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Chapter One
TO SAY FLYING on the back of a dragon at high altitudes is cold was like saying Death Valley warms up a little in July. And I’d been doing it—flying by dragon-back at high altitudes—for more hours straight than I cared to count.
“Fu … ck … ing he … ll.” My teeth chattered over the words and Liam grunted, tightening his hold on me. If only it were that easy to warm up. His arms were around me and I faced him, my legs wrapped around his waist. He, being the hot-blooded shifter he was, did not feel the cold like I did. The proximity to him helped, it did, but not enough to cut the cold. Just enough to keep me from turning into a Popsicle.
Blaz, dragon extraordinaire, laughed and sent his words to us.
Stop being such a pussy, Rylee. This is the vacation you wanted so badly.
I didn’t have it in me to answer him; I settled for flipping him the bird, which only made him laugh harder. I buried my face in the relative protection between my body and Liam’s.
“I’m sorry, I wish there was another way for us to get there.” Liam spoke softly into my ear as he readjusted his arms around me. I nodded, again keeping my words to myself.
Liam couldn’t cross the veil unless it was a physical entrance, like a doorway. Using the veil like necromancers did, jumping from place to place, was impossible for him. Add into that the powerful energy Liam gave off and how it wigged out technology, and suddenly flying via a more traditional method was also out of the running. Which meant it was flight by dragon-back or not at all.
We could have taken one of the doorways through the castle that acted as a central jumping point, but we didn’t actually know where we were going or which doorway would take us there. I had no desire to go around opening random doors. I’d done that once, the results had not been particularly good.
We’d started our mini-vacation spending time near London, at Jack’s place. No one knew we were there. Hell, even Will and Deanna hadn’t known we’d been in town. More important, though, were the books of prophecy that were there. I’d wanted to have another crack at them.
For three days, Liam and I looked for the books, but they were gone. Hidden away by some asshat. I’d been hoping to find the key that would end the terror that was Orion and his demon hordes coming our way.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t a single freaking trace of the books. The worst part was I suspected the details I needed to know were in the violet-skinned book of prophecy. Of course, Milly stole that while in Orion’s thrall. Orion had the book; hell, he’d probably destroyed it by now, which meant any help I could possibly glean from the pages was gone. Still, it had been worth a shot to try and get something from the remaining books.
A sharp blast of icy wind smacked me in the face, a cold slap reminding me exactly where I was. We coasted along the northern line of Russia, following the water’s edge most of the way. Pretty much as far north as we could be without hitting the Pole.
The reason we were flying so far north? Blaz didn’t want to deal with his family—some sort of dysfunctional dragon politics he would only mutter about. He wouldn’t give any real solid reason, other than he wasn’t going there. And let’s be honest, arguing with a dragon never went well for anyone.
Which left me freezing my ass off and wishing I could throw myself into an open flame.
We are almost there, pansy, Blaz said, his voice rumbling through me, loud enough that I knew Liam heard him too. Then, softer, his voice just for me, he said, I am sorry. I can’t face my family right now. There is too much going on for me to even skirt their territory. If they knew I was here, we would not be able to avoid them.
His words mollified me only a little. Better yet, he dropped into the relatively warmer air as we began our descent. Sure, it was only a few degrees, but I felt the difference, even if it was still cold enough to freeze the testicles off an ice troll.
I dared to peek out of the tiny warm spot I clung to between Liam and me. Blaz headed inland in a slow circle toward a bare patch of snow surrounded by trees and white capped mountains as far as I could see. As we circled, the ocean came back into view, distant waves crashing to the frozen shoreline. Three sides of mountains, one side of ocean, and not a single road that I could see. Squinting, I pointed to a splotch of brown that seemed out of place in the color scheme. “Liam, what is that?”
He turned to look, his eyes dilating, making the silvery gold of his irises fade. “Looks like a village. Seems odd for the middle of nowhere.”
No kidding. Knowing how far north we were, I hadn’t expected to see anyone except the wolf pack we were to spend time with. Certainly not a human village. I cast another glance that way, but saw no movement. Of course, the dead of winter in northern Russia wasn’t exactly the time to be playing in the great outdoors.
They aren’t far away, but they won’t see us.
Blaz was right; humans never saw what was right in front of them. A trait which helped them survive for a long time; a trait that had helped the supernatural world stay hidden long after it had been forgotten.
Then again, if they knew about the supernatural, maybe we all would have an easier time of things. I let out a sigh knowing I was fooling myself. The humans would never accept our world alongside theirs. Humans didn’t like to be anywhere but the top of the food chain, and having supernaturals in the open would prove they were anything but the top dogs.
“Hey, where’d you go?” Liam touched my cheek, his fingers warm.
My fingers wrapped around his and I shook my head lightly. “Just thinking.”
I didn’t say anything else while Blaz landed, his back claws digging into the hard packed ice and snow in the small clearing. The ground squeaked under his weight, that awful squeal that tells you it’s too damn cold even for snow to be light and fluffy. After untangling myself from Liam and unhooking from the harness on Blaz’s back, I slid down his side and landed on the hard packed snow.
I have something for you from Doran.
Now that was curious. “Why didn’t he give it to me himself before we left?”
Blaz gave a roll of his shoulders and held out his front right claw to me, his digits uncurling one by one. I glanced up at him. “Do you know what it is?”
He only told me not to give it to you until we landed. Something about a time limit.
Son of a bitch. I peered into Blaz’s claw, a guess already forming. A small jewelry box stared back at me. I lifted it out, my hands shaking with the cold. Cracking it open, I squealed—though I will deny, now, that any such noise ever came out of my mouth. A round stone, one I recognized all too well. The stone was smooth, and black with a rainbow of reds, blues, and greens flickering through it. I’d worn a similar opal during my time fighting off the frigid cold of the hoarfrost demon’s poison.
The fire opal hung on a thick silver chain, and I quickly put it on, tucking it under my shirt so the opal came in contact with my skin. It hung against the black snowflake tattoo between my breasts and the instant it touched me … I let out a sigh, the heat flowing through my veins reminding me of sliding into a hot tub, the shivers of pure delight washing through me.
“Remind me to thank him when we get back,” I mumbled, feeling nearly drugged with the euphoria of being truly warm for the first time since we left Jack’s place in London.
Liam didn’t laugh as he reached out and touched the silver chain. “He’ll likely want the kind of thank you only I should get from you.”
I snorted and touched the opal through my shirt as a flutter from the box in Blaz’s hand caught my eye.
The paper blew toward me, and I wondered how much of it was a natural wind and how much was some sort of spell Doran had put on it. The words were scratched into the paper with an old school quill.
Come back soon, Tracker. We need you here in one piece. Don’t make me call in favors to save you.
I’ll bite your delectable ass if I have to do that.
Love,
Doran
Yeah, that was Doran, him and his ass-biting. Liam took the paper, read it and bunched it up into a ball before throwing it away. “Idiot.”
Blaz snickered and launched himself into the air, surprising me. “Where do you think you’re going?”
I have things to do. I’ll be back in a week for you. Call if you need me sooner. I lifted a hand to him and Liam did the same. The backdraft from his wings slid around us, swirling up the snow crystals not hardened into ice, battering them against our bare faces.
For the first time, Liam and I were truly, and completely alone. No Alex, no Pamela, no monsters chasing us. Not even Blaz to interrupt with an inappropriately placed comment as had happened more than once in London. I almost didn’t know how I felt about that. Liam though, seemed to have no such reservations. He slid a hand around my waist, then down over my hip to cup my ass. Yeah, I wasn’t the only one thinking of our sudden ‘aloneness’.
The heat between us flared as I turned and he pulled me toward him in a slow, steady pull, his eyes never leaving mine. “How well does that fire opal work?”
I blinked several times, going for innocence. “How do you mean?”
His lips quirked and he bent, brushing them against the sensitive spot on my neck, right below my ear. “Will it keep your naked body warm on the snow?”
A shiver rippled the entire length of my body, landing squarely in my belly. Hot and cold, the ice below, and Liam’s body above. It was a heady image that curled through my mind, one I couldn’t banish.
“Worth a try,” I whispered as his teeth nipped along my shoulder and I realized he’d already started to peel me out of my clothes. This wasn’t the reason we’d come to Russia, no, we’d come to see the wolves. For Liam to learn from them, to understand his own power more clearly and what he could do with it.
But how often would we get these chances to be alone together? Less and less, if my prophesied life was any indication.
Liam bent his knees and wrapped his arms underneath my ass, picking me up with ease. “I think over there might be better.”
I didn’t look where he was headed, just trusted him. I let my fingers trace the edge of his face, down his jaw and neck, the light stubble prickling against my skin. This was more than I could have ever hoped for in my life. For so many years, I’d assumed I would be alone. I didn’t have time for a traditional relationship, having a family was out of the question with the dangers I faced in my chosen career. Tears pricked at my eyes at the love between us, the reality that I had someone who would hang onto me until the end, whether bitter or sweet. There wasn’t more I could ask for in a mate.
His eyes glimmered suspiciously and though no tears were shed, the emotions around us swelled. Slowly, he stripped us both of our clothes, laying them on the snow bank where the drift was softer. When I wore nothing but the opal, and Liam less than that, the real torture began.
We stood naked to the world around us. The wind was warm against my skin thanks to the fire opal, but it held nothing to the rush of heat Liam’s fingers and mouth traced over my body. He went to one knee and tugged me close, pressing his cheek against my belly. The stubble tickled and I laughed softly as I slid my hands through his thick dark hair, the ache in me heightening with each soft, sensual touch he grazed along my skin with exquisite care.
He slid his hands down my thighs to the backs of my knees, down my calves to my ankles and then slowly back up again, curling to the inside of my thighs. I let out a sigh as his fingers found their way to where I wanted him, followed closely by his tongue and lips. He worked me into a near frenzy, my knees barely able to hold me upright, and then the bastard stopped a split second before I crumpled to the ground.
“Why did you stop?” I whispered, barely able to breath.
“I’m taking my time,” he murmured, pulling me down with him to the rough bed made out of our shed clothes. He reached up and spread my hair out, fanning it around my face. “So beautiful.”
I reached for him and he batted my hands playfully away. “Let me have my fun, then you can have yours all you like.”
Did he really think I was going to deny him? Not fucking likely.
His mouth found my breasts and pulled a heated gasp from me as his hands yet again worked that demanding ache between my legs. Slow and steady, he strummed my body like a master violinist. Each sweet stroke of his mouth and fingers drew me to a higher peak that he didn’t let me quite touch, driving me into a maddening ball of heat and desire I couldn’t reach on my own. Over and over again he brought me to the sharp edge of pleasure, only to pull me back from it.
“Liam.”
He lifted his face, his eyes pinning me to the ground even if the rest of him hadn’t been. “Beg.”
Oh my fucking gods. I whimpered the word, unable to do more. “Please.”
He slid into me with a single smooth thrust, my body more than ready for him, wet with all the desire he’d strung out of me. I hooked a leg over his hip and lifted myself to meet him, our rhythm steady, one born of stolen moments and a love so bright, neither of us could contain it.
The crashing peak came for us at the same time, rushed over and through our bodies in mind-numbing waves that left us spent in each other’s arms. Liam slumped against me, but didn’t lay on me. Instead, he rolled to his side, bodies still joined, his arms tight around me.
“I never thought I could feel like this about anyone,” he said, running his fingers across my cheeks, then down to my lips, and finally stopped as he buried them in my hair.
I smiled up at him and cupped his face, words spilling from me, words I’d never heard before yet true nonetheless. “Blessed are those who find love, for it shall lead them home.”
He went still. “Where did you read that?”
I shrugged, for the first time feeling a bit embarrassed. “I didn’t read it. It just kind of came to me.”
A smile tipped his lips up. “Truth comes in funny ways.”
“Like right after an epic fuck in the snow?” I lifted an eyebrow.
He tipped his head back and roared with laughter. I joined him, wanting nothing more than to stay in that moment, to know nothing but this joy of his arms around me, of our love insulating us from the world.
Of course, that was not how things worked in my world.
So when I heard the sobbing of someone’s heart breaking and the stumble of footsteps, I wasn’t surprised in the least.





Chapter Two
LIAM ROLLED TO a crouch in a single motion that bared his delectable ass to me. I couldn’t resist giving it a slap before I grabbed my clothes and scrambled into them.
“Woman.” He let out a growl but not of anger. No, my guy liked his nookie on the rough side. I slapped him again for good measure, his ass tightening and his head whipping around to stare at me. His eyes glittered with a heated desire that sparked my libido and, for a moment, I forgot we were about to be seen buck naked and frolicking in the snow. Or at least, Liam was going to be seen buck naked. That made me smile.
“Later, wolf.” I had my clothes on and wished for my weapons. Someone had talked me out of bringing them, arguing that I wouldn’t need them. This was a vacation. And I’d have a werewolf/guardian and a dragon to watch over me.
Shit, I couldn’t believe I’d let him convince me not to bring anything, even my swords. See what love can do? Make you downright silly. I grinned, though I made sure I kept it from Liam. Silly, I kinda liked it.
Across the clearing, a figure stumbled into the open. Her cries were loud against the wind, the pain in her words undeniable even though I didn’t speak a lick of Russian.
“She’s lost her child,” I said as Liam shrugged into his coat. Damn, he could dress fast when he wanted to.
“How do you know?”
I pursed my lips and started toward her. “Years of finding mothers slumped over crinkled pictures, of watching their hope fade and their hearts break. Doesn’t matter what language they speak, those words are always the same and always the loudest.”
Liam paced alongside me, silent.
The woman wore layers of clothes frosted with ice. Her boots were ankle high, barely peeking above the snow, and her gloves were thin, the shape of her hands clear through them. These were not the clothes to keep someone warm in the dead of winter. Her whole attire was reminiscent of a bag lady, though I doubted she was anything of the sort. Here and there I saw thick fur adding a small measure of protection, probably rabbit by the texture and color. In my head, I could hear Alex clearly whisper, ‘fucking rabbits.’
“Hello.” I called out to her when we were about ten feet away, raising my hand in what I hoped was a non-threatening gesture.
She tipped her head toward us and I went very still. Her tears had frozen against her cheeks and sealed her eyes shut. She lifted her hands toward us, stumbled, and I ran forward without thinking. Liam cursed, but I ignored him. This woman was no danger to us, but she was going to get herself killed if we didn’t warm her up fast. Without another thought I slid my opal off and pressed it against her bare skin. A shiver slid through her, and then a heavy sigh as the ice on her face melted. The scars from frost burn wouldn’t heal, but she could at least open her eyes and see us.
“American?” she whispered through cracked, bleeding lips.
“Yes.” I held her, fought not to shiver against the wind I felt again. How the fuck had she lasted this long out here?
“Child, baby missing. Please help.”
“Oh, shit,” Liam said, crouching beside us. “Everywhere you go, Rylee.”
I ignored him and focused on the woman. “Baby, girl or boy?”
She fumbled inside her thick layers of clothes, her hands as damaged by the cold as her face, finally pulling out a crumpled black and white photo. She held it out to me and I took it carefully. The child couldn’t have been more than a year or two old, but it was hard to tell; the picture was faded and wrinkled; handled and loved in the absence of the child.
Then again, I’d been fooled before. Was this for real? Damn, it was hard to know. Still, I had to ask.
“Name?” I asked softly, feeling a deep ache of sympathy for this woman. She didn’t look that old, so maybe the picture was just from a very old camera. That was possible out here in the middle of nowhere Russia.
“Catya.”
Good enough. I sent out a thread, Tracking the little girl. Nothing. Shit. Liam touched my shoulder. “What is it?”
“The picture isn’t recent enough, I can’t get a bead on the kid. Or it might not be the kid she’s missing. Something doesn’t match up.”
“Or maybe there isn’t a child at all. That picture is old.”
I nodded. “Could be an old camera.”
“You can’t save them all, Rylee.” He wasn’t being a jerk. His hand squeezed my shoulder softly. “Perhaps this is one of those you can’t bring home.”
My heart twisted and I felt sick. Carefully, I took the picture from her. “I find her, you go home.”
Her face lit up, scoring me like a hot brand with her hope. “Save Catya?”
“Yes.” I struggled to give her a smile. “I will bring her home. I find Catya.”
Liam said nothing as we helped the woman to her feet. At first she seemed uncertain, then slowly nodded as she stared at Liam. I realized she didn’t look away from his eyes. She pointed to herself. “Fedya go home. Wait for Catya. You and”—her eyes brightened as she took in Liam, a smile filtering across her face—“wolf bring Catya home.” She slid the opal off and handed it back to me, shivering as she did.
Well shit, that was a surprise. She knew what Liam was, or at least that a wolf resided within him. I scrubbed the shock off my face with one hand, then nodded as I took the opal. Gently, I pushed her back the way she’d come.
“Yes. Wolf and I will find Catya.”
Satisfied, she smiled at us, and I could see the beauty in her, beauty that had been stripped down from the harshness of life. I narrowed my eyes, looking at her with my second sight. Crappy as it was, it showed the flicker of magic residing within her. I couldn’t place what kind of supernatural she was, but the connection was there.
The opal hung from my fingers as I watched her go, her pace brisk through the woods now that her sorrow didn’t drag her and the hold of the ice on her had been broken, at least temporarily.
“How do you think she knew what you were?”
Liam stared after her, his face thoughtful. “Peter’s pack is close by. No reason not to think some people around here might have dealings with them.”
Something about it didn’t quite mesh; most supernaturals didn’t let on what they were to humans. Not unless there was some family bond or true friendship. Made me wonder what else Fedya knew about our world.
“You think you can find the girl anyway, don’t you?” Liam looked over my shoulder at the picture of the supposed Catya.
I stared at the kid, still trying to Track her and coming up with nothing. “You know me too well.”
He took the opal from me and slid it around my neck, and the cold retreated from my body. “I’d better know you. I’ve followed you around for enough years.”
We both laughed at that, though it was an effort, an attempt to cover up the pain of seeing a mother crying for a daughter who would never come home. I tucked the picture inside my coat anyway.
“Let’s find Peter.”
I sent out a thread, Tracking the old wolf. He wasn’t far at all. “He’s been watching us with her.”
“I hope he didn’t show up too early,” Liam grumbled. I blushed. Shit, had Peter seen us in the snow? Though nudity itself didn’t really bother me, the idea of someone watching me and Liam make love was something else entirely.
Not that I was embarrassed, but I really wasn’t the voyeuristic type on either end of the spectrum. I didn’t want to watch or be watched whilst getting my ass spanked, thank you very much.
We made our way past our little love nest and were about fifty feet into the sparse forest before Liam put his hand up to stop me.
Peter stepped from woods in wolf form. Silver and grey, he was an older guy, though still hale. His golden eyes didn’t watch us, but stared behind us where Fedya had disappeared. His hackles stood on end and his stance told me all I needed to know. The wolf was agitated. That surprised me. What would have set him off like that? Surely it wasn’t us; he’d been expecting us.
I glanced over my shoulder to where Peter stared, wondering if he could scent Fedya. Maybe she really had interactions with the pack. By Peter’s stance and eyes, I was guessing it wasn’t all that good.
Liam took the lead as we approached Peter, seemingly confident. But I knew him as well as he knew me and he was nervous. The slight twitch of his jaw, the way his right hand fingers flexed, as if wishing he had a gun in them. Not that he would have wanted to shoot Peter, no, it was the comfort of having a weapon when you were feeling insecure. Something I knew all too well. My own hands itched to hold the handle of one of my swords.
Just in case.

