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        thieves kidnapped her sister.

        he kidnapped her heart.

      

      Senka’s relationship with her sister has always been rocky at best. But blood is blood. So when she returns home from a hunting trip to find the only family she has left has been kidnapped, Senka will stop at nothing to get her back, even if it means risking her life and crossing into dangerous Shifter territory.

      Duncan is a bear Shifter with a dark past. Twenty years ago he left his homeland behind to start over again, swearing never to return. Now an Alpha, he has built a new life for himself as a leader and protector of the Wanderer tribe who so kindly took him in. So when a stranger, welcomed into their camp, disappears in the dead of night with two of the tribe’s young girls, Duncan blames himself. And in order to make things right he must face his past and travel back to the one place he swore he would never go.

      Though they have been friends for years, Duncan and Senka don’t always see eye to eye. However, in order for them to save the girls they are going to have to find a way to put their pride aside and work together.

      But when dark secrets come to light and threatens to destroy the desire building between them, can they work together to overcome? Or will the ugly truth not only thwart their efforts and destroy the one chance either of them has of at last finding love?
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      Just a few feet closer and Senka would be able to guarantee her prey a swift and painless death. Being sure to keep her head below the cover of the waist deep grass and her bow trained on her target, she cautiously closed the distance between her and her unsuspecting victim. It was more of a precautionary measure than necessity, since she could easily make the shot from this distance if she had to. After all, Senka regularly hit targets much smaller than this one from much greater distances. But she saw no point in taking such an unnecessary risk. All she needed to do was get a tad closer, then she could take down her prey in a single shot; thereby saving herself the hassle of hunting it down a second time when a less than optimal shot allowed it to foolishly try to escape.

      Groaning internally at the thought of trekking even another foot through this cursed grassland in this exhausting heat, Senka crouched lower and continued forward. Using slow, carefully placed steps, she managed to shave another five yards off the distance. Satisfied with the angle of her new position, she dropped one knee to the ground and prepared to make the kill shot. Unfortunately, just as she was about to release the arrow, a cool easterly breeze touched the back of her neck, slightly lifting the long dark strands of her ponytail. Cursing under her breath, Senka dropped to her belly and took cover, just as the stag’s head jerked up from where it was grazing and turned her direction.

      Thankfully the grass was tall enough to keep her hidden, despite her not so camouflaged black attire. Regardless, Senka didn’t dare move a muscle, as she watched with bated breath, as the massive beast flared his nostrils and scanned the open field for the source of the foreign scent. Twice his gaze passed over the top of her, lifting her hopes, however when the treacherous breeze blew across her back for a second time, Senka knew immediately the gig was up. Ears shooting upright, the stag’s head whipped her direction. Then, with nothing more than a stomp of his hoof to warn her of his departure, he turned and bolted across the field.

      “Son of a…”

      Jumping to her feet, she locked her elbow and nocked an arrow as she tracked the animal across the field. Knowing she had only seconds until he was completely out of range, she pulled the string back to her chin, exhaled a slow breath, and released. The arrow flew true, hitting the stag at the base of its neck, and sending the once majestic beast tumbling to the ground.

      Fearful he would return to his feet and resume his escape, Senka nocked another arrow and took off in its direction. Nearing his body, she could clearly see the beast was still breathing, but even so he did not attempt to stand. Still she was not one to take foolish risks. Keeping her arrow trained on his rapidly breathing body, she rounded the massive animal and approached its head. It was then she realized the extent of the damage her shot had inflicted. Lodged deep into the stag’s spinal column, the arrow had managed to completely sever the nerves in the spine, leaving the beast alive but paralyzed.

      No longer an escape risk, Senka slipped her arrow back into the quiver strapped on her back and shifted her attention to the fear-filled expression that stared back at her. “So sorry my friend.”

      Throwing her bow over her shoulder, she reached for the eight-inch blade she kept strapped to her thigh. “I meant to make this easier for you and me both… but unfortunately, things don’t always go as planned.” Kneeling beside the beast, she ran her hand down the smooth brown fur on his neck until she located his bounding pulse. Then placing the tip of the knife over the artery, she paused and met his gaze once again. “Sometimes all we can do is try to make the best of a shitty situation.” And with that said, Senka shoved the smooth blade directly into the frantically beating artery.

      Blood poured forth from the wound and it took mere seconds for him to bleed out. Waiting patiently until the last signs of life faded from his eyes, Senka stood with a heavy sigh and wiped the blood soaked blade on the leg of her fitted black pants. While she absolutely loved to hunt and the rush she got from the kill, she much preferred to dispatch of her prey from a distance. After all, it was one thing to kill from afar, but to look something or someone in the eyes as you robbed them of life, that was so much more personal and intimate.

      Anxious to get back to her tribe of Northern Wanderers after being gone for the last several weeks, Senka turned her attention to the sky above. Using the position of the sun to quickly calculate the approximate time, she reached over her shoulder and pulled free her umbrella from the harness strapped on her back. With a simple push of a button, she freed the oversized canopy, and sighed as a blanket of darkness engulfed her overheated body.

      Being a Shadow Mage, or a Night Stalker as most people referred to her dwindling race, she was blessed with the unique ability to manipulate shadows and therefore had always felt more comfortable in the dark than in the light. Using the power of the shadows, not only could she cloak herself and create protective fields, but Senka also had the ability to flash herself anywhere in the world she could envision in her mind. And the more darkness she had around her, the stronger her power became. Meaning at night, when the world was cloaked in a blanket of darkness, Senka’s power was at its strongest.

      But that didn’t mean she was completely vulnerable in the day time, it just meant things became a bit more tricky. With shadows being the only true form of darkness available in the daylight hours, all her abilities hinged on her being able to find shadows large enough for her to draw power from, a feat that was especially complicated when it came to flashing. For not only did she need to have a shadow large enough to wrap herself in to initiate the flash, but she also needed to have another on the other end to exit out of. Thankfully the first part was not a problem as long as she had her trusty umbrella. A token of thanks from her camp’s leader, Lady Zae, for Senka’s hard work and devotion to their tribe, Senka carried it on her person at all times. The oversized canopy created a shadow large enough for her to initiate a flash from anywhere she happened to be and had saved her ass more times than she cared to think about.

      And honestly the second part usually wasn’t that big of a deal either, especially if she was flashing back to camp. There she had several preassigned anchors already set up. Not only that, but Senka had also spent the last few years watching and dedicating to memory the size and direction of the every shadow, every tent and structure within the camp created at every hour of the day; information that came in especially handy when she was moving something as large as this deer and her normal anchors wouldn’t suffice.

      Needing to get as much of the umbrella’s shadow as she could over the enormous stag’s body, Senka adjusted her position and angled the canvas slightly forward. However when she did, a large beam of light suddenly broke through the darkness and disrupted her shadow. What the hell? Furrowing her brow, she shifted her gaze up to the umbrella above her and was infuriated to discover a large jagged tear extending the entire length of the pristine black canvas.

      “Chloe.” Senka growled as she lowered the umbrella to better investigate the damage. Upon closer inspection, Senka realized just how extensive the damage was. “Damn it! I’m going to wring your prissy little neck when I get home.” Senka screamed into the empty field, even though there was no one, including Chloe, around to hear her.

      Just a few days before she left on this hunting expedition, during a recent rain storm, Chloe, Senka’s little sister, came to her and asked to burrow her umbrella. Normally very protective of the device she viewed as every bit as important a weapon as her knife and bow, Senka initially refused her request. However, as the day dragged on with her trapped inside the tent with her sister, forced to listen to her incessant whining, when all she wanted to do was rest and read a book, Senka finally relented. Reluctantly handing over her prized possession, she made Chloe swear on her life that she would care for the umbrella as if it were her only child; a request which Chloe responded to with an exaggerated eye roll.

      “I should have known.” Senka huffed studying the tear a little closer. It could easily be patched with a bit of fabric once she got home, but that wasn’t going to help her current situation any. There was no way she would be able to use the fragmented shadow to transport both her and the stag back to the camp, it just wasn’t large enough.

      Glancing over her shoulder, first at the field surrounding her and then at the setting sun, Senka’s frustration only grew. This field was barren. There was nothing anywhere nearby with a shadow she could use, and even if there had been, there was no way she would have been able to drag this beast of an animal across this terrain. Realizing she had no other option but to sit here and wait the hour or so it would take for the sun to set, Senka groaned and raked both hands through her hair, inadvertently pulling several large pieces loose from her pony-tail.

      “Good thing I wasn’t under attack or I would be dead already!” she screamed into the nothingness around her.

      Brooding like an insolent child, Senka tossed her quiver and bow down, and flopped cross legged onto the ground facing the deer. “Why does she always do this kind of crap to me, huh? I do everything I can to take care of her and all she ever does is take, and take, and take. And do you know what I get in return for my trouble?” she asked, staring into the lifeless eyes of her prey. “I’ll tell you what I get. ‘I’m too tired to help cook tonight Senka.’ ‘I don’t feel well Senka, can you do the dishes?’ Or my favorite one, ‘I didn’t realize when you asked me to do the laundry you meant today Senka.’ ” Throwing her hands up in the air, Senka collapsed into the lush grass behind her. “Is it really too much to ask that just once in her life she think of someone other than herself?”

      Raising her head, Senka frowned as yet again silence was the only answer the stag offered. “Should have known you would take her side,” she huffed, blowing a few stray strands from her face. “Everyone always takes Chloe’s side, why should you be any different?”

      Chloe had been a thorn in Senka’s side since the day she was born. Growing up the youngest in the family, and the only one who didn’t inherit their father’s Night Stalker traits, Chloe was spoiled beyond imagination, mainly due to their father having no clue what to do with her. At a loss as to how to teach his daughter to use their mother’s Seer gift after the woman abandoned them, he pretty much resorted to letting her do whatever she wanted to do. So while Senka and her brother were forced to spend hours a day learning to perfect their skills and train in weapons use, Chloe spent hers tucked safely inside their tent with her dolls, dressing them up and brushing their hair, and doing whatever else spoiled little girls did with dolls.

      Fast forward a few years and Senka had been left alone to deal with Chloe, who had since turned into the spitting image of their mother. And she wasn’t even exactly sure how that happened. It was like one day they were all laughing and enjoying dinner together, and the next her father and her brother had vanished. Knowing Chloe didn’t stand a chance on her own, Senka chose to stick by her side. But though she spent these last few years trying her hardest to teach Chloe what she needed to know to survive, Chloe still fought her at every turn, leaving Senka at a loss. As a last resort and an attempt at giving her sister a somewhat normal life, and have one of her own, Senka finally surrendered her nomadic life style and moved them into the Northern Wanderer camp a few years ago.

      Now sixteen years old with long blonde hair, crystal blue eyes, and a body to die for, Chloe was beginning to catch the attention of many of the camp’s young men. She was also training with one of the camp’s Seers to use her gift, which surprisingly turned out to be quite a powerful one. Meaning with any luck, in just a few years her sister would either be self-sufficient or married, and she would finally be free to live her life the way she wanted.

      With that thought in mind, Senka interlocked her arms behind her head and made herself comfortable in the soft bed of thick green grass. There she spent the rest of the daylight hours entertaining herself by turning the innocuous white puffs overhead into deadly weapons while she contemplated the various different methods she could use to enact her revenge on her sister.
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      She awoke as the first of the stars began to fill the sky above. Confident it was finally dark enough to make the long distance flash back home, Senka drug herself to her feet, stretching and twisting the stiffness from her aching muscles. “Let’s go shall we?” she groaned as she slowly gathered her umbrella and bow off the ground. Tucking them back into the holster strapped to her back, she turned her attention down to the frigid form laying at her feet.

      Kneeling beside his unmoving body, she placed her hands on the smooth brown fur. With her eyes closed, Senka cleared her mind of all thoughts except of the ancient wooden structure that served as the camp’s butcher shop. She focused on seemingly insignificant details, like the way the strong prairie breeze caused the boards to sway and creak, or how the entire building leaned just a little to the left, thanks to a drunken fight between two of the tribe’s Shifters. She even imagined the ominous sound Duncan’s cleaver made as he hacked to pieces a hunter’s latest kill. Every little detail she could recall about the nearly dilapidated shack, Senka used knowing it was those tiny details that would be the key to her establishing a solid anchor on the other end.

      With the image she needed securely locked into her mind, Senka took one last deep breath and opened her body to the darkness of the night. Seeping into her pores like icy tendrils, the night’s shadow sucked her into its oblivion; only to spit her out mere seconds later, less than a foot from her destination.

      Slightly disoriented, as was usual after a flash of this distance, she remained crouched by her kill and waited for the last of the shadow’s icy chill to release her. Once the warmth seeped back into her body and the dizziness faded, Senka stood and shook out the last of the tingling in her arms. With a frown upon her face, she then took in her barren surroundings.

      “Where is everyone?” she whispered as she continued to scan the empty tent-lined paths around her. This time of the evening the camp should have been teeming with people milling around and socializing. Instead, nothing but abandoned dirt paths and eerie silence greeted her. Not a single man, woman, or child was in sight. “That’s weird,” she mumbled. Turning her attention to the weathered shack behind her, “Maybe Duncan can tell me what is going on.”

      Rounding the corner of the building, Senka knocked on the door as she pushed her way inside. “Duncan? Are you in here? I killed a stag near the Seer border but it is too large for me to pull in here. So unless you plan on lifting the ban on me flashing into your shop, I am going to need some help getting it inside.”

      Pausing, she scanned the empty room, until her gaze settled on the butcher’s block and the eighteen inch meat cleaver buried deep into something’s severed leg. Staring at the thick blood soaked blade as it gleamed in the pale light of the surrounding lanterns, Senka instinctively shuttered as she recalled the one and only time she flashed into the burly Shifter’s shop unannounced.

      The incident happened just after she and her sister joined the Northern tribe. Wanting to impress Lady Zae and Duncan, her second in command, Senka went hunting determined to bring back a kill for her new tribe and prove her worth. So needless to say, when she found and shot a boar less than an hour into her hunt, Senka was ecstatic. Excited to show off her kill, she made the spur of the moment decision to flash directly into Duncan’s dimly lit shop with her prize. Feeling confident the man, who she had watched perform the same routine every single day since her arrival, wouldn’t be someone who would spontaneously rearrange furniture, Senka broke her father’s first rule of flashing and flashed inside a closed space that did not have a pre-established anchor. A decision she regretted the instant she and the large boar crashed down on top of one of Duncan’s tables, mere inches from the seasoned warrior.

      Acting on instinct alone, the greying Shifter spun around ready to take down the fool who dared come crashing into his home. And had it not been for Senka’s quick reflexes he would have succeeded. Rolling out of the way just in the nick of time, she managed to escape being decapitated with little more than a scratch on her cheek. However, that did little to ease Duncan’s nerves as his stunned stare shifted from his blade to the crimson line slowly dripping down her pale skin. Glancing from her, down to the wild boar laying on the shattered remains of the table, he immediately realized what had happened. In a flash, Senka watched as Duncan’s guilt immediately morphed into rage so intense he was shaking with fury.

      Barely able to restrain his body from shifting, he proceeded to scream at her for being impulsive and reckless. A rant that he continued for what had to have been at least ten minutes, while drawing a large portion of the camp into the shop in the process.

      Not once in her lifetime had Senka ever had anyone yell at her in such a way, and to be belittled and embarrassed in front of her new tribe was more than even she could bear. Fighting back her tears, she flashed out of the shack and directly into her tent refusing to let him embarrass her anymore. She was back at her tent in the middle of packing up her and her very confused sister’s belongings when Lady Zae showed up asking to come in.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, watching Senka dart from one end of her tent to the other throwing items inside a large duffle bag.

      “We’re leaving.”

      “I can see that.” Lady Zae responded flatly, “What I asked was where you were planning to go.”

      “I don’t know, I’ll figure something out… I always do.”

      “But Senka, I don’t want to leave. Here I can finally get the training I need to use my gift,” Chloe interrupted. Turning her attention to Lady Zae she continued to plead her case. “Please Lady Zae, talk some sense into her! I don’t want to go back to living like a vagabond. I’m tired of jumping from place to place always hiding and avoiding people. I like people, I like your people. I promise, whatever Senka did to screw this up she will do whatever she needs to do to fix it.”

      Her anger fueled by her sister’s ingratitude, Senka picked up a pillow from off the nearest bed and chucked it across the room, smacking Chloe square in the face. “I didn’t screw anything up you ungrateful brat. Now do as I say and pack your things! We are leaving!”

      “No!” Chloe screamed as she threw the pillow back at Senka. When it fell short of hitting her by over two feet, Senka laughed, which only angered Chloe even more. “I’m tired of you bossing me around all the time! You act like you know everything when you really don’t know how to do anything but screw things up for me!”

      “I screw things up for you!?” Senka yelled as she charged across the room fully intending to knock her mooching sister right on her pompous tail. However she only managed to make it a few steps before Lady Zae stepped between them and stopped her.

      “Whoa, calm down you two.” Lady Zae soothed. Keeping one hand on Senka’s chest, she turned to address her sister. “Chloe dear, would you give us a moment please?”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Chloe narrowed her gaze at Senka. “It would be my pleasure. Stars only know I need a break from this overbearing old maid.”

      “Come here and I’ll show you what this old maid can do!”

      “Senka, that will be enough!” Lady Zae warned, the sharp edge in her tone making it clear she would not put up with any more of their childish behavior. “And you,” she continued, turning her narrowed gaze on to Chloe, “I believe I asked you to step outside a moment so that I could talk to your sister.”

      Chloe foolishly opened her mouth as if she were about to argue, but when Lady Zae pinned her with her gaze she wisely shut her trap and retreated outside. Once they were alone, Lady Zae released Senka and motioned for her to take a seat at the small dining table in the corner.

      “The two of you need to quit bickering all the time.” She began, as Senka lowered into the chair across from her. “For us Wanderers, family is something that is to be cherished, prized higher than money itself.”

      “Yeah, well most people don’t have to deal with her.” Senka mumbled, hitching a finger toward the flap Chloe left through.

      “Chloe isn’t so bad Senka, she is just lost. Unlike you she has yet to figure out her place in this world and that makes her jealous.”

      “Jealous? Of me?” Senka laughed, motioning from her messy ponytail, down to her dirty, blood stained tank top and pants. “Oh yeah, I bet she is jealous of all this.”

      “Yes, of you.” Lady Zae answered seriously. “You are a strong, confident, and beautiful young lady, Senka. You possess a set of skills very few can lay claim to, and today you proved yourself as skilled a hunter as any man here. You are every bit the asset to this camp I knew you would be, which is why I am here to ask you to stay.”

      Upon mention of her earlier kill, Senka’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Maybe you should speak with Duncan first, I am pretty certain he would disagree with you.”

      “I already have. Actually he is the one who came to me and asked me to speak with you.” Lady Zae paused, chuckling softly at her stunned expression. “He feels terrible dear, and is very embarrassed by the way he reacted. But it terrified him to think that he could have killed you today. And we both know Shifters aren’t exactly known for their easy going temperaments. Anyway, he asked me to tell you how sorry he was for yelling at you and asked if you can find it in your heart to forgive him.”

      “If that is true, why didn’t he come here himself?”

      “He was afraid you would refuse to see him.” Instantly Senka dropped her gaze to the table top and began picking at the rugged surface, a reaction that didn’t go unnoticed by Lady Zae. Smiling softly, she tucked a piece of her waist length blonde hair behind her pointed ear. “It appears he was correct in that assumption.”

      Unable to face her, Senka remained silent, while Lady Zae continued to address her. “I know this lifestyle is very new to you my dear. I can’t even imagine how someone as young as you are, has managed to care for, not only yourself but your sister as well, for as long as you have. And while I have no doubt that you have grown accustomed to the freedom a lifestyle such as that offers, I want you to know your life can be so much more than flashing around, dodging patrols, and hiding from bandits. Here we can offer you safety, here we can offer you support, here we can offer you a family.”

      Pausing, Lady Zae reached out and took ahold of Senka’s hand, halting its movement. “I swear, to you child, if you give me, Duncan, and the rest of this camp another chance, we can prove to you living with a community has so much more to offer you and your sister than a life on the run ever will.” Hearing the sincerity in her words, Senka slowly raised her amber eyes to meet Lady Zae’s pleading gaze. “Please Senka, give us at least a month, if after that time you decide Wanderer life is not for you, I will let you leave no questions asked.” Pausing, she wrapped her other hand around their conjoined ones. “Do you think you can do that for me? Do you think you can find it in your heart to give Duncan and the rest of us another chance?”

      Snapping free of the memory, Senka turned her gaze away from the bloody blade and continued her search for the man she had since come to think of as her best friend. A few days after her talk with Lady Zae, the bearded giant, sought her out near the camp’s square and apologized in person. Seeing the sincerity in his eyes, Senka forgave him and apologized for literally dropping into his home unannounced. After that, the two of them spent the rest of the afternoon talking and getting to know one another better. Duncan even went as far as to invite her on a hunting trip with him, which she later found out was something the old loner rarely ever did. And their relationship had only grown stronger ever since.

      “Duncan, you old bear, where are you?” she called jokingly as she rounded the end of the counter. “I hope you’re decent back there cause I am coming in.” Pulling back the curtain that led into the rear apartment, she stepped inside. “Duncan?”

      But much like the front store, the apartment was empty. What is going on around here? Now very much confused, Senka returned back to the shop. Doing her best to ignore the knot forming in her gut, she scanned the room one more time, but finding nothing out of place or unusual, decided to just head back home and come back later. But first she had to take care of the stag. Not wanting to leave it just lying in the dirt outside the shop, she took advantage of his absence and flashed it inside. She then covered the carcass with a thick piece of canvas she found tossed in a nearby corner. Hoping that would do until she located Duncan, Senka left the shop and headed back to her tent on foot.

      Slowly winding her way down the empty paths of vibrantly colored tents, Senka kept her eyes peeled, hoping she would eventually bump into somebody that could tell her where everyone else had run off to. But by the time she made it to the path that housed her and her sister’s tent, still without seeing another living soul, Senka was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Fighting back the urge to panic, she picked up her pace, and dashed the last bit of distance to her bright green and gold tent.

      “Chloe?” Freezing just inside the flap, she stared into the empty space. “Chloe!”

      A quick scan of the room, proved everything inside seemed to be in order, with the exception of her sister’s unmade bed, which was not that big of a concern, seeing as Chloe rarely ever made her bed. What was a concern was what she spotted on the dresser next to the bed. With slow and deliberate movements, Senka walked toward the dresser and picked up the gold chain and pendant Chloe placed inside a tiny ceramic teacup every night before she went to bed. Dangling the thin chain before her, Senka’s heart rate doubled as she stared at the white rose pendant that matched perfectly to the one she wore hidden beneath her clothing.

      The matching jewelry had been a gift from their mother, and was one of the only things they had left of her. But while Senka frequently considered tossing hers into a river and watching it disappear into oblivion, much like their mother had done, Chloe absolutely cherished hers. Foolishly believing that one day their mother would return and take her with her, Chloe wore it every day without fail so she could prove to their mom that she never gave up hope in her.

      Knowing full well that Chloe would never leave the necklace behind on purpose, Senka tightened her grip on the chain and dashed out of the tent in a panic. “Chloe!! Chloe where are you!” Rushing down the path as fast as her legs could carry her, Senka continued to scream into the silence of the night. “Lady Zae, Duncan, anyone. Someone please answer me.”

      But not a single soul answered her call. At a loss as to what to do and desperate for answers, Senka turned down the path leading to the camp square, thinking surely if there was anyone still in the camp, they would be there. However the moment she rounded the last corner leading into the open pavilion, Senka ran face first into a rock hard surface and fell flat on her tail.

      “Ouch.” Groaning and rubbing her forehead, Senka glanced up and frowned. “Duncan? What the…” she began, but hesitated when she realized the elder Shifter was standing in front of her wearing nothing but a cloth wrapped around his waist. “Ummm, Duncan, why are you naked?”

      Ignoring her question, Duncan reached down with one hand and yanked her to her feet. “By the stars girl, where have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you.”

      Unable to make out if he was angry or concerned by the tone of his voice, Senka furrowed her brow. “Um, I told you I was going hunting,” she answered, doing her best to keep her eyes on his face and not the stunningly gorgeous half-naked body in front of her.

      “Yes, but why were you gone for so long?” he snapped, pulling her attention back up to his angry scowl.

      Clearing her throat, Senka blinked rapidly and focused her attention on her uncharacteristically emotional friend. “I, uh just went out further than I normally do, almost to the edge of the Western border.” Pausing, she glanced up, into his softening expression, “I killed a stag and left it in your shop. But I had to flash inside. I know you said to never to do it again, but I didn’t know where you were and…”

      “No, no, it’s alright.” He interrupted, pulling her into his embrace. Stunned by the sudden and highly unusual display of affection, Senka froze. “I’m just glad you are safe.”

      Finding it hard to breath in his tight hold and slightly unnerving to be this close to her loincloth wearing best friend, Senka placed her hands on his chest and pushed gently away. “Duncan, I missed you too old man, but to be honest, this is getting a little awkward for me.”

      Taking the hint, Duncan released his hold. “My apologies. It was not my intention to make you uncomfortable.”

      “Well, while we are on the subject of one’s comfort,” Senka paused, gesturing to his loin cloth. “Am I to expect this attire on our next hunting expedition? Cause, honestly I am kind of digging the savage look on you.”

      Furrowing his brow, Duncan followed her gaze down, looking as if he had forgotten he was not wearing clothing. “Most Shifters wear these when we know we are going to shift so we do not rip our clothing… otherwise we would have no clothes left.”

      “You were shifting?”

      Suddenly struck with the image of a camp full of half-naked Shifters, Senka blinked rapidly and rubbed her eyes in an attempt to clear her thoughts. Trying to recall the last instance she could remember him shifting, Senka had already traveled several years back in time when she suddenly remembered why she had been looking for Duncan to begin with. “Oh Duncan, have you seen Chloe? I can’t find her… or anyone else for that matter… anywhere.”

      Immediately upon mention of her sister, Duncan flinched as if she had struck him. “I, I, I… I um, think you should talk to Lady Zae about that Senka.”

      His reaction, along with his inability to make eye contact with her, instantly rekindled Senka’s temporarily forgotten fears. Heart clenching painfully in her chest, she did her best to keep her composure as she stood before the beast of a man and took his massive hand into her own. “Duncan, look at me.” She demanded, forcing his pale grey gaze to return to her. “Duncan, I am asking you as my friend. Please tell me where my sister is.”

      Staring down at her, Duncan opened and closed his mouth several times, as if debating whether or not to answer her. Then, with a pained expression, he inhaled deeply and spoke the words that would send her world crashing down around her.

      “Senka… Chloe is gone.”
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      “What do you mean she is gone!?” Senka yelled, angrily stomping her way from one end of Lady Zae’s tent to the other. Meanwhile Lady Zae and Duncan watched her warily from their seats across the room. “Chloe barely knows how to light a fire! Why the hell would she take off by herself?”

      It had taken Duncan a great deal of convincing to get her to follow him here after his none too subtle announcement. But despite her begging and pleading with him to explain exactly what he meant by “gone,” Duncan had refused to speak another word of her sister’s apparent disappearance until she returned with him back to the tent. Now trapped inside the large canvas room with the two of them staring at her as if she might shatter at any moment, Senka was on the verge of losing it completely.

      “I’m serious, you guys,” she continued as she spun and headed the opposite direction. “If she ran off with some guy you better tell me. I have a right to know!” Gasping she spun and faced the pair of them watching her with their saddened expressions. “It was Henry’s boy wasn’t it? Don’t think I didn’t see the way the two of them were hanging all over each other at the dance a few weeks ago. Or the way they have been sneaking around when they believe no one is watching.”

      “Senka…”

      Lady Zae began, only to be cut off by Senka’s frustrated grunt. Raking her fingers through her hair, which was now more out of the ponytail than in, she resumed her pacing. “I just can’t believe she would do this to me! Sure, we have our issues and don’t always get along… but to run away while I’m gone and not even say goodbye?!”

      “Senka listen, I don’t think Chloe left voluntarily.”

      Lady Zae’s words stopped Senka dead in her tracks. Slowly turning around to face her, Senka furrowed her brow. “What do you mean, you don’t think she left voluntarily? What other reason would there be for my sister not being here?”

      “Perhaps you should sit down.” Duncan offered. Still dressed in nothing but a loin cloth, he slowly rose from his chair and approached her.

      Shaking her head emphatically, Senka backed away. “Not, until one of you tells me what is going on.”

      Lady Zae rose and joined Duncan’s side. Together they approached her as if she was a crazed animal in need of pacifying. “I think we are going to have to insist, dear… for your own safety.”

      Backed against the canvas wall with Lady Zae’s canopy bed on one side and the pair of them on the other, Senka quickly found herself trapped. Resisting the urge to flash, she did her best to suppress the threatening tears. “Where is my sister?” she asked again, hating how weak she sounded. However, neither one of them answered her as they each took ahold of one of her arms and led her back to the massive red couch they had just vacated.

      Gesturing for her to have a seat, the pair of them then sat on the coffee table on either side of her, essentially pinning her in. “Before we begin, I need you to make me a promise Senka.” Lady Zae began, her voice very serious. “I want you to swear to me, no matter what we tell you, you will not flash from this room. You will stay here and hear us all the way out.” Taking Senka’s hand into her own, Lady Zae’s expression softened. “Can you promise me that dear?”

      A rogue tear escaped her eye before she could stop it. “You’re scaring me Lady Zae. I’ll do whatever you want me to do, just please tell me where my sister is.”

      The pair stared at her a moment as if evaluating whether or not they believed her, then turned and glanced at one another. When they began to speak, much to Senka’s surprise, it was Duncan who began.

      “A few days after you left to go hunting, a trader and a young boy came to our camp claiming they were in need of a place to sleep and rest their horses for a night.”

      “He said his name was Linus.” Lady Zae cut in. “And he was, for lack of a better word, perfect.” Lady Zae paused, sighing as if the mere memory of the stranger stirred feelings inside her. “He possessed a beauty and charm the likes I have never seen before. And from the moment he walked into camp he had us right where he wanted us.” Beside Lady Zae, Duncan scoffed and shook his head.

      “Was he Fae?” Senka asked, knowing the Fae were renowned for their beauty but uncertain what any of this had to do with her sister.

      “No, he was not one of my people, nor did he confess to us what race he was.”

      “Which should have been our first clue.” Duncan growled, clenching his fist. “He came in and made himself at home… a little too at home. I should have kicked his scrawny ass out the instant I found him hanging around Chloe and Brit by the well.”

      “Brit, Ulysses’ daughter?”

      She recalled having met the Elemental girl once or twice at camp functions. With her flaming curly locks and face full of freckles, she tended to stand out a bit.

      Duncan nodded his head sadly, unable to meet her gaze. Beginning to get a feel for where this story was heading, Senka’s stomach clenched painfully. Even so, she kept her promise and remained still, as they continued to tell her their story.

      “They seemed to be strangely drawn to him, almost as if they couldn’t get enough of his presence. Every time we turned around, be it in the wee hours of the morning or late at night, we would find the two of them back at his side, giggling and laughing as he went on and on about himself and his travels.” Duncan paused, tightening his fists until his knuckles turned white. “I should have done something… anything. I knew deep down in my gut he was up to no good and I didn’t do a damn thing about it.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Lady Zae soothed, placing her dainty hand on top of Duncan’s massive fist. Sighing, she then turned her attention back to Senka. “It’s mine. Duncan came to me with his concerns and I dismissed them.” Hanging her head in shame, Lady Zae dropped her gaze. “He was just so courteous and friendly, I didn’t want to believe what Duncan was saying to be true. So I accused him and the other men of being jealous of the attention Linus was drawing from the women… I dismissed his concerns without a second thought.”

      Confused, Senka stared up at Duncan. “Concerns?”

      “He had to have been using magic of some kind, one that only affected women, because every one of them was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. Single, married, young, and old it didn’t matter, they all hung onto him like he was the last man in Lanoria.” Shaking his head, he ran his hand through his greying hair. “Hell, even the women that like women were drawn to him. It was the damndest thing I ever saw.”

      “He ended up staying nearly a week; eating, drinking, and laughing with us as if he had known us for years instead of days.” Lady Zae joined back in. “Then a few days ago he came to me and said he was about to leave. I was so saddened by the news, I literally begged him to stay. But he said he had to leave, that he had a large trade fair coming up and he needed to get there before all the best places were taken. He said he wanted to thank us for our generosity and asked if I would hold one last gathering at the square so he could bid us all farewell. I agreed and that night, he showed up at the fire pit with a crate full of wine. He claimed it was a special and very rare brew that he had smuggled in from the Caster region and he wanted us to have it as a token of his gratitude. Then he cracked open a bottle and insisted we all join him in a farewell toast.”

      “We all drank the wine.” Duncan sighed. “None of us saw the harm in a drink, especially if it meant we were getting rid of him.”

      “I don’t know exactly what was in the wine, Senka. All I know is the first of us started waking up yesterday morning, nearly an entire two days later, disoriented and hung over by whatever he had given us. And there still many in the camp who remain asleep even now.”

      “Which is why we didn’t realize until this morning, when Ulysses awoke to find Brit gone, that we realized Chloe was gone as well.”

      “Wait? Are you telling me this man kidnapped my sister and Brit?” Bounding to her feet. She was about to flash out of the tent when Duncan jumped in front of her and grabbed her arm tightly.

      “Senka, remember your promise.” Lady Zae spoke calmly, trying her best to pacify her. “Please don’t do anything rash.”

      “Rash! Are you kidding me? Some asshole walks in here and kidnaps my sister right from under all your noses and you want me to be calm!” The pair of them jolted under the harshness of her words, but Senka was beyond the point of caring. In her mind all she could think about was the kind of things a man like Linus could and would do to two young girls. Unable to stop the flow of horrific images bombarding her mind, she fought harder against Duncan’s unrelenting hold. “Let me go Duncan, I have to go find her! I have to go find my sister! She needs my help!”

      But Duncan refused to obey her commands and instead tightened his grip. Infuriated by her inability to escape, Senka continued to whale on her best friend, who despite her efforts, held on to her seemingly unfazed by her antics.

      “Get off of me!” She shouted, knowing her fighting was useless. Duncan wasn’t going to release her. He knew full well there was nothing he or Lady Zae could do to keep her from flashing, so he was doing the only other thing he knew to do. By holding on to her arm, Duncan was ensuring there was no way she could leave this tent without taking him with her.

      Not that she couldn’t. The problem was Duncan had no intentions of letting her go even if she did. Even at his advanced age, the man was a pillar of strength and resilience. And no matter how many times she flashed and tried to shake him off, he would hold on until she had exhausted herself enough to surrender. At which point he would throw her limp body over his shoulder and haul her back to camp. She should know, he had done it to her before.

      Even so, Senka refused to surrender. Tears streaming down her cheeks, she continued her abuse of him until she physically couldn’t move any more. With not an ounce of fight left in her, Senka then sank to the ground at his feet. Following her to the floor, Duncan knelt before her, embracing her as she collapsed into the warmth of his chest.

      “We will get her back Senka.” Coming up behind her, Lady Zae laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Every male in the camp, who isn’t under the effects of that cursed liquor, is scouring the plains for any clue as to where they may have gone.”

      “Then let me help.” Senka sniffed, pulling away from Duncan’s hold she wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. “I can travel further and faster than anyone else here. It makes sense that I should be out there looking.”

      “Perhaps…”

      “Absolutely not!” Duncan snapped, cutting off Lady Zae and causing both of them to jump. Grasping both her arms tight enough to hurt, he narrowed his gaze. “Did you not hear what we said? He has the ability to affect the way women think and act. If you go and confront him alone, what is to stop him from using his gift on you as well?”

      “Duncan…” Lady Zae began, presumably coming to her defense. But Duncan was having no part of it.

      “No! Everything inside me is screaming that something bad will happen if she does this. And I will not allow it!” Turning back to face her, Senka was taken aback as his intense gaze fell upon her. Unable to identify the swarm of emotions so obviously churning beneath those pale grey depths, Senka quickly became uncomfortable and dropped her gaze to hide the warm flush she could feel rising in her cheeks.

      “I don’t blame you for hating me.” Duncan said, misinterpreting her reaction. “I failed you.”

      Releasing his hold on her, he rose to his feet, and moved away. Stopping next to a small table, he picked up a glass and threw it across the room. “If I had just trusted my instincts and ripped the head off that scheming snake when he first showed up, then Chloe and Brit would still be safe at home instead of in the hands of those monsters.”

      Dropping into a nearby chair, Duncan held his head in his hands. As head of camp security she was certain he felt somewhat responsible for what had happened to the girls. But despite what she had said earlier, Senka didn’t blame him. Nor did she blame Lady Zae. How could she when it was that same willingness to accept others into their fold, no questions asked, that had attracted her to the Wanderer lifestyle to begin with.

      Being a community of vagrants and outcasts, it was their policy to never turn away anyone in need. And even now, it was something she sincerely hoped they would not change. After all, no one, not even Duncan or Lady Zae had any way of knowing what kind of vile creature the trader would turn out to be.

      But guilt or no, Senka had no intentions of being grounded to her tent while others were out looking for her sister. Taking advantage of the slight distance now between her and Duncan, she rose to her feet and dusted off her pants. “I don’t hate you Duncan,” she said, her quiet voice pulling their gazes back to her. “And I understand your concern… I really do. But she is my sister and I can’t just sit around here doing nothing while she is out there all alone.” Smiling apologetically, she shrugged her shoulders.

      Realizing his mistake, Duncan leapt to his feet and reached out to take hold of her once again, but he was a too late. In the blink of an eye, she flashed across the room, snatched up her bow and quiver, and was preparing to flash away when suddenly Kral, another of the camp’s Shifters, came rushing into the tent.

      “Sir! My Lady! We found the cart!”

      Dressed in nothing but a loin cloth, with his dark skin drenched in sweat, Kral scanned the room, locking eyes with Duncan. “It’s just a few hours away from here.”

      Upon hearing the news, Senka instantly forgot her plans to escape. “What about the girls?” she asked. Stepping forward, she grabbed ahold of Kral’s arm and forced his dark brown eyes to meet with hers. “What about my sister?”

      Kral instantly paled, “S-senka, I didn’t realize you had returned.”

      “My sister Kral, did you find my sister?”

      Dropping his gaze, Kral shook his head. “No, the cart was abandoned.”

      Releasing his arm, Senka covered her mouth, struggling to hold back the tears.

      “What about their scent?” Duncan growled, “Did you track their scent?”

      “The trader’s scent stops at the cart.” Kral sighed defeatedly. “I tried my hardest boss, I really did. But from there I got nothing, it’s like he just vanished into thin air.”

      “A Jumper.” Instantly all eyes flew to Lady Zae. “The boy with Linus, I bet he was a Jumper. That’s how they managed to get away so fast without leaving a trail.”

      “Yeah, that’s what we guessed too.” Kral agreed.

      “But what about the girls’ scent.” Senka interrupted. “You said the trader’s scent vanished at the cart, but can you still track the girls?”

      “Yeah, the trader must have met up with another cart and they took the girls. But even though their scent was faint, we managed to track them…” Suddenly unable to hold their gaze, Kral stared blankly at the floor. “But then we were forced to stop.”

      “Stop?” Duncan growled. Charging forward, he halted only inches from the smaller man’s face. Kral wisely kept his head dropped in a submissive position, not daring to challenge the older male. “We are Shifters and there are children’s lives at stake! Only death should keep you from completing this task!”

      “That’s just it sir.” Kral answered lowly. “Where they went we cannot go without risking us all being killed.”

      Shock and understanding contorted Duncan’s face as he backed away from the young Shifter with a defeated look. Confused as to what had robbed him of his words, Senka stepped between them, pulling Kral’s attention back to her. “Where did they go Kral? Please, I need to know.”

      Glancing first to Duncan for permission to continue, Kral released a ragged sigh. Staring back down at her, his dark brown eyes filled with sorrow. “They took her into Shifter territory young miss. They took her to Zerdanda.”
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      It was early the next morning, and Senka had just finished putting the final touches on the repair to her umbrella, when Lady Zae and Duncan entered her tent. Knowing they were back to try and discourage her from going after her sister, she rose from her chair with little more than a glance their direction, and walked across the room. Stopping beside her bed, she kept her back to them as she wordlessly went about strapping her harness on over her shoulders and slipping the umbrella into place.

      “Senka…”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” she interrupted, cutting Duncan off before he could begin. “If the two of you think I am just going to sit here and do nothing while my sister is out there in danger, then neither of you know me very well.”

      She could feel their eyes watching her every move as she continued to gather her things. But she no longer cared. She had already wasted most of the night listening to them try to convince her that she was being impulsive and reckless. Precious time that could have been spent out there hunting and tracking the bastard that stole her sister. And maybe they were right, maybe she was destined to fail. But even so, she thought it better to die trying than to live with the guilt of knowing she had done nothing while her sister suffered.

      Grabbing her quiver and bow that were propped against the bedside table, Senka hastily secured them in place on her back with her umbrella. Lastly she picked up her hunting knives and began sliding them into the holsters built into the outside of her pants.

      “If you would just give us a chance…”

      “Did that already,” she huffed as she proceeded to tuck some clothing and supplies into a small leather satchel. “Right after Duncan tried to permanently fuse himself to my arms.” Pausing, she pushed up the partially rolled sleeve of her long sleeved black shirt and displayed the large circular bruise underneath. “I think he almost succeeded.”

      Upon sight of the massive purple and black injury encircling the entire upper portion of her arm, Duncan, who was now dressed in his typical jeans and form hugging shirt, paled noticeably. “I… I did that to you?”

      “Naw, it must have been the other bear Shifter in the room that was trying to keep me from flashing.”

      Rolling her eyes, she turned to get back to packing her things when, out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Duncan rushing her way. Scared he was about to latch on to her once again, Senka jumped back and faced him, prepared to flash away if needed. But instead of grabbing her as she suspected, he took her completely by surprise when he took her hand into his own and dropped to his knee in front of her.

      “Duncan! What are you doing?” she gasped. “Listen, I like you and all, but I don’t think we are ready to take it to this level. Hell, we haven’t even been on a date old man.”

      Ignoring her poor attempt at humor, Duncan pressed his forehead against her hand. “I am so sorry Senka, please forgive me. You must know it was never my intention to harm you. I will do whatever you ask, if you can somehow find it in your heart to forgive me.”

      “Whoa! Duncan, what are you talking about?” Furrowing her brow, she glanced down at her arm, then back to him. “Is this about the bruise?” Placing her free hand over his, she knelt down before him. “If so, then there is nothing to forgive. It was an accident, nothing more. I know you didn’t mean to hurt me.”

