn’t escape it.

I did not hear the guard until he was directly behind me.

“On your feet,” the guard grunted.

Fuck.

If being in this cell wasn’t degrading enough, having a guard see me in this state made my dignity almost unsalvageable.

Almost.

With sheer survival instinct alone I forced my breathing back into a normal rhythm. I wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my jumpsuit, got unsteadily to my feet, and followed.

The tiniest flicker of fragile hope that remained quietly ached for Taylor to have returned. But they didn’t take me to the visitation room.

Instead, we turned down a different hallway. It was quieter here. The walls were cleaner, the lights brighter - but somehow, that only made it more unnerving. More sterile. More clinical. We stopped outside a steel door. The guard swiped his badge, punched in a code, and the door hissed open.

Inside was a room with no windows, no surveillance cameras I could see. Just a table, two chairs, and a man in a sleek, charcoal-gray suit who looked entirely out of place in a facility like this.

The lack of any surveillance equipment was a bad sign. A really  bad sign.

Because that meant that whatever was about to happen in this room was not intended to be seen. Or remembered.  

The man stood when I entered, smiled in a way that was too polished to be sincere.

“Good evening, Miss Heartley,” he said smoothly. “I just need to run through a few things before we finalise your discharge paperwork. Then you’ll be free to go. No charges.”

I blinked at him, confused and in disbelief at what I was hearing.

Discharge papers. Free to go. No charges.

My breath caught in my throat. Heart racing. The combination made me dizzy.

There had to be some sort of mistake.

“Who are you?” I asked, my voice quiet, throat dry.

“Miles Harrow.” His saccharine smile widened as he extended a hand I didn’t take. “Your lawyer.”

I frowned, a deep line setting between my brows.

“I don’t have a lawyer.”

Before he could answer, another voice echoed from the doorway behind me.

“But  I do.”

My blood ran cold. I did not have to turn to know who was behind me, and yet I did anyway.

Alexander Beaureallis.

He leant in the doorway wearing a dark tailored coat. His silver hair was styled with effortless precision. Summer-blue eyes gleamed like they were relishing in the control he held at this current moment. A smug curve tugging at the corner of his mouth like this was all just another boardroom power play.

It probably was.

“I work for the entire Beaureallis family, specialising in shifter rights,” Harrow added, offering me an almost playful conspiratorial smile. “They sure know how to keep me busy.”

Beaureallis stepped into the room, adjusting his cufflinks with practiced grace.

“We employ you for your discretion, Harrow,” he said coolly, without even glancing at him. His voice was almost civil, but I could hear the unmistakable undertone of a threat. “You would do well to remember to use it here.” Harrow nodded stiffly, clearing his throat, before he began laying out documents on the table in front of me. Beaureallis took the chair beside mine. He was uncomfortably close.

“Now Miss Heartley, I’m not sure how thoroughly you’ve been kept updated since your arrest, so I’ll start from the beginning.” Harrow spoke with professional, practised precision. He pushed a case file towards me and I instinctively began flicking through the evidence. “All five shapeshifters involved in the ambush against you and Agent Allerton are now in custody.” I raised a brow, flicking through their files. All Knightguard members who worked at Rascal’s bar. “They were linked to Rascallian,” he continued. “Your actions at the club triggered his panic. In the time between your departure and the ambush, he realised, or was tipped off, about yours and Agent Alletron’s true identities. He sent the shifters to neutralise the threat.”

My stomach turned.

It was an assassination attempt. Rascallian had not intended Finn or I to get out of there alive. And Harrow spoke of this so casually, like nothing significant had even occurred.

“The CCTV footage shows you taking them down without shifting, until the final moment. When Agent Allerton’s life was on the line.” He shrugged. “Your actions have been deemed defensive, non-lethal, and targeted at a group now identified as domestic threats. Therefore, no charges will be pressed.”

This.  This was the miracle we needed. An impossible outcome in a system that was not designed to give people like me second chances.

“It helps that the shifter whose throat you nearly tore out managed to survive. It would have been significantly harder to keep the paperwork tidy if he hadn’t.” Beaureallis drawled from beside me. His tone was mostly dry but there was a hint of something that sounded almost…proud.

Relief washed over me. I had not spared any real thought about the shifter who had almost taken Finn’s life until now. But I had never killed anyone before. It was nice to know that was still true.

“And Rascallian?” I asked, voice flat.

“Gone.” Harrow answered. “In hiding, or he’s fled. For now.”

I let out a slow breath. My fists clenched under the table.

“Did you search the building?” I asked, heart skipping a beat.

“We searched the bar,” he answered diplomatically. “But found nothing relevant to the ambush or your release.”

“And the rest of it?” I pressed. “The warehouses attached to and surrounding the bar?”

Harrow’s brows furrowed.

“All abandoned, as far as we know.” He replied, raising a brow. “But none of the surrounding properties are owned by Rascallian. We had no warrant or reason to search.” He cleared his throat and slid another sheet of paper across the table. “If you’ll just review this and sign, we can begin processing your release. It outlines our formal client relationship under the Beaureallis name.”

I glanced at the paper, my eyes skimming the legal jargon until I landed on the only part that mattered. Accepting Harrow as my lawyer meant I was agreeing to omit any and all mention of the Firedrakes and their activities from the official record in the case Allerton and I were working with Central Intelligence. Their name, or any associates, would not be used as evidence. Their involvement would not be questioned.

This was not a miracle.

I was being silenced.

I froze.

My fingers curled tighter around the papers in my hand.

“Now, be sensible Miss Heartley.” Beaureallis’s voice was thick with condescension as he leant closer, invading my space. “Harrow is the best lawyer money can buy. I assure you that any of the state-assigned imbeciles on offer would not deliver the same outcome. This is your only way out.” He reached into the inner pocket of his coat and slid a folded piece of paper across the table. “And if you don’t want to listen to me, maybe you will listen to him. ”

My breath caught.

I didn’t have to open it to know who it was from. My hands were already shaking as I reached for it. I unfolded the note.

Forgive me, Beaureallis was our last hope. For once, don’t sacrifice yourself for the greater good and come back to me, my love. I’m selfish. And I need you. 


A broken sound escaped my throat. I read the note over and over again, his voice echoing in my mind like he was right here speaking the words. I sniffled. A single tear rolled down my cheek as I carefully folded the note, slipping it into my pocket.

There was not a single hesitation in my tone when I muttered,

“Give me a pen.”

Beaureallis smiled. Dark and menacing and victorious as he slowly pulled a pen from his blazer pocket.

I plucked it from his fingers.

And I signed.

***

The moment I stepped outside, it hit me.

Bliss. Pure, unfiltered, unimaginable bliss.

And it was not the fresh summer air. Or the absence of anti-shiftwave technology vibrating under my skin. Or the aching relief that I had somehow managed to escape an impossible bind.

No. None of those things mattered.

Not when Finn Allerton was waiting for me.

He stood at the edge of the car park, leaning against a sleek black cruiser that he had no doubt borrowed from the Home Office. He looked infuriatingly effortless. Hands in his pockets, dark shirt rolled at the sleeves, wind teasing his already-messy hair. So unfairly handsome it almost hurt to look at him.

But most importantly, he was alive, and outwardly uninjured.

And alive.  

And when his eyes found mine, when that slow, devastating smile curved across his face…

I ran.

Omni I ran.

I collided into him, arms wrapping around his neck, and I sobbed.

He met my embrace just as fiercely. Burying his face into my hair, and holding me like he was never letting go. Like he had been holding every breath waiting for this moment. I soaked in every second of the embrace. His warmth, the strength of his grip, the steady thud of his heart, and the nectar-sweet scent of him that felt like home.

For a moment, nothing else existed.

Just us.

And the knowledge that, somehow, against every impossible odds stacked against us.

He was safe.

And so was I.

After what felt like an eternity in his arms, and yet somehow all too soon, Finn pulled away. His hands settled on my forearms, not yet ready to let go. Not fully. He scanned me for injuries, his gaze intense and worried.

“I’m fine.” I murmured, trying to sound reassuring but it was hard between breathless sobs. Finn raised a brow, clearly unconvinced. “Are you okay?” My eyes roamed over him just as critically.

“I’m fine. Just a few scratches, mild concussion.” He murmured, brushing his thumb gently against the stitches on my forehead. I winced at the contact, but smiled genuinely at him.

“Just a few minor stitches.” I echoed, downplaying the pain. He rolled his eyes at me, but I caught the hint of a smile tugging at his lips.

“Come on, let’s get you home. You need some rest.” He urged, opening up the back door of the car and attempting to usher me inside.

“No.” I said quickly, shaking my head. “I can’t be anywhere near anti-shiftwave tech for at least a few hours,” I muttered. “If I feel that hum again I will lose what’s left of my sanity.” A shiver rolled down my spine at the thought alone.

Finn exhaled, long and knowing. That familiar amused glint flickered in his eyes.

“I figured you would say that.” He gave a soft chuckle, nodding toward the open door. My gym bag rested on the back seat. Finn just shrugged, grinning. “You should know by now I always have a backup plan.”
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I went easy on her in our first round.

That was a mistake.

She had me on my back in less than thirty seconds. Teeth bared, a low growl rumbling from deep in her throat as she loomed above me in her wolf form.

She shifted.

Weight that had crushed the breath from my lungs turned featherlight. And suddenly, she was no longer a snarling predator, but her . Beautiful. Dangerous in an entirely different way.

Her face was intimately close. So close that her breath on my neck made my hairs stand on end. So close that all I needed to do was lift my head a fraction of an inch and my lips would be exactly where I wanted them to be.

Violet eyes blinked down at me, flickering with both concern and amusement.

Her lips curled into a triumphant smile.

Then, she tapped my cheek. Two sharp taps. Teasing, deliberate.

She rose in one smooth, impossibly graceful motion and extended her hand down toward me.

“Again,” was all she said as she moved back into a fighting stance.

And that's the way we spent the next hour.

We fought again. And again. And again.

Briar gracefully moved through different forms - but I noticed that the animals she chose most often were the ones from the ambush. This was more to her than releasing her frustration and anger about being locked away and forced to sign an agreement that went against her morals.

This was about me .

About making sure I could fight. That I could protect myself if the day came when she couldn’t. And with Rascallian still at large there was a very real possibility that we might face that type of danger again in the near future.

I knew I had to win.

Because I could never let Briar sacrifice herself for me like that again.

Because she would.

By the Other, she absolutely would .

Calling Beaureallis was our final, desperate slither of hope for getting her out of a lifetime sentence. But that was a kind of favour that could only be called in once.

We both knew this.

And I would die  before I backed her into an impossible choice like that again.

But I did not want to die.

I wanted to live.

With her. For her.  

I wanted to live a long, messy, breathtaking life. A life where I got to love her in the quiet, not just the chaos. A life where I could enjoy every moment, every heartbeat, every breath by her side. So I fought her with everything I had. Because I needed this just as much as she did. And every time she slammed me into the mat, pinned me to the floor, knocked the wind from my lungs–

I got faster.

Stronger.

I learned her tells. The twitch of muscle before a shift. The hitch in her breath mid-transition. The way she carried herself in each form.

We pushed past exhaustion, long after the rest of the gym emptied out.

Until it was just us.

Sweat-slicked. Bruised. Breathing hard in the silence.

Eventually, I saw my opening.

She lunged. A flash of silver fur and bared teeth.

I dropped low and rolled. The cage walls rattled from the force of her impact, as she missed me by an inch.

And then there was the pause.

It was just a fraction of a second but it always occurred the moment she was about to shift.

And that was when I struck.

From the ground I swept a leg beneath her abdomen, catching her in the gut and knocking the breath from her lungs.

Then I lunged. Moving for her mid-shift, I caught her by the throat and slammed her into the cage.

With a single choked breath, she returned to her natural form.

She breathed hard beneath my grip.

I pressed in closer, caging her against the wall.

The cold of the metal must have bitten into Briar's almost completely bare back, but she didn't flinch. She just stared up at me, chest heaving against mine, breath shallow and fast. Each exhale a whisper against my lips. Intoxicating. Maddening. Addictive. Her violet eyes locked on mine. Wide. Intense. Almost disbelieving. And behind it all that almost imperceptible shimmer of begrudging respect.

A slow, victorious, smile spread across my face as I leaned in closer.

“I won.” I stated, the words low and breathless from exertion. Lips so close they grazed hers as I spoke.

Briar huffed a half-laugh.

“Well, I did  just spend four days locked in a cell with minimal food and sleep.” She countered, stubborn in the way only she could be. I laughed, an amused grin upon my cheeks as I pressed closer to her, wetting my lips with my tongue.

“You just can’t stand to lose, can you?”

She laughed then. Soft, and breathless, and so deities-damned beautiful in the way it lit up her entire face.

“To you?” She said with a light shake of her head. “Absolutely not. It is the most infuriating thing.”

I grinned wider.

My fingers were still curled loosely around her throat, though no longer holding her, just touching . I let my hand slide from her neck to her jaw, lingering on every inch of bare skin, before brushing the edge of her cheek.

And that was about as much restraint as I could handle before I kissed her.

The kiss was fierce, hungry.

An unapologetic claiming of everything I had wanted for far too long.

Briar didn't even hesitate as she kissed me back just as fiercely, just as hungrily. The taste of her was intoxicating, a mix of salt and adrenaline that made my head spin and my pulse race. Briar grew more confident in the kiss, her tongue gave my lip a gentle lick, a request for entry which I happily obliged.

The kiss deepened.

Our breaths coming in ragged gasps as we clung to each other.

There was only this.

Her lips on mine. The heat of her body pressed against me. The unbearable, aching need.

I needed more.

Ammemean,  I needed more.

My mouth broke from hers, just barely, only to kiss along the places I had dreamed about these long moons in the Capital.

Longer even.

The corner of her mouth. Her cheek. The delicate curve beneath her pointed ear. Her neck. Her collarbone. Briar tipped her head back to give me more access, the motion rattling the cage. Every kiss, every touch, every taste did nothing to satiate my desire for her.

Briar Heartley was a drug, and I was a shameless addict.

Instinct took over and my hands explored the length of her body. Her skintight outfit left no curve to the imagination, and yet it was still not enough. I ached to get under her clothes, feel the heat of her skin against mine.

Briar welcomed the exploration.

Breathless, broken sounds slipped from her lips, perfect and unbidden.

She threaded her fingers into my hair, tugging hard at the nape of my neck, dragging my mouth back to hers before tracing her own burning path across my skin.

But just as my fingers grazed the hem of her pants–

She stopped me.

Her hands closed around my wrists in a sudden, urgent grip.

“ Not here. ” She gasped entirely breathless. I groaned - quiet, involuntary. “It’s not that I don’t want to.” She added quickly, her voice threaded with pleasure as I kept pressing kisses into every inch of skin I could reach. I dragged my teeth gently along the curve of her neck, nipping once at her collarbone.

She shivered.

“It’s just the scent. Everyone will know. It’s uhm– a shifter thing.” I was too preoccupied with burying my face in her neck to see the pink flush in her cheeks, but I could picture her blush simply from the tone of her voice.

I chuckled against her throat, then lifted my head to hers, brushing our noses together.

“Must have been real fun for you living in a tiny one-bedroomed apartment with Taylor and Symon for two years.” I murmured, a grin pulling at my mouth as I kissed her softly.

Her eyes sparked with playful fire.

“Great time to mention my brother,  Finn. What a way to kill the mood.” She rolled her eyes playfully, the words a soft laugh on her lips.

I laughed, teeth grazing my bottom lip as I pulled back just far enough to see her properly.

Flushed, radiant, still breathless.

“So home, then?” I asked, though as I said it I could almost feel the protest from the solid ache already pressing against my shorts. Briar bit her lip, thoughtful for half a second, eyes calculating. Eventually she smirked, a light shrug in her shoulders.

“I guess the showers could be a practical alternative?” She suggested, the gleam of mischief so arousing that I had to hold back a groan at the sight.

“The showers it is then.” I murmured, before crashing her lips against mine in a ravenous request for more. My hands gripped her thighs, lifting her easily. She jumped, wrapping her legs around my waist, grinding her hips into mine as I pinned her tighter against me. My aching length throbbed against her side, barely restrained by the thin fabric between us, as I carried her to the changing rooms.

The door of the cubicle slammed shut. I pressed her against the tiled wall and flicked the switch. The shower sputtered to life. Cold at first, making both of us gasp - but soon steam began to rise, wrapping us in heat and mist.

Hot. Wet. And steamy.

A mirror of the atmosphere.

I reached for her top, guiding her arms above her head to peel it off. But the fabric clung to her soaked skin, resisting every tug.

It got stuck.

Fuck.

It was only then that I realised my hands were trembling.

I was…fuck I was nervous.

After nearly nine years of reckless, drunken hookups I could barely remember, this felt…different. Real. Heavy in a way that made my chest ache.

I let out a shaky breath.

Briar laughed softly. Not mocking, just warm, easy. Affectionate.

She took over, slipping the top the rest of the way off and letting it fall to the tile with a quiet splash. She stepped forward. Her smile, bright, and amused, and impossibly tender.

My heart beat an erratic rhythm.

She laced her arms around my neck, and with a soft tug pulled my forehead to hers. I exhaled, closing my eyes and savouring the moment, savouring her. She brushed her nose to mine, before claiming my lips again. The kiss was softer than before, gentle. It was not the all consuming insatiable hunger that we began with.

It was reassurance.

It was encouragement.

It was an invitation.

She wanted this. Wanted me.   All of me.

Even the parts that were still broken, still damaged, still slowly being repaired. The parts still learning how to want without guilt.

The soft kiss did more to ease my nerves, my doubts, my fears, than a thousand whispered words ever could.

The motions came easier now.

Fluid, instinctive.

With a new wave of confidence driving my touch, both of our pants came off with relative ease, in between an exploration of mouths, breaths, and skin.

I pressed her back against the wall, taking a small step back just to admire her.

Water poured over her, soaking through the delicate white lace of her undergarments until they were nearly translucent

I swallowed hard.

Briar’s beauty struck me with such force that it stole my breath.

Every graceful line of her body, every sculpted muscle earned from a lifetime of survival. The way her soaked curls clung to her flushed skin, wild and untamed. The dotting of freckles across her nose and cheeks.

I could spend a lifetime just admiring her and still never grow weary of the sight.

I stepped back into the heat and kissed her again, hunger reawakened and sharpened with adoration. I gave in to every desire that coursed through my body. My hands explored every inch of her skin that she allowed me to touch.

She responded eagerly, arching into my touch breathing soft pants of pleasure against my lips.

My hand found the soft lace of her underwear, my fingers slipping beneath the surface to find the wet there that had nothing to do with the shower.

Briar gasped, a low, shuddering breath, as she tilted her head back against the shower wall, her eyes fluttering shut.

It was almost as if she were avoiding the heat of my gaze.

And I couldn’t have that.

I gripped her chin with my other hand, forcing her gaze back to mine.

I wanted to see everything.

It was only when the heat of her violet eyes were blazing with my own that I moved my fingers slowly, deliberately. The moan she let out was soft, breathless - and she quickly turned her face away.

I only tightened my grip, pulling her back to me.

“Eyes on me.” I growled softly.

“ Finn ,” She whispered as her blush deepened.

I smirked at the way my name fell from her lips. Soft and unsteady. Not embarrassed but shy, almost nervous. So unlike the unabashed, mouthy, girl that had become the object of all my affection.

All my desire.

Her breathing hitched, as I continued moving my fingers over her.

Inside her.

Her lashes fluttered, as if torn between defying me and submitting. But submitting was never in Briar's nature. And yet here she was, fighting to keep her eyes on me.

I tilted my head slightly, letting my thumb trace her jawline.

She reached out to me, but I wasn’t ready to let her take control. Not yet. I  needed to feel her first. Show her a world of pleasure for all the pain I had caused her over the years. Elicit a cry of arousal, for every tear she had shed because of me.

The hand that had been holding her gaze in mine swiftly moved to pin her hands above her head. Her skin was warm under my touch, her breath quickening in rhythm with my movements.

And I was obsessed.

Obsessed with the heat in her gaze that was no longer anger, or irritation. But desire and adoration.

Her lips parted, and though no words escaped the faintest sound did. A soft cry of pleasure that was almost restrained as if she were still holding back. I leaned in closer, brushing my nose against hers and leaving a whisper of a kiss on her lips as I spoke.

“Don’t you dare hold back on me, my love.” And with my words, with another flick of my thumb against the sensitive spot between her legs, came another soft pant, a groan she was unable to hold back. “I need it all.  Every sound, every truth. Let me see you. All of you. ”

And just as she seemed like she was about to give me everything, a voice echoed through the shower room causing me to stop abruptly.

“Briar?”

Briar squeezed her eyes shut at the sound of Zenatti’s voice, the frustration etched on her face evident.

“Nate?” she responded, attempting to sound composed, but the words still came out breathless.

Definitely not the name I wanted to hear on her lips while my fingers were still inside her.

“Allerton?” he called, a hint of amusement lacing his tone.

“What the fuck  do you want, Zenatti?” I growled, already picturing the smug grin I wanted to punch off his face.

“I was just about to lock up. Gym closes in five,” he said, barely stifling a laugh. I groaned, pressing my forehead against the cold tiles, hands settling on her hips, feeling the stream of water cascading down my back.

“Zenatti, you are the biggest fucking cockblock I have ever met in my life.” This time, Zenatti didn’t bother holding back his laughter.

Deities did I want to punch him.

“Hey, I’m in no rush,” he said, voice thick with mischief. “I can wait outside while you two–”

“Not necessary,” Briar interrupted, her voice calm yet firm. Though if I had it my way I would have had Zenatti waiting outside for hours. “We’ll get dressed and meet you outside in five.”

The sound of Zenatti’s retreating footsteps echoed through the room, followed by a soft chuckle.

I sighed deeply, resigned. But Briar just laughed, and the sound was so bright, so full of lightness, I couldn’t help but join her.

She touched my cheek, her thumb brushing gently over my stubble, and I leaned into the warmth of her palm before pressing a soft kiss to her lips. It was brief, but filled with a promise.

“This is not over,” I murmured, voice low and rough. Both a demand and a vow.

Briar’s smile widened, the warmth of it reaching her eyes.

But in the lightness of the moment, I could see the exhaustion wearing down on her.  The dark circles beneath her eyes. The way she leant on me just a fraction more than necessary for support. The way she tried to stifle a yawn.

I smiled, and pressed a soft kiss to the jagged row of stitches that sat above her right brow.

“But not tonight.” I whispered softly, the same heavy exhaustion probably reflected in my own gaze. Her smile softened - equal parts agreement, amusement, and reluctant disappointment.

“Not tonight.” She agreed.

We moved reluctantly, dressing in silence, stealing lingering looks and heated glances.

“Your five minutes are almost up!” Zenatti called, pushing the door ajar. Briar rolled her eyes, an amused smile played on her lips.

She laced her fingers with mine, and we exited the changing rooms together.

Zenatti leaned against a nearby wall, posture relaxed, a cocky smirk tugging at his mouth, eyes lit with mischief. As we approached, he pushed off the wall, grin widening.

“You two have a good workout?” He drawled.

“Don’t start!” Briar warned, but that only seemed to encourage him.

“I’m just glad you are finally addressing that unresolved sexual tension.” He mused, the teasing glint still warm in his gaze. Briar rolled her eyes, and yet there was a smile tugging at her lips.

“It remains unresolved thanks to you.” She muttered, but Nate’s laughter only grew.

“Oh come on Trouble, don’t be mad! I might have accepted a long time ago that things between us are over, I’m even happy for you–” he said holding his hands up in mock surrender “–and not just because I value my facial structure. But do I need to hear your sex life echoing off the damn tiles? Absolutely not.”

My jaw tightened at the reminder of their past. And I might have reacted, might have allowed the simmering jealousy to win - if not for the way Briar gently squeezed my hand and buried her face in my side to hide her blush.