Approaching the older wolf felt strange and was reminiscent of walking on thin ice. The last time he’d spoken with him, Liam had been stuck in wolf form, unable to do anything about it. But even so, he felt compelled to come here, to learn from him. To let the older wolf show him the ropes.
“I’ve come as you asked me to,” Liam said, stopping when he was fifteen feet or so away from the old wolf.
There was a shimmer over Peter’s animal body, like a rippling wave, and for the first time, Liam got to see what a shifting werewolf looked like. The two forms blurred, but there was no cracking of bones, no twisting of forms. Just a pure blend of human and wolf meshing and melding. In the middle of the shift, he saw the distinct form that looked a hell of a lot like Alex.
“This isn’t what you look like when shifting,” Rylee said, putting a hand to his back. “If I blink when you shift, I miss it.”
Peter shifted quickly, to Liam’s eyes anyway, but better than that, he wasn’t naked once he’d shifted. Somehow he’d retained his clothing.
“How did you do that?” Rylee blurted out. “He keeps ripping his fucking clothes to shreds.”
Peter laughed, his layers of fur and cloth making him look like the matched pair to Fedya. “It is something I can teach him, so he no longer needs to worry about what he is wearing.” He held up a hand. “One word of caution, weapons cannot be translated like clothes.”
With that, Peter turned from them and started through the forest. “Come, the pack wishes to meet you both. It has been a long time since a guardian wolf walked this world, and longer yet since he had a true mate.”
Rylee remained remarkably silent, though Liam thought it was more to do with the child she wasn’t searching for but wanted to be.
“Guardian wolf—so I am not some freak of nature?” He stepped over a log and held a hand back to Rylee to help her over. She didn’t need his help, but she took his hand anyway, her tri-colored eyes distant. She was most definitely trying to figure out a way to Track Catya.
He let her be and focused on Peter.
The older man slowed a step so they could walk side by side. “No, you are not a freak of nature. The Guardian Wolf comes to the aid of the heroes of the world when the balance of our existence is in jeopardy.”
A soft breath escaped him. “That’s not heavy at all.”
Peter smiled, but it was sad, and weighted with knowledge Liam thought had been gained through experience. And not the good kind. “Yes, I suppose it is rather heavy, as you say. But it is why you were chosen. The spirit of the wolf looks to the world and, unlike other guardians who reside here and are called forth by the shamans, the wolf wanders. Searching for his mate, searching for heroes to assist. And in her”—he glanced at Rylee with her head down, auburn hair blowing around her face—“you have found both.”
Liam couldn’t argue with that. She would face Orion at some point, but not before Liam had to give up his life for her. The thought twisted in his guts, made him want to grab her and run even farther into the wilds, leave the world to its own messed up trajectory. Let the humans fight for themselves.
“You know the pale horse comes for you?” Peter asked, his voice pitched low enough that Liam knew Rylee wouldn’t hear, even though she was only a few paces behind them. The pale horse—death was what Peter referred to.
“Yes, I know.”
“And yet you are here to learn? Even knowing what a short time you have left?”
There was no easy way to answer what Peter was saying, so he went with the most honest. “I would keep her safe, and the only way to do that is to make sure I am at my best. That I know what I am capable of.”
Peter clapped him on the shoulder. “A true wolf. Come, we have much to discuss.”

The walk to Peter’s village took us just over three hours, and through it all I was unable to focus on anything but Catya. I pulled her supposed picture out, frustrated that it wasn’t solid enough to use for Tracking her. A picture and a name was normally all I needed and I could pretty much find anyone, alive or dead, near or far. But Tracking Catya was a blank that told me she either was across some large body of water, or this was the wrong combination of name and picture.
I doubted water was the issue; that was something I’d run into only one other time in all the years I’d been Tracking. So that left the picture and name being a shit combination. Something I had also faced before.
As we stepped into the village, I put the picture into my jacket and took a good look around where we’d be staying for the next week.
The village consisted of homes plucked out of ‘Medieval Weekly’ and plunked down in the twenty-first century. That, or we’d walked through some sort of time warp. The structures were built with rough hewn logs, hides, and materials from the area. Like a mixture of log cabin and teepee. They looked quickly assembled, and sure as hell didn’t look permanent. Here and there, the hide would flap and a face would peak out, the people here watching us as we drew close. But maybe saying they were people was not exactly right.
Werewolves. This would be my first time interacting with a full pack that wasn’t trying to kill me or my friends. Shit, that itch to hold a blade washed through me so hard, I realized I might have an actual addiction to my weapons. Though I supposed there were worse addictions I could have.
“Rylee, they will not harm you, child,” Peter said, stopping and waiting for me to catch up to him and Liam. Liam slid a hand around me and placed it on my lower back. A less than subtle reminder to anyone watching that I was his mate and not to be messed with. I didn’t push his hand away. Nope. I didn’t want anyone deciding I would make a fun roll in the hay or an afternoon snack.
Peter smiled at us both. “You are guests here, honored guests. Please, I realize you have had less than pleasant run-ins with packs in the past, but we are peaceful. There is no harm done in this village. Ever.”
Both Liam and I would need to be convinced of that. In our time together, peace wasn’t something that happened.
To be fair, though, the first two days were nothing short of fairytale-like. We were fed, housed, and truly treated like family more than guests. The few men who were in the pack went out in hunting parties, bringing back fresh meat daily. The women called them . I couldn’t even pronounce the word; Peter explained it meant hunters.
The only warning we were given was to not wander far from the village alone. Apparently, they’d lost one of their women who’d gone off to give birth on her own. She disappeared and there had been no trace of her, not even a scent trail.
I offered to Track her and, miraculously enough, someone had a picture of her. Donna was her name and I sent out a thread to find her. But just like Catya, I got nothing back, not even a note of her death on the threads. Just nothing.
Reluctantly, I gave the picture back. Two missing people with nothing for me to find, in the same area? Something strange was going on. Liam convinced me to let it go, relax. And I did try, but it was hard to quiet my mind when something was messing with my inborn abilities to Track.
One thing that did distract me was the food. It was rich, fresh, and filling—stew and homemade bread for the most part in the evening. The morning saw some sort of creamy mush with a thick berry compote and lunch was always a soft delectable cheese that I couldn’t get enough of with slices of dried venison. Then there were the werewolves. They were, of all things, shy; yet they were kind to us both, welcoming us into their village.
Overall, it left me with a strange feeling and I kept waiting for something to happen. Something to go terribly wrong. What can I say? Even on ‘vacation’, I didn’t think I was going to get time off.
On the third day, I sat outside our ‘house’ while Liam was off with Peter on some sort of training day. Three of the women in the pack sat with me, no more bothered by the cold than I was with my fire opal keeping me warm. Elena, one of the women, even spoke a little English, enough that she could help me ask questions, or point me in the right direction.
Her daughter sat next to her, big blue eyes watching the world around us, contentedly sucking on a hunk of ice. Apparently, she was teething and having a hard time of it. But she never complained. Every once in a while she would smile at me, and I would scrunch up my face for her and stick out my tongue. She’d giggle and hide behind her mom. She made me think of Pamela, her blend of innocence matched by a fair share of fire within those blue eyes. When she grew up, she would be a firecracker.
The women didn’t mind that I didn’t speak Russian and I found myself relaxing as the wash of their words slid over my ears. I leaned back against the hide wall of the house, the winter sun on my face. The women were doing some sort of knitted craft. Or at least, I thought it was knitted; I didn’t really know. Their hands were busy, their voices soft and happy as they spoke to one another. Everything about the day was soothing, and I let my guard fall further than I had in years. My eyes closed and I let out a breath, tension flowing from me that I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding onto.
Of course, that was when the shit hit the fan and the world exploded around us.
Literally.





Chapter Three
THEY WERE ABOUT ten miles from the village, and it was the third time in two days Peter had taken him away for training.
Peter had reluctantly explained when Liam pressed him about why they couldn’t stay in the village. “You are not like the others, and while the pack accepts you are not like them, it is quite something else to see it in your own backyard.”
“So my ability to shift quickly? That would bother them?”
“Among other things. Your ability to control them will be another.” Peter sat on a partially exposed log. Liam stood in front of him, frowning.
“Control them? Why would I do that? Can I do that?”
“Yes, you can. It is one of the abilities, as a guardian, you can use. The power in you is not only alpha, but a supreme alpha. You could take over any pack that crosses your path, no matter the strength of their leader. It is so you may call on the wolves as you need their help to protect the hero you are assigned to. If you are strong enough, you may even be able to influence other guardians.”
“How do you know so much about guardians?”
Peter shrugged and looked away while he answered. “When I was young, I knew the last guardian wolf. He told me everything he knew, said I would one day teach the next guardian wolf all he needed and it would save the world. When I met you in the forest, trapped in your wolf form, I knew who you were even then. This is my calling, one I have waited many years for.”
A shiver, like someone had walked over his grave, slid over Liam. “Does that mean I will know when to pass on the information?”
“I do not know.”
Crouching, Liam dusted his fingers through the fresh snow that had fallen the night before. Though the idea of controlling a pack intrigued him, and he knew now how Peter had the knowledge to teach him, he had another question, one that he’d mulled over a great deal in his quiet hours. “Do you think I was always destined to be her protector? That maybe it was why I couldn’t just leave her case be?”
He’d told Peter about Rylee’s past, how he as an FBI agent had dogged her every footstep, followed her, and been nearly obsessed with her case. Of proving she had indeed killed her younger sister. Which, of course, she hadn’t. But the years had piled up and he’d learned her tricks, learned her quirks, and when he finally realized she was innocent, came to admire her strength and determination to make something good happen in the cases of missing children.
Peter gave him the soft, knowing smile that so often slipped across his lips. “The fates have a funny way of doing things. Likely, they saw the strength in both of you, the powerful pair you could be if your heads could be pulled in the right direction and yoked together. So yes, I do think you were always meant to be her protector, even if at times it didn’t seem that way.”
Tapping the log with his knuckles, Peter’s brows bunched together. “Would you not rather know about being able to control a pack, instead of asking questions about your mate?”
Liam shrugged. “It will be good information, insomuch as it will help me keep her safe. But I don’t crave it, if that is what you’re asking.”
“Good. Then here it is.”
Peter leaned forward and put his hand on Liam’s head, like a father patting his son for a job well done.
Images flashed through Liam’s mind, faster than he could grasp, and then the images slowed. The steps formed easily, the way to gather his innate power and force it into an existence outside his body, using it to command the other wolves.
Beyond that, he saw the beginnings of the werewolves and the guardians, and how they interacted. It had been over two thousand years since the first werewolf was created, over two thousand years since the first guardian came into being. Liam struggled to understand what he saw, gradually grasping the written history of the world as he knew it was more than a bit skewed. Yet, seeing it laid out for him in that moment, it made more sense than ever before.
Peace, warm and soothing, washed over him, his path laid out clearly for him. As the wolf guardian, this was his calling, to protect the world by keeping Rylee safe. That had always been the way of the wolf, to protect those who would keep the world from falling into the depths of darkness.
Everything seemed so simple now, and the power Peter showed him how to use was so easy, now that he saw it. How to control and call on other wolves, and even how to call on the other guardians, bending them to his will. His wolf settled deep into him, and Liam knew there would be no more struggles for dominance between them. His wolf was pleased that Liam finally understood his role.
Just like that, the sharing of information was over. A split second was all it took, yet Peter slumped away, as if exhausted.
Liam felt refreshed, his body singing with adrenaline and ready for anything. He blinked several times, his eyes adjusting to the dim light. What the hell?
“The day has passed,” Peter said, fatigue not only in his voice, but written over his face. He passed a hand over his eyes. “Come, we must go back to the pack. We will eat and rest, for tomorrow you must put into practice the things you learned.”
Liam allowed Peter to lead the way. They both knew Liam was the stronger alpha, but that didn’t matter here. Peter was the teacher and Liam the student.
At least for the moment.

