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    Tory and the Virals have untangled the most twisted mysteries and proven no crime is too complex for them to solve…now they just need to make it through Kit and Whitney’s wedding day. As the daughter of the groom and maid-of-honor it’s up to Tory to make sure everything goes off without a hitch. She expected to resolve last-minute wardrobe emergencies or venue issues but wherever the Virals go nefarious adversaries follow. Tory and her friends will need to stop a clever saboteur dead set on ruining the big day, whatever the cost. Featuring Tory’s famous great-aunt Temperance Brennan, this exciting story shows the lengths the pack will go to when their loved ones’ lives are on the line.
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  Chapter 1


  I was staring into the abyss.


  Giant, brimming, sky-blue wells of horror, only moments from unleashing a torrent of mascara-infused tears.


  “I already looked in there!” Whitney moaned, wrapping her arms around her chest and stomping a foot peevishly. Her snow-white wedding dress shimmered in the afternoon sunlight that poured into the dressing room. Perfect blond tendrils bounced precariously atop her head. “I’m telling you, Tory, it’s missing!”


  I dropped her Louis Vuitton bag to the floor, struggling to keep my annoyance in check. “Okay, Whitney. But I’m sure it’s around here somewhere. We double-checked everything before we left the island.”


  Whitney’s hands seized the sides of her gown. Then she flinched, releasing her grip and frantically smoothing the delicate white silk with her palms. She’d been a live wire all morning, from the moment I’d first spied her at dawn, practicing her walk down the aisle.


  “Can you describe it for me again?” Voice calm. Gaze steady. Afraid that if I looked away, she might crumple to the floor.


  My soon-to-be stepmother’s eyes bugged. “It’s blue, obviously!”


  “Yes, Whitney, I know your ‘something blue’ is, in fact, blue.” Deep breath. Neutral expression—like one you’d use on a stray dog of unknown temperament. “Perhaps a little more detail?”


  “It’s a garter,” Whitney huffed, hands fluttering uselessly. “My mother’s, from her own wedding. Robin’s-egg blue with white embroidery.”


  I nodded, remembering the tiny item. “You had it at home, when we inspected your bag before leaving.” For the fourth time. “So it must’ve been here when you unpacked. We just have to track the thing down.”


  “Unless it was stolen,” Whitney muttered darkly, a frown pinching her delicate features. “I was in the ladies’ room before, and that hairstylist left in an awful hurry.”


  “Devin didn’t steal your garter.” I was now well past irritated, but trying to cover it. “She had to go touch up the other bridesmaids.” Oh, how I wished I was with them, even though I had nothing in common with Whitney’s gaggle of beautiful frenemies. But the maid of honor has ironclad personal-assistant-to-the-bride duties on the big day, and right then, they consisted of me locating a six-inch hoop of missing taffeta.


  We were alone on the second floor of the Williem Carter House, one of the most exclusive wedding venues in Charleston. Both the service and reception were being held there. A National Historic Landmark, the home boasted museum-caliber art, a stunning ballroom, and two cozy garden courtyards. It was the height of refinement and charm. Whitney Blanche DuBois—a Southern debutante to the tips of her manicured toes—wouldn’t have had it any other way. Even I had to admit the place was perfect.


  However, at that moment, the palatial residence was hiding an apparently crucial element of Whitney’s ensemble, and she was verging on hysterics. So I was down on my knees—in a sea-green bridesmaid’s dress and three-inch heels—peering under a collection of ornate couches, bookcases, and coffee tables for a stupid, useless, confounded blue garter that no one but my father would ever see anyway.


  Ew. I fast-forwarded past that unpleasant thought, probing the carpet with my fingers. My quarry continued to elude me.


  “We’ll simply have to postpone,” Whitney babbled, collapsing heavily onto a divan. “You’ll tell the guests. And Kit as well, the news should come from you. I’ll speak to the Magnolia League photographer, although of course Agnes Taylor will use this as an excuse to cut my spread from the fall publication. She’s been against its inclusion from the beginning! The caterers will howl, but I don’t see any way—”


  “Just hold on.” I sat back on my heels, palms up in a calming gesture designed for spooked horses. “Take a breath. We don’t need to postpone the wedding. Let’s just retrace our steps a bit. Find this stupid garter.”


  “It is not—”


  My hands chopped sideways. “Of course not. Poor choice of words.”


  I rose and began pacing, chewing my bottom lip, my blue-green eyes slipping out of focus as I reviewed our progress that morning. After the… events of last year, my irises had never returned to their former pure emerald green. People noticed the change from time to time, but not in a particularly startled way. “It happens” was the phrase I heard most often.


  Not usually from ingesting a covertly manufactured antiviral serum created in hopes of reversing a catastrophic DNA mutation—one granting infected subjects extrasensory canine superpowers—but whatever. It happens.


  Whitney stared at the ceiling, looking hopeless. “We left home, had brunch at the hotel, then came straight here,” she said glumly. “I had everything in my travel bag. But the garter has simply vanished!”


  Something clicked. “Didn’t you pay for brunch?”


  Whitney nodded impatiently. “Overpaid, if you ask me. Runny eggs, scorched toast, plus the mimosas were—” She cut off abruptly as I arrowed for the window.


  In the courtyard below, guests were already being seated. I spotted Hi and Shelton, both looking uncomfortable in their tuxes as they ushered friends and family members to the rows of white folding chairs facing the altar.


  As I watched, Hi awkwardly extended an elbow for Madison Dunkle, which she took, even though she’d clearly arrived with Jason Taylor. Those two had been dating for several months, and the odd match seemed to be working. Maddy would never be my favorite person in the world—too much shady history between us for that—but I was happy they’d found each other. Unsure of decorum, Jason followed on their heels as Hi led Maddy to a pair of open seats on the groom’s side.


  Just behind them, Shelton was attempting to shepherd Jason’s mother, Agnes, down the aisle, but Mr. Taylor rebuffed him with a friendly wink, escorting his wife himself. Shelton trailed them for a few steps, then shrugged and turned around, leaving the detective and his wife to find their own seats. Professional ushers my friends were not.


  The next pair stifled my amusement.


  Chance and Ella.


  Why did we invite them?


  That wasn’t fair. For all the trouble Chance Claybourne had caused over the last few years, he’d also come up big when we’d needed him most. Chance’s quick thinking was one of the only reasons I was attending my father’s wedding at all, instead of banging my head against a cage door in some top-secret government lab.


  Still.


  His betrayals ran deep. Chance had created most of my problems in the first place.


  And Ella Francis…


  She was my best girl friend. Even now. She’d apologized more times than I could count, and I knew she meant every one. Ella had backed me in the end, too, when the chips were down.


  But, still.


  The knife wounds in my back were still healing.


  I could close my eyes and smell the charred ruins of our clubhouse.


  It is what it is.


  Chance stopped abruptly, as if responding to a sixth sense. He turned. Looked straight up at the window.


  My breath caught, and I ducked away like an idiot.


  Had he felt me watching him? No. How could he, with his powers snuffed out?


  Yet my nerves were thrumming like guitar strings.


  Chance remained irritatingly beautiful, seemed to grow more darkly handsome by the day. More than a few local debs gave Ella the stink eye when spotting them out together, though she was no less captivating than he was. With her three-foot cable of lustrous black hair, and dancing, mischievous eyes, Ella was the prettiest girl I knew in real life. Small wonder Chance was hooked. Let the haters hate.


  Not me, though. I made my choice.


  “Tory?” My head whipped to Whitney, who’d sat up and was eyeing me curiously. “Did you find it?”


  “Not yet, but I will.” Feeling foolish, I swung back to the window. Chance and Ella were strolling down the aisle, unescorted. They grabbed a pair of seats on the bride’s side.


  Interesting.


  Random, or deliberate?


  Shrug. Trying to divine answers from the actions of Chance Claybourne has never been a profitable business. Not for me, at least.


  Then I spotted my original target, and my heart swelled.


  Ben Blue. My Ben.


  He looked miserable in his penguin suit, but that doesn’t mean bad. His shoulder-length black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, exposing his tanned face and sharp brown eyes. Ben was supposed to be ushering like Hi and Shelton, but he’d planted himself by the guest book, smiling uncomfortably as people paraded by, his natural shyness winning out.


  Ben sensed my attention as well. He squinted up at my window, then smiled—the open, unguarded version reserved only for me. My stomach did a backflip.


  Benjamin Blue.


  My boyfriend. Mine.


  It was weird. It was wonderful. It was still hard to believe.


  This is the worst day of my life, Ben sent, the sour thought at odds with his quirked lips. I feel like a movie theater host.


  Ben’s irises grew muddier as his voice sounded inside my head.


  His reaction was easiest to cover. Add blue to brown, you get more brown.


  Classier than that, I sent back, my own eyes brightening to a crystal-clear blue, with only flecks of green remaining. Maybe an upscale steakhouse? Anyway, you look very handsome.


  
    I look like a jackass. When do I get to see you?


    Soon. I cannot wait to escape this room. Whitney is a Bridezilla.


    We can disappear. This building must have some fancy hiding places.

  


  Ben’s emotions were streaming up at me, and I blushed. Could he read me as easily?


  Not that I minded sharing my feelings. Not with him. Not anymore.


  Just in time for him to leave.


  I pushed the painful thought away. Hoped he hadn’t caught it.


  Ben had graduated from Wando High in the spring, and had been accepted at Warren Wilson College in Asheville. In less than a month he’d be moving to the Appalachians to pursue a degree in environmental science. I was insanely proud of him. Rotten timing, for sure, but we’d make it work. I’d drive the four hours up I-26 every weekend if I had to.


  “Tory?” Whitney squeaked, insistent. “What are you doing? We have a problem here!”


  “One sec!” Averting my eyes, though in her current state I doubt she’d have noticed their sudden blueness. A far cry from when they’d blazed with golden fire.


  Is Whitney being awful? Ben sent, his speech weaker in my mind since we’d broken eye contact. I bet she’s being awful.


  That’s how it worked now, with all four of us. No more mind-wrenching snaps. No explosions of overwhelming sensory perception. No inrush of visceral power. Everything came smooth and easy, though slightly muted from our previous highs.


  We were connected all the time, our flaring effects dulled from a roaring fire that was hard to ignite—and extinguish—to a low simmer that never fully dissipated.


  No more tells, either. Just an ocular flush of blue when we communicated.


  It’d been almost a year since that morning in the woods. Our current condition had developed slowly, then stabilized. This… icing effect felt like a new normal, but who knew what the future might bring? I’d learned—repeatedly—that I never did.


  Something buzzed inside my head. I glanced at Hiram, who waved. He’d picked up our conversation and, of course, had to chime in. Old ladies smell weird. FYI.


  I rolled my eyes. Noted.


  Shelton stomped over to stand beside Hi, shading his now-bluish eyes as he scowled up at my second floor perch. I’m doing twice the escorting as these two fools put together. I should get a bonus.


  This is supposed to be an honor, I scolded, mock-stern. Now get back to it. I need Ben.


  I bet you do, Hi deadpanned. What can only be described as kissing noises echoed in my skull, followed by Shelton’s laughter.


  Doofuses. I hoped my scarlet cheeks were too far away for Ben to notice. Unlikely, since we could all see like eagles. Can you check on something for me? I asked him.


  Of course, Ben replied.


  
    The cloakroom by the entrance. See if there’s a gold clutch inside Whitney’s black coat.


    A what now?

  


  I snorted. A slim, flat handbag. If you find it, bring it up here on the double.


  Will do.


  I slowly turned to face Whitney, my irises fading back to aquamarine. She was slumped sideways across on the divan, one arm thrown over her face.


  “I signaled for Ben to get your coat.” Mostly true. “Could the garter be in your clutch?”


  Whitney popped up like a champagne cork, her face electric. “Yes! It is! I put it there for safekeeping! Tory, you’re a genius!” She swept forward and crushed me in a bear hug.


  “Just doing my job,” I wheezed.


  Whitney drew back to arm’s length, tears sparkling in her eyes. “I’m so happy to be joining your family, honey. I’ll be the best stepmother you could hope for! You’ll see!”


  “Yeah.” I coughed into a fist. She tries hard. Never forget that. “It’s gonna be… great.”


  A soft knock. Whitney released me with a small cry, her expression scandalized. “No one can see me yet!” Lifting her dress, she fled into the bathroom.


  “Good lord.” Shaking my head, I walked over and opened the door.


  There he was. Ben.


  My stomach did another double axel.


  Soooo cute.


  Ben held up his prize. “I really hope this is a clutch.”


  “Bingo.” With a relieved sigh, I snapped the gaudy thing open. Whitney’s garter was neatly folded inside. “Congrats, Blue. You’re the hero.”


  One of his hands found my waist. “Doesn’t the hero usually get a reward?”


  I grinned wickedly, tapping him on the chest. “Naughty boy. It’s not our wedding day.”


  “Close enough.” Pulling me in.


  Our lips met, and all other thoughts fled.


  For a hot second only.


  Then Hiram’s voice hissed inside my skull.


  Tory, we’ve got a problem! Get down here ASAP!


  Chapter 2


  They were all clearly dead.


  Every flower, every centerpiece.


  Wilted petals. Broken, flaccid stems. Murky brown water filled the bottom of each crystal vase, soiling the white rocks artfully placed within. The same horror repeated throughout the ballroom.


  I gasped, a hand shooting to my forehead. “What happened to the lilies?”


  We stood at the entrance to the ballroom, surveying the carnage. The reception was scheduled to begin immediately after the outdoor church service, but now the decorations were only appropriate for a gothic rave. All the dying plants gave me the chills.


  “I came in here to stash my mother’s purse, and found this.” Hiram’s nose crinkled in a grimace. “It even smells bad. Like the Walking Dead crashed your dad’s wedding.”


  “This makes no sense!” Shelton was tugging an earlobe. “I saw this room like forty-five minutes ago, and everything looked great. They even had those Mag League snobs in here taking pictures. The place was perfect.”


  “Where are the stupid florists?” I spat. We were the only ones present at the moment.


  “They left a while back,” Ben said disgustedly. “I saw them go. The head guy told your aunt Tempe that everything was all set up.”


  “Oh boy.” I covered my eyes. “What do we do?”


  Whitney had designed and planned everything, forgoing a full-time wedding coordinator. Despite the hundreds of tiny details involved, she hadn’t wanted anyone else “in the way” at her nuptials. While no one doubted her ability to handle the task—Whitney was born to dream up and execute extravagant events—her dictatorial micromanagement had left a leadership vacuum here on the big day. Kit’s mother, Harry, was supposed to be coordinating the vendors, but she’d proven hopeless at it, so Aunt Tempe and some of the other ladies were helping out.


  Hi blew out a breath. “I’m no flower scientist, but I’m pretty sure they’re supposed to last longer than a half hour. Methinks you’re entitled to a refund.”


  “Like that’ll do us any good.” I thought of Whitney, still nervously prepping upstairs, and my stomach dropped through my shoes. “You guys, Whitney will not be able to handle this. She’s a mess already. When she sees Stephen King’s floral arrangements…”


  Hi snorted. “That actually might be funny. We could YouTube it.”


  He yelped as Ben smacked the back of his head.


  “We have to fix this.” I pressed my fists to my forehead, thinking. “Should we call the florists back? I don’t have their number, plus their shop is all the way in Mount Pleasant. And they won’t have a truckload of backup centerpieces just lying around, anyway. Or even the same flowers.”


  “A different place?” Ben suggested doubtfully. “Somewhere close? Or maybe we could snag the flowers for the outdoor service, and swap them in here?”


  Shelton shook his head. “In front of all those people? Everyone would freak. And then the actual wedding would look like trash.”


  “Shoot!” I stomped a foot. “No one can fix this in time. Two hundred white lilies don’t fall from the sky!”


