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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Leo

      

      

      I almost missed the place. It was a tiny storefront sandwiched between a shoe store and a vitamin shop on Liberty Street in downtown Ann Arbor. There wasn’t even any signage. I pulled up my GPS app again to make sure I saw the blinking red dot.

      I picked up the file on the car seat next to me. I was almost half an hour early. Working out of our Chicago office this month, it had taken me four solid hours driving to get here.

      I pulled up my messages and sent my boss, Payne Fallon, a quick one.

      “I’m here. I think. Will let you know what’s what after I meet with the guy.”

      After a second of blinking dots, Payne texted back.

      “Sure thing. Let me know if you run into any trouble. You shouldn’t. Straight pick up and delivery.”

      I shifted in my seat and read the file for about the fourth time.

      My contact was a man named Emerson Crossley. From his picture, I’d put him at about eighty, eighty-five. Balding, trim, eccentric. In his photo, he wore a tailored gray suit with a yellow striped tie. He had half-moon glasses perched on his nose. It was the back of his business brochure.

      Crossley Antiquities. Established in 1905. Liverpool. Ann Arbor.

      Weird couple of cities, I thought.

      Pick up and delivery. Crossley ran an antique dealership and auction house. He’d hired Wolfguard a few times in the past to provide security at some of his live auctions. I’d never worked any of them myself, but this kind of thing was Wolfguard’s bread and butter when Payne first founded the company a few years ago.

      Easy. Boring. Lucrative.

      I peered through my windshield. In the fifteen minutes I sat there, I’d seen no one come or go from the building, and it didn’t look like there were any lights on inside. I rechecked my phone.

      8:45 in the morning.

      “Screw it,” I said. I slid the file folder in my glovebox, pocketed my keys and stepped out of the SUV.

      I straightened my suit jacket. I hated the thing, preferring to work in jeans and a t-shirt. Not that I expected to have to shift into my wolf today, but it could get expensive ripping through business suits.

      It was hot as blazes already. Mid-August in southern Michigan was unpredictable. It was the same back in Chicago. I preferred it there. I felt out of my element here in this tiny little town. I liked bigger cities or the woods.

      I smoothed my tie and headed for the front door of Crossley’s shop. I shielded my eyes with my hand and looked through the window. The shop was neat and clean, just a few items displayed on tables and shelves. To me, it just seemed like a bunch of vases and a few paintings. I couldn’t figure out why Crossley would need the type of muscle Wolfguard provided. You have to be dealing in some pretty expensive stuff to need shifters to guard it.

      Well, it was Crossley’s dime to spend anyway.

      I tried the door. Even though there were still a few minutes to his listed open time, it opened.

      “Hmm,” I said. “Not smart.” I walked right in.

      The shop was clean, but it still had that musty smell, and I wondered if the building itself had issues.

      Soft, classical music played in the background. I ran a finger over one of the tables. Not a speck of dust rubbed off. Crossley displayed stemware, fine china, gilded silver picture frames. Nothing that caught my eye or seemed overly rare. I wondered what the hell he wanted me to watch for him.

      “Hello!” I called out. “Mr. Crossley?”

      Nothing.

      “Your front door was open,” I yelled. “I’m from Wolfguard. You want me to lock that?”

      Still nothing.

      The hairs on the back of my neck pricked. I closed my eyes and held my breath.

      I heard cars passing by outside. The soft tick of the traffic light at the corner as it changed. The shop, though, was utterly silent.

      Something stirred my wolf. There was someone back there all right. I snapped my eyes open, letting my wolf out just enough to give me infrared vision. Anyone watching me would see two pinpoints of blue fire where my pupils should be.

      I took in a deep, sharp breath. I didn’t scent any other shifters nearby. The air in the shop kept the faint, lingering scent of a dozen or more people. Customers from the day before, probably. But, a single scent hit me, tripping my pulse. It was sweet and heady, making my vision blur for half a second. A growl came out of me.

      Something was off. Definitely. I curled my fists and felt my claws digging into my palms.

      A door opened and shut, deeper in the building. That scent. It grew stronger, making my blood tingle.

      “Crossley?” I managed to get that single word out. My voice had dropped an octave. My wolf stayed ready, just below the surface.

      A shadow moved in the hallway behind the cash register. Blood shot straight to my core as a woman stepped out of the darkness and into view.

      She was young. Pretty. With straight, dark hair she wore loose past her shoulders. She had on a tight, red skirt that came to just above her knees. Killer black heels. A white silk blouse tucked neatly into that skirt so it hugged all her curves.

      Her scent swirled around me. So sweet. So strong. It damn near knocked me over and sent my wolf spinning inside me.

      “I’m here for Mr. Crossley,” I said. “He’s expecting me. My name is Leo.”

      Words were coming out of my mouth. That was good. I thought they might even be the right ones. I don’t know how I pulled that off.

      She was no shifter. That’s for sure. A witch maybe? Whatever it was, my baser instincts made my wolf hard to control.

      She hesitated. I became keenly aware of every move she made. A bead of sweat formed on her upper lip. So tiny she couldn’t even know it was there. A quick dart of her tongue and she licked it away.

      Pow! Bang!

      It was all I could do to stay on my feet around her.

      “I’m a little early,” I said. “Will you tell your boss I’m here? I’m from Wolfguard.”

      Something made her nervous. She looked over her shoulder and the smile she wore wasn’t natural.

      “Mr. Crossley is my grandfather,” she said. Her voice was light, almost lilting. Soft. Feminine. An image shot through me. I wondered what it would sound like if she moaned.

      I snapped my head back, floored by the animal lust that poured through me just from being close to her.

      This wasn’t like me.

      “Your grandfather,” I repeated. “Okay then…”

      “Leo?” she said. I loved the way she said my name. She had a breathy quality to her voice, putting an H after the first letter.

      She took a step toward me and extended her hand. Mercy.

      I took her hand in mine and shook it. Firm. Professional. But, I loved the way her skin felt. Smooth. Soft. But, there was an undercurrent of heat. She blinked wildly. Could she feel it too?

      “Ms. Crossley?” I asked.

      “Um…yes. My name is Margaret. Er...call me Meg.”

      Meg. Margaret. Meg Crossley. She had an American Midwestern accent. Emerson Crossley was supposed to be British.

      “I was going to call ahead,” she said. “But, I’ll be honest. I wasn’t sure if your agency would send you if I did that.”

      I got a hold of myself. My primal instincts gave way to my business ones. “I’m sorry?”

      “Mr...I’m sorry...I didn’t catch your last name.”

      “Kalenkov,” I said. “My name is Leo Kalenkov.”

      She considered it. My family name might have been familiar to her if we were in Chicago. Not here though. Still, it felt like it meant something to her.

      “Mr. Kalenkov,” she said. “Do you know why they sent you here?”

      “We’ve worked for your grandfather in the past.”

      “But not you,” she said. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “No,” I said. “But, I understand you need security surrounding a rare item your grandfather is trying to sell.”

      “That’s right,” she said. “It’s a gemstone. An expensive one.”

      “How expensive?” I asked.

      Meg parted her lips to answer but paused. “Priceless.”

      I smiled. “Nothing’s priceless. But, the sooner I can meet with your grandfather, the better.”

      “Why?” she asked. “You’re paid by the job, not the hour, Mr. Kalenkov.”

      Something was off about her. If I had to name it, she seemed a little upset. Her eyes flickered. Her hand trembled when she lifted it to smooth the front of her skirt. There wasn’t even a hint of a wrinkle in it.

      “Your grandfather?” I asked.

      “Mr. Kalenkov,” she said. “I don’t...I haven’t…”

      “Look, ma’am, men like me. Wolfguard. We have a particular set of skills. Something doesn’t feel right here. I sensed it the second I walked in.”

      “He’s quite ill,” she blurted out.

      I took a half step back. “What?”

      She was blinking wildly again. She was holding back tears.

      “He’s been very sick,” she said. “He...that is...I’m taking over for him for the time being.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Well, shit. “I have to...I need to call my boss.”

      She came toward me. Her skin had gone sheet white. She grabbed my arm.

      “I need your help. I need you to do what my grandfather hired you to do. Nothing’s changed.”

      “When do you expect him back?” I asked. “I mean, your grandfather…”

      “I told you, he’s very sick,” she said. “I don’t know how long it will take him to recover. But you have to understand that time is of the essence. I need to explain to you what’s expected of you over the next few days.”

      I moved past her. There was a stool at the counter. I put it beside her. She looked about ready to keel over. I wondered if she’d caught whatever made her grandfather sick. She didn’t stop me when I put my hands on her elbows and guided her to sit down.

      “You don’t look so good,” I said. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “You have to stay,” she said.

      “Ms. Crossley, can I call someone for you? Do you need anything?”

      This was a disaster. Wolfguard worked a specific way. Emerson Crossley was our contact. He was the only person I was supposed to deal with. If he didn’t show his face, it would cancel our contract. End of story.

      Meg cleared her throat. “No,” she said. “You don’t understand. This job. This item. This transaction has to go forward. It has to. If it doesn’t, things will...we have a contract. I expect you to honor it. My grandfather has already paid your retainer.”

      She looked so vulnerable. So desperate. Something was most definitely wrong. With everything that I was, I wanted to pull her against me. I wanted to kill something for her. Anything to take the pain out of her eyes.

      This was bad. This was dangerous. I just met her. But, there I was, ready to break protocol in a heartbeat for her.

      “Let’s just...one thing at a time,” I said. “We’ll figure something out.”

      Her grip on my arm cut through me. It was as if an electrical current ran from her to me and back again.

      I didn’t have the foggiest clue what I’d just walked into. I just knew her pain felt like mine and there was only one thing that could mean. I just wouldn’t let myself admit it yet.
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        Meg

      

      

      Leo Kalenkov might have been my last hope. Only, if he figured that out, I was sunk. He stood beside me, a hulking presence with broad shoulders, chiseled features. Those eyes. Sapphire blue with a spark to them. He seemed to take in everything about me. I felt a trail of heat as his gaze traveled up and down me.

      My head swam. My heart felt like it might burst out of my chest. I had to stay cool. I had to pretend that everything was fine. Normal. He couldn’t know how quickly my world had come crashing down around me. Except he seemed to have already figured that out. God. This was turning into a complete disaster. Would it be better if I told him the truth? My grandfather wasn’t just sick. I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on breathing.

      “Your retainer,” I said. “It’s been paid.” I reached over the counter and pulled out a piece of paper. It was my grandfather’s letter of instruction to him. He could check the signature with what he had on file. They would match. He’d never know I forged that one too.

      Leo looked it over. I watched those cobalt blue eyes of him dart over the small print. He rubbed a thumb across his chin. He was cleanly shaven with wavy, auburn hair. The urge to run my fingers through it popped into my brain. He looked back at me and I held my back straight. I didn’t even dare breathe.

      “Do you want me to follow you?” he asked. “Just give me the address.” The air went out of me. I found a smile and the strength not to fall off the chair.

      “What? Oh. No. We should ride together. The seller is...uh...temperamental to say the least. I don’t want to spook her with too many vehicles in her driveway.”

      Lies. Well, mostly. It was true that my seller probably wouldn’t like too much fuss and attention that might come from multiple cars parking in her driveway. But, without Kalenkov, I had no way of getting out there. As soon as my father learned what was going on with my grandfather, he waited until I had walked down to the post office. Then, my father had taken everything he could get his hands on, including the keys to my car. That was three days ago.

      “That’s fine,” Kalenkov said. His voice was deep, imposing. That probably wouldn’t help things either, but I had no other option but to bring him. My seller would never agree to meet with me alone.

      “Ms. Crossley,” he said, tilting his head to the side. “Is everything okay? You seem a little frazzled.”

      I laid my hand flat on the counter, willing it not to tremble. I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t let him see.

      I lived in a house of cards right now. If Kalenkov got suspicious, he’d leave. And worse, he’d call his superiors at Wolfguard Security, and then I’d be sunk for good.

      “Is there someone I can call for you?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “There’s no one to call.”

      “We can reschedule,” he said. “I’m sure your seller would understand. If your grandfather is ill, you have a family business to take care of. Are you here all alone?”

      “Yes,” I said, trying to force a smile. “Listen, I know this probably seems unusual. Your firm is used to dealing with my grandfather. He’s always thought very highly of your boss, Mr. Fallon. We’ve had many transactions that might not have gone smoothly if it weren’t for the security you provide. We deal in...um...oddities sometimes. Nothing black hat, of course. It’s just, a lot of the items we procure are very rare and highly sought after by collectors. That reputation is out there. It can attract the wrong types.”

      “Look,” he said. “I’m not here to judge any of that. They just told me you needed a presence when you picked up your...ah...item. Do you mind telling me a little bit more about what we’re dealing with?”

      “A gemstone,” I said. “Actually, a very rare, very old, red diamond.”

      “In Manitou Beach?” he asked. “How does a thing like that end up there?”

      “You’d be surprised. I’ve found priceless artwork in garage sales, Mr. Kalenkov. This particular diamond was apparently passed down through one family for quite a long time. The seller’s husband passed away a few years ago and she found it in a safety deposit box his family kept. She’s hung on to it for twenty years since then. She’s getting on in years. They had no children. She wants to sell it and donate the money to her church.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” he said. “And you need me to make sure nothing happens to that diamond before the sale goes through.”

      “Exactly,” I said. At least, on paper that’s what I needed. What I hadn’t told him was that my seller made it abundantly clear she had no interest in dealing with anyone other than my grandfather either. She was old. Batshit crazy and misogynistic. I had no earthly clue how I was going to pull this off now.

      Except I had zero choice. The money from this sale would be enough to set me up for life. If it fell through, I’d have nothing. Less than nothing. I’d have the debt my father racked up against the business. I would lose the building. The apartment above it where I lived. My livelihood.

      “Sounds simple enough. My car’s just outside. But, before we go, I need to get the lay of the land here. Your front door was wide open. I walked right in. If I’m going to ensure nothing happens to your merchandise, I need to see how you intend to keep it pending the auction.”

      “Of course,” I said. “We have a vault in back. I’ll show you.”

      Kalenkov straightened his tie. It looked like it chafed him. I don’t know why I thought it, but I wondered if the man was more comfortable in a t-shirt over a business suit.

      I turned on my heel and led him to the back of the shop. He stayed close, looming over me. He was so big. So tall. I swear it felt like he warmed the air around me just with his presence.

      I led him through a hidden door to the vault. It was huge. Years ago, Grandpa had converted a closet to house the thing. It was state of the art, and I stepped aside as Kalenkov ran through his inspection.

      My breath caught. Even as big as the vault was, it wasn’t designed for two adults to stand in it together.

      My eyes went up and up. It wasn’t just that he was big. The man gave off raw power in just the way he stood. Every muscle on him seemed hard and coiled.

      I knew what he was. A trained fighter. Special Ops or something. Everyone who worked for Wolfguard was. I’d heard a rumor or two that some of Payne Fallon’s men were also...extra.

      Was he? I wasn’t sure that I’d ever been in close proximity to a shifter before. Having spent sixty-plus years in the antique and rare item business, I knew my grandfather had seen just about everything this world had to offer. But, he didn’t care for shifters or witches. He didn’t trust them.

      I felt a wave of grief sock me in the chest. I wasn’t prepared for it. I couldn’t do this now. Later. There would be plenty of time to fall apart after this deal was done.

      I needed to get that diamond. I needed to arrange for its sale. Then, I could dig out from under my grandfather’s misplaced trust and my father’s bad business decisions. I could be free.

      “Ms. Crossley?” he said.

      I blinked hard, feeling tears bubbling up.

      I took a step back, moving out of the vault and back into the hall. Kalenkov squinted at me. This was bad. I had to be strong. Assured. All business. He finished his inspection of the vault and seemed satisfied with what he’d found. He closed it behind him and came to me.

      “Is there someplace we can sit?” he asked. “It looks like you need it. We can go over the logistics of the next few days.”

      “Sure,” I said. I led him back into the main shop. Just as we got there, an older couple walked in. They were just browsing. She went straight for a small, tulip-shaped Tiffany lamp. Everyone always did. It was a thing they knew.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “We’re actually closed for the day.”

      The woman looked down her nose at me. “Emerson is a friend of mine,” she said. “We go way back. He’s holding a tea set for me. I just talked to him last week. My name is Agnes Booker.”

      “Mrs. Booker,” I said, smiling. Her eyes went to Kalenkov. He stood tall and stoic against the wall. Mrs. Booker’s husband put a protective arm around her.

      “Agnes, we can come back another time.” Mr. Booker apparently didn’t like what he saw in Kalenkov. He didn’t give Agnes a chance to even protest. He ushered her out of the store. I felt sure I’d never see either one of them again.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Kalenkov,” I said. “We tend to draw an odd clientele too. Everyone’s so used to dealing with my grandfather.”

      “Leo,” he said. “Call me Leo.”

      “Leo. Thank you. Meg is fine for me. Since we’re going to be stuck with each other for a couple of days at least.”

      I went to the front door and locked it. I flipped the sign to closed.

      “All right,” he said. “So tell me about this seller. What will we be walking into?”

      I took a seat on a stool at the counter. I gestured to another on the opposite side. Leo waved me off, preferring to stand.

      “Dorothea Davies,” I said. “She’s easily ninety years old and mostly blind. She lives in a huge house with honest to goodness turrets. It’s high on a hill overlooking Devil’s Lake. You can’t even get there from the main roads. She’s got a private drive.”

      “Who lives with her?” he asked.

      “No one,” I answered. “My grandfather has been courting her for years. A good part of this business is word of mouth. Long ago, he handled some estate sales on the lake. Neighbors get to talking and they all think Mrs. Davies is the crazy old rich lady on the hill. I mean, she is. Grandpa had a hunch she might have some things to sell. He earned her trust over the years. It paid off. A few months ago, she showed him her jewelry. There’s this one stone she wants to get rid of.”

      “Your rare red diamond,” he said. “Why that one in particular?”

      I bit my lip. I knew how crazy this was going to sound. I could only imagine what Leo thought of all of this.

      I took a breath before I answered. “Mrs. Davies is convinced her diamond is cursed. She thinks it’s the reason she lost her husband.”

      “Geez,” he said. “She sounds terribly lonely.”

      I nodded. “She’s superstitious.”

      “Well, that’s helpful anyway. I’ll tread lightly. Are you ready to go?”

      I slid off the stool. Leo’s eyes were so kind. He was strong, solid, capable. I couldn’t imagine what he had to think of me. But, I supposed in his line of work he’d seen even worse. Maybe.

      I got my purse from beneath the counter. Leo rose and ushered me toward the front of the store.

      I just prayed I could get through the rest of the day without spooking him. One word, one rumor reaching Wolfguard and this whole deal would crumble. And the worst of it was, I was fairly sure Dorothea Davies was dead right.

      The diamond we were about to take possession of was as cursed as they come.
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      I wrote it off as her not being used to guys like me. Her grandfather had to know we were shifters. Payne never contracted with people out of the know. It didn’t mean Meg knew.

      I knew what I should do. I could hear the rest of my cousins in my ear as if they were standing beside me. We all worked for Wolfguard now. We’d all taken dozens of jobs just like this one.

      If something feels off, it is. Walk away. Call it in.

      Except, I didn’t. I couldn’t. The girl drew me in and there was no denying it. She seemed scared and strong at the same time and sent my inner wolf racing to the surface. She triggered every protective instinct in me, and I supposed that was a good thing. It’s what I was here for, after all. Still, it wasn’t protocol to take her to the seller’s home. She wasn’t my contact.

      Meg hesitated as I held the passenger door open for her. I swear I could feel her pulse pounding through her. She looked at the open door and her eyes darted to the back seat.

      “Look,” I said. “I’m not a chauffeur. You ride in front. Up with me.”

      She smiled. “Got it. Right. I’m sorry.”

      She brushed past me on her way to the front seat. I got another, deeper whiff of her scent. She smelled clean and sweet. I found myself wanting to nuzzle her neck. No good. I had to keep this professional. It was bad enough the game plan changed.

      As Meg secured her seatbelt, I slipped behind the wheel. I kept a pair of aviator sunglasses in the visor. I put them on and started the car.

      “You can go 94,” she said.

      “I know how to get to Devil’s Lake,” I said.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “No problem,” I said, pulling away from the curve.

      Main rush hour was over, so traffic stayed light. Meg declined my offer to let her pick one of the satellite channels. Instead, she stayed pensive, staring out the side windows as the exits rolled by.

      In no time, I made the turn off toward the lake. Devil’s was big as Michigan inland lakes went. And like just about every other lake in the state, the houses around it followed no pattern. Some were nearly mansions. Others were nothing more than shacks.

      Meg directed me to a private drive, hidden by overgrown shrubbery. I would have easily missed it.

      “There,” she said. “Mrs. Davies’s land is the whole peninsula here. She’s got a trail camera…”

      “I see it,” I said. The hair on the back of my neck bristled. I didn’t like the sensation of being watched like this. I made the turn. Gravel crunched beneath my tires.

      It was a bright, sunny day, but it was as if the clouds rolled in just as I started up that winding drive. I didn’t like it one bit.

      I put the car in park and turned to Meg. Her face had gone white.

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      “You tell me,” I said. “I’ve broken about ten rules just getting to this point. This feels wrong. You’re cagey. I’m driving up into God knows where and whoever is on the end of this driveway knows I’m coming. I’m turning around.”

      “Please!” she shouted. Meg reached for me. She put a hand on my forearm, curling her fingers around me in a vice grip.

      Heat shot straight up my arm and settled in my gut. I let out an involuntary growl. Meg’s jaw dropped and she pulled her hand away as if I’d burned her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “For all of this. I can’t imagine what you must think of me. I know how unusual this is. My grandfather...I swear he’d be here if he were able. He’s very old. Very ill. But, this commission is important. Desperate, if I’m being honest. Without it, there won’t be a Crossley Antiquities anymore.”

      I was still growling. “No good,” I said. “Desperate people make mistakes. Your grandfather hired me for a specific purpose. I think you need to call your seller and either arrange to meet somewhere more neutral or reschedule altogether.”

      “She won’t,” Meg said. “I know her. Mrs. Davies is eccentric. It’s taken us years to get this far with her. It really is now or never. Please. Whatever my grandfather usually pays your company, I’m willing to double it. But, I can’t do that if this sale doesn’t go through.”

      “Like I said, desperate people…”

      “Mr. Kalenkov. Leo. My grandfather is one of the first clients your firm ever landed. He helped put Payne Fallon on the map. I think you know that’s true.”

      My nostrils flared. She was right about that. It was a point of honor that Payne picked me for this job. I didn’t want to screw it up. And this woman...she was short-circuiting my damn brain.

      “Listen,” I said. “If we go up there, if there’s even an inkling of trouble, I’m not going to hold back. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      I locked my eyes with Meg’s. She was breathing hard. I willed myself not to let my gaze fall to her chest where her breasts heaved. She was just so damned gorgeous to me. But I was on the job. I could not let lust rule my judgment.

      “I understand,” she said.

      “Do you?” I got closer to her. I let her feel my hot breath on her skin. “Do you know what I am? What I’m capable of?”

      I let my wolf out, just a little. I had to test her. If things did go south up there, I’d let him out all the way. It’s one of the things our clients expected when they put Wolfguard on the job.

      Her eyes flickered. Dammit all to hell, I did let my gaze drop an inch or two. Her skin was flushed. The top two buttons of her blouse were undone and I could see the swell of her breasts as they filled out a white, lace bra.

      Mercy.

      “Wolfguard,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. She put the emphasis on the first syllable.

      “Yes,” I said.

      She slowly blinked. Then, she locked a cold stare on me. She thought she knew what I was. My heart told me she had no idea.

      God help me, desire poured through me. At that moment, I wanted so badly to show her who I really was.

      “I know what I’m paying for,” she said. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way. I need you to help me go get my diamond.”

      I made my slow way up the driveway. It got hard to see straight. My wolf was tripped. No question. There were eyes on me.

      I put the SUV in park. Meg put her hand on the door.

      “Stay here,” I said, my voice low, guttural. Two Great Danes came tearing out of the woods. They bared their teeth and squared off.

      I turned to them, letting my own fangs drop. I put up a single finger. Both dogs whined and side-stepped. The bigger of the two fell to the ground in a submissive posture.

      Windchimes dangled on the massive porch. The house was dark and gray. The bushes were overgrown. It was huge though. Old. Just like Meg described, the thing had spires rising high above the tree line.

      Meg got out of the car. I gestured to her. I wanted to put her behind me. Hell, I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and get her far away from here.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I told you. Mrs. Davies knows we’re coming.”

      “She already knows we’re here,” I said. The curtain in the front window snapped shut.

      “Stay behind me,” I told Meg. “I really don’t like this.”

      “I don’t either,” she said, surprising me. I felt sure she’d try to blow more smoke up my ass about how this would all be okay.

      We walked up to the porch. Meg lifted her fist to knock on the door. It swung open before she could and I couldn’t stop the growl. Instinct drove me and I put a hand on Meg’s arm, pulling her behind me.

      “Where’s Emerson?” The old lady snapped. She looked to be about a hundred and thirty years old with crepe paper skin that hung from her. She wore a shapeless, black dress. Her bare legs poked out and she was barefoot with shiny red toenail polish.

      “My grandfather is under the weather today,” Meg said.

      Mrs. Davies started to shut the door. Meg started to move. I was faster. I stuck my foot in the door.

      “The lady has an appointment,” I said.

      Dorothea Davies stared at me. She had cold, gray eyes, the left one nearly opaque from a cataract.

      “My appointment is with Emerson Crossley.”

      “And I’m his granddaughter and agent,” Meg said. “Mrs. Davies, you know you want this taken care of. You trusted Crossley to handle your sale. We will. We’ll give it the most detailed, personal attention.”

      “Not you,” she said. “Him.”

      Meg stopped mid-sentence. Mrs. Davies jabbed a finger into my chest. I snarled. I’d moved enough to let her slam the door.

      “Great,” Meg said. She moved around me and knocked.

      “She hates women,” I said.

      “Yep,” Meg answered.

      “This is nuts,” I said. “How much is this rock worth again?”

      Meg chewed her lip.

      I put my hands on her upper arms and pulled her away from the door. “Listen,” I said. “You said you’re desperate. That old lady knows it. She’s jerking our chain. I say you call her bluff and we get the hell out of here. I told you. I don’t like this. It’s not safe. I’ve got a feeling. I’m never wrong.”

      Meg took a step back. “You’re right. I’m desperate. Things are...well, they’re complicated with the family business right now. But I am not leaving here without that stone. That woman signed a contract with my grandfather. I’m going to make her honor it. You can leave if you want. I’ll call for an uber or something.”

      “Hell no,” I said. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

      Her breath came hot and hard. Damn, there was heat between us. She was bold, defiant, definitely desperate. But, she stirred my basest instincts in ways I’d never felt before. I knew in my gut I was not about to let anything bad happen to this woman as long as I was with her.

      “You’re not here for me,” she said as if she could read my damn mind. “Your job is that stone. Read your contract. If I don’t walk out of here with it, Wolfguard doesn’t get fully paid.”

      “Great,” I said. “So what’s your plan, boss? The lady’s not in a selling mood today.”

      “She said she won’t deal with me. She said she wants you. So, go talk to her.”

      “What? Me? That’s not what I get paid to do.”

      “And I told you, you’re here to look after that stone. So go do it. All you have to do is go in there and get it from her. Then you don’t let it out of your sight until I find a buyer and the check clears. That’s it. Should be like falling off a log for you.”