A gentle reminder that Nate might have been her past, but  I was her future.

“Though I must admit it has added a bit of entertainment to a rather dull evening.” He grinned, clearly enjoying himself. Briar groaned, a light smile still played at her lips.

“Just stop fucking talking, Zenatti!” I said with an eye roll, a soft breath of a laugh even escaping me.

Fucking annoying prick - he really was charismatic.

But Nate didn’t stop, his expression simply changed - still light, but edged with sincerity.

“And just so you know, Allerton, if you hurt her, you’ll be left in a much worse state than you were after our sparring match.”

No threat in his tone, but the warning rang clear.

That , his reflexive protectiveness, his unwavering loyalty to Briar, even after everything, kept me from hating him completely.

“Oh, I’m fully aware,” I replied, a small grin tugging at my lips - a rare moment of camaraderie between us. “And when Briar’s finished with me, I’m sure she’ll let you get a few punches in too.”

Zenatti chuckled, nudging Briar in the ribs.

“Maybe he’s not so bad after all, Trouble.” He murmured.

Briar glanced over at me, her expression softening as her smile widened.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “Maybe.”
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Fear.

That’s what I had felt returning to the office that morning.

Fear that the second I walked in everyone would look at me like I was a criminal. That Pendrel would look at me and see every shitty thing he’s ever believed about shapeshifters confirmed. That the one place I had ever felt capable, respected, and empowered, would become a cold, silent space where I no longer belonged.

That no matter what I said, no matter how many reports cleared my name, people would only ever see what they wanted to see.

A threat. A liability.

But then Finn’s fingers laced through mine. And I drew strength from the steady warmth of his touch. From him.

And my fear was… irrational.

Everyone welcomed me back with a quiet, genuine warmth.

Isadora slipped a hot chocolate into my hands as I stepped into the briefing room, winking at Finn as she passed - he had clearly given her my usual order. Ed squeezed my shoulder, offering a nervous but seemingly genuine smile. Warren and Essie pulled me into a tight hug. Essie clinging a little longer than necessary, her eyes shining with unshed tears. Even Pendrel gave a begrudging grunt and a nod of something like reluctant respect.

“Agent Heartley,” Captain Larkin’s naturally stoic expression warmed just a fraction when my attention snapped to him. “I’m sure I speak for the entire team when I wish you a sincere welcome back. And we are extremely grateful for the sacrifice you went through to ensure Agent Allerton’s safety.” He said with a nod in my direction, and the barest hint of a smile.

Significantly more emotion than he usually showed.

“Thank you, sir. It’s good to be back.”

And with that simple acknowledgement. Larkin began his briefing.

He covered the usual topics. Listing the recently closed cases, updating on those still ongoing, and assigning new cases where necessary.

“And a final note,” Larkin said at last, and a collective breath of quiet relief passed through the room. “Agent Heartley, Agent Allerton.” He paused, eyes scanning the page in front of him before continuing. “Dean Rivenson called from the VALE. He’s requested to speak with you both - something he wishes to discuss personally. You’re dismissed from active duty for the remainder of the day.” He glanced down at his watch. “If you leave now you should get there around midday.” Another glance at his notes. A final check for anything he might have missed. Then he looked up. “Dismissed.”

The room erupted into motion. Chairs scraped back with a sharp clatter against the tiled floor. I followed suit, gathering my notes into a neat pile, before turning to Finn furrowing my brow.

“Do you have any idea why Dean Rivenson wants to see us?” I asked curiously.

Finn shrugged.

The motion was quick. Too quick.

He cleared his throat, adjusting the sleeves on his blazer with a feigned casualness.

“Not a clue.”

I narrowed my eyes at him apprehensively. He was lying. I could tell. I just didn’t know why. But then his gaze met mine, and something flickered there - bright, hopeful, knowing. It softened my suspicion.

This wasn’t a lie. This was a secret. A surprise.

Something fluttered in my stomach.

“I guess we’ll find out then.” I murmured, giving him this. Whatever this  was.

“I guess we will.”

***

Dean Rivenson’s office had not changed in the almost seven years since we had last been here.

The fractured light from the stained glass window painted the room in a rainbow of colour. The faint musty scent of old leather-bound books filled the air. And Rivenson sat behind the polished mahogany desk, arms folded across his chest, eyes flicking between me and Finn.

Measuring. Assessing.

But instead of a frustrated scowl as he listened exasperated to the two of us arguing over some insignificant detail, he was smiling. And Finn and I were no longer sitting here as rivals, or adversaries.

We were partners.

There was no animosity, no heavy atmosphere.

Just the quiet murmur of an early afternoon at the academy, and an odd sense of nostalgia.

“Thank you both for joining me on such short notice,” Dean Rivenson’s voice broke the silence. His smile was bright and welcoming, but his eyes gleamed with the seriousness of someone who had something heavy to say. “We have a lot to discuss.”

He leaned back in his chair, folding his hands neatly on the desk in front of him.

“The reason I have called the two of you here is regarding the ‘kill or be killed’ policy we teach in relation to facing an attacking shifter in open combat in the field, when taking a shifted form.”

My stomach dropped. Face paling. Blood drained from my face as the memories resurfaced.

It had been arguably one of my worst days at the VALE.

I had run from the lecture theatre, barely making it to the nearest bathroom before vomiting my breakfast back up again. Finn had found me. We had argued. Probably about something stupid I had said in anger, or frustration. But when I thought back on it now, he had been the only person to come looking for me. To check if I was okay.

And now, his hand squeezed mine beneath the table.

“We have come to realise - well, I suppose what we have  known for many years - is that our ‘kill or be killed’  policy is outdated.” Rivenson said, pausing with a faint sigh. He drummed his fingers gently against the desk, the only outward sign of his nerves. “And whilst I realise you have shared your passion on the topic with us quite vigorously over the years, Agent Allerton, we never found what we believed to be an appropriate alternative that would keep our law enforcement officials safe in the field.” He hesitated again, his gaze flicking briefly towards Finn. “That was until footage of the two of you fighting those shifters came to our attention. And Agent Allerton outlined the idea of teaching Shifter Fighting Arts to humans. I’ll admit, the idea is… promising. ”

My gaze flicked between Rivenson and Finn, feeling like I was in the middle of a conversation with only half the context. I looked at Finn, and he was already watching me. There was something behind his gaze I couldn’t quite read.

He was nervous. Quietly intense.

Holding his breath and waiting for a reaction.

I furrowed my brow.

“I’m confused,” I said, my voice uncertain. “When was this discussed, exactly?”

Rivenson looked between us. He raised a brow, lips pressing into a tight line as his gaze flickered towards Finn - then back to me.

“In Agent Allerton’s letters, of course.”

I blinked. Chest tight with anticipation.

“Letters?” I echoed, barely above a whisper.

Rivenson’s eyes flicked towards Finn again.

“You didn’t tell her?” He asked, his voice lowered. Finn just shook his head softly.

My heart beat rapidly in my chest.

“Oh. Well, in that case, perhaps it’s best if you take a look through these first, Agent Heartley.”

He reached for a folder on his desk and with a quiet rustle of paper, he slid it towards me. The folder was thick, neatly organised, and worn around the edges as if it had been handled many times before.

I hesitated, glancing up at Finn. He looked just as tense as I felt. A nervous anticipation simmering beneath the surface. I watched his throat bob as he swallowed, and then nodded gently, encouraging me to open the file.

So I did.

Inside I found a thick stack of letters.

The first dated back to when Finn and I had still been students at the VALE. I recognised Finn’s handwriting immediately. My eyes scanned the words he had scratched furiously onto the paper.

For the attention of Dean Rivenson, the VALE Board of Directors, and the Law Enforcement Officials serving under Supreme Commander Loralai Thornton,

I am writing to formally express my deep concern regarding the current teaching protocols surrounding encounters with attacking shapeshifters in alternate forms during active duty. The directive to kill on sight, to preserve our own lives, is not only morally wrong but fundamentally unjust.

I had to sit through the above mentioned teachings today alongside my fellow student, Briar Heartley.

Heartley is a shapeshifter. And - much to my continued aggravation - she is brilliant, infuriating and is going to make a phenomenal agent one day. I am writing because Briar Heartley is too stubborn and too proud to say anything herself, but watching her listen to a professor, someone she is supposed to be able to admire, and look up to, speak so casually about killing her kind as standard field protocol?

Quite frankly it was torture. For both of us.

Shapeshifters are supposed to be our equals in every sense within our society. But evidently, not in this. If the same directive had been given for handling human suspects, there would be immediate outrage.

The instinct to survive, to fight back under threat, is natural. And yet, for shapeshifters, that instinct is used as justification for execution. And if they live through it, they’re met with life imprisonment. It’s a double standard. A dangerous one. And it is long past time it was challenged.

Our current policies are outdated. They must be revised. We need an ethical, practical alternative: one rooted in compassion and respect for the lives we’re supposed to protect.

We cannot continue to operate under a system that punishes people for their genetic abilities.

Warm regards, 
Finn Allerton

My heart stopped.

I couldn’t breathe.

The words blurred, and I read them again. And again. Until they were etched as permanently into my brain as the ink on the paper.

I flicked to the next page in the file, a simple response from Dean Rivenson.

Polite. Measured. Cold.

A rejection.

Dear Mr. Allerton,

We appreciate your concerns regarding the current teachings and acknowledge the passion with which you have expressed your viewpoint. However, after careful consideration, we regret to inform you that we currently do not have an alternative solution that would provide the same level of safety for our students and future law enforcement officials when faced with this situation in active duty.

While we understand your discontent, the safety of our officers in the field remains our highest priority. As such, at this time, we are unable to make any changes to the curriculum.

Thank you for sharing your perspective with us.

Warm regards, 
Dean Rivenson

I swallowed hard. I blinked, looking over at Finn in both confusion and disbelief.

“What is this?” I asked.

Finn looked at me.

And in that look, I saw everything.

Not just nerves. Not just guilt.

But love.

Not new. Not sudden. But old. Heavy.

The kind of love that had taken root years ago and grown in silence. It was evident in the ink and paper and years of letters I had not even known existed.

“Keep reading.” He encouraged. His voice soft, vulnerable.

Trembling hands flicked through the pages.

The letters continued. Hundreds of them sent over the years, every moon like clockwork, weekly on some occasions. All of them contained the same determined, aching persistence.

All of them from Finn.

In every one, he argued against the policy. Pleaded for change. Offered alternatives - studies, research, field observations. And always, the replies were the same:

Promising in theory. Unfeasible in practice. No action without evidence of success.

Then I reached one dated only a few moons back. The night we arrived in the Capital.

For the attention of Dean Rivenson, the VALE Board of Directors, and the Law Enforcement Officials under the command of Supreme Commander Frances Rogers,

I am writing to share a significant development that occurred during a Zypherium drug case I successfully closed this morning with my colleague, Agent Briar Heartley. During our raid, we encountered a shapeshifter attempting to flee.

The suspect shifted into a lion mid-flight and launched an attack on Agent Heartley. At the time, I feared she would be overwhelmed by the brute force of the assault.

But I was wrong.

Agent Heartley, remaining in her natural form, subdued the attacker without shifting, and without resorting to lethal force. Her actions effectively neutralised the threat, minimised harm, and upheld every core value our training is meant to instill.

I have attached footage from both of our bodycams. The recording speaks for itself. This event is proof that our current approach - ‘kill or be killed’ - is not the only way. There is another path. One worth teaching.

I urge you to watch the footage. Speak to Agent Heartley. Let this be the evidence you’ve always claimed to need.

Regards, 
Agent Finn Allerton

I let out a shaky breath. And just when I allowed myself to feel the tiniest flicker of hope, I turned the page.

Dear Agent Allerton,

We have carefully reviewed the footage you provided, and while Agent Heartley’s abilities are indeed impressive, it is important to acknowledge that Agent Heartley herself is a shapeshifter. Shapeshifters naturally possess heightened strength, speed, and agility, giving them an inherent advantage in such confrontations.

Without evidence that humans, without these enhanced traits, can consistently neutralise similar threats in the same manner, we must regrettably maintain our current curriculum for the time being.

Warmest regards, 
Dean Rivenson

My stomach twisted. I could feel tears beginning to burn behind my eyes - but I forced them back for fear of causing damage to the beautiful etchings of ink beneath my trembling hands.

The next letter was dated just under two weeks later.

For the attention of Dean Rivenson, the VALE Board of Directors, and the Law Enforcement Officials under the command of Supreme Commander Frances Rogers,

I am writing to inform you of a development that may serve as the bridge between theory and field application.

A shapeshifter named Cory Clement has developed a sub-discipline within Shifter Fighting Arts (SFA), specifically tailored to train humans in combating shapeshifters in their shifted forms. I am going to begin training under him personally and believe this discipline, though initially designed for sport, has direct applications for law enforcement.

I urge you to engage with Cory, observe these techniques firsthand, and consider implementing a pilot program at the VALE. This is the most viable alternative we have ever had.

Regards, 
Agent Finn Allerton

I didn’t even give myself the disappointment of daring to hope before I turned the page.

Dear Agent Allerton,

Thank you for your recent communication regarding the sub-branch of Shifter Fighting Arts (SFA) developed by Cory Clement. While the techniques involved in this sport are indeed impressive, I must emphasise that they remain just that - a sport.

At this time, we lack empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of such combat methods in active duty scenarios. Without a means to test or simulate these techniques in a real-world environment, I must respectfully decline your request to alter the curriculum on this occasion.

Thank you for your understanding.

Warmest regards, 
Dean Rivenson

I closed my eyes for a moment. My heartbeat had gone shallow and fast. And then a final letter. Dated just a few days ago when I had been locked away in prison.

For the attention of Dean Rivenson, the VALE Board of Directors, and the Law Enforcement Officials under the command of Supreme Commander Frances Rogers,

I write to you with an urgent and desperate plea regarding a matter of grave importance. My partner, Agent Briar Heartley, is currently incarcerated for saving my life.

Enclosed, you will find the evidence that has been repeatedly dismissed over the years - CCTV footage documenting the ambush we faced at the hands of five shapeshifters in their shifted form. Up until the final five minutes of the recording, Agent Heartley fought valiantly in her natural form while I fought alongside her.

In this confrontation, I was able to take down one of the five attackers, despite having less than three moons training under Cory Clement’s guidance. Had you taken my pleas seriously we might have found an alternative training to help me face this situation that your ignorance clearly left me unprepared for.

Under years of this hypothetical training, maybe Briar would not have had to shift. Maybe she would not have had to break the law to protect me. To save my life.

And perhaps the most talented agent in our ranks would not be unjustly confined in a jail cell.

This is no longer merely a request. It is a demand.

If you fail to recognise the critical importance of implementing a class focused on these techniques, not only for the benefit of our agents but for the safety of the society we live in, I fear I will no longer be able to fulfil my duties as an Agent.

If meaningful change does not occur, I will be left with no choice but to submit my resignation.

I refuse to serve an institution that punishes bravery and protects fear.

Regards, 
Agent Finn Allerton

Tears burned behind my eyes.

I sucked in a breath. But I could not draw enough oxygen.

Fingers trembled over the papers. Each letter was a realisation of how far he had gone for me.

Before we were friends. Before we were allies.

When we were rivals. Enemies.

When I thought he hated me.

When I hated him right back.

“Briar, my love–”

“I need a minute.”

I stood, chair scraping loudly against the floor.

Finn started to rise, his expression etched with worry, but I held up a hand, not trusting myself to speak. I turned on my heel and walked out of the door, without even looking back. Trying desperately to fight back tears and failing.

The thick wooden double doors echoed as I exited the old redbrick building. I made it down two steps before my knees buckled beneath me and I had to sit.

The stone steps cold beneath my legs.

I pressed a hand to my mouth, trying to stop the sob before it could escape, but it came anyway.

All this time.

All these years.

A soft creak behind me signalled the door opening again, and I didn’t have to look to know it was Finn. His footsteps were careful on the stone, deliberate but not hesitant. He gently perched beside me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and coaxing me into his embrace.

I welcomed it.

“You hated me.” I whispered after a moment of silence. My voice soft, vulnerable.

“No, Briar.” Finn’s voice matched mine in softness, but there was no uncertainty in it. “I hated myself.” I turned to look at him. He was already watching me, unflinching. But there was no trace of self-pity in his eyes. Only calm honesty. “And you were a reminder of everything about myself that I hated.” He murmured, shaking his head. “You were bright, brilliant. And I was a wreckage in the shell of a man. You were fire, and I was soot and ashes.”

He swallowed hard, looking down at his knees.

“And I hated–” He paused, the words catching in his throat “I hated that you were a confirmation that I was right in my hesitation to marry Darla. That I could never have loved her in the way she deserved. Not when the thought of you made my chest ache in places I thought died with her.”

My heart skipped a beat.

Finn let out a breath, shaky and shallow.

“I hated myself for wanting you.” He scoffed a sound that was almost a laugh, but it lacked amusement. “But deities , did I hate it more that you didn’t want me back. And I hated that it was my own fucking fault for pushing you away.” He ran a hand through his hair, fingers trembling slightly. “I hated that I couldn’t see a way to undo the damage I had already done.”

He interlaced our fingers, squeezing my hand. His piercing green gaze locked on mine.

“But I never hated you, Briar. Not for a second. Not even when I tried to convince myself I did.”

His thumb brushed over my knuckles, slow and steady. A silent apology. A promise.

“So when you were sat there in that lecture hall, looking so small, so heartbreakingly fragile, like the whole world had broken you down to nothing–” His voice caught again, thick with emotion, “I had to do something. And I told myself it was because it was the right thing to do.” He shook his head slowly. “But it wasn’t. Not really. It was for you, my love. It’s always been for you.”

Overwhelmed, I placed a trembling hand on his cheek.

He leant into the caress, closing his eyes for a brief second, as if savouring the moment.

Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to.

There were no words that would suffice.

Instead, I kissed him.

Our lips met in a fierce, aching tenderness that felt like forgiveness and a promise all at once. Years of rivalry, heartache, longing…all of it leading here. To this beautiful, fragile thing we had both created.

When we finally pulled apart, breathless and wide-eyed, reality returned in the form of a quiet cough behind us. Dean Rivenson stood a few feet away, arms folded, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“I always suspected there was something between you two.” His eyes flicked between us, more amused than surprised. “Are you ready to finish this conversation?”

Finn and I exchanged a look, and then a laugh.

Fingers still laced, we rose together and followed the Dean back through the heavy doors, side by side.

Back to the place where it had all begun.

And where, finally, something new could begin again.
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We worked late into the evening with Rivenson, using everything we had learned from Cory to shape a course that could not only be added to the VALE curriculum, but could also serve as a professional development program for current law enforcement officers looking to upskill. Exhausted, neither of us were willing to face the long drive back to the Capital.

So we didn’t.

The hotel was a last-minute decision. Quick, practical, and the most logical option.

At least that's what I told myself.

I had expected something modest, a simple space with a small ensuite, perhaps. Which was my first mistake considering Finn had suggested ‘a little place his parents used to stay when they visited him at the VALE’ . Instead the space unfolded into several interconnected rooms that looked like a royal suite fit for a palace.

I stepped into the room ahead of Finn, doing my best to hide my awe.

But that proved to be impossible.

Every detail exuded indulgence. Rich velvet, warm lighting, high ceilings. The bathroom alone was larger than any I had ever seen, featuring both a walk-in shower and a deep jacuzzi tub. Off to the side, an entire room was dedicated to wardrobes and shelving, designed purely for clothing storage. Even the bed was tucked away in its own secluded room, separate from the main living area.

I sucked in an excitable breath.

The bed itself looked large enough to sleep an entire family. Decorative pillows in an array of cream and soft golden colours filled the top half. Its velvet-upholstered headboard and frame matched the same golden hue, adding a regal touch.

With a laugh I flung myself onto the mattress, sinking into the pillows, and knocking others onto the floor. I landed with a muffled sigh, arms outstretched, content to allow the plushness to devour me whole.

Finn chuckled, leaning in the door frame with arms folded lazily across his chest, blazer sleeves pushed to his elbows. His tie was loosened, the top two buttons of his shirt undone. One ankle crossed over the other. Watching me.

That heat in his gaze wasn’t new, but tonight, it felt different. Unfiltered. Less guarded.

He was the image of effortless good looks.

"Comfortable?" Finn asked, his voice low, eyes lazily tracing the length of me sprawled across the mattress. There was an amused pull at the corner of his mouth.

"Very." I matched his grin, propping myself up on my elbows. Heart beating erratically in my chest. That growing heat in his emerald gaze told me exactly where this night was going.

And by the Other, I had never wanted anything more.

“So,” I began, teeth grazing my bottom lip, eyes trailing him as he stepped into the room, slowly peeling off his blazer. Casual. Effortless. Controlled. And yet somehow still the most arousing thing I had ever seen. “I wasn’t aware that we were staying the night, so I didn’t actually bring any PJs."

He chuckled, draping the blazer over the nearest chair and slowly sliding off his shoes leaving them neatly tucked beneath the desk, before climbing onto the bed beside me. He smiled, tilting his head as he leant towards me, wetting his bottom lips before he spoke.

"Good thing you won’t be needing any." His voice was strained, almost desperate even as his smile was teasing, the gleam in his eyes both mischievous and playful.

I raised a brow, not daring to move even as he inched closer.

"Oh?"

I held my breath, watching as he let his gaze drop, lingering on my lips.

He was going to kiss me.

His hand came up, fingers brushing against my cheek, thumb gliding softly across my skin. A touch so gentle it made the entire world go still.

He leaned closer.

And just as his lips brushed mine in the whisper of a kiss–

I hit him with a pillow.

Finn’s eyes widened, startled. But only for a heartbeat.

I threw my head back and laughed, watching as his expression changed from surprised confusion, to mischievous delight. The grin he shot me was wicked.

"Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be?"

Without hesitation, he lunged for another pillow.

I squealed.

Narrowly avoiding his attack, I rolled off the bed, breathless with adrenaline and delight. My feet hit the floor just as his did. He gave chase, eyes gleaming, mouth curled into that maddeningly perfect smirk. I swung again, catching him in the side with a satisfying thump. He growled - actually growled - and by the Other did that sound do something to me. He retaliated, bringing the pillow down on my head with enough force to stagger me back, laughing so hard I couldn’t see straight.

I paused to catch my breath.

And it cost me.

He caught me, pinning me between the cool wall and the heat of his body. One arm braced beside my head, the other slid down, abandoning the pillow as his hand found my waist.

We froze there, breathless.

Chest to chest. Heart to heart.

The laughter melted into something quieter.

His thumb caressed against the curve of my waist, nose brushing mine. His gaze roamed my face slowly, as if trying to memorise every inch. Every freckle. Every breath.

Then he tilted his head. Closed the distance. And I held my breath.

"Wait–" The word was a breathless gasp on my lips as I held up my pillow between us, placing it against his chest like a shield. Finn’s laughter was low, husky. Breathless in a way it was almost a groan.

Omni-help-me this man.

"Briar, my love," he murmured, voice thick with heat and restraint, "you are really testing my level of self-control."

I bit down on my lower lip, a combination of nerves and desire making my heart race in my chest. But I let the pillow fall, dropping quietly to the floor. Finn did not hesitate to move closer. Slow, deliberate. Until his body was flush against mine.

But still, he didn’t kiss me.

He didn’t push. Didn’t press for more. Every inch of him looked tense with forced restraint.

I swallowed hard.

“I want this,” I whispered. Even I could hear the desperate honestly in my voice. “Trust me, I do. It’s just…this is big,  Finn.”

Finn just hummed, a slow, lazy smile spread across his lips, eyes sparkling with that familiar mischievous gleam. He brushed his nose softly against mine, hand coming to rest at the back of my neck, as his thumb pressed gently against the pulse on my throat.

"I do hope that’s what you’ll be saying later."

I let out a soft laugh, nerves dissolving beneath his teasing. I playfully swatted his chest, but let my hand rest there instead of pulling away. This time, I did not stop him when he leant in to place a kiss to my collarbone.