  “No,” Hi said seriously. “They grow in the ground.”


  I gave him a nasty look, but Shelton’s clap grabbed my attention.


  “That’s it!” He smiled wide, then pointed to a door on the opposite side of the room. “There are flowers outside. Hundreds of them!”


  Ben frowned. “You’re the one who said we can’t swap the arrangements.”


  “No!” Shelton was bouncing on his balls of his feet. “Not the courtyard! I’m talking about the botanical garden on the other side of the building! Flowers grow in the ground, just like Hi said!”


  My eyes rounded. “We raid their flower garden! That’s genius!”


  Hi shook out his sleeves, then tugged on his cuffs. “Let’s all remember that this was my idea. Sometimes brilliance strikes like lightning, whereas—”


  Ben smacked Hi again, but kept his focus on me. “What types of flowers do they have back there?”


  I shook my head, nerves returning as I strategized the best course of action. “Whatever they are, we have to make it work.”


  Shelton’s enthusiasm abruptly dried up. “I’m guessing the manager won’t love us destroying their award-winning garden. That’s for real, by the way. This place won awards.”


  Wince. Shrug. “We’ll pay them back. Kit will. I’m sure.”


  “So what’s the plan?” Ben asked.


  I took a calming breath. “Ben, go tell Kit what happened. Get his permission to raid the garden—tell him it’s the only way to keep Whitney from imploding. Then meet me back there.”


  “And if he doesn’t say yes?”


  “Get him to!”


  Ben nodded, trotted for the door.


  I turned to Shelton. “I need you to round up Tempe and Harry. Tell them what happened, and then bring them to the garden with whomever else they want to include. Someone has to decide what to pick for the new arrangements. I don’t have a clue.”


  Shelton clicked his tongue. “Great. Round up some old ladies at a wedding and get them to commit vandalism. No problem at all.” But he hurried to carry out my instructions.


  “I assume you want me to go have a snack?” Hi suggested hopefully.


  My hands found my hips. “I saved the best for you, Mr. Brilliant. I need you to clean all this up. Every dead flower has to go, every vase needs to be rinsed out and scrubbed. The rocks, too. I’m counting on you.”


  Hi groaned. “Maybe we should reconsider this whole thing.” He waved a hand at the morbid lily centerpieces. “These arrangements have a certain… serial killer… charm.”


  I gave him a flat look. “Get moving.”


  As Hi trudged to the closest table, bemoaning his fate, I ran a hand across my face. The plan could work, but we had to move fast. I was about to track down the house manager—to calmly inform him that we intended to devastate his flowerbeds—when Hi’s voice echoed across the ballroom. “Tor! Come here a sec!”


  I spun, annoyed. “What is it, Hi? I have to go.”


  Hi was holding the first centerpiece, an odd look on his face. “Something’s not right.”


  Curiosity won out, and I hurried over to him. “What do you mean?”


  Hi shoved the wilting arrangement at my face. “Smell this.”


  I batted dead lily petals from my eyes, glaring at Hi. But then I noticed it, too. A faint chemical aroma, wafting from the vase water. Shoving my nose closer, I inhaled deeply, irises washing blue as my sensory powers amplified the odor.


  My nose wrinkled. The smell was harsh. Bitter. “What is that?”


  Hi shrugged. “Water mixed with… something. Maybe a fancy preservative?”


  I looked around at all the dead flowers. “Then why are they all dead? Super dead.”


  I took another whiff, concentrating on the bouquet of aromas emanating from the vase. Once upon a time, I was better at this—I could’ve told you what lake the water came from—but I could still sense that something was off.


  “I’m not certain,” I said slowly, “but part of this mixture smells like rubbing alcohol. There’s more, too. Another chemical. Acrid. It burns my nostrils.” I took a step back, shook my head to clear it. “All I can think of is… weed killer.”


  Hi snorted, pulling dead stems from the liquid. “Basically the last two things you’d use to keep plants alive. Stupendous job, florists! Prepare for a really bad review on Yelp.”


  “Seriously.” Yet the hairs on my arms were standing. How could such an obvious mistake occur? What kind of bonehead would place flowers into a solution that would kill them within minutes?


  The door opened, driving all other thoughts from my mind. Shelton slipped inside, followed by Aunt Tempe and Harry, Kit’s mom. She’s also technically my grandmother, but we hadn’t spent much time together. Harry’s an odd bird, to say the least.


  The two women froze, ogling the flower massacre.


  “What in God’s name?” Harry’s dyed-blond curls quivered as she stared in disbelief. “Who designed this look, Tim Burton?”


  Tempe shook herself, strode quickly to my side. “Okay. Disaster. Do we have a plan?”


  I nodded, standing a bit straighter. Tempe had that effect on me. “Every flower in here is toast, but there’s a botanical garden on the grounds. I sent Ben to alert Kit—it might get expensive when we gut the flowerbeds to replace the centerpieces.”


  Tempe closed her eyes a moment. Then, oddly, barked a laugh. “Clinical and effective. Good thinking. If the manager doesn’t have us arrested for destruction of property, that is.”


  I cringed. “I was just going to get his permission.”


  Tempe shook her head firmly. “We pick first, ask permission afterward. Fortune favors the bold, right?”


  Roses.


  Red. White. Pink. Yellow.


  Working swiftly and silently, we plucked dozens of delicate buds, then smuggled them into the ballroom undetected. Hi kept lookout by the door as Harry assembled the arrangements. In thirty minutes, the chamber had a brand-new look.


  A damn good one, if I do say so myself.


  Whitney would notice the changes instantly, of course, but no one else should. Harry had done a masterful job. As Tempe slid the last centerpiece into position, I breathed a sigh of relief. Crisis averted, with minutes to spare.


  “Okay everyone, let’s go!” Tempe was tapping her watch.


  “Things are happening!” Hi called from the door. He’d cracked it an inch, was peering out at the guests in the courtyard. “Kit just walk-ran down the aisle. He looks like he’s freaking out. And there’s a green-dress girl circling the audience. She looks mad.”


  I winced. “Searching for the maid of honor, no doubt.”


  “Go.” Harry made shooing motions with her hands. “Y’all are in the wedding party. The service starts in five, and they must be frantic. I’m done here. Tempe and I will be on your heels.”


  The boys straightened their tuxes, then hurried out to join Kit by the altar. I was halfway through the door when Tempe caught me by the hand.


  She gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Nice work, Tory. You saved the day.”


  “Just glad it worked out.” But I felt a warm flush of pride. Booyah.


  As I stepped from the ballroom, the frantic bridesmaid spotted me and practically ran in my direction. I plastered on a smile. The day was saved. Whitney would understand. But as I was being literally yanked toward the building—and scolded by a complete stranger for good measure—an unsettling thought occurred to me.


  All those centerpieces destroyed, because of an incredibly stupid blunder.


  But what if it wasn’t a mistake?


  What if the flowers had been murdered?


  Chapter 3


  I put one foot in front of the other.


  Slowly. Stately.


  Wobbly.


  I’m not an ace in heels.


  Whitney’s train slid down the aisle before me, a tidal wave of white silk whispering along the red carpet. Though maid of honor, I was to follow directly behind her as she entered, a dictate of DuBois family tradition. No doubt a relic of their cherished debutante past, allowing the bride-to-be a final, glorious one-upping of her sister or closest friend.


  Don’t be ugly. Whitney means well. Mostly.


  Step. Pause. Step. My floor-length dress made each stride a challenge, but I was determined not to pull a Jennifer Lawrence. When she trips in front of everyone, it’s adorable. I’d look like a circus clown.


  My hastily assembled crisis team had scrambled back into their respective positions. Problem solved, but I still couldn’t understand how such a ridiculous mistake could occur. Those florists were in for some sharp words. I’d make sure Kit demanded a refund.


  Beyond Whitney, I could see Kit grinning like a dope as he stood before the raised wooden altar. The priest, Dr. Allen, was on his left. Whitney’s younger brother Eric, in from Chicago, stood to his right. Whitney had suggested that Eric be Kit’s best man. Kit being Kit, he’d agreed without complaint.


  My God, it’s really happening.


  At the end of this walk, that ditzy woman would become my stepmother.


  Blargh.


  I squeezed my lids shut. Snapped them open. Glancing around for a distraction, I spotted my friends’ parents in a row to my right. Tom Blue looked sweaty in his ill-fitting rented tuxedo, but he smiled and nodded as I paced by. We’d gotten to know each other on a personal level in the months that Ben and I had been dating. A well-read man, he was thoughtful and polite, prone to quoting famous literature when making a point. Ben’s ears burned every time it happened, but I was a fan. I love it when life—when people—surprise me.


  Unless they’re trying to kill me, of course.


  But I was all done with that.


  Ben’s mother, Myra, sat next to Tom, in a lovely cinnamon dress that matched her eyes. I’d never sensed any bad blood between the elder Blues—honestly, I wasn’t even sure they were officially divorced. That topic I studiously avoided. Ben would say more when he was ready. It wasn’t my place to pry.


  Beyond Myra sat Shelton’s parents, Nelson and Lorelei Devers, holding hands, eyes glued to each other. Shelton said they loved weddings. Watching them now, I guessed they liked to relive their own. Farther down the row, Linus Stolowitski was patting the shoulder of his wife, Ruth, who’d buried her nose in a handkerchief. Linus gave me an apologetic shrug, but I smiled. Ruth’s an emotional lady, no question. Ask Hi anytime he gets on her bad side.


  Another pace forward. The next row held less pleasant guests.


  Dr. Mike Iglehart sat in the closest chair. He dodged my glance as if burned by it, and well he should. Chance had divulged that Iglehart had been his secret spy at LIRI, but I’d decided to keep the information to myself. Kit liked to think the best of everyone at the institute, and the Iglehart problem was fully neutralized. No need to shatter my father’s illusions.


  Still. What a jerk.


  The rest of the row was filled with classmates I was less than thrilled to see. Ashley Bodford sat with her parents, looking bored yet beautiful in a jet-black dress that matched her hair, eyes, and heart. Beside her, Courtney Holt sat with perfect posture, her cream-colored dress way too close to white, not that she’d understand why that mattered. The clingy, low-cut garment set off her blond hair, and that’s all she cared about.


  I hated that they were invited, but, naturally, their parents were close friends of the DuBois family. So they got to attend my father’s wedding despite having tortured me daily for the better part of two years. My glance hardened to a glare, but they didn’t notice.


  Easy, tiger, Hi sounded inside my skull. Don’t forget—police are in da house!


  My gaze flicked back to the altar, a high, wide platform of polished oak, cunningly fit together to appear as a single unbroken piece. A carved wooden arch graced its apex, woven with garlands of white flowers. Whitney had had the entire thing flown in from Ireland for the service, and it’d taken several hours to reassemble the night before. Anything for her ladyship.


  Hi, Ben, and Shelton stood atop the bulky platform, in a line with the other groomsmen. I was genuinely touched that Kit had chosen my best friends to fill out his wedding party. Having them close by made the whole day easier for me, which was likely his intention.


  On the opposite side of the archway were the bridesmaids, their makeup-coated expressions a mixture of happiness, envy, and boredom. Squinting, I could easily picture Ashley and Courtney in their vapid company.


  Parasites, I sent back to Hi, still riled by unwelcome faces in the gallery. I wouldn’t mind if a few chairs collapsed. Into a volcano.


  Haven’t mastered that trick yet. Shelton smoothed the sleeves of his tuxedo jacket, ducking his head to hide his smile. When I can do more than talk in your dome, I’ll let you know.


  I wouldn’t worry about these cops. Ben was scowling at Captain Carmine Corcoran, who was hitching his pants beside the courtyard entrance. That moron couldn’t guard a cheeseburger unless there was a press conference involved.


  I lowered my head, stifling a laugh as I kept my sapphire eyes from view. Kit’s idea. He thought an official presence might keep the paparazzi away.


  It hadn’t worked. A gaggle of photographers was lurking just beyond the courtyard wall, hoping to get lucky. I’d spotted at least one snapping shots from a nearby roof.


  As director of the Loggerhead Island Research Institute, Dr. Christopher Howard was—distressingly to my father—one of the prominent citizens of Charleston. Add in the wealth and prestige of the DuBois family, plus the infamous Chance Claybourne in attendance as a guest, and this wedding was officially an Event in the city. Despite Corcoran’s preening, I was glad for the extra security. His team of off-duty cops had bounced a dozen crashers already.


  The people discovered Hiram Stolowitski would be here, Hi trumpeted inside my head. I watched him buff his fingernails on a silk lapel. TMZ coverage was inevitable.


  Red sparks in my mind, followed by inarticulate squawking. Ben had struck a third time.


  One of these days, Hi griped, I’m charging you with assault.


  I’ll alert my attorney. Ben’s eyes found mine, and the skies cleared.


  Benjamin Blue, now a serial smiler.


  Who’d have thunk it?


  We continued down the aisle, passing rows filled with LIRI staff, local dignitaries, and Bolton Prep families. Madison gave me a friendly nod, Jason a grin. His mother sat in the chair beside him, wearing a small frown as she muttered about the pollen count. Whitney nearly missed a step. As president of the Magnolia League, Agnes Taylor’s opinions on style were local gospel. Whitney would’ve crawled through a sewer pipe to make a good impression.


  Mrs. Taylor was a substitute teacher, and, being the nosy type, stayed in-the-know regarding school gossip. It wasn’t clear what she thought of Madison and her son being together, but her face was pinched in a scowl. Jason pretended not to notice, his fingers interlocked with his girlfriend’s. Though Maddy smiled prettily, I noticed her knuckles were white.


  Kit’s family manned the front row. Harry sat between Tempe and Kit’s father, Howard Howard—don’t ask about the name—who was followed by Tempe’s daughter Katie, her ex-husband Pete, and some others I didn’t know very well. I ignored the opposite side of the aisle, jam-packed with DuBois family members and their countless friends and social connections. A decent-sized crowd, all told, though I knew Whitney had agonized over whom to invite. And delighted in several snubs.


  Last chance to blow this up. Hi kept his face straight, but his voice swirled singsong in my brain. You could still fake a seizure. Or grab the rings and bolt.


  Don’t think I haven’t considered it.


  We reached the foot of the altar. I looked up, saw my father’s beaming face. His palpable joy burned away my cynicism.


  Can’t do it, folks. I’m going down with this ship.


  Bah. Shelton made a covert dismissal with one hand. Twelve months, then you’re out of there. Just make, like, a yearlong Advent calendar or something. Count the days.


  True. I didn’t like thinking that way—it wasn’t fair to Kit, who’d taken me in when I’d had nowhere else to go—but facts were facts. After one more year at Bolton, I was off to college. Whitney would become a summers-and-holidays-only problem.


  I glanced at Ben, who was studying his boxy black shoes. A strange cocktail of emotions was seeping from him, before closing off abruptly. I kept my own fears from flowing back.


  I didn’t know yet where I’d go to college, but it almost certainly wouldn’t be in Asheville like Ben. I’d already applied to Wake Forest and Vanderbilt, which weren’t too far, but the other schools on my list were all a plane ride away. And, given that I was a shoo-in for valedictorian—everyone else knew it, so there was no point denying it myself—I’d have good options.


  Options away from Ben. Some far away.


  He looked up then. Gave me a sad smile.


  I jerked my eyes away. Missed a step and nearly went down. I realized Whitney and her father had stopped moving. With infinite dignity, the elder DuBois placed his daughter’s hand in Kit’s.


  It’s real. My God, it’s real.


  Tears gleamed in my father’s eyes. His happiness filled me, too.


  Whitney’s head whipped around. She gave me an exasperated look. “Tory!” Suddenly, everyone was looking at me. I was supposed to be doing something.