The earth ripped around us, chunks of rock and ice blasting easily through the hide and log buildings. I dove to the left, putting the corner of our temporary home between me and whatever shit was happening.
I didn’t speak Russian any better than I had the first day we got there, but I picked up a word. One the men used when going out after game. One that chilled my skin despite the fire opal, because I doubted this crew was here for fresh meat.
Hunters.
I edged around to see the figures striding into the chaos they’d created. The men were covered in thick furs. The skins still had the wolf heads attached to most of them and either sat on the hunter’s shoulders or directly on their heads. Wide leather belts and leather cuirasses matched nicely with the leather on their arms and legs. Riot gear for facing werewolves.
I saw a wolf’s claw pendant hanging from the neck of the one closest to me, and it looked to be carved out of bone, the ivory tones lending to that or elephant tusks. And since they were hunting werewolves, I’d bet it was wolf bone. There were six men and two women, and no weapons I could see. Cocky bastards.
Behind me, Elena whimpered as she clutched her child to her chest, and as a unit, the hunters swiveled our way. I knew without a doubt these hunters would kill everyone here if they could, children included. I wasn’t about to let that happen. Motherfuckers had a shock coming to them in about three seconds.
I couldn’t help the grin that slipped over my face. I might not have my swords with me, but that meant shit. These assholes were about to get a taste of their own bad mojo.
They couldn’t touch me with their magic, but I sure as hell could deliver their asses to them with hand to hand combat.
I ducked around the back corner of the house, knowing they would see the movement and come after me. A hunter’s instinct—go after the things that move and look afraid of you.
“Run!” I whispered to Elena, as I made a shooing motion. We were a hundred feet from the tree line; I knew she should be able to get there. She scrambled backward, her eyes glowing a soft gold as her wolf rose up, fear radiating off her. The explosions and cries continued around us and she slunk away, moving carefully. I watched her go, making sure she was able to get to the edge of the trees without being hit. The ground blew up to the left of her and she cried out, but the fear drove her faster and she hit the tree line at a dead run. My heart went cold, though, when I saw the way her little girl flopped in her arms. Dead, there was no other way her tiny head would roll so easily. Those blue eyes and sweet smile gone forever.
For what?
Rage nearly blinded me and I forced myself to focus on those causing the carnage.
I checked on the progress of the hunters.
Yup, the shits were still coming my way. I flattened myself against the wall of the house and settled my breathing. While I didn’t love fighting, I had to admit there was a definite rush to kicking ass when it was seriously warranted. Especially when they were killing women and children.
And these asshats more than warranted it.
There was a sweep of a cloak as the first hunter stepped around the corner. I snaked a hand out, grabbed the edge of the cloak, and yanked hard, spinning the hunter off balance. He fell to the ground with a grunt and looked up at me, a greasy grin sliding between the massive amount of blond beard he had.
I grinned back. “I’m about to make you my bitch.”
His grin slipped and he lifted his hand to spell me. I caught his hand, twisted his arm until his elbow popped out of joint, then followed that with a knee to his nose. The cartilage shattered under my blow, blood spurting and staining his beard. His eyes rolled back as the blood flowed and I dropped him.
Easy. Two sets of hands reached for me at the same time. Maybe not so easy.
I twisted away from the hands on my left, which put me directly into the hands on my right. A big guy who smelled like campfire smoke, alcohol, and a three-week case of body odor wrapped his arms around me. That was not going to fly.
I snapped my head back, breaking his nose, so he’d match his friend on the ground, then channeled a little Alex. “Stinky fucker.”
He dropped me with a howl, and the other five hunters stepped around the corner. They lifted their hands in unison and began to chant. Oh, how I loved it when they didn’t know I was Immune to magic.
Grabbing Stinky’s right arm, I yanked him down, knowing he would step back to brace himself. He did, and I slid into his guard, tucked my right leg behind both of his and swept them out from under them. He hit the ground hard, his head snapping against the ice. Stunned, he lay there, then slowly rolled, but for the moment he was out of the way.
The other five hunters had the most quizzical expressions on their faces. I didn’t wait for them to figure out I could be hit by things thrown at me with magic. A loophole I wasn’t going to tell them.
Nope, I dove in, striking and punching, my body keyed up for this after three days of quiet.
There was only one small problem; the hunters split up. The two women, Stinky and another man peeled away, leaving me with four big dudes to deal with. They circled me, their teeth barely visible past their bushy beards. I needed to dispatch them quickly; the other four were reigning havoc on the village, and the screams of the werewolves wrenched my gut, piercing through the explosions that filled the air.
I didn’t wait for the hunters to engage me. I rushed the one farthest from me, snapping my left leg out, driving it into his knee. Joints were always a good target when dealing with those larger than you. He screamed, grabbed at his knee, and went to the ground. I grabbed his head in one hand and drove the elbow of my other arm into his face twice in quick succession. His eyes rolled back and I slid sideways from him, avoiding the hands of my next opponent.
A fist met my lower back, over my right kidney, and I let out a hissing growl as I forced myself to spin a roundhouse to the asshole who’d punched me. I clipped him with my boot, but he stepped back and avoided the full swing of my kick. Landing in a crouch, I saw the glint of a knife handle sticking out of the hunter’s belt of the man I’d downed. Leaping forward, I grabbed the handle and yanked it out. Now that was what I was talking about.
Twelve inches long and handmade, it was hardly one of my swords, but still better than going bare-handed.
The three men still standing advanced on me, pushing me toward the tree line, herding me toward where the other hunters were. Where they were killing the werewolves. Using the framework of the home, I ran toward it and up the rough-hewn log, giving myself the height I needed to come down hard on the hunter closest to the house.
I buried the knife deep into the side of his neck, and though he put his hands up to stop me, there was no way he could hope to stem my slash. All he did was get two fingers cut off in the attempt.
Blood spurted as I ripped the blade out, angling the removal of it so it opened up his carotid artery. Gurgling, he fell backward into one of his companions. While those two were occupied, I went for the third guy.
He snarled at me in Russian and I did the best I could, responding in sign language known the world over.
Roaring, his teeth bared and spittle flying (as if suddenly that was going to intimidate me), he rushed me, his lips moving in what I knew would be a spell, but it didn’t matter. His magic slid off, his eyes widened, and I slammed the blade into his belly, twisting it until the hilt snapped off.
Three down and one to … I turned to see the last guy running for his life. I didn’t bother to go after him. The explosions were fading and the screams of the werewolves no longer rent the air.
The hunter who I’d only knocked out was slowly coming to. I went to him, flipped him on his belly and yanked his arms behind him. Using his own belt, I bound his hands tightly, wishing he could understand me. Wishing I could tell him what a fucker he was and have him know he was likely going to die when Peter and Liam got back.
“Let me go,” he said, his voice thick with his accent, almost unintelligible, but it was still English.
“Are you fucking serious? Let you go?” I laughed and yanked him to his feet, my lower back twanging unhappily at me. That one blow over the kidneys was going to leave a bruise for sure, though I knew I had been lucky. Next time they showed up, they’d come prepared for me.
“Yes, let me go. I cleanse land of evil.”
Oh, shit. This was one of those stupid ass cults who thought they were called on by some deity to rid the world of the bad guys.
“Wrong wolves, you idiot.” I pushed him ahead of me, past his fallen comrades.
He stumbled and I caught a look at his face. The shock and horror of seeing his friend splayed out on the ground, lifeless. “You kill them?”
“Yup. And you’re going to be next, big boy.” I back handed him hard enough that he went to his knees. I didn’t care; all I kept seeing in my mind was Elena’s little girl, her neck and head flopping bonelessly, like a rag doll in her mother’s arms. I could only hope I was wrong, that the little girl was just knocked out, or maybe her werewolf abilities were strong enough to allow her to heal.
In my heart I knew I was grasping at straws.
As the smoke cleared, the hunters were gone, all except the one I had on his knees in the middle of the clearing behind the homes. The werewolves who survived slowly made their way back to the village to lick their wounds and fix their broken homes. Or so I thought.
No, they were packing up.
“Hey, where are you going?”
Eyes swiveled toward me and I realized then that while Peter’s pack was peaceful, there was a serious drawback.
Elena shook her head, her little girl cradled in her arms. “We leave. Run.”
There was no fight in any of them. They were just getting their belongings to go somewhere else; somewhere the hunters wouldn’t find them. At least for a time.
“They run. We hunt,” the hunter said, then snorted a heavy glob of bloody snot onto the snow.
My jaw clenched and tightened. This couldn’t be allowed to continue; these were the most peaceful wolves I’d ever encountered, why would they be targeted over those who actually caused harm?
The answer came to me slowly as I replayed the fight in my head. As soon as the tables had turned and I’d killed some of the hunters, they’d fled.
They were cowards looking for easy kills, and what was easier than a group who wouldn’t fight back? Even if they were werewolves, they sure didn’t act like it. Fucking hell, this was bad.
“Where do your hunters live?” He didn’t answer me so I wrapped my fingers around his neck and squeezed. “Tell me.”
“You kill me no matter what I say.”
Elena walked by us her child still and silent in her arms. I squeezed harder as the anger roared through my veins. It took everything I had not to choke him right there. “Yes. But how much it hurts depends on how much you tell me.”
His eyes, dark blue and shadowed with fear, rolled up so he could look at me. “You do not have balls to torture.”
That was where he was wrong. So very, very wrong.





Chapter Four
THEY WERE ALMOST back to the village when Liam caught the first whiff of smoke. The wind had been blowing away from them for most of the day, but with a shift, the scent of burning wood and blood filled his nostrils. Peter said nothing as they both broke into a sprint, covering the ground in leaping strides.
All he could think about was the fact that Rylee didn’t have her weapons. He’d convinced her this would be a vacation, that nothing would go wrong.
That he’d keep her safe.
“Shit.” He growled through his teeth, furious with himself for being so naïve. He knew better, especially when it came to Rylee, knew better than to think things would go smoothly.
Ahead, he could just see the tree line that separated the village from the forest. A few more strides and they were on it, but he struggled to understand what he was seeing. The edge of the village opened up into a mass of chaos that stopped him in his tracks. Every single home was on fire, and blood stained the few places where the snow had been left, where the ground hadn’t been torn to pieces. There wasn’t a single person left to be found.
“RYLEE!” There was no answering call from her and his guts tightened with fear. She had to be here. He couldn’t lose her.
“Be calm, we will track those who have fled the hunters,” Peter said, his voice soft.
Liam spun toward him. “Hunters?”
“Yes, there are those who would see all the werewolves dead, even though we stick to ourselves and harm no one.” The old man let out a sigh. “As peaceful as we are, they know we will not fight back.”
“Rylee would have fought back.” He strode into the village, scenting the air as he went. Finding individual smells under the heavy flood of smoke was difficult, but he picked up her unique perfume as he drew close to the home they’d been assigned.
Following her steps, he tracked her scent to the far edge of the village. Her smell mixed with someone with large boots, according to the prints in the snow, and looked to be forcing said large boots ahead of her. A sigh of relief slipped out of him; she was alive and likely very, very irritated. “She’s got a prisoner,” he said to Peter as his mentor stepped up beside him.
“Why would she do that?” Peter seemed genuinely curious.
“To get information, to stop this from happening again. Or they just pissed her off.” Liam looked at Peter, and then waved at the village. “This isn’t the first time a raid has happened, is it?”
Peter shook his head as they began to track what was left of the village. It took them three hours of hard running to catch up to Peter’s wolves and Rylee. They were hidden in the crook of a river, their backs to a steep rock wall where ice had formed and slid down in five-foot long icicles. Temporary shelters had been propped against the rock; lean-to’s made of tree branches and dead fall. The steady rush of the river hid the noise of their approaching footsteps. Not exactly a place where you would see your enemies coming. At least, not without a sentry or two. Of which there were none.
He struggled to understand what he was seeing. Why wouldn’t they fight back? It wasn’t like the wolves had started the fight. And surely if a few fought back, the hunters would give up on attacking them. The wolves weren’t even setting up any defensive measures. None of it made sense.
Worse, though, was when he got a good look at the wolves that were left. Half of them were in wolf form, their fur singed in places all the way down to the raw skin, which had been blistered and oozing down their hides. The other half still in human form were beaten and bloody, chunks of skin missing and bruises covering any visible skin. They were healing, but slowly, far slower than he would have. Maybe it was because they were on the move, unable to rest and recuperate—the reason didn’t really matter. The brutality of their wounds was hard to stomach.
Their eyes darted away from his, lowered to the ground as they all dropped their bodies to the snow, even those still in human form, and they weren’t in much better shape to be moving around. Broken bones, cuts, and gaping wounds littered all who had escaped the hunters.
Peter let out a shuddering sigh. “They have only taken six lives this time. That is a miracle.”
Wrong thing to say. Behind the remainder of the pack, Rylee stepped out in all her furious glory. Her auburn hair was in tangles, twigs twisted into the snarls and soot covered her right cheek, but she was far from looking defeated. She strode toward them, saw Liam, softened a little and then saw Peter. All the softness faded.
“Only six? What the fuck is wrong with you? Your wolves are spineless. They let those hunters kill them! They didn’t even try to fight back!” Her tricolored eyes flashed and sparkled, and she didn’t stop until she was right in Peter’s face. “What the hell is going on, old man? You can’t tell me you let this shit slide?”
Liam literally sided with her so he could face Peter. “Tell me she’s wrong.”
Peter shook his head. “Peace. That is what we seek.”
“Peace will get your asses handed to you, and your children slaughtered,” Rylee snapped, going so far as to push Peter in the chest, her eyes glittering with what Liam knew were tears, but she kept them in check. Peter stepped back with her shove, but nothing else.
Liam saw she was trying to provoke the old man. “It won’t work, Rylee. He won’t get riled up.”
She snorted, but there was a glimmer in her eyes that spoke of some serious hurt; something had happened, something bad besides the obvious slaughter of the wolves. “I watched one of your children mowed down by these assholes, killed before she saw her third birthday, and you’re not going to do anything?”
Ah, that was why. If there was one thing that would galvanize her, it was the death of a child. Not that he expected anything less. Even if there hadn’t been the death of a child, there would be no rest for Rylee until she saw this set right. It was just how she operated and one of the strengths he loved about her.
“She is not the first child we have lost to the hunters. Nor the last.” Peter reached out to put a hand on her shoulder and she ducked away from him. As if his touch would sting her. Or more likely, she was trying not to punch Peter in the face.
She sucked in a sharp breath. “Then you are no different than those hunters. You might as well kill each other, save them the fucking effort.”
Without another word, she spun and strode back the way she’d come. Liam jogged to catch up to her. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, the hunters aren’t good fighters. They only got one punch in on my kidney, but that’s fading already.”
Liam forced her to stop, fear rising through his throat. “Let me see.”
“Liam, later.”
“I said let me see.” He put a little of his power into the words and felt her waver. Though she wasn’t a wolf, she was his mate.
“What was that?”
He softened his tone. “Rylee, let me see for myself that you are okay.”
She grimaced and slid out of her jacket, then lifted up her shirt. A large purple bruise had bloomed over the right side of her back. Liam swallowed hard and wrapped his hands around her waist with as much care as he could.
“What, you know how to heal now?”
“Just be quiet for a minute,” he said, and then held his breath. It took him a moment before his ears picked up what he was looking for and he was finally satisfied she really was okay.
She half-turned to him, her eyebrows hitched upward. “Happy?”
“Yes, just try not to get beat up anymore.” He leaned in and kissed the non-sooty side of her face. She smiled, but the edges of the smile faltered.
“They didn’t even try. That’s why the hunters are after them. Because they are prey. I don’t understand how they can all be so fucking submissive and not be like Alex, trapped between shapes.”
“I don’t know, either.” That was the weird thing here; none of these wolves should even be able to shift, not with the way they acted. Yet, every last one of them could shift.
He grunted, frustrated by his lack of knowledge, and pointed her in the direction they had been headed. “I believe you have something to show me? Someone with big boots.”
“Yeah.” She gave him a grin that was anything but soft. “Come meet my new friend.”