      “Then you are not angry with me?”

      “Uh no.”

      Despite her reassurance, Senka could still see doubt in the old bear’s eyes. At a loss as to how to comfort him, she stood and turned to Lady Zae for guidance.

      “All is well friend,” she consoled him, laying a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Rise.”

      After a brief pause, in which he seemed to be questioning her sincerity, Duncan stood. Once he was back at her side, Lady Zae didn’t hesitate to start back in on Senka. “Though it was not the way I intended to go about this, I believe what just transpired here proved our point that you are not prepared to face what is waiting for you in Zerdanda.”

      “I know enough.” She bluffed, knowing deep down what Lady Zae was saying was true. She had spent her entire life traveling the plains of Lanoria, first with her father, then on her own. She knew the location of every path, stream, and village of this country like the back of her hand and could flash there in the blink of an eye. But because Lanoria, the Elemental homeland, was the only country that permitted outsiders, like Night Stalkers, with no country of their own, to live on their land, she had never ventured beyond the safety of their borders.

      “Then please enlighten me.” Lady Zae challenged. “Tell me why Duncan just reacted the way he did when he saw the bruise.” Cocking her eye brow, she overlapped her hands in front of her and waited as if she had all the time in the world.

      “Ummm… because we are friends and he cares for me?”

      Upon hearing her response, Lady Zae smiled. “While I have no doubt that played a major role in it, the main reason is a little more complicated.” Hesitating a moment, she stared up at Duncan. Taking her cue, he picked up where she left off.

      “It is Shifter belief, especially amongst “older” Shifters, as the pair of you like to regularly point out I am, that a male should never lay his hands on a female in anger. They believe…” Catching his slip, Duncan hesitated. Senka thought she saw a flash of emotion crease his forehead, but before she could ascertain what it was, it was gone. “We believe… since the males of our people are so much larger and stronger than the females, any fight between the two would be entirely one-sided and unfair. That is why in Zerdanda, the injury of a female by a male can be a crime punishable by death.”

      Jolted by the information, Senka gaped. “So are you telling me you could be executed for bruising my arm on accident? That seems a little extreme doesn’t it?”

      Duncan shrugged, “Maybe not killed, but most definitely beaten.”

      “Shit Duncan. I-I didn’t know it was such a serious matter, if I had I would have never brought it up.” She stammered. “Thank the stars we aren’t in Zerdanda.”

      “Yes… thank the stars indeed.” Lady Zae joined back in. “But that still brings us back to the issue at hand. Senka, we can’t help but feel you are rushing into this blindly. Between your lack of even the most basic understanding of Shifter culture and your total unfamiliarity of the land, I fear your chances of success are minimal at best.”

      “I’ll take minimal.” Shrugging off Lady Zae’s doubt, Senka grabbed her satchel off the floor and pushed her way past the pair. “I’ve succeeded before with worse odds.”

      “Please, just hear us out child.”

      A few steps from the door, Senka froze. Glancing back over her shoulder she glared at Duncan. “I’m not a child.” She ground out, stomping back his direction. “I have lived on my own, taking care of me and my sister since I was eighteen. I hunted, provided, and protected her all by myself. And now she is out there, scared, alone, and in need of my help. So excuse me if my ignorance of “Shifter etiquette” isn’t enough to deter me.” Emphasizing the words with air quotes, she pinned the two of them with her glare. “Tell me, either of you, what if it was your loved one that had been taken? Is there anything me or anyone else could say or do that would deter you from trying to get them back?”

      Their downcast expressions were all the answer she needed. “I didn’t think so.” She huffed.

      Done arguing with them about this matter and needing a moment to think, Senka stomped outside in search of fresh air and collided into someone trying to come in. “Excuse me,” she breathed without looking up. “I was just heading out. But feel free to talk to the ‘adults’ inside.” Straightening her satchel and her bow, she was about to continue on her way when a hand encircled her already bruised upper arm. Sucking in a breath through her teeth, Senka turned around ready to give someone a piece of her mind. However, when she came face to face with Ulysses, Brit’s father, all ability to articulate a cohesive thought escaped her.

      His eyes ringed in dark circles and reddened from crying, the father stood before her, his face void of expression. “Are you going to look for her?” he asked with a strained voice.

      Tension radiated off him in waves, thickening the air around them, and making Senka anxious. Not daring to speak for fear her nervousness would reveal itself, Senka merely nodded.

      An unreadable expression twisted Ulysses’ features. “I’ll pay you whatever you want. Just name your price.” Releasing her arm, he reached into a bag she hadn’t noticed until this moment and produced a handful of jewelry and coins. “If this isn’t enough, I’ll find more. I’ll…”

      Stunned and unsettled by his behavior, Senka slowly stepped away from the desperate father as he continued to produce more offerings from his satchel.

      Ulysses however, was not going to be so easily deterred. Closing the gap she just created, he continued his pleading. “Just name your price. Need me to work for you, run errands for you, I will. I’ll give you anything, do anything, if you will find my daughter and bring her back to me.” Rushing forward, he thrust the items into her arms. “And should the opportunity present itself, I’ll pay you more if you manage to kill that son of a bitch that took her.”

      “Ulysses!” Lady Zae chastised as she and Duncan stepped through the flap.

      “We all know she is capable of it.” Ulysses retorted, “and it’s not like the asshole doesn’t deserve it.”

      “Regardless, Wanderers are not now, nor will we ever be hired assassins.”

      Hearing Lady Zae’s words, Senka dropped her gaze and bit her lip. Memories of a time long past, a darker time, when she was willing to do whatever it took to keep her and her sister alive, rushed to the front of her mind. It was a past she had hoped would stay buried, but it seemed no matter how far she ran, or how much she tried to change, the past would always find her. Consumed by the haunting memories, Senka could barely hear Lady Zae and Duncan defending Wanderer morals to Ulysses, who was not having any of it.

      Like her employers of the past, Ulysses had one thought consuming his mind… revenge. And he was willing to do whatever it took to get it. And she couldn’t say she blamed him. After all, the asshole had taken her sister too. Baring that thought in mind, Senka inhaled a deep breath.

      “I’ll find Brit.” She spoke, her emotionless tone halting the arguing of the others. Meeting Ulysses’ gaze, she reached over her shoulder and pulled her umbrella from her harness. “And if the stars are willing, and I find this man named Linus in the process, fear not. For I will make certain he never harms another girl ever again.” And with that said, she hit the button to release the canopy and flashed from camp.
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      He knew she was going to flash, probably before she did. From the first moment she came, quite literally, crashing into his life, Duncan had found himself strangely attracted to her vibrant, yet very impulsive personality. The girl burned with a fire and zest for life unlike anyone he had come across in his over one hundred years of existence. And while he usually found the trait to be an alluring quality, in this particular instance he feared it was going to lead her to her demise.

      Before they arrived at her tent, Duncan already knew they were wasting their time. Senka’s mind was made and there was nothing they could say or do that was going to dissuade her from her plans. In short, Senka was going to do what Senka wanted to do. And truthfully, he didn’t blame her. Like she had so brazenly pointed out, if it had been either of them in her shoes, they would have reacted in much the same way. Even so, that didn’t change the fact that what she was planning was nothing short of a suicide mission.

      Unlike him, Senka had no idea the kind of dangers that awaited her on the other side of the Zerdandan border. Add to that the fact that she would be forced to travel mainly by foot, since she had no prior knowledge of the land or any preset anchors for her flashes, and you had the recipe for a perfect disaster. Once she crossed the border, he estimated it would take the wolves that patrolled the forest less than a day to track her down. And once they had, they would have no difficulty capturing her.

      For as skilled a warrior as Duncan knew Senka to be, she stood little chance against a well-trained pack of Shifters working in unison. From the time they were young, even before they could shift, Shifter children were trained to move, hunt, and kill as pack. So engrained are they with the belief that the pack is more important than the individual, that anyone of them would gladly sacrifice their life so that another could get the opening they needed to take her down. And once they had, her troubles would truly begin.

      Like in most other countries within the Council’s rule, in Zerdanda, trespassing was one of the worst crimes to be caught committing. Viewed as a spy, Senka would be questioned relentlessly for information and if they didn’t like the answers she gave, then she would be made to suffer. Luckily, because she is a female, she would not be beaten or tortured like she would be if she was a male, but Patrols had others means of extracting information from women, starvation being one of the most commonly used tactics. However even that small mercy would change if somehow they managed to figure out what race she was, for if they did, Senka would surely be dead.

      For unbeknownst to Senka, her people and Shifters had a long bloody history of hating and killing each other. There had even been a time in the past when his people were hired by certain members of the Council to hunt down and kill any Night Stalkers living within their borders. Viewed as a threat because of their unique and powerful gifts, and lacking representation on the Council to speak on their behalf, it didn’t take long before every Shifter bounty hunter in the region was on the hunt for Night Stalkers. In just under ten years, his people nearly managed to wipe the entire race out of existence. He actually thought they had until Senka showed up a few years back claiming at first to be a Jumper. But one look into those striking amber eyes of hers, and Duncan knew right away exactly what she was.

      And the same would be true with any other elder Shifter she might run across in Zerdanda; which was exactly why he refused to let her go traipsing over the border unprotected. Unfortunately, there was no way anyone was going to be able to convince Senka that she needed a bodyguard. The girl was just too stubborn and too proud. Which meant Duncan was going to have to figure out some other way of intruding into her plans. And the second he exited the tent to find Ulysses had halted her escape, Duncan knew exactly what he was going to do.

      Taking advantage of her distracted state, he carefully inched his way closer, while making certain to remain within the shadow of the canopy covering the entrance. Even from this angle he could see the wheels in her head spinning with each word Ulysses spoke, but it was when he brought up her killing Linus, that Duncan knew hope was lost. Disheartened he watched as an all too familiar darkness stole the light from her eyes, leaving in its wake a mere shell of the girl he had come to care for.

      It was a look he had the distinct displeasure of triggering himself once while on a hunting trip. Wanting to find out more about her and her life before the camp, he mistakenly asked her about her and Chloe’s father. Then, just like now, she became distant and lost, seemingly trapped in whatever deeply buried memories the question had triggered. And to his dismay, she remained that way for hours, only to finally come around and act as if nothing had happened.

      But as much as the incident bothered him, Duncan knew better than to push the subject. After all, it was the Wanderer way to leave your past in the past. No one who took the oath to join with the Wanderers was ever forced to divulge any information they did not want to. It was this opportunity to start over with a clean slate that attracted so many vagrants like himself and Senka to the Wanderer lifestyle to begin with. Heavens knew he had things in his past he didn’t want her, or anyone else, finding out about.

      Pulling himself free of his thoughts, Duncan listened as Lady Zae continued to argue with Ulysses over the morality of his proposal. But, much like Senka, there would be no dissuading the angry father from his decision. Choosing not to waste his time on what he deemed a pointless task, Duncan focused his attention on Senka, and silently watched as she pulled free of her haunted past with a frightening look of determination.

      Without pause, she immediately went for her umbrella, a move he had been expecting her to make. The moment the canopy released, mere seconds before she flashed, Duncan reached out, and grabbed ahold of her shoulder, forcing her to pull him into the flash along with her. Remembering what she had taught him in the past, he inhaled deeply and relaxed his body as the icy tentacles of her shadow wrapped itself around him. A task that was easier said than done when it felt as if your body had just been dropped into a pit full of slithering snakes.

      Fortunately for him, her flashes never lasted long and moments later he felt a rush of relief as she brought them out on the other side. Much to his dismay however his reprieve was short lived as it was immediately followed by a wave of dizziness so intense it nearly knocked him off his feet. Still blind from the flash, he threw out his hands in a desperate attempt to keep from falling and was relieved when one of them landed on something hard. Latching on the rough surface, he steadied himself while bracing his other hand on his knee.

      It took several seconds before he once again felt somewhat confident in his ability to stand, only then did he dare to open his eyes and take in his surroundings. Looking up, he recognized the massive oak tree he was leaning against as the one that marked the half-way point between their camp and the Zerdandan border.

      “Damn it Duncan!” Senka yelled from somewhere behind him. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Daring a quick glance over his shoulder, Duncan groaned as another wave of dizziness came crashing down upon him. But not before he spotted Senka several feet behind him, crouched on the ground, and looking every bit as miserable as he was feeling.

      “Are you alright?” Concerned, he moved to go check on her but instead fell crashing backwards into the trunk of the tree. Fighting back the urge to vomit, he leaned his body against the sturdy structure and braced his head in his hands.

      “Of course I’m not alright!” she snapped, before groaning and tightening her grasp on her skull. “I feel like I’ve been drained dry by a Full-blood.”

      “Full-bloods don’t drain people dry,” he huffed. Managing to find balance on his own two feet once again, he slowly made his way over to Senka and extended a hand. Peeking through her fingers, she hesitated a moment before placing her hand into his.

      “And you know this how?” She quipped, allowing him to pull her to her feet.

      “One of my best friends used to be a Vanterian Full-blood. The man was larger than me, but only fed once a month and just enough to survive.” Closing his eyes as another wave of dizziness hit him, Duncan paused. “Why am I so dizzy this time?”

      He had flashed with Senka at least a dozen times before this and knew it wasn’t unusual to experience some slight vertigo, but he had never felt anything even remotely this bad before.

      “Because I wasn’t expecting a passenger so I flashed a longer distance than I normally would have had I known I was going to have a rider, especially one as large as you are.” Glaring up at him she crossed her arms. “Speaking of… What exactly are you doing here Duncan? I don’t recall inviting you to tag along.”

      “I don’t recall asking your permission.”

      Mouth gaping, Senka turned several shades of red as she stared up at him. “Listen here Duncan…” she began after the shock of his callousness had worn off. “if you are here to try to convince me to go back to camp, then you just wasted both my time and my energy for nothing. There is no way…”

      “I am not here to take you back. I’m going with you.”

      Senka’s brow furrowed as she took a second to consider what he said. “But didn’t Kral say none of the Shifters could cross the border without risking being captured and killed.”

      “Kral doesn’t know everyone’s reasons for leaving Zerdanda.”

      “So it’s not true?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You’re not saying much of anything. And to be honest it’s getting really annoying.” Hands on her hips, Senka stared him down. “So let me try this one more time. If you cross the border and the patrols find you, will you or will you not be arrested?”

      “Possibly…”

      “Then why are you here?” she groaned, cutting him off. “I don’t have time to be worrying about your safety too Duncan! I can handle this own my own! Actually I prefer it that way! Besides, all you are going to do is slow me down.”

      “I am here to make sure you don’t get your fool-self killed!” he shouted with more venom than he intended. Breathing through his anger, Duncan glared down at the petite young woman. “Senka I don’t doubt your skill. I have seen you in action and know full well what you are capable of. But trust me when I say you are in way over your head.” Senka, looking angry, opened her mouth to protest only to have him cut her off. “There is no point arguing about this Senka. Whether you like it or not, you are going to need my help. I know the land, I know the customs, and I have connections inside that can hopefully lead us to your sister. You however…” Sighing, Duncan shook his head. “You won’t last more than a day in there alone… and I would never be able to live with myself if I allowed something to happen to you, especially after I already failed to protect your sister.”

      “I don’t blame you for Chloe, Duncan.”

      “You should. It was my job to keep her and the camp safe.” Sighing, Duncan ran his hand through his shaggy greying hair. “All I ask is that you allow me this opportunity to try and make things right again.”

      Silently she stared at him with her piercing amber eyes, as she considered his words. A few minutes later he watched the tension fade from her body as she came to the decision he had hoped she would.

      “Alright Duncan,” she began slowly. “I’ll let you come with me. But only because time is of the essence… not because I can’t handle this on my own.”

      “Of course.”

      With a heavy sigh, Senka turned and stared out across the field. “Unfortunately I’m drained. There is no way I will be able to flash again until night fall and that is still hours away. What should we do until then?”

      “Let’s take a walk.” Following her gaze, he gestured out into the open expanse. “The cart Kral and the others found is only a few more miles that direction. Let’s go there for now and see if we come across something they might have missed.”
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      An hour later Senka was inside the cart digging through piles of crates, while outside, Duncan searched the surrounding area for any scent trails the others might have missed. At first glance, there was nothing special appearing about the simplistic, single horse cart. With its vibrant yellow and orange striped canopy and the distinctive large diameter wheels used by Wanderer’s to navigate the tall, thick plains grass, it looked like any other cart she had seen used by traders over the years. But despite its seemingly innocent and unassuming appearance, there was nothing ordinary about this cart.

      Even from several feet away, Senka could feel the dark magic surrounding it, twisted magic that reeked of evil thoughts and bad intentions. And she was not alone in her observation. It had taken her quite a bit of arguing with Duncan, when they first arrived, to convince him to let her get close enough to look inside.

      Claiming it was his duty to protect her, he tried to persuade her to let him go alone, saying he needed to be sure there was nothing dangerous inside that would cause her harm. But she refused his offer, and much to his irritation, took off in the direction of the cart before he could raise another word in protest. For as much as she appreciated what he was trying to do, Duncan’s attempts to protect her from the evils of the world was about as pointless as trying to make the sun disappear with your thumb. Even if you did manage to cover it up temporarily and convince yourself you had accomplished the feat, in the end all you had really succeeded in doing was fooling yourself.

      “I came across the scent of several Shifters…” Duncan’s voice called behind her just as the cart shifted beneath his tremendous weight. “Three if I had to guess, all wolves.” Pausing just inside the canopy opening, he glanced around at all the dumped over crates and the varied bottles of alcohol scattered about the floor.

      “What about the girls? Could you pick up their scent as well?” She asked as she continued trying to pry the lid off one of the last remaining crates.

      “Yes, but their scents were very faint and were mixed with something I couldn’t identify. I believe they may have put something on them to mask their smell from other Shifters. The only reason me and the others could pick up their trail was because we knew exactly what we were looking for.”

      Considering what he said, Senka furrowed her brow as she applied all her weight to the crowbar. “And Linus?” Feeling the nails finally give way she wrenched the lid open and tossed it on the floor, shattering several glass bottles at her feet.

      “I am afraid Kral was right about Linus and the boy. They must have jumped, because other than in here, I can’t pick up their scent anywhere.” Wiping the sweat from his forehead, Duncan grimaced. “How can you stand it in here? I have only been inside this damn cart a few minutes and already the dark magic and smell of the alcohol is making me ill.”

      “My sense of smell is not as strong as yours and my Night Stalker powers are derived from dark magic so it doesn’t bother me.” she responded. “Why do you think people hate us so much?” Staring into the opened crate, she hurriedly wiped away a tear.

      “Senka are you alright?”

      The cart shifted with his weight as he approached behind her. Leaning in to look over her shoulder, Senka heard a low growl rise from his chest as he stared down into the crate packed full of tattered women’s clothes.

      Hands trembling, Senka reached in amongst the filthy shredded rags, and pulled out what was left of a blue dress. “It was hers.” Her voice barely above a whisper, she stared at the large red stain covering the front of the silky material. “It was one of my mother’s old dresses, my father gave it to her right before he left us. It was one of her favorites.” Turning the dress in her hands, she immediately felt sick upon seeing the entire back was torn in two as if someone had ripped it off her sister’s body.

      Feeling the bile rise in her throat, Senka slapped a hand over her mouth and closed her eyes. Instantly she felt Duncan close the gap between them. Spinning her around he knelt before her. “We will find her Senka.”

      Leaning into his comforting warmth, she resisted the urge to cry. “How do we even know she is still alive? Look at her dress! What if they killed her already?”

      “She is alive, because if she wasn’t I would be able to scent her death.”

      Leaning back and wiping a stray tear from her eye, she furrowed her brow. “You can do that?”

      “Yes, and I am telling you, your sister and Brit are still alive.”

      Peering down at the tattered material, Senka sniffed. “But there is so much blood. And didn’t you say this Linus guy had the ability to make women do what he wanted them to do? If so why would he need to hurt her?”

      “I don’t think he did.” Gesturing to the dress, Duncan held out his hand. “May I?” Looking reluctantly at the dress, she hesitated. This was the closest thing she had to her sister at the moment, and though she knew she was being ridiculous, she didn’t want to part with it even for a second.

      As if reading her mind, Duncan smiled reassuringly. “I’ll give it back. I promise.”

      “I know, I’m sorry Duncan. It’s just…”

      “Don’t apologize for missing your sister Senka. You have every right to be upset, I only want to borrow the dress to see if I can tell whose blood that is on the front.”

      Glancing once more at the stain on the front, Senka passed it over to Duncan. Taking it gently from her grasp, he brought it up to his nose and drew in a deep breath. “It’s not her blood.” Furrowing his brow he sniffed the stained material once more. “But it’s not Linus’ either. It belongs to a Shifter, most likely one of the wolves that took her.” Passing the dress back to Senka, Duncan’s grey eyes held a hint of pride. “It appears your sister did not go without a fight.”

      Senka’s chest too filled with pride as she imagined her dainty sister landing a blow on a Shifter that was hard enough to produce that much blood. “Way to go Chloe,” she whispered as she took the dress back from Duncan and tucked it into her bag. Then with a deep breath she turned back to the crate. “But why remove their clothing? You would think it would be more difficult to transport half-naked women through Zerdanda, especially if your laws protecting women are as strict as you say they are.” Grabbing the edge of the crate, Senka attempted to pull it off the final unopened crate.

      “It’s because of those laws that they did it.” Nudging her out of the way, Duncan lifted the wooden box with ease. “Not only do their clothing styles make it more than apparent they aren’t Shifters, they also carry on them the scent of their homes and families.” After setting the crate on the ground next to the other, Duncan turned back to face Senka. “My guess is they forced them into garments saturated in the scent of a Shifter hoping it would be enough to conceal what they are until they got them to where they were going.”

      “Well I hope my sister makes it difficult as hell.” Picking up her discarded crowbar, she shoved it under the edge of the lid and paused as a powerful wave of dark magic shot up her arm.

      What was that? With the crowbar still lodged in place, Senka took one hand and placed it directly on top of the crate and was hit square in the chest with an intense sense of dread. Unable to suppress the shutter that ran through her body, Senka pulled back her hand and placed it over her pounding heart. “Something’s not right.”

      Rapidly backing away, she nearly toppled into the crate full of clothing behind her. Luckily Duncan was there to catch her before that happened.

      “What is it?” he asked, once he had her steady on her feet once more.

      “T-that b-box…” she stammered, shivering as the last of the dark magic flowed from her body. “I-it’s the source of the dark magic we’ve been sensing.”

      A low rumble rose from Duncan’s chest as he took ahold of the crowbar still lodged under the lid. “Is it now?”

      “NO! Don’t open it!”

      But her words came too late. In one swift motion the lid popped off and fell to the floor beside it. Within seconds, the entire cart was filled with a stench so rank Senka thought for sure she was going to be sick.

      Needing to do something before she lost what little contents her stomach contained, Senka reached into the crate of discarded women’s clothing and ripped off a piece of cloth large enough to cover her mouth and nose. Though it did not completely block the rancid smell, it did dull it enough to make it slightly more tolerable. She then turned her attention back to Duncan, who had fished a handkerchief from his pocket and tied it over his mouth and nose.

      “What the hell Duncan! I said don’t open it!” Moving toward him to see what was the cause of the offensive stench, Senka was caught off guard when Duncan stepped in front of her and blocked her path.

      “Don’t Senka.”

      Looking up and seeing nothing but sadness and pity, Senka’s heart clenched. Fearful, but needing to know what it was he was trying to keep her from seeing, she pressed him. “Why? What is in there Duncan?”

      “Nothing you need to see.” Placing a hand gently on her back, he began leading her away from the crate toward the back of the cart. “There is still plenty of daylight left, let’s see if we can’t shorten the distance to the border, that way you don’t have to wear yourself out flashing us there.”

      Scrunching her brow, Senka allowed him to lead her to the opening in the back. “Sure Duncan.” Without protest she jumped off the back of the cart into the sunshine outside. Duncan followed her moments later. Knowing he didn’t trust her to do what he said, cause she never did, Senka smiled innocently as she moved around the cart where her bow and arrows were propped. With her back turned toward him, she pretended to go about strapping her weapons back into place as she watched him out of the corner of her eye.

      The second a flock of birds scattered in the distance and pulled his watchful gaze off her, Senka acted. Grabbing her umbrella, she released the latch and flashed back into the shade of the cart. With only seconds to spare before he was on her once more, she rushed to the crate at the front of the cart and immediately regretted her decision.

      Falling to her knees, Senka covered her mouth as she stared down at the decaying corpse of a girl, no older than her sister. The poor child’s body was so bloated and twisted with gas that the crate could barely contain her as she stared up at Senka with panic filled green eyes that seemed to beg her for her help.

      “Damn it Senka!” she heard him yell only seconds before his vice like grip wrapped around her waist and lifted her off the floor. Rushing her outside and back into the fresh air he dropped her to her feet and kneeled before her.

      “It wasn’t her. It wasn’t her.” She repeated over and over again, desperately clinging to the front of his shirt. But no matter how much she tried to convince herself that the girl with the pleading green eyes was not her sister, images of her sister’s face staring up at her from that box continued to torment her.

      “Senka look at me.” Duncan’s low tone called to her in the darkness of her mind. “Look at me.”

      Slowly raising her gaze to meet his concerned expression, Senka wept. “It wasn’t her. I know it wasn’t. But please, I just need to hear you say it.”

      Duncan locked her with his intense gaze. “It wasn’t her Senka. That girl in the box wasn’t your sister.”

      Tears streaming down her cheeks, she rushed into his arms and cried. Minutes, possibly hours passed, she wasn’t sure. But however long it was, Duncan held her, silent and patient, never once complaining about the fact he was once again cradling her in his arms, while she cried like a baby.

      Eventually she did recover. Embarrassed by her pitiful behavior, she wiggled out of his hold and silently went about gathering her things, feeling the heat of his gaze watching her every move. Certain he must think her a huge disappointment after all her talk about how tough and independent she was, Senka kept her back to him, unable to bring herself to face him.

      “It’s a decomp box…” she mumbled, once she was confident she could speak without crying. “a dark magic device that speeds up the decomposition process. If we… you hadn’t opened it she would have eventually disappeared and no one would have ever known she was there.”

      Throwing her bow and quiver over her shoulder and feeling the empty slot where her umbrella belonged, Senka instantly became ill when she remembered she dropped it inside the cart. Knowing there was no way she could bring herself to go back in there, Senka swallowed what was left of her pride and turned to ask Duncan to retrieve it.

      “Shit!” she gasped, shocked to find him standing less than a foot away. With a shovel clutched in one hand and her umbrella in the other, he stared down at her, his face an emotionless mask. “I didn’t hear you approach.”

      Taking her umbrella, she stared blankly at the shovel still clutched in his other hand.

      “I know we are in a hurry and every minute is vital…” he began, staring over his shoulder at the cart. “But I can’t leave her like that.”

      Following his gaze to the cart, Senka knew immediately what he wanted to do. And though she knew taking the time to bury the girl would take away precious time she needed to rescue her sister… she also could not deny that this was the right thing to do.

      “It won’t take me more than a half-hour tops.” Duncan continued, possibly thinking she would be angry with his decision, maybe even fearing she would leave him behind as opposed to waiting. But Senka had no intention of doing either. “Or if you would rather, I can send one of the boys waiting at the border back to do it…”

      “Duncan.” Placing a hand over the one holding the shovel, Senka cut him off. “You’re right… we are the ones who found her, we are the ones who should bury her.”

      Relief relaxed the hardened edges of his features. “Are you certain?”

      “I’ve never been more certain.” Pulling the shovel from his grasp, Senka buried the blade deep into the ground. “That girl in there could have very well been my sister. And while I thank the stars that she isn’t, out there somewhere is a father, husband, or the heavens forbid, a child, wondering what happened to their loved one.”

      Trying her hardest to stay strong and not break down in front of Duncan… again, she bit back her tears, and scooped up a large chunk of earth and dumped it to the side. Behind her she felt his presence close in, but she was so focused on trying not to make a fool of herself she paid little attention to what he was doing.

      Tears won’t fix your problems. Her father’s words repeated over and over again in her head as she thrust the blade into the ground. They will only blind you to all the other opportunities surrounding you.

      “Pa.” She whispered, halting her movement, she rested her head against the handle of the shovel. Overcome with memories of all the happy times she and her family had spent together when she was younger, Senka’s body became racked with sobs. “I’m so sorry I let this happen to her.”

      No sooner than the words escaped her mouth, she felt Duncan’s large arm come around and take hold to the handle of the shovel. Pulling it easily from her grasp, he moved around her.

      “Her family will never know what happened to her.” she said, hating how weak her voice sounded. “Just like my father will likely never know what happened to Chloe and I, should I fail to rescue her.”

      “Perhaps they won’t, but we know what happened and I think that counts for something.” Pressing the blade deep into the ground, Duncan kept his eyes focused on the ground at his feet. With swift determined movements, he turned over the dirt in a pace that made her exhausted just watching him. “As for your father, I think you are forgetting one very important detail.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We aren’t going to fail.”
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      Less than five hours after laying the nameless girl to rest, Duncan and Senka arrived at the temporary camp some of the Shifters had set up near the border. It had taken Senka several hours of flashing to carry them over what would normally have been a two day journey. And though she would never admit to it, Duncan knew she had to be exhausted, both mentally and physically.

      Certain there was no way she would be able to maintain the grueling pace at which she had been pushing herself over the last forty-eight hours and needing her in top form when they crossed, Duncan commanded his men to refuse to give her any information or directions until she had eaten and rested for a couple of hours. Needless to say, Senka went ballistic when she figured out what was going on. All of five and a half feet tall, she stood toe to toe against the five men, each one easily over a foot taller and a hundred pounds her better, calling them all cowards and accusing them of extortion. At one point she even went as far as to threaten to go in alone, saying she didn’t need the help of a bunch of “pups.”

      Duncan however, knowing her powers were useless in the unfamiliar lands and that there was no possible way she could navigate the thick forest on her own, called her bluff. Just as he suspected her threats were empty, and eventually she surrendered just like he suspected she would.

      “Girl looked none too happy boss.” Recognizing Ignacio’s distinct thick accent, Duncan pulled his attention from the map he was studying and watched as the wolf stepped inside his tent holding a beer bottle in each hand. “You sure you wanna take her? She gonna give you hell, I gar-un-tee.”

      With a chuckle, Duncan turned his attention to the document laid out before him. “Would you like to be the one to tell her she can’t go?”

      “Stars no! I’ve seen that girl shoot. She could put an arrow in my eye from clear ‘cross the valley.” With a huff, Ignacio leaned on the table, setting one of the bottles next to Duncan. “Thought Brezer was going to wuss out on you though. Did you see the look on his face when she pulled out her bow and threatened to shoot us all in the leg if we didn’t tell her which way to head?” Furrowing his brow, Ignacio glanced at Duncan over his shoulder. “Honestly thought she was gonna do it for a minute there.”

      “I think she considered it.” Duncan responded flatly. “Lucky for us Senka may be hot headed, but she isn’t stupid. She knows she needs our help to navigate the forest and so, for the time being, we are more useful to her in one piece.”

      “Well here’s hopin’ I stay useful.” Ignacio huffed as he downed a large swig of the warm liquid.

      “I’ll second that.” Picking up the other bottle, Duncan turned it up, enjoying the taste of the bitter liquid as it glided down his throat. “Where did you get this anyway?”

      “Outcast saw us sittin’ out here and came to check us out.”

      Not liking the idea of someone in Zerdanda already knowing they were sitting outside their border, Duncan frowned. “What did he want?”

      “He asked a bunch of questions about what it was like bein’ a Wanderer… how we liked it, what the camp looked like, how many Shifters lived there, and what not.”

      “And you told him?” Duncan growled. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “He was a young feller, seemed harmless enough; came back the next day with the beer, thankin’ us for chattin’ with him.” Pausing Ignacio shrugged and tossed back more of his beer. “Honestly, I think he has been livin’ alone in that forest for a while. Probably just desperate to interact with someone other than the trees, either that or he is a complete idiot. I mean, why the hell else would a Shifter knowingly approach five rogues all alone?”

      Duncan had to admit, Ignacio had a point. Shifters living outside normal Shifter society did so for one of two reasons. One, they didn’t fit in with pack life. Either because they were Alphas who didn’t like to take orders or because they were Shifters whose animal was a solitary species. However, the majority of these outcasts, as they were called, tended to isolate themselves within the confines of Zerdanda; unlike the second, and most common group amongst the Wanderers… the rogues. Considered the scum of Zerdanda, they were mainly criminals. Thieves and murders forced to flee their homeland or risk execution, they settled in amongst the Wanderer tribes and found work as hired thugs and body guards all over the Council’s seven country territory.

      And the tattooed wolf standing next to him was one of the best, or worst, depending on how you looked at it. With a reputation for being ruthless and brutal, Ignacio was known and feared all over the land.

      But despite what he was, Duncan trusted no other man as much as he did Ignacio. After taking him in under his wing a few years ago, despite the protest of many others, Ignacio had done nothing but prove himself time and time again. Not once had the man ever given him any reason to doubt where his loyalty lay. Actually he had proven on more than one occasion that he would not hesitate to lay down his life to protect the people of their tribe.

      Even so, Duncan couldn’t deny he was quite an intimidating looking man. From his half-shaved head, to the rows of tattoos that trailed down the full length of both his arms, most people took one look at Ignacio and turned the other way. “You’ve got a good point. If he comes back invite him to come to the camp. I definitely wouldn’t mind meeting the kid that would walk in here after seeing you and the rest of these ruffians.” With one large swallow, he downed the last of his beer, and sat the empty bottle down on the table next to him. “Kid definitely has guts, I’ll give him that.”

      “Maybe, but I’m thinkin’ it’s more a case of desperation,” Ignacio commented flatly. “He’s alone, cut off from his pack and his family, and for us wolves, that’s a punishment worse than death.” Hearing a hint of sadness crack his stoic façade, Duncan turned and faced his friend.

      “It’s like the saying goes Ignacio… Rogues are the rejects everyone turn their backs on… until they have no one left to turn to.”

      “Yeah,” With a heavy sigh, Ignacio dropped his gaze and stared blankly at some invisible point at his feet. “Can I ask you a question boss?”

      Finding the sudden change in topic and mood peculiar, especially for Ignacio, Duncan arched an eye brow. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Something been botherin’ me for a while. And I just never wanted to ask for fear of stirrin’ up something when all seemed to finally be goin’ good for a change. But bein’ here these last few days, then talkin’ with that kid… well, it got me thinkin’.” Pausing, Ignacio took a deep breath and locked his gaze on Duncan. “When you took me in all those years ago… did you already know who… what I was?”

      With unsteady hands, Duncan watched Ignacio reach into his shirt pocket and pull out a small tin full of hand rolled cigarettes. Popping open the lid he offered one to Duncan, who waved him off. “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe not.” He admitted. Carefully placing his cigarette in his mouth, he pulled a match from the same pocket. “But did I ever tell you that I went to six other tribes before I came to you?” Shaking his head, Ignacio smirked as he struck the match on the table top. “Each and every one of ‘em took one look at me and sent me packin’, one group even took it a step further and told me that if I so much as looked at their camp again they would kill me on sight.” With a couple of puffs in and out, he lit the end and tossed the match to the floor. “But then I showed up at your doorstep, already pissed off, with a massive chip on my shoulder, and you welcomed me into your tribe. Not once did you judge me by the way I looked. Instead you acted as if all the markins’ didn’t mean a thing to you.”

      Staring down at the fifty or more hash marks covering Ignacio’s arms, Duncan shrugged. “They don’t.”

      Furrowing his brow in confusion, Ignacio studied Duncan closely. “You really don’t know what they are do you?”

      Hating the direction this conversation was heading, Duncan motioned for Ignacio to pass him his cigarette. Placing it to his lips, he inhaled deeply. “They are your past, nothing more.”

      “But I’ve killed people…”

      “And do you think you are the only one?”

      Ignacio, stunned silent by his response stared at him blankly. With one last inhale on the cigarette, Duncan passed it back to him. Done with this conversation and in need of rest, he headed for the flap of the tent, feeling Ignacio’s concerned gaze burning through his back.

      “Don’t worry too much about it Ignacio.” Hesitating with one hand on the flap, he glanced back at his confused friend. “The only difference between you and any other Shifter living amongst the Wanderers, is that you wear your sins openly for all to see and judge you by. But those same people who would cast a stone at you are also the same ones who have dark secrets of their own they are desperately trying to hide.” Turning, Duncan raised the flap and stepped into the daylight. “Remember Ignacio, just because a person’s skin is clean, doesn’t mean their souls are.”
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* * *

      After several hours of rest and a large meal consisting of freshly killed deer and greens, curtesy of Brezer, Duncan headed back to his tent to change clothes and finish up the last of his preparations for their journey. He had just finished washing off a bit, and was preparing to put on some fresh clothes when Senka suddenly came charging into his tent.

      “Duncan!” her high pitched scream was all the warning he got before she was standing before him looking as if she were ready to murder him. “Please explain to me why the hell I need to wear this!” Holding up the clothing Duncan had borrowed from one of the Shifter’s wives back at camp, she glared up at him apparently oblivious to the fact he was naked except for his towel.

      “Those are indicative of the clothing worn by Shifter women.” He answered calmly. “And they still carry the scent of a Shifter on them. With any luck, if you wear those, we be able to pass you off as a Shifter.” Pausing he sniffed the air once, “Well, at least from a distance. Up close they will be able to smell your scent even through the disguise.”

      “But it’s pink… and it’s a dress!” she challenged, holding up the simple one piece, floor length dress, with a row of white buttons extending down the center of the front. “How am I supposed to fight someone wearing this?”

      “I’m sure you can figure it out.”

      “No, I won’t! Cause I’m not wearing it!” Tossing it on a nearby chair, she hesitated finally noticing he had on nothing but a towel. Crossing her arms over her chest, he felt the heat of her gaze travel down his body. “Please don’t tell me that’s traditional Shifter men’s wear.”

      Arching his eye brows, he smirked. “Why? You don’t approve of it either?” Shifting his weight to one leg, he crossed his arms, mocking her body language.

      Eyes falling on the flexed muscles of his arms and abdomen, Senka swallowed hard. “It might be a bit distracting.”

      Duncan’s smirk grew. “Distracting for who?”

      Seeing his amusement, Senka’s anger flared once more. “You when the bugs start taking advantage of all that bare skin.” she huffed. Rolling her eyes, Senka turned on her heel. Pushing open the flap, she turned and glared back at him, “Be at the trees in ten minutes or I’m leaving without you.”

      “Sure boss.”

      With an exaggerated huff, she faced forward and moved to exit the tent, only to be blocked by Ignacio’s towering form. Furrowing his brow, he took in her solid black attire and frowned. “What happened to the dress?”

      With a frustrated grunt she pushed past him and out the flap “If you guys like the dress so much one of you can wear it!”

      Holding open the flap and watching her walk, Ignacio clicked his tongue. “That is one hell of a woman.” He laughed, openly checking out her ass in those tight black pants she always wore. “Hey, tell me boss. You and the girl a thing or is she available? Cause I would sure like to get me a piece of that.”

      Before he knew what he was doing, Duncan was across the room with his hand wrapped around Ignacio’s neck. Pulling him inside the tent, he slammed the younger Shifter down on a nearby table.

      “Stay away from her,” he growled. Anger flaring as his imagination ran wild with pictures of Ignacio and Senka together. Barely restraining the urge to shift, he fixed the wolf with his narrowed gaze. “I mean it, if you so much as lay a hand on her…”

      Holding out his hands in a surrendering gesture, Ignacio grinned smugly. “No problem boss. You like the wildcat, she’s all yours.”

      Staring down at Ignacio’s amused expression as he laid pinned to the table beneath him, Duncan snapped free of his anger filled haze long enough to realize what he had done. Quickly releasing the man, he backed away cautiously. “Damn it, Ignacio.” He grunted, placing more distance between them while keeping a watchful eye on his friend. “I’m sorry man.”

      “No worries boss.”

      With a twisted smile, Ignacio rose up to sit on the edge of the table. Removing a cigarette from his pocket, he lit it, then leaned back and stared at Duncan with a knowing grin that did nothing to ease his anxiety.

      Over the last few decades, Duncan had never met anyone else with a skill level that came close to his own… that is until Ignacio showed up. In him, Duncan found a well-trained, skilled warrior. The man reminded him so much of himself at that age it was frightening, which was probably why he had taken him under his wing when so many had been adamantly against it. But though he viewed Ignacio as a friend, and felt confident he saw him in much the same way, it still didn’t mean Duncan needed to press his luck with the much younger, and potentially stronger Shifter.

      Moving further away, while keeping a watchful eye on him, Duncan ran is hand through his hair. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      Watching him just as closely as he was watching him, Ignacio exhaled a plume of smoke, before offering up one to Duncan. With a wave Duncan declined the offer. “Seems pretty clear to me… you got a thing for the girl.” Chuckling Ignacio jumped from the table. “Ain’t nothin’ to be ashamed of, it happens to the best of us. One minute you’re perfectly normal, then this pretty young thing walks into the room and BAM!” Slamming his hand on the table, Ignacio broke it in half. With his eyes locked on Duncan, he grinned, “The next you’re like a rabid animal fighting to protect what’s yours.”

      Staring at the busted remains of the table, Duncan frowned. “Except, she’s not mine and I’m old enough to be her father.”

      “Probably old enough to be her great grandpa.” Ignacio laughed, easing the tension between them. “Not that I care,” he quickly added, trying to choke down his laughter. “If you want the girl, go for it. The two of you fixin’ to be all alone over there, who knows, somethin’ may come of it.” Inhaling deeply, Ignacio suddenly turned very serious, “Just be sure you don’t let her distract you from the dangers around you. One wrong move over there, and the Patrols will have both your asses in the slammer.”

      Or worse, Duncan thought. Moving across the room he grabbed his pants off a nearby chair and threw them on. “You’re right. I need to try to stay focused on the task at hand. Besides, Senka isn’t interested in me that way, never has been.” Sliding on his boots and lacing them up, Duncan grabbed his red flannel shirt off the arm of the chair. “And with me failing to keep her sister protected, I fear even our friendship may now be on the line.”

      “Boss, that shit ain’t your fault.” Dropping his cigarette on the ground, Ignacio stubbed it out with the toe of his boot. “We were all to blame. Damn pretty boy made fools of us all. But don’t you worry about that, I got friends in every territory under the Council’s rule. If that snake is still around, I will find him, have no doubt about it.” An evil smirk twisted the edges of Ignacio’s lips. “I will make sure his scrawny ass pays for what he did to those girls.”