  “Oops, sorry!” I dropped to a knee and smoothed Whitney’s train, then hustled up the altar’s three steps to my spot on the left, facing the assembly.


  Wood groaned beneath my feet, the ancient platform dipping a fraction.


  I shuffled a step to keep my balance.


  Accidentally locked eyes with Chance.


  He was sitting in the second row on the DuBois side, black hair slicked back, his dark eyes dancing with amusement. Chance’s tuxedo clearly wasn’t a rental, a classic James Bond number with a silk tie and cummerbund—he’d once said that vests were for bartenders. Ella sat beside him, looking gorgeous in a sleek lavender cocktail dress.


  Chance smirked. Nodded. Ella’s smile, at least, seemed genuine.


  So much has changed.


  Dr. Allen mounted the first step, turned to bless Kit and Whitney as they stood together at the foot of the altar. I wobbled in my heels as the platform shifted slightly.


  Chance could get under my skin without even trying. Our alliance had been pressure-forged like a diamond, but there were times when I still didn’t know what to make of him. Were we friends? Good friends? Frenemies?


  We’re no longer pack, that’s for sure.


  Did he know that my friends and I had evolved a second time?


  That some powers still flowed on Morris Island?


  I couldn’t say, but I fervently hoped not, for everyone’s sake. If experience had taught me anything, it was this: the fewer people who knew my secrets, the better.


  Chance and I had barely spoken in the months since our escape, a necessary cooling-off period for both sides. Plus, though Ben had mellowed considerably since we’d started dating, any mention of Chance resurrected his scowl. Understandable.


  My heart lurched. I felt eyes on the back of my head.


  No, more personal. Inside my head.


  I pivoted slowly to avoid notice. Spotted Ben glaring at Chance, and making very little effort to hide it. They hadn’t been in the same place since Ben and I got together, but today had been unavoidable.


  I detected a flurry of sendings from Shelton and Hi, trying to put out the fire.


  Ben ignored them at first. Then he noticed me watching.


  
    I don’t like how he’s looking at you.


    Ben, this is my father’s wedding. Tighten up.

  


  Ben flinched. Taking a deep breath, he gave me a nearly imperceptible nod, schooling his face to stillness. But I could feel his anger burning white-hot.


  We need to keep those two apart, Hi sent, feeling a need to state the obvious.


  For his part, Chance seemed indifferent to Ben’s ire. He patted Ella’s hand, whispering something in her ear that evoked a laugh. Over her shoulder, his gaze found mine again.


  Something hid there. What, exactly, I had no idea. Interest? Mockery? Challenge? Maybe all three. Then the window shuttered as Chance snapped his trademark wink.


  Which I hated.


  He wasn’t hitting on me. I didn’t think. But casual flirtation had masked deceptive agendas in the past. I’d been hoping we were beyond that. Now? I couldn’t say.


  Just how he likes it. Damn him.


  Dr. Allen mounted the last two steps, strode to the archway, and then turned to address the congregation.


  A tiny vibration tickled my heels.


  Uh, guys?


  I glanced across the platform to see Shelton, brow furrowed as he squinted down at the wooden slats beneath his feet. You hear that? Something sounds… off.


  What is it? I asked. Though our powers had migrated to being nearly equal in most aspects, we each still possessed an area of greater acuity. Shelton could hear like a bat. If he said something didn’t sound right, I paid attention.


  I’m not sure. Shelton said, straining to listen. But every time someone moves, there’s a… a scraping… or…


  Ben looked down at his feet. The platform is wobbling. I felt it when Tory stepped up, but it got worse when the priest stepped up.


  Dr. Allen’s voice rang out, beginning the service.


  Hi nodded toward Kit and Whitney at the foot of the altar. What happens when they join us up here?


  Shelton discretely tapped a heel against the polished oak flooring. It’s a grinding noise, like sandpaper. Wood on wood, maybe. I… uh… guys, I think it’s getting worse.


  Dr. Allen intoned a blessing. The audience repeated his words.


  Kit and Whitney mounted the first step.


  Suddenly, I heard it, too—a faint tearing, grating sound from under our feet. I thought the noise emanated from the center of the platform, beneath the carved archway. Right where the happy couple was supposed to stand and make their vows.


  Kit and Whitney ascended the second step.


  The scraping intensified. I felt a sickening vibration in my toes.


  The bridesmaid on my left quirked her head. Glanced down at her feet.


  The floor’s trembling over here, Hi sent from the opposite side of the archway.


  Kit and Whitney reached the top of the platform.


  I watched in horror as the entire structure bowed beneath their added weight.


  A sharp crack. Then another.


  The reports released me like a starter’s pistol.


  “Wait!” I shouted, waving my hands as I bounced forward. Startled, Whitney stumbled backward, only her grip on Kit’s arm saving her from face-planting in the grass. Her momentum dragged them both down the steps and off the platform.


  Steadying themselves, they stared back up at me in shock.


  I’d come to a stop in the center of the platform, directly before a wild-eyed Dr. Allen.


  Beneath me, wood groaned audibly.


  The floor dipped, suddenly bouncy and insubstantial.


  “Everyone off the altar!” Matching action to words, I hot-stepped for the safety of solid ground, worried with every footfall that the whole thing would implode and take me down with it. Hi, Shelton, and Ben bailed immediately as well.


  The rest of the wedding party stood frozen like statues. Even Dr. Allen.


  “I’d hop to it,” Hi advised, pointing to several drooping planks in the center of the altar. “Unless you want to be on that thing when it collapses.”


  His words did the trick. With a curse, Eric DuBois leapt from the platform. Then herd instinct took over: the others raced down like lemmings, groomsmen shouting incoherently, bridesmaids struggling for balance as they navigated the narrow steps in their heels.


  As he crossed the center of the altar, a section of flooring separated beneath Dr. Allen’s feet. He tripped and fell forward, and only Ben’s quick reflexes saved the day. He caught the elderly priest’s arm and helped him safely down to the grass.


  We formed a ragged, panting line at the foot of the altar.


  Shouts erupted in the gallery. Whitney’s head whipped side to side in a panic.


  “What’s going on?” Kit hissed, staring at the unstable platform.


  Ben shed his jacket, jogged around the altar, and knelt in the grass. Hinges squeaked as he opened some sort of hatch on its backside. Before anyone could question what he was doing, Ben wiggled through the opening and disappeared.


  “Wha… wha…” Whitney seemed unable to form a coherent thought.


  No one else tried.


  Seconds ticked past, and the crowd grew restless. Mrs. Taylor began grumbling loudly to another member of the Magnolia League, and Whitney’s face crumpled.


  Then Ben’s voice carried from beneath the woodwork. “Found the problem! Somebody get my dad!”


  “What’s the deal?” Hi yelled, as Tom Blue circled the altar and, with a sigh, got down on his knees and shimmied under the structure.


  “The pins fell out!” Ben shouted, a note of incredulity in his voice. “The central joins aren’t locked into place. We’re lucky this thing didn’t fall apart, but it’s an easy fix. Shove them back in and we’re good. Give us five minutes.”


  “Uh, thanks, Ben!” Kit called, then he turned to address his guests. “Slight mechanical issue, folks. Won’t take a second to fix. Don’t worry, we’re still getting married!”


  Chuckles from the gallery. Rueful shrugs. Kit hurried to a member of the wait staff, and, moments later, trays of champagne flutes began circulating the thirsty crowd. The delay became a cocktail break. Everyone relaxed.


  Shelton and Hi sidled over to my side, consternation plain on their faces.


  “The pins dropped out?” Hi scoffed. “Who put this together, Stevie Wonder?”


  A cold feeling swept over me. “Weird, right? And right after the flower thing inside…”


  “What do you mean?” Shelton froze in the process of cleaning his glasses. “You think somebody did that stuff on purpose?”


  I didn’t have a chance to answer. Ben popped up behind the altar, followed more slowly by his father. The pair wiped grass from their pant legs as they swung back around the platform, wearing matching grins.


  “Done!” Ben said proudly. “Easy, honestly. Two pins just needed to be reinserted.”


  “Everyone take your seats!” Kit waved the wedding party back to their places. I stepped up slowly, testing my weight. But the Blues were right—the footing was firm and true.


  Thank goodness we’d noticed in time. Another disaster averted.


  The cold feeling returned.


  I don’t believe in coincidence.


  In the center of the altar, Whitney smoothed her dress, breathing deeply as she attempted to regain her composure. Kit squeezed her hand, planted a kiss on her cheek.


  Everyone was back in position. The next few minutes passed in a blur. The priest spoke. Whitney spoke. Kit spoke. Rings appeared, vows were made, for some reason they poured pastel sands into a vase together.


  I now pronounce you husband and wife.


  My father and Whitney kissed to thunderous applause.


  It was done.


  Sweet sassy molassey.


  Hugs. Backslaps. The happy couple floated down the aisle.


  I have a stepmother. This is not a drill.


  I began mentally listing Whitney’s good points, starting with how much Kit loved her, and how devoted she was to him. I almost forgot to take Eric’s arm as we followed them down the wedding gauntlet.


  This wouldn’t be so bad.


  Right?


  Right?


  Ahead of me, Whitney let out a squeal of delight, hugging my father close. “We did it!”


  A sigh escaped.


  I smiled. This time it wasn’t too forced.


  No, it wouldn’t be so bad.


  Things change, and this wasn’t even a bad one.


  My father’s face. Tears of pure joy, manfully contained.


  As they passed into the building, their interlocked hands flew up in celebration.


  Not so bad at all.


  Welcome to the family, Whit.


  Chapter 4


  Dinner was about to be served.


  The ballroom was decked out in linen and silk, with a square of sparkling hardwood at its heart. Gleaming silver utensils flanked fine china and crystal water goblets. Elegant hand-printed menus adorned each place setting. A string quartet was playing in one corner.


  I snagged my personalized card as I entered, though I knew which table was mine. Whitney had dubbed the seating arrangement “the hardest thing” she’d ever had to do. Apparently half her family couldn’t stand the other half, and there were literally dozens of VIPs requiring pride of place.


  The tables were round, arranged in staggered rows. Mine was up front, of course, with Aunt Tempe, Harry, and some of Whitney’s family I didn’t know. My new stepmother had ignored my not-so-subtle hints that I’d have preferred a secluded table in back with my friends. Oh well. At least Ben was sitting with me. I’d insisted on that much.


  A sweetheart table for the bride and groom sat on a dais at the very front. Whitney took her seat, beaming, though her smile faltered a bit when she noticed the replacement centerpieces. She said something to Kit, who whispered a lengthy response, eyeing his new bride nervously as he held her hand. Whatever he said seemed to mollify her. It didn’t hurt that the new flowers looked fantastic.


  Whitney glanced my way. Gave me a grateful nod. I waved back. It was nothing.


  Her smile returned as she looked down on the mass of people like a queen on her throne. No one could mistake whose day it was.


  “Your dad looks comfortable,” Ben said sarcastically. Kit was squirming in his chair under all that scrutiny. “I assume he’s the one who wanted to eat dinner perched on a pedestal like a canary, in full view of a hundred and fifty people?”


  Kit drummed his tabletop, nearly knocking over a glass in the process.


  “I bet he had no idea.” I shot Ben an amused glance. “Like it would have mattered. This isn’t his show, and everyone here knows it.”


  “At least that dais looks sturdy,” Ben joked, fiddling with his ponytail. He didn’t wear his hair back much, but I was digging it. “We don’t need another structural emergency today.”


  “I know, right?” I leaned in close, speaking fast. “I can’t believe what almost happened out there. Don’t you think it’s weird that the platform was defective?”


  “Not defective,” Ben corrected. “It wasn’t assembled properly.”


  “Even worse!” My face scrunched in disbelief. “How could the set-up crew mess that up? The pins are literally all that holds the altar together, right?”


  Ben hesitated. “I wasn’t going to bring it up, but yeah, it’s… bizarre. It’s not like that structure is particularly complicated, it’s just large wooden pieces connected by metal pins at the joins. I can’t see how you’d possibly miss any when constructing it, and I can’t see how they’d just fall out, either. It’s almost like…”


  He trailed off, but I finished the sentence. “Like someone pulled them out.”


  Ben lowered his voice. “Who’d want to sabotage a freaking altar?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe the same person who’d kill a room full of flowers.”


  Ben sat back, eyeing me. “You think someone’s trying to ruin this wedding.” He didn’t pose it as a question. Then his face clouded. “You know, only two pins were out of position. Both were in the center, right beneath where the priest was standing. That’s why the thing didn’t crater before, when the wedding party climbed up. But if Kit and Whitney had taken one more step…”


  “Boom,” I finished. “Game over for Whitney’s Irish fantasy service.”


  He nodded. “We got lucky.”


  I clicked my tongue. “Unless those pins were targeted. By someone who knew exactly which ones to remove.”


  Ben gave me a skeptical look. “So that the platform would only collapse when the happy couple stepped onto it? Seems pretty far-fetched. That’d take an impressive feel for physics, Tor. Weight. Tensile strength. Load-carrying capacity. All that stuff.”


  Good point. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that the flower and altar glitches were connected somehow.


  Before I could respond, a bell chimed. Everyone took their seats.


  “Talk more later,” I whispered as Ben pulled out my chair. “I might be crazy.”


  He raised an eyebrow. We could move to this channel. And you’re never crazy.


  “It’s okay, really.” Then I sent, Too many people around for telepathy. It’d look pretty strange if we just stared at each other the whole meal.


  Now Ben’s eyebrows bounced up and down. Staring at you is fine by me.


  I snorted, startling the DuBois relations sitting close by. Plastering on a smile, I nodded to our dinner companions, then pretended to hunt for my napkin. You see?


  After drink orders were taken, Ben and I built an invisible wall around ourselves. Harry and Tempe were all the way across the table—impossible to speak with anyway—and I’d spent an entire week schmoozing various DuBois clan members. Not tonight, thanks. Our tablemates took the hint, and we were quietly left alone.


  The first course was lobster bisque. As the noise level increased, it began to feel like a private date between the two of us. “Do you speak again?” Ben asked, spooning up the last of his appetizer.


  “No, thank God.” I blew a stray hair from my mouth. “My toasting duties were completed at the rehearsal dinner. Only the best man speaks tonight.”


  Another DuBois wedding quirk, but fine by me. One heartfelt speech extolling Whitney’s virtues was all I could manage. Her tearful hug last night had left makeup stains on the shoulder of my dress.


  Salads arrived, followed by filet mignon. Ben and I grimaced as Best Man Eric stumbled through a drunken, rambling toast no one could follow. The guy barely even knew Kit. Shrimp came last, disappearing in seconds. Then coffee. The band started up, and my foot began tapping on its own. Caffeine will do that.


  Ben and I were holding hands under the table, a habit we’d recently developed that I had no intention of breaking. I was about to ask him more about Warren Wilson’s science program—we didn’t discuss his leaving much, but we’d have to face reality soon enough—when a shadow fell across the table.


  I glanced up. Ben’s grip tightened, then his hand fell away.


  “Sorry to interrupt.” Chance didn’t look sorry in the slightest.


  “Then don’t.” Ben deadpanned, but with a hostile undercurrent.


  Chance dismissed Ben completely, in that way only he could manage. “May I have this dance?” He extended a hand gracefully, as if he spent most evenings patrolling swanky tuxedo parties picking up girls. Who knows? Maybe he did.


  Ben went rigid. I was about to decline when Ella clapped Ben on the shoulders. “Come on, thundercloud. These two need to chat, and I won’t sit out another song.” Caught off guard, Ben allowed himself to be tugged away from the table. A second later, he was out on the dance floor, looking miserable as Ella grooved effortlessly beside him.


  “Well then!” Chance smiled rakishly, bending closer and whispering in my ear. “There doesn’t seem to be a problem now. Shall we?”


  I nearly refused out of pique, but took a deep breath instead.