My shoulder.

My neck.

My jaw.

Each one hot, gentle, sensual.

When his mouth found the tender spot just beneath my ear, I exhaled sharply, my eyes fluttering closed. I tilted my head to offer him more access.

"I’m serious," I whispered, even as his lips found the corner of mouth. My voice came out as a shaky breath, a mixture of nerves and desire. "It’s been a few moons since I have–" I broke off. Heat rising to my cheeks - both abashed and aroused. "And you aren’t just anyone." His thumb was still pressed to the pulse point at my throat, feeling the rapid flutter of my heartbeat. "You’re you ." Finn pulled back just slightly, close enough that his nose brushed mine. "And I’m… me ."

He let out a soft breath of laughter, the sound so arousing heat pooled at my core and my toes curled involuntarily. He pressed his forehead to mine.

"I’m well aware of exactly  who you are, Briar Heartley," he said, his voice certain. Unwavering. "And you are everything that I want. "

The tension released from my body, even as my heart raced faster in my chest. I pressed up onto my tiptoes, wrapping my arms around his neck just to tug him closer.

I captured his lips in mine.

The kiss was soft, but confident. Certain.

He returned the kiss with a kind of aching gentleness that undid me.

“Okay, charmer.” I murmured against his lips between kisses. "You’re far better at the words thing than I am."

His laugh was a warm vibration against my mouth.

Finn trailed kisses to the corner of my lips, along the edge of my jaw, and just as they brushed my ear I felt the heat of his breath as he spoke.

"Tonight I don’t plan on using words to charm you." His fingers slid gently through one of the wild curls that framed my face, brushing the back of his knuckles along my cheek in the same movement. "I plan to worship every part of you until you're trembling, breathless. Until the only word you can remember is my name."

Omni save me.

His lips met mine.

Soft at first, but the kiss deepened slowly, achingly. Each press of his lips to mine, each gentle stroke of his tongue a silent vow. A worship, just as he had promised. I hummed softly against him, fingers sliding into the hair at the nape of his neck. I gave a gentle tug, needing him closer, needing him everywhere .

One swift movement of his arm and my feet were no longer on the ground.

A startled gasp slipped out before I could stop it, swallowed by the smile I felt curve against my mouth. Wicked, and smug.  

By the Other, that grin.

He pressed me into the wall and I could feel exactly what effect our kiss was having on him as his significant length pressed against my thigh through a bulge in his trousers.

A low growl rolled deep in his throat, as the kiss turned from a want into a need.  

He ground his hips against me, both a tease and a promise as to where this night was going to end. I gasped into his mouth, my body arching to meet him. Arousal coursed through me, hot and aching and dangerously close to unbearable.

I needed more of him.

I needed all  of him.

My fingers scrambled for the buttons of his shirt, trembling with urgency, and yet the action still seemed to be agonisingly slow. I needed to feel him.

Skin to skin.

No barriers. No restraint.

He was solid and warm and alive beneath my touch, every muscle rippling beneath my fingertips like he was made just to be worshipped by me. Like he was the answer to every prayer I had ever whispered.

Finn chuckled against my mouth, low and guttural.

“Someone’s eager.” His voice was a seductive growl as he shrugged off his shirt.

I laughed softly.

“Oh hush. As if you aren’t just as desperate to get me naked.” I countered in a breathless gasp. He didn’t deny it. He just grinned, pulling me into another passionate kiss that left my knees weak.

Somewhere between one kiss and the next, his hands found the zipper at the back of my dress. I barely registered the motion, too lost in the taste of him, the feel of him. He slipped it from my shoulders, and it dropped to the floor, pooling at his feet.

I was left in only my blouse and lace underwear.

He pulled back only slightly. Eyes lazily roaming over me.

And Omni,  the way he looked at me.

Like I was sacred. Worthy. Invaluable.

But there was something darker too. Something possessive. Predatory.

Like he was memorising every inch not just to admire, but to claim.

Like I was his. Not because I belonged to him but because we had seen every broken, fragile, still-healing parts of one another, and yet still wanted each other regardless.

The press of the wall vanished from my back, replaced by the effortless strength of Finn’s arms as he carried me across the room with ease. I could feel the strength of his core as he gently lowered me onto the bed, bringing his own body down on top of mine, neither of us stopping once to break the kiss.

I melted into the softness beneath me.

Into the warmth of him above me.

Gently caressing each line of muscle across his abdomen, promising myself that I would make the same journey with my lips later. My fingers found his waistband, moving to unfasten his trousers. But he pulled back just enough to break the kiss, his emerald eyes glinting with mischief and restraint.

“Not yet,” he murmured, voice thick with heat.

A desperate whimper caught in my throat.

“Why?”

Finn laughed - breathy and amused, the sound rumbling against my skin as he pressed a trail of kisses along my jaw and down my neck.

“Because,” he whispered against my collarbone, “if your hand goes anywhere near there,  this is all going to be over embarrassingly fast." A blush crept up his cheeks, which only made him more irresistible. I let out a breathless laugh, smiling even as need pulsed low in my core.

He moved to unbutton my blouse, continuing to leave a trail of kisses down my abdomen, as he peeled away the material from my skin and cast it aside.

He paused, eyes roaming over me with a gaze that felt like fire.

Admiration. Desire. Worship.

“Beautiful,” he murmured.

I had spent my entire life hiding behind the masks my innate ability provided me. And despite the intensity of Finn's gaze. Despite my current state of undress. Despite lying beneath him bare, vulnerable, and aching. I had never felt more confident, more powerful than in this moment.

Finn lowered himself back over me with excruciating slowness, every inch of movement deliberate, as if he were savouring the feeling of me beneath him. His hand cupped my breast through the thin lace of my bra, his thumb grazing over the already hard peak.

I gasped, arching instinctively into his touch.

Then his hand was gone, but before I could protest he replaced it with the wet, warm heat of his tongue as he pulled the lace aside and took me into his mouth.

His name spilled from me on a breath.

“Say my name again,” he growled, voice low and dark and hungry. His teeth grazed gently against my skin, sending a shiver through me.

" Finn. " I whispered, instantly giving in to his demand.

I would give into his every demand so long as he promised never to stop.

His name tasted sweet on my tongue, echoing the nectar-like taste of his skin.

I felt his smile just as his thumb brushed gently over the apex of my thighs, through the thin lace of my underwear. A single, torturous touch that ignited a burning heat beneath my skin.

I gasped.

The caress was infuriatingly light. My hips instinctively lifted to chase more pressure.

But Finn didn’t let me have it.

The smug arrogant bastard he was, wanted every ounce of control.

His hands pinned my hips down, grounding me to the mattress.

Commanding. Unyielding.

He smiled against my lips.

A slow, knowing drag of his tongue against mine made my stomach clench with anticipation. He knew exactly  what he was doing. And I was going to be in a world of trouble when he brought that tongue further south.

His thumb moved in slow, torturous circles, sending shivers up my spine and pulling needy little whimpers from my throat. I was unraveling under the exquisite precision of his touch.

His lips left mine, beginning that slow descent.

He worshipped his way across every inch of newly exposed skin, until I could barely breathe from the anticipation. Then he slipped his fingers beneath the lace, and those teasing circles turned intimate, direct, devastating. I cried out. Back arching as sensation consumed me.

And when he replaced his finger with the heat of his mouth, with the firm, slow press of his tongue…

I shattered.

My control dissolved, stolen by the wave of pleasure that crashed over me, relentless and divine. My moans turned into a breathless, desperate mixture of Finn's name and curses to a deity I did not truly believe in.

Because surely no mortal man was capable of this.

And then his voice–

Rough, predatory, feral.

Rumbled against me.

“You have no idea,” he growled, “how many nights I imagined drawing those sounds from you, my love.” His words vibrated against my skin, and that final sensation completely undid me.

My pleasure reached its climax with his name on my lips.

Finn did not rush. He stayed right there, working me through every wave of my orgasm. His tongue merciless and tender in equal measure, until I collapsed. Limp and breathless and wholly undone beneath him.

He rose slowly, kissing a trail back up my trembling body. Soft, lingering presses to my skin like he couldn’t bear to leave any part of me untouched. Tasting myself on his lips as he reclaimed my mouth.

He pulled back slightly, just enough to look at me. That same wicked grin curved his mouth, but there was a softness in his eyes.

Arousal and hunger, yes. But also awe, adoration.

“Perfect,” he murmured, brushing his lips against mine. “Every feature. Every sound. Every taste.” He nipped at my bottom lip with a groan of appreciation. “ Perfect, ” he repeated.

And I almost believed it.

Not because any opinion of myself had changed. But because in his eyes, it was the truth.

For him, I was enough. Exactly as I was.

This time, when my fingers reached for the button of his trousers, Finn did not stop me.

He watched.

Eyes hooded, lips parted.

I pushed the fabric down over his hips, his boxers sliding with them. His length sprang free, thick and flushed, up against his abdomen. My breath caught in my throat at the sight alone. For a heartbeat, I could do nothing but delight in the beauty of him laid bare for me.

Omni-help-me,  he was breathtaking.

He was every myth and legendary creature brought to life.

A deity in the flesh.

I reached for him, curling my fingers around his length, eliciting a groan from his lips that was entirely intoxicating. Desire rolled through me all over again from the sound alone. I stroked him slowly, deliberately, letting my thumb brush over the tip, gathering the slick there just to draw another moan from his lips.

Finn’s eyes fluttered closed, his head rolling back, breath shuddering.

I grinned.

Using that as my advantage to take control, flipping our positions so that he was sitting, back against the headboard, stunned and gorgeous and utterly at my mercy. I knelt between his legs, seductively tracing my fingers up my own sides as I reached behind me to unclasp my bra. Sliding my underwear, that had hastily been pushed aside before, slowly down my thighs.

His eyes darkened. Ravenous and devouring.

Stroking himself lazily as his gaze absorbed every inch of my bare skin.

And when I straddled his waist, aligning us perfectly, his hands found my hips. His touch tender. Delicate.

“ Briar… ” he breathed, my name a prayer on his lips.

A beg. A claim.

I silenced him with a kiss.

And in the same moment, I sank down onto him, inch by glorious inch.

The groans that escaped the two of us were purely animalistic.

Predators in their most natural forms.

I pulled away slightly, pressing his forehead to mine and softly brushing our noses as we met each other’s gaze for this intimate moment. There was a heartbeat of stillness, where we simply savoured the feeling of our joined bodies. Of this final intimate claiming.

He pressed his lips to mine. Achingly slow, tender. A kiss that told me more than any words ever could.

I began to move.

One palm found the headboard behind him, and I used it for leverage as I began to roll my hips in slow, deliberate motions. The other pressed lightly against his chest, feeling that steady, rhythmic, beat of his heart.

Every stroke, every movement of my body over his, made his face twist in something almost too beautiful to look at. Like pleasure was threatening to unravel him completely.

So I gave him more.

Faster now, my pace increasing, chasing the rhythm we both craved. I kissed him between every breath, catching the broken moans and cried fragments of my name that fell from his lips.

“ Briar, ” he panted, looking almost on the brink of oblivion.

He kissed the corner of my mouth.

My cheek.

My neck.

My collarbone.

Then his lips found my nipple, swirling his tongue around the sensitive spot and nipping at the skin around it; at the same time, his hand drifted between my legs and he used the slickness of my arousal to rub soft circles on that sensitive area.

I cried out.

That single moment of surrender was all he needed.

With a mischievous gleam in his eyes, Finn gripped my hips and flipped us, laying me flat against the mattress with him above me before I could so much as catch my breath.

I blinked up at him, dazed and breathless.

His grin was pure male satisfied smugness.

And devastatingly, infuriatingly beautiful.

He moved inside me with slow, torturous thrusts.

I wanted to speak. To gasp his name, to tell him how utterly perfect he felt inside me. But I had lost the ability to form words.

And Finn knew. The smirk he pressed against my lips told me he knew exactly how much he owned me in this moment.

In every moment.

The pleasure built in relentless waves. He picked up pace, until all I knew was the sound of o ur moans, our kisses, our tangled limbs.

I had no concept of where I ended and Finn began.

He cupped my face, and I reached a hand behind his neck, running my fingers through his hair. Every thrust was combined with whispered words of devotion and confessions of love. Every exhale against my lips, a promise. I felt the vibration of my name, murmured in passion against my skin, before he smothered it with a lazy, unhurried kiss.

He wouldn’t look away.

Because he wanted me like this.

Unashamed.

Unraveled.

Undone.

By him. For him. Only him.

So I gave h im everything .

My insides tightened, pleasure cascading through me as I shattered with his name on my lips. Finn finished with a groan just moments later, whispering my name like a prayer, a plea, as he spilled himself inside me.

His movements slowed, drawn out and trembling. We gave each other everything in those final moments of bliss. In our touches, our kisses, our breathless pants.

He collapsed onto me, but even in his euphoria he was careful not to crush me beneath his weight. I wrapped myself around him, unwilling to let him go for even a second.

We lay there on the golden, silk sheets, a tangled mess of limbs, of sweat and whispers and gentle kisses. Finn rested his forehead against mine, his thumb tracing lazy circles over my hip as our breath slowly evened out.

“Everything I want, and more .” Finn murmured the words against my lips in a final lazy, sensual kiss. He pulled me closer, so that his back was against the mattress, and my head rested on his chest.

I listened to the gentle steady beating of his heart, his chest rising and falling in time with mine.

A quiet rhythm that felt like home.
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It was quiet in our shared office.

Briar stood across from me, sifting through the papers in the filing cabinet, carefully assembling the final documents for our debrief with Larkin. She pulled a file from the drawer, closed it with a soft click, and bent over the desk to align it with the others.

I swallowed hard.

Same position. Different desk.

I tried to force the thoughts away. But the memories consumed me.

Briar arched over the hotel desk, flushed and breathless, my hands on her hips, voice in her ear–

And I was entirely incapable of thinking of anything else.

The stop at the hotel was intended as a practical solution to avoid either of us driving home tired. Admittedly, we hadn’t done much sleeping. But the expected tiredness was nonexistent. I had never felt more awake. More alive.

The sex had been phenomenal.

But that wasn’t the reason it lingered in my mind.

For the first time in years, sex had not been an escape, but a desire . Not a decision made in the depths of alcoholic haze to chase away the pain, but a choice to engage in a night of passion with a girl I love.

There was a time in the not so distant past that I couldn’t see this  as a possibility for me.

And yet here I was.

Completely and hopelessly consumed by my love for Briar.

And I had whispered soft confessions of love for her frequently and reverently last night in between throes of passion, and the lazy unhurried kisses in the quiet moments.

But she had not yet said it back.

And that was fine. Really.

If she wasn’t ready, I could respect that.

But I would be lying if the thought did not fill me with anxiety.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, my voice quieter than I intended.

Briar stilled. Then slowly, deliberately, she lifted her gaze to mine. A smile flickered across her lips, soft and certain. Lighting up her entire face, and brightening up the mischievous gleam in her violet gaze.

“Good,” Briar said, turning around to face me fully, leaning back against the desk. “You?”

“Good,” I echoed, though my voice wavered, betraying the nervous flutter in my chest. I cleared my throat, took a cautious step closer. “So…last night. No regrets?”

She tilted her head, raised a brow, and a mischievous smirk pulled at her lips.

“Oh, I’m full of them.” She said. Still, her hand found mine, fingers threading together, as she tugged me closer. I swallowed hard.

“Full of them?”

“Absolutely,” she said, her voice sweet and far too innocent. “I regret everything  that happened last night.” My stomach dropped, for the briefest moment. But then she stepped forward, closing the distance entirely, and guided my hands to settle at her waist, wrapping her arms around my neck. “And this morning,” she added, kissing me - just once, soft and reassuring. “And again in the shower. And what almost happened in the cruiser–”

A breath of laughter escaped me, grateful and helpless. I did not even attempt to hide the relief I felt, shaking my head.

“Oh, you cruel, wicked little creature.” I murmured, before catching her mouth with mine in a kiss that lingered longer than it probably should have. She grinned against my lips, mischievous and intoxicating.

“And if you’re lucky,” she murmured, brushing her nose against mine, “I might plan on doing some more things I regret tonight.”

Ammemean help me.

“As deliciously tempting as that thought is…” I started, forcing a breath past the rising heat, “we really need to be on our best behaviour for this debrief with Larkin.”

“Of course,” she said sweetly, smoothing her palms down the front of my shirt before adjusting my tie. Her touch lingered at my collar for a moment longer than necessary. “Strictly professional from this point onwards.”

I swallowed hard again, and Briar pressed her lips to mine one final time.

The tension I felt melted away.

We left the office together, our steps in time to the rhythm of our shared heartbeat. Outside Larkin’s door, I raised a hand and knocked twice. A pause followed. No immediate response. We waited. My eyes instinctively trailed over to Briar. Her expression was professional and calm.

Such a stark contrast to the way she had looked just this morning.

Head rolled back against the shower tiles. Eyes fluttering shut, lips parted in an expression of pure bliss. My hands gripped her waist, water cascading over our skin, as I buried myself inside her and took her in the exact way I had wanted to in the showers at the gym before we were interrupted by Zenatti.

But this morning there had been no interruptions. We had been an entanglement of breath, and lips, and limbs, and teeth and–

She glanced at me from the corner of her eye.

Her nose twitched. The corner of her mouth quirked up into a mischievous, knowing smile. She bit her lower lip to suppress a laugh, but the amusement was evident in her expression.

“You’re thinking about the shower aren’t you?”

I exhaled deeply, defeated.

“Yes I’m thinking about the fucking shower.”

She laughed then, her eyes light with amusement, affection, and mutual longing.

The door clicked open. Larkin’s tall frame appeared, impassive as always. Briar attempted to suppress her smile, bidding him good morning as she followed him into his office. Her tone was professional. Her posture composed.

But that damn smile still played at the corners of her mouth.

I followed a beat behind, unable to take my eyes off her.

Oh Ammemean-help-me.  

***

“Can one of you explain to me what I’m supposed to be looking at?” Larkin asked, his voice flat with impatience as the grainy footage flickered across the screen. It was of Pendrel mid-interrogation, stone-faced and still.

The room was silent, save for the quiet hum of the laptop.

Briar cleared her throat, stepping forward calm and composed. She gestured to the bottom right corner of the screen, where the time and date indicating when the interview took place quietly flicked.

“Mostly just the time stamp, sir,” she said, before pulling her phone out of her pocket and sliding it into Larkin’s line of vision. “As you can see, the date and time of this footage, and when these pictures were taken, are exactly the same.”

She tapped the photo of Pendrel supposedly exchanging files with Rascallian bringing up the embedded data. Location, date, time, all matching the interrogation room footage. Larkin’s brow furrowed as he glanced between screen and phone, eyes narrowing.

“That’s impossible,” he muttered. “How can Pendrel be in two places at once?”

“We discovered these devices,” I began, placing the evidence bag with the bracelet safely sealed inside onto the desk. Briar immediately took a measured step back.

A subtle wince. Her posture turned tense, stiff. She inhaled a sharp breath.  

She tried to hide it, but her discomfort at the proximity of the device was immediately evident. I caught her eye, offering a silent apology. A grateful, knowing glance, and the slight softening around her mouth told me she registered it.

“They reverse the effects of anti-shiftwave technology for shifters wearing the device. It’s patented but we have reason to believe that the Knightguard have managed to replicate the device and gain access to the tech.”

Briar stepped forward, careful to keep her distance from the bracelet on the desk. She angled her phone slightly and zoomed in.

“See here,” she said, tapping the screen. “Pendrel - or whoever is impersonating him, at least  - is wearing this ring. Gold, dull, matte. Almost identical to the bracelet. We’re fairly certain it’s made from the same material.” She paused, her voice quieter now. “Elaine Folde has the same ring.”

Larkin didn’t react, but I saw the twitch at the corner of his jaw.

“We believe she’s using the tech to access restricted areas of the Home Office, including the archive room, undetected. From there, she relays intel to her brother Rodney Folde, a key member of the Knightguard.” Briar’s eyes lit up in that way they always did when she was deep in a theory. A burning fire that was not easily contained. “She’s also developed a new strain of Zypherium–” she began, instinctively getting carried away with her passion for the chase. The unravelling of the threads. She hesitated. Faltered slightly, and cleared her throat. “Which is an entirely different issue– that I’m sure we will address at a later date.” She murmured, rubbing the back of her neck.

She was brilliant. And brilliant when flustered?

Utterly, stupidly, irresistible.

I bit back a smile.

Larkin raised a single brow, a flicker of intrigue glinting behind his otherwise impassive stare. Possibly the closest thing we would ever get to seeing him impressed.

“And our mole?” He asked, voice tight but expectant.

“ If  there is a mole and it’s not Elaine acting alone,” I continued, “it looks like it could possibly be Edward Wyatt. He’s a former colleague of Elaine’s with the knowledge to navigate this kind of tech. But Folde claims to no longer have contact with him, and whether he is a willing participant in all this, or he is just being manipulated, we’re uncertain.” I explained.

Briar straightened beside me, spine a little taller, voice threading with quiet tension.

“…and then there is still Pendrel.” She said, her voice a little nervous. Whether it was intentional or instinctive, she took a little sidestep closer to me. A brush of her arm against mine, and I could visibly see the tension in her ease just that smallest bit.

Larkin furrowed his brow, a deep line forming between them.

“I thought this cleared him.” Larkin gestured between the evidence.

“Potentially, yes.” Briar admitted, folding her arms across her chest and shrugging her shoulders slightly. “But there is still the matter of how Elaine is gaining access. It is Pendrel’s badge that has been used to access the archives. And when I went through his ‘newbie-dump’ case load we discovered Elliot Santos using a shapeshifter as an alibi. It’s not far-fetched to think he learned the tactic and used it himself, possibly as a diversion.”

“–And his previous cases also had him investigating the Knightguard…which puts him in direct contact with a lot of key members, most notably Rascallian.” My voice evidently tightened on the name, and Briar reached out to softly brush my knuckles.

The lightest touch, and all tension was gone.

“Right,” Larkin said finally. “So. What are our next steps?”

“We recommend arresting Elaine and Rodney Folde,” I suggested. “There’s enough to bring them both in - Elaine on circumstantial, Rodney on more solid charges. We’ll have at least 24 hours with Elaine, longer with Rodney. With luck, one of them talks.”

Larkin just nodded.

“Make it happen,” he said. “Issue the arrest warrant this afternoon. Both of you attend the raid, I want answers before this goes any further.”

“Yes, sir,” Briar and I said in unison.

We turned without hesitation, our footsteps falling into sync as we exited the office.

My hand found the small of her back, a quiet gesture, instinctive and grounding. She gave me a sideways glance, the faintest smile curving her lips.

We moved forwards in the same way we would close this case.

In the same way we would navigate this brutal, beautiful, terrifying existence.

Together.

***

Our field jackets were not made for this kind of heat.

The sun clung to the fabric, sweat prickled along my spine. But the way Briar’s gaze devoured me when I wore it made the discomfort entirely worth it.

I looked forward to letting her strip it off me later.

Or maybe I would leave it on, if she kept looking at me like that. If that was what she preferred, I would gladly suffer. As long as every other inch of me was naked. And so was she.

Fuck, Finn. Now is not the time. Focus.  

The alley was narrow, shadowed. From here, we had a clear line of sight to the entrance of Rodney Folde’s apartment. Our undercover team had eyes on it all afternoon. They clocked Elaine Folde going inside an hour ago, and with thermal scans confirming only two heat signatures inside, we knew exactly what we were walking into.

With the quick turn around Larkin wanted on the arrest, there had been no time to sort the paperwork for Briar’s particular brand of surveillance. Whilst it was silent and thorough in a way no tech could match, a selfish part of me was relieved that it meant she wasn’t going in alone.

Briar adjusted the straps of her vest with steady hands, as we waited for the all-clear signal to come through our comms. I folded my arms, leaning back against the brick wall. Watching her.

