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Silas brought Razor in front of the Pack and raised his hand for quiet. Tingles ran down his spine and across his skin. Astonished and honored, he went down on one knee and drew Jasmine into his link so she could see what was happening.

Angus, Hawke, Razor, and Storm immediately followed his lead as the atmosphere changed in the room. A bright light filled the space and then dimmed as the Goddess appeared.

“Wow,” Jasmine whispered.

Pack gasped and fell to their knees. No one spoke.

Peace filled Silas as he waited for instructions. A sense of rightness and divine purpose rippled through him. Suddenly he sensed the presence of others and wondered what was going on.

“Today starts a new chapter in BlackWolf history. Your ancestors were lax in seeking answers and assistance over the threat of annihilation that stemmed from jealousy and hatred centuries past. All were warned of the impending disaster.” She paused. “Only one, Alpha Nikolas, reached out for help. I have watched in amazed wonder that none of the BlackWolf Alphas called on Me for assistance as their Packs were destroyed one by one,” She said. “Look around you.”

Silas and the others looked up. The spirits of BlackWolf Clan members surrounded the Goddess with their heads down. “If you had reached out to Me, I would have saved your Pack and lands. You trusted in your own abilities without realizing an unnatural enemy was bent on your death and destruction.” She waved her hand. Alpha Nikolas walked forward and kneeled.

“One Alpha sought My help to save his line from a devious plot to wipe out all BlackWolves.” She looked down at Nikolas. “Your pup was raised to hate you and would’ve destroyed everything your Clan believed in. He died in a challenge by one of your seed and the witch is dead as well.” She looked around the hall. “The remaining Packs in your line will have one Alpha. They will relocate here on Fekete Farkas land in honor of your wisdom and faithfulness to Me.”

“Thank you, Goddess,” Nikolas said.

She nodded and looked at Silas. “Rise, my Wolf.”

Silas stood and met Her gaze.

“You are ever faithful with a true heart of a warrior.” She looked at Nikolas. “Silas Knight is of your line and one you should be proud of. He and Jasmine, his mate, have created a Pack that brings honor to all Wolves. They have represented Me well in all things and he is my Champion.”

Nikolas stared at Silas and dipped his head in a bow before meeting Silas’ gaze again. “I am proud of you and all you’ve done to save our Pack. Thank you for your vigilance and fortitude in bringing justice and healing to our lands.”

Touched, Silas nodded. “It is my honor and service to the Goddess to assist in all things She decrees.”

The Goddess raised her hand. “Razor will be known as Alpha Razor from here forth. You will keep your Hunter abilities but unlike your predecessors, you will be given the ability to create new Hunters to assist in keeping all Pack safe. I have informed Barticus and the other Alphas on the Continent of this. What Carthage did should never have happened.”

Silas wondered what happened with Alpha Carthage but didn’t ask.

Razor remained on his knees and didn’t respond.

“Nikolas do the honors and install Razor as Alpha over your line,” the Goddess said.

Smiling, Silas stepped to the side as a trembling Razor stood wide-eyed as Nikolas solidified and walked toward him.

“I can’t believe Grandfather is missing this,” Angus said to Silas as he stood behind him.

“I sense him. He’s here somewhere,” Silas said not bothering to look. He beamed with pride as Razor was installed as Alpha. Storm and Renee moved to stand behind Silas.

Nikolas looked at Storm for several moments and nodded at him before finishing Razor’s installation. The Pack cheered loud enough to raise the rafters of the building at the sight of their beloved Alpha Nikolas embracing their new Alpha Razor.

“I don’t think Razor will have many problems with this group, do you?” Jasmine asked Silas.

“Not as many as he would’ve had without the Goddess’ assistance,” he said as the Pack kneeled and paid homage to Razor before lining up to offer their necks. 

“Are Storm and Renee returning with us or is he being sent on another assignment?” Jasmine asked.

“I don’t know,” he said watching the installation. 

The Goddess glowed brightly and disappeared. “Lucian is a BlackWolf in need of your assistance to preserve the line. Razor is not to be involved; this is not his battle. However, there cannot be a repeat of the past. Help Lucian defeat the new enemy at his door to protect the Americas,” She told Silas before disappearing fully.

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said and watched as the spirits of the BlackWolves disappeared. Nikolas remained until the last Pack member pledged fealty to Razor. He raised his hand and led the Pack in a cheer before disappearing as well.

“Phenomenal,” Angus said. “It’s times like this that make all the other stuff worthwhile.” He turned and looked at Razor and Trista standing in the middle of Pack. “What an introduction and consolidation. No one can argue his right to lead.”

“Nope, when the Goddess says you’re the one, that settles all disputes,” Hawke said standing next to Angus and Silas.

“Makes my job easier.” Silas looked at Angus. “We still have work to do. Central America. The Goddess is concerned and wants us to help clean up that mess, whatever it is.”

“Silas, I need your help, Raven has been kidnapped,” Lucian said.
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Two Days Earlier...



Alpha Lucian, leader of all Central American Wolves, sat at a table having a meal in a new Pack owned restaurant in Honduras, with several Pack businessmen discussing challenges they were facing with expansion, construction, and human interference. The Goddess required they work within the confines of human laws as much as possible while remaining separate. Dealing with building permits, land transfers, and other red-tape often required a delicate dance. 

“I am aware and have heard rumors that the death of Estevan Cortes, a former member of a South American... illegal business enterprise has re-opened negotiations in certain areas of Central America.” He looked at the men closely. “Let me make my position clear in case you’ve been contacted or have intentions to enter discussions with any of the Cartel’s representatives. I am not my Uncle, the former Alpha. We do not use Pack in experiments or give them drugs. None of the Packs beneath my banner is to be involved with any illegal human activities, period. I saw the death and destruction of my litter-mate after becoming addicted to experimental drugs....” He paused as a vision of Tasha lying on the ground with her head at an unnatural angle flashed before him. “I will not tolerate our pups or people becoming enslaved by drugs, weapons trades or allowing access for these illegal operations across our lands.”

The shocked looks on their faces shouldn’t have surprised or disturbed him but it did.

“What if they... those who were allowed access before don’t listen or threaten us?”

“Reach out to your Alpha, we’ll handle it.” The men appeared startled and then slowly relaxed. 

“Thank you, that is a relief. I have been contacted to allow carriers to use my land and will reach out to Alpha Solo after this meeting so he can take care of it,” one of the men said. 

“That’s the proper way to deal with it,” Lucian encouraged. The conversation delved into other issues around illegal activities.

“Lucian!” Raven called through their link.

“Raven?” He half-listened to the conversation flowing around him as he called out to his litter-mate. She sounded upset, possibly afraid or a combination of both which wasn’t like her at all. Raven was one of the strongest people he knew.

He called her name again. Nothing.

After a few minutes, he stood. “Gentlemen, I have to check on something and will meet with you at our normal time in two weeks. If you need me before then, contact me,” he said as he left the restaurant.

“Yes, Alpha.”

Lucian ran the short distance to the Alpha house where he and his two litter-mates, Duke and Raven, lived. He moved quickly through the living areas, stopped in the middle of his home and looked around. “Raven?” When he received no response, he continued toward the screened patio.

“Lucian?” Silas Knight, Alpha of the North American continent, called.

“Hello, Silas.” Hands on hips, brows furrowed, Lucian scanned the area for Raven again.

“I am in the middle of an Alpha Challenge for Alpha Nikolas’ Pack, Feke Farkas. Are you or any of your Alphas interested in competing?”

Lucian fought back a snort. Every day he expected the Goddess to recant his recent promotion to lead all the Central American Packs. Right now, he couldn’t even locate his sister let alone fight to rule more full-bloods. “As tempting as that sounds, my plate is full solidifying the Central American Packs beneath my authority. It’s taking all of my energy and attention.” Lucian ran a hand through his hair while returning inside and walking toward Raven’s bedroom. He had already checked there but had no idea where else to search.

“I wasn’t sure and thought to ask. If you need anything let me know,” Silas said.

“Grandfather’s here. He’s been here for several days. Let’s just say I appreciated him more in my dreams than in person. The man speaks in riddles which take too long to figure out. He keeps promising to explain the Liege but gives us bits and pieces which makes everything more confusing.” Lucian sighed his frustration at the older man or being or whatever Grandfather was.

“Trust me, I’m aware of how the old man acts and understand completely. Hawke or Asia are the best people to explain and answer questions regarding the Liege. Soon as we’re done here, I’ll have one of them contact you and the others for a crash course,” Silas said.

Relieved to make progress in that area, Lucian released a pent up breath. “Thank you, I’d appreciate that.” 

“No problem. I’ll get back to you soon,” Silas promised.

“Thank you, again.” Lucian bit down on the corner of his mouth to keep from bringing up Raven’s disappearance. They would search every inch of Central America first before bringing in anyone else.

“Have you found her?” Duke his other litter-mate asked.

“No.” Lucian frowned. “One moment she called out to me, the next I can’t feel her. It’s like she vanished which makes no sense.” He spun around in the living room. “She was just here. I know it.”

“Same here. I heard her call out and then nothing. I don’t understand what’s going on. Didn’t realize it was possible to hide from litter-mates. Blood calls to blood,” Duke said entering the living room.

“Exactly.” Lucian stared down the hall toward Raven’s room.

“She’s not dead,” Duke said.

“I know that,” Lucian growled before meeting his brother’s gaze. “I’d know if she was. As her Alpha, I should be able to find her anywhere in the world... but I can’t. Our links are down. Not broken, more like off-line. Something’s interfering with my connection to her.” He met Duke’s uncertain gaze. “That’s not supposed to happen.”

“No. It’s not,” Duke said as he moved closer and clapped Lucian’s right shoulder. “We’ll find her.” 

In time he would find his sister, of that he had no doubt. The idea someone or something could enter his home undetected and take Raven while breaking their connection chilled him to his core. How could he lead and protect Pack if an enemy could do that?  “Has Grandfather returned?”

Duke looked around as if the old man reclined on the sofa. “No. I haven’t seen him since last night.” He frowned. “Now that I think about it, I left Grandfather and Raven in here talking after dinner. Haven’t seen her since, just that brief mental contact a short time ago.”

Lucian frowned. “What are you saying?”

Duke shrugged. “Just making an observation.”

“Grandfather didn’t have anything to do with Raven not responding to her Alpha. He doesn’t have that authority,” Lucian snapped.

Duke held up his hands. “Alright. As I said, it was an observation, nothing more.”

“Sorry. This whole thing.” Lucian sat heavily on the sofa with his face in his hands. “Raven? Where is she? Has someone taken her? If so where? Why? More importantly, how were our links severed? Why can’t I sense her beast?”

Duke sat across from him. “I didn’t realize your links were severed.”

Lucian hadn’t meant to share that bit of information. 

“Have you talked to the Goddess? About the severed links?” Duke asked when he didn’t say anything.

Lucian didn’t want to ask or mention this serious problem to the Goddess. “No. I’m going to try and work this out by myself first. Maybe ask Silas if he’s ever heard of severed links, get more information. My beast isn’t sensing Raven’s in danger.” He met Duke’s gaze. “Yours?”

“No. I’m not sensing danger either. If I didn’t know better I’d think she was having a romantic liaison and didn’t want us to know about it. But with all the problems we’ve had lately, that’s the last thing she would do,” Duke said.

Lucian had thought about that. Raven knew he would support any male she chose which meant there was no reason for her to sneak around or hide her interest in a guy. “I’ve got the Alphas searching their lands for her but I don’t think they’ll find her. Not yet.”

“Which means what?” Duke asked.

“I don’t know what it means,” Lucian said frustrated. His gut said Raven had been taken by force but wasn’t hurt. How could she be taken off Pack lands? Lands under his command, his security? Agitated over the idea someone breached their den, his beast strained against him with the urge to hunt and destroy the challenger. He leashed his beast, fought down the anger and sorrow over her absence, so he could think clearly.

His Uncle, the previous Alpha, had been killed by Lucian’s littermate, Tasha, in a power grab. Was there a similar plot afoot? Would they use Raven as a lever or pawn for some reason? Everyone knew how close he and Raven were. She was his biggest supporter, closest ally, and Beta in every sense of the meaning even though she lacked the title. He didn’t know how he would govern the Pack without her.

“Are you sure she was in the house when she called out?” Duke asked.

Lucian opened his mouth to say yes and paused. Was he certain? Like Duke, he hadn’t seen her since last night at dinner. This morning she planned to work from her office at the house but that didn’t mean she didn’t leave. Granted, he picked up her presence earlier when he went to his morning meeting, but she could’ve left.

“No, I’m not positive. It’s possible she was somewhere else,” Lucian said. “Is someone challenging me?” He looked at Duke.

“What?” Duke’s brows furrowed as he met Lucian’s serious gaze.

“Am I being challenged? My authority?” Under no circumstances would he allow chaos or his Goddess given position to be taken. He was not his Uncle.

They stared at each other for a few moments. 

“Not anymore. I’ve not heard any complaints from Guatemala, Nicaragua, Belize, Panama, or El Salvador. We had no problems announcing the Goddess’ plan to make you Alpha of all the countries. Only Costa Rica fought against your authority and lost. The Alphas are doing well, very busy since there’s a lot to do, but they are loyal to the Goddess and you,” Duke said. “Why do you ask?”

Lucian didn’t want to remind Duke of Tasha’s actions against their Uncle, especially since Duke had been just as strung out on the drugs as Tasha had been.

“It seems an arrogant move to take her from my lands, don’t you agree?”

“Definitely. But you aren’t sure she was here,” Duke said.

“Let’s see if we can pick up her scent.”

Duke nodded as he stood. “I was just thinking that.”

They walked down the hall toward Raven’s bedroom. “I’ll check her office,” Duke said, veering left.

Lucian hadn’t checked the office which showed how rattled he had been to hear his sister call out. Her scent filled his nostrils. He opened the window, looked on the ground for fresh tracks and saw none. “Where are you, Raven?”

No answer.

“Lucian?” Duke called.

Lucian locked the window and moved quickly to Raven’s office where she worked as the School Administrator for the Pack. 

Duke stood near the opened sliding glass door. “I think she left through here.”

“Was it opened when you came in?” Lucian couldn’t believe he missed that.

“No. It was closed but not locked.”

They inhaled deeply and walked outside. Jogging, they followed her scent several miles until it reached a back road that headed into town. Raven’s scent stopped abruptly.

“It stops here.” Duke looked around. “No tire tracks on the side of the road. Did she meet someone?” He looked at Lucian as if he had all the answers and wasn’t as much in the dark as him.

“I don’t know.” Lucian searched the area thoroughly. There were muted scents, nothing as strong as Raven’s. If she met someone they hadn’t gotten out the car or truck or whatever mode of transportation they had been in.

“She didn’t cross the road, at least not within a mile of here. I’m not picking up any other scents,” Duke said, staring down the road.

“What would she be doing here? What made her stop working on something she claimed was really important and come to this strip of the road?” Lucian murmured.

“Good question,” Duke said as he pointed down the street. “Want me to follow this road? Ask around to see if anyone saw her?”

Allowing his Alphas to assist in the search was one thing. They were sworn to secrecy. Lucian didn’t want the Pack, in general, to know Raven was missing. She was a high ranking member and greatly loved by parents and kids. The knowledge of her disappearance would spark a massive wave of alarm. Plus, considering his new position as head Alpha over six additional countries, it could undermine his authority, and embolden unknown enemies. For some reason, he had yet to fully understand, the Goddess had a lot of faith in him and he refused to allow anyone to sabotage Her plans. “Not yet. It would set off an alarm, cause problems everywhere. We have to be strategic about how we handle it.”

“Good point, hadn’t thought along those lines. The Pack would panic if they thought something happened to her.” Duke rubbed the back of his neck. “What are we going to do? By tomorrow certain members on her team will know she’s not answering their calls and search for her. What should we tell them?”

Lucian thought about it a few moments longer. “Just that she left on a private job for me and will contact them as soon as she can. In the meantime, I’ll talk to Silas about what’s happened. It’s possible there’s a link we aren’t aware of.”

Duke frowned. “Link? Like what?”

“With the Liege equipment. Grandfather hasn’t explained that to my satisfaction. There’s a whole lot more to it than he’s shared with us. Strange things started happening after their technology showed up on our lands.”

Duke nodded slowly. “You’re right.”

“Hawke or Asia might be able to explain how Raven’s scent suddenly disappeared or why neither of us can link with her.” He exhaled. “Honestly, it’s the only thing I can think of that makes sense.”

“When will you talk to him? Get some direction?” Duke asked as they retraced their steps to the house.

“Tomorrow, after the Alpha challenge.”

****
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THE NEXT DAY, LUCIAN and Duke filtered concerned calls regarding Raven’s silence on critical issues from several of her team members across Pack lands. Lucian’s respect for his sister soared as the full scope of her undertaking the school system became clear. She worked diligently and pushed her team just as hard. It took a lot of fast-talking to convince Raven’s inner circle that she willingly left town without contacting them and giving final instructions. In the end, his word was accepted, and an intermediary plan put in place to keep things moving.

Duke entered Lucian’s office around noon wearing a concerned expression. “This isn’t good.”

“What?” Lucian looked up, saw the dirty white envelope in Duke’s hand and frowned. “What’s that?”

“A message.” He passed the envelope to Lucian.

Opening it, he pulled out a slip of paper and read. He stood quickly, almost toppling over his desk. “Where did this come from?”

“Delivery service. Just got here. Look at it. Check out the postmark.” Duke pointed to the letter.

Lucian looked at the envelope and cursed. “It had to be overnighted.”

Duke nodded. “It was delivered by messenger to my office a few moments ago. And before you ask, the delivery man was human who has worked for the company for over 10 years and had no idea what was in the letter. I questioned him; he spoke the truth. Someone else sent this.”

This whole situation was spiraling out of control. Who was behind this? Was this some sort of test of his position? Or a vendetta? Disgruntled Pack?  Lucian rubbed his forehead. “This came from Buena's Aires, Argentina?” He swallowed hard at the ridiculousness of the situation. “Argentina? Do you know how far that is from here? Over 6,000 kilometers,” he yelled. “How? What? Who? Why?” 

“Over eight hours by plane,” Duke said softly. “Why did they take her? What do they want?”

Lucian looked at Duke. “You read this right?”

Duke exhaled and nodded.

“It was addressed to Alpha Ricardo.”

Duke looked at it again. “I missed that. Someone took Raven thinking Uncle Ricardo was still Alpha?” 

That opened a whole new set of problems. His Uncle had taken over the Pack after Lucian’s father, Alpha Josef died and allowed Franz, a military soldier to use Pack members for drug experiments. The drugs had been killing their beasts and changed their behavior.  His Uncle, Duke, and Tasha had all been addicted.

“It’s possible. “Lucian closed his eyes briefly as he thought of the days his Uncle led the Pack. The man had been heartless and cruel and petty. There was no telling what he did to members or other Packs. Times had been dark and ugly back then. Lucian and Raven lived away from the Alpha house to separate themselves from him and his dirty dealings.

“Did Uncle Ricardo cheat people?” He looked at Duke.

Duke’s face reddened and jaw tightened as he met Lucian’s gaze. “I’m sure he did. I don’t know if he dealt with anyone outside our Pack other than a couple of gangs. He never involved us, well me, that deep into his business. Mostly it was him and Franz, sometimes Tasha. Things were wild and crazy back then,” Duke murmured turning away.

“But Raven had nothing to do with Uncle Ricardo’s schemes. Nothing at all.” Lucian held up the letter. “All it says is they’ve taken her and she’ll return soon. Soon? How long is soon? What do they need with her? And who are they? Who took Raven and how?” He slammed the paper onto his desk as his voice rose. His beast stirred. Lately, it seemed he went from crisis to crisis, draining him. 

“I don’t know,” Duke said, in a voice filled with pain. 

Raven was their rock. She kept them balanced and optimistic. On days when the new position of Alpha weighed him down, she encouraged him, offered suggestions on how to make life better. She was the sunshine on most of his dreary days. The thought of something bad happening to her broke his heart and hurt his spirit.

It took everything within him not to fly down to Argentina and what? Knock on doors? Seek assistance from Alphas he didn’t know? How would he secure their permission to cross their lands? What if one of them were involved in some way? No, he needed to be strategic, gather information regarding Packs in that area and put out feelers.

Plus, he needed to install this last Alpha to bring all seven countries under his leadership. Corvis had been an outcast with the previous Alpha because he disagreed with the direction the Pack was headed. He had been in the process of leaving Costa Rica when Lucian won the Alpha challenge against the old Alpha. When Lucian asked the remaining Pack members if there was anyone in Costa Rica with the heart of a wolf, one they would like to see as their new Alpha to serve under Lucian, Corvis’ name came up more than all the others. He and his mate were good people with a love for the members and land.  

This week, Lucian would introduce the new Alpha and work in Costa Rica alongside Corvis to bring things in order. Lucian envisioned long days and nights dealing with the administrative aspects of the Pack and the social obligations that were just as important if not more so. The timing sucked all around. 

Lucian glanced at his brother and realized he couldn’t send him to handle the installation either. As Honduras’ Alpha, Duke’s Pack was the largest so far and he was stretched with daily challenges. He needed to remain here to keep an eye on the Pack while Lucian trained Corvis. Hands tied, he reached out to his mentor and friend. “Silas, I need your help, Raven has been kidnapped.”

“What? What did you say?” Silas asked.

Lucian repeated his comment.

“How? I don’t understand how that could happen,” Silas sounded as baffled as Lucian had been.

Lucian explained everything that happened yesterday and the overnight letter from Argentina. Neither spoke for several moments.

“It was addressed to your Uncle?”

“Yes.” There was no need to explain his Uncle’s unsavory past to Silas, he had been here when his Uncle was murdered.

“Let me check with Hawke on something.”

Pleased he would get some help, Lucian returned to his bedroom to retrieve his packed luggage. He would be leaving for Costa Rica within the hour.

Duke’s brow rose when Lucian returned to the living room. “You’re still going?”

Lucian didn’t want to go or stay. Operating on fumes he needed a break, a day off to re-center, rather than share his disquiet he answered with a safe reply. “I can’t neglect my duties to the Goddess. It’s Her decree that all of Central America be united beneath one Alpha.” Feeling like the biggest fraud, he placed his suitcase in the foyer for the driver without looking at Duke.

“Si, si, I understand.” Duke waved his hand. “But... but what about Raven? We need to find her. Help her escape whatever’s going on. Just because our beasts are at ease over her not being in danger now, that could change in a second.”

“I know. I’ve asked Silas for help. Plus, Grandfather should return soon and will be able to offer additional assistance. Believe me when I say my thoughts are constantly on Raven. I’m working to bring her home,” Lucian said in a strong tone, almost daring Duke to question him again.

Duke held his gaze a few seconds before turning away and staring at his hands. “I feel useless. I don’t know what to do.” He ran his hand through his hair and slumped in the seat.

“Work with your team to keep Honduras running smoothly. The last thing I want is a report that someone has attacked our lands thinking we’re distracted or worse, weak. Don’t let that happen. Do not lose ground.”

Duke shook his head slowly. “I won’t.” Standing, he turned, left the room and then the house.

Lucian shut his eyes and counted to 10 before releasing a long breath. Just as Duke and Tasha had been close, Raven and he had always been the closest of the four litter-mates. “Goddess, I pray you keep Raven safe, unharmed, unmolested and protected until she’s found and returns home.”

He had to trust the Goddess to protect her or lose his mind. The idea that someone sexually molested or assaulted Raven made him nauseous. It took a few moments but eventually peace settled on his shoulders allowing him to take a deep breath and release it gradually.

Lucian’s beast wouldn’t allow him to stop being Alpha no matter how much he wanted to toss everything aside and search for Raven. 

“Lucian. Hawke says there are Liege devices that could mask her scent. There are also devices that interfere with links. I’ve experienced it myself and know it’s true.”

Lucian’s heart fell. He hadn’t expected to hear that. “My education regarding the Liege is faulty and I’m tired of being in the dark, learning after the fact of what they can do. It’s time someone gave me the full story about them, don’t you agree?”

“Yes. Especially with Raven missing. Hawke is getting his brother Niall settled and will be arriving tomorrow afternoon. He’ll look at the equipment, as well as give you the history of the Liege. They held him captive for over 30 years in a lab,” Silas said.

Lucian sat down hard rubbing his forehead. “How long have they been dealing with Pack?”

“Over a century. It’s a long story and Hawke will share it with you as well as remain to help get things sorted out. Also, I’m sending my son, Storm. Renee will probably come with him. Storm is the best Hunter I have. If Raven is in Central America, he’ll find her. He’ll need to get her scent first.”

“I remember Storm,” Lucian said relieved. “He’s a great Hunter. I’ll be in Costa Rica for the rest of the week installing a new Alpha. Have Storm, Renee, and Hawke come to the Alpha House in Honduras. Duke will receive them. Storm can access Raven’s room to get whatever he needs for the hunt.” He paused. “I don’t think she’s here. In Central America, I mean.”

“Probably not, but we need to remove that possibility. Once Storm eliminates it, I’ll send him to Argentina. It’s important to eliminate as many areas as quickly as possible,” Silas said.

“I agree.” Lucian paused. “Why is my beast not upset? Or angry? My sister has been taken and cut off from me, her Alpha,” he asked Silas.

“Has she mentioned meeting anyone lately? Anyone who made her uncomfortable or that she was attracted to?”

“No. No one.”

“If she has come across her mate, if he’s taken her that would be one reason your beast has no reaction. A mate can never harm his mate.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right,” Lucian said, surprised. Had Raven’s mate called her from the road and she answered? “Why would our links not work for that? I would be happy for her if that happened.”

“Good question. I don’t have an answer, which leads me to another reason your beast isn’t reacting to Raven’s disappearance. It’s possible that she’s unconscious or in a comatose state and her beast is unresponsive because of that.”

“Is that possible?”

“Yes, it is. I experienced it once myself. Her body could be healing or something along those lines. Also, there is technology that will mimic that effect amongst our kind. If someone is using Liege technology on her, she could be in an induced comatose state using specific equipment where nothing works or responds,” Silas said.

“How is it we weren’t warned this could happen?” Lucian demanded, angry. Why choose him as Alpha and keep him blinded by these possibilities? It made no sense.

“Ask Grandfather when he returns,” Silas said.

“Believe me I will. I had no idea any of this was possible. Was there a way to prevent these devices from putting her in a coma?” Lucian asked.

“Possibly. Hawke is the best person to ask those questions,” Silas said.

Lucian took a deep breath to beat down the rising anger. “Do you think someone took her because my Uncle used drugs or allowed the military to run tests on our Pack?” He prayed that had nothing to do with it but needed to ask.

“My first thought is no because the remaining Pack took the antidote and haven’t relapsed. However, anything’s possible,” Silas said. “Who would know about Ricardo’s activities?”

“Franz, he’s in a military prison somewhere or dead. Tasha’s dead and Duke says he wasn’t involved at that level. I don’t know if my Uncle worked outside the Pack but I don’t think so. No one has ever said if he did or not.” He paused. “Several Packs left Honduras and settled in other countries. They refused to ever have a Saldivar Alpha again and left for South America or Mexico.”

“They did you a favor, saved you a lot of headaches,” Silas said. “Ask Pedro and the others if Ricardo dealt with other Packs, made enemies or anything along those lines. It’s best to eliminate those possible avenues first,” Silas suggested. 

“Will do. I appreciate your assistance in this matter. Raven and I are close, she’s my best friend and sister.”

“I know,” Silas said. “I have a soft spot for her as well. She’s a bright diamond in your Pack. We’ll find her.”

A knot in Lucian’s chest eased at Silas’ decree. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe he and his Pack couldn’t find Raven. Eventually, they would. But Silas’ resources and centuries of experience would find her faster, hopefully before anything irreversible happened. 

“Thank you. It means a lot knowing you’ll work with us to find her,” Lucian said moments later.

“No problem. We’re wrapping up the celebration here. Razor is the new Alpha. The Goddess appeared and named him the winner of the challenge. Considering four Packs are being consolidated into one, Her timing was perfect,” Silas said.

“Four into one? I bet there’s an interesting story behind that. One I’d love to hear once Hawke arrives.” Lucian waved the driver inside and pointed to his lone suitcase.

The driver picked it up and walked outside.

Lucian followed and slid into the back seat.

“This is one challenge we’ll be talking about for years to come. I’m sure Hawke will enjoy the re-telling,” Silas said. “If you need anything else, just reach out.”

“Thank you, I appreciate all of your help. Tell Lady Jasmine I said hello and send fond wishes.”

“Will do. Keep your head up. Help is on the way. I’ll let you know when they board the plane headed in your direction,” Silas said.

“One question. What if the ones who took her are human? The Liege were humans, right?”

“Yes, they were,” Silas said.

“Are we restricted from dealing with humans in a case like this? The kidnapping of my litter-mate? Pack member?” Lucian asked.

“No, you’re not. If a human took her, you can do whatever’s necessary to save her... without exposing what you are,” Silas said.

“Much appreciated. Again, thanks.” He disconnected, leaned back in his seat, looked at the rolling countryside and contacted his Alphas. “Do you know if my Uncle was involved with other Packs or people while he dealt with Franz? Someone the two of them may have cheated or mishandled to the point they’d hold a grudge?”

The answer was the same among all of them. “No. Not that they knew of.” 

During that time, it was every Pack for themselves with no one Alpha in charge. Surely one of his current Alphas would’ve heard something if his Uncle sold drugs to humans or offended other Packs. Lucian rubbed his forehead and stared at the diamond and onyx ring Raven gave him for Christmas last year. “Ask around. Someone may have heard something. Franz was all over the place dealing drugs and weapons. I can’t believe he and my Uncle treated everyone honorably.”

“Yes, Sir,” the Alphas responded one by one.

Lucian leaned back against the seat and closed his eyes. “Raven? Are you alright?”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Dressed in a cream colored, form-fitting designer gown with her hair pulled back in a flawless chignon, Queen Miriam of Lyrill entered the formal dining room to kick-off the celebration of her 15th anniversary as Monarch. Lights glittered around the room with an almost blinding quality as she strode toward her seat at the head of the table. 

“You look radiant in that dress. I told you it was the right one for tonight,” Zoe said after they sat.

Miriam glanced at the beautiful young woman seated on her left with a smile. “Yes, you did. It’s tighter than I’d prefer but... it’ll do.”

Zoe’s Mediterranean olive skin glowed as she returned the smile. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” She winked at the Queen and snapped the linen napkin over her lap. Dressed in a form fitting, sleeveless black dress that hugged every curve on her tall, athletic form, Zoe ignored the attention from others at the table. After 14 years and the only wolf in attendance or in Lyrill, these people should be accustomed to her by now.

“My number one fan,” Miriam said and nodded for the servants to begin.

Zoe gave her another smile. Honey-gold colored eyes glowed from beneath long dark lashes as she leaned forward. “Gerry is here.”

Miriam was aware who was in the room and more importantly who was not. She refused to rise to the bait and didn’t respond. She took a bite of the first dish. It tasted like sawdust. Her stomach clenched and released as she took another sip of water. The headaches were growing worse. Forcing a smile, she didn’t feel, she dug deep for courage and fortitude. She would celebrate tonight if it killed her. It just might. But not yet.

Another wave of nausea rolled through her. The medication should’ve kicked in by now. Zoe looked at her with a slight frown. Her thick, inky black hair had been pulled back into a barely tamed ball on the nape of her neck.

“What’s wrong? You don’t like it?” Zoe whispered looking at the appetizer.

“It’s good.” She forced the next few bites into her mouth to allay the young woman’s suspicions. The last thing she wanted was Zoe suspecting she wasn’t at her best. Miriam pointed with her fork. “I like your hair like that. It shows off your facial features better.”

“My big eyes you mean,” Zoe said beneath her breath. When Miriam found Zoe in the forest all those years ago, she had been at the point of death. Miriam had taken one look at the malnourished, fractured teen and brought her home. Zoe brought out Miriam’s maternal instincts, and she raised her as her own. 

“Yes, of course, that’s what I mean,” Miriam teased.

Zoe’s eyes widened and then she laughed. “I walked into that one.”

“You did. I told you to stop complaining. You’re perfect the way God made you.” Miriam’s gaze slowly drifted down and across the long table at her cousin, Helen who talked to several guests.

“You look gorgeous,” Lord Gerry Byers, her current lover walked close and whispered in her ear.

Miriam glanced at him with a practiced smile as she peered into bright green eyes that reminded her of a newly plucked Irish shamrock. Tall, muscular with shoulder length mahogany wavy hair and a handsome angular face. He really was quite handsome.

“Thank you,” she whispered aware they were being watched as he sat in the chair next to her across from Zoe. 

“Everything okay?” he asked, his glance drifting from Zoe back to her. “You two look like you’re having fun.” 

Miriam’s gaze flit over Zoe who took a sip of wine. “Yes, we are. Nice turnout, more people came this year than last. Things are more settled.” The medicine kicked in and the pain receded. Good. She needed her wits about her to make sure everything went as planned.

“It’s your 15th anniversary as our monarch and it’s only fitting to celebrate this honor with you.” He took a sip of wine while watching her. 

“Be right back,” Zoe said with a wide smile as she left the table. This year Zoe oversaw the anniversary celebration for the first time and so far everything had been flawlessly wonderful. Several pairs of eyes watched as she spoke to the head servant, no doubt giving more instructions for the evening. The girl was a natural when it came to organization and dealing with people.

“You don’t look happy,” he said close to her ear.

Although Gerry had been her lover for the past year, they had known each other since they were children. His father had been an adviser to her father when he was Prime Minister. Through the years, Gerry dated numerous women and had a reputation of being a lady’s man. They loved and understood each other. Neither planned to ever marry. He owned a thriving marketing firm and enjoyed coming and going from Lyrill. She enjoyed his multi-faceted sexual abilities and conversations. They were lovers and friends.

“Happy? Hmm, I don’t need to be happy. Content is decent,” she said and took another bite of lobster. 

Life had been good with a few exceptions. Her father’s death had been difficult to overcome, but she persevered and took the reins of leadership. There were a few malcontents who didn’t think a female could successfully lead the country. She had proven them wrong.

On the eve of her father’s death, due to the lack of Kirlethanium crystals, Lyrill had been poised on the brink of extinction. Their citizens were sick and dying. Flowers no longer bloomed. The air smelled of decay and desperation. Those who left to relocate died within weeks of their departure. Since the White Wolf Pack refused to sell Kirlethanium to them, she had begged her father to send their scientists to other locations to search for more of the life-saving crystals. Afraid the world would know their secrets, her father preferred to take his knowledge to the grave and refused.

Miriam hadn’t been ready to die. 

With the curse that killed the king or queen on their 18th birthday broken she had sent a trusted few to several locations in search of a new source of crystals. Within weeks, they found a large supply in Northwestern Russia. Elated, she negotiated a profitable deal with an oligarch. For years, Lyrill was locked down tight to foreigners as they rebuilt their economy, schools, and infrastructure. There were no more dilapidated areas with homes in states of disrepair. It was important to her that every section of Lyrill flourished better than before.

But finding and caring for Zoe had breathed life into Miriam’s battered soul. The physical, mental, and emotional damage to Zoe had been severe. She had no memories of where she came from or her name or age, nothing. Miriam named her Zoe because for months the young woman fought to live. Miriam believed the day she saved Zoe’s life; she actually saved her own. Zoe loved and accepted Miriam without apology or reservation, something she never had before yet desperately needed. 

She searched the room for her daughter, the tightness in her chest eased as she saw Zoe talking to Marcus. The well-bred young man had been loitering around Zoe’s office for the past few weeks seeking her attention. Miriam wondered if Zoe was interested and let the thought slide. Her daughter’s standards were high. The man who finally won Zoe would be someone she respected and admired. Marcus wasn’t there yet.

“Long live Queen Miriam, who’s just as gorgeous today as the day she took the throne,” Lady Matilda said with her raised fluted crystal.

The others joined the toast.

“Thank you, my friends. It’s an honor to serve Lyrill and aid in her recovery. No longer dependent on our neighbors for anything, our borders are once again closed to outsiders and visitors so that we may enjoy our prosperity in peace.” She took a sip.

Her guests cheered and drank. 

Miriam eyed Helen who took a polite sip after offering a small smile. Zoe returned to the table and took up her glass to join the toast.

“It’s more beautiful here now, than before. You’ve done a marvelous job. Thank you for saving us, our children and our way of life, my Queen,” Lord Garry Byers said. 

Miriam nodded her appreciation as she accepted praise from everyone at the table regarding her leadership skills. When the last person spoke, Miriam was ready to end the banquet but realized she couldn’t, not yet. The musicians struck a few notes as the servants opened the dining room doors which led into the ballroom. More guests would arrive soon and the party would continue for hours. 

She glanced at the clock and fought back an exasperated sigh as she smiled at Zoe before rising to lead the way for dancing. Gerry walked alongside as he escorted her onto the floor and held her close.

“How are you feeling?” he whispered near her ear.

“The same as during dinner. Don’t be tedious and ask me the same question every time we talk,” she snapped.

One of the reasons they got along so well was he never took offense. “I’m concerned, that’s all.”

“You don’t need to be. Everything will be fine. Just do your part.” She leaned back and looked into his darkening green eyes, similar to another pair of haunting eyes from long ago. She shut down the memory. “Do your part.”

Their gazes locked. “Yes, Miriam. I’ve never been able to resist you when you look at me like that. I don’t agree—”

Aware Zoe could hear any conversation from any spot in the room, she shut him down from saying more. “Spare me the moral dribble. I’ve heard it before.”

His lips lifted at the corner. “Yes, my Queen.”

Pleased by his wit, she chuckled. “You only say that when you want to change the subject. Fine. The flower exports have tripled in revenue while cutting fewer blooms. Well done. Excellent marketing strategy to make them exclusive and difficult to purchase.”

He nodded and twirled her around fast, making her head spin. She laughed to cover the momentary discomfort. The other dancers looked at them with either genuine smiles or envious gazes. Miriam didn’t care. From the time she could walk, her father groomed her on the intrigues of court and how to maintain control. She had a great relationship with the servants who always kept her apprised of most things going on. Zoe had picked up that same skill from her, making Miriam proud.

“Supply and demand, my Queen. Works every time,” Gerry said.

“Have you other ideas... commerce ideas for me to consider?” she asked when his gaze narrowed on her breasts.

“I’m working on something I’ll present to you when you’re not as distracted with your current project. I promise you’ll be pleased,” he said with a wide grin.

Miriam didn’t like secrets or surprises and almost demanded he share the information with her now. But he was right. Her current project was the culmination of years of research and planning. She was close to reaching her goal. “Alright. But the delay had better make me swoon with excitement.”

“Swoon?” His eyes crinkled at the corners as he bit back a laugh. “When was the last time I heard that?”

“Two nights ago,” she whispered, remembering their time in bed together. Indeed, the wicked man made her pass out from overwhelming passion.

Gerry’s gaze softened as his laughter sobered. “You’re absolutely right, it’s exactly what I experienced.”

Her heart seized at the sincerity in his gaze and she cupped his cheek. “Thank you for being you,” she said near his ear and stepped back. The musicians would continue playing the same song until she stopped dancing, and the lyrics annoyed her. “Come, let’s sit while the others dance.”

He took her elbow and escorted her from the floor. Miriam appreciated the admiring glances they received and nodded to a few who caught her gaze. 

“Long live, Queen Miriam.” Zoe led the crowd in the cheer, repeating the refrain until Miriam stood in front of her chair.

Smiling, she looked at the bright faces in the room, flushed with drink and good spirits. She raised her glass in acceptance of the tribute and nodded as the band played another song. Her gaze landed on the willowy figure of her cousin as she talked with one of the guests. Unlike most of the women who wore their hair pinned in elegant styles, Helen wore her waist length, wavy, reddish-brown hair loose. It acted as a curtain, hiding the low vee of the back of her rust colored gown. She smiled up at someone and moved toward the dance floor. Her sherry colored eyes gleamed with an inner light as the dimple in her left cheek winked merrily at her partner. Helen danced with one of the guests. 

Miriam tried to place a name with the face and couldn’t. “My cousin is glowing,” she said in a low voice to Gerry. 

He looked toward the dance floor. “Indeed, she is.”

“Why do you think that is?” she asked him.

“Perhaps she is happy.”

Miriam thought about it for a few moments as her gaze landed on Zoe standing across the room with Marcus again. “Perhaps but not likely.”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “This is your night, 15 years ago you took a dying kingdom and turned it into one of the most profitable, sought after, places in the world. You gave us paradise and breathed life into us once again. Our borders are secure, stronger than ever and our needs are met. That’s why we’re happy and celebrating another year with you as our monarch.” He smiled at her. “Won’t you celebrate with us?”

Miriam stared at him for several moments, weighing his words against other things she needed to do. “You’re right. This day will never be repeated and I’ve worked hard.” Leaning forward she kissed his cheek. “Thank you for being a good friend.”

“You’re the best thing to happen to Lyrill and me for a long time and should be celebrated.” He plucked two glasses of champagne from a tray, handed her one and offered a silent toast.

She fought the urge to glance at the wall clock and bit back her annoyance. Time crawled when you wanted it to fly and flew when you wanted it to crawl. 

Taking a sip, she reconciled herself to a few more hours of this noise. Her gaze flicked to Zoe and Helen. Soon she would make things right. Soon.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE WEEK FOLLOWING the anniversary celebration, Zoe was happy to leave Lyrill on another assignment for the Queen. This time to deliver a package to an associate in Colombia, South America and return home the same day. For short trips like this she never packed a bag and carried the envelope in her purse. Seriously, she didn’t understand why the Queen didn’t simply overnight it. The cost would be less, and it would arrive faster.

However, one didn’t argue with Queen Miriam. Not even her adopted daughter. Zoe leaned back, closed her eyes and tried to relax as the driver pulled onto the highway from the airport.

It was much hotter in South America than Lyrill even with the air condition on full blast. The driver glanced at her through the rear-view mirror.

“First time?” he asked in broken English.

“Yes. It’s a beautiful country.” Nowhere as beautiful as home but then again nowhere could compare to Lyrill’s gorgeous landscape. Homesick, she pulled out her phone to avoid further conversation and read messages from friends and associates. She grimaced at another message from Marcus, a good-looking guy who turned out to be a real jerk. He was getting on her nerves.

“Very hot this year,” he said.

“Yes it is.” She didn’t look up or say anything to encourage the conversation. She calculated the time difference and answered a few messages. Two years ago, Miriam placed Zoe in charge of their Public Affairs program. Big title that did very little considering the public consisted solely of Lyrill citizens and lived by traditions with slight variations. Still, she enjoyed stretching the boundaries of the box now and then. It had been her idea to market any product from Lyrill as a limited commodity to drive up prices and increase profits.

Gerry had agreed and tested the idea using their flowers. That successful venture spawned several more which included a no-carbohydrate sweet syrup they used in most of their cooking. The plant grew wild in abundance all over Lyrill and was in the process of being tested before submission to the Queen for approval to export and market.

That’s what she would be working on if she weren’t here. Make up your mind, Zoe. Either you’re happy to be here or you’re not. Unable to deny the woman who saved her life anything, Zoe hopped on a flight to come halfway across the world to deliver a small envelope filled with who knew what, to someone she didn’t know.

The car zipped through town and eventually sped through more rural areas. She ignored the driver’s frequent glances and adjusted her sunglasses to cover her unusual colored eyes. Sometimes, especially in close quarters like this, being stared at reminded her she didn’t fit in anywhere and bothered her. 

Zoe stood several feet above most of Lyrill’s natives. Twelve years ago, tall and lanky with long thick hair which curled in humidity that no one knew how to style or take care of made her feel like a freak. She hid in the shadows, rarely spoke to others and wished she could be dainty and petite like the other females. Embarrassment, shame, and low self-esteem were constant companions for years.

Queen Miriam wouldn’t allow her to hide or pretend she wasn’t a wolf among lambs and forced her to accept her differences with pride. It had been a long road but Zoe now walked with her head high and back straight, secure in her title of Princess, daughter of the Queen.

As they slowed, Zoe lifted her hair from her neck as she looked out the window. Taking a deep breath, she frowned. Full-bloods mingled in the area. 

Not again. 

Two of the last four meetings she handled for the Queen were with full-bloods. When Zoe questioned her about it, she wore a mulish expression and refused to discuss it. There was a time Zoe would’ve pushed but not now. Not with the scent of illness periodically wafting from her mom’s skin. 

It hurt that the woman she loved more than life was sick and possibly dying. The idea of a world without Miriam scared Zoe to the point she refused to think about it. Like an ostrich with its head in the sand she ignored the signs around her and pretended with the Queen that everything was okay.

As the car slowed, Zoe pulled out her cosmetic bag to check her appearance. It wasn’t vanity to always look and be your best she thought, channeling Queen Miriam. Zoe smiled slightly as she recalled several training sessions over the years where hours were spent with the Queen teaching Zoe what she considered the basics or things every female should know. Starved for attention and affection, Zoe listened, learned and performed with excellence. 

The Queen covered everything from how to walk into a room, how clothing should drape and fit, hosting dinner parties, social events, how to listen without being noticed, how to rule with a soft fist, and many other skills. Most of those things, especially managing large groups, Zoe was positive she would never need or use. 

Queen Miriam hadn’t been stingy with her praise or kindness or affection. Over time, trust and then love formed. Now, Zoe would do anything to make the woman she called “Mom” happy.  

The car stopped in front of a large hacienda. Several full-bloods roamed the front yard while watching her step out the car. Dressed in a cream colored, designer pants suit with a low cream and navy blouse and matching pumps, she ignored the stunned looks sent in her direction as she pushed her sunglasses up her nose to speak to the driver.

“Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

He looked at the house, then at her holding nothing but her purse and nodded. “Si.”