  Chance obviously wanted something. I wanted to know what.


  He isn’t my enemy. He may even be an ally.


  “Tactful as always, Claybourne.” Taking his hand and rising.


  “A gift.”


  Chance led me onto the hardwood, away from where Ben was awkwardly trying to keep up with Ella. He nodded toward the bandleader. Instantly the song changed, a slower tune filling the room.


  My eyes rolled. “Oh, very nice.”


  Chance wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me in. “Easier to talk this way.”


  We moved in rhythm, our heads nearly touching. I wasn’t able to see his eyes, but his voice crawled straight into my ear. “How have things been, Tory?”


  “Fine. Wonderful, actually.”


  A pause, then, “No… external complications?”


  I tensed, but responded quickly. “Nope. None.”


  He pulled back to look at me, his tone low and insistent. “Are you certain? No rooftop watchers? No suspicious visitors to your little island? Nothing at all?”


  “Nothing, Chance. They’re gone.” I swallowed. “I hope.”


  Chance nodded, seemed to relax a bit. We resumed our dance. “Same. Claybourne Manor has been positively… tame since you four stopped happening by.”


  I snorted. “If by ‘tame’ you mean nobody’s had to jump off the roof, then I’ll take it.”


  He chuckled, spinning me in time with the music. “I’ve had several less-than-cordial discussions with my security team about that, believe me.”


  We fell silent for a moment. I tried to spot Ben, but couldn’t pick him out of the mass of swaying bodies. I knew more was coming. Chance already knew that our pursuers had called off the chase. Whatever he really wanted to discuss, we hadn’t gotten there yet.


  “And you?” he asked suddenly.


  “Me what?”


  “Nothing going on… inside?”


  I felt a jolt. Tried to cover it. “You know what happened, Chance. You were there.”


  He didn’t respond at first, and we took another turn around the crowded floor. But I was beginning to sweat. Did he suspect my powers weren’t actually gone? Then I went cold. Was he experiencing the same thing?


  I decided to go on the offensive. “And you?”


  He cocked his head slightly. “What about me?”


  “Any lingering… feelings?”


  Chance watched me for several heartbeats. I couldn’t get a read on him. Then, “Not a ripple. It seems my work was entirely successful. Same goes for the rest of the red-eyed pack, I looked into it. None of the old magic remains. Being Viral has been snuffed out entirely.”


  “Good.” I turned away. “Same here.”


  Chance stopped dancing. “Are you sure, Tory? Have you really tried?”


  I glanced around, voice dropping to a hiss. “Of course I did. It’s gone, Chance. Done.”


  He watched me intently, for what seemed like an eternity. Then he sighed, drawing me in again. “I suppose it’s for the best.”


  “You think?” I whispered sarcastically. “Losing our powers was the only thing that saved our lives! We’d be locked in cages otherwise.”


  Chance nodded unhappily. “I know, I know! But I can’t help missing it, and I was Viral for a much shorter time than you. Surely you have regrets?”


  Regrets? How could I? I’d recently become something else. Something more.


  But I’m not telling you that.


  “There’s no point looking back,” I said curtly. “Done is done.”


  I could tell Chance didn’t share my opinion. To keep him from prying further, I said the first thing that popped into my head. “You and Ella seem to be getting along.”


  A wicked smile creased his lips. “Jealous? Ouch!”


  I removed my heel from his foot. “Oops! Sorry.”


  He breathed a throaty chuckle. “Guess I deserved that.”


  “And more.”


  “So how is Benjamin?” Chance asked dryly. “Still rooting around in creeks?”


  “He’s been accepted into a prestigious environmental science program,” I responded primly. “One of the best in the country. At a college. Perhaps you’ve heard of such places?”


  Chance sniffed. “They seem cute, but I have a company to run.”


  I gave him my most level look. “You don’t work there anymore, Chance. It was all over the news. The Board kicked you out after discovering those bills you ran up in Special Projects.”


  His expression soured. “Curing us was one of those expensive projects, thank you very much.” Then he snorted derisively. “Whatever. I still own the stupid place. Let those suits handle the boring daily details.”


  We swung another turn. This was a long freaking song.


  “Why don’t you go to college?” I asked, genuinely curious. “You’re too smart for your own good, and I’m sure you could buy your way in to wherever you felt like going.”


  Chance shrugged. “Maybe I will.” The rakish grin returned. “Or I could cut out the middleman, and simply buy a university. Give myself all sorts of degrees. You might be onto something, Brennan.”


  I was about to scold him when I spotted Ben, still manfully escorting Ella in circles, his head swiveling as he scanned the crowd. He located me just as the music finally ended. I tried to disengage, but Chance led on as another slow song began to play. Ben glowered, the old frown sliding into place as Ella gathered him up again.


  “Before you run off, I just want to be sure.”


  Chance forced me to meet his eye. He was very close. And damn good-looking.


  “Sure about what?” My thoughts bounced like a tennis ball—from my relationship with Ben, to rejecting Chance, to the dark secrets we all shared. “I don’t like games, Chance.”


  “There’s nothing left of your flare power?” he asked, watching like a hawk. I got the distinct impression he didn’t believe me the first time. “No lingering trace? Not a shred of the old abilities?” Chance moved closer and whispered, “Or anything new?”


  I swallowed, but held his gaze. “It’s gone, Chance. You’ve got to move on.”


  His eyes narrowed. He opened his mouth to speak again, but a strong hand clamped down on his shoulder, spinning him around.


  “May I cut in?” Ben growled.


  Chance’s composure slipped a notch as he glared at Ben. Then he smirked. “By all means.” He stepped back. Ben took my hand. Chance watched as Ben led me away across the dance floor.


  “Thanks for the lovely dance!” Chance called. Then, quieter, “I’ll be seeing you.”


  I tried not to wince. What did that mean?


  “Jackass.” Ben was scowling full throttle.


  “Be nice.” I nuzzled in close. “How was your twirl with Ella?”


  “Humiliating.” Ben released my hand and began tugging at his collar. “She moves like a ballerina, and I’m a frozen caveman.” Then he blanched. “Not that—”


  “Shut it, Blue.” Resting my head against his chest. “I’ve seen her dance, too.”


  Ben put his mouth to my ear. “She had a lot of questions.”


  I nodded without looking up. “Chance, too.”


  He lifted my chin so I could see his face. Should we worry?


  I shrugged. What’s the point?


  But I remembered the look in Chance’s eyes.


  Did he believe me? Was he suspicious we were hiding more? Was he hiding more?


  The last thing we needed was Chance Claybourne on our scent again.


  But ultimately, what could we do?


  Blargh.


  Business as usual.


  The song ended, and we clapped politely with the other guests. A jaunty, bouncy tune came next. I squeezed Ben’s hand, putting Chance out of my mind.


  This was my father’s wedding, damn it. I was going to have fun.


  “One more?” I begged, rabbit-pecking his cheek.


  Ben’s smile was sickly. “Sure. You know me. Dancing. Love it.”


  A half hour of busting moves later, Chance was the furthest thing from my mind.


  Chapter 5


  The cool evening air was refreshing.


  I stepped from a covered porch, scanning the now-picked-over flower garden. A quarter of the rosebuds were gone, sacrificed to Operation Emergency Centerpieces. I felt terrible about the damage, but we’d had no other choice. Better a plundered garden than a suicidal bride.


  Upon seeing our handiwork, the house manager had nearly fainted on the spot. Only Kit’s promise of full reimbursement—plus a hefty donation to the building’s annual arboretum fund—had smoothed his ruffled feathers.


  I sat down on a stone bench. Heard a rustling in the bushes at the far end of the yard.


  No need to call out.


  Cooper already knew I was there.


  Sister-friend. Coop emerged from the shadows wearing a wide doggie grin. I reached out and rubbed his head. He nuzzled my other hand, sniffing out the treat I’d brought for him. Food?


  I wouldn’t forget about you. I unwrapped a half-portion of filet mignon. Held it up for him to see. Kit says you’re being spoiled.


  I tossed the meat in a short arc. Coop caught it easily, then settled at my feet and began gnawing his prize. Food is shared. Keeps pack strong. The wolfdog radiated contentment as he scarfed down the expensive steak.


  I smiled. Try telling him that.


  Coop paused. Cocked his head. Can’t tell eldest. Can’t hear. Nor his mate.


  I know, buddy. I stroked his scruffy back as he resumed eating. Be thankful for that.


  Coop and I could communicate almost perfectly since… whatever… had happened when I swallowed Chance’s antidote. But some things—like sarcasm—simply didn’t translate. Our minds were too different for stuff like that.


  I noticed a shallow cut on his snout. What’s this? I asked, tracing the wound with a finger.


  Devil animal. Coop gave me what I took to be a plaintive look. Allowed to bite?


  Sighing, I shook my head. Sorry, boy. Banjo belongs to Hi now. You two have to find a way to get along.


  Foul beast. Cooper bared his teeth. Pretends friendship, then attacks. Then runs!


  I chuckled, scratching behind his ears. Banjo’s a cat. That’s what they do.


  The music inside cut off. A slurred voice began droning into the microphone—no doubt an unplanned toast from an over-served guest. I was glad to be outside, away from all the hoopla. Chirping crickets sounded better to me than the raucous cheers in the ballroom.


  A door opened, and one of the singers stepped out for a smoke. I sighed, nodded politely as he wished me a good evening. My moment of solitude had lasted less than a minute. But one look at Cooper—a nearly full-grown wolfdog, topping one hundred and twenty pounds—and the man beat a hasty retreat, shooting me a wide-eyed glance as he stumbled back inside.


  I snorted, though I couldn’t blame the guy. He probably didn’t expect to find an apex predator roaming the swanky grounds. Coop’s inclusion on the guest list had nearly cost us the booking, but I’d made Kit hold firm until the owners agreed to allow our “dog” the run of the garden during the event. I was extremely glad they hadn’t asked for a picture first.


  Coop nudged my arm with his wet nose. Pack comes.


  A moment later Hi and Shelton ambled outside, with Ben a short step behind. Spotting Cooper and me by the bench, Hi boasted, “I told you so,” as they moved to join us.


  “The band ignored your request for a reason,” Shelton said to Hi, tossing me a half-wave as he unbuttoned the neck of his tuxedo shirt. “Nobody wants to hear ‘YMCA,’ much less dance to it. It’s an objectively terrible song.”


  “The Village People are a wedding staple!” Hi removed his jacket, raked a hand through his sweat-dampened brown hair. “Plus, I know how to read a room. That crowd was primed for some funky disco action.”


  Shelton shook his head. Pointed to Ben without looking.


  “Disco sucks,” Ben said.


  Shelton nodded. “True story.”


  “I’m surrounded by barbarians.” Hi glanced over at Cooper crouching in the grass next to me, and his brow formed a V. “Tell that mutt of yours to stop harassing my sweet angel. Banjo’s been in a terrible mood all weekend.”


  “Your psycho cat is the problem.” Then I sent, And tell him yourself.


  “Cujo over there started it.” Hi jabbed an index finger at the wolfdog. I saw you chase my darling kitty-cat into the dunes this morning. Quit being a bully.


  Coop growled deep in his throat. Deceitful creature. Ambushed me.


  “Coop has scratches on his face,” I snapped. “Your stupid cat likes to jump out of the bushes and slash him, then bolt into the woods. One of these days, she’s getting chomped.”


  “She better not!” Hi warned, crossing his arms. “I didn’t rescue Banjo from homelessness just to serve her up as wolf chow. Feline rights, yo. Cats matter, too.”


  Whatever my response might’ve been was preempted by the sound of breaking glass, followed by high-pitched laughter. A guitarist strummed a few chords, then the whole band picked back up.


  “Reception’s picking up steam.” Ben absently kicked a pebble. “Long night ahead.”


  Shelton plopped down onto the bench beside me. “If it’s all the same to you guys, I might just hang out here for a while. People in there are acting like fools.”


  “Not me, gents.” Hi elbowed Ben, catching a dark look in return. “I know you’re spoken for, but this party is a target-rich environment. I wouldn’t want to let the ladies down. Player’s gotta play.”


  Shelton covered his eyes. “You need to stop.”


  “Seriously.” Ben knelt and scratched behind Coop’s ears.


  Outside the garden wall, a car door opened and shut. Seconds later an iron gate rattled less than a dozen yards from where we were gathered. The bars swung open and a man in a white chef’s uniform entered the garden. He closed the gate quickly and hurried toward the building.


  Coop lifted his head, tracking the stranger’s progress. Then he yapped sharply, popping to his feet with hackles raised.


  The newcomer nearly jumped out of his skin. He backpedaled a few steps, eyes darting, trying to pierce the gloom.


  “Coop!” I scolded, grabbing his collar and pulling him back.


  It must’ve been an odd scene to the late-arriving chef. While my friends and I could see perfectly well in the moonlight, to him we were four teens skulking in a dark garden. With a sizeable wild animal, no less.


  “Kids and a freaking wolf,” the man muttered in astonishment, but his body relaxed. He was tall and bulky, with close-set green eyes and bushy red hair poking from beneath his chef’s hat. The name BIGGS was stitched on to his pure white smock, which was fully buttoned up, as if we’d interrupted him mid-shift. Gathering himself, the man nodded our way, then strode briskly for the door and disappeared inside.


  Coop barked again. Hauled me a step closer.


  Easy, fella. I was surprised. It wasn’t often Coop menaced someone.


  And yet… something about the cook’s reaction felt… off. Like he was relieved it was only us, despite the presence of a riled-up half-wild canine.


  Was he avoiding someone? Everyone?


  My earlier suspicions flared back to life. Dead flowers. Missing altar pins. And who was this random chef, showing up way late and sneaking in through a secluded garden gate?


  The bulk of Corcoran’s security team had disbanded after the service, when the guests moved inside. Only the captain and two handpicked officers remained to “keep an eye on things.” And stuff their faces with free gourmet food, of course.


  Coop gave a last snarl and settled back down. But I’d learned to trust his instincts.


  I straightened, began chewing my bottom lip. “Huh.”


  Ben’s head rose. “What is it?”


  I scratched my cheek, thinking. “That guy was acting kinda weird, wasn’t he?”


  Hi glanced at his watch. “Dinner ended almost an hour ago. If he’s on tonight’s catering crew, he missed the job. Maybe he’s hoping no one will notice.”


  I frowned. “Could be.”


  Ben was now eyeing the door. “But you don’t think so.”


  “It’s just…” I shook my head, unsure.


  I looked at Coop. That man? Was there something wrong?


  Coop’s head tilted, as if he struggled with how to respond. Smell… off. Smell trouble.


  The others heard our exchange. Frowning, Shelton removed his clear-lensed glasses. He could see perfectly now, but had no idea how to explain that to his parents. “Lots of things going wrong at this wedding, huh?”


  “Yep.” Hi gave me a significant look. “If we’re laying it out there, I’m still baffled by the liquid in those vases. How could a florist accidentally use chemicals that kill flowers?”


  Ben cleared his throat. “Yeah. So. I’ve been thinking about the pins.” He glanced up and met my eye. “I can’t see how they could fall out on their own. The whole point of their design is that they don’t fall out.”


  “You know, now that I think about it…” Shelton pointed a hesitant finger at the door the mystery cook had entered. “Weren’t the caterers wearing uniforms with blue stripes?”


  My pulse sped up. The newcomer had been dressed in white from head to toe.


  “That actually seems right.” Hi tapped his chin, making a show of considering Shelton’s words. “You think the guy’s working for HYDRA? Or is just drunk and lost?”


  Snap decision. “Let’s go see.”


  Popping to my feet, I headed for the door. The boys exchanged mental shrugs before rising and following. Cooper leapt to join me, but I placed a hand on his furry head.


  Sorry, boy. Out of bounds. Wait here.