      “I want him alive Ignacio.” Duncan warned, knowing exactly where his mind had wandered. “If you do find him, bring him back to the camp. I will deal with him when I return.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll save a piece of him for you.” With an evil chuckle, Ignacio spun around and headed for the tent exit. “Ain’t sayin’ which piece though.”

      “Alive Ignacio!” Duncan shouted after him, “I want him alive, preferably in one piece!”

      “Sure thing boss.”

      Frustrated, Duncan watched as Ignacio waved dismissively at him over his shoulder. Knowing it was out of his hands, but hoping Ignacio would do the right thing, he rolled up the sleeves to his shirt and grabbed his bag.

      Heading out of the tent, he made his way to the edge of the forest where Senka and a few of the others stood waiting. Side by side, with Brezer, she laughed and carried on with him the others. Glad to see her finally enjoying herself instead of crying, Duncan hesitated and watched as they all continued to tease and poke fun at one another. But when the wolf took it one step further and draped his arm over her shoulder, Duncan’s temper flared. To his surprise, a low growl rumbled free from deep down in his chest, instantly snagging the attention of all three wolves. Heads whipping his direction and reading his expression, they all backed away from Senka in unison.

      Lacking their advanced hearing, and therefore not hearing Duncan’s warning growl, Senka stared at the others confused. Following their gazes and landing on Duncan’s intense expression, Senka narrowed her gaze. “What’s going on?”

      Barely affording her a glance, Duncan stormed by all four of them and headed straight for the tree line. “It’s time to go.”
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      Unsure of what had just transpired, Senka watched as Duncan stormed his way past her and the other Shifters, heading straight for the forest. “Duncan!” she shouted at his back as he quickly put more distance between them. “Seriously? You are just going to ignore me… again?”

      Throwing her hands up in the air, Senka turned her attention back to the ashen expressions of the three men cowering several feet away from her. “I don’t suppose any of you would like to explain to me what just happened?”

      Quickly shaking their heads, all three dropped their gazes to the ground. “Sorry miss, we can’t.” Brezer whispered, stealing a cautious glance in Duncan’s direction.

      “Oh course you can’t.” Rolling her eyes, she picked up her pack and threw it over her shoulder. “Damn Shifter hierarchy,” she mumbled marching off after Duncan.

      Jogging to close the distance he had made in his apparent tantrum, Senka wrapped her hand around his forearm and pulled him to a stop. “Duncan,” she snapped, ready to lay into him for his rude behavior. Instead she hesitated, feeling the tenseness in the muscles beneath her grasp. Raising her gaze and taking note of his clenched jaw she immediately became concerned. “Duncan? Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine.” he huffed. Pulling his arm free of her hold, he stomped off in the direction of the forest.

      Not one to be dismissed so easily, especially when it was obvious he was lying, Senka rushed around in front of him and blocked his path. “No you’re not.” She snapped, crossing her arms over her chest. “And we aren’t going anywhere until you tell me what is wrong with you.”

      “I said I am fine. Now let’s go.” he grumbled, refusing to meet her gaze.

      Angry and frustrated by his lack of trust, Senka uncrossed her arms and moved to go around him. “No thank you.”

      “Where do you think you are going?” He clipped, as she pushed past him and headed back to camp.

      “I am going to find someone else to take me. Someone I can trust and who trusts me… perhaps Ignacio or Brezer will be up to the task.”

      In a blur of movement, Duncan rushed in front of her, pinning her with his gaze. “The only person you are going anywhere with is me.”

      “Excuse me?” She gasped, shocked by his command. “Who the hell do you think you are?” Narrowing her eyes Senka stalked toward the menacing giant. “I don’t know how friendships work in Zerdanda, but where I come from, friends don’t make demands of and ignore one another. Instead real friends speak to each other and work together to come to a mutual understanding. So unless you figure out how to talk to me and treat me like a friend should, as an equal, then I guess I will be forced to do this my own way.”

      Staring down at her with an unreadable expression, Duncan remained silent. Hurt and frustrated by his odd behavior, Senka spun on her heels and headed toward the line of trees. I don’t need anyone’s help, she thought, stopping on the edge of the looming darkness. My whole life I have worked alone, why should this time be any different? Scanning first one way, then the other, Senka inhaled deeply, and moved to step into the foreboding wilderness alone. But just as her boot breeched the edge of the darkness, a heavy hand came to rest on her shoulder.

      “Don’t go alone.” He said lowly. “I’m sorry.”

      The closeness of his body in combination with the calmness of his deep voice had an immediate calming effect on Senka. Closing her eyes, she blew out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Duncan, I don’t want to do this alone.” She admitted, surprising herself with her confession. Turning around, she stared up into those mesmerizing pale grey eyes that revealed no clue as to how he was feeling. “But this isn’t going to work if you don’t trust me.”

      “I do trust you.”

      “No you don’t. You want me to do what you tell me to do without question or explanation. But Duncan, I’m not one of your Shifters and you are not my Alpha. I want to be treated as your friend and partner… as an equal in this mission. But the longer we are together, the more I find myself questioning whether or not that is even possible for you to do.”

      With a ragged sigh, Duncan cast his eyes to the side, allowing a heavy silence to descend between them. Knowing she was asking a lot of the elder Shifter, Senka tried to remain calm, giving him the time he needed. But as seconds turned into minutes, her anxiety began to grow. Alphas like Duncan were used to complete obedience. He dominated and controlled men more than twice her size. Perhaps asking him to consider her, a female and a non-Shifter, as his equal, might have finally pushed the limits of their friendship a bit too far. Half expecting him to look up any minute and laugh in her face at the absurdity of her request, she braced herself for the rejection she was sure was coming.

      “I will agree to your terms.”

      Blinking rapidly, she stared up at him in shock, certain she must have misheard him. “What? Really?”

      “I don’t guarantee I won’t make mistakes, but I give you my word I will do my best to treat you as a partner and an equal.”

      Thinking for sure this was too good to be true, Senka decided to test the waters. “So will you tell me what happened back there with Brezer and the others?” Breaking their gaze, Duncan ran a hand through his hair. “The truth Duncan.” She pressed, seeing his reluctance.

      After a few silent moments in which his eyes searched out anything to focus on other than her. Duncan finally inhaled a deep breath.

      “I warned them to get away from you.”

      “Warned?” Confused, Senka furrowed her brow. “But… why?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Eyes darting off to the side once again, Duncan ran a hand across the back of his neck. Uncertain what he had to say that could be causing him so much turmoil, Senka stepped forward and took his hand into her own. “You can tell me, whatever it is I promise I won’t be angry.” With a squeeze of his hand, she managed to pull his attention back to her. Wrinkles at the corner of his eyes revealed his underlying concern. Wanting him to feel as comfortable with talking with her as she could, Senka smiled warmly. “Come on old man, don’t you trust me?”

      Exhaling a slow breath, Duncan’s expression relaxed. “I trust you with my life Senka.” he said slowly. “I’m just afraid I am going to mess up and lose you.” Glancing back over his shoulder at Brezer and the others cautiously watching their interaction, Duncan sighed. “Can you accept me saying I feel very protective of you and let it be at that?”

      Following his gaze and seeing the worried expressions of the others she sighed. “I suppose I can accept that… but why would you think I needed to be protected from your own men.”

      “Perhaps, when we are alone and not in such a hurry I will explain further.”

      “I don’t know Duncan, it still feels like you’re hiding…” Pausing she frowned. “Wait, are you telling me the guys are listening to what we are saying?”

      A curt shrug was all the answer she needed. Mouth agape, she peeked around Duncan to see the men hurrying back toward the camp. “Oh, now you leave, you pack of nosey wolves!” she shouted after them. “Hope you enjoyed the show!” Spinning on her heal, she stormed off toward the border with Duncan following close behind. “Damn Shifters.”
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* * *

      Stepping into the darkness beneath the canopy, Senka paused, waiting for Duncan to follow her through. She knew he brought up the wolves snooping to distract her from her questioning. She heard him laughing under his breath thinking he had gotten away with it, and she pitied him. Duncan truly believed he had pulled a fast one on her. But she was no fool. Senka was more than aware of what he was doing. What she didn’t understand was why her best friend would be so determined to conceal the truth from her. What could he possibly be hiding that made him feel he needed to lie and deceive her as opposed to answering a simple question.

      If she had to be honest with herself, Duncan had been acting off since she returned from her hunting trip. From his emotional outbursts to his overbearing behavior, she wasn’t exactly sure what to make of him. Unfortunately now was not the time to pursue the matter further. She needed to get back on track and focused on finding her sister. However, the moment her sister was back at home safe, she vowed to confront him once and for all, but until then, she would bide her time and wait.

      Wanting to distract herself from the hurt his lies was causing, she turned her attention back to her gloomy surroundings. The thick canopy of the towering trees blocked out what little sunlight the day still had to offer, casting the floor of the forest in a perpetual darkness. But thanks to her night vision, Senka was able to clearly make out the thick undergrowth of saplings and thorns that coated nearly every square inch of the ground around her. Groaning at the thought of having to wade through that for the next few miles or more, she rubbed her hand down her face.

      “Not a walk in the park is it?” Duncan commented, suddenly appearing next to her.

      Sneaking a peak up at him, she could tell that, unlike her, he was already quite a bit more relaxed than he had been only moments ago. Burying her anger and frustration at how easily he found it to lie and deceive her, she faced forward once again. “Where do we go from here?” she asked, sounding a bit more clipped than she intended.

      Picking up on her discontent, Duncan studied her expression closely. “We will head east,” he answered gesturing into the glum surroundings. Like Senka, he too had night vision, although from what she had observed on their past hunting trips, it wasn’t quite as strong as hers. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine,” she answered, throwing his own words back at him.

      Appearing torn as to whether he wanted to pursue the matter further, Duncan paused. He opened his mouth as if he was about to say something, but then suddenly sniffed the air and frowned. “We need to go.” Worry clear in his voice, he scanned the darkness. “Patrols have been here recently and will likely return soon. We should put as much distance between us and the border as we can.” Heading into the forest, he waved at Senka over his shoulder. “Why don’t you move in front of me and I will tell you which way to go.”

      “Me? Shouldn’t you be the one leading the way?”

      “Normally I would...” Duncan frowned, sniffing the air again as she made her way around him. “But we need to cover your scent. And seeing as you refused to wear the dress I brought you, I am hoping I can use my scent to mask yours as we go along.”

      Ignoring his jab, Senka turned without comment and began to trek her way through the thick undergrowth. However after less than an hour of travel, constantly being scratched and poked by the thorns and saplings, Senka had enough. Casting her gaze to the trees above, she stopped dead in her tracks nearly causing Duncan to trip over her.

      Following her gaze upward, Duncan yanked a thorn covered vine out of the fabric of his shirt. “Why did you stop? Did you see something?”

      “No.” She grumbled, picking a few vines out of her own shirt. Thankfully she had decided to wear a long sleeve shirt over her tank to help ward off the chill of the night air, otherwise her arms would have already been covered in scratches. “There has to be a better way of getting through here. If we continue on like this, our clothing, not to mention our skin will be ripped to shreds by the time me make it wherever we are going.”

      Having managed to remove the majority of the smaller vines, Senka took ahold of one of the larger ones. Unfortunately it was imbedded deeper than she anticipated so when she jerked it out of her sleeve, it left behind a giant tear in the fabric. Staring at the gaping hole, Senka released a frustrated yell. Tossing the vine on the ground, she then proceeded to stomp the offending greenery repeatedly with her boot.

      Wisely electing to remain silent, Duncan watched her with an amused grin. Once the offending vine was satisfactorily pulverized, she wiped the sweat from her brow, and glared up at him. “What’s so funny?”

      Trying his hardest to keep a straight face, Duncan threw his hands up in a surrendering gesture. “Not a thing, I swear.”

      “Humph.” Narrowing her eyes, she returned her angst to her surroundings. “How the hell do your patrols get through this mess every day without being scarred from head to toe?”

      “They shift.” Frowning, Senka stared up at him as he continued to explain. “The vines have a magical property that allows Shifters in animal form to pass through unscathed.”

      “And what about traders? How do they get through?”

      “Only Shifter traders are allowed to pass through the border. Any trading that is done with outside races has to be done on the outer edge.”

      “It’s a defense against trespassers.” Senka mumbled, plucking a thorn off a nearby vine.

      “Yes.”

      Furrowing her brow, she stared up at Duncan. “So why haven’t you Shifted and saved yourself from this misery?”

      “And leave you alone to suffer?” he smiled, shaking his head. “I may not be much of a gentleman, but even I know enough to know that wouldn’t be very chivalrous of me.” Running his hand down his beard, Duncan tilted his head slightly. “Although… if you ride on my back the vines may leave you alone as well.”

      Though they had been friends for years, Senka had only witnessed Duncan shift into his animal form once. And quite honestly that had been enough. Standing an easy eight feet tall on his hind legs and weighing at least seven hundred pounds, the massive grizzly was by far one of the most intimidating animals she had ever seen.

      Swallowing hard, Senka paled. “Ride you?”

      Duncan grinned mischievously, “Sure why not?”

      Struck with the image of herself sitting astride the enormous beast, with his glimmering white fangs and six-inch claws, Senka shivered. “Ummm, no offense, but I think I’ll pass.”

      “It’s a smooth ride,” Duncan commented, his grin widening, “and I promise I won’t bite.”

      Not sure what he was finding so amusing about this situation, but deciding to leave it alone in favor with putting more distance between them and the border, Senka turned her attention back to the trees. “I actually think I have a better idea.” Closing her eyes, she allowed the darkness to seep into her pores and pull her into its depths. Seconds later she was sitting on a branch, high above Duncan’s head.

      Peering down at his furrowed brow, it was her turn to grin. “It’s dark enough I can flash from branch to branch without it wearing me out. Plus, they shouldn’t be able to track me up here right?”

      “I suppose not, but I can barely see you up there. Are you certain you won’t miss a branch and fall?”

      “Just because you can’t see me, doesn’t mean I can’t see you old man.” Senka teased. “Now lead the way and I’ll follow.”
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      He could barely make out her crouched form perched on one of the highest branches above him, but Duncan could clearly hear the amusement in her voice. So she thinks she’s funny, well let’s just see how well she can really see.

      Smirking to himself, Duncan reached up and slowly began unfastening the buttons on the front of his shirt. He took his time, carefully opening each clasp until he finally reached the last one, at which time he pulled the red flannel garment off over his shoulders and discarded it on the ground at his feet. Closing his eyes, he savored the feel of the cool night air caressing his bare skin and though he could not see her, a slight shuffling in the trees confirmed Senka was still above him.

      He could feel the heat of her gaze traveling over the hard edges of his torso, much like she had done back at the camp, and it encouraged him to keep going. Making quick work of the laces of his boots, Duncan kicked them to the side before going after the last remaining article of clothing he had on. Not wanting to give himself time to think about what he was about to do, for fear of chickening out, Duncan placed hands on the snap of his pants. In a single quick move, he undid the snap and pushed them down to his ankles.

      Knowing full well she could see him clearly with her advanced night vison, Duncan honestly expected her to yell down at him with one of her snarky comments insulting his age and his body. So when his nakedness was met only with an uncustomary silence, he suddenly became concerned that maybe she had left him.

      Panicked, he searched the trees in the area he last saw her go. Eyes darting from branch to branch, his gaze fell upon a set of amber eyes staring back at him intensely. Unsure what to say or what to do, he continued to remain silent as her glowing eyes traveled down the full length of his body before returning to meet his gaze with an unreadable expression.

      “Do you mind tossing me your pack to put my clothes in?” he called up to her, needing to do something to break the strange tension building between them.

      Blinking rapidly as if suddenly awakened from a trance, Senka quickly averted her gaze. “Umm… sure.” she mumbled. Pulling the bag off her shoulder, she dropped it down to him.

      Snatching it from the air before it hit the ground, Duncan rapidly stuffed his clothing inside. “Alright, here it comes back to you.” With a hard toss, he chucked it back up into the branches where Senka easily caught it. “Once I Shift, obviously I won’t be able to speak, but I will still be able to communicate with you in other ways. Listen to my sounds and watch my body language for warnings of danger. And don’t stray too far, even now I can still pick up slightly on your scent, which means the patrols will also.”

      Having said all he needed to say, Duncan lowered his gaze and inhaled a deep breath. Calling forth his bear, he fell to his knees, grimacing as the bones and ligaments ripped apart and healed to form new connections. Skin stretched, muscles doubled in size, and thick brown fur pushed its way to the surface. The pain was horrendous, but it was a pain he had long grown accustomed to.

      Thankfully the transformation was quick and when he reopened his eyes it was in the form of the massive grizzly bear. Happy to be free once more, Duncan could feel the spirit of his bear stirring deep inside him, and so long as Duncan kept his temper under control that was exactly where he would stay.

      With a low grunt he cast his gaze up into the trees overhead to where Senka watched him with a concerned expression. He knew to outsiders the sight of a Shifter transforming could be quite a traumatic experience and he hated she had to witness him go through that. However time was of the essence and they needed to get a move on.

      Not wanting to waste what few hours of nightfall they had left, Duncan raised his head, and with a low grunt, motioned for Senka to follow. As he had predicted, his bear was able to pass through the thick undergrowth virtually unscathed by the thick thorns. And with Senka flashing easily from tree to tree now out of their reach, they made good time, and managed to nearly double the distance they had traveled in nearly half the time.

      Mainly keeping his eyes on the forest floor, ever watchful for the patrols he feared would find them at any moment. Occasionally Duncan would sneak a peek into the trees and catch a glimpse of Senka as she flashed from branch to branch with ease. And though he could make out little of her in the darkness, thanks to her drab attire and dark hair, the one thing he could make out was those bright amber eyes. Glowing with the power she was pulling from the shadows around her, it was more than evident Senka was in her element.

      Unfortunately, it was that same glow that reawakened something in Duncan he had long tried to bury. No, I am not that man anymore. Facing forward once more, he desperately fought to push down the horrid, evil thoughts clawing their way up and through the darkest recesses of his mind. I will never be that man again.

      ‘You will always be that man.’ The forest itself seemed to whisper the words directly into his ear. Stopping dead in his tracks, Duncan searched for the source of the haunting voice. Above him, Senka continued to flash away unaware of his turmoil.

      NO! I have changed.

      A low growl rumbled free of his throat as he continued to survey the surrounding forest. Perhaps it had been watching her use her gift or simply being back in his home country for the first time in over twenty years. Either way, something caused Duncan to suddenly be overcome with memory upon haunting memory of a time he had long since tried to forget. Memories of a time when anger and pride ruled his life and he truly believed money was his only means to finding happiness.

      “Duncan? Is everything okay?”

      Her voice pulled him from his trance. Casting his gaze up high, he responded with a curt nod. I need to stay focused, he thought to himself as he began to move forward once more, If I don’t the patrols will find us for sure.

      But though he tried his hardest, Duncan couldn’t push the haunting memories from his mind. Instead, it seemed the deeper they traveled into the forest, the more intense the visions became.

      ‘What do you think she will do when she finds out the truth about who you are?’ The voice in his mind teased. Do you think she will be able to forgive a monster like you for what you have done?

      The thought stopped him dead in his tracks once more. Casting his gaze back into the trees, he searched the darkness of the canopy for her glowing eyes knowing the truth. No, she couldn’t. The answer was as simple as it was correct. If she ever found out the sort of things he had done, all in the name of money and power, he had no doubt Senka would never want to speak with or see him again… and that was if she didn’t kill him the instant she found out. Because if he had to be honest with himself, that was exactly what he deserved.

      “Duncan?” her voice startled him from the thought. Turning around, he came face to face with the young girl who had done nothing but consume his thoughts from the first day he met her. “Old man, are you in there?”

      Standing several feet away, she searched his grey eyes for any sign of the man she knew. Seeming to find what she was looking for she smiled. “There you are. Now do tell… is there a reason I keep turning back to find you staring into space like you are deep in thought or is the bear just being stubborn? Cause you know me, I have no problem burying an arrow in his butt if that will help keep him moving.”

      If he could have laughed he would have, instead Duncan’s bear snorted loudly, causing Senka’s smile to widen. Lowering his head so as not to frighten her, Duncan slowly closed the gap between them. At first she appeared nervous, unsure if she wanted the gnarly beast so close. But to his delight, she did not move away. Stopping only a few inches away, he tilted his head and stared at her hoping she could see him beneath the beast. Senka studied him closely, then to his surprise, she stepped forward and placed her hand on his massive head.

      Calming warmth spread from the place underneath her touch, down through his body. Welcoming the peace, Duncan closed his eyes and opened himself up to the feeling. Within seconds all the turmoil that had been troubling his mind had vanished. As if sensing he was better, Senka removed her hand and placed it into the tight pocket of her black pants.

      Missing her touch, Duncan opened his eyes and studied her expression. He couldn’t help but wonder if she had any clue the effect just being in her presence had on him. She was the only person in his hundred years of living that he had ever felt at peace with being himself around.

      She didn’t judge, she didn’t ask questions, she merely accepted him and everyone else at face value. And in return she only expected them to do the same. Like him, Duncan knew her past held dark secrets. Secrets that ate at her and troubled her as much as his did him. But while Senka most likely looked upon her secrets as flaws or maybe even weaknesses, Duncan recognized them for what they truly were… the source of her compassion and her strength.

      Finally able to focus once again on the task at hand, he turned to resume their journey, when suddenly a scent in the air caught his attention. Wolves. Spinning to his left, he placed his body between Senka and the direction from which the scent was coming, although he knew that would provide very little protection from the pack he was certain had already surrounded them.

      Glancing back at her over his shoulder, it was clear she understood what was happening. But instead of being afraid, like most in her situation would have been, Senka looked determined. He had no doubt the girl would put up one hell of a fight if it came down to that. But he much rather it didn’t. Missing or dead patrols would undoubtedly lead to an increase in the security in this area and make an already impossible task all the more difficult.

      Narrowing his gaze, he motioned up with his head, signaling her to get back into the trees just as a loud snap sounded off to his left. Whipping around to face in the direction of the noise, Duncan spotted a large grey wolf with bright yellow eyes creeping slowly out from beneath the underbrush.

      Recognizing him instantly as an Alpha from the powerful aura radiating off him, Duncan faced him head on, ignoring the other three that were slowly easing their way out of the trees on either side of him.

      Knowing the drill all too well, Duncan waited until the alpha was only a few feet away and lowered his head in a submissive gesture. He then remained that way, waiting for the wolf’s command. The grey wolf, seeming pleased with his response, stopped his advance and studied him carefully.

      “What are you doing out here bear?” The low gravelly voice spoke into his mind using the telepathic link all Shifter’s shared when in animal form.

      “Returning home.” Keeping his eyes dropped, Duncan kept his answer short and to the point. Years of experience dealing with patrols had taught him to never divulge more information than necessary.

      “Home from where?”

      “Beyond the border.”

      “And may we inquire as to the reason you choose to venture beyond the safety of our borders?”

      “For work.”

      Upon his response, Duncan could see the wolf’s eyes narrow. Moving forward, the Alpha began to circle him slowly. “I’m just going to assume you weren’t there to trade.”

      Knowing better than to respond to that, Duncan remained quiet.

      “No, someone as big as you, definitely wouldn’t waste your time with such mediocre tasks…” he snarled, revealing an impressive set of fangs. “not when there are so much more “lucrative” prospects available.”

      Behind him, Duncan could feel the other three wolves slowly closing in. Even so, he kept his eyes lowered. The last thing he needed to do was provoke these mangy beasts into a fight. He knew their game, and though a much younger version of himself would have already ripped the throat out of the judgmental Alpha, the older Duncan was smart enough to realize there was a lot more at stake than just his pride.

      “No way, boss. This bear ain’t no bounty hunter.” A red wolf, a beta, joined in the taunting. “He’s much too old and docile to be a killer. I bet I could take him down all by myself.”

      The combined chuckling of the lower ranked wolves invaded his mind, provoking his rage, and tempting the bear’s savage spirit to the surface, yet he remained quiet. Closing his eyes, he inhaled a few calming breaths, desperately trying to keep his bear’s desire to attack under control. But the longer their laughter echoed in his mind, the more infuriated he became. He was just on the verge of losing it completely, when a loud yelp, followed by a heavy thump snapped him back to reality.

      Panicked that Senka had attacked and foolishly revealed herself, Duncan jerked his eyes open and spun in the direction of the sound. Shocked, he stared in disbelief at the site of the grey wolf standing, teeth bared, over the cowering red wolf.

      “You dare insult an Alpha in my presence?” the grey wolf growled, clamping his razor sharp canines down upon the trembling wolf’s ear.

      “Alpha?” the red wolf looked confused up at Duncan.

      “Yes, Alpha. And by our laws he now has the right to challenge you to a fight to the death.”

      Mouth agape the red wolf glanced back and forth between Duncan and his Alpha. “Boss, I-I didn’t know he was an Alpha, sir. I-I s-swear.”

      “You fool!” the grey wolf snapped. “How could you not know? I can feel the energy radiating off him from a mile away.”

      “I swear sir.” He yelped, cowering lower as the Alpha took another snap at his already shredded ear. “Just ask the others!”

      Growling low, the Alpha turned his attention to the other two. Immediately dropping their chests to the ground, they lowered their heads assuming the submissive position.

      “Well?” the Alpha barked.

      “We do not sense the Alpha aura either boss.”

      Confused, the grey wolf turned to face Duncan. Casting his glance from the bowing pair, back to the cowering wolf Duncan figured it was time he fessed up. Raising his gaze, he stared directly into the bright yellow eyes of the wolf. “They cannot sense it because I don’t want them to. Only you, because you are Alpha, can sense what I am.”

      “You hide who you are from them? Why? You are an Alpha and therefore have earned the right to the respect that comes with the title.”

      “I don’t need or want their respect.” Duncan huffed. “I am a bear and a bounty hunter. I live a solitary life and have no use for such things.”

      Narrowing his eyes, the grey wolf moved off his companion, and approached Duncan. “Is that so?” Circling around Duncan one time, the leader stopped and stared into his eyes. “No, I think not. I can see the leader in you. It’s a confidence and decisiveness that only comes with years of experience. And you my aged friend, have a lot of experience.”

      Once again, Duncan chose not to respond.

      “Well, if you refuse to discuss it, at least tell me one thing before I let you go on your way.”

      Daring to feel hopeful that he and Senka were going to get out of this intact, Duncan responded a little too quickly. “What would you like to know?”

      “Who is traveling with you?”

      “What do you mean?” Duncan asked, trying his best to remain calm.

      “I mean, who does the strange scent I smell on you belong to?”

      Closing off his mind momentarily, Duncan cursed himself for being such a fool. Of course they would smell her, only moments before they arrived she had been standing on the ground right next to him. They were doomed, unless…

      Steeling his nerves and pulling from that dark part of himself he normally tried so hard to fight, Duncan stared pointedly into the eyes of the grey wolf. “The scent you smell is that of a girl.”

      “And where is this female?” Furrowing his brow, the wolf sniffed the air. “She does not smell like a Shifter.”

      “Because she is not.”

      A low growl rose from the throat of the grey wolf. “You have brought a non-Shifter into Zerdanda?” In an instant, the other three wolves were at the side of their Alpha, growling and bearing their teeth.

      “I never said that.” Duncan remarked casually. With a curt shake of his head that looked like he was saying no to the wolves, he tried to signal Senka to stand down. He was positive that somewhere in the trees above him she was sitting with an arrow trained on one of these wolves.

      “I merely said the scent you smell is that of a non-Shifter girl.” Studying the wolves confused expressions, Duncan’s bear released a huff. “I guess I’ll have to spell it out for you guys. I completed my “job” today,” he continued, accentuating the word. “Unfortunately I was discovered in the process of doing so and was forced to flee Lanoria rather quickly and without time for cleaning up properly afterward.”

      “Wait? Are you saying you killed a girl?”

      Duncan merely shrugged as if the act itself were no big deal.

      “But why?”

      Turning to face the young black wolf, Duncan arched a brow. “I kill who I am paid to kill. Age, race, sex, it makes no difference to me, as long as I get my bounty.”

      Eyes stretched and mouths agape, the three lower ranked wolves stared at him in utter disbelief. Simultaneously they turned to their Alpha, unsure what they were supposed to do with the appalling confession he had so casually laid upon them.

      Duncan too returned his gaze to the grey Alpha and was met with a frigid glare. Fearing he may have pushed the Alpha a bit too far, Duncan braced himself for an attack.

      “Who is your employer?” He asked after an uncomfortably long pause.

      Finding the question very odd, Duncan narrowed his gaze. “Who my employer is, is no business of yours. Now unless you have a reason to hold me here, I will be on my way.”

      The grey wolf narrowed his gaze. “Unfortunately, very much to my dismay, I cannot hold you. Although, personally I think it’s a damn shame men like you are permitted to breath, much less to become an Alpha.” Growling, with nothing but contempt in his eyes, the Alpha ignored the stunned expressions of his companions, who were obviously finding it very hard to believe they were about to release him. “But I have my orders. And seeing as there is currently no law that regulates who is blessed with the gift of becoming an Alpha, just like there is no law to punish those who continuously dishonor our people’s good name outside our borders, there is nothing I can do. But know this bear, if I ever, and I mean ever, hear of you so much as look at a woman in anger within this border, I swear I will have your ass behind bars so fast it will make your head spin. Do you understand?”

      “Completely.”

      Looking completely disgusted, the wolf turned his back on Duncan and lead the others back into the forest. Not daring to remove his eyes from them, he waited until all four had disappeared from sight before he finally allowed the tension in his body to ease. Dropping his head, he released a heavy sigh.

      He hated himself for stooping so low as to confess to killing a woman. Even at his worst, he would have never committed the sort of act he just confessed to. The thought alone made him sick to his stomach. But at the time, it was the only thing he could think of to explain Senka’s scent in the air. Not only that, by confessing to such an atrocious crime, Duncan had managed to distract the wolves’ attention away from her and back to him. Besides, a few insults and dirty looks were a small price to pay to keep Senka safe, especially when you had been looked at that way your entire life.

      You may not have committed the deed you confessed to, but you have committed others. The dark voice inside his head taunted, and she will eventually find out.

      And that was the horrible truth that snapped him back to reality. Because in just a few hours, Duncan was going to lead Senka right into the middle of the very place he spent the last twenty years running from. A place where there would be no hiding from the past he so desperately sought to escape. The place he had once called home.
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      With her arrow knocked and her string pulled taut, Senka could barely contain her rage as she watched the exchange taking place below her. Why the hell is he bowing his head to those assholes?  Fighting the overwhelming urge to send an arrow flying right into the yellow eye of the grey snarling beast, she breathed through her rage and waited for some sort of signal from Duncan telling her what she should do. Surely he isn’t just going to stand there and let them bully him.

      But the signal never came. Instead, she watched confused as all of a sudden the grey wolf attacked one of his own, while the other two cowered nearby. It was more than clear from the way they all glanced back and forth from one another there was some type of communication going on between them. And though she had no way of knowing what exactly was being said, it appeared for a brief moment that things were going to settle down and the wolves were going to leave.

      Lowering her bow she breathed a sigh of relief, thinking somehow Duncan had managed to talk his way out of this mess. When suddenly all four wolves turned on him snarling and baring their fangs. Panicked they were about to attack, she raised her bow and aimed for the largest of the four, thinking surely if she took him out Duncan could easily dispatch the others. But mere seconds before she released her arrow, a subtle shake of Duncan’s head caused her to hesitate.

      Unsure if the gesture was meant for her or not, she held her aim and watched to see what would happen. She hated the way the wolves were looking at Duncan as if he was one of the vilest creatures they had ever laid eyes on. And though it vexed her to no end to do nothing as these wolves continued to treat her kind-hearted friend as nothing more than a lowly criminal, she did just that. Recalling her own words begging him to trust in her, and considering the kind of hypocrite it would make her if she did not trust in his judgement as well, she resolved herself to do the same.

      And to her delight, her faith in him paid off. Barely able to contain her excitement, she watched the pack of wolves turn and disappear into the darkness of the forest. Tossing her arrow back into her quiver, Senka threw her bow over her shoulder, and was about to descend to the forest floor to speak with Duncan when he once again shook his head. Confused, she watched as he turned and headed into the forest without so much as a glance in her direction.

      They continued to travel through the forest for over an hour and not once in that time did Duncan look up to check her whereabouts or acknowledge her presence in any way. Trying not to be hurt by his aloofness, Senka tried to rationalize his behavior as his way of protecting her.

      He’s just wanting to make sure it’s safe before I come down. She convinced herself as she followed behind him in the tree tops. Once we get to where it is safe, I’m sure he will be more than willing to answer my questions.

      With that thought in mind, Senka decided once again to have faith in Duncan’s decisions, even if she found those decisions a bit odd and rude. However, as minutes eventually turned into hours, with still not a single gesture or grunt in her general direction, Senka’s patience started to wear thin.

      Picking a spot on the ground only a few feet in front of him, she flashed down and blocked his path. Forced to come to a halt, Duncan’s bear stared at her as if she had lost her mind. Using his giant head, he motioned for her to get back into the trees.

      “I don’t think so.” She snapped. “Not until you tell me where we are going and what the hell the plan is.”

      Cocking his head, Duncan’s bear arched his brows.

      “Don’t you dare look at me like I am the one being ridiculous.” She argued, shaking her finger at the massive beast. “I had to sit by in that damn tree and idly watch as you and that slobbering pack of mangy wolves had some sort of silent moody chit-chat. Then, as if my being out of the loop wasn’t torturous enough, I then had to endure the cold shoulder by a giant bear who is now looking at me like I am nuts.” Crossing her arms over her chest, Senka glared at Duncan, “Now I think I have done pretty good considering I have been following you around for over three hours like a stray dog. But enough is enough. The sun will be up soon and I will lose my ability to flash. And while I trust that you have some sort of plan to deal with this issue when it arises, I would sure appreciate it if you kept your promise and told me what said plan is.”

      To her utter dismay, Duncan continued to look at her as if she’d lost her mind. After a few minutes in a silent stare down, he motioned with his head once again, telling her to get back in the tree.

      Refusing to back down, Senka planted her feet firmly in place. “No, Duncan. I am not going back into the tree until you answer my question.”

      Grey eyes stared back at her blankly, as his lowered jaw worked. It appeared to Senka he was trying to work out what he should do with her. But after several minutes of pondering, he huffed and shrugged.

      Knowing she had won, Senka smiled slightly as she watched Duncan begin the process of shifting back. It was an amazing, but shocking sight to behold, and she grimaced, listening to the bones in his body snap and pop as they realigned to transform him back into his upright form. But it wasn’t until the thick brown fur that once covered his body slowly began to vanish that she finally realized her mistake.

      Naked as the day he was born, Duncan rose to his full height and crossed his arms over his chest. “You said you wanted to talk?” he asked with a cocky grin.

      “Huh?” Mouth agape, Senka was left speechless as she stared at the muscular perfection standing on display before her. Sure, she had seen him earlier when he stripped out of his clothes to shift and thought then he was nothing short of god-like, but seeing him now, up close like this. Well, it was all Senka could do to keep herself from drooling.

      Every single square inch of his towering physic was carved with deep lines, highlighting the thick layers of muscles that covered it. A sparse layer of salt and pepper hair decorated his broad chest, which did nothing to hide the old battle scars that littered the skin underneath. And while many may have found the raised imperfections repulsive or unattractive, for Senka they only added to his appeal by making him more rugged and masculine looking. Actually, in all her life, Senka had never seen a man look so damn hot. And not just for a man of his age, no Duncan’s body easily put to shame many of the much younger men back at their camp.

      Unable to resist the temptation, Senka allowed her eyes to roam lower, but when they fell below his waist, her jaw dropped. “Oh my stars, Duncan! Put some clothes on!” she shrieked, turning her back to him.

      “I thought you wanted to talk.”

      “What? Yes… I mean no.” Frustrated to the point of not being able to form a coherent sentence, Senka ran her hand down her face and took a moment to steady her nerves. The way she was acting you would think she had never seen a naked man before. Sure you have, just not one that looked like that!

      Pinching the bridge of her nose, Senka tried her hardest to block out the dirty thoughts now joyfully dancing in her traitorous mind. “Duncan, please put some clothes on.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Duncan, I can’t have a conversation with you while you are standing in front of me like that! I-it’s… distracting!”

      “Still, I can’t…”

      “Why not?!” She shouted interrupting him. And in her anger spun to face him. “What could possibly be preventing you from having some decency and putting on your clothes before you talk to me?”

      Glaring at him, she struggled to keep her eyes from wandering from his. It was more than clear he was finding amusement in tormenting her and it only angered her more. “Seriously Duncan, how would you feel if I was standing here in front of you naked and trying to carry on a serious conversation?”

      Arching an eyebrow, his grin grew. “Wouldn’t mind at all actually.”

      Heat filled her body, flushing her face, the reaction a mixture of anger and… something else. What the hell is that supposed to mean? Surely he isn’t hinting that he finds me attractive in that way, she mused. But what if he is?

      The question caused her pause. What would she do if Duncan told her he was attracted to her as more than a friend? Was it possible that she could feel the same way for him? Sure she found Duncan sexy as hell, but he was her friend… her only friend if she had to be honest with herself. And she didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize the one lasting relationship she had managed to build with someone, besides her sister, since her brother and father left her.

      And then there was the age difference. Senka, nor anyone else in their camp, actually had any idea how old Duncan really was. But given the fact that Shifters aged at half the rate a species with a mortal life span did, the number had to be pretty high. Silenced by her confusion, she stared at him unsure of what to say. Thankfully Duncan saved her the trouble.

      “I’m just giving you a hard time Senka.” Softening his smile, he gestured toward her. “But seriously, I can’t get dressed until you give me my clothes.”

      Furrowing her brow, she followed his gaze and jolted upon seeing the bag strapped across her chest. “Oh my gosh Duncan! I-I’m so sorry! I completely forgot I had all your clothes.” With shaky hands she plundered through the canvas bag, pulling out his pants and shirt. “Why didn’t you say something sooner? I can’t believe I was standing here yelling at you when all this time I had your…”

      “Senka it’s ok.” Duncan soothed. Stepping forward he took his clothing from her hands. “Besides, I kind of like it when you’re angry.”

      Blushing, Senka averted her eyes while Duncan hurriedly pulled on his pants. Leaving his shirt unbuttoned, he took her chin in his rough hand and forced her to face him once more. “If I made you uncomfortable, I apologize.”

      Heat flooded her body under his touch. “No, it’s fine.” She gulped. “That’s what I get for being a jerk. Besides, it’s not like I haven’t seen a naked man before.” A flash of what looked like anger sparked in Duncan’s eyes, making her frown. “Are you alright?”

      “No.” he growled. “I don’t care for the thought of another man’s hands touching you.”

      That caught her off guard. “Well you didn’t think I was a virgin did you?”

      Again he growled. “No… but that doesn’t mean I like to hear about you being with other men.” Closing the distance between them, Duncan towered over her as he leaned down and whispered into ear. “The only lips I want to think about touching yours are mine.” And with that said, he placed a gentle kiss on her cheek. Stunned, Senka jolted, causing Duncan to quickly retreat.

      “W-what?”

      “I’m so sorry Senka.” He apologized. “I-I don’t know what came over me.”

      Hating how uncomfortable he looked, especially over a peck on the cheek, Senka decided to not broach the subject and instead smiled back. “Don’t worry about it!” she laughed, “So tell me old man, where are we heading to?”

      Duncan hesitated, his expression unreadable as he studied her closely. “We are going to the trader town of Rio. Since it’s the only city within a day’s travel from the border, every scheming business man and scumbag in Zerdanda who has any dealings with the other side comes through there.”

      “Do you think we will find Chloe there?”

      “Hopefully. If not, at the very least we should be able to dig up someone who knows something about non-Shifter women being smuggled into Shifter territory.”

      “Yeah, and I’m especially curious as to how the jerks got past those patrols.” Senka huffed. “It took them less than an hour to track us down, so I find it hard to believe these guys smuggled two non-Shifters through the border without catching someone’s attention.”

      “Yes, I would be interested to know the answer to that as well.” Pausing, Duncan glanced up to the first hint of daylight breaking through the canopy overhead. “But first, we need to find a place to hide and rest for the day.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “There’s a small farm on the northern edge of the town, just a few miles out. I know the people who live there and I am pretty sure they will give us sanctuary until night falls again.”

      “Pretty sure?” Arching her brows, she glared at him questioningly. “That’s not very reassuring.”

      Duncan shrugged. “You got a better idea?”

      “You know I don’t know anything about this land. If I did I wouldn’t have asked you to tag along with me.” Blowing a stray piece of hair out of her face, Senka watched out of the corner of her eye as Duncan tried to suppress a grin. “So how much further away is this supposed safe place anyway?”

      “About another fifteen or twenty minutes by foot.” Holding out his hand, Duncan motioned for Senka to pass him his boots. “Which shouldn’t be an issue now that we are past the main border and its magical thorns.”

      Senka watched as he slipped his boots back on and laced them up. “And are you certain we will be safe there? I mean, how do you know they won’t turn us in?”

      “I don’t.” Lacing up his last boot, Duncan rose and buttoned up his shirt. “After all, I haven’t seen these people in over twenty years, I just know it’s a safer option than roaming around the city during the day.”

      “I don’t know Duncan, this sounds awful risky.”

      In the blink of an eye, Duncan closed the gap between them. Raising his hand to her face, he ran his thumb gently down her cheek. “You know I would never do anything I felt would endanger you... right?”

      Caught off guard by the intimate gesture, all Senka could muster was a weak nod in response. Beneath his touch, her skin warmed, sending a calming sensation down through her core. Savoring the feeling, Senka closed her eyes and leaned into his hand, suddenly feeling as if she could do anything as long as he was by her side.

      “Let’s go shall we?”

      Pulling his hand back, Senka instantly felt the loss of his calming touch and immediately yearned to have it back. What is happening to me? She wondered as she watched him slowly walk away from her. Falling in step beside him, the two of them continued on in silence, neither one willing to address the strange tension building between them.

      Just as Duncan had said, it took them less than fifteen minutes to reach the edge of the forest. Squatting down amidst the last of the darkness, Senka stared out across the open field to the sprawling city beyond.

      “That is Rio?” she gasped, openly gaping at the countless towering buildings glowing in the distance.

      “Yes, why?”

      “It’s just so different than I thought it would be.”

      Turning to face her, Duncan furrowed his brow. “How so?”

      “I don’t know? I guess when you told me it was a trader town, I expected something smaller and a little more rustic… you know, like our camp. Not a massive city completely powered by electricity.” Smoothing back a few of her fly away hairs, she sighed. “I mean seriously, I have never seen a city so bright outside Lanoria’s capital. How the heck are we going to get me through all that without being noticed?”

      “Honestly, I’m not entirely sure.” Duncan sighed. “But I’m sure we can figure something out. First though, let’s get you out of the daylight before we are seen.” Moving out from under the cover of the trees he gestured for her to follow. “Come on, the farm is just over that hill a couple of miles from the northern edge of the city.”

      “You want me to stroll through there? Out in the open?” she challenged as he took off across the field without her. “The sun is coming up. What if we are seen?”

      “It’s still very early in the morning. And since Rio is a night city, pretty much over run with wolves, things don’t really tend to get going until late to mid-day. So we should be able to make it to the farm without anyone noticing us.”

      “If you say so.”

      Reluctantly following him out of the safety of the trees, Senka kept her body as low as possible, using the tall grass to her advantage. Before long, a quaint two-story white farm house came into view. The picture of quaint country living with its bright red barn and white picket fence, it looked oddly out of place amongst looming buildings serving as its backdrop.

      “Kind of a strange place to build a farm don’t you think.” Senka commented off-handedly.

      “Farm was here first. City came later.” Duncan answered without looking back. “It’s been owned by the same family for generations. When the city started growing, the big shots in charge tried their hardest to get them to give up their land, but the owners refused to sell.”

      “So what happened?”

      Duncan hesitated. “They finally gave up I guess.”

      “That’s strange.”

      “Yeah.” Duncan mumbled, the tone of his voice giving her cause to think there was more to this story than he was letting on.

      Still, she remained quiet and followed him as he jumped the fence at the back of the property and dashed across the yard. Finding it strange that they were hiding from people who were supposed to be friends of his, she was about to ask him more about his relationship with the inhabitants when suddenly the back door to the house flew open.

      Grabbing her by her shirt, Duncan dove behind the barn, dragging Senka with him. Together they watched as a small child, no more than six or seven years old, joyfully dashed across the yard, and headed straight for a rope swing in a nearby tree.

      “I thought you said these people were your friends.” She whispered angrily jerking from his hold. “If that’s true, why are we hiding behind this barn like criminals?”

      Without waiting for an answer, Senka straightened her shirt and peaked back around the corner. From there she watched as the little blond haired girl spun the swing around in circles, twisting the ropes up until they could go no further, only to lift her feet up at the last minute and spin uncontrollably as the ropes untwined themselves.

      Senka couldn’t help but chuckle as the little girl then jumped off the swing and stumbled around the yard like a drunken man heading home from the bar. “Cute kid.”

      “She looks like her.”

      The words, barely spoken above a whisper, dragged Senka’s attention away from the child and up to her visibly upset friend. “Like who?” she began, but stopped as the fine lines etched into the corners of his eyes deepened. If she didn’t know better, Senka would have been positive Duncan was trying not to cry.

      Growing concerned, and slightly frightened by his highly unusual display of emotion, Senka took his hand into her own. “Duncan, are you alright?”

      Duncan blinked rapidly, as if her touch had miraculously pulled him free of whatever sorrow he had immersed himself in. Glancing first to the child, then down at her, he tightened his hand around hers and began to pull her back in the direction they had just came.

      “Duncan? Where are we going?” she asked, allowing herself to be pulled along behind him.

      “We are leaving, this was a mistake.”

      “Mistake, but you said…”

      “I know what I said Senka.” He snapped harshly, “But things have changed, we need to go. Now hurry.”

      “Is this because of the little girl? Who is she?”

      “I don’t know.” He huffed, his voice cracking under the weight of his emotions.

      Realizing he was hurting, and not wanting to make it any worse, Senka decided to drop the issue. Together they were just about to jump the fence and head back to the safety of the trees when a teenage boy holding a pitchfork suddenly appeared out of nowhere blocking their path.

      “Stop and let go of the girl.” He shouted, the tremor in his voice betraying his nervousness.

      “Step aside boy.” Duncan, maintaining his hold on her hand, attempted to move around the young man.

      “I don’t think so.” He growled back. With trembling hands, he aimed the pitch fork directly at Duncan’s chest and shouted to the house behind them. “Gidgit, get in the house and tell mom and dad the Horde is back!”

      “The who?”

      Senka could hear the sound of a door opening and slamming shut, only to swing open again seconds later, this time followed by the sound of heavy foot prints heading their way. “Hold them there Peter, I’m coming.” A man’s low gravelly voice called back.

      “Boy, I’m not gonna tell you again. Drop that pitchfork and get the hell out of my way!” Duncan growled, but this time she could feel him unleash his Alpha power upon the poor boy, causing his eyes to widen.

      Slowly dropping the pitchfork, his eyes darted back and forth between Duncan and his father. “Y-you’re an Alpha?”

      “Peter! What are you doing?” the father called to his son, his voice filled with concern. “Raise your pitchfork, protect yourself!”

      “Step aside Peter.” Duncan demanded. But Peter hesitated, torn between the demands of his father and the Alpha standing before him. Hearing the father closing in, Senka turned behind her and watched as a man, only slightly smaller than Duncan, charged toward them with an axe in his hand.

      “Duncan, we got to go now!” Pulling her hand from his, she wrapped her hand around one of her knives.

      Suddenly without warning something flew by her cheek. Spinning in the direction the object had traveled, Senka’s eyes widen in terror.

      “No!”

      With one hand still grasping the terrified boy’s shirt, who he was trying to move out of their way, Duncan collapsed to his knees with an arrow protruding from both sides of his left shoulder.

      “No, no, no!” Rushing forward, Senka fell to the ground beside him, just as the boy’s father snatched him away.

      Opening her bag, she pulled a shirt from inside and pressed it to the bleeding wound. “You’ll be ok.” she said reassuring both herself and him as she hurriedly inspected the wound. “It’s a clean shot, it’ll hurt like hell but it’s not life threatening.”

      “Sounds like you are speaking from experience.” Duncan said with a short laugh, that caused him to grimace in pain.

      “Yeah, well my childhood wasn’t filled with dolls and lollipops,” she retorted. Raising her gaze, she glared at the father and son. “This wasn’t necessary. We were going to leave, but your boy got in our way.”

      The man stared down at her with a confused expression. “You are with him of your own free will?”

      Senka furrowed her brow. “Of course I am.”

      “What do you want here?” a female voice interrupted. Turning around, Senka came face to face with a middle-aged woman holding a bow in her hand. She was only slightly taller than Senka, although a bit thicker and much more well-endowed. She was dressed in a simple cotton dress, much like the one Duncan had tried to get her to wear and her long dark-blonde hair, which she had pulled back into a neat bun, was beginning to show the first hints of greying. “I said, what do you want?” the woman clipped, impatiently.

      “We came looking for shelter because he said we would be safe here.” She snapped.

      Furious that this lady would have the nerve to make demands of her after shooting her friend in the back, Senka rose to her feet, pulling her blade free of its holster. “But obviously he was wrong.”

      Immediately the entire family raised their weapons. Smirking, Senka reached to pull her other blade free, but was halted when Duncan’s hand fell on top of hers. “Don’t Senka.”

      “But they shot you!” she screeched, gesturing at the woman with her blade. “In the back!”

      “I’ll be fine. Let’s just get out of here.”

      Using his good arm to push off his knee, Duncan managed to get unsteadily to his feet. Glaring angrily at the woman, Senka put away her knife, and slid under Duncan’s good arm to help support him. Together they managed to make it just a few steps, before he staggered and nearly fell, taking her with him.

      “Duncan, are you sure we can do this?” she whispered, helping him to steady himself once more. “It’s a long way back to the forest.”

      “What did you just say?” Dropping her bow, the lady took several hesitant steps their direction.

      “Nothing that concerns you,” Senka snapped.

      But the lady acted as if she hadn’t said a word. “Look at me.” She demanded, as she continued to move toward Duncan. “I said look at me!”

      “Listen here lady. If you think you can…” Senka began, but was cut off by Duncan.

      “It’s ok Senka.” Duncan said softly. Turning back to face the woman, he slowly raised his gaze to meet with hers. “Hi Andria.”

      Instantly the woman turned white as a sheet. Slapping her hand over her mouth, she stumbled backwards as if she were about to fall. Seeing her distress, the man and the boy immediately rushed to her side. “Honey, are you ok? What’s wrong?”

      But despite their questions, Andria remained silent, her attention focused solely on Duncan. Pulling free of her husband’s hold, she closed the distance between them. “Duncan? Is it really you?” she asked with tears in her eyes.

      Bracing his injured shoulder, Duncan smiled weakly. “I’m afraid so.”

      In the time it took Senka to blink an eye, Andria’s face contorted from sadness to uncontrollable rage. Closing the few steps between them she raised her hand and slapped him hard enough across the cheek to leave behind a mark. “You son of a bitch!” she cried, shaking her hand. “After all these years now you decide to show up? Do you know how long we searched for you? Cried for you?” Hitting him the chest, Andria’s tears streamed down her cheeks. “Damn you Duncan! We all thought you were dead!”

      Stunned, Senka watched the upset woman continue to whale on Duncan, but when she raised her hand as if to slap him again, Senka drew the line. Pulling her knife once more, she stepped in front of her wounded friend. “That’s enough.” She warned. “I understand you are upset with him, but if you do that again you’ll have me to contend with.”

      Dropping her eyes to the blade, Andria backed off. “Who are you?” she asked, as if seeing her for the first time. “Or should I ask what are you?”

      “She’s a friend.” Duncan answered for her. Feeling his hand come to rest on her shoulder, Senka looked back into his saddened expression. “Put the knife away Senka, she’s not a threat.”

      “Not a threat?! You have got to be kidding me!” With her arm extended, Senka gestured to the matronly lady. “She shot you with an arrow, slapped you across the face, then whaled on your already injured body. If that doesn’t make her a threat, then me and you definitely have two very different definitions of the word!”

      “Trust me, I deserved it.” He sighed. “Now put the blade away, please.”

      “Not until you tell me who the hell she is and why we are allowing her to beat the shit out of you!”

      Heaving a deep breath, Duncan turned his attention away from her to watch as the crying woman was embraced by her loving family. “Because I deserve every hit and blow she has delivered.” Shocked at what was happening, Senka watched tears form in the corners of his eyes. “She once cared for me and I all I ever did to repay her was hurt her.”

      A mixture of shock and jealously stopped her heart beating in her chest. Mouth agape, she looked back over her shoulder. The woman looked fairly close to Duncan’s age, was it possible she was an ex-lover or vexed sweetheart of some kind. “I-is she your ex-girlfriend or something?”

      Dropping his gaze down to her, Duncan shook his head sadly. “No. She’s my sister.”
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      The second he saw that little girl playing on the swing Duncan knew he had made a terrible mistake. He didn’t belong here. Andria had moved on with her life. Gotten married, had kids, and forgotten all about him. And why shouldn’t she? She deserved that. What she didn’t deserve was the pain his sudden reappearance was causing her. And standing there, watching his baby sister crying into the arms of her loving family, he was painfully reminded of why he had made the decision to never come back in the first place.

      “Sorry for disturbing you.” Taking in his sister one last time, Duncan slowly turned his back on them. Behind him a very confused Senka stared at Andria with her mouth agape. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      “But your shoulder…” she argued, shifting her attention to the continuous stream of blood pouring from around the arrow.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      The words had barely escaped his lips, when a wave of dizziness nearly knocked him off his feet. In a flash, Senka was by his side. “Yeah, I can see that.” Throwing his uninjured arm over her shoulder, she wrapped her own arm around his waist. Together they slowly began to stumble their way back toward the forest. However they only managed to make it a few feet before he stumbled again.

      “Ughhh,” Senka groaned, struggling to keep him upright. “When we get back home you need to go on a diet old man.”

      Unable to help himself, Duncan snickered. Groaning as a sharp pain shot through his shoulder, he leaned onto Senka who was already doing everything she could to support his tremendous weight. Unfortunately the pain didn’t stop there. Radiating down his shoulder and into his chest, it continued growing in intensity until Duncan couldn’t stand it any longer. Dropping to his knees, he dragged Senka down with him.

      “Duncan!” Bracing his head in her arms, Senka lowered him the rest of the way to the ground. “Damn it Duncan, don’t do this to me!”

      He stared up into her worried expression, wanting nothing more than to console her. But dizzying pain, coupled with blood loss had weakened him to the point that it took every bit of strength he had left just to hold his eyes open. Seeing that she was losing him, Senka gripped the front of his shirt and shook him vigorously. Calling his name over and over again, she desperately tried to keep him awake. But it was no use. And as the frigid darkness swept over his body, robbing him of consciousness, the only thing Duncan could think about was how he had yet again failed someone he loved.
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* * *

      Duncan woke some time later, nestled in the comforts of a soft bed in a room that smelled of pine woods and fresh lilacs. Shirtless, with a linen bandage wrapped around his shoulder, he blinked in confusion as he took in his cozy surroundings. The wooden walls of the bedroom were painted in a pale blue color, trimmed in white. Lace curtains, hung over a single window to his left, which did nothing to block the copious amounts of sunlight streaming into the room and to the right of the bed sat a small table with a lamp and glass of water sitting on top.

      “It’s about time you rejoined the land of the living.”

      Turning in the direction of her snarky voice, Duncan’s heart leapt when he spotted Senka, alive and well, sitting next to him. “You’re alright.”

      Arching her eyebrows, a huge grin spread across her face. “Well sure I am, I’m not the one who got shot by my sister with an arrow.” Pausing, Senka scrunched her lips together as if thinking. “Although I am pretty sure the thought has probably crossed her mind a time or two.”

      “Your sister loves you Senka… you know that.”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. Biting her lip, he could tell she was struggling to fight back her tears. Flooded with the overwhelming need to comfort her, Duncan reached out and took her hand in his own. “We will get her back.”

      “I hope so Duncan. I know it doesn’t seem like it most of the time, but I really do love Chloe…” Her voice cracked, cutting her off.

      He hated seeing her trying to hide her emotions from him. It was something she had done for as long as he had known her, although he didn’t know why. But it disturbed him greatly that she felt the need to conceal her feelings from him, as if she though it would make him think of her as weak if she were to cry in front of him. But weak was never a word he would associate with Senka. Beautiful, strong, and resilient-yes-but never weak.

      He wanted her to feel safe around him, safe enough to be herself and express herself openly. And now more than ever, he wanted to tell her how he felt. To confess to her that he wanted more than just a friendship. But how could he, lying here in his sister’s house, wounded and weak himself. Considering the circumstances, Duncan opted to remain quiet, giving her the time she needed to regain her composure. It took her a couple of minutes, but eventually she wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled. “Maybe I just miss fighting with her.”

      “Well the two of you certainly were good at it.” He chuckled.

      Senka laughed, “Lots of practice.” Furrowing her brow, she scrunched her lips again. “Speaking of sisters and fighting…”

      Duncan grimaced, knowing exactly where this conversation was heading. “I guess you have questions about what transpired out there.”

      “Well your sister has already tried to explain some of it to me.”

      “Oh?” his heart rate immediately doubled and his mind raced, wondering what kind of horrific things Andria might have told her while he was unconscious.

      “Yeah.” Senka continued, “But honestly her explanation left me with more questions than answers.”

      “For example.”

      Senka anxiously bit her lip, worrying Duncan even more. “Andria told me you weren’t forced to leave like the others in the camp. That you left of your own accord and just never to came back.”

      “And?”

      “Well, I guess I just don’t understand why anyone would willingly choose to leave behind their family.” Senka hesitated, no longer able to face him. “But seeing as my mother abandoned me as a kid, then my father and brother did the same ten years later, I might be a little prejudice to the notion.”

      Stunned by her revelation, Duncan gave a sympathetic squeeze to her hand. “I’m sorry that happened to you, I really am.” Wanting to choose his words carefully he hesitated. “I wish I could explain to you why your mother and father left you behind, but I can’t. All I can say is that, at the time I made the decision not to come back, I did so because I felt it was the right thing to do.”

      “How can abandoning the people you love be the right thing to do?”

      “Good question.” Andria said, as she strolled into the room. Crossing her arms over her chest she glared down at him. “I would love to know the answer to that as well.” Ashamed and unable to face her, Duncan dropped his gaze, causing Andria to huff. Shaking her head, she turned to Senka. “Would you mind giving us a moment, dear?”

      Glancing back and forth between the pair of them, Senka rose from her chair to leave. “Um, sure. No problem.”

      Not wanting her to go, and really not wanting to be left alone with his sister, Duncan tightened his grip on her hand. “You don’t have to leave.” Narrowing his gaze at his sister he added, “I have nothing to say to you that can’t be said in front of her.”

      “Are you certain you don’t want to rethink that statement?” Andria prompted, darting her eyes to Senka.

      Tension thickened the air between them, making it difficult for Duncan to breathe. He knew exactly what his sister was hinting at, and to be honest, he had no desire to talk about that subject with her, with or without Senka present. Sensing the building uneasiness between them, Senka slowly pulled her hand free of his hold and headed for the door. “Uh yeah, unless the two of you think you will need a mediator, I think I will go downstairs and entertain Gidgit for a while.”

      They both remained silent until she left the room. “I like her.” Andria said, taking over Senka’s vacated seat. “Does she know?”

      “Andria…” he began, but she waved him silent.

      “No, Duncan. No more excuses, no more lies. I want to know the truth. Beginning with whether or not that young girl, who is downstairs beguiling your niece with tales of how she and her sister spent much of their life living in the woods on the run from bounty hunters, has any idea who the man she is traveling with is?”

      Closing his eyes for a brief moment, Duncan shook his head.

      “Did you bring her here to give to them?”

      “What?”

      “Did you bring her here to give to them? To Vincent and the Horde?”

      Hearing his former gang leader’s name, awakened a rage in him he could barely contain. “By the stars, no! I brought her here to find her sister.” He yelled with more venom than he intended. “Do you really think so little of me sister?”

      “Have you given me reason to think any better of you?”

      Her honesty silenced him immediately.

      Biting her lip, Andria studied him intensely, as if she was trying to peer inside him to evaluate whether or not he was telling the truth. It only took a few minutes of her intense scrutiny before Duncan had had enough. “I should go, I don’t belong here.” Sliding his legs off the edge of the bed, he moved to get up, only to be stopped by her hand falling onto his good shoulder.

      “I’m not trying to make you feel bad Duncan. I’m just trying to figure out where you stand.” She sighed, staring back at the door Senka had exited through. “I mean, the last time I saw you, you were a thug and bounty hunter. You killed her kind, and anyone else the Horde decided was not worthy of living, to make money. And now, all these years later, you come strolling into my back yard with her by your side, more than willing to put her life on the line to save yours.”

      “Trust me, the irony isn’t lost on me.” Duncan sighed. Resting his elbows on his knees, he braced his head in his hands, and stared down at his feet. “All I can say is I’m not the man I used to be. I know that’s going to be hard for you to believe when all your childhood and much of your adult life I did nothing but hurt you and Paw. But I swear, as messed up as it was, I thought I was doing what was best for you both.”

      “By killing people?”

      “By keeping the Horde and all the rest of those cretins away from you!” he yelled. His rage burned through his veins like molten lava, threatening to force him to shift.

      Eyes wide, Andria moved to rise from her chair and make for the door, but Duncan caught her arm and held her in place. Not wanting to frighten her any further, he closed his eyes, and took several calming breaths before addressing her once more. “You don’t need to fear me sister, like I said, I’m not that man anymore.”

      Reluctantly, she eased back into her chair as a tear fell from her eye. That lone tear hurt him worse than any arrow ever could. Heart wrenching in his chest he lifted his hand and wiped the offending drop from her cheek. “I love you Andria, I would never hurt you… you know that right?”

      “I want to,” she sniffed. “I mean, you were never anything but kind to me as a kid. You taught me to hunt, to use a bow, and when I was small you would spend hours upon end with me, doing whatever I wanted to do, no matter how ridiculous it was.”

      Chuckling lightly she looked up at him and smiled. “I remember once when your “friends” showed up at the house looking for you and caught you playing tea party with me. They laughed their asses off, calling you princess and all kinds of other girly names, but you didn’t care, instead you just sat there, flowers all in your hair and told them to “fuck off.”

      With a shake of her head, Andria wiped another tear from her eye. “That day I thought you were my hero. You stood up to those men and they backed down. It wasn’t until I got older, that I learned why they were all afraid of you.”

      “I did what had to be done.” He huffed. “It was because of the things I did, that the city officials and the gangs stopped coming around and harassing Paw about the land. Or did you think all the debts just miraculously disappeared?”

      “Don’t you dare lay the things you did on us Duncan.” Andria snapped. “I will give you that you paid off all Paw’s loans, but I also know that isn’t the only reason you stayed. Or are you going to try and tell me you didn’t love the power you wielded as Vincent’s second?”

      Facing him dead on she dared him to deny the accusation. And as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t. Because though he hated to admit it, her accusations were true. Yes he had initially joined the Horde to protect his family, but as more time past, he grew to appreciate the power and respect that went with it. Everyone feared him, no one dared challenge him, and he had loved every second of it.

      “Duncan…”

      “No Andria, it’s my turn.” He cut her off. “You want me to admit I liked the power? Fine, I’ll admit it. But not just for the reasons you want to believe. I liked it because it was my reputation and power that kept you safe.” Pausing he motioned toward the window. “Rio is the most lawless place in Zerdanda. All the cops are crooked, and the ones who aren’t won’t do anything for fear of being murdered in their sleep. I watched everyday as women were harassed and daughters were forced into marriages they didn’t want so they could protect their families and keep their homes and businesses from burning. But despite all this, you and Paw were never in danger.”

      Heaving a heavy sigh, he looked up into his sister’s saddened expression. “No one dared lay a hand on you and your friends. I made sure of it. Hell Andria, you could roam the streets in the dead of night without an ounce of fear. Did that never strike you as strange?” Dropping her gaze, Andria refused to look at him. Duncan exhaled a huge breath, running his hand through his hair. “Stars Andria, I know the things I did were wrong. And I am sure there is a place reserved in the fires of hell for me when I die. And that’s fine, I accept that, I deserve no less for some of the things I have done. But I swear, it was never my intention to hurt you or Paw, only to protect you and give you a chance at a better life.”

      “But at what cost Duncan?” she asked, wiping the tears from her eyes she gestured to the scars covering his upper body. “Everything you have been through, suffered through, sacrificed…”

      “Are you happy?”

      Furrowing her brow, she looked up at him. “Well… yes.”

      “Then it was all worth it.” He said, smiling reassuringly at her. Rising to his feet, Duncan stretched the stiffness from his body just as a quiet knock, pulled both their attention back to the door.

      There Senka stood quietly staring up at him. Unsure of how much of that conversation she had overheard, Duncan lowered his gaze afraid to face her. Biting her lip, Senka shifted her attention to Andria. “Umm, I hate to be a bother, but Gidgit says she is hungry and insists on me giving her a piece of that strawberry cake under the glass cover. I tried to tell her she needed to ask you first but she just keeps sneaking back into the kitchen and trying to pull off the lid.” Furrowing her brow, Senka stared down the hallway. “She’s probably down there now, licking icing off her finger as we speak.”

      “That girl has been trying to get her hands on that cake ever since I took it out of the oven last night.” Andria chuckled. Wiping away the last of her tears, she rose to her feet. “I tell you what, why don’t I go downstairs and make dinner for everyone while the two of you get some rest. Senka, if you want, you can use Gidgit’s room next door.” Exiting the room, Andria glanced back at Duncan over her shoulder. “Oh, and Duncan if you decide to shift to help heal that wound, go outside. The last thing I need is your large ass bear bumbling through my house knocking over and breaking what few nice things I have.”

      Watching his sister disappear out the door, Duncan then turned his attention back to Senka, who was still staring at him blankly. “So, um… How much of that did you hear?” he asked, raking his hand through his hair.

      Her lips pursed. “Enough to know we have more in common than I thought.”

      Slightly tilting his head, Duncan’s brow creased. “How so?”

      “It seems we have both done some things we are not proud of to protect the ones we love.” Dropping her gaze, Duncan watched as she kicked at some invisible object on the floor. Her anxiousness did nothing to settle his nerves. Even so, he felt the overwhelming desire to hold her and comfort her. He wanted her to trust him to be there for her no matter what. Moving forward, he placed a finger under her chin, forcing her to face him once more.

      “What’s the matter? Does it have anything to do with what you heard my sister say?”

      “No, I just heard the last part, but it was enough for me to get an idea of what happened between you.”

      “So what is it?”

      “I feel like I should tell you something Duncan, but I’m afraid you will think less of me if I do.”

      “Nothing you can say is going to change the way I feel about you.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that.” she huffed, turning her back to him.

      Wanting to ease her worry, he approached her and wrapped his arms around her waist. He half expected her to pull away with one of her snarky remarks, but to his utter delight and shock, she leaned into his embrace.

      “You think because you have killed people I won’t care for you anymore?”

      Senka gasped and spun in his arms, her eyes wild with fear. “H-how do you know about that?”

      “Same way I knew what you were when we meet.” He answered, only partially telling the truth. “I’ve been around a while Senka. Long enough to know no one knows how to fight and shoot as good as you can, unless there is a need to use it. Combine that with the fact you are Night Stalker and it seemed a logical conclusion.” Smiling down at her, he brushed a stray twig of hair from her face. “You know, your people had quite a reputation back in the day.”

      “Yeah, I know. My father was… well let’s just say he was well sought after in his field.” Biting her lip, she looked away for a moment. “He taught me everything I know. I guess I owe him for that, without that training me and my sister would never have made it after...” Heaving a heavy sigh, she pressed her head against his bare chest. “You don’t hate me? I mean, I did do my best to be sure my targets were bad people. You know, thieves, rapists, murders, and such. But it was still killing people for money, so I would understand if you did.”

      “Hate you? Stars no girl, I could never hate you. What kind of hypocrite would I be if I judged you for your past when my own hands are saturated in blood.” Tightening his hold on her, he leaned down and gently kissed the top of her head. “I care for you Senka, more than I have cared for anyone in a very long time, and there is nothing you can say or do that will ever change that.”
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      His words stirred feelings in her she hadn’t felt in a very long time. For most of her life she had lived on the run, afraid to let anyone get too close for fear they would find out what she really was. Sure she had had a random lover or two over the years, after all a girl had needs to. But nothing that ever amounted to more than a one night stand and nearly always ended with her flashing away in the middle of the night before her lover awoke.

      But what she was feeling now went way beyond her need to fulfill her basic desires. Wrapped in Duncan’s comforting embrace, listening to him spill his heart out to her, Senka felt as if she had finally found where she belonged. “Thank you, Duncan.” She whispered, struggling to fight back the threatening tears.

      “For what?” he asked, his hand skimming down the length of her hair.

      “For accepting me as I am.” She answered honestly. “As a Night Stalker I have lived my life, hiding from men who would kill me just for that reason alone. Over the years, I finally grew to accept the fact that my race wasn’t liked or wanted and that I didn’t belong anywhere. But then I met you.” Sniffing she wiped a stray tear away, “Despite knowing right away what I was, you’ve showed me nothing but compassion… even when I was being a first class bitch.”

      Duncan’s hand halted its caressing of her hair as Senka listened to his heart rate steadily increase inside his chest. Certain all her mushy rambling was probably making him uncomfortable, she sighed. “I guess what I am trying to say, is that I’m glad to know there are still a few people like you left in this world that are willing to accept others despite their differences.”

      This time Duncan stiffened. Uncertain what she was saying that was making him so anxious, but not wanting to upset him anymore than she already had, Senka looked up and offered him a comforting smile. But even that did little to change the brooding expression on his face.

      “Are you ok? Did I say something that upset you?”

      “No, it’s not you.” Pulling free of her hold, Duncan moved away from her. “Senka, there is something I really need to tell you.”

      Confused by the sudden change in his demeanor, she watched silently as he paced back and forth across the room. After several passes and some incoherent mumbling, he halted several feet away and ran his hand through his shaggy hair. Gripping it tightly he glanced reluctantly in her direction and exhaled a troubled sigh.

      In all her years knowing him, Senka had never seen Duncan act so anxious and she couldn’t help but be concerned by his strange behavior. Overcome with the desire to take away whatever it was that was disturbing him, Senka moved to approach him once more, only to have him step away.

      “No Senka, I need to get this off my chest.”

      “Oh… ok.” She stated calmly, doing her best to conceal the hurt his rejection had caused. Dropping her arms back to her sides, she stepped away. “Well, what is it?”

      Inhaling deeply, Duncan shook his head. “Senka… I’ve done things. Things that were… wrong.”

      “We both have Duncan.” She interrupted, as he adamantly shook his head. “There is nothing you could have done that is any worse than some of the things I have done.”

      A curt laugh escaped Duncan as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re wrong there.” Raising his gaze to meet hers, Senka startled at the intensity with which he stared her down. “I am a far worse monster than you can even imagine. And as much as I hate to tell you the truth, for fear of losing you, I need to. Not only because it is the right thing to do, but because, with us going into Rio tonight, I am afraid you will find out anyway and I would much rather you hear it from me first.”

      “Duncan, you are kind of scaring me. Can you please just tell me what it is you need to tell me?”

      Back straight and eyes fixed on her, Duncan opened his mouth presumably to make his big confession, only to be cut off by the sound of small feet running up the stairs in their direction. In unison they both turned to face the door about the time Gidgit came sailing into the room. Darting past Senka, she dashed right up to Duncan and proceeded to jump up and down in place.

      “Mister, mister.” She called, pulling on his pants leg. “My momma says you’re my Uncle and that you are a bear Shifter like me!”

      Blinking rapidly as if snapped from a daze, Duncan regarded the small blonde child curiously. “I am your Uncle and I am a bear. But aren’t you a little young to know what your animal is?”

      “You sound like Momma.” Gidgit huffed. Stopping her bouncing, she crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at him. “She says since my grandma, her, and Daddy are all cougars that chances are I will be one too. But I told her I had a dream and in my dream a giant brown bear came to me and told me I would be a bear one day. Momma don’t believe me though.” Dropping her arms, Gidgit looked pleadingly up at Duncan. “You believe me though right? Since you’re a bear, that means I might be one too… right?”

      Senka watched as Duncan stared down at the little girl at a loss as to what to say. Finally after a few quiet moments he shrugged, “I guess it’s possible, I mean me and your grandpa are both bears so…”

      A high pitch screech cut him off before he could say anymore. “I knew it, I knew it.” Snatching Duncan by the hand, Gidgit proceeded to drag him toward the bedroom door. “Now come on Uncle, I want to meet your bear. I bet it was him that I dreamt about.” Pausing she glanced back at him, “Your bear is brown isn’t it? I mean your hair is dark brown… well the ones that aren’t grey anyway.”

      Senka coughed out a laugh, causing Duncan to cast an amused glare her direction. Allowing himself to be lead forward, he stared from her to the determined little girl leading him from the room, appearing torn as to what to do. “Senka…”

      “It’s ok Duncan. Go and get to know your niece. Whatever it is you need to tell me can wait a bit.”

      Smiling she watched as Duncan reluctantly followed the small child from the room. Once alone, Senka then turned her attention to the oversized bed he had just vacated. Exhausted from all the flashing, not to mention the stress of worrying about Duncan these last few hours, she made her way across the room and flopped into the comfort of the thick mattress. Immediately she found herself surrounded by the scent of fresh pine needles and rain. Immersing herself in Duncan’s unmistakable scent, Senka closed her eyes and nestled deeper into the soft sheets. Seconds later, she was fast asleep.
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* * *

      Senka awoke from a deep sleep to find herself alone in a room, disoriented and confused. Panicked she sat up straight in the bed and scanned her surroundings for anything that could remind her of where she was, but was swiftly distracted when her nose caught whiff of one of the most enticing scents she ever had the pleasure of smelling. “Andria’s house,” she sighed, immediately calming, as another wave of fresh cooking bombarded her senses. In response to the teasing aromas, an angry growl rose from deep in her stomach reminding her how long it had been since she had last eaten a full meal.

      “Duncan?” she called, hoping he had returned to her, but only silence answered her. “He must still be entertaining Gidgit.”

      Sitting up and wiping the sleep from her eyes, Senka climbed her way out of the comforts of the bed and stretched the stiffness from her muscles. Immediately she made her way across the room to the en-suite bathroom on the other side. There she stopped in front of the large rectangular mirror and stared in disgust at her reflection.

      “Well aren’t you attractive?” she huffed.

      Lowering her gaze to take in her filthy, blood soaked clothing she wrinkled her nose. “There is no way I am going to eat dinner at his sister’s table looking like this. Surely there is a…” Turning around her eyes widened as she took in a massive claw-foot tub sitting in the corner of the room. “Oh my gosh YES! An actual bathtub!”

      Rushing to its side her grin widened as she ran her hands over the smooth edges. “This is going to be so great!”

      Giddy at the thought of taking a bath in an actual tub with running water instead of a wooden wash basin, Senka twisted the knob for the hottest setting and began to fill the porcelain bowl. Stripping out of her clothing she carefully dipped a toe into the tub to test the water temperature and immediately jerked it back out with a shriek. The water was just a notch below boiling, but Senka didn’t care. Determined to take advantage of this rare opportunity, she sucked in a deep breath, bit her lip, and submerged her entire foot into the steaming water. It took her a few seconds, but eventually her body adjusted and she was able to carefully ease herself into the tub until she was completely submersed.

      Once inside, Senka shut off the valves and leaned back, resting her head on the back edge of the hard surface. There she remained, relaxing and soaking her aching muscles, until eventually the heat began to fade away. Not wanting to get out just yet, she briefly considered draining the tub and refilling it again, but decided against it. The last thing she needed to do was make a bad impression on Duncan’s sister by wasting all her hot water.

      Slightly disappointed but with her mind made up, Senka decided she had better actually clean herself up before the water became too much colder. Glancing around, she located a bar of lavender soap on a nearby stand and used it first to wash her hair, and then her body. Finally satisfactorily free of the dirt and blood, she stood and removed a nearby towel from its rack and wrapped it around her body. It was then she realized her mistake.

      “My bag.” She groaned, remembering she had left it by the chair next to the bed. With no other choice, Senka secured the towel snuggly around her and stepped into the room. Peaking first one way, then the other to be sure the coast was clear, she stepped out of the bathroom and bolted for her bag. She was just about to the bed when a flash of movement in the doorway caught her attention. Spinning around to face the intruder, she shrieked when she spotted Duncan in the doorway that had been empty only seconds before.

      “Shit!” she exclaimed, clutching her heart. “Don’t you ever make sounds when you walk?” Turning her back to him, she closed the distance to her bag and rummaged inside until she found her change of clothes. “I’m serious Duncan.” she continued, gathering the garments in her hand, “You need to teach me that trick one day, ok?”

      Still silence. Wondering what was going on, and why he wasn’t answering, Senka sighed and spun back to see what he was doing and instead ran face first into his rock hard torso. Stumbling backwards, she dropped her clothing and nearly followed it to the floor, but was instead caught around the waist by Duncan’s thick arm.

      Tucking her snug against his body, she heard a low groan escape him. “Stars you are gorgeous.”

      Staring down at her with what she could only describe as a predatory gaze, Duncan tucked a small piece of her dripping wet hair behind her ear, allowing his hand to linger there just a little longer than necessary.

      Heart racing, her body flushed in reaction to his touch.

      “Thank you.” She managed to squeak out between heavy breaths.

      Studying her as if he was memorizing every angle of her nearly naked body, Duncan inhaled a deep breath, “I need to ask you something Senka. And I don’t want you to take it the wrong way.”

      He paused. Noting the troubled look in his eyes as he waited for her permission to continue, she grew more nervous. Not trusting herself to speak without sounding like a mouse being stepped on, Senka merely nodded her head.

      “Do you think me and you could ever have something more than a friendship?”

      Her brow furrowed.

      “What I mean is… would it be possible…” Duncan paused, the primal look in his eyes almost frightening. “Damn it Senka, I can’t even think straight because all I want to do right now is kiss you… but I won’t do it,” he added quickly as her eyes stretched wide. “At least… not without your permission this time.”

      She stared up at him in shock, unable to believe what he was telling her. When he kissed her in the woods, she had assumed it was just a fluke, a moment of confusion given the weirdness of the situation. But this was not a fluke. And there was no confusion.

      This. Was. Real.

      Duncan had all but just told her he wanted her. Problem was, did she feel the same? Well, if she went by the way her body was responding, she’d have to say yes. But everything in her mind was screaming no. What would become of them if she let this happened and it didn’t work out? What if they did this and then decided it was a big mistake? Was it worth the risk of losing her best friend, and the only person she truly trusted, to satisfy some impulsive feelings?

      “Duncan…” She began, but he cut her off.

      “This isn’t a rash decision or something I just decided on a whim Senka.” He began, as if reading her mind. “This is a desire that has been plaguing me for years. All those days spent alone hunting together, all those hours spent lying side by side beneath the stars, all I have ever wanted to do was find a way to tell you how I feel. To let you know that I care for you more than you can imagine and that I want to make you mine in every possible way.”

      Senka gasped.

      “I know you don’t return my feelings.” Duncan continued as he released her and moved away. Feeling the loss of his warmth, Senka immediately longed to have it back. “And I understand. Hell, I’m old enough to be your father.”

      Running a hand through his hair he sighed. “Trust me, I have tried everything in my power to ignore these feelings, praying they would go away. But they’re not.” He smiled sadly as he raised his gaze to meet hers. “I was just hoping that maybe if we kiss, I can prove to me and you both that they aren’t real and I can finally let go of this foolishness once and for all.”

      Senka dropped her gaze to the floor, stunned by his honesty. No one in her life had ever been this open with her, not even her own father. And his words had touched her soul. But as Duncan stood before her, pouring out his heart to her, all she could think about was how, if she did this, she would be risking the only real friendship she had ever had.

      Still she couldn’t deny his words had moved her. Years after being abandoned by her family, he had managed to reach inside her and bring back to life the part of her that believed she was worthy of the love. And as she stared up at Duncan, into the fearful look in his eyes as he awaited her decision, Senka knew, she needed to know the truth just as much as he did, because to her own disbelief, she wanted it to be.

      Afraid if she waited any longer she would chicken out, Senka bit her lip and looked up at Duncan. “Then try.” She whispered, meeting his hungry gaze with one of her own.

      Duncan growled low, his expression primal. Without hesitation, he moved his hand to cup the back of her neck, then lowered his mouth to her ear. “If I do something you don’t like, just tell me to stop.”

      Senka’s breath caught, the warmth of his mouth near her skin, sending all kinds of electrical currents through her body. Suddenly incapable of forming coherent words, Senka nodded her head.

      With no other warning, he leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. Still stunned that this was really happening, Senka hesitated. But Duncan wasn’t giving up. Instead, he tightened his hold on her and deepened his kiss, his movements becoming more and more demanding. No one had ever kissed her so passionately and her pleasure was immediate. Heat building in her core, Senka had no choice but to respond.

      Relaxing into his hold, she threaded her hand into the back of his hair and kissed him back. Together they gave as much as they took, each matching the others movements in perfect harmony, as if they had kissed a thousand times before. It felt perfect, if felt familiar, it felt right. And as Duncan’s hands moved from her hair, down to massage her bare shoulders, Senka’s need for more grew.

      Lowering her hands, she ran them beneath the hem of his shirt and over the rippling muscles of his abdomen. Duncan groaned, breaking their kiss. “Senka…” he panted, his breathing labored. “If we go any further… I don’t know if I will be able to stop.”

      “Then don’t.”

      Without waiting for his reaction, she untucked the corner of the towel and dropped it to the floor. Duncan froze, his hooded gaze slowly taking in all she had revealed. “Fuck…” Wrapping his arm around her waist he pulled her close and crashed his lips against hers once more. There was no gentleness in this kiss. Instead this kiss was ravenous, as if he was starved for something only she could give him. And by the heavens, did she want to give it to him. Need burning through her body, she reached again for the bottom of his shirt. This time Duncan submitted and broke their kiss just long enough to free himself of the obstructive material.

      Running her hands over the rippling muscles of his chest and back she had admired from afar so many times, Senka groaned as his hands lowered down and grabbed her thighs right beneath her ass. In one swift move, he lifted her off the floor and set her gently down on the bed just a few steps behind them.

      He stood over her, looking almost hesitant to touch her, so Senka decided to help him along a bit. Rising to her knees, she licked her lips, drawing his attention to her mouth. With a mischievous grin, she then leaned forward and ran her tongue from the center of his abdomen, up to his chest, and over the curve of his neck until she reached his mouth. Moaning low, Duncan reached up and fisted her hair as their mouths collided. Together their hands explored every angle of each of others bodies. It was wonderful, it was beautiful, and Senka thought for sure she was in heaven. With her body tingling with sensations the likes of which she had never experienced before, Senka just knew things could not possibly get any better than this. But just as the thought occurred to her, Duncan pulled back on her hair and forced her to look at him.

      “My turn.” he growled, his voice low. Moving forward, he forced her onto her back and immediately dropped his head to her breast where he worked and kneaded the tender flesh, flooding her body with desire. Distracted by the torturous movements of his mouth, Senka gasped when Duncan’s hand suddenly dropped between her thighs. One finger covering that sensitive spot between her legs, he massaged her mercilessly as she writhed pinned underneath his tremendous weight. He continued his torturous onslaught until her desperation reached an unparalleled level. Needing relief, Senka blindly searched between their bodies until she found the snap of his pants and released him.

      “I need you Duncan.” She panted as she grabbed his chin and forced him back up to her. “I need you now.”

      “As you wish my love.”

      Crashing his lips against hers, Duncan shoved his pants to the floor and lowered himself between her legs. Seconds later, their two bodies united in a dance of passion that left no doubt that the relationship they had once had, would be changed forever.
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* * *

      Around dusk, Senka awoke to find Duncan, half-dressed, sitting on the side of the bed. Elbows resting on his knees, he clutched his head in his hands.

      “Duncan?”

      Running his hand down his face, his shoulders rose and fell with an exaggerated sigh, as he stood and faced her. Unable to muster enough courage to even look at her, he dropped his furrowed gaze to the floor and raked his hand through his shaggy salt and pepper hair. Unsettled by his behavior, she tucked the sheet tightly around her body and silently watched as the man who had only hours ago spilled his heart out to her without hesitation or remorse, now opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water, unable to vocalize a single word.

      Senka’s heart sank as her mind came to the only conclusion his behavior would allow her too. Duncan regretted sleeping with her.

      I guess now he has the answer he was looking for.

      Ignoring the crushing pain in her chest, Senka hardened her expression and swung her legs off the bed.

      “Senka…”

      He began. But before he could utter another word, a voice from downstairs cut him off.

      “Duncan, you and Senka come down here and get something to eat!” Andria called. “Me and Bruce have something we need to discuss with the two of you.”

      Appearing torn, Duncan shifted his gaze from the door back to Senka.

      Plastering on her best fake smile, she rose to her feet and quickly gathered her clothing. Without looking back, she strolled across the room toward the bathroom, calling back to him over her shoulder. “Go ahead, I’ll be down in a second. Just give me a chance to straighten up.”

      As she pulled the door shut behind her, Senka noted Duncan’s furrowed brow watching her from across the room. He looked as if he wanted to say something and the thought filled her with hope. Hesitating before she closed the door the rest of the way, she prayed he had come to his senses and realized that what had just transpired between them was no mistake. Instead, Duncan smashed her heart beneath his heavy boots as he picked up his shirt and exited the room without so much as a glance back.

      Senka stayed just inside the bathroom, waiting until she was certain he was gone before collapsing to the floor. “What have I done?”

      Wrapping her hands around her head, she buried her face in her knees, and cried. She just had sex with her best friend… her only friend if she had to be honest with herself. Together they had not only crossed the line of friendship, but they had obliterated it completely.

      For a few moments of passion, she had allowed all the trust it had taken them years to build together to be destroyed… and there would be no getting it back. Because there was no possible way she was ever going to forget what just transpired between them, and even if she could, she didn’t want to. For the first time in her life she got to experience what she was certain was love. Unbiased and raw, Duncan had made her feel as if she were no different than any other girl out there and that despite her race, she was still worthy of being touched and held.

      Or at least that was what she had thought. Unfortunately, based on Duncan’s reaction, it didn’t seem he felt the same about their experience. Shame, regret, embarrassment, those were the emotions he revealed to her in those few fleeting seconds just before he left. And it hurt… a lot.

      “Idiot!” She yelled a little louder than she intended. Pounding her fists onto the floor, she allowed the tears to flow freely. “Why, why would you do that? Now you’ve ruined everything.”

      Curling into a ball on the floor, Senka lay there wishing she could somehow just disappear. Well she could sort of, but that wasn’t going to fix anything. And it wasn’t like she could avoid Duncan forever either. Because, like it or not, she still needed his help to get her sister back.

      Realizing she had no other choice but to face him and his family, Senka heaved a heavy sigh and rose to her feet. Working her hair back into her ponytail, she secured it with the tie, then threw on her fresh clothes. After taking a few minutes to fix the bed and tidy up the mess they had made, Senka ran out of reasons to stall, and begrudgingly headed downstairs.

      Maybe with his sister and her husband in the room things won’t get too awkward.

      Approaching the last step, she could hear voices chatting quietly in the next room. But the second she rounded the corner and entered the kitchen, the talking came to an abrupt halt and all three sets of eyes snapped her direction.

      Well, so much for that idea.

      Dawning her fake smile once again, she slowly backed her way out of the room. “Ummm… sorry for interrupting you guys. If you want I can come back in a few minutes…” Out of the corner of her eye she watched as Duncan dropped his gaze to his folded hands resting on the table top.

      “No Senka, wait.” Andria called. Rising from her chair, she motioned her into the room. “Come in, we were just talking about you.”

      “Me?”

      Taking note of the way Senka’s eyes narrowed on Duncan, Andria frowned. “Is everything alright dear?”

      Not really. I just experienced the best sex I’ve ever had in my life with your brother, my best friend, and now he can’t even be bothered to make eye contact with me. “I’m just anxious to find my sister.”

      At least it was a partial truth. But there was no way she was about to confess to Andria she just got busy with her older brother in their bedroom upstairs. Blushing just thinking about it, Senka cleared her throat, “So what were you talking about?”

      “Your sister actually.” Looking slightly uncomfortable, Andria pulled out a chair for her to sit in.

      “My sister? What about her?”

      Settling directly across from Duncan at the long wooden table, she watched Andria pile venison and vegetables onto an empty dish. Once finished, the matronly lady set the mouthwatering plate down in front of her. “Go ahead dear, we already ate.” Famished, Senka didn’t have to be told twice.

      Shoveling food into her mouth, she groaned in pleasure as the three of them watched her quietly. “Oh my goodness! This is so good!” she managed between bites. “Thank you Andria.”

      “My pleasure dear, glad you like it.” A wide smile spread across Andria’s face before once again turning very serious. “Now let’s discuss your sister.”

      “I guess this means Duncan explained to you why we are here?”

      “Yes he did, which is why we need to talk.” Anxiously glancing to the guys for support, Andria turned her attention back to Senka with a saddened expression. “Dear, I think your sister was here.”
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      ‘Idiot’

      The word haunted him as he made his way down the stairs toward the kitchen where his sister and her husband, who he had since learned was named Bruce, sat around the kitchen table casually chatting. Nodding a greeting to Bruce, he raked his hand through his hair and joined them at the table.

      Without so much a break in her chattering, Andria rose to her feet and went about making him a plate. Not really feeling up to eating, he adamantly tried to decline, and was rewarded for his efforts with a plate piled high with her home cooking. Resuming her seat across from him, Andria glared at him over the table, daring him to refuse her offer. Knowing this was a battle he wouldn’t win, Duncan ignored the amused smirk on Bruce’s face as he surrendered to his sister’s will and slowly began to take a few bites.

      Appearing satisfied once more, Andria began to fill him in on the events and changes that had occurred during his twenty year absence. He tried to pay as much attention as possible, knowing this was all information they would need in the hours to come, but his mind kept replaying the look of disappointment on Senka’s face when she turned and walked away from him.

      By the stars she must hate me.

      The thought pulled him further away from the conversation and even deeper into his pit of self-loathing. Shit, I should have said something… anything. She had looked to him for reassurance and what had he done? Stood there like a fool and allowed her to think he regretted what had come to pass between them, when in fact, the total opposite was true.

      Never had Duncan ever felt as certain about anything as he did Senka. She was his missing piece, his light in the darkness, and he couldn’t imagine spending another second of his life without her in it.

      Only thing was, he didn’t deserve her. There was still so much about him she didn’t know. And once she found out… she would leave him forever. It was this thought that had plagued him when he awoke. The reason he had sat for over an hour just watching her in her peaceful slumber. And the reason he left her behind without saying so much as a word.

      For in a few hours, Senka would know the horrible truth. She would see him as the monster he really was and there was a real good possibility when she learned of all the things he had done, she would try to kill him. He would if he was her.

      “Duncan? Did you hear anything we just told you?” Andria’s perturbed voice broke through his moment of self-loathing and pulled his attention back to the present.

      “Enough to know things haven’t changed much in twenty years.” He huffed, shoving a piece of bread in his mouth. “The Horde still runs the town and the police are in their pocket. Did I miss anything?”

      “Just the part about them taking up a new business venture recently. One which has them very interested in getting their hands on this property again.”

      “They wouldn’t dare.” He growled.

      “Why wouldn’t they? You have been gone twenty years and are presumed dead. So who exactly is going to stop them?”

      “I will…” He paused, hearing what sounded like Senka banging on the floor above them. Looking up Andria frowned.

      “Just let me find her sister and I will come back and straighten all this out, I promise.” He continued, trying to distract her from the banging.

      “Actually, you may be able to do both.” Heaving a heavy sigh, Andria turned to her husband. “Tell him Bruce.”

      Confused, Duncan shifted his attention to the fair-haired man sitting at the end of the table with a toothpick dangling precariously from his mouth.

      Switching the thin stick from one side of his mouth to the other, Bruce leaned forward. “About five days before you showed up I caught three men hiding in our barn out back. At first I didn’t think much of it. With us being so close to the border, we occasionally will find a rogue or outcast, using our barn to rest in. But these guys were different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Well for one thing they weren’t dressed like normal rogues. Instead these guys were dressed in those nice suits you see the Horde wear from time to time.” Switching his tooth pick to the other side of his mouth, Bruce leaned back in his chair, fixing Duncan with his gaze. “And then there was the issue of the women with them.”

      Now very interested in this conversation, Duncan leaned over the table. “What women?”

      “The women who were very obviously not Shifters.”

      Jumping to his feet, it was all Duncan could do not to grab a hold of his sister’s husband and shake the information out of him faster. “Was one of them a really pretty blond girl with blue eyes? Maybe smelled like a Seer?”

      “I don’t know about the Seer part, wouldn’t know one if I smelled one. But as for the pretty blond, yeah there was one that looked like that.”

      “Chloe.” Exhaling, Duncan fell back into his chair about the same time Senka rounded the corner and came into the kitchen.

      With her hair pulled back into her standard ponytail, she looked sexy as hell dressed in a form fitting black tank, along with her usual black combat pants. Just the sight of her in the doorway immediately had Duncan’s heart racing in his chest as his desire for her reawakened.

      “Ummm… sorry for interrupting you guys. If you want I can come back in a few minutes…”

      He could hear the uncertainty and aggravation in her voice. Figuring she was most likely still angry with him for screwing things up between them, he dropped his gaze to the table. And there it remained as Andria ushered her into the chair across from him and fixed her a plate. They resumed chatting and for the most part she remained quiet, that is until Andria mentioned that they might have an idea of where her sister was.

      Nearly knocking over the table, plate and all, she jumped to her feet. “My sister was here? Where is she? Where is my sister now?”

      “She’s not here anymore dear. Bruce was just trying to explain to Duncan what happened when you came in. But apparently a girl that meets your sister’s description was found in our barn with members of a local gang.”

      “So where are they now?” Senka demanded. Immediately all eyes went back to Bruce.

      “Well, as I was saying. Once I realized they weren’t rogues stopping for a rest, I demanded they get the hell out of my barn. But then the three of them pulled weapons on me.” Shaking his head, Bruce dropped his gaze. “They told me they were waiting for someone and that they were under strict instructions to remain inside my barn until whoever it was arrived. They also mentioned that it was in the best interest of me and my family that I forgot seeing those girls.”

      Looking sadly from him to Senka, Bruce sighed. “I’m sorry I didn’t do more. I wanted to rip the head off those bastards, I really did, especially when I saw the condition those poor girls were in. But I couldn’t risk my family being harmed.”

      “It’s ok, your first priority is your family.” Duncan consoled, earning him a glare from Senka. “But tell me, who came to pick up the men and the girls? Who were they waiting for?”

      “The jackal himself.” Andria answered. “He pulled up to our house in that fancy black car of his, forced those girls inside, and drove off. Bastard even had the gall to smile and wave. Once he was gone, one of his men tried to give us some money ‘for the inconvenience’ but I told him to shove off. Don’t want those assholes getting the idea they can pull that shit here.”

      “Unfortunately, I am certain they will be coming back whether we want them to or not,” Bruce added pointedly. “Overheard a couple of them talking outside saying Vincent intends to increase the amount of girls he’s bringing into Zerdanda. And it sounds as if he’s planning on using our barn as a sort of warehouse to hide them in until they are…” Bruce hesitated. Biting down hard on his toothpick he looked over at Senka as if he was contemplating finishing his sentence.

      “Until they what?” Duncan asked lowly.

      Shifting his attention back to Duncan, he pulled the tiny, half worn stick from his mouth. “Until they are sold.”

      Across the table Senka gasped. With trembling hands she covered her mouth. He knew she had suspicions about what fate could possibly have befallen her sister, but thinking something and knowing for certain put things in an entirely different perspective. Clearly in a state of shock, she stared at some unknown point above Bruce’s head as the weight of his words settled in. More than anything Duncan wanted to climb over the table and wrap his arms around her, to hold her and comfort her in her time of need. But fearing her rejection, he chose to remain seated. Still he cared for her, even if she did not return his feelings, and he did not want her sorrow to go unattended to.

      Looking up, his gaze was met by his sister’s questioning stare. She gestured for him to come to Senka’s aid. With a quick shake of his head, he dismissed her request and returned the gesture. Narrowing her eyes, Andria looked as if she wanted to rip his head off. Thankfully though, she moved in behind Senka and wrapped her arms around her shoulders. Whispering a few calming words into her ear, she eased her carefully back into her chair.

      Feeling somewhat comforted that Senka was receiving the attention she obviously needed, Duncan turned his attention back to Bruce. “How long has all this been going on?”

      “The girls being smuggled in? Probably a couple of months now… at least that was about when the rumors started spreading through town.”

      “And no one has done a damn thing to stop it?” Furious that this type of activity could take place in his country, Duncan stood and slammed his hand on the thick wooden table. “Seriously, it’s one thing to turn a blind eye to the extortion and smuggling. But selling girls… in Zerdanda! That in itself should have the entire town up in arms.”

      “Well, if the rumors are true, then this goes on well up above Vincent.” Bruce said sadly. “It seems he just happens to be the one in charge of getting them through the border.”

      “And he doesn’t use traders to bring in the girls across, he uses bounty hunters...” Andria added, as she eyed him.

      “Bounty hunters who have no issues with killing women…” Collapsing back into his chair, Duncan shook his head. “That explains why the alpha let me pass through the border after he scented Senka.” Now with the attention of the entire table on him, including a very tearful Senka, Duncan explained. “When I was stopped in the forest by the Patrols, I told the alpha I was a bounty hunter who also hunted women. It was my way of trying to explain why Senka’s scent was on me. The wolf looked like he wanted to rip my head off but instead he let me go, saying he had orders that forbid him from doing so.”

      “That’s why the intensity between you two suddenly spiked, yet nothing happened.” Senka said, wiping her tears on the back of her hand.

      Turning his attention to Senka, Duncan nodded sadly. “I hated even saying that. Killing a woman or a child is the one thing I would never do.”

      “Well it probably didn’t help that you still look like one of Vincent’s men.” Andria looked over to Bruce who seconded her opinion. “I mean you are my brother and I love you Duncan. But when we saw you in the yard, tightly clutching Senka, and her dressed in those tattered clothes… well we automatically assumed you were another one of his thugs coming to deliver a girl.”

      Though he should probably have been offended by her words, he wasn’t. He knew how others perceived him, had his whole life. There was just something about him that made everyone uncomfortable, everyone except Senka that is. His size didn’t intimidate her, nor did his Alpha power. She stood before him and saw herself as his equal in every way. Not even the day he had yelled at her in his shop, did she flee because she feared him, she fled because he had wounded her pride.

      But Senka was the rare exception. Very few people in his life had ever dared to get close to see past his hardened exterior and see the crumbling man hidden within. Even the majority of his youth was spent fighting off members of Vincent’s gang who felt challenged by his size and strength. And no matter how many came for him, Duncan never backed down, it just wasn’t in his nature. And it was this tenacity and resilience that had earned him a visit with the boss man himself. Impressed by the rumors spreading through his ranks, Vincent offered him a position in his gang. In exchange, Vincent promised him his family and their land would be forever off limits to the threats and harassment they were inflicting on so many others.

      Suddenly Duncan was struck with an idea. “Is Vincent’s office still on the top floor of Lobos?”

      “What is a Lobos?” Senka asked, staring between them.

      “A local night club and bar where all Vincent’s thugs and bounty hunters go to hang out.” Andria replied to Senka’s question, before addressing Duncan again. “And yes, as far as I know.”

      “Do you still have some of my old clothes here?”

      “Yes.” Andria narrowed her gaze, staring rather suspiciously at him, “Why, what are you planning to do?”

      “Nothing much, just figured I’d go out for a drink tonight to celebrate my homecoming.”

      “Have you lost your mind?!” Eyes stretched wide, Andria shook her head vehemently. “He’ll kill you the minute he lays eyes on you? Or have you forgotten you never finished the last job he sent you to do?”

      No, he definitely hadn’t forgotten that. How could he, when it was that last assignment that changed his life forever. The one that made him decide once and for all that he couldn’t be that man anymore. “I never took payment for that job, so he can’t hold that over me.”

      “You really don’t believe that do you?” Andria huffed. “Cause if you do, then you are a bigger fool than I took you for.”

      “I know how it sounds.” Duncan argued. “But think about it. Lobos is where Vincent keeps all his most valuable merchandise because no one would dare rob a place packed full of contract killers and thugs. For the same reason, he also uses it as his base for operations for the ‘business negotiations’ that could get a little hairy. So my guess is that’s probably where he is keeping the girls and also where he intends to hold the auction to sell them.”

      “Exactly! All the more reason for you not to go!” Andria argued, “You would be walking into a death trap Duncan!”

      “Not if they still think I am one of them.” He responded, as three sets of eyes stared back at him as if he had lost his mind. “Listen, I know it’s risky. But Lobos is a fortress, with multiple levels of security and only one way in or out. Which means the only way we are going to get inside that building is if they let us in.”

      “Say in the off chance you are right and they let you in. What about Senka? They aren’t going to just let her stroll through the front door, and that’s even if you managed to make it that far without being caught.”

      Casting his gaze toward Senka he sighed. He knew what her answer would be before he even asked the question. Still he had to try. “I don’t suppose you would stay here and let me do this on my own?”

      Shaking her head, Senka confirmed what he already knew. “I am going with you. There is no way I am letting you risk your life to save my sister while I sit here in your sister’s house all nice and cozy.”

      “Senka would you please listen to reason, just this once? You have no idea how dangerous it is inside that place, especially for a woman.”

      “Too dangerous for a woman!” she scoffed. “The only thing dangerous in that place is going to be this woman if they so much as hurt one hair on my sister’s head. Now like I said, I am going to go with you and that’s that.”

      “Why do you have to be so damn stubborn?”

      “Why do you have to be such an asshole?”

      Balling his fists, Duncan leapt to his feet, causing all the others at the table to do the same. “I’m the one being an asshole? All I am trying to do is protect you!” he yelled, slamming his fist down on the table.

      Barely restraining the urge to leap over the table and tie her hard headed ass to the chair, he watched out of the corner of his eye as Bruce slowly edged his way closer to him. Andria, also fearing for Senka’s safety, placed herself in front of her. But unlike his sister, Senka didn’t fear him, she never had. Gently pushing her way around Andria, she stood before Duncan and faced him and all his wrath.

      “You’re not my guardian Duncan, and I don’t need or want your protection.”

      Her words, spoken so coldly, caught him completely off guard. Staring into her calm amber eyes he could tell she meant every word she said, and to be honest, it hurt. “Fine, you think you are tough enough to handle a room full of bounty hunters, then far be it for me to stop you.” Leaning forward a little more, he fixed her with his pointed glare. “Be ready to leave in two hours or I’m leaving you behind.”

      “I will see you then.”

      Shooting him a glare, Senka pushed away from the table and stormed outside. Andria rose and followed her, but not before making her own displeasure very apparent. They were only outside a few minutes before the sound of arrows hitting a target could be heard through the open window in the kitchen.

      “That’s quite an impressive young lady. Kind of reminds me of your sister at that age.” Bruce commented, staring out the window. “Care for a piece of advice?”

      Cringing as arrow after arrow hit the target in rapid succession, Duncan shrugged. “Sure, it can’t hurt.”

      “Choose your battles wisely. Because while a strong willed woman can be a true gift to the man who chooses to respect and support her.” Popping a fresh toothpick into his mouth, Bruce fixed him with a pointed glared. “She can be the worst nightmare to the man who seeks to suppress and control her. And I can promise you Duncan, you don’t won’t to make an enemy of that girl.”

      Sighing Duncan peered toward the doorway, “I’m afraid I already have.”
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      Storming out of the house, Senka snatched up her bow and arrow propped by the door and headed across the yard toward the target she had spotted earlier when exploring with Gidgit. Taking position about fifty yards away, she lined up her arrow and released. The arrow flew straight and true, piercing the target dead in the center.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      She had heard Andria following her out of the house, but had hoped she would stay on the porch and leave her in peace. Apparently Andria had other plans. With her own bow in hand, the matronly lady took up position next to her. “May I?”

      Not really desiring company, but also not wanting to be rude to the woman who had been nothing but kind to her, Senka shrugged. She then watched as Andria raised her bow and loosed an arrow, which landed only millimeters away from her own. Seeming satisfied with her hit, Andria smiled and lowered her bow. “Would you like to talk about it?”

      Keeping her eye on the target, Senka knocked another arrow. “About what?”

      “About what happened between you and my brother upstairs.”

      Her words caught Senka completely off guard causing her to miss the center circle by several inches. “I-I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “Really? So do you often go around calling people’s brothers idiots for no reason?” Releasing her own arrow, Andria once again hit the bullseye. “Not that I disagree mind you. I was just curious as to why you thought he was one.”

      “I never called Duncan an idiot. Why would you think…” Slapping her hand to her forehead, Senka groaned. “Damn Shifter hearing.”

      Seeing Andria’s brows arch, Senka slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh shit, Andria. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. It’s just, these last few days have been so trying, between the constant worry about my sister and Duncan’s strange behavior. Not to mention him kissing me…” Gasping, Senka’s eyes stretched wide, “Oh shit… please tell me you didn’t hear that too?”

      Based upon the matronly lady’s expression, Senka had to assume she had. Flushing, she watched as Andria scrunched her mouth. She studied her closely for several moments before releasing a frustrated sigh. “How old are you Senka?”

      “Twenty-six.” She answered, biting her lip nervously.

      “By the stars. You’re just a child.” Running a hand down her face, Andria shook her head. “Listen Senka, your personal business is your own, as is my brothers. So I don’t want you to take what I am about to say personally. But I think once you have your sister back, you should get as far away from my brother as you can.”

      “Excuse me?” her voice clipped, Senka turned to face Andria head on.

      Raising her hands in a defensive gesture, Andria attempted to explain herself. “Like I said, I’m not trying to offend you. I actually like you, and if things were different this might work. It’s just…”

      Lowering her gaze, Andria hesitated, seeming to search for the right words to explain herself. “Well, you don’t know my brother as well as you think you do and I worry he may be pursuing you for the wrong reasons.”

      “Like what kind of reasons?”

      “That is my brother’s place to tell you, not mine.” Andria sighed. “It’s just… you’re such a sweet girl, and I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      Unsure of what to make of this conversation, Senka turned back to the target and raised her bow. “It doesn’t matter. We’re just friends, nothing more.” Without waiting for her response, Senka knocked and loosed multiple arrows in rapid succession. Beside her Andria watched silently. A couple of times it looked as if she wanted to say something, but after about the fifth arrow, she turned and headed back to the house.

      Frustrated and upset, Senka continued to fire relentlessly as her mind churned with the culmination of the day’s events. From anxiously watching Duncan negotiate with a snarling pack of wolves, to the horror of seeing him being shot with an arrow, and finally the confusing aftermath of them having sex together, Senka was both mentally and physically exhausted.

      Firing her last arrow, Senka exhaled and threw the bow over her shoulder. She was so close to getting her sister back, all she had to do was travel with Duncan to the Horde’s hideout, kick this Vincent’s ass, and take her sister home. Problem was, her and Duncan’s friendship had been put to the test since this whole journey began and with what just happened driving a deeper wedge between them, she honestly had no idea where they stood. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, she now had his sister warning her to stay away from him because she ‘didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.’

      What the hell did that even mean?

      Kicking a nearby tree, Senka grunted in frustration. It hurt but surprisingly the pain provided a much needed distraction from all the other issues she was being forced to deal with. A punch followed the kick, followed by another, followed by another, and before she knew it, she was manically whaling on the defenseless pine with everything she had. She continued punching and kicking the rough bark until her hands bled and her legs hurt, only then, when she had nothing left in her to give, and her body had gone numb to the pain, did she collapse to the ground and cry again.
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* * *

      After sitting under a tree crying for over a half an hour, Senka finally rose to her feet and dusted off her pants. Having no desire to face Duncan or anyone else in the house for that matter, she searched around outside for something to use to clean up with and eventually found a water pump near the back of the property.

      Though the frigid water hurt like hell, she managed to get the majority of the dirt and debris out of her knuckles before wrapping them in a piece of cloth she ripped from her tattered shirt. Sort of ashamed at having thrown what she would consider a childish tantrum, and not in the mood to hear one of Duncan’s lectures, she pulled on a pair of gloves from out of her bag.

      “I need you to put this on.”

      Peaking over her shoulder, she spotted Duncan standing behind her dressed in form hugging black dress pants and a black shirt which he only had buttoned up half way. Hating the way her body immediately responded to his presence she groaned internally. This was going to be more difficult than she thought.

      “What’s that for?” she asked, finally noticing the smaller black button up shirt in his hand.

      “To mask your scent.” Handing her the shirt, he moved around her and faced the city. “It belongs to Peter. It was either that or one of Andria’s dresses, and we both know how you feel about those.”

      Choosing to ignore his jab, she stripped off her equipment and put on the shirt over her tank. Surprised at how well it fit, she then slid all her equipment back in place, and joined Duncan at his side as he stared across the field at the thousands of multicolor lights shining in the distance.

      “You ready?”

      “Whenever you are.”

      With nothing else to be said, the pair of them made their way toward the city.

      “Where do they get all that power,” she asked, unable to curb her curiosity any longer. “I have traveled all over and seen many cities, but never one with as many lights and in so many colors as this one.”

      Without so much a glance in her general direction, Duncan continued his silent stroll beside her, showing no intentions of answering or even acknowledging the fact she asked a question. After a several more minutes of being ignored, Senka had just about given up hope of an answer when Duncan finally spoke.

      “It’s powered by a mixture of solar power, like we have in the camp, water power, and a little magic.”

      “Magic? Like the Caster kind?”

      “Yes, along with a bit of Elemental magic.” Gesturing to a massive tower on the furthest edge of town Duncan continued. “Since Zerdanda is blessed with an abundance of fresh water rivers, lakes, and water falls, our queen, Lady Kirsten who happens to be close friends with both the leader of the Casters and the Elemental king, enlisted their aid to create multiple waterfall towers, like that one. They are stationed throughout the country to power all of the major cities like Rio and most of the smaller towns and communities as well.”

      “Waterfall towers.” Senka said lowly, staring up at the massive complex. “My dad told me about these. Using magic, they continuously cycle water inside, which turn the turbines, and generate electricity.”

      Duncan looked down at her with an arched brow, looking somewhat impressed.

      “What, my dad did more than teach me to hunt and kill.” She huffed. “Of course it was because he believed a hunter should always be smarter than their prey… so maybe not the most nurturing reason, but still at least he tried.”

      “Your dad sounds like a smart man.”

      Now only less than a mile away from the city, Duncan stopped and turned to her. “Before we go any further I need to ask you a very important question and I need you to answer me truthfully.”

      “Ummm-ok.”

      “Can you make yourself invisible?”

      Stunned by his knowledge of one of her people’s most tightly guarded secrets, she frowned. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “Because I have met a few others of your kind with that unique ability, and to be honest, it would come in real handy right now.”

      Biting her lip, she thought long and hard about how she wanted to answer that question. Torn between her loyalty to her family and people, and her desire to get her sister back, Senka remained silent as she went through a mental list of pros and cons of betraying her people’s trust. Finally coming to her decision, she turned to Duncan and nodded. “I can, but there has to be enough darkness to wrap myself in. Which means just popping open my umbrella won’t do the job.”

      “Then this just might work.” Duncan mumbled more to himself than to her. “So here is what we are going to do. I’ll walk the streets, making my presence known. Eventually one of Vincent’s thugs is going to show up and I’ll get them to take me back to the Lobos. Make yourself invisible and follow me inside. I’m going to try and convince Vincent I’m here to buy the girls and ask that he show them to me. Once he does, you break them out and flash them back to the outpost and wait for me there. Do you understand?”

      “Ok, but is it dark enough inside the bar for me to hold a veil?”

      “A what?”

      “A veil… you know, become invisible.”

      “Oh. Yeah it should be, the main floor where you go in is the night club. So it is always dark down there. However if we have to travel to any of the upper floors, it could go either way.” Pausing, Duncan adjusted the cuffs of his shirt and slicked back his hair. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked, turning his attention back down to her.

      “Never been more sure in my life.” She answered confidently.

      “Then let’s go get your sister back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 1]
        

      

      Just as he suspected, it took Duncan less than an hour of walking the streets of Rio before one of Vincent’s spies spotted him. Well technically, Duncan spotted him first, several feet ahead. Him and two other guys, both easily a head taller than the skinny red-headed punk, had this older shop keeper pinned against the wall gathering their “protection” money from him. Standing back, he watched the older man fork over the requested amount of money. Foolishly assuming the men would let the shop keeper go now that they had collected their dues, Duncan became infuriated when the three of them began whaling on the old man, while person after person walked by as if what was happening was the most ordinary thing in the world.

      Fed up, Duncan was on top of them in three long strides. Grabbing ahold of the first guy, he slammed him against the brick wall, hitting his head hard enough to knock him unconscious. Seeing his buddy fall to the ground in a lifeless lump, the other thick necked goon let go of the old man and lunged for him. He too was quickly dispatched of with a well-aimed punch to the gut, followed by another to his right check. All alone with no goons to protect him, Shrimpy backed away glaring at Duncan.

      “You’ve made a big mistake old-man.” He snarled, as a creepy smile spread across his face. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

      “I don’t really give a fuck who you are Shrimpy.” Duncan responded accentuating the nick name.  “Now scurry back down into whatever crevice you crawled out of and get the hell out of my face.”

      Turning several shades of red, Duncan feared for a minute the kid’s head was going to explode. “You’ll be sorry you said that when I get back. You just wait and see.”

      “I’ll be counting the minutes.”

      Chuckling as the kid scurried away like the rat he was, Duncan then turned his attention to the old man. Reaching out to help him up off the ground, Duncan’s heart sank when the elderly man cowered away from him.

      “I-I d-don’t have any more money, they took it all.” he stammered, covering his head with his hands.

      “I don’t want your money sir. Now come on, let’s get you inside.” With his arm still extended, he waited patiently as the old man slowly uncovered his face and stared up at him through his badly swollen eye. “I’m serious, I mean you no harm.”

      Looking quite confused, the old man reluctantly took his hand and allowed him to pull him back to his feet. Upon getting a better look at him, Duncan recognized the store owner as a man named Winston. Unfortunately, he knew Winston because his shop was one of the many he had been assigned to round on back in his days working for Vincent. Thankfully Winston didn’t seem to recognize him. Thinking it was probably best to get him off the street and inside the store, before he did realize who he was dealing with, Duncan led him carefully through the door. Once inside the small convenience store, he helped him get settled in a chair beside the counter and turned to leave.

      “They told us they killed you, you know.”

      Stunned, Duncan glanced behind him. “Excuse me?”

      “I didn’t believe them though. I knew there was no way they could have done it. Half of them were as afraid of you as the common folk were and the other half didn’t possess the skill set to do it.” Tapping under his eyes, Winston answered his unspoken question, “You may have changed your looks some over the years, but there is one thing you can never change.”

      “I suppose not.”

      Having no desire to travel down memory lane with one of his former victims, Duncan turned toward the door. “Good day to you Winston.”

      “Can I ask why you came back?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s only temporary.” Hesitating, Duncan turned back to face the old man. Recalling Winston’s shop was a frequent stop for many of the Horde’s flunkies, he wondered if Winston had heard any information about the kidnapped girls. “Actually, maybe you can help me. I’m looking for a couple of girls.”

      “Girls?”

      “Yes, rumor has it Vincent has smuggled some foreign girls across the border and I want to know where they might be.”

      A strange look came over Winston. “I don’t know anything about any girls.”

      “You sure about that? You haven’t heard any of his men mention them while they were in here? Maybe talking about an auction of some kind?”

      Winston sat quietly, staring daggers across the room at him. Realizing, he wasn’t going to get any information from the contrary old man, either because he didn’t want to share or he was too afraid to, Duncan gave up and headed toward the door. He only made it a few steps before Senka appeared only inches in front of him. “Senka?”

      “Move!”

      Pushing past him, she lunged forward and tackled a blade wielding Winston to the floor. “Let it go!” she shouted pinning the old man’s armed hand above his head. “Now!”

      Winston, looking every bit as stunned as he was, released the blade, which Senka swiftly knocked out of his reach. “W-who are you?”

      “His bodyguard.” She responded without missing a beat. “Now do you want to explain why you were about to stab my friend in the back after he just saved your scrawny hide?”

      “Your friend?” Blinking rapidly, the old man narrowed his gaze as he stared into her glowing amber eyes.  “But you’re not a Shifter.”

      “Really?” Senka gasped, staring wide eyed at Duncan. “Oh my stars! We aren’t the same age or gender either!” she exclaimed, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Duncan, it seems we have a smart one on our hands here.”

      “That’s enough Senka.”

      Rolling her eyes, Senka rose to her feet and watched as Duncan reached down and pulled the gangly old man to his feet. Holding him so close their noses nearly touched, he glowered at Winston. “Explain.”

      “I just wanted to take one of you sick bastards out before I die.” Winston spat. “At least that might have helped ease some of the shame and guilt that burdens my soul over not being able to save my daughter.”

      “Your daughter?” Duncan frowned, “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play ignorant with me, I know you are one of them.”

      “One of who?” Senka asked, moving beside Duncan.

      “One of those filthy bastards who come here to buy those poor girls.”

      Taken aback, Duncan nearly dropped Winston. “I’m not here to buy girls, I’m here to help her rescue her sister.”

      Frowning in disbelief, Winston turned to Senka for confirmation as Duncan eased him back down to the floor.

      “He’s telling the truth. Now do you know where they are?”

      Ignoring her completely, Winston continued to stare openly at Duncan. “You’re really going to do that? Get her sister back?”

      “I am.”

      Eyes stretched wide, the old man fell to his knees faster than either of them could react. “Please, can you get my daughter back as well? I don’t have money, or anything of value, but I’ll be forever indentured to you or your sister, whatever you want me to do I’ll do it if you will bring her back to me.”

      Stunned by his sudden mood change, it took Duncan a moment to process what he was asking. “Wait… Are you telling me Vincent is selling Shifter girls as well as the foreigners?”

      Winston nodded frantically. “Yes, that’s how this all began. He started taking girls from families who couldn’t afford to pay off their debts. At first he kept the girls, forcing them to work as servants and entertainers in his clubs. But then, when he had more girls than he knew what to do with, he began holding these auctions.”

      “But I thought Shifter males were instinctively protective of Shifter females.” Senka interrupted.

      “We all have the instinct; just in some it’s stronger than in others.” Duncan said lowly.

      “And he doesn’t sell the Shifter girls to Shifter’s, he sells them to men from other countries who he smuggles across the border twice a month. Actually, now that I think of it, he doesn’t sell any of the girls to the men of their own race.”

      “Of course he doesn’t.” Duncan growled. “That way he can assure his clients and the girls won’t run away.”

      “Exactly.” Winston nodded. “Once they cross the border into the buyer’s homeland, not only are the girls in a land they have no idea how to navigate, but if they try to escape they risk being arrested for trespassing.”

      “When was your daughter taken mister?” Senka asked, pulling his attention back to her.

      “Last week. Chet and those thugs you just knocked out came to collect. I didn’t have enough money so they-they took away my daughter.” Breaking down into a sobbing mess, the old man struggled to continue. “R-rumor is her and the g-girls they just brought in are going to be put up for auction the end of the week.”

      “That’s tomorrow night!” Looking as if she was about to panic, Senka turned to Duncan. “Duncan, we have to find Chloe. Once they leave with her, there will be no way to track her down.”

      “We will.” He consoled her before addressing Winston again. “How is it Lady Kirsten and her men haven’t’ done anything about this?”

      “The queen and her army have no idea what is happening. Vincent has all the local patrols in his pocket so they aren’t going to tell them, and the few people who did try to go behind their back to contact someone outside, were found disemboweled in the forest. Besides, Lady Kirsten is out of the country attending the trial of the White Queen in Lanoria, and has been for several weeks.”

      They had received news of this trial back at the Northern Camp. Supposedly the Elemental King was slightly upset that the Vanterian Queen had shoved a knife in his chest while he slept. It seemed that finally, after hunting for her for over fifty years, Lord Mallok had finally found his elusive Queen and in seeking justice, convened the Council to hold her trial.

      “What if she could be reached while she was in Lanoria?” Senka asked. “They wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop you there.”

      Scratching his beard, Duncan considered her suggestion. “Yes, but currently we don’t have the time. Even if you flashed there, I hear the Lanorian castle is on complete lockdown. No one but certain staff are allowed in or out. And, if by chance you could find her to tell her, it would take Lady Kirsten days to get here… unless you’re up to flashing her and her brigade back with you.”

      “Stars no.” Senka huffed. “They could travel here on foot faster than I could manage that. Longer still if the males are as big as your large ass.”

      Behind him Winston choked on a laugh. “I like her.”

      “Yeah, she’s a real charmer.” Duncan huffed. He was about to ask Winston if he knew anything else that could help when the sound of multiple heavy footsteps heading their direction caught his attention. “Shit, they’re coming.” Rapidly scanning the store around them and not finding an exit, he immediately panicked. “Winston, is there another way out of here?”

      Winston hesitated a moment, likely pondering the rationality of revealing that particular piece of information. “Umm, yes. A back door behind the book shelf in my apartment.”

      “Take Senka and the two of you get out of here.” He demanded, moving toward the front door to hold them off. “Oh, and Senka.”

      “Yes.”

      “From this point forward, stay out of sight. No matter what you see or hear, don’t reveal yourself to anyone, do you understand.”

      Biting her lip, he was certain he was going to have to argue with her but to his utter disbelief, she nodded then disappeared into the apartment with Winston.

      Once he was certain they were safe from harm’s way, Duncan stepped through the door and spotted Chet and four more goons heading his way. “There he is.” Chet shouted. Wearing a maniacal smile, he raised his hand and pointed in Duncan’s direction. “That’s the fool who stole Vincent’s money.”

      Duncan arched a brow. “Did I now?”

      Of the four muscled up thugs Chet brought with him, Duncan recognized one in particular right away. The dark-haired man, walked close to the head of the pack, dressed in jeans and a sleeveless shirt, he deliberately displayed an insane amount of the hash marks similar to Ignacio’s.

      Knowing he had just found his way into Lobos, Duncan grinned and greeted his welcoming party. “Awww, Shrimpy. You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble for me.”

      Ignoring his jab, each of the four goons took up position to form a tight circle around him. “Bet you don’t feel so tough now, do you?” Chet taunted, safely tucked behind his wall of muscle.

      “Maybe not, but I still look a hell of a lot tougher than you do hiding over there Shrimpy.” Grinning, Duncan watched Chet clench his fists at his side though he remained where he stood.

      “I see we got us a funny guy boys,” huffed a bald headed goon as he repeatedly punched his fist into the open palm of the opposite hand. “Well let’s see how funny you are when we kick your old ass.”

      “That the best you got?” Duncan crossed his arms over his chest. “Vincent must be desperate if he has resorted to hiring common street thugs to do his dirty work. You know, back in the day, having some intelligence actually used to be a job requirement.”

      “Why you cocky son of a…” Pulling back his fist, Baldy prepared to take a swing at him, when, just as he had hoped, the dark-haired man intervened.

      “Hold up Asa.”

      “But boss…”

      A sharp look from the dark haired brute was all it took to silence Asa’s protest. With his goon back under control, the leader moved into the circle and stopped less than a foot away from Duncan. Raising his gaze to meet the cold blue stare of the other man, Duncan arched his eye brow and grinned.

      “You have got to be shittin’ me. Butcher? Is that really you underneath that beard?”

      Hating the sound of his old nickname, Duncan struggled not to cringe as he greeted his old friend. “How’s it going Hatchet?”

      “A hell of a lot better now.” Hatchet laughed, pulling Duncan into an embrace. “Damn man, Vincent has been looking everywhere for you. Where the fuck have you been? No, wait, don’t tell me. Let’s head back to Lobos and you can tell me all about it over a beer.”

      Ignoring the stunned expressions of the other men, Hatchet draped one arm over his shoulder, and led him out of the circle.

      “What the hell are you doing? I brought your sorry ass here to beat the fuck out of him, not ask him out on a date.” Chet yelled as they breezed past him.

      Stopping mid-step, Hatchet ran his tongue across his teeth. “Pardon me a moment will ya?”

      “Of course.”

      In three long strides, Hatchet was back standing over Chet. “Now listen here you lying piece of shit. Do you have any idea who that man is?” Looking as if he was about to piss his pants any minute, Chet swallowed hard and shook his head. “That is Duncan Kane, aka The Butcher. You know, the assassin/hitman/bounty hunter Vincent has been trying to find for the last twenty years?”

      “H-he’s Duncan Kane?”

      “That’s right you little weasel.” Hatchet snapped, slapping him in the back of the head. “And I can’t wait to see your Uncle’s reaction when he finds out you accused his former right hand man of petty theft to cover your own ass.”

      Eyes bulging from their socket, Chet stared up at Hatchet. “Y-you got no proof I took anything…”

      “Don’t need proof, just finding out you failed to bring back all the money from your route for the third time in a month will be enough to get your Uncle to send you into the Cage.” With a cocky grin spread across his face, Hatchet turned and headed back to Duncan leaving a very pale Chet in his wake. Draping his arm back over his shoulder, he resumed leading Duncan in the direction of the bar. “Come my old friend, let’s go get wasted.”
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      From the roof of the convenience store, Senka watched as Duncan walked away with the man he called Hatchet. “Bastard son of a coyote.” Chet mumbled once they were out of ear shot. “Fucking Hatchet thinks he’s so tough, but I’ll show him. The day I take over the Horde his ass will be mine.” Making an obscene gesture with his hand, Chet attempted to turn and go the opposite direction but instead ran face first into his own wall of goons. “What the hell? Get out of my way you idiots,” he snapped. Rubbing his forehead he attempted to push his way through them without luck.

      “Sorry little man, boss said you need to speak with your Uncle.”

      Slipping their arms underneath Chet’s, Asa and a blond haired man scooped him up and proceeded to drag him backwards in the direction Duncan had disappeared. The third stayed behind to gather up his two fallen comrades Duncan had knocked out earlier.

      “Wait, no please. I’ll pay you. Just give me a few days, I’ll get the money. Please.” But his pleas fell on deaf ears.

      “What will happen to him?” Senka asked Winston, as together they watched them all disappear into the distance.

      “If he really has been skimming off his route, Vincent will kill him.”

      “But didn’t they say Vincent was his Uncle?”

      “That won’t help him, if anything that will make it worse. Vincent expects nothing short of undying devotion from his men, so the fact his own nephew was stealing from him will be seen as the ultimate betrayal.” Sighing, Winston gave one last look in the direction which they had left and rose to his feet. “Which means I’ll most likely have a brand new asshole to contend with on the next collection day.”

      Waiting until Winston descended the ladder to the ground, Senka flashed. She moved from roof to roof and managed to catch up with Duncan and Hatchet just a few blocks down the road.

      Having left behind the quiet streets of the market area, the pair strolled side by side through a bustling area that appeared to be a downtown clubbing district. Unlike the poorly lit market area where the normal citizens of Rio feared leaving their homes at night, this side of town was lit up brighter than Lanoria castle on Solstice Eve. Loud music pumped into the streets from the various clubs, while their bright neon signs beckoned the already highly intoxicated pedestrians to come inside and continue the poisoning of their bodies. Outside each of the clubs stood a doorman, many dressed in a black suit similar to the one Duncan was wearing. Like deadly sentries they watched over the security as they checked patrons for weapons and quickly dispensed of any fool who dared try to create trouble in their establishment.

      But even through the pulsating mass of people churning through the tightly packed streets, Hatchet and Duncan were a breeze to spot. Large and intimidating, they parted the late night crowd like a pair of wolves through sheep. Doing her best to avoid the obscene amount of lighting, Senka ducked into the shadow of a roof top bill board and watched as Hatchet and Duncan headed toward a six-story brick building in the center of all the chaos.

      “This must be the place.” Senka mumbled, staring nervously at a red snarling wolf’s head hanging above the door.

      The red neon sign lit the only visible entrance into the building which, unlike the other clubs on the strip and their steady flow of people coming in and out, was locked down tighter than a prison. Only select people were being allowed to go inside and the majority of them were men dressed in suits much like Duncan’s.

      “Geez, Duncan wasn’t joking about the security. This guy Vincent either has all his money locked up in this place, or he is one paranoid Shifter.”

      Doing a quick sweep of the area, Senka counted at least ten guards around the perimeter of the building, with another three stationed on the roof. Knowing she was going to have to get closer to him to tail him inside, Senka pulled the shirt tighter around her and cloaked herself in her veil. “Here’s hoping this works old man.”

      Flashing down to a dark alley near where he was about to pass, she waited until he walked by and slipped in behind him. With a quick tug on the back of his coat to let him know she was there, she nervously cast a glance up at Hatchet. To her relief, he showed no signs of detecting her scent. Celebrating that minor victory, she pressed herself tightly against Duncan’s back, and followed him as close as physically possible without actually climbing on top of him.

      Moving as if she was his shadow, Senka matched each of Duncan’s steps with one of her own until the pair came to a stop in front of Lobos. Luckily, unlike many of the other bars and clubs, the entrance to Lobos was dark, only being illuminated by the red neon of the wolf sign.

      “Hatchet.” The doorman greeted Duncan’s companion before turning his attention to Duncan. “And you are.”

      “He’s with me.” Hatchet spoke in his place. Narrowing his eyes at the doorman, who was easily a head taller and twice the width of him, Hatchet dared the man to object.

      “You know the rules, Hatchet. Vincent would kill me if I let you bring an outsider into his club.”

      Quicker than she could blink, Hatchet was in the doorman’s face with a blade pressed against his throat. “Or I could kill you now and save Vincent the time.”

      Within seconds, half of the ground floor guards had the two of them surrounded, all with weapons drawn. Swallowing hard, Senka pressed herself closer to Duncan’s back in a desperate attempt to keep from being bumped into.

      “Slit my throat if you have to Hatchet, it’ll be a hell of a lot more merciful than what Vincent will do to me if I let you bring a stranger inside.”

      A low growl rumbled from deep in Hatchet’s throat. Biting her lip, Senka watched as the bulky Shifter pressed the knife deeper into the larger man’s throat. Fearing she was about to witness a man die for no other reason than because he was doing his job, she held her breath to prevent herself from making a sound that might alert someone of her presence.

      All around them, the people in the streets were stopping to watch the events unfolding in front of Vincent’s exclusive club. Fearing the worst and becoming quite uncomfortable with the proximity of the guards, Senka was about to flash to the roof of a nearby building when suddenly a voice from inside the club caught her attention.

      “What the hell is going on out here?”

      Seconds later, a man with close cut brown hair and stunning green eyes appeared in the doorway. Every bit as tall as Duncan, he was dressed in a grey suit that hugged his lithe body in all the right places and stood with an air of confidence and control that demanded the attention of all those around him.

      Instantly the tension doubled as Hatchet, the only amongst them who didn’t seem intimidated by the cold stare of the tall stranger, huffed. “Just trying to come inside for a drink John, but this asshole wouldn’t let my friend in.”

      “No outsiders Hatchet, you know the rules. Vincent will have all our heads if we let you bring another one of your psychotic friends inside after what happened last time.” Straightening the lapels of his coat, the green eyed man turned to go back inside. “Now unless the pair of you would like to settle this dispute inside the Cage, I suggest you release my doorman, so he can resume preforming his duties.”

      “Maybe I can convince you to reconsider… Jinx?”

      At the mention of his nickname, Jinx turned and narrowed his eyes on Duncan. “No one has called me that for years.” Moving closer, he walked a wide circle around Duncan, eyeballing him from head to toe, “No one that is currently breathing anyway.”

      “Well I seem to be breathing just fine.”

      “Butcher?”

      “John.”

      The corner of John’s mouth lifted in a twisted grin. “You got a lot of nerve showing up here after all this time.”

      Duncan shrugged nonchalantly. From her crouched position at Duncan’s feet, Senka struggled to control her breathing as John closed the gap between them. “We thought you were dead. Killed by that bastard we sent you to take care of.” Crossing his arms over his chest, John regarded him angrily. “What happen? You pussy out?”

      Calmer than she had ever seen him, Duncan looked John square and the eye. “That matter is between me and Vincent, not some flunky doorman who couldn’t make the cut in the field.”

      “Why you son of a…”

      Before he could utter another word, Duncan was in John’s face with a knife pressed to his jugular. The quickness and suddenness of the move caught Senka off guard and left her stranded right in the middle of a group of very pissed off looking Shifters, all of whom were very heavily armed. Worried they were going to rush Duncan and trample her in the process, Senka flashed to the now abandoned entrance of the bar, less than a foot away from where Hatchet had propped himself up. Scowling at his smug expression, Senka turned her attention back to Duncan and prayed to the stars he knew what the hell he was doing.

      Seemingly oblivious to the overabundance of attention he had gathered, Duncan increased the pressure on the blade. “Your call.”

      With a glare that looked as if he was trying to incinerate Duncan with his eye balls, John clenched his fists at his side. For a moment, Senka thought for sure he was going to go for it, so she pulled her blade and prepared for the worst. Luckily, John was not as stupid as he looked and after brief consideration, he reluctantly conceded. “Fine, if you’re really dumb enough to come inside, I’ll take you, but only to see Vincent.”

      “What the hell do you think I am doing here?” Releasing John, Duncan twirled his blade and slid it back into the sheath beneath his jacket. “I damn sure didn’t come all this way to drink the crappy beer.”

      “Then you’re a bigger idiot than I thought.” John huffed. Straightening his jacket, he led the way toward the door.

      All around her, men relaxed and stowed their weapons. Confident the danger had passed, Senka tucked her own knife away and watched them one by one move back to their assigned posts. Next to her Hatchet pushed off the wall and headed inside ahead of the rest of them, leaving the doorway completely unguarded for a brief moment. Not one to waste an opportunity, Senka flashed through the abandoned opening and followed him, at a safe distance, down the narrow corridor.

      As they neared the end of the tight metal hall, the sounds of an obstreperous crowd rose to greet them. Curious as to what sort of vile entertainment could elicit such excited fervor from a group of hardened criminals and killers, Senka pursed her lips and pressed forward.

      Exiting the tunnel just a few feet behind Hatchet, Senka hesitated and took in the expansive room before her. Ornate steel tables and furniture, whose gleaming metal had been twisted and contorted into beautiful, yet haunting, shapes decorated every inch of the polished cement floor. Blood red walls, decorated with a multitude of archaic weapons and metal décor surrounded her, while iron chandeliers hung from exposed beams highlighted their glistening surfaces.

      But it was what was in the center of the open expanse, surrounded by a large crowd of screaming and cheering men, that she found the source of the commotion she heard in the hall. The Cage. The ominous words, carved into a metal plate hung high up on thick twisted bars, clear for all to see. With no obvious exit or entrance, the inside of the octagon shaped structure, was trimmed in long spikes.

      Trapped inside its cruel confines, two males faced off. Sweat and blood dripping from their bodies, the pair, who both appeared to be exhausted and near death, continued to whale and bludgeon one another, pushed on by the chanting of the crowd. Taking note of the blocking bands encircling both their necks to prevent from shifting, Senka furrowed her brow at the hash marks on both men’s arms. Ignacio.

      Was this how he got his marks? Fighting in a cage like this one. The thought saddened her immensely as she continued to watch with each passing second as the men grew weaker. At the rate they were going, neither of them would be able to make it much longer. Suddenly, as if reading her mind, one of the men made one last charge at the other. Slamming full force into the weaker man’s body, he pushed him back and slammed him into the bars behind him, impaling him on one of the spikes. The crowd rose into a boisterous roar as the man fell to the floor, a lifeless corpse. Curling her lip up at the barbaric scene, Senka turned her attention to the bar behind her.

      The gorgeous dark wood structure stretched the entire length of the right wall. It’s high polished surface shined in the overall darkness of the club and was accentuated by the series of cathedral pendant lights that hung several feet apart over its smooth surface. Behind the bar, four thick columns constructed of the same heavy wood, supported immaculately organized glass shelves and proudly showcased one of the largest selections of alcohol Senka had ever laid eyes on. Gaping at the wide variety of colored bottles, she counted a dozen or more brews that she knew off hand were either banned or illegal within the borders of the Council’s territory.

      Man, I always wanted to try that. She mused fixing her gaze on a bright pink bottle labeled Siren’s Kiss. Rumor had it, one drink of that stuff and a woman could have even the most brutish of men on his knees begging to lick the dirt from her shoes. Smirking to herself, she considered flashing behind the bar and snatching the bottle when voices from behind her snagged her attention.

      “Vincent is upstairs in his private booth, follow me this way.”

      John’s voice, sounding much closer than she felt comfortable with, snapped Senka back to reality. Needing to get out of the way before they bumped into her, but also not able to advance into the crowd without being trampled by the men clambering over one another to watch the winner be marked, Senka turned her attention to the ceiling. Exposed steel beams ran the entire length of the room where it appeared someone had removed the second floor.

      With no other visible options, she flashed onto the narrow width of the closest one, and tracked John and Duncan’s movements through the packed room. Heading toward a spiral staircase in the furthest corner of the room, they wound their way up the decorative metal staircase to a wide platform above. There a small group of men sat in high backed leather chairs, smoking cigars.

      Too far away to make out what they were saying over the deafening volume of the crowd below, Senka flashed across the beams and perched on the one nearest to the platform. From there she watched as Duncan and the others approached, while listening to the five men chat about another fight that had apparently taken place earlier that evening.

      “I’m tellin’ you it can’t be done.” A rotund man sporting thick framed glasses argued. Having removed his coat, he reached into the pocket of his button-up shirt and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe away the sweat beading on his brow. “There ain’t a man out there that can beat Josiah. That man is a beast the likes I ain’t ever seen.”

      Next to him, a dark skinned man with pointy ears and waist long white dreads nodded his head. “I agree. Given Josiah’s record, you would have to be a fool not to bet on him winning.”

      He’s Fae. Watching as the man inhaled deeply on his cigar, Senka struggled to suppress her rage as she took in the group a little more closely. Two of the men wore gloves on their hands, despite being indoors and it being hotter than hell inside this bar, making her certain they were both Seers. The fourth didn’t exhibit any distinctive features that would reveal his race, though it was more than clear by his smaller stature he wasn’t a Shifter. These assholes are the buyers.

      “I still haven’t figured out where you keep drumming up these idiots that get in the ring with him.” One of the Seers joined in.

      “I can be persuasive.”

      Swirling the amber liquid in his glass, the man sitting in the center of the group regarded the others with a wicked grin. Dressed in a solid black suit with a red tie, he had shoulder length ash blond hair and a pair of the most piercing blue eyes she had ever seen. Power and confidence wafted off his cold demeanor, leaving no doubt to anyone who neared him that he was in charge.

      That has to be Vincent. She thought, watching him as Duncan, John, and Hatchet closed the distance.

      As they neared, Vincent’s icy gaze fell upon the trio with an irritated sneer. Stopping before him, John bowed slightly at the waist as he began to address the group. “Boss. Sorry to disturb you and your guests but…”

      “You can go.”

      Mouth hanging open, John hesitated, appearing unsure if Vincent was addressing him. “Sir?”

      A barely discernable twitch of his eye signaled Vincent’s dwindling patience. Unfortunately, John, being the halfwit he was, didn’t pick up on his boss’s irritation and began speaking again. “Boss, I brought…”

      Narrowing his gaze, Vincent was about to speak when Duncan cut him off. “I believe he told you to get your ass out of here.” Duncan snapped. Pushing John to the side, he stepped in front of him. John, unsettled by the interruption, finally caught sight of the murderous glare in Vincent’s gaze and quickly retreated back down the stairs without another word.

      “Boss.” Standing tall before him, Duncan greeted Vincent with a slight nod of his head.

      Silence descended between them as Vincent continued to swirl his amber drink around inside his cup. After several minutes of nerve racking silence, Vincent lifted his cup to his mouth and tossed back the drink. Turning to the men sitting apprehensively next to him, he spoke. “Would you gentlemen mind giving me moment?”

      They didn’t have to be told twice. In choreographed unison, that would have been comical had the situation not been so serious, they leapt from their chairs and abandoned the platform, leaving Hatchet and Duncan alone with Vincent.

      “Have a seat.” Gesturing to the abandoned chairs, Vincent poured himself another drink.

      Without taking his eyes off Vincent, Duncan took a seat in a chair directly across from him. Soundlessly, Hatchet moved into position directly behind Duncan’s chair, giving Senka a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      Stars Duncan, I hope you know what you’re doing.

      True to his nature, Duncan held his cool and kept his expression emotionless. Not even when he reached out to take a glass from Vincent, did she notice even the faintest tremble of his hand or any other clue that might reveal how he felt sitting face to face with his former boss for the first time in twenty years. Instead, with a stoic demeanor that matched Vincent’s own, he downed the liquid, and raised his gaze to address him. “I can explain…”

      Raising his hand, Vincent cut him off. “You’re an Alpha now?”

      Duncan blinked several times, seeming surprised by the question. “I am.”

      “Do you have a pack?”

      “Yes, with the Northern Tribe a few days from the Zerdandan border.”

      “Hmmm. Let me make sure I understand this right.” Lifting a decanter from small coffee table next to him, Vincent poured some of the amber liquid into both his and Duncan’s glass. “I sent you to kill an assassin. But you chose instead to kill an Alpha, take his power, and start a pack of your own?” Raising his glass, Vincent saluted Duncan, “Must admit, I’m pleasantly surprised. I mean, I knew you liked the power, would have never taken you for the self-serving type who would kill someone just to become an Alpha.”

      “It wasn’t like that.” Duncan protested, shaking his head. “He was a rogue thief with no pack. I was hired to kill him, it just happened he was an Alpha.” Lifting his own cup to his lips, Duncan quickly downed the liquid, which must have burned, given the slight scowl that furrowed his brow. “As far as the pack goes, I came across the Northern tribe in my travels. Being as close to the Zerdandan border as they are, they had quite a large influx of Shifters over recent years and the current leader was having trouble keeping them in line. So when she found out I was not only an Alpha, but one with the skills necessary to control the rogues and their unruly behavior, she asked me to join them.”

      “Nice bed time story.” Vincent scoffed. “However, none of that changes the fact I sent you to do a job and you failed. Then you disappointed me again by not being man enough to face me and the consequences of your failure… and now I know why.” Pausing he opened an ornate gold box and pulled out a cigar. Biting off the end, he offered one to Duncan, who declined with a wave of his hand.

      “You sent me on a suicide mission, Vincent.” Duncan bit out, accentuating his name. “You sent me to kill a fucking ghost. A legend that many believe is immortal. Anyone who has ever been foolish enough to go after that man has either gone missing or wound up dead.” Narrowing his gaze, Duncan leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “But that was the entire point wasn’t it? To get rid of me?”

      Slamming his fist down on the table, Vincent shattered the glass in his hand into thousands of tiny pieces. “If I wanted you dead, you would be dead.”

      The sudden angry outburst caught Senka off guard, who startled and nearly toppled off the beam she was precariously perched on. After managing to regain her balance, she righted herself, but not before one of her smaller knives slipped free of its sheath. In horror she watched it topple end over end, before embedding itself into the floor next to the boot of a very unsavory looking Shifter. The bald man, with as many rolls on the back of his head as he had wrinkles in his forehead, bent over and jerked the steel blade lose from the boards. Knitting his eyebrows, he cast his gaze into the rafters above.

      Even though she knew he couldn’t see her, Senka held her breath and remained still. It wasn’t until he shrugged and tucked her blade into his pants pocket that she dared to breathe again.

      “Everyone is killable. And ’Marchand de Mort’ is no exception.” Vincent added, once he had calmed himself enough to speak again.

      Eyes stretched at the mention of her father’s assassin name, Senka turned wide eyed back to the interaction between Duncan and Vincent. “And despite what you believe, I didn’t send you after him to get rid of you. I sent you because you were the best.” Tilting his head, Vincent sucked in a large puff from the cigar as a smug grin spread across his face. “Do you know to this day you still hold the record for the most kills? And I doubt that will ever change, especially with Night Stalker numbers being as low as they are. Hell who am I kidding, they’re almost extinct.” He added with a chuckle.

      Senka. Couldn’t. Breathe.

      Feeling as if she were going to pass out, she lowered herself from her crouched position to sit straddling the beam. Her head shaking no, she stared at the only other person, besides her sister, she had ever allowed herself to get close to as he stared stoically back at Vincent. Please deny it, please, please deny it. She pleaded over and over again in her mind as she struggled to control the shaking of her hands.

      Running his tongue over his teeth, Duncan exhaled a large breath. “What can I say, even with all my experience, Marchand de Mort was more than I could take on.”

      Senka felt as if her heart had been ripped from her chest. Certain she was dying, she slapped a hand over her mouth to muffle the agonizing scream that threatened to rip free of her lungs.

      It’s not true, it can’t be true. Her heart argued with her mind, refusing to believe the words to be true. He just means he has a lot of experience hunting. That doesn’t mean is he is a Hunter. She tried to rationalize, desperately not wanting to believe the man she felt such a connection to, was one of the monsters who hunted down and murdered so many of her people.

      Even if you want to convince yourself of that lie, the voice in her head chastised, the man just confessed to trying to kill your father.

      “Shame.” Vincent sighed, pulling her pained expression back to them. Picking up the decanter and grabbing a new glass, he poured a little more of the amber liquid into both his and Duncan’s glass. “Can’t win them all right?”

      “I suppose not.” Unaware she was dying inside just a few feet away from him, Duncan tipped his glass back and downed the rest of the drink in one large gulp.

      “There was always one thing that bugged me though.” Vincent said after finishing off his drink.

      “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “For decades, I orchestrated the largest bounty hunter ring in the Council’s territory, without anyone ever finding out I was involved. Then one day I send you to kill Marchand de Mort…” Leaning back in his chair, Vincent narrowed his gaze on Duncan. “And loe and behold, everyone in the Council’s territory knows my name. Not only that, a bounty suddenly appears on my head courtesy of the very man I sent you to kill. Now as much as I would love to think this is all a coincidence, I’m sure you can see how suspicious that looks, especially when out of all the men I sent to kill ‘Marchand de Mort,’ you are the only one that still lives.”

      Faster than she could blink, Hatchet produced a garrote from the pocket of his pants and was over the back of Duncan’s chair. In a single fluid motion, he wrapped the thin metal wire around Duncan’s neck, then crossing the line in the back, pulled the device tight. Still reeling from the fact Duncan was a bounty hunter, Senka watched stunned as the same man that had laughed and chatted with Duncan like they were the best of friends only a few minutes prior, leaned back and pulled the thin wire tight.

      Duncan’s arms flew to his throat, fingers desperately clawing at the thin metal wire as his foot kicked out and knocked over the table. Across from them, Vincent continued casually talking as if a man weren’t being murdered before his eyes.

      “See, this is how I see it. I sent you to kill the assassin and you failed. Instead, he caught you and you struck a bargain for your life by offering up my name. Then you found the Alpha, killed him, and waited for the assassin to kill me so you could come back and take over my empire.” Inhaling and exhaling the smoke, Vincent filled the air with the aromatic scent. “Does that all sound about right?”

      Gasping and flailing, Duncan tried to argue, to deny the accusations, but it was no use. Instead, Senka was forced to watch as his face turned bright red and his lips began to turn blue. Torn between saving him and allowing due justice to take its course, she turned away, unable to watch any longer.

      He deserves this. She thought, trying to block out the sounds of his struggling. He killed them and he tried to kill my father. So many lives taken, and for what? Money?

      But as the sounds of Duncan’s struggling began to slow, little by little a glimmer of doubt began to creep into her mind. Am I really going to do this? She thought, turning back as his arms began to go slack. Am I really going to sit here and watch the man who has been nothing but kind and caring toward me die this way? Suddenly her mind was flooded with all the good times they had had together. Of days spent fishing and hunting. Of nights spent beneath the stars chatting about nothing in particular. Of all the times he had saved her ass by forcing her to think before she acted impulsively.

      You’re being a hypocrite, judging him for his sins, when your own hands are far from clean. Her voice of reason scolded.

      And she was right. Because truthfully, what right did she have to judge him when her list of victims was probably every bit as long as his. And she didn’t even want to touch on how many of those poor souls were Shifters.

      That thought was all it took to snap her into action. Jerking her knife from its sheath, she flashed behind Hatchet and buried her knife into his throat. He hit the ground like a ton of bricks and a pool of blood formed at her feet from the wound.

      Freed of the garrote, Duncan’s hands flew to his throat as he fell to his knees and sucked in a huge breath of air. Confident he would recover, Senka turned her attention to the pack of very angry Shifters, some in man form, some in animal form, heading up the stairs in their direction. Cursing, she pulled her bow off her back and took aim at the one closest to her, while out of the corner of her eye she watched as Vincent fled toward the opposite end of the platform.

      Coward.

      Maintaining her veil, she prepared to loose the first of her arrows when a bright light filled the entire bar blinding everyone inside. When she finally recovered her vision, Senka’s heart rate doubled as she realized her veil was gone. Stunned she turned her attention to where Vincent stood next to a series of switches with a cocky smirk on his face.

      “Shadow-less lights.” He commented, answering her unspoken question.

      She had barely begun processing that little piece of information when Duncan’s voice pulled her back to him. “Senka!” he shouted. “Stand down!” Positive she must have misunderstood him Senka turned her bow back to the men making their way toward her.

      “I said stand down!” Duncan yelled. Storming her direction he pushed the aim of her bow to the ground.

      “What the hell!?”

      Snatching her bow from his grasp, she glared up at him trying desperately to figure out what the hell he was doing. “Don’t waste your arrows, they are all wearing special garments that protect their torsos” he paused, gesturing to the thick vests all the non-animal guards were wearing. “You would have to hit them all in the head to bring them down and even still the others will keep closing in.” Placing himself between her and the incoming pack, he slid his coat off his shoulders, revealing a holster containing a pair of twelve inch blades.

      “Call them off Vincent.” Eyes locked on the incoming men, he pulled the blades free of their sheaths. “Damn it Vincent, I’m not after your empire, I came here to make a business deal with you.”

      “Lies.” He snarled, gesturing at her. “I sent you to kill a Night Stalker, and now you have returned with one to do your dirty work for you.”

      “Senka is not here to assassinate you. She’s here as my body guard.” If the situation hadn’t been so intense, Senka might’ve found amusement in his reuse of that alias. “I brought her for my protection… which obviously I needed. Now call off your men or I can personally guarantee not another one of your shipments will make it out of Zerdanda ever again.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      “Have you ever known me to bluff?” Duncan growled.

      Dropping into a low stance, he prepared to take on the men who now had them encircled. Discarding her bow to the floor, Senka freed her own knives from their sheaths.

      “My second in command is a rouge, with more marks decorating his skin than Hatchet over there. He knows the location of all your secret trails and routes, as well as the schedule of your regular deliveries. If I don’t return to him in next few days, he has been given orders to ransack and burn every shipment that dares pass down those trails.” Pausing, Duncan glanced over his shoulder at Vincent. “Now does that sound like a bluff to you?”

      Vincent narrowed his gaze on Duncan as he ran his hand over his clean-shaven chin. Silence descended over the room as he took a moment to consider his options. Time seemed to drag on forever, though only seconds had passed. Next thing Senka knew, Vincent turned his back on them and with a flick of his wrist issued the command that would seal their fate. “Kill them.”
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      At the issue of Vincent’s command, all hell broke loose as men and beasts rushed them. Cursing under his breath, Duncan blocked several attacks as he drove his knife into the chest of one man and the gut of another. Suddenly a large grey wolf made a leap for his neck, but before the beast could latch ahold of him, he landed a punch that set the animal flying over the rail into the bar below.

      Screams rose from the crowd and more chaos ensued. Praying he hadn’t harmed an innocent bystander, Duncan drove his blade deep into the thigh of the giant man charging his direction. Yelling out in pain, the man dropped to the ground crying like a baby. Duncan rolled his eyes, and took advantage of the moment of reprieve to check in on Senka and watched proudly as she sliced the throat of one wolf while simultaneously gouging another man in the eye.

      Together they continued to stab and slice both men and animals. However just when it looked as if they had overcome the worst of what Vincent had to offer, the sound of a large number of heavy steps slamming against metal pulled Duncan’s attention back to the staircase.

      “Shit.” Cursing, Duncan dodged a punch as more men exited the stairwell onto the platform. “Senka we’re outnumbered. Get your ass back onto the beams and get out of here! I’ll hold them off!”

      “Like hell!”

      “Senka, damn it, this isn’t the time to argue!” He snapped, while continuing to block and punch incoming attacks. “I am going to shift and you are going to get your ass out of here and that is final!”

      “I’ve got a better idea!” she yelled, as she ducked to avoid the fangs of the wolf lunging toward her neck. Momentarily clear of danger, she jerked one of her light weight throwing knives from her pants. “Hey Vincent!” she yelled as she sent the blade careening his direction.

      Vincent glanced back at the sound of his name being called and jumped out of the way just in time to avoid having a knife skewer him in the eye. Momentarily stunned by how close he had come to meeting his end, Vincent gaped at the silver handle of the blade, protruding from between the eyes of the wolf insignia painted on the wall. After taking a second to settle his nerves, he then turned and grinned smugly at Senka. “Sorry dear, you missed.”

      “I never miss.”

      With a cocky smirk, Senka tapped the spot just beneath her eye.

      Arching his brow, Vincent raised his hand to touch his cheek and became wide eyed when his hand came in contact with the warm stickiness of his own blood. In a panic he rushed across the room to a nearby mirror and stared at the red line that ran from his nose, almost all the way to his ear.

      “That knife hit exactly where I intended it. Now if you take that in consideration along with the fact that I sat next to you on that beam for nearly ten minutes and you never knew I was there…” Senka paused, watching as Vincent narrowed his eyes. “Not to mention the conversation I just overheard between the two of you, then you should count yourself lucky that I need you alive at the moment.” Senka began glaring at the men very cautiously closing in on her again. “Now I suggest you call off your men or I can personally guarantee the next blade I throw will not be hitting the wall.”

      Cold and calculating, Vincent pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to the wound on his face. Then to Duncan’s utter surprise, he motioned for his men to stand down.

      “You have a lot of balls little lady, a lot more than many of the buffoons currently working for me.” With the white cloth pressed to his cheek, Vincent slowly abled his way toward Senka. “So do tell, what exactly is it that you need from me that has graced me with this reprieve on my life?”

      “Senka, don’t…”

      “No, Duncan. We tried this your way already. Obviously that didn’t work.” She snapped, gesturing to the mayhem around them. Shifting her attention back to Vincent she continued. “You were right, Duncan was lying. He didn’t come here to make a deal with you. Nor did he bring me here for his protection.” Hearing Senka’s confession, Vincent’s cold blue stare fell on him with frightening intensity. “The truth is Duncan would have never returned here if it hadn’t been for me asking him to help me get my sister back.”

      “Your sister?”

      “Yes, my sister.” Senka bit out. “The one your men kidnapped from our camp.”

      Stopping only a few feet away from her, Vincent pursed his lips, “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Oh cut the bullshit.” Senka growled. Head held high, she faced down the much larger man with unwavering confidence. “Everyone knows you are trafficking girls, how the hell is it you think I found you?” Vincent scowled, clearly not happy with the knowledge his unsavory business was not as secretive as he thought. “I am standing here before you, my life and my sister’s life on the line, being brutally honest with you, the least you could do is return the favor.”

      “You are right.” His voice low, Vincent stepped closer to Senka. “Such honesty is a rarity these days. And I must admit, I find it quite refreshing coming from someone so beautiful.”

      “So you do have my sister.” Senka said hurriedly, ignoring the last part of what he said.

      “Unfortunately, no.” Vincent shrugged. “I haven’t seen any Night Stalker girls come through here. Actually you are the first Night Stalker I have seen in years.”

      “My sister isn’t a Night Stalker… she’s a Seer. And she would have just arrived here in the last week or so.”

      Duncan watched as Vincent’s lips curled in a knowing grin. “The pretty blonde with the gorgeous eyes.”

      “Yes.” Senka snapped. “And I want to strike a deal to get her, the Elemental girl from our camp, and Winston’s daughter returned to us.”

      Vincent’s eye brows shot to his hair line. “That’s a hefty demand for a girl who is vastly outnumbered.” Pausing, Vincent’s eyes roamed over Senka’s body in a way that made Duncan’s blood boil. “And you don’t appear to have that sort of cash available to you.” Senka glowered and Vincent held up his hands with a chuckle. “Honesty, remember?” Closing a bit of distance between himself and Senka, he looked down at her with a predatory look that Duncan knew all too well. “So tell me sweetness, what exactly is it you have to offer that would make giving up that much of my expensive merchandise worth my wild?”

      Overcome with the sudden uncontrollable desire to separate Vincent’s head from his body, Duncan rushed forward only to be stopped by a dozen or more of his men. Wrestling him to the ground, the gang of men pinned him face first on the ground, with his hands secured behind his back. Unable to shift without risking severe injury to himself and his bear, Duncan was forced to lay there and watch as Vincent continued to close the distance between him and Senka.

      With a knowing grin, Senka slowly devoured every inch of Vincent’s lithe frame. “Hmmm, let me think.” Pulling her bottom lip into her mouth, Duncan watched in disbelief as she pressed her body snug against Vincent’s, eliciting a low growl from deep in his chest. “Whatever could a girl like me do for a powerful man such as yourself?”

      Vincent’s grin widened as he snaked a hand around her waist. “I am sure we can come up with something.”

      Infuriated at the sight of another man’s hands on the body of his girl, Duncan struggled to free himself from the pile of the men pinning him down. Unfortunately he was severely outnumbered and all he succeeded in doing was pissing them off and getting his arms wrenched tighter behind his back. His struggles did however gain the attention of both Senka and Vincent.

      “Is that jealousy I scent?” Vincent laughed. Inhaling a huge breath, his grin grew wide. “You have got to be kidding me. The Butcher, slayer of Night Stalkers, has fallen in love with a female of the very race he helped eradicate?”

      Duncan froze, his gaze immediately going to Senka, who stared back at him questioningly. Vincent, watching the silent exchange between them, laughed heartily. “Oh this is good.” He snarled, grinning from ear to ear. “Not only do you love her, you haven’t bothered to tell her… have you?”

      Duncan looked away. Placing a single finger under her chin, Vincent pulled Senka’s attention back to him. “So tell me sweetness, do you return the bear’s affection?”

      Swallowing hard, she glanced back at him. Still refusing to face her, Duncan locked his eyes on a fixed point in the floor. “He lied to me.” The words, uttered from her mouth were like a dagger in his chest. “He’s been lying to me since the day we met.”

      “So the answer is no?” Vincent prodded.

      Senka bit her bottom lip, then shook her head. “How can I? I don’t even know who he is.”

      If he thought her words hurt him before, Duncan was sadly mistaken. A pain, the likes of which he never experienced before, clutched his chest, causing him to cry out. He struggled against his captures, determined to get to Senka, to explain why he had done the things he had done, to explain why he had hidden the truth from her. He needed to beg her forgiveness. He needed to profess his true feelings. He needed to get her back.

      Kicking and writhing beneath the pack of men, Duncan managed to break free for a split second. Unfortunately, before he could crawl to his feet and steal back the girl of his dreams, more men were on top of him. Determined not to let the only person he had ever loved escape from him so easily, Duncan fought to stay upright. He was actually doing a pretty good job, when out of nowhere someone knocked him in the head with a heavy metal object. Falling face first into the hard floor, he laid there as the men pinned him once more and this time restrained his arms with blocking bands, enchanted steel engraved with magical runes, to prevent Shifters from using their powers.

      “Collar him and take his ass to the dungeon.” Vincent could be heard somewhere in the muddled recesses of his mind. “I’ll deal with him later.”

      Dizzy and disoriented, Duncan felt two thick arms slide underneath his and hoist him to his feet. And though he fought hard to stay conscious, he could feel himself slowly slipping away as the blood drained down his face from the wound in his head. Not willing to go without seeing her one last time, he managed to raise his half opened eyes and locked them on Senka’s torn expression.
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      “I’m sorry.”

      Those were the last words Duncan spoke to her just before his body went limp and they dragged him down the stairs. Torn between her desire to rush to his rescue and leaving him to his just punishment, she watched as he disappeared from her sight.

      “What are you going to do with him?” she asked, swallowing back her tears.

      “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about him.” Vincent remarked. “He’s going to get exactly what he deserves.” Tightening his hold on her waist, he pulled her snug against his firm body. “I’d much rather discuss what it is you are going to do for me.”

      Returning her attention to Vincent, Senka stared up into his handsomely beautiful features. Unlike Duncan, whose thick beard acted like a mask for his emotions, Vincent was cleanly shaven leaving all the lines and hardened edges of his jaw line on clear display. Combine that with the prominent cheek bones, blond hair, and icy blue eyes, and she had to admit he had a dangerous charm about him that was somewhat alluring.

      Seeming to read her mind, Vincent smiled knowingly down at her. “So what do you say? Shall we go to my room and work out a deal to get you your sister back?”

      As his smile widened, his eyes narrowed. She could almost see the wheels of his mind turning, no doubt planning all the vile ways he could use her body. Yeah, that was not happening. Handsome or not, the man radiated a vibe so evil it could make a demon shudder from across the room. No, this was not a man you should turn your back on… and it definitely wasn’t a man she wanted to be locked alone in a room with.

      “I think we can negotiate just fine out here.”

      “Have it your way.” Vincent chuckled. In a move that took her completely by surprise, he kicked her feet out from under her and pinned her to the floor. Grimacing as her umbrella and quiver pressed painfully into her back, she tried to push herself up, only to be forcefully shoved back down again.

      “If you don’t mind an audience, I damn sure don’t.” Straddling her, he grabbed a hold of her shirt at her neck and ripped it apart, sending buttons flying in every which direction. Looking perturbed by the fact she was wearing her tank underneath, he reached for the thin straps and was about to pull them off her shoulders when he froze.

      “I think you might have gotten the wrong idea.” Senka said calmly as she pressed a knife against the bulge in his pants. “Now let go of my shirt and get the hell off of me.”

      A snarl pulled up the edges of Vincent’s mouth as he reluctantly followed her orders. Following him back to her feet, Senka kept the knife firmly in place. “Good, now pay close attention you sick pervert. You will stand there quietly and listen to my offer and not do anything stupid… that is unless you would like to use the bathroom in the seated position for the rest of your life.” Pressing a bit harder on the blade she accentuated her point, “Understand, sweetness?”

      Vincent’s men moved to intervene behind her. “No, no, no fellas.” Senka tsked, I promise, I will do it.” A few of them hesitated, but the majority of them inched forward a little more, testing her resolve. Shrugging, she pushed the tip of the blade through the thin fabric of Vincent’s dress pants. Vincent’s eyes widened.

      “Do as she said and stand down you assholes.”

      Reluctantly the men backed off. “That’s better isn’t it.” She smirked, easing off his manhood a bit. “Now it’s my understanding that there is a Night Stalker that has been giving you problems.” Senka paused, as if struggling to recall the name she knew all too well. “What was it? March… Mor… March de Mort?”

      “Marchand de Mort.” Vincent corrected, his voice betraying his anger.

      “Oh, yes. That was it.” Staring Vincent square in the eyes, she narrowed her gaze. “So here is my deal. You agree to release my sister and her friend, and I’ll get rid of your assassin problem for you.”

      “Will you now?” With a tilt of his head, he crossed his arms over his chest and regarded her doubtfully. “And what makes you think you can accomplish what a dozen of my finest men, including Duncan, were unable to?”

      “I think that should be obvious.” Senka scoffed, but Vincent wasn’t so easily swayed. Rolling her eyes as if she was bored by the entire conversation, she continued. “Who better to get close to a Night Stalker, than another Night Stalker? As you yourself said, our numbers are few, so he won’t be expecting one of his own to come after him.”

      “Have you done this sort of thing before?”

      “No, I just carry a small arsenal of knives on me for all the chopping I do in the kitchen.” She spat sarcastically, earning her a glare from Vincent. Figuring it was best not to push him too hard, she quickly changed the subject. “But the issue is going to be finding him. I will need time to hunt him down… unless you already know where he is?”

      “He lives with a tribe of Wanderers near the Vanterian border.”

      Well that hurt. All this time searching for her father and he was living less than a week’s travel from her in a fellow Wanderer village. “Good. Once I see my sister is alright I can be on my way.” Senka continued, maintaining a calm exterior despite the rage burning inside her. I bet the asshole has known where we have been this whole time and never bothered to come check on us.

      “I don’t think so sweetness.”

      “You want this done or not? Because the Vanterian tribe is located in the middle of a desert and the sun will be up pretty soon, which will make flashing considerably more difficult. So unless you know someone else who can use their photographic memory to show me a point I can safely flash into, then I will need to see my sister.”

      Silence descended as Vincent rubbed his smooth chin. “Your sister can do that?”

      “Yes, she’s a Seer with a photographic memory. She can remember every detail of every place she’s either seen in person or through the eyes of someone she has read.” The words spilled out before she could stop them. Mentally slapping herself, she prayed she hadn’t just made a huge mistake.

      Vincent’s silence was deafening. Fully expecting him to deny her, she had all but given up hope when, to her surprise, he waved at one of the men behind her. “Go get the blonde and bring her here.”

      Senka’s heart raced as she heard the man descend the metal stairs. Meanwhile, Vincent stood there casually, arms over his chest, staring down at her in a look that made her more than uncomfortable. A few minutes later, the sound of Chloe’s voice greeted her ears.

      “Unhand me you giant ape.” She yelled as sounds of a struggle rose from the stairs.

      Concerned, Senka mistakenly turned to check on her sister. In that split second, Vincent yanked the knife from her hands, spun her around, and pressed it to her throat.

      “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to kill the assassin.” He growled, pressing the blade hard enough against her throat to draw blood. “Now let’s get back to our negotiation shall we?” Running his free hand underneath her tank, he painfully squeezed her breast.

      “Senka!” Having finally spotted her in the hands of the monster, Chloe halted her own struggles with the towering male. “Let my sister go! I’ll do whatever you want, just let her go!”

      Vincent’s eyes lifted to hers. “Will you now?” Behind her she could feel his growing erection press into her back as his eyes racked over her sister’s body.

      “Shut up Chloe!” She snapped, before addressing Vincent once more. “Leave her alone, please. You can have me, I won’t fight you, just don’t touch my sister.”

      “Well, well, well.” Vincent purred. Like literally purred, causing Senka to frown. “I have two sisters both willing to throw themselves at me to save the other one.”

      Releasing her breast, he lifted her shirt exposing her to all the men in the room and proceeded to knead each one in turn. “Tell me Senka, do you like to gamble?” Biting back her fear and rage, Senka remained silent and still as he continued to grope her in slow steady movements while his men watched on with hungry grins smeared across their faces. “Because I do. And I would like to make a little wager with you.”

      In front of her, Chloe broke down in tears watching what was playing out in front of her. “Senka,” she squeaked, covering her mouth with her hands. “I’m so sorry Senka.”

      Ignoring her, Vincent continued. “So here’s my offer. If you succeed in killing and bringing me back the head of Marchand de Mort…” Recognizing their father’s name, Chloe’s eyes shot wide. Thankfully she remained silent and did nothing to give away their secret. “I will release not only your sister and the girl from your camp, but I will release Winston’s daughter as well. I might even be persuaded to let you have Duncan back… that is if you want him.”

      “And if I fail?” she asked, trying to suppress a cringe as his warm breath moistened her ear.

      “Duncan dies and the three of you become my personal harem to do with as I wish.” Leaning down, he ran his tongue up the side of her neck and dropped his hand to aggressively cup her between her legs. “So what do you say? Do we have a deal?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really.”

      “Then I guess we have a deal.” She growled. “Now if you would kindly get your hands off me and let me get the information I need from my sister, I can be on my way.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t like it.” Vincent chuckled as he lowered the knife.

      “About as much as a person enjoys having their finger nails pulled off.” She remarked, attempting to pull herself free of his wandering hands.

      Quickly the hand that had been groping her, encircled her neck and squeezed. “Careful who you piss of little girl.” He growled, tightening until he cut off her air. “For that little remark you now only have until tomorrow night to get the job done.” Releasing her, Vincent shoved her roughly to the floor.

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Not my problem,” Vincent huffed, “Should have thought of that before you pissed me off. And know this sweetness, if you so much as think about double crossing me or running away, be assured your sister and her friend are the ones who are going to suffer my wrath.”

      Pulling herself back to her feet, Senka straightened her clothes. With her head held high she pushed her way through the wall of sneering men to retrieve her bow from the floor before making her way to Chloe. Glaring up at the giant man, who did very much resemble an ape, she pulled her sister from his grasp.

      “I need you to find me at least 5 landmarks between here and the desert tribe camp that’s near the Vanterian border.” She said once they had put some distance between them and the men. “And an anchor I can use when I get there. Do you think you can do that?”

      “I-I think so,” Chloe sniffled. Closing her eyes, Chloe held out her hand for Senka to take. Within seconds the entire journey to the camp flashed before her eyes as well as the complete layout of the camp.

      Picking out a few locations that looked promising, Senka nodded and broke the connection. “Thank you, Chloe.”

      “Senka are you really going to…”

      “I will do whatever I have to do to get you out of here.” Senka cut her off with a warning glare. Using her eyes she gestured to all the Shifters standing around them, knowing they were listening to every word being said.

      Taking the hint Chloe nodded and sniffled again.

      “Ok, I have to go now.” She soothed, running her fingers through her sister’s tangled locks. “But I’ll be back soon and then we can all go home, alright.”

      Chloe bit her lip to stop her tears, “Please hurry.”

      “I will.”

      It broke Senka’s heart to have to leave her behind, but she had no choice. Taking in her sister one last time, she exhaled and turned for the stairs.

      “I love you, Senka.” Chloe’s voice called as she stepped onto the first of the metal stairs. Hesitating, she looked back at her crying sibling.

      “I love you too Chloe.” And with that, she turned her back on her sister and disappeared into the crowd below.
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      After stopping at the small encampment to update Ignacio on what had happened, Senka spent the next few hours flashing to the edge of the Vanterian border camp. Perched atop a sand dune, she now stared down into the small tent filled camp that reminded her a lot of the Northern camp, only about half the size. That being said, it had security the likes of which she had never seen.

      Counting at least a dozen guards alone on the side she could see, not to mention another half dozen patrolling the narrow paths behind them, Senka couldn’t help but wonder why a camp this size would need so much security. It almost made it seem like they were expecting an attack at any moment. Kind of made her wonder if the Vanterians were as dangerous as rumors would have you believe. With no time to give the issue much thought, Senka wrapped herself in the shadow of her umbrella and flashed to one of the anchor points Chloe had shown her back at Lobos.

      When the darkness peeled away, Senka found herself standing in the concealed corner of a massive red tent. Of all the places Chloe had shown her, this one in particular had stood out to her the most as being man made. Hoping that meant her father stayed somewhere nearby, she tucked away her umbrella and decided to explore for any clues that might point her in his direction.

      Creeping carefully toward the edge of the divider, she paused and listened for any sounds while pulling one of her few remaining knives. After a few seconds of listening, in which the only sounds that could be heard came from the people casually chatting outside the canvas walls, Senka slowly continued around the edge and stopped dead in her tracks.

      “What the hell?” she muttered as her eyes took in a rack full of chains, whips and various other torture devices. “Seriously Pa?” she grumbled as she shifted her gaze between the restraint table in the center of the room to the iron cell in the corner. Rounding to the other side of the rectangular table, she grimaced at the sight of the massive blood stains coating the floor beneath it. Furrowing her brow she knelt down and studied the circular pattern in the center, as if something, probably a bucket, had been set there to catch the blood as it drained from whoever had the unfortunate experience of being tied to it last. “When did you start doing this kind of work?”

      “When assassins started huntin’ assassins.”

      The familiar thick accented voice caught her off guard. Gasping she spun to face him, but instead found herself abruptly pinned, face first, against the cold metal bars of the cage. “Now ya wanna be tellin’ me who ya are and why ya be snoopin’ around in here?”

      “I’m looking for Marchand de Mort.” Senka bit out.

      “And why would ya be wantin’ that bastard fer?”

      Though his voice had a jovial tone, the sound of him pulling a knife did not escape her notice. “Because I thought the asshole would like to know one of his daughters has been kidnapped and is being held hostage by a Shifter named Vincent.”

      “What?” he gasped, his hold faltering.

      Taking advantage of the momentary reprieve, Senka elbowed him in the gut. A rush of air expelled from his lungs as he dropped his knife and doubled over. He still had no idea who she was, but Senka didn’t care. Years of struggling alone in the forest, too young to care for herself, let alone her sister, years of struggling to survive as bounty hunters tracked them through the woods, filled her with pain and rage the likes of which she had never felt before.

      “Yeah and he wants your head in exchange for her life you fucking asshole!” Still doubled over in front of her, she kneed him in the face knocking him on his ass just as a group of the camp’s men came rushing into the tent. “And personally, I think it’s a pretty fair fucking trade.” Jerking her knife from its sheath she charged forward but to her frustration was caught and restrained by the men still pouring in from outside.

      “Don’t ya hurt her.” Her father groaned, as a few of the men helped him to his feet.

      Gesturing to her still struggling against the hold of her captors, a dark haired man arched his brows. “Seriously? She just tried to kill you!”

      “And she be havin’ every right to do so.” Shaking loose of the men holding him up, he pinched his nostrils together to stop the river of blood pouring forth from his nose. Then, with a pained expression, he approached her. “Senka, dat really you?”

      Relief, pain, and betrayal clenched her chest and brought her to tears as she stared into a pair of eyes identical to her own. “Pa.” she sobbed, unable to hold it back any more.

      He looked exactly the same as the last time she saw him. A muscular but deceivingly slender build that had always made his enemies underestimate him. Long brown hair slicked back in a ponytail, he wore more jewelry than a man should probably wear, but not so much that it took away from his masculinity, and was dressed in vibrantly colored, clashing clothing that was indicative of certain Wanderer tribes.

      “Why…” She sobbed, though it was more from anger than of sadness. “Why did you abandon us when we needed you the most?”

      “Criston, what the hell is going on here?” one of the men asked uncomfortably as they all watched her physically and emotionally break down in front of them. “Do you know this girl?”

      “Aye, she’d be me daughter.”

      Mouths gaping, every pair of eyes in the room fell upon her.

      “Yeah, one of the two he abandoned in the middle of the night without so much as a goodbye.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose between his eyes, he sighed. “Could ya fellas excuse us a moment?”

      “Are you sure that’s safe?” A dark haired man asked as he stared at her questioningly. “She still looks pretty pissed.”

      “Aye,” He nodded weakly. “We got some catchin’ up to do.”

      “If you say so boss.”

      Cautiously, as if afraid she would attack them when they let her go, the men released her from their grasp and slowly made their way from the tent. Feeling slightly light headed and unsteady from not only the confrontation but the rapid flashing session it took to get her here, Senka leaned against the cell and closed her eyes.

      “Why did you leave us Pa?” she asked quietly, feeling his eyes watching her.

      “To keep ya safe child.”

      She couldn’t help it, she huffed out a laugh. “Oh well that worked out well.”

      “Senka, I wish there be a better way of explainin’ why a did what I did… but there be none. Every year da bounty on me blasted head went up, as did da number of hunters lookin’ fer me. So in a moment of panic I ran, hopin’ I’d lead dem away from you gurls.”

      Motioning for her to have a seat at a small table in the corner of the room, he sat down across from her. “Now, tell me what happened to yer sister. How did that asshole find ya’ll and get me daughter?”

      “Vincent doesn’t know she is your daughter.”

      That threw him off. “Then why’d he take her?”

      Inhaling deeply, Senka began to narrate the events of the last few days. He listened intently, paying close attention to every word. By the time she came to the part where she listened in on the conversation between Duncan and Vincent, and found out the truth of who Duncan really was, she began to sob. “I swear Pa, I didn’t know… he deceived me and I fell for it like the fool he wanted me to be.”

      “Don’t blame yerself” he soothed, though he was obviously not very happy himself. “Sometimes our hearts see what they want to see and choose to ignore everythin’ else. Now forget this fool and let’s figure a way to get yer sister out of that damn place.”

      “I don’t know Pa.” Senka sniffed, wiping away a stray tear. “That place is a fortress and the only way in or out is through the main entrance door. And even if we do manage to get inside, there is the issue of those damn shadowless lights that I have no doubt he will turn on the second I go inside.”

      “Yeah, that could be a problem.” He agreed, “But first thin’ first. We need a distraction, somethin’ to lure them guards away from the door.”

      “Like what?”

      Scratching his chin, he frowned. “Tell me, how da Shifters feel about what is happenin’ in their town?”

      “They’re not happy about it, especially since he has apparently been kidnapping local girls whose families can’t pay their debt to Vincent.”

      “Think you can convince them to rally ‘gainst him?”

      “I don’t know Pa, they are pretty afraid.”

      “See what you can do, we gonna need da numbers.”

      “Why don’t you ask us?”

      Turning toward the sound of the voice behind her, Senka spotted a tall gentleman standing in the doorway. Like her father, he was dressed in vibrantly patterned clothing and had long dark brown hair, only his had been shaved off on the sides. Upon seeing him her father grinned. “Senka, dis be Jericho, the leader of the camp.”

      Senka rose to her feet to greet him as he stepped the rest of the way inside. Smiling widely, Jericho bent down and gently kissed the top of her hand. “My pleasure.” He then turned his attention back to her father. “There is a group of men preparing to go as we speak.”

      “Jericho, I don’t be wantin’ anyone to feel obligated to do dis. Most da Shifters here be havin’ active warrants in Zerdanda and any non-Shifter who goes could potentially git arrested for trespassin’.”

      “We all know the risk friend.” Jericho said easily. “Besides, it seems many of our Shifters have their own beef to settle with this Vincent fellow. And let’s not forget the fact your daughters are Wanderers. Which means this asshole took one of our own, and you know how we feel about that.”

      “And da Vanterians?”

      That question caught Senka’s attention.

      “What about them.” Jericho shrugged. “It should be many days still till they return and Jaron gave me his word the village would be safe. If the queen wants revenge for what we did to her, it is me she will seek and me she will get.” With a half-smile Jericho placed his hand on Criston’s shoulder. “Besides, I’d much rather be out there causing trouble than sitting here waiting for the queen to come for me.”

      Her father smiled. “And trouble we will be causin’. But first, I need to stop by Devero’s tent and see if our friendly neighborhood Caster got anythin’ we can use to help with dem shadowless lights.” Scrunching his mouth, he stared back at Senka. “I also need to figure out how to keep her from gettin’ hurt when she returns to Vincent without me head as and offerin’.”

      “She doesn’t have to” Grinning wickedly, Jericho threw his arms over both her and her father’s shoulders and led them toward the flap. “If it’s a head Vincent wants, then it is a head we shall give him.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Just a little after dusk, Senka stood on the edge of the forest, staring blankly into the darkness. After spending most of the afternoon coming up with a plan they actually thought they could pull off, Senka, her father, and Jericho, who apparently was a very powerful Jumper, spent the rest of the afternoon flashing, or jumping, the men from the camp to the outpost. Those numbers, combined with the reinforcements Ignacio had already secured from their camp, made up the rag tag team of volunteers consisting of just about every race in the Council’s territory, plus even a few who weren’t.

      “I’m going with you.” A deep voice stated as it approached her from behind. “And I don’t give a fuck what you or those other two fellas back there think about it.”

      Senka huffed out a laugh, “Hi to you too Ignacio.”

      Ignoring her, Ignacio stopped beside her, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it. “I mean it Senka. I don’t give a shit if you’re mad at Duncan or not, you and I both know if I let you do this by yourself he would kill me.”

      At the mention of his name, Senka’s chest tightened painfully. Peaking over her shoulder at the markings on his arm, she couldn’t help but wonder if any of those possibly belonged to Night Stalkers. “Ignacio, can I ask you something.”

      Silence fell between them as Ignacio took a drag off his cigarette. “Shoot.” He said on the exhale.

      “Did you ever kill Night Stalkers?”

      When his jaw clenched, Senka immediately regretted asking the question. She now understood completely why Wanderers had a no questions asked policy. Sometimes it was just better not to know.

      “You know what, never mind, I don’t want to know.” With a sigh, she turned to head back to the camp and make her final preparations. “Just forget I asked, it was wrong of me.”

      His large hand on her arm stopped her retreat. “Only once.” He answered staring down at her with a stoic expression. “But it wasn’t because he was a Night Stalker. Hell I didn’t even know what he was actually, just knew he been hired to kill me, so I killed him instead. It wasn’t until later when I overheard a conversation between a couple of older Shifters that I figured out what he was.”

      Senka exhaled, relieved somewhat by his answer. “I’ll see you later Ignacio.”

      Walking away, she only made it a few steps before his voiced called to her. “Can I say somethin’ real quick like?” She paused and stared back at him. “I know I don’t know all the details of what Duncan did or why he did it, but I do know a good man when I meet one. And Duncan is damn sure one of the best men I ever met Senka.”

      Inhaling one last drag on his cigarette, he tossed it on the ground and extinguished it with the toe of his boot. He then walked to stand in front of her once more. “I know he’s a good man, because I’m not one, yet he took a risk on me when no one else would.”

      Senka furrowed her brow. “Ignacio…”

      “Do you know what my marks represent?” he asked, cutting her off.

      Eyes darting to the numerous lines covering his arms, Senka nodded. “I saw the men fighting in Rio. Watched as one killed the other and earned a mark.”

      “That’s right.” He nodded, seeming impressed by her familiarity with his sport. “I didn’t hunt for profit or use weapons to take down my enemies swiftly and quietly. Instead I earned my marks inside a steel cage every night, sometimes multiple times a night, beating some poor sap to death with my bare hands or, if it was a beast match, letting my wolf rip him to pieces with his fangs.”

      Reaching in his pocket, Ignacio pulled out another cigarette and lit it up. “And it was never quick. Sometimes it could take hours to wear a good fighter down, other times the organizer would want you to drag it out as long as possible so they could get the bets up higher.” Inhaling deeply, Ignacio blew out a huge plume of smoke. “And you know what?” Glancing down at her, Ignacio grinned widely. “I loved every minute of it. The adrenaline, the cheering, the infamy, and of course” Pausing he waggled his brows, “The women. Hell, I would actually still be doing it they hadn’t run me off.”

      “Why did they run you off?” The question slipped out before she could stop it.

      Ignacio huffed out a laugh, “Because I was too good.” Placing his cigarette between his lips he let it dangle there as he reached for the bottom of his shirt. “You see every time you win they mark you so the crowd knows your record.” Pulling up his shirt, he exposed his muscular torso.

      “Dear stars.” She gasped as she stared at more dark markings than she could count.

      Every single inch of his body was covered. They even seemed to disappear around his side and into his pants. “How many are there?” she gasped.

      “Not sure, I stopped counting after it hit two fifty.” Dropping his shirt, he shrugged, “But that isn’t the point. The point is, unlike me, Duncan chose to give up that lifestyle years ago.” He said, accentuating the word chose. “And while I don’t know what it was that made him become a bounty hunter to begin with, whether it be money, protection, or whatever, he left it all and his family behind to try and start over again.”

      “That doesn’t change what he did or the fact that he lied to me.” She choked out. “He made me believe that he had feelings for me Ignacio. But how could he? How could he possibly have feelings for a member of a race he spent most of his life trying to eradicate?”

      “I can’t answer that Senka”

      “Of course you can’t.” she huffed. “Because it isn’t possible to hate a race so much and then fall in love with one, which means he used me. Which would have been fine, all he had to do was tell me what he wanted up front. But instead, he lied. He told me he had feelings for me, and worst still, he made me have feelings for him.”

      Ignacio dropped his gaze for a moment. “I don’t believe that Senka. Everyone in the camp knows how Duncan feels for you.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I mean, we’ve all been watching the two of you for years. I am honestly surprised it took him as long as it did to finally tell you.” Sighing he dropped his cigarette to the ground and mashed it out. “I guess it just took the thought of losing you to make him realize just how much he cared.”

      And with that said, he turned and headed back toward the camp, leaving her there to ponder everything he had said. Could he be right? Had Duncan really had feelings for her all this time and she had just ignored the signs? Turning back to face the trees she sighed.

      You love her don’t you? Vincent’s words echoed in her mind. Was it true? Did he really love her? If so, why hadn’t he told her? Why wait until they were about to walk into a situation that one or both of them may never escape from before he even bothered to confess that he actually had feelings for her?

      Because he didn’t plan on making it back out.

      That lone thought sobered her instantly.

      “No.” she whispered under her breath. But the more she thought about it the more it made sense. He had given her instructions, that once he got Vincent to show him where the girls were kept, she would flash in and rescue them all one by one. He told her to flash them back to the outpost and he would meet up with her there.

      “He never intended to come back.” She whispered under her breath.

      Rage ignited every inch of her body. Spinning around, she shouted after Ignacio. “You knew didn’t you? That he left with the intention of never coming back! Duncan wanted me to hear that conversation! He wanted me to get mad enough that I wouldn’t go back for him.”

      Spinning back with a smirk, Ignacio shrugged. “I told him you would figure it out, and that when you did you would be pissed.”

      “Oh, I am so beyond pissed.” She seethed, “Get your things together I am leaving in ten minutes with or without you.”

      “Be back in five.”

      “Oh, and Ignacio?” he paused, turning to face her once more. “Don’t forget to get my father’s head,” she grinned. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint Vincent by showing up without a gift.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 1]
        

      

      Duncan awoke to find himself inside a cell in Lobo’s dungeon. Hands chained above his head, he dangled from an overhead rafter, the toes of his bare feet barely scraping the floor beneath him. Besides his shoes, his shirt had also been stripped away, leaving him dressed in only his pants. The blocking band tightly secured around his neck, let him know right away that shifting wouldn’t be an option.

      Dazed and slightly confused as to why he was still alive, he wondered how long exactly he had been down there as he slowly took in his surroundings. He was in a small 8x8 cage surrounded by bars on all sides, with the exception of the stone wall to his back. To his left another cell, similar to the one he was in, sat empty. And to his right a much larger cell, only this one was not empty.

      Blinking, he strained his eyes trying desperately to see through the fog of his mind and the brightness of the overhead lights to see who the figures were next to him. But for all his efforts, he couldn’t make them out and all he was rewarded for his effort was an increase in the throbbing at the base of his skull. Groaning from not just the pain in his head, but the tingling of his arms, Duncan surrendered his plight and let his head fall slack.

      “Oh my gosh he’s awake.” A voice called from somewhere off to his right. “Duncan… Duncan… Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah, I can hear you.” He grunted, as he tried uselessly to shift his weight to relieve some of the discomfort in his arms. “Who is over there?”

      “It’s me, Chloe.”

      “Chloe?” Turning his head he tried once more to peer into the cell beside his and this time was able to make out at least three figures inside. One, who he had to assume was Chloe, was pressed against the bars, while the other two sat on the floor in one of the corners, curled up against one another. “Chloe are you alright? Who is in there with you?”

      “Brit and a Shifter girl name Phyllis.”

      “Are any other people in here, in the other cells?”

      “Yeah, there are more girls. Three in the one on the other side of mine, and four more in the one across from yours.”

      Ten girls. That bastard was holding ten girls prisoner. “Are any of them Senka?” Raising his head, he tried fruitlessly to look around, needing to get a better idea of the layout, but only grew more frustrated when once again he couldn’t see beyond the bars of his own cell. “And why the hell can’t I see anything?” he yelled, jerking on the chains securing his arms.

      “It’s the light.” A small voice came from somewhere in front of him. “I guess they didn’t want you to see outside the bars so they installed it while you were unconscious…” The voice hesitated, as if she didn’t want to finish what she was about to say.

      “Go on.”

      “They also installed one that will sound proof the cell also. You know so the people inside the cell can’t hear what is going on outside the cell and vice versa. It’s not on now, so I guess they plan to use it later.”

      “Shit.” He cursed, knowing that wasn’t going to bode well for him. He could only think of one reason why they would want to sound proof his cell and it had nothing to do with the sounds going on outside his cell. “Who are you?”

      “Lyza.”

      “Are you a Caster Lyza?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you use your spells to get out of your cell?”

      “No, all the cells are etched with blocking runes to hold in specific races.”

      Duncan cursed again. But then again, what had he expected, this was Vincent he was dealing with. The man was a paranoid perfectionist, with plans, to back up plans, to back up the back up plans. And for as sick and twisted as he was, Duncan couldn’t deny he was one of the most skilled strategist he had ever met.

      “Chloe, what about Senka? Is she here?”

      A few silent moments passed, until Chloe finally answered. “No Duncan, she’s gone.”

      His body ran cold. “Gone? What do you mean gone?”

      The last time he had seen Senka she was standing next to Vincent trying to negotiate her sister’s release while that bastard tried to get into her pants. His mind racing with all the things that could have happened to her after they dragged him away, he began to panic and struggle against his chains. “Damn it Chloe! Answer me!”

      “Duncan calm down. Senka is alive, she just left.” Pausing as he managed to settle himself down, Chloe continued. “She made a deal, or a bet I should say, with Vincent.”

      Oh, that wasn’t good. “What kind of bet?”

      “She agreed to do something for him and in return he told her he would free me, you, Brit, and Phyllis.”

      This definitely wasn’t good. “And if she didn’t complete the task?”

      Silence again.

      “Chloe, what happens if Senka can’t complete the task?”

      “You die and…” she paused again. “…and the two of us, along with Senka, become Vincent’s personal play things.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Duncan yelled loud enough to make Chloe retreat from the bars. “I’ll impale him. I’ll shove a stake right through him and peel the skin from his fucking body.”

      “Well that doesn’t sound pleasant at all.” A male voice sounded as a door slammed somewhere nearby.

      Sniffing the air, Duncan growled. “Come in here and I’ll show you just how unpleasant it can be.”

      “Oh, I’ll be back later with a few friends of mine who want to pay you a visit. But for now I wanted to come by and personally thank you for introducing me to that captivating young woman.”

      Duncan stilled. “You stay the hell away from her, do you hear me? If you so much as lay a hand on her…”

      “Too late.” Vincent quipped, stepping into the cell followed by another man. “And let me just say Duncan, that girl was every bit the fighter I hoped she would be.” Grinning smugly, Vincent approached him. “Just thinking of how those firm breasts of hers fit so perfectly into the palm of my hand makes me hard all over again.”

      “You’re a liar!” Racing forward, Chloe grabbed ahold of the bars separating their cells. “Duncan don’t…”

      “Shut your mouth and let the men talk will you?” the other man growled, slamming his fist down on her fingers. Crying out, Chloe clutched her injured extremity close to her body. “If not you will end up in solitary until the auction starts tonight. Or…” He paused, gesturing to Phyllis still crouched in the corner. “Maybe Phyllis would like to go in your place?” Eyes wide, Phyllis frantically shook her head as tears streamed down her face, “No, please no.”

      Without another word Chloe backed away from the bars.

      “Leave her alone.” Duncan snapped. “I already know you’re lying. Senka would never let either of you bastards put your hands on her.”

      “Not even to save her sister’s life?” Vincent smugly challenged. “Or yours?” Moving forward, Vincent got right in his face. “Tell me Duncan, have you stopped to consider why it is you’re still alive?”

      Duncan paled, feeling as if he was going to be sick. Of course he had wondered. It was the first thought that had come to his mind when he awoke. But he had never considered… “No… I-I don’t believe you.” The words spoken barely above a whisper were as much to convince himself as they were Vincent. But the more he thought about it the more he couldn’t help but wonder why he was alive when by all accounts he should be dead. No one crossed Vincent and lived to tell about it. So, what other purpose could he be serving except as a means to manipulate Senka.

      Vincent, realizing his seeds of doubt were beginning to take root, happily continued his assault. “What’s the matter? Don’t want to believe it’s true?” he taunted. “Well just ask Joe over there. He and a few of the other guys watched, didn’t you Joe?”

      “Yeah we did boss.” Joe said, a grin pulling at the corner of his mouth. “And I must say, that girl has one hell of a hot body. But I especially liked the way she moaned when you squeezed those perky little breasts of hers. Oh, or how she screamed out your name when you massaged her between her legs.”

      A mental image of Vincent, his hands running over Senka’s body, touching what belonged to him, was all it took to send him into a feral rage. Jerking and pulling against the chains, his anger intensified to the point that his bear fought to come forth. And though he would have loved nothing more than to free his bear and let him rip the pair of them to shreds, but he couldn’t. The blocking bands, currently searing the skin of his neck and wrists, made sure of that. Clearly enjoying his misery, Vincent and Joe stood back and patiently watched him struggle until, breathing heavy and covered in sweat, Duncan finally surrendered his fight and allowed his body to go slack in the chains.

      “Seems you were right Vincent.” Joe chuckled as he pulled some cash from his pocket. Shaking his head, he handed a few bills to Vincent. “I still can’t believe it, but I also can’t deny it after that reaction. This damn fool went off and mated with a Night Stalker.”

      Taking the money, Vincent snickered and tucked it away in his pocket, “You should know better than to bet against me by now.” Stepping closer to Duncan, he grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked his head back.

      “We’re done for now,” he huffed, addressing Joe as he stared into Duncan’s barely open eyes, “Turn on the blocking light and let’s get out of here. I have a few clients I need to wine and dine before the auction.”

      “Nothing loosens up a man’s pocket book like a little liquor, eh boss?” Joe responded with a smirk.

      “Exactly.”

      Laughing heartedly, Joe exited the cell and headed down to the end of the hall where he flipped a small switch. Immediately Duncan’s cell was flooded with an insanely intense white light.

      Grimacing in the brightness, Vincent dropped his head and turned for the door. “I’m feeling generous today so you might want to take advantage of my kindness and grab a nap. I’ll be back later this evening with a few buddies of yours who are anxious to play catch up with their old pal the Butcher.”

      Passing through the door of the cell, Vincent abruptly stopped, snapping his fingers dramatically. “Oh yeah I almost forgot.” Spinning back to face him, Vincent continued. “I received news today that there was an unfortunate accident at your sister’s place this morning.”

      He wouldn’t… Eyes wide with panic, Duncan managed to pull his gaze up to meet Vincent’s.

      “Seems her barn spontaneously combusted early this morning. Whole thing burned to the ground in less than an hour.” Pausing Vincent rubbed the back of his neck, feigning concern. “I hate to be the one to tell you this Duncan, but your precious little niece happened to be inside the barn at the time of the fire.”

      If the chains hadn’t been holding him up, Duncan would have hit the ground. Feeling physically ill, he was unable to utter a single word of protest as Vincent slowly eased the door closed with a wide grin. “Oh well, accidents happen I guess.” And with that he slammed the door, sealing Duncan inside.
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* * *

      He. Was. Empty.

      Suspend in the middle of the bright white room with no sound, he screamed, yelled, cussed, and fought the chains until he completely exhausted himself. Now, with blood dripping down his arms from where the chains had cut into his skin and with no other sounds than that of his own labored breathing to console him, he hung quietly from the ceiling and contemplated all the wrongs he had done in his life time. All the people he had lied to. All the people he hurt. All the people he’d killed. And now the death of his own niece was added to the ocean of misery he had left in his wake over the years. He deserved no less than whatever was about to happen to him. In all honesty, he probably deserved worse.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement coming from the cell next to his. It appeared to be Chloe, though he couldn’t see her clear enough to make her out, he recognized the blurred colors of her clothing from earlier. She was standing at the bars where their two cells joined. It looked like she was waving her hands and trying very hard to tell him something. But it was no use.

      Not only could he not see her, but now he couldn’t hear her either. Exhaling heavily, he dropped his head back to his chest and stared blankly at the floor below him. Chloe continued trying to get his attention for several more minutes, but eventually gave up and moved away to be with the other girls.

      Its better this way, he thought to himself. I have only brought pain and misery to those I care for. Even Senka. He paused recalling the way she looked at him just before they dragged him away. He recognized that look all too well. It was the same way his sister had stared at him with when they showed up at her farm. It was hurt, betrayal, and disappointment all wrapped up in one neat little package. It was the look that said, my life was better off without you.

      Duncan? A small voice suddenly invaded his mind. That is your name right?

      Duncan furrowed his brow. Yes, but who is this?

      Lyza.

      Raising his gaze, he stared in the direction he had heard her voice earlier. I thought you said you were a Caster? How are you doing this?

      He could hear her mentally sigh. I’m a cross-breed, as is my mother. She is a Caster/Seer and my father is a Telepath. We come from a long line of Wanderers on the Western side of Lanoria. For obvious reasons, I don’t often tell people of my mixed heritage.

      That made sense. Wanderers were well known for having cross-breeds in their mix since their culture was the only one that accepted inter-race relationships. It was one of many reasons people sought out their culture. Although, her father being a Telepath was a bit of a shocker as they were not from the Council’s region. But he had heard of other outsiders living in secret in the area, even met a few, so it wasn’t that big of a surprise. He was just thankful Lyza had been smart enough to keep her mixed heritage a secret. Because they hadn’t known she was anything other than a Caster, Vincent’s men had failed to block all her abilities, which gave her a slight advantage that could come in handy later.

      Smart girl.

      Yeah, not smart enough to not fall for that asshole’s trap though. She sighed. Anyway, that’s enough about me. Are you alright? Chloe is terribly concerned about you… she wants me to tell you that what they said about her sister wasn’t true. She also keeps saying her sister will be coming back with help and that she will get us all out of here. Lyza paused, Do you think she is telling the truth? Do you think her sister is coming back?”

      If Chloe is here she will come back, that you can be sure of. And if anyone can get her and the rest of you out of here, it’s Senka. Though I highly doubt I’ll be included in her plans.

      Lyza remained silent for a few moments. You love her don’t you? Chloe’s sister I mean. She paused again. Chloe keeps saying you’re close friends, but I am reading a much stronger emotion from you than a simple friendship would elicit.

      Now it was Duncan’s turn to sigh. Don’t tell Chloe, she doesn’t know and given what has happened I don’t think she’ll ever need to.

      Ok. She agreed sadly. Well I’ll quit bugging you for now. I just wanted you to know you’re not completely alone in there. Oh and Duncan?

      Yeah?

      I’m sorry about your niece.

      He remained silent, not sure how to respond to that. And he didn’t have to, as a sudden loud bang snagged Lyza’s attention.

      Oh my stars, Duncan they are coming back… they are coming for you. Lyza’s panicked voiced entered his mind. Duncan, there’s six of them plus Vincent. They are going to hurt you. What do we do? How can we help?

      He had expected this. You don’t work for a man like Vincent for as long as he had without learning a thing or two about how his mind works. Duncan knew he was going to end up in the Cage, that was a given. There was no way Vincent was going to turn down the opportunity to make an example of him, and giving his penchant for gambling it was the only logical conclusion. And what better way for him to make a few bucks than to pit his former top ranked killer against his current ring champ. Problem was, Vincent didn’t like to lose. Which meant there was no way he was going to put him into that cage in top form, hence the six goons trailing in behind him.

      Suddenly both the blocking lights in his cell switched off, snapping him from his thoughts. Shit, if they were turning the lights off, that meant they wanted the girls to see and hear everything that happened to him. They were going to use him to scare them into obedience. Knowing time was running out, he scanned the cells outside until his gaze met with the terrified expression of a pretty brown-haired girl with radiant purple eyes. Eyes that made him think that maybe she had more secrets in her blood line than she let him in on. Smart girl.

      Lyza?

      The girl nodded.

      Before I say anything, move to the back of your cell and don’t look over here. I don’t want them to suspect we are communicating. Without so much as a word, Lyza did as she was told. Duncan waited until she was safely seated on the bed at the back of her cell, before continuing. Ok, listen to me carefully, I don’t have much time. These men are about to come in this cell and beat me to within an inch of my life… he paused as Lyza’s hand went to her mouth trying to muffle the whimper that escaped. And when they are done they are going to drag me from my cell and throw me into the fighting ring upstairs.

      Once again, Lyza struggled to contain her emotions as her cell mate joined her on the bunk and wrapped her arm around her. Here’s what is important Lyza, are you listening?

      Across the hall, Lyza nodded slightly.

      No matter what they say or do, tell the girls to remain quiet and calm. Don’t scream, don’t yell, and whatever you do, don’t beg them to stop. Just sit quietly and let whatever is going to happen happen, and know there was nothing you could have said or done that would have stopped it. Do you understand?

      A sob escaped her as she nodded her head.

      “What is wrong with her?” one of Vincent’s men asked as they passed by her cell. Silence. Infuriated, the man banged on the bars of the cell making the girls jump. “Answer me, I said what is wrong with her.”

      “She’s hungry, tired, and being held prisoner in a foreign land.” The red head embracing Lyza clipped. “Is that enough or do you need me to continue?”

      With a huff, the man turned and stopped outside Duncan’s cell where Vincent and the others already stood. “Good evening Duncan. Glad to see you’re awake, did you sleep well?”

      Twisting his hand in the chains, Duncan returned Vincent’s greeting with an obscene gesture.

      Vincent smirked, stepping inside the cell. “Glad to see news of your niece’s death hasn’t taken away from your charming personality.”

      “Go to hell Vincent.” He growled yanking hard on the chains. “We both know why you and your monkeys are here. So quit your chattering and let’s get this over with.”

      His angst only made Vincent’s grin grow wider. With a shrug and a flick of his wrist he issued the command. “Seems the Butcher has forgotten he used to be one of my monkeys. Oh well, since he is anxious to get to the Cage boys, let’s not waste anymore of his time.”

      Within seconds, the six goons had him surrounded, all with smug looks of satisfaction on their faces.

      The first hit came from his right, in the form of a hard punch to his ribs, followed up quickly by one to his face, and then another blow landed on his back over his kidneys. Gritting his teeth against the pain, Duncan refused to yell out and instead hung there like a punching bag, taking blow after blow, while each of the six men took turns landing hits to various areas of his body. There was no hesitation, no break to let him catch his breath, or even to reorient his body as it spun from the ceiling. The chains that held his arms above his head twisted and tightened the cuffs around his wrists until he could no longer feel his hands. His eyes swelled shut, his nose and mouth bled, and his breathing became painful, yet they continued their assault.

      Somewhere in between the barrage of blows, in the dark recess of his rattled mind, Duncan could hear the girls sobbing. Thankfully though, Lyza seemed to have delivered his message as all the girls did as he asked and remained silent, not drawing attention to themselves.

      He had no sense of time or how long the abuse had continued, when Vincent finally stopped it after an upper cut to his lower jaw nearly knocked him unconscious. “Alright boys, I think that is enough.”

      Walking toward him, Vincent lifted his head and investigated his face before turning his attention to his body. Walking around him, he poked and prodded certain wounds, causing Duncan to wince and grit his teeth. “Broken ribs, bruised kidneys, possibly some internal hemorrhaging… Yes, I think this will do nicely. Now get him down so he can shift. We can’t have him looking like that when he enters the ring.”

      One of the males walked to the nearby lever and pulled it, sending Duncan’s body crashing to the floor. Like a swarm of ants, the goons were on top of him, removing the chains and blocking collar from his unmoving body. Then they all stepped outside the cell and closed the door.

      “I think one shift should be enough to heal the superficial stuff.” Vincent remarked from outside the door.

      “Fuck you.” Duncan coughed, spitting blood on the floor. Bracing the sharp pain in his side, he managed to push himself up onto his knees and raised his gaze to meet Vincent’s. “I’m not one of your flunkies anymore. So if you want to scam money off unsuspecting victims you’ll have to figure out another way to do it.”

      Vincent pursed his lips. Without moving his gaze from Duncan’s, he commanded the man to his left. “Haskell, go get the girl with the purple eyes and bring her here. She seemed to be pretty interested in the Butcher when we came in.”

      “Leave her and the others out of this.” Duncan growled, watching as the dark haired male entered Lyza’s cell. Snatching her up by the arm, he dragged the trembling girl to stand in front Duncan’s cell.

      She met his gaze for but a moment before lowering her reddened, tear streaked face to the floor. “What race are you girl?” Vincent asked, throwing an arm over her shoulder.

      Lyza cringed. “Caster sir.”

      “Is that all? Because it looked to me like you were communicating with Duncan here when I came in.”

      “How could I sir, when there was a blocking shield around his cell?”

      “That’s a good question.” Tapping his finger on his chin for a moment, Vincent shrugged.

      In a dizzying blur he hooked his arm around Lyza’s neck and pinned her tightly in front of him. Extending his free hand out to the side, he held it there until one of the goons placed a dagger into his waiting palm.

      “See the problem I am having with your story is, I have never met a Caster with purple eyes.” Placing the tip of his knife underneath her eye, Vincent continued. “So let me ask again, what race are you?”

      “Leave her alone!” Struggling to crawl to his feet, Duncan was hit with a debilitating wave of dizziness that caused him to stumble into the bars separating his and Chloe’s cell. Barely managing to stay upright, he gripped the bars tightly and faced down Vincent. “I’ll fucking shift alright, just leave the girls alone.”

      “Too late for that.” Vincent remarked casually, “Should have listened the first time. You know better than most the repercussions for disobedience.”

      Duncan dropped his gaze to Lyza. Tears streaming down her face she stared down at the point of the blade, less than a hair’s breath away from her eye. “Then punish me. I’m the offender. Besides, if you damage the girl you won’t be able to sell her for as much.”

      Lyza whimpered.

      “You make an interesting point.”

      Duncan breathed a sigh of relief as he watched Vincent lower the knife.

      Suddenly a wicked glint flashed in Vincent’s eye. “Too bad it’s a mute one.”

      “No don’t!” Duncan shouted just moments too late.

      Helpless to do anything to aid the poor girl, he watched in shock as Vincent buried the knife deep into Lyza’s thigh. Screaming out in pain she struggled to free herself of Vincent’s unforgiving grasp, forcing him to tighten his hold around her neck.

      “You see Duncan, for as much as you think you know me, I know you.” Vincent continued speaking as if they were in the midst of a casual conversation. “And you my old friend, have always had a soft spot for women and children. Meaning I could beat the shit out of you all day long and it wouldn’t be anywhere near the punishment for you as me hurting these girls is.” Pausing, he twisted the knife, causing Lyza to cry out again. “Now here are your two options. You can shift and heal your external injuries like I asked you to. Or you can stand there and watch as I inch this knife closer and closer to her artery until I sever it and she bleeds to death in front of you. So what will it be?”

      Grimacing from the immense pain, Duncan pushed off the bars and faced down Vincent. “I told you I would shift damn it, just let her go.”

      “Not until we are done. I want to be sure you don’t have any more second thoughts.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Duncan moved away from the bars. Having no desire to be marched out into the bar naked, he reached for the snap of his pants, and watched out of the corner of his eye as Chloe and the others turned their backs. A gesture he greatly appreciated. After releasing the snap, he let his pants fall to the floor, and kicked them to the side, then without further ado, he shifted into his bear. His very pissed off bear.

      Rising up on his hind legs, the bear released a roar that was so loud he would wager it could likely be heard in the bar above them. Wide eyed, everyone in the room, with the exception of Vincent, stared up at the massive beast with a mixture of fear and awe. Focusing in on his captors outside the cell, the bear let loose another roar, dropped down onto all fours, and charged the bars of the cell forcing Vincent and his men to retreat backwards.

      “Get him under control Duncan or I swear I will kill her.” To accentuate his point, Vincent advanced the blade a little deeper into Lyza’s leg. This time the pain proved to be too intense for the poor girl who cried out and immediately went slack in Vincent’s arm.

      Reining his bear back a bit, Duncan got him to move away from the bars but not before he bared his fangs and released another roar.

      “Does Josiah know you’re putting him in the Cage with that?” One of the goons blurted out suddenly.

      “Nope.” Vincent said with a grin. “I think Josiah needs to learn a lesson in humility. Damn fool had the nerve to ask me for a bigger portion of the winnings the other day. So after the first three rounds of fighting Duncan here man to man, we will switch to beast on beast and see how he likes it when the fight isn’t totally rigged in his favor.”

      Arching a brow the man stared over at Vincent. “And what if he loses?”

      “Makes no difference to me. You see, I am actually not betting on this fight, because no matter the outcome, in the end I will have his Alpha power.”

      Every single goon turned and looked at Vincent as if he had lost his mind. “You’re going to kill the winner?”

      Duncan had suspected as much. He knew there was no way Vincent was going to allow another Alpha to run loose in his territory. It was just too risky. However, Vincent apparently did not feel the need to explain himself any further to his peons. Ignoring their questioning glares, he turned his attention back to Duncan’s bear who growled and bared his fangs at him.

      “Growl all you want big guy, but you will do as I say or the girl dies. Now… shift back.”

      Snarling angrily at the man holding Lyza’s unconscious body in his grasp, Duncan reluctantly complied. Once in man form he did a quick body check. Just like Vincent had predicted the majority of the superficial bruises and cuts were gone, however he was far from healed. His face and head pounded, his lower abdomen hurt like hell, and it felt as if every rib in his body was broken. Trying to ignore the excruciating pain that shot through his side with every breath, Duncan stumbled his way across the cell to retrieve his discarded pants. However when he bent down to retrieve them, the movement only intensified his suffering. Falling to his knees, Duncan doubled over.

      “Leave those where they are and come here.” Vincent remarked handing Lyza off to one of his men. Then turning his attention to his men he added. “John, go get Duncan something a little easier to put on, will you?”

      “Sure boss.”

      A few minutes later John returned with a simple cloth, designed to do nothing more than wrap around his waist. “Come to the bars.” Vincent commanded from the closed door. Clenching his fists, Duncan pushed up off his knees and managed to crawl back on his feet.

      Stumbling his way to where Vincent stood, one of the men slid the cloth, along with a blocking collar, under the bars.

      “Put them on.”

      Angered by the series of abrupt commands that made it sound as if he was speaking to his personal slave, Duncan glowered down at Vincent with murderous intent.

      “Do as you are told or I’ll pull Chloe out of her cell next.”

      Not willing to put Chloe’s life in danger for the sake of his own pride, Duncan used the bars to brace himself as he bent down to retrieve the collar and the thin cloth. Wrapping the cloth around his waist and tucking it in, he then secured the collar around his own neck.

      “See that wasn’t so hard was it?” Vincent smirked. “Now spin around and place your hands behind your back and then we can be on our way to the festivities.” Once again, Duncan silently complied.

      When the men had his hands safely shackled behind his back, they opened the cell door and motioned for him to step through. The instant he did, Duncan found himself pinned to the bars of his cell by four of the goons. Producing a syringe from his pocket, Vincent stabbed him in the neck with the sharp needle and pressed down on the plunger. The moment the contents entered his body, Duncan felt as if someone had poured acid into his blood stream.

      Certain his body would burst into flames at any moment, Duncan cried out, writhing beneath the unrelenting hold of his captors. Thankfully, after a few torturous seconds, the burning began to fade, allowing Duncan to relax. Diaphoretic and exhausted, he sank into the bars as the goons released him and moved away.

      “Wh-what w-was t-that?” he managed to ask between ragged breaths.

      “Wolf’s bane.” Vincent answered. Laughing at Duncan’s confused expression, he continued. “Don’t worry, it’s not enough to kill you, just enough to prevent you from healing any further. Effects should wear off in a day or two… if you live that long.”

      Spinning on his heal, Vincent turned and headed down the corridor toward the door. Wiped out from the abuse and the poison circulating in his blood, Duncan couldn’t muster the strength to follow. Looking aggravated, two of the goons hooked him underneath his arms and all but dragged him after Vincent. They were just about to exit onto the stairs when suddenly the door flew open and a man in a suit came rushing toward them.

      “Sir, the girl, the Night Stalker, she came back and she has another Shifter with her. A male, wolf from his scent, but… and please excuse my language sir… he’s scary as fuck.”

      Duncan nearly laughed out loud, but somehow managed to keep his face straight. He knew only one man Senka would trust enough to travel with that met that description, Ignacio, and honestly it relieved him greatly to know he was by her side.

      Vincent shook his head, “Seems the girl moves on rather quickly doesn’t it? I am almost insulted; I thought we had something special.”

      “Sir, that’s not all.” The man continued, ignoring Vincent’s remarks. “You’re never going to guess what they have with them.”

      “Shane, I’m not in the mood for guessing games. Just spit it out, what does she have?”

      “A head, sir. The girl has a fucking head!”
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      “Seriously Ignacio?” Senka ground out, watching over the rail as the terrified man disappeared down the metal stairs and into the unruly crowd surrounding the cage. Shoving his way through the writhing mass of patrons cheering on the fight, he disappeared inside a door she hadn’t noticed on her first visit. Making a mental note of its location, she turned back to face Ignacio with her hands on her hips. “We agreed to keep a low profile. And I am fairly certain pulling a severed head out of a bag and offering it to a waiter is the exact opposite of low profile.”

      “Got his ass to go downstairs and fetch the prick didn’t it? Besides, his voice was really annoyin’, like a whiny school girl, if he didn’t get out of my face soon I was gonna have to knock him out just to shut him up.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a cigarette and placed it in his mouth. “Besides, I don’t do low profile.”

      “No kidding.”

      Rolling her eyes, she crossed her arms over her chest and watched as he patted down the pockets of his shirt until he located his matches. Finally locating the elusive object, he pulled it out and with a satisfied grin, lit the end of his cigarette.

      “Hey man, I thought I told you to hand over everything you had in your pockets.” A bulky goon snapped from behind them.

      The biggest of the dozen or so men standing watch over them as they waited on Vincent, he had orchestrated the removal of all their weapons. They had searched them thoroughly and had even insisted on taking away her umbrella, despite the fact it was useless underneath the shadowless lights currently blazing down on them.

      The man charged forward, acting as if he was going to confiscate Ignacio’s contraband. Cigarette dangling from his mouth, Ignacio turned to face him as he tucked the items back into his pocket. “Come and git ‘em.”

      The look on the goon’s face said it all as he halted in his tracks and took in Ignacio carefully. Though they had decided as a group it was better if Ignacio covered his marks, there were still a few, mainly on his hands and neck, that remained visible. And it was those same marks that the goon currently had his eyes locked on. Seeming to weigh the risks vs the rewards of inciting a fight with the seasoned cage fighter over a pack of cigarettes, the man wisely backed down.

      Trying to suppress a laugh, Senka turned her attention back down to the Cage where a pair of very large wolves were locked in the midst of a ferocious battle.

      Though his coloring was slightly different, the largest, a grey wolf with bright yellow eyes reminded her a lot of the Alpha wolf that had stopped her and Duncan in the forest. Shrugging it off as coincidence, Senka watched as the beast lunged and sank his teeth into the hind leg of the smaller black wolf he was pitted against. Even as high up as she was, the sounds of bones snapping could be heard over the cheer of the crowd. Grimacing as a shiver ran down her spine, Senka shook her head and looked away.

      “Don’t like the fight?”

      Joining her on the rail, Ignacio inhaled deeply devouring half his cigarette in one breath.

      “Sorry Ignacio, it’s just not my thing I guess.”

      He shrugged, “It ain’t for everyone.”

      Returning their attention to the Cage, they both watched as the grey wolf closed in on his now handicapped competitor. Lunging forward, he latched ahold of the throat of the other wolf and with a shake of his head, ripped his throat clean from his neck. Unable to stomach the gory scene, Senka turned her head to the side and watched as Ignacio’s eyes narrowed with a satisfactory gleam.

      Not sure if she should be concerned that he found so much joy in such gruesome brutality or pity him for being banished from doing the one thing he obviously held a deep passion for, Senka sighed. Placing her back to the rail, she leaned against it and stared at a random spot on the floor.

      “You think I’m fucked up don’t cha?”

      Inhaling deeply, Senka shook her head. “No Ignacio, I don’t think you’re fucked up. You just crave a high.”

      Pausing she glanced over her shoulder and watched as the grey wolf, now in man form was rewarded with his mark. “It’s the same kind of feeling me and Duncan get from hunting. And I’m sure I would miss it, just as much as you miss your fighting, if anyone ever took it away from me. I just don’t fathom how you deal with it as well as you do.”

      “Like this.”

      Placing another cigarette in his mouth he lit it up and inhaled deeply.

      Arching her brows, Senka stared up at the towering male as he quickly obliterated yet another cigarette. “Geez Ignacio, there has to be a healthier way of coping. Maybe you should start hunting. Me and Duncan can teach you if we all manage to get out of this alive.”

      Nose wrinkled in disgust, Ignacio shook his head. “Naw, never cared much for the great outdoors and, as you yourself so kindly pointed out, not so good at keepin’ a low profile.” Lip quirked, he grinned down at her. “Can you imagine my large ass tryin’ to quietly sneak up on some cute little fluffy rabbit?”

      Senka choked on a laugh as she was suddenly struck with the image of the massive, chain smoking, tattooed wolf, trying to creep up on a tiny white bunny in a field full of pink flowers.

      Arching his brow, Ignacio regarded her with an amused smirk. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “Glad to see you’re enjoying yourselves.” Vincent’s voice broke in as he exited the stairs onto the platform. Approaching the table where his men had left the bag containing the head, he gestured toward it. “May I?”

      Senka nodded.

      Making quick work of the cord, he pulled the bag open and lifted the head from inside. “How do I know it is really him?” he asked studying the gaping face carefully.

      “Don’t you know what the man you have been hunting for decades looks like?”

      “Of course I do.” He answered a little too quickly.

      Though he said the words, Senka picked up on a hint of uncertainty. He did however do exactly the one thing she had expected him to do and had therefore prepared for when they had taken the ex-con’s head to the Mage to alter. Biting her lip to hide her smile, she watched as he lifted open one of the lids to reveal a bright amber eye.

      Seeming satisfied with what he saw, Vincent dropped the head back into the bag. Then, with a cocky smirk, approached them. “Seems like all is in order. But I must insist the both of you stay for the next fight, it’s the best matchup we have had at Lobo’s all year.”

      “I don’t think so. Just give me my sister and the others and we will be on our way.”

      Stopping a few feet away, Vincent allowed the heat of his gaze to roam freely over her body, making her feel naked despite the black tank she was wearing. Recalling the way his hands had hungrily groped her, she instinctively stepped back and tucked herself behind Ignacio’s brooding form.

      “Awww sweetness, don’t be that way. Thought you’d be happy to see me after the all the fun we had together on your last visit.”

      A few of the men on the platform chuckled but quickly fell silent as Ignacio’s glare fell upon them. Turning his attention back to Vincent he narrowed his gaze. “Touch her and I’ll throw your ass over the rail before you can blink.”

      Brow arched, Vincent regarded Ignacio with an amused expression. “Don’t worry friend, I have no need for the whore. I prefer women who don’t throw themselves at three different men in less than twenty-four hours.” Eyes focusing in on Ignacio’s exposed markings, Vincent extended his hand. “I don’t think we have had the pleasure. I’m Vincent St. Michael.”

      Running his tongue over his teeth, Ignacio dropped his cigarette on the floor and mashed it out with the toe of his boot. Face dead pan, he then took Vincent’s hand into his own. “Ignacio Martinez.”

      “You a fighter Ignacio?” he asked gesturing to the markings on their clasped hands.

      Tightening his grasp on Vincent’s hand, Ignacio pinned him with his gaze. “Not anymore.”

      Tucked safely behind Ignacio, Senka watched as Vincent’s face became strained as Ignacio continued to increase the pressure of his grasp. To his credit, Vincent held on longer than most would have, but eventually he succumbed to the might of the seasoned fighter and pulled away. “Shame, I’m always looking for new fighters. If you ever decide to get back into the business, come find me.”

      Before Ignacio could respond, the roar of the crowd pulled all their attention to the Cage, where a man in a suit had stepped inside to announce the next fight.

      “Ahhh, perfect timing. Shall we have a seat and enjoy the show?” Vincent asked, gesturing to the large chairs a little further down the platform.

      Glancing over at the high backed leather chairs, Senka huffed. “Yeah, no thanks, we’ll pass. I prefer to see my strangler before he hooks the garrote around my neck.”

      “Have it your way.”

      Taking a seat in one of the chairs, Vincent pulled a cigar from a wood box and offered it to Ignacio. Desire filled his eyes for a brief second, but Ignacio turned down the offer and instead reached into his pocket and pulled out yet another of his cigarettes.

      “Listen Vincent, we didn’t come all this way to…”

      With a single finger held in the air, Vincent cut her off. “Hold that thought, they are about to announce the fighters.”

      Infuriated at his dismissal, Senka was about to tell him where he could shove his finger when something the announcer said caught her attention.

      “…the Butcher’ Kane. Former assassin and bounty hunter, he foolishly betrayed the Horde over twenty years ago. Now an Alpha, he has returned to try and take over the empire we have all worked so hard to build.”

      “No.” the words barely above a whisper escaped her as she rushed to the rail and peered down into the metal confines of the Cage. Below her a chorus of boos rose from the angry crowd.

      The instant her eyes fell upon her old friend, Senka’s heart broke. With a blocking collar around his neck and his hands chained behind his back, he stood unsteadily between the two men with only a thin cloth around his waist to maintain his dignity.

      Surprisingly his skin appeared clean, showing no signs of injuries or abuse, but from the way he held himself Senka could tell right away something was not right.

      “They have done something to him.” Barely above a whisper, her voice strained beneath the building anger and threatening tears.

      “Hobbled him.” Ignacio snarled. “Pussies are too afraid to face him in top form so they worked him over to guarantee their fighter wins.”

      Oblivious to the farce he was promoting, the announcer continued his introductions. “Now his opponent, a man who needs no introduction, and holds the record for the most wins in Lobos’ history. Our current undefeated champion Josiah, the Widower, McCall.”

      The roar of the crowd rose to an unprecedented level as a man, every bit as tall as Duncan, though lacking some of the bulk, entered the ring. Dressed in a loin cloth similar to the one Duncan sported, the blond hair, fair skinned man held his hands high in the air greeting the crowd as he proudly displayed the collection of marks covering his bare back.

      With the announcements complete the man in a suit scurried from the Cage as the men on either side of Duncan released the bonds from his hands. Once finished with him, one of the men motioned to Josiah who moved closer and allowed a blocking collar to be fastened around his neck.

      “We’ll let them go for three rounds in man form before we switch to beast form.” Vincent proceeded to explain as he poured himself a drink. Rising to his feet, he came to stand beside Senka. “I predict if he lives to beast round, Duncan has a ten to one chance of pulling this off.”

      If he makes it. The words echoed in her head over and over again as she watched Duncan brace himself against the spiked walls of the Cage.

      “But this isn’t necessary. I brought you the head of Marchand as promised.” Senka argued. Forcing her gaze away from the ring, she shifted her attention to Vincent. “You gave me your word that if I delivered on my end of the bargain you would release Duncan and the girls.”

      “No guarantees were made for Duncan.” Vincent huffed, exhaling a huge plume of smoke. “But if you would like to strike up another deal, I think we can come up with something. Say, your pretty little sister in exchange for your boyfriend?”

      Senka paled. There was no way she was going to strike that deal and Vincent knew it. As if reading her mind he smirked. “Don’t fret about it sweetness. Actually think of it as me doing you a favor.”

      Gesturing to the Cage just as the bell rang to start the fight, he continued. “Duncan has lied to us both. It was just a matter of time before he betrayed you like he did me. Who knows, once he got tired of you, who’s to say his old habits wouldn’t kick in and he’d take your head for the bounty.”

      “Son of a…”

      Infuriated by his words, Ignacio lunged for Vincent’s neck but stopped when she placed her hand on his chest. “Duncan would never do that to her.” He growled.

      “Believe what you want to believe, but no man with that much blood on his hands can just walk away. There will always be a part of him that feels like something is missing: a deep desire and carnal need that can’t be fulfilled with mundane life.” Pausing, Vincent narrowed his gaze on Ignacio. “And I’d wager you know exactly what I’m talking about, Santo Muerte.”

      Ignacio immediately froze.

      “Tell me you don’t miss the ring. The thrill of the crowd chanting your name.” Gesturing to the Cage below, Vincent continued. “Tell me if given the opportunity to relive your life, that you wouldn’t jump right back in the ring and do it all over again.”

      Ignacio clenched his jaw, but thankfully was saved from answering by the roar of the crowd below. Casting her gaze over the rail, Senka watched in terror as Josiah charged Duncan and pinned him to the bars, just narrowly missing one of the long spikes. Landing several hard blows to his torso and ribs, Josiah pulled back his fist for an apparent hook shot but in doing so opened himself up for Duncan to land a direct hit to his gut. Instantly the young Shifter doubled over as all the wind was expelled from his lungs. Not one to let an opportunity go to waste, Duncan followed up with a well-aimed upper cut.

      Dazed, Josiah fell to the floor. Unfortunately, so did Duncan. Having spent what little energy he had left on that combination, he sank to his knees. Terrified he was going to give up, Senka rushed toward the stairs, but was blocked by the wall of security.

      “Just let me go talk to him.” She pleaded, as she watched Josiah pull himself back to his feet. Shaking his head, he headed across the Cage and lifted Duncan off the floor by his neck.

      Too tired to fight back, Duncan dangled limp in his grasp, and was once again pinned against the bars, this time however, his upper arm was impaled on one of the spikes. Crying out, Duncan struggled to free himself of Josiah’s grasp, but to no avail.

      “Sorry sweetness, you and your large friend are staying up here where the light can ensure you don’t use your powers.” Pausing, Vincent made a circling motion with his hand. In the blink of an eye, every Shifter on the platform produced a weapon from inside their suit jackets. Tips pointed at her, the males herded her back to chairs where another group of men had already forced Ignacio into a seat.

      “That’s better. Now sit back and enjoy the end of the fight. And when it’s all over we can renegotiate a few of the terms of our previous agreement.”

      “You bastard! We had a deal.” Senka snapped, as one of the men shoved her forcefully down into the chair.

      Pissed at seeing her man-handled, Ignacio rose to confront the asshole, when another of the men hit him hard across the head with the blunt end of his sword.

      “Hey, easy there. I want that one alive.” Vincent chastised his man. “I can get a small fortune for him in the black market… that is after I’ve pitted him in a few fights of my own.”

      “Go to hell.” Ignacio cursed, bracing his head as blood gushed from the open wound in his temple. “I’ll die before I fight any matches for you.”

      “That can be arranged, but I doubt it’s necessary. I have good resources, I am bound to find something that can be used to encourage you to see things my way.” Leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees Vincent grinned. “Tell me Santo Muerte, do you have any sisters?”

      Ignacio’s eyes narrowed, making Vincent’s smile widen even more. “That’s what I thought.” Leaning back in his chair Vincent poured himself another drink. “I’m done with them. Chain them up and take them downstairs. Once they are secured below escort the girls and our foreign guests up so we can begin the bidding.”

      Chuckling, the men moved in to shackle Senka and Ignacio when suddenly a large bang rattled the building. Now it was her turn to smile. Taking advantage of their distraction, Senka kicked out her leg and swiped the man closest to her off his feet. Leaping on top of him, she then snagged his long knife and rammed it into his chest. Next to her, Ignacio followed her lead, taking down two more of Vincent’s men.

      Another bang rattled from a different part of the building causing a large part of the ceiling to come collapsing down onto the crowd below. Full blown panic ensued as people pushed and shoved each other trying to scramble for the door. Springing back to her feet, Senka turned her attention back to the chair Vincent had been seated in only moments ago and cursed when she found it abandoned.

      “Senka! Watch out!” Ignacio called to her just as a giant grey wolf fell to her feet with a dagger protruding from his side. Nodding her thanks, Senka braced as a third blast knocked out the power and enveloped the entire building in darkness.

      “Now were talking.”

      Wrapping herself in the cold tendril of her power, Senka flashed to where the goons had stored their weapons. As she gathered her things and rearmed herself, Senka heard the commotion as the first of their ranks breached the front door and began taking out goons.

      Using her power to block a blade that flew her direction, she sent one of her own back at the sender and watched satisfied as he fell to the ground. Looking around, she spotted Ignacio in the corner, fighting off a pack of about three wolves.

      Aiming carefully, Senka sent a pair of knives flying his direction. “Ignacio!”

      Glancing her direction, he moved just in time to allow the blades to be buried in the wall behind him. Jerking them free, he slit the throat of one wolf, while stabbing another in the neck with his free hand. The third wolf however, managed to get ahold of him and clamped down on his arm with his teeth. Rushing forward, to save him, Senka froze when he waved her off. In a blur of magic he shifted into a solid white wolf. After quickly handling the other wolf, the large white animal trotted up to her and nuzzled her hand with his snout.

      “Really, white?”

      Growling low, he released a snort and rushed off down the stairs to join the fray. Not one to stay behind and miss all the fun, Senka flashed to the bottom of the stairs where she took out several more of Vincent’s men, before being joined seconds later by her father and Jericho.

      “Vincent got away.”

      “It’s ok. For now we git the girl’s out of here. We can worry ‘bout Vincent later.” Without even looking in its direction, her father buried a knife into a snarling fox charging their direction.

      Frowning, Senka took in all the animals around her. “How do you know which are friends and which are foe?”

      “Simple. The ones who tryin’ to bite ya are the bad ones.”

      “Great, thanks for the advice.” Senka huffed, rolling her eyes before addressing Jericho. “There is a door over there that leads into a basement. I think that is where they are keeping the girls.” She directed, gesturing in the general direction. “Would you mind checking it out while I check on my friend?”

      “On it.” Jericho said, disappearing from sight.

      Satisfied that her sister would be safe under Jericho’s protection, Senka turned her attention to the Cage. “I need to get in there Pa, he’s hurt bad.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Without waiting for her answer, her father flashed inside the Cage. Following his lead, she materialized in the center of the steel Cage and immediately spotted Duncan face down next to an unmoving Josiah. The both of them were buried beneath a large piece of the ceiling, but it was more than apparent from the large portion of his skull that was missing that Josiah had taken the worst of the blow.

      Panicked by the sight, she rushed forward and fell to her knees. Aided by her father, they tossed pieces of rock and cement every which way and managed to free him of the rubble. Immediately turning him over, Senka gasped as she took in the gaping wound the spike had made in his upper arm.

      Outside the cell, men and women started celebrating their victory as the last of Vincent’s remaining men fled into the street and disappeared into the night. But Senka could not join in their revelry. Heart breaking, she knelt by Duncan’s limp body.

      “Duncan?” she pleaded, her voice cracking as she pressed down on the bleeding wound. “Come on old man, talk to me.”

      Kneeling beside her, her father pulled off his shirt and offered it over as a bandage. Gladly accepting the offer she wrapped it around the wound and pressed down, desperately trying to stop the bleeding.

      “Senka.” Andria knelt next to her. Dressed in a simple pull over dress she had put on after shifting back, she dipped her finger into his fresh blood and sniffed. “He’s been injected with Wolf’s bane.”

      Tears streaming down her face, she raised her gaze to meet Duncan’s sister’s sadden expression. “What does that mean?”

      “It means he can’t heal. And given the seriousness of his injuries…”

      “No!” Shaking her head adamantly Senka refused to hear anymore. “He’s going to be fine.” Glancing around as some of the other Shifters, including Ignacio, entered the cell she continued. “He can shift, right? His bear isn’t hurt, he never got the chance to fight in beast form, so he should still be alright.”

      “Senka…” With nothing but a cloth around his waist, Ignacio had all his marks on full display as he stepped inside. Ignoring the couple of disapproving glares that were cast his direction, he knelt down on the other side of Duncan and shook his head. “Duncan is tough; don’t doubt me about that, but this…” he paused, grimacing as he took in the full reality of what had been done to him. “This may even be a little much for him.”

      “Maybe I can help.” Turning to find the source of the voice, several people stepped aside revealing an older gentleman with neatly trimmed grey hair. Walking with an air of authority, he knelt down next to her and sniffed. “I knew he was lying about killing you.”

      With a furrowed brow, she raised her gaze to his and gasped at the bright yellow eyes staring back at her. “You’re the wolf from the forest.”

      He smile and nodded. “My name is Uriel. Now let’s see what we can do about making your friend shift.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I can try. It’s one of an Alpha’s gifts. We can sometimes force Shifter’s to change form even if they are unwilling or unable to.” Ripping the blocking band from his neck, Uriel gestured down at Duncan asking her permission to continue.

      Nodding rapidly, she watched as he laid his hands on his body and closed his eyes. His face strained, he forced as much of his Alpha power into Duncan’s lifeless body as he could, while Senka and the others watched and waited with baited breath. However after a few minutes, Uriel, his brow drenched in sweat, released his hold and shook his head.

      “He’s fighting me. He thinks he deserves his fate and refuses to shift.” Turning to address Senka he sighed. “If you want him to live, you need to give him a reason to come back.”

      Immediately all sets of eyes fell on Senka. Heaving a heavy breathe, she leaned over Duncan’s body and brushed some of the shaggy hair out of his face.

      “Old man, I know you can hear me in there and I need you to know I am sorry. Sorry for being hardheaded, sorry for yelling at you all the time, and sorry for not listening. But more than all that, I am sorry of calling you a liar.”

      Sniffing back her tears she brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face. “I know you may think you deserve what has happened to you, but me and all these people are here to tell you that you don’t. Instead I am here to tell you I was wrong.”

      Smiling slightly, Senka wiped a tear from her eyes. “You hear that old man, I am admitting I was wrong. You don’t deserve this. You’re too good a man. And if you don’t believe me just ask any one of these other people standing here wishing you would come back. Not because they fear and hate the monster you used to be, but because they love and respect the man you have become. All our lives are so much better because you are a part of them. And we need you…” Pausing she smiled, and pressed her forehead against his. “I need you. And you know why? Because I love you old man.” Closing the gap between them she dropped her head in the crook of his neck as violent sobbing wracked her body. “Please don’t leave me here alone.”

      “I won’t.” His voice, barely above a whisper caused her to jerk her head up.

      “Duncan?”

      Blinking his eyes open, he stared up at her and offered her a weak grin.

      “Oh my gosh!” she cried, crushing her lips against his.

      His smile widened even more, before his brow furrowed. “Your sister?”

      “I’m here,” Chloe said, stepping forward, “we all are.”

      Nodding weakly, Senka watched as his eyes began to close again.

      “Senka, if you want me to do this, we need to do it now.” Uriel interrupted. “If not, it will be too late.”

      Covering her mouth, Senka stood and moved out of his way. When she rose to her feet, her father was standing there with waiting arms. Joined by Chloe, the three of them stood together as a family for the first time in over a decade and watched as Uriel tried one more time to get Duncan to shift.

      “Come on man.” Uriel growled, “Shift damn it or I am going to hook that pretty girl over there up with some guy closer to her age… like maybe that tattooed bastard over there.”

      Ignacio frowned, but it only lasted a second as they all watched the injured Duncan finally shift into the massive grizzly.

      Growling low, the giant animal pulled himself to his feet, but within seconds was back laying on the ground.

      “Too much blood loss.” Uriel answered their unanswered question. “But he should be fine. He just needs to rest and stay in this form until the Wolf’s bane wears of. After that, it will take a few shifts, but he should be good as new.”

      “We can take him to my house.” Andria offered.

      “Good idea, I’ll wait a day or two and come by and check on him. If he still isn’t shifting on his own by then we will do this again.” With that said, Uriel stood and marched out of the Cage.

      “He could have at least stayed to help carry his large ass.” Ignacio grumbled.

      “I’ll help.”

      “As will I.”

      “And I.”

      The chorus of voices rose. Before she knew what was happening, every able bodied male was standing next to Duncan. Lifting him up they managed to squeeze him through the door and down the steps. They were just about out the doorway when Bruce suddenly appeared in front of them.

      “Hey guys?” Bruce said grinning. “Anyone need a ride?”

      “Are those Vincent’s car keys?” Senka asked watching as he twirled them on his finger.

      “Yep. Now load up the bear and let’s go for a ride.”
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      Sitting on the front porch, a cup of tea in her hand, Senka stared out across the field and watched the sun set for the day. It had been over a week since the battle at Lobo’s and Duncan still had not healed enough to travel back home. Most of the days he slept, and when he did awaken he was often angry and confused about what happened. Refusing to leave his side except when necessary to eat or shower, Andria had insisted she at least take a break in the evening to enjoy a cup of tea. Half suspecting the matronly lady was trying to drug her, to force her to sleep, she mainly blew on the top of the steaming liquid to give the appearance of drinking it.

      Peaking over her shoulder, she stared down the long stretch of road, and discretely poured a little of her tea over the porch edge.

      “How’s things been goin’ over there?”

      Turning to smile up at her father, she shrugged. “It’s a work in progress. Vincent ran everything and it’s gonna take them some time to remember how to think for themselves again. But they are working together and I think they will be alright. Even heard a rumor that the citizens are already planning to hold an election to choose an actual leader to help them rebuild and manage the city.”

      “That’ll be good fer ‘em.” Walking up the porch he gestured to the empty chair behind her. “Mind if I join ya?”

      “Sure.”

      Taking a seat in the chair beside her, he stared out at the sunset in silence. Knowing he had something he wanted to discuss but needed to build up the nerve for, she watched out of the corner of her eye as he fidgeted with his jewelry. Finally after a few more minutes of silence, he released a heavy sigh.

      “Senka, there’s somethin’ I been debatin’ on tellin’ ya. But after ponderin’ on it a bit, I decided I had better do it so as the pair of ya don’t figure it out later on ya own and get upset that I at least didn’t warn ya.”

      Slightly concerned as to where this might be heading, Senka set her tea cup on the table to give her father her full attention. “Ok Pa, what is it?

      Biting his lip, her Pa sighed. “I wasn’t sure at first cause of the beard. But after doin’ the math and hearin’ what I did at the bar that night, I am pretty certain that you and that Duncan fella met long before ya showed up at the Northern Camp.” Pausing he rubbed the back of his neck. “Twenty years ago to be exact.”

      Well that took her completely by surprise. “Twenty years ago? Pa I would have been six years old and Duncan would have still been working for Vincent. Hell mom was still with us then, so how the heck would I have met Duncan?”

      Rubbing his chin, her Pa shook his head. “Ya really don’t remember do ya?”

      “Pa what are you talking about?”

      “It was back when we lived on the edge of the Seer border in the cabin by the river.” Pausing he stared out at the field. “I was out workin’ the garden and you was out playin’ by the stream. I had told ya a thousand times not to wade in too deep cause the current was fast, but ya were so damn hard headed.

      “Anyway, my back was to ya pullin’ weeds. Never even knew he was there. But the next thin’ I know this giant, very pissed off lookin’ man, come chargin’ out of the forest and headin’ straight at me. It was broad daylight so I couldn’t flash, so instead I held up my shovel and prepared to fight for me life. Only, to my disbelief he ran right past me and dove into the river. At first I was confused… then I realized you were missin’.” Pausing, her Pa’s eyes saddened as he continued. “By the time I made it to the water’s edge, he was already crawlin’ out with you in his arms.”

      “He’s the only man that ever got the drop on me Senka. Ever.” Pausing he shook his head. “He could have killed me. Gone back to Vincent a hero and been set for life. But instead he blew off his one opportunity in order to save the life of a Night Stalker child.”

      “But you were going to kill him anyway.” Senka blinked the memories suddenly flooding back to her. “I still remember that look in your eye when he set me down and told me to go to you. I knew if I left his side you’d kill him like you had all the other hunters, so I clung to his leg, and cried and begged you to let him go.”

      He nodded. “Do you remember what you told me?”

      “I said ‘Please don’t hurt him Pa, he’s my guardian and my friend.’” Senka paused, staring out across the field. “He’s always been my guardian.”

      “Seems fate saw fit for the pair of ya to guard each other.”

      Senka sat in silence for a few minutes. Then with a heavy sigh, she turned and faced her father. “Does the age difference bother you Pa? I mean, I don’t actually know how old Duncan is, but my guess is he is pretty up there.”

      Her Pa took her by surprise when he laughed. “I am over eight hundred years old and my current wife is thirty.” Smiling over at her gaping expression he reached over and patted her arm. “That bein’ said. I hardly think I am one to be placin’ judgment on someone’s relationship cause of an age difference.

      “Are you immortal Pa?”

      “Naw child, just really lucky and very hard headed.” With an amused smirk, he rose to his feet and stretched his arms above his head. “And I ain’t ready to die yet.”

      Staring in disbelief as he descended from the porch, Senka shouted after him. “How about me Pa? How long will I live?”

      “Don’t rightly know.” He shouted back. “But I’d wager you’ve aged as much as yer gonna. So as long as ya keep yer head on yer shoulders, you and the Shifter fella should have plenty of time to enjoy each other’s company.”

      And with that said, he flashed away leaving her with a ton of unanswered questions and a whole mess of information to process.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Groaning in pain, Duncan awoke to find himself in the familiar confines of his sister’s bedroom. Unsure how long he had been there or even how he had gotten there, he racked his mind trying to recall what the last thing he did was. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to pull any clear memories from the foggy banks of his mind. Deciding it wasn’t worth the effort or the headache it was causing, he attempted to push himself up only to have a searing pain shoot from his left arm all the way up into his shoulder.

      “What are you doing? Lay down!”

      Cringing from the loudness of his sister’s voice, Duncan braced his head in his hands. “Can you talk more quietly?”

      “Sure, as soon as you lay back down.” She snapped, as she not so gently shoved him back into the bed.

      Groaning as a new pain radiated up his side he conceded to his sister’s wishes.

      “Why the hell do I feel like I had an entire building fall on me?”

      Andria, who was busy straightening little things around the room, stopped what she was doing and stared at him as if he had lost his mind. “Maybe cause you did?”

      “Did what?”

      “Had a building fall on you.” She remarked, as she went about her chores. “Not an entire building of course, just a large piece of the ceiling.”

      Blinking rapidly he rubbed his head, certain he had misunderstood her. “You want to go over that again?”

      “Not really, we have already been over this a several times in the last few days alone. But don’t let that worry you too much; Uriel said it was normal for people with injuries as severe as yours to experience some amnesia. Once you’re all healed that should go away too.”

      “What are you talking about? And who the hell is Uriel?”

      “The Alpha wolf from the forest patrol who has been coming by every day for over a week to make you shift a few times.” Andria said rolling her eyes. “You know, the man who is literally the only reason you are alive at the moment.”

      Growing tired of his sister’s games, Duncan managed to push himself upright without hurting himself and propped himself against the headboard of the bed. Doing his best to control the tone of his voice so she wouldn’t realize how extremely pissed off he was becoming, he pinched his brow and tried one more time.

      “Andria, I know you say you have done this already, but can you please try explaining why I am here, in your home, covered in bandages, and have no recollection of what has happened over the…” He paused, unsure of exactly how many days he was missing.

      “Week Duncan. You have been here a week.”

      “Ok, a week. Can you please tell me what I have been doing for the last week?”

      “I got a better idea.” Turning toward the door, Andria hollered out into the hallway. “Gidgit, come here. Your Uncle is awake again.”

      Something about hearing Gidgit’s name triggered a deep sense of remorse and guilt. But before he could ask why, Gidgit came barreling into the room and jumped into bed with him.

      “Uncle!!!” she exclaimed, lunging in for a hug.

      A wide range of emotions bombarded him at once and before he knew what he was doing, Duncan was crying. Thinking for sure he had lost his mind, but still loving the feel of his tiny niece’s arms wrapped around his torso, Duncan placed a hand on her back.

      Leaning back and seeing him crying, Gidgit made a pouty face. “Awww Uncle, did you dream the bad men killed me in the fire again?” she asked leaning in to hug him. “Don’t worry I’m ok.”

      Her sweet words triggered a catastrophic avalanche of memories to come tumbling back into his mind all at once. Memories of Hatchet strangling him, memories of fighting goons side by side with Senka, memories of being chained to the ceiling of a cell while Vincent described in vivid detail the way he had ravished Senka’s body. And with each memory, the panic, fear, and anger all began to return. Within seconds it had built to such a horrifying level that it thickened the very air around him making it difficult to breath.

      “Andria,” he called, trying to steady his breathing as he recalled Vincent telling him Gidgit had been killed in a barn fire.

      “Andria…”

      Sweat beaded on his forehead and his hands shook. Deep inside he could feel his bear clawing to get free, but he dared not release him in this state with his niece so close.

      Oblivious to his suffering, Andria kept to her work, her back turned toward him.

      The beating, the Wolf’s bane, the Cage. It all came crashing down upon him at an unforgiving speed. Closing his eyes, he clenched the sheets tightly.

      “Damn it Andria! Get Gidgit out of here!”

      The panic in his voice finally got her attention. Spinning around and realizing the state he was in, Andria paled. “Oh crap.” Rushing forward she jerked Gidgit off of him.

      “Uncle!!” Tiny hand outstretched, Gidgit protested her removal as her mother set her down in the hallway.

      Kneeling before her, Andria attempted to pacify her youngest child. “Baby, Uncle doesn’t feel good right now. How about you do Mommy a big favor and go find your Papa and tell him to come here?”

      Distracted from her tantrum by a sense of purpose, Gidgit’s face lit up with excitement. “Ok mommy!”

      Spinning on her heal, Gidgit disappeared down the hallway merrily humming a tune. With her safely out of the way. Duncan crawled from the bed, grasping his hair in his hands. Heart pounding in his chest, he paced the length of the room, desperately seeking some kind of relief from the overpowering emotions.

      “Duncan,” Holding up her hands, Andria cautiously approached him, her concern clear in her voice. “Talk to me Duncan.”

      “I was trying to talk to you!” he seethed, causing her to retreat back a few steps.

      “I’m sorry Duncan. I never imagined you would have this kind of a reaction to Gidgit. I only called her in because the last time you woke up she triggered your memory... but it was nothing like this. You were so elated that she was alive and well, that you held her in your arms, listening to her for hours as she yammered on and on about nothing.”

      “They told me they killed her Andria!” he yelled, pointing at the door. “Burned her alive in a barn because I had the nerve to show my face again!” Doubling over he cradled his head in his hands, as the memory tore painfully at his heart. “Stars Andria, I thought I was responsible for the death of your daughter… do you have any idea what that did to me?”

      “But Gidgit is fine Duncan… we all are.”

      Heavy footsteps could be heard rapidly approaching from down the hall only moments before Bruce appeared in the doorway. Doing a quick assessment of the situation, he rushed to his wife’s side. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. It’s him I’m worried about. He didn’t react well to finding out Gidgit was still alive this time.”

      Eyeing him sadly Bruce shook his head. “Duncan, everything Vincent told you in there was a lie. He only wanted to screw with your head.”

      “Well he fucking succeeded.”

      Running his hands through his hair repeatedly, Duncan resumed pacing, desperate to make sense of everything his mind was trying to show him. But other than the misery and pain associated with them, Duncan couldn’t make heads or tails of the jumbled up mess. “I think I am losing my mind.”

      “Then let me help you find it.”

      “Senka?”

      Halting mid-stride, Duncan spun to face the door. Standing just inside the room, looking every bit as beautiful as the last time he had seen her, Senka greeted him with a sad smile. “Hey old man.”

      He should have been overjoyed to see her alive and well, but her presence only made the pain worse. Recalling the hurt in her eyes after learning the truth of who he was, Duncan was overcome with heart crushing regret. Combined with the panic and guilt already tearing away at his soul, it quickly became too much for his weakened state, and he collapsed to his knees.

      “Senka I’m so sorry.” He exhaled watching as she slowly approached him. “I didn’t want you to find out the truth that way. I wanted to tell you myself, I swear. But every time I built up the nerve, something would happen that made the timing seem wrong. ”

      Hesitating as she stopped in front of him, her expression impassive, he dropped his gaze to floor. “I didn’t mean to deceive you and I damn sure didn’t mean to hurt you. If you never want to see me again, I will understand…”

      “Duncan…” Her hands gently holding each side of his face, Senka tipped his head back so that he was forced to look at her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Finding it hard to believe she could have possibly forgiven him for his crimes against her people, Duncan furrowed his brow. His gaze locked with hers, he stared up into her breathtaking amber eyes, and searched for any signs she was being anything but truthful. But there was no anger or hate in the soft expression that stared back at him. Instead his fear was met only with warmth and compassion.

      “You’re not angry with me?”

      “I was…”

      Upon hearing those words, he tried to pull his head free of her hold. But Senka was not having it. Tightening her grip, she held him in place, forcing him to look at her.

      “Let me finish.” She gently commanded.

      Surrendering his struggle, Duncan watched out of the corner of his eye as Bruce, realizing they were no longer needed, nudged Andria toward the door. Hand in hand they exited the room, giving them the space and privacy they needed to work out their grievances.

      “Duncan…” She called, pulling his gaze back to her.

      Satisfied she had his undivided attention once again, Senka continued. “As I was saying, I was angry. So much so I considered leaving you to Vincent’s wrath. But then, the more I thought about it, the more I realized I had no right to be angry with you.” Heaving a heavy sigh, she reached down and took his hands, pulling him to his feet. “What you did to protect Andria and your family is no different than what I did to take care of my sister when my father left. And while I’m not proud of that fact, I will not deny, given the same circumstances, I wouldn’t hesitate to do it all over again. Just as I am sure you wouldn’t either.”

      He sighed, knowing she was right. “Still I shouldn’t have kept my past a secret from you. By bringing you here and not telling you up front what we were walking into I put your life in danger, and for that I cannot forgive myself.”

      “We all have secrets Duncan…” Senka hesitated, biting her lip nervously. “Some just a bit more ummmm… impactful than others.”

      Swallowing hard, it was Senka’s turn to look away. Eyes on the floor, he watched as she randomly picked at some invisible object on the front of her shirt. Concerned by her sudden change in demeanor, he moved closer and wrapped his arms around her. “Are you ok?”

      Returning his embrace, she pulled him close, shaking her head. “I have something I need to confess. But I am afraid if I tell you, you won’t want me anymore.”

      Tightening his hold on her small body, Duncan shook his head. “Senka, I love you. Have for a long time, if I am going to be honest. And there is absolutely nothing you can say that is going to change that.”

      “I found my father.” She blurted out before biting her lip again. “And it seems the two of you have met…”

      Duncan blinked. That definitely wasn’t something he had expected her to say. “I’ve met your father?”

      Again she nodded. “About twenty years ago.”

      Duncan frowned not liking the direction this conversation had turned. “I was still a bounty hunter twenty years ago.”

      “Yes, and he was your prey.”

      Duncan cringed. Unsure of how to respond to that tidbit of information, he elected to remain silent.

      “You might even remember him. His name is Criston Le Blanc.” Senka hesitated, staring up at him. “But you’ll probably know him better by his code name… ‘Marchand de Mort’

      At the mention of the assassin legend’s name, Duncan’s brow furrowed. The one and only time he had encountered Marchand was the day he had planned to kill him. However after hiding in the forest for days, waiting for the perfect opportunity to present itself, he ended up blowing his cover at the last minute in order to save the man’s child from drowning in the river.

      The child…

      Eyes wide Duncan dropped his gaze to Senka’s dark brown hair and amber eyes. “No… it’s not possible.”

      Having remained silent up to this point, giving him the time he needed to work the truth out on his own, Senka sniffed. “You saved me that day Duncan. You gave up your chance to kill a legend and become one yourself, in order to save your enemy’s child.”

      “And you protected me from your father.” He breathed out. Moving away from her Duncan shook his head. “Damn Senka, this…” he paused gesturing between them. “…this is messed up. You… you were just a tiny thing… a child…”

      “But now I am an adult… and semi-immortal.” She challenged closing the gap he had made. “I will look the way I do right now for the rest of my life. So what difference does it make if I am twenty-six or two hundred and six? Me personally, I believe fate brought us together again because they knew we would need each other’s help once more.” Still reeling from the shock of it all, Duncan remained still as Senka wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “And I for one would hate to go against the stars plans for us.”

      Before he could argue, Senka rose up on her toes and pressed her lips against his. Passion ignited his veins, instantly obliterating any arguments he had once had.

      When they finally broke their kiss, Duncan pressed his forehead against Senka’s and released a heavy sigh. “You know …that day changed my life. You changed my life.”

      “Duncan…”

      “No Senka, it’s true. I went into that forest fully expecting to die. But instead I walked out a completely new man. And do you know why?” Running a hand through her hair, he laid a gentle kiss on her cheek. “Because you called me your guardian. It was the first time in a long time anyone had seen me as something other than the killer I had chosen to become. And it gave me a purpose. I decided then and there, that if that cute little girl in pigtails could see good in me, then maybe, just maybe, there was hope for my dark soul after all.”

      “The goodness was inside you all along Duncan… otherwise you would have let me drown.” Rising up on her toes as if to kiss him, she hesitated, “You just needed a little help finding it.”

      Pressing her lips to his, she ran her hands through his shaggy hair. A low growl rumbled free from his chest as he snaked his arms around her waist, and he held her close; her small body molding to his as if they were made for one another.

      They remained that way, locked in each other’s arms for how long he had no idea. This time it was Senka who broke it off first. Her eyes half hooded, she looked up at him with a need that mirrored his own. Not wanting to deny either of them what they both so obviously wanted, Duncan scooped her up in his arms and set her gently down on the bed.

      Gazing up at him, Senka smiled mischievously. “I love you old man.”

      Leaning down, Duncan pulled up the bottom of her tank, pressing a gentle kiss on the skin underneath. “I love you, too.” he breathed, loving the way she groaned when his whiskers tickled her skin. Slowly working his way up to her shoulder, Duncan licked and nipped at the sensitive flesh as she fisted her hand tightly into his hair, encouraging him to continue. Before long her breathing got heavy and her heart rate increased. But still he taunted her.

      Finally when she was on the edge of going mad, he leaned over and whispered softly into her ear. “I plan to spend every minute of every day for the rest of my life proving to you just how much I love you… that is if you will allow me.”

      She gasped. Pulling back slightly he stared into her shocked expression. “So will you?” he asked again, watching as tears welled in her eyes. “Will you have me as your mate Senka?”

      A loan tear escaped as she nodded her head. “Now and forever.”
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