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    This one is for my parents –  
 
    their excitement, encouragement, support and pride  
 
    at my attempts to swim in unchartered waters. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SAGA OF THE CHOSEN 
 
      
 
    The Rainmakeris not a standalone story. It continues the saga of the Chosen fromThe Prophecy. There is a Glossary at the end of the book for readers who’d like a quick reminder of the main cast of characters and Chosen factions from the story so far. This is by no means exhaustive and is merely intended as a quick reference to help jog memories. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Pieces on the chessboard start to move 
 
      
 
    Men at some time are masters of their fates:
The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,
But in ourselves, that we are underlings.
 - Julius Caesar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A house, suburb of Chicago 
 
    The elegant lady perusing the document glanced up at the knock on the door. This is what she had been waiting for. 
 
    “Come in.” She allowed no trace of her impatience to seep into her voice. 
 
    A palely handsome man walked in to greet her.  
 
    “My Lady.” There was deference in his voice. “I hope your trip was successful.” 
 
    “Yes, Rafaelo” she responded imperturbably. 
 
    The man directed a searching glance at her. Had the Lady been informed about Belize, Rafaelo wondered. She seemed unperturbed. Since the Lady had never evinced much interest in the girl before, perhaps Monseigneur had kept the news from her. 
 
    News of the turmoil in Venice had reached his ears. The nest’s grapevine was abuzz about Belize. By all accounts, Monseigneur was furious at the incompetence of his Pure Bloods. And rightly so. Heads had rolled, literally and figuratively. Rafaelo couldn’t help but wonder at the rumors that Monseigneur’s intended had been stolen from under his very nose again. That would make it the second time Monseigneur had been thwarted in his choice of bride. The Master of the Lombardi Family, not a very understanding man at the best of times, must be livid. Rafaelo was glad he wasn’t the Pure Blood responsible for either mishap, the one now or the one a quarter century earlier. Monseigneur’s punishments were notorious for the terror they instilled in his Pure Bloods. The Lady he now served at the Master’s orders was a lot more willing to forgive small missteps.    
 
    “Make arrangements for a trip to San Diego, Rafaelo” the Lady directed authoritatively. “It is time to retrieve the object.” 
 
    Rafaelo knew what object she referred to. He had, after all, had a hand in creating the artifact. Unfortunately, he knew that its retrieval might have to wait. There was a minor snag. 
 
    “Sienna McAlister is not in San Diego, My Lady” he said. 
 
    “Not in San Diego.” She looked puzzled. “Then, where is she?” 
 
    “She’s in San Francisco at the local Lair.” 
 
    This time he had succeeded in surprising the lady.  
 
    “The Shifter Lair?” Her eyebrows arched up in astonishment. 
 
    “Yes.” Rafaelo’s response was succinct. Her astonishment was well justified. Rafaelo had been just as bewildered and mystified by the news. This strange alliance between the Shifters and Wizards confused him no end. The Spell Casters had always looked down on the Wyrs. Rafaelo knew the Wizards considered the Wyrs only one step up from the Undead. Yet suddenly, the Spell Casters seemed to be inexplicably courting an alliance with the Wyrs. And to his great astonishment, the Wyrs seemed responsive. To add fuel to the fire, the Wyrs at the center of this strange courtship were led by an Alpha Protector who made no bones about his very strong dislike for Spell Casters. Something weird was brewing here that made Rafaelo very curious. 
 
    “My Pure Bloods are keeping tabs on her” he explained. “She does not venture out of the Lair by herself.”  
 
    “What is Esmeralda up to, I wonder.” The Lady was thoughtful, leaning back in her chair to give the matter her full consideration. An invitation to a Pack Lair was rare enough for anyone not Pack, let alone a Wizard. How had the First Wizard managed such a feat? Could there be more to Esmeralda’s alliance with Faoladh, she wondered. Faoladh was more than the Wyr Representative to the Council of Chosen. He was the Wyr his Shifters looked up to as the foremost Alpha of them all. Respected widely throughout the Chosen diaspora, no Shifter, not even a powerful Alpha Protector, would dare deny a request from Faoladh. Had the First Wizard requested Faoladh’s assistance to guard Sienna, the Lady pondered. If so, that certainly spoke volumes for the First Wizard’s faith in her Guardians, she mused with a touch of glee.  
 
    “Any rumblings from the GCW on this?” she asked Rafaelo. The Lady had her own sources amongst the Guardians who kept her remarkably well-informed on the latest from San Diego. But since she had been out of the country for a week, her information was a little out of date. The Vampire, she knew, had his own sources of information and gossip in their world. 
 
    “Plenty of rumblings, My Lady” Rafaelo confirmed gleefully. Nothing like watching the turmoil in the world of elite Wizards, he mused. The Guardians were as elite as they got. “Jason LaRue, the Guardian assigned to liase with the Shifters, has also chosen to make the Lair his temporary residence. That is not going down well with his fellow Guardians.” 
 
    “Hmm” she murmured thoughtfully. This was interesting. Infinitely interesting. There was something more going on here, something more than safeguarding Sienna. What was Esmeralda cooking up, she couldn’t help but wonder. Whatever it was, it certainly had Faoladh’s support. This the Lady was confident of — the Shifters had not invited a Guardian into their Lair without being taken kicking and screaming to the well. While she’d ignored the early reports of Esmeralda cozying up to Faoladh, now the Lady wondered if there wasn’t a bigger game afoot. Faoladh was a canny operator, and deserved to be watched more carefully. She wondered if Faoladh was testing her faith. If so, she’d give him a sign that she was watching from the shadows, waiting for him to make his move.  
 
    Perhaps, it was time to test this alliance between Faoladh and the First Wizard. An uneasy partnership, it would be easy to rip apart. It might even force the elusive knight out of the shadows. The Lady was content to let the minor skirmishes play out now, as long as the Knight Protector revealed where his true allegiance lay before the real battle commenced. That was why she was biding her time. Once she had retrieved her artifact and forced the knight to show his hand, she would make her move. 
 
    “The Alpha that leads the Pack in San Francisco?” she prompted. 
 
    “Raoul Merceau.” 
 
    “Yes, Merceau.” She had heard of him — a Shifter fast gaining a reputation as a formidable Alpha Protector at an unusually young age.  
 
    “You say that his dislike of Wizards is well known, Rafaelo?”  
 
    This bit from Rafaelo had rather surprised her. It made absolutely no sense for Faoladh to handpick a Shifter, with a reputation for despising Wizards, to lead an investigation into a long dead Guardian. Unless, Faoladh was playing a devious game, she mused. She wouldn’t put it past Faoladh to put a younger upstart Alpha, dogging his heels, publicly through his paces. That would certainly kill two birds with one stone.  
 
    “Yes” Rafaelo assented. That the Alpha had Wizard heritage on his mother’s side was less well known. A heritage the Alpha had turned his back on to build himself a formidable reputation as a Wyr not to be messed with. 
 
    The Lady pondered the matter shrewdly. If the Alpha was sheltering two Wizards at Faoladh’s behest, then manipulating him to release Sienna into her custody shouldn’t be too difficult. But first, they’d need to dig more into this Alpha. It would help her decide which buttons to push to bring him to heel. 
 
    “What do we have on his mother’s family?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet, My Lady, but I hope to have something for you soon. My Pure Bloods are on it.” 
 
    “Also dig into why he dislikes Wizards so much. It might be time to test his allegiances.”  
 
    “My Lady?” Rafaelo looked puzzled. He was all for teaching the Alpha a lesson for messing with their business in Chicago, though he had a bad feeling that it would take something spectacular to teach this particular Shifter a lesson. This one was as smart as they came. In Chicago, the Beast Lord had outsmarted the Vampires adroitly, by whipping up and holding together an unlikely coalition to stare them down. The feat had won Rafaelo’s grudging respect, but it had made him more cautious. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can make it unpalatable for him to host Wizards in his Lair” she directed imperiously.  
 
    “Understood, My Lady” the Vampire responded enthusiastically. This should be fun. This was the kind of thing he enjoyed. 
 
    “You have news of the other matter?” she asked. 
 
    “The old man died a week ago. His son has been crowned the new chief of their people.” 
 
    “I see.” She was not noticeably perturbed by the demise of her one-time husband. “Any fallout from the circumstances of his death?” 
 
    “No inquiries have been made yet, My Lady.” 
 
    “Good. Get me the information on the Alpha as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Unless you have need of me, My Lady, I’ll head to San Francisco tomorrow to dig some more, while my Pure Bloods check up on the Alpha’s background.”  
 
    “Go, Rafaelo. And let me know when you have news for me.” 
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    Nagalok, Himachal Pradesh, India 
 
    “Dini.”  
 
    Nandini blinked awake from her silent contemplation of the beautiful vista before her. The mountains in the distance rose majestically, their snow-capped ridges glistening silvery white in the sun. This view never failed to soothe Nandini. But today, even the beauty of the mountains could not calm the turmoil in her heart. A turmoil that her brother shared, even though he’d never allow it to be revealed to the world. But she knew better.  
 
    Nandini patted the bench beside her in silent invitation. Her twin joined her on it, a small wooden bench set amidst the garden that their Ayah, Sita Amma, lovingly tended. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mahen” she assured him, responding to his silent question. “Don’t worry about me. What about you — how does it feel to lead the Kabila?” 
 
    “I’m learning every day” he answered in his quiet way.  
 
    She looked him over, affection shimmering in her eyes. Mahen was strong, a core of determination and resilience running through him. A man of few words in the mold of their father, he was thoughtful and deliberate in his decisions.  
 
    “I get good advice from the elders, and I had a very good teacher.” 
 
    “The best” she agreed soberly.  
 
    It had been a week since they’d cremated their father. Mahen had been allowed no time to grieve the father who had brought them up single-handedly after their mother’s death. Instead, he had been grappling to deal with the Kabila he now led as their king. They were twins, but Mahen was the older by ten minutes — he had been designated as the hereditary heir to their Kabila from birth. All his life, he had followed their father like a shadow, watching and learning how to handle the matters of the Kabila he would one day lead. That day had come a lot sooner than either of them had ever imagined. She, on the other hand, had enjoyed a more normal childhood. Relieved from the burden of expectations, Nandini had been freer to make her own choices in life.  
 
    “I need a favor, Dini” he said abruptly. 
 
    Nandini glanced at the only person in the world she knew as well as she did herself. He looked very like their father - a big man with an angular face and a shock of thick dark hair that sprung forth from a widow’s peak. His only inheritance from his American mother was the color of his eyes, an unusual indigo that looked almost black so dark was the blue in it. She shared the unusual eyes with her brother, as well as a strong, unshakeable bond that only twins could claim. He was a man of few words, shackled by his responsibilities and determined to put the welfare of his Kabila over his own. She preferred to live her life amongst the humans.  
 
    “Of course” she assented promptly. 
 
    “Do you remember what Papa said that last night?” The indigo eyes were very sober.  
 
    Nandini nodded. That night would be forever etched in her memory. There had been the bad news about her father, the desperate dash to make it home in time to be with him, and finally, the long night spent in vigil by his bedside with Mahen and Sita Amma.  
 
    “Something about Ma being alive” she said slowly. So much had happened since that night that Nandini had not had the time to process everything. Papa had been confused and in bad shape, and a part of her had believed it was a dying man’s delirium talking that night. 
 
    “Dini, he left something for us with Sita Amma” her brother said gravely. “A letter and some documents. Ma did not die like everyone said she did.” 
 
    “But all those stories they told us about her” she protested, bewildered by his words. “We visit her grave in Shimla, for God’s sake, Mahen. How could she still be alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dini. All I know is what Papa said in the letter. She left us when we were young. Just walked away from us.” 
 
    “Walked away” she exclaimed. “What do you mean, walked away?”  
 
    “I’m confused too, Dini” he said gently. “Papa’s letter makes it clear that he did not go after her. Instead, he crafted the story of her death for us, you and me. No one except Sita Amma and a few of the elders know the truth. Everyone else believes in the same story we did.” 
 
    “I don’t understand any of this” Nandini reiterated. “How could Ma have just walked away from us?” 
 
    Her brother put his arm around her to hold her close. “I know, Dini” he soothed softly. She was always the one to wear her heart on her sleeve, this sister of his. Where he was grave, sober, and too mature for his years, Dini was a ray of sunshine, with a friendly word for anyone whose path she crossed.  
 
    Mahen wished that he could hide this from her, just handle the matter himself and save her from the heartache. But he couldn’t. She deserved to know the truth. And, he had too many responsibilities here to abandon right now. He would need her assistance to dig into a past that seemed to have come to their doorstep again.  
 
    “Two months ago, some men began asking about Ma in the village. The villagers reported the inquiries to Papa. I don’t know what tipped him off, but that is when he wrote the letter he left for us. For some reason, he suspected that Ma might be in danger. That last trip to Shimla was about this. He went to meet with someone he thought might know Ma’s current whereabouts, so he could get a message to her — this I got from Sita Amma. He came back from Shimla in very bad shape. You know the rest.” 
 
    He held her tighter in his arms as he prepared to give her the bad news. 
 
    “Doctor Uncle just gave me the news, Dini. Papa did not die of natural causes. He was stabbed in Shimla.”  
 
    “Stabbed.” Nandini was stunned, not just by the act of violence against her father but also that it had proved fatal. Their people were descended from the First Ones, the Magicks the Chosen referred to as the Ancients. Powerful magic pulsed in their veins. Killing one of their brethren was a difficult feat. Killing their king, a Chosen with dollops of power, was near impossible. He had died young for a powerful First One. But while Nandini had known at a subconscious level that his death had not been natural, murder was not something she had ever considered. 
 
    “His body was able to heal from the knife wound, but it didn’t recover from the poison released in him” Mahen continued.  
 
    “Poison” Nandini whispered. This had been cold-blooded murder, she realized.  
 
    “He might not have been aware of the poison in him until it was too late for him to heal himself, Dini.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence between them. Then, Nandini’s arms came up to hug her brother tightly. 
 
    “You think Papa was right, Mahen? Ma is alive somewhere and she might be in danger?”  
 
    “That’s what he was trying to tell us that night when he was dying. He made us promise to warn her.” 
 
    “I’ll go, Mahen” she offered immediately. Nandini knew how hard it would be for her brother to leave the Kabila and make the journey to a different continent on a quest to find a woman believed dead for over twenty years now. He was the new leader of their people and his first duty would always be to them. 
 
    “It might not be easy to find her, Dini” Mahen warned. “And it could be very dangerous if the people searching for her came after you.”  
 
    “I’m Naga too, Mahen” she reminded him. Though she did not often choose to exercise it, she was a powerful Eru trained to use her powers. 
 
    Mahen smiled slowly, an attractive smile that lit up his face, transforming it to boyish and appealing when moments ago he had been sober and grave. “I know what you can do, Dini. Otherwise, I would insist we find Ma together once things calm down here.” 
 
    She could hold her own, this sister of his. But Mahen was uneasy. Their father, a powerful First One, had been blindsided by the men who hunted their mother. Nandini, forewarned of the threat, would still need to be very careful. He had taken steps to ensure that his sister was protected by one of the more influential Eru in their world. Yet, he was still disquieted by this venture. Only the death bed promise made to their father held him back. 
 
    “Be very careful” he reiterated. “Stay in touch and come home if things get too dangerous.” 
 
    “Remember” he said gently, as he met her gaze. “I’m trusting you to recognize the danger to yourself, Dini. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.” 
 
    No, he wouldn’t. Not Mahen, her responsible, sober twin and the conscientious leader of their people. Nandini knew that. 
 
    “I’ll be very careful. I promise, Mahen” she assured him earnestly. 
 
    He nodded soberly. Dini was very powerful — she had their father’s blood in her veins, just as he did. The difference between them was one of training and experience. While he’d been groomed from an early age to be king, Nandini was no shrinking violet. She knew how to use the magic that was her heritage. 
 
    “There’s not much to go on from the documents Papa left with Sita Amma. A copy of Ma’s American passport and a copy of the document used to apply for a marriage license in Shimla. In it, she lists an address in Portland, Oregon. Also, Papa’s letter tells us that she was a Level Two Wizard.” 
 
    “Wizard, hmm” Nandini murmured. “Perhaps, Wizard Headquarters might have some record of her.”  
 
    “I talked to SivoTar” Mahen said. “He called to offer condolences for Papa. He’s offered to provide any assistance you require, Dini. His people will meet you at Portland Airport.” 
 
    “Portland?” 
 
    “You’ll go much further with his assistance, Dini. And, I would sleep easier knowing that you weren’t alone. See if you can trace Ma’s whereabouts in Portland first before you head to Wizard Headquarters” he suggested. 
 
    Nandini found herself acquiescing to her twin’s request. Mahen was right — this endeavor would not be easy. If her Ma had been presumed dead for twenty years, she would not be found that easily. Especially, if Ma suspected that she was being hunted. 
 
    Amongst all the factions, the First Ones were the most disparate group of Chosen, with vastly differing powers and abilities. As they had for centuries, these groups of First Ones continued their ancient traditions and customs, passing the old ways down to their descendants, reluctant to dilute their legacy in any way or form. Most Ancients primarily considered themselves to be custodians of their illustrious heritage — very old magic from when the first Chosen walked the earth. 
 
    Centuries earlier, at a time of great upheaval in their world, the First Ones had banded together to form two loose confederations, based on their brand of magic, in a bid to protect their dwindling numbers and to keep their existence a secret from the humans. Like other Chosen, the Ancients too held the Supreme Edict to be paramount. Mostly self-classified, the Ancient identity was based on the origin of their power — Setik’Aar or Eru’Aar. Eru’Aar literally translated to ‘of the soil’; the First Ones who identified as Eru received their power from the various elements of the earth. The Setik, on the other hand, were a group of First Ones whose magic was derived from other sources. This very loose division persisted even today. 
 
    The Nagas identified as Eru. SivoTar, a powerful and influential Eru, had been a friend of their father’s. Every few years, Eru from around the world were known to meet in seclusion to discuss threats to their kind and explore ways to further their interests. SivoTar and their father had struck up a friendship at one such conference. A friendship that had stood the test of time much after their father had stopped attending the conferences, following the death of his wife.  
 
    “Once you’ve warned her, as Papa wished us with his last breath, Dini, we’ll track down the people that poisoned him.” There was an implacable determination in Mahen’s voice.  
 
    Nandini had no doubt that her brother could carry through on the promise. Mahen was a man of his word. 
 
    Nandini met her brother’s eyes, her own a mix of mingled grief and confusion. She would track down their mother to deliver the warning from their dying father. And, she’d demand answers from the mother who had walked away without a backward glance. Then, she would join Mahen on the quest to hunt down their father’s murderers. 
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    Pack Lair, San Francisco  
 
    Tasia’s attention wandered to the charismatic tawny-haired man with the remarkable gold eyes, currently engrossed in conversation with Jason LaRue. Those gold-colored eyes, superbly skilled at screening his thoughts from the world, could flash cold fire when displeased. She had seen him bring his Were-Alphas, powerful Shifters in their own right, to heel with one fulminating glance from those unusual eyes. The man was an enigma — dangerous, ruthless and inflexible, but also complex, unfathomable, impenetrable. In short, a walking mass of contradictions.  
 
    Even as myriad conversations drifted around her in the Pack Room, Tasia ignored them to silently ponder the conundrum of Raoul Merceau. At first glance, he embodied the uber testosterone-fueled Shifter Alpha of Chosen lore — aggressive, dominant, territorial, autocratic and ruthless; intolerant of dissent and capable of swift and brutal retaliation when faced with anything but absolute fealty from his Shifters. Unlike other Magicks, Shape-shifters derived most of their power from their physical prowess. The Were-Alphas of yester years, who had once run their were-packs with complete autonomy and absolute control, had been notorious in their day, too. But the Alpha Protectors of today, who led the new paradigm of Shifter Packs, had taken control and power over their Packs and territory to a different level altogether.  
 
    Her front row seat at a Shifter Lair had given Tasia an appreciation for the onerous and often Herculean task that faced an Alpha Protector. She was beginning to understand that the nature of the role left no room for ambiguity. That perhaps, a scorched earth approach was the only way to control such a fractious and volatile group of Chosen. Given that Shifter collectives tended to be populated by belligerent, violent and paranoid Chosen, often an Alpha’s only recourse was to wield control and power with brutal and ruthless ferocity. 
 
    The most self-controlled man she had ever met, he was coldly distant and curiously detached from everything and everyone around him. Theirs had been a thorny and difficult relationship of dramatic ups and downs. Since the night Hawk and his Alpha had crashed into a darkened room to rescue her while she lay terrified and bleeding from a Blutsauger’s bite, Tasia found herself engulfed in a world alien to her. That night had forged a peculiar bond between them. She trusted the Alpha to defend her, to keep his word to her and to safeguard the secrets she revealed to him. In all other matters, Tasia made sure to keep her distance from him, wary of the intimidating Shifter with the cold eyes capable of a whisper-soft menace that frightened her.  
 
    Theirs was a strange relationship, one forged out of necessity and compulsion on her side, and a sense of obligation on his. A part of her trusted him instinctively, while another feared the violence she sensed buried deep within him. There was a darkness and a coldness in him that put Tasia on her guard, making her circumspect around him. Like a tightly-leashed volcano holding its fire within with an iron-will, he possessed the ability to obliterate everything in his path if the control over his inner aggression ever unraveled. This sense of a tight leash over his self was the first thing she had noted about him. And, that this man would make for a very bad enemy.  
 
    The Chosen world whispered Raoul Merceau’s name with a mix of fear, awe and respect. And Tasia, decidedly bruised by some of her encounters with him, believed everything they whispered about him — and then some. Dangerous and relentless, he could be ferocious when crossed. Yet, amidst the strains, there had been the occasional glimpse of a different man under the mask, one at odds with his reputation. The man was an enigma, an uber Wyr at his heart and yet, one that continued to surprise her at every turn. 
 
    She had lived at the Lair for seven weeks now, a roller coaster of a ride. And Tasia could admit to herself that the experience had been enlightening and enriching, despite the many moments fraught with fear, uncertainty and wariness. She had forged a few relationships in the Pack. Sara, Hawk’s twin who had a strained relationship with her own Pack, had become a friend. Duncan, the powerful Were-Alpha with the Alpha’s ear, could always be counted on to ply her with sound advice on navigating the pitfalls of a Pack. Above all, there was an unshakeable bond with Hawk, formed on a dark night when she had risked everything to release a wounded Shifter in beast form.  
 
    All her life, she had adhered to her father’s advice to keep her distance from the Chosen. She had heeded his warning because Tasia understood only too well the catastrophic consequences of becoming a powerful Chosen’s prey. Once, she would have run in the opposite direction to avoid any association with the Shifters. Now, circumstances had left her little choice but to accept the Alpha’s bargain. For a girl unused to her Chosen brethren, this experience with a Shifter Pack had been a difficult journey with a tough learning curve. Having abandoned her father’s adage, Tasia knew her path forward was likely to be challenging, treacherous, and strewn with pitfalls. On this uncharted excursion, she would be guided only by her abilities, instincts and wits, and, assistance from her new friends and allies. She could not afford to take a false step, or trust in the wrong ally. The stakes were now abnormally high for her, even more so than before. 
 
    “Hey Tas.” Hawk plopped himself down on the couch beside her, his handsome face lit up with a smile he seemed to reserve specially for her.               
 
    “How’s the party prep coming along, Hawk?” Sienna inquired from her seat across from Tasia. “Let me know if I can help in any way.” 
 
    “I could use some help with the catering” Hawk admitted easily, his glance encompassing both Wizards. “Alph’s extended an invitation to the local Wizards. It warrants some variety in the cuisine.” 
 
    Sienna arched her eyebrow, taken aback by Hawk’s words. The party was a celebration to mark their success in Chicago. Three Wizards, Sienna, Jason and Tasia, had been part of the team in Chicago, though Sienna supposed that Tasia’s Wizard status took a backseat to her Pack status, especially to the Shifters in the Pack. The local Wizards had played no part in the investigation. Moreover, the Alpha’s dislike of her kind was no secret. Given that, why on earth had the Alpha extended an invitation to the local Wizards, Sienna wondered. 
 
    “No Guardians have been invited” Hawk remarked mischievously, correctly interpreting Sienna’s astonishment. “Except for Jason, of course.”  
 
    Guardians were the elites of the Wizard world, responsible for policing and protecting their brethren. The Alpha had publicly thrashed a Guardian a few weeks ago for daring to kidnap Tasia. And, the Chosen world still buzzed with gossip about the humiliation meted out to the powerful Wizard.  
 
    “But invitations have been sent to some local Wizards and a few local Ancients. Your friend Caroline will be here” Hawk directed at Tasia. “She RSVP’d.” 
 
    Magicks, beings with magic in them, believed they had been chosen to be bestowed with special powers. These Chosen organized themselves into four factions, based on their brand of magic — the First Ones or Ancients, Wyrs known in the vernacular as Shape-shifters, Wizards and the Undead, also known as Vampires, Blutsaugers or collectively as the Clan. The four factions kept to themselves, were responsible for policing their own, objected vociferously to outside interference, and followed their individual and contrasting traditions, customs and rules cobbled together over centuries of existence. The only thread to hold all factions together was an absolute belief and adherence to the Supreme Edict — thou shallst not reveal your brethren to the not Chosen. The ramifications of breaking the Edict would be fatal to their very existence. No amount of powerful magic would save the Chosen if the humans ever discovered their presence amidst them. Until the advent of the Council of Chosen, these Chosen factions had kept their interactions with each other to a minimum. The CoC had come into existence twenty-five years ago as a forum to foster communication, co-operation, understanding and unity between the factions. The Council, meant to usher in a new era of co-operation between Chosen, comprised of four representatives, one from each faction. Faoladh represented the Wyrs, the First Wizard her brethren, ElThor his First Ones, while the Vampires had a system whereby the Masters of their illustrious Pure Blood Families rotated on the Council to represent the Clan. 
 
    “I can certainly help with that” Sienna piped up good-naturedly. The Shifter diet consisted almost exclusively of hunks of meat since their super-active metabolism demanded a high protein diet. No wonder Hawk needed help with catering for the diverse group expected at the party, Sienna mused in amusement. 
 
    The heavy stainless-steel door that provided the only external access to the Pack Room squeaked shut, leaving the vast room sound-proofed from the rest of the Lair and the Shifters with superhuman ears that inhabited it. 
 
    “The Alpha has asked me to summarize my findings from the Chicago Registry’s investigation into the explosion twenty-four years ago” Jason announced, taking up a stance beside Duncan.  
 
    The English Shifter sat in his usual chair by the fireplace, while the Alpha leant against the mantel in his favorite pose. Tasia glanced around the room at the team handpicked by the Alpha to investigate Lady Bethesda. Besides the Alpha, Hawk and Duncan, it included three Shifters, all Were-Alphas — Luis Beltran, Stefan Simeonov and Elisabetta De Luca. Jason LaRue, deputed by the First Wizard to liase with the Shifters on this investigation, and Sienna McAlister, the daughter of the powerful Wizard they investigated, completed their team. And, then there was Tasia, with one foot in each camp and ties to both — Wizard and Pack.    
 
    “I was able to confirm that the Registry investigation did not conclusively identify Lady Bethesda’s remains at the site of the explosion” Jason opened. 
 
    “And that didn’t concern the Registry investigators?” Elisabetta inquired, clearly incredulous. “A bomb goes off in the Registry, while a powerful Wizard is being questioned on its premises by a contingent of Guardians. Yet, the investigators don’t raise their eyebrows at the lack of her remains at the site. I find that hard to believe, Guardian.” 
 
    “I said conclusive evidence, Elisabetta” Jason responded in his unflappable way. “Not lack of any evidence. They did find traces of her DNA at the site. Remember, she was presumed to be at the epicenter of the explosion” he said with a sidelong glance at Sienna, who had on the usual poker face she wore during discussions of her mother’s alleged misdeeds. “And unlike the others, there was no family clamoring to hold a funeral in her case” he added quietly. 
 
    “What of the Guardian Council’s investigation — did they identify her remains?” the Alpha prompted. The GCW, engaged in an escalating power struggle with the First Wizard, had refused the Shifters any access to their records. With time, as the Guardian and the Alpha had slowly built an unlikely partnership, Jason had agreed to help the team get access to records from the GCW archives that the Alpha deemed necessary for their investigation. 
 
    “No.” Jason shook his head. “They assumed that the Registry would deal with her. Instead, the GCW investigation focused on identifying the remains of the ten Guardians sent in to interrogate her.” 
 
    Raoul held the Guardian’s chocolate brown gaze soberly. Jason’s parents had been amongst the ten Guardians killed by the explosion, as had the Oracle, Sienna’s father and a Guardian revered for his phenomenal abilities as a seer. The Shifters attempting to unravel this mystery were doing so at the request of Faoladh. But for the two non-Pack members of their team, this affair of Lady Bethesda was more personal. The events long ago had shattered their lives and helped shape their futures. Every revelation they unearthed during the investigation had the power to affect Sienna and Jason. Raoul was always conscious of this. 
 
    “Anything on Raoul’s notion of Lady Bethesda using a magic armor to escape the explosion?” Duncan interjected in his precise way. Now that they had conclusive evidence that the Wizard had escaped the blast at the Registry, the next approach was to figure out how she had accomplished the feat. 
 
    “You believe she’d already depleted her magic before the Registry confrontation?” Jason inquired. A magic armor required powerful and precise magic. Only a rare Wizard, one with the perfect combination of power, training and experience, would be able to build and hold a personal shield to emerge unscathed while a powerful explosion ripped through everything around her. 
 
    “Don’t you?” Duncan asked quizzically of the Guardian. 
 
    Jason’s eyes skimmed over the locket around Sienna’s neck. “I do.”  
 
    “But it implies that any magic armor would have to come from an external power source” Jason added. “There are artifacts that might be used for such purposes, though not many. I’ll work on a list.”  
 
    “Something even a Chosen without significant power could work” the Alpha reminded him.  
 
    “Agreed” Jason acknowledged. “Let me see what I can dig up. Then, we’ll make inquiries to see if anything is missing or went missing during the Registry affair.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan” Raoul assented. “I also have news from Faoladh’s men in India. The man Matilda Redmayne married in India died last week. His death is being treated as suspicious by his son who is now the new leader of his people. Tribhuvan Rathore was a Chosen — an Ancient who led a group of Magicks called the Naga Log, the snake people.” 
 
    Someone gasped in the room. The snake people were a mystical sect of Ancients believed to worship and receive their powers from a Snake God. Over the centuries, their numbers had dwindled down to nothing. Many even believed that these mysterious First Ones had died out, like so many of their brethren capable of working very old magic. 
 
    “As Duncan predicted, Lady Bethesda chose carefully and well” the Alpha remarked. “Faoladh’s men are attempting to trace her whereabouts after India, now that we know The Prophecy calls for a third daughter.” 
 
    “Is there a daughter in India?” Sienna asked softly. 
 
    “Yes, she had twins. The son is the new leader.” 
 
    “What of the daughter?”  
 
    “All we know so far is that she’s an engineer who works and lives in the nearest city, from where the Naga reside in, at the foothills of the Himalayas. From the early reports we have, she doesn’t seem very involved with her people.” 
 
    Much like her, Sienna mused with a pang. Once the blasted locket no longer hung around her neck like a noose, she’d talk to Aunt Minnie about reaching out to her half-siblings, she determined. 
 
    “This suspicious death.” Luis asked the question. “Does Faoladh believe it has anything to do with Lady Bethesda?” 
 
    “They’re looking into it” the Alpha admitted. “It seems too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at the Guardian who wore a thoughtful expression on his face. “Now that we believe Lady Bethesda set out to fulfill her husband’s last prophecy, I’d like access to the official version of The Prophecy. It’s the only way to ensure we don’t miss any detail Lady Bethesda has based her ambitions on.” 
 
    All they knew about The Prophecy was what Faoladh had shared with the Alpha when he’d first asked Raoul to look into the break-in at The Vault. Three powerful Chosen sisters, born of different fathers, would one day come together to change the very foundations of the Chosen world. Vague and dissatisfactory in the details. And yet, a powerful Wizard had seen something in it, enough to go on a killing spree before faking her own death in an explosion that had killed both Chosen and human alike, including her own husband and nine other Guardians. A prophecy that had inspired an elaborate scheme to birth three powerful daughters the Oracle had foretold would one day wield a lot of influence in the world of Magicks.  
 
    While Raoul was confident it was an audacious power grab by the Wizard, he hadn’t yet worked out the details of how she planned to make the play. One thing he had learnt from the investigation so far was that their adversary was meticulous, cunning, ruthless and ambitious. And Raoul intended to make damn sure that they didn’t miss a single trick in the book when it came to thwarting Lady Bethesda. The only way to do so successfully was by understanding the Wizard and her motives. 
 
    “I’ll let the First Wizard know that you’d like access to the official records. But I have to warn you that the GCW is going to resist this tooth and nail” Jason remarked. 
 
    “Does not the First Wizard supersede the Guardian Council?” Hawk asked with some surprise. To Shifters like him, brought up to believe that the chain of command was paramount to the life and longevity of Wyrs, the infighting within the Wizards was incomprehensible. How did they ever get anything done, he wondered, if they didn’t know whose directives superseded the others’? 
 
    “She does.” Jason smiled. “But it is more complicated than that, Hawk. Ever since the election of a First Wizard, there has been a constant power struggle between her and some of the older Guardians. The situation is particularly bad right now.” 
 
    For centuries, the Guardians had been the sole protectors entrusted with the welfare of all Wizards, until the post of First Wizard had been created twenty-five years ago to represent their kind on the CoC. Guardians old enough to remember a time when they were accountable for their actions only to their peers resented the First Wizard’s position in their world. 
 
    “Is it because Sienna chooses to live in a Shifter Lair?” Hawk asked shrewdly. “Instead of entrusting her safety to the Guardians.” 
 
    “That, and the fracas at the San Francisco Registry does not help, of course” Jason admitted candidly. “But the simple fact is that the GCW disapproves of the First Wizard requesting Shifter assistance to investigate one of theirs.” 
 
    “One of them!” Elisabetta’s voice rose incredulously, punctured by anger. “Lady Bethesda killed ten Guardians and a Registry full of Wizards. And you’re telling me that the Guardians still consider her one of them?” 
 
    Jason shrugged in his easy way. “I’m the wrong person to direct this question at. I believe the Alpha’s team is the best one to lead this investigation. You’ve managed to uncover more in the past few weeks than all the investigations twenty-four years ago. That’s the reason why the First Wizard assigned me to this team.” 
 
    There was a short pause as the Shifters pondered his words. Sienna attempted to hide a smile, the grim mood precipitated by a recital of her mother’s misdeeds forgotten at Jason’s statement. Trust Jason to disarm them with simple honesty, she mused in silent amusement. 
 
    “Hmm, perhaps, it might be better if the request for official records for The Prophecy came from Faoladh” the Alpha remarked perceptively to Jason. 
 
    Jason’s chocolate brown eyes gazed back at him good-humoredly. “Certainly can’t hurt, Alpha. Faoladh’s request will definitely carry more weight than mine.” Unsaid were the words that the First Wizard owed Faoladh big for what his Shifters had already uncovered about Lady Bethesda. 
 
    “I do have some good news” Jason continued. “The First Wizard has agreed to release all documents from the investigations over the years into Lady Bethesda’s various sightings, as well as some of the original inquiries early on regarding the allegations of murder against her. She would like your team to have access to the reports.” 
 
    The Alpha wondered how the First Wizard had managed this in the teeth of the Guardians’ opposition. 
 
    “These are all investigations by the Office of First Wizard” Jason explained. “She’s been unsuccessful in persuading the GCW to give you access to any of their investigations. But I figured it couldn’t hurt to look through these reports — we might get lucky and find something they missed the first time around.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea.” Raoul agreed whole-heartedly with the Guardian on this. This was a particularly wily and shrewd opponent they faced; it would not do to leave any stone unturned. And he knew just the right person to comb through the documents: someone who’d already demonstrated a surprising knack for getting under the skin of Lady Bethesda to help understand what drove her. 
 
    The gold eyes zeroed in on Tasia where she sat with Hawk and Sienna. “I want you to review the documents and summarize all pertinent information in a short report for us.” 
 
    “Me?” Tasia was taken aback by his unusual directive.  
 
    “You’ve done well so far in piecing together the puzzle.” His voice was very even, the gold eyes direct. 
 
    That was a compliment, wasn’t it? That had to be a compliment. 
 
    Tasia stared at the Alpha, her astonishment evident. Elisabetta’s beautiful face reflected her surprise while Simeonov merely looked taken aback. The rest of the room simply waited for Tasia to respond, seemingly unsurprised by the Alpha’s statement.  
 
    Sure, I can do that. How hard can it be? 
 
    “Okay” Tasia assented. 
 
    “I can help, Tasia” Sienna offered from beside her. “That is, if it’s okay with you, Alpha?” 
 
    “I assumed this might dig up unpleasant memories for you.” He chose his words with care. 
 
    “No.” Sienna shook her head firmly. “It’ll give me something to sink my teeth into.” Especially given that she was effectively a prisoner in the Lair until the locket could be plucked off her neck.  
 
    “I’ve no objections if …” he glanced at Tasia to leave the sentence unfinished, clearly leaving it up to her to make the decision. 
 
    “I’d love your help, Sienna.” Tasia shook off her consternation to accept the offer without hesitation.  
 
    A brusque compliment. And, allowing me to make the decision on Sienna. Wonders will never cease. Woke up on the right side of the bed this morning, did he?   
 
    Accepting Sienna’s assistance was a no-brainer. Tasia liked the other Wizard and could empathize with Sienna’s predicament. Being locked up in this place with a bunch of Shifters was no walk in the park, as she knew. Plus, Sienna’s insights into politics and Wizard machinations would be an asset to any investigation into a Guardian. While Sienna had chosen to make a life away from the Wizards, she had grown up in the bosom of that world. She was Wizard royalty, with connections to many of the major players their investigation touched upon.  
 
    “One more thing, Merceau” Jason interjected. “I have confirmation that Gabriel Azevedo, the Guardian who walked away from the GCW a few years before Lady Bethesda, left us to work for the Lombardis — the same Vampires now allied with her. I’m digging more into that connection as we speak.” 
 
    Tasia lowered her gaze to the floor, and focused on regulating her breaths. An experienced Shifter could pick up on her heightened emotions, and there were many Shifters in the room tonight, not all of them privy to her secret. Gabriel Azevedo was her father. The Alpha, Duncan and Hawk were aware of this connection — the Alpha had blown up spectacularly at Tasia for keeping it from him after her father’s name had cropped up in their investigation. 
 
    “You’re probably catching flak from the other Guardians for accepting Pack hospitality” Raoul commented later to Jason in the privacy of the Alpha’s Room — the smaller sound-proofed room, set aside for his use, accessible only from the vast Pack Room. After the discussion in the Pack Room, the Alpha had pulled Jason in for a private word, away from the rest of the team.  
 
    Jason shrugged. “It’s to be expected.” 
 
    “I was surprised when you accepted the invitation to stay here at the Lair.” 
 
    Jason met the enigmatic eyes of the Alpha with equanimity. “I was certainly surprised when you extended the invitation. Why did you?” he inquired curiously. 
 
    Raoul studied the steadfast face of the man before him. 
 
    “We make a good team on this investigation. And you’ve shown a willingness to do the right thing, even if it means going up against your fellow Guardians.” 
 
    Jason let out a soft chuckle in response. “Yeah, that’s exactly why I’m so popular with my fellow Guardians, as you put it.” 
 
    “This is going to put a little kink in my attempts to get you the dirt on Anderson” he warned, a tad soberly. 
 
    “How so?” Raoul inquired. Anderson was the Guardian who had let loose Shifter mercenaries on Wizards in San Francisco, culminating in an attempt to harm Tasia in the local Wizard Registry.  
 
    Confident that, for now, he had Anderson believing that Tasia Armstrong was not the Wizard the Guardian hunted, Raoul was nonetheless convinced that Anderson had been looking for the witchling all along. Somehow, Anderson had discovered that his former best friend, Azevedo, had fathered a powerful Chosen who lived incognito in San Francisco as a Wizard with little magic. To find her, the Guardian had unleashed a reign of terror in San Francisco with hired thugs who had almost torn apart the Pack’s relationship with the local Wizards, as well as the local Vampire nest. Raoul fully intended to teach Anderson a lesson for the transgression — more than the humiliation he had already heaped on him publicly. But more importantly, he wanted to know why the Guardian had been searching for Tasia here, and how he had come by the information about the witching. He had given the witchling his word to unravel this dangerous mystery that posed such a threat to her.  
 
    “The Guardians know that I’m working with you on this investigation, Merceau. Before, they could dismiss it by telling themselves that I had not been able to deny the First Wizard when she’d chosen me for the task. But now, the news of my taking residence at your Lair has spread like wild fire and some Guardians are rethinking my motives. They’re leery of discussing matters they think might get back to you. Anderson’s friends will clam up the moment I make inquiries about him — they’ll guess you’re the one interested in the information.” 
 
    Raoul sighed silently. He hated Wizards and their politics with a vengeance. Yet, he needed this information, and Jason was by far his best bet to dig up any dirt on a fellow Guardian. 
 
    “I can still get you the information, Merceau” Jason reiterated. “There are other ways of getting it. I’ve friends in the GCW who don’t judge me as harshly as the rest do. Just bear with me and I will get you what you want. It might take a little more time than I’d anticipated though. That’s why I wanted to give you a heads up.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated the Wizard silently. He did not trust people easily, and made it a point to never trust a Wizard. His faith in a Wizard’s word had died a horrendous death, in a broken-down barn almost a decade ago. But Duncan had asked him to trust this one, and he tended to give Duncan’s words a lot of weight. Plus, Jason had surprised him with a willingness to work with the Shifters in good faith. 
 
    “I owe you for Sienna” Jason added soberly, as the Alpha remained silent. “And I’ll make good on the debt.” 
 
    A few days ago, Duncan had perspicaciously remarked on the Guardian’s feelings for the Wizard he protected. Now, Raoul realized that Duncan had been right, as usual, when it came to matters of the heart.  
 
    “Alright” Raoul assented. 
 
    “There’s another problem” Jason continued. “The locket around Sienna’s neck is proving a lot harder to remove than I thought.” 
 
    He sighed wearily. “I’ve informed the First Wizard and she shares my concerns about it. We need to get it off Sienna urgently but Vampire magic, though not powerful in the traditional sense of the word, is hard to counteract with Wizard magic. Or any kind of magic, for that matter. No matter what we try, the inherent magic encased in it causes Sienna to hurt herself.” 
 
    Raoul understood the Guardian. Leeches might not have powers in the traditional sense, like the other Magicks, but their magic could be just as effective as that of other Chosen when used appropriately. There were many aspects that separated the Clan from the other Chosen. Many in their world did not regard the Undead as Chosen, although now that a leech sat on the CoC as one of the four representatives, other Magicks tended to stay silent on the matter.   
 
    “What do you intend to do about it?” Raoul inquired. There was nothing any Shifter could do to help Sienna — their magic was very different. The witchling might be able to help, but Raoul was damned if he’d allow her to place herself in danger by doing so. It would raise the suspicions of the Wizards. They didn’t come any more aristocratic than Sienna, for the Spell Casters. Her blood lines were impeccable, and the Wizards took such things very seriously. Raoul was confident that the Wizards would never allow the locket to hang around Sienna’s neck a second longer than necessary.  
 
    “The First Wizard has reached out to ElThor” Jason said steadily.  
 
    Interesting, Raoul mused. The First Wizard had obviously lost confidence in her Guardians. ElThor stood for The First One in the tongue of the Ancients — it was the moniker the Ancients had given to their representative on the Council of Chosen. Faoladh had a good relationship with ElThor and his Ancients. They respected the Shifter for his achievements in providing harmony and structure to his brethren, as well as his efforts at bringing all Chosen together under the umbrella of the CoC. The First Wizard, on the other hand, enjoyed a pricklier relationship with the Ancients. From what Raoul had gathered, this had more to do with the Guardians than her, though. Perhaps her request for assistance might improve the Wizards’ relationship with the Ancients. Not that he gave a damn about any of it. The Wizards looked up to the Ancients but down on all other Chosen. Raoul considered it poetic justice for them to be given a cold shoulder by the only Chosen the Wizards considered worthy of them.  
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    Vancouver, British Columbia 
 
    “Send him in” TorElnor directed at the grizzled old retainer who guarded the inner sanctum zealously.  
 
    A tall man in his early thirties strode in unhurriedly. 
 
    “TorElnor” he greeted the First One politely, his good humor seemingly undisturbed after being kept waiting for the better part of an hour. 
 
    “Roman” the Elder responded. “I apologize for making you wait.” 
 
    The handsome face relaxed to break into a charming grin. “Figured you had more important business than me to deal with, Chief.” 
 
    TorElnor suppressed a smile. He liked the boy. He was whip-smart, shrewd, ambitious, and a natural born leader, able to inspire others to follow him. A little young yet, with a youngster’s penchant for casual disregard of centuries-old traditions and the ways of their people, but TorElnor had never held that against the boy. The boy was as comfortable amongst Si’ffa as he was with his First Ones brethren. That is what had first brought the boy to TorElnor’s attention. To the Elder, this was a quality worth its weight in gold and this young boy before him possessed it in spades. Roman would make a good leader of his people one day — that is why TorElnor made sure to keep an eye on the boy. Man, he should call him man, the Elder reminded himself. To someone a little over four hundred years, though, a thirty-two year old would forever be a boy. The boy was aware of the august responsibility he was being groomed for, of course. That was how it should be, to TorElnor’s mind. The First One to lead their people into the next century would require a steady hand, a shrewd brain, the ability to cobble together coalitions with other First Ones, the acumen to protect his Chosen and enough power to keep his people from straying from the path he chose. And, of course, as always, the leader should possess the charisma to inspire his people to follow him. The ability to work well with others, both Chosen and Si’ffa, had assumed a greater importance in recent years. He was an old man now, by any comparison, but even TorElnor knew that with the advent of the CoC, their world had changed forever. Co-operation with their Chosen brethren was the order of the day now. It would be good for the boy to start young, while still unfettered by any responsibilities. That way, when he did become the leader, he’d have already made his mistakes and hopefully learnt from them.  
 
    “I have a job for you, Roman” the Elder announced, gesturing the young man to be seated. 
 
    “Of course.” Roman moved to take a chair.  
 
    “The First Wizard has requested ElThor’s assistance.” 
 
    Roman’s piercing blue eyes snapped to his, an expression in them that caused TorElnor to shoot the boy a look of approval. Roman was keeping a close ear to the ground when it came to Chosen matters, TorElnor mused approvingly. Gossip and rumors were like air in their world — you could never have too much of it. It was the only way to keep abreast of the political machinations and changing alliances in their complicated world, where Magicks constantly jostled for power and influence over each other. 
 
    “That must have come as a surprise to ElThor.” Roman restricted himself to a simple comment. It was an understatement. The relationship between the Wizards and the First Ones had been icy for generations. Though the First Ones had made no overtures to overcome it, the First Wizard had attempted, in her way, to foster a better equation with ElThor, who spoke for the First Ones on the CoC.  
 
    “He turned her down, until Faoladh intervened with a personal appeal” TorElnor explained. 
 
    The First Ones held Faoladh in great esteem. That Faoladh would intervene on behalf of the First Wizard was very interesting, Roman mused silently. Rumors of an unusual degree of co-operation between the pre-eminent Shifter in their world and the Wizard representative to the CoC had been swirling for months. Confident that the partnership would be short-lived, Roman had paid little attention to the whispers. Now, he realized for the first time that there might just be more to this than he’d assumed at first hearing. 
 
    “ElThor has asked me to take care of this” TorElnor continued. “The Wizards require someone with the ability to asunder an artifact melded with old magic.” 
 
    ElThor was Setik. While he represented all First Ones on the CoC, it was natural for him to reach out to TorElnor, the powerful leader of the Setik in the Americas. 
 
    “Old magic, hmm” Roman murmured. “How old?” 
 
    “That’s all they’re willing to tell us, Roman. If we agree to the request, we can ask more questions.”  
 
    “You want me handle this?” Roman inquired. He could do this stuff in his sleep, old magic or not.   
 
    TorElnor nodded. “I want you to find out what’s going on.” 
 
    Roman arched his eyebrow, his blue eyes meeting the Elder’s perceptive gaze. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I like the idea of ElThor owing us one.” TorElnor’s shrewd eyes held the younger man’s gaze. “You know what I’d like even more, Roman? Finding out what the hell the First Wizard is cooking up with Faoladh’s Wyrs. I’ve been hearing rumors of some very strange goings on between those two unlikely allies. Then, this request from ElThor fell into my lap, and I thought of you.” 
 
    “You want me to find out what the Wizards and Shifters are doing in bed together, as a precondition to using my abilities to help the Wizards” Roman spelt it out precisely. 
 
    “In a nutshell” TorElnor assented. “The Wizards would never have come to us if they could handle the situation themselves. So, let’s make the most of it, Roman.” 
 
    “Got it, Chief. I’ll have them singing to me in no time” Roman stated with a cheeky grin. 
 
    “I know you will. That’s why I asked for you.” TorElnor had an answering twinkle in his eyes. The boy had confidence in spades, confidence that occasionally bordered on arrogance. Not that it worried TorElnor much. He was sure it would get ironed out in time, as the boy matured. Experience had a way of doing that to you. 
 
    “I can be ready to travel in a few hours. Where am I going? Wizard Headquarters, I presume.” 
 
    “No.” TorElnor shook his head, attempting to suppress his mirth. He knew very well what he told him next was going to flummox the boy. “The Wizard who requires assistance is in San Francisco.” 
 
    “San Francisco. I’ll start packing.” Roman stood up, assuming the meeting to be over.  
 
    “She’s a guest at the Lair” TorElnor remarked casually. 
 
    Shock flashed on his face as Roman sat back down abruptly. “The Pack Lair?” he confirmed, his consternation clear. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What the fuck!”  
 
    “A little crudely stated, but I do share your sentiments, Roman. From what I hear, this Wizard who lives at their Lair is protected by the local Wyr Pack.” 
 
    Roman stared at him incredulously. Whispers about Shifters running an investigation for the Wizards, at Faoladh’s request, had periodically reached his ears, but this was something else. 
 
    “San Francisco” he muttered. “That’s the Northern California Pack. Who’s the Alpha?” 
 
    “Raoul Merceau” TorElnor said calmly. He was having way too much fun shaking up the boy. 
 
    “Merceau” Roman shook his head in bewilderment. “What the hell! The man hates Wizards.”  
 
    “Now you know why this old man is curious about the brewing partnership between the Wyrs and the Wizards” TorElnor said calmly. 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand, yeah” Roman murmured, a thoughtful look on his face.  
 
    “Good. But that can keep for a day or two. Let the Wizards stew a little. Should make them more amenable to answering questions when you show up to help them. I’ve another job for you before San Francisco.” 
 
    Roman settled in comfortably. There was more, it seemed.  
 
    “Something strange is going on with the Nagas.” 
 
    “The snake people — the First Ones in India?” the younger Ancient inquired knowledgeably. 
 
    “Yes. Their leader died a week ago.” 
 
    “Old age?” Whatever old age meant to the First Ones with old magic in their veins.  
 
    “No” TorElnor shook his head decisively. “He died very young for a First One. The death is suspicious.” 
 
    “Murder?” Roman queried, a tad incredulously. Murder of a First One was tough to pull off and hence very rare. The Nagas came from very old magic — their king had to have been very powerful.  
 
    “Looks like it” TorElnor assented. “Their new leader is dispatching an envoy to Portland. SivoTar will have the envoy met at the airport. That’s all the information I have. I want to know what the envoy is here for.” 
 
    Roman nodded. SivoTar was a prominent leader of the Eru. Setik and Eru, while not enemies precisely, had always been competitive and liked to keep tabs on one another.  
 
    “It might be nothing more than a simple courtesy call, Roman” TorElnor warned him. “The previous king was a friend of SivoTar’s. But if there’s more, I want to know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    The Lair hosts a celebration 
 
      
 
      
 
    Magic skittered over her body, nearly overwhelming her, as she fought for control. The beast roared, demanding to be let out, the sound reverberating in her mind. Ill, her body weakened, she suspected the end was near. Soon, despite her best efforts, she would succumb, ceding to her beast. That would also spell the end for her. Her Shifter peers would snuff her out once she lost control of her beast. It was the way of her world. She had fought so very hard to not succumb, determined to deny the blue-eyed witch the satisfaction of a victory.  
 
    The shed door rattled. Perhaps, it was time for the witch to check up on her. She opened her eyes to crane her neck with some difficulty towards the door. It slid open in a flurry of snow and howling wind. It must be winter now, she mused dreamily. The silver manacles on her ankle pulled as she attempted to swivel her head, drawing a moan from her. She had lost all sense of time, she realized dazedly. Months of starvation, agony, the witch’s brew of magic and silver had sapped her strength, but not her determination to survive.  
 
    A shuffling sound heralded a new presence. A huge black bear, speckles of snow on its thick fur, shuffled forward to peer down at her. She could sense its bemusement at finding her shackled on the dirt floor. At first, she blinked up at the bear, unafraid of the large animal. Then, both her beast and she seemed to come to the same conclusion simultaneously — this was no bear. Her beast roared, aggression ratcheting up in the presence of a competitor. Her beotan had finally broken through. Dimly, as if in a dream, she wondered what was to become of her now while the roars echoed through the barn. The bear moved, drawing her attention back to the animal. Without warning, a huge fist swung towards her and the world went dark. 
 
    Tasia awoke with a silent scream, gasping for air, petrified and confused in the semi-darkness. It took her a moment to calm herself. This was her room at the Lair, she reminded herself, and the confusion was merely the aftermath of another nightmare, the same ones that continued to plague her with disastrous frequency since her association with the Shifters. 
 
    What was happening to her, she wondered anew, alarm and confusion roiling in her. Wearied by the emotional and physical toll of the nightmares, Tasia was terrified of what they signified. Sometimes, she wondered whether it was possible to slowly lose one’s mind, the line between dreams and reality blurring over time. With the dire thoughts also came a resurgence of her steely resolve. Tasia shook off her fears to slip out of bed, making her weary way to the window to take in the view.  
 
    In a different part of the city, a man stirred in his massive bed to turn his face towards the light drifting in from the bay windows. He closed his eyes, willing the past back into its closet while the moonlight anointed him. His pagan ancestors had once drawn their strength from the moon, believing their vigor and power a bounty from the Moon Goddess. Those days were long gone. They had now evolved to a point where their abilities were not dependent on its cycles anymore. Yet, many of his brethren reveled in its luminescence, believing the moon to greatly enhance their powers. For him, the matter was more evocative. The year of hell had taken much from him. He would never again take anything for granted — his life, his sanity, or his liberty; not even the freedom to see the moon or feel its life-giving caress on his skin when he wanted.  
 
    It took but a few minutes for his ragged breathing to return to normal and the pounding of his heart to subside. Neither his body nor his mind could forget the past that easily. The lilt of a voice, the hint of a threat, the feeling of being closed in, the howl of the wind, the smell of hay and dirt … innocuous everyday happenings transported him back to the shed and his desperate struggle for survival. He had lived with the nightmares for a long time now, and had a time-tested routine to recover his equanimity after experiencing one.  
 
    The unhuman eyes opened abruptly. Sweeping aside the bed sheets, he strode over to the window to lean against it. Muscles bunched with tension on his powerful forearms as he stared at the view. Usually, the memories bubbled up to the surface only when he was less vigilant, like in his dreams. But recently, there had been a few flashbacks even while awake. He knew why, of course. With his head and body arrayed in an epic struggle for dominance, his subconscious was actively trying to remind him of the scars he carried on him. Not that he needed any reminder, he mused savagely.  
 
    The twinkling lights of the Bay Bridge soothed him, bringing him a measure of calm. He had always been a man to face his troubles head on, and it was time to deal with this mire, too. He had struggled and fought to keep his distance, all to no avail. That was done. Now, he could admit the truth to himself. He wanted her. It defied logic and reason, went against every instinct and every vow he had made to himself. Yet, he wanted her. Fate, that feckless witch, was playing its tricks on him again. Of all the women in the world, it dangled this one in front of him. A perfect package of naiveté, steel, power, and temptation, all wrapped up neatly with a bow. The hands on the sill clenched until he reminded himself to let go. He had told himself that he could not stand by while another naïve Chosen was put through hell to emerge as a shell of her former self. The perfect confluence of power and powerlessness in her was something he recognized only too well. She would not survive without allies or powerful champions, and he could not bear to see her lie trampled in the dust, broken inside in ways that would never heal again. Not that indomitable spirit, the generous heart, the steely determination or the expressive eyes, a mirror to her soul, that gazed up at him with a lethal combination of vulnerability, trust, desire and hope. He had tried to convince himself that she was not special, just a Chosen who had merely awakened his protective instincts by her circumstances and plight. But now, he was done lying to himself. Even Duncan had seen through him. 
 
    As he stood watching the city sleep, he reminded himself that just because fate had played a cruel trick on him, it did not mean that he should accept her diktat. So what if he wanted her? He could still refuse to follow his heart. Fate would find out how strong-willed he could be when he put his mind to it. Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face, warned the timely voice in his head. You want to keep your distance from her, then do it for the right reasons. Don’t walk away merely because you want fate to admit defeat. Because, reminded his logical self, that would give fate an easy victory she doesn’t deserve. Not after what she has already put you through. 
 
    Reminded thus, he breathed deep, his eyes flickering to the moon again as it loomed large over his city. What did he want? It was time to be brutally honest with himself. A picture of her rose in his mind. Smiling at Hawk, the gray eyes lit with laughter while she teased him gently, suffused with the special affection she seemed to reserve for the young Shifter. In contrast, with him, she could not hide her wariness, trepidation or strain. Why should she? Had he not pushed her away, his subconscious self hard at work to remind both himself and her that they would always stand on the opposing sides of an invisible divide? That first night, despite her agitation and terror, he had managed to get through to her. Those big, expressive eyes had struck a chord deep in him, stirring something he had thought buried for good. Of course, he had then gone on a rampage, smashing to smithereens and stomping into the ground every tiny bit of that emotion by showing her what he was in large technicolor. Confident that this glimpse of his true colors would make her run as far from him as possible, he had set out to do just that. He was no hero. He was a cold, unfeeling and ruthless brute his Shifters followed because they knew how easily, willingly, and pitilessly, he would pound them into the ground if they disobeyed him. His lack of emotion is what made him such a dangerous man and such a fantastic Alpha. 
 
    After his lesson, the depths of her gray eyes now reflected precisely the image of him he’d been intent on showing her all along. But now, he asked himself, what did he want? More importantly, what could he live with? He was not a vengeful bastard who’d throw her to the dogs simply because he found it difficult to deal with his burgeoning and complicated emotions after years of emptiness. She was here to stay with the Pack, at least for the foreseeable future. He could keep his distance if he had to, he knew. But could he ignore it if she turned to another man, like Hawk, someone willing to hazard his heart in this deadly game of risk and sentiment? Or would he burn like he had when the images of her in Hawk’s arms had stabbed at his gut, to pierce through his armor of will and control, blinding him with a toxic mix of rage and animus that stripped him bare, taking him back to a dark place that reminded him of the shed? 
 
    He had never been a coward, he reminded himself. Even the blue-eyed witch had never been able to strip his spirit from him. He might have lost the fight momentarily to her but never his spirit. In fact, he had felt victorious at knowing that it was his spirit she had wanted to crush, not the hollow victory of inciting a betrayal by his beast. But if he allowed the witch to color his decision now, she would finally win. Did he not deserve a measure of peace, a chance at happiness, a semblance of normal, he asked himself, staring at the darkened city that had always called to him; his heart, mind and instincts engaged in the fiercest struggle for survival since his time in the shed.  
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    Tasia hesitated at the entrance, her eyes taking in the changes while she searched the gathered crowd for a familiar face. She was a regular at the Lair Café. Now mostly confined to the Lair, every meal was eaten there. But tonight, the hall had been transformed from the utilitarian dining space. The usual array of microwaves, refrigerators and glass display cases that lined the room were gone. In their place, brightly-colored decorations and strategically placed arrangements of flowers made the vast space more inviting.  The Café occupied a quarter of the second floor in the building that housed the Lair. The enormous hall seemed even more spacious tonight. Tasia’s eyes wandered over the candles placed in discreet corners to give the room a softened glow. Sienna had been busy, she mused in amusement. Hawk possessed many excellent qualities but a transformation like this, using soft and subtle touches, was beyond him.  
 
    “Tasia.” Sara, in company with Sienna, waved at her from across the room.  
 
    Tasia wended her way through the crowds to her friends. 
 
    “You look wonderful, Tasia” Sara greeted her with a hug. Sara had never seen her friend in a dress before. The simple rust-colored dress made Tasia’s olive skin glow, showing off her petite figure to perfection. Her dark hair had been carefully swept up, with tiny wisps framing her small face. From her ears dangled the silver earrings her Papa had given her — Tasia’s only remaining memento from him.   
 
    “So do you.” Tasia smiled at her friend with affection. Sara was an ethereal beauty; the combination of her Italian genes and Native American ancestry made her quite the head turner. Hawk, her twin, had the kind of stunning good looks that caught everyone’s attention when he walked into a room. Sara’s was a more subdued kind of beauty.  
 
    Tasia turned to Sienna. “You … you’ve performed a miracle. This room! My jaw almost dropped when I first saw it.” 
 
    “I agree” Sara piped up with a grin. “Hawk has been busy beating his chest for dispatching invitations and clearing out the Café of all furniture. Mighty pleased at his accomplishment, he was. Without you, Sienna, this place would like a combination of diner and mess hall.” 
 
    “Men.” Sienna rolled her eyes exaggeratedly. “Always great at overlooking the really obvious stuff, aren’t they? I’ve plenty of time on my hands now, and it was nice of your brother to let me go crazy here.” She gestured at the space around them.  
 
    “Quite a turnout” Tasia remarked, her eyes wandering the room. The large space teemed with people. Chatter and laughter flowed as easily as alcohol. A bar had been set up in one of the open-air balconies, cleared of the gas barbeques that usually occupied it. At the center of the rectangular hall were tables laden with the spread Sienna had worked with the caterers to order for the night. The tables helped separate the long space into two distinct sections.  
 
    “It’s rare for the Alpha to throw a party like this” Sara agreed. “Some of the Shifters have traveled a fair distance to attend.” 
 
    “You guys never have parties?” Sienna looked surprised. “Why not? I thought Packs partied together all the time.” 
 
    “The individual were-packs celebrate together, every now and then. Usually, other Shifters on friendly terms with the were-pack also get invitations to these events. But something like this, that includes the entire Pack, is rare.”   
 
    “How big is your Pack?” Sienna asked curiously. 
 
    “Five hundred, give or take. We’re one of the larger Packs in the country” Sara explained as Sienna looked taken aback by the number. “Two hundred reside here in San Francisco and the bay area. The rest are scattered all over Pack territory in northern California.” 
 
    “Well, it certainly looks like half the Pack is here” Sienna murmured. 
 
    Sara cast a glance around the room. “There’re many I don’t know. We have more than a few non-Shifter guests tonight.” 
 
    Sienna’s eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t expect the Alpha to invite these many Wizards.” 
 
    The Alpha had never hidden his dislike for Wizards. Given that, the number of Wizard guests at this party seemed notably high. Had they been invited to make Jason and her feel more at home tonight, Sienna wondered. The man had a knack for surprises, she mused. Aloof and disinterested he might appear, but there was a streak of decency that ran strong in the Shifter. His offer of the Lair as a safe haven for her had caught her unawares. His invitation to Jason to join her at the Lair had astonished Sienna, but his decision to give up all claim to her locket, refusing to use it to get more concessions from the Wizards, had stumped her.  
 
    “He sent my dad a blanket invitation to include all Wizards in the city” Caro explained, walking up to them. “Anyone willing to celebrate the Pack’s success on a joint mission with Wizards was welcome, was how the Alpha put it.”   
 
    “That was very nice of him” Sienna remarked. 
 
    “I thought so too. Hi, I’m Caroline. You must be Sienna.” 
 
    “Hi” Sienna greeted her with a smile. She knew of Caroline Hamilton. “Tasia never misses her weekly lunches with you, even if it means having her Shifter bodyguards tagging along.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re kind of hard to miss.”  
 
    Caroline greeted Sara next before lowering her voice to address Tasia. “I was honored to receive my own invitation to the party, by the way. Separate from the one extended to my dad and his Wizards. I guess I know who to thank for it.” 
 
    Tasia glanced around instinctively, wondering if she should remind her friend before Caro said something she didn’t want overheard by ears with extraordinary abilities. The Shifters had phenomenal hearing — an ability inherited from their beasts. This ability forced Tasia to be constantly on her guard, now that she lived with them. Her friend, like most Chosen, might not be as hyper aware.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Tas.” Caro directed a mischievous smile at her, correctly gauging Tasia’s dilemma. “Dad gave me a pep talk right before we came in here. Tonight, I won’t forget.” 
 
    “Good. It’s quickly becoming the bane of my existence.” Tasia’s words were heartfelt. “Besides, you’re wrong, you know. I had nothing to do with your invitation, Caro.”  
 
    “No?” Caro grinned. “Are you sure, Tas?” 
 
    “Uh, Tasia.” 
 
    A young Shifter stood fidgeting before them, his nervous gaze on Tasia. It was Evgeny, one of the Shifter bodyguards assigned to escort Tasia when she ventured outside the Lair. Evgeny and an older Shifter, Joaquim, had been her designated escorts since the early days of her association with the Pack. It had taken both Shifters a long time to warm up to Tasia. Solitary by nature, Shifters did not socialize much, except with their Pack. Tasia had also come to realize that they did not trust easily, especially other Chosen. After nearly two months, Evgeny had succumbed to chat with her, while his more taciturn partner would occasionally remark on the weather. 
 
    “Hi Evgeny” Tasia greeted him warmly. She liked the gangly young Shifter. He had a sunny nature and always seemed very young to her, even though Evgeny was only a handful of years younger than her. “You know Sara and Sienna, right? This is my friend, Caro.” 
 
    “I met her at your studio once” he responded laconically. 
 
    “Yup, we’ve met” Caro assented. “How are you, Evgeny?” 
 
    “Good.” He paused, seemingly at a loss on how to proceed.  
 
    Tasia glanced beyond him to note a group of young Shifters watching them avidly. 
 
    “What’s up, Evgeny?” she inquired gently. 
 
    “Uh … I was wondering if you wanted to dance, Tasia. With me” he added a little self-consciously. 
 
    “There’s a dance floor?” Tasia exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the other end of this room. The tables of food separate it from this space” Sienna piped up. “Hawk insisted on it. It was his idea.” 
 
    “I’d love to, Evgeny” Tasia declared promptly.  
 
    “You would?” He seemed a tad uncertain. 
 
    “Absolutely” Tasia was enthusiastic. “Shall we?” 
 
    His young face broke into a happy grin at her response. 
 
    “I’ll see you guys back here in a bit” Tasia said with a laughing glance at her friends, as she made to follow the young Shifter. 
 
    “That boy is very sweet” Sienna remarked softly. 
 
    “Yes, he is” Sara agreed. “He’s a really nice kid.”  
 
    “We’re were-pack mates” she explained at Sienna’s inquiring look. 
 
    As Tasia followed Evgeny, her eyes fell on the group of Shifters she’d observed watching them. “Your friends, Evgeny?”  
 
    “Yeah” he said sheepishly. “They’re just curious about you, Tasia. Most of them have never met a Chosen that isn’t a Shifter.” 
 
    Tasia pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Perhaps, you can introduce me to your friends later, Evgeny. I’m going to be living here for a few more months. And, I wouldn’t say no to some new friends.” 
 
    “Sure, Tasia” he agreed easily, leading her onto the dance floor. 
 
    As Tasia sampled the dance floor, the man who had insisted on it for the party made for the group she had left behind. 
 
    “Ladies” Hawk greeted them collectively, his glance encompassing his twin and her two Wizard companions. “Hi Caroline.” 
 
    “Typical” Sara remarked. “Ignore us and go for Caro.” 
 
    “I could never ignore you, Sara mia” he countered easily, unperturbed by his sister’s teasing. 
 
    “Congratulations, Hawk” Caroline remarked, having been to the Lair Café before. “You’ve done a fabulous job in here.”  
 
    “Thanks, but this is all Sienna’s doing.”  
 
    His eyes wandered the room. “Where’s Tasia? I thought I saw her.” 
 
    “She’s on the dance floor” Sienna answered with a straight face.  
 
    “Dance floor.” He looked taken aback. “By herself?” 
 
    “No.” Sienna was carefully nonchalant. 
 
    An arrested expression flashed across his handsome face. “Who?” he demanded peremptorily. 
 
    “Evgeny.” It was Caroline who answered him. 
 
    “Evgeny! Our Evgeny?” he asked Sara. 
 
    “Yes” Sara nodded. “She’ll be fine, Hawk. Let the girl breathe. You’ll suffocate her with your overprotectiveness” she said bluntly, in a manner only a sibling could manage. 
 
    “Right” he said absently.  
 
    A short silence prevailed. Sienna attempted to suppress her grin while Sara merely gazed at her twin with affectionate exasperation. Hawk’s eyes zeroed in on Caroline, who was watching him, her eyes puzzled and curious. 
 
    “How about a turn on the dance floor, Caroline?” he invited. 
 
    Caro looked fleetingly surprised as she met the dark eyes of the handsome Shifter. Hawk was the most unlikely Shifter she’d met. Granted, she hadn’t met that many, but this one blew the Shifter stereotypes away. Caro found him fascinating. 
 
    “Sure.” She accepted his invitation. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Tasia was back amidst her friends after an energetic turn on the dance floor. More guests had poured in at a steady clip, the room now more crowded than before. Hawk’s idea, implemented by Sienna, of a makeshift dance floor with dimmed lighting and subdued music, was a roaring success. While the Shifters had mostly kept their distance, the other Chosen had embraced it enthusiastically. Tasia had danced with Evgeny, Hawk and Jason before being introduced to Evgeny’s friends. Eventually, they had all moved back to this side of the hall as the throngs converged onto the dance floor. As guests wound their way to partake of the food and the dance floor beyond it, the crowds here had thinned. 
 
    Tasia used the golden opportunity to observe the Shifters she worked with in a more social setting. Her nearly two months at the Lair had served to give her a better understanding of Shifters and Packs. While her original assumption of them as some of the most unpredictable, aggressive, violent and dangerous Chosen still held true, she was also starting to see a different side to them. They adhered to a strict code of honor, prized loyalty very highly and would always rally around their Pack mates in the face of danger, regardless of any individual differences. While there were still moments when she found their Pack culture and traditions alien, these were fewer than when she had first come to live amongst them.  
 
    Elisabetta held court with a group of men hanging on her every word. Attired in a green dress that matched the color of her eyes, the stunning Shifter seemed in her element. A powerful and ambitious Were-Alpha, Elisabetta had a habit of dispatching stinging barbs with a sweet smile on her beautiful face. It made Tasia very wary of the Shifter’s sharp tongue. Despite the admiring male attention directed at her, Tasia couldn’t help but notice that Elisabetta was distracted tonight. The beautiful Were-Alpha darted sidelong glances at a tall good-looking man, part of a small group of Shifters and other Chosen. The Alpha looked different tonight, without the jeans and tee that was his usual attire. Engrossed in conversation, he nursed a glass of amber liquid in his hand, seemingly oblivious to the female Were-Alpha’s glances. Like the night she had stumbled upon him brooding into his glass of Scotch in the Alpha’s Room, the drink in his hand seemed more decorative than anything else. Then too, he had taken his time with it. Hmm, he wasn’t much for alcohol, she mused thoughtfully. And, he wasn’t interested in the gorgeous Elisabetta. Or perhaps, he was merely adhering to his principles. As Hawk had explained to Sienna and her, the Alpha didn’t do romantic entanglements with his Pack. How had Hawk colorfully put it? Tends to fuck up the chain of command. It sounded like something the Alpha would say. Raoul Merceau took Pack business and the chain of command very seriously, as Tasia knew to her cost. 
 
    Tonight, a mix of his Shifters and other guests surrounded the Alpha. Atsá, the Were-Alpha who was Hawk and Sara’s grandfather, was his stately self. Accompanying him was his usual companion, the brightly-dressed grandmotherly Were-Alpha, Maartje. Duncan, more dapper than usual, was the third Shifter in the group. David and Stuart Hamilton, Caroline’s father and brother, and Jason LaRue made up the Wizard contingent around the Alpha. Caroline’s father, the ranking Wizard in San Francisco, was known to be on good terms with the Alpha. In addition to the six, two other men and a slim middle-aged woman made up the contingent around the Alpha. 
 
    “That boy is one handsome devil” Sienna remarked, her eyes on Hawk as he flitted from group to group in his effortlessly charming way. 
 
    “And doesn’t he know it” Caroline remarked sotto voice from beside Tasia. 
 
    “Oh, the boy has charm in spades and he knows it” Sienna concurred. “But that one can be tamed by the right woman. You mark my words, he’ll make someone a very good partner.” She directed a sidelong glance at Tasia. 
 
    Caro, a witness to Hawk’s demonstrative affection with her friend, turned to Tasia impulsively. “Now that you’ve had a taste of Pack life, would you go out with a Shifter, Tas?” 
 
    “Me?” Tasia exclaimed in surprise, distracted by the glimpse of a familiar face headed in their direction. For once, she was oblivious to her surroundings, too distracted to pay heed to the subtle undercurrents in the conversation.  
 
    “Yeah” Caro reiterated. “Would you date a Shifter, Tas?” 
 
    “No.” Tasia’s response was vehement, with absolutely no hesitation. “Never.”  
 
    Her association with the Pack was a precarious one. Another disastrous misstep with the Alpha and she might find herself out in the cold, to start all over again somewhere else, far from San Francisco and possibly with a new identity to boot. Tasia was supremely conscious of this. While these past weeks with the Shifters had been daunting, confusing, and difficult, Tasia knew how much having a Pack to watch her back had changed her life. To be fair to him, the Alpha had not intimated anything of the sort to her. It was just a feeling Tasia had, driven in part by her own ambivalent feelings regarding this association with the Shifters. In some ways, she was more wary this time around, with her second attempt at a partnership with the Pack. Tasia liked the way the association was shaping up this time. Barring one particularly bad hiccup, things were better with the Alpha. Yet, the rare glimpse of Shifter traditions and their way of doing things, even the casual violence that seemed so much a way of life for them, gave her pause. Throw in Raoul Merceau, the ruthless and aloof Alpha of immense self-control, capable of terrifying fury one minute and surprising compassion the next, and it did not add up to an advertisement for romantic entanglement with a Shifter. That is, if she was even allowed the luxury of any kind of relationship with a Chosen. That such a relationship would be a dangerous idea, both for her and the Chosen she picked, had been made very clear in unambiguous terms to her. Therein lay singular disaster for her. A relationship with a human was the best Tasia could ever hope for, a Si’ffa who would remain oblivious about magic, the Chosen, and her kitty of dangerous secrets. 
 
    Her friends looked taken aback by Tasia’s vehemence, although Sara seemed to be attempting to hide a smile.  
 
    An expression of comical dismay spread across Tasia’s face. She should have been more tactful with Sara around, she realized too late. 
 
    “No offense, Sara” she apologized contritely, both embarrassed and sheepish. “I … sorry.” 
 
    “None taken.” Sara’s response was prompt. “I happen to agree with you, Tasia. You wouldn’t catch me dead going out with one.” 
 
    “Why not, Sara?” Caroline was genuinely curious. Here was a Shifter woman saying no to any kind of entanglement with her kind — and a smart Shifter woman at that; one with a good head on her shoulders. Sara was no average Chosen parroting a widely-held view amongst their brethren, based on the rumors and stereotypes that abounded in their world. Her views had clearly been arrived at from her own experience with Shifters.  
 
    “Too much aggression, blood and mayhem all the time” Sara said simply. “I see that every day in my Pack. I would prefer less rampaging in my personal life.”  
 
    Tasia couldn’t help but silently agree with her friend’s candid opinion. By and large, Shifters tended to be an honorable bunch that adhered to their strict codes of conduct – codes that many Chosen considered archaic. In many ways, they were uncomplicated, forthright and more straightforward than other Chosen she’d encountered. But they were also a throwback to an earlier time. Tasia could see how a woman in a different era might appreciate such a focused protector as a mate, but dealing with one as a romantic partner today would be exhausting. 
 
    “What about you, Caroline?” Sienna asked the Wizard who seemed reflective after Sara’s candid response. 
 
    “I’d never even met a Shifter until the night …” She paused, conscious of the Shifters in their midst. Caro had met her first Shifter the night she had walked into the Lair to ask the Alpha for assistance. “For Tasia” she continued cryptically, wary of listening ears. Her presence at the Lair that night was meant to be kept secret. “I have to admit that your Alpha surprised me” she directed at both Sara and Tasia.  
 
    “Never” Tasia exclaimed incredulously. While invitations to the Lair were few and far between, Caro’s dad conducted business regularly with the Shifters. Plus, the Alpha seemed to know David Hamilton well. Under such circumstances, how could Caro have never met a Shifter? 
 
    “This party is very unusual, Tasia.” It was Sara who responded. “Chosen factions rarely mingle socially. For many in the Pack, you’re the first non-Shifter they’ve had the opportunity to interact with.” 
 
    No wonder Evgeny’s friends had been so curious about her, Tasia mused. She’d put their curiosity down to youth, but now it struck her that it was more than that.  
 
    “That is true” Caroline chimed in. “That’s why this is really nice.” She gestured around her at the party in full swing, Shifters mingling with other Chosen guests. 
 
    “Tasia Armstrong” greeted a vaguely familiar voice.  
 
    Tasia’s heart sank. It was Justin Markham — the Shifter who’d injured Sara when her friend had tried to warn Tasia about the nuances in Shifter courtship rituals. Tasia could sense Sara stiffen up beside her, but this time, Tasia was prepared. Once, she’d inadvertently provided this Shifter an opportunity to exploit her naiveté and inexperience with Shifter and Pack customs for his own ends. No more. Tasia was wiser to the ways of the Pack now, and she had an ace in the hole, if Duncan was to be believed. She could be as blunt with Markham as she liked, and he would never dare retaliate against her for fear of the Alpha’s wrath. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” Tasia asked him, her tone discouraging.  
 
    Sienna and Caro, already forewarned by Sara’s poker face, exchanged a glance at Tasia’s unusually unfriendly demeanor with the male Shifter. 
 
    “Is that any way to greet an old friend” he chided lightly, his smile unaffected by her unwelcoming manner. 
 
    “You’re no friend of mine” Tasia retorted fiercely, her mind vivid with memories of Sara crumpled amidst broken furniture before Duncan had swooped down to carry her off to be patched up by the Pack doctor. 
 
    Markham contemplated her silently, his good humor unimpaired and his eyes rife with speculation. 
 
    “The Lair is abuzz with whispers of your fractious relationship with the Alpha. He’s got a short fuse, our Alpha, and no love for your kind. You’ll be out on your pretty behind in no time. If I were you, Tasia Armstrong, I wouldn’t be so hasty to reject any overtures of friendship.” He paused for emphasis. “You never know when you might find yourself in need of friends.”  
 
    Tasia’s expression tightened imperceptively at his allusion to Lair gossip. She had no idea that her difficulties with the Alpha were being talked about, but she knew that it’d never do to let the Shifter know his barb had hit home.  
 
    “I have all the friends I’ll ever need” she assured him composedly, her glance encompassing the three women who flanked her. 
 
    Before Markham could respond, Duncan and Hawk descended on them from different sides of the room, united in their determination to handle the situation. Hawk wore a thunderous expression on his face while Duncan was his usual unflappable self. To Tasia’s astonishment, Luis Beltran strode up to them too, to take a position beside Sara and her. He said nothing, seemingly content to allow his mere presence to send a message. Sara’s twin and her Were-Alpha hotfooting it to Sara’s aid against a Shifter known for targeting her was no surprise to Tasia, but Luis’ presence by their side was a mystery. The suave and taciturn Were-Alpha had never demonstrated any concern for Sara before. Luis’ presence seemed to catch Hawk by equal surprise, for he directed a frowning glance at the Shifter. Tasia wondered if Luis Beltran was Markham’s Were-Alpha — that might certainly explain his presence here. 
 
    “Markham” Duncan greeted the Shifter in his usual placid manner. The huge English Shifter was dressed impeccably, as always, in a blue shirt and dark trousers, his sleeves rolled down to hide the colorful ink on his brawny arms. His brown eyes sized up the other Shifter with no discernible expression in them, but Markham seemed to get the message. 
 
    “Time to move on, lad” Duncan suggested mildly, and Markham directed a short nod at Tasia before striding away. 
 
    There was a short silence before Caroline piped up irrepressibly. “Who was that bozo?” 
 
    Busy directing uncertain and wary glances at Luis Beltran’s impassive presence beside her, Sara was prompt to respond. “A prime example of why I’ll never date a Shifter” she said smartly. 
 
    Sienna laughed aloud, Caroline giggled, and the tension was broken. Hawk’s thunderous visage relaxed and even Luis cracked a smile.  
 
    “You can’t judge us all by Markham, Sara mia” Hawk protested, his good humor restored.  
 
    “I have to concur with Hawk on this, my dear” Duncan remarked in his precise way, though Tasia noted the twinkle in his eyes.  
 
    “Ladies, I hope the Pack’s hospitality finds favor.” Duncan’s comment was directed at Caroline. All three of the other women present were currently affiliated with the Pack, in one form or another.  
 
    “Yes, thank you, Mr. Hawthorne” Caro replied primly. 
 
    “Duncan, please” he insisted. 
 
    “I’m enjoying my first glimpse of a Pack Lair” she said limpidly. “Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine an invitation.”  
 
    Duncan hid a smile, amused by her tactics. This, he guessed, was her attempt at bamboozling the crowd gathered here tonight. Caroline Hamilton had been introduced to Duncan the night she had walked into the Lair to ask the Alpha for help. Tasia had been kidnapped and Caroline had come to the Pack as a last resort to request assistance for her friend. It had led to a showdown at the local Registry between the Pack and a Guardian holding Tasia hostage. To ensure that no Wizard censure fell on either Caroline Hamilton or her father, Raoul had commanded the Pack to silence over Caroline’s visit. The Alpha had also given orders for Caroline to be allowed to visit with her friend while Tasia recovered at the Lair, after the Guardian’s ill-treatment of her. 
 
    “You should ask Tasia to give you a tour” Duncan suggested blandly, playing along. “This is likely to be her home for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    Caro contemplated the big Shifter. He had very subtly reinforced Tasia’s ties to the Pack after Justin Markham’s innuendos had raised questions about it. No wonder the English Shifter was held in high esteem within the Pack and by those who knew him, Caro mused. 
 
    “I will, thank you” she said softly. 
 
    Duncan gave her a courtly nod of his head in acknowledgement. He glanced at the silent Were-Alpha in their midst. “Luis Beltran, this is Caroline Hamilton. She’s a friend of Tasia’s.” He made the introductions. 
 
    “That one is intriguing” Caro whispered, as the English Shifter strode away with Luis in tow. “Him, I wouldn’t turn down necessarily.” 
 
    “Duncan.” Sara looked startled, her eyes contemplative as they followed the English Were-Alpha’s heavily-tattooed form. “He’s not your typical Shifter, I’ll give you that. He’s different. And very decent.”  
 
    “You know him well, Sara?” Caro inquired.  
 
    “He’s my Were-Alpha.” 
 
    Caro, curious about the ways of Shifters, hesitated all the same. She knew Sara well, having bonded over their mutual friendship with Tasia. She just wasn’t sure how comfortable Sara would feel answering questions about Shifters while her Pack mates listened in.  
 
    “Duncan mentored Sara and me when we first joined the Pack” Hawk offered, his expression unusually solemn. Caro had never seen this side of Hawk before. “He taught us everything we know about being Shifters and has always looked out for us.” 
 
    “Duncan is a treasure” Sienna chimed in quietly. “Wise, steady, unflappable and inherently decent.” Jason and she had both come to trust in the big Shifter’s judgment and level-headedness. 
 
    Tasia couldn’t help but silently agree with both Sara and Caro. Duncan had been unfailingly kind to her from the moment the Alpha had extended Pack protection to her. He had given her good advice, unwavering support and even helped bolster her in his way when her new life had overwhelmed her. 
 
    Hawk seemed to abruptly spring to attention, his expression hardening. Both his and Sara’s heads snapped to where a young Shifter whispered something urgently to the Alpha.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Caro inquired, as a sudden hush descended on the room. Conversations paused as Shifters everywhere directed their heightened attention to their Alpha. 
 
    “The Vampire Mistress is downstairs” Sara explained. 
 
    Blutsaugers. At the gates of the Lair. 
 
    Tasia’s heart quickened its beat abruptly, her body’s subconscious response to the presence of Vampires. Staying off the Clan’s radar had been the driving force of most of Tasia’s decisions her whole life. Some habits were hard to break. She took a deep breath to remind herself of her changed circumstances. There was no danger to her here. This was the Pack Lair. The Shifters were unlikely to allow any Blutsauger to step foot in here, she told herself. 
 
    “Tas” Hawk called out softly. I have you, his eyes said silently, as he seemed to move infinitesimally closer to her. Hawk thought he knew why Tasia feared the leeches. Her father had once walked away from them after a dispute, causing the Clan to go after him with a vengeance. What Hawk didn’t know, and what Tasia had not told his Alpha, was that there was a deadlier reason for her to keep her distance from the Blutsaugers. Her kind was an abomination to them. They would not hesitate to hunt her down and exterminate her if so much as a hint wafted to them of the blood that flowed in her veins. 
 
    Across the room, Raoul contemplated the young Shifter who’d brought him news that leeches waited at the Lair gates. This was uncharacteristic of Franciszka, he reflected. Especially after their last encounter, when he’d given her a taste of what he could do when crossed. That whole incident was still something of a mystery to him, though Raoul had managed to successfully shove the matter to the back of his mind. So much had happened since that fateful meeting with the Vampire Mistress that the Alpha could be forgiven for putting that little detail, shocking though it had been, on the back burner to deal with more important matters. 
 
    “Escort her up in ten minutes, John” he directed. “She’s only allowed to bring one of her entourage with her. The rest stay in the parking lot.” 
 
    “Got it, Alpha.” The young Shifter nodded before turning on his heels to stride away. 
 
    “Luis” the Alpha remarked conversationally, waiting just moments for the Were-Alpha to materialize. “Make sure those leeches stay in the parking lot, and that Franciszka and her leech are properly escorted every second they spend in the Lair.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” Luis was succinct, as was his wont. He strode to the door, followed by his Shifters who’d overheard the Alpha’s commands as clearly as him. 
 
    “Duncan.” The Alpha turned to his friend, only for the other Shifter to forestall him.  
 
    “I’ve got it covered, Raoul” Duncan assured him.  
 
    The Alpha watched Duncan stride towards where Tasia stood with Hawk and her friends. Initially alarmed by the presence of leeches, the witchling had calmed down. The throng of bodies packing the room made it hard for his Shifter senses to pick up on physiological signs, but Raoul could sense her emotions in the strange way he’d noted in recent weeks. That had been another puzzle for him, one superseded by the jolting shock he had received just this week. He was still reeling from the vision of her with Hawk on Telegraph Hill.  
 
    “Problems, Raoul?” David Hamilton inquired from beside him. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “It’s just Franciszka throwing a tantrum.” 
 
    “That woman is impossible to deal with” the middle-aged woman beside Hamilton interjected. “You’re the only one that has a relationship with the local Clan, Raoul, amongst us all.” Her glance encompassed David Hamilton and some of the men by her side.  
 
    “That’s because Raoul is the only one who engages with her” David stated evenly. “The rest of us choose to leave the local nest to their own devices, as long as they stay out of our way.” 
 
    “She’s not that bad for a leech” Raoul said. “I’ve always found it better to engage with them than to leave them to their own devices.” 
 
    “It helps that she has a healthy fear of crossing the Alpha” Maartje remarked, her grandmotherly smile belied by the sharpness of the faded eyes. “Unlike other Chosen, we Wyrs do not hesitate to demonstrate the savagery we’re capable of when the need arises.”    
 
    “In my book, that makes the Wyrs the best of us all. We Chosen are all capable of great savagery, although some of us disguise it better” the middle-aged woman, who spoke for her kind, countered. “That the Wyrs refuse to dress it up is to your credit.” 
 
    David Hamilton said nothing, studying the Ancient, who led her brethren in the city, as if seeing her for the first time.  
 
    “Raoul” the Vampire Mistress greeted him from a few feet away. “How could you forget to invite me to your party, moj drogi?” she pouted prettily.  
 
    A pasty-faced Vampire stood impassively beside her, his wary gaze on the crowd in the hall that watched them avidly. Two Shifters flanked the Vampires. These were two of Luis’ most experienced Shifters, Raoul noted with approval. 
 
    “Franciszka.” Raoul strode forward to greet her politely.  
 
    The Mistress’ eyes skimmed over the group of Shifters, Wizards and Ancients who surrounded the Alpha.  
 
    “Did I lose my invitation in the mail, Raoul?” she inquired, her manner imperious, though Raoul could detect the hint of uncertainty in her eyes. “The Spell Casters and the First Ones are here at your invitation. Am I to assume that your invitation to us Pure Bloods has somehow gone astray?” 
 
    Raoul studied her, as the room waited in hushed silence for his response. She was insulted, he realized. Possibly even hurt by his rejection of the leeches, when every other Chosen faction he dealt with in San Francisco had received an invitation. The Pack and the leeches had a decent relationship, even though their last interaction had not gone well for Franciszka. It had taken serious moxie for Franciszka to bring along her entourage and demand entry into the Lair. Her relationship with the local Wizards and Ancients was almost non-existent, like most local leech nests. Leeches tended to be defensive about being looked down upon by other Chosen. Raoul didn’t blame them for it — they had good reason. As he studied the Mistress’ defiant stand before the gathered guests, the memory of another Chosen, who had deemed herself superior to him and had been hell-bent on proving it, flashed through Raoul. With it came the old blinding burst of rage. More than most, he knew what it felt to be discriminated against, to be regarded as an inferior Magick by another Chosen. He had suffered unbearable agony for his supposed crime. 
 
    “You’re very welcome here, Franciszka” he invited her graciously. “I apologize for the invitation going astray.” 
 
    For a moment, she simply stared back at him, nonplussed by his response. A quiet murmur rippled through the room at the Alpha’s statement, but the Vampire Mistress seemed unaware of it, her attention focused on Raoul’s inscrutable face. Her Vampire companion seemed equally taken aback, his eyes keenly searching the Alpha’s expression.  
 
    “The Pack values our relationship with you, Mistress, just as it does with the Wizards and Ancients of this city” the Alpha said firmly. 
 
    That seemed to throw her even more off balance. Raoul met her eyes, his own impassive as he returned her regard. She was a tall, pale and bony woman who had once been a great beauty as a mortal. Now, the fine bones of her face just made her features look angular and sharp. Like most Undead that could afford it, she liked to live well. It usually reflected in her attire. Today, she had on a low cut floor-length gown of a color that could only be described as blood red. Rubies glittered in her ears and neck while a bracelet encircled her bony arm. Her dark hair had been elaborately dressed in an old-fashioned and complicated arrangement. She could be a formidable adversary, as Raoul knew, a shrewd and cunning leader with the trust of her nest. In the Undead world, leaders tended to lead the leeches like a cult — by overwhelming fear or by unfailingly inspiring their followers. Raoul knew that Franciszka led her leeches by inspiration. Not that she didn’t inculcate a healthy fear in her leeches should they choose to disregard her commands, but mostly, they followed her because they believed in her vision for their nest. Raoul didn’t trust her as far as he could throw her, but she certainly didn’t deserve to be humiliated for being who she was. 
 
    “My Pure Bloods value our relationship with your Pack too, Alpha” she said formally, her manner suddenly more assured.  
 
    “Will you make the introductions?” she asked, her eyes on the silent group flanking Raoul. 
 
    “Of course. You know my Were-Alphas, Atsá and Maartje. David Hamilton too, I believe. This is DiZeyla.” 
 
    “She who leads the First Ones in this city” the Vampire Mistress acknowledged. “We finally meet.”  
 
    From a distance, Tasia watched the Mistress intently, her attention focused on the woman to the exclusion of everyone around her. Calm now, her initial spurt of alarm drained away. She was part of this Pack. Despite any ambivalence regarding her future with them, she was here to stay for the probationary period. And she was confident that while the Alpha might not know exactly why she feared the Blutsaugers, he knew enough to make damn sure no Vampire got close to her tonight, or any other night, while she was under Pack protection.  
 
    Tasia sent Hawk a reassuring smile as she caught his watchful eyes on her. Caro and Sienna were too busy staring at the two Vampires. Caro had probably never met any of the Clan before, but Sara cast concerned glances at her friend, her Shifter senses having picked up on Tasia’s initial alarm. Duncan, in his observant way, took note of the twins’ concern for their friend. It was time to distract them all, he decided. He didn’t intend to let the leeches’ presence spoil the party for the twins he had mentored since they’d joined the Pack as callow teenagers. 
 
    “Ladies, have you sampled the fare yet?” he inquired.  
 
    Tasia’s eyes snapped to his, recalled to her surroundings by his question. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Shall we?” His voice was mild, the brown eyes steady on her.  
 
    Tasia agreed with alacrity. Duncan’s presence hovering reassuringly by her side signified protection. The Alpha had sent his trustiest Shifter to watch over her. 
 
    “Does that woman always dress so …?” Caro inquired in a sibilant whisper as they made their way to the feast laid out for the guests.  
 
    “Always” Hawk assented, his eyes dancing with mischief. “This is one of her more tasteful attires.” 
 
    “Hawk” Sara protested laughingly.  
 
    Duncan merely shook his head, attempting to suppress a grin, though Tasia noted that he didn’t censure Hawk for his loose tongue. The Vampires’ hearing rivalled that of the Shifters’. 
 
    “You’ve met her before, Hawk?” Caro exclaimed, her astonishment clear. Caroline had assumed that, like her, Hawk had few opportunities to mingle with other Chosen. 
 
    “A few times” Hawk acknowledged. 
 
    Caro stared at him, rendered speechless by his answer. In response, Hawk gave her one of his singularly attractive smiles.   
 
    “What about the jewelry?” Sienna asked curiously. “Is it real?” 
 
    Hawk shrugged. He had little interest in and absolutely no clue about jewelry.  
 
    “Very likely” Duncan answered the question. “She likes the finer things in life, like most of her kind.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Sienna turned around to direct a thoughtful glance at the Mistress. 
 
    Tasia, who had met the Vampire Mistress before in a rather terrifying encounter, tried to ignore her presence to take in the spread before her in awe. Sienna had done a fantastic job. A vegetarian, Tasia’s daily attempts to configure meals from the mostly meat options available at the Lair Café were always a challenge. Tonight, she realized joyfully, offered her a feast with the plethora of available options. 
 
    “They won’t venture here” Duncan remarked in a low voice to her, gesturing at the tables laden with food. The leeches got their sustenance from other sources, as Tasia knew.  
 
    Tasia glanced at up at the English Shifter. “I know that I’m in safe hands, Duncan.”  
 
    “Enjoy yourself tonight” he said softly. Duncan, who spent a lot of his time in the library he had created lovingly in the Pack Room, knew how much the forced isolation at the Lair chafed at Tasia. He’d taken note of her restlessness while she worked long hours perusing and making notes from the reports that the First Wizard had released to them. 
 
    Forty minutes later, Tasia was back at the table, perusing dessert options carefully after a fantastic meal. Engrossed in making the difficult decision between tiramisu and a bright passion fruit mousse, she failed to observe the man striding towards her.  
 
    Duncan, ever watchful, took note of the Alpha’s approach with sharp eyes that missed nothing. Directing his attention back to the plate of food in his hands, he relaxed his vigil for a few minutes. 
 
    “Enjoying yourself?” the Alpha inquired softly from beside her. 
 
    Startled, Tasia jumped, losing her grip on the plate in her hand. Quick as a flash, his hand shot out to grasp the plate, steadying it as a mini chocolate cup teetered at the edge.   
 
    Tasia glanced from the upright plate in his hands to the inscrutable face, her expression awed. 
 
    “You’re fast” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m a Shifter” he quipped impassively. “Didn’t mean to startle you” he said as she continued to stare up at him mutely.  
 
    Tasia’s eyes fell to the plate in his hands. She held out her hand for it, unthinkingly. The Alpha’s gold eyes snapped to the hand she held out to him before he placed the plate carefully on the table, his movements deliberate. He held her gaze, his eyes glinting with amusement. 
 
    “If you’re not willing in private, I think it’s safe to assume that you don’t intend to do so with the eyes of the world on you” he reminded her. 
 
    For one stupefied moment, Tasia stared at him in confusion, before the import of his words hit her. She flushed scarlet, snatching her hand back, reminded of the night in the Alpha’s Room when he’d offered her a sip from his glass.  
 
    With more hindsight now, Tasia understood that he had been attempting to distract her from her fears that night. In his own way, he had been rather kind. 
 
    Watch yourself, Tasia. He’s right about the eyes of the world on you. This is no time to make missteps with Shifter traditions. Especially when the Pack is already gossiping about you, if Markham’s to be believed. 
 
    Tasia reached for the plate on the table, playing for time to compose herself.  
 
    “Thank you for the timely reminder” she said with remarkable composure to the man who watched her with hooded eyes. 
 
    Those hooded gold eyes skimmed over her from head to toe, taking in the upswept hair, the dangling earrings and the simple knee-length rust-colored dress. The big gray eyes had been highlighted with subtle makeup that made them the focus of her fine-boned features. 
 
    “Witchling” he said softly, conscious of the Shifters listening in, and possibly the two leeches.   
 
    Tasia glanced up to meet his gaze, a question in the gray eyes as they met his. For the first time, Raoul allowed a hint of his interest to show, for just a moment. It was deliberately done. Tasia stared at the light in the depths of the gold eyes, bewildered and confused by it.   
 
    Whaaat? Is he …? No, it cannot be. This is the cold and aloof man who doesn’t allow even his Pack to get close. Get a grip on yourself. 
 
    The gold eyes, now back to their inscrutable depths, searched her face.  
 
    Had she imagined that look in his eyes, Tasia wondered uncertainly.  
 
    He’s probably checking out the smudge on my face.  
 
    “Enjoy your chocolate and the party” he said. “And, don’t worry” he added as she remained silent, his lightning glance directed at the Mistress who mingled with the other guests, in company with her Vampire, Maartje, and two of Luis’s Shifters. “I’ve got this.”  
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    The next morning, Jason LaRue asked for an audience with the Alpha. 
 
    “You’re not going to like this” Jason warned bluntly as the Alpha closed the door to his sound-proofed private room. 
 
    Raoul studied the Guardian’s candid brown eyes. “Out with it, LaRue” he said mildly. “I’m in a good mood. Let’s have it.” 
 
    Jason lost his somber expression as his eyes lit up with amusement. No wonder Merceau was in a good mood. Why wouldn’t he be after successfully pulling off a coup of sorts last night, Jason mused. All without expending much of an effort to keep the peace, from what Jason had seen. 
 
    “I told you that the First Wizard had approached ElThor for assistance” Jason reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, to extract Sienna’s locket.”  
 
    “In return for his assistance, ElThor is asking more questions about the locket and its origins than the First Wizard is comfortable answering.” Jason relayed the information tactfully.     
 
    Raoul studied the Guardian for a moment, his gold eyes glinting with unholy enjoyment. “So, the Ancients are giving the Wizards an uncomfortable time as the price for their assistance. Couldn’t have happened to more deserving folks, if you ask me. You’re wrong, LaRue. This is highly entertaining. What’s not to like?” 
 
    Jason sighed silently. He didn’t know where the Alpha’s animosity for Wizards stemmed from, but this particular opinion was hard to rebut. Much as he would’ve liked to, Jason couldn’t deny that the Wizards wanted to keep Lady Bethesda’s crimes and machinations a secret from the other Chosen, and even their own people. It would bring down too many recriminations on their leadership and its decisions, past and present.  
 
    “It’s what comes next that you won’t like” Jason remarked. “The First Wizard would like a contingent of Guardians to take a stab at removing Sienna’s locket before she’s forced to divulge secrets to ElThor’s people.” 
 
    “That’s Wizard business. Why would I have an opinion on it?” Raoul countered. 
 
    “You know how I feel about entrusting Sienna’s protection to the GCW. After Chicago, I’m not sure which Guardians to trust. The First Wizard agrees with me on this.” 
 
    Raoul’s eyes searched Jason’s face. Now he understood where this was going. 
 
    “No” he stated unequivocally, the gold eyes blanked of all expression. “Before I extended the invitation to Sienna, I told you that no Guardians would ever step foot in my Lair.”  
 
    Jason’s chocolate-colored eyes remained steady on him, but he said nothing. 
 
    “I made an exception for you, Guardian” Raoul said softly. “But therein ends my dealings with Wizards. No other Guardian will set foot here and I’ll stop this joint investigation if the First Wizard insists on involving any other Guardians in it.” 
 
    Jason said nothing. There was nothing to say. This was exactly the reaction he’d anticipated from the Alpha. Merceau had been crystal clear about the parameters of his co-operation with Wizards before. Although, to be honest, Jason was taken aback by the Alpha’s additional threat to put a stop to the Lady Bethesda investigation at the first sign of more Wizard involvement in the matter. While the Alpha had accepted this assignment at the behest of Faoladh, he seemed now to be drawing a line in the sand — there was only so far he would go, even for Faoladh. Jason knew that it would only be to the Wizards’ detriment if the Alpha followed through on his threat. Merceau’s team had gotten much further in their two weeks of investigation than the multiple Wizard investigations over the course of twenty-five years, ever since the first allegations against Lady Bethesda. 
 
    “Alright” Jason countered mildly. “Would you be willing to consider a compromise, in that case?” 
 
    “I won’t compromise when it comes to Wizards” the Alpha declared with absolute conviction, his voice hard. 
 
    “I only ask that you hear me out, Merceau. Haven’t I earned that right?” Jason asked evenly, the brown eyes meeting Raoul’s gaze directly. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Raoul nodded. 
 
    “The First Wizard is a powerful Magick in her own right. Would you be willing to host her at the Lair if she’s escorted by Faoladh?” Jason asked. “If she’s unable to undo the locket, she’ll be more amenable to giving the Ancients what they want.” 
 
    Taken aback, Raoul contemplated the Guardian thoughtfully. The First Wizard represented her brethren on the Council of Chosen. Her seeking any Shifter’s hospitality could only bring prestige to the Pack. He knew the news would be tough to keep hush-hush, no matter how hard the Wizards attempted to do so. 
 
    “Your First Wizard is welcome here, but no others may accompany her to the Lair.” 
 
    “I’ll convey the invitation to her, along with your conditions, Alpha” Jason said. “And thank you. Again” he added after a short pause. 
 
    There was a short silence as the two men, so very different but united in a temporary alliance for a common cause, contemplated each other. 
 
    “You’re an unusual man, Raoul Merceau” Jason remarked with a wry smile. “You surprise me constantly, an ability that few people in the world possess anymore. You dislike our kind and yet, you offer Tasia the protection of your Pack, and Sienna the sanctuary of your Lair. And you don’t do anything by half measures, either. I’ve seen how you protect Tasia. You have your Shifters watch over her like hawks all the time.” 
 
    “Shifters take our debts very seriously. The Pack owes Tasia, and this is our way of returning the favor” Raoul said impassively. There were other reasons why the Pack protected the witchling, but the Guardian didn’t need to know them. 
 
    “You didn’t turn away the Vampire Mistress last night either, something everyone in the hall expected. Don’t tell me the Pack owes her, too.” 
 
    “No, the Pack owes nothing to the leeches. Franciszka is what she is because she’s a leech.” Raoul shrugged. “She knows no other way to be. I’ve met many Chosen much worse than her. She was humiliated at being excluded from our celebration last night, when every other local Chosen leader had been invited. I wasn’t going to throw her out for the simple crime of being a leech. I’m a Shifter, you’re a Wizard, and she’s a leech. Not one of us had any choice in the matter. The only factor in our control is what we do with the power bestowed upon us. Isn’t that why we call ourselves the Chosen? All we can do is be true to ourselves.” 
 
    Jason stared at the Alpha, astonished by the simple and yet profound words. This man had more depths to him than what his Chosen brethren credited him with. His reputation did not do him justice. It was a thought that had occurred multiple times to Jason in the past two weeks while he observed the Alpha operate closely. He’d chosen well, Jason realized with relief. Entrusting Sienna’s safety to this man had been the best decision he’d made in a long time.  
 
    More than ever, Jason was determined to convince Sienna to talk to her Aunt Minnie. The Alpha and his team needed to hear the original prophecy to make further progress on the investigation. Sienna’s aunt could make that happen, one way or another. This investigation was crucial. Without it, Jason was afraid the Wizards would split apart at the seams, a danger Sienna’s aunt had realized before everyone else. There was also the personal component to it. He wanted answers about the past. 
 
    “Speaking of leeches” Raoul remarked abruptly. “I made sure they were escorted every second they spent inside the Lair, but I’d feel better if we swept this place for traces of leech magic.” 
 
    “I can do that” Jason offered. 
 
    “You’re sure, LaRue? A lot of Guardians might consider this type of work beneath them.”  
 
    “I don’t” Jason assured him in his easy-going manner. “I live here now. You might as well put me to good use” he added with a smile. “I also have some news on Azevedo.”  
 
    The Alpha looked inquiring. 
 
    “Azevedo fell out with the Lombardis over a prisoner. The rumor is he helped her escape the Clan.” 
 
    “The leeches can hold grudges with the best of us” Raoul acknowledged. “Perhaps, it was a matter of loyalty for them.” Loyalty to the nest and the Master was prized very highly by the Clan, he knew. Much like a Pack, in that respect. 
 
    “Perhaps. But I believe the Vampires considered Azevedo’s transgression more serious than disloyalty to the nest. The woman he helped free was no ordinary prisoner. She was to be bride to the Master.” 
 
    “What!” Raoul exclaimed, gobsmacked by this piece of information.  
 
    “Yup” Jason reiterated succinctly. 
 
    Azevedo had stolen the woman intended for the Master away from under the leeches’ noses. Suddenly, their animosity towards Gabriel Azevedo made more sense to Raoul. He had wondered idly, his interest more academic than anything else, why the leeches had chased after the Guardian with such single-minded animosity. So much so, that the man had resorted to faking his own death to escape them, as well as hiding the birth of his daughter to free her from the Vampire’s grudge against him. This would certainly qualify as a blood feud for the leeches.  
 
    “Not only did the ex-Guardian dare to walk away from them, he helped the Master’s intended to escape. From all accounts, the Vampires went after him with everything they had, hunting him for six months until they caught up with him” Jason continued. “He died in the ensuing attempt to escape them.” 
 
    This part, Raoul knew from the witchling. Her father had faked his own death, and that of the woman he had assisted in escaping the leeches, to throw those hunting him off their scent. What the hell, Raoul wondered silently in consternation. Every bit of information that dripped out slowly about Azevedo only seemed to increase the danger to the witchling, if any leech ever suspected her heritage. The leeches made for deadly enemies that stopped at nothing. They had, after all, elevated exacting vengeance to an art form. Her father’s sins would be taken out on his daughter if they ever caught up with the witchling. This was in addition to the danger she courted by the nature of the extraordinary magic that flowed in her veins.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    Tasia finds herself a target of Pack gossip  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, Tas.” Hawk flopped onto the couch beside her. “Not done for the day yet?” 
 
    “Almost done, Hawk. I just need to go over some of these witness accounts one more time.” 
 
    “Sienna.” Hawk greeted the other Wizard busy perusing the documents with Tasia. 
 
    Sienna glanced up from the report in her hand, her blue eyes full of speculation as she glanced at the couple on the couch across from her. Tasia had her bare feet comfortably tucked under her while she pored over the papers with a pencil in her hand and a notepad beside her. Hawk sat indolently on the couch beside her. This was the girl from her vision, Sienna reminded herself, and the Shifter who was never far from her side. The vision that had single-handedly guided and influenced Sienna into making the major decisions of her life since she was a teenager. If the Pack stood at Tasia’s side when she was summoned to face the collective accusations of Chosen, as her vision seemed to hint, Tasia’s odds of surviving that unscathed would increase tremendously. This Pack and its Alpha packed quite a punch, as Sienna was slowly discovering.  
 
    Tasia’s relationship with the Pack had brought Sienna solace. She had assumed that the association was entrenched. All evidence so far had pointed to that. But the Shifter’s insinuations at the party last night of Tasia’s tenuous position in the Pack had sowed the first seeds of doubt in Sienna’s mind. If Tasia fell afoul of the Pack, then they would not come to her aid when she needed them the most. That would leave Tasia defenseless to face her Chosen accusers alone. The possibility made Sienna sick with anxiety. This loyal and tenacious boy, always by Tasia’s side, was clearly smitten with the Wizard. From what Sienna knew of Pack code, they would rush to the aid of a Pack Shifter’s beloved. As she watched the two, Sienna decided impulsively to give the boy a little push into declaring himself. 
 
    “So Hawk” Sienna inquired with a twinkle in her eyes. “What do you make of Tasia’s sudden popularity with your Pack mates?” 
 
    Tasia, busy making notes, stiffened imperceptively at Sienna’s words, and directed a warning glance at her friend that Sienna chose to ignore. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hawk asked, clearly puzzled by Sienna’s comment.  
 
    “We had not one, not two, but three of your Pack mates ask Tasia out today, and that was only at lunch. She’s probably had other invitations since then.” 
 
    Hawk’s eyes flashed to Tasia, an arrested expression in their dark depths. “Seriously, Tas?”  
 
    Tasia nodded, somewhat sheepishly. She wished fervently that Sienna had not brought this up now. The door to the Pack Room stood open, with plenty of Shifters in the room. Right now, no conversation here was confidential — it could potentially be heard by any Shifter present in the Lair.  
 
    Hawk’s dark eyes looked troubled as they met her gray ones. He opened his mouth to say something, just as Jason LaRue strode up to them. 
 
    “Tasia, Hawk” he greeted them with a friendly smile. “Have you had dinner yet, Sienna?” he asked the other Wizard. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head.  
 
    “Want to grab a quick bite with me? You’re probably sick of Café fare by now.” 
 
    “Lord, yes. And I’ve a serious case of cabin fever, too” Sienna responded with heartfelt gratitude. “But I promised Tasia I’d finish going over this stack tonight.” 
 
    “You deserve a break, Sienna” Tasia protested. “We’ve made good progress today. We can finish this in the morning. Neither of us is going anywhere” she added wryly. 
 
    “You’re so right about that.” Sienna rolled her eyes. Both Wizards were currently confined to the Lair for very different reasons, only allowed to venture out properly escorted.  
 
    “Are you sure, Tasia?” 
 
    “Absolutely” Tasia said firmly. 
 
    Relieved, Sienna gathered up all the documents to press them neatly in a folder she placed beside Tasia. As Sienna and Jason exited the Pack Room, Hawk glanced quickly around the room to sigh in frustration.  
 
    “This damn place makes it hard to have a private conversation” he complained. 
 
    Tasia felt an unexpected bubble of laughter well up in her. “It’s not the place, Hawk. It’s your Pack mates.” 
 
    “Yeah” Hawk grinned, his good humor unimpaired. “It’s just that I want to talk to you in private. Feel up to a drive, Tas?”  
 
    Tasia’s eyes lit up. A drive would give them privacy and her some fresh air. Some time away from the Lair would be welcome. She’d been cooped up for three days now. Even the celebration last night had been held here. 
 
    Hawk glanced at his watch with an exclamation. “No, it’ll have to wait, damn it. I promised Sara a ride tonight. I’ve to take off in ten minutes.” 
 
    Tasia tried to swallow her disappointment valiantly.  
 
    “I’m not busy tomorrow, Tasia. How about lunch?” he asked. 
 
    “That’d be nice, Hawk. I’m not going anywhere” she sighed softly. 
 
    “Hang on, Tas.” Hawk spoke quietly. “We’ll have you sorted out soon enough.” 
 
    “I need a few minutes, witchling.” The Alpha materialized beside Tasia, forestalling her response to Hawk. “Hawk” he acknowledged the other Shifter. 
 
    “Alph.”  
 
    Tasia glanced into the strangely cold gold-colored eyes, a tad wary of him after the strange interlude the night before, at the celebration. 
 
    “Now?” she asked. 
 
    “In half an hour?”  
 
    “Okay” Tasia nodded. 
 
    “Good. See you in thirty.” He walked away to where three Shifters waited for him. 
 
    “Last night was a success, Hawk” Tasia remarked, putting aside her pencil and the documents. Hawk would be gone in ten minutes. She’d work on the reports later. 
 
    “In more ways than one. The leader of the Ancients in San Francisco, accompanied by her deputies, was at the Lair last night.” 
 
    Tasia was impressed. The presence of the local leader of the First Ones at a Shifter celebration spoke volumes. 
 
    “The lady with Alph when the leech Mistress made her entrance — that’s her.” 
 
    Quite a coup for the Pack. Or perhaps it’s the Alpha’s influence that brought every local Chosen leader here to the Lair last night.  
 
    Thirty minutes later, when the Alpha held the door to his private room ajar for Tasia, she made a beeline for the couch, away from the large desk and the single chair facing it. The Alpha had smashed the second chair in a fit of rage after a particularly disastrous encounter between them in this room. He observed her silently for a moment before following her to take the chair across from her. Tasia waited calmly, projecting an image of composure when she felt anything but. She’d had time to reflect on last night. That fleeting look in those usually inscrutable gold eyes had confused her. More importantly, it had put Tasia on her guard.  
 
    Tasia knew exactly where she stood with him. The Alpha made no bones of his dislike for Wizards and had a tough time hiding it, when it came to her. This reserved and self-controlled man with the aura of leashed aggression kept everyone at a distance, including his Pack. Even the gorgeous Elisabetta was never obliged, despite her angling for his attention. The brief glimpse of awareness and interest in his eyes had been uncharacteristic behavior from him. Tasia was convinced that she had misunderstood or misinterpreted what had merely been a trick of light. But now, aware of the rampant speculation regarding her rocky relationship with the Alpha, Tasia was determined to be very circumspect in her dealings with him. 
 
    “How’s your report coming along?” he inquired, his usual impassiveness making it hard to read him. 
 
    Okay, this I can handle.   
 
    “Sienna and I have gone over a third of the material Jason provided to us.” 
 
    “Anything stand out for you so far?” 
 
    Tasia reflected on what she had learnt. 
 
    “I get the impression that the Wizards didn’t take the allegations against Lady Bethesda seriously, for a very long time. It took months for them to even open the first investigation.” 
 
    The Alpha contemplated her earnest expression. “That’s interesting. I wonder why that is. Lady Bethesda had been a contender for the position of First Wizard. I’d have assumed the First Wizard’s office to be all over this the moment allegations were made against her one-time rival.” 
 
    Yup, my thoughts exactly. 
 
    “Unless, the First Wizard told her people to keep their distance” he murmured thoughtfully. “To allow the schisms from a bitterly fought campaign to heal. Hmm, this is interesting.”  
 
    The Guardian might be able to shed more light on the matter, Raoul mused silently, making a mental note to ask Jason about this. First, there were questions he had for the witchling.  
 
    “Jason dug up some information on your father. There’s a rumor that the woman he helped free from the leeches was no ordinary prisoner.” 
 
    Tasia’s face paled a little at his words. 
 
    “She was meant to be the Master’s bride” he said, the gold eyes chronicling her changing expressions. 
 
    Tasia’s eyes flickered. “Yes” she acknowledged, after a short pause. “That is true. My father tried to get the Vampires to release her and when they wouldn’t, he helped her escape.” 
 
    His eyebrow arched up. Her father had put his hand in a dangerous cookie jar. The Lombardis were a Pure Blood Family, part of a handful of leech families that held enormous influence over the Clan. Monseigneur, the Lombardi Master, was notorious for his long memory and brutal blood feuds. As Duncan would say, perhaps love had emboldened Azevedo to confront the Lombardis. It had always seemed curious to him that a well-regarded Guardian would turn his back on the GCW to work with the Clan. Now, Raoul wondered whether Azevedo’s work for the Lombardis had merely been a smokescreen to rescue the woman he loved.  
 
    “I thought you said your mother’s imprisonment was the result of an old family feud with the Clan” he reminded her evenly, meeting her gaze head on.  
 
    Tasia remained silent. This was hitting too close to secrets she had no intention of divulging to him. Or anyone else, for that matter. 
 
    “I’m only trying to ascertain where the leak to Anderson came from” Raoul remarked mildly, as she stayed silent. “I thought you wanted me to plug that leak.” His words were blunt.  
 
    “I did. I do” Tasia corrected herself. 
 
    “Then help me out here, witchling” he said softly. “The sooner we figure out where Anderson got his information from, the sooner I can take care of it.” 
 
    Tasia studied the inscrutable face. “My mother’s family couldn’t have been the source of the leak” she stated firmly. 
 
    He remained silent, the gold eyes steady on Tasia. 
 
    “There was a feud between the Blutsau … Vampires and her family” Tasia explained reluctantly. 
 
    Raoul’s eyes narrowed at her almost use of the term Blutsaugers. It’s what the First Ones called the Clan. He had noted the witchling’s use of it for the leeches before. Unusual for a Chosen with her age and background to use that term.  
 
    “It was her family who gave her to the Vampires” she confessed haltingly.  
 
    Raoul found himself completely floored for the second time in this mysterious saga of Azevedo and the woman who had been the witchling’s mother. Whatever had happened in the past, it had been murky as hell, he realized. And had involved her family, the Lombardis and Azevedo.  
 
    “Her family made a deal with the Master. In exchange for my mother, the Vampires promised to leave the family alone.”  
 
    He said nothing, speechless for once. What kind of family would give up a daughter to the leeches to end a feud, he wondered grimly. That must have been some dysfunctional one. 
 
    “It was a long time ago” she said quietly, correctly interpreting his thoughts. “And I never knew her. Everything I know of her circumstances came from my father. She was sacrificed to save her family from the Vampires. They didn’t care what happened to her once she was in Clan custody. I doubt the family was informed when she was suspected dead in the explosion my father faked. The bargain with the Vampires would remain in effect.” 
 
    Yes, leech bargains did not end with the death of either party. They usually fell to the heirs. But what a horrible fate, Raoul mused silently. He wouldn’t wish his worst enemy to be a prisoner of the leeches. And yet, she had been no ordinary prisoner. A Chosen sacrificed by her family to keep the peace with the Clan, but one the Clan had ambitious plans for. Intended as bride for the powerful Monseigneur. Strange indeed. There was more to this story, but since the witchling seemed to believe that her mother’s family had played no part in the leak, Raoul let it go. No matter what she said, this had to have left its scars on her. He didn’t intend to pick at her scabs on this. 
 
    “I’ll assume for now that the leak did not come from the family and pursue other avenues” he said quietly. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    He changed the subject adroitly. “What Sienna said in the Pack Room tonight about Shifters approaching you. Is that true?” 
 
    Tasia glanced at him warily. Was this why he had summoned her in here, she wondered suspiciously, to grill her about his Shifters asking her out? Why did he care? She would never go out with a Shifter. Was he seeking assurances that his Pack would not be saddled permanently with a Wizard, Tasia pondered wildly. Or was there another reason?  
 
    The gold eyes narrowed on her, as if struck by her hesitation. “I’m just wondering whether I need to step in” he said softly. “No other reason.” 
 
    “No” she responded succinctly, looking away from those perceptive eyes. 
 
    She sensed his searching gaze but Tasia stayed silent, neither meeting his eyes nor vouchsafing any more explanations.  
 
    “No, the Shifters didn’t ask you out. Or no, you don’t want me to step in?” he inquired mildly, singled-minded when he wanted something.  
 
    Tasia sighed silently. This man … there would be no peace until he got what he wanted. He might be looking out for her, she reminded herself. A misfit in the precise command structure of the Pack, she had no Were-Alpha to watch out for her, if a more dominant Shifter came after her. Tasia supposed the Alpha felt responsible for her. Duncan had once told her that the Pack was aware of her special status. And the Shifters had mostly kept their distance from her. Until today. Nonplussed by their interest, she had nevertheless remembered the Alpha’s advice when he had told her bluntly to never be subtle with any Shifter.   
 
    “We Shifters tend to be primal and instinctive by nature. Subtlety is usually wasted on us. Next time you want to turn a Shifter down, be blunt. Save your finesse for other Chosen, witchling!” 
 
    The man certainly had an inimitably way about him, Tasia acknowledged ruefully. Was it his sense of responsibility that drove him to question her? Perhaps, she should give him the benefit of the doubt, she mused. 
 
    “They … what Sienna said is true” she admitted reluctantly. “And no, I don’t want you to step in” She was firm. “I can handle this by myself.” 
 
    He studied her, a faint crease in his brow as if puzzled by her response. 
 
    “Was this like Markham?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “There were no games involved, just an absence of any subtlety that you once told me Shifters lacked.” 
 
    The gold eyes narrowed at her answer.  
 
    “Look” Tasia spoke up, trying to be candid with him. Nothing else seemed to work with the man. “If I’m to have any kind of long term association with your Pack, I can’t go running to you every time a Shifter says something that makes me uncomfortable. Duncan made it clear that the Pack knows the score about me. They will not cross the line with me, because of you. The rest, I can handle. I’m not a wet behind the ears witchling who knows no better, regardless of what some people seem to believe.” She threw his own words back at him.  
 
    “Touché.” His lips quirked with wry amusement. “That was a definite hit.” 
 
    Tasia remained silent, meeting his eyes with equanimity. She knew she was right on this. Now that she was determined on her course of action, at least for the foreseeable future, she’d have to engage with her Pack mates. Hiding away in her ivory tower forever was not an option. She also happened to work with the Shifters on the investigation, since the Pack was also her employer. 
 
    “Something about this did make you uncomfortable” he drawled perceptively, changing tactics. “What?”  
 
    Relentless when he wants something.  
 
    “Uncomfortable is too strong a word” she said awkwardly, reluctant at this line of questioning from this sardonic man with his history of antagonism towards her. “They were merely unsubtle about their intentions.”  
 
    He frowned. “How so?”  
 
    Tasia glanced away to gather her thoughts. “I’ve been at the Lair for seven weeks now, and most Shifters have ignored my presence until today. So, yeah, it was uncomfortable. I also know that Shifters tend not to forge relationships with other Chosen.” The last was added with some hesitation. 
 
    “Hmm” he murmured thoughtfully. “The last is only true of older Shifters. The rest have learnt to move with the times. If Shifters restrict themselves to only their kind, they’re unlikely to ever find mates.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened with astonishment. “Caro told me the first time she met a Shifter was the night she came here to meet you.”  
 
    If Shifters were truly not opposed to mingling with other Chosen, then how on earth had not a single one crossed her friend’s orbit in this city, Tasia rightfully wondered. 
 
    “Wizards, especially powerful ones like your friend, are an exception.” His response was cryptic. 
 
    “Why?” Tasia asked impulsively. “Is it because you dislike …” she paused, abruptly reminded of who she conversed with. 
 
    “Don’t mince words on my behalf” he invited, unperturbed by her statement. “My dislike of Spell Casters is common knowledge.” 
 
    “Are you saying that your Shifters steer clear of Wizards because of your dislike for them?” She looked incredulous. 
 
    He studied her with equal parts amusement and exasperation. “You give me too much credit, witchling. What kind of Alpha do you think I am? I’d have a mutiny on my hands if I told my Shifters who to date and where to find mates.” 
 
    “But I thought Shifters had to get their Pack’s permission to pursue a relationship with anyone outside the Pack.” She meant the Alpha’s permission, because by now, Tasia knew that the Alphas ran their Packs like their personal fiefdoms, with absolute control and authority.   
 
    “Not any relationship, no” he corrected her. “Permission is only required if a Shifter takes a mate.”  
 
    Tasia looked skeptical. 
 
    What’s the difference? 
 
    “A Shifter’s mate is the equivalent of a human spouse” he explained the distinction. “That rule only exists because the Pack assumes responsibility for the new mate.”  
 
    “Oh.” That kind of makes sense.  
 
    “We’re not all absolute control freaks, regardless of what some people believe” he remarked, the gold eyes glinting. 
 
    Touché. 
 
    “Then, why do your Shifters steer clear of Wizards like Caro?” she asked him, as he continued to study her with that hint of amusement in his eyes. 
 
    “In case it has escaped your notice, Wizards with power tend to look down on us Shifters as lesser Chosen. It’s not something any Shifter can remain oblivious to. Not for long, anyway.”  
 
    Tasia stared at him, struck by his blunt words. He was right. She’d experienced some prejudice herself when the Wizards had discovered her association with a Shifter Pack. 
 
    “Not all Wizards, surely?” she protested. “Caro thinks very highly of you. You surprised her the night she came here — I suspect it has changed her perception of Shifters for the better.” 
 
    “That was because I did not hesitate to assist her friend.” 
 
    “True” Tasia agreed. “But most of us are hugely influenced by first impressions. And you made a good one on her. Because of your actions that night, she tends to see Shifters in a different light.” 
 
    Unlike Sara and I, Caro didn’t explicitly say no to going out with a Shifter. You did make a very good impression on her. 
 
    “First impressions” he murmured pensively, the gold eyes back to their usual opaqueness. 
 
    You made a damn good one on me, too. Enough to sustain me through all the bad moments and periods of uncertainty when I constantly questioned my decision to tie myself to your Pack. 
 
    “Speaking of Wizards, LaRue has agreed to ensure that the Lair is free of any leech mischief. I would like you to do a discreet sweep too. Let me know if you sense even a whiff of anything that smells like leech magic.” 
 
    Wow, Jason must really like the Alpha to agree to this. Or feel indebted to him.   
 
    “Duncan will escort you around the Lair.” No one will question him, was the silent subtext of his statement. 
 
    Tasia acquiesced. She had a very special power that the Alpha was aware of — that of sensing residue in the air and on objects after the use of magic. That was how she had guessed Hawk’s plight the night she’d made the fateful decision to help him. She was also particularly sensitive to the magic of Blutsaugers. 
 
    “Sienna said three Shifters asked you out. Which three?” He changed the subject abruptly once more. 
 
    Why do you want to know? Let this be. I can handle this. 
 
    The gold eyes studied her patiently, clearly expecting an answer. 
 
    “Two of them I know only by sight” she replied after a short pause, her reluctance obvious. “And Stefan Simeonov.” 
 
    “Simeonov” he repeated, clearly taken aback by her answer. “I didn’t think you were his type” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    He caught the look in her gray eyes as she watched him silently. 
 
    “I know you can handle this, witchling. I ask because Sienna brought this up within earshot of everyone at the Lair. Why do that unless she intended to draw attention to this matter?” 
 
    Raoul had observed that Sienna was like a mother hen when it came to the witchling. She watched over Tasia all the time. It was a mystery he hadn’t been able to resolve yet, since their first meeting here at the Lair when Sienna had reacted to the witchling like she’d seen a ghost. 
 
    Tasia sighed softly. Here was a prime example of the cultural differences between Wizards and Shifters. Wizards didn’t think like this — Sienna certainly hadn’t.  
 
    “Sienna was teasing” she said shortly. 
 
    “Teasing?” It was clear that he found that unfathomable. 
 
    “Trying to get a rise out of Hawk.” 
 
    Understanding flashed across his face, before heavy eyelids descended to screen the gold eyes from her.  
 
    “He can be tamed by the right woman” he muttered under his breath. He’d heard Sienna say that last night, but hadn’t paid much attention to it. So, that had been directed at Hawk. 
 
    “Yes” Tasia confirmed brusquely.  
 
    Hawk’s mood had darkened at Sienna’s words tonight and he had left the Pack Room in a serious snit. The Alpha, not one to pay heed to Pack gossip, wondered what the Shifters made of Hawk’s affection for the Wizard who resided at their Lair. Her feelings were harder to read, though it was clear she was fond of Hawk and trusted him implicitly.  
 
    His eyelids lifted to reveal the blank expression in his gold eyes. 
 
    “Do you agree with her? What Sienna said about Hawk?”  
 
    Astonishment flitted across Tasia’s face. Probably wondering why he asked her the question, Raoul thought rather savagely. Then, her expression lightened with affection. 
 
     “Yes” Tasia smiled. “Hawk’s the most unusual Shifter I know, except maybe Duncan” she added. “He breaks every Shifter stereotype. And he has a kind heart.” 
 
    Sienna was right — Hawk would make some woman very happy. But not me. I’m not free to make that choice, even if I wanted to. 
 
    “Did you say yes to anyone this afternoon? Any of the Shifters that asked you out?” he explained at her confusion. 
 
    “No.” This time, she was passionate in her response. 
 
    The gold eyes flared with an emotion Tasia was hard-pressed to identify. 
 
    “Because you’ll never go out with a Shifter?” he suggested. 
 
    Tasia stared at him blankly. 
 
    “You declared it rather publicly to a roomful of Shifters last night. Some might take your assertion as a challenge.” 
 
    “I didn’t declare that …” She paused. Caro had asked her the question and she had answered candidly. Tasia closed her eyes in dawning realization.  
 
    I hate this aspect of Shifter life. Can’t even have a conversation with a friend without the whole room overhearing and interpreting it. 
 
    “No harm done” he remarked, watching the expressions flitting across her expressive face. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it as a challenge” she insisted vehemently.  
 
    He contemplated Tasia’s mutinous expression. 
 
    “I know that” he said easily. “Most Shifters understand that Chosen without our abilities are sometimes indiscreet without meaning to be.” 
 
    “I’m really starting to not like this aspect of a Pack” she muttered. 
 
    “Relax.” He leaned forward, the gold eyes intent as he realized how strongly she felt about this. “You had a private conversation with your friend. It’s not your fault if some Shifters take it to mean something else. Alright?” 
 
    For once, the gold eyes were transparent.  
 
    Tasia nodded slowly. This too was part of living in a Pack, she reminded herself.  
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “This is why I wanted to know whether I should step in. I heard what you said last night and I knew that some might take it the wrong way. When Sienna brought it up, I assumed it was her way of bringing it to my attention.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I’m angry that my words were taken out of context but those Shifters did not overstep any bounds. I’ve no cause for complaint.” 
 
    “If you do, come to me” he said bluntly, no ambivalence about him. “It’s time we Shifters learnt to acknowledge our differences with other Chosen.”  
 
    He was just as guilty, Raoul acknowledged silently. While he believed in Faoladh’s mission of greater co-operation between Chosen, he had given lip service to it all these years, allowing his natural reserve to continue his Pack’s isolation. It was time to do something about it. Perhaps, the witchling in their midst and this investigation would be the first steps to the Pack engaging more with others. 
 
    Tasia assented, giving in, suddenly tired of the complicated machinations of living in a Shifter Lair.  
 
    At her capitulation, the Alpha studied her weary face.  
 
    “The nightmares still troubling you, hmm?” he asked abruptly. 
 
    Tasia flashed a glance at him before looking away from the perceptive gold eyes that never seemed to miss much. She nodded mutely. The nightmares were less frequent than before, but more intense. The vividness of the dreams usually woke her, gasping for breath, fearful, panic-stricken and anxious. They had started when she first moved into the Lair — always the same nightmare, or at least a part of the same dream. Fighting to survive in a dilapidated shed open to the elements, her body starving and delirious from the silver used to shackle her, the starvation rations, and the witch’s magic. Her captor, a blue-eyed witch, watching while she fought desperately to control her beast. Eventually, as the Shifter in her nightmares weakened from the long imprisonment, she seemed on the verge of losing to her beast. 
 
    Raoul eyed the downcast head with compassion. Even after all these years, there were nights when the past rushed at him in a sudden swell of memories he could not hold at bay, no matter how hard he fought. He wondered what plagued the witchling. She certainly possessed dangerous secrets, but those, she had lived with all her life. His gut told him this was something else. The thought of Anderson and the leeches circling her like vultures, waiting for a moment of vulnerability to strike at her, perhaps. She had assured him that it wasn’t Anderson, yet Raoul wasn’t sure that the witchling would share that with him, even if it were true.  
 
    “The mind is a strange beast” he said quietly. “It will dwell on what it wants to, no matter how hard you try.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes flashed to him, her astonishment clear. The idea of this self-controlled and strong-willed man struggling to win over his mind boggled her. He would always steer it where he wanted to, ruthlessly and with sheer determination, she had assumed.     
 
    For once, the gold eyes were sober as they met her gaze, the usual cold inscrutability absent. “You did the right thing that night by trying to distract yourself. I hope it was successful.” 
 
    For a moment, Tasia was silent.  
 
    “It was. Thank you.” She was sincere. She had come to the Pack Room to choose a book from Duncan’s collection, to try and banish the remaining echoes from the nightmare, and had ended up in the Alpha’s Room, at his invitation. In his own way, he had attempted to distract and reassure her that night. 
 
    Raoul hesitated, his usual reserve coming to the fore before he could fight it off. 
 
    “I too have memories that I find hard to hold at bay sometimes” he admitted. 
 
    Tasia said nothing, clearly taken aback by the admission, especially from him.  
 
    “Is that what you were doing in here that night?” she inquired hesitantly. “Attempting to hold them at bay?” 
 
    When I found you brooding into your Scotch, by yourself.  
 
    “Partly” he acknowledged wryly. “Mostly, I was wrestling with a thorny issue.” 
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    “How’re you holding up?” Jason watched Sienna stir her coffee with a preoccupied expression on her face. 
 
    “Hmm?” she asked, glancing up at him. 
 
    “At your new abode” he explained. 
 
    “A little cabin fever, of course, that was to be expected” Sienna said slowly. She had spent the past few years in Oregon, running a souvenir shop in a small coastal town. Being effectively locked up in a Shifter Lair was a world apart from that life. “On the whole though, it’s not been too bad. I’ve kept myself busy, helping Hawk plan the celebration and working with Tasia on the reports from the old investigations. The place is run like a well-oiled machine.” 
 
    “The Alpha would never allow it any other way.” Jason smiled. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve no doubt of that.” Sienna laughed.  
 
    Jason contemplated her laughing face for a moment. 
 
    “If it’s not your current predicament, Sienna” he asked quietly. “Then, what is it that has you so worried?” 
 
    “Worried?” 
 
    “Something’s bugging you.” 
 
    Sienna gazed at him soberly. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “Only to me. You’ve been preoccupied since the party. I thought it might be that locket around your neck.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t wait to get rid of the blasted thing but no, it isn’t that. I’m worried about Tasia.” 
 
    “Tasia” he exclaimed in surprise. “Why? Did something happen at the party?” 
 
    “You could say that” Sienna sighed softly. “One of the Shifters at the party insinuated that there was gossip in the Pack about her fractious relationship with the Alpha.” 
 
    “With Merceau! Are you sure, Sienna?”  
 
    “He said it was common knowledge in the Pack.” Sienna nodded. “And that Tasia might need friends when the Alpha throws her out in the cold.” 
 
    “I see” he murmured thoughtfully. Now he understood what had Sienna so anxious. 
 
    “You know why I want Tasia to continue her association with the Pack, Jason. She’ll need influential allies when the time comes. When I realized that the Shifters were watching over Tasia, I was relieved. That’s why I asked you to not dig into her past, lest we unknowingly reveal what she’s attempting to keep hidden. But if the Alpha cuts her loose, Tasia will be left friendless. I’m worried sick about this and I don’t know what to do” she finished candidly.  
 
    Jason was silent for a moment. “This Shifter who made the insinuation at the party — you believe him, Sienna?” 
 
    “He was no friend of Tasia’s, that’s for sure. She made it clear that he was persona non-grata — very unlike Tasia. And Sara stiffened up noticeably when she saw him. Eventually, Duncan walked over to warn him off in his unflappable way.” 
 
    “Duncan warned him off? And yet you believe this Shifter?” 
 
    “The Shifter probably holds a grudge against Tasia, but that doesn’t necessarily mean what he said is not true. Tasia paled at his words; I could tell that it hit home to her. And she’s been quiet since then. Nothing anyone would notice, but something’s bothering her, I can tell.” 
 
    “Merceau could have asked me for anything, Sienna” he countered. “I owe him big for not holding the locket on you to ransom. Yet, all he asked me for is information on the Guardian that attempted to harm Tasia. The Alpha has already punished Anderson enough. Why ask me to dig into him, unless it’s to do with Tasia? You and I suspect that Tasia is no mere L2 Wizard. It’s highly probable that Anderson was looking for her when he went on his rampage here. I don’t see why Merceau would be interested in the information, unless it is to protect Tasia.” 
 
    He paused, recalling other instances where he had observed the Pack watch out for Tasia. 
 
    “Tasia was guarded closely every minute we were in Chicago, Sienna. I remember being struck by how protective the Pack is of her, given Merceau’s opinion of Wizards. He might have offered her Pack protection in return for a favor she did one of his Shifters, but there’s no reason to have Duncan and Hawk watch over her all the time. Duncan was Tasia’s shadow the entire time at the party last night, while the Vampire Mistress was in the Lair. It had to have been at the Alpha’s direction.” 
 
    Sienna looked uncertain. “I’ve never seen any hint of discord between the Alpha and Tasia, but then we haven’t seen them interact much, Jason. Until the party, I too believed that Tasia’s relationship with the Pack was rock solid. But what if we’re wrong? I can’t afford to be wrong on this. This is the girl from my vision — the very vision for which I walked away from the Chosen. And she’s preoccupied with something. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Jason contemplated her anxious face in silence. He knew how important this was for Sienna.  
 
    “I’m not sure we should risk digging into Tasia’s past unless we know for sure that her position in the Pack is tenuous” he warned. 
 
    “I agree.” Sienna sighed. This was precisely the dilemma that worried her. If she drew the wrong conclusion, her actions might accidently endanger Tasia.  
 
    “We have to find out how secure Tasia’s position with the Shifters is” Jason said decisively. “That’s the only way we can decide on what to do next.” 
 
    “Ask the Alpha, you mean?” Sienna said uncertainly. “I don’t think he’ll react well to a question like this, Jason. He’d consider it Pack business and hence, none of ours.” 
 
    “No, not the Alpha.” Jason shook his head. “Merceau will definitely not react well to such a query. But Duncan might be receptive to a discreet inquiry” he remarked thoughtfully. “I’m not sure he’ll answer my question but he won’t take affront at it.” 
 
    Sienna agreed with him. Yes, Duncan would be the best man to approach on this matter. If anyone in the Pack was aware of Raoul Merceau’s opinions on anything, it was him. The Alpha was distant with his Pack, Sienna had noticed. He was always business-like and authoritative but stayed clear of private squabbles and what he considered personal affairs.  
 
    “Any more visions?” he inquired. 
 
    “No.” Sienna shook her head.  
 
    “The Alpha has flatly refused to allow any more Guardians into the Lair.” 
 
    “To be fair to him, he was blunt about that when he invited me to stay” Sienna pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, he was. However, he has agreed on a compromise. If the First Wizard herself would like to make an attempt on your locket, she will be welcome here.” 
 
    Sienna arched her eyebrow in surprise. That had certainly been a smart move, as well as a coup of sorts from Jason. “You want me to talk to Aunt Minnie?” she offered. 
 
    Jason nodded.  
 
    “I’ll ask her, Jason.”  
 
    “The sooner she makes the attempt, the sooner you’ll be safe” he reminded her. Having that artifact hang around Sienna’s neck made her too vulnerable for his liking. 
 
    “Will you go back to San Diego once the locket is off?” Sienna inquired diffidently, her eyes on her cup of coffee. 
 
    “No.” Jason shook his head decisively. “I’ll stay here as long as the Shifters continue the investigation.”   
 
    And, as long as you need me, he pledged silently.  
 
    The teenaged Sienna had intrigued him all those years ago. This one fascinated him. There was a warmth to her that was infectious — it spread to everyone in her vicinity. Even the Shifters who worked with Sienna had started warming to her contagious friendliness and charm. He liked that she had forged a different life for herself, away from their world, instead of trading on the privileged existence offered up on a silver platter by her illustrious pedigree. Jason sensed that Sienna was not indifferent to him, though he couldn’t gauge the depth of her feelings for him. There was, however, one thing he was sure of: Sienna had unresolved issues with her mother. This investigation they were involved in did not help. The more they uncovered about Lady Bethesda and her machinations, the more he could sense Sienna slowly withdraw into a shell. The only way Sienna would start coming to terms with the past was if they laid bare the truth about Lady Bethesda. Getting to the truth had become even more imperative. Not only for himself, but also for Sienna. 
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    “What’s this about Shifters asking you out, Tas?” Hawk bit into his sandwich.  
 
    It was a bright, sunny and clear day, unusual for this time of year in San Francisco. In winter, the fog tended to roll in from the bay, casting a layer of fine mist that hung over the city. The unusually sunny weather had beckoned Hawk and Tasia to attempt a picnic. With sandwiches in tow, they had retreated to a grassy knoll in Golden Gate Park to enjoy the afternoon. With over one thousand acres of public grounds, the park was sprawling. To locals in the know, though, it provided plenty of quiet nooks free from the motley crowds of joggers, rollerbladers and tourists that thronged the park on sunny afternoons.  
 
    “I was indiscreet at the party the other night” Tasia said easily.  
 
    The conversation with the Alpha last evening had helped her lay some ghosts to rest. She knew that she would continue to make such mistakes while she lived amongst Shifters. While in time, it might become second nature to always hold her tongue in a public place, for now, Tasia knew that she was doomed to make a few mistakes. The Alpha had said that most Shifters understood that her indiscretion had been unintentional. As for the rest, she’d learn to deal with the consequences. If this was a side effect of continuing her relationship with the Pack, Tasia would take it.  
 
    “What do you mean?” A frown marred Hawk’s brow. 
 
    “I told Caro I’d never date a Shifter at the Lair celebration, in response to a question.” 
 
    Hawk looked surprised. While unaware of this conversation the night of the party, he understood how certain Shifters might react to Tasia’s words. A slow anger began to course through him. Tasia was not a Shifter — his Pack mates ought to know better. He had to take the treatment meted out to his twin for being a different kind of Shifter, but he’d be damned if he stood by while Tasia was harassed for occasionally forgetting Shifter norms and traditions. 
 
    “Just the usual Chosen games, Hawk” Tasia reassured him. “It’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Who dares to play such games with you, Tasia?” His eyes snapped to her, his sandwich forgotten. This was the Shifter Hawk kept hidden from Tasia, the one that reared its head only occasionally in her presence. 
 
    At the palpable fury in his voice, Tasia tried to soothe. “I have to grow a thicker skin with the Pack, Hawk” she reminded him gently. 
 
    “Not while I’m around.” He was furious. “I won’t let them get away with treating you like this.” 
 
    “I can handle this, Hawk. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Who asked you out?” he inquired in a deadly voice, not soothed at all by her attempt. 
 
    “Let it go, Hawk” she tried again. 
 
    “Who, Tas?” he repeated, his voice implacable. Here was the dangerous predator she’d glimpsed in the handsome and personable young man who had been waiting by her door to meet her that first night. Tasia had to occasionally remind herself that Hawk was a Shifter first, despite the softer side he showed to her — territorial as they came, aggressive and deadly on matters they considered their purview. Hawk had always looked out for her, especially when it came to his own Pack mates, but Tasia was no longer the naïve, inexperienced Wizard who had stumbled into a Shifter Pack. Unwilling to watch Hawk jump into the fray to defend her, Tasia worked to blunt his protective instincts instead. 
 
    “The Alpha knows, Hawk” she told him. It was the one thing guaranteed to calm him. Tasia was learning the ways of the Pack quickly.  
 
    At her words, Hawk subsided immediately, as she had known he would.  
 
    Confident now that Tasia would not be harassed any more, Hawk couldn’t help wondering how the Alpha had heard about this. Alph wasn’t one to pay attention to Pack gossip, but Hawk knew that while Alph might choose to keep himself aloof from petty squabbles between his Shifters, he’d never allow the Wizard he had invited into his Pack to be thrown to the wolves, given how ill-equipped she was to handle such a situation. More than anyone, Hawk had been given a ringside seat to Alph and Tasia’s difficulties with each other, but he also knew Raoul Merceau more than most. Hawk believed that their issues were primarily caused by their differing perceptions of each other. Tasia had no knowledge of the rules that governed a Pack, and Alph was unaccustomed to a Pack member who did not fit into the mold of a Shifter. At first, Hawk had been alarmed by the situation. He knew how vulnerable Tasia would be without a Pack to watch over her, but after the last showdown between Alph and Tasia, Hawk was more confident that the two would eventually find their way to common ground. It might be a journey fraught with the occasional clash, but they would eventually reach an understanding. Everything in the Shifter world was based on the dominancy of a Shifter; all issues usually resolved by aggression. That would not work with a Wizard, especially one like Tasia, a Chosen with little experience of her brethren. In the Chosen milieu, she was a babe in the woods, in many aspects.  
 
    “Alph will take care of this” he reassured Tasia, calmer now. “You don’t have to take this bullshit.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me, Hawk” she insisted. 
 
     Hawk gave her a searching glance. “Alright, then what is?” 
 
    Tasia arched her eyebrow in inquiry. 
 
    “Something’s been bugging you, Tas. If it isn’t this nonsense, then what is it?” 
 
    She polished off the last of her sandwich before turning her attention to Hawk. 
 
    “One of the were-packs has invited me to a New Year’s Party.” 
 
    “That’s great news, Tas” Hawk greeted the news enthusiastically. The Pack was starting to accept Tasia, he thought happily. 
 
    Tasia sighed softly. “The invitation is from Atsá.” 
 
    An envelope had been slid under her door a few days ago. An invitation from a Were-Alpha proffered in the ancient tongue of Wyrs; that much she had been able to decipher. At first, Tasia had been pleased by the invitation, for it meant that some of the Shifters she now worked with and lived amidst had been gracious enough to include her in their celebration. Until a throwaway comment from Evgeny had brought home to Tasia which were-pack was hosting the party. She had been introduced to Atsá, the stately older Navajo Were-Alpha, but Tasia had never worked with any of his Shifters. The only conclusion to be drawn was that the invitation had been extended because of her friendship with Hawk. Atsá was Hawk and Sara’s estranged maternal grandfather. Tasia was aware of their past and the reasons for the conflict between them. 
 