The way her soft silver curls remained wild, even as they were pulled into a tight bun. The way her stance was casual, but the predator beneath her skin was ready to pounce at any moment. The way, even as she concentrated on a simple physical task, something ticked behind her violet gaze as she strategically, silently, calculated each move we would make.

Ammemean-save-me.  

She was lethal.

And beautiful.

And entirely mine.

“You know,” I began, voice low and teasing, “if you kissed me every time we geared up to arrest a pair of siblings from the Folde family? Well, I would only have two kisses.” I shrugged, grin wide and genuine. “But I would be a very happy man.”

Briar glanced at me, that slow, impossible smile pulling at her lips, full of mischief and affection. She rolled her eyes, soft laughter slipping past her lips. A single, amused huff.

“Just don’t fuck it up this time, Allerton.” She murmured, all playful and with no real bite.

I just chuckled.

“Then try not to get shot at, my love.”

The radio crackled once. Then twice.

“ All teams, move. ”

The street sprang to life.

Briar and I led the charge.

Officers emerged from the shadows, boots pounding the pavement, weapons raised in smooth, practised synchronicity. Rodney Folde barely made it into the hallway before I had him on the ground. Knee between his shoulder blades. Wrists cuffed tight behind him as I recited his rights.

Briar began clearing the apartment.

A noise came from the kitchen - a frantic clatter of glass.

Briar moved. Fast. Agile.

The kitchen door slammed. A half-snarl of frustration. I was up and behind her in seconds. The kitchen looked as if someone had been halfway through cooking. Glass and chopped vegetables littered the floor, abandoned in haste as if someone had dropped it in an attempt to escape. But then my eyes flickered to where Briar’s were narrowed on the open window. And I realised the bowl had been abandoned not during an escape, but during a shift.

A raven. Sleek and black, feathers catching the last of the sun, leapt from the ledge and soared into the sky.

Elaine.

“ Fuck ” Briar snapped, adjusting her stance and throwing out her arms, on the edge of transformation.

She was seconds away from shifting.

“ Briar, no! ”  I grabbed her wrist, firm and unwavering.

Her gaze flicked to mine. Panic flared in her eyes, feral but focused.

She was desperate, frantic.

She was not thinking

“ Finn, I can catch her– ”

“ No fucking way. ” I protested. Urgent and growling. “If you shift and she claims intimidation, they won’t hesitate to arrest you again. You know that.”

Her breath caught. Jaw clenched.

And I saw it.

The realisation behind her eyes. The battle between logic and instinct.

One shift. One accusation.

That was all it would take for someone to twist the narrative. Again.

Her hand trembled in mine.

She swallowed hard, forcing down the frustration and helplessness. Eyes flicking back to the open window, watching as Elaine rapidly disappeared into the dying light of the summer evening. She closed her eyes, exhaling deeply.

But relented.

“I hate that you’re right,” she muttered.

“I know.” I loosened my grip, sliding my fingers down to thread with hers instead. “I hate it too.”

Silence lingered for a moment.

Then she exhaled again. Shakily. Her free hand dragged over her face. She looked up at me, her violet eyes burning and desperate.

“She was right there. ”

“I know.”

Outside, the radios crackled again, voices overlapping, distant sirens rising. But in the quiet kitchen, with her fingers clenched in mine, it was just the two of us.

“We will get her, my love.” I murmured, brushing her knuckles with my thumb. Her returning smile was small, tired, but real.

“I know.” She echoed, with a final sigh, and a light squeeze of my hand.

Wordless now, we moved together through the final protocol. Sealing the perimeter, confirming the arrest logs, calling in the transport team. Every action, efficient. Practiced. Controlled. The disappointment lingered, but I had no doubt we would find Elaine.

As rivals, Briar and I had met every challenge like a battlefield. Petty taunts. Relentless bickering. Fighting to be the last one standing. Gunwin knows we were angry. Bitter. Exhausted. But even then, there was no one who could compete with us. No one even came close.

But as partners?

Deities. As partners we were not just untouchable.

We were unstoppable.
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Finn and I had interrogated Rodney Folde late into the night with nothing to show for it. Which meant we ended up pulling an all-nighter in the office, frantically looking through every piece of intel we could find on him and Elaine. Searching for something, anything , that might help us reshape our approach for the morning.

The morning interrogations were equally as unsuccessful.

We only returned to our apartment in the early hours of the afternoon because Larkin practically forced us out of the building, issuing strict orders not to return until we had a full night’s sleep, a proper meal, and a ‘ Solora-damned-shower’ .

We crawled back to the apartment and immediately collapsed into bed, trading nothing but a few soft lazy kisses, and mutual exhaustion before we both passed out. The sleep we so desperately needed claimed us until long after the sun had set and night had stretched itself across the city.

Finn awoke me with a gentle kiss to my shoulder.

Then my neck.

My ear.

My temple.

Each one featherlight, achingly tender, sending a slow ripple of pleasure through my body that made my toes curl beneath the sheets.

And then–

My stomach growled. Loudly.

So loud, I was almost certain it rattled the entire apartment.

He paused, lips hovering near my jaw, one brow quirking as amusement flickered in those infuriatingly charming green eyes. Mortified, I groaned, cheeks flushed, and slapped a hand over my face, which only made him laugh. Out loud. That deep, unguarded kind of laugh that was ruinous in the best way. We reluctantly climbed out of bed, but not before stealing a few more kisses and another impatient grumble from my stomach.

He cooked. And we ate. And when I insisted we do just a little more work before sex, he gave me a single playfully betrayed look before flopping onto the couch with the case files. I told myself it was because we were so close to a breakthrough that left us right on the edge of solving this case.

But really it was because when Finn Allerton got me into bed, I had absolutely no  willpower when it came to leaving again.

We had requested some additional files on Elaine Folde from Beaureallis, and Finn was diligently working through them, cross-referencing them with our own research on the Folde family - looking for any kind of hint where she might be hiding.  

All while I was eagerly helping myself to a second - okay, maybe third - bowl of pasta he had cooked for us. Slow roasted tomato combined with a rich undertone of garlic. Delicious.

He grinned at me over the file he was reading.

I matched his grin, walking over to the couch, bowl in hand. He moved a few files to make space for me, as I sank down beside him.

“Who taught you to cook?” I asked, through a mouthful of food. Finn chuckled, stealing a ball of mozzarella right from my bowl with his fingers, placing it in his mouth before I even had a chance to swat him away.

“My mum.” He answered, savouring the cheese on his tongue. I hummed in approval.

“I should have known,” I said, as Finn draped an arm around me, his hand coming to rest on my waist. “Those pastries were phenomenal!” I added, through another bite of food. “Remind me to take you up on any offer that involves your mum's cooking.”

He stiffened, just slightly.

I paused, fork midway to my mouth, eyes flicking up to study him. His expression didn’t change much, but he cleared his throat and gently set the file down in his lap.

"Funny you should say that…my mum actually invited us over for dinner tomorrow night." He began, his tone cautious and uncharacteristically careful. “It is actually the latest of several invitations to different occasions, if I’m being entirely honest.”

A stone dropped in my stomach. My chest tightened.

"Do you not want to go?" I asked, trying to sound casual but unable to hide the hesitation from my tone. He adjusted his position, the arm around my waist tightening just a little. His thumb brushing a soft caress in that instinctive soothing motion.

"I do. I just thought that maybe you might not want to."

I tilted my head, studying him. Part of me wondered whether he was waiting for me to back out, to use my hesitation as an excuse to not go.

Or worse, to go alone.

Because the fear I did not want to acknowledge was that he hadn’t told me about the other invitations because some part of him had not wanted me there. Because introducing me to his family, to his world, made our entire relationship real in a way he had never intended it to be.

Or maybe he knew deep down that I simply did not belong–

I met his gaze.

And the panic receded.

Because when I looked into those soft green eyes, all I saw was hope. Genuine and quiet, with an unmistakable flicker of nerves beneath it.

“Tomorrow is… soon. ”

Finn winced, a little apologetic.

“My mum asked about a week ago…but with everything that happened with Rascallian, and the VALE, and the Foldes I just–” he sighed, chewing the inside of his cheek in thought. “It never seemed to be the right time to bring it up.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

He was… nervous.

“And…the other invitations?” I asked, careful to keep my voice light, but I knew Finn could hear the apprehension. The doubt. His eyes widened, a different kind of panic flickering behind them. A desperate need to be understood.

“Briar, my love,” his hand came to rest against my cheek, thumb brushing gently along the curve of it. “The other invitations came before you knew about the entire stupid ruse I told my mother and I–”

I tilted my head, melting into the warmth of his hand. A playful grin curled onto my lips.

“–and you didn’t want me to find out about your little white lie until it walked straight into our living room uninvited.”

Finn let out a soft laugh, the tension in his shoulders easing with it. That panic melting into a grateful smile.

“Something like that.”

There was a beat of silence, not uncomfortable just…quiet.

"Will it just be your mum again…or?"

Finn hesitated, and that half-second pause told me my answer before he spoke the words aloud.

"No. My immediate family. Jess, Mason–"

"Your father?" I interrupted, my voice quieter than before.

"Him too, yes," Finn confirmed, his thumb stilling the delicate circles on my waist. I cleared my throat, moving forward to set my bowl down on the coffee table, his hand following the movement.

"And…” I began, settling back into the cushions beside him, “you want me to go as your fake  girlfriend?"

Finn paused. His gaze held mine. Steady. Warm. Reassuring.

"I want you to go as you. " He said softly, his thumb continuing its gentle caress. "As the girl I want to introduce to my family." Another pause. He looked down at me, eyes searching mine. "Nothing fake. Nothing fabricated. Just you, exactly as you are."

Silence settled, nervous but comfortable. Finn watched me, unmoving, his shoulders just the slightest bit tense. I exhaled a shaky breath, trying to expel the nerves with it.

"And your mum is cooking?" I asked at last, my voice light.

Finn’s expression eased. He chuckled, the laugh more relief than anything else.

"Yes." He confirmed, and just seeing the way his entire face lit up made my heart skip a beat.

I picked up one of the files, flipping through the pages as I settled it into my lap.

"Okay, sure. Let’s go. If you can survive a night with Taylor and Symon, I’m sure a casual family dinner with the former Supreme Commander will be a breeze."

Finn laughed again, real this time.

“Good. I’ll let them know to expect us.”

I began scanning the notes of the file in front of me, but I could still feel the heat of Finn’s gaze on me. My eyes flickered towards him.

And in the next beat, his grin turned mischievous.

I had half-a-second to snap the file shut before Finn tugged my legs from beneath me.

I squealed.

My back hit the couch, and suddenly he was on top of me.

He brushed his nose against mine, pressing a long, featherlight, and slow kiss to my lips.

“Speaking of Symon & Taylor,” he murmured against my lips, “I have been thinking about breaking that ‘no sex on the couch rule’,  ever since that dinner.”

I laughed, throwing my head back, and Finn took full advantage, trailing kisses down my neck.

“ You are a menace, Finn Allerton! ” I laughed, entirely breathless.

He captured my lips with his, smothering my laughter in a series of passionate kisses.

The file fell onto the floor, long forgotten.
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I blinked.

And blinked again.

As if the house– no, the palace, in front of me might suddenly shift into something more modest if I stared hard enough.

But the palace remained.

We stood at the base of the grand marble steps. At the top, two towering pillars framed an elegant stone porch, decorated with hanging baskets of neatly trimmed flowering greenery. A pair of black double doors loomed, each one carved with curling patterns and rimmed in delicate gold. The house, standing at least  three stories high and stretched across the entire street, was made from polished white stone, so pristine it looked clean and untouched.

Finn’s fingers, interlocked with mine, gave a reassuring squeeze. He dipped his head to press a kiss against my temple, light, but steadying.

He started to ascend the steps.

“Wait–” I tugged him back, my grip tighter than I meant it to be. His green eyes turned to me, a flicker of concern softening his features. “Are there–” I cleared my throat, a flush spreading on my cheeks that had nothing to do with the heat of the summer evening. “Are there any rules I should know? Expectations? Protocols?” My voice sounded too small, too cautious, and it made my cheeks burn hotter. I felt my heart race in my chest, beating to a steady anxious rhythm.

The erratic beating only continued as Finn’s lips curled into that soft, destructive, smile.

“Briar, my love, you have been rebelling against and shattering set-expectations your entire life and now you are worried about the rules?” He asked, brushing his nose softly to mine.

I exhaled a shaky breath, savouring the closeness of him. Letting it ground me.

I swallowed hard.

“I just– I want to make a good impression.” I whispered.

Because standing here on the steps of a home so exquisite I could not have even begun to imagine such luxury, was enough to remind me that I did not belong.

And I did not want a single moment with Finn’s family to feel like that too.

“You don’t have to be anyone but yourself, my love.” He reassured me, kissing me slow, and certain. “And they will love you all the more for it.”

I gave a single nod, and his fingers tightened around mine, warm and steady, as he guided me up the grand staircase. My legs moved, but they felt weak, shaky. Every step felt heavier than the last. As we reached the top step, the door swung open before Finn’s knuckles even made contact.

"Finn! My darling! ”

Mrs Allerton enthusiastically burst out of the door, a vision of expensive perfume, pearls, and luxurious silk, and swept her son up into a tight embrace. She kissed him once on each cheek, standing on her tiptoes just to do so, eyes shining as she stepped back to look him over. “You look wonderful , darling. I’m so glad you both could join us today!”

Finn’s returning smile was half-exasperated, half-affectionate.

“Mum, you remember Briar.” His arm slipped around my waist, gently guiding me forward.

“Of course I do!” Mrs Allerton turned to me with the same enthusiasm she had shown her son.

No hesitation, no awkward pause.

She folded me into a warm embrace, kissing each of my cheeks before I even had a chance to brace for impact.

This.  This was the kind of rule he could have mentioned. The kissing.  I cast a sideways glance at Finn. His smile ticked up into a mildly apologetic shrug. But his eyes? More than anything they looked… happy.

My gaze flicked back to his mother.

“How are you darling, are you well?” She asked, eyes roaming over me as if checking my wellbeing.

“I am well, thank you Mrs Allerton. You have a lovely home!”

“Oh, none of that!” She said, waving her hand dismissively. “Please, call me Mags.”

Mags ushered us inside, and I was immediately struck by the sheer size of the entryway. A large double staircase swept upwards with polished wood bannisters either side that gleamed beneath the soft golden glow of chandeliers. From where I stood I could see a number of side rooms and corridors: walls lined with books, tables dressed in elegant linens, and rooms that flowed with warm lamplight and plush armchairs.

It was…

Unimaginable.

Like walking through the pages of a story I was not meant to be written into.

Footsteps echoed from above. I glanced up.

Jess.

She stood at the top of the stairs like she had choreographed the entire moment. Perfect posture, sharp grin, mischief in her eyes. I remembered her from the few times she had visited Finn at the VALE, and she was exactly as beautiful as I had remembered. She descended slowly, deliberately, her grin only growing.

“There’s my big bro,” she announced, “and the girlfriend who is way too hot for him.”

The corner of my mouth twitched. Jess turned to me, eyes glittering with mischief.

“Nice to officially meet you, Briar.” Before I could respond, she leaned in, conspiratorial but loud enough for everyone to hear, “blink twice if you’re here against your will.”

I laughed, and without thinking, leaned into Finn. His arm tightened around my waist instinctively.

“Jess,” I said, smiling, “I have heard a lot about you.”

Her grin only widened.

“All bad things, I hope.”

Her gaze flicked between me and her brother.

The way his thumb instinctively brushed a gentle caress against my waist. The way I naturally nestled under his arm. Our general easiness around each other, and something changed in her expression.

A slight furrow of her brow. The grin didn’t vanish, but softened into a quiet curiosity.

Like she was reassessing a puzzle she thought she had already solved.

Before I could think too much into Jess’s lingering look, another figure came bounding down the stairs. A young boy who could not have been more than ten, hurtled towards Finn with reckless enthusiasm. He leaped with such force I thought they would both tumble over.

But Finn was quick.

He released me just in time, arms catching the boy mid-air and pulling him into a tight, familiar hug.

"How's my favourite little man?" Finn asked, ruffling his hair before setting him back down on the polished floor. The boy shrugged, puffing out his chest as though to make himself look taller, and more muscular.

“I’m not that little anymore,” he said, lowering his voice in an attempt to sound older, tougher. He glanced at me then, and his bravado cracked. His face flushed slightly as if suddenly shy.

Finn and Jess exchanged a glance that was full of sibling-level love and teasing.

Jess smirked, slinging an arm around the boy’s shoulders.

“No matter how big you get, Mase, you’ll always be our baby brother,” she teased.

Mason groaned, squirmed free, and shot her a lethal look that might have been more intimidating if his cheeks weren’t still red.

“ I’m not a baby! ” He huffed, throwing one more flustered glance my way before storming off into the next room. Cheeks still pink, dignity slightly dented. Mags followed with a long-suffering sigh, shaking her head fondly like this was standard protocol in the Allerton household.

And that was the part that hit me the hardest.

Not the marble floors. Not the chandelier overhead. Not even the sprawling feast I scented waiting in the kitchen.

It was the chaos, the teasing, the instinctive closeness.

I felt a quiet ache in my chest.

Not jealousy. Not exactly.

Just… longing .

Because while I had Taylor, who had to fill the impossible role of brother, guardian, friend and more…it was not the same as this. Not the same as growing up in a house that overflowed with so much love it felt almost suffocating in the best kind of way.

But in a heartbeat the atmosphere turned colder.

Beside me, Finn stiffened. His spine straightened. Shoulders squared. I followed his gaze to the staircase.

Peter Allerton.

The former Supreme Commander of Valverde.

He descended the steps, tall and composed, every inch the Supreme Commander he had once been, and perhaps still was, in spirit if not in title. His smile was soft. Warmer than I expected. His eyes, so much like Finn’s, crinkled at the corners, the kind of practised expression that had been perfected to put people at ease.

I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly dry.

He looked like Finn might in twenty-five years. He was slightly shorter than his oldest son, with dark hair just beginning to grey at the roots, and a neatly trimmed moustache that twitched as he smiled.

“It’s been a long time since my son brought someone home to meet us,” He said, coming to a stop in front of us. His tone was mild, but there was an edge of scrutiny behind his words. Not unkind. Just…assessing.

A single brow lifted as his gaze landed on me.

I stepped a little closer to Finn, letting my arm drape around his waist.

Whether it was to offer him support, or to find my own I was not entirely sure.

“Well,” I said gently, “it’s an honour to be here with him.”

Mr Allerton nodded once.

Approval, for now.

Then, just as smoothly as he had arrived, he turned to excuse himself, murmuring something about checking on the dining room. His footsteps echoed down the hallway, leaving silence in his wake.

Jess, Finn, and I, stood alone.

I glanced at Finn. The smile he gave me was soft, but there was a tension behind it. His jaw tight. His hand flexing as it brushed my waist.

Finn loved his father.

And Mr Allerton loved his son.

But I understood then that love was not always chaotic warmth and instinctive affection. Sometimes it was having the best intentions, even if they might not have the desired outcomes. It was shaping yourself around expectations so tightly because you wanted to see the other person feel proud, happy.

And sometimes, love could be quiet in its damage.

Soft in its pressure.

Unintended in its weight.

Jess barely allowed us a breath before she seized our wrists and dragged us into the nearest side room.

A small library. Or maybe an overly indulgent office. Shelves lined the walls, packed with books that looked too neat to have ever been read. A fireplace sat unlit in the corner, and two velvet armchairs stood either side of a low table that held a crystal decanter of whiskey and two untouched glasses.

Jess shut the door with a firm click, then turned to face us. Arms crossed. Brow arched high in theatrical accusation.

“Alright. What’s going on?”

I blinked, a line forming between my brows.

“I…what?”

Jess narrowed her eyes, her gaze flicking between the two of us like she was the investigative agent in the room.

“Last time I saw you two, you couldn’t even breathe  in the same space without trying to kill each other.” Her gaze stopped to land on Finn, she jabbed a finger towards him. “And last time we  talked, you were still going on about how this was just some long, elaborate, fake dating ruse to get mum off your back, and now–”

She paused. Her eyes darted between us again.

And then I saw it. That exact second the realisation hit.

Her eyes went wide. Her jaw dropped.

Shock. Mischief. Scandalous delight.

“ No ,” she gasped, hands flying to her cheeks. “ You two had sex! ”

My mouth parted, flustered and breathless. Instinct told me to lie, but no words escaped my lips.

And maybe that was the answer in itself.

Because why should I lie when this , Finn and I, was no longer something I wanted to hide from.

“ Jess! ” Finn groaned, dragging a hand down his face. Her name came out half-scold, half-sigh.

But Jess just laughed, delighted.

“Oh, Ammemean ,” she said, grinning like she had just won a very long game. “You so  did.”

Finn buried his face in his hand, pinching the bridge of his nose like he was seconds away from begging some higher power for patience.

“Jess, could you try, just try , not to be insufferable for one evening?”

But she was already grinning. Practically bouncing with glee. Watching us like we were the most scandalous piece of gossip to be whispered amongst the high-society circles of Valverde in moons.

“So what is this, then?” She asked, eyes glittering with curious mischief. “Is it an ‘it happened once because we were drunk and stupid’  thing? or a ‘we might actually be in love’  thing?”

My cheeks burned. I could feel the heat creep up my neck, and I cleared my throat, trying to ignore my heart racing in my chest.

“Definitely not drunk and stupid,” I murmured, voice barely more than a whisper.

Finn just smirked. Predatory, and smug, and so disarmingly charming.

“And definitely not once,” he added, looking far too pleased with himself.

I scoffed. Elbowing him sharply in the ribs for the comment. He winced dramatically, but the smug, ruinous, curve of his mouth remained. He chuckled. Low and warm. And when I glanced up, his green eyes were already on me. Soft. Unapologetically affectionate.

And just like that, any chance I had of pretending I wasn’t completely undone by him vanished.

Omni, he was handsome.

And somehow, impossibly, he was mine.

Jess turned to pace a few steps, head shaking in disbelief.

“This is so good.  I mean, I’m happy for you or whatever–” She stopped mid-turn, whirled back around, and pointed directly at me. “But how?  How does this happen? I mean, I’m not surprised about Finn. He’s been pining after you for years– ”

“ I have not been pining– ” Finn cut in, already scowling.

Jess didn’t even blink.

“But you! ” Her finger jabbed my shoulder like I was some kind of traitor to every logical thing she had ever known. “ By Gunwin,  you hated him. I mean, truly despised the air he breathed.”

Finn groaned.

“We get the point, Jess.”

She folded her arms, perfectly unfazed, and tilted her head.

“So what changed?”

The room fell silent.

My stomach flipped. I swallowed the lump in my throat. They were both looking at me now. Both Allerton siblings. Two pairs of matching green eyes, one amused, the other…gentle. Steady. Waiting.

Both expectant.

And yet I felt like the world was about to open up beneath me, and swallow me whole. The words wouldn’t come. I didn’t even know what  to say, not exactly. What had  changed?

Everything.  And nothing.

One day I was fighting him and the next I couldn’t imagine breathing without him.

But before I could figure out how to explain something I barely understood myself–

“ Jess, Finn, Briar! Dinner! ”

Mags’s voice called out from down the hall.

Jess raised a single brow in challenge.

“This discussion is not over,” she warned with a grin, before she turned and swept out of the room with the same theatrical energy she had entered it with.

I heard Finn exhale behind me.

Then his arms slid around my waist, and his lips brushed the curve of my neck. I tilted instinctively, granting him access as his nose skimmed the sensitive spot just below my ear. He pressed a kiss there. Light, devout. Right over the place where my pulse beat strongest.

“I’m sorry about Jess,” he murmured against my skin. “And my mother.” Another kiss. I sucked in a breath. “And especially my father.” This time, his lips found my cheek.