      Meg crossed her arms in front of her. Her eyes flashed with fire. God, she had just about the sexiest pout. My heart thundered with the urge to kiss her.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      Before I could argue the point any further, the front door opened a crack.

      “You coming or not, big man?” the old lady hollered.

      “Christ,” I muttered. I was stuck between a literal rock and a hard place. Meg didn’t drop her withering gaze. She motioned toward the front door.

      “You,” I said, pointing a finger at Meg. I tapped her nose. She went cross-eyed for an instant.

      “You go back to that car and lock the door. Don’t come out until I say so.”

      “But you’re…”

      “Go,” I said. “Or I swear to God I’m going to throw you over my shoulder and drag you down that hill.”

      Her cheeks flushed. I could see her pulse race from the tiny tremor at her throat.

      She gave me a quiet nod and I followed the crazy old lady through the front door. She slammed it shut behind me and shuffled across the foyer.

      The place had high ceilings and marble floors. It looked like a classic haunted house with creepy portraits of likely long dead relatives on the walls. I half expected their eyes to follow me through the house.

      Dorothea shuffled to a curio cabinet in the hallway. She fiddled with the handle and came back holding a wooden box.

      “You keep your diamonds there?” I asked. “You might want to call my firm and get a security consult.”

      “I know what you are,” she said.

      I raised a brow.

      “You’re either brave or stupid coming here,” she said. “And that girl out there is a liar. I don’t trust her. You shouldn’t either.”

      “So why are you doing this?” I asked. “You seem more interested in playing games than business.”

      “I’m keeping a promise!” she yelled. “Never you mind what I’m up to.”

      She threw the wooden box at me. I caught it against my chest, surprised at how heavy it was.

      “Take it,” she said. “Get it away from me and good riddance.”

      The thing felt like lava in my hands. Whatever the hell was inside it, I sensed powerful magic.

      “That’s right,” she said. “You’re right to let your wolf out.”

      I caught my reflection in the hall mirror. Damn. I thought I had better control. My wolf eyes glowed like twin sapphires. It was this place. Whatever the hell was in this box.

      “Open it,” she said. “I know you want to.”

      I did. The urge burned through me, much like what I felt when I got close to Meg.

      I lifted the gold latch. The box was lined with red silk. Mrs. Davies came closer. She put a cold, bony hand on my arm.

      “Good riddance to it,” she said. “But you tell your girl out there she better honor her end of it. Thirty days. That’s all she gets to find me a buyer or I take my business elsewhere.”

      In the center of the box, nestled in a cushion of red silk was the largest diamond I’d ever seen. Big, like the Hope Diamond. I was no expert, but it had to be thirty or more carats.

      A red diamond. It had the look of a ruby but was both paler in color and far more brilliant. Each facet glittered as the sunlight caught it through the front window.

      I looked at Mrs. Davies. Shards of red from the diamond danced across her cheeks.

      The diamond was set into a gilded brooch. I reached for it, carefully lifting it from the box. It glowed. It had to be a trick of the light, but it glittered like a thousand stars in my hands. A growl rumbled through me. My fingers turned to claws as I held the stone up to the light. I dropped it as if it had turned white-hot. I’d almost lost control.

      “Like I said, good riddance to it,” she whispered. “That thing has brought this family nothing but trouble.”

      “Where did you get it?” I asked.

      She stepped away and crossed her arms. “Been in my Frank’s family for generations. They brought it over from Wales more than a hundred years ago. Gave it to me as a wedding present. Ripped the family apart when he did. All of them greedy. Jealous. But, I kept it safe all this time. Now, they’re all dead and I’m still here.”

      She pointed to the paintings on the wall.

      “Tell your girl,” she said. “Thirty days then I call someone else.”

      “Right,” I said, closing the box. I could still feel the heat from the stone burning through. It was impossible though.

      “She’ll regret it,” Dorothea said. “You will too probably. But it’ll be out of my hair.”

      “Right,” I said. Then, I repeated Dorothea Davies’s words at the same time she did.

      “Good riddance.”

      Then, she shuffled down the hall and went through another door, locking it behind her.

      “Leo?” Meg called out.

      I clutched the box to my chest and went out to meet her.
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      I couldn’t believe it. The thing was real. My fingers trembled as I held that wooden box in my hand.

      Leo slid into the driver’s seat and jammed the car into reverse.

      “Wait!” I shouted. “I need to see it. I need to make sure…”

      “It’s in there,” he said, his voice low and ominous. Mrs. Davies’ dogs had gotten brave again now that Leo was inside the car. They yipped and nipped, circling the vehicle.

      I flipped the flimsy latch on the box and slowly opened it. A gasp caught in my throat as the dazzling light from the gem hit me.

      It was more beautiful than anything I could have imagined. Even to my naked eye, the stone was flawless. Pure. A red diamond to be sure, but its many facets glittered in the sunlight, casting a prism of color in my eyes. It nearly blinded me.

      “Close that,” Leo said.

      He was irritated. I wondered what Dorothea Davies had said to him inside. They were in there far longer than I expected. Had she warned him about the stone? Was it possible she knew precisely what it might be?

      I sat mesmerized until Leo reached over and snapped the lid shut.

      “She kept it in a drawer in the damn hallway. No lock. I don’t even think she’s got an alarm system here outside of those two dogs and the trail cam. It’s insane.”

      “She’s a little touched,” I said. “Eccentric. I told you. She showed my grandfather the stone once about twenty years ago. It has seriously taken that long to convince her to let us handle the sale.”

      Leo tore down the driveway and onto the rural highway. I traced the hard outlines and ridges of the stone. It was real. My God. It was real.

      I needed to get it to the office and examine it more closely. I needed to call in my grandfather’s expert for a definitive answer, but sitting there with it in my lap, I had no doubt in my mind.

      The thing was magic. And it would be worth millions.

      I sensed a change in Leo. He white-knuckled the wheel. His eyes had gone their most brilliant blue.

      “Pull over!” I yelled.

      I didn’t think he’d listen to me in a million years, but he did. Leo pulled at his tie. A vein popped near his temple. The man had kept asking me all this time if I was all right. Now, he seemed like he was about to keel over.

      Magic. I swear I felt the heat coming from the stone in my lap. I closed the lid.

      “You don’t look well,” I said. “Did she say something to you?”

      He jerked his head around, meeting my eyes. My pulse roared in my ears. His gaze was fierce, almost predatory. I knew at that moment the truth of what he was. I was staring into the eyes of a full-blooded wolf shifter, and it looked like his beast was about to come out and devour me.
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      Meg’s hand was on my arm. I lost myself for a moment. I don’t know how long it lasted. A minute, a few seconds? I had to get control of my wolf, and fast.

      “I don’t like your Mrs. Davies,” I said. I felt like I was losing my grip. I didn’t know if it was from being so close to Meg or to that blasted diamond. But, something didn’t feel right inside of me. I white-knuckled the steering wheel. More than anything, I wanted to let my wolf out. I felt like I might lose my mind if I didn’t. I had half a mind to pull off on one of these country roads and disappear into the woods for a few minutes.

      “Leo?” Meg said. “Are you okay?”

      She put a hand on my shoulder. Her touch grounded me, but it also sent my heart racing again.

      I opened my mouth to answer her and felt the sharp edges of my fangs. Shit. This was dangerous. Sweat poured down my back. I got out of the car and tore my jacket off. I loosened my tie.

      Meg put the box on the front seat and came out to join me.

      “You don’t look so good,” she said. “Are you sick?”

      “What? No. It’s just…” Just what? How the hell could I explain what I felt if I didn’t understand it myself?

      I needed to shift. Right now. Only I couldn’t leave Meg for a second. I felt danger coming from somewhere. But, there was no one around but us.

      “We need to just get back to your shop. The sooner we have that thing locked up in your vault, the happier I’ll be.”

      She nodded. “So will I. It’s just, um. Do you want me to drive?”

      “What?”

      I looked down. My forearms were a little extra furry. I closed my fists so she wouldn’t see my claws.

      I went to the back of the car and popped the hatch. I kept a cooler back there. I thanked God for it now. I pulled out a bottle of ice water. Without thinking, I tossed Meg one too.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      I twisted the cap on mine and downed the entire bottle in one gulp. It helped. At least a little.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Just got a little overheated.”

      “Right,” Meg answered. I got back behind the wheel and waited for her to strap in. Thankfully, we only had about twenty more minutes until we made it back to her shop.

      Somehow, I found my zen. Meg found a jazz station. I usually hated that crap, but somehow it distracted me just enough to keep my wolf under control.

      Finally, we made it to our exit. I wound around the business route back into downtown Ann Arbor. Meg directed me to a small parking lot off the alley behind her store.

      My senses raw, I got out of the car and had her follow me. We reached the fire escape at the back of her building.

      “You live here too?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We renovated the space above the shop a few years ago. It’s just a studio, but it suits me. I’ll show you where you can set up camp.”

      She keyed in through the back door. I made her wait in the hall while I checked the building.

      We were alone.

      Meg clutched the wooden box to her chest and made her way down the hall. I waited as she opened the vault. She pulled out a drawer and set the box on top of it.

      There, in the dim light of the vault, she opened the box and lifted the diamond out. Even in here, it shimmered. It lit Meg’s eyes with fire and quickened my pulse.

      “It’s magnificent,” she said. She reached behind her. There was a small bag on the ground. Meg pulled out a jeweler’s loupe and inspected the stone.

      “It’s absolutely flawless,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it. If it’s real...it’s the largest red diamond in the world.”

      “If it’s real? You mean you’re not sure?”

      Meg put the glass down. She chewed her lip. I recognized it now as her tell. Whenever she was nervous or about to hold something back, she did it.

      “Look,” I said. “It’s about time you leveled with me about everything. There’s something weird about that rock. I can sense it. And there’s something you’re not telling me. Where’s your grandfather? Really.”

      She regarded me. Those luminous brown eyes of hers flicked over every inch of me. My wolf felt it too. I clenched my fists, letting my claws dig into my palms.

      “My grandfather wasn’t completely sure. We’ve just suspected. But, I have reason to believe this rock, as you call it, is a gem known as the Kingsblood Diamond.”

      She paused. Her words had weight, but I knew I wasn’t giving her the reaction she expected. I shrugged.

      “You’ve never heard of it?”

      “No. Should I?”

      She closed the box, slid it into the drawer and turned the combination lock. I moved further down the hall to give her room to close and lock the outer vault door.

      “Come with me,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

      I followed her back into the main shop. It was late afternoon now. My stomach growled, but lunch could wait. I was hungry for something else and it drove me just about out of my mind.

      Meg was cool and calm. Now that the diamond was tucked safely in her vault, she relaxed. Her mood seemed to alter mine, making it easier to find my chill.

      Meg pulled a dusty, battered book off the shelf beneath her counter. She gestured to the sitting area in the corner of the store. She took a seat in one chair and I sat opposite her.

      “Kingsblood Diamond,” I said.

      She opened the book to a place she had marked with a sticky note.

      “It’s old,” she said. “It first shows up in the historical record about nine hundred years ago, but it’s referred to as being old even then. Llywelyn the Great. Many consider him to be the one great Welsh king. The story says he wore the diamond as a brooch. Kept it under his armor in the Battle of Aberconwy.”

      “Doesn’t sound very practical,” I said. “That thing’s huge.”

      “It was considered a lost cause. Llywelyn wasn’t supposed to win. But he showed up wearing the brooch and became the King of Wales. They wrote songs about it. A rumor got started that it was the diamond. That it made Llywelyn invincible while he wore it.”

      “You don’t believe that,” I said.

      Meg turned the book around so I could read it. It had a crude drawing of a stone similar to Mrs. Davies’s brooch. The reference beside it recounted the story as Meg just told it.

      “It became part of the crown jewels after that. Until it went missing about a hundred years later. Bad luck for the Welsh monarchy after that.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “The diamond shows up a few times over the next few centuries. Then, it disappears again during Napoleon’s reign.”

      “And you’re saying it just happens to show up in a basement in a house on Devil’s Lake in Michigan. Meg, it’s gotta be a fake. That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’d be surprised the kinds of things we find in the most ordinary places. But Mr. Davies has a connection. At least, his family does. His three times great grandfather was a courier for a Welsh nobleman. The story he told Mrs. Davies is that his ancestor was asked to hide the diamond. The family thought it was cursed. So, he did and kept it in the family. It got passed down until it finally wound up with Mrs. Davies after her husband died. She’s kept it ever since. She firmly believes it is cursed. That’s what she told my grandfather, anyway. But, I’ll know the truth soon enough.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “I have an expert I trust who can tell me more about its...er...more unique properties. But, Leo, red diamonds are the rarest kind. There is literally no other gem it could be other than the Kingsblood if it’s authentic.”

      “So,” I said. “How much is it worth if you’re right?”

      She sat back. “The Moussaieff Diamond sold for fifteen million dollars. It holds the record as the largest red diamond in the world. The Kingsblood is six times the size. We’re talking maybe seventy million dollars, to the right buyer.”

      “The right buyer,” I said. I didn’t like the look that crossed her face.

      “Like I said, the stone has a nefarious provenance. That kind of thing attracts interesting types.”

      “And that’s why your grandfather knows a firm like mine is the only one capable of making sure your transaction goes off without a hitch.”

      Cursed, I thought. I didn’t know if I believed that. But there was definitely something about that stone. Meg wouldn’t meet my eyes. I realized at that moment one of the things that were really going on.

      “Analyzed,” I said. “You’re not just talking about cut, color, and clarity. Shit. Meg, who is this expert your grandfather planning to bring in?”

      Witches. It had to be witches.

      “That’s my business,” she said defiantly.

      I rose from my seat. I tossed her book on the seat beside her. “And neither you nor your grandfather bothered to mention any of this to Payne. Do you even understand the kind of trouble you can stir bringing in...the people I think you’re thinking of?”

      If the stone was genuinely cursed, she’d be dealing with dark magic. No white witch on the planet would want to come anywhere near it.

      My wolf roared inside of me. Just the thought of letting this woman anywhere near something dark like that had my blood thundering in my ears.

      Mine!

      The word tore through me, taking my breath from my lungs.

      I had to turn away from her. I went to the front of the store. Evening was coming. It felt exposed here. I wanted to take Meg to ground, far away. I wanted to get her as far from that damn stone as I could.

      Something bad was coming. I felt it. From the second I touched the diamond, I knew where this was headed. Something else occurred to me too. I turned back to Meg.

      “I need to call this in. And you knew I was going to say that.”

      “Leo…”

      “I’m calling this in.”

      “Leo…”

      “This has got to be the most harebrained scheme. Meg, you’re not equipped to deal with this. You’re not...you’re just…”

      Human. I wanted to say human. Vulnerable.

      I curled my fists and let my rage boil through me.

      She rose and met my eyes. “I’m not stupid,” she said. “And my family has been dealing in exotic items like this since before you and I were both born.”

      “You’ve never dealt with anything like this.” I don’t know how I knew that, but I did. I needed Payne’s counsel. This was not what we signed up for. I should have called him the second I sensed something off about this job.

      Only I hadn’t. I’d let...what? Lust cloud my judgment.

      “I need you to get your grandfather on the phone for me. Or take me to him. If I can’t talk sense into you, maybe…”

      “I can’t,” she said. Tears made her eyes glisten. Her pain shot through me. Again, it felt like my own. This wasn’t…it couldn’t be…

      “Leo,” she said, her voice small and choked. “I can’t call my grandfather. I can’t take you to him.”

      I went to her. Something primal took over. I wanted to protect her with my body. I wanted to…

      She was crying. It gutted me. “Meg?”

      “He’s dead,” she said.

      “What? When? How?”

      Her lips quivered. I went to a place beyond reason. I just felt. Before I knew what was happening, I went to her.

      “He died a week ago,” she said.

      “My God. Meg?”

      Then she let out a sob. Instinct drove me. I put my arms around her. She stiffened at first, then crumpled against me. As Meg softly cried, I held her in my arms and it felt like coming home.
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      It was quiet when I woke. Easy to think I had dreamt the whole thing. My grandfather was still alive. Things weren’t so close to falling apart.

      Leo stirred downstairs and I knew the last two days had really happened. I got out of bed. I’d slept for maybe three hours all night. After my ugly cry all over Leo Kalenkov’s chest, it got pretty hard to wind down.

      Lord. What must he have thought of me? I’d sworn to myself I wasn’t going to take the time to let myself feel grief or pain or panic until this was all over and I had my family business...my future...secured.

      So much for that plan.

      I wasn’t the kind of woman who took to flights of fancy or romantic fantasies. Then, Leo stormed in, strong, confident, virile. It would be so easy to let him take care of everything like we’d hired him to do. Only now, he might be the person with the most power to cut my legs out from under me.

      After I pulled myself together last night, I’d asked him what he was going to do now that he knew Grandpa was dead. I knew the rules. Just like Mrs. Davies, Wolfguard contracted with him and him alone. His death nullified the arrangement. That is...if Leo decided to call it in.

      I didn’t beg him not to. Maybe I should have. It just seemed too desperate. I needed Leo to know I was fully capable of handling this operation on my own. Crying on him hadn’t helped my cause, but he promised at least to sleep on it.

      I threw on jeans and a t-shirt and went to the kitchen. It was early still. Not much past seven. I brewed a pot of coffee and poured it into a carafe. I set two mugs and a plate of fruit on a tray alongside it and brought it downstairs.

      My grandfather had thought of everything. We converted an extra room across from the vault into a bedroom. This wasn’t the first time we had needed onsite security.

      I padded downstairs and set the tray down outside the door. Peeking into the room, I found the bed still made. My heartbeat tripped. Leo wasn’t in the hallway near the vault either. I picked up the tray and headed for the main showroom.

      He was there with his back to me, facing the front door.

      He’d changed out of his suit and wore a black t-shirt and jeans. He was a marvel of a man. Sculpted muscles, big hands, the broadest shoulders I’d ever seen...or cried on.

      The sun caught his auburn hair, lighting it with flecks of gold. He had a presence about him. I knew what it was. Dark. Primal. Dangerous.

      It was Leo Kalenkov’s wolf.

      I’d never been this close to a shifter before. My grandfather generally handled those transactions when we needed to. He told me enough about Leo’s kind but never wanted me to get too close.

      He had the strength of ten men. Twenty, maybe. And that was now, with his wolf hidden. He could run faster than a cheetah. He could shift into his wolf in an instant.

      I knew his emotions could force his wolf out into the open. If he sensed danger. If he was in pain. If his mate needed protection.

      His mate.

      A flash of anger went through me.

      I’d read about wolves’ mates plenty. My grandfather had never kept knowledge from me even as he tried to protect me from reality.

      A wolf shifter mated for life. He shared a telepathic bond with the partner he chose. If his partner felt fear or pain, he was supposed to sense that too and come running. I wondered how that worked. How it felt.

      As I went further down the hall, my head swam. I felt a pull from my core, driving me forward. My pulse skipped. I felt a second, strange vibration running through me. Almost like a second heartbeat.

      He can sense her fear. Her pleasure. Her pain.

      Leo turned. It was just a moment. A beat. My eyes went to a tiny tremor near his throat. A nerve jumped, perhaps. I felt an echoing flutter through my whole body.

      “I brought you coffee,” I said, lifting the tray. “Breakfast...sort of. There’s a bakery at the end of the block. I’ll order something…”

      “Coffee’s fine,” he said. The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk. Lord almighty, this man was handsome. Rugged. Ruddy. I could still feel the comforting strength of his arms around me.

      I plastered on a new smile and set the tray on the counter.

      “I’m really sorry for my behavior last night. It’s not like me. It’s just…”

      “You should have told me straight off,” Leo said, pouring himself a cup of coffee. He poured one for me too. I put cream and sugar on the tray, but he kept his black. When he gestured to the cream, I waved it off.

      “Black’s fine for me too. And I know. I should have told you. But, if I had, you would have turned right around.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “You’re in over your head, aren’t you?”

      “No,” I said, more forcefully than I intended. “No. My grandfather inherited this business from his father and grandfather before him. I was raised on it. He was eighty-three years old. I’ve been running the day to day for six years since I was eighteen years old.”

      He narrowed his eyes and took another sip of his coffee. I found myself transfixed, watching his throat work as he swallowed. I shook my head, trying to snap out of it.

      “You didn’t tell me what happened,” he said.

      “What?”

      “To your grandfather.”

      “Oh.” I slid onto one of the stools at the counter. Leo took the other one. I met his eyes then flicked my gaze away. His was filled with genuine concern. It enveloped me with the same strength as his arms had last night. I couldn’t give in to that. I stiffened my spine.

      “I found him in his bed,” I said. “He died in his sleep. He has...had...a house just a couple of miles from here. Every morning I go get him. I drive him here to the shop. When I got there the one morning last week, he wasn’t waiting for me on the front porch like he always does. He wore a suit and red bowtie every day of his adult life. It never mattered if we weren’t even open for business. He always said you never know what the day will bring better dress your best and be prepared.”

      The words sounded like they belonged to someone else even as they came out of my mouth. I couldn’t let myself feel them. I couldn’t let the memory break me.

      He was gone. Forever.

      “I’m sorry,” Leo said. He reached across the counter and put a hand on mine. His touch was warm, inviting, intoxicating. I pulled my hand away.

      “Your grandfather sounds like an amazing man.”

      “One of a kind,” I said. “He grew up in Liverpool. Came to this country when he was nineteen with fifty dollars in his pocket. He could have stayed back in England and run the store out there with his brothers. He had a bigger plan to expand it here in America. They ridiculed him for it. Pretty much disowned him except for the family name. That’s all he needed. He started turning a profit. Now, the U.S. store is twice as big in terms of revenue as anything my uncles do across the pond.”

      Leo nodded, impressed.

      “If they find out Grandpa died,” I said. “They’re going to try to take this all away.”

      “How?” Leo asked. “Didn’t your grandfather leave a will?”

      “A trust. But, he’s a franchise. Basically, my uncles have the right of first refusal on the sale of this place. With the commission we stand to earn from the sale of the Kingsblood...I can buy them out. I can clear Grandpa’s debt.”

      “I thought you said he does twice their business,” Leo said.

      I sipped my coffee. I’d already spilled so much of the family tea. Maybe I was a fool to confide in him. It just felt so natural. I knew that made it dangerous.

      “So where’s your father in all of this?” Leo asked, too shrewd by half.

      I set my coffee cup down. “AWOL. Emerson Junior doesn’t have much of a head for business. He’s got a head for gambling and other get rich quick schemes, I’m afraid. My mom was out of the picture by the time I was five. She died a few years ago. I’ve pretty much lived with Grandpa exclusively since I was about ten. My...father...always turns up like the proverbial bad penny. I didn’t want him to know about my grandfather. Not yet. There wasn’t a funeral. He didn’t want one. But, my father figured it out anyway. He’s going to make trouble for me again. I just know it.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said.

      I shrugged. “It’s just my life. Others have had it much worse.”

      Something flickered behind Leo’s eyes.

      “What about you?” I asked. “I’ve told you my life story. What about you? How’d you end up working for Payne Fallon?”

      “Kalenkov,” he said. “We have our own family business on the other side of the Atlantic, you might say.”

      The name wasn’t unfamiliar. Kalenkov. It jarred something on the edges of my memory. “Andre Kalenkov,” I whispered. “Your father?”

      “Yes,” he said. His face changed. Instinctively, I knew what it was. We hadn’t talked about the elephant...or the wolf...in the room directly. I know he knew I saw him nearly shift on the roadside. But, I hadn’t called it out.

      “Your father is the head of a wolf pack out there,” I said, keeping my tone neutral, matter-of-fact.

      Leo pursed his lips and nodded. “Yes.”

      “And you’re his only son?” I asked. “So what are you doing here? Doesn’t that put you first in line to take over? I mean...I’m not going to pretend I know the politics, but I know the Russian wolf packs are powerful.”

      “Maybe I’m a little like Emerson Senior,” he said, winking. “I wanted to make my mark here. When my father went back to Moscow, I stayed behind. Me, my uncle, three of my cousins. Fallon made us an offer to come work for him. It suits me.”

      “Good,” I said. “I mean, I’m glad for you. I’m sure the pressure to follow in your father’s footsteps has pulled at you.”

      He raised a brow. “At times.”

      A silence grew between us as the clock on the wall ticked. I knew Leo had another decision to make. One that could change my future.

      “So,” I said. “Last night...what did you decide to do?”

      Leo crossed his arms. His eyes betrayed nothing. “I don’t like it,” he said. “Whether you’ve shadowed your grandfather or not, I know you’re in over your head with that diamond. And if it holds any kind of magic at all, that means your pool of potential buyers is both slim and dangerous. You grandfather has kept this business afloat for what, sixty-plus years then? That means he was careful. Smart. You’re just as smart, but I’m not sure about the careful part.”

      “Leo,” I said, my anger rising. He put up a hand.

      “I don’t want to see you get hurt,” he said. “That’s the bottom line. If I leave, you’re going to. Simple as that.”

      I leaned forward. “I’ve taken care of myself just fine long before you waltzed in.”

      “You need me,” he said, growling. “Don’t pretend you don’t. I think your grandfather protected you. Taught you the book side. Didn’t let you get your hands dirty, though. How am I doing?”

      I opened my mouth to argue. Leo’s wolf eyes flashed, sending a wave of heat through me. He knew. I could posture all I wanted, but he saw right through it. I clamped my mouth shut.

      “Right,” he said. “So what’s your plan?”

      “I…”

      He leaned in close so we were almost nose to nose.

      “No. Bullshit,” he said.

      I let out a breath. “In a few days, I have a meeting with a potential buyer. My grandfather set it up. Before that, I have an expert coming in to take a look at the stone. If there’s any magic tied to it, my guy will know. His name is Alonzo Fry. My family has known him for years. He’ll be able to help me gauge exactly what this thing is worth.”

      “Let me guess,” Leo said. “This buyer you mentioned thinks he’s meeting with Emerson, just like Mrs. Davies did.”

      “Yes,” I said quickly.

      “Fine,” he said. “So give me every piece of intel you have on them and on Fry.”

      “You’ll stay? I mean, you’ll help me?”

      “Every piece of intel,” Leo answered. “I’ll make up my mind once I know what you’re walking into.”

      Relief washed through me. It made the blood rush from my head. I slid off the stool. I was raw. Overcome with a million emotions. Without thinking, I threw my arms around Leo and planted a kiss on his cheek.

      It was such a minor thing. Benign. But, the moment my lips brushed his skin, my whole system short-circuited.

      Bang. Pow. Heat. Light. That odd vibration grew stronger inside of me. Leo’s arms went around my waist. His wolf eyes ignited, turning to blue fire.

      Mine!

      I heard the word thunder through me, but I knew it hadn’t come from me. It was him. A second heartbeat thundered in my head along with my own.

      Mine.

      I pulled away, putting two fingers to my lips.

      Leo slid off his stool and turned his back on me. He curled his fists and his shoulders bunched. He seemed barely in control.

      Whatever I felt, he seemed to feel it twice as strong.

      A connection. An electric current. A magnetic pull. Magic swirled around us and it took my breath from me.
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      Mine!

      The word went through me, strong as my heartbeat. It was as real as anything I’d ever known or believed.

      Meg Crossley was mine.

      It wasn’t about the job. It wasn’t about the diamond. It was her. The echo of her pulse thrummed through me. Her touch brought my wolf to life.

      I knew what this was.

      She was my fated mate. My body, my heart, my every nerve ending was tuned to hers. I was no wonder I picked up on her grief the second I walked into this shop. It poured off of her. She couldn’t lie to me about it because every emotion she had became mine.