    “He’s hoping you’ll use your influence to convince Sara and me to attend the party” Hawk muttered, a bitter look on his handsome face. The familiar anger came surging back to him in a flash. Hawk leaned back on the grass, attempting to shove his fury away, secure in the knowledge that Tasia would do nothing of the sort. She was his friend and aware of his issues with the grandfather who had abandoned Sara and him when they’d needed him the most. Tasia would never attempt to influence him on this matter. Atsá had made a huge mistake. 
 
    “The Pack is speculating about us, Hawk” Tasia said in a low voice. The implications of the invitation, coupled with Markham’s insinuations at the party, troubled her, keeping her up at night. Restless nights she could ill-afford, given that the nightmares still visited her with alarming regularity. 
 
    Hawk’s eyes snapped to her face, his gaze searching. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You and me, Hawk” she muttered. “Why else would anyone have sent me the invitation?” 
 
    “Let them speculate” Hawk said savagely, his handsome face hardening. He hated being manipulated. If Atsá thought this was the way to soften him up, then his grandfather would soon discover how mistaken he was. He was not the kind of man who’d entertain an olive branch proffered by manipulating Tasia. 
 
    Tasia said nothing, her troubled eyes moving absently to watch a colorful butterfly hover over a flower.  
 
    Hawk contemplated her. “You don’t mind the gossip, do you, Tas?” he asked, a hint of uncertainty in his voice.  
 
    “Not if you don’t, Hawk” she responded softly, her gray eyes meeting his dark ones candidly.  
 
    “I don’t give a damn what the Pack says about us” Hawk reiterated, the dark eyes holding her gaze compellingly. 
 
    “Then, I don’t either, Hawk” Tasia smiled. It was time to let go of this, she realized.  All collectives thrived on such speculation. If she wanted to be a part of this Pack, she couldn’t allow a little harmless gossip to get to her.  
 
    “Don’t let Markham’s words get to you, Tasia” Hawk said quietly. He understood instinctively why Tasia had a visceral reaction to whispers about her. She had never experienced life in the hot house of a Chosen collective with its implicit rules and fierce internal politicking. Sometimes, she found herself at a loss because of it. Hawk was determined to do everything in his power to ensure that his friend did not walk away from the Pack, for it was the only way to guarantee Tasia’s safety.  
 
    “I’ll try, Hawk” Tasia promised. 
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    Tasia entered the neighborhood café to glance around. Maartje, the grandmotherly Were-Alpha, had invited her here for coffee. The invitation, extended over a phone call last night, had been rather mysterious, and Tasia had found herself intrigued. She’d understood immediately why Maartje wanted to meet outside the Lair — to avoid gossip and buy them privacy from the Shifters with keen ears. The Lair, always a hotbed of gossip, was currently agog with everything Tasia. Distinctly alarmed by the glare on her, Tasia had readily agreed to meet Maartje in the cafe, reaching out immediately to her Shifter escorts. Warned by the Alpha’s suspicions about Anderson, she was always careful to play it safe. The only time she left the Lair without her bodyguards now was in Hawk’s company.  
 
    “Good morning, Tasia.” The Were-Alpha greeted her with a smile — one that faded abruptly as she caught a glimpse of the two Shifters lurking behind Tasia.  
 
    “What are these two doing here?” Maartje inquired suspiciously. “We cannot be private with them around.” 
 
    “I’m sorry” Tasia apologized. “But I’m not allowed to leave the Lair without them. Alpha’s orders” she added, confident that it would clinch the matter for Maartje. No one ever questioned the Alpha’s orders, from the Shifter at the bottom of the totem pole to the most powerful Were-Alpha in the Pack. 
 
    “I can ask them to wait outside” Tasia offered as a discomfited Maartje went silent.  
 
    “Not too far, though” Joaquim, the older and more taciturn of her Shifter bodyguards, chimed in unexpectedly. “We’re to keep Tasia within eyesight at all times.”  
 
    Tasia shot him a surprised look. Her Shifter escorts always kept their distance when she met up with her friends. They had established a routine. Escorted to a crowded café or restaurant, Tasia would be left alone in the company of her friends. Joaquim and Evgeny always kept their distance until Tasia alerted them when she was ready to return to the Lair. Tasia, on her part, was careful to never leave the safety of the venues and crowds without the Shifters.  
 
    Joaquim gave Tasia a steady look in response. This was an unusual meeting. Maartje had no reason to meet with Tasia outside the Lair. A suspicious Joaquim, more seasoned at Pack politics, did not intend to leave Tasia to the tender mercies of the Were-Alpha. While Maartje would never allow any harm to come to the Wizard in her presence, Joaquim had picked up on how naïve Tasia was to the ways of the Pack. He did not intend to allow the young Wizard to be used as a pawn in their power plays by the other were-packs. His Were-Alpha had entrusted Joaquim and Evgeny to watch over Tasia when she ventured outside the safety of their Lair, and Joaquim was convinced that Duncan’s command had encompassed not allowing Tasia to be caught in the vicious little inter were-pack political ploys Packs thrived on. 
 
    Tasia, put on her guard by Joaquim’s unusual intransigence, remained silent. She waited patiently while Maartje seemed to ponder her options furiously before coming to a decision.  
 
    “Alright” Maartje assented eventually. “Keep an eye on her from a distance.”  
 
    Tasia ordered a coffee before joining the female Were-Alpha. Maartje had smartly chosen a table set away from the customers at the counter waiting for their morning caffeine fix. The other Shifters were seated closer to the crowds. 
 
    “You’ve received an invitation from Atsá” the female Shifter stated without any preamble. 
 
    Aah, this is what she wants to talk me about. 
 
    “Yes, I have.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do about it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet” Tasia responded carefully, already on her guard. 
 
    Maartje studied Tasia, the faded eyes shrewd. 
 
    “Atsá is Hawk’s grandfather.” 
 
    “I know.” Tasia was composed. It was no secret in the Pack and she did not intend to pretend ignorance of it. 
 
    “He’s a good man, Atsá. I’ve known him a long time. He’s also an old man who desires a rapprochement with his grandchildren before it’s too late.” 
 
    “I can understand that” Tasia assented quietly. “But I’m not sure what any of this has to do with me.” 
 
    Maartje contemplated her silently for a moment. 
 
    “It’s no secret that Hawk’s taken a serious shine to you. And Sara will follow Hawk’s lead on this. If you convince Hawk to put in an appearance at the party, you’ll have earned both Atsá’s and my gratitude.” 
 
    Tasia said nothing, focused on putting up a composed front before the female Shifter. 
 
    “It’s also no secret that you’ve had some difficulties with the Alpha” Maartje said slowly, those shrewd blue eyes carefully gauging Tasia’s reaction. “Our world can be cruel and dangerous to anyone lacking allies. If you do this for us, you’ll never have to worry about finding yourself friendless in a dangerous world.”  
 
    There was a pause while the women sized up one another. 
 
    “You overestimate my influence with Hawk” Tasia said evenly. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Tasia” the other woman responded confidently. “The Pack has never seen Hawk like this with anyone. He’ll listen to you.” 
 
    Tasia remained silent. While she had no intention of influencing Hawk or Sara in any way, she was also wary of stating that openly to this formidable Were-Alpha.  
 
    “There’s another aspect I would like you to reflect on. Shifters require their Alpha’s permission to choose a mate from outside the Pack. The Alpha has no love for Wizards. I think you can draw your own conclusions about what a disaster asking him for such a blessing would be.” 
 
    This time, Tasia couldn’t prevent her shock from reflecting on her face. It was not what Maartje alluded to openly that astonished her. That was an empty threat — the Alpha had been very blunt about his views on such matters.  
 
    Rather, it was the insinuation in Maartje’s words that shocked Tasia. What did the Pack think was going on between Hawk and her, Tasia wondered dazedly. The wild gossip and Maartje’s assumptions about her burgeoning relationship with Hawk held Tasia speechless.  
 
    “Some of us older Were-Alphas do wield some influence with the Alpha on such matters, should we choose to exercise it” Maartje hinted as Tasia said nothing. 
 
    Riiight — like that man is ever going to listen to anything he doesn’t want to. The Alpha will always do what he wants, no matter what anyone else says. No one but Duncan has any influence over him.  
 
    Tasia was silent on the drive back to the Lair, seemingly lost in her thoughts, for once unaware of the troubled glances that young Evgeny directed at her.  
 
    “Um … Tasia.” Evgeny attempted to get her attention. 
 
    Joaquim shot his young were-pack mate a glance through the rearview, shaking his head discreetly. Talking to Tasia about this would do her no good. This was Pack politics at a level over their collective heads. But there was one person who would know how to handle this matter. Joaquim had come to like the young Wizard he’d been tasked with safeguarding. She was always polite, gracious, grateful, and never took her Shifter bodyguards for granted. At the Lair for two months now, she had caused no trouble or made any demands of the Pack. Instead, she’d been careful to keep her nose out of Shifter affairs. Most importantly for Joaquim, unlike other Wizards he’d encountered, Tasia never treated any of the Shifters with condescension.  
 
    Once at the Lair parking lot, Joaquim gestured at Evgeny to escort Tasia inside. He waited until they were inside the Lair before pulling out his cell to dial a number. 
 
    “It’s Joaquim. I need to talk to you about something. It’s to do with Tasia Armstrong.” 
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    The entourage of SUVs came to a stop before the imposing mansion in the well- manicured neighborhood.  
 
    “Why does Mistress Franciszka want to see you?” Stefan Simeonov asked the Alpha as Luis expertly maneuvered the car into a parking spot near the curb by the well-kept front lawn.  
 
    “Beats me” the Alpha shrugged. 
 
    “A social call perhaps, Raoul?” Duncan inquired limpidly, a wicked look in his eyes. From the moment she’d laid eyes on the good-looking Alpha, the Vampire Mistress had made no bones about her interest in Raoul.  
 
    The Alpha shot his friend a glance from his unusual gold eyes that had Simeonov chuckling softly.  
 
    “Watch your back, Alpha” Luis warned softly as Raoul made to exit the car. Luis had not forgotten the last visit here when the Alpha had confronted the Mistress for working with rogue Shifters on Pack territory. That visit had not gone well, mostly for the leeches, but venturing into a nest full of Vampires was always a risky proposition. 
 
    “I’m not walking in there alone, Luis” Raoul countered mildly. “I have two Shifters backing me up.” 
 
    “We’ve got you, Alpha” Simeonov reiterated as the Shifters exited the car. 
 
    The Alpha, flanked by Duncan and Simeonov, knocked on the door of the mansion, while Luis and the contingent of Shifters moved to stand guard by it. A bony, pale man in black evening clothes held the door open in silent invitation. The three Shifters strode into the house to follow the man down an unlit hallway to an imposing staircase. Sconces lit up the hallways; the leeches had never believed in modern amenities like electricity.  
 
    Raoul was familiar with the house — this was the local nest. Much like Shifters, Vampires were organized into rigidly structured collectives called nests. But that’s where the similarity ended. The Undead nests were organized in a hierarchical command chain, unlike in the Shifter world where an Alpha Protector only owed allegiance to Faoladh. And while each nest had exclusive right over a clearly demarcated territory, unlike Shifter Packs, a Vampire nest ruled over a smaller tract of land, usually a city or town. At the top of the Vampire food chain sat a handful of Pure Blood Families, led by Pure Blood Masters, each very old and very powerful, who ruled the Clan collectively with an elaborate system of compromises, alliances and barters. A Master Vampire created other Undead to follow him — Vampires bound to him who owed him their allegiance. When a Vampire was considered powerful enough and loyal enough to lead a nest, the Master gifted him territory to administer and allowed him to build his own nest by creating more Undead. But the Vampire continued to owe allegiance to his Master in their hierarchical system of power. In San Francisco, the local nest was led by a Mistress close to the seat of Clan power. She owed allegiance to a Pure Blood Master, the Vampire who led the Zsoldos Family. This mansion was her official residence. 
 
    Their escort led the Shifters up one flight of stairs to another hallway that opened into a vast room. The light of myriad candles placed in the sconces around the room fell strategically on the woman who reclined decadently on a plush daybed. Vampires lined the walls of the room, content to stay in the shadows. Raoul came to a stop in the center of the room to glance around him, silently sizing up the leeches. The Vampire Mistress came gliding towards him, her hands held out in invitation, the skirt of her full-length black brocade gown trailing behind her. 
 
    “Raoul” she cried in delight. “What a pleasant surprise. How lovely to see you, moj drogi.”  
 
    The leeches liked to live well — the ones who could afford it, that is. As usual, the Mistress was richly dressed and elaborately coiffed, with diamonds glittering on her neck and ears. 
 
    “You did summon me, Franciszka” the Alpha greeted her with an old-fashioned bow. “It can’t be that much of a surprise, surely.”  
 
    The leeches clung to the traditions of an earlier time and expected the courtesies of their era. Raoul was always careful to show them the respect they deserved. The Chosen diaspora had given the leeches a seat on the CoC. To Raoul, it meant that a Mistress who led the local nest deserved the same courtesy as the other Chosen who led their factions in San Francisco.  
 
    “So I did” she responded with a disappointed pout. “But you don’t always have to wait for my invitation to visit me, moj drogi.”  
 
    The Alpha ignored her subtle complaint. The Mistress was a canny and shrewd Chosen, though her behavior tended to veer to that of an old-fashioned, spoilt and self-indulgent pasha. 
 
    “You wanted to see me, Franciszka?”  
 
    She glanced past him to where his two Shifters waited silently, their watchful eyes on the Vampires that surrounded them. 
 
    “As always, you’ve brought the faithful Duncan” she greeted the English Shifter delightedly. Duncan reciprocated with a respectful nod. 
 
    “And who’s this? Someone new?” She stared curiously at the good-looking Shifter with the bright blue eyes who returned her stare with interest. 
 
    “Stefan Simeonov” the Alpha made the introductions. “He commands a were-pack in my Pack.” 
 
    “Ooh … a Were-Alpha” Franciszka trilled delightedly. “You must be powerful to be one in Raoul’s Pack.” 
 
    “I am” Simeonov acknowledged arrogantly, a hint of a smile playing about his eyes. 
 
    “Hmm.” Franciszka’s eyes scanned him with a greedy expression in their depths. 
 
    “Franciszka” Raoul reminded her mildly. “Business before pleasure.” 
 
    “Of course, Raoul” she complied immediately, her attention snapping back to him.  
 
    “I want to warn you about something, moj drogi. That’s why I invited you to visit me” she said, her expression suddenly more serious. 
 
    The Alpha looked unperturbed by her somber statement. “What did you want to warn me about?” he inquired. 
 
    “There are some new Pure Bloods in town.” 
 
    “Visiting?” Raoul arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “You could say that. Their leader was courteous enough to pay me a visit.” 
 
    The leeches were almost as territorial as Shifters. Just as implicit rules governed the movement of non-Pack Shifters through Pack territory, the leeches followed their own elaborate customs when trespassing on another nest’s land. 
 
    “He says that they’re here on a short visit and do not mean to interfere in our business” the Mistress continued. 
 
    Raoul waited patiently, knowing that Franciszka would take her own time to get to the point. Hurrying her would be pointless — he’d dealt with her enough times to know that. 
 
    “The word on the street is that they’re after the Pack” she said slowly. 
 
    “My Pack?” Raoul inquired steadily. 
 
    “Yes. They’ve been asking questions.” 
 
    “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “Whether the Alpha Protector has an Achilles’ heel. Who the vulnerable Shifters in the Pack are. Those kinds of questions.” Her response was immediate, succinct and to the point. 
 
    “I see. What did you tell them?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing.” Franciszka looked offended. “My Pure Bloods have been told to steer clear of the outsiders. I value our relationship with your Pack, Raoul. Unfortunately, I can’t kick them out of this city. My Master has directed me to co-operate with them.” 
 
    Raoul met her gaze steadily, a subtle question in his gold eyes.   
 
    “He didn’t command me to not warn you” she said simply. 
 
    “Is that what you’re doing, Franciszka? Warning me?” the Alpha inquired thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes. The Pure Blood who leads them has a rather unsavory reputation amongst us. Be careful, Raoul. This one’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself” the Alpha stated softly. “As you know very well, Franciszka.” 
 
    The Vampire Mistress studied the Alpha’s impassive face, her own expression reflecting a wary awareness. The last time they’d met here, he had successfully reduced her to a screaming pile of agony in this very room without lifting a hand, for daring to accost one of his Pack. 
 
    “I know what you’re capable of, Raoul.” Her expression was sober. “But this one, he doesn’t play by the rules — any rules. My advice would be to watch your back and keep your vulnerable Pack members close to home.”  
 
    “I will.” The Alpha paused for a moment. “What’s this warning going to cost me, Franciszka?” he inquired evenly. Nothing came free in this world, especially not a warning from the Mistress. 
 
    “A simple answer to a query will suffice, moj drogi” she responded with a small smile, losing her unusual sobriety. 
 
    “What query would that be?” 
 
    “What did you do to me the last time you were here?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    Raoul’s lips twitched. “Trade secrets, Franciszka. My powers wouldn’t be as effective if I told you all about them.” 
 
    “You’re a Shifter, Raoul — a very powerful one, but still a Shifter. No Shifter’s blood has ever had the power to injure a Pure Blood.” 
 
    “Well, I guess then I’m no ordinary Shifter.” 
 
    “Raoul” Franciszka said softly, her voice persuasive. “I’m not asking for much here.” 
 
    “Why do you care so much about this, anyway?” he asked curiously. “You should never have gone for the witchling once I warned you she was Pack.” 
 
    The Mistress took a deep breath.  
 
    “A long time ago, there was a group of First Ones whose blood was fatal to us Pure Bloods. We considered them our mortal enemies. For centuries, we fought a war to exterminate them. A threat like that could not be allowed to exist. Today, those First Ones are all gone. Your magic that day reminded some of us older Pure Bloods of those extinct First Ones.” 
 
    The gold eyes narrowed at the female Vampire, a cold fury springing into fire in them. The two Shifters behind him, attuned to their Alpha, straightened imperceptively as the air in the room seemed to charge up suddenly. 
 
    “Are you threatening me, Franciszka?” Raoul inquired, his voice vibrating with a whisper-soft menace.  
 
    “No” she made haste to pacify him. “Just telling you why this particular ability of yours concerns me.” 
 
    “Good, because I don’t respond well to threats.” 
 
    There was a short silence as the Mistress’ eyes searched the Alpha’s furious face. The Vampires in the room seemed to take a step out of the shadows into the dimly lit edges. Duncan shot a look at Stefan as they turned together to confront the new threat.  
 
    “Don’t do it, Franciszka” Raoul warned softly. “Remember what happened the last time you pissed me off.” 
 
    “I don’t want to cross you, Raoul. You’ve always treated us Pure Bloods with respect. The other Chosen in this town do not give us the time of day, as if we’re beneath their notice.” The last was said with an underlying thread of bitterness. “But what you did to me was done publicly in this room before my Pure Bloods. My Master will be unhappy with me, unless I can give him a satisfactory explanation for your unusual powers.” 
 
    Raoul sighed silently, his fury abating. Franciszka was worried about her Master’s reaction — the Undead could be ruthless and unforgiving when it came to certain transgressions. Much like the Shifters, if he were honest, Raoul knew. If he understood her correctly, an explanation from him would satisfy the leeches. It would be different, of course, if he’d killed a leech with his magic. Fortunately, Raoul had not, though his unexpected powers that night had shocked him, much as it had them. Not that he would ever reveal that to them.  
 
    “I’ve a lot of magic in me from my mother, Franciszka. Magic I don’t like to acknowledge or use” he said brusquely. Raoul was counting on the Vampires’ limited knowledge of Wizard powers. “In my defense, you angered me that night. And, that will be my only comment on this matter. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    He stared down the Vampire Mistress, who sighed softly to give him a nod.  
 
    This is exactly what she had suspected. The Alpha’s Wizard ancestry was not a secret. Neither was the fact that he did not like to acknowledge that part of his heritage. This would satisfy her Master, Franciszka knew. A good thing because she couldn’t get the Alpha to provide more of an explanation — not this powerful Wyr, notorious for his reserve and unaccustomed to explaining himself to anyone. 
 
    “The Pure Bloods would like to thank you for your hospitality at the Lair last week” the Mistress said, her manner subdued. 
 
    “Hmm. This Vampire you warned me about … he wouldn’t happen to be one of the Lombardi crowd, would he?” 
 
    “Yes” Franciszka’s eyes widened. “You know of him, Raoul?” 
 
    “Rafaelo Bianchi” the Alpha remarked.  
 
    “Yes.” The Mistress looked even more astonished. 
 
    “We’ve had run-ins before” Raoul responded thoughtfully. “Although I wasn’t aware he was in town.” 
 
    Franciszka stayed silent while the Alpha studied her. “I thank you for the information and your warning, Mistress. The Pack will not forget it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, moj drogi.” 
 
    “What do you reckon, Raoul?” Duncan inquired later in the privacy of the car as they drove back to the Lair. 
 
    “Bianchi sniffing around here is not a good sign. He’s looking for a way to force my hand on Sienna.”  
 
    Duncan shot him a look. “Might want to warn Jason about him.” 
 
    Raoul nodded; he knew what Duncan was hinting at. He’d been aware that LaRue escorted Sienna outside the Lair. Raoul had said nothing about it, for it was none of his business. Sienna’s safety had been entrusted to the Guardian by the First Wizard. Raoul had merely guaranteed Sienna’s well-being while she resided in his Lair.  
 
    “Gather the Were-Alphas at the Lair tomorrow, Duncan. It’s time I brought them up to speed on this. The Shifters will need to be on guard while Bianchi’s in town. He’s canny and can be very dangerous.” 
 
    He’d also have to warn the witchling, Raoul realized. She’d have to stay confined to the Lair while the leeches were in town. He hated to ask that of her, but it couldn’t be helped for now. Bianchi would not make his move without sufficient backup this time, not after he’d been outsmarted in Chicago by superior numbers. The two Shifter escorts who watched over the witchling when she ventured outside the Lair would find themselves out-numbered if Bianchi came at them with an Undead army at his command. The witchling’s welfare reminded Raoul of other unfinished business he needed to take care of. 
 
    “Stay away from the witchling, Simeonov” he directed abruptly. “She’s not to be played with.” 
 
    Stefan glanced at his Alpha in shock, clearly astonished by the unexpected dictum. The Alpha was known to stay above the fray on matters like this — he never involved himself in the personal lives of his Shifters. Simeonov glanced at the Shifter beside him, hoping for a clue to the Alpha’s unusual behavior, but Duncan was studying the Alpha with an unreadable expression. Luis continued to drive the car silently, albeit with a watchful look on his face. Silence descended in the car as gold eyes bored into the Shifter in the backseat. 
 
    “What if I’m not playing, Alpha?” Stefan inquired quietly.  
 
    “Aren’t you?” said the soft voice relentlessly, the Alpha’s gold gaze meeting his blue eyes directly. “You’ve had plenty of time to do something about it, if you were interested, Simeonov.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence before Simeonov’s eyes lowered before the Alpha’s implacable gold gaze. 
 
    “I’ve given her Pack status” Raoul reiterated, the underlying warning in his voice clear to his audience. “But she’s not a Shifter and doesn’t understand these types of games. Stay away from her.”  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Duncan glanced up from his book as Sienna excused herself to exit the Pack Room. When the Shifter on sentry duty peered in, Duncan gestured discreetly at him to shut the door. Placing his book aside, he approached Tasia, busy diligently perusing and analyzing documents from the Office of the First Wizard. She’d been quieter than usual this afternoon, a preoccupied air about her. This was the perfect time to have a conversation with her. Raoul was busy in the Alpha’s Room and soon, the hordes would descend on the Pack Room to socialize and conduct business within its confines. 
 
    “I hear that you had an interesting encounter this morning” he remarked to Tasia.  
 
    At his words, Tasia glanced up, astonishment writ large on her face.  
 
    “Joaquim told me about it” Duncan explained. “He was concerned about you.” 
 
    Anything you’d like to talk about?” he invited as Tasia remained silent. 
 
    Tasia pondered the offer. The morning’s encounter had seriously perturbed her. While unclear about the import of Maartje’s machinations, Tasia was smart enough to appreciate that there were Shifter and were-pack dynamics at play here. To craft any response to Maartje, she’d need to understand the Pack dynamics better. Hawk was too close to this matter — Tasia didn’t intend to discuss this with him. Duncan understood the Pack like no one else, and he would give her unbiased and sound advice, like he had many times in the past about navigating it. 
 
    “Yes” she accepted his offer gratefully. 
 
    Duncan seated himself across from her to study her. 
 
    “What bothers you about the conversation?” he asked bluntly, getting to the heart of the matter as was his wont. It wasn’t Maartje’s request to influence Hawk that had struck a nerve with Tasia, and Duncan knew it. 
 
    “I won’t try to influence Hawk on Atsá or anything else.” Tasia was vehement on this point. 
 
    “I never thought you would” Duncan said calmly. “If Maartje knew you better, she’d know it too. But all she sees is a girl Hawk is enamored of. She thinks she can take advantage of the situation to convince someone naïve to our ways into doing her bidding. I hope you don’t blame her for the attempt, Tasia. Atsá is an old ally of hers. Were-packs are always jostling for position and influence in a Pack, and she wouldn’t be a good Were-Alpha if she didn’t take advantage of an opportunity that presented itself.” 
 
    He paused for emphasis. “With that said, if any threats were made, openly or subtly, Raoul will certainly have something to say about it.” 
 
    “No threats were made to me.” Tasia shook her head.  
 
    Duncan waited patiently. 
 
    “It’s not about being asked to influence Hawk” she said slowly. “I mean, the request shocked me, but since I would never contemplate doing so, it’s meaningless.” 
 
    “Is it the gossip, Tasia?” he asked as she seemed to scrabble for the right words. 
 
    Tasia nodded. 
 
    Duncan leaned back in his chair, wondering how to put her at ease on this. Joaquim had repeated the conversation verbatim to him and Duncan found himself mentally going down the list of Pack gossip that Maartje had exploited in her attempt to convince the young Wizard.  
 
    “Raoul would never, regardless of his personal opinions, ever interfere in any Shifter’s love life. As long as a potential mate does not create trouble for the Pack, he doesn’t give a rat’s ass who his Shifters choose to have a relationship with.” Duncan was blunt, knowing well that Tasia responded to such candidness better. 
 
    Tasia shrugged. “The Alpha told me himself that his Shifters’ love lives are not his concern.” To Tasia, the point was moot anyway, since she’d never get involved with anyone in the Pack.  
 
    Why, that sly devil, Duncan mused silently. What kind of courtship was the boy attempting here, he couldn’t help but wonder. 
 
    “Also, Maartje’s hint about influencing the Alpha on this matter is nonsense” Tasia remarked before Duncan could respond. 
 
    Duncan arched an eyebrow, his brown eyes twinkling. 
 
    “The Alpha doesn’t listen to anyone” Tasia said succinctly, as candid with Duncan as he had been with her. “The only person who has any influence with him is you, and you’ll never interfere in a matter you consider the purview of the Alpha.”  
 
    Duncan chuckled softly. The young Wizard was no fool. She never said much in Shifter company but she watched and learnt, and never made the same mistake twice.  
 
    “Markham” he stated shrewdly. 
 
    This time, Tasia sighed. Between Markham’s allusion and Maartje’s insinuations, Tasia found herself floundering.  
 
    “The Pack gossip …” She shook her head, the admission a tough one for her to make. “I’ve tried to lead an exemplary life at the Lair. Yet, every way I turn, whispers are rampant.”  
 
    “Tasia, there’s another way of looking at this. The Shifters ignored you at first because they assumed you were a temporary guest at the Lair. Now, they know better, and are starting to give you the attention they should have from the beginning. You’re a member of their Pack and yet different from everyone else. It makes you someone of interest and curiosity.” 
 
    Tasia slumped back on the couch. This was hard for her to accept. “My whole life has been about flying under the radar, trying my hardest to blend in and not draw attention. This kind of attention and gossip goes against a lifetime of belief, a lifetime of habit” she said, passion coloring her. 
 
    Duncan studied her silently, his wise eyes full of understanding. “I understand, Tasia. I do understand. Once upon a time, I too lived a life like the one you talk about. When I decided to come back into the fold, I had to fight hard to make the change. Remember this. Even if you decide to live away from all Chosen in the future, the lessons you take away from this experience amongst us will stand you in good stead.” 
 
    Tasia smiled wryly. “In other words, I should grow a thicker skin.”  
 
    “Let it all wash over you. You’re in a fantastic position here in the Pack. You couldn’t have asked for a better opportunity with any Chosen. With Raoul standing as a bulwark, no one will cross the line with you. This is your chance to observe and learn the dynamics in a Chosen collective, Tasia. I told you when you first joined us that Sara and you could learn a lot from each other. This is something Sara’s had to learn over time.” 
 
    “I’ll try” she assented with a sigh, his words hitting home to her. Duncan was right, she knew in her heart. She just had to work harder at not allowing the gossip to get to her. 
 
    Duncan searched her expression. “Don’t take what Markham said to heart. For what it’s worth, Raoul’s not the easiest of men to get along with, and his Pack is fully aware of that.” The last was said with a smile. 
 
    It elicited an answering smile from Tasia, a shaky smile but the first one since her conversation with Maartje. “But they are gossiping about Hawk and me” she concluded, trying to make light of the matter. 
 
    “I can’t deny that one. This is juicy stuff — you can’t really blame the Shifters for it. An up-and-coming young Shifter who’s also my Second, and the mysterious Wizard who’s considered Pack, with all its inherent privileges, by an Alpha who dislikes her kind. You can’t make this up, Tasia, you know that.” 
 
    Tasia smiled a little more easily. “When you put it that way, it’s hard to disagree with you.” 
 
    “Good” Duncan said approvingly. “Just remember to treat this as harmless white noise.”  
 
    There was a warning rattle of the heavy door before the Shifter sentry opened it to peer in. 
 
    “Hawk’s here to meet with you, Were-Alpha. Shall I send him in?” 
 
    Duncan glanced at Tasia, leaving the decision to her. She acquiesced without hesitation. Hawk, she trusted implicitly, and she felt much better after the pep talk from Duncan. For the first time, Tasia found herself wondering whether Hawk was aware of the extent of Pack gossip about them.  
 
    “Send him in and keep the door closed, please” Duncan directed. 
 
    Hawk strode in, his face reflecting curiosity at the sight of Duncan and Tasia in a huddle in the Pack Room. 
 
    “Tasia had a tete-a-tete with Maartje this morning, over a cup of coffee” Duncan remarked in his unflappable way. 
 
    “Maartje” Hawk exclaimed, plopping himself down beside Tasia. “Why?” 
 
    Tasia turned to him. “She seems to believe that I might be able to influence Sara and you to attend Atsá’s annual shindig.” 
 
    Hawk’s dark eyes widened as his jaw slackened in shock. His expression turned more ominous. “Did she threaten you, Tasia?”  
 
    “No, just tried to persuade me that it’d buy me some new friends in the Pack” Tasia said easily. The conversation with Duncan had given her a fresh perspective on the whole affair, a way of looking at it that calmed her soul for the moment.  
 
    Hawk continued to look thunderous, not mollified in the least by her answer. “Come on, Tas. This is me you’re talking to — I know you. You wouldn’t be talking to Duncan about this if it didn’t bug you.” 
 
    The soft shush of a door opening behind them went unnoticed by Tasia and Hawk, the two people with their backs to the Alpha’s Room; Tasia because her auditory senses were merely human, and Hawk because of his preoccupation and sudden burst of rage. The Alpha strode out to glance around the Pack Room, zeroing in on the threesome engaged in discussion in one corner of the vast room. 
 
    “Tasia didn’t ask to speak to me, Hawk. I asked to speak to her” Duncan pointed out. “Joaquim informed me about the conversation. He was concerned that it might bug Tasia, as you put it.” 
 
    “What did she say to you?” Hawk demanded with single-minded persistence. “Tas” he reiterated, more coaxingly, as she remained silent. 
 
    “She made some assumptions about us, Hawk. Nothing new in itself” Tasia said softly. “We talked about this, right? We’re good” she reiterated. 
 
    Hawk remained unconvinced. “We are, so this makes me think there was more.”  
 
    “Duncan.” Hawk turned to his Were-Alpha imploringly as Tasia hesitated. 
 
    “This is Tasia’s decision, Hawk. I just wanted to make sure that she was okay” Duncan said firmly. 
 
    “It’s nothing, Hawk. Much like Justin Markham, she said it was common knowledge that my relationship with the Alpha is fractious. And that I might find myself in need of new allies when I’m out in the cold without the protection of the Pack.” 
 
    “As if” Hawk muttered in disbelief, even as Tasia’s words brought the man striding towards them to a halt, an astonished expression on his face.  
 
    Duncan, the only one to note the Alpha’s presence, made sure to keep his focus on the pair before him. Raoul needed to hear this conversation, in Duncan’s opinion.  
 
    “Alph’s not going to kick you out, Tasia” Hawk asserted firmly. 
 
    Duncan’s poker face had Hawk realizing there was more. He turned to Tasia. “What else, Tas?” 
 
    “She said that any Shifter who chooses to mate outside the Pack needs the Alpha’s permission. And that she might be able to exert some influence on the Alpha, if it came to that.” Tasia’s words were reluctant. 
 
    Hawk looked thunderstruck, his expression no less gobsmacked than his Alpha’s behind him.  
 
    “What nonsense! As if Alph ever lets anyone influence him on such matters” Hawk muttered. He understood what had disquieted his friend — speculation and gossip about her, not the Alpha’s reaction to any of it.  
 
    Hawk placed an arm around her affectionately. “Sorry, Tas. I know how hard it is for you in the fishbowl of a Pack Lair. Ignore Maartje — she’s just playing politics with someone she considers a naïve opponent. Don’t you worry, you’ve got me, Sara, Duncan, and even Joaquim and Evgeny on your side” he added lightly. 
 
    “I’m okay, Hawk” Tasia directed a reassuring smile at him. “Duncan explained it to me. I’ve just got to grow a thicker skin about this stuff, that’s all.” 
 
    “You know what the real irony is here, Tas? I was actually contemplating accepting Atsá’s invitation this year.” 
 
    Raoul strode forward to join them, startling Tasia. “Atsá might be unaware of Maartje’s attempt to manipulate the witchling, Hawk.” 
 
    “Raoul’s right” Duncan chimed in. “This is not Atsá’s style.” 
 
    Tasia remained silent. Hawk glanced from his Alpha to his Were-Alpha with a disbelieving expression on his face. 
 
    “He’s an old man, Hawk. And, desires a rapprochement” Duncan said quietly. “Do you know why I put forward Sara’s name for the taskforce with the other were-packs?” 
 
    “Why?” Hawk looked curious. He had wondered at his Were-Alpha’s decision. Duncan always made sure to protect Sara from the taunts and harassment of Shifters from the other were-packs. 
 
    “Atsá has declared Sara off limits to his Shifters.” 
 
    An expression of astonishment crossed Hawk’s face. This was big. “Why now?” he asked. 
 
    “Like I said, he’s genuinely ready for a relationship with his grandchildren, Hawk. Maartje has followed Atsá’s example to hand down a similar directive to her were-pack.” 
 
    “I see” Hawk murmured thoughtfully. He didn’t care about such things for himself. Very few Shifters would dare challenge him, but Sara was a different matter altogether. She was more vulnerable than him, much more. 
 
    “What do you think, Tas?” He turned to her, his faith in her obvious. “Should I accept the invitation?”  
 
    “I don’t want to influence you on this, Hawk.” Tasia was hesitant. 
 
    “You’re my friend, Tas. And I’m asking.” 
 
    “Do what you believe is right, Hawk. But I’d keep your decision independent of Maartje’s conversation with me this morning.” 
 
    Hawk looked surprised by her words. 
 
    “If I hadn’t told you about it, what would you have done?” 
 
    Hawk reflected on the question. “I’d probably have gone, if Sara was agreeable.” 
 
    “Then, I think you should both go. It’s not like going to his party will signal to Atsá that you’re willing to forget or forgive the past.” 
 
    “I second Tasia, for what it’s worth, Hawk” Duncan added. 
 
    “I’ll think about it” Hawk said slowly. “What about you, Tas? Will you come, too?” 
 
    Tasia cast an uncertain glance at the Alpha, whose gold eyes seemed intent on her. “I don’t want Maartje to assume I influenced you into the decision, Hawk” she admitted hesitantly. 
 
    Hawk shrugged. “So, we both take other dates to the party. That will confuse her no end” he retorted. 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea.” Duncan shot a twinkle-eyed glance at the Alpha watching Hawk and Tasia silently. 
 
    Tasia directed an affectionate smile at Hawk. “I bet I know who you’re going to ask to the party.” 
 
    “Do you now?” Hawk grinned. “Can’t keep any secrets from you, huh?” 
 
    He glanced at Duncan in mock affront. “Now, I’ve two women in my life I can’t keep anything from.”  
 
    Tasia chuckled softly. She’d already guessed who Hawk had his eye on. She rather thought Sara had, too. 
 
    Hawk waggled his eyebrows at her. “Who’re you going to take?” 
 
    Tasia’s face fell. “I don’t know anyone here that well.” 
 
    Duncan shot another look at the Alpha, who was watching the exchange with a small furrow on his brow. 
 
    “Evgeny” she announced suddenly. “I’ll ask Evgeny.” 
 
    “Evgeny” the Alpha exclaimed abruptly, coming to life. 
 
    Hawk looked at his Alpha, bewilderment clouding his face. “What’s wrong with Evgeny, Alph?” he inquired, clearly puzzled by the reaction. 
 
    “Yes, Raoul” inquired Duncan limpidly. “What’s wrong with Evgeny? He’s a good lad.” 
 
    “Perhaps, the Alpha thinks Evgeny already has a date for the evening. But I checked with him and he doesn’t have an invitation to the party” Tasia explained uncertainly, equally confused by the Alpha’s reaction. 
 
    “Evgeny is perfect” Hawk enthused. “That should help confound Maartje. Also, I’ve a feeling he has a crush on you, Tas” he teased. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t” she responded composedly. “But he’s very sweet. I like him.” 
 
    “A word of advice” the Alpha said suddenly. “Don’t ever say that to poor Evgeny. It’ll kill any ardor he has.” 
 
    Duncan chuckled softly and Hawk grinned. Tasia flushed in response. The Alpha continued to observe her, as if puzzled by the whole situation. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Raoul inquired of Duncan later in the privacy of the Alpha’s Room. 
 
    “Maartje saw an opportunity to reconcile Atsá with his grandchildren and grabbed at it with both hands” Duncan explained placidly, making a beeline for the solitary chair before the Alpha’s big desk. 
 
    Raoul perched on the edge of his desk. “The witchling appears an easy target to any Shifter with an agenda to push.” 
 
    “That was to be expected, Raoul. Now that the Shifters are starting to realize that Tasia might be here for the long haul, they’re bound to sit up and pay attention to her.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated his friend. “She told me bluntly that if she’s to be more than a flash in the pan for the Pack, she can’t run to me every time someone says something she doesn’t like.” His lips twitched in wry amusement. “I’ve been told to keep my distance and let her handle her own affairs with the Pack.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes twinkled in response. “That one has a core of steel in her, my boy. She’d never have survived the enormous pitfalls she faces everyday, otherwise. A little experience with the Pack under her belt and she’ll make a formidable adversary. She’s a quick learner and she understands people well.” 
 
    “She certainly has a staunch advocate in you” the Alpha noted.     
 
    “I’ve liked Tasia Armstrong from the very beginning. At first, because I suspected that she’d be good for Sara, an alternative to the testosterone-laden Shifters Sara detests. She’s also been surprisingly good for Hawk. The boy has calmed down and learnt to let go of things.” 
 
    Duncan had one more reason for desiring the young Wizard’s inclusion in the Pack. He hoped like hell that Tasia would be the making of the boy he had watched over so zealously since Raoul’s dark days. Her presence had already wrought changes in him, in ways small and big. Duncan had been overjoyed by the small signs he detected. Raoul was starting to engage with other Chosen and pay more attention to the Pack than he had before. Duncan, for one, was determined to encourage this. If it meant easing Tasia’s road in the Pack, he’d pave it with gold. Plus, Duncan rather liked the young Wizard. 
 
    “It’s nice to have someone to steer through the maze of Pack politicking” he said aloud. “But there’s something you should keep in mind, my boy. Tasia has a hard time with gossip about her. It goes against everything she’s believed her whole life. And while she might have trouble with subtle machinations, she knows how to handle people who’re blunt with her about what they want. From what Joaquim told me, she handled Maartje with aplomb. Gave almost nothing away and heard Maartje out without dropping even a hint of which way she’d eventually lean. Maartje had to have come away from that confrontation puzzled and wondering what Tasia would do.” 
 
    Raoul stared at his friend, attempting to understand the subtext of what Duncan was trying to tell him. 
 
    “That’s quite a feat for anyone faced with a shrewd and experienced opponent like Maartje” Duncan remarked.  
 
    Raoul arched an eyebrow. “Is there a reason you’re singing her praises to me?”  
 
    “The point I’m attempting to make is that gossip disturbs her. And, it’s fairly mild gossip at that. Imagine her reaction if the whispers in the Pack ever get more vicious, say, a different kind of speculation about the Alpha and her” Duncan warned pointedly, his brown eyes candid. “Watch yourself, my boy.” 
 
    Raoul cursed under his breath. He never paid any heed to gossip. Plus, he had a thick skin. But he understood Duncan’s warning well enough. If he wanted to change the witchling’s perception of him, he’d have to take Pack gossip into account.   
 
    “You don’t intend to withdraw Pack status from her, do you?” Duncan pressed home his advantage. 
 
    “No.” The Alpha shook his head adamantly. 
 
    “That’s the other gossip spreading like wildfire, as you heard. That you might decide you’ve had enough one of these days and kick Tasia out in the cold.” 
 
    “What gave rise to this?” Raoul asked incredulously. He’d always been one to keep his thoughts and opinions close to his chest. How the hell had this ridiculous rumor gained ground within the Pack, he wondered. 
 
    “She did walk away from us rather publicly before, Raoul” Duncan pointed out. “And your dislike of Wizards has never been a secret. Plus, I suspect those like Markham are busy fanning the flames for their own agenda. I’ve even had to field an inquiry from Jason on this.” 
 
    “LaRue?” Raoul exclaimed, astounded by the revelation. “What the fuck!”  
 
    “He resides at the Lair. As does Sienna. You can’t expect them to be oblivious to the gossip, Raoul. Sienna’s worried that Tasia might end up friendless, if you dump her. So, Jason made a discreet inquiry about your equation with Tasia.” Duncan’s lips twitched. “I had the distinct impression that they were leery of asking you.” 
 
    “With good reason” Raoul retorted. “My equation with her or anyone else isn’t any of their damn business.” 
 
    “Sienna is very fond of her” Duncan said placidly. “I understand where Jason’s coming from, so I tried to set his mind at ease.” 
 
    The two Shifters stared at each other. They went back a long way with what seemed like a lifetime of experiences and shared memories between them.  
 
    “With a little finessing, this gossip could prove to be a godsend” Duncan remarked. “Use it to your advantage, my boy. If they’re busy gossiping about the upcoming break-up, they’re unlikely to pay much attention to anything else between you two.” 
 
    This time, it was the Alpha’s lips that twitched. “Anything else you’d like to advise me on, Duncan?” Raoul inquired in some amusement.  
 
    To him, this side of Duncan was a revelation. Raoul’s short-lived romantic entanglements in San Francisco had played out outside the Pack. Duncan, vaguely aware of them, had steered clear. Raoul didn’t quite know what to make of this new Duncan. 
 
    “I’d advise you to move fast, Raoul” Duncan retorted promptly, his eyes twinkling. “The latest gossip has Hawk asking you for permission to take a non-Pack mate, if you take my meaning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The Lombardi Vampires come to town 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve news for you” Jason directed at the Alpha as he stood surrounded by his Shifters in the Pack Room. 
 
    “Azevedo?” Raoul inquired. 
 
    “No, the other matter you asked me to look into” Jason said discreetly with a pointed glance at the crowded room. 
 
    The Guardian had dug up something on Anderson, Raoul realized in surprise. That was fast work by Jason. Raoul excused himself to escort Jason into the Alpha’s Room, the small sound-proofed room set aside for his use. 
 
    “Tell me that you know who Anderson was looking for so desperately here in San Francisco.” Raoul invited the Wizard to take a seat with a sweeping gesture of his hand. “Come on, LaRue, make my day.”  
 
    “Sorry, Merceau” Jason grinned in response. “I’m still working on that. But I do have some other news that might make your day anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it, LaRue” Raoul invited with a half-smile. The Guardian was an easy man to like, and Raoul was slowly discovering, much to his surprise, that he enjoyed Jason’s company. 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong, Merceau. Anderson hired rogue Shifters to assault low-level female Wizards in San Francisco. He was attempting to uncover a Wizard he believed was hiding in this city. Eventually the rogue Shifters, who had an axe to grind with Tasia, gave her up to Anderson to get rid of her.” 
 
    “Yes.” Raoul nodded. The rogues had played their employer by using him to get rid of a thorn in their side. And the Alpha had used that to convince Anderson he had the wrong Wizard, even though Raoul suspected that, through a twist of fate and coincidence, the Guardian had inadvertently zeroed in on the Wizard he was hunting. 
 
    “For the past year and a half, similar assaults on female Wizards in eight cities have been carried out — New York, Boston, DC, Chicago, Atlanta, Houston, Philadelphia and Los Angeles.”  
 
    “What?” The Alpha looked astounded by the news.  
 
    “He’s done this before, Merceau” Jason reiterated, unsurprised by Raoul’s astonishment. “It looks to me like he’s been slowly working his way across the country. You know what that means.” 
 
    “Anderson doesn’t know where the Wizard he hunts is” Raoul drew the only conclusion. San Francisco had been just one of the cities Anderson had tried his luck in. This was an unexpected piece of good news. LaRue was right — it had definitely made his day. He now had a little more to work with, and more time to handle the matter of the Guardian and the witch he hunted. 
 
    “Exactly” Jason assented. “I’ve a feeling he’s been looking for his Wizard a long time. If I go back more in time, I’m pretty sure we’ll discover more cases of similar assaults in different cities.” 
 
    “No one traced these assaults back to Anderson?” the Alpha inquired, his tone a mix of curiosity and disbelief. 
 
    Jason shook his head. “No, he probably used proxies to do his dirty work, much like he did here in San Francisco. He’s a Guardian — it puts him above reproach. Why would any local Wizard suspect him?” 
 
    “Did no one connect these assaults together to find a pattern?” It was inexplicable to Raoul that such assaults could continue with impunity, without any of the local Wizard Registries even connecting the dots. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of this. These assaults were all investigated by their respective local Registries, who don’t share any information with each other. Only a Guardian would have the resources and access to put it all together and suspect that these similar muggings were related.” 
 
    “The local Registries never called in the GCW?” the Alpha demanded. “Why not?” 
 
    “The crimes were not worthy of a GCW investigation” Jason said simply. “No Wizard was killed or even seriously harmed. As far as the local Registry was concerned, it was a spate of muggings against their low-level Wizards which eventually stopped. No reason to call in the cavalry. The Guardians are meant for more serious investigations, something Anderson cleverly used to his advantage.” 
 
    Raoul stared at the Wizard in dawning comprehension. “He might have gone on forever until he found who he was searching for.” 
 
    “Yes, that was the plan. And he might have succeeded, too, if not for his mistake with Tasia.” 
 
    “How did you discover the other assaults then?” Raoul was curious. Until now, Anderson seemed to have successfully gotten away scot-free by using his privileged position as a Guardian and his knowledge of local Wizard Registries to his advantage.  
 
    “I can’t get much out of Anderson or his friends at the moment, so I decided to try a different track. Based on a hunch, I made some inquiries at some local Registries in the bigger cities, some of which panned out. I got lucky because I knew what patterns to look for, based on San Francisco.” 
 
    “This is fantastic work, LaRue” the Alpha complimented him briskly, his appreciation genuine. 
 
    “Being a Guardian has some advantages.” Jason smiled. “I might be persona non-grata at the GCW currently, but the local Registries still jump if I request something.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, LaRue.” 
 
    “I owe you, Merceau.” Jason was sober now. “I’ve asked the Registries to send me what they have on these muggings. We can go over them to see if anything jumps out. Perhaps something in there might provide us a clue about what or who Anderson is searching for.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I’ll ask David Hamilton for their records on the muggings here in San Francisco. We can include that in the list, too.” 
 
    “I’ll go over them with anyone you want me to work with on this.” 
 
    “Duncan is the right person on this.” Duncan knew as much about the witchling as he did. Raoul knew that Duncan would be able to connect the dots, if something significant popped up while going through the Registry records. 
 
    “Great. I’ll talk to Duncan. Sienna has offered her assistance with anything you need doing around here” Jason added. “She’s got a serious case of cabin fever.” 
 
    “Understandably” Raoul responded. “I’m expecting Faoladh and his special guest here in a few days. Hopefully, the First Wizard will be able to mitigate Sienna’s cabin fever.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated the Guardian’s clean-cut good-looking face. 
 
    “I hear that you’ve been asking Duncan some rather personal questions about me” he opened with a pointed salvo. 
 
    Jason closed his eyes on a soft sigh to lean back in his chair. At the back of his mind, he’d known that Duncan would talk to the Alpha about this. Jason had hung around them enough to know how close the two Shifters were. 
 
    “I apologize, Merceau” he said contritely, his remorse sincere. “You’ve every right to cut up rough about this. In my defense, I only made the inquiry to reassure Sienna. She’s not been having an easy time of it with the almost daily revelations about her mother. So, when I realized how concerned she was about Tasia, I did what I could to put her mind at ease. I can’t help her with the other stuff, no matter how much I want to” he shared candidly. 
 
    The Alpha, a little disarmed by the frank admission, refrained from further recriminations on the topic. 
 
    “Tasia Armstrong is not going anywhere” he stated categorically. “Not if I can help it. You can tell Sienna to stop worrying about her.” 
 
    “I told her it was just gossip, Merceau. But that Shifter at the party had her all riled up about Tasia’s association with the Pack.” 
 
    “Sienna is fond of the witchling” Raoul remarked, the gold eyes intent on the Guardian. 
 
    “Yes, she is” Jason agreed easily. 
 
    “Any special reason?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    Jason straightened up imperceptively in response, an action the Alpha noted with a flicker of his gold eyes.  
 
    “Not that I know of.” Jason’s response was steady, his eyes holding the gold gaze. “I think Sienna feels protective of the younger Wizard.” 
 
    Raoul stayed silent, hoping to draw the Guardian a little deeper into Sienna’s concern for Tasia. But Jason changed the topic deftly to another subject. 
 
    “By the way, my sweep of the Lair turned up clean. I guess the Vampires really just wanted to come party.” 
 
    Raoul nodded — Duncan had already informed him of the matter. Both the Guardian’s open sweep and the witchling’s more discreet one had come up empty. Franciszka had truly wanted to be included in the crowd of local Chosen dignitaries, not to play any mischief. 
 
    “You’re aware of Franciszka’s warning about Bianchi being in town?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    Jason’s expression sobered in response. “Yes” he sighed. “Sorry dude, for bringing this down on your Pack. This is definitely not what I had in mind when I asked for your assistance with Sienna.” 
 
    “I knew what I was doing when I offered to host both you and Sienna at the Lair.” Raoul shrugged. “And Bianchi turning up here doesn’t surprise me at all. I was half expecting it, to be honest. If our suspicions about the locket around Sienna’s neck are correct, then Lady Bethesda is eager to retrieve it. A new hunt has started for her, a more serious investigation of the past that involves Shifters. She knows her best chance is now, before we close in on her.” 
 
    He paused for a moment to contemplate Jason, who stared back at him gravely. 
 
    “Since the confrontation with Bianchi in Chicago, I’ve suspected that Lady Bethesda is ready to come out of hiding. Now that she knows we’re on her trail, there’s no reason to stay in the background anymore. This move of Bianchi has only cemented my suspicions. Mark my words — the moment she gains control of the locket, she’ll come out into the open. Faoladh’s people are working feverishly to track her whereabouts after India. Faoladh agrees with me that the clock is ticking fast and that we don’t have much time before she resurfaces to carry out the next phase of her plans.” 
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    “Is something bugging you, Sara?” Tasia inquired quietly, catching her friend’s preoccupied air.  
 
    Sara looked up from contemplating her food, having joined Caro and Tasia on their weekly lunch date as she usually did when her schedule allowed it. This afternoon, Sara had been quieter than usual, her usual effervescence curiously absent. Suspecting that her friend’s preoccupation had something to do with her Pack, Tasia had waited for Caro to excuse herself to the restroom before bringing it up. 
 
    “I’m a little distracted” Sara acknowledged with a wry smile. 
 
    “Anything you want to talk about?” Tasia inquired hesitantly. “You know you can always talk to me, right? About anything” she emphasized. 
 
    “I know, Tasia. It’s nothing — just the usual Pack stuff.” 
 
    Tasia contemplated her friend solemnly. Sara returned her look, her own eyes candid and guileless. 
 
    “I’m working on something for the Pack” Sara admitted. “It involves dealing with Shifters from the other were-packs. Duncan never puts my name forward for these joint projects — he knows what a hard time the other Shifters usually give me. This time though, he asked me to try it for a few weeks. If I want to opt out after that, he promised he’d replace me.” 
 
    “You’re not enjoying the experience?” Tasia asked gently. 
 
    “I wasn’t, not at first. The Shifters were giving me a hard time, as usual, and I don’t put up with that kind of bullshit anymore. Then, Luis Beltran asked me about working with his Shifters. The two I’m working with closely are his” she explained. 
 
    Tasia recalled a scene in the Pack Room from a couple of weeks before. She’d been waiting for a meeting with the Alpha when Sara had joined her at the conclusion of a Pack discussion. Luis had walked over to them to ask Sara about some Shifters. Sara had stiffened at his question and Hawk, who’d just joined them, had ended up with a thunderous expression on his handsome face. Duncan had stepped in to calm things down, as he always did. Now that little scene finally made sense to Tasia.  
 
    “Since then, those Shifters have been model work partners” Sara continued. “No snide remarks and no giving me a hard time. It’s all very strange.” 
 
    “You think Luis warned them off.” 
 
    “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “So, it’s all good, right?” 
 
    “I’m confused, Tasia” Sara burst out. “Why would Luis Beltran do that for me?” 
 
    “Perhaps, he’s just being fair” Tasia pointed out uncertainly. She’d always had a soft corner for Luis, the soft-spoken and taciturn Were-Alpha who tended to mind his own business. 
 
    “Why? And more importantly, why now? I’m not his responsibility — I never have been.” 
 
    She paused to shoot Tasia a troubled look. “That day at the party when Justin Markham came up to us …”  
 
    “Hawk and Duncan hastened over to stand guard …” Tasia paused as she remembered who else had come to the rescue. All the Shifters making a beeline for them that day had come for Sara; Tasia had never been in any danger from Markham. 
 
    “Luis came too, when there was no reason for him to” Sara finished. She sighed softly. “This thing’s been bothering me, Tasia. I don’t know why. I know how it is to be part of a Pack — I’ve been part of this one for a while now. But the thought of Luis Beltran playing games with me because I dared to declare that I will never date a Shifter …” Sara stopped abruptly. 
 
    Tasia went silent, the Alpha’s revelation about her own careless declaration suddenly brought home to her by Sara’s words. She’d almost forgotten that Sara had made a similar declaration amidst a gathering of Shifters. Sara was a Shifter and unlike Tasia, would not be considered naïve to the ways of a Pack.  
 
    Sara cast a knowing glance at her friend’s suddenly arrested expression. “Hawk told me about the Shifters asking you out. I know exactly why they’re suddenly paying you attention, Tasia, although Hawk doesn’t. He was distracted that evening. I hope you’ve sicced the Alpha on to the ones playing games with you, Tasia. You don’t have to put up with this nonsense, and neither do I. That’s why I’m so confused about what to do about the project.” 
 
    Finally, Tasia had an inkling of Sara’s dilemma. If Luis had simply intended a good turn by paving Sara’s way for her, then it would be a mistake for Sara to walk away. After years of animosity from the Pack, Sara was finally at the cusp of acceptance by the same Shifters. It would be foolish for Sara, who needed the Pack for her very survival, to turn her back on this opportunity. On the other hand, if Luis was playing some kind of elaborate game with her, then it would make sense for her friend to nip it in the bud now. Tasia knew that Sara’s suspicion was not without merit. The mess with Markham had been a similar game that Shifters played to demonstrate their intent to move up the chain of command in a Pack, and after the reaction of some Shifters to Tasia’s careless comments at the party, Sara’s fears about her own remarks being misinterpreted or exploited didn’t seem that far-fetched anymore. 
 
    “Ladies” Caro drawled brightly, slipping back into her seat. “Any further thoughts on dessert?” 
 
    “I like the black walnut semi-freddo” Sara answered promptly, switching gears with determined cheer. “I’m partial to semi-freddos. What about you, Tasia?” 
 
    Tasia studied the dessert menu blindly, her mind still grappling with Sara’s admission. Then suddenly, she stiffened. Her magic could sense the presence of other Chosen in the vicinity. And no ordinary Chosen, either. 
 
    Blutsaugers. 
 
    Just for a moment, Tasia panicked, her fear almost causing her to blunder. She turned to Sara to raise the alarm, forgetting for the moment that to do so would reveal her deadly sixth sense. Fortunately for Tasia, Sara was a Shifter, all her senses much more powerful than an ordinary human. 
 
    This extraordinary and unusual ability to detect the inherent magic in creatures was a deadly ability to possess — this is how Tasia was able to identify Chosen in a crowd. The more powerful a Magick was, the greater the likelihood of Tasia’s detecting him. In the long history of their people, no Chosen had ever been ever known to possess this ability. It was one of the first secrets she’d been forced to reveal to the Alpha and his astonishment, bordering on shock, at her revelation had reminded Tasia of the ever-present threat from Chosen who might discover her unique heritage.  
 
    “Leeches” Sara whispered, before Tasia could raise the alarm.  
 
    The Shifter turned to Tasia urgently. “Call Evgeny and Joaquim and tell them we’ve a dozen leeches making their way towards us.” 
 
    Tasia reached for her cell, her friend’s frantic words helping to unfreeze her from her own flight of terror. 
 
    “What is it? What’s happening?” Caro asked urgently, drawn by Tasia’s frenzied actions and Sara’s frantic expression. 
 
    “We’ve Vampires headed our way” Sara said softly with a quick glance around her. “At least a dozen, if my nose is right.” 
 
    “Vampires” Caro repeated, lowering her voice to a whisper.  
 
    “They’re probably here for Tasia” Sara explained. “There’s some history there.” 
 
    Caro shot a glance at Tasia’s face. “Okay. We stay put.” She glanced around the crowded restaurant. “There’s no way they’d dare to accost you in here, Tas, not without placing the Edict in danger.” 
 
    All Chosen obeyed the Supreme Edict — the only way the Chosen had hidden their existence from the Si’ffa, who far out-numbered them, successfully for centuries. Chosen guarded the Supreme Edict like the precious gift that it was. It allowed them to remain incognito. To break that law was to invite death by their own brethren. 
 
    “You’re right, Caro.” Sara took a deep breath. “Don’t worry, Tasia. We’re safe here while the crowd surrounds us.” 
 
    “Yup, don’t you worry, Tas” Caro reiterated, clasping Tasia’s hand. “We’ve got your back.” 
 
    “I’ve messaged Evgeny” Tasia said in a low voice, squeezing Caro’s hand back. “They’re on their way.” 
 
    “I’m going to call Duncan” Sara said abruptly. “Evgeny and Joaquim will be outnumbered against these many leeches. Duncan will know what to do.” 
 
    She dialed her cell to speak into it rapidly. “Duncan, it’s Sara. I’m with Tasia and Caroline Hamilton in a restaurant in the Financial District. A dozen leeches are headed towards us.” 
 
    “Yes” Sara reiterated quietly into the phone. 
 
    Tasia watched Rafaelo Bianchi wend his way confidently through the crowded tables. Her hand clenched under the table as memories from a nightmarish evening in Chicago washed over her. This Blutsauger had casually ordered his men to kill her, after declaring her redundant since the intended target had been Sienna. If not for Sienna’s intervention and the Alpha charging in, Tasia would have been in deep trouble. She had good reason to fear the Clan, but even if she didn’t, the aura of casual cruelty that hung palpably over this one would frighten her. The hand clasped in Caro’s palm tightened involuntarily, a reaction to her dire thoughts. Caro glanced up to follow Tasia’s gaze. They watched the young-looking pale man stride unhurriedly to them. 
 
    “That him, Tas?” Caro inquired in a low voice. 
 
    Tasia nodded mutely.  
 
    Sara put away her cell. “It’s done” she murmured softly, her eyes zeroing in on the Vampire. 
 
    Bianchi came to a stop before them. 
 
    “Caroline Hamilton, you keep very unlikely company. I wonder what your father makes of it” he remarked pleasantly, his smile not quite reaching the rather cruel expression in his black eyes.  
 
    Caro said nothing, merely returning his stare with composure.  
 
    The Vampire’s eyes moved on to Tasia, his eyebrow arched in mock surprise.  
 
    “We meet again, Tasia Armstrong. Perhaps this time, our meeting will be more fortuitous than the last one” he commented sardonically. 
 
    His words had an unexpected effect on the young Wizard. They invoked a slow burn in Tasia, a tiny spark of angry rebellion growing to fire in her.  
 
    Joking about having your men attempt to kill me, are you? Well, I’ve faced down scarier Chosen in my time — the Alpha, for one. My circumstances bar me from using my magic, but since you’re similarly handicapped in here, I don’t have to take this lying down anymore.   
 
    “I can’t say the pleasure’s mine” Tasia countered steadily, meeting the Vampire’s eyes flush on. “This encounter is likely to be as much a fiasco for you as the last one.” 
 
    Bianchi’s smile vanished abruptly, his dark eyes narrowing on Tasia. “Watch your mouth, little witch” he warned. 
 
    But Tasia was past being frightened by the Vampire, her fury overriding her usual caution. She’d been running, in one form or another, since the night she’d climbed a tree and hopped through a window to free Hawk from his cage. It was time to stop.  
 
    “Why should I?” she retorted, any trace of fear banished by a cloud of fury. “Our last meeting ended in spectacular failure for you, and so will this one.” 
 
    Sara and Caro glanced at their friend, identical expressions of astonishment on their faces. They had never seen Tasia like this. After the first shock, Caro exchanged a pregnant glance with Sara, looking away to hide her amusement.  
 
    An ugly expression flitted across the Vampire’s face as he glared down at a calm and collected Tasia, who returned his stare with composure. 
 
    “What do you want?” Sara asked abruptly, distracting the Vampire from his focus on Tasia. Infinitely amused by her friend’s defiance, Sara thought it prudent to distract the leech. 
 
    The dark eyes moved to peruse her. “You, Sara Manotti” the Vampire responded smoothly, his good humor seemingly restored. “I came here to talk to you.” 
 
    Sara leant back against her chair. She was not a Shifter for nothing. She might not be typical of her kind, but she was a Shifter nevertheless. “What about?” she asked disinterestedly, her attitude one of boredom. 
 
    Bianchi pulled out the spare chair to seat himself without permission, seemingly unfazed by the lukewarm welcome. “I’ve a message for your Alpha.” 
 
    “What’s stopping you from delivering it to him?” Sara’s tone was blunt to the point of rudeness. 
 
    The Italian Vampire laughed lightly, as if the query was amusing. “Tell him that I’ve no beef with him, as you Americans say. I just need a word with Sienna in private.” 
 
    “Is that it?” Sara arched her eyebrow fluidly. “This is why you barged in here to interrupt my lunch with my friends?” 
 
    “More or less” Bianchi shrugged elegantly. “Of course, if he won’t allow me access to Sienna, then I might have to get more strident.” 
 
    “Strident” Caro muttered under her breath, just as Tasia piped up “We’re talking about Raoul Merceau, right?” 
 
    The hint of amusement in the Wizard’s voice had the Vampire scowling in reaction. 
 
    “Yes” Bianchi said shortly, without glancing at her.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s wise to challenge the Alpha?” Tasia inquired silkily. “He outsmarted you easily in Chicago. What makes you think he’ll be easier to manipulate on his own turf?”    
 
    Bianchi turned wrathful eyes on Tasia but before he could say anything, Evgeny and Joaquim came striding to a stop by the table. Evgeny’s eyes shot immediately to Tasia — she was their responsibility, entrusted to them by both his Were-Alpha and the Alpha Protector. 
 
    “What do you want, leech?” Joaquim demanded.  
 
    “Nothing that’s your business, Shifter” Bianchi retorted. 
 
    Sara ignored the Vampire to turn to Joaquim, her eyes signaling a silent message to her were-pack mate. “He says he came here with a message for the Alpha.”  
 
    “Why the cavalry?” Bianchi queried. “If I had intentions to harm anyone, I’d have done so already. This is just a friendly visit — a reminder to the Alpha, if you will, that we come in peace.” 
 
    “You’re obviously new to town, leech. Our Alpha has punished men for lesser crimes” Joaquim said calmly, as the others stared at the Vampire with varying degrees of hostility, distaste, anger and disbelief. 
 
    “I can see that I’ve overstayed my welcome here” the Vampire said lightly, standing up. “Until we meet again, Sara Manotti.” He took his leave of the Shifter, ignoring everyone else to stride over and join three other Vampires at a distant table.  
 
    “Duncan knows” Sara informed Joaquim promptly. “He’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Good. Until then, we’ll stay put. If you ladies don’t have any objections, Evgeny and I will join you.” 
 
    “Please” Caro invited the two male Shifters. As the men busied themselves hunting for a chair, Caro glanced incredulously at her two friends. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of that one” she whispered, her gaze on the table where Bianchi sat with his entourage. 
 
    “I’ve never met him before.” Sara shot a glance at Tasia. “But the Alpha’s going to be furious about this.” 
 
    “I have” Tasia said firmly in a low voice. “He’s dangerous. I’m glad you called Duncan.”  
 
    “Hmm … I’ve never seen you like this, Tas.” Caro looked curious. 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. “He got me hopping mad by teasing me about our last encounter. It’s where he gave the order to kill me.”  
 
    “What!” Caro exclaimed. Sara looked shocked. 
 
    “Long story” Tasia admitted. “I don’t want to get into it with the Clan listening in.”  
 
    Duncan strode in fifteen minutes later with a contingent of Shifters. He glanced around the busy restaurant to zero in on them. The other Shifters parked themselves unobtrusively by the door while Duncan strode to the table. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” he inquired in his unhurried way, his eyes roving over the three ladies and the two male Shifters. 
 
    “Yes” Sara spoke for all of them. 
 
    “It’s Rafaelo Bianchi” Tasia said to the English Shifter. “He’s at that table with some of his men.” 
 
    Duncan shot a look at the table, where the four Vampires pretended to ignore his presence and that of the Shifters who’d accompanied him into the restaurant. 
 
    Duncan turned to them. “Joaquim and Evgeny will escort everyone out to the waiting cars. We’ve friends at the door standing by to assist.”  
 
    “Caroline, we’ll be happy to give you a ride wherever you’re going. I’m sorry you got caught up in Pack business, but I don’t think it advisable for you to make your way back by yourself” he said to the Wizard. 
 
    “Thank you, Duncan” Caro said promptly. “No apologies necessary — I enjoyed the spectacle.” She shot a mischievous glance at Tasia. “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” 
 
    Caro was bursting with questions for her friends — questions she had to hold off due to the presence of the other Shifters and the Clan, two Chosen with extraordinary auditory abilities. 
 
    “I’m going to have a chat with Bianchi” Duncan said purposefully. 
 
    He shot a final glance at Joaquim before striding away. 
 
    “You’re one of Merceau’s, aren’t you?” Bianchi greeted him confidently.  
 
    Duncan contemplated the Vampire. “You’ve made a big mistake, Bianchi” he warned softly. “This is not an Alpha you want to mess with.” 
 
    “I know his reputation.” Bianchi smiled. “I would never mess with him.”  
 
    Duncan’s expression hardened. “You accosted a Shifter on Pack turf. Raoul doesn’t tolerate transgressions like this.”  
 
    “I didn’t accost anyone. I merely want to deliver a message to the Alpha.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he sees it that way. We both know there are other ways of communicating with him.” 
 
    “This was more fun though” the Vampire pointed out mildly. 
 
    “Was it? You’ve tweaked the wrong tiger’s tail here, Bianchi.” Duncan shook his head, the expression on his face causing the Vampire’s companions to glance uneasily at their leader. “I’d ask Mistress Franciszka what Raoul did to her the last time she displeased him. And she had an army of her leeches guarding her. You have …” Duncan’s eyes wandered dismissively over Bianchi’s companions, “these.” 
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    “Bianchi approached Sara at lunch today” Duncan announced, striding into the Alpha’s Room. 
 
    Raoul’s eyes snapped up from the document he was perusing. “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “She’s fine. She was asked to deliver a message to you.” 
 
    “He wants Sienna” Raoul interjected, his expression grim. 
 
    “He wants Sienna” Duncan acknowledged. “The big surprise is he approached Sara while she was at lunch with her friends — Tasia and Caroline Hamilton.” 
 
    Raoul straightened slowly in his chair. He had expected the Vampire to be more subtle in his approach. 
 
    “Everyone’s fine” Duncan assured him. “By all accounts, it was Sara the leech wanted, although he did greet both Caroline and Tasia by name. That tells me he’s been keeping tabs on her. He knew about her lunch appointment today.” 
 
    “How would he know that?” The Alpha looked curious. 
 
    “Sara’s been having lunch with both Tasia and Caroline regularly for weeks. Bianchi’s probably had someone keeping tabs on her for a while.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated his friend as Franciszka’s warning rang in his head. She had warned him to keep vulnerable Pack members close to home while Bianchi was in town. 
 
    “Franciszka was right” he remarked.  
 
    “He’s been waiting and watching for a lot longer than we knew, Raoul.” Duncan’s eyes narrowed. “He zeroed in on Sara soon enough.” 
 
    “He’s tweaking my tail, to test how far I’m willing to go for Sienna. Did he alarm anyone?” 
 
    Duncan shook his head. “They were in a crowded restaurant when Sara smelt the leeches. Tasia called Evgeny and Joaquim, who were ten minutes away. When she detected the presence of a dozen leeches, Sara called me, realizing that Joaquim and Evgeny might be outnumbered. Sara assumed that Tasia was their target because of that early business with Franciszka’s leeches. Bianchi delivered his message to Sara, staying to banter a little with the ladies. When Joaquim and Evgeny made their presence felt, Bianchi retired to another table, ostensibly to keep an eye on everyone. Joaquim correctly decided to wait until more Shifter reinforcements could arrive to extricate them.” Duncan gave a succinct account of the encounter, pulled together from his conversations with all the five involved. 
 
    Raoul’s expression hardened. “It’s time I had a chat with Bianchi. Skulking here is one thing but when he tries a stunt like this, he’s crossed the line. Find out where he’s putting up, Duncan. I’ll pay him a visit.” 
 
    “On it, Raoul” Duncan assured him, having anticipated the reaction. Bianchi hounding Sara on her Pack’s turf was bad form. 
 
    “Where’s Sara now?” 
 
    “Back at work.” Duncan paused. “I’ve got it covered, Raoul. She won’t be vulnerable to Bianchi again. Hawk and I are reviewing all Shifters who might become the leeches’ next target.”  
 
    The other Were-Alphas would need go through a similar exercise, once warned of the threat Bianchi’s presence in the city posed to the more vulnerable members of the Pack.  
 
    “I want to talk to Sara when she’s done tonight” the Alpha directed. 
 
    Duncan nodded. 
 
    “And the witchling, too” Raoul added. “She’s grounded at the Lair, for the time being. No more venturing out with just Evgeny and Joaquim for protection. Bianchi is way too dangerous for her.” 
 
    “I’ll let her know.”  
 
    “Call the Council in as soon as possible. Now that Bianchi has made his move, the sooner we cover our flanks the better. I want our vulnerable Shifters guarded night and day.” 
 
    “I’ll make the calls, Raoul.” 
 
    The Alpha’s cell trilled loudly and he glanced at the display. 
 
    “David Hamilton” he murmured. 
 
    “Probably heard what transpired this afternoon. I gave Caroline a ride back to work after her exciting lunch.” 
 
    “I’d better take this.” Raoul excused himself to answer the call. 
 
    “David, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you, Raoul” David Hamilton said in his slow, methodical way. “I wanted you to hear this from me first. The GCW has directed me to release Ted Anderson into their custody.” 
 
    Ted Anderson was the Guardian who’d hired mercenary Shifters to assault female Wizards in San Francisco. The reign of terror had eventually culminated in him holding Tasia hostage in the local Registry. The Pack had besieged the Wizard Registry and the Alpha had handed the Guardian over to the local Wizards to stand trial for his crimes against them. Raoul had even allowed Hamilton’s men access to the rogue Shifters in Pack custody to gather evidence against Anderson. 
 
    “This is not entirely unexpected” Hamilton sighed, as the Alpha remained silent. “I didn’t expect the Guardians to allow us to hold one of their own for long. But what concerns me is what my sources within the GCW are saying — they don’t plan to prosecute Anderson.” 
 
    “I see” Raoul said quietly. He’d not really expected anything else. Although considering the Guardian’s crimes had been against Wizards, the very Chosen he was sworn to protect, Raoul had assumed that the GCW would at least hold an in-house trial, even if just for show. 
 
    “I’ve registered an official protest with both the GCW and the Office of First Wizard, but I’m not expecting much to come of it” David continued. “Thanks to the testimony of the mercenaries you gave us access to, we have documented evidence against Anderson. Unfortunately, the GCW doesn’t seem interested in even taking a look at what we have.” 
 
    “What do you think is going on here, David?” Raoul inquired. Usually, he would never ask David about Wizard business, but this matter was different. The Pack had captured and delivered the Guardian into David Hamilton’s custody. 
 
    “Word is there’s serious conflict between the Guardian Council and the First Wizard. I doubt the First Wizard would be willing to rock the boat on this matter. My sources say that the Guardians believe Anderson simply lost his way — his transgression is not severe enough to deserve any punishment. I don’t agree with that view — it was my Wizards he lost his way against. In any case, he’ll not be punished any time soon. And I don’t have the power to ensure that he is. The only thing I can do is make sure that he’s never welcome in my city again.” 
 
    Raoul pondered the matter. “Could you do me a favor, David? Don’t make Anderson unwelcome in San Francisco. I’ve a feeling he’ll be back here sooner than later.” 
 
    There was a pause before David spoke again.  
 
    “You have a plan, Raoul?” 
 
    “You might not be able to hold him accountable, David, but I certainly can. It’ll be a lot easier if he walks onto my turf on his own.” 
 
    “I see.” David wondered what the Alpha had against Anderson. The Guardian had gone after Wizards, not Shifters. And by all accounts, the Guardian had been punished enough for Tasia Armstrong.  
 
    In the end, David decided that he didn’t really care why Raoul wanted Anderson as long as the Guardian got the punishment he deserved. He knew the Alpha was more than capable of delivering that punishment. 
 
    “I can certainly rescind my orders to make him unwelcome here” David offered. 
 
    “Good. If you could let me know when Anderson sets foot here again, I’ll take over from there.” 
 
    “It’s a deal, Raoul. I don’t know what’s going on in San Diego, but it makes my blood boil to see someone like Anderson walk away scot free from this.”  
 
    “Well, if you believe the gossip, I’m always up for teaching Wizards a lesson” Raoul said blandly, completely deadpan. 
 
    David chuckled in response. Having worked with the Alpha for years now, he knew enough to separate rumors from fact. 
 
    “There’s something else” David Hamilton added. “Caro told me about her Clan encounter at lunch.” 
 
    “Aah. I hope it did not disturb her.” 
 
    “Caro’s not that easily fazed” stated her fond father. “I’m assuming these are not Franciszka’s.” 
 
    “No, they’re not. In fact, Franciszka warned me about them.” 
 
    “She did?” David was clearly surprised. The Vampires had never been known for altruism of this kind. 
 
    “She’s currently feeling a sense of solidarity with me” Raoul acknowledged wryly. “It won’t last long. These new leeches are led by a smarmy dangerous blood sucker called Rafaelo Bianchi who owes allegiance to the Lombardi Family.” 
 
    “You’ve had run-ins with him before in Chicago, Caro tells me.” 
 
    “Yes.” Raoul was surprised at Caroline’s knowledge of that encounter. That must have been some banter between Bianchi and the others, if Caroline Hamilton had found out about Chicago. 
 
    “He wants access to Sienna McAlister, if I understand correctly” David said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hmm. My sources tell me that one of the reasons for the renewed tension between the First Wizard and the Guardian Council is Sienna — specifically, that her protection has been entrusted to a Shifter Pack and not the Guardians.” 
 
    The Alpha, who had already guessed this, was not surprised. 
 
    “I thought you should know that, Raoul.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, David. What I don’t understand is why the GCW would hold the First Wizard responsible for this. It was Sienna and Jason LaRue’s decision to accept my hospitality, and he is one of theirs.” 
 
    “Nothing regarding Sienna McAlister’s welfare is done without the First Wizard’s consent. This is not my secret to tell, but something I feel you should know, Raoul. Especially since your hospitality to Sienna has brought danger onto your Pack.” 
 
    Taken aback, the Alpha remained silent. 
 
    “I know Bianchi threatened your Shifters. If there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to reach out, Raoul. Sienna’s safety is a Wizard responsibility. We have abrogated our responsibility by letting you shoulder a burden that was never yours to begin with. Plus, I owe you one for Anderson — we’d never have figured out what was going on without your help.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, David.” 
 
    “Good. There’s something else I wanted to run by you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “We’ve a decent relationship built up over the years, Raoul, don’t we?” 
 
    “We do” the Alpha acknowledged. He respected the older Wizard who led his flock fairly and was always willing to work with other Chosen. 
 
    “With all the turmoil at Headquarters in San Diego, how do you feel about creating an alliance of local Chosen to administer our affairs in San Francisco? It’ll foster greater co-operation between us and might even allow us other opportunities to celebrate our achievements together, like the one you hosted at the Lair” he added lightly. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Raoul asked after a short pause. 
 
    “I’ve sent out some feelers to DiZeyla and she’s amenable. How about we set up a meeting with the three of us for some preliminary discussions and see where we go from there.” 
 
    “Count me in” Raoul agreed with alacrity. A formal body to co-ordinate matters of concern common to the Chosen in this city was not a bad idea. He’d have to bring Franciszka in eventually, once they’d agreed on the basic parameters. The leeches could not be left out of a pact like this, not if it was meant to be city wide. But her inclusion could wait. Knowing her, Franciszka’s presence at such an early stage would only prove disruptive to the process. And Raoul knew he’d have his work cut out to convince the others to include the leeches.  
 
    “Great, I’ll set something up. In the meantime, I meant what I said about Bianchi and his Vampires.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, David. I mean to have a chat with Bianchi — make him see sense before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Good luck with that, Raoul.” David smiled as he hung up the phone. Raoul Merceau could be quite a terror when he was like this, on the rampage to avenge his Pack. David could still remember his first meeting with the new Alpha of the Northern California Pack. He had heard rumors of the Alpha’s animosity towards Wizards. Yet, Raoul had managed to disarm him with his brusque, albeit straight-forward honesty, his fierce defense of his Shifters and his willingness to work with other Chosen without any preconceptions.  
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    “Sara and Tasia are here, Raoul” Duncan announced from the doorway to the Alpha’s Room.  
 
    “Send them in, please. I’ve something to tell you, Duncan, when you have a minute.” 
 
    Duncan arched an inquiring eyebrow. 
 
    “An interesting conversation with David Hamilton” Raoul remarked, with a pointed glance. 
 
    “Sounds intriguing.”  
 
    When Duncan ushered in the two ladies, Raoul invited them to the small sitting area set up at the other end of the compact room. The witchling’s aversion to his desk had not escaped his notice. There was also the matter of the single chair. He’d need to order a new one soon, he reminded himself. 
 
    “None the worse for wear after your lunch, I hope?” he remarked, seating himself across from the two friends who’d elected to share the couch. 
 
    “We’re absolutely fine, Alpha. Right, Tasia?” Sara inquired of her partner in crime, who nodded mutely. 
 
    The Alpha frowned. The witchling seemed subdued, preoccupied by weightier matters than an encounter with a dangerous leech. 
 
    Sara glanced from the Alpha’s faintly puzzled mien to her friend’s closed-off expression. She tended to ignore Pack gossip — Sara did her best to keep her involvement with the Pack to a minimum. For her, it had been easy to dismiss the malicious whispers of someone like Justin Markham. After all, she’d been present when the Alpha had fought the leeches hired to kill Tasia. And, was aware of the operation mounted by him to rescue Tasia from the Guardian, after her friend had walked away from the Pack. Moreover, Sara liked and respected the Alpha. The newly minted young Alpha had once stared down his Were-Alphas for a pair of young Shifter twins whom no one had wanted in the Pack. Since then, his attitude had only reinforced her early impressions of him. Distant he might be, but he was always fair, kept himself above the fray from petty bickering in the Pack, never interfered in the personal lives of his Shifters, and never patronized her or played games with her like some of her Pack mates. Thus, this peculiar disconnect between her friend and her Alpha puzzled Sara. She set out to ease the tension in the room.  
 
    “You should’ve seen Tasia handle the Bianchi guy at lunch, Alpha. He came this close to throwing a hissy fit in the restaurant.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Raoul murmured. Having witnessed the witchling’s temper on the odd occasion, he wasn’t surprised. The last time they’d had a major disagreement, she’d given as good as she got until remorse had interrupted her fury. 
 
    “Made you mad, did he?” he inquired of Tasia.  
 
    His words served to remind Tasia of her unexpected fury this afternoon. She glanced up to meet his eyes for the first time that evening.  
 
    “Yes” she assented bluntly. “He was joking about our last encounter — mine and his.” 
 
    The gold eyes transformed into chips of ice before their eyes. Now Raoul understood what had riled the witchling. She was right to be furious. Bianchi had ordered Tasia to be killed at their last meeting, simply because his men had kidnapped her by mistake. The Alpha’s jaw flexed as the scene from the Chicago house flashed through him. Jason using his powers frantically to stem the witchling’s blood from the wound inflicted on her by a leech. Sienna’s distraught expression as she hovered over them, while the witchling’s beseeching eyes begged him to take care of the dead leech behind her, blindly trusting in him to do the right thing.  
 
    “What did he say to you?” he asked brusquely. 
 
    “That he hoped our meeting would be more fortuitous for me than our last one” Tasia quoted, her voice shaking with remembered anger. “I was so furious, I told him it would be as much a spectacular fiasco for him as Chicago.” 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me” she muttered bemusedly, her bewilderment evident.  
 
    Raoul’s lips twitched in response. He wished he’d been present to watch Bianchi’s reaction to her words. “I bet he liked hearing that.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t” Tasia answered earnestly. “And then …” She stopped, unable to come to terms with how she had lost her temper so spectacularly.  
 
    “He tried to ignore Tasia by focusing his attention on me” Sara jumped in, happy at having done her part to get everyone talking without any hint of constraint. “He wanted me to deliver a message to you, Alpha. Said he wanted a private meeting with Sienna. Then, Tasia interrupted him to ask in this incredulous tone whether he was actually daring to threaten Raoul Merceau. What made him think he could get the better of you here on your own turf when you’d already vanquished him quite comprehensively in Chicago, she told him.” 
 
    For a pregnant moment, the Alpha stared at Sara’s dancing eyes and Tasia’s chagrined expression before throwing his head back to laugh heartily. Sara joined in, but Tasia watched him warily and in some confusion. She’d never seen him like this. As his laughter mingled with Sara’s, the gold eyes lit up by amusement, he looked young, unfettered and carefree. A far cry from the self-controlled, dangerous and ruthless Alpha who demanded absolute fealty from his Pack. 
 
    “I was due for a chat with Bianchi” Raoul choked out amidst his laughter. “But it sounds like you’ve already accomplished my job for me, witchling.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for not being more circumspect” Tasia apologized. “You’re probably not happy with me for blabbing about Chicago in Caro’s presence.” 
 
    Raoul’s mirth abated at her words. This was the reason for her preoccupation and grimness, he realized suddenly. In the early days, he’d come down on her like a ton of bricks for sharing what he considered Pack information with her friend. That was an interlude that had not ended well for either of them. Clearly, she was worried that he would react badly to her indiscretion again. 
 
    “It’s fine” he found himself assuring her. This time, he knew that the indiscretion had been accidental, a result of her temper, lost at Bianchi’s goading. “Chicago’s not that big of a secret anyway, and neither is it Pack business precisely. The Wizards have as much interest and investment in this investigation as us, if not more.” 
 
    “Regardless, I should have better control over my temper” Tasia reiterated contritely, taken aback by his easy dismissal of her transgression, when he’d taken serious affront on the previous occasion.  
 
    “No apologies necessary on that score. I’ve quite a temper myself. You can certainly attest to that.”  
 
    There was an awareness in the depths of the gold eyes that told Tasia that he was remembering the many times she had faced his temper. Tasia blinked. He was being magnanimous at her indiscretion.  
 
    The Alpha turned to Sara. “Did Bianchi say anything else?” 
 
    “He said he had no beef with you and just wanted a private word with Sienna. He probably had more to say but after Tasia reduced him to angry oaths, he basically gave up” Sara threw a laughing glance at her friend, who was able to respond with a sheepish grin this time. 
 
    “You did well” Raoul said bluntly. “Both of you” his glance encompassed the two ladies. “Duncan is arranging cover for you, Sara. Just be careful while the leeches are in town. Bianchi is dangerous.” 
 
    Sara nodded soberly. Tasia’s account of the Chicago encounter had shocked her. Chosen did not casually order the death of their brethren that lightly, not unless there were serious mitigating circumstances involved. This Vampire with his casual cruelty was to be avoided at all costs. 
 
    The Alpha turned to Tasia. “You’re confined to the Lair. Unfortunately, I don’t see a way around that for now.” 
 
    Tasia sighed silently. She’d expected as much, though she didn’t necessarily disagree with him on this. Bianchi and his henchmen were too dangerous for her to risk it. 
 
    The door rattled softly in warning before Duncan strode in. “You done, Raoul?” he inquired. “The Pack Council is ready for you.” 
 
    “We’re done here. I’ll be out in five minutes, Duncan. I need a quick word with the witchling.” 
 
    Tasia, who had stood up with Sara at the Alpha’s words, waited for Sara and Duncan to exit the room. 
 
    “I want to talk to you about something” he said. “But my schedule is full today and I’ll only be done by ten tonight.” 
 
    “That’s not too late for me. We can meet after you’re done” Tasia offered. 
 
    The Alpha contemplated her for a moment. “Meet me in the parking lot downstairs at ten.”  
 
    For one stupefied moment, Tasia stared at him, nonplussed by his words. He stared back at her, unfathomable as usual, his eyebrow arched as he waited for her response. Eventually, Tasia found herself acquiescing silently, mesmerized by the almost hypnotic quality of the gold-colored eyes. 
 
    “Don’t be early” he warned. “I don’t want you out there by yourself.”  
 
    The gold eyes gave her a quick once over. “And make sure to wrap up warmly. It’s cold out there.” 
 
    Confused, and thrown off kilter by the cryptic exchange, Tasia allowed herself to be escorted out into the Pack Room.  
 
    What …. Why meet in the parking lot? And why bring up the weather? He never feels the cold. 
 
    Tasia walked to the door in a trance, pondering the Alpha’s strange behavior, and thus missed the curious glances some of the gathered Were-Alphas directed at her. Maartje, in particular, wore a faintly puzzled air as she stared at Tasia. 
 
    “Goodnight, Tasia” Duncan called out. 
 
    “Goodnight, Duncan” she answered absently.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    The Alpha makes an overture and Roman makes the wrong call 
 
      
 
      
 
    At five past ten, Tasia, attired in jeans, comfortable shoes and a warm jacket, made her way down the stairs. Three bored-looking Shifters lounged around a booth by the main entrance to the Lair. These must be the sentries on guard for the evening, Tasia realized. During the day, the offices on this floor buzzed with activity. The first floor housed Pack Administration and Services, as well as offices of the myriad Pack-run businesses. 
 
    “Tasia Armstrong” one of the Shifters called out as she passed the booth. 
 
    Tasia swung around to see a familiar face. She didn’t know his name but she’d seen him at the Lair Café a few times. 
 
    “Are you headed out?” he inquired. 
 
    Tasia nodded, wondering for a mad minute whether the Alpha had given orders for her to not be allowed to leave the Lair without an escort. She wouldn’t put it past him — control freak that he was. 
 
    “You’ll need this to get back in.” He held out a small keycard.  
 
    Tasia strode forward to accept the nondescript keycard from the Shifter.  
 
    “This one is good for forty-eight hours” he explained. “After that, just ask Margaret in Administration to assign you one. Or in a pinch, use the buzzer on the right side as you enter. There’s always someone on sentry here, once the doors are locked for the evening.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Tasia pocketed the key. She’d forgotten about the gated doors that provided access to the Lair at night. Truth to tell, she’d never had to access the Lair by herself after hours. From her early days at the Lair, Evgeny and Joaquim, and, occasionally Hawk, had always escorted her to and fro. 
 
    Tasia pushed open the glass doors to make her way outside. The parking lot lay mostly empty, a dozen cars scattered around it. She stepped deeper into the lot, a wary eye on darkened corners. A figure peeled away from the shadows to make his way to her. It was the Alpha. 
 
    “Come” he said simply.  
 
    In a corner of the lot, by the Lair entrance, were five covered parking spots. The Alpha ushered her to a convertible parked in one of these spots. The car was black, low-slung and a two-seater, its top down. Tasia couldn’t help but smile to herself as he held the door open for her. Hawk had more in common with his Alph than Shifter genes, she mused in amusement. For one, they had similar taste in cars, except Hawk seemed to like his sporty vehicles in bright red. 
 
    The Alpha slipped into the driver’s seat. The convertible top slid back up, its journey heralded by a low whirr. Tasia glanced at her companion, attired in his usual uniform of t-shirt and jeans. After her weeks at the Lair, she knew that inhumanly high metabolism kept the Shifters from feeling the cold.  
 
    “The wind will whip at you, this time of the night” he remarked, driving them out of the darkened lot.  
 
    Disarmed by his thoughtfulness, Tasia was nevertheless bewildered by it. Given what she knew of him, such solicitousness, even brusquely offered, confused Tasia.  
 
    At his direction, she had dressed warmly. San Francisco at night, especially in winter, was not the sunny California advertised in pictures. The bay gave the city its own micro-climate, different from the almost Mediterranean feel to the rest of the region that surrounded it.  
 
    He drove silently, the powerful engine purring through the streets, to park on a side street off the Embarcadero. They crossed the street to the wharf where bars, cafes and lounges teemed with people, even this late. The wharf itself lay deserted, dotted with a few people on the walkway by the bay. The walkway was tucked away from the main thoroughfare, snaking in and out of the buildings that housed the wharf. Lights from across the bay twinkled in the distance, as they followed the walkway. 
 
    Tasia glanced at the impassive face of her silent companion. 
 
    “What … Why did you bring me here?” Her voice held curiosity, tinged with a hint of uncertainty. 
 
    “I thought fresh air might benefit you.” He was his usual enigmatic self. “Was I wrong?” A tawny eyebrow arched, as Tasia continued to stare up at him. 
 
    At the blunt inquiry, Tasia shook her head. “No, I was going stir-crazy in there” she admitted. It was thoughtful of him, she reminded herself. This sojourn tonight might have to last her awhile. She’d be confined to the Lair in the coming days, her freedom curtailed while Bianchi and his Blutsaugers roamed the city.  
 
    They walked in silence, his much longer stride adapting to Tasia’s pace. As usual, the aura of inscrutability that hung over him, combined with his reserve and an air of detachment, made him a difficult man to read. Tasia mused on her history with the enigmatic man beside her. Theirs had been a difficult association from day one. No, she corrected herself, not from day one. She could admit that her own missteps, generated by her ignorance of Shifter customs and a Pack culture where the Alpha’s commands were never challenged, had not helped matters. The mitigating factor in their fractious relationship had always been the Alpha’s ability to keep his word, regardless of their personal equation. Yet, despite weeks of working together, he remained as much of an enigma as when she’d first met him almost two months ago. 
 
    “This is my favorite part of the city” he remarked, his eyes on the distant lights over the water. “It’s here that I made the decision to stay in San Francisco.” 
 
    Shaken out of her reverie, Tasia glanced at the man whose eyes were trained over the bay. By silent agreement, they stopped to gaze out over the water together. 
 
    “Where did you live before here?” she asked curiously. 
 
    There was a short pause. “Wyoming” he offered quietly. 
 
    “You came to San Francisco on a visit?” 
 
    His answer was brief. “Yes.”  
 
    Tasia wondered whether it had been ambition that had drawn him to San Francisco. This was an influential Shifter Pack, with control over a large swath of prime California territory. It was common knowledge that Raoul Merceau, unlike other Alpha Protectors, had never led a Pack or even a were-pack before claiming command of the Northern California Pack. Why had he not attempted to command his Pack in Wyoming, she wondered curiously. 
 
    “I wasn’t part of a Pack in Wyoming.” 
 
    Tasia gasped, drawing a wry glance from him.  
 
    “But how …” She stopped. Every Chosen knew that Faoladh didn’t tolerate rogues. “I thought Faoladh insists that all Shifters belong to a Pack” she said uncertainly.  
 
    Raoul Merceau had been Alpha Protector for a decade, winning his command well after Faoladh had organized the Shifters into this modern paradigm of Packs with control over distinct territories, dragging the Wyrs willy-nilly into the new arrangement. Before Faoladh’s decree, Shifters had lived in smaller were-packs that had fought constantly over territory and dominance. Much to their detriment, a few had even lived as rogues and mercenaries, without a were-pack to watch over them. Faoladh had subsumed the older were-packs in each Shifter territory under the overarching umbrella of a Shifter Pack led by an Alpha Protector. With each Pack with its own delineated turf to administer, it had led to less conflict between them. Under this new arrangement, an Alpha Protector was a very powerful beast. The only one with the authority to question an Alpha Protector or his command over his Pack was Faoladh, and he was known to interfere only rarely under exigent circumstances. 
 
    “Faoladh wasn’t aware of my rogue status” he admitted. “Not then. We lived in the wilderness, keeping our distance from both Packs and humans.” 
 
    “We” she repeated, a tad tentatively.  
 
    He’s in a surprisingly reflective and candid mood tonight. 
 
     “Duncan and I.” 
 
    Goodness, both Duncan and he had been rogue before San Francisco. How on earth had they gotten away with it? 
 
    Suddenly, Duncan’s cryptic warning about the gulf between an isolated life away from everyone and the adaptations necessary to survive in the fold rammed home to Tasia. As usual, the English Shifter had given her fantastic advice, although she was taken aback to learn that this one had been drawn from experience. 
 
    She glanced at the Alpha. “When did Faoladh find out?”  
 
    “When I challenged the Alpha Protector here.” 
 
    Tasia focused her eyes on the water again, her mind bustling with a thousand questions. She stayed silent, sensing that she should tread carefully here. 
 
    “He allowed the challenge to go ahead, before reading both Duncan and me the riot act, in private. We had to give him our word to never go astray again” the Alpha offered. 
 
    “That was decent of him” Tasia commented. 
 
    “Yeah, though the only reason we were forgiven was because we’d lived an exemplary life in exile.”   
 
    Tasia hesitated. “Do you miss Wyoming?” What she meant was did he miss the freedom of living without a Pack. 
 
    “No.” His voice was firm. “I’m a city boy. I like being surrounded by people.” 
 
    Even though you lead a solitary existence, distant from everyone around you? 
 
    “Even humans?” she dared to ask. Most Shifters kept their interactions with humans, and even other Chosen, to a minimum. They were solitary creatures, the Shifters. Their Pack gave them structure and all the social interaction they required. 
 
    “I’ve never had any issues with humans.” The words were cryptic. 
 
    Hmm, Tasia pondered, I wonder what he means by that. Hawk was the only Shifter who broke the stereotype of a loner and anti-social Shifter. And, she knew why that was. Unlike other Shifters, Hawk and his sister had been brought up amongst humans until adolescence, when their Shifter abilities had awakened, making it imperative for them to join a Pack. 
 
    “You can’t hide away for the rest of your life, Big Eyes. Take it from someone who’s tried it; it does not work!” 
 
    He’d been talking about his time in the wilderness, Tasia realized now. Time spent as a rogue Shifter, away from everyone, his only companion Duncan. Had his exile been an attempt to keep his distance from everyone, she wondered. He did a superb job at engaging with his Shifters and the outside world, on his own terms. So, why had he gone rogue? Perhaps, he’d needed the experience of life in the wilderness to sort things out, figure out what he wanted from life, Tasia mused. 
 
    “The wilderness — was it by choice?” She was hesitant to ask questions but very curious about the choices he’d made. 
 
    The gold eyes shot to her in response, the strong emotion in the unusual eyes apparent, even in the semi-darkness. 
 
    “Yes and no” he said slowly. “There were circumstances.”  
 
    Tasia, considerably astonished by how much a man notorious for his reserve had divulged to her, inquired no more. He had every right to his privacy and his secrets. She didn’t intend to push him, even though she had a thousand questions to ask about his experience. For someone like her, doomed by circumstances to forever live on the fringes, there was a wealth of knowledge to be gained from his experience. She was astonished by his admission. He had literally, not just metaphorically, come in from the cold to defeat the previous Alpha Protector for command of this Pack.  
 
    “Very few know the true story. There are rumors, of course. Chosen have always loved juicy gossip.” His words fell abruptly into the silence, his tone mild and self-deprecating. “One day, I’ll tell you what happened to me.” 
 
    Unable to hide her astonishment this time, Tasia turned to shoot him another look. That softly-voiced statement had almost sounded like a promise from him. A gust of wind blew her hair into her face, effectively creating the veneer of a thin veil to separate them, as they stared at each other, oblivious to everyone else around them. 
 
    “Come, let’s walk” he directed suddenly. “You’re cold.”   
 
    He gave her slight figure a quick once over as they resumed walking. “Next time, bring something with a hood. The wind from the bay can be strong.” 
 
    “Next time” Tasia repeated slowly. She stopped in mid-stride to face him, her hands holding her hair back from her face to meet his gaze.  
 
    “You seem surprised that you might occasionally feel the urge to get away from the Lair?” 
 
    “No, but …” She paused. 
 
    “Your usual Shifter escorts aren’t going to cut it while Bianchi remains on the prowl” he warned. “The leech will not make the same mistake as Chicago again. This time, he’ll bring an army with him.” 
 
    “I understand that.” Tasia turned to resume their promenade. “But are you saying that I’m not allowed to leave the Lair except in your company?” she inquired evenly. 
 
    “Well.” He pretended to mull it over. “Duncan will do in a pinch, but other than him, yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “What about Hawk?” Tasia demanded. He had never objected before when she’d dumped her Shifter escorts for Hawk’s companionship. 
 
    He shot her a look, his expression hard to read. “I’ve no doubt that Hawk will lay his life on the line for you, if it ever comes to that. But he’s young. Bianchi cannot be handled with brute strength. He requires finesse and subtlety. Hawk’s not there yet — he allows his heart to rule his head when it comes to anyone he holds dear. For now, you’ll need to hang out with Hawk at the Lair.” 
 
    A protest hung on her lips, but a moment’s sober reflection urged Tasia to remain silent. In all honesty, she could not refute the Alpha’s words. She’d noted herself how Hawk let emotion drive him when it came to Sara. Not that she blamed him for it.  
 
    Tasia sighed. “I don’t like being cooped up at the Lair” she admitted. 
 
    “I know” he reiterated. “That’s why I’m offering my services. You’ll have to wait until I’m done for the day though — I don’t see any way around that. But I’m game if you are. Just think of me as your best bet for the occasional time away from the Lair.” 
 
    Tasia felt amusement bubble up in her unexpectedly. If anyone had told her even a few days ago that this particular man would be her salvation to banishing her Lair blues, she’d have succumbed to hysterical laughter. He had never been pleasant or easy company for her, just someone to be avoided when possible. 
 
    “Besides, there’s some good news on the Anderson front” he remarked. “You’ll be happy to know that, once Bianchi has been dispatched from San Francisco, your days being cooped up at the Lair might be numbered.” 
 
    “You have news of the Guardian?” she asked eagerly, anticipation warming in her. Anderson posed a threat that could potentially destroy her. She had not always thought so, of course, but Tasia had eventually come to believe that the Alpha’s suspicions about the Guardian were correct. If so, it was crucial she find out how the Guardian had unearthed the well-guarded secret of her birth — one her father had taken to his grave. 
 
    “His foray in San Francisco was not the Guardian’s first. He’s been looking for his Wizard in other cities, too. There’ve been eight similar attempts in the past year and a half. LaRue suspects that we’ll discover more attempts if we go back in time.” 
 
    “Then, it means that he doesn’t really know …” she exclaimed impetuously. 
 
    “Yes, if my suspicions are correct and he’s been searching for you all along, he doesn’t seem to know where you are, just that you exist.” 
 
    “Perhaps he doesn’t even know for sure that I exist” Tasia said slowly, a speck of hope rising in her. “Maybe he simply suspects and so shoots in the dark, hoping for something to stick.”  
 
    “These are no shots in the dark” the Alpha countered mildly. “He’s targeting very specific Wizards — female, of a certain age and Magic Level Three and lower. That implies he has some prior knowledge about the one he hunts.” 
 
    Reminded thus, Tasia had to admit the Alpha was right. This was too much of a coincidence and she couldn’t afford to believe in such fortuity. It was time to be candid with him, to share with the Alpha why she had not bought his suspicions about Anderson before.  
 
    “No one knew of my decision to come to San Francisco” Tasia admitted to him. “I chose this city when it was time to move. That’s why it was hard to believe that the Guardian could be searching for me. But now, it looks like you were right.” 
 
    The Alpha flashed her a look. “I assumed that San Francisco was part of your father’s plans for you.” 
 
    “My father?” Tasia looked startled. 
 
    “He seems to have mapped your path for you, including your cover.” 
 
    Yes, he had. The façade she presented to the world had been built carefully by him to successfully cover her tracks and allow her to masquerade as a nondescript Wizard. The irony was that meeting Hawk had forced her to deviate from that path. Her choice of San Francisco had far reaching consequences — it had nullified everything. All that remained of her father’s elaborate plans now was her cover. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “San Francisco was my decision.” 
 
    “Good.” There was satisfaction in his voice. “That means your cover is safe for now.”   
 
    Raoul stopped to face her. “When I first offered you Pack protection, I asked an investigative agency we use to start digging into your past.”  
 
    Tasia’s eyes snapped to him, her dismay and alarm evident. 
 
    “The moment I suspected Anderson was hunting for you, I stopped them. Whoever gave you your cover was careful to do a thorough job of it. It was never my intention to blow it, inadvertently or otherwise.” 
 
    The cold eyes tangled with hers, the expression in their gold-colored depths a curious mix of reassurance and candor.  
 
    Tasia stared into his eyes, her own a mirror of her thoughts. 
 
    “What happens when this Guardian is no longer a threat?” Her voice was a whisper, her eyes on his. “Or if you believe that I’m not forthcoming enough about the past?” 
 
    What happens when you get curious? Will you start digging into my past again?  
 
    “No matter what happens between us, I will not dig into your past again.” The words came out like a pledge, the gold eyes holding her compellingly. “From now on, whatever you reveal to me about the past will be your choice.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened, flabbergasted by the implication. Much to her shock, she realized that the Alpha was taking a leap of faith with her. He was telling her, in so many words, that he trusted her, not just when it came to the deadly secrets she carried with her, but also in her judgement about how much to reveal to him and when. The latter, in Tasia’s opinion, was a very different kind of faith altogether, though they were both heavy burdens to carry. Isn’t this what you desired from him, whispered her inner voice. A little faith and some trust. 
 
    Speechless, Tasia stared at him. His expression changed subtly. 
 
    “I told you once that you and I could do much better if we trusted each other. I’m willing to make the first overture.” 
 
    As Tasia continued to look stunned, he offered more. “I’ve a past too, one that casts a long shadow. I’ll be the first to admit that you’ve a right to keep your secrets.” 
 
    “I …” Tasia stopped, truly stumped for words.  
 
    That he had a past did not surprise Tasia. There was a mystery to him. And, from the cryptic comments Hawk had let fall every now and then, she’d guessed that something had shaped him into the man he was today. An incredibly self-possessed and detached man with a rigidly controlled aggression that simmered just below the surface — qualities that made him a fantastic Alpha, but also a very dangerous and unpredictable man. What rendered Tasia speechless was his admission that his past continued to cast a shadow on him. From most people, it would be a major admission. From this man, it was enormous. 
 
    “All I ask is that you trust me” he reiterated softly. “When danger stalks you, I can defend you better, if I’m not merely shooting in the dark.”  
 
    Tasia nodded mutely, not trusting her voice. She had much to think about. Though his candor had shocked her, Tasia believed him. The very qualities that made him so hard to read and so dangerous to have as an enemy were also what made him a spectacular champion to have on her side. But his abilities and intentions would be moot if she did not trust him with the past. He was right about that. She too would need to take a leap of faith with him. He had made the first overture. She would need to work on her own issues and insecurities. 
 
    “As for Anderson, LaRue is working on it” he continued. “Once he confirms who Anderson has been searching for, we’ll act.” 
 
    “Perhaps, I should thank Jason?” Tasia suggested hesitantly. 
 
    “No, let it be. Jason thinks he’s doing me a favor. This has nothing to do with you — let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    Her mind whirling with thoughts, she chanced another peek at the tall, inscrutable Shifter who had been so uncharacteristically candid with her tonight. Once parked, he’d unearthed a light jacket from the boot of his car to wear over his tee. The jacket hung open, his chest covered only by the thin t-shirt, its sleeves rolled up over his brawny forearms. It was obvious he didn’t need the jacket, yet he’d made sure to put it on. 
 
    “A man without a jacket here in December draws too much attention” he said abruptly, his gaze ahead. 
 
    “How do you always know what I’m thinking?” Tasia exclaimed, equal parts astonished and exasperated. 
 
    “Beats me.” His voice was light.  
 
    If she ever suspected that it was more than sensing her emotions, that he could occasionally see flashes of her life and experiences, like a set of movie images, Raoul knew she’d freak completely. And, why wouldn’t she when the revelation had almost brought him to his knees?  
 
    He finally acknowledges it. 
 
    For a moment, Tasia wondered whether to ask him how he could sense what she was thinking. Hawk had told her that experienced Shifters could extrapolate a fair bit with their extraordinary array of senses. But she hesitated, a tad wary of what his answer might reveal.  
 
    “This feels a little strange” she remarked cautiously instead. 
 
    He shot her a glance, knowing exactly what she referred to. 
 
    “We’ve had conversations before, you and I.” His voice was mild. 
 
    Rarely without you biting my head off.  
 
    “Not like this” she said bluntly. 
 
    “You mean minus the fire and brimstone that usually characterizes our exchanges.” His lips seemed to be attempting to hide a smile. 
 
    Two can play this game. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, since I’m usually the one left dusting myself up after you’ve razed everything to ashes around me.” 
 
    “Has it been that bad, witchling?” he interjected, his voice soft. “We both have tempers that flare up occasionally.” 
 
    At the statement, Tasia stopped abruptly to stare up at him in open-mouthed shock. The utter gall of this man, she fumed in silent indignation. 
 
    “I think we can safely agree that you have a temper” she pointed out indignantly. “I, on the other hand, rarely lose mine.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the line you want to stick with?” The gold eyes were awash with amusement. “I’m not the one who left Bianchi sputtering before a captive audience today.” 
 
    “Yes” Tasia muttered sheepishly, unable to meet the amused eyes. “I’m a little embarrassed about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be” he chuckled softly. “I’d give anything to have been a fly on the wall when you reduced him to gibberish.” 
 
    His uncharacteristic candor with her caused Tasia to admit something that had weighed on her mind for a long time now. It was a bit like dipping her toe in the water, Tasia reminded herself. Like Rome, trust was not built in a day. 
 
    “I think I sort of snapped this afternoon, when Bianchi was taunting me about Chicago. My life has taken this extraordinary turn and sometimes I feel a little adrift, like I’ve suddenly lost the ability to interpret a blueprint I used to be very familiar with” she confessed, the words pouring out of her. 
 
    Once started, she forgot who she spoke to — that the man she considered her nemesis, in many ways, was the one by her side.  
 
    “I’m used to living on the fringes, but not this feeling of having lost control of my own life. In a way, I’ve been running since the night I climbed a tree to free Hawk’s wolf. When I first saw Bianchi this afternoon, I felt a brief spurt of panic. It took me back to the night in Chicago with Sienna. Then, he joked about our last meeting and poof, suddenly the fear was gone. In its place was a blinding flash of anger that overcame my better judgment. For the first time, he and I were on a level playing field — I can’t use my magic to defend myself but in that crowded café, neither could he. Words just poured out of me like I was someone else, even when everything screamed at me to stop. All I knew in that moment was that whatever else I did, I wasn’t going to run from him again.” 
 
    A pregnant silence descended on them as the last of her words died away. It was hard to say who was more surprised — Tasia or the Alpha.  
 
    Raoul stopped abruptly to stare down at her, a frown between his brows. Tasia looked away, not ready to meet his eyes, already regretful and astonished by what she had revealed to him. What the hell had she been thinking, she wondered dazedly. This was the kind of stuff she shared with Hawk, not this sardonic man. Her frank words still ringing in her ears, Tasia resisted the pull of the magnetic gold-colored eyes stubbornly. 
 
    “You should never feel that way, witchling” he said in a voice leached of all amusement. “It might occasionally feel like you’re always running away, like you’ve lost control of your life, but very few of us are lucky to get through life without having to make such choices. Your life now is certainly different from the one you led before, but while this one poses new challenges to you, it has benefits your old life would never award you. Being part of a Pack will afford you freedom and a lot more choices in the long run.”  
 
    “Just remind yourself of a day when, with the weight of a Pack behind you, you’ll be able to tell Bianchi and others like him to go to hell without a second thought for the consequences” he interjected mildly, as she remained silent. 
 
    Tasia’s gaze finally moved to meet his, her eyes more vulnerable in that moment than she realized. 
 
    “Duncan says you’ve a core of steel in you — that you’d never have survived otherwise. I happen to agree with him.” The gold eyes held hers.  
 
    “Perhaps, I’ve simply survived by keeping my distance from all threats — by hiding myself amongst the humans” she countered hesitantly.   
 
    “Perhaps” he agreed. “But you had a choice that night when you went to Hawk’s aid. I’m sure that you weighed the potential risks carefully before you opened his cage door. That you might have to kiss your anonymity goodbye with that single act didn’t escape you. We’ve all had those moments in life, forced to choose between our heart and our head. You chose to do the right thing, despite the enormous risk. In my book, that shows your mettle.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him wonderingly. For once, the gold eyes were not enigmatic. They held nothing but sincerity, praise, and even a hint of admiration. 
 
    “You’re not used to co-habiting with other Chosen, and the Pack can be a stranger beast than most, but give it time. You’ll fit in very well with us once you learn to navigate your way. You have allies in the Pack, more than you can guess.” He turned to walk again. “That in itself shows the kind of impact you’ve had in your short association with us.” 
 
    There was a short silence while they walked companiably. Tasia mulled over what he had said. Not for a moment did she regret going to Hawk’s aid, but she’d certainly pondered the consequences of that act and questioned her association with the Pack since the early days of their bargain. 
 
    “I hope you haven’t let Markham’s words get to you” he remarked into the silence. 
 
    “Markham” she repeated, confused by the abrupt query. 
 
    “He made some insinuations the night of the party.” 
 
    Tasia shot him an incredulous look. “There were close to three hundred people in that room and as many conversations in progress.”  
 
    How could you hear that? 
 
    “It’s a talent” he retorted. “Any Shifter worth his salt will always keep an ear open for anything of import to him, no matter how much white noise there is to drown it out. Never forget that” he warned as Tasia stared at him in consternation. 
 
    Yeah, don’t I know it. A lot of Shifters that night were paying attention — certainly to what I said about dating Shifters. Why shouldn’t this matter be equally interesting to them? This one, after all, involves gossip about their Alpha. 
 
    “The gossip is off base” he said.  
 
    Tasia’s eyes snapped to his, holding his gaze for a moment before looking away. 
 
    “Markham is wrong” he said firmly. “Yes, I have a temper, and yes, I dislike Spell Casters. Neither of those are exactly a secret. But he’s wrong about the other stuff. I don’t do innuendos. I’ll tell you if something needs to be dealt with. Similarly, I expect you to come to me if we have a problem.”  
 
    This time, the gray eyes tangled with him squarely. He held her gaze. 
 
    “You and I — we’ve had some missteps before, but we also have a deal. I know you’ll honor it and I’ve demonstrated what lengths I’ll go to hold down my end of it.” 
 
    Yes, he had, Tasia acknowledged silently. Above and beyond anything she could ever imagine, even in her wildest dreams. She’d never questioned his willingness or ability to keep the promises he had made to her. The stumbling block had always been her ability to fit into his Pack, to perform the role that he demanded of his other Shifters.  
 
    “Packs always gossip” he said easily, the gold eyes losing their intensity. “We’re too insular and this is the only way we know to let off steam. Plus, you’re a novelty — a Wizard allowed entry into the inner sanctum of a Pack.” He paused as she listened intently to him. “Don’t let it get to you.”  
 
    Tasia nodded, more confident this time. This is what Hawk and Duncan, in their differing ways, had been telling her from the beginning. Somehow, this bit from the Alpha seemed to help her finally put it to bed. 
 
    “The gossip will die down” he reiterated. “You’ve won a lot of allies in a short time. Joaquim spilled the details of your meeting with Maartje to Duncan because he didn’t want to see you taken advantage of. Hawk will take a bullet for you. Duncan is a huge fan. Sara has never laughed as much as she does since you’ve joined us. Even Luis Beltran jumped to the rescue when Markham was spewing his malice at you.” 
 
    There was a short silence. 
 
    “I almost felt sorry for the guy” the Alpha remarked casually. “Your posse was fully capable of tearing Markham to shreds without any help from the Shifters.” 
 
    “My posse?” Tasia had to struggle to not laugh aloud. 
 
    “Yes” he responded with a straight face, his gold eyes glinting. “Your friend Caroline would wipe the floor with him. She’s the most self-possessed young woman I’ve met in a while. And, Sienna is like a bear with a cub when it comes to you.” 
 
    “Yes, Caro can be quite feisty when the need arises” Tasia agreed. “My posse” she muttered under her breath, still gobsmacked by the term. The stuff that spewed out of him sometimes, honestly! 
 
    “And of course, you’re no slouch, either. Somewhere tonight, Bianchi is gnashing his teeth at letting you get under his skin.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I know so. Bianchi is mighty proud of his superficial suaveness. He’d have hated that he allowed a young Wizard to strip him of it so easily. And publicly.” 
 
    Suddenly, Tasia felt a stirring of her sixth sense, the powerful ability that allowed her to sense magic in the air. There were Chosen close by and she knew who they were. Blutsaugers were the easiest magic for her to identify. It also helped that she knew one of the handful headed towards them rather well. She’d always recognize the hue of his brand of magic. 
 
    Instinctively, she clutched the Alpha’s arm. “Bianchi” she whispered urgently.  
 
    Unlike this afternoon, there was no fear or panic. Instead, Tasia was clearheaded. She’d have to tread very carefully. The Vampires, known for their legendary auditory senses, must not overhear their discussion or suspect her ability to sense magic. 
 
    He turned to her, brought to an abrupt stop by the urgency in her.  
 
    “He’s here” Tasia mouthed silently. The faint whiff of Blutsauger in the air was getting stronger. The Alpha would be able to smell them soon. 
 
    Raoul’s nostrils flared subtly, the Shifter nose sniffing the air. Shifters had their own abilities. Vampires possessed extraordinary auditory and olfactory senses, but the Shifters had all their five senses jacked up. His nose must have detected the Vampires too, for he tugged her towards the seawall that separated the walkway from the bay. Casting a quick assessing glance around them, he steered Tasia to the wall, leaving her facing him with her back to the wrought iron railing that topped it. Head cocked to sniff the air delicately once more, he placed brawny arms on either side of her on the railing, effectively caging her in. Tasia glanced up at him in surprise and he leaned down to bring his mouth flush by her ear. 
 
    “They might try to separate us. No matter what, do not move from this position” he whispered, their upper bodies so close that she could feel the soft huffs of his breath on her ear and the vibrations of his voice on her cheek.  
 
    Unexpectedly and to her surprise, Tasia felt her breath hitch abruptly. For a moment, he seemed to still. A waft of breeze over the water whipped her hair onto her face. Confused, in the grip of a nameless tension, Tasia held herself rigid. A few silky strands caressed his face, entangling with the five o’clock shadow on him, as he stood cheek to cheek with her. Tasia tightened her grip on the railing behind her, inexplicably rattled by his proximity. For a moment, time held still, binding them in an intangible web of awareness and attraction. Then, he tore through the web, his hand disentangling her hair from him. His fingers worked delicately to separate the dark strands of hair from his stubble, gathering them up to tuck them deftly behind her ear. At the butterfly touch, Tasia almost jumped, the light yet sure fingers leaving a fine trail of fiery sensation on her skin. Gritting her teeth, she stared determinedly ahead, trying to hold herself together despite the jumble of emotions whirling in her. The gold eyes raked her but she ignored him, fighting to steel herself, not ready yet to let him read her inner confusion.  
 
    He bent forward again to whisper a last warning into her ears. “With your back to the water, the leeches can only come at you from the front. I can handle Bianchi a lot easier if I know you’re safe.” This time, his voice was throatier, with a deep and husky undertone. 
 
    Tasia shivered, a combination of the cold breeze whipping over the water and the husky voice in her ear as he stood a hairs breadth from her. He was scrupulously careful to not brush against her anywhere except the side of her face, she noted dazedly. To the passersby, they looked like a couple lost in themselves by the waterfront, but Tasia’s heart beat too loudly for comfort, the cacophony making it hard to think clearly. Confused, mystified and somewhat dazed by her reaction, she told herself that it was the Blutsaugers’ unexpected presence that had her so flustered. Unwilling to speculate about what else could evoke such a strong reaction in her, Tasia tried to shove it away to the back of her mind. 
 
    Having delivered his warning, he moved back from her and Tasia made her herself finally meet his eyes. Regarding her silently in the cage of his arms, the gold eyes were curiously blank, but the skin on his face seemed stretched tight in the sparse light. Another gust of wind ruffled her hair, causing Tasia to wrap her arms defensively around herself. It broke the tension between them. 
 
    “The bay is too cold for you.” There was an underlying apology in his voice but he did not bother to whisper anymore.  
 
    “I’ll be fine” she reassured him. “I understand you. Perfectly.”  
 
    No one was going to move her from this position, she vowed silently. There was unlikely to be any magic here tonight, not with the possibility of an audience, sparse though it was, in sight. But Tasia understood what the Alpha was asking of her. The knowledge of her invulnerability would give him a free hand to deal with the Blutsaugers. 
 
    “Good.” He shot her another glance. Then, the Vampires were upon them. They had run out of time. 
 
    “Good evening, Beast Lord. We meet again” Bianchi called out heartily to make a beeline for them, followed by four of his Vampires. The others stopped at a discreet distance while Bianchi strode forward confidently to come to a stop before them. 
 
    The Alpha turned away from her leisurely to face Rafaelo Bianchi and his leeches.  
 
    “Bianchi” Raoul greeted him coolly. “I’ve a bone to pick with you.” 
 
    “With me?” the Vampire exclaimed suavely. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about me but I assure you that I have great respect for you Wyr Alphas.” 
 
    He peered around the Alpha’s tall figure to greet Tasia with exaggerated surprise. “Tasia Armstrong, I do seem to trip over you everywhere I go.” 
 
    The dark eyes held open speculation as he turned to the Alpha. “I never thought to see the day you’d get into bed with a Spell Caster, Beast Lord. Not willingly, that is. Doesn’t that go against everything you stand for?” 
 
    “Whom I share my bed with is none of your concern, Bianchi” the Alpha retorted calmly, unperturbed by the Vampire’s baiting of him. “What you should be worried about is the dangerous game you’re playing here.” 
 
    “There’s no game. I mean no harm to you or your Pack, Beast Lord. The Pure Bloods have always respected our Wyr brothers” Bianchi replied with an easy charm that belied the watchful look in his eyes.  
 
    He cast another speculative glance at Tasia, who remained anchored with her back to the bay. “I must admit, however, that there’s something about you that puzzles me, Beast Lord.” 
 
    From her position by the water, Tasia watched the back and forth silently. The scene enfolding before her was eerily reminiscent of the time the Alpha had confronted Mistress Franciszka in her own nest over Tasia. That night, she’d stood flanked by Duncan and Hawk while the Vampire Mistress implored the Alpha for a taste of Tasia’s blood like a child begging for a treat. Those had been the early days of her engagement with the Pack. Tasia could vividly remember her terror as she watched the unfolding battle of wits between the psychotic Mistress and the coldly disinterested Alpha. For a wild moment, she had wondered if she’d made a huge mistake by trusting the Shifters. Only the Alpha and his Shifters had stood between her and the advancing army of Vampires that had emerged from the shadows of the hall to circle them, on a command from their Mistress.  
 
    This time, Tasia felt no fear, just a sense of fascination as she watched the Alpha exchange quips with Bianchi. Things were different now. She knew him better and trusted him implicitly to keep the Blutsaugers away from her. Then, she had thought that he might throw her to the dogs or, at least, allow the dogs to take a bite out of her, if he thought it might benefit his Pack. Now, Tasia knew better. He could be singularly aloof, arrogant on occasion, ruthless, inflexible and unyielding when it came to running his Pack, but he would never sacrifice anyone on the altar of his ambitions. He was not that kind of man. In that sense, he was a Shifter to the core. They followed a code of ethics that might seem archaic in today’s world, but they were honorable. Hard to get along with, volatile, aggressive, prone to violence, but always honorable, in their way. Having given her his word, he would never go back on it. No matter what. This is where Bianchi underestimated him. No threats or manipulation would make the Alpha give up Sienna. He would never throw her to the dogs after he had offered her the sanctuary of his Lair.  
 
    As for the Vampires, Tasia’s sixth sense confirmed the presence of only five. The Alpha could handle the Vampires, probably without even breaking a sweat, if it came to that. She’d seen him fight, outnumbered badly, on one memorable occasion. And she could help. There were ways to use her magic without raising the Clan’s suspicions. Suddenly, it hit Tasia that the Alpha was right. The last two months had changed her, in more ways than one. This situation would have terrified her a few months ago. Yet, for the first time, she experienced no fear in the Blutsaugers’ presence. Instead, she leaned back comfortably against the seawall to analyze the situation calmly and even enjoy the unfolding show. 
 
    “You threatened one of my Shifters on Pack turf this afternoon. What did you think you were doing, Bianchi?” Raoul inquired, with academic interest. “If your intention was to get my attention, then you have it. But if I were you, I’d tread more carefully now that you’ve drawn it.” 
 
    “I never threatened your Shifter, Beast Lord. I merely asked her to give you a message.” Bianchi’s tone was casual, almost conversational, seemingly undeterred by the Alpha’s softly-voiced but unmistakable warning. 
 
    “The witch was present this afternoon.” The Vampire looked straight at Tasia. “She can confirm what I told her Shifter friend — I’ve no beef with you or the Pack.” 
 
    Tasia returned the Vampire’s gaze with composure.  
 
    “You said, and I quote, that you’d be forced to be more strident if the Alpha didn’t allow you access to Sienna” she pointed out calmly. 
 
    Bianchi’s confident smile slipped just a notch, to be replaced by a scowl. “I don’t understand what you see in this mouthy witch, Merceau” he muttered, holding onto to his temper with some difficulty.  
 
    The Vampire rather prided himself on his shrewdness and his ability to out-maneuver others to do his bidding. His loss of temper this afternoon at the goading of this no-magic witch had shaken him up. And Bianchi was determined to not suffer the same fate again, especially in the presence of the Alpha who the Vampire knew would shred him to bits if he sensed even a whiff of weakness from his opponent. 
 
    “You wouldn’t” the Alpha countered suavely, an undertone of insolence in his voice that the Vampire could not miss. 
 
    Bianchi stared at the Shifter for a moment, nonplussed by his response, and Tasia felt a spurt of laughter well up in her at the absurdity of the banter. While she attempted to subdue her untimely mirth, Bianchi seemed to come to the swift decision to ignore the Alpha’s response. Instead, the Vampire steered the conversation towards matters that were of interest to him. 
 
    “The thing that really puzzles me is this” Bianchi mused aloud, directing another curious glance at Tasia. “The Chosen whisper about your dislike of Spell Casters, Beast Lord. And yet, every time we meet, you choose to protect them. And now I find you dallying with this one.” 
 
    “Don’t tax your brain, Bianchi. Save it for when you need it.” 
 
    “Come on, Beast Lord, explain this to me.” The Vampire was persuasive. “I’ve heard rumors of what the witch did to you. I understand why you dislike her kind.” The last was said softly.  
 
    Is Bianchi implying that the Alpha had an unpleasant experience with one of us? Is that why he dislikes Wizards? 
 
    The Alpha’s expression tightened at the Vampire’s words, a light leaping into the gold eyes that Duncan would have recognized. If Bianchi had known Raoul better, it would’ve put him on his guard. But he didn’t, so he merely baited the Alpha with a half-smile on his face while he awaited a response. 
 
    “You’re a fine one to talk, leech” Raoul retorted coldly. “By your own admission, you’ve aligned yourself with a Spell Caster that even her brethren consider scum. Child killing scum, that is.” 
 
    There was an instant of silence. Bianchi’s smile disappeared abruptly as he stared at the Shifter who returned his look with a glacial stare that made no attempt to hide his fury.  
 
    “Don’t try to push my buttons, leech” the Alpha warned. “You won’t like the consequences.”  
 
    He moved a step closer to loom over the Vampire who stared up at him warily.  
 
    “Stay away from her.” He gestured at Tasia. “And the rest of my Pack. This is the last time I warn you.”  
 
    Leaning down deliberately to meet the shorter Vampire’s gaze, the gold eyes bored into Bianchi. “The next time you come after one of mine, I’ll make sure you regret being Undead. That’s a promise.” 
 
    “Come, witchling” he directed imperiously, without looking away from Bianchi. “We’re done here.” 
 
    Summoned away from her perch, Tasia strode up to him. The Alpha stared down the Vampire one last time, the cold eyes flashing with a kind of burning fury that left Bianchi shaken. 
 
    “The next time, I’ll fucking rip your heart out, leech. Freak of nature or not, you’ll beg me to stake you when I place your still pulsing heart in your palm.” 
 
    Rafaelo Bianchi watched the Alpha stride away with the little witch in tow. The Beast Lord was one scary bastard, he acknowledged silently. No wonder the Chosen were unwilling to tangle with Raoul Merceau. The direct approach wasn’t going to work with this one, he realized. Regardless of the Alpha’s personal feelings for Wizards, it didn’t look like he’d give Sienna up any time soon. Not without more of an incentive, in any case. Like his Lady, Bianchi couldn’t help but wonder at this unlikely alliance between Merceau and the Wizards. But he wasn’t deterred. Despite the Alpha’s intransigence, Bianchi was confident that he could break this alliance by finding the weak link. He just needed to figure out what the link was.  
 
    The meeting had also thrown up another interesting tidbit, Bianchi mused with satisfaction. He’d been successful in riling the Beast Lord with his comment about the Alpha’s past. Until then, the Shifter had traded barbs with his opponent easily, in complete control of the conversation. Bianchi’s insinuation about the Wizard from his past had changed all that. That legendary cold demeanor, supreme confidence and arrogant unruffledness had given way to a kind of burning fury that had taken Bianchi aback. The Vampire realized cannily that he had a pressure point right here. The question to ponder now was how to use it effectively without causing an all-out war with the Pack. 
 
    As they walked to the car, Tasia cast sidelong glances at the man beside her, his shuttered expression giving nothing away. His last threat to Bianchi played in her mind. Even the Vampire had blanched at it, unable to hide his reaction. That was the moment Bianchi had decided to let the matter be — Tasia had recognized it. This is what made this man so dangerous. He knew what threat would work on someone of Bianchi’s ilk. An unstaked Blutsauger would suffer unbearable agony if any organ was cut out of him to regenerate slowly. And, only a preternally strong Chosen with enough magic to overcome a Blutsauger’s inherent powers could attempt such a feat. The Alpha clearly could. Not only that, he had made it plain he would.  
 
    Fate had led her to fraternize in very different circles, Tasia reminded herself. This encounter with Bianchi had proven that, if nothing else. The path before her was deadly, snaking and so treacherous that a single mistake could prove fatal. But she was not walking it alone anymore. While the man who held her enemies at bay was a scary, dangerous enigma, Tasia was nevertheless glad to have him on her side. But even her new champion would be powerless if she didn’t trust him with the information necessary to safeguard her interests. Tonight had been a timely reminder to her that there were only two ways forward — trust him with everything or walk away from the Pack to go it alone again. The time to commit was coming, Tasia knew. 
 
    “What?” he said quietly from beside her. 
 
    Tasia glanced up. “Do you think he’ll …” She paused, searching for the right words to ask the question. 
 
    “Back away from Sienna?” he finished for her. “No! The stakes are too high for him. But he won’t mess with the Pack again. Whatever else he is, Bianchi’s not stupid. He got my message alright.” 
 
    That he did. 
 
    “But …” she prompted, confident that he wasn’t entirely satisfied by the outcome. Perhaps, she was learning to read him a little better, she mused. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ve driven him underground. Not something I wanted.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Bianchi won’t come after the Pack anymore. He’ll be more devious. A direct assault would be easier to predict. But now, all bets are off.” 
 
    Tasia ruminated on his words. He was hinting that there were other ways Bianchi could press the Pack for access to Sienna. And, these would be harder to anticipate.  
 
    “I was hoping to buy some time until Sienna’s locket could be dealt with, but Bianchi’s actions this afternoon made that difficult” he remarked. “It forced me to warn him to back off.” 
 
    Tasia shot him a look, surprised that he’d been reluctant to warn the Vampire away. From what she’d seen of the Shifters and especially the Alpha, they were not exactly known for their restraint. 
 
    “You’re surprised at a Shifter turning down the chance of a brawl.” The gold eyes held a knowing glint in them. “Or is it because I turn it down that surprises you?” 
 
    Tasia studied him. He was teasing, she decided. The gold eyes held no rancor or bitterness. 
 
    “I know that if you walk away from a fight, there’s a good reason behind it” she remarked mildly. 
 
    The tawny eyebrows shot up. “We make progress, I see” he murmured. 
 
    Tasia waited patiently. She sensed that something had changed indefinably between them tonight. He seemed different, less guarded and more forthcoming — subtly different from the inscrutable and inflexible Alpha she was familiar with. All in all, it had been a strange evening. Despite everything, the revelations, pledges and encounters this evening, one thing Tasia was confident of. The only reason this man shared anything with her was because he wanted to. Every action from this guarded man was always deliberate. He was never impulsive.  
 
    “Bianchi and I’ll have a showdown one of these days. I owe him for Chicago.” His tone was implacable. “But not yet — when the time is right. I’ll keep Sienna away from the likes of him but I’ll be damned if I take care of Bianchi for the Wizards. As much as I love a good brawl, I hate doing the Spell Casters a favor even more. That’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “I see.” And she did see very clearly where he was coming from. Tasia could even appreciate his sentiments. For him, safeguarding Sienna was a separate matter from taking care of Bianchi and his goons. One was Wizard business, which he wanted no part of, while the other was personal. Sienna was a member of their team and deserved to be protected for something that had not even been her fault to begin with. 
 
    “The locket around Sienna’s neck.” She paused. 
 
    “Yeah?” he prompted encouragingly. 
 
    “Is it any closer to coming off?” 
 
    “The First Wizard has reached out to ElThor.” 
 
    “She has?” Tasia was surprised. For the Wizards to reach out to the First Ones was an implicit acknowledgement that the matter was beyond their magic. Tasia doubted the Wizards would chose to make such an acknowledgement lightly.  
 
    “They’re certainly going the extra distance for Sienna” he murmured.  
 
    There had been the assurance from LaRue that the First Wizard would not play politics with Sienna’s welfare. She’d also been willing to go to bat with the Guardians when it came to Sienna’s protection. Add to that David Hamilton’s strange comment about the First Wizard’s insistence on being personally involved in anything to do with Sienna McAlister. Why would that be, Raoul couldn’t help but wonder curiously. For the First Wizard, Sienna was the daughter of an old rival, one who had been and continued to be a major thorn in the Wizard leader’s side. At most, he’d assume the First Wizard to be indifferent to Sienna’s plight. This role of fairy godmother to Sienna puzzled him.  
 
    “Can I help?” Tasia inquired as they reached the car. 
 
    “With what?” He turned to her, surprised by the query. 
 
    “Sienna’s locket.” 
 
    He contemplated her. “Can you unlock that thing without hurting her?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Her response was honest. “But I can try.” 
 
    “I’d like to. For Sienna” she added, as he remained silent.  
 
    Like she had told him before, her magic tended to work very well against the Blutsaugers. That locket around Sienna’s neck was held together by Vampire magic. 
 
    “It’s too risky.” He shook his head. “Even offering to make the attempt will blow your cover. Sienna is safe enough, for now. Let the Wizards handle this.” 
 
    He held the car door open for her. “The First Wizard will be here in a few days to make an attempt.”  
 
    Tasia’s eyed widened. “The First Wizard?” It was unprecedented for the First Wizard to visit a Pack Lair.  
 
    “From all accounts, ElThor is driving a hard bargain for his assistance with the locket. The First Wizard has decided to make a last attempt in-house before she’s forced to pay ElThor’s price.” 
 
    His voice, though deadpan, held a subtle undercurrent of amusement. Then, the implications of his words suddenly hit Tasia.  
 
    “Will any Guardians accompany her?”  
 
    “No” he forestalled her immediately. “No Guardian will set foot in my Lair. I made that clear to LaRue when I offered Sienna and him our hospitality. That still stands. LaRue suggested the First Wizard as a compromise and I accepted.”  
 
    He started the car to smoothly glide out onto the Embarcadero. 
 
    “There’s something I want you to keep in mind” he said as the car roared powerfully down the almost empty streets. “Bianchi is far more dangerous now that he knows the direct approach is off the table. I’ve pushed him into the shadows and it makes him unpredictable. Sienna is in danger but so is everyone that he considers vulnerable or exploitable in his endeavor to get me to walk away from her. While that locket hangs around Sienna’s neck, I need you to stay safe in the Lair. I’ll do my part to get you some respite when I can but unfortunately, you’ll have to stay locked up for now.” 
 
    “I’ll keep to the Lair” she assured him. Tasia did not cavil for she knew what Bianchi was.  
 
    He drove in silence until they were almost at the Lair. 
 
    “I might’ve made a slight miscalculation tonight” he remarked abruptly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That leech thinks we’re involved. He might consider you an excellent way to test my commitment to Sienna.” 
 
    “Oh.” She’d assumed that Bianchi’s comments were merely an attempt to rile the Alpha with banter about Chosen he was known to dislike. Tasia hadn’t realized that there had been a thread of underlying seriousness in his assumptions. 
 
    “My bad, I’m sorry” he said, the apology rolling off his tongue easily. 
 
    “It’s fine. I was confined to the Lair, in any case. It’s not like I had plans to roam the streets of San Francisco any time soon, right?” she countered lightly, disarmed by the simple apology. 
 
    “True” he agreed wryly as he came to a stop in the Lair parking lot. “My personal life isn’t that leech’s business.”  
 
    That was his cryptic way of telling her why he hadn’t bothered to correct Bianchi’s assumptions about them, Tasia presumed. 
 
    She could understand that. He always seemed to hold himself apart. Pack business was seemingly the only arena this guarded man allowed himself to get involved in.  
 
    “Do you have your cell on you?” he inquired. 
 
    Tasia nodded affirmatively.  
 
    Raoul waited patiently. “Can I have it?” He held out his hand after a few seconds while she stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Oh … Yes, of course.” 
 
    Tasia fumbled for her phone in her purse. 
 
    “Could you unlock it for me, please?” he asked politely. 
 
    “Umm … yeah.” 
 
    He punched some keys into her phone, his handling of the device very confident. Tasia, who’d never associated cell phones with Shifters, watched him thoughtfully. There was something old-fashioned about the Shifters’ mores and attitudes — they seemed so much a throwback to a bygone era. Yet, unlike the Clan who refused to use any modern amenities, this Pack seemed adept at walking a fine line between life in the modern era and the age-old ways of a Shifter Pack. The soft trill of another phone in the car roused her, presumably his, before he cut the call and handed her phone back to her. 
 
    “I’ve added myself to your contacts. In an emergency, you’ll need a way to reach me” he informed her. 
 
    Tasia’s eyes snapped to his.  
 
    “We’re entering a phase where the Pack needs to be very careful. Your unique situation makes you vulnerable to those who presume you an easier target. If you were a Shifter, your Were-Alpha and were-pack mates would keep tabs on you. Duncan, Hawk and your new friends will keep an eye on you but ultimately, you’re my responsibility. This is just a precaution — in case you ever find yourself in a situation where you need to get hold of me.” 
 
    “I understand” Tasia acknowledged, appreciative of his consideration. The stakes were getting higher, she realized. Before, there had been no threat to the Pack. All she’d had to worry about was guarding her own secrets. Now, her membership in the Pack also made her vulnerable to those intent on forcing the Alpha’s hand. 
 
    “Do you have a keycard for the Lair gates?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to message me once you’re in your room.” 
 
    This time, Tasia looked confused.  
 
    “If I walk into the Lair with you, the Shifters on duty will see me. Then, the current Pack gossip that bothers you will seem like child’s play” he said. 
 
    The blunt words acted like a douse of cold water on Tasia. She could just imagine the Pack gossip spreading like wild fire.  
 
    “Understood” she muttered as she made to open the door. 
 
    “Remember, I’ll be waiting here until I get your message. Text me one once you’re in your room.” 
 
    “Text?” 
 
    “WhatsApp will do.” 
 
    Tasia gaped at him. It felt incredibly weird to hear this man say something this prosaic. “You know about WhatsApp?” she stuttered unwarily. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I know …?” He stared at her. “How old do you think I am?” 
 
    Tasia pretended to consider. “Hawk said you were young for an Alpha, so I’m guessing fifty.” 
 
    “Fifty! Fifty years old” he bit out incredulously.   
 
    “No, too young?” she was apologetic. She should’ve known that no fifty year old Shifter would ever possess the power to become the Alpha Protector of such a large Pack. 
 
    “I’m going to be thirty next year” he informed her, seemingly at a loss for words. 
 
    “Thirty!” it was Tasia’s turn to be flabbergasted. “But I thought …” 
 
    “Yes, I know what you thought” he said wryly. “You’d better head in before you really put your foot in it. Let’s table this discussion for another time.” 
 
    He got out of the car, coming around to hold her door open before Tasia could recover from her astonishment.  
 
    “I hope you keep the nightmares at bay tonight, witchling” he called out softly as she walked away. 
 
    Tasia took a couple of steps before glancing back at him. “Thank you. For everything” the words were sincere.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
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    Portland, Oregon 
 
    Nandini thought furiously, wondering how to extricate herself from the situation she found herself in. She cast a sidelong glance at her taciturn companion, focused on driving through the crowded street, packed with cars. When she had emerged at International Arrivals an hour ago, he’d been waiting with a placard bearing her name. Assuming him to be SivoTar’s representative, Nandini had identified herself to him. The man had bid her with silent courtesy to follow him. At first, weary and jet-lagged, Nandini had watched the streets flash by, eventually rousing herself to make desultory small talk. Soon though, her instincts had kicked in. His monosyllabic answers didn’t seem to add up. Even with his naturally reticent disposition, Nandini was fast coming to the conclusion that she might be in what Mahen would call a pickle.  
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting your Boss’ wife” she said cheerfully, attempting one final test. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    In their world, one never talked openly of Chosen matters or even identified oneself as a Chosen to strangers, no matter who you thought they were. Assumptions were dangerous in their world. So, she merely referred to SivoTar as his Boss, as he had. 
 
    The man sent her a startled glance before grunting out a response that suggested his Boss’ wife was expecting her too. 
 
    That did it, Nandini mused to herself. Whoever this stranger driving her was, he certainly had nothing to do with SivoTar.  
 
    They braked to a sudden halt as the car in front swerved abruptly to avoid something.  
 
    “Sorry” her companion muttered as Nandini put out a hand to prevent being thrown forward in her seat. 
 
    Before she could respond, there was an almighty clang as one of the decorative lamp posts that adorned the street crashed unexpectedly, missing the fender by a hairs breadth. Outside, the slow-moving traffic ground to a halt. A fine layer of dust flew into the air, obscuring the windshield, and pedestrians craned their necks to see what the commotion was about. 
 
    “Excuse me” muttered her companion, jumping out to stare at the post barring their way in some perplexity. 
 
    His words served to jolt Nandini from the shock of the near miss. This was her chance, she realized. Grabbing her purse, she slid out to stride away without a backward glance, hoping to hide herself in the crush of onlookers staring at the car. 
 
    “Miss …. Miss Rath … thore. Wait!” 
 
    The cry from behind her only gave Nandini greater impetus. She plunged hurriedly into the crowd before the man could reach her. The throng parted for her easily. Nandini ran, dodging pedestrians and interweaving expertly between the tightly-packed tables on the sidewalk by the cafés and bistros. She could hear distant shouts behind her but Nandini did not stop, unwilling to risk even glancing behind her. She ran on desperately, drawing curious glances from passersby. Then suddenly, the sidewalk became easier to navigate, as she found herself in a less busy section. Here, there was no bustle of café tables or passersby to bar her way. The street was also less brightly lit, the numerous decorative lamp posts that illuminated it before now missing. Wary and reluctant to venture deeper into a strange, almost empty and poorly lit street, Nandini turned quickly into an alley. Adrenaline carried her forward until confronted by a high brick wall. It was a dead end. 
 
    Nandini came to an abrupt stop, her chest heaving after the mad escape. Glancing back, she could see a faint glimmer from the street she had come through, showing up brighter now that the alley she stood in was almost pitch dark. Panting, her breathing loud in the silent alley, she pondered what to do next. While she’d had the foresight to grab her purse with her passport and money, her case with clothes and toiletries had been left behind in car’s trunk. 
 
    As she glanced back indecisively at the soft light from the sidewalk she had fled from, her sharp ears caught the pounding footfalls of someone headed towards her. Her other form was sensitive to even minute vibrations in the earth. Nandini glanced around her in panic. Barring a few dumpsters and what looked like an abandoned tatty old couch, the alley lay empty. On the far side, angled towards the wall that ended the alley, she spied an arched doorway. It looked like a service entrance to the building next door. Nandini rushed to it, hoping the door would lead her to safety. Not a moment too soon, either, because the footsteps now moved into the alley. She pushed at the door, desperately hoping that someone had left it unlocked, but it remained stubbornly shut. The footsteps in the alley paused, as if listening for her. Nandini stopped rattling the door, hoping the intruder would not come further into the alley to check for her. 
 
    For a minute, there was silence. Her heart pounded while she attempted to squish herself into the little archway niche. Should she transform to her other form, she wondered for a wild moment. It would certainly allow her to hide herself in the alley. Then, better sense prevailed. She hadn’t mastered the art of transforming without destroying her clothes. What about after she’d shaken her pursuer off successfully? She’d be near naked in a strange city of an unfamiliar country with no one to call to come to her aid. That would be the equivalent of jumping from the frying pan into the fire. 
 
    The footsteps moved deeper into the alley, deliberate and without haste. Nandini straightened her spine. What was she doing, cowering in the doorway like a coward, she admonished herself fiercely. She was a First One, descended from a long line of illustrious Naga, her power strong — more than capable of defending herself against a random stranger, even a Chosen. And if he weren’t, well, she knew how to hold her own. Relocating from her small village to an anonymous provincial town had forced her very quickly to learn how to survive. 
 
    Nandini stepped out from the doorway, in direct line of sight to the tall figure poised halfway into the alley. Opening her mouth to demand answers from the man before her, she closed it with a frown. Even as a silhouette, Nandini could tell he wasn’t the man from the airport. For one, he was taller. Much taller. The man she’d been running from was thin, dark-haired and pale — unlike the fair-haired, well-built and tall stranger watching her now. For a moment, the stranger seemed almost as nonplussed by her presence as she was by him. Then, he strode toward her unhurriedly to come close. The blond-haired giant stared at her from bright blue eyes while Nandini blinked. She’d never seen him before. 
 
    For the second time that night, she opened her mouth to ask him who he was, only to close it again. Someone else was heading towards the alley. The vibrations of running footsteps on the sidewalk gave him away.  
 
    “What?” he inquired calmly, the blue eyes noting the subtle changes in her expression. 
 
    “Someone’s coming” she answered almost reflexively, her eyes wandering to the arched doorway. Should she hide herself again, Nandini wondered. 
 
    The man reached for her, his manner assured and confident as he tugged her by the hand towards the doorway she had left only moments before.  
 
    “Hide” he said simply. 
 
    She followed him to squeeze herself into the doorway. This time, it was a tighter fit with the tall stranger squashed in too. No sooner were they tucked into the archway than footsteps rushed into the alley to come to a sudden stop. The blond-haired giant adjusted himself infinitesimally to lower his mouth to her ear.  
 
    “Stay put” he whispered before extricating himself adroitly to stride away and face the newcomer. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Nandini heard him ask the intruder. 
 
    “I’m looking for my dog” the newcomer answered after a short pause. 
 
    “What kind is he?” Nandini’s unexpected savior inquired casually. 
 
    “A lab. He’s a puppy.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen it come in here. You’re welcome to look but I doubt it’s hiding behind the dumpsters.” 
 
    There was a short pause, then the intruder shrugged. “I guess he’s not here then.” 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    Nandini waited, her ears straining. Eventually, she caught the footsteps leading away from the alley. Still, she waited, hidden by the doorway, not quite sure how to react. 
 