I turned in his arms, looping mine around his neck, and captured his mouth with mine.

“They’re not so bad, really,” I whispered against his lips.

He kissed me again.

This time, deeper. More certain. His grip tightened at my waist as he drew me in.

“If you’re not careful,” I murmured between kisses, “I’ll skip dinner with your family and stay in here with you all night instead.”

I felt his smile spread against my lips.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, my love.”

I laughed softly, and just before things could tip from playful to dangerous, Mags’s voice echoed down the hallway again, calling out for us. Mortifyingly followed by Jess, far too loud, far too gleeful.

“ Oh Mum.  Give them a chance to put their clothes back on!”

I groaned into Finn’s shoulder, half-laughing, half-dying of embarrassment.

He pulled back just enough to meet my eyes, and placed a final, fleeting kiss on my lips.

Then, hand in hand, hearts still racing, we stepped out of the library and into the warmth, into the noise.

Into something that might just become home.

***

The first course was served.

Served.

By actual people, like we were in a high-end restaurant instead of someone's home.

It was a salad. Delicate greens and grains, topped with a generous dollop of goat cheese and a perfect drizzle of balsamic vinegar. It looked delicious.

But there were four forks in front of me.

Four.

I had no idea which one to use.

Panic fluttered in my chest until I felt a gentle nudge at my side. I glanced over just in time to see Finn casually lift the outermost fork on the left and begin eating.

Thank Omni for him.

Relief swept through me. I mirrored his movement, and as I took my first bite, I caught the small, knowing smirk tugging at his lips. He winked. I rolled my eyes, but I could not fight back the smile.

“So, Briar. Where did you grow up?”

My fork froze halfway to my mouth. I glanced at Finn’s father, meeting his gaze as I lowered my utensil slowly back to the plate.

“Here,” I said, keeping my voice calm and even. “In the Capital.”

He gave a slow, deliberate nod. He lifted his wine glass and took a sip, eyes never quite leaving me. Everyone at the table had alcohol, except Mason. And Finn. He only drank water. So I stuck with water, too.

“What district?” His tone was polite. Almost casual. But the weight behind the question was heavy.

“Delta,” I answered quietly, but with confidence.

I was careful not to flinch. Not to cower from who I had been, who I still was.

A silence fell across the table. Not harsh or judgemental…just, weighted.

The name of each district carried its own reputation. And Delta’s reputation was underprivileged. Deprived. Rough. Underfunded. Overlooked. It meant surviving, not thriving. It meant worrying about where your next meal was coming from - not what utensil to eat it with.

Mr Allerton set down his wine glass, tilting his head thoughtfully. Critically.

“Raised in Delta,” he said, voice smooth, deliberate, “and still, you’re able to compete with my son.” His expression remained carefully neutral, but something gleamed behind his eyes. Not quite approval. Playful, maybe. Irritated, definitely.

Wounded.

Then his gaze slid to Finn, sharp, amused, maybe even impressed, but not entirely kind.

“What does that say, I wonder,” he continued, taking another sip of wine, “about a boy raised with the best tutors, the best training, every resource and opportunity that money could afford…and still being bested by someone from Delta?”

The clatter of Finn’s fork against his plate was louder than necessary.

He tensed beside me, fingers curling into fists, knuckles turning white.

“ Dad . Maybe now is not the time.” Finn said, a low warning.

Mr Allerton only held up his hands, a gesture of innocence, but did not apologise.

Mags stiffened in her seat, her fingers curling slightly around her wine stem.

Jess let out a quiet whistle, low under her breath.

But neither of them stepped in to defend Finn.

“I think,” I interjected carefully, laying my hand gently over Finn’s. My thumb caressed his knuckles, in the same way he had soothed me countless times before. “The question is not what it says about your son, but more what it says about our society.”

Finn’s knee brushed against mine gently beneath the table. A silent gesture of gratitude and support. Mags had gone still. Mason was still eating, unbothered, not listening. Jess sipped from her champagne, eyes darting between me and her father, not even bothering to hold back a grin. Half-cautious. Half-amused. Fully entertained.

“A society,” I continued when no one else spoke, “where the former Supreme Commander is aware of the disparities between districts and yet those disparities continue. If someone from Delta can ‘compete ’ with someone raised in privilege, that shouldn’t be seen as a surprising achievement. It should be seen as a failure in equity. A failure in access. And, perhaps, in leadership.”

I let the accusation settle in the silence.

Mr Allerton leaned back slightly in his chair. His expression did not change. But where I expected to see anger, I saw curiosity simmering behind his eyes.

And maybe something close to respect.

Finn exhaled a breath beside me.

Quiet. Subtle. Shaky.

I felt his hand relax in mine, intertwining our fingers and giving a gentle squeeze.

“Oh, I like her,” Jess murmured, placing her champagne glass to her lips and taking a long sip.

Peter Allerton’s jaw ticked, but he did not look at his daughter, his eyes never left mine.

“I poured funding into Delta during my reign,” he said, his tone sharp, almost casual. “Launched multiple initiatives that are still running today.” He gave a mild shrug, but his expression remained impassive. Controlled.

“And I won't deny that what you did helped many. I myself benefitted from those projects.” I admitted, shrugging my shoulders lightly. “But still, your pride is hurt because a low-born shapeshifter from Delta is able to compete with your well-raised, highly educated, privileged-beyond-comprehension son.” I leaned forward slightly, my voice calm but the tone was condemning. “That discomfort…that wounded pride, makes me wonder whether the actions during your time as Supreme Commander, the actions of anyone voted into that seat, are truly done for the benefit of those who are in need...or merely to secure your own legacy. Your own prosperity.”

I took a sip from my water, wishing for only a moment that it was something far, far stronger. My hand was clamped so tightly around the glass, only to keep my fingers from trembling, but I refused to remove my gaze from his.

I placed the glass down on the table. Not one word had been spoken.

“And for the record I think your son is  brilliant. ” I added, my voice softer now, and far steadier than I felt. “Not because of his upbringing, or the elite education, or the name he carries.” I drew in a breath. Let it out slowly. “But because he is loyal, and fiercely overprotective, and funny, and smarter than he has any right to be.”

A quiet laugh escaped me, small and disbelieving. Like I was hearing myself speak and I couldn’t quite believe I was actually saying these words out loud.

“He’s charming. And insufferable. And relentless. And the kind of person who would rather carry the weight of the world on his shoulders than admit he is hurting.” A pause. My chest felt too full. My throat too tight. “He pretends not to care but he cares deeper than anyone I have ever known - and he is the first person who would jump into danger to protect the people he loves, even at a detriment to himself.” My hands were trembling now and I did not dare glance at Finn for fear of what I would see on his face. But still, my grip on his hand did not waver.

“And I think that is more important, more valuable, than anything money can buy. Don’t you?” I asked finally, my voice broke slightly.

No one spoke.

The room fell silent. The clanking of cutlery on plates stopped, and even Mason looked up from his food.

I chewed the inside of my cheek. My heart raced in my chest. My palms began to feel clammy.

Oh I fucked up.

So much for making a good first impression.

I stood up quietly.

“If you’ll excuse me.” I offered no excuse beyond that. I didn’t wait for permission. I just turned and walked away, seeking the nearest door that led outside.

I found a small terraced patio that overlooked the gardens.

The night was cold. Or maybe it was just too hot inside. I gripped the railing with both hands, breathing in deep. Letting the cold ground me. My chest was tight. My pulse loud. My hands would not stop shaking.

Footsteps sounded behind me and I knew exactly who it was.

But I did not turn to look at him.

“ Finn, I am so sorry, ” I started quickly, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. “Your father made that comment and I just– I snapped. I didn’t mean to–”

In a heartbeat he was beside me.

His hand found my chin tilting my head towards his.

He did not say a word.

He just kissed me.

It was not soft or tentative or questioning. It was wild. It was fire. It was ruin. The kind of kiss that stole your breath. The kind of kiss that did not ask for permission, it just set the world ablaze. I turned towards him, hands moving from the railings to grip his shirt, like I needed to cling to him or I might break entirely.

When he finally pulled back, breathless and burning, his forehead rested against mine.

“I fucking love you, Briar Heartley. Do you know that?” He whispered, voice low and fierce and reverent. “I love you.”

Before I could speak, before I could even take a breath, his mouth was on mine again.

I love you. I love you. I love you.

The thought came with every kiss, every breath, every touch.

But I could not say it out loud.

I wanted to.

Because I felt it. Deeply. Irrevocably.

With every beat of my fragile, desperate, heart, I felt it.

But the words would not come.

That fear held me back. The fear that burrowed deep inside me the day I was born and immediately abandoned.

So instead I showed him.

I love you. My mouth said in the way I kissed him back - slow and urgent. Tender and desperate.

I love you. My hands said, in the way they found his hair, his jaw, his back - memorising the feel of him under my fingers like I was afraid he might one day abandon me too.

I love you. My breath said, in the way I whispered his name - like a prayer, like a promise.

I love you.
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Briar sighed deeply.

Her elbow rested against the table, cheek propped in her palm as she scrolled through hours of CCTV footage, searching for any trace of Elaine Folde. Her curls were pulled into a messy knot at the back of her head, unruly silver strands slipping loose to frame the delicate points of her ears.

The room was quiet.

Last night the atmosphere had been tense, and a little awkward after we returned to the table.

My father had not apologised. But neither had Briar.

Though, after their confrontation, there was no more animosity between them. No excuses exchanged, no forced smiles. Just a mutual, unspoken decision to move forward. He had been surprisingly civil for the rest of the evening - pleasant, even, in his own way.

My mum had tried her best to ease some of the lingering tension, always overly cheerful and enthusiastic. And Jess had chimed in with poorly timed comments now and then, undoubtedly with the aim of not only lightening the mood, but also heightening the drama.

And when we had gotten home, I had shown Briar thoroughly and repeatedly the depth of my appreciation for her.

With my hands.

My mouth.

My whole damn body.

Briar’s phone buzzed on the table, drawing her gaze away from the CCTV footage. She glanced at the message, snorted softly, and immediately started typing a reply.

I raised a brow.

“Who are you texting?” I asked, trying to sound casual, but who the fuck was I kidding? Even I could hear the tight edge in my voice that was irrationally close to jealousy. Briar’s eyes flicked up to meet mine. All amusement and wicked mischief.

“No need to be jealous,” she said, calling me out, her tone teasing. “It’s just Jess.”

The jealousy was replaced with an anticipation that was half-nerves, half-curiosity.

“My sister Jess?”

Her smile was that infuriating, knowing kind. That smile used to drive me insane. It still did. Just…differently now.

“Do we know another Jess?” She asked teasingly, one brow arching as she set the phone back down and turned her focus to the screen again. “She wants to go for a drink.”

I cleared my throat.

“With you?”

Briar didn’t even look away from the footage.

“Yes,” she said, the word escaping on a soft laugh. “It’ll be nice to get to know your sister better. Your whole family, actually. If I’m going to redeem myself after last night.”

I leaned back in my chair, arms folded. Watching her.

Her eyes narrowed slightly as she fast-forwarded through a section of footage, then paused and reversed a few frames, squinting at something indistinct in the corner of the screen.

“You don’t need to redeem yourself,” I said quietly. “You did nothing wrong, my love.”

Briar let out a soft breath, shaking her head, as if a small part of her disagreed but she did not want to argue.

“Still,” she shrugged her eyes staying on the footage, “if we want this relationship to work it would probably be best if we can get through a family meal without me turning it into a political debate–”

She kept speaking, but the words became muffled.

My heart missed a beat. Then another. Head spinning as I struggled to draw in a breath.

“Finn?”

I blinked.

The sound of my name on her lips, gentle, worried, was enough to drag me back. She was watching me now. Concern shimmered in her gaze. I swallowed hard, trying to mitigate the dryness in my mouth.

“You called this … us , a relationship.”

Briar’s face dropped.

Her lips parted to speak before she shut them again. She blinked a few times, chewing the inside of her cheek. Thoughts racing behind the nervous panic in those violet eyes.

She cleared her throat.

“In my, albeit very limited, experience,” she began, a soft smile on her face, “mutual feelings, natural chemistry, and unbelievable sex  usually constitutes a relationship.”

The words were playful, teasing. A soft attempt at lightening a situation that could have easily been…heavy. But beneath the words were a quiet confession.

What this truly meant to her.

What I  truly meant to her.

I let out a shaky laugh.

“While my relationship experience is equally as lacking,” I began, a soft breath of laughter on my lips. “I am inclined to agree.”

Briar’s smile widened.

“Good.” She said simply. Then, without looking at me again, she turned back to the screen, but her cheeks were still flushed with warmth.

And that was that.

No big declarations. No grand promises.

Just this moment. Quiet. Certain.

Briar and I were in a relationship.

A real one.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart.

Panic was tightening my chest. But it was a good kind of panic. A nervous panic. A happy panic.

I needed a distraction to stop myself from overthinking.

I smirked, leaning forward, elbows on the table, voice low and deliberately casual.

“So, since Zenatti was your only other real relationship before ours,” I said, voice low, teasing, “I can only assume the sex with him was also ‘unbelievable’ ?”

Briar rolled her eyes, the corner of her mouth twitching like she wanted to smile but was fighting it.

“Do you really want me to answer that question?” She asked, eyes flicking over to me, heat rising on her cheeks.

So thats a fucking yes then.

Something deep, and primal, and intrinsically male stirred low within me.

I chuckled softly, trying my best to appear unaffected.

“Is that where Cameron fell short?” I pressed, unsure of why I was continuing to torture myself with this. Still, I could feel the racing of my heart ease with every beat of this teasing, playful game we played.

As wild as it was, this had always been my serenity.

Briar’s fingers stilled, the footage on the screen stopping at the same time. She turned to face me fully, tilting her head slightly, eyes narrowed.

“No, that was the lack of mutual feelings.” She answered, voice playfully annoyed.

Fuck me. Him too? I was almost counting on his performance to be lacking.

This game was rapidly becoming a lot less fun for me. My fingers drummed against the desk and I watched as Briar’s mouth curled into a wicked, teasing smirk.

She knew.

She absolutely knew I wanted her to stroke my ego, and she was not going to give me the satisfaction. Still, I tried again.

“So if we were rating ‘unbelievable’  on a scale of 1 to 10 - where exactly would Zenatti. Cameron, and I fall on that scale?“

Briar laughed softly, shaking her head, but I knew I wasn’t getting my answer.

Her phone buzzed again on the table.

“Jess again?”

Briar shook her head as she picked it up, already swiping the screen open.

“Nope. Ramona. She’s heading out for lunch, wants to know if I want to join.” She said with a sigh. I gave a short nod towards the door.

“Go. Have fun.”

Briar gave me a look, brows raising.

“But we have hours of footage left to go through.”

“Exactly,” I said with a shrug. “Even more reason to take a breather before we drown in conspiracy theories and grainy camera angles.”

She hesitated, fingers stilling mid-text as she chewed the inside of her cheek.

There would have been a time, not so long ago, when Briar would not have considered stepping away from the desk. Especially not if it meant allowing me time to get ahead. That version of her would have turned down lunch plans without a second thought, buried herself in the mission, and refused to blink until the case was solved. But I had noticed that during our time in the Capital, Briar had become more amenable to putting aside work tasks for other things.

Movie nights in our apartment. After work drinks with our team. Sparring matches that ended in sweat-slicked laughter and breathless kisses in the changing room.

Work was still important. Solving her Auntie Kat’s case still drove her.

But it was no longer more important  than everything else.

Like friendship.

Or balance.

Or me.

I saw the moment she caved.

“Fine,” she relented, already standing and brushing out the knot of curls at the back of her head with one hand. “I’ll be back in an hour. Want me to bring you anything?”

I smirked, leaning back in my chair.

“An answer to that scale question would be nice.”

She rolled her eyes but leaned down over my desk, capturing my lips with hers. And when she pulled away far too soon for my liking, I pulled her back for another lingering kiss.

She laughed softly against my lips, and this time when she moved to leave, I let her go.

She headed towards the door, pausing in the frame. Her fingers curled lightly around the edge, and she turned just enough to look at me over her shoulder.

“Nate’s a nine,” she said in a tone that was far too casual and nonchalant. “Cam is a seven.” Her lips twitched into a wicked smile. “And you?” She winked. “You’re off the charts.”

Then she was gone, the door clicking softly shut behind her.

This fucking woman.

I sat there grinning like an idiot for deities know how long.

Sure, I knew there was probably some bias in that rating, but the primal part of me - deep down, male and possessive - felt thoroughly satisfied.

Even if Zenatti did score a fucking nine.

***

I’ll be back in an hour.

That’s what she had said.

An hour had passed. An hour and 13 minutes, to be exact.

But I was not worried.

I skimmed through some of the CCTV footage, pausing now and then to do a closer analysis on some of the individuals passing by, but I found nothing of note.

My eyes flickered down to the time on the bottom of the screen - another ten minutes had passed.

And Briar had still not returned.

I tapped my fingers against the desk, slowly, methodically.

I was being irrational.

She was probably chatting to Ramona, and lost track of time. Even if that was out of character for Briar, who was never late. Always punctual.

I minimised the footage, and opened the web browser to check the local news website, and latest traffic reports.

No major incidents. Roads were clear. No alerts.

I exhaled a delayed breath.

Fuck.

I needed to calm down.

I took out my phone, tapping out a message.

Finn: I hope your extended lunch is worth me taking all the credit when I find Elaine first

I forced a chuckle, imagining the soft snort, the eye roll, the crooked little smile Briar would give when she read it. I returned to the footage, keeping an ear out for the soft chime of my phone that indicated a message.

But there was no sound.

After an hour and thirty-seven minutes, I checked my phone again.

My screen remained blank. No read receipts. No little dots. Just silence.

We had been in a relationship for five minutes. And already I was probably driving her mad with my paranoia. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to ignore the rolling nausea in my stomach. I was overthinking this. Maybe she bumped into Taylor. Or scored-a-nine-on-the-fucking-scale Nate. Or walked past a book shop and couldn't resist having a browse.

But that did not explain why she was not texting me back.

It was nothing. It had to be nothing.

And yet–

Something was wrong.

So fucking wrong.

The clock ticked loud in the silence. Each second a mocking reminder that she still was not here.

I waited.

But I hit my limit when two hours passed without hearing a word.

I sighed deeply, deciding to head to the archives to see if Ramona had come back from lunch yet. If she had not yet returned, Rox could confirm it, and maybe that would ease the dread in my mind.

The lift doors opened onto the underground level.

Far colder and darker than the bright offices upstairs.

Rox stood behind the desk, he smiled lightly when he saw me. Sniffed the air. A subtle twitch of his nose. A gleam in his eye. He raised a brow.

“Agent Allerton,” he said, barely holding back a smirk, “how can I help you?”

I cleared my throat, trying to keep my voice steady despite the growing nausea in my stomach.

“Did Ramona get back from lunch okay? Briar went out with her, and she hasn’t come back yet.”

Rox’s smirk softened into something more genuine. Gentler. Concerned

“Yeah. She’s here, just in the back. I’ll grab her for you.”

I nodded, but somehow knowing Ramona had returned without Briar made my blood run cold.

Seconds dragged into eternities.

When he returned, the face that walked through the door nearly stopped my heart.

Wrinkled. Tired. Older.

A familiar face, yes. But not the one I was expecting.

“Essie?” The name slipped from my lips, barely more than a breath. My lungs were burning, desperate for air I could not seem to draw.

The woman laughed softly, like this was the kind of confusion she was used to.

“No, Essie is my twin sister. I’m Ramona.”

No.

No. She could not be Ramona.

Because I had seen Ramona the other day.

A shapeshifter.

Sharp-eyes, raven black hair, her grin all teeth and playful amusement, especially when she looked at Briar.

She was certainly not… this.  

I swallowed hard. My face drained of colour. Cold sweat ran down my spine.

I tried. I really tried to stay calm.

But panic surged regardless, raw and brutal.

Smothering logic. Drowning reason.

But fuck logic and reason. Because here was someone standing in front of me, calm and collected, claiming to be Ramona–

And this was not fucking Ramona.

The darkness started closing in.

Cold. Relentless. Consuming.

“You’re not the person Briar has been spending time with?” The words more a statement than a question, voice low and trembling. Ramona tilted her head, confusion wrinkling her brow.

“Briar? No…I don’t believe we have met.”

My heart stopped.

Blood ran cold.

I could not think. I could not breathe.

Because if this  was Ramona–

The real Ramona.

Then who the fuck had Briar just gone to lunch with.

And who the fuck had Briar been spending time with all these moons.

Who had she trusted?

And–

Oh no.

My knees went weak. I gripped the edge of the desk for support. Knuckles white.

No no no.

Vitatrix no.

If Briar was not here.

If Briar was not with Ramona–

Had never truly been with Ramona–

Then where was she now?
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The bitter scent of roasted coffee beans was made bearable by the buttery warmth of pastries and the velvet-smooth promise of hot chocolate. Ramona sat opposite me, spoon clinking against the ceramic as she stirred her drink with a little too much force.

Her hands were trembling.

I had noticed on our walk to the cafe that she had been quieter than usual, but I truly saw it now. The sheer exhaustion weighing her down. Her shoulders slumped. Her complexion paled, almost drained. Shadows dark beneath her eyes. And she was not even using her shifting ability to alter her appearance.

I smiled softly at her.

“You look tired. Are you okay?” I asked, keeping my voice light, and the concern casual.

Ramona looked up from her mug, forcing a soft smile that did not quite reach her eyes.

“Fine,” she answered, too fast. “Just a lot going on at work.”

I let out a soft laugh, running a hand through my hair. I could certainly relate to that.

“Tell me about it.” I murmured, shaking my head, taking a sip of my drink.

Ramona tilted her head, one brow arched in lazy curiosity. But still there was a dimness beneath her gaze.

“Rough case?” She asked.

I dropped my gaze, watching the hot chocolate swirl lazily in its mug. The rich scent curled up with the steam, almost comforting.

“You could say that.” I said, bringing the mug to my lips and taking a sip. Ramona’s lips curled up into a friendly smirk - but the sharp glint in her eye was still dulled by fatigue.

“Let me guess,” she said, her tone light, teasing, but there was something tight beneath it. “Covert surveillance? Unsuccessful interrogations? Suspect on the run?”

I shook my head, a quiet laugh catching in my throat. Mildly surprised at the accuracy of her guess.

“It’s–” My eyes flickered down to where her hands rested on the table. Her thumb rubbed over her ring finger in slow, unconscious circles. But there was no ring.

My breath caught a little.

Because she did wear one, didn’t she? I had noticed it that first day we met in the bathroom when she was–

Vomiting.

Simple. Gold. Dull. Matte.

Oh.

I swallowed hard. Breath catching in my throat. Desperately trying to calm the furious beating of my heart.

“It’s classified.” I finished, the words barely a breath on my lips. Ramona stilled, the motion of her hand faltering for a heartbeat before she pulled it away and wrapped both palms around her coffee cup.

My body was suddenly cold, and the world around me felt distant. Muted. The clatter of cutlery, the murmur of conversation, the quiet whirring of the coffee machines - all muffled. I could feel my pulse in my ears, loud and heavy. The realisation hit me with startling clarity.

Ramona’s ring was the same as Elaine Folde’s.

The same as Beaureallis’s bracelet.

Fuck.

How had I not made that connection before now?

It was her .

It had always been her.

Ramona was the mole.

I forced a smile, my stomach churning beneath the false expression.

“Sorry…I just–” I pushed my chair back, fumbling for my phone in my pocket. “I just remembered Finn wanted me to order him something before we left. I’m just going to ring him and–”

But as I stood, I felt a domineering figure at my back.

The press of cold, hard metal slipped beneath my jacket, stiff and frigid against my skin, even through the fabric of my blouse.

“Oh I have certainly missed you, doll.”

I closed my eyes. Just for a second. His voice. That voice. Low and smooth and full of amusement, sent a wave of nausea rolling through my stomach.