      If she was in pain, I would feel it. If she was in danger, my wolf would rip out of me. I might have to kill for her. I knew I would die for her. And yet, I barely knew her.

      Meg stood before me, holding two fingers to her lips. Just that one, simple, chaste kiss had set off a chain reaction inside of her.

      How much did she know about me, I wondered. She knew I was a shifter. She knew of my family. But, was it something she read about in a dusty, old book just like she had this Kingsblood Diamond?

      “Leo,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      “I have to make a call,” I said.

      Her eyes filled with fear. It was the thing she’d been afraid of since the second she found her grandfather. Would I walk away from this job?

      I knew one thing with absolute certainty. The job was the job, but I wouldn’t...couldn’t walk away from her.

      “I need to talk to Payne,” I said. It killed me to do anything that put that look in her eyes. Though she may have been my fated mate, I still had a duty to Wolfguard. I would honor it.

      “What will you say?” she said, finally dropping her hand from her mouth.

      “I’ll explain the situation,” I said. “Then, we’ll decide how to handle it.”

      “Leo, please,” she said. “I know what my grandfather would want. He knew how important that diamond was to us.”

      “I have to make a call,” I said again.

      She looked like she was going to say something else. Beg me, maybe? Instead, she squared her shoulders and gave me a nod.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and walked outside. The street was quiet. It was Saturday morning and many of the shops around us hadn’t yet opened. I didn’t go far. I kept Crossley’s front door in my line of sight. I positioned myself just across from the alley. If anyone tried to come in from the back, I’d see them.

      And...I would sense any distress from Meg.

      Payne answered. “You get lost?”

      “Sorry,” I said. I should have checked in last night, I knew. Payne didn’t sound angry, just concerned. I’d worked for him for nearly three years now. I’d earned his trust in that time. I valued it over almost anything.

      “We picked up the gemstone from Crossley’s seller,” I said. “That went smoothly enough, but there’s been a wrinkle or two.”

      Payne fell silent. I knew that was the last thing he wanted me to say.

      “Emerson Crossley’s dead,” I said. “He passed away in his sleep a few days ago. I’ve been dealing with his granddaughter. She kept it quiet. I guess there’s been trouble with her father businesswise.”

      “What? Then how did you...why have you…”

      “His granddaughter Meg Crossley still runs the business. Apparently she’s been at the helm for a few years. Emerson wasn’t doing any of the real legwork for a long time.”

      “Leo,” Payne said, his voice dropping. “You should have called me the second you found out.”

      I felt pulled in two directions. I wanted to fulfill my responsibilities. At the same time, I wanted to protect Meg. I didn’t want to tell Payne the full truth, that Meg had lied about Emerson until just now.

      “Crossley Antiquities is still very much in business,” I said. “This diamond, it’s valuable.”

      “Since when did you become a gem expert?” Payne asked.

      “Come on,” I said. “You knew it was. You knew Crossley wouldn’t have engaged our services unless there was something special about it. Anyway, the girl...his granddaughter took possession of it yesterday. I’d like to stick with this. Nothing’s changed.”

      “Everything’s changed,” Payne said. “I don’t know this girl. His granddaughter? Emerson never once mentioned her. Leo, she needs to be properly vetted. You know we’re not for hire by just anyone.”

      “She’s not just anyone,” I said. I didn’t know what Payne could sense from my tone. To his credit, he kept listening.

      “She’s all right,” I said. Once again, I felt that pull in two directions. I was vouching for a woman I knew nothing but the barest details about. Except, I didn’t need to know another single thing.

      “Are you sure?” Payne asked. He was frustrated. I was testing his trust in a way I never had before.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “And I know she still really needs our help. This stone though. I’d like to know more about it. She says she thinks it’s something called the Kingsblood Diamond. Does that mean anything to you?”

      He was quiet for a beat. That alone gave me the answer I sought. It was my turn to flash a little anger. If Payne knew what I was walking into with the stone, he should have told me.

      “I’ve heard of it,” he said after a long pause. “And most of what I’ve heard sounded like a fairytale.”

      “He mentioned it though,” I said. “Emerson. He must have told you he suspected that’s what he had coming in.”

      “No, actually,” Payne said. “He just said it was rare and priceless and that he’d likely end up dealing with a few nefarious potential buyers before finally unloading the thing.”

      I let out a low growl. I got the phone away from my face just before it came out. Nefarious types. If they got near Meg…

      “I want to stay with this,” I said. “Meg...the granddaughter. She’s meeting with her first potential buyer soon. And she’s bringing in an expert to analyze whether it’s got any magical properties. She needs muscle beside her. I think it’s worth keeping Crossley’s business, no matter who’s at the helm.”

      Payne sighed. “Leo...I don’t like it. We don’t make things up as we go in this business. You of all people know that.”

      “I do,” I said. “But on this one, I want to go with my gut.”

      My heart hammered behind my breastbone as I waited for Payne to answer. What would I do if he turned me down? I squeezed my eyes shut as the answer slammed into me. Maybe it was my most important test. But, no matter what, I wasn’t going to let Meg deal with her buyers unprotected.

      “Do what you think is best,” Payne said. “But you call in the second you need something. I’d feel better sending some backup out there.”

      “I’ve got it,” I said. The thought of any other shifter getting within a foot of Meg sent my inner wolf raging. It took my breath away.

      “I will,” I said, forcing a more neutral tone to my voice. “You have my world. I appreciate this, Payne. You won’t regret it.”

      He sighed again. “Right. And yet somehow, I already do.”

      I clicked off and turned back to Meg’s shop. My pulse pounded as I made my way back to her.

      She was waiting just where I’d left her. Frozen. Her skin pale, she lifted her chin as I walked through the front door. I hated causing her even a moment’s distress.

      “I’m staying,” I said. Meg’s shoulders sagged. A smile lit her eyes and it melted me.

      “Payne said…”

      I lifted a hand. “Payne trusts my judgment. A lot of this is against mine. You should have told me the second I walked in here...no...you should have called Payne before even that.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her smile turning to a frown. “I really am. I’m doing the best I can. Things have been upside down for days. Ever since I walked into my grandfather’s house. But I will not let everything he’s worked for go up in a puff of smoke. I will not let my uncles swoop in and take away what he built here. I know what he’d want and I’ll honor it.”

      I crossed the distance between us. I stood two inches from her, towering over her. Meg met my eyes, strong, defiant. God, I was beginning to love it when she gave me that look.

      “I said I’ll stay,” I said. “That doesn’t mean there aren’t conditions.

      “Name them,” she said.

      “You hired my firm to provide security. We are the best in the world at it. But only if I know what I’m walking into. No more lies. No more half-truths. No more questions. If I say something needs to be a certain way, that’s it. I may work for you, but you follow my orders, got it?”

      A rumble of desire went through me. God. I wanted to give her orders. I wanted to watch her bend and submit to my darkest impulses. The answering glint in her eye damn near drove me to my knees. She was thinking it too. I knew it.

      Damn.

      “On security matters,” she said, licking her lip. “Yes. I understand.”

      “Good,” I said. If we were having a staring contest, she just won. I couldn’t keep my eyes on her another second without ripping through my damn jeans.

      “That’s settled then,” I said. “So tell me about this meeting and this man of yours, Alonzo Fry. I’ll decide whether it’s safe to keep going.”

      Meg opened her mouth. I saw that flash of defiance in her. I held up a finger. Meg went down on her heel and gave me just the slightest pout that drove me out of my mind. Oh, what I could do to her. I sensed her strongest desires. I wanted to fulfill them so badly.
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      I didn’t like it. But I everything she told me about her contact Alonzo Fry checked out. I forwarded the name to Payne and first thing the next morning, he had some answers for me.

      “I’ve actually used him before myself,” he said. “Well, not me directly. Fry’s kind of a fringe character. Black market magic dealer, don’t get me wrong. But, he’s been able to walk kind of a tightrope between the dark and light covens we know. His family were Romanian nomads going back a few hundred years. Not magic users themselves, but traders. Real name was something like Fieraru. Anyway, I gotta be honest, if I were looking for somebody to give me insight into this diamond, Fry might be the one I’d call in too.”

      “So he’s trustworthy?” I asked.

      Payne paused. “I’d say he’s neutral. He knows better than to cross Wolfguard. Just stay close to him when he gets there. Guys like that respect physical power as much as the magic.”

      “He’s human though,” I said.

      “One hundred percent,” Payne assured me.

      “All right. Thanks. I don’t know. This whole thing just has me a little jittery. I’ll be glad when he’s on his way.”

      “Understood,” Payne said. “Check back in after you hear what he has to say.”

      “Will do,” I said.

      Meg had just come down from her apartment. I felt that telltale flash of fire at the sight of her. I said my goodbyes with Payne and turned my attention to her.

      “Fry will be here soon. He texted me a minute ago to say he was on his way,” she said. “I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. It’s just, Alonzo really is someone I trust. I need a second pair of expert eyes to tell me if what I’m seeing in that stone is really there. If it is the Kingsblood...then...well...we’re dealing with a whole different ballgame. And you don’t need to worry. Alonzo couldn’t hurt a fly.”

      Before I could protest again, the bell at the front door went off. I took a ready stance, my claws dropping.

      Meg rolled her eyes. “Alonzo,” she whispered. “I told you...any second.”

      I turned and looked at the man ringing the bell. He looked scared as a mouse. He might well have been the smallest, skinniest grown man I’d ever seen. He had a long, pointed nose, with Coke-bottle glasses perched at the end. His wisps of blond hair floated in the breeze above his head.

      The guy couldn’t be more than four ten and maybe a buck twenty in weight. Alonzo Fieraru. Last descendant from Romanian nomadic traders who dabbled in black magic as much as light. Despite Payne’s reassurances, I didn’t feel one bit better about having him here.

      “See?” she whispered. “Alonzo’s harmless. He’s just weird.”

      I moved so Meg could step around me. She opened the door.

      “Alonzo Fry,” she said. “This is Leo.”

      “Hmm,” Alonzo nodded. “Insurance company send him?”

      “Yes,” Meg answered forcefully. Alonzo seemed to have issues with both social cues and personal space. He brushed past Meg heading straight for the vault. For what it was worth, he seemed as uncomfortable about being here as I was having him here.

      “I’m from Wolfguard,” I said. Alonzo looked me up and down.

      “Naturally,” he said, turning back to wait for Meg.

      “It’s okay,” Meg mouthed to me. I stayed glued to her.

      She opened the vault. There would only be enough room inside of it for two people. When Meg tried to enter it with Alonzo, I put a hand on her shoulder and held her back. I shook my head.

      She gave me an exasperated sigh, but moved aside.

      Alonzo Fry didn’t seem to have the slightest interest in me once we got inside that vault. Fine. I leaned in, catching the guy’s scent. It rankled me. I didn’t get a shifter vibe from him. He didn’t seem all the way human either.

      I opened the drawer and lifted the wooden box. Alonzo had his own jeweler’s loupe. He pulled a small, black leather book from his pocket. At first, I thought it was a prayer book. But, Alonzo had notes scribbled in it in a hand I couldn’t recognize.

      Alarm ran through me. The pages of his book were filled with tiny symbols along the edge.

      “Shit,” I muttered. Those were runes. This was a spell. Payne and Meg both said he wasn’t a witch. So what the ever-loving hell was he doing with a spellbook?

      Alonzo had his glass to his eye. I’d opened the box and held it open so he could peer at the diamond. Alonzo’s color went from tan to almost green. He reached for it, his fingers were long and spindly looking. His nails were nearly two inches long and filed to a point.

      His face curved into a smile as he touched the stone. It sparkled red in the reflection of his eyes. He made a little clicking sound. The guy was as creepy as they came. He looked about ready to eat the thing.

      “Yes,” he hissed. “It’s just as it should be. They’ll be pleased. They’ll be so pleased.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      He was mesmerized by the stone. He started mouthing something I couldn’t understand, one finger on the stone, another running down the little spellbook he carried.

      “You’ve seen enough, Smeagol,” I said, pulling the box away from him. He flashed me a vile look and flipped a page in his book. He took in a great gasp of air.

      “Meg!” I shouted. My senses pricked. My wolf understood before I did.

      Alonzo murmured something and light shot from his fingertips. His eyes bugged out and the loupe dropped to the ground. He reached for the stone.

      “Alonzo, don’t!” Meg screamed but it was too late.

      A sphere of light surrounded Alonzo’s body. The idiot was trying to cast right here in the vault. Non-magic user my ass.

      I shoved him backward. An electric shock went through me as Alonzo’s spell tried to connect.

      He shrieked and crumpled to the ground. Instinct took over. I grabbed the diamond from the box, kicked Alonzo Fry out of my way, and hurled myself out of the vault, grabbing Meg in my arms.

      I threw her behind me, protecting her from the second blast of Alonzo’s spell.

      The magic went out of him them. I felt Meg sag with relief behind me.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “That’s all he has. He must have borrowed it. I told you, Alonzo couldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Maybe not,” I said. She didn’t see what I did. She was right. That single spell was all Alonzo had. He stared up at the ceiling, his eyes glassy and pearled over.

      Meg was more right than she knew. Alonzo Fry couldn’t hurt a fly. Alonzo Fry was now dead.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Meg

      

      

      “Alonzo?”

      I stood in the hallway with my back to the wall. Leo blocked my view inside the vault. He stood with his fists clenched, his eyes blazing blue fire. The hair on his arms and the backs of his hands thickened. He was in danger of shifting right there inside the vault.

      “Don’t come any closer!” he said, his voice thick, menacing.

      “What was that?” I asked. “I need to call 911. He needs a doctor.”

      Leo dropped his hands to his sides. He leaned over Alonzo and lifted his body partly off the ground, grabbing a fistful of his shirt.

      Alonzo Fry had worked with our family for years. Decades. He had expertise in rare, magical artifacts. I knew Leo’s boss had vetted him as well. I heard their phone conversation. He was one of the few people my grandfather trusted in situations like this.

      Situations like this… I was slowly beginning to realize things were more dire now than ever before.

      “He’s already dead,” Leo said, letting Alonzo’s limp body fall to the ground with a thud. I winced. I moved toward him, dropping into a squat so I could get a better look at Alonzo.

      “Meg,” Leo barked. “Stay back.”

      My eyes stung with tears. Not again. My grandfather’s death still clung to me.

      “I have to call someone!” I shouted, pulling my phone from my pocket. My finger hovered over the emergency button. Leo reached down and snatched it from me.

      “No one,” he said. “You call no one. I’ll handle this. You call the regular cops and an ambulance, it’s going to bring attention you don’t need.”

      I shook my head. “No. Something’s not right. Alonzo’s one of the good guys. He’s not…”

      I put a hand on his forehead. Alonzo’s skin had already gone ice cold. It made no sense. What in God’s name had done this to him?

      The red diamond still sat nestled in its wooden case. It glittered, drawing my eyes to it.

      “Come on,” Leo said. “I want to get you away from this. Let me handle everything. It’s what you’re paying me for.”

      I had a hard time getting to my feet. Alonzo’s sightless gaze drew me as much as the diamond did.

      Dead. He couldn’t be dead. He just… Leo never put a hand on him. Was it his heart? What spell could he have tried to cast?

      “He’s no wizard, Leo,” I said. “He comes from a family of traders. They’re old. He’s got contacts among the magic users going back centuries. He can’t...I’ve never seen him try to cast spells.”

      Leo went rigid. He looked from Alonzo to the stone. Icy tendrils of fear snaked up my back.

      Was it the stone itself? Had it done something to him?

      “Meg,” Leo said, his voice darkening. “I need you to come out of the vault. Slowly.”

      “I’ve held the thing already,” I said. “It’s just a big, fabulous rock. If there was something lethal about it, it would have affected me already.”

      “I don’t like it,” Leo said. “Come out of there. Get behind me.”

      I glanced back at the diamond again. I stepped over Alonzo and took Leo’s offered hand. I made him a promise that I’d do what he said when it came to security issues. I intended to honor it.

      As I came to Leo’s side, a hissing sound filled the vault. Alonzo moved.

      “Leo…”

      He was already reacting. Leo pushed me further down the hall, blocking the vault entrance with his body. I could just see beneath his arm.

      Greenish vapor wafted up.

      “It’s coming from him!” I shouted in horror.

      Alonzo’s body started to shrink and shrivel. His eyes stayed fixed on the ceiling, but they began to glow green.

      “The hell?” Leo said. Then, “Dammit...he’s boobytrapped.”

      “He’s what?”

      The back of my throat started to burn. My vision grew dark. I staggered sideways, covering my face with my forearm.

      “Son of a…” Leo stepped away from the door. His strong, solid arm came around me, lifting me off my feet.

      “We need to get the hell out of here...now!”

      He held me against him, carrying me as if I weighed nothing. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Alonzo. Or...what was left of him. The man was liquified!

      His suit crumpled to the ground, empty of its wearer. There was no Alonzo anymore, just a pulsating mass of glowing, green goo.

      Leo headed toward the front of the shop. The noxious gas filled the entire building, billowing up the stairs to my apartment.

      I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. I grew dizzy. If it weren’t for Leo’s firm grip, I think I would have fallen to my knees.

      “Leo!” I choked out the word. He had a hand on the front door, about to push it open.

      “Leo,” I said. “The stone. We can’t leave it.”

      He grumbled. His wolf growled. He got the door open and hurled me out on the sidewalk. Fresh air filled my lungs, clearing the dizziness almost instantly.

      I couldn’t see Leo. He disappeared in the smoke. I took a faltering step back, covering my mouth. It was still quiet on the street. Further down the block, I could see a group of window shoppers. They were headed toward one of the U of M spirit wear stores.

      My heart clenched. I couldn’t see a damn thing inside the store. That green smoke grew ever thicker.

      Where was Leo?

      Panic started to seize me. Then, from nowhere I felt that familiar but strange, echoing heartbeat along with my own.

      It was Leo. I knew it in my bones. I could feel him. He was alive. He was moving toward me.

      The glass exploded outward, skittering over the sidewalk as Leo burst through the window. His skin was gray, his wolf eyes glowed but were bloodshot. The veins in his neck and his temples bulged.

      He couldn’t breathe. He was choking. Instinct took over and I lurched forward. I threw my arms around his waist.

      Leo coughed. The fresh air hit him and his color improved. We staggered together down the street and away from the shop. A small crowd started to gather as the second display window shattered outward, spilling that greenish smoke out and upward.

      “We need to get out of here,” Leo said. The smoke and shattered glass drew the crowd’s attention away from us. No one was looking in our direction. If they had been, they might have seen a one hundred-and-eighty-pound, six-foot-three, musclebound Alpha male throw me over his shoulder and run fast enough to go blurry down the alley.

      We got to Leo’s SUV. He tossed me in the back, dove behind the wheel and left a strip of rubber behind as he peeled out going backward at close to forty miles an hour. I screamed and covered my eyes, sure we were about to crash straight into the streetlamp at the end of the alley. But, Leo executed a skillful turn and the car rocketed forward.

      He blasted through three red lights, weaving around stopped cars. We left a sea of angry horns in our wake before Leo vaulted us onto the expressway.

      I finally had a chance to catch my breath enough to sit upright. It was then I noticed I wasn’t the only thing Leo dumped into the backseat.

      The red diamond had slipped off the seat and onto the floor. I picked it up, still impressed by the sheer weight of the thing. It glittered in my hands, catching the sunlight through the window. I had a brief moment of terror as I wondered if there really was something about it that had caused what happened to Alonzo.

      It made no sense. None of it. How could Alonzo die so quickly? And from what? Then...what happened after. It wasn’t normal. I knew of no spells that could do that. Not that I was an expert, but I’d seen enough.

      Leo was going close to ninety. He handled the car like a NASCAR driver, taking curves and passing slower vehicles with skill and ease. My stomach rolled and for a moment, I thought I might be sick.

      I put the diamond on the seat beside me and tried to keep my focus locked on the blue sky.

      Leo stayed silent, focused as he headed east toward Detroit. He seemed to know exactly where we were going. Somehow I knew if I asked him, I’d get no response. Leo Kalenkov was in full-on Wolfguard mode. It made me feel equal parts safe and freaked all at once. Everything I knew, everything that felt normal for me had been turned inside out in the span of ten days. In some detached part of my brain, I knew I hadn’t really come up for air from any of it.

      Leo took an exit ramp, careening through the steep curve of the circle. The stone slid off the seat and onto the floor again. I clutched the back of Leo’s headrest to keep from tumbling over just like the diamond.

      We went for another ten minutes. The distinct smell of the river and oil refineries heralded Detroit as much as the Ambassador Bridge and Tiger Stadium did.

      Leo took us down a side street and we ended up in a run-down neighborhood with formerly gorgeous homes likely built before the Second World War.

      He pulled into the cracked driveway of a three-story brick house.

      “Wait here,” he cautioned. I resisted the urge to ask him exactly where the hell he expected me to go.

      Leo punched a code into the panel by the garage door. The door lifted. Leo pulled in and shut the thing behind us. “Come on,” he said. “Bring that hunk of rock with you. We need to get out of sight.”

      I fished for the diamond. Clutching it to my chest, I followed Leo out of side door of the detached garage. We entered the house from the back, enclosed porch.

      The inside of the house didn’t match the exterior at all. The roof was aged and sagging in one corner. The garage needed a coat of paint. The driveway sagged in the middle. But inside, the house looked as if it had been completely remodeled within the last couple of years.

      We walked into the kitchen. I ran my hand along the gleaming, white quartz countertops. It had a double-sized farm sink, brushed chrome fixtures and a chevron-patterned backsplash that could have been the reveal scene of any home improvement show on cable.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Detroit,” he answered in a gruff tone.

      “Obviously,” I said. “I mean this house.”

      Leo turned to me. His color had returned. Those sapphire eyes of his glinted as he raked them over me. I felt a rising heat from my core, spreading outward to my fingertips. There was something about feeling that intense, singular focus from him that made it hard to catch my breath.

      “Safehouse,” he said. “Wolfguard has dozens, hundreds all over the country. I designated this one for this job. Didn’t think I’d need it though.”

      My knees started to feel a little weak. My adrenaline faded. I made my way to a stool at the kitchen island. I set the diamond in the center of it.

      “Good thinking,” I said. Then, I buried my face in my hands. “It’s gone.”

      “It’s right here,” he said, picking up the diamond.

      “No,” I said. “My grandfather’s shop. It’s gone. That smoke...what was that?”

      Leo took the stool opposite me. He gathered my hands in his. I almost jerked them away. The searing heat between us when his skin touched mine made it hard to think.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I don’t understand what happened. Do you?”

      Leo sighed. “I have a pretty good idea. And it’s why I dragged you out of there so fast.”

      “Was it toxic? That smoke? It didn’t smell like real smoke. It was more like...mustard gas or something.”

      “That’s probably closer to what it was. But that was from a spell. I’d know that smell a mile away.”

      “Alonzo’s no wizard, I told you that. He doesn’t have that kind of power. And trust me, no coven in their right mind would have willingly let him borrow theirs.”

      “Meg,” he said. “Alonzo probably had no idea what was going to happen to him. I mean, if he’s been working with your family for as long as you say, I’m guessing he knows how to steer clear of the darker elements.”

      “He does. I told you. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Someone got to him,” he said.

      “What, you mean bribed him?”

      “No,” he said. “I don’t know. Maybe. But I’d bet a year’s pay the wrong element found out he was headed to your shop. They knew what he was sent to look at.”

      “Alonzo would never take a bribe. I’m telling you. He was loyal. I trusted him.”

      “Meg,” Leo said. “I need to talk to someone at my firm. We need to try and sort this all out. But, Alonzo Fry was boobytrapped.”

      “You said that before,” I said. “What do you mean?”

      “That little fire he tried to throw in the vault, that was a decoy. It’s not what he was sent there to do.”

      “You think he was sent to steal this?” I picked up the diamond.

      “No,” he said. “I think he was sent there to die.”

      My heart turned to ash. Once again, I couldn’t breathe.

      “Boobytrapped,” Leo said. “If I hadn’t been there, that gas would have killed you. They made your friend Alonzo into a human bomb. I have no doubt whoever did it meant to swarm into the shop and take the diamond while you both lay dead on the ground.”

      I covered my mouth with my hand. It was too much. It was the end of the world.

      If Leo hadn’t been there…

      I met Leo’s stare. That aching heat was still there. No matter what else was true, I knew he was right. He had just risked his life to save mine.

      “The shop,” I said. “You think they’re there right now?”

      “I do,” I said. “I think they were waiting somewhere close. We weren’t followed here though. I’m sure of that.”

      It was all spinning out of control. My grandfather. Alonzo. Now the shop. Gone. All gone. As I sat at that counter, the truth slowly seeped into my bones. It gutted me. As Leo held my hand, I realized my old life had melted away before my eyes. All I had left now was this priceless red diamond, and the protection of a man I barely knew.
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      It took a few hours of pacing, two shots of whiskey, and another promise from me, but Meg finally went to sleep. I set her up in the master bedroom at the top of the stairs. From there, I could keep an eye on her. Or at least an ear. Her rhythmic heartbeat echoed inside my own chest.

      I wanted her. God. I wanted her. When everything around me felt wild, uncertain, Meg was like a cosmic tether. She grounded me. She made my purpose clear. But I also knew how dangerous that could be for both of us.

      Someone or something had been willing to kill her today to get at this diamond. For now, I kept it on the coffee table in front of me. I could have taken the bedroom just below her, but I didn’t want to be even that far from her. I knew I might never be able to leave her side again. It had nothing to do with this cursed rock.

      I picked it up anyway, letting the low light of the moon from the window catch it. I was no expert, but the thing was flawless. Clear. The deepest red, I could also see shades of purple and black as I turned it.

      “What are you?” I whispered. What I said to Meg had been the truth. Alonzo Fry had been sent on a suicide mission. He’d been used as a mule. The gas he gave off after he died was unlike anything I’d ever encountered. If I hadn’t been there, Meg wouldn’t have lasted a full minute in that building.

      A more profound, darker truth burned through me. When she sent me back for the diamond, it almost killed me too.

      I felt the fire...real fire...in my lungs as I headed back toward that vault. My legs gave out. My throat closed. Whatever was in the stuff, it was powerful enough to bring down a full-blooded wolf shifter.

      Until I touched the stone.

      I ran my fingers over its hard edges. The minute I had picked the thing up and clutched it to my chest, my lungs cleared. My vision returned. I felt invincible. It was as if the diamond had a power of its own and it transferred to me as I held it.

      Except, that was impossible. There was no such thing as a shifter power booster like that. Not even witch’s magic had that effect.

      I set the stone down. There in the quiet, I knew I had one thing left to do.

      I called Payne. As Meg slept soundly down the hall, I walked to the back porch and pulled out my phone.

      When Payne answered, my voice left me. A different instinct poured through me.

      Mine. Meg was mine. Rational or not, I didn’t want even Payne knowing what she was to me. I wanted to hide her away from the rest of the world and keep her safe.

      “Leo,” Payne said. “I’ve been worried. I got a call about an incident at Meg’s shop. You’ve broken protocol. Again.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “Something happened with Fry.”

      “Why don’t I think I’m going to like this?” Payne said.

      “He’s dead,” I said. I filled Payne in on the details then my theory about the boobytrap spell.

      “Dammit,” Payne said. “There is someone dark behind this then.”

      “Well, we already knew that. If the rumors are true, this diamond really is cursed.”

      “You have any sense of that?” Payne asked. “You having trouble controlling our wolf around it?”