    “Stay here. I’ll make sure he’s gone” the blond-haired stranger warned softly before striding away towards the alley entrance. 
 
    Nandini waited, puzzled and confused by the circumstances. This had been a strange evening — first, the stranger at the airport, and now this one.  
 
    “He’s gone” the stranger said to her crisply. “Let’s get out before he comes looking for you again.” 
 
    Nandini exited the doorway to accompany him out of the alley and onto the sidewalk. She hesitated when he turned right, towards the darkened streets she had wanted to avoid earlier. At her hesitation, he paused to meet her eyes directly. 
 
    “I’ve a car two blocks from here. If you want to avoid him, we should take the back roads” he said simply. 
 
    Under the street lights, Nandini had her first good look at the man. Her first thought was that he was the most striking man she had ever set eyes on — a strong, handsome face, the gorgeous bones underneath covered by a tan, startling clear eyes and sun-kissed blond hair worn just a tad too long. 
 
    As she stared up at him, a little lost for words, the firm lips stretched into a charming smile and the blue eyes lit up with amusement.  
 
    “I’m the good Samaritan, remember?” he said gently. 
 
    Yes, but she didn’t know what had compelled him to play that role, Nandini mused. That made her wary. On the other hand, he’d helped her successfully evade the man from the airport. So perhaps it was time to take a chance on him, a stranger who’d come to her aid. At least until he gave her a reason to doubt him. 
 
    “Lead the way” she gestured towards the darkened streets. 
 
    He gave her a searching glance before leading her away from the bright lights. They weaved through intersecting side streets before he ushered her to a nondescript rental car. 
 
    “Why were you in that alley?” she asked once they were in the car. 
 
    “For you” he answered easily. 
 
    She looked shocked. “Me?”  
 
    “I thought you might need help.” He shrugged. “So, I followed you to the alley.” 
 
    “Followed me” she repeated again, too astonished to do anything except parrot his words. 
 
    “I was at one of the café tables you ran past” he explained. “Idly watching a small crowd gathered around an accident — some kind of fender bender, I guessed. Then suddenly, you burst through the crowd and took off like a bat out of hell. A few minutes later, I see a scrawny dude take off after you. He looked like he meant business.” 
 
    He shot her another one of his attractive grins. “Being the chivalrous sort, especially when it comes to beautiful women, I thought I’d go check if you required any assistance.” 
 
    A short silence reigned in the car.  
 
    “I did. Thank you” she acknowledged slowly. 
 
    “Why was he chasing you?” 
 
    “It’s a long story” she sighed. And one she had yet to make sense of herself. 
 
    “How about you let me take you out for a drink and you can tell me all about it.” He deployed his considerable charm. “You pick the place.” 
 
    Nandini hesitated. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever heard of damsels in distress rewarding chivalrous knights who come to their rescue?” He arched his eyebrow.  
 
    Nandini’s lips quirked, in spite of herself. The man was incorrigible, and very confident of his effect on women. 
 
    “First things first” she countered ruefully. “I need to find a hotel for the night. And some toiletries. I had to abandon my luggage in the car when I ran.” 
 
    “Luggage?” 
 
    “That man chasing me — he was waiting for me at Portland Airport. I was expecting someone and I assumed he was there for me.” 
 
    “He wasn’t the person you were expecting?”  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. 
 
    He contemplated her for a moment. 
 
    “I’m staying at the Marriot, not far from here. It’s a little out of town, but if that works for you, I can give them a call to check if they have any rooms available” he offered. 
 
    Nandini looked surprised. “You’re not local?”  
 
    “No, I’m visiting, like you.” 
 
    He deployed that attractive grin again. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you when you allow me to buy you that drink.” 
 
    “Could you make that call to your hotel please?” 
 
    “Of course.” He pulled out his cell. “Roman Durovic” he said, holding out his hand to her. 
 
    Nandini placed her hand in his. “Nandini Rathore.” 
 
    Her hand was shaken firmly, in a businesslike manner.  
 
    “First visit to Portland?” he inquired, scrolling through his cell for the hotel’s contact information. 
 
    “First time in the US.” 
 
    His eyes flashed to her just as the cell squawked in his ear. “Yes, do you have any rooms available?” 
 
    Nandini glanced outside, allowing the conversation beside her to fade away. Who was the man at the airport and what did he want with her, she wondered. This whole thing made absolutely no sense. Had the men after Ma sent him? She shook her head in confusion.  
 
    She’d give Mahen a call once she had her accommodation sorted, she decided. He always teasingly referred to her as the emotional twin, the one who wore her heart on her sleeve. Her brother, on the other hand, could always be counted on to make decisions without allowing his emotions to rule him. 
 
    “You’re all set, Nandini.” He stumbled over her name. “You’ve a room waiting for you at the Marriott.” 
 
    “Thank you” she said gratefully. 
 
    “My pleasure.” He navigated the rental out of the tight parking spot to take a quick U-turn to head in the opposite direction. 
 
    “You know the city well” Nandini murmured from beside him. 
 
    “I’ve been here many times” he answered with a smile. “I live up north, in a small town on the coast of British Columbia.” 
 
    “Canada?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been coming to Portland on both business and pleasure, all my life.” 
 
    “Are you here on business now?” 
 
    “No, pleasure. I was to meet friends here, and go skiing in the Cascades, near Bend, but the storm canceled all flights from the East Coast. I didn’t feel like going skiing on my own, so decided to just spend a few days here. What about you?” Roman shot her a quick glance from those bright blue eyes. “I’m guessing you’re not here for the skiing season.” 
 
    “No.” Nandini shook her head, wondering how much to tell him. He had been of enormous assistance. “I’m here on business. Sort of” she added. 
 
    “Hmm, sounds interesting.” Roman let the matter rest. He had a longer game to play and fate had just thrown the most important person in it onto his lap. He’d need to tread very carefully to avoid arousing her suspicions. 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “India.” Her answer was brief. 
 
    He cast a sidelong glance at her. There was an air of confidence and assurance about her, unusual for someone her age. She couldn’t be older than mid-twenties, he guessed. An exotic, understated beauty with honey-colored skin and unusual indigo eyes. This was a woman comfortable in her skin, he concluded, albeit one capable of spectacular eruptions if pushed to the wall. 
 
    A few hours later, they were seated at the tiny bar in the lobby of the Marriott. 
 
    “I’m here to search for my mother” Nandini announced abruptly as Roman took a sip of his beer.  
 
    She had begged off alcohol with the excuse that it would play havoc with her jetlag. Having rented a room at the hotel for two nights, she’d also been provided some essentials by the accommodating hotel staff after Roman had explained that her luggage had not made it. 
 
    “Your mother” he repeated slowly, trying to hide his astonishment. Whatever Roman had expected, this was not it. 
 
    “All our lives, my brother and I have believed that she passed away when we were babies.” She paused as if searching for the right words. “A few weeks ago, we discovered that she’s very much alive. My brother has some family stuff to handle back home, so I volunteered to make the trip.” 
 
    “What makes you believe she’s here?” 
 
    “A copy of her marriage license listed an address in Portland. That’s all we have to go on.” 
 
    “She was American?” he inquired cautiously. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Roman thought furiously. She was here on a personal visit, he realized. Something neither TorElnor nor he had taken into account, when his Chief had tasked Roman with discovering why the Naga envoy was in town. Or perhaps, she was here to kill two birds with one stone — personal reasons as well as Naga business. Who was she, he wondered. Why had the new leader of the Naga chosen this young woman as his envoy? But these were questions Roman could not ask her, not if he was to maintain his cover of a good Samaritan passerby who had merely stopped to assist a woman in trouble.  
 
    Just for a moment, he wondered whether he should tell her the truth. Or was it too late already? There was also the strange matter of why she had run from the man at the airport. Something was not adding up for him here. 
 
    “Who were you expecting at the airport?” he inquired. 
 
    “An old family friend in Portland offered his assistance to help track down my mother. He was to have sent someone to receive me at the airport.” 
 
    This time, Roman had to work hard to hold on to his poker face. It struck him that she was talking about SivoTar — the influential Eru was the old family friend she referred to. TorElnor had said that the previous king had been a friend of SivoTar’s. This must be the daughter. Roman tried to put all the pieces together. The murdered Naga king had an American wife, presumed dead for ages but suddenly resurrected to life, if her daughter was to be believed. Could this missing wife have anything to do with the king’s murder, he wondered.  
 
    Roman glanced at her surreptitiously. She gazed pensively down into the depths of her virgin fruit punch, the expression on her face giving him pause. She was grieving, he realized. Grieving the recent death of her father. Again, rather inconveniently, Roman felt a pang as his conscience prodded him. Had he done the right thing here, he wondered. Should he should tell her the truth? That would never work, reminded the voice in his head. If he told her the truth, he’d have to confess that he was no bystander who’d come to her aid. Instead, he’d followed her from the airport into downtown Portland. Like the man she had run from, Roman too had been waiting for her at Portland Airport. He had zeroed in on her as the envoy immediately. The other passengers on her flight had all been part of groups or families, and something in her body language as she’d approached the man holding a placard had screamed Chosen to him.  
 
    Roman reminded himself that he’d caught a very lucky break. As evident by what she had already revealed of her personal quest, she trusted him. If he told her the truth now, she would turn away from him. His eyes on her, Roman wrestled with his conscience. He meant her no harm, after all. His lies so far had been little white ones, a harmless ploy, and moreover, Roman told himself in a bid to soothe his guilty conscience, he’d make up for it by assisting her with her quest. He knew the city well, and this way, he’d also be perfectly positioned to complete the task his Chief had entrusted to him.   
 
    As Roman worked on himself, unaware of the complicated chess game set into motion by a prophecy foretold a long time ago, little did he know that his decision to take the easier path would come back to haunt him. Crucial to the historic and united stand his people would one day take against an ideology detrimental to the Chosen, his lie would wreck his future relationship with the Chosen destined to work with him on this mission of singular importance. 
 
    “Why did you run from him?” he asked 
 
    She glanced up from her drink to focus on him. Roman had a feeling that her mind had been far away. 
 
    “He wasn’t who I thought he was” she said candidly. “I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I knew something was wrong the moment I got into the car with him. He knew nothing about my father’s old friend, for one. It was obvious he’d not been sent by him. I told myself that the first chance I got, I’d run. We were passing through this very busy street when a street lamp fell before our car, blocking it. It seemed like a freak accident. I took it as a sign and ran.”  
 
    Roman said nothing. That lamp had not been a freak accident as she believed, but it had been a sign. When her car had headed into downtown, Roman had taken a chance. He knew this city intimately. Parking his car on a side street, he’d made his way on foot to the main crowded thoroughfare. His intention had been to slow them down, to get a good look at the girl. So, he’d used his power to fell the post and block their car. To his astonishment, she had come sprinting out to dart into the crowds. And, after a moment of consternation, he had given chase.  
 
    “What now?” he asked her. “What’s your next step?” 
 
    Her eyes met his inquiringly, puzzled by his query. 
 
    “I’m offering my assistance” he said gravely.  
 
    “Why?” She was direct. 
 
    “I’m at a loose end, with a few days to kill.” He shrugged. “And, I know the city well.” 
 
    Having made up his mind, Roman went all in, turning on the charm. 
 
    “This is a beautiful city. I’d love to show it to you.” 
 
    For a moment, she contemplated him.  
 
    “I don’t have much to go on, so it’s likely to be a frustrating and futile search” she warned.  
 
    “I’ve time on my hands.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Tasia takes a leap of faith and a Wizard secret stuns the team 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia turned her attention to the mantel as the Alpha strode up to it. The team working on the investigation had been summoned to the Pack Room. One of the items on the agenda this evening — the report she’d worked on with Sienna. A copy had already been provided to the Alpha this morning. The first floor housed a business center with all the essentials — computers, fax machine, printer and copier. Sienna and she had spent the better part of two days typing the report that summarized the many investigations into Lady Bethesda conducted by OFW, the Office of First Wizard.    
 
    “We’re waiting on the Wizards to extricate the locket on Sienna” the Alpha opened. “The lull has allowed us to take a fresh look at the investigation. Consider this a heads-up. We travel soon, possibly on short notice.”  
 
    Caught by surprise, Tasia glanced at her companion. Hawk didn’t seem taken aback. He’d known about this, she surmised. She’d assumed that they were waiting for Lady Bethesda to make the next move, while Faoladh’s people searched for the third daughter. 
 
    “Jason’s been looking into how Lady Bethesda escaped the explosion in Chicago.” The Alpha glanced at the Guardian. 
 
    “I’ve looked at Lady Bethesda’s connections and supporters amongst the Wizards from twenty-five years ago.” Jason picked up the conversation. “After a painstaking investigation, I can cross out the possibility that any of them used their powers to help her escape the explosion. Regarding the Alpha’s suggestion of a magic armor, I’ve also investigated various artifacts that could be adapted to serve the purpose. After chasing every lead down, even the really flimsy ones, I can say with confidence that whatever she used that day did not come from the Wizards.” 
 
    “You’re sure, Jason?” It was Duncan who asked the question. “There are a lot of artifacts that could’ve served her purpose.” 
 
    “I’m positive, Duncan. Whatever she used had to be very powerful. She was at the epicenter of the explosion and the magic needed to withstand that would have to be both potent and precise. That helped narrow the field for me. Every known Wizard artifact capable of such feat has been accounted for. Every known non-Wizard artifact in Wizard custody has also been accounted for. She didn’t have access to any of them.” 
 
    All Chosen artifacts, not in private custody, were guarded in a highly secure underground crypt known as The Vault. By tradition, The Vault and its contents had always been under Wizard custody.  
 
    “Are you saying there isn’t any support for Lady Bethesda amongst the Wizards, Jason?” Luis Beltran inquired, clearly skeptical of the suggestion. After all, even Jason had entrusted Sienna’s protection to the Shifters, rather than his own Guardian comrades, despite the fallout that had come his way for that decision.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, in her day, Lady Bethesda had plenty of support amongst the Wizards” Jason acknowledged. “I suspect that more will come out openly for her once the news she’s alive spreads like wildfire. Many Wizards still believe that she got a raw deal all those years ago, while some Guardians believe that, unlike the current one, she’d have allowed the GCW to call the shots had she become the First Wizard. But I found nothing to suggest that any Wizard was allied with her before the explosion, or even in the know about whatever she’s been hatching all these years. The reason I know that is because there isn’t even a whiff of rumor amongst the Guardians about her being alive.”  
 
    “She kept the Guardians at arm’s length all those years ago” Duncan mused thoughtfully. 
 
    “Certainly seems to be the case” Jason assented. “News of her miraculous resurrection now, or even her escape from Chicago then, would be hard to hide in an insular world like the GCW — that, I can assure you. I’ve made enough discreet inquiries to be confident that there are no whispers of an escape from the explosion twenty-four years ago. Most Guardians believe that this current Shifter-led inquiry is a way for Lady Esmeralda to distract the Wizards from her worsening relationship with the GCW and to curry favor with Faoladh. They reckon that the First Wizard is on a desperate crusade for new allies, given that her relationship with the Guardians is so tenuous. I don’t believe any Guardians aided Lady Bethesda all those years ago. There are many who wouldn’t have turned her down had they been asked, but it looks like she didn’t ask.” 
 
    “You’re saying that whatever she used to escape the explosion did not come from the Wizards” Raoul stated precisely. 
 
    “That’s correct. The only other possibility are the Ancients. They have some powerful artifacts in private custody. I’ve reached out to a few Ancient contacts. But, to be honest, I doubt I’ll get very far.” 
 
    Historically, the Ancients and Wizards had never enjoyed good relations. Thus, Jason had minimal leverage with the First Ones.  
 
    “We need a new strategy to pursue this, one that involves reaching out to as many Ancient groups as we can” Raoul mused aloud.   
 
    He could certainly reach out to DiZeyla, the Ancient who led her brethren in San Francisco, but this inquiry needed a First One with influence over a wider diaspora. Faoladh might be able to help. Over the years, the leader of the Shifters had built up excellent relationships with various Ancient groups. The Ancients as a bloc had the least in common amongst the four Chosen factions with a seat on the CoC. Unlike other factions whose magic was similar, all that bound the Ancients together was the belief that they were descendants of the first Chosen to have walked this planet — the First Ones. Thus, the Ancients were not organized as a monolith. Instead, the disparate groups tended to police themselves, not mingling, talking or co-operating with others, though they also did not have any strong disagreements with each other. There were a few Ancients who commanded more widespread respect and influence across a plethora of groups. Raoul knew that the only way to get results was if any of them could be persuaded to make inquiries on this matter.  
 
    As for the Guardians, Raoul believed Jason’s judgement that the Wizards had not actively assisted Lady Bethesda. Though secretly surprised by how easily Jason had earned his trust, the Alpha had confidence in the Wizard’s intentions as well as his judgement.  
 
    “Tasia and Sienna have completed their report” the Alpha continued. “It summarizes the investigations run by the Office of First Wizard into Lady Bethesda over the years, since the first allegations against her surfaced. Copies of the report are available with Duncan. Grab a copy and familiarize yourself with the findings. We’ll go over it in a few days. One thing to remember — that report doesn’t leave the Lair. I’ve given LaRue my word on this.” He glanced around the room to make sure the gathered Shifters got his message. 
 
    “Good. I also have an update from Faoladh’s men tracing Lady Bethesda’s whereabouts after India. They’ve been able to track her to Venice where she met with the Master of the Lombardi Family, but after that, she seems to vanish again. A team has been dispatched to Venice to look into this. Also, Faoladh has now confirmed foul play in the death of her husband in India.” 
 
    “Perhaps she’s tying up loose ends before revealing herself to the Chosen again” Duncan suggested. She was certainly not shy anymore. Bianchi had made no secret of who he worked for. 
 
    “That’s what Faoladh suspects, too” the Alpha acknowledged. “But that theory implies her husband was a loose end. They’re attempting to dig into what he knew about her that might’ve precipitated this action on her part.”    
 
    Sienna sat ramrod straight beside Tasia, her expression frozen. Tasia felt a wave of sympathy for the other Wizard. From what they knew of Lady Bethesda, she wouldn’t let anything like an inconvenient husband get in the way of her ambitions. What did puzzle Tasia was the timing of this. What secrets had Lady Bethesda’s husband known, she wondered. Every bit of information they dug up helped them make more sense of Lady Bethesda’s plans. Tasia agreed with the Alpha — they’d barely scraped the barrel on this puzzle. The Lady was smart, meticulous, ambitious and ruthless. The million-dollar question in Tasia’s mind was how the Wizard planned to mount a coup over the Chosen. 
 
    “Some more news that doesn’t leave this room” the Alpha announced. “The Lair hosts visitors the day after tomorrow. Faoladh and the First Wizard will avail of our hospitality for the day. For security reasons, this information is strictly need-to-know. As far as I’m concerned, it is her business how, when and which Wizards the First Wizard informs of the visit. But when it comes to the Shifters, I want the news to be kept in the Pack” he warned. 
 
    There was a quiet drawing of breath amongst the Shifters. Tasia, who’d had the night to chew on this after her surreal outing, sensed that it wasn’t the Alpha’s command to keep this news under wraps that astonished them. By now, she knew how secretive the Shifters could be. Nothing, even minor stuff of no importance to other Chosen, ever left the Pack. Rather, Tasia suspected that it was the Alpha’s invitation to the First Wizard that generated consternation in the Shifters.  
 
    Any fraternizing by a Chosen leader with a different faction was unusual. That of a Wizard with a Pack was unprecedented. Tasia knew that the First Wizard stepping foot in Raoul Merceau’s Lair would make history. For the first time, she found herself wondering what role Faoladh played in the Alpha’s subtle softening towards Wizards in general. It was clear that the Alpha held Faoladh in great respect. After last night, she could appreciate that the Alpha’s sentiments were driven by Faoladh’s willingness to forgive his rogue status and allow him the chance to capture command of a strategically important Pack.  
 
    “The First Wizard will attempt to extricate Sienna’s locket” Raoul explained pithily, responding to the collective astonishment of his Shifters. 
 
    “The First Wizard sends her appreciation to the Pack for the invitation, Alpha” Jason said formally, his eyes on Raoul.  
 
    The Alpha’s expression hardened as he met the Guardian’s brown eyes. “Now that she’s on her way to my Lair, there’s something I want to know.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jason looked puzzled.  
 
    “I skimmed through the report on the OFW investigations. It’s clear it took a while to initiate an investigation into Lady Bethesda, even after credible accusations had been laid against her. That’s possible only if the orders came from the top.” 
 
    There was pin drop silence in the room. Jason held the Alpha’s gaze but Tasia could sense that he was discomfited by the Shifter’s comments. 
 
    “So tell me, LaRue, why did your First Wizard squash the investigation into her rival for nearly four months, until she could no longer cover for the outpouring of accusations?” Raoul inquired, his voice deceptively soft. 
 
    “That’s a question you should ask the First Wizard herself” Jason responded, after a short pause. “Don’t get me wrong, Merceau. You’ve every right to ask this question. But, I’m not the right person to answer it. Ask Lady Esmeralda when she visits your Lair, and I believe she’ll give you your answer.” 
 
    “I see.” Raoul held his anger in check. This is what comes of trusting you Wizards, he thought savagely. We investigate your bad apple for you, yet you continue to play games with us. He had no doubt that Jason knew the answer, and just didn’t have the clearance to reveal it to the Pack. 
 
    “I can answer your question, Alpha” Sienna spoke up abruptly. “What you ask is not Jason’s secret to tell, but it is mine.”  
 
    Sienna shot a quick glance at Jason, choosing her words carefully. “I don’t know for sure, of course, but my guess is that you’re right, Alpha. Lady Esmeralda let the matter of her rival be, until she found it untenable to look the other way. If that’s the case, I know the reason for it.” 
 
    Sienna paused as the room hung on her words, their collective attention on her. 
 
    “Lady Bethesda is the First Wizard’s twin.” 
 
    There was a gasp from the room.  
 
    Oh my God, Lady Bethesda and the First Wizard are sisters! How strange that Lady Esmeralda was forced to investigate her twin years ago and now finds herself in the same boat twenty-five years later.  
 
    “Despite being professional rivals all their adult lives, Lady Esmeralda found it difficult to accept such accusations against her sister.” Sienna held the Alpha’s arrested gaze. “We’ve never discussed this, but I suspect that my aunt did not believe the allegations at first.”  
 
    The Alpha’s face, usually impassive, did not hide his surprise at this revelation. Even the usually inscrutable Duncan looked astonished. Tasia mused that, in a way, the entire investigation had been turned on its head by this piece of news. 
 
    “My mother and Aunt Minnie had been rivals all their lives, as sisters sometimes are” Sienna continued. “They joined the GCW together. And, during the first ever election for First Wizard, they found themselves the two front runners for the position, as candidates with the most support from their fellow Guardians. The morning after her sister was chosen to represent the Wizards on the CoC, my mother disappeared. After Da and Chicago, it was Aunt Minnie who took me in, until my decision to become a civilian and remove myself from her world. I trust Aunt Minnie to do the right thing, both for me and for the Wizards she leads. She has always respected my decision to walk a different path, even one that is the antithesis of the path she, Da, and even my mother followed. The only silver lining of a childhood tragedy precipitated by my mother was Aunt Minnie. I couldn’t have asked for a better surrogate parent than her.” 
 
    As the simply-stated powerful words died away, Tasia glanced at the other Wizard. It was clear that Sienna held her Aunt Minnie in great affection. Tasia could also appreciate how hard this must be for the First Wizard. For Lady Esmeralda, this was no twenty-five year old rivalry come to life again, it was a wrenching personal matter being played out very publicly. 
 
    “You Spell Casters continue to surprise me” Elisabetta retorted silkily. “Your First Wizard asks Faoladh to investigate her own sister, something her Wizards have failed on multiple occasions to do so. We Shifters do your dirty work for you. In return, you repay us by holding on to your little secrets. Is it any wonder that you Wizards are so detested by the other Chosen?” 
 
    Jason opened his mouth to respond to the beautiful Were-Alpha, but Sienna forestalled him.  
 
    “That’s unfair, Elisabetta, even for you” Sienna said passionately. “If that’s an accusation against Jason, then let me reiterate again that it was never his secret to reveal. You want to blame the First Wizard for this, that’s between you and her. But I won’t let you blame Jason for something that’s not his fault” she added fiercely, the blue eyes blazing as she faced Elisabetta. 
 
    The female Shifter looked surprised by her outburst. Usually, Elisabetta’s jabs against Wizards went unchallenged by Sienna, who remained unruffled by them. Tasia suspected that since Sienna didn’t consider herself a member of the Wizard upper echelons, she took no umbrage at Elisabetta’s disparaging remarks. But Jason LaRue was another matter altogether, as Elisabetta was discovering. Sienna was no timid mouse, as Tasia knew. Easy-going and hard to rile she might be, but all bets were off if you went after someone Sienna cared about. 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Wizard” Elisabetta drawled out, recovering quickly from Sienna’s fiery response. “I wasn’t blaming the Guardian. You’re part of this team, too. And not just any member. The Alpha offered you safe haven, when your own people can’t be trusted to guard you. What stopped you from telling us this before?” 
 
    “The relationship between Lady Bethesda and the First Wizard has never been relevant to the investigation this far” Sienna answered more composedly. “The moment it was, I told you about it.”  
 
    She turned her attention from the female Were-Alpha to where the Alpha stood by the fireplace, a poker-faced, silent witness to the back and forth between Elisabetta and Sienna.  
 
    “It was never my intention to hide this relationship from you, Alpha” she said. “If you had asked me about it at any time, I would’ve disclosed it to you.” 
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    The beast roared to life, impatient to break free, sensing an opportunity in her weakened state. The roar seemed to reverberate in her head as she lay on the makeshift straw bed in the rustic barn. The months of starvation and the silver in her shackles had weakened her, and the beast sensed its chance. She suspected that the witch who held her prisoner had something to do with her current frail state. In the early days, when she had been stronger, the witch’s brew of magic had had no effect on her. But as she had grown progressively weaker with the incarceration and ill-treatment, she could feel the potent effect of the magic. It skittered along her skin after every visit, seemingly encouraging her beast to spring forth.  
 
    She had resisted so far, even though her reserves of strength were steadily dwindling every day. Once she lost control of her beast, there was no going back. She’d be marked for death by her own brethren. The other Shifters would be left with no choice — the Supreme Edict would come into play. Her extraordinary will to survive, combined with a stubborn disinclination to give the witch what she wanted, had held her together this long. She could feel her body begin to painfully contract into a forceful transformation, driven by the beast’s assertive demands. A shiver wracked her as she fought to control the shift, so weakened that her Shifter metabolism could no longer even protect her from the cold. A sudden gust shoved the door open with a bang. The wild howling of the wind echoed in the barn. The witch had come, she realized dazedly, struggling to subdue the beast. Come to witness her finally succumb, she thought bitterly. Well, she wouldn’t give the witch the satisfaction.  
 
    A rustling sound had her turning to it with the last vestiges of her strength. A huge black bear stood over her, its eyes on her shackled body. She registered the flecks of snow on its dark fur, even as her Shifter senses heightened to confront the new threat. The beast roared again, the noise reverberating through the barn, as she finally succumbed. The bear swung a mighty paw at her and her world went dark. 
 
    Tasia gasped awake, her heart pounding. She glanced at the clock on the stand beside her. The night light she was always careful to leave on indicated that it was one thirty. Tasia pushed away the covers to pad softly to the window. Outside, lights twinkled from the houses on Telegraph Hill. Tasia loved this view. She stared at the city as it slept, until her pounding heart had slowly returned to normal. The nightmares, while less frequent than her early days at the Lair, were more intense. The addition of the bear had ratcheted her resulting panic up a notch. Tasia suspected that the bear was merely a metaphor, a figment of her imagination to coincide with her eventual defeat after a long, lonely and futile struggle in the barn. 
 
    Once her heart had stopped racing, Tasia slipped back into the bed. While the last echoes of her nightmare had died away, so had any remnants of sleep. She lay down, her mind drifting over the events of the recent past, foremost amongst them the memorable walk by the pier in the Alpha’s company. That promenade had been memorable for two reasons. It was there, during a confrontation with the Blutsaugers, that Tasia had had an epiphany of sorts, an appreciation for the enormous change that the past months with the Pack had wrought in her. And, it was also where she’d glimpsed a different avatar of the Alpha: thoughtful, less guarded, more approachable, and less reticent. Before, everything with him had been starkly black and white — the gray areas had been a no-go, at least when it came to her. By the bay, he’d talked to her about his life before this Pack and San Francisco, and had admitted to a past that still affected him — something unthinkable even a few weeks ago. And, he had given her his word that he wouldn’t dig into her past anymore. This was a major concession from him.  
 
    It had Tasia wondering if her perception of the man had merely been a result of viewing him through the prism of her own subtle prejudices. Had she misread him before, or had this been a deliberate decision on his part to let down some of his guard with her — an overture, as he had called it, to signal his intent towards a better relationship between them. The man was a contradiction, in many ways, and the walls he had built around himself to keep the world at bay were formidable. Who better to understand that, after all, than a fellow Chosen who had a plethora of reasons to be guarded herself. 
 
    As she pondered him absent-mindedly, on the verge of sleep, an image of the Alpha rose in her mind — in his chair, leaning back, with booted feet up on his massive desk and a glass of Scotch in one hand. A curious kind of stillness about him, he gazed into the depths of the amber liquid in the glass. This was how she’d chanced upon him a few nights ago in the Alpha’s Room, after a particularly bad nightmare. But this time, unlike before, the gold eyes held an expression that gave Tasia pause. 
 
    As she absent-mindedly contemplated the image in her mind’s eye, subconsciously cataloguing the details, it took Tasia a few moments to realize that something was not adding up. She let her eyes wander over the handsome face with its strong features and the steely gold eyes. Those gold eyes were brooding now, the expression in them clouded with strong emotion, a curious mix of grief, torment and anguish. He looked haunted, in pain. Tasia sat up abruptly, roused out of her somnolent state, by what she had glimpsed in him. In another man, this would signal despair. But this was the Alpha. He didn’t do despair.  
 
    Was that a figment of my imagination?  
 
    She glanced around her room uncertainly, confused and mystified by the strange image of the Alpha in her mind’s eye. That had been no dream — she’d been very much awake. She might call it a vision, if she believed in such things. Could it be real, she wondered uneasily. Was the Alpha up in his study right now, brooding into his glass as she had pictured him in her mind? Very strange things had been happening to her recently, she reminded herself. The nightmares were certainly no less strange than whatever this last image had been. 
 
    I have to see for myself whether my mind is playing tricks on me. 
 
    Tasia wrapped a thin blanket around her before glancing at the copy of The Children of the New Forest by her bedside. Snagging the book, she made her way out of the room. The book was an excuse, just in case it had been a figment of her fevered imagination, she told herself, as she trod the stairs. The Lair lay silent. The heavy sound-proofed door to the Pack Room was ajar, but the vast room lay in darkness. The only light in the room came from the archway to the Alpha’s Room. Tasia made her way to the faintly illuminated doorway, her steps hesitant, fearful of what she might discover. She wasn’t ready for the troubling image in her mind to be true. The implications of a vision of any kind would be devastating. The nightmares already had her questioning the blurring of reality and dreams.  
 
    Tasia glanced cautiously into the Alpha’s Room, her heart beating wildly. In his chair, tilted back on two hind legs at a dangerous angle, with his feet up and crossed on his desk, he held a glass in one hand. Her heart sank inexorably. This was too eerily similar to her vision, with one minor exception. The remarkable gold eyes were fixed on the doorway, almost as if he’d been expecting her. If there had been any raw emotions bubbling to the surface before, he’d successfully stowed them away.  
 
    “Nightmare?” he inquired, as Tasia came to a stop by the door. 
 
    I’m in a world of trouble. 
 
    Grappling with shock, Tasia nodded mutely. The gold eyes searched her face as she stood rooted to her spot, stupefied and speechless. Had it perhaps been a lucky guess conjured up by her sleepy mind, she wondered with desperate hope. She’d come upon him like this once. Perhaps her mind had simply been playing over the time before, but her inner voice reared its head to remind her inconveniently that she had never before seen anything in the depths of the gold eyes that came remotely close to what she’d glimpsed in her dream-like state. Some imagination you have, the voice ridiculed her. Through her shock, Tasia noted that he didn’t seem particularly surprised to see her at his doorway.  
 
    Did he know I was on my way up to the Pack Room? 
 
    “I knew the moment you stepped into the Pack Room” he told her, the gold eyes hooded as they watched her.  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Of course. He’s a Shifter. His senses let him know who was in the Pack Room. If he’d been brooding before, he’s had time to put on his mask. That’s one mystery solved. 
 
    The gold eyes met her gaze, curiously blank with no sign of the emotion she’d glimpsed in her vision. Please, please let this be a lucky guess, not anything more sinister, she prayed silently. 
 
    “Want some company?” he inquired quietly, as Tasia stared at him silently. 
 
    “Yes” she assented. Unlike last time, her answer was unequivocal and prompt. Whatever else was going on here, she could certainly do with some company tonight. Plus, she wasn’t as leery of him as she had been before. 
 
    “Come on in” he invited. “You don’t like Scotch, if I remember correctly. Unless you’ve changed your mind.” He gestured at the bottle on his desk. 
 
    “No, thank you.” Tasia made her way to the couch at the other end of the room. He swung his long legs off the table to right his chair before striding off into the Pack Room. Tasia’s ears caught the faint thud as the steel door to the Pack Room sealed it off from the Lair, before he strolled in unhurriedly to join her across the couch she perched on. 
 
    Silence descended. Tasia placed her book beside her to wrap her blanket more comfortably around herself. As usual, the Lair was freezing. Her mind continued to grapple with the vision, dwelling on the mystery, even as she attempted to shove it away. She glanced around the room, desperate for something to distract herself from the dire thoughts running through her mind. 
 
    “You like the taste of Scotch” she remarked impulsively.  
 
    “Yes” he answered absent-mindedly, his eyes on the amber-colored liquid. 
 
    “Yet, you barely drink. I’ve seen you with a glass on multiple occasions, but you rarely sip from it.” 
 
    The gold eyes shot to her. “You’ve been observing me, have you?” There was a note in his voice that served to remind Tasia of the strange interlude at the Lair party. 
 
    Tasia fought to not flush. “I try to observe what goes on around me, yes. It’s a habit of a lifetime, something I’ve had to learn the hard way.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.” He directed another penetrating glance at her.  
 
    Holding up his glass in the air before him, he said wryly. “This is an indulgence — one I find hard to give up. Alcohol plays havoc on a Shifter’s metabolism. I prefer to keep my wits about me, so am careful with it.” 
 
    “Control is important to you, I think” she commented daringly. 
 
    The tawny eyebrows shot up in response, though he didn’t seem very surprised by her words. “All Shifters have a thing about control.” 
 
    “Not like you” Tasia countered confidently. She’d seen enough Shifters up close now to know that for sure. 
 
    There was a short silence as they contemplated each other.  
 
    “Do you know why Shifters are obsessed with control?” he inquired eventually, his voice even. 
 
    The irony of it was that a few short weeks ago, Tasia would have had no clue. Now, she rather suspected that she knew why Shifters tended to be control freaks. The painful and terrifying reason for it. After all, she battled desperately in her dreams nightly to keep her beast under control. But Tasia wasn’t ready to talk about her nightmares yet, at least, not the specifics. The expressive gray eyes met his gaze as she shook her head mutely in response. 
 
    “A Shifter is two different beings in one body. Human and the beast, the human transforms into when he shifts. Both human and beast can and frequently have very different personalities with contrasting wants, desires and ambitions. A Wyr’s life is a constant struggle to hold the fine line. The human must always be in control. If the beast overpowers the human, the game is over.” 
 
    Tasia knew what came next, but she had to ask. “You mean, he’s  …?” 
 
    Killed by his Pack. 
 
    “The Shifter is killed by his Pack” he said matter-of-factly.  
 
    Tasia felt an unexpected shiver run up her spine at the simple statement. She’d suspected for weeks now that this was why she fought so desperately in the nightmare. Her subconscious mind fought through the fog of pain, starvation, magic and silver to enable the human to hang on, even if by a single thread. It was as if an instinct for survival seemed to drive her during those desperate moments in the shed. The puzzling thing was that before the Alpha’s matter-of-fact explanation, Tasia had no conscious knowledge of exactly how finely a Shifter’s life hung in balance. Academic knowledge about the two forms engaged in a constant struggle was very different from experiencing it herself. There had always been whispers amongst the Chosen, of course, but the Shifters had never been open about this aspect.  
 
    A mix of confusion and conflict, conjured up by the Alpha’s explanation, was enough to transport Tasia back to the barn of her nightmares. Closing her eyes, she slumped back on the couch, assailed by the memories. The wind howled outside as her starving and weakened body shivered with cold, the weight of despair and hopelessness pressing her down. The beast growled abruptly, impatient to break free as it sensed her weakness. Tasia opened her eyes with a muted gasp. For a moment, the brightly lit room and the couch she sat on confused her, before the last echoes of the shed and what it represented to her could die away. She made haste to clutch her blanket more closely to her. The gold eyes watched her silently, his expression guarded. Eventually, reminded of her surroundings, Tasia glanced up at her silent companion.  
 
    “What’s keeping you up at night, witchling?” he asked, the words blunt but not without compassion. 
 
    Tasia hesitated, the nightmarish images mingling with her bewildering vision of him brooding into his glass with a haunted look in the depths of his eyes. If the vision was correct and she didn’t want it to be, he had his fair share of painful memories to grapple with.  
 
    “You told me that the Guardian doesn’t worry you” he continued, the gold eyes watchful. “Is that still true?” 
 
    Tasia nodded affirmatively and without hesitation, not yet trusting her voice. This was one query she could answer truthfully. Anderson didn’t terrify her. She’d lived with the fear of being discovered for so long that it was easy to compartmentalize the threat. But the intense and vivid nightmares were a different ballgame altogether, Tasia was discovering to her cost. 
 
    “Is it the leeches, then? Are you worried that Bianchi or his henchmen might uncover who your father was?” The soft voice was relentless. 
 
    Tasia shook her head mutely. Now, more than ever, she ran a higher risk of discovery by the Blutsaugers, because of her work with the Pack. Yet, the prospect didn’t cause her sleepless nights. Probably a result of how adroit the Alpha had proven when it came to watching over her. 
 
    “I might be able to help.” He was persuasive, the gold eyes sober. “I’ve my own demons to fight.” The admission was made reluctantly, as Tasia remained mute. “And, years of experience dealing with them.” 
 
    There was an unexpected, underlying vulnerability to his confession, and it was that glimpse of unguardedness that drove Tasia to share what was troubling her. Perhaps this big and fearless Shifter with the haunted eyes when no one was looking could help her make sense of the frequent nightmarish images from the barn. 
 
    “In my nightmare” she said hesitantly, trying to articulate the experience and sensations without going into any details of the disturbing sequence of events, “I’m a Shifter fighting to exert control over my beast” Tasia finished quickly, glad to have gotten the words out. Somehow, in this bright room with the Alpha watching her intently, it felt almost foolish to say the words out aloud. Her admission sounded crazy, even to her own ears. 
 
    Raoul straightened in his chair as the last of her words died out. Whatever else he had expected her to say, this had certainly not been it. He stared at her incredulously, lost for words for one of the few times in his life. How could she experience the worst fear of a Wyr, one that a Shifter lived with daily, he mused in consternation. She, who had barely even met a Shifter, until her association with his Pack. 
 
    Weirdly gratified by his speechless astonishment, Tasia provided a little more context. “At first, I didn’t quite comprehend what the dreams were about. All I would remember later was this combination of panic, pain, desperation and the fear of being overpowered by this thing trying to break free from inside me. Panic overrode everything else. Then, something changed. Suddenly, I knew what the dream was about. The last few times, I’ve been aware that I’m experiencing the struggle of a Shifter trying to balance his two forms. But in my dream, it’s no ordinary struggle. I …  I’m very close to losing control.” 
 
    As the gold eyes stared at her, aghast and stricken, the mask came off his face for the first time since she’d known him. The usually impassive face went white. His strong reaction helped soothe Tasia, spurring her to share details from the nightmarish episodes that so terrified her. 
 
    “I hear the roar of someone in my head I don’t know.” She shuddered with the memories, even as the words poured out of her. “I’m terrified of losing control, even though I don’t understand the consequences of doing so.”  
 
    Lost in his own memories, Raoul stared blindly at her, struggling to break free of their hold on him. Her revelations had hit too close to home for him. Unlike most Shifters, he had intimate experience of what she talked about, along with the difficult journey back from the edge of disaster. 
 
    Drawn by the strangely unfocussed look on the Alpha’s face, Tasia opened her mouth to query him, when he seemed to come to sudden attention. He raised his hand abruptly in the universal gesture for silence. 
 
    “We’re not alone” he warned with a quicksilver glance at her. Cocking his head, he used a Shifter’s superhuman ability to listen intently. “The Spell Casters are in the Pack Room.” He brought his hand down. 
 
    Tasia was caught by the way he referred to Jason and Sienna. In the early days, he’d almost spat the word out to her as an epithet. Now, he used it matter-of-factly to describe the two Wizards who worked with him. Things had certainly changed in the few short weeks she’d been here, Tasia mused. Even his attitude towards her had undergone a subtle change — she couldn’t imagine sharing the details of her nightmare with him a few short weeks ago. 
 
    “What?” Raoul inquired quizzically, intrigued by the thoughtful expression on her face. 
 
    Tasia merely shook her head in response, glancing away with a half-smile. 
 
    “I guess the politically correct way to refer to those two would be the Guardian and his charge” he remarked blandly, a smile lurking in the depths of his eyes. 
 
    Tasia would not use those terms to characterize Jason or Sienna. She had never thought of Sienna as Jason’s charge in any way. Sienna was always so confident and sure of herself that it was hard to think of anyone watching over her. The only thing that ever seemed to shake her was the steady stream of revelations about her mother’s ruthless machinations.      
 
    “Hi guys” Jason greeted them from the doorway. 
 
    “Tasia” Sienna exclaimed, striding into the room impetuously, her concern obvious. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine, Sienna” Tasia tried to reassure her friend, unconsciously casting a sidelong glance at the man by her side. 
 
    “She came up here for a book and found me with my Scotch” the Alpha interjected, in response to the subconscious plea.  
 
    “Oh.” Sienna glanced at Tasia again, her concern overlaid by her curiosity at the odd couple these two made. A week ago, she had worried about Tasia being thrown out of the Pack by this man. Finding these two together, seemingly at ease in each other’s company, seemed incongruous. 
 
    “Sienna and I came up here to talk” Jason intervened tactfully.  
 
    “If you close the door to this room, you’ll be fine in the Pack Room” the Alpha suggested. 
 
    “Thanks” Jason acknowledged him. “Coming, Sienna?” 
 
    “Yes.” She turned away after a last look at Tasia. 
 
    “Come join us after you’re done” Raoul invited them. 
 
    “Thank you, we will.” Sienna was prompt to accept the invitation. 
 
    As the door swung shut behind them, Raoul turned to Tasia with renewed urgency. He’d always found Sienna’s concern for the witchling a matter of immense curiosity. His gut told him there was something behind it, something that might prove important in the future. 
 
    “You’re sure you’ve never met Sienna before?” he asked Tasia once more. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He glanced at the closed door thoughtfully. 
 
    In the Pack Room, Jason directed Sienna to a chair before seating himself. Twenty minutes earlier, Sienna had knocked on his door, almost quivering with suppressed excitement. Conscious of the indiscretion of discussing anything in the Lair, Sienna had mouthed ‘vision’ at him, before taking hold of a sleepy Jason’s arm and attempting to march him up the stairs. Amused and curious, Jason had allowed himself to be herded up to the Pack Room. 
 
    “You saw the vision again, Sienna?” he asked.  
 
    Sienna had seen this particular vision three times in her life. Unlike most seers, she’d only ever glimpsed one. Nonetheless, it had had a huge impact on her, leading her down a path away from the Wizards; in effect, influencing her to walk away from the illustrious heritage on both sides of her family. Her father, a seer respected throughout the Chosen world for his perspicacious interpretations of his visions, had predicted the Council of Chosen a decade before Faoladh had attempted to form it. Sienna, conscious of her father’s successes as a seer, was extra circumspect because of it.  
 
    “No Jason, I didn’t see it again” Sienna said excitedly. “But I dreamt about it. I think my subconscious brought it to the fore, since it’s been on my mind so much the last few weeks.” 
 
    “You were able to note some new details this time?” Jason now comprehended the simmering excitement she did not hide from him. 
 
    “Yes. It almost felt like my mind was replaying the vision in my dreams. Except this time, I knew what details I needed to pay attention to, so I did. I ignored Tasia’s inquisition and focused on other details. Before, it was always about the mystery of this young girl — who she was, what she was being accused of, and this sort of impatience in me to stand up for her.” 
 
    “What did you see?” The chocolate brown eyes she loved so much focused on her to the exclusion of everything else.  
 
    Affection, and something stronger, for him surged through Sienna. 
 
    “Jason.” She held out her hand to him. “If I haven’t said so before, I’m not sure what I’d have done without you these past few weeks.” Since the day you walked into my shop to bring the past back to my doorstep, she added silently. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Sienna. I know these past few weeks have not been easy for you.”  
 
    Just promise me that you’ll continue to stay strong, he urged silently. She had become too important to him in such a short time, Jason acknowledged to himself. 
 
    “What did you see in your dream?” he asked again, to puncture the sudden fog of unspoken feelings in the air between them. This was more important right now.  
 
    “Since meeting Tasia, I’ve had this vague feeling that I’d forgotten something that hinted at her association with the Shifters. But try as I might, I couldn’t remember it.” 
 
    Jason nodded. He knew that she’d been preoccupied with this matter for a while now. Sienna’s alarm at the rumors of a tempestuous relationship between Tasia and the Alpha had brought those concerns back to the fore for her. 
 
    “Tonight, in my dream, I saw it, Jason. Tasia will have Shifters by her side when she faces the arena” she stated confidently, satisfaction lacing her words. “She won’t lack champions when she needs it the most.” 
 
    “You saw the Pack by her side?” 
 
    “No one I recognized, Jason.” Sienna was candid but confident. “But knowing what I know about Tasia’s circumstances now, who else could it be? I saw this massive black bear leap down from the stands to join her in the arena. The bear strode forward to place itself as if to shield Tasia from her accusers, aggression pouring from its pores. It was sending a message — they’d have to get through it to get to her. Its presence seemed to signal the other Shifters to flank Tasia in a show of support. At this point, though, my attention was distracted by something else. Those were Shifters, I’m sure. She’ll have them by her side when she needs them the most.” 
 
    “Good.” Jason, surprised by the details, was nevertheless happy for her, since he knew the matter had been worrying Sienna.  
 
    Though not as knowledgeable as he’d like to be, Jason did know a few things about Shifters. “Bears are very rare beast forms for Shifters, Sienna. Once prolific, bear beasts are almost extinct now, as far as I know. I wonder who that is in your vision.” 
 
    “The Alpha, perhaps?” she suggested. “It would make the most sense.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I don’t remember any whispers about Merceau having a rare beast. It’s hard to keep that sort of detail quiet for an Alpha in the public eye.” 
 
    “Can we find out if anyone in the Pack has a bear form?” Sienna inquired impetuously. “That bear I saw was absolutely massive — very distinct.” 
 
    “That’s a detail a Shifter will rarely reveal to anyone but his intimates.” Jason shook his head. “The Pack will know, of course, but they’ll clam up about it to outsiders. Pack code makes that bit about a Shifter very personal, and that’s information you and I will not be privy to.” 
 
    “I’m at peace with what I saw tonight, Jason. That bear could only be a Shifter” Sienna said after a moment’s reflection. A huge weight seemed to be off her chest after her dream tonight. Since the night of the Lair party where she’d first heard the rumors, Sienna had been worried sick that Tasia’s alliance with the Pack might break down. For a while now, she’d believed her destiny was to protect and guard the young Wizard who would one day face the CoC and her brethren’s accusations against her.  
 
    “I’m glad, Sienna. Though, I’ve never had any doubts about this.” Jason was unequivocal. The Alpha had bluntly assured him of Tasia’s position in the Pack, and he trusted Raoul Merceau on this. Although Sienna, Jason acknowledged silently, probably needed to see the evidence with her own eyes before she could be at peace on this. 
 
    “I think I caught a glimpse of my siblings, Jason” Sienna whispered, a note of awe in her voice. “It’s what distracted me from the other Shifters in the arena defending Tasia.” 
 
    A slow smile lit up Jason’s face. The prospect of siblings was a balm to Sienna, constantly confronting the allegations against her mother. The crimes Lady Bethesda was accused of would be hard for most people. For her daughter, they were heart-breaking. Sienna also grappled with the possibility that her mother had played a part in her father’s death, sacrificing her husband in an ambitious quest for power. 
 
    “It was a blur” Sienna said excitedly. “A young man and two young women surrounded me. One of them, a girl really, had longish red hair and freckles. The other two had these unusual dark blue eyes. The redhead was leaning over the balcony excitedly to watch the arena below. At one point, she almost toppled over in her eagerness and the three of us leapt for her. I think they’re my siblings, Jason” Sienna whispered in disbelief.  
 
    As the two Wizards contemplated each other, their two Chosen brethren in the Alpha’s Room grappled with Tasia’s confession of her nightmares. 
 
    “This … what you told me about, is this what you dreamt of tonight before you came up here?” Raoul asked. The experience she had described to him was one of the worst ordeals a Shifter could ever experience, physically, emotionally and psychologically. That this young Wizard was being put through the wringer inexplicably seemed wrong to him on many levels. Lord knew the witchling had her own demons and secrets to face; she certainly didn’t deserve the additional burden that a Shifter carried around with him every day. 
 
    “I don’t know about dreams” Tasia replied matter-of-factly. “This … this is the only nightmare I get.”  
 
    “The only one” Raoul exclaimed incredulously.  
 
    “Always” she admitted quietly. “It’s the same nightmare — over and over again. It’s been less frequent lately, but it’s still very intense.” 
 
    Raoul swore under his breath, gobsmacked anew. The big, expressive eyes that had looked so weary when she had first come to meet him all those months ago had gradually lost some of the shadows under them. He’d assumed that the subtle changes in her had been due to the gradual lessening of the enormous stress she had been under, always on guard and playing a part to hold herself under wraps. Now suddenly, she seemed to be under a different kind of strain. But how on earth had she ended up with nightmares that echoed a Shifter’s worst fears, he wondered. 
 
    “When did these nightmares start?” he asked, trying to come to terms with the incongruity of it all. 
 
    Tasia sighed softly. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, and I’m pretty sure it started when I moved into the Lair.” 
 
    “What …” Raoul paused abruptly as the door slid open to let in the two Wizards from the Pack Room. 
 
    Dammit, he swore silently. This thing with her needed to be sorted out quickly, if her current state was any indication. The strain was back in her eyes — he’d taken note of it. The whole thing was crazy. He’d never heard of anything like this before. Frustrated by the interruption, he shot Tasia a glance, trying to let her know that he wasn’t walking away from this. He would get to the bottom of this, he promised himself.  
 
    “Scotch?” he offered the two visitors graciously, rearranging his expression to its usual impassiveness. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do, thank you” Jason responded as Sienna made her way to the couch beside Tasia. 
 
    “The bottom drawer on the left side of the desk has spare glasses. Help yourself.” 
 
    “Sienna?” the Alpha offered again. 
 
    “I’ll take a sip from Jason, thanks.”  
 
    Raoul settled in, keen to observe Sienna with the witchling. There was a mystery here and his gut screamed that it was significant.  
 
    “I owe you an apology” Sienna fired the opening salvo at the Alpha. 
 
    So, he was not to be allowed to observe her with the witchling, Raoul mused. In that case, two could play this game. 
 
    “For gossiping about my love life?” he inquired blandly. As he’d half expected, both women’s faces whipped towards him with identical expressions of astonishment.  
 
    Jason, about to plop himself down beside them with his Scotch, merely looked startled. “When were you discussing his love life, Sienna?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “On the flight back from Chicago.” It was the Alpha who answered him while Sienna gaped at Raoul. 
 
    “You knew?” Sienna gasped, seemingly unfazed by the Alpha’s pointed remarks. 
 
    “I always know when someone’s talking about me.” He directed a sharp glance at Tasia’s discomfited expression. “Especially when it involves my personal life.” 
 
    Tasia flushed. 
 
    “Tasia was an unwitting bystander, Alpha. You mustn’t blame her.” Sienna rushed to Tasia’s defense, at her friend’s obvious discomfiture. “I was the one asking Hawk questions about you.” 
 
    “And Hawk was certainly not shy in answering your questions.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Sienna grinned. Hawk was more than capable of handling his Alpha’s displeasure on this, she was confident.  
 
    “I see.” The Alpha’s voice was even.  
 
    Tasia, glad to be out of the firing range, couldn’t help but note that Jason watched the exchange with a lurking smile in his eyes. Times had certainly changed. Not only had the Alpha’s attitude towards the three Wizards he now worked with undergone a change, but Jason’s wariness of the Shifters and their Alpha had gradually been replaced by a level of comfort. Or perhaps the equation between the Alpha and him had developed into one of trust, Tasia mused thoughtfully. She was puzzled by this new amicability that the Alpha showed to her and the two Wizards — something that had been missing in their early interactions. 
 
    “Why this interest in my personal life, if I may ask?” the Alpha queried. 
 
    “I was curious.” Sienna sent him an impish smile. “You’re quite the enigma.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before the Alpha shook his head with a wry smile. “Try and keep that curiosity in check, Sienna McAlister. And if you find you cannot, come ask me when it gets the better of you.” 
 
    “Will do” Sienna responded cheekily, before losing some of her chutzpah. “I owe you an apology on a different matter, though.” 
 
    “What matter would that be?” 
 
    Sienna took a deep breath, clearly ill at ease. Tasia turned her attention to the other Wizard, her curiosity piqued. She was so rarely ill at ease about anything that her tentativeness caught Tasia’s eye.  
 
    “At the Lair party, I heard some rumors of Tasia’s relationship with you breaking down. Jason tried to tell me that they weren’t true, but I wasn’t convinced. He also told me you’d be seriously displeased if either of us asked you about this.” 
 
    Tasia shifted uncomfortably in her seat, surprised by Sienna’s interest in the rumors regarding her association with the Alpha. 
 
    “Displeased is a bit of an understatement. Jason is right. I’d be seriously pissed by such an inquiry. Tasia’s relationship with me and my Pack is none of your business” the Alpha stated bluntly but with the absence of any rancor. 
 
    “My bad.” Sienna was contrite. “Jason asked Duncan about this. I wanted to let you know that he only did it to put my mind at ease.” 
 
    “Why do you care about this?” Raoul was hoping to precipitate Sienna into an honest answer about her interest in Tasia. 
 
    “I’m fond of Tasia” Sienna responded easily, with a warm glance at the other Wizard. “If Tasia were to lose the friendship of your Pack, then I’d do everything in my power to see that she found other allies.” 
 
    “Tasia doesn’t need other allies. The Pack will see to her needs.”  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, and I hope you’ll accept my apology for any intrusion into Pack matters.” 
 
    “Apology accepted” the Alpha said in a manner that declared the matter closed. 
 
    “This is really good, Merceau.” Jason complimented the Alpha, gesturing at the glass in his hand. He thought it was time to direct the conversation into less controversial channels. 
 
    “Thank you. I keep it around for special occasions.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m doubly gratified you offered me some.”  
 
    “This is a special occasion. Having Wizards in my Lair is very special” the Alpha said blandly. 
 
    Jason smiled at the sally, while Sienna exclaimed spontaneously “I’m beginning to think all these rumors about you are exaggerated.” 
 
    The rumors are not that wrong — I can attest to that. The Alpha despises Wizards. This new avatar is a result of warming up to us, though I’m not sure why. Perhaps we’ve proved to him in some way that we’re worthy of being trusted. 
 
    “Like most rumors, there’s usually a kernel of underlying truth to it.” Raoul was enigmatic. 
 
    A comfortable silence ensued.  
 
    “A sip, Sienna?” Jason offered, extending his glass to her. “It’s good.” 
 
    Sienna leant forward to accept the glass he held out to her. Tasia, hyper conscious of Shifter mores, glanced at the Alpha to catch him watching the two Wizards with an unreadable expression on his face. 
 
    “In a roomful of Shifters, this would be enough to signal our romantic interest in one another, Sienna” Jason pointed out lightly, having made note of Tasia’s glance at the Alpha and the Shifter’s impassive face. 
 
    Sienna looked startled. “So it is. I keep forgetting how primal the Shifters are in many ways.” 
 
    “The beast in us gives us our raw edge” the Alpha acknowledged. 
 
    Jason shot a glance at the enigmatic Shifter in the chair beside him. 
 
    “You certainly hide your raw edge well, Merceau” the Guardian observed with a half-smile. “Or perhaps it’s a deliberate attempt to let people know you’re not a traditionalist.”  
 
    “Not a traditionalist” Sienna exclaimed. 
 
    “Merceau doesn’t follow the old ways” Jason shared. This bit of information had been imparted to him on a night in Chicago when the two Wizards had first joined the Shifters to investigate the past.  
 
    “How does the Alpha Protector of one of the largest Packs in the Americas not believe in the old ways?” Sienna queried, her astonishment obvious. “I thought it was almost a pre-requisite for the job.” 
 
    “Just because I choose to not follow some of the old ways, doesn’t mean I don’t believe in them” Raoul answered easily. “Offering the spoils of a hunt to indicate romantic interest in a female goes back eons to the very first Wyrs. In today’s modern world, there are other, shall we say, less crude ways, to indicate my interest.” 
 
    “To non-Shifter women, certainly” Sienna pointed out laughingly. 
 
    The Alpha arched an eyebrow at her in response. 
 
    “Well, we know from Hawk that you never date within your Pack” Sienna said with a wicked glance at Tasia who sat frozen in place as she watched the conversation unfold, silently admiring Sienna’s nerve. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you don’t date Wizards, if the rumors are true” Sienna added daringly. “That doesn’t leave much of our brethren to choose from, Alpha.” She waggled her eyebrows teasingly at the Alpha. 
 
    Raoul contemplated her, unseasonably amused by her chutzpah. 
 
    “You did tell me to ask you if I was curious about you” Sienna reminded him. “And like I said before, you’re an enigma. So, which is it — the Undead or First Ones?” 
 
    “Neither” he responded with a reluctant smile at her antics.  
 
    “You don’t date at all?” Sienna exclaimed incredulously. “I find that hard to believe. I bet women fall over themselves when it comes to you.” 
 
    Plus, there were Hawk’s words from that eventful plane ride, though Sienna didn’t bring that up. She’d already skirted enough danger on that topic. Bees to honey, was Hawk’s assessment of his Alpha’s love life. 
 
    “I’ve no objections to Si’ffa” the Alpha said composedly. This time, he was gratified by the incredulous reaction of all three Wizards. Most Chosen tended to keep their distance from the humans — or Si’ffa, as the old tongue of the Ancients called those with no magic.  
 
    He dates humans; who knew?  
 
    Tasia had been mildly surprised when the Alpha had stated his ease in human company, back when he’d shared his past of running pack-less in Wyoming. Then, it had been his willingness to share his past with her and the outlaw aspect of it that had astonished her more. Suddenly, it seemed to acquire a whole new dimension. She realized that he truly did not consider humans as ‘others’ — rather surprising for a Chosen who seemed to otherwise embrace his Shifter persona with such gusto.  
 
    Most Chosen tended to keep their distance from humans. Amongst all the factions, Wizards were probably the closest to their human cousins, since it was not uncommon to have families of mixed Wizard and human children. Wizards were also the Chosen with the most conventional, for lack of a better word, kind of magic. It tended to reduce the possibility of accidently revealing the Chosen’s existence to their human cousins, as long as a Wizard maintained some basic precautions. 
 
    “You’re full of contradictions, Alpha” Sienna remarked, once she was over her initial surprise.  
 
    “Like Jason said, I’m not a traditionalist by any means. And I’ve never had any issues with humans. As a group, I find them generally harmless, or at least, no more harmful than any of us Chosen.” 
 
    “I’ve met many Chosen who call themselves non-traditionalists” Jason chimed in. “But you’re the first Shifter and one of the very few Chosen I know who is so accepting of humans.” 
 
    Raoul turned to Sienna, who seemed to be chewing silently on something. What was sauce for the goose was certainly sauce for the gander, he mused. 
 
    “What about you, Sienna?” he inquired. “Do you keep yourself away from all Chosen, or just your Wizard fraternity?” 
 
    “I’ve never dated a Chosen” she responded promptly, and candidly. 
 
    “Lack of opportunity or personal choice?” he prompted, mindful of Jason’s interest in the conversation. If Duncan was to be believed, their resident Guardian carried quite a torch for his charge. 
 
    “A combination of the two, perhaps” Sienna confessed after a short pause. “This thing with the Pack has been an eye-opener in many ways. It’s given me a fresh perspective on the Chosen. And for that, I’m very grateful.” 
 
    Raoul inclined his head in silent acknowledgement of her words. 
 
    Sienna changed the topic. “You’re interested in the official records of Da’s prophecy?” 
 
    “It’s the next logical step in our investigation. There’s still a lot we don’t understand about Lady Bethesda’s motivations. If this is what set her on the path she’s hell bent on, then I’d like to know more. A prophecy is only as good as its interpretation. Without the official record, we have no interpretation or understanding of its nuances.” 
 
    “You’re correct, of course, but I’m afraid the First Wizard might not be able to get you access to it.” Sienna was apologetic. “The Guardians control all Wizard artifacts, as they’ve done for centuries. And Aunt Minnie’s relationship with the GCW is at its lowest point currently, in no small part because of her decision to entrust my protection to the Shifters, rather than the Guardians.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “However, if you’re willing, there might be another way.” Sienna’s expression sobered. “What I say is not common knowledge, even among Wizards. Aunt Minnie was in the room the night my Da made that prophecy. They were all gathered to choose the first ever First Wizard to sit on the newly formed CoC. Aunt Minnie might be willing to share her recollection of it with you. Should I make the request?” 
 
    “The First Wizard is a very good judge of people and what drives them” Jason added, his eyes on Raoul. 
 
    “You both seem very sure that the Guardians will never allow us access to the official records” Raoul remarked. 
 
    Sienna agreed without hesitation while Jason simply sighed in response. 
 
    “I would welcome the First Wizard’s impressions from that night. Will she agree to share her recollections with us?” 
 
    “She will, if I ask her” Sienna said confidently, even as Jason nodded his head. 
 
    “Any other witnesses from that night who might be willing to share their experiences with us?” Raoul inquired of both Wizards. “If we don’t get access to the official records, the more people we hear from, the better our understanding of The Prophecy.” 
 
    “The then members of the GCW were the only people present that night to elect their First Wizard. With the current state of affairs being what it is between the First Wizard and the GCW, I’m not sure any Guardians would be willing to speak to you on this matter.” Jason was blunt. “I’ll make discreet inquiries and see if anyone is willing to talk to me about it. But I should warn you that even my friends seem reluctant to discuss Guardian matters with me now that it’s common knowledge I live at your Lair. It’s a betrayal the Guardians are finding hard to swallow.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Bianchi weaves a tangled web 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fresh air?” 
 
    Tasia stared at the text in surprise. The phone beeped again before she could respond. 
 
    “In an hour?” 
 
    It was almost nine and Tasia had just finished dinner at the Lair Café with Sara and Hawk. This had been a frustrating day for her, cooped up in the Lair with nothing to keep her busy. Even her work on the OFW report was complete. Would she like some fresh air, she asked herself. As if she even had to think about it. 
 
    “Yes” she typed back.  
 
    He wanted to talk to her about the nightmares, Tasia guessed. Once the First Wizard and Faoladh were at Lair tomorrow, the Alpha would be busy. And while a discussion of the nightmares might not help find any answers, Tasia nevertheless felt a measure of relief at having unburdened herself to someone.  
 
    “Be downstairs at 10. Don’t be early.” 
 
    Tasia made her way down the stairs at five past ten. This time, she made sure to stop by the security booth to pick up a temporary keycard for the Lair gates. She should apply for a personal keycard tomorrow, she reminded herself, as she made her way through the heavy doors into the poorly-lit parking lot. She was here to stay for the time being, and the Alpha seemed diligent about alleviating her Lair claustrophobia. It was time she made the commitment of a Lair keycard. 
 
    The Alpha ushered her silently into his car. This time, the convertible top had already been pulled down in anticipation of its passenger. The sporty car whipped around the corners expertly as he pulled into the road. 
 
    “Embarcadero?” he inquired with a glance at her.  
 
    Tasia acquiesced. She had wrapped up more warmly this time. Her jacket had a hood she could use for the wind. In no time, they were parked and crossing to the wharf on the other side. 
 
    “I’d like to ask you about the nightmares” he opened abruptly, with a keen-eyed glance at her. 
 
    “Yes.” Succinct but not discouraging. 
 
    “In your nightmare — are you sure it’s you? Perhaps you witness someone else’s struggle, someone who’s a Shifter, that is.” 
 
    Tasia reflected on the question, wishing fervently that she were a witness. That would be a rational explanation for the strange and terrifying nightmares. 
 
    “I’m sure” she sighed. “The sensations …” She struggled to not be overwhelmed by the rush of memories.  
 
    “Everything’s so real, so intense. I feel my bones contracting as something tries to break through my skin — it’s agony. I don’t see how I could be watching this happen to someone else.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “How could I be witness to another’s experience in my dreams, anyway?” 
 
    For a moment, the Alpha was silent. “Those with a lot of magic in them have been known to inadvertently pick up emotions from other Magicks. In some Chosen, it translates to dreams.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him in surprise. “I’ve never heard that before.” 
 
    “It would explain the nightmares” he said soberly. “What you describe might be something you inadvertently sense from a Shifter. It might also explain why the nightmares started after you moved into the Lair.” 
 
    Tasia reflected on it. The ability he described sounded like a nightmare in itself.  
 
    “If I did possess such an ability, would I not have sensed things over the years?” she inquired hesitantly. “I’ve never experienced anything even remotely like this before.” 
 
    “You’ve been living your life amongst Si’ffa. Your powers wouldn’t allow you to sense them. In theory, that might protect you all these years, until you moved into the Lair.” 
 
    “A blessing, in other words” Tasia muttered with a muted shudder. 
 
    “Of sorts, yes” he assented quietly. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not a witness in the dreams. It’s too vivid — I feel every emotion and see everything through my eyes. And, there’s no one else present.”  
 
    No, that’s not entirely true. Sometimes, there’s the blue-eyed witch who watches me with her bright cruel eyes, and lately, there’s a huge bear that makes an appearance just as I succumb to the beast. 
 
    “Alright.” He gave in. “The only other explanation I can think of is that you’re seeing glimpses of the future.”  
 
    Though how she could go from being an unusually powerful Wizard to experiencing the darkest fear of a Shifter was something Raoul had no explanation for. He’d seen a vision too, he reminded himself. Of sorts, anyway. Something he tried to not dwell on, if he could help it. But her experience was different from his — she was not a Shifter and would never experience a Wyr’s mighty struggle. Plus, his own experience had not been a dream, in any way. He had been wide awake when the flashes had hit him. 
 
    “You mean, I’ll experience my dream for real in the future — like a vision?” It was not something Tasia looked forward to with any enthusiasm. 
 
    “It’s possible” he suggested tactfully. “We should consider every possibility we can, no matter how improbable.”   
 
    He’d had the night and an entire day to ponder this and the matter concerned him to a degree he hadn’t thought possible. He’d even wondered for a mad moment whether she possessed the ability to unintentionally receive and project thoughts psychically during moments of great strain. Her off-the-charts magic might give her abilities that were unheard of in their world. Raoul knew that they should figure this out urgently, before it boomeranged into something bigger and more sinister. The witchling, no matter how strong and resilient she was, would eventually succumb to the stress from the nightmares, if what she experienced was even a tenth of his time with the witch.   
 
    “Are you aware of any ancestors with seer-like abilities?” he asked bluntly, not bothering to tread lightly. “Your parents were both powerful Wizards and the ability to see visions of the future seems to run in the Wizard bloodlines, more than other Chosen.” 
 
    My mother was not a Wizard, though she certainly had powers a Wizard would kill for.  
 
    “My father never talked about any ancestors with the ability to see the future” she said thoughtfully. “I know very little about my mother’s family.” 
 
    Raoul pondered her response as they walked. The gentle sound of the water soothed him while the breeze from the bay felt refreshing on his skin, instantly lulling his jacked-up senses into winding down for the night. The past sometimes kept him up at night, but not tonight, he knew. This part of the city had always had the ability to bring him a measure of peace. He wished he could offer some of the same peace to the Wizard who walked beside him. For now, all he could offer her was a reassurance that she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “I’m not giving up on this.” He met her gaze, his own serious and determined. “There’s an explanation for what is happening to you, and I’m going to find it. In the meanwhile, hang in there.” 
 
    Tasia felt a spurt of emotion well up in her. This was the enigma of the man, she reflected. Unexpected moments of extraordinary compassion sprinkled through his otherwise inflexible and Alpha Shifter personality. 
 
    “Thank you” she murmured, meeting the somber gold eyes. 
 
    They resumed walking again. 
 
    “Faoladh and the First Wizard will be at the Lair tomorrow. I think it best if you stay out of sight while they’re here” he remarked, his warning blunt. 
 
    “Would you prefer me to stay in my room?” Tasia asked. It would not do to arouse the curiosity of either CoC representative. Her presence at the Lair of a Wizard-hating Alpha Protector would always generate suspicion. 
 
    “No, the Lair is your home now. You should treat it like one. Just stay away from the top floor tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure of it” Tasia promised.  
 
    They walked on in companiable silence, accompanied by the gentle lapping of the ocean against the seawall. Tasia couldn’t help but steal a few surreptitious glances at the big Shifter who strode silently beside her, matching his stride to her smaller one. Like before, he seemed different away from the Lair. In there, the projected aura of an Alpha was hard to miss — someone whose authority was never to be challenged, not without dire consequences. Here, out in the open by the bay, with the lilt of the water, he seemed less grim and alien to her, more normal. 
 
    “I’d like to invite Caro to the Lair one day” she asked. Caroline had offered to come hang with her, since Tasia could not leave the Lair anymore, even with her Shifter escorts. 
 
    “Of course.” His response was immediate. “I’ll take care of it. Your friend is welcome.” 
 
    “Should I ask her to stay away tomorrow?” Tasia inquired hesitantly.  
 
    He shook his head. “The Lair is open for business tomorrow. It’s only the top floor that’s off limits. Remember, this visit is Shifter business, witchling” he added softly, the words pregnant with warning.   
 
    “I won’t say a word” Tasia responded without rancor. It was his way of warning her that Caro should not be told about the visit. She’d made this mistake before, when first invited into the Pack fold, but not anymore. She was wiser to their ways now.  
 
    “Have you made a decision about the Avian New Year Party?” he inquired. 
 
    “Avian?” Tasia looked startled. 
 
    “Atsá’s were-pack” he explained laconically. “Their beast forms are birds.” 
 
    I thought a Shifter’s beast form was confidential information never revealed to just anyone.  
 
    “You’re Pack now” he pointed out. “And I’m not telling you anything the rest of the Pack doesn’t know. The name of a were-pack reveals nothing about the beast forms of any Shifter in it. A lot of birds fall in the category.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that Shifters were organized into were-packs based on their beast forms.” Tasia was surprised. 
 
    “That’s how the older were-packs were traditionally structured. In the old days, Shifters with similar were-forms tended to band together to protect their turf. When Faoladh organized the current Pack structure, the older were-packs were folded in. Most were-packs retained the old arrangement. Things are starting to change with the newer were-packs, though.”  
 
    “Do your were-packs continue the traditional structure?” Tasia was curious. She was beginning to realize that he was no traditionalist, so matter how it appeared on the surface. 
 
    “All except the were-pack created after I became Alpha.” 
 
    They walked on, both seemingly lost in their thoughts. Tasia had dressed more warmly this time. Even so, she could feel the bite of the chilly air from the bay.  
 
    “Somehow, when I think of Shape-shifters, I never imagine them having bird forms” she remarked. 
 
    “Too cuddly by far?” There was an underlying amusement in his quip. 
 
    Tasia glanced at him, noting the glint in the gold-colored eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” Her lips quirked with an answering smile. 
 
    “In that case, I should probably not destroy your illusions.” 
 
    “Illusions?”  
 
    “The only bird forms Shifters take are birds of prey. No cuteness or cuddliness associated with them, I assure you.” 
 
    Her first meeting with Hawk flashed at Tasia. Hawk had two beast forms, unusual for a Shifter. She had seen him take both the first night she’d met him.  
 
    “Hawk” she murmured under her breath. 
 
    “Yep” he assented, his hearing sharper than any human. “Although Hawk is atypical of most Shifters.” 
 
    This she knew. Hawk was atypical in so many ways. To Tasia, he broke the very mold of a Shifter. 
 
    “Hawk has his wolf form from his father, and his bird form from his mother” she mused out aloud.  
 
    And yet, doesn’t belong to either were-pack.  
 
    “Both were-packs refused to accept Hawk and Sara” the Alpha said. 
 
    “Hawk told me that you fought the Were-Alphas to include Sara and him in the Pack.” 
 
    “It was their right to be included in the Pack.”  
 
    “He also said that Duncan was the only Were-Alpha to accept them into his were-pack. Otherwise, their Shifter training would have fallen to you by default.” 
 
    “Duncan makes a much better Were-Alpha than I ever will” he said easily. “Training young Shifters requires time and patience, qualities in short supply in me. And, I don’t like to deal with people” he added wryly. 
 
    No kidding, I’d never have guessed that. 
 
    “Have you made a decision about Atsá’s New Year celebration?” he asked again. 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath, disquiet welling up at the question. The epicenter of high-stakes politicking was not a place she felt comfortable in. If it were up to her, she would walk up to Maartje and deliver a blunt response. But that was not how the Pack worked. Duncan had advised her to be subtle about it. Don’t burn any bridges you don’t need to, was his advice. If she stayed silent, allowing the events to enfold on their own, it would increase her enigma and Maartje’s respect for her. The female Were-Alpha would then think twice about attempting to exploit Tasia’s naiveté with Pack affairs. On sober reflection, Tasia had agreed rather reluctantly with Duncan. She was lucky to be the recipient of Duncan’s advice on the matter.   
 
    “Hawk is leaning towards going” she said slowly. “Sara not so much, but she’ll follow Hawk’s lead on this.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “They’d like me to go” she admitted. “And Duncan says I should. Something about keeping up my enigma for Maartje.” 
 
    Raoul smiled to himself. Duncan was a canny old bastard, all right. 
 
    “You’re not going to ignore Duncan’s excellent advice, I hope?” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes flashed to him. His expression remained bland, but she thought he was teasing. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare” she remarked lightly. “Besides, I’d rather not disappoint Evgeny.” 
 
    He stopped abruptly, forcing her to come to a stop.  
 
    “Disappoint Evgeny” he repeated slowly, his amusement disappearing in a hurry. 
 
    “I asked him to the party” she explained, clearly puzzled by his reaction. He’d been similarly shocked when she had first blurted it out to Hawk and Duncan, she remembered now. “Although, if I’d known that Sara plans to go alone, I’d never have invited him. But I don’t want to rescind it now. He’s kind of excited about the party.” 
 
    He studied her silently.  
 
    Tasia wondered what had changed when a moment ago, he had been more at ease with her. 
 
    “I won’t take any chances, if that’s what concerns you. Duncan has offered to escort Sara and me.” 
 
    “Good” he said brusquely. “You’ll be in safe hands with Duncan.” 
 
    They resumed walking again, but this time Tasia could feel the undercurrents between them, when there had been none before. Their conversations had been getting easier lately, she realized in some surprise. The sense of constantly being on tenterhooks with him was abating slowly. Perhaps, they were finally starting to understand and appreciate the differences between them. 
 
    “Is Sara still unable to find her place in the Pack?” he asked abruptly, drawing Tasia’s astonished gaze to him. 
 
    “You implied that she’s not keen to attend Atsá’s party” he explained. 
 
    “I don’t believe Sara’s ever keen to socialize with the Pack” Tasia said slowly. She was reluctant to share more about her friend with Sara’s Alpha. 
 
    “I’m not asking as Sara’s Alpha” he said brusquely. “If there’s a way to ease her life in the Pack …” He trailed off. The way Packs were structured, his intervening on her behalf would only bring down more trouble on Sara’s head. The other Shifters would not take kindly to any hint of Sara’s burgeoning importance in their Alpha’s eyes. Shifter Packs were all about dominance, not favoritism. There was only one Shifter who could help Sara’s cause — her Were-Alpha. Duncan kept a close eye on his most vulnerable Shifter, Raoul knew, but Sara was proud. She would not go to Duncan with her troubles. She’d attempt to soldier on, no matter what. 
 
    Tasia glanced at the shuttered expression on the Alpha’s face. She was keen to aid her friend if she could, and the Alpha was asking. Now that she understood Pack dynamics better, she could appreciate the untenable position both Sara and Hawk found themselves in.  
 
    “Sara’s not happy” she acknowledged quietly. 
 
    He sighed. “Sara is tied to Hawk. Will always be tied to her twin. And that’s a problem, because Hawk is very dominant and she’s not. No matter where she goes, she’ll always be a target for Shifters that have it in for Hawk.”  
 
    “Unless, she lives away from a Pack” Tasia ventured. 
 
    “Possibly, but that’s not really an option for her. Shifters don’t handle being on their own very well.” 
 
    You did. Came out of the wilderness without a Pack, to command the Northern California Pack.  
 
    “My situation was very different. I had Duncan to keep an eye on me. Without him, I’d never have made it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tasia was too astonished by the cryptic words to even ponder his uncanny ability to read her. He’d always had that. 
 
    “I’d be dead” he said bluntly, the gold eyes curiously blank as they seared her. 
 
    The shock on Tasia’s face seemed to recall him to the subject at hand. 
 
    “Sara’s a different soul in a Shifter’s body” he said. “She’ll struggle all her life to reconcile that, but it’s not something she can change. I understand her situation” he said, as she remained silent. “I was once in that boat myself.” 
 
    “You” Tasia exclaimed, stunned by the implication. “You struggled with being a Shifter?” 
 
    He was the quintessential Shifter, embodying the very qualities the Chosen associated with his brethren. In fact, she’d be hard-pressed to find a more uber Shifter than this man.  
 
    “No, I had trouble coming to terms with my Wizard heritage. For a while, I thought I’d be able to reconcile my two identities, Wizard and Shifter. But it was not to be.” 
 
    “You tried being a Wizard?” Tasia found herself reeling from the revelations coming fast and thick from him. A small voice at the back of her head called out a warning. In another man, this would be the equivalent of spilling his guts.  
 
    “Very briefly, before concluding that it wasn’t for me. I feel comfortable in my skin as a Shifter, something I never did as a Wizard.” 
 
    Tasia pondered his words, a little on her guard. “Is that …” she hesitated, before taking the plunge. “Is that why you dislike Wizards?” 
 
    Her naïve query eased his dark mood. “No, I’d like to think I’m more mature than that.” 
 
    The gold eyes seared her once more. There was an expression in them that reminded her of the time he had bitterly accused her of lying to him, and followed it up by stating that all Wizards lie.  
 
    “I was done great wrong by a Wizard once. If Duncan hadn’t come along, I wouldn’t be standing here today.”  
 
    “This is why you disappeared into the wilderness” she murmured wonderingly, suddenly putting two and two together. 
 
    “Yes” he admitted. “But enough about me. If there’s a way to ease Sara’s life in the Pack, I’d like to help. 
 
    “Duncan would take care of it in a jiffy but I doubt Sara would go to him for assistance” he added, as Tasia hesitated. 
 
    “I … I have to think about this.” She knew his word was gold. Once he gave it, he would do everything in his power. But perhaps Sara would not forgive her for revealing to her Alpha what she had confessed to her friend in confidence. 
 
    “Do.” He shot a glance at her subdued face.  
 
    She had much to contemplate. But for now, Tasia directed the conversation to other subjects. “Were you surprised by Sienna’s revelation of the relationship between the First Wizard and Lady Bethesda?”  
 
    The revelation of the tangled relationship between Sienna, the First Wizard, and Lady Bethesda had completely floored Tasia. Since the news, she’d spent a fair amount of time thinking about it. For as long as she could remember, Tasia had always wished for family, someone to call her own, now that her father was gone. Yet now, she found herself wondering how she’d have reacted if her own sibling had tried to sabotage her at every turn. The First Wizard had dealt with, and continued to deal with, a very difficult and emotionally tough situation, with a lot of grace. And from what Sienna had shared, Lady Esmeralda had never allowed her sister’s betrayal to bleed over into her relationship with her niece.  
 
    “I was taken aback, yes. Although, nothing the Wizards do ever truly surprises me. For once, I’m glad Elisabetta made her feelings clear. She spoke for us all. The First Wizard should have shared this with us when she first asked Faoladh for assistance with the investigation.” 
 
    Though his words lacked rancor, Tasia could appreciate how bitter the Shifters felt at being kept in the dark while they investigated her sister at the First Wizard’s request.  
 
    “You didn’t seem to hold it against either Wizard last night” she remarked after a short silence. 
 
    “It was neither Jason’s nor Sienna’s job to tell us about the relationship.”  
 
    Tasia glanced at his face. There was a hard expression on the usually expressionless face. The First Wizard would hear about this when she graced the Lair with her presence, Tasia realized. Perhaps, she’d been living with the Shifters for too long, she mused.   
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “I find myself agreeing with you on this” she smiled. “Perhaps, I’ve been living with the Pack too long.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “Perhaps. A few more weeks with us and who knows what else you’ll agree with me about.” 
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    Raoul glanced up as the heavy sound-proof door rattled in warning, before it was slid open. The young Shifter on sentry duty whipped his head around the partly open door to look directly at him, his expression a mix of apology and urgency. 
 
    “Hawk wants to have a word, Alpha” the young Shifter stated simply. “He says it’s urgent.” 
 
    The Alpha exchanged a quick glance with Duncan as the room fell silent.  
 
    “Send him in” he directed.  
 
    Faoladh and the First Wizard displayed genteel curiosity. Jason and Sienna, also present, merely glanced at the Alpha. 
 
    Hawk strode in urgently, accompanied by a Tasia whose expression reflected enormous strain.  
 
    Raoul stiffened at the sight. Something had happened, he knew instantly. For the witchling to brave the top floor today, especially after he had explicitly warned her away, signaled bad news. 
 
    “Apologies for the interruption.” Hawk’s words encompassed everyone. “We need a few minutes urgently, Alph.” 
 
    “Excuse me” Raoul murmured to his guests, directing Hawk and Tasia to the Alpha’s Room with a crook of his fingers.  
 
    Tasia directed a wan smile at Sienna, in response to her greeting, before following Hawk into the Alpha’s Room. 
 
    Raoul shut the door behind him and turned to face the other two. “What is it?” 
 
    “Tasia believes that Caroline Hamilton has been taken by Bianchi” Hawk stated baldly, without preamble or warning. Alph had never been one to beat around the bush. And this was too serious a matter to waffle over. Moments before, Tasia had tracked Hawk down in the Lair to urgently gasp out, in great distress, a garbled tale of Caro and Bianchi. Fortunately, Hawk had managed to grasp the situation quickly. He had correctly guessed that Alph had warned Tasia away from his illustrious guests for her own protection. But the moment he’d grasped the enormity of the crisis, Hawk had convinced her to run the gauntlet of the top floor. Alph needed to know about this and the sooner, the better. There was no time to be lost, if Caroline was to be recovered safely. Since the only rooms that allowed confidential communication at the Lair were the two on the top floor, there was nothing to do but take Tasia up to see the Alpha.  
 
    The Alpha turned to Tasia. “What happened?” 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. “I was on the phone with Caro when I heard her exclaim about seeing the Vampire from lunch. She sounded surprised. Then, I heard a crack like that of shattering glass and Caro said, ‘what the hell’ angrily before she hung up. I tried calling her back, with no success. So, I ran to get Hawk. You asked me to stay away from the Pack Room today but …” She stopped, wilting as concern for her friend overpowered her. 
 
    Hawk put his arm around her, comforting her wordlessly.  
 
    “Caroline was on her way home from the Lair, Alph” he explained. “By my estimate, she left the Lair fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    His explanation bought Tasia the few seconds she needed to regain her composure. She straightened to flash Hawk a grateful smile.  
 
    For a moment, the Alpha watched them, his face impassive, before he whipped out his cell. 
 
    “Luis, send a messenger to the leeches. Tell Franciszka I want to meet her in one hour.” 
 
    “Yes, one hour. Then, organize search parties to look for Caroline Hamilton. She left the Lair fifteen minutes ago, and we think she was taken by Bianchi’s leeches on her way home. Scour every inch of the city and use every resource we have. I want to know where she’s being held, but no one is to approach her. I’ll handle the extraction personally.” 
 
    He listened intently to Luis. 
 
    “Send someone to recover her car. It shouldn’t be too far from the Lair.” 
 
    He cut the call and put away his cell before directing his attention to Tasia. She was now seated in the chair across his desk. Hawk hovered beside her, his own face grave.  
 
    “You’re sure it was Bianchi she saw?” Raoul asked. 
 
    Tasia nodded confidently. “When Caro exclaimed about seeing the Vampire from lunch, I was so surprised that I blurted out Bianchi’s name inadvertently. She affirmed it, right before the call was cut.” 
 
    “Then, she’s not in any immediate danger. Bianchi will not harm Caroline in any way.” The words were brusque but meant to reassure. 
 
    “I thought …” Tasia stopped. “He did give the order to kill me in Chicago because I was of no use to him.”  
 
    “This is different” the Alpha reiterated, his voice less brusque this time. “You were taken by mistake. He had no further use for you once he had Sienna. This is no mistake.  Caroline was Bianchi’s target. It’s a smart move for him, I’ll give him that. I warned him to stay away from my Pack, so he’s using the daughter of the ranking Wizard in the city to force my hand. He won’t touch your friend — harming even a single hair on Caroline’s head will have the Wizards in this city baying for his blood. Bianchi doesn’t want to go to war with the local Wizards any more than he wants to go to war with me. She’s just leverage to force me to give Sienna up.” 
 
    His words served to relieve Tasia. Some of the anxiety drained away from her.  
 
    “That’s what I told Tas, Alph” Hawk piped up. He had, of course, been hampered by having to whisper his reassurances to Tasia. “Caroline is too well connected. Bianchi would never dare harm her.”  
 
    While his assurances hadn’t had much effect on Tasia, the Alpha’s brusque words seemed to have gotten through to her, Hawk was pleased to see.  
 
    “He’s using Caroline to drive a wedge between the Shifters and Wizards in this city” Raoul muttered. “He knows how unhappy the Guardians are that Sienna’s protection has been entrusted to us, and thinks to exploit that to get access to Sienna.” 
 
    “He’s not going to get away with it, Alph, is he?” Hawk asked, the question rhetorical but the confidence in his Alpha evident. 
 
    “No, he’s not” Raoul said confidently. “David Hamilton is a different kettle of fish from the Wizards Bianchi is used to, and I won’t allow him to play Shifters against other Chosen, not in my city. 
 
    “Sit tight” he directed at Tasia and Hawk. “I’m going to give David a heads-up before I break the news to everyone else.” He crooked his thumb in the direction of the Pack Room. 
 
    While he dialed, Raoul took note of the glance that Tasia directed at Hawk. The witchling was trying to be strong for Hawk, he realized. 
 
    “David” he spoke into the phone. “This is Raoul Merceau. I have some bad news for you. Rafaelo Bianchi has Caroline.” 
 
    “What?” The older Wizard’s shock came clearly through. 
 
    “She was on her way home from the Lair when we believe she was snatched by Bianchi and his henchmen.” 
 
    “Bianchi is the Lombardi Vampire you told me about, Raoul?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end as David Hamilton grappled with the news. 
 
    “He won’t dare harm her, David” Raoul attempted to reassure the older Wizard. 
 
    “No, he won’t” David agreed composedly. “She’s leverage to get him access to Sienna.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so” Raoul concurred. “I should have seen it coming.” 
 
    “No, Raoul” David responded, much more fiercely this time. “This is not your fault. Bianchi is simply taking advantage of the disarray amongst us Wizards. It’s time we got our own house in order, so that no two-bit Vampire dares use my daughter as leverage to force your hand.” 
 
    Raoul sighed softly. What a shit storm this was.  
 
    “My Shifters are already scouring the city for Caroline. I will find out where he’s holding her, David. In the meantime, I’m going to pay Franciszka a visit.” 
 
    “The Mistress?” David exclaimed.  
 
    “If anyone can get us information on where Bianchi has her, it’s Franciszka. Bianchi is an out-of-towner and leeches are like fish out of water, away from their little patch of land. He’s getting plenty of assistance from the local leeches here in San Francisco. They’ll know where he has her tucked away.” 
 
    “Will they be willing to share that information, though?” David was skeptical. 
 
    “They will if they know what’s good for them.” Raoul’s voice hardened. He would make sure Franciszka knew which side she should support on this matter. “I’m pretty sure Bianchi will call you soon to bargain for access to Sienna.” 
 
    “I’ll stall him while we look for Caroline.” 
 
    “This might be a good opportunity to test the local alliance, David” Raoul suggested. 
 
    “Yes, I agree. I’ll give DiZeyla a call. With Shifters, Ancients and Wizards combing the city, Bianchi won’t be able to hide for long.” 
 
    “Call me when you have any information. And David, if you’re willing, I’d like to help get Caroline back once we know where she’s being held. My Shifters and I have some experience with this — I don’t want her to get hurt when this goes down.” 
 
    “Agreed” David assented tersely before signing off.     
 
    Raoul turned to the two watching him silently. “Time to put your game face on, witchling. An introduction is now inevitable. But make yourself scarce as soon as you can, without raising any suspicions. And Hawk, stick by her side until this thing is over. No matter what happens, you do not leave her. Stay here at the Lair tonight, until we have this wrapped up.” 
 
    “Got it, Alph.” 
 
    Raoul gestured them towards the door, only to stand back as Hawk strode to it. Tasia followed Hawk after a quick glance at the Alpha’s face.  
 
    As she brushed past him, he spoke softly. “Don’t worry about your friend.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed to his face. He looked his usual implacable and distant self but he had taken the time to reassure her. 
 
    “I’ll try” she said. She would.  
 
    Tasia knew that Hawk was more perturbed than he let on. If Hawk was to be her babysitter while his Pack mates hunted for Caro and the Vampires, then Tasia was determined to distract her friend from his concerns.  
 
    She followed Hawk into the Pack Room, coming to a stop as the Alpha engaged an elegantly dressed middle-aged lady. This must be the First Wizard, she realized. If one looked carefully, one could see a slight resemblance with Sienna. While the older Wizard lacked the vivaciousness that characterized her niece, she possessed a familiar easy charm that naturally drew people to her. 
 
    “Do you know David Hamilton?” Raoul addressed the First Wizard. 
 
    “Hamilton. Yes, he’s the ranking Wizard in San Francisco.”  
 
    David Hamilton had attempted to get an audience with her a few months ago, to push for the punishment of a Guardian accused of terrorizing Wizards in his city, the First Wizard recalled. The same Guardian who had history with the Alpha, if she remembered correctly. 
 
    “His daughter, Caroline Hamilton, has been abducted by the Lombardi Vampires” the Alpha announced.  
 
    Sienna gasped and Jason sat up straighter, a frown between his eyes as he stared at Raoul. 
 
    “He thinks to use the local Wizards to press you into giving him Sienna, I presume?” a youngish man with dark hair lounging beside Duncan inquired calmly. 
 
    “That’s my take on it” the Alpha assented.  
 
    “Do you need help to search for the girl, Raoul? I can have a hundred Shifters here in in an hour” the man offered. 
 
    This nondescript man must be Faoladh. Looks can certainly be very deceptive. 
 
    “Thank you, Faoladh, but we have it covered for now. The Wizards, Ancients and Shifters in San Francisco are all searching for Caroline Hamilton.” 
 
    Faoladh looked mildly intrigued by the Alpha’s statement, but the First Wizard looked astounded.  
 
    “How’d you manage that, Raoul?” the foremost Alpha Shifter inquired, an undercurrent of approval unmistakable in his query.  
 
    While not unaware of Raoul’s faults, he had always been fond of him. The boy was destined for great things, but he needed to want them first. That’s why Faoladh had handpicked Raoul Merceau to lead this investigation for the Wizards. He wanted the Chosen diaspora to see what a fantastic job Raoul could do, regardless of his personal feelings about Wizards. In Faoladh’s opinion, their world needed more co-operation and less factionalism, if they were to survive to see a new century. That Raoul was working with other Chosen in the city pleased Faoladh very much.   
 
    “We’ve been exploring an alliance of local Chosen to keep the peace in San Francisco” the Alpha explained. “The search for Caroline Hamilton gives us an opportunity to test this coalition.” 
 
    “Well done, Raoul” Faoladh contented himself with the simple words. 
 
    “If I can be of assistance in any way, Alpha?” the First Wizard offered, choosing her words with care. As Sienna’s aunt, she was grateful to the Alpha for offering her niece sanctuary. Yet, as First Wizard, she could not acknowledge her appreciation publicly, not without making the GCW look bad. This kidnapping had just highlighted the strains being wrought upon the Alpha for his assistance to Sienna. 
 
    “I don’t want you or your Pack to pay a price for your hospitality to Sienna” she said.  
 
    The Alpha contemplated her. “There’s one way you can help, First Wizard.”   
 
    “Anything” she pledged. 
 
    “Get that locket off Sienna’s neck.” He was blunt. Make whatever deals you need, but get that locket off her, he wanted to add. This was no time to play politics. 
 
    Bianchi was after the locket. He had kidnapped Caroline for it. The Wizards had failed in their various attempts to get the locket off Sienna. This was the Alpha’s way of telling the First Wizard to speed it up.  
 
    Lady Esmeralda studied him in silence, somewhat nonplussed by the blunt demand. She had not been expecting such an explicit answer.  
 
    Raoul met her eyes without a hint of apology. This was just the beginning, he determined grimly. There were other, much tougher, questions he intended to ask the First Wizard. The time for putting the lives and welfare of his Pack on the line for the Spell Casters was at an end. If the Wizards were serious about this investigation, then the First Wizard would have to step up to do her bit.  
 
    Lady Esmeralda shot a questing glance at Faoladh, who merely shrugged noncommittally, leaving her in no doubt where he stood on the matter.  
 
    “I need to make a call.” She stood up, her voice steady. “Is there somewhere I can talk?” 
 
    “Please use my private room” Raoul offered. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    As the Alpha turned away with the First Wizard, Sienna turned urgently to Hawk and Tasia. “Are you sure about Caroline?”  
 
    “She was on the phone with Tasia when the Vampires intercepted her” Hawk explained. 
 
    “Rafaelo Bianchi is a psycho.” Sienna fingered the locket around her neck unconsciously. “I hope he treats her well.”  
 
    Sienna mused that the locket was proving to be a major liability. Given what they knew about it, they couldn’t allow it to fall into Lady Bethesda’s hands. Yet, watching friends and the Pack put their lives at risk while she sat guarded in a gilded cage did not sit comfortably with her.   
 
    “He won’t lay a finger on Caroline, Sienna” Jason reassured her, knowing that Sienna had seen first-hand how callously cruel Bianchi could be. The Vampire had ordered his minions to kill Tasia for no other reason than that his men had snatched her by mistake. “That would start a war he doesn’t want. He might be a psycho, but Bianchi’s not stupid. Regardless of any divisions between us, an army of Wizards will hunt him down if he harms the daughter of a prominent Wizard to send a message to a Shifter. He won’t risk all-out war with Wizards over this.” 
 
    Sienna glanced at Tasia’s tight expression, her friend’s face reflecting her anxiety for Caroline. For both Wizards, the memories of a night in Chicago where they’d been captives of Rafaelo Bianchi and his Vampires were still fresh. 
 
    “Jason is absolutely right, Sienna” Duncan chimed in, his reassurance clearly aimed at both Tasia and Sienna. “Bianchi will not harm Caroline Hamilton.” 
 
    Faoladh observed the group silently, watching and speculating on the dynamics between the unlikely set of partners.  
 
    “How can I help, Merceau?” Jason offered as the Alpha rejoined them. 
 
    “You don’t know this city like we do, LaRue.” Raoul was honest. “But once we discover where she’s been held, that’s another story.”  
 
    “We made a good team in Chicago” he said quietly.  
 
    “Yes, we did” Jason agreed. Chicago was still fresh in all their minds, it seemed. 
 
    The heavy door to the Pack Room opened as Luis strode in.  
 
    Luis directed a respectful nod at Faoladh, before addressing the Alpha. 
 
    “Search parties have been sent out, and the leech Mistress is expecting you in half an hour.” 
 
    The Alpha turned to Duncan. “Have Atsá and Maartje direct the search from the Lair. Once we start sharing information with the Wizards and Ancients, we’ll need better co-ordination between all three teams.” 
 
    Duncan whipped out his cell. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “We found her car” Luis remarked. “It was abandoned, the windshield shattered.” 
 
    Tasia glanced at Hawk. This explained the noise she’d heard before Caro’s call was cut. 
 
    “You’re meeting Mistress Franciszka, Raoul?” Faoladh inquired. 
 
    “To persuade her to join the search for Caroline.” 
 
    “Can you?” he asked limpidly. 
 
    “I have hopes” Raoul said with utter confidence. 
 
    In response, Faoladh’s lips twitched with amusement. 
 
    The First Wizard emerged from the Alpha’s Room to make a beeline for them. 
 
    “I’ve made a deal with ElThor. A First One will be in San Francisco in three hours” she said to the Alpha. “ElThor assured me the First One can extract the locket from Sienna.” 
 
    “I’ll have him met at San Francisco Airport, First Wizard” Duncan offered. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What did you offer him in return, Esmeralda?” Faoladh asked curiously. He wanted everyone in the room to share information. The time for secrets was past. The more they collectively knew, the better equipped they’d be to tackle Bethesda when she deigned to emerge from the shadows. 
 
    “A briefing from Raoul Merceau on the current investigation he’s running for us. ElThor requested that the briefing come from a Shifter” she explained.  
 
    Despite the First Wizard’s outwardly unruffled demeanor, the request had caused much private soul-searching. ElThor’s open skepticism about Wizards and the subtle hint of his confidence in the Wyrs had shaken the First Wizard badly. 
 
    “If I could trespass on your hospitality for a few hours more, Alpha? Since there’s a good chance ElThor's Ancient might extract the locket soon, I’d like to see this through.” 
 
    “Of course” the Alpha assented graciously. “Both Faoladh and you are welcome to stay the night at the Lair. Duncan will make the arrangements. Please excuse me.”  
 
    He shot Duncan a pregnant glance before turning away. The English Shifter understood that the mantle was being passed to him. While Raoul went hunting, Duncan was being asked to watch over his Pack and his Lair, and the witchling. 
 
    Raoul turned to Luis. “Come, Luis. I need you to watch my back with the leeches.”  
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    “What a pleasure, Raoul” Mistress Franciszka trilled, coming forward to greet the Alpha.  
 
    The Alpha was flanked by Luis Beltran and Stefan Simeonov, while a phalanx of Shifters stood guard outside the mansion that Franciszka used as her nest. The leech Mistress could be unpredictable, and though Raoul was fairly sure he’d put the fear of whatever Universal Power Franciszka believed in into her the last time she’d dared cross him, he didn’t intend to chance it. Not today, when he had bigger fish to fry. So, he’d brought along a small army with him to reinforce his message, just in case. 
 
    He greeted the Mistress with an old-fashioned bow. She pouted prettily in response, batting her heavily made-up eyes at him. Once upon a time, Franciszka had been a great beauty. Her bones still hinted at it. But, after centuries of being Undead, even the glossy makeup, expensive clothes and costly jewelry could not hide the decay of her physical form. She looked pale and unhealthy under all the heavy makeup, even in the softer light of the candles that lit the room. The Undead did not believe in the modern amenities and their nests usually eschewed electricity for candlelight, though Raoul had a suspicion that the vain Mistress preferred the softer glow of candlelight to showcase her, as opposed to harsher lighting. 
 
    Franciszka glanced over Raoul’s shoulder to the two Shifters that accompanied him. She gave them a once over, ignoring Luis to focus on Stefan. 
 
    “The beautiful Were-Alpha” she murmured. She stared at him greedily, preening a little by sticking out her bony chest through the low-cut bodice of her powder blue velvet gown. 
 
    “Mistress.” Stefan nodded respectfully, his bright blue eyes glinting at her flirtatiousness.  
 
    “I appreciate you seeing me on short notice, Franciszka.” Raoul drew her attention back to him. “I’m here to do you a favor” he said bluntly. 
 
     “A favor, moj drogi!” she exclaimed, his words seeming to catch her by surprise. 
 
    “You warned me when Rafaelo Bianchi came to town. I’m here to return the favor.” 
 
    The Mistress straightened, suddenly more business-like, her flirtatious manner dropping away abruptly. She seemed to sense from Raoul’s cryptic words that he was here to impart something momentous. It was very unlike the Alpha to deliver such warnings, Franciszka knew. Usually, he tended to stay away from matters he didn’t consider Shifter business. 
 
    “What has happened, Raoul?” The dark eyes were suddenly grave. 
 
    “Bianchi has kidnapped Caroline Hamilton” he said bluntly, knowing that she’d recognize the name and put two and two together. 
 
    The Mistress’s face blanched at the news, her sudden pallor obvious, even through the makeup.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, her tone cautious.  
 
    “Pretty sure, yeah.” 
 
    For a minute, she stared blankly at Raoul’s impassive face, before pulling herself together. “That has nothing to do with me, Raoul. Neither I nor any of my Pure Bloods have anything to do with the kidnapping.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I think you understand how this looks, Franciszka. We all know that Bianchi wouldn’t have lasted a day here without logistical help from your nest.” 
 
    “I warned you about him when he first came here, Raoul.” The words came out defensively. “Why would I do that if I intended to help him? I ordered my Pure Bloods to provide minimum hospitality to Bianchi — just enough to not disobey my Master’s dictates.” 
 
    Raoul studied her, attempting to gauge the right buttons to push. She was rattled, he knew. The question was how much carrot and how much stick would be optimal now to guarantee her co-operation. 
 
    “Bianchi has changed the equation by going after the Hamilton girl, Franciszka. The Wizards know it’s Bianchi who has her. When her father orders vengeance on Vampires, Bianchi will slink back to whatever hole he crawled out from, leaving you holding the ball here. Any Vampire blood spilt in San Francisco will be that of your Pure Bloods.” 
 
    “I can handle the Wizards, Raoul. And my Master will back me up — he’s the one who ordered me to extend our hospitality to the Lombardis.” Franciszka was unfazed. This might create a wrinkle in her relationship with the local Wizards, but she was confident she could weather it. Especially since her relationship with them was pretty crappy to begin with. The fact that neither she nor her Pure Bloods had any direct involvement with the girl’s kidnapping made her confident. 
 
    “Can you afford to fall out with all the Chosen in this city, Franciszka?” Raoul inquired relentlessly. 
 
    “Why would I fall out with other Chosen?” 
 
    “The Wizards, Shifters and Ancients in San Francisco have an alliance of Chosen in place, and are co-operating in the search for Caroline Hamilton. If the Wizards come after you for this, the Pack and the Ancients will stand with them.” 
 
    The Mistress looked dumbstruck by the news. It was clear she’d had no inkling of this new alliance. There was no reason she should — there had been only a couple of meetings to hash out the details between David Hamilton, DiZeyla and the Alpha. 
 
    “Surely you do not blame me for this, Raoul. I was simply obeying orders.” 
 
    “I’ll have no choice on the matter, Franciszka” Raoul reiterated softly. “We have an understanding with the Wizards.” 
 
    The expression on Franciszka’s face now reflected an awareness of the precarious position she found herself in. Falling out with the Wizards was very different from going up against the combined might of Wizards, the Pack and Ancients. The breakdown with the Pack would hurt the most, for the Vampires had never had any kind of relationship with the other Chosen to begin with. 
 
    As the Alpha’s gold-colored eyes held her shocked gaze, she seemed to shake off her stupor. “A local alliance of Chosen” she exclaimed. “Why have the Pure Bloods been excluded from it? We deserve to be part of this, Raoul.” 
 
    “I was planning to bring up the matter at the next meeting, Franciszka” Raoul said mildly, his manner a stark contrast to her passionate outburst. “But Bianchi has made that impossible. Neither David Hamilton nor DiZeyla will agree to include the Vampires after this latest misadventure from Bianchi.” 
 
    Franciszka stared at him, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. 
 
    “The Pack values our relationship with your nest, Franciszka, but not at the expense of our relationship with the other Chosen in San Francisco” Raoul pointed out gently, making sure to get his message through.  
 
    Franciszka’s eyelids slid down to hide her thoughts from the penetrating gaze of the perceptive Alpha while she pondered the matter furiously.  
 
    Raoul waited patiently, confident that he had made his point to the Mistress. 
 
    Eventually, she looked up to meet his gaze, her demeanor calmer. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Raoul?” she inquired shrewdly. Franciszka had finally realized that the Alpha wasn’t here to merely deliver a warning.  
 
    “Find out where Bianchi is holding her.” The response was immediate. “And I’ll make sure to let the Wizards and Ancients know where the information came from. I’m not asking you to go up against Bianchi, Franciszka. Just get me the information and I’ll clean this up. I don’t think your Master will disapprove of that.” He was calm and persuasive. 
 
    Franciszka stared at him, her gaze searching his face carefully.  
 
    “With Wizards, Shifters and Ancients looking for Caroline, it’s only a matter of time before one of us locates her. You’ll lose any leverage you have at that point, Franciszka. Time is of the essence here.” The last warning was delivered softly, the gold-eyed gaze intent on driving home the message.  
 
    She seemed to ponder for another long moment before snapping her fingers imperiously.  
 
    At her silent bidding, a tall figure detached itself from the mass of shadows by the walls to come forward.  
 
    “Find out where Rafaelo is holding the Hamilton girl” she ordered imperiously, shooting the Vampire a glance pregnant with intent.  
 
    The Vampire seemed to understand his Mistress’ dictum, for he hastened out of the hall with a dozen other Vampires in tow. 
 
    “I’ll send a messenger to the Lair when I have the information, Raoul” Franciszka said crisply. “I want it clear that I expect to be given entrée into this local Chosen alliance if I do this.” 
 
    “You’ll have my full support on the matter if you come through, Franciszka” Raoul assured her impassively. 
 
    Later, as they drove back to the Lair, Stefan Simeonov inquired curiously. “Will the leeches come through, Alpha?”  
 
    “Franciszka will.” Raoul was confident. “She knows the difference between merely being the uncool kid in class, whom no one wants to hang with, and having all the kids in the school gunning for her. She’ll come through.” 
 
    From the driver’s seat, Luis asked. “Is her asking price too costly for us?” 
 
    “A seat on the local Chosen Alliance?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Not for me, Luis. I’d always meant to include her, once we had the framework of the alliance in place. What’s the point of a local coalition of Chosen if one faction is excluded? It defeats the purpose. But Franciszka was always going to be a tough sell to David and DiZeyla. Now, if she comes through with where Caroline is being held, I’ll have a stronger case. It will demonstrate what Franciszka brings to the table. And, David and DiZeyla will be a lot more amenable.” 
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    “That was David Hamilton” the Alpha announced, putting away his cell.  
 
    The two Shifters in the room, engaged in a low-voiced conversation, turned to him. 
 
    “He’s heard from Bianchi?” Duncan arched a brow, already knowing the answer.  
 
    “He’s heard from Bianchi” Raoul confirmed. 
 
    “Any surprises there?” inquired Faoladh. 
 
    “Nothing I wasn’t expecting. Bianchi assured David that Caroline would not be harmed, that he had no quarrel with the Wizards and would release her once the Pack allowed him access to Sienna. He hinted that Sienna should have been the Wizards’ responsibility, that he’d have preferred doing business with them, and all this would’ve been avoided if the Shifters hadn’t interfered with Wizard business. He insisted to David that Caroline would not be involved in this, if it weren’t for the company she keeps.”  
 
    “The company she keeps?” Faoladh prompted, puzzled by the cryptic reference. 
 
    Raoul took a deep breath. The more he attempted to keep the witchling away from this, the more she seemed to be inadvertently drawn deeper into it. 
 
    “The Hamilton girl is friends with a Wizard under Pack protection.” 
 
    “Aah. The friend she was visiting here at the Lair, before being taken by the Clan.” 
 
    Raoul nodded, choosing to ignore the subtle query in Faoladh’s voice. 
 
    “Bianchi is attempting to create a rift between the Pack and the Wizards” Duncan interjected, doing his bit to divert Faoladh’s attention away from Tasia. “He’s throwing everything he can to ruffle the waters, hoping that something will stick.” 
 
    “Will this affect your relationship with the local Wizards, Raoul?” Faoladh had watched from afar as Raoul had slowly built relationships with local Chosen. He did not want those relationships to suffer because of an investigation the Alpha led at his request. 
 
    “No.” Raoul shook his head decidedly. “The irony is that David agrees with Bianchi that Sienna should be a Wizard responsibility. Where their views digress is on who is to blame for the current situation. David told me a few weeks ago that the Wizards are abrogating their responsibility to Sienna with the infighting, and that he appreciates the Pack stepping up to offer her sanctuary.” 
 
    Faoladh said nothing, merely looking thoughtful.  
 
    “David Hamilton also owes Raoul for Anderson, as well as the mercenaries we gave into your custody, Faoladh” Duncan said. “It was his Wizards Anderson had targeted. Raoul put a stop to it, handing the Guardian and proof of his crimes over to David.” 
 
    “The Guardian has been released by the GCW, I hear.” 
 
    “Yes” Raoul concurred. “Another matter that has David unhappy with the Guardians.”  
 
    Faoladh studied Raoul. “This Wizard of yours, isn’t she the one the Guardian held captive at the Registry here?” 
 
    “Yes, Tasia aided one of mine. For her actions, I extended Pack protection to her. When she was targeted for essentially running interference for a Shifter, the Pack went to her aid. Her insights on the investigation have been invaluable. She brings a different perspective to the table” Raoul explained, trying to stave off Faoladh’s interest from veering into suspicion. Faoladh was curious of the witchling and her association with the Pack.  
 
    Faoladh looked intrigued. “I never thought to see you deal so with a Wizard, Raoul.” 
 
    “Raoul’s come a long way from the teenager you met a decade ago, Faoladh.” It was Duncan who responded, an undertone of pride in his voice he did not bother to hide.  
 
    “That he has” the powerful Shifter agreed. “I’ve watched the enormous strides you’ve taken over the years, Raoul. It only reinforced my belief that I did the right thing all those years ago.” 
 
    The Alpha stared at Faoladh, speechless for once. Faoladh had saved his life by giving him a second chance. Had he not been given that chance, Raoul’s only option would have been to continue as a Pack-less Shifter in the wild. Sooner or later, he’d have been discovered. Then, either a Pack or Faoladh himself would’ve put an end to his short life. 
 
    “I’ve never said anything all these years because I didn’t think you needed to hear the words. But I’ll say this today” Faoladh stated. “This alliance of Chosen that you’ve formed in this city makes me very hopeful for the future, Raoul. I’ve always believed that Chosen will eventually die out, unless we put our differences aside to work with each other. The day our secret is discovered is not that far off — we should ready ourselves to face that day as a united people.” 
 
    The door to the Alpha’s Room rattled before Raoul could respond.  
 
    Luis slid open the heavy door to address the Alpha. “The Ancient you’re expecting is ten minutes away. Should I have him escorted to the Pack Room?  
 
    “Yes. And inform Sienna about it, please.” 
 
    “Sienna’s here in the Pack Room, Alpha, as are Jason and the First Wizard.” 
 
    “I guess it’s time to meet ElThor’s First One” the Alpha remarked to the others, as Luis shut the door behind him.  
 
    “Raoul” Faoladh interjected abruptly before the Alpha could exit the room. “Esmeralda has been playing with a bad hand for a long time, when it comes to the GCW. She owes you big for this investigation into Bethesda, and she knows it. Use this opportunity to extract concessions from her. She won’t refuse you anything you want.” 
 
    Raoul, not sure what Faoladh was hinting at, stayed silent. He had every intention of asking the First Wizard about The Prophecy at the heart of Lady Bethesda’s ambitious power play. Beyond that, his inclination was to stay as far away from the Wizards as he could. 
 
    “I know you agreed to do this as a favor to me” Faoladh reiterated. “That doesn’t take away from what the Wizards owe you. Don’t step back from plain-speaking to Esmeralda as a sign of respect to me, Raoul. And that includes the Guardian she allowed to be set free despite his transgressions on your Pack. 
 
    “If I know you, you want to deal with the Guardian yourself” Faoladh continued, intent on driving his point across. “That would be my inclination too, if I were in your shoes, Raoul. Just keep in mind that this is how alliances are struck. She needs allies now, and this is the time to get concessions from her in return for your assistance. Your investigation has helped tremendously and will uncover more in the future. Esmeralda understands only too well that the Wizards have neither the inclination nor the ability to dig successfully into Bethesda’s past.” 
 
    “I understand” Raoul acknowledged quietly, his expression thoughtful. Faoladh was right, he realized on second thought. He shouldn’t allow his dislike of Wizards to blind him to what the First Wizard owed the Pack. While he steered clear of Wizard affairs, he should not walk away from what was owed to him and his Pack by the Wizards.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go check the mettle of ElThor’s First One” Faoladh said mildly, satisfied at having gotten his message through.  
 
    Minutes later, a tall, well-built man strode into the Pack Room with Luis. 
 
    The Alpha moved forward to greet him. “Raoul Merceau.”  
 
    “The Alpha Protector making waves” the man responded with a flash of recognition. “Roman Durovic. Pleased to meet you.”   
 
    Raoul returned the Ancient’s greeting politely, but something in the Alpha’s expression, a subtle shift perhaps, seemed to betray him, for Durovic murmured “I see that you’ve heard of me too.” 
 
    “Ours is a small world” the Alpha countered suavely, directing his guest to where the First Wizard waited to greet him.  
 
    Raoul had certainly recognized the name. Roman Durovic was slated to be the next Ancient to lead the Setik in the Americas. Rumor was that TorElnor himself had hand-picked his successor and was grooming him for the day he would lead his brethren. Durovic might not consider himself powerful enough to use a Magick Façade yet, but Raoul had no doubt that the Ancient possessed raw power in spades. TorElnor was as shrewd as they came and would not pick a leader without the power to overawe the Ancients he would one day lead. 
 
    While the First Wizard exchanged polite pleasantries with Durovic, Raoul cast a quick glance behind her, where Sienna waited for an introduction with Tasia in tow. Sienna’s expression held both hope and trepidation, while the witchling looked uncomfortable. He had been surprised to see Tasia in the Pack Room when he’d emerged from his tete-a-tete with Duncan and Faoladh. She’d been seated by Sienna, engaged in polite conversation with the First Wizard, while Hawk, a little distance away in company with Jason LaRue, kept a watchful eye over the proceedings. As expected, Hawk had taken his Alpha’s dictum very seriously. Not that Hawk ever needed a command or excuse to watch over the witchling. At Raoul’s entrance, the witchling had shot him a glance that hinted at her discomfort. He’d interpreted it to mean that her presence here had been unavoidable, and not by choice. Unfortunately, before Raoul could respond to that glance from her, Roman Durovic had been announced and it had been too late to banish her from this encounter. 
 
    The Alpha gave the First Wizard as much privacy as possible, under the circumstances, to confer with the Chosen who had come to San Francisco, at her request, to assist with Wizard business. But once the two had exchanged pleasantries, the First Wizard seemed to step back, leaving further introductions up to him. Raoul stepped in to introduce Durovic to the others.  
 
    “Sienna McAlister and Tasia Armstrong” he introduced briefly, before moving on to the next set of introductions. 
 
    “Hawk Manotti and Jason LaRue. Jason is the Guardian liaison to the Pack.”  
 
    With brief introductions, the Alpha sought to give Roman an idea of the various players involved in the matter he was here to solve. 
 
    “Duncan Hawthorne, one of my Were-Alphas.” 
 
    Before the Alpha could introduce the man beside Duncan, Roman Durovic acknowledged the Shifter respectfully. “Faoladh” he murmured. “It’s an honor.”  
 
    “I’m pleased to see the First Ones involved in this matter.” Faoladh returned the greeting graciously. 
 
    Roman acknowledged the comment, before turning to Raoul.  
 
    “I gather it is Sienna who needs my help, Alpha?” 
 
    Considerably taken aback, Raoul responded affirmatively. It seemed the Ancient would rather deal with him than the Wizards who’d invited him into this affair, he realized. Otherwise, it made no sense for Durovic to pointedly address his queries to the Alpha when the First Wizard, who had made the deal with ElThor, was in the room. 
 
    “How I can help?” Roman asked briskly. 
 
    “Sienna has a magic artifact around her neck, held in place by Vampire magic. The Wizards have been unsuccessful in detaching it without triggering its inherent magic. All attempts so far have caused Sienna immense pain.” The Alpha was succinct and to the point. 
 
    “I see.” The Ancient glanced at Sienna.  
 
    Sienna returned his gaze with composure, though her nervous fingering of the locket around her neck betrayed her uneasiness. 
 
    “I should be able to assist with that.” Roman directed a reassuring smile at Sienna. Sienna’s effervescent charm was missing this evening. Caroline’s kidnapping had unnerved her.  
 
    “The First Wizard tells me you’re the man to talk to about this matter.” Roman addressed the Alpha with a sweeping gesture that took in the Wizard’s presence at the Lair and Sienna’s predicament. It was Roman’s way of reminding the First Wizard of her promise to ElThor to not keep the Ancients in the dark anymore. It was also a way to ensure that the Shifters were on board with the deal the First Wizard had made. 
 
    “I am” Raoul acknowledged. “But you’ll have to excuse me for now. I’ve an urgent situation I need to deal with first.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me.” Roman was agreeable. “I’ve all the time in the world.” 
 
    In an abrupt move, he turned to Sienna to hold out his hand to her. There was a sharp cry from her as she swept her hands to the back of her neck in response. Tasia turned to her friend in alarm, even as the First Wizard and Jason rushed to her.  
 
    Roman, seemingly oblivious to the urgency of Sienna’s friends, turned to the Alpha unhurriedly. 
 
    “I believe this belongs to you.” He held out his closed fist to the Alpha. As his fingers uncurled unhurriedly, the locket from Sienna’s neck could be seen nestled in his palm, still attached to the string that had once held it together. The two ends of the string were frayed.   
 
    The softly spoken words nevertheless seemed to draw the attention of everyone in the room. A muted gasp rang out at the realization that the locket had been detached successfully, with minimum fuss.  
 
    Tasia, like everyone else, craned her neck to look at Durovic’s palm.  
 
    He’s a powerful telekinetic. And he knows how to use his powers. 
 
    Raoul glanced at the Ancient, amusement writ large on his face. “Nicely done” he commended, making no move to take the locket from the other man’s hand. 
 
    “Thank you. I try.”  
 
    “I believe the artifact belongs to the Wizards” the Alpha said. “The First Wizard is the rightful recipient of it.” 
 
    Roman directed a searching glance at the Alpha, before turning to the First Wizard.  
 
    She, in turn, shot the Alpha a puzzled look before accepting the artifact from Roman. 
 
    “Thank you, Roman Durovic. The Wizards are in your debt” she said formally.  
 
    Roman inclined his head to acknowledge her, before addressing Sienna. “I hope I didn’t hurt you. It had to be done quickly, unexpectedly, and with a single wrench to effectively void the Blutsauger magic.” 
 
    “I’m not hurt.” Sienna was more composed now. “To be honest, I was more startled than anything. Thank you. I’m glad to be rid of that thing.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    There was the standard warning rattle from the door before Luis opened it to step in. 
 
    “There’s a leech downstairs with information from the Mistress, Alpha” Luis stated calmly.  
 
    Neither his voice nor expression reflected any of the excitement that the presence of the leech messenger had generated throughout the Lair. Word of Caroline Hamilton’s kidnapping and the Alpha’s out-maneuvering of the Mistress to gain her co-operation had quickly spread. 
 
    “Escort him up. And Luis, I don’t have to tell you to watch him.”  
 
    “I will.” Luis was his usual steady self as he shut the door behind him. 
 
    “It might be better for the leeches to remain unaware of your presence here, First Wizard” the Alpha remarked to the CoC representative. 
 
    “I agree” she said briskly. She glanced at Faoladh, her eyes inquiring of his intentions. 
 
    “Could we borrow your private room, Raoul?” Faoladh asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Come, Esmeralda.” The powerful Shifter held his arm out to the First Wizard who hurried to take it. As the two headed to the smaller room set aside for the Alpha’s use, Raoul glanced at Roman Durovic, his eyebrow arched in silent query. 
 
    “This is the local Clan?” Durovic inquired. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve no objections to the local Vampires knowing about my presence at your Lair. I’d like to stay, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Raoul checked once again. A lot of Chosen were paranoid and tended to keep information, especially related to their whereabouts and knowledge of potential alliances, private.  
 
    “This is to do with the urgent situation that needs handling, correct?” the Ancient asked perspicaciously. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, I’m sure.” 
 
    Duncan shepherded everyone discreetly to one side of the room but Jason strode up to the Alpha. 
 
    “You think the Mistress has Caroline’s location?”  
 
    “I’m sure of it.” Raoul was confident. 
 
    Jason shot him an incredulous look. “You have to tell me one day how you managed it, Merceau.” 
 
    Raoul glanced into the brown eyes of the man he had come to trust and respect over the course of the investigation. “I will” he promised.  
 
    The door rattled in warning once more before Luis escorted a Vampire into the Pack Room. Raoul recognized the man. It was the leech who had peeled away from the shadowy walls of the room Franciszka loved to lounge in, to obey his Mistress’ imperious command to locate Caroline. 
 
    “You have information for me?” The Alpha noted the Vampire’s muted surprise at the presence of others in the Pack Room. 
 
    “The girl you seek is being held at an empty warehouse in the Presidio” the man intoned without emotion. Pulling out a piece of folded paper from his pocket, he placed it carefully on a table near him. 
 
    “She’s there now but we cannot guarantee that she’ll not be moved by morning” the Vampire stated precisely. 
 
    Raoul acknowledged the Vampire’s warning with a nod. The leech was not telling him anything new. Time was of the essence here. If Bianchi even suspected that the local leeches knew where he held Caroline, he’d move her. The Italian leech, playing a dangerous game of pitting Chosen against Chosen here in San Francisco, could not risk Franciszka succumbing to pressure from one or other of the local Chosen, who presumably she’d have to live with, once the foreign leeches had abandoned the city for greener pastures. 
 
    “Tell your Mistress that the Pack will not forget this.”  
 
    The Vampire nodded respectfully at the Alpha, shot another look at the other Chosen in the room, and allowed himself to be escorted out by Luis.  
 
    Duncan walked over to pick up the folded piece of paper the Vampire had left behind. He unfolded the note carefully to glance through it, before handing it to the Alpha. 
 
    Raoul glanced at it. “Tell Atsá and Maartje to stand down all the teams searching for her, and get a party together to head out in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “That quickly?” Duncan raised an eyebrow. “You believe the leeches.”  
 
    “I do. Bianchi will figure out soon enough that Franciszka’s leeches have been snooping around, asking questions. I’ll give David and DiZeyla a heads-up. Then, we move out. I’ve a feeling the clock’s already ticking on Bianchi moving her.” 
 
    “I’ll rustle up as many as I can.” 
 
    “Count me in” Jason added, strolling up to the duo.  
 
    Raoul shot a quick glance at Sienna huddled together with Tasia, Hawk and the Ancient. Roman wore a thoughtful expression on his face.  
 
    “You’re short-handed tonight with the search teams still spread out over the city. It’ll take time to bring them in — time you might not have” Jason countered persuasively. “It will give me great pleasure to teach Bianchi a lesson. It’s long overdue.”  
 
    “You’ve persuaded me, LaRue.” Sienna would be safe in the Lair and they could certainly use him.  
 
    Raoul turned to Duncan. “Beef up the Lair. Bianchi will turn vicious if he feels cornered. If he lays siege here, I want the numbers to remind him what a mistake that would be, Duncan.”  
 
    It was an unlikely prospect, but Bianchi was unpredictable and Raoul did not intend to chance it.  
 
    “Atsá and Maartje will hold down the fort here while we’re gone. Ask them to be ready to send out reinforcements, should we find ourselves in need of them” Raoul continued. “I want you with us, Duncan. You’ll stay in communication with the Lair at all times.” 
 
    Duncan nodded. They didn’t want to be outnumbered, like they had been once before by Franciszka’s Vampires. Shifters already spread out searching for Caroline would be on their way back to the Lair. Once they were here, they’d have the numbers to secure the Lair and even send out reinforcements to the Alpha if he summoned them.  
 
    “And Duncan” Raoul warned softly. “Don’t worry about the numbers. Time is our enemy here. Get together as many Shifters as you can quickly, to move out.” 
 
    “You’re planning to go up against the Clan, if I understand correctly” Roman Durovic chimed in, strolling up to the Alpha as Duncan set the ball rolling. “Does this have anything to do with why my presence was requested here tonight?”  
 
    “Yes.” The Alpha’s response was brief. 
 
    “Then, count me in. Our deal with the First Wizard makes me privy to this information anyway. This way, I can be of some use while I wait for you to brief me.” 
 
    “I’m not shy in a fight” Roman added, his tone lit with an underlying note of amusement, as Raoul remained silent. “If that’s what is making you hesitate to include me, Alpha.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re not.” The Alpha’s voice held a matching trace of amusement. “LaRue will give you some background. I’ve to make some calls before we head out.” 
 
    “Hawk, you’ll stay at the Lair” he directed as he headed to the Alpha’s Room, cell in hand. 
 
    “Okay, Alph.” Hawk knew who he was responsible for tonight. Atsá and Maartje were formidable Were-Alphas and it would take someone very crafty to pierce through their defenses. But not many knew about the dangers that stalked Tasia. With Duncan and the Alpha out tonight, endeavoring to get Caroline back from the leeches, Hawk would be the only Shifter at the Lair with knowledge of Tasia’s unique vulnerabilities. 
 
    Roman turned to Jason with an inquiring expression, as Raoul slipped into the Alpha’s Room to shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Bianchi, the leech we’re after, placed the artifact you helped extricate on Sienna. He’s been trying to get to her for weeks.” 
 
    Roman’s lips quirked subtly in silent amusement at the Wizard’s use of the Shifters’ colloquial moniker for the Clan.  
 
    “Presumably for the locket he placed on her?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The number of Wizards at the Lair had surprised Roman, and the subtle evidence of their cozy relationship with Raoul Merceau was even more astonishing. This Guardian, it seemed, not only resided at the Lair but was also comfortable enough with the Alpha to ask to be included in Shifter business. It also hadn’t escaped Roman’s notice that the Alpha had agreed to include the Guardian without demur. The incident had emboldened Roman to offer his assistance to the Alpha. Usually, the Wyrs were touchy about including outsiders in their business. TorElnor was right — something strange was brewing here between the Pack and the First Wizard’s people. 
 
    “I’m guessing the reason this Vampire hasn’t been able to get to Sienna is because she lives at the Lair?” Roman prompted, subtly pumping Jason for more information.  
 
    “The Alpha offered Sienna sanctuary, once we realized the significance of the artifact around her neck.”  
 
    “What is the significance of this artifact?” 
 
    “That’s a question you’ll need to direct to the Alpha.” Jason clammed up.  
 
    “Okay” Roman said agreeably. “Can you tell me why the Vampire kidnapped this particular Chosen?” 
 
    “She’s the daughter of the ranking Wizard in San Francisco. He’s hoping to use her father to push the Pack into giving him Sienna.” 
 
    Roman whistled silently, taken aback by the blunt assessment. The Clan was either desperate or knew something not privy to the other Chosen. This Vampire was deploying a scorched earth policy to get his own way here. Fanning the flames of inter-Chosen rivalry and mistrust in a territory was frowned upon, especially since the advent of the CoC. 
 
    “This Vampire, Bianchi — he’s not local, right?” 
 
    “No, he’s from the Lombardi Nest.” 
 
    “The messenger that came in with the girl’s location is local, though?” Roman verified. 
 
    “Yes, Merceau persuaded the local Mistress that it would be in her best interests to co-operate with him” Jason said blandly. 
 
    The Ancient’s eyebrows arched up. “I see” he murmured. Interesting, he mused silently. The Alpha seemed to have deeper relationships with Chosen factions in this city than rumor and gossip hinted at.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Raoul exited the Alpha’s Room with Faoladh and the First Wizard. By then, Atsá and Maartje were busy directing operations in the Pack Room, with a group of Shifters in tow. A quick glance showed the Alpha that Hawk had used the opportunity to whisk the witchling away, before the Pack Room got more crowded. 
 
    “Duncan has twenty Shifters assembled downstairs, ready to go” Atsá informed him. 
 
    “If you give us the location, we’ll direct all Shifter search parties near it to join you, while we organize the rest” Maartje chimed in. 
 
    “Twenty will be more than sufficient for tonight, Maartje” Raoul said calmly. “Have everyone else head back to the Lair.” 
 
    “You’ll call for reinforcements later?” Maartje insisted, not wanting the Pack to be outnumbered on Pack turf. 
 
    “If I need them, certainly, but I don’t think we will, Maartje” the Alpha said. “The Pack will be part of a joint group of Ancients, Shifters and Wizards to confront Bianchi. The group is primarily a show of force to back DiZeyla up, while she negotiates for Caroline’s release. I doubt Bianchi will choose to fight once he sees our combined numbers.” 
 
    Silence descended on the room as the Shifters digested the unexpected news. 
 
    “If we don’t teach the leeches a lesson now for messing with the Pack, Alpha” Stefan Simeonov spoke up. “It’ll embolden them to try a stunt like this again.” 
 
    “Once we have Caroline, Bianchi and his leeches will be asked to leave San Francisco, and the Pack will work with the local Wizards and Ancients to enforce it” Raoul stated implacably. 
 
    There was another instant of silence in the Pack Room. This was unprecedented — the Pack had never co-operated with other Chosen over something they considered Pack business. And neither had they allowed anyone else to take the lead on a matter like this before. 
 
    “You believe we should work with the other Chosen on this, Alpha?” It was Atsá, the venerable Were-Alpha, who asked the question that every Shifter was thinking but didn’t dare ask, lest it be taken as a challenge to his authority by the Alpha. 
 
    Raoul cast a glance around the silent room and the Shifters waited with bated breath for his response. The non-Shifters, sensing the pulse in the room, looked suddenly more watchful. 
 
    “One day, Atsá, this Pack will have a showdown with Rafaelo Bianchi” Raoul said, an underlying note of steel in his voice. “He might not have come at us directly, but I won’t let Bianchi walk away scot-free for this. He’s made Shifters feel under siege in their own home. Just for that, he deserves to be taught a lesson. Right now, the Wizards and Ancients want him away from their city and are willing to help enforce a ban. I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I want our vulnerable Pack mates to feel safe again — no more being asked to travel in packs while the leeches are in town. Once he’s been booted from here, it’ll be my pleasure to teach him the consequences of going up against the Pack.” 
 
    “That is sound strategy” Maartje remarked approvingly, though the watchful look in her sharp blue eyes belied her laidback tone.  
 
    Atsá nodded affirmatively, responding to her quick glance at him.  
 
    Their steady responses seemed to break the sudden tension in the room. 
 
    “Sienna has a suggestion.” Jason drew Raoul’s attention. “If we’re primarily going in as a show of force, it merits consideration.” 
 
    “I should go with you, Alpha” Sienna, who had strolled up with Jason, remarked. “If Bianchi sees that the locket is no longer on me, he might stop trying to ambush others to get to me.” 
 
    Unsaid were the words that Bianchi would no longer have any reason to go after those he considered her allies or well-wishers.  
 
    The Alpha pondered the matter. “It’s a good idea. He’s not stupid enough to come after the Pack directly, but many of our friends are under the gun because of him. It’s time to take the fight to him. This will throw him off his game.” 
 
    “I agree with Raoul — it is time to take the fight to them” Faoladh, silently watching the Alpha handle his Shifters, joined the fray unexpectedly. “We’ve allowed them to dictate the terms of this engagement so far. Now, it’s time to change the game before they get too comfortable. While my Shifters sift through the past, let’s push a few of their buttons.”  
 
    Raoul met Faoladh’s eyes for a split second. The First Wizard watched the unspoken communication between the two Shifters silently. Raoul understood the message — the baton had been passed. This was his mission now. He had earned the right to drive it as he chose. Shifters never played it safe and Faoladh was letting him know that it was time to handle this game of cat and mouse like a Shifter. The Wizards had effectively abrogated all responsibility on the matter. 
 
    He turned to the Ancient watching the byplay with no discernible expression on his face. “Now that the chances of a fight are slim, would you still like to join us, Durovic?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” The response was prompt. “If nothing else, I can help the Guardian keep an eye on Sienna here. We wouldn’t want any harm to come to her. Not after I’ve helped rid her of the seemingly radioactive locket around her neck” he said lightly. 
 
    Sienna arched an eyebrow at the sally that Roman responded to with a grin. 
 
    “Let’s go.” The Alpha gave the call. 
 
    As the door to the Pack Room swung shut behind those heading out to confront Bianchi, leaving only Atsá and Maartje in the room with them, the First Wizard turned to Faoladh. 
 
    “I’m very impressed with your Raoul Merceau” she admitted softly. “When you first told me who you’d put in charge of this investigation, I was taken aback because I know a little of his history with us. But I’ll be the first to admit that you picked the right man for the job.” 
 
    “I knew that when I picked him, Esmeralda” Faoladh said imperturbably. “It is why I chose him for the job in the first place.” 
 
    “This local alliance he seems to have forged is astounding” she added, an underlying note of astonishment in her voice. The First Wizard had assumed that the alliance was a token one, like an unofficial forum to air differences between local Chosen factions. In a big city like San Francisco, it would be hard for the various Chosen to not occasionally trip over each other. A forum would help resolve any friction before small misunderstandings could escalate into bigger issues. But she had been privy to the Alpha’s conversation with the other Chosen leaders in his private room, and this alliance seemed much more than a simple forum. The factions here were looking to co-operate on matters of common interest. This case of Caroline Hamilton pertained directly to the Wizards and indirectly to the Shifters, yet both groups, as well as the Ancients, seemed united in their intent to co-ordinate her rescue. To the First Wizard’s surprise, when David Hamilton had suggested that DiZeyla handle the negotiations with the Vampires for Caroline’s release, the Alpha had not demurred. Neither the vaunted Shifter pride nor the usual raring for a fight that Shifters were notorious for had been on display in the Alpha’s Room. 
 
    This was no quick-tempered and volatile Shifter Alpha, it was clear. The infractions against his Pack would be punished, but only after the Wizard girl had been brought home and the vulnerable members of his Pack made safe. That astounded the First Wizard, who was used to a more brawn-heavy and less well thought out strategy from the Shifters. Perhaps, she realized shrewdly, Faoladh’s propensity for Raoul Merceau was driven in part by the same cool-headed judgement and intelligent decision-making the powerful Wyr was himself known for.  
 
    “Come, Esmeralda. Let me introduce you to two of Raoul’s Were-Alphas.” Faoladh drew her towards the two Shifters. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8  
 
    The local Chosen Alliance comes to the party 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the Presidio, in the dark, a group of Chosen held council a safe distance from the address unearthed by Franciszka’s Vampires. Scattered warehouses loomed large in the night, silent now that the businesses they housed were done for the day.  
 
    Duncan strode up to the three leaders who led their brethren in San Francisco. “All three teams are in place, awaiting our signal.”  
 
    Three teams, one from each Chosen faction in the local alliance, surrounded the warehouse they suspected Caroline was being held in. They waited for the signal to move in and cut off access to the building, while a different team negotiated for Caroline’s release.  
 
    DiZeyla glanced around her at the assorted Chosen and the small fleet of cars that waited to block all the exits from the warehouse.   
 
    “It’s time to make my entrance” she interjected.  
 
    JaRol, her deputy, turned to Duncan. “Shall I signal the teams?” 
 
    “Have them move in ten minutes. The timing has to be precise or the leeches might move their hostage.” 
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    Raoul glanced at his watch. “Let’s give DiZeyla a thirty minute head start” he remarked to the Wizard beside him. 
 
    “Agreed.” David Hamilton looked solemn. 
 
    “We’ll have her back safe, David” DiZeyla murmured reassuringly as she passed them on her way to the car that waited for her at the curb. 
 
    David roused himself. “I’ve no doubt that Caroline’s rescue is in very good hands, DiZeyla. This is a good team we have here tonight.”  
 
    DiZeyla hopped into the car with two of her Ancients. They drove the short distance to come to a stop before a warehouse. She waited patiently, making no move to exit the car. A cell trilled abruptly, breaking the silence in the car. It was their cue. DiZeyla reached for the cell while one of her Ancients jumped out to hold the door open for her. 
 
    “You’re a go” Duncan’s plummy English tones announced dispassionately on the call. 
 
    DiZeyla stepped out unhurriedly. Flanked by two Ancients, she walked to the warehouse entrance. The driver of the car peeled away from the curb to bar the way into the building, making no effort to hide his presence anymore.  
 
    The Ancients accompanying DiZeyla pounded on the door enthusiastically, until it was opened by a bony pale-faced man. 
 
    “Clan?” inquired an Ancient. 
 
    The Vampire, clearly surprised by the query, nodded affirmatively after a quick glance at the three facing him. 
 
    “We’re First Ones and this is our leader” the Ancient said. “She’s here to meet Rafaelo Bianchi.” 
 
    “Rafaelo, but …” That was all the Vampire had time to squeak as the Ancient grabbed him to move him forcefully out of the way.  
 
    DiZeyla and the second Ancient made their way in to stride unhurriedly through a narrow corridor that brought them to an open foyer with two exits, a door on the same floor and a second one through a staircase that led to the floor upstairs. They waited at the foyer, confident the Vampires would come looking for them soon enough. Vampires had phenomenal hearing, like Shifters. That was why the teams protecting the other exits had to be timed precisely. A minute later, the door was shoved forcefully open as a youngish man strode out purposefully. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on here?” he spat out, before stopping short as he caught sight of DiZeyla and her companion. “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    “I’m DiZeyla” she announced calmly. “I lead the First Ones in this city. I’m here to talk to Rafaelo Bianchi.” 
 
    The Vampire’s dark eyes widened with mingled shock and astonishment. DiZeyla watched him dispassionately. 
 
    “First One” he spluttered, before pulling himself together.  
 
    “I’m Rafaelo Bianchi” he introduced himself more calmly. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    DiZeyla shot a glance at her Ancient escort, who turned away to head back the way they’d come in. 
 
    “I’m here to escort Caroline Hamilton back to her family” she said. 
 
    Two more Vampires burst precipitously through the door. 
 
    Bianchi shot them an angry look. “Attend to your duties” he snarled. “I’ll handle our guest here.” 
 
    The Vampires disappeared back through the door they’d emerged from, after a quick glance at Bianchi’s face. 
 
    Bianchi turned to DiZeyla. “I’m open to a discussion” he said smoothly. “Shall we?” he asked the Ancient leader with a smile, his good mood seemingly restored after the quick flash of temper. He gestured at the doorway the Vampires had disappeared through.  
 
    “Certainly” she responded composedly to walk through the door. 
 
    Inside was a small intimate amphitheater with a raised stage and seating arranged before it in a semi-circle. DiZeyla made her way unerringly and without prompting to the space between the stage and the semi-circular theatre seating, where a table with four chairs, possibly for a discussion of some kind, sat empty. 
 
    “I apologize if my Pure Bloods have inadvertently interfered in Ancient affairs, DiZeyla. I’ve the utmost respect for the First Ones” Bianchi stated suavely, seating himself across from her. 
 
    “That will make my job here easier” she said politely. “I would like you to release Caroline Hamilton into my custody.” 
 
    “There seems to be a misunderstanding here.” Bianchi was unperturbed. Gone was the consternation briefly on display at his first glimpse of her, waiting calmly inside the very warehouse he held the Wizard girl hostage in. Especially a location he’d considered secret from everyone in this city — Chosen and human alike. 
 
    “I don’t believe so. We know that you’re holding her against her will here” she said calmly. 
 
    “I’m not denying that we have a Wizard in our custody. But we don’t intend any harm to her.” 
 
    “Only to kidnap her and hold her hostage while you make demands of her father?” DiZeyla inquired, making her skepticism of the Vampire’s claims clear. 
 
    “My Pure Bloods assumed that she was a friend of the Pack when they found her outside their Lair.” Bianchi was unruffled. He guessed that her father, the powerful David Hamilton, had dispatched DiZeyla to demand his daughter’s release once the Pack had refused to give up Sienna in exchange for his daughter. Though he hadn’t expected Hamilton to involve the First Ones in this affair, it was a minor wrinkle, not yet an insurmountable one. Bianchi was still confident that the matter could be salvaged — that he could get to Sienna by using the Hamilton girl.  
 
    “I’m not sure what you’ve been told, DiZeyla, but it was never our intent to drag the First Ones into this conflict” he countered suavely. “The Pack has something that belongs to us. The Wizard is merely a guarantee to ensure that the Pack does not renege. I assumed that holding her might be a more palatable option to the Chosen in San Francisco than an all-out assault on the Pack here.”  
 
    DiZeyla gazed at him calmly, choosing to ignore the Vampire’s subtle threat against her city. “I think it is you who doesn’t have the whole picture” she suggested gently. “There’s a pact in place in San Francisco that you might not be aware of.” 
 
    “A pact?” 
 
    “One that unites First Ones, Wizards and Wyrs in face of a threat to one of ours. Your assault on Caroline has angered both Wizards and Wyrs. That’s why I’m here tonight. To give you a chance to fix this mistake before it becomes something you regret.” 
 
    Bianchi looked gobsmacked by her revelation, clearly shocked by the existence of such a pact. To his knowledge, no Chosen factions had ever co-operated in such a manner. He’d been counting on the Hamilton girl to create discord between the Shifters and Wizards, dividing them over their responsibilities to Sienna and the city in general. 
 
    “You say you don’t intend to harm your hostage” she continued. “I hope you mean it, for it will mean that the First Ones will guarantee your safe exit from San Francisco. If your hostage is released unharmed into my custody, I give you my word that neither you nor your Blutsaugers will be harmed if you leave this city by dawn.” 
 
    The Vampire who had opened the front door to DiZeyla rushed into the room before Bianchi could respond.  
 
    “A hundred Chosen surround the building, Rafaelo” he gasped out hurriedly before being shoved out of the way as Duncan, Stuart Hamilton and JaRol pushed past him.  
 
    Bianchi ignored them, only to rise precipitously as the Alpha and David Hamilton followed them in. The five Chosen came to a stop by the table with the Alpha and David Hamilton arraigned behind DiZeyla, who never took her eyes off Bianchi.  
 
    “Chosen surround this building, Blutsauger” DiZeyla warned. “There’s no escape from here. You can either deal with me or one of them.” She gestured at the Alpha and David Hamilton.  
 
    A hint of uncertainty crossed Bianchi’s face. He ignored the Alpha, who he clearly didn’t want to deal with. One look at David’s thunderous visage seemed to make up the Vampire’s mind.  
 
    “Get the girl” Bianchi commanded the Vampire who hovered uncertainly behind the five Chosen he had been shoved aside to make way for. 
 
    “She’s unharmed” he directed at David Hamilton. “I told you she would be and I always keep my word.” 
 
    “What word?” David retorted angrily. “You’re the coward who went after my daughter because you don’t have the guts to go up against the Pack.” 
 
    “I understand your frustration.” Bianchi used his most soothing tone. “But this situation could have been avoided if the Pack had not interfered in Wizard matters.” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough.” David raised his hand to pre-empt Bianchi. “Sienna McAlister was offered sanctuary at the Lair only because we Wizards couldn’t get our act together. Though why that is any concern of yours, I fail to understand. You’ve no right to accost Sienna under any circumstances, Vampire! You should thank DiZeyla for saving your hide tonight” he continued wrathfully. “She convinced us to treat this as a rookie mistake. That’s why we’re offering you the chance to slink away from our city.” 
 
    Bianchi remained silent, realizing that his options were limited. This pact between the Chosen factions had completely thrown him for a loop. Chosen had never co-operated with each other before — not at the local level, and certainly not at any larger scale. Faoladh, who believed that unity was key to the survival of the Chosen, had advocated for the formation of the CoC to facilitate this very type of co-operation.  
 
    Bianchi scrutinized the three leaders shrewdly, looking for a weak point to exploit. DiZeyla and Hamilton seemed very cozy with each other. It was harder to tell with the Alpha. So far, he’d remained silent, allowing his presence here to make his point, and Hamilton had shut down his attempt to blame this on the Shifters. What was it with Raoul Merceau and his newfound enthusiasm for Wizards? But Bianchi was not deterred yet. He suspected that eventually, the Pack would either cut Sienna loose or drop their guard. He’d watch from the sidelines until then, waiting for his moment.  
 
    “Oh, and this is a one-time offer only. If you ever set foot in San Francisco again, DiZeyla will not stop either Raoul or me from giving you the thrashing you deserve” David Hamilton emphasized with deadly intent. “You’re not welcome here, Vampire.” 
 
    “What?” Bianchi’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    DiZeyla had offered him a safe exit from the city. To Bianchi, that meant waiting it out until things had calmed down. The Beast Lord would be gunning for him, he knew. The Shifters never forgave or forgot any transgression, but he’d meant to divert the Alpha’s attention and slip back in after a few weeks had passed. 
 
    “You’re banned from San Francisco, Bianchi. We’ll enforce it.” The Alpha spoke up for the first time, his tones dispassionate, in contrast to David Hamilton’s wrathful voice.  
 
    “You can’t do that” Bianchi protested, just as Caroline Hamilton stumbled on to the raised stage behind him from a side door, with two Vampires trailing her. 
 
    Her brother rushed to her and her father ignored Bianchi’s words to follow his son. 
 
    “Try me” the Alpha warned softly. “This isn’t over, leech, not by a long shot. DiZeyla wants to be fair. She’s giving you a few hours to clear off. I suggest you take it.” 
 