Rascallian.

“Missed me?” I questioned, my voice low and accusing. Forcing my breathing to remain controlled. Calm. “ Funny . That little assassination attempt of yours didn’t exactly scream fondness .”

I dared a glance over my shoulder.

The same menacing grin he wore that night in his club stretched across his face. His coat was bulky, out of place for the warm summer weather, strategically concealing the weapon beneath now sliding towards my gut.

And then, Ramona moved.

Quick. Too quick.

Her hand slipped into my pocket and took out my phone.

Fuck.

“And that,” Rascallian purred, “would have been such a waste of a pretty little face  like yours.” My stomach heaved. But I didn’t dare move. “Be smart now,” he continued, the pressure of the weapon growing firmer. “Don’t make me use this on you, doll. We’ve got Knightguard crawling all over this place.”

My eyes darted around the cafe, noticing the several guarding pairs of eyes tracking our movements.

Watching. Waiting.

Hidden in plain sight.

One by the tills. Another near the window. A third stood casually by the door.

I was alone.

And I was surrounded.

“So here’s what’s going to happen,” he murmured. “You’re going to turn around nice and slow, with that sweet little smile on your face. And you’re gonna walk out of here with us. Because if you don’t–” he tapped the barrel of the gun against my side, the quiet clink loud enough for just me to hear, “–other people get hurt.”

I felt the blood drain from my face.

My instincts screamed at me to move. To fight. To run.

But the coffee shop was crowded.

Too many people. Too many innocent lives, sipping lattes and biting into pastries like they weren’t seconds from being collateral damage.

I couldn’t risk it.

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to smile. To nod. Every part of me rebelled against the submission, but I did it anyway.

Play along. Stay alive.

Rascallian’s grip tightened around my arm, yanking me forward, his breath hot and foul in my ear. Ramona followed close behind. He shoved me out the door, his weapon still pressed into my side, and I stumbled into the street. My head spun. Sounds muffled by the racing pulse in my ears. Heart beating to an erratic, anxious rhythm. Struggling to draw breath.

The revelation of Ramona’s betrayal was crushing.

Suffocating.

Settling like poison in my blood.

Focus. I needed to focus.

Stay calm. Think. Plot. Survive.

And more than anything, I needed to find a way to get a message to Finn.

Before it was too late.
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I didn’t knock.

Didn’t pause.

Did not hesitate for a single second.

I shoved the door open hard enough for it to slam into the wall.

“Sir–”

Pendrel shot me a glare, but Larkin didn’t even flinch. He didn’t even look up. Just kept sifting through the chaos of files like I was a mild inconvenience. His voice was flat. Drawled. Detached.

“Agent Allerton, just because we share blood does not mean that you can take liberties–”

“Please, sir.” I interjected, not even attempting to hide the tight desperation in my tone. “It’s Briar. She’s in trouble.”

That got his attention.

He looked up, but his expression remained neutral. A slightly cocked brow was the only indication of any kind of emotion.

“Come in,” he said. “Explain.”

I stepped inside. The door clicked shut behind me.

“Briar went out for lunch with someone she said was a friend.” It was almost impossible to remain calm as my heart raced in my chest and nausea rolled in my gut. Panic evident from the waver in my voice. “She said she would be an hour. It’s been almost two and a half.”

Larkin leaned back in his chair. Calm. Dismissive.

“Agent Heartley taking an extended lunch with a friend is hardly cause for concern.”

I wanted to shout. To scream. To slam my fist into his desk. Or his face. To tell him to get up from his chair and fucking do something  because Briar was out there somewhere and we needed to find her and–

My thoughts spiraled. That old, suffocating darkness creeping in at the edges of my mind.

But I could not let it take hold. Not now.

I forced the panic down. Buried it beneath her name. Her voice. Her smile. Her beauty. The sound of her laugh. I had to stay calm. I had to focus.

For her. For Briar.

My hands clenched into fists at my sides, knuckles turning white.

“I have reason to believe the person she went out with has been lying about their identity. An imposter, posing as someone who works here. And I think they’re dangerous.” I explained, exhaling a shaky breath. Larkin stilled, just a fraction. “I have tried texting her. Calling. No answer. Something is wrong.  Please sir, we need to mobilise the team now.”

Pendrel narrowed his eyes, arms folded across his chest like he had already come to a conclusion about Briar’s disappearance.

“And how do you know she hasn’t been conspiring with this impersonator?”

Oh fuck him.

It wasn’t the shadows this time. Not the creeping, suffocating dark I had battled for years.

This was rage . Blinding and hot, rising behind my eyes like the red mist of fury.

I laughed, just once. Low and bitter.

“With all due respect, sir…” I began, then stopped. Shook my head. “Actually, no. Fuck the respect. ” Larkin’s brows lifted, but he didn’t interrupt. I even thought I saw the corner of his mouth twitch, just slightly. “Briar is honest,” I began. “She’s brilliant. Capable. And she has been treated like shit  her entire life by the very people who were supposed to protect her . Love her . Not just strangers. Us. You. ” I snarled, stepping forward, pointing straight at Pendrel. “She has endured more than most of us ever will, and still you dismiss her. Still, you talk down to her like she’s less , just because she happens to be a shapeshifter.”

Another step. I loomed over him now.

Taller. Louder. Angrier.

My face inches from his.

He did not show an ounce of emotion. Did not back down, Did not bend to my intimidation. But he did not fight back either. It took every bit of control not to slam him against the wall like I had Rascallian.

Even though he fucking deserved it.

“And still, she shows up,” I growled. “Does the job better than half the damned agents on this team, no matter how little you think of her.” I jabbed a finger into his shoulder. “I don’t care if you fire me. Tarnish my name. Strip me of every fucking title I’ve earned. None of that matters if I lose her. ”

My voice cracked on those last words.

Because the thought came unbidden that I had been refusing to acknowledge.

I might actually lose her.

The pain, the fear, overtook the anger. Real. Inescapable. And trembling. I pulled back, dragging a hand down my face.

Breathe. Finn.

Focus.

But even as my lungs took in air, breathing was impossible.

I swallowed hard.

“Please.” The one word came out as a breathless, desperate, plea. I was crumbling, barely holding it together. “Just help me get her back.” I looked between them. Both unreadable. Both silent. “It’s the least you can do,” I said, quieter now. “After everything you have put her through.”

The desperation threatened to bring me to my knees.

Not because I was weak.

Because I needed  them.

“Please.” I begged. “Lieutenant. Captain. Help me. Something is wrong… and I can’t–”

A shaky breath.

I pushed a trembling hand through my hair, trying to keep the last remaining thread of composure.

Silence.

Pendrel studied me, expression unreadable. Then, slowly, he unfolded his arms.

“Tell us what you know,” he said.

Relief.

Pure, blissful relief flooded through me.

I closed my eyes for a heartbeat. Just long enough to feel it. Let it realign my focus.

I will find you, my love.

I inhaled.

Opened my eyes.

And told them everything.

***

Another hour passed.

Sixty, dragging, suffocating minutes.

Each second made it harder to breathe.

But I kept my focus. Kept the shadows out of my head. Kept my mind on one thing. The only thing that mattered. The only thing that had ever mattered.

Briar.

The entire team had dropped everything. I had not even needed to ask.

After the meeting with Larkin and Pendrel, we gathered the team and I explained again. Fast, blunt, no room for doubt.

And everyone just...moved.

No questions, no sceptical side-eyes, no raised brows.

Just action.

And as grateful as I was, their unquestioning support made it feel worse somehow–

More real .

I kept calling her number.

Again. Again. Again.

No answer. No voicemail. No click.

Just endless ringing before the line went dead.

I had memorised the exact duration it took for the line to cut off.

Thirty-two seconds. Every time.

I hit dial again.

Isadora had traced Briar’s finances. There had been a transaction on her card fifteen minutes after she left the Home Office. A coffee shop nearby. Close enough to walk. Close enough that she should not have vanished off the map.

7 seconds.

Warren was already on the phone with the café, charming the manager into giving us access to the CCTV feed.

11 seconds.

Essie and Ed sat hunched over a desk. One had Briar’s call records, the other was combing through known aliases and burner numbers, trying to pull any thread that might lead to whoever the imposter might be.

19 seconds.

Larkin and Pendrel were working side by side. Coordinating field teams. Alerting precincts. Every unit on high alert. Code red. Possible abduction.

23 seconds.

I had the phone on speaker, sitting centre on the table like it had become the Solora-damned-sun we all orbited.

27 seconds.

28 seconds.

29 sec–

There was a click.

And then–

She answered.
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The monotonous buzz of antishift-wave technology vibrated through my body.

They had cuffed me the second we slipped free of the crowd. No hesitation. No words. Just cold, precise. Ramona would not even look at me as she clicked them onto my wrists. The cuffs were not regulation issue. Custom-made tech. Improvised. Homemade.

And yet, effective.

Once they shoved me into the car and yanked a blindfold over my eyes, keeping track of our direction got harder. The turns. The stops. All blurred. But I knew we had headed towards Delta. But not quite far enough to enter the territory.

Now we sat in a small, sterile, almost clinical room. I was tied to a chair. Ropes biting into the skin on my wrists and ankles. The scent of chemicals, clean flames, and scorched metal almost overwhelmed my senses.

But not entirely.

There was a faint, recognisable scent coming from the adjacent building.

Alcohol. Smoke. Lust.

My heart clenched.

I knew that smell.

I knew exactly where we were.

At least I hoped I did.

Rascallian lounged in a chair opposite me. His boots were propped up on the table, one ankle crossed lazily over the other as he scrolled through his phone. Bored, indifferent.

Ramona was his counterbalance.

She paced the room. Tense. Twitchy.

My phone vibrated again on the table beside where Rascallian was sat, just out of reach.

I watched the screen light up. Watched Finn’s name flashing with every silent ring for half a minute before going blank again. Unanswered.

But there was nothing I could do yet.

Cuffed and bound there was no way I could fight back. Protect myself.

I needed one, or both of them to leave.

I flexed my fingers, stretching them just slightly, trying to find some leverage within the ropes.

The only hope I had of getting out of here right now was Finn.

Breathe. Just breathe. And wait.

“Lainey. Calm down and throw us a cigarette would you?”  

Lainey.

My gaze snapped to her. Breath catching in my throat.

Elaine.

Her eyes met mine, and everything fell into place.

The interview.

The nausea.

The sweat.

The way she kept fiddling with that simple matte ring.   She had been using the ring to counteract the anti-shiftwave tech. To hide her face. Because she knew I would recognise her real face. And she had said my name like she knew me. Because she did know me.

Because as Ramona she had been my friend.

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. Looked away. Fumbled with her bag.

Her hand recoiled the moment it dipped inside, and she dropped the whole thing to the floor, stifling a gag. Rascallian sighed, grumbling like she was being a burden. He pushed to his feet, chair scraping sharply across the tile, and staggered over to her.

“ Give me that fucking thing before you become a liability, ” he snapped, snatching the ring from her bag and pocketing it.

He pulled the cigarettes out the bag next, and lit one up.

That fucking scent.

It was not the scent of Pendrel smoking a cigarette outside of the club. But Ramona. Elaine.

Fuck.

My phone began ringing again. Finn’s name lit up on the screen like a flicker of starlight on the darkest night. Rascallian followed the flick of my gaze, his smirk turned menacing as he leaned back in his chair, taking a long drag from his cigarette.

“He’ll find me.” I said quietly, certain.

Rascallian’s glare narrowed on me. I gave an unbothered nonchalant shrug. “If I don’t answer that phone soon, Finn’s going to get suspicious. He probably already is.”

Rascallian’s scowl sharpened, eyes going dark.

“Don’t even think about it, doll. He won’t be getting any answers from you.”

I tried to steady my breath, burying the flutter of panic in my chest beneath feigned indifference.

“Fine,” I forced a shrug, pretending I wasn’t bothered by the situation. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you when he comes looking for me.”

His fingers tapped against his knee in an agitated rhythm. Then, finally, he moved.

“You’re in no position to try anything funny. So you’ll do what I say.” His demand was a low growl. “Answer the phone. Reassure him that you’re safe. Make it convincing. Or you’re dead, doll. And he’ll be next. ”

A shiver raced down my spine. I nodded.

Compliant. Controlled.

He plucked the phone from the table and pressed it to my ear.

“Finn!” His name came out as a breathless gasp on my lips. Rascallian growled low under his breath, and I knew I needed to step up my act if I wanted this conversation with Finn to continue.

“Briar, my love.” His voice was strained, worried. I could hear the tension in it, the concern. A tear slipped down my cheek, but with my hands bound there was nothing I could do. So I let it fall. “I say this with the best intentions and with all the love in my heart but where the fuck are you? ”

My throat tightened.

I swallowed against the dryness in my mouth.

I sniffled, tears falling faster now as I tried to keep the bite of a sob from my voice.

“I’m fine,” I said, with a feigned cheer I did not feel. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I just…bumped into my mum. ”

For a heartbeat, there was silence.

“Your mum? ”  He repeated, cautiously.

“Yes,” I pressed on, there was no time to hesitate. I just had to trust he was smart enough to remember. That his thoughts were not too clouded by panic and worry. “You know how she can be - so chatty. Anyway, we decided to go for a drink. That bar we went to, remember? First night out as a couple.”

I prayed to Omni that he was following my incessant rambling.

“Good thing I picked up that business card,” I added, careful with my tone. “Otherwise, I would never have remembered the address. We would have wandered around the other buildings in the area forever.”

I forced a shaky laugh. Too fragile. Too telling.

I could feel Rascallian watching me. Feel the heat of his gaze.

“We might head back to hers after,” I said softly. “I might even stay the night. So…don’t worry, okay? I’ll be safe.”

The silence on the line stretched. My heart raced in my chest.

“Okay, my love,” he said finally. The words came soft, careful.

I listened to his slow quiet breathing on the other end.

Was he getting it? Did he remember what we agreed? Or was he just terrified?

“Finn?” I whispered.

“Yeah?” His voice was gentler now. Quieter.

I wanted to tell him everything. I wanted to scream. I’m here. I’m trapped. Please find me.

But I couldn’t. Not yet.

So instead, I told him the one truth I could say.

“ I love you. ”

The words were just a whisper of a breath on my lips, but they weighed heavier than anything I had spoken in my entire life. They healed me, and broke me again in the same breath.

And I meant them.

With every breath. Every beat of my heart, I meant them.

And I felt it then. The ache, the regret.

Not because I regretted saying it. But because I should have told him sooner.

But I didn’t. Because I was afraid. And I thought I had more time.

And Finn deserved to hear me say it before our time ran out.

Before I heard Finn’s response, Rascallian pulled the phone away and hung up.

He growled. Eyes dark with fury. He stared at me. His jaw clenched so tightly I could hear his teeth grinding.

I sucked in a breath.

I knew. I knew that ‘I love you’ had been too much. Too real. Too sincere. Too emotional. Perhaps making my vulnerable position too… obvious.

“ You fucking bitch. ”

I saw his fist pull back.

I couldn’t duck, couldn’t dodge, couldn’t block.

The ropes held me tight.

I squeezed my eyes shut, and braced for impact.

His knuckles cracked against the side of my head, right at the temple.

Pain burst behind my eyes, followed by a sickening wave of dizziness.

The world tilted sideways.

And then–

Everything went black.
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Oh my girl was smart.

Beautiful. And brilliant. And so fucking smart.

And she loved me.

She really loved me.

I looked up–

The room had gone still.

Every set of eyes locked on me, a mix of disbelief and barely-contained worry reflected back. My heart beat erratically in my chest. But I forced my breathing to remain steady. Controlled.

I swallowed hard.

“I know where she is,” I said, quiet. Certain. I must have looked unhinged with the edges of a grin pulling at my mouth. But I couldn't help it. Because I was in love with a fucking genius.

And I had never loved her more.

Warren’s brow lifted, curious but calm.

“Not with her mum, then?” He asked, but there was no hint of scepticism or doubt in his tone, just quiet interest.

“No.” I was already moving, frantically typing, dragging cables, knocking over papers in my scramble to connect the laptop to the projector. Larkin muttered something about the mess under his breath. I ignored him.

“She’s been estranged from her parents since birth. Grew up at Vita’s. That mention of her mother - it was a code. A distress signal. Something we came up with.” The projector flickered to life. A digital map lit up the screen. “She left a trail, hid it in her words.”

I typed fast, bringing up a location.

“ That first club we went to as a couple . She was referencing ‘Drinks on Rise’.”

The first night we went undercover posing as a couple. The first night I saw her in that damned dress, and my entire world stopped. The first night that every inch of her became a temptation I no longer had the strength to resist.

The night that I began to want her in ways that went beyond, far, far, beyond, the boundaries of which we had been playing pretend.

“That same night, Tristain Rascallian handed her a business card. Leading us to his  club.” I said, pointing at the small expanse of space in the area where Rascal’s was located. “But she alluded to the other surrounding buildings. Not the club itself.”  

I zoomed in, highlighting warehouses surrounding it.

Supposedly abandoned. Supposedly empty.

“She's here.” I jabbed a finger at the screen. “Somewhere in these buildings. She’s pointing us right to them.”

Larkin folded his arms, brow arched. Cautious. Measured. The scattered papers on the floor forgotten.

“You’re sure?”

“ Trust me, ” I said, voice tight. “I’m certain.”

He exhaled slowly, shaking his head.

“I can’t write ‘trust me’ on a warrant, Allerton. Even Captains get audited.”  He sighed, but I could hear the strain, the regret in his tone. “I need a reason. Something substantial.”

My stomach dropped.

The familiar sense of panic crept like darkening shadows from the edges of my mind.

Chest tight. Breathing difficult.

But I refused to let it consume me. Not again.

My mind raced. Thoughts, solutions, loopholes, frantically bounced through my head. Desperate to find something, anything , that would help me get to her.

And then–

My eyes snapped to Larkin.

Sharp and certain. Bright and burning.

“You’ll have your reason,” I said, moving towards the exit, already setting my plan into motion. “Be ready to move in under an hour.”

***

The small amount of natural light that usually filtered into the interrogation rooms had almost faded completely. It was replaced with the low hum of electricity from the fluorescents instead. Too bright. Too clinical. Too fucking unnerving.

Rodney Folde sat in the chair opposite mine.

Arms folded. Shoulders tense. A twitch pulling at the muscle in his jaw. He had heavy dark bags beneath tired bloodshot eyes. Arrogant on the surface, but there was fear beneath. He tried to hide it. But it was made evident in the slight glistening of sweat on his forehead. The stiffness in his posture.

He had been held in custody now for over 48 hours, and the time was beginning to wear on him.

Bored. Tired. Restless.

That made him easier to agitate. Easier to manipulate. Easier to break.

But still, I had to be smart about this.

Keep my focus. Keep my head.

There was no room for error. No leniency for mistakes.

I clicked my tongue.

Leant back in my chair, easy and relaxed. A slow smile curling across my face. Cool. Measured. Smug. Let that natural, arrogant, charm shine through.

Even though I was feeling anything but.

“We found your setup, Rodney.” I began, laying out images of evidence we had found in his apartment carefully on the table. “Burners, glassware, chemical traces. Looks like you’re going to need a new source for your pocket money. ”

The corner of his lip curled into a snarl.

He barked a laugh. Sharp, hollow, defensive.

“Pocket money? ”

I shrugged lazily, interlacing my fingers and resting them behind my head.

Didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Just looked at him with casual disinterest intending to piss him off.

“That’s all I imagine you make. A pittance. Barely worth the risk.” I said, eyes roaming over him with deliberate condescension.

His eyes darkened. He leaned forward. A yellowing, toothy, growl on his lips.

Punctured ego. Damaged pride.

“I make more in a week, sometimes in a day, than you’ll make in a year.” He spat. His lips twisted into a smug, hungry smirk. Poisoned with greed.

I exhaled a short, amused breath. A near-laugh of disbelief.

“All that,” I said, tone light, almost teasing, “from a couple of pathetic batches of Zypherium in your kitchen?”

Rodney scoffed, loud and derisive. And far too eager.

And I knew I had him. But I had to keep up the act.

“We don’t make it in the kitchen, you dumb fuck.  We make it in the warehouses.”

My heart stuttered.

There.

So fucking close.

But I did not flinch. Did not even blink.

Instead, I frowned, just slightly. Tilted my head.

“Warehouses?” I asked, brows furrowed.

Rodney leaned back, arms crossed, all arrogance and smug self-importance. All too eager to prove that he was the big man. To peacock his presumed intellect and perceived superiority over me.

He grinned.

“The ones by Rascal’s.” He said, a victorious smirk upon his lips. His eyes gleaming in triumph.

I smiled back.

Slow. Cold. Quietly lethal.

Leant back in my chair and laughed.

Far too fucking easy.

I pressed the intercom button that connected our room to the observation bay.

“You get that?” I asked, voice cool, calm. But that was still part of the act.

Inside I was trembling. Breathing, shaky, ragged.

But I just needed to hold on that little bit longer.

Rodney froze.

The blood drained from his face. The arrogance vanished immediately. His mouth opened. Closed. Eyes wide with a slow, horrified realisation.

“Got it,” Pendrel replied, his voice sharp and certain through the speaker. “Captain’s drawing up the warrants now. He’ll fast-track them. Gear up, Allerton. We move in ten.”

I stood. The chair scraped against the floor.

I turned to Rodney. Gave him a final smile.

“Thanks for the help,” I said. “You were great.”

Then I walked.

My footsteps echoed down the corridor. Fast, hard, purposeful.

Ten minutes. Ten minutes and we would be on the move.

Ten minutes closer to her.

I stopped by the tactical room door, bracing a hand against the wall.

The panic overwhelming for just a second.

I inhaled deeply. Let it out, again. Breath shaky and uneven.

But steady enough to keep going.

Hold on, my love.

I’m coming.

I will find you.
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I blinked awake.

A groan came to my lips unbidden. There was a painful thumping behind my eyes. My head felt heavy. Dizzy. Throbbing with every breath. I squeezed my eyes shut again against the harsh fluorescent light. Too bright to be natural. Uneasiness rolled in my stomach. I tried to bring my hand up to cradle my aching head but it pulled tight against a restraint.

My eyes snapped open, despite the throbbing ache brought on by the lights.

My hands were bound.

Everything came rushing back to me then.

The coffee shop.

Rascallian.

Ramona’s betrayal.

No- not Ramona. Elaine fucking Folde.

The abduction.

The phone call.

Finn.

Telling Finn I loved him.

Telling Finn I loved him.

“You’re awake.”

Groggily I glanced around the room, heart pounding as I fought against the restraints, nausea thick in my gut. It was just her now. Elaine. She had stopped pacing. She was sitting in a chair at a small table, chewing on her nails.

Her foot tapped rapidly on the ground.

I licked my lips. Dry. Cracked. Tasted blood.

“Where’s your boyfriend?” I asked, the words slightly slurred as my brain tried to fight the dizziness. She stilled. Her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down.

“None of your fucking business,” she snapped. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”

I tilted my head. Big mistake. The world tipped sideways. I clenched my jaw, swallowing the bile that rose up hard and fast. Still, I raised an eyebrow. Casual. Controlled. Like I wasn’t tied down and falling apart.

Her face flushed. She looked away.

“But you want him to be?”

Her eyes snapped to mine, the crimson on her cheeks deepened.

“We’re not going to sit here and talk boys, Briar. We’re not friends.” Her voice cracked just slightly on the last word. “I saw an opportunity to keep a closer eye on the agent investigating my family. I took it. This–” She waved her hand vaguely, angrily. “–was never real.”

Those words hurt far more than the betrayal.

But I could see that flicker in her eyes. That doubt. A mutual pain.

Maybe a small part of her had started to believe the lie. Believe that we could be friends. Even if only for a second.

“You manipulated me.” The words were a rasp, my mouth still dry.

“I outmanoeuvred you,” she spat. “There’s a difference.”

There was a beat of silence.