      “None,” I said. “It’s uh...sort of the opposite. If anything I feel stronger when I’m holding it.”

      “Then don’t,” Payne said. “Until we know exactly what we have there, better not mess with it.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I’ll tell you what though, I think we can’t let any kind of sale go through. Not until we know what this thing really is.”

      “Agreed,” Payne said. “If you’re right on what it does to you, we can’t let it fall into the wrong hands. I’ve seen too many dark shifters do too much harm with borrowed power. I won’t facilitate it.”

      I didn’t know all the details, but I knew Payne was involved in a rebellion against a dominant Tyrannous Alpha a few years back. The guy had taken over all shifter packs in Kentucky and tried to make minions out of them. Payne had been instrumental in putting the guy and his top lieutenants down, but not before he’d spent some time being forced to do some of the asshole’s bidding himself.

      “I’m at the Detroit house. It’s quiet here. Nobody followed me.”

      “Good,” Payne said. “Sit tight then. Let me think. I want to see if I can find someone we trust to come out and have a look at that stone.”

      I bristled. I trusted Payne, but he was talking about subcontractors now

      “And I want to send you some backup,” he said.

      “No!” I barked, startled with the ferocity as my heart rebelled. I didn’t want any other shifter getting close to Meg.

      “No,” I said. “The fewer shifters we have around this rock, the better. At least that’s what my instinct is telling me. I need you to trust me a little bit longer. I can keep Meg safer alone.”

      “Meg’s not your job,” Payne said. “You were hired to ensure nothing bad happened to that diamond. It’s the job. Not her.”

      I went still as the stone. If I uttered a word, Payne would hear something in my voice. He would know. He would have to. He had his own fated mate after all, his wife Lena.

      “I’ve got this,” I said. “At the moment, Meg owns the diamond, on bailment anyway. The diamond stays with her, and I stay with it. No more cooks in the kitchen. If you can just let me know when you have somebody you trust to take a look at the thing…”

      Payne wasn’t happy. But, he had no reason not to trust me. He reluctantly agreed with a warning for me not to do anything too cowboy.

      I thanked him and clicked off. Heat rose between my shoulder blades. I didn’t have to turn. I didn’t even have to see to know what was happening.

      Meg stood a few feet behind me. My heart raced to join hers. Slowly, I turned to face her.

      We kept supplies here. Food. Clothes. Burner phones. She’d changed into a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top. It showed all of her delicious curves. My wolf hummed inside of me. I tried not to look, but the outline of her nipples was visible beneath the thin, peach-colored cotton top.

      “What did they say?” she asked. She stepped out of the shadows and sat on the edge of the coffee table. The red diamond sparkled beside her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop or anything. I couldn’t sleep. I mean, I could for a minute, but it doesn’t last. And you...uh...you talk loud.”

      I moved away from the porch and sat down on the sofa right in front of her. Our knees nearly touched.

      “They agreed we’re better off staying here and out of sight for the time being. Payne trusts my judgment. He’ll send some people we trust to clean up your shop.”

      Her eyes glistened just as brightly as the diamond. “It’s gone, Leo. All of it. Gone.”

      She picked up the diamond and held it out in her open palm. “This is all I have left. My commission from its sale is the only thing I have to my name. And now...once word gets out about what happened to Alonzo, even that’s in question.”

      “What else do you know about that rock other than it belonging to some king?” I said.

      “I told you everything I know,” she said.

      “I think you’re probably underestimating its value,” I said. I wanted to be cautious in what I revealed to her. The simple fact was, until a few days ago, I didn’t know this woman. I had no real idea of who she was connected to. The ones I’d encountered so far were less than scrupulous. Alonzo Fry may not have been a witch or a shifter, but there was evil clinging to him when he walked into that shop. It didn’t matter whether it was newly found or not.

      “The question is,” she said, putting the stone down and meeting my eyes, “What do you know about it?”

      “Nothing,” I said. It felt like a lie, and from the way Meg stared at me, I believed she thought so too.

      “What sense do you get from it?” she asked.

      “Sense?” I was treading on quicksand here.

      “Leo, it did something to you back there.”

      My pulse quickened. It was more than just the nearness of her. I felt her heartbeat, her fear. She felt mine too. We were coming very close to the edge of something. But, neither of us seemed ready to confront it.

      Until Meg did.

      “You’re different,” she said. “Or at least, I feel different since you got here. Leo, I think I know what it means. I may be human, but you know I’ve been around magic users plenty.”

      “I’m not a magic user,” I said. “That is, I have magic, but it’s not something I use at will. It’s just part of me.”

      “Your wolf,” she said. She grew bold. She reached out and ran her fingers along my arm. My skin pricked where she touched me. Sweat broke out on my brow. “What’s he like?” she asked. “Your wolf.”

      I let a beat pass. Then another.

      “Why don’t you tell me?” I said.

      She blushed. Her lips parted. “I’ve never seen him.”

      “Haven’t you?” I asked. I knew plenty of Alpha wolves who had found their fated mates. They all described the same thing. They just knew who their mates were the moment they laid eyes on them. In many cases, it happened even before that in their dreams. Had Meg dreamt of me?

      She rose. She came to me. I looked up as she stood before me. Meg ran her hands through my hair. Her nipples were inches from my face. They peaked. Her breasts heaved as her breath became erratic.

      “He’s red,” she said. “Golden in sunlight. Beautiful. There’s a patch of white here,” she said. She let her fingers trail along my neck then pressed her hand flat against my chest. “And his...your eyes, blue like the ocean. I think I’d be able to see them hundreds of yards away. Piercing. Penetrating.”

      My hands went up. I moved them up her thighs, then cradled the curve of her ass. Her tight, perfect ass. More than anything, I wanted to bury my face in the heated junction of her thighs. She would taste like the sweetest nectar.

      Her scent. I found it intoxicating.

      “You’ve seen me,” I said. I’m not sure if it was a question or a statement.

      “Yes,” she gasped. “I didn’t know I knew. How could I already know?”

      She pulled away. Fear made her pulse rocket up. She took an unsteady step backward and sat back down on the coffee table.

      “I would never hurt you,” I said. “You need to know that. No matter what happens. If it’s a choice between you and that diamond, it’s you I’m here to protect.”

      She blinked rapidly. “That’s not what your boss thinks.”

      “My boss isn’t here right now,” I said. “And I told you, he trusts my judgment.”

      “Leo,” she said. “Back at the shop. When you doubled back and went for the diamond. I asked you to do that. I had no idea how bad it would get inside. But, I felt you. It was almost as if I could see through your eyes. You were in pain. Choking. Maybe even dying. But you went anyway because I begged you. I didn’t mean to put you in danger. It would have gutted me had anything happened to you. It didn’t though. When you took this.” She picked up the diamond again. She ran her fingers over its hard surface and brought it to her breast.

      “When you held this, it made you stronger. It saved you...somehow. Am I losing my mind? Did that really happen?”

      I let the silence grow heavy between us. I still didn’t know the best way to protect her. She was alone. Vulnerable. Dependent on me because of what happened to her family and her business and the fact that I’d brought her here. “I don’t know what we’re dealing with,” I said. It was an honest answer. “I think we need to find someone who can tell us what that diamond really is. And in the meantime, I need you to tell me the truth.”

      Her eyes got wide. “But I have.”

      “I didn’t say you lied,” I said. “But you can’t keep a single detail from me. I need to know who else knows about that diamond. We have to figure out who rigged Alonzo Fry like that. Because they won’t stop coming. That I can promise you. And whoever it was was willing to go through both you and me to get that thing. I need to know why. I need to know who. It’s the only way I’ll be able to fully protect you.”

      She nodded. Her eyes got a faraway look. We sat like that for a moment or two. Then, Meg’s attention snapped back to me.

      “What you are,” she said. “What I feel like when I’m around you. Leo, I think I know what it means. I need you to say it though.”

      Say it. I could barely admit it to myself. I wanted to protect her. A very big evil was headed our way. I felt that in my bones. Whatever, whoever was behind it, I knew they might try to use Meg against me. If they knew she might be my fated mate…

      I was sworn to protect her. And yet, being near me might be the very thing that got her killed.
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      Over the next three days, Leo and I settled into at least a resemblance of a routine. I stayed indoors, out of sight. He worked from the basement, fielding calls from Wolfguard’s vast network of consultants. So far, no one could shed light on what happened back at the shop. It was dark magic, no doubt. But, the significant covens in the Midwest weren’t talking. They all denied having any involvement.

      For my part, I tried to learn more about the diamond. I sent Leo out with a list of supplies. Among other things, he brought back a high-quality loupe to replace the one I left behind at the shop. While I lacked Alonzo’s expertise, I knew I could figure a few things out without his help.

      But, there was one thing I asked for Leo hadn’t yet brought back.

      “Any luck?” I asked. Leo had just come in through the back porch. He’d been gone the better part of the morning. My heart did that little lurch as he stood in the doorway. That was happening a lot lately. It was as if my body were dialed in to his. When he was near, it sent my pulse racing and heated my blood.

      The other night, we’d come so close to naming what was happening between us. But, we’d both stopped just short. I wasn’t sure whether I was more afraid of knowing or not knowing what it meant.

      Leo’s face held a grim expression. He wouldn’t tell me where he went each day or who he’d talked to. I’d put together that my presence here caused some friction with his boss. He kept telling me Payne Fallon trusted him to handle this job the best he knew how.

      “Sort of,” he said, shocking me. I stood in the center of the living room. Leo walked toward me.

      “Payne sent my cousin Milo to talk with one of the covens from northern California. Fire witches, mostly. We have a sort of family connection with one of their members. She’s my sister’s sister-in-law.”

      I made a circle with my chin trying to work that out. “Got it,” I said. “What did she say?”

      “The book you wanted, it’s in their library. Gemma...that’s the sister-in-law, she’s seen it.”

      My heart flipped. I’d made a list of all the reference texts my father had ever talked about when researching the provenance of the red diamond. The first recorded mention of it came from a magical source.

      “Will she help us?” I asked.

      I held my breath waiting for Leo to answer. If I could get my hands on that text or even a copy of it, it would go a long way toward figuring out just what power this diamond had. And more importantly, what it was worth.

      “She’s willing to transcribe a portion of it,” he said. “She’s going to send her notes by courier to Milo.”

      My shoulders dropped. “A transcription,” I said. “Leo, I don’t know if that’s going to be worth much. Things get lost in translation.”

      “It’s the best we’re going to get,” he said. “And if it weren’t for my sister’s connection, we wouldn’t even get that much.”

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. It’s just, I wish I could go out there myself. I’m sure I’ll have questions. It would speed things up if I could just talk to this Gemma face to face.”

      Leo let out a short growl. I couldn’t help it. It thrilled me a little at the same time as it infuriated me.

      “Not happening,” he said. “I want you out of sight until we unload that rock once and for all.”

      “Okay,” I said, finding a smile for him.

      “I have to go again,” he said. “Just for about an hour. When I come back, I’ll have the notes from Milo.”

      “Thank you,” I said. He was close enough to touch. I put a hand on his cheek. I don’t know why I did it. Leo flinched. Sure enough, that arc of heat passed between us. Desire flooded my senses. I heard that single word pounding through Leo.

      Mine.

      I took my hand away.

      “You’ll sit tight?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Okay. I’m going to grab a quick shower and change.”

      He stood there for a moment. We held each other’s eyes for a beat longer than what was natural. Then, Leo turned away first and headed up the stairs.

      A few minutes later, I heard the shower running. I sat on the couch and grabbed the iPad Leo left for me. I could surf the net only in incognito mode.

      I checked the national news and grew quickly tired of the tribal politics of the day. When I flipped to the local offerings, the first story took the air right out of me. I saw my own face staring back at me. It was the headshot I had done a few years ago for the business website.

      I clicked on the linked video. A young, male reporter with a fresh face and thick, blond hair came on.

      “Police are still trying to determine the cause of the toxic gas leak at this downtown Ann Arbor mom and pop antique store. It was a favorite with the locals…”

      They showed footage of Grandpa’s shop. It looked gutted, charred, the windows all blown out. I thought I might be sick. The reporter interviewed a fireman who said it was being treated as an environmental hazard and the block surrounding the store had been closed off and evacuated.

      I put my hand over my mouth.

      “Police are focusing their investigation on a person of interest, shopkeeper Margaret Crossley. She went missing the day of the explosion and was seen by neighbors fleeing the scene.”

      Above me, I heard the water shut off. I couldn’t look away from the screen. The shot widened and the reporter held a microphone in front of a face I hadn’t seen in over a year. My father stared right at the camera looking grim.

      “My daughter’s not a bad person. The things I’m reading on social media. What people are saying. It’s not true. Margaret is kind, caring. I know she didn’t have anything to do with this. Honey, if you’re out there. Daddy just wants you to be safe. Come home. We’ll work all of this out together.”

      The camera cut to a shot of the red diamond. I’d never seen that particular photograph before. It was of the diamond, in its box, on a table with a white linen cloth. God. My father wasn’t supposed to know anything about the Kingsblood. I’d made my grandfather swear to keep him out of the loop.

      At the end of the report, a tip hotline number flashed. Then, my picture came up again before the video faded to black.

      My hands shook. I got lightheaded. Leo was next to me in a flash. He put his arm around me and instantly, my pulse began to slow.

      “Look at this,” I said. I handed him the tablet. I got up and started pacing as Leo watched the video replay. When it finished, his face was sheet white. He tossed the tablet on the couch.

      “Your father? Where did he come from?”

      I put a hand on my brow. “That’s the thing. He had been AWOL for nearly a year. I told you, my grandpa always bailed him out of whatever fix he got himself in. Horse races, blackjack, online poker. It’s either that or whatever get-rich-quick scheme he’s involved in. I mean, I’ve got childhood memories of my father getting tossed out of a moving car in front of our house.”

      “The cops must have contacted him after the shop incident,” he said.

      “His name is on the lease. But, he wasn’t supposed to know about Mrs. Davies’s diamond. I made my grandpa promise not to say anything. I knew it would bring him out of the woodwork. And I knew Grandpa wouldn’t be able to help himself. He would have given the lion’s share of the profits to my dad if he asked. Leo, I know I should have told you this before. It just didn’t seem relevant to what we’re doing, but now I don’t know. Somehow, my dad knew about my grandfather’s death. I kept it out of the papers. We didn’t even have a service. But a couple of days after, Dad showed up. He waited until I left the shop to run errands. He took my car. He cleaned out all the petty cash we had in the shop.”

      “Ignore it,” Leo said. A tremor of rage went through his face. “Wolfguard will handle the cops on that investigation. We have contacts there too. There’s no reason for you to have any contact with your father either.”

      My knees felt weak. I sat down on the couch. “No,” I said. “I’m not worried about the shop or any trouble with the police. It’s just...Leo, that wasn’t my dad in that interview.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked. He came in front of me. Leo bent down on one knee and peered into my face.

      “Margaret,” I said. “My father’s never called me that my entire life. And to tell me how he’s got my back? No. That’s not E.J. Crossley’s style either. Daddy, he doesn’t refer to himself like that. Not ever. I don’t even call him Dad. He never wanted to be a father. I’ve called him E.J., Emerson Junior, since I started talking.”

      Leo’s brow furrowed.

      “Leo, he’s trying to tell me something. Like in code.”

      “Meg, that’s a stretch. The things he said. That’s what normal people say in those kinds of interviews. Does your father care what people think of him? If he’s the kind of conman you’re describing, it makes sense that he’d want people to feel sympathy for him. He’ll probably start a crowdfunding page if he hasn’t already.”

      I scratched my chin. I wanted to just say Leo was probably right. But, my father’s words nagged at me.

      “Leo,” I said. “I really think someone else put him up to that. He’s been coerced. You don’t know him like I do. The last thing my dad would want is that kind of attention. He’s always...he always owes bad people money. He wouldn’t voluntarily stick his face in front of a camera and give out many details about himself and our family business. He’s on the lam most of the time. This isn’t good. I have to go with my gut here. I think my dad’s got himself in the crosshairs of whoever got a hold of Alonzo Fry and sent him our way.”

      Leo growled. He shot to his feet. Now it was his turn to pace.

      “I need to get ahold of him,” I said. “We need to know what my dad knows. And...he’s not safe any more than I am if the whole world knows I’ve got possession of this diamond.”

      Leo startled me. His eyes turned to blue fire. He drove his fist straight through the wall.

      “No!” he shouted. “Don’t call him. If you’re right, I won’t risk him leading Fry’s killers straight to you. It’s not happening. I’ll keep you safe, Meg. I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt you.”

      His tone was dark, intense. I recognized his words for what they were. He’d just taken an oath to protect me. It went beyond Wolfguard.

      “He’s my dad,” I said. “Trust me, half the time I want to kill him myself. But, I need to know. For as much of a screwup as he is, I know he doesn’t want to see me hurt either. I think I can get him to tell us who put him up to all of that.”

      “Meg,” Leo said. He charged toward me. He took me by the shoulders. Those fiery blue eyes of his searched my face. His wolf. Oh, Lord, I felt his wolf. The beast inside of him roared to the surface. Animal. Primal. It stirred my deepest desires.

      “He’s not going to get to you,” Leo said through gritted teeth. “Do you hear me? I won’t allow it. I. Will. Not. Let. You. Get. Hurt.”

      Snap. Sizzle.

      I couldn’t breathe. Lust flooded through me. Leo’s pulse matched my own. I could barely feel where mine ended and his began.

      Something was happening. I was attracted to him. Anyone would be. Tall, muscular, rugged good looks. He was like some kind of mountain man underwear model. But, none of that is what stoked the flame inside of me.

      Mine!

      I heard the word thunder through him. And I felt it pouring from me.

      A moment. A flash. Before I knew what was happening, Leo’s lips were on mine. I’m not sure who even moved first. But, once we started, I sank into the kiss.

      Hot. Probing. Devouring. Leo was light, heat and pleasure. His hands roamed to my back. He pulled me against him. Solid as a tree trunk, I felt the outline of his hard muscles.

      I wanted. I craved. I melted.

      Then, Leo pulled away. Gasping, I sank back against the couch cushions.

      “Meg,” he said, his voice ragged.

      I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t even talk. Leo wiped a hand across his lips. I knew my touch burned through him just as powerfully as his did me.

      Then, his phone rang in his back pocket. His eyes wild, he took it out.

      He turned from me and answered the call. In hushed tones I couldn’t make out, he spoke. A moment later, he came back to me.

      “Leo,” I started.

      “One hour,” he said. “Then I’ll be back. And then...we need to talk.”

      I was still gasping with unspent desire as Leo turned and walked out of the house.
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      My heart was no longer my own. I knew it. Now, I felt it. God. Meg’s scent lingered on me. I could still taste her. It shredded me not to have her in my arms that very second.

      Duty. Honor. Loyalty.

      I’d sworn an oath to Wolfguard. I couldn't forget the job. But now, I’d sworn to protect Meg with my life if I had to. I didn’t really need to declare it. It was in me. Part of me.

      I drove to the meeting point off I-75. It was just a little rural town with one stoplight and an abandoned church next to a cornfield. I parked in the overgrown lot adjacent to the church and waited.

      Ten minutes later, another black SUV, a twin to mine, pulled up alongside me.

      My cousin Milo slid out from behind the wheel. He scanned the fields. He knew I’d already made sure we were alone. I ran a hand through my hair and got out to meet him.

      “Leo,” he said, relief in his tone. He stuck a hand out, shook mine, then pulled me into an embrace.

      Milo was close in age to me. His father was my father’s younger brother. Uncle Ivan died back in Moscow when we were kids. No. Not died. Been murdered. There had been a pack war for control of the territory. Our rivals had tried to kill every male member of the Kalenkov family. They would have succeeded if my father hadn’t gotten us all out and fled to Chicago.

      But that was more than twenty-five years ago now. My father had reclaimed control in Russia. Milo barely remembered his own father. We’d been raised almost like brothers.

      “You look good,” I said.

      “You look like hell,” he said back. “I had to see it for myself. Grace is about to sic Gideon on me. She wanted me to promise to drag you back.”

      I smiled. My sister Grace worried way too much. She still lived in Chicago with her husband, Gideon.

      Gideon. There was another family secret. He was a full-blooded dragon shifter. One of the most powerful beings on earth. My family had been entrusted with keeping the secret of their existence as a condition of their marriage. Not even Payne knew everything there was to know about the Brandharts.

      “Tell her I’m fine,” I said.

      Milo gave me a sideways glance. “Like hell you are. What’s going on, brother? You’re acting just like Uncle Val last year. When he…”

      Milo stopped himself. Last year, our fathers’ youngest brother, Uncle Val, got caught up in something on his previous mission for Wolfguard. He’d gone AWOL for weeks. It all worked out. Val found his fated mate on his last job.

      Milo read my face. As we were both Alphas, we weren’t part of a pack, but we knew each other’s moods almost as deeply.

      “The girl,” he said. “This Crossley woman. She’s yours. Is that’s what’s going on?”

      I let out a deep breath. “Milo, it’s complicated.”

      “It’s not. I think it’s pretty simple. She’s got your head turned around. Am I right? That explains why you’ve been so secretive. Does she know? Have you…”

      “We haven’t mated,” I said. “I haven’t marked her. I told you, it’s complicated.”

      “You have to tell Payne,” he said.

      “It’s none of Payne’s business!” That now familiar protective rage settled in my heart. Meg was mine. I would keep her safe, hidden, I wanted no other shifters anywhere near her.

      “She’ll drive you mad if you don’t mate with her,” Milo said. “You know what Uncle Andre’s always told us. Hell, you’ve seen it. The longer you stay with her and don’t...you know...you’re going to turn into a horny, overprotective rage beast. Leo, you need to let me or someone else spot you on this one.”

      “No!” I put my hands on Milo’s shoulders and drove him backward. He recovered quickly and rounded on me.

      His punch landed right across my nose, breaking it. I saw stars for a second and pain shot through me.

      I spit blood, then put two fingers on the bridge of my nose. It made a crunching sound as I popped it back in place. It would only hurt for a moment. Within the hour, the tiny bone would heal on its own. But, it was enough to refocus my attention. Damn Milo for knowing precisely what to do.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Really. I haven’t even shifted around her.”

      “Great,” Milo said. “Sounds like you need to.”

      “You need to trust me,” I said. “Someday...you’ll be in my place. At least I hope so. It’s better if we don’t talk about her anymore. It’s easier for me to…”

      “Chill out,” Milo said. “Fine.”

      “Did you bring what I asked you to?”

      Milo reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a red flash drive.

      “It’s from Gemma,” he said. Gemma was married to Gideon Brandhart’s brother, Finn. He too was a dragon shifter.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Have you taken a look at it?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Gemma wanted me to tell you this was all she can part with. It goes against her oath to her coven to copy the text verbatim. She said she was sorry but hoped we’d understand.”

      “I do,” I said. It probably cost her something to even give us that much. Things were better than they had been, but shifters and witches still didn’t mix well.

      “This diamond,” Milo said. “If it’s the Kingsblood, it’s got some powerful juice.”

      “So why had we never heard of it?”

      Milo shrugged. “Who knows. Gemma says the thing was ensorcelled by a coven that died out centuries ago. Personally, she doesn’t believe it exists anymore. She figures what Meg has is probably a hoax. Anyway, the Kingsblood Diamond is supposed to give extra powers to whoever wears it. Magic users anyway. Witches. Shifters. Fae.”

      “What kind of extra powers?”

      The thing was, I knew. I’d felt it back at Meg’s shop after Alonzo Fry’s spell. For that brief moment, I’d felt...invincible.

      “Like, you can’t be killed if it’s on you,” Milo said. “I don’t buy it. I told you. Gemma doesn’t even buy it. But, it seems like there are factions out there who are interested in trying it out.”

      “Someone sent that Fry guy into Meg’s shop. I told Payne he was boobytrapped. We need to know who he met with. Do we have any more leads on that?”

      Milo sighed. “Still trying to track that down. Gemma’s putting feelers out too. There are some dark covens she knows about.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. Meg’s been contracted to sell this thing. Our job was to keep it safe until she did. Now...we need to know exactly what it is before we let it out of our control.”

      “Have you told her that yet?” Milo asked. “Your girl?”

      I felt my nostrils flare. Duty. Honor. Loyalty. Two weeks ago, those words had simple meanings for me. Now…

      “Just...help me figure out what that stone actually is.”

      Something changed in Milo’s eyes. I couldn’t read his mind, but I knew him well enough to know when he was hiding something.

      “Gemma says...look...there’s really only one surefire way to know whether this hunk of rock you have is this legendary Kingsblood Diamond or whatever. You have to test it.”

      “Test it?”

      Milo curled his fist. I had the urge to grab him and throw him against his car again. This time, I kept it under control.

      “Milo, tell me what you know. That’s why you’re here.”

      “You’re not thinking straight!” he yelled. “And if you say one more time how you’ve got all this under control…”

      I focused on my breathing. Not now, wolf. I needed to prove to my cousin that I could handle myself. Being near Meg hadn’t sent me all the way over the edge.

      Milo swore under his breath then reached into his jacket pocket again. He pulled out two things, palming one and holding the other out to me.

      It was a dagger. Its gilded hilt gleamed in the sun. I took it from him, whistling low at the quality of the craftsmanship. The metal held an intricate and flawless Damascus pattern. The blade had a characteristic heat and weight to it.

      “Dragonsteel,” I said. “This from Gemma too?”

      The blade was forged with Dragonfire. That made it the strongest metal on earth. A shifter wounded from one cut would never heal. Unless…

      Milo opened his palm. In it, he held a small vial of thick, red liquid. Blood. My jaw dropped. Dragon’s blood. It was the only antidote to a wound made from Dragonsteel.

      “Test it,” I said.

      “I hate this,” Milo said.

      Gemma’s plan was simple and ingenious. If the stone had the power Meg thought it did, a cut from this dagger wouldn’t wound me. And if it did, the Dragon’s blood would be my failsafe.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said.

      “Payne doesn’t know about any of this,” Milo said. “That’s why I don’t like it.”

      “He can’t know about it,” I said. “He’ll want to know where the blood came from.”

      “Just having it in the first place puts you at risk. Leo, I don’t care who this girl is. You can’t tell her about the Dragon’s blood.”

      I nodded. Duty. Honor. Loyalty. It seemed I would be tested at every turn.

      “You forget,” I said. “Grace is my sister. Gideon is my brother-in-law now. I’ll protect him too.”

      “Yeah,” Milo said. “And I’m pretty sure Gemma didn’t tell Grace what she was up to. That isn’t Gideon’s blood in that vial. It’s Finn’s, Gemma’s husband. Gemma figured the fewer people who know about that Kingsblood Diamond, the better. At least for now. Even if they are on our side.”

      “She’s right,” I said. “And thank you.”

      “Let me come with you,” Milo said. “Whether you like it or not, you need backup.”

      “No,” I said. It was a struggle not to shout it. “It’ll be that much harder for me if you’re around. If you’re around...her.”

      Milo reared his head back. “Leo, I’m not going to try and steal your girl. I’d like to meet her though. She’s got to be something special.”

      My fangs dropped. I snapped my jaw. It came unbidden.

      Milo put his hands up in surrender and took a step back. “All right. All right. I see how it is. For now, I’m gonna trust you.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “This is...new to me. I hope to God you find it too.”

      Milo’s face took on a pained expression. I hadn’t meant to hurt him. I think he knew.

      “I’ll call you...after,” I said. “Once I know about that diamond for sure, then we’ll have some hard decisions to make about it.”