My newest, bestest buddy was tied firmly to a tree, his hands bound and stuffed in a bowl of salt water.
Liam took a quick look at the hunter. “Salt water on his hands? Are they witches?”
The hunter, whose name I still hadn’t bothered to inquire about, spat at us. “Witches are stories to scare children. We are real; we are hunters of devil’s children, given power to cleanse Earth.”
I glanced at Liam and then back at the hunter. “See what I’m dealing with?” For good measure I kicked out, landing a solid blow to the hunter’s gut. He couldn’t double over, tied to the tree as he was, but I admit to taking some serious satisfaction in the way his face lost color and then began to go purple as he fought to catch a breath.
This was why coming out as a community to the general human population was such a bad idea. There would be those who accepted the new and wildly different beings who had shared the world with them in secret for thousands of years. And then you’d get assholes with a serious need to kill things, and suddenly they would have an outlet to blow up shit. To kill innocents. That couldn’t happen.
Liam beckoned me, pulling me out of my thoughts, and we walked far enough away that the hunter couldn’t hear us.
“Peter won’t let you torture him, you know that, right? Even though this hunter is one of those who has killed and tormented the pack, they won’t allow you to hurt him.”
No surprise there. “I didn’t think he would. But play along. I have a plan, just follow my lead,” I said and Liam’s eyebrows shot way up. He visibly struggled to not smile. “I’m not that bad,” I grumped.
“Yes, you are. But it is one of the things that makes me love you. You leap before you look and that usually works. But it is so damn sexy to hear you say you have a plan.” He swatted me on the ass, his fingers grabbing a cheek for good measure.
The heat flooding my body had nothing to do with embarrassment. Shit, one touch and I was melting into a useless puddle. “Enough of that. Later, if you’re lucky.”
He laughed under his breath as we walked back to the hunter.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
His mouth clamped shut and I beckoned Liam closer. “Where should we start? If he won’t even give us his name, this is going to be fun.”
“Hmm. Should we peel his hide first, or leave that for after the hot irons?” Liam asked, leaning in to nuzzle my neck. The hunter’s eyes went wide. Yeah, the combination of blood and torture being an aphrodisiac for your captors was as freaky as if we were cold and menacing.
“I was thinking”—I leaned into the hunter and pressed his head against the tree—“that we should start with his eyes. That won’t kill him, but bursting them is so very, very satisfying. Like popping grapes.”
“Agreed,” Liam said. “You take the left one, I’ll take the right. But, ladies first.”
I lifted my hand to the hunter’s left eye and, with the other hand, held the eyelid open. “I don’t want you to miss a single thing,” I whispered, doing my best to keep my voice seductive.
The hunter struggled, but he couldn’t get free, his hands were useless and Liam pinned his head against the tree.
“This will hurt,” I said, then smiled at him, feeling my guts twist at the thought of what I was going to do if he didn’t break first. “A whole fucking lot.”
I put my thumb against his darting eye, the slick surface making me fight a full body cringe. Applying pressure slowly, his eyeball wasn’t able to move and he stared at me as I pushed harder. He let out a scream.
“Dimitri! My name is Dimitri.”
I stepped back and put on a pout. “Damn, just when it was getting fun.”
He swallowed hard and Liam let his head go.
“Oh, look, he can be scared into talking; this is going to be so satisfying,” I murmured, my voice just loud enough for him to hear me. He paled, his skin going a pasty, awful white that clashed badly with his blond hair.
“Dimitri, we are going to have a long, long, chat—”
“What are you doing?” Peter came as close to shouting as I’d ever heard him, the anger palatable on the words as he reached me.
“Doing what you won’t.” I kept my back to Peter, a slight I knew he would have to accept or go back on his whole peace-keeping werewolf schtick. He pushed past me, shouldering me, and I shouldered him right back, putting him off balance. He stumbled a couple of steps and then stared hard at me, the brown in his eyes bleeding into a definite gold.
“I may not be a wolf, but I am a fucking alpha,” I said, calm as could be.
The old wolf faltered. Peter was playing right into my hands. He just didn’t know it yet.





Chapter Five
PETER TOOK A deep, shuddering breath and the gold evaporated from his eyes. Too bad, I was kinda hoping I wouldn’t have to go and do this behind his back. So be it.
Two steps and he was behind Dimitri, cutting the ropes I’d bound him with. “We do not condone violence or torture, not even to our enemies, and while you are here and guests of our pack, you will follow our rules.”
Dimitri stumbled forward, his hands still dripping with salt water. They wouldn’t freeze right away, but it would be fucking cold on those digits of his. As if reading my thoughts, he tucked his hands into his armpits.
Peter made a shooing motion at him. “Go. I will not allow them to harm you anymore.”
“Aren’t you going to give him food and water for his journey? Turn the other cheek and all that shit?” I batted my eyelashes at Peter, saw again that spill of gold through the brown of his eyes. Yeah, I had a knack for pissing off those who could kill me.
Let’s call it a talent. One I employed with relish.
Without another word, Peter strode away from us, pushing Dimitri ahead of him. Twenty feet away from us, they stopped, or at least, Peter pulled Dimitri to a stop. I couldn’t hear them, but I doubted they were speaking English anyway. Not that it mattered; I didn’t need to know what they were talking about.
Liam wrapped his arms around my waist and tugged my back tight to his chest. Dropping his head, he placed a kiss just below my earlobe. A shiver ran the length of my body and my hands found his, lacing our fingers together.
“You Tracking him?” Liam asked, his voice not even a whisper, it was so quiet.
“You bet.”
“Smart lady.”
The threads Dimitri gave off were complex, like all adults. Hatred for the werewolves—and me, no doubt—relief, fear, and a healthy dose of confusion. As he and Peter wrapped up whatever they had to say in their heated tones, Dimitri glanced back at me.
I smiled and wiggled my fingers at him, calling out, “See you later.”
Peter whipped around and glared at me. “You will not.”
Oh, Peter didn’t know me that well. Not that it mattered. Dimitri ran off, and I held onto his threads tightly so I wouldn’t lose Track of him, not even for a moment.
Without saying anything else to me or Liam, Peter headed back to his people. I hoped that Elena gave him hell, hoped she tore him a new asshole. Or two.
“Who’s Elena?” Liam asked as we slowly followed Peter’s footsteps.
I let out a breath and leaned deeper into his arms, letting him take my weight. “Sorry, didn’t realize I was talking out loud. She’s the one whose daughter was killed.” Gods, the image of the little girl flopping in her mother’s arms, her eyes forever closed, pigtails dragging in the wind. I had to grit my teeth against the tears that threatened. Not tears of grief, but of pure, righteous anger. She should never have been killed; her mother should have fought for her.
Should have at least tried.
“He’s trained them all too well to be submissive.” Liam’s voice was thoughtful and I knew he was going through the ramifications as well as I was. A whole pack of werewolves just primed to be killed and wiped out by these hunters.
Did they deserve it? No, but it would happen either way.
Unless we stopped the hunters.
“Killing them all won’t work.” Liam let go of me, the heat of his body gone. I touched the opal through my shirt. It would keep me warm until I took it off, but I still preferred Liam’s arms when it came to generating heat.
“It will work.” I headed toward the river.
“Temporarily. And then someone else will decide that Peter and his pack are easy targets and they will all be in danger again. There needs to be a more permanent solution.”
“I’m all ears.”
Except Liam didn’t have an answer. Neither did I. The first step was finding the hunters, something I could do now through Dimitri. He was heading northeast at a steady pace, and the speed with which he was moving meant he had either found a ride or was somehow using magic to move faster than his body should have allowed him.
At the edge of the riverbank, Peter’s pack was putting their gear together, their bodies mostly healed from the attack now that they’d had a chance to rest. But they moved as if they were half dead, their spirits broken, their hearts aching for their lost loved ones. I sought out Elena with my eyes, found her at the back of the camp, sitting against the icy rock. Her head was down, long blonde hair in two braids just like her little girl’s had been. She looked like she was sleeping, her body hunched against the cold. Fucking hell, why hadn’t she gone after Peter? Why hadn’t she demanded to go after those who had killed her child?
I made a beeline for her, not caring when I got in the way of those who were packing. “Elena.” I called to her softly as I drew close, but she didn’t lift her head, her hands remained clutched to her chest. She just sat there, unmoving.
Some part of my brain tried to tell me what I was seeing. That I didn’t want to get any closer. But I couldn’t listen to that part; I had to know. I crouched beside her and brushed a hand against her ice-cold cheek. I touched her hands and they slid off the hilt of a dagger.
“What the fuck is going on here?” The words slipped out of me and for the first time, a wolf other than Peter or Elena answered me in English.
“They are afraid to become the monsters they once were. So they run away. And when they can’t run, they end it themselves.”
In my squat, I turned on my heel to stare up into the eyes of a very old woman. She had silvery white hair braided up into a crown on her head and light green eyes full of intelligence. And anger, lots and lots of anger.
“They can’t control themselves?”
The old woman, I scrambled to remember her name, crouched beside me. “They can. But at one point, they couldn’t. So now they believe Peter when he tells them they should not fight. That it will bring back the monster in them all and doom them to always walk in darkness.”
I snorted. “That’s bullshit … Gizla.” Ha, I knew I could pull that out.
She tipped her head to one side. “Yes, it is. But they have made a vow to not fight, to never fight again.”
“Tell me you didn’t do that.”
Gizla shrugged and gave a half-smile. “To be a part of this pack, you must vow no violence, only empathy and kindness. Do you not see how few men are here?”
I put distance between myself and Elena’s body, then slid to my butt on the hard, cold rocks. “I just assumed they were always out hunting. Doing other stuff.”
“Thirty-seven pack members, only seven are men. Six now, after this last fight.”
“That wasn’t a fight,” I snapped.
Again, she shrugged. “You call it what you want. Men do not like this pack. They are made to fight, made to keep packs safe. And here, Peter hamstrings them for his belief that peace will come.”
I waved a hand at Elena’s body. “At the cost of what? Do you not know how many will die? Because I do.” Her green eyes flicked to mine and I stared her down, knowing the colors in my eyes would be swirling with my emotions.
Liam stepped between us and said what I had been about to. “All of them. They will all die.”
Gizla stood slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. “You are strong, and your mate is stronger yet. The two of you, you are what we need. Find us a way to be safe, Rylee. We cannot go back on our vows. Not, and stay within this pack.”
Around us, the packing had ceased and even Peter had stopped what he was doing to watch and listen to my conversation with the old lady.
Liam held his hand out to me and helped me to my feet. I brushed off my pants. “Just how the hell are we supposed to keep them all safe?”
“I guess we’re going to have to find out.”
“You think this is a part of your training?”
He looked past me to Peter, who was still watching us. “No, I don’t. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t a good thing. These hunters, they have to be stopped.”
On that I agreed; there would be no way either of us could walk away from this pack knowing we were essentially leaving them to die. To be wiped out.
So much for a vacation.





Chapter Six
WE WENT WITH the pack for the first day after the attack. I easily Tracked Dimitri, and as much as I wanted to call Blaz and have him blast the shit out of the hunters, I knew that wasn’t right. We needed to make sure we stopped them all, and the only way to do that would be to go into their fortress, or stronghold, or fucking condo unit where they were staying and take them out one by one.
Peter led us to a thick part of the forest that looked as though humans hadn’t come through in about a thousand years. The trees were huge and the undergrowth was a fucking nightmare to push through. Then, of course, was the attempt at hiding our back trail. I watched the women brush tree branches through the snow and tug the undergrowth back into place. But they didn’t notice the tiny pieces of cloth caught on twigs, nor the bits of people’s lives they dropped that fell into the snow.
With a sigh, I went along behind with Liam, cleaning up after the pack’s miserable attempt at a cleanup.
“What a fucking gong show this is.” I bent to grab a thin white ribbon that had fallen out of someone’s hair.
“No wonder the hunters find them so easily.” He took the ribbon from me and shook his head. “They leave a trail as wide as a highway and as easily found.”
Within the undergrowth, the pack made camp. Like refugees from a war, they hunkered down wherever they could, some of them shifting into wolf form to sleep in the snow.
Peter found us at the edge of the ‘camp’ near where the undergrowth thickened again. “I am sorry this has happened, that you have had to see such horrors.” He was genuine and I knew whatever grievance he had against me for tormenting Dimitri had been forgiven. He was just that kind of guy. “Liam, there are still things you need to learn. Are you willing to do so?”
Liam nodded. “Of course. But not until this hunter situation is cleared up. I won’t put Rylee at risk.”
My eyebrows shot up. Since when was I at risk from a bunch of half-assed magic users I could take out with my bare hands?
Yet, Peter nodded gravely. “Of course, you would not want her to be hurt. I understand. But we cannot condone violence within our pack boundaries.”
I couldn’t hold back the laugh. “Oh, so the violence that the hunters bring you is acceptable, but Liam and I protecting you is not?”
Peter’s eyes were sad. “Many of those here cannot control themselves. That is why they ran from the other packs they were a part of. There is no other pack like this in the world. One that centers around peace and harmony.”
Gods, he was so fucking blind. Peace and harmony did not include regular raids where your people were blown to bits and pieces in front of you.
Liam, though, didn’t seem perturbed by this. “Then we will go and come back.”
“Where will you go?” Peter frowned. “In all of Russia, how will you find the hunters? They hide their scent with magic.”
Ahh. So the pack had people who went after the hunters at one point. Maybe Elena had been one of them. I wanted to believe that, wanted to believe a mother would fight for her children. A distant pang in my heart reminded me that my own mother had given up on me, but I pushed that thought away. Or tried to. No need to rehash old wounds, certainly not right at that moment. I touched Liam’s arm and we started toward the northeast, where I sensed Dimitri. He wasn’t really all that far, maybe a hundred miles.
“Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine,” Liam said with the confidence I knew he’d earned. He was right. A few supposed badass hunters were nothing compared to the monsters we’d faced down together.
Peter let out a heavy breath. “I do not wish ill on anyone, but if you can stop them from hunting us ….” I suspected he trailed off to avoid telling us to wipe the hunters out. That would go against his whole peacekeeping shit.
Without another word, Peter walked away, going to each member of his pack and speaking softly to them before moving onto the next.
We watched for a moment, silence stretching between us.
“If we sleep for a bit, I think we could make it to them by tomorrow night.” I stared at the canopy above us. “Faster if Blaz were here.”
“You going to call him? It wouldn’t be a bad idea to have some backup.”
The concern in Liam’s voice was obvious and I ignored it. I knew he had an overly strong protective drive, especially when it came to me.
“No, we don’t need him. You didn’t see the hunters; they were fucking useless the minute someone fought back. Scattered as soon as I killed a couple of them.”
Liam frowned. “You don’t think they pose a threat?”
I shook my head. “Only to those who let themselves be killed.”
On that pleasant note, the pack settled down around us for the night, no fire for fear of being spotted, no shelter, and only what little food they’d been able to carry when they’d left.
We found a slight depression in the ground between two trees. Without a word, Liam stripped naked and shifted into his wolf form. With his size and the thickness of his fur, I knew warmth wouldn’t be an issue even if I didn’t have the fire opal. I curled up with him, the black fur surrounding me. There were moments that being the mate to a werewolf was good. This was one of them.
Time passed and the echoes of broken sleep and nightmares came to haunt those who’d survived. I wished Liam and I could speak mind to mind like Blaz and I, so we could talk in private without fear of being overheard.
I settled for whispering my thoughts to him. What had happened to the pack, I would never allow. Not as long as I had breath in my body.
Liam curled his head around me and I fell asleep.