  He whined, but stayed put. Call if need.


  Inside the door, the reception was straight ahead, but a covert scan of the ballroom failed to turn up our mystery chef. I ducked back out before anyone noticed me. “He’s not in there, which isn’t surprising.”


  Hi pointed to our left, down a short hallway. “Only one other way to go.”


  I nodded. The corridor led to the kitchen, which was empty for the moment. I paused in the doorway as doubt began creeping in. What was I doing, really?


  Footfalls in an adjacent room. I looked to Ben, who shrugged. “Why not?”


  We entered a small staging room connected to the ballroom by a pair of swinging doors. Music and laughter leaked through the cracks, but I only had eyes for our chef. The big man had his back to us as he hovered over Whitney’s triple-tiered wedding cake.


  I put a finger to my lips, edging closer for a better look. The man was smoothing the cake’s frosting with a flat-bladed implement. He held something in his other hand I couldn’t see. As I watched, he glanced at a notepad lying on the cake’s rolling cart.


  Nothing about this felt right.


  “Hey!” I called out.


  The man flinched, then spun around, keeping both hands hidden behind his back. He seemed to recognize us after a beat. His gaze darted to the kitchen door, then the doors leading to the ballroom. He blew out a shaky breath, once again looking relieved. “Yes?” he snapped in an annoyed voice.


  “What are you doing in here?” I squinted at the notepad. Something was scribbled in cursive on its face.


  Biggs noticed my glance. Eyes widening, his right hand shot out, ripping off the top sheet and crumpling it in his fist. The notepad tumbled to the carpet, ignored. “Just, uh, relaxing the frosting mixture,” he stammered, eyes once again darting between the doors. “We don’t want it to, um, harden before the cake is served. Pretty basic stuff.”


  His back was ramrod straight. Beads of sweat darkened his temples.


  All my alarms were sounding at once.


  Something was wrong.


  Check him out, Ben sent, as if he’d read my thoughts. He may have.


  I stepped closer to Biggs than most strangers find comfortable. Leaned forward and inhaled deeply, drinking the man’s scent. I detected the acrid stench of deception immediately.


  He’s lying.


  Biggs reared back, watching me warily. “Did you just—”


  The ballroom speakers squealed. Someone made an announcement.


  Biggs seemed to forget I was there, eyeing the doors, an artery pumping in his neck.


  I stepped sideways to get a look at the cake, a three-level monstrosity of pink curls and raspberry script, topped by a chocolate bride and groom. Beside it, a metal bowl half-filled with brown liquid rested on the cart. A pastry brush and plastic icing smoother sat beside it.


  Biggs had been retouching the cake.


  And from the looks of things, doing a crap job of it.


  “Why is the icing smeared?” I demanded. The top and middle tiers looked uneven, as if the frosting had been massaged with significantly less skill than the original application.


  I don’t like this. What’s he doing? The cake looks worse.


  The boys tensed behind me.


  Biggs must’ve sensed the change in atmosphere. He stepped backward, his left hand still tucked out of sight.


  “What’s in the bowl?” Hi pointed at the cart. “Weird place for a finger bath.”


  Biggs glared, then sniffed imperiously. “I don’t have time for this.” He started to turn away. Found a hand on his shoulder, stopping him.


  Ben winked at the chef. “Make time.”


  Biggs shrugged Ben off with a sneer. But despite the bravado, dots of perspiration lined his brow. His left hand remained maddeningly out of view.


  “This cake looked better before you messed with it.” Shelton spoke softly, as if making a casual observation. “You sure you were supposed to?”


  I pointed to his closed fist. “What’s that note about? Why’d you ball it up?”


  Biggs didn’t answer. I could sense his confidence leaching away, despite his size. The four of us had him surrounded, and it was making him uncomfortable. “I… I… uh… I have to prepare the cake for service now.” He made a shooing gesture with his fist. “You’d better run along now. Go on.”


  No one moved.


  “Okay, fine.” Biggs spun and dropped something into the bowl, then scooped it with one hand, shielding the rim so we couldn’t see inside. “Guests aren’t supposed to be back here. I’m going to get my boss.” He shouldered through our circle—and the kitchen door—before anyone had a chance to stop him.


  We exchanged glances.


  “That was interesting,” Hi said. “It’s like we caught him with his pants down.”


  “Maybe we did.” Shelton was inspecting the cake. “Dude really jacked this frosting up. It’s not crazy noticeable, but he smashed some of the ridges when he smoothed the icing. Look at the bottom tier. See how it’s supposed to look?”


  Hi licked his lips. “Still looks delicious. Maybe I should take a small taste, just to—”


  “Don’t even think about it,” Ben warned. “Whitney would have a heart attack. Whatever that guy was doing, thankfully the damage isn’t too bad.”


  True.


  But something was definitely fishy.


  Just then, three cooks bustled in from the ballroom, laughing and exchanging jokes. Seeing us around the cake, they smiled. “Soon!” promised a woman with twinkling brown eyes.


  I barely heard, eyes glued to her uniform.


  Specifically, to the royal blue piping on her pants, hat, and smock.


  I scanned the other two cooks. They were dressed identically to the first woman.


  Biggs wasn’t wearing the same uniform.


  A cold feeling formed in the pit of my stomach. I spun.


  Shelton, find that jerk. See where he goes and what he’s doing.


  Shelton ran a hand across his face, but hurried out. Can’t even go to a freaking wedding…


  Oblivious to my anxiety, the three caterers unlocked the cart’s wheels and began wheeling the cake toward the double doors. They hadn’t noticed the damage to the icing. As they disappeared into the ballroom, I felt a twinge of panic.


  Hi, follow the cake. Just… keep an eye on it.


  That I can do. Hi slipped through the doors behind them.


  Ben and I were alone. He grabbed my hand, worry lines creasing his forehead. What is it?


  I shook my head as a shiver swept through me. I don’t know.


  But my instincts screamed in warning.


  Chapter 6


  Applause thundered inside the ballroom.


  The wedding cake had arrived, and another speech was taking place.


  I knew what came next. Cutting. Pictures. Whitney and Kit hand-feeding each other like dorks. Tiny plates being distributed amongst the guests.


  I broke out in a cold sweat.


  The bowl. The liquid. The brush. Smeared icing.


  Biggs had done something terrible, I just knew it.


  I let them wheel that sucker out of here, without saying a word.


  Should we stop it? Ben asked. I must’ve inadvertently broadcast my thought.


  I wavered, unable to decide. Was I being paranoid?


  I didn’t know anything. Biggs had definitely messed with the cake, but what if he really was supposed to be there? It’s not like I had the freaking catering staff memorized. Maybe being a suspicious jerk just came naturally to him.


  No. I trusted my gut. This felt all wrong.


  I reached out with my thoughts. Shelton, where did Biggs go?


  His response was faint. We couldn’t see each other, and were almost out of communication range. We’re in the men’s room. I found him inside, but he didn’t notice me. Right now he’s washing the bejesus out of that metal bowl.


  “Not good,” Ben grumbled, eavesdropping on our communications.


  I wholeheartedly agreed. Hi, you have eyes on the cake?


  
    Affirmative. It’s parked near the dance floor, but they haven’t touched it yet. Kit’s mother is blabbering about horseshoes or something. I think she’s drunk. Tempe’s trying to pull her aside. Oh man, the cake looks delicious.


    Don’t let anyone eat a piece. Not yet.

  


  Hiram’s reply was laced with annoyance. How am I supposed to do that?


  Use your imagination.


  Shelton’s voice cut into our headspace. Biggs trashed the bowl, and then flushed the note! That’s weird, right?


  My stomach dropped. Worse and worse. Don’t let him leave the building!


  What? HOW?!?


  Improvise! I had no idea either.


  “You think he’s trying to poison people?” Ben asked me in a sharp voice. It was almost jarring to hear words spoken out loud.


  “I don’t know!” I was suddenly pacing. “Should we barge in there and stop the cake ceremony? We’ll look like lunatics. No one would understand, and I can’t prove anything!”


  Ben winced. “Whitney might burst into flames.”


  My eyes fell on the notepad lying on the carpet. I rushed forward and grabbed it.


  “What’s that?” Ben said.


  A blank sheet stared up at me. I flipped through the rest of the pages. More of the same.


  “Nothing.” Then an idea struck me. “Unless…”


  In the corner of the room was a small table with a desk lamp. I raced over and switched on the light. Held the notepad close to the bulb. Angled it slowly. “Ben, look!”


  When tilted just so, I could see faint characters indented into the top sheet.


  I stared at the marks until my eyes watered, but even with my enhanced vision I couldn’t make anything out. I handed the pad to Ben, but he had no better luck.


  “Damn it!” Ben growled. “Whatever was written here, he really didn’t want us to see it.”


  “But we can!” I blurted, eyes rounding. “I need a pencil!”


  Ben gave me a puzzled look, but he’d learned when to hold his tongue. A quick survey of the staging room turned up nothing, so he ran into the kitchen. I heard drawers being yanked open, followed by a triumphant “Bingo!”


  Ben raced back in with a weathered number two pencil covered in bite marks.


  “Gross.” But I snatched it from him anyway. “It’s sharpened, at least.”


  I placed the pencil tip flat against the top sheet of the notepad. Softly, carefully, I began sliding the graphite back and forth across the indentations on the page.


  Ben scratched his temple. “Care to explain?”


  “If I do this correctly,” I said, tongue wedged between my teeth, “the graphite will darken the paper around the indentations without reaching inside them, leaving the valleys white.”


  He was already nodding. “Revealing on this sheet whatever’s been pressed into it by the handwriting on the page above.” Ben squeezed my shoulder, sending a surge of warmth through my body. “Tory, that’s brilliant.”


  “Hold the applause. We haven’t found anything yet.” But internally, I preened.


  Shelton’s voice arrowed into my brain. Still faint, and panting like he’d run a marathon. Okay. So. I ran two brooms through the bathroom’s door handles and… and… well… Biggs is currently locked inside there. He’s… he’s… uh… he’s pretty mad about it. But the door seems to be holding up.


  Ben looked as shocked as I felt. You imprisoned him in the men’s room?


  YOU TOLD ME TO STOP HIM! Shelton mind-shouted, his voice jagged as a live wire. What was I supposed to do, politely ask him to wait in the lobby!?!


  No. Right. I tried to sound reassuring, though my arm hairs were standing on end. Good job.


  Then to Ben: Oh my God. If I’m wrong about him, we’re in serious trouble.


  I heard that! Shelton yelled. I knew this was crazy! I’m now officially a kidnapper.


  Speeches are done! Hi sent from the ballroom. Whitney is waving a giant knife.


  “Crap.” I couldn’t rush my shading work without compromising the results. I need five more minutes, Hi. Stall them.


  You’ve got sixty seconds, he replied tersely. Whitney’s jabbering right now, but she’ll be ready to slice and dice at any moment. Hey, if everyone else takes a piece, there’s no reason why I can’t have one, is there?


  Ben slapped his forehead. It might be poisoned, you moron!


  All life is risk.


  I jumped as Shelton burst into the room. “Biggs is pounding the bathroom door!”


  Ben covered his face. “He’s probably a bit upset. I’d be.”


  Shelton’s hands flew up. “What were my other options!? Tackle him? Hogtie him in the handicapped stall? He washed the bowl, flushed the note, and was about to bail. There was nothing else I could do except just let him go!”


  “Everyone zip it!” I finished the last pencil strokes and gently blew excess graphite from the page. Two cursive lines were now legible.


  
    Two parts per thousand into the icing


    Ipecac commercial syrup—1/14 extract roots/rhizomes

  


  “Oh mamma,” Shelton moaned. “There is something in the frosting!”


  “But what?” Ben said. “Some kind of syrup? That doesn’t sound bad.”


  Time’s up! Hi’s voice was as tense as barbed wire. They’re cutting the cake together.


  My mind blanked. I stared at the notepad without any idea what to do next. The second line was a total mystery. What the heck was commercial syrup?


  Whitney and Kit have the first slice, Hi reported.


  “Ipecac commercial syrup,” I mumbled, thinking furiously. “Made from… plant roots?”


  “I feel like I’ve heard of that before,” Shelton muttered.


  My head whipped to him. “What? Which word?”


  “Ipecac.” Then Shelton snapped his fingers, eyes rounding like dinner plates. “I remember now! My cousin Dudley! One time when we were kids, he drank a bunch of Windex on a dare. My grandmother found out, started screaming for that stuff. Ipecac. The word stuck with me. She had some in her medicine cabinet.”


  I was practically bouncing up and down. “Why would Biggs put medicine in…”


  My eyes popped as the answer hit me. Ipecac.


  Forks are out! Hi sent. Repeat: forks are out! The photographer is lining up a picture!


  I took a running step toward the double doors. Realized I’d never make it in time.


  Hi, you have to stop them! I sent urgently.


  
    I think that ship has sailed, Tor.


    Do whatever it takes! The frosting is spiked!


    What am I supposed to do, freeze time? I’m not an X-Man!


    HIRAM! This is SERIOUS! STOP THEM!

  


  Raw panic from Hiram. How the heck am I—


  
    JUST DO IT!


    ALL RIGHT ALREADY!

  


  Adrenaline flooded the bond. Shelton, Ben, and I shuddered with the force of it.


  Shelton reached for his earlobe. “What’s he doin—?”


  Something crashed in the ballroom. Followed by screams.


  A voice boomed through the double doors. “Somebody stop him! He’s crazy!”


  “Ho boy,” Ben breathed.


  Shelton winced. Removed his glasses.


  I shook my head, bereft of speech.


  As one, we barreled into the reception.


  Chapter 7


  Flustered guests had formed a circle on the dance floor.


  Someone was lying facedown in the middle of it.


  “Well,” Ben began, but didn’t follow up.


  Shelton swallowed.


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. “He didn’t have a lot of alternatives.”


  Hi was sprawled out on the hardwood, covered in crumbs and icing. The rolling cart was upended to one side. Plates and forks littered the parquet around him. He’d clearly thrown himself onto the cake, knocking everything over in a desperate attempt to prevent it from being eaten.


  “HIRAM!” Kit was still holding his fork, mouth hanging open, his face a rare shade of purple. Whitney stood beside him, dumbstruck, gripping a now-empty plate. Everyone was staring at my friend, clearly unable to comprehend why this insane teenager had thrown himself atop a perfectly good wedding cake.


  “This will be difficult to explain,” Ben whispered.


  Shelton giggled involuntarily. “That’s an understatement.”


  I rushed over to Hi, who’d rolled onto his back and wasn’t moving. “Are you okay?”


  “I even got the slice in Whitney’s hand,” he mumbled through a layer of icing coating his face. He rose to an elbow, wiping sugar from his eye sockets. Sighed. I could tell he was trying to come to grips with what he’d just done. He lay back down on his back. “I’m gonna need some help smoothing this one over, Tor. Plus a gurney. I broke my everything.”


  “My… my… wedding cake!” Whitney stifled a sob, her hands shooting toward the wreckage on the dance floor. “It’s ruined!”


  Best Man Eric elbowed a path through the crowd, red-faced and struggling for balance. “You’re dog-meat, pal!” he slurred. “You ruined my sister’s big day!”


  He reached for Hi, but I shoved him sideways. “Back off! I’ll explain.”


  But how? All I had was the shadow of a note, and a wild hunch.


  Plus a red-haired chef imprisoned in the men’s room.


  Lightning raced down my spine.


  I felt every eye in the room. Stunned gazes, quickly growing angry.


  Then Ben was at my side. Inside my head, steadying me. Take it slow. Step by step.


  Shelton snaked around Eric, positioning himself protectively over Hi. My skinny friend watched Whitney’s brother warily. “You need to step back, dude.”


  I took a moment to marshal my thoughts. Start strong.