      “Leo,” he said. “There’s something else you need to know. Payne’s operating under the assumption that your gemstone has dark magic. It doesn’t even matter to him what it does. It’s enough that you’ve got witches throwing boobytrap spells to get to it. It’s not just a dark coven he’s worried about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Milo looked at his shoe. “Last year, when Val took that job out in Virginia. We can’t forget about what he found out. He crossed paths with that organization called the Ring. Payne’s still trying to gather intel, but it’s enough that we know they were behind a mate-trafficking ring. That’s what Willow, Val’s mate, almost got caught up in. Payne thinks this Ring is into more than just trafficking. He thinks they may have even been the ones backing that asshole Tyrannous Alpha who took over Kentucky way back when. He’s still trying to connect the dots.”

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Anyway, just be extra careful. Don’t trust anyone but us. It bothers me that this girl of yours had access to that stone if it’s as powerful as it might be. I mean, are you sure she’s not the one with the dark connections?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. The truth was, I was sure of nothing. No, that wasn’t true. I was sure of only one thing. Meg Crossley was my fated mate. Whatever else she was didn’t matter. Only, I couldn’t say that to my cousin. Not yet.

      “I’ll watch my back,” I said. “You have my word on that. I’ll be in touch in a day or two. I swear it.”

      “You’d better,” he said. “I can give you a day or two. But then, we’re coming to get you, Leo. I won’t be able to stop it.”

      I knew what coming to get me meant. If my cousins and Wolfguard thought I’d succumbed to mating sickness, they’d bring me in. I’d end up in a Dragonsteel cage for the foreseeable future. I couldn’t protect Meg that way. And I knew in my heart I’d put up a hell of a fight before I let that happen. As Milo stared at me, he knew it too.

      I shook his hand and uttered my promise again. I put the knife and the vial in my back pocket. I waited for Milo to pull away before getting back in my car.

      Duty. Honor. Loyalty.

      Now, I just had to convince Meg to stab me through the heart.
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      “You want me to what?”

      We stood on the back porch. It had to be the hottest day of the year. Oppressive humidity made the air feel heavy. Leo stood, leaning against one of the porch pillars, tapping his fingers against it.

      He’d given me the flash drive from his contact in the Brandhart family. I hadn’t yet had a chance to review it, but he told me the highlights of what his cousin had to say about it.

      “The Kingsblood Diamond,” he said. “If it’s the real deal, they say it’s got a spell on it that can make a shifter invincible.”

      “That’s crazy,” I said. “It’s a legend. Llywelyn the Great wasn’t a shifter.”

      “You sure about that?” he asked me, one dark brow raised skyward.

      “I...he was...I guess I don’t know. But there’s never been any speculation that he was. That kind of thing would have been known. In the thousand years since, I would have at least heard a rumbling of that.”

      “Meg, it’s got something. Don’t stand there and tell me you didn’t feel what I felt. That day in the shop, I’m not saying that gas would have killed me. But, I was going down. It was strong enough to at least knock me on my ass or out cold for a second.”

      A shudder went through me. It was hard to think about. I couldn’t without also thinking about what else that meant. I could feel him. He was right. I felt him fade as I waited twenty yards away down the street. That should have been impossible too.

      “You can look under as many microscopes as you want, but the only surefire way to know what we’ve got is to test it. You and me. Today. Now.”

      I turned. I didn’t know what to do. Pace? Yell? Punch something?

      “Leo, I can’t. It’s too great a risk.”

      His nostrils flared as he sighed. He’d been doing that a lot ever since he got back.

      “There’s no risk,” he said. “You have to trust me on that. I can heal myself.”

      “Not from a Dragonsteel blade through the heart you can’t.”

      His jaw dropped. “How do you know it’s made from Dragonsteel? I didn’t tell you that.”

      “You didn’t have to,” I said. “I’ve seen one like it before. My grandfather came into possession of one a few years ago. You don’t forget what something like that looks like. He made something like fifty grand in commission on that sale. Then he turned around and used that money to bail my dad out of whatever bad loan he’d taken.”

      Leo’s face went red. “Your grandfather’s been dealing in Dragonsteel? For crying out loud, Meg. There’s no good purpose for that stuff. Whoever bought it had to have wanted to hurt shifters with it. What other kinds of things has he sold like that? To whom?”

      “He’s dead,” I reminded him. “It doesn’t matter now.”

      “It matters to me! I know how much you need the commission from this diamond. But, I have to know what it is once and for all. This is the best and pretty much the only way of knowing for sure.”

      “What if…” I didn’t want to finish the sentence. Just the fragment of an idea of Leo getting seriously hurt made my heart twist. And he expected me to be the one to deliver that kind of pain?

      He took my wrist and flipped my arm over so my palm pointed up. He slapped the hilt of the dagger into it and closed my fingers around it.

      “It’ll be easy,” he said. “And quick. Then we’ll know.”

      That was bad enough. I recognized the undercurrent of his plan. If this diamond really was the Kingsblood and if it had the powers his witch friend suspected, I knew Wolfguard would try to block the sale.

      “Leo,” I said. “I’ll be careful. I agree we need to vet any potential buyer thoroughly. But we have to go forward. The alternative is even more unthinkable. Dorothea Davies isn’t equipped to keep this thing anymore. When she dies, who knows what could happen to it?”

      “One thing at a time,” he said. “Let’s just figure out what we’ve got.”

      “Now? Here?”

      He gritted his teeth. “Not here. It’s not safe enough here. I want to be out in the woods somewhere. I know a place. We’ll leave in an hour. That should give you just about enough to time to look at whatever Gemma Brandhart sent on that flash drive. I’m going to pack a few things just in case.”

      “In case of what?” I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer. Leo’s response was little more than another grim-faced nod. Then, he left me on the porch and headed for the garage.

      I held the dagger in one hand, the flash drive in the other.

      Dragonsteel. Dragons had been extinct for almost a thousand years. There were some who believed they never really existed at all. They believed fire mages had just made the legends up and cast spells on the metal during forging and that’s what gave them their extraordinary power.

      For now, it didn’t matter. I just could not believe Leo actually wanted me to try to drive this thing into his chest.

      I went inside and set the dagger on the coffee table. I grabbed the small laptop Leo had left behind. I fired it up and popped the flash drive into the USB port.

      There were just two files on it. A .jpeg and a document. I opened the picture first. It was a crude drawing, but I recognized my diamond. The setting was different. In this rendering, the diamond was set into the head of a scepter.

      I opened the document. Gemma Brandhart’s translation was low on details. Most of it echoed what I’d already read about the diamond. She recounted the Welsh Battle of Aberconwy and what happened to Llywelyn’s defeated uncle Dafydd. Then, she left a small note on the bottom.

      “The diamond was used in a spell that doesn’t exist anymore. The coven who cast it got wiped out in the shifter/witch war at the turn of the last millennia. They took the language they used to cast it with them. Some of the text refers to the diamond as the Shifter Killer, but I don’t believe that’s accurate. That’s a newer translation. In the older texts, the word used for killer has a broader meaning. It means to transcend death. The diamond is supposed to make a shifter unable to be killed by any means.”

      Shifter killer. Lord, what if she was wrong?
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      I couldn’t believe this was happening. That I’d agreed to it. That Leo even thought this was a good idea. I held the wooden box containing the diamond in my lap. For the first time since my grandfather first mentioned the thing, I regretted having it.

      Leo drove about an hour out of town. Just as he promised, he turned off to a dense, wooded area surrounding a large inland lake.

      He pulled off, concealing the car deep behind some shrubs. He grabbed a flashlight from the glovebox and handed it to me. It was dusk now. The heat had lifted just a bit, but I could still feel the sweat on my upper lip.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s this over with.”

      “I hate this,” I said.

      “I’m not super excited either, Meg. But I cannot let that rock out of my sight until I know what it is. And maybe not even then.”

      I opened the box and took out the diamond. Even in the dim light, it shimmered.

      “How does it work?” I asked. “I mean, do you just hold it? Do you wear it?”

      “It shouldn’t matter,” he said.

      “Shouldn’t? Great.”

      He took the diamond from me. He clutched it in his right fist and slid out from behind the wheel. I turned on the flashlight and tucked the dagger in my back pocket. Then, I had to practically sprint to keep up with Leo.

      We came to a clearing. The area was framed by two fallen, rotting logs on either side of us. The ground was damp here.

      “I should have brought bug spray,” I said. A hungry mosquito landed on my arm. I slapped at it.

      Leo went to the center of the clearing. He turned to face me, squaring his shoulders. He had a stoic, determined expression on his face. He thumped his chest just like a gorilla.

      “Let’s just do it,” he said. “If I overthink it, I’m going to lose my nerve.”

      “Trust him, he says,” I muttered.

      Leo held the diamond up. He squeezed it so hard I wondered if he might be strong enough to crack it. He hissed through his teeth.

      “Wait,” he said. He pulled off his shirt and cast it aside.

      The man took my breath away. Sweat made his skin glisten. He was perfect. Hard-cut muscles, an eight-pack. He had a small tattoo just below his right shoulder. I forgot myself and reached for him. I traced the outline of his ink.

      It was a wolf’s head on a shield. “Wolfguard,” I whispered.

      “Meg,” he said, his voice ragged.

      I moved around him, letting my fingers trail around his waist. Heat skittered up my spine. My heart thundered in my ears.

      My heart. His heart.

      I came around to his chest. Leo picked a small indentation in the ground to stand in. It put me almost eye to eye with him. From this angle, it would be easier for me to strike the blow he’d asked for.

      Easy.

      There was nothing easy about any of this.

      Leo reached for me with his free hand. He brought the dagger up. I clutched the hilt with both hands. Leo put the tip of the blade just over his heart.

      “Leo,” I whispered.

      He pressed the point against his flesh. I felt his heartbeat. Both beneath the blade and inside of me. It matched my own.

      “Leo,” I whispered again. “I can’t do this. What if…”

      “Shh. You can. Don’t hesitate. Just commit.”

      Easy for him to say. Fear and desire poured through me at once, making my knees weak.

      “Just do it,” he said, his voice a breathless whisper.

      His heart pumped beneath the point of my blade. Sweat trickled down the side of his face. A bright moon rose. A breeze rattled the leaves of the maple trees all around us.

      My fingers trembled. The hilt of the dagger grew warm in my grip. My eyes went to the brilliant red stone in Leo’s hand. Its crimson glow reflected in the Dragonsteel blade, making it look as though it were made of blood.

      Kingsblood.

      “Meg!” Leo shouted, his voice laced with a growl that stirred something dark inside of me.

      Need pulsed through me. If I did this, I knew it would change something between us forever.

      I took a breath.

      “Now,” he said, his voice firm.

      I exhaled. I drew the dagger back, then thrust it forward with all the strength I had.

      It went in cleanly, the metal singing as I felt Leo’s flesh tear.

      “No!” I screamed.

      Leo’s eyes went wide. I let go of the dagger.

      There was no blood. Not even a drop. The hilt stuck out of the center of Leo’s chest. His eyes traveled down to it, then over to the diamond he still clutched in his hand.

      It glittered even in the dark. Its many facets caught the starlight and looked like tiny tongues of flame.

      Leo took the dagger in his free hand and jerked it, pulling it out of his chest.

      There was only a small, dark slit where I’d stabbed it. Right before my eyes, the wound closed. Leo dropped his chin and watched.

      “Take this,” he said, gasping. He handed me the diamond.

      “Leo!” I screamed as I realized what he was about to do.

      He drew the blade across his wrist. Blood poured from the wound down his arm and he cried out. He waited for a beat. Then another. The wound wouldn’t heal. There was so much blood. He grew pale.

      Gasping, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small vial.

      He pulled off the rubber stopper with his teeth then poured its contents over his wound.

      More blood. At least that’s what it looked like. A moment later, Leo grabbed his shirt off the ground and wiped his arm clean.

      I stepped forward. The wound healed over. All that was left behind was an angry, red welt.

      Leo dropped the dagger and took the diamond back from me.

      “It’s real,” he whispered.

      Lust flooded through me. I could barely breathe. I felt Leo’s nature. Primal. Dark. Dangerous.

      Our eyes met. He took a faltering step back.

      Power. So much power. I felt it well up inside of him.

      His wolf. Oh, God. He was so strong. So fierce.

      He gave me the diamond. I started to reach for him but he stepped away. His shoulders bunched and he dropped to all fours. Energy gathered around him. I felt it as rising heat far too strong to contain.

      Leo threw his head back and let out a howl that sliced through me, making my knees buckle.

      His hair grew long. His hands dug into the soft earth then turned to claws. His knuckles morphed into massive paws. His back arched like a bow.

      Leo was gone. Leo’s wolf stood before me.

      So beautiful. He looked just like I imagined in my dreams. His fur was burnished copper with waves of gold throughout. Those eyes. I’d seen them flash so many times. Now, they were twin, glittering sapphires and fixed straight on me.

      I went to him. I put the diamond in my pocket. With two hands, I reached for him. I sank my fingers into his thick fur and ran my hands down his flank. It felt rough over his back, soft as sable closer to his belly.

      “Leo,” I whispered.

      He let out a keening wail, chuffed, and side-stepped. Instinct fueled me and I knew just what he needed.

      I sank to my knees and gave him a slow nod.

      Leo pawed the ground. He nuzzled my cheek. Then, with lightning speed, he charged to the top of a nearby hill. I could see him silhouetted against the moonlight.

      Leo’s wolf threw back his head. His ears went nearly flat. Then, he let out a howl that I heard with more than just my ears. It went through me in a wave of heat. He howled again, giving me goosebumps. Even from here I could see those glowing, blue eyes.

      He let out one more howl, then turned and charged back down the hill straight for me.
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      Invincible.

      I never even felt Meg’s blade go through. Instead, an electrical charge poured through me, setting my nerve endings on fire. It was nearly orgasmic.

      With that power, my need grew as well. The diamond might have made me invulnerable, but Meg stoked a greater hunger.

      I focused on her lips, slightly bee-stung and parted. The sharp curve of her collarbone beneath the strap of her tank top. Her perfect breasts just waiting to be licked.

      The power of my wolf surged through me as I gave the diamond to Meg and tore to the top of the hill.

      Her heartbeat echoed through me. Her need fueled me.

      Shift. Run. Hunt. Mate. I craved it all.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was back down the hill and standing before Meg. Through my wolf’s eyes, she glowed. I saw her lust course through her as an infrared light. She knelt before me, burying her hands in my fur. She smelled so good. I knew she would taste even better.

      The wolf gave way to the man. I rose on two feet. Meg gasped and took a step back. It wasn’t fear I sensed. It was marvel, wonder.

      “Meg,” I said, my voice low but steady.

      It was the only word I could say at that moment. I wanted to tell her how badly I needed her. If she stayed here...if I couldn’t…

      “Leo,” she whispered, taking a step toward me. She put a tentative hand on my chest. I growled with desire.

      But, it was a warning too. I couldn’t do this halfway anymore. She had to decide what she wanted.

      I meant to say it. My primal nature took over. I slid my hands around her waist and pulled her close. I’d kissed her before, but this was different. I’d held back. Not now.

      I wanted to devour her. God. She did taste as good as she looked. Meg sank into the kiss, opening her mouth. Her little tongue darted out, teasing, coaxing. She arched her back.

      I brought my hands up, running my fingers beneath her shirt.

      “Oh,” she gasped.

      I wanted. I craved.

      I found her nipples with my thumbs. Meg shuddered. I felt the heat grow between her legs. She was every bit as horny as I was.

      “Baby,” I whispered.

      “Yes!” she answered.

      Yes. Did she know what I sought?

      Meg hooked her fingers beneath the hem of her top and whipped it over her head. She threw it into the brush.

      Her breasts swung free. So beautiful. Supple and round, her nipples were small and dark. I felt my fangs drop slightly. I snapped my jaw.

      “Oh!” she cried out, turned on by that little bit of beast in me. My beauty answered by licking her lips and beckoning me forward.

      “I want you,” I said.

      “Yes,” she said. “Leo...please…”

      God, I wanted that. I wanted her to beg. I wanted her to spread herself wide and submit. I wanted to bring out her own wild side and make her soar.

      I stepped forward and tugged at her jeans. She put her hands up, lacing her fingers behind her head.

      Oh, God. She knew just want to do.

      I ripped open her fly and slid her jeans own, dragging her panties with them. Keeping her hands clasped behind her head, she stepped out of her jeans and kicked them aside.

      I took a step back, admiring the lovely sight of her.

      Meg was trim, but her stomach slightly rounded. I loved that. And her ass. Mercy. It was plump, giving me something to grab onto. She stood with her legs slightly apart.

      I went to her. She waited, trembling as I made my next move.

      “Stay like that,” I said. “Don’t move.”

      A wicked smirk lifted the corner of her mouth. She stood before me, back arched, legs parted, hands behind her head.

      I took one finger and dipped it inside of her. She was wet. Dripping for me. I tasted her sweet nectar.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Leo…”

      “Shhh,” I said.

      I slid my arms around her waist. I couldn’t believe I’d maintained this much control. My animal side wanted to simply turn her, guide her to hands and knees and plunge into her. I would do that soon enough. And so much more.

      But first, I wanted to work her. I’d sensed her desire for so long...since the second we met. Now, I wanted to savor it.

      I slid two fingers inside of her and stroked her walls. Meg thrust her hips and slid her hands around my neck. She rested her cheek against my chest, sinking into the sensation.

      I ran my thumb along the tight little nub of her clit. It grew hard as a pebble from my efforts. She was so slick. Her juices ran over my hand.

      I used a third finger, gently preparing her for the rest of me.

      Meg ran one hand down my back, then reached around. She closed her fingers around my rock hard shaft. I reared back and growled.

      She went down, grasping my hips she slid to her knees. I threaded my hands through her hair and let her take me in her mouth.

      I started out with so many plans. They went straight out the window after that.

      Meg stroked me. Her mouth was so soft, so wet, so tight around me. She brought me to an apex. My nostrils flared and my fangs were fully out.

      I pulled away from her. Panting, cheeks flushed, Meg looked up at me. The lust in her eyes nearly undid me.

      “Baby?” she whispered.

      I reached for her, turning her. She leaned far forward and planted her palms on the ground. I took a step back to enjoy the view.

      She was so gorgeous like that. My earlier treatment had her gaping for me. So wet. So ready. So mine.

      She arched her back, offering herself to me.

      I stroked my length and positioned myself at her sweet opening. I took two fingers and spread her soft lips even wider, then guided myself into her.

      Meg shuddered as I plunged all the way in.

      Rockets went off behind my eyes. Light. Heat. Sparks. We fit. She was so small. I was so big, but it was as if she were made for me. I knew in my heart she was.

      I wanted all of her. I wanted to taste her. Claim her. Own her. Her desire flooded through me, heightening my own. I braced her, holding her hips in place, then I dug my knees into the ground and thrust with abandon.

      Meg cried out. She came almost immediately. I reached around and gently tugged at that little bud, working her even harder.

      God, why had we waited so long? I never wanted to stop. To hell with the job. To hell with the diamond. I wanted to stay right here in these woods with my Meg and get her to make these sounds forever.

      She panted through her orgasm, calling my name. Just when it seemed like she started to crest down, I found a little more to wring from her. Instinct told me just how far I could push her to find that sweet spot of pleasure.

      She came over and over again. She wasn’t a virgin, but I knew in my soul she’d never had it like this before. She never knew this was in her.

      I did.

      I knew it the second I scented her. She was built for this, built for me. And I was made for her.

      As she finally floated down, she did something I hadn’t told her to do. Her own instincts took over. She gathered her hair in one hand and exposed the nape of her neck to me.

      My fangs dripped. Lord. A new, pulsing need formed at the base of her neck. She didn’t know. We hadn’t even talked about it.

      She wanted me to mark her. The sight of her exposed neck sent my heart racing. I couldn’t help myself. I leaned far forward, pressing into her even deeper. I licked a trail along her spine from between her shoulder blades all the way up to that spot at the base of her skull.

      Mine!

      I would mark her. I would lick that sweet flesh and sink my fangs in deep. Meg would come again. She would see through my eyes. I would taste her blood. My magic would flow through her and back to me. She would heal in an instant. I would claim her. Make her mine. Brand her.

      But...not today.

      My own orgasm poured from me. I filled her. She took my hot seed and begged for more. She kept her hair to the side, begging me to mark her even though she didn’t really know what that meant. And that’s why I found the strength to hold that much back.

      When I was spent, I pulled her against me, spooning her to me. I kissed that spot at the base of her neck. My spot. Maybe someday.
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      Meg turned in my arms. Her breasts pressed against my chest and already, I could feel the slow rise of new desire.

      “My God,” she said. “Leo...that was...you were...It’s never been like that for me. Ever.”

      I brushed the hair away from her face. I kissed her. Her lips were swollen from my kisses. She still wanted more.

      “You’re mine,” I said.

      She hesitated. Drawing up on one elbow, she met my eyes. “I know. I’ve known it all along. Fated mates, right?”

      I sat up. I couldn’t be naked this close to her for much longer. I reached for my jeans and dragged them on.

      Her movements awkward and unsure, Meg got dressed as well.

      “Yes,” I finally said. “Do you know how badly I wanted to mark you?”

      She bit her lip. “Yeah, actually. And the thing is, I wanted that too. You were supposed to bite me. It just...I didn’t know I wanted that. I just felt it.”

      “It’s forever,” I said. “That’s the thing. If I give you my Alpha’s mark, we’re bonded for good. It’s a telepathic, biological connection. Our hearts beat together. The more I mark you, the greater the connection until we can read each other’s minds. And I’ll always know where you are. Your pain will be mine.”

      “And you need it,” she said. She touched my face. “I felt that too. I’ve heard stories about mating sickness in Alpha shifters.”

      I took her wrist and gently pulled her hand away. I kissed her palm. “That’s not on you. And I’m not that far gone. I just want you to be sure, that’s all. It’s one thing to feel it all physically. But, it has to be something you want outside of that physical connection.”

      I leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. It was tame considering everything else we’d just done together.

      “There’s more you need to know,” I said. “Now that we’ve...done it once...you’ll want it more now.”

      “More?” she blushed. “Leo…”

      “It’s called the Rise,” I said. “If we do fully mate...it’s a change you go through as our connection grows stronger. Eventually, it brings the Heat. You’re fertile then but not before.”

      “Wow,” she said, running a hand through her hair. “It’s just...it’s a lot to take in.”

      I got to my feet and held a hand out to Meg. She took it and stood beside me.

      “Think about it,” I said. “I know where my heart is. But, we just met. The choice will always be yours.”

      She looked down. The red diamond glittered on the ground.

      “God,” she said, reaching for it. “Who would have thought finding out this really is the Kingsblood would be the least shocking thing that happened to me today?”

      She smiled and handed me back the stone. I ran a thumb over its surface. I slipped it into my back pocket.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We...uh...we have to have another conversation about that. For now, I want to get you and it back to the safehouse. It’s late. I’ve got to check in with Wolfguard. I have to tell them what’s happened.”

      She swallowed hard. She took my hand. We walked out of the woods and back to the SUV.

      I’d left my phone under the seat. I grabbed it. I had seven missed calls and several texts flashed on the home screen.

      “Everything okay?” Meg asked as I started the car. I swiped the screen.

      As I read, I deliberately kept my breath steady so Meg wouldn’t feel a rise in my pulse.

      It was Milo. He’d gotten a call from Payne. They’d gotten word from Meg’s father. The news was bad. The worst it could be.

      “It’s fine,” I said to her, finding a smile. “We’ll talk when I get you home safely.”

      Meg tilted her head and narrowed her eyes, but she trusted me. I said a silent prayer that I could keep earning it, then I hit the highway and left the woods behind.
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      Leo was quiet when we got back to the house. He was careful with me, almost stoic as he put a hand on my back and opened the door for me.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked. “I could go out and get you something.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Tired though. And...er...a bit saddle sore.”

      His wolf eyes flashed, sending a fresh wave of desire through me.

      The Rise. That’s what he’d called it. I’d wanted him before. Now, deep down, I could feel the build of a slow, burning hunger far more intense.

      It was strange though. I sensed a calmness in Leo now that wasn’t there before. As soon as it occurred to me, I was pretty sure what it was. Leo was certain.

      I was his fated mate and that was that as far as he was concerned.

      “You should get some rest,” he said, his voice soft and kind. He leaned in, pulling me into another kiss. We’d kissed so much my lips ached.

      “I…” he stopped himself.

      My breath caught. It felt as if every cell in my body shifted, reoriented so that I was in tune with Leo’s needs and moods.

      I love you.

      He left the rest of it unspoken, but I knew in my soul that’s what he was about to say.

      I love you.

      I barely knew him, didn’t I? This wasn’t possible. Was it? I stood there, staring into the deep pools of his ocean-blue eyes. I wanted to say it too.

      He was still shirtless. I put a flat hand over his heart. Something came over me and I moved forward, pressing my ear to him. His heartbeat strong and steady along with my own.

      The Dragonsteel dagger was still in his back pocket. I reached for it, letting the light catch the blade. I’d felt the thing go in him. The sound of it might haunt me forever.

      Leo had the red diamond in his hand. I tossed the dagger on the coffee table.

      “I’ll be damned,” I said, taking the stone from him.

      My head swam. Information and emotional overload. The Kingsblood Diamond. It was real. My grandfather was right. A wave of grief rose and slammed into my chest. Leo felt it along with me. He caught me by the elbow.

      I sank into the nearest chair. “He was right,” I whispered. “All this time. He was right. He knew what Mrs. Davies had. I told myself I believed him. I mean...even if this was just a red diamond, it’s one of the rarest in the world. But now…”

      “Now,” Leo said. “Everything’s changed.”

      I looked up at him. His expression turned serious, almost grave.

      “If you’re holding this,” I said. “If you’re wearing it, you can’t be killed. Not even with Dragonsteel,” I said. “Nothing? Not fire. Not by drowning...nothing?”

      Leo raised a brow. “Well, I’m not sure I’m willing to be the guinea pig for the rest of that, but I think so. I felt its magic when you stabbed me.”

      I winced. The thought of ever doing anything that would hurt this man turned me inside out.

      “Don’t ever ask me to do that again,” I said. It was my turn to be grave and serious. “I mean it, Leo. Never again.”

      “No,” he smiled. “I think we know enough.”

      “He knew,” I said. “Alonzo. I think he knew exactly what this stone could do.”

      Leo shook his head. “I’m not so sure. Your grandfather was probably the closest thing to an expert on it. He’s the one who figured out what it was when he saw it.”

      “So there’s maybe a chance whoever sent him doesn’t yet know it’s really the Kingsblood,” I said.

      He rubbed a thumb across his palm. I had the sense he was keeping something from me.

      Fated mates.

      Leo’s words echoed through me. If I chose to let him mark me, our bond would grow stronger. I’d be able to read his mind. At that moment, I wished for it.

      “Leo, what aren’t you telling me?”

      As soon as I said it, I felt sure I already knew.

      “Wolfguard,” I said. “They want the stone.”

      His eyes went instantly wide. He recovered just as quickly. “Meg, you can’t sell it now. You know that.”

      I did know it. But, even as I admitted it to myself, I felt the walls closing in. My former life was over. My grandfather was gone. The shop was gone. And now, without my commission from this sale, I had literally nothing to my name.

      Then there was my father. Whatever trouble he’d gotten himself into this time, I had no means to bail him out even if I wanted to.