    Thwarted thus, the Vampire’s expression tightened.  
 
    “How is she?” DiZeyla called out to the three Hamiltons making their way carefully down the stage stairs, her brother and father flanking Caroline.  
 
    “I’m fine.” It was Caroline who answered, her eyes scanning the crowd in the room. “Just a little groggy from whatever they put in me.” 
 
    “Good.” The Ancient leader looked relieved. “Take her home, David. Raoul and I will finish up here.”  
 
    DiZeyla turned to Bianchi. The Vampire wore a strangely helpless expression on his face. “Remember, Blutsauger, once the sun comes up, I won’t stop the Wyrs or Wizards from exacting their revenge. And take Raoul’s advice: don’t come back to our city” she added as an aside. “I will not help you again.” 
 
    “A minute, DiZeyla” Raoul interjected as the Ancient stood up. “There’s someone here who wishes to have a word with Bianchi.”  
 
    DiZeyla nodded, turning to have a word with David while Caroline and her brother exited the room. 
 
    Bianchi watched as Duncan called out to Luis. This was the cue for Sienna to walk in.  
 
    Caroline had already exited the auditorium when Sienna strode in with Jason by her side. Somewhat to Raoul’s surprise, Roman Durovic accompanied the two Wizards. 
 
    “Sienna” Bianchi exclaimed, intrigued and surprised. 
 
    Sienna eyes flashed to him, alight with anger. “I’ve something to get off my chest.”  
 
    The obvious fury in her voice had DiZeyla and David Hamilton breaking off their conversation to glance at her. 
 
    “Leave me alone” she hissed angrily, coming to a stop before Bianchi. “I want nothing to do with you.” 
 
    Bianchi ignored her words, his eyes on her neck. For a moment, he seemed to stagger back in shock, almost falling over. “Your …” He stopped himself in time, his horrified gaze on her bare neck. 
 
    Despite the provocation, Sienna remained silent. Furious and determined to have her say, Sienna nevertheless did not intend to allow her fury to override her judgement. The Alpha had been emphatic that she not betray any knowledge of the locket’s significance, so she played clueless at the Vampire’s reaction.  
 
    “My what?” she demanded as Bianchi continued to stare at her as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “Do you mean my mother? Well, you can tell her that I want nothing to do with her, either.” 
 
    There was an involuntary movement from David Hamilton, and Roman’s eyes narrowed on Sienna. Bianchi continued to look dazed, almost as if he was unable to process everything. 
 
    “This is the last time you go after my friends” Sienna continued her tirade, undeterred by the Vampire’s silence. “You kidnapped Caroline to get to me, so here I am. Tell me what you’ve to say, and then stay the hell away from me. Tell me.” Her voice rose angrily. 
 
    “Quite the firebrand” Roman murmured sotto voice to Raoul, who was watching the tableau impassively. 
 
    Though low-voiced, the underlying note of amusement in the words seemed to penetrate Bianchi’s self-absorption. The Vampire shook off his stupor to direct his attention on the Ancient. 
 
    “Who’re you?” Bianchi demanded peremptorily.  
 
    Roman arched his eyebrow at the brusque demand, but answered readily. “I’m Roman Durovic.” 
 
    This time, it was DiZeyla’s turn to look astonished. The name was well-known in the Ancient world — he was being groomed to lead an influential faction of First Ones. Where DiZeyla had not comprehended the significance of Sienna’s reference to her mother, she recognized Roman.  
 
    “Durovic … Durovic” Bianchi muttered under his breath, before a flash of recognition seemed to smite him. “You’re TorElnor’s Ancient!” 
 
    “Yes” Roman said briefly. 
 
    “You’re here with the Ancients?” the Vampire inquired, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.  
 
    “No.” Roman shook his head with a quick glance at DiZeyla’s studiously poker face. “I’m here with the Wyrs. I was drawn here tonight by the prospect of a brawl, before it all fizzled out.” He directed a laughing glance at the Alpha. 
 
    “A guest of the Pack” Bianchi muttered under his breath, confusion and astonishment vying on his face.  
 
    This had been a day full of surprises for the Vampire. The surprises had followed on the heels of one another, each bigger than the other. First, the local leader of the First Ones had shown up to demand Bianchi release his hostage to her, then had come the announcement of the pact between the local Chosen, followed by the bombshell absence of the artifact on Sienna, And now this! What the hell, Bianchi wondered. 
 
    “We’re done here” Jason spoke up for the first time, exchanging a glance with Duncan who had wandered over to them. They’d accomplished their mission here; it was time to go. “Let’s go.” 
 
    His words seemed to irritate the Vampire, who bristled noticeably.  
 
    “This is none of your concern, Guardian” he bit out harshly, his charm noticeably missing in action. “This is between Sienna and me.” 
 
    DiZeyla and David ignored him to make their way towards the exit, but the others halted as Sienna opened her mouth to respond. “There’s nothing between you and me, Rafaelo Bianchi. And there never will be.” 
 
    “Will you let this Guardian speak for you, Sienna?” Bianchi demanded. “You’re destined for great things. He’s just a Wizard.” 
 
    Sienna’s lips twisted, at the irony in the Vampire’s words. “Jason may speak for me any time he wants” she stated firmly. “He’s more than earned the right.” 
 
    An ugly expression twisted Bianchi’s face. Reeling from the quick-fire revelations tonight, he was also a little afraid of how his Lady would react to the news of the locket’s disappearance. He’d been promised greatness by his Lady, in exchange for his loyalty. To have Sienna elevate a Guardian to the role that he had been promised made the Vampire see red. 
 
    “The Guardian has no right over you” Bianchi spat out, his anger betraying him into indiscretion. “Your mother has promised you to me, Sienna. I’ll be the one by your side while you and your sisters rule over our world.” 
 
    Silence descended on the auditorium. For a moment, they were too stunned to react. Duncan glanced at Raoul, his brow arched. So, this is what Bianchi was after — it finally made sense. Lady Bethesda had bought the Vampire’s loyalty by promising him a prominent role in the new world order she envisioned creating with her daughters.  
 
    Sienna burst into laughter at the absurdity of the Vampire’s claim. The laughter served to prompt Jason, stunned speechless by Bianchi’s statement, like the others. 
 
    “Over my dead body, Vampire” Jason said with a kind of understated aggression that was unusual for him.  
 
    He faced up to Bianchi, a steely expression on his face. Sienna, who had never heard anything remotely like this tone from Jason, turned abruptly to look at him. Something in his expression seemed to sober her.  
 
    “That can certainly be arranged, Guardian” Bianchi shot back with deadly intent. 
 
    A martial light leapt into Jason’s eyes, his body thrumming with intent.  
 
    As tension simmered in the air, Duncan reminded Jason. “We made a deal with DiZeyla and David for tonight, Jason.”  
 
    “I wasn’t part of that deal, Duncan” Jason said through gritted teeth, his attention not wavering from the Vampire before him. 
 
    “The Pack made the deal, LaRue. And you’re of us” Raoul spoke up, his words casual but their import enormous.  
 
    The Alpha’s inference stunned everyone, except Duncan. Only Sienna, focused on Jason, did not process the Alpha’s words. Roman looked astonished, and Bianchi flabbergasted. Jason turned away from the Vampire to face the Alpha. 
 
    “The deal allows the leech to go free only for tonight” Raoul reminded him. “He’ll be punished soon enough. When that day comes, I give you my word that you’ll be standing by my side.” 
 
    The promise seemed to abate the Guardian’s fury. Relieved at the subtle change in Jason’s body language, Sienna addressed Bianchi, engaged in watching the exchange with a strangely frozen expression on his face.  
 
    “You’re a moron, Vampire, if you believe my mother.” There was a complete lack of subterfuge in her words. “My mother has no influence over me, and she knows nothing about me, if she thinks that I would ever contemplate any relationship, let alone a romantic one, with someone like you.” Her low opinion of the Vampire came clearly through.  
 
    Bianchi’s lips tightened in response.  
 
    “Every encounter I’ve ever had with you has only reinforced what a monster you are” Sienna continued, her voice steady. “I don’t know who I despise more. My mother, for recruiting someone like you to her cause, or you, for willing to harm the innocent for the chance to be a player in the new world she fantasizes about.”  
 
    She turned to the others watching her silently. “Shall we? I’m done here.” 
 
    “Promise me to him indeed” she muttered with a shake of her head as the others fell in line behind her to exit the auditorium. “What does she think we live in, the medieval times? Rule our world together. The absurdity of it!” 
 
    Beside her, Jason smiled, his anger finally vanquished.  
 
    “That was fun” Roman remarked irrepressibly, as they exited the warehouse. “Is it always this exciting around here?” 
 
    “The Shifters certainly live a more exciting life than us Wizards, I can tell you that” Jason laughed, his good humor restored. 
 
    “Certainly seems so.” 
 
    A fleet of cars waited for them outside the warehouse, as did David Hamilton, who walked over to Raoul.  
 
    “Did I hear Sienna refer to her mother in there?” he inquired softly. 
 
    “Yes.” Raoul didn’t intend to paper over any more Wizard secrets. Now that Faoladh had given him the green light, he was determined to run things his way. 
 
    “She’s Lady Bethesda’s daughter. Are you saying that …” the Wizard paused.  
 
    “Keep your ears peeled open, David. Revelations will start pouring into the public realm soon.” 
 
    “My God” David exclaimed, stunned by the inference in Raoul’s words. “Is that what you’ve been investigating for the Wizards?” he inquired.  
 
    As the Alpha looked inquiring, David hastened on. “The First Wizards’ sudden coziness with Faoladh is common knowledge in Wizard circles. And I know you’ve been working with Sienna and Jason LaRue, at Faoladh’s request.”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did she escape …?” David shook his head. “You probably can’t say more, Raoul. This is extraordinary.” 
 
    “How’s Caroline, David?” Duncan chimed in to interrupt them. 
 
    “She’s in good shape. A little worse for wear, but nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “You’re worried, Jason” Sienna remarked.  
 
    At her query, a preoccupied Jason turned his attention to her. 
 
    “A little” he admitted. 
 
    Sienna glanced around the Pack Room. They were in a corner of the vast room, waiting to have a final word with the Alpha before retiring for the night. The Alpha was popular tonight — in conversation with Faoladh, while Roman Durovic waited his turn patiently. Atsá, Duncan and Luis conversed in a huddle near the fireplace. The First Wizard had retired for the night.  
 
    “Is it about what Bianchi said?” she asked in a low voice. Bianchi had made his claims publicly tonight, so the matter wasn’t confidential anymore, especially to the crowd in here. 
 
    “Partly” Jason agreed, his expression easing. 
 
    Sienna looked at him — the handsome, clean-cut face with the chocolate brown eyes. He’d once been a teenage crush, and now, was a lot more. This man had survived circumstances very similar to hers, and had overcome them to become a compassionate man, confident of his abilities, comfortable in his own skin, and certain of his place in the world. There was no trace of bitterness or rancor in Jason, even while he investigated the woman responsible for the murder of his family in one fell swoop, twenty four years ago. 
 
    “I’ll admit that I’ve been questioning a lot of things since I was told about my mot … Lady Bethesda” Sienna said. “But there’s one thing I can assure you of, Jason. There’s nothing on this earth that would make me even contemplate coupling up with Rafaelo Bianchi, under any circumstances.”  
 
    Jason’s face broke into a grin at her solemn words. “That isn’t what worries me, Sienna.” 
 
    “My mother holds no influence over me, Jason. In fact, I would be a happy camper if I never saw her again. I meant what I said to Bianchi — I want nothing to do with her” she reiterated earnestly. 
 
    Jason placed his palm over her arm, a gesture of reassurance.  
 
    “Sienna, I’ve never ever questioned your intentions, even for a minute. I’ve no doubt you’ll always do the right thing, no matter what.” 
 
    Sienna placed her palm over the one that covered her hand. “Then, what worries you, Jason?” 
 
    “Lady Bethesda” he said simply. “I’ve confidence the Shifters will get to the bottom of this — they know what they’re doing and they’re very good at it. But one thing has always nagged me about this. Bianchi’s words tonight merely reminded me about it.” 
 
    “She’s ambitious, feels hard done by the others, and is driven by The Prophecy — this is clear. She believes in this prophecy, so much so she’s gambled her entire future on it, with her daughters playing the role it foretells. So far, her schemes and plans have all been successful. She’s now the woman who birthed the siblings from The Prophecy. But it’s not enough for her. It doesn’t gain her any power or influence in this new world order of hers. She’s not one to leave anything to chance, or take a back seat to anyone. It begs the question — all this meticulous planning and scheming, to what avail? If your sisters are anything like you, they’ll want no part of the mother who abandoned them. Especially one who spares no thought to the innocent lives she sacrifices in the pursuit of her ambitions. Where does that leave her?” 
 
    Sienna was struck by his argument. Consumed by the almost daily deluge of allegations against her mother, she had found herself grappling to process them, instead of contemplating the larger question. She realized that Jason was right. Lady Bethesda would not be content to take the back seat to anyone, not even her daughters.  
 
    “You think she has something up her sleeve?” she asked, subdued now as the implications of this struck her more forcefully. Some way to gain the upper hand over her daughters, perhaps, Sienna wondered. 
 
    “I know she has something up her sleeve. Nothing we know about The Prophecy guarantees her any influence. Merceau believes it, too. Why else would Faoladh’s men still be independently digging into her past? There’s more to be discovered here, I suspect.” 
 
    “Jason is correct” the Alpha remarked. 
 
    Sienna glanced up to see everyone, except Roman, gathered around Jason and her. Roman watched them from his chair, the cell in his hand ignored.  
 
    “Lady Bethesda didn’t embark on the biggest gamble of her life without a plan to control, or at least influence, the siblings The Prophecy says hold the real power” Raoul said confidently. 
 
    “There’s another aspect to consider” Faoladh chimed in. “With her trail of murder and mayhem, there’s music to face for her. Once she reveals herself, she’ll have powerful Chosen baying for her blood. Whatever she’s attempting has to take that into account.” 
 
    A short silence ensued. Sienna realized what everyone else in the room already had — that there was more to Lady Bethesda’s plans than what they’d unearthed so far.  
 
    “Whatever is up her sleeve, she’s very confident about it, certainly enough to promise one of her daughters to Bianchi” Duncan remarked into the silence. “Bianchi is no fool. He can see how much Sienna dislikes her mother. Yet, he clearly believes that Lady Bethesda will deliver on her promise to him.”  
 
    “Tonight’s misadventure might turn out to our advantage” Faoladh said thoughtfully. “Rafaelo Bianchi was betrayed into indiscretion tonight. That remark about Sienna confirms our suspicions — that this is about The Prophecy. Thanks to him, we also know more about Bethesda’s intent. She’s confident in her ability to influence her daughters to see things her way, no matter how improbable that looks right now. To me, that’s a significant hint. Till now, Bethesda has been a bit of a cypher to us. But, this is a lead. What we need to uncover is why is she so confident of her daughters.”  
 
    “This is why I want access to the records” Raoul interjected. “To understand the nuances of The Prophecy before we dig more into her.”  
 
    “I’m in agreement with you, Raoul, but I’m not sure Esmeralda can swing that.” Faoladh was blunt. “The GCW holds the keys to the archives. That includes the records of prophecies.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at Sienna, waiting until she gave him a discreet nod. 
 
    “The First Wizard was present when it was foretold” he informed Faoladh. “I’m going to request that she share her recollections of it, as best as she can. It’s our best bet right now.”  
 
    Faoladh looked taken aback. It was clear he had not known of this. 
 
    “I’ll add my voice to your request” he said. 
 
    “This matter you’re investigating, Alpha” Roman Durovic inquired. “I gather it’s about Lady Bethesda, the contender for First Wizard who died under mysterious circumstances a quarter century ago.”  
 
    Roman had gathered that there were misgivings about her death, based on the cryptic conversations he’d overheard today. But that mystery was for another day, when he had the ear of the Alpha in a more private setting. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Could you use a First One on the investigation?” the Ancient inquired blandly. 
 
    “Are you volunteering?” Raoul countered, equally blandly. 
 
    “Yes” Roman answered baldly this time. “Whatever this is, it sounds like it affects all Chosen, not just the Wizards. I can open doors you might otherwise not have access to.” He made his case. 
 
    It wasn’t a difficult decision for the Alpha. They could certainly use a different perspective. More importantly, Durovic had the ears of some very influential First Ones. He fit the bill on helping to investigate how Lady Bethesda had escaped the explosion in Chicago. To Raoul, this was a crucial piece of the puzzle to understanding their adversary.  
 
    “I’m open to the idea” the Alpha said. “Let’s talk some more.” 
 
    “You look like you’ve a lot on your plate right now. I can come back in the morning.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind waiting a little longer, we can sort this out tonight” the Alpha offered. 
 
    “I’ve nowhere to be” Roman said agreeably.  
 
    “Give me ten minutes to wrap up, then I’ll fill you in.”  
 
    After a quick word with Sienna to ensure that the First Wizard would not depart the Lair without a debriefing, Raoul ushered Roman into the Alpha’s Room, with Duncan, Jason and Luis in tow. Atsá had made his exit and both Faoladh and Sienna had decided to retire for the night. 
 
    Armed with some of the Alpha’s Scotch, Roman settled in to be told the curious story of Lady Bethesda and her ruthless exploitation of an old prophecy. Though ignorant of The Prophecy, Roman, heir to an influential Setik faction, had known about the allegations of murder against the erstwhile contender for First Wizard. He knew that ElThor had been active in pushing Lady Esmeralda to investigate her one-time opponent, and in diffusing the ramifications from Chicago. Still, to say that he was flabbergasted would be an understatement, if there was one. This was bigger, far bigger than any internal Wizard bickering. 
 
    Roman found himself in agreement with the Alpha’s assessment that something far bigger and sinister lay in the offing. A masterful opponent, the Lady was dangerous, shrewd, ambitious, and as ruthless as they came. It behooved them all to get to the bottom of this before she could wreak more havoc on their world.  
 
    “Hmm” Roman murmured. “You think Bianchi will back away from Sienna, now that the locket is gone?” 
 
    “Not if he believes what Lady Bethesda promised him” Jason interjected. “Sienna is his ticket to the powerful position he covets. That means, sooner or later, he’ll make his move on her.” 
 
    “We should consider taking him out of the game, Alpha” Luis suggested quietly. “Unless we want to look over our shoulders for him constantly.” 
 
    The Alpha shook his head. “Not yet, Luis. He’s Lady Bethesda’s right-hand man. It makes him our best bet to track her. At least, until she emerges from the shadows. Without him, we’ll be flying blind.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, DiZeyla will ensure he’s kept out of San Francisco” Duncan added.  “And remember, he won’t make a move on Sienna until she’s served her mother’s purpose. We’ve time yet to deal with him.” 
 
    Jason said nothing. The Vampire had gotten under his skin. But, he knew that Bianchi was too important to throw out of the game yet. 
 
    “What can I do?” Roman offered, his brows puckered in thought. “I can ask around, but I doubt the First Ones have more details about Chicago. ElThor played a part in forcing them to investigate the allegations in the past, but that’s the extent of it.” 
 
    Raoul turned to him. “There’s something we could use your assistance with. A piece of the puzzle we’ve been wrestling with — how she escaped the Registry explosion in Chicago. Her magic was depleted by then, so our best guess is an artifact, something powerful enough to deflect an explosion of that magnitude. Unfortunately, LaRue has hit a dead-end on this.” 
 
    “Every artifact in Wizard custody capable of the feat has been accounted for” Jason confirmed.     
 
    “You want me to check our artifacts?” Roman quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes” the Alpha concurred. “LaRue has the details of the explosion. I doubt the list of artifacts will be a long one, but neither of us has access to that information.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it” the Ancient agreed promptly. 
 
    “We’re hoping that solving the puzzle might give us a clue to the rest of her plans” Duncan explained. 
 
    Roman nodded. “The Prophecy foretells three daughters?” 
 
    “The first one is Sienna — even Bianchi confirmed that. We know of a second family. And, Faoladh’s men are trying to trace the third one.” 
 
    “She’s allied with the Clan?” 
 
    “The Lombardi Family, that we know of” Raoul confirmed.  
 
    “Monseigneur” Roman murmured. The Master of the Lombardi Family, a Pure Blood Vampire, enjoyed unparalleled influence in the Blutsauger world. “A dangerous and effective ally to have on her side.” 
 
    “Yes” the Alpha agreed. “He seems to have been involved from the beginning.” 
 
    “Hmm. Where’s the second family?” 
 
    “India.” 
 
    Roman Durovic looked startled. “India?” 
 
    “She was involved with a powerful Ancient there.” 
 
    “India” Roman repeated again, a wild suspicion assailing him. “This man, the First One” he said slowly. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “He’s dead, two weeks ago.” The Alpha watched him carefully. It was clear that Roman knew or suspected something about this. “His family suspects foul play.” 
 
    “Lady Bethesda strikes again?” Roman inquired.  
 
    “We believe so. The timing is certainly suspect. Faoladh’s men are following up.”  
 
    “What do you know, Durovic?” Raoul asked bluntly, as the Ancient looked pensive. 
 
    “Bethesda is clearly a Magick Façade” Roman said. “Do you happen to know what her name is?” 
 
    Many Wizards with power tended to adopt facades to hide their true identities, a tradition borrowed from the First Ones. First Ones believed that a little of their power was lost every time someone evoked a powerful Magick’s name. 
 
    The Alpha glanced at Jason, who looked all at sea.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I can find out” the Guardian offered. “Her married last name was McAlister, like Sienna.” 
 
    “What about the name she used in India?” Roman persisted.  
 
    “We know the name on the passport she used to travel to India” Raoul acknowledged. 
 
    “Matilda Redmayne” Roman breathed the name confidently. 
 
    All four men zeroed in on him, varying degrees of astonishment on their faces.  
 
    “How do you know this, Durovic?” the Alpha asked.  
 
    “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say that her daughter, Nandini Rathore, is in Portland searching for her as we speak.” 
 
    “What” Jason exploded. “How’s this possible?” He glanced at the Alpha. “I thought Faoladh’s men were keeping an eye on things in India.” 
 
    “I don’t know, LaRue, but this changes things” Raoul muttered. 
 
    “Is she still in Portland?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “She was when I left this morning.” 
 
    “We need to talk to her” Jason said urgently. “Before Lady Bethesda gets her hands on her.” 
 
    “She’s in safe hands” Roman said cryptically. “Under the protection of SivoTar himself. He won’t let anything happen to her.” 
 
    “SivoTar” Raoul murmured, surprised by the involvement of the venerable Ancient. 
 
    Duncan glanced at Raoul. “The powerful Eru Lord himself.”  
 
    “He was her father’s friend” Durovic explained. 
 
    For a moment, no one said anything. Then, Duncan broke the silence. 
 
    “We underestimate Lady Bethesda at our own peril. She’s shrewd and manipulative. For all we know, the murder of her Indian husband was simply a ploy to get her daughter to the States. Jason has a point, Raoul. We should reach out and explain what we know about her mother as soon as we can.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at the Ancient. Roman Durovic had been laidback and relaxed all this while, until the topic of Lady Bethesda’s Indian daughter. He couldn’t help but wonder why. 
 
    “Are you acquainted with her, Durovic?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve met” the Ancient acknowledged briefly, with the same closed off expression. 
 
    “Could you make an introduction? It might be easier if the accusations against her mother came from an acquaintance, not strangers.” 
 
    Roman hesitated, as if choosing his words with care. “Any introduction from me would do more harm than good, Merceau. In fact, I guarantee it’ll prove counter-productive.” 
 
    The Alpha arched his eyebrow in mild surprise, while the others looked curious. 
 
    “We got off to a bad start” Roman admitted slowly. “She’s not likely to believe anything I say.” 
 
    The Alpha said nothing, merely holding Roman’s gaze. 
 
    “Trust me on this, Merceau” the Ancient reiterated shortly. “Any word from me will only make matters worse.” 
 
    “Sienna” Jason interjected. “Sienna can help. She’s keen to meet her sisters. Who better to explain about their mother than a sibling?” he added. 
 
    “Why’s she in Portland looking for her mother?” Raoul directed at the Ancient.  
 
    “I thought you wanted to help this investigation” he countered as Roman remained silent. “This can’t be a one-way street. Information needs to flow both ways.” 
 
    Roman sighed. He had royally mucked up with Nandini. There would be no second chances. She would not forgive him. And that bothered him more than he wanted to admit. TorElnor’s communication to head to San Francisco could not have come at a better time for him. It had briefly allowed Roman to focus on something else. Now, he was being forced to deal with the situation again. 
 
    “She was told that her mother had died when she was a child. She’s believed it all her life.” 
 
    “What changed?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “The death of her father. On his death bed, he told them that her mother was in danger. That’s when Nandini discovered that she’s still alive.”  
 
    “She’s here hoping to warn her mother” the Alpha murmured. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why Portland?” 
 
    “The form used for the Indian marriage certificate listed an address in Portland. That’s the only information she has to go on.” 
 
    Jason reiterated again, with a sense of urgency. “We have to move fast, Merceau. This is an unexpected piece of luck. 
 
    “Yes, it is” Raoul agreed. “But if she’s under SivoTar’s protection, we’ll need introductions. Are you sure, Durovic?”  
 
    Roman nodded. “I can introduce you to SivoTar, but if she finds out about it, she won’t trust you” he said bluntly.  
 
    “Okay.” The Alpha accepted his explanation. “I’ll ask Faoladh to make the introductions.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    The First Wizard opens up about the past 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was she like — your sister?” Duncan asked courteously. 
 
    The First Wizard hesitated, taking in the avid curiosity of her audience. It was early, just past dawn, yet the Pack Room was full. The team involved in the investigation, including Jason and Sienna, as well as Faoladh, were present. As was Atsá, asked to sit in by the Alpha. With their investigation delving deeper into the past, Raoul had requested Atsá’s presence. Atsá’s knowledge of the complicated history between Chosen factions might prove useful. Roman Durovic had shown up, too, only to be greeted calmly by the Alpha, much to the First Wizard’s astonishment.  
 
    “Your perspective will help us, Aunt Minnie.” Sienna addressed the First Wizard familiarly, for the first time in this company. “This team has uncovered a fair bit, but we need more to understand what drives her. You’re the person who knows her best.” 
 
    Lady Esmeralda sighed, unable to withstand an appeal from her beloved niece. 
 
    “She was smart and beautiful, with a great sense of humor. We were close growing up, as twins often are. For as far back as I can remember, we had ambitions to join the GCW. We worked very hard for our dreams and we were both successful.” 
 
    “When did things change?” the Alpha prompted. 
 
    “A few years in, we had a difference of opinion on the role of Guardians, as we both saw it. This was well before the CoC, when Faoladh had begun his early drive to convince us that a formal framework for Chosen co-operation was necessary. But that difference was not just between us — it was a fundamental clash within the GCW. A significant faction of influential Guardians at that time felt that a body like the CoC would dilute the GCW’s powers. They believed that the CoC would take away some of our influence and the freedom to draw up our role as we saw fit, both within the Wizard community and in the broader Chosen diaspora, as we had done for centuries. Faoladh knows the history of this.” She glanced at him as she said the last bit, and he gave a sharp nod to acknowledge it.  
 
    “The GCW was a significant impediment to the creation of the CoC” Faoladh said briefly. 
 
    “Bethesda happened to agree with that viewpoint, while I did not” the First Wizard continued. “In those early years, I was the minority in the GCW. We believed that Chosen co-operation was critical to our very survival, as Faoladh was advocating, and that the GCW needed some checks and balances. Even then, though rare, we had instances of Guardians going rogue. I felt that the Guardians had forgotten history. The very reason the GCW had come into existence was to provide a check on unbridled power. And now, we were suddenly opposed to even minimal checks on our own powers.” 
 
    “The Black Mage” Atsá murmured into the ensuing silence. 
 
    “Yes, her” the First Wizard admitted. “The only way to check a rogue Guardian then was for his own peers to band together to stop him. And very often, the GCW was unwilling to admit to divisions in its ranks, choosing instead to let a rogue Guardian go his own way, as long as there was no direct challenge to the GCW.” 
 
    “Like a Guardian called Azevedo, perhaps?” the Alpha suggested.  
 
    Forewarned by the Alpha, for once, Tasia found herself anticipating the Guardian perspective on her father. 
 
    Lady Esmeralda looked startled. “I haven’t heard that name in a long time, Alpha. What makes you bring it up now?” 
 
    “Azevedo is believed to have defected to work for the same Vampires that Lady Bethesda is allied with. It’s too strange a coincidence, wouldn’t you say, First Wizard?” he said evenly. 
 
    She looked flabbergasted by his words. “Are you saying that Gabriel Azevedo went to work for the Lombardis?” She was incredulous. 
 
    “I confirmed this, First Wizard.” It was Jason who answered.  
 
    The First Wizard shook her head in consternation. “Then, I agree with you, Alpha. This cannot be a coincidence.” 
 
    She shot him a look of helpless bemusement. “Forgive my confusion. It’s just that Gabriel and Bethesda — I find that hard to believe. They had nothing in common. He disagreed quite vehemently with Bethesda’s view of the Guardians’ role.” 
 
    “You knew him, Esmeralda?” inquired Faoladh. 
 
    “Yes” she confirmed. “He was not very Guardian-like in many ways, Faoladh. Stayed away from the politicking in the GCW, and was well-liked by his peers. Once upon a time, I counted him as a friend. He was an intelligent and powerful Wizard, and a good man. He wasn’t enamored of the rising ambition prevalent in the GCW then, of becoming not only the mainstay of the Wizard world but eventually policing all Chosen. He never hid his dissatisfaction with the GCW’s ambitions. But still, it was a huge shock when he rejected us to walk away. I lost touch with him, after that. I heard that he went to work with the Clan, but frankly, I discounted those rumors. The idea of Gabriel working with the Vampires is mind-boggling to me.” 
 
    “You don’t know what could have driven him to ally with the Vampires?” Duncan asked her. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, clearly flabbergasted. “The man I knew would never have gone to work for them. But I will say this — Gabriel Azevedo was no rogue Guardian. He committed no crimes while he was a Guardian. All he did was walk away from us. That is not a crime.” 
 
    There was a short silence as her audience digested her words. 
 
    “What soured the relationship with your sister, First Wizard?” the Alpha prompted, as the dust settled down.  
 
    She sighed. “Relations between us became strained as things heated up in the GCW, but we were sisters at the end of the day, and that was a bond that nothing could break. Sco … the Oracle believed in Faoladh’s vision more than he believed in his wife’s view of the GCW — that caused some stress in their relationship.” She directed an apologetic glance at Sienna listening to her as raptly as the rest of the room.  
 
    “But again, nothing that hinted at what would come later. She started disappearing for weeks on end, and no one knew where she was. This is not something that affected her fellow Guardians, as much as drove her husband crazy with worry. Guardians, and she was a senior one then, have a lot of freedom when it comes to what we want to work on. Barring a few remarks on her frequent disappearances, that was it. Then came the news that Faoladh had succeeded in his mission and that the CoC was to come into being.”  
 
    “She was opposed to the very idea of the Council, and yet threw her hat in the ring to represent the Wizards?” Luis questioned from a corner of the room, as the First Wizard paused. 
 
    Lady Esmeralda shook her head. “Her faction dominated the GCW. And they did not intend to go down without a fight. At first, they insisted that a Guardian should sit on the Council to represent the Wizards, but the other Chosen factions opposed it. So, they circumvented it by nominating a First Wizard who would represent their viewpoint on the Council. There was push back on this, too. Faoladh played a major part in pushing back the GCW proposals.” She glanced at him.  
 
    “Yes” he agreed. “If we had given in to the GCW, the CoC would be toothless from the very beginning. It had been agreed, in principle, that the representatives on the CoC would advocate for greater co-operation. These Guardians wanted to isolate themselves from anyone that might challenge their influence over the Wizards. The First Ones, and even the Vampires, agreed with me, thus putting the GCW on the back foot on this issue. We insisted that a new position for First Wizard be created, with an office independent of the GCW. But we compromised by acceding to their demand that the Guardians would elect one of their own to this independent position.” 
 
    Faoladh glanced at Lady Esmeralda, throwing the ball back into her court again, as they recounted the old history. 
 
    “Bethesda became one of the candidates from the faction that believed in a muscular GCW. I wasn’t interested in throwing my hat in the ring at first, believing that there were other Guardians who could represent our views better. It was the Oracle who eventually encouraged me to represent the pro-CoC faction” the First Wizard continued. “As the election drew nearer, the campaign became uglier. By the end, all other candidates had dropped out to leave Bethesda and I facing each other. While Bethesda had emerged as the consensus candidate of their faction, many Guardians had slowly defected over time, convinced that the CoC was not the enemy that it was being made out to be. The more the proponents of the faction demonized the CoC, the more supporters they lost, as the Guardians realized that the GCW was starting to marginalize itself amongst the Chosen by advocating against the wishes and hopes of a majority of our kind. My relationship with my sister soured. More so, because her husband, a well-respected and influential Guardian himself, publicly threw his support to our cause. When matters became so acrimonious and dire that it seemed like the GCW, and with it the Wizards, might split into two, the Oracle called a special session to pick a First Wizard, without dragging us through a polarizing election.” 
 
    She hesitated, her glance encompassing the room. “I cannot disclose what happened in that meeting. It is Wizard and, more importantly, GCW business, but at the conclusion of it, I was put forth as the consensus candidate for First Wizard, and Bethesda was summarily defeated.” 
 
    “Was she bitter, Esmeralda?” 
 
    “Yes, and naturally so. Although at that time, I felt that she was more disappointed than bitter. I tried to reassure her that as the Wizard representative to the CoC, I would not allow others to interfere in GCW matters, but she didn’t want to listen to me. Not then. Emotions were running high in that room, and I believed that I would be able to assuage her concerns, once everyone had cooled down. It was not to be. The next morning, she was gone.” 
 
    “How did you discover the disappearance?” Roman Durovic, who had remained silent so far, inquired. 
 
    “My brother-in-law gave me a call. He was distraught, told me that she’d left behind a rather incoherent and angry letter for him. I tried to calm him down. I was sure that Bethesda would be back once she’d cooled down. We agreed that Sienna must be protected from this.” 
 
    “Did you have any communication with her after you were elected First Wizard?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “No direct communication, no. Later, messages were exchanged between us with some Guardians as intermediaries. These Guardians believed in her innocence, but also appreciated the difficult position I found myself in. As allegations mounted up against her, my fellow representatives on the CoC started pressing me to do something about the situation.” 
 
    “What about The Prophecy?” the Alpha inquired. “I respect your position on GCW business, but prophecies belong to all Chosen.” 
 
    The First Wizard glanced at Faoladh, who shrugged in response.  
 
    “We believe this is essential to our investigation, First Wizard” Duncan added. “It is not mere curiosity.” 
 
    Sienna tried to signal her aunt.  
 
    “No one in the room will discuss what you reveal here, First Wizard” Jason spoke up, his eyes on Raoul. “The Alpha has given us his word.” 
 
    “I give you my word too, First Wizard” Roman chimed in. “I mean to assist the investigation and we cannot unravel this without understanding what drives Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    The First Wizard glanced at Sienna’s face, to give in. “The Oracle predicted that something, an event or possibly a catastrophe, would bring three half-sisters, each powerful in their own right and born of different fathers, together to bring about great change in our world.” 
 
    “What kind of change?” Faoladh inquired immediately. 
 
    “Something to do with breaking from centuries of Chosen tradition. Like all his prophecies, the Oracle foretold it in the Ancient tongue that seers are known to use. My Ancient is good enough to decipher general intent but not to comprehend the nuances” she remarked apologetically. 
 
    “Change a Chosen tradition that has survived centuries” Faoladh repeated thoughtfully. 
 
    “That is my interpretation, yes. I did briefly discuss it with some of the others present that night, but as you can imagine, we had other matters of more importance to focus on then. That night, this prophecy was just the sideshow. Sorry, I cannot be more specific than this.” 
 
    “What about this event The Prophecy foretells?” the Alpha asked her. This was the first they were hearing of it. So far, they’d only been aware of the three powerful half-siblings.  
 
    Lady Esmeralda reflected on the question. “As I understood it, the event will facilitate an alliance or a union of the three half-sisters.” 
 
    “Have you seen the GCW record of this prophecy, First Wizard?” Duncan inquired perspicaciously. 
 
    The First Wizard shook her head. “I doubt that it includes the Oracle’s interpretation.”  
 
    She cast a quick glance at Sienna. “Things got a little crazy the next morning, and a year later, he was gone. No one took this prophecy that seriously, not then.” 
 
    It was clear that the First Wizard wasn’t completely convinced that they should take it seriously now. 
 
    Atsá cleared his throat. “Does an official GCW record for this prophecy exist, First Wizard?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her answer was immediate. “There’s a separate office in the GCW that is responsible for tracking and keeping official records on prophecies. Not just those predicted by Wizards, but also ones foretold by other Chosen. The Guardians responsible would have created an official file on The Prophecy the morning after the Oracle made it.” 
 
    “Were you interviewed for your interpretation of the Oracle’s words?” 
 
    “I was” the First Wizard said slowly. “You seem to know your GCW guidelines well, Were-Alpha.” 
 
    “I have some knowledge of how the GCW historically documents prophecies” Atsá acknowledged. “My people have a long history of seers.”  
 
    The Navajo people had produced many Chosen, a disproportionate number of them Shifters. A few Shifters with Navajo blood in them had even been acknowledged as seers, a rare phenomenon since seers had historically self-identified as either Wizard or Ancient. 
 
    “Atsá.” Raoul glanced at the venerable Were-Alpha. “Perhaps you can explain how a prophecy is documented.”  
 
    Few Shifters understood the importance of nuances in foretelling a prophecy or how one was documented. Faoladh was the first Shifter in their long history to envision and work for a Chosen world with equal representation from all factions. Before him, Shifters had always isolated themselves in their were-packs, uncaring of the state of affairs in the wider Chosen world. 
 
    “The GCW guidelines on prophecies are very stringent” Atsá explained. 
“Historically, the GCW has been the main repository of all recognized prophecies in our world. These guidelines distinguish between recognized seers and Chosen without a proven record of predicting prophecies.” 
 
    “Since the Oracle was an established seer, the GCW would have been diligent about following procedure” Faoladh pointed out. 
 
    “You’re correct, Faoladh” Atsá concurred. “For the Oracle, it would have been a fairly straightforward process. The GCW would conduct extensive interviews with all the witnesses, which in this case would be the large numbers of Guardians in the room that night. And it would have the seer provide an in-depth interpretation of his prophecy.” 
 
    “Usually, a seer’s interpretation makes it into official records a few months down the line, sometimes a year after the prophecy is foretold” Atsá continued as the First Wizard seemed to silently concur with the Wyr’s interpretation of GCW procedures. “The witness interviews are conducted immediately, while memories are still fresh, but the seer is given wide latitude to document his prophecy. Often times, a seer needs time to comprehend and interpret the nuances of the events from his visions.” 
 
    “Visions!” Elisabetta looked startled. “Doesn’t a seer predict based on a single vision?” 
 
    “Rarely” the First Wizard answered the Shifter. “For the more complicated ones, seers are known to see flashes and snippets over years, sometimes a lifetime, until they’re finally able to tie it all together into a cohesive prediction. Predicting the future is a dicey proposition and uncertain science” she continued as Elisabetta stared at her. “That is why very few seers attain the kind of reputation that the Oracle enjoyed amongst his peers.”  
 
    “Very few prophecies come true as they’re foretold, Elisabetta” Faoladh reiterated. “Not because seers lie, but because they’re not adept at piecing together what they see into a coherent omen. It takes experience, instinct, as well as deep and broad knowledge of Chosen affairs, the past and our history, to interpret future events correctly. The building blocks of any prophecy for a seer are merely a disparate set of visions that usually feature people and events in places the seer doesn’t know and cannot identify. A successful seer is one with the rare combination of intellect, knowledge, experience and instinct to get it right.” 
 
    Jason cast a sidelong glance at Sienna. Until Sienna had recounted her experience with visions, he’d never given much thought to seers or prophecies. Now, he realized that perhaps her visions were not as unusual as he’d assumed. Though she had experienced flashes of just one vision all her life, things could still change in the future. Sienna was young for a Chosen. She might yet grow into a seer as famous as her father and make multiple prophecies about important points of their history that would one day come true. 
 
    “If I understand Atsá correctly, the GCW records should have witness statements but might not necessarily include the seer’s interpretation.” The Alpha summed up the discussion.  
 
    “The seer’s interpretation is rightly given the most weight” the First Wizard explained. “That is why a seer is given as much leeway as he wants to write down his thoughts. In this case, though, circumstances and events got so crazy the morning after that I’m not sure the Oracle ever did complete his write-up for his last prophecy.” 
 
    Atsá shot a glance at the First Wizard but remained silent. The Alpha caught that look. “Something on your mind, Atsá?” he prompted. 
 
    “The timing of this prophecy is interesting” Atsá said slowly. “The Oracle made it on a night when the Wizards faced more immediate concerns. That night, they were facing the possibility of the Wizards splintering apart. Yet, the man who brought them together to broker a truce took the time to first predict a prophecy.” 
 
    His words died away even, as the import of what he meant hit the others. 
 
    “Especially a prophecy he’d probably been having flashes about for a while” Sienna added quietly.  
 
    Atsá had hit the nail on the head, Sienna realized. The timing of this foretelling was important. If Da had taken the time to make this prediction on the night the Wizards were facing an alarming future, it had been for a reason. 
 
    The First Wizard’s eyes flashed to Sienna. “What?” she asked. “What are you thinking?” Her eyes moved from Sienna to Atsá and back to Sienna again. 
 
    “That the timing of The Prophecy is critical, or at least, it was to the Oracle.” It was Duncan, catching on immediately, who laid it out for her.   
 
    “What is it about this prophecy?” There was a note of frustration in the First Wizard’s voice. “It’s vague and doesn’t seem to have any bearing on Wizard troubles then, or this matter of Bethesda now.” 
 
    “Yet, Da believed it to be important enough to put on record that night, Aunt Minnie” Sienna reminded her.  
 
    The First Wizard sighed but did not contradict Sienna. “Yes, he did. But why?”  
 
    “Perhaps, he knew that the events that night would set his wife on a course that would isolate her from all Chosen?” Atsá suggested. 
 
    “But it didn’t stop her, Atsá” Sienna countered. “For all we know, that is what set her on this path. Perhaps, if there had been no prophecy to set her ambitions on, she might have gone down a different path.” 
 
    “Perhaps, she might even have stayed home with her husband and daughter” the First Wizard said softly, her eyes on Sienna. 
 
    “No.” Sienna shook her head, her expression hard. “If not The Prophecy, Aunt Minnie, she’d have found something else to hang her hat on. I don’t believe her ambitions ever needed a crutch.” 
 
    The First Wizard said nothing, but there was something in her expression as she gazed at her niece that reminded Raoul forcibly of Jason’s confidence that the First Wizard would never allow any harm to come to Sienna.  
 
    “There’s a simple way to confirm whether the timing of this prophecy holds any significance or is merely a coincidence” Duncan interjected into the silence.  
 
    As all eyes in the room flashed to him, it was Faoladh who put it into words. 
 
    “The Oracle would take the time to put his interpretation on official record, if he believed it to be important enough.” 
 
    The First Wizard straightened slowly, seemingly struck by Faoladh’s words. 
 
    “There’s something you should know about Chicago” she said abruptly. “He was not one of the ten chosen to confront Bethesda in Chicago.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Esmeralda?” Faoladh narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “He was her husband, Faoladh. Under GCW rules, he would never have been sent to bring his wife in.” 
 
    “Then, how did he end up on the contingent?” Jason asked as Sienna sat frozen. 
 
    “At my request” she admitted. “He came to see me the night before Chicago and asked to be included in the party. Said it would give him a chance to talk to Bethesda and bring her to her senses.” 
 
    She flashed a glance at Sienna. “I thought he deserved a chance. If anyone could bring her to her senses, it was him. I didn’t think anything of his request then, Sienna. But now …” Her voice trailed off unhappily. 
 
    “He knew something was to go down in Chicago.” The words seemed dragged out of Sienna. 
 
    “Or that Chicago had something to do with The Prophecy.” Duncan, as ever, attempted to be the voice of reason. 
 
    “There’s only one way to be sure” Faoladh reiterated again. 
 
    “The official record of The Prophecy” the Alpha stated. “Anything the Oracle considered important, he’d have made sure to put on record before he set out for Chicago.” 
 
    “How do we get access, Esmeralda?” Faoladh asked the Wizard bluntly.  
 
    “The GCW will not give me access to that prophecy, Faoladh” she sighed. “I’ve no bargaining chip with them right now.” 
 
    “Okay. How about we go at it from a different angle. Can we at least find out if the official record includes the seer’s interpretation, First Wizard?” Raoul pressed her. First things first. Once they had confirmation that there was something worth seeking in the records, he’d figure out a way to get access. 
 
    She glanced at Jason, her expression inquiring.  
 
    “I might be able to swing that” Jason said slowly. “But it’ll take time.” 
 
    “Whatever it takes, LaRue. Lady Bethesda seems to know something about this prophecy that we do not, and that might prove crucial to stopping her.” The Alpha was blunt. 
 
    “We’ll do our best, Alpha.” It was the First Wizard who gave him the assurance this time, “to get you what we can.”  
 
    “Do you remember the Ancient term the Oracle used for this event or catastrophe meant to unite the three siblings, Esmeralda?” Faoladh, well versed in nearly all the Chosen tongues, inquired. Amongst all the Chosen present, even more so than the First Wizard, Faoladh understood the significance and importance of nuanced interpretation when it came to a Chosen prophecy. 
 
    “Chetariki” she said promptly. 
 
    “Hmm, facilitator or perhaps a …” 
 
    “Catalyst” Tasia said under her breath, before she could stop herself. 
 
    This was a room full of Shifters. While the others did not hear her, the Shifters certainly did. Faoladh’s gaze flashed to her, an expression of astonishment on his face, just as the Alpha’s eyes telegraphed a silent warning. But the Alpha’s warning came too late. Tasia had already slipped up.  
 
    “You’re versed in the tongue of the First Ones?” Faoladh’s voice held a subtle note of query, mingled with incredulity. Very few Chosen were well-versed in the language anymore, even those with Ancient heritage. 
 
    “A few words” she acknowledged, flushing a little. “My father was a proponent of Chosen languages.” 
 
    “Is she right, Faoladh?” Duncan changed the subject adroitly. “Could the word signify an event that acts as a catalyst to draw the siblings together?” 
 
    “It could” Faoladh acknowledged, his eyes still on Tasia. 
 
    “It seems to imply that the siblings require a qualifying event to bring them together. Perhaps, even that they’re fated to remain apart without this catalyst” Duncan asserted thoughtfully.  
 
    “That would make it the most important aspect of this prophecy, as important as the half-sisters” Raoul murmured.  
 
    His statement had the effect of drawing everyone’s attention to the Alpha. Even Faoladh’s eyes flashed away from Tasia, struck by the acute observation.  
 
    “This changes everything.” Luis articulated what everyone else was thinking.  
 
    “If that’s the case, you can bet Bethesda is aware of the significance of this” Faoladh interjected.  
 
    “I’ll work on the records, Merceau” Jason promised. “I just can’t help wondering what she’s planning. I don’t see how she orchestrates an event that not only brings her daughters together, but also makes them band together to help her cause.”  
 
    The First Wizard’s eyes swung to him, an arrested expression on her face as the subtext of Jason’s remark dawned on her. 
 
    “If my sisters are anything like me, they’ll not be willing to do her bidding, not under any circumstances” Sienna said bluntly, her words directed at the First Wizard. “We have to find out how she plans to get her children to do what she wants.”  
 
     “It has always puzzled us that she picked this particular prophecy to drive her grand plan” Duncan said thoughtfully. “On the face of it, all the power lies with her daughters, not her. Well, now it sounds like this event controls The Prophecy. She could use it for her own ambitions.” 
 
    Faoladh agreed. “Having her daughters be recognized as harbingers of change does not wipe away her crimes or help her cause in any way. She knows that. I bet she has plans to mitigate it.” 
 
    “If we know how she plans to control the siblings, we might be able to sabotage it to disrupt her plans” Luis remarked. 
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    “This Wizard you’ve accepted into your Pack, Raoul” Faoladh opened. “Where does she come from?” 
 
    The Alpha settled back in his chair, the picture of ease, to answer Faoladh’s query. Perception, Raoul knew, was often more important than reality. He’d known that the powerful Shifter would not let this go easily, not once the witchling had, in a momentary lapse, unwisely raised Faoladh’s suspicions. 
 
    “A rural backwater in North Dakota, from what I hear” he said.  
 
    Raoul trusted Faoladh implicitly with Shifter affairs. There was no greater champion in their world when it came to defending Wyr interests. But the witchling was different. For one, she was no Shifter. Faoladh’s benevolence would not extend to her. Secondly, the kind of secrets she harbored, especially her unique and remarkable powers, separated her from an average Chosen. Where Faoladh would easily ignore an L2 Wizard, the powerful Shifter would not hesitate to exploit Tasia’s powers, for his and his Wyrs’ causes. Raoul, who respected Faoladh immensely, could not allow that. Not only because he’d given her his word to protect her from precisely this type of situation, but also because of his own horrendous experience of being singled out for being different. His only crime had been to be his father’s son, and not a full-fledged Wizard. It had sentenced him to ten months of torture, agony and suffering, and a lifetime of nightmares. He would not allow that fate to befall the witchling. Not on his watch, and not to her.  
 
    “She’d been in San Francisco for three months when she was targeted by Anderson’s mercenaries. If she hadn’t come to the aid of one of my Shifters, she’d have been done for.” 
 
    “Hawk?” Faoladh raised an eyebrow.  
 
    Raoul nodded. Faoladh had never been one to miss any trick, he knew.  
 
    “Hawk requested that she not suffer any consequences for him, and I acceded to his request. She deserves Pack protection for doing us a favor.” 
 
    “I confess that I’m somewhat puzzled by the situation” Faoladh remarked. “I don’t buy into the general consensus about your deep-seated Wizard issues, because I know better. But you’ve surprised me on this, Raoul. I didn’t expect you to tolerate a Wizard for this long, especially after all legitimate threat to her had been removed.” 
 
    “It wasn’t an easy decision for me” Raoul admitted frankly. “She’s walked away from us once, and I have almost abandoned her a couple of times. This association is an uneasy one at best. My word to her is the only thing holding the Pack back from making her life at the Lair miserable.” 
 
    “Then, why keep it going?” 
 
    Raoul sighed softly, ready to mollify Faoladh with half-truths. “She possesses very little magic. When Hawk met her, she was barely making ends meet. This city can be deadly for a Chosen without power, as you know, Faoladh.” 
 
    Faoladh’s shrewd eyes searched his face. He was privy to some of the unfortunate events that had driven Raoul away from Chosen and civilization alike for a few years. 
 
    “You see something of your situation in her circumstances” he stated. 
 
    “A little” Raoul acknowledged wryly. “I also appreciate that she went to Hawk’s aid, at great personal risk. But mostly, it’s the investigation you tasked me with.” 
 
    Faoladh looked surprised. “What role does she play in the investigation? You say she has little power, and a Wizard’s perspective can now be offered by many others on your team.” 
 
    “We don’t require power in the investigation, Faoladh. If that was the requirement, the First Wizard and the GCW would’ve solved this problem years ago, without allowing it to fester into the messy situation it has.” 
 
    “You can always depend on the GCW to make any situation go from bad to worse.” Faoladh was not exactly unsympathetic to Raoul’s dislike of Wizards. He wasn’t as dogmatic about it, because his wasn’t an opposition based on principle, but rather one based on observed behavior and his own experiences with them for centuries. 
 
    “This investigation requires grit, perseverance, a willingness to go where the evidence leads without any fear of treading on the wrong toes, and the ability to see it to the end, irrespective of who tries to influence us. That is why you chose me” Raoul reminded his Alpha gently. 
 
    “Yes, I did” Faoladh admitted readily. 
 
    “We have all of that in spades. What we did lack before was a Wizard perspective. Without that, we might’ve gone around in circles before we reached the right conclusions. She brings that perspective. If she hadn’t already been present at the Lair, I would’ve ignored that aspect, because as you know, I’m not keen to work with Wizards. But she was. And she has been surprisingly good at getting into Lady Bethesda’s head. For example, even before Jason LaRue and Sienna joined the team, I had a surprisingly realistic view of how close to tearing themselves apart the Wizards came while picking the First Wizard. She knew about the old history because her father, by all accounts, has given her a solid grounding in Chosen matters to help mitigate her lack of magic.” 
 
    “Clearly, he’s also given her a decent grasp of the Ancient tongue” Faoladh said, some of his suspicions mitigated. 
 
    “Certainly seems so” Raoul assented. “We don’t need her perspective on the investigation as much now, not with LaRue and Sienna on the team. However, I’m loath to cut her loose simply because she’s outlived her worth to us. We Shifters have always placed a high value on loyalty.” 
 
    “Yes.” Faoladh did not disagree with Raoul on this. It would be disgraceful to cut the young and seemingly vulnerable Wizard off, once the Pack had no further use of her. 
 
    “I’ll admit that LaRue has been a team player — he’s played his part very well” Raoul remarked, happy to have navigated the minefield well. 
 
    “Esmeralda has her heart in the right place, Raoul. That’s why I choose to work with her. She might make mistakes in her inexperience, but she truly does want to get to the bottom of this mess, and close this chapter on the past, once and for all. I believe that’s why she chose Jason LaRue to assist you. I also believe that is why she will always do the right thing, if you press her to. She’s also grateful to you for your assistance to Sienna” he added. “Even though her stance has made her relationship with the Guardians more precarious.” 
 
    Raoul, aware of it, frankly didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, the Wizards had made their beds and now needed to lie in them.  
 
    “There’s another reason why she chose LaRue for this investigation, Faoladh.” Raoul figured that it was time Faoladh knew about this. Jason had made the startling confession to him on a night in Chicago in the early days of working together. 
 
    Faoladh arched an eyebrow inquiringly. He’d assumed that Esmeralda had picked the young Guardian for his loyalty to her. In the high-risk game of one-upmanship the First Wizard was engaged in with the GCW, she needed Guardians whose loyalty she could trust. 
 
    “Jason’s parents were both Guardians who perished at the Chicago Registry.” 
 
    Astonishment flashed across Faoladh’s face. “How do you know this, Raoul?” 
 
    “LaRue told me himself, in the early days. His way of letting me know that his interest in the investigation is not academic or one of duty. He’s invested in this personally, like Sienna, and is determined to get answers, come what may.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him” Faoladh murmured. 
 
    “Neither do I” Raoul concurred. “He’s turned out to be quite an ally. As you know, Durovic has expressed an interest in working with us. I’m hoping he’ll prove just such an asset to the investigation.” 
 
    “He’ll be a huge asset, Raoul. TorElnor’s successor enjoys enormous influence over the Setik.” Faoladh pursed his lips in thought. “We might need his considerable influence over them, if Bethesda starts wreaking havoc.”  
 
    “I hope to stop her before she starts wreaking havoc, as you say.” 
 
    “I have confidence that we will, Raoul. But the more people we have invested in this investigation, the harder it gets for Bethesda to persuade new allies to her side. The First Ones can be formidable and wily adversaries, if we can convince them to give a damn.” 
 
    Faoladh glanced at his watch. “Aah, it’s time for my call with SivoTar. I’ll try and get you access to Bethesda’s daughter, Raoul. What did you say her name was, again?” 
 
    “Nandini.” Raoul got up to exit the room. “The room is all yours, Faoladh.”  
 
    Outside in the Pack Room, the First Wizard was engaged in animated discussion with Jason and Sienna, while Duncan, Luis and Hawk were gathered by Roman Durovic. Of the witchling, there was no sign. A palpable glow of happiness and excitement hung over Sienna. News of her half-sibling in Portland had obviously reached her ears.  
 
    At the Alpha’s entrance, Durovic, listening to Hawk with an appreciative grin on his face, excused himself to his companions to join Raoul. 
 
    “I’ve some work up north that I had to abandon midway, at ElThor’s request, Merceau” he remarked. “If you don’t need me along for Portland, I’ll head up north.” 
 
    Raoul studied him. “How did you meet the girl, Sienna’s half-sister?” 
 
    This time, Roman answered more easily. 
 
    “When the grapevine buzzed with rumors of a Naga envoy’s trip, we were curious. I was tasked with keeping tabs on her. We wanted to find out why she was here.” 
 
    Raoul nodded. He understood such things. TorElnor had asked Durovic to dig into the envoy. The two Ancient blocs weren’t exactly warring, but they liked to know what the other was up to.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “There was someone at the airport to meet her. I was tailing them, when something went wrong. She jumped out of the car to make a run for it. The driver followed her. I went to her aid and she mistook me for a good Samaritan. In all fairness, I didn’t exactly disabuse her of the notion.” Roman shrugged.  
 
    He’d spent considerable time revisiting his engagement with her, deeply regretting not telling her the truth when he had the chance. Roman was not a man to live with regrets, but this particular matter seemed to have a mind of its own. No matter how hard he tried to shake it, his regret over deceiving her continued to haunt him.  
 
    “I should’ve told her the truth at some point, but I was in too deep by then.” His voice was sober. “I didn’t see my way to abruptly announce who I was and why I had been tailing her. Maybe, I should have tried harder. Let’s just say that once she discovered the truth, she wanted nothing to do with me.” 
 
    Raoul studied the Ancient. Durovic was being candid with him, but there was something the Ancient was holding back. 
 
    Roman’s eyes wandered absently to Sienna. “If anyone can convince Nandini about her mother, it’s Sienna.” 
 
    “What about SivoTar? How much influence does he have on her?” 
 
    “Not much, I don’t think. She trusts him because he’s an old friend of her father’s, but she doesn’t really know him.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “So, now that you know all, would you rather I come along for the ride, or should I head up north to complete my business?” Roman asked again. 
 
    “Come with us, Durovic. If Lady Bethesda still retains any ties to Portland, it might be worth it to make inquiries when we visit the city.” 
 
    Roman complied. “I’ve already sent out feelers for the other matter you asked me to investigate. It’ll take some time to confirm the presence of artifacts in private custody.” 
 
    The door to the Alpha’s Room opened and Faoladh made his way out to them.  
 
    “Bad news, I’m afraid” he murmured, just as Sienna and the First Wizard reached them. Sienna had a flush of eager excitement on her face. 
 
    “SivoTar confirmed that she was his guest until yesterday, when she received a message from someone purporting to be her mother, in SivoTar’s words.” 
 
    “She’s gone” Sienna blurted out, clearly aghast by the news. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. SivoTar warned her against it but she was insistent. He only relented after she promised to stay in contact. She has a cell and, as promised, she’s kept in touch. By all accounts, she’s getting to know the mother she has long believed dead.” 
 
    “Bethesda has her” the First Wizard murmured under her breath, with disbelief. 
 
    “SivoTar might’ve tried harder to stop the girl, if he believed her to be in danger” Faoladh offered. “He seems fond of her — it’s clear her father was a friend. Doesn’t know the mother, except that she’s been presumed dead for years.” 
 
    “This gives Lady Bethesda an advantage over us” Jason pointed out. 
 
    “The chance to tell her side of the story to her daughter first” Roman added. “In the absence of any opposing viewpoint, Nandini may well accept it as the truth.” 
 
    “We have to do something. She should be told the truth about our …” Sienna stumbled slightly. “Her mother” she corrected herself.  
 
    “We’ve evidence against Bethesda” the First Wizard chimed in. “When confronted with it, I’m sure my niece will believe it.” 
 
    “But how do we get to her?” Jason asked. “Lady Bethesda has achieved something of a coup. In one fell swoop, she’s made sure none of us can get to her daughter.” 
 
    Faoladh turned to the Alpha. “What if we took everything we have on Bethesda to SivoTar, Raoul? She doesn’t know us from Adam, but Nandini might trust SivoTar.” 
 
    Raoul shook his head. “We’ll have our work cut out to convince SivoTar to act on his suspicions. As far as he’s concerned, this is the wife of a good friend we’re maligning. And time is something we don’t have on our side. Also, from what Durovic says, Nandini doesn’t know SivoTar that well. Even if we convince him, she might not believe him.” 
 
    He mused on the matter. “SivoTar is in contact with her, right?” 
 
    Faoladh nodded.  
 
    “Would he be willing to give her a message from us, do you think?” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Raoul?” Faoladh narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “She’s been jolted about the past and is looking for answers. She might agree to meet someone with information about the past. It’ll have to be done delicately, but remember this is a mother who’s a stranger to her, who she thought died a long time ago. All we have to do is plant the seed of suspicion in her. That might be enough for her to question what her mother tells her. Then, we work on freeing her from Lady Bethesda’s clutches.” 
 
    “I’ll go” Sienna offered determinedly. “She’ll listen to me. I know she will. She’s my sister.” 
 
    “No, Sienna” the First Wizard objected, before Jason could. “We cannot let you walk into Bethesda’s trap.” 
 
    “She’s been trying to arrange a meeting with you for a while now, Sienna. This would play right into her hands. Look at the havoc Bianchi caused here trying to get to you” Jason reminded her. 
 
    “We know why she was after me, Jason” Sienna protested. “I don’t have the locket around my neck anymore.” 
 
    “You’re still vulnerable, my dear” the First Wizard pointed out worriedly. “You’re an integral piece of this prophecy she believes will give her leverage with the Chosen. If you walked into her parlor, she won’t let you go until her plans come to fruition.” 
 
    “That’s precisely why I will be safe, Aunt Minnie. I’m valuable to her, just as Nandini is. She’d never allow any harm to come to us. Where would that leave her with all her carefully nurtured plans crumbled to dust around her?” 
 
    “It’s too risky, Sienna” the Alpha said softly. “For all we know, it might be a trap. Lady Bethesda might’ve lured your sister precisely because she guessed that it might bring you hot-footed to her rescue. We cannot risk that. The First Wizard is right.” 
 
    Sienna subsided at his words, where she had countered both her aunt and Jason. She knew that he was right — the Alpha, after all, had no emotional baggage on this. His was the mind thinking clearly, while both Jason and the First Wizard were too emotionally invested in the matter.  
 
    “Then what do we do? We cannot leave her to Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    No, we cannot” Raoul agreed. “From a tactical standpoint, it would be a mistake of monumental proportions.” 
 
    “Even discarding Sienna’s emotional plea, now that we know The Prophecy calls for the three siblings to come together, it would be foolhardy to allow Bethesda the chance to write that script” Faoladh agreed. 
 
    “Alright, now that we’re agreed, who do we send into the lion’s den?” Duncan cut to the heart of the matter. “Lady Bethesda won’t allow anyone from the investigation to get near her daughter.” 
 
    “No” Jason seconded him. “She knows of the Pack’s involvement. And mine” he added. 
 
    “So, no Wizards or Shifters” the First Wizard said. 
 
    “She doesn’t know about me” Roman interjected.  
 
    He turned to the Alpha. “I might have a hard time convincing Nandini, but I doubt Lady Bethesda would stop me seeing her. We could concoct a cover story about some First One business to do with her father.” 
 
    “Bianchi knows of your involvement” Raoul pointed out. “Perhaps not the extent of it, but he knows you’re on good terms with the Pack.” 
 
    “It’s a risk, Merceau, but I’m hoping my presence in it was such an insignificant part of the story that Bianchi has not updated her about it.” 
 
    Jason chimed in to agree. “I doubt that Bianchi has been eager to give her any details of his failure to recover the locket.”  
 
    “What say?” Roman asked the Alpha. 
 
    Raoul ruminated over it for a moment, before agreeing to it.  
 
    He turned to Faoladh. “Do we have enough evidence linking Lady Bethesda to her husband’s death in India, Faoladh?” 
 
    “Not conclusively, no, but certainly enough to raise questions about it.” 
 
    “I can ask my Shifters to speed that up — give this particular item the highest priority?” Faoladh offered. 
 
    “That might be best, Faoladh. We could take the evidence to Nandini’s brother, SivoTar and other Chosen. It would help discredit her, making it a matter of murder instead of a convoluted play for power. Right now, we’re constrained by what we haven’t uncovered yet. But any evidence of involvement in her husband’s death might, at the very least, give her prospective allies pause while we dig more.” 
 
    The First Wizard nodded sharply to back the Alpha’s strategy. “Also, any evidence gathered under Faoladh’s aegis will carry weight” she remarked. If the Wizards started making accusations, many might dispute it as internal partisan infighting. 
 
    “And Nandini would need no convincing to walk away from Lady Bethesda” Sienna said quietly. 
 
    “So, if I understand Raoul, he’s suggesting a two-pronged approach on this” Faoladh summarized. “Speed up the investigation into her father, while Roman works on Nandini.” 
 
    “Durovic merely has to plant a seed in Nandini’s mind” Raoul reiterated. “If she’s even slightly skeptical about her mother’s version of the past, it’ll be easier to get her to believe the truth. Then, we separate her from her mother.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to SivoTar” Faoladh said. “I don’t want to push him too hard. We need him to get to Nandini. He’s the only one with access to her.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    A deadly conspiracy is hatched 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the Pack Room later that evening, Tasia tried to console Sienna. From anticipating a tryst with her sister to the news that Nandini had instead been plucked from right under their noses was proving hard for Sienna to come to terms with.  
 
    “If your sister is anything like you, Sienna, she’ll be skeptical of any story Lady Bethesda spins” Tasia assured the Wizard she had come to regard as a friend.  
 
    Sienna’s eyes flashed to her, the grim expression on her face easing. “You’re right, Tasia.”  
 
    “Wonderful” Jason retorted good-humoredly. “I’ve been saying the same thing all day. But Tasia says it, and suddenly, it’s all good.” 
 
    “She has a way about her” Sienna shrugged, her eyes twinkling. 
 
    Relieved to see it, Jason smiled. “I can see that.” 
 
    Hawk, accompanied by Luis, strode up to join them. 
 
    “She’s right, Sienna” Hawk said brightly, plopping himself down on the couch with the two Wizards. “We’ll have your sister back in no time.” 
 
    Sienna smiled, some of her natural effervescence reasserting itself. Hawk decided a change of subject was in order. 
 
    “I was looking forward to Portland very much” he remarked. 
 
    Sienna took the bait. “Why, Hawk?” 
 
    “Anything to miss Atsá’s shindig. Now, I will actually have to make a decision.” 
 
    “I thought you’d already made your decision, Hawk.” Luis wore a frown.  
 
    “Well, I do have a date lined up for the evening” Hawk admitted. “If not for that, I’d have sent my regrets a while ago.” 
 
    “Why don’t you want to go to Atsá’s party, Hawk?” Sienna asked in her forthright manner, her troubles temporarily forgotten, as Hawk had smartly anticipated. From various bits of overheard conversation, Sienna was aware that Atsá was Sara and Hawk’s estranged grandfather. 
 
    “I’m leery of sending the message that all is forgiven” he said simply. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the message you’ll telegraph, Hawk” Tasia said haltingly.  
 
    “Tasia is right.” Luis put his two cents in. “Atsá knows that the relationship needs a lot more work than having you show up to a party.” 
 
    Sienna took in Hawk’s mulish expression. “Atsá has been gracious enough to invite Jason and me, but if you’re not planning to go, Hawk, we won’t either. It’s no fun without friends. Right, Jason?” 
 
    “Absolutely” Jason agreed promptly. 
 
    Tasia smiled to herself. You could always depend on Sienna to say the right thing, she mused. 
 
    Hawk looked taken aback by Sienna’s statement. 
 
    “No, you should go, Sienna” he insisted. “Tasia and you have been cooped up at the Lair long enough. You both deserve an evening away.” 
 
    It was Tasia’s turn to make a declaration. “I’m not going, unless Sara and you go.” 
 
    Hawk sighed. “Alright, just for you, Tas.”  
 
    He glanced at the others. “It won’t be too bad if I have you guys to hang with.” He cheered up. “I’m not crazy about Atsá’s Shifters.” 
 
    “Who’re you taking to the party?” Sienna asked curiously. She had assumed Tasia to be Hawk’s date, but both Tasia and his statements clearly hinted that that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “It’s a surprise” Hawk grinned. “I think you’ll approve, Sienna.” 
 
    Sienna turned to her friend. “Do you know who it is, Tasia?” 
 
    “I think so” she said composedly. Tasia had long suspected that Hawk had a soft corner for her friend. A conversation with Caro over lunch a few weeks ago had revealed that it was not entirely one-sided. 
 
    … 
 
     “There’s something I’d like to talk to you about, Tas.” Caroline looked uncharacteristically hesitant. 
 
    “Of course. What’s on your mind, Caro?” 
 
    “Hawk and you are friends, right?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Good friends?” 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia continued to chow down on her sandwich, without missing a beat, until the unusual silence from her usually garrulous friend prompted her to look up. 
 
    “He asked you out” she exclaimed, putting her sandwich aside. So, Hawk had finally made his move. 
 
    “Yes … no … I mean, I haven’t said yes.” Caro looked uncertain, a hunted expression on her face. 
 
    Tasia looked genuinely puzzled. “Why not, Caro?”  
 
    Sara and she had categorically declared Shifters off bounds for them at the party, but Tasia had not failed to note that her friend hadn’t. Caro’s primary reaction during the conversation had been curiosity at Sara and Tasia’s opinions. 
 
    “It’s not because he’s a Shifter, is it?” Tasia was hesitant. If that was the case, Hawk would be disappointed. 
 
    “God no, Tas.” Caro had shaken her head vehemently. “It’s not that at all. It’s just that …” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I sort of had this impression that you two might be an item” Caro blurted out, looking extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    Tasia stared at her friend. It took her a few moments to recover her composure. 
 
    “Hawk and I are good friends, but nothing more, Caro. We have a bond that’s hard to define. No matter what, we’ll always have the other’s back. And I know that I can tell him anything. But there’s nothing romantic between us, not even remotely so.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Tas? Because I don’t want to come between …” 
 
    “I’m very sure, Caro.” She clasped her friend’s palm. “There’s never been and never will be anything more than a deep friendship between us.” 
 
    Caro looked relieved. “I’ve been around enough Shifters now, Tas. All of them, without fail, are undemonstrative. Hawk’s very different with you. It’s clear that he holds you in great affection.” 
 
    “As do I — both Sara and him. Hawk’s a little different from other Shifters, Caro. For one, he was brought up amongst humans. It separates both Sara and Hawk from their peers in subtle ways.” 
 
    As her friend stared at her, a mischievous smile bloomed on Tasia’s face. “I suspect some of the demonstrative stuff is just Hawk’s way of thumbing his nose at his Pack, of signaling that he doesn’t care what they say about him. The more they gossip about us, the more he enjoys giving them fodder for it. But that gossip is not true. I hope you mean to accept, Caro” she persisted, as her friend studied her silently. 
 
    “I’d like to” Caro admitted.  
 
    “Then please do, Caro. Hawk’s a gem. Once you get past the Shifter stuff, he’s solid gold. You’d be good for each other, I suspect.” Tasia smiled. “And, I’d be over the moon.” 
 
    Caro grinned, her first smile since initiating the conversation. “He’s asked me to a Shifter party. I can just picture the shocked gazes as he strolls in with a Wizard on his arm.” 
 
    “Atsá’s party” Tasia remarked knowingly. “Sara will be there. As will Evgeny and I.” 
 
    “Evgeny, eh? Alright, you’ve convinced me, Tasia. Hawk it is.”    
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    San Diego, California 
 
    “There’s a man requesting an audience with you, Guardian.” 
 
    Ted Anderson glanced up from the document he was perusing to study his aide. 
 
    “Does he have an appointment, Ed?” 
 
    “No.” Ed shook his head. “But he says he has information of interest to you.” 
 
    Anderson arched an eyebrow. Many Wizards with unaddressed grievances attempted to approach him at home, under flimsy excuses. While this was not unusual, his aides were usually adept at sending such Chosen on their way. 
 
    “He says he has information on Raoul Merceau” the aide explained. While many Chosen had heard of the fracas at the San Francisco Wizard Registry, only those closest to the Guardian knew how the Wizard seethed with anger at the Alpha who had humiliated him so publicly. 
 
    Anderson’s face went blank at the news. “Show him in” he said.  
 
    Minutes later, a pale young man was escorted into the room. The aide glanced at the Guardian before shutting the door discreetly on his way out. 
 
    “Guardian Anderson?” inquired the young man with a lilting Italian accent. 
 
    “Yes” Anderson acknowledged. “And you are?” 
 
    “I’m Rafaelo Bianchi of the Venice Nest.” 
 
    Anderson arched an eyebrow. “A member of the Clan” he remarked with thinly disguised disgust. 
 
    If the Vampire heard the disdain in the Wizard’s voice, he hid it well.  
 
    “We have an enemy in common, Guardian” he remarked suavely. “And I know just the way to punish the arrogant Alpha.” 
 
    Anderson contemplated the Vampire in silence before inviting him to seat himself.  
 
    “What do you want in exchange for this information?” the Guardian inquired shrewdly. The Clan was known to drive a hard bargain — that is, when it was willing to do business with other Chosen, which was rare. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing.” The young man threw up his hands extravagantly. 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” Anderson was clearly skeptical. 
 
    “Alright. How about this, Guardian? If you use what I tell you to either take down the Beast Lord or weaken him temporarily, I’ll call us even.” 
 
    Anderson looked taken aback by the young man’s offer. “What information do you have on him?” 
 
    “He came out of nowhere ten years ago to win control of the Northern California Pack. Before that, he’d never led a Pack or a were-pack.” 
 
    “You’ve given me nothing I don’t already know” countered Anderson. 
 
    “Perhaps. But do you know where he was before San Francisco?” 
 
    “Is it important?” shrugged Anderson.  
 
    “What if I told you he was running wild without a Pack.” 
 
    “Without a Pack” the Guardian repeated, a frown marking his face. “Faoladh frowns on that.”  
 
    “He does indeed. And yet, he allowed Raoul Merceau to claim the Northern California Pack. Doesn’t that surprise you, Guardian?”   
 
    “Very much so.” Anderson looked intrigued for the first time since the Vampire had walked into the room. 
 
    “The rumor is that he stayed away from both Si’ffa and Chosen to deal with issues of control.” 
 
    “Merceau” the Guardian exclaimed incredulously.  
 
    A vision of the implacable and steely-eyed Alpha in absolute control of himself, his Pack and his surroundings, flashed at Anderson. The night of their encounter, the Alpha had kept his head despite the provocations and barbs, taking on a Guardian with exponentially more magic to defeat him comprehensively. It had not been done with power or brute strength, but with intelligence, knowledge, and a shrewdness that belied his reputation. That had not been a man with an uncertain grasp over his beast. It had been a Shifter in complete control of everything. Anderson did not like to remember that night, but the idea of the Alpha losing control seemed rather extraordinary to him. Shifters with tenuous control were rarely able to hide it, either from their Pack or other Shifters.  
 
    “Are you implying that Raoul Merceau ...” His voice trailed off, clearly not convinced by the Vampire’s revelation. 
 
    “Yes.” The Vampire was supremely confident. “Obviously, it’s in the past for there’ve been no rumors since he became Alpha. This is not something that can be kept quiet, especially for a Wyr as well-known as the Alpha. That Faoladh does not challenge him is also a good indication that it is behind him.” 
 
    “Even if I were to believe you, Vampire, how does this help me, except of course to needle the Alpha when we meet again?” 
 
    “Aah. The important bit is not that he slipped in the past, it’s what caused his control to slip then.” 
 
    The Guardian sat up straighter. Any information regarding a Shifter’s loss of control was no small matter. The fine line between life and death for a Shifter, it was guarded very zealously by them. 
 
    “He was exposed to experiments by a Wizard for about a year, as far as I can gather, right before he disappeared. After that, all record of him goes silent until he appears in San Francisco a few years later to challenge the local Alpha.” 
 
    “What kind of experiments?”  
 
    “My sources tell me a combination of silver and powerful magic.” 
 
    “Silver” Anderson repeated thoughtfully. Experimenting on a powerful Wyr with magic meant holding him captive. That was not an option he felt comfortable signing off on. It would be dangerous for many reasons. Silver, on the other hand, might be easier. There were many ways to expose a Shifter to silver without holding him for any remarkable length of time. 
 
    “It’s whispered that the Beast Lord bears lasting scars from the experience” Bianchi said. “His visceral dislike of Wizards for one.”  
 
    Anderson nodded. That would certainly explain the Alpha’s notorious disdain for all Wizards.  
 
    “The experience has forced the Alpha to develop a phobia of confined spaces, as well as greater intolerance to silver, more so than other Shifters” the Vampire added. 
 
    Silver was like kryptonite to Shifters, though how each Wyr was affected by the metal seemed to differ drastically. 
 
    “His body has a hair-trigger reaction to silver because of the past. The combination of a large dose of silver and confined space might remind him why he fled civilization before, Guardian” Bianchi suggested smoothly. It was a barbaric recommendation to destroy a Wyr, but Bianchi was counting on the Guardian’s burning desire for revenge to override his morals. 
 
    “What is your enmity with the Alpha?” Anderson inquired bluntly, after a few moments of reflection. 
 
    The Vampire smiled. “He stands in the way of something I want.” 
 
    “If I may make another suggestion, Guardian? Something guaranteed to destroy the Beast Lord” he offered insidiously. 
 
    Anderson assented mutely. 
 
    “Once he’s weakened, confine him with that Wizard he calls Pack.” 
 
    “Tasia Armstrong.” The Guardian was surprised. “Why?” 
 
    “If he injures her, he’ll face the opprobrium of all Chosen. It’ll destroy his budding relationship with the First Wizard and prove him a liar before the world, for he’ll have savaged a vulnerable Chosen he’s publicly given his word to protect.” 
 
    Anderson stayed silent, merely studying the ruthless Vampire before him. 
 
    Bianchi pressed his point. “Also, if he harms her in any way, the Beast Lord will be personally brought low. He’s romantically entangled with her.” 
 
    After an initial spurt of astonishment, Anderson burst out laughing. 
 
    “Someone’s playing games with you, Vampire” he gasped out amidst his mirth. “Raoul Merceau will never entangle himself with any Wizard, romantic or otherwise.” 
 
    “He told me so himself.” For the first time, the uber confident Vampire seemed a tad unsure. 
 
    “He was pulling your leg, Vampire” Anderson said confidently. “Faoladh and the First Wizard have been cozying up for a while now. Merceau is only doing Faoladh’s bidding. Both Tasia Armstrong and Sienna McAlister enjoy his patronage at Faoladh’s request. It is because the First Wizard wants both these ladies protected by the Pack. That’s it. Merceau’s not comfortable with any of this — it is clear by the way he talks of Wizards. One of these days, Faoladh is going to push him too far, and he’ll have a mutiny on his hands.” 
 
    Bianchi looked intrigued by the possibility, wondering if such a rift could be engineered. The Lady would be happy to disrupt the Shifters’ investigation and would be very grateful to Bianchi if he brought it about. A thought for a rainy day, he told himself.  
 
    “Why come to me with this information?” Anderson interrupted the Vampire’s thoughts. “Why not use it yourself?” 
 
    “A Guardian is much better placed to exploit information such as this.” The Vampire paused. “Of course, if you don’t intend to use it, then I will.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a few minutes?” Tasia texted the Alpha later that night. He had been closeted all day in the Alpha’s Room with few opportunities for her to talk to him. 
 
    “Can it wait till tomorrow?” came back the prompt response in five minutes. “I’m swamped.” 
 
    Could it, she pondered silently. Yes, of course it could. But she’d have a hard time falling asleep with this on her mind. 
 
    “Come up to the Alpha’s Room @ 11:30 if you’re still up. I’ll try wrap things up by then” he texted before Tasia could respond to his previous query. 
 
    “Thank you, I will” she texted him back, appreciative of him taking the time to hear her out. 
 
    At eleven thirty, Tasia made her way up the stairs, a spare blanket wrapped around her and a book in her hand. The door to the Pack Room stood ajar. Luis, Stefan Simeonov and two other Shifters were gathered in a huddle inside the room. Both Were-Alphas glanced up as she entered. Luis called out a greeting to her and Simeonov gave her a nod before they resumed their discussion. Tasia glanced at the door to the Alpha’s Room. It was closed. She plopped herself down on a chair to read her book.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Duncan emerged from the Alpha’s Room to do a double take at her presence this late in the Pack Room. Tasia glanced at the door to the Alpha’s Room.  
 
    “You’re here to see Raoul?” He had noted her discreet glance. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
     “I’ll check with him” Duncan offered immediately. 
 
    She put her book aside to wait patiently. This time, Duncan was out in seconds.  
 
    “He’ll see you now.” He held the door open for her. 
 
    “Goodnight Duncan” she murmured as she passed him. 
 
    “Goodnight.” He shut the door behind her discreetly. 
 
    The Alpha sat behind the imposing desk, a pen in his hand and documents scattered on the usually pristine desk.  
 
    “I need a few minutes” he said, glancing at his watch to shake his head. “Damn, it’s almost midnight. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting this late.”  
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. I’ll wait until you’re done.” She made to turn towards the door. 
 
    “You can wait here” he said from behind her. 
 
    When she glanced at him, he gestured at the couch. “I’ll be done soon.” 
 
    Tasia made her way to the couch. It was a good thing she’d come prepared, she mused. The book and the blanket would both come in handy.  
 
    Hours later, Tasia blinked awake abruptly, disoriented by the unfamiliar surroundings. She lay on a couch, with a pillow under her head and a blanket covering her snugly. The stark surroundings were dimly lit. For a moment, she stared at the ceiling in confusion, until a sudden surge of panic had her sitting up, gasping in alarm.  
 
    A chair scraped loudly, the sound cutting through the silence. Then, the Alpha was striding up to her.  
 
    “Witchling” he called softly to draw her attention.  
 
    Tasia glanced up at him, her eyes holding a mix of confusion and anxiety.  
 
    “I dimmed the light to let you sleep” he said calmly. 
 
    Somewhat mollified by his presence and the prosaic words, she shook her head. “I …” She stopped, glancing around her. 
 
    “You’re in the Alpha’s Room” he explained. “You fell asleep on the couch.” 
 
    Tasia glanced down at the pillow in confusion. Vague memories of another time when she had fallen asleep on this very couch flashed at her, creating a jumbled mix of past and present. There had been a pillow involved then too. 
 
    “Where’d the pillow come from?” she mumbled at him, clearly confused. 
 
    “From the Pack Room.” There was an unusual note of hesitation in his voice. 
 
    “You did that before, too.” She blinked up at him, attempting to see his expression in the semi-darkness. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gave me a pillow from the Pack Room and put my blanket over me. Hawk found me the next morning. I asked him if he’d tucked me in, but he denied it.” 
 
    There was a short silence. He knew which night she referred to. She’d come up here to escape the echoes of a nightmare. A night that had followed a particularly harrowing argument between them, one that had shaken both protagonists deeply, albeit for wildly differing reasons. 
 
    “Yes, I did fetch you a pillow that night” he acknowledged. 
 
    The admission seemed to satisfy her. A “why” trembled on her lips for an infinitesimally tiny moment. Then, it passed. Tasia realized that she didn’t want to hear his answer. Perhaps, he had been making amends for the argument earlier that day, she told herself. 
 
    “You’re still working?” she asked instead. 
 
    “No, I was done a while back.” 
 
    “Then …?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I let you sleep.”  
 
    Tasia sat up straighter. “You should’ve woken me” she insisted. “I never meant to keep you at the Lair. I apologize.” Her voice was agitated, threaded by distress.  
 
    You need your rest, as much as I do.  
 
    It hadn’t escaped her notice how hard he worked, late into the night most evenings.  
 
    He strode to the door to turn up the lights. 
 
    “Now that you’re awake, why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind.” He slid into the chair across from her. 
 
    Tasia hesitated, dismayed at having inconvenienced him. 
 
    “I slipped up today” she confessed tautly. “In there.” She pointed her thumb at the Pack Room. 
 
    “With your knowledge of the Ancient tongue?” he prompted. It had been easy to guess why she wanted to speak to him tonight. 
 
    “Yes” Tasia sighed softly. “I just … I don’t know what happened. It slipped out, before I could stop myself. “ 
 
    “It happens” he assured her. “You’ll be more careful next time.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Tasia looked unconvinced. “I could tell Faoladh was suspicious.” 
 
    “I’ve taken care of Faoladh. Don’t worry about it. Was that it?” he asked as she continued to stare at him uncertainly. 
 
    She nodded. “I wanted to apologize to you. You have enough on your plate.” Her eyes flashed to the desk behind him. “I’m sorry for adding to it.” 
 
    “My shoulders are wide enough, witchling.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are” she said cautiously. “But your responsibility is to your Shifters. You shouldn’t have to worry about my mess ups.”  
 
    His lips quivered, the expressionless gold eyes softening. “Some would argue that I asked for it by offering you Pack status, not once but twice.” 
 
    He’s in a light-hearted mood tonight, Tasia realized. “Do you ever regret it?” she asked him curiously. 
 
    One tawny eyebrow arched inquiringly. 
 
    “Offering me Pack status” she explained. “Do you ever feel that it might have been better if my path had not crossed Hawk’s that night?” 
 
    A strange expression flitted across his face. “Better for whom?” he asked. 
 
    “For the Pack. The Shifters in general. And you.” 
 
    “No.” This time, there was no hesitation. “You’ve been good for all three. And having a Pack to fall back on has been beneficial to you.” 
 
    She couldn’t disagree with his latter comment. “The Pack has been the difference between life and death for me, on occasion” she confessed, her admissions flowing easier with him now. “But I’m not sure how my presence benefits it. And I’m not talking about my work on the investigation” she added hastily. “It might have taken you longer, but you’d eventually have found the answers without me.”   
 
    “I don’t agree with that assessment of your contributions” he remarked after a short pause. “But let us discard that for the sake of argument. Regardless, your presence amidst us has been good for my Shifters, my Pack, and even me. I might not always be the most enthusiastic proponent of Faoladh’s goal of Chosen amity, but I’ve always believed in it. He’s right — therein lies our best chance of survival. If we Shifters cannot handle one Wizard in our midst, what hope have we to greater co-operation with other Chosen?” 
 
    Tasia was taken aback by his blunt comment. “But you’ve always had good relations with other Chosen in San Francisco, even the Blutsauger Mistress. That cannot be a coincidence.” 
 
    “It is not” he agreed. “I worked damned hard to build those relationships.” 
 
    “Then, it seems to me that you’ve always been a proponent of Faoladh’s goal” she pointed out. 
 
    “No, I have not. Because the relationships I cultivated were not to foster co-operation, but to reduce conflict. I realized early on that the only way for the Pack to prosper is if we’re not held back by petty disputes and constant bickering with everyone. Where I could not resolve a conflict, I’ve pushed back with aggression. But where a reasonable compromise could be reached, I’ve facilitated that.” 
 
    His way had been very successful for his Pack, she mused. Hawk had told her that the Pack was an affluent one. 
 
    “Your stewardship of the Pack seems to have paid rich dividends, in more ways than one” she remarked.  
 
    Most Chosen would always underestimate this man, Tasia realized in that instant. As she had done in the beginning. Underneath that uber, authoritarian and testosterone-fueled Shifter Alpha façade, was a shrewd, intelligent and calculating man who never let dogma stand in the way of doing things the smart way. He was a Shifter to his core, more perhaps than even the average Shifter, since in his case, it had been a choice to embrace his Wyr and ignore his Wizard heritage. But he was no blind adherent to the old traditions of his forefathers. He had been truthful when he’d declared that he was not traditionalist. He ran his Pack like a Shifter throwback because that was the way to keep his Shifters ruthlessly in line, to rule by fear and raw power as the Alphas had always done. Yet, his decisions on other aspects of his Pack were more pragmatic and smart, never about blindly following Shifter norms. Perhaps, this is why his success had been so phenomenal, she realized. Other Chosen would always see a Shifter Alpha when they looked at him, not realizing that underneath that persona lay an intelligent and thinking man. 
 
    “It has” he agreed easily, no false pride in him. “That’s precisely why I was in danger of succumbing to my natural instincts. The taste of success can be a heady experience — it can make you feel more powerful than you really are.” His words were brutally honest. 
 
    Tasia waited, confident that he was not done yet. The man was in an unexpectedly sharing mood tonight.  
 
    “My natural instinct is to isolate us; secure and prosper my Pack but isolate us from everyone else” he admitted. “Your admission into my Pack forced me to question that approach on many levels. Faoladh is right. No individual or Chosen community can remain isolated and removed from Chosen affairs. We’re connected and linked together in ways hard to fathom sometimes. You could never have remained isolated and on the fringes all your life, and neither can the Pack or I.” 
 
    “I … I don’t know what to say” she stammered. These were very unShifter-like views to hold. That it came from a quintessential Shifter Alpha astonished Tasia no end.  
 
    He continues to surprise me, more and more.  
 
    “Your meeting Hawk was a fortuitous event in that sense. Your life was headed in a direction that would have, sooner or later, placed you in great danger. And my views on isolation deserved to be challenged, no matter how much of a success I made of my Pack. The timing of your entry was impeccable — my views were rife for challenge.”  
 
    Tasia, who had thought long on the matter, realized that she could not disagree with him when it came to the direction of her life. Despite her best attempts to stay in the shadows, she had attracted trouble all the same. Had she not had the Pack to fall back on, she might very well have had to use her power to defend herself, thus opening a bigger can of worms.  
 
    “Yet, your first offer of Pack protection to me was under duress, Alpha.” As the words poured out of her, it struck Tasia forcibly how a few weeks ago, she would never have dared to state that to him. Now, she felt confident that it would not be taken amiss.  
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “Hawk was right to ask for it. My decision was based on the merit of his request.”  
 
    She could still remember her first meeting in the Pack Room with him, his relentless questioning, those cold, accusing eyes and his aggression. The man who had comforted her at the Vampire nest had turned into a cold, unpredictable, and scary Shifter. Tasia had been terrified and unsure of which way to turn and who to trust. In the end, the night at the nest when the Shifters had fought so desperately for her, and Hawk’s entreaty to trust his Alpha had convinced her to accept the Alpha’s bargain. Even then, she had been unsure. It had taken multiple skirmishes, many false starts and missteps, and hours of soul-searching to decide to stick with the Pack. The Alpha’s willingness to try and accommodate her concerns had also helped seal the bargain the second time around.  
 
    Her time with the Shifters had changed her. A newfound confidence in herself — no more running for the shadows, when faced with a threat. Friendships that enriched her, a huge difference from her lonely and isolated life at the periphery of both human and Chosen alike. And now, a gradual footing in the Pack — a steady job, and protection from any dangerous Chosen gunning for her. All because of one man, his decision to offer her a place in the Pack, his persistence, and his insistence to his Pack that they accept her. 
 
    “I sense rising gratitude for a certain Alpha” he remarked, openly amused.  
 
    “Beware, witchling” he said softly. “Or I might let it go to my head.” 
 
    “You will not” Tasia flushed.  
 
    You already have a swollen head. 
 
    As amusement warmed the cold eyes, she took the fight to him. “You say my presence forced you to confront your views. So, if not for me, they might never have been challenged? That would be a shame.” 
 
    He leant forward, the gold eyes glinting with amusement. “It would indeed” he murmured. “Although Duncan does do a good job of holding a mirror to me, on the rare occasion I need it.” 
 
    Rare occasion he needs it indeed. 
 
    Tasia straightened.  
 
    The arrogance of the man.  
 
    “I’m rarely wrong” he stated simply, with an air of arrogance that belied the expression of amusement on his face. 
 
    As outrage flashed across her face, he added insidiously “And on the rare occasion I am, you’ll set me straight.” 
 
    Stopped in her tracks, a confused Tasia repeated slowly “I’ll set you straight?” 
 
    “You have experience with this — a cat called Tiger. I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    She stared at him, while a gamut of expressions flitted across her expressive face. Color surged up her face as snatches bubbled up from a night of danger and excitement, fueled by blood loss and trauma.  
 
    “Not again” she stammered, trying to pull herself together. He had reminded her of this once before. 
 
    An eyebrow arched in mock surprise, his voice was deadpan. “Asking me about my beast form, witchling? That’s not something I ever expected from you.”   
 
    Tasia stared at him speechlessly. She felt ill-equipped to respond to his lighthearted teasing. With Hawk and her other friends, she’d have a smart comeback. Not so with him. She hadn’t even known that he had it in him.  
 
    “Lost for words, witchling?” For just a moment, he looked like a naughty schoolboy. 
 
     “You’re teasing me” she muttered, almost like she needed to say it out loud, notwithstanding the evidence before her eyes.  
 
    “You’re easy to rile” he remarked, seemingly pleased with himself.  
 
    “Come on.” He sprang up. “Time for bed.” 
 
    Tasia stood up. “What time is it?” she yawned. 
 
    “A little after three.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “Long drive?” 
 
    “I’ve a room here for nights like these. Perks of being the Alpha.” 
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    Tasia stepped out of the car, burrowing into her jacket for warmth as Duncan courteously held the door open for Sara to alight next. The night air chilled Tasia, her jacket doing nothing for her bare legs under the chocolate-colored dress she wore. Sienna, Sara and she had embarked on an impromptu shopping trip the day before, making an outing of it. Duncan had good-humoredly agreed to escort the ladies. Jason, Hawk and Joaquim, in addition to Duncan, had been considered enough of a contingent against any remaining remnants of Bianchi’s Vampires. Tasia had had a fantastic time with her new friends — it was starting to feel like things were settling back to normal. She could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. Her strange life cooped up inside the Lair with the Shifters was coming to an end. And, thanks to the generous stipend from the Pack, she found herself flush with money for the first time in her life. All three ladies had indulged in dresses for Atsá’s party and the evening had culminated in a raucous dinner at a popular North Beach restaurant that Duncan had surprisingly proved adept at getting last minute reservations for.  
 
    “Look who Jason and I found” Sienna hailed them. 
 
    Tasia turned to see Hawk and Caro walking towards them, with Sienna and Jason in tow. She could sense that though Sienna was astonished by Caro’s presence at Hawk’s side, the Wizard was trying to hide it. Jason seemed somewhat bemused by it all. Hawk’s eyes held a wicked glint that indicated he was enjoying himself hugely, while Caro was her usual composed and self-assured self. 
 
    Sara stepped forward to give Caro a warm hug. “Impeccable timing for once, Hawk” she said laughingly to her brother. “Now, we can all go in together and Caroline won’t feel like a stranger in there.” 
 
    “An excellent idea, Sara” Duncan said approvingly. “Hello Caroline. You must tell me sometime why you let this irascible boy convince you to give him a chance.” 
 
    “It was singularly hard work, Duncan.” Hawk wiped his brow with an exaggerated gesture.  
 
    Caroline remained composed. “He can be very persuasive when he puts his mind to it.” 
 
    “You’ve hit the nail on the head, Caroline” Sara concurred whole-heartedly. “The real job is convincing Hawk that it’s worth it.” 
 
    Jason prompted everyone. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    As everyone trooped in together, Sara glanced at Duncan. “You’re shocked, Duncan?” she asked softly. They were still a ways from the house. Once closer to the houseful of Shifters, there would be no private conversation. 
 
    “A tad taken aback” he admitted after a momentary silence. “You’re not.” He quirked his eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Nope” she grinned. “I approve very much. As does Tasia, I suspect” she added with a glance at her friend beside her. 
 
    “Very much” Tasia assented promptly. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, so do I” Duncan murmured quietly. He did approve of Caroline for Hawk, for more reasons than one. He was very fond of Hawk, and the boy needed someone who would stand up to him when necessary. From what he’d seen of Caroline, she had an independent and feisty streak that would stand her in good stead.  
 
    Also, Duncan was immensely pleased to have his suspicions confirmed that Hawk’s feelings for Tasia were platonic. Knowing what he knew, any jostling over Tasia’s affections would ill serve everyone, the Pack as well as Hawk. And, he rather suspected that Raoul’s famed self-control and detachment would fall by the wayside if that were to happen.  
 
    Sounds of revelry permeated the air as they approached the house. Atsá lived in a big house built high into the hillside, backing onto woods. It was a bit of a drive across the Golden Gate Bridge, on the outskirts of the quaint town of Sausalito across the bay from San Francisco. 
 
    The large drawing room was crowded, the revelry in full swing as the Avians and their guests let their guard down. As the new group of arrivals stood framed by the doorway, there was an instant of silence. Shifters turned as one to stare at the motley group. Then, Atsá strode forward to greet his guests and the Shifters turned away to speculate more discreetly about the new guests. Tasia wasn’t sure who surprised the Shifters more — Sienna and Jason, her, or Caroline Hamilton in Atsá’s drawing room. Shifters who frequented the Lair knew Caroline by sight, so the Wizard was not a stranger to them. But her presence here at a Shifter celebration must surely mystify them. 
 
    If Atsá was astonished by Caroline’s presence, he hid it well, graciously welcoming her when Hawk introduced her to his grandfather. 
 
    “I know your father, child” Atsá remarked. “Please give him my regards.” 
 
    Caroline murmured politely, and then, Atsá was greeting Tasia. 
 
    “Welcome, Tasia. I’m glad you could join us tonight.” 
 
    Sara and Hawk were a little stiff with Atsá, but the Were-Alpha did not linger, welcoming them as easily as he had Sienna and Jason. 
 
    Duncan strode over to a group of Shifters, but Hawk and Sara stuck with them.  
 
    Evgeny wandered over to them. “There’s dancing in one of the other rooms” he announced excitedly.  
 
    “Looks like your idea at the Lair celebration has caught on, Hawk” Sienna remarked. 
 
    Soon, Tasia was caught up in the swing of it. She danced with Evgeny, Hawk and Jason, who, she knew from the Lair party, was a surprisingly good dancer. In between, there was food and plenty of laughter with her friends. She noted how deftly Duncan drew Jason into his conversations with Atsá and Maartje, and how much respect Atsá commanded amongst the gathered Shifters.  
 
    The Alpha strode in late, with Elisabetta by his side. It didn’t draw any attention from the Shifters, but caused Sienna to silently raise her eyebrows at Tasia. Hawk caught the discreet signal, opening his mouth to comment. But before he could say anything, Sienna jumped in. 
 
    “No Hawk, save the thought. Tasia and I’ve already faced his displeasure once and neither of us is in a hurry to do so again” she said laughingly. 
 
    Hawk looked intrigued. “You did? When …” he invited, but Tasia shook her head at him. She wasn’t going to indulge in gossip this openly with Shifter ears listening in. Not again, and not about the Alpha. The last time, she had been an unwitting bystander, but this time, she was determined to keep her distance. Hawk might know what he was doing, but she didn’t intend to cause more ruckus in the Pack, and she certainly did not intend to rile the Alpha. 
 
    Caroline, puzzled by the cryptic comments, remained silent, conscious of the surrounding Shifters.  
 
    Unexpectedly, it was Sara who stated softly “Those two will never be an item.” There was utter confidence in her voice. It was clear who she meant.  
 
    Sienna gave a sharp nod, clearly agreeing with Sara. She had spent enough time with the Alpha as well as Elisabetta to appreciate that the two Shifters were poles apart, even without the Alpha’s principle of never entangling himself with anyone from his Pack. 
 
    Sara’s statement served to give Caroline an inkling of the context. “Stranger things have happened” she commented, her eyes on Hawk. 
 
    “No, Caroline.” Hawk shook his head. “We’re not that strange, but they would be.” 
 
    Evgeny made another of his precipitous entrances just then, and the conversation turned to other matters. Most of the Were-Alphas were in attendance tonight, Tasia observed, but the rank-and-file Shifters were from the Avian were-pack. There were families present, partners and mates, and even a few children, but otherwise it was very much a sedate affair. Some of the Shifters greeted Hawk and Sara politely, a few even nodded at Tasia and Sienna, but most kept their distance from their little group. 
 
    Eventually, Luis Beltran made his way to them, to greet them and make polite conversation. It was the cue for Sara to disappear discreetly with Evgeny to the dance floor. Tasia noted her friend’s disappearance with a frown. Sara had not yet sorted out her issues with Luis, she realized. The Alpha had offered his assistance on the matter. Perhaps, it was time to consider his offer in good faith. Sara deserved to be happy in her Pack, not looking over her shoulder all the time.  
 
    Then, a strange thing happened. Stefan Simeonov made his way to them and asked Tasia to dance. Caught by surprise, Tasia tried frantically to find a gracious way to refuse the Shifter, before Hawk stepped in to the rescue. 
 
    “Sorry, Simeonov. She’s promised to me for this one” Hawk said pointedly.  
 
    Since her early association with the Pack, Tasia had always kept the striking-looking Were-Alpha with the bright blue eyes at a distance. While she considered Duncan, Luis Beltran and Atsá perfect gentlemen, there was something about Stefan Simeonov that made her wary. Hawk, uniquely attuned to Tasia, had picked up on it. 
 
    Simeonov contemplated Hawk as the group around them went silent. “Didn’t mean to step on any toes, Hawk” the Were-Alpha drawled. “Another time, perhaps” he remarked to Tasia with a charming smile. 
 
    Tasia murmured a noncommittal response, before allowing Hawk to lead her to the dance floor. As she walked away, she cast an apologetic glance at Caro, who wore a thoughtful expression on her face. 
 
    “Thanks, Hawk” she murmured. 
 
    Much later in the evening, Maartje strode up to Tasia. “It’s good to see you tonight, Tasia.” Her eyes shot to where Hawk and Sara stood with the rest of their group.  
 
    Before Tasia could respond, Hawk strode up to them with a tight expression on his face to engage Maartje in conversation. Tasia sighed silently. She understood what the Alpha meant by Hawk allowing his emotions to rule him. She’d have preferred to have this conversation with Maartje here tonight, where the Shifter guests within earshot would allow them both to get away with cryptic statements. Now, Maartje would likely accost Tasia at a more private venue, forcing her into greater adroitness to manage the situation. 
 
    More surprises lay in store for Tasia. Elisabetta walked up to her at the buffet table later in the evening, after Tasia had just refilled her plate with seconds. 
 
    “Tasia Armstrong” the beautiful Were-Alpha greeted her. “I had not expected to see you tonight.” 
 
    Tasia was unfazed. Duncan’s compliment about her adroit handling of Maartje had given Tasia’s confidence a boost. Elisabetta, unsubtle and with none of Maartje’s finesse, was easier to handle.  
 
    “I was invited, Elisabetta” she countered. 
 
    “Of course you were” Elisabetta agreed smoothly, but Tasia could sense that she had surprised the Shifter. 
 
    “I don’t see Hawk” Elisabetta remarked sweetly, glancing around her. “Usually, he hovers over you like a dog with his favorite bone.” 
 
    Aah, so Elisabetta thinks I’m here as Hawk’s date.  
 
    “He’s in the other room” Tasia said calmly. “Were you looking for him?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” Elisabetta’s lips quirked. “The stripling and I do not see eye to eye.” 
 
    She studied Tasia, the green eyes rife with speculation. “You, I’m beginning to suspect, are much smarter than the stripling. So, I’ll give you some advice. If you intend to stick with the Pack, you’ll need more friends than just Hawk Manotti and his sister.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind” Tasia responded, just as the Alpha, in company with Duncan, Luis and Stefan Simeonov strode up to the table to check out the excellent repast Atsá had laid out for his guests. 
 
    The Alpha addressed Tasia. “Duncan says he gave you a ride here?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m headed back to the Lair in an hour. I can give you a ride, if you like?” he offered.  “It’ll save Duncan a trip back — he can drop Sara.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you” Tasia accepted before excusing herself. This was as good an excuse as any to walk away from Elisabetta. 
 
    “We’re now expected to step in for Hawk with both his sister and his date” Elisabetta exclaimed from behind Tasia.  
 
    “Hawk’s busy, Elisabetta” she heard Duncan respond, before she moved out of earshot.   
 
    Elisabetta wasn’t pleased by the Alpha’s offer to drive her back to the Lair, Tasia realized. After Bianchi’s attempt on Caroline, the Alpha had made it clear that Tasia should only venture outside the Lair with either Duncan or him. Perhaps, Elisabetta wasn’t aware of this. Or maybe, Sara was wrong, Tasia mused. Perhaps, Elisabetta had come to the party with the Alpha and was displeased by the prospect of a third wheel. The beautiful Were-Alpha’s interest in the Alpha was no secret in the Pack.  
 
    The thought discomfited Tasia. Maybe, she’d been too hasty in accepting the Alpha’s offer. Duncan, she knew, would readily agree to a trip back to the Lair. 
 
    When an hour later, the Alpha signaled to Tasia that he was ready to leave, it was with some hesitation that Tasia said her goodbyes. She wished Sienna and Jason a good trip — they were headed to San Diego in the morning. Jason had meetings at Wizard Headquarters, and Sienna intended to spend time with her aunt for the holidays. Hawk and Caro had already left, so Tasia took her leave of the others, before moving to where the Alpha waited for her.  
 
    A quick glance around the room made it clear that Elisabetta, though in conversation with Stefan Simeonov, had her attention on the Alpha. Simeonov, in turn, paused his conversation with Elisabetta to stare at Tasia, the blue eyes rife with speculation. Engrossed in watching Elisabetta, Tasia missed it, but the Alpha did not. The gold eyes narrowed on the Were-Alpha, his displeasure clear. Simeonov yanked his attention back to Elisabetta to resume his conversation with her. 
 
    “Ready?” the Alpha inquired, as Tasia reached him. 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She directed an uncertain glance at Elisabetta, who was now watching them openly. “Elisabetta …” she said uncertainly. 
 
    “What about Elisabetta?” He was clearly all at sea. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for her?” Her voice was tentative. 
 
    “Why on earth …?” He stopped. “I’m ready to get out of here.”   
 
    He stalked off, and after a bemused moment, Tasia followed him. Guests still milled about the house, and it took her a few minutes to make her way to the door. Once out, she found him waiting for her. He directed her a few blocks away, to where his car sat parked.  
 
    It was only once they were in the car and moving that he spoke again.  
 
    “Elisabetta and I met outside and walked in together.” It was stated simply, with the economy of precision. 
 
    “I thought …” She stopped, reminded that she would be trespassing into gray territory.  
 
    “Yes, I know what you thought.” His voice was very even. 
 
    Excuse me, how am I supposed to know that you met her out in the lot? 
 
    Unaccountably relieved at not stepping on Elisabetta’s toes, Tasia let herself relax to watch the night fly by. The sports car zipped around, purring up the hilly embankments and narrow winding roads powerfully.  
 
    “Hawk will rue the day he’s indiscreet about my personal life again” Raoul remarked into the silence, his eyes on the road. “But he did read me accurately.”   
 
    Tasia’s eyes flashed to him. She had not expected any candidness from him on this particular topic. 
 
    “I never get involved in the Pack. It’s a principle I always abide by.” 
 
    I know. You date humans. You told Sienna that when she asked you. 
 
    The car slid to a stop at a stop sign. He turned to her, the gold eyes glittering. “And, if I were ever make an exception, it would not be for Elisabetta.” 
 
    “Why not?” The words poured out of Tasia, driven by a mix of curiosity and astonishment. 
 
    “Because Elisabetta doesn’t want me.” 
 
    “Yes, she does. She’s always hanging around you.”  
 
    He looked astonished. “Hanging around me” he repeated incredulously. 
 
    “You know what I mean” she muttered sheepishly. “She’s interested in you.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “She’s interested in the Alpha Protector of the Northern California Pack. Not Raoul Merceau.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him, her eyes wide — this she had not expected. 
 
    “Elisabetta is attracted to power. She craves it. An Alpha is a powerful beast.” He shifted into gear to pull the car forward. 
 
    Tasia stared at him speechlessly. Despite his lone wolf persona, he read people well. He had absolutely nailed Elisabetta.  
 
    “I didn’t become Alpha to have power over others.” He was blunt. “I did it to be the master of my own destiny. No one commands me.” 
 
    Much later, as they approached the Golden Gate Bridge, he asked “Did your friend enjoy the party?” 
 
    Tasia went down the list in her mind — there had been a few she counted friends at the party tonight. 
 
    “Which one?” she inquired eventually. 
 
    “The one whose presence caused a flutter tonight.” 
 
    “Caro” she breathed. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “I hope she wasn’t overwhelmed by the Shifter crowd.” 
 
    “Caro is never overwhelmed by anything” Tasia said promptly. “I rather think she took the murmurs in stride.” She turned to him. “Were you surprised to see her tonight?” 
 
    “A little” he admitted. “I gather she was Hawk’s guest?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    So, at least, he’d guessed correctly. Tasia had realized earlier tonight that, since they had all entered as a group, the guests at the party had been unclear about whose guest Caro was. 
 
    “You were not too shocked, I think?” There was an unusual note of constraint in his voice. 
 
    The note puzzled Tasia. “Sara and I’ve long suspected Hawk’s interest in Caro” she answered candidly. “Although we weren’t sure how the Pack would take it.” 
 
    This time, it was his turn to interpret the subtext of her words. “If by the Pack you mean me, witchling, I’ll reiterate that I never interfere in the personal lives of my Shifters. The only exception is if it directly affects the Pack.” He paused, intent on driving his point home. “Who Hawk takes to a party thrown by his grandfather is none of my business” he stated firmly. 
 
    Tasia, who had never expected the Alpha to concern himself with such petty matters, remarked quietly “I did mean the Pack per se. Not you.” 
 
    “Good.” He swerved into a side street, turning off the main thoroughfare that still crawled with vehicles this late in the night. “Mingling with other Chosen is good for the Pack. We need to be confronted with our tendency to isolate ourselves.”  
 
    Companiable silence reigned in the car. The side streets were quiet, as the Alpha had guessed. Tasia relaxed to muse on what he had said.  
 
    “What the hell” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Tasia peered ahead to see the silhouette of a garbage truck loom before them. It blocked the intersection. On the narrow street, it would be hard to go around it. 
 
    “Hold on.” He braked to a stop a few yards from the truck. Unlike the main road, the side streets, mostly residential, were deserted. It was why he had picked this route. 
 
    “Alright?” he asked Tasia, his eyes on the truck blocking their path.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Something didn’t add up here, Raoul realized almost immediately. His Shifter senses told him that there were men in the truck. Yet, they made no move to allow him passage through or to explain why the truck blocked the intersection. As the premonition of danger kicked into gear, Tasia turned to him urgently.  
 
    “There are Chosen in the truck” she whispered, her own radar tingling uncontrollably. 
 
    He reached for the gear shift. “How many?”  
 
    “Four. No, five.” 
 
    “Get down and stay down” he directed calmly. If this was an ambush and bullets started flying, they’d do no damage to a Shifter. She, notwithstanding her magic, was frailer.  
 
    Unclipping her seat belt, Tasia slid down her seat with some difficulty, as he revved the engine. “They’re wiz …” 
 
    Her words were drowned out by the hum of a pinging sound, followed by the soft thud of the Alpha’s shoulder slamming back into his seat. 
 
    He cursed softly. Tasia, doubled down awkwardly, attempted to glance at him. 
 
    “Keep your head down” he said sharply. “They’re shooting at us.” 
 
    Tasia moved hastily to tuck herself even more snugly in the space between the dashboard and her seat. It was a tight fit even for a petite body like hers.  
 
    “Shooting at us” she repeated. There was alarm in her voice. 
 
    She felt the car move violently.  
 
    “Bullets won’t injure me” he said brusquely, just as a hail of pings rent the air.  
 
    Bullets tore into him in quick succession, tearing through the windshield and the window where Tasia crouched on the floor. The deluge of bullets pinned him to his seat.  
 
    “Fuck” he swore, under his breath. Should have just backed away, he admonished himself. Now, they were stuck, with the witchling exposed.   
 
    Raoul abandoned the attempt to flee, fighting the weight of bullets pinning him to his seat. Throwing off his seat belt, he flung himself over Tasia, trying to shield her from the barrage being shot into the car. Not a moment too soon, as the window on the passenger side shattered with a loud crack and a hail of shards rained down on them. Using his inhuman strength to crush down the gear box, he curled himself over her where she crouched to protect her from the shower of glass and bullets.  
 
    “Hold on” he muttered. “I’ll get us out.” 
 
    Raoul recognized the mess they were in. He couldn’t fight the men, not while they kept shooting at Tasia. Without her to protect, he’d have a free hand. Instead, all he could hope for was that they’d run out of bullets or that someone in one of the houses would note the gunfight, despite the silencers, and call the cops. 
 
    Terrified as she was, Tasia felt a sense of calmness pervade her, even as bullets rained around them. The Alpha was one of the most resourceful and powerful Chosen she knew, and she was not exactly without power, should it come to it.  
 
    Then, a trickle of something sticky slid down his shoulder to drip onto her. Blood, she guessed immediately. 
 
    “You’re bleeding” she cried, just as the big body over her shook, shuddering with agony as poison spread in him.  
 
    He shouldn’t be bleeding like this. His Shifter metabolism should not allow it. 
 
    Tasia felt the first spurt of panic blossom in her. 
 
    “Silver” he muttered through gritted teeth, his breath coming in pained gasps. “They’re shooting me up with silver.” 
 
    “Silv...”  
 
    It was all she had time for as a brilliant flash lit up the car and everything went dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    Tasia’s nightmare plays out in technicolor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duncan glanced at his watch for the fifth time that morning. “Hmm, it’s not like Raoul to be this tardy.” 
 
    “Alph’s probably sleeping in” Hawk countered good-humoredly. “After a late night at the party.” 
 
    Duncan, who knew that the Alpha had left the party relatively early, frowned. 
 
    “Have you talked to Tasia, Hawk? Raoul gave her a ride back to the Lair last night.” 
 
    “Nope, haven’t seen her this morning. Shall I go check on her, Duncan?” Hawk was not particularly worried. 
 
    Duncan hesitated, a vague uneasiness fueled by Raoul’s uncharacteristic tardiness prompting him. “If you would, Hawk.” 
 
    “Be right back.” 
 
    Duncan checked his phone for the umpteenth time, hoping for a message or a call from the Alpha.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Hawk barged into the Pack Room, his expression alarmed. “She’s not here, Duncan.” 
 
    The English Shifter stood up, gesturing at Hawk to follow him. “Let’s take this to the Alpha’s Room.” 
 
    Once in the room, he called Joaquim to confirm that neither he nor Evgeny had escorted Tasia anywhere this morning. They had not. Duncan was confident that Tasia would not go anywhere without her Shifter escorts — she would never court danger with such a reckless act. 
 
    “Shall I check with Security for the gate logs?” Hawk inquired. “They’ll tell us when Tasia’s card was used.” 
 
    “Discreetly, Hawk.” Duncan’s voice was unusually somber.   
 
    Duncan spent the next few minutes trying the Alpha’s cell and landline unsuccessfully. Twenty minutes later, when Hawk confirmed that neither Tasia’s nor the Alpha’s card had been logged at the Lair gate last night, Duncan could no longer silence his inner voice. They were in seriously hot water. While Tasia with her kitty of deadly secrets would always be vulnerable, a missing Alpha was a problem of monumental proportions. 
 
    “Take Joaquim and follow the route from Atsá’s back to the Lair, Hawk” Duncan directed. “See if you can find any trace of them. Check the side roads — we’d have heard if anything went down on the main route.” 
 
    Hawk nodded, his young face unusually grave. 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Luis and Atsá” Duncan announced grimly. “If Raoul is missing, we need more Shifters to scour the city.” 
 
    Hawk hesitated, his expression uncertain. He was worried, both for Tasia, as well as Alph. But he also knew how Packs operated. 
 
    “No Shifter will make a move until they know what has happened to their Alpha” Duncan assured him. “The Were-Alphas will never allow it.” 
 
    “What happens afterwards, Duncan?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it, Hawk” Duncan stated simply. 
 
    Hawk studied his Were-Alpha, his young mind restless with concern for his missing friend, alarm at potential challenges to an Alpha he respected very highly, as well as apprehension about potential turmoil in the Pack. Theirs was a large and very fractious Pack with sway over a swathe of prime territory. The Alpha had done a fantastic job of keeping them together by the sheer force of his power, dominance, personality, ruthlessness, and canny leadership. Even a short absence of their powerful Alpha could cause a descent into anarchy the Pack might have a hard time recovering from. 
 
    “Focus on finding them, Hawk. I’ll handle the politics.” Duncan was firm. 
 
    Hawk nodded, exiting the room after a last glance at his Were-Alpha. 
 
    Duncan stared at the room blindly before reaching for his cell. He didn’t give a damn about Pack solidarity. He’d joined this Pack only because of Raoul. He’d find the boy and keep his seat warm until Raoul could handle his Pack again. As for the rest, if the unthinkable had happened, he’d protect his Shifters but he had no appetite whatsoever to lead a Pack. 
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    A low growl awakened Tasia. Her eyes fluttered open. Had the growl been a dream, she wondered drowsily, her eyes blinking in bemusement. In the dim light, thick, widely-placed bars met her eyes. Tasia blinked again to clear her vision. That couldn’t be right. The strange ceiling also seemed too low, she mused. A fog clogged her mind, making it hard to think clearly. Her head felt woozy and her limbs heavy. Everything seemed fuzzy, like a dream. She closed her eyes, allowing her other senses to assist her. She lay on her back in an unfamiliar darkened room, shadowed at the edges, on some type of rough surface that scratched her where her bare skin rubbed against it. Her tongue lay heavy, a metallic taste in her mouth when she tried to speak. Angling her woozy head carefully, Tasia let her eyes wander the darkness, hoping for something familiar, only for her to press up against something big, heavy and hard. That something growled low, a guttural, aggressive snarl that put the fear of God in Tasia. That’s not something, she realized. It’s someone. 
 
    Whatever’s beside me, it’s angry. 
 
    The awareness acted like a douse of cold water, clearing the cobwebs from her head. Tasia roused herself, driven by exigency. Feeling her way cautiously, Tasia shifted carefully to face it. A hulking body lay beside her, squeezed up close, too close for comfort. In her attempt to turn, her leg hit something metallic and hard. 
 
    “Ouch” she muttered, as pain shot up her leg. She’d have a bruise tomorrow.  
 
    The pain helped clear her head some more. Tasia found herself galvanized by a sense of urgency and peril. More awake and clear-headed now, she felt her way gingerly, her eyes squinting, trying to pierce the darkness. Suddenly, it struck her that she was enclosed by the same bars she had mistaken for the ceiling before.  
 
    I’m in a cage. And, there’s someone in here with me. 
 
    The cage was small, barely large enough to hold a petite person comfortably. The harsh floor under her was coarse but flat, while thick metallic bars penned her in on four sides and the top. She reached for the bars above her, trying to gauge their distance. Up on her elbow, with a little effort, her fingers could brush the overhead bars. The pen was too small to even allow her to sit up properly. With the realization came a sense of claustrophobia and foreboding. Jittery now, Tasia peered towards the faint light in the room, trepidation and dread slowly unfurling in her. 
 
    Everything around the cage lay in shadow, two patches of inadequate light illuminating a minuscule portion of the room. A solitary lightbulb in a corner of the room cast a yellowish hue on the wall and floor, its outer edges piercing the darkness in the cage just enough for her to see the outlines of the bars. And, some diffused light came through a closed door, seeping under it from a hallway outside. She could see nothing else, no windows or other sources of light. The room was vast, though most of it lay submerged in shadow. She allowed her eyes to wander again, to make out the dim outlines of some silhouettes she couldn’t identify. There was no one else in the room, she sensed, just the two of them in the inadequate coop. Tasia gathered herself, trying to still her jitters. It was time to see who or what lay caged with her. 
 
    She eased herself carefully on to her belly, sliding and banging against the bars as she attempted to pivot in the tight space. The body beside her lay unmoving, almost comatose. Even the low growling that had awakened her had ceased now. It took up most of the cage, an amorphous hulking shadow in the muted light.  
 
    She brushed against the body gingerly, her fingers skimming over it with increasing confidence as it lay unmoving under her touch. It was large, hard and warm, the muscles rippling smoothly at her touch. Her heart beating too fast for comfort, Tasia pushed herself up on one forearm, now squeezed up close to the body, to peer at it in the dim light. Fright and the effort to hold her alarm at bay forced her to continue on, when all she wanted to do was lay her head down and fall back into blissful sleep. Let this be a bad dream, she prayed silently. Another in a series of nightmares that had plagued her since making the Lair her home.  
 
    It was hard going, dragging herself in the constricted space over the coarse floor while trying to keep herself off whoever was in the cage with her. The abrasive surface scraped her legs and arms, left bare by the sleeveless chocolate-colored dress she’d worn to the party. Abruptly, without warning, she felt hands reach for her. Tasia let out a squeak as a powerful arm seemed to clamp itself around her waist to hold her down. It left her no room to struggle.  
 
    It’s awake. 
 
    “Let me … go.” Her voice came out in a scratchy whisper, her tongue heavy and inarticulate.  
 
    Her cry went ignored. Instead, she felt a hand grasp her shoulder.  
 
    “No.” She tried to form the words again, despite her uncooperative tongue. “Let go.” 
 
    The clasp on her waist and the bruising grip on her shoulder tightened to physically swing her over the prone body with a brute’s strength. Finding herself dragged inexorably over the stranger’s body, Tasia abandoned her ineffectual verbal protests to beat her fists at him. Her hands encountered hard and unyielding muscle. The pounding fists were ignored like her cries before. But now, Tasia realized that the body under her was masculine — big, muscled and very strong. 
 
    The realization served to increase her struggles, but to no avail, as she was lugged relentlessly, like so much dead weight. Helpless in the brutish grip, she swung her eyes wildly around to meet the strong column of his throat. Something stark glowed in the dark, contrasting with his darker and tanned skin. Terrified, she kicked out at him, while continuing to beat at him with her fists. He shifted infinitesimally to anchor her bare legs with his heavy one, leaving her powerless and vulnerable. 
 
    Tasia’s panic jumped up a notch. 
 
    “Stop it” she cried in her scratchy voice, wriggling madly in the vicious clasp, her hands grabbing handfuls of his clothes for purchase. 
 
    In the mad struggle to free herself, her palm slipped, sliding over the hard chest. Her position precarious, she felt herself pitch forward, nosediving into him. Tasia tried frantically to break the fall with her hands, at a serious disadvantage — her lower body trapped under his powerful leg, while the band of steel around her waist left her with little wiggle room.  
 
    At the last second, the hand on her shoulder seemed to exert subtle pressure to break her fall. Scrabbling madly, Tasia ended up sprawled ungainly over the man, her head tucked into his shoulder. Before she could recover from the near save or catch her breath, he growled again. A low, almost feral, sound rumbled from deep within his chest. Sprawled across him, she could feel the vibrations of the growl all the way from her stomach and chest to the cheek that lay against his warm flesh.  
 
    She shivered convulsively, paralyzed by fear, but only for a moment. He breathed deep, the muscles rippling under her. It served to remind her of the danger. Tasia scrambled, renewing her struggle to be free, fear lending wings to her. Using her hands and upper body for leverage, she tried to slide over to the side, only for him to clasp her by the shoulder again and drag her back to him. Heart pounding with trepidation, she raised her head to glance at the face in shadows. Finally, her terrified eyes beheld the other prisoner, the man in the cage who had subdued her with such little effort to leave her powerless. 
 
    A strong face of hard angles and planes with a sharp blade of a nose and thick tawny hair that clung to his skull met her eyes. A familiar good-looking face with the softness leached out of it. In the ill light, all she could discern were the mysterious shadows and plays of light on the handsome face. But it was him. Ironically, his white shirt glowed like a beacon in the darkness, while his face reposed in the shadows. As Tasia paused her struggles to gawk at him in amazement, the man’s eyes opened abruptly to pin her with a gold-eyed stare. 
 
    It’s the Alpha — oh, thank God! 
 
    Tasia’s eyes closed in relief as she let herself slump over his chest, clinging to him without conscious thought. The fright seeped out of her like it had never been, and her heart slowed down its wild hammering to a steadier one. Thank you, thank you, thank you — her mind repeated the silent refrain to whoever watched over her. There was still the cage, and the mysterious circumstances to face, but she was not alone anymore. He was here with her — the confident, strong-willed and arrogant man who never let anything stand in his way. 
 
    Another low growl interrupted her thoughts. She felt the subtle vibrations again, as she had before, but this time, it brought no fear. Instead, it puzzled Tasia. She opened her eyes, to grip his shirt, using that to pull herself up over him and meet his gaze. The gold eyes were zeroed on her, the glitter in them pronounced. The remarkable eyes were narrowed, the gold depths bright with an unfamiliar light she could see clearly, despite the near darkness.  
 
    “Alpha.” She addressed him softly, puzzled by the stormy expression in the familiar eyes. 
 
    His clasp of her tightened subtly. This time, Tasia didn’t resist as he dragged her pliant body to bring her closer, his eyes never moving from her. This close to him, she could see the flecks of gold that surrounded the black core, the pupil dilated, while the depths burned with a fierce, almost savage, light.  
 
    “Alpha” she squeaked again, flummoxed by the lack of recognition in his eyes. 
 
    The low growl rumbled again, deeper this time, the vibrations washing over her for she lay smack on him. This time, it was almost a snarl. The gold depths flared, a kind of wildness taking root, the eyes devouring her with an expression that alarmed her. Tasia felt the first frisson of fear uncurl itself somewhere deep in her belly. This is the Alpha, she reminded herself calmly. Perhaps, he’s simply disoriented, like she’d been when she had first awakened. 
 
    “It’s Tasia” she reminded him, shoving her misgivings aside. 
 
    The gold eyes flickered once, but the almost feral expression in them did not abate. Her eyes searched hopefully for any sign of recognition in their depths, but they stared back at her almost malevolently.  
 
    What’s going on here? Is he hurt or perhaps drugged, like I was? 
 
    “We’re locked in a cage” she whispered to him. “We need to get out.” 
 
    His eyes moved, flickering over her head in response. He must have caught sight of the bars over them for he lashed out suddenly with his leg. Sprawled over him precariously, Tasia could feel every movement of the powerful body. An almighty thud shook the cage as his leg collided hard with the metal bars. The gold eyes blinked, their depths darkening subtly. Still hung over him awkwardly, Tasia was witness to the slow dawning of realization in his eyes. The hand gripping her shoulder released her abruptly to reach for the bars to the side. He shoved against the bars, upper-arm muscles bunching and the cords in his neck rippling with the effort. A soft hiss escaped him and he withdrew his hand hurriedly, the gold eyes flashing to his palm with a grimace. Tasia craned her neck to see what he was looking at but the arm anchoring her at the waist tightened around her. He hit out at the bar again, only to withdraw with another hiss of pain. Tasia could now feel the quickening in the even rise of his chest. He was starting to breathe hard, his leg and arm lashing out at the bars rhythmically, his efforts only drawing soft hisses of what sounded like agony at every attempt. The eyes transformed — ferocious and trapped, akin to that of a cornered animal frantic to find a way out. 
 
    Witness to the changing emotions in the gold depths, Tasia felt a sense of urgency assail her. This was not mere confusion or discomfort or disorientation —  something was very wrong with him, and it stumped her. It was almost as if he didn’t know who she was. His unresponsiveness to her, the almost feral light in the gold eyes, the dilated pupils, his harsh handling of her like a ragdoll — everything pointed to something terrible and impending. The gold eyes seemed unfocused, wild, frantic and cornered, a far cry from the composed, self-possessed, distant and inscrutable Alpha. Confusion and bemusement mingled with a sense of foreboding in Tasia. That it was the Alpha, who struggled ineffectually, the gold eyes wild and ferocious, his attempts to beat the cage frantic, while completely oblivious to her presence, filled Tasia with dread. This was the man with the fanatical, unrelenting, and absolute control. She’d seen him stare down dire threats and go up against deadly adversaries without once losing an ounce of restraint. To see him lose even a portion of his self-possession was an incongruous and dreadful sight. The Shifter with the iron-will and unyielding control could never be rattled by anything garden variety, she knew. The very realization filled her with heart-pounding terror. But as the familiar cold gold-colored eyes burned with confusion and desperation, Tasia took a deep breath to shove aside her own fears. Something terrible was happening here — the man she knew disappearing, going under, slowly but inexorably. She had to halt it — there was no one else to help him. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, trying to get his attention. “I don’t understand, Alpha.”   
 
    The wild eyes darted frenetically, almost as if her presence no longer registered with him.  
 
    “Alpha, it’s, Tasia. Alpha!”  
 
    The cage continued to rattle periodically as he kicked at the bars forcefully. With every powerful swing, the cage rocked from side to side, causing Tasia to slide uncontrollably over him. A particularly strong jolt had her almost thrown off him to strike the metal bars. She reached for him, instinctively trying to hold on to keep from sliding off. But the rocking cage had her off balance. Her palm lost its grip on his shirt, sliding off to brush the skin around his neck. The skin was warm under her palm. He went rigid at the touch, the gold eyes swinging to her, his clasp of her tightening. At the look in his eyes, Tasia’s breath hitched, fear grasping her in a vice grip. 
 
    “What’s happening to you?” she cried desperately. “Tell me, please! Alpha …. Alpha.” 
 
    Abruptly, his lips parted. A deafening roar filled the room, echoing off the walls. Tasia cringed, burrowing into him to drown out the sound of him roaring like a wounded beast. As the echoes reverberated around her, Tasia recognized the roar. A series of nightmarish images slammed into her. A ramshackle barn, with a rough bed of hay her only cover, where the cold seeped into her bones to leave her shivering. A lonely and terrifying struggle, fighting to control her beast from taking over, weak from starvation and cold, silver shackles imprisoning her, while a blue-eyed witch plied dark magic to bring her to breaking point. 
 
    He’s losing control of his beast.  
 
    And, just like that, Tasia knew what ailed him. The realization filled her with equal parts dread and relief. Yet, the images continued to bombard her, drowning her with nightmarish memories from the shed. Grimly determined, she struggled to bat the dark flashes away. Focus, she admonished herself, you cannot surrender. He needs you. You have to rise above the nightmares!  
 
    To expel the nightmarish images, Tasia focused on the warmth of his skin under her palm and the soft huffs of his breath that stirred her hair. He was struggling, fighting to not lose his self, a struggle she was uncannily familiar with. In a strange coincidence, she was not unacquainted with this particular Wyr battle. As the images of the shed receded slowly, she reminded herself that she was in a unique position to appreciate the Alpha’s tussle. It hardened her resolve, giving her the fortitude to shove away her fear. For once, the nightmares she so dreaded would be crucial. Without them, she, a Wizard who had lived as a Si’ffa until the Lair, would have no idea what ailed him or even what such a struggle signified to a Wyr.   
 
    Something has happened to him — something so catastrophic it’s brought the Shifter with the uber control to the edge of losing it.   
 
    She nudged the thought and her astonishment away for later. This was not the time to ponder the whats and the hows. Those mysteries would have to wait. Right now, he stood too close to the precipice. He had to be prevented from going over. All they had was each other. She had to bring him back from the brink, or all would be lost. He would be lost. 
 
    “Alpha” she said softly, trying to reach him, even as the echoes of the roar still lingered in the room.  
 
    Her hand touched his face to draw his attention to her. “It’s Tasia. I need your help.”  
 
    The gold eyes swung to her, wild and feral, but a desperate Tasia had cleverly used the one ploy that might get through to him. A cry for assistance. To the man who had always heeded it from her.  
 
    “Help me, please!” 
 
    For a moment, she thought her cry had reached him, her plea for assistance had made it through. Then, his eyes swung to the palm that cradled his cheek, an aggressive jut to his chin that had Tasia’s heart skip a beat. 
 
    Shape-shifters are some of the most dangerous of the Chosen — human and beast engaged in a constant struggle to keep the other in check. Shifters unable to keep their beast under control go feral and are killed by their Pack. Be very wary of a wounded Shifter — he is at his most vulnerable then for that is when the human is not in complete control of the beast.  
 
    Her father’s words rung in her ears, a timely reminder of the threat she faced — a powerful Wyr half out of his mind, his formidable self-control on the verge of collapse. If the human succumbed to the beast, the leashed darkness she’d glimpsed in him would be released. The beast would wreak havoc. Imprisoned with him, with nowhere to go, she’d be the first casualty. She would be savaged. Terror assailed Tasia, but only for a moment. Tamping it down firmly, she admonished herself with another timely reminder. This man had come to her aid countless times. At the Blutsauger nest in San Francisco, refusing to give her up despite the overwhelming Vampire horde. From the Vampire Mistress, despite Tasia being less than candid with him. From the Guardian at the Registry, after she’d rejected his Pack to walk away. In Chicago, from the Vampires; in San Francisco, from the Vampires. So many times. So many debts to repay. She knew that he’d reject her terming his efforts as debts, but he’d saved her life, protected her, defended her, made a place for her in his Pack, and guarded her secrets; a bulwark against the rest of the world. Whenever she’d needed it the most, he had stood up for her. He’d enabled her to leave the shadows and venture into the light. This man had been both her only hope and her most feared adversary. Through all the ebbs and flows, he had never walked away from her. She would not either, she pledged silently. Wounded or not, in his senses or not, he was the same man who had refused to abandon her. Repeatedly. 
 
    “Alpha” she tried again, trying to stay calm. 
 
    “It’s Tasia.” 
 
    “Alpha!” 
 
    “Please, Alpha.”  
 
    There was an increasing edge to her desperate cries. He seemed to respond to it, to a degree — puzzled, concerned even, despite his own silent struggles, but not enough to walk back from the edge he teetered on. 
 
    “It’s Tasia. Alpha!” 
 
    Holding her panic at bay with grim determination, a desperate Tasia, frantic to get through to him, threw everything but the kitchen sink at him. 
 
    What is it he calls me? Witch … 
 
    “It’s the witchling” she cried, beside herself. “The witchling is in danger, Alpha.” 
 
    Abruptly, so abruptly it caught Tasia completely off guard, the big body thrashing under her went still. The furious rattling of the cage paused, as the wild gold-colored eyes swung to her. The gold depths hinted at his frenzied grappling with himself. 
 
    The lips parted again. Tasia braced herself for another roar, like the one that had heralded the struggle between his human and beast counterparts. What came out instead was a croak, a guttural word that was barely human. 
 
    “W .. itc .. h .. ling.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia clambered over him, oblivious to everything else. “Witchling. Your witchling.”  
 
    She grasped handfuls of his shirt, to throw all caution to the wind, her eyes holding the feral gold-colored ones to plead with him urgently. “It’s the witchling, Alpha. Help me! Please, come back.” 
 
    Later she was to realize that she should have been terrified of him. She’d always known that if released from his rigid leash, he’d blaze through like a raging fire to raze everything in his path, an unstoppable and terrible force. The only thing to hold him in check was the absolute control that characterized him. There had been moments when the Alpha, even with his phenomenal control intact, had scared the wits off Tasia. Yet now, with him barely in check, she lost all fear of him. There was only a sense of urgency to save him before he lurched beyond the point of return. Her instincts told Tasia that she stood in no danger — not from him, anyway. No matter how much he lost himself, this man would never harm her. But he’d be condemned to die if he lost this battle, by Wyr tradition. She had to bring him back.  
 
    Puzzlement seeped slowly into the gold eyes that tangled with hers, breaking through the wildness that had been dominant before.             
 
    “We’re captives” she said softly, afraid to say the wrong thing now that she’d finally broken through to him. “I’m afraid.” Her voice quivered. “Please, come back.” 
 
    “Wi .. tch .. ling” he said again, less gutturally this time. There seemed to be almost a query in the single word. 
 
    With grim tenacity, Tasia tried doggedly to recall details from her nightmares, the horrible dreams that left her sweating and terrified in the aftermath. What was it that she feared the most in the shed, she asked herself. The thought of losing herself, alone and weak in a barn, reduced to an animal by a witch who thought nothing of stripping the soul from a Shifter. And, Tasia knew what she had to do. 
 
    She reached for his hand, her eyes never leaving his. Human contact would help, remind him of what he was fighting for and let him know that he wasn’t alone in his solitary struggle. She brought his unresisting palm to her cheek, hoping it would encourage him to fight harder. 
 
    “Come back, please” she pleaded, nuzzling her cheek into the calloused palm, her eyes holding his.  
 
    The gold eyes flickered to his hand cradling her cheek.  
 
    “Please” she begged frantically. 
 
    He seemed calmer, less frenzied. The gold eyes had lost some of their former wildness — less feral, more focused on her. Or was it just wishful thinking? Please, please, she begged silently in a mindless rhythm. Time seemed to hold still, a never-ending loop of hope and desperation where she pleaded, begged, cajoled and appealed, holding his gaze and using her voice and the touch of her skin to bring him back, inch by inch, from the precipice he stood on.  
 
    Finally, the palm she held to her cheek seemed to come to life, the fingers curling to cup her face where he’d been passive before. With a sob of relief, Tasia let go of his palm.  
 
    “Witchling?” he asked, this time clearly bemused by her presence. 
 
    “Yes, Alpha.” Relief and fear mingled together to render her hoarse voice to a mere whisper.  
 
    His eyes flickered over her head to the bars. Tasia could sense the wildness start to surge back in him again. 
 
    He’s claustrophobic, she recalled. His body had thrummed with tension during the elevator ride deep into the bowels of The Vault in New York City. 
 
    “Alpha.” She cupped his face gently, using it to draw his eyes back to her. 
 
    For a long moment, pleading gray eyes stared into confused gold ones; the girl desperate to reach the man she suspected was losing himself, and the man finally cognizant of how close to the brink he stood to losing everything and annihilating himself.  
 
    “Witchling?” His voice grew stronger as he fought with everything in him to keep the beast roaring in his head from taking over.  
 
    The beast would terrify her, a voice whispered in his head, attempting to bargain with his counterpart. The human would keep the witchling safe. The beast, well, who knew what the beast would do? 
 
    “We have to get out, Alpha.” 
 
    The gold eyes narrowed on her, the hand cradling her face urging her closer. They were so close now that she could see every minute change reflected in the depths of the gold eyes. Deep in the depths, kindling seemed to catch fire, the flames blazing into life. Puzzled, Tasia tried to decipher the subtle change in him. Something, a hint or a trick of light, had Tasia draw breath with a muted gasp. The hand on her face slid down to the nape, the fingers splayed to hold her. Her eyes widened as light flared in the remarkable eyes, reflecting the fire underneath. He ignored the bars to focus single-mindedly on her, the gold eyes glittering fiercely. The confusion lurking in their depths had been swept away, replaced by a different kind of wildness. Tasia’s heart quickened, triggered not by fear, but a different emotion. 
 
    Tasia tried to form the words to warn him of the peril they stood in — prisoners, caged in a darkened room, by unknown assailants while he engaged in the mightiest of all Wyr struggles. But before she could say anything, she was flipped over onto her back. Over her, blazing gold eyes blocked the view of the bars, the fierce glitter cutting through the near darkness. How he’d managed to maneuver them both in the constricted space was a mystery, one Tasia had little time to ponder as his face descended over her. 
 
    “Wha ..?”  
 
    That was all she had time to squeak before his lips sealed hers. She felt them capture hers — impatient and demanding. There was no finesse, just primal need. Thrown off kilter, Tasia attempted to remonstrate with him. Taking advantage, his tongue slipped in adroitly, gentling almost immediately to taste her. Now, he sipped from her delicately, when before he’d been frenzied. Heat and pleasure mingled together in an intoxicating brew to awaken a bud of heady desire in her. Her eyes closed of their own volition in unconscious surrender. All threats forgotten, her head swam as she felt him in an intimate dance of tongue and lips. He was silent, his entire being focused on her. The hand at her nape moved to cradle her head from the hard floor, adjusting infinitesimally without disentangling their lips. The muscled body loomed over her, cocooning them in their own private space, separate from the reality of the cage. Dizzy, her head swimming, Tasia reached blindly for an anchor, something to hold on to as the very ground shifted from under her. Her hands reached above, instinctively grasping the bars behind her head. They were the only solid anchors in the cage and the sensation of being swept away in an uncontrollable tide demanded she hold on for dear life. With her spread-eagled under him, his hand slid down to her hip to plaster them together. 
 
    Dimly, as if from a great distance, Tasia could feel his heart pounding wildly. Later, when she was to think back on the interlude, she’d recognize an almost frantic quality to his kiss, despite the gentling after the initial frenzy. But right then, she had neither the will nor the inclination to analyze anything. The sound of her own heart deafened her, its beat reciprocating to the call of his.  
 
    He suckled on her lower lip, his mouth hot and demanding. Her tongue brushed against his. That was all the encouragement he’d been waiting for. He made an inarticulate sound that she felt rather than heard since their bodies were entwined so closely together. The hand on her head angled it to deepen the kiss, his tongue surging boldly in, while the hand on her hip brought her more tightly under him. Passion, blind and unheeding, flared in the dimly lit room between the woman and the man held captive. A dazed Tasia could feel him all over — his hand in her hair, his mouth on her, his stubble like sandpaper on her skin, his heart pounding in tandem with her and the hard, warm body against her. 
 
    A powerful forearm braced against the floor kept his weight from crushing her. Entwined as they were, with every slight adjustment he made, she was swept along in his wake. While her dress protected her, the rough floor below scraped the bare skin on her legs with every slide. Tasia squirmed at a particularly rough abrasion and he seemed to sense her discomfort. Wrenching himself away abruptly, he reared up to stare down at her. Tasia opened slumberous eyes, laden with passion, to meet his. In the darkness, the gold eyes blazed, the fire untamed. 
 
    “Hang on.” The deep voice was raspy. 
 
    Had she ever thought his eyes cold, Tasia wondered dazedly. They blazed with gold fire now, their brightness almost hypnotizing. Bracing more firmly against the floor, he moved to adjust her legs. Muscles rippled as he shifted to swing her legs over his. Now, it was his leg that lay braced against the cage floor. 
 
    “Alright now?” he asked, his breathing ragged. 
 
    Tasia’s eyes closed again, her lips angled towards him in silent invitation. He lost no time in reaching for her, to claim her lips again, and her clasp of the bars tightened convulsively. The headiness of the unfamiliar, blazing and all-consuming passion caused everything to recede from Tasia’s mind, their circumstances, his control over his beast, and the threat they faced. Instead, with her heart hammering and her head swimming, she surrendered mindlessly. Muscles flexed in the powerful arms and shoulders as he worked to keep his weight off her, without touching the bars. In the jostling for purchase, a button from his shirt pressed into the soft skin of her décolletage. Swept away and mindless, Tasia ignored it, but he seemed to sense her discomfort almost immediately, like he had before. Rearing up in the tight space, he braced himself to tear at his shirt impatiently. Buttons tore, to scatter in haste. He parted the shirt haphazardly to swoop down on her again. Now, it was his bare chest that rubbed against the low-cut neckline of the simple dress she wore.  
 
    As the hot, wet mouth trailed down to her collar bone, Tasia unclasped one hand from its deathly grip on the bar to slip it under his gaping shirt at the shoulder. His response was immediate. He gave a guttural groan, tearing his lips from her to go rigid. She opened her eyes just a smidgeon to watch him. The muscles under her hand flexed and bunched, and the gold eyes closed, an expression of exquisite agony on his face. The hand cradling her head fisted softly in her hair. When the hand stroking his back paused, the gold eyes opened abruptly to zero in on her. 
 
    “Don’t stop” he encouraged hoarsely. 
 
    Her hand slid down his shoulder in a caress. An expression of fierce satisfaction flitted across his face. His lips swooped down to press open-mouthed kisses under her collar bone. With a soft gasp, Tasia’s eyes fluttered shut, on the brink of surrender again, when something incongruous pricked at her. Her eyes opened wider. A pinprick of light moved lazily over his back where her hand caressed him under his shirt. What is that, she wondered dreamily, perplexed by it. She didn’t remember seeing it before. Something, a sixth sense perhaps, compelled her to trace the beam of light to its origin. In a corner of the room, a vague outline of something rectangular and dark mounted on a rack that swayed slowly from side to side, met her eyes. 
 
    Oh my God. 
 
    Her hand slid up to push at his shoulder, trying to get his attention.  
 
    He protested wordlessly, his lips skimming over her skin to capture her lips again.  
 
    “Stay still” he directed huskily to place a soft kiss at the edge of her lips. “Please” he added, his voice gentling immediately. 
 
    Tasia tore her lips away with an effort. “There’s a camera pointed at us” she gasped out. 
 
    Her warning seemed to seep through immediately. He stilled, lifting his head to meet her eyes. 
 
    “Hold on.” The gold eyes blazed down at her, remnants of passion still visible. 
 
    Clasping her more firmly to him, one hand on her head and a large one splayed over her hip, he rolled them over carefully, maneuvering them until he was on his back again with Tasia sprawled over him. Pressing her head gently into the hollow between his neck and collar bone, he glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    Now, he could see the beam of light on her back. His night eyes switched on to locate the camera mounted on a gyrating stand. The fog of desire and mindless need receded abruptly as an awareness of danger sprang into life. With it came a blinding burst of rage. His mind clear, Raoul shoved his rage away to deal with later. The cage had clearly been placed at just the right angle for the video to record the captives. He cursed under his breath. He was done providing entertainment for them, whomever they were.  
 
    His lips brushed by Tasia’s ear. “I need your shoe to take out the camera. I can’t reach mine.”  
 
    Tasia consented, her hair tickling his face when she nodded vigorously. She couldn’t touch her feet either, not while she was plastered over him. But he was welcome to it, if he could reach it. Acutely aware of their precarious circumstances now, Tasia tried to assist him by sliding her leg up. Her knee bumped into him.  
 
    “Umff” he grunted. “Let’s not demolish all chances of the Merceau line yet, witchling.” 
 
    “Sorry” Tasia muttered, heartily embarrassed. 
 
    “No harm done.” There was a hint of a chuckle in the soft tones. 
 
    His palm slid from its clasp near her hip, sliding down her bare leg all the way to her ankle, the touch feather-soft on the smooth skin. 
 
    Tasia twitched in his embrace, her hands grasping the open lapels of his shirt, hyper-sensitized from the remnants of the passion that had flared so abruptly between them. He said nothing, removing the plain black pump to bring it up to his eye. The gold eyes narrowed at the camera through the bars, lining up his aim. Then, he threw the shoe with deadly accuracy at its intended target. The shoe sailed precisely between the bars to hit the mounted rack where it connected to the camera. The thin rod connecting it to the stand snapped at the base and the camera toppled to the floor with a crash. 
 
    “The camera’s taken care of” he informed her. “Now, we get out of here.” 
 
    “How?” She tried to raise her head, but his hand still cradled it. 
 