  “This cake was poisoned!” I said loudly, eliciting horrified gasps.


  There. Good.


  Kit’s mouth worked, but no sound emerged. Whitney glanced at the smeared plate clutched between her fingers, then squealed, dropping it like a snake. Shattering china sparked a fresh round of exclamations.


  “Tory!” Kit shook his head roughly, as if chasing away a bad dream. “Why would you say such a thing?”


  Captain Corcoran preempted my response.


  Which, admittedly, I hadn’t quite formed yet.


  “Did the girl say poison?” Corcoran began maneuvering his bulk through the circle of onlookers, projecting so everyone could hear. “Tory Brennan, are you accusing someone of… attempted murder?”


  Shelton’s eyes found the ceiling. Man, I can’t stand this guy.


  Feed him the cake, Hi suggested, still lying over most of it.


  Slow, Ben repeated, catching my eye and holding it. Step by step.


  I sucked in all Ben’s confidence I could absorb. Gave his hand a quick squeeze. Then, clearing my throat, I addressed the ring of glowering faces. “The icing on this cake was spiked with something dangerous. Hi learned at the last moment, and did what he could to stop you guys from eating it. Everyone should be thanking him. You just dodged a bullet.”


  A tremor rippled through the crowd. Hissed denials. The band huddled together onstage, shaking their collective heads. They’d probably seen it all, but not this.


  My gaze darted from face to face, assessing the impact of my words. Chance and Ella had wormed to the inside of the group and were eyeing me strangely. Beside them, Tempe and Harry wore matching frowns of concern. Madison and Jason together stood with his parents, while Ashley and Courtney were huddled a step behind them, whispering and hiding smiles. God, I hate those two.


  But people were listening. I had a shot at this.


  Corcoran crossed his arms. Glared down from his high horse. We’d never had a great relationship—or even a good one—but he knew better than to dismiss me outright. “Whaddya mean, spiked?”


  I pitched my voice to reach everyone. Not that it was difficult—at that moment, despite the dozens of guests, you could’ve heard a mouse sneeze in that ballroom.


  “A few minutes ago, an unknown individual was tampering with this cake.” I spoke formally, aiming to be as precise as possible. “The man was dressed like a chef—with the name Biggs embroidered on his chest—but his uniform didn’t match the ones worn by tonight’s catering staff. My friends and I caught him mixing an unknown liquid into the icing. When we asked him what he was doing, he stormed away, but my friend Shelton caught him cleaning out a metal bowl in the men’s bathroom. Then he threw it away.”


  Furious whispers. A tense-faced server sprinted toward the kitchen, likely to retrieve the head caterer.


  I caught Kit’s eye. Registered his complete bewilderment.


  Whitney’s shoulders were trembling. “Why would anyone do such a thing?”


  “Just hold on!” Corcoran held up a hand before giving me a hard look. “You saw a cook fixing the wedding cake, and just assumed he was up to no good?” The captain crossed his arms, displaying his skepticism to the rapt audience. “Sounds like your imagination may’ve gotten the best of you. And this poor cake, unfortunately.”


  Choking back my irritation, I held up the notepad. “When we found him, the suspect was referring to something written down on this pad. Instructions of some kind. He balled up the page when we confronted him, and later flushed it down the toilet. But we were able to recover the message by shading the sheet directly beneath it. See for yourself.”


  The crowd stirred. Ella and Chance exchanged a glance. What were they about?


  As I handed the pad to Corcoran, I noticed Tempe nodding, which gave me confidence.


  “Two parts per thousand into the icing,” the captain read, frowning through his mustache. “And what’s this here about… ip-e-cac syrup?” He sounded the word out slowly, then rubbed his chin. “I swear, everything you kids touch never makes any plain sense. And how are we supposed to locate this mystery chef? Biggs, you said? Sounds made-up to me.”


  I glanced at Shelton, who gulped, but nodded.


  “We know where he is.” Keeping my voice level. “He’s been… detained.”


  Corcoran’s eyes shot to me. “Detained? By whom?”


  Ben stepped between us. “He’s locked in the men’s bathroom. We were just coming to find you.”


  Before anyone could react, Eric DuBois stepped forward and grabbed my arm. “Are you saying that someone put ipecac syrup in the wedding cake?”


  I nodded. “In the icing. We think.”


  Eric grew wide-eyed. “Oh jeez.”


  Ben clamped a hand on to Eric’s wrist. Met his eye. Shook his head.


  Eric released me with a shrug. “That’s bad news,” he said to Whitney, who was standing stone still and blinking like an owl. “Remember when I ate those urinal cakes as a kid? Mom made me drink that stuff. It makes you puke something fierce.”


  My eyes darted to Tempe, who’d paled. I spoke over the murmuring crowd. “He’s right. For years, ipecac syrup was a household medicine.”


  “So it’s not poison?” Hi had propped his elbow again, but otherwise made no effort to rise from the dessert-pocalypse he’d created. “We can eat the cake?”


  I shook my head. “Ipecac syrup makes people throw up. Immediately. It tastes very sweet, like concentrated sugar, but get some of that junk inside you and it’s coming out. Period. But doctors stopped recommending it because its side effects are worse than the benefits. It can kill you.”


  “What?” Eric looked incredulous.


  “It’s true.” All heads swung to a grim-faced Tempe. “For decades ipecac syrup was used to induce vomiting. Pediatricians used to advise parents to keep some in their homes in case of accidental poisonings, but current guidelines strongly advise against it. In fact, you’re supposed to dump any remaining ipecac syrup down the drain. There’s little evidence it actually helps in poisoning cases, and overdoses can be fatal. They don’t even make it anymore.”


  Corcoran held up a finger, spoke as slowly as the ponderous wheels of his reasoning. “So… whoever wrote that note… was trying to… kill… all these people?”


  Shouts erupted, but Tempe jumped in before the panic could spread. “I highly doubt it. Ipecac was a trusted medication for years. I bet whoever did this just wanted to give everyone a really terrible night.”


  Whitney stomped a foot. “My night!” She was seconds from releasing the waterworks.


  “Sabotage,” Kit growled, clenching his fists. “When I find this bastard…”


  “Find him?” Someone said with a laugh. Chance stepped into the limelight, amusement twinkling in his eyes. “Isn’t the culprit currently imprisoned in a toilet?”


  Corcoran flinched, then sprang into action. “Johnson! Vorhees! On me!” He tossed the notepad at me, clamping a hand on Shelton as his remaining subordinates hurried to obey. “This young man will tell us where the suspect is.”


  “Sure,” Shelton agreed, eyeing Corcoran apprehensively. “No problem. Since I clearly did the right thing by locking him up in the bathroom, right? The legal, not-in-any-way-criminal, correct call. Right?”


  Corcoran huffed impatiently. “We’ll see.”


  Whispers spread like wildfire as Shelton told the cops where Biggs was. I blocked them all out. Something Corcoran had said was bothering me.


  “Whoever wrote that note,” I muttered, testing the phrase in my head.


  Then it hit me.


  Not just the cook.


  The boys shot me puzzled looks as Corcoran’s team hurried from the ballroom.


  Spiking the cake, I sent. It can’t be Biggs working alone.


  I grew excited and nervous at the same time.


  Think about it! Biggs wouldn’t write such a simple note to himself. Someone else did!


  I glanced down at the notepad. The cursive script was neat and tidy.


  Flowery.


  Distinctly female-looking, though I’d been wrong on that count before.


  An accomplice? Hi rose awkwardly, wiping cake debris from his ruined tuxedo. The other guests gave him a wide berth. Seems overly complicated, don’t you think?


  Not if you want an alibi. Ben was scowling like old times. Throw people off your scent.


  I stared at the floor as pieces of evidence clicked together in my mind. The note lists an active ingredient, ipecac syrup, and gives specific instructions on how to administer it. It’s very precise. Whoever wrote this was familiar with the substance. Knew the exact proper dosage.


  My head rose. I scanned the faces surrounding us, my thoughts streaming freely for the boys to hear. This morning, someone killed flowers using a toxic mixture. Later, the altar nearly collapsed just as Whitney and Kit stepped onto it. The precisely correct pins had been pulled. I spun in a slow circle as I sent, inspecting the crowd. Then we caught Biggs messing with the cake, carrying specific instructions on how to insert a dangerous substance into the frosting.


  I stopped as a familiar face came into view.


  Someone wanted this wedding to be a disaster, I said.


  Someone vindictive, Hi agreed.


  Petty, Ben added.


  And carrying a major grudge, Shelton finished.


  Anger ignited within me. Now who’d want to do a thing like that?


  Mike Iglehart was lounging at the back of the circle, a strange smile on his face.


  Iglehart.


  My blood boiled at the sight of his smug little grin.


  He hates Kit, I sent, Chance told us so. And he’s got an advanced degree in chemistry!


  Hi nodded like a bobblehead. He’s a veterinary PhD. Does boatloads of lab experiments. Knows biology, chemistry, and physics. Even medicine.


  Shelton whistled. Everything you’d need to pull off these moves.


  Ben stared daggers at the wormy scientist. Want me to grab him?


  I pounded my thigh, stymied. We have no proof.


  Iglehart abruptly noticed our attention. The self-satisfied smile vanished. With a lurch, he began edging backward, angling toward the exit, no longer looking so entertained.


  Kit turned to speak with me and noticed the direction of my glare. His frown deepened as he spotted his coworker sneaking toward the door. “Mike?”


  Heads turned in Iglehart’s direction. He straightened quickly. “What?” he demanded loudly, blinking and fidgety under all that scrutiny. “Why are you staring at me? I had nothing to do with this!”


  “Nothing to do with what?” Hi asked innocently.


  “With anything!” Iglehart backed up another step. Those standing near him inched away, leaving the twitchy little man isolated. “Stop twisting my words!”


  Kit looked at me. I shrugged, still glaring at Iglehart. “Biggs probably had an accomplice. He wasn’t here this morning when the flowers arrived, and didn’t attend the service. Plus, who wrote that note?”


  “You think it was all intentional?” Kit hissed, evidently considering the prospect for the first time. I nodded.


  “All what?” Whitney demanded. We hadn’t noticed her listening.


  Kit blanched, then took his wife’s hand and patted it gently. “The lilies, honey. We talked about how they died so quickly this afternoon, and had to be replaced. Then the altar nearly fell apart during the service. It’s all very… suspicious.”


  The crowd had been listening, and now held its breath in shocked silence. Whitney looked as if each of Kit’s sentences had been a physical blow. Biting her bottom lip, she pointed dramatically at Iglehart. “And this scoundrel may be involved?”


  “No!” Iglehart squawked. “I’m an important scientist!”


  “This freaking guy.” Hi snorted. “His mother obviously didn’t hug him enough.”


  “Is it him?” Ben whispered to me out of the side of his mouth.


  I shook my head, unsure. Frustrated. I knew Iglehart hated Kit, but that didn’t prove he’d tried to poison everyone. “Biggs may be the only one who can ID his accomplice.”


  I watched the kitchen door. What was taking Corcoran so long?


  “What about the ipecac syrup?” Hi asked suddenly.


  “Nothing left,” Shelton said sourly. “Biggs cleaned out his bowl before he dumped it.”


  “No, wait!” I punched Hi’s shoulder in excitement. “You’re a genius!”


  “Ow!” Hi rubbed his arm. “Don’t hit the genius.”


  “Biggs came through the garden gate empty-handed.” I grabbed Shelton’s scrawny arm. “What did he have with him in the bathroom?”


  Shelton eyed me skittishly, hoping to avoid any follow-up blows. “Just the crumpled-up paper and the bowl. Nothing else that I saw.”


  Hiram’s eyes bulged. “His uniform didn’t have any pockets!”


  Ben nodded, catching on. “So the ipecac was already inside the building when Biggs arrived. He knew where to find it, must’ve located a bottle of the stuff before we followed him into the staging room.”


  “The notepad as well,” Hi added. “He picked up both. Quickly, too, since we weren’t far behind him.”


  “We know he flushed the note.” Ben frowned. “But not the bottle?”


  Shelton shook his head firmly. “And he didn’t trash it, either. Just the bowl.”


  “Which means the ipecac bottle is still here somewhere.” Blood rushed to my face as I laid out my theory. “Biggs sneaks inside, locates the notepad and a bottle of ipecac syrup—”


  “Probably together,” Hi interjected.


  I nodded. “Then he fills a bowl and gets to work. But we catch him in the act. So he hides the medicine bottle from us behind his back, then storms out and stashes it before Shelton catches up to him in the men’s room.” I snapped my fingers. “I bet you anything he put it right back where he found it. Probably didn’t have time to do anything else.”


  Hi tapped his temple. “That means the bottle’s currently hidden where his accomplice left it in the first place.”


  “That location might tell us a lot,” I said excitedly. “We just have to find the bottle.”


  Hinges creaked. Every head swung toward the kitchen doors.


  Captain Corcoran reentered the ballroom, a trio of shadows at his back.


  “Okay,” Shelton said cautiously. “So how do we find the bottle?”


  I smiled, eyes gleaming. “We use our best nose.”


  My eyelids slid shut. I sent the call.


  Moments later, a gruff voice answered.


  I come.


  Chapter 8


  “He’s not talking,” Corcoran grumbled.


  The captain was huddled with Kit and Tempe beside the stage. Biggs stood between the other two officers, at the edge of the dance floor, sneering arrogantly. Guests were giving the big man a wide berth.


  The crowd had clumped into chattering groups, observing the bizarre scene with varying degrees of shock and titillation. Ella and Chance were whispering animatedly, their expressions guarded. Ashley and Courtney couldn’t keep their mirth in check. Agnes Taylor loudly instructed her husband to gather their things, proclaiming the wedding to be a scandal unfit for Magnolia League participation. Whitney, being comforted by her bridesmaids, nearly crumpled in mortification.


  Kit sighed. “What do we do?”


  Corcoran moved closer, dropping his voice. Every Viral still heard, of course.


  “We’ve got nothing to hold him on.” His tone was laced with frustration, but also carried an undercurrent of anxiety. “No evidence of anything at all, to be honest. We still don’t know for sure that the cake is bad. And those fool kids locked that man in the john!”


  “At the very least he’s trespassing,” Tempe argued. “We’ve proven he’s not on the catering staff.”


  “That’s the only thing that might save our butts.” Corcoran frowned. “He claims he’s a wedding crasher looking for a free slice of cake. Can’t toss him in a cell for that. Or cage him in a bathroom, FYI!”


  Tempe nodded unhappily. “Then let’s sweat the rat.”


  But questioning Mike Iglehart proved no more fruitful. Called forward by Corcoran, the little scientist wasn’t happy about it, standing before the captain with his head sunk between his shoulders like a man facing the guillotine.


  “You know this man?” Corcoran demanded, motioning to Biggs. The false chef stood with his arms crossed, a statue of brash poise, unmoved by the glares raining down on him.


  “Of course not!” Iglehart glowered at Corcoran, but his nervous gaze kept darting to the mass of onlookers. He shrank visibly from the collective scrutiny, much of which came from his LIRI coworkers. The man couldn’t have looked guiltier. “I’ve never been more insulted in my life!” he huffed.


  “You know about this ip-e-cac stuff?” Corcoran clearly didn’t understand the particulars, or seem in a hurry to learn them.


  “I mean, um… throughout my career, I’ve…” Iglehart glanced at Kit, who was eyeing him sternly, then slapped his side in frustration. “Yes, of course I know what it is!” he spat. “It was a very common medicine. Every LIRI employee here knows about ipecac syrup!”


  Corcoran swung to Kit. “You keep some of this stuff on your crazy monkey island?”


  Kit nodded. “A little. In reserve, in case we need it for something in the future. As Tempe said, pharmaceutical companies stopped making ipecac syrup in 2010, so I thought it’d be wise to stockpile a few bottles.” He looked coldly at Iglehart. “Only senior employees like Mike have access to those stores.”