The room stopped spinning, my head feeling a little less heavy. I laughed softly, bitterly.

“You know, Pendrel was a fool to dismiss you. You would have made a damn good agent.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Oh don’t start, Briar.” Her tone became defensive.

“No seriously, let me see if I have this right.” I rested my head back against the wall. I kept my tone light, almost admiring. “Not only have you replicated and improved upon a medical grade drug, but you also recreated a piece of patented tech with half the resources and no legitimate funding.” Elaine’s jaw clenched, her lips pressed into a tight line. “And then,” I went on, “you used that tech to break into one of the most highly secured buildings in Valverde. You stole classified intel and used it to not only expand the distribution and sales of your drug, but also outmanoeuvre law enforcement, all while getting an advantage over the Firedrakes.” I let my gaze slide over her. “The Knightguard’s rival gang who also happen to be led by the same entrepreneur and politician who gave you your big break, used you, and let you go.” Her fingers twitched. “And, during all that you found time to try and frame Pendrel. I’ll admit you almost fooled me with that one–”

“Stop. Fucking. Talking.” She cut me off. But it wasn’t anger behind the words. It was hurt.

I smiled, faintly.

“I’m just saying, Elaine.” I shrugged against the restraints. “I’m impressed.”

She let out a noise that was half-growl, half-deflection and rose to her feet, pacing again.

“Briar, would you just–”

The door crashed open. I winced, the slam only worsening the pounding in my head.

Rascallian stepped into the doorway, intentionally dominating the frame. His eyes found me almost immediately, and his mouth curled into a wide grin.

“Welcome back, doll,” he drawled, sauntering over to the chair he occupied earlier, dropping into it like he had never left. Feet propped up, arms folded across his chest, eyes trailing over me with a slow, lazy hunger.

“It’s so suspiciously quiet,” he mused, interlacing his fingers and stretching his arms behind his head. “I didn’t interrupt any girl talk, did I?”

I rolled my eyes, but even though the pain in my head had subsided, the movement made me wince.

“How long was I out?” I asked, looking between the two of them, my voice dry. With no natural light in the room it was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Rascallian shrugged, nonchalant, unbothered.

“Two hours? Maybe three.”

My heart stopped. Stomach dropped.

Three hours and no Finn?

He wasn’t coming.

I was alone.

I took a steadying breath.

I needed a new plan.

I blinked again, and winced slightly at the pain.

My eyes flickered over to Rascallian. And then down to his pocket. I sucked in a quiet breath, eyes flicking up to meet his gaze.  

“Hows my face? Still good enough for your club?” I asked.

His eyes darkened, lips twitching into something far too pleased. He dragged his gaze over me like he was reliving every second of that night.

A blush flared unbidden to my cheeks.

Remembering the way I danced. Remembering the way Finn’s heated gaze watched me in the mirror. I used the thought of Finn to give me confidence now as it had then.

I heard the scrape of Rascallian’s chair. His steps echoed, slow, deliberate. His dark shadow towering over me. Fingers gripped my chin, rough and bruising as he forced my face upward. His eyes scanned my cheek, the corner of my lip. Inspecting the damage he left behind.

A smirk spread across his mouth.

“Still a pretty face.” He said, forcefully dropping his grip. His grin turned menacing, predatory. “Wouldn’t impact the price people would be willing to pay to see you dance.”

I snorted. Disbelief. Disgust. But it was enough to keep his attention.

A low growl rolled in his throat as he moved closer again. The sound heated, like the lust filled gleam in his eyes. His hand came down to clasp my throat, putting a faint amount of pressure on my pulse. His mouth hovered near my ear, breath hot against my neck.

“I think about that night a lot.” He whispered, his voice low and seductive. “When you danced for me.” I stiffened. My breath caught. “Late at night. In the shower. With the sunrise.”

His fingers traced along my collarbone, down to my waist, lingering. His eyes dragged across my body, slow and heavy, and then something terrifying changed in them.

Power. Lust. Arousal.

A realisation of just how vulnerable a position I was in.

I swallowed hard.

“Lainey,” he said, voice thick with want, “why don’t you find somewhere else to be for ten minutes?”

His eyes never left mine. But he was close enough now. I moved. Just slightly. Let my hand brush his pocket.

He didn’t notice.

Didn’t notice the faint tremor in my fingers. Didn’t notice how they brushed up against his side. Didn’t notice as I felt for the lump still resting within.

“ Ras, ” Ramona warned, but it did nothing to deter him. He just pressed closer.

And closer.

Until his breath was a caress against my neck.

He was distracted enough that he did not notice my sleight of hand.

Nausea rolled through me again but I breathed through it.

“Is that the only way you can touch a woman? Tied up and unwilling?” The words were a breathless sort of defiance.

Then a growl rumbled from deep in his throat.

He stepped back.

And spat on me.

Saliva hit my cheek. Warm. Disgusting.

I winced, turning my face, wiping it on my shoulder.

But it was worth it for what I gained.

My body felt weaker with every second that passed. The effects of the metal now resting in my palm having immediate impact. Stomach bubbling as another wave of sickness washed over me. Stronger now. My limbs trembled, my breath hitched.

I curled my fingers around it tighter, unwilling to let go, despite the discomfort.

I did not hear Elaine’s phone chime. Only heard the panicked gasp in her tone as she glanced at the screen.

“They know where we are. They’re outside.” Elaine muttered, her face twisting as she glanced down at her phone.

Finn.

I had to bite back a sob of relief. He was on his way. He was outside.  

Tears burned hot in my eyes.

I couldn’t break now. I had to hold on long enough to get out.

To get to him.

“ Fuck! ” Rascallian growled, fist hitting the wall with immense force. He pulled back, knuckles grazed and bleeding.

“What are we going to do?” Elaine gasped, almost breathless.

Rascallian shook his throbbing fist, cradling it momentarily close to his body.

“We need to move her. Now.” He began, flexing his fingers, testing them for break or injury. “Let me see if I can contact anyone, find somewhere else to keep her. And fast.”

A heartbeat later he was gone.

Elaine and I were alone again.

She started pacing. Frantic. Erratic. Chewing on her nails as she moved back and forth.

I watched her, trying to hide the way my body was trembling.

Not from fear.

From the ring.

From the wave after wave of nausea it sent flooding through me.  

“It’s over, Elaine.” I pleaded, the trembling from my body also coming out in my voice. “Just let me go. Don’t make this worse.”

She let out a sharp, bitter laugh and dragged a hand through her hair, pacing faster.

“What would you have me do? Walk willingly into prison?”

She knew.

Everything had caught up to her, and she was spiralling.

My fingers fiddled with the metal, slick with sweat as I turned it in my hand. Every time it touched a new patch of skin, the uneasy sickening feeling only grew. But I forced it down. Bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.

“We have got you on drug distribution. Illegal tech production. Theft of classified intel. And now the abduction of a Central Intelligence agent. You think they’re going to take that lightly?” I said, letting the copper taste in my mouth wash away the feeling of nausea. “What happens next? Let Rascallian kill me and spend the rest of your life on the run?” I tried to ignore the way my voice wavered. The way the tone went up a pitch.

The fear laced in the words that thought she might actually consider it.

Elaine shook her head.

“No. No! ” She began, turning to me with a desperate look in her eyes. “That was not the plan. We weren’t supposed to hurt you, we just needed leverage.  Just enough to get Rod and Pix out. To drop the charges on all four of us.”

I slipped the metal down onto my finger.

There was a sense of calm that washed over me then. The vibrating. The constant aching thrum coming from the anti-shiftwave cuffs halted immediately. But the nausea only worsened. I felt the blood drain from my face. Forcing back a retch.

“If you think Central Intelligence is going to cut a deal to release two felons and drop serious charges in exchange for me ,” I began, speaking just to keep her distracted as I shifted my legs. Only the slightest amount, just enough so that the binds loosened and slipped to the floor. “Then you’re delusional.”

I kept my eyes on her, but she was not looking at me.

She was chewing her nails again, back to pacing the room.

I shifted my wrists next. Just enough to reduce the width of my hands–

“We’re not using your for leverage with Central Intelligence–”

The metallic cuffs clattered to the floor.

Elaine’s attention snapped to me.

Face pale. Eyes wide.

Realisation evident in her expression–

But it was a beat too late.

She took a step towards the door.

And I lunged.
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Adrenaline pumped through my veins.

I paced. Tight, controlled steps. Willing my mind to focus. Forcing myself to believe that waiting was the smart move. The careful one. The one less likely to end in blood. But logic meant nothing when Briar was somewhere inside that building, less than a hundred feet away. The only thing stopping me from breaking every protocol and storming inside was the knowledge that one wrong move might put her in even more danger.

So I waited.

Waited for Pendrel’s signal.

And every second of it was torture.

“We’ll get her back, Finn.” Isa said softly. She leaned against the wall, adjusting the straps on her gear, calm and deliberate. Not because she needed to. But because it gave her hands something to do. Gave her mind something to focus on other than the unknown that lay ahead.

I stopped pacing. Let out a shaky breath.

It was only when I paused that I felt the way my body trembled.

Not from the cold.

From fear. From fury. From pure adrenaline.

“I know.” I murmured, “we’ll find her.”

Repeating her words out loud were more to reassure myself than anything else.

We would find her. We had to find her.

Because the alternative was–

The alternative was unimaginable. It was something I would not survive.

The crunch of gravel under Pendrel’s boots snapped my focus back to him.

“Heat signatures show three bodies in this building.” He pointed to one of the warehouses clustered near Rascal’s bar on the blueprint spread across the hood of the cruiser. “Two shapeshifters. One human.”

My heart raced.

Briar.

“If the surveillance is right, and the blueprints are accurate, then we’re in luck. This place only has two entry points.” He tapped them on the page. “Garner and I will take the front. Allerton, you and Garcia take the rear. We sweep inwards, meet in the middle. Wyatt and Barker stay outside and run comms. Everyone, earpieces on.”

I nodded. Ready. Desperate to move.

“With all due respect, sir–” Edward began, a nervous caution to his tone. “I would like to join the sweep.” My head snapped toward him. He looked from Pendrel to me, then back again. Swallowed hard. “Agent Heartley was my friend too.”

A beat of silence.

The entire team held their breaths.

Pendrel studied him, for just a moment. You could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes as he calculated the potential benefits and risks in his head.

Eventually, he just nodded.

“Fine. You’re with me and Garner.” He turned to Essie. “Barker, can you hold down external comms on your own?”

She gave a single nod. No hesitation.

“Yes, sir.”

The corner of Pendrel’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. A hint of approval.

“Good,” he said. “Take your positions. We move on my signal.”

With a final nod, a silent exchange that was equal parts goodbye  and good luck, Isa and I moved into the night. We navigated around the building, to the back entrance. Everything  rested on this mission going smoothly.

But the pressure did not make me falter. Instead, it sharpened my focus.

My heartbeat wasn’t erratic. It was steady. Every beat was a reminder. Every breath a countdown. One second closer to her.

To Briar.

Isa and I approached the door, weapons raised. Alert. Poised for ambush.

She met my eyes. Gaze steady. No panic. Just precision.

It was about as close as I was going to get to feeling reassured, until the moment Briar was in my arms again.

We waited for what felt like an agonising eternity for Pendrel’s signal. And when it came, the scratch of salvation echoing through the static, I did not hesitate. I kicked the door in with one swift motion, and we were inside.

Silent. Sharp. Every movement fluid, rehearsed, deadly. We swept forward through narrow halls, clearing one empty room after another. No words. Only signals. Breaths. Footsteps.

Still no sign of her.

The building seemed unnervingly empty.

The silence was thick. Suffocating. And somehow, louder than any noise.

I motioned to Isa, signalling to check a door on our right. She nodded without hesitation. Isa pushed open the door with a practised movement, her body low and weapon raised. I followed in close behind, my gaze flicking to the corners, scanning for movement. It was a storage room. Glass jars lined the shelves, crates and boxes stacked haphazardly carrying a strong chemical scent.

But no Briar.

I cursed under my breath.

We returned to the hallway, and I motioned for Isa to check the next door, but before she could reach it, I heard something.

A faint, metallic scrape. A door. Hinges creaking open somewhere ahead.

Isa heard it too, her head snapped toward me. Her expression sharp, focused.

Wordlessly, we moved towards the sound.

I knew we were close now.

My heart began to beat faster in my chest as we closed in on the noise.

And then–

“ Allerton, we’ve been– ” Warren’s voice cracked through the earpiece, and suddenly, nothing.

I froze.

Breath lodged in my chest.

“Garner?” Silence echoed back, the only sound my own pulse loud in my ears. “ Warren, report. ”

I caught Isa’s glance, both of us on edge.

We waited another heartbeat. Two.

“Garner. Pendrel. Wyatt. One of you report, now. ” The words were a growl on my lips, tone laced with fear and impatience.

Edward’s voice broke through the earpiece. He sounded tense, urgent.

“Finn. Warren’s down. Pendrel he’s–” there was a hard swallow and a pause in the static. “He’s defected. You and Isa need to get here. Now. ”

I cursed.

When it was revealed that Ramona was being impersonated, I had not stopped to think that there might have been another. That there was still a second traitor in our ranks. But I should have. I should have known. The signs were there. Briar and I had theorised this exact scenario.

But in that moment, I wasn’t thinking like an agent.

I was thinking like a man who might lose the woman he loves.

The mission didn’t matter.

The mole didn’t matter.

Only she  did.

Briar was my priority. She would always  be my priority.

And I would never, never , hesitate. Never regret the recklessness. Never apologise for the decisions I make to ensure her safety. Not when it was her life at stake.

Isa and I exchanged a glance, and we moved without hesitation. Charging towards the front entrance. But as we burst through the door, it was not Pendrel that immediately caught my attention.

It was Wyatt.

He stood behind Warren, gun pressed hard to his temple, the earpiece beneath his boot crushed to pieces. Warren was on his knees, trembling, eyes wide with panic.

Beside them, a crumpled body bled onto the floor. A deep wound split the back of his skull, and a slow trickle of red pooled beneath him. His chest moved up and down, but barely. Breathing shallow.

Pendrel.

Not the defector. Not the traitor. Not the mole.

But Edward Wyatt was.

“Ed?” Isa’s voice was cautious, tight with disbelief. Betrayal echoed in the way his name rolled off her tongue. Wyatt didn’t answer. He just drew a second weapon. Clicked off the safety. And aimed it straight at me.

His hands trembled.

“Let him go, Edward.” My voice was calm. Controlled. But inside, I burned with a barely contained fury. He had asked to join the sweep. Had said it was because Briar was his friend.

But instead, he was an accomplice to her capture.

He was one of the reasons she had been taken from me.

But before I could take a step, a sharp intake of breath sounded behind me. Followed by a low, mocking laugh. I spun, just enough to glimpse Tristain Rascallian. One arm locked tight around Isa’s throat.

The other holding a gun to the back of her head.

“Well, if it isn’t little Issy Garcia,” he murmured, his voice a venomous purr, lips grazing her skin like a threat. He plucked out her earpiece and crushed it underfoot. “I never took you for a traitor. Shame, really. I was hoping we would get a little... closer once your brother was in cuffs.”

I pivoted. Weapon moving with me, settling on its new target.

Rascallian.

“ Where’s Briar? ” I demanded.

His grin spread slow and cruel, head tilting, running his tongue over his teeth. Like he was savouring the taste of my pain. My fear. My agony.

“Oh our silver haired little beauty,” he said, eyes full of malice. “She’s mine  now.”

I clicked the safety off my gun. Took one step forward.

Rascallian only tightened his grip.

Pressed the barrel harder to Isa’s skull.

She whimpered. Soft. Painful.

“You’re alone now, Allerton,” he sneered. The smirk on his face twisted. Mocking. Deranged. “Stand down. Drop the weapon. Hands on your head.”

But I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Didn’t even breathe.

My weapon stayed locked in place.

I growled. Instinctive, territorial, feral .

“Let them go,” I said. A demand, but still the waver in my voice betrayed the fear beneath. A fracture. A plea. “Just take me to Briar.”

A breath.

“ Please. ”

That final word was said not in anger. Not fury. Not rage.

Just a frantic, pleading ache.

A shattered kind of hope that only came from love.  

Rascallian only laughed. Wild and unhinged.

And the hope inside me all but broke.

The door burst open.

A woman. A familiar face. Raven black hair. But instead of playful delight in her gaze, her eyes were wild with panic.

Ramona.

She stumbled into the room, her gaze locking onto mine for only a second. And even though the look was brief, the emotion that flashed in her eyes was unmistakable.

Relief.

But her eyes left mine not even a moment later, and landed on Wyatt.

‘Ed.” She said, almost choking on the name. “Eddie.”

“ What the fuck Lainey. ” Rascallian hissed.

Lainey?!  

“You’re supposed to be with the girl.”

Briar.

“Where is she?!” I growled, turning my weapon onto Ramona. Or Lainey. Or whoever the fuck she was. She swallowed hard, and slowly lifted her hands in surrender.

Her eyes met mine. And in the next breath, they changed.

Shifted.

For just a fraction of a moment. A single heartbeat. But enough for me to catch it.

Violet.

Beautiful, burning, violet eyes.

Eyes that betrayed everything the rest of her expression refused to reveal.

That single look was my salvation.

I had to choke back a sob.

The corner of her mouth twitched, but the rest of her face remained a controlled mask of fear and panic. I let out a shaky breath.

“She…she somehow escaped her cuffs.” Her voice was shaking now, her eyes tearing away from mine. Pleading, vulnerable, fixed on Rascallian. “She attacked me and I–” A choked, helpless, sob, caught in her throat.

“Lainey, what the fuck did you do? ” Rascallian’s voice dropped into a low panic.

She shook her head, running a trembling hand over her face.

“I can’t go back down there, Ras. You need to go and check on her. Make sure she is breathing.” A pause. A shaky breath. A heartbeat. “I think I killed her.”

Rascallian’s glare turned murderous.

He growled. Low, frustrated.

Not afraid, not remorseful.

Just aggravated about the issues the body downstairs might pose.

“Weapon on the floor. Now Allerton.  Or little Issy here dies.” His arm tightened around Isa’s neck. She gasped, choking for breath.

Carefully, slowly, I crouched.

Laid my weapon on the ground.

Stood back up with my hands lifted in surrender.

“Now,” Rascallian spat, “kick the weapon toward Lainey.”

I did as told. Gently nudged it forward with my foot.

It slid to a stop just in front of her.

She bent down. Picked it up. And turned it on me. Held it steady.

I had to bite back a smile.

Rascallian turned away, distracted now. Focused on fixing the chaos she had created.

“Let’s secure this lot,” he snarled, not even glancing at her. “Then we’ll clean up your fucking mess. ”

The next few moments passed in a blur.

Rascallian barked an order at me to haul Pendrel off the floor.

The cold base of a gun pressed lightly into my spine as she followed close behind, playing her role to perfection.

We moved through the building in silence, until we reached a side room.

They shoved us inside. The door slammed shut behind us. The lock clicked.

Outside, their voices sounded. Muffled, hushed, frantic.

Arguing. Planning.

Seconds stretched into eternities.

A heartbeat passed. Then another. I held my breath.

And then the voices stopped. Two sets of footsteps scurried away.

The lock clicked.

And when the door opened, I could have sobbed.

Because there she was.

Briar.

The Ramona-Lainey disguise shifted away.

Her silver hair was a mess of wild, unruly, curls. Purple and red bruising covered the expanse of skin just beneath her right eye. And those beautiful, brilliant violets were shining with every emotion I had been aching for.

Relief. Adoration. Longing.

Love.

Tears blurred her gaze. Trembling lips curled up into a broken, relieved smile.

I did not know whether I wanted to laugh, or cry.

But I didn’t have time for either. Because in the very next breath, she was in my arms.

I buried my face in her curls, clinging to the scent of her, warm and honey-sweet. Her body trembled in mine, as I lifted her off the ground. Her breath catching with a single, ragged sob.

It lasted only five seconds. Then she pulled back.

Hands rising to cup my face, thumbs gently caressing my cheeks.

“You found me.” She whispered, the words barely a breath on her lips.

I brushed my nose to hers, capturing her lips in a soft kiss.

“Always, my love.”

My eyes roamed over her quickly, checking for any signs of injury beyond the bruising that bloomed along her cheek.

“Are you okay?” I asked, low and urgent, as I pulled back from the embrace.

“I’m fine.” Briar nodded, her voice steady despite everything. “We don’t have much time. The real Lainey’s downstairs, unconscious. It won’t take them long to realise my deception.”

A groan came from Pendrel, who was beginning to stir. Warren knelt beside him and looked up at us, his brow furrowed.

“We need to get him to medical.”

Without hesitation, Briar moved to help him lift Pendrel from the floor.

“Are you okay to get him out?” I asked. “Warren, Isa, and I will continue with the arrest.”

Briar froze. Her gaze met mine. Desperate, terrified, but unwavering.

“I’m coming with you,” she said, her voice desperate, pleading.

I shook my head, catching her waist and brushing my thumb over it in a gentle caress.

“No, my love.” I argued, my voice stern. I helped Warren manoeuvre a slowly waking Pendrel so that he rested steadily on Briar’s shoulders. Still slumped, but she could handle his weight. “You’re the only one of us not wearing any protective gear. You’re injured. You and Pendrel both need to be checked by medical.” Briar opened her mouth to argue, but I interjected before she could speak. “You have done enough, my love. Trust me. Trust us.”

Briar swallowed hard.

Eyes searching mine.

She shook her head lightly, tears welling up in those violet depths.

“I can’t lose you, Finn.” She said, her voice a choked sob.

“You won’t” I said, before capturing her lips in mine.

The kiss was brief, but with no less passion or fire.

And when I pulled back, it looked as if Briar was fighting every instinct not to argue with me. She exhaled deeply, resigned, and gave a single nod.

We made a quick plan.

Briar gave us brief instructions on where to find the room she had been kept.

And then we moved.

It felt wrong to watch Briar go, to see her walk the opposite direction. But I knew she was walking towards safety. And that had to be enough.

Warren, Isa and I moved as one.

Down the stairs, our footsteps light and deliberate.

Outside the door, we could hear their voices, frantic and locked in argument.

I glanced at Isa and Warren.

They nodded.

I didn’t hesitate. I moved with practised precision, kicking the lock off the door with a swift, brutal motion. The metal bent, the door flung open.

“Nobody move!” I shouted as we stormed inside. “The three of you are under arrest!”

Rascallian. Wyatt. Folde.

All frozen.

Elaine Folde reacted first.

I cursed, moving a beat too late.

Although still groggy, she managed to shift.

Isadora lunged, but the rodent Folde transformed into was far too fast. Too small. She vanished into the shadows.

Warren had Wyatt on the ground in seconds, cuffing him with practiced ease.

I turned to Rascallian.

He panicked. Eyes wild.

He pulled a weapon.

I lunged.

Caught his wrist.

Knocked the weapon’s trajectory.

But the trigger still pulled.

And the shot rang out.
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I wrapped Pendrel's arm tighter around my shoulders, hobbling as I used every ounce of my remaining strength to keep his body upright and heave him out of the building. His steps were slow, laboured, each one leaving a trail of blood behind.   He groaned, becoming more aware and wakeful with every second that passed.

“Heartley,” my name left his lips on a breath. His face twisted in agony, a grimace that carved deep lines into his expression. “You’re… strong. But so… tiny. ” He managed, his words slurred. Most likely delirious and concussed.

I huffed a laugh, the sound barely more than a tired breath.

“You’ll find that we shapeshifters are naturally much stronger than you puny humans.” I muttered, light and humorous. And maybe it was the loss of blood. Or maybe it was the concussion. But Pendrel laughed.

Actually laughed.

The rare moment of camaraderie made me feel the tiniest bit lighter.

But nothing could truly relieve that hollow, daunting, dread I felt leaving Finn behind.

I dared a short glance over my shoulder, longingly gazing in the direction he had disappeared. My heart ached. The instinct to turn back, to run to him, was almost unbearable.