    He glanced around him carefully, his eyes searching for an opening, any weakness that he could exploit. 
 
    “I’m going to bend the bars” he said finally. There was no other way to free them. 
 
    With memories still vivid of his unrelenting and unsuccessful lashing out at the bars before, Tasia knew what a tall order it was. He must have sensed her skepticism, for he reassured her. 
 
    “All we need is a gap wide enough for you to slip through” he reminded her, his confident manner restored. “You’re tiny. There.” He pointed to where her shoe had sailed through the bars towards the mounted camera. One of the bars was set a little wider from its neighbor than the others, Tasia noted. 
 
    There commenced a delicate and infinitely difficult operation as the two attempted to turn themselves around in the cage to face the bar the Alpha intended to target. An excruciating and embarrassing ten minutes later, Tasia half sat and half lay on the floor to one side of the target bar, while the Alpha lay on his belly facing it. 
 
    He reached out to test the bar. It seemed to buckle in his grip, until he withdrew with a hiss. She frowned as he took a deep breath to reach for the bar again. But this time, Tasia snagged his palm before he could touch the cage. Something, a memory of him hissing with pain as his arm pounded the cage repeatedly, made her stop him. He turned his head to watch her, silent as she brought his palm closer to inspect it. 
 
    She could still see the silhouette of a thick welt across his palm where he’d grasped the bar. Under her gaze, the welt grew fainter until it winked out altogether to leave his palm unmarked as before. A Shifter’s superhuman capacity to heal, she realized. But he could still feel the excruciating pain every time he touched the bar.  
 
    She glanced into the watchful gold eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked him. 
 
    “Silver.”  
 
    “The bars are made of silver?” she repeated incredulously. 
 
    “The entire cage is reinforced with silver, enough metal to burn a Shifter’s skin.” His voice was even.   
 
    Silver … But silver is a Shifter’s kryptonite.  
 
    Suddenly, the truth hit her in a blinding burst of realization. 
 
    “This cage was built to hold a Shifter” she whispered. Much like the one she’d freed Hawk from on a dark night months ago; a night that had changed her life, encouraging her on a path to another cage designed to hold a Shifter. 
 
    “Yes, and I’d better get us out before whoever put us in here comes back.” 
 
    He reached for the bar again, but Tasia refused to let go of his palm. 
 
    “I’m immune to silver” she said. 
 
    His eyes flashed to her. “You don’t have the strength to bend the bars.” 
 
    “There are other ways” she said confidently. 
 
    He shook his head, his response unequivocal. “No.” 
 
    Tasia didn’t protest, but when he tried to free his palm from her clasp, she resisted.  
 
    “Witchling” he warned. “The clock’s ticking.” 
 
    “Let me protect you” she beseeched him. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head again. “No magic.”  
 
    “I only sense a few Wizards here. No other Chosen anywhere near us.” 
 
    “Wizards?” he repeated, clearly surprised. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, it’s too risky.” 
 
    “If whoever put us in here comes back, while you’re injured …” She trailed off. “I can’t use my magic then. Let me do this. No one will know, Alpha” she insisted, not giving up. 
 
    Her words made him rethink. The gold eyes searched her face. Then, he nodded. 
 
    Tasia cradled the large palm in one hand while the fingers of the other skimmed over it as she called forth her magic, mind chanting to coat his hand with a thin film of powerful and impenetrable magic. When it was done, she placed it on the floor between them before glancing at him again. 
 
    “The other hand.” She held out her hand to him.  
 
    He adjusted his position with some effort to extend his other hand to her. 
 
    “It’s like a film of localized magic armor.” She used a term he would understand. “It’ll protect your hand from the silver. Everything actually, since your hand’s encased in a layer of magic. But you won’t be able to grip the bar.”  
 
    “I don’t need to grip the bar.” 
 
    Tasia watched as he placed his hands, palms facing out, carefully through the gap between the slightly bent bar and its neighbor, to rest against the bars. Elbows braced on the floor, the powerful shoulders flexed as he used his Wyr strength to bend the bars, inch by slow inch. Soon, he had a good-sized gap, enough for Tasia to crawl through. Whoever had built the cage had been confident that no Shifter would ever tackle the silver frame long enough to break out, so the bars themselves were no match for the Alpha. Tasia squeezed herself through the buckled bars, with some difficulty. Once through, she collapsed on the floor outside, winded by the effort. She waited, peering into the cage, expecting him to exert his strength on the bars again, to widen the gap enough to get through. 
 
    “Look for the door to the cage” he directed. “And let me out.” 
 
    Tasia felt her way around the bars in the poor light, searching for a door. The cage came to her chest when she stood up. As she caught a glimpse of the man in the cage, his body contorted to fit in the tiny space without touching the silver in the frame, a spurt of fury began to weave itself within Tasia. Since she’d awakened to find herself in the cage, she had run the gamut of emotions — fear and alarm at her situation and later, terror and panic at the Alpha’s condition. For the first time, she felt rage. An anger that burned brightly, simmering through her like a living entity. How dare anyone cage two sentient beings like animals, she thought fiercely. Who had dared to do this to him, the formidable Alpha Protector of the Northern California Pack, he of the fearsome reputation? Even through the rage, Tasia understood that she was mere collateral damage. This cage had been built to hold a Shifter, and if she’d not been imprisoned with him, thrown in as an afterthought, he’d have a harder time breaking out. The silver would debilitate him, making an escape unlikely. Just like the night when she’d found an injured Hawk in a cage the mercenaries had imprisoned him in. In a strange twist of fate, that one decision to free Hawk had set into motion a chain of events that had led to this predicament with the Alpha tonight. 
 
    “I can’t find it” she announced, a note of rising panic in her voice. 
 
    The gold eyes remained steady. “Have you checked the roof?” he asked calmly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, it’s under me.” 
 
    “How do we get to it?” 
 
    “Stand clear” he directed. “I’m going to roll the cage. When the floor faces you, look for the door and let me out.” 
 
    “The silver will burn you” she cried. She had finally understood what he was planning to do. The floor was the only surface without silver. The bars would all burn him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. It will only take you a minute or two to let me out.” 
 
    “What if it’s locked?” 
 
    “Then, you …” 
 
    “No.” She said fiercely, forestalling him. “I’m not leaving you behind.” 
 
    The gold eyes searched her face. 
 
    “I’ve developed some resistance to silver” he assured her softly. “Don’t worry, I can handle a few seconds of it. And, if the door is locked, I’ll break it down.” 
 
    He shifted his position to brace against the cage floor, before directing another glance at her. “Ready?” 
 
    Tasia moved back, away from the cage, unconvinced by his assurances, but she knew they had few good options.  
 
    He rocked the cage with a mighty heave. It rocketed away from her to come to rest on its bars while its solid floor swung to face her. Tasia scrambled to it, to peer at it urgently, aware of the soft rasps of pain from the man whose skin burned as the silver scorched him.  
 
    “I see it” she announced triumphantly. “But it’s locked.” 
 
    “Show me where the door is” he said through gritted teeth. “Pound on it.” 
 
    Tasia pounded hard on the door, by the lock. 
 
    “Step away” he directed, his face contorted with pain. 
 
    Tasia moved away hurriedly. “Use your hands” she reminded him. “They’re still protected.” 
 
    Raoul placed his palms on the bars to brace one leg against it, using his right foot to swing at the solid cage floor. Three good swings and the lock broke with a soft clang. The door swung drunkenly open.  
 
    Tasia leapt forward to hold the door as he swung himself through it. For a moment, he rested on his knees, catching his breath. She could see the dark welts on his chest from the silver as the torn edges of his shirt flapped around his bare torso. 
 
    “Grab your shoe.” He gestured to where the camera lay toppled. “You’ll need it.” 
 
    “Be careful” he called softly, as Tasia limped away on one pump towards the vague silhouette of the camera on the ground. 
 
    A few moments of frantic searching helped her find the shoe. As she reached for it, something crumpled by it caught her attention. It was her purse, she realized joyfully. A small black evening purse, it held her ID, a credit card, the key to her room at the Lair, and her cellphone. The purse had been dumped here like so much garbage, after throwing her into the cage with him. 
 
    The Alpha stood by the door to the room, his head cocked to listen.  
 
    She walked towards him. “Look what I found” she whispered triumphantly.  
 
    He glanced at the small evening purse she held out to him. 
 
    “Phone?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia nodded. 
 
    “Good. We’ll need it.” 
 
    He listened for another moment before turning to her. 
 
    “Here’s the plan” he said. “We’re going to make a run for it. There’re six men in the building. Stay behind me until we get to the street. Once out, we get as far away as we can. Then, we stash ourselves somewhere safe, and you call Duncan.” 
 
    Tasia nodded. She wasn’t to use her magic —  he’d do the heavy lifting. 
 
    “Do you have Duncan’s number?” he asked her. 
 
    “No.” A puzzled Tasia shook her head. “I have Hawk’s” she offered. 
 
    “Once you’re safe, call Hawk and get Duncan’s number. Tell Duncan where we are and ask him to come get us. Don’t show yourself to anyone else. Alright?” 
 
    “But …” She hesitated. He seemed to suggest that they might be separated. 
 
    “Here.” He pulled off his tattered shirt to hold it out to her. “Put this on. It’ll be cold, and this is better than nothing.” 
 
    Tasia accepted the shirt, knowing that he would not feel the chill while she would. She wished their captors had dumped her jacket too, along with her purse in the room. 
 
    “I’m running on adrenaline and air” he admitted abruptly. “I’ll get us out of here, but once on the street, I might not be of much help. They’ll be looking for us. Like I said, stash us somewhere safe and call Duncan. He’ll handle it.” 
 
    Tasia studied him, the shirt hanging limply over her dress. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Silver poisoning. I can feel it in my blood. Those bastards pumped me with silver.”  
 
    He reached for the edges of the oversized shirt that hung over her slight frame to tie the ends together securely. Now it would not flap around her, hindering her. 
 
    Sensing her anxiety, he took a moment to reassure her. 
 
    “I was exposed to silver in the past, and survived to tell the tale.” He was back to his implacable self, but the voice had gentled with more than a hint of reassurance. 
 
    Tasia nodded, somewhat reassured. 
 
    “Alright?” he asked again. 
 
    “Yes” she said softly. 
 
    “Here goes.” 
 
    He stepped back to swing at the door powerfully with one foot. The door splintered, with a few mighty blows from the Shifter. Reaching through the broken remnants of wood, he unbolted it from the other side.  
 
    “Come.” He held his hand out to her, kicking clear the hanging wood frame of the broken door.  
 
    Tasia stepped gingerly through the door into a poorly lit hallway outside. The Alpha guided her unerringly down it to a staircase. As they approached it, two men rushed at them in the dark. He made short shrift of them, his fists pounding relentlessly and with precision, while Tasia hung back. As the Wizards went down, he reached for her hand again to lead her down the stairs. 
 
    Tasia, blinded by the near darkness, followed carefully in his wake. Somewhere midway down the stairs, three dark silhouettes rushed at them. 
 
    “Wait here.” He placed her hand on the rails before leaping forward to deal with the men. A few loud thuds, a shriek, and the sound of a body tumbling down the stairs was all Tasia could hear. Disoriented by the impenetrable darkness around her, she tried to stay calm.  
 
    “Done.” He clasped her palm again to guide her down the stairs, their progress agonizing slow in the darkness.  
 
    “There’s one more Wizard in the house” she whispered. 
 
    “I can smell him” he acknowledged. “Probably calling for reinforcements.” 
 
    Tasia sighed in silent frustration. Her pumps had modest heels, but they were not meant for what she was attempting here. Plus, in the near total darkness, she was afraid to go any faster, lest she wrench her ankle or break something — that would inevitably slow them down even more. 
 
    “Hang on.” 
 
    That was all the warning she had before he swung her into his arms, leaping down the stairs as Tasia held on for dear life. Suddenly, she was set down to feel solid ground under her feet. A door loomed large before them. He undid the latch expertly, his night eyes an advantage, to pull the door open. Two steps and they were out on the street with the moonlight bathing them. He clicked the door shut behind him to clasp her hand again. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Tasia would remember that final dash from the house on Russian Hill, their path barely lit by street lights and the moon. This was one of the steeper parts of San Francisco and the going was tough for her, still under the effects of the drugs in her system. The wind whipped at her as she ran, trying to keep up, even though she knew that he slowed down considerably for her. She lost all track of time as they ran, her hand clasped in his, her heart pounding from the rush of fear and danger. The adrenaline and exercise helped temporarily to keep the worst of the chill at bay. 
 
    Just as she was flagging, he pulled her into an alley to pause before a wooden gate. A shove and the gate swung open, its rusty latch no match for him. He led her inside, careful to swing the gate back into position to look undisturbed. They were in a small shared garden of the kind familiar to residents of the city where old homes were being converted into multiple single-family apartments at breakneck speed, as the neighborhoods gentrified. He led them up the stairs to a small entryway with a door. It was a good vantage point to keep watch — they’d see anyone coming through the gate they’d just broken through.  
 
    “No one’s in here.” He pointed at the door behind them. “But there’re two people downstairs.” He pointed to the apartment below whose door she could vaguely see. 
 
    Spent, Tasia flopped down on the top step, gasping for breath after the mad run. 
 
    He held out his hand. “Phone.” 
 
    Tasia reached into the purse she’d kept a death grip on, to pull it out. Unlocking it, she placed it in his hand.  
 
    He punched in a number quickly to hold the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Alright?” he asked her. 
 
    Tasia nodded, too winded to spell it out. She studied him, bathed more clearly by the moonlight than he’d been in the cage. Now, she could see the strain of the poison coursing through him, unsteady on his feet and almost off balance, the handsome face ashen and haggard. She sensed that only his incredible iron-will held him back from staggering. Tasia studied him in awe for breaking them out and getting them this far by a combination of sheer grit, tenacity and resolve. Only now could she see how exhausted and drained he was by his tryst with silver and the cage. At least he seemed sanguine and unconcerned by the prospect of pursuit. She concluded that they’d made it safely out without anyone following them.  
 
    “Duncan” he said the name simply into the cell, the single word reiterating to Tasia how much the Alpha trusted the English Shifter.  
 
    They were more than comrades, after all, she reminded herself. From what the Alpha had hinted, Duncan had been with him through some of the Alpha’s toughest times. 
 
    “Where are you, Raoul?” The urgency and relief in Duncan’s usual placid tones came through clearly. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “The witchling and I were ambushed.” 
 
    “I know. We found your car this morning, riddled with bullets.” 
 
    “They pumped me with silver — I can feel it” Raoul explained succinctly, confident that Duncan would get the implication. 
 
    “Where are you?” Duncan inquired calmly, after an infinitesimal pause. 
 
    “By the alley on Leavenworth. Near the coffee place you like.” 
 
    “Sit tight. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “I can’t hold on much longer, Duncan. The silver’s too strong.” 
 
    “Understood. How’s Tasia?” 
 
    “She’s safe. This is her cell I’m using. Use it to find us, Duncan.” 
 
    “Rest easy, my boy. The cavalry is on its way.” 
 
    Raoul hung up to hold the cell out to her, before planting himself on the step beside her. He’d told her the truth. The silver sloshing around his system would have felled another Shifter. His hard-won immunity to the poisonous metal was what had saved him. Otherwise, he’d be toast now. The irony of it, he mused bitterly.  
 
    The realization of how close to the brink he’d come tonight had urged him to get them away, giving him a final spurt of strength when he’d believed himself spent. But it was the thought of how vulnerable she would be without him that had spurred him on. Running on fumes, the additional exposure to silver from the cage had not helped his cause. 
 
    “Duncan’s on his way.” He closed his eyes wearily to lean against the staircase.  
 
    With her cell clutched in her hand like a lifeline, Tasia watched him, alarmed by what she glimpsed on his face. The good-looking face of hard angles and shadows hinted at vulnerability for the first time since she had known him. His lids hid the remarkable gold eyes that could switch from cold indifference to glacial implacability in a heartbeat. Those eyes occasionally provided a window into this enigmatic man. For the first time, she wished she could see them. Teeth chattering in the bracing cold, her eyes searched his face in repose. He was a man who would go to great lengths to hide any sign of vulnerability from the world. Thus, to see him like this, curiously defenseless, alarmed her, awakening something deep in her heart she was not yet ready to acknowledge.     
 
    The gold eyes opened with an effort, perhaps sensing her regard.  
 
    “You’re cold” he remarked, holding out his hand to her with the last of his strength.  
 
    The thought popped into her head that there was something so profound in such a casual gesture from him. Perhaps, the cage had brought down a few barriers between them. Tasia grasped his hand, allowing him to draw her to him. 
 
    He put his arm around her to clasp her to him as he slumped back. Tasia allowed her head to rest carefully on his chest. The bare skin on the hard chest was unaccountably hot to the touch. He was burning up.  
 
    “It’s the silver” he muttered against her hair. “It’s an infection my body needs to fight.” 
 
    She lay still against him, allowing the heat from his body to warm her as he wrapped a second arm around her to hold her closer. His heart raced under her ear, his breaths uneven as they huffed against her hair. They sat entwined in silence with the night surrounding them, a kind of peace between them for the first time since Hawk had escorted her to the Pack Room on a night months ago to meet his Alpha.  
 
    Suddenly and without warning, the arms clasping her went slack. Tasia, warmed now from the bone-chilling cold by the extraordinary heat emanating from him, moved away to study him in concern.  
 
    “Can’t hold on anymore, witchling” he muttered, his eyes unfocused as if he were almost gone.  
 
    He turned to her urgently. “If anyone but Duncan comes through that gate, you run like hell. Use your magic, if you need it. I’ll deal with the consequences …” His voice trailed off as he slumped against the rails.  
 
    Tasia held his head up, trying to make him comfortable as he slumped into deeper unconsciousness. She knew nothing about Shifters and how they dealt with silver in their system, but Tasia was relieved to note that, though the gold depths had been curiously unfocused this last time, the wildness she’d glimpsed in the cage had been completely absent. Duncan would be here soon, she reassured herself. He would know what to do. Until then, she would watch over him. His last words to her reverberated in her head. If in any danger, she was to run and leave him behind. And to use her magic to protect herself — he would deal with the consequences. Something squeezed at her heart as she watched him, his words playing through her mind. His chest rose rhythmically with his breaths and in sleep, he looked serene and young, even a little vulnerable. Tasia, bereft of his warmth, felt the chill come back to claim her in the thin dress and shirt wrapped over it.  
 
    What had happened tonight, she wondered, trying to make sense of it. He’d clearly come very close to the edge in the cage. Her frequent nightmares of the shed had made her appreciate a Shifter’s constant struggle between his two counterparts, but watching him struggle in the cage tonight to not go under and lose himself had had a profound impact on Tasia. The nightmares had helped her understand the physical pain, the constant vulnerability of a Shifter, the desperate struggle to survive and the debilitating effects of silver on a Shifter’s control. But after tonight, she could also understand the bitterness of a Shifter against beings who would force him into a death struggle for his very sense of self. How could any creature, especially a Chosen who understood the unique challenges that Magicks faced, inflict such torture on another?  
 
    A Shifter, by his very nature, would always engage in a lifelong struggle for control and balance between his beast and human. That was the conundrum of a Shifter’s existence. But what Tasia had witnessed tonight was a Shifter forced into a horrendous battle for his very soul on a precipice where life and death teetered in an intimate embrace. She was shaken by it — no creature, human or Chosen, could be this cruel to another, surely, she wondered. The camera in the room had been no coincidence. Not content with making the Alpha struggle for his soul, they had also intended to make a public spectacle of a very personal struggle, their goal the public humiliation of a private and reserved man.  
 
    Tasia felt the beginnings of an unfamiliar rage unfurl in her. What kind of person would intend harm to another in such a grievous manner? What kind of Chosen would exploit intimate knowledge of a Shifter’s very psyche to destroy his soul? 
 
    When Duncan showed up thirty minutes later, Tasia waited for him by the stairs. By then, the Alpha was out to the world, slumped by the stairs and watched over by an anxious Tasia. Duncan’s presence was like a balm to a Tasia, who’d had her world turned upside down in many ways tonight.  
 
    “Raoul?” he inquired tersely. 
 
    “He’s unconscious.”  
 
    She led the way up the stairs to where the Alpha lay slumped on the step.  
 
    Tasia watched the burly English Shifter check on the Alpha, before lifting him up in a fireman’s hold. She took a moment to appreciate Duncan’s phenomenal strength. The Alpha was a big man, but Duncan made it look easy.  
 
    Duncan looked grim as he stashed his burden in the back seat of the SUV, taking the time to make the Alpha comfortable, before ushering Tasia into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Is he …?” She hesitated.  
 
    Tasia had assumed that the uneven breaths meant that the Alpha was merely fighting off the silver. To her, his very breaths were evidence that the silver had not had a fatal effect. It had helped her to hold herself together while she waited for Duncan in the dark. 
 
    “Too much silver in his blood” Duncan confirmed. “It’s knocked him out. This will allow him to heal faster. What happened?” he asked, starting the car. “We found Raoul’s car this morning. Since then, we’ve been searching frantically for you both.” 
 
    “This morning?” Tasia looked nonplussed. “We were ambushed on our way back from Atsá’s party.” 
 
    “The party was last night.” 
 
    “Last night” she murmured. It meant that she’d been out for an entire day.  
 
    That was how the Alpha had come so close to the edge, she realized. He’d been exposed to silver for almost twenty-four hours. How had he survived that, she wondered anew. A stunned Tasia wondered how he could muster the strength to hold on, despite the massive dose of silver, and eventually break them out.  
 
    “Sorry.” She glanced at Duncan, patiently waiting to hear the story. “I’m not sure what happened. I remember an ambush on our way back from Atsá’s. There was a garbage truck blocking our way. Some men in it shot at us. The Alpha used his body to protect me but he was bleeding. He said they were shooting silver at us. When I woke up a couple of hours ago, my head felt heavy and there was a weird taste in my mouth.” 
 
    “You were drugged” Duncan said. 
 
    “That’s what I guessed” she admitted. “The Alpha and I were in a cage.” 
 
    “A cage.” There was an undercurrent of palpable fury in the usually placid tones. 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia now understood why a Shifter would find the idea of being caged an outrage. “The bars burnt his skin when he touched them. The Alpha said the cage was reinforced with silver. There was a camera pointed at us. He took out the camera, got us out of the cage and the house. Then, we waited for you.”  
 
    Tasia kept the explanation brief, with just the relevant details. There’d be time later to discuss the details. She felt a curious reluctance to reveal the Alpha’s struggle in the cage. Duncan, she knew, was as close to the Alpha as he allowed anyone to get, but to Tasia’s mind, it should be the Alpha’s decision to share the details of his experience. 
 
    “How’d you get out of the cage?” Duncan asked. 
 
    “He bent the bars enough to allow me to crawl through and I opened the door to let him out.” 
 
    Sensing Duncan’s silent regard, Tasia offered him more. Like the Alpha, Duncan was aware of the power she could command. And she trusted the English Shifter.  
 
    “I protected his hands from the silver, but he was forced to lie on the bars when we tried to pry open the cage door.” 
 
    “Were they Chosen?” Duncan’s laidback manner was missing tonight. 
 
    Tasia nodded. “There were six Wizards in the house with us, Duncan. The Alpha flattened five on our way out.” 
 
    “Wizards” Duncan repeated grimly.  
 
    “None that I’ve met before.” Tasia knew that Duncan would understand. Her power allowed her to sense the inherent magic flowing through a Chosen’s veins, almost like a signature.  
 
    “Powerful?” 
 
    “Magic level six to seven, I’d say” Tasia said slowly, attempting to recall what she had sensed amidst the chaos and the terror. 
 
    Duncan was silent for a few minutes, ruminating on what she had revealed. 
 
    “This camera you mentioned” he said abruptly. “Did it capture anything we should take care of?” The query was delicate. 
 
    Passionately demanding lips, a tongue boldly tasting her while hands clasped her to him, plastering her intimately against a muscled body she could still feel the imprint of. Mindless desire, regardless of danger, in a cage between a Wizard with too many secrets to hide and a Shifter who’d barely survived going over the edge.  
 
    Tasia shoved the memories away with an effort. The camera had certainly caught them in an intimate clinch but that would only cause her some awkwardness and possibly embarrassment, if released in the public domain. It was what had come before that would cause the Alpha much more than mere embarrassment. The images of the wild eyes and feral expression on the Shifter’s face as he fought to subdue his beast while he hammered relentlessly against the bars holding him in like an animal, uncaring of the damage the silver did to him, flashed through her. That roar of a beast, frantic to free itself, even as he struggled to quell it in a battle to bring himself back from what was certain death rang through her mind. No, he would not want those images of his desperate struggle in the cage to get out.     
 
    “Yes.” She turned to Duncan. “There’s footage the Alpha would consider very private.” 
 
    Duncan took his eyes off the road to shoot her a searching glance. Whatever he glimpsed in her face must have satisfied him for he used his blue-tooth device to dial a number without another word. 
 
    “Duncan, do you have them?” Hawk’s voice, frantic with concern flooded the car. 
 
    “Yes. Can Sara and you meet me at Raoul’s?” 
 
    “Sara’s here with me. We’ll be there in thirty.” 
 
    “Duncan.” Hawk’s voice came through clearly. “Is Tasia ….” It trailed off. The Alpha could take care of himself. It was Tasia that Hawk and Sara had been worried about. She was more vulnerable. 
 
    “She’s fine” Duncan reassured him. 
 
    “Was Alph their target, then?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Hawk.” his voice was grim. “For now, don’t talk to anyone. Just meet me at Raoul’s.” 
 
    “Will do.” Hawk signed off. 
 
    Duncan turned to Tasia. “Do you think you might recognize the house if we drove by the neighborhood?” 
 
    “I can try” she said uncertainly. That mad rush from the house had been chaotic, fueled by adrenaline and a sense of urgency.  
 
    “How far from the house where I found you?” 
 
    Tasia thought back to that adrenaline-fueled run through the semi-dark streets and the stares of the few bystanders as they watched a shirtless man and a woman in an oversized shirt run through the streets like the devil was after them. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes, may be less. I was winded — I slowed him down. I don’t think we got that far.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Duncan dialed another number. 
 
    “Beltran” came the smooth tones of Luis. 
 
    “Raoul and Tasia were held hostage in a house on Russian Hill, close to Leavenworth. I need some help canvassing the neighborhood.” 
 
    “Can do” Luis acknowledged. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “It was Wizards who held them. See what you can do, Luis. I’ll join you in an hour.” 
 
    “How are they doing?” 
 
    “Tasia is fine but Raoul needs to heal. He has silver poisoning” Duncan said circumspectly.  
 
    Alpha Protectors could not afford to be vulnerable, even within the Pack. Ambitious Shifters were always waiting in the wings to take advantage of a momentary lapse — that is how Packs worked. Now that the Alpha had been found, alive but debilitated, Shifters would come streaming out to challenge him while he was not at full strength. The only reason Duncan had shared this bit of information with Luis was because he trusted the Were-Alpha. Duncan needed more manpower than his own Shifters could offer to trace the Wizards that had mounted the assault. If they waited for Raoul to heal, the Wizards would disappear into thin air, and the trail would go cold. 
 
    There was a short silence on the other end. Luis understood the subtext — the Alpha was in no position to deal with anything. The English Shifter would take care of the Alpha he looked upon as his protégé, Luis knew. But Duncan required assistance to nab the Chosen that had attacked the Alpha. 
 
    “My Shifters and I will do our best to locate the house, Duncan.” 
 
    “Thank you, Luis. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “And we’ll keep this information to ourselves, Duncan” Luis assured him, before signing off. 
 
     Duncan turned to Tasia as he came to a stop before a newish looking building of steel and glass.  
 
    “I’ve to ask you something, Tasia.”  
 
    Tasia nodded, a little numb, as the aftershocks hit her. 
 
    “How bad did things get tonight?” 
 
    The question put things in perspective for Tasia, helping to clear away the cobwebs. They weren’t done yet — there would be time to make sense of everything later. Tasia glanced away, trying to buy time. She felt torn. Duncan was fiercely protective of the Alpha. Yet, there was a part of her that was reluctant to discuss the events in the cage, almost as if doing so would be a betrayal of the Alpha’s confidence. 
 
    Duncan’s wise eyes studied her. He’d need to take a different tack, he realized, comprehending that Tasia was torn. Something had happened in the cage that she was reluctant to reveal.  
 
    “The plan is for Sara to watch over Raoul while Hawk, you and I join the search for the house you were held in” he explained. “I want to recover the camera. But I’ll stay, if he requires watching over. Raoul seemed himself when we talked earlier, but it was a brief chat. Silver touches Shifters very differently. If he requires an intervention, Sara’s not the right Shifter to leave in charge.” Thus, delicately Duncan probed her. 
 
    “I don’t know how silver poisoning works on a Shifter” Tasia said slowly, her eyes tangled in the English Shifter’s wise ones.  
 
    “He’ll wake up once his system has rid itself of the poison. That’s how we heal. But if the poison has already affected him adversely, then all the healing in the world won’t do any good.”  
 
    “He’s …” Tasia hesitated, unsure how to say what she wanted to convey to Duncan. 
 
    “His usual self?” 
 
    “He was when he broke through the cage and hid us for you to find.” He’d been completely his old self. Well, not completely, she amended silently. There had been the flare of passion between them, very unlike the cold and reserved Alpha. 
 
    Duncan waited patiently, confident that she had more to say. 
 
    “There were some moments in the cage, before …” Her eyes were stark, hinting at something catastrophic in her cryptic words. 
 
    Duncan’s expression tightened ominously. “This is what you believe the camera captured?” 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia nodded, thankful that Duncan had understood. 
 
    “I’ll make sure it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands” he promised.  
 
    Raoul had flirted with danger tonight, Duncan realized grimly. Tasia was being circumspect with him, but it was clear that the silver had triggered memories of the past in Raoul. Probably pushed him close to the edge. Fury coursed through him, at the realization. Raoul had worked so hard to leave that behind, to rise over everything that had been done to him.  
 
    “Did he hurt you, Tasia?” he had to ask. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, her voice more confident. “I was never in any danger from him. But I don’t think he’d want anyone to see him struggle …” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t” Duncan agreed grimly. “Come, Tasia” he invited her. “This is Raoul’s place. Let’s make him comfortable until Hawk and Sara get here.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The phone trilled, interrupting the man lost in thought. He glanced at it. Aah, he mused with satisfaction. This would herald good news. The Alpha would now learn the consequences of crossing a man like him. 
 
    “Yes?” he inquired expectantly. 
 
    “I’ve some bad news, Boss” the voice on the other end said apologetically. 
 
    “What kind of news?” Perhaps the Shifter required more silver to precipitate his journey to inevitable defeat, he mused. No matter, he had access to more silver. Though, by his calculation, the Alpha had already been exposed to enough to hasten his fate. The information provided by the blood sucker had only been partially correct. Though his reaction to silver had been as the Vampire had promised, the Alpha was able to absorb extraordinary amounts into his blood. That made the Alpha more invincible than the average Shifter, hard to defeat or even pin down. 
 
    “The Shifter escaped.” 
 
    “What?” he screamed into the phone, his pleasant dreams of revenge demolished unceremoniously by the short statement. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Boss.” 
 
    “How?” he demanded incredulously. The Alpha had been exposed to silver for a whole day before being imprisoned in a cage reinforced with it. How on earth had he managed to escape, he wondered. 
 
    “We don’t know, Boss. He kicked down the door to the room. We tried to confront him but he was manic.” 
 
    While his employer grappled with the news, the man provided more details, a tad hesitantly. “He broke through the cage, Boss. It’s a mess.”  
 
    “How’s that possible?” The man, his hopes dashed, shook his head, flabbergasted by the escape. 
 
    “It’s lying drunkenly on the bars. He broke through the door at the bottom.” 
 
    The man shook his head again, attempting to make sense of the stream of revelations. “Did he injure the girl in any way?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “Not that we know of, Boss. He took her with him.” 
 
    “What about the camera — did it get anything?” 
 
    “He broke it. We had no time to look through the footage. I got everyone out of there as quickly as I could.” 
 
    The man thought furiously. “Is there any way to trace that house back to us?” 
 
    “No, we cleared everything out.” 
 
    “Okay. Listen carefully, Jay. All hell’s about to break loose. The Pack will overrun the city, thirsting for blood. Make sure you and your men are gone by morning.” 
 
    “We will be, Boss.” 
 
    The man hung up, his expression grim. He glanced around the luxurious suite in one of the oldest hotels in San Francisco. It had all been to no avail. Perhaps, he should’ve left Merceau alone, he mused. Maybe tweaking this particular Shifter’s tail again had not been his best decision.  
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    “That one” Tasia said excitedly, pointing at a large gray house. “I’m pretty sure that’s the one, Duncan.” 
 
    Duncan parked by the house. Two cars full of Luis’ Shifters came to a stop behind him. 
 
    “Let’s check it out” he said to Tasia. “It’s empty.” 
 
    Hawk, Tasia and Joaquim exited the car with Duncan. An hour ago, the four of them had joined the search with Luis’ Shifters. Tasia burrowed into the jacket Sara had lent her, the house an uncomfortable reminder of the tensely terrifying events from earlier. 
 
    Luis and his Shifters huddled briefly, before Duncan led them to the house. It was now well after midnight, and the neighborhood was silent, the streets empty. The Shifters moved on light feet. This was their turf and they knew it well. One of Luis’ Shifters shuffled forward to work on the lock. The other Shifters surrounded him, hiding him from Tasia’s view.  
 
    At her evident curiosity, Hawk leaned down to whisper. “Travis used to break into houses in a different lifetime.” 
 
    Travis soon had the door open. After another glance around the neighborhood, the Shifters slipped noiselessly into the dark house. Hawk produced a flashlight for Tasia and she led them up the stairs to the third floor. The room, where the Alpha had engaged in the epic struggle earlier, looked just as they’d left it. Tasia swung her flashlight over the upturned cage, where her perceptions had been challenged tonight. It lay lopsided with a gaping hole where the door had been torn off. Duncan ignored the cage to canvass the room, intent on finding the camera, but the other Shifters muttered amongst themselves. 
 
    “This is where the Alpha was held?” Luis asked Tasia, his eyes on the cage. There was a note of incredulous fury in his voice, incongruous since Tasia had never seen the usually taciturn Were-Alpha lose it before. 
 
    Tasia confirmed his suspicions mutely. 
 
    “Tasia and Alph were held in the cage together” Hawk, mindful of a few details from Duncan, chimed in grimly.  
 
    The cage served to remind them all of how Shifters had been subjugated through the ages. Some Chosen still considered Shifters little more than unthinking beasts, forgetting that it was the human counterpart that was always in control of a Wyr. 
 
    “It’s barely enough to hold one person” one of the Shifters muttered.  
 
    The others murmured in agreement, a palpable sense of anger and injustice rising in the room. 
 
    “I’ve got it” Duncan announced abruptly. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Luis turned to him, as they started down the stairs. “What do you plan to do, Duncan?” 
 
    “Raoul will decide what to do, when he wakes up” Duncan said firmly. “But I intend to have a name for him when he does.” 
 
    “He’ll go on a rampage” Luis warned softly, the image of the mangled cage lying lopsided on its bars still fresh. 
 
    “I, for one, will not stop him” Duncan announced with a grim look at the other Were-Alpha. 
 
    “Neither will I” Luis admitted “But you’re right, Duncan. It’d be good to have a name for him to channel his rage.” 
 
    “I’ll see you back at the Lair, Luis.” Duncan directed another grim look at the other Were-Alpha. “It’s time the Pack is informed about this.” 
 
    Luis’s expression blanked. The Pack was about to enter a period of turmoil, until the Alpha was back on his feet.  
 
    “I took the memory-stick from the camera” Duncan informed Tasia in the car. “Raoul will have it when he wakes up.” 
 
    Duncan studied her. Once he made his announcement at the Lair, he’d have his hands full with the Pack. Raoul’s condo had already been secured by his Shifters mounting a round-the-clock guard while the Alpha recuperated. Tasia would be safe there, Duncan decided. 
 
    “Raoul has a spare room” he said to her. “Use it, Tasia. Sara will stay with you and my Shifters will make sure no one disturbs you.”  
 
    “What about my room at the Lair?” Tasia looked uncertain, confused by the new arrangements. 
 
    “The Lair is not safe now, Tasia. Not for you. Raoul’s, on the other hand, will be guarded like Fort Knox. It’s the best place for you right now.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him, clearly bemused by the turn of events. 
 
    “I’ll hold down the fort at the Lair, until Raoul is back on his feet” Duncan explained. “You’ve had a rough twenty-four hours, Tasia. Rest up and call me if you need anything. Your cell has my number now.”  
 
    Tasia tried to process what Duncan was telling her.  
 
    “Alph’s in no position to defend himself, Tasia” Hawk chimed in soberly from the back seat. “Once the news gets out in the larger Pack, some Shifters might seize the opportunity to challenge the Alpha.”  
 
    Tasia turned around to stare at him.  
 
    “This is how Shifters rise in a Pack” the usually taciturn Joaquim unbent enough to explain to her, not unkindly. 
 
    Duncan glanced at her shocked visage. “It’s better for you to stay away, just in case things go south at the Lair. Joaquim will be right outside the condo, in case you require any assistance.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    The Pack grapples with the fallout from the assault 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duncan strode into the Lair with Hawk by his side. A pall hung over the building, a sense of uneasiness and disquiet, like the lull before a storm. Their Alpha, the formidable Shifter who held their fractious Pack together with his power and strength, and his sheer personality, was missing. Regardless of what came next, this was a period of uncertainty for the Pack. And the Shifters did not deal well with uncertainty. They functioned well in the hierarchy of a Pack where each Shifter knew his place in the totem pole. Uncertainty, on the other hand, led to fights over dominance and position. And, eventually, a gradual descent into chaos.  
 
    Duncan strode into the Pack Room, a purposeful air about him, unlike his usual laidback demeanor. The Pack Room, even at this late hour, teemed with Shifters. As he entered the room, the Shifters turned en masse to stare at him. Duncan caught a glimpse of Luis, his attitude one of heightened watchfulness. Duncan signaled to the Shifter on sentry duty to leave the door open. What he said here he intended the whole Lair to hear.  
 
    “Most of you have heard that the Alpha was ambushed with silver bullets last night” Duncan announced. For once, Duncan did not call the Alpha by his name, a symbolic nod to tradition he knew the Shifters would note. This was no longer about Raoul. This was about the Alpha Protector of the Northern California Pack. “What you might not know is that he was injected with silver by his captors and thrown into a cage reinforced with silver.”  
 
    Duncan paused, as the room gasped.  
 
    “How is he?” Maartje asked, not hiding her concern. 
 
    “There’s too much silver in his blood. He needs to heal.” Duncan was blunt. 
 
    The English Shifter glanced around the room to gauge the reactions. There was palpable shock at the modus operandi — the use of silver against a Shifter was considered particularly egregious. There was outrage at the caging of a Shifter. There was also concern for the Alpha scattered around the room — Raoul Merceau was a popular Alpha. He’d earned the respect of his Shifters by the fair way he dealt with them, by his prowess and dominance as a Wyr, as well as his ruthless and adroit handling of the Pack and its affairs. Shifters throughout the ages had been and would continue to be predisposed to muscular leadership — that was the only way to guarantee a stable Pack, safeguard the Pack’s interests in the wider Chosen world, and retain absolute control over Pack territory. Duncan also sensed a hardening resolution in the gathered Shifters that the perpetrators be punished quickly — with this came a hint of anticipation of some blood-letting. Their natural aggression would always make Shifters enthusiastic at the prospect of a fight. But cutting through the cauldron of emotions running high in the room was an undercurrent of watchfulness and unease about what the short term held for the Pack. This last one was what Duncan intended to address. The rest he’d leave up to Raoul to handle once he was back on his feet. Duncan was confident that Raoul could handle the fallout with his usual adroitness, as well as punish the perpetrators. But first, Raoul needed to fight off the silver poisoning his system. And Duncan was here to give him all the time he needed to heal, by keeping the Alpha’s metaphorical chair free from any untimely challenges.  
 
    “While the Alpha heals, I’m laying claim to the Pack on his behalf” he announced steadily, his eyes wandering the room to make his intentions absolutely clear. “I intend to keep the chair warm for Raoul. Anyone who wishes to mount a challenge while the Alpha recovers will have to go through me first.” 
 
    Absolute silence descended on the room while the Shifters chewed on the English Were-Alpha’s measured words. Duncan was a powerful Shifter, his physical prowess legendary within the Pack. Though he’d made his reluctance for the top job of Alpha Protector absolutely clear, the Pack knew how ruthlessly he could tamp down on any interference with his were-pack or aggression towards his Shifters. Thus, when Duncan laid down the gauntlet this openly, the Pack took it very seriously.   
 
    “My friendly advice to any comer who wishes to challenge the Alpha is to take a moment to rethink it” Duncan continued. He had his audience’s attention. It was now time to drive his message home. “First, you’ll have to get through me. Then, when he wakes up, you’ll face the Alpha. Raoul, as you know, is not the type to forgive or forget when it comes to aspersions on his authority. He’ll be back on his feet in a day or two. This city had better prepare for the Alpha’s rage once he kicks the silver out of his system.” 
 
    Having said his piece calmly and without any flourishes, Duncan walked over to the mantel by the fireplace to take a stance. The symbolism was lost on no Shifter in the room. The mantel was the Alpha’s favored position in the Pack Room. Hawk, watching his Were-Alpha from the sidelines, was left both impressed and awed. It was just like Duncan to lay out his intentions plainly without any attempt at subterfuge, and then go about his business without fuss. 
 
    This time, the silence was pregnant with undercurrents. The Shifters moved restlessly while some glanced furtively at each other. Had Duncan’s declaration put paid to the uncertainty in the absence of the powerful Alpha, they wondered. Or raised more questions. The Shifters were hesitant about this, but one thing was for sure. By declaring confidently that the Alpha would be back on his feet in a day or two, Duncan had definitely blunted any potential challengers. There was little appetite amongst the Shifters to go up against the Alpha, given that he’d recover soon. Even the most ambitious amongst them understood what a dreadful decision that would be.  
 
    Amidst the silence, Atsá, the venerable Were-Alpha held to great esteem by the Pack, stepped forward to address Duncan.  
 
    “The Avian were-pack is at the Alpha’s service, as always, Duncan. There will be no challenges to the Alpha Protector.” His voice was steady, and his back ramrod straight as he unambiguously and publicly laid down the law to his were-pack. The Shifters in the room took a collective breath. Not only was this an unequivocal vote of confidence in the young Alpha’s handling of his Pack, it was also a public declaration of Atsá’s absolute loyalty to his Alpha Protector.  
 
    Taken aback by the unambiguous and candid declaration, Hawk gaped at his grandfather. Atsá’s eyes unerringly sought Hawk to shoot his estranged grandson an enigmatic look. The glance was enough to bring Hawk to his senses. He blanched his face of all expression, and strode forward to stand beside Duncan. I’m with Duncan in this, as I’m with him on everything else, was his message to his Pack mates. Duncan, Hawk noted, didn’t seem surprised by Atsá’s public support for the Alpha. But for the first time in his life, Hawk felt a measure of respect and admiration for the uncaring grandfather he had reviled most of his life. Loyalty and straight-speaking were prized by Shifters and the lack of both from Atsá had enraged and disappointed his grandchildren. To see Atsá stand up in front of the Pack for Alph so publicly and unequivocally was a balm to Hawk. The two Shifters Hawk felt the most loyalty to were Duncan and the Alpha. Alph had, after all, gone against his own Pack to induct two young, orphaned Shifters into his newly won Pack, thus saving them from certain death. Neither Hawk nor Sara had ever forgotten that. 
 
    Maartje stepped forward. It was clear that Atsá and she had already discussed the matter. “I am with Atsá” she declared. “There will be no challenge to the Alpha from my Shifters.” 
 
    The Shifters glanced uncertainly at the other Were-Alphas in the room. Lines were being publicly drawn in the sand, as the influential Were-Alphas reiterated their loyalty by using their authority over their own were-packs to keep the larger Pack from cracking asunder while their Alpha lay injured. 
 
    Luis was the next to speak up. “My wolves stand ready to assist you in any way we can, Duncan.”  
 
    He glanced around the room. “There’s something the Pack should know. Earlier tonight, Duncan and I were able to trace the house where the Alpha was held. You’re all aware of the power in our Alpha — you’ve seen him fight. You can imagine how much silver was required to subdue him enough to place him in a cage. What you might not know is that he was put in a cage this size,” his hands indicated a box barely large enough to hold the big Shifter, let alone two people, “along with Tasia Armstrong. I’m sure you know what his captors were hoping would happen.” 
 
    For the first time, Luis hinted publicly at the dark and unpalatable truth that the Shifters had been reluctant to openly discuss. Luis’ words generated mutters amongst the Shifters. The idea of a cage reinforced with silver to imprison a Shifter enraged them, but the implications of imprisoning a silver-poisoned Shifter with another, especially a non-Shifter no match for his physical strength, incensed them.  
 
    “We were also witness to the aftermath of the imprisonment.” Luis had a captive audience as the Shifters hung on his words. “The cage we saw was a mangled mess, the bars bent and the door kicked open as it lay drunkenly on its side. He broke through the cage. With his body already rife with silver, he wrenched the bars and broke through to free both Tasia and himself.”  
 
    Luis’s voice hardened as the audience gaped at him, their expressions a mix of astonishment, outrage and anger. “I, for one, will not allow anyone involved to get away. We are Wyrs. Let us show the Chosen that there will be a price to pay for anyone who dares to treat us like this.” 
 
    The gathered Shifters murmured again. This time, it was clear that the tide was turning. There was no ambiguity or hesitation anymore. The Shifters were in agreement with Luis. Perhaps, this was the best way to unite the Pack, a collective sense of outrage against the Chosen who dared to treat their Alpha like this. 
 
    Hawk smiled to himself. He’d always liked Luis Beltran, but after tonight, he was a fan. That Luis respected Alph and was incredibly loyal to him, Hawk had known. But what he had demonstrated tonight was acumen and cunning — playing on the Shifters’ rage at the treatment of their Alpha, while subtly reminding them of what the Alpha was capable of, even debilitated by prolonged silver exposure. Hawk flashed a look at Duncan, serene and inscrutable. Had Duncan suspected that Luis would disclose what he’d witnessed at the house on Russian Hill, Hawk wondered. Is that why he’d picked Luis and not another Were-Alpha to assist with the search? Duncan was shrewd, and fiercely protective of Alph. Though always careful to let Alph forge his own path and fight his own battles, Duncan would never allow anyone to touch a hair on Raoul Merceau’s head. Not while he had breath in his body. 
 
    “Luis speaks eloquently and for us all” announced Owen O’Brien. “My Shifters will join the search for the Chosen who dared to use silver and imprison a Wyr.” 
 
    Stefan Simeonov, another Were-Alpha, drawled slowly. “You can count me in too, Duncan. It’s time to let the Chosen know that Wyrs will not take this lying down.” 
 
    He met Duncan’s eyes. “I won’t stop my Shifters from mounting a challenge, but I doubt anyone will. It’ll be a Shifter equal parts brave and foolhardy who challenges the Alpha.” 
 
    It was now down to the last Were-Alpha in the room, the redoubtable Elisabetta De Luca. Her green eyes flashed around the room, their expression shuttered. “There will be no challenge to the Alpha on my watch” she said brusquely. 
 
    Duncan exchanged a quick glance with Luis. “Thank you.” He accepted all offers of assistance gracefully. “Luis knows the address of the house. He will lead the hunt for the perpetrators. Time is of the essence here. With every minute, the trail goes cold. I need not warn you that the Alpha will be displeased if he’s deprived of punishing the guilty.” Duncan used words the Shifters would understand. Shifter code was clear that the punishment should fit the crime and that it should be meted out by the one most affected by it.  
 
    “We’ll work together to get a name, a gift for the Alpha when he wakes up.” Luis seconded Duncan, subtly changing the focus from revenge to investigation. Revenge would come later once the Alpha was well enough to mete it out. Right now, they needed clearer heads to track down those that would assault Chosen and slip away in the dead of the night like cowards. 
 
    “One more thing” Duncan said. “Raoul told me that his guards were Wizards. I plan to call upon David Hamilton for assistance on this. Be warned that the Alpha will be displeased if there’s any blowback to the local Wizards for this. I want everyone to remember that David Hamilton’s Wizards are part of the local Chosen alliance. They’ve been co-operating with the Pack on a host of issues.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you don’t believe these were local Wizards, Duncan?” Maartje inquired. 
 
    “I’m saying that, until we find any evidence to the contrary, we should assume that the perpetrators were not local.” 
 
    Atsá nodded, a discreet signal to Duncan that he understood. They had rescued the Pack from descending into chaos for now. Next, they had to make sure that the Chosen in the city did not, either. Until the identity of the perpetrators was uncovered, their city stood on the edge of turmoil. The Shifters would need to be careful to not throw around wild accusations at other Chosen and hurt the alliances that Raoul had carefully nurtured with the other Chosen in San Francisco.  
 
    Duncan was very confident that the perpetrators were not local. Raoul had built a fearsome reputation here. None of the local Chosen would dare to lay a hand on him in his own backyard. Over time, he had also painstakingly forged relationships with every local Chosen head honcho in San Francisco, including the notoriously difficult leader of the Vampires. The Chosen leaders in the city would not jeopardize the hard-won peace. Then, there was the attack itself. The assault had been brutally unconscionable, with a total disregard for Tasia’s life and a contemptuous disregard for using a Shifter’s vulnerabilities against him. It indicated to Duncan that this had been very personal. This was not an attempt to teach the Pack, the Shifters or their Alpha a lesson. This had been an attempt to obliterate Raoul Merceau — destroy his credibility, his reputation, his sanity, eventually leading to an ignoble death for the Alpha. Duncan rather doubted that any of the local Chosen felt such animosity towards the Alpha.  
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    Sara glanced up as the Alpha staggered out of his room. Clad in just a pair of boxers, his hair mussed and a dazed expression on his face, he looked a far cry from the self-possessed, confident, and reserved Alpha his Shifters were familiar with. For a moment, as the hallway light shone down on the tawny head, he looked young, curiously defenseless and very appealing. It served to remind Sara that he wasn’t much older than her. In Chosen years, he was a babe in the woods, of course, but even in human years, he was very young for an Alpha Protector with such power and influence in their world. It was easy to forget that sometimes, with the respect, fear and awe he commanded in his Shifters. 
 
    “Alpha” she called to him softly. 
 
    The unusual gold eyes flashed to her. “Sara” he said wonderingly. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m the designated baby-sitter.” She smiled to take the sting out of her words. 
 
    “What?” His eyebrows shot up in surprise, taking an unwary step forward. 
 
    Only to stagger back, at the simple effort. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she inquired. 
 
    “Famished” he responded with a grimace. And very weak, he added silently. No Shifter would ever admit that openly. Therein lay trouble. 
 
    “There’s food in the kitchen.” She moved towards it, knowing better than to offer assistance to a Shifter still healing. Her were-pack mates on guard duty had dropped off enormous quantities of food. He’d need plenty of protein to fuel his healing, especially if Duncan’s estimate of the volume of silver in his body was correct.  
 
    He walked unsteadily to the kitchen, where Sara heated up some of the pre-packaged food. 
 
    “What happened to me?” he winced, slumping onto the nearest chair, winded by the simple effort of making it from bedroom to kitchen. 
 
    She shot him a look. “You have silver in you, Alpha.”  
 
    His eyes widened. Silver! What the hell! And suddenly the memories came crashing back. The cage in the darkened room. Flailing around at the edge of reason and catastrophe in a familiar nightmare that took him back to his struggles in a broken-down shed in the middle of nowhere. The battle to tamp down his beast and clear his mind from the fog of confusion and pain. The small hand at his shoulder, attempting to get his attention as she whispered urgently about the camera pointed at them. The pliant girl in his arms; the mindless and searing passion, uncaring of danger; his surrender after months of fighting it. The rising panic in her as she searched frantically for a way to let him out of the cage. The silver burning his skin as he kicked down the cage door. The fear of succumbing to the silver before he could get her to safety. He must have passed out while waiting for Duncan in the alley, he realized. 
 
    “Witch … Tasia?” he asked urgently, realizing almost immediately that he could smell her. 
 
    “She’s asleep in the guestroom.”  
 
    Sara placed a plate piled high with roast beef in front of him and sat down beside him. 
 
    “There’s stew. And I can grill you steak, if you like?” she offered, watching him wolf down the meat like a starving man. She had never encountered silver, but Hawk had. Hawk said that it burned your skin, hurt like the very devil, and even a glancing touch was enough to bring you to your knees.  
 
    “This is fine, thanks.” 
 
    He ate in silence for the next ten minutes, putting away enormous quantities of food while Sara replenished his plate a few times.  
 
    “How long have I been out?” he inquired eventually, glancing up from his plate. 
 
    “Eight hours, give or take. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Not there yet” he winced. He could still feel the poisonous effects of the silver in him. His body ached as if in the grip of a strong infection. At least, that’s what he assumed infection felt like. As a Shifter, he’d never been in the grip of anything, not even a cold. He felt debilitated, barely able to stand. His body had experience with silver, he reminded himself. He would be back on his feet soon. 
 
    “I’m under strict orders to make sure that you get there, Alpha” Sara said solemnly. 
 
    “Duncan?” 
 
    Sara nodded. “He said to take as much time as you need. He’s handling things in your absence.” 
 
    The Alpha’s eyes flashed to her. “The Pack knows.” It was not a question. 
 
    “The Pack knows” she acknowledged. “My were-pack mates are downstairs, under Duncan’s orders.” 
 
    Raoul understood immediately what Sara hinted at. Duncan would keep the Pack at bay, buying him as much time as he required. And the witchling was safe too, away from the Pack and the Lair, he realized. As usual, Duncan had thought of everything. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Sara watched him transform from a good-looking, slightly dazed and extremely weary young man, clad in a pair of boxers, wolfing down roast beef at his own kitchen table into the cold, dangerous and formidable Shifter the Pack was familiar with. He stood up, already steadier on his feet after the substantial meal he had just indulged in.  
 
    Sara watched him stride away. At the doorway, he turned to meet her eyes, his expression softened for just a moment. “I couldn’t have asked for a better baby-sitter, Sara.” 
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    “David, this is Duncan Hawthorne of the Northern California Pack. I apologize for the hour.” 
 
    “Duncan!” David sounded bleary-eyed, and sleepy. “Has something happened?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Could I trouble you to meet me at the Lair?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “If you please. My apologies for not coming to you. I cannot leave the Lair right now.”  
 
    Wide awake now, David blinked. This did not sound good at all.  
 
    “Where’s Raoul?” he inquired gingerly.  
 
    “He’s indisposed.” Duncan’s voice was circumspect. 
 
    Shit, David mused silently. This was serious. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “One of my Shifters will be waiting for you at the Lair gates, David.” 
 
    Duncan hung up and glanced at Hawk. “Hawk, David Hamilton will be here in half an hour. Escort him up to the Alpha’s Room, please.” 
 
    Hawk nodded, his young face graver than usual.  
 
    Duncan turned to the others. There had been a mass exodus from the Pack Room after his momentous announcement. Luis was running the investigation with multiple teams of Shifters on the ground feeding him information as they chased down various leads. Among the Shifters, there was a palpable sense of urgency that time was running out. Dawn was nearly upon them. Atsá and Maartje had remained behind with him, content to let Luis lead their Shifters in this effort. Duncan guessed that the two Were-Alphas’ presence here was meant to be symbolic.  
 
    “Do you believe David can help us?” Atsá inquired.  
 
    Atsá, who’d worked with the Wizard occasionally over the years, had come to respect David, but the Wizard’s ability to assist them with this was a different matter altogether. 
 
    “Yes.” Duncan was confident. “Raoul has always said that for a Wizard, Hamilton runs a very tight ship.” 
 
    Shifters had a tendency to think of local Wizard luminaries as somewhat toothless. The Wizards were not organized in the strict hierarchies that Shifters were — power was decentralized and hence diluted in the Wizard world, especially when it came to local Wizard communities. While the First Wizard represented their interests on the CoC and the GCW policed the general community, it was left to the individual Wizard Registries to handle the day to day needs and issues of their Wizard communities. David Hamilton was the ranking Wizard in San Francisco by dint of the relationships he’d built up over time and the respect he commanded amongst his brethren. Unlike an Alpha Protector who was the absolute authority in a Pack, David Hamilton led his Wizards with soft power.  
 
    Maartje looked unconvinced by Duncan’s words. To her, the power structure at the local level in the Wizard world seemed downright strange and useless. Whereas in a Pack, the Alpha’s command was law and his wishes paramount, David Hamilton’s influence on the Wizards in this city depended on what they chose to grant him. 
 
    “He’ll come through, Maartje” Duncan assured her. “He has the influence and connections to do so. Circumstances being what they are, I believe he also has the will.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt his will, Duncan. He cannot afford a war between his Wizards and us” Maartje countered. “He knows that. But to prevent it, all he has to do is prove to us that no local Wizard was involved in the assault. He’ll depend on the Alpha’s sense of fair play to handle the rest. The question is will he do more — help us trace the out-of-town Wizards and dig into why they went after the Alpha?” 
 
    “I believe he will” Duncan reiterated confidently.  
 
    “You think David will marshal his resources because of what the Alpha did for his daughter, Duncan?” Atsá asked perceptively.  
 
    “David Hamilton is a good man. He respects Raoul and he’ll do whatever he can for him. But there’s another reason, a more compelling one, that drives him currently. The Wizard world is in increasing turmoil. There’s conflict between the First Wizard and GCW, and increasing tension on the matter of investigating Lady Bethesda. By all accounts, the GCW, long the mainstay and bulwark against Wizard disintegration, seems to be fracturing at the seams, too. Jason makes no bones about the turbulence in the august body. And, he should know. The local Wizards, here and everywhere else, are not unaffected by this chaos. It’s not a good time to be a Wizard. David needs allies now, more than ever, if he’s to keep his Wizards from being collateral damage in the infighting at the federal level. His best ally in San Francisco is his alliance with Raoul and DiZeyla.”  
 
    Duncan paused to shoot the Shifters a look. “The Shifters are skeptical of this alliance. We are used to going it on our own. The only reason no one has objected is because Raoul decreed that he wants it. David is shrewd enough to know that the only thing keeping the alliance alive is the relationship he has with both Raoul and DiZeyla. He needs the Pack and he needs Raoul. David will help us because he needs the Chosen Alliance more than ever.”  
 
    In a different part of town, Mistress Franciszka glanced up as one of her trusted lieutenants came forward to present himself to her. One glance at his deadpan face was enough to signal the strong emotion he held in check. She straightened from her indolent position on the opulent daybed to sit up. 
 
    She held out her hand imperiously to him. “What is it?” 
 
    He came forward to gracefully kiss the pale hand. The Mistress was a stickler for the old ways and her Pure Bloods liked it that way. 
 
    “There’s something brewing with the Pack, Mistress” he said. 
 
    “Like what?” She looked puzzled, but not alarmed in any way.  
 
    The Shifters were always a little too hot-blooded about everything, in Franciszka’s opinion. It was in their very nature. And their cold and arrogant Alpha never did exert himself to tone down their drama, even though he could be very ruthless when his Shifters stepped out of line in other ways. No Pure Blood worth his salt would rampage like the Shifters did. It would be intolerable. The Pure Bloods knew how to get things done — one had to be subtle and cunning, not blood-thirsty and obvious during an assault. 
 
    “They’re being close-mouthed as usual, Mistress. But large numbers of the Pack are crawling all over a neighborhood on Russian Hill. Word on the street is that there was an assault on the Pack and that’s why the Shifters are trawling the streets.” 
 
    “What kind of assault?” She narrowed her eyes, showing the first signs of concern. Had Bianchi slipped back into her city to play his little games, she wondered. Because Raoul would not be so forgiving a second time around.  
 
    “It’s unclear. Duncan Hawthorne is running the Pack from the Lair and Luis Beltran is running the investigation on the ground. There’s no sign of the Alpha.” 
 
    Franciszka took a deep breath, now clearly alarmed. She clicked her fingers imperiously and a few dark shadows from around the room materialized before her. 
 
    “Find out if Rafaelo Bianchi has made his way back to our city” she commanded. 
 
    The Vampires bowed, before making themselves scarce. She fell silent, her sharp teeth worrying at her lips while she pondered the matter furiously. The only semblance of a relationship she had with the other Chosen in this city was with the Pack. Raoul Merceau seemed to understand her and her compulsions, much more than she’d expected of a Wyr. Not that he didn’t come down like a ton of bricks if she so much as dipped a toe out of line, but he was always fair to her. If the Alpha was sidelined, even temporarily, then the relationship she had nurtured over time would be in jeopardy. Something needed to be done and quickly, she realized. 
 
    Back at the Lair, an unusually silent Hawk escorted a grave David Hamilton into the Pack Room. The Wizard murmured a greeting to Maartje and Atsá before making a beeline for Duncan.  
 
    “Thank you for your time, David” Duncan greeted him politely. 
 
    “Of course. How can I help?” 
 
    Duncan escorted him into the Alpha’s Room with a last glance at Atsá and Maartje. Hawk seated himself in the Pack Room to stare blankly into space. 
 
    After a few glances at him, Maartje took the bull by its horns. “Is it Tasia that has you so grave, Hawk?” she inquired.  
 
    The query served to rile Hawk, but he reminded himself that, despite her close equation with Atsá, she’d never attempted to run interference with either Sara or him. Except the conversation with Tasia, he amended silently. Even that, he now realized, had less to do with any malicious intent and more to do with misguided officiousness. 
 
    “Tasia’s not easily ruffled” he said evenly. “She has a good head on her shoulders.”  
 
    Maartje hesitated, directing a sidelong glance at Atsá.  
 
    “Was it bad, Hawk?” It was Atsá who asked. Hawk knew what he referred to — the room where Alph and Tasia had been caged.  
 
    Hawk felt himself stiffen, his usual reaction to interactions with his grandfather. Then, he remembered Atsá earlier tonight, standing tall in the Pack Room to speak up for the Alpha, throwing the weight of his considerable influence to back Duncan as a surrogate in the Alpha’s absence. 
 
    “Yes” Hawk said briefly, the images of the room with the mangled cage, his own memories of silver and the shell-shocked look on Tasia’s face, still fresh in him. 
 
    He took a deep breath before meeting his estranged grandfather’s eyes.  
 
    “What you did tonight in the Pack Room was well done.” He spoke from his heart. 
 
    Atsá’s expression remained unchanged but his eyes flickered briefly as if Hawk had surprised him. 
 
    “Raoul Merceau is the best thing to have happened to this Pack, Hawk” Atsá said quietly. “He’ll always have my support.” 
 
    Hawk was taken aback by the unequivocal statement. Nothing in Atsá’s actions had ever signaled this. Atsá and Maartje were Were-Alphas left over from the previous Pack, before the new Alpha had won command of it. While they’d made it clear to the Pack that they considered the Alpha a strong and effective leader and a formidable Shifter in his own right, this was very strong praise indeed. 
 
    “The Alpha is a Wyr who stands by his convictions. He does not hesitate to take unpopular stands, even when there are the easier paths to follow.” 
 
    Atsá made sure that he had Hawk’s undivided attention before he continued. “Just like he did when he faced down the Pack Council to accept Sara and you into this Pack. He could have walked away from this — it wasn’t even his battle to fight. But he did not. It has been a long time now since I admitted to myself that I was wrong then. I admit it to you tonight, Hawk. To both Sara and you. I was wrong. I appreciate more than you can guess that the Alpha insisted on doing the right thing then. And that Duncan stepped up to accept you into his were-pack. For that, if nothing else, they’ll always have my gratitude and support.”  
 
    A stunned Hawk’s eyes wandered from his grandfather to Maartje, who was nodding gravely, clearly agreeing with her friend and fellow Were-Alpha.  
 
    In the Alpha’s Room, David Hamilton was being given the shocking news by Duncan. 
 
    “Raoul was attacked on Friday night, David.” 
 
    The Wizard’s expression tightened. There was trouble in the Pack, as he’d suspected from Duncan’s cryptic pronouncements. This had consequences for every Chosen in San Francisco, more so for his Wizards. 
 
    “There was a Shifter party on Friday.” David frowned, recalling that Caroline had received an unlikely invitation to it. He wondered if the unthinkable had happened. Had Raoul, one of the strongest Alphas he’d seen in his lifetime, lost control of his Pack? 
 
    “Raoul was on his way back from the party when he was ambushed. They shot him with silver bullets, threw him into a cage and pumped him with silver for twenty-four hours until he escaped.” 
 
    David frowned, singularly alarmed for the Alpha. He was a powerful Wyr, but silver was extremely poisonous to Shifters. If he had suffered even half of what Duncan had just listed, Raoul was in seriously bad shape.  
 
    “How bad is he, Duncan?” he asked. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. Needs to sleep it off while it leaches out of his system. What concerns me is that Raoul was able to identify his captors as Wizards.” 
 
    David looked stunned. This he had not expected at all. “Are you saying that my Wizards attacked Raoul?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think they were yours, David. This was someone who had it in for Raoul. They were looking to destroy him.” 
 
    “You mean, with fatal exposure to silver?” Shifters were notoriously hard to kill, though prolonged exposure to silver might do the trick. 
 
    “No, they intended a much more heinous fate. When they ambushed him, he had Tasia with him.” 
 
    David nodded, puzzled by the reference. He knew Tasia as his daughter’s friend. 
 
    “They threw her into the cage with him, poisoned as he was, and put a camera on them to catch the fallout” Duncan said baldly. 
 
    “You …” David blinked rapidly. “You’re saying that they …” His voice trailed off. What Duncan said was too brutal to contemplate. No Chosen would be that unthinkably cruel! 
 
    “Raoul’s past is not exactly a secret in certain Chosen circles, David” Duncan said gravely. “Someone who’s heard the whispers, believed that if he closely recreated what had been done to Raoul before, he might succeed where others had not. They had a camera on him because they wanted to capture a Shifter losing control. If he had, even for a moment, he’d have savaged the Wizard placed very strategically in the cage with him. The choice of Tasia, as you can guess, was also not a coincidence.” 
 
    David stared in dawning horror at the Shifter. “Christ.” His voice was a mere whisper. 
 
    “Raoul is not your average Shifter, David. Had he been, they might have succeeded. As you can guess, the Pack is enraged. I’m hoping you can help identify the Wizards who did this.” 
 
    “Of course” David Hamilton said, somewhat mechanically. “Anything I can do.” He was still trying to come to grips with this. Chosen had always had their differences. In fact, throughout the ages, Chosen had rarely been united. But at the end of the day, they were Chosen — there were some boundaries you did not cross. 
 
    “He was held in a house on Russian Hill with six Wizard guards. They had to have had local assistance with the logistics, if nothing else. Will you help us, David?” 
 
    “Yes, I will.” David roused himself. “If any local Wizards assisted them, I’ll dig them out.” 
 
    “We have the address of the house.” 
 
    “Give me a few hours, and I’ll have something for you, Duncan” David promised. 
 
    “Thank you. Time is of the essence here. Plus, I’d like to give Raoul a name when he’s back on his feet.” 
 
    “How bad is he, Duncan?” David asked again. 
 
    Aware that Raoul held the Wizard in genuine respect — high praise from a man who disliked Wizards in general, Duncan was more candid than he would otherwise have been. 
 
    “Frankly, we dodged a bullet, David. He’ll be fine, but something has been unleashed tonight that the Pack, the Wyrs and this city will have a hard time coming back from.” 
 
    David Hamilton nodded slowly. He understood. Until they could uncover and punish the perpetrators, this would color every Shifter’s perspective. 
 
    “Tasia?” 
 
    “She’s fine. A little shaken up, of course.” 
 
    “Good. Caro will be worried.” 
 
    “Please keep Caroline away from the Lair, David. The Pack is adrift. Once Raoul is back at the helm, things will return to normal.” Duncan thought it prudent to warn David Hamilton of this. Caroline had a standing invitation from the Alpha to visit the Lair but right now, the Lair was not safe for either Tasia or her friends. 
 
    “I’ll make sure of it” David pledged with a purposeful air.  
 
    Their business concluded, Duncan escorted him to the Pack Room. David had a quick word with Atsá and Maartje before they walked him down the stairs. 
 
    Hawk waited for them to be alone, before addressing Duncan. “Sara called a few minutes ago” he explained briefly. “Alph woke up and had a bite to eat. She says he’s looking good, just needs to build up his strength.” 
 
    “Good.” Duncan allowed his relief to show on his face. Raoul was back in control and that was very good news. Now that the hard part was over, he would heal quickly, his superhuman metabolism powering his recovery. “How’re the ladies holding up?”  
 
    “Sara’s fine. Tasia is sleeping. The drugs they gave her are making her sleepy, but she should be fine.” 
 
    Duncan nodded. Tasia’s recovery could rival that of a Shifter. They’d been given ample evidence of this on a couple of notable occasions. 
 
    “Sara asked for a change of clothes for Tasia and her” Hawk remarked. “If you don’t need me here, Duncan, I’ll run some stuff over to Alph’s place.” 
 
    Duncan hesitated before coming to a decision. After what he’d been put through, Raoul deserved a chance to heal without further assaults on his hard-won control. Duncan was the only one who knew what a horrible coincidence his attackers had hit on by choosing Tasia to be the Alpha’s victim. If Raoul had lost control and injured her in any way, it would have shattered him; there would have been no way back for the Shifter. Like he’d told David, they’d dodged a bullet, in more ways than one. 
 
    Not that Raoul was out of the woods yet. Tasia seemed shell-shocked by what had transpired, though not hysterical or terrified. Duncan didn’t know what had happened in the cage. Tasia had merely hinted to him that all had not been well with the Alpha. She might decide that her association with the Pack came at too high a price and walk away again, like she had before when the Alpha had frightened her with his quintessential Shifter reaction during a disagreement. If that happened, it would be Raoul’s job to straighten out. But there was something he could do. He could give the boy peace and space while Raoul healed both his body and his mind. Hawk had a bond with Tasia. It troubled Raoul, Duncan knew, though the boy would never admit it. Dangling Hawk’s closeness with Tasia under Raoul’s nose while he recovered from his horrendous experience was a bad idea. 
 
    Raoul’s body would heal a lot faster than his mind, Duncan knew. The boy still carried the scars of the past. They colored his perceptions to events and people in his life. The experience he’d just endured would give most Shifters pause, but in Raoul’s case, it would also reopen the old wounds, deepening and picking at them. Duncan felt an old rage fill his belly. After years of watching over him, he had observed a change in the boy’s perceptions of the world and his expectations of it. Duncan’s fists clenched at the thought that this might push Raoul back into his shell. 
 
    His keen eyes noting the clenching fists, Hawk wondered what had enraged his normally unflappable Were-Alpha. Probably something to do with Alph, he guessed.  
 
    “Drop the stuff off to Joaquim and have Sara collect it from him, Hawk” Duncan directed.  
 
    “You need me here, Duncan?” Hawk inquired. He trusted in his Were-Alpha’s judgement and perspective. 
 
    It gave Duncan pause. He tried to explain himself to Hawk without betraying Raoul’s confidence. 
 
    “Raoul needs space while he recovers, Hawk” he said carefully. Distance from any Shifter he’d consider a threat in his precarious state, he added silently, hoping that Hawk got the hint. Sara did not count for she was not dominant and would not be considered a threat. It was one of the reasons Duncan had picked Sara to be Raoul’s caretaker while he fought his inner demons and grappled to balance his two forms. “Raoul might have some lasting effects. Let’s give him what he needs to heal.” 
 
    “I understand, Duncan” Hawk acknowledged soberly, his dark eyes grave. Alph would have all the space and any other assistance he required, Hawk pledged silently.  
 
    The door to the Pack Room rattled before the Shifter sentry peered in. 
 
    “There’s a leech downstairs requesting an audience with you” he said to Duncan. “Says the Mistress sent him.” 
 
    Hawk shot an astonished glance at his Were-Alpha. 
 
    Duncan frowned. “He’s asking for Raoul?”  
 
    “No, he asked for you, not the Alpha.” 
 
    “Is Atsá still at the Lair?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “Yes, he’s in the Café.” 
 
    Duncan turned to Hawk. “Take Atsá with you and escort the leech upstairs. Make sure you have Atsá with you, Hawk” he reiterated. “Leeches can be canny, and I don’t want one running astray in the Lair right now.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it, Duncan.” 
 
    When Hawk returned with the Vampire emissary, both Atsá and Maartje accompanied him. Hawk shut the door to exit the room, leaving the Vampire facing the three Were-Alphas. 
 
    The leech emissary was a tall, thin man of indecipherable age whose pasty complexion hinted at how rarely he allowed the sun to see his face. He zeroed in on Duncan. 
 
    “You’re Were-Alpha Hawthorne?” he inquired. 
 
    “I am” Duncan confirmed. 
 
    “I have a message for you from my Mistress, Were-Alpha.” 
 
    Atsá and Maartje seemed to straighten behind the leech. 
 
    “The Mistress would like to offer our support to the Pack, for Russian Hill.” 
 
    Duncan arched an eyebrow. “Support?” 
 
    “There are whispers about an attack on the Pack. The Mistress would like to assure you that none of our Pure Bloods are involved. She’s making inquiries to confirm that neither Rafaelo Bianchi nor his Pure Bloods have slipped back into the city in violation of the local Chosen Alliance. She will let you know as soon as she has confirmation.” 
 
    Duncan studied the leech. “The Pack appreciates her efforts.” 
 
    The leech’s midnight dark eyes searched the Shifter’s face. “I am to let you know that our Pure Bloods are at your service if there’s anything we can do. The Mistress values our relationship with the Pack and the Alpha. We will stand with the Pack when it punishes those who dare to attack Wyrs on their own turf.”  
 
    Duncan acknowledged the Vampire. “My compliments to your Mistress.” 
 
    Later, after the leech had been escorted away, and Luis had returned to the Lair, Atsá, Maartje, and Luis huddled together with Duncan.  
 
    “We have the name of the man who rented the house. We’re tracing his whereabouts as we speak.” Luis gave them a brief rundown. “We’ve canvassed the neighborhood — there’re no signs of Wizards or any Chosen. We’re starting to fan out further.” 
 
    Duncan glanced at his watch. “I’m hoping to have something from David Hamilton soon.” 
 
    Maartje frowned. “What does the Mistress want?”  
 
    “She fears being isolated in San Francisco, Maartje” Atsá responded. “She knows the Chosen Alliance is not one merely in name.” 
 
    Luis seconded Atsá. “The Alpha is her best bet to join the local Alliance.”  
 
    “You’re sure she’s not hiding her leeches’ involvement in the attack, Duncan?” Maartje looked skeptical. While Vampires and Wizards did not make particularly pleasant bedfellows, she could not rule it out. Even Lady Bethesda had joined hands with the Clan, a seemingly enduring pact that had survived decades.  
 
    “This was very personal, Maartje.” Duncan shook his head, his expression grim. “Personal, and targeted specifically at Raoul. To ruin a Shifter by reducing him to a desperate elemental struggle for his psyche is abhorrent. But to attempt this on Raoul is particularly heinous. His past is not a secret, though details are scarce. Whoever this is, he went after what he assumed to be Raoul’s Achilles’ heel. It’s not a coincidence that he picked Tasia as Raoul’s intended victim.” 
 
    “Because she’s a Wizard?” 
 
    “The world know how Raoul feels about Wizards.”  
 
    “But why pick a Wizard he allowed into his Pack? After the San Francisco Registry, it’s no secret the Pack will go to Tasia’s defense, Wizard or not. She’s not an enemy.” 
 
    “What better revenge than to have Raoul attack the very Wizard he has sworn to protect, Maartje? Diabolical, if you ask me.” Duncan’s expression hardened. 
 
    “Duncan has a point, Maartje” Luis said thoughtfully. “This man, whoever he is, hates the Alpha.” 
 
    “Franciszka’s leeches don’t possess such animosity towards Raoul. This is someone else” Duncan reiterated. 
 
    “Perhaps to do with his work for Faoladh on the investigation?” Atsá suggested. “Someone ruthless enough to stop the Alpha in his tracks before he gets too close.” 
 
    Duncan nodded. “It’s a possibility. There are still Wizards who believe in the Lady’s innocence.” 
 
    “What about the Guardian at the San Francisco Registry, Duncan?” Luis pointed out. “He was publicly humiliated.” 
 
    “Anderson” Duncan murmured. “Yes. I’ll give Jason a call. He can help investigate the Anderson angle. And, keep his ear to the ground — the Guardians are unhappy with the investigation and Raoul’s offer of sanctuary to Sienna.” 
 
    “When is Guardian LaRue back from San Diego?” Maartje asked. 
 
    “In a few days.” 
 
    “Will he be willing to help us go after a fellow Guardian?” 
 
    “For Raoul, yes” Duncan said confidently. “Jason owes him, and from what I know of him, Jason will be just as outraged once he learns of the attack. He’s not your typical Guardian who parrots the GCW line blindly. He’s been receiving serious blowback, for working with us and accepting our hospitality, yet, so far, he hasn’t let that deter him at all.”  
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    Tasia hummed softly, chopping marjoram leaves finely to toss them into the simmering pot. The process and mechanics of cooking, creating a culinary concoction, had always brought her pleasure and helped soothe and calm her. Her father had helped inculcate this love in her. Some of her earliest memories were of watching him transform the simple vegetables they grew in their backyard into tasty meals. The artistry and skill required to transform what they grew in the ground into dishes that tickled all her senses had marveled her. When it had looked like a brief possibility, she had enrolled in culinary school to sharpen her talents. But then the reality of her circumstances had intruded again. Now, she indulged herself occasionally in Caro’s swanky kitchen, cooking up lavish meals that her friend downed enthusiastically with plentiful compliments. The Lair Café, which stocked meat-heavy ready-made meals with a few fruit and salad ingredients, allowed Tasia no outlet for her creativity.  
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Lost in her own world, the husky greeting served to startle Tasia. The large spoon she’d been using to stir the soup slipped from her hand to fall back into the pot with a splash. Tasia made a grab for it, only for her forearm to hit the heated stainless-steel pot. She jumped back, with a soft yelp, as a burn mark scorched itself onto her arm. The collision, infinitesimal as it had been, slid the simmering pot on the stove, leaving it precariously close to the edge.  
 
    Before the hot liquid could splash on her, Tasia found herself swung out of harm’s way by a band of steel around her waist. From the corner of her eye, she watched a long arm reached out to grasp the pot by its heated handle and straighten it before its boiling contents could spill over. It happened so quickly that Tasia had little time to react. She knew, of course, which man with the lightning reflexes had come to her aid.  
 
    It had only been a day since the cage — she could still recall his soft hisses of pain as the silver bars burnt his skin while he kicked down the cage door in a desperate bid for freedom. Driven by instinct, she pushed against his shoulder, a silent demand to be let free. He complied, the band around her waist loosening, giving her the leverage to reach for the hand that had just righted the heated pot. Bringing his hand up to check the damage, she cradled it carefully in her smaller palm. When the voice in her head reminded her that this was eerily reminiscent of the night of horror, she shoved it away. The welts on his palm from the pan were very faint already. She used a finger to trace it carefully as the last one winked out of existence. Her eyes flashed up to him, finding the gold eyes too close for comfort. This close, the flecks of dark gold stood out brightly, the effect of the gold around the darker iris very stark. The eyes were back to their usual opaqueness, the wildness and emotion from the night gone as if it had never been. But through the coldness and reserve, she thought she detected something else. A hint in the gold depths that awakened something buried deep in her. It brought Tasia to her senses, conscious that she stood within the loose circle of his arm with one large palm clasped in both of hers.  
 
    She let go of his hand to step away hurriedly. The hand around her waist fell away as she moved back from him. For a moment, they stared at each other, the weight of the cage between them. It was his turn to reach for her arm, slowly and with deliberation, the gold eyes holding hers. A dark welt marked the spot where the pot had burned her skin. He skimmed his thumb over the burn, his touch careful and feather-light.  
 
    Despite his gentleness, Tasia winced and his eyes flashed to her in response. He swiped his thumb on the mark once more before letting go of her arm. Tasia stared at her arm in astonishment; the welt from the burn had disappeared to leave behind smooth skin. Gone also was the accompanying pain. When she raised her eyes to meet his, there was a hint of laughter in the gold depths. 
 
    “Wizard magic runs in my blood too, even though I choose to ignore it most times” he retorted blandly. 
 
    Startled and somewhat unnerved, Tasia wondered uneasily what he meant. He did not like to acknowledge his Wizard heritage. After Russian Hill and the Wizards’ amoral and vicious attack, his words confused her even more. Uncertain and thrown off kilter by his presence and the night in the cage, Tasia went on the offensive. 
 
    “You startled me” she pointed out.  
 
    The hint of admonishment in her voice had him arching a brow.  
 
    “This is my kitchen you’re making yourself at home in.” The voice was sardonic. “Or have you forgotten that, witchling?”  
 
    Before Tasia could counter that undeniable comeback, Sara reappeared in the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re up, Alpha.” There was joy and pleasure in the words. “How do you feel?” 
 
    With his attention diverted, Tasia grasped the opportunity to turn her attention to the soup still simmering on the stove, despite the near calamity. 
 
    “Better” he responded to Sara.  
 
    He looked it too, Sara realized, scrutinizing him carefully. Clothed, unlike before, he was moving lightly on his feet, with no hint of weakness. With his physical strength returned, gone too was the earlier vulnerability she’d glimpsed. He was back to the Alpha his Shifters were familiar with, the Wyr with the uber control and absolute confidence.  
 
    “Tasia is making us soup. Would you like some?” Sara offered, while a silent Tasia stirred the soup as if her life depended on it. 
 
    “Perhaps later. For now, I need protein.”  
 
    He moved to the refrigerator to glance through the stocked shelves, picking a neatly marked package to place in the microwave. 
 
    Satisfied that the Alpha was on the mend, Sara turned to Tasia. “That smells good.”  
 
    Sara, who knew her friend well, had reminded Hawk to deliver fresh groceries along with a change of clothes for both ladies. The Alpha’s cupboards were bare and his Shifters had stocked his refrigerator with inordinate quantities of meat to help fuel his recovery, making the options for Tasia very limited. Much to Sara’s pleasure, Tasia had buried herself enthusiastically in the kitchen, once the groceries had been delivered. Her friend too was grappling to deal with the events of the past few days, Sara knew.  
 
    They ate together at the kitchen table, casual conversation flowing between them. It was twilight, the sun having set for the day. The Alpha’s apartment, like the glass and steel building that housed it, was modern, new, and airy; spartan with furniture that tended to the traditional, yet appeared functional in the modern space. The apartment had been designed to maximize the sun during the day, and Tasia had noted the breathtaking view from the bay window in the living room. The décor reminded Tasia strongly of the Alpha’s Room — stark, functional, and somewhat sterile. The kitchen with its gleaming appliances was state of the art, but its spotless state and the bare cupboards and pantry made it clear that it was rarely used. He had put his stamp on the apartment, Tasia realized, but just enough to make himself comfortable. There were no personal touches — no photographs, pictures or mementos anywhere. She, who’d crowded her dingy apartment with bright knickknacks and flowers, wondered whether he thought of this as home at all. 
 
    The Alpha glanced at Tasia, drinking her soup silently, while Sara updated him on affairs back at the Lair. He’d surprised her by using his magic to heal her burn, compounding that by confusing the heck out of her with the statement about Wizard magic. If this had disconcerted her, he wondered how she’d react to his use of magic to save her the night they’d met. That night long ago, he had known nothing about her except that she’d come to Hawk’s aid selflessly, to save him from a tight spot.  
 
    The phone trilled unexpectedly, interrupting his thoughts. It was the landline. He excused himself to head into the master bedroom. Duncan’s voice came through clearly, his relief palpable.  
 
    “Am I glad to hear your voice, my boy.” 
 
    Raoul smiled.  “I hear you have your hands full, Duncan.” 
 
    “And then some” Duncan said placidly. 
 
    “I’ve always said that you’d make a fantastic Alpha. Perhaps this will whet your appetite, Duncan” he teased, tongue in cheek. He knew Duncan’s views on this.  
 
    “No, thank you. I’m content where I am.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and then Duncan asked “How are you, my boy?”
There was a wealth of meaning in the simple question.  
 
    “Almost fighting fit, Duncan.” Raoul’s voice hardened. “I’ll be at the Lair in the morning. Hold down the fort for one more night, if you please.” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ll see you in the morning, Raoul.” 
 
    When the Alpha returned to the kitchen, the two ladies were cleaning up. Sara chattered easily, not normally gregarious but at ease in the company of friends. It was clear that Sara held the witchling in great affection, much like her twin. The thought had him gritting his teeth.  
 
    He pitched in, helping to pack away the leftovers, the three of them working seamlessly in the kitchen on their respective tasks. But now that he was on the mend, Raoul’s intuition had kicked in, and it told him that something was wrong. He waited for his chance to ask her. Something troubled her. He knew it by the same extraordinary sixth sense that gave him flashes of her thoughts and emotions. 
 
    Once done, as Tasia prepared to follow her friend into the living room, he detained her with a quiet word. 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” The gold eyes were intent on her. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “No.” Tasia shook her head, clearly puzzled by his inquiry. 
 
    “I can sense it” he said clearly. “Something’s not right.” 
 
    Shock flashed across her face. He’d never laid it out so openly before. Never admitted that he could read her, though she’d suspected it for a while now. It had only made Tasia more circumspect around him.  
 
    When she said nothing, his expression closed up, suddenly and shockingly. “Is it me?” he asked. 
 
    “You?” Her expression indicated her confusion. 
 
    “In the cage.” He took a deep breath. “Did I injure you … harm you in some way?” His voice was grim. 
 
    “No” she said vehemently, shaking her head adamantly. “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Something’s not right with you” he said slowly. “Or maybe just different about you — something to do with the cage.”  
 
    His words compelled Tasia to ponder his question carefully. Yes, she did feel uneasy, but not for the reason he seemed to believe. 
 
    “My body feels strange” she admitted slowly. “I think it has to do with whatever drugs they put in me. I had a similar reaction after the San Francisco Registry.”  
 
    She hesitated, her eyes on the doorway Sara had just gone through. Sara, a Shifter, could hear this conversation clearly in the apartment. The thought was banished as quickly as it came; Sara would never betray her — she was a friend. 
 
    “I’m recovering, but my body doesn’t react well to drugs.” 
 
    He contemplated her, the gold eyes piercing in their regard, not entirely convinced by her answer. There were no obvious signs of injury on her, but it had been over twenty-four hours and he knew how extraordinarily quickly she could heal. 
 
    “You’re sure I didn’t injure you, under the influence of silver?” he asked again, blunt and direct. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Or frighten you, he wanted to ask. He was pretty sure the answer to that would be different. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t frightened of you” she said absently, the confession laced with another glance at the doorway. 
 
    The heavy lids tamped down to cover his eyes. So, she could sense him too, he realized. This sixth sense was not a one way window. He didn’t know whether he liked the idea that someone could read him so easily, but then, neither did she, he reminded himself.  
 
    “There are gaps in my memory from last night” he admitted.  
 
    Gaps? What does he mean by gaps? 
 
    Firm lips passionate in their demand, blind desire clouding his face, his hands in her hair and on her hips, urging her closer, so intimately entwined that she could feel every inch of him. 
 
    Tasia pushed the memories away with an effort and tried to provide some solace. He’d suffered an experience far worse than her. 
 
    “There was a camera on us in the cage” she reminded him. “Do you remember it?”  
 
    He studied her, flashes of memory piercing him. The hand at his shoulder, frantic to get his attention. His reluctance to let go, in the grip of mindless passion, despite the danger. 
 
    “Yes” he said briefly. 
 
    “Duncan has the memory-stick from it. It might help jog your memory.” 
 
    His eyes opened wide. He’d forgotten all about the camera and what it implied. Heck, he had forgotten a whole host of details. No doubt they’d come surging back, once the poison from the last of the silver in his blood became inert. Did he want to remember everything, he wondered. How badly had he terrified the witchling by his actions? 
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    San Diego, California 
 
    As Sienna and the First Wizard walked into Wizard Headquarters, Jason strode up to them, his body thrumming with tension.  
 
    “I need ten minutes of your time” he said to Lady Esmeralda, his voice urgent. “This cannot wait.” 
 
    “Of course. We can talk in my office.” 
 
    “You should join us, Sienna. This concerns you, too” he added, as Sienna hung back. 
 
    Once in the First Wizard’s spacious office, Jason announced precipitously “I just got off the phone with Duncan. There’s been an assault in San Francisco — Wizards targeted the Alpha.” 
 
    “What kind of assault?” Lady Esmeralda inquired, her brow furrowed. Her relationship with the Guardians was at its lowest point during her twenty-five year tenure. If the assault was the GCW’s attempt at stymieing the investigation into Bethesda, she’d be forced to make some uncomfortable decisions.  
 
    “He was shot with silver bullets and exposed to silver for over a day.” 
 
    “How is he, Jason?” Sienna asked urgently. The Alpha had enabled her to be part of the investigation into the past. Without his assistance, she’d have been relegated to San Diego. She had a lot to be thankful to him for. 
 
    “Duncan says he’ll be fine” Jason assured her. “He’s recovering.” 
 
    “Is it the Guardians?” Lady Esmeralda asked, her expression grim. 
 
    “The Shifters suspect it might be. Duncan says the attack was very personal.  He thinks it’s someone with a serious grudge against the Alpha.” 
 
    Sienna looked puzzled. “Using silver against a Shifter is rare, but not unprecedented, Jason. Why do they think it was personal?” 
 
    Jason hesitated. “The Shifters don’t want to advertise this yet” he warned with a glance at the First Wizard. Sienna, he knew, understood how the Pack worked by now.  
 
    Lady Esmeralda nodded. This was very serious. If a Guardian or someone from Headquarters was involved, it would place her in an uncomfortable position. 
 
    “After poisoning him with silver, they confined him with a Wizard.” 
 
    “They were hoping he would lose it” the First Wizard whispered.  
 
    Sienna, her eyes stark with fear, looked at Jason. “Which Wizard?” 
 
    Jason shot her a glance from the chocolate brown eyes and she blanched in response. “Not … Tasia?” 
 
    “It was Tasia” he admitted. “But she’s safe, Sienna. You can guess how enraged the Pack is. There was a camera to capture the attack when it came.” The last was added softly. 
 
    Sienna collapsed heavily into a chair with a blind look on her face.  
 
    The First Wizard, her visage bleak, stared at her niece. 
 
    “It’s starting again” she murmured. “Just like twenty-five years ago.”  
 
    She turned to Jason. “If this has anything to do with us, the Shifters will not forgive us. Faoladh will not forgive me” she reiterated. 
 
    “The Shifters are out for blood” Jason admitted. “We have a day until Merceau is back on his feet. Duncan hinted strongly that we ferret out quickly if anyone at Headquarters is involved.” 
 
    Lady Esmeralda paled. 
 
    “If it turns out to be a Wizard, we have to distance ourselves from him or her, First Wizard.” Jason’s warning was blunt. 
 
    Lady Esmeralda roused herself. This was no time to crumple.   
 
    “Yes, we do” she agreed soberly. Faoladh had stood by her, on this and other matters. She could not betray him like this. If she did, he would never forgive her. 
 
    “There are still some Guardians who listen to me.” She knew Jason was persona non grata because of his work with the Shifters. Even his friends in the GCW would not help him openly, and time was something they did not have. She’d have to put other Guardians on this to resolve it quickly, before it got completely out of hand. 
 
    “I’m checking on the whereabouts of Ted Anderson as we speak” Jason said. “He has reason to hate Merceau’s guts.” 
 
    “I can’t believe a Wizard would do something like this, Aunt Minnie.” The words were compelled out of a shell-shocked Sienna. “And Tasia — to throw her to the dogs as a means to an end, to exact revenge on the Alpha … I can’t believe it!” 
 
    “We have a history, Sienna” the First Wizard said heavily. “You know some of it about Bethesda. But in the past too, there have been Guardians willing to look the other way when one of our own has stepped beyond the pale. And before the GCW, we had her. We’ve a long history of putting on blinders with our ambitions, willing to destroy everything in the misguided notion of building a better and more equitable world.”  
 
    “Does Faoladh know, Jason?” she asked him, as Sienna fell silent again. 
 
    He shook his head. “They’re waiting for Merceau to get back on his feet before they inform him.” 
 
    “I’d like to fly to San Francisco as soon as possible, Jason” Sienna announced abruptly.  
 
    Lady Esmeralda looked surprised. 
 
    “These are my friends, Aunt Minnie. They’ve been very good to me and I’d like to be with them right now.” 
 
    “I’ll wrap up quickly, Sienna” Jason promised. “But give me a day, just in case the First Wizard needs me. We leave at first light the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    The Alpha reclaims his Pack and Tasia gains acceptance 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Lair buzzed with excitement and anticipation. Shifters thronged the hallways, corridors and stairs for a glimpse of the Alpha. Word had gone around that he would return to the Lair, thirty-six hours after his brush with silver. His black bullet-riddled Audi had been recovered and now sat in its usual spot in the Lair lot. It was a symbolic message lost on no one — the Alpha was still in charge. 
 
    Joaquim brought the car to a halt before the Lair’s imposing gates. The Alpha exited the car. Sara and Tasia hopped off in his wake. Four cars drew up behind them and an array of Shifters exited them to flank their Alpha. These were Duncan’s Shifters, the Wyrs deputed to watch over the Alpha while he fought off the poison in his system. Tasia made sure to stick close to Sara, falling into place behind the Alpha with Joaquim and Michael, a big soft-spoken Shifter who Tasia guessed was high on the totem pole in Duncan’s were-pack.  
 
    Sara winked at her, her expression one of good-humored exasperation. Sara made no bones that she found the formality associated with Pack rituals and traditions tedious. She would not be here this morning had it not been for the Alpha. 
 
    He had stopped her with one softly-spoken sentence. 
 
    “It’s time the Pack knows how much trust your Were-Alpha reposes in you, Sara Manotti.” 
 
    Sara had stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “You and your were-pack mates have held the fort down admirably the last few days. Duncan chose you for the task for a reason. The Pack needs to see what you bring to the table, Sara. There are other qualities in a Shifter than unbridled aggressiveness and ambition.” 
 
    And Sara had joined him on his symbolically triumphant return.  
 
    They followed the Alpha into the Lair, a solemn procession. At the foyer, they were greeted with throngs of Shifters come to mark the momentous occasion. Some greeted the Alpha, a greeting he returned politely. There was a commotion, and Duncan, flanked by Luis, Atsá and Maartje, with the other Were-Alphas in tow, strode up to the Alpha. Raoul met the English Shifter’s eyes, an unspoken communication between the friends and allies, whose shared history and long friendship bound them together through thick and thin. 
 
    “Your Pack awaits you, Alpha.” Duncan bowed his head, a ceremonial gesture signifying the respect accorded to a Shifter he recognized as more dominant. This was Duncan symbolically bolstering the optics — playing to the gallery of watching Shifters. 
 
    “Thank you, Duncan.” Raoul acknowledged his friend and mentor before glancing at the avid crowd watching them. 
 
    “Show’s over, Shifters” he announced. “Unless you’re interested in continuing it in the Pack Room.” 
 
    Some of the Shifters melted away, their curiosity satisfied, while many joined the procession up the stairs. The Pack was safe and their Alpha was back, looking his usual formidable self, no worse for wear. Duncan and the other Were-Alphas had banded together to keep the Pack from splintering apart until the Alpha could retake the reins in his capable hands. For many Shifters, this was enough to ease any latent concerns. For others, there were still serious matters to be discussed, like what punishment to mete out to a Chosen who dared force a Shifter to fight for his soul. This went to the heart of what a Shifter was, the code he believed in. The assault had riled them. Eventually, as it became more widely known, it would cause serious disquiet in the wider Chosen diaspora, too.  
 
    Hawk slipped in between Sara and Tasia as they walked up the stairs, both Michael and Joaquim making way for him. He linked hands with both girls in the easy way he had. 
 
    “So.” He waggled his eyebrows at them. “What’s up?” 
 
    Hawk looked almost like his old self, the unusual gravity banished. 
 
    “Don’t ask me, Hawk” Sara retorted. “I’ve to be at work in thirty minutes. Tasia can give you all the gossip.” 
 
    True to her words, as they approached the Pack Room, Sara melted away. Her part here was done. The Alpha was back to his usual capable self, and something told her Tasia would be fine, too. She had little to offer for what was to come. Her skills would not be required when the Pack hunted the perpetrators. 
 
    Tasia followed Hawk into the Pack Room. It was unusually packed this morning. The chairs and couches had been shoved to one side, making it standing room only. The Alpha made his way to his usual position by the mantel, with Duncan and Luis flanking him on either side. 
 
    “Tasia and I were on our way back to the Lair on Friday night when we were ambushed” he opened. “We were shot at. I felt the sharp sting of bullets and the burn as it released its silver in me. When I woke up again, we were both packed in like sardines in a small cage. The floor was rough, the bars were hard and they burnt my skin when I rubbed up against them, which was often, since there was barely room for one, let alone two.” 
 
    There was silence in the room, the audience rapt as they listened to the Alpha recount his experience. Until now, it had all been whispers and conjecture. This was the definite account of what had happened. 
 
    “It was night, but I didn’t know how long I had been in the cage. I had so much silver in me, I could barely move. She’d been drugged to keep her co-operative. We were both in bad shape. My beotan was awake, roaring his demand to be let out.” 
 
    As his words died away, there was a collective intake of breath. He had used the ancient Wyr word for his beast. These were all Shifters and they knew what the Alpha had just admitted to them. The situation had been on knife’s edge. A momentary lapse of control and it would have been catastrophic for the Wizard locked into the cage with him. Had he been imprisoned by himself, he'd have posed no danger to anyone, but she had been placed in the cage for a reason — a sacrificial offering to tempt his beast out to play, after his control had been weakened by the exposure to silver. 
 
    Raoul let his eyes wander the room, searching for a pair of expressive gray ones. He found her, right by Hawk, as he had known. Their eyes tangled for a moment before he addressed the room again. 
 
    “The witchling was the first to note a camera in the room. It was dark, but she could see the pinpricks of swaying light in the cage. Somehow, the sight of that camera aimed at us helped me fight through the fog in my mind. We took out the camera, broke through the cage, and escaped our captors. I called Duncan, and the rest you know.” 
 
    The Shifters said nothing, their eyes glued to him as the Alpha narrated the experience without passion, almost clinically. 
 
    “Silver should never be used against a Shifter with the intent to make him lose his self. Therein lies death — or worse.” Like inadvertently savaging an innocent, Raoul amended silently, confident that the Shifters understood him well enough. 
 
    “Whoever is behind this will regret it before I’m done.” There was an underlying note of steel in his voice, despite the evenness of his tone. “This was not an assault just on me. This was an assault on Shifters everywhere — a blow to a Wyr’s very soul in an abhorrent and heartless attempt to crush it. Something dark has been let loose. I will bury the Chosen responsible for hatching it so that no one dares attempt this again. Anyone who has a hand in this, no matter how powerful or influential he is, will pay. I promise you this.” 
 
    Much later, with his Were-Alphas, Raoul was blunter about his intentions. 
 
    “Faoladh will hear about this. But first, I want to know who did it. They will rue the day. I’m done pussyfooting around.” 
 
    None of the Were-Alphas raised any objections. As the affair sank in slowly, it seemed to outrage the Shifters more. 
 
    “David Hamilton has been helping us trace the Wizards from the house, Raoul” Duncan said to him. “They were not local, and fled before we could get to them — probably took off the moment you escaped. But David believes they had help from the local Registry with renting the house; maybe more. He’s following up.” 
 
    Raoul’s expression hardened. Was he always fated to suffer such torture at Wizard hands, he wondered. The first attempt had left scars on him. Scars that would never heal. The latest had been more heinous in the unconscionable sentencing of the witchling, serving her up to be slaughtered without mercy. 
 
    “The Wizards can’t be trusted, Duncan” Elisabetta countered. “You know that. After what the Pack did to solve the muggings of Wizards in this city, they still let that Guardian go, and now they assist their brethren to attack us here, in our city. What makes you believe that David Hamilton is not involved himself?” 
 
    “No, Elisabetta.” Atsá spoke up before anyone else could. “This was not about power or getting the upper hand. This was ruthless and cruel. It was also targeted very specifically at the Alpha. Duncan is right. This is not about teaching some Shifter a lesson; it’s about the utter destruction of Raoul Merceau. In the process, if it also shatters the credibility of Shifters in Chosen eyes, that’s a bonus. David Hamilton has more to lose if the Alpha goes down, as does Mistress Franciszka. And we have no animosity with DiZeyla’s Ancients. I don’t believe this was planned by any local Chosen. They might have provided assistance without fully understanding what this was, but the mastermind is not local.” 
 
    “We’ve been following every lead to its conclusion, as Duncan asked” Luis summarized the state of the investigation. “David has given us a few more leads to follow, while he traces the Wizards that cut and run. He’ll find them a lot quicker than us.” 
 
    “Jason and Sienna will be here tomorrow.” Duncan turned to the Alpha. “He’s keeping his ear to the ground. The First Wizard has authorized an investigation into Wizard involvement in this.” 
 
    Raoul doubted the First Wizard would get anywhere, not with the dysfunction at the Wizard Headquarters. 
 
    “Bianchi?” he inquired. Bianchi had a Wizard connection — his paymaster. It was precisely the type of revenge the psychopathic leech would mount. 
 
    “Mistress Franciszka has confirmed that neither Bianchi nor his leeches have been in San Francisco since they were thrown out by DiZeyla. She’s also assured us that none of her leeches are involved.” 
 
    “You believe her?” Simeonov was skeptical. Notwithstanding what Atsá said, the leeches were crazy enough to go off the reservation. In their bloodlust, they might easily forget that the Alpha was their Mistress’ best bet of any kind of relationship with the Chosen in this city. 
 
    “I doubt any of Franciszka’s would dare” Raoul said grimly. “They can be sneaky and cunning bastards, but she controls them with an iron hand. I also don’t believe that she means me harm. Not like this. I’m not saying she wouldn’t like to see me taken down a peg or two, but she holds no animosity towards the Pack or me. And she knows me — she knows I won’t take something like this lightly. This is akin to a declaration of war, nothing less. Someone out there hates me like a rabid dog, beyond all reason. Someone willing to compromise everything to bring me down, including his moral compass and what’s left of his humanity.”  
 
    Later, alone with Duncan, he was even more candid and very somber, allowing his mask to slip before his old friend.  
 
    “If they’d stopped at silver and caging me up like an animal, I’d be pissed as hell and hell-bent on revenge. Instead, they’ve awakened something far dangerous. A burning rage that won’t let me rest until I punish those responsible.” 
 
    “The Shifters feel the same, Raoul. You know that” Duncan said quietly. As will many Chosen when they hear about what was done to you, he added silently. 
 
    The gold eyes held a hint of the painful memories from the past. 
 
    “I’ve had worse done to me in the past. You know how bad that was, Duncan. But even then, it took ten months for me to reach breaking point because the witch depended on her magic to push me over the edge, not merely silver. But whoever pumped me with silver in that cage ….” 
 
    He paused, reflecting on the events of the night in question. “On Russian Hill, I was never in any danger of losing to my beotan. Not even close.” 
 
    He met Duncan’s gaze, the wise eyes that understood him as no one could. 
 
    “But when they put someone in the cage with me, all bets were off. One slip, a moment of madness, or even lashing out in confusion, would have been catastrophic. With that much silver in any Shifter’s body, the conclusion was almost guaranteed. When I think of how close I came to …” He took a deep breath. With her. 
 
    “They were sweetening the pot, Raoul, by dangling a Wizard before you” Duncan muttered. “They assumed that the silver, your past, the cage and her would be enough to push you over. As you say, a momentary lapse would be enough.” 
 
    Duncan’s expression changed subtly. Whoever had come after Raoul had done their homework. “Thanks to the San Francisco Registry, it’s well-known that Tasia is under the protection of your Pack. They thought that using her to bring you low would be fitting revenge, Raoul.”  
 
    Raoul grit his teeth as the memories of the cage washed over him, his desperation and terror at the dawning realization of his predicament and hers. They’d both survived unscathed, on the face of it, but he suspected that there would be repercussions from that night.  
 
    “In a strange way, she’s what saved me, Duncan” he admitted to his friend. “Ironic that the very Wizard chosen to make me lose it helped me hold it together. If it had been anyone else …” He trailed off.  
 
    Duncan’s eyes wandered over the Alpha. “Tasia hinted that there were a few touch-and-go moments in the cage.” He picked his words carefully. 
 
    A stark expression leapt onto Raoul’s visage.  
 
    “When I reached the alley, you were out and she was shell-shocked” Duncan explained. “I didn’t know what had happened, but I had to get the story quickly in case I needed to clean up, and to ensure the trail didn’t go cold. She answered all my questions readily but was reluctant to talk about you, Raoul. At my urging, she admitted that you seemed like yourself, though things had been tricky earlier.”   
 
    Raoul took a deep breath. 
 
    “There are bits I can’t remember” he confessed, his words stark. “But I wasn’t in complete control, Duncan. That I do remember. The past and the present were merging together. The cage and the silver took me back to the barn — it made my beast resurgent and ambitious. I was teetering on the edge, struggling to reassert myself. I heard her call out to me, dimly, like in a dream. My beast recognized her, and it convinced him to not fight me so hard. He sacrificed his ambitions for her because a part of him knew that she’d be safer with me back in control.”  
 
    As his words died away, Duncan stared at him. They were Shifters and they both knew what the Alpha had just admitted to his friend. 
 
    “Raoul …” Duncan’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “I know, Duncan. I know.” Things were getting complicated and Duncan didn’t even know the half of it. If only he could remember, Raoul wished fervently.  
 
    Duncan hesitated. “She might walk away again, Raoul” he warned gently. “This is not her world and it’s starting to get very dangerous. She can’t take the public heat, not like us. She has too much to hide.”  
 
    “She won’t” he said grimly, with a determination born of resolve.  
 
    Duncan contemplated his friend. “For what it’s worth, Tasia was not hysterical when I found her. Stunned and shocked, but remarkably clear-headed, for all that. She helped us find the house on Russian Hill. Whatever happened in the cage, I think she’d already come to terms with it.” 
 
    When he thought back to that night, the parts he could remember, Raoul had a clear memory of the witchling’s clear-headedness. She’d been the one to note the camera. She had convinced him to allow her to protect his hands from the silver. In hindsight, it had been a good decision. In his debilitated state with the silver sloshing in his blood, exposure to more would only have weakened him. Then, there would have been no escape from the cage. The witchling had worked in tandem with him, following his lead but stepping in, when necessary. She’d been a worthy partner in the cage, before, during, and after the escape.  
 
    Duncan felt rage rip through him again as he watched his friend brood. When Raoul had slipped over the edge before, it had taken months for him to come back. Duncan remembered that period well, the wildness and ferocity that he had kept an eye on, using his own superior physical strength to control the younger Shifter when things got a little too close to the point of no return. Then, Raoul’s strength had been sapped by the months in captivity, starvation and silver. But they’d also been lucky in a way — to have the space and time for Raoul to heal. They had roamed in the wild where there were no creatures to inadvertently injure.  
 
    This time, circumstances were starkly different. If Raoul had gone over the edge, even Duncan might not be able to save him. With his massive and public responsibilities, Raoul was a public figure in their world. Not a young, inexperienced and confused cub no one gave a hoot about. He could not afford even a momentary lapse, irrespective of how it was induced. Raoul would have been done for.  
 
    “Any lasting effects, Raoul?” he inquired somberly. A pragmatist and a control freak, Raoul would admit it to his friend if he felt even the slightest slip. Then, Duncan would have a difficult choice to make.  
 
    “No.” The Alpha shook his head confidently. “The silver’s still in me. It’s not all gone yet; I can feel it. But my beotan is silent.” 
 
    Duncan was satisfied. Raoul should know. Unlike most Shifters, the Alpha had actually gone over to the other side and come back to tell the tale.  
 
    “We dodged a fucking bullet, Duncan.” 
 
    Duncan’s expression hardened. “Let’s make damn sure there’s no next time, Raoul.” 
 
    The Alpha lapsed into silence, his mind working furiously. 
 
    “I suspect Guardian involvement” he remarked. “The presence of Wizards points to it.  And frankly, this is exactly what I expect of a Wizard — without honor, below the belt, and unspeakably cruel … all without getting his own hands dirty.” 
 
    Duncan, who badly wanted to counteract his protégé on his devastating assessment, could not find any reason to disagree with him. This episode would increase Raoul’s distrust of Wizards. 
 
    “David in his last call hinted very strongly of GCW involvement” Duncan admitted. “And Jason says that it’s a possibility the First Wizard is taking very seriously.” 
 
    “It should alarm her, because if it is a Guardian and she attempts to shield him from punishment, like Anderson before, then this investigation into her sister will be in jeopardy” Raoul declared grimly. “My days of doing favors for Wizards are at an end. From now on, she must meet my price if she wants us to continue the investigation.” 
 
    Duncan said nothing, studying Raoul carefully. The boy looked tired, not yet back at full strength. Silver was debilitating for a Shifter and Raoul had had a fatal dose injected into him. 
 
    “You had me worried there, my boy” Duncan said heavily. “When we found your car riddled with bullet holes, I knew silver had been deployed to subdue you.” 
 
    For a moment, they stared at each other, past and present both heavy between them. 
 
    “There’s a silver lining to this” the Alpha admitted with a whimsical smile. “This might finally expel some old ghosts, Duncan. I’ve always guarded my control zealously, because it was so hard-won. But if Russian Hill has demonstrated anything, it’s that, despite the past, I don’t succumb easily.” 
 
    “I never doubted it, Raoul” Duncan said quietly.  
 
    The English Shifter reached into his pocket to pull out the memory-stick from the camera. “This should help jog your memory.” 
 
    Raoul reached for it with an expression Duncan found hard to decipher.  
 
    “Tasia told me about the camera, almost in a daze, and stated categorically that you wouldn’t want the footage in the public realm.” 
 
    Raoul pocketed the stick. “Thank you, my friend. For everything.” Without Duncan, he’d have had no time to recover or heal. Things would have been much tougher for both him and the Pack. 
 
    Duncan smiled, the first one since the discovery that the Alpha and Tasia were missing. 
 
    “Any time, Raoul. If I weren’t worried about you, my boy, I might’ve enjoyed the high voltage drama at the Lair. You should have heard the speech Luis gave to the Shifters, and Hawk’s gobsmacked expression when Atsá spoke up for you.” 
 
    “Atsá did?” Raoul arched an eyebrow. He was not particularly surprised by Luis. 
 
    “Without reservations, and with Maartje following his lead. You’ve built relationships here, Raoul.” 
 
     He chuckled. “Though, the Shifters had little appetite to challenge you, after Luis’ graphic account of how you, despite the silver poisoning, mangled the silver bars of the cage to escape.” 
 
    “That was the witchling” Raoul said. 
 
    “Tasia broke you out?” Duncan looked flabbergasted.  
 
    “No, she protected me from the silver.”  
 
    “Yes, she did say something about it at the alley.” Duncan remembered now.  
 
    “I didn’t agree to the magic at first” the Alpha admitted. “But if I went under again, it would leave her at their mercy.” 
 
    Duncan said nothing. Watching a Shifter fight to subdue his beast was a fearsome sight for any Chosen. He’d once told Raoul that Tasia had a core of steel in her that belied the soft-spoken and unassuming demeanor. He felt vindicated — it had reared its head when the boy needed it the most. 
 
    Raoul glanced down at the memory-stick in his hand. “From the flashes I remember, I’m pretty sure I scared the bejesus out of her. But I’ll say this, Duncan. She kept her head, no matter how bad things got.” There was respect, admiration, and a hint of pride in his voice. 
 
    “Without her, I might not have made it out, Duncan” he confessed somberly. 
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     “Atsá stood up for Alph” Hawk announced abruptly.  
 
    The bombshell was enough for the two ladies to abandon their conversation and gawk at him. 
 
    “What do you mean, Hawk?” Sara asked, while Tasia looked confused by the abruptness of his proclamation. 
 
    They were in the Pack Room. When Sara had joined them at the Lair this evening, Hawk had dragged the three of them to the vacant room. After the high voltage weekend, the Shifters had scattered early this evening. 
 
    “After Duncan declared to the Pack that he was taking the reins in Alph’s absence, he announced that anyone challenging Alph would have to go through him.” 
 
    Tasia looked appalled. “You were serious about challenges to the Alpha while he was injured.” She had understood Duncan’s intent with the Pack to mean that he would keep an eye on the fractious Shifters while the Alpha was out for the count. Not physically hold off challengers to the unconscious Alpha. 
 
    “The best shot at taking down an Alpha is when he’s injured. That’s how Packs work, Tas” Hawk said gently. “An Alpha Protector cannot afford even a hint of weakness.”  
 
    “What if there’d been no Duncan? Would the Alpha have accepted a challenge?” she asked hesitantly.  
 
    The man from the cage had been in no shape to fight anyone. He’d been running on will-power and sheer determination. An image of him rose in her mind, slumped over the stairs in the alley, fighting the silver with his last breath to make sure she was not left vulnerable, without him by her side. 
 
    “He’d have no choice, Tasia” Sara answered. “Faoladh would be notified and the challenge would go ahead.” 
 
    “Alph is phenomenally strong” Hawk said frankly. “This was the best chance for an ambitious Shifter with delusions of grandeur.”  
 
    Tasia shook her head to clear it of images of the man in the cage with the wild eyes, confused, struggling and frantic. 
 
    Hawk broke the silence. “Atsá publicly laid down the law to his Shifters — he would not allow a challenge to Alph.”  
 
    Sara looked astonished. Duncan stepping up to bat for the Alpha had surprised no one in the Pack. They all knew that Duncan and the Alpha went back a long way — neither Shifter would abandon the other easily. But Atsá’s public support for the Alpha was unprecedented.  
 
    “What about the other Were-Alphas?” Sara asked, her curiosity piqued. These were interesting times for the Pack. 
 
    “Maartje followed suit. Luis was clearly backing Duncan. He gave a dramatic speech about Alph’s escape, based on the mangled cage in the house we raided. Between Duncan laying down the gauntlet, Atsá and Maartje’s public support, and Luis’ subtle warning about going against Alph, even incapacitated by silver, I doubt any Shifter was eager to mount a challenge.” 
 
    “Luis” Sara muttered under her breath. The more she heard of Luis, the less he seemed petty. Yet, his changed demeanor towards her was inexplicable, even before the night of the Lair celebration. Sara was at a loss to explain it. 
 
    “Atsá surprised you” Tasia remarked to Hawk. 
 
    “Very much” he admitted slowly.  
 
    She glanced at Sara, who was watching Hawk with a frown in her eyes. 
 
    “Later, he admitted to me that he’d wronged us” Hawk continued, his eyes far away. “He called Alph the best thing to happen to the Pack. Said he respected Alph for standing up for us all those years ago, and Duncan for accepting us into his were-pack.”  
 
    Sara looked gobsmacked. As a reluctant Shifter, unlike her twin, her grandfather’s actions had not been taken as a betrayal. She’d kept her distance from Atsá partly because she kept all Shifters at arm’s length, and partly in solidarity with Hawk. 
 
    This might change Hawk’s opinion of his grandfather, just a tad, Tasia mused as she watched the siblings. Hawk’s sense of injustice about the past and his grandfather’s role in it were very strong. Perhaps, Atsá’s candid admission of his mistakes would finally allow his grandchildren to forge a tentative relationship with him. 
 
    The door to the Alpha’s Room opened abruptly, interrupting Tasia’s thoughts. A bevy of Were-Alphas exited into the Pack Room. They were a somber bunch today. While the Pack had survived the weekend unscathed, the Shifters were still coming to terms with the audacious and vicious assault. Now that she was on the mend herself, Tasia understood that the repercussions of that night would be felt in the Pack for a long time. 
 
    Luis came over to greet them and ask Tasia how she fared. Acutely aware of the undercurrents between the taciturn Were-Alpha and her friend, Tasia took note of how wary he seemed of Sara, almost watchful around her. Sara was not wrong, she concluded. There was something going on between Luis and her friend. But she did observe that this time, Sara was less constrained in his presence than before. Perhaps Hawk’s recounting of Luis’ unconditional support for Duncan and the Alpha had had an effect on her. For once, Hawk too made an effort with both Atsá and Maartje — a marked improvement from before.    
 
    “I hope you are recovered, Tasia?” Atsá inquired, his manner gracious as always. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Sara took very good care of me.” She directed a smile at her friend. 
 
    “Both of us” the Alpha, who had sauntered over with Duncan and Elisabetta, chimed in unexpectedly.  
 
    Some of the Were-Alphas looked subtly taken aback and curious at this unexpected compliment from the Alpha. The Alpha was not one to speak publicly for any Shifter — he tended to keep his distance. 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Alpha.” Sara was clearly pleased by the compliment. 
 
    Both Sara and Hawk, Tasia was starting to understand, had very deep ties to both their Alpha and Were-Alpha because of the past. A past that had seemingly also played a part in Atsá’s loyalty to the Alpha, if his remarkable confession to Hawk was to be believed.  
 
    “Sara always rises to the occasion, no matter the challenge” Duncan interjected, adding his voice to the Alpha’s subtle compliment.  
 
    This time, Sara flushed with pleasure. Hawk’s face suffused with pride he did not hide, while Atsá watched his granddaughter with an enigmatic expression on his face. Tasia flashed a sidelong glance at Luis. He was staring at Atsá with a strange look on his face. There were undercurrents here, Tasia realized. Undercurrents she did not understand. As she watched Sara glow with pleasure, Tasia vowed silently again to help her friend navigate the maze of Shifter interests and ambitions in the Pack. Sara would never be allowed a life independent of a Pack; if the cage had taught her anything, it was that life was short and happiness was to be reached for with both hands when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    “As do you.” Duncan turned to Tasia, offering his compliment publicly, without his usual subtlety. “You did very well, Tasia, and under very difficult circumstances.” 
 
    “Without Tasia, we wouldn’t have the house on Russian Hill” Luis chimed in unexpectedly, adding his voice to Duncan’s. “That house gave us every lead we have.”  
 
    There was a watchful air in the room now, after Duncan and Luis’ public appreciation of Tasia’s efforts. She had been at their Lair for nearly four months. They were now used to her presence in their midst. Some even worked with her on the Lady Bethesda investigation. But the Shifters had always looked upon her as an outsider — a Wizard who was treated as Pack not because they considered her one of them, but by the Alpha’s decree. Duncan and Luis, by their actions and words, were sending a subtle message to the room — they considered Tasia one of them. Not a mere guest provided temporary Pack status by command of the Alpha, but an integral member of the Pack.  
 
    “Raoul says you kept your head and didn’t panic when things got dire” Duncan continued. “I concur. Your presence of mind helped us retrieve the memory-stick from the camera, Tasia.”  
 
    With all eyes on Tasia, the Alpha chimed in unexpectedly. “We made a good team, witchling.” 
 
    Visions from the night flashed through Tasia as she met his gaze — of him using his depleted strength to part the bars and allow her to crawl through, gold eyes filled with pain as he kicked at the cage door while the silver burnt his skin, his fists pounding the Wizards as they rushed to escape the house, him carrying her down the dark stairs to safety … and finally, the image of an exhausted man, being slowly poisoned by silver, collapsing, but only after leading her to safety. 
 
    “You did most of the heavy lifting” she countered, her eyes heavy with memories.  
 
    “I used my physical abilities where I could.” He shrugged, using innuendo where he couldn’t give her public credit. “But it wasn’t enough. Our success is a result of us both playing to our strengths.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened. It was Duncan who made note of two incongruous reactions — Elisabetta’s narrow-eyed glance at the Alpha, and Stefan Simeonov’s speculative one at Tasia. The other Shifters in the room were harder to read. 
 
    “Perhaps, Tasia is finally starting to find her place in the Pack.” Maartje entered the fray unexpectedly. She was being magnanimous; the way she saw it, Tasia had persuaded both of Atsá’s grandchildren to attend the Avian holiday party. Atsá was content at finally breaking the ice with Hawk after years of silence. While unsure of Tasia’s active support in the endeavor to reconcile Atsá with his grandchildren, Maartje instinctively understood that the Wizard would not stand in the way of it.  
 
    “Being part of a Pack when you’re not a Wyr is not an easy proposition” Atsá remarked, his message subtle but true. 
 
    Sara exchanged a pleased glance with her twin. This was a strong hint of the Pack’s willingness to accept Tasia. Their friend was finally making inroads into the Pack, especially with some of the powerful Were-Alphas who held great sway over their Shifters. For the first time, it also looked like the Alpha and Tasia were in sync, brought together by their shared experience. The twins felt a strong sense of relief. Tasia’s future with the Pack had just taken an upswing, and it made both Sara and Hawk giddy with hope for the future. 
 
    “You speak too soon, Maartje” drawled Elisabetta, readying her dagger to make a strategic strike. “For all you know, Tasia might reconsider her association with the Pack after this last experience.” 
 
    A pregnant silence descended on the room. More confident now, Tasia turned to meet the eyes of the beautiful Were-Alpha. She’d been with the Pack long enough to understand how Elisabetta worked. The female Were-Alpha tended to shoot pointed but subtle barbs at her target with the goal of forcing her opponent on the defensive. Tasia, who knew that Elisabetta could only be countered with a cool head, was determined to not let the Shifter’s jabs get under her skin.  
 
    “On the contrary, this last experience has given me a different perspective on Shifters” Tasia said calmly. “Made me appreciate the unique challenges they face.” 
 
    “That’s good news, of course, but you have changed your mind about us before” Elisabetta drawled. “There was a time not so far in the past when you found it hard to deal with Shifter aggression.” The words landed sharply in the silence, a dagger used with precision to jab at the soft underbelly she knew might affect Tasia.  
 
    Elisabetta referred to the time Tasia had fled the Lair after a particularly contentious clash with the Alpha. Though the Pack remained in the dark on the details, the Lair was rife with rumors about what had set it off. 
 
    But Tasia was not the same Wizard who’d walked into the Lair with trepidation to meet the Alpha Protector of the local Pack. Then, she’d been driven by fear and compulsion; of the rogue Shifters targeting her, the Blutsaugers she feared, and of raising suspicions by turning down an invitation from the Alpha — a rare honor for a Wizard with no particular accomplishments to her name. She had grown immeasurably since then. 
 
    With her back to the rest of the room, Tasia couldn’t see the reactions to Elisabetta’s remarks, but Sara and Hawk were seated beside her on the couch, and she could sense Hawk’s rising ire at the comments. From the corner of her eye, Tasia took note of the quelling glance Sara directed at her twin. Hawk stayed silent, obedient to his twin’s instructions for once, though he chafed at the bit. 
 
    Sara is absolutely right — this is not Hawk’s fight. It is mine. If I don’t stand up to Elisabetta now, I never will. 
 
    “You’re right, Elisabetta” she admitted candidly. “There was a time when what came naturally to a Shifter made me uncomfortable. My fault entirely — I was unfamiliar with Shifters. The Alpha promised me the protection of his Pack; he never promised to change himself for me.”  
 
    Though Elisabetta didn’t show it, Tasia sensed that she had surprised the Were-Alpha. Hawk seemed to believe it too, for he leaned back on the couch, his earlier ire seemingly dissipated. 
 
    “I only ask because you’ve been known to change your mind when it comes to us, Tasia.” Elisabetta changed tack smoothly, undeterred by Tasia’s response. “After declaring very publicly that you’d never go out with a Shifter, you went to Atsá’s holiday party with Hawk.” Her tone clearly suggested that Tasia could have done much better. 
 
    Tasia felt a bubble of laughter well up in her. 
 
    This is ridiculous. To think that I was once distressed by Pack gossip. 
 
    She shot a glance at Hawk, who looked more startled than anything. At this point, Tasia rather suspected that the intended target of Elisabetta’s latest barb was him, and not her, but knowing how easily Elisabetta seemed to rile her friend, Tasia jumped to blunt this particular dart. 
 
    “You’re only partially correct, Elisabetta” she said with a smile on her face. “Hawk did take a Wizard to Atsá’s party, but it wasn’t me.” 
 
    For the first time since the start of their jousting, Elisabetta’s mask of affability slipped to reveal a stumped expression on her face.  
 
    “You had an invitation to the Avian celebration, Tasia?” Stefan Simeonov inquired, looking mystified. It was the only conclusion to draw. If Tasia had not been Hawk’s date, it meant she’d had an invitation to the party. 
 
    “Yes, she did” Maartje responded, before Tasia could. 
 
    Duncan chose that moment to interject, with a studiously even tone. “I believe Tasia’s date that evening was Evgeny.” 
 
    Simeonov’s jaw gaped open, as Duncan had suspected it would. Hawk, angered by the games some of the Shifters, including Simeonov, had indulged themselves in at Tasia’s expense, bit his lip to keep his smile from breaking through. Good old Duncan, he thought. Duncan was a master at this — always patient at waiting for just the right moment to twist the knife.  
 
    “So, you did change your mind about a relationship with a Shifter” Elisabetta persisted sweetly, recovering her composure to use Duncan’s words against Tasia. “Are you saying that you won’t change your mind about the Pack too, Tasia?” 
 
    “The Alpha decides Pack associations, Elisabetta.” Atsá’s voice was even, but there was an undertone of warning that Elisabetta could not miss. “It is for him to ask Tasia that question if he chooses to.” 
 
    Elisabetta subsided after a lightning glance at the Alpha. He said nothing, but what she saw on his face must have convinced her that she’d come dangerously close to stepping just a stone too far. 
 
    “I would like to respond to Elisabetta, if you please.” Tasia cast a glance at Atsá, who glanced at the Alpha in turn. The gold eyes were opaque, so Tasia took his silence as consent. 
 
    “I don’t know what the future holds, Elisabetta. But if I change my mind about the Pack, it won’t be because I can’t handle Shifters being Shifters.” 
 
    Tasia paused, wondering whether she should say more. Then, she took the plunge. 
 
    “This, I can assure you. Any decision I make will not be taken lightly — I owe the Pack too much to sever the relationship without extenuating circumstances.” 
 
    Owen O’Brien, silent during the back and forth between Elisabetta and Tasia, adroitly changed the conversation. Elisabetta participated in the ensuing discussion, but with a thoughtful expression on her face that a discerning observer might note. 
 
    Later, after most of the party had exited the Pack Room, Duncan turned to Tasia with a twinkle in his eyes. “You handled Elisabetta very adroitly there, Tasia.” There was more than a hint of compliment, pride and praise in his voice.  
 
    I’ve come a long way from allowing Pack gossip to affect me. Duncan was right — I must let this stuff wash over me. 
 
    “I had a fantastic teacher, Duncan” she said lightly. 
 
    “Credit where it’s due, Tasia. I’ve been giving Hawk pointers for half his life and he still allows Elisabetta to get under his skin.” 
 
    “That’s a low blow, Duncan” Hawk protested laughingly. 
 
    “But an accurate one” Sara seconded her Were-Alpha. “Countering Elisabetta with aggression doesn’t work, Hawk. A little subtlety, and some of the bold honesty Tasia demonstrated so aptly are the only ways to handle her. Elisabetta will stop riling you the day she realizes you won’t take the bait. There’s no fun in poking someone who doesn’t get worked up.” 
 
    “Sara is right, as usual” Duncan agreed. “The only way to blunt Elisabetta is by not rising to her bait.” 
 
    “She does go after Hawk a fair bit though” Tasia remarked, curious why the beautiful and powerful Were-Alpha would have it in for him. Hawk could not be considered a rival to Elisabetta, under any circumstances.  
 
    Hawk shrugged. It had been like this ever since he could remember. He was not entirely innocent in this — he made sure to get his digs in at her, when he could. 
 
    “Hawk reminds Elisabetta of someone” Luis said abruptly.  
 
    Even Duncan looked startled, having been unaware of this particular tidbit. Before anyone could ask Luis to clarify his cryptic statement, the Alpha strode over to them.  
 
    “David Hamilton and DiZeyla are on their way here. I’ve asked Atsá and Maartje to sit in on the discussion. I’d like you to join us, Luis.” 
 
    “Of course” Luis assented in his mellifluous accent. 
 
    “Duncan will escort them to the Pack Room.”  
 
    Tasia realized that the Alpha was sending a subtle message to the Pack. The Were-Alphas who had thrown their support behind Duncan during the Alpha’s incapacitation were being granted entry into the inner circle. Though no proponent of subtlety otherwise, as the Alpha had once declared to Tasia in his own inimitable way, Shifters were masters at sending messages without saying much. After months of attempting to find her feet with the Pack, she was finally starting to get them. The thought pleased Tasia no end.  
 
    “You need the Pack Room, Alph?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “No, we’ll take it in my private room.” 
 
    The Alpha turned to Tasia. “I need to talk to you. Will you be around after I’m done?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “Just let me know when you’re ready for me.”  
 
    Tasia wondered whether she was expected to make herself scarce, like before, when the First Wizard and Faoladh had been guests at the Lair.  
 
    “Throw open the door, Hawk” the Alpha directed. “I want the Pack Room open. It’s time the Pack got used to David Hamilton and DiZeyla. The local Chosen Alliance is here to stay.” 
 
    Sara and Hawk stayed for another hour while more Shifters congregated in the Pack Room. Joaquim, Michael, Evgeny, and a few of Duncan’s Shifters who’d guarded the Alpha while he recovered gravitated towards them, drawn by Hawk and, to a lesser extent, Sara. Despite an uneasy relationship with the Pack in general, Sara seemed to get along fine with her were-pack mates. A few Shifters inquired after Tasia, but no one asked her any questions about the ordeal, for which she was glad. Slowly but surely, Duncan’s were-pack was starting to accept Tasia. Her work on the investigation, Duncan’s general attitude towards her, Hawk’s friendship with her, and her equation with Joaquim and Evgeny had made Duncan’s Shifters more accepting of the Wizard in their midst. This last brush with danger had also helped her cause. That Tasia had come through remarkably unscathed had not been lost on the Shifters. She, a non-Shifter, confined with an injured Wyr, poisoned by the massive dose of silver in his blood, especially one who’d admitted to his own Pack that his beotan had been awakened, had kept her head. Her coolheadedness in trying circumstances had earned their respect. 
 
    When Duncan escorted David Hamilton and DiZeyla in, a hush descended on the Pack Room. Ignoring it, the Alpha strode forward to greet his guests.  
 
    “David Hamilton is asking after you, Tasia” Hawk said softly to her. 
 
    Tasia glanced at the visitors, startled by Hawk’s comment. The Alpha searched the room, zeroing in on her, before leading the local Wizard leader over to them. 
 
    “How are you, Tasia?” David Hamilton greeted her warmly. They had met a few times when Caro’s parents had generously allowed their garage to be used to store Tasia’s things. “Recovered from Friday, I hope?” 
 
    “I’m well, Mr. Hamilton. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. Caro has been very worried about you.”  
 
    “Please let Caro know that I’ll get in touch tomorrow, Mr. Hamilton.”  
 
    Tasia had forgotten her purse and cell in Duncan’s car after the alley rescue, only retrieving them this morning at the Lair. 
 
    I will” David assured her. “Caro is itching to see her.” He directed the statement at the Alpha. 
 
     Duncan had warned him to keep Caro away from the Lair until the Pack had settled down. To David, it looked like the Alpha was back, his authority clearly re-established over his Pack.  
 
    “Your daughter is welcome at the Lair, David” Raoul said politely.  
 
    “She’ll be pleased to hear it.” 
 
    Once in the Alpha’s Room, David Hamilton turned to Raoul.  
 
    “The Registrar of the San Francisco Wizard Registry helped rent the house on Russian Hill” he said heavily, clearly an admission that affected him deeply. 
 
    Raoul’s expression hardened into a mask, but before the Shifters could react to the news, DiZeyla chimed in. 
 
    “I advised David to tell the Registrar what the house was used for, Raoul.” She addressed him directly, without prevarication. 
 
    The Alpha said nothing, but it was clear he didn’t agree with DiZeyla. 
 
    “I’ve known the man a long time, Raoul” David said slowly. “I wouldn’t call him a friend, but he was someone I respected. I couldn’t believe that he was party to what was done to you.” 
 
    “I told David to reveal what he’d been party to. If he was the man David believed him to be, the Registrar would do the right thing.” 
 
    “Did he?” Duncan asked as the Alpha remained silent, his expression stony. 
 
    David nodded. “He was horrified and told me everything — who and why he’d assisted them.” 
 
    DiZeyla eyed the silent and stony-faced Alpha. “When David told me what had happened, it appalled me, Raoul. Just as it appalled him. No Chosen can inflict that on another, unless he’s sick. This is not a difference of opinion. Nothing justifies exploiting a Wyr’s vulnerability to drive him to madness or a horrific attack on a blameless bystander. Nothing! What was attempted on you is abominable — it must be treated as such. It didn’t succeed because of you, Raoul. But what about the next Shifter or the next Chosen? Unless we condemn it publicly and strongly, this will set a precedent that leads us down the path of no return.” 
 
    There was silence as the last of her words died away.  
 
    “DiZeyla makes a very good point” Atsá said, dignified, as always. “We must send a message to Chosen everywhere that this will be punished and condemned widely. We cannot do that without revealing the details publicly. No Chosen will understand or appreciate the monstrous crime that was perpetrated unless they know what was attempted, Alpha.” 
 
    “In other words, in order for the world to condemn this, we must go against Wyr tradition and our very nature to reveal a Shifter’s very personal torment to the Chosen at large.” Duncan annunciated what Atsá and DiZeyla were hinting at. 
 
    DiZeyla nodded, agreeing with Duncan. 
 
    “Unless we choose to tackle this as a Pack matter, of course” Maartje countered.  
 
    David met the Alpha’s eyes, determined to make a strong case for not keeping this a secret from the larger Chosen diaspora. Shifters tended to close ranks, but he strongly believed that this deserved unified Chosen condemnation and action.  
 
    “I strongly advise you to not treat this as a Pack matter, Raoul. DiZeyla put it very eloquently — this horrifies us, but it affects us all, too. Being secretive can be counterproductive. You gave us the Guardian responsible for mugging and terrorizing Wizards in San Francisco. In hindsight, I made a mistake then. While the accusations against the Guardian were made public and I also let it be known that the Pack had helped catch him, I didn’t make the testimony of the mercenaries he’d hired, or the Guardian’s own confession of his crimes public. As a result, when the GCW let him go, the Guardian was able to convince many Wizards, especially rank and file ones, that the Pack had tried to frame him. Despite the overwhelming evidence we had on him, because of my reticence, he had my Wizards convinced that I’d been taken in by a story the Pack had spun to hide their own misdeeds.” 
 
    David allowed his words to sink in. “If I’d been more candid and open with my Wizards about Anderson’s crimes against their own brethren, he could never have swept his crimes under the carpet by blaming you. I don’t want to make that mistake again, Raoul.” 
 
    There was silence as the Shifters digested his words. 
 
    “You said the Registrar confessed, David.” The Alpha finally broke his silence. “Why did he help them?” 
 
    “Because they worked for a Guardian. The Registrar was told that they were in San Francisco to collect evidence against a Chosen on the orders of the GCW. He thought he was helping an official GCW investigation” David said soberly. 
 
    “Which Guardian?” Raoul asked, his voice very even. 
 
    “Ted Anderson.” 
 
    The Shifters drew breath at the familiar name as Raoul felt a cold fury swirl in him. The Guardians would regret this, he vowed. They were as culpable as Anderson for turning a blind eye. 
 
    Tamping down his own rage, Duncan glanced at the Alpha. “The GCW set him free, Raoul” he muttered in disbelief. 
 
    David looked grim. “There’s more, Duncan. Take a guess who Anderson’s Wizards were supposedly here to investigate.” 
 
    Duncan frowned as the Alpha’s eyes flashed to David Hamilton, an arrested expression in them. 
 
    “You, Raoul. They told the Registrar they were to investigate you. For your part in framing a Guardian for the muggings in San Francisco.” 
 
    David shook his head, equal parts astonished and incredulous. “The irony lies heavy in many ways. The Registrar believed him. It seemed plausible, and it was a GCW sanctioned investigation. And like everyone else, he knew about the night you punished Anderson at the Registry before handing him over. So, the Guardian’s cries of a vendetta on your part didn’t seem that far-fetched. Everything added up for him. How do I blame him for falling for this, Raoul?” he said helplessly.  
 
    “Once upon a time, the GCW’s reputation in our world was impeccable. But for a few years now, the GCW has been distracted, obsessed with its power struggle with the First Wizard. Now, this is allowing rogue Guardians to get away with murder. The way I see it, the only way to counteract this is to lay everything bare before the Chosen. In the face of overwhelming evidence, even the Wizards will challenge the narrative that the GCW wants them to believe.” 
 
    “This is why I urge you to go public, Raoul” he reiterated passionately. “Let’s not allow history to repeat itself again. This time, let’s make sure the Guardian is punished for his crime.” 
 
    “Oh, the Guardian will be punished, David” the Alpha said in a hard voice. “The GCW had their chance. I won’t leave it to them again.” 
 
    David said nothing. He’d already guessed that the Pack would not look to the Guardians for justice again. 
 
    Raoul glanced at Duncan. “What do you think?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “The Pack will make Anderson pay, Raoul. And everyone else with him. But David is right: history will keep repeating itself unless we let other Chosen know what they tried to do to Tasia and you.” 
 
    Raoul said nothing, his expression inscrutable. If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. 
 
    “Maartje?” Raoul invited her to give her opinion.  
 
    This was very unusual for him. While he was known to hear out Were-Alphas on Pack matters, he’d never been one to solicit opinion like this. 
 
    After the initial surprise, Maartje was candid. “I’m not convinced that publicizing the assault will do any good, Alpha. Other Chosen might not feel as David and DiZeyla do, and some Chosen might decide that this has nothing to do with them. That would make our decision to go public meaningless.” 
 
    “Luis?” Raoul invited next. 
 
    “The priority is to punish Anderson and make sure this never happens again. To that end, we should do everything and anything we can” Luis said. 
 
    As the room fell silent, DiZeyla chimed in. “Regardless of whether you go public, Raoul, David and I would like to be present when you confront Anderson. It will send the message that we stand with the Pack. Our presence by your side will also mitigate the perception of this as a Guardian versus Pack matter.” 
 
    “Anderson will try to spin this as your personal vendetta against him, Raoul” David warned. “We must negate that. The GCW needs to be sent an unequivocal message that not all Wizards believe Anderson, and that the local Chosen Alliance in San Francisco is united on this.” 
 
    “I hesitate to say this, but if Mistress Franciszka is willing to join us, it’ll send an even stronger message to the GCW” DiZeyla suggested. 
 
    “She sent an emissary to offer their services after she heard of the attack through the grapevine, Raoul” Duncan admitted. “She also directed her people to confirm that neither Rafaelo Bianchi nor his leeches had sneaked back in.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it” Raoul said. “First, let’s tie Anderson to this. I want to be sure that the evidence is irrefutable before I make any move on him. Faoladh will insist on it, and rightly so, because the First Wizard and the GCW will demand proof when we go after him.” 
 
    “The Registrar has given me the name of the Wizard who approached him” David told them. “He’s also willing to testify that the Wizard told him he was working on orders from Guardian Anderson.” 
 
    “That’s still hearsay, David. That won’t be good enough” Duncan pointed out.  
 
    “If we can get the Registrar’s Wizard contact to corroborate this, it won’t be hearsay anymore” David countered. “The man is known to be in Guardian Anderson’s employ.” 
 
    David didn’t have the influence or connections to get to this Wizard, but the Pack might. 
 
    “Give us the names you have, David” Raoul said. “We’ll take it from here.”   
 
    “Jason LaRue” David muttered, as it dawned on him who the Alpha meant to task with this. He was not surprised. Jason LaRue had been surprisingly cozy with the Pack during the joint operation to rescue Caro.  
 
    “Yes.” Raoul confirmed his suspicions. “The First Wizard has called for an independent investigation. The Pack has done favors for her in the past. I’m calling in the chips.” 
 
    “Good for you, Raoul.” There was candid approval in the Wizard’s voice. “No one should pay the price for the instability in San Diego. Least of all, you. You’re not even a Wizard — why should you pay for our inability to get along?” 
 
    Raoul raised an eyebrow in response, but remained silent. 
 
    “I have a favor to ask, Raoul” David said hesitantly. 
 
    Raoul nodded. 
 
    “The Registrar is a good man. He made a mistake and is willing to own up to it. He’s also offered to step down from the Registry for his part in this.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated the Wizard for a long moment, before he nodded, silently agreeing to David’s unspoken request.  
 
    “Thank you, Raoul.” 
 
    “I’ve a feeling you’re going to need all the good people you can get, David. When I go after Anderson, the Wizards are going to take sides. Your world is going to get more unstable than it already is.” 
 
    “I know.” David acknowledged what he’d already come to terms with. “As long as the Chosen Alliance is alive, I’ve a shot at protecting my Wizards from the fallout, Raoul.” 
 
    In the Pack Room, Tasia was immersed in a book, while Sara and Hawk had left the Lair. Beside her, Evgeny engaged in a spirited discussion with his were-pack mates. When the door to the Alpha’s Room opened, the Shifters paid less overt attention to the Alpha’s guests this time. Atsá said his goodbyes and headed out with Maartje by his side. On her way out, Maartje shot an unreadable glance at Evgeny and Tasia. Tasia, immersed in her book, her bare feet tucked under her on the couch, missed it. Luis and Duncan huddled with David and DiZeyla in a corner, and the Alpha strode up to Tasia. 
 
    As a chorus of voices greeted the Alpha, Tasia glanced up.  
 
    “I need to borrow her” he said to the Shifters, before glancing at her. “Shall we?” 
 
    Tasia placed her feet into her slippers to follow the Alpha, with a murmured goodnight to Evgeny and his companions.  
 
    Once in the Alpha’s Room, he invited her to take a seat at the couch, instead of by his desk, before taking the chair across from her. Closing his eyes, he stretched like a cat, subtly rotating his neck to get at the cricks. Weariness flashed across his face, breaking through his mask of invulnerability. He looked tired and subdued, she realized. Tasia felt a wave of compassion assail her. It had not been an easy few days for him, to put it mildly. 
 
    The gold eyes opened abruptly, catching her watching him. 
 
    “The cage played havoc with me” he remarked, at ease. “My body isn’t meant to be penned in a tiny box, let alone the rest of me.” 
 
    No, it certainly isn’t, Tasia agreed silently. He was a big man, his tall and lean frame giving him the aura of someone even larger.    
 
    “I owe you an apology” he said abruptly, the gold eyes direct. 
 
    “For what?” She was taken aback. “You were a perfect gen …” She flushed. 
 
    No, he hadn’t been a perfect gentleman. That, I remember. 
 
    “Um … I mean, you have nothing to apologize for.” 
 
    A hint of amusement, punctured by relief, lit his eyes. “That’s good to know. But the apology is not for what happened in the cage. It’s for involving you in this. I was the target. You were collateral damage.”  
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. “You know who did it?”  
 
    “Yes, a Guardian gave the orders.” 
 
    “A Guardian?” Tasia repeated, her eyes on him. She had suspected the same. “Is it because of our work on Lady Bethesda?” she inquired. 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” His voice hardened imperceptibly. “It’s Anderson.” 
 
    “The Guardian from the Registry?” This time she was caught by surprise. “But why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Revenge. I humiliated him publicly at the Registry, and he’s returning the favor a thousand-fold.”    
 
    Tasia hesitated, reluctant to voice her alarm. “Are you saying he knows who I am?” 
 
    “No. This has all the hallmarks of going after a Shifter — I was his target. Your role was to be the fall guy, a Wizard conveniently at hand to demonstrate that no one is safe from me, even a Chosen I’ve given my word to. Had he succeeded, what a revenge that would have been.” His voice was very even with no inflection, but she could sense the underlying fury in it. 
 
    Her voice was soft when she asked the next question. “Will he be punished?”  
 
    He had not been for the assaults on the Wizards in San Francisco, so it was a fair question to ask. A Guardian was a very powerful being in their world. She, a Wizard, understood that only too well. 
 
    “Yes.” He was implacable. “This time, I won’t play nice and hand him over to the Wizards. I will make him pay.” The gold eyes hardened into chips of ice. “And this time, the First Wizard will not interfere or allow the Guardians to do so, or she’ll have to find someone else to investigate Lady Bethesda.”  
 
    Yes, Tasia mused. He had an ace in the hole with the investigation, and he would use it to warn the First Wizard to not get in his way. The GCW was a very different ballgame altogether. By all accounts, they didn’t recognize the First Wizard’s authority over them. 
 
    “David Hamilton and DiZeyla are asking me to go public with this” he said abruptly, interrupting her thoughts. “That way, Anderson would face public opprobrium, making it harder for the GCW or other Wizards to support him.” 
 
    He was a very private man. The cost and repercussions of going public would be very high for the Alpha. Would he be willing to allow Chosen to whisper and gossip about him, Tasia mused. The look in his wild eyes as he drifted between his two counterparts, human and beast, confusion and desperation vying in equal parts while he fought to reassert himself, flashed through her.  
 
    “Will you go public?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking about it” he acknowledged. “I don’t want this to be a Shifter versus Wizard battle. It should be every Chosen against Anderson. He doesn’t deserve any support or sympathy on this. David is convinced that Anderson will spin it unless we run a PR campaign. I don’t run PR campaigns. So, perhaps going public might be best. 
 
    “But if I do, there’ll be no keeping your name out of it. That’s what concerns me. I can weather this, but you … I promised to keep you out of the limelight. I should’ve done a better job of guarding you from the petty jealousies of men like Anderson.” 
 
    The blunt apology disarmed Tasia. This had not been his fault in any way. She’d been the passenger in his car that night. Before she could respond, he addressed her again. 
 
    “You deserve a voice in this decision. You were as much an intended victim as me. I want you to think about whether we should go public.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You don’t have to decide tonight” he assured her. “Sleep on it. Let me know in the morning.” 
 
    Tasia opened her mouth to respond, but the tring of a cellphone beat her to it. 
 
    “Excuse me.” He pulled out his cell to glance at it. “I need to take this.” He shot her a glance.  
 
    Tasia made to get up, to give him the privacy of his room, but he waved her back to her seat. “No, you’re fine. This will just take a few minutes.” 
 