  Everyone watched the weasel squirm. Chance and Ella were now whispering with Jason and Madison, while Courtney and Ashley looked as happy as toddlers at the circus. Some people just love drama.


  I caught Chance’s eye, and he shrugged apologetically.


  I nodded. I’d never suspected him. Chance was a lot of things, but spiking a cake to make people vomit wasn’t in his playbook. I briefly considered Courtney and Ashley, snickering behind him, but this didn’t feel like their style either. They’d have come at me directly somehow, and would want me to know who’d done it. Anonymously ruining my dad’s wedding just didn’t track.


  Tempe had moved to Whitney and was trying to calm her down. My stepmother was close to hyperventilating. After a few moments Tempe glanced back at Corcoran, who continued to hammer at Iglehart. She wore a small frown. I shared her disapproval. The captain was getting ahead of himself in an attempt to grab the spotlight.


  As much as I despised Iglehart, we didn’t have proof he’d done anything.


  Yet.


  Which is why I’d called in reinforcements.


  Here.


  The swinging doors nudged open.


  A hundred-plus-pound gray-wolf hybrid slipped into the ballroom.


  At first no one noticed. Then heads turned. Shouts erupted. A distant cousin of Kit’s leapt onto a table, screaming silently as she gaped at my furry friend.


  My wolfdog glanced up and bared his teeth, but I could sense his amusement.


  
    Coop, heel. And stop showing off.


    Foolish human.

  


  Dismissing the skittish woman, Coop trotted through a rapidly expanding gap in the circle of onlookers. “Everyone relax!” I shouted, patting his head as he reached my side. “Cooper is very well trained.”


  “KIT HOWARD!” Whitney recovered enough to jab a finger at Cooper, her face aghast. “The dog is inside our wedding reception!”


  Kit shot me an exasperated look. “Tory! What are you thinking? Coop can’t—”


  “He can help,” I said quickly. “Just give me a second.”


  The doors swung open a second time. Shelton hustled in, carrying the infamous metal bowl he’d been sent to retrieve. “It was still in the trash,” he said breathlessly, “but I watched Biggs wash this out pretty good. Won’t the ipecac odor be gone?”


  “Let’s hope not, or it’s my funeral.”


  Kneeling, I placed the bowl under Coop’s nose. The crowd watched with sick fascination as he snuffled the shiny object. All in all, it had been a pretty eventful cake-cutting ceremony.


  Got it, boy? Stroking Coop’s head.


  Faint. Sweet. He rose.


  “Track!” I said aloud, worried people might wonder if I didn’t issue a verbal command. “Find the scent!”


  Check him first, I added silently, nodding at Iglehart.


  Coop yapped once, then stalked slowly toward our target, testing the air with his nose.


  “Get that monster away from me!” Iglehart yelled, but he didn’t dare move.


  “Why?” Corcoran asked menacingly. “You got something to hide, fella?” The fat captain was definitely enjoying himself.


  “Of course not!” Iglehart shot back peevishly, swallowing hard as he tracked Cooper’s approach. “But if this mongrel bites me…”


  Coop reached the man. Halted. Thrust his snout to within an inch of the cringing scientist. The hairs on my neck stood as my friend took a sharp sniff. The room held its breath.


  Coop blinked twice. Snorted. Moved past Iglehart toward the buffet tables.


  My face soured. Coop?


  His head swung my way.


  Not him?


  No scent. The wolfdog began snuffling the carpet. Something here. This way.


  Movement in the corner of my eye. Whitney approached in a rush, eyes tight with anger. “Tory!” she seethed, trying—and failing—to keep her voice down. Which was pointless anyway, since everyone with a pulse was watching Cooper search the room.


  Whitney was too horrified to notice. “This is a wedding!” she hissed. “In one of Charleston’s finest buildings! You’re not allowed to have a dog in here!” Then she spun to glare at Kit. “I should never have allowed Coop here in the first place!”


  Kit’s shoulders rose and fell helplessly. “No one’s gonna be home all day, and everyone else who lives on Morris is here, too. Who was supposed to feed—?”


  “Where’s that animal going?” Corcoran barked. Coop had moved beyond the tables and was pawing at a door in the corner.


  “That’s the cloakroom,” Tempe answered.


  I looked to Ben, who nodded. He’d been in there earlier, retrieving Whitney’s clutch. Before anyone else reacted, Ben jogged over and opened the door for Cooper. Boyfriend and wolfdog disappeared inside.


  “This is getting absurd!” Mrs. Taylor radiated disapproval as she strode over to stand before her son. “Honestly!” she sniffed, smoothing Jason’s tuxedo jacket with her hands, which he endured uncomfortably. “I’ve never witnessed such a thing in all my years in the League.”


  Whitney blanched. Began to tremble.


  “A travesty!” shouted Iglehart.


  “A lawsuit!” growled Biggs.


  Corcoran shuffled his feet uneasily, seemed about to issue an order when we heard a series of machine-gun barks from inside the cloakroom. Ben reemerged carrying a pink leather handbag. Coop was snarling at it as they strode back across the ballroom.


  Scent here. Strong.


  As Ben eased through the mob, all eyes were on the bag in his hands.


  “What in heavens?” Agnes Taylor flushed scarlet. “That boy has my purse!”


  But something in her tone rang false.


  Oh my God. Hi stared at Jason’s mother, wide-eyed. He’d noticed, too.


  Shelton shifted, removing his glasses and squinting in disbelief. I don’t get it.


  The cloakroom is right beside the men’s room, Ben sent, eyeing me significantly. It has a second door to the hallway. Biggs had time to stash something in there before Shelton caught up to him.


  A chill ran down my spine. I glanced left. Caught Mrs. Taylor staring at me.


  I took a step back, startled.


  For the briefest moment, I’d spotted a flash of… hatred.


  Which made zero sense. Why would Jason’s mom hate me? We barely knew each other, had only met on the few occasions I’d been to Jason’s house, or when she would substitute teach at Bolton Prep.


  I steeled my nerve. Looked again.


  Nothing. Agnes Taylor was now glaring at Ben, her face a picture of affronted dignity.


  But I knew what I saw. What I felt.


  “We need to see inside the bag,” I said forcefully.


  “Tory!” Jason dropped Madison’s hand, wrapped an arm around his mother’s shoulders as he gaped at me across the dance floor. “Surely you’re not suggesting—”


  “No, no! Of course not.” Absolutely I am. “It’s simply the quickest way to dismiss an obvious mistake and move on.”


  Then I mind-shouted, Open the purse, Ben!


  With pleasure. He unsnapped the clasp with his thumb.


  Jason lurched forward, but not before Ben reached inside and removed a brown medicinal bottle. “Ipecac syrup,” he read aloud, turning it over in his fingers. “It’s also labeled ‘Bolton Prep Nurses Office.’” Ben smiled coldly at Mrs. Taylor. “This expired in 2009, FYI.”


  Dead silence.


  Jason had frozen mid-stride, paralyzed by the sight of the bottle.


  All eyes swung to Agnes Taylor.


  “What?” she blurted testily, fussing with her dress. Her eyes darted to Biggs for a millisecond, then jerked away as if burned. “I found that in the school pharmacy, and was going to dispose of it. I must’ve forgotten.”


  Jason was staring at the bottle in Ben’s hand. Then, slowly, he turned to face his mother. “But school’s out for the summer, Mom. You haven’t been to Bolton in months.”


  Mrs. Taylor shot Jason a warning look before composing her features once more. “I’m sorry. You’re right, Jason. I was mistaken.” She lifted her chin. “That bottle clearly isn’t mine. Someone must’ve put it in my bag without my knowledge.”


  False, Coop rumbled.


  Lying. Shelton and Hi. Jinx.


  Definitely lying. Ben tossed the bottle lightly to the floor. It bounced end over end, rolling to a stop between Mrs. Taylor’s feet.


  She glanced down. A bead of sweat slipped from her forehead.


  I glanced at Biggs. He was breathing hard, staring at the floor and muttering, his former cool long gone. An officer behind him brandished his handcuffs.


  Kit looked flabbergasted. Whitney’s cheeks began twitching, like she’d been tased. Neither had any idea how to react, or what to do next.


  Aunt Tempe leaned forward and caught my eye. She sensed it, too.


  Mrs. Taylor was totally full of crap.


  Hi spoke suddenly, strong enough for everyone to hear. “Funny story. You’ve always been my favorite substitute teacher, Mrs. T. Doesn’t matter what subject. Chemistry. Biology. Physics. Health. I’ve learned more about science from you than anybody.”


  Shuffled feet. Embarrassed coughs. No one would meet Agnes Taylor’s eye.


  Except her son.


  Jason was staring at his mother with an expression I can’t describe. Then his head swung over to Biggs. “You. What’s your real name?”


  Biggs flinched, but didn’t answer.


  “You’ve got a tattoo on your left arm, don’t you?” Jason asked. “A red anchor?”


  Biggs blanched. His whole body tensed.


  “Don’t make me ask twice!” Corcoran warned, ignoring that Jason had actually posed the question. The captain had been watching the confrontation with his mouth hanging open, just like the rest of us.


  Biggs seemed about to resist, but the officer behind him rattled his cuffs. The big man’s shoulders drooped. With a sigh, he rolled up a sleeve. The nautical tattoo was plain for all to see.


  Madison looked at Jason, covering her mouth with both hands. “How… how?”


  “Okay, what’s going on?” Corcoran abandoned a suddenly relieved-looking Iglehart and stomped over to confront the Taylors. “How’d you know about that body ink, boy?”


  Jason pressed both palms to his temples, was staring at his mother with a nauseated look. “That guy over there is my idiot second cousin, Jimmy. I’ve heard my mom complain about him plenty, but we’ve never actually met.” His tone grew angry. “No ex-cons under your roof, eh, Mom?”


  Agnes Taylor bowed her head. Then her eyes snapped open, raking the assemblage with undisguised contempt. “Fine! I did it.” Snorting harshly, she thrust her wrists at Corcoran. “Arrest me, Captain! Throw me in the slammer for a silly little prank!”


  Detective Taylor leapt forward, shamefaced as he edged around his wife. “Now let’s hold on a minute! No one’s talking about jail, Agnes.” He regarded Corcoran anxiously. “Carmine is a reasonable man, and no crime has been committed here.”


  Corcoran regarded Jason’s father frankly. “All due respect, sir, but I think one has been. Messing with food is, like… serious business. A misdemeanor, at least. I’m fairly sure.”


  Tempe cleared her throat. “I’m not a police officer, but remember—this wasn’t a harmless prank. An overdose of ipecac syrup can kill. These two nearly poisoned everyone in the room.”


  Mrs. Taylor rolled her eyes disdainfully. “Don’t be so dramatic. The stuff just makes you toss your cookies. I gave it to my son once; I know.”


  If her words were meant to reassure everyone, they failed miserably. Noses crinkled. Protests erupted. Turns out, people don’t like it when you tamper with their diet.


  Tempe gave Agnes a withering look. “Putting aside how childish this stunt is—how pathetic it makes a woman of your age look—what you did was dangerous. Ignorance isn’t an excuse, and that goes double for a science teacher.”


  “Don’t forget my centerpieces!” Whitney blurted, wide-eyed and trembling. “And my altar, which nearly collapsed with the wedding party on top!”


  Mrs. Taylor allowed herself a satisfied smirk. “The Mag League has strict standards for its publications. It’s not my fault no one double-checked this event for quality.”


  “But why, Mom?” Jason demanded. “What on earth were you thinking?”


  “You really have to ask?” Agnes barked an ugly laugh, thrusting her chin higher into the air. “Whitney DuBois has been stalking me for years. A silly, naïve girl from the wrong branch of the DuBois tree, and now she thinks she can run the League? I think not!” She thrust an accusatory finger at my stepmother. “I know you’re trying to steal my position! Teaching you a lesson was my pleasure.”


  Silence filled the room like a living thing. Whitney’s head dropped. Kit stared at Agnes, slowly shaking his head. “So you decided to spoil her wedding day?” he said softly. “One of the most important days of her life?”


  “Don’t act blameless here!” Agnes cried. “She’s been hounding me for years, trying to poach what I built. You encouraged her. You two thought I’d just lie down and accept it? Ha!”


  Corcoran blinked. “What in the world are y’all talking about?”


  “An election.” Kit shook his head in disgust. “Whitney’s considering a run for Mag League president next month, and Agnes must’ve gotten wind of it.” My father wheeled on Mrs. Taylor. “Which shouldn’t matter in the slightest, since Agnes can’t run again, according to the bylaws. Someone has to take her place. Whitney has every right to put herself forward.”


  “Don’t talk to me about things I know better!” Mrs. Taylor scolded. “Rules change. You two have attempted to undermine me for months, not that I’d let that happen. Your entire family is a nest of vipers. Everything about this wedding is offensive. Mucking it up was a public service.”


  Jason’s eyes glinted with frustration. “Just stop talking! I’ve never been more embarrassed! We’re guests here, Mother. At one of my best friend’s invitation.”


  “More’s the pity for us!” To my complete shock, Mrs. Taylor turned and scowled at me. “That little harlot is no friend of yours. After what she did to you?”


  I blinked. “Huh?”


  Jason was no less baffled. “What? Tory?”


  “Excuse me, did you just call my daughter a harlot?” Kit’s voice was dangerously flat. My father rarely loses his temper, but I could feel the tethers slipping.


  Mrs. Taylor shot forward and tried to take Jason’s arm. He shrugged her off, staring at his mother as if he’d never seen her before. “Explain yourself. Now. All of it.”


  “Tory led you on like a puppy dog, sweetie.” Agnes was concentrating on her son to the exclusion of all else. “For almost two years, she had you eating out of her hand, and then what? She starts dating a dock boy.”


  “A what?” I gave Mrs. Taylor a level stare.


  “Oh lord.” Detective Taylor covered his eyes.


  From the corner of my eye, I noticed Tom Blue coughing into a fist. It took me a moment to realize he was laughing.


  “Mom!” Jason yelped in a strangled voice. “What is wrong with you!? You will apologize this second!” He spun to face Ben, his expression scandalized. “Ben, man. I’m so—”


  Ben waved off the apology. “No need. Forget it.” Was he smiling, too?


  But Mrs. Taylor had more to say. “She should’ve been grateful for your attention, Jaybird.” Tilting her head, trying to catch her son’s eye. “You’re a smart, handsome, successful boy. From one of the best families in Charleston! But no. And now look what’s happened. Heartbroken, you’ve fallen into the clutches of this… this…” She waved a dismissive hand at Madison.


  Madison paled. Her legs began to shake as the focus shifted to her.


  For a few beats, Jason merely gawked at his mother, reeling from one blow too many. “MOTHER!” he finally spat. “Don’t you dare talk about my girlfriend like that! Maddy is the kindest, sweetest—”


  “Please!” Mrs. Taylor spat, well past caring about appearances. “Madison Dunkle has been a nasty, selfish bully her whole pampered life. I should know, I taught her more times than I can count. People like that don’t change. And now she’s inside my kitchen, eating from my own table!”


  Madison stumbled back a step, sniffing loudly, seconds from fleeing in tears.


  My temper boiled over.


  “That’s enough!” I strode briskly to Madison’s side and took her hand. She was trembling like a leaf. Ella was a step behind me, snatching up Madison’s other hand and fixing Mrs. Taylor with a death stare.


  “Mrs. Taylor,” I said, clear and cold, “Madison is a dear friend, and here at my invitation. In addition to trying to poison everyone, you’re being rude.” A glance at Kit, who nodded vigorously. “I’m afraid I have to ask you to leave.”


  Eyes tight with fury, Mrs. Taylor opened her mouth, but Jason’s father jumped in before she could do any more damage. “Yes, yes! Very fair. I think that’s best for all involved.” He turned to Kit, his embarrassment plain. “I’ll pay for the damaged cake, of course. But for now, my wife and I will get out of—”


  “I’m not sure I can allow that, Detective.” Corcoran frowned, mustache drooping. “A crime has likely taken place. And I definitely want to talk more with Cousin Jimmy over there. All due respect, but… I mean, this is… serious consequences…”


  He trailed off, scratching his head.


  Detective Taylor gave his colleague a blistering glare. Though technically lower on the official totem pole, Mr. Taylor ran the city’s entire violent crimes division. I wasn’t sure who could pull rank. Evidently, they weren’t either.


  Whitney stepped into the breach. “That won’t be necessary tonight, Captain,” she said with icy dignity. “I, for one, don’t plan on pressing charges on my wedding day, and I imagine my guests all feel the same. If the city has to arrest Agnes, it can easily do so at a later date. She’s not a flight risk.”


  Mrs. Taylor bristled. “Run from you? An up-jumped hussy after my position? Hardly!”


  To everyone’s astonishment, Whitney laughed. Then she spoke in a stage whisper loud enough to echo. “Honestly, Agnes. You’re embarrassing yourself. It’d be best for you if you just left quietly. Who needs the scandal?”


  Murmurs of agreement filled the air, though scandal was inevitable. Gossip this juicy couldn’t possibly be contained. The Howard Wedding Debacle would be on every lip by dawn the following day.


  Agnes gave Whitney a haughty look. “You’ve always been soft, DuBois.”


  Whitney met her rival’s disdain coolly. “Of course, you’ll need to resign from the Magnolia League immediately. Crime or not, we can’t have such uncivilized behavior associated with our honored civic institutions.”


  Dagger.


  Eyes widening, Mrs. Taylor spluttered, “How dare you! Of all the—”


  But Detective Taylor had had enough. “That sounds fine, Whitney,” he shouted over his wife’s impressive string of expletives. “Very generous of you. We’ll be out of your way in two shakes.” Hissing furiously, he hurried Mrs. Taylor past Corcoran and toward the exit. At the last second he turned.


  “Jason?” Hesitant. “You coming?”


  “Not a chance.” He turned his back.


  “Okay, then.” Mr. Taylor bustled his wife out the door.


  Jason stole Madison’s hand from mine, whispering a quiet “Thanks.”


  “No problem.” I gave him room. This wasn’t his fault, and I knew his conscience would be killing him for what his mother had done.


  As Corcoran and his team escorted Biggs from the room, boisterous chatter sprang up on all sides. No one knew what to do next—social graces don’t typically cover this type of experience. So it was startling when Aunt Tempe burst out laughing.


  Whitney gaped as Tempe elbowed her in the side, tears sparkling in my great-aunt’s eyes. “Good lord, Whit. This is one hell of a wedding story!”


  Soft chuckles from the gallery. Whitney shivered, rubbing her arms. Then, incredibly, she began giggling herself. “My God! I mean, have you ever?”


  A cloud seemed to lift. The chuckles became outright laughter. Seizing the moment, Kit spun and waved frantically at the band. Quickly taking their places, they launched into an upbeat number. Shouts of approval echoed in the chandeliers.


  I sighed. What a night.


  But when I turned, Ben was missing.


  I rose to my tiptoes, craning my neck as I searched the suddenly energized crowd. I spotted Ben whispering urgently with Kit. Before I could call out, he bolted across the ballroom and disappeared through the kitchen doors. Huh?


  Hi appeared at my elbow, stuffing a chunk of cake into his mouth. “Where’s he going?”


  “Hiram!” I slapped the crumbs from his hands. “That’s poisoned, remember?”


  “Not the lowest tier,” Hi countered. “Probably.” Wiping icing from his hair, he stuck two fingers into his mouth. Sighed with pleasure.


  “Sometimes you just have to gamble, eh, Brennan?”


  Chapter 9


  The reception was roaring again.


  Guests were dancing, back to having fun. Whitney had somehow turned a corner, was now laughing nonstop about the whole affair, exchanging scandalized whispers with her friends. She was enjoying the downfall of her nemesis a bit more than was proper, but I wasn’t going to judge. Agnes Taylor tried to destroy her wedding. That’s dirty pool in any playbook.


  Mike Iglehart was whining about his mistreatment to anyone who’d listen, but no one took him seriously. He hadn’t left the party, no doubt enjoying both Kit’s sincere apology and the righteous indignation of the wrongfully accused.


  Whatever. We had screwed him over a little. Enjoy the open bar.


  Jason was following Madison around like a baby lamb, looking distressed. Maddy was acting upset, but I could tell she secretly loved the attention. The other Bolton Prep girls had formed a protective circle around her, taking turns giving her hugs and telling her how great she was. It was the most popular she’d been in ages. People are dumb.


  Me? I was standing by an empty table, anxiously tapping a foot.


  Ben was still AWOL. No one had seen him since he’d fled the ballroom twenty minutes earlier. I’d even sent Shelton and Hi to look for him, but so far they hadn’t returned.


  Where had he gone, without a backward glance?


  What had he whispered to Kit?


  My mind cycled through awful possibilities. Had Mrs. Taylor struck a nerve?


  Anger smoldered within me at the prospect. If that harridan screws up my relationship with Ben, so help me…


  But he had to know how ridiculous she’d been. With her stupid, classist, snobbish prejudices. I couldn’t have cared less about what Ben’s father did for a living, or his family’s so-called “place” in society. No, that wasn’t true. I liked Tom Blue’s job. I adored his family.


  Ben was the sweetest, strongest, most loyal person I knew.


  I loved him.


  There. I said it. Thought it, anyway.


  My face flushed, but I didn’t back away from my feelings. Even if Ben was leaving in a few weeks. Even though I might lose him forever to some doe-eyed co-ed in Geology 101.


  
    I love Ben Blue. I’m ready to tell him.


    So where is the stupid jerk?

  


  Dark silk flashed in my periphery. I turned. Chance was standing behind me, his sardonic smile in place. I jumped. Couldn’t help it. Dude came out of nowhere.


  “Do you mind?” I stepped back and hugged my chest, repressing the shiver of excitement his proximity always gave me. “It’s impolite to sneak up on people.”


  “I’ve been standing here for thirty seconds,” he replied airily, then waved a lazy hand. “While you’ve been staring at the door.” A sculpted eyebrow rose. “Talking to your furry friend again? That was a truly amazing performance by Coop earlier. Almost as if he knew exactly what to look for.”


  “Coop and I can’t talk anymore,” I snapped, trying to hide my unease at his perceptiveness. For the hundredth time I reminded myself never to underestimate him. “You know that, Chance. He’s just… well trained.”


  “So you’ve said.” A statement of fact, not agreement.


  I glanced over his shoulder. A few feet away, Ella looked bored as she leaned against a buffet table. She shrugged apologetically. Obviously this wasn’t her idea.


  “Can I help you with something?” Resuming my vigil. Where was Ben already?


  Chance didn’t speak for a moment, but I felt his eyes on me. Then he sighed. “I hope you’ll trust me again one day, Tory. It’d be nice if we all could be honest with each other. For a change.” He straightened, tugging his sleeves. “Thank your father for the lovely invitation. Our gift is on the table. It’s an espresso maker.”


  I stifled a flinch. What did he mean, if we all could be honest?


  Was Chance holding back, too?


  I turned, but his back was already to me. Chance strolled over to Ella and offered an arm, then escorted her from the ballroom.


  
    Damn him. Every time I think I’m playing him, I find out it’s the opposite.


    Or is it?

  


  The kitchen doors swung open, driving all other thoughts from my mind. But it was only Hi and Shelton. They shook their heads in unison as they joined me.


  “Ben left the building.” Shelton fiddled nervously with his bow tie. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon, though. Maybe after what Mrs. Taylor said, he just needed some air or something.”


  I nodded, but my heart sank. Exactly what I was afraid of.


  “Maybe he took up smoking?” At my irritated frown, Hi raised both palms. “I’m just spitballing here. Maybe Ben’s a superhero, and there’s crime afoot.”


  Shelton leaned close, whispered, “Have you tried calling him on our private network?”


  I nodded glumly. “Nothing. He’s either out of range or blocking me.”


  Through trial and error we’d discovered that our telepathic connection wasn’t simply an open line. You could close off the pack if you wanted privacy. Mind-linked as I was to three teenage boys—and a giant wolfdog—I was usually grateful for that fact.


  Not right now.


  Why would Ben go so far away? Why would be choose to shut me out?


  My sick feeling increased.


  “He used a side gate.” Hi adjusted his sagging cummerbund for the tenth time. He’d wiped the frosting from his hair and face, but the tux was a wreck. “Coop tracked him there, but obviously couldn’t go any farther.”


  Coop was back in the garden, to the immense relief of nearly everyone. No matter how well trained I assured everyone he was, your average wedding guest isn’t comfortable with a hulking apex predator circling the dance floor. Whitney had insisted that Coop scram, though I’d caught her ruffling his ears as he padded outside.


  “What happened to Biggs?” Shelton asked. “Cousin Jimmy, I mean.”


  “They let him go,” I answered, still eyeing the door. “But Corcoran got all his information, and told him not to leave town. Corcoran still doesn’t know what to do next. Arrest them both, I say.”


  Hi chuckled. “It’d be pretty funny to see Mrs. Taylor in stripes.”


  “She deserves it.” I was miles less forgiving than Whitney. “If we’d been a few steps slower, everyone here would’ve been puking their guts out. She and Cousin Jimmy are criminals, scandalous or not.”


  “I’m with you,” Shelton said. “Wackos. You can’t sweep attempted poisoning under the rug, though I bet they try. Did Jimmy kill the flowers, too?”


  I shook my head. “Mrs. Taylor got the flowers. Remember, she was inside the ballroom during setup, supervising the Magnolia League’s camera crew. She must’ve gotten to the vases when the florists weren’t looking.”


  “Makes sense,” Hi agreed. “But I can’t see an old lady crawling under that altar in a cocktail dress. Or maybe I just don’t want to see it.”


  “That was Jimmy,” Shelton said. When Hi and I both looked at him sharply, he tapped his ear. “I overheard some of Corcoran’s interrogation while looking for Ben. Jimmy came by here last night and pulled the pins. Mrs. Taylor told him exactly which ones to remove. She knew how to time the collapse perfectly.”


  Hi whistled. “All that planning, just to embarrass a social rival. Looney Tunes.”


  My face flushed with anger. “Psychotic.”


  An intake of breath beside me. I glanced at Shelton, who pointed to the doors. “Look! He’s back.”


  Ben backed into the room carrying something bulky in his arms. It took me a moment to figure out what it was: three large cardboard boxes stacked atop one another. Two men in white aprons followed Ben with identical loads.


  “What in the world?” Shelton squawked. “He go shopping?”


  “No, no!” Hi smiled, rubbed his hands together in excitement. “I’d know those boxes anywhere. Our boy Benny just saved the day!”


  Kit rushed over to assist, a confused Whitney trailing in his wake. The four men set the boxes on a table and began peeling back the lids. Inside were cupcakes. A lot of cupcakes.


  I beamed. “He replaced the wedding cake!”


  Relief. Ben hadn’t run from me, or Mrs. Taylor’s stupid insults.


  He’d thought fast, slipped out, and solved our problem. Like a boss.


  Whitney clapped her hands like a schoolgirl. “Oh, Benjamin! They’re beautiful! Thank you so much!” She planted a kiss on his cheek.


  “Nice,” Hi breathed. Then yelped as my elbow found his gut.


  Ben spotted me and extricated himself from Whitney. As he made his way over, I noticed something else unusual. Ben had changed out of his tuxedo, but not into his standard black tee and jeans. He was sporting a dark gray uniform of some kind, with a black stripe straight down the middle of the jacket. Military cut. I’d never seen him wear anything like it.


  “Just like Richard Gere,” Hi whispered, rounding his eyes theatrically.


  My gaze flicked to my friend. “What now?” I could tell he was mocking me.


  Hi danced away with a sly smile. “You’ll see. Later. I got dibs on a red velvet.”


  My head whipped to Shelton, who was grinning ear to ear. “Thank God he’s telling you tonight! I’m terrible at keeping secrets.”


  My eyes narrowed. “What secret?”


  Shelton stuck his hands in his pockets and ambled away, whistling merrily.


  Exasperated, I turned to find Ben standing right in front of me. He executed a low bow, looking positively bizarre in his fancy outfit. The uniform was tantalizing familiar, but I couldn’t place it.


  “Replacement desserts delivered, ma’am.” Ben smiled, clearly pleased with himself. “Hope everyone likes chocolate.”


  “Out with it,” I demanded.


  Ben lifted his hands in surrender. “After Hi destroyed the cake, I remembered that fancy bakery a few blocks over on King. Your dad jumped at the idea, told me to use whatever means necessary. So I jogged over and—”


  “Not that!” I poked the buttons on his chest. “What secret are you keeping? And why are you dressed like a… like a…” Then it hit me. “Like a cadet?”


  Ben placed his hands on my shoulders. Looked me square in the eye.


  “Because I am one,” he said simply.


  I shook my head, lost. “Cadets attend The Citadel. You’re going to Warren Wilson.”


  “I’m not.” Ben released me. Abruptly stood at attention. Saluted. “I’ve joined the Cadet Corps. Knob Blue, at your command!” Then he grinned sheepishly, lowering his voice. “Or something like that. I have no idea. I’m not even supposed to wear this Citadel stuff yet. Whitney lent me a uniform for tonight. Her cousin’s, I think.”


  “Wait. What?” I couldn’t move. Or breathe. “You’re joining the freaking Citadel? Since when? You hate soldier stuff!”


  “I like you. Love you, I mean,” he blurted, as if determined to get the words out. “So I’m sticking around here for a while. If that’s okay.” Suddenly he was scarlet-faced, and as nervous as I’d ever seen him.


  Head spinning.


  Heart pounding.


  Feet floating on air.


  “You borrowed a cadet’s uniform from my stepmother?” was all I managed, still trying to process the rest. Did he really say…


  “She’s the one who got me in.” Ben shook his head, as if unable to believe it himself. “Whitney pulled a few strings so I could stay close to home. She kinda knows everyone in town, FYI.”


  “Ben… I…”


  I clamped my lips shut, cutting off the weak effort. Tried to gather myself. Finally, I noticed Hi and Shelton a stone’s throw away, grinning like crocodiles, pretending not to eavesdrop as they exchanged a fist bump. Kit and Whitney weren’t even doing that much, watching us openly with wide smiles.


  Obviously the last to know.


  I grabbed Ben by the front of his jacket. “Ben Blue, you do NOT have to give up your life goals because of me. If you’re worried I’m going to bail because you’re moving out of state, don’t be.” Gulp. “I love you, too, okay? You don’t have to do this.”


  “Hey, I love marching in formation. Rules. Orders. Yelling. Can’t wait.” Ben swept my hands up in his. “Whatever buys me another year with you is worth it.” Then he hugged me close and whispered, “Besides, it’s only one year. Then we can both get the heck out of town.”


  We were nose to nose.


  The music stopped.


  Everyone was watching.


  Don’t care.


  I pulled Ben in. Smashed my lips against his.


  Applause rained down around us. Inside my head, Hi wisecracked that Ben and I had a lousy ship name. Shelton told him to shut it. But I was a thousand miles away.


  Ben was staying. My Ben.


  We wouldn’t have to be apart. Now, or maybe ever.


  It was the best day of my life.


  My eyes sparkled, as blue as the ocean.


  
    Love you, Ben Blue.


    I love you, too.

  


  Outside in the darkness, Cooper sat back and howled.
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