Turning, she straightened her back and walked up the long path leading to the porch. Before she reached the steps, a man and an older woman stepped outside. The woman started speaking fast in a language Zoe didn’t understand. The man listened to the woman while staring at Zoe. He had to be the same height as Zoe’s 5’10”, although in her five-inch heels she was taller. Best to get this over with, she thought and pulled out the padded envelope Miriam gave her to give them.

“Here’s the package from Queen Miriam... she said to give it to you.” She extended it to the man first. They all stared at her as if she were crazy. “This is for you.” She spoke slower this time. When they continued staring at her, she allowed her hand to drop. “Now what?” she wondered. This hadn’t happened before. Normally, she arrived, handed off the package, they said thank-you, she turned and left.

“Do you want this?” she asked. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead, in this heat her blouse would soon be wet as well.

“No,” the man said.

“No?” Zoe was surprised.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Alright.” No way would she stand here and argue with them. She had done her part, delivered the package. They refused. She was out. Turning, she walked toward the car.

“No,” the man said in a loud voice stopping her. “He’s not here. You must take it there.” He lumbered off the porch and placed a piece of paper into her hand. “Take it there.”

Aggravated, she looked at the paper and then up at him. “Seriously? Can’t you give it to him? Hold on to it or something?” Driving to wherever this was in this heat, held no appeal.

“No. Take it. Go.” He returned to the porch as she slid into the backseat and turned the vents on her. Cool air buffeted her skin, easing her discomfort.

“How far is this? Can we go there and be back to the airport before five?” she asked the driver after giving him the slip of paper.

He looked at it several seconds, made a call, hung up and waited.

“What’s the problem?” She wanted to get this over and leave this place. Note to self, no more trips to South America.

He explained what he waited for, the only word she understood was “permiso” which came a few moments later.

When the car was moving, she contacted Miriam with an update and a promise to let her know once she delivered the package.

Two hours later the driver pulled onto a dirt road. In the distance stood a large, old two story building. It reminded her of something out of a horror movie. Goosebumps spilled across her skin as she stared at it. “That’s not where we’re going is it?” 

The driver met her gaze in the rear-view mirror and nodded. 

Zoe leaned out the window, took several photos and sent them with one question. “Mom, are you sure you want me to go there? It’s scary looking.” 

The closer they came to the building the faster her heart raced. Her stomach clenched.

“Yes. Won’t take long, right?” Miriam responded.

Zoe stared at the reply. “Seriously? Did you get the pictures I sent? This place looks like it’s straight out of a Dracula movie. We’re miles away from everywhere.” She tapped send and stared at the people working.

Full-bloods. 

No wonder they were out in the back woods, she was on Pack lands. When there was no response, she sent another message. “Mom? Did you hear me?”

“We’re here.” The driver said turning slightly to look at her. “I wait for you.”

“Thank you. This won’t take long.” She stared at her phone. What happened to the bars? Had her last message reached her Mom? Fear choked her.

“That’s alright, take me back to the airport.” She didn’t want to get out the car.

“I will not be paid if you do not deliver your package,” he said in perfect English. 

“I’ll pay you double if you take me out of here right now,” she said. Her beast was going nuts. Fear choked her. Whatever was in that place was not her friend.

“I cannot. Go inside. Deliver your package. I will wait here for you.” He was lying, and that scared her more. She swallowed hard and sent another message to her mother. “Please get me out of here, this place scares me.” 

After waiting several minutes for a response that never came, she took her purse and the package and stepped out the car. A few people stopped to look at her but never made eye contact. With each step she stared at her phone, hoping her mother would call or send a message or something. When she reached the porch, the door opened. An older woman with dark assessing eyes stared at her without speaking.

“I have a delivery for you.” Zoe extended the envelope. 

The woman looked at it and then at her before moving to the side to allow her to enter. Taking a deep breath, Zoe stepped inside and stopped. “Who is this for?”

“I believe it’s for me.”

Zoe spun around and met the dark pine-green gaze of the driver. “What?” She hadn’t realized he was that tall.

“It’s for me,” he said with his hand extended.

Stunned she looked at his hand a few moments and placed it in his hand. “Why didn’t you get it at the airport?” 

“I had to be sure you were who they said you were.” Smiling, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and rocked on the balls of his feet. In her heels, they were similar in height. The seams of his shirt stretched across his wide chest, he was handsome in a rugged way, but her beast wasn’t interested.

Frowning she returned his gaze. “Who said what? What’re you talking about?”  Zoe asked. Others entered the large room. Her beast stirred but wasn’t agitated which kept Zoe calm. She moved so she could see all of them. 

“I’m Thiago.” He pointed to the older woman. “Silvia our historian. And these are other members of the Hidalgo Pack.” He waved to the others in the room. They nodded but didn’t speak.

“Hello,” Zoe said in what she hoped was a pleasant voice. “Now that I’ve delivered the package, will you take me back to the airport?” She tried to remain positive and polite but the look he gave her didn’t bode well. 

He opened the envelope, turned his back so she couldn’t see the contents. When he faced her, he held a smaller envelope in his other hand.

She frowned as he extended it to her. 

“This is for you.”

Afraid to take it, she stared at the handwriting on the envelope for several seconds. 

“Take it,” he said in a harder tone.

Inhaling deeply, she took the letter with the Queen’s handwriting and opened it. 

Zoe,

Don’t be angry or frightened. Alpha Sacha won’t hurt you. How to start... When I found you beaten and abused in the forest all those years ago, I swore I would find whoever had done such an evil thing and make them pay. I’ve searched for years for answers and we now know what happened. During my search I came across your clan. I’ve known about them and their location for the past three years. It was selfish of me not to tell you immediately. Each day I promised I’d tell you but couldn’t bear the thought of your absence. The story of what happened to you is your Alpha’s to tell. He has agreed to allow you to choose where you want to live in the future but wanted an opportunity to become reacquainted first. Remember I love you as my own and always will.

Love, 

Mom

Zoe shook her head to clear it. Surely she hadn’t read this right. The Queen sent her to these people? To stay? Pain slashed her chest, and she closed her eyes for several moments. How could her Mom make this decision without discussing it with her first? This was her life. She looked around at the expectant faces and wondered what was her mother thinking? 

“I think there’s been a mistake,” Zoe said straightening her back. She loved Miriam but wouldn’t allow anyone to trade or barter her in this manner.

“There’s been no mistake,” a deep voice said entering the room.

Zoe’s heart raced and her mouth went dry. Her beast stirred and sniffed the air as she turned. Eyes the same color as hers stared down at her. She gazed at his long braid that passed his shoulder. He was tall and big like a mountain man. 

“Kira.”

She blinked and looked over her shoulder to see who he spoke to.

“Your name is Kira. My pup. My daughter.”

Her world spun as she heard the truth in his words. “What? I’m the package?” she whispered. The letter said this was her clan not her father. How? Her throat tightened as her beast recognized and submitted to his beast.

He stepped toward her and stopped. Pain was etched across his face. “You were taken during a trip into town...” He took a deep breath and shook his head. “We have no idea how you arrived in Lyrill, but we discovered who took you.”

“Wait. You’re...” She wet her lips. “You’re my sire? My father?” What about Miriam? she wondered.

“Yes.” He sounded impatient.

Too bad. She had to process this.

“I was kidnapped. Someone kidnapped me while I was with you somewhere?” she whispered.

“In Honduras. We lived there at the time. I had only turned my back for a moment and you were gone. We searched everywhere for you. Do you remember any of this?” He stepped closer.

She took a step backward. “No. I have no memories before waking up in the forest. It was cold, damp and had an acidic odor. Mom... Miriam... Queen Miriam found me and took me to the castle. I almost died. I remember hearing her pray as she wiped my brow.” She touched her forehead and then looked at him. “Where’s my mother?” Not that she needed another one, but it was good to know these things.

“She was killed the same day you disappeared,” he said in a low voice and sat heavily in the chair.

That shook her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” They all looked at her as if she should say or do something. 

He waved off her comment and looked at her. “You’ve grown and changed.”

That was an understatement. “Yes, it’s been 15 years.” She glanced at the driver but he stared at the floor. 

“Do you have other children?” she asked to break the silence.

“No longer. I lost all that day. We knew you must have survived,” he said.

Zoe frowned. “Why?”

“Because he lost his mate and didn’t die,” the driver said in a low whisper.

Horrified, Zoe stared at him. “You would’ve died because your mate died?”

Her father looked at her a few moments. “It’s the way of mated full-bloods. You recall nothing?” He appeared skeptical.

Thiago spoke before Zoe could. “No, Alpha. She doesn’t know any of us. We went to her Mam’s Pack first. As often as she played with other pups in the yard, she didn’t recognize the house or any of her old playmates who had come to see her.”

Zoe spun around. “Wait, what?” The people in the yard were people she knew once? Why didn’t they say something?

“And you? Did she recognize you?” her father asked looking over his shoulder at Thiago.

“No. Still doesn’t.” He didn’t sound happy or sad about it, more resigned.

“Should I know you?” Zoe challenged.

“Yes.” He took a deep breath and gave her father the package she had given him earlier. He read everything, nodded and stuffed it in his pocket. 

Her father looked at the others. “Leave us.”

When they were alone, he motioned for her to follow him. Why clear the room if he wasn’t going to remain in it? The thought made her hesitate, but her beast didn’t sense deceit or lies, mostly sorrow emanated from him. Following, she entered his office and looked around. Books filled the shelves behind a massive desk. Several photos dotted the wood-paneled walls. Drawn to one in the middle of several others, her father, a woman who must have been her mother, Zoe and another girl who could’ve been her twin smiled for the camera. They looked happy.

“That’s my mother?” Zoe wished she could remember the woman holding onto her but didn’t.

“Yes. Marianna. The other is your litter-mate Suri.” He took a deep breath. “This is not the way I envisioned seeing you after all these years.” He cursed. “They stole 15 years from me.”

She spun around and walked to him. “It’s okay,” she whispered wanting him to calm down.

“No. No it’s not okay. An eye for an eye. They took from me; I’ll take from them.”

Zoe had no idea what he was talking about and it didn’t matter. She wanted to go home. Insensitive? Yes. But she didn’t know anyone here and hearing about deaths and kidnappings made her uncomfortable.

He took several deep breaths before speaking. “I ask that you stay here with us for six months, learn of the Pack and your family, then decide where you would live.”

“No. Six months is too long,” she said without giving it much thought.

Chest heaving, he faced her fully. The tips of his canines flashed. His nostrils flared and eyes darkened to a rich caramel.

She stepped back and wished she was anywhere but here.

“Too long? You’re flesh of my flesh. My last living relative and heir. How can six months of your life be too long?”

He had a good point. Ashamed, she swallowed hard. Still, this place was in the middle of nowhere. It took almost four hours to get here. There was nothing for her to do. “Queen Miriam is sick. I think she’s dying. I can’t abandon her after all she’d done for me.” All of that was true.

His gaze narrowed. “She’s aware of my request and has already agreed.”

Stunned. Zoe stared up at him unable to speak. Six months sounded like a lifetime.

“You’re a wolf not the future Queen of that country. As a full-blood you need to understand Pack and what that means. She sent you home to learn so you can live fully. It’s possible your memories may return,” he said in a lower tone.

Future queen? She never wanted that and doubted the citizens of Lyrill would ever fully accept her.  The only reason Zoe remained in that place was her mother. Rather than argue or share her thoughts on his comments, she stared at the photo of her family again. “Can you tell me what happened? How did I end up in Lyrill?”

“We don’t know how you got to Lyrill but we do know Alpha Ricardo, that rat bastard, was responsible for what happened to my den that day.”

Zoe’s beast responded to the anger, sorrow and pain in his voice, urging her to comfort him. She had no idea how or what to do. “Alpha Ricardo?” Maybe if she understood what happened all those years ago and why the Queen thought her being here would make a difference, the sense of betrayal rising in her chest would ease.

“Crooked. Corrupt. Sold Pack out to the highest bidder.”

“He was your Alpha?”

“No. I always led our Pack just as my Sire before me. Honestly, you remember nothing?”

Zoe ground her teeth and counted to 10. “I’ve already told you I don’t remember anything before I was found in the forest. Is that going to be a problem?” Their gazes clashed for several seconds.

He relaxed and shook his head. “It’s better in a way. I’d be heartbroken that you didn’t give me a proper greeting otherwise.”

That stole the air from her lungs. “Proper greeting?”

The despondent look he gave her hurt. “It’s been 15 years, two months and 18 days since I’ve seen or hugged my pup and she doesn’t know me. Doesn’t want to be around me. Perhaps despises me, I don’t know. I lost you and although you’re here, you’re not here.”

She didn’t know what to say or do. Should she pretend affection to comfort his beast? Act the part of the grateful pup? Moving closer, she placed her hand on his shoulder and waited until he looked up at her. “I’m so sorry all of this happened to us, to our family. No one told me I’d be meeting you or walking into my past or that I would be the package delivered. Honestly, I’m overwhelmed. Once I think through everything... I don’t know if I’ll respond differently.”

“You have another life, one that does not involve Pack,” he said watching her.

“Yes. For me, I’m in Lyrill because of the Queen. I love her and won’t abandon her, ever. She and I will have a serious conversation about making decisions for me. I don’t like or appreciate it. I’m...” she paused. “How old am I?”

“Twenty-five.”

“I’m 25 and refuse to be kept in the dark over things that directly impact my life.”

When he didn’t agree or disagree, she crossed her arms and stared down at him. 

“Do you realize some Pack members live for centuries?” he said a few moments later.

“What?” Her mouth dropped open. She snapped it shut. “You’re making that up.”

He shook his head. “Ulysses a priest in the Goddess’ temple lived almost four centuries. He owned most of the land surrounding the house you visited earlier.”

“Those were Mam’s people?” she looked at him.

“Yes. They blamed me for her death and cut off ties.” He took a deep breath and stood.

“Wait. Why did I go there first?” It made no sense to her. 

“To see if they recognized or accepted you as Pack.” The look he gave said she should know that.

It never occurred to her. “Did they?”

“No.”  

“Come I will show you to your room.” 

“I... I...”

He pulled her close and held her tight. “Goddess I missed you, Kira.”

Her beast howled as the link between her and her father opened. A sea of love, pain, sorrow, guilt and fear surged through their link, causing her to lose her balance before he shut it down.

“Thank you, Goddess,” he whispered and wiped his face while she struggled to remain upright. “Come, your belongings have arrived, I’ll show you your room.”
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HAWKE, STORM, AND RENEE arrived in Honduras early the next morning and were met by Duke and taken to the Alpha house. Storm entered Raven’s office to pick up her scent. Renee sat on the corner of the desk watching him work. Hawke remained in the living area examining the Liege devices Lucian had confiscated while Duke leaned against the wall watching Storm.

“How long ago did she disappear?” Renee asked.

“The last time I saw her was two nights ago at dinner,” Duke said. “I talked to her the next morning. She said she’d be working from here.” He pointed to her desk.

Storm leaned forward, brushed his lips against Renee’s, turned and left through the sliding glass door. Renee and Duke stared at him until he was out of sight. 

“When Lucian said La Patron would send Storm, I said a prayer of thanksgiving. If anyone can find Raven, Storm can. He’s phenomenal,” Duke told Renee as he closed and locked the sliding door.

“He’s a Hunter. A special breed the Goddess created to help Alpha Nikolas. Razor too. That’s why they’ve always been really good at it,” Renee said, proud.

Duke whistled. “Never heard of anything like that. No one tells us anything. It feels like we’re step-kids or distant cousins left in the dark. We didn’t know anything about the Liege either.”

Renee’s eyes widened. “You didn’t?”

Duke shook his head. “Now this. Raven’s missing.” They entered the living area and strode over to Hawke. “Anything?” Duke asked.

“Old technology. Haven’t seen these in decades. They still work but they were using improved models decades ago. Wonder where they even found these,” Hawke said staring at the device in his hand.

“This isn’t what they used to break our links? Or erase her scent?” Duke asked.

Hawke shook his head. “No. Give me an hour to break this apart. I want to see what they used to make it.” He shook it a few times. “Seems heavier than I remember.” He pulled out his tools and got to work.

“Duke said they didn’t know about the Liege,” Renee said a few moments later. “How’s that possible?”

“Alpha didn’t know about it either until he met Asia. Even then he didn’t know much. Not until she rescued Rese and stayed behind,” Hawke said.

“Wait, Asia rescued Tyrese? When? Where? I can’t see him being captured by anyone. Rese is one tough hombre,” Duke said.

“Some Princess wanted him to be her prince. He said no,” Renee said with a breezy wave. 

“Princess? Prince?” Duke said as he sat across from her at the table.

“She had nothing to do with the Liege though,” Renee said. “Hawke was using that reminder as a point of reference for me. The reason I asked how it was possible for Duke and Lucian not to know about the Liege is that they’re BlackWolves in Alpha Nikolas’ line. Konstantin set things up, and he was only involved because of Alpha Nikolas.”

“I didn’t know that,” Duke said.

Renee patted his hand. “I know.”

Hawke continued breaking down the device until all the pieces lay on the table. He examined each piece, grinned and put a part into his pocket. He picked up the next device, broke it apart, searched through the pieces until he came to a particular part, and placed it in his pocket.

“You find something?” Duke asked.

“One second,” Hawke said as he broke down the last two devices and placed two parts into his pocket. When he was done, he sat at the table and looked at Duke. “May I have a bottle of water, please?”

Duke jumped up. “Sure.” He left the room, leaving Hawke and Renee alone. 

“You found something?” Renee asked. 

“Yes.” Hawke stared at the pieces on the table and contacted his Alpha.

“Hawke?”

“Sir. Someone is using old Liege equipment to ship parts.”

“What? What kind of parts?”

“I’d say for other devices but can’t be sure. Someone’s probably stealing these parts and don’t want to get caught so they send them here in these old models. Who’d pay them any attention? Lucian and his crew have no idea about the Liege. If you hadn’t seen and confiscated those pieces during your vacation, someone would have a stockpile of parts with no one being the wiser.”

“Any idea who’s coming for those parts?” 

“Not at the moment. I’ve collected five parts and will be able to tell more once I’m in the lab. Storm’s tracking and I’m going to answer Duke’s questions regarding the Liege.”

“Good. Have him open a channel with Lucian or you do it so you only need to tell them once. I should hear from Storm soon. Have you heard from Thomas?”

“Not yet. They’re heading to a small town in Northern Italy to check out the last name on Angus’ list. Thomas will scan his memories and let us know if he had anything to do with Lucian or any Pack,” Hawke said taking a sip of water.

“Sounds good. Talk with you later.”

“Thank you,” Hawke told Duke.

Duke nodded.

“Would you like to link with Lucian for the information regarding the Liege or shall I?” Hawke asked.

“I’ll link with him. He’s installing an Alpha and may need to step aside for a moment,” Duke said.

Hawke nodded and glanced at Renee who remained quiet. Once La Patron gave Hawke and Storm instructions to come assist Alpha Lucian, Renee had asked if she could come. Hawke was pleasantly surprised when Alpha permitted her to tag along given her previous behavior. Since she had been rude to him and Asia during her parents’ vacation and punished for it, she had been skittish around him, not saying much. 

Duke nodded. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“Since Renee’s already mentioned the connection to our clan, I’ll start there. Alpha Nikolas and Konstantin were paired. It’s a process that links a human and full-blood, extends the human’s life, gives them extra abilities, that kind of thing. This happened during a time with mages and sorcery and the Goddess allowed it. It’s no longer permitted.” He looked at Duke who stared wide-eyed at him.

“Alpha Nikolas was concerned about his Pack, his kin and used a ritual to protect his lineage. We learned from the Goddess he was the only Alpha who sought Her help to save his Pack. Otherwise, there would be no BlackWolf Clan. Be glad you’re in his line,” Hawke said.

“Ecstatic,” Duke said with a look of amazement.

“Konstantin wanted to make sure we always had land, food, protection, forests, and set aside money for that purpose. He also charged a group of men, his roundtable, to oversee it in case anything happened to him. We recently learned, Alpha Nothwulf killed Alpha Nikolas through unsavory means not long after the ritual. Konstantin died a month later.” He met Duke’s fascinated gaze. “That roundtable turned into the Liege.”

“What?” Duke jumped up, mouth agape.

Hawke nodded and shared how they created an agreement with the Alphas to assist them, then found loopholes to use Pack members in experiments. Developed devices and equipment to use against Pack and humans and sold their services to the highest bidder. Hawke didn’t spare himself either. He admitted to working in the Liege’s labs, creating equipment, showed Duke the scars from his many surgeries, explained how the computer chip controlled him, shared how they bred him without his knowledge. An hour and a half passed before Hawke stopped, took a deep breath and met Duke’s shocked gaze.

“Any questions?”

“I... I can’t imagine.... Had no idea any of this was going on against our Clan. And this was legal? They had an agreement that allowed them to enter Pack lands?” Duke asked.

“Yes. However, very few newer Pack Alphas knew of the agreement. I suspect Granira brought it to our attention so Clell could become Alpha. Once we learned of the contract and that they’d violated it, we broke it. Asia killed most of the Liege. A few newer ones are locked away in her father’s dungeons. But the ones who authorized and benefited from the experiments during the time I was there are all dead,” Hawke said.

“It’s unbelievable,” Duke whispered while staring at the floor. “That’s the evil coming here? Someone’s resurrected them and moving to Central America?” He looked at Hawke.

“I don’t know,” Hawke said.

“What did you find in those devices?” Duke asked.

“Parts.”

Duke frowned. “Parts? What kind of parts?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll know more when I get them back to the lab,” Hawke said.

“What’s going on?” Duke asked, his gaze flew from Hawke to Renee and back to Hawke. “Is someone after my brother? Or La Patron?”

“Why do you think they’re after my Dad?” Renee asked.

Duke met her gaze. “Central America.” He held his hands close together. “North America.” He opened them wide. “We’re small potatoes and on La Patron’s borders. Whatever severely impacts us will leak onto his lands.”

“Mexico, you mean?” Renee said.

Duke nodded. “He’s Alpha over that continent.”

“I don’t have an answer to your question, Duke. But we’re looking into it. Alpha Lucian and La Patron are working together for answers,” Hawke said.

“I know and we really appreciate the help,” Duke said.

“Help? What kind of help?” Grandfather said entering the room. He walked toward Renee smiling. “Such a treat to have my beautiful granddaughter here for a visit.” He hugged her and kissed her cheek.

Renee grinned after kissing his cheek. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Hawke. Duke.” Grandfather looked around. “Where’s Lucian? Storm?”

“Lucian has an Alpha installation in Costa Rica,” Duke said.

“That’s right,” Grandfather said taking a seat near the table. “Where’s Storm?”

“Hunting. Raven’s missing. We haven’t seen her since that last time you were here for dinner,” Duke said.

Grandfather’s smile vanished as he leaned forward. “What? Missing? What kind of missing?” He looked at Hawke and then Duke. “Where is she?”

“We received a note saying she was safe and would be returned later. Storm is searching for her now,” Duke said.

“Why wasn’t I called?” Grandfather demanded.

Duke stared at him. “We didn’t know when you left.”

Grandfather stared at Duke a few moments and leaned back in his seat. “My apologies. Razor, my grandson fought and won the Alpha challenge of Alpha Nikolas’ Pack. Once I learned he would compete, I believed he needed my support and left to see... I should’ve told you.”

Duke waved his hand. “You don’t report to me or Lucian.” Neither do we report to you was left unsaid.

“If anyone can find my sweet Raven, Storm can,” Grandfather murmured. No one spoke. “Why did Silas send you, Hawke?”

Hawke waved at the piece on the table. “To examine the old equipment.”

“And to explain to us about the Liege,” Duke said in a huff. “Someone should’ve told us how dangerous they were before Raven was taken.”

“What? Are you saying there’s a connection?” Grandfather’s gaze narrowed on Duke.

“We cannot link to her. Her Alpha’s link is broken,” Duke said. “Who or what else could do that?”

Grandfather’s gaze widened. “Broken?” he whispered.

“Blood calls to blood and we cannot find her,” Duke said.

Grandfather opened his mouth and closed it. “You told them about the Liege?” He looked at Hawke.

“Yes,” Hawke said as he contacted Silas to listen in on the conversation.

“There were things...,” Grandfather shook his head. “This is a mess.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Silas asked Hawke. “He looks scared.”

“I don’t know for certain but I think he’s upset I told them about the Liege,” Hawke said.

“Why? Never mind, I’ll talk to him in a few minutes once I’m done here,” La Patron said.

Renee looked up, stood and walked down the hall. Moments later, Storm returned with her. He looked at Grandfather for a brief second and nodded. He spoke to Hawke and La Patron. 

“She’s not here. They took her away in an airplane. I checked the flight log for the past two days. There were no flights to Argentina. The private flights were to New York. From there they could go anywhere. I have the flight log information so those flights can be checked.”

“Good work and thank you,” La Patron said. “I’ll talk to Lucian. We’ll make plans and let you know what to do.”

Storm took Renee’s hand, and they left the room.

“What happened?” Duke asked.

“You’ll need to speak to your Alpha,” Hawke said. “Remember, this is an Alpha to Alpha collaboration.”

“Yes, right.” Duke wiped his face. “It doesn’t look good. I mean, he didn’t have Raven with him. Where is she? Who took her and why?”

No one answered. 

Minutes later, Duke walked out the front door, down the steps and ran toward the forest.

“One, two, three, four—” Hawke counted silently.

“How much did you tell them? About the Liege?” Grandfather asked as he moved to sit at the table with Hawke.

“Mostly my personal story,” Hawke said as he stacked the devices to the side of the table.

Grandfather closed his eyes and looked as if he was in pain. “She didn’t want them to know the details. Just an overview.”

Hawke didn’t ask who She was, he knew.

“She gave specific instructions not to tell them everything. She doesn’t want Lucian distracted, that’s why I haven’t over-shared and given a lot of information.”

“Sir?” 

“Hawke?”

“Seems the old man had been given instructions from the Goddess to give vague information to Lucian.” He told him what Grandfather said and allowed him to listen to the one-sided rant.

“Now what am I supposed to tell Her? No doubt Lucian’s spooked. Duke’s running ragged in the woods. If this Pack fractures because of this I’m not responsible,” Grandfather hissed.

“If you were here, you could’ve told me or my Alpha the Goddess’ instructions. But you were not. Lucian asked, and I answered. Your vague answers have confused him to the point he reached out and asked for help from someone else while you were supposed to be assisting him,” Hawke said, channeling his Alpha.

Grandfather’s face stiffened in outrage as he glared at Hawke. “I know that’s you talking Silas and I hope you’re that bold when you stand before the Goddess to explain this.” He stood and walked out of the room.

“Hawke, come on home. There’s nothing else you can do there. I’m sending Storm to Argentina to track whoever sent the envelope. It’s a long shot but we have to try. Jacques is looking up those private flights that arrived in New York from Honduras. One went to Athens, Greece. Another to Milan, Italy. Once Storm finishes in Argentina, I’ll send him to Milan and then to Athens if necessary. We’re not giving up.”
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A week passed and her father nor mother changed their minds about her remaining in South America for six months. Zoe refused to bring it up again and stopped taking her Mom’s calls. Instead, she caught up on her reading. There was a tap on the door. 

“Sir?” she said recognizing her Sire’s scent.

“Come ride into town with me,” he said and walked off.

Eager to see more than fields and animals, she jumped off the bed, looked down at her snug jeans and crop top. Should she change? It was so hot and her father wouldn’t crank up the AC as she’d asked many times. Instead, he had a ceiling fan installed in her room and turned it on. She looked in the mirror sideways and front. 

This would do. Grabbing her tablet, she stuffed it into one of her favorite large purses and closed the door. Tempted to lock it, she stared at the knob a few seconds. 

Two trunks with her clothes, shoes, books, and personal items arrived an hour after her father introduced himself, reminding her how completely she had been played. Several Pack members had made remarks over her having so many things, and a couple times her room had been entered when she wasn’t there.

Since she had no key to unlock the room, there was no purpose in locking it. 

“Kira,” her father called, galvanizing her into action.

“Coming.” With one last glance in the hall mirror, she walked downstairs and out the house. He stood next to a late model, black shiny truck talking to Thiago. He glanced at her, nodded and continued listening to her father.

Zoe climbed into the front seat and turned on the car to start the AC. She slid on her sunglasses, placed the ear-buds in her ears and listened to music on her phone. Her father slid beside her and they drove in silence. The past few days they entered an easy truce. He didn’t bother her and she didn’t bother him unless there was something specific the other needed.

In the distance, she saw a large building. It reminded her of one of those old Catholic chapels she read about in school. “What’s that?” 

“A chapel.”

“You’re Catholic?”

He frowned. “No. We follow and worship the Goddess. When I moved here from Honduras, I built that in honor of your mother. Her father was a priest for the Goddess for many years. No one goes there now.”

“Why? You don’t worship Her anymore?”

He shook his head.

She opened her mouth to ask why and realized it didn’t matter. Leaning back, she closed her eyes and allowed the music to soothe her. Minutes later, the truck stopped. He turned off the truck and got out. It didn’t take long to start sweating. Zoe looked around the strip mall. There were a couple of fast-food franchises she recognized from her trips abroad as she stepped out and headed inside the feed store. It was blessedly cool, and she remained near the door waiting.

“Is that who I think it is?” a feminine voice said somewhere behind her.

“Yeah, that’s her. Heard she had come this way.”

“Wonder why she came here? I would’ve stayed lost if I was her,” the voice said.

“Look how fancy she’s all dressed. Don’t change nothing.”

Zoe frowned and turned up the volume.

Lost in one of her favorite songs, she ignored the women’s chatter and focused on the beat of the music.

Someone tapped her on the shoulder.

Turning, Zoe looked up at a brawny, female full-blood with reddish brown hair and freckles reminding her of an Amazon come to life.

“Remember me?”

“No. No I don’t.” The look she gave her and the two others standing slightly behind said she didn’t want to know them either.

“You’re not on Hidalgo land,” the female said.

Unconcerned, Zoe looked around. “Okay.”

“Not in here,” someone yelled from the back.

The next moment Zoe was airborne and landed on the sidewalk. Her ear buds and phone flew in opposite directions. Dazed, she stood slowly, was hit mid-section and flew backward onto the asphalt parking lot.

Shaking her head to stop the ringing, she saw the two smaller stooges laughing as the Amazon strode toward her with an evil grin. Enough. Just as the Amazon reached for Zoe with grim determination, Zoe rolled back and kicked out with her feet, hitting her opponent in the mid-section, sending her stumbling backward a few feet. Red hot anger rolled through Zoe as she leaped high and kicked her challenger beneath the chin sending her staggering backward.

The two stooges stopped laughing and moved closer.

“Bitch,” the Amazon yelled and ran at Zoe.

Determined not to be touched again by this one, Zoe waited until she was close, leaped high and kicked her opponent in the back, sending her face first into the ground. Whirling, Zoe missed the punch aimed at her back and slammed her fist into the face of the first stooge and jump-kicked the second beneath the chin sending her flying backward. Unsatisfied, her she marched back to the Amazon, grabbed her by the shirt and lifted her to her feet and punched her several times in the stomach and then threw her down. 

“I told you I don’t know you,” Zoe yelled and pointed at the bleeding, bruised female lying on the ground. “And you don’t know me.” Chest heaving, she searched for her phone, saw it lying nearby and picked it up. 

“I’ll... I’ll get you,” the Amazon said standing slowly.

Zoe strode to her, grabbed her by the neck, squeezed lightly and growled low and deep in her face. “You don’t know me but believe this, the next time I’ll kill you. When you see me go the other way. Do you understand?” As she spoke, the female’s eyes widened. Fear leaked from her pores as she nodded.

“Yes, Kira,” she whispered as Zoe’s fingers tightened around her neck.

Disgusted by the unnecessary violence, Zoe released her and searched for her ear buds. The two stooges looked at her, turned their heads and crawled away.

“Looking for these?” her dad asked standing in front of the truck holding her buds.

Relieved, she nodded and then frowned. “Where were you when Godzilla and her crew attacked me?”

“Inside, watching.” He shook his head. “You really don’t remember them do you?”

Tired of explaining, she shook her head. “Should I?”

He snorted. “They bullied all the pups in school, especially you and Suri. You came home with bruises from Biloga all the time.”

“Who?”

“Biloga. Godzilla.” He chuckled. “Miriam said you’d had self-defense training. I wondered what it looked like.”

“You did this on purpose?” She couldn’t believe it.

“I knew this was the day they came to town.” He shrugged. “Lots of people will be glad to hear you took them down a few pegs.”

“Great,” Zoe muttered. “Do I need to watch my back for them?”

“That goes without saying.” He pointed to the fast-food restaurant. “Want something?”

She looked at her clothes. Dirt smudged her top and there was a new rip in the jeans. “Something from the drive-thru.”

He nodded and returned to the car. People stopped, pointed and talked as they drove through town.

Zoe sighed and pushed up her sunglasses. It was getting old. Everywhere she went, she didn’t fit in, and was treated like a freak. 
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After Razor won the Alpha challenge, Thomas, and the others returned to Sterling, Italy. The situation in that small town was dire. Humans littered the streets like common trash. If a person didn’t know what to look for, they would think the citizens of Sterling were strung out on cocaine or heroin or some type of opiate, which wasn’t true. Whoever played God with these people used them as test subjects and turned them out onto the street to survive the best they could. Even the Liege kept the people from their failed research in the castle to keep the public from seeing what they were doing.

The team arrived shortly after midnight and re-entered the large, one and a half story house Alpha Barticus rented them for the duration of their stay. Having rested on the plane, they dropped off their luggage, grabbed some gear and drove off in three vehicles toward town to get more answers.

Mia and Noah strode to the head of a long line of people waiting to enter a popular night-club and hangout. Dressed in tees, jeans, ankle boots, and leather jackets, they didn’t look like any of the others waiting. Several people snickered at them and a few pointed.

Ignoring the groupies, Mia focused on the two large men at the front of the line. “You’ll let us in when we approach with no problems. Treat us like old friends.” She sent the thoughts to both men repeatedly so that by the time they reached the front, the men smiled down at her and slapped Noah on the back as if they had spent time together in Sunday School.

“Good to see you guys again. Go on in.”

“Thanks,” Noah said.

Mia turned, looked at the shocked expressions on the faces of several people waiting and winked. Inside, they moved through the crowds, searching for anything out of the ordinary. Noah pushed toward the bar. Mia stood in front of him watching the dance floor.

“What’s on tap?” Noah asked.

“Dark and light,” the husky voice said.

“She’s different,” Mia told Noah without turning. “Ask more questions.”

“Top shelf?” Noah asked.

“Every brand in this area and a few more. Is there something in particular you’d like?” she asked.

“Gin and tonic,” Mia said.

Noah ordered her drink. “Did you get anything from her?”

“Other than her doing a mental pat-down? She’s able to seek and gather answers from tangible sources like wallets, purses, stuff like that. Comes in handy for her line of work. She knows which customers are loaded and which are just big talkers.”

“Hmm,” Noah said as he paid for their drinks. “Liege or not?”

“I don’t know. She’s older than she looks, could be a holdover from that time. I’ll let Thomas know then we’ll walk around to make sure she’s the only one,” Mia said.

Noah nodded and remained standing behind her as she sipped her drink while reporting in.

“Thomas is questioning the local Magistrate and wants us to walk around, see if she does or says anything. If so, he wants to be patched in.”

“Sounds good.” Noah placed his hand in the small of her back and moved through the crowd. There were people from all over, speaking in several dialects and languages. For the most part, everyone seemed to be having a good time.

“She’s watching us, trying to figure us out,” Mia told him.

“I’m not sensing anything or anyone,” Noah said as they reached the other side of the club and stood near the back wall.

“She’s been trying to break through our shields since you asked for a beer.”

Noah snorted. “I’ve been on lock-down since we arrived, no one’s getting in there.”

“Same here,” Mia said. “Wonder if she’ll say anything or just follow us.”

He looked down at her. “Really? You think she’ll take it that far?”

“I would, wouldn’t you? Think about it. If I sensed she’s different, chances are she’s picking up something similar about me. It’s lonely being the only different person in a crowd,” Mia said.

“Hadn’t thought about it like that. You may have a point. Be interesting to see what she does,” he said.

“Meet us back at the house when you’re done,” Thomas said.

Mia told him her thoughts about the bartender. 

“You’re probably right. We’ll deal with her when the time comes. Planning session in an hour,” Thomas said and disconnected.

Noah and Mia placed their glasses on a nearby table and made their way through the throng to the exit. She felt the bartender’s gaze lock onto her the entire time. Outside, they moved with purpose toward their vehicle and had just reached the door when Noah turned and stood in front of Mia.

The bartender moved to stand near them. “Who are you?” she asked, her gaze flicked to Mia and then Noah.

“What?” Mia asked as she moved to stand next to Noah.

The bartender looked over her shoulder toward the club before meeting Mia’s gaze. “You heard me and you know what I’m talking about. Do I know you? You look familiar.”

“I’m Mia.” She extended her hand.

“Serenity. No handshakes.” She stepped backward. “Who are you?”

“I just told you,” Mia said. “Contact Thomas, tell him what’s going on.”

“Already did,” Noah said. “He’s listening.”

“You scanned me,” Serenity said in a low voice. “I felt you in my head, reading my thoughts before I threw up a shield. No one’s been able to do that since... since a long, long time ago.” She closed her eyes. “This is not happening. Not again.”

“What do you mean?” Mia asked.

Serenity opened her eyes, and they flashed fire. “Why are you looking for me?”

“We aren’t,” Mia said.

No one spoke for a few moments. 

Serenity took another step backward. “Leave me alone.”

Mia and Noah watched as the woman took another step backward. 

“I’ll never go back, never.” She spun around and ran in the opposite direction of the club.

“Didn’t see that coming,” Mia said as she entered the vehicle. “Something bad happened to her. She’s terrified.”

“Of you?” Thomas asked.

“No. Of someone who did what I did earlier. I’d bet she spent time at the castle, escaped, and is hiding here,” Mia said. 

“Were her blocks strong?” Thomas asked.

Noah pulled onto the road and headed toward the house. 

“Not really. I could’ve broken through. Just didn’t seem right to violate her that way for no reason,” Mia said.

“It’s possible we’ll run into people who escaped the Liege before we finish our mission. We’ll help who we can,” Thomas said.

“Wouldn’t it be great if Damali and Pearl and Lizzie met someone special while we're here?” Mia asked Noah after disconnecting from Thomas.

Noah raised his brow. “What about Tip and Max? Or Thomas? A woman might be what he needs to learn to chill more.”

Mia laughed. “I hadn’t thought about that but you’re right. Can you see Thomas and Serenity? Together?” 

Noah shook his head. “I can’t. She ran. The woman who captures Thomas’ heart will never run from anything.”

Mia grinned. “You’re probably right.”

They turned off the highway and drove through the illusion of a large neighborhood with lots of homes that Alpha Barticus created to hide the lone house a mile from the highway. Noah used the flat of his palm to enter the gate at the house. He parked next to the other vehicles in the underground garage.

After passing through a few security measures, they headed toward the basement to meet the others. 

Thomas glanced up from a monitor at them. “You brought home a visitor.”

“Did we?” Mia and Noah moved closer to see. Serenity stood in the shadows watching the corner house in the neighborhood. She moved closer, looked up and then returned to the shadows.

“At least we know the illusion works, she’s down there and not here,” Lizzie said.

“True,” Thomas said.

“Hmm, she’s fast, can run long distances,” Noah said moving to sit down. “I drove 50 to high 70’s all the way here.”

“Did you see her?” Thomas asked.

“No. But I didn’t look either.” Noah glanced at his woman. “We were talking.”

Thomas turned away from the monitor and started the planning session. “In a few hours, we’ll head out to Northern Italy to check out the last name on Angus’ list, Matteo Barresi. We found very little information on him. Widower. Father of two older sons. Faithful Catholic. Works in a family-owned hotel in... Lokoro, Northern Italy. I’ve booked five rooms for us.” He looked at them. “Might as well take advantage of the weekend while things are slow, do some sightseeing, and check this guy out. By the time we return, we’ll start shutting down the lab.”

“When?” Max asked.

“Before the end of the week this lab will be out of operation,” Thomas said looking at them and leaning back in the chair with a slight smile. “In and out, they won’t know what hit them.”

The others stared eagerly at him. “Are we going to blow it up?” Tip asked.

“It’s too close to businesses, someone could get wounded,” Lizzie said. “We have to be careful that we aren’t seen, or innocents are hurt.” 

“True. We won’t blow it up but it’ll never be used as a lab again,” Thomas said. He looked at his watch. “We’ll get on the road to Lokoro in five hours, which will give us a late afternoon arrival. We’ll do it in stages. I’ll arrive first. After I check in, Noah and Mia will be next.” He looked at the couple. “Scan as many people as you can. Angus isn’t expecting to learn anything new or useful but you never know. The sooner we eliminate this guy from the list, the sooner we can relax and enjoy the weekend.”

Noah and Mia nodded.

“Tip, you and Max arrive next. Same drill, be observant, don’t talk much. I don’t want them to know we’re Americans.” Thomas snapped his fingers. “Use your new credit cards with the altered identities at check-in.”

“Will do,” Tip said.

“That leaves two rooms and three ladies.” He looked at Pearl. “When you check-in, speak the language, blend in. You and Damali come together, share a room. Lizzie, you check in just before them. I want Pearl to be the last. In fact, Lizzie, check in after Noah and Mia, before the guys.” Thomas nodded slowly thinking it through. “That’ll be best. We’ll follow each other until we get within five miles and then split up, come in from different directions. Once you arrive, all conversations are through links, even personal ones unless it’s for staging or window-dressing purposes, like Pearl at the front desk.”

They nodded.

Thomas looked at the security monitor again. “Once we finish with Barresi, I’ll let Angus know and that ends our job for La Patron.”

“Taking out the lab is on us,” Tip said, extending his fist to Max who bumped it.

“Sho you right,” Max said. 
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THE WEATHER WAS GOOD with few clouds and a nice, gentle breeze as they caravanned to Northern Italy for the weekend. Thomas drove a late model, two-seater silver Mercedes convertible that would cement his role as a high-level businessman from Spain. His Italian was rusty but he could speak, read and write Spanish well. He looked in his rear-view mirror at the other four vehicles behind him. Lizzie drove a white, late model Porsche and took the second position. Damali and Pearl were third in a red Audi. Tip and Max drove a two-door, black Jaguar, while Noah and Mia brought up the rear in a pale gray Mercedes Sedan. Barticus had a serious stable of late model vehicles and allowed them free access to these beauties.

“Coming up on the five-mile marker. Everyone knows the direction they’ll head in?” Thomas asked.

“Yes,” Lizzie said sounding excited.

“Got it,” Pearl said. She and Damali had switched driving.

“Yes,” Max and Noah said.

Thomas went over everything in his mind again. All the notes, comments, background, and photos of their target. If Barresi was the same in person, it wouldn’t take long to cross his name off the list.

Thomas turned off the highway onto the road leading to the hotel while the others continued or broke off in other directions. Pleased, he drove toward his destination. Minutes later he pulled in front of the four-storied building with a large colorful sign, Barresi, on the overhang. He parked, removed his lone suitcase and walked inside.

Once the front-desk clerk realized he spoke Spanish and not English or Italian, she called someone over to assist. Thomas inhaled, taking in scents. He wasn’t surprised by the few half-breeds walking through the lobby and ignored them when they looked at him. 

“Watch out, the front desk clerks are crooks. The male, Pietro, just wrote down my credit card and driver’s license information on a slip of paper after running it through the machine. I don’t want the hassle and will deal with it so you guys won’t have to,” Thomas told them.

He reached over the counter, grabbed Pietro by the shirt and pulled him close to his face. “What do you plan to do with my information?”

Pietro paled as he babbled the answer. The clerk who greeted Thomas ran to the counter. “Sir. What is the problem?” she said in broken English.

Thomas tossed Pietro against the wall. Walked around the counter, picked up the paper from the floor and gave it to her. “He copied my information.”

Frowning, she looked at the paper, then at Pietro who stood slowly with his head down. “What have you done, Pietro? Why did you copy this?”

“To input later,” Pietro said.

“Why? The machine is working, you already used it, there was no need to take his information like this.” They spoke freely in Italian in front of Thomas.

Pietro straightened his shirt, glared at Thomas and walked away. The female’s cheeks reddened as she looked at Thomas.

“I’m sorry.”

“Manager?” Thomas said.

“Yes.” She held up her finger.

“It’s going to be a minute, hold your positions,” Thomas told the team.

“Sir? Vincent Barresi.” An older gentleman comfortably dressed in pressed trousers and a print shirt greeted Thomas in Spanish. “I understand there was a misunderstanding.”

Thomas held the man’s gaze for several moments. “That young man was stealing my information. I’d prefer to pay cash than take a chance of him selling it.” He spoke in a low voice, to keep the conversation between the two of them. “Don’t allow him to work the front desk where he can access credit cards. It’ll cost you in the long run.”

Barresi held Thomas’ gaze a little longer and nodded. “You may pay cash. I will speak to my nephew regarding his mistake.”

“Thank you. I don’t want any problems while I’m here or after I leave,” Thomas said as he peeled off several large bills.

Barresi’s gaze flicked to the money and then up at Thomas. “How long will you be our guest?”

“Two days.”

“I promise you will have no problems.” He took the cash and walked toward the front desk. Moments later he returned with Thomas’ room key. “If you need anything more, please let me know and I’ll make sure it’s done.” He ushered Thomas to the elevator.

“Lizzie, you’re up.”

That evening they all sat in the hotel restaurant eating dinner. Pietro had been sent home or some place before Lizzie arrived and there had been no other problems at check-in. The rooms were nice, not five star quality by a long shot, but decent. The food and wine list were excellent. 