    He stood up to walk towards the desk as he spoke into the phone. “Merceau.” 
 
    Roman Durovic spoke in his ear. “I’ve some very good news for you, Merceau.” 
 
    “When do I get to hear it?” Raoul inquired. 
 
    “You must hear this in person. This is big.” 
 
    “Alright. About the investigation, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes, the missing piece you asked me to look into.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I still have some pending business for TorElnor. So, a few days.” 
 
    Raoul pondered for a minute. “Can you come early?” 
 
    “Has something happened, Merceau?” Roman’s voice had sharpened. He was no fool. 
 
    “Yes.” His response was succinct. 
 
    “I can be there tomorrow” Roman offered. “My business can wait a few days.” 
 
    “Good. See you tomorrow, Durovic.” 
 
    Regardless of whether he went public or not, he’d need to build a coalition before he went after a Guardian, Raoul mused. Durovic seemed sincere about working the investigation with them. It might not be a bad idea to have him backing the Shifters up on this. He held enormous influence over the First Ones, much more than DiZeyla. 
 
    From a pocket, he pulled out the memory-stick, his fingers playing absent-mindedly with it as he mulled over matters. 
 
    “Is that from the camera?” Tasia inquired, interrupting his pensive thoughts. 
 
    He nodded. “Duncan gave it to me earlier this evening.” 
 
    She watched him, noting the strange expression on his face. He seemed torn about it, she realized. Tasia frowned. He’d admitted to gaps in his memory and yet, he was hesitant to watch the footage from the night in question. She couldn’t help but wonder why. 
 
    “Are you going to watch it?” she inquired hesitantly. She was ambivalent about it herself. Lord knew what had been captured on it, but she sensed that his ambivalence ran deeper. 
 
    The gold eyes shot to her. “I’m thinking about it” he said softly.  
 
    She wasn’t to know how much he was dreading it. A part of him wished fervently that there had been no footage of the night in question. It wasn’t because he remembered the events clearly; it was because Raoul feared that he would not like the answers to the questions that troubled him. 
 
    Tasia got up from the couch to walk towards him. As she hesitated, he arched an eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “You should watch it before you make your decision” she suggested.  
 
    Raoul contemplated her silently. She was earnest, no shadow of constraint. Unlike in his kitchen the night after the cage, he sensed no hesitation or unease.  
 
    “You don’t have to decide tonight. Sleep on it. Tomorrow is another day.” Unconsciously, Tasia echoed his words to her.  
 
    Beguiled, he smiled, generating a responding smile from her. For a moment, they contemplated each other. 
 
    “The silver … is it all gone?” she asked. 
 
    To Tasia, he looked nothing like the man from the cage. Yet, she could sense that he was not completely back to his formidable self either. Something, a fleeting expression on his face, a brooding tilt to the gold eyes or perhaps the weary stretching of his limbs, pushed her to check on his welfare.  
 
    For a moment, he was silent.  
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “Not all of it.”  
 
    Memories from the alley washed over Tasia. Her alarm as he slumped on the step, his phenomenal strength debilitated. His reaching out to share the heat of his body with the last of his strength, while her teeth chattered in the cold air. His arms holding her close to skin that was burning up as he slipped into unconsciousness. How with the last ounce of consciousness, he’d told her to use magic to protect herself, assuring her that he would deal with the consequences. Her solitary watch while he lay unconscious on the step, the handsome face vulnerable in repose. 
 
    “You’re not healed yet” she said clearly. “You must rest. Things will seem clear in the morning.” Her eyes brushed against the memory-stick in his hand. 
 
    He looked taken aback. Then, his expression blanked. Raoul had come to a decision.  
 
    “I have something to ask you” he said. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ve asked you this before. Did I frighten you?” The gold eyes held hers, a hint of uncertainty in their depths. 
 
    “No.” Tasia’s response was prompt and confident. She had run the gamut of emotions in the cage, but fear of him had not been one of them. Fear for him, certainly. But not of him. 
 
    Is this why he’s ambivalent about the camera footage? 
 
    “I have frightened you before” he reminded her. 
 
    He was right — they had history on this. Tasia remembered it well. It had been in this very room. Her futile attempt to explain herself as he went hammer and tongs at her. At issue, her talking to Caro about the Shifter mercenaries in San Francisco. This was the encounter Elisabetta had brought up so smoothly in the Pack Room this afternoon.  
 
    She’d been a babe in the woods in those days, a novice to their world, questioning her decision to associate with the Pack, and armed with a healthy dose of fear for the intimidating Alpha. She’d been overwhelmed and, in her inexperience, unnerved. The Shifters, never easy-going to begin with, had made her constantly question her decision to ally with them, by their inexplicable traditions, their volatile ways and their predilection for violence. The formidable and ruthless Alpha, who demanded blind and unquestioning fealty from his Pack, had terrified her. Looking back, Tasia could vividly recall the absolute shock that had flashed across his face at her reaction that day. But back then, she had been too terrified of him to recognize it. She knew better now. 
 
    “Yes, you have” she admitted. She should have told him this a long time ago, she realized. “But I was new to the Pack then.” Her eyes met his.  
 
    And you. 
 
    “And now?” he asked. 
 
    “You told me then that I’ve nothing to fear from you. I believe you” she stated simply. 
 
    For the first time, since he’d come to in the cage, Raoul felt himself relax, a sense of relief pervading him. Tasia searched his face, her sense of compassion awakened by his predicament. He was reluctant to watch the footage because he wasn’t sure what it would reveal about him, she realized.  
 
    “Watch the footage” she encouraged him. “And you’ll see for yourself.” 
 
    At her words, his eyes flashed back to the memory-stick in his hand.  
 
    “Good night.” Tasia turned to leave, confident that she’d made her point.  
 
    She expected him to follow and hold the door open for her. The door to this room was identical to the heavy steel one that gave access to the Pack Room — they were both intended to noise-proof the rooms. With their superhuman abilities, the Shifters found the doors easy to handle. For mere mortals like her, though, it was hellishly tough. Tasia had managed the feat only on one memorable occasion. That day, she’d managed to nudge the door open just enough to slip out, fear having lent her wings on the occasion. It had been the day she’d walked away from the Pack.  
 
    “About the kiss” he said softly, just as she reached the door.  
 
    Raoul had one more point he wanted cleared up, a concern that had him dreading her answer. 
 
    Tasia stopped as a pregnant hush descended on the room.  
 
    Must we talk about it, too? 
 
    She took a deep breath, turning to face him. He was still where she’d left him when she wished him good night. For once, the remarkable eyes were not on her. Instead, he was staring at the memory-stick in his hand, an unreadable expression on his face. 
 
    Tasia waited with trepidation, her heart beating uncomfortably loud, so loud that she could hear it in the awkward silence between them. 
 
    “Did I force you, in any way?” The words seemed torn from him. 
 
    What? 
 
    Tasia gaped at him, her embarrassment momentarily forgotten. Why would he ask such a question, she wondered numbly. 
 
    As the silence stretched on between them, he glanced up from the memory-stick to study her. The gold eyes met her shocked gaze, a question in them that jolted Tasia. 
 
    “Did I?” There was a hoarse note to his voice. 
 
    Pinned in place by his eyes, Tasia said nothing, speechless with astonishment. He waited, his eyes holding hers, with an absolute stillness that characterized how seriously he awaited her answer. As the first shock wore away, Tasia searched his face carefully, looking for clues. 
 
    His expression was inscrutable as usual, but Tasia sensed that he was uncertain. And suddenly, everything fell in place for her. 
 
    He’s not sure. Perhaps, he cannot remember. 
 
    The more she studied him, the more she sensed the vulnerability in him, despite the impassive demeanor. This is what he’d meant when he talked about the gaps in his memory, she realized suddenly.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head, her eyes holding his even as she felt a surge of red suffuse her. “You did not.” 
 
    As the echoes of her words died away, they faced each other across the room. A light leapt into the heavy-lidded gold eyes, a mix of relief, satisfaction and something else, far more intangible. A layer of the mask that usually hid his emotions seemed to peel away before her eyes. Yet, it was Tasia who felt exposed before the stark expression in his eyes. Her heart quickened in response to an unknown signal, suddenly doubling its beat. For the second time in their short association, the air between them throbbed of an awareness. But this time, the two pairs of enmeshed eyes reflected the blossoming of a different kind of awareness — the hint of something fragile, delicate and nameless binding them together. Finding herself drawn to the Alpha by the thread of this intangible awareness unnerved Tasia.  
 
    Tearing her gaze away from the intense bright gold eyes, Tasia turned to grasp the solid handle, using both hands to tug at the heavy steel door. A voice in her head insidiously reminded her how eerily similar this was to the other momentous encounter between them in this room. She had run, like the devil himself was hot on her heels, after he’d scared the wits off her. Then too, she had fled from him like this.   
 
    No, no, this is different. I’m just walking away from an awkward scene, nothing more. 
 
    Yet the idea, once planted, persisted in her that history was repeating itself while Tasia pulled at the handle frantically, the door resisting her efforts. Then abruptly, the link to the past was severed. That day, the Alpha had stared at her efforts to flee with a blind look on his face, his own shock and stupor rendering him oblivious to her struggles. But today, he came forward to gently peel her hands away from their deathly grip on the handle. 
 
    “Allow me.” There was a husky undertone to the usual deep tones. 
 
    Tasia stood rigid, her eyes on the handle as a long-fingered hand reached for the door to pull it open easily. She could sense his eyes on her but Tasia did not look at him. 
 
    “Good night” he said softly as she slipped through the door. 
 
    Tasia fled from him, barely registering the salutations from the Shifters in the Pack Room, not stopping till she was back in the relative safety of her room. 
 
    Duncan, witness to Tasia’s precipitous departure, turned to scrutinize his protégé. Something in the Alpha’s expression must have satisfied Duncan for he turned his attention back to his companions. All was well, Duncan mused with relief. He’d been afraid that the repercussions from the night in the cage would haunt Raoul for a long time. But what he’d glimpsed on his face calmed Duncan’s fears. Whatever had happened between Tasia and Raoul in the cage was on its way to being resolved between them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    A Guardian is hunted 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jason LaRue strode in, his eyes searching the Pack Room. At the sight of a familiar tall figure in conversation with Duncan, his rather serious expression lightened. The Alpha turned to greet him as the Guardian strode up to them. 
 
    The easy-going Wizard wore an unusually sober expression. The chocolate brown eyes searched Raoul’s face before a smile broke through, one that held both pleasure and relief. “It’s good to see you, Merceau.”  
 
    Raoul contemplated the Wizard before him. He could still remember the first time he’d met Jason and Sienna. Jason had been deputed by the First Wizard to liaise with the Pack on the Lady Bethesda investigation. Raoul had kept Jason at arm’s length, not trusting the Guardian an inch. Now, as he studied the unaffected pleasure on Jason’s face, Raoul realized how much he’d come to like him, despite the odds.  
 
    “Likewise, LaRue.” The quiet words were heartfelt.    
 
    Jason’s eyes flickered to Duncan, before returning to the Alpha. “I have some information you should hear.” 
 
    “My room” Raoul said laconically. 
 
    Once in the Alpha’s Room, Jason declared precipitously “It was Anderson.”  
 
    “We know” the Alpha acknowledged quietly. 
 
    “His men had help from a local Wizard” Duncan explained. “The local Wizard confessed to David Hamilton. He was told that they were here on GCW orders to gather evidence against Raoul.” 
 
    “What!” The exclamation escaped Jason before he could stop it. 
 
    “Anderson had this local Wizard convinced that the Pack had framed him for the San Francisco muggings. The Wizard believed he was helping the GCW right an injustice against a Guardian.”   
 
    Jason stared at the two Shifters, stunned by the news. The San Diego investigation, independent from the Shifters’ efforts, had not uncovered this detail, though both investigations seemed to have independently reached the same conclusion: Guardian Ted Anderson. 
 
    “Anderson spun a complicated web, tangling others to do his dirty work, Duncan” Jason murmured incredulously. “He seems to have wrung every ounce of his position, power and influence for his own ends.”  
 
    Jason shook his head, a renewed sense of despair assailing him at what had become of the august organization he’d once joined with such pride. “This will shake the GCW — I don’t know how the Guardians live this down!” 
 
    “The Wizard gave David the name of Anderson’s aide he dealt with” Raoul said. “David can’t get to the aide, but perhaps you can.” 
 
    Jason nodded his head vigorously. “You bet I can.”  
 
    “Will you, LaRue?” Raoul asked. “We must build a strong case against Anderson, before I go after him.” 
 
    “Of course, I will” Jason said grimly. “The First Wizard has a good team on this, Merceau. Give me the name and I’ll have them look at him. Once the aide ties Anderson to this, we’ll have a solid case against him.” 
 
    The two Shifters said nothing, their faces blank.  
 
    “The First Wizard has assembled a very competent team” Jason assured them. 
 
    Duncan glanced at the Alpha. 
 
    “You trust them, Jason?” the Alpha asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The aide’s name is Willard Trent.” 
 
    Jason pulled out his cell to send a short message. “The First Wizard is taking this very seriously. She’s put her trusted Guardians on it. There are a few, very few now, who still follow her. They uncovered something else you might find very interesting.” 
 
    The Alpha looked inquiring.  
 
    “Ted Anderson entertained a visitor at his home last week. One who raised my eyebrows immediately — Rafaelo Bianchi.” 
 
    Duncan’s expression’s hardened. “So, Bianchi is involved in this too.” 
 
    “Sure looks like it. When we have Anderson in custody, let’s ask him. He’ll give up Bianchi without a second thought.” 
 
    “We?” Raoul arched an eyebrow.  
 
    “I’m with you, Merceau. Did you doubt it?” Jason was blunt. 
 
    Raoul contemplated the Guardian. “No.” He shook his head. He hadn’t. “Have you told the First Wizard?” he asked. 
 
    “She knows” Jason said shortly. “Truth to tell, I feel more at home here than the shambles and dysfunction that is San Diego. I’m beginning to fear that a Wizard civil war is now imminent. It’s a matter of when, not if anymore.” 
 
    “Perhaps, wiser heads will prevail before that happens, Jason.” Duncan was not surprised by Jason’s pessimism. Everything coming out of San Diego indicated chaos and in-fighting. David Hamilton had admitted bluntly to them that his Wizards were on their own. The GCW was too distracted to look after the welfare of any Wizards. 
 
    “Perhaps, Duncan” Jason sighed. “But I hold out little hope.” 
 
    “Is Sienna still in San Diego?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    “No, she insisted we head to San Francisco when I told her about the attack. She’s in Tasia’s room.” 
 
    “How’s Tasia?” he asked Duncan.  
 
    Just as Hawk’s penchant for Tasia was clear to anyone who frequented the Lair, Duncan’s shepherding of the young Wizard had also not gone unnoticed. The English Were-Alpha kept a very close eye on Tasia, treating her much like he treated his Shifters. 
 
    To Jason’s surprise, Duncan glanced at the Alpha.  
 
    “She’s recovering.” Raoul paused. “It’ll take time to get over this.” 
 
    Jason nodded gravely. Sienna and he were still in the grip of shock. As for the First Wizard, Jason had never seen her like this, despite her tumultuous tenure in San Diego. “And, you?” he asked soberly. 
 
    “Recovering.” Raoul’s lips quirked as he repeated his answer, only to be met with a slow to come but answering smile from the Guardian. 
 
    “When Duncan told me, I couldn’t believe it” Jason said somberly. “I wondered how a Chosen could do this — exploit a Wyr’s weakness in this manner. Then, the evidence pointed to Anderson. Not just any Chosen but a Wizard, a fellow Guardian.” He sighed heavily. “The GCW must take some of the blame for this, Merceau. Anderson should have been punished for what he did in San Francisco. Instead, they took the easy way out. It was easier to believe his lies and manipulations, despite the evidence against him.” 
 
    “Why do you think the GCW let Anderson go, Jason?” Duncan was curious. This was more than Guardians closing ranks, he suspected. Anderson had targeted Wizards, the very same Chosen the GCW was sworn to defend. 
 
    “A segment of the GCW is resentful of the Pack’s co-operation with Lady Esmeralda. They let the resentment sway their better judgement. Most Guardians know there’s some kernel of truth to what Anderson was accused of. Plus, from what I hear, the local Wizards provided strong evidence to back up the accusations against him. But by then, rumors were rife that Raoul Merceau’s Pack, at the request of Faoladh, had done some work for the First Wizard.” 
 
    “The Vault” Raoul prompted.  
 
    “Yes. So, when Anderson threw wild accusations against you and your Shifters, the GCW’s resentment of the First Wizard and you, for co-operating with her, got the better of them. 
 
    “The First Wizard too feels a measure of guilt for not pushing harder for Anderson to be punished” Jason admitted to the two Shifters. Lady Esmeralda had been candid about her regret with him. 
 
    Raoul studied the Guardian’s candid expression. “I hope that’s true, LaRue, because this time I won’t leave Anderson’s punishment up to the Guardians or the First Wizard.” 
 
    Jason didn’t look surprised by the Alpha’s words. He had been expecting this. 
 
    “If Anderson is to pay, and I strongly believe he should, then it is up to the Pack.” Jason was blunt. “Much as the First Wizard desires to bring him to book, as it stands now, she can’t even castigate him. The GCW will close ranks around him if the First Wizard goes after him. And once they realize who accuses him, they’ll draw a line in the sand, Merceau.” 
 
    “What about the witchling, LaRue?” Raoul asked grimly. “I can take care of myself; I don’t need the GCW to play judge. But what about the horrible fate he condemned her to?” 
 
    Jason closed his eyes at the look on the Shifter’s face. Sometimes, he wondered how he could face Tasia after what a fellow Guardian had done to her.  
 
    “Tasia …” Jason stopped, grappling for words. “I know what he did, Merceau.” 
 
    “Doesn’t she deserve justice from her people?” Raoul asked softly. 
 
    “She does, Merceau, she does. It makes me both furious and sad that we cannot give it to her. Sadly, the GCW is incapable of it. It’s tearing itself apart — there’s no will or appetite to punish one of their own.” 
 
    “The First Wizard’s team will build a case against Anderson” Jason said heavily. “And once that is done, she will not stand in your way, but her authority and influence over the Guardians is limited. I’ll stand by your side, Merceau. And so will Sienna. She’s hell-bent on sending a message to the Guardians.” 
 
    Raoul, who had not expected the GCW to give a Guardian up easily, was nevertheless taken aback by Jason’s determination to publicly stand with him. Duncan, equally astonished, looked at the Alpha. They’d been confident of Jason’s assistance in building a case against Anderson, but had never expected him to take a stand against the GCW. He was a Guardian, after all. 
 
    “You’ve done enough, LaRue” Raoul said gently. “I don’t expect you to go against the GCW so publicly.”  
 
    Sienna was different, Raoul knew. She wasn’t part of Wizard officialdom, and her relationship with the First Wizard would ensure that no eyebrows were raised by her decision. It would also ensure no recriminations. 
 
    “Be that as it may, Merceau” Jason countered firmly. “I will be standing with you when you go for Anderson.” 
 
    There was silence as the two men faced each other. 
 
    “This will jeopardize your career, Jason.” Raoul used the Guardian’s name for the first time.  
 
    “It might” Jason admitted. He’d had plenty of time to reflect on this. “It’s not as much of a sacrifice as you believe, though.” He tried to make light of it. “When I’m done with my work on the investigation, there might not be a GCW to return to. Or at least, not one I recognize.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes widened. The GCW as an institution had survived for centuries, through wars, internal squabbles, massive corruption, and even the advent of the First Wizard. 
 
    “That bad, LaRue?” Raoul inquired. 
 
    “It’s bad.”  
 
    “David, DiZeyla, Atsá and even Duncan think I should go public with this” the Alpha remarked. 
 
    It was Jason’s turn to be surprised. Shifters had always been secretive, paranoid about keeping their business away from other Chosen. And what he knew of Raoul Merceau made it more likely for this particular Alpha to clamp down even harder on his Pack, than to open up for public review and comments. 
 
    “David is adamant that history will repeat itself unless we go public with what Anderson attempted” Duncan explained.  
 
    “He’s right” Jason agreed after a pause. “If Chosen are told the truth, they’ll line up with the Pack to demand justice. The GCW will find it harder to defend Anderson.” 
 
    He turned to Raoul. “They’ll still resist giving up Anderson to you, Merceau. But they won’t be able to paint themselves as the good guys victimized by a big bad Alpha and his Pack.” 
 
    The Alpha remained silent, and eventually Jason inquired “Are you going public, Merceau?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it. So is the witchling. She was as much the intended victim as me, probably more so.” 
 
    This seemed to have one silver lining, Jason mused. Their ordeal together might finally put to rest the rampant rumors of discord between the Alpha and Tasia. When Sienna’s alarm at Pack gossip had given him the first hint of trouble, Jason had guessed immediately that it was a question of inexperience — Tasia’s with Shifters and Merceau’s with someone like her. Sienna would be glad to know that the distance between the Wizard and the Alpha who’d brought her into his Pack seemed to be lessening. 
 
    “I do have one piece of good news for you, Merceau.” With what had happened, it had slipped Jason’s mind.  
 
    The Alpha arched his brow. 
 
    “I can confirm that the official record of The Prophecy does include the seer’s interpretation.” 
 
    As both the Alpha and Duncan’s eyes flashed to him, he continued. “It’s about a page, so my guess is the Oracle was short on time. But it’s in there. He took the time to put it on record, so he must’ve deemed it important.” 
 
    “As we suspected, it was not a coincidence that he foretold it when he did” Duncan remarked. Anticipation stirred in him. They were one step closer to unravelling the past. 
 
    “What does it say?” Raoul asked. 
 
    Jason looked apologetic. “Sorry, dude. This is all I could confirm. Had to call in a bunch of favors to get it.”  
 
    Raoul cursed. 
 
    “Now that we know it’s there, I’ll keep at it” Jason said. “But going after Anderson will further complicate any chance of access.” 
 
    “Let’s get Anderson, Raoul. Then, we work on getting access” Duncan said into the silence, laying out the priorities in his prosaic way. 
 
    When the Alpha emerged into the Pack Room, Tasia was huddled with Sienna and Hawk. This morning, Tasia had been warmed by a heartfelt hug from Sienna. She had entered like a whirlwind, her anxious eyes searching Tasia’s face. Unable to ask any of the questions troubling her without the privacy of the Pack Room, Sienna had hugged the other Wizard with silent relief. 
 
    As the Alpha emerged from his private room, Sienna’s eyes flashed to him. He looked his usual reserved and inscrutable self, as if the ordeal had taken no toll on him. Sienna stood up, walking over to him. To the astonishment of the Shifters in the Pack Room, she threw her arms around the Alpha to give him a hug. Raoul, surprised as hell, stood rigid in her embrace at first. Then, he relaxed, to pat her shoulder before gently freeing himself. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Sienna.” 
 
    “You are well?” she asked, her face troubled. 
 
    “I am, Sienna. I hope your aunt is well, too?” 
 
    “She’s fine, but alarmed by what happened to Tasia and you.” 
 
    The gold eyes hardened into chips, the first sign that the assault had changed things. “She’s right to be alarmed.” 
 
    “Jason says it’s a Guardian who did this.” Sienna was uncaring that the door to the Pack Room stood open. This was Raoul Merceau’s Pack. Loose lips would not be tolerated. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You mean to bring him to justice?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Good” she said simply, walking back to where Tasia and Hawk were watching them, much like the others in the Pack Room. 
 
    Raoul turned to Tasia. “I have something for you” he said, gesturing at the Alpha’s Room.  
 
    Tasia excused herself to follow him into the Alpha’s Room. Inside, Duncan and Jason were engaged in discussion. Jason came forward immediately to inquire after her. The Alpha busied himself at his desk, plugging in a USB stick into the laptop he had open.  
 
    When Tasia glanced at him, he invited her over. The desk was enormous and the chair too tall for her. He helped adjust it before holding out a set of wireless Bose headphones. 
 
    “Footage from the cage” he said briefly, pointing at the screen. “The headphones have noise cancellation.” 
 
    On the screen, a video application seemed primed to start. The headphones, like everything else of his, were too big for her, and required adjustment before she was ready. He waited patiently until she gave him a nod.  
 
    Tasia started the video stream and he moved away. There was about forty-five minutes of footage, starting a few minutes before Tasia regained consciousness in the cage. Though the room had been dimly lit, the video stream itself was clear, in high resolution, and of good quality. Tasia watched, the images taking her back to the night. She could almost taste her terror and the volatile combination of fear, confusion, shock and paralysis in the initial moments of waking up. Engrossed, Tasia missed the new arrivals — first, Atsá and Maartje, walking in to join the discussion in progress, and later Roman Durovic, arrived post haste to confer with the Alpha. 
 
    Roman, alerted by something in the Alpha’s voice during their last call, had made good time. He found an unusually somber Lair with palpable tension in the air. A grave Sienna greeted him in the Pack Room and Luis Beltran ushered him post haste into the Alpha’s Room. The room was unusually full. At the far end, by the couches, he noted Jason, Atsá, Duncan, Maartje and the Alpha. To his surprise, Tasia was seated in the Alpha’s chair, headphones on, her rapt attention on the laptop before her. 
 
    Raoul came forward to greet him. 
 
    “I come bearing news, Merceau.” Roman’s eyes wandered over the unusually sober crowd in the room. “But I suspect that your news is more important.” 
 
    Luis moved away to join the others while the Alpha gave Roman Durovic a rundown of the sequence of events from a dark night in San Francisco. In a clinical retelling, Raoul gave him the facts they knew so far. Roman went silent, speechless and stupefied by what he was being told. This was not what he’d expected when hotfooting it back to San Francisco. His eyes wandered absently to the Wizard engrossed with the laptop. 
 
    “It’s the footage Duncan recovered” the Alpha explained, his voice expressionless. 
 
    “My God, Merceau, I had no idea!” the Ancient said blindly.  
 
    This was horrible, a cruel and inhumane assault. Who would do this, and to such a powerful Alpha? It made absolutely no sense. Raoul Merceau was not your average Shifter. With the assault, the perpetrators had invited a civil war with the Shifters, not just Merceau’s Pack but every Wyr out there. No Wyr would remain silent at this atrocity. 
 
    “Do you know who did it?” he asked numbly. Who would be stupid enough to start a war with the Wyrs, he wondered. “Is it Lady Bethesda?”  
 
    Was she crazy enough to take the fight to the Wyrs? Taking out the Alpha, or even discrediting him before other Chosen, would stymie the investigation that had made huge strides in unravelling her past. 
 
    “Not directly, no, though we’ve reason to believe that Bianchi helped hatch it. The one to give the orders was a Guardian.” 
 
    “Guardian” Roman muttered. What was going on with the GCW, he wondered. For all the talk of dysfunction and the breaking down of the relationship between the two centers of Wizard power, Roman had not expected a Guardian to attempt something this reckless. This was a disaster of epic proportions for the Wizards. The Wyrs would not forgive this, and rightly so. Regardless of how it ultimately went down, any war between the Wizards and Wyrs would engulf all Chosen, including the First Ones.  
 
    Roman girded himself. He sensed that they stood close to the edge of a precipice. He would lead the Setik in the Americas one day, he reminded himself. It was time to step up and guide the warring parties carefully away from the precipice. After he’d accomplished that, he was determined to shock some sense into the Guardians.  
 
    “Why come after you, Merceau?” he asked. 
 
    Clearly, this been directed at the Wyr, though the second victim arguably faced a more horrendous fate. Roman knew that Bianchi would love to have the Alpha out of his way. It would allow the Vampire to get to Sienna. So, Bianchi’s motives didn’t puzzle him, but the unnamed Guardian’s did. 
 
    “Revenge” Raoul said grimly. “I humiliated him publicly and he wants payback.” 
 
    “Payback” Roman whispered, appalled anew by the way the Wizard had gone about his revenge.  
 
    For the first time, Roman could appreciate why generations of Wyrs had caviled and continued to do so about their treatment at the hands of Wizards. How could exposing a Shifter to silver with the singular goal of causing him to savage a fellow prisoner be considered payback in any civilized society? 
 
    His eyes wandered to Jason LaRue, deep in conversation with the Shifters. Given what he knew, Sienna and Jason’s presence at the Lair was very significant. 
 
    “LaRue is helping us build an airtight case against the Guardian.” The Alpha had not missed Durovic’s glance at Jason. “The Guardian also had some local Wizard assistance. David Hamilton is helping us unravel that.” 
 
    “So, the First Wizard knows?” Durovic muttered thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does she have the power to bring this Guardian to justice?” 
 
    “No.” Raoul shook his head. “I don’t intend to leave it to the Wizards this time. They had their chance, and they chose to let him go. 
 
    Roman couldn’t disagree with the Alpha. The GCW and the First Wizard should have punished the Guardian then. Now, the enraged Shifters would give no inch. 
 
    “What will you do?” he asked.  
 
    “Once we have proof, Anderson will pay, even if I have to fight the GCW.” 
 
    There was going to be war, as he had suspected, Roman realized. But not one where the Wizards would be united. Jason LaRue and David Hamilton, two prominent Wizards at the federal and local level, already seemed to be on the Alpha’s side. 
 
    “David and DiZeyla have asked to be included in the delegation to San Diego” the Alpha told him. “They believe their presence will prevent it from degenerating into a turf battle between Wizards and Shifters.”   
 
    Good, Roman mused. He had allies. This was about justice and preventing a Chosen civil war, not about a turf battle between factions.  
 
    “For what it’s worth, Merceau, it’s not a bad idea to involve the larger Chosen community in the quest for justice. Others will stand by your side — they’ll feel the same shock and revulsion I do when they hear about this. 
 
    “And, if you engage the Wizards on your own, it might destabilize them even more” Roman warned.  
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about destabilizing the Wizards.” Raoul’s voice was grim. 
 
    “I get it, Merceau, but I know you give a fuck about the Chosen. Any fight between Shifters and Wizards will spill over into the larger community, sooner than later. You know that.”  
 
    Raoul sighed silently, knowing that Durovic had a point. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to let the Guardian go free to keep the peace, Merceau” Durovic reiterated. “But at least, let’s make sure your fight with the Guardian doesn’t engulf all Chosen.”  
 
    Raoul nodded. It seemed to satisfy Roman. 
 
    “You’re headed to San Diego once you have the evidence, right?” the Ancient asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’d like to join you, too. It’s time the GCW is told unequivocally that if they don’t start cleaning up their shit, others will step in to do so. I didn’t realize things were this bad in San Diego. A GCW implosion has consequences for us all.”  
 
    Roman paused as a thought struck him. “TorElnor needs to know. He’s heard the rumors of trouble in San Diego, but not the extent. May I share this with him?” 
 
    Raoul hesitated. He hadn’t made the decision to go public yet, and he didn’t want to involve TorElnor if he decided ultimately to tackle this in-house. 
 
    “If the GCW proves recalcitrant, a show of support will not go amiss, Merceau” Roman reminded him. “An array of influential First Ones on your side might make some Guardians think twice about defending their comrade. Think of this as a strategy inspired by what you did so successfully by teaming up with DiZeyla and David when his daughter was taken by the Blutsaugers.” The last was added with a persuasive smile. 
 
    Raoul’s lips quirked. “Why would I object to you learning from the best, Durovic?” The expression in the gold eyes belayed the arrogant statement. 
 
    “I’ll ask TorElnor to keep this quiet” Roman persisted. 
 
    Raoul gave in. “I haven’t made the decision to go public” he reminded the Ancient. “And Faoladh hasn’t been told yet.” 
 
    “Understood” Roman acknowledged, as Jason came forward. 
 
    “Willard Trent is now in the custody of the First Wizard’s team” the Wizard informed them. “And my sources tell me that Anderson has barricaded himself in Wizard Headquarters.”  
 
    “He knows about Trent?” Raoul asked. 
 
    “That’s my guess. He’s battening down the hatches.” 
 
    “Good. It suggests that Trent can tie him to this.”  
 
    Before he could say more, Raoul’s cell pinged. He shot the two men with him a glance before accepting the call. 
 
    “Faoladh” he greeted the foremost Alpha of them all. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Raoul?” 
 
    Raoul sighed. He had just run out of time. He’d known that Faoladh would get a whiff soon enough. His Shifters had been all over the city, chasing down leads furiously, and Faoladh ran an excellent network of spies all over the world, who kept him fed with a steady diet of information. 
 
    “What have you heard, Faoladh?” he asked, playing for time. 
 
    “Not much” Faoladh remarked, a tad amused. “It’s all over town that your Shifters were running amuck in San Francisco this weekend, and that it might have something to do with you and Wizards. Now, I’m not a man to believe all I hear, but given the tight ship you run, Raoul, I thought I’d check with you.” 
 
    “You’ve pre-empted me by a couple of hours.”  
 
    There was a short silence as Faoladh digested the news.  
 
    “Is it bad, Raoul?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes, it’s bad.”  
 
    “When I do find out?” Faoladh’s voice was sober. 
 
    “A couple of hours. There’s something I need to check on first, Faoladh.” 
 
    “All right. Watch your step, Raoul” Faoladh signed off. 
 
    Raoul turned to the others who had been listening in on his conversation. Only Tasia ignored them, still engrossed by the laptop. She wasn’t done yet. He turned to the Ancient. 
 
    “You have news for me, Durovic?” 
 
    Roman smiled, an air of suppressed excitement about him. “You asked me to look into artifacts in First Ones custody. To see if anything went missing twenty-four years ago.” 
 
    “Yes, anything that Lady Bethesda could use to escape the Chicago explosion.” 
 
    “I have the very thing.” 
 
    “What?” Jason inquired, his interest piqued, like the others. The answer would help them solve another critical piece of the overall Lady Bethesda puzzle. 
 
    “It’s not a what. It’s a who” Roman said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Duncan looked curious. 
 
    “Does the name ElDarZin ring a bell?” Roman glanced around the room. The others looked blank, even Atsá and Duncan.  
 
    “A First One?” Duncan inquired perceptively. 
 
    Roman nodded. “With an unusual power — the ability to bottle his magic.” 
 
    “Like Sinotar’s Scepter?” Jason prompted. 
 
    “Not quite. The Scepter allows a Chosen to store his magic, but the stored magic is inherently inactive. ElDarZin’s bottled magic was live.” 
 
    “The bottled magic could be deployed, as is?” Duncan’s voice was thoughtful.  
 
    “Yes, by someone who knows how to work magic, of course. Think of his bottled magic as the equivalent of a powerful artifact.” 
 
    “You think Lady Bethesda used ElDarZin’s bottled magic to escape the explosion?” the Alpha asked. 
 
     “It would provide an alternative to her depleted power. She could use it to build herself a magic armor, or something else to protect herself against the explosion.”  
 
    “She’d need a lot of bottled magic to build any kind of defense against that explosion” Atsá reminded them. 
 
    “ElDarZin was powerful. He had a lot of power in him.” 
 
    Roman paused. “Whether he’d agree to give it to her is another matter altogether.” 
 
    “And why?” Duncan chimed in. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you narrow on him, Durovic?” the Alpha asked. From an artifact to a Magick was quite a leap. 
 
    Roman pursed his lips. “Over the years, there have been rumors of ElDarZin working on an artifact to enable a Chosen to bottle his powers live. The old rumors are what made me take a look at him.” 
 
    “The Holy Grail?” Atsá murmured knowledgeably. 
 
    “Yes” Roman admitted. “You’ve heard of it, Atsá?” 
 
    “The whispers have been in the air for centuries, Roman. But the Navajo assumed it was a myth.”  
 
    “I’ve found nothing to suggest that it isn’t a myth” Roman agreed easily. He glanced around him. Duncan looked thoughtful, but the others seemed all at sea. 
 
    “The First Ones have long believed in a powerful artifact, left behind by the Forebearers, the ones who created us” Roman explained. “Many, like Atsá, think it is a myth. But some believe that it is real and was hidden by our ancestors to keep it safe for a rainy day.” 
 
    “Rainy day?” Jason looked puzzled. 
 
    “If the day ever comes when the Chosen are in danger of dying out, of becoming extinct as a species.” It was Duncan who answered Jason’s query. 
 
    Raoul frowned. Any artifact capable of propagating or creating Magick bloodlines was a deadly weapon that would wreak havoc in the wrong hands. If it did exist, no wonder their Chosen ancestors had buried it where no one could find it. A Chosen’s powers came from his blood — he was born a Magick, his powers derived from his heritage. Nothing they knew of could gift new powers to create Magicks. Only once in their history had new Magicks been created. It had led to much soul-searching and many changes. The Clan had been created thus, the result of an experiment by a feckless Chosen. Unlike other Chosen, the Vampires possessed the ability to create disciples to join the Clan — another reason why many Chosen considered them an abomination, and not brethren. But even this deviation in the Vampires’ ability had been mitigated by nature. Or perhaps, mitigated by their Chosen forebearers in their far-seeing wisdom, Raoul mused. A Vampire’s singular power was the ability to be hard to kill, his other magic insignificant when compared to fellow Magicks. And, immortality was not a significant power, by Chosen standards. Most Magicks lived long lifetimes. 
 
    “How would such an artifact propagate Chosen?” he asked. 
 
    “A Chosen is born with his powers. Throughout his lifetime, his magic ebbs and flows as he uses it and it regenerates. When we use our powers, we compensate for it by rebuilding that which has been used. But our blood merely tops up the reserves. It cannot give us more or new powers. The threshold of our magic, if you will, is determined at birth.” 
 
    Roman continued his explanation. “Imagine if a Chosen could bottle his magic. Over time, he’d regenerate and restore his powers. But with live bottled magic, he now has double the magic to play with. Or close enough to double, when you take into account that no one can completely drain their magic” Roman amended. “But you get my meaning.” 
 
    “Yes” Raoul murmured thoughtfully. “And if whatever allows you to bottle live magic has no threshold, you could keep bottling it again and again, as your blood tops up your powers, to end up with exponential amounts of magic to exploit.” 
 
    “Exactly. It would create dangerous Chosen, anomalies that disturb the equilibrium of carefully constructed Chosen fabric. Theoretically, such a Chosen would be unstoppable, even by his peers banding together to stop him.” 
 
    The Supreme Edict was enforced by a Chosen’s peers. If a Chosen could not be stopped by the combined powers of his peers, there would be no way to enforce it. And that would set the Chosen on a dangerous path. 
 
    “Isn’t that what Lady Bethesda has effectively done with the Scepter?” Luis asked. “If she succeeds in incorporating her magic back, she’ll double her powers, assuming they’ve regenerated in the quarter century since she depleted it.”  
 
    “No, Luis.” Atsá shook his head. “Like Roman explained, her stored magic is not live. Since it is inactive, it cannot be used. It becomes live only when restored to the Chosen it originally came from. When Lady Bethesda restores it, her body will cap her magic. She remains as powerful as she ever was, but she gains nothing else.” 
 
    “Precisely, Atsá” Roman seconded him. “The Holy Grail is purported to create live bottled magic, much like ElDarZin’s ability. Theoretically, this bottled magic can be called upon by any Chosen, as if it were his own power.”  
 
    “Would that not make ElDarZin dangerous, much like the Holy Grail?”  
 
    “He was tested by the Elders when he first came into his powers. ElDarZin’s ability, unlike the mythical Holy Grail, is not unlimited. He could bottle a mere fraction of his magic, and only when he was at full power himself. So, theoretically, he might be able to build up a huge stockpile of power, but it would take him thousands of years to do so.” 
 
    “But he certainly had the power to bottle enough to help Lady B walk away from Chicago” Roman reiterated. 
 
    “What about the artifact he was building?” Atsá asked. 
 
    Roman smiled. “Throughout our history, many First Ones have hunted for the Holy Grail or worked to replicate it, Atsá. The Elders keep their ears to the ground. Whenever anyone comes close, they step in to handle it. The First Ones will never allow the Holy Grail or anything with even a tenth of its power to fall into Chosen hands.” He sobered. “The Blutsaugers are our shame, in more ways than one. Whether you consider them an abomination or not, the First Ones will never allow another anomaly to rise. When word got around that ElDarZin was working on this, it was taken very seriously. His ability to bottle magic makes him especially dangerous.”   
 
    “The First Ones stopped him?” the Alpha asked. 
 
    Roman shook his head. “They looked into his work. TorElnor tells me that while ElDarZin made no bones about his interest in the artifact, the Elders came to the conclusion that it was beyond his ability.”  
 
    Duncan looked surprised. “They let him continue unchecked?”  
 
    Roman looked grave. “The First Ones consider themselves to be the gatekeepers of the Chosen. We take our duties very seriously. But the Elders have faith in the Forebearers. The wise beings who gifted us with magic would never allow their descendants such power. After all, they were smart enough to hide the Holy Grail, if it exists, in the first place, so why leave a backdoor open for someone to create another?” 
 
    “Yet they allowed the leeches to take their place as Chosen, Durovic” Raoul countered. “And continue to let them create more Clan.” 
 
    “The Blutsaugers are watched carefully, Merceau” Roman said soberly. “The Elders will step in if they get out of line. So far, the Clan has not crossed the line. They follow the Supreme Edict and all other implicit rules, like other Chosen.”  
 
    As the others remained silent, Roman reiterated “They’re a constant reminder of what happens when the First Ones take their eyes off the ball. The Elders will not make the same mistake again.” 
 
    The Alpha said nothing. Roman was right; the leeches had not been any more egregious than other Chosen, irrespective of how they had been given life. 
 
     “In other words, the First Ones don’t believe the Holy Grail can be replicated.” Duncan directed them back to the matter at hand. 
 
    “No, they don’t” Roman said confidently. “But for the point of this discussion, Lady Bethesda didn’t need anything that powerful. ElDarZin’s bottled magic would be sufficient, if she could get him to give her some.” 
 
     “Where’s ElDarZin now?” Raoul asked. 
 
    “That’s where things get interesting. He disappeared in his thirties, a little over twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    Jason’s face flushed with excitement. “Around the same time as Lady Bethesda’s first disappearance, right after the Wizards overlooked her for First Wizard.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As the room seemed to gear up with palpable excitement, Roman dropped the last bit in. “There’s something else. There were strong rumors at the time that he’d gone to work for the Clan. It’s unusual for First Ones to associate with Blutsaugers, so it was remarked upon.”  
 
    Raoul’s eyes zeroed in on the Ancient. 
 
    “Tell me he went to work for the Lombardis, Durovic.” 
 
    Roman smiled. “That was the rumor, anyway. He’s not been heard from in years.”  
 
    “This is what we’ve been waiting for, Merceau.” Jason suppressed his rising excitement. “A crucial piece of the puzzle.” 
 
    “Yes” Raoul agreed. “Thank you, Durovic.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But remember, the Clan is just rumor.  Don’t take it as gospel.” 
 
    “How do we confirm it?” Luis quipped. The Clan did not play well with outsiders.  
 
    “I know someone who can” Raoul remarked. 
 
    While the others looked mystified, it was Duncan who gave voice to Raoul’s intentions. “Mistress Franciszka?”  
 
    “The Blutsauger Mistress?” Roman exclaimed.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will she do this for us, Alpha?” Maartje was clearly skeptical. 
 
    “She will, for me” he said confidently. 
 
    Jason laughed. “I believe you, dude. I’ve no idea how you got her to give up the address of the warehouse before.”  
 
    Roman looked curious. “How do you plan to do it, Merceau?” he asked. 
 
    “The leech emissary” Duncan murmured, realizing how Raoul meant to bribe her. 
 
    “Yes” the Alpha acknowledged. “I’ll make Franciszka an offer she can’t refuse. If she comes through, she gets to stand with David and DiZeyla when we go after Anderson. We know she wants this, since her emissary already made Duncan the offer.” 
 
    Duncan smiled. It was a very smart move. And, it would kill two birds with one stone. 
 
    “Were you always planning on inviting the Vampire Mistress to the party?” Roman asked. 
 
    The Alpha nodded. “DiZeyla suggested Franciszka’s presence would signal that Chosen in San Francisco are united on this. I agree, but if I know Franciszka, she’ll demand concessions from me if I put it to her as a request. This way, I get to make Franciszka work for the honor of standing with me.” 
 
    “That’s diabolic, Merceau.” Roman’s tone was marked by awe. “And I like it.” 
 
    “The Alpha rarely allows himself to get outflanked” Atsá remarked gravely. “That’s why he’s so successful.” 
 
    “As usual, Atsá is right. But this time, you’ve outdone yourself, Merceau.” Jason shook his head in admiration. 
 
    Tasia took the headphones off as the footage drew to a close. She glanced at the group huddled at the far end of the room. One man, sensing her gaze, shot her a gold-eyed glance.  
 
    “Gentlemen and Maartje, feel free to use the room. The witchling and I must talk, before I return Faoladh’s call.” 
 
    He strode over to hold the door open for Tasia. “Get your coat and meet me downstairs in ten minutes. We need to talk.” 
 
    Tasia nodded. They certainly did. 
 
    “Your car, Duncan?” the Alpha directed at his friend. His bullet-riddled Audi was out of commission. 
 
    Duncan reached for his keys to throw them at the Alpha, who caught them neatly.  
 
    “I’ll be back in an hour” he said to Duncan, before exiting the room.  
 
    He strode down the stairs to one of the rooms to knock smartly. When Tasia opened the door, he inquired if she was ready. They walked down the stairs together. The reception area on the first floor bustled with activity. The offices for various Pack-run businesses occupied this floor. The Pack was registered as a conglomerate in San Francisco — this is where most of its wealth came from. The Alpha stopped by the booth at the gates that doubled as the security cubicle at night. 
 
    “My car …” he started, only to be interrupted by one of the Shifters. 
 
    “It’s headed to the garage this evening, Alpha. Joaquim put it on the work list.”  
 
    For once, Tasia noted, her presence with the Alpha didn’t elicit a second glance. Her ordeal seemed to have exempted her from the usual Shifter gossip mill. It wouldn’t last, she knew, but for now, there would be no speculation. 
 
    “Where’re we going?” Tasia inquired as he ushered her into Duncan’s SUV. 
 
    “There’s a coffee shop nearby.” He slipped into the driver’s seat.  
 
    They drove for about fifteen minutes in silence, Tasia lost in her thoughts.  
 
    The coffee shop was nearly empty, it now being the magic hour between breakfast and lunch.  
 
    “Walk?” he suggested. “I want to stretch my legs.” 
 
    Tasia acquiesced. She’d been feeling cooped up herself. A weekend locked in at the Alpha’s condo, while a battery of Shifters stood guard outside, had not helped her flashes of claustrophobia since the cage.  
 
    They ordered coffees before making their way out. It was a cold, crisp and clear day in San Francisco. Tasia had dressed warmly. They were on one of the side streets on the other side of Embarcadero, away from the bay. Here, it was mainly commercial spaces, with updated brick and glass offices to provide a modern touch amidst the older buildings. It was also uncrowded, the tourists preferring to walk by the scenic bay. 
 
    “A portion of the footage will be released” he opened. “If you agree.” 
 
    Tasia glanced at him. “Is that all the footage?”  
 
    This had been puzzling her. For one, the kiss was missing. It relieved her immeasurably. Releasing that to the public was not something she looked forward to. 
 
    “No.” The gold eyes flashed to her. “There’s more — you’re welcome to see all of it. But this is the bit we’ll allow in the public realm.” 
 
    The footage had stopped where the Alpha had first recognized her. She studied him carefully. The gold eyes were back to their opaque depths, revealing no hint of the emotions under the mask. Yet, memories of the wild eyes as he teetered on the fine edge between human and beast continued to haunt Tasia.  
 
    Will he ever agree to let others glimpse such a private struggle? 
 
    “We will both have a say on how public we go” he remarked. “That includes the camera footage. If either of us decides against it, the Pack will go after Anderson on its own.” 
 
    “Can you bring him to justice on your own?” Tasia was skeptical. This Pack and its Alpha packed a punch. They might succeed in punishing a Guardian, but not without serious consequences for everyone. 
 
    “Yes, I can.” The gold eyes held hers as he stopped on the sidewalk to face her. “The Pack will make enemies of the Wizards, but that is nothing new. The Wizards have never liked us Wyrs. Don’t base your decision on this. Whatever you decide, I will make Anderson pay.” There was confidence and an underlying implacability in his voice that Tasia believed.  
 
    They walked for a few minutes, Tasia’s mind roiling.  
 
    “I’m fine with whatever helps bring the Guardian to justice” she said. Without endangering all Chosen, she added silently.  
 
    Sensing her ambivalence, he took the bull by its horns. “Why the hesitation?” 
 
    Tasia sighed. Tiptoeing around was not going to work. Not with him. “Are you sure about this?” Her tone was cautious.  
 
     “Don’t worry about me, witchling” he drawled. “The cage proves that I can hold on under the harshest of circumstances, and despite grave provocations. If you say yes, I won’t hesitate to go public.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes searched his face. He meant what he said — he was comfortable with releasing the footage. 
 
    “I say public, but only Faoladh and a few others will ever see the video” he explained. 
 
    Content that might jeopardize the Supreme Edict was tightly controlled. Since the footage from the cage might raise uncomfortable questions in the wrong hands, Faoladh would control access to it.” 
 
    “Yes” she said finally, willing to put a stake on the ground.  
 
    “Alright, we go public then.” 
 
    They walked a block in silence before he spoke again. 
 
    “The footage does you credit too, witchling. You showed no fear, only resolve, grit, and a tenacity to make me aware.” The gold eyes were bright. “Very few in your place would keep their heads. No one would blame you if you had panicked.” 
 
    “I did panic.” Tasia was honest. “And, I was frightened for you” she admitted slowly.  
 
    The gold eyes flickered at her confession. She had been frightened for him, because things had gotten a little too close for comfort. He understood that only too well. 
 
    “In a weird way, the nightmares came to the rescue” Tasia said softly. 
 
    He looked curious. “How so?” 
 
    “When I first woke up, I didn’t understand what was happening” she faltered. “Only that something was very wrong with you. Then, I remembered the nightmares, and I knew.” 
 
    As her words died away, he studied her.  
 
    “I wouldn’t wish those nightmares on anyone, but I can’t help but wonder. Perhaps, there was a purpose to them, after all. Maybe, I was given a glimpse of a very private struggle so that when the time came, I would know what I was up against.” There was an almost whimsical note to her voice. 
 
    “You think you were meant to draw me back from the edge?”  he said slowly, his expression unreadable. 
 
    She shook her head. “You did that yourself — I had no hand in it. I meant that the nightmares helped me understand what was happening to you.” 
 
    “No.” He contradicted her brusquely. “You did have a hand in it.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him, but he was far away, the gold eyes unfocused.  
 
    “I told you once that my decision to go into the wilderness was not voluntary” he said abruptly. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “That decision was made under compulsion” he admitted. “Something was done to me, an experiment, that messed me up. I didn’t feel confident enough to live with Chosen, or even amidst humans, until I could sort myself out. So, I isolated myself in the wilderness.” 
 
    Tremendous shock flashed across her face. This was an enormous confession for a Shifter to make. He had just admitted that he’d struggled with his control before. Had the past exaggerated his struggles in the cage — given an impetus to the wildness she’d glimpsed in him?  
 
    “This experiment.” She hesitated. “Was it done with your consent?” she asked, fearful of the answer. For Tasia suspected that she knew the answer. So many cryptic statements from him over the months seemed to finally fit together into a horrendous puzzle. 
 
    “No” he said brusquely, his expression tight. 
 
    This is what Bianchi was hinting at, that night by the bay. Something bad was inflicted on him — enough to make him disappear from civilization. 
 
    Sickened by what his words hinted at, Tasia grappled silently with it. Only something truly horrific would force this strong-willed and fearless man to lock himself away.  
 
    “Bianchi met with Anderson last week” he continued, his tone matter-of-fact. “I suspect he shared the old rumors of my time in the wilderness, and Anderson used that against me. Silver and confined spaces are a toxic combination for me. Tends to make me relive the past. That’s what he counted on to break me.” 
 
    Tasia’s expression blanched. He’d just confirmed another suspicion — the cage had exacerbated his claustrophobia. The recollection of his uneasiness as they descended into the bowels of the The Vault had been timely. More and more, it seemed that the Guardian had not only mounted a cruel and unconscionable assault on him, but had also tried to exploit old scabs he carried with him even today.  
 
    No wonder he hates Wizards. The Guardian has only amplified his hatred. 
 
    Raoul took a deep breath, trying to overcome his reserve. He owed her an explanation.  
 
    “With all the silver in me, I was struggling to separate the past from the present” he admitted in a hard voice. “Reality had started to distort for me. That’s a dangerous position for any Shifter. For me, in my situation, it would have been catastrophic. Your determination to reach me through the fog kept me from losing myself in the past. Because of you, I fought harder. 
 
    “You never gave up on me. I saw the footage” he said solemnly. “I owe you, Tasia Armstrong.” 
 
    Despite the somber words, Tasia found her lips quirking into a smile.  
 
    “You’ve rescued me so many times, I’ve lost count. It was my turn to repay the favor” she said lightly.  
 
    At her light-hearted quip, his expression eased.  
 
    “Like I said, we make a good team.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, as twilight descended on the city, the Alpha, with Duncan and Simeonov, walked into the local Vampire nest. Luis, with a contingent of Shifters, waited outside. 
 
    They found Mistress Franciszka reclining on the ubiquitous daybed, dressed to the nines in velvet and diamonds, as was her wont. She came forward to greet the Alpha with a pleased smile. 
 
    “It is good to see you, moj drogi.” She held out her hand for Raoul to kiss. 
 
    As usual, he ignored it to give her an old-fashioned bow. Her gaze passed over Duncan indifferently, before alighting on Stefan Simeonov. A light leapt into her eyes and she gave him a flirtatious smile. Stefan smiled back her, his blue eyes appreciative. 
 
    “You look none the worse for wear, Raoul” she remarked. “I’m glad.” 
 
    “Why would I be the worse for wear, Franciszka?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    The Mistress faltered, taken aback by the response. “My Pure Bloods informed me about an assault on you, Raoul.” Her voice held an undertone of hesitation. 
 
    “There was” the Alpha acknowledged. “But I’m not that easy to harm, Franciszka” he reminded her. “As you know.” 
 
    The Mistress bit her lip. Yes, she did. He made sure to accord her the respect due to her, as leader of the Clan in San Francisco, but if she ever crossed him in any way, he would not hesitate to show his displeasure, as he had in the past. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked bluntly, recovering her composure. 
 
    “They pumped me with silver and threw me into a cage.” The Alpha was blunt and precise. 
 
    The Mistress looked astonished, and some of the dark shadows at the edges of the room seemed to sway. 
 
    “The cage was silver?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did your Shifters find you?” 
 
    “No, I broke through the cage myself.” 
 
    Franciszka hesitated, awed in spite of herself. Not for the first time, she realized that this particular Shifter had powers and reserves above and beyond his physical strength. It made him very dangerous.  
 
    “We know who did it” the Alpha announced matter-of-factly. “He will be punished.” 
 
    Franciszka straightened. This is what he had come to tell her, she realized. 
 
    “Both David Hamilton and DiZeyla have expressed their desire to be by my side when I confront him.” 
 
    The Mistress’ eyes narrowed. The local Chosen Alliance had clearly become more than an idea and a hope, but she had yet to receive an invitation to join it, despite her best efforts.  
 
    “My Pure Blood told Duncan that we stood with you on this. That no Pure Blood would be allowed to harm Pack or Pack interests on my territory, Raoul” she reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, Duncan did tell me of it.” 
 
    “I helped you locate the Hamilton girl, Raoul.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” 
 
    “Now, it’s time to keep your word, Raoul. Allow me and a small entourage of my Pure Bloods to stand with you when you punish those who dare to attack you.” 
 
    “I’m leaning towards it, Franciszka” the Alpha said gently. 
 
    “What can I do to help make up your mind, moj drogi?” she inquired flirtatiously, abandoning her serious mien. Victory was in sight; the Mistress could almost taste it. 
 
    “David and DiZeyla have both expressed reservations about this, Franciszka.” 
 
    “The Pure Bloods and the Pack have always had a good relationship, Raoul, separate from our equation with the other Chosen in San Francisco.” 
 
    “I agree” he said thoughtfully. “There might be a way, Franciszka.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She was starting to suspect that she was being played masterfully.  
 
    “There’s a piece of information I’m interested in. If you can get it, I’ll work to convince David and DiZeyla that their scruples do not do you justice. Especially, after your assistance with Caroline Hamilton.”  
 
    “What information?” she asked, her eyes wary. 
 
    “Something fairly minor for someone with your position in the Clan.” 
 
    Franciszka waited, her eyes on him. 
 
    “Twenty-five years ago, a First One disappeared under mysterious circumstances, rumored to have gone to work for the Clan. I’d like you to confirm whether that is true.” 
 
    “First One” she repeated thoughtfully. Few non-Pure Bloods ever came to work with the Clan, so it was certainly unusual. “Which nest?” she asked. 
 
    “Lombardi” the Alpha said evenly. 
 
    “This is about Rafaelo Bianchi” she exclaimed, sudden realization smiting her. “I told Duncan that he’s not involved in this.” 
 
    “He is, Franciszka. But never fear, Bianchi didn’t set foot here, so you’re off the hook. However, he’s not. Not for this.”   
 
    “He’s involved?” Franciszka looked startled. While relieved that he didn’t hold her accountable for Bianchi’s action, she was also curious. 
 
    “He hatched the plan with the man who gave the orders.” 
 
    “May I ask who?” she asked. 
 
    “A Wizard” Raoul said briefly. 
 
    The Mistress’s eyes widened. “If you’re planning to take on San Diego, Raoul, count me in.” Franciszka was confident that her Master would not object to her teaching the Wizards a lesson. 
 
    “The only one doling out any punishment will be me, Franciszka” Raoul reminded her softly, correctly interpreting her eagerness. “But confirm this information for me, and you can stand by my side. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it, Franciszka.” 
 
    The Mistress sighed. She had not expected the Shifters to invite her to a fight. But standing with the Pack, along with the other local leaders, would be symbolic, if nothing else. 
 
    “The Lombardis won’t like it if they find out that I’ve been asking questions” she warned the Alpha. 
 
    The Alpha shrugged. “So, don’t let them find out.” 
 
    The Mistress hesitated, wondering if she could push him for more. 
 
    “I’ll give you sixteen hours, Franciszka. If you don’t have anything by then, the Chosen Alliance goes without you.” 
 
    “So soon.” The Mistress looked startled. “That’s not enough time, Raoul” she protested. 
 
    “Strive, Franciszka” he said blandly. “When you strive, you’ll be surprised at what you accomplish.” 
 
    Later, back at the Lair, Jason arched his eyebrow at the Alpha with a smile.  
 
    “She’ll come through” Raoul said confidently. 
 
    “I have good news, too” Jason said. “Trent gave up Anderson. With David Hamilton’s assistance, the First Wizard’s team is building a case. They’ll work through the night, and have it ready by the afternoon.” 
 
    “That was fast work, LaRue” Raoul said.  
 
    “It’s a good team and the First Wizard is making this a priority.” Jason paused to emphasize his next words. “They’ll dot the Is and cross the Ts, Merceau. The evidence will be airtight.”  
 
    “Thank you” Raoul said quietly. 
 
    Jason smiled his slow smile. “Same team, remember. Oh, and Faoladh touched base with the First Wizard.” 
 
    Faoladh had been livid, enraged and outraged, when told about the attack. But he’d also cursed rather colorfully when informed of their main suspect. That the Wizards had let Anderson go before, despite the strong evidence against him, had infuriated Faoladh. Raoul had a feeling that Faoladh, willing so far to give the Wizards some leeway, was starting to run out of patience with the dysfunction in their ranks. 
 
    Roman Durovic addressed him. “I’ve spoken with TorElnor. He’s angry and disturbed, wants to see the Guardian punished very publicly. He’d like some influential First Ones to join us in San Diego —  a message to the GCW that we are watching.” 
 
    “We leave tomorrow for San Diego, Durovic. LaRue says the evidence will be ready by the afternoon.” 
 
    “That soon?” Durovic frowned. “They won’t get to the West Coast so quickly. Can we delay by another day?  
 
    Raoul shook his head. “I don’t want to wait a second longer than I have to. The longer we wait, the more it gives Anderson time to dig in. I don’t expect the GCW to give him up easily. But if he’s allowed the time to get more reinforcements, it’ll be a blood bath.” 
 
    Roman had to agree with him, but he wished fervently that they had just a little more time. The presence of First Ones might have tempered the GCW’s response to the Alpha. Now, it would be up to the rest of them to ensure that the confrontation did not become the spark to a civil war where the Chosen were forced to choose sides. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    A confrontation at Wizard Headquarters 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia glanced around her. They were on their way to San Diego, slated to arrive mid-morning. This trip was different from her previous forays with the Shifters. For one, the flight was full, with every seat taken. And this, despite the fact that the plane was scheduled to make two additional trips to ferry more Shifters and guests from San Francisco to San Diego before they confronted the Wizards. It was clear the Alpha intended to confront the Guardians with a show of force. Though, Tasia was unsure whether the show of force was to threaten the GCW into giving up the Guardian into Pack custody or whether the Alpha intended an actual showdown between the Guardians and his Shifters. She rather suspected that it was the latter. A cold rage seemed to simmer in him under his usual reserve. Perhaps, she had come to know him a little better over the months, or maybe even read him a bit more after the experience in the cage, because Tasia could read the subtle change in him. Nothing had changed in his interactions with his Pack or others, yet she could sense that something had fundamentally shifted. The Lair had been teeming with non-Shifters the past two days, and he had played willing host in a way she had not associated with him before, all while a cold fury simmered beneath, like a volcano readying to spew its destruction. She wondered at the change. The rage, she could understand; it was the subtle opening up that confused her. 
 
    Somewhat to Tasia’s surprise, her fellow passengers on the flight today included other Chosen, in addition to Pack. David and Stuart Hamilton as well as DiZeyla, and her deputy, were present. A few other Wizards and First Ones accompanied them too, as did Roman Durovic. Two Were-Alphas had been left behind to guard the Lair, but every other Were-Alpha had joined them on this trip to San Diego, including those they didn’t often see at the Lair since they resided outside the city. The Pack held vast swathes of territory in Northern California, and only seven Were-Alphas out of the ten lived within the outskirts of San Francisco.  
 
    On the flight, each faction huddled together, keeping its distance from the others, despite their leaders’ ease with each other. The Wizards were gathered around Stuart Hamilton, and Tasia guessed the second huddle to be the Ancients. The Shifters, of course, kept to themselves. The only mixed group that crossed faction boundaries was the one around the Alpha — Duncan, Luis, Jason LaRue, Roman Durovic, Atsá, Maartje, DiZeyla and David Hamilton. Glancing around her, Tasia wondered how this disparate group was likely to come together when they descended on Wizard Headquarters. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, it took Tasia a few moments to catch a pair of bright blue eyes observing her. As their gazes tangled, Stefan Simeonov directed a dazzling smile at her, his eyes full of speculation. Tasia responded perfunctorily, hastily tearing her gaze away to focus on Sienna, seated across from her. 
 
    “You okay, Tas?” Hawk inquired from beside her, missing the little byplay but roused to attention by her imperceptible start. 
 
    “Yes, Hawk” she assured him. 
 
    Sienna gave her friend a once over. To her relief, Tasia seemed to have come through her ordeal remarkably well. Both Caroline and Sara had descended on the Lair the evening before. With the Pack Room crowded with Shifters strategizing about the trip to San Diego, the ladies had been forced to hang out in Tasia’s room. This had not allowed much in the way of open discussion, but Tasia’s general demeanor and easy responses to their subtle queries had helped put her friends’ minds at ease. Tasia was going to be okay, was the general conclusion. Sienna had also noted an interesting change in her friend. The experience had served to subtly increase Tasia’s confidence. Where she had always kept herself firmly in the background at the Lair, Tasia now seemed more open to voicing her opinions within the Pack. This transformation in attitude and intention heartened Sienna, but also left her pondering. She supposed that when someone came through an experience like the one Tasia had endured, it put things in perspective.  
 
    “Will the Mistress be joining us, Raoul?” DiZeyla inquired of the Alpha.  
 
    “Yes, I’ve asked her to be in San Diego by noon” he answered.  
 
    Raoul thought it best for the leeches to make their own way to San Diego. Unlike the Wizards and Ancients, he’d not offered them the hospitality of the Pack plane. Instead, he’d informed Franciszka’s emissary this morning that she could only bring a maximum of four leeches in her entourage. Franciszka had come through, as he’d expected. Her leech had confirmed that ElDarZin had gone to work for the Lombardis, before his disappearance twenty-five years ago. He’d been confident that given the right motivation, the Mistress could perform miracles, and entry into the club was currently the best bait to entice her, since Franciszka was acutely conscious of the sidelining of her and her leeches’ interests as the ties between the other Chosen factions strengthened in San Francisco. 
 
    “Did you have to bribe her, Raoul?” DiZeyla persisted. In general, the Mistress and her followers were not the kind to get involved in any matter because it was the right thing to do. In DiZeyla’s experience, the only thing the Vampires looked out for was their own interest. 
 
    “Not much” he said blandly. “She desires to be included in the local Chosen Alliance.” 
 
    “Perhaps, we should consider an invitation to the next meeting” David Hamilton, who had been listening in, murmured thoughtfully. 
 
    “She holds great sway over her leeches and given the right incentive, Franciszka can be enormously helpful.” Raoul was encouraging. 
 
    “She’s also notoriously difficult to work with, Raoul” DiZeyla pointed out. 
 
    “If we make it clear that she’s on probation, Franciszka will be on her best behavior.” The Alpha was confident. 
 
    “I’m willing to try anything that helps to keep the city safe for Chosen” David admitted. His Wizards were currently the most vulnerable of all the Chosen in San Francisco, for they had no protection or recourse to justice beyond him and the local Chosen Alliance. 
 
    DiZeyla sighed, giving in to David’s desire. She could empathize with her old comrade. The revelation of a Guardian’s involvement in the assault on the Alpha had brought home David’s predicament to DiZeyla. After the Alpha’s confrontation with the GCW, David’s Wizards would be left even more vulnerable. Regardless of how the confrontation went, the Wizard community would disintegrate even further after it. 
 
    “I’m willing to give her a shot if Raoul promises to keep her in check” DiZeyla said lightly. 
 
    The Alpha raised an eyebrow. “How on earth am I meant to do that, DiZeyla?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Raoul, but you’re the only one I know who can get her to do what you want” she countered with a smile. 
 
    “Will Faoladh meet us in San Diego?” David inquired.  
 
    “He’s already in San Diego, in conference with the First Wizard, to get the lay of the land.” 
 
    “Maybe Faoladh will find a diplomatic way through” DiZeyla said, almost under her breath. 
 
    David sighed. “The GCW will not give up a Guardian easily.”  
 
    “And we’ll not walk away without the Guardian” Luis countered grimly. “Not this time.” 
 
    “But perhaps, we can help pave the way a little” Duncan chimed in thoughtfully with a glance at Raoul.  
 
    The Alpha arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “It might not be a bad idea to let the Ancients take the lead on this, Raoul. On the face of it, they’re an unbiased third party — neither Wizards nor Shifters. The Guardians will have a harder time dismissing their concerns.” 
 
    Raoul agreed immediately to Duncan’s suggestion. He’d been chewing over the same idea. “Perhaps DiZeyla and Durovic could speak for us at Wizard Headquarters?” 
 
    DiZeyla looked a tad surprised at hearing Durovic’s name called out so publicly, but she accepted the Alpha’s suggestion with alacrity. “I’m willing, Raoul. The less we make it a partisan quarrel, the better it’ll be in the long run.” 
 
    “I’m agreeable too, Merceau” Roman drawled slowly, his eyes on the Alpha. “DiZeyla and I make a good team. She represents your local Chosen Alliance while I will represent TorElnor.” 
 
    DiZeyla’s eyebrows shot up. “TorElnor knows about this?” 
 
    “Yes. The plan was for a few influential Setik Elders to stand symbolically with the Pack in San Diego. Unfortunately, given the short notice, we scrapped the idea, since they’d never make it in time.” 
 
    DiZeyla stared at him. The Pack was getting cozy with TorElnor’s hand-picked successor and she wondered why that was.  
 
    “Durovic is helping us with the investigation we’re running for the First Wizard” Raoul explained, gauging DiZeyla’s curiosity correctly. 
 
    “I see” she murmured, directing another thoughtful glance at the young Ancient. 
 
    “A Wizard from Lady Esmeralda’s team will meet us at the tarmac in San Diego” Jason chimed in. “Perhaps DiZeyla, Roman, David and I can go over all the evidence tying Anderson to the assault before we confront the GCW?”  
 
    David nodded. “The more solid our case against the Guardian, the harder it’ll be for the GCW to deny his culpability.” 
 
    More than anyone, David knew that the chances of a peaceful resolution rested solely on their ability to convince the GCW to give Anderson up. Otherwise, the Shifters would go in all guns blazing and the fallout from that would be catastrophic and far-reaching. Any rupture between the GCW and the Pack would affect his Wizards the most. 
 
    “Should we bring up the allegations against Anderson from before, in San Francisco?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    David glanced around him.  
 
    “I believe we should” Roman Durovic said firmly. “The GCW should be put on the defensive from the get go. Questioning why they allowed a Guardian to go free, despite the evidence against him, will force them to answer some uncomfortable questions.” 
 
    “I agree” DiZeyla seconded him. “The GCW is culpable by brushing his crimes in San Francisco under the carpet. If he had been punished then …” She trailed off. 
 
    The Alpha’s cell rang, interrupting the discussion. He excused himself to disappear into the stateroom. The others continued their discussion on strategy, tossing suggestions and ideas back and forth. 
 
    As was his wont, Duncan observed the group around him silently. A motley crew of Wizards, Ancients and Shifters united towards a common purpose. This was highly unusual in their world. Under normal circumstances, even DiZeyla and Roman Durovic would keep their distance from one another, for they represented two distinct blocs within the Ancients. Yet here they were, no awkwardness between them, as they batted forth ideas on the best way to bring to justice a Chosen they felt had stepped beyond the pale. If left to the Pack, the Shifters would have gone for the jugular, without any efforts to put their case to the GCW first. It was their way. A little Guardian blood on the way to capturing Anderson would be extra icing on the cake for them. And their bloodlust would be justified. It wasn’t as if the GCW wasn’t complicit to some extent in Anderson’s actions against their Alpha, but with the inclusion of other Chosen, better sense had prevailed. Forcing Anderson to face his crimes without igniting a civil war was always going to be a tricky proposition. Raoul might pull it off by himself, but it would be tough. With the likes of Roman Durovic, DiZeyla and David Hamilton beside him, and Faoladh laying the groundwork, Raoul’s chances had just improved.  
 
    Such a diverse coalition would have been impossible even three months ago, Duncan mused. Raoul had been slowly and gradually emerging from his shell, and Duncan had been apprehensive that his experience on Russian Hill might set him back again. Not for the first time, Duncan found himself thanking whoever watched over the boy for throwing Tasia in Hawk’s way. Not only for the subtle changes in the boy, but also for her determination and resilience when confronted by the terrifying spectacle of a Raoul bereft of his legendary control and enmeshed in the nightmare of his past.  
 
    “That was Faoladh” the Alpha announced, slipping back into his seat. “He’s made the arrangements in San Diego. We move on Wizard Headquarters at three. That gives our friends time to join us.” 
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    “I’ve a suggestion to make, Raoul” Faoladh directed at the Alpha.  
 
    The two men stood in a corner together, watching the others sift through the evidence against Anderson. David Hamilton, DiZeyla, Duncan, Jason LaRue and Roman Durovic pored through the reports with one of Lady Esmeralda’s Wizards in the conference room at a San Diego hotel, not far from Wizard Headquarters. Faoladh had booked an entire floor, including the conference rooms, for their party.  
 
    “You’ve assembled a formidable coalition.” Faoladh’s eyes swept over the group huddled around the tables.  
 
    On another table, the Alpha of the Southern California Pack carried on an awkward conversation with the Ancient who led his brethren in San Diego. Briefed by DiZeyla, her counterpart in this city had shown up at the hotel ten minutes ago. On the other hand, Faoladh had personally alerted Alpha Ramirez to the upcoming confrontation at Wizard Headquarters. San Diego was Ramirez’s territory and Shifter etiquette demanded that the local Pack not be kept out of the loop. Faoladh had taken care of the niceties, conscious of the sundry other items on Raoul’s plate. Plus, it had been easier to get Alpha Ramirez to agree with Faoladh, where it might be trickier for a peer Alpha Protector. 
 
    “I know you’ll get the Guardian, Raoul. The question is, what do you plan to do once you have him?” Faoladh inquired.  
 
    “I’m open to suggestions, Faoladh.” 
 
    Faoladh studied him. “As long as you hold him, the GCW will hound the Pack.” 
 
    “I know” Raoul acknowledged. “I also know that Anderson must be punished by someone not as intimately involved as I am.” 
 
    Otherwise, the Guardians would pin this on him, like they had Anderson’s previous crimes. Raoul knew that the prospect alarmed David Hamilton and the others. If Chosen started taking sides, the truth would be buried, and the tentative truce that had existed between Chosen since the birth of the CoC would be in danger. 
 
    “What if I gave him into your custody, Faoladh?” he suggested. “Would the GCW accept your authority?” 
 
    As the ultimate authority in their world, Shifters looked to Faoladh to resolve issues that crossed Pack boundaries. That is why the Shifter mercenaries in San Francisco had been handed into Faoladh’s custody.  
 
    “The Guardians are in disarray, and might not appreciate where their best interests lie right now.” Faoladh was cryptic. 
 
    Raoul said nothing. Yes, they were.  
 
    “There’s another way —  it would sweep away any claims of bias or injustice” Faoladh said. “Even the GCW would be hard-pressed to refute it.” 
 
    “What way?” 
 
    “Let the CoC try him” Faoladh suggested. 
 
    “The CoC” Raoul muttered, taken aback by the suggestion. To his knowledge, the Council had never involved themselves in such matters before. 
 
    “By rights, this should fall under CoC jurisdiction, Raoul. This is precisely why I pushed for it. With equal representation from all Chosen factions, no one can claim that it is biased. It would effectively shut the GCW up. They’d have to accept a CoC verdict with good grace.” 
 
    “I know why you pushed for the CoC, Faoladh” Raoul said slowly. “And I support your vision for it. But the CoC has never dealt with a trial or even a dispute before.” 
 
    “There’s always a first time, Raoul. It’s time we set a precedent. There are many advantages to a CoC trial, apart from the obvious one. The details of the attack will be made public — the Guardians cannot spin it. It’ll give the CoC some teeth that they currently lack, and it’ll send a strong message that the Council will not spare anyone, even a Guardian.” 
 
    “I’m not willing to risk the CoC cutting a deal with the Guardians” Raoul countered bluntly.  
 
    “There will be no deals, Raoul.” Faoladh’s response was equally firm. “Not under my watch. I give you my word.” 
 
    His eyes searched Raoul’s face. 
 
    “The evidence against Anderson has been gathered by Esmeralda’s team, Raoul” he said, picking his words with care. “Given that, a CoC trial holds little risk to you. But if you give the Council a chance to make this right first, it might help avert a Chosen civil war. It might even wake the Wizards up to how the infighting has weakened them in the eyes of Chosen everywhere.” 
 
    Faoladh cast him a shrewd glance, satisfied that he’d made his case. “Mull it over, Raoul. We’ve a few hours before you confront the Wizards.”  
 
    Raoul cast a glance at the table where every piece of evidence was being carefully sifted through. This team would do a thorough job, and Duncan was present, to keep an eye on things. 
 
    He turned to Faoladh. “There’s something I must do. I’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
    “Do what you have to, Raoul. Your people have everything under control here.” 
 
    Raoul shot a final glance at Duncan, who he knew had heard the conversation, before exiting the hall. Once outside, he opened his ears, letting it guide him to a room. 
 
    Hawk and Sienna, he’d expected to find with Tasia. With them, were Joaquim, Michael and, even Luis and some of his Shifters. A burst of laughter greeted him as he knocked on the door.  
 
    Tasia glanced up as the Alpha strode in behind Hawk. He greeted the others before zeroing in on her. 
 
    “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Tasia got up, excusing herself to her companions. 
 
    “Grab a jacket” he prompted. They couldn’t have a private conversation in the hotel.  
 
    Tasia put on her jacket to follow him. They exited the hotel to walk for about five blocks until they found themselves in a residential neighborhood.  
 
    “Faoladh wants the CoC to try Anderson” the Alpha said. 
 
    His words astonished Tasia. The CoC was known to never involve themselves in affairs like this. So far, no Chosen could quite spell out what the Council worked on, for the most part. The CoC’s work, including the discussions between the four representatives, remained shrouded in mystery to the average Chosen. While the Council’s goal had always been to facilitate co-operation, so far, there had been no tangible collaboration or partnerships amongst the different factions. In effect, there had been an attempt to unify the Chosen in theory, while in practice, they remained just as divided as they’d ever been. 
 
    “Faoladh has always been a proponent of the CoC” Tasia murmured, almost under her breath.   
 
    A Chosen was usually punished at the local level by his own peers. Rarely were others involved, except when the victims were Chosen from other factions. In such cases, deals were usually struck between the two parties to reach a reasonable compromise. But never before had a body with representation from all four Chosen factions been asked to try one of their own.  
 
    “The Guardians will have no grounds to complain” she muttered, gauging the political ramifications perfectly. And no reason to lay siege to the Lair, since Anderson would not be in Shifter custody. She, for one, was tired of always being cossetted inside the Lair.  
 
    “Do you think the CoC will convict him?” she had to ask.  
 
    Truth to tell, Tasia was puzzled about where the conversation was heading. She understood what he was telling her, but not why he was. This was Chosen politicking at a grand scale where she’d never amount to more than a speck of dust. 
 
    “Faoladh’s point is that the First Wizard will find it impossible to vote against conviction when the damning evidence has been collected by her own team” he answered readily. “At best, we get a conviction, and at worst, a hung Council. A tie will indicate that the Council cannot deliver justice on this. It’ll free my hands to go after Anderson myself. No one can then complain that I didn’t give the CoC a chance before I took matters into my own hands.”  
 
    “Sounds like a win-win situation” Tasia said softly, her eyes searching his face. 
 
    “There’s a catch.” 
 
    “I knew there was.” Tasia sighed. “Why else would you bring me out here?” 
 
    Raoul heroically resisted the urge to respond to that particular question. 
 
    “With a CoC trial, we lose control over the process. Faoladh wants a public trial. This is the opportunity he’s been waiting for to showcase the CoC.” 
 
    “I see.” But Tasia didn’t, not really.  
 
    “Faoladh knows about the footage from the cage” he explained. “If I agree to a CoC trial but hold back the footage, he’ll be suspicious.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “He knows me well, witchling.” The gold eyes met her with candor. “He’ll know that I’m not holding back the footage to protect my manly blushes. His suspicions will fall on you as the person I’m trying to protect.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him, finally understanding the choice he faced. Now she understood why he wanted to talk to her.  
 
    “Is there anything in the footage that might pose a threat to you, if it’s made public?” he asked. With a CoC trial, more Chosen would have access to the footage than just the handful they’d bargained for.   
 
    “And if … there is?” she hesitated. 
 
    “Then I won’t agree to a CoC trial” he said simply. “If I insist on going after Anderson, instead of allowing the Chosen to indulge in a kumbaya moment, no one will question it. They might try and talk me out of it, but it won’t raise any red flags. Being a Shifter can be a blessing in many ways” he quipped as she mused over his words. 
 
    Tasia sighed softly. What a pickle this was.  
 
    “I’m hesitant to release the footage” she confessed. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll say no to the CoC trial.” His response was immediate. 
 
    “But a CoC trial would make all the evidence against the Guardian public” she pointed out. “It might make his allies rethink their search for me.”  
 
    “You’re right. If he has any associates, sending him away will not stop them” he murmured, caught by her perceptiveness. “But discrediting him publicly might make them question it.”  
 
    They stared at each other, the weight of the decision heavy between them. Eventually, it was the Alpha who made the first move. 
 
    “Time to be honest, witchling. Will releasing the footage have any repercussion for you?” 
 
    Tasia pondered his question carefully. Would anyone recognize her as her father’s daughter, or even her mother’s progeny, she wondered. It was unlikely. She’d inherited her father’s coloring with her mother’s features.  
 
    “There’s no threat to me” she admitted. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he persisted. “You were hesitant before.” 
 
    Tasia walked a few feet to lean against an old oak tree while she tried to articulate her reluctance. 
 
    “All my life, I’ve tried to keep to the shadows. Releasing the footage is the antithesis of that. Everything in me is screaming against this.” 
 
    He studied her silently before striding over to her.  
 
    “If you can overcome it, I’ll negate the threat of Anderson from your life for good.” 
 
    “How?” Tasia was surprised. As part of their bargain, he’d promised to find out everything about Anderson, but blunting the Guardian and his allies was a different ballgame altogether. 
 
    “Leave that to me. Give the word, and I’ll make sure Anderson doesn’t come after you ever again.” 
 
    Tasia closed her eyes. On the face of it, it should be an easy decision to make. Yet, Tasia struggled to make it. Then, a thought struck her. This was a decision he could have made on his own. Instead, he’d given her a choice.  
 
    “Yes” she murmured finally. “Yes.” 
 
    For a moment, he was silent. “I’ll tell Faoladh that the CoC can try the Guardian. You won’t regret this.” It was a pledge. 
 
    “You could’ve made this decision without me” she said, holding his gaze. “How could I not fight my instincts?” 
 
    His lips twisted in a wry grin. They walked a few blocks back in silence, each immersed in their own thoughts.  
 
    “Can you do one more thing for me?” he asked. 
 
    Tasia nodded. 
 
    “I want to confront Anderson publicly, to sow doubts. I’d like to invoke your father.” 
 
    Tasia shot him a glance. She knew what he was asking from her. 
 
    “I won’t betray myself” she assured him. 
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    “We’re here to meet the First Wizard” Faoladh said to the young Wizard at the reception. “She’s expecting us.”  
 
    The Wizard cast her eyes at the dark-haired man with the easy smile, and the tall, tawny-haired man with cold gold-colored eyes, before glancing around the spacious marble and glass reception hall. A hush had descended on the unusually crowded hall. She suspected that it had something to with the visitors; Wizards in the hall eyed the two men with a watchful air. Wizard Headquarters had worn a watchful and tense air today, but the young receptionist was too junior a Wizard to know the reason for the palpable uneasiness in its hallowed air, though she could sense it.  
 
    She picked up the phone to dial the First Wizard’s office.  
 
    “There are two gentlemen here to see the First Wizard … I will, thank you.” She put the phone down to address Faoladh. “Someone from her office will escort you up in a few minutes, Sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Faoladh, possessed of impeccable manners, thanked her with a smile. 
 
    As the two moved away towards the tall windows that overlooked the extensive and manicured grounds, an older man with a shock of white hair came striding down the hallway. 
 
    “Faoladh” he hailed loudly, bringing all Wizards gathered in the hall to their feet. “This is an honor.” 
 
    Very few Wizards would have the opportunity to meet the legendary Wyr in person. Thus, his presence amidst them was enough to bring them to their collective feet. Faoladh was held in great respect by Chosen, even those that did not agree with his views. He had won their respect by advancing the cause of Magicks of all stripes throughout his extraordinarily long lifetime. 
 
    Raoul abandoned Faoladh to walk to the windows. If he noticed the Wizards eyeing him askance, he chose to ignore it. Wizard Headquarters was a modern but ornate-looking glass and marble structure housed in a sprawling campus in a San Diego suburb. Outside its gates waited his Shifters, ready to come flank the Alpha in numbers at his command. But the small group of Chosen, hand-picked to stand with him today in a symbolic show of support, waited by the entrance to the building on the well-kept grounds. 
 
    The First Wizard swept into the spacious foyer to greet Faoladh with warmth, before hailing the Alpha. 
 
    The Alpha turned to face her. Ten Wizards flanked Faoladh and the First Wizard, including the man with the shock of white hair who’d hailed Faoladh. 
 
    Raoul greeted the First Wizard politely. Her face wore a somber expression, while the Wizards around her looked grim and watchful. These must be the senior-most Guardians present at Headquarters, he realized. Come to stop the Shifters from carting away one of their own into Pack custody. 
 
    Faoladh addressed the First Wizard to set the ball rolling. “The Alpha’s here on a matter that concerns a Guardian — Ted Anderson.”  
 
    “If your business concerns a Guardian, then the GCW would like to be present, Faoladh” the older Guardian who had first hailed Faoladh spoke up immediately. 
 
    Faoladh glanced at the Alpha, making it clear that it was to be Raoul’s call. 
 
    “Invite any one you want, Guardian” the Alpha said, inscrutable as always.  
 
    He turned to the First Wizard. “My people wait outside, First Wizard.” 
 
    “Invite them in please, Alpha” the First Wizard responded immediately. 
 
    The Guardians surrounding her shifted uncomfortably, as the First Wizard invited the Alpha’s entourage into Wizard Headquarters.  
 
    Raoul ignored them to glance at the entrance. The Shifters outside could easily overhear the conversation in the foyer. Atsá and Duncan led the eight Were-Alphas. Every Were-Alpha in his Pack, except the two left behind to watch over the Lair, had made the trip with him. David Hamilton and DiZeyla, accompanied by Mistress Franciszka, followed the Shifters in. Behind the leaders of the local Chosen Alliance came Tasia, Jason LaRue, Sienna, Hawk and Roman Durovic. Alpha Ramirez and Herabudh, who led the Ancients in San Diego, brought up the rear. 
 
    Mistress Franciszka, swathed in scarves to protect her pale skin from the sun, immediately went to work on removing the elaborate layers. Once done, she sauntered over to the nearest couch to perch herself decadently on it.  
 
    “So Raoul” she inquired dulcetly, ignoring everyone else. “Are the Spell Casters giving you any trouble?” 
 
    Raoul pursed his lips to hold his laughter in. Franciszka loved attention, and she knew how to get it. The Wizards all stared at Franciszka with varying degrees of dismay, astonishment, horror and fascination. Attired in blue velvet with sapphires winking in her ears and at the décolletage of her low-cut gown, Franciszka made quite the picture. It was clear that she had prepared for the occasion. Her hair had been teased into a complicated arrangement of curls and jeweled clips, and she wore a full face of make-up. Though Raoul did note with amusement that the Mistress made sure to keep her face away from the direct sunlight that still streamed in through the large windows. 
 
    “We haven’t started yet, Franciszka” he said calmly. 
 
    The Wizard, who had insisted on GCW representation at the meeting, turned to Raoul.  
 
    “You allow a Vampire in your entourage, Alpha?” There was shock and surprise, as well as a hint of disapproval in the query. The Wizards had recognized what the Mistress was quickly enough. 
 
    Raoul ignored the Wizard, to introduce the Vampire. “This is Mistress Franciszka. She leads the Clan in San Francisco.” 
 
    “And who might you be, Spell Caster?” inquired Franciszka, as the Wizard threw her another glance. 
 
    “I’m Sebastian Thorne.” The Wizard straightened, a frown marring his brows. “A member of the GCW.” 
 
    “Aah, a Guardian” she said sagely. “I’ve never been to Wizard Headquarters before. This place could do with some decorating” she suggested, glancing around the vast hall.  
 
    Some of the Wizards gathered around Sebastian Thorne drew an audible breath at her suggestion, clearly affronted by it. 
 
    Raoul turned to the First Wizard, who was staring at Mistress Franciszka with a strange expression on her face. “The rest of my people will stay in their cars, First Wizard” he prompted. 
 
    Reminded of the occasion by the gentle prodding, the First Wizard turned to Raoul. “Of course. Please follow me, Alpha. We can discuss this in my office.” 
 
    But before they could do so, Sebastian Thorne stepped forward. “No member of the Clan has ever set foot in this building, and the GCW would like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “The Mistress is with the Alpha, Sebastian. And, he’s my guest here.” There was a thread of steel in the First Wizard’s voice. 
 
    Raoul, who didn’t intend to waste any time on petty stuff, directed a quelling look at Franciszka readying to deliver another snub to the Wizards. “This hall is large enough for us, First Wizard. I’ve no objections to having the discussion out here.” 
 
    The First Wizard, perhaps realizing that the Guardians would be intractable on this, gave in. Much bigger battles awaited her this day and she chose to not fight one that was unimportant to the matter at hand.  
 
    “What do you need, Alpha?” she asked instead. 
 
    “A table and some chairs should do it.” 
 
    The Alpha turned to Sebastian Thorne. “Have any Guardians you want present themselves here. We start in ten minutes.” 
 
    Thorne spoke a few words to the Wizards with him, and a few hurried away.     
 
    At a silent signal from the First Wizard, a table and four chairs were brought out and set up with two on either side. More Wizards piled into the hall, soon thronging the grand staircase at the end of the foyer that led to the second floor.  
 
    Herabudh walked over to greet the First Wizard warmly, and some of the Guardians politely.  
 
    “I’m merely here as an observer, First Wizard” he explained. “DiZeyla, my counterpart in San Francisco, suggested I sit in on this discussion.” 
 
    “You’re welcome here at Headquarters, as always, Herabudh.” The First Wizard was gracious. 
 
    Herabudh seated himself beside Faoladh on the leather couch that faced the table. 
 
    Alpha Ramirez was next to greet the First Wizard. He then strode forward to stand beside Raoul, without further explanation. 
 
    The Alpha turned to Lady Esmeralda. “First Wizard, I believe you know some of my Were-Alphas.” Raoul introduced her to the rest. “San Francisco has a local Chosen Alliance, a forum to discuss Chosen issues and co-operate on matters of mutual concern.”  
 
    The Alpha’s remarks, ostensibly directed at the First Wizard, were meant for the Wizards in the hall. Lady Esmeralda already knew of the Chosen Alliance from her time at the Lair, when Caroline had been kidnapped by Rafaelo Bianchi.  
 
    “Mistress Franciszka, David Hamilton and DiZeyla lead their respective brethren in San Francisco” Raoul continued. 
 
    The First Wizard greeted them all politely and hugged Sienna. David Hamilton made his way to join the Mistress, while Hawk, Sienna and Tasia occupied the couch next to them. This placed them as spectators to the ensuing confrontation, a little to the side and away from the table, where the Alpha stood with the First Wizard. Roman Durovic and Jason LaRue stepped forward to flank the two Alphas. 
 
    Lines were being drawn for the battle about to commence, Tasia mused silently. Even the seating chart represented the boundaries clearly. The table had been placed under a magnificent chandelier that hung over the large circular dome-shaped foyer. On one side of the table were arraigned the Shifters and their supporters, most standing, except the five who occupied two plush couches set to one side. To the other side of the table were a hallway and a grand staircase that led to the second floor. Wizards crowded the hallway and the stairs to gaze down curiously, with an air of grim watchfulness, almost as if girding themselves for the battle that lay ahead. A group of fifteen Wizards stood arraigned a little behind the two chairs set against the table. One was to be the First Wizard’s seat, Tasia knew. Facing both sides of the table was another couch, pushed up against the wall at the edge of the circular foyer. On this sat Faoladh and Herabudh, seemingly neutral to the brewing confrontation. Faoladh, she observed, wore an air of calm observation and academic interest as he watched the gathering hordes of Wizards. 
 
    “Guardian LaRue” one of the Wizards interjected, as Jason strode up to stand with the Alpha. “Your place is on this side of the hall.” 
 
    “Not today, Guardian McKinley. I helped gather the evidence to be presented here this afternoon. I believe that means I’m on the right side of the hall.” 
 
    “Evidence” muttered one of the Wizards from the stairs, as murmurs swept the room.  
 
    A glare from Sebastian Thorne silenced them. 
 
    Durovic exchanged a glance with the Alpha, before stepping forward. “I’m Roman Durovic, a TorElnor First One. DiZeyla and I will present the evidence on behalf of the Wyrs today.” 
 
    The First Wizard looked surprised, while the other Wizards seemed confused. Lady Esmeralda had been astonished to see Roman Durovic at Wizard Headquarters as part of Raoul Merceau’s entourage. His presence spoke of a close relationship with the Pack and its Alpha, and that puzzled her. But she hoped that the Guardians would interpret his presence as having been blessed by TorElnor. That might make them less intractable when evidence against Anderson was presented by Roman. 
 
    “I don’t understand” Sebastian Thorne, seemingly nominated to represent the GCW this evening, inquired of Roman. “What is the involvement of First Ones with the Pack?” 
 
    Sebastian Thorne knew who Roman was — the name had been a dead giveaway; TorElnor’s successor, a First One who chose to not use a Magick Facade yet. DiZeyla, the GCW could ignore. She was a local leader and unlikely to carry much influence over the larger Ancient community. TorElnor’s successor, on the other hand, was a different kettle of fish altogether. 
 
    “I’m helping the Alpha’s team investigate Lady Bethesda” Durovic said bluntly, his candid response causing gasps and murmurs amongst the Wizards. “An unspeakable and cruel attack was attempted in San Francisco. I’m here to make sure that the perpetrator is punished.” 
 
    “Your sentiments do you credit” Thorne countered suavely. “But I must remind you that there’s no evidence of a crime, let alone a perpetrator.” 
 
    “We will prove it, Guardian” Roman stated confidently. “We don’t expect the GCW to simply take us at our word.” 
 
    He pulled out a chair for DiZeyla, courteously waiting for her to seat herself, before doing the same for the First Wizard across the table from DiZeyla. Only after both ladies were seated did he take the chair beside DiZeyla. 
 
    “On Friday night, Raoul Merceau was on his way to the Pack Lair in San Francisco, with Tasia Armstrong, when he was ambushed. A hail of silver bullets was used to incapacitate him. When he regained consciousness, twenty-four hours later, he was a prisoner, his small cage reinforced with silver. That in itself is an act the Wyrs might forgive. It’s hard to pin down a Wyr without silver. Thus, the metal has been used to incapacitate Wyrs since Chosen can remember. But this time, his attackers had a much more callous and heartless fate in mind. The Alpha had been dosed with massive amounts of silver over the twenty-four hour period. We’re all Chosen here. You can guess that he wasn’t completely in control when he came to. You might also guess how horrified he was to find himself not the only prisoner in the cage. Tasia, a Wizard under the protection of his Pack, had been drugged and confined with him, with no means to escape the confused Wyr suffering the effects of silver poisoning. It was touch and go in the cage, until the Alpha was able to break them out and escape.” 
 
    From the sidelines, Tasia watched the Wizards react to Roman Durovic’s clinical recounting of the events. While the Guardians around Sebastian Thorne didn’t react much, some of the other Wizards in the hall were clearly shocked by the Ancient’s account. She guessed that the junior Guardians and Wizard staff in the employ of the GCW had been kept in the dark about the details of what Anderson had attempted. The First Wizard looked grim, her face pale as she listened silently to the Ancient. After the initial shock, some of the Wizards muttered between themselves, clearly uneasy about what they were being told. 
 
    “After the escape, the Pack located the house where they’d been held” DiZeyla took up the tale. “It led them to the man who’d rented the house — Willard Trent, a Wizard in the employ of Guardian Ted Anderson. Trent had help from a local Wizard — the Registrar of the San Francisco Wizard Registry. When the Registrar was confronted, he insisted that he’d assisted Trent with the logistics of what he believed was a GCW sanctioned operation. He was horrified to discover what he had been an unwitting party to. Under interrogation, Willard Trent confessed to everything — the ambush, the deliberate silver poisoning of the Alpha, and the penning of the Wizard with the poisoned Wyr. He also confessed to doing so under orders from Guardian Anderson.” 
 
    There was a short silence. The Wizards looked to Thorne and his band of Guardians. Thorne had blinked at the mention of Guardian Anderson, but had otherwise stayed silent. 
 
    “If what you allege did happen, the GCW agrees that a crime has been committed” he acknowledged guardedly. 
 
    “Against both the Wizard and the Alpha” DiZeyla insisted in a firm voice. 
 
    “If a crime was committed against a Wizard, the GCW will ensure that she gets justice.” 
 
    “No” the Alpha, hitherto silent, spoke up. “She’s Pack. We take care of our own.” 
 
    “Some would argue that the company she keeps is what places her in danger, Alpha” countered another Guardian beside Thorne.  
 
    His words fell sharply into the silence, echoing in the dome-shaped hall. For a moment, no one spoke. Battle was being commenced, Tasia realized. There would be many such skirmishes fought tonight. The Guardians would not give up one of their own easily, and the Shifters would not walk away without the Guardian. It left them at an impasse. 
 
    The Were-Alphas looked furious at the Guardian’s comment, especially Elisabetta and Stefan Simeonov. It was also clear that Hawk, seated beside her, was riled up. Unexpectedly, it was Sienna who jumped into the fray to counter the Guardian. 
 
    “Some would also argue that if a Guardian had not locked her in with a powerful Alpha he’d poisoned, Tasia would be in no danger” Sienna interjected, her expression calm, but her eyes flashing at the Guardian. “I’ve lived at the Lair in San Francisco for a month now. I can attest to the Pack’s hospitality. And, to them, Tasia is more than a guest. The Pack has taken better care of Tasia than the Guardians have. I would say that she keeps excellent company.” 
 
    The Guardians looked flummoxed by Sienna’s spirited defense of the Pack. They seemed uncertain about how to react. The First Wizard looked startled by Sienna’s outburst, but not particularly surprised, Tasia noted. 
 
    The Vampire Mistress chose the moment to slip the knife in, in her own inimitable way. “When you have your own rank and file clearly state a preference for the Wyrs over the GCW, that’s when you know the Guardians are in serious trouble” she announced with a tinkling laugh, clearly enjoying herself. She turned to the Alpha. “I’m so glad I came, Raoul. Wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” 
 
    Sebastian Thorne remained calm, but some of his companions looked ready to burst at the Mistress’ remark. 
 
    Atsá, as ever the consummate diplomat, waded in to deftly turn the conversation to where they wanted it to lead. The older and more experienced Were-Alpha implicitly understood that there would be plenty of barbs exchanged this evening and many battles fought. But the Shifters had come here with a goal, and it was imperative to ensure that the skirmishes they engaged in were the right ones.  
 
    “You should know that the Pack considers this an assault on all Wyrs, not just the Alpha and Tasia” Atsá directed at the Guardians, successfully diverting the attention to him.  
 
    “The Were-Alpha is correct. Shifters all over the world will view this as an assault on their very being — the core of what makes a Wyr Chosen” Alpha Ramirez interjected, in an unequivocal warning that was hard to ignore. “If the punishment is not swift or public, the GCW will have a Shifter problem on its hands.” 
 
    A few Guardians in the foyer enjoyed a nodding acquaintance with Alpha Ramirez. The Alpha controlled Southern California, and with Wizard Headquarters located within his territory, the occasional diplomatic overtures had been made. Ramirez was no hothead, the Guardians knew. His symbolic stand with another Alpha had not astonished the Guardians at all. Shifters tended to stick with their own kind over other Chosen. That was to be expected. But his unambiguous warning could be ignored only at the GCW’s peril. His timely reminder had just upped the stakes for them. 
 
    The First Wizard, who’d allowed the Guardians to have their say so far, spoke up for the first time since Durovic and DiZeyla had laid out the charges against Anderson. “I hear what Atsá and Alpha Ramirez are saying. The assault was particularly heinous in the way it targeted a Shifter. Our Chosen brethren must know that we Wizards take this as seriously as the Wyrs do.” 
 
    “It’s not just Wyrs who find this particularly abhorrent” Durovic chimed in. “DiZeyla and I are here today because we believe that ensuring justice for this crime is not merely a Wyr cause. I can assure you that when other First Ones are told about this despicable attempt to exploit and compel a Chosen, they’ll stand with the Wyrs to demand that the perpetrators be punished. Any Chosen who tries to sweep this under the carpet or defend the perpetrators will find himself isolated when this goes public. And it will. You can be sure of that.” 
 
    “You’re accusing a well-respected Guardian of a heinous crime” Guardian Thorne countered. “The GCW has always stood for justice throughout our long, illustrious history. But we impart justice only when all the facts of a crime are clear. As of now, all we have are some serious allegations.” 
 
    Jason LaRue stepped forward to place a file on the table before DiZeyla.  
 
    Durovic glanced at the Guardians, clearly indicating that they had the evidence to back up the allegations he and DiZeyla had made.  
 
    “You allege that this Trent character confessed to giving the Alpha silver and locking the Wizard in with him” one of the Guardians interjected. “What makes you believe that he expected the Alpha to attack the Wizard? If the Alpha had been dosed with silver over a twenty-four hour period, isn’t it more likely that his captors simply assumed that he’d be unconscious, and hence no danger to anyone confined with him?” 
 
    “There was a camera in the room with them, trained on the two in the cage.” This time it was Duncan who spoke up, his expression forbidding. “Now, what do you suppose the captors were after, if not to snare footage of a Shifter out of his mind with silver, savaging an unfortunate Chosen locked in with him?” The words were dry and caustic, unlike Duncan’s usual laidback manner. 
 
    The images Duncan’s grim words conjured up for the Wizards seemed to agitate them. They shifted nervously, jittery at the plain-speaking.  
 
    “When we located the house they’d been held in, we recovered video from the camera” Duncan continued, his voice more even. “We have it in our possession.” 
 
    “The Guardians would like to see it” one of the them stated. 
 
    “That footage is not for public consumption” Duncan said firmly. “It’ll be produced at the trial, if necessary, but not before.”  
 
    “The GCW cannot simply take the word of a group of Chosen, no matter how illustrious they be” Guardian Thorne said authoritatively. 
 
    “We’re not asking you to, Guardian Thorne” DiZeyla countered. “We can prove that Ted Anderson ordered the assault. It is all in here.” She pointed to the file Jason had placed before her. “Please have your Guardians go over it with us.” 
 
    “The GCW will run its own investigation” Thorne began, only to be stopped by DiZeyla.  
 
    “This evidence was gathered by the First Wizard’s team, assisted in the endeavor by David Hamilton’s Wizards in San Francisco.” 
 
    “The First Wizard’s team is very competent, I’m sure. But they’re not used to running investigations of this nature. The Guardians are.” 
 
    “My team was led by two Guardians, Sebastian” the First Wizard countered pointedly. “Also, at my request, Guardian LaRue kept an eye on the overall investigation.” 
 
    “LaRue has been compromised ever since he accepted the hospitality of a Pack” countered the same Guardian Sienna had shot down before.  
 
    Sebastian Thorne stayed silent, clearly indicating that he did not disagree with his colleague. 
 
    The First Wizard turned in her chair to face the Guardians. “I sent Jason LaRue to San Francisco. I’m still First Wizard and it is under my authority that he works with Raoul Merceau’s Pack.”  
 
    Jason hid his shock. He’d expected a subtle repudiation of him from the other Guardians, but not this public denouncement. “I need not remind you, Guardian McKinley, that the GCW has a proud history of co-operation with other Chosen” he said calmly.  
 
    “This evidence has been gathered by my team” the First Wizard stated, making her stance clear to everyone in the room. “I stand by it. If this proves that a Guardian ordered the assault, then he must be punished.” 
 
    There was deafening silence as the First Wizard faced off with the Guardians. The tension in the hall could be cut with a knife. The relationship between the First Wizard and GCW was in tatters, Tasia realized, to the point where salvaging it would be an impossible endeavor. Tasia, already aware of the fractures, was nevertheless alarmed when confronted by it this openly. Wizards all over the world depended on the Guardians to protect their interests. A weakened GCW would only hurt the most vulnerable Wizards in their midst. 
 
    An expression of shock flashed across the poker-faced Herabudh, astounded by the open divisions between the two competing Wizard power centers. Strain was to be expected between the GCW and the First Wizard, but that the Wizards couldn’t even paper over the cracks before an audience that included Faoladh and a host of influential Chosen left most of the audience flabbergasted.  
 
    A dismayed Tasia took note of the varying reactions of the audience. The Shifters, as suspected, seemed disinterested in the infighting, while Faoladh looked unsurprised. Tasia also noted that David Hamilton merely looked grimly resigned, as if his worst fears had been realized. But Mistress Franciszka was gleeful, with a smile on her face and a dawning realization in her eyes.  
 
    The Wizards were in incredible disarray, Franciszka realized, much to her glee. She’d heard the whispers, of course, but there were always rumors in their world. And the GCW had been an institution in the Chosen world for a long time. Now, it finally dawned on her that there had been some truth to the whispers. This was no mere squabble or a simple difference of opinion between two blocs. Instead, it was a complete breakdown in the relationship, to the extent where they couldn’t even put up a façade before others. Her Master would be very interested in this information, Franciszka mused excitedly. So would others in the Clan. The Guardians had been a force to reckon with for much of Chosen history. If weakened, it would present other Chosen an opportunity to step into the power vacuum. 
 
    Roman exchanged a glance with DiZeyla before directing his remarks at the Wizards. “DiZeyla and I accept the validity of this evidence. We’re satisfied with the investigation carried out by the First Wizard’s team” he interjected, attempting to break the deadlock between the Guardians and Lady Esmeralda. Neither Roman nor DiZeyla had expected the GCW to refuse to accept evidence collected by the First Wizard’s people. 
 
    “I begin to understand why you hold the Spell Casters in such dislike, moj drogi” the Mistress said languidly from where she sat resplendent on the couch in her sweeping gown. Her remarks were directed at the Alpha. “No sense of loyalty, not even to each other. And when they decide to show some loyalty, it’s to a Guardian clearly intent on bringing down the GCW.” 
 
    She turned her attention from the Alpha to the Guardians before anyone could get a word in. 
 
    “A few weeks ago, the daughter of the ranking Wizard in San Francisco was kidnapped. Did David Hamilton go to the Guardians for assistance? No. He went to Raoul, the Alpha Protector of the local Pack. It was the local Chosen Alliance in San Francisco that rescued her. This topsy-turvy world where the GCW targets Wizards it is oath-bound to protect, while a Shifter Pack guards the Wizards under its protection, even from the Guardians, fills me with elation. It should alarm all Wizards, particularly the Guardians. But instead, I find you in a tussle for power with your First Wizard, uncaring how openly your rifts are laid bare before other Chosen. All to protect a Guardian who’s gone rogue.” 
 
    The foyer was silent as everyone hung on the Vampire Mistress’ words. Her languidly dispassionate tones seemed to shock them speechless.  
 
    “We Pure Bloods understand revenge very well. Some might even say that we’ve elevated the act of exacting revenge to an art. But a Guardian who risks a civil war with the Wyrs for his own revenge is not one his comrades should protect. You should cut him loose. If one of my Pure Bloods had attempted to mount an assault on the Wyrs, I’d have his head for breakfast. But it’s clear the GCW, in its madness, is willing to risk the destruction of everything. The Clan is watching, Spell Casters. Your missteps will be our gain.” This time, there was no hiding the wicked pleasure in her, an amusement that made the Wizards boil. 
 
    Tasia watched the Mistress warily. The Alpha had warned her that the Vampire would be part of the entourage to confront the GCW. She knew that Hawk had been included in this audience primarily to stand guard over her, since Duncan’s place today was with the other Were-Alphas. But even Tasia could not help but silently laud the Mistress for her clinical stripping down of the GCW’s state of disarray. That her takedown of the Guardians had been mixed in with glee didn’t affect Tasia. Perhaps, this was the wakeup call the GCW would heed, she hoped optimistically.  
 
    The others stared at the Mistress with varying degrees of surprise on their faces. The First Wizard’s expression changed subtly to become more grim-faced than before. Roman Durovic was impassive. If he was surprised by the Mistress’ remarks or the Wizards’ public tussle, he chose to not show it. Interestingly, the Shifters’ reactions were different from the others. The Alpha, to whom the Mistress’ initial remarks had been addressed, was his usual inscrutable self, but Tasia could tell that he was amused by the turn of events. Faoladh relaxed back on the couch as if he were watching a particularly interesting play. Alpha Ramirez contemplated the Mistress as an interesting but somewhat perplexing specimen.  
 
    “You bring the Clan into Wizard Headquarters, Alpha. And then you wonder why the GCW reacts so ill to your concerns” Guardian McKinley addressed Raoul with palpable anger. 
 
    Raoul turned to face the Guardian, his expression cold and forbidding. “You should listen to the Mistress, Guardian. If you won’t control your Guardians, then there are other Chosen who will. If you’d done your job the first time around, Anderson would not be free to assault Shifters in San Francisco.” 
 
    “The Alpha is right” the First Wizard interjected, before any Guardian could respond. “Guardian Anderson should have been punished for his crimes in San Francisco. If other Chosen interfere in Wizard affairs now, it’s only because we have given them an opening.” 
 
    “There was no credible evidence against Guardian Anderson then, just like there’s none now” insisted one of the Guardians. “The muggings in San Francisco were carried out by Shifters and yet, they found it convenient to blame a Guardian for their crimes.” 
 
    “On the contrary, there was iron-clad evidence against Guardian Anderson.” David Hamilton’s voice rang out, loud and clear. “We had statements from the Shifter mercenaries he’d hired, and I had a full confession from him. Yet, against my wishes and despite my protests, he was set free. There are forty recorded accounts of assaults on some of our most vulnerable Wizards in San Francisco. Can you doubt that I, for one, don’t trust the GCW again to do the right thing by my Wizards?” 
 
    “That evidence was made available by the Shifters” pointed out the Guardian. 
 
    “No, the evidence was collected by my Wizards. I will reiterate that the Pack did everything by the book. When they caught Anderson red-handed, the Alpha handed him into my custody, respecting Chosen tradition. They gave us access to the Shifter mercenaries in Pack custody and they made sure the Shifters were punished for the muggings. I could not punish a Guardian, but I expected the GCW to do so. Instead, they let him go, despite the evidence against him. The GCW cannot be surprised if this time around, the Alpha does not trust them to deliver justice. That it’s the same Guardian they let go the first time around is even more ironic. I happen to agree with the Shifters on this. The Guardians have already demonstrated that they lack the will to punish one of their own, even when it comes to crimes against the very Wizards they are sworn to protect.” 
 
    David paused to glance around the room. The Wizards were silent, because it was hard to rebut his words. 
 
    “This time too, despite their understandable fury, the Pack is trying to do the right thing” David emphasized. “They allowed my Wizards, the First Wizard’s team and Guardian Jason LaRue, to gather evidence against Anderson. I’ll tell you this. If the Alpha had barged in here today, with a contingent of his Shifters, to take Anderson into Pack custody, few Chosen would take your side once the circumstances of the assault are made public. Instead, he’s here with two First Ones as mediators. Don’t block the attempt to mediate or lose this opportunity to sift through the evidence against Guardian Anderson. I know Raoul, and I warn you that his patience is limited. A small army of Shifters stands ready at the gates. If their Alpha gives the word, they’ll come swarming in here, baying for blood, and none of the other Chosen present will stand in their way, if you continue to stymie our efforts to present the evidence.” 
 
    “The GCW is proud to have a Guardian of the caliber of Jason LaRue” Sebastian Thorne said unexpectedly, after a short pause. “The Guardians will not question the legitimacy of this evidence.” 
 
    David Hamilton was a Wizard and an influential local leader in San Francisco. His speaking out so plainly against the GCW, especially after the Mistress’ comments, had made the situation dire for the Guardians. Thorne was attempting to find a way forward. It was clear that the Shifters would not budge and it didn’t look like Faoladh would quell any violence. That Faoladh had stayed silent when David Hamilton laid out exactly what would happen if the Shifters lost patience spoke volumes to the Guardians.  
 
    Thorne glanced at two of the Guardians flanking him. They joined the First Wizard at the table to pore over the evidence that DiZeyla took them through painstakingly. Roman vacated his chair to step away from the table. 
 
    “Willard Trent is in the custody of the First Wizard’s team. We can make him available to the GCW for questioning” Jason LaRue directed at Guardian Thorne. “And David Hamilton is willing to provide access to the Registrar of San Francisco for his part in aiding Trent.”  
 
    “The Pack has agreed to let the First Wizard punish Trent and the other Wizards for their part in the assault” he added.  
 
    This message, Jason knew, would resonate with the Guardians. It was only Anderson the Shifters were insisting they wanted to punish themselves, since the GCW had already let him go free once. Jason knew that the Alpha was also sending the message that he trusted the First Wizard to do the right thing, unlike the Guardians, for she’d given him no cause to doubt her yet. 
 
    “What about the Registrar in San Francisco?” inquired one of the Guardians. “Will you give him up to the Pack?” he asked David Hamilton directly. 
 
    “The Registrar will not be punished for his part in this” David said slowly.  
 
    Mistress Franciszka turned to the Alpha. “You’re okay with this, Raoul?” She was surprised. He was not the forgiving kind, in her experience. 
 
    “At my request, the Alpha has agreed to allow the Registrar to go free.” It was David who responded to her.  
 
    Franciszka stared at David, clearly taken aback.  
 
    “Trent told the Registrar that he’d been sent by the GCW to gather evidence against the Alpha, and clear Anderson’s name for the muggings in San Francisco. The Registrar took Trent at his word — he knew that Trent worked for Anderson, a Guardian the GCW had cleared of all crimes. He put two and two together to come to the conclusion Trent had no doubt hoped for. So, he assisted with the arrangements for Trent’s stay in San Francisco. That was the extent of his involvement in this.” 
 
    As David Hamilton’s voice died away, some of the Wizards appeared stunned.  
 
    “David is convinced that the Registrar acted in good faith” the Alpha reiterated. “More than ever, his Wizards depend on David to safeguard their interests. He needs all the good people he has.” 
 
    Some of the Guardians bristled at what the Alpha’s words implied of their abilities to protect Wizard interests, but some looked more thoughtful. Their own Wizards, a Vampire Mistress, as well as a First One, were trying to make them see sense. The Mistress, in particular, had unexpectedly, and in her colorful way, held up a mirror to them. Some of the Wizards and a few of the Guardians were starting to realize that perhaps the Shifters had legitimate concerns that required addressing. 
 
    “You cannot hold the GCW culpable for what one Guardian is alleged to have done” protested one of the Guardians. 
 
    “The Guardians are culpable.” Surprisingly, it was Franciszka’s voice that rang out again. “You should’ve seen this coming. If you aren’t culpable for a Guardian’s misdeeds, then who is? One of your own has gone rogue while his peers squabble. This is not about mugging a few Wizards in San Francisco. That might be brushed aside. How could you allow a Wizard to mount an attack on a Wyr Alpha? Did you think he would take it lying down?” she demanded, clearly puzzled by how lax the GCW had become.  
 
    In Franciszka’s and the Clan’s world, a few Magicked Chosen were always expendable, especially if their leader was unwilling or without the influence to get them justice. But a Wyr Lord was a powerful being; one with the command of an influential Pack was an especially perilous enemy to cultivate. The Mistress was rightly puzzled by the Guardians’ seeming willingness to condone an assault on a Shifter Alpha with a fearsome reputation as a dangerous, unforgiving, and ruthless Chosen. 
 
    “I know Raoul.” She drove her point home. “He’ll burn down your Headquarters without a second thought to get his man. There’s no walking away from this. I don’t blame him — I’d do the same had it been one of my Pure Bloods that was targeted. You’ve crossed a line, Spell Casters. Your misfortune is that the line you crossed happened to be guarded by Raoul Merceau.” 
 
    “Franciszka” the Alpha called out languidly, trying to keep his amusement in check. “I can make my own threats.” 
 
    “Just trying to make them see the light, moj drogi” she said with a cheeky smile. “They only know you by reputation, not like I do.” There was innuendo and respect all tied together in her good-natured retort. 
 
    The Guardians around Sebastian Thorne glanced uneasily at him. 
 
    “The evidence looks good, Sebastian.” One of the Guardians at the table with DiZeyla spoke up after an infinitesimal pause. “We should re-interview both Willard Trent and the Registrar at San Francisco independently. But based on the evidence here, it doesn’t look good for Guardian Anderson.” 
 
    “No Guardian has ever been punished by anyone else” Sebastian Thorne declared quietly. He had accepted that the evidence was solid, but now he made the other argument. 
 
    The Alpha said nothing in response, merely gazing back at the Guardian silently. The Guardian glanced at Faoladh who shrugged, making it clear that it wasn’t his call to make.  
 
    “Let the GCW try him, Alpha” Thorne urged. “I give you my word that Guardian Anderson will be given a fair trial.” 
 
    “Unacceptable.” Raoul’s response was firm. “The GCW had their chance, Guardian. And you blew it.” 
 
    “I would love to spill some Spell Caster blood, moj drogi” the Mistress called out in her lilting voice. “Just give the word, Raoul.” 
 
    “Franciszka” the Alpha said warningly, without untangling his gaze from the Guardians who faced him.  
 
    The Vampire Mistress subsided immediately. 
 
    “You work with the First Wizard, don’t you, Alpha?” called out a voice from the back. 
 
    A youngish Wizard stepped forward to address Raoul. To her astonishment, Sienna recognized Trevor Bergdahl. She hadn’t seen Tara’s brother since high school. He’d been Jason’s best friend then, she remembered, and had been selected to join the GCW at the same time as Jason.  
 
    “Yes” Raoul acknowledged curtly. 
 
    “What if she were to guarantee that this time Guardian Anderson will be punished for his crimes?” 
 
    Before Raoul could respond, the First Wizard stood up to face the man behind her. “I cannot guarantee that, Guardian Bergdahl” she said firmly. “It’s now clear to everyone present that the GCW and I do not see eye to eye, so there’s no point in hiding it. But I cannot in good conscience give my word to the Alpha on this.” 
 
    The young Guardian looked resigned, while the Guardians facing the Alpha looked discomposed by her response. Sebastian Thorne’s expression tightened with resolve. 
 
    “We’ve accepted the evidence you presented against him, Alpha. We won’t challenge the validity of it” Thorne tried again, attempting to make the Alpha see that circumstances were different this time, that the GCW had already conceded more than it usually did. “And we’ll guarantee Guardian Anderson will be punished for his transgression.” Thorne studied the Alpha. “When the Chosen come to know that despite our guarantees, you felt the need to attack us, do you think they’ll side with you, Alpha?” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say to the Alpha, but the Guardian wasn’t to know that. Raoul’s instincts had been to swiftly punish Anderson without a public hue and cry. This confrontation with the Guardians, with an entourage of other Chosen by his side, had merely been a sop to assuage the concerns of others — many whose opinions he respected.  
 
    “Try me” Raoul warned softly, allowing his impatience with the charade to show for the first time. “I’ve tried to go about this the right way. That doesn’t mean I’ll back down if you don’t give me what I came for. Know this, Guardian. Come what may, I’m not leaving without Anderson today.” 
 
    There was a murmur from the back as some of the Wizards whispered amongst themselves.  
 
    “We don’t believe the Pack will give Guardian Anderson a fair trial” called out a Wizard from the back, surprising Sebastian Thorne who had not expected the intervention. “Since he’s alleged to have attacked their Alpha.” 
 
    “Fair enough” Raoul admitted. “By the same token, we don’t believe that Anderson will get his just deserts from the GCW. They’re unlikely to punish him for crimes against Shifters when they let him go for targeting Wizards.”  
 
     “What if we agree to a third-party trial for the Guardian?” the Wizard persisted. “That would assuage our concerns. Perhaps, you can leave Guardian Anderson in GCW custody, until we can all agree on a third party to try him.” 
 
    “We’ve already decided who will try Anderson for his crimes” Raoul announced. “The CoC. I trust you don’t have any objections to them” he inquired, as Guardian Thorne and the rest looked stunned by the suggestion. The other Wizards in the room muttered amongst themselves. This bombshell by the Alpha had thrown the Wizards for a loop. 
 
    “You’d be willing to allow the CoC to try Guardian Anderson?” Thorne asked in disbelief. For an Alpha reputed to be as old school as Raoul Merceau to willingly agree to give up a Wizard who’d attacked him to the CoC was unthinkable.   
 
    The Guardians were bemused by this turn of events. Faoladh might have been instrumental in the creation of the CoC but the Shifters, in general, were territorial and paranoid about keeping their business private from outsiders. They’d never allowed others to interfere in matters they considered Shifter business. It didn’t occur to the Guardians that they’d been guilty of the same crime when it came to allegations against their own.  
 
    “I’ve a few things to say to him” Raoul shrugged. “After that, I’ll hand him over to Faoladh’s people.  Faoladh has agreed to arrange a CoC trial for Anderson.” 
 
    Thorne looked speechless, much like the rest of the Guardians who flanked him. The Alpha’s suggestion had nullified all possible Guardian objections. There was no way they could denounce the CoC as a partisan body. On paper, it was the most independent and fair of all Chosen institutions. The evidence against Anderson had been collected by the Wizards and the trial would be conducted by the Council. The only reason the Shifters had shown up at Wizard Headquarters was to take custody of Anderson to hand him over to the CoC. And that too, the Alpha had done cleverly with an entourage of independent Chosen who would vouch publicly that the Shifters had been more than reasonable at a time, when they had every right to be enraged at the Guardians. No Chosen would fault the Shifters when this entire affair was made public, Thorne knew. The Alpha had neatly boxed them in.  
 
    The Guardians found themselves facing a tactical defeat at the hands of an Alpha who’d built a reputation as an uber Wyr in the traditional mold. That he’d handed them the defeat without lifting a finger or deploying his formidable Shifter army spoke volumes of his superior strategy against the GCW. Sebastian Thorne couldn’t believe it. Judging from the expressions of the Guardians around him, neither could his comrades. They were not to know this, but their fellow Wizards ranged on the side of the Alpha had seen Raoul do this before. Tactically destroy an opponent without deploying his Shifter army. Sienna and Jason had borne witness in Chicago when the Alpha had strung together an unlikely coalition to hold Bianchi’s Vampires at bay, for Sienna. 
 
    “Since the Alpha has been gracious enough to allow the CoC to perform a job it’s best suited for, I’ll ensure that the Council delivers a swift trial and apt justice, Guardian Thorne” Faoladh chimed in for the first time, from his perch on the couch. 
 
    Thorne faced the Alpha, his face expressionless, while the Wizards waited with bated breath to see what he would do next. They knew that all avenues had been exhausted. Guardian Thorne would need to conjure a rabbit out of his hat to keep Ted Anderson at Wizard Headquarters.  
 
    The Alpha said something under his breath and in a few minutes, Shifters streamed into the grounds outside the building. With the last of the setting sun’s rays, Tasia could see the crowd of Shifters on the grounds through the large windows. She knew that the Wizards could see them too. It brought the Wizards to immediate attention. The Alpha had just upped the ante. The Guardians’ bluff was being called in this cat and mouse game they played with the Alpha. 
 
    There was an instant of silence in the foyer while the situation seemed to teeter on the edge of a cliff. Then, the pregnant silence was shattered by Sebastian Thorne. 
 
    “Bring Guardian Anderson in” Thorne said to one of the other Guardians. The other Guardian hesitated for an infinitesimal moment, before he turned away towards the hallway beyond. 
 
    Thorne turned to the Alpha as the tension in the room seemed to come down a notch. 
 
    “You said that you’ve a few things to say to Guardian Anderson, Alpha?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “May I request that you question Guardian Anderson here in the presence of his fellow Guardians, before you hand him over to the CoC.” Thorne was playing with a weak hand but he attempted to make a last stand. The Shifters looked angry enough to go after Anderson and his fellow Guardians, but Thorne made the appeal to the Alpha. The assault should have made the matter personal for the Alpha. Yet, the Shifter continued to look very much in control, his cold impassiveness yet to be penetrated by anything the Guardians said. It puzzled Thorne. 
 
    “As you wish.” Raoul gave in easily. His intention had always been to publicly address Anderson about his quest for a Wizard. This would allow the other Guardians to hear what he had to say, so it served him well. 
 
    The next ten minutes remained tense in the foyer. The Wizards watched the Shifters warily, much like a cornered mouse might a cat, while the Shifters watched the Wizards in anticipation, much like predators with their prey finally in sight. The others watched both Wizards and Shifters closely and with great attention, waiting to step in at the slightest sign of impending danger. Sienna shot a glance at Tasia. Tasia noted the relief in Sienna’s eyes, mixed in with other and more complicated emotions. Sienna had been adamant that the Guardian be punished. The assault had shocked the other Wizard, Tasia knew. But Sienna was clearly fond of her aunt, and the First Wizard’s public difficulties with the Guardians made for some anxious moments for her niece. 
 
    Eventually, Ted Anderson walked in, flanked by his Wizards. Incongruously, it was a triumphant march into the foyer, rather than that of a man being taken into custody to be tried for an unforgivable crime. 
 
    Guardian Thorne glanced at the Alpha, clearly looking for direction. Raoul waved at the table they’d used to go over the evidence. The First Wizard now stood beside it. 
 
    DiZeyla vacated her chair as Anderson seated himself across from her. The Alpha strode to the table while the small phalanx of Wizards accompanying Anderson took position behind the seated Guardian in a show of support. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to look so well, Alpha” Anderson opened. “There are rampant rumors of an attack in San Francisco.” 
 
    The words were clearly aimed at getting a rise out of the Alpha. Some of the Shifters bristled, and a few Wizards seemed taken aback by the Guardian’s brazenness, but the Alpha remained unperturbed. 
 
    Beside Tasia, Hawk stiffened. 
 
    “It’s always been easy to surpass your expectations, Guardian.” Raoul pulled back a chair to seat himself indolently on it, facing Anderson. “You don’t have what it takes to beat me.” 
 
    They stared at each other, the hall around them silent, the Guardian with a sneer on his face and the Alpha showing no discernible expression. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Anderson” the Alpha said contemptuously. 
 
    This time, Anderson bristled at the Shifter’s tone. “If I’d ordered an assault on you, Merceau, you’d be dead” he shot out. “That you’re alive and sitting across from me today is evidence that I did not.” 
 
    “I’m not that easy to kill, Anderson. If you’ve learnt any lesson from San Francisco, it should be this. But I wasn’t talking about the assault on me. You’ll be punished for that soon enough.” Raoul’s voice was matter-of-fact. “I’m talking about the other side project you have going.” 
 
    The Guardians in the hall stirred, but Anderson looked puzzled. “What project?” 
 
    “The muggings of Wizards as a means to an end.” 
 
    Anderson laughed. “I didn’t mug any Wizards, Alpha. I’m a Guardian. Why would I need to mug some L2 Wizards in San Francisco? That was your Shifters.” 
 
    “San Francisco was not the first” the Alpha said. “Similar Wizard muggings have been reported in New York, Boston, DC, Chicago, Atlanta, Houston, Philadelphia and Los Angeles, much before San Francisco. I suppose my Shifters did those, too.” 
 
    Anderson’s face paled.  
 
    “I know what you’re up to, Guardian” Raoul said softly. 
 
    “What do you mean, Alpha?” Sebastian Thorne asked the question, his brow furrowed. This was not the conversation he’d expected the Alpha to have with the man who’d attempted to force the Shifter to lose it.  
 
    The Alpha turned to Sebastian Thorne. “He’s been orchestrating these assaults on Wizards for a long time. For at least a year and a half, per my information. If the GCW had done its job, it should’ve discovered this and punished Anderson long before he even set foot in San Francisco.” 
 
    “But …” sputtered one of the Guardians beside Thorne. 
 
    “The Alpha is correct” Jason chimed in. “The respective Wizard Registries that he just listed will confirm accounts of the muggings. In all the cases, the targets were female Wizards of little magic — eerily similar to San Francisco.” 
 
    “If a Shifter Alpha could ferret out this information, I’m sure the GCW could easily dig up who was behind the muggings.” Duncan spoke up again, his voice caustic. “For the muggings in San Francisco, we gave you a neatly wrapped up package. All you had to do was dig deeper. But you threw it away without a second glance. It’s time you did your job, Guardians.” 
 
    “But why would Guardian Anderson … Why would any Guardian target Wizards like this? It doesn’t make any sense” muttered a confused Guardian McKinley.  
 
    The Wizards couldn’t refute the Shifters’ accusations, yet the incongruousness of the assaults made no sense to them. 
 
    “It makes perfect sense” Raoul countered. “Anderson has been searching rather desperately for a Wizard — a powerful witch he believes is hiding in plain sight, as a Chosen with little magic to her name.”  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Merceau” Anderson retorted, making a valiant effort to regroup.  
 
    He knew that Raoul was aware of his search, but that was all the Alpha knew; Anderson had, more or less, admitted it to the Alpha at the San Francisco Registry.  
 
    “Who would he be searching for, Alpha?” queried Sebastian Thorne, clearly not convinced by the Alpha’s words. 
 
    “Like I said, he’s a fool. Someone played him. Told him that his erstwhile best mate Azevedo had left behind a powerful Wizard daughter. And he’s been hunting for her ever since, targeting the big metros and female Wizards of a particular age, registered with minimal magic.” 
 
    This time, Anderson went white. He had not expected the Alpha to know this. 
 
    A forewarned Tasia could only marvel at the Alpha’s tactics. 
 
    “Azevedo” muttered Thorne. “Do you mean Gabriel Azevedo?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s been dead a long time, killed by the Vampires he went to work for.” 
 
    “Tell that to Anderson here” Raoul said easily. “He’s been wreaking havoc all over searching for Azevedo’s mythical daughter. While the Guardians look the other way, as he terrorizes vulnerable Wizards under your care.” 
 
    Not just the Wizards, but also the other Chosen looked dumbstruck by the Alpha’s statement. Even Jason LaRue, the one to confirm the muggings at the other Registries, looked thunderstruck by the accusation. 
 
    “Is this true, Guardian Thorne?” David Hamilton demanded, shaking off his own shock to question the GCW representative. “Has the GCW been looking the other way while our most vulnerable Wizards are targeted by a Guardian?” 
 
    Thorne continued to look gobsmacked. “I … The GCW was not aware of this” he stuttered, his composure shaken for the first time. Where he’d not lost his composure or confidence, even once, while the Alpha and the other Chosen cornered him on Anderson, he looked like a shaken man now. 
 
    “How could the GCW not be aware of this?” David was incredulous. “Where do you think Anderson has been getting the names and addresses of the Wizards he targets? By exploiting his access to the Registries, as a Guardian! Are you telling me that no one in the GCW flagged this?” David’s voice rose wrathfully. “I knew he had help from inside the San Francisco Registry, but you refused to give me access to question Anderson about it. How could the Guardians betray the Wizards who look to you for their welfare like this?”  
 
    Roman, equally taken aback as the others, directed his query at the Alpha. “How do the muggings help the Guardian in his search for the Wizard, Merceau?” He was clearly puzzled. 
 
    “The muggings were just a ruse, Durovic. He’s been taking blood samples from the Wizards to compare with the DNA of his dead friend.” 
 
    More than the Ancient, the other Wizards looked astonished by the Alpha’s answer. 
 
    “That he was drawing blood from the mugged Wizards was documented in the evidence we provided after San Francisco” David added angrily. “The Shifters he hired gave us the details.” 
 
    Anderson sputtered in protest, though the Wizards arraigned around him seemed unsurprised. Raoul realized triumphantly that he’d done the right thing by confronting the Guardian publicly. Anderson’s mugging of Wizards and the details about it were out in the public domain. Now, he’d poke a few holes in Anderson’s theory on Azevedo’s daughter. That might be enough for his allies to desert him. Anderson was going away for a long time. All Raoul needed to do was convince the Guardian’s allies that they’d been led on a wild goose chase, and the witchling would be safe. 
 
    “Did your Vampire conspirator happen to tell you that his nest killed Azevedo when he refused to work for the Clan any longer” Raoul inquired casually. 
 
    Anderson looked stunned by the question, just as Thorne asked weakly “Which Vampire conspirator?” 
 
    Sebastian Thorne now wore an expression of resignation. The shocks had been coming too fast for the Guardians. They had been prepared to defend their comrade from the Shifters, but the Alpha’s revelations about Anderson were starting to pile up rather heavily. 
 
    Before Raoul could respond, Mistress Franciszka jumped in. “My Pure Bloods have had no truck with the Guardian, Raoul.” 
 
    “I know, Franciszka” he answered. “I’m talking about Rafaelo Bianchi from the Lombardi Nest, who visited Anderson a few days before the assault on me in San Francisco.” 
 
    “A Vampire met with Guardian Anderson before the assault” Guardian McKinley muttered in disbelief, with a shake of his head. 
 
    “We have documented evidence of this, Guardian McKinley” Jason roused himself to inform the Wizard. “Willard Trent confirmed the meeting between Anderson and the Vampire, Rafaelo Bianchi, at the Guardian’s home here in San Diego, last Tuesday evening.” 
 
    “The Guardians should also know that Rafaelo Bianchi was thrown out of San Francisco and exiled from the city for kidnapping David’s daughter Caroline and threatening Sienna McAlister, a Wizard who currently resides at the Pack Lair” DiZeyla announced in a dispassionate voice, though the revelations flying fast and thick had astonished her, just as much as the others present. She was not aware of Sienna’s unique position in the Wizard world. 
 
    Sienna’s name seemed to rouse the Guardians. The McAlister name was highly regarded in their world. 
 
    “Rafaelo Bianchi also kidnapped Tasia and me from the Chicago Registry” Sienna chimed in. “There were Guardians present that evening at the confrontation, when the Alpha and his Pack refused to give me up to Bianchi.” 
 
    Sebastian Thorne could not stay silent any longer. 
 
    “Tell me you did not conspire with a Vampire who tried to harm Sienna McAlister, Ted?” Thorne turned to Anderson, who stayed silent.  
 
    The Guardians flanking Thorne were starting to look seriously uneasy, while the mutterings amongst the rank and file Wizards in the hall had increased considerably. 
 
    “I do have one question, Guardian” Raoul persisted, drawing Anderson’s attention back to himself. “Did not Bianchi tell you that his people killed Azevedo before he could father any children? Or did you not mind getting in bed with the Chosen that killed your friend and comrade?”  
 
    Anderson gritted his teeth. It was clear from the expressions of the Guardians around him that their support for him was weakening. Many of the Wizards now wore expressions of mingled disgust and contempt as they stared at him. Targeting weaker Wizards was one thing, but working with the Clan was unforgivable. The Guardians considered themselves above that kind of co-operation. 
 
    “I’m not admitting anything, Sebastian.” He turned to Guardian Thorne. “But I will say this. If Gabriel Azevedo’s daughter were alive, she would possess the kind of power the Chosen have not seen for centuries, and she’d be an asset to the GCW.” 
 
    Raoul chose that moment to twist the knife in, without giving Thorne a chance to respond.  
 
    “I can’t believe the GCW allowed a Guardian to bring such an august institution to the brink of disaster. And, on such a fool’s errand, Guardian Thorne.” There was a thread of amusement in the Alpha’s even tones.  
 
    Thorne went white-faced in response. He realized that the Alpha’s words were truer than he’d anticipated.  
 
    “If this mythical daughter existed, do you think the Clan would allow her to live, given that they’d snuffed out the father? Did not Franciszka’s words earlier today remind you how the Vampires look upon revenge, Guardian?” Raoul drove his point home with clinical precision. “It’s a blood sport for them. The Clan would never allow the progeny of a man who had betrayed them to live, asset or not.” He studied Anderson dispassionately. “At the risk of repeating myself, you’re an absolute moron, Anderson.” 
 
    “The Clan knows nothing about her” Anderson said through gritted teeth, goaded into revealing the information as he sensed that he was losing the crowd. 
 
    “I see. You expect us to believe that the Clan knows nothing about her, but you do, Anderson? Correct me if I’m wrong, but Gabriel Azevedo renounced the GCW to go work for the Lombardis. Are you saying that you went with him, Anderson?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    Raoul could sense that some of Anderson’s entourage were finally starting to question the Guardian they followed. The seeds of doubt had been sown in their minds. Someone had clearly told Anderson about Azevedo’s daughter. He’d have loved to discover the identity of the person that had tipped Anderson about this, but that was impossible without arousing suspicions. So, Raoul let the matter rest, satisfied at having accomplished his goal here. 
 
    He turned his attention to Sebastian Thorne, ignoring Anderson. 
 
    “What else does the GCW not know about what your Guardians are up to, Guardian Thorne?” Raoul inquired, his eyebrow arched. “Mistress Franciszka put it in more colorful terms, but I agree with her. The Chosen are watching, Guardians. The GCW better get its act together and quickly, before others interfere where they’ve been careful to tread so far.” 
 
    It was a blunt warning to the watching Guardians and Wizards. The vague uneasiness in the Wizards was now transformed into apprehension and agitation. Suddenly, they seemed undecided about what to do with Guardian Anderson. Until now, matters had been clear. They would defend a Guardian, one of them, from the blood-thirsty Shifters intent on revenge against a Wizard for something no Guardian would ever do. Now, it seemed that there was more to Anderson than they’d suspected before. Perhaps, even more to the GCW’s entrenched infighting that was an open secret at Wizard Headquarters. 
 
    Confident that his message had been effectively delivered, Raoul stood up to signal that he was done. 
 
    “We cannot allow a Guardian to be taken into Shifter custody” one of the Wizards arraigned behind Anderson stated, before Thorne or any of the Guardians could say anything. Though shaken by what the Alpha had alluded to, Anderson’s Wizards were still hesitant about giving him up to the Shifters. 
 
    “That decision is not up for debate” Raoul said coldly. “But if you need a little incentive, I’ll provide it.”  
 
    He spoke under his breath, and a few Shifters poured in to take a stand behind and beside the eight Were-Alphas ranged in a line. Suddenly, the foyer seemed uncomfortably crowded, where before it had merely been full. It was twilight now, but the Wizards could still see the swelling numbers camped outside on their front lawn. 
 
    “The time for talking is over” the Alpha declared.  
 
    He ignored the still seated Anderson and the Wizards arraigned around him to turn to Sebastian Thorne and his Guardians. “Which shall it be, Guardian? Anderson or a fight?” 
 
    Thorne glanced at the Shifters in the hall, and the ready hordes he could see on the grounds. This was Wizard Headquarters, and the Wizards far outnumbered the Shifter army the Alpha had brought with him. But even outnumbered, the Shifters were formidable in a fight. To him, they were blood-thirsty savages looking for an excuse to brawl, that reveled in close physical encounters where their strength gave them a decided advantage over their opponents. And, they were thirsty for revenge. There would be no satisfying them tonight, not without giving Anderson up. And, truth be told, Thorne found himself astounded by the Alpha’s many revelations about Ted Anderson. It was clear that Anderson had been searching for a dead comrade’s daughter with rather brutal methods. When the trail had taken him to San Francisco, throwing his ambitions in the orbit of the Alpha who controlled the city, Anderson had attempted to get rid of the Shifter. For the first time, Thorne found himself silently agreeing with the Vampire Mistress. Anderson had seemingly gone off the reservation, while a GCW, mired in its own issues, had taken its eye off the ball in spectacular fashion. But now, Anderson’s antics had brought a powerful Alpha with a Shifter army to their door. Thorne realized, to his dismay, that even after Anderson was punished for his crimes, it might not be enough. After tonight, the GCW’s reputation would lie in tatters. 
 
    “Take Anderson” Sebastian Thorne directed.  
 
    The Guardians around him and the Wizards in the hall did not protest, for they knew Anderson and circumstances had left the GCW with little choice.  
 
    But the Wizards that formed Anderson’s posse protested. “If one of ours has committed a crime, Guardian Thorne, and we’re not convinced that has been proven beyond doubt, then it is the GCW that should punish him.” 
 
    Ignoring Anderson’s Wizards, Raoul turned to beckon his Shifters forward. The way he saw it, the Guardians had given up Anderson into Shifter custody. 
 
    Anderson smirked tellingly, something Raoul missed, since his back was to the Guardian. 
 
    A couple of muted pings rang out in rapid succession, just as the Alpha turned back to face the seated Anderson. 
 
    Raoul staggered as the bullets thudded into his shoulder and chest in quick succession, before righting himself. For an instant, caught by surprise, no one said anything. Then, a few things happened in rapid succession. 
 
    Faoladh leapt for the First Wizard, moving preternaturally fast to sweep her unceremoniously out of the way of the hail of bullets. Hawk fell over Tasia, using his body to shield her. Her line of sight now impeded, all Tasia could hear was a chorus of jumbled and raised voices. She heard someone call out to Sienna in alarm, running feet thudding past her, David Hamilton’s horrified exclamation, the Vampire Mistress’ tinkling and rather amused laugh, some screams and cries of ‘bullets’ and ‘silver’, followed by jostling and angry demands from the Shifters. 
 
    Through it all, she heard someone scream out in a commanding voice. “Stop! Stop shooting! I command you to stop shooting.” 
 
    When a few minutes later, Hawk turned his head cautiously to glance at where the Alpha had last been standing, Tasia was able to take a peek herself. The Alpha still stood by the table but now he was surrounded by some of his Were-Alphas. They obscured her view of him, but Tasia could see Duncan, Luis and Elisabetta around the Alpha. Roman Durovic, also part of the group around the Alpha, with a determined-looking Atsá beside him, angrily demanded an explanation from Sebastian Thorne. DiZeyla now stood with Faoladh, the First Wizard and Herabudh, who’d all come to their feet. Jason had rushed over to Sienna’s side. Tasia also noted the First Wizard’s anxious eyes wander over to Sienna, who shared the couch with Hawk and her. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Sienna whispered to Jason. 
 
    “Thorne has lost control of the Wizards.” Jason shook his head, his anxiety clear as he glanced at David Hamilton. The other Wizard’s expression clearly reflected Jason’s alarm.  
 
    The foyer thrummed with tension. The kindling was now ready to light. The slightest spark would set it on fire, and the resulting blaze would damage more than just the relationship between the Wizards and the Pack. It would create a fissure the Chosen would have a hard time righting — one that might take down the GCW. The Shifters had come in numbers to support their Alpha, and if the Guardians were unable to control the Wizards gathered here, then blood would be shed at Wizard Headquarters tonight — a shame after the diplomatic victory the Alpha had won by persuading the GCW to hand over a Guardian for trial. 
 
    Sebastian Thorne, who had screamed the order to stop, turned to the Alpha. The Shifters around the Alpha looked furious, Tasia could see. Duncan, never one to wear his heart on his sleeve, looked murderous as he stared down the Guardians. Before tonight, Tasia had never seen Duncan look like he meant business. Even when he’d come for an unconscious Alpha after the episode in the cage, he had merely been grim. Tonight, Duncan looked like he might single-handedly tear through the Wizards in the hall, without any semblance of restraint.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this, Guardian Thorne?” It was Roman Durovic who asked the question. “Why do your Wizards shoot at the Alpha, after you’ve agreed to hand over the Guardian into his custody?” he demanded authoritatively.  
 
    For the first time, Tasia could appreciate that Roman Durovic would one day lead a major faction of the First Ones in North America. He stood tall to confidently and authoritatively confront the Guardians for reneging on their word. Where the local leaders like DiZeyla and David Hamilton had removed themselves from the fray, rightly realizing that the situation was beyond their influence, Roman Durovic had stepped forward to confront the Guardians by the Alpha’s side. 
 
    “I apologize on behalf of the Guardians” Thorne admitted, a little pale himself. “The order to shoot did not come from the GCW” Thorne began, but the Alpha raised a hand to stop him. 
 
    When he turned to face the Guardian, Tasia could see the sluggish patches of blood on the pristine white shirt. He had eschewed his usual tee to wear a shirt for the occasion, a nod to the visit to Wizard Headquarters. Her heart lurched abruptly, missing a beat. If his wounds still bled, it meant that the bullets had been contaminated with silver. She felt a frisson of fear clutch her heart — he’d barely healed from his previous brush with silver. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Tas” Hawk assured her softly, mistaking her sudden alarm as concern for the precarious situation confronting them. 
 
    That was the moment Anderson had been waiting for. While the Alpha confronted Sebastian Thorne, he and those around him were distracted. Anderson, across the table from the Alpha and hitherto silent, chose that moment to stand up and plunge a knife into the Shifter’s chest. If the Alpha’s superhuman reflexes had not been blunted by the silver roiling in him, it was doubtful that the knife would even have touched him. But he was weakened, not only by the fresh silver in his blood, but also by the remnants from before. Yet, he was still able to raise his left arm to block the strike, leaving Anderson to drive the knife into his upper bicep. 
 
    The Alpha roared, the sound so deafening that the chandelier above his head shook with a tinkling sound, the noise lost amidst the chorus of shouts, demands and outrage from both Shifters and Wizards alike.  
 
    Driven by instinct, Tasia pushed against Hawk, her own scream drowned out by Sienna’s beside her. That was his beast, Tasia knew. That sound of an animal in agony was not the Alpha. 
 
    Hawk tried to gently but firmly hold her as she struggled madly against him. This time, he did not mistake her intentions.  
 
    “He can take care of himself” he assured her. He hugged her closer. “You cannot get in the middle of that, Tas” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    As the Alpha’s roar died away, even while the echoes still reverberated in the dome-shaped foyer, the Shifters surged forward en masse, unrestrained and uncaring of anything except teaching the Wizards a lesson. To them, this was a supreme betrayal, a literal knife in the back. The Shifters would not forgive the Guardians for this — one set of Guardians negotiated in good faith with the Alpha, while the second mounted a sneaky attack from the back. Convinced that the Guardians had never intended to give up one of their own to the Pack, the Shifters now had no desire to negotiate anymore.  
 
    From the cacophony rose an ear-splitting crash, heralding the shattering of glass. Shards from the large windows rained down on the floor. Those standing by the windows scattered to get out of the way. Shifters leapt athletically into the hall through the windows, while others swarmed in through the entrance to join the angry mob moving deeper into the foyer to confront the Wizards. The horde of Shifters gathered on the grounds had not waited to come in through the door. Some had simply leapt into the room, smashing through the windows in their eagerness to join the brawl. Within seconds, even as the chandelier over their heads still swayed gently from the Alpha’s roar, the hall was full of advancing Shifters, even as those still outside pushed their way in. 
 
    As his Shifters swarmed around him, to sweep deeper into the hall, Raoul did nothing to stop them. Instead, he turned to Duncan and Luis.  
 
    “I want Anderson alive” he gritted out through the burning agony in his arm, where the silver had started to mingle with his blood. 
 
    Despite the Wizards’ betrayal and the Guardians’ bad-faith negotiation, Raoul didn’t intend for Anderson to die at his Shifters’ hands. After the tedious charade he’d just gone through, he was determined that Anderson would be tried and punished publicly by the CoC. No Chosen would point fingers at the Pack, not after his negotiation with the GCW to ensure that did not happen. He knew that his Shifters would not fatally injure any Wizards. They were all seasoned Wyrs he’d brought with him, and knew how to inflict damage without serious injury. But Anderson would not be spared for his actions — all bets were off when it came to the quisling Guardian. 
 