      “Leo, there has to be some way…”

      “No,” he said. “There’s no way. If that thing got into the wrong hands… Meg, what do you know about my boss, Payne Fallon?”

      “What? Um...nothing, really.”

      “For a generation, an evil man, a wolf shifter, controlled all the other wolf shifters in Kentucky. Payne was forced to work for him. That type of shifter is called a Tyrannous Alpha. It’s the darkest of magic. Mind control. Totalitarianism. The man basically forced every Kentucky wolf shifter into slavery for him. They couldn’t mate without his say so. They couldn’t even shift without his say-so. Some of them were forced to kill for him.”

      “My God,” I said. “I had no idea. And this went on right under everyone’s...I mean...uh...human noses?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Not all. Some worked with the resistance to overthrow him. And back in Moscow, the shifter who took over the Russian packs from my family, he was headed down that same path.”

      “But your father won. He took back his power.”

      “He did,” Leo said. “Not without a price. My point is, if the Kentucky Alpha or my father’s enemy had gotten ahold of this thing, they would have been unstoppable.” He held the diamond up, his face filled with disdain.

      I reached for him. Calm settled over him and he carefully laid the stone on the table beside him.

      “It’s incredible, the power I felt,” he said. “I could have easily been intoxicated by it.”

      “You’re a good man,” I said. “You’re not like the man your father overthrew or this Kentucky Alpha.”

      “There are plenty of others out there that have the potential to be like them, though,” he said. “We can’t let that happen. I can’t let you sell that thing. We have to hide it. Guard it. We have to do something. And I know what that means for you.”

      I leaned back in my chair. Gone. All gone. Like the green vapor that permeated my shop, my old life had just vanished in a puff of smoke.

      “Meg...I’m sorry,” he said. “I wish there was something I could do. I know how hard this is for you. Everything you’ve been through.”

      The thing was, he did. I knew he was starting to feel my pain as much as I did his. It was intense. Even now, I felt something akin to an embrace from him even though he wasn’t touching me.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you something to eat? Or a glass of wine?”

      “No,” I said. “But I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to try to get some sleep. I’ll have a fresher brain in the morning.”

      I rose. Leo’s gaze followed me up. He stayed seated at the coffee table, the red diamond sparkling beside him.

      “You’ll take care of that?” I asked.

      Leo looked down. “I’ll get it back in the safe.”

      I paused at the bottom of the stairs. Before I did anything else, I wanted to take a shower. Since we came to the safehouse, we’d taken separate bedrooms. Now, that seemed pointless. The thought of having Leo’s protective arms wrapped around me all night appealed to me on a cellular level.

      “Will you come to bed?” I asked.

      His eyes glinted in the darkness. “Later,” he said. “I still have to check in with Milo, my cousin. We’ll have some decisions to make come morning.”

      Again, I had that sensation that he was holding something back. It was probably nothing. The weight of the truth about the Kingsblood Diamond was heavy enough.

      An invincible shifter. It was like a weapon of mass destruction if it ever fell into the wrong hands.

      Who had created such a thing? I knew that was part of the questioning he had left for his associates at Wolfguard.

      “I’ll check in on you,” he said.

      “Aren’t you exhausted yourself?”

      A slow smile spread across his face. Those brilliant eyes of his flashed with mischief and it sent heat rocketing through me.

      I wanted him again. The force of it nearly took my breath away. But, I wanted the quiet as well. I had a lot to process.

      My choice. Leo would never mark me unless it was what I wanted. It was forever.

      I kissed his cheek and went up to the bathroom. I heard him moving around downstairs. I realized he was waiting for me. Whatever he had to say to Milo, he didn’t want me to hear.

      I closed the bathroom door and turned on the shower. I slipped out of my clothes and into the warm water. It felt like heaven.

      I could still feel Leo’s hands on my body, his kisses on my lips. Then, further down, there was a constant pulse of desire between my legs.

      The Rise.

      I was a shifter’s mate. I’d only met one woman who was. Her name was Lenore and she’d come into the shop looking for Dragonsteel years ago. At the time, we had none.

      Lenore was mated to a bear shifter named Donal. They had a son together. Donal accompanied her and he’d been this huge, looming presence, watching her every move. I remember wondering what it would be like to love someone like that. My mother had been in the wind since I was little. She wanted nothing to do with my dad. And I’d never known my grandmother as she died before I was born.

      Love.

      Did I love Leo?

      I ran my hand over my breasts, letting the water sluice away the soap.

      Leo’s hands were big and strong like every other part of him. My body belonged to his. I knew it in my bone marrow. We fit. Every part of the sex we’d just had felt instinctual. I’d never trusted a man enough to submit completely like I had with Leo in the woods tonight.

      And I knew I would do so much more for him. I could sense his desire flooding through me. I knew what he wanted.

      I imagined what it would feel like to let him tie me up. A shudder of pleasure went through me at the thought of it.

      I trusted him. That was the thing. I knew in my heart he wanted to protect me. It felt so real. Could I let myself give in to it even though we’d only just met?

      I wondered what my grandfather would say. He would have liked Leo. I knew that. He was fascinated by shifters and most of what I knew about them before Leo came into my life Grandpa taught me.

      Fiercely loyal. Superhuman strength and speed. Driven by the need to mate.

      I put my hand over the base of my neck. I craved his bite with such intensity I could barely think straight. And that was the thing. I needed to think straight. My world turned upside down and every decision I made going forward mattered so much.

      Leo was loyal to Wolfguard. But would they have my interests in mind as well? I doubted it.

      I turned the knob and cut off the water flow. I toweled off and slipped on the robe Leo brought for me.

      He wasn’t downstairs anymore. I looked out my bedroom window and saw his shadow moving in the corner of the yard. He was still on the phone.

      I climbed into bed, intending to wait for him. Sleep came quickly. I was exhausted. Spent. Sated.
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      Leo never came. Instead, a light breeze kissed my cheek and sunlight stabbed through the window.

      I sat bolt upright. Disoriented, I reached for my phone. It was past nine in the morning. I never slept that late.

      “Leo?” I called out. I felt his steady presence through the beat of my own heart.

      He appeared in the doorway, freshly showered and shaved. He was wearing what I called his Wolfguard uniform. All business with a black suit and tie over a crisp white shirt.

      I pulled up the sheet, feeling suddenly modest. Leo raked his eyes over me and my body responded. I was already wet for him. I squeezed my legs together. There was something else on Leo’s mind as well. I read it in his intense gaze.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He came to me. He sat on the edge of the bed. With just the thin sheet separating us, it was hard to concentrate.

      “There’s something I have to tell you and it might be hard to hear. I’ve been in communication with Milo and Payne. We’re trying to contain the situation and I wanted to have better, more concrete news to share before I told you.”

      “What?” My heart raced. The room started to spin.

      Leo put a calming hand on my knee. “Meg, it’s your father. We’ve had contact with him.”

      “What? My dad?”

      Leo pulled out his phone. He swiped open to his photo album.

      “You were right about his interview with the reporter the other day. We think he was trying to send you a message.”

      “No,” I said. “He’s in trouble, I know it.”

      “Yes,” Leo said. “They’ve left you a ransom note. It was left in the shop sometime late yesterday. I’ve got people on it trying to trace where it came from.”

      “Let me guess, they want the stone in exchange for my dad,” I said.

      Leo nodded. Then, he turned the phone so I could see what picture he pulled up.

      When I did, my heart dropped straight through the floor. It was my father. Blood ran down the side of his face. His left eye was nearly swollen shut. I couldn’t see who else was in the frame, but they were holding a knife to his throat.
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      Meg was strangely calm. She pressed her thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her nose.

      “What are they asking for this time?” she said. “How much?”

      “This time?”

      Her eyes had gone instantly bloodshot. Underneath her calm facade, I could feel her pulse quicken.

      “How much does he owe?” she asked.

      “Meg,” I started. I’d spent the better part of the night on the phone with Payne and then Milo. “This isn’t loan sharks or whoever else he usually gets tangled up with.”

      “Of course it is,” she said, rising from the bed. She wore only a t-shirt and panties. The sight of her stirred my wolf. I cleared my throat and tried to focus on the crisis at hand.

      “No, baby, it’s not. Not this time. I’m not saying he’s not in his usual trouble at the same time, but the people who took him know about the Kingsblood Diamond.”

      She buried her face in her hands. “He told them,” she said. “He wasn’t even supposed to know about it. My grandfather swore to me he was keeping it under wraps.”

      “But we already knew your dad was in on it. That story that ran in the news. You know it had to be your dad who gave them that picture of the diamond.”

      “I know, I know,” she said. “I just...I can’t believe he’d do this.”

      She said the words, but I knew they weren’t true for her. She knew exactly what her father was capable of. I hated that she’d only just now come into my life. I wished I could reach back in time and stand beside her as she fought some of her toughest battles.

      I would never let anyone take advantage of her again. I would never let anyone hurt her. I would have her back for as long as we both lived.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said.

      There were tears in her eyes now and it tore my guts apart.

      “It’s not though,” she said. “No matter what...even if I figure out a way to get him out of this mess, there will be another. And without the proceeds from the sale of that cursed diamond, I don’t have two pennies to rub together.”

      “Meg,” I said. “You aren’t going to face this one alone. You will never face anything like this alone again. I swear to you. No matter what you decide or how our future unfolds, I’ll protect you.”

      She came to me. She slid her hands up my chest. A shiver of pleasure went through me. It was ludicrous. I’d just told her her father’s life was in danger. I had yet to tell her what Wolfguard planned to do about it. The timing couldn’t be worse, but I wanted her so badly.

      “I know,” she said, smiling. Of course she knew.

      I kissed her.

      “Meg,” I said. “I meant what I said. You don’t have to face this alone. I’ve been in communication with my firm most of the night. We think we know where they’re holding your father. We’re developing an extraction plan.”

      She took a step back. “Extraction plan?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?”

      This was the part I hated. My need to protect her also included wanting to keep her from the hard parts of this.

      No sooner had I said it before my phone rang on the dresser. I shot her a look and went to pick it up. She saw the caller ID before I could get to it. It was Milo.

      “Leo, if that’s about my dad and this plan, I want to hear it.”

      “Meg…”

      “No, I need to know. I love that you want to protect me, but I’ve been taking care of myself for twenty-four years before you walked into my life. This is my family we’re talking about. What’s left of it anyway.”

      I wanted to tell her I was her family. As my fated mate...regardless of if I ever marked her, the Kalenkovs would honor the oaths I’d made her.

      She was right though. Meg was no damsel in distress and it was one of the things I loved most about her. Though it went against my better judgment, I clicked the speaker button and answered the call.

      “You’re on speaker,” I told Milo. “Meg’s here.”

      “Good,” he said. “I was going to suggest it. I’ve just spoken with Payne. There’s a house just outside of Ann Arbor. We tracked Emerson Junior there. He was nabbed in a bar yesterday afternoon on State Street. One of the patrons there saw the whole thing happen. A jag shifter from Arizona. Anyway, he got word to us through the grapevine. We’ve checked and confirmed everything. We got eyes on Junior about an hour ago as they were moving him.”

      Meg narrowed her eyes. She shrugged her shoulders and mouthed the words, “How in the hell?”

      “Drone,” I said.

      “Yes,” Milo answered.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked. “Simple door kicker?”

      “Pretty much,” he said. “We’re still doing some recon, but we’re not getting the sense of any high-level magic users on the premises.”

      “Got it,” I said. “Where do you want me?”

      Milo paused. Just that one beat and I knew I was going to hate the rest of what he said.

      “They’ve asked for Meg to make the drop.”

      “The drop?” she said.

      “It’s a decoy,” Milo said. “Payne had one of the specialists working all night. I’ll send you a pic after we get off. Meg brings the fake diamond to the drop. We have eyes on her the whole time. Then, we follow and swoop in and get her dad out of this. Shouldn’t take more than half an hour.”

      “No!” I boomed. “No way. Meg doesn’t go anywhere near this.”

      “Leo.” Meg and Milo spoke in unison.

      “Leo,” Milo started again. “We need to flush at least one of these dipshits out in the open. She’ll never be in any danger. We just need to tag the guy who shows up. Then we follow him back and get Emerson. This is easy, Leo. We’ve done it dozens of times.”

      It wasn’t the same. It was so damn easy for Milo to say. I didn’t want to throw it in his face, but Meg was mine! She wasn’t some operative.

      “Look,” Milo said. “I knew you’d want in on this. I told Payne you’d never abide sitting on the sidelines, even though that’s what he wants.”

      “You’re damn right!” I shouted.

      Meg had a hand on my arm. Her touch calmed me enough to keep my wolf in check.

      “Leo,” she said. “We’re a team. You and I. You said as much and I agree with you. I trust you. I know you won’t let anything bad happen to me. I want to do this. I need to do this. I can’t stand sitting back and letting things happen outside my control anymore. It’s going to be okay.”

      “It really is,” Milo agreed. “We’ve got this, Leo. You know you can trust me.”

      I started pacing. I wanted to punch a hole through every wall in this house. Meg had picked up my phone. She wore a wry smile as she talked softly to Milo.

      “It’ll be nice to finally get to meet you in person,” she said.

      “Likewise.” I could tell Milo was almost laughing as he answered. A protective growl ripped through me.

      “I’ve got this,” she said.

      “You sure you can handle him?” Milo asked.

      I curled my fist. Meg made a downward gesture than put a finger to her lips.

      “I know just want to do,” she said. She shot me a wink that melted my heart. Then, she said goodbye to Milo.

      “Come here,” she said.

      Heat raced through me. I went to her.
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      Two hours later, I pulled into the parking garage kitty-corner to the drop off point. Milo had sent me a text message just a few minutes before to tell me he was on his way. I expected Payne to call in next. Milo hadn’t given me the names of the other Wolfguard agents assigned to the job.

      There should be five of us, total. I’d stay closest to Meg. The others would take the four corners surrounding the outdoor cafe she was instructed to go to.

      “Simple,” I muttered. “Nothing feels simple about this.”

      Meg sat in the passenger seat. It amazed me how calm she stayed.

      “Leo, this isn’t the first time I’ve done something like this. I told you, my father has lived a colorful life.”

      “What, you’ve had to ransom his ass before?”

      “Not exactly ransom,” she said. “My grandfather and I have been wiring him money and whatever get-out-of-jail-free cards he’s needed over the years. I’ll admit, this caper is a little more...er...caper-ish than his usual. But, I know the drill.”

      “This is the last time,” I said, my voice going dark.

      “I know,” she said. “With Grandpa gone...and now the business too...it has to be. It’ll take some time for my dad to realize that. No doubt he thinks Grandpa was hiding millions somewhere or that there’s a huge life insurance payout.”

      “There’s not?” I asked. “Insurance, I mean.”

      Meg shook her head. “Nope. He had term life that he cashed out about four years ago. To get my dad out of his last pickle. I was furious about it.”

      Once again, that protective fury came over me. I wanted to ask why we were even here. This man had done nothing but steal from Meg and her grandfather her whole life. No wonder her mother hadn’t wanted to stick around.

      I got out of the car and went to the ledge, overlooking the street two stories down. I saw the bistro with its round tables with red umbrellas. But, there was still no word from Milo. I didn’t see anyone else from Wolfguard.

      I pulled my phone out of my jacket pocket as Meg exited the car and came beside me.

      “Milo should be here by now,” I said. I punched in his number. The phone went straight to voicemail.

      “The hell?”

      “Do you think whoever these people are, they’ve gotten wise to your plan?” Meg asked.

      “No,” I said. “Milo would have told me.”

      I turned to Meg and put a reassuring arm around her shoulders. “It’s going to be okay. These people aren’t interested in really hurting your dad. Not permanently anyway. They just want the diamond they think they’re getting.”

      “I know,” she said. “And I know how important it is that this thing goes well today. You don’t think I haven’t figured out Wolfguard’s real interest in it, do you?”

      I reared back.

      “Come on, Leo. Why in the world would your colleagues care at all about my father? He’s a two-bit, human conman. He brings nothing of value to them except for who he might be connected to. This is a win-win for everyone. I get to help my dad...again. Your people get a lead on who boobytrapped Alonzo Fry.”

      She amazed me. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “I know Grandpa was the one who hired you, but you don’t think I didn’t do my own research into Wolfguard, do you?”

      “Oh, really?” I said, tweaking her nose. “Payne Fallon doesn’t just make his money babysitting precious gemstones and bodyguarding. I do know a little about what went on in Kentucky. We got a lot of inquiries about dark magic items during that time. They were all coming from Kentucky. I started asking around.”

      “You’re full of surprises,” I said. I held her in my arms. “What other secrets do you have hidden in that wonderful brain of yours?”

      “I don’t claim to know what Payne and his friends went through down south. But if he’s the man you say he is, someone you trust with your life, well, then I know he’s someone special. And I’d wager he’d want to keep his ear to the ground about any new rumblings of a Tyrannous Alpha. Am I right? Better to nip that kind of power in the bud than let it grow.”

      I smoothed a hair away from her face. “Is that why you agreed to get yourself in the middle of this?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m here to bail my deadbeat dad out one more time. The rest is just a bonus.”

      My phone buzzed just as I was about to lean in for a kiss. It was Milo. He texted a single word that sent ice through my veins.

      “Abort!”

      I froze.

      “Leo?”

      I scanned the street. It was a sunny Saturday. Foot traffic was light. I only saw two couples seated at the red umbrella tables. I heard tires screech behind me.

      “Meg,” I said, my voice mostly a growl. “Get in the car! Lay on the floor!”

      “What?” she asked. Her jaw dropped. She too stood frozen. Then she felt the adrenaline rushing through me.

      I pushed her toward the open car door.

      Stupid, I thought. So stupid. I should have brought the Kingsblood. We thought it was too risky.

      A black SUV pulled up. I took a ready stance, letting my fangs drop. Meg was a few yards from the car. I dove in front of her.

      They came from everywhere. Another van rocketed around the corner. The side door slid open and I saw the outline of an assault rifle.

      I threw myself forward, shifting in midair. My paws hit the concrete as Meg screamed. She kept scrambling for the car door.

      I heard the rat-a-tat-tat of machine gun fire. Black hail rained down.

      Meg was still moving. I rounded on the source of the shooting.

      I didn’t feel anything. Bullets bounced off me. Then, one struck home.

      My front leg burned. Blood ran down, making my paws bright red. Then, the fire came.

      Dragonsteel. God. My vision went cloudy. Meg screamed my name.

      I felt as though my brain separated from my body at that moment. I could see my wolf, staggering sideways.

      The first SUV pulled up and screeched to a halt sideways. Two men came out and ran toward Meg.

      She fought. I bled.

      Then, a second bullet caught me in the left flank. Fire exploded behind my eyes. The last thing I saw was Meg kicking and screaming as they threw her in the back of the SUV and sped away.
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      It all happened so fast. One second, I was running toward Leo’s car. I felt the alarm race through his blood. His wolf tore out of him. The bullet felt like fire as it hit his front leg. For a moment, I thought I was the one who had been hit.

      The next second, I was facedown in the back of the van. A knee pinned me down, digging into the center of my back.

      I tried to scream. I could barely even breathe. My stomach lurched as the van spend up and took each corner at nearly top speed.

      He was so strong. A shifter. Something had changed in me since I’d been with Leo. I knew another shifter when I got close to him. But this one had a fetid stench that made every part of me recoil.

      I don’t know how long we drove. Five minutes? An hour? Adrenaline pumped through me. I tried to reach out to Leo. With each mile, my sense of him faded.

      I should have let him mark me.

      The thought burst into my brain. It was true. My bond with Leo would have intensified a hundredfold if I bore his mark on my neck. No sooner had I thought that than the foul-smelling shifter with his knee in my back grabbed a fistful of my hair and yanked it to the side.

      “Stop!” I cried.

      “She’s clean,” he shouted to the driver.

      Someone in the front seat got on a walkie. I could hear it squawk as he reported back to someone else.

      “We’ve got the Crossley woman,” he said. “She hasn’t been marked.”

      Rage thundered through me. I felt like chattel. Violated. They were talking about me like I was some thing.

      I couldn’t make out the response the man got on his radio. Were they happy I hadn’t been marked?

      A new dread crept through me. If Leo had claimed me as his mate, would they use that against him somehow? Or worse yet, would one of them try to mark me now against my will to use me in some other way?

      I felt nauseous. I struggled against the man pinning me down. He might as well have been made of marble. He held me firm. The car made a wide circle.

      Then, it was over. We screeched to a halt. It was dark as night. A garage, or maybe an underground tunnel.

      My captor hauled me to my feet, keeping a tight grip on my arm. Another man came behind him. They were all dressed in black from head to toe and wearing black ski masks. I could only see their cold, glinting shifter eyes.

      Two of them were wolves. I knew that instinctively. The one holding my arms back, the stinky one, I couldn’t get a broader sense of him, but I knew in my gut he was no wolf.

      Someone secured my wrists with zip ties then I was pushed forward. It was dark inside, but it felt big, cavernous. As my eyes adjusted to the light, it looked like a warehouse.

      They took me to a single door. I didn’t beg for my life. I didn’t ask them to let me go. I stayed silent, refusing to give them any kind of reaction from me.

      “Take her into the office,” one of the wolves said.

      It was a small, dank office with one empty desk in the corner and a few mismatched chairs. They forced me into one and tied me to it. I tried not to struggle, realizing if I tipped over, I’d be stuck there.

      Then, all three of them left. An overhead fluorescent light flickered. It was quiet. Musty. Where the hell was I? I didn’t have time to contemplate it further when an inner door opened. My breath caught as my father walked in.

      He wasn’t wounded or dirty or even sweating with fear. No. He was confident, clean-shaven, wearing his best suit. He smiled when he saw me and my heart shredded.

      “You son of a bitch,” I whispered. “This whole thing was you?”

      He came to me and put a kiss on my cheek. I did the only thing I could. I tried to spit at him. My father pulled away. He kept that infuriating smile on his face and sat on the edge of the desk.

      “You’re okay? They didn’t hurt you?”

      “What? Did they hurt me? Look at me! I was just thrown into a van and manhandled. This is called kidnapping. They shot my...friend.”

      My father nodded. “Your friend heals quickly. I doubt he’s even suffering from a scratch at the moment.”

      “What the hell is going on? What is this?”

      My father looked over his shoulder. For the first time, I saw a bit of fear in his eyes.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “I’ve got it all arranged.”

      “What are you talking about?” I grew lightheaded. The circulation in my hands was pretty much gone.

      “Meg, you didn’t think we could actually acquire something like the Kingsblood without attracting attention. I tried to tell my father how to handle it. He wouldn’t listen. He was too trusting. This thing, it’s powerful. Or at least, the shifters I work with think it is.”

      My head spun. He was saying my grandfather had told him his suspicions about his lead on the diamond long ago? He had sworn the opposite was true to me.

      “The shifters you work with,” I said. “You sure about that? Let me guess: it’s more of the shifters you owe money to. Did you tell them you’d bring that stone to them? In exchange for what? And...you didn’t think having them kidnap your daughter was crossing a line? You’re mentally ill, Dad.”

      He looked over his shoulder then back at me. “Don’t be so dramatic. You’re not hurt.”

      “I’m tied to a damn chair!” I yelled.

      “They don’t know you like I do. They're just cautious. I’ll talk to them.”

      “What do you want from me?” I said.

      “Look,” he said his eyes going dark. “Don’t sit there and pretend you weren’t trying to cut me out of this sale. You think I’m the greedy one. Crossley Antiquities is my family business. It’s my birthright.”

      “I’m your daughter.” I couldn’t believe I needed to remind him.

      “You and my father have been trying to screw me over for years, Meg. I know all about the power of attorney he signed. I know you were working on trying to get him to change the terms of his trust. I’ve put more time into that business than you have. You have no idea the kind of sacrifices I’ve made for my father and my uncles over the years. You just know the fairytales my dad told you.”

      He was out of his mind. I was in some kind of bizarro world.

      “The sale of that diamond...Grandpa wanted to use the money to bail both you and the business out. Now, it’s gone. All of it. You’ve seen what happened to the shop. Did your new friends do that?”

      The moment I asked the question, I knew it was true. The air felt chalky in my lungs.

      Oh, God.

      “Alonzo,” I said. Of course my father would have known I’d call Alonzo Fry as soon as I acquired the diamond.

      “That creep had been trying to rip off the family for a long time,” he said. “He succeeded at it more than once. And that wasn’t my call, anyway.”

      “Did he know?” I asked. I tasted bile in my mouth. I couldn’t get the image of Alonzo’s contorted face out of my mind, the agony I read in it as he lay dying on the floor of the vault.

      My father didn’t answer. And that told me enough.

      “What did you have over him?” I asked.

      “That wasn’t my business,” he said. “I just told my associates Fry was someone they might want to talk to.”

      “I was in the shop, Dad. I was standing a few feet from him. If I hadn’t gotten out in time, I’d be dead right now too. And you endorsed it. You facilitated it.”

      “You had your bodyguard,” my father said. “Did you think I’d do anything to put you in harm’s way like that? Your man from Wolfguard was there. I knew you’d never be in danger for long.”

      I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to scratch his eyes out. Instead, I couldn’t. I was strapped to that stupid chair and it wouldn’t have done me any good anyway. My father had no soul. I’d suspected it all my life, but as I sat across from him, looked into his eyes and heard him give me his ridiculous justifications for what he’d done, I knew once and for all it was true.

      For the first time since I found him lifeless in his bed, I was glad my grandfather wasn’t alive right now to know any of this. Then, a new revelation unfurled inside me like some black-winged demon.

      “Grandpa,” I said. “Did you...that was you too, wasn’t it? My God. He’s your father.”

      I struggled against the bindings, rage blasting through me.

      “Calm down,” he said. “My father was old and he had a bad heart. Stop trying to blame everything on me. You’re being short-sighted. Everything that’s happened will benefit you just as much as it will me. You were going to sell that diamond anyway. What difference does it make to you?”

      I froze. I caught myself just before I yelled at him. It occurred to me that other than Leo, I might have been the only other person on the planet who knew how powerful that diamond really was. I’d seen it in action; my father hadn’t.

      “None of this makes any sense,” I said.

      “It makes perfect sense. I knew you weren’t going to listen to anything I had to say. And you have yet to deny you were trying to get Grandpa to change his trust to cut me out.”

      “He wasn’t going to cut you out. He was trying to figure out a way to save you from yourself so you’d have some financial security for the rest of your life,” I said.

      “What, a spendthrift clause? Yeah. He told me all that. And I know you were pushing it. It was all your idea. I know you were the one who took him to see that new lawyer. Well, I’m not having it. I’m not having my own spoiled kid trying to control my life.”

      “Spoiled kid,” I said. Again, the urge to argue with him came and went. My father was a sociopath, a narcissist. No matter what I said he’d spin it into some attack against him. I just needed to bide my time and keep from saying too much about the Kingsblood. And if I were lucky and smart enough, I’d figure out a way to get the hell out of here.

      “Meg, listen,” he said. “You were going about it the wrong way. I should have been involved at every stage. I knew you were trying to cut me out when Dad wouldn’t tell me who the seller was. If he had just let me deal with them directly, none of this would have been necessary. You two were going to auction off that diamond to the highest bidder, weren’t you?”

      I let out a sigh. “It’s kind of what we do, Dad.” God. Grandpa had never told my father about Dorothea Davies. He’d kept that secret for over twenty years. I wondered now if that had saved her life.

      “Not for this. This thing is special. Our buyer needs to be someone who knows what it’s really worth.”

      “And who might that be?”

      “The Ring, sugar,” he said. My father looped his fingers behind his head and gave me a smug smile.

      “The Ring?” I asked. I’d heard the term used before. My grandfather had said it a few times in hushed whispers. I never knew exactly who or what they were. Some kind of deep black market dealing in magical items. I also knew my grandfather tried to steer clear of them.

      “The Ring is offering more money than I can even count,” he said. “And I can count a lot.”

      “So why all this nonsense?” I said. “If they had the means to make an offer or outbid everyone else, they could have worked through a third party. I never would have known who or what they were.”

      I was bluffing. I prided myself on knowing exactly who I was selling to.

      “No way in hell I was letting you be in charge of this one, Meg. And I’m done talking about it.”

      “What do they want with this thing?” I asked. “What’s so special about it? It’s a rare red diamond, yes, but…”

      “Not our business,” he said.

      “Yes, it is! You know that. Grandpa was careful about what passed through our hands. If this Ring was willing to use dark magic through Alonzo to get the thing, then they weren’t willing to pay for it. They were trying to steal it. How exactly does that serve your latest get-rich-quick scheme?”

      My dad didn’t answer, but his squinting eyes told me volumes. So, it wasn’t just money they promised my father. It was some kind of power, some darker angle I couldn’t yet see. It sent a chill through me.

      “I don’t have it,” I said. “So this whole exercise has been basically pointless, Dad. The diamond’s with Wolfguard. You already know that. If you really wanted to steal it out from under me, you should have planned better. Your timing was lousy.”

      He was still smiling. “If you’d have just let me in, neither of you would have had to be involved.”

      “So you used your only family to flush it out. That’s great, Dad. You’re still going to come up short, though. I don’t care who you’re working with. They’re not going to fare well trying to come up against Wolfguard.”

      My father leaned forward. He stood and came around behind me. I strained against the bindings as he yanked my hair away from my neck like the shifter had in the van.

      “I don’t have to come up against Wolfguard,” he said. “At least, not all of them. I only need to deal with one.”

      He pinched my neck then let my hair fall. This time, I really did think I might be sick. He knew. Somehow, my father knew what Leo was to me. And now, his final betrayal became clear. He’d offered me up to the Ring to lure Leo in with the stone.
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      If it were anyone else I would have killed them. As it was, I strained so hard against Milo’s grip I’m pretty sure I broke the bones in his hand.

      They would heal.

      “Lay still, you idiot,” Val shouted. My uncle held a knife to my leg while my cousin Erik sat on the other one and my cousin Edward sat on my chest. Milo had my arms pinned above my head.

      The Dragonsteel bullet had penetrated the meat of my calf, shredding the muscle. Left in place, it would never heal.

      I knew all that. The logical side of my brain knew Val was only trying to save my leg. But, I had no room for logic. There was only primal fear.

      Meg.

      I had held the echo of her heartbeat inside of me for days. Now, it was drowned out by the sound of that van door slamming and speeding away.

      “Will you hold still!” Val said through gritted teeth. “You want to be of help to your woman, let me get this damn thing out. What good will you be to her if you can’t run, Leo?”

      I let out a thunderous roar. Erik, Edward and Milo tightened their grip on the various points of my body.

      I could barely see straight in the harsh kitchen light. My wolf eyes glowed. I gave Val a terse nod and took a sharp inhale.

      “1, 2…”

      Before three, he plunged the blade into my calf. I arched my back and let out a yell that shook the windows. White heat zinged through me, choking me. Then, it was over. Blood flowed out of the wound, and I was left with throbbing pain, but the heat was gone. The bullet was out.

      Val tossed into a glass bowl on the table next to me. He gave a quick nod to the others and one by one they let me go.

      I sat up, thinking I’d tear straight out of there. When I got upright, a wave of nausea came over me. Val was ready for it. He had a bucket next to the table and shoved it under my chin two seconds before I would have puked all over the floor.

      “Better now?” Val asked.

      I nodded. Milo handed me a glass of water. It was then, as the room stopped spinning, I became aware of a fifth person in the room.

      Payne stepped forward, his arms crossed, his own wolf eyes glinting.

      “Where is she?” I said. “You’ve got someone tracking her?”

      “Leo,” he started. “Before we…”

      I threw my legs to the side of the table. I put my weight on my good leg and stood. I waited a few seconds then tested my bad one. It hurt like hell for a beat, but I could already feel the wound starting to heal. I’d be back to normal in an hour or two.

      Only I refused to wait that long.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked. “That was an ambush.”

      Rage overtook me. Milo stood leaning against the kitchen counter. I lunged at him.

      “Where the hell were you?”

      He shoved me backward. Erik and Edward, the twins, grabbed me by the shoulders. Val stepped in between us.

      “Save it for later!” Payne roared. “I don’t care if you all tear each other apart, but do it on your time, not mine.”

      “What. Happened?” I said through clenched teeth.

      “It was a setup,” Milo answered. Sweat poured from his brow. “Someone hacked into our texts. They knew exactly where you and Meg were. They jumped Erik and Edward on the other end of the block.”

      I looked at Payne.

      “They weren’t after that diamond,” he said. “Or at least, they knew we had no intention of bringing it to the drop. So, they took collateral instead.”

      “Collateral,” I said. “You mean Meg.”

      “That’s the working theory,” he said. “I’m sorry, man. We’re doing everything we can to figure out where they took her.”

      “I’m going back there,” I said. “I can track her.”

      “Leo, listen,” Payne said. “We don’t know who we’re dealing with. What we do know is disturbing. These people were sophisticated enough to get access to your and Milo’s phones. They lured you and Meg out in the open and we fell for it. And they came with Dragonsteel. We don’t win this one on bloodlust alone. We need a plan.”

      “I’m the plan!” I shouted. “They can’t hurt me. They can’t stop me. I’m going out there and I’m bringing Meg home. She’s mine, Payne. You understand what I’m saying? Val?”

      They did. Of the men in this room, Val and Payne had mates of their own. They understood the pull. They knew there would be no talking me out of going after her no matter what it cost.

      “This?” Val said. He picked up the flattened Dragonstone bullet and waved it in front of my face. “This is the tip of the iceberg. You go charging after her alone or without a solid extraction plan, you’ll be riddled with these and dead on the ground.”

      For the first time since I came to on the table, I tried to figure out just where the hell we were. It wasn’t the safehouse where I took Meg. This was a different one.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I know how to protect myself from whatever they bring.”

      “Sit down,” Val said. “You need to hear us out.”

      “To hell with that!” I shouted. “She’s out there right now. Alone. Unprotected. She could be…”

      I couldn’t bring myself to say it. My wolf tore at me. In another second, I’d need to shift.

      “I’m going back to the safehouse in Detroit. I need to get something. If one or all of you want to come with me, that’s fine. But, I’m not waiting around for whatever bullshit you have to say.”

      Payne walked out of the kitchen and into the living room. Then, he came back holding the wooden box containing the Kingsblood Diamond.

      “You were planning on going back for this?” he asked. He opened the box and took out the stone.

      “Yeah,” I said. “If I have that thing with me, they can shoot me with a thousand Dragonsteel bullets. I won’t feel a thing.”

      Milo knew what the diamond could do. So did Payne. Val, Erik and Edward hadn’t yet been brought in the loop. They looked confused as hell. I didn’t want to waste another second explaining. I grabbed the stone from Payne.

      One look from him, and the five of them formed a wall trying to block my path.

      “She’s. My. Mate,” I said.

      Payne stepped out of the line. He turned to the others. “Val,” he said. “Can you take your nephews out? I need to talk to Leo alone for a few minutes.”

      “Payne,” he said. “If this is about Wolfguard, I’m a full partner now. This is about family. I respect and love you like a brother, but you’re not a Kalenkov.”

      “I know,” he said. “And I have no intention of leaving anyone out of the loop. I’m not ordering you. I’m asking you. Please. I need a few minutes. That’s all.”

      “Enough,” I said. “We don’t have a few minutes for any of this bullshit. I’m taking this damn stone and I’m going out there and getting my girl back. You wanna fire me from Wolfguard for it, fine.”

      “Leo,” Val said. “I know what you’re feeling. Believe me. When Willow was the one in danger, I would have…”

      I erupted. I shoved Val backward for all I was worth. My cousins and Val acted as one. They pinned me back again.

      This time, there was nothing they could do to stop me. I had the stone in my hand.

      “Leo,” Payne said. “I know where Meg is. And I know who has her. If you’d just calm your shit for five minutes and let me talk to you, this whole thing could be a lot easier.”

      Val and the others let go. I gave Val a nod. He and the rest of the Kalenkovs stepped back and gave Payne and me the room. Once the front door shut, Payne turned to me.

      “Leo, I’ll make this quick. I think we’re dealing with a mole inside of Wolfguard.”

      Of all the things he could have said, I didn’t expect that. I opened my mouth to answer, then a different truth washed over me. He’d wanted to tell me this outside the presence of my family.

      “You think it’s one of them?” I asked.

      A new rage tore through me. Payne sensed it and put a hand up.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I hope to God not. But, these people and this diamond. They’ve been one step ahead of us the entire time. Someone knew you were staying at Meg’s shop. They knew that Fry character was going to get called in to look at the thing. And they knew our plan for the drop last night.”

      “Milo,” I said, my insides turning to acid. “Christ. You think it’s Milo.” Of the five of us, he’s the only one it could be. I’d been in communication primarily with him this entire operation.

      “We don’t know that,” Payne said. “But whoever it was knew we weren’t bringing the stone to the drop. And I think they knew Meg is your fated mate. Besides me and Milo, who else knows that? I haven’t brought Val into this. He runs the New York office now. He was never a part of this job. He’s only here today because you were involved. Erik and Edward have been on opposite ends of the country for the last year.”

      I tore a hand through my hair. “This is bullshit. We’re talking about Milo. He’s family. He might as well be my brother. I don’t care who these assholes are, Milo isn’t for sale.”

      “I don’t know that it’s money we need to worry about. Leo, the Ring. Now that they exposed themselves on Val’s last mission, I’ve been gathering intel.”

      “The Ring,” I said. “You’re sure they’re behind everything that’s gone wrong?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m still trying to follow the money from Alonzo Fry. And from what we learned on Val’s job last year. But, if they know the true value of that diamond, I think they’ll stop at nothing to get it. I think Meg was the target today all along. Once they figured out she wasn’t willing to and we weren’t going to let her ransom her dad with the Kingsblood, she was plan B. They’re expecting you to do exactly what you’re planning. Which is charge in there wolfed out and carrying the damn diamond.”

      I threw a fist into the nearest cabinet door, shattering the wood.

      “I don’t care!” I said. “They can have the blasted thing. Meg is the only thing that matters.”

      “Leo…”

      “No. You can’t stand there and tell me you wouldn’t be willing to do the same if this was Lena we were talking about.”

      Payne blanched. It only took an instant, but I knew with certainty I was right. So did he.

      “Fine,” he said. “But can you at least entertain the idea of some preparation first? I know what you’re feeling. I swear to God I do. I’ve been in your place. Not too long ago, someone tried to take Lena from me. I would and did fight for her and damn any other consequence. But, this diamond in the hands of the Ring? Leo, it’ll only get worse for all of us. If they decide to back a Tyrannous Alpha with it, this will be Kentucky all over again, but we’ll have no chance of ever ending it. We’ll all lose our mates eventually. We have to come up with a way to save Meg and keep this cursed rock out of their hands too. Because even if you...when you get her back, you won’t be able to protect her the next time they come for her. Think about that.”

      I hated this. For the briefest of moments, I hated Payne. Screw logic and righteousness, he was the most immediate barrier to me going after Meg.

      “They’ll kill her,” I said.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “That wouldn’t be my play. Remember, I spent a lot of years under the thumb of a Tyrannous. He was cunning. He played a long game. If they kill Meg, that’s a one-shot solution. If they can’t get you to bend, they can take her away from you in other ways. More effective ones.”

      I had the urge to grab the bucket again. An Alpha’s mark. He was talking about an Alpha’s mark. What better way to keep Meg from me and guarantee her cooperation then forcing a mark on her against her will? Bind her to another Alpha against me.

      I punched another cabinet. I tore a third one off its hinges. My wolf growled and my fangs dropped.

      Payne just stood there, out of my way as I raged. After a moment, I found some control again. I turned to Payne, chest heaving, nostrils flared.

      “You ready to listen now?” he asked. “I mean really listen? Because I have a plan that just might save you girl, the diamond, and help us figure out if Wolfguard is compromised.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Meg

      

      

      I fell asleep at some point. At least, I hoped that’s all it was. I didn’t think any of them had the chance to drug me. When I woke, my shoulders ached from being held back by the zip ties. My legs and buttocks burned from sitting on that cheap office chair for so long.

      My father pounded on the outer door. Sweat dripped from his brow. His white dress shirt had great, dark patches under each of his arms.

      “We’re done in here!” he shouted.

      “Done?” I asked. My voice was dry and ragged. There were no windows in the room. I had no idea how much time had passed.

      I tried to make my mind go still. Was he out there? Could Leo hear or sense me? I closed my eyes. My pulse beat strong and steady. It felt singular.

      If only, I thought. If Leo had marked me, I knew the bond between us couldn’t be broken no matter how far apart we were.

      My father jumped back as the door swung inward. Two of the masked shifters walked in. Both carried assault rifles and took a military stance on either side of the door.

      “That’s a lot of firepower to guard to lowly humans,” I said.

      My father shot me a look. Then, he turned to one of the guards. “Tell him I’m ready to finish this. I delivered my end.”

      “Your end,” I said. “You mean me?” I was still trying to wrap my head around it all. My father had sunk so far. Whatever soul he had was gone. He was willing to sell out his own daughter for what?

      “Don’t give me that look,” he said. “This might benefit you too someday.”

      “Might?” I asked. “The shop’s gone, Dad. Everything in it too, by now, probably. You splashed our business all over the internet. None of our regular clients will want to have anything to do with Crossley Antiquities again. You killed it. I hope it was worth it.”

      My father waved a dismissive hand. Another man came to the doorway. He too wore a mask. I couldn’t see his eyes. No, that wasn’t true. What I did see was the purest black. No whites. No color.

      I’d seen bear shifters that looked a little like that. Unlike wolves, their animal eyes went dark. This was different though. It was as if instead of actual eyes, the guy had two orbs of onyx peering out from behind the slit in his mask.

      It chilled me.

      He strode into the room, completely ignoring my father’s commands and complaints. He pulled a hunting knife from his belt. My heart slipped. He went behind me. With one quick flick, he sliced through the zip ties at my wrists and feet.

      Blood poured back into my hands, sending stabbing pain all up and down my arms. I doubled over and tried to rub feeling back into my fingers.

      “I’m waiting for an answer,” my father said. “Tell your boss he’s got what he came here for thanks to me.”

      What he came for. To my father, I was no more valuable than some antique trinket we bought and sold. Property. A bargaining chip.

      I hated him at that moment. I’d been disappointed in him my entire life. Now, white rage flooded through me along with my returning circulation. And I knew it was wasted on him. He didn’t care.

      “Grandpa did everything for you,” I said. “His entire life, he always put your needs first. You were all he had until I came along. Is that what pissed you off the most? You think he had a finite amount of love to give or something?”

      “Save it, Margaret,” he said. “I did my dad a favor.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      My father narrowed his eyes. The tiniest of smirks lifted the corner of his mouth, but that’s all he said.

      “Get up,” the man with the knife barked. He hooked a hand beneath my arm and jerked me out of the chair. “Time to move.”

      “About time,” my father said.

      My captor pulled me to the door. The two guards stayed still as statues. I was led out into a long, pure white hallway. There were more closed doors on either side of it.

      I turned, expecting my dad to follow close behind. Instead, my captor jerked his chin to the guards. They acted in unison, closing the path so my father couldn’t come out of the room.

      “Hey!” he shouted.

      My captor forced me forward. I craned my neck to see what was happening.

      My father kept yelling. One of the guards slammed the door shut. His shouts were muffled, but I could still hear him swearing up a blue streak.

      Part of it made me happy. Whatever deal my father thought he’d made with these shifters, it felt like they’d just changed the terms.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. He was at least a foot taller than me and solid as an oak tree. It almost seemed like the man had no human side at all. He was like a robot, programmed just to head straight forward and keep an iron grip on my arm.

      We turned the corner and went down another short hall. At the end was a service door. The window at its center showed the night sky with a full moon high above.

      Nighttime. They’d kept me here the entire day.

      Before I could ask any more questions, he shoved me forward, through the door. The cool air hit my skin. Just as I was about to turn back and demand answers, I heard a sound that cut through my heart.

      Deep in the warehouse, I heard my father shout. Then, I heard the unmistakable sound of automatic gunfire and my father’s cries went silent.

      I turned back, panic seizing my heart.

      The black-eyed shifter had a hold of my arm. I was still numb from the bindings. It happened so quickly. I tried to pull away from him. I felt fire go through my arm, just below my shoulder. Then, a warm river ran down. He’d slicked me with the knife.

      I staggered backward. There was something in the woods. I could smell it. Then, I saw it. Twin sets of red eyes glowed.

      Two giant black wolves stepped into view, their tails down, their fangs dripping. They growled in unison and fixed those evil, crimson eyes on me.

      Bloodlust.

      I’d read about it in some dusty old book. Their human halves were suppressed. I was staring into the faces of two completely feral, dangerously lethal beasts. And they could smell my blood.

      I stepped backward. My captor didn’t stop me. He looked toward the woods and cocked his head as if he were trying to figure out when the wind would change. I realized that’s exactly what he was doing.

      Then, he lifted a hand and held it high. It reminded me of a starter at a drag race. Cold horror bled through me. I wasn’t too far off.

      He brought his hand down hard. The wolves bit the air, then lowered their heads. They came forward slowly, stalking me. Any second and one or both of them would pounce.

      Fated mates.

      My mind went to a far-off place. It was as if I were trying to detach from what was happening right in front of me. From the same tome I’d read about bloodlust, I remembered studying some of the characteristics of fated mates.

      A shifter will know his mate’s location. He will know when she is frightened. When she is in danger. He will go to her. Fight. Protect. Die if he must.

      The wolves weren’t the only ones acting on primal instinct. My heart raced. I turned and sprinted toward the woods.

      He held them back. Even in my panicked state, I knew I could never hope to outrun two feral shifters. I couldn’t help it though. I was fueled by pure adrenaline.

      They were back there. One of them had broken into a run. I heard his sharp howl to the left of me. The other howled and I knew he had gone right. They were flanking me. Toying with me. Either of them could cover the ground between us in seconds.

      With each beat of my heart, I was sending out a beacon. I was helping them set the trap. And I was powerless to stop it.

      I reached a small stream and crossed it with a leap. In the shadowy distance, I could make out a clearing. These woods weren’t endless. I saw a high, barbed wire fence.

      Another howl rent the air. This one brought me to my knees. Beneath it, I recognized a single command.

      “Drop!”

      Leo’s heartbeat blasted through my consciousness. It joined my own. My foot twisted. I dropped to the ground, crouching low between two bushes.

      “Don’t. Move.”

      His voice came to me loud and clear though I know he only whispered. One of the red-eyed wolves was on me. I thought my spine might crack under the weight of his massive paw as he pinned me to the ground.

      Then, Leo was there. He hadn’t shifted. He stood just a few years ahead of me. My heart soared, even as I knew what would happen next.

      No. No. No.

      The black-eyed shifter came beside me. He seemed to materialize out of nowhere.

      “Let her go,” Leo said. He held his hand out, palm up. The Kingsblood Diamond glittered as he held it up to the moonlight.

      The wolf pinning me down snapped at my ear. Leo growled.

      They couldn’t hurt him. No matter how many wolves bore down on him, no matter how many Dragonsteel bullets they fired into him, Leo Kalenkov was invincible.

      But, I realized with icy terror that was never the plan.

      Black Eyes finally spoke. “Drop it and she lives. You may be impervious, but she isn’t.”

      I closed my eyes and prayed.

      “Leo, don’t,” I whispered. It was over. I’d made every bad choice.

      I could feel Black Eyes’s power. The wolf on top of me had no mind of his own.

      He had no mind of his own!

      It was such a small thing. One moment. One chance. I don’t know what made me think of it. Those red eyes. As I looked up, they drew me in. I felt along the ground. My fingers closed around a jagged rock.

      “Don’t do it, Leo!” I yelled. “Don’t let him have the stone!”

      But I let my red-eyed friend have my stone. With one swift movement, I swung my arm and drove that rock right through his red eye.

      He never moved. I guessed right. He had no power to act without Mr. Black Eyes’s command, and his attention was focused on Leo.

      The wolf wailed. I’d smashed his eye right out of its socket. It would heal, of course, but it gave me one precious second to roll away.

      But Black Eyes moved just as fast. I heard Leo’s wolf howl. I saw a flash of movement as the other red-eyed wolf bore down on me.

      Then...all hell broke loose.
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      Meg’s terror turned to anger. The wolf sitting on her chest didn’t seem able to move.

      “He’s being controlled!” Payne yelled behind me. “The other one too. They’re Tyrannous is somewhere close.”

      “There!” Meg shouted. “He just slipped into the shadows. He’s heading back toward the warehouse.”

      I went to her. Erik and Edward’s wolves flew through the air. One of them caught the other red-eyed wolf by the throat. It was Erik, I think. From a distance, I couldn’t tell them apart.

      “Wait!” Payne yelled. “Don’t kill him. He isn’t responsible…”

      “The hell he’s not,” I said. I grabbed the wolf near Meg by the scruff of his neck and hurled him against the nearest tree. He was broken, bloodied, but the bloodlust in his eyes was still there. But I sensed what Payne did. He was mindless. He didn’t even fight me. His body stayed in the same position, fixed like a statue the way he’d held Meg to the ground.

      “Are you okay?” I gasped. My heart leaped as I drew her to me. She was bruised, shaken, but she was whole.

      “Yes,” she said. “My father’s inside. Leo, there are others. At least two more and they’re armed. I think it’s the same two who shot at you in the parking garage. And I think their leader is heading back for them. There isn’t much time. We have to get out of here. If he comes back with those assault rifles, you’ll get hurt.”

      I had the diamond in my hand. “They’re not touching me. And they’re never touching you again either.”

      “That won’t help the rest of us,” Payne said. He stepped over me and checked the wolf I’d hurled against the tree. I couldn’t look at him. I could almost feel sorry for him. He seemed trapped in his own injured body.

      Val, Erik and Edward came out of the brush. Erik shifted out of his wolf. Edward’s wolf stayed by his side, dragging the other red-eyed wolf’s limp body in his mouth.

      “This one’s not going to cause anybody else any more trouble,” Erik said.

      Payne’s shoulders dropped. “Dammit, I told you I wanted at least one of them alive. Meg, did you see who’s controlling them? Would you know what to look for?”

      She nodded. “I said he ran that way. While the others were always in their wolves he stayed human except for his eyes. Pure black. But you can’t go after him. They’ll kill you. I told you, they’re armed to the teeth with Dragonsteel ammo.”

      Payne shot me a look. I knew what he wanted. It’s what we planned. Now that we were about to execute it, it tore at me.

      Sensing my conflict, Payne stepped forward and held out his hand. “Then give it to me.”

      “No,” I said, barely recognizing my own voice. “That one’s still alive. You’ve got a job to do here. And I have a score to settle.”

      “Leo,” Meg said.

      I went to her. I cradled her face in my hands. Even with the adrenaline coursing through me, even with my uncle, cousins and Payne standing just a few feet away, I wanted her. The urge to mark her took my breath away.

      “My family will protect you. They can shoot me as many times as they want, it won’t hurt me.” I held up the stone.

      To prove my point, Milo, Val, Erik and Edward closed ranks around Meg. I helped her to her feet. I knew what Payne worried about, but I had complete faith in all four of these men. If Payne could deliver what he promised, he’d know what I already knew in my heart.

      “We don’t have much time,” Payne said. “If this one’s Alpha figures out he’s still frozen like this, he can issue a kill order. He might already be fighting against one.”

      “Leo,” Meg said, her voice cracking.

      “I’ll be careful,” I said. “And I swear I’ll be right back.”

      I kissed her hard. She pressed her body against mine. I could have done it then, quickly. Other Alphas had claimed their mates in the heat of battle as a way to ensure their safety. The urge to do it was strong, but I still needed to know it was Meg’s choice.

      “Come back to me,” she said.

      Those four words gave me just as much strength as that cursed Kingsblood Diamond did.

      “And my father,” she said. “He might...I think they shot him.”

      “I’ll find him if I can,” I said.

      It tore me in half to leave her.

      “We’ve got this,” Milo assured me.

      There was movement behind him. I went into a ready stance.

      Payne’s deep growl held me back. His wife Lena stepped through the brush. He must have called her to tell her it was safe enough. We’d left her waiting in one of the cars. Dangerous as this was, Payne would need her for what he meant to do next. Although it killed me to leave Meg even for a second, I didn’t want to be here to see it.

      A howl from inside the complex drew my attention. I tucked the diamond firmly into small satchel I’d strapped across my back and shifted into my wolf.

      I could instantly see the heat signature of another dominant Alpha. I followed it straight to the side door of the warehouse.

      As I burst through, I heard tires screech. I ran to the source of it. A black SUV pulled away, rocketing out of the garage.

      I heard a hiss then a thousand tiny bee stings across my back. Two men dressed in black from head to toe and ski masks took positions on either side of the door and peppered me with gunfire.

      It struck me but bounced off. I felt the heat and power of the diamond even through the satchel. I went up on my paws and lunged at the men.

      Their wolf eyes flashed and I could feel their need to go feral. Something held them back. It made their movement jerky. The bigger of the two arched his back and bared his teeth but couldn’t get any farther than that.

      I leaped through the air, landing with my front paws on his chest. He never even tried to defend himself. He just raised his rifle and tried to shoot where I’d been standing a moment before. It was as if his hands were frozen to it.

      I hoped Payne would have enough with the one outside. Once I started, I wasn’t sure I could hold back.

      I drove the man back against the wall. He landed with a loud, spine-crunching crack. From the angle he lay at, I knew at least his legs were broken, maybe his back too. Either way, he wouldn’t move again for a bit. I kicked the rifle out of his hands.

      I dodged the second hail of bullets and lunged at the other man. He dropped his rifle, but he couldn’t seem to shift into his wolf. His eyes went red as his bloodlust overtook him.

      I swiped one deadly paw across his face, sending blood spraying against the wall. He went down. I stood over him, waiting for his wound to heal.

      It didn’t.

      “My God,” I said. “He doesn’t even release you to heal yourself.”

      I wasn’t on a mission to free these two. I know it’s what Payne wanted. He’d told me over and over that their Alpha was making them do things they couldn’t control. He was the one man on our side who understood the nature of that kind of power. And tonight, he was willing to dance with it himself.

      Payne may have been a better man than me, because at that moment, I didn’t care what was truly inside of these men. They tried to hurt Meg and for that they had to pay.

      They were neutralized for now. I could feel Meg’s steady pulse inside me. She was still running on adrenaline, but she was safe. She was protected.

      I moved further into the warehouse, finding a long hallway with many doors on either side. I took a ready stance, kicked open each one with my back paws and cleared it.

      The last door on the left was open. I crouched low, emitting a vibrating growl.

      There was blood seeping into the hall. I sensed no other shifter. Strange. The Alpha had definitely come through this way.

      As I entered the room, I found Meg’s father immediately. He was lying faceup, his eyes staring at the ceiling.

      The man was dead. His body riddled with Dragonsteel bullets that would have brought down a full-blooded shifter. In Emerson Crossley Junior’s case, he’d been nearly cut in two.

      I closed my eyes. Damn. I had no love for the man, but he was Meg’s father. The only original family she had left. It was then that I heard another growl. The hair on my back rose. I dropped my fangs.

      He was here. The Alpha.

      Black Eyes. That’s what Meg had called him. He had them, all right. Only now, he’d shifted into his wolf. He was big, all black, with sharp, yellow fangs. He stood on a desk in the shadows, ready to pounce.

      Suicide, I thought. He knew I had the Kingsblood. He had to know all of his men were neutralized.

      The back of my neck tingled. He dropped his head low and snapped his jaw.

      It would be too easy. I might enjoy it too much. I waited for him to make his move. From his height, when he lunged I’d have a perfect shot at his jugular and I intended to take it.

      One beat. Two.

      A light settled into his eyes. He lifted his head and let out a howl that blew my ears back and ruffled the paper on the desk.

      He did lunge then, in a high arc right over me. His neck was exposed. I could taste my fangs sinking into his most vulnerable spot.

      One inch away. I felt his fur brush my nose.

      Then...he was gone.

      That same strange green vapor lingered in the air like it had when Alonzo Fry died. I sensed that putrid whiff of magic. But the wolf completely vanished.

      I rose on two feet, letting my wolf recede. I adjusted the satchel on my back, feeling for the diamond. It was still there, its heat enveloping me. I pulled out the spare pair of jeans I kept tucked beside it and put them on.

      I walked out of the room past the carnage of Emerson Junior. Past the two immobilized wolves in the exterior garage.

      One of them had already died, the one I’d clawed. The other was paralyzed, but his eyes had gone from red to blue.

      “Are there any others?” I asked him.

      A tear rolled down his cheek.

      “No,” he said. “Thank you. Thank God. No.”

      I couldn’t feel sorry for him yet. I pushed my way out the door and headed back to the woods.

      Meg rushed me the moment she saw me. I got my arms up just in time to catch her. She felt warm, supple, solid against me.

      “Payne!” Lena shouted to her husband. She stood off to the side as he held the wolf Meg wounded. Payne’s eyes flickered from yellow to red then back again.

      Lena put a hand on his arm. He shook his head as if to clear it from something.

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Meg said. “Payne just kind of...went...for a second. But, I think that wolf told him some things. He was in his mind.”

      “Subjugation,” I said. “It’s how an Alpha claims a beta wolf into his pack. These men have been under the control of a Tyrannous for God knows how long. Payne’s the only one of us who knows what that’s like. He’s the only one who had a chance of breaking through that.”

      I didn’t tell her the rest. Flying that close to that darkness could have turned Payne himself. The risk he took was serious. But, Lena’s strength tethered him. And now, Payne was back. I could see relief flood Lena’s face as she went to him.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “They’re either dead or neutralized in there. But the Alpha...he just went poof.”

      Payne nodded, not seeming surprised. I wondered whether he’d seen it when he went in that beta wolf’s mind.

      God, I didn’t want to know what else he saw except for one last thing.

      I locked eyes with Payne. Mine held a question. He looked over at my cousins then back at me.

      He gave me one slow nod and that’s all I needed. If there was a mole in Wolfguard, my cousin Milo wasn’t him.

      “I need to get Meg out of here,” I said.

      “Go,” Payne and Val answered in unison. She wrapped her arms around me. My need to run drove out all other thought.

      My love. My mate. She was safe. And I needed her all to myself.
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      We drove all night and into dawn. I rested my head against Leo’s shoulder, straining against my seatbelt. I was exhausted, spent, but felt safe and content against him. I realized it was the first time I’d experienced that in weeks, months, maybe ever.

      I didn’t need to ask where we were going. I felt the pull right along with him. Leo curved around the bottom of Lake Michigan. Its glittering blue water calmed his raging heart.

      I fell asleep for a bit. I woke as the sun crested over the horizon. Leo had stopped the car on a deserted bluff overlooking the lake. He was leaning against the hood, hands in his pockets, drinking in the brisk air.

      I unlatched my seatbelt and went out to join him.

      The lake stretched across the horizon. I saw no other houses along the shoreline. It was as if Leo had brought me to the one undiscovered patch of beach in the entire state.

      “Where are we?” I asked. I knew the answer before he said it. It thundered through my heart.

      “Home.”

      I slid my arms around his waist. He smelled so good. Intoxicating. His wild scent, earthy musk mixed with clean soap.

      “Indiana. Not far from Michigan City,” he answered. “I bought this land with my first year’s pay from Wolfguard and a little help from my father.”

      “This is all private land?” I gasped.

      I turned. There were dunes to the east of us. Behind them, an expanse of woods.

      “I’d like to build the house over there,” he said, pointing west. There was a flat patch of land and I could almost envision it as I knew Leo did. He’d build a sea wall. Clear some of the oak and pines to make an unobstructed view of the lake. But, he’d leave the woods behind us untouched.

      I felt a different pull to them. Leo’s wolf simmered just below the surface. With it, my own desire was stoked.

      “Meg,” he said. He put his hands on my shoulders turning me toward him. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

      I dropped my eyes. “I already know. I felt it in you the second you came out of that warehouse. And I knew before that. They killed my father. You found him.”

      His grip was firm but gentle on my arms. He peered into my eyes. He felt the echo of my pain.

      “I’ve lost them all,” I whispered. My grandfather. My father. The family business. Poof. In the span of a few weeks, everything I’d built, everything I knew was gone.

      Except it wasn’t.

      “It’s strange,” I said. “I miss my grandfather. I think I’ll even miss my father when the dust settles. I’d like to think he still had a chance to become something decent. It’s just...I saw into his soul when we were trapped in that room together. Or rather, I saw he didn’t have one. He was willing to let those men hurt me to get that stone. It would be nice to think he was being coerced, maybe they put some spell on him.”

      “It’s possible,” Leo said. “Payne will have more to tell me when I go back to the office.”

      “Did it work?” I asked. “He got inside the head of that one red-eyed wolf? He read his mind?”

      “I think so,” Leo answered. “Among other things, Payne was worried Milo had turned and was working for the Ring. I knew he hadn’t, but now Payne does too.”

      “Don’t you want to go back?” I asked. “We can find out what those men were truly after or who they worked for.”

      Leo’s eyes glinted blue fire. “Right now, the only thing I care about is you.”

      Heat rose in my core. It had been a constant, slow burn for hours, even in the thick of danger. Now, it almost took my breath away.

      “Leo,” I said. “You told me where we went from here was my decision. I’ve made it.”

      A bit of color drained from his face. I reached up and touched his cheek.

      “I want you. Every second I was away from you, it’s all I could think about. If only…”

      “Meg,” he said. “You’ve been through something awful. You grandfather, your father...maybe you need some time to…”

      “No,” I said. “Don’t you see? All those things made my path...my heart more clear. I love you. I belong to you. And you belong to me. I should feel alone. I’ve lost my family. Only, that’s not what I feel. I’ll miss my grandfather forever, but I didn’t lose my family. I found another. And I never want to feel alone again. I would have been safer today if I’d made this decision sooner. I never want to risk losing you...or myself...again.”

      A tear glistened in Leo’s eyes. My heart lurched as he went down on one knee and took my hands in his.

      “I’ve sworn an oath to you before. Let me swear another. You’re my heart. You’re my life. From this day forward, I am your family and everything that comes along with it. The Kalenkovs are your family. Wolfguard too. You’ll be one of us. And if you’ll have me, you’ll be a part of me.”

      I threw my arms around him, my heart soaring.

      “Yes!” I cried. Leo rose, sweeping me off my feet. His kisses were long and deep. I couldn’t get enough of him. He spun me. I was dizzy with relief and also desire.

      We did wait though. Just one more day until the full moon rose high above the trees. Before that, Leo took me into town and we found a clean motel. We spent the day together. He let me rest. He watched over me. We were quiet together. Expectant. Then, the next evening, at twilight, we came out to the spot by the dunes again together.

      I knew it was time. The answer burned through me. The woods called to both of us. Leo carried me and ran so fast the lake became a blue blur.

      Though I’d never been in these woods before, I knew exactly where he was going.

      He found a clearing, surrounded by tall pines, hidden from the rest of the world. I knew in my heart this would forever be our special place.

      His lips were still on mine as he set me down. I was clumsy as I fumbled with my jeans. We parted only so I could get my shirt over my head and toss it aside. With skilled fingers, Leo undid my front bra clasp. My breasts swung free. He cupped one in each hand. I groaned into his mouth as I felt myself grow damp for him.

      Leo’s erection was hard as steel and pressed against my stomach. He rolled his thumbs over my nipples, giving me the most pleasurable ache.

      I threaded my hands through Leo’s thick, auburn hair as he slid his way down, licking a path between my breasts, over my stomach, circling my belly button.

      He slid his hands between my thighs, parting them. I steadied myself, putting my hands on his shoulders. He teased me with his tongue, swirling it up my inner thigh, across my mound, darting it just around my sensitive bud but not touching it.

      I gasped. My knees shook.

      “Leo!”

      Still on his knees, looked up at me, his hands roaming up the backs of my thighs. I melted as his wolf eyes glinted like pure sapphires and he gave me a devilish smile. He let out a little growl that sent shivers of desire through me.

      I understood him even without the words. He was gentle now. Soon enough, he wouldn’t be.

      “Oh!” My knees shook even more.

      He nipped at the air. I threw my head back imagining how good it would feel if he grazed me there with his teeth. Just a little love bite, on the meat of my thigh. He spread me open, licking his way up.

      “Hold still,” he said in a husky whisper.

      I would obey his commands. God. I would beg for them.

      His hot hands were on my buttocks. My juices ran down, coating my thighs.

      Then, Leo tasted me. “Oh! My God! Oh!”

      I opened for him like a morning rose. Leo plunged his tongue inside me. He lifted me off the ground.

      I was dizzy with lust. He turned me just as wild as he was.

      A shifter’s mate. I’d had that secret in me all along.

      Leo set me down gently. He circled his hands around my ankles, raising them over my shoulders making a wide vee with my legs.

      He knelt between them, his eyes glinting as he raked them over what he saw. I thrust my hips, offering myself to him.

      Leo licked his lips. He cocked his head to the side, smirking.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “My perfect, ripe peach.”

      “Leo, please!”

      He kept me spread wide. I craned my neck forward so I could see him too. My Leo was huge and hard. I wanted to taste him. Devour him. But, he seemed intent to hold me like this, admiring the view.

      I clawed my fingers into the soft earth.

      Leo moved into position, keeping his gentle grip on my ankles. He pressed them forward slowly, testing me.

      Oh, but I was flexible. I was made to lie with a shifter, after all.

      Growling with pleasure, he had my ankles nearly pressed to my ears.

      He let one go and worked me to a lather with his fingers. I kissed him. When I nipped his ear he threw his head back and growled.

      Then, Leo plunged inside of me as deep as he could go. I circled my legs around his shoulders and ran my nails down his back.

      Instinct told me to draw blood. Leo arched his back and let out a howl that echoed through the woods.

      So deep. So good. We were one.

      On and on he rocked me to my core. Each thrust brought me to new soaring heights then back down again.

      We kept going for what seemed like forever. He liked me this way the best, spread wide, flat on my back. But we moved at times, as he let me ride him. Then, he flipped me over and spread me wide again.

      I came once, twice, a dozen times and more. Just when I thought I was too spent to even move, Leo would coax me back on top of him. He pushed me to my physical limits and beyond. I learned that night and late into the day just what a shifter’s mate can do.

      We didn’t eat. We didn’t sleep. We nourished each other over and over again.

      I couldn’t get enough of him. I knew I never would. I’d waited for this my whole life. I felt reborn that day and I knew we’d only just scratched the surface.

      The Rise.

      I fully understood it now. My hunger for Leo would never wane. Nor would his for me. He made me a part of him. He took my heart and made it stronger, better.

      Later, as the stars came out, a new urge rose within me and I knew it was time.

      He didn’t have to tell me what to do. I rose on all fours and dropped my head, gathering my hair to the side.

      “Are you sure, my love?” he said, his voice ragged with lust.

      “You know I am,” I said. “You can feel it as much as I can.”

      He could. Our hearts would never beat separately again.

      Leo licked along my spine, sending goosebumps all over me. I quivered. My breasts swung, almost brushing the ground. Leo reached around and caressed them.

      I knew everything on me would be sore tomorrow. I didn’t care. I relished it.

      Leo howled at the moon. I quaked with anticipation.

      He entered me again, sliding in as deep as he could go. I felt his sharp fangs graze my skin and fireworks went off inside of me.

      There was that familiar pulse of desire between my legs. But another one grew at the base of my neck. He awakened my most primal need.

      Then, he sank his teeth into my flesh, marking the base of my neck. There was a quick zing of pain, then it blossomed into the deepest pleasure.

      I cried out. He bit deep. I leaned back into him, in ultimate submission.

      Then, Leo let go. He licked the sensitive flesh where he bit me. But, there was no pain. Only a new pulse point. I sat up and reached back. I traced the outline of the crescent-shaped mark.

      I closed my eyes. I felt Leo inside me still. And I was in him now too.

      “You’re mine now,” he whispered, gathering me into his arms. “And I’m fully yours.”

      I reached up and touched his face. The moon hovered behind his shoulder. I felt connected to it now too. He didn’t have to tell me, I just knew. He would mark me like this again and again under the light of the fullest moon. Each time our bond would only grow.

      “I love you,” he said. “I loved you the moment I saw you and even before I knew who you were.”

      “It’s like that for me too.”

      It felt like we weren’t two people anymore. We lived for each other. I couldn’t wait for what the future held. I knew we would face it stronger together.

      Then, I knew there was one thing left for my love to do. I leaned up and kissed him.

      “Go, my love,” I said. “It’s time.”

      He smiled, his wolf eyes glinting. He was already partially shifted. His sideburns grew long and his fingers turned to claws.

      I hugged my knees and bit my lips. Leo’s red wolf looked even bigger and stronger tonight. I knew in my heart he was. He’d claimed his destiny with me. No matter what else came we could handle it. I knew it in my heart.

      Leo’s wolf bounded to the top of the hill. When he was silhouetted against the moon, he let out a primal howl that stirred my heart.
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      “You’re sure he wants me here for this?” Meg asked.

      She sat next to me, her hand in mine, wearing a crisp, blue suit that showed off her legs in a way that made my inner wolf hum. It had been a week since I marked her and I felt stronger, more powerful than I ever had. I also wanted to take her back into that elevator and press her up against the wall.

      “Stop!” she whispered, blushing.

      She could hear my thoughts now if I let my guard down or if I was thinking directly about her. It was the same for her too. I’d marked her three more times since the first. At this rate, she’d be in heat in no time.

      The thought of it sent a different wave of desire through me. Maybe it was the recent loss of her own, but she wanted to start a new family soon. No waiting.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “He said some of what he learned directly concerns you.”

      Meg’s brow furrowed. I resisted the urge to kiss the lines away. Before I had the chance, Payne’s office door opened. I straightened my tie and rose to my feet. I kept Meg’s hand in mine as we said our hellos and stepped inside.

      Lena was sitting on one of the leather couches he kept along the wood-paneled walls. Meg went to her. The two women embraced. They shared a bond now almost as profound as the one Meg and I shared. Human women, mated to Alpha wolves.

      “Sit down,” Lena said. “Can I get you two anything?”

      “We’re good,” Meg answered for the both of us. She took a seat on the couch next to Lena. I sat further down. Payne was agitated. He kept pacing. A stern eye from Lena and he cleared his throat and took a chair.

      “You doing okay?” I asked Payne. I knew he’d had a rough go of it. Payne would never divulge the details, but before the Kentucky Shifter War, he’d learned firsthand what it was like to suffer under a Tyrannus Alpha. Subjugating that beta wolf last week had to have brought back painful memories. I knew if it weren’t for Lena’s steady presence, he wouldn’t have been able to come back from it.

      Fated mates. There was a reason we were all meant for each other.

      “I wanted to give you both time to...uh...settle things,” he said. “And I wanted to talk to some of my deeper contacts to try and make sense of everything I learned. Now that’s all behind us, it’s time you two were brought fully in the loop.”

      I didn’t like the sound of any of that. “The Alpha you encountered out at the warehouse, he’s gone. No trace.”

      “It was dark magic,” I said. “I have no doubt of that. He just went poof right before my eyes.”

      “The thing is,” Payne said. “What I was able to get from the beta didn’t make sense at first. That black-eyed shifter wasn’t the only one controlling him. There was someone else. Something else.”

      “But there was no one else there,” Meg said. “But the black-eyed one. He was like a robot too.”

      Payne nodded. “There’s something more powerful out there.”

      “The Ring?” I asked.

      Payne nodded. “Without a doubt. It’s just...we were operating under the assumption there was one big bad Tyrannous Alpha, but that’s not what I sensed from that beta. If anything, I’m sensing well...an army of Tyrannous Alphas. Or the potential of that, anyway.”

      “My God,” Meg said. “And if they’d been successful taking the Kingsblood from us…”

      “That was the goal,” Payne said. “No question. The beta I read knew enough of the plan on that. They were hoping to break the thing up into smaller pieces.”

      I ran a hand down my face. I finished his thought for him and it made my blood run cold. “So each one of these Tyrannous Alphas could have a piece of it. God almighty.”

      “It was bad,” Payne said. “Way worse than we thought.”

      A tear ran down Meg’s face. “I didn’t know. I swear to you I had no idea. I never would have gone near it if…”

      “Do not blame yourself!” Payne and I said it in unison.

      “It was fate that brought you to me,” I said. “And it was fate that brought you to that damn diamond. If your grandfather hadn’t made arrangements to get it from Dorothea Davies, it was only a matter of time before the Ring found out about her.”

      “That’s something else we need to tell you,” Lena said. “Dorothea was found dead at home last week. It looked like she passed away a while ago.”

      “How awful,” Meg said. “Did she...did they?”

      “There’s no way to tell just yet,” Payne answered. “It may have been natural causes. It may not. We’ve uh...taken care to return a different diamond over to her estate. It took a little special magic of our own, but her estate is being handled by humans. To them, the diamond they have will seem like the real deal.”

      The real diamond was in my breast pocket. I pulled it out.

      “This can never see the light of day again,” I said. “It’s too dangerous to be held by any one shifter, let alone an army of them.”

      “You’re right,” Payne said. “We’ve all come to the same conclusion.”

      I covered the diamond with my hands. I had my own revelation for Payne. “There’s one consolation,” I said. “The Ring’s plan wouldn’t have worked. After the warehouse, Meg and I decided to try and destroy it. I tried to smash it with Dragonsteel. It wouldn’t...uh...let me.”

      “Wouldn’t let you?” Payne and Lena spoke at once.

      “It can’t be destroyed,” Meg said.

      Payne buried his face in his hands.

      “So, we came up with another plan,” I said. “We’re going to hide it somewhere no one will ever find it.”

      “Where?” Payne asked, then stopped himself. He knew my mind without the need to read it. The fewer people who knew about the diamond’s final resting place, the better.

      Payne gave me a slow nod. “I trust you to do the right thing, then. Both of you.”

      “What about this dark magic?” I asked. “The spell that allowed that black-eyed shifter to vanish. The spell they used to boobytrap poor Alonzo Fry. That can be tracked.”

      Payne nodded. “I have a few leads on that. It’s better you don’t know all the details, but Milo’s following up on one for me. He left last night.”

      A spike of fear went through me. Meg put her hand on my knee.

      “I can’t thank you both enough,” Payne said. “You didn’t just keep that stone away from some very bad people. You helped me save three shifters from suffering the same fate as a lot of good men I once knew in Kentucky. Those three betas from the warehouse can be rehabilitated in time. They have a long road ahead of them, but I’m hoping as they recover, they’ll remember more about who did that to them and how to help us fight it.”

      “That’s good news,” Meg said. “I’m just sorry for my father’s part in all of this.”

      Payne nodded and his eyes dropped. Meg wasn’t looking at him when they did. My heart sank. I was afraid this was coming.

      “I got a few answers about him,” Payne said. “From the shifter I subjugated.”

      Meg’s eyes flicked to meet Payne’s. I tightened my grip on her hand.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I need to know.”

      “It looks like he’d been selling info to the Ring for years. Every magical item that came into your grandfather’s shop. Most of it was useless to them. But, a few weeks ago, he visited your grandfather and he must have been told about the Kingsblood.”

      Meg’s jaw dropped. “Gramps never told me that. I had no idea.”

      “I assumed as much. Meg, this is going to be hard for you to hear, but the beta shifter was assigned to your dad. He followed him for days. He went with him to your grandfather’s house once and tried to persuade him to divulge Dorothea’s name.”

      Meg blinked back tears. “He didn’t. My grandfather knew what would happen.”

      Payne nodded.

      Meg put a hand over her mouth as the truth slammed into her. I felt it like a bag of bricks against my own chest.

      “They killed him,” she said.

      “It looks that way,” Payne said. “Maybe not directly. The wolf said he never laid a finger on your grandfather. But, they threatened to hurt you. You grandfather got pretty upset. His heart gave out.”

      She rose from the couch. Her tears flowed freely. “So, they didn’t kill him. But they didn’t call for help. They just left him there to die. My God. My dad knew I’d be the one to find him in the morning.”

      I think if her father were still alive, I might have killed him myself for the pain this caused her.

      “He was a warrior,” Payne said. “Emerson Crossley Senior was the first line of defense against the Ring on this one, Meg.”

      Through her tears she nodded. “He was. God. And he knew it. He was willing to die before he’d let that diamond fall into the wrong hands.”

      “He’s a hero to me,” Payne said.

      “And to me,” I said rising to meet Meg. She let me take her into my arms.

      “You’ve done all you can do,” Payne said. “I’m honored to call both of you my friends. I’m sorry some of this was hard to hear. But, you have each other now. And I know you’ll make sure that diamond never falls into the wrong hands again.”

      Meg pulled away. She sniffled and nodded. She shook Payne’s hand, sealing her promise. At that moment, Meg was just as much a part of Wolfguard as I was.

      I was proud of her. So was Payne. I shook his hand and we said goodbye. We still had more work to do.
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      On a crisp October morning, I married my love on the bluff overlooking Lake Michigan where he first marked me as his mate.

      Leo stood tall and strong in his tux. He chafed a little at the collar and I laughed as I walked toward him holding my bouquet of red roses.

      He was nervous. His eyes glinted blue. The perfect match to the sapphire I wore on my ring finger, circled in diamonds. He gave it to me a month ago right here on the shore on the night of the last full moon.

      “Be my wife,” he whispered.

      I didn’t have to answer. He didn’t even really have to ask. We knew each other thoroughly; our minds and hearts were one.

      I let him claim me again and again that night, just like the first one. I found strength I never knew I had as he opened me, caressed me, made me his.

      My mate. My man. My wolf. Now, he would be my husband.

      I had no father to give me away and I felt just the tiniest tinge of melancholy. Not for him. My father died for me so long ago. Maybe he was never really there at all. I missed my grandfather though. He would have loved Leo. As the breeze lifted my hair, it felt like a kiss. Then, I knew Grandpa was there all along. He was right here in my heart.

      I had the Kalenkov men to give me away. They were a formidable group. Each of them matching Leo in power and strength. There was Valentin. His new wife Willow dabbed a tear from her eye as she stood at the end of the beach path we’d made for an aisle.

      Beside her stood Leo’s sister, Grace. She had welcomed me with open arms the day we met just a few weeks ago. She looked more like her cousin, the dark-haired Milo. He was the only one not here today. I knew it weighed on Leo. But, he was out there somewhere, trying to learn about the dark magic that swirled around us all.

      Leo’s cousins Erik and Edward flanked me. Twin, blond pillars with devastatingly good looks and mischievous smiles.

      Leo’s father Andre stood beside him. Our marriage would receive the blessing of the most powerful Russian wolf pack. He brought a woman with him named Avelina. She had a magic of her own that left me awestruck. She had platinum hair and a timeless face. She could be thirty or seventy, I couldn’t tell for sure. She kept a watchful, knowing eye on us all. It was as if she held some secret she wasn’t yet willing to share.

      We said our vows. I couldn’t remember the words, only the feeling. Love. Unity. Trust. Family. I was part of one again after all.

      Later, we all danced under the moonlight. The first touch of fall painted the leaves of our little forest in brilliant brushstrokes of red and gold.

      Leo had just laid out the posts for where the workers would pour the foundation on our forever home come spring.

      Michigan City. It was perfect for us. I had just closed on a commercial property in town. Crossley Antiquities carried too much baggage now. My grandpa’s brothers owned the name. But, they didn’t own me. I was a Kalenkov now. My new store would reflect that.

      “Happy?” Leo said. I sipped champagne and walked barefoot with him along the beach.

      “You know I am. I never thought I could be this happy though.”

      Leo smiled and pulled me against him. His hand cupped my breast over the satin bodice of my dress.

      I blushed. “Leo! Your family is just a few yards away.”

      “Shh,” he said. “They’re all shifters. They know how this goes. Besides, if you don’t let me take care of you soon, you won’t be much good to anybody by the time we cut the cake.”

      I made a playful slap at him. He was right though. That familiar, rising heat poured through me.

      I lifted the hem of my dress. The tide was coming in. I let it rush over my bare feet. Leo was barefoot too. He’d rolled up his pant legs.

      “You’re sure it’s deep enough?” I whispered.

      Leo held me close. “It’s deep enough.”

      Weeks ago, the same night he proposed, we’d come out here together. Me, Leo, his sister Grace and her husband Gideon. It was then I learned the last secret of the Kalenkov family.

      Gideon was a dragon-shifter. His four brothers as well. Avelina, the regal woman with the white hair and secret smile, was their mother.

      It was she who I allowed to hold the Kingsblood Diamond.

      “This is made of dragon’s blood,” she said, her tone flat, expressionless. There was pain inside of her. I could feel it. I wondered what kind of awful dark spell had been used to crystallize that blood and turn it into this stone. She handed it back to me.

      “And I trust you both to do what needs to be done with it.”

      So we did.

      With the diamond in his hand, Leo was invincible. He dove to the bottom of the lake while Gideon and I waited on the deck of the yacht we rented. Leo buried the thing deep. When I felt his lungs give out, I signaled to Gideon. Cloaked in magic I couldn’t see, he dove in and pulled Leo up.

      Gasping, smiling, Leo emerged and I took him in my arms.

      “It’s over,” he said. “Gideon Brandhart is never going to tell that secret, just like we’re never going to tell his. Dragon’s aren’t real, after all.”

      Leo winked at me.

      He felt very real and very hard as he pulled me against him. He was right. Neither of us would be much good to the others if we didn’t sate this urge and soon.

      “Do you feel it yet?” he asked, looping his arm through mine.

      My smile widened and I couldn’t hold back my blush. His hand cupped my breasts again. He had been the first to notice the new fullness there.

      “Sometimes,” I whispered. I pulled his hand and laid it flat over my stomach. I closed my eyes and held my breath.

      Magic.

      Leo gasped. His eyes flashed. They twinkled just like the ones we’d hung around the tents where the reception was still going on without us.

      “He’s strong,” he said.

      “He might be a she, you know,” I said. But I knew he was right. Leo’s seed took root two weeks ago. We were keeping it our secret for now.

      “I love you,” he said. “Now let me show you how.”

      He swung me into his arms. As the waters of Lake Michigan lapped at his feet, he took me behind the dunes. The lake held all of our secrets, as Leo made me his once more under the light of the moon.
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