But Finn was right.

I had no protective gear, no weapons. I would not be a help, but a liability. I swallowed hard and pushed forward, tightening my grip on Pendrel.

Get Pendrel out. Get him to medical.

Then gear up.

Then go back for Finn.

Finally, we pushed through the building's entrance.

Chaos erupted.

We were swarmed by a team of medics, who immediately took charge of Pendrel and began tending to his injuries. Larkin approached, with a group of officers.

“Heartley. Report.” He demanded.

I straightened, standing to attention, and began to explain everything in a breathless rush.

Elaine’s impersonation of Ramona. The abduction. Being held captive. Leaving the clue for Finn. Escaping. Wyatt’s deception. How Finn, Isa, and Warren were still inside, moving in to apprehend our suspects. When I had finished, just one simple instruction from Larkin and the team of officers all moved inside the building as a unit. Boots echoing on the pavement as they disappeared behind the doors.

I moved too.

Wordlessly taking a step towards the equipment van, ready to gear up.

But Larkin’s voice rang sharp and clear behind me.

“Heartley.” My name alone was a command. “Stand down.”

I froze.

Squeezing my eyes shut, shoulders tense.

“Finn is still in there,” I responded without turning to look at him. My voice softer than I wanted it to be.

“Allerton is a good agent, Heartley.” He said as a way of reassurance, his voice uncharacteristically gentle and understanding. “Go and get your injuries looked at by medical. That’s an order.”

I shook my head, turning to look at him then.

“But–“

“Now, Heartley. Don’t make me have to write you up for insubordination.”

I opened my mouth to protest–

A gunshot rang out.

No.

My heart stopped.

I forgot how to breathe.

My entire body trembling.

“You can’t stop me.” I said defiantly, my voice firm, and reckless.

Larkin’s jaw tightened. He ground his teeth. He hesitated for just a second before exhaling deeply, resigned.

“Gear up, Heartley. And fast.”

Without hesitation, I turned on my heel and ran.

At the van, my fingers fumbled through straps and zippers. Vest, boots, comms. Every piece of gear clicked into place with frantic precision. My heart beat to a fast, steady rhythm. Each one felt like a reminder of the seconds I did not have.

And then, the front entrance swung open.

My heart froze in my chest.

Warren stepped out first, dragging Edward Wyatt in cuffs. Blood on his collar. No expression on his face.

Then Isa emerged. Alone. Her shoulders hunched. Her expression glum, almost defeated.

My gaze drifted behind her, expecting Finn.

But instead, two porters wheeled out a body on a stretcher, covered in a white sheet.

And my stomach dropped.

A cold, nauseating dread flooded my system.

I knew that someone was calling my name. Larkin. Warren. Isadora. I wasn’t sure. My ears had become numb to all sound. I didn’t remember walking. I just…moved. Instinct took over. I flashed my badge. Barked an order I couldn’t even hear.

The stretcher stopped.

With shaking hands I pulled back the sheet.

My world went quiet.

There was no mistaking the face that now lay still beneath my trembling fingers.

Eyes that had raked over me with heat and lust, were now empty and lifeless. Hands that had groped impatiently at my bare skin, were now cold and motionless. Blood matted the shirt beneath the wound in his abdomen.

A bloody gunshot wound.

The fatal blow.

My hands were shaking, and I stumbled back a step, the world spinning around me.

But it was not Finn that lay dead on the stretcher.

Not Finn.

Not Finn.

The porters re-covered Rascallian’s body, and began wheeling him away.

A voice sounded behind me, quiet but unmistakable.

“Briar, my love.”

Finn.

I turned so fast I nearly lost my footing. Heart racing. Breath catching in my throat.

And he was there.

Finn.

Alive.

Bloodied, bruised, but alive.

I collided into him with a force strong enough to knock the both of us to the ground. But Finn held me firm, wrapping me in a tight embrace that felt like home. His heart was racing against my chest, and I relished in the steady, sacred rhythm of it. And whilst the cold metallic scent of blood clung to him, it did not stifle the nectar-sweet essence that had become such a comfort.

For a moment, I forgot about the blood, the sirens, the chaos surrounding us.

All that mattered was him.

I heard the sobbing before I realised that it was coming from me.

Finn pulled back slightly, his hands gentle on my face, wiping away the tears that were spilling faster than I could stop them.

“ I love you, Finn Allerton. ” The words left my lips in a sob, desperate to say them. Afraid of losing that chance again. “I love you,” I repeated, my voice steadier now. Unwavering, certain. “More than I will ever be able to tell you with my words, or show you with my actions. And I am sorry that it took a phone call where I feared I might never see you again, to finally say it. I should have said it a thousand times before, in a thousand different ways–”

Before I could finish, his mouth was on mine.

I kissed him like I was drowning, and his lips were the oxygen I needed. He kissed me back just as fiercely, just as passionately. I could feel every beat of his heart pounding against mine. Every thud felt like a promise.

I am alive.

I am here.

I am yours.

In that moment, he was all that existed, all that mattered. The world could have been burning to ashes around us, and I would not have noticed. All I knew was the warmth of his touch, the taste of him, and the way he held me like he would never let go.

Eventually he pulled back, just far enough to breathe, his forehead pressed to mine. He brushed his thumbs against the tears that still continued to trail down my face.

“Don’t ever scare me like that again.” My words were a whisper of a kiss against his lips. And despite everything that had transpired that evening, Finn smiled. A soft, affectionate smile, and a small laugh escaped his lips

“Don’t scare you ? Briar, you were the one who was just fucking abducted.” He said with a playful grin, his breath warm on my face.

A laugh bubbled up in my chest, unexpected and shaky, but genuine.

I brushed my nose against his, and his grip on me only tightened.

“You know me. I would have saved myself eventually.” I said softly, trying to be playful but the words caught like a sob in my throat.

Finn let out a soft chuckle, but the words he said next were far from playful or teasing.

“And you know me, my love. I would have torn this world apart to find you.”

Finn’s eyes softened, glistening as he looked at me, his hands trembling slightly against my cheeks. Then Finn’s gaze dropped, his brow furrowing as he took in the gear I had thrown on in a panic.

His eyes darkened.

He tapped his knuckles twice, lightly, against the hard vest now sitting over my chest.

“Were you about to go back in there?” He asked, his voice low, disbelieving.

I made a sound that was half a laugh, half a sigh.

“Shots were fired. What did you expect?” I asked.

Finn exhaled, a dry chuckle escaping him. He shook his head slowly, then stepped in closer, his thumb lifting my chin so our eyes met.

“Stubborn, and reckless,” he stepped in again, brushing his nose with mine, ” and so fucking beautiful. ” And before I could say anything else, he kissed the smile that now curved onto my lips.

“I love you.” I said again, because I could.

Because he was here.

Because I could hold him.

And I would tell him every day, every breath, every chance I got.

I kissed him again. Soft and sweet and gentle.

“I love you.” He echoed. Each murmur of those words against my lips felt like a vow.

Every caress, every touch, every breath, a promise.

And in that moment - despite the chaos, the sirens wailing around us, the blood in the air and chatter through the static of the radios - there was one thing I knew with absolute certainty.

If I had Finn, I could survive anything.

If I had Finn, everything would be okay.
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A week had passed.

We thought the chaos was finally behind us, until Taylor called to tell us he was in the hospital.

I rushed frantically through the sterile white halls. The scent of medical drugs, and antibacterial chemicals overwhelmed my senses, dragging Finn along behind me with a desperate urgency. More than a few doctors and nurses grumbled, and scolded as we pushed passed - but my mind was so focused, that I hardly noticed their complaints.

I burst into the room and almost began sobbing at the sight.

There he was.

Taylor.

Standing, grinning through unshed tears, rocking a tiny bundle of pink blankets slowly, lovingly. Symon sat in a chair, with Theo on his lap, the two of them gazing up at their new arrival with unconditional joy and love.

My brother deserved every happiness in the world. And this.  This was it.

“ Tay… ” I whispered, my voice breaking as I finally stepped into the room.

I walked towards him. Heart full, and beating steadily.

My arm found his waist and I leant into his side, gaze drifting to my baby niece in his arms. I had never seen anything more beautiful in my entire life.

“Look, Ava,” Taylor whispered to the tiny girl, voice wavering with awe and wonder. “It’s your Auntie Briar.”

Ava.

At the sound of Taylor’s voice, her little eyes fluttered open.

And in that moment, the world went still.

Her eyes. Those eyes. The deepest shade of blue I had ever seen, like a summer sky just after sunset, cloudless and glittering with stars. I tilted my head as I studied her. There was something familiar about her gaze.

They looked almost–

I sucked in a breath.

My heart hammered in my chest.

Leaning back to look at Taylor with an expression that was both delighted and terrified all at once.

“Is she–?” I managed, my voice barely a whisper. My eyes burned with unshed tears. Taylor nodded, the corners of his mouth pulling into a smile full of joy and pride.

“A shapeshifter,” he said, his voice low and devout. “Just like her Auntie Briar.”

He gently lifted the edge of her hat, revealing the delicate point of her ears.

I covered my mouth with trembling hands as a sob caught in my throat. But the tears came anyway, slipping down my cheeks without permission.

“Hey bud,” Symon said, gently squeezing Theo’s shoulders. “Let’s go get some coffees with Uncle Finn. Give Daddy and Auntie Briar a minute.”

He ushered them out, and the door clicked softly behind them.

For a heartbeat, neither of us spoke.

Taylor wrapped his arm around me and I leaned into him, nestling into the warmth of his embrace.

“Three years ago,” he began, his voice trembling, “when we adopted Theo - a six-year-old whose parents were killed in a car accident - I felt like I was saving myself. Giving someone else with my story the kind of childhood I never had.” He paused, swallowing hard as tears spilled freely down his face. “And today,” he said, voice breaking, “I get to save you, too.”

An imperceptible sound escaped me.

Part laugh, part sob.

Joy. Grief. An overwhelming happiness I could not even begin to explain.

I pressed a hand to my chest, feeling my heart beat steadily beneath. And still, I could not speak. Could not breathe. I could only clutch tighter to Taylor’s arm as I stared down at Ava, feeling the weight of everything this little life represented.

My heart ached, not with pain, but with a deep, profound love.

“You did  save me Taylor.” The words slipped out, a soft, wavering confession. He pulled me closer, his body trembling.

“Not in the way that you deserved.” He swallowed hard, his voice catching. “But I can give her  that life. We  can give her that life.”

Taylor was right.

This was a new beginning. A new legacy.

And I would do everything in my power to protect it, to protect her .

Because she was more than just a little girl.

She was a promise.

A promise of a better world.

A promise that no matter how dark today got, tomorrow could always be brighter.

“Taylor,” I whispered, the words catching in my throat, “She’s perfect.”

Taylor sniffled, his own eyes watering.

“Do you want to hold her?”

I nodded, my hands trembling as I reached out. Taylor gently placed Ava in my arms. She looked up at me with those curious, summer-blue eyes, and I let out a shaky breath.

“You’re going to have your hands full raising a shapeshifter,” I murmured, my voice catching somewhere between laughter and tears.

“Well, I had my practice with you, didn’t I?” Taylor chuckled softly, wiping a tear from his cheek. I shot him a playful glare, but my smile betrayed me.

“Good thing Auntie Briar’s here to teach her all the ways she can use her abilities to mess with her daddies. I can already see the mischief in those eyes.” I grinned, and Ava blinked up at me, her lips curling into the faintest smile as if she understood every word.

Taylor barked out a laugh, shaking his head.

The door creaked open and in came Symon, Theo, and Finn, balancing coffee cups between them. Finn held out a hot chocolate, which I accepted with a grateful smile.

Theo clambered onto the bed beside me, eyes wide as he leaned forward to peek at his baby sister.

“Hi, Ava,” he whispered, reaching out to touch her tiny hand.

Her fingers curled instinctively around his. Theo’s whole face lit up, beaming with an instinctive, brotherly pride. I had seen that expression many times before. In Taylor.

“If you’re anything like your dad, Theo,” I whispered to him, “then you’re going to be the best big brother ever.”

He grinned wider, and Ava’s hand curled tighter around his.

Taylor’s gaze softened. We shared a quiet look, one that held years of laughter, tears, and memories, and the promise of so many more to come.

Finn came to stand behind me, peering over my shoulder to steal a glance at Ava - resting a hand on my waist and placing a gentle kiss on my temple. I leaned back into his touch.

And for a moment, I just looked.

At Ava, already curiously blinking up at the world she had just arrived in.

At Theo, with his wide childlike smile, and wonder-filled eyes.

At Symon, smiling like his whole heart lived in this room.

At Taylor. My brother. Who had lost everything as a boy, and still had somehow built a castle from the rubble of our broken childhood.

At Finn. Who I had once cursed with every breath, and now I could not imagine breathing without.

This was my family.

Not perfect. Not tidy. But real. And ours .

“Look at us, Tay. Two little orphans who had nothing in the world but each other now surrounded by a room of people who love us unconditionally.” I whispered to him.

In that moment, there was no pain, no fear.

Only love.

Boundless, unwavering, and stronger than anything we had ever known.

***

I perched on the edge of the desk, a grin tugging at my lips as I held up my phone, scrolling through the newest photos of Ava.

Essie leaned in immediately, squinting behind smudged glasses.

“Oh Vitatrix, look at those eyes!” She cooed, fingers twitching like she could pluck Ava right out of the screen.

“She’s got such a tiny nose,” Isadora murmured, peering over Essie’s shoulder. Her voice barely above a whisper as though speaking too loudly would somehow wake the sleeping Ava in the pictures. My heart swelled with warmth as I shared Ava’s first moments with my colleagues turned friends, and a pang of pride lingered in my chest.

But the moment was shattered by a stern voice echoing across the room.

“Heartley, Allerton. My office. Now.” Larkin called, his tone unreadable.

I looked up, spine straightening instinctively.

Finn was already glancing my way. He didn’t look worried. Just calm. Reassuring.

He reached out, laced his fingers with mine, and squeezed once.

That was all I needed.

When we stepped inside Larkin’s office, my stomach dropped.

There, sitting across from Larkin, was Pendrel.

After my abduction, he had been taken to the hospital, where he had been recovering in the two weeks since. Finn and I had been using that time to finalise the paperwork needed to close the case, and had reopened the hunt for Elaine Folde, who had escaped. Again.

“Lieutenant Pendrel,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.  But the tightness in my throat from the instinct to brace whenever he was near, was evident. “It’s...good to see you back. I hope you have recovered well.”

Pendrel’s jaw clenched, and his eyes burned into mine. I fought the urge to step back, forcing myself to stand firm, drawing from the weight of Finn’s silent support beside me.

“Agent Heartley. Agent Allerton.” Pendrel’s voice was even, calm. “I have been reviewing the case file you put together for the undercover operation. The one Larkin assigned to you. I have to say...” I held my breath, bracing myself, feeling my pulse pound in my ears as he paused.

This was it.

He was going to tear apart our work.

Scrutinise every detail.

Somehow undermine all the hours we had poured into the investigation.

“…I’m  impressed.”

My eyes widened. Gaze darting to Finn who looked as stunned as I felt.

“Your strategies were innovative. The undercover work you performed was precise, efficient. And your research and analysis is unrivalled.” He explained, flicking through our case notes. “You explored theories I wouldn’t have even thought to consider.” He paused, and the corner of his mouth lifted in what could have been a smile, but considering I had never seen that expression on him before, I couldn’t be sure. “When every piece of evidence was pointing to me, however wrongly, you two still weren’t satisfied that the case was closed.” He let out a breath that sounded somewhere between a chuckle and a sigh. “I have been an agent for over twenty-five years. Almost as long as the two of you have been alive,” he said, casting a pointed glance in my direction, a look softer than any he had ever given me before. “Longer, even. And in all my years, I have never seen investigative work quite like this.”

Finn’s hand touched mine, interlacing our fingers and giving it a gentle squeeze. His thumb brushed over my knuckles in that familiar, comforting rhythm.

I didn’t have to look to know he was smiling. That same quiet, proud curve I had come to adore.

But I couldn’t look away from Pendrel.

“The Captain filled me in on the employment terms, that based on your performance on this investigation, one  of you would be offered a permanent spot on the team. And you both have made my decision nearly impossible.”

He looked at me then, and I knew this was over.

“Heartley.” There was a heaviness in the way he said my name.

I braced myself for the rejection I had always expected from him.

I had to remind myself that this was not about me. Pendrel’s disdain for shapeshifters ran deeper than anything I could undo in a single mission. And ultimately, my failure meant Finn’s gain. And I could not have been prouder. Finn deserved this just as much as I did, maybe even more.

“It has been brought to my attention that I have treated you unfairly…”

I–

What?!

“Several of your colleagues submitted formal complaints to the Captain about my conduct toward you.” He cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable. “So, I…owe you an apology.”

I blinked, too stunned to respond.

Pendrel adjusted his stance, looking uncomfortable as he continued.

“And I’ll admit,” he said, a touch more warmly, “I look forward to improving our relationship as I welcome both you and Agent Allerton officially onto the team.”

I sucked in a breath.

Finn stilled beside me. Hand gripping mine harder.

“Both of us?!” The words sounded choked.

Pendrel nodded, the curve of his mouth becoming something that was definitely a smile now.

“There was only one spot,” he said, “but after Wyatt’s arrest, there’s now a vacancy. And quite frankly…it would be foolish to separate a partnership this effective.”

There was a beat of silence.

I held my breath.

I realised then I was waiting.

Waiting for him to tell me that this had been a mistake. That it was not real. That it was all some cruel way to fill me with hope, only to take it away again.

Finn let out a shaky sigh of relief, before tugging me closer. He wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me into his side, and pressed a kiss into my hair, uncaring of who was watching.

Pendrel’s smile faltered. Larkin coughed, clearly pretending to read something off his desk.

“Thank you sir!” I finally managed.

Pendrel just nodded.

“Don’t make me regret my decision.” He said, his voice stern, but his gaze warm.

As we turned to leave, Finn’s arm still curled warmly around my waist, I reached for the door.

“Oh, and Heartley?” Pendrel called behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder.

“Thank you,” he said simply. “For saving my life.”

***

“Will you calm down and throw a punch?” Finn muttered, arms crossed. “He’ll be here any minute.”

I sighed, dragging my eyes off the door and back to the sparring mat. Back to Finn, who stood across from me, looking far too pleased with himself.

Amused. Exasperated. Smug.

I threw him a mock glare and raised my fists.

We circled each other.

“Should I be worried that your attention keeps drifting to another man, my love?” He asked, his grin wide and playful.

I rolled my eyes.

“You should be worried that I’m about to punch that smile off your pretty little mouth.”

Finn wasted no time before he lunged. I tried. But I was distracted. And Finn used that to his full advantage. Not only did he win every round, but he used each victory as an excuse to press me close. To steal intimate touches.

Hot skin brushing mine. Rough hands lingering. The low, smug laugh when he pinned me beneath him, breathing hard and flushed, with a look that promised all this again and more in the bedroom later.

My back hit the mat with a thud. Again.

And I found myself blinking up at his smug smile as he pressed in close.

“You’re not even trying,” he murmured, his voice curling against my ear.

A shiver traced down my spine.

“Good thing for you,” I said, smirking, “because if I was, you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

I pushed up on my elbows and stole a quick, defiant kiss from those stupidly perfect lips. Finn grinned, pushing up from the ground and offered me his hand. I took it, and let him pull me to my feet, breathless, aching, and still keeping one eye on the door.

We had just returned to our fighting stances when the unmistakable creak of the wood echoed through the room.

My head snapped toward it, heart pounding.

And there he was.

Nate.

Leaning casually against the doorframe, arms folded across his chest, one leg crossed over the other, that familiar cocky grin stretched wide across his face.

I waited only a beat, before deciding I had already waited long enough.

“Well…?” I urged, raising an eyebrow.

Nate’s grin only widened as he met my gaze, one shoulder lifting in a casual, effortless shrug.  

“I guess you can start calling me Professor  now.”

My eyes widened. I sucked in a gasp. Astonishment melted to joy.

“You got the job?!” The words a breathless whisper.

“I got the job!”

I broke into a run, launching myself at him with such force that he had to step back, catching me with a laugh and lifting me off my feet as he spun me in a quick circle.

After speaking with Dean Rivenson about the new curriculum being taught at the VALE, to upskill the students on Shifter Fighting Arts, Nate had been my first and only suggestion for the role. And after his record was wiped clean, just as promised, he had finally, legally, been able to apply.

Nate placed me firmly back down on the ground.

“Thanks for never giving up on me, Trouble,” he murmured, pressing a warm affectionate kiss to my forehead.

Finn cleared his throat loudly.

“Alright, I think that’s enough celebrating.” He said, fighting a low, primal growl in his throat.

But that only encouraged Nate.

He chuckled, slinging an arm around me in a playful, overly-affectionate manner as we started walking towards Finn, throwing a wink in his direction.

“Zenatti.” Finn warned, but his tone held no real bite.

I just rolled my eyes, trying not to laugh as I glanced between the two of them. Without removing Nate’s arm from my shoulders I pushed up on my tiptoes and placed a gentle reassuring kiss against Finn’s lips, before pulling him into the embrace with Nate and I.

Finn laughed.

It felt like the three of us had reached a new place in this strange dynamic, that shouldn’t have worked - but somehow did.

A mix of rivalry, friendship, and unspoken respect.

And I was grateful.

For Nate. For Finn.

For two people who knew my past, my trauma, my many flaws, and yet still saw someone worth staying for.

***

Finn and I returned to the apartment.

He tossed his bag onto the floor beside the door.

And without missing a beat, he swept me off my feet. I laughed, pressing my face to his neck, listening to the steady rhythm of his heart. Warm skin. Safe arms.

For a single, perfect, moment, everything felt still.

He set me gently down, tilting my chin up with one finger before capturing my mouth in his.

“Food or shower first?” He asked, the words murmured against my lips.

My teeth grazed my lower lip, and I brushed my nose against his. As tempting as a shower with Finn was, my stomach made the decision for me with a loud, insistent growl.

“Definitely food first.” I laughed. Finn grinned, and released me, retrieving the mail, before heading into the kitchen. As he flicked through the random assortment of letters and bills, his brow furrowed slightly.

“Looks like we got a letter,” he said, glancing over at me. “And…it’s addressed to both of us.”

"Both of us?” I echoed, curious.

I reached out, taking the envelope from his hands and tearing it open.

Inside were photographs.

There was Mags, captured in a split second, ushering Mason into her car outside his school gates.

Another showed Jess, hurrying into work, her gaze focused elsewhere.

I flicked to an image of Peter, caught just outside the Allerton family home.

Then Nate, locking up at the gym.

I turned to the last photo.

And stopped breathing.

Nausea rolling in my stomach.

The picture showed Taylor, Symon and Theo leaving the hospital with baby Ava. Their faces aglow with joy and completely oblivious to the camera pointed right at them. It was strange, how a photograph that should have filled me with such blissful happiness, instead made me feel a deep nauseating dread.

Finn tensed behind me.

“What… what is this? ” He murmured.

My grip tightened, and I could feel my nails biting into the photos clutched in my hands.

It was obvious what this set of photos was intended to be.

A threat.

Someone was watching us. Watching our families.

I glanced up at Finn, my own fear mirrored in his eyes.

I could accept a threat to myself.

But to go after my family? To go after the people I loved?

That was a big fucking mistake.

Tucked at the back of the photographs was a small slip of paper.

You took everything I love from me. Now watch me do the same to you. - E.F.

The initials were unmistakable.

E.F.

Elaine Folde.

Finn and I exchanged a glance.

We thought the chaos of the investigation was finally behind us.

But we were wrong.

So hopelessly wrong .

The truth was, it had barely even begun.

END OF BOOK 1


Briar & Finn will return in

A Shift in the Past That Shaped Us

BOOK 2 of the ‘A Shift in the City’ series.
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