    Luis and Duncan wasted no time in jumping into the fray to stand guard by Anderson, already struggling to hold off an onslaught of Shifters with his Wizards ranged around him. Not that either Shifter sacrificed any chance to beat up on the Wizards. They just made sure that Anderson was not completely outnumbered or in fatal danger from the surging Shifters. For once, the Shifters in the foyer did not care who they pounded on, as long as it was a Wizard. At this point, it was a free for all against any Wizards they could get their hands on for betraying their Alpha and them, once again. 
 
    At first, the Wizards stood stunned and unmoving, as the swarming Shifters swept deeper into the hall towards them. The brazen stabbing of the Alpha, leading to the Shifters breaking into their Headquarters, many by demolishing the beautiful bay windows, had caught them by surprise. Despite the tension in the air from the start of this confrontation, no one had expected an actual physical altercation. This building housed their Headquarters, the Wizard seat of power and a symbol of their prestige and influence in the Chosen world. No Wizard could imagine an onslaught like this here, of all places. It felt like a strike into the heart of every Wizard.  
 
    The swarming Shifters reached the foot of the staircase, and suddenly, the Wizards found themselves cut off from their leaders — the Guardians surrounding Sebastian Thorne. A Wizard cried out sharply. It was the sign the others had been waiting for. They surged forward to engage the baying Shifter army, driven by a combination of adrenaline, shock, pack mentality and peer pressure. Within seconds, it was a brawl. The Shifters pummeled their hapless opponents. The Wizards’ enthusiasm was of little match against the Shifters’ brute strength and thirst for revenge. They were soon on the defensive. In the cramped quarters, Wizard magic was of little use, but some attempted to deploy their magic anyway, frantic against the rampaging Shifters.  
 
    A middle-aged Wizard flew through the air with a cry. His comrades tried to stop his acrobatics. Tiny sparks lit up the air as a few Wizards attempted to use their magic in a desperate bid to push back the advancing Shifters. A few Shifters went down temporarily, but so did a fair number of Wizards. A crack rent the air as one of the carved balustrades on the grand staircase snapped under a Shifter’s brutal fist. Thin white dust floated into the air like a fine mist, obscuring the vision of the panting and panicked Wizards. Not so for the Shifters, who reached out to pound on the unfortunate Wizards some more. Some coughed as the dust seemed to swirl in the air before settling down, even as more sparks from increasingly powerful magic seemed to light up various parts of the room. The mass of Wizards on the staircase found themselves swept up into the first floor as more Shifters charged up the stairs, fists flying indiscriminately. The staircase groaned from the hits, like a living entity bemoaning the wanton destruction of Wizard influence and power.   
 
    Gradually, as the battle intensified and the Wizards’ desperation heightened, more blinding flashes lit up the foyer, along with the crunch of glass underfoot and the bits and pieces of wall and staircase that had crumbled under the Shifters’ assault. Even conducted mostly in silence, the sound was deafening in the circular foyer, the high vaunted ceiling amplifying everything like an echo chamber.  
 
    While Chosen in the hall were either blinded by the sparks from the clashing of powerful magic or deafened by the din from the battles being fought, Tasia felt like her whole body was on fire. The agony burned through her, like molten fire screaming through her veins to leave her fighting to not give vent to her pain. Crying out would draw attention to her, so Tasia fought to mute her cries and gasps of agony. What was going on, she wondered dazedly. Could her sensitivity to magic in the air make her skin feel like being pricked simultaneously with a thousand cuts. Tasia had never been in the presence of such sustained bursts of magic. Not all the magic tonight was powerful. But collectively, they packed quite a punch. That must be it, she told herself, as each tiny bit of magic seemed to strike her heightened senses like pieces of shrapnel. Buffeted by pain, Tasia shuddered uncontrollably, fighting to control her reaction. It would not do for anyone to suspect her ability to sense a Chosen’s power, she reminded herself in a litany as she struggled to rise above the pain. Hawk, realizing that she was in trouble, clasped her close, wrapping himself more protectively around her, afraid to draw attention to them but to little avail. Hawk felt a wave of helplessness sweep over him as he watched Tasia struggle in his arms.  
 
    Once confident that his beast was not resurgent, Raoul turned his attention to where Mistress Franciszka was seated. None of the Chosen accompanying him tonight gave him even momentary cause for concern. Now that the situation had spun out of control, they would step back and allow him to handle it. But not Franciszka. She would love to add her own spice to the chaos. He’d have to control her, Raoul knew. He was the only one who could. As he had suspected, the Mistress was itching to join the fray. He was glad to note that her entourage of four Vampires, had not breached etiquette. They still waited outside for their Mistress’ command. Both David Hamilton and Jason LaRue had made valiant efforts to restrain the Mistress with their arguments, but they were losing.  
 
    “Franciszka” Raoul called to her, through the burning agony in his arm. He didn’t have to expel much effort — she’d hear him fine, despite the din. The leeches’ hearing rivalled that of the Shifters. 
 
    The Mistress looked at him. He stared her down with pain-filled eyes, his body in agony from the fresh silver roiling in his blood and the knife still struck in his arm.  
 
    “I will remember if you renege on your word, Franciszka” he gritted out through the pain. “You’re not here to quench your thirst for blood.” 
 
    For a moment, she looked mutinous at the reminder. Then, she subsided with a pout. Raoul had been counting on her to remember his stark and blunt warning when he’d invited her to San Diego. This meeting was a trial for her. Her ability to keep to terms would spur Raoul’s decision on whether to recommend her to the local Chosen Alliance. Franciszka knew the Alpha would not give her a second chance. And Franciszka, of all the leeches, had personal experience with what he would do to her if she double-crossed him. The lesson from a night when he’d reduced her to a puddle of quivering and pain-wracked screams on the floor of her own nest, in the teeth of her army of Pure Bloods, had not been forgotten in a hurry. And ultimately, the memory of that lesson made her subside. 
 
    Raoul glanced from the Mistress to the couch beside her where Sienna sat frozen with an expression of stupefied shock on her face, while Hawk’s body covered Tasia. Something about the way Hawk leant over her had him frowning, his senses attempting instinctively to read her like he was usually able to. With the silver in him though, all he could tell was that she was struggling too, much like him. 
 
    “Hawk” he said softly. As Hawk turned towards him, Tasia glanced up to meet his eyes. Despite the agony of the poison in him, he could see the pain, struggle and confusion in her expressive eyes. The gold eyes, burning with agony, tangled with hers.  
 
    Hang on. I’ve got this. 
 
    Though he could not sense what troubled her, he instinctively tried to reassure her. She took a deep breath to give him a nod. She would be okay. Raoul turned away, back to the pitched battle raging around him. Much later, he was to realize that he hadn’t spoken the words aloud, but somehow, she’d read his message loud and clear. 
 
    As her initial shock wore off, the First Wizard turned urgently to Faoladh. All around her, the sounds of furious skirmishes rent the air, the Shifters’ blood lust finally let loose. 
 
    “No, Esmeralda.” Faoladh shook his head firmly before she could say anything. “Your Guardians need this lesson. There are consequences to their actions. I won’t stop Raoul.” 
 
    Since neither DiZeyla nor Herabudh came to her assistance or spoke up in her defense, the First Wizard reluctantly gave in. 
 
    Raoul’s blood-stained fingers grasped the knife stuck in the fleshy part of his upper arm, before letting go with a hiss. The hilt, like the rest of the knife, was solid silver. It burnt his fingers like the bars of the cage had, a few days ago. The exposure to more silver had his body struggling to cope, especially since he’d not yet recovered completely from the previous dose. The pain speared him as he fought to stay steady on his feet. Raoul cursed silently. He would not go down before the Wizards. He gritted his teeth. He would show no weakness before this audience.  
 
    “Merceau.”  
 
    He heard Roman Durovic call to him. Roman and Atsá had not strayed from his side, standing like sentinels beside him even as the others jumped into the fray. 
 
    The Alpha glanced at Durovic, unable to disguise the pain clouding his eyes.  
 
    “Brace yourself” Durovic directed, holding his palm out. 
 
    Raoul stared at the Ancient, not quite comprehending Durovic’s words. He felt a wrenching pain that drew another muted roar as the knife was yanked out, inch by inch, to lie in Durovic’s palm. This time, it was he who cried out in pain when before, it had been his beast. The abrupt attack and the agony of the plunging silver knife had awakened his beast. But Raoul had not come through the assault last Friday for nothing. His iron-control was back. After the first cry of agony, the beast was back where it belonged, firmly under his control. 
 
    “It’s out.” Durovic stated the obvious, glancing down at the blood-stained knife in his palm. 
 
    Raoul glanced at his arm. “Thank you” he acknowledged, his eyes meeting Durovic’s. 
 
    “Any time” mouthed the Ancient. 
 
    Now, the Alpha turned to watch the chaos. He’d had the presence of mind to remind Duncan and Luis that Anderson was not to be harmed. True to his command, they had protected the Guardian from the worst excesses. Anderson now stood at the center of a circle with his loyal Wizards attempting to defend him from the Shifter onslaught. A few cuts and bruises marked the Guardian, but he was otherwise in decent shape.  
 
    “Faoladh” Sebastian Thorne pleaded across the din. “Please, you have to put a stop to this.”  
 
    With an extended groan, the ornate staircase seemed to finally give up the fight. It came apart with a crack, splintering into pieces. Bits and parts crashed to the floor below with a loud thud and the Wizards scattered in haste, away from the falling debris. A cloud of dust blanketed the area, while debris piled onto the floor haphazardly. Cries from injured Wizards rent the air. Wizards on the mangled staircase scrambled madly to get out, before the rest gave way.  
 
    Faoladh shrugged. “I’m not their Alpha” he said. “I can’t call them off.” 
 
    Raoul noted that Alpha Ramirez, though not actively engaged, did not hesitate to pull his punches if any Wizards got too close to him in the melee. 
 
    “Call your dogs off, Alpha.” Thorne was frantic as the Guardians around him fought desperately to stave off the Shifters converging on them.  
 
    “For God’s sake, Merceau. This is not the Guardians’ doing. You have to know that. These are just a few bad apples. The GCW would never sanction anything like this.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated him before raising his voice just a tad. “Wyrs, fall back.” The words were said in the ancient tongue of the Wyrs, as was traditional when the Alpha called his Shifters to battle. 
 
    At the command, the Shifters started withdrawing back to their old positions to leave behind battered and bruised Wizards, with the tattered remains of their once beautiful reception hall around them. The marble and glass foyer looked like it had been trashed by a stampeding horde — debris from furniture and pieces of the building lay smashed all around, mingling with the glass shards and bits of plaster. The window frames hung drunkenly askew, and the beautiful grand staircase looked like a giant beast had taken bites out of it. Below the staircase lay strewn the missing bits from the ornate structure. Wizards stared at their staircase in numbed shock, their faces frozen and gaping at the damage. Over it all hung a pall of cloud and dust, swaying lazily. As the Shifters withdrew, the Wizards tried to dust themselves off, struggling to their feet, bedraggled and bloodstained, some injured and in need of medical attention. 
 
    “Raoul.” It was Duncan. 
 
    “No harm done” he assured his friend. 
 
    With the Alpha’s command to disengage, Hawk cautiously let go of Tasia. He gave her a once over. She looked better, her eyes unclouded with pain, her breathing steadier. Finally allowed to sit up, Tasia glanced at the Alpha. Beside him, Duncan’s knuckles were bleeding. Elisabetta, strolling back to join the Alpha, looked disheveled for the first time since Tasia had met her. Maartje’s old-fashioned hairdo had come partially unraveled, and her eyes still promised retribution. Only Atsá seemed steady as a rock beside the Alpha.  
 
    An uneasy silence descended on the hall, broken only by the crashing of debris falling from the ruined staircase and the shuffling noises as the Wizards dusted themselves up. The Guardians looked tense and wary, their watchful eyes on the Alpha. They’d lost the moral high ground. If the Shifters demanded vengeance, an eye for an eye, as Wyr tradition called for, the Wizards had no leg to stand on. The Shifters around the Alpha looked furious, their bloodlust unquenched by the short skirmish.  
 
    Sebastian Thorne looked at the First Wizard, for once trying to take his cues from her. Only Faoladh could get the Alpha to back off, and the First Wizard had more leverage with the Wyr than the Guardians. Lady Esmeralda ignored him, her eyes on Faoladh.  
 
    Faoladh took a step forward. “What do you want to do, Raoul?” he asked.  
 
    Raoul knew what he wanted, but he took a deep breath. He had silver in him. It behooved him to be careful. He glanced around him. Faoladh wore his most inscrutable face, but his Shifters looked spitting mad. They’d be happy to follow Wyr tradition, especially since it would mean punishing a Guardian at Wizard Headquarters. Poetic justice, they would call it. Roman looked alarmed, clearly conscious that despite his best efforts, the situation had slipped beyond control. Atsá’s expression was tight, a mix of fury and watchfulness. Raoul glanced at Duncan, his lodestar and his conscience during the toughest of times. Murderous fury and mayhem reflected in Duncan’s usually calm eyes, but underlying the rage and intent, something in the eyes made Raoul pause. Not trusting his own judgement, he’d looked to the man he trusted the most in the world for cues, and what he saw buried deep in the familiar eyes made him rethink his decision.  
 
    If he killed the Guardian, no one would ever know what had been attempted on Russian Hill. The Guardians would rewrite history to hide their culpability in Anderson’s crimes. In the absence of any other information, many would believe the GCWs public relations campaign, and the Chosen would take sides on a matter that most would condemn if the truth were known. After David had so eloquently made his case, it would be a shame to come this far and still allow Anderson to become a martyr to the Wizard cause. Raoul took a deep breath, fighting his own screaming instincts. He was more than the brawny and mindless stereotype the Wizards believed him to be, Raoul reminded himself. With a trial, he could still get vengeance and make the details of the crime public. He had been lucky to have the witchling with him. Another Wyr might not be so lucky. If the Chosen were told the truth, it would prevent another Wyr from suffering through an experience like his, and it might prevent another like the witchling from facing a horrific death. But if he reveled in his private vengeance, it would divide the Chosen at a time they faced a powerful threat most remained unaware of. Lady Bethesda waited in the wings with an army she had been building for nearly a quarter century. The Chosen would need to come together to stop her. If they didn’t, she would destroy their future and create a thousand Raoul Merceaus.  
 
    He took another slow and deep breath, ruthlessly burying his Wyr tendencies deep, as the silent foyer waited for his decision. 
 
    “Are we done dancing, Thorne?” Raoul turned to the Guardian. “Or do you want to go again?” 
 
    Sebastian Thorne let go of the breath he’d been holding. The Wyr was still willing to talk. All was not lost yet. “You might not believe this, Alpha, but this is not what the Guardians wanted.”  
 
    Raoul studied him, as the Guardians around him waited with bated breath. “Give me the Guardian and I’ll stop the music.” 
 
    Thorne nodded, clearly relieved, as the Guardians seemed to release a collective breath. The First Wizard wilted with relief and Faoladh stepped back to his old position beside her.  
 
    A relieved Roman felt anger spike through him. The Guardians were the adults of the Wizard world, and yet had allowed the situation to degenerate to the point where only Merceau’s better sense had salvaged it from a catastrophe.  He turned to the Alpha. “I need a minute, Merceau. I’ve something to get off my chest.” 
 
    Incongruously, Raoul’s lips twitched. Better Durovic than him. “Go for it, Durovic.”   
 
    The Ancient turned to Thorne. “What the hell’s going on, Guardian?” he demanded, giving free rein to his fury.  
 
    Sebastian Thorne opened his mouth to respond, only for Roman to forestall him. 
 
    “No, let me tell you what this looks like. The GCW is in shambles.” Roman lit into the Guardians. “Your Wizards have lost faith in you to safeguard them and their interests. Your First Wizard is unable to guarantee that the GCW will do its job without bias. Your Guardians run amuck in a manner that will bring down the condemnation of all Chosen on your collective heads. You instigate a fight with the Wyrs in your Headquarters to defend a Guardian you should’ve benched a long time ago. And finally, when Merceau comes to you like a reasonable man looking to find a compromise, you attack him. The Guardians have lost all semblance of control. I warn you that matters cannot continue like this. ElThor will hear about this.” 
 
    The Guardians paled. Where threats from the Vampires had merely angered them, Roman Durovic’s words alarmed them. He had the ear of ElThor — the First One who represented his kind on the CoC. The Wizards had always looked up to the First Ones as the true Chosen. Descendants of the first Magicks to walk the earth, they’d inherited old magic from the Forebearers. Thus, this threat by the future leader of an influential faction of First Ones seriously alarmed the Guardians. 
 
    The First Wizard stepped forward grimly, every line in her advertising her determination.  
 
    “On behalf of all Wizards, I proffer my apologies to the Alpha. We stand shamed this evening.” 
 
    As the others said nothing, she continued. “Please take Guardian Anderson into your custody, Alpha. I’ve no doubt that he will receive a fair trial. The GCW will investigate what happened here tonight, and who shot at you, contrary to Guardian Thorne’s instructions. I give you my word that any Wizard involved in the attempt to derail the good-faith negotiations between your Pack and the Guardians will be punished.” 
 
    Sebastian Thorne, listening to her, chimed in to second her in a rare moment of unity with the First Wizard. “The First Wizard speaks for us all, Alpha. We will ensure that the Wizards responsible are punished.” 
 
    Raoul, his emotions back under control, studied Thorne. He didn’t give a damn about Anderson’s minions. He’d give the First Wizard a chance to right this. 
 
    “The Pack will be watching, Thorne” he said clearly. “To see if the Guardians have learnt their lesson. Now, you will hand over Anderson.”  
 
    Thorne took a deep breath. 
 
    “Step back, Wizards” he warned authoritatively, as the posse around Anderson seemed to close in.  
 
    Some of the Wizards melted away, but the others engaged Sebastian Thorne.  
 
    Mistress Franciszka chose that moment to materialize by Anderson’s side, teleporting so abruptly that few had time to react. She glanced at the Alpha. 
 
    “Let me punish him, Raoul.” Her eyes flickered to his arm, making it clear what particular crime she referred to. Her voice was seductively persuasive, the gleam of blood lust in her eyes transparent. “Grant me this, moj drogi” she cajoled him. 
 
    For a moment, the Wizards around her froze, nonplussed and confused by her sudden presence amongst them, as well as her utter lack of interest in them, while she focused all her attention on the Alpha. 
 
    Raoul contemplated her pleading eyes. He knew he would not be able to stop himself if he laid hands on Anderson now, so enraged was he. The silver in him also forced him to be cautious. But Franciszka would deliver a humiliating and satisfactory lesson to Anderson, one public enough to send a warning to the other Guardians. The Alpha rather liked the idea of a leech teaching the high and mighty Guardians a lesson in their own Headquarters, under the eyes of the First Wizard. Could he control Franciszka if he unleashed her, he pondered briefly. He was confident he could. If it came down to it, he could physically restrain her. Unlike Anderson, with her, it was not personal for him. 
 
    “You have three minutes, Franciszka” he said calmly, giving her a last glance that promised retribution if she chose to ignore his diktat. 
 
    “Thank you, moj drogi” she smiled, as her Vampires who had waited patiently outside all this while, teleported into the hall to form a ring around their Mistress. “I shall make the most of it” she promised. 
 
    The befuddled Wizards could only gasp collectively as she turned to confront a still confident Anderson. Her Vampires touched fingers to make a protective circle around their Mistress and Anderson, preventing the Wizards from getting through. Vampire powers were limited albeit very powerful for all that. An invisible barrier, similar to the magic shield some powerful Guardians were known to deploy to protect their persons, sprung up immediately to prevent the Wizards from getting through to Anderson. 
 
    Without further ado, the Mistress reached for the bemused Guardian to sink her teeth into his neck before he could deploy any magic against her. The element of surprise, as well as the general confusion at her presence, served her in good stead. Anderson screamed once at the pain of the bite, then went silent as the paralyzing agent from the Mistress’ bite spread through his system, numbing his senses from further response.  
 
    After the first shock, the Guardians made a renewed assault on the Vampires’ barrier to reach their comrade. But the Vampires’ combined magic was strong and could easily withstand the few minutes the Alpha had granted their Mistress. 
 
    Sebastian Thorne turned to the Alpha. “Call off your pet, Alpha” he said furiously, his shock obvious. “He’s a Guardian. His blood should not be a Vampire’s fare.” 
 
    “Your Guardian deserves much worse.” The Alpha’s expression was fierce. “You forget that he sentenced a Wizard to death, not once but twice. And a horrific death at that. I won’t deny Franciszka her pleasure.” 
 
    Thorne looked taken aback. He had not expected the Alpha to cite the attack on the Wizard when the Shifter had shelved his own vengeance in favor of a trial.  
 
    He glanced around him wildly, while the Guardians beside him threw everything they had to break through the Vampires’ magic. It was clear that there would be no support from the Shifters flanking the Alpha, so Thorne turned to Roman Durovic. 
 
    Durovic’s eyes flickered once to the Alpha, who was staring at his watch, as if he had all the time in the world. He shook his head at the mute query in Sebastian Thorne’s eyes. 
 
    Tasia stared at the scene, horrified but unable to look away. Hawk, aware of Tasia’s terror of Vampires, moved hastily to divert her attention to him. Beside Tasia, Sienna said nothing. There had been too many shocks for her to process today. Jason glanced at David Hamilton to exchange a look. 
 
    “Raoul is a Shifter, first and foremost” David said heavily, his own feelings a peculiar mix of shock and disbelief. “We forget that at our own peril.” 
 
    “Franciszka” the Alpha called out softly. 
 
    The Mistress, in her blood lust, ignored his summons, her fangs deep into the frozen Guardian whose blood she drank greedily. 
 
    “Don’t make me come and get you, Franciszka” the Alpha said lazily, but there was a note in his voice that the Vampire heard clearly.  
 
    The Mistress wrenched herself away from the Guardian, wiping the blood off her lips as her fangs retracted. She turned to Raoul, traces of blood still visible around her mouth and where it had dripped onto her neck.  
 
    “Thank you, moj drogi. I’m much obliged.”  
 
    With a signal to her Vampires, she teleported in a blink, her entourage following their Mistress a heartbeat later. Without the Mistress to hold him up, Anderson crumpled to the floor heavily. His Wizards rushed in to help him up. As the Mistress’ serum lost its potency in his blood, his eyes blinked open. One of the Guardians made haste to seal the gaping wound the Mistress’ fangs had left on his neck. 
 
    The First Wizard roused herself from her stupor to turn to Faoladh again.   
 
    “Faoladh.” She stopped, clearly lost for words. 
 
    “We are Wyrs.” Faoladh made no effort to keep his voice down, his words carrying clearly to the numbed, shocked and disbelieving audience of Wizards. “I believe in Chosen amity and co-operation, and am willing to do my part in furthering it. But when you lay siege to the core of what makes us Chosen, Wyrs will react as Wyrs. No mercy, and blood for blood. Raoul merely let a leech feed on your Guardian for what he did. I’d have ripped him to shreds myself. We are Wyrs. Remember that. Don’t challenge us if you want to negotiate with us.” He glanced at Raoul. “Are we taking the Guardian into custody, Alpha?” he inquired. 
 
    Raoul glanced at Thorne to arch his eyebrow silently. Thorne moved as if in a trance to the Wizards gathered around the reviving Anderson.  
 
    “Move away” he ordered them. “Enough damage has been done for one day. Let him go.” 
 
    Duncan stepped forward to grasp a dazed Anderson before frog-marching him towards Faoladh. Two Shifters peeled away from the crowd to handcuff the Guardian. 
 
    “The Pack gives Guardian Ted Anderson into the custody of Faoladh” Duncan stated precisely, before stepping back to stand with the Alpha. 
 
    Anderson ignored the others to stare at Raoul curiously, a confused expression on his face. He had not yet processed what had just happened to him. 
 
    “That blood sucker said your past had made you more susceptible to silver. But you seem fine, Shifter.” 
 
    “Your leech friend is wrong. My past gives me more immunity to silver” Raoul answered easily. “You’re going to rot away somewhere dark for a long time, Anderson. So, you deserve a measure of the truth. You can throw a lot of silver at me and I’ll still be standing. That’s why your plan failed in San Francisco.” 
 
    As Faoladh’s Shifters marched Anderson out of the building, he glanced back once more at the Alpha, his expression slowly transforming from confused to thunderous. The Alpha had not lost his temper even once, he seemed to realize. That he had not managed to rile the Alpha at all, despite his many attempts, seemed to make Anderson furious. 
 
    Some of the Guardians around Sebastian Thorne took a step towards the Alpha, only to be confronted by the grim countenances of Duncan and Atsá. One of them glanced at the others before he spoke up. 
 
    “The First Wizard is right. The Guardians stand shamed tonight. We owe the Alpha an apology for the attack on him. We should have been in control of the situation. We were not.” 
 
    Raoul studied the Guardian who had made the apology. No one said anything.  
 
    In the silence, the Alpha turned to Sebastian Thorne. “A long time ago, at a time of similar infighting within the GCW, another Guardian went rogue. I don’t know how many here know the true story of Lady Bethesda. She was accused of unforgivable crimes against Chosen. Then too, the GCW buried its head in the sand. Until other Chosen forced you to get your act together. But by then, it was too late. The GCW lost some of its best Guardians in the attempt to bring one of their own in. History is repeating itself.  
 
    “This time, the Guardians will not have the luxury of time to correct their mistakes. Nor will they find other Chosen willing to accommodate your traditions and way of doing business. Because what Lady Bethesda unleashed then is still alive and biding its time to vent itself on all Chosen. If you’re smart, you’ll make getting your house in order a priority. Otherwise, when the past comes home to roost, you’ll find very few Chosen willing to stand with the Guardians.” 
 
    There was rapt silence in the hall as the Alpha’s words died down. Consternation, astonishment, disbelief, anger — a toxic combination of emotions swirled within the gathered Wizards. Realization was starting to take root in the Wizards as the import and gravity of what had nearly been unleashed here tonight hit them. A war with Shifters was not anything to take lightly. The extent to which the coldly enraged Alpha would go to send his message home had not been lost on anyone. He had unleashed his Shifters for mere minutes on them. That had been enough to completely trash Headquarters, humiliate the Wizards, and show up the GCW before the Chosen gathered here. And that was when the Alpha was still in complete control. If he lost his temper to unleash a blood feud with the Wizards, the Pack might well obliterate them from the Chosen diaspora, before they were satisfied. It had been noted that Faoladh, the only Chosen with the power to restrain the Alpha, had not tried to reign in Raoul Merceau in any way. 
 
    “I’ve never been one to hand out advice” Raoul said, his tone wry now, less intense. “But I will say this. I’ll stay out of your way, as long as you stay out of mine. But the GCW has thousands of vulnerable Chosen who depend on the Guardians. I would hope that you don’t squander their faith in the Guardians without at least trying to find a way to work together.” 
 
    As Thorne and his Guardians stared speechlessly at the Alpha, it was Faoladh who unexpectedly stepped into the breach. “Well said, Raoul. I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
    The Alpha signaled to his Shifters to withdraw. As the Shifters moved to exit from the hall, in a more orderly manner than they had entered it, Raoul turned to Sebastian Thorne and his Guardians one last time. 
 
    “A last warning you should heed, Spell Casters. One more attack like that on me, my Pack, or another Shifter, and I will hold the Guardians personally responsible. You’ve seen what my Shifters can do.” His eyes flickered to the damage around the hall.  
 
    He spoke softly, his words pointed and blunt, all shackles thrown off. “Next time, I’ll show no restraint. I won’t stop at damage to your Headquarters. You’ve heard the whispers about me. I have no compunction about shedding Wizard blood.” 
 
    Thorne found himself taking a step back from the cold-blooded and dangerous man confronting him. Someone gasped softly beside him. 
 
    “This hall you’re so proud of will be awash in Spell Caster blood, and I will bury the GCW like it never existed.” His voice was soft, implacable and without inflexion, but the look in the gold eyes belied his even tone.  
 
    The Guardians watched him warily as a collective sense of having escaped a calamity by a whisper seemed to dawn on them. This was a blood-thirsty and dangerous Wyr, threatening to unleash his savagery on them without check. He didn’t give a damn about any Chosen norms, traditions, rules or history, they realized. Just as Anderson had, on a night at the San Francisco Registry. The Wizards paled as it struck them what a superlatively dangerous enemy they’d made tonight, one who would allow no one, not even Faoladh, to hold him back from unleashing himself and his Shifter army, without any restraints to check them, if he came after them. 
 
    Faoladh spoke suddenly, his voice echoing in the foyer to hold the Wizards’ attention. “Raoul reminded you of recent history today. I’ve been around a while longer and would like to remind the Guardians of more ancient history. The very reason the GCW was given life was because of the depredations wrought by a ruthless, conscienceless, and blood-thirsty Chosen.” 
 
    “Black Mage.” Her name rose in a whisper amongst the gathered Wizards. Few Chosen from her time survived today, but they all knew the story. It had been a dark time for the Chosen, especially the Wizards whose leader she had anointed herself. 
 
    “Yes, the Black Mage” Faoladh reiterated, his voice hardening. “The GCW was given life to prevent another Black Mage from rising. Never forget that if the GCW becomes another Black Mage, the Chosen will band together to replace you with something that will safeguard the Wizards. This is a different era, one where the other Chosen will not stand by and watch the carnage simply because we do not interfere in Wizard business.” 
 
    There was absolute silence in the hall. Faoladh’s epic warning had been clear and unambiguous. The Wizards took it seriously, for it came from a Chosen capable of delivering what he threatened. Unlike the Alpha who merely asked them to stay out of his way, Faoladh was demanding that the GCW clean up its act, or he’d go on a crusade to replace it with a different body that did its work more effectively. They all knew about Faoladh’s crusades. He had singled-handedly brought the Council of Chosen into existence in the teeth of all opposition. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Tasia gets a hint of the Alpha’s tangled past 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ramshackle shed seemed to close in on her when she attempted to raise her head. There was no food, she knew. She could barely remember the last time the witch had fed her. But there might be some water in the bowl. The silver in her shackles burned into her skin, though now it was a steady agony she’d learnt to live with. She shivered in the bare hay, her teeth chattering as her weakened body felt the chill in the air. As she attempted to roll to her side, the door banged open with a thud. She knew what that implied. The blue-eyed witch had come to check on her favorite toy. To check if she had succumbed to what the witch had anticipated for months. With the last ounce of her will, she raised her eyes to the witch’s face and felt the tingling of the witch’s dark brew skitter across her skin. Her beast roared in her head, the magic awakening it to demand immediate release. She closed her eyes, fighting to subdue the beast within her. It sensed that she was weak. The effort to hold it at bay had her emaciated body trembling, even as her shackled leg unconsciously struggled to free itself from the silver manacles holding her anchored to the floor.  
 
    Abruptly, without warning, she was transported from the shed to a darkened room. The poison in her body made for agonizing pain, clouding her judgement. Her eyes opened but the witch was gone, as was the familiar broken-down shed. Instead, the bars of a small cage seemed to close in on her. A rhythmic banging coincided with the soft thuds against her leg. She ignored the noise to grapple with her beast. That was unchanged, despite the change in location. Her beast was awake, asking to be let out. But, unlike the past, the beast’s demand seemed less aggressive and more persuasive, almost seductive. The beast desired something from her, not merely its freedom. Unlike the barn. She reminded herself that circumstances were different now. In the barn, she’d been responsible only for herself. Now, she had responsibilities and people who depended on her. She could not afford to give in. As the silver burned through her body, she resisted its seductive pull, every ounce of her fighting to hold on. Her resurgent beast must be put to sleep again. Dimly, as if coming from a distance, she could hear a voice calling out to her. Someone was in the cage with her, she realized. She was not alone.  
 
    “Alpha, it’s Tasia. I need your help.”  
 
    Tasia awoke with a gasp, breathing hard. A mix of fear, confusion and shock paralyzed her. It was hard to separate her emotions from that of the nightmare. Everything seemed jumbled, she mused dazedly. She glanced around in the dim light, confused by the unfamiliar surroundings. In the darkness, she could hear the soft hum of a mechanical whir. Something restrained her, she realized as she attempted to stand up. Tasia struggled with the restraints, increasingly frantic to free herself. 
 
    “Something the matter, Tasia?”  
 
    Startled, Tasia flinched back as a large figure seemed to appear out of the darkness to loom over her. 
 
    “It’s Duncan” the figure reassured her, coming down on his haunches beside her.  
 
    Now that he was closer, she could make out the outlines of his face. Tasia stared at him, relieved to see a familiar face. 
 
    “Duncan” she sighed in relief. “Where are we?” 
 
    “On the flight to San Francisco.” 
 
    “The flight” she repeated mechanically. 
 
    “Yes. It’s late and many are asleep” he explained. “You fell asleep too, I believe.” 
 
    “Tasia.” Hawk materialized beside his Were-Alpha. “You okay?” 
 
    They were on the last flight back to San Francisco, Tasia remembered now. She glanced at the seat across her. Sienna slumped in it, exhausted after the long day. After Faoladh’s Shifters had taken custody of Guardian Anderson, there had been loose ends to tie up. They had all retired to the same hotel as before, where the First Wizard and some of her people had joined them. Sienna and she had waited for the last flight home with the others, Tasia at Duncan’s request. The Pack plane had already made two trips to San Francisco to ferry the Shifters and their guests, eventually coming back for them well after midnight. David Hamilton and his Wizards had left on an earlier flight but DiZeyla had stayed behind. As the sleep fled to clear away the cobwebs, Tasia recalled boarding the flight, only a quarter full for the trip home when passengers had crowded it this morning.  
 
    “Sorry” she apologized in a low voice. “I was dreaming and woke up in the dark. It confused me.” 
 
    Duncan, who could hear her racing heart, stood up. “There’re a few of us still awake. Come join us, Tasia” he invited. 
 
    “Yes, come join us, Tas” Hawk seconded, leaning down to unbuckle her seat belt before she could renew her struggles with it. 
 
    She followed them to the back of the plane, the floor lights in the aisle guiding her. 
 
    Roman Durovic, Jason and Luis hailed her as Tasia approached. She settled down to join the small group. The strange, frightening dream had knocked her sideways. This one had been very different from her usual nightmares, transforming from the usual shed into a familiar cage. And that had not been the strangest aspect of the dream — not by far.  
 
    There was talk of Chosen factionalism and the usual rumor mill, a powerful source of gossip for all Chosen. Tasia did note that no one talked of the momentous events at Wizard Headquarters, but there was talk of current affairs and contemporary world events. Tasia, listening silently, stepped in only occasionally to answer questions directed at her. Not quite ready to decipher her strange dream, she focused on the conversation to shove away the remnants of her nightmare. As she observed her companions, it struck her that between Hawk, Jason, and possibly even Roman Durovic, this group was young for Chosen. This new generation of Chosen were as interested in affairs around the world as they were in Chosen politics. After all, in the modern world they lived in, both affected their lives in equal measure. Duncan, although older in years, was young at heart. He was well read, articulate, and up to date on the issues of this generation. Luis was harder to read, since he was always so quiet. But Tasia liked the taciturn Were-Alpha with the mellifluous voice. If only she could help her friend sort out the issues with Luis, she mused. 
 
    As she glanced for the umpteenth time at the light that signaled the status of the restroom to the front of the plane, Hawk turned to her. 
 
    “There’s another one through the stateroom” he suggested. “You remember it, Tas?” 
 
    She did indeed. That was where the Alpha had shown them the security footage from The Vault the very first time she had travelled on this plane. 
 
    “Just follow the floor lights.” He made to get up. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    “I’ll find it, Hawk” she assured him, shaking her head at him with a smile. “I’m thirsty. Would you like something?” 
 
    Hawk shook his head. “I’m fine, thanks.” 
 
    Tasia followed the aisle lights all the way to the front of the plane. She knew where the meals and drinks were usually laid out by the young Shifter who doubled as co-pilot. As she neared the front of the plane, she collided with a hard body. With her eyes on the ground to track the lights, Tasia didn’t see him until she ran smack into him. His hand came up to steady her. When she glanced up to thank him, the hand holding her tightened around her. An acute sense of self-preservation kicked in. Tasia shoved at him.  
 
    “Let me go” she hissed furiously, not wanting to make a scene. 
 
    “But of course, witchling” he whispered as he let go of her.  
 
    Don’t call me witchling! 
 
    Tasia stepped back hastily to face the Shifter. Stefan Simeonov’s bright blue eyes met her gaze.  
 
    “Didn’t mean to startle you” he said, but Tasia noted the distinct lack of apology on his face. 
 
    “Excuse me.” She made to skirt around him. 
 
    “Not so fast.” He stepped forward to bar her way. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” 
 
    “To get a drink.” Her answer was reluctantly offered. 
 
    “Allow me. What would you like?” 
 
    Tasia straightened her spine to face him head on. “No, thank you, Were-Alpha. I’ve lived with the Pack long enough to both understand and heed Shifter tradition.” 
 
    Surprise flashed across his face, holding him rooted. Tasia seized the moment to make her escape. This particular Shifter made her wary. Had done so from day one. Though she could not quite put her finger on what made her uneasy about him. When five minutes later, Tasia retraced her steps, she was glad to find Stefan Simeonov gone. She made her way quickly to the stateroom and the attached restroom.  
 
    The stateroom was dark as before, when she exited the restroom. For the second time that night, she crashed into a hard body. This one was warm and, somewhat to her surprise, bare from the chest up. Like before, he clasped her loosely around the waist to steady her. Running on instinct, Tasia brought up both hands to shove at his chest. 
 
    “Oof” he grunted softly. “Let be, witchling. I did get shot a few hours ago, in case you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    Tasia paused immediately, ceasing her onslaught on the male chest she’d been pummeling with her fists.  
 
    “Sorry” she apologized. “I thought you were someone else.”  
 
    “Someone else?” he repeated, puzzled query in his voice as he studied her upturned face. 
 
    Tasia, without the benefit of night eyes like him, merely attempted to decipher his expression, oblivious that she still stood loosely in the circle of his arm. 
 
    “Been getting violent with injured people tonight, have we?” There was an undercurrent of amusement in his voice. 
 
    It served to remind Tasia of where she was. She stepped back hurriedly and his arm fell away from her.   
 
    She could feel no blood on her palms — they had been shoving at his chest. Tasia narrowed her eyes, squinting to check his wounds. The subdued light from the open doorway silhouetted him but the large body blocked most of it from getting through to her. She could tell that his blood-soaked shirt had been discarded, but that was it. 
 
    “Looking at me?” he inquired softly. 
 
    There was a note in his voice that made her heart drum faster. 
 
    “I can turn on the light, if you like” he offered in the same low-voiced soft tone. “I’ve no objections to you checking me out.” 
 
    Tasia roused herself. “I’m not checking you out” she whispered indignantly. “I just want to see if you’re still bleeding.” 
 
    “From the bullets?” he inquired, seemingly unfazed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Nope, not bleeding.” 
 
    Tasia glanced at his arm where a makeshift bandage encircled the muscular bicep. “What about from the knife?” 
 
    “That’s still bleeding” he acknowledged. 
 
    Tasia sighed, her sympathies aroused. “Was it silver?” she asked. 
 
    “The knife or the bullets?” 
 
    “The knife. I know the bullets had silver in them.” 
 
    He arched his eyebrow in a telling sign at her answer, but she couldn’t see it in the near darkness. 
 
    “Yes, it had silver.” 
 
    “How … how did you get it out?” she had to ask. “I couldn’t see because Hawk …” She stopped. He had seen her with Hawk. He knew how Hawk had shielded her with his body. 
 
    “Durovic pulled it out.” His answer was brief. 
 
    “He’s telekinetic” she muttered. That was how Roman had retrieved the locket enmeshed with Clan magic from around Sienna’s neck.  
 
    Tasia girded herself, the cage still vivid in her, reinforced by the nightmare she was trying her best to bury in the farthest recesses of her mind.  
 
    “Does it hurt?” There was a breathless quality to her voice. For the first time, she made no effort to hide her underlying concern for his wound. 
 
    “I’ll live, witchling.” His voice was soft. 
 
    For a moment, there was silence between them. 
 
    “Who’d you think I was when I crashed into you?” he asked curiously. 
 
    Tasia shook her head. “No … no one” she stuttered, discomposed by the question. Simeonov had done nothing to make her feel wary of him. She would not take advantage of her unique position in the Pack to whine about a gut feeling she had about the Were-Alpha. 
 
    “Come on.” His voice was persuasive. “Share, witchling.” 
 
    Tasia felt an unexpected spurt of laughter well up in her, but before she could say anything, a voice called out to him. With his attention momentarily distracted, Tasia slipped away. 
 
    As she made her way back to Hawk, she couldn’t help but muse on the conversation. A tad surreal and very unlike the Alpha, she concluded. There had been a flippancy in him tonight. In another person, she would call it playful. But this was the Alpha. He didn’t do playful, nothing close to it. Yet, Tasia was relieved. Neither the fresh exposure to silver nor the highly-charged encounter with the Guardians seemed to have affected him. Both the encounter and the silver had alarmed her. Especially after Russian Hill. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the Alpha and DiZeyla made their way to join the group at the back of the plane. 
 
    Roman turned to the Alpha, blunt and direct. “You can be a vengeful bastard, Merceau. I wouldn’t want to get on your bad side.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at the Ancient. “You think I was unfair to the Guardians?” 
 
    “Not unfair, no.” Roman was frank. “But I would not have unleashed the Undead on them.”  
 
    His words made Tasia recall her early encounters with the Alpha. She had always known that he would make a formidable enemy — relentless, tenacious, unforgiving and dangerous. It was what had made her wary of tangling with him or associating with his Pack. His word was law in the Pack, so any association with his Shifters was impossible without taking him into account. Ironically, he’d dangled these very qualities of his to tempt her to reconsider a new affiliation with his Pack. Tasia had given in, partly because she could ill afford to turn down an ally who packed the combined punch of power, influence, resolve and prowess. The very savagery and ruthless intent that made him so deadly to anyone who crossed him became an asset when deployed on her behalf. 
 
    “On the other hand” the Ancient continued, holding the Alpha’s eyes, “You let Anderson go to trial.” 
 
    If the Alpha had succumbed to his thirst for vengeance, Roman would not have blamed him. But the Chosen would have squandered a valuable opportunity. And for that, Roman was relieved. The Alpha had gone up in his estimation. 
 
    Raoul acknowledged the subtle compliment with a nod. He had almost succumbed to his instincts until reminded of what was at stake. As usual, he mused whimsically, Duncan had played a part in his decision to let better sense prevail. As the English Shifter had before during many of the pivotal points in his life. Duncan was like his conscience, a silent presence that would always remind Raoul to work for the larger goal instead of reaching for short term gratification.  
 
    Surprisingly, it was DiZeyla who responded to Roman Durovic. “The Mistress merely caused the Guardians a little humiliation. They’ll survive that a lot easier than anything else Raoul unleashed on them.” 
 
    “The Guardians have always considered us Shifters to be savages” Luis said matter-of-factly.  
 
    For just a moment, it looked like Jason might protest, before he subsided. There was nothing Jason could refute. Wizards, especially the ones with power, had always looked down on Shifters. 
 
    “This’ll merely reinforce that view of us” Luis continued. “We’re savage, crude, barbaric, and will not hesitate to teach you a lesson, if you cross us. I would say the Alpha drove the point home rather well.” 
 
    “Had I laid hands on Anderson then, I wouldn’t have stopped at a little humiliation” Raoul said evenly. 
 
    There was a short silence.  
 
    “You think the Guardians got Raoul’s message?” Duncan unexpectedly pulled Jason into the fray. 
 
    “Unquestionably” Jason agreed without hesitation.  
 
    He glanced at Raoul, who watched him silently. “For what it’s worth, you did the right thing, Merceau, and delivered just the right mix of shock, humiliation and savagery. The GCW has heard your message loud and clear. Whether they can or will turn their sinking ship around is another matter altogether.” The last was said heavily. There had been nothing subtle about Faoladh’s threat, either. 
 
    Jason had mixed feelings about this evening. While he believed strongly that Anderson should be punished, the Guardians’ public display of dysfunction saddened him. The Wizards were about to enter a period of singular instability. It couldn’t have come at a worse time, especially with the threat of Lady Bethesda looming large. 
 
    “This is a team” Raoul remarked, sensing that a timely reminder would not go amiss. “An unlikely one, I’ll admit.” There was wry acknowledgement in his voice as he glanced around at Roman Durovic, Luis Beltran, Jason LaRue, Duncan, Tasia, Hawk and DiZeyla. 
 
    “You mean, we sink or swim together” Roman murmured, an answering smile on his lips. 
 
    “Speak for yourself, Durovic” the Alpha retorted, completely straight-faced. “Raoul Merceau does not sink. He always swims.” 
 
    Roman chuckled softly, while Hawk let out a laugh. Even Duncan had a twinkle in his eyes as he turned to Jason, who seemed to be hiding a smile.  
 
    “I guess I should thank the stars to be on the right team, then” Jason responded. 
 
    “You should, LaRue” the Alpha concurred. “You’ve played a part in our success.” 
 
    Jason glanced at the Alpha. Whatever he read on the Shifter’s face seemed to satisfy him, for he gave him a discreet nod to acknowledge that the message had been received loud and clear. 
 
    “How did you know that Anderson had been searching for Azevedo’s daughter, Merceau?” Jason asked curiously. 
 
    “I didn’t.” Raoul was candid. “It was a shot in the dark.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened as Roman and DiZeyla turned to stare at the Alpha. Tasia remained silent while Hawk and Duncan, who knew something of Tasia’s history with Azevedo, kept their poker faces on. 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard to guess” Raoul pointed out with a quirk of his lips as Jason looked gobsmacked. “Anderson admitted to me at the Registry that he was searching for someone. I knew about the blood he’d been taking from the Wizards. Then, you told me that he was once Azevedo’s friend. I figured he had access to Azevedo’s DNA from his time with the GCW. And, the timelines of when Azevedo is rumored to have been killed and the age of the Wizard Anderson was searching for added up to only one conclusion.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it makes sense” Jason muttered thoughtfully. “I wonder why no one else tied this together.” 
 
    “No one else was looking for the connection. The GCW, which should have noted it, has no time to spare from squabbling with the First Wizard. But thanks to you, I knew about the muggings in the other metros, his friendship with Azevedo and Azevedo’s history with both the Guardians and the leeches.” 
 
    “Being an outsider can sometimes give one a unique perspective” Roman chimed in unexpectedly. “Perhaps Merceau was able to put it together where you could not because you’re too close to the events, Jason.” 
 
    “I suppose being a Guardian put me at a disadvantage in this situation — unable to see the forest for the trees, when it was right in front of me” Jason agreed. 
 
    Duncan studied the Guardian. “You’re one of the few men I know who will always see both the forest and the trees, Jason” he remarked, attempting in his way to shore up Jason’s ambivalent and complicated feelings regarding this evening’s events. “It might take a little time sometimes, but you’ll always get there.” 
 
    Jason smiled, appreciative of the compliment. The Alpha was right, he realized. They were truly a team, facing trying circumstances together. He was genuinely puzzled by their journey, though. How had such an unlikely and motley bunch of Chosen come together to form a bond that defied logic? Yet, it had happened. And for that, Jason could not but be glad. 
 
    “Bringing the Mistress along was a good idea, Raoul” DiZeyla remarked into the silence. “She served her purpose well.” 
 
    “Franciszka can be an asset in the right circumstances” Raoul acknowledged.  
 
    “If given the right incentive, you mean?” DiZeyla persisted. 
 
    “I’ve had my run-ins with her, DiZeyla. I never make the mistake of underestimating Franciszka for the formidable foe she is. But with her, you always have to set very strict boundaries. I don’t make many demands of her, but she knows not to renege when I make an agreement with her.”  
 
    “I thought some of the Guardians were going to erupt when she told them the Clan was watching their implosion with interest” Luis interjected. 
 
    “I hope her words get through to the Guardians” Jason remarked soberly. “Between Faoladh, the Mistress, Roman, and what happened tonight, perhaps the GCW will see sense.” 
 
    He glanced at the Alpha. “Your timely reminder about Lady Bethesda should hopefully not go amiss, either” he added. 
 
    “You believe things will change?” DiZeyla asked the only Guardian amongst them.  
 
    “I can hope” Jason said heavily. “No matter how rough things have been in the past, the Guardians have not lost control of the Wizards this publicly before. If nothing else, this should shame them into righting their ship.”  
 
    “David has been very concerned about matters at Headquarters for a while now, but I did not expect this much disarray” DiZeyla confessed.  
 
    “Neither did I” Roman Durovic conceded. “This does not portend well, not for any Chosen.” 
 
    He glanced at the others, his expression serious. 
 
    “If Lady Bethesda is readying to unleash the past on us, it’s not the time for Chosen to fight amongst ourselves. Divided, we fall to her.” 
 
    “Did you mean what you said about informing ElThor?” DiZeyla asked her fellow Ancient. 
 
    “I’ll head north first to update TorElnor, before we ask for an audience with ElThor. Faoladh didn’t seem surprised this evening, so my guess is he knows how bad things are. We need saner minds to prevail” Roman said grimly. “Perhaps between Faoladh and ElThor, the Guardians might be brought to see sense before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Faoladh has known how bad things are for a while now, Durovic” Raoul reminded him. “Why do you think he asked the Pack to investigate Lady Bethesda? The Guardians are the best people to investigate one of their own, especially one who’s intricately tied to their recent past.” 
 
    Roman glanced at him inquiringly.  
 
    “She’s divided the GCW in the past” the Alpha pointed out. “Then, other Chosen forced the Guardians to clean house by threatening to do it for them.” 
 
    “Faoladh’s always suspected that she’s not dead” Roman murmured thoughtfully.  
 
    “I think he suspected that she’s not done. Whatever she started in the past is yet to come to fruition, and it affects all Chosen, not just the Wizards.”  
 
    The First Ones held considerable sway when it came to bringing together Chosen of all stripes. And Raoul knew that unless the Ancients considered Lady Bethesda a threat, they would not bestir themselves to stop her. While his assistance on the investigation was welcome, the Alpha wanted Roman to convince the First Ones on the exigency of stopping Lady Bethesda. 
 
    “Is that what you believe, Raoul?” DiZeyla asked. She was not privy to Lady Bethesda or the investigation into the past, but she had grasped that this investigation into a Guardian long believed dead was significant. Roman Durovic assisted it, a Guardian was involved in it, at the First Wizard’s urging, and Faoladh had initiated it. All this suggested to DiZeyla that the matter was vital. 
 
    “What we have dug up certainly suggests that” the Alpha conceded. 
 
    DiZeyla directed a glance at him, poker-faced as usual, but he understood what she meant. 
 
    “We won’t keep this from the Chosen for long, DiZeyla” Raoul assured her. “This affects everyone, so it’s only right we warn them. But the time’s not ripe yet. We’ve uncovered much but there are still pieces to fit together before we can lay bare the puzzle.” 
 
    “Don’t leave it too late, Raoul” DiZeyla reminded him.  
 
    The Alpha acquiesced silently. 
 
    “How’s the arm, Alph?” Hawk inquired as the Alpha stretched his arm slowly, clearly trying to work on his stiff muscles. 
 
    “Hurts like hell.” Raoul was blunt.  
 
    Roman studied the Alpha, his eyes full of speculation. “You said something to Anderson about the past giving you immunity to silver. Are you immune to silver, Merceau?” Roman had never heard of a Shifter not going down at the first touch of silver. The Alpha had shown enormous fortitude this evening. It made Roman curious. 
 
    “Not completely” Raoul admitted. “But I’ve more immunity than the average Wyr.” 
 
    “How …?” Roman searched for the right words. 
 
    Duncan’s eyes were watchful while the other Shifters watched their Alpha intently, waiting to see whether he would answer the question. The others merely looked very curious. Tasia had to admit that she awaited his answer with bated breath. 
 
    “In the past, I was exposed to silver in small doses. Since then, I’ve became more tolerant of the poison. You could say my immune system adapted to it eventually, instead of breaking down.” 
 
    “Does silver still hurt, Alph?” Hawk asked quietly. 
 
    “Fucking hell, does it not.” The Alpha’s voice was heart-felt. “I’ve no immunity from the pain of the poison, but it takes a lot of silver to bring me down.” 
 
    “This exposure to silver.” Roman’s brow was furrowed. “Were you trying to build immunity to it, Merceau?” 
 
    The Alpha’s gold eyes tangled with Roman Durovic’s gaze. “No, I was held captive by a Chosen who wanted to break me. One of her many attempts involved using silver on me to see at what point I would beg for mercy.”  
 
    Appalled shock flashed across the faces of his audience. Only Duncan looked unaffected, though a discerning observer might note he seemed to subtly relax. Luis and Hawk, with some knowledge of the past, but without the details, looked grim.  
 
    A numb Tasia stared at him, speechless at the admission. Not only Bianchi’s insinuations, but the Alpha himself had hinted at something dark in his past — a wrong done to him. But this was no ordinary wrong. A wave of compassion for him, mixed with anger and horror, assailed her. 
 
    He had silver used on him before, too — this is why he confused his past and present in the cage. 
 
    How unspeakably cruel that yet another Wizard had picked at the old wounds, using silver to try to break him again, Tasia mused. She glanced at the handsome, enigmatic face as the awful confession echoed in her mind. No wonder he wore a mask to screen his inner self from the world. This man had enormous reserves. She’d seen him fight back in the cage, despite the silver and his past. After her experience in the cage and the nightmares, Tasia could grasp the horrendous torture he had endured in the past. Yet, despite everything, he seemed unbreakable, with an iron-will, determination, and the resolve to never give in.  
 
    “Did no one put a stop to it, Raoul?” DiZeyla broke the silence, clearly horrified by his admission. 
 
    “Eventually” he admitted, his tone dispassionate. “But by then, the damage was done.” 
 
    For the first time, talking about the past came easily to Raoul. The cage had finally banished the shadows from the shed, once and for all. The tortured memories would be with him for the rest of his life, but now Raoul knew that he would never again be haunted by them. His mind had finally pushed the memories into the past where they belonged. While his life would continue to be shaped by the past, he was confident that the shadows would no longer keep pulling him back to the agony, silence, fear and despair of the shed. 
 
    “Why did she come after you, Merceau?” Roman asked. 
 
    After the initial reaction, Roman’s expression had blanked. But hidden in the depths of his eyes lay the knowledge of a key to understanding the puzzle of Raoul Merceau. Roman trusted the Alpha and respected him. He would even admit that he liked the guy. But until now, he could not admit that he understood the Alpha. While a good judge of people and character, the guarded Alpha with the fearsome reputation, inscrutable eyes, commanding presence and iron self-control had defeated Roman from the very beginning of their acquaintance. The enigma of the man had mystified Roman. Yet, despite the Alpha’s clinical retelling of the past, Roman understood immediately that the event had shaped Raoul Merceau into the man he was today. He had known, of course, that there was some mystery in the Alpha’s past. Like other Chosen who kept their ears to the ground, he’d heard the whispers about the mysterious and formidable young Shifter who had won command over one of the largest Packs in North America. But Roman had not paid the Alpha much attention before, because under normal circumstances, the path of a First One would rarely cross that of a Wyr Alpha Protector.  
 
    The Alpha studied the other Chosen. “I wasn’t pure blood enough for her. She wanted to torture the Wyr out of me.” 
 
    My God … No wonder he hates Wizards. How on earth did he ever agree to accept me in the Pack? 
 
    There was a swift intake of breath from the audience. Even the Shifters were affected. This, they had been unaware of.  
 
    Only Duncan studied the Alpha with clinical eyes. Somehow, he realized, Raoul had turned a corner. The assault on Russian Hill had forced Raoul to confront the past and he had walked away stronger. 
 
    “It’s a question I’ve asked myself many times, Durovic” the Alpha continued, the words flowing easier. “My guess is she was drunk on power, and it corrupted her in a way where she lost sight of her moral compass.” 
 
    While true, there was another reason the witch had targeted him — a much more personal one. That, Raoul was not ready to share with the world yet. 
 
    He glanced at Jason LaRue, who sat frozen with a blind look on his face. “Lady Bethesda reminds me of her” Raoul confessed. “Too many eerie similarities between them. This is why I don’t take the threat lightly. I’ve personal experience with the havoc an ambitious Chosen with great power, minus a moral compass, can inflict on naïve bystanders whose only crime is to cross her path.” 
 
    “Hell, Merceau! Don’t tell me she was a Wizard too.” Jason’s voice was a whisper. He had finally put together the various whispers about the Alpha to arrive at the horrifying conclusion. Now, he understood where the Shifter’s dislike for Wizards sprung from. Jason also realized what an eerie echo this evening had been for the Alpha. To Merceau, Anderson must seem like a cruel pattern repeating itself. Another ambitious Wizard with power going after the Alpha without his peers intervening to stop him.  
 
    Raoul met the candid brown eyes of the Guardian. “It was a long time ago, LaRue.” 
 
    “Was this Wizard ever punished for what she did to you, Alpha?” Luis asked. It was no secret in the Pack that the Alpha did not encourage questions about his past or his personal affairs. Yet, he had willingly answered the questions tonight.  
 
    “She’s dead now, Luis.” Raoul’s response was succinct. She’ll never do to others what she did to me, he added silently. It was what allowed him to sleep at night.  
 
    “I’m glad you agreed to a public trial and punishment for Guardian Anderson, Raoul” DiZeyla said quietly, with an underlying appreciation for the enormous magnanimity the Alpha had showed at Wizard Headquarters, despite the difficult circumstances. “The Chosen should face head on the unspeakable cruelty we’re capable of, without the check of a moral code to guide us.” 
 
    “With great power comes great responsibility” Roman muttered, clearly agreeing with DiZeyla’s statement. “Some Chosen tend to forget that adage.” 
 
    “We’re all of us shaped in ways we cannot fathom by our pasts — Alph, Jason, and even I, to name some here” Hawk jumped into the fray unexpectedly. “Like Alph, the trick is to learn from the past and rise above it, not let it drag you down into the shadows.” 
 
    Along with everyone else, Tasia stared at Hawk. He had surprised her with the profound proclamation. The Alpha’s gold eyes gleamed as he contemplated Hawk. 
 
    Duncan, who had been watching Raoul with an unreadable expression on his face, turned to his Second. 
 
    “Every now and then, you remind me exactly why I keep you around, Hawk” Duncan drawled. 
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    That evening, the Alpha summoned the team working on the investigation. As the others streamed into the Pack Room, Tasia studied Sienna with concern. Her friend looked distracted, a small frown on her forehead. Luis strode in with Hawk, a sudden smile lighting up his face as Hawk directed a comment at him with a grin. It was good to see Hawk so easy in Luis’ company, Tasia mused. Not for the first time, she wondered if she should take the Alpha up on his offer. Sara was no closer to sorting out her issues with Luis Beltran. If anything, Sara was better at discreetly escaping the Were-Alpha’s company. Elisabetta and Stefan Simeonov strode in together, with Roman Durovic following. The two Were-Alphas seemed to seek out the other’s company, more than they had in the past. While she wondered at it, Tasia was careful to keep her distance from both Simeonov, who made her vaguely uneasy, and the acid-tongued Elisabetta, who was exhausting to deal with. Duncan and Jason sauntered in next, only to be hailed by Roman. Somewhat to Tasia’s astonishment, both Atsá and Maartje joined them just as the Alpha strode in from his private room to take a stance by the mantel.  
 
    At a silent signal from the Alpha, Hawk closed the door to the Pack Room before seating himself beside Tasia. Duncan claimed his usual chair by the Alpha, and the others made themselves comfortable around the room. 
 
    “I have some new information to share with you” the Alpha announced. “Faoladh has given us access to the records from the teams searching for Lady Bethesda. With our new understanding of The Prophecy, it is imperative that we trace the third daughter. Faoladh’s teams haven’t tasted much success, and it’s time to go over the reports ourselves. Our knowledge of Lady Bethesda gives us an edge over the investigators. Perhaps something, an obscure detail, might point us in the right direction.” 
 
    The gold eyes zeroed in on Tasia. “You did a good job with the First Wizard’s investigations. I’d like Tasia, Sienna and Hawk to go over the reports from Faoladh. We leave for Portland in four days. See what you can dig up in the meantime.” 
 
    More pleased by the compliment than she wanted to admit, Tasia shot a glance at Sienna, who looked happy to have a task to focus on. 
 
    “Faoladh has heard from SivoTar.”  
 
    Sienna straightened, a mix of anticipation and hope flitting across her face. 
 
    “Yes” Raoul assented, his eyes on Sienna’s eager face. “We’ve an appointment with Nandini in Portland tomorrow. Durovic will make the meeting.” 
 
    Sienna closed her eyes in relief. She was worried about the half-sister who’d journeyed to a strange country, only to vanish into their mother’s custody. A mother with sinister motives and a criminal past, allied with psychopathic Vampires.  And, a mother who had not hesitated to place her daughter in danger by stashing her magic artifact on her. 
 
    “After the meeting, I’ll head up north to TorElnor, Merceau” Roman said. “I’ll see you guys in four days.” 
 
    Roman was ambivalent about the upcoming meeting. He was almost sure the message he carried would be lost on Nandini, because of the messenger. Yet, he knew Lady Bethesda would never allow any of the others to whisper into the ears of the only daughter under her aegis. He’d have to do his best to wake Nandini to her mother’s true colors, despite his past missteps with her.  
 
    “Give it your best shot, Durovic” the Alpha said. “See you in Portland.”  
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    Sienna mused silently on the encounter with Trevor Bergdahl at Wizard Headquarters. She wondered what he wanted with her. On her way out, after the dramatics, someone had hailed her. 
 
    It had been Trevor. A rather grim-faced and somber Trevor had come forward to give her a hug. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Sienna.” 
 
    “You too” Sienna had reciprocated warmly. Best friends with his sister, Tara, through school, Trevor and his family had always been a part of her life. 
 
    “I wish circumstances had been different.” He’d glanced around the battered hall where the Wizards milled about, dazed at the destruction. 
 
    “Me too” Sienna had responded quietly. “How’s Tara?” 
 
    “Very well.” He had smiled, despite the occasion. “She has two little boys now.” 
 
    “Say hi to her for me, Trevor.” 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    Trevor’s eyes had flashed to the Alpha, in conversation with Faoladh. “Do you have a few minutes, Sienna? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.” 
 
    His expression had made it clear that Trevor considered the matter important, but Tasia and Hawk had been waiting for Sienna, and beyond them, she’d noted Duncan and Luis’ narrowed glances at her companion. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Trevor. I would love to, but my friends are waiting for me.” Her eyes had wandered to the Shifters. 
 
    Trevor’s face had worn his astonishment as the words rolled off her tongue easily.  
 
    He’d cast a curious glance at the Shifters who waited for her. “What about this evening?” he persisted. 
 
    “I’m leaving for San Francisco with the Pack in a few hours.” Sienna had let him down gently. 
 
    Trevor had cast another grim glance at Jason, in a discussion with the First Wizard, and Sienna had reached into her purse to jot down her number on a piece of paper.  
 
    “This is my number. Call me anytime.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sienna.” He had pocketed the piece of paper, conscious of the curious gazes of the Wizards around them. 
 
    “Say hi to Jason for me.” He had turned away with that last bit, and something had made Sienna call him back. 
 
    “Trevor, I’ll be expecting your call” she had reminded him. 
 
    Trevor had merely smiled at her before disappearing into the crowd of Wizards. 
 
    “Sienna” Tasia said softly, from beside her. 
 
    Interrupted in her reverie, Sienna turned to the other Wizard. “Sorry, Tasia. Just lost in my thoughts.” 
 
    Tasia hesitated. “Is everything alright, Sienna?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Sienna cheered up. “With Roman on his way to meet Nandini, everything will be.” 
 
    “Good.” Tasia smiled. She knew how much Sienna desired a reunion with her siblings. It might help her reconcile her complicated feelings towards her mother if there were other siblings to share the burden with her.  
 
    “Ready to pore over Faoladh’s reports with me?” she inquired. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Hawk’s printing the documents.” 
 
    Maartje, who had been watching the two Wizards, chose that moment to stroll over and join them.  
 
    “If you need an extra pair of eyes, let me know” she addressed Tasia.  
 
    Somewhat taken aback by the offer, Tasia thanked the Shifter. “Thank you, Were-Alpha. We will.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so formal with me, child.” The grandmotherly Shifter smiled. “Maartje will do fine.” She turned to Sienna. “Have you heard from the First Wizard, Sienna? I hope our trashing of Headquarters has not worsened her equation with the Guardians.” 
 
    Sienna took the Were-Alpha’s bluntness in her stride. They must all get used to having the Wizards’ internal divisions discussed so openly. After all, if the Guardians had cared about such gossip, they’d have made sure to paper over the cracks before an audience of outsiders. 
 
    “She’s well, Maartje, thank you. I’ll be sure to let her know that you asked about her.”  
 
    Maartje’s faded blue eyes contemplated Sienna, a light in them that the Wizard found hard to interpret. 
 
    “You’re settling into the Lair, I hope?” she inquired. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone has been very kind.”  
 
    “Shifters can sometimes be unwelcoming to outsiders, but perhaps Tasia’s presence here has smoothed the way for you.” 
 
    Sienna shot Tasia a sidelong glance before responding to the Were-Alpha. “Perhaps.” 
 
    There had been a rather strange interlude this afternoon at the Lair Café, just as Sienna was starting to get comfortable with the Pack and their Lair.  
 
    … 
 
    The sounds of an altercation met them as Tasia and Sienna approached the Café for a late lunch. At first, all Sienna could see was a small crowd gathered around the center of the room, from which grunts and the sound of fisticuffs flew. Then, a chair came flying through the air, over the crowd, at them. The two Wizards ducked hastily. Joaquim strode towards them with a sharp-voiced command in Wyr to whoever was at the center duking it out. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Joaquim checked on both Wizards but Sienna caught a strange expression on his face when his eyes rested fleetingly on Tasia. 
 
    Tasia seemed not to note it for she turned to Sienna with a resigned air. “Welcome to the Lair, Sienna.” 
 
    At her words, Joaquim turned to Tasia again. “Perhaps you could come back in half an hour, Tasia?” he suggested, his tone gentling. 
 
    But something in his voice seemed to alert Tasia, who looked at him sharply. She made to take a step towards the brawl, but Joaquim shook his head at her mutely. 
 
    Tasia’s face paled. “Is it … someone I know?” 
 
    “It’s not Sara” Joaquim assured her.  
 
    Relief flashed across Tasia’s face, before she seemed to reflect on his response. “Who is it, Joaquim? Anyone I know?” she persisted as the Shifter remained silent. 
 
    “It’s Evgeny” he admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “Evgeny” Tasia murmured just as Sienna exclaimed. “Evgeny is fighting! But why?” 
 
    Joaquim said nothing, but as Tasia hesitated, he reassured her. “He’s got this, Tasia. Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on him but it’d be better if you came back later.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes searched his face. Whatever she saw seemed to satisfy her, for she turned to Sienna. “Let’s go, Sienna. We’ll come back later.” 
 
    Though somewhat confused, Sienna followed her friend’s lead. She trusted Tasia’s instincts with the Shifters. The other Wizard had been at the Lair much longer and had a deeper association with the Pack. 
 
    Before they could exit, Stefan Simeonov peeled away from the crowd around the brawl to greet them with a smile. Joaquim seemed to go more poker-faced than before.  
 
    “Your friend Evgeny is pummeling one of my Shifters” Simeonov stated matter-of-factly.  
 
    Since Sienna had gathered from Tasia’s resigned expression that fights between Shifters was not an infrequent occurrence, she tried to take Simeonov’s emotionless announcement in stride.  
 
    Another Shifter broke off from the crowd of spectators to join them. Sienna had seen him around the Lair, but could not recall his name.  
 
    “It is better for the Wizards to walk away from this, Were-Alpha” he suggested to Simeonov after a quick glance at the two ladies. “It would not do for our guests to be embarrassed by the crudeness of our hospitality.” 
 
    Though his words had been delivered with just the right touch of lightness, Sienna stiffened, but before either Tasia or she could respond, Simeonov jumped in to interject.  
 
    “You mistake the matter, Davies. Our Wizard friends are not so easily discomposed. They have no objections to Shifters being Shifters. Is that not so, Tasia?” the Were-Alpha flashed his beautiful smile at both ladies.  
 
    The words were bland and his manner suave but just for a moment, Tasia looked vaguely uneasy.  
 
    “You’re correct, Were-Alpha” Tasia said smoothly. “Sienna and I will come back later.” 
 
    And Tasia hurried her friend away from the Café without another word. 
 
    … 
 
    Tasia had been right, Sienna mused. Life in a Pack was complicated with its unwritten rules and their blood-thirsty traditions. The thought of the engaging young boy being thrashed while no one did anything to stop it did not sit well with Sienna. She knew that it did not sit well with Tasia, either. Evgeny tended to follow Tasia around like an eager puppy, always ready with a smile for the Wizard, and Sienna knew that her friend’s first instinct had been to do something about the brawl before Joaquim had assured her in his subtle way that he had it under control. 
 
    “How’s Evgeny?” Tasia asked Hawk as he returned with a folder full of documents. 
 
    “Evgeny?” He looked startled. “Why, what’s up with him?” 
 
    “There was a fight in the Café this afternoon.” 
 
    Hawk arched his eyebrow, unsurprised by Tasia’s words. Brawls at the Lair were not uncommon. For a while, the Café had been unofficially declared off limits since Tasia, restricted to the Lair, ate all her meals there. After the incident with Sara and Markham, the Shifters had tended to take their disagreements to other, less public parts of the Lair, where the presence of their non-Shifter guest was unlikely. Hawk guessed that now that Tasia’s stay at the Lair was likely to be more long term, the Shifters had regressed to their old habits. Alph would have something to say about it. 
 
    “You didn’t get in the middle of it, did you, Tas?” he inquired, reminded of Tasia’s affection for Evgeny. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Reassured, Hawk looked thoughtful. “Evgeny was involved?”  
 
    Tasia nodded mutely. Hawk, assuming her concern to be squeamishness with Shifter violence and aggression, set out to reassure her. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him, Tas. Evgeny can hold his own. Don’t let the baby face fool you.” 
 
    Tasia opened the folder of documents silently. Something about the episode at the Café disquieted her. Perhaps, it had been Joaquim’s grim expression. She’d come to know both her Shifter bodyguards rather well, and Tasia thought she’d read something in Joaquim’s poker-face this afternoon. The Shifter was a man of few words but he tended to watch over the younger and less experienced Evgeny like an older brother. Tasia suspected that despite his reassurances to her, Joaquim had been concerned for Evgeny. The little byplay between Stefan Simeonov and the other Shifter had also struck her. Something about that exchange and the blue-eyed Were-Alpha’s words made her uneasy. There had been a practiced, almost rehearsed air to their byplay, and Tasia rather suspected that Simeonov had been sending her a subtle message with his comments about Shifters being Shifters.  
 
    Sienna, perusing one of the reports, exclaimed at something, drawing both Hawk and Tasia’s attention to her. Tasia shoved the matter away for later. The Alpha was counting on them to find something in the reports, Tasia knew. Nandini’s predicament had raised the stakes for the third sibling. 
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    Mount Hood National Forest, Oregon 
 
    The girl crept down the stairs, keeping to the shadows. She’d never been down to the cellars before, only idly noted that the darkened stairs that led to it had fallen into disrepair, but she’d been suspicious for a while now. Her mother’s answers to her questions had grown increasingly evasive. Though eager for the company of her newly reunited daughter, the Wizard seemed curiously reluctant to discuss the past or her inexplicable abandonment of the young family she’d left behind.  
 
    As her suspicions had blossomed, Nandini had kept a watchful eye on the proceedings, keeping tabs on all visitors to the sprawling mansion in the middle of nowhere. Thickly wooded forest enclosed the house on all sides, green and drenched, with the air moist from the frequent showers, ubiquitous to the Pacific North West. She liked the solitude and the serenity of the forest. It reminded her of the quietude of her village back home at the foothills of the Himalayas. Yet, the circumstances she found herself in puzzled her. Against the odds, she had found the mother she’d been searching for. Or rather, her mother had found her. And yet, Nandini found herself confused and pondering the inherent contradictions in her mother’s explanations.  
 
    Refusing her mother’s invitations to sight-see, Nandini had been content to spend her free time in the woods around the house. Long rambling walks, through the tall pine trees that echoed with the sweet chirping of birds, sustained her. All the while, the nub of suspicion and confusion at the pit of her stomach continued to grow, snowballing into a sense of disquiet and alarm. Her mother insisted on deputing at least one guard to trail her at a distance, but Nandini had learnt to ignore the Vampires. At first, her mother’s motley entourage of Undead had surprised her. Now, she understood it better. Her mother was always looking over her shoulder, ever ready for an imminent attack. Whatever had forced her mother to abandon her family and run from them had not yet been resolved, Nandini had realized. Instead, her mother seemed always on the move or shacked up in a house nestled in the woods, where no one would think to look for her, and she was always surrounded by her ubiquitous Undead guards. The Clan, Nandini knew, were merely bodyguards who blindly followed her mother’s orders.  
 
    The suspicions had been piling up for Nandini, even before Roman Durovic had come to meet her with a garbled tale of a dead Wizard with multiple families left in her wake. The story, strange as it was, had rung true for Nandini, much as she wanted to discount anything from Roman Durovic. He’d been circumspect, holding things back, the blue eyes attempting to communicate silently what he couldn’t say aloud. She had understood that he was wary of being overheard, as he should be, for her mother surrounded herself with her faithful Blutsaugers. Their meeting had taken place in a downtown hotel. Her mother had not accompanied Nandini to it, but her guards had been in the next room and patrolling the corridors. Nandini had heard Roman out, without giving anything away, keeping her rising suspicions about the enigmatic Wizard who was her mother to herself. For one, she did not trust Roman Durovic. Not as far as she could throw him. His actions had made it impossible. For another, she was confident that the guards with the inhuman hearing would report every word of the conversation verbatim to her mother. And Nandini was wary. When the time came to confront her mother, she’d do it herself rather than let the Vampires forewarn her. Her mother had been happy to see her, once Nandini had made her way back to the mansion in the woods, traveling through the rattling road in the dark. But curiously, the Wizard had refrained from asking any questions about SivoTar’s unexpected guest, a singular lack of curiosity that had only strengthened Nandini’s wariness and sense of unease.  
 
    The stairs ended in a narrow windowless corridor. At the other end, blocking the wall, was a barrel, like the ones used to age wine. To its side was a battered door, rusty at the edges. Nandini cocked her head. Her hearing, while not as good as the Clan, was better than a human, a quality inherited from her snake. Albeit, she did better with vibrations than using her ears to catch clues. Her mother, as was her increasing wont, had gathered all her guards in the smallish room at the top of the mansion for their daily briefing. Nandini had guessed for a while now that the room was sound-proofed, since her snake could hear no murmurs of conversation from within. She had bided her time today, waiting for her mother to shut herself in the room with the guards. Nandini was resolved to finally explore the suspicious activity below stairs.  
 
    She tested the door gingerly. It was heavy, and despite its rickety appearance, very sturdy. And it was locked. A large padlock hung through the bolt. Her eyes wandered up and down the door, scrutinizing it carefully, looking for a way in. Although flush against the floor, there was a gap at the top of the door, one wide enough for her to slip through. Nandini wasted no time. She stripped efficiently to bundle her clothes together and stuff them into the wine barrel. Next, she turned her eyes to the faint light floating through the top of the doorway and stretched languidly. Bones crushed and skin tightened in a macabre dance for just a few minutes until a long, golden-skinned snake with dark brown speckles unrolled itself off the floor to slither up the door with practiced ease. It was a tight squeeze, but Nandini made it to the other side of the door. A vast room with more wine caskets met her eyes. There was a small window cut high into the wall with a view of the forest floor outside. Through this wandered a thin stream of moonlight. But Nandini didn’t need the light; her snake could see in the dark. She stretched again, the macabre dance reversing itself to leave a slim, toned girl of medium height in its place.  
 
    A hulking figure stood half-upright by the wall, across the only window in the room. The figure’s face was upturned, angled towards the moonlight, as if reaching for the only warmth in the room. Nandini approached cautiously. Bright hair matted with something dark and sticky obscured a strong face with beautiful bones. Sensing her approach, the head turned, one eye opening to survey her. The eye burned brightly, the beautiful face marked by bruises.  
 
    “The Princess finally deigns to visit my dreams” he said whimsically, the bright eye squinting to look at her. His voice came out in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    It was Roman Durovic. A stunned Nandini could only stare at the bruised man unsteady on his feet, his tall body held up by chains. Shackles pinned his feet to the wall, while his hands were chained to either side with cuffs, leaving him hunched over. It forced him to half-stand and half-lean against the wall behind, his head lolling forward to rest on his neck.  
 
    “Yet, she refuses to hear anything I say.” The bright eye wandered over her. She was silhouetted by the light from the window. 
 
    “Roman” Nandini whispered, her voice disbelieving. 
 
    The eye perked up as the man attempted to straighten his head. “She talks to me” he muttered under his breath. “Now, when I’ve been punished enough!” 
 
    Nandini’s stunned eyes took in the bedraggled man she had seen only a few days ago. A vibrant man; the sun-kissed good looks and easy charm he deployed with devastating success seemed to always give him a larger-than-life presence. To see him thus, chained to a wall with his badly beaten body hunched over in this dank, dirty room with a sliver of moonlight to keep him company, jolted Nandini to her core. Through the consternation and concern, a thread of anger licked at her. Whatever his faults, Roman Durovic did not deserve to be chained like an animal or beaten to an inch of his life, and certainly not after he had come to meet her in good faith, for Nandini suspected that Roman had never made it back after his meeting with her. 
 
    “Who did this to you?” she demanded fiercely, both rage and alarm flickering in her. 
 
    He shook his head slowly, as if the very act was painful. “So many questions, Princess. Why waste precious time so tediously? Let a drowning man enjoy his last sight of you.” 
 
    There was a light in the bright eye that served to remind Nandini that she posed without a stitch of clothing in the moonlight. Despite the dim light, he could probably process that clothes were missing from the girl he called Princess in such a whimsical tone. She shook her head once, a practiced shake that had her long hair cascading down to cover her upper body. Nudity did not faze Nandini, not when she had slithered with her Kabila in her snake form, from back when she could first take it.    
 
    She reached out to touch his face gently. “Roman” she said again, trying to get him to react to her presence with more awareness. Nandini was conscious that time was running out.  
 
    His cheek felt warm under her touch, but he jerked his head away from her. 
 
    “What the hell” he muttered. “Why’re you feeling me up? I’m filthy.” 
 
    “Roman.” She removed her hand. “Who did this to you?” she asked again, less fiercely. 
 
    The second eye, badly bruised, attempted to open. Nandini felt her heart lurch, the sensation so unfamiliar and yet powerful that for a moment it blindsided her.  
 
    “Come to crow, Princess?” There was unmistakable amusement in the hoarse tones, but surprisingly no rancor. It was his caustic comment that had her rushing into speech. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “My mother’s guards?” she questioned. 
 
    He sighed softly. “If it’s the Undead that follow you, then yes.” 
 
    “They’re not my entourage” she retorted. “They follow my mother. She says I need protection.” Her words faltered as she said the last. 
 
    “You sure do” he said cryptically to study her in silence. “I would’ve given them a good account of myself, except they made sure to knock me out before they locked me here.” 
 
    Suddenly, everything seemed to rush in at Nandini. Her mother’s curious explanations, inexplicable actions, the general evasiveness, her pact with the Clan and Nandini’s suspicions tied together with the strange story this man had attempted to tell her three days earlier, all seemed to lead to one inevitable conclusion. To see him like this, while he bantered with her in his usual manner, just served to emphasize her mother’s guilt to Nandini. 
 
    Alone, amidst strangers she could not trust, Nandini reached for the only familiar person in her orbit, even as a jumble of emotions roiled within her. Inching forward, she held on to his shoulder. 
 
    “My God, Roman” she said softly, trying to keep her rising alarm at bay. “I don’t understand what’s going on here.” 
 
    She half-expected him to jerk away, like before, but this time, he seemed content to let her hold him.  
 
    “Can’t hug back, Princess” he said matter-of-factly. “My hands are a little busy.” 
 
    Reminded thus of his dire circumstances, she stepped back to examine the handcuffs that bound his arms. 
 
    “Can you …?” She waved at his hands. 
 
    “No, I’ve tried.” He shook his head. “There’s Vampire magic binding it together.” 
 
    He glanced around him. “Where are we?” 
 
    “The cellar of a house in the woods, about two hours from the hotel we met in.” 
 
    “Your mother?” he prompted. 
 
    “She’s upstairs with her Blutsauger entourage.” 
 
    His body straightened, his mind pondering furiously.  
 
    “They can’t hear us” she assured him, understanding immediately what concerned him. “But I don’t know how long she’ll be in there.” 
 
    Roman shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs from it.  
 
    “I’m going to try.” Nandini reached for his handcuffs. A cloud of black fear was starting to unfurl in the pit of her stomach. Full blown panic was not far behind. She had to do something to get Roman and herself far away from this place, before her mother sent the Blutsaugers after them. 
 
    “Are you trying to free me, Princess?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes. And stop calling me that.” 
 
    He ignored her directive to focus on his own question. 
 
    “Are you sure, Princess? I haven’t been entirely upfront with you before.” 
 
    “Yes” she hissed, struggling with his handcuffs. “You lied to me before, but you don’t deserve this.” 
 
    “In that case, Princess, you should leave now. You can’t get caught with me. That would serve no purpose.” 
 
    She turned her eyes on him. “I’m not leaving you here” she said fiercely. “You’re here because of me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” He shook his head. “I’ll tell you all about it, when we’re clear.” 
 
    “I won’t leave you” she reiterated stubbornly. 
 
    “Princess” he tried again, a note of cajolery in the voice.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “If you get caught in here with me, neither of us will be able to get away” he reminded her, using logic where persuasion had failed. “This way, you’re free to fight another day.” 
 
    “I’ve a cell with me” she told him, excitement coloring her voice. “There’s no service in the house but there’re spots in the wood where it works. I can send a message to your friends …”  
 
    Nandini was starting to realize that even if she managed to free him, there was no place to hide him or time to get him away before her mother’s guards came after them. He was a First One, though she didn’t know how powerful. In any case, in his current state, she doubted he would be a match for a small army of Vampires. 
 
    “Yes” he said promptly. Roman cursed under his breath. Why hadn’t he thought about that, instead of spending precious minutes trying to persuade her to leave him. Because the guilt from his previous betrayal ate at him, his inner voice reminded him. 
 
    “Go online and search for the Northern California Consortium, headquartered in San Francisco. It’s the front for the local Wyr Pack.” 
 
    Nandini looked taken aback by his words. She had expected Roman to send word to his people for assistance, not the Wyrs. He was Setik, a First One. 
 
    “Call the number listed online and ask to speak to Raoul Merceau. He’s the Alpha Protector. Leave him a message and make sure you leave your name — the Alpha knows who you are. Tell them you have information about me.” 
 
    “The Wyrs are your friends?” she asked tentatively.  
 
    “The Alpha is, and he knows what’s going on here. Don’t talk to anyone else and be wary of the Clan listening in.” 
 
    Roman paused. Merceau was a paranoid bastard, like all the Wyrs he knew. “If the Alpha is suspicious of what you say, remind him that it was I who sorted out your sister’s locket when no one else could.” 
 
    “My sister?” Nandini whispered. 
 
    “Half” he said with a crooked smile. “She’s been waiting to meet you all this while.” 
 
    Nandini tried to process everything he’d just told her.  
 
    “I don’t know the address of this house” she said uncertainly. 
 
    “Use your phone GPS to get a generic location. The Alpha will do the rest.” 
 
    Nandini nodded, unaccountably relieved that help was on hand and only a phone call away. Thanks to her daily ramblings, she knew the woods surrounding the house like the back of her hand. Giving her zealous guards the slip to make a phone call should be easy enough. 
 
    “Now go” he said urgently. “Much as I’d love to continue this, your mother is dangerous.” 
 
    Nandini fought not to flush at the note in his voice, sending him a searing glance in the darkness. He seemed to catch it, for he chuckled softly in response. She strode towards the door, conscious of his eyes on her as she changed into her snake. The snake raised its hood to glance once at the bound man watching her silently before slithering for the door. 
 
    “Be careful, Princess.” His words floated in the air towards her as she swarmed over the door.   
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    “It’s time, child.” The man’s voice was somber.  
 
    As he glanced into the wise eyes, a crushing weight seemed to settle over his chest. No, his mind screamed silently. He wasn’t ready to let go yet. But he stayed silent, knowing that protests would make the final parting that much more difficult for the man.  
 
    “You’ll be fine, child. I’ve taught you everything I know.” The man’s gentle assurance and the look in his eyes made it clear that he had heard the mute protest.  
 
     “I’m not ready yet, Papa” he blurted out. “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    The man’s eyes saddened inexplicably. “My work here is finished, child. I wish I had more time with you, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
     “Please, Papa” the boy sobbed, finally giving in to his grief and sorrow. “Not yet” he pleaded. 
 
    “Remember what I taught you and do not fear. I will always be with you in spirit. Keep yourself safe, child.” 
 
    As the man’s voice faded away, a stab of mingled grief, pain and despair seared through him to leave the boy railing against the unfairness of fate. Raoul gasped awake with the abruptness of a predator to stare blankly at the familiar walls of his bedroom. He could still feel the searing emotions from the nightmare.  
 
    He rolled off the bed to stride to the bay windows. The view at night rivalled the one during the day. The Bay Bridge sparkled, the LEDs making it shimmer over the water. That had been no nightmare, or even a dream, Raoul knew. It had been a vision, similar to the images of the witchling sobbing in Hawk’s arms at the foot of Coit Tower. He’d shoved the images away to the furthest recesses of his mind, fearful that his mind was playing tricks on him again. But Russian Hill had proved one thing to him. He was far from losing his grip on reality. Had he been, he’d have tumbled across the cliff he had been set up to fall off. He was fine. More than fine. Perhaps, even stronger than before, when the blue-eyed witch had done a number on him. He would always carry the scars from those ten months with him, but he was at peace with that. The cage had proved to him conclusively that he was no longer that boy. So, this time, Raoul was able to contemplate the images in his vision with a clearer head. 
 
    He’d seen this particular vision once before, he recalled. Months ago, after his confrontation with Anderson at the local Registry. The man in the vision was a stranger. Yet, the boy’s emotions — fear, anxiety, hopelessness and sorrow — had seared him until he could feel it in his bones. Had he suddenly and inexplicably acquired the ability to sense and absorb emotions, the same ability he suspected caused the witchling her nightmares? His eyes took in the vista while his mind pondered the puzzle. No, he decided, the emotions were too intense, the fear like a taste of bitterness on his tongue. There had to be another explanation. Plus, unlike the witchling, he lacked the magic in him to sense a Chosen’s emotions. 
 
    But one thing he was sure of. This was connected to the searing flashes of the witchling in Hawk’s arms. These two sets of waking visions could not be a coincidence. The night his discovery of Azevedo as the witchling’s father had led to a showdown between them, he’d been more circumspect during the confrontation while the witchling had been more intrepid than before. He’d lashed out with his tongue, keeping his distance lest he intimidate her like before. And she … He paused as the memories washed over him. She had gone toe to toe with him until remorse had stopped her in her tracks. She had a soft heart, the witchling. After, she had turned away from him. But this time, she made it clear that she was only walking away to clear her head. When she had returned hours later to apologize, he’d been blindsided by the vision of her in Hawk’s arms. Her contrition and remorse had been what had saved him from a furious bout of jealousy, the likes of which he had never experienced before. If those images had been true, perhaps this too was not a figment of his imagination.     
 
    He’d shoved those images away, afraid of what they implied about his state of mind. Now, Raoul found himself trying to remember them. If the visions were connected in some way, then this latest one must also involve the witchling. That was the only conclusion to draw.  
 
    Raoul glanced at the clock. It was a little after midnight. He reached for his cell.  
 
    Need a favor, LaRue. 
 
    A few minutes later, back came the response.  
 
    What do you need? 
 
    A photo of Azevedo. 
 
    Any particular reason? 
 
    Just a hunch, LaRue. If it works out, I’ll tell you about it. 
 
    You got it. Give me a few days to ask around? 
 
    Sure. Thanks. 
 
    You’re welcome, Merceau. 
 
    Something weird was going on with him, Raoul mused. Strange flashes of real life events that made no sense and freaked the bejezus out of him. But it seemed to involve the witchling. Maybe, it had something to do with the curious ability that allowed him to sense her emotions and mood, even in a roomful of people. With her, it went beyond the usual physiological clues that Shifters were adept at. Equally strangely, she’d shown flashes of a similar ability when it came to him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    A rescue and a night in the woods 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has anyone heard from Durovic?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    Tasia glanced up from her conversation with Sara. They were on their way to Portland to meet with some acquaintances of Lady Bethesda from before she’d become a prominent and infamous Guardian. The First Wizard had organized the meeting. With the Guardians’ continued intractability about the official prophecy records, the First Wizard was attempting to aid the investigation in other ways. 
 
    To Tasia’s surprise, Atsá and Sara accompanied them on the trip, in addition to the team working on the investigation. Sara had taken the day off from work, at the Alpha’s request. From what Tasia could tell, her friend seemed equally in the dark about the reason for her inclusion. 
 
    “Something wrong, Raoul?” Duncan inquired, not noticeably perturbed. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The Alpha shook his head, a tiny pucker between his brows. “He said he’d head north to TorElnor after Portland, but it’s curious that there’s been no word from him since the meeting.” 
 
    Luis seemed about to say something when Sienna, seated with Hawk and Tasia, piped up. “I’ve a bad feeling about this, Alpha” she said simply. “Roman knew how eager I was to get news of my sister, and there’s been nothing for three days now.” 
 
    Sienna had been more perturbed than she’d let on, not wanting to harry the Shifters over this, but now that the Alpha had broached the topic himself, she did not hide her concerns. Jason, who had guessed at her impatience but not her alarm, looked taken aback. 
 
    “Roman Durovic is more than capable of handling himself” Atsá said calmly, his words directed at Sienna. As always, he was a man of few words but infinite wisdom. 
 
    Sienna acknowledged his words with a somber glance directed at the older Were-Alpha.  
 
    “In Portland, we will be guests of the local Pack” the Alpha announced. “The Alpha Protector is distantly related to Atsá and requested a meeting with her cousins.” The last was directed at Sara and Hawk.  
 
    Sara’s eyebrows shot up in surprise but Hawk merely looked curious, clearly disinterested in meeting any new relatives. Atsá cast a glance at Hawk but remained wisely silent. 
 
    The tring of his phone interrupted the Alpha, who excused himself to move away with his cell tucked into his ear. 
 
    The past three days at the Lair had been busy for Tasia. One evening, Duncan had accompanied Sara and her out to dinner, a welcome respite from the Lair for Tasia. The rest of her time at the Lair had been spent poring over the reports that Faoladh had sent over. The Alpha had been absent from the Lair, his larger-than-life presence noticeably missing from what was usually his second home. No more late-night drinking fests in his private room or back-to-back meetings with Shifters while he worked energetically around the clock to further his Pack’s interests. His temporary absence had served to bring home to Tasia his strong work ethic. A throwaway remark from Duncan had hinted that the Alpha was taking the time to heal himself, his body fighting off two bouts of silver poisoning less than a week apart. 
 
    The Chosen were agog at the events at Wizard Headquarters. With her insulated existence, Tasia had no access to the rumors that abounded in their world. But she had not shied away from asking Duncan for news. Between Jason and Duncan, she gathered that the loudest whispers were about the astonishing prospect of a CoC trial of a Guardian and the distance between the First Wizard and GCW that was now starting to affect Wizards of all stripes. There was also rampant speculation about what had rattled the Shifters’ cages enough to have them rampage in San Diego and trash Wizard Headquarters with impunity, before saner minds had prevailed. Faoladh, the Alpha, the First Wizard, and some of the Guardians’ names were being bandied about, as was the rumor of some Vampires joining in gleefully with the Shifters to wreak havoc on Headquarters. But for once, public opinion was not on the side of the GCW, for word had gotten out that the group confronting the Guardians had included First Ones and Wizards, in addition to Shifters, as well as a few members of the Clan, unlikely as that was. The Chosen were inclined to believe that if such a myriad group of Magicks had come together to confront the GCW, then there was sure to be some smoke to the fire. 
 
    Tasia glanced up as the Alpha came striding back towards them with his cell in his hand. 
 
    He wore a strange expression on his face. “That was the Lair. Someone called this morning and asked for me by name. Gave her name as Nandini and insisted that she would only talk to me about Roman Durovic.” 
 
    Sienna straightened in her seat, as the others turned their attention to the Alpha.  
 
    “Any way to get in touch with her?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “She left a number with instructions for me. Apparently, she was insistent that I only send messages to the number and not call her.”  
 
    “She’s in trouble” Jason muttered, his eyes flashing to Sienna, who had gone white. 
 
    “No.” Raoul shook his head, leaning back against the seat, a thoughtful look on his face. “She’s being careful, but I don’t think she’s in trouble. However, Durovic may be.” 
 
    He busied himself in punching in a message with one hand, the long fingers moving expertly as he typed. Tasia felt a bubble of absurd laughter well up in her at the sight. Despite the gravity of the situation, his normalness, for want of a better term, always caught her by surprise. Sensing her gaze or perhaps her untimely mirth, he directed a gold-eyed glance at her, part curiosity and part something else. Tasia subsided.  
 
    “Let’s see what she has to say” he said. 
 
    But the Alpha’s phone remained stubbornly silent, despite the many troubled glances Sienna directed at it or how impatiently the Alpha glanced at it. Three hours later, it finally beeped. By then, they were in Portland and on their way to their appointment with the Wizards from Lady Bethesda’s more convivial past.  
 
    Raoul glanced impatiently at the first message from Nandini Rathore. 
 
    Roman Durovic is a prisoner of my mother. 
 
    The Alpha turned promptly around to show Duncan the message on his phone. The English Shifter read it out aloud. There was an instant of astonished silence and Luis, in the driver’s seat, arched his eyebrow in surprise. 
 
    Are you offering to help free him?  
 
    Raoul typed furiously, wondering what the girl was leaving unsaid. If Roman had never made it out after his meeting with Nandini, then it had been three days. Durovic was tough as they came, but Lady Bethesda was ruthless — though Raoul couldn’t help but wonder why she’d take Durovic prisoner. Roman Durovic was to be the next leader of an influential faction of Ancients. What good would it do Lady Bethesda to antagonize the Setik? 
 
    My mother leaves in an hour. When she’s away, only a few Undead guards remain behind. I don’t know how long she’ll be away but that would be the best time to free Roman. He’s being held in the cellar in a house in the woods. I’ll send you what the GPS pinpoints as the location. The nearest town is forty-five minutes by road. 
 
    She was succinct and to the point. Raoul appreciated that, but there was one question he wanted an answer to before he commenced a rescue.  
 
    Will you leave with Roman? 
 
    He didn’t have long to wait. Pat came her answer.  
 
    I would like to but my mother doesn’t leave the house much. And when she’s here, she has an army to protect her. She’s insisting I accompany her this evening and I don’t want to arouse her suspicions by asking to remain behind.  
 
    Raoul frowned, his mind whirring as he read the texts. Seconds later, there was a gentle warning from her. 
 
    Roman is in bad shape. I’ll remain and maintain the charade for as long as I can. My mother will not allow her Undead followers to mistreat me. 
 
    Now, he understood. With her mother away, it might be their best chance to free Roman. She was ready to flee but didn’t want to arouse Lady Bethesda’s suspicions. In essence, she was willing to sacrifice or at least postpone her shot at freedom, to allow them a chance to rescue Durovic. 
 
    Raoul pondered furiously, weighing his options. He liked their odds of a rescue but didn’t like the thought of leaving the girl behind when it was clear that she was disenchanted with her mother.  
 
    Roman asked me to tell you this, in case you suspect this to be a trap. He was the one to rid my sister of her locket, when no one else could help her. 
 
    It was the final text that pushed Raoul to make his decision. The girl was giving him an opening, one she might not be able to again. And, she was right that her mother would not harm her. Lady Bethesda needed her daughters to fulfill The Prophecy and further her ambitions.  
 
    He glanced around the car at the others watching him silently. They were nine of them in total — six Shifters and three Wizards. Atsá and Sara had remained behind at the local Lair with Alpha Tlizilani. He’d rather not take either Sienna or the witchling into the skirmish. Both were vulnerable — one from Lady Bethesda, and the other from her leeches. But the rest would make a formidable team if they had to fight their way through to Roman. Unfortunately, there was no time to take Sienna and the witchling back to the local Lair. Neither could he spare anyone to escort them back. Nandini believed her mother would take the bulk of her leech guards with her, leaving a skeletal crew behind at the house. They’d have to take the chance, Raoul realized. They might not have another opportunity present itself anytime soon. And Raoul felt responsible. Roman had walked into the Lion’s Den at his request. He deserved to be extricated as soon as possible. 
 
    He reached for his cell to make the girl a pledge. 
 
    I’ll come back for you once we have him. 
 
    Raoul hoped that the girl believed him. She had no reason to. 
 
    I’ll hold you to that, Alpha. Good luck. 
 
    In a few seconds, a snippet of a map came through to his cell. The house in the woods was in a nature preserve, with a few marked roads skirting it and a network of walking trails bisecting it. Raoul studied the portion of the map carefully, matching it meticulously with a larger map on his phone to ask the girl a few questions about the road through the preserve leading to the house. She answered readily enough, though her knowledge of the roads was not as extensive as the woods surrounding the house.  
 
    He turned to the driver. “Change of plans, Luis. Pull over and punch in these new co-ordinates.” 
 
    Luis pulled over immediately without a word, to study the map on the Alpha’s phone. The Alpha turned around to face the others. 
 
    “We’re getting Roman out?” Jason arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, we’re getting Roman out. This is our best shot. Lady Bethesda doesn’t leave the house much and Nandini says she’s headed out in an hour, with her guards. He’s being held in the middle of nowhere. When in residence, her mother surrounds herself with an army of leeches.” 
 
    “Vampires” Sienna muttered in disgust.  
 
    “This is good news, Sienna” Raoul pointed out. “I’d rather she have leech allies we know about than others we don’t.” 
 
    “Agreed, Merceau” Jason seconded him. 
 
    “What about Nandini?” Sienna asked, hope in her eyes. 
 
    Raoul shook his head. “Can’t get her away this time, Sienna. Her mother insists that she accompany her and Nandini doesn’t want to arouse her suspicions.” 
 
    “She’s playing her part to allow us to get Roman out” Duncan murmured. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve promised to go back for her once we have Durovic.” The last was directed at Sienna. 
 
    Sienna nodded, unable to swallow her disappointment. 
 
    “Is there any chance this is a trap, Alpha?” Simeonov asked. 
 
    “It could be” Raoul acknowledged. “Nandini is telling the truth. Roman did ask her to send word to me. However, there’s always the possibility that the leeches in the house have overheard her or her mother suspects we’re coming, so we’ll have to be very careful.” 
 
    “A request to Alpha Tlizilani for reinforcements might not be a bad idea, Raoul” Duncan suggested, in his prosaic way. “Just in case we need the numbers to get Roman away.”  
 
    Raoul mused on his friend’s suggestion. Without Sienna and the witchling along for the ride, this would be fun. Going up against leeches was always enjoyable. With them along, it could easily be fraught. 
 
    “I’ll send her a message” he assented.  
 
    This went against Raoul’s instincts but Duncan, as usual, was the voice of reason and practicality. Allowing Sienna to fall into her mother’s clutches in the attempt to free Roman Durovic would be catastrophic. Lady Bethesda already had one daughter in her power, and they had no clue where the third daughter might be.  
 
    “I think I’ve a fair idea where this is.” Luis shifted into gear to roll out onto the road again. “Should be there in an hour and a half.” 
 
    “We’ll be cutting it fine” Raoul warned. “Nandini’s not sure how long her mother plans to be absent.” 
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    In a modest house in a Portland suburb, an elegantly-dressed lady awaited news. 
 
    “My Lady” the pale young man greeted her with respect, before seating himself at her invitation. 
 
    “What news, Rafaelo?” she inquired. 
 
    The Vampire sighed. “Not very good, My Lady.” 
 
    She contemplated him. “Your Guardian didn’t succeed in his attempt at revenge?” 
 
    “No.” Bianchi shook his head.  
 
    “Do the Shifters know who was responsible for the assault on their Alpha?” Her mind churned over the matter carefully. “If not, we should find a way to let them know, Rafaelo.”  
 
    Perhaps, this might be the straw to break the camel’s back, she mused. This inexplicable alliance between Esmeralda’s Wizards and the Wyrs must be torn asunder quickly, before it posed a threat to her. 
 
    “The Shifters know, My Lady” Rafaelo answered. The Lady had been at her forest abode for the past week and seemed oblivious about the momentous sacking of Wizard Headquarters.   
 
    This time, his words surprised her. An eyebrow arched elegantly. 
 
    “The Shifters had a showdown at Wizard Headquarters over the Guardian, My Lady. The GCW backed down, but not before the Wyrs trashed Headquarters.”  
 
    The Lady’s lips quivered unexpectedly. She’d have loved to witness the rampaging Wyrs trample all over the glass and steel building the Wizards were so proud of. It had been built to honor their First Wizard and the Lady could find no appreciation for anything that reminded her of her singular defeat all those years ago.  
 
    “Are you implicated in anything to do with the Guardian, Rafaelo?” she asked bluntly.  
 
    “No, My Lady. I met with the Guardian once, but that is not enough to implicate me, and I merely made some suggestions to the Guardian. He was the one who acted on them.” 
 
    Her sharp gaze searched his expression carefully, while Rafaelo waited with some trepidation. Rafaelo had worked too hard and too long to further the Lady’s ambitions for him to be swept aside now. He was sure that the Beast Lord would come after him for his part in the attack one of these days. The Beast Lord was not the forgiving kind. But he hoped that the Alpha might find himself a tad busy to do so right now.  
 
    “You know what has me waiting to make my move, Rafaelo” she warned him. “I don’t want you embroiled in anything that might jeopardize my plans.”  
 
    “Nothing will jeopardize your plans, My Lady” the Vampire assured her. 
 
    “See that they don’t, and lay low until things die down.” 
 
    Bianchi nodded, pleased at having escaped greater scrutiny. 
 
    “Where’s the Guardian now?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s in Faoladh’s custody.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She pondered the matter. Perhaps, there might still be a way to exploit the situation. She doubted that any Shifter, least of all Faoladh, was happy with the Wizards after the assault. Bianchi had been rather clever to instigate the Guardian into going after the Alpha. The Lady approved of the way the Vampire’s mind worked, devious and cunning, but always careful to keep his fingers away from the fires he stoked. 
 
    “They say that the Guardian will be tried by the Council — the first ever CoC trial” the Vampire remarked. 
 
    Astonishment flashed across her face before she recovered her composure. Rafaelo was unsurprised by her reaction. He’d had an equally tough time believing this particular rumor himself, when it had first come to his ears.  
 
    “I’ve confirmed this, My Lady” he reiterated. “Faoladh has convinced the Alpha to let the Council try the Guardian. No one is quite sure why the Alpha agreed to it. It seems out of character for him.” 
 
    “Loyalty to Faoladh, possibly” she murmured, deep in thought. The Wyrs had always been an obsessively loyal bunch, their fealty to their Alphas and Packs part of the ancient code that drove them. She planned to use this very quality against them, when the time came.  
 
    “I know how Faoladh is, when it comes to his precious CoC. But we should look at it from a different angle, Rafaelo. This tells me that the Alpha will not break with Faoladh’s wishes, regardless of his own beliefs. It would be pointless to attempt to weaken his fealty to Faoladh. Our efforts must focus elsewhere.” 
 
    Rafaelo waited patiently as she pondered the matter furiously. 
 
    “The rift we engineer should be between Faoladh and Esmeralda” she said decisively. “The day Faoladh drops her, Raoul Merceau will also walk away from the Wizards he protects so assiduously today.” 
 
    “You’re right, as usual, My Lady” Bianchi said obsequiously. He did not quite understand his Lady’s obsession with Faoladh but he was confident that she was working to a plan. 
 
    “What have you discovered about the Alpha’s past?” she demanded, inured to his flattery. 
 
    “Brought up in New Orleans. Mother dead at birth and father during his early teens. He seems to disappear from New Orleans after that, only to surface in San Francisco a few years later to challenge the local Alpha Protector. He was nineteen then. The rumors say he spent most of those years as a rogue in the wilderness, and there are whispers that something bad happened to him then.” 
 
    “Like what?” She looked intrigued. 
 
    “Some say he was imprisoned by a Wizard. Others say he was tortured. No one knows for sure, but rumors indicate that his dislike of Wizards has something to do with the missing years.”  
 
    After the spectacular failure of the Guardian to bring down the Beast Lord, Rafaelo had concluded that his information about silver poisoning and Merceau’s tenuous control over his beast had not been accurate. His sources were telling Bianchi that Anderson had thrown everything at the Alpha — large doses of silver, a claustrophobic cage, and even the mouthy Wizard to tempt him, but all to no avail. The only conclusion to draw was that the rumors about the Alpha had been wrong. Something had happened to Raoul Merceau all those years ago, something that had shaped his feelings for Wizards, but no one seemed to know precisely what had befallen him.  
 
    “So, Faoladh looked the other way while a rogue Shifter fought his way to become Alpha Protector of a major Pack” she murmured thoughtfully. And, he’d hand-picked this Alpha from amongst the many to assist Esmeralda in unraveling the past, despite the Shifter’s hatred of Wizards. Very curious, this particular spider’s web Faoladh was weaving, she mused. The pre-eminent Shifter was a worthy opponent and a formidable adversary, one she would never make the mistake of underestimating. But what was he up to, she wondered. And how long would he keep her waiting before he made his move in this subtle game of chess they were engaged in? 
 
    “Does the Alpha have any surviving family on the Wizard side?” she inquired. Perhaps, the Alpha might be the key to deciphering Faoladh’s motivations. 
 
    “No immediate family. His mother’s elopement with a Wyr was a major story in her day. The family cut all connection with her.” 
 
    The nub of a distant memory danced at the edges of her mind. The Lady glanced at Rafaelo sharply. “What was his mother’s name?”  
 
    Inter-Chosen mating had been even rarer then than now, and rarely did Wizards choose Shifter mates. The Lady only knew of one such connection from her past. 
 
    “Charbonneau” Bianchi said. 
 
    “Charbonneau” the Lady whispered, as the memories came rushing back of a long-forgotten period when she had been young and idealistic; when nothing had seemed impossible, and the whole world had been at her feet — or so it seemed.  
 
    “You knew her, My Lady?” Rafaelo asked, puzzled by the strange expression on her face. 
 
    “Elenora Charbonneau” she murmured. 
 
    “No, My Lady, I believe the mother’s name was …” 
 
    “Isadora.” The Lady straightened in place. “How very interesting! The little sister who ran off with the local Were-Alpha was the Alpha’s mother. I knew Elenora Charbonneau” she explained to the Vampire studying her curiously. “We were at the Academy together.” 
 
    Rafaelo looked flabbergasted. “Do you mean the Guardian Academy, My Lady?” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled. “The Wyr Alpha who trashed Wizard Headquarters had an aunt at the Academy. Poetic justice, wouldn’t you say, Rafaelo?” 
 
    The Vampire continued to look stunned, wondering at the irony. “She was a Guardian, this aunt?” He looked incredulous. His Vampires had done a somewhat perfunctory background check on other family members, focusing their attention on the Alpha’s parents. 
 
    “No, she disappeared much before she was to graduate. We were friends, of a sort, once. She had very strong opinions about Wizard heritages being polluted by other blood, especially that of Shifters. The little sister running away with one seemed to derail her. She was fond of Isadora, from what I remember.” She smiled. “This is very interesting, Rafaelo. It’s time I spoke to the Wyr Lord.” 
 
    “My Lady” Rafaelo spoke up hesitantly. “I do have some bad news for you.”  
 
    He’d delayed relaying this for as long as he could, but now, he had run out of time. 
 
    “Sienna does not leave the Lair much, My Lady. But my information says the artifact no longer hangs around her neck.” 
 
    The Lady’s eyes flashed to him in shock. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve confirmed it, My Lady.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” She narrowed her eyes. “I thought you bound it with Clan magic, Rafaelo.” 
 
    “I did, My Lady” He jumped to explain himself. “None of the Guardians, not even the First Wizard, was able to undo my magic. I know they tried.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “The only explanation I have is that they reached out to the First Ones.” Rafaelo had given this much thought after his first shock had worn off.  
 
    “The Ancients” she muttered. “No, Esmeralda would not ask the Ancients for assistance. They’d demand too high a price.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Faoladh …” Bianchi’s voice trailed off. “One of TorElnor’s First Ones was running with the Pack in San Francisco when I was there last.” 
 
    The Lady’s expression tightened. Faoladh was becoming a thorn in her side. Contrary to what had been foretold, he was making her path forward that much harder. It was time to sacrifice one more pawn. She would not walk away from her magic — not after the sacrifices she had made. 
 
    “Get me Raoul Merceau” she directed peremptorily at the Vampire. 
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    Tasia watched the Alpha stretch his legs and cock his head in the familiar way he had. Whatever his ears told him seemed to satisfy him, for he jumped back into the driver’s seat to inch the car forward on the dirt road that provided the only access to the house. Beside her, a tense Sienna was silent.  
 
    “We good, Merceau?” Jason inquired from the passenger seat. 
 
    “It’s quiet, and they’ve had ample time to subdue any leeches.” 
 
    The plan, hastily concocted on the drive over, was for everyone except the Alpha and the Wizards to tackle the Clan guards, leaving the others to free Roman. Tasia guessed that Sienna and she had been kept as far away from the Vampires as they reasonably could. They’d parked a fair distance away, giving the Shifters time to make their stealthy approach through the woods to the house. The Undeads’ senses were as good as the Shifters, but Shifters were predators by nature, their beasts teaching them to hunt, almost by instinct.  
 
    “Time to get Durovic.” The Alpha parked the car on the gravel road by the mansion that loomed before them. “Take the lead, LaRue.” 
 
    With the Guardian leading and the Alpha bringing up the rear, they walked to the house. The woods were quiet, as was the house. The front door stood ajar, but there was no sign of anyone, Vampires or Shifters.  
 
    “Down the stairs” the Alpha directed as Jason hesitated. 
 
    It was not quite twilight yet, with the sky streaked by faint bright spears. The stairs were ill lit, everyone except the Alpha peering carefully to make their way down until they found themselves in a narrow corridor. Now, Tasia could sense the Ancient behind the large rusty door, his magic calling to her.  
 
    Jason glanced at the Alpha. 
 
    “Durovic’s behind the door.” Raoul confirmed what his Shifter senses told him. 
 
    The Guardian tested the door. “It’s locked.” 
 
    “Don’t waste any magic on the door, LaRue” the Alpha pre-empted him. “Save it for Durovic. I’ll get it open.” 
 
    Jason moved aside and the Alpha strode to the door. Sienna shot a silent Tasia a quick glance. Sienna’s mind pondered over Roman, her sister and her mother. 
 
    The Alpha tested the door before leaning back to swing powerfully at it with his foot. Two mighty swings at the center and the worn-down hinges snapped, the door going down with a resounding crash. Raoul shoved the door away to lie drunkenly in the room beyond. As the others trooped in after him, Roman Durovic turned his head to watch them. 
 
    Raoul strode forward until the Ancient could see his face in the light from the window. 
 
    “Merceau.” Roman sounded relieved. 
 
    Sienna gaped at him with a horrified exclamation at his battered and bruised body. The Vampires had beaten him to within an inch of his life.  
 
    “Got your message, Durovic” the Alpha said casually. “Been getting yourself into trouble, I see.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Roman grimaced. “Knocked me out and put me in here. Those Undead that follow Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    “So I gather.” 
 
     Roman glanced from Sienna to a silent Jason who watched him with a frown. “The cuffs are Blutsauger magic. Can you get them off?” 
 
    “I can try.” Jason reached forward to feel the cuffs. He worked some magic on it and the cuff seemed to stretch and thin before their eyes but remained stubbornly welded tight.  
 
    Roman addressed the Alpha. “Do you have the girl?”  
 
    “Nandini?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    “What?” Roman looked astounded. 
 
    “Her mother’s taken Nandini with her. She warned us to come get you while the leech army was away.” 
 
    Roman looked troubled. “I’m not sure her mother will go easy on her once they discover I’m gone.” 
 
    “I’ll get her away too, Durovic. One Ancient at a time.” The Alpha’s expression was calm, his words even. 
 
    Roman shot him a crooked smile in response, wincing at the pain it elicited.  
 
    Sienna, who’d been watching Jason work on the cuffs, joined him. Her powers had been dormant for a long time, but she knew how to use them. 
 
    “Pummeled you a fair bit” Raoul noted the spectacular bruises on the Ancient’s face and the way the powerfully-built Chosen was hunched over. 
 
    “Yeah, they seemed to object to my face” he said. “Or, so they said. In between, they pumped me for information about you” he added, his voice hoarse. 
 
    “Me?” Raoul looked startled. 
 
    “Yup, they’ve got a bad case of unrequited love for you, Merceau.”  
 
    Tasia stared at the Ancient, taken aback by the bantering note in his voice, despite his obvious pain and the uncomfortable slouch against the wall. 
 
    “Well, at least, the Lady does” Roman amended, wincing again as Sienna and Jason renewed their assault on his handcuffs. “Those leeches, as you call them, can probably round up one single brain cell collectively between themselves and with great difficulty, should the occasion ever arise.” 
 
    “Are you saying they imprisoned you and beat you up to get information about me?” Raoul asked, rightly incredulous. 
 
    “It was you they seemed obsessed with.” Roman shrugged. “Why are you helping the Wizards, was the refrain.” 
 
    Sienna chose that moment to turn to Tasia, who stood silently in the shadows.  
 
    “Need your assistance, Tasia. We’re almost there, but require a little more power to break the Vampire spell. I should be better at this, but I haven’t worked any magic in years.” 
 
    “She’s an L2, Sienna” the Alpha said pointedly, before Tasia could respond.  
 
    “We need a smidgeon of raw power to push us over the edge” Sienna said briskly. “Nothing that requires any skill.” 
 
    Jason didn’t glance up, his attention focused on the cuffs. 
 
    Tasia came forward to meet the Alpha’s eyes. She’d promised him that she would not work any magic without his permission. That had been a part of their deal. But she itched to play her part today. She had been pretending to be an L2 for most of her life. By now, she was experienced at the charade and schooled at unleashing the tiniest bit of her power to disguise her true magic. As she awaited his decision, Tasia hoped that for once, the Alpha could read her, like he sometimes seemed to. 
 
    Raoul studied her. “Don’t exert yourself” he said. It was his way of warning her to not blow her cover. 
 
    He turned to Jason. “You’ve five minutes, LaRue” he warned. “Then, I take over.” 
 
    Jason looked surprised. “Can you remove the cuffs?” 
 
    “I doubt it. But I can tear down the wall. We’ll take it with us, along with Durovic. We can always disentangle him later.” 
 
    “Thanks, Merceau” Roman quipped. “Somehow, the prospect doesn’t seem as appetizing.” 
 
    Raoul’s lips quirked. “Then, you’d better hope the Wizards can get the job done. The lady of the house might be back any moment” he reminded them. “I want us gone by then. We don’t have the numbers to fight our way through.” 
 
    Duncan came striding into the room, just as Tasia joined the two Wizards at the shackles. 
 
    Roman hailed him in his hoarse voice.  
 
    “Glad to see you hale and hearty, Roman” Duncan remarked in his usual placid tones. 
 
    He turned to the Alpha. 
 
    “We found five leeches in the house, but I think one got away in the melee, Raoul.” 
 
    Raoul studied Duncan, his mind working fast. There was no telling how far the leech’s friends were. He directed another glance at Roman with the three Wizards working on undoing his cuffs. Time was running out. 
 
    There was a tiny flash and Tasia stepped back. Jason removed the cuffs gingerly to free Roman’s wrist. Soon, they had his second cuff free. Tasia moved away and Roman stretched his wrists with an audible groan, just as Jason and Sienna knelt to work on the leg shackles. Within minutes, the Wizards had his shackles undone. They’d been bound with less Clan magic than the handcuffs. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here” Raoul directed. 
 
    They hurried up the darkened stairs, Duncan supporting the injured Roman. The rest of their party awaited them by the car. Simeonov and Elisabetta came forward to support Roman and help him into the car, which the Ancient did with a few muted groans. 
 
    As the others scrambled to get in, Duncan turned to the Alpha.  
 
    “Raoul” he said simply, shaking his head. 
 
    Duncan said no more. He knew the Alpha would understand him. They’d run out of time. They faced forty-five minutes of a snaking rustic road in the dark, and no knowledge of how many leeches were closing in. If the leeches came after them, they’d be trapped in the car. The better bet was to take them on out in the open, an option they couldn’t exercise since they had three people to safeguard from the leeches — Sienna, Tasia, and an injured Roman. There were few good options left to them, but they might be able to able mitigate the situation a little.  
 
    “I know, my friend” Raoul acknowledged softly.  
 
    Already, the whiff of leech was faint in the air, close enough that his nose was twitching with it. “Go, I’ll follow with the witchling” he said.  
 
    Duncan pursed his lips to flash the Alpha another glance, before striding away from the clearing and deeper into the forest. Raoul was choosing the only option open to them. There would be danger for Tasia, either way, but he’d expected Raoul to keep her close. The most to lose from the leeches, she’d be safe with the two Shifters watching over her. The others would have their hands full, in any case. Duncan strode deeper into the forest, picking up speed through the dense woods. He knew what Tasia would need for the night — a safe and warm place to hide, while they ran circles around the leeches and the others got Roman away. 
 
    Raoul stopped Tasia before she could climb into the ten-seater. The others were already in the car, except for Jason and Luis. Hawk waited for Tasia. 
 
    “I smell leeches in the air” Luis announced abruptly.  
 
    “They’re almost here” Raoul concurred. “We’re going to split up. Duncan and I’ll keep them busy in the woods, while you get Roman away.” 
 
    “What about Tasia, Alph?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “The witchling stays with me.” 
 
    Astonishment flashed across Tasia’s face and Jason shot the Alpha a searching glance, but the Shifters accepted the decision without question, like they did all of their Alpha’s commands.  
 
    “Divide and conquer, Alpha?” Luis remarked shrewdly. 
 
    “It’s our best bet. I don’t know how many are headed this way. Get away, as fast as you can. You’ll have your hands full with Sienna.” 
 
    And, Roman Durovic was in bad shape — Raoul didn’t have to spell it out.  
 
    “We’ve got it” Luis murmured. “Watch your back.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at his phone. No signal in the woods.  
 
    As Jason jumped into the passenger seat and Luis started the car, Raoul glanced through the window at the others.  
 
    “Keep an eye on your cells. If you cross a patch where you can get a message through, ask Atsá to send backup. He has the original map Nandini sent me. With your instructions, Alpha Tlizilani should be able to direct her Shifters to you.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure of it, Alpha” Elisabetta promised.  
 
    Gone was the female Were-Alpha’s sarcastic demeanor, Tasia noted. She was all business now, when it mattered. 
 
    “Thanks, Merceau.” Roman’s pain-filled eyes opened to focus on the Alpha. “And don’t worry, I’m down but not out. I won’t let those leeches get their grubby little hands on Sienna or anyone else.”  
 
    There was humor in the light statement, and it caused some of the Shifters to crack smiles. But not Sienna. She shot a worried glance at Tasia, who stood behind the Alpha, his body blocking her from view. 
 
    Raoul chuckled. “You’ve played your part, Durovic. Ju …” 
 
    He paused abruptly to turn away from the car, just as Tasia’s soft gasp floated in the air behind him. With his senses screaming, Raoul turned to face the Vampire flying at them. The car screeched away from them, its wheels spinning on the gravel — Luis obeying his Alpha’s orders to get those under his care to safety.  
 
    Tasia, her attention on the conversation in the car, had nevertheless sensed the Vampire just moments before he flashed into view. The Undead’s dizzying speed as he flew through the air at them allowed them scant warning. The Alpha, busy relaying last-minute instructions into the car, sensed the Vampire only seconds later. But Tasia had already turned to confront the Vampire, driven by instinct to protect them all from the Blutsauger flying at them with fangs extended.  
 
    While the Alpha had turned to confront the leech in time, his weird sixth sense connection with Tasia also warned him of a more immediate danger. To Raoul, dealing with a few leeches was the easy part, while the witchling’s magic threatened to expose her, a dangerous connotation she seemed to momentarily have lost sight of. 
 
    “No” he shot at her, moving inhumanly fast to place himself between her and the leech.  
 
    His move to physically block her from the Vampire had been timely, but the split second he borrowed to warn her against deploying her magic cost him. Stopped in her tracks by his furious command, Tasia paused to clash with gold eyes spitting anger, just as the Vampire sank his talons into Raoul’s back to tear through his skin. He grunted softly, his eyes clouding over with pain. Tasia watched, her heart in her eyes as he straightened in place to shrug the Vampire off, whirling around in a flash to pluck the leech seemingly from the air and fling him away. The Vampire flew through the air with a pinging sound to hit the thick trunk of a tree at speed and slump onto the ground. The Alpha shot another furious gold-eyed glance at a stupefied Tasia, before stalking off towards the Vampire. Streaks of blood marred his neck and back, she noted dazedly.  
 
    Her eyes followed him to the Vampire. Merely stunned, the Blutsauger bounced up to confront the Shifter again. In the fading light, Tasia could see sticky fluid shining on the Vampire’s talons. The Alpha’s blood, she realized with regret. Her desire to confront had been impulsive, born of an instinctive desire to protect the distracted Alpha and her friends. The Vampire lifted his talons deliberately, his eyes on the Shifter stalking towards him. His tongue swiped deliberately at his talons, taunting the Alpha. A second later, the Vampire fell to his knees again, a cry of agony wrung from him. Tasia watched the Undead in horrified disbelief. She knew this particular keening cry, having heard it two times before. Both times, it had led to the deaths of the Blutsaugers it poured from. This time, though, the Vampire did not keel over and die. Instead, he seemed to convulse in agony on the ground for the few seconds it took the Alpha to reach him. The Shifter used his powerful fists to knock the Vampire out cold, without foreplay. For a moment, he stood over the Vampire’s body, his head cocked at the familiar angle that Tasia knew meant he was using his hyper senses.  
 
    Under her gaze, his right hand seemed to elongate in the fading light. Fur the color of his hair and sharp talons sprouted seamlessly from it, the sight stumping Tasia for the second time that night. Shifters were not known to possess the ability to shift an arm or a limb or any specific part of their body. They possessed two distinct forms — there was no such thing as a hybrid form. All Chosen knew that shifting between the two forms was agonizing for a Wyr, and that the transformation was not instantaneous. For a wild moment, Tasia wondered if the Shifters had encouraged a myth about their shifting, wanting to keep it a secret, like everything else they liked to control. She had only ever witnessed one Shifter changing forms. He too had been quick to transform from his wolf to his hawk. But Hawk was special. She’d recognized his uniqueness from his spilt blood at the warehouse. It had been one of the reasons that had compelled her to help him. Something in her had recognized a kindred spirit. The Alpha was a different kettle of fish altogether. While the whispers talked of power not seen in a Wyr since another Shifter born centuries ago, Tasia’s magic senses had not pegged him as special in any way.  
 
    Raoul stared down at the leech knocked out cold on the ground. This was not the first time a leech had reacted like this after tasting his blood. Franciszka had cried in agony after a taste of it, too. But Raoul had no time to ponder the mystery. He could smell the leech’s friends in the wind. Very faint in the air, but clearly getting closer. Soon, they’d be here, swarming around the witchling. Duncan was already in the forest, readying to lead the army headed to them a merry chase through the woods — to keep them busy, giving the others a shot at outrunning them. This mystery would have to wait. The witchling could not be discovered by a baying leech army. He had to get her into the relative safety of the woods, as quickly as he could.  
 
    “Look away” he growled, without taking his eyes off the prone leech. 
 
    Before he left, he intended to make sure the leech would not join his friends in the hunt tonight. Raoul reached down, the sharp talons reaching into the leech’s throat to shred the skin while he pressed down to shatter the bones.  
 
    Behind him, he heard a muted gasp. A stunned Tasia had not quite processed his command quickly enough. Now, she glanced away hastily, not ready to watch him rip the Vampire’s throat out, even though she knew why he did it. The Blutsauger would take a lot longer to regenerate from the injury. 
 
    Raoul retracted his talons to wipe his bloody hand carefully on the leech’s clothes. Fury coursed through him. Was she remembering the cage, he wondered savagely. Remembering how close to the skin his beotan had been? 
 
    He strode to Tasia, whose eyes were now scrupulously away from the bloodied Vampire lying a few feet away. 
 
    “Next time I tell you to do something, do it” he bit out, the gold eyes spitting fire.  
 
    Before the apology trembling on Tasia’s lips could leave her, he turned on his heel. 
 
    “Come.” He stalked towards the woods without another word, every line of his body rigid with anger. 
 
    Tasia grit her teeth to follow the Alpha.  
 
    Right. Me Tarzan, and you less than Jane. Just follow me blindly. 
 
    He strode across the clearing and into the woods, his long strides eating up the ground. Tasia hurried after him. She could sense no Blutsaugers yet, but knew they were on their way. At first, the fading light guided her fairly well as she followed him deeper into the woods. The forest had come alive with the birds sending out their last calls for the day before settling in for the night. While he set a punishing pace for her, he paused every now and then to cock his head, sniff the air, or bend down to scrutinize the low hanging branches and shrubs. Once, he hunkered down to scrape his thumb against the trunk of a tree. Tasia guessed that he was leading them on a trail Duncan had blazed. Despite his frequent stops to read the signs, she had to hurry to keep up with him. He led her unerringly away from the house and deeper into the woods, where the pine trees grew taller and the foliage thicker. Still, the trail was easy enough to tread for her.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, everything changed. First came the sudden downpour, with a burst of thunder and a gust of wind as was common in these parts. Within minutes, Tasia was drenched. Her shoes, sensible as they were, had not been meant to tramp through an uneven forest floor strewn with pebbles, and puddles of water which seemed to spring up with increasing frequency as moisture dripped steadily down through the tree cover. The steady rain blanketed everything, with the setting sun making it harder to see any trail. The forest, alive only minutes before, now seemed darker, sinister and silent.  
 
    Now, the Alpha was just a vague silhouette in the distance she followed blindly through the woods, trudging after him with grim determination. Tasia resisted the urge to call out and ask him where he led her, or to slow down. He was angry at her for her stumble with the Vampire. Then, without warning, the sun disappeared from the sky, the orange streaks replaced by an overarching darkness. Tasia was forced to slow to a crawl, her eyes carefully seeking secure ground to place each foot while one eye kept watch for the Alpha’s broad back through the darkness and the rain. Soaked through to her skin, occasional shivers now wracked her body as gusts of wind buffeted her through the trees.  
 
    She stumbled over a root and had to right herself, pausing under the trunk of a tree to catch her breath. When she glanced up again, the Alpha was gone. The forest lay eerily silent around her, the steady drizzle and the patter of raindrops as they struck the leaves the only sounds. The birds had fallen silent for the night. There was no way to track him in the forest with the rain pelting down on her, so she did the next best thing. She took shelter under a tree with an awning branch that helped keep some of the rain off her below. The forest did not scare Tasia. Only Chosen she could kill with a drop of her blood did. Around her, old magic quivered in the air. Collectively, the bits added up to substantial power, but unlike Wizard headquarters, she felt no adverse reaction from her magic senses. Tasia puzzled about it as she attempted to stay warm. 
 
    Minutes later, the Alpha came looking for her, to find her shivering under the tree. He shook his head, the droplets arching off him. The gold eyes scanned her while he ran his fingers through his wet hair. Tasia said nothing, her teeth chattering in the cold. 
 
    “You could’ve called to me” he pointed out, his voice mild.  
 
    “You were stewing” she said through chattering teeth.  
 
    She sensed that she had disconcerted him with her blunt statement.  
 
    “What the hell, witchling!” His voice was even, no trace of anger anymore. “We had a deal. I watch over you, and you don’t use magic.” 
 
    Tasia sighed, swiping the water from her eyes. “It was pure instinct. You were preoccupied — your back was to the Blutsauger.” 
 
    He stared at her. “You were defending me?” There was a note in his voice that had Tasia straightening.  
 
    Not just you. 
 
    “In the car, those were my friends too” she reminded him. 
 
    He studied her in silence, while Tasia attempted to discern his expression.  
 
    “There might come a time to use your powers, but while I’m at your side, shall we agree to leave the ass-kicking to me?” 
 
    The wind whistled through the trees and Tasia shivered again. “I’ll work on my instincts” she promised, immensely relieved.  
 
    She had braced herself for a tongue-lashing, having expected more recriminations from him. He would have been justified. 
 
    “It’s a deal” he said easily. “Come, we need to keep moving.”  
 
    This time, with him by her side, trekking through the woods was easier, but still agonizingly slow as she placed one foot after another to faithfully follow his lead, her eyes peering at the ground. As they moved deeper into the forest, they encountered more patches of muddy ground. The muck sucked at her feet like quicksand and seemed to want to pull her into the earth. One particularly rough patch had her stumbling as the marshy mud pulled at her shoe. He steadied her, bending down to carefully pry her foot loose from the muck. 
 
    Wet, cold and miserable, Tasia sighed softly. It had him directing a frowning glance at her shivering body, before he led her under the shade of a large tree. The powerful arms gathered her carefully to clasp her to his warm body. Finding herself pressed to the muscled torso, a confused Tasia squirmed against him. One large palm pressed her head to his chest. 
 
    “Just trying to warm you” he said softly, tucking her into the curve of his body. “That’s all.” 
 
    Tasia stopped struggling, to let herself relax. She could hear his steady heartbeat under her ear. His shoulder had healed from the Blutsauger’s wound, with the rain washing away his blood. He smelt like earth and the forest, a fresh clean scent, his body radiating heat. It felt like heaven, with the howling wind and the pitter-patter of rain all around. Her arms, held rigidly to her sides, came up to close around him tentatively. His arms tightened imperceptively around her in response.  
 
    Warmth seeped into Tasia, despite her sodden clothes and damp hair.  
 
    “Almost there, witchling” he murmured against her hair. “Duncan has someplace warm for you to spend the night.” 
 
    Tasia sighed, this time with relief.  
 
    “I’m sorry” she mumbled into his tee. “About the Blutsauger.” 
 
    He seemed to understand. “I know.” 
 
    They stood clasped for a few more minutes, neither making a move to disengage. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” His voice floated down to her, his breath huffing her damp hair. “About leaving you behind.” 
 
    “I know” she said easily. 
 
    “For the record, I’d have slowed down, no matter how furious I was” he said. 
 
    Tasia smiled, warmth of a different kind flooding through her at his words. 
 
    He disentangled from her slowly.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked.  
 
    Tasia nodded mutely. In the darkness, she couldn’t discern his expression. 
 
    Duncan waited for them in a small clearing amidst the pines. He cast a sympathetic glance at a shivering Tasia to take in her drenched clothes and mud-caked shoes. 
 
    “You’ll be right as rain in here, Tasia.” He swept aside a thick screen of shrubs on what looked like a rocky outcrop.  
 
    Tasia caught a glimpse of an inky dark nook inside. Without a light, it was hard to tell how big it was but it would serve to keep them warm and away from the rain and wind.  
 
    “Thanks, Duncan.” The words were heart-felt.  
 
    She made her way to lean against the rock, shaded by thick overgrowth. Here, most of the rain was kept off her, the water coming through as a light drizzle. In the dim light, she searched for a sturdy twig she could use to scrape away some of the dirt caked into her shoes and the bottom of her jeans.  
 
    Raoul turned to Duncan. “How on earth did you find this?” 
 
    “I was looking for it” Duncan said simply. “Unlike us, she’s not in her element in the open, especially on a night like this.” 
 
    Raoul shot a glance at where she was diligently scraping the mud off herself, aided by a large leaf and a longish piece of bark. 
 
    “Watch over her tonight, Duncan. I’ll draw the leeches away.” 
 
    “No, my boy.” Duncan shook his head. “Stay with her. I’ll draw the leeches away.” 
 
    “My beast gets no respite in the city, Raoul” Duncan said persuasively, as the Alpha opened his mouth to protest. “Let me run free this night. It has been a while.” 
 
    Raoul gave in, unable to resist his friend’s plea. Duncan had followed him to San Francisco but the city did not allow many opportunities for Duncan’s beast to run free. Yet, Duncan never complained. His friend deserved free rein tonight. 
 
    Tasia chose that moment to search for the opening to the nook, and the two Shifters strode in after her. Inside, the space was oval-shaped with a wide opening, one end going deeper while the other lay strewn with rocky obstacles. The shrubbery guarding the entrance kept it dark, blocking out everything except a faint sheen of moonlight. It was dry but chilly, the rock walls cooling the space. Tasia waited at the entrance, to strip off her dripping sweater while the others investigated the nooks and crannies. She was glad to note that her sweater had taken the brunt of the rain; the tee she wore underneath was merely damp. She wrung out the sweater to peer into the dark nook. A fire would be nice, she mused in anticipation. It would provide warmth, as well as illumination. 
 
    The Alpha turned to her, a vague silhouette in the dark, almost as if he’d heard her thoughts.  
 
    “The leeches would see the smoke from any fire in here.” His voice was rife with regret. 
 
    Drat that man. Always reading my mind.  
 
    “What if I were to seal the cave?” she inquired, shivering in the thin damp tee. 
 
    “You can do that?” His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’d just need to seal the opening, right? The rocks will do the rest.” 
 
    “How would that work, Tasia?” It was Duncan this time. 
 
    “It would be similar to magic armor. Nothing will penetrate it.” 
 
    “No smoke, no sound?” Raoul verified again. The leeches were night time predators, with hunting skills to rival the Shifters. 
 
    “Nothing. No one would even be able to smell us in here” she assured him. “The magic would block everything.” 
 
    “Okay” the Alpha agreed without hesitation. “I’ll collect wood for a fire.”  
 
    Raoul didn’t need much persuasion to be swayed. The witchling would have a fire to warm her, and Duncan would not have to work as hard to create a false trail for the leeches that led away from the nook. Instead, his friend could enjoy the forest for one night without anything else on his mind. 
 
    “I’ll be back by first light” Duncan directed at the Alpha.  
 
    Tasia glanced at Duncan in surprise. She’d assumed that Duncan would share the nook with them.  
 
    Duncan turned to her. “Stay warm, Tasia” he said with a smile. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Take that patch.” Raoul pointed into the deepest part of the cave. “The ground’s smoother there. I’ll build the fire here.” He gestured to a section of the ground between the opening and the walls behind where he had asked her to make a place for herself. 
 
    Tasia inched her way to the corner he’d indicated, using the walls to guide her in the darkness. The Alpha strode out after a last glance at her. Duncan waited for him in the clearing. He handed Raoul a neat bundle of his wet clothes. He had not tarried to strip. The English Shifter glanced at the moon peeping through the trees, stretching his hands outward in supplication, before dropping on all fours to the ground. Skin and bones tore as the powerful frame shrank and stretched in a pattern as old as mankind itself. The Shifter’s eyes remained on the moon. Their ancestors had once drawn strength from the full moon, and though those days were long gone, their evolved descendants continued to follow the old traditions, always mindful to pay the moon its due. In minutes, a huge black bear stood in Duncan’s place. It reared up on two legs to roar once, the noise echoing in the woods.  
 
    Raoul stepped forward to clap the massive bear on its back. “Run free, my friend.”  
 
    The bear jerked its head towards the Alpha before springing down on all fours again, to disappear into the forest. Raoul glanced at it once, before turning away. When he strode into the nook with his arms full of damp wood and Duncan’s discarded clothes, he found Tasia using the light from her cell to get her bearings. 
 
    “The wood is damp. It’ll take time to catch fire. In the meantime, you should take off your damp clothes or you’ll never get dry, fire or no fire” he warned her, carefully laying out Duncan’s clothes on the rocks by the opening.  
 
    Tasia could only shiver in response. “I heard a … noise” she remarked, her tone hesitant. It had unnerved her, to be honest, coming as it had out of the blue. And it had sounded like the roar of an animal very close to home.  
 
    He didn’t look up from his task. “Duncan let his beast free. He’ll be back in the morning.” 
 
    For a moment, she studied him. 
 
    “I’ll be safe if I seal myself in here” she offered, giving him a way out. 
 
    If you want to run free tonight, like Duncan. 
 
    This time, he paused in his task to shoot her a glance. In the dark, all she could discern was his silhouetted face turned towards her. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, witchling. But I’ll stay here.”  
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    A tiny sound, suspiciously incongruous to the surroundings, had him glancing up. The witchling’s head lolled towards the fire, her body angled to it, unconsciously craving its warmth in sleep. A few seconds more, and she would topple into the burning flames. He leapt for her, snagging her at the shoulder to draw her back from the brink. She slept on unawares, exhausted by the trek through the woods. This had always been his role, he mused whimsically. To draw her back from the brink, even when she didn’t comprehend how close to the edge she stood. He glanced at the ground. She’d laid out her damp jeans by the fire to dry them, using them as a cushion to protect her bare legs from the rough floor. Her sweater was tied around her waist to protect her modesty and her damp tee clung to her skin. As he moved her carefully away from the fire, she shivered. Everything on her was damp — her hair, her clothes, and even the denims she sat on. No wonder she’d reached unconsciously for the warmth of the fire in her sleep.  
 
    This would not do, he knew. They were a good few hours away from morning, and it would likely be a cold one. She’d have no dry clothes when they left this cozy nook. His own tee, slung over a largish rock by the fire, was nearly dry. To a Shifter, being without clothes was the natural state. There was no greater joy than to run free in the natural — either as beast or human. But the witchling was not a Shifter. Out of respect for her, he had kept his jeans on, even though the damp denims made his skin itch.  
 
    Holding her fast to him, he glanced down at her. In sleep, she looked vulnerable and serene. Raoul found himself hoping that the nightmares would spare her tonight. As if sensing his silent regard, she sighed softly to burrow into his warmth, drawn to the heat his body radiated. He reached back to lean against the wall, bracing himself before sweeping her onto his lap. The sweater tied toga style around her waist was stripped off to join her damp jeans on the ground. Tasia murmured incoherently in her sleep, feeling the loss of the sweater, damp though it had been. He smoothed her tee down over her hips with impersonal hands to arrange her legs carefully, draping them over his own denim-clad ones, so they didn’t scrape against the pebbles and sharp twigs that littered the hard floor. With his bare feet, he shoved both her sweater and jeans closer to the fire, where they’d stand a greater chance of drying by morning. Leaning back, he held her close to his overheated body.  
 
    The fire in the confined space had him sweating, even as she shivered from the chill. As the heat from his body warmed her slowly, she sighed softly in sleep, a hand reaching for him. Drawn to his warmth, it wandered over his chest to his heart. For a moment, he stared down at the palm. It rested on a part of himself that Raoul had given up on a long time ago, having marked it as missing in action, lost over a hellish period almost a decade ago. The hand covered his heart protectively, guarding the organ beating steadily under it, as if aware of the need to be careful with it. His lips twisted wryly. For him, fate had always been a strange and abstract concept — one he’d never believed in. Because if he did, he’d have to acknowledge that what had happened to deaden his heart had also been ordained. Instead, Raoul had shoved thoughts of fate away to focus on building a new life. A life on his terms. A life far away from the memories. And a life where he would control his destiny and no one would wield power over him ever again.  
 
    Tasia slept on, oblivious to the memories racing through the man who held her close. She shifted in his arms, her face rubbing restlessly against his shoulder. Her breath huffed softly through infinitesimally parted lips, caressing his skin. He moved to readjust her in his arms, but that small movement had been enough. He felt his breath hitch, his body coming alive abruptly. Gone was any discomfort from the fire he’d built for her. Reflexively, his hands tightened around her.  
 
    Tasia sighed contently, feeling warm and snug. Warmth permeated her all over, enveloping her in its embrace. Something held her hard and fast like a warm blanket, making her cozy and safe. She moved, luxuriating in the warmth to stretch languorously. And something large and warm cupped her hip to hold her in place. She frowned in her sleep. Since when was she not allowed to move as she pleased in her own bed? She protested, muttering in her sleep. The response was a soft masculine murmur and the flutter of warm breath on her face. Something was pounding madly beneath the silken sheet under her hand, she realized. Her palm moved to delicately explore this new phenomenon. Without warning, the clasp at her hip was released abruptly, moving to snag the hand intent on exploration. Tasia protested incoherently, tugging at her hand.  
 
    “Let be, witchling” commanded a voice in husky tones. 
 
    She knew that voice. It was always giving commands and directing everyone to do as he bid. Always watching her with cold and unfathomable gold-colored eyes. Hmm, perhaps she ought to let him know that, Tasia decided. She lifted her lids a smidgeon to find a pair of gold eyes up close. There was a light in their depths, a smoldering flame he fought to prevent from spiraling into a conflagration.  
 
    So very like him to control everything, including the fire in him. Even the fire must bow before the Alpha. 
 
    Nevertheless, she decided, this was not a bad dream. She would go as far as to say it was quite nice, she decided charitably. Way better than the horrible one from the shed. 
 
    “This is a nice dream” she muttered. “Much better than the other one.” 
 
    “I should hope so, witchling.”  
 
    The voice was huskier than usual, the banked fire in the gold eyes holding her languid half-closed ones. 
 
    Her lips made a little moue of protest. “I don’t like it when you call me witchling” she complained. 
 
    “Why not?” inquired the gold eyes seriously.  
 
    This was a very strange dream, she frowned. He seemed to almost welcome her questions. 
 
    “Because it reminds you that I’m a Wizard, and you don’t like Wizards.” Her response was incurably honest.  
 
    The gold eyes softened. “I like you just fine.”  
 
    There was note in the voice that generated the first nub of alarm in Tasia, but she shoved it away resolutely. She deserved a nice dream, she told herself. Didn’t she deal with the aftermath of the barn every few weeks? 
 
    Instead, Tasia closed her eyes again, rousing herself to point out the error in his statement.  
 
    “How would you like it if I called you …” She hesitated, drowsily wracking her sleepy brain for something that would make him see the error of his ways. 
 
    “What would you like to call me?”  
 
    “Lordling” she whispered triumphantly, confident that he wouldn’t like it. “How would you like it if I called you Lordling?” she demanded. 
 
    “You may call me anything you want.”  
 
    There was that note again in his voice. Tasia frowned. 
 
    Of course, he doesn’t mind being called Lordling. He lords over us all the time. He’d probably love if it I addressed him as Lordling.  
 
    What would he not tolerate, Tasia pondered dreamily. What would the Alpha never allow? She knew enough about Shifters now, even this particularly enigmatic and controlled one. This should be easy. She felt almost giddy when the answer hit her.  
 
    “How about Raoul?” she dared him. He was a stickler for the chain of command. He’d never allow this.  
 
    “Especially Raoul” he growled. 
 
    The hand holding her palm captive over his heart let go of it, to move to her waist. His heart beat strongly under her palm as she spread her fingers over it protectively. The band at her shoulder moved subtly as something snagged her hair to angle her head. She roused herself to open her eyes a smidgeon, only to tangle with smoldering gold eyes that watched her. The banked fire from before was starting to sizzle. The expression in the gold depths seemed to cue a reciprocal hammering in her heart. 
 
    It’s a dream, she reminded herself through the pounding of her heart. Just a dream. In it, the gold-colored eyes, usually so cold and controlled, blazed fiercely. Her lips parted in unconscious invitation. The gold eyes snapped to them, watching them with an intensity that might have unnerved her if it wasn’t a dream.  
 
    Tasia closed her eyes again. It was better this way. She really did like this dream, she sighed. Why could that damn nightmare not decide to swap itself out for good with this one, she wondered a tad indignantly. Was that too much to ask?  
 
    “Are you going to kiss me?” she murmured, a small smile on her face. Hmm, the big bad Alpha wasn’t always in control like he wanted to be.  
 
    “Yes” came a throaty growl. 
 
    “Okay” she sighed softly, letting her body go limp in his embrace. 
 
    If she couldn’t allow him to kiss her in a dream, when could she, Tasia asked herself prosaically, immensely pleased by her unimpeachable logic.  
 
    Through the haze of desire, Raoul stared down at her, hesitant to accept the unconscious invitation. The witchling wasn’t quite awake.  
 
    “Hurry up” she urged softly, her eyes closed in anticipation. “I might wake up, you know.” 
 
    That did it. He felt a bubble of laughter well up in him.  
 
    “Bossy” he muttered, bending his head to nip gently at the soft skin of her nape.  
 
    It was enough to wake her from what Tasia had assumed to be a dream. She yelped softly, more from shock than anything else.  
 
    “Sorry, Big Eyes” he murmured against her skin before using his tongue to soothe the nip.  
 
    Tasia’s eyes opened wide just as he placed his mouth on her nape. The open-mouthed kiss seared her, sending her body into overdrive. Suddenly, she felt hot all over, despite the dampness of her clothes. Instinctively, she attempted to swivel her shocked gaze to him but the hand in her hair held her in place, her head angled away to give him access. His mouth felt scorchingly hot on her, almost like she was being branded, his stubble like sandpaper on her skin. The hand on her waist slipped under her tee to rest against bare skin. Tasia gasped, the sound reverberating in the nook to echo softly.  
 
    He stiffened against her, disentangling slowly to come up. The gold eyes stared at her, the blazing fire in the periphery of her vision reflected in their depths, his jaw clenched tight.  
 
    He’s decided to let go.  
 
    The thought popped into Tasia’s head as she stared helplessly into the smoldering eyes. He wasn’t trying to control the banked fire in him anymore, and she felt the first stirrings of fear. Something, her subconscious possibly, had been counting on him to not give in. She had been so very confident about his need for control. 
 
    I’m in so much trouble.  
 
    Reeling, she tried to rouse herself, despite the incessant hammering of her heart pounding in its cage like a wild animal, and through the sense of being slowly and inexorably drawn under. 
 
    “This is not a dream” Tasia pointed out to him, accusation, indignation and alarm all rolled into that one statement. 
 