“I love you and will always fight for you. I will never give up on you like these fools have given up on one another,” Rylee whispered softly, her fingers digging deep into his fur. He curled around her, a broken sigh slipping out of him as she drifted off to sleep.
He closed his eyes and fell asleep quickly, though he knew when he opened his eyes that he was dreaming. He stood in a valley of great beauty, the sound of birds and insects filling his ears, the trickle of a creek somewhere nearby calling to him. A deep breath and he sneezed, the heavy pollens and scents of spring and life. A pleasant shudder slipped through him. This was surely a form of heaven.
“Yes and no. This is a resting place for wolves.” Peter stood across from him in his human form, still wearing his heavy fur robes and looking distinctly out of place. “I want to explain to you why my wolves will not fight. You need to understand this if you are to go after the hunters.”
Liam shifted into his human form, somehow keeping his clothes in one piece. “I understand that fear rules you and your pack. It makes you weak.”
Peter smiled, though there was no humor in it, and he held out his hand. “Come here. Let me show you.”
He drew close to see what the old man was pointing at. A shallow pond, murky and dark, and full of oozing black sludge, rippled at their feet, moving as if with an unseen wind. The water didn’t fit in that place anymore than Peter did in his furs.
“This is the heritage to the darkness inherent of the werewolf. More to the point, it is the past of the wolves who call my pack theirs.”
Staring into the murky depths, Liam felt his consciousness tumble into the darkness and, though he fought, the memories of the wolves held him tight and bound to them. He knew it wasn’t real, but it felt real, felt like it was truly happening.
Running, he was running behind a human, the scent of fear and blood drove him. With a single leap he took the human down, but didn’t kill her right away. No, this woman he flipped over and dug into her belly with his teeth and claws while her screams ripped at his ears, like sweet dinner music. She lived a long time, but he didn’t care. He wanted the soft pieces, the organs, and finally the heart. Her death and pain was nothing to him. All that mattered was his need for what she could give him.
There was a shift and he was standing on two legs, beckoning to a handsome young man, drawing him close. When the young guy bent in to kiss him, his hands shot out, part claw, part human, nails painted a deep cherry red. Digging into the man’s throat, he ripped out the trachea and swallowed it whole. The hunger in him demanded human flesh. Now.
Over and over again, he decimated humans, never animals, never another wolf. Just humans. Their flesh was sweet and well-fed, the blood tangy and life-giving, their bodies soft and ripe for the plucking, like plums hanging heavy on the tree at the end of summer. His mouth watered as he pulled down men and women.
But then a child came into view and he saw her terror. Saw her fall under his weight as his teeth snapped forward, breaking her delicate skin, a scream of terror erupting from her tiny throat and he yanked himself out of the thrall of the memories.
“ENOUGH!” He stumbled back from the pond, soaking wet and struggling to breathe. Struggling to understand what his mind had just gone through. He fell to his hands and knees and heaved up the contents of his stomach as the horror hit him, twisted his guts into knots.
“You see now why we don’t fight?” Peter asked him softly. “Why we would rather die than allow that side of ourselves to come to light again? It is not the wolf in us that we fear, but the blood lust. That lust is why the hunters take us captive. If they can leash the hunger and use it for their own desires ….” His eyes filled with sorrow, as if imagining just how very bad it could be.
Still, Liam knelt, his mind reeling. A pack full of monsters, indeed. These were the werewolves who stained the human collective with how very bad a monster could be. They were the stuff nightmares were made of.
“Then you don’t want to be saved.”
“No, that is not true. I believe the next generation will be free of these addictions, but only if we live in peace. I do not know how more violence can be of help to that end. The violence around us will push us back to our pasts. We have seen it. In the beginning, we fought back. It was … not good.”
Pushing himself to his feet, Liam drew himself to his full height, his proverbial hackles rising. “What I saw wasn’t simple violence. It was the memories of broken minds, of desires twisted beyond repair. Peter, surely you can help them, you can heal them of this sickness.”
Peter’s eyes dropped from his. “I am one of them, Liam. I am just like they are. It was the guardian wolf who stopped me. But I am the only one free from this addiction, truly free. I do not know how to keep it from rearing its head within the others. So we keep away from people; we keep away from the cities. We do not kill except to nourish our bellies. And even in that, we take turns so no one will gain too much a taste of fresh blood. We never eat raw meat. We don’t kill as wolves even, but hunt as men and women hunt. Each of us made a decision to stop the violence, binding ourselves to the earth as our vow. We literally cannot fight back.”
“What do you mean you bound yourself to the earth?”
Peter’s lips tightened. “I cannot tell you the details. What I can tell you is this: there are supernatural elements that are kept mostly hidden, even from us, from the supernatural world you know right now. These elements have the power to bind, to make vows, to keep our world in check. Our pack bound ourselves to one such element, and if we renege on our vow, we will be destroyed. It is the price we pay for the horror we have heaped onto the world.”
“Fucking hell,” Liam whispered, unable to keep from stepping back. Not in fear, but shock. How the hell were he and Rylee supposed to help these wolves?
Because Rylee was right, killing the hunters wouldn’t end this for Peter and his pack. No, it would stave off one problem, but they still would be forever segregated.
A hand seemed to brush along his cheek and he knew that in her sleep, Rylee reached out to him. Her love flowed through him, under his skin, and filled his heart. Faith, he had to have faith they could figure this out.
“Peter. I do not know how, but I know there is a way to make this right. And if anyone can find the loophole in a seemingly impossible situation, it is Rylee.”
Peter slowly lifted his head. “You would help us still?”
A deep sigh slid out of him. “We are all monsters, Peter. Even the humans. It’s just a matter of what depth and how we control those dark sides. So you need a little help. Maybe one day you’ll be able to help someone else.”
Without another word, Peter faded from the dream and Liam woke.
Lying on the snow in the middle of a Russian forest, he knew he was in the right place. Rylee slept, her steady breathing and the beating of her heart all he needed to know that they would work out this newest kink in the path they followed. First thing in the morning, he would get her as far away from the pack as possible, though.
Just in case any of them decided she looked tasty after fighting with the hunters. Of course, if any of them tried anything, he would rip them apart.
With that decision made, the worry in his mind eased, he closed his eyes and went back to sleep.





Chapter Seven
THE NEXT MORNING was icy cold, and the only reason I knew was because the edges of everyone’s hair had frosted over night. Everyone but mine, because of the blessed opal. Doran was earning serious brownie points.
Liam shifted and slid back into his clothes.
“I thought Peter was going to teach you how to do that without having to strip. Not that I mind the peep show.” I winked at him, but he didn’t smile.
“We’ve got to go now. Right now.”
Surprised, I let him all but drag me through the snow until we were jogging. “Northeast,” I said, letting this strange behavior slide. Mostly because I wanted to get going anyway and find the fur-covered asshats.
We had jogged for about four miles when Liam finally slowed his pace. “The pack is not what we thought.”
Without preamble, he told me all he’d seen in his dream with Peter. The blood, the gore, and the unmitigated attacks on humans, the vows they’d made and the consequence of those vows.
I rocked back on my heels, knowing my eyes were wide. “That was why Peter stopped me. He thought I would bring down the wrath of this element thing?”
“I’m guessing. But we are not a part of their pack. We were welcomed as guests, not full members.”
“The children didn’t make those vows, I’d lay money on it,” I said. “But they aren’t going to make it to adulthood. And that’s what they need to do.”
“No, they aren’t. But Peter is hoping the next generation will be strong enough to overcome these desires. Or they won’t be born with them at all.”
We picked up a jog again in tandem and the energy flowed between us, a give and take of strength and stamina. Was this because we were mates? I wondered, but didn’t question it. Just another perk to being with Liam.
Liam pulled me out of my thoughts. “Why would it matter if they were adults or not?”
“If they grew into adults”—I jumped over a log and landed in a snowdrift on the other side—“they could protect their families without worrying about the vows. They could keep them all safe.”
Except for the sound of our footsteps in the snow, silence echoed around us. “Maybe we need to find werewolves who would be willing to protect the pack.”
“You think that’s possible?”
He didn’t answer and I knew what that meant. We both did. Becoming a werewolf only accentuated traits you already had. Which was why Liam had become über protective and a champion of justice. His police training and true belief in right prevailing had only heightened with becoming a wolf.
But how many of those kinds of people got turned into werewolves? Not as many as the assholes who were looking for power, looking to find a way to destroy their enemies and rule with an iron fist.
Shit. “We start with the hunters,” I said. “That will at least buy the pack time.”
“You still want to help them.” It wasn’t a question, yet I knew what he meant. The things they’d done were hardly things one could easily forgive and forget. But I also believed that people could change.
“Look at Milly. She tried to destroy us both. And now she is with us and even you see that, you can feel it. People can change.”
He grunted and I smiled to myself. They had a short, if extremely bad, history. Yet even Liam saw how much she had changed. How much she wanted to make right the things she’d broken in the past.
“Redemption is possible for anyone?” That was a question.
I’d never put it into those terms before, but it followed suit with the core of who I was. “Yes, I believe so. Otherwise, you never would have had a shot with me.”
Laughter spilled out of him. “Well, I suppose I should be glad. I would have hated to miss out on you.”
“Me too.” I smiled at him and then put on a burst of speed, feeling his energy flood through me, the power of his wolf floating under my skin. We sprinted through the snow, scaring up rabbits and small creatures that barely managed to scamper out of our way.
As we ran, I thought about the missing child, Catya. I sent out a thread, tried to locate her. Still nothing. Shit, I wished that Fedya had had a better picture. I touched the spot where it sat inside my coat. With missing children like Catya, there wasn’t much I could do. Not when I got nothing back from Tracking her. For no other reason than the fact I could, I left open the threads I sent out looking for her. My talents with Tracking were shifting and strengthening, and this dual thread of following Dimitri and trying to track Catya didn’t tire me out like it would have even a few months past.
We ran like that for hours, and it took far shorter than I’d thought to reach the home ground of the hunters. What we stumbled on surprised me, though it shouldn’t have. At that point in my life, surprise should no longer have had a home in my head, yet it still happened from time to time.
Well before the sun set, the forest opened into a wide, barren field. No snow lay on the ground. Instead, it looked as though someone had burned all the plant life away and somehow made it so the ground wouldn’t accept the snow. In the center of the field was a building that was seriously old school. In fact, it reminded me of the castle we used for jumping the veil. Made of stone, it was three stories high with turrets and everything. Hell, there was even a drawbridge and a fucking moat that was at least twenty feet wide. Getting into that castle was going to be interesting.
Dimitri’s threads hummed to me; they were on the other side of that moat. Boy was he about to get a shock.
Liam put out a hand, stopping me as I crouched down to get a better look at the burned dirt.
“I know you won’t be affected by a perimeter spell, if there is one. But it would tell the hunters we are here.”
Shit, I hadn’t thought about that. I had to satisfy myself with leaning as close as I could without touching the charred land. I didn’t see anything that made me think there was a spell on the land.
Still. I didn’t test the theory. The ground had been burned, heavily, and with my hand hovering over the dirt (with Liam scowling away) the heat from the burn warmed my skin.
“This is recent.”
“Then why isn’t there smoke or the scent of burnt wood and plants?”
I shook my head. “Must have been a magic burn. Something that doesn’t leave traces of itself.”
“Is there such a thing?”
“There are a lot of things I don’t know about when it comes to magic. The evidence is here. This was no natural fire, which leaves only one option.” I stood and put my hands on my hips as I stared at the small castle. Those fucking hunters were in there, prepping themselves to go after the pack again. The cold and calculating part of my brain pointed out that perhaps the pack deserved it. They weren’t exactly model citizens in their former lives. I shook the thought off. Be that as it may, it wasn’t just the adults of the pack being hurt. There were a number of children there, and I’d seen clearly what happened to them in the middle of the fire-fight.
Liam touched my elbow and I turned to follow him. While we weren’t in the open, we weren’t exactly hiding ourselves.
“What do you want to do?” We tucked ourselves behind a small stand of trees. His question was excellent because I had no fucking idea.
No weapons, no Blaz, no way across the moat, possible alarms set into the earth, and quite possibly some sort of magic fire that could fry us to a crisp. Not really good odds.
A shuffle of feet spun us both around at the same time. Liam put himself in front of me and I had to shift to the side to see around him. A man stood across from us, his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes wary as he took us in. Dark hair and blue eyes, a slim build and a fair muscle tone I could see under the layers of clothes. He would have been handsome if not for burn marks that melted his skin into wax art on the left side of his cheek and around his eye. Still, I’d learned that more often than not it was the pretty ones who would turn on you. Russian spewed out of his lips and I shook my head. “English or not at all.”
“Witch.” Liam breathed. Ah, shit.
I stepped around Liam. If anyone was going to get hit with a spell, it was going to be me. The witch lifted an eyebrow at this move, but didn’t lift his hands. Which meant, at the moment, he wasn’t trying to spell us.
“You two, you are not with those ones?” He tipped his chin toward the hunter’s fortress.
“No. You?” I queried, knowing he might lie. Also knowing Liam could smell the lie on the witch.
The witch spat on the ground, a grimace twisting his face. “Bah. They are scum. Steal a book of spells and use it to torment those weaker than them. I am Val; I belong to the local coven. But more than that”—he drew a slow breath—“are you the Tracker?”
Liam growled quietly under his breath and my eyebrows shot up. “I am.”
“I believe we have a friend in common, then.”
I waited for him to continue, keeping my surprise to myself.
Val tipped his head from side to side. “Doran said I might run into you; that you might need some help, since you always seem to find trouble.”
I should have known. Beside me, Liam stiffened, but then slowly relaxed. Somehow, it wasn’t a surprise that Doran had his hand in this.
I didn’t hold my hand out. “Rylee, and this is Liam. He isn’t fond of witches, so I don’t suggest you come any closer.”
Val nodded. “Fine. You are here to rescue someone from the hunters like me?
“Who did they take from you?”
“My brother. He is not strong enough to become a full member of the coven, so the hunters, they took him. They did this.” He touched a finger to the melted skin. I wondered why the other witches didn’t heal it. But maybe that wasn’t possible with a magical burn like that? Or maybe he was just using it as fuel for the fire, so to speak, a secondary motivation to go after the hunters.
More thoughts whirled inside my brain. I didn’t know how much help Val would be if he wasn’t strong like Milly and Pam. Still, another set of eyes and hands wasn’t a bad thing when we were on unfamiliar territory. And since Doran sent him, I figured we could trust him. “We’re just here to kill them all.”
Val threw back his head and laughed, his hands clutching at his sides. We didn’t join him and it took a good twenty seconds for him to realize I wasn’t joking.
“Seriously?” He blinked several times as he calmed himself. “You are just two. I see the wolf would be full of power, but you, what can you do? I sense no power in you, no matter that Doran said to be careful of you.”
I smiled at him. “It’s a surprise.”
For some reason that satisfied him. “Well, perhaps we can surprise them together?”
“That burning of the field, was that you?” Liam asked, his voice remarkably calm. Maybe he finally had his wolf under control. That would be a bonus.
“No, no. That was the hunters. They burn it in timed flares to keep enemies at bay.”
Liam gave me a lifted eyebrow. “I told you it was booby trapped.”
I waved off his smug ‘I told you so’. “Timed, how?”
“They have it set for movement. Something touches the ground and the flare goes out in that direction, following whatever is there.” He waved one hand in a line in front of him to emphasize his point.
Shit, they had it motion-sensored with a magical fire. That was going to be hard to go around.
“Any way you can disable it?” Fingers crossed he was a powerhouse like Milly or Pamela.
“No.”
A thought began to form inside my brain, one I knew Liam would not like, nor condone.
“Who runs the fire? If they are as weak as you say, there has to be someone always watching to put the power into something like that.”
Val waved hand back and forth. “It is a little thing, simple. A spell lain on a pair of eye-glasses and set into a window. Break the glasses, spell is broken.”
My lips twisted around as I considered the possibility.
“Rylee, don’t even think about it,” Liam growled. But he was too late. Not only was I thinking about it, I was pretty sure it would work.





Chapter Eight
THE THREE OF us stood on the edge of the glade. I was sweating, nervous for the first time in a long time when facing a magical problem. Normally, I just walked through whatever spell we faced, disabling it in the process. What I was facing was not just the spell, but what it was throwing at me. Again, normally that wouldn’t bother me.
But fire was a bitch to deal with, magic or not. “So if I don’t trigger this, they won’t know we’re here, right?”
“You think you have extra light feet?” Val asked, and I realized he was smiling, only the skin on the one side was too tight and it looked more like a grimace.
“Something like that,” Liam said softly. “If the fire comes, you get your ass back here.”
I saluted him, tried not to think about the ‘what ifs’. My Immunity to magic had been known to fail here and there, though that happened less the older I got. Which didn’t mean today wouldn’t be the day it would decide to leave me high and extremely dry and flammable.
Weaponless, I stepped onto the field. The first few steps were fine, but I felt the heat from the previous fire through the soles of my boots.
Sweat dripped down my cheeks, and the cold winter wind chilled it, though the fire opal kept it from freezing. With each step my confidence grew. Fuck, this was actually going to work. Until I heard Liam shout behind.
“No, Val!”
I spun to see Val trotting after me. Oh, shit, he thought it wasn’t just me. He reached my side and then Liam was there right behind him.
“Rylee, we are getting off this fire hazard, right now.”
We were more than halfway to the castle. “Fuck, let’s just book it. Stay behind me.” I bolted toward the castle, the two men behind me. A steady hissing caught my ears. “Liam, what is that?”
He didn’t answer me, Val did. “That is the fire coming—I thought you stopped it!”
“I did, you idiot, but only for me!”
The three of us turned on the speed as the first pillar of flame ripped down the length of the field to the left of us. I banked hard to the right. “Head for the moat!”
“No, there is a water dragon!” Val yelled back.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
“Then blast the door open.”
Another burst of flame burst down the right side of us, so close the scent of burnt hair wafted to me. I threw myself to the left, the two men still following. Val took a shot at the drawbridge, hitting it in the middle. What an idiot.
“Aim for the chains that hold it up, witch,” Liam snarled. I kept my eyes peeled for the next shot of fire.
A small cut in the castle, likely an archer’s hole, spurted once, twice, and then the fire ripped down the left side of us again. Like human ping-pong balls, we swerved away from the fire, only to be pushed back from the flame shooting out on the right of us. We were almost to the moat.
“Water, it’s our only chance!” I yelled as Val let out a holler and the drawbridge fell open with a thunderous boom. On the other side, I glimpsed an open courtyard filling with hunters, their eyes wide as they saw us running for the safety of their castle. Or at least, the relative safety, as it were.
The flames were tight on either side of us—less than ten feet away—and the oxygen was burning up around us faster than anything. I fought to get the air I needed to put my legs into a higher gear. Without meaning to, I drew on the energy between Liam and me and was able to just reach the edge of the drawbridge before the ground in front of me erupted in a shower of dirt and rocks. My body was thrown into the air, high enough that I could take a deep breath before considering how bad it was going to hurt to hit the ground.
Or, in my case, the water. Below me, I saw Liam and Val get similar treatment. The hunters weren’t trying to kill us; they were just trying to get us into the water. Which didn’t bode well for us.
Not in the least.

Rylee hit the water first, but he was right behind her. Beside him, Val dove in, the edges of his boots singed and melting from the fire; the burnt rubber smell made Liam want to gag.
Then the water sluiced over his head, and for a split second he was relieved, the heat of the fire gone in a single icy instant. They’d dodged the flames. He took a few strokes and broke the surface. Val cringed along the edge of the moat and Rylee tread water across from him. The cold didn’t seem to be bothering her any more than it bothered him. Val, though, was already turning blue. They had to get him out quick.
“Well, fuck,” she grumbled, pushing hair out of her eyes. “How the hell are we going to get out of this now?”
“Let’s swim around; there has to be more than one entrance. Unless they are complete fools.” Liam looked over as the drawbridge was pulled back up. No more fire, no more explosions. So whatever was in the water was bad enough that the hunters thought it would finish them off. But whatever ‘it’ was hadn’t shown up yet.
The moat was a good twenty feet wide and the sides were a slick metal with no way to climb out. Not to mention they were at least fifteen feet down from the top edge of the moat. No way they were getting out of this.
“Val, can you lift us out?” Rylee beat him to the punch.
“No, only those very strong with their spelling can do that,” he said, his eyes wide as he stared around them. No doubt he was looking for the water dragon he’d said resided in the moat.
As they swam, trying to find a way up and out, Val muttered continually in Russian, no doubt a prayer if Liam caught the cadence right. Praying wasn’t going to get them out of the watery hole they were in, though.
Rylee didn’t look back, just swam, as always leading. She never held anything back.
“Wait up,” he said, his voice carrying easily over the water.
She paused and turned in the water, her mouth open as if she would say something. Yet, the way her eyes widened and she tried to back pedal was enough to spin him around. The water dragon had found them. Or more specifically, it found him.
Shit.

Holy mother of the gods. The water dragon rose above Liam as I spun to mouth off to him. Silvery blue, it blended into the water and looked as though it was the water itself. It was reminiscent of a snake with fins, its head flaring out like a cobra and fangs that would put Blaz’s to shame seated inside its open mouth. Small, thin forearms with almost delicate looking fingers and claws were attached partway down its body. I couldn’t do anything; had nothing to fight this one with.
“Val, hit it!”
Val let out a screech, but the water dragon ignored the witch and went straight for Liam. I was too used to witches who not only had power, but weren’t afraid to use it.
In a blindingly fast flash, the water dragon dove on Liam, driving him under water, the long sinuous body flipping out of the water as the dragon followed through with everything it had.
Just like that, Liam was gone.

That had been unexpected. More than the water dragon’s attack, it was how her eyes glimmered with a silver sheen only seen in guardians. Hands out, he managed to keep her—the water dragon’s—teeth from piercing him as he gripped either side of her jaw. Shit, Peter had said he could compel other guardians; no time like the present to give it a try.
With everything he had, he pulled on the power of his wolf, not to shift, but to command.
But there was no way he could say the words as the water dragon drove him to the bottom of the moat, the darkness surrounding him completely, except for her eyes, which glowed.
She spun them in a death roll, but he didn’t let go. You will not harm us. The words formed in his mind and he mentally pushed them toward her. The water dragon shuddered and he felt her trying to fight the compulsion. Take me to the surface; you will not harm us.
A soundless roar escaped her, the water shifting around him as she shot up toward the surface, her body breaking through. Liam continued to cling to her mouth, holding firm to her two lower fangs as he took a deep gulping breath of air. He wasn’t sure drowning could kill a guardian, but he didn’t want to find out the hard way.
“Liam!” Rylee screamed his name; he had no choice but to keep his eyes on the guardian in front of him. She held her head well above the water and he dangled from her mouth.
“We need a way into the castle and you’re going to show us.”
You would compel me? That is forbidden! Her words reverberated through his head, like when Blaz spoke.
“You were going to eat me. I can’t think that’s any better. At least my way, we both end up alive.” Water dripped from him and even though he ran hot with the wolf blood in his veins, the cold wind chilled him through.
Or maybe it was just the idea that he could get eaten alive if he didn’t play this right.
Her eyes narrowed to a silver slit. Wolf, you are lucky today. I have already been fed well, so I will show you into the castle.
He wasn’t going to point out that it had nothing to do with her belly being full or not. The compulsion he laid on her was thick and she had no choice; he could feel it pushing her to do as he wanted. But if she felt better thinking she had a say in what was going to happen, that was fine by him.
She lowered him back to the water and lifted her back so a loop humped up. Place your hands on me; I must take you to the bottom of the moat to get you in.
Apparently she projected her words to both Val and Rylee. Rylee didn’t hesitate. Val, on the other hand, was not so willing to listen.
“Come on, pansy ass witch,” Rylee snapped. “Or stay here and get eaten later; whatever, your choice.”
Val swam to them, though Liam could see the cold was affecting the witch and quite badly. His lips were blue and his skin was a pasty white.
“We’ve got to get him warm.”
With a grimace, Rylee reached across and grabbed Val’s hand and stuck it down her shirt. Any other time, Liam might have broken Val’s hand, but as it was, all he could do was try not to laugh at the look that spread across Val’s face as the heat from the fire opal spread to him too.
“Hot tits.” Rylee winked at Liam and then the water dragon dove under the surface and they were all holding their breath.
It occurred to Liam rather belatedly that he should have specified that the entrance was accessible to those who would need to breathe.
Too late now.





Chapter Nine
I DON’T KNOW what the hell Liam did, but that water dragon took us deep and then through a curling pitch-black passageway that opened into the basement of the castle. The pool where we broke the surface was warmer than the water outside, and I removed Val’s hand from the fire opal.
Moving as a unit, the three of us swam to the edge and we each pulled ourselves out of the water. Liam turned first.
“Do you have a name?”
She hissed at him, and for the first time I saw her eyes. Silver eyes. Shit, there would have been no way to stop her even if we’d brought weapons. Guardians couldn’t be killed, at least, not without chopping them up into little bitty pieces.
I give you nothing else, Wolf! I hope you die in this castle, but not before I eat your mate.
I scrambled backward, running into Val and taking us both down in a tumble. That was the best way to deal with a pissed off guardian. Run as fast as you could and hope to all that was holy they gave up.
“You will do no such thing. Ever. You will never harm Rylee. Is that understood?” I shuddered at the power in Liam’s voice and even Val let out a squeak. But the water dragon, she threw back her head, fangs wide as she fought whatever it was Liam was doing. The water around her swirled up and over the sides of the pool, washing over Liam’s boots. He didn’t move, just stood and waited, calm and full of strength.
Fucking hell, I’d never been so proud of him. I pushed myself back to my feet and blindly offered Val a hand up. He took it, his tremors rippling through into me. I didn’t know if they were from the cold or fear. Probably a combination.
“How does he control it?” Val asked, his voice more than a little awestruck.
I shook my head. “Not a fucking clue.” Okay, that wasn’t exactly right, I suspected this had something to do with them both being guardians, but why would Liam be the stronger of the two? He was certainly the newer guardian. Then again, he also wasn’t just a guardian; he was a werewolf, too. Could that be the difference?
The water dragon snapped her teeth several times and then slid down, her eyes the only thing visible as she shot one more blast of air at Liam, spraying him with water, but nothing else.
I have always hated you, Wolf.
And with that little gem, she disappeared under the water, leaving us in a large empty room. Liam backed away from the water, his eyes never leaving the surface. “Val, don’t go near the water. I didn’t think to make her swear to not hurt you.”
“I won’t go near it. What magic is that you used on her? Can I learn it?” Val stared at the pool of water, as if just by concentrating he could do what Liam had done.
“No, I don’t think you can learn it.” Liam wiped his hands over his face and I saw the slight tremble. Whatever he’d done had taken a lot out of him.
I touched his arm and he gave me a small smile. “See, you don’t need any weapons.”
Snorting, I stepped away and swung my gaze around the room. It was a domed room, completely circular, and made solidly of stone except for the doorway that I assumed led out and up into the rest of the castle. The walls were bare, but at least they weren’t dripping water, and a light source, either electric or solar, powered the three dimly buzzing bulbs illuminating the room. I was betting solar.
“What kind of weapons do you like?” Val asked and I turned to see him staring into an alcove. He lifted his hand and a small bloom of pale pink light lit up the darkness.
“Sweet baby Zeus!” I yelped and strode to Val. The alcove held a stash of weapons that made my mouth water.
Everything from swords, to bows, to pikes, lances and shields far too large for me to deal with, and even a full set of armor.
Though the scabbards wouldn’t work on my back, the swords would be just peachy and were the highlight of my day. I grabbed two that looked around the right weight and rolled them in my hands.
A few more practice swings and I was happy with the find. “Val, you rock.”
“I do my best,” he said as he picked out a short sword for himself. Even Liam leaned in to take a long pike, though I doubted he’d even use it. Always better to have a weapon and not need it, than need a weapon and curse yourself for not taking one.
Armed, finally, I led the way up the stairs, reaching out with my Tracking for Dimitri. Yet what I didn’t expect was the sudden ‘ping’ I got from Catya.
“Shit, the kid is here,” I whispered.
“What kid?” Val asked at the same time Liam said, “Are you sure?”
“Yes. Maybe the moat was deep enough to keep me from sensing her.” The moat had been briny, so it was possible there was an outflow to the North Sea. That would explain the sea monster water dragon business. But then, I’d been able to pick up on Dimitri without a problem, so that couldn’t be it. Something didn’t add up, but at that exact second I didn’t care.
“Doesn’t matter; she’s here, we get her out too.”
Dimitri’s threads led us up to the first floor. Val lit the way with his pale pink light, enough to see by, but not so big we would be spotted easily.
“The hunters, is there anything else you can add to their portfolio?” I asked Val as we came to an intersection.
He chewed his lower lip for a moment before answering. “Not much more than they are fanatics of the worst kind. They want very badly to believe they are not of the same ilk as those they kill. Meaning they are called of a higher power to do what they must to cleanse the world, at least in their own eyes. They steal coven members as young as they can and brainwash them, training them in the art of killing and chaos. Then the wolves of the forest, and any supernatural they deem ‘black’, are hunted down.”
“When I fought back”—I checked the corner and then slid around it—“they scattered.”
He shrugged. “They are weak, even if they are trained to a small degree. They don’t have the strength to do more than the basic spells. Even that can leave them drained. Not to mention, they aren’t used to anyone fighting back. The wolves they hunt are peaceful.”
Liam moved up ahead of me. “Then why don’t you help protect them?”
Val looked genuinely surprised. “The wolves? They have never asked for help.”
Oh my gods, were they all so damn thick? “No one likes to ask for help. Especially wolves.”
After that, we were silent as we stalked the hunters in their own castle. We found them at the windows, peering down into the water. Watching to see if we floated back to the surface in pieces, no doubt. Weren’t they going to get a fun surprise?
I motioned at Liam to take the left; I would take the right, and Val was to meet us in the middle. They nodded and we were off at a dead run. At the last second, the hunters seemed to sense they were in trouble; the first one I reached turned to face me. I didn’t think, just let the anger of Elena’s death, and that of her child’s, burn through me and into each swing.
The hunters fell, and I kept driving through them, vaguely aware that I was screaming at the same time I killed them. I wanted their attention on me, wanted them to throw their magic my way. And they obliged.
Their spells slid off me like water on an oil slick. The blades I had were weighted well, but not all that strong. The third head I tried to remove broke the blade in my right hand, snapping it off at the hilt. The hunter I’d been hacking at fell with the blade buried most of the way through his skull. That was the problem with using someone else’s weapons; it was easy to forget they weren’t as strong as my blades.
Down to one sword, I slowed a little, took in what was going on around me. Val had a boy at his feet, clinging to his legs, while Val shot bolt after bolt of magic at the hunters.
Liam had shifted into his wolf and mowed through the hunters like they were toothpicks. I saw an arm go flying off a hunter before I refocused on the one in front of me. He was on his knees, his hands up in surrender.
Shit. That didn’t happen very often.
“Please, I give!” He had his head bowed. Behind him, I felt Dimitri take a hit from Val, the shimmer of his life along the thread I held reminding me to let go. Holding someone’s threads while they died could knock me on my ass, and I didn’t need that in the middle of a fight.
“You going to keep killing the wolves?” I said, putting my blade to the man’s throat.
“No more, no more death, please!” His whimpers slowed his compatriots and I held up my hand to stop Val and Liam.
“Hang on.”
Of course, I should have known by then that the minute the bad guy starts begging for mercy and promising that they’ll be ‘good’ is the time to remove their head from their body.
The man in front of me lunged as I turned back to him, knocking my sword aside and driving a short dagger right above my heart, the blade catching on my collarbone.
Val and Liam reacted at the same time, running toward me. But Val was closer and had the longer-range weapon—his magic. He fired a shot of ice that blasted the man who’d stabbed me back, tumbling his body hard into the wall. I struggled to pull the dagger out, but I was really pissed by that point and barely felt the pain as it flared through my left shoulder when I yanked on the hilt.
I flicked the handle up into the air, caught it and threw the dagger with my right hand, pinning my would-be killer between the eyes. He slumped and what was left of the hunters scattered. They ran like rats jumping from a sinking ship, using pathways that opened up and closed behind them. The castle had its own set of spells ingrained in it, apparently. We couldn’t let them get away, though, and there was only one way out. Across the moat. The cranking of the drawbridge being lowered groaned up to us in time with my thoughts.
“Liam, you think your water dragon friend is still hungry?” I put a hand to my shoulder to stem the flow. Liam gave a tight, wolfy grimace and shifted before calling out the window to the rolling waters below. His words came to me kind of fuzzy and slurred as I slid to the floor, my knees hitting the stone. I realized, belatedly, I was blacking out.

With a nod, he shifted back to his human form, the cold not really bothering him much, even naked. “Guardian, would you mind feasting on the hunters as they flee?” He called down to the water dragon. “I can compel you, but I’d rather not.”
She snarled up at him, but did as he asked, snatching the hunters and throwing them into the water as they attempted to run across the drawbridge. Their own security system had turned on them, and the irony was rather sweet. Liam twisted around in time to see Rylee slump to the ground, her eyes rolling back in her head. He ran to her side and caught her before she hit her head on the ground.
“Woman, you will be the death of me yet.” He said the words and then cringed. No, not yet. “Val, do you have any strength in healing?”
“I can close the exterior of the wound, and that will stem the blood, but I can do no more than that. She will have to heal the rest on her own.”
Liam tapped her face lightly. “Rylee, you have to pull back your Immunity or you’re going to die.”
Her eyes didn’t open, and he could only hope she heard him somewhere in her passed out stated. Prayed that she heard him. Her eyelids fluttered and her lips moved in a silent, ‘Yes’.
The witch moved close enough to put his hands on Rylee’s face. Nothing changed, so Liam checked the cut through her coat. The skin was healed, but she was still passed out and he could see the throb of blood just under the skin. It would take time for the deeper tissues to pull back together. He did what he could to give her of his strength, to push his energy into her, hoping it would help.
Her eyelids fluttered.
“Liam?”
“I’m here.”
A sigh slipped past her lips. “Did we get them all?”
He wanted to squeeze her tight and never let her go. “Yeah, we got them all.”
She smiled, her eyes softening, showing just how damn vulnerable she could be. “Can we rest here tonight? I think hiking back through the forest is going to be too much. And Catya, she is here too.”
Now that was a change from her usual get up and go. Then again, she had just been stabbed.
“Val, do you think it’s safe?”
Val startled. “With the hunters gone, I believe it will be safe.” He touched the head of the young boy still clinging to his legs. The kid couldn’t have been more than five years old. “Pavel and I will see what we can find. We will look for this Catya too.”
“Be careful, there could be others waiting in ambush for us,” Liam warned, but Val just smiled and walked away with his kid brother.
With as much care as he could, Liam scooped Rylee into his arms and headed into the castle proper, leaving the battlements behind. The walls were dark and cold, the stone fully in the grip of the winter weather. He tried a few doors, finally found a room that had a bed and a fireplace. Putting Rylee into the bed, he covered her with heavy blankets that reeked of witches, but at least they would be warm.
The fire didn’t take long to start, and within ten minutes he had a blaze going. With light and heat taken care of, he turned back to Rylee. She was a bit paler than usual, but otherwise looked fine. His belly rumbled, the shifting back and forth and the power he’d had to exert over the water dragon had drained him. Then there was pushing his energy into Rylee to speed up her healing. But that was the most necessary part of him giving up his energy.
He threw several logs on the fire and then slid into bed with her. His belly could wait; right now he needed to be with her, to convince himself she was indeed all right. She was completely out of it and he took the moment to do something he hadn’t dared before.
Swallowing hard, he slid his hand under her shirt and rested it over her belly button. Fear gripped him as the sound of the tiny heartbeat seemed to fill his ears, even though he knew it was too quiet for anyone else to hear without a medical instrument. How the hell was he supposed to keep Rylee and the baby safe? Telling Rylee she was pregnant would slow her down; he knew her well enough to know that she wouldn’t do anything to harm a child, most especially theirs.
Yet it wasn’t truly Rylee he was worried about finding the truth in regards to her current condition. No, it was all those who would use it as a tool to manipulate and push her to do what they wanted. Or worse, would try to make her miscarry. He let out a groan and tugged her into his arms, his eyes prickling with the love and fear that swelled through his body.
He’d never thought there would be a chance for him to be a father, not even before he’d become a supernatural. His life had always been about helping others, protecting the innocent, bringing justice to those who’d done evil in the world. The idea of his own child being brought into the world, possibly when he wouldn’t be there to protect him or her … a shudder rippled the length of his spine.
There had to be a way to protect both Rylee and the baby. He just hadn’t seen it yet. What he needed was a place Rylee could be safe for a time, a place to give birth and be free from the world and all those who would try to control and use her. From those who sought her blood and her life, and would seek the same from any child she bore.
A soft, barely felt flutter whispered under his hand and he went still. No, it was too soon for the baby to be moving. He did a quick calculation in his head. Too soon, indeed. But then, the baby wasn’t exactly human. With the blood of a Tracker and a Guardian flowing through his or her veins, there was no telling what might be different for the child. Or for the pregnancy. He thought about all the physical damage Rylee had taken over the last few months. None of it had seemed to affect the pregnancy, a blessing in itself. Yet he wasn’t truly surprised; Rylee was tough, and she healed fast. It made sense that she could take more hits than a human woman when pregnant.
With his hand on her belly, he sent a soft thread of energy to the baby, a thread of love and caution. Caution to be as quiet as possible. To keep hidden and safe. The movement stopped and then thrummed several times in answer to his energy, then went silent again. That was the best he could do. The longer he could keep this under wraps, the better chance he would have at keeping both the baby and Rylee safe.
Liam let out a breath, the sound of the baby’s heartbeat steady in his ears as he closed his eyes and let sleep take him.





Chapter Ten
SHIT, WHAT A bad dream. My mind swirled with trying to protect a child I had never met, but one I would give my life for, and the feeling I would fail. No matter how hard I tried, I would lose the salvage, a salvage that for some reason felt more important than anything else. I let out a groan and slowly opened my eyes. The smell of a wood fire and musky scented furs were the first things to get my attention. Next was Liam, lying on his belly, one arm flung across my chest just under my boobs.
“How do you feel?” he mumbled into the mattress.
I reached up to touch the wound above my heart, noting just how close it had come to finding its mark. Still tender, I winced as I probed it. “Better. That bastard nearly got me.”
Liam’s back stiffened and a low growl rumbled out of him. I put a hand on his shoulder and slid it up into his hair. The grumble subsided and he rolled over.
“You ready to go now?”
With care, I stretched, my body protesting the movement, but otherwise, I didn’t feel too bad. “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here.” Sitting up, I found myself thinking about little Catya. Was she the one I’d been dreaming about? Was she so important that my subconscious would try to scare me into finding her?
A sigh slipped past my lips as I sent a thread to Track her, wondering if she had ever really existed, or if she was just a figment of Fedya’s imagination, a way to dull the pain of life.
So to say I was surprised when I got a solid ping back on Catya was an understatement. “Holy shit, I forgot the kid is here!” I scrambled out of bed, the furs tangling around my legs. They would have sent me to the floor in my haste if Liam hadn’t been there to steady me.
“Wait, what kid?” Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d had their brain on shut down.
“Catya, she’s here, in the castle somewhere. But why the fuck couldn’t I sense her? This isn’t that far away from where we were before.” My left arm was all a tingle as the nerve endings that had been damaged came back online and my fingers were pretty much useless.
He bent and tied my boots for me, buck naked and totally unaware of how damn amazing he looked. The curve of his back, the broad stretch of his shoulders beckoned to me, begging me to slide my hands along the taut skin. I shook my head. Pull yourself together, Rylee, you can play with him later.
Liam stood and grabbed a fur from the bed, wrapping it around his body. He looked more than a little like a warrior from the medieval ages, his silvery golden eyes adding to the image of intensity and otherworldly-ness. I couldn’t look away from him, just drank him in. Damn, if there wasn’t a kid waiting on me I could have stood there all day looking at him.
“Are we going or are you just going to stand there staring at me?” His lips quirked a little at the edges. He knew what he did to me, and he loved it.
“Yeah, going.” I was blushing, but I didn’t care. He was the only one who could make my blood run that hot and having him know wasn’t a bad thing.
Catya’s threads were quite strong, a steady pulse that told me she was healthy and either sleeping or so calm she should be.
“Maybe there’ll be some clothes for you, too.” I glanced around the room, hoping there would at least be some pants. Something. Nope, no such luck. “You could always get that armor, it would probably fit you.”
He snorted. “Thanks, I think I’ll pass on putting cold metal against my boys.”
Laughing, I left the room and started toward Catya. We wound our way through the castle, getting stopped twice by dead ends that I was pretty sure were anything but—the way the walls were set in, the loose stones, the scratch marks in the floor, they all spoke to the kind of doorways the hunters needed to escape quickly. But I didn’t need those pathways to find the kid.
Liam stopped me in front of an open doorway when we were on the first floor. “Clothes.” I peered in after him. The hunters’ stash of winter clothes lined the room. Pants, tops, fur coats and thickly insulated boots. It didn’t take Liam long to find stuff that fit.
“You look like one of them now.” I pointed to a mirror set into the far side of the room. He turned, took a look, and shrugged.
“Nothing I can do about it until I get Peter to show me how to keep my damn clothes intact.”
Eager to get to the girl, I set off at a jog. My muscles had loosened with the walk and now they warmed up even more. The wound grumped at me, but didn’t break open. Not that I was too worried. The hunters were wiped out, and we’d found the kid.
What could possibly go wrong?
Yeah, better that I not ask that question. I pushed it away before it could take root and the fates decided to show me just how badly something could go sideways when provoked.
“I hear Val talking; he must have found the kid. He said he would look for her,” Liam said as we entered a long hallway on the first floor. Light streamed in through windows covered in stained glass. That surprised me. Until I got a look at the pictures inset.
My feet came to a stop in front of the first and my jaw unhinged. “This is fucking sick.”
There were five figures depicted in a forest scene. Four of them were men; the fifth was a woman, her body spread eagle, tied between trees. The woman was completely naked, her belly had been peeled open like an orange, and one of the men was pulling out a baby that looked like a wolf. Actually, it looked a hell of a lot like Alex, a strange hybrid of human and wolf.
The other three men were pressing knives into the woman at the four junctures of her appendages as if that was the next step, to de-limb her.
Liam pulled me away. “You don’t need to see that.” Something in his voice caught my attention.
“What? It goes to show how fucking messed up these assholes really are.”
His jaw twitched and he tipped his head down the hall. “I think Catya may be with Val and his brother.”
That got my attention. I strode down the hallway, doing my best not to notice the rest of the stained glass, each one worse than the last. In that, Liam was right, we didn’t need anything else to cause us nightmares. We had enough shit going on in our lives to last a lifetime.
When I stepped into the room where Catya’s threads beat, I wasn’t surprised to see Val and his little brother Pavel with her. No, the surprise came when she lifted her eyes to mine.
Brilliant golden eyes peered up. She was a werewolf, the youngest I had ever met, but she wasn’t trying to shift and her wolf didn’t seem to be near the surface. No, something was different with her. At best, she was five or six, but she was small for her age. Stunted even. That explained why she looked so young in her picture at least. Her sandy blonde curls were messy around her face, highlighting those golden eyes of hers.
She sat across from Val, but her eyes rested on me, and then went to Liam. That was when she let out a squeak and she leapt from her stool and tried to run out of the room past us. I scooped her up with ease, even though she let out an unholy screech, one that could have sent dogs into pitched fits.
“She’s scared of you and those blasted clothes,” I said to Liam as I wrestled with her. He didn’t say anything, just reached over and took her from my hands.
With no words between them, he put his forehead to hers and the fight went out of her. A little sob slipped from her lips and she slid her arms around his neck, burying her face into the thick fur of his winter coat as if there had never been anything wrong in the first place.
“Well,” Val said. “That was interesting. We could get her to eat, but not speak.”
Pavel didn’t seem all that much better off, his eyes partially glazed over as he stared at nothing in the corner of the room. Trauma in children, it never got easy to see, and my heart clenched at the loss of their innocence.
Catya stayed curled up in Liam’s arms as Val whipped up breakfast. Heavily spiced sausages, eggs, thick-cut homemade bread and huge glasses of ice cold milk. I downed everything in front of me, my body needing the energy to heal. Liam, of course, ate us all under the table, even with Catya on his lap.
“Can you … speak to her?” I asked as I pushed myself back from the table.
Liam gave a shrug. “Kind of. It is more a sharing of images. From what I can tell, she has not had an easy life so far. She is deaf and her father beat her for it thinking she was just being difficult. Her mother killed her father trying to protect her, and they were banished from their village. Catya can shift, but even as a wolf, she is too small to catch much game. The hunters found them and took Catya away; she doesn’t know why.”
I looked to Val, and he looked to me and Liam. “There are things they may have wanted to gain from her. Perhaps an easy wolf to control, one that they could use against the others. We found the body of a werewolf in the same room as her, but it was so badly destroyed I’m not even sure if it was a man or a woman.”
I thought about what Peter said when we first arrived, how they lost one of their pack members when she’d wandered too far from the village to give birth. The woman’s name was Donna. I brought to mind the picture I’d seen of her and sent out a thread, Tracking her. And there she was, in the castle and very much dead. Shit on sticks.
“It’s a woman, Donna from the pack.” I lifted my eyes to Liam and he nodded. “Was there ….” Gods, I didn’t want to ask Val if there had been a baby with the body, though I knew there would be somewhere. “Never mind, I’ll go check.”
Liam stood before I could. “No, you stay here. I’ll check on her and see if there was anyone else.” He handed Catya to me; she happily slid into my arms, snuggling into my lap. Val told him where to find the room; it wasn’t far from where we were. Without another word, Liam left and while I wanted to tell him I could do it, I knew this was just another thing I had to let him do on his own. He was an alpha, and I was learning to let him do what he had to do, just as I did.
Even if I was rather slow at it.

The room Val directed him to was close and the scent of it filled his nose as he drew opposite the door. He’d picked up the smell on Catya, blood and fear under all that dirt. But he’d hoped it was just from being in the castle with the hunters, not because she’d seen anything horrific. No such luck.
He pushed the door open, his eyes adjusting to the dimmer light immediately. With the light streaming in through the windows in the hallway behind him, he didn’t need anything additional to see the horror that filled the room.
A torture room, bodies bound with silver chains to the walls, their skeletons looking for all the world like a Halloween prank gone horribly wrong. The body closest to the door was also the freshest. He let his eyes take it in first. The body was slashed and opened up so the chest and belly were cut wide, not unlike the picture in the stained glass. Some sort of prophecy that a woman would give birth to a monster and the hunters had thought to prevent it. His gut churned with fear that ate at his heart.
Rylee would give birth to something not human. A child with the blood of supernaturals he doubted had ever been combined. His hands tightened reflexively, fingers digging into his palms.
Steeling himself, he took a deep breath, filtering out the smells of blood and death, focusing on the scent of the body itself. Alex would have been better at this, but he could pick the individual tones out. It was indeed a woman, and there was the scent of a child under all that blood. Not alive, not anymore. He backed away from the room, shutting it tightly behind him. They weren’t able to give the woman a proper burial, but Peter and his wolves could come back and do so later.
Back in the kitchen with the others, he just nodded, unable to even vocalize Rylee was right. It was Peter’s missing wolf who’d been tortured and killed.
Catya crawled out of Rylee’s lap and back into his. She lifted his hand and pressed her cheek into it.
Images flashed into his mind. Of the woman holding Catya before she’d been tortured, of the fight that Catya had put up, shifting into wolf form to protect the expectant mother, of being kicked across the room, hurt badly enough that she could do nothing to stop the hunters. And then of the howling grief as her friend had died, her baby dying immediately afterwards, exposed to the darkness and cold of the torture room.
Liam closed his eyes and fought the images, but Catya went on, her ability with images stronger than his even at her young age. She showed him something he never thought to see. The ghostly image of the woman’s spirit, her essence as it floated away from the gored and broken body. She held her child, thanked Catya and, with a smile, was gone to the other side of the veil.
Safe now, happy now. Good for her. Sad for Catya.
His eyes flew open to see Catya smiling at him. Wisdom far beyond her years radiated from her. “You understand she is better off now.”
Val and Rylee startled as they watched what Liam knew was a strange conversation, but he ignored them.
Catya nodded. Some deaths must be. Called for. Needed. Like you.
How did he answer that? He went for simple. “Yes. Like me.”
The little girl frowned, a tear leaking from one eye. Sad. I watch over baby when you go.
That did it, completely undid whatever control he had; if he sat there for one second longer he would lose it and start crying himself. He handed Catya to Rylee. “Take her. I must talk with the water dragon.”





Chapter Eleven
CATYA HELD MY hand, her fingers warm against mine as we headed out to the drawbridge. Whatever she’d shown or talked to Liam about had obviously upset him. I couldn’t stop the frown from slipping over my face as I worried about it. I hoped he would tell me, but my intuition said that whatever they’d spoken about, he would be keeping to himself.
“Rylee, perhaps a moment with you,” Val said as we stopped at the foot of the drawbridge. Liam was in the middle of it, talking to the water dragon. She swayed in the water, her eyes thoughtful with whatever conversation they were having. At least this time she wasn’t so damn pissy. Then again, her belly was full of hunters.
“What is it?”
Val carried his brother on his back, Pavel’s head resting on his shoulder. “There is no safe place for my brother and me. Our coven is weakened after losing our strongest members to a rogue werewolf a few months ago.” Shit, he was talking about Liam when he’d gone on his rampage against witches.
I managed to keep my voice neutral. “What happened to the werewolf?”
He frowned and shook his head. “It disappeared; from one day to the next it was just gone. Some of our people thought it was a judgment on us and didn’t hold the deaths against it.”
Now I was confused. “Judgment for what?”
He blew out a soft breath. “For exactly what you asked me about. Why we wouldn’t help our fellow supernaturals. For years, all the supernaturals of this region have acted as though they were the only ones. After the attacks, our coven has been trying to change; we are seeing we cannot stand on our own any longer. It is not possible in this world. So while we lost much, the damage that was done opened our eyes and showed us we were not above being killed. Add into that the hunters stealing our weaker members and we realized it was time to make a decision.”
Liam walked over to us, his eyes drawn and fatigued. Whatever control he exerted over the water dragon cost him. “Perhaps I have an answer. She will continue to guard the moat, but will not harm any who comes to stay here from the coven or the wolf pack. If you can live in peace with the wolves, this would give both groups a chance to be safe.”
My eyes widened, but I knew what he was suggesting was a good thing. Even if it went against everything I’d ever known in my life. Supernaturals didn’t like working together; yet I was banking on their ability to overcome the past, at least if I had any hope of defeating Orion. Maybe this would be a good testing ground for inter-species relations. In other words, I needed to keep my mouth shut and stay out of the arena so I didn’t offend anyone and see what happened.
Val had a slight frown, but he nodded. “Yes, I think perhaps that would be doable. We could work together to keep the peace in the region. This could be a very good thing.”
I hadn’t expected that, and I wondered at how far up the coven ladder Val was, if he’d be able to convince the other witches that Liam’s idea was a good one. Especially after dealing with the … er … rogue werewolf.
After that, things went rather fast. Val left to gather his coven, and Liam left to gather Peter and his wolves.
I touched Liam on the arm, stopping him from going. “Fedya too.”
He gave me a quick kiss, stripped, shifted and was gone in a flash of black fur and silver gold eyes. While he might not be able to Track like me, his sense of smell would help him find her.
I was left with two small children, neither of which was capable of speaking to me. Not that it mattered much; they were both beyond exhausted with everything that had happened to them. Before dark, I fed them both and tucked them into one of the spare beds. They curled up together, Pavel’s dark hair and Catya’s sandy blonde mingling on the pillow as they clung to one another in their sleep. Perhaps it was a sign that the two groups would be able to work together. I hoped that was the case.
But there was something I still couldn’t figure out. Why the hell couldn’t I sense Catya until I was in the castle? Was there a spell blocking my senses here? No, that didn’t make sense; I’d been able to pick up on Dimitri and he’d been in the castle too. So what the fuck had it been?
I found myself at the drawbridge staring into the dark waters of the moat. “Can you hear me?”
The water stirred, and slowly, the water dragon raised her head, silver eyes glittering in the night like gems on fire.
What do you want?
There was no guessing about how she felt. Time for some kiss-assery to make things happen.
“You’re a guardian, which means you have a great deal more knowledge than pretty much any other supernatural.”
She preened under my words. Damn, I didn’t think it would be that easy.
Yes, I am the oldest of all the guardians. One of the first.
Well, that was interesting. She was one of the oldest and Liam had controlled her. Shit, my guy was a force to be reckoned with, even more so than I’d realized before.
“Do you know much about Trackers?”
Her eyes widened and she swam forward so she could put her forelegs on the drawbridge. That is what you are, you are a Tracker. Why would you ask me something about what you are?
There was no need to hold back, since most of what I was going to share with her was common knowledge. “I didn’t have anyone to train me. I am the last and there is much I have yet to learn.”
Something about that softened her face. Ahh. I understand. I am the last of the water dragons, as you would call me. She scratched at her jaw with one of her deceptively delicate claws. What is it you want to know?
Again, this was going easier than I’d thought it should. “I tried to Track the girl, but got nothing until I was so close I was right on top of her. Yet I Tracked one of the hunters here, so I don’t think it was a spell.”
There are some places, like the room they kept their captives in, that are outside the realms of the veil. As long as the child was there, you would have to be right on top of it to sense her, within speaking distance. If you could have shouted and she could have heard you, then you can Track her. Otherwise, there would have been no way for you to find her.
“So the room had some sort of spell on it?”
No. The ground below it has a binding, not a spell. It is a natural occurrence that can be found in a few places in the world. Most are in the wilds, forgotten. But a few, a very few, are considered holy ground. Places of sanctity. The elementals created them as places of true safety.
“Shit, that was no place of peace.”
No. The hunters did not know of its existence; it’s ironic that they would use it as their torture chamber.
I tapped the stone wall with my boot. “And you were here to also guard this special place?”
Yes. She started to slide back into the water, pausing when only her eyes peered up at me. There is always a guardian with a place like this. Sometimes they are killed; sometimes they are displaced.
Sometimes they are lost to memory. But they are still there. It is our calling, to guard. For all the disruption you have brought, you and the Wolf, you have also brought purpose back to me. I will guard those who are here, willingly. Unlike those others, who were nothing more than butchers. They bound me with a spell to keep watch over them, when you killed their leader, the spell dissipated.
That didn’t surprise me. She wasn’t the first guardian to be trapped by magic into serving others. She was silent after that and I supposed that meant our conversation was over. At least my question had been answered; I knew why I hadn’t been able to find Catya. But I wondered if even Jack, my mentor, had known about these hallowed places. Nothing in his minimal teaching had ever hinted at them, which made me think this was lost knowledge.
“Thank you for telling me,” I said, lifting my hand to the silent surface of the water, knowing she could probably hear me. Maybe she wasn’t so bad; maybe she just didn’t like Liam. The thought made me smile. She and I were perhaps no different. I hadn’t liked Liam all that much when we’d first met, either.
Inside the castle, I checked on the two sleeping kids. They hadn’t moved a single inch. I threw another log on the fire, and slumped into a chair nearby, yawning. So much for a relaxing vacation.





Chapter Twelve
THE NEXT FEW days flew by as the two groups slowly made their way to the castle. There was a lot of caution on the part of both groups. The leader of the coven, Rebekah, worried that the rogue werewolf would be hidden amongst the pack, and Peter worried it was an ambush by the hunters to finally wipe out all the wolves.
Liam ran interference between them, finally sitting them down and pointing out how they could help one another. The wolves could bring in food and keep an eye on things, acting as surveillance, and the witches could keep up the security. The wolves, of course, were worried about their desire for flesh, but Liam and Peter discussed it at length.
“Peter, you can’t help them overcome it if they never face it. And the witches here can protect themselves if it comes to that.” Liam’s eyes roved over the wolves in the field, reluctant to come within the walls. “They didn’t attack Rylee.”
“She was a guest, a part of the pack.”
“Then make the coven a part of your pack. Tell your wolves they are part of your pack.”
Peter’s jaw dropped and I smiled. Sometimes the simplest solution truly was the way. Peter told his wolves just that, and miracle of miracles, they agreed. Once made ‘pack’, the witches were off the menu.
Val helped with Rebekah (turned out she had a thing for him … at least, if the way she softened every time she looked his way was any indication), pointing out that it was what the coven was headed for, working with other supernaturals and working toward more harmony.
And me, I sat back and observed, enjoying the fact I finally didn’t have to do anything.
The best part was seeing Catya reunited with her mother, Fedya. While Fedya wasn’t human, she fit in with all the other supernaturals. It made me wonder whether the ‘father’ Liam told us about who’d been abusive had been Catya’s actual father. I had a feeling he was not by the way Fedya kept making eyes at Peter and by the way Peter kept staring at Catya.
“You think Peter is Catya’s father?” I asked Liam as we walked outside in the now snow-covered field that surrounded the castle.
“Yes, I do. Catya has a scent not unlike that of Peter’s. Though they have a long way to come, I think Peter can figure out a way to make all this work.”
I agreed. Without the hunters to cause problems and with the fortitude of the castle and the additional people, it should work. “Should” being the operative word.
But they surprised us. The wolves and the coven quickly fell into a routine and got along a hell of a lot better than I’d ever thought possible. Peter and Rebekah shared responsibility as leaders, and Fedya stepped up, running the castle’s basic needs, like cooking and cleaning duties.
Liam resumed his studies with Peter, but much to his mounting frustration, he couldn’t make his clothes shift with him. After the sixth failed attempt, they settled on him wearing a single sock when he practiced and nothing else. It was not a very dignified look for a guardian wolf, but it was the last thing he had to learn from Peter.
I caught him practicing in our room, a sock on the back right foot of his wolf form as he snarled and shifted back to human.
“Don’t say anything,” he snapped, shaking his foot, but of course the sock didn’t come off.
“I’m sorry.” I bent over, laughing, and then couldn’t stop, the look on his face as he stood there buck naked, a single sock on his foot, sending me into a fit of giggles. Tears streamed down my face and my stomach muscles clenched as I fell onto the bed, barely able to breathe.
“Oh, you asked for it,” he mock growled and pounced on me. I couldn’t even lift my hands to fend him off, not that I needed to. He flipped me to my back and pinned my hands above my head with one of his hands. The other snaked down to the edge of my shirt and began to pull it upward, exposing my bare belly. He lifted an eyebrow at me. “Beg for mercy, Tracker, or know my wrath.”
I managed to squeak a single word out. “Never.”
In seconds, my clothes were stripped from me and the wrestling turned into something far less silly and far more sensual. Those were the moments I clung to, the sound of the fire crackling, the feel of his mouth and hands on my skin, the smell of the winter air and the faint scent of wolf that was all Liam.
“Why are you crying?” he whispered to me, his lips against my cheek, kissing my tears away.
I wasn’t exactly sure myself, but I tried to find the words. I lifted my hands and cupped his face, seeing in him my past, present, and future. “This feels so right, so perfect. It scares me. To have something this good means it can be taken from us. And there are a lot of people who would love to do just that.”
His smile was soft, but there was an edge to it. “I know. But that’s why it’s so important to take this time while we can. We will never be promised tomorrow, but that doesn’t mean today can’t be everything we ever wanted.” His lips touched mine, gently at first, and then more urgent as the passion rose between us, our bodies straining as if we could forge two into one.
People talk about fireworks, about the explosion of sensations, but that is not the same thing as love and a bond that runs deep in your blood and bones. The passion was there, but it was the connection that made what we had so damn amazing.
We lay facing each other on our sides, Liam’s hand drifting down my arm to the curve of my hip and back up again. “If I ask you something, will you promise to think about it?”
I blinked up at him, my hands resting against his chest. “Of course.”
He hesitated for a moment, uncertainty on his face for the first time in as long as I could remember. Like he was truly worried about my reaction.
“Spit it out.”
“Marry me.”
Now that was not what I’d thought was coming. It was probably a good thing I was laying down or I may have gone to my knees with the shock.
“Rylee?”
I opened my eyes unaware that I’d even closed them. “Marriage is ‘til death do you part. I can’t do that, Liam. I can’t lose you.”
He traced my lips with a finger. “That’s it? Forever or not at all?”
A smile trembled on my lips. “Forever or not at all.”





Chapter Thirteen
THE CEREMONY WAS witnessed by only two people: Peter and Catya.
We were on the edge of a river that tumbled through the mountains, the water our serenade. There was nothing fancy about what we wore, there couldn’t be if we were going to keep this a secret. And that was where we’d both agreed. No one could know we were binding ourselves to each other on this level. If my enemies found out how much he truly meant to me, they would do everything in their power to take him out.
So a secret ceremony it was. Not that I really minded. I’d given up the illusion of walking down an aisle with a bouquet in my hands years ago. This was a bonus I’d never seen coming.
Peter stood at the edge of the river, Catya beside him looking extremely solemn, her eyes tracking our every move as we approached. She was dressed in solid white fur, trimmed with ermine. Seeing as she would be the likely successor to run the pack, it was fitting, even if she was only six years old. Peter was dressed as he always was, a mishmash of furs and cloth, his gray hair long and loose.
He wasted no time with advice or words of love, or even how to treat one another in what would hopefully be a long life together.
“This day you come to pledge yourselves, not only in this life to one another, but in the next world as well. To do this, you must give up a piece of your soul to one another, trusting that it will be kept in safety. This is a heavy binding, one not to be lightly undertaken, as there is no going back.”
Liam nodded first, his fingers twined around mine. “I’ve waited my whole life to finally realize she was the one I needed. I trust her with my soul.”
Tears pricked at my eyes and I swiped them away. Peter looked at me. “And you? What have you to say to this charge?”
“There is no one I trust more with my life and my heart than Liam. He is my world and he already has a part of my soul.” The words came out husky, but they came out, which seemed questionable for a moment, with all the emotions rushing through me.
“Then let us begin,” Peter said, a faint smile on his lips. He lifted his hands and the world around us shimmered, flickering in and out. I sucked in a breath. We were inside the veil, though I didn’t know where, or how deep. How did this happen? Was this some sort of natural doorway? The obvious answer was yes, but I pushed that aside for the moment. Another time, I would ask.
“It is the power held within this level of the veil to bind lives and hearts for all eternity, to the days when you live and breathe, to those where you will be beyond the grasp of the living.” Peter’s voice shifted. “Body and blood you have shared, this is the last tie drawn between you.”
We both nodded and I couldn’t help but tighten my hand on Liam’s.
He gave me a wink that promised more sharing of at least one of those two things.
“Then it is only your souls that need to be bound. Rylee, did you memorize the words I gave you?”
I let out a slow breath and nodded. “Yes.”
“Then now is the time; if you mean to do this, you must speak them.” Peter held his palm out to me, waving toward Liam. I pivoted on my heels to face Liam and the words flowed over my lips like the water rushing through the river.
“From this day, I give you all I am, and may the elements listen to my words and bind me to their truth. Through fire, wind, water, and earth, I offer you a shard of my soul to be held within your heart, to be made a part of you. That when our lives end—” Damn, so much for holding it together. I hiccupped and struggled to say that part. The words were too close to home; we had come too often to that precipice of losing each other, only to be saved by one or the other at the last moment. Liam’s hands tightened on mine, but he said nothing. It wasn’t his turn yet. The tears streamed down my cheeks and dripped off my chin, and I could do nothing to stop them. To be honest, I didn’t want to stop them. They were a testament to how much this meant, that I would cry in front of anyone but Liam.
I took a deep shuddering breath, calmed my wildly beating heart, and went on. “That when our lives end, we will find each other on the other side, bound still by the pieces of our souls. That no matter the depth of the darkness that may try to separate us, we will, in the end, always be together. Heart of my heart, soul of my soul, love of my life.”
There, that was it. I took another slow breath and finally looked up, truly looked into Liam’s eyes.
I wasn’t the only one with tears tracking my cheeks. He smiled, though, and I knew the tears were for the same reason as mine. Too much emotion and it had to come out somewhere. He repeated those same vows to me, his voice catching here and there, but there was no hesitation in him.
There was a twinge in my heart, a new pulse that hadn’t been there before, but it settled before I could even truly register that it was a piece of Liam’s soul settling into my body.
When Liam finished his vows, we both looked to Peter, who had tears streaming down his lightly stubbled cheeks. “May the gods show kindness on your union and allow it to be long and fruitful.”
The air around us shimmered, flickered, and we were back where we’d started. Catya smiled and ran to us, throwing her arms around my legs until I scooped her up. She reached out to Liam and he gave her his hand.
Love is good. It will stop the darkness.
I gasped and she let go of Liam, her voice fading from my head. I looked at him. “You knew she could do that?”
“Yes, she spoke to me before.”
Peter stepped up and took her from my arms. “She will be a powerful leader of our pack one day. The gypsy blood runs strong in her, giving her access to strengths that haven’t been seen in many years.”
Well, that was interesting.
From above, there was a sound of a giant pair of wings whooshing down toward us. Blaz. Which meant it was almost time to go home.
“I don’t know if I can keep this from him.” I slipped my arm around Liam’s waist.
“I think you can trust Blaz. He’s one of the few.” Liam placed a kiss on my temple. “But before we go, I have something for you.”
From his pocket he pulled out a small jewelry box. “It’s not a ring; that would be too obvious.”
I took the box, the purple velvet smooth on my fingers. “No hints?”
He shook his head and I opened the box.
A simple gold chain lay curled in the bottom of the silk-lined box. I lifted it, uncoiling the chain until what hung from it was revealed. A simple teardrop stone made of a blue material. “It’s beautiful. What kind of stone is it?”
Liam lifted the chain from my hands and slid it around my neck. The blue stone nestled in beside the fire opal. “Blue amber.”
Peter clapped Liam on the shoulder. “You’ve been planning this awhile, haven’t you?”
Liam flushed and I leaned into him. “What do you mean, Peter?”
Smiling, Peter pointed at the pendant. “Amber, amongst many other things, represents the everlasting bond of eternal love. And being blue, it is amongst the rarest, most priceless, of the variations of the stone.”
He left us standing beside the river, not that I hardly noticed. “Rarest?”
Liam lifted his hand to my face. “You are priceless to me. A mere diamond would never be good enough for you.”
“You got this when we were in London, didn’t you?”
He gave me a wink. “I’ll never tell.”
I leaned in and kissed him, wrapping my arms around his neck. “I love you, O’Shea.”
Laughing, he tightened his grip on me. “And I love you, Adamson. You do realize you will never be rid of me now?”
I smiled and, for the first time in a long time, a sense of peace settled over me. We were together, for good or bad, we would ride the storms coming our way. And when it was all said and done, we’d be together.
“I’m counting on it.”
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