Damali and Pearl caused a stir when they entered the restaurant. Several men and a few women stared at the two women who looked like fashion runway models. Tip and Max flirted with them and eventually made their way to their table, keeping others away.

“Hello, are you enjoying your meal?” Matteo, dressed in a white collarless shirt, pressed black trousers and black flats stared at Thomas for a few moments.

“He’s altered like us but not quite,” Thomas told the others as he wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Yes. It’s delicious.” He waved to the chair. “Please have a seat, join me.”

Matteo stared at him a few moments, looked around the room at the others and sat. “I understand there were problems when you arrived earlier, I trust everything meets your approval.” 

Thomas smiled. “Yes, this is a lovely hotel. Thank you.”

“How long will you stay with us?” Matteo asked, glancing over his shoulder at Lizzie.

“Just this weekend.” Thomas extended his hand. “Mi nombre es Tomas.”

Matteo glanced at the extended hand a second longer before accepting it. “Matteo.”

Thomas did a quick scan and released Matteo’s hand. 

“To attempt to enter a man’s mind without permission is rude,” Matteo snapped.

“It is, my apologies,” Thomas agreed. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

Matteo stared at Thomas a few moments longer and leaned forward. “You are strong. So are the others. I have not seen anything like this before... why are you here?”

Thomas continued chewing his food while deciding on the right approach to take. “Your name was given by Rafe Alvarez. We’re following up on anyone who had anything to do with the man.”

Matteo looked thoughtful. “I worked with him for a week in Central America.”

“You knew him?” Thomas asked before taking another sip of wine.

“He was the client’s contact person. A bad choice in my opinion but...” He shrugged. “Where are you from? It’s been decades since I’ve seen or been around so many. How did you survive?”

“How did you?” Thomas countered while watching the man intently. 

“It has been a struggle,” Matteo said as he leaned back in his chair.

“Would you like something to drink, Uncle?” one of the waiters asked Matteo.

“No. I am good. Tell Vincent to comp these meals and drinks.” Matteo pointed to Thomas, and the others. His gaze lingered on Lizzie a few moments. She smiled and nodded thanks to him.

He returned her nod.

“It is always nice to meet someone familiar, is there someplace we can talk? Catch up?” Thomas asked.

“Yes. I have a home nearby.” Matteo stood and moved to sit at Lizzie’s table. “Are you enjoying the mountainside?”

“It’s beautiful here,” Lizzie said. “How long have you lived here?”

Matteo chuckled. “We will talk of those things when the walls have no ears.”

Lizzie nodded. “This is a family-owned hotel?”

“Yes. It’s been in my family for several generations.” Matteo looked around the brightly painted walls and wood wainscoting. The large chandelier in the middle of the room and sconces on the walls gave the room a cozy, elegant feel. Pride rolled off him in waves as he nodded slowly. “Best investment ever made.” He winked at her. “You are very beautiful.”

Lizzie smiled. “Thank you.”

“Tomorrow there is a concert in town, would you like to attend with me?” 

Her eyes brightened. “What time?” 

“In the afternoon. It’s the festival entertainment, a live band of some sort,” he said.

She laughed. “You don’t know the name of the band?”

He grinned. “Not at all.”

“Do you know the name of the festival?” she asked with a slight smile.

“Hmmm, not really. There’s always some kind of festival going on. Hard to remember the names of them all.” He removed a flower from the vase on the table and handed it to her. “I’d just like to spend time with you.”

“Sounds like fun. I’d like to go,” Lizzie said.

“Thank you. You’ve made my heart soar.” He turned to look across the room at Thomas. “Ready?”

“Not quite. In about five minutes,” Thomas said.

Matteo nodded and looked at Lizzie again. “And to think, I almost didn’t come here tonight.”

Smiling, she twirled the flower between her fingers. “Why not?”

“Pietro’s always getting into some kind of trouble. I didn’t want to be bothered. Thomas scared Vincent and asked me to check him out.” Matteo shrugged. “Being around a lot of people... sometimes it aggravates me.”

She nodded slowly, looked over his shoulder and stood. “Thomas is ready.”

Matteo turned and stood. They all walked out the restaurant into the lobby and then outside.

“You have nice transportation,” Matteo said looking at their vehicles. He stared at Lizzie a few moments before walking toward his late model, silver SUV.

During the drive, Thomas monitored the conversations between Lizzie, Mia, Damali and Pearl.

“He’s cute in a Gerard Butler kind of way,” Mia said. “He’s definitely feeling you.”

“I think you’re right,” Lizzie said.

“What do you think? Interested or no?” Pearl asked.

“Yeah...” Lizzie said.

“I hear a but,” Damali said.

“Definitely,” Mia said.

“I need to know more about him before I can say one way or another,” Lizzie said.

“Understandable. But he is cute,” Mia said.

Thomas wondered if Matteo had undergone experiments by the Liege. No question Matteo was an altered human but by who? When? And where? Once they arrived, Thomas would contact Angus or Silas for any questions they might have for Matteo regarding Rafe and his operation.

They arrived at what appeared to be a large ranch with heavy security. The guard held the gate open as they drove in behind Matteo. 

Thomas was the last person to exit his vehicle. He opened his senses and inhaled deeply. 

Matteo stood near the porch talking to Lizzie, Damali and Pearl who had ridden together. Noah and Mia stood listening slightly to the side. 

“Do you trust him? Is this a trap?” Max asked.

“Trust? Not really. I’m more confident in our combined abilities to take down anything he or anyone comes up with. Consider this another exercise in working as a team,” Thomas said. Tip and Max walked slightly behind him to the others.

“Is everything alright?” Matteo asked Thomas.

“Yes, thank you for your hospitality.” Thomas glanced at the others and then at Matteo. 

“Good, come.” Matteo entered the house first. Thomas entered next, followed by Noah and Mia. The others entered in a single file behind them.

“Can’t read him,” Mia told Thomas. 

“Neither can I,” Thomas admitted as they left the living room and entered what appeared to be a media room. 

“Please have a seat. Refreshments?” Matteo waved to a nearby bar.

“No, thanks,” they all murmured as they found seats.

“Angus, we’re about to ask Matteo Barresi questions, would you like to listen?” Thomas said.

“Yes. He’s the last name on the list. What do you think of him?” Angus asked.

“He’s altered like us but preserved somehow,” Thomas said.

“Really? Do you want me to link Hawke into the conversation?”

“Good idea,” Thomas said as he took a seat.

Matteo sat in a chair across from Lizzie and smiled at her. “Lovely.”

Lizzie smiled.

“What can you tell us about Rafe?” Thomas asked.

Matteo shrugged. “Not much more. I accepted a job in Costa Rica and had been there a couple days. He showed up and introduced himself as the attorney handling the transfer of the crystals. It took a little longer to secure them. I think he was having problems with his son or a close relative. He was upset over something. I saw him the morning I flew home. He took the crystals, and that’s all I know of the man.”

“Let me explain a few things so you’ll understand our purpose,” Thomas said.

Matteo met his gaze. “I would appreciate that.”

“We’re here on an assignment. Rafe used devices from the Liege to attack the local Alpha in Honduras.” 

Matteo’s eyes lit with an inner fire. “No.”

“Yes. It was old equipment, didn’t pack a real punch, but it was still a surprise to see it in use. After questioning Rafe, there were a few names he mentioned as his contacts. Yours was one of them. That’s why we’re here. Tracking down Rafe’s acquaintances—”

“I am not his acquaintance,” Matteo snapped and inhaled. “I never should’ve taken that job. It’s bought nothing but problems.”

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked.

“Kirlethanium, do you know it?” Matteo asked.

Thomas frowned.

“Yes, it’s a crystal used by the people in Lyrill,” Angus said. 

“No, what is it?” Thomas said.

“For most, it has no value. To others it means the difference between life and death.” Matteo leaned back in his seat and looked at them. “How have you survived the consequences of the Liege’s experiments all these decades?”

“Were you experimented on?” Thomas countered.

Matteo nodded, took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Yes. So were you. There’s a signature or something that I pick up whenever I come across one of... us. It is good to be with you, even if it’s just for a couple days.”

“We were dying,” Lizzie said.

Matteo’s gaze jumped to her. “No.”

She nodded.

“But you are good now?” Matteo asked.

“Yes. We found medicine that saved us,” Lizzie said.

“Where did he find Kirlethanium?” Angus asked.

“In Central America,” Thomas said.

“What did Rafe do with them?” Angus asked.

“He hid them in those old Liege devices as parts. Remember, he had a lot of them. Initially, I thought he was smuggling something into the country. Once I returned to the lab and dug deeper, saw the crystals, I realized my mistake. It would be easier to take them out of the country in a device than to declare they were stealing and smuggling those crystals,” Hawke said. “How did Matteo find them?”

“Matteo, how did you find the Kirlethanium?” Thomas asked.

Matteo offered a small smile. “It is my gift and my curse.”

“You can find natural elements?” Thomas asked, thinking it over.

Matteo looked at Lizzie and nodded slowly.

Angus whistled.

“When was he with the Liege? He looks familiar. Ask him where he worked?” Hawke said.

Thomas told Matteo about his time in the Liege castle, the surgeries and finally his escape. “We took a ship to America and moved to the west to hide from the Liege. Our numbers dwindled to what you see now,” Thomas said.

“It never occurred to me to run that far. Once the brilliant one bred his first pup, security in the lab was not as tight. I escaped one night when Greggor was deep into his cups.”

“Brilliant one? Wonder who that could be,” Angus teased Hawke.

“Greggor? He was there during the time I was in the lab,” Hawke said. 

“You want me to bring that up?” Thomas asked.

“No, towards the end humans were no longer test subjects,” Hawke said.

“Have you found something that kept you healthy over the years?” Thomas asked.

“Yes. I told you. Kirlethanium.” Matteo ran his hand through his hair. “Initially, I thought that’s why you were here. Owen is running experiments using Kirlethanium and various elements. He’s out of control, like an addict. People are dying and all he cares about is the high and finding a way to live longer.”

“In Sterling?” Thomas asked as his team stilled.

Matteo nodded. “There’s another lab working on it as well.” He exhaled. “I won’t be a part of that madness. At first, I tried to help Owen, shared a crystal treatment with him but it didn’t work the same, it didn’t last.”

“Who is Owen?” Thomas asked.

“One of us. Turned into whatever we are by the Liege. He was dying, came to me for help for him and his woman.” 

“He must be stopped,” Thomas said to gauge Matteo’s response. “He cannot continue to experiment on humans. His treatment of them is barbaric. We won’t allow it to continue.”

Matteo nodded slowly. “He’s very... unstable, dangerous. It is why I have heavy security and spend a lot of time in the mountains. It has always been a lonely existence, always hiding but now more so. When I am one with nature, no one can find me.”

“Dangerous?” Lizzie asked.

“He turns into a Berserker.” Matteo opened his arms wide. “No one has been able to win against him. The Polizia cannot stop him and leave him alone. I stay out of his way.”

“Ask him if Owen turns green like the Hulk?” Angus teased.

Thomas smiled.

“This is my fault. If I hadn’t tried to help him, shared the crystal with him, he would be dead by now and all those people would be alive,” Matteo said in a low, tight voice.

“Who bought the Kirlethanium? Find out about the client,” Angus said.

“You were trying to help someone, there’s nothing wrong in that,” Lizzie said.

“Thank you,” Matteo said.

“Will you tell me the name of your client?” Thomas asked.

Matteo thought about it a few moments and shook his head. “No, my friend. I will not do that unless that person is somehow against you.”

“That’s fair,” Hawke said.

“Didn’t hurt to ask,” Angus said. “To recap. This guy was experimented on by the Liege. Has survived by working crystals and no doubt has a serious bank account if he can locate gold, silver, or diamonds.”

“True,” Hawke said.

“Someone hired him to find Kirlethanium. During the time he was there, someone caused problems for Lucian’s Pack in Costa Rica. My guess is so that this guy could do his work undisturbed. I’m betting the location of the Kirlethanium is on Pack lands,” Angus said.

“Sounds about right. The old devices were used as stunners, distractions to be returned to the client with the smuggled crystals. Who has them now? Owen? Or someone else?” Hawke said.

“My bet would be on someone else. If I had a limited supply of a crystal I wouldn’t give it to the equivalent of a meth-head, you?” Thomas said.

“Good point. I’ll update Silas. If you learn anything Pack related, let me know,” Angus said.

Thomas thought of something and looked at Matteo. “You mentioned extra security. Is Owen searching for you? Is he trying to force you to give him the formula?”

Matteo exhaled slowly. “I’m older and stronger, not physically, but I have control of my abilities. He would capture and lock me away if he could but there are few things that can hold me against my will.” He met Thomas’ gaze. “The only reason I have not left this area is because of my family. I fear what Owen would do to them if I left.”

“He’d take them hostage?” Thomas asked.

“That or use them in his twisted experiments,” Matteo spat.

“How do you protect them?” Lizzie asked a few moments later.

“I control the earth around the hotel and the town. Owen cannot cross.” Matteo frowned slightly. “He’s not strong enough. You on the other hand were.” 

“The ground should’ve prevented us from arriving at the hotel?” Lizzie asked.

“Yes. Granted, I’ve never met anyone as strong as you. I could increase the repellent, see how that works,” Matteo said rubbing his chin. “Opens up a whole new set of challenges and considerations.”

Thomas met Lizzie’s shocked gaze. “Well, that’s interesting,” she said.

“Yeah, it is,” Thomas said.

“What about the festival? Will he send someone for you or come himself?” Thomas asked.

“What?” Matteo asked, with a slight frown.

“Festival? In town? Will he show up?” Thomas said.

“No. He has never come this far.”

“Can you get him to come? We can intercept him, have a discussion, see if we can change his mind,” Thomas said.

“You... you want him to come here? Want to talk to him?” Matteo asked.

“Not here. We’ll meet him down the mountain but he’ll think he’s here.” Thomas’ gaze remained on Matteo. 

“I can bring him here,” Noah said.

“Fewer casualties if he came on his own. We can scan him. Find out who he’s working with, the location of any other labs. We need to shut this down as soon as possible,” Thomas said.

“Interesting coincidence the last man on the list is connected to the man we need to shut down the lab,” Tip said.

No one said anything.

“Another reason to intercept Owen, get another perspective on what’s going on,” Thomas said into the silence.

“I don’t want him anywhere near my family,” Matteo said shaking his head.

“Understandable. Have him meet you 10 miles before the barrier you erected. Will that work?” Thomas asked.

“What do you want me to tell him?” Matteo said a few moments later.

“Tell him you want to talk. Tell him the experiments need to stop. Tell him whatever you think will make him come and not a subordinate. Doesn’t matter who he brings to the party as long as he comes,” Thomas said.

Matteo’s eyes widened as he returned Thomas’ stare. Eventually, his gaze landed on each person but lingered on Lizzie.

She nodded at him.

Matteo swallowed, took a deep breath. “Alright, I’ll contact him. When do you want him to come?”

“What’s the best time to meet with him?” Thomas asked.

“I will see when he can arrive,” Matteo leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

“Mind links?” Tip said.

“Seems like it,” Damali said. “Mia, what’s your take on him?”

“Neutral. The only emotion that slips through his walls are his distress over what Owen is doing and his attraction to Lizzie. I think he’s genuine.”

“Same here,” Pearl said.

“Lizzie, you’ll need to replicate the hotel and town off the highway,” Thomas said.

“No problem,” she said.

“Pearl will appear as Matteo to draw him in. Then Mia and I will try to get answers from him after Noah secures him,” Thomas said.

“He will be here at sunrise. I gave him an address outside the borders,” Matteo said standing. “I can take you there.”

Thomas held up his hand. “We’ll go later.”

“He will arrive before sunrise. He may be on his way now,” Matteo said.

Lizzie stood. The others followed. “I can hold the shell for several hours. After he arrives, I’ll create the rooms for you to use.”

“How do we know he’s telling the truth? What if he’s stringing us along and there’s no Owen? Is there any way to verify if this guy’s for real or not?” Tip asked.

Silence.

“I believe I know a way,” Lizzie said. She walked over to Matteo, took his hand and walked behind the others toward the front entrance.

“You have a beautiful home,” she said softly, looking around.

Thomas stepped ahead of them, not too far, but enough to give Lizzie some privacy. Tip stopped, looked at Matteo and Lizzie, shook his head and walked out.

“He is jealous for you? Was he your lover?” Matteo asked as he watched Tip leave.

“What? No. He’s... none of us are like that. We’re family.” She shook her head. “We are all close friends.”

“I see.” He exhaled. “That means you’ll be leaving when they leave, back to America?”

“Yes. I have a home there and work, just as you have here,” she said and stopped. “Thank you.”

He frowned. “What have I done?”

“You’ve flattered me with your attention. It’s been...” She took a deep breath. “Decades since I’ve met anyone I could even consider going on a date with. It’s... I had forgotten how nice it feels.” She moved closer to him. Her gaze flicked from his mouth to his hungry stare. 

Matteo pulled her close for a kiss.

Thomas pulled out of Lizzie’s link and shut it down from the others. The sizzle still rang in his ears.

Lizzie had met her match.
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“AHEAD IS THE END OF my protection,” Matteo told Thomas. He and Lizzie sat in the back seat of Thomas’ vehicle. “I will increase it. Tell me if you sense anything.”

Curious, Thomas nodded.

Lizzie leaned into Matteo with her head on his shoulder. Thomas wondered if she would remain with her man or return to the compound. They had been close friends for decades and he would miss her but none of them would stand in the way of her happiness. 

An electric current ripped through Thomas as they drove down the road. “Whoa,” Thomas said. “Was that it?”

“What?” Lizzie looked confused.

“Yes, Thomas. Stop and try to drive the way you came,” Matteo said.

Thomas explained to the others what just happened and the experiment he was undertaking. He turned his car around and drove. Nothing looked the same as the road he had driven before.

“This road bypasses the barriers I have in place. Eventually you’ll arrive at your destination without ever coming close to my village or hotel,” Matteo said proudly.

“Did you feel something?” Lizzie asked Thomas.

“An electric shock,” Thomas said turning the car around to meet the team.

Matteo patted her hand. “It was a mild shock, just enough for the test. I will keep it at that level until we return after dealing with Owen.” He brushed his lips against her cheek.

“Did you feel the shock?” Thomas asked Lizzie.

“No. No I didn’t.”

“I am her man. Nothing I do can ever hurt her,” Matteo said, meeting Thomas’ gaze in the rear-view mirror.

“Good to know,” Thomas said. They reached the others on the road and continued driving. 

“Just ahead is about the location I’ve told Owen to meet me,” Matteo pointed to a level area of ground with several tall trees to the side of it.

Thomas pulled over and parked. The others stopped behind him and got out.

Lizzie patted Matteo’s cheek. “I’ve got to go to work. Come with me.”

“Work?” Eyebrows furrowed he slid out the back seat behind her.

“Where do you want it?” Lizzie asked Thomas.

He looked at the road and walked several feet away from it. “Start the entrance to the town up there. Since he’s meeting Matteo in town and not the hotel, make it the most realistic.”

Lizzie nodded, turned and stared at the location. The next moment, a replica of the town appeared in the site Thomas dictated.

“What?” Matteo yelped as he looked around. “This... you did this, my Lizzie?”

Thomas watched as Matteo touched the plants, the walls and the sign on the post. The others spread out, inspecting the buildings, providing Lizzie feedback. 

“It even smells the same. So realistic,” Matteo said as he sat on a bench in front of a small cafe.

“Good, it needs to look the same to fool Owen and anyone he brings with him,” Lizzie said before turning to Thomas. “Where will you take him?”

Thomas looked around and then spoke to Matteo. “Where would he expect you to meet him?”

Matteo took a moment to answer. “Here in town. It’s too early for the shops to be open, so he’s expecting it to be just us. He won’t come alone. He will attempt to overpower me, perhaps curtail my energy so that he can take me. He’s tried it before. I told him I was tired of the games and would come to an agreement with him.” He stood and walked to Lizzie. “I don’t want him to see you. He will attempt to take you and I can’t allow that.”

Lizzie frowned. “He won’t see me. I’ll be with the others. But you should know I don’t back down from fights and can hold my own. We all train and are excellent at combat. I’m not a weak woman to hide behind anyone. You need to know that upfront.”

They stared at each other a few moments before Matteo took her hand and kissed the back of it. “For the first time in decades my heart is alive. I have a hope of living a decent life. It is a gift I never expected. If this is what your team is capable of...” He looked at the illusion. “I will try to remain passive and not react unless you are in danger.”

“We’re a team. This is what we do, search and rescue stuff. Let us work, okay?” Lizzie leaned into him and brushed her lips against his. “Okay?”

“What shall I do while you work?” he asked.

Pearl walked toward them.

Matteo jumped and pushed Lizzie behind him. “Madre de Dio.”

“Not quite,” Pearl said sounding and looking like Matteo. “Just a little window dressing.” She walked closer and took his hand for a few moments.

“Amazing,” Matteo whispered, unaware Pearl had accessed snippets of information regarding Owen from his memories.

“Max and Tip are in position,” Noah told Thomas.

“Good. As soon as they see Owen, they’ll let us know what to expect. Lizzie, you and Matteo go to the end of the road near the hotel with Damali.” He pointed toward the back of the illusion. “Wait to hear from me.”

Lizzie took Matteo’s hand and walked off.

“What’s the plan?” Noah asked. He stood slightly behind Mia with his hands on her shoulders.

“When he arrives, Pearl will try to talk to him. I’ll stand behind her as security and attempt to scan him. If he becomes belligerent, tie him up with the mist. I’ll do a deeper scan.” He looked at Mia. “See what you can learn about him as well.”

“If he brings a lot of people?” Noah asked.

“Tip and Max will keep them busy until I get the information we need. No matter what, those labs will be shut down.” Thomas met each person’s gaze before stepping toward the table to wait.

Pearl yawned, rubbed her eyes and followed. “This has been a long day.” She side-eyed Thomas. “Relaxing weekend, right?”

He stretched his legs as Noah and Mia disappeared in the shadows. “So far so good. We’ve learned a lot more than we thought we would.” 

“Is Lizzie going home with us? Or is she staying here?” Pearl asked the question they were all thinking.

“I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything to me.” Thomas didn’t want to think about it.

Pearl nodded and took a seat.

An hour later, Tip spoke. “There’s an SUV headed this way. Can’t make out the number of people but my first guess is he is not alone. ETA 15 minutes.”

“If the meeting is at sunrise, how does he expect to meet Matteo this early?” Pearl asked as they stood and walked to the middle of the street.

“Mind-link. He’ll tell him he’s here or just head to the hotel.” Thomas altered his appearance slightly. Darkened his hair and eyes, rounded his face more and added a few inches to his height so that he stood closer to 6’8”.

Pearl looked up at him. “Nice. Should make him pause at least.”

“Berserkers don’t pause. They don’t think. They just start swinging. I may need to hit him a couple times so Noah can lasso the mist around him,” Thomas said.

“Five minutes, they’re driving close to a 100 miles per hour,” Tip said.

“Everybody, get in position,” Thomas said.

“They stopped. Three men got out and are running toward the woods. Enhanced humans. We’re on them,” Max said. 

“Don’t kill them, contain them first. Mia, see if you can learn something from those men,” Thomas said as the sound of an approaching vehicle came closer.

Pearl stood in the middle of the road with her arms crossed as the driver in the SUV slammed on the brakes.

“Why are you standing in the middle of the road?” the driver yelled.

“Waiting for you,” Pearl said.

“Lizzie, ask Matteo if Owen reached out to him?” Thomas said.

“No. Not yet,” she said.

“Tell him to let you know immediately if Owen does,” Thomas said.

“Alright.”

The van door opened. Two men exited. The driver had to be Owen. He had the look of a berserker. Large, blond stringy hair and beard, muscular. Around Hawke’s size and height. The other one was thinner, shorter around 6’2”, with a slender muscular build, thick reddish brown short hair, hazel-green eyes, triangular face, goatee. He looked familiar. 

Thomas couldn’t immediately place him. He wore a long black coat with his hands in his pocket as he stared at Pearl.

“Who is that?” Pearl asked.

“An interested friend,” Owen said and pointed at Thomas. “Who’s that?”

“An interested friend,” Pearl said with a smirk.

“I know this guy, the one in the black,” Noah said.

“He does look familiar,” Thomas said watching Owen.

“The multiplier. Hermes,” Noah said. “This is the dude that was with the guy who destroyed my house. Former military. What’s he doing here?”

“I don’t know,” Thomas said. His gaze flicked to the man in black. “Place a heat signal on him now, so that when he multiplies, I hit the right target.”

“Done. Why is the military involved with this?”

“Crystals that extend the life of humans? Behavioral control? Take your pick,” Thomas said.

“Give me the formula, I need it.” Owen held out his hands. They shook. 

“Will you stop experimenting on people? Shut down your lab?” Pearl asked.

Owen looked at Hermes. “It’s not my lab anymore. I sold it.”

“To who?” Pearl asked.

“That’s not important,” Hermes said. “What’s important is Owen promised the information that activates the crystals. He said you would give it to us.”

Pearl frowned. “I don’t know you.”

“You don’t have to know me. Believe me when I say it’s in your best interest to turn over the information to us so that we can help the people Owen messed over,” Hermes said.

“He moved. One of his persona's is coming up along the side of you,” Noah said.

“I sense him,” Thomas said watching Owen.

“Will you stop the experiments?” Pearl demanded.

“Yes,” Hermes lied.

“Hermes duplicated again, this time his base is heading in my direction and leaving the persona to talk to you,” Noah said.

“Tie him up with the mist. I want to see what happens to the rest of him,” Thomas said.

“Well this is interesting,” Tip said. “These are former soldiers like Noah. Matteo has them buried in the ground with just their heads exposed. Mia is scanning them now.”

“Tell him no deal,” Thomas told Pearl and prepared to take out Owen.

“If you don’t stop the experiments, we have no deal,” Pearl said.

“What?” Owen yelled.

Hermes duplicated four times and came at them. Thomas stood in front of Pearl while she prepared to take out the Hermes coming toward them from the side.

Thomas punched the first Hermes who reached him and knocked him back into the van. Owen morphed into a larger size and ran at Thomas.

Pearl ducked a blow and kicked Hermes to the ground. He fizzled and disappeared. She stepped out of the way as Owen threw several punches at Thomas. A few landed. Most were wild. Thomas reared back and punched Owen in the stomach.

“Oof,” Owen said bending forward as the air left him. Thomas punched him beneath the chin, sending him flying through the air. He hit the top of the SUV and slid to the ground.

“Get whatever information you need from him. Hermes is calling for reinforcements,” Noah said.

Thomas placed his hand on Owen’s forehead. “There are two of those memory bubbles here. I’ll break them after I’m done.” He paused. “He’s dying. We couldn’t help him if we tried. They’ve run all kinds of experiments on him. Recently. Matteo had been his friend, tried to help him. He sold Matteo out and would’ve killed him for the formula. I’m releasing his memories. Maybe we’ll learn who’s behind all of this.”

Owen’s eyes opened and blazed with anger. He tried to move, but the mist held him fast. Thomas broke the other memory bubble. Owen’s gaze widened as he stared up at Thomas. Tears filled his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Please kill me so they cannot use me again.” 

“Mia’s nearby scanning Hermes. I don’t want him to see either of us, although I’m sure he remembers the mist,” Noah said.

Thomas shared Owen’s death request to the team. “What do you think?” he asked.

“He’s dying and wants to die in peace, give it to him,” Max said.

“It’s better than being used and doing things against your will,” Tip said.

“I agree. I’d want you to do that for me if I’d been used like that,” Damali said.

“Same here,” Pearl agreed.

“Matteo believes it would give his friend peace and asks if he can say goodbye,” Lizzie said.

“I’ll come to you so he can come out here.” Pearl turned and walked toward the hotel. Moments later, Matteo walked out alone. He stood next to Thomas and stooped to speak softly to Owen.

“I’m sorry it has come to this. You are not well. I wish you had found me sooner,” Matteo said.

“No. It’s better this way. Be careful. There is a group coming. Powerful. Like us but not like us. They lie and are not honorable. They want the Kirlethanium. I told them everything about it. Please forgive me,” he whispered.

Matteo nodded slowly. “I know. You are forgiven.”

“They will not stop. Leave this place, hide from them if you can. I have... I told them about you and the others.” Owen closed his eyes as tears ran down his cheek. “Please, kill me so they can no longer use me.”

“Si, my friend.” Matteo went to stand.

“You must cut off the head or they can still use me. I don’t know how but I have seen it,” Owen said.

Matteo closed his eyes and shook his head.

“I’ll take care of it for you,” Thomas said as he patted Matteo on the shoulder and pushed him away.

“Grazi,” Matteo said, as Thomas bent forward, broke Owen’s neck and separated it from his body.

“That was a tortured soul,” Mia said.

“Yes. He was.” Thomas moved toward a blindfolded Hermes. “Have you gotten anything from him?”

“No. His shields are too strong,” Mia said.

“Choke him, take him to the point of death. If he cannot provide information, I’d rather eliminate him now,” Thomas said.

The mist slowly curled up Hermes chest and wrapped around his neck. Noah tightened it. Hermes remained still with his shields in place.

Thomas watched, realized Hermes wouldn’t give up any information. “Place him in a box.”

Noah surrounded Hermes in a translucent container.

Thomas stared at the box and slowly increased the temperature.

Smoke rose from the bottom of Hermes jacket. He smoldered and screamed. Thomas and Mia slid into his mind and memories as his shields fell. 

“Olympians. They train in Athens. Military operation. Nine of them. More die than live. Noah do you recognize any of the names?” Thomas shared the information with everyone as he slowed the fire and ravaged Hermes memories.

“No, I don’t know them,” Noah said.

“He’s calling his team and cursing them for not answering,” Mia said. “They’re fractured. The three in the back haven’t been in the program long, this was their first assignment.”

Thomas heightened the fire. Hermes stopped screaming as the fire consumed him. 

“They’ll come looking for him,” Noah said as the fire burned hotter.

“I know. They took over the labs. Have picked up the Liege’s research. Not only are they turning soldiers on the battlefield, they’ve sanctioned what’s happening with innocents in Sterling,” Thomas said in anger. “I want them to come.”

Noah inhaled and released it slowly. “No. No you don’t. Think, Thomas. You’re dealing with the United States military. No matter how many labs you shut down it won’t stop them. Like you said before, behavioral control and the ability to extend life is too sweet a deal to let go. If they drop it, someone else will pick it up. We need to be strategic. Pick our battles. Right now, we just put a bullseye on Lizzie’s new love. They’ll track Hermes here and won’t stop until they get answers.”

Thomas exhaled and nodded slowly. Hermes and others used Owen repeatedly and turned him into someone he wasn’t. They turned Owen into a monster. Thomas had seen it happen before. Hermes paid for that. But Noah was right. They couldn’t win against the military and didn’t need to be on their radar. 

“Understood. Let’s talk to Matteo, see what we can do to help him.”
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SILAS WALKED INTO JASMINE’S office and sat on the corner of her desk while she finished a conference call with several Alpha mates. She smiled at him when she disconnected and took a long perusal of him from head to toe. 

“You look delicious,” she said, surprising him.

He grinned. “Do I? Are you hungry for some of this wolf?”

She laughed.

“Should I be afraid you’re going to eat me?” He pulled her from the chair and held her loosely in front of him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. 

“How’s your day going?” she asked.

He released a long breath and stared down at her. “I’m not sure. Storm didn’t find Raven. Lucian hasn’t mentioned it to me, but I think he’s about to give up his Alpha position to search for her. The Goddess insists I help him remain focused on securing Central America and not become distracted.” He shook his head. “Problem is... I know exactly where he’s at. If it was my litter-mate... or any of our pups, I’d leave to search for them too.”

She nodded. 

“The only way to help him and obey the Goddess is to find Raven and send her home. But I don’t know how to do that. Storm hasn’t found any clues in Argentina. He and Renee are having a holiday down there waiting for instructions. Do I send him to Milan? To Greece? What if Raven’s in New York or someplace else?” He sighed in frustration. “Once those flights landed in New York, she could’ve been taken anywhere.”

“What did Alpha Latham say? He sent Pack to the airport to search for Raven, right?” she asked.

“Yes. As soon as Storm gave me the information I relayed it to him. The crews were all human. No one saw Raven or anyone matching her description leaving those jets. They didn’t pick up her scent either.” He waved his hand. “That could’ve been suppressed.”

“Send Asia or Angus to get answers from the crew. There’s a reason she was taken. Has to be,” Jasmine said.”

He met her gaze. “They’re human.”

“The Goddess knows that.”

He blinked at her a few times.

“She knows humans took Raven and still insists you help Lucian. When humans took Angus, you would’ve gone after them if you’d known where to find them. I think the rules are different when humans cross lines like kidnapping Pack,” Jasmine said.

Silas’ heart seized at the reminder of Angus’ capture and blood-letting. “You’re right.” For several minutes, neither spoke as they were lost in their thoughts.

“Silas, Thomas, and the others are in Lokoro, Italy,” Angus said. “They found the last name on Rafe’s list. This guy knew Rafe. Get this, they’re smuggling Kirlethanium from Costa Rica out of the country.”

“What?” Silas stiffened.

“Hawke thought they were smuggling parts into the country, turns out he got it mixed up. Once he broke open the parts he realized the outer casings hid the crystal. I just left his lab after talking with Thomas.”

Silas opened his link so Jasmine could hear. “Why are they smuggling Kirlethanium?”

Jasmine’s eyes widened.

“You remember Lyrill? The place that kidnapped Tyrese?”

“Yes,” Silas said remembering.

“They use that crystal to survive. They were mining it from Amynta’s lands, she put a stop to it after learning what they did to her brother. I don’t know where they’re getting it from now.” He went on to explain Matteo had been hired to find the Kirlethanium and handed it off to Rafe.

“Where did they find it?” Silas asked.

“Costa Rica, where Lucian had problems. He might want to ask the previous Alpha if he worked with Rafe or allowed them to take the crystals from the mountains. Otherwise, they were poached and it will happen again. Especially if others discover it’s potential.”

Silas exhaled. “He killed the previous Alpha in the challenge.” 

“That’s right, forgot,” Angus said.

“That’s a motive for kidnapping,” Silas said.

Angus didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “You’re right. I didn’t think of that.”

“I want to know if they learn anything else about this crystal and Central America,” Silas said.

“Will do.”

Silas stood and stuffed his hands into his pocket. “Kirlethanium. What the hell is going on?”

“Talk to Lucian. Warn him of what happened. He might learn more that can help plan the next steps we take,” Jasmine encouraged.

“Will do.” He moved and sat in the chair in front of her desk. “Lucian?”

“Silas? Have you learned anything?” Lucian asked.

Silas told him what he just learned.

“They were here? In the mountains?”

“Yes. I can try and get the exact location but you’d find it faster on your own,” Silas said.

“Right. I’ll head into that area and question Pack. Someone would’ve noticed humans taking something from the mountains.”

Silas wasn’t sure if he should mention the possibility of the crystals being a motive for Raven’s abduction or not.

“If I learn Pack has been involved in this illegal commerce, they’ll suffer. We do not do business with humans like that,” Lucian growled. “The last thing I want is humans raping Pack lands of natural resources.”

“Make sure your deed to the land is solid. Have your attorney check into that first thing. Otherwise, they’ll go around you and purchase it.” Silas had instructed Lucian to do that with Honduras and hoped he followed through with all the new lands he acquired.

“Did that first thing after the Goddess promoted me,” Lucian said. “No one will take our land and they won’t steal from us either. Thank you for this lead. I’m going out of my mind wondering where she disappeared to and why. At least I can do something.”

Silas understood. “You’re welcome, my friend. Let me know what you learn. Storm is waiting for instructions to go hunting.”

“Thank you,” Lucian said and disconnected.

“He’s going to search the area and ask questions,” Silas told Jasmine.

“Who’s the guy that took the Kirlethanium? You mentioned him being like Thomas and the others,” Jasmine said.

“He’s enhanced like them with the ability to find things in the earth.” Silas frowned. “That’s vague. I’ll ask Thomas.”

“Link me in so I can listen,” she said.

“Thomas?” Silas pulled Jasmine in.

“Sir?” Thomas answered.

“Angus mentioned Matteo, an enhanced human like you and the others.”

“Yes. He was the last person on the list who knew Rafe. They worked together briefly in Costa Rica.”

“What’s his gifts?” Silas asked.

“He can control the ground, can find minerals or anything in the earth.”

“Someone hired him to find Kirlethanium?”

“Yes, he refuses to say who, but he uses it personally to remain strong and hidden. In fact, we had an altercation earlier with a few people who would’ve kidnapped him and forced him to share his knowledge of using the crystal.”

“Is everyone alright?” Jasmine blurted.

“Hello, Ma’am. Yes, we’re good. Matteo is smitten with Lizzie. She may remain a little longer with him once we return to the city to close down the labs.”

“Smitten?” Jasmine laughed with delight. “Tell her I’m so happy for her.”

“One moment, I’ll link with her.”

“Thomas?” Lizzie said.

“Lizzie! Congratulations,” Jasmine yelled. “What’s his name? I want to run a full background check on him.”

Lizzie laughed. “Thank you. Congratulations may be premature. I just met him last night but there’s a serious connection. His name is Matteo Barresi.”

Jasmine laughed. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

“I want you to meet him. He’s really sweet. Strong and gentle, a perfect combination. We’re in the getting to know you phase,” Lizzie said.

“How long has he been using Kirlethanium?” Silas broke in.

“Sir?” Lizzie asked.

Silas repeated the question.

“I don’t know,” Lizzie said.

“The Kirlethanium he took in Costa Rica was stolen from Pack lands. He did not have permission from Alpha Lucian to remove the crystals,” Silas said.

No one spoke.

Silas continued. “Lucian’s sister, Raven, has been kidnapped from Pack lands in Honduras with no trace. Storm says she was taken away in an airplane. Two private flights left the airport where Storm tracked her scent, both flew to New York. From there one flew to Greece, the other to Milan.”

“Matteo has been here for the past month,” Thomas said. “When we arrived with Angus, we verified the locations of every person on the list.”

“He says he’s been using the crystals for several decades,” Lizzie said, her former excitement dimmed. “Also, he wasn’t aware the crystals were stolen. Rafe showed him legal documents permitting him to do the job. He’s willing to pay any fees.”

“Thank you, Lizzie,” Silas said.

“Should I ask him about Raven?” Lizzie said.

“No. He’s got nothing to do with that,” Silas said.

“Are you sure?” Lizzie asked.

“Yes,” Silas said. “I’m happy you’ve met someone who makes you smile, Lizzie. Don’t toss that aside out of fear. Take your time and explore the possibilities. Thomas and the others have your back, not that you need them.”

Lizzie released a long sigh. “Thank you. I needed to hear that. I’m second-guessing myself all over the place. If there’s a thing like mates for us, I’d say he’s it for me. When I kissed him, a jolt of electricity went through both of us. I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”

“Love... I felt the same with Silas,” Jasmine said.

Eyebrow raised, he looked down at her. 

“It wasn’t immediate, but it did happen,” Jasmine whispered to him.

“One thing. I’m sensing his gifts. It’s like they’re bleeding over into me,” Lizzie said.

“You didn’t mention that,” Thomas said.

“It just started happening seconds before you linked with me just now,” she said.

“Can you separate them? Keep his gifts and knowledge separate?” Thomas asked.

“We’re going to talk and work all of this out. I sense him inside my head like he’s knocking on the door or something,” Lizzie said.

“Your links are coming online,” Silas said. “Go and enjoy your mate. Tomorrow both of you’ll know a whole lot more about each other than you do now.”

“Thank you, Sir.  Mistress, I can’t wait to see you and tell you what happened.”

“I’m looking forward to hearing and meeting him. Bring him home to meet the rest of the family,” Jasmine said.

Lizzie sniffed. “I will. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Now go talk to your man before he thinks your family is rude,” Jasmine teased.

Lizzie chuckled and left.

“What are your thoughts of Matteo?” Silas asked Thomas.

“I cannot break through his mental barriers and read him. He’s a master at maneuvering the earth. No one will ever find the five men we terminated and buried today. He appeared shocked to learn Rafe lied about the permits, that’s something you may want to verify. More importantly, I was linked to Lizzie when she kissed him. The jolt reminded me of a fusing of two elements. His affection for her is real and at the end of the day, that’s the most important thing to this team.”

“Agreed. Keep me informed,” Silas said.

“You think there’s a link between what’s happening here, Raven, and Costa Rica?” Thomas asked.

“Let’s just say I don’t believe in coincidences. It’d be good to know who his clients were,” Silas said.

“Four of the five men we terminated were former military in a program called Olympians with men who’ve been changed like Noah. We recognized one of them, Hermes, from a case we worked on last year. It was when Noah and Mia met.” Thomas explained Hermes had been overseeing a lab using Kirlethanium to extend the life of subjects. “There are about 9 of them, less now, and they have interesting abilities. One of them becomes water, not just merges with water but actually turns into liquid. Another’s touch is poisonous and will kill a person instantly. Another sends a person into a dream or nightmare. One messes with time, another emits poison, another is telekinetic. The one who destroyed Noah’s home, Zeus, has a sonic boom release that destroys anything in its path. Those are the ones who go out on serious jobs because they can control their abilities. Three of the men with Hermes had taken the shot but were more muscle than gifted.”

Silas whistled.

Stunned, Jasmine stared wide-eyed at Silas.

Thomas continued. “It’s important information. We believe they’ll search for Hermes and the others and we can’t leave Matteo and his family unprotected.”

“Family?” Jasmine said.

Thomas explained the hotel and how they met Matteo.

“I’m sure they’ll send someone for Hermes but the lab and research are more important. That’s where they’ll show up first if they aren’t already there,” Silas said.

“Once we make sure Matteo’s home and family is alright, we’re going back to shut them down,” Thomas said.

“There’s more than one?” Silas asked.

“Yes.”

“Are there any Pack involved?” Silas asked.

“Not that I’m aware of. So far we’ve only seen humans,” Thomas said.

“Be careful with that poison and mind games stuff,” Jasmine said.

“Yes, we will. They’re operating on older Liege technology which is faulty at times. That said, they’re still dangerous, plus there’s a lot of them and they can replace whoever they lose. No one on our team is replaceable,” Thomas said.

“That’s the truth,” Jasmine said.

“I’ve stopped dealing with the military but can ask a few questions about that project,” Silas offered.

“Not yet. You’ll be our ace card if we’re ever in a bind. I don’t want anyone, not even your people in the military, to know about our connection at this point,” Thomas said.

“Your team helped save the BlackWolf Clan and my mate. I don’t see how we’re your ace but whenever you need us, we’re there,” Silas said, sincerely.

“Amen,” Jasmine murmured. 

Silas took her hand and squeezed it gently.

“We will leave for the city after we rest. I’ll let you know what we find in the labs,” Thomas said.

“Thank you.” Silas hoped there was nothing to link Raven’s disappearance to the labs using Kirlethanium. He pulled Jasmine onto his lap.

She leaned her forehead against his cheek. “What are you thinking?” She rubbed her fingertips against his cheek.

“I’m thinking of sending Storm to Lyrill to track Raven’s scent.”

She looked down at him. “Really? You think they’re involved?”

“They need Kirlethanium. Lucian has Kirlethanium. I can see them holding her for ransom to cut a deal. I don’t see this military group doing that at all, the risk of exposure is too high. They’d use a front company or someone else. But that Princess in Lyrill has balls. She and her father wouldn’t bat an eye at kidnapping, remember?”

Jasmine’s brows furrowed. “You’re right.”

“I’ll need Amynta’s permission to cross over her Pack lands since they adjoin Lyrill. Once Storm is near Lyrill, if Raven is there or was there recently, he’ll pick up her scent,” Silas said.

“Can we send Thomas and the others to destroy Lyrill if she’s been there?” Jasmine asked.

“No. No, we cannot.” He brushed his lips against hers. “Calm down Mama Wolf. They messed with your pup and we already made them pay. Tyrese is home safe with his den.”
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CHAPTER NINE
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ALPHA LUCIAN RAN FULL speed in the direction the two full-bloods claimed to have seen the humans weeks ago. If he hadn’t killed the former Alpha already he would kill him for this. The fool had entered into a contractual agreement with a human legal firm to access this specific area for two weeks. Two whole weeks. Thankfully the contract expired and would never be renewed. 

He stopped short of the location and inhaled deeply. Humans but not Raven. His heart wept. For a moment, he had hoped against hope and allowed himself to believe the impossible that somehow his sister would be here. Where could she be? Disappearing like this made no sense. 

He stared at the small path that led to the mountainside for a few moments before continuing. Until Silas mentioned Kirlethanium, Lucian had never heard of it before. Eager to check this place out before nightfall, he hadn’t had a chance to study its properties or value. Once he returned to his quarters, he would complete an extensive research. 

Stooping low, he found the grass-covered entrance. Inside, he couldn’t stand and remained crouched in the tiny space. “How’d anyone work here?” Lucian could barely turn 360 degrees without scraping his elbows, knees, and forehead. Faint human scents were older and not uncommon. Tourists were everywhere. Searching the walls and ground, nothing looked disturbed. If he hadn’t been told someone had been here taking crystals, he wouldn’t have known. 

Unsure what Kirlethanium looked or smelled like, Lucian closed his eyes, inhaled and methodically separated scents. It took several minutes before he locked onto the crystal and frowned. It smelled familiar. Moving closer to the wall he inhaled again. Yes. Raven wore this scent. He shook his head. Not the scent but the crystal on a piece of jewelry. What was it? A necklace? Bracelet? Earrings? He never paid much attention to what she wore, especially her jewelry. Grateful Pack members often gave her gifts. On the other hand, she could have purchased it. Or did she purchase it in town when they visited earlier this year? Or online? 

“Duke?” Lucian left the small cave and headed back to Pack lands.

“Find anything?”

“Check-in Raven’s room for a necklace with a light brown crystal.” Lucian rubbed his forehead. “There’s a lot of crystals on it in different colors. I think there’s a black one too.”

“I’m headed back to the house now. How’re things going with Corvis? Is he settling in okay?”

Lucian hadn’t shared his personal crisis with his new Alpha. Distracted with Raven’s disappearance, Lucian hadn’t been at his best, leaving Corvis to muddle through a few things on his own. That wasn’t fair and could lead to problems down the line. Tomorrow he would focus on Corvis to completely bring this area under his control.

“Yes, it’s going good,” Lucian said as he walked slowly, thinking of possible connections to the crystals and Raven. Would someone use her to force his hand? Should he tell the Goddess what was going on now? Or wait? He stopped, closed his eyes and looked up. If it came down to his sister or brother’s life in exchange for crystals, he would make the trade in an instant. He hoped that didn’t break any rules but if it did, he doubted he would remain Alpha. 

“I don’t see any necklaces with the kind of stones you were talking about,” Duke said. “Is it important?”

Of course, it’s not there, that would be too easy, Lucian thought as he started walking again. “It could be. I don’t know yet, still trying to put the pieces together.”

“What pieces?” Duke asked.

Lucian told him about the contract to search the mountain for a particular crystal.

“Good thing you already killed that fool,” Duke growled in regard to the previous Alpha.

“My thoughts exactly,” Lucian said. “I’m going to research it in a bit, see who uses it and why they chose to search for it now. There may be a connection.”

“Connection?” Duke said.

“Between taking the crystals and Raven’s disappearance,” Lucian said.

Duke didn’t say anything.

Lucian refused to connect the dots for Duke. “I’m going to meet with Corvis to finish a few things.”

“Talk to you later,” Duke said.

Curious about the crystal, Lucian strode down the street in the opposite direction of the Alpha house. He stopped at several shops looking for jewelry with Kirlethanium. An older Pack female sat next to a stall knitting.

“Do you know where I can find jewelry with large crystals in them?” he asked her.

“Try that shop across the street, they have a nice selection. You’re looking for the bracelet to match the necklace you bought your litter-mate?” She grinned up at him displaying a wide gap between her front teeth.

Lucian stilled and met her expectant gaze. “That would be nice. Is that where the necklace was sold?” He pointed to the shop.

Nodding, she smiled. “Caused a stir. We aren’t accustomed to Alphas being kind to their bitch kin. It made us see you differently.”

Keen to talk to the shop owner, Lucian smiled at the older woman as he walked off. “Thank you for sharing that with me.” 

Her face reddened as she beamed. “Thank you, Alpha for spending a few moments talking to me.”

Hastening across the street, Lucian wondered who purchased the necklace for Raven. He hadn’t. Yet someone claimed to have purchased it on his behalf. Inside the shop, several glass cases held all kind of jewelry. He took a deep breath and moved to the counter where a few jewelry pieces with Kirlethanium were prominently displayed.

“Alpha Lucian, this is an honor,” a tall, redheaded, female full-blood said. “What can I do for you?” The look she gave him clearly said she was available for anything he had in mind. Pity his crowded schedule wouldn’t permit him to take her up on her unspoken offer. 

“The necklace for my sister...”

“She doesn’t like it? I suggested to him another stone, diamonds, sapphires, or emeralds that match the BlackWolf Clan, but he said you specifically wanted that one.” 

He looked at her name tag. “Lois? Can I call you, Lois?”

Her cheeks reddened. “Yes, Alpha.” She lowered her eyelids in a coquettish gesture.

“Do you remember who bought the necklace?”

Her eyes widened. “He was one of the men who came with you when you took over the Pack.”

That surprised him. “Do you remember which one?” There had only been four of them. Duke, Solo, Pedro and himself. Duke wouldn’t have bought Raven a gift, he didn’t think like that. Pedro was mated. Lucian had hoped Raven and Solo would at least date, but it never happened. 

She frowned. “Shorter than you, brown hair, he’s got that ball on the tip of his nose, dressed and smelled nice.”

No one he knew had a bulbous nose as she described. “Are you sure he came with me? The men with me were all dark-haired, like mine.”

She met his gaze. “I assumed he came with you since I hadn’t ever seen him before. He carried himself the right way, like someone important. He said you sent him to buy the gift for your sister. Really nice man, smiled a lot, paid cash for the necklace. Are you saying you didn’t send him?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. Do you have security cameras?” he looked around.

“No. We don’t really need them. It’s rare for humans to come this far on Pack lands and we don’t steal from each other,” she said. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, Lois. You did everything right. Do you have a matching bracelet for the necklace you sold me?”

Her face brightened as she went behind the counter. “The necklace was part of a set. He was supposed to come back for the bracelet if she liked the necklace. The crystals are smaller but it matches perfectly.” She placed the bracelet on a piece of velvet.

He didn’t see the appeal but would take it for research purposes. “I’ll take this and the earrings to match.”

Her smiled inched up.

“Who makes these for you? Someone local?” he asked casually.

She bit the corner of her lip while wrapping the jewelry.

“Lois?”

“Yes, but... this is the last of it.”

Lucian’s brow raised. “What’s going on? Why is this the last of it?”

“It’s getting too hard to get the crystals. And it’s a shame because these sold well,” Lois said.

“I want to know more about these crystals,” he said looking at each one closely. “Who should I talk to about them?” He glanced at her when she didn’t speak. “Answer me, Lois.”

“You were talking to her, Patricia, the old woman outside.” 

Lucian nodded and paid for his purchase.

“I hope your sister enjoys them,” Lois said with less enthusiasm than when he first entered.

Outside the older woman continued knitting in her chair. Lucian strode over and stooped next to her. “Tell me about Kirlethanium.”

Her eyes widened slightly before crinkling at the corners. “It’s the world’s closest held secret. Few know about it or what it can do when used with other elements. It’s not as rare as you’d think but it is extremely difficult to find.” She looked at him. “We have some in the mountains. But you know that already. You also know a human was there recently searching for it.”

“He took some.”

Patricia’s smile fell. “He did?”

Lucian nodded.

She looked away. “That’s not good.”

“Talk to me,” Lucian urged.

She wet her lips and looked at him. “There are rumors that it can extend a person’s life. It changes their physiology, they’re able to do things they normally can’t do.”

Lucian frowned. “Does it work on us or humans?” 

“Both.”

“Explain,” he demanded.

“These are things I’ve heard throughout the years. In certain places, people depend on Kirlethanium to live long lives and stop aging. When that happens, they can cross... crossbreed,” she said. “How was he able to locate it? It’s deep in the rocks, impossible to find. It makes no sense.”

“Crossbreed? Us and humans?”

“Yes, or other,” she whispered.

“Other? What does that mean?” he asked, uncertain of what she meant.

“Honestly, I don’t know. Humans have searched those mountains for decades and never found Kirlethanium. Our secret remained safe. I heard someone else was in the mountains but didn’t think much of it.” Wide-eyed, she stared at him, fear wafted from her in waves. “What will we do now, Alpha?”
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EMOTIONALLY DRAINED and physically exhausted, an hour later, Lucian returned to the house set aside for his stay in Costa Rica. Patricia had been genuinely afraid a marauding group of humans would tear up the mountainside in search of Kirlethanium. It had taken time to learn more of the crystal and its properties. For the most part, it remained inert, a boring bauble unless energized or combined with specific elements. The whole idea of a crystal doing the things Patricia claimed boggled his mind. He had scanned her to be sure she was sane.

She was.

He lay the bracelet and earrings on the dining table and stared at them.  Kirlethanium was the smallest stone on the bracelet and absent from the earrings. Yet, if he believed Patricia, desperate individuals would rip apart his land for the crystal to either get the ultimate high or live a longer life or amass supernatural abilities.

“Are you the reason Raven’s missing?” Beyond tired but unable to sleep, he sat down while rubbing his forehead. He wouldn’t be able to rest until he had answers.

“Hawke? I apologize for disturbing you this late but I have questions.” Lucian waited for a reply.

“No problem, Alpha Lucian. How can I help you?” Hawke said a few moments later.

Lucian shared everything he learned in the last few hours. When Hawke didn’t say anything, Lucian asked. “Is this possible? Do people use this crystal to extend their lives?”

“Yes. There’s at least one country, Lyrill, who depend on it. As far as cross-breeding, the Princess wanted to breed with Tyrese, and she wasn’t Pack. She also tried to breed with my son, Damian which means it’s possible her body has changed to the point she can breed with Pack.”

Lucian shook his head. “This is so far-fetched, so impossible, I should’ve known it was true.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. 

Hawke chuckled.

“Before I accepted the Alpha position, I lived in ignorance. Now I’m learning of Pack experiments, crystals that extend human life and change their bodies. To be clear, the people who use the crystals aren’t breeders through Grandfather’s line, right?”

“Right. Lyrill’s been around for centuries, possibly before breeders. Princess Miriam was in line to take over her father’s position. I don’t know if he’s still around or if she’s finally in charge. I do remember she was a sly one. Never trust her. If she’s the one looking for Kirlethanium in your back yard, be careful, she’s tenacious.”

“Would she kidnap Raven? Use her as leverage?” Lucian asked.

“In a heartbeat. I’m surprised she took Raven and not Duke. Maybe she’s already married and has babies.”

“That’s... that’s just wrong,” Lucian said and then exhaled. “Lyrill? I’ll book a flight and head over.”

“I’m not sure it works like that, talk to La Patron. I wasn’t here at the time Tyrese was there but it’s a closed country or it used to be. They don’t allow visitors,” Hawke said.

“Of course not,” Lucian murmured. “I feel like I’m chasing my tail. Raven can be anywhere.”

“What does your beast say?” Hawke asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Before you make travel plans, get really quiet, go over what you know with your beast, get his opinion. I’ve seen La Patron do it so many times over the years and I do it myself. As her Alpha your beast will pick up things you may otherwise miss,” Hawke said.

“You’re right. I’m operating on fumes and need to rest. Thanks, I appreciate your help,” Lucian said and withdrew from their link.

He grabbed the bracelet and earrings before heading to the bedroom. “No one ever tells you this kind of stuff will happen before you agree for the job,” he muttered and stopped. “Goddess, I pray my sister is safe and unharmed. Thank you.”

After a quick shower, he sat on the bed and looked at the crystals again. Tired, he turned off the lights, lay down with his hands across his belly and opened to his beast. “Where’s Raven?” he muttered.

The clocked ticked as he stared at the ceiling. Over and over he thought of what he learned about the crystal, Raven’s disappearance and his failure to locate her. Tormented by her absence he closed his eyes and prayed again. His eyelids grew heavy. Darkness pulled him under.

Moonlight raced over his skin as he rolled over onto his back laughing. Sparkling deep brown eyes, crinkled at the corner, tickled his belly with one hand while pushing her long, dark strands behind her ears.

“Me, play with me now, Mam,” Tasha demanded running toward them before jumping into their Mam’s arm. Hoisted to the side, their Mam continued tickling Lucian before brushing a kiss against his forehead. “Time for a bath, go tell Duke and Raven to come inside.”

Happy, Lucian ran outside to find his litter-mates. “Duke. Raven.” He called and called. They never answered. Confused, he turned to tell his Mam but their home changed. It grew darker by the second. Lucian’s limbs expanded until he was much older. Sitting on the porch of the Alpha house, he heard weeping and wailing from the Pack over the death of his Sire and Mam. Nauseous, he took off toward the woods, ignoring Raven who called for him to wait.

Sire was dead. Mam too. What would happen to them? The Pack? He ran and ran and ran until his heart almost burst. In the middle of the forest, he threw back his head and yelled his pain and frustration. Sire wasn’t supposed to die. They were saying he was gored but Lucian couldn’t believe his sire would be that careless. Mam was with him. Did they die together? His heart bled as he dropped to the ground. How could this happen?

“Lucian?” Raven said as she entered the small space where he lay. Tasha and Duke followed. The four of them grieved over the loss of their parents and their way of life.

“Will you become Alpha?” Tasha asked Duke.

“No, I ... I can’t win against Uncle. He’s determined to become Alpha,” Duke said.

“He won’t follow our sire’s ways,” Raven said.

“That may be a good thing,” Tasha said looking at them. “We need to become stronger, the strongest Pack to hold what we have.” She looked at him. “What do you think, Lucian?”

“I want nothing to do with any of it,” he snapped. 

“What does that mean?” Tasha asked.

“I’m not interested in what Uncle does,” Lucian said and stood, growling low in his throat.

“Good to know that nephew,” his Uncle said walking toward them. “I don’t want to fight my brother’s pups but I will if I have to.” He looked at each of them. “I have plans to make the Pack better than ever. Tonight, we’ll be meeting, be there.” His gaze lingered on Tasha, then Duke before turning to leave.

Lucian had no intention of going.

Raven, Tasha, and Duke followed their Uncle while Lucian ran off in the opposite direction until he came to the Alpha house. Tasha smelled weird. Duke had bulked up and was high all the time.

“Won’t you at least try it?” his Uncle asked Raven.

She shook her head and backed away.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” his Uncle said.

“Stop it. She already said no,” Lucian yelled and bulked to his two-footed beast.

Eyes from everywhere stared and pointed at him. “Beast,” they whispered. “Unnatural.” Lucian turned and ran with Raven calling out to him.

“I never asked for this. Never wanted this position. It’s not fair. Not fair,” he moaned beneath the stars.

“He’s not willing? Is this being forced on you?” The question rippled across his skin like a cool summer breeze.

He closed his eyes tighter. It was too much. Raven’s disappearance was another failure on his part. He was unprepared to protect them and lacked the knowledge necessary to win.

“Should I remove it?” The question was louder, more insistent.

“Remove what?” Lucian asked.

“Your Alpha status. You must be willing for this to work.” A wolf head appeared as a tattoo on his chest. It throbbed and then burned as if someone pressed a branding iron against his flesh.

He screamed from the pain. It hurt to breathe. “Stop. Please stop,” he cried out as his fists swung at the unseen tormentor.

The pain stopped. The smell of burning skin filled his nostrils. Gingerly, he touched his searing chest. Nothing. Surprised, he tried to get a better look and instead saw his Uncle lying broken, torn apart on the ground. Lucian closed his eyes and tried to wipe the image from his mind but couldn’t.

So much death and pain and heartache. How could he fix it? 

He couldn’t. Not on his own. “Please help. Goddess, help me. Help us,” he cried out.

Incredible aromas filled the air. The sky lightened. The ground changed to beautiful flowers of all colors in a meadow, moving slightly in the wind. The sky brightened further, appearing bluer than normal. The fragrance of the blooms stole his attention and focus as he tried to recall his previous thoughts and concerns but couldn’t.

In the distance stood a castle, no, an old stone chapel with small holes dotting the sides of the building. Floating above the flowers, he inhaled their fragrance and relaxed.

The scenery changed. He was inside a small room with very little air movement. It was dark and quiet. Peering into the darkness, searching for clues of his location, he hovered above the floor for several seconds. 

Breathing. 

He isolated the sound and knew he’d been right. Someone was in this place, but where was he? Who was in the room?

The door opened. A sliver of light fell across the floor and lit a small section of the area. His heart dropped as his vision sharpened.

Raven lay asleep on a bed in the middle of the room and she wasn’t alone.

His eyes snapped open as he jerked upright. Chest heaving, he tried to recall the dream and cursed as it slipped away like smoke. “Raven?” he called in a hoarse voice.

Had that been her in the room? He couldn’t be sure. It had been dark. But there had been someone. A man. At least he thought it was a man. Was it the person who stole the crystals?

He sought help from his beast. “Tell me that was Raven,” he cried.

Nothing. 

Where was that place? He dropped back onto the bed, prayed the dream would resume and fell into a deep, dreamless, sleep.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Zoe left the house after another heated discussion with her father. Whatever she was supposed to learn about Pack, she wasn’t learning. The Queen suggested she become more involved with daily Pack life, forgetting Zoe had never prepared a meal, washed clothes, or cleaned a bathroom while living in Lyrill. 

Still, Zoe was willing to try. The one time she helped prepare dinner for her father and the others who dined in the Alpha house, had been disastrous. Not only did she not know the names of many of the ingredients, she also didn’t understand how to snap beans or peel potatoes with a knife. After cutting her fingers several times, she was asked to leave and hadn’t been invited back. 

When she explained her lack of domestic abilities to her father, he gave her this amazed look and finally asked how she spent her days in Lyrill. That was the first time he ever showed any interest in the past 14 years she had been with the Queen. Wanting him to understand and be proud of her accomplishments, she explained her duties.

“If I’m not studying accounting or marketing, I’m working in my office organizing an event for the people. Usually, they call on me to solve managerial problems,” she said after sharing all the things she had done so far. Very few people back home matched her business skills. 

His amazed expression clearly didn’t match her enthusiasm. “How will you run your den? Take care of your mate? Pups?” he asked.

Zoe hadn’t thought of mates or pups and it must have shown on her face. 

“One day you’ll want to mate and have pups,” her father warned.

Life was much more than the world her father envisioned for her. She doubted they would ever find common ground. Disinterested in continuing that line of discussion she nodded. “Perhaps.”

“You’re a Hidalgo full-blood and my heir. One day you will mate and have pups.” He stormed off and left in his truck.

Zoe had left the house to avoid the confused looks sent her way from the Pack members who worked in the house. Listening to light jazz, she walked a great distance before stopping and leaned against a large tree while staring at the blue sky for several moments. It really was beautiful. Not like Lyrill, nothing could compare to the flowers and scents, but there was a rough, regal beauty to the land. 

Her gaze landed on the chapel. 

Curious or bored, she wasn’t sure which, she pushed away from the tree and headed toward the building. This was the place Pack was supposed to worship the Goddess. Zoe looked at the padlock on the door and looked up at the tall, stone building. There were a couple of windows higher up and a design of sorts on the outside. Rather than test the front door and trigger an alarm, she walked around the entire building looking for another way inside.

“Hmmm,” she murmured and looked around for something to climb up to the window on the second floor. It took several minutes but eventually she pulled enough large stones to act as a base to secure the shaky ladder she made from limbs and vines from a nearby tree. After several tries, she reached the window and pushed it open. Pulling up on the sill, she slid through the opening and hit the floor with an oof. 

Her beast stirred, which surprised her. She inhaled deeply. There was something, maybe nothing. She took another breath and held it a moment longer. 

Wiping her hands against her pants, she looked out the window. The ground looked far away. This probably wasn’t her best idea. The place smelled musty. Inhaling, she sneezed and froze.

Heartbeat. 

Gaze narrowed, she listened closely. Someone was in the building even though she hadn’t scented them. That’s odd, she thought as she moved toward the spiral staircase and stared down. It was dim but there was definitely someone else in the building.

Interested, but not crazy enough to go see who it was, she reached out to her father. “How much longer before you come home?”

“An hour, why?”

Should she tell him where she was? “Just wondered.”

“Call Thiago to keep you company if you’re bored.”

Why would she do that? Thiago looked at her as if she were a weird specimen. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not? What’s wrong with him?” He sounded offended.

She bit back a sigh. The man seemed to get upset by everything she said or did. “Nothing. I don’t think he likes me, that’s all.” She leaned to the left for a better look and saw nothing.

“You’re wrong. He likes you. He just doesn’t know you.”

She didn’t care if Thiago liked her or not, or his judgmental ways. Just as she was about to respond she heard the key turn in the door on the first floor. Inhaling, she recognized Silvia’s scent and wondered what the woman was doing there.

“Come down. I know you’re here,” Silvia said moving slowly.

Zoe didn’t say anything.

“Do you want me to tell him to contact you?” her father asked.

“No. I won’t spend time with him. If you don’t want him embarrassed or his feelings hurt, stop trying to push us together. I’m not interested.” She hoped she made her feelings clear on the matter to get him to back off.

“We’ll discuss it later,” he broke their connection before she could reply.

“Kira, come down from there.” There was an underlying command in her voice.

Zoe stepped carefully on the narrow staircase, glanced at a closed-door and reached the first floor.

“Do you believe in the Goddess?” Silvia asked while placing a basket on a table before turning to look at Zoe.

The question surprised her. “I think so.” In truth, she was just learning about the Goddess and everything so far fascinated her.

“She is good and wise.” Silvia stared at her for several more seconds. “I’m glad you have come.”

“Really?” The woman hadn’t spoken more than five words to her until now.

“Yes. There is much to do. Have a seat.” She waved her hand but there were no chairs.

“Where?” Zoe asked.

“Anywhere.”

“I’ll stand. What do you mean there is much to do?” Zoe hoped to learn who was in the room behind the door.

“Your mother, Marianna, was a wonderful woman. She faithfully served the Goddess and our pack with love and laughter. She died too young, before her time.”

“I wish I could remember her,” Zoe said sincerely. Everything she learned about the woman who birthed her was good.

“Her death. Alpha Ricardo’s Pack... they dragged her from her bed, took her into the woods and killed her and Suri because your father didn’t agree with using us for military experiments.”

“What?” Zoe stared at the older woman who seemed to grow smaller.

“Ricardo’s Pack are monsters.” She shook her head. 

Zoe was still stuck on full-bloods being used for military experiments. The idea chilled her to the bone.

“You will see.” Silvia moved toward the hall and waved Zoe forward. She stopped at the closed door, pulled out a key and unlocked it.

“Why can’t I smell anything?” Zoe asked instead of moving to look inside.

Silvia tapped her forehead and smiled as she walked into the room.

Curious, Zoe stepped closer to the door and looked inside. Lying on a twin bed was a very pretty woman. She looked asleep. “Who is she?”

“Spawn of Alpha Ricardo,” Silvia said.

“Really?” Zoe’s beast stirred. “Can I smell her?” Her beast wanted to get closer for some reason.

“Take her arm,” Silvia said watching her intently.

Zoe placed her nose close to the woman’s arm and inhaled. Her beast went crazy. Horrified by her reaction, she dropped the hand and stared at Silvia. “Who is that?”

“One from Alpha Ricardo’s den.”

Zoe frowned. “From Honduras?”

Silvia nodded.

“Why is she here?” She looked around. “How are you feeding her?”

“I feed her late, very late while the world sleeps. I wake her to eat and bathe which is better than her Alpha did for my mistress,” Silvia said.

Zoe couldn’t take her eyes from the female. Dressed in jeans, a tee-shirt and sandals, the necklace filled with various crystals looked out of place. Leaning forward, Zoe recognized Kirlethanium, Huiblin, and Iritad. The last two crystals were unique to Lyrill. “Where did that necklace come from?” In the pit of her stomach, she knew the Queen had sent the crystals if not the whole necklace. 

Silvia shrugged. “A gift.”

Their gazes met. “Why is she here?” Zoe calmed her beast to try and get answers. She was not attracted to women. Her beast’s reaction scared her.

“Waiting for you to return her home.”

Zoe jerked backward. “What?”

“Yes. You must take her home.” Silvia sounded sad as if it was the last thing she really wanted.

“Why do I have to take her anywhere? How long has she been here?” Surely the woman had to be out of her mind.

“You’re the only person who can return her without starting a war.” She held out her hand. “You cannot tell anyone she’s here.”

“I won’t keep this a secret from my father.” Zoe crossed her arms and glared at the woman.

“He will kill her.” Again, Silvia’s actions were at odds with her words. Zoe couldn’t shake the feeling Silvia disliked the young woman but would do everything to save her. It made no sense.

Her beast mourned at the idea of the young woman’s death. “He won’t.” Zoe wished she could refute Silvia’s claim with more certainty but wasn’t a hundred percent sure.

“Once he realizes the spawn of Alpha Ricardo is here, he will have his revenge and kill the female. If that happens, our Pack will be annihilated, including your father.”

The woman couldn’t be serious. “I can’t take her anywhere. I’ve agreed to remain here for six months. Leaving without telling him anything would be cruel.”

“Worse than watching him die knowing you could have prevented it?” Silvia leaned against the wall and stared at the woman on the bed.

Zoe opened her mouth and closed it. She looked at the stranger again. “Why are you so sure I’m the only one who can take her back to wherever she lives?”

“I’ve seen it.”

Zoe snorted and released a breath. Silvia had her believing this stuff for a moment. No way would she break a promise to her father and the Queen based on such weak information.

“You don’t believe me?” Silvia’s gaze narrowed as she straightened.

“I don’t know you well enough to believe you or not,” Zoe said diplomatically. No one wanted to be called a liar or crazy to their face.

“I’ll tell you what else I’ve seen. You organized Queen Miriam’s anniversary celebration. An elegant affair which you handled admirably. When Queen Miriam left with her lover, you spent time with a young gentleman. Tall, dark hair, gray eyes, and a sensual smile. He pressed you for sex. You said no. He continued pressing, touched you between your legs. You slapped him, stood and ran off.”

Horrified, Zoe stared at Silvia. She hadn’t told anyone, not even the Queen, about what happened between her and Marcus that night. She had been so humiliated and embarrassed by the names he called her when she refused to lay with him, that she remained in her room the next day. He apologized repeatedly, claiming he was drunk and begged for another chance. But his actions left a bad taste in her mouth and she refused to see him. 

Zoe wrapped her arms around her waist and swallowed hard. “How?”

“Every now and then, the Goddess allows me to see things. It wasn’t your fault. He was drunk but not that drunk. If he persisted you would’ve shifted and killed him. No human, regardless of their enhancements, can rape a full-blood, especially a BlackWolf female.”

Zoe stared at the corner of the bed. No one knew what happened between her and Marcus. The Queen would’ve killed him if there had been any talk, which is why Zoe made sure to keep quiet. 

How did Silvia, who lived on a different continent know? Had she told Zoe’s father? No. He would’ve said something.

“You must be the one to take her home and you must do it soon,” Silvia said with urgency.

Zoe cleared her throat. “I don’t have a way to get her home.” She frowned. “Wait, where does she live?”

“In Honduras.”

Zoe’s eyes widened. “In Central America? That Honduras?”

“Yes.”

“And how am I supposed to get there without my father or anyone finding out I’ve left?” 

“You must think of something and it must be soon. He cannot find her here,” Silvia looked at the female on the bed again.

“Me? I’ve been here a week and couldn’t find my way back into town—”

“Yes, you could. Stop making excuses,” Silvia snapped. “No matter how fancy you dress or smell, you’re a smart full-blooded bitch. We make things happen. Find a way to return this woman to Honduras or prepare to bury your father and live a lifetime of misery.”

“Lifetime of misery?” Zoe shook her head. “I don’t know where you’re getting all this from –”

“I can see, remember?” Silvia said watching her.

Zoe would never forget. She looked at the female on the bed again. “I’m not trying to give you a hard time but I really don’t have the first idea how to get her out of here. The airport is four hours away. I don’t have a car or transportation. Plus, she’s unconscious. I can’t physically carry her to another country.”

“The airport is not four hours it’s two. Why do you say that?”

“It took that long to get here,” Zoe said.

Silvia shook her head. “No. Thiago drove around to be sure Alpha had returned from the airport gathering your luggage.”

Speechless, Zoe stared at her. She had been royally played. Suddenly, leaving the old man to spin in the wind didn’t sound like such a bad idea. 

“I don’t know what to say. What to think. This is a lot to take in. My life is spiraling out of control and I don’t like it,” Zoe said.

“You must leave tomorrow night at the latest. Go, make plans and do not return here until I tell you it’s safe. Shower when you reach your rooms to remove her scent,” Silvia said as if Zoe hadn’t protested to the entire idea of taking a stranger somewhere.
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RESTED, THE NEXT DAY Thomas and the team return to Sterling to shut down the lab. Lizzie insisted on seeing the job through and Matteo accompanied her. Thomas hadn’t fully explained anything to Matteo and wouldn’t unless he was a part of their team. Lizzie understood and was understandably conflicted.

Rather than head to the house, they drove to the location of the lab. Max morphed to a smaller form when they were two blocks away from the building. When they stopped to let him out, he dropped to the sidewalk the size of a toad and ran toward a house. From there he moved with incredible speed up the side of the building and hopped over several rooftops until he reached the roof of the lab. Once there, he shrunk smaller to enter the roof vent. 

Thomas and the others continued several blocks before entering a garage and parked on the third level across the street from Owen’s place. When they arrived, there were no cars out front or in the back of the lab. However, there were several heat signatures inside the building.

“Who’s inside?” Thomas asked Max who remained hidden in an air vent.

“Six, make that five men. One of them is dead. I think they’re enhanced humans.”

“Go human deep,” Thomas said to them all. “You can share this with Matteo,” he told Lizzie.

Thomas watched the heat signatures move around and leave that area. Out the corner of his eye, he saw the bartender from the other night walk toward the entrance.

“What’s she doing here?” Thomas murmured as she spoke into an intercom and jerkily held up an identification to the scanner. 

Her erratic movements concerned him and he did a quick scan. “Pull back, Max. Leave right now,” Thomas said as he started his vehicle. “Everybody, move out.”

Max scrabbled from the roof and jumped. Once on the ground he increased his size and took off running toward them. He had just reached Thomas’ vehicle when the laboratory exploded. Debris flew in every direction. Thomas pressed the brakes and ducked as something large flew past the car. Once it landed behind him with a thump, he hit the accelerator and drove out of the garage. 

“Park along the road,” Thomas told the others once learning everyone was safe and unharmed. He got out of his vehicle and jogged closer to see if anyone survived. He knew better than most how difficult they were to kill.

Ablaze, a body ran outside, stood with their hands outstretched, fell to its knees and continued to burn despite the water thrown on him. What happened?

Within moments, the fire department arrived and tried to put out the flame but was unsuccessful. The most they could do was keep it from spreading. Abnormal heat arose from the flames.

“Matteo says someone had an elemental gift for fire which is why it cannot be stopped but will eventually burn out,” Lizzie said.

“Is it common?” Thomas asked.

“No, it’s very rare. He doesn’t know anyone with it and is surprised to see all this,” Lizzie said.

“Ask him if everyone died who was in the building?” Thomas asked.

“The fire won’t stop until everything targeted is consumed,” Lizzie said a few moments later. “That includes the person with the talent.”

“Thanks.” Thomas looked at Max. “You okay?”

Max nodded. “One of the men sensed me. He had just started to take off the vent panel when someone came in. I had been halfway near the exit when you said to leave. Do you know who it was?”

“The bartender from the club the other night,” Thomas said.

“I got the feeling they were waiting for someone,” Max said looking around. “Another thing, as I was leaving, I felt a surge of energy fill the room. They started yelling.” Max frowned. “A female yelled too, can’t be sure what she said, though.”

That surprised Thomas. 

“I didn’t get more than that. Seconds later, I was outside getting away from there,” Max said. “Someone took care of destroying that lab, when do you want to check out the second one?”

Thomas stared at the blaze a moment longer. Turning he headed toward his vehicle. “We need to research that one and come up with a plan. For now, we go to the house and think it through.”

Max nodded and walked toward Tip. Noah and Mia got the message and returned to their vehicles. Lizzie and Matteo rode with Pearl and Damali. The four of them re-entered their car and drove off. Unsettled by Max’s report, Thomas pulled out, drove around the corner and returned to watch the fire burn. The roof fell with a loud swoosh. 

He scanned the crowd searching for what? Something about the timing of the fire was off. Had it been staged? Would they find remains in the ashes? He snorted. That place had been used to operate on humans for months, they had no shortage of bodies to leave behind. To have picked up on Thomas and Max’s linked conversation, the enhanced human had to be an audio or have skills along that line. He would check into that. What was the bartender doing here? Did she work with or for the Olympians? The other night she had followed Mia and Noah to the area. Did she leave a surprise for his team? “Scan the house before going inside,” he told everyone.

“Doing that now,” Mia said.

“I’ll be in soon, need to clear my head,” Thomas told them.

“See you when you get here,” Noah said. 

Thomas leaned back in his seat and stared at the building. Several enhanced humans watched with large smiles. A couple of full-bloods stood on the sidelines, no doubt sharing information with Alpha Barticus or his beta. Gawking humans took videos with their cell phones made up most of the crowd often ignoring the instructions of the firefighters to stay behind the yellow tape.

He closed his eyes and listened intently to the chatter. It took time to eliminate some and amplify others.

“Did she really do it?” a female said.

Assuming she engaged in idle gossip, Thomas was moving to the next person when he heard.

“I saw her go in,” the male whispered.

“When?” the female challenged.

“Just before the fire. They were in there, waiting. I can’t believe she did it.”

“If she did, she did it for us. We need to find the others and leave before they send someone else to round us up,” she said. Fear resonated in her voice as she looked around. The two, a short male and female walked away toward the corner without looking back. Tempted to follow and ask questions, Thomas remained still and continued listening.

Almost an hour passed, the crowd had thinned and the fire continued burning, although not as high as before. A dark car pulled up across the street from the lab. A man leaned out his window and spoke to the policeman.

“What happened here?”

“The building caught fire.” The officer looked at the man as if he was daft.

“I see that. It’s still burning, why can’t they put it out?” He pointed to the firefighters.

“There’s some kind of chemical that keeps it going, seems to be dying down. You’ll need to move your car, you’re blocking traffic.”

“Thank you, Officer.” The car pulled off and drove around the block. It parked and a pale man stepped out. He stood around six feet, barrel chest, hooded green eyes, springy red hair, wide nose, and wore a close-cropped beard. Thomas inhaled and waited. Where had he seen that man before?

Hermes. 

Thomas' eyes flew open. This man had been in Hermes memories. Gil Schmidt, the leader of the Olympians. Not for fieldwork, that was Zeus. Schmidt was the Administrator, an active military officer who was also enhanced. Thomas altered his appearance to a much smaller male and continued watching.

Several minutes later, Schmidt looked around and then looked up. He slid back into his vehicle and drove toward the same parking garage Thomas had been an hour before. He watched Schmidt drive to the top and move out of sight.

Sometime later, Schmidt left the garage with two dark SUV’s driving behind him. “Looks like we’re going to have a party.” Thomas waited until the fire smoldered and listened to the firefighters discuss what they found.

“Six bodies incinerated. Never seen anything like it.”

“Will they be able to make identifications?” someone asked.

“Don’t know. Not much left. It’s like they were cremated internally, never seen anything like it,” the person said again.

Thomas didn’t believe in coincidences and didn’t trust the fact the bodies couldn’t be identified. It was too pat. Too easy. Someone was trying to cover their tracks and went through a lot of trouble to disappear.
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THOMAS ENTERED THE main room and tossed his keys on the table. Everyone, except Noah and Mia, sat around watching television. They watched him closely as he pulled out a chair and sat at the long dining table.

“I don’t like it,” he said after a few moments. Damali turned off the television and they moved to join him. “The timing. It’s as if she waited until we returned and was in position and then went inside to start the fire. That’s another thing. The fire incinerated everything like a crematorium. How’s that possible with everyone standing outside? It was hot but not that hot.”

“What do you think went down?” Tip asked.

“I’m not exactly sure but more than what we saw and know,” Thomas repeated the conversation he overheard between the enhanced humans. He snorted. “That could’ve been staged too. To throw anyone off who was watching. We know better than to talk, even whisper in public.”

“Yes, but most enhanced humans in this area have either lost the ability to link with others and speak that way or never had it,” Matteo stood behind Lizzie’s chair. “May I join you?”

“Yes, have a seat,” Thomas said.

Matteo sat next to Lizzie as Noah and Mia arrived to take the last two chairs.

“So, you don’t think this could’ve been a trick to throw someone off track?” Thomas looked at Matteo.

“I don’t know. I will say no one left that building beneath the ground. I checked before we left. If they escaped it was through a route we could see,” Matteo said.

“There was no basement or tunnel in that building?” Thomas asked to be clear. 

“None that I could determine. We can return and I will check to be sure but I didn’t sense any subterranean activity before or after the explosion,” Matteo said.

No one spoke for a few moments. 

“Thank you, that makes me feel less paranoid. Did you know the female? She introduced herself as Serenity,” Thomas asked.

Matteo frowned. “I knew a Serenity. She was Owen’s woman before they messed him up. They had been together decades and separated when he sold her out.”

“Sold her? What do you mean?” Lizzie asked.

“To receive more of the crystal, he shared names, locations, abilities... everything he knew about enhanced humans. He wasn’t himself,” Matteo said.

“You said he was addicted to Kirlethanium, how does that happen?” Tip asked.

Matteo’s brows furrowed. “Used with certain elements it could be used for good, healing, an extension of life force or if used with other elements or chemicals it’ll produce a short-term high with boosts of energy that allows a person to perform supernatural tasks. Unfortunately, that path takes a toll on the brain and nervous system, eroding it. Worst, as I said it’s short-term, when it fades, the person is in a stupor, unable to think logically for a while and vulnerable against attack.”

“Is that what we saw on the streets? Is that drug the reason they were falling and lying on the ground? Did they use enhanced humans in the experiments?” Max asked. 

“Possibly,” Thomas said rethinking a few things. If someone had rounded up enhanced humans and performed more tests, Serenity’s initial reaction to Mia and Noah made sense.

“Nasty drug,” Damali said.

“Only when misused. It has saved my life for decades and others,” Matteo said. “One must have respect for the elements and not abuse them.”

“Truth. Jeri said the same thing,” Mia said.

Matteo looked around. “Jeri?”

Mia offered a small smile. “Yes. When we moved to our home in the desert, Jeri had this amazing relationship with the earth, similar to yours. Not only did he find water below ground for us, but he also fixed it in a way we always had a few hot springs with perfect temperatures. He also created an underground greenhouse that grew fresh vegetables and some types of fruit. He was always talking about respecting water, fire, air, and the earth. Jeri was truly gifted.”

“Yes, he was,” Damali said.

“He’s no longer with you?” Matteo asked Lizzie.

“No. He’s been gone a long time,” Lizzie said.

“Sounds as if he had a great ability,” Matteo said as he squeezed Lizzie’s hand.

“What was her ability? Serenity?” Thomas glanced at Noah before looking at Matteo.

“I don’t know. I met her once in passing a long time ago. Generally, we don’t do as you all have. We live lonely, solitary lives. It’s easier to hide that way,” Matteo said.

“Is it possible she and Owen were linked? Maybe he reached out to her before he died, apologized, explained things to her the same as he did with you?” Noah asked.

“Most likely. As I said they were together for decades, perhaps from their time in the castle,” Matteo said.

“Learning what he shared, losing him that way, it might have set her off on a suicide mission,” Damali said.

“I can see that,” Mia said as she took Noah’s hand.

“Do you know who Owen gave or sold the information about enhanced humans to? Was it an organization? A specific man?”

“Before his death, he apologized for sharing my information and warned me to be careful of them. I don’t think it’s one person, more like a group of men with money and influence,” Matteo said.

“More Olympians are in town,” Thomas told the team. “I don’t like coincidences or their timing.”

“Hermes is missing, that’s a good reason to show up,” Mia said. “It’s possible they heard him but couldn’t link up or connect. Or maybe they did and were able to communicate with him.”

“Good point,” Thomas said.

“With their names, we can find them in their dreams and memories,” Noah said. “We can get some answers.”

Thomas looked at Lizzie who sat quietly with Matteo. “When Mia met Noah, she brought him to the compound for all of us to meet and talk. It worked out. We don’t know what you want, Matteo, other than Lizzie. We love her and want her happy no matter what. Have the two of you decided what you’re going to do?” If Lizzie was staying in Italy with Matteo, there was no need for the two of them to be included in this planning strategy.

Lizzie looked at Matteo as he took her hand. “Matteo understands I’m not ready to leave our team, not now anyway.” She took a deep breath and met his gaze. “We talked and he’s planning to move to the States once his family is settled.” Lizzie looked at each person. “Go ahead, question him, make sure you’re comfortable with him being on the team.”

“You want to join us? How will that work when you prefer being alone?” Pearl asked.

“For me it’s simple. I go where she goes. Since she does not want to remain here and wants me to live in her new home...” Matteo shrugged. “That’s what I’ll do. We’ll visit from time to time but I’m not locked to any location. Lizzie is my heart and I will be with her.”

Pearl smiled and gave him a thumbs up. “Good answer.”

Lizzie grinned.

“We have an Alpha of sorts, Thomas. We are all linked to him and answer to him out of necessity but mostly respect. He has a measure of all our gifts, are you willing to submit to his authority?” Max asked.

“I would like to have a personal conversation with Thomas before I answer that question,” Matteo said.

“Will we get discounts at your hotel for vacations?” Damali asked with a grin.

“Yes of course and I will teach you to make my special meals,” Matteo said with a slight grin.

“See, that right there is a man who knows how to hook a woman. Cook for her, that’s how it’s done, Matteo,” Mia said standing and reaching across the table to bump Lizzie’s fist.

The others laughed.

Noah grabbed Mia’s hand and pulled her back into her seat. “Former military, I’m not a product of the Liege. I died on the battlefield and was given a shot that restarted my heart and transformed me into what I am. When I met Mia, I was drowning with little direction. The military was searching for me to either destroy me or force me to work for them.” He looked at Mia. She leaned into him. “I love this woman more than life and would’ve gone through fire to be with her. She had a family she wouldn’t leave behind. When I met the others they took me in, gave me a home and accepted me.” He paused. “It’s a serious commitment, one that shouldn’t be taken lightly. But I can honestly say I’ve never regretted it. We’re about to take this war up another level and could use someone with your talents.”

“Thank you for sharing your story with me,” Matteo said meeting Noah’s gaze. “There are a few things I need clarity on first, that’s all.”

Noah nodded.

“The second lab. It’s located outside the city and easier to defend. Did you pull up any information on it?” Thomas asked Max and Tip.

“Yes. Everything is queued in the planning room.” Tip and the others stood.

“Matteo, please join us, we’ll need your opinion,” Thomas said as they left the dining room and headed toward the basement.

They had just settled and watched the footage of the laboratory when Matteo stood. “I must return to my home. There are men searching the area, the blockades are not holding.” He looked at Thomas. “I don’t understand how they’re able to penetrate the barriers.”

“First, be sure that’s what’s really happening and not an illusion.” Thomas’ gaze flicked to Lizzie. “They can trick your family into panicking and showing themselves. Second, even if these men have accessed your lands they won’t find anything. The hotel is closed and your family has left for vacations. I’ve experienced your barriers, they’re strong. Tell your family to remain where they are until they see headlights.”

“Si. Good thinking.” Matteo took a deep breath and moments later he sank into the chair. “It’s as you say, they have not penetrated the barriers and are searching in the area but not on the grounds,” Matteo said minutes later.

Lizzie leaned over and kissed his cheek.

“They’re searching for Hermes and the three soldiers. I’m not surprised they tracked him to his last transmission,” Thomas said. “If they’re out there now, who’s in the lab?”

“Maybe they split up,” Pearl said.

“Do you think they’ll keep that lab open? Maybe they’ll shut it down and we won’t have to. Or they’ll increase security to make sure it doesn’t get blown up again,” Tip said.

“We didn’t know about this lab until Owen talked and Hermes’ thoughts confirmed it. The one that blew up today probably wasn’t where heavy tests are run. This one is.” Max pointed at the screen. “On the way here, we drove by and got these stills. Security is tight.”

They stared at the different images of men walking the fence with dogs, cameras, high barbed fences, gated entrance and security on the roof.

“Are they experimenting with Kirlethanium in these labs? Is that what this is really about? Extending the life of soldiers?” Thomas asked Matteo.

“I don’t know.”

“Who was your client?” Thomas asked.

Matteo’s cheeks reddened. He looked at Lizzie. She nodded. “Lieutenant Bill Lassiter, United States military. Good references. Claimed he oversaw a covert operation to locate Kirlethanium outside of Russia. My name had been given to him as an expert geologist by someone, although I suspected Owen. I never met him. Everything was done electronically.”

Thomas held Matteo’s gaze a few seconds. “You’ve never met him? Talked to him over the phone? Anything like that?”

“No. Everything was done through private texts and payments were wired into a private account I have in place for that kind of work.” Matteo exhaled. “I turned it down. Owen contacted me, begged me to take the job, said it would help him. We were close friends once. I relented, flew to Costa Rica.”

“Lieutenant Bill Lassiter was Hermes and is dead,” Thomas said.

Matteo and the other’s eyes widened.

“There’s the link to Kirlethanium. They’re experimenting with it. Do you know if they received the crystals you found in Costa Rica?” Thomas continued.

“No, I don’t know. I turned them over to Rafe. He signed for them. I sent a copy of the receipt to Lassiter and my final payment was placed in my account. That’s all I know,” Matteo said.

“Lucian is experiencing some problems behind this. I’ll update Hawke and Angus soon.” Thomas stared at the lab a little longer. “I want cameras on that building, let’s watch it for a couple days. I want to see the competition.” 
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SILAS ENTERED THE CONFERENCE room where Jacques, Angus, Hawke, Asia, David, and Adam waited. The twins, Tyrese and Tyrone, were still assisting Razor.

“Are you sure Bella and I can’t go help Renee and Storm in Argentina,” Adam teased. “I’m sure they need help.”

Silas snorted. “They won’t be there long. I’m sending him to Lyrill. I found out Lucian has Kirlethanium in Costa Rica and someone has been smuggling it out of the country.”

“Lyrill? Why are you sending him there?” Adam asked. “What’s the connection?” 

Silas hated going back in time, especially when it highlighted dumb decisions he made. “When your Mom and I had our mating ceremony, the military asked, begged for Tyrese to rejoin his team for a rescue mission of a high-profile target. We struck a deal, Tyrese went. Turns out the target was Princess Miriam from Lyrill. Tyrese went in to rescue her, they kidnapped him and tried to keep him for her. I think she asked him to be her prince, even offered to pay him. He said no. Plus, he sensed his mate nearby. Danielle was in Lyrill as a journalist and her beast was not happy to see Rese standing next to the Princess.” Silas waved his hand to forego telling more of the story. Things had been rough during that time. Jasmine had told him he was making a mistake by allowing Rese to go, he hadn’t listened... their relationship had been in trouble. “Anyway, the people in Lyrill remain young and survive by using Kirlethanium. It’s possible that Raven’s been taken as leverage to make Lucian give up the crystal or allow mining at the very least.”

David nodded slowly and spoke. “Costa Rica has that much? I mean it would take a lot to support a colony or small country. Is it reasonable for Lyrill to go after crystals so far away, especially if there aren’t large deposits?” 

Silas looked at Angus.

Angus shrugged. “Have no idea.”

Jackie and Quinn entered the room. “Sorry, we’re late. What did we miss?”

Adam filled them in.

“Good point and questions. I don’t have any of those answers. Is there a way to find out? I mean are there geological maps available?” Silas asked after taking a sip of water.

“I’ll check,” David said.

“When will Thomas and the guys come home?” Adam asked.

“I don’t know. They’re working in Europe right now,” Silas said, watching David’s fingers fly across the keyboard.

“Seems there’s a healthy amount of Kirlethanium in Costa Rica, but nowhere near what’s in Russia which is much closer to Lyrill. In fact, there’s quite a bit in three places on that continent. It makes no sense for them to fly over 12 hours to take Kirlethanium from Costa Rica,” David said.

Adam whistled as he looked over David’s shoulder. “That’s over 6,500 miles. They can get it closer with less hassle.”

Silas hadn’t thought about either the availability of the crystal to Lyrill or the distance to ship it from Costa Rica. The cost would be astronomical. He’d been so sure the Princess was behind stealing the Kirlethanium he hadn’t thought much further. He ran his hand through his hair and looked at the monitor over David’s shoulder. There were a lot of places with more Kirlethanium much closer to Lyrill.

“The Goddess wants this problem fixed. Lucian is in the middle of uniting Central America. Raven has been missing for several days and we’ve got to find her before Lucian abandons his position to search for her.” He looked at his pups and team. “All of us would do the same. So, put on your thinking caps and let’s come up with a plan.” Silas and Hawke told them everything they knew about the kidnapping.

“Alpha Lucian contacted me the night before last about a necklace with Kirlethanium stones someone purchased in Costa Rica. They told the salesperson he asked them to buy that particular necklace for Raven. He did not.”

“That’s either arrogant or sloppy. I’m not sure which,” Jackie said. “Can she remember what the guy looks like?”

Hawke repeated Lucian’s description. 

“That could be anyone,” Adam said.

“Did Raven take the necklace with her?” Jackie asked.

“Duke couldn’t find it in her room,” Hawke said.

“It’s possible the crystal was fine-tuned to work on her the same way a suppressor or collar would,” Angus said.

“What do we know about this crystal?” Quinn asked.

“Not much. That’s the first thing we need to change,” Adam said.

“I’ve sent all the information we have on it to your emails,” Jacques said.

“Thank you,” Jackie said as she pulled out her tablet.

“Kirlethanium may not have anything to do with Raven’s kidnapping. What if someone wants to stop Lucian from bringing all the countries together beneath his authority and plans to use Raven as a lever?” David said.

“Or what if someone wants to stop the expansion of the school system?” Adam said.

“Or medical facilities?” Jackie said looking at Quinn. “Have there been any protests over land grants or purchases? Are they expanding in hostile areas? Clouds on titles?”

Silas hadn’t thought along any of those lines and nodded to Jacques. “Find out that information.”

Jacques turned and typed.

“What about rebels?” Asia asked. “We have them from time to time, is it possible a rebel faction took her?”

“Possible but Duke doesn’t think so. She was wooed from the house and is a seasoned fighter. This whole setup is too sophisticated for the locals,” Hawke said.

“Money? Most problems are about money,” Adam said.

“There’s been no financial demands. Nothing,” Silas said.

“Um... couldn’t the Goddess give you a hint in which direction to look?” Jackie asked.

“She could have... but She did not,” Silas said as he met and held her gaze until she turned away.

“She is a BlackWolf,” Angus said slowly. “There aren’t many females in our Clan. Given what we’ve just been through is there any possibility she’s been taken because of her lineage?”

No one spoke as they pondered his question.

“Goddess I hope not,” Adam murmured.

“Definitely something to think about,” Hawke said, rubbing his chin.

“If we go with that line of thought, how would that benefit anyone?” Jackie asked, looking around.

“There aren’t many BlackWolf full-blood females left,” Hawke said.

“Which means?” Jackie pressed.

“Any pups Raven births will be extremely valuable,” Angus said.

“Wouldn’t she have to agree? I mean, we control our pregnancies by permitting our eggs to become fertilized,” Jackie said.

“That’s unique to half-breeds,” Silas said. “Full-blood females don’t have that protection.”

Jackie frowned. “I don’t like that scenario.”

Silas exhaled. “Neither do I. Plus the letter sent to Lucian said she would be returned soon.”

“But the Goddess does not believe that?” Adam asked.

“I don’t know what She believes, just what I’m told. We’re tasked to assist Lucian in stabilizing Central America which means finding Raven,” Silas said.

“There were no land disputes or problems for the schools or medical facilities,” Jacques said into the silence.

“Cross that off the list,” David said.

“You said the private flights went to Milan and Greece?” Asia asked.

“After landing in New York they refueled and flew to those destinations,” Silas said.

“Thomas and the others are in Italy, right?” Asia said.

“Yes, they’re finishing our list. Met with the last guy, Matteo Barresi, a couple days ago,” Angus said.

“Can they find Raven?” Jackie asked.

“How?” Silas said.

“Dreamwalking?” Jackie said.

“If they could find her in her dreams, her Alpha would be able to find her,” Silas said. “She’s unconscious, her wolf is not responding.”

“Oh, okay,” Jackie said.

“Someone gave her a necklace with a Kirlethanium crystal. Someone stole Kirlethanium from Pack lands. Raven was taken not long after Kirlethanium is taken. Seems the crystal is the common denominator,” Adam said into the silence looking at Jackie and then David.

“Do we go talk to the salesperson? Have Renee draw the face of the man? See if we can find him and go from there?” David said.

Silas met Angus’ gaze. “These pups are sharp. Let them run with it, see what happens. They’ve thought of things I missed.”

“I agree. Renee will be able to draw a good rendition of his face. We can run it through a database, might get a hit. It’s more than we have,” Hawke said.

“I’ll have Renee and Storm return to Costa Rica,” Silas said. “Lucian has not told his people she’s missing, so be careful with who you talk to. Who’s going?”

“I’d like to search for the necklace. It’s possible it’s somewhere in the house. I don’t see her wearing it to work in her home office,” Jackie said.

“Bella and I can meet Renee in Costa Rica. I’ll try to learn more about the crystals, what it’s capable of and its value,” Adam said.

Silas looked at David who stared at the monitor. 

“The Kirlethanium angle... it’s important but there’s more, something we’re missing. I’ll keep digging from here and pass on anything I learn to the others. Sarita and I can meet them if necessary,” David said without looking up.

“Sounds like a plan. Renee and Storm are preparing to leave on the next flight which is in five hours.” Silas stood, nodded to the others and left the room to find Jasmine. Although the plan sounded solid, he wasn’t sure Kirlethanium was the real problem either.
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SILAS STRODE INTO THEIR living quarters and headed toward the kitchen. Jasmine measured flour and other ingredients into a large mixing bowl. He leaned against the doorpost for a few moments watching her create a culinary masterpiece.

“How did the meeting go?” she asked without pausing. 

Preferring to speak, he waited until she turned off the blender and looked at him. “The Goddess insists I help prevent Lucian from leaving his position as Alpha because of everything going down.”

“You told me.” Jasmine placed the pan into the oven, then turned on the water and washed whatever was in the sink.

He shared what their pups came up with and the next course of action. She looked at him over her shoulder. “You don’t agree?”

Silas ran his hand through his hair and moved to stand next to her. “It’s not that I don’t agree, for some reason I don’t think that’s it. There’s not enough Kirlethanium in Costa Rica or anywhere in Central America to warrant this kind of action. There’s something else, has to be.”

“Like what?” Jasmine pulled out more ingredients and started measuring flour.

“I don’t know. It’s really frustrating.”

“Silas? Thomas just contacted me. You and Hawke need to hear this,” Angus said.

Silas placed his hand on Jasmine’s shoulder. “I want you to listen in.”

Nodding, she wiped her hand on a dishcloth and looked up at him.

“Go, ahead,” Silas said.

Thomas shared information regarding the lab explosion, the separate lab, and more details about Kirlethanium.

“These Olympians, does Noah know any of them?” Silas asked.

Thomas answered. “No. When I terminated Hermes, Mia and I were able to access information from his memories when his mental barriers fell. They’re the same group that administered Noah’s shot and are building. They’ve lost a lot of soldiers to the shot but aren’t stopping. It seems they plan to add Kirlethanium to augment whatever they’re using. We don’t know. They are here in Italy. I’ve seen Gil Schmidt, he’s in charge of the program and arrived as the fire took out the building. He left with two SUV’s minutes later. They’re searching for Hermes and the three soldiers.”

“Any chance they’ll find them? I don’t want anything connecting them to you,” Silas said.

“No. Matteo’s really gifted with the earth. I don’t want to gross you out and will only say those men returned back to the dust of the ground,” Thomas said.

Hawke whistled. “Have you given him the shot?”

“No. He and I will sit down for a one on one after we’re done here,” Thomas said.

“Sign that man up,” Angus said. “I’d prefer he works with you and us than against us.”

“Agreed. He has a few questions and then we’ll move forward. He’s moving in with Lizzie when we go home,” Thomas said.

“Hermes hired the geologist that went to Costa Rica. Which means the Olympians are aware the crystal is there, but it’s not a large deposit. If I found that out within minutes, they must know that as well. How does this connect to Raven?” Silas asked.

“I don’t know that it does,” Hawke said moments later. “However, we need to prepare Lucian in case enhanced humans arrive on Pack lands in search of this crystal. He has no idea about what they’re capable of. One of them destroyed Noah’s house and barn with a hand clap after tossing Ryan and Ryder around like toy soldiers.”

Silas thought about it. “Not yet. That’s something I’d need to clear with the Goddess. That information, with his sister missing, may do more damage than good right now.”

“We can’t allow him to be blindsided either,” Angus said.

“No. Which means we cannot allow them on Central American soil,” Silas said.

Silence.

“One of them turns into water, Silas. How can we stop him?” Angus asked.

“I’ll tell you after I speak with the Goddess. I’m positive She doesn’t want them invaded by Olympians or to even have knowledge of their existence. Thanks for keeping us informed, Thomas and congratulations on your new team-member. I agree with you that the best course of action right now is to watch the lab and the Olympians. If you need any help, I’ve already cleared it with Barticus. He has Pack waiting to assist you. Bottom line, all of you will return home when you’re done.” Silas made sure it came out as an order.

“Understood and thank you. We are all in agreement on that score. I have no intention of losing anyone,” Thomas said.

“Be careful, you took out four of theirs. They’ll be looking for you,” Angus warned. 

“I wouldn’t respect them if they didn’t,” Thomas said. “While in Hermes mind I saw what they’re capable of and some of the things they’ve done. They may say they work for the military, but they’re not patriots. They’re almost at the brink of insurrection and Schmidt cannot control them. Even while Hermes called for them to help him, he didn’t think they’d come and cursed them for it. They aren’t united, not really, which makes them more dangerous.”

“Perhaps that’s why they’re experimenting with Kirlethanium, to fix what’s broken,” Angus said. “Can it do that, Hawke? Have you worked with it?”

“I’ve never dealt with Kirlethanium, neither did the Liege while I was there and have no knowledge of what it can do,” Hawke said.

“Keep Matteo safe. He may be one of the few people outside Lyrill who knows how to make that crystal work in a positive manner,” Silas said.

“I’ll talk to him, make sure he understands. How much can I share with him? Is it alright to mention full-bloods and Packs?” Thomas asked.

“If he’s moving in with Lizzie, he’ll learn soon enough when Jasmine and Asia go visit,” Silas said. “Once he’s under your authority, feel free to share information about us.”

“Will do. We’ll watch the lab for a few days and the streets. If they aren’t using humans in experiments we’ll try to help those infected and then leave,” Thomas said. 

“But if they’re still using humans in experiments you’ll shut it down?” Silas said.

“Absolutely,” Thomas said.

“Good to know. I may need your help to keep them from Central America. Once I speak to the Goddess I’ll let you know,” Silas said.

“Sounds good,” Thomas said and disconnected the link.

“Well, they aren’t playing around,” Angus said regarding Hermes death.

“No. They can’t afford to either, can you imagine what the military would do if they ever captured Thomas? Or Noah? Or Damali? Or Pearl? I don’t want to think about the damage Thomas’ team could or would do under a compromised banner. If these Olympians aren’t unified in the same way Thomas and the others are, the government will soon lose control over them and have a horrible mess on their hands,” Silas said.

“Which is why you insisted they have an Alpha,” Hawke said.

“Anyone with the kinds of abilities Thomas and the others have must be accountable to someone who can make them behave to minimize the damage any one of them can do,” Silas said.

“Matteo already sounds strong, should Thomas give him the shot?” Angus asked.

“Without the shot, Thomas cannot control or link with him,” Hawke said.

“Matteo cannot live on Pack lands or be a part of Chimera without Thomas as his Alpha. That’s the rule,” Silas reminded them, looked at Jasmine and pulled her close. “What do you think? Am I wrong and the Kirlethanium is at the root of this?”

For several moments she remained silent. “Honestly, I don’t think you’re wrong. It’s as if someone wants you to look in that direction and deal with these, what did they call them?”

Silas snorted. “Olympians.”

She nodded. “They’re going to be a problem but I don’t see the link between them and Raven’s disappearance.”

“What about the necklace? Someone chose a necklace with a Kirlethanium crystal and gave it to her.”

“That’s strange and the kids will untangle that. In the meantime, Raven’s still missing and it’s the fourth day. No wonder Lucian’s losing it,” Jasmine said.

“Come with me.”

She met his gaze. “I’m baking.”

He smiled. “I need to talk to the Goddess about this and you’ll see things from a different perspective that’ll help. She likes you.”

“Maybe, but you’re Her champion.” Jasmine covered containers and placed the batter she had been working on in the refrigerator before washing her hands.

“Thank you, Sweet Bitch.” He brushed his lips against hers as he took her hand and headed for the door.

“Don’t thank me yet. She may not answer,” Jasmine warned.
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LUCIAN STOOD IN FRONT of almost 200 members of the Costa Rica Pack with Alpha Corvis. Speech made, cheers given, now each person had to accept Corvis’ bite as they had with Lucian last month when he took over the Pack.

As the cheers died down, Pack members lined up to pledge loyalty to their new Alpha. Lucian watched, ready to terminate anyone who refused. They had been given three weeks to leave Costa Rica or pledge loyalty. Today, Lucian stood as executioner, not a role he enjoyed but embraced as a part of his duties for the smooth transition of power. It was better to weed out dissidents now, rather than later. 

Standing to the side of Corvis, he met the gaze of each member and nodded as they offered Corvis their necks. The ceremony hadn’t taken long. For the most part, they hadn’t lost more than 50 Pack who moved away, refusing Lucian’s authority. He could live with that. They were warned to leave Central America since it all fell beneath his jurisdiction. There had been some grumbling, but they left.

Pleased the ceremony drew to the end, Lucian contacted Duke. “Have you found out if Uncle Ricardo had dealings with others outside our Pack? Franz sold guns and drugs to several gangs. I can’t believe Uncle wasn’t a part of that.”

“We’ve been asking around, quietly. There’s some noise that Uncle Ricardo made enemies but he was too strong. Also heard he tried to force smaller, weaker Packs to use their members for experiments. I don’t know if it’s true or not. You know how people get when they receive a little attention,” Duke said.

Lucian understood why Duke didn’t want it to be true. It would make the time he helped his Uncle seem worse. Now that Duke was clean and legitimate, he didn’t like to hear or think about that dark time. 

The letter sent to Alpha Ricardo trumped Duke’s feelings as far as Lucian was concerned. “Who interviewed these people?”

“I sent Nino.”

Lucian inhaled deeply and released it slowly. “Is your assistant capable of hearing lies?”

Duke didn’t answer immediately.

Lucian’s temper flared. “Answer me.”

“No. I just asked him, he said no.”

“You go. You talk to these people. You tell me if they are telling the truth or not. I refuse to accept anything less, understood?” This was Raven’s life and Duke was all up in his feelings. Forget that.

“Should I cancel the Administration meeting with Raven’s staff? Or the meeting I have in two hours with our financial team? Perhaps you would like me to reschedule the meeting I have later today with the builders? Which one?” Duke snapped. “You tell me not to let anything slip while you’re away and now you add more to my plate. Guess what? There’s no more room. I have meetings and appointments scheduled every single day. I’m not staring at the ceiling while you’re gone. I’m running Honduras. So, make up your mind what you want me to do,” Duke yelled.

Neither spoke.

Lucian nodded at people as he left the Alpha house and headed toward the mountains to think. He wanted a few quiet moments to ponder how to handle this. Raven’s forced absence festered each day she was away. He needed to pull it together, find answers and find her.

At the edge of Pack lands, he took several deep calming breaths. If it was dark he would shift and run. “Give me the names and locations of who Nino talked to.”

Duke gave them to him.

“Thanks.” He disconnected from their link and planned to fly into Honduras to meet with both men later today.

Hours later, Lucian arrived at the home of the second name on the list. The first full-blood didn’t have anything good to say about Lucian’s Uncle but had no knowledge of anyone in particular who would hate him enough to kill him. Hopefully, he would have better luck with this one.

The door opened slowly. An older man stared up at Lucian, his eyes widened and he bowed. “Alpha, you honor my den with this visit. How may I serve you?”

“Lloyd, come walk with me, I have a question for you.” Lucian stepped back, smiled at the small pups peeking around the man’s leg to look at him and waited.

“Yes, Sir.” He looked over his shoulder. A moment later someone came to gather the children and he walked out. They stood next to Lucian’s vehicle before he asked the question regarding his Uncle’s activities.

Lloyd’s jaw tightened slightly. His nostrils flared. Then he took a deep breath. “Alpha Ricardo threatened smaller Packs, mine included, threatened to take our females, our pups and send them to the military for experiments if we didn’t allow his Pack access across our territory to move his products.”

Stunned and ashamed, Lucian stared down at the man.

“The Alphas who said no were attacked, brutally attacked and their lives destroyed,” Lloyd said. “Either their Packs joined others or they moved. The land cries out from the innocent blood Ricardo shed in his greed. For years we prayed to the Goddess and heard nothing. Many had no choice but to give away their land and move. He and other corrupt Alphas were a blight on the land. We were happy when the Goddess finally sent La Patron to clean things up.”

During his Uncle’s reign of terror Lucian had turned a blind eye, hadn’t wanted to be involved. He knew bad things were happening and ignored them. Was the blood of innocents on his hands too? Was he just as guilty as his Uncle? An apology seemed so lame, yet this man and several others were due that and so much more.

“I am sorry. I didn’t know. Is there a way for me to find any of the survivors and try to make it right?” Lucian couldn’t believe his Uncle had been so cruel. Had Duke known? Tasha?

Lloyd met his gaze. “Can you give them back their mates? Pups? Can you raise the dead? Otherwise, how can you make it right?”

Lucian’s throat went dry. What could he say? 

“No. Unfortunately, I can’t raise the dead. However, I can return land, homes and similar things lost behind his cruelty,” Lucian said.

Lloyd looked at him for several moments and nodded. “You’re different. Everyone says the Goddess chose you and you would protect all Packs. I accepted it but didn’t believe it until now. I’ll put out the word that you’ll return land and homes to those your Uncle stole from. May not make a difference, people scattered to get away from him.”

Shame coated Lucian’s throat and clung to him. “Thank you, I appreciate it.” He handed Lloyd a card. “Call this number, it’s private so don’t give it to anyone. Let my assistant know of anyone who has returned to reclaim their land and home. We’ll make it happen.”

Lloyd straightened as he took the card, stared briefly at it and bowed. “It will be my honor, Sir.”

Lucian glanced at the darkening sky. He needed to arrive back in Costa Rica before Storm and Renee returned to draw a sketch of the man who bought the necklace.

“Thank you for shedding light on this matter. As long as I’m Alpha, you have my word it will never happen again.”

“Thank you, Alpha.”

Lucian paused. “Do you think any of them would attack me or my litter-mates?”

“You? No. Your Uncle? Yes, if they thought they could get away with it.”

Lucian almost asked if they would come against Duke or Raven but didn’t want to go there. It troubled him that his Uncle had been so out of control. Worst, Lucian and Raven had no knowledge of these horrible things. If he hadn’t come looking for answers to Raven’s disappearance he might never have known.

The question of Duke’s knowledge of their Uncle’s criminal activities nagged at him. Had Duke been involved with killings and robbing Alphas of their possessions? Would he need to strip his litter-mate of his Alpha position?
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RENEE AND STORM ARRIVED in Costa Rica and met Adam and Bella at the airport. During the drive into town, Adam shared the news that Jackie had found Raven’s necklace in a box beneath her bed. She and Quinn were on their way back to the Compound so Hawke could examine the crystals.

“What does he think is in them?” Renee asked.

“Something that would block communication with the Pack,” Adam said. “Lucian has the salesclerk, Lois, at the Alpha house. She’ll describe the man who purchased the necklace for you there.”

Renee hefted her drawing book and nodded. 

“Lucian will be with you the entire time to answer her questions and keep her from finding out what’s really going on. There’s already talk that someone else purchased the necklace for Raven. That couldn’t be helped. He doesn’t want anyone to know she’s been taken. Dad said we had to be really careful not to slip and say anything.”

“Which is why Lucian has her locked down with us. When we’re finished with the drawing, Daddy said we’re to fly home. Is that what you’re doing, too?” Renee asked Adam.

Adam nodded. “Yes. We’re on a short timetable and need to find this man soon. When you see how upset Lucian is, you’ll understand.”

No one spoke for several moments as they sped toward town. Ten minutes later, they pulled in front of a large one-story house and parked. Adam and Bella slid out one side, Renee and Storm the other.

The sound of female laughter reached them as they walked up the steps and knocked on the door. Lucian answered and ushered them in with a warning in his gaze.

“Lois, Patricia, these are my friends, Renee, and her mate, Storm. Adam and his mate, Bella. Renee is a well-known artist who’s granted me this favor to recreate the face and body of the man who purchased Raven’s necklace. I have not been able to locate him and Raven was given the box with the necklace by her assistant. She assumed it was from a grateful parent and I haven’t told her differently. You understand why I want to find this mystery man who used my name to give my litter-mate a gift, especially such an expensive one,” Lucian said, his attention on the two women.

“Yes, Alpha, it’s strange that he lied and seemed comfortable doing so,” Patricia, the older woman, said.

Renee opened her book, flipped to a page filled with different eye shapes. “Try and remember his eyes. Were they almond-shaped or something different?” She pointed to different eyes on the page.

“Almond-shaped?”

Renee flipped the page and pointed. “This is almond-shaped.”

“Ah, I see. They were more like these.”

Renee drew the eyes.

“He had a round face,” Lois said.

Renee flipped the pages to face shapes. “Which one?”

“That one.” Lois pointed to a shape.

Renee sketched a face with eyes. “Does this look right? Close your eyes, go back to that day when you talked with him."

“Closer together, wouldn’t you say?” Lois asked Patricia pointing to the eyes.

“Yes. He had one of those noses that had a ball on the end,” Patricia said.

“Bulbous nose?” Renee asked as she sketched. They worked for an hour or so until Lois slumped in the chair while staring at Renee’s composite. "Did I give him the right shaped nose? Lips?" 

“This looks like him,” Lois said and passed it to Patricia who stared amazed. 

“You’re right. It does look like him.” Patricia looked at Renee. “How’d you do that? It’s like you took it from our minds.”

Renee smiled. “I’m an artist.”

“Since she was a pup,” Adam said stretching.

“You’re really good,” Lois said, her gaze flicked from the sketch to Renee and back to the sketch.

Lucian had been in another part of the house with Storm. Both men returned and looked at the sketch. “Never seen him before,” Storm said.

“Lois, Patricia, would you like refreshment?” Lucian asked.

“Nothing for me Alpha. I’ve been eating since we arrived. Your hospitality has been great but I need to return home,” Patricia said standing. “Lois will walk with me while you see to your other guests.” She stared down at Lois who hadn’t moved.

It became apparent Lois wasn’t ready to leave but stood stiffly. “Do you need anything else, Alpha?” Lois asked.

“Not at the moment, Storm and I are working on another project. I can have someone accompany you home if you’d like,” Lucian said.

“We’ll be fine, Alpha,” Patricia said moving slowly toward the door.

Lois followed when no one said anything. The two left. 

Storm scanned the room and nodded. “It’s clean.”

“We’ll run that photo through an international database to see if we get a match,” Lucian said as they moved to another room.

“He’s human, not a full-blood?” Adam asked, surprised.

“They thought he was a full-blood but I don’t think so,” Lucian said. “They have devices that can imitate, remove or mix scents. At any rate, Hawke already patched us through, it won’t hurt to check that database.” He took a deep breath. “There’s a tracking device and suppressors in three of the stones in Raven’s necklace. So far, there’s nothing in the Kirlethanium stone. Which makes no sense,” he muttered as he sat at his desk and scanned in the image.

The five of them remained quiet while waiting for a match.

When a match was confirmed, they all moved closer to see. “Murphy Mulroy. Also known as Prokam, Antony.” They read the short bio about the man.

“Has Hawke seen this? I mean did they receive this the same time you did?” Adam asked Lucian.

“I’ll check.” Lucian re-read the information as he reached out to Hawke. “Do you know a Murphy Mulroy? He also goes by Prokam. Wait, that’s his last name. Antony Prokam is the way it’s stated.”

“Prokam? There was a guy working for Lord Roderick named Prokam but that was years, decades ago,” Hawke said. “Is that who bought the necklace?”

“Yes. Who is Lord Roderick?” Lucian asked.

Hawke sighed. “A Liege Lord.”

Lucian closed his eyes, took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Where is Lord Roderick?”

“I think he’s dead. Once we broke the curse, there was nothing to stop them from aging. No one’s heard anything from or about him in decades. Prokam was young then and should be in his 40’s or 50’s by now,” Hawke said.

Lucian looked at the picture and the bio. This man fell in that age bracket. “He’s lived all over the place and was arrested 12 years ago for transporting stolen goods. He was never convicted. What was he doing here? And why did he buy the necklace for Raven?”

“Good question. Let’s ask him. Give me a few moments to gather more information on him and then we can find him,” Hawke said.

“Send me whatever you find as well. We’ll search from here, too.” Lucian sat back in his chair and shared his conversation with Hawke.

“Once we have a location, I’ll get him,” Storm said.

Adam touched his arm. “Wait and talk to Dad. This guy’s human and we’re limited to what we can do.”

Storm nodded and sat next to Renee.

Bella sat on the sofa in the living area reading while Adam, Storm, and Lucian searched databases for information on Prokam’s movements.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FOURTEEN



[image: image]


Silas and Jasmine finished the purification process of washing, changed into white linen and lit candles. With heads bowed, hands held, they closed their eyes and sought the Goddess.

Jasmine hoped the Goddess would respond and give them counsel on this problem She dropped in Silas’ lap. Her man was good but he wasn’t a miracle worker or a god. How was he supposed to find one female who could be anywhere in the world? Now these people, the Olympians were eying Central America. How could they help Lucian against a human attack?

One moment they were in their prayer room, the next she saw their reflections mirrored in the water in front of them.

“Silas. Jasmine. Rise. I sense you’re troubled.”

Jasmine locked down her sarcastic thoughts and merged with Silas. 

“Thank you for granting us this audience,” Silas said. “Recently, we’ve learned a group of military men paid a geologist to find Kirlethanium in Costa Rica. The old Alpha staged the uprising to hide the fact he allowed humans access to Pack lands. These men are using this crystal in human experiments to alter themselves further. My concern is they will return to Costa Rica, possibly with a show of force for more of the Kirlethanium. What would you have us do? Warn Lucian of the possibility? Or remain quiet of the potential threat?”

Jasmine appreciated how Silas worded the question. The ball was now squarely in Her corner.

Silence filled the space for several moments. “I am not informed of human actions and was unaware of this. How did you come by the information of humans removing crystals from Pack land? Has it been verified?”

Silas explained Matteo, a Chimera, had been hired by one of the Olympians.

“They call themselves Olympians?” the Goddess asked.

“Yes, they do. One of them is called Zeus, another Apollo, Hera and so forth,” Silas said.

“They are all human?” She sounded perplexed.

“Enhanced humans, like our Chimera friends with a major exception. They are fallen soldiers who die in war and are given a shot that changes their physiology. Most remain dead. Those who live are enhanced and forced into the military program. They have no Alpha, no one who can make them obey. For now, they remain a loosely gathered group searching for a way to make them better and experiment with this crystal to find answers,” Silas said.

“Can the crystal give them what they need?” the Goddess asked.

“I don’t know,” Silas said. “But they have left many humans dead on the streets from their experiments.”

Silence.

“You believe they will return to Costa Rica for more of these crystals?” the Goddess asked.

“It’s a possibility,” Silas said.

Again silence.

“Lucian is at a pivotal point. With Raven’s absence...” She paused. When Silas didn’t say anything, the Goddess continued. “The installation of new Alphas, consolidating the continent beneath his command, this new threat isn’t welcomed.”

Silas remained quiet.

“Lucian can defend himself... but if he does, it will draw attention to Pack and their way of life. He is not prepared to defend against these men.” She looked at Silas and Jasmine for a few moments. “How do you plan to stop this new enemy from returning to Central America?”

“We can expose them,” Jasmine said. 

Silas and the Goddess looked at her. “If or whenever they arrive record them and then put it on the news. They’re supposed to be this covert operation, blow their cover. Make the military explain to the world what they’re doing there.”

“That’s one way to deal with it, another is to have Lucian shut it down. Allow him to tell them they cannot cross his land,” Silas said.

“That will stop them?” the Goddess said.

“Probably not, but he would’ve met the requirement, the human legal requirement of saying no. Whatever they do after that is not on Lucian. They become lawbreakers and would be dealt with in accordance to human courts,” Silas said.

“Initially, you wanted them stopped before reaching Lucian’s lands. You’ve changed your mind, why?” the Goddess asked.

“First, I’m not sure that’s possible without exposing secrets we’re not ready to share with the world. I won’t ask the Chimera to do anything that would endanger them. Second, Lucian’s Alpha over that continent and should be here discussing this matter with us. He’s responsible for keeping his Pack safe, not me.”

Silence again.

“You are right, Silas,” the Goddess said. The next moment, Lucian appeared. He seemed surprised and then bowed low when he realized where he was.

“Rise, Lucian.”

Lucian looked up at the Goddess and then glanced at Silas and Jasmine.

“Silas has serious concerns regarding Central America and has asked if I would permit him to share what he learned with you because in the past I have not allowed him or Grandfather to share certain things.”

“Why?” Lucian sounded surprised.

“I did not want you distracted.”

“But I needed to know about the Liege to protect the Pack. Several members were hurt because outsiders used Liege technology against us and we knew nothing. They could’ve done more damage and we’d be in the dark,” Lucian said.

“I made the decision to withhold that information so you could focus on consolidating the Pack beneath your rule. Now there is a new challenge. I will allow Silas to share this information with you so you can prepare.” She nodded at Silas.

Silas told him about the military sending the geologist and their experiments using Kirlethanium. “It’s possible they may return to Costa Rica.”

Lucian stared at Silas for several moments and then nodded slowly as he looked at the Goddess. “You would have told him to keep this information from me?” 

“Perhaps, but he was right to seek My permission before telling you,” the Goddess said.

“I see,” Lucian said, his voice tight.

“No. You do not see,” the Goddess said. “My decrees come first and I expect you to set My desires above all. You must trust that I have the best interest of all wolves in mind at all times because that is the truth even when it doesn’t look like it or it is inconvenient for you.”

Lucian inhaled and released it slowly. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Do not be angry with Silas or Jasmine. They were following My instructions and will always do so. In time, you will understand.” The Goddess waved at Lucian. “Silas has stated you should be here to make decisions for how to handle this possible threat instead of him. He is right. What do you want to do, Lucian?”

Lucian’s brow rose as he glanced at Silas. “I have not given permission for anyone, human or Pack to come on our lands to take Kirlethanium and will not agree to it. So far they have not reached out to me, when and if they do, I will say no. If they decide to come anyway, we will defend our land.”

“Jasmine has another suggestion,” the Goddess said as She looked at her.

Jasmine cleared her throat and told Lucian how she would handle it. 

He looked at her in amazement and laughed. “That is brilliant and an interesting way to handle humans. It’s possible we will still fight but your way will damage them in ways a good whooping won’t.”

Jasmine smiled.

“Silas, you and Jasmine may leave. I would speak to Lucian alone,” the Goddess said.

The next moment they were in their prayer room. Jasmine leaned back and stretched her feet. “That was intense. I thought She was going to zap Lucian when he got mad.”

“I sensed his hurt and frustration. Alone, She will talk more personally about Her decision to help him understand,” Silas said.

“Apologize, you mean?” Jasmine asked, shocked.

Silas frowned. “She has nothing to apologize for. We serve Her, not the other way around. He’s new and will learn.” 

Jasmine rolled her eyes before closing them. “What was I thinking with that question?”
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THE EVENING SUN DIPPED low in the sky as Perseus – Staff Sergeant Andre Milano, Janus - Sergeant Jeffrey Brown and Hypnos - Captain Joshua Campbell, returned to their base camp beneath the lab. Gil Schmidt tried to hide his disappointment and frustration that the men returned with no clues or any information regarding what happened to Hermes, Livingston, Polsi, and Bignis. Four enhanced men didn’t simply disappear. How would he explain their absence to his Commanding Officer?

Hera – Sergeant Dianne Boxer, wrinkled her nose at the men and flipped her long, dark ponytail to the side as she watched the silent trio. Petite at 5’3” with a curvy athletic build, dark eyes and a heart-shaped face, she appeared innocent and safe but emitted a dangerous toxin that would incapacitate a person within seconds. In large doses, it would kill. She hadn’t been able to reach that goalpost and had asked to join Hermes here in the lab to see if the crystals would boost her powers. 

Now Hermes and the others were missing.

“What about the guy who gave Hermes the information?” Hera asked, stopping Perseus while the other two continued out of the room.

Dark gray eyes that reminded Schmidt of angry storm clouds before a hurricane clashed with hers. Stocky and a few inches taller than Hera, his dusky complexion blended well in the area making him a real asset. “No trace of him either.” The arrogant tilt of his head and curl of his lips dared her to question their tracking skills. 

Hera was made of sterner stuff and returned his stare. “Come on. No one saw anything? That’s five men and Owen is massive.”

Perseus’ eyes darkened and glowed. Pencils, papers, tablets, keys, and other loose items rose in the air and turned toward Hera. “Are you calling me a liar?”

Schmidt held up his hands before things escalated. These three men hadn’t been out of training long and this was their second assignment. He hoped Perseus, Hypnos, and Janus would bond into an effective team, like Zeus, Apollo, and Poseidon.

“Are you threatening me?” Hera demanded.

“Stop this. It’s not helpful,” Schmidt said, watching Perseus as the items moved together to become one large projectile that would skewer Hera if she remained in the same place. Of course, she would release her poison and Perseus, as well as anyone else in the room, would hit the floor. Some days it seemed as if he were a preschool teacher dealing with adolescents.

Perseus glared at him. “I assure you I’m no adolescent.”

“Stop acting like one and put those down. The question had nothing to do with you or the other's abilities.” He raised his mental shields to ensure none of his thoughts leaked again. Perseus’ telepathic and telekinetic abilities were very strong.

The items fell on desks or the floor as Perseus turned and left the room.

“Pity someone as handsome as him has such a quick trigger,” Hera said watching him leave.

“Knowing he has a quick trigger, do not aggravate him,” Schmidt snapped, aggravated. The day had been long and filled with disappointment. The loss of the scientists and their notes from the lab in town would set them back quite a bit. For the past three hours, they tried to access  files stored virtually with no success. Two older scientists were en route to try to put the puzzle pieces together with the understanding it may never happen. Although Kirlethanium had been around for centuries and used to extend life forces, without the right formula composition it didn’t work. 

Schmidt wasn’t sure how much longer they would continue funding this research. The scientists working on improving the original formula believed Kirlethanium was too unstable and unpredictable. With this last setback, the General might agree with them.

“What do you think, Gil?” Hera moved and sat next to him after everyone left the room. “Hermes has been around a while. I can’t see anyone taking him out. But something happened to them.”

He met her gaze. “I have no idea and that’s not a good thing. Let’s hope the two men coming in can salvage this project. If I can give a definitive answer on the viability of Kirlethanium for the team, the rest will be overlooked. On the other hand, if it doesn’t help, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“How can I help?” She looked at him.

“Get some answers, any answers. What happened to the lab? Who started the fire and why? What happened to Owen? Hermes?” He shook his head in frustration. “What are we dealing with? Maybe you can find out what they couldn’t.”

“Did Hermes have any problems? I haven’t seen any reports,” she said.

And she wouldn’t. None of them would. Schmidt wasn’t stupid. Hera would take the information and use it to save herself without thinking of the others. “Nothing. The last report I received from him stated they had a lead on finding another enhanced male who used the crystal for decades to extend his life. Hermes planned to talk to him, see if he would work with them.”

“Talk to him? Or coerce him to work in the lab?”

Schmidt had his opinion but didn’t say, instead, he shrugged.

“Maybe that’s what happened to Hermes. He went up against another enhanced person who took him out,” she said watching him closely.

“Possibly.” Schmidt had already thought about that and if there hadn’t been three other enhanced soldiers, he would’ve seriously considered it.

“I can go into town, look around, listen, see if anyone’s talking,” Hera offered.

Tempted, Schmidt looked at her. “The last time you did that we had a high body count.”

She rolled her eyes and flipped her long ponytail across her shoulder. “We’ve gone over that several times. That jerk tried to take me against my wishes. Athena was there, she told you what happened.”

“Doesn’t change the body count, Hera. This is a covert operation, we’re not here. That’s why I didn’t bring Zeus or the others. They would stand out.” Zeus, Apollo, and Poseidon were working on another job and refused to leave and come. Schmidt was almost positive neither Hera nor Athena was aware of that.

“Fine. How can I help you from here?” Her dark eyes flashed as she crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him.

“I didn’t say you couldn’t go into town. You need to be careful and not draw attention to yourself or hurt anyone,” Schmidt said. He glanced at the wall clock. In another hour he would meet with his contact to discuss what happened earlier today and gather further information regarding the crystals. 

Hera grinned as she turned and walked toward the door. “I’ll take one of the cars.”

“Take Janus with you. He’s the life of the party and will blend well,” Schmidt said.

She frowned. “If he goes Hypnos and Perseus may want to go.”

Pleased, he kept his face neutral and shrugged. “Between the four of you, we’ll learn something, right?”

Hera held his gaze a few moments longer, turned and left the room.

Schmidt stared at the door and released a breath. Is this what his life had come to? Babysitting men and women who could wreak havoc on an unsuspecting world. He shook his head. They had some of the best minds working on the formula that changed men and women into Olympians and they continued to lose the majority of their force within 90 days.  The ones who survived were becoming more and more difficult to control. In the beginning, it was enough for him to give an order, their military training would kick in and it was obeyed immediately. 

Last year he reported his concern to the General that the longer the men remained in the program the more autonomous they became. Zeus, Apollo, and Poseidon insisted on working together and refused jobs when Schmidt split them up. Didn’t matter how small or big, they were a triad and he had no other choice but to meet their demand. Hermes, Athena, and Hera had complained, claiming he gave the three men special treatment, which was true to a point. But those three were the best in the unit and always provided results.

Schmidt released a breath and sat up. Would Janus, Perseus, and Hypnos do the same at Zeus and the others? Most likely. With new soldiers constantly reporting and failing to make the 90-day mark, those who survived seemed to gravitate to each other.

Janus opened the door and stuck his head inside. “You want us to head out with Hera?” Dressed in a light blue collarless shirt with the sleeves rolled up showing off his mocha complexion, he looked as if he were dressed to go to dinner or a night on the town. 

“Yes. Keep your ears and eyes open. We need to find out what happened at the lab earlier today and to our team.” Schmidt met Janus’ dark gaze.

Janus stroked his close-cropped goatee which matched his low haircut. “There’s nightlife in this place?”

“Have no idea,” Schmidt said. “Use your charm and see what you can learn. Remain low-key. No bloodshed and be ghosts. In and out. No pictures. No videos. I don’t want anyone to be able to identify you later.”

Janus grinned and he looked like a young man in his early 20’s. He’d died too young. “I promise not to stop the clock or mess with time. No Cinderella episodes tonight. I’ll pass the word along to Hypnos so he won’t put anyone in dream-like states or give them nightmares either.”

“Much appreciated,” Schmidt said with feeling. Janus’ ability to freeze, stop, and fast forward time for small blocks of time was an asset in the field. Hypnos was scary. His ability kicked in while a person was awake, which in Schmidt’s mind was worse than being asleep. In testing, Hypnos pulled people into deep dreams and could make them fun or nightmares. Not everyone was susceptible but those who were, avoided Hypnos whenever they saw him. 

Janus closed the door with a soft click.

Schmidt stood, stretched and looked at the security monitor. What happened to Hermes and the others? The question continued racing around his mind. Would Zeus, Apollo, or Poseidon be able to find him? Maybe. But bringing them in to check behind the others would cement challenges in the rank and they didn’t need that. Schmidt had already informed Zeus that Hermes was missing and presumed dead. If Zeus was shocked or upset, Schmidt couldn’t tell by his response or actions. He hadn’t asked any questions after Schmidt explained the team’s search.

Minutes later the security monitor beeped as two vehicles left the garage and after clearing security, drove down the road toward town.

Relieved to have no other witnesses than human security, Schmidt left his office and took the elevator down to the lab. Inside, he locked the doors and entered a secure room to wait for Prokam. If he was lucky, the man would bring his gorgeous wife, Helen.
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ANTONY PROKAM PULLED his wife close and kissed her hard. He loved how she melted against him and held onto him as if he were the only person in her world. They had survived her cousin, Queen Miriam’s, anger and wrath when they married against her will. Miriam planned for Helen to remain in the background as a single female in her court. Helen’s heart was too big and loving for that fate, something he realized when they met years ago.

Prokam had been instructed by his former employer, Lord Roderick, to meet and use Helen to gather information regarding Lyrill and Kirlethanium. The man had no regard for women and underestimated both Helen and Miriam, which led to his downfall and subsequent death. Miriam’s father may have been blinded by greed and lies but Miriam was shrewd. She knew Roderick was after their limited supply of Kirlethanium to use in an experiment on someone or to create a device. 

With Roderick, there was always another device to create and sell. The man was obsessed with recreating the Liege and becoming king, in his own mind at least. It never materialized. 

Lord Barticus had kept the pressure on Roderick, continually searching for every person involved with the Liege during the time his daughter had been captured. Lord Roderick had sent Prokam to his secret warehouse to secure items to sell to replenish their coffers. It was during this time Prokam learned how to deactivate the kill chip from inside his head and unlock the neck brace to free himself from Lord Roderick’s control. The moment he deactivated the chip and removed the neck brace, his phone rang. 

Roderick ranted and raged over what he considered Prokam’s duplicity. He made all kinds of threats forgetting he hadn’t paid Prokam for his services in almost two years. The more Lord Roderick cursed him, the angrier Prokam became. He had served the man faithfully as an assistant without complaint and completed the most unpleasant tasks. Yet, Lord Roderick would have pressed the button and killed Prokam without a second thought to save himself.

When Roderick demanded Prokam reactivate the kill chip, he hung up on the crazy man. The warehouse held several cases of merchandise, more than enough to repay him for his time serving an ungrateful man who wanted to kill him. Over the course of three days, Prokam cleared out the warehouse and stored the items in another town. For the next year, he remained hidden spending the bulk of his time reading and studying the notes regarding the equipment and how they worked. He and Helen remained in contact and made plans to be together one day.

Before the end of the year, Lord Roderick was found by a bounty hunter and beheaded before Lord Barticus arrived. Miriam’s father, Prime Minister Bensud died the following week. Helen had begged Prokam to take her away while the country grieved otherwise she feared she would be locked behind Lyrill’s walls forever.

By then he had fallen hopelessly in love with the sweet Princess. Armed with enough crystals to keep her safe, Helen met him near the White Wolf Pack’s lands, and they moved to Italy. He never regretted it for a moment. To remain safe from Miriam’s henchmen, they both made blood oaths never to reveal Lyrill’s secrets on the threat of forced transitioning which was worse than death. Miriam made sure he understood she would kill him without any qualms.

“Why do you need to go see him tonight?” Helen asked as he walked toward the door with his arm around her waist.

“There was an explosion. They lost a lab and all the information. He has questions.” Prokam shrugged.

“You will not tell him how to use the crystals. Miriam would destroy us,” Helen said, her tone fearful.

“I cannot tell anyone what I don’t know,” he said. Miriam had refused Helen’s petitions to revisit Lyrill for years. Recently, for Miriam’s 15th Anniversary the ban was lifted and Helen alone was permitted to attend. Just being on the grounds of Lyrill benefitted his wife’s health tremendously. 

Helen cupped his cheeks. “I cannot share it all with you, it’s best this way.”

He agreed. As Helen’s husband, the aging process slowed which would provide them a long future together. “True. Still, he’s an important client. I’m sure he’s catching heat over everything that’s happened. I won’t be away long. Sure you don’t want to come?”

She shook her head. “No. I don’t like the way he looks at me. I’m not a steak for him to devour with his eyes.”

He stroked her long, light brown wavy hair and met her hazel gaze. It still amazed him that she chose him. That she loved him and him alone. Pulling her close, he nibbled on her top lip which was slightly larger than the bottom one. “Not only do I look at you like you’re a steak, but I also get to eat you every day. You’re my favorite meal.”

She giggled and wrapped her arms around his neck. Tall and willowy, she fit perfectly. “I love when you eat me like you’re starving, never stop.” She brushed her lips against his and then deepened the kiss. It was always like this between them, hot and explosive. 

“Somewhere in my life, I did something right to find a woman like you, my equal in every way and more.” He patted her on the butt. “I’ve got to go. Once I’m done, I’ll call, tell you what went down and we’ll decide on our next course of action. Rafe never returned, neither did the rest of the devices with the crystals.”

She lay her cheek against his chest. “I know. Good help is hard to find but we will persevere. I’ve placed the crystals we did receive from him earlier in the safe with our emergency supply. We’re doing well.”

He nodded. 

Miriam refused to share Lyrill’s Kirlethanium with Helen. As her husband, it was his duty to supply her needs which he loved doing. Together, they located several areas with amounts too small for Lyrill but perfect for their needs. 

“But you cannot return there,” Helen said.

“Where?”

“Central America. That was a one-time deal, it’s too dangerous. We won’t return there.” She looked at him until he agreed.

“We won’t return there.” She kissed him again and released him. Pleased with his life, Prokam left through their basement garage and headed to the tunnel entrance for the lab to meet Schmidt.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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“Thomas, they left the lab,” Tip said through their link. “Four of them. A female and the three men who had been searching for Hermes.”

“Which direction did they go?” Thomas asked as he entered the security room with Noah, Mia, Pearl, and Damali.

“Town.”

Thomas stared at the monitor a few moments longer. “Max, head out to the lab, see if there’s any activity on the ground.” He looked a Matteo. “How would you like to take Lizzy out for a nice drive?”

Matteo had just entered the room. He smiled and looked at Lizzie. “Yes, I would like to do this.”

“I want to know what’s below ground,” Thomas said. “I’m thinking they have a way in and out we don’t know about.”

“We’re on it.” Max, Matteo, and Lizzie left the room.

“Is it safe for him to be out there? Those people would love to catch Matteo,” Damali asked.

“Yes, it’s safe. No one will get close to Lizzie,” Noah said.

Damali looked at him and then smiled. “What was I thinking? You’re right about that.”

“Do you want us to go into town?” Mia asked.

Thomas shook his head slowly. “No. They might sense you and that would be a problem. However, I want a better look at their faces. I don’t think we’re dealing with the same men we dealt with on the Leviticus Club assignment. Until I know more about them, we’ll keep a respectable distance.”

“Does Max have a camera? Maybe he can get a picture of them later,” Pearl said.

“That’s a possibility,” Thomas said.

“Let us know if you need us,” Pearl said as she and Damali walked to the door.

“You’re going to finish watching the movie?” Mia asked as she moved in their direction.

“Yeah, it’s almost over and I still don’t know who did it,” Pearl said. The three of them left the room.

“Have you had that private talk with Matteo?” Tip asked.

“Yes. He had questions about the shot, the side effects, finances, work. He’s agreed to the shot and becoming a part of the team,” Thomas said.

“Good. I didn’t want to lose Lizzie. She’s family,” Tip said in a relieved tone.

“The more we travel the more likely new connections will be made. Not everyone is going to relocate to West Virginia,” Thomas said.

“God, I hope I never have to make that choice.” He met Thomas’ gaze. “I don’t know if I can do it. Most of my adult life I’ve been with you guys. Warts and all, I see you as blood kin, family. Not someone to visit on holidays, but every day.”

“I understand,” Thomas said without looking at Noah who had left his only surviving relative, a cousin, behind.

“Were you praying I’d move instead of Mia remaining behind with me?” Noah asked Tip.

“Most definitely. Mia’s got mad skills, we need her,” Tip said without reservation.

“I need her,” Noah said.

“We all need her,” Tip corrected.

Noah met Tip’s gaze for a moment and nodded. “Just so you know, she didn’t give me a choice. It was come with me or stay behind.”

“That sounds like me,” Tip said.

“I’m on top of an electric pole, there’s one car on the highway,” Max said.

“Lizzie?” Thomas asked as he opened the links for everyone to listen.

“No. Another car. It’s coming closer,” Max said. “Single white male human. Not enhanced.”

“Where’s he headed? To the lab?” Thomas asked while looking at the monitors that showed the lab.

“No. He just turned off onto a dirt road, it seems like he’s going in the opposite direction... wait, he’s slowing down. I’m almost to his car.”

Thomas and the others stared at the monitor which showed no new activity.

“He’s stopped and is waiting. A door is opening. I’m crawling up his trunk and inside the back window to go in,” Max said.

The others looked at Thomas.

“This guy isn’t enhanced and the enhanced soldiers left,” Thomas said.

“Okay, I’m on the floorboard in the back. We’re entering a tunnel. He stopped. There’s a machine that’s.... Hold on. The machine scanned the car. Now it’s stopped again. He’s getting out. One sec, I’m hopping onto his collar.”

Thomas looked at Tip, who stared at the monitor.

“Thomas there is a large underground facility beneath the lab. It’s larger below than above,” Lizzie said.

“Thank you. Ride around a bit in case Max needs assistance,” Thomas said.

“It’s a nice night, we’re going to park and blend in with the scenery,” Lizzie said.

“Good idea,” Thomas said.

“Antony, it’s good to see you. Thank you for coming.”

“That’s Schmidt,” Thomas said as they all listened to the conversation through Max’s link.

“No problem. When I heard about the explosion this morning, I expected your call. How’s your team? Anyone hurt?”

“No. Team’s intact. We lost the scientist and most of the notes. Did Doctor Vinnso share anything with you?” Schmidt asked.

“No. I have not spoken with him in weeks. He worked with your man, Hermes.”

“Yes, I have Hermes report and it’s incomplete. He’s in the process of trying to recreate the things they discussed and suggested I talk to you. What about Owen? I’ve tried to find him and have not been able to reach him either. Do you have the name of his contact? The one who has used the crystal for years?” Schmidt said.

“The one who lived in the mountains or near the mountains, I believe. I cannot recall his name.”

“He’s lying,” Max whispered. 

“Who is he?” Tip asked.

Schmidt spoke. “We need to find him, Prokam or we may scrap this project. It’s not cost-effective to start over. If there’s someone out there with the knowledge how to make this crystal work in a way to stabilize my team I want to meet him. Make that happen.”

“Prokam?” Thomas said, recalling a conversation with Hawke. This was the man who bought the necklace for Raven. What was he doing working with the military? What did he know about enhanced humans? He would ask Hawke a few more questions.

“How would I do that?” Prokam asked.

“I don’t know or care. Use your underground connections and find him before tomorrow night. I need answers and you will find them for me,” Schmidt said in a hard, threatening tone.

“All I can say is I will try. There are no guarantees that I’ll find him,” Prokam said.

“I’ve found Kirlethanium deposits to help you and Helen all over the world. Hermes sent someone to Costa Rica recently to search for the crystals. Did he find a deposit?”

“Yes. A small one. You received the report and the samples,” Prokam said.

“Hermes mentioned the deposits were too small for our needs which meant he hired the person for you. Should I contact Queen Miriam and have a conversation with her? I’m sure she would be interested in what the two of you have been up to,” Schmidt said.

“If that’s what you’d like to do, be my guest. Miriam and I have an understanding, she knows me well and after listening to anything you would say, life between us would continue I assure you.” He paused. “If your plan is to threaten me to gain my assistance you should’ve mentioned that on the phone.”

The car door opened.

“I’ll contact you when I have information,” Prokam said closing the door.

“Make sure that you do. And Prokam,” Schmidt said. 

Silence.

“Don’t even think about leaving town or running away. There’s no place my team cannot find you,” Schmidt said.

“What confuses me is what happened to our profitable arrangement? Why have you turned into this... this disagreeable person?” Prokam sounded confused.

“The sky is falling around me and I don’t know what to do,” Schmidt said moments later.

“Understood,” Prokam said.

The mechanism to return the car to the tunnel engaged. Once Prokam drove out the tunnel, Max hopped off his shirt.

“Hmmm, windows are closed, can’t get out. Seems I’m headed to his house or wherever he’s going,” Max said.

“Make sure he doesn’t see you,” Thomas said.

“I’m on the carpet on the passenger side. He’s pissed,” Max said. “Hold on, he’s making a call.”

“I’ve just left Schmidt. He’s wound up, made all kinds of threats if I don’t find Matteo and give him up,” Prokam said and then snorted.

“I won’t tell him anything about Matteo or the others. Owen made it clear what would happen if we gave any more names. You mean too much to me,” Prokam said.

Thomas looked at Noah and then Tip. “Lizzie, you and Matteo come in.”

“On the way, Thomas,” Lizzie said.

“In case someone’s following me, I’ll drive into town, see what’s what, ask a few questions and then head home. Tomorrow, we follow through with our plans,” Prokam paused. “Love you, too,” he disconnected, tossed the phone onto the front seat and pressed the gas.

Minutes later, the car slowed. Max crawled across the floor, went beneath the driver’s seat and drew close to the edge to hop out once the car halted. When Prokam stopped, he remained inside staring ahead for a few moments. He picked up his phone and placed another call. 

“We have a problem. I need to talk to you,” Prokam said. He hung up, opened the door and stepped out. Max fell to the road and crawled quickly beneath the car, coming out on the passenger side. He remained still, catching his breath for a few moments wondering how to gain more information. Finally, he crawled down the street to a streetlight, climbed up and maneuvered to a position so he could see Prokam and whoever he waited for.

“I cannot see him clearly,” Thomas said, trying to see through Max’s eyes since he was at a distance from anyone who would notice the change in his gaze.

“One second, I need to go bigger,” Max said. He grew to the size of a frog and moved to the shadowed side of the pole. “How about now?” 

“Much better. Prokam looks distracted, keeps looking over his shoulder,” Thomas said.

A motorcycle turned onto the street, drove past Prokam to the end of the road, turned and stopped near him. 

“He looks familiar,” Lizzie said.

“He should, it’s Pietro. Matteo’s nephew,” Thomas said.

“Oh, no,” Lizzie whispered. “We’re parking now and will be inside in a bit.”

“What do you want?” Pietro asked Prokam.

“There’s a lot of heat right now, where’s Matteo?”

“I don’t know. He fell in love with some chick and left with her. He gave my Uncle the hotel and restaurant but it’s closed until the end of the month. Everyone is away on holiday,” Pietro said. 

“What do you mean he left? He can’t leave his family behind. What if they’re attacked or something like that? Didn’t you tell him what I told you to tell him?” Prokam said.

Pietro shrugged. “I told him but he’s in love and left us on our own.”

Prokam ran his hand through his hair. “Where did he go?”

Pietro leaned against his bike and shrugged. “I don’t know. Uncle doesn’t talk to me like that.”

“How can we get him back? Like fast, it’s really important,” Prokam said.

“I don’t know.”

“You said he’s in love. Who’s he in love with?” Prokam sounded desperate.

“I never met her. She was a guest in the hotel, they met and left together.”

“Can you get information on her? Same fee as before,” Prokam said.

“The hotel is locked. I can’t get inside,” Pietro said.

“Ask your Uncle to let you in. Tell him you need to grab something important; he likes you. He’ll let you in. I’ll pay an extra $5,000 if you get that information to me by noon tomorrow,” Prokam said.

Pietro straightened and stood. “All you want is her name?”

“Yes. If there’s a photo of her as well, that would help but I’ll pay you for her name,” Prokam said.

Pietro turned and threw his leg over his bike. “I’ll text it to you. Send my payment to the same account as before.” He started the motorcycle and drove off.

“I never liked him,” Thomas said.

“Me neither,” Lizzie said as she and Matteo entered the room.

“Do you want me to follow Prokam or head into town?” Max asked.

“Come in, we need to plan,” Thomas said.

Matteo sat at the table with a wry smile. “I’m not too fond of Pietro either.” He looked at Lizzie. “I cannot allow him to find out anything about you.”

She cupped his cheek. “We don’t use our real names when we travel. Never have. If there are any photos, they’re distorted. Whatever he finds will lead them on a merry chase but won’t circle back to us. We’ve danced this rodeo too many times to leave trails. I’m sorry you’re troubled by what he’s doing.”

Matteo took her hand and kissed her palm. “He’s been disinherited for a long time and is angry. I no longer own the hotel and wish them the best. That chapter of my life is over.” He looked at Lizzie. “We’re writing a new book.”

She smiled at him.

Thomas nodded as he looked at Noah and then Mia. “See what you can learn from Prokam. He’s showing up in too many places. I don’t like coincidences.”

Noah stood, extended his hand to Mia. “How far back should we go?”

“At least a month. No, make that six months. I want to know what he’s been up to. Schmidt acted as if he had something on Prokam. Maybe he does. Most importantly I want the connection between Prokam and Raven,” Thomas said. “I’ll update Hawke and pull him in.”
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NOAH AND MIA MOVED to the sofa to get comfortable while the others watched the monitor. Matteo and Lizzie moved to sit near them. 

“What are you about to do?” Matteo whispered.

“We dream-walk,” Noah said. “I’ll go back in time through what I call the dream realm to a specific period to find someone or something. I can watch what happened that day, gather clues, information. Mia picks up emotions, thoughts, that kind of thing. Comes in handy sometimes.”

Matteo’s eyes widened. “I can see how it would. Do you need anything?”

“No. We’re good.” Noah looked at Mia. She nodded. He closed his eyes. Seconds later he stood in the middle of a road with a light post in front of him. A gray mist rolled forward. He extended his hand. The mist swirled and leaped into the middle of his palm.

“We’re looking for Prokam, somehow he’s involved with a kidnapping and that’s never a good thing,” he said before looking around the dimly lit space.

Mia walked toward him. “Ready?”

Taking her hand, he nodded. Focused on Prokam’s face and name, they flew back in time and stopped.

They were in the corner of a bedroom. Two people lay entwined on the bed asleep.

“Can we go back a few hours or forward when they’re awake?” Mia said. The air ruffled, the scenery changed. Prokam and a gorgeous woman sat in front of the television laughing at whatever was on the screen.

Noah moved so they could get a better view. “Thomas, do you know her?”

“No. There’s nothing in his bio about a significant other or wife. Could be the person he called from the car earlier,” Thomas said.

Noah moved around the house searching for clues to her identity and found nothing. They returned to the living area as the movie ended. Prokam turned off the television, stood along with the female and embraced.

“Tired?” Prokam asked.

“Yes. It was a long trip home.”

“I missed you, next time don’t stay gone so long,” he murmured against her neck.

“You know how Miriam is. Everything has to be done just right or she goes into a rage. At any rate, as long as you do what she wants we won’t have any more problems with her for a while.”

“Surprised she asked me to do this. I mean she’s made it clear what she really thinks of me,” he said as they moved to the bedroom.

“She’s not that bad.” They looked at each other and laughed. “Yes, she is.”

Noah continued listening, hoping for more clues. When they lay on the bed, he moved backward two days.

Prokam sat at his computer talking on the phone. “How soon can you send it?” He continued typing numbers into a spreadsheet.

Noah moved closer so they could read. “He’s collecting crystals of Kirlethanium, why? For Miriam or the military?”

“Good question,” Thomas said.

Prokam hung up, rubbed his forehead and made another call. This time he wired payment for a small shipment of Kirlethanium. Not enough for either the military or Lyrill.

“Is he a user?” Mia asked.

“Doesn’t look like one,” Thomas said as they watched Prokam make another call. “Hawke, what do you make of Prokam’s behavior?”

“If the woman in Prokam’s life is from Lyrill, she needs the crystals to survive. Possibly more than if she still lived there. Chances are he’s stockpiling enough for her, which also benefits him in the long run,” Hawke said.

“If he’s finding the crystals for her, why is he dealing with Schmidt?” Thomas asked.

“And why did he purchase the necklace with Kirlethanium crystals for Raven?” Mia asked.

“We need answers to both those questions. How soon can you isolate and scan Prokam?” Hawke asked.

“Once we learn his location, we’ll pick him up. Noah, can you find out where he lives?” Thomas said standing.

Noah moved several times before locating Prokam driving. “Give us a few minutes.” It took an hour to find a memory of Prokam returning home. “Got it.” Noah gave Thomas the address.

“I’ll contact you once we have him so Silas can question him,” Thomas said.

“I’ll let him know. Storm is standing by to go pick up Raven,” Hawke said, making it clear what he expected as the outcome from talking to Prokam.

Noah and Mia opened their eyes moments later. Pearl gave each of them a bottle of water.

Max lay sat on the sofa near Lizzie. “Where will we take him?”

“Barticus has another place an hour from here with a secure basement. It was the first house he offered us. I’ll take him there,” Thomas said.

“Do you need to take him anywhere? Why not touch him, get what you need and leave. If you’re quiet he might think he’s dreaming and not be aware he’s under suspicion,” Damali said.

The others looked at her.

“In and out like ghosts. Get what we need and leave everything in place. If we need to deal with him we can, but for now, he hasn’t done anything other than purchased a necklace and found crystals to save his wife’s life,” Damali continued. “We can’t just kidnap people for no reason. It’s uncomfortable.”

“I could get inside, turn off the alarm and let you in,” Max said.

“Did he go home? What if he’s not there and is in town looking for others with information?” Pearl said.

“We’d wait,” Max said.

“Or we could talk to him before he goes home,” Pearl said.

They looked at Thomas. 

“I hear your concerns Damali, they’re valid. We’ll only move him as a last resort,” Thomas said. 

Damali nodded.

“I hoped to do this quickly, but Pearl’s right, we don’t know where he is. One thing for sure, he will eventually go home. I’ve been looking at the map to his place, we’ll head out. If we can intercept him we will, if not, we go inside, get the information and leave.” Thomas stood. “Max, Pearl, with me.”

They left the room.
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THOMAS DROVE IN THE direction of Prokam’s home. Pearl was in the passenger seat and Max in the back. The GPS had them turn onto the main road leading to the house. Once they identified the house number, Thomas scanned the building.

“Two heat signatures.” He looked at Max through the rearview mirror. “He’s in there. You’ve got a few choices this time. Chimney? Dryer vent? Or roof vent?”

Max looked at the house as they drove past it. “Any will do. I’ll pick one and let you know when I’m closer.”

Thomas eased to the corner stop sign. Max shrunk, hopped out the window and ran back toward Prokam’s house. Thomas rolled up the window, continued driving several blocks and parked.

“It’s quiet, I haven’t heard any movement and when I peeked in, they looked asleep,” Max said.

“Did he turn on the alarm?” Thomas asked as he and Pearl slowed and headed toward the house.

“Yes, I’ve got the code. It’s a common system, not a lot of bells and whistles. I’ve already disarmed it,” Max said.

“We’re here and coming inside.” Thomas opened the door and entered with Pearl following. She closed the door softly behind her. The scent of sex filled the air.

“Re-arm the system in case he wakes up.” Thomas pointed to the panel.

Max morphed to his normal size and entered the code before shrinking again.

Pearl touched Thomas and they became almost transparent as they moved toward the bedroom. Thomas moved silently toward the bed.

Once there, he touched Prokam’s forehead. “Hawke, I’m in,” Thomas said as he rifled through Prokam’s memories. Pearl merged with Helen and kept her asleep while sharing her memories.

Decades ago, Prokam had been recruited by the Liege and believed the hype. Initially, he thought their goals and missions were honorable. Thomas was surprised by the things Prokam had seen and done without question at Lord Roderick’s request. 

“Slow down. Roderick sent him to spy on Lyrill through Helen? The woman he married?” La Patron asked.

“Yes. I think that’s what saved Prokam’s life. He fell in love with Helen and escaped Roderick,” Thomas said. “Prokam met Schmidt through an old Liege contract and sold him the information he had taken from Roderick’s warehouse. They’ve known each other for over five years.”

“Seems like Schmidt had Roderick killed. Did he do it at Prokam’s request? Or to tie up loose ends?” Hawke said.

“Probably a combination of both,” La Patron said. “Where’s Miriam in all this?”

“Prokam suspects his wife had something to do with the Prime Minister’s death to escape the castle. He died not long after Roderick. The timing is suspicious,” Thomas said.

“Miriam was crowned queen after her father’s death and has not allowed him to return. She’s angry Helen ran off to be with Prokam. Either she doesn’t like him or doesn’t want Helen to have a man who loves her while she doesn’t have anyone in her life. Prokam thinks Miriam is not only jealous of Helen, but she’s a selfish, bitter, grape who despises happiness in others,” Thomas continued.

“Probably right,” La Patron muttered.

“Here it is,” Thomas crowed. “Miriam, through Helen, had Prokam purchase the necklace for Raven and send it to her. He came up with the idea to tell the women it was from Lucian.” 

“Did he replace the stones in Raven’s necklace? Add the suppressors?” Hawke asked.

“I don’t see anything about that,” Thomas said slowly as he filtered through decades of memories quickly and efficiently.

“Why? What does Miriam gain from Raven and Lucian? From the Central American Pack?” La Patron paused. “Prokam is the bridge, the connection between the two. He’s the reason those men are searching for Kirlethanium and he helped Miriam do something with Raven.”

“For the most part, everything he’s done has been to keep his wife alive. Schmidt paid him for the information. It’s muddy whether Prokam asked Schmidt to kill Roderick but that’s not a mark against him. Barticus searched high and low for Roderick for years, his death was just a matter of time. Otherwise, everything else I see is his desperate attempt to keep Helen alive,” Hawke said.

“If Miriam took Raven, what could she do with her? It makes no sense. What am I missing here?” Silas asked.

“What I recall from Miriam’s interaction with both Tyrese and Damian, she wanted a child. Does she still want that? Another thing to consider, Miriam was told no by both men. Maybe she’s not taking chances this time by keeping Raven sedated so she can breed her,” Hawke said.

“Breed Raven? Why? Lyrill has known of full-bloods for decades. Miriam can enter into an agreement with candidates at any time to impregnate her or carry a child or anything else. We’re missing something,” Silas insisted. “My gut says Miriam is involved with Raven’s disappearance, but I don’t know why. Is there a way to use Helen or Prokam as leverage to get more information on Raven?” La Patron asked.

“Miriam doesn’t like Prokam. She has only recently allowed Helen to return for a quick visit to Lyrill, they aren’t very close. Helen doesn’t trust Miriam and avoids her. She doesn’t know why Miriam asked Prokam to buy the necklace and wants no part of it,” Thomas said. He looked at Pearl. “Does Helen know what Miriam wants with Raven? Or if she took her?”

“No. Since Helen ran off to marry, Miriam no longer shares things with her. They aren’t as close as they pretend in public. Helen isn’t aware of the kidnapping. Is Prokam? Pearl asked.

“Now that you mention it, I haven’t come across anything about Raven’s kidnapping. That’s surprising,” Thomas said. “Despite what he told his wife or how he acted earlier, he’s afraid of Schmidt. Not what they’ll do to him but what Schmidt might do to Helen. Prokam believes the man is besotted by her,” Thomas said.

“I’ll send Storm to Lyrill as soon as the plane refuels. Returning Raven home is my number one priority,” La Patron said. “Thanks again, Thomas, Pearl and the others.”

“You’re welcome,” Thomas said.

“This could turn into a mess. Miriam has always been a problem waiting to happen, should’ve dealt with her years ago,” La Patron muttered as he left the link.

Thomas and Pearl released the sleeping couple and rearranged them as they found them. Quiet, they retraced their steps into the living area to meet Max.
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Silas leaned back in the seat in his office. Jasmine remained in their suites with Jackie and Renee. Storm had been adamant that Renee could not travel with him to a hostile location and no matter how much she asked, he never relented. Instead of remaining in her suite to wait for word from her mate, Renee parked in their living room with a fake smile and questions in her eyes.

Initially, he planned for him and Jasmine to wait together, preferably in bed, while monitoring Storm’s rescue attempt. His pups prevented that and rather than deal with their questions, he sat alone enjoying the solitude.

“I heard about Thomas’ exploits the other night. Seems like the Olympians are a real deal. We may need to monitor them,” Angus said.

When Silas learned there was no Alpha amongst the Olympians, he decided to keep an eye on them. It was only a matter of time before the Joint Chiefs realized their biggest mistake. You never create something you cannot control. Not everyone in the military was loyal to their country and would eventually go rogue if they hadn’t already.

“I agree. I’m sure we’ll hear about it. Fortunately, the Goddess already placed them in the Chimera category which means we can defend against them as well as hunt those who become a problem in this country.”

“Has Storm arrived?” Angus asked.

“Yes. One of Amynta’s Pack members picked him up and is taking him to Lyrill. So far he hasn’t picked up her scent.” Silas refused to allow that tidbit to get him down. He hoped when Storm was closer he would find something, anything to solve the mystery of Raven’s whereabouts.

“Good. I’ve prayed for a safe recovery. It’s been almost a week, that’s too long,” Angus said as if Silas didn’t know. He didn’t respond.

“Let me know when he’s in position,” Angus said into the silence moments later.

“Will do,” Silas said as he leaned back and closed his eyes again.

“Alpha, I have arrived and stand on the border of the White Clan lands and Lyrill. The land is warded and I cannot smell anything through the wards. The Alpha believes she can open a pocket for a short time to allow me to inhale a few times before soldiers arrive to investigate the breach.”

Silas inhaled and made a decision. “Do what you need to do to determine if Raven is in Lyrill.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Keep the link open so I can monitor the situation along with Lucian, Angus, and Barticus.” Since Amynta’s links were limited to Asia and Barticus, he would pull in his mate, just as Silas would open for Jasmine. 

“Yes. Sir. She is here and opening a hole.” 

Silas linked with Lucian and the others. They watched in silence as the wall between the two lands tore as Storm stuck his hand into the hole, widening it until he could step through. Once on Lyrill lands, he took several deep breaths and ran at a dizzying, blurred speed.

“What’s going on?” Lucian asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Silas said. Storm moved so fast they couldn’t track him. 

When Storm stopped, he stood on a patio, taking several deep breaths. A few people stopped, stared and pointed at him. He took off running again.

“Well, that was different,” Angus said.

“I think he’s searching for her scent,” Silas said. “He won’t leave without searching everywhere for her.”

“Thank you,” Lucian said.

Storm stopped again. This time he was in the middle of several homes. People peeked out their doors and windows to stare at him as he turned slowly in a circle. Once done. He took off running again. 

Over the course of an hour. He stopped eight times. Twice he stood in the middle of a castle, startling staff to the point one lady dropped a glass vase full of flowers. He moved so fast by the time an alarm was raised he was in another part of Lyrill.

When he stopped the ninth time, Storm spoke. “Her scent is not here.”

Silas’ heart dropped. He had been so certain Miriam had taken Raven. “Thank you. Return to White Wolf land. The Alpha has not recanted the spell to open the hole and you should be able to tear another one through the wall and leave.”

“Yes, Sir.” Storm took off running until he came to a remote area, he unleashed his claws stuck them into the wall. Nothing happened. He moved further down, stuck his claws into the wall, nothing happened.

“Barticus, why isn’t the wall opening?” Silas said, concerned.

“They’re working on it,” Barticus said.

Storm took off and ran further south. He jumped and landed on the limb of a huge tree. From this vantage point, he saw the soldiers searching everywhere. It was just a matter of time before they located him. 

“Amynta said for him to try it now,” Barticus said several tense minutes later.

Silas repeated the instructions. 

Storm hopped down, released his claws and tore open the wall. The moment they penetrated, soldiers ran in his direction, yelling for him to stop and fired weapons into the dense forest.

Storm continued opening the hole until it was large enough to climb through. Once on the other side, the hole closed as if it had never been. 

Silence.

Storm waited to see if the soldiers would follow but none did. “The fragrances in that place messed with my nose. I couldn’t get an accurate reading when I first entered through the veil. I crossed and cross-checked for a whiff of her scent and found none,” he explained.

“Thank you,” Lucian said. “I appreciate your help. Please leave that place before they come after you.”

Storm smiled. “I am returning to my evening lodgings and await further instructions.”

“Do you get the feeling Storm wishes they would cross that barrier?” Angus asked Silas.

“Oh yeah. All that running, he’s got energy to burn and nowhere to put it. Once the plane is refueled, I’ll bring him home,” Silas said.

“What about Raven? Where do we look next?” Angus asked.

“Have the pups found anything?” Silas asked.

“No. All dead ends. Whoever did this is cunning and covered their bases well,” Angus said. 

“So, we keep looking for Raven,” Silas said.

“Agreed,” Angus said.
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THAT NIGHT AT DINNER, Zoe sat across from her father picking over her food while he ate with gusto. Her thoughts remained on the female in the chapel and Silvia’s demands. Who was she? Why did Zoe feel a kinship of sorts with her? It made no sense.

What really made no sense was Silvia’s insistence that she had to be the one to save the Pack and this woman’s life. Zoe was no hero and didn’t want the role. Still, it pained her to think of the female’s death. 

“What’s wrong? You closed our links, why?” her father asked, watching her closely.

There was no way her thoughts wouldn’t bleed over into his and he would know about the hidden female without her uttering a word. She shrugged and didn’t answer. Let him think she was still angry over this morning’s discussion. He asked questions but didn’t listen. Case in point, Thiago sat at the table having dinner with them.

He looked at her a few moments longer, pushed back from the table and walked out.

Zoe’s mind was firmly on solving this new problem and she didn’t hear Thiago move his chair close to hers. Her beast growled low in her belly as she cut her eyes toward him. 

“Back up,” she said in a low, angry tone.

He looked around the room, held up his hands and scooted back a few inches. “Look, I get you don’t like me or the role I played in your being here. Most times the feeling is mutual. Pity, since we were friends once but times have changed. Alpha Sacha is a good man with a lot on his mind, can you meet him halfway? He’s been worried about how this whole thing is going to go. He’s afraid to lose you again and doesn’t want to start a new den.”

“Why not?” Curiosity made her forget she didn’t like Thiago.

“There are several who would bed him and carry his pups but his heart is taken with your Mam. There will never be another for him. It’s the way of mates.”

There was that word again. It seems she heard it all day. “I see.”

“Do you?” The look he gave her made her sit straight. 

“You’ve been honest with me, so I’ll be honest with you. I don’t want a mate. I’m not interested in dating or mating or hooking up or any of those things with anyone. My father asked me to stay six months and that’s what I plan to do. Someone very dear to me is sick and will need my help soon. She didn’t abandon me when she could and I won’t abandon her. Not now, not ever. I’m really sorry life messed me over and I have no memories of anyone here or the year before the Queen found me. That wasn’t my fault. The only memories I have are the last 14 years in Lyrill, my home.”

His gaze flicked over her shoulder and back to her. “I understand. Believe me, I do.  Dating and mates or hooking up as you called it isn’t a problem or an issue unless you make it one. None of this is your fault or Alpha Sacha’s fault either. Both of you were victims. It would help if you tried to be more like Pack, that’s all.” He pushed back, stood and left the room.

Why did she feel worse after being honest with him? She didn’t want him to get the wrong idea and think she agreed with her father about them. There was and would never be a them.

She rubbed her forehead and tried to think. How would she leave Hidalgo land and get to an airport unseen? That would take a miracle. What about flights? Commercial? With a comatose woman? Get real. She would need to charter a plane. The short notice would take a bite out of her personal account but she could do it with no problem. The Queen had always been generous, and Zoe rarely spent her own money.

Optimistic, she worked out the logistics in her mind. She would hire a car to meet her at the airport and take her... She frowned. Take her where? Silvia didn’t give her an address in Honduras. No matter, she would get the address tomorrow. Once she dropped the female off she would take another flight back here. Her father would be angry that she left without telling him but he would be alive. The matter would be settled and closed.

She frowned. 

Things never worked the way they should. She needed a backup plan and pulled out her phone. There were a few smaller airports with charters. Good. She would make arrangements later tonight in her room. 

“You spend too much time on that thing,” her father said walking up to the table.

Her hand flew to her chest in surprise. Heart racing, she glared at him. “Do you like anything about me? You complain about everything.” She stood.

“Wait.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Nothing is going right. I wanted us to be like we were before, our den. So much time has passed and I wanted to spend this with you before... before I get too old. I like a lot of things about you.” He offered a peace-making smile.

“Yeah? Like what?” She crossed her arms and stared at him.

“You’re tall like me.”

She couldn’t help it and laughed.

“Strange gold eyes like mine.”

She shook her head.

“You’re smart and beautiful like your Mam. I’m an old man who wishes to turn back the clock and cannot.”

“Neither can I.” She tried to make him understand. “I can’t be this person you keep telling me I am. I’m Zoe. Whatever happened in the first 11 years of my life are lost. I have no knowledge of that time. What I do know is who I am now, and I like me. I think if you got to know who I am now; you might like me too.”

He held her gaze several seconds and nodded. “You want me to call you this new name?”

“It’s the only name I know,” she said.

He exhaled. “You’re right. In my mind, I know you’re right. My heart, it does not want to let go of the wee one I carried on my shoulders all the time and tossed in the air as she screamed for joy.” He exhaled. “I promise to do better. When I return we will do something together, maybe drive to the beach for a weekend. Would you like that?”

“Return? Where are you going?” Was he leaving tonight? Tomorrow? When?

He didn’t look at her. “There’s something I need to tend to. It’s important or I wouldn’t leave like this.”

“Are you leaving town? How long will you be gone?” She couldn’t believe it. Had Silvia said or done something to clear the way for Zoe to leave?

“I don’t want to discuss it. I’ll return soon. Since there’s not much you can do around here, take the small truck into town if you want to get out or something.”

“The small truck?” she stared at him.

“My new one is off-limits. The smaller one is fine. Don’t hit anyone and try not to get into any fights. I’ll be leaving before sunrise.” He moved closer and gave her an awkward hug. 

“Alright,” she mumbled against his chest.

In the corner of her eye, she saw Silvia cross the room and step outside holding a basket. 

“Goodnight.” He left her staring at his back in total surprise of the turn of events.

“Don’t you have things you need to do?” Silvia asked from the hall.

Dang, Zoe would never question that woman again. “Yeah.”

“Come with me,” Silvia said.

Zoe looked around and stepped outside. They walked in the opposite direction of the chapel.

“Can you leave sooner?” 

“Instead of at night?”

Silvia nodded.

“Yes. We may need to wait but I can still leave here.” Zoe looked around. “Can you at least wake her up so it won’t be so obvious?”

“We’ll discuss that when you come for Raven. Go, rest make plans.” Silvia walked away briskly.

Zoe headed back to the house, her mind whirling with tactics. It wasn’t until she was in her room that she realized Silvia had given her the name of the female.
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THE NEXT DAY ZOE AND Raven sat in the hotel room waiting for the plane she chartered to arrive. It had been her rotten luck that there were no charters available out of the international airport she flew into last week. She chose this smaller airport that was three and a half hours from her father’s land.

She inhaled and looked at Raven who stared at the television. When she arrived at the chapel, not in the truck but in an older model SUV that was also parked in the garage, Silvia walked outside with Raven. 

“Don’t worry that she won’t say much. Just get her home.” She handed Zoe a slip of paper with an address, a bag with food, and closed the door. “May the Goddess watch over both of you. Be careful.”

They made good time and would be in the air in another hour. Zoe couldn’t relax. Her father had sent messages, which she responded to. Her Mom called earlier, they talked briefly and then hung up. Fear that her Mom and sire were plotting to sabotage her plans almost made Zoe’s heart stop. She imagined several scenarios where they tag-teamed by keeping her on the phone while her father tracked her here.

She took several deep breaths and turned it off. The charter company would call the hotel and send a car to pick them up.

“Hungry?” she asked Raven.

“Yes.”

Surprised the woman responded, Zoe, opened the bag of goodies Silvia gave her this morning and fixed their plates. They ate in silence.

“How old are you?” Zoe asked. They looked to be close in age but she could be wrong.

Raven frowned. “I’m not sure.” She continued eating. When she was done, she pushed away her plate. “Thank you.”

“Are you glad to be going home?” Zoe asked.

Raven frowned again. “I think so.”

This was going to be harder than she thought. They lapsed into silence. Half an hour later, the charter company called. 

Relieved, Zoe grabbed their bags and headed for the door. “Come on, it’s time to go home.”

Raven met her gaze, stood and followed her out the door to the limo. They were quiet during the ride. Questions flew around Zoe’s mind but she kept them to herself. The sooner Raven was home the better. Rather than take her all the way, Zoe would put her in a taxi and take the next flight to Colombia. If she was lucky, she would get home before anyone realized she left the country. Pleased with her new plan, she buckled up and prepared for takeoff.

Two hours later they landed at the airport near the military base. The car Zoe reserved was late. She checked returning flights to Bogota and could catch one in an hour. Pleased that something was working right, she walked with Raven off the flight and ignored the stares in their direction.

“Hello Raven, how’re you doing?” someone asked.

Raven smiled and waved but didn’t stop. The limo pulled up. Zoe opened the door and Raven slid inside the back seat. Zoe handed the driver the address, said goodbye to Raven and returned to the airport, ignoring the stares drilling in her back. 

“I’d like to buy a ticket to Bogota,” she told the woman at the counter.

“We need you to come with us,” someone said from behind her.

Zoe didn’t turn around and continued looking at the human working the counter. When a full-blood sent the human on a break and took over, Zoe knew there would be problems.

“You need to come with us.” She turned and looked at two full-blood men wearing security guard uniforms. 

Zoe stepped out of line, held up her finger to them and placed a call. “Mom, I’m in Honduras at the airport. Two full-blood security guards are telling me I have to go with them.” She turned the phone around so the Queen could see them. “What should I do?”

The men frowned and looked over her head at the man behind the counter.

“None of that’s important right now, I’ll explain why I’m here later. What do you want me to do?” Human passengers watched as they passed by.

“Come with us now,” the security officer said in a low voice.

“First off, I don’t know you. Why should I go anywhere with you? Airports are not any Alpha’s jurisdiction.” Later she would ask her Mom how she knew so much about Pack rules. For now, it was working. 

“You cannot leave Honduras,” one of the guards said.

“Yes, I can.” Zoe met the security guard’s gaze.

“Our Alpha wants you to wait for him.”

“Your Alpha can meet me at home. I’m leaving in 15 minutes.”

They stared at her and looked at the crowd forming nearby. Zoe turned to leave. A human security guard stopped her.

“Miss Zoe?”

Suspicious, Zoe looked over her shoulder at the full-bloods and nodded.

“Queen Miriam sent us to escort you to your charter.” His words held a ring of truth but before moving, she verified it with her mother. Four men ran through the concourse to join him. 

“Mom, is there something you want to tell me? How did these men get here so fast?”

“Be serious, Zoe. There’s no way I’d allow you to travel anywhere without security in the shadows. You’re my daughter, a Princess. They’re always nearby. Go with them, I’m arranging for a plane to return you to Sacha. Safety first, then you’ll explain what in blazes you’re doing in Honduras.”

Turning she walked down the concourse toward the waiting area for her flight. She thought of all the trips she had taken the past two years and shook her head over her mother’s long reach. That was one formidable woman.

Within an hour Zoe was in the air and returned to the small airport. She picked up the car and was home before nightfall without talking to her father or Silvia. Tired, yet pleased with herself, she fell asleep with no idea of the storm headed her way.
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LUCIAN DROPPED EVERYTHING in Costa Rica and returned to the Alpha house in Honduras the moment he received Duke’s message of Raven pulling up in a limo and walking to the door. She looks dazed. Couldn’t remember much beyond her flight and a pretty female on the plane. He still couldn’t link with her and that bothered him. 

His heart leaped in his chest as he strode through the door and picked up her scent. It was lighter than before but definitely her. Eager to see for himself, he tore through the living room and ran to her bedroom. The door was ajar. Duke sat in a chair in the corner watching Raven sleep. Profound relief staggered him.

“She’s been sleeping since she got home.”

Lucian didn’t care. She was safe and home where she belonged, that’s all that mattered.

“It might be a good idea to scan her now while she’s sleeping. Make sure she’s alright,” Duke said.

Lucian looked at him, thought about it and sat on the side of the bed. He placed his palm on Raven’s forehead to read any recent memories for clues of what happened to her. There was nothing. Not even the day she left the office. The last memory was from their dinner. Next, he did a slow physical scan to make sure she was alright. There were no memory bubbles in her head, thank the Goddess. No sexual assault. No bruises.

“She’s fine,” he told Duke.

“Thank the Goddess,” Duke said. “You should have seen her when she got here. It was like she didn’t know who or where she was. It took a while for me to get her to understand she was home. Our links still don’t work.”

Lucian frowned. “Tell me again how she got here.” Now that Raven was safe, he wanted answers.

“A full-blood from Colombia, at least that’s where the chartered flight flew from, brought her. I’m waiting for more information.”

“Full-blood? All this time we thought humans took her.” Lucian shook his head. “Who is she? Why didn’t they hold her?”

“They tried. She refused to stay. Stated that no Pack owned the airport and human security guards escorted her to her flight. We couldn’t get to her without making a scene,” Duke said.

“Find out her name. Who chartered the flight and where it landed?” Lucian said incensed the woman slipped out of their hands. 

“Working on it.” 

“Um.” Raven rolled over, drawing their attention. Her eyes fluttered open and she squinted up at Lucian. 

They stared at each other for a few moments. His heart squeezed tight as he sent another silent thanks to the Goddess for Raven’s safe return.

“Hey,” he said when he couldn’t take the silence much longer.

“Lucian?” she whispered and extended her fingertips. He moved closer so she could touch him.

“I’m here,” he whispered.

“Duke?”

“I’m here, too.” Duke moved to stand next to Lucian.

Raven frowned. “Tasha?” She closed her eyes. “No. Tasha isn’t here, right?”

“Right,” Lucian said, after glancing up at Duke.

“Where have you been?” Duke asked softly.

“Huh?” She looked at him.

“You’ve been gone for almost a week. You didn’t call or write or send postcards.” Duke teased.

She frowned as she stared at him. “Really? A week?”

“Not a full week, almost,” Lucian corrected, not wanting her to get upset.

Returning to her pillow, she shook her head slowly. “I don’t know.”

“Who was on the plane with you? The one who brought you home?” Lucian asked.

“She was really pretty, you’d like her.”

Doubtful. “What was her name? Do you remember?” Lucian asked.

“No. I don’t know. She was really nice. She brought me home; said I’d be safe here.”

Lucian looked at Duke. “Make sure there’s security around this place 24-7.”

Duke nodded.

“I’d like to thank her for bringing you home safe, so if you remember anything, anything at all, let me know.” He cupped her cheek, leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Thank the Goddess you’re safe. I was so worried.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered and yawned. “Don’t know why I’m so sleepy. Seems that’s all I do.”

“You slept while you were away?” he asked.

She frowned again. “I don’t know.”

As much as he wanted answers he didn’t want to press. “What happened to your necklace?”

“I don’t know. I had one on didn’t I?” She looked at him for confirmation.

“Maybe.” He glanced at Duke.

“We were in an airplane. I remember that,” she said. “It was a long flight; I must’ve fallen asleep.”

“Did you eat on the flight?” Duke asked.

“No. In the hotel, before we took the flight,” she said and yawned again.

“What hotel?” Duke asked.

“Huh?” She frowned up at him.

“Do you remember what hotel you were in?”

She held his gaze a few moments and shook her head. “No. Sorry. It was nice. Clean. Regular.”

That didn’t help.

“What about the human security guards, do you know who hired them?”

“Working on it,” Duke said.

Lucian wanted them to work faster. Whoever kidnapped his sister and held her for a week would pay with their lives.

“Very pretty. Nice eyes. A strange shade of brown, like amber or gold. You would like her,” Raven said.

“I doubt it,” Lucian said. There was no way he would ever be attracted to anyone involved with kidnapping his sister.

Raven laughed. 

The knot in his chest loosened as he looked at her.

She pointed at him. “You like her.”

He looked at Duke. “I don’t know her, do I?” He knew a few light brown-eyed full-bloods but they were mated.

“I don’t know.” Raven yawned again. “Things are fuzzy right now but getting better. Sorry...” she yawned again. “Sorry, I’m so sleepy.”

“That’s alright. Get some rest. We’ll talk later. I’ve got food coming.”

“Mmm good. I’m tired of pandebono. I want baleadas.”

“I’ll make sure that’s what you have waiting when you wake,” Lucian said. He looked at Duke. Pandebono is a Colombian bread. I think that’s where she’s been. The letter from Argentina was to throw us off.”

“It worked. To think she’s been two hours away all this time.” Duke shook his head.

“On another continent. I don’t know any Colombian Packs... not yet. But I’ll start asking questions.” Lucian looked down at her sleeping peacefully and his heart melted. “I’m glad she’s home.”

“Me too. I’ve got information on who rented the jet that flew out. Queen Miriam.” Duke looked at Lucian. “Wonder if it’s a real queen or one of those musicians. She hired the security team too. Got more information on what happened between her, the one who brought Raven home, and our security. They told her to come with them. She made a call to this Queen, told her what was going on and asked what should she do? Wasn’t much longer she refused to go with our security, raised her voice a bit, and drew human attention. Then the other security guards showed up, stayed with her until her flight left. No one was allowed in the waiting area or on the tarmac. All human crew flew the plane.”

“What was her name again?” It sounded familiar.

“Queen Miriam,” Duke said.

The Queen of Lyrill. Had she been involved with the kidnapping all along? Had the Queen hidden Raven in South America and returned her? Why? Because Storm breached her security? No. That wasn’t reasonable. Had Raven been on her way from Lyrill by the time Storm arrived? Why take Raven? None of this made sense.

“Do you know her?” Duke asked.

Lucian hadn’t shared much with Duke since he learned of their Uncle’s activities. He needed to address Duke’s involvement but hadn’t wanted to deal with that in addition to everything else.

“Not personally. I’ve heard her name.” Lucian stood and stuffed his hands in his pockets. Either he trusted his brother, or he didn’t. It wasn’t fair to either of them to have this layer of distrust between them.

“Come with me.” Lucian walked out into the hall and leaned against the wall. Duke followed and met his gaze.

He told Duke what Lloyd said.

Duke’s eyes widened in surprise. “No. I don’t believe it.”

“He wasn’t lying.”

“But, we would’ve known. He would’ve sent me or Tasha to do it. Tasha would’ve told me if she did any of that.”

Relieved by the ring of truth in his brother’s voice, Lucian disagreed. “Franz had Uncle Ricardo strung out, he allowed all kinds of things to happen, sent gang members to terrorize small Packs. That much is true. I don’t know if Tasha knew or was a part but remember this, she ordered Uncle Ricardo’s death, which was the reason for her own.”

Duke opened his mouth and snapped it shut. “I had no idea all this went down. Is that why they took Raven? Was this some kind of twisted vendetta against a dead man?”

“Some of the Packs moved away, it’s possible they don’t know Uncle’s dead. For others, it may not matter. What I don’t get is these random connections to Kirlethanium, Lyrill, Prokam. I don’t see the dots. None of us have anything to do with those crystals or that place.”

“Plus, they returned Raven unharmed, so why take her? To prove they could? If this was someone who hated Uncle Ricardo why return her unharmed?” Duke asked.

“No idea.” Lucian rubbed his chin. “Do we know how they flew in?”

“Yes. Chartered flight out of a smaller airport not far from Bogota. Waiting for the name of the person who chartered the flight,” Duke said.

“They would’ve stayed in a hotel nearby.” Lucian moved toward his office and turned on his computer. “Do we have anyone in that area to help get information?” He started the search.

“No, that’s why we’re having delays. I’m using our security team to breach systems for information,” Duke said.

Names of numerous hotels in the area of the small jetport filled the screen. Lucian stared at them and shook his head. Most met Raven’s description. He sat back in his chair, staring at the monitor. Could he justify crossing another Pack’s lands? If Raven were in custody he could, but now? How would he explain that to the Goddess? Rules were in place for a reason and this might be a gray area he needed to explore.

His beast pushed for more answers. His head said tread carefully. Entering another Alpha’s territory without permission could be considered a declaration of war. All he wanted was answers.

Liar. 

He wanted... he wanted to punish whoever took Raven for making him worry and for fearing the worst. 

“We’ve got a name. Zoe Hidalgo,” Duke said. “She’s full-blood. Not sure where she lives. The address she gave the charter company is in Lyrill.”

“Do we have an image of her?” Lucian leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. Another Lyrill connection. Had Zoe returned Raven on orders from the Queen? That was a possibility. Why had Miriam taken Raven in the first place? There had to be a reason. 

Duke whistled. “I’ll send this to your email. It’s from the security cam in the airport while she tried to purchase a return ticket.”

Lucian clicked open his email. The picture downloaded. His beast went crazy as he stared at the tall, dark-haired female wearing sunglasses.

“Shit.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



[image: image]


The longer Lucian stared at the monitor the more his beast tried to break free to get to that female. This was the person who returned Raven? From where? Lyrill by way of Bogota? That made no sense.

What made no sense was his beast’s reaction to a picture. What would he do if she was nearby? Lucian refused to think about it.

“Pretty. I’m sending you a few more pictures,” Duke said. 

Lucian couldn’t talk. Could barely think as he flipped through the photos. When he reached the ones with her leaving with the human security team, a low growl rippled up his throat.

“What’s wrong? You see something?” Duke asked.

Lucian closed the email, took a few breaths and met his brother’s curious gaze. “No.”

“No, nothing’s wrong or no you didn’t see something that got your back up?” Duke asked.

“No to both.” Lucian stood. He needed to run. To think. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. He had too much to do, Alphas to train, a continent to bring into the current century. “Going for a run.” He moved quickly out the house, nodded to security and headed for the woods. He ran for miles trying to quiet his beast who demanded they find her. 

Ten miles later, in the middle of the forest, Lucian stopped and looked around. Although he suspected what just happened, he wasn’t a hundred percent sure. At least that’s what he told himself.

“Silas, I have a problem.”

Moments later, Silas responded. “I know and I’m really sorry. I don’t know what else to say or do. We’ll continue searching until they return her.”

“What?” Lucian said. “Return who? Raven? Search for who?”

Silas didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “Isn’t the problem Raven?”

“Do you know anything about who took her and why?” Lucian asked.

“Nothing concrete. Just thoughts.”

“What do you have?” Lucian pressed.

“Just that it’s strange we can’t track Raven,” Silas said.

“Is that because of the Queen of Lyrill?” Lucian asked.

“Storm didn’t find Raven in Lyrill, remember?”

“Because she was in Colombia, South America. She returned a few hours ago. Sorry, we’ve been so caught up with trying to get answers I forgot to tell you what was going on,” Lucian said.

“Wait. Raven is home? She came home today?” Silas asked.

“Yes. Several hours ago. She doesn’t remember anything. I examined her, physically she’s alright and has been sleeping since she returned home,” Lucian said, realizing he should have contacted Silas earlier since he expended a lot of resources into finding Raven.

“That’s great news. Any idea who took her or why?” Silas asked.

“That’s where it gets crazy,” Lucian explained what happened at the airport and the Queen’s involvement.

“What does she have to do with anything? Who was the person who called her?”

“Zoe Hidalgo.” Just saying her name made his beast jumpy.

“Hidalgo? Don’t know anyone in that area by that name. Storm may. His former Pack and Alpha Romano are in South America. I can send Storm to get more information.”

“No,” Lucian yelled before he could stop himself. The idea of any male near Zoe made him see red.

“Is there something you need to tell me?” Silas asked a few moments later.

“We... no, I’ve got a problem,” Lucian said.

“Tell me about it,” Silas said.

He explained seeing Zoe’s photos and his beast’s reaction. “I cannot send anyone after her. My beast would not allow it.”

“I see,” Silas said.

“We have no ties with any South American Packs, let alone in Colombia. My beast doesn’t care but I have to think of my duties and the Pack.”

“True. It sounds as if she’s your mate,” Silas said. “If she is, your beast won’t rest until you have her. I don’t know or understand the connection to Miriam but none of that will matter to your beast.”

“What if my mate kidnapped my sister? How could I live with her?” Lucian asked the question that ripped him apart.

“I don’t have the answer to that. What I will say is the Goddess is aware of your mate and would never do anything to tear the Pack apart. Find a way to get your mate without starting a war.”

“Sounds simple enough,” Lucian said with a snort. “Nothing has been simple since I accepted the Alpha position.”

“Which means you’re fully prepared to take on this, the most important challenge.”

Lucian sobered. “You’ve got a point.”

“Alpha Romano lives in that region. I’ll ask if he knows of her or her Pack. Maybe he can find directions to help you zero in on her location,” Silas said.

“Here’s something else I learned the other day.” He shared what Lloyd told him about his Uncle’s actions. “I don’t see how any of these dots connect with Miriam or the crystals. But his activities are something to consider.”

“Ricardo was troubled on many fronts, in the end, he tried to do the right thing. It may have been too late, but at least he tried,” Silas said. “The offer of recompense is good. Not only has your litter-mate returned, you saw your mate. Congratulations all around,” Silas said.

Lucian’s beast urged him to find Zoe and get answers. “Should I contact Miriam? Ask her questions?”

Silas sighed. “Perhaps not at this time. You must admit you’ve got a lot going on. Dealing with whoever took Raven is on a whole new level now. Full-bloods cannot walk away from their mates, you’ll need to find a way to live peaceably with Zoe and her clan.”

Lucian hadn’t thought that far ahead. “You mean if someone she knows, like a relative or someone, took Raven, I won’t be able to kill them?”

“Probably not.”

“Well, that sucks.”

Silas agreed. “I’ve sent Romano a message. I’ll know something soon. How’s your beast?”

“Miserable. I’m in the woods, 10 miles from home to keep from attacking my brother for whistling at her pictures.” Lucian lay on the ground, content to be away from everyone until he got this thing under control.

“It’ll get better after you mate. But not a whole lot. There are very few men I allow around Jasmine and we’ve been mates over 25 years. Life for you has changed, not only you but her as well.”

That surprised him. “Why her? She’s never seen me. I doubt she knows anything about me.”

“Not specifics. But she senses something. There’s a trigger that lets us know our mates are near. When I say near, I mean the mating heat is near.”

“Really? Is this something other full-bloods will pick up on? Will they try to talk to her or something like that?” Lucian’s beast growled low in his belly at the idea.

“It’s not the same as being in heat. Her beast is interested in one person, so you don’t have to be concerned that she’ll be attracted to someone else. It doesn’t work like that,” Silas said.

“Thanks, this is new to me. No one I know, other than my parents, had mates.”

“No problem. All six of my pups, Hawke, Angus, Jacques, and several others are mated. I’ve seen various behaviors with them all,” Silas said. “Romano says there’s an Alpha on Hidalgo Pack land near Bogota. The Alpha’s only been there 14 years with an average-sized Pack of around 125. He moved from Central America. Romano doesn’t know personal details. As far as he knows the Alpha has no mate and no pups.”

“Can he get the name of the Alpha? I’ll ask Lloyd if he was one of the Alphas who moved away.”

“He’s checking,” Silas said a few moments later. “Sacha Hidalgo. Alpha Sacha Hidalgo.”

“Thanks. I’ll go check on that now. It’s better than heading home,” Lucian said.

“What about Raven?” Silas asked. “She’s going to want to know what’s going on.”

Hours ago, his total focus had been on his sister, now the urge to find his mate dominated him. Torn, Lucian said. “I won’t be able to concentrate until I know if this man, the relative of my mate, was mistreated by my Uncle.”

“I understand. If he was, that may unravel a part of the mystery why Raven was taken,” Silas said. “If Romano learns anything else, I’ll let you know.”

Lucian stood and took off running. 
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LATER THAT NIGHT AFTER dinner, Jasmine and Silas were in their suite talking. “I’m glad Raven’s home safe,” Jasmine said leaning close to Silas.

“Me too’” he murmured and kissed her.

When they broke apart, she snuggled closer. “What did Thomas say?”

“About?”

“When you told him that Raven had been found?”

Silas cursed. “Thomas?”

A few moments later, Thomas responded. “Sir?”

“Raven is home. She was returned earlier today. Oh, and Lucian is mated.”

“That’s great news. Did the Olympians have anything to do with Raven’s disappearance?”

“Not that we know of,” Silas said recalling all the man-hours spent searching for her.

“The Kirlethanium?” Thomas asked.

“Those issues are still potential problems for Lucian, things he needs to work through but had nothing to do with Raven,” Silas said.

“The necklace?”

“Not sure about that yet. Lucian’s still looking into it. When you return home, we’ll talk about it,” Silas said. “Have you learned anything more about the Olympians? Anything I need to know about?”

“We had a confrontation with them when Max, Pearl and I were returning to the house that night after scanning Prokam. Interesting stuff. I’ll replay it for you. It may be a little weird since it’s from my point of view, my memories.”

“Please do, I’d love to see it.” Silas drew Jasmine into the link. Moments later an image appeared and then sound.

Four Olympians stood in front of a house, whispering to each other. 

“They’re confused and concerned that they cannot enter the building. I can’t believe they aren’t linked and speaking out loud,” Noah told Thomas who was driving.

“It could be a trick,” Pearl said from the passenger seat.

“Yeah, they may want us to think they’re limited so they can learn more about us,” Max said from his seat in the back.

“Possibly, but we won’t know until we look further into it. We’re heading that way.” Thomas looked at Max. “Go high, I want all four of them in view at all times. If they see through the illusions, either Barticus’ or Lizzie’s we need to know.”

Max nodded and shrunk.

Thomas glanced at Pearl. “Change. We’re coming home from a date. Human deep.”

She nodded and altered her appearance to a statuesque, cobalt blue-eyed blond with long wavy hair down her back wearing a skintight black dress.

Pearl’s abilities constantly surprised Silas. Looking at her, you’d think she was a sultry, pampered vixen when nothing was further from the truth. She was a hard worker and a tremendous asset to the team. 

Don’t allow anyone to touch you. One of them messes with the mind or manipulates thoughts possibly both, do not drop your shields. Link with Damali or Mia if you need more juice before I get to you,” Thomas told her.

Pearl nodded.

Thomas stopped at the light.

Max jumped out through the window and ran toward the house, scurried up the pole closest to the Olympians and was in position before Thomas and Pearl turned the corner and pulled into a driveway of one of the illusions Lizzie created.

Aware he was being watched, Thomas raised the garage door and drove inside. Before it was fully closed, everything froze. Tingles ran across Thomas’ skin before he snapped out of it and remained seated, waiting.

An average height black male dressed in pressed jeans and a cream-colored shirt stepped beneath the garage door. Moments later it reopened. The other three stood just outside the garage.

“What the hell just happened?” Noah said.

“One of them can freeze, possibly change time. Doesn’t last long, an annoyance more than anything,” Thomas said confident it wouldn’t impact him again. 

“They’re standing on the edge of the grounds,” Noah said.

“Lock down the house, stay below, they can’t sense you there. If they can, we need to know that as well.” Thomas watched the man speak in a low voice to the others. Tingles touched his head, then flowed down his arms while fading and fizzling out

He looked at Pearl. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, someone’s trying to break through my shields, they’re using a screwdriver instead of a hammer right now,” she said. 

“They can’t ever breakthrough. That puts the whole team at risk.” Thomas frowned thinking of everything they learned about the Olympians through Hermes. “Use energy from Mia or Damali or both to keep those shields strong and if you need more, let me know.” He opened the door, stepped out and faced the Olympians. His gaze swept across the three men and woman. 

“What are you doing here?” Thomas asked the man in front of him before glancing at the others. He stepped to the side of the door before shutting it. Pressure increased against his mind briefly before mellowing to a slight sting. In case that last wave came across as a hammer against her mind, Thomas fortified Pearl’s shields.

“Thank you,” Pearl said.

“Who are you?” The female dressed in a red short dress asked as she took a step closer. Thomas picked up her name from the others. 

“Mia, the poison lady is nearby, I’m going to send you a breakdown of what she releases, catalog it so I can analyze it later for an antidote.”

“Will do,” Mia said.

Thomas’ slow gaze roved over Hera from the top of her head to the red heels she wore. “Who are you?” he countered.

She looked over her shoulder to the others and took another step toward him. Pearl opened the door and stood next to it, glaring at him.

“Go inside,” Thomas barked at her.

Playing the role of the jilted lover to perfection, Pearl glowered at the lady in red, opened her mouth, snapped it shut and using a key entered the door through the garage. The other three men slowly stepped back.

“The privacy box Noah’s using to keep others from seeing what’s going on is blocking my view of everything,” Max said. “Two of the guys are walking back toward their car.”

“They plan to poison me and take me in,” Thomas said.

“What? Seriously, what’s the deal with that?” Max asked.

“We need more information on their capabilities, no time like the present,” Thomas said while smiling at the gorgeous woman as she placed her hand on his arm and then his cheek. A foul odor surrounded them.

Smiling slightly, she held his gaze. “What are you? Enhanced human? Full-blood wolf? Half-breed?” she whispered near his ear. “Why aren’t you on the ground begging for your life after Hypnos tried to capture you in his snare or Perseus tried to enter your mind? Are you the person we seek to unravel the mystery?”

“Got it,” Mia said. “Want me to send it to Hawke so he can get started on creating a remedy to block its effects?”

“Not yet. I want to look at it first.”

“You can stop playing with them now,” Mia said.

Thomas picked Hera up and tossed her out the garage. “Close the garage door,” he told Lizzie as he strode forward.

Hera fell on the ground, rolled and stood with a gun pointed at him. “Bastard,” she screamed and pulled the trigger.

Thomas hopped forward and landed on one of the roofs of the SUV they arrived in. The bullet went through the garage door and hit the car. 

“Everybody stay where you are, we need to know what they can do,” Thomas said as he jumped to the left avoiding being hit by the one called Hypnos. He and Perseus were the most muscular in the group but Thomas knew physical strength was the least deadly attribute of all. 

He landed on his feet and was rushed by Janus and Perseus at the same time. Thomas swung, punching them quickly in succession. Both men lay bleeding on the ground in front of him, healing slowly.

“Eat this,” the woman, Hera said holding a mini-cannon on her shoulder. She released it. Thomas dropped and rolled to the side. 

The missile froze mid-air. Janus grimaced and stood sluggishly. “Move the car in front of this before I release it.” He glared at Hera.

She returned his scowl. Perseus leaned on his elbow and pointed at the vehicle. It moved into the path of the missile and stopped.

Janus looked at Thomas. “You’re enhanced like us but stronger than most. Would you share your secret? How were you able to break free from everything we threw at you?”

Thomas sensed genuine curiosity and no malice from the man. “I’ve been this way a long time.”

They stared at him for a few moments. Thomas realized Janus would release the missile and jumped several feet backward while the four of them ran for cover. Max placed a shield in front of Thomas while Noah encased him in an invisible box.

“What did you learn about them?” Noah asked.

“I think this is the “B” team. One releases poison, another entraps people in dreams. The other is a good telepathic, Mia and Pearl are much better but we’ll need strong shields. He’s also a strong telekinetic. None of them can keep at it for long periods. I want them to think that’s normal and I’m recharging while they plan their next move.”

“None of them can tear down the house as Zeus did?” Noah asked.

“I don’t think so. Remember, Max has something to combat Zeus’ clap, so I’m not sure how effective Zeus would be,” Thomas said.

“Good point,” Noah said.

“Well, I’ll be...” Thomas laughed.

“What?” Noah asked.

“Janus is rolling back time. They’re looking at me because I’m locked in two security bubbles and not affected. It’s draining him, though. His nose is bleeding and his hand’s shaking. He’s cleaning up after her.” He watched as they stood in front of the garage after he drove inside. 

Turning, the four entered their vehicles and drove off.

“Max, did we have an audience?” Thomas asked as he strode toward the house. 

“Not that I could tell. Noah had the four of you surrounded the whole time. It was difficult to see everything,” Max said.

“Great job, everyone. Come down from there, Max. Lizzie, Noah, scramble everything so no one can tell where we enter,” Thomas said as Max ran alongside to keep up.

“Done,” Lizzie said. 

The memory ended, the colors and sound vanished. Silas lay stunned and met Jasmine’s gaze. “He stopped time.”

She nodded.

“Silas?” Thomas said.

“That was some battle. And you call them the B team?”

“Yes. When I returned to the house we were discussing the fight, I thought there was a problem with the shot the Olympians received. Matteo had a different opinion. If you have a few minutes, I’d like to replay that conversation for you and get your opinion.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. Should I pull Hawke into this as well?” Silas asked. Shock was replaced by concern. These individuals were an entirely different level of threat and he wasn’t sure how to respond. If full-bloods were given that shot would they be able to stop time? Or turn into water? Or was that limited to humans? Would the Nation become dependent on Thomas’ team to fight against the Olympians? Not a good option. Tomorrow he would meet with Angus and Hawke to share this information and discuss how to prepare for a potential attack. For the first time ever, Silas sensed a real threat from the government and he didn’t like it.

“Not yet. I’ll need to make a decision regarding this and would like you and Jasmine’s opinion. Feel free to share anything you’d like with him or Angus later,” Thomas said.

“Alright.”

“Same thing, this is my memory, my point of view,” Thomas said.

The memory started hazy and sharpened to show the group seated in a family room or den. “Either the shot they’re receiving isn’t as strong as the one Noah received or something else is wrong. Don’t misunderstand me, on humans I’m sure their gifts work fine but not on enhanced humans,” Thomas said.

Matteo held up his hand. “That’s not true. You’re accustomed to a higher level of proficiency. Lizzie says all of you practice with weapons, communications, role-play and honing your skills. You treat your abilities as gifts, an extension of who you are. Most of us see them as curses. Something that makes us freaks, stops us from living full lives and hiding... hiding in the shadows for survival.” He paused, swallowed hard and met Thomas’ gaze. “I only worked on my gift because of my family, otherwise...” He shrugged. “I never valued it the way you, all of you, do. Wrong thinking perhaps, but it’s the truth. We’re victims in our minds first and people like those you fought tonight come along to confirm our thoughts.”

“That’s a good point, thank you for reminding us of other sufferers of the Liege’s experiments,” Damali said as she covered his hand.

“Are there a lot of people, enhanced from the Liege left?” Tip asked as his gaze skittered around the room.

Matteo shrugged. “Some, I don’t know exact numbers.”

“Are any of your friends, former or otherwise still alive?” Lizzie asked.

Matteo’s eyes widened. “There is one, perhaps two if his sister still lives. They left the castle a week before me. Hiram had been tossed outside like trash with a broken leg and arm. Not from surgery but because he didn’t move fast enough.” He shook his head. “The cruelty, barbaric.”

Thomas remembered his days at the castle and nodded slowly. 

“The last time I reached out to him, he was alive. I don’t know if he still is,” Matteo said. “Other than Hiram and Melodee his sister, there is no one else I know personally.”

“Do you know if he’s gifted?” Lizzie asked into the silence.

“Yes... back then we were all altered. Hiram could fly. Sometimes anyway.”

“Fly?” Lizzie asked frowning.

Matteo shook his head. “He turned into birds and could fly. Dangerous thing in this part of the world. See why we consider these abilities curses?” Matteo asked.

“Definitely,” Tip said as he clapped Matteo on the shoulder and sat back in his chair.

The memory faded.

“Tip and Damali want to find Matteo’s friends to see if we can help them. In fact, they’d like to walk around town to see if there’s anyone we can help,” Thomas said.

“You don’t mean give shots to strangers?” Silas wouldn’t agree to that.

“That’s the problem. We can’t decide on what kind of help we can offer short of giving the shot. On one hand, it seems the epitome of selfishness not to help the less fortunate since we’ve been so blessed. But it also seems irresponsible to put such a weapon in the hands of people we don’t know and I have no interest in allowing on the team.”

“Then you have your answer. The only people who get that shot are people you’re personally responsible for. No one else. Feed them. Buy them clothes or a house for shelter but they do not get the shot unless they are a part of your team.” Silas made sure he came across loud and clear on that score.

“My thoughts on the matter as well. Just needed to hear it from a different voice than the one in my head. I’ll let you know when we’re on the way home, see you soon.” Thomas said. 
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“YOU DID WHAT?” QUEEN Miriam yelled into the phone.

“I returned Raven home.”

“But... why? Why would you do that? Do you know who she is? What her family’s done?”

“Silvia said Raven’s Uncle was responsible for the death of my Mam and sister.”

“And for taking you. The condition I found you in was their fault. You were bleeding and bruised, no memory, ripped from everything you knew—"

“Not Raven’s fault. He’s not even her sire,” Zoe said. She knew this conversation would be brutal but she hadn’t realized her Mom knew about Raven.

“I cannot believe... Have you any idea what you’ve done? All the planning, the searching, everything,” the Queen asked.

“Mom?”

“Don’t try that tone with me, young lady. I am angry and have every right to be. You didn’t see what those... those bastards did to you. You were half-dead.” She took a deep breath. “They did that to my little girl—”

“Who loves you more than life itself. But Raven didn’t do it. She had nothing to do with any of it. To punish her for something she had nothing to do with would be wrong. You raised me better than that. I don’t know or care what anyone had planned for her but it’s over.”

“Try explaining that to your father. You robbed him of his vengeance... and me,” she added.

“Mom, I love you but you and Daddy cannot live my life for me. He’s mad because I disappeared, he’s hurt because I don’t remember him or any of this life, this has got to stop. I don’t like being pulled like taffy between the two of you. I’ve accepted what happened to me all those years ago. It’s horrible. I’m not saying it wasn’t. But I’m alive and want to live in the present, not the past. So, if all this revenge and vendetta stuff is for or over me, please stop and let it drop. If I’m the victim, stop victimizing me all over again.”

“Baby, we’re not—”

“Yes, you are. I don’t need a daily dose of what happened 15 years ago. I got it. Just because I don’t remember means I need constant blow by blow reminders. Who would want that? It doesn’t change anything.” She paused. “Guess what? I survived and have lived a wonderful life, no regrets on my part. How can I miss or regret what I don’t remember?”

“True, but we remember. Sacha lost his pup, his heir and mate. His life for the past 15 years has been hollow, incomplete. You’re asking him to let go of the thing that sustained him for years.”

“He needs to let go and start living in the present. Look, there’s no way to turn back time. We’ll never get those years back, so why not start a new chapter from where we are now?”

“Zoe, you don’t understand,” her Mom said in a sad voice.

“What I know is I’m here. He asked for this time to get reacquainted. I’m here, he’s stuck in the past. The Kira he knew15 years ago doesn’t exist. I can’t be Kira for him and Zoe for you, just to make others happy. Don’t ask me to do that. I can’t.”

“Sweetheart, we don’t expect you to be anyone other than yourself.”

“Really? Because you raised me to be the smartest, brightest, most compassionate woman in the room who saw those with means and those without. You taught me to respect everyone and to be fair and to walk on the side of justice no matter what. For you to expect me to go along with whatever you and my sire planned, sounds like you wanted me to be someone else,” Zoe said.

The Queen cleared her throat after several moments of silence. “Well, I’m glad you learned the right things and ignored the other stuff. You’re right, we were wrong and I’m sorry you’re in the middle of this. We’ll get it all worked out. I’ll... I’ll talk to Sacha. He’s... um, well he’s searching for Raven. Someone moved her, that’s where he went, to search for her.”

Zoe’s heart fell. She hadn’t wanted to believe her father had anything to do with this. Silvia said he would kill Raven who was innocent. “Really? That’s... that’s unbelievable.”

“He’s going to be angry when he learns what happened. Would you like to drive down to the beach for a few days? My treat.”

“You think he’ll hurt me? Beat me?”

“I’ll kill him and his people if he tried it,” the Queen said immediately. “No. It’s... this is disappointing. We really wanted to make him pay.”

“He’s dead. Alpha Ricardo is dead and has been dead for a few years. That’s punishment enough. Didn’t you guys research him at all? It took a few moments for me to find that information online,” Zoe said, disgusted.

“Sacha handled that part of it.”

“That’s... I can’t... I’m going for a walk. We’ll talk later.”

“Do you want to go to the beach or somewhere for a few days?”

“No. If he’s that angry, I’ll come home,” Zoe said.

“Oh. Right. Good idea.” The Queen sounded happy.

“Thanks for the flight and getting me out of there, Mom. I appreciate it.” Zoe stepped out the car and left the detached garage where she had gone for the private conversation. She headed toward the meadow near the orchards.

“Any time my baby calls for help, I’m there. You’re a strong woman unfurling her wings so she can soar. I wasn’t ready. I’m still not but, I’ll always be here for you.”

“I’ll always be there for you, too. I made that very clear,” Zoe said.

The Queen chuckled. “Yes, I heard. So proud of you. Be careful.”

“Will do. Talk to you later.” Zoe disconnected the call as she turned up her music and continued walking. A truck she didn’t recognize drove toward the orchard and stopped. 

Between Zoe’s sunglasses and the tinted glass on the truck, it was difficult to see whoever was inside.

The door opened and Biloga, the Amazon, stepped out the truck. She stuffed her hands into her pocket and glanced at Zoe. When Zoe got closer, Biloga held out her hands.

“I know you told me to stay away from you. I’ll be leaving in a second. Just wanted to tell you someone was asking questions about your sire in town. Nobody told them anything, we don’t do that around here. Just thought he should know.”

Zoe thought of Raven and wondered if this was some kind of backlash. “Human or full-blood?”

“Full-blood.”

“Young? Old? Describe him,” Zoe said.

Biloga described him as a young pup who had been sent by his Alpha to ask questions.

“Has he ever been here before?”

“No. I don’t think so,” Biloga said, with brows furrowed.

“Anyone ever come asking questions about my sire before?”

“No. Never heard of it,” Biloga said.

“Thank you. I appreciate you letting us know.”

Biloga smiled, turned and walked back toward her truck. Once she reached the door, she looked at Zoe with admiration. “Not only can you kick ass, but you’re also smart, strategic. Will your father return to Honduras for your land?”

Hearing Honduras shook Zoe. “What?”

“Yeah, the new Alpha sent word that anyone who lost land because of Alpha Ricardo could reclaim it. We’re thinking about returning to reclaim my sire’s land, maybe build a few homes, rent them out or something like that for additional income. Right now, we’re doing okay here, but who knows about the future, right?”

What? Were they buddies or something now? Zoe thought.

“Sounds like a good idea. Land never loses its value. Best investment,” Zoe repeated what she had heard her mother and Gerry say.

Biloga smiled wide. “Yeah, I think so. Thanks.” She slid into the truck and drove off.

Zoe stared at the dust and wandered into the guava orchard. Her beast was unsettled and she didn’t know why. It had been this way since the airport in Honduras. She sat beneath a tree, placed her buds into her ears and tried to relax.

“Kira!” her father called several minutes later. 

She didn’t reply.

“Answer me.”

“Yes?”

“Where did you take the female bitch?”

“To Honduras.” She was positive the Queen told him everything already.

“Why?” he yelled.

She didn’t respond.

“Answer me,” he yelled.

“Do you realize you’re yelling at me?” she asked a few moments later.

He didn’t say anything.

“Why did you get involved with matters that didn’t concern you?” He spoke in a calmer tone although she felt his beast’s agitation.

“Didn’t concern me? Wasn’t she here because of me, Mam and Suri?”

“No.”

“No?”

“That was a part of it. A small part,” he snapped.

“Did you plan to kill her?” Zoe asked.

“What?”

“Did you plan to kill her?”

“No. I just found out —”

“She’s home. But I’m here. Let’s live in the present, enjoy each other now. How does that sound?” Zoe hadn’t planned to let him know her true feelings about their time together but the dam leaked and she wasn’t sure how to stop it.

“A lot of time, resources and money —”

“I’ll pay it back. Will that make you happy? Will it make it better? Will you look at me differently?” It hurt to speak of her disappointment and pain over his treatment of her but she wasn’t a coward. 

“What?”

“If you want me to remain here, you need to spend quality time with me. Talk to me. Open up so I can get to know you. Otherwise, we’re wasting each other’s time,” Zoe said. Her heart bled as she put everything on the line but she couldn’t continue the way they were.

“You promised me six months.”

“To learn Pack. All I’ve learned is my sire would murder an innocent for something she didn’t do. You could’ve told me that on the phone,” Zoe said. Her heart broke at the thought of him harming Raven or anyone who couldn’t defend themselves.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Right.” Zoe didn’t have it in her to argue. “Keep telling yourself that.”

“I’m heading home, we’ll talk when I get there.”

“Biloga said someone had been asking questions about you in town. You may want to swing through there first.”

“You talked to her?” he asked.

“She came to warn you.”

“Oh. I see.”

“Thought you might,” she said.

“We’ll talk later tonight.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Lucian arrived at the corner of Lloyd’s street and was surprised by the number of people standing in the front yard. Were they having a party of sorts? Tempted not to intrude, he slowed his walk while hoping to pull Lloyd from his company for a few moments to ask the question.

He hadn’t taken two more steps before the men turned and watched him. This was not what he wanted.

“Alpha Lucian, perfect,” Lloyd said with a wide smile. “Please, these are a few men who have questions regarding reclaiming their land.”

Lucian bit back a groan. The land was the last thing he wanted to discuss. “Of course, Lloyd. What kind of questions?” He stood on the street watching them.

“Did you mean it?” one of the men asked.

“Yes.” Lucian didn’t appreciate his word being questioned.

“I didn’t mean to imply you lied or Lloyd lied... I just...”

“You didn’t believe he would try to make things right. I keep telling you, Alpha Lucian and Duke are more like their sire, Alpha Josef and not Ricardo. Things are different now. If you want to return to your land, you can.” Lloyd looked over his shoulder at Lucian. “Isn’t that right, Sir?”

Lucian smiled. “Yes. I asked Lloyd to help in finding you and passing on the news. Until he told me what happened during the time my Uncle was Alpha I didn’t know. On behalf of my den, I apologize for what you and your dens suffered beneath his care. As long as I’m Alpha, it will never happen again. May the Goddess destroy me first.” he vowed.

The men looked at him for a few moments and nodded.

“A school’s been built on my land,” one of the men said.

“Either I’ll pay you for the land or give you another parcel. You won’t lose anything,” Lucian promised.

“How soon can we move back?” Another asked.

“Whenever you’re ready, make an appointment to pledge fealty to Alpha Duke, and he’ll write you a deed.”

Eager to get Lloyd alone but unwilling for any of the others to listen in, Lucian patiently answered questions and sent them away.

“Thank you, Sir. The word has spread far and wide. I’ve been getting all kinds of calls for information. That group will pass on what they learned, that’ll help.”

“Is it causing a problem?” Lucian asked concerned.

Lloyd grinned. It was obvious he was in his element. “No. It’s just been a long time since we’ve seen each other. Home is... well, it’s home. Honduras is in the blood and no other place will do. It’s good.”

Pleased, Lucian spoke. “Do you remember an Alpha named Sacha Hidalgo?”

Lloyd’s entire countenance changed. Sorrow and pain leaked from his pores. A feeling of foreboding washed over Lucian.

“Sacha... that was your Uncle at his worst.” Lloyd paused. “It hurts to think about it.”

Lucian wanted to stop and not hear but he had to know.

“Alpha Ricardo hated Sacha. Maybe because Sacha was also BlackWolf, there aren’t many around here you know.” He peered at Lucian. “But I think it was because Ricardo was attracted to Sacha’s mate. She was beautiful from a powerful clan with a Priest who served in the Goddess temple for decades. Ricardo threatened Sacha’s Pack, swore he would use them in experiments if they didn’t either take the drugs or allow use of his lands to transport his illegal things. He bullied Sacha’s Pack more than the rest of us.”

Lloyd took a deep breath. “Sacha got tired of it. Told Ricardo to back off, did in front of that military guy. Ricardo blew up, they fought and Sacha kicked his... well, he beat him really good. While he fought Ricardo, someone took his wee one. We searched everywhere for her. When Sacha went home, his mate and other pup had been ripped apart, and lay dead on the porch.”

Lucian’s stomach clenched. He couldn’t believe it. 

“We all knew Ricardo’s Pack did it, but there was no one to report it to, no one to make that Pack pay for what they did. Sacha searched everywhere for his pup, never found her. After he buried his mate and pup, he moved away. Haven’t heard or seen him since.”

If anyone had a reason to hurt Ricardo’s family, Sacha Hilgado did. “Any idea where he moved?”

“Somewhere in Colombia, he’s got a Pack there I heard.”

“Make sure you get word to him about reclaiming the land. If his mate is buried here, I don’t want anyone else to have that land. Enough has been taken from him already.”

Lloyd’s eyes widened. “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll get in touch with Silvia, she’s related to his mate and ask her to pass it on.”

“In fact, have them come soon, in the next few days if possible to reclaim the land. I’ll hold it until then,” Lucian said growing excited.

“I’ll contact her tonight. There was a break of sorts. Sacha’s mate’s family blamed him for her death and the death of their pup. Sad all around.”

Lucian was sure there was a lot more to it but didn’t want to push. “You’ve been a tremendous help in all of this. Let me know if you need anything.”

Lloyd’s smile widened. “Yes, Sir.”

“Oh, what was the name of Sacha’s pup, the one who disappeared?” Lucian turned and asked.

“Cutest little thing. Kira. We called her Kira.”

Lucian had assumed Zoe was the Alpha’s pup. Confused, he nodded his thanks and walked back toward the Alpha house.

If Zoe was his mate, where was Kira? How did Zoe fit into all of this if she wasn’t the Alpha’s pup? If Sacha came, who would come with him, Kira or Zoe? None of it made any sense. 

“Raven’s up and asking for you,” Duke said.

Lucian broke into a run and headed toward the house.

Minutes later he strode through the living room, followed her scent and entered the dining area where Raven and Duke sat at the table eating.

“Smells good in here. I hope you saved me some,” Lucian teased.

“Just the crumbs,” Raven said pushing the half-full bowl and platter toward him. She sounded so much like the old Raven he grinned.

“Missed you,” he said without thinking.

“Duke told me I was taken from here. Lucian, I don’t remember any of it. How’s that possible?” She stared at him.

“Our links are working again, that’s good,” Duke said.

“I didn’t know it was possible for them to break,” Raven said. “That’s not good.”

“No, it’s not. No one should be able to break our links. I’m looking into it.” Lucian had mentioned it to the Goddess and She promised to investigate it.

“What did I miss?” Raven asked, her gaze flew from Lucian to Duke and back to Lucian.

“You just got home, let me look at you and enjoy you first before you go all business on us,” Duke teased.

She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I know but a week. We had a lot going on. Projects. Staff.”

Duke sighed. “Can we at least eat dinner first? I promise to bring you current afterward. Okay?”

She smiled. Her dark eyes sparkled making her look less vulnerable. “Thank you. I need to know where we are, there are a lot of decisions that need to be made.”

“An hour or two reassuring your brothers you’re okay won’t hurt,” Lucian said and covered her hand.

“I know.” She leaned back. “It’s hard to believe a week of my life is gone and I have no memory of it.”

“What about the flight home? Do you remember more about that?” Duke asked. He glanced at Lucian before looking at Raven.

“Not much, other than she was really pretty, polite, asked if I was comfortable, made sure I had something to eat. She didn’t talk much, no idle chatter. Came across confident, positive.” 

“Old? Young?” Duke asked.

“Young, 20’s or 30’s I’d guess or she could have good genes and be much older, it’s harder to tell these days. I do not want you to go after her. She got me out of there, so leave her alone,” Raven said.

“Who should I go after?” Lucian asked conversationally.

Raven’s eyes widened. “What?”

“You were taken out of the country, right? Someone did that,” Lucian said.

She opened her mouth and snapped it shut. “Well, yes... someone did.” She frowned. “It wasn’t her. Her scent, I would’ve remembered it.”

Duke frowned. “Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know. I have no idea but my beast was at ease with her the entire time. When I sat in the limo, it wasn’t at ease with the driver. Once I came here, my beast eased again. Makes no sense, but none of this makes sense to me.” She shrugged and looked at Lucian. “I feel okay. Duke said you examined me and everything’s good.”

“I didn’t see any anomalies. You may want Quinn to look you over whenever he and Jackie return to the clinic,” Lucian said. 

“Nope. No one knows I was taken and I want to keep it that way,” she said.

“If there are any lingering effects—” Lucian said.

“Then I’ll get examined. Right now, I want to know what I missed.” She looked at Duke. 
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TWO DAYS AFTER RETURNING Raven to Honduras, Zoe, her father, Biloga, Thiago, and a few others from Colombia exited the airport and picked up their rental cars.

Dressed in snug-fitting jeans and a navy and gold print top, Zoe pinned her long braid high on her head to remain cool. Ignoring the stares sent in her direction, she pushed her sunglasses up her nose, pulled her carry-on behind her, and slid into the front seat before Thiago could, forcing him to sit in the back. Her father glanced at her, shook his head but didn’t say anything.

After their very long discussion yesterday, she hoped he was done trying to make her feel guilty or sad about anything she had done. Killing an innocent was wrong, period. If the Alpha who had killed her Mam still lived, Zoe would go after the man herself. If his replacement was just as evil, her father should have gone after him instead of Raven. 

Her father disagreed.

They would never see eye to eye on that matter, nor was he ready for her to leave. He insisted she return to Honduras with him to reclaim the land where her Mam and sister were buried. The idea of going to see dead people horrified her, but what could she say? He had shared his feelings, and this was important to him. It was his olive branch. A compromise of sorts. 

She had no idea a group of them were flying together until they reached the airport. Biloga talked about farm life the entire flight without taking a break. Zoe had gone to the restroom, twice, sat on the commode for 10 minutes only to have Biloga pick up where she left off.

Thiago tapped her shoulder.

She glanced at him.

“Biloga fears flying. She talks to keep her mind off the plane falling out the air or something like that. I’m surprised you didn’t tell her to shut up or something,” Thiago said.

“What? You don’t think I’m sympathetic? I figured that out when she told the story of her favorite cow twice,” Zoe said.

“She’s your new best friend,” Thiago teased.

“At least I have a friend,” Zoe said.

“Ouch,” Thiago said grinning.

“You’ve never been to Honduras, right?” she asked Thiago.

“I was born here, left when I was six, why?” he asked.

“Just wondered why you’re coming to claim land, that’s all.”

“I’m not claiming any land,” Thiago said.

She turned and looked at him. “Why are you here?”

He smiled, slightly. “Alpha asked me to come.”

She looked at her father. He didn’t look at her. “I hope you’re not still thinking there will be something between me and him.”

Her father didn’t answer.

“I’m very serious about this. If you don’t stop pushing him at me, this will be a long six months,” she said.

“What’s wrong with him? He’s strong, honest, loyal, well off. Not rich like the Queen but he owns his land, has a large home. I like him.”

She almost told him to date Thiago but bit her tongue and stared out the window. They drove along the highway in silence for several minutes before turning off the highway onto feeder roads and then he stopped. “If they have not moved the markers, I buried them in the field ahead,” her father said in a ragged voice.

“I am the worst daughter in the world,” she thought looking at his hunched shoulders as he moved slowly in the direction he pointed moments earlier. Running, she caught up to him, took his hand and inhaled. “I’m scared. This is a memorial of a very dark, violent time in my life and I have nothing to compare it to. Don’t let go of my hand, please.”

He wrapped her in his arms and held her close. “I promise I won’t let you go, not this time. I failed you once, never again.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He placed a kiss on her forehead and with their arms around each other they made their way to the small gated graveyard.

Zoe didn’t know what to expect. Seeing two headstones rising from the earth surprised her. She’d never seen anything like it. In Lyrill, when citizens transitioned, they completely decomposed in three days, leaving nothing behind. There were no graveyards, nothing was placed in the earth and there were no memorials like this. Moving close, she traced her sister’s name with her fingertip.

“Suri. Pretty name,” Zoe whispered.

“Si. She was beautiful like her mother and sister,” her father said as he stared at his mate’s grave.

“Did you ever find out why they went after Mam? What did they want?” Zoe didn’t look at him, instead, she stared at her Mam’s headstone.

“To hurt me because I beat the Alpha in a fair fight. They killed her to hurt and destroy me,” he said.

“No, Daddy. There’s more, has to be. You said they took me while I was standing there waiting for you to finish fighting. Based on how long Mam and Suri were dead before you found them, someone else attacked them before you won the fight.”

Staring down at her, he opened his mouth and snapped it shut. 

“You said she had been dead for hours,” Zoe reminded him.

“Yes. Yes, she had,” he said, his gaze distant. “I never thought about that. Anger clouded my thoughts but you’re right. She was attacked before the outcome of the fight.” He looked at Zoe. “They wanted something?”

Zoe was sure of it but had no idea what.

He grabbed her arm and pulled her along at a brisk pace back toward the car.

“What’s wrong?” she asked looking around. Had he seen something? Were they under attack? Fear caught in her throat. 

He didn’t answer or slow down. 

Zoe snatched away from him. “Stop. Talk to me. What’s wrong?” 

Chest heaving, he looked around. “They took you too. I don’t know what they wanted but they won’t get you again.” He reached for her again.

Tired of being manhandled, she escaped his grasp. “I’m not 10 years old. No one will make me go anywhere with them and you can take that to the bank.”

Eyes wild, he reached for her again.

She jumped back and held out her hand. “Daddy. Stop and listen to me for once. You’re letting fear cloud your thoughts.”

He blinked several times and shook his head. “You’re right.”

Zoe’s beast stirred and went ballistic. She shuddered and lost her train of thought. Something, no someone smelled incredible. The scent hooked her nose and turned her 90 degrees. Tall, dark and scrumptious walked toward her in long strides. Their gazes locked. Her beast panted in anticipation of getting to know him a whole lot better. Her Prince. 

Thoughts scattered; she took in every inch of his being. He walked with authority, purpose, her beast liked that. This man was no light-weight, a good match.  Mouth-watering, fingers tingling, she inhaled more of his tantalizing scent. 

He was almost to her when he flew sideways.

“No!” her father yelled as he knocked the man down. They rolled a few times before her new prince jumped up and flew at her father, landing a few blows. Her father got in a few punches as well and shifted into a two-footed black wolf.

Zoe had never seen anything like it and stared. Her prince shifted into a larger two-footed beast and hit her father so hard he flew backward and hit a tree clearing the fog of lust that had cocooned her. Concerned, she ran, kneeled down and cupped her father’s cheek as he morphed to human.

Thiago stood behind her. “Is he alright?”

“Back up, Thiago,” she said without looking at him. Her beast didn’t like him being close.

“What?” Thiago said just before he went flying backward and hit the ground with a bounce.

“She said back up,” her prince said. The deep timbre of his voice rolled down her back and settled in her core.

Zoe’s beast liked him standing close just fine but wasn’t ready to see him. “Why did you attack my sire?”

“I didn’t know he was your sire, but he attacked me.”

There wasn’t a lot she could say about that. “Daddy?” She patted his cheek a few times to wake him.

He opened his eyes, glared up at the man behind her, rolled to the side and stood. “Come on, Kira, let’s go.”

Seriously? She hadn’t wanted to come to Honduras, now she didn’t want to leave. 

“No. Not yet.” She turned to face the man behind her and her beast panted like she hadn’t had water in months. Make that years. They stared into each other’s eyes for several moments before her father stepped between them. 

A low growl of warning rumbled from her chest; her fingernails lengthened as she glared at her father for separating them.

His brows raised as he looked down at her, really looked at her, possibly seeing her for the first time. “Kira?”

“Zoe,” she corrected and stepped to the side so no one stood between her and... what was his name?

“Who is this man? Who is he to you?” her father asked, sounding suspicious.

“Alpha Lucian and Zoe is my mate,” Lucian answered before Zoe could speak.

She rolled his name on her tongue, liked the taste of it and placed her hand on his. “Hello, Lucian, what makes you think I’m your mate?”

He covered her hand with his and pulled her close. “My beast is trying to break through my skin to get to yours. I’m sure yours is doing the same.”

She allowed him to hold her close to ease the ache. “This is my father, Alpha Sacha.”

“Sir,” Lucian said without releasing her.

“My Mam and sister were buried over there.” Without moving her head from his chest, she pointed in the direction of the graves. “We have a lot of questions regarding what happened to them, can you help us get answers?”

He squeezed her waist and released it. “If you can think clearly about that when my mind is all but fried, you are indeed a worthy Bitch.” He brushed his lips against hers.

Zoe looked up at her sire, read the pain and sorrow in his gaze. “He’s my mate, Daddy. The pull to him is stronger than anything I’ve ever experienced before. Don’t be mad or disappointed that I want him.” Their gazes locked for a few moments.

“This Alpha is a Saldivar, nephew of the Alpha who killed my mate and pup. Does the Goddess laugh at my life, heaping coals upon coals onto my head? How can I accept this? Innocent blood stains his house and hands,” her father said and spit onto the ground.

That gave her pause. Zoe leaned back and looked up at him. “You? Your Uncle killed my Mam? Had me kidnapped and taken away?” It made no sense that he would be her mate.

“You were the one kidnapped? Where did they take you?” Lucian asked.

“Does it matter?” she snapped and stepped back from him. Her beast and mind battled over what to do. Mates wasn’t something that crossed her mind, but her beast made it clear Lucian would be a part of their lives. 

“It matters to me. I want to find and execute them for what they did,” he said in a low growl.

“Your uncle stole me from my father. Took me away. How can I respect the house, the people responsible for the death of my Mam and sister, let alone what was done to me?” She stepped back and crossed her arms over her chest. The one thing she wanted above all was to respect her man, whoever he was. 

Jaw clenched, Lucian held her gaze as he stepped close to her and placed his finger beneath her chin. “I am Lucian Saldivar, an Alpha of honor and your mate. My uncle is dead. His reign is over. I had nothing to do with any of his actions. Do not judge or compare me to any other and I will give you the same courtesy. In time I will earn your respect, I don’t expect you to give it to me blindly. But that does not change the fact that you are mine.” 

Her beast mellowed at his show of aggression. He would protect their den and pups. Wait, where had that thought come from?

Lucian faced her father. “Alpha Sacha, nothing I say or do will ever repay you for the losses you suffered. As Alpha, I have no problem defending my actions but I cannot and will not be held responsible for what a previous Alpha did. As an Alpha yourself, you know that’s not the way it’s done.”

“The sins of the father—”

“Alpha Ricardo was not my father. I am Alpha Josef’s son and I’m damn proud of that,” Lucian said, raising his voice at the end.

The two men stared at each other for a few moments. “Alpha Josef was a man of honor, a good Alpha, and friend,” her father said.

“Yes, he was,” Lucian said straightening his back. “Yes, he was a good Alpha and so am I.”

Zoe glanced down at their hands and wondered when he had re-taken hers. The connection felt right, like a perfect fit. She smiled up at him.

He stared down at her for a few seconds before kissing her. If she could crawl into his skin, she would. They broke apart on a gasp. 

Thiago laughed from a short distance. “Alpha find them a room or a place they can be alone quick or you’re going to see more of your daughter than you ever wanted to.”

Lucian placed his arm beneath her legs, picked her up and started running.

Heat beat against her flesh. Need, raw and urgent pulsed through her like an insistent drum. They stopped at a house. The door opened; an older man walked out as they entered. He closed the door behind him. Lucian didn’t put her down until they reached a room with a bed.

“Mate,” he said in a guttural tone.

“Mate,” she whispered, beginning to understand why her father never wanted anyone else. The intensity of her need for this man, a stranger, was bone-deep as if he was imprinted in her DNA or something equally scary.

He kissed her with a desperation that inflamed her. No one had ever touched her like this, gentle and demanding at the same time. Liquid heat rushed through her body as she pulled off her clothes needing to touch all of him. Naked, she reveled in his strength. His long lean muscles, firm hips and legs. They fit perfectly as if made from one piece of clay, briefly separated by the tyrannies of time and now reunited.

“Mine,” he said.

Caught up in a basket-full of new emotions, she didn’t respond fast enough. He bit her shoulder, gaining her attention.

“Mine.” There was an underlying demand that she agree before he continued. Her human side wanted time to think. This was happening too fast. Her beast vetoed the delay and forced the word from her mouth. “Yours.”

He nodded.

“Mine,” she growled as she pulled his hair so they could stare into each other’s eyes.

“Yours.” He filled her, uniting them and easing the persistent ache that consumed her since she saw him. They rode the crest of passion over and over, going higher and higher, learning the shores and valleys of each other’s bodies until the sun left the sky and they couldn’t move.

“Mine,” she whispered as she lay next to him.

Lucian pulled her close to his side and inhaled her unique scent. The past two days his beast rode him hard to find their mate. Once Alpha Romano sent word of the general area of her sire’s Pack, Lucian had walked out of the house more than once to go for her. He and Silas both agreed it would be better for her to be on his lands. Once Lloyd told him he had spoken to Sacha and the Alpha would arrive today with others from South America, Lucian had been watching from daybreak. He had instructed Lloyd to prepare this house for him because he would never make it back to Alpha house, not after denying his beast for two days.

He ran his palm across her smooth skin. Duke and Raven had been surprised this morning when he announced the reason he would be gone all day. After asking several questions he refused to answer, they congratulated him and waved him off.

“Where did they take you?” Lucian asked in the quiet.

“You might as well know I’m damaged and have no memory of the first 10 years of my life.”

He frowned. She didn’t sound like she was joking. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. You should’ve asked questions to learn more about me before we started this mating stuff.”

He shook his head. “Wait. Slow down.” He took her hand when she tried to sit up. “Whatever happened doesn’t matter. You’re mine until we leave this earth. What do you mean “damaged?” You’re perfect.”

She returned to his side and stroked his chest. “You sound like Mom.” She stopped touching him, rolled off the bed, grabbed her pants and pulled out her phone. “I’ve got to call her.” 

“Wait. Did you say, Mom?” He sat up, trying to make sense of what was happening. Her long braid had come loose. Thick dark strands covered her breasts. She held up her finger, the movement caused her nipple to peek out. 

His length hardened again as he stared at her gorgeous naked form.

“Mom?” Her eyes lit with an excited gleam and then she laughed. The sound curled around him and settled. “Daddy already told you? I wanted to tell you.” She winked at him.

Hungry for more of her, he beckoned her back to him with his finger. 

She grinned. “His name is Lucian. Alpha Lucian. He’s taller than me, even in heels he’ll still be taller. Very handsome and sexy.”

He liked the way she sounded and how she described him. “Yes, we’re taking a quick breath and I wanted to tell you.” Her eyes widened. “Wedding? Um... I don’t know about that. I just met him. We haven’t talked much to be honest.”

Hard and wanting, Lucian stood and moved behind her. He wrapped an arm around her waist pulling her close so that his cock made it clear what he needed. She leaned back and rubbed her butt against him. The friction made him want more.

“Mom... Mom, we’ll talk about all of that later. I’ve got to go.” She disconnected, turned and leaped into his arms. Legs wrapped around his waist, she kissed him as he walked them back to the bed.
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THE NEXT MORNING, LUCIAN brought the tray of food into the bedroom Raven had sent for him and Zoe and set it on a small table. Maybe they would make it to the Alpha house later today so he could introduce his mate to his litter-mates and sleep in his bed. They would decide later. 

“Smells good,” Zoe murmured as she rolled to the side and opened one eye at him.

Lucian fixed her a plate and took it to her.

“Thank you,” she said and smiled at him. “You’re a good cook too.”

He laughed. “No. My sister sent this.” He looked at her. “Raven.”

The fork paused in her hand as she met his gaze. “How is Raven?”

“She’s good. Better.” He broke off a piece of sweet roll and ate it.

Zoe nodded and continued eating. When they were done, he removed the plates, took the tray to the front of the house and returned to the bedroom. Zoe was in the shower.

He followed, remembered the shower they took last night and remained by the door. “Can I get in with you?”

She held the showerhead at an interesting angle. “Not right now, I need a break so I can walk later today.”

“You’re going somewhere today?” he teased.

“Yes. Wherever you live, plus I need to check on my father.” She turned her voluptuous body to him and continued bathing.

“He dropped your bag off, I’ll bring it for you.” Lucian had no idea when Zoe’s father sent her small carry-on. Security had been informed to keep everyone away.  He didn’t know much about Zoe yet but something told him she would appreciate the clean clothes.

“I’m a very lucky man to have such a loving mate,” Lucian said testing their link.

“Yes, you are and never forget it.”

“How can I? You’re in my thoughts constantly,” he said as she stepped out the shower.

“Doesn’t change the fact you should never forget how lucky you are or stop treating me with the appreciation that revelation deserves,” she said as she stepped into the towel he held for her.

He smiled as he wrapped the towel around her waist and dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Oh, I won’t. Believe me, I won’t.” He walked toward the shower.

“Good, because you’re my King and no one will ever come before you.”

He stopped and stared at her. 

She met his gaze with calm assurance.

“You’re sure?” Why he asked, he had no idea. The last thing he wanted was her re-thinking their mating but lately, he had been second-guessing things and hated it.

“My beast is damn sure. I haven’t ignored her advice or warnings for 14 years and I won’t now.” She walked over to him, rose on tiptoes and kissed him. “I’m very sure you’re the one for me.”

Pleased, he kissed her again, deepening it as she wrapped her arms around his shoulder. When they broke apart, he was hard and leaking. 

“Take your shower and let me see the world you’re offering me,” she said as she slapped his butt and walked out.

Her confidence and straightforwardness appealed to both his human side and his beast. “My king”. Her words rang repeatedly in his mind. Never in a million years would he ever have ascribed that title to himself and wondered why she called him that. He liked the idea behind the concept and she would forever be his Queen. He didn’t want or need a court, the two of them would have a monarchy in their den. He liked that even more and made quick work of his bath.

She had changed in a yellow strappy dress that fit snug at the top and flared from her small waist, stopping mid-thigh. The color looked amazing against her complexion. Standing in front of a mirror, she brushed her long hair, pulled it to the side and twisted it several times before pinning it in an elegant bun. She slid her feet into matching sandals, then turned and looked at him. 

Goddess, his mate was stunning. He stared at her a few moments before realizing he was gawking and pulled on a pair of pants and a clean shirt Raven sent.

“You’re beautiful. Yesterday I didn’t pay much attention but you’re gorgeous.” He moved closer, cupped her cheeks in his palms and kissed her again. “My Queen.”

She smiled up at him. “My king.”

“You have no idea how badly I want to strip you naked and mess up your hair.” He stared at the bun, touched it gently and then met her patient gaze. “Lovely. Your eyes. I don’t know many full-bloods with eyes like you and your father’s”

“Me neither,” she said with a cheeky grin.

He stood there staring down at her for several moments. Mated. He still couldn’t believe it. “I never knew how much I missed you until you arrived,” he whispered, surprising himself.

Her eyes widened slightly. “Thank you for waiting for me.”

“I’d wait all eternity for you, Zoe,” he said meaning it. He finally understood the difference between being with a mate and being with someone else. There was no comparison to the level of completeness he sensed. It was more than a feeling. Mating altered a person, connected them in a visceral way. He took her hand, grabbed their bags and headed toward the front door. “Come with me, let me show you your new Pack.”

They walked outside. Pack members lined the road and waved at them as they entered the truck. “Wait, my dad is over there.”

“I need to formally meet him.” 

They turned and walked over to where her father sat surrounded by others including Thiago.

“Congratulations, Alpha Lucian, Kira,” Lloyd said.

“Her name is Zoe,” her father said, holding her gaze.

“Are you angry with us, Daddy?” Zoe asked as others congratulated them.

“How can I be? You have no choice of mates. Seems I just got you back and you’re gone again,” he said.

“Come with us so we can talk. I haven’t told Lucian about what happened to me, he’ll have questions.”

“Do you know who he is?” her father asked as he stood and walked toward them.

“Pack Alpha,” she said.

“Not just Alpha over a Pack, but all the Alphas and Packs in Central America,” he said walking with them to Lucian’s truck.

“What?” she asked surprised. “That’s a thing? I mean, is that normal?”

“Seems like it’s the new normal,” her father said as he slid in the backseat.

“We’re going to his home, are you okay with that?” she asked hoping he didn’t want to kill Raven anymore.

“Yes.”

That one word wasn’t very comforting. “Mom wants me to have a wedding.”

Her father didn’t say anything, he rarely responded when she referred to the Queen as Mom. 

“What do you want?” he asked a few moments later, surprising her.

“I don’t know yet. This connection I have, we have, is intense, unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. There’s no hesitation, no thinking, it’s like my mind went on auto-pilot. Is that normal?”

“Yes. It’s the mating heat, it’s not over which is why I’m taking advantage of this brief interlude to deal with a few things and leave. There’s no telling when you’ll come out again,” he said.

“You’re not leaving,” she said anxiously as she looked back at him. Their gazes met. 

His eyes softened. “Not today, but soon. I’ll be back.”

“Are you moving here?” 

He looked out the window. “My mate and pups are here. I’ll be returning.”

“Thank you, Daddy. Thank you so much. Being separated from you again is just too much change, too fast.”

He gave her a slight smile and nodded slowly but didn’t say anything. 

Minutes later, Lucian pulled into a garage and looked at her. “Did you see any of Honduras on the ride here?”

“Not this time. Next time for sure.” She leaned over and brushed her lips against his. He held the back of her head and deepened the kiss, robbing her of thought.

When she could think, Lucian held the door opened for her. She stepped out and into his arms.

“Finally,” Raven said from the door. “Welcome, Zoe. Welcome, Alpha Sacha. Please, come in. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Nothing for me right now,” Zoe said to cover the awkward silence as her father watched Raven.

They walked inside. Zoe appreciated the light, airy feel of the place and could see herself being comfortable here. 

“Duke will be here shortly, he just took the last of his things to our place otherwise he would be here to greet you, Zoe, Alpha Sacha,” Raven said.

“How are you feeling, Raven?” Zoe asked as she took her hand. Shorter by a few inches with less cleavage, Raven’s dark eyes softened in her lovely face as she pushed errant curls that escaped from her thick braid behind her ears. 

“Great. Thanks for bringing me home. I don’t remember anything from that time, can you... after you and Lucian are situated I’d like to talk about what happened. How’d you find me to bring me home?”

“Sure. I’ll tell you the little I know,” Zoe said without looking at her father.

“I’m sure Lucian is just as interested in what happened, Zoe. I’d like to hear how you found Raven as well,” her father said taking a seat in the living area.

Zoe had refused to share that information with him before and hoped Lucian didn’t push. 

“I am curious,” Lucian said as he moved closer to her and brushed his fingertips across her shoulders. Delightful tingles ran down her arm and settled in her core as her nipples hardened.

“If you don’t mind sharing, Zoe, I’ve been curious ever since Lucian said you were his mate,” Raven said taking a seat near Zoe’s father.

“You want to talk about this now?” Zoe asked Lucian.

“Is it a long story?”

She thought about it. “Not really.”

“Then yes, I’d like to know.”

Zoe sat in the chair across from her father. “Two days before I flew Raven back I was in the Goddess’ temple.”

“How? It’s kept locked. I alone have a key,” her father said sitting forward.

“I broke into the upper window.” She waved that aside. “Raven was lying in a room, asleep. You looked asleep.”

“How did I get to South America?” Raven sounded confused.

“I have no idea,” Zoe said.

“A few days ago I was told of a plan to have my vengeance against Ricardo. He killed my mate and daughter and kidnapped Zoe.” Her father pointed. “I wanted to kill you.” He looked at Raven.

She patted his hand. “Totally understandable. Uncle Ricardo was strung out on drugs and did some awful things.”

Shocked by Raven’s words, Zoe watched her father as he stared at Raven. “I don’t know how you arrived in South America but when word came that you were missing I searched for you.” He looked at Zoe. “She flew you home while I was away.”

“Thank you for that, Zoe,” Raven said with a slight frown. “What made you do it? How did you know to bring me to Honduras?”

“Honestly? I was told I had to return you home and that I was the only one who could do it without starting a war.” Zoe held up her hand. “Do not ask who told me, I will not answer.”

Her father sat back with a huff and tight lips.

“Well that was true,” Raven said. “One look at you and Lucian wouldn’t declare war on his mate. You’re the only one who would’ve gotten a pass.”

Zoe looked at Lucian. “Is that true? Do I have a pass or do you plan to punish me?”

He leaned forward and nipped her shoulder. “You think you’re not walking straight now, just wait until I finish punishing you.”

“Before the two of you get started, can we finish our discussion?” her father said. “Zoe wants me to tell you what I know of her kidnapping. She’s been missing 15 years but only has memories of the past 14. I’ll be returning home before the mating heat runs its course and won’t have this opportunity again.”

“Yes. I’d like to know what happened, thank you.” Lucian sat forward. Raven watched the older man while Zoe leaned into Lucian’s side.

“After your Uncle’s men took her, I searched everywhere for her. It wasn’t until today, when Zoe asked what the men were after, that I realized there was a plot to take my pups, possibly my mate as well.”

Lucian stiffened. “What are you talking about?”

Her father shared what he and Zoe discussed. “It’s almost as if the fight was a distraction to take them. Marianna would’ve fought to the death before allowing anyone to take Suri.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what they wanted with Zoe but it’s important that you know someone stole her for a reason.”

“Thank you for the warning, but no one is taking my mate anywhere,” Lucian said in a hard voice.

“Good. Queen Miriam will be pleased to hear that,” her father said.

“Queen Miriam? From Lyrill? What does she have to do with anything?” Lucian asked, frowning.

“She’s the one who found me in the forest and raised me,” Zoe said watching him. “How do you know Mom?”

“That’s your Mom?” Lucian asked staring down at her.

Zoe nodded slowly.

Lucian placed his hand on her cheek. 

She felt him penetrate her mind. “What are you doing?”

“One second, love.”

Zoe tapped her foot while staring at him. When he removed his hands, he continued staring at her. “No memory bubbles.”

“What?” she asked.

“I thought someone tampered with your memories, it’s a new thing they’ve been doing lately,” he said staring at her with an odd expression.

“Memory bubbles? Who’s been tampering with memories? You?”

“No.” He frowned. “The Liege. That’s a whole —”

“Oh, I’ve heard of them,” she said.

“As I was saying, Queen Miriam found Zoe in the forests near Lyrill and saved her life. Zoe had no knowledge of how she got to Lyrill, we still have no idea how she landed on the other side of the globe or what happened during the year before the Queen found her. Miriam was concerned for her safety and closed the country to make sure Zoe’s enemies never found her. She insisted Zoe learn self-defense, including how to handle human weapons, so that she is never again a victim.” Her father paused. “The Queen raised her as her own and considers Zoe her daughter, next in line for her throne. There is little Miriam would not do to ensure Zoe’s safety. I believe they are a package deal, at least that’s been my short experience.” He glanced at the door when someone knocked. Raven went to answer it. “Do you have any questions?”

Lucian opened his mouth and closed it. “I... oh boy.” He closed his eyes and shook his head as the dots connected. Miriam was involved because of Zoe. No one knew Miriam had a daughter. How did they miss that? She closed the country, that’s how. No one in or out who would share news of Zoe’s presence. What would Zoe think when she learned he sent Storm to Lyrill to search for Raven?

“What’s wrong?” Zoe asked.

“How forgiving is your mother?” He looked at her.

“It depends. Why do you ask?” 

“We got a few things twisted while searching for Raven. We’ll talk about it in private,” he said.

“Does it have to do with my mother?” She leaned back and stared at him. 

Lucian realized Sacha had been right. He was her king but Miriam held that untouchable part of her heart that was off-limits to everyone. How had they gotten that information so wrong?

“Yes. I... the necklace, crystals, and other things. We’ll talk about it later.” Lucian needed time to think clearly over everything when the mating heat wasn’t so strong.

“What’s Thiago doing here?” Zoe asked her dad as she turned toward the entry. “Where is Raven?”

Alpha Sacha stood and stuffed his hands into his pocket. “This trip has been full of surprises. I was told Thiago needed to meet Raven which is why he accompanied me on this trip.”

“What?” Zoe frowned, glanced toward the door and then laughed. “Raven? Is there something you want to tell us?” Zoe asked in a loud voice.

Lucian left to find Raven.

“You could’ve told me,” Zoe said to her father.

“Why? You were so sure he was interested in you, you never realized he wasn’t.” He shook his head. “Someone is playing havoc with my life.”

“Well, at least you have an Alpha you trust to take over your Pack when you move here.” She moved and took his hands. “Unless you think he’ll move here to be with Raven?”

“Have no idea. I’m tired of trying to understand what’s going on in the universe.” He grinned as Thiago walked into the living area holding a thoroughly dazed Raven’s hand. 

“Alpha, did you know?” Thiago looked at Raven as if she were the most precious treasure. “My mate. I cannot believe she was so close to me and I had no idea. Silvia said I needed to come with you to Honduras but I –”

“Silvia told me I needed to make sure Raven and you met. I assumed you were mates,” her father said, with raised brows. “When did she—"

“Silvia told me to return Raven to Honduras and that I was the only one who could prevent bloodshed,” Zoe said, shocked at the other revelations.

“Who is Silvia?” Lucian asked as he wrapped his arm around Zoe’s waist and pulled her close.

Thiago pulled Raven in front of him and held her tight. Raven’s eyes glistened with unshed tears as she relaxed in his hold. 

“Silvia is our historian. She and my mate were related,” Alpha Sacha said moving toward the exit.

No one spoke.

Thiago kissed Raven. 

“My job is done. Thiago is a good man, Lucian.” Her father left.

Raven pulled Thiago behind her down the hall.

Lucian stared at them a few moments before taking Zoe to their room. “We’ll talk later.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Two days later, Lucian, Zoe, Raven, Thiago, Duke, and Alpha Sacha sat at the table for lunch. Exhilarated and sublimely happy, Zoe couldn’t stop smiling and kept stealing glances at Lucian as she ate.

“We’ll be returning in another week,” Thiago told Zoe’s father. “Raven has to set certain things in place before she can leave.”

“We’re going to miss you,” Duke said. “I just moved your things to the small house and you’re moving again.”

Zoe wasn’t sure how she felt about Lucian’s brother. He had been brooding since he learned both his litter-mates were mated. On the surface, he said all the right things but she didn’t believe he was all that happy for anyone.

“I’ll be here a few more days,” Raven said, glancing at Duke before looking at Thiago.

“Where are your Pack lands?” Duke asked Alpha Sacha.

“South of Bogota.” Her father glanced at him and continued eating. “You should stop moping around and plan a celebration for your litter-mates. Those under your leadership will follow your lead, don’t confuse them with your jealousy.”

Duke’s cheeks reddened as he glared at Zoe’s father. “I’m not jealous.”

“Yes, you are,” Raven said softly. “You’re feeling left out and it’s uncomfortable for you.”

Duke stared across the table at her, glanced at Lucian and back at Raven. “I never thought you’d leave. Never expected you to be so far away. You’ve always been here.”

“And it’s time for me to leave to start my own den with my mate.” The look she gave Thiago made it clear he was her choice and priority. “We’re starting our den.” She grinned and it lit her face. “Most likely already started it. Be happy for me, for us.”

“I am happy. It happened so fast that’s all. I’m processing the changes.” Duke looked at Alpha Sacha. “Are you moving here?”

“Why?” her ornery father asked.

“Just trying to understand everything,” Duke muttered and ate a piece of roll.

“I’ll pick up the rest of Raven’s things and take them to the house I’ve rented for our stay,” Thiago said into the silence.

“You guys can stay here,” Zoe said.

“No,” Thiago and Lucian said at the same time.

Frowning, Zoe looked at Lucian and then Thiago. “Why not?”

“I don’t know him,” Thiago said simply.

“If you stayed here with us, you would get to know him. He’s your mate’s brother,” Zoe said.

Frowning, Lucian met Zoe’s gaze. “Security is saying your mother is here, demanding to be allowed through the gates. Did you know she was coming?”

Zoe stood and ran to the door. “No, she didn’t tell me. Which way is she coming from?”

“What is it?” Duke asked.

“Prepare to meet Queen Miriam,” Lucian glanced at Alpha Sacha who sat back in his seat with his hands clasped over his waist. “Did you know?”

“She doesn’t share with me like that, but I’m not surprised. I think she was making plans to come to South America to surprise Zoe.” He looked out the window where Zoe stood at the edge of the porch waving like a maniac at the limo driving toward them.

“A real Queen?” Duke asked.

Thiago looked at him and smiled before walking outside. He wrapped his arm around Raven’s waist, pulling her close as the car drew to a stop. Lucian reached the porch just as Zoe ran toward the car, opened the door and leaped inside.

Laughter floated toward them as they all waited for Zoe to finish greeting her mother.

“Tell security this human is to have access of Pack lands,” Lucian told Duke while waiting for Zoe to introduce him. Zoe stepped back with a wide grin on her face and wiped her eyes as the Queen stepped out. Slightly shorter than Zoe, the Queen’s reddish-brown wavy hair, brushed against her shoulders and down her back. Slender with ample curves, she pushed the sunglasses up her nose as Zoe took her hand. Dressed in a pricey canary-colored pantsuit that complimented her figure and complexion, she looked like Zoe’s sister, not her mother.

“Lucian,” Zoe said.

He walked toward them and met the Queen’s sharp gaze. “Mom, this is Lucian my mate and my King.” When she pronounced that title, the Queen gasped and stared at Zoe.

Zoe held her Mom’s gaze a few seconds and nodded. “He is my King.”

Queen Miriam released a sigh as she looked at Lucian. Looked wasn’t the right word, inspected as if he were a bug beneath a microscope was more like it.

“Hello, Queen Miriam. Welcome to Honduras and Central America,” Lucian said as he took Zoe’s other hand. “Please come inside from the heat.”

“It is dreadfully hot here,” Queen Miriam said. As they walked toward the porch. When they reached the narrow steps, Zoe released her mother’s hand and walked up holding Lucian’s. The Queen followed but Lucian got the feeling she wasn’t happy.

“Water?” Zoe asked her Mom.

“Yes, thank you, dear.” She looked around and her gaze landed on Sacha. “You’re here?”

He nodded but didn’t stand or speak. Instead, the two of them stared at each other for a few moments until Zoe returned with a bottle of water and gave it to her.

“Mom, this is Raven and her mate, Thiago.” Zoe pointed to the couple.

“Hello,” Raven said.

“Raven? You’re the one who was kidnapped?” The Queen’s gaze narrowed on her.

“Yes. My sister, Zoe returned me home safe.” Raven smiled at Zoe.

“Hmm.” The Queen took a long sip of water before looking at Thiago and then Duke. 

“My brother and Alpha of Honduras, Duke,” Lucian said.

“Hello,” Duke said, clearly star-struck.

“Hello.” She looked at Raven. “Who kidnapped you?” 

“We don’t know,” Raven said slowly as the Queen looked at Sacha.

“Sacha? Zoe risked her life to return this young woman home, who kidnapped her in the first place?” Queen Miriam demanded.

“Why are you asking me?” Zoe’s father asked, becoming animated for the first time since they had been in Honduras. “I was told she was in Bogota after she arrived.”

“You asked me to send a necklace with Kirlethanium stones. I had to deal with Helen’s husband which I hated to do, but I promised to help destroy those who damaged my baby girl.” Queen Miriam stood next to the table and slapped it with her palm.

“What? I did no such thing. I never asked for your help to avenge my den. Why would I ask for such a thing?”

“Mom?” Zoe stepped between her parents. “First off, while you’re here we can’t have your human security guards on Pack land. The risk of exposure is too high. Once we take your luggage from the car, send them back into town until you’re ready to leave.”

“What?” her Mom looked down at her as if she spoke a foreign language.

“Seriously, they cannot be here. Send them away now,” Zoe said.

Her Mom pulled out a dining chair and sat down. “Whatever you think is best, go ahead and do it, Zoe.”

Full-blood security brought in her Mom’s luggage and placed it in the hall. “I’ll be right back.” Zoe looked at her Mom and then her sire before leaving the room with Lucian.

“You brought humans onto Pack lands?” Alpha Sacha crossed his arms and glared at her.

“Don’t change the subject,” Queen Miriam snapped, leaned forward and whispered. “Do you think Raven was taken to lure Zoe out into the open so they could take her again?”

Sacha’s brows furrowed. “No. I cannot think those thoughts.”

“There were men in the airport, telling her to follow them. I don’t like this. Too many unanswered questions. They cannot take her again. Cannot run tests on her or hurt her. Never again.” She dropped her face into her palms.

Sacha stood and pulled her into his arms. “No one will take our Zoe. Her mate is strong and smart. He is Alpha over seven countries, all Central America. She is safe here. Don’t fear, she is safe.”

Zoe inhaled as security informed them the humans had left. “Sorry about that,” she told Lucian.

“No problem. We’ll work through this.” He paused and pulled Zoe close. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about my search for Raven. I asked a tracker to search Lyrill for her.”

Zoe frowned. “Why? What would Raven be doing all the way in Lyrill?”

“Kirlethanium was stolen, taken from Pack lands in Costa Rica. Plus, Prokam purchased a crystal necklace in Costa Rica and told the clerk I asked him to buy it.”

“Prokam? Helen’s Prokam?”

“Yes. We assumed Lyrill was involved somehow.”

“That’s a leap. We better get inside before Mom and dad go after each other.” She walked ahead of him and stopped in the foyer. The sight of the Queen in her father’s arms blew her away. Speechless she continued to stare.

“She’s upset,” her father said into the silence.

The Queen turned in his arms, looked at Zoe and sniffed.

“Mom, what’s wrong? You feel okay?” Zoe moved close and touched her mother’s forehead.

“I’m not sick. My heart almost stopped a few times over the past week but that’s not important.”

“You were sick before I left the last time,” Zoe said, daring her Mom to deny it.

“What?”

“During your anniversary celebration and several times before that. I smelled it,” Zoe said.

“Eww, don’t tell anyone that,” the Queen said. “I wasn’t sick, sick. Helen was only permitted to return for the celebration to help me create a formula that would allow me to leave the country for extended periods of time. Lots of trials, errors and finally success.” Smiling, she held up her arms.

“That’s great. How long can you stay?”

“When is the wedding?” she countered.

“Mom,” Zoe took Lucian’s hand. “We haven’t decided on a wedding, yet.”

The Queen’s gaze narrowed as she stared at them. “What do you mean you haven’t decided, yet?”

Zoe ran her tongue across her lips. 

“You’ve claimed him as your king, giving up your rights and position to the throne something we worked on for years. You’re moving far away to another continent to live with your Alpha king.” She looked at Lucian. “I have been here almost 20 minutes and you have yet to apologize for breaching the walls of Lyrill with La Patron’s Hunter.”

“What?” Zoe said.

“I told you,” Lucian said.

“No, you said you sent someone, not that they broke through. Have you any idea what that means?” Zoe asked.

“If she was a wolf it could be considered a challenge but she’s human,” Lucian said.

Zoe released a sigh. “You owe her. Big time. Prepare to have a wedding because I guarantee that’s the price she will charge for that breach.”

“What can she do if I refuse?” Lucian asked.

Zoe’s eyes hardened as she met his gaze. “Don’t go there and damage my relationship with my mother. You were wrong, accept it and move on.”

He nodded. “Queen Miriam, I apologize. In my desire to find Raven I thought she was in Lyrill.”

“Apology unaccepted. We will discuss that matter later.” She peered at Lucian. “Why did you think Raven would be in Lyrill? That makes no sense.”

“Prokam was seen, they tracked him and discovered his relationship to you, plus the Kirlethanium in Costa Rica,” Zoe said taking a seat at the table next to Raven, who sat with Thiago, listening.

“That’s a leap, even for La Patron. Lucian, we never found whoever took Zoe from here to Lyrill. When I found her, I shut down Lyrill, no outsiders, not even my cousin or her husband, to keep Zoe safe. When she called the other day from the airport...” She took a deep breath. “To say, strange men, full-bloods said she had to come with her, I ... there are no words to explain the fear that consumed me. I made plans to come here that same day. You understand full-bloods snatched her off the street and gave her to someone, possibly that officer running tests on wolves. From the first, she’s been taught to never blindly follow instructions, no matter who they’re from.”

“I was told she was snatched while waiting for her father and assumed my Uncle’s men were responsible. I agree you had a good reason to be concerned when they approached her,” Lucian said as he sat next to Zoe and took her hand as Miriam sat next to Sacha. 

“My baby is stretching her wings to fly on her own and I’m scared shitless because I remember what they did to her.” She closed her eyes tight and released a breath as Zoe wrapped her arms around her shoulders and kissed her cheek.

“I love you, always have, always will. The only reason I can fly is that you prepared me for this moment, taught me how to be careful, alert and smart. When I soar, it’ll be in part because of the sacrifices you made to keep me safe,” Zoe said teary-eyed. They stared at each other for a few moments before the Queen nodded.

“You’re getting a Queen, Lucian, an original. I hope you recognize her value and appreciate her,” Queen Miriam said, dabbing the tears from her face.

“I recognized my Queen from the moment I saw her picture. She’s my heart and I will serve and protect her with my life,” Lucian said with conviction.

“Good to hear because those are my thoughts exactly,” Zoe’s father said.

“Daddy,” Zoe said.

“No. In this, your father and I agree. Lucian will protect you with his life,” Queen Miriam said.

Zoe sighed and shook her head. “They don’t mean it.”

“Yes, they do and they should. My life would be over without you, it is the way of mates,” Lucian said as he brushed his lips against her cheek.

Thiago cleared his throat.

They all looked at him.

“Back to Raven’s kidnapping. Are you saying she wasn’t the real target, Zoe was?” Thiago asked.

“I have no idea. Ask Silvia,” Zoe said looking at her dad. “I asked her about the necklace Raven had on, she told me it was a gift, but Raven didn’t have it on when we left. Kirlethanium, Huiblin and Iritad stones were on it.” She looked at her Mom who nodded.

“I sent those to keep her disoriented and to affect her memories. Once the crystals were removed the lethargy would leave with no physical or mental damage.”

“How did you break our links and remove her scent?” Duke asked.

Queen Miriam frowned. “The request was for something to take her into a deep state and no memories of the taking. Nothing was added to impact links or remove scents.”

“Is that something you could do?” Lucian asked.

She didn’t answer.

Zoe patted his hand. “Daddy, can you reach out to Silvia, ask who took Raven and why?”

“She’s not answering me. No one has seen her since we flew here,” he said.

“Well, didn’t see that coming,” Thiago said. “Alpha, when you return home, there are additional safety measures I would like installed to protect my mate.”

“Whatever you need or want will be done,” Sacha said.

“You’re leaving?” Queen Miriam asked Sacha.

“Yes, there are things I need to take care of.”

“Oh. Okay.” She turned to look at Zoe. “Congratulations, baby. You too, Lucian.” She looked at Raven. “Congratulations to you as well and Thiago. Don’t take my part in the kidnapping personally. It wasn’t about you but retaliation to what was done to my daughter. She set me straight on that and made me see my mistake.”

Raven nodded at the half-apology and leaned against Thiago.

Sacha stood. “Walk with me, Miriam.” He extended his hand. She looked at it for a second and then took it. They walked outside.

Duke watched from the window for a few moments and shook his head. “Awesome. Your Mom is awesome, Zoe.”

“Yes, she is.” Zoe leaned against Lucian’s shoulder.

“So, we’re having a wedding?”

Zoe nodded. “And possibly a full-blood celebration for my dad.”

Lucian smiled and kissed her again. “As long as I’ve got you, nothing else matters.”

“You’ve got me and probably some little ones.” She nipped his neck.

“Hard as I’ve been working, we should.” He brushed his lips against her neck. “So... how long will your Mom be here?”

Zoe grinned. “I don’t know. She’ll grow on you.”

He groaned and kissed her again.
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SILAS AND JASMINE SAT in their living room in shock over Lucian’s news. Queen Miriam had found Zoe, Lucian’s mate and raised the young girl for the past 14 years? That was the best-kept secret in the world.

“I still can’t believe it,” Silas said closing his eyes as if he had just seen a bad play. 

“Asia wasn’t surprised. She admired Miriam’s tenacity and loyalty to her father and their people. The one thing Miriam wanted from both Tyrese and Damian was a child. It shouldn’t be a wonder she has one,” Jasmine said.

“It is.”

Jasmine laughed at his surly tone. “Outsmarted by a woman, huh?”

He rolled his eyes at her.

“Kirlethanium had nothing to do with Raven at all.”

He didn’t say anything.

She pushed his shoulder. “Come on, admit it, Raven deserves a mate.”

“Everyone deserves to experience the same euphoric bliss I receive from you,” he said in a dry tone.

She laughed. “You were so sure Miriam was behind it. To make peace with his mother-in-law over Storm breaching her security, Lucian agreed to a Lyrill wedding and a Pack celebration.”

Silas snorted. “Miriam claimed Zoe was next in line for the throne and refused to consider any apology Lucian made until he agreed to the wedding for the people of Lyrill. More like for herself,” he murmured.

Jasmine laughed again. “I’ll give her credit for being sharp and it sounds like she trained Zoe to be the same. Lucian needs someone like that to stabilize him. Maybe he won’t be so dependent on his litter-mates now.”

“Dependent on Raven you mean?” Silas looked at her.

“Yes.”

“He’s a good Alpha.”

“Without question, but he needs to stand on his own, believe in himself, more. His mate will help with that.” Jasmine took Silas hand and kissed the back of it. “That’s just one thing we mates are good at doing.” She winked at him.

“You’re right, Sweet Bitch.” He pulled her onto his lap and kissed her hard.

The next moment they were in the presence of the Goddess.

“Silas. Jasmine,” the Goddess called out with excitement.

Shocked, they stood next to each other, dressed in white robes looking around. This wasn’t the area they normally met the Goddess. This place looked more personal with muted colors and soft lighting.

The Goddess smiled brightly at them, drawing Jasmine’s attention. “You are safe. It is finished.”

“Safe? Us? Was there a problem?” Jasmine asked without thinking.

Grandfather walked in smiling and holding a tray with glasses.

“What’s going on?” Jasmine asked Silas.

“I’m not sure.” He took one of the glasses from Grandfather.

Jasmine took one.

Grandfather took the other.

The Goddess materialized one in her hand and changed her appearance so that she looked human and walked toward them. “Long live Silas and Jasmine and the Wolf Nation!” The Goddess said and drank.

Unsure what was going on, Jasmine and Silas took sips from their glasses. “Um, this is delicious.” Jasmine took another sip without taking her gaze off the Goddess and Grandfather. Something strange was going on, they looked entirely too happy. She didn’t trust it.

“It is a blend preserved for special occasions. This celebration qualifies,” Grandfather said, taking another sip and bowing to the Goddess. “To your incomparable genius and large heart.”

They all took another sip to toast the Goddess.

Confused, Jasmine bit the corner of her lip to stop from speaking again.

The Goddess looked at Jasmine and laughed. It held a tinkling quality that raised goosebumps across Jasmine’s arms. “You are such a delight, dear Jasmine. I will not keep you in suspense any longer.” She released her glass. It disappeared and her throne appeared. She sat on it and nodded at Grandfather.

“Remember the time the Shershrine began separating the two of you? The Goddess made a plea on your behalf.”

Jasmine would never forget and held Silas’ hand tighter.

Grandfather continued. “Although She expressed the need for your services, told them of your goodness and how you worked together to save the Pack, they were not impressed or moved.” Frowning, he paused. “Still can’t believe they planned to killed you both, as well as all half-breeds... until She spoke of a compromise.”

Heart in her throat, Jasmine dropped the glass as she grabbed Silas’. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. That was not what either of them expected to hear.

Grandfather continued as if he hadn’t just said there had been plans to execute them. “When they scanned Angus and Shyla, they were slightly appeased but still wanted to destroy half-breeds and replace them with full-bloods.” Grandfather shook his head. “That would’ve created problems everywhere. Millions of full-bloods had already sired half-breeds.” 

“What?” Jasmine whispered feeling faint. Her babies? They would’ve killed her babies? Dots floated in front of her eyes as her knees buckled. Silas held her tight, keeping her from falling as tears filled her eyes. Silas was in that number.  “What compromise? What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Silas said.

“Continue,” the Goddess spoke into the prolonged silence.

Grandfather shook himself and nodded. “You can imagine how much this hurt our Goddess. While Nicromja postured and threw hissy fits, our Goddess continued to negotiate to save all wolves. Recognizing there might be some value to the plan the Goddess and I developed, they forbid the creation of more breeders. They mentioned that to you that day.”

Silas nodded.

“What they didn’t share and forbid to be known was the deal set in motion with the Goddess. Impressed with the BlackWolf Clan, they demanded an Alpha from the same stock as Angus create a new line of full-bloods. Which meant finding two full-blood BlackWolves to lead a Pack that can never mate with breeds. The deal was struck. The Goddess agreed to the bargain to save breeders and half-breeds. Today, 11 days before the deadline, the conditions were met!” Grandfather said in a loud voice with a wide grin, clapping his hands.

When Jasmine and Silas stared at him without responding, his smile dimmed. “Don’t you understand? Lucian and Zoe met the requirements with Raven and Thiago as a backup. Both Zoe and Raven are pregnant which pleased the Shershrine representative more. Now you and the others are all safe,” Grandfather said with a wide grin before falling to his knees. “Thank you, Goddess. On behalf of the BlackWolf Clan, thank you.”

She nodded and looked at Silas and Jasmine. “You’ve served Me well and I approved of Jasmine for you. How could I not fight for you? ... Or the others?”

Silas fell to his knees. Numb, Jasmine followed and kept her head down as he took her hand. 

“Thank you, Goddess. My den, Pack, Nation, we all thank you for our lives and for loving us enough to do this. Words fail me,” Silas spoke in a ragged whisper, choked with tears.

“You are My champion, Silas... and I am yours,” the Goddess said in a soft voice.

“Is this why you were so insistent on Lucian becoming Alpha, remaining focused, and increased his territory?” Silas asked into the silence moments later.

“Yes. There were so many variables, time was running out. The abilities were in Lucian all along. The Saldivar line is an honorable one, Ricardo and the human dirtied it but Lucian will find his way and restore its integrity.” She paused. “There were a lot of pieces to be moved into place, but it is now done.”

“Now I understand why you sent me to terminate Clell before he could infect the BlackWolf Clan, he would have destroyed the basis of your bargaining chip,” Silas said.

“Indeed. However, his action showed another side of full-bloods, Shershrine took note of it as well.”

“Queen Miriam? You sent Zoe to her?” Jasmine asked relieved that death wasn’t imminent.

“No. Humans flew Zoe out from the military base to a lab on the continent where the one called Roderick agreed to work on her and Suri. They wanted BlackWolf pups to experiment on and ran tests on her for a few months. The only reason she wasn’t damaged more was that he lacked funds and support. Eventually, he went to Lyrill and kept her in a small house in the woods. When he didn’t return she broke free and ran. Pack was supposed to rescue her but Miriam found her first.”

Jasmine wondered why the Goddess didn’t have Alpha Barticus take Zoe from Roderick.

“Barticus searched for Roderick but hadn’t caught him,” the Goddess said.

“You took her memories?” Silas asked. 

“Like She took yours?” Jasmine didn’t look at Silas and hoped the Goddess couldn’t listen through their link. 

“Yes,” he said.

The Goddess smiled at him. “The pup didn’t need to remember what was done to her.”

“What made you choose Zoe for Lucian?” Jasmine asked, taking advantage of one of the few times the Goddess answered questions.

“When they demanded the couple be from the BlackWolf Clan to preserve the line, there weren’t many single full-blood BlackWolves left,” the Goddess said

“Thiago is BlackWolf but left Honduras very young. He’ll be elevated to Alpha in South America, but it will take longer to develop him into a strong Alpha. They want pure full-bloods who can lead,” Grandfather said. “Zoe was raised to be Queen and is a smart Bitch. If we didn’t need her to seal the deal, she would’ve been a great ally for our Nation.”

“You orchestrated Raven’s kidnapping?” Jasmine asked the old man.

“No. I had no idea of any of this. I was told after Shershrine agreed the Goddess met the requirements of their deal and left,” Grandfather said in a faint voice.

“There was too much at stake to share the terms of the agreement with anyone. The BlackWolf Clan was under attack, fragmented, Lucian was becoming distracted with old Liege technology, rebellions, poverty... once Razor and Storm were in place and the BlackWolf Clan stabilized, it was time to bring Lucian and Zoe together,” the Goddess said. 

“One last question,” Jasmine said. “Did you orchestrate Raven’s kidnapping?” she looked at Silas.

The Goddess smiled and the room brightened. “I may have helped a little. You cannot share anything you’ve learned.” She clapped her hands with joy. “The important thing is this, you, your den and Nation are now safe.”

“Thank you,” Jasmine said with heartfelt gratitude as she met the Goddess’ gaze.

“You are most welcome, dear Jasmine.”

The next moment, they were back in their suites. Silas stared teary-eyed at Jasmine and pulled her close as she wept.

“The next time I say something about Her, remind me of this moment,” Jasmine said.

Silas chuckled. “You can count on it.”
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