    His eyes flared in response, his expression tightening subtly. He leaned in to cover the small distance between them. Or perhaps, he had angled her head closer, Tasia mused dazedly. Either way, she couldn’t tell. His lips hovered over hers and she held her breath, afraid to do anything to push him over the edge of the precipice they both stood on. Time stood still in the cave. Do something, the voice in her head screamed its warning. You cannot afford to go under, not with him.  
 
    “I never said it was, witchling.” This time, there was no mistaking the growl — or his intentions.  
 
    His mouth closed the infinitesimal distance to take hers in a searing kiss, and Tasia forgot all about dreams and Alphas who spoke to her in them with an unfamiliar growl coloring his voice, or a strange note of tenderness threaded through it. The palm at her hip slid up her skin to leave a fiery trail in its wake. He tugged at her lower lip to take it into his mouth. He tasted of the earth and rain and man, the combination so normal and yet so unique. A reeling Tasia tried to remember why she should push him away, his hard chest plastered against her, his mouth hot and wet on her. Under her palm, she could feel his heart hammer madly, almost as if beating in tandem with hers. Conflicted and dazed, her hand reached blindly for the powerful arms holding her fast. She knew not whether to push him away or urge him closer. All the while, her inner voice and the desire enveloping her seemed to engage in an epic struggle for influence over her. As her hand closed over the muscled upper arm, his bicep flexed uncontrollably at the touch. He muttered, his hand cupping her hip to draw her closer. Plastered intimately against him, Tasia could feel him now. It was like a douse of cold water. She went still, all the old warnings ringing like bells in her head.  
 
    Walk away. Walk away now! 
 
    Abruptly, through the screaming in her head and the unholy mix of passion, fear and confusion roiling her, she sensed something else. A lifetime of warning and practice kicked in. Tasia pushed at his shoulder to get his attention, her action eerily reminiscent of the cage. At first, he merely clasped her closer. She persisted, this time with more intent, demanding his attention. He tore his lips from her reluctantly, even as the hand in her hair and the one on her hip tightened imperceptibly. For a moment, he rested his forehead against hers, his breathing ragged, while Tasia tried to formulate the words to warn him. Then, he moved back slowly to meet her gaze. The firelight threw mysterious shadows on his face, but the gold eyes still burned with fire — albeit one under control again. Tasia sent up a silent word of thanks. 
 
    “If you tell me there’s a camera in here, witchling, I will fucking kill something.” His voice, husky and threaded through with a frustration he didn’t try to hide, held an underlying note of self-deprecation and amusement. He was almost back to normal. The familiar self-controlled Shifter she knew. 
 
    “The Blutsaugers are at the door — trying to get in” she gasped, her own breathing not quite steady. 
 
    His eyes flashed to the entrance of the cave. In a blink, so fast Tasia didn’t know how it happened, she was half-lying on her jeans and propped against the wall while he stood across the fire from her, facing the opening that led into the nook. Tasia swallowed her gasp of surprise. Sometimes, she had to remind herself that he was a Shifter. No, her inner voice warned, she should never have to remind herself. She must never forget who he was, and the threat any kind of involvement with him posed to her.  
 
    “How many leeches?” His eyes were trained on the entrance, all business again, no trace of lingering huskiness in his voice anymore.  
 
    Tasia let her magic senses loose, her eyes on him as he stood with his bare feet braced apart, his arms held rigidly by his sides. His body thrummed with tension, singularly focused on the threat at hand. The muscled shoulders gleamed in the firelight, the Vampire’s scratch from earlier in the night now a faint crease. She let her eyes wander absently over him and the way the denims hugged his hips and powerful thighs.  
 
    “A few” she said mechanically. 
 
    He swung around to shoot her a narrow-eyed glance. 
 
    “I can’t tell exactly, but the stress on the magic is enormous” she explained. Her own magically constructed barrier made it hard to sense how many led the assault on it. 
 
    His eyes flashed around the nook to assess it, his expression indiscernible. He was worried about her, she realized in a flash, trapped in a cave with the Undead clamoring to get in. 
 
    “I can fortify it so they cannot get in” she offered. In a way, she was working blind, without knowing how many Blutsaugers assaulted her magic. But it could be done. She possessed the power to make the nook impregnable. 
 
    This time, she had his attention. “How?”  
 
    “It’s just a matter of throwing more power at it.” She was confident. 
 
    “Will they not suspect who it is?” This was his delicate way of probing whether using her magic in the Blutsaugers’ presence might leave her vulnerable. And just like that, the weight of her secrets lay between them.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “The woods around us teem with old magic. They’ll never suspect anything, merely assume it’s a remnant left over from before.” 
 
    His brows arched in inquiry.  
 
    “I felt it when we were in the woods” she explained. “This forest has been used by Chosen before, for a long time now.” 
 
    “That’s why the Lady chose it” he muttered under his breath. Raoul studied her carefully. She was waiting for his approval, he knew, being extra careful after the misstep with the leech before. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    She hesitated. “It might weaken me temporarily, if I use so much power” she admitted.  
 
    “I’ll take care of you.” He was matter-of-fact.  
 
    Something, an emotion she was afraid to name, unfurled deep in her. Tasia chose to ignore it.  
 
    “How did they find us?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    Tasia shrugged. “It’s possible one of them discovered my magic barrier quite by accident, and called in the others to assist him when he couldn’t penetrate it.” 
 
    “Hmm” he murmured. 
 
    “It’s your call.” She left it up to him.  
 
    Tasia’s sixth sense flared, as the Blutsaugers made a renewed assault on her magic. 
 
    “Do it” he directed.  
 
    “Duncan won’t be able to get in either” she warned him. “Not after I fortify it. I’m going to make it impenetrable for everyone — Chosen and Si’ffa alike.”  
 
    “Duncan won’t be back until morning” Raoul said confidently. It was rare that Duncan got to run in his beast form in the wild. His friend missed the freedom. San Francisco allowed few opportunities for a massive black bear to run amok without raising the kind of ruckus the Shifters avoided at all costs.  
 
    “He’s running free” he said simply, as Tasia hesitated. “He won’t be back until he needs to.” 
 
    She understood him only too well. The Alpha had chosen to sacrifice his chance at freedom this night, to keep an eye on her.  
 
    Tasia closed her eyes to weave her magic, focused solely on making the opening to the nook impregnable from the hordes gathering outside. This magic needed no finesse or even skill, just raw power, but it would hold off the leeches and dissipate by morning. When she was done, she leant back against the wall, weary and drained. 
 
    The Alpha watched her from the entrance, not abandoning his sentry position while she worked on fortifying the defenses.  
 
    “All done?” he inquired. 
 
    Tasia nodded mutely.  
 
    He reached for something by the fire before striding across to hold it out to her. It was his tee. 
 
    “Put this on” he directed. “And take your damp stuff off.”  
 
    Tasia stared at him, perplexed by the demand.  
 
    “Your clothes are all damp. If we put them by the fire, they’ll dry by morning. I’ll turn my back” he added pointedly.  
 
    Tasia reached for the tee he held out to her. 
 
    He strode away to the other side, to face the entrance again, his back to the fire and her. 
 
    “Take everything damp off, witchling” he reminded her bluntly. “My t-shirt is long enough.”  
 
    Tasia flushed, unbeknownst to him. Of course, he was aware of how damp her clothes were — he’d felt them himself not a half hour ago.  
 
    She stripped silently and quickly, one eye on the motionless man beyond the fire. 
 
    “Decent?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Tasia focused on laying out her underclothes and tee close to the fire. He was right. A trek out of the woods awaited them in the morning, and she intended to be in good shape for it. Otherwise, she’d slow the two Shifters down. His tee was huge on her, engulfing her and coming to just above her knees. Although covered up, Tasia felt vulnerable and uneasy in his presence. Something had changed between them indefinably tonight, and it disquieted her. 
 
    “Here.” He held out a shirt to her, startling her. “This is Duncan’s. Use it to sit on.” 
 
    As she hesitated, he unfurled the shirt by the fire, spreading it open invitingly, before glancing at her.  
 
    “Give me the jeans. I’ll put them by the fire on the other side.”  
 
    The gold eyes were opaque, fathomless and detached. Back to his usual self, like the wild interlude by the fire had never been. Tasia, seriously unnerved by the events, felt a little better. The old Alpha she could handle; the other one was better left to her dreams, where he could do no lasting damage. 
 
    She watched him arrange the jeans on the other side of the fire, before taking a seat on the ground across the flames from her. He swiped his face with his forearm, looking overheated. The chiseled upper body gleamed in the firelight, a fine sheen on the muscles. He was sweating, she realized. The nook probably felt like a hot house to him. She could still feel the imprint of his body against her — hard, impenetrable, and almost burning up where his skin touched her. Tasia closed her eyes to slump against the wall, willing the memories away. 
 
    “Alright?” he inquired, mistaking her weariness for exhaustion from the magic. 
 
    “Yes” she said without opening her eyes. 
 
    Silence reigned in the nook.  
 
    “Your jeans are damp too” she pointed out abruptly, before she could think it through.  
 
    For a moment, he said nothing. She sensed his gaze on her but Tasia kept her eyes closed, wishing fervently that she could take the words back. 
 
    “I did consider ditching them, witchling.” His voice was bland. “But I had a mental image of you running into the forest, leaving me behind to face the leeches, and I reluctantly disregarded the idea.” 
 
    Whether it was the caustic humor or the wry self-deprecation subtly inviting her to agree with him, it seemed to do the trick. The charged air between them seemed to lighten at his words, and Tasia felt unaccountably better. Their equation had undergone a change tonight, but perhaps not as badly she feared. Soon, they’d forget the moment of madness to slip seamlessly back into their slightly tenuous and mostly contentious association of before, she hoped optimistically.  
 
    “Since when have you required my assistance with the Vampires?” she bantered, a smile on her lips, with her eyes still closed. Or any Chosen, she added silently. 
 
    “I can think of at least one occasion” he responded. “The night we met.” 
 
    Tasia said nothing. She couldn’t refute him. “I consider that night a team effort.”  
 
    “How very gratifying” he said dryly. 
 
    Tasia gave a weak chuckle to relax against the wall.  
 
    When she opened her eyes twenty minutes later, he was staring into the fire. He glanced up, sensing her regard. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She answered the silent query in the gold eyes. 
 
    “Is it always like this when you use a lot of magic?” There was curiosity in his voice. 
 
    “Not always.” The answer came easily. 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. Her mind had not been idle while her body recharged from her bout of powerful magic. Considerably alarmed by the passionate interlude, she had come to a decision. The time in the cage, Tasia had been able to ignore easily, despite the unexpected lick of desire awakened in her. In the cold light of day, she had convinced herself that the cage had been an anomaly. A man on the verge of losing himself had reached blindly for an anchor. This, she understood instinctively, from her struggles in the shed. To look for something familiar — a memory, an image — anything to hold on to as a safe haven while she struggled against an increasingly aggressive beast.  
 
    But this last interlude had been different. Tasia couldn’t deny that, try as she might. For the first time, he’d consciously chosen to give in. That the man defined by his tight leash over his self had chosen to voluntarily surrender to passion alarmed Tasia. But more than that, Tasia was frightened by her response to him. This nameless thing between them terrified her — it was like flirting with a fire that could blaze everything to ashes around her, before it singed her into nothingness, for added measure. There were some boundaries she could never cross — was not allowed to cross. Boundaries determined at birth that she had no control over. The sense of hovering on the edge and being unable to stop herself from going over was terrifying.  
 
    Would she have stopped him if the Blutsaugers hadn’t come knocking at the door, she asked herself. The answer to that question jolted her. From now on, she was determined to be on her guard with him. And the first order of business was to put their relationship back on the old footing, where everything revolved around the deal they had struck. Where they danced and circled around each other like two strangers forced by circumstances to try and find a way to trust the other. This was the only relationship she could have with any Chosen — especially this one. 
 
    He had made an overture to her — taken a leap of faith with her. It was time she reciprocated. It would help set the relationship back to before: he, the protector, and she, the Wizard he’d learnt to tolerate in his Pack because of her history with Hawk and her work on the investigation.  
 
    “There’s a way to work magic without tiring myself” she said abruptly, drawing his eyes back to her. 
 
    Raoul waited, understanding immediately that this was a gesture on her part. He said nothing, content to allow her to drive the conversation. 
 
    “My blood increases the power of any magic I work.” 
 
    He was surprised but not shocked. Compared to what he knew of her powers, this was minor. Raoul had known of a few Chosen whose blood helped power their magic, as hers seemed to do. It was rare in their world, but not uncommon. 
 
    “Have you always known this?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “When I did Mfector work, I used to carry a vial of blood around my neck, just in case I ever needed it in a hurry.” 
 
    She had stopped doing so after the Vampire nest. With the possibility of meeting a Blutsauger, her blood became a liability instead of an asset.  
 
    His expression tightened at the matter-of-fact reminder of how close she had skirted the edge, before the Pack. Only those on the fringes of Chosen society hired Mfectors randomly off a Wizard Registry list. It was dangerous and thankless work for someone like her. Not for the first time, he found himself pondering the vagaries of a fate that had brought her to Hawk one night, months ago. Fate again. After a lifetime of not believing in the fickle mistress, why was he being reminded of it as a factor in her entanglement with his Pack, he wondered. Without that one coincidence, she would never have come to his attention. Though both Chosen and residing in San Francisco, they might as well have been on different planets. He kept himself away from Wizards, and she was unlikely to cross the path of a Shifter. Yet, she and the Pack had been thrown together, almost as if their two destinies were inter-twined. She and her unique abilities were invaluable in an investigation of the past that affected all Chosen, and without the Pack, she’d be dead — or worse. More than most, Raoul knew that there were fates worse than death. Far worse.  
 
    “Did you ever need it?” he asked, his voice even. 
 
    Tasia paused. This trust business did not come easily to someone who’d spent a lifetime in the shadows, but she was determined to demonstrate her intent to meet him halfway, like he had done.  
 
    “Yes, when the rogue Shifters came after me.”  
 
    “What happened?” he asked, persistent as always.  
 
    With her, he would get answers only when he pushed for them. She had opened this door for a reason. He would push it, inch by inch, slamming it open if need be before she changed her mind to retreat again.  
 
    “I tried to work magic without making it look like magic, but one of the Shifters realized something was up. He lashed out. I didn’t get away fast enough and was flung against the wall. All things considered, I didn’t hurt myself too badly, but the ground scraped my hands.”  
 
    Tasia’s eyes were on him, but her expression indicated that she was far away, back in the alley by her studio in San Francisco. “I couldn’t run, so I did the next best thing. I built an illusion to make me look like an extension of the wall. It wouldn’t have withstood closer scrutiny, but it looked good enough from afar. The blood from my scrapes helped power it — an illusion like that is major magic. If not for the wound, I’d have used the vial around my neck. The Shifters could smell me, but I was lucky they didn’t scrutinize the alley wall too carefully.” 
 
    There was a short silence as both pairs of eyes tangled across the bright fire, the crackling of the flames the only sound in the nook. 
 
    “You were lucky that time.” His voice was hard. 
 
    “I was.” Her response was heartfelt. “I realized later how truly lucky I was. The Shifters only gave up on me because they thought I was harmless. They could take care of me later. In the larger scheme of things, I was a nobody.” 
 
    “This is precisely why you need allies — so that no Chosen ever considers you a nobody. In our world, being a nobody with power can be catastrophic.”  
 
    There was a note in his voice that struck Tasia. Now that she knew a little of his history, she understood instinctively what made him empathize with those he considered the underdogs. Despite his success and position amongst the Chosen, his experience would always color the way he looked at the world. 
 
    There was another silence. 
 
    “I haven’t told anyone this.” Her eyes flashed to him, before glancing away.  
 
    “I know.” He contented himself with the simple and cryptic response. It hid a lot more.  
 
    He ruminated silently until suddenly, the import of her revelation struck him forcibly. 
 
    “That night at the Vampire nest, you almost bled out” he said abruptly, the gold eyes intent on her. “Did you rip your wound deliberately to work magic against the leeches?” 
 
    Tasia hesitated, curiously reluctant to admit this. 
 
    “Did you, witchling?” The gold eyes were implacable.  
 
    She knew he would not let this go. “It was powerful magic” Tasia hedged.  
 
    She’d always been reluctant to discuss her magic against the leeches at the nest. It had created the earliest bone of contention between them. “I was already wounded. I merely took advantage of it.” 
 
    The gold eyes narrowed. “No, you forget that I took care of your wound myself. The bite mark at the wrist had stopped bleeding when I placed you in Hawk’s care, but when I returned for you, there was blood on the bandage.” 
 
    Tasia said nothing, but her expressive eyes made clear what she refused to admit. 
 
    “I suspected even then that it was deliberate on your part” he muttered. “But I couldn’t understand why you’d do such a thing, so I let it pass.” 
 
    A storm gathered in his eyes as she remained silent. “You should’ve let the Pack handle it. You were this close to the point of no return. When Duncan arrived with reinforcements, you were in danger of bleeding out in the car.” 
 
    “But I didn’t” she reminded him. “It was a gamble worth taking.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t” he said baldly. “I worked magic to seal your wound. Wizard magic. Your ability to heal did the rest.” 
 
    Shock flashed across her face. She’d been unaware of this.  
 
    “Wizard magic” she murmured faintly, her heart sinking. Was she always fated to remind him of who she was? He’d once accused her of forcing him to break his pledge to walk away from his Wizard heritage. Here was more evidence of that accusation.  
 
    “It was my decision to use my magic to heal you” he reiterated bluntly, sensing her ambivalence. 
 
    “You told me once that you dislike being reminded of your Wizard heritage.” She met the gold eyes directly. She understood now why he disliked exploiting or acknowledging his Wizard blood. A Chosen had tried to torture the Wyr out of him for not being Wizard enough. 
 
    “I do. But I chose to save you. It’s not your cross to bear.” 
 
    It struck Tasia that they had come a long way. She and him. She could still remember the bitterness of the early tussles between them.  
 
    “I knew what you were when I asked Hawk to bring you to me. And I knew that you were hiding secrets when I offered you Pack protection. Your association with my Pack is my decision. Has always been my decision” he said firmly. His issues with the past were his to deal with, not the witchling’s fault. 
 
    As usual, his words hinted that he had sensed the direction of her thoughts. Sometimes, Tasia wondered whether the investigation and everything else going on was a blessing in disguise. Had it not been for that, she’d have been seriously freaked out by how this man seemed to always read her so uncannily. 
 
    “Perhaps, it was another instance of fate playing her games” he said abruptly. Her Wizard heritage had forced him to face his past head on, even before Anderson’s attempt at revenge on him. 
 
    Before Tasia could respond, he changed tack. 
 
    “Why did you risk so much?” he demanded. “The Pack would not have abandoned you.” 
 
    Tasia shook herself free from the memories. “That is precisely why I risked it.” 
 
    The gold eyes studied her across the fire. 
 
    “Strangers rushed to my aid when I was in need the most. Was I supposed to stand by while they paid the price for their altruism?” 
 
    “Duncan was on his way with backup” he reminded her. “No Shifter would’ve paid any price.” But Raoul knew she had a point. It had been touch and go for a few moments. The sheer horde of leeches had outnumbered them. 
 
    “I knew I could tilt the balance towards you.” The words came easily to Tasia. The gamble at the Vampire nest had been an impulsive one, made through the fog of pain, confusion and terror. But Tasia did not regret it one bit. “I too do not walk away from my friends” she said simply, as the gold eyes studied her with the flames licking between them. “You of all people should appreciate that.” 
 
    Raoul stared at her as her words died away. He couldn’t refute her. 
 
    “Your courage has never been in question. Not with me” he pointed out, his voice soft. “But you must learn to curb your impulsiveness. You’re the one with secrets to protect.”  
 
    Impulsive, am I? 
 
    Tasia thought it high time to remind him of the inherent contradictions of his own actions. 
 
    “You disapprove of my actions at the nest and yet, you offered me Pack protection because I went to Hawk's aid” she reminded him. “Will you say that was impulsive, too?” 
 
    “That was different” he countered. 
 
    Tasia smiled, enjoying the conversation. Snug in a warm cave with a lit fire while the wind and rain howled outside, and the leeches hunted unsuccessfully for prey. Most importantly, she was content because she sensed that their relationship was back on familiar ground. There was no rancor or bitterness between them, just an honest difference of opinion. No, she corrected herself, more like a difference in perspective. 
 
    “Sometimes, I wonder about the day I met Hawk. It turned my world upside down” she admitted. “Despite the mercenaries hunting me, somedays my old life felt a lot safer than the one at the Lair.” 
 
    His expression changed subtly, the gold eyes losing their intensity. 
 
    “A pack can be an intense experience” he acknowledged easily. “And there’s no way to escape it when you live at their Lair.” 
 
    Tasia studied him, before taking the plunge. “Their Alpha can be an equally intense experience.” 
 
    Amusement and something else flashed across his face, before his expression softened. “I’m something of an acquired taste.” His lips quirked. “It takes a rare being to appreciate my excellent qualities.” 
 
    For a moment, Tasia gaped at him. Then, her lips quivered. Soon, peals of unfettered laughter echoed in the nook.  
 
    He watched her, a relaxed half-smile on his face. 
 
    You should laugh more” he said. 
 
    “You’re a fine one to talk” she retorted good-humoredly. “I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen so much as a half-smile cross your face.” 
 
    “I smile on the inside” he defended himself, the gold eyes defying his deadpan voice.  
 
    And you’ve a wicked sense of humor that you hide from everyone. Who knew? 
 
    Tasia wiped her eyes to relax against the wall. 
 
    “You’re a curious mix of mettle and foolhardiness, Big Eyes. But maybe, you’re right.” He was thoughtful. “Perhaps, these are the very qualities that brought you here.” He gestured at the rocky walls surrounding them. 
 
    Tasia looked taken aback. She had never looked at her journey that way.  
 
    “I’ve never believed in fate” he said, for once not cryptic at all. “But I don’t know how to explain your unlikely association with my Pack any other way.” 
 
    Did she believe in fate, Tasia wondered? She had never given it much thought before. And yet, he had a point. Her path to the Shifters had been strange, unlikely, and meandering. Multiple obstacles and many small coincidences along the way had led to it. Too many to count. Wizards and Shifters had never mingled well in their long history. Plus, this particular Alpha had a history of antagonism towards Wizards. That should have been enough to nip their association in the bud early on. Her magic senses had also played a part. Without the ability to detect dispersed magic in the air, she’d never have been drawn to an injured Hawk in the warehouse, and meeting Hawk was what had precipitated the start of this strange relationship with the Pack. 
 
    “Don’t forget Anderson” he reminded her. “More than anyone else, he’s pivotal to this. Had he not gone hunting for you, there would have been no rogue Shifters in San Francisco.” 
 
    That was true. In a way, the Guardian’s actions had also played a crucial part in this curious journey she now found herself on. “You would not have sent Hawk after them” she said slowly. “And I would never have been hired to Mfector the warehouse.” 
 
    It was a Wizard who had set the ball rolling. Raoul couldn’t help but reflect on the irony of it. 
 
    In the Chosen world, the witchling was now tied very publicly to his Pack. It had started with the affair at the San Francisco Registry. This latest attempt by Anderson had only solidified her entanglement with the Pack, increasing the mystery and her notoriety. If anyone had suggested this a few months ago, he’d have laughed at the absurdity of it. But here they were. Now, even Faoladh was starting to draw conclusions about it. There had been a rather strange conversation in San Diego, in private, after the momentous events at Wizard Headquarters. 
 
    “I understand why you protect your Wizard so zealously, Raoul” Faoladh had assured him. “I’ll make sure that the tape and its contents are handled with care.” 
 
    Raoul, put on his guard, had smartly waited for Faoladh to expand further. He did not intend to provide Faoladh with any ammunition. The needs of the many would always outweigh that of the one, to paraphrase Spock from Star Trek. The ideal held true for many Chosen leaders and was especially true of Faoladh. Raoul, who knew more than most how that principle could translate for the unfortunate individual whose needs were being sacrificed to aid the many, did not agree with it. He was not going to allow anyone to be sacrificed on the altar of Chosen unity or interests — least of all, the witchling.  
 
    “I know why you insist that the Pack get justice for her” Faoladh had continued at Raoul’s silence.  
 
    This one, he had been able to counter easily. 
 
    “She deserves justice and will not get it from the Guardians.” 
 
    Faoladh had given him a steady look. “Your motives are more personal than that though, Raoul.” 
 
    Again, Raoul had merely raised an inquiring eyebrow and waited for Faoladh to explain. 
 
    “Are you saying she’s not meant to be a Shifter’s mate?” 
 
    Faoladh’s query had shocked him speechless, but he had recovered quickly to counter-attack. This was Faoladh — you never revealed even an ounce of weakness before him. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
    “Come now, Raoul. Why the secrecy? You must know I approve. The more intermingling between Chosen, the better it is for our future.” 
 
    Faoladh had cast another searching glance at Raoul’s determined poker-face before sighing. 
 
    “Young Manotti is enamored of her. It didn’t escape my notice how he shielded her at Wizard Headquarters. This is good, Raoul. Don’t keep it a secret. Our hand will be stronger if she’s a Shifter’s mate.” 
 
    “She’s Pack” Raoul had reminded Faoladh. “That is all the protection she needs.” 
 
    At his words, Faoladh had narrowed his eyes. Something about this young Wizard’s association with the Pack puzzled him. It was so out of character, especially for Raoul. At the same time, Faoladh was pleased by the Alpha’s willingness to co-operate with other Chosen. 
 
    “Young Manotti has not approached you about her?” he’d concluded. 
 
    “No.” Raoul had shaken his head before quickly diverting the conversation to other channels. 
 
    Now, he glanced across the fire as he pondered that conversation. Faoladh was starting to get suspicions about the witchling, and her position was becoming more precarious as they plunged deeper into the investigation. Like tonight, there would be many other confrontations with leeches. Hard to avoid it when your adversary was protected by an army of the Undead. Just like the vagaries of fate had brought them to this point, it seemed now to nudge him to change course. Things were coming to a head, and he would soon have to make a decision regarding her role in the investigation.  
 
    “This matter of Roman seems strange” Tasia remarked, interrupting his thoughts to bring him back to the present. “He’s no ordinary Chosen. Why would Lady Bethesda choose to antagonize the First Ones by going after him?” 
 
    “Beats me” he admitted. It had him puzzled too. “It’s almost as if she believes herself to be unstoppable now. It makes her more dangerous.” 
 
    Tasia straightened. “You mean she believes The Prophecy has been set on its course, and she’s readying to reap the benefits?” 
 
    If she was confident of the outcome, Lady Bethesda would be even more ruthless with anyone standing in her way.  
 
    “She’s not completely confident.” He shook his head, his eyes on the flames. “If she was, she wouldn’t lurk in the shadows. The day she’s confident, she’ll step out in the open to initiate a tempest.” 
 
    Tasia pondered his words. “What is she waiting for — the third daughter?” 
 
    “Or the locket with her magic” he pointed out. 
 
    She said nothing in response. He glanced at her across the fire. “You don’t agree?” 
 
    “It’s been twenty-five years. Her powers have had ample time to regenerate.” Tasia shrugged. “What good is her old locket?” 
 
    “True. But she doesn’t strike me as the type to give up anything she counts as hers. The question is — if not the locket, what is she waiting for?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Tasia goes up against Blutsaugers 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia awoke with a start, a pronounced crick in her neck. She sat up slowly, glancing across to where the fire had been. Streaks of sunlight streamed in through the opening, despite the thick shrub covering it. The sun was high outside, and the Alpha nowhere to be seen. The fire had died down, a small pile of ashes in its place. She stretched her legs gingerly to look around her. In the light of day, the nook seemed grimy, and tiny.  
 
    The shrub cover was moved aside as a man strode in. For a moment, the sunlight cast a halo around him. Tasia squinted her eyes. It wasn’t the Alpha — this man was bigger and more colorful, somehow.  
 
    “Good morning” said Duncan’s voice with his English accent. “I hear you had some excitement last night.” 
 
    “Duncan.” She greeted him as he came forward. He was bare-chested, his brawny body silhouetted by the light. The color in his sunlight halo had been from the tattoos that covered his chest. Like his arms, every inch of his burly chest was covered in colorful ink.  
 
    “You look like you had a good night.” She smiled. He looked at peace this morning.  
 
    “I had the run of the forest all night” he said with immense satisfaction. 
 
    “Not a single Vampire?” 
 
    “Not one.” He sounded disappointed.  
 
    Tasia laughed. The idea of Duncan hunting Blutsaugers in the forest while a horde of them tried to get into this nook seemed quite a travesty.  
 
    The English Shifter grinned in response. He shot her a glance, taking in the oversized tee enveloping her and his shirt that she perched on. 
 
    “Shall I leave you to get dressed?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes, please.”  
 
    When she joined Duncan in the clearing outside to hand him his shirt, the Alpha was missing. Duncan looked very different today from his usual refined and elegant presence at the Lair. His cropped hair, usually neatly gelled back, now hung over his forehead. The locks looked mussed, with traces of the forest in them. The brawny body with the thick muscles covered in tattoos gave him an edgier and more dangerous air. This morning, Tasia could appreciate that Duncan was a Shifter too, a rare erudite one with refined tastes, but a Shifter nevertheless. For the first time, she wondered whether Duncan’s staid persona was something he affected deliberately. An air of quiet satisfaction hung over him. His sojourn in the woods had obviously agreed with him, she concluded. 
 
    “Raoul went hunting for cell service” he explained. “To contact the Pack.” 
 
    The birds chirped and dappled sunlight pierced the pine cover to warm the woods. The ground smelt of rain and fresh air. It was as if that dash through the woods in the rain, and the cold night in the rocky cavern had never been. Perhaps, it had all been a dream, she mused, including the husky voice, demanding lips and blazing eyes of the coldest man she knew, whose kisses had awakened such turmoil within her.  
 
    Forget it. It was but a moment of madness. I’m sure he regrets it this morning, too.  
 
    She was glad they’d managed to set that interlude aside last night. The conversation had flowed between them, easier than before, with some confidences exchanged. It was time to banish it from her mind.  
 
    When the Alpha returned fifteen minutes later, Tasia was chatting with Duncan.  
 
    Tasia glanced up as he strode into the clearing. As she watched him, for the first time in their acquaintance, a different kind of awareness simmered in her, an intangible one that renewed Tasia’s resolve to keep her distance from the enigmatic Shifter. She let her senses loose, ignoring him to observe her surroundings. The forest was alive this morning, as if attempting to make up for the anger and storm the night before. The trees stood tall, their leaves full and shiny with moisture. 
 
    His hair was wet, the hard body gleaming as streaks of sunlight danced in through the trees. Tiny rivulets ran down his forehead and the thick hair glinted damply when it caught the sun’s rays. She had a sudden image of him stooping down gracefully by a stream to dunk his head and shoulders in the cool water. Much like Duncan, he craved the joy of exploring the woods in his other form, but Tasia suspected that the Alpha’s relationship with his beast was more complicated than that of the average Shifter.  
 
    A lock of tawny hair flopped onto his forehead, and for a moment, he looked young and carefree, just a man walking leisurely through the woods to friends who waited for him. A complicated and enigmatic man who was often hard to read, with his hair-trigger temper and eschewing of emotional ties. A hard man in many respects, but an honorable one, nevertheless. Under her interested gaze, he raised a hand to shove his fingers impatiently through his hair, righting the unruly lock, and Tasia watched with helpless fascination, unable to glance away as he swiped at his forehead with the back of his palm where the lock of hair had left a fresh trail of dampness.  
 
    She swallowed softly, unable to look away. The sun was high and bright, its light playing hide and seek through the tall pine trees. The dappled light through the trees silhouetted the chiseled body as he strode powerfully down the well-worn path through the pine cones strewn at his feet. The muscled chest, dusted with a light sprinkling of hair that disappeared into his jeans, glinted golden in the light; the after-effects of his dunking in the stream made his skin shimmer as he walked through the patches of sunlight. His jeans rode low on his hips, hugging the powerful thighs, the long legs eating up the ground with his graceful loping stride.  
 
    A sudden vision of firm lips taking possession of her while those powerful arms clasped her intimately close to his hard body, so close she could see the darker flecks in the cold eyes blaze into desire, had a hard nub of fear bloom afresh in Tasia. She made another concerted effort to tear her eyes away from the figure striding towards them.  
 
    What is wrong with you? It’s not like you haven’t seen a bare male chest before. 
 
    That was when it hit Tasia that despite her best efforts, something indefinable had changed between them last night. She had seen him bare-chested many times in the past. Heck, he’d sacrificed his tee for her at their very first meeting. Yet now, suddenly, she couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from the expanse of tight muscles and gleaming skin; had to work hard at keeping her eyes off the muscled shoulders and arms.  
 
    Get a grip, Tasia. Since when do muscles, with a heaping helping of temper and arrogance on the side, attract you? 
 
    It was more than that, whispered her inner voice. He was so much more than muscles, temper and arrogance. Tasia shoved the voice away to perdition with a determination borne of fear. 
 
    “Good news, Raoul?” Duncan inquired, taking in the Alpha’s expression.  
 
    The Alpha shook his head gracefully, raking his fingers again through his damp hair. Droplets scattered all around him, splattering onto his skin. Temptation beckoned insidiously again, but this time, Tasia resisted, keeping her eyes determinedly on Duncan to ignore the golden-skinned giant bathed by a patch of sunlight. 
 
    “Luis and the others wait for us at the edge of town” the Alpha said. 
 
    “They made it out fine last night?”  
 
    “Alpha Tlizilani’s Shifters were waiting at the highway. They caught up to them before the leeches did.” 
 
    “Sounds like she saved them from a brawl.”  
 
    “I owe her” Raoul admitted. Lilakai Tlizilani had saved their hides last night, for Roman had been in bad shape. 
 
    Duncan turned to Tasia. “It should be an easy forty-five minutes trek to the edge of town. We’ll have you back and enjoying a hearty breakfast in no time, Tasia.” 
 
    The Alpha shot her a look, taking in her carefully blanked expression. A faint furrow creased his forehead. 
 
    “That might have to wait. I’ve a message from Nandini, from an hour ago. Her mother’s leech guards have discovered Roman’s absence at the mansion. She’s going to try and give them the slip while confusion reigns.” 
 
    Duncan straightened from where he slouched against the rock wall. “Lady Bethesda is back in the woods.” 
 
    “No.” Raoul shook his head. “From what Nandini said, she’s still in Portland.” 
 
    He shot another look at Tasia, whose eyes remained determinedly on the English Shifter. “Nandini believes this is her best chance to slip away, before her mother is back to marshal the troops. She requests that someone meet her where the highway skirts the woods.” 
 
    Duncan, who knew Raoul better than anyone, understood the Alpha’s intent immediately. Ancient or not, Nandini’s chances of making it through these woods to the highway were slim, especially with a pack of leeches gunning for her. Add in the fact that the Indian girl was new to the forest while the leeches were not, and the odds were stacked against her. Raoul would even the odds in her favor. But if the woods teemed with leeches, the forest was no longer safe for Tasia. While leeches were at their best at night, a swarm of them in the light of the day was certainly nothing to sneeze at. 
 
    “I’ll wait with Tasia” he offered in his usual understated manner. He’d find a bright patch of sunlight for her. The leeches avoided sunlight when they could, and they were preoccupied with other prey today. If they did display an unhealthy interest in Tasia, Duncan would make sure they regretted it. 
 
    “There’s a stream not far from here.” Raoul pointed his thumb in the direction he’d just come from. “l’ll go see if Nandini requires any assistance.” 
 
    Duncan had reveled in the stream last night. It was a good place to make a stand. If the leeches came after them, it would be easier to defend Tasia with a stream guarding their back. Vampires hated water with a vengeance.  
 
    “I’ve got it, Raoul” he assured his friend, shooting a sidelong glance at Tasia.  
 
    She was staring at the Alpha, her eyes puzzled.  
 
    “I’ll give you a minute” he directed at Tasia, before striding away to the edge of the clearing. 
 
    Tasia cast another surreptitious glance at the tanned and muscled torso that loomed so large this morning.  
 
    “I’ll be right back” she muttered, heading into the nook in the rocks they’d spent the night in.  
 
    When she came out, she had his tee in her hand, the one he’d loaned her for the night. She held it out to him mutely. 
 
    He glanced down at it. “I doubt I’ll need it” he said. 
 
    “You’re going to track her in your beast form.” The words shot out of her mouth before she could recall them. 
 
    The Alpha, about to expand on his remark, shut his mouth to shoot her a gold-eyed glance.  
 
    “You’re mighty interested in my beast.” One tawny eyebrow arched fluidly, an unholy light flickering in his eyes. “I wonder why that is” he wondered aloud. 
 
    “No” Tasia stuttered. “I’m not … I … It’s daylight, and if you take beast …” She stumbled to a stop, horrendously embarrassed. 
 
    “You sure, witchling?” His voice was bland, but his eyes said something different. “Not the first time you’ve evinced an interest” he pointed out, his tone studiously pious. 
 
    Tasia grit her teeth, meeting the glinting eyes with an effort. “I’m sure” she said steadily. 
 
    He arched his eyebrow again, making it clear that he didn’t believe her. Tasia straightened her spine, meeting the gold eyes squarely in challenge. They held her captive as he leant forward, slow and deliberate. Threaded in with wicked amusement was another light, deep in the gold eyes. This flicker of awareness, mixed in with something less tangible in the gold depths, set Tasia’s heart aflutter again. This time, she was careful to heed the warning. Sensing danger, she wrenched her eyes away from him just as he bent forward to whisper into her ear. 
 
    “I could be persuaded to show you my beast.” He paused as her heart picked up its beat. “If you asked nicely.” The husky whisper against her ear, laden with promises, held Tasia frozen in place.  
 
    Now on her guard, Tasia mused whimsically that if there had been a fan handy, she might have fanned herself like an overheated Victorian debutante about to suffer the vapors. That voice, whispering in her ears, with its undertone of wickedness and danger, did things to her that no man, especially this one, should be able to. But there wasn’t a fan at hand, so she did the next best thing by staying silent and refusing to meet his eyes. 
 
    “No?” he inquired huskily, the simple word managing to both dare Tasia as well as tempt her to indulge herself.  
 
    His breath huffed softly on the sensitive skin near her ear, and Tasia fought off a shiver. “Not up to the dare, witchling?” challenged the soft voice. 
 
    That does it. 
 
    Her eyes turned to meet his, on the offensive now, ire simmering in them. “You’re flirting with me” she accused him indignantly.  
 
    And Tasia was indignant. Here she was, trying her best to undo or at least ignore whatever weirdness had settled between them after the unexpected flare of passion last night, while this man seemed determined to fan the flames instead. To pour cold water on all her efforts. He might amuse himself by teasing her thus, but this was a dangerous temptation she could not afford to give in to.  
 
    His lips quivered at her words, the cold eyes awash in masculine laughter. He straightened up to his full height. “Shall I make you a promise?” 
 
    This time, his voice was softer, an undertone of intimacy threaded though the words that she couldn’t fail to pick up on. 
 
    “I’ll do it right the next time. Flirt first, before I kiss you.” The soft words were a stark contrast to the look in the gold depths.  
 
    Her eyes widened. Oh, he was good at this, she realized. She’d be no match for him, in this arena. All this while, she had seen the detached and uber controlling Alpha. But now, she understood what Hawk had hinted at — that his Alpha had no trouble attracting the opposite sex. Her heart continued its quickened rhythm, despite her best efforts to not let his words affect her. But he wasn’t done yet.  
 
    “I’m no saint” he admitted, his eyes still alight with teasing laughter, his voice deceptively bland. “Not even close. And when you demand that I kiss you before you wake up, I can’t resist you.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him, speechless at this unexpected avatar of the Alpha. The gold eyes softened in response, still lit by amusement. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the leeches, hmm” he pitched his voice low. “And try and let Duncan take the lead, if you meet any.” 
 
    He unhooked his t-shirt from her slackened arms to sling it casually over his shoulder, before striding away with one last glance at her speechless face.  
 
    Her eyes followed him to the edge of the clearing, a jumble of emotions warring within her. Just as she was about to look away, the Alpha turned back, a frown on his face. His eyes flashed to where Duncan stood waiting, at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “You smell that?” he asked, his head cocked in a familiar manner, nostrils flaring. 
 
    Duncan’s nostrils flared in response, as he strode towards them, his big body radiating urgency. 
 
    The thrum of tension in the Shifters awakened a sense of urgency in Tasia. She abandoned the conundrum of the Alpha’s behavior and her own conflicted feelings to unsheathe her magic senses. Giving her powerful ability free rein, she probed for anything magical in the air, only to come up empty. The forest smelt of sunshine and pine, with just a hint of fresh rain. The air was devoid of any magic, besides the old residue from power spent here long ago that still lingered in the woods.  
 
    “I don’t sense anything” Tasia said uncertainly, glancing from one Shifter to the other. 
 
    “Raoul’s right” Duncan muttered, his brow furrowed. “Something is blinding my senses.”  
 
    The Alpha sniffed the air again, more purposefully this time, the heightened body language, cocked head and flaring nostrils reminiscent of a predator readying for a hunt. 
 
    “It’s the leeches.” Raoul’s eyes flared, the gold depths flaming into something dangerous before her.  
 
    “What is it?” Tasia’s voice was sharp with concern. 
 
    “You don’t sense anything?” Duncan turned to her urgently. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. 
 
    Duncan gave the matter some thought. 
 
    “I think it’s Undead enchantment” he said. “Though it’s too powerful to be just one leech.” 
 
    “You’re saying the leeches have combined their magic to enchant the woods?” Raoul flashed the English Shifter a disbelieving look. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Duncan looked troubled. “But if Tasia can’t sense any magic in the air, that’s the only explanation I have.” 
 
    The gold eyes flashed to her, the flirtatious man from before now a figment of her imagination. 
 
    “I’m sure” she reiterated, in response to the silent query in his eyes. “There’s no magic in the air.”  
 
    Well, except the magic inherent in the woods that I sensed before, she corrected herself silently. But there was no active magic deployed currently. 
 
    “Could the leeches have blinded you, like they have our Shifter senses?” the Alpha asked. 
 
    “No.” Tasia shook her head, confident about her ability. This was the only power she’d been allowed to give free rein all her life, the only one from her deadly kitty undetectable by other Chosen. “My power is working fine. I still sense both Duncan and you … and the magic in the woods.” The last was added as an afterthought. 
 
    Raoul’s eyes narrowed at her words, grasping the implications of her words immediately. “Then, how is it that your power cannot sense the leech enchantment?” 
 
    “If Duncan is right and it is Vampire enchantment affecting your senses, then my power would never sense it” she said slowly. “It’s not magic. I mean, it is magic, but not in the conventional sense of how we look at magic” she corrected herself, trying to explain it. “An enchantment spell is inherent to a Blutsauger. It’s not a power he uses, just one he exerts when he needs to. It’s not like other Chosen power.” 
 
    The magic of enchantment came built in to an Undead. Vampires used their enchantment spells to lure and drink blood from their unresisting victims. This ability was inherent to being a Blutsauger, created when an Undead was born. Without it, a Blutsauger would have no way to feed — he would effectively starve.  
 
    Tasia shook her head. “But I don’t understand how an enchantment spell can be powerful enough to numb a Shifter’s senses.”  
 
    A Vampire’s enchantment did not work on Chosen, even one with barely enough power to qualify as one. It was only effective on Si’ffa. The Undead exerted it to enchant and feed on their human victims. 
 
    “I can’t explain it, Tasia. But somehow, the leeches have pooled their enchantment to create a potent spell that’s affecting the woods and all Chosen in it” Duncan admitted, looking equally at sea. “Including us.” 
 
    And suddenly, it hit Raoul like a ton of bricks. “It’s Nandini” he said abruptly. “They’ve discovered her absence and are hunting her.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes flashed to Raoul and the English Shifter looked troubled. 
 
    “How would numbing your senses hobble her?” Tasia still looked confused. And why would the Vampires suspect the Shifters’ presence in the woods, she wondered silently. 
 
    “Her people are like Shifters in many ways, Tasia.” It was Duncan who explained it to her. “They choose to call themselves First Ones but they could just as easily be Wyrs, as defined under the Primogeniture Canons. They possess a beast form and our heightened senses. The effect of the leeches’ enchantment on her will be much like it is on Raoul and me.” 
 
    It’s Nandini’s senses the Blutsaugers are targeting. The Shifters are just collateral damage — in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    The Primogeniture Canons were a set of precedents, some written and many oral, that laid down how a Chosen was allowed to classify himself, if there was ever any confusion or conflict. This was hugely important, since a Chosen’s peers were responsible for policing him in the rare cases a Magick went off the rails, endangering them all. The Primogeniture Canons had been essential before the advent of the CoC, when the various factions had no formal lines of communication open. But even now, the Canons were the final word on how a Chosen’s power was recognized by his brethren and, in the rare cases, what powers he was allowed to use.  
 
    “She’s trapped in the woods” Tasia muttered, finally understanding the gravity of the girl’s situation. 
 
    “Without her senses, she cannot track herself in the forest, get to the road, or even see the leeches coming” Duncan said slowly. “She’s completely lost.” 
 
    Raoul shot Duncan a glance the English Shifter had no trouble interpreting. Without their senses, they stood at a disadvantage, too. They had two women in trouble from the leeches — one currently being hunted through the woods, and another the leeches would start hunting viciously if they suspected her antecedents.  
 
    “Get her out of the woods, Duncan. Luis and the others wait for us near the highway.” 
 
    Duncan hesitated but did not voice his misgivings. He would never countermand Raoul’s orders — Raoul was his friend, but also his Alpha. There were some lines he would never cross, by Shifter tradition. Despite his silence, Raoul heard him loud and clear. 
 
    “That girl is alone, with no one to help her” he said to Duncan, his eyes meeting his friend’s gaze head on. “She gave up her shot last night for Roman. I won’t abandon her.” 
 
    His eyes wandered to Tasia. “Watch over the witchling” he said softly. 
 
    Duncan nodded mutely. Raoul felt responsible for the Indian girl. It was him she had reached out to, and he had made her a promise. 
 
    “I’ll come back once she’s with Luis, Raoul?” Duncan prompted. He didn’t intend to stand by while Raoul confronted the leeches alone, with his powers diminished. 
 
    Tasia’s head whipped from one Shifter to the other, trying to follow the cryptic back and forth between the two friends. 
 
    The Alpha hesitated, but only infinitesimally. The witchling would be safe with Luis and the others, far away from the woods full of leeches intent on prey. 
 
    “If you haven’t heard from me by then” he assented.  
 
    Tasia thought furiously, trying to clear her head of the cobwebs, as the Alpha turned to stride away from them.  
 
    “Wait” she called out, the urgency in her voice stopping him. “Take me with you. I can help you.”  
 
    “No.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Without your senses, you’re blind” she reminded him. “You have no way to find Nandini or the Vampires.” 
 
    “I’ll manage” he countered imperturbably, impervious to her appeal. Even without his jacked-up senses, he still had other gifts from his beast. 
 
    “You don’t even know how many hunt her” she pointed out, frantic to get through to him. He was formidable, but not a week ago, he had been poisoned, and then had a silver dagger and bullets plunged into him by a vengeful Guardian. And now, he was about to stride into the woods without any of his hypersensitive senses functioning. He’d be at a serious disadvantage against the Blutsaugers. 
 
    “You’ll go with Duncan, witchling.” The Alpha’s voice hardened subtly, clearly not in a mood for dissent. “I will handle the leeches.” 
 
    She cast a sidelong glance at Duncan. He was watching the Alpha with an unreadable expression. At her glance, he shot her a look, one she could not decipher. He would not intervene in this duel between her and the Alpha, Tasia realized. But neither did he second the Alpha or counter her. That heartened Tasia.  
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. “My magic is still good. Use it. The goal is to rescue Nandini, right?” she pointed out bluntly. 
 
    The Alpha’s eyes narrowed, something flashing in them. His lips tightened, his temper rising. “This is not a fucking democracy.” The words were soft but no less deadly. 
 
    But Tasia was made of sterner stuff, especially when it came to this. She might not fight so hard for herself, but she was determined to protect the arrogant man from himself. 
 
    “Your chances improve with Duncan and me by your side.” She raised her chin to meet the simmering gold eyes head on. This time, she was not giving in without a fight. 
 
    “You said we made a good team in the cage” she reminded him boldly, not allowing any signs of his rising temper to deter her. “By playing to our respective strengths.” 
 
    “I can help hold the Blutsaugers at bay, while Duncan and you look for her.” Tasia’s voice was steady. “Like last night” she added insidiously, pressing home the advantage ruthlessly.  
 
    Reminded of the night in the cave, Raoul paused, holding onto his temper with an effort. 
 
    The gold eyes flickered and Tasia pressed on, reading him through the unique connection they had. She sensed that he was listening now, despite the spike of temper at having his orders questioned. 
 
    “You told me once that I should bide my time — that the time would come to use my powers to aid the investigation. If not now, then when?” 
 
    This time, Duncan chimed in before the Alpha could respond. 
 
    “Tasia’s senses could give us an advantage, Raoul. We have no way to see them coming, while the leeches possess no such handicap.” 
 
    Raoul stared at his friend for a moment, before striding over to them. His temper simmered, ready to boil over. He suspected the witchling was reading him, saying just the right things to soften him up and change his mind. It infuriated him. He hated being manipulated in any way. It hit a little too close to the past — the blue-eyed witch and her games with him. You’re not above exploiting the connection with the witchling yourself, to play her like a fine-tuned instrument to get what you want, whispered his fairer self. Like the time you convinced her to give the Pack a second chance, the voice reminded him. 
 
    “I’ll consider it, on one condition.” The gold eyes seared her.  
 
    Raoul hadn’t liked the reminder from his conscience but he could not ignore it, so he chose to go a different route, to shut her down by asking for something he knew she was not ready to give him yet. 
 
    “What?” Tasia’s eyes were wary as she met the cold gaze, leached now of all softness. 
 
    “What kind of power do you hold over the ones you call Blutsaugers?” he demanded.  
 
    Tasia felt herself transported back to the Pack Room, where aloof gold eyes questioned her relentlessly, probing for secrets she was not ready to share. Even then, a part of her had understood that the dangerous Chosen with the cold eyes and the whisper-soft menace posed more of a danger to her than the combined might of the Were-Alphas in the Pack Room. She could still taste the bitter aftertaste of her terror then, only slightly tempered by the reminder that it was this man who had saved her from a fate she’d feared all her life: a brutal death at the hands of the Blutsaugers.  
 
    Floundering, Tasia tried to stave off giving in to his demand. She did the only thing she could. She counter attacked, using his own pledge back on him. 
 
    “You gave me your word you would not ask me to spill any more secrets.” 
 
    His expression hardened at her reminder, the gold eyes flashing cold fire now.  
 
    “I’ve not forgotten, witchling” he said softly. I never forget anything. The words were left unsaid, but they both heard them. “You, on the other hand, seem to enjoy a selective memory. I also gave you my word that I’d keep the leeches away from you. And I always keep my word. I won’t risk you to save Nandini.”  
 
    Tasia stared up at him, speechless and somewhat disarmed by his response. He could have chosen to deploy much heavier artillery against her.  
 
    “No deal, witchling” he said with a finality that had Tasia slumping in defeat. 
 
    Raoul turned to the English Shifter. “Get her away from here, my friend.” 
 
    Numb and speechless, Tasia watched him stride away. Images of him through her months with the Pack played in her mind like a movie in flashbacks. The first night at the Vampire nest. His gentleness with her a stark contrast to the cold voice barking orders decisively to Hawk and his Shifters, no hesitation in him. The nightmarish no-holds-barred fight with the leeches in the darkened hall, where he had never wavered, not once entertaining the idea of abandoning a Wizard he had no ties to, to save his Pack. Last night, he had admitted to using the Wizard powers he hated so much to stop her bleeding out from the magic she’d deployed against the Blutsaugers. The night in Chicago, when he had come for Sienna and her, granting her the time to Mfector the scene without demanding an explanation, despite the threat the returning Vampires posed to them all. Him in the cage fighting to hold on to his humanity even as the beast slowly overpowered him. Despite the silver in him, he had fought for his very soul. Away from the house on Russian Hill, he had still watched over her, even as the last of his strength drained away. The last words to her had not been to ask her to watch over him, but rather to urge her to leave him and save herself, if she were discovered. Use your magic, he had urged as the silver took him under. Don’t worry about the consequences. I’ll take care of it. 
 
    “Any Blutsauger that tastes my blood will die in agony.” The words poured out of Tasia.  
 
    Her statement had a powerful effect. The Alpha stopped in his tracks, and Duncan froze as the last echoes of her words died away.  
 
    Raoul shook himself free from his stupor, his eyes flashing to her. Duncan said nothing, speechless for once, his shock evident on his face. Now Raoul understood why the leech at the nest in San Francisco had died the first night he’d met her. And the one in Chicago. They had both tasted her blood. Such power over the Undead was deadly. Her parentage made the Lombardis her enemies, but this ability would make the entire Clan come after her, united in their determination to snuff out a Chosen whose very breath posed a threat to their existence. In the back of his mind niggled Franciszka’s words about a sect of Ancients whose blood had once been poisonous to leeches and how the Clan had hunted them down to extinction. 
 
    Duncan shot him a glance. That look told Raoul everything. Having Duncan escort the witchling through the woods, with his senses blinded, was too risky. They had to stick together. The two of them would have a better shot at defending her, with their powers weakened.  
 
    “Anything else I should know?” He directed at her, his question making it clear what he was asking.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head, her eyes darting away from him.  
 
    His eyes promised retribution. They were not done yet with this, not by far. But Tasia could not regret it. She had stopped him from pursuing a path she deemed too risky for him. 
 
    “Duncan and I will handle this” the Alpha bit out, not bothering to hide his fury. “You will merely use your power to warn us if you sense the leeches or other Chosen in the vicinity. That is the only magic you will use. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Crystal” she muttered, imagining what she would like to do to a particular arrogant Shifter one day. Here she was, baring her soul to him, and he was back to being an unfeeling ogre. Didn’t know how to ask for help or even acknowledge it when anyone offered it to him, she mused mutinously.  
 
    The Alpha muttered something to Duncan, before striding away. 
 
    “Come, Tasia” Duncan said to her. “We’ll retrace our steps back towards the mansion. Just let us know if you sense anyone.” 
 
    Although Duncan said nothing else, Tasia thought she detected approval deep in the depths of the brown eyes. She had done the right thing. Duncan had not been keen to have the Alpha hare off into the woods without backup either, she realized. Buoyed by the realization, she fell into step beside him. 
 
    The forest teemed with sound, the morning sun flashing through the branches of the trees to show them the way. A far cry from last night when she had struggled in the dark and the rain. Until he had helped her, reminded the voice in her head. As they followed the Alpha, with the sun beating down on them and the songs of birds echoing around them, it was hard to imagine that somewhere in the forest was a girl desperate to escape the horde of leeches hunting her. This nightmarish scenario pricked at Tasia — it mirrored her own terror of the Clan hunting her down in a pack. There had to be a way to help Nandini, she mused, without blindly stumbling around in the dark, hoping to come across her. Her feet followed the Alpha mechanically, her sixth sense on alert for magic in the air, while Tasia’s mind pondered the knotty problem. She might not be able to fight like the Shifters, but there were other ways to help Nandini. 
 
    The Alpha had led them nearly a quarter of the way back towards the mansion when Tasia hailed him. He glanced back, eyes simmering with temper, clearly still furious with her.  
 
    “Just hear me out” she appealed to him. “The woods are spread out and every second we spend looking for her puts Nandini in more danger.” 
 
    Her last statement got through to him, as she had known it would. He directed a sharp glance at her before striding back to where she waited with a silent Duncan beside her.  
 
    “Our best bet is to neutralize the Vampire enchantment” Tasia said. “It would unblock your Shifter senses.” 
 
    “And Nandini’s” Duncan agreed. That would give the Ancient girl a fair chance. And, with Raoul and him back to full power, she’d have more than a fair chance of escaping these woods. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it” Tasia explained. “If Duncan is right and the strong enchantment is a result of the Vampires pooling together their individual spells, that means they’re traveling in groups. I don’t see how else they might link their enchantments collectively together.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Duncan looked thoughtful, catching on to her. “With our senses blinded, we have a better shot at tracking a large group of leeches in the woods than one Ancient girl.” 
 
    “I’m always game to hunt leeches, but we’d need to take a mini army out to undo an enchantment spell so powerful it blinds Wyr senses” the Alpha countered. He didn’t disagree that tracking a group of leeches would be easier in the woods, but time was of the essence here. “Meanwhile, Nandini would still be in the woods, struggling to outrun her mother’s guards.” 
 
    “You won’t have to take them out” Tasia offered. “I can break the Blutsaugers’ links to one another. Once that’s gone, so will the collective enchantment blocking you.” 
 
    Raoul’s eyes narrowed on her face as Duncan trained a thoughtful eye on her. 
 
    For a moment, he was silent, his mind musing on her words. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve never attempted anything like this before” he said evenly, the temper gone from him. 
 
    “I can do it.” Tasia was confident, meeting the gold eyes head on. She had very little experience with Blutsaugers. Her encounters with them had terrified her, more than anything else. But this time, she was determined to do better. With the Shifters’ powers blunted, it was time to step up to the plate. And she was confident that her powers would work spectacularly against the Clan — they were always most effective when deployed on a Blutsauger. She just had to be smart about how she used her magic. 
 
    “What makes you so sure, Tasia?” Duncan asked her, in his thoughtful way. He knew she was not one to overpromise on something she could not deliver. 
 
    She hesitated, trying to articulate something she did not quite understand herself. Her sixth sense was all about intuition for her — experience and intuition. 
 
    “When I sense magic in the air, for me, it’s almost a physical manifestation of it. The best way I can describe it is that it feels like an aura. A living and breathing one. Every Chosen has a unique aura. I sense pulsing colors, brightness and dim spots — that is what helps me gauge the type and power of the magic, as well as identify a Chosen by his magic signature, if you will.” 
 
    She shot a sidelong glance at the Alpha but he remained silent, intent on her answer. 
 
    “They must have some kind of connection tying their enchantment spells together.” She glanced at Duncan, looking for confirmation. “I should be able to find the link on their magic aura.” 
 
    Duncan nodded in answer to her silent query. “Yes, there’s no other way to combine spells that I know of.” 
 
    Now, the Alpha spoke up. “You want to sever the links that tie together the spell enchanting the woods. But to do it, we have to get you close enough to the leeches?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “I’ve never done anything like this before but I know I can do it.”  
 
    Her confidence came through, loud and clear, as she addressed him directly, now that he seemed willing to hear her out. Duncan said nothing, his eyes on the Alpha as he waited for him to make the call.  
 
    Raoul did not hesitate this time. 
 
    “It’s a good idea” he agreed. “And worth a try.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Duncan made it clear that he concurred. 
 
    “But I’m not sure how to locate the Vampires …” Tasia’s voice trailed away. 
 
    “You leave that to Duncan and me” Raoul said easily. “We can still track them in the woods, even without our senses jacked-up.” 
 
    “They’ll be congregated away from the water, some place where the cover is dense, so little sunlight penetrates” Duncan explained. “Shouldn’t be hard, Tasia. And with your ability, we won’t have to search too hard. You’ll sense them the moment we get close.” 
 
    “Yes” she agreed. 
 
    Raoul contemplated her, his mind churning through the options.  
 
    “Now that we’re going after the leeches, the game changes for you” he said to Tasia. “Stay between Duncan and me, at all times. And make sure you never let the leeches distract you or separate you from us.” 
 
    Tasia nodded mutely, her expressive eyes huge. She was going to do this, she realized, as his words hit home. She was going hunting for Blutsaugers. Not alone, but she was going to run full tilt towards that which she had run from her whole life.  
 
    He watched her closely, sensing the mix of fear and determination in her. Fear was a good emotion — it would keep her vigilant and alert. But being careful was not enough. Not for this venture.  
 
    “The first time we met, you blocked the leeches with a kind of magic net.” That was when he’d first had an inkling of the power she could wield. 
 
    Tasia looked startled. “Yes, a variation of magic armor.”  
 
    “Can you shield yourself behind something similar, if the need arises?” he asked, deadly serious now.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Tasia hesitated, before taking the plunge. “I can build one that insulates all three of us, if we need it.” 
 
    Duncan smiled and the Alpha’s eyebrow arched. “Protecting yourself will suffice, witchling” he said blandly. “Duncan and I will try and muddle our way through on our own.  
 
    The gold eyes, unaccountably sober, met her gaze. 
 
    “If it even looks like the leeches might break through, I want you to barricade yourself.”  
 
    I’m to use my power. 
 
    “Do I have your word, witchling?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Immense relief coursed through her. She wasn’t going up against the Blutsaugers unarmed.  
 
    “Time to find us some leeches” Raoul said. 
 
    As Tasia turned to follow him, he glanced back, the gold eyes intent. 
 
    “Remember, witchling, I’ve restored your powers” he reminded her. 
 
    Tasia nodded, a tad surprised by his reminder. This wasn’t something she was likely to forget, especially when facing a throng of Blutsaugers. 
 
    “There’ll be hell to pay if you let a leech touch you.” His eyes narrowed.  
 
    She looked puzzled. Of course, there would be hell to pay. The Blutsaugers would discover her secret. 
 
    “I don’t mean your secret — your blood will take out any leech that tastes it. And Duncan and I will ensure their friends don’t leave the forest with the knowledge.” 
 
    Tasia was relieved to hear this. It gave her some margin for error. But his next statement shot her relief to bits. 
 
    “I wanted you away from this. Instead, you got what you asked for. Now, hold the Blutsaugers at bay.” He threw her own words back at her. “You held off a nestful of leeches while just a hair short of a fatal injury. If you let one touch you now, there will be a reckoning.” 
 
    He shot her a gold-eyed look, an undercurrent of fury simmering in their depths. “For you. Remember that.”  
 
    The Alpha strode away, without a backward glance. 
 
    Tasia gaped after him. He meant it, she realized. A slow burn coursed through her. 
 
    Gave me what I want, did he? I’ll show him. 
 
    That man! 
 
    Like I’m some idiot who has no clue what she’s doing. 
 
    Tasia followed, seething silently. Beside her, Duncan worked to keep a straight face. If they weren’t readying to walk Tasia into a field of her personal kryptonite, Duncan would enjoy this a lot more. These two, as he had suspected, were an absolute hoot together.  
 
    For the next twenty minutes, the Shifters led her deeper and deeper into the woods, until the sunlight was a mere hint high above the tree tops. Here, the vegetation was thick and the light poor, the ground strewn with overgrown roots and a thick cover of leaves. The Alpha scouted ahead for darker patches, taking his cues from small clues around him, tracking the Vampires steadily into the heart of the forest. Duncan walked with Tasia, his watchful eyes on her. Eventually, when they were so deep in the woods that the light made it seem like twilight, Tasia sensed her first Blutsaugers. She raised her hand to alert the two men, and the Alpha came loping back to her with his easy stride.  
 
    He gestured, pointing towards another section of the woods where the sun barely made it through, asking silently if he should lead them deeper. 
 
    Tasia shook her head. She could sense the Blutsaugers very clearly right here.  
 
    “How many?” the Alpha mouthed. 
 
    Tasia closed her eyes to focus her magic senses, counting the auras clearly, before holding up her fingers to indicate thirteen. There was something different about these auras, she realized immediately. But that mystery would have to wait for later. Right now, she had to find the links connecting them and break them before the leeches detected their presence and swarmed them. She reached for the biggest and brightest of the auras, scrutinizing its shimmering edges carefully until she detected a thin line that connected it to another aura. Tasia examined the second aura carefully, allowing the woods and the two Shifters watching her to fade away into the background. Yes, she confirmed triumphantly, the auras were all connected in a chain. The thirteen Vampires had linked their magic in a daisy-chain to combine their inherent enchantments and blanket the woods with their collective spell. One of the auras, she noted absently, had another link, similar to the others, that led somewhere else, away from this group of leeches here.  
 
    Time to test her magic, she decided. Tasia chose one link to follow it carefully until she reached the midpoint between two auras. She coursed some raw power through it. These were Blutsaugers — unlike other Chosen, her magic needed no finesse to work on them. The connection stretched like an elastic band but did not break. More confident now, she directed a little more power at it and it did the trick. The connection snapped, the two auras seemingly bouncing way from one another until they went still again, in the eerie way she had noted before.  
 
    She studied the two auras, waiting for them to show signs of life as the leeches detected the broken link. But there was no reaction. Puzzled, Tasia decided to make sure nonetheless. She pulsed raw power at the two auras the broken link had once connected. The auras seemed to dim subtly in response, their brightness fading. Without missing a beat, she reached for the next link. Half way through disrupting the Vampire enchantments, lightning struck her. Tasia knew why these auras felt different. 
 
    She opened her eyes to find the two Shifters studying her watchfully.  
 
    “Any luck?” the Alpha inquired, not bothering to whisper anymore. The leeches had had ample time to confront them. But they had not. 
 
    “They’re connected in a chain. I’ve destroyed seven of the links. But there’s something weird about the magic signatures.” 
 
    He frowned. “In what way?”  
 
    “I think the Blutsaugers are unconscious” she said slowly. 
 
    “Probably hibernating, like when they put themselves in deep sleep to conserve their powers” Duncan chimed in thoughtfully. “I’ve been wondering why they haven’t come after us. We’ve been here long enough. And if Tasia can sense them, you bet they know we’re here.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Raoul thought furiously. “Maybe, hibernation was the only way to combine their enchantments.”  
 
    “Or, to make their combined enchantment potent enough to cover the woods” Tasia suggested. 
 
    “It’s plausible” Duncan assented. “Whatever it is, it certainly worked.” 
 
    “But if this lot is sleeping, it implies their friends are combing the woods for Nandini” Raoul warned. “I don’t like the odds for her.” 
 
    “Thirteen leeches are not enough to enchant a wood this size, Raoul” Duncan pointed out quietly. “Not by far.” 
 
    “So, there’re more hibernating leeches in the woods.”  
 
    “Many more” Duncan reiterated. 
 
    Raoul cursed under his breath. This was getting complicated by the minute and more dangerous for both the witching and the Ancient girl in the woods. Combing the woods for more hibernating leeches would take away precious seconds Nandini might not have. 
 
    “There’s a link from one of the Vampires here connecting to something outside his group” Tasia said slowly. “It’s similar to the ones I severed. I can follow the link to see where it leads.” 
 
    The Alpha frowned. “This is uncharted territory, witchling. You’re going in blind.” 
 
    “I’ll just follow the link to see where it leads” she assured him. “I’m not even sure I can follow it, if the Chosen at other end is too far for me to sense.” 
 
    “And what’s to stop these leeches from waking up and messing with you, while you’re otherwise distracted?” His eyes narrowed. “They’re hibernating, not dead.” 
 
    “I … uh … made sure they’d be out for a bit longer.” 
 
    “How?” The gold eyes pinned her, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “I shoved them deeper into whatever state they’re in” she admitted. 
 
    He said nothing but Duncan looked pleased.  
 
    “Good thinking, Tasia.” Duncan’s voice was laced with approval. 
 
    “Watch yourself” the Alpha warned her. 
 
    “I will” she assured him before closing her eyes again to bring the auras back into focus. Asundering the remaining links was easy, now that she knew what to look for and how much magic to use to sever it. It took her a few seconds to find the link she intended to follow, thicker than the silvery thin ones before. This link seemed to strain as her magic touched it. She followed the meandering silvery connection in her mind’s eye, until it ended at another set of auras similarly connected like the ones she had just asundered. More Blutsaugers, hibernating in their quest to enchant the woods, she realized triumphantly.  
 
    “I see them” she muttered, without opening her eyes. “They look like the first set. I’m going to break it up.” 
 
    Tasia went to work methodically, severing and unclipping the links like a pro, while the Vampire auras seemed to dim subtly as their cooperative magic operation was shut down, link by link. Here too was a thicker silvery connection like before that led the way to another, similar, group of hibernating Vampires. Tasia followed the links, unclipping the sleeping Vampire magic from one another, her mind focused on the task at hand. A sense of exhilaration buoyed her, to keep her going. To use her power to help her friends was a high she embraced easily. It helped that the Vampire teams had not been physically separated by much. Perhaps, she mused, proximity had been essential to allow linking between the disparate groups. Nothing she knew about the Blutsaugers would allow them to link with one another. The only link a Vampire possessed was the one that tied him to the Chosen that created him. Tasia worked fast — diligent and efficient, ever conscious of Nandini’s plight. A girl she had never met but felt such affinity for. 
 
    Engrossed in her task with single-minded focus, it took Tasia a few moments to realize that someone was calling to her. 
 
    “Witchling” a voice called out, the tones commanding. 
 
    “Give me a second” she mumbled. The man needed a lesson in patience, she thought mutinously.  
 
    “Now.” He was unrelenting.  
 
    Tasia sighed, ready to accede, only to realize that she was trapped in a maze of auras, unable to find her way back to where she had started. With the severing of each link that had brought her to a new group of Vampires, she had become a little more lost, her mind trapped in the forest of Blutsauger auras. With the realization came alarm. She should have left herself a trail of breadcrumbs to follow, Tasia admonished herself. She struggled, her mind attempting to tear itself away from the field of hibernating auras that surrounded her. In the shadowy clearing where the Shifters watched her, Tasia staggered, nearly crumpling to the ground as the two men leapt for her. 
 
    In her other reality, she struggled to open her eyes, convinced that it was her mind playing tricks on her. But her eyes felt heavy and trapped, unable to free themselves from the maze of dormant Vampire magic around her. Stumbling and confused, she heard the voice call to her again, more urgent now. The calls were strong, steady and unrelenting, his very tone demanding she obey the directive. It steadied her, like an anchor in a wild sea, and helped guide her, like a beacon amidst the disorientation and confusion. Ignoring everything else, Tasia followed the beacon, her mind meandering but always guided by the steadiness of the voice. A few wrong turns later, she found herself back amidst the first set of hibernating auras whence she had started this particular journey.  
 
    Her eyes flickered open, only to flail about. The light, faint as it was, blinded her, after the silence and darkness of the auras. The hands holding her steadied her. She reached for the familiar arms to close her eyes again, incredibly relieved to find herself back in the shadowy clearing. When she opened her eyes again, Duncan’s concerned gaze met hers. 
 
    “Tasia.” Duncan looked immensely relieved. “For a minute there, you worried us.”  
 
    Tasia blinked, focused on stopping the world from dizzying around her. 
 
    “Sorry” she muttered. “Lost my bearings, for a moment.”  
 
    “Are you fine?” 
 
    “Just catching my breath.” Tasia relaxed against the solid wall of muscle that anchored her. 
 
    Duncan studied her carefully. Dazed but no worse for wear, he concluded. He glanced over her head to nod. 
 
    “You did it, Tasia” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The woods are free of enchantment.”  
 
    It took a few seconds for Duncan’s words to sink into a still groggy Tasia. 
 
    “What?” she squeaked excitedly, her eyes shining. 
 
    Duncan smiled his slow smile. “The forest is ours again, thanks to you.” 
 
    Tasia slumped in relief. With the two Shifters to assist her, Nandini would now have a better shot. 
 
    “How long was I gone?” she asked, trying to estimate how many Vampires she’d taken out of commission. The entire incident felt like a dream. 
 
    “Thirty minutes” a voice rang out, his words vibrating against her back. 
 
    And Tasia realized who it was she leant against so familiarly. She stepped away hastily and his arms fell away. The cold eyes gave her a once over but he said nothing.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here” Raoul said. “Somewhere Nandini can find us easily.” Away from the small pack of slumbering leeches.  
 
    Tasia watched him stride away, before falling into step with Duncan by her side. They walked more briskly now, the Alpha unerringly leading them back to the sunnier patches in the woods.  
 
    “You did very well, Tasia” Duncan said, catching the troubled glance she directed at the man they followed. 
 
    After trudging for another ten minutes, the Alpha came to a stop. 
 
    “This is a good spot to make a stand” Raoul announced. 
 
    Tasia glanced around. They were in a large clearing, lit by sunny patches, and very little tree cover. She could hear the gurgling of water nearby. That must be the stream to put the Blutsaugers at a disadvantage, she realized.   
 
    “I’ll take a look around.” Raoul directed a glance at Duncan, before striding away. 
 
    Tasia slumped against the nearest tree. “We just wait now?” 
 
    “She’ll find us” Duncan said confidently. “She’s close enough to a Wyr. Thanks to you, she can now out hunt the leeches. 
 
    “Take a load off” he suggested, catching the weariness on her face. “We’re not done yet. This is merely the lull.” 
 
    They waited companionably. It allowed Tasia to recover from both the high of outwitting the Blutsaugers and the alarm of finding herself lost amidst a sea of auras.  
 
    “He feels responsible for you” Duncan remarked. “Sometimes, that throws him off.”  
 
    Tasia straightened. “He has an entire Pack that depends on him, Duncan” she protested.  
 
    “You’re different, Tasia. Raoul’s not responsible for any individual Shifter in the Pack. That’s a Were-Alpha’s job. Your circumstances separate you.” 
 
    Tasia reflected on Duncan’s words. 
 
    “Raoul’s never been responsible for anyone but himself” he said quietly. “He’ll figure it out soon enough.” The boy had never been slow when it came to what really mattered, Duncan knew. 
 
    Before she could respond, Tasia’s senses tingled. Blutsauger magic was in the air. Duncan came alert, his eyes flashing to the furthest edge of the clearing.  
 
    The Alpha strode into the clearing from the surrounding woods. “They’re here” he said simply. 
 
    Duncan straightened, an air of anticipation about him. “Let me handle the first lot, Raoul. I’m raring to go.” 
 
    The Alpha’s lips quirked, his eyes meeting the English Shifter. “I doubt they have the numbers to pose a challenge to you, Duncan, but go for it.” 
 
    Duncan walked unhurriedly to the center of the clearing, where a patch of sunlight rained down on him, catching the glints in his hair. He rolled up his sleeves unhurriedly. Weariness forgotten, Tasia watched him, her heart in her mouth. The air crackled with the magic of the Vampires in the vicinity. In no time, they were charging in. Tasia noted that unlike last night, the Vampires were not flying. The morning sun served to slow them down. Not by much, but certainly enough to give Duncan a decided edge. Now, she understood why he’d picked the sunny patch at the center of the clearing to make his stand. The English Shifter cracked his knuckles, rotating his neck to take out the kinks, his very air one of anticipation. As the Vampires rushed in, he stood his ground, letting them come to him. Unable to look away, Tasia watched as he reached for the first Vampire.  
 
    Thwack — the sound of his fist connecting with the Vampire reverberated through the clearing. Before the echoes had died away, the Vampire went down like a light, the sheer power of the punch knocking him to the ground. Leaves and twigs crunched under him. Duncan swung a foot unhurriedly to bring it down on the prone Vampire’s chest. There was an ominous crunching sound, even as the massive fists hammered at the two other Vampires that now surrounded him. Tasia blanched as the prone Vampire’s chest caved in with a sickening sound. Another Undead went crashing down, felled by the mighty fists just as two more charged in. Duncan kicked at the broken body of the fallen Vampire at his feet, his eyes on the ones circling him. The body rolled away just as the Shifter reached for the newcomers, fists flying with deadly precision. 
 
    “Look away, witchling” suggested the Alpha from beside her. “Your part is done.” He had caught her wince. 
 
    She tore her eyes away from the carnage to meet his gaze. She couldn’t read his expression.  
 
    “It’s just … I’ve never seen anyone fight like this.” She wasn’t squeamish, Tasia wanted to tell him, but it took some getting used to. 
 
    The act was almost elemental, stripped down to the basics. Duncan made every blow count, methodically and clinically felling the Vampires streaming in to put them out of commission. And once out, he made sure they wouldn’t resurrect anytime soon to pose a challenge. 
 
    Tasia had seen worse at the Vampire nest the first time the Pack had come to her aid. Nightmarish scenes of torn body parts strewn around the darkened hall. But somehow, this particular bout with the morning sun glinting benevolently down on them as Duncan wrought carnage seemed to strike her more. Perhaps, it was because they were strangers no more, but her friends. 
 
    “I … last night with the Vampire … you took me by surprise.” She tried to apologize. She understood instinctively that her reaction had affected him — angered him, and perhaps more. She owed him an explanation for it.  
 
    He seemed to understand her. “Don’t worry about it” he said easily. “It’s the rare Chosen that can watch Wyrs fight without a wince or two.” 
 
    The gold eyes met hers. “But if you can stomach it, you’re in for a treat. Duncan is poetry in motion.” 
 
    Is he now? 
 
    There had been respect and affection in his voice. Tasia realized anew how close the ties that bound these two men together were. So wildly and utterly different in their personalities. And yet, this man, who allowed no one into the inner sanctum, had let Duncan in. Not just let him in, but embraced Duncan in a way she had never seen the Alpha with anyone else. The two Shifters seemed to understand each other, communicating with silent glances, working seamlessly together in the woods while she struggled to catch the wordless cues. They were brothers-in-arms, their bond strengthened by their survival in the wilderness as rogues, against the odds.  
 
    Tasia turned her attention to the clearing. The Alpha was right about one thing. She had never seen Duncan in action. That first night, at the Vampire nest, she’d seen the Alpha run into a mass of crawling Blutsaugers, his fists flying as he called his Shifters to the fight in the ancient tongue. She’d watched Hawk, graceful and steady by her side, as he kept the Clan away from an injured Tasia. But she had never seen Duncan take on any comers, except when he’d pounded Markham in the Lair Café after the Shifter had injured Sara, and that had been a clinical beatdown, rather than a fight.  
 
    The English Shifter was a big man with powerful fists that he seemed to swing with just the right precision. He stood tall, his stance steady, focused on routing his opponents while the pile of slumped Vampires in the clearing grew. Tasia noted that Duncan didn’t defend himself from the Vampires. No dodging the Undead for him. Surprisingly, Duncan was all about offense. If a talon raked him to leave a bloody gash, Duncan merely swatted the Vampire away like a fly, to continue his carnage undisturbed, and while he swung, hammered, and thumped mercilessly, there was no sense of urgency or emotion in him. This was merely a job he was more than happy to do. It was clear he enjoyed himself.  
 
    Raoul’s lips quirked, as he took in the stunned expression on her face. “Don’t let the bookish persona fool you, witchling. Duncan’s heart is pure Wyr.” 
 
    “No kidding” she muttered. 
 
    For the first time, Tasia wondered what Duncan’s story was. He too had fled civilization once, by his own admission, and she wondered what had driven away.  
 
    Adrenaline pumped through her but Tasia realized the Blutsaugers didn’t terrify her. Their presence put her on her guard, of course, as it should. She wondered if it was a consequence of her part in neutralizing the Clan’s magic earlier. Or perhaps, she mused, she was getting accustomed to her more exciting life with the Pack.  
 
    “You did well” the Alpha said abruptly. “Before.” 
 
    Tasia turned to him. “I should have anticipated the end” she admitted, parsing her words due to the Clan’s presence. 
 
    “Rookie mistake.” 
 
    And just like that, she felt better about her misstep. 
 
    “You’ll get better.” The gold eyes held hers.  
 
    Would she, she wondered. How was she to rack up any experience without using her magic, she mused. Sort of a chicken and egg situation. 
 
    “How?” she asked baldly, with a quick glance at the clearing. 
 
    “I’m working on it” he said, in his usual impassive way.  
 
    Tasia frowned but before she could ask any more questions, she felt the air quiver again. More Undead were on their way. 
 
    “More are on their way” he confirmed. 
 
    But Tasia had also picked up something else — a faint trace of magic in the air that wasn’t Clan. She turned to the Alpha. He had sensed another presence too, one that didn’t smell like leech. Raoul drew the likely conclusion. 
 
    “Nandini” he said under his breath. “About time.” He shot her a warning glance. “Watch your back. Duncan and I will keep them off her.” 
 
    Tasia nodded, her eyes assuring him silently that she’d take care of herself. 
 
    “And witchling.” His eyes narrowed. “What I said about the leeches and hell to pay — I meant every word.” 
 
    Before Tasia could react to the provocative words, he seemed to leap into the air. There was no other word to describe it, Tasia mused, as she gaped up at him. One moment, he was beside her. The next, he’d launched himself high into the air with a soft whoosh to land gracefully in a half crouch between four Vampires charging in. 
 
    Big cat. I knew it. 
 
    She watched as he straightened to let his fists fly, whirling with dizzying speed on light feet to hammer the Vampires. His tee, which had been hooked on his shoulder since she’d offered it to him this morning, was the first casualty of the leap. It had fluttered up into the air with him and now landed softly at her feet. Tasia bent to pick it up mechanically, her eyes on the frenetic action, just as a soft rustling drew her attention. A golden snake with large brown spots slithered down a tree to make its way unerringly to Tasia. It came to a stop a few feet away from her to coil itself gracefully and raise its broad head. The head turned to watch the brawl in the clearing, as grunts, sounds of crunching bone and the high-pitched squeaks of the Vampires filled the air, before turning back to the girl who stood clear from it. Tasia met the ebony eyes calmly. 
 
    “You’re among friends, Nandini” she said. 
 
    The snake uncoiled itself on the ground, the sun glinting off its speckles. The skin seemed to stretch and tighten before Tasia’s eyes. The Chosen was changing forms. It was time to work her magic, Tasia knew. She took her eyes off the girl to conjure up a simple shield, while Nandini’s snake shifted slowly back to her human form. This was not complicated magic for Tasia, and soon, an invisible enclosure cocooned both the Ancient girl and herself. 
 
    When Tasia glanced down at her next, the Indian girl lay panting in a tangle of limbs and hair, her face and stomach pressed into the ground. Tasia waited, one eye on the carnage in the clearing. More Vampires had joined the fray now, but the two Shifters held them at bay easily. Since a majority of the Undead guards had placed themselves in hibernation to pool together enchantment strong enough to blanket the woods, only a small minority had been left awake to hunt Nandini, rightly gambling that without her superhuman senses, she’d prove easy prey. Thus, the numbers confronting the Shifters were not as high as they might be. 
 
    Nandini raised her head to glance at Tasia, exhaustion oozing from every pore.  
 
    “Here.” Tasia leaned down to offer the Alpha’s tee-shirt to the naked and exhausted girl. It was one multi-tasking piece of attire, she mused in sudden amusement. 
 
    “Thank you” the girl said softly, sitting up to slip it over her head. Even the simple act seemed to leave her exhausted, and she slumped down on the ground again, her eyes trained on the clash in the clearing. 
 
    “Wyrs?” she murmured. 
 
    “Yes” Tasia confirmed.  
 
    Relieved, Nandini closed her eyes, allowing herself to finally relax. As the exhausted Ancient lapsed into silence, Tasia turned her attention back to the Shifters again. Like their differing personalities, the two Shifters provided a clear contrast in the way they fought. Curious, Tasia reflected again, that the bond between two such different men should be so unshakeable. 
 
    Duncan was brute strength and deliberation, his aggression held carefully in check, to make every blow count. The Alpha was power and grace, light on his feet with perfect balance, as he swung and danced to dodge and land precise blows on his opponents. 
 
    “Raoul Merceau?” the girl on the ground inquired.  
 
    “That’s the Alpha.” Tasia pointed him out. 
 
    The girl’s eyes flashed to Tasia. “You’re with him?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I’m with Raoul Merceau. 
 
    The girl’s eyes were an unusual shade of indigo, so dark that they seemed almost black. Of medium height, she had skin the color of dark honey that drew attention to her unusual eyes. She was very attractive, with her exotic coloring and symmetric features. Her long dark hair lay tangled around her, twigs and wisps of leaves enmeshed in it. Tasia was glad to note that she looked a little less exhausted, after only a few minutes of rest.  
 
    “We’ve been looking for you” Tasia said. 
 
    “Something …” The girl paused. “I think the Blutsaugers did something to me.” 
 
    “They enchanted the wood. It played havoc with Shifter senses. We thought it might affect you, too.” 
 
    “It did.” Nandini sat up slowly to study Tasia, her brow faintly furrowed. “You’re not a Shifter?” 
 
    “No.” Tasia shook her head.  
 
    “But you’re with the Shifters?” 
 
    Tasia nodded. 
 
    Curiosity flashed across the girl’s face but she asked no further questions. 
 
    “I’m Tasia” the Wizard introduced herself.  
 
    “Nandini Rathore.” 
 
    The first Vampire broke through the ranks to charge them, only to be brought up short by the bubble of magic Tasia had conjured up to protect both Chosen.  
 
    Nandini took in the Vampire plastered against the invisible wall, unable to pierce through despite his repeated assaults on it. 
 
    She glanced at Tasia. “First One or Wizard?” she inquired. 
 
    I am both. And neither. 
 
    “Wizard” Tasia said. 
 
    Soon, a few comrades had joined the Vampire’s assault on Tasia’s shield. But this was no easy citadel. The shield had been enacted by a Chosen with power the likes of which their world had rarely seen. The Vampires seemed puzzled by the strength of the magic, but their glances at Nandini made it clear who they suspected was responsible for blocking them. Confident her defenses would hold, Tasia did not waver her attention from the two Shifters. Nandini, on the other hand, watched the Undead’s assault with an unreadable expression on her face.  
 
    “They’re slowing down” Nandini said, her splayed hand measuring the vibrations on the ground. Her snake could read the subtle clues that the earth provided. 
 
    The flow of Vampires into the clearing, never that fast to begin with, had slowed to a trickle. The Alpha demolished the last of the Undead around him, to turn his attention to the Vampires charging Tasia’s shield. Duncan re-adjusted subtly to take on the others, clinically mowing them down. Distracted by their attempts to penetrate the shield, the Vampires proved easy prey for the Alpha. As he made short work of them, Tasia dialed back her magic. Soon, a pile of Undead lay strewn around the clearing, the inert bodies piled haphazardly. They were not dead, Tasia knew, but they would take time to regenerate again. There was only one way to kill a Vampire to prevent a resurrection — the old wood stake through the heart. And of course, Tasia held a deadly power over a Vampire — a more agonizing death. 
 
    “Watch out!” Nandini screamed a warning, just as Tasia’s magic senses detected a Blutsauger presence behind her.  
 
    It was a straggler, staggering out of the woods to make a beeline for Nandini, only to find a distracted Tasia in his path. Tasia turned, just as Nandini scrambled up urgently from the ground. Tasia felt the whoosh of talons whiz by her shoulder, so close the air seemed to quiver, just as her legs gave way under her. The world tilted abruptly as she was swung physically out of the way. She heard the Alpha grunt softly as his back took the brunt of the Vampire’s talons, before he lashed out at his attacker. The Vampire went down with a thud at the well-placed blow. There followed the now somewhat familiar sound of crunching bone as Duncan stomped on the Vampire to put him out of commission. 
 
    The Alpha set her on her feet carefully. Tasia glanced up, to meet the gold eyes. He looked pissed. 
 
    “Which part of don’t let the leeches touch you is hard for you to understand?” he snapped. 
 
    Tasia swallowed. She’d sheathed her magic prematurely, she knew. 
 
    Duncan cracked his knuckles, kicking the last leech body away from them. 
 
    “That was fun” he announced cheerfully. “I needed that.” 
 
    The Alpha turned to Duncan. Tasia noted the almost boyish grin on the English Shifter’s face, his tousled locks giving him a younger and less staid air. 
 
    An answering half-smile flashed across the Alpha’s face. “It was” he agreed. 
 
    Shooting Tasia a gold-eyed glance that promised a reckoning later, he turned to the Ancient girl watching them silently. 
 
    “Nandini?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m Raoul Merceau. This is Duncan, and I believe you’ve already met Tasia.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you injured?” 
 
    Nandini shook her head. 
 
    “We’d better make for the highway. My Shifters await us there.” 
 
    Nandini glanced down at her bare feet. She wouldn’t make it through these woods without shoes. Human feet were not made for this.  
 
    “I’ll follow in my other form” she said. 
 
    “One of us would be happy to give you a lift” Duncan said matter-of-factly. 
 
    A slow smile flashed across her face, transforming her face from pretty to beautiful. “Thank you for the offer. In other circumstances, I might even take you up on it. Today though, I’d like to make it out on my own steam.” 
 
    “Fair enough” Duncan responded. “I’ll clean up and join you in a few minutes.” He flashed a glance at Raoul. 
 
    “Is Roman alright?” the girl asked Raoul as Duncan strode away in the direction of the gurgling stream. 
 
    “Black and blue, but otherwise okay.” 
 
    “My mother’s guards haven’t yet broken the news about Roman to her” she said with the remarkable composure that Tasia had noticed before. 
 
    “Now, they can give her the news about both Roman and you.” 
 
    Nandini studied him. “Tasia said you were looking for me?” 
 
    “I thought you might need assistance.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes on the Vampire bodies strewn around the clearing. “I did.”  
 
    “I need a dunking myself” he said, his eyes on the dried blood on his torso. His chest and back were covered with half-healed scratches and bloody gashes where the Vampires had gouged him.  
 
    Raoul turned to go, before something seemed to strike him. 
 
    “The Chosen believe Tasia to be an L2 Wizard” he directed at Nandini.  
 
    The Ancient girl was no fool. She shot a sidelong glance at Tasia. “I didn’t see her work any magic.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know anything about it.” 
 
    Raoul met her indigo eyes, studying her for a moment before turning away just as Duncan strode back into the clearing. His shirt was in tatters, but Duncan wore it elegantly, Tasia noted with affection. 
 
    “How far are we from the highway?” Nandini inquired. 
 
    “Forty minutes should do it.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you.” Her glance encompassed both Duncan and Tasia.  
 
    She glanced down at herself and the only thing that covered her modesty. “Could you …?” She looked at Tasia. 
 
    “I’ll make sure the tee makes it” Tasia assured her. 
 
    “Thank you. It would be nice to have something to wear after another trek through the woods.” 
 
    No kidding. 
 
    When the Alpha returned, his hair glistening and his torso damp, Duncan and Tasia awaited him at the clearing. Tasia had his tee slung around her neck like a towel. Of Nandini, there was no sign. 
 
    “Shall we?” He arched an eyebrow. 
 
    They walked for forty minutes, single file through the woods, Duncan leading them this time. An exhausted Tasia, her rush of adrenaline now depleted, followed along listlessly. Her denims were caked in mud and her shoes ruined. She was in sore need of a shower, and hunger gnawed at the pit of her stomach. But despite the physical exhaustion, she felt exhilarated. They had rescued Nandini — the second sister from The Prophecy. And, she had played a small part in it. Above all, she knew how overjoyed Sienna would be. 
 
    The noise from cars greeted them as they neared the highway. They halted at the edge of the woods and the Alpha whipped out his cell to contact the others. Soon, Nandini came slithering up to change back into her human form. Tasia handed her the Alpha’s tee and she slumped on the ground again, gasping after another trek. 
 
    “I stink” Tasia said with disgust, sniffing herself delicately. 
 
    Nandini looked startled. “Wait till you get a whiff of me.” 
 
    “You probably smell of the forest” Tasia countered. 
 
    “No, I smell of caked mud and much worse. When I lost my senses, I had to resort to some creative methods to hide myself from the Blutsaugers. Some very creative ways” she reiterated pointedly. 
 
    Tasia grinned. The girl was smart. She’d blunted the Blutsaugers’ sense of smell by giving them something that wouldn’t be out of place in the forest, something so innocuous the Vampires would not give it a second thought. 
 
    “How long have you been with the Shifters?” Nandini asked, choosing her words with care. 
 
    “A few months.” For once, a weary Tasia did not pick up on the subtle cues.  
 
    She slumped wearily down on a wedge of hard interconnecting roots that gave her some respite from the ground. Vaguely, she could hear the Alpha giving directions to someone on the phone, telling them where they were. Nandini seemed to realize that more Shifters would swarm them soon. She attempted to make herself presentable, plucking some of the twigs and pieces of leaves tangled in her hair, before giving up with a grimace. 
 
    “It’s a futile task” she sighed. 
 
    Tasia, fascinated by the sudden flurry of activity, merely grinned in response. A car screeched to a halt behind the thicket of bushes that hid them from the highway. Tasia struggled to her feet just as Atsá, Luis, and Jason, followed by Stefan Simeonov and Elisabetta, came into view. Duncan strode forward to greet them. At a gesture from the Alpha, Nandini walked to him. As Tasia watched, another man strode into the clearing. It was Hawk. He paused, his eyes searching the clearing to zero in on Tasia. His eyes lit up, as he caught sight of her. Ignoring the others, he strode to her eagerly. Tasia smiled at him, warmth flooding her, weariness forgotten. 
 
    “What happened?” He frowned as he neared her, his nostrils flaring. 
 
    “What do you mean?” She was puzzled by Hawk’s urgency.  
 
    “The leeches, Tas! Did they get to you?” he asked urgently. “I can smell Alph on you. His scent …” He stopped abruptly, as Tasia went scarlet, bright red surging up in an unmistakable wave. 
 
    The others paused their conversations to stare at them. Though Hawk had spoken softly, the Shifters had all heard him. 
 
    At Tasia’s obvious discomfiture, Hawk belatedly attempted to fix matters. “I only meant that ...” 
 
    “Plenty happened with the leeches, Hawk.” The Alpha interrupted coolly. “As for my scent on her, I sacrificed my tee for her last night.”  
 
    He gestured at the Ancient beside him, who wore his tee with a regal air.  
 
    “Nandini is the latest recipient” he said. 
 
    “For which, I’m suitably grateful, Alpha” Nandini acknowledged. 
 
    “The woods are crawling with leeches. Though Nandini bore the brunt of it.” Duncan adroitly moved the attention back to him, away from a clearly discomfited Tasia and a struggling Hawk.  
 
    Atsá glanced at the Alpha. “Probably prudent to talk in the car” he suggested. 
 
    Raoul nodded. While Luis led the way to the parked car on the sloping shoulder of the highway that skirted the woods, Hawk mouthed a silent apology to Tasia, his eyes contrite. Hawk realized that his thoughtless words had inadvertently made her uncomfortable. Tasia directed a tremulous smile at him, letting him know his apology had been accepted. She knew that Hawk was not at fault. It was she who had reacted badly; her confusion and conflicted feelings about the Alpha had spurred an instinctive response to Hawk’s innocuous query.  
 
    As they turned to go, she met Elisabetta’s eyes. Instead of following the others, the female Were-Alpha waited for them, her eyes full of speculation. Tasia pulled herself together to meet Elisabetta’s eyes with composure. 
 
    “How’s Roman?” the Alpha inquired as they piled into the car. 
 
    “Raring to go.” Jason grinned.  
 
    “I hear you missed the leeches last night?” Duncan queried. 
 
    “Yeah” Luis acknowledged. “Alpha Tlizilani’s Shifters met us a few miles in, before we hit the highway. They’d been looking for us. It was sheer blind luck that they caught us. There were enough of them that the leeches decided to let us be.” 
 
    “What about you, Alpha?” Atsá inquired. 
 
    “Duncan led them around the woods in circles all night.” 
 
    “Duncan?” It was Elisabetta who had picked up on the cue. 
 
    “The witchling and I spent the night in a cave while Duncan had all the fun.”  
 
    “For which I’m eternally grateful to Raoul” Duncan added with heartfelt emphasis. “I haven’t had this much fun in a while.” 
 
    Jason shot Duncan a strange look but Tasia noted that the Shifters seemed to understand Duncan just fine. 
 
    “In the morning, I went back to the cave to keep Tasia company while Raoul went looking for cell service” Duncan continued. 
 
    “I made contact with Luis and read Nandini’s message” Raoul took up the tale. “She planned to slip away while her mother’s leeches were distracted and asked for someone to meet her where the woods meet the highway. Roman’s absence had been discovered, and the leeches were in a panic.” 
 
    “So, Lady Bethesda isn’t back in the woods yet” Jason remarked. 
 
    “Who’s Lady Bethesda?” Nandini, quietly listening to the conversation, inquired curiously. 
 
    A sudden silence descended on the car. Nandini was crucial to The Prophecy, but, as yet, no one knew her story — how much of her mother’s murderous past she was aware of, or would be willing to believe, and what had caused her to walk away from her mother. 
 
    Raoul turned to meet Nandini’s eyes.  
 
    “That’s the name your mother went by, twenty-five years ago” he said. 
 
    “Her Magick Facade, you mean?” Nandini, an Ancient, knew exactly what such a title implied. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Nandini frowned. “But I was told that she’s a Wizard.”  
 
    The practice of using Magick Facades had originated with the First Ones, who believed that a Chosen invoking the name of a powerful First One was able to access some of his magic. It was common practice to use a Magick Facade, once a First One was considered to have accomplishments under his belt. The only other Chosen to use the practice were the Wizards, who had borrowed it from the First Ones they revered and tried to emulate. But in their case, it was less common. Only the very powerful adopted Magick Facades, in the case of Wizards. 
 
    “Your mother was a Guardian before she disappeared” Jason explained. 
 
    “A Guardian?” Nandini looked startled. “I thought she was an L3.” 
 
    Suddenly, the rest of his words seemed to strike her. “Disappeared?” she questioned. 
 
    “She was accused of murder. When the Guardians confronted her, she destroyed a few blocks of Chicago with a few hundred souls in it” the Alpha said bluntly.  
 
    Raoul wanted to trust Nandini. She was the second sister from The Prophecy, and she had proven herself by helping to facilitate Roman’s rescue. But in either case, he was done with the secrecy. Secrecy only benefitted Lady Bethesda. It was time to bring her crimes, former and current, into the open, so the Chosen could judge for themselves how close to the edge they stood. If Russian Hill had taught him anything, publicizing crimes and their perpetrators was the best solution to prevent further injustice, especially when the criminal had influential peers determined to whitewash his crimes. Public opinion was a powerful weapon. It could hold powerful Chosen’s feet to the fire. From now on, Raoul was determined to suppress his own tendency to isolation and secrecy, to force Lady Bethesda’s misdeeds and ambitions out into the public sphere. 
 
    Nandini’s eyes went wide with shock, but she remained silent. Whatever her suspicions about her mother, this had not come completely as a surprise, Raoul realized. 
 
    “She was believed to have died in the explosion until a few months ago, when word started pouring in about sightings of her” he continued. “The First Wizard, believing her Guardians to be compromised on this, asked Faoladh for assistance in digging up the past. My team and I have been investigating her for some time now.” 
 
    “Roman said that I’ve a sister” Nandini whispered, confusion, disbelief and shock warring in her. “A half-sister.” 
 
    “Sienna.” It was Jason who responded to Nandini. “Her father was killed in the explosion. She’s part of the investigation and has been waiting to meet you for a long time.” 
 
    Nandini tried to clear her head. “You knew about us. My family?” Nandini glanced from Jason to the Alpha. 
 
    “For a few weeks now” the Alpha acknowledged. “Faoladh’s investigators eventually traced her to India. But before we could contact you, your father passed away. That is when Roman joined the investigation and told us about meeting you in Portland. But it was too late by then. You’d been persuaded to join your mother, and we had no way of warning you. So, we reached out to SivoTar.” 
 
    “Roman” she muttered, suddenly understanding how the chain of events had come about. “You sent Roman to warn me?” 
 
    “Yes” the Alpha assented. “Roman told me that you might not believe him. But we had no one else that your mother would allow to meet you.” 
 
    “He said some fantastic things about her, crazy things. I couldn’t believe them.” She shook her head. It was all too much to take in. It was one thing to be suspicious of her mother, but another to be told such an impossible story about her. 
 
    “He had to be very careful to not reveal to your mother what we had on her, while, at the same time, tell you enough to put you on your guard. We were afraid she would listen in.” 
 
    “Her minions did” Nandini confirmed. “The Vampires that follow her everywhere.” 
 
    Raoul noted the dazed expression on her face. “This is probably too much for you to take in right now, but when you’re ready, I’ll fill you in on everything we know about her.” 
 
    For a moment, she was silent. 
 
    “If you’re investigating her, you must know this. Did she have anything to do with my father’s death?” she asked. 
 
    “We believe so” Raoul admitted. “But we don’t have all the evidence yet.”  
 
    “But why? Why kill my father? She abandoned us a long time ago. Why go after him now?” There was anguish, mixed in with confusion and disbelief in her voice. 
 
    “Because she’s not done yet. She’s tying up loose ends before she moves on.” 
 
    As a silent Nandini stared at him, Raoul continued. “You and your sisters play a huge part in her plans, Nandini.” 
 
    “Sisters?” She gaped at him. 
 
    “She started a third family after abandoning you. There’s a daughter from that union, too.” 
 
    “I …” Nandini paused. “This is fantastic … It’s too much to take in.” 
 
    “There’s more to the story. Much more. Come join the investigation. We could use you, Nandini.” The gold eyes held her gaze.  
 
    For a moment, she was silent, grappling with everything she had been told. Nandini didn’t know what to think. Then, she remembered that the Alpha had not waited by the edge of the highway for her, as requested. He had come looking for her, even with his Shifter senses blunted. Without the Shifters’ assistance, she might not have made it out of the forest.  
 
    “I will, Alpha” she said. “But first, there’s something I must do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Meet SivoTar and explain all this to him. He’s been very kind to me and I’d like to square matters with him before I join you.” 
 
    “I understand.” Raoul did understand. “Have SivoTar call Faoladh for any clarifications. Faoladh will vouch for us and the investigation.” 
 
    “Once I’m done, I’ll meet up in San Francisco with you.” 
 
    “No” he said bluntly. “Call me when you’re ready, and I’ll send an escort for you.” 
 
    “Is that necessary?” She looked skeptical. 
 
    “You’re crucial to your mother’s plans, Nandini. She won’t rest until she has you back with her. Sienna is currently protected by my Shifters for the very same reason.” 
 
    Nandini’s eyes searched his expression. “Give me a few days and I’ll send word, Alpha. I had to leave my phone behind, but I’ll use the Northern California Consortium’s official contact, like before.” 
 
    Raoul nodded. Before they could continue the conversation, his cell trilled urgently, demanding his attention. It was Faoladh. In the back, Jason turned to Nandini to draw her into conservation. 
 
    “What’s this about Roman Durovic, Raoul?” Faoladh asked without any preamble. 
 
    Raoul smiled to himself. Trust Faoladh to know the latest gossip. It had been barely twelve hours since Roman’s dramatic rescue, but Faoladh already knew about it.  
 
    “Lady Bethesda’s leeches held him hostage when he went to meet Nandini.”  
 
    “They roughed him up?” Faoladh asked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What is she playing at?” Faoladh wondered aloud. Raoul, who had been wondering the same thing, said nothing. He had no answers for Faoladh yet. 
 
    “How’d he get free?” Faoladh inquired, after a short pause. 
 
    “We got him out, Faoladh. He had Nandini send me a message. We went in last night.” 
 
    For a moment, there was silence. Raoul realized that he had surprised Faoladh. 
 
    “Nandini” Faoladh said slowly. 
 
    “Yes. She’s with us now. We helped her get away this morning.” 
 
    “This is very good news, Raoul” Faoladh was quietly jubilant. “Good work.” 
 
    “She had a lot to do with it. She’s agreed to join us in San Francisco, and I’ve asked her to have SivoTar call you for any clarifications.” 
 
    “Good. TorElnor reached out this morning. As you can guess, he’s furious about Roman.” 
 
    “It’s time to start building an alliance, Faoladh” Raoul suggested.  
 
    “Yes, she’s getting bolder, and I suspect very close to leaving the shadows” Faoladh agreed. 
 
    “Ideally, I’d like to wait until we locate the third sister. But we’ve had no luck so far.” 
 
    “Agreed, Raoul. I will start my outreach.” 
 
    There was a pause before Faoladh spoke again. “I called to give you some news, Raoul. A date for Anderson’s trial has been set. It is to be soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    Lady Bethesda drops a bombshell 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia emerged from a steaming shower to give a heartfelt sigh. The two ladies in the room broke off their animated discussion to glance at her. 
 
    “Thank God for that.” Tasia sighed blissfully. “I felt filthy — I thought I’d have to wait for San Francisco to feel clean again.” 
 
    Someone, Tasia didn’t quite know who, had made the decision to move them into plush accommodations for a few hours before heading back to San Francisco. She sent fervent thanks to whoever had made the decision.  
 
    Sara smiled. “Come join us, Tasia. Sienna’s been seething with impatience this past hour.” 
 
    They were lodged in a hotel in downtown Portland. After delivering Nandini, at her request, into SivoTar’s safe-keeping, Luis had driven them to the hotel. Everyone else had checked in while Atsá, Luis, Jason and the Alpha had continued on to the local Lair. Conscious of the hotel’s thin walls, Tasia had poured out a condensed version of the story to Hawk, her eyes silently assuring him that more details would follow later. With Elisabetta and Stefan Simeonov in the vicinity, she had been extra cautious. They had ordered room service, and a famished Tasia had finally fed her complaining stomach. Then, Duncan had accompanied Hawk and her to a nearby store to buy clothes, even as customers had gawked openly at the enormous English Shifter with the bloodied and torn attire.  
 
    “Hiking accident” Duncan had muttered with self-deprecation to the salesgirl who’d rung up their purchases. 
 
    An hour later, the rest of their party had joined them at the hotel. Sienna and Sara had made a beeline for Tasia’s room, but she had begged off further explanations until she could take a long, hot shower, and clean up what felt like the grime of a lifetime. 
 
    “What is she like, Tasia?” Sienna asked eagerly. “Jason said you spent time with her this morning, when you guys helped her get away.” 
 
    “I did” Tasia acknowledged. She reflected on the Ancient girl. “She reminds me of Caro in some ways, Sienna” she said thoughtfully. “Self-composed and very sure of herself. She thinks fast on her feet. I don’t think she ever gave up this morning, even when she lost her senses. There was no sense of panic or excitement when she came upon us in the woods, just a quiet determination. When the Alpha offered his assistance, she accepted it readily. More than that, she’s hard to read. It could be that we’re strangers to her, but I don’t think that’s it.” 
 
    Sienna leant back against her chair, relief on her face. “At least, she’s away from … Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    “You’ll meet her soon, Sienna. She’s to join us in a few days.” 
 
    “And she asked about you” Tasia added. “She’s curious and wants to meet you.” 
 
    Sienna opened her mouth as a knock on the door interrupted her. 
 
    Sara jumped up to open it and returned with Hawk and Jason.  
 
    “Alph says we leave in a few hours” Hawk informed them. 
 
    “Good. I had to call in sick today” Sara explained. She’d taken a day off yesterday and been stranded in Portland, when the Alpha and the others had rushed off to rescue Roman Durovic. 
 
    In one of the adjacent rooms, Roman lay sprawled on a couch, with Duncan keeping him company. Across them, the Alpha huddled with Atsá and Luis, until his cell trilled to interrupt the conversation. It was a local number, one Raoul did not recognize. Wondering if it was Nandini trying to get in touch, he answered the call. 
 
    “Wyr Lord” greeted an unfamiliar feminine voice. 
 
    “This is Merceau” he acknowledged. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “You know me as Lady Bethesda” she said. 
 
    The Shifters around him, able to overhear the voice on the other end with their phenomenally sharp hearing, flashed their eyes to the Alpha. Roman, warned by the Shifters’ stiffness, moved his head gingerly to raise an eyebrow at Duncan.  
 
    “Lady B” mouthed Duncan, and Roman turned his head to watch the Alpha. 
 
    “It’s time we met, Wyr Lord” the Wizard continued. 
 
    “I agree. I’m leaving Portland in a few hours, so the sooner the better.” 
 
    There was an instant of silence. Raoul realized that he had surprised her. Perhaps, she was unaware of his presence in Portland. That would mean her leeches had not informed her yet of either Roman’s or Nandini’s disappearance from the mansion in the woods.  
 
    “I can make that work” she said agreeably. “Are you near downtown?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sending you an address. Please meet me in forty minutes.” 
 
    She hung up, and in a matter of minutes, the Alpha received the address on his cell. 
 
    “Why does she want to meet you, Raoul?” Duncan narrowed his eyes, his suspicions aroused. 
 
    “Beats me.” The Alpha shrugged. 
 
    “It could be a trap, Alpha” Luis warned. 
 
    “How does an assault on me help her cause?” Raoul countered. 
 
    “Luis has a point, Alpha” Atsá chimed in unexpectedly. “Going after Roman was not a smart move. And yet, she didn’t hesitate to order her Vampires to do so.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at the others. “There’s no downside to hearing her out. In fact, I’m mighty curious to know what she has to say.” 
 
    “Perhaps, she realizes what a formidable opponent you are, Merceau” Roman said slowly. 
 
    “Perhaps. Or maybe, she just wants to size me up.” 
 
    “In any case, Raoul, don’t go alone” Duncan interjected, for once blunt with his warning. “Not with her. She’s canny as they come.” 
 
    For a moment, Raoul said nothing. Duncan’s words had given him pause.  
 
    “I’ll take Atsá and Luis along” he said. “That should be sufficient backup, if I need any. Hold down the fort here” he reiterated, as Duncan opened his mouth again. “For all we know, this is a ploy to get Sienna … or Roman” he added blandly, with a pointed glance at the injured Ancient. 
 
    “Up yours, Merceau” Roman retorted good-naturedly, before flopping back on the couch. 
 
    Duncan subsided immediately. There was also Tasia to watch over, he knew. She’d already braved one batch of leeches today. 
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    Forty-five minutes later, the three Shifters stood outside a large two-storey house. They were ushered promptly into a drawing room where an elegant lady waited to receive them. Her eyes moved over the three men in turn, sizing them up before zeroing in on the Alpha. 
 
    “You’re Alpha Merceau?” she asked. 
 
    Raoul nodded. “These are Were-Alphas Atsá and Luis Beltran.” 
 
    She greeted them politely, inviting them to seat themselves with a sweeping gesture. Two pasty-faced Vampires remained standing on either side of her, like silent and brutish bodyguards. She ignored their presence, like they didn’t exist. The Shifters remained on their feet too, a little behind but flanking the Alpha who strode forward to greet her. Raoul noted that she looked younger than the First Wizard, but with a rather hard look around the eyes. The stripping away of her powers by the Stone had given her a more youthful appearance. Otherwise, the two sisters looked alike, not in their coloring but in their features. 
 
    “It’s time we put our cards on the table, Alpha” she said in a business-like manner. 
 
    “Let’s” he agreed. 
 
    “You have something of mine, and I have something you want” she said briskly. “I suggest a trade.” 
 
    “If you mean the locket that once hung around Sienna’s neck, it’s not mine to trade” the Alpha countered smoothly. 
 
    Her eyes contemplated him shrewdly. “You’re saying you had nothing to do with getting the locket off Sienna?” 
 
    “No, I helped get it off her” he admitted readily. 
 
    “I thought so. The Wizards wouldn’t know how to go about it.” 
 
    She paused, but the Alpha remained silent, clearly waiting for her to continue.  
 
    “Then, why is the locket not yours to trade?” 
 
    “I gave it away.” 
 
    “Gave it away?” She looked astounded for just a moment, before getting her emotions back under control. The Lady was justified in her consternation. Why would the Alpha give something that held such bargaining power away, she wondered? 
 
    “At Faoladh’s request, I bet” she said shrewdly, an expression in her eyes that Raoul had difficulty interpreting. It almost looked like amusement to him, but that could not be. Why would she be amused by his obeying of Faoladh’s diktats, he wondered. She didn’t know it, of course, but she was wrong, in this instance.  
 
    “The Chosen think very highly of you, Wyr Lord. I wasn’t surprised when Faoladh picked you amongst the many he commands to work with the Wizards. But now that I’ve been made aware of your history with the Wizards, I cannot help wonder why Faoladh forced you to work with them.” The words were said deliberately, with a world of insinuation in them. 
 
    “You should ask Faoladh when you meet him next, Lady Bethesda” Raoul said calmly, quite enjoying this game. 
 
    Her eyes flashed to him. “I will, Wyr Lord, I will. There’s much I intend to ask Faoladh” she said cryptically. “But perhaps you’d care to hazard a guess. You are, I’m told, a faithful follower of your Alpha.” 
 
    “Faoladh knows I’ll get to the bottom of this. Perhaps, his decision was as simple as picking the best person for the job” Raoul offered suavely. 
 
    “Hmm.” Her eyes searched his face. “You’re definitely a worthier opponent than the ones Esmeralda has sent after me over the years.” 
 
    “Those were Wizards” the Alpha countered impassively. “Now, you’re dealing with me.” 
 
    “But you’re a Wizard too, Wyr Lord” she pointed out. “By the Primogeniture Canons, you could claim Wizard status.” 
 
    “Forgive me” Atsá said quietly from behind the Alpha. “But I fear you’re wrong about this, Lady Bethesda. Wyr status takes precedence over any Wizard blood or abilities. The Canons clearly lay that out. Once the Alpha developed the ability to shift, he could not walk away from his Wyr heritage.” 
 
    “I stand corrected, Atsá” she conceded graciously. “Though, it is rather a shame, Wyr Lord.” She turned back to Raoul. “That despite the illustrious Wizard blood that runs through your veins, you cannot take your place amongst us.” 
 
    “I’m a Shifter, Lady Bethesda” Raoul said easily. “I made my choice a long time ago.” 
 
    “Did you?” Her voice held a hint of insidious suggestion. “Or was your choice made for you?” 
 
    Raoul merely stared at her, giving her no quarter. She was trying to score a point here, he was almost sure of it, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see where she was going with the conversation.  
 
    “You don’t favor the Charbonneaus, Alpha.” She directed a smile at him that didn’t quite reach the rather wintry expression in the blue eyes that reminded him of Sienna.  
 
    And suddenly, Raoul was on his guard. This was about old history, he realized. Bianchi had briefed her on the whispers about him, and she was attempting to gain the upper hand by exploiting what she probably presumed was his Achilles’ heel. Once upon a time, that might have been true, but after Russian Hill, Raoul’s confidence about the past did not hinge on a mix of iron-will and grim resolution. Now, he was confident of his armor. He would not break.  
 
    “Genetics can be strange” he countered. “For example, you resemble your sister, Lady Bethesda. Rather, your features are similar. On the inside though, where it counts the most, the difference is night and day.”  
 
    She blinked once, those hard eyes recovering quickly.  
 
    “And how is Esmeralda these days? Still having trouble reining her Guardians in, I hear.” 
 
    “The First Wizard is well, I believe” the Alpha said imperturbably. “She seems eminently capable of putting her Guardians in their place, when they deserve it.” 
 
    Silence descended on the room. Behind the Alpha, Luis’ lips quivered suspiciously. Atsá, older, experienced, and more attuned to the threat the ruthless Chosen confronting the Alpha posed, kept his unwavering eyes on the Wizard.  
 
    “You haven’t asked me how I know your mother’s family, Wyr Lord?”  
 
    “The matter doesn’t interest me” Raoul answered equably. 
 
    “How can it not? Your Wizard heritage has placed you in danger before, has it not?” 
 
    Raoul merely gazed back at her, with none of his complicated emotions on display. He was a master at this. She’d find out soon enough. So, she knew more about his past than what the salacious rumors whispered about. Or, had guessed enough. If she thought to keep him off balance by throwing the past in his face, she’d soon realize her mistake.  
 
    She chuckled softly, amused by the Alpha’s defiance. It’d been a while since she had such a worthy opponent to play with, she mused. He would fall in line soon; she was confident about it. She had a prophecy on her side. He was just a powerful Wyr Alpha fighting his destiny. 
 
    “Let me tell you a story, Wyr Lord. One that goes back many years, to when I was at the Academy, with dreams in my eyes of one day leading the Guardians. I met a Wizard, a student like me, of my age with a similar sense of our glorious history and dreams of an illustriously bright future. She was ambitious, smart, powerful, articulate, and unafraid to voice ideas unpopular with other students. It wasn’t long before we became comrades, of a sort. We agreed on many things, but there was one major issue that divided us. She believed vehemently in the purity of Wizard blood, while I’ve always believed that injecting other Chosen blood into the gene pool serves to expand our alliances with other Chosen, broaden the depth and versatility of our magic and keep alive our ambitions to one day become the pre-eminent faction. But she was obsessed with this. To her, keeping Wizard lineage pure from being infected was paramount. Intermingling with the First Ones was desirable, of course, especially with certain Ancients who retained their old mystical powers. But the other factions, she considered beneath us. This was the only truly emotive issue that seemed to drive her. Otherwise, by nature, she was cold and disengaged from others, even her rather illustrious family. Proud of the noble Wizard blood in her veins, she was determined to forge her own path. But there was a younger sister she talked of occasionally, one she seemed fond of. One day, she received some rather disturbing news. The younger sister had run off, to be with a local Shifter. At first, she believed it was a simple mistake, a youthful indiscretion to be fixed easily. The young sister had merely had her head turned by an older man of the world. Her family, rather prominent in their part of the world, called in favors to turn the screws on the Shifter. But he was a Were-Alpha and not without influence or allies of his own. He refused to give the sister up. By all accounts, the local Chosen started taking sides on this. In the end, it didn’t matter. The sister refused to leave her lover, and the Were-Alpha was too powerful to be compelled to do what he did not want. When the semester ended, my friend went home, intent on drumming some sense into her sister’s head. But it did not take. She was quieter and more introspective when she returned to the Academy, but also more vociferous about keeping Wizard blood untainted. Slowly, over the next two years, she withdrew into herself. The old shared ideals of celebrating the Wizards’ magnificent past and taking the lessons of history into a glorious future fell by the wayside, while she obsessed over the matter of Wyr blood mingling with that of her illustrious family. Three years from the fateful news, she returned to the Academy after a trip home, to pack her bags and leave us for good. Her sister was pregnant. She called the child an Umrajid brat.” 
 
    Raoul, listening intently to the Wizard bring the past into such vivid color from a very different perspective than the one he was familiar with, heard the hiss of Luis’ breath from behind him. It was an ugly term. In the Ancient tongue, it signified impurity, but amongst the Chosen diaspora, it was used as a slur to mean half-blood or half-breed. Just for a minute, it took him back into the past where a witch with bright blue eyes watched him writhe in pain as crazy words poured out of her in an unstoppable torrent. She, too, had used the slur on him, again and again, as if it justified the nightmare she inflicted on him. 
 
    The Lady paused, her eyes searching the Alpha’s face. He was impassive, the cold eyes trained on her. She could tell that he listened to her reminiscences intently. But even the slur, so casually used in the telling, had not elicited a response from him. Good, she thought approvingly. The Alpha was proving to be as tough as she had suspected. And, with good reason to detest Wizards. He’d prove a formidable soldier in the upcoming war. He didn’t know it yet, of course, but he was destined to fight for her interests and in her corner. That powerful intelligence, those formidable Wyr abilities and that cold heart, untouchable and unbreakable, would be engaged in furthering her interests. The prospect excited her immensely. 
 
    “My friend disappeared from the Academy. I heard later that she didn’t return home. Instead, she had disappeared into thin air. At first, her family attempted to trace her whereabouts, but as the years passed by, they let it go. It was clear she didn’t want to be found.” 
 
    Again, she stared at the Alpha, clearly awaiting his response. This time, he rewarded her. 
 
    “You clearly believe you know the past” he said casually, without heat or inflexion in his voice. “So, I’ll tell you this. Whatever happened to me did not break me, not then and not now. You’re not the first Wizard to make the attempt. Nor the second.” A note of self-deprecation entered his voice. “And I suspect, not the last. If you think to succeed where others have failed, it is your funeral. I’m not the shell-shocked teenager I once was. If you come after me, I will hit back with everything I have, and you’ll have the fight of a lifetime on your hands.” 
 
    His eyes met hers in challenge, without rancor or anger. But the Lady knew that he meant what he said so matter-of-factly. He would carry out the threat. 
 
    “Wyr Lord” she chuckled softly. “You’re too quick to the draw. You misunderstand me. I don’t want to break you. I want you to join me.” 
 
    This time, a half-smile quirked on the Alpha’s lips. “You don’t know me very well, or you wouldn’t make the attempt.” 
 
    “I know enough, Wyr Lord” she said composedly, very sure of herself. “Together, we can do great things.” 
 
    “You forget that I’ve seen evidence of your great deeds” Raoul countered, allowing his face to reveal exactly what he thought of her. 
 
    Her expression tightened subtly, but otherwise, she revealed no chink in her armor.  
 
    “All lies, from Esmeralda and her Wizards.” 
 
    Raoul let that go. She had summoned him here for a reason, and he wanted to know what it was. He upped the ante deliberately. 
 
    “I have personal experience, Matilda Redmayne” he said with a deliberation she could not miss, his eyes holding her captive. “Don’t forget that I’ve faced an unscrupulous and murderous witch before. I recognize your kind now. I can see one coming a mile away.” 
 
    This time, his words elicited a reaction from her, as he had suspected it might. 
 
    “I’m nothing like that one” she snapped, holding onto her temper with an effort.  
 
    “You might not call me an Umrajid brat to my face” he countered softly. “But you’re exactly like her. You see, I was forced to observe her closely. I recognize the same psychotic and racist tendencies barely held in check, Matilda Redmayne.” 
 
    “You’re impertinent, Alpha.” Her eyes narrowed to slits as she glared at him. 
 
    “Stop playing games then” he said bluntly. “Why did you want to meet with me? It wasn’t to share stories about the past.” 
 
    Her lips tightened and she seemed to make an effort to bring her temper under control. The Lady was realizing, much to her consternation and dismay, that the tables had been neatly turned on her. Despite her efforts, it was she who had lost control of the conversation, not the Alpha. 
 
    “I want my locket back” she said, with a tolerable attempt at banking down her anger. 
 
    “I don’t have it anymore.” 
 
    “Get it back then, Alpha” she snapped. 
 
    “Why would I?” His tone bordered on insolent. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You want access to my daughter.” 
 
    There goes the first salvo, Raoul mused. But now, he knew some of the chinks in her armor. And he was determined to keep her off her game. 
 
    “Sienna lives at my Lair in San Francisco. I have all the access I want.” 
 
    The Lady’s expression tightened again, a small change that Raoul caught with immense satisfaction.  
 
    “I’m talking about my other daughter” she said. 
 
    “Nandini?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Gotcha, Raoul thought triumphantly. 
 
    “She’ll be joining Sienna at my Lair in a few days” he said placidly, watching her with eagle eyes. 
 
    This time, he was satisfied to see her speechless. But the Lady was made of sterner stock. She made a quick recovery. 
 
    “You’re very sure of that, are you, Alpha?” 
 
    “Fairly sure.” He was casual. “Nandini gave me her word.” 
 
    Just for a moment, she looked unsure. 
 
    “I will do you one favor” Raoul continued. “I know who has your locket.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth, holding her rising fury in check. 
 
    “Who does?” 
 
    “Your sister. I’m sure you two have a lot to reminisce over.” Raoul’s gold eyes met hers directly, a subtle challenge in them she couldn’t miss. “Old times, the fight for the nomination of First Wizard, and so much more.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you, Wyr Lord, but no one said you were brash. Cold, they say, and always in control. But never impetuous.” 
 
    “They’re right” he acknowledged. “Though I’ve never been the sort to believe rumors.” 
 
    As they stared each other down, he added softly, subtly taunting her “You should hear what they say about you.” 
 
    “Let me make myself perfectly clear” she said through gritted teeth. “You will bring me the locket, or I’ll make sure you never see Nandini. She’s not going to be as easy to manipulate as Sienna.”  
 
    Raoul chuckled softly, enjoying himself immensely. 
 
    “It falls to me to tell you what your leeches are afraid to. Rather ironic, you’ll agree. Nandini walked away from your house in the woods this morning.”  
 
    He paused to make sure his words hit home.  
 
    “I would keep an eye on your pets, if I were you” he advised her, with an air of academic interest. 
 
    For a moment, her jaw hung open in shock, her eyes flashing to one of the leeches who stood like a rock behind her, to seemingly telegraph a silent message. The leech hurried out of the room. 
 
    “She reached out to me and I was happy to help her walk away from you” Raoul offered, pressing home his advantage relentlessly.  
 
    “You told her lies and she believed them” the Lady said venomously, unable to hide her anger anymore. 
 
    “Why would I need to lie?” He shrugged disinterestedly. “When it comes to you, the truth is more than enough.” 
 
    “Though I must admit” he continued thoughtfully. “I had nothing to do with your daughter’s decision. Your treatment of Roman Durovic spurred her to it.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked sharply. 
 
    “The guy your pets were torturing in the cellar” he offered helpfully. 
 
    She looked nonplussed. 
 
    “Christ, you didn’t know who he was” Raoul said incredulously. “We’ve been wondering why you went after him, when all along, you didn’t even bother to ask his name.” 
 
    For a moment, she stared at him in impotent fury, perhaps realizing that she had run out of chips to bargain with. 
 
    “Does the name TorElnor ring any bells?” He allowed his amusement to reflect on his face. 
 
    From her expression, it was clear she recognized the name. The Lady went a little pale. 
 
    “Roman Durovic is his handpicked successor. With one rash move, you’ve put the Setik on my side. Not a smart move, some would say.”  
 
    “I don’t need anyone on my side, Wyr Lord” she said with a semblance of calm. “I hold the biggest chip of all.” 
 
    The Alpha remained silent, his expression making it clear that he didn’t believe her.  
 
    “Don’t be so cocky, Shifter! When the time comes, you’ll fight my battles and obey my commands” she said, fury leading her to reveal more than she had intended to, or thought politic. 
 
    “I doubt it” he retorted with a shrug that made it clear how unlikely he thought it. 
 
    “Don’t” she said sharply, but with a confidence that had him silently take a step back. “You will side with me, because your Alpha will demand it. The one man in the world you never question will command you to protect and obey me.” 
 
    Raoul stayed silent. While confident that Faoladh would never command thus, he wondered what made the Wizard so sure of this. Faoladh had done nothing but oppose her since her miraculous resurrection from the grave. Without Faoladh, he would not be here today, attempting to trip her up in a verbal duel. Neither would there be a Shifter team investigating her.  
 
    “You work with the Wizards you detest, because he commands you” she continued as he remained silent. “You gave my locket to Esmeralda because he commanded it. You’re a quintessential Shifter, and your loyalty to Faoladh will always trump everything else, Wyr Lord. When he commands you to my cause, you will not disobey” she finished, her expression a curious mix of triumph and confidence. 
 
    “You know little of me or Faoladh” the Alpha countered, equally confident. “I, my team, everyone that thwarts you today, is here because of Faoladh. He opposes everything you stand for. You might not understand this, but Faoladh is a man of principles. It is why he commands universal respect in our world.” 
 
    He put emphasis on the last part to let her know who the gibe was directed at. She craved power like a drug, this Wizard, but she also craved acceptance from her peers, Raoul realized. Being reminded that she had lost the respect of all Chosen by her deeds was a barb he knew would get under her skin. 
 
    “Man of principles or not, Faoladh is as subject to fate as the rest of us. The die was cast a long time ago, Shifter. He cannot escape his destiny, and neither can you.” 
 
    She laughed, a tinkling sound that seemed to reverberate in the room, but it lacked any amusement. Little did she know how true her words were that day. Raoul Merceau could not escape his destiny, just as neither she or Faoladh could. But destiny was as mysterious in her ways, as fate. She was right — the die had indeed been cast a long time ago, taking years and a torturous path to meander its way to fruition. 
 
    “You shrug because you haven’t read my husband’s interpretation of his prophecy. He lays it all out clearly on the official record. Esmeralda has failed to get the Guardians to give you access, hasn’t she?” the Lady taunted him. 
 
    “Have you?” Raoul retorted. “Read your husband’s interpretation of his prophecy?” 
 
    “I had it from the horse’s mouth.” 
 
    “Hmm. That must have been before you murdered him in cold blood.” 
 
    Her eyes burned, raining fire at him. “He wasn’t supposed to be at the Registry that day. Trust Esmeralda to send him after me. She was always insecure.” 
 
    Raoul ignored her put-down to press home his advantage. She was starting to lose it, he could tell. “The First Wizard didn’t send the Oracle to Chicago. She merely granted his request to join the Guardian contingent.” 
 
    It was clear that this was news to her. Astonishment and something more flashed across her face. 
 
    “He told the First Wizard that he thought he might be able to get through to you” the Alpha said. “Did he try?” 
 
    “None of your business” she said with the suggestion of a snap. 
 
    Raoul shrugged. “Probably not. But I doubt you know as much about this prophecy as you seem to believe” he goaded her.  
 
    She watched him silently, trying to puzzle him out. 
 
    “If the Oracle believed you were on the right path, why would he want to talk you out of it in Chicago?” 
 
    “Perhaps, he merely disagreed on the means and not the end” she said. “After all, he was the one who foretold The Prophecy in the first place.” 
 
    “Perhaps” the Alpha agreed. “But he never said The Prophecy would benefit you.” 
 
    She smiled, the very gesture an act of triumph. “He told me on the night he foretold it that my daughters were meant to change our future.” 
 
    “A consolation prize” Raoul suggested. “You had, after all, lost the chance to be the First Wizard.” 
 
    “I will have more power than any First Wizard” she countered, unable to stop herself from rising to his bait. “This is a better path for me.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, your path is strewn with thorns. The Guardians are a spent force, as my confrontation with them has confirmed. But there are other powerful Chosen, with much influence, who have not forgotten the crimes you were once accused of. Once you announce your resurrection, they won’t spare you for your crimes against their children.” 
 
    To Raoul’s satisfaction, her ire seemed to rise with every well-time barb and gibe he directed at her.  
 
    “That is where you’re mistaken, Wyr Lord. The Prophecy has already decreed a powerful champion for me and my daughters. Someone with the influence and might to allow me to be what I’m destined to be.” 
 
    “You’re destined to be a murderous child-killer with a ragtag bunch of leeches as your only followers. I don’t need to read any official records to know that.” 
 
    “I will take great pleasure in bringing you to heel, Shifter, when the time comes.” The hard blue eyes raked him angrily. “Like a dog.” 
 
    “We all have our dreams. I’ll not begrudge you your fruitless ones.”  
 
    As she opened her mouth to retort, the Alpha raised his hand to interrupt her.  
 
    “Much as I enjoy this banter, I’ve a flight to catch. Why did you invite me here?” 
 
    It had been years since the Lady had been thwarted like this, insulted to her face, her crimes and other accusations flung back at her so openly, and, all by a young whipper snapper of a Shifter Alpha that by rights should be begging for her favors. It goaded her into hasty speech. 
 
    “I want you to give Faoladh a message for me.” 
 
    The Alpha arched his eyebrow, the single gesture conveying a perfect blend of insolence, disinterest and disrespect, all in one, hoping to force her into committing a final misstep. The Lady did not disappoint, dropping a bombshell so potent it would force Raoul to question his strategy against her, eventually driving him to counter her more forcefully and directly. 
 
    “Tell him I wait for him to join the cause, and that my patience is wearing thin.” 
 
    For a moment, the jolt held Raoul still. Did she mean what he thought she did, he pondered incredulously. Yes, she did, he realized almost immediately. She had insinuated that a champion had been foretold by The Prophecy with the might, influence and inclination to protect her from being prosecuted for her past crimes. If she meant Faoladh, Raoul didn’t doubt the might and influence aspects of it. But he doubted Faoladh’s inclination to protect this particular Wizard. He just couldn’t see how Faoladh would ever be on her side. She stood against everything Faoladh had spent his many lifetimes building carefully. What caused him unease was that she knew The Prophecy’s nuances infinitely better than him. That would change immediately, he pledged. He was done playing by the rules the Guardians had thrust on him. From now on, he would write his own rules. And, he promised himself as he watched the triumphant Wizard’s eyes rake him scornfully, the Lady would feel the heat of her taunts at him very soon. She had shaken the very ground under his feet with her revelation. But despite his shock, Raoul could also tell that she regretted her hasty words immensely. Despite her best efforts, she could not hide that from him. She had not meant to reveal the tidbit about Faoladh. Not to him, anyway. To Raoul, it was both consolation and cause for serious alarm.  
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    “I’m looking forward to going home” Sienna said with a sigh, relaxing against the seat to clip on her belt. 
 
    Sara looked startled, but Hawk gave her his heart-stopping grin. 
 
    “Starting to think of the Lair as home, Sienna?” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “Blasphemy! You’ll be burnt at the stake by your kind.” 
 
    Sienna smiled at the sally, but inwardly she was a little shocked at the sentiment behind the words that had slipped out so casually. 
 
    “The First Wizard will have something to say about that, Hawk” Jason said easily from his seat a few rows ahead. As will I, he thought silently to himself.  
 
    Jason, who couldn’t see Sienna’s face from his seat, suspected that she’d freaked herself out by the statement that had slipped out so spontaneously. 
 
    “Like the Pack would let anything happen to you, Sienna” Hawk said heartily, taken aback by the somber expression on Sienna’s face. “The Wizards are too busy trying to fix up their Headquarters. I bet they give Alph and his Pack a wide berth from now on.” 
 
    Sara directed a look at her twin that fairly screamed at Hawk to shut up. More attuned, Sara understood instinctively what had brought on the somber and reflective expression on Sienna’s face.  
 
    Hawk arched his eyebrow in a ‘what did I do’ gesture, only for his twin to give him an exasperated look, liberally mixed with affection. Sara turned to the Wizard beside Hawk, silently encouraging Tasia to share her exasperation with him. Tasia smiled at them both, enjoying the light-hearted banter between the siblings. Rarely easy in Shifter company, Sara had been relaxed on this trip to Portland, and noticeably less on edge around Luis Beltran. By all accounts, she had found Alpha Tlizilani, a distant relative, to be more of a kindred spirit than the usual Shifters she seemed to instinctively shy away from.  
 
    The Pack plane they were in waited at the tarmac for the flight back to San Francisco. Sienna, with Sara beside her, faced Hawk and Tasia in the cubicle of seats adjacent to the plane’s left wing. One row ahead sat Roman, flanked by Duncan and Jason. The identical four-seater across the aisle from Roman and Jason was conspicuously empty. Elisabetta and Simeonov had seated themselves in the row of seats that faced the center aisle to the left front of the plane. Elisabetta and the handsome blue-eyed Were-Alpha were starting to become a clique, similar to Atsá and Maartje. It puzzled Tasia, for the only thing in common between these two was unbridled ambition — that did not usually make for convivial bedfellows. Across from Tasia lay the passageway that led to the stateroom aboard the Pack plane. All the seats to the right of the plane were unoccupied. 
 
    Atsá strode in, followed by Luis, to make his way down the aisle with greetings for everyone. Both Sara and Hawk returned their grandfather’s greetings politely, and without constraint. Hawk, in particular, seemed to have made his peace with Atsá. He treated his grandfather as just another Were-Alpha in the Pack, when before, there had been subtle undertones to all his interactions with Atsá. Tasia was happy and very relieved to note this. Hawk would always worry about Sara’s place in the Pack. His beloved twin’s happiness and well-being was irrevocably tied to the Pack. Now that Atsá was not the enemy anymore, and more akin to a neutral albeit influential bystander, Tasia hoped that Hawk would rest a little easier in the knowledge that he did not carry the entire burden of Sara’s relationship with the Pack on his young shoulders anymore. As always, Duncan continued to be a silent and strong presence, keeping an unobtrusive eye on Sara. Tasia had noted this, again and again. With her increased awareness of the dynamics within the Pack, Tasia had also observed the protectiveness of many of Sara’s were-pack mates. Plus, her Alpha had also offered his assistance to smooth Sara’s path. Tasia understood instinctively that his own experience spurred the Alpha to ensure that Sara was not judged for being a different kind of Shifter. But she also understood that the Alpha standing up publicly for Sara would have other consequences for her friend. Any unusual attention from him would make life more miserable for Sara in the Pack. There was not much she could do for Sara, but Tasia was determined to smooth at least one obstacle from her friend’s path. She cast a sidelong glance at Luis as the Were-Alpha stopped to have a word with Duncan.  
 
    Beside Duncan, Roman Durovic grimaced silently as he adjusted himself in his seat. Outwardly, the Ancient’s demeanor was unimpaired, but Tasia suspected that Lady Bethesda had made a very bad enemy. Roman was a man who held things close to his chest. Unlike Jason or Sienna, his willingness to assist the investigation had more to do with an alignment of interests. But this action of Lady Bethesda’s had made things personal for the Ancient. Not for the first time, Tasia wondered why the Wizard had taken this step. From everything Roman had divulged so far, the Vampire guards’ queries had been about the investigation and the Alpha who led it. Why had the Lady considered this information worth angering the powerful Setik? 
 
    Atsá exchanged a look with Duncan that set Tasia’s radar off. It was done very subtly, so smoothly that had Tasia not been observing Luis, she’d never have noted it. Something had happened, she realized. Atsá, Luis and the Alpha had not been at the hotel when the rest had set out. Duncan had announced that the three Shifters would meet them at the airport. Now, Tasia found herself pondering Duncan’s statement. There had also been the rather strange and cryptic conversation between Roman and Duncan in the car, overheard snatches she had ignored.  
 
    Truth to tell, Tasia was exhausted, the physical and emotional toll of the past twenty-four hours leaving her drained. It had been a roller-coaster of a ride from the moment the Alpha had announced his decision to rescue Roman Durovic. Mingled in with the excitement, alarm and weariness was a sense of euphoria. As a team, they’d been successful in freeing Roman and assisting Nandini, and she had been instrumental in helping the Indian Ancient escape this morning. But now, as the adrenaline rush died down, Tasia found herself hyper aware of the huge elephant in the room she would soon have to deal with. She’d have to face the music with the Alpha. Her revelation about the deadly effect of her blood on Blutsaugers had left him furious, and she would have to answer for it. And, Tasia would have to address the other matter she had ignored this far. She could not bury her head in the sand anymore, Tasia knew. This intangible thing with the Alpha had to be nipped in the bud, while she still could. It was clear that he felt it too. To her astonishment, he didn’t seem to want to ignore it. That the distant man with the obsessive need for control seemed content to fan it, or at least be disinclined to tamp it down, alarmed Tasia greatly. It would have been so much easier to deal with the attraction if he’d co-operate with her, she mused wistfully. The man, of course, would always chart his own inexplicable course.  
 
    The airplane door shut with a soft thud behind her, followed by a series of clicks as it was efficiently locked down. The Alpha strode down the aisle, to give a sharp nod of his head to the Shifter co-pilot standing by the cockpit door. Atsá and Luis made for the seats to the right of the plane, across from Elisabetta and Simeonov, while the Alpha slipped into the quartet of seats across the aisle from Duncan and his companions. As the others readied for take-off, Tasia caught the glance Duncan directed at the Alpha.  
 
    Hmm, something’s up with him.  
 
    She watched the Alpha settle in, his movements characterized by the usual controlled grace. Once seated, he ignored everyone to gaze out the window. It was twilight, the sun’s streaks orange in the sky. She could only see the broad back from where she sat, one row of seats behind and across the aisle, but she fancied that there was an unusual stiffness to it. The other Shifters took it in stride, used to the Alpha’s solitary nature. But Tasia watched him carefully, trying to pick up on cues, her mind busy working through the puzzle. Without conscious thought, she unbuckled her seat belt, excusing herself absent-mindedly to her companions. Tasia strode down the aisle, with a vague idea of fetching a bottle of water from the front of the plane as an excuse to steal a glimpse. Over time, she’d learnt to read the subtle cues from his inscrutable face — small signs that hinted matters were awry. Engrossed in conversation, the others paid her no heed. Only one Shifter trained green eyes on her. Elisabetta seemed to be keeping tabs on her, where the Were-Alpha had ignored her before. It made Tasia very uneasy.  
 
    The engine started with a soft hum, the floor under her feet vibrating gently. Fernando, the co-pilot, opened the cockpit door to stride out. 
 
    “We’re cleared for take-off, Boss” he directed at the Alpha. 
 
    The Alpha, his gaze still on the scene outside, said almost mechanically. “Strap in, everyone.”  
 
    Fernando shot Tasia a look, clearly astonished to see her up and about. While the Shifters rarely buckled themselves in, Tasia certainly didn’t possess their sturdy physique. The plane rolled forward with a jerk and Fernando shot back into the cockpit. 
 
    “Tasia.” There was a chorus of urgent voices, the others finally noting her presence in the aisle. 
 
    Duncan, closest to her, reached out to steady her, just as Hawk sprang up from his seat. Before Hawk could get to her, Tasia turned herself neatly around in a half circle to slip into the nearest seat — adjacent to and facing the Alpha. Prompted by the commotion, he abandoned the window to study her with a pucker between his brows. The plane, approaching the runway, slowed down to get into position for take-off. 
 
    “Hi.” She attempted a casual greeting. It was somewhat spoilt by the breathless quality of her voice. 
 
    At the greeting, his lips quirked, the merest hint of a smile playing about his lips.   
 
    “Seat belt” he reminded her, as the plane began accelerating. 
 
    “Oh.” Tasia reached to buckle herself in, just as Hawk laughingly called out to her from across the aisle. 
 
    “Don’t do that, Tas. I’m too young to have a heart attack.” 
 
    “Sorry, Hawk” she said, a tad sheepish. 
 
    “Why were you wandering the aisle, witchling?” inquired the voice across from her. 
 
    Tasia fought to keep her color even. “I was thirsty.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The gold eyes looked inscrutable, as always, but Tasia was glad to note that he seemed his usual self. Whatever preoccupied him seemed to have been vanquished. Instead, the eyes watched her with a hint of amusement in the gold depths. The airplane took off with a tiny rattle, climbing steeply into the air before making a half turn. Tasia turned her attention to the window, using it as an excuse to escape the gold eyes that saw too much. The quiet hum of conversations resumed around her but Tasia kept her eyes firmly on the view outside. 
 
    The Pack plane did not bother with safety announcements, the Shifters deeming them unnecessary. The only communication the young co-pilot ever made consisted of informal heads-ups he directed at the Alpha before take-off and touch down. So, Tasia bided her time, watching the last rays of the sun slowly transform into night as they rose high above the clouds until she could no longer discern the lights from the land down below. Only then did she reach for her seat belt.  
 
    “Running away?” inquired the soft voice of her nemesis. 
 
    Tasia glanced up to meet the challenge in the gold eyes. 
 
    She raised her chin. “I do not run away” she said calmly, buckling back her seat belt to settle in comfortably. 
 
    Behind her, she heard Elisabetta pause her conversation with Stefan Simeonov.  
 
    Something flashed in the gold eyes before they resumed watching her with that heady mixture of challenge, attention and amusement.  
 
    “I’ll remind you of your words one day” he said.  
 
    Now, Tasia could almost feel Elisabetta’s eyes boring into her back. 
 
    Having been expertly finessed into a conversation with him, Tasia rose to the challenge. She was in for a reckoning from him, in more ways than one. But that would be done in private, Tasia knew. Not out in the open. He did not operate that way. 
 
    “There’s a rumor doing the rounds” she opened, meeting his eyes with composure. 
 
    One eyebrow arched fluidly. “Is there?” 
 
    “About you” she added provocatively. 
 
    He eased back in his chair, settling in, his attention on her. “This should be interesting. though I never took you as one to believe rumors, witchling.” 
 
    For a pregnant moment, earnest gray eyes met amused gold ones, before she threw his own words back at him. “I’m something of an acquired taste. It takes a rare being to appreciate my excellent qualities.” 
 
    The gold eyes met hers, the night in the woods simmering between them before he chuckled softly, a low deep sound that seemed to envelop Tasia in a shared joke. In that moment, she felt the pull of him, stronger and more magnetic than before, beckoning her to pleasure and wickedness and everything in between. With the usually arctic gold eyes awash in laughter, he looked far from the cold, ruthless and inflexible leader of his band of violent, aggressive Shifters. Instead, he looked young, dangerous, and very much in control. And very appealing to Tasia. It magnified the effortless charisma that seemed to draw others to him like a magnet. Where the uber Shifter Alpha persona made it easy to eschew the very idea of anything romantic with him, this side of the man tugged at her heartstrings in a way she had never thought possible. This man had the power to crush her, Tasia sensed in that instant — her heart, her soul, and everything in between, if she allowed him a stab at it. She’d have to make very sure she did not, she told herself determinedly. 
 
    “Well played, witchling.” His brimming eyes acknowledged the hit.  
 
    There was a subtle dimming of conversation around them as the others noted the unusual display of levity from the Alpha. Tasia cast a sidelong glance at Hawk, across the aisle but facing her. Sienna and Sara had their heads together but Hawk’s eyes were trained on her. He winked at her, his broad grin a metaphoric toast for holding her own with the Alpha. 
 
    “What is this rumor?” the Alpha inquired, drawing her attention back to him. 
 
    “That you received a call from Lady Bethesda” she offered tentatively. 
 
    “I did.” He was prompt to acknowledge it, without any hesitation. 
 
    Tasia straightened, startled by his answer. She hadn’t expected this, despite the cryptic bits of conversation overheard in the car.  
 
    “And?” she prompted. 
 
    For a moment, he studied her.  
 
    “I went to meet her. That’s why we were late taking off from Portland.”  
 
    This time, the silence in the plane was absolute. The steady hum went so abruptly silent that Roman opened his eyes to turn to Duncan with a frown. “What did I miss?” he inquired. 
 
    “Raoul’s just telling Tasia about his meeting with Lady Bethesda.” Duncan knew that Raoul would have shut the conversation down if he wasn’t ready to share it with the others yet. 
 
    “You went to meet my mo … Lady Bethesda?” Sienna turned her head to direct the question at the Alpha. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    Sienna unbuckled her belt to walk over and plonk herself in the seat beside the Alpha, across from Tasia. 
 
    “What does she want?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    The Alpha’s response was equally direct. “Ostensibly, the locket she stashed on you. But I suspect that was just an excuse.” 
 
    Everyone turned as one to watch the Alpha and Sienna.  
 
    “She did, however, clear up a mystery.”  
 
    The Alpha glanced across the aisle, at Roman, who watched him intently, the slowly fading bruises that marred his handsome face standing out starkly. “The assault on you, Durovic? It puzzled me.” 
 
    Roman roused himself. He hadn’t had a chance to talk to the Alpha before, but priorities had changed. The assault had changed everything.  
 
    “TorElnor has excused me from my other responsibilities. I’m to work with you on the investigation to do everything in my power to bring her to justice.”  
 
    “She didn’t know who you were, Durovic” the Alpha explained. “That never occurred to me. She’s always been meticulous before, never impulsive, but with you, she was sloppy” he said thoughtfully. “Didn’t do her research, simply assumed she’d get away with unleashing her pets on you.” 
 
    Something dark flashed in Roman’s eyes, an omen Raoul knew did not bode well for Lady Bethesda. Going after Roman Durovic had been one of her first mistakes, one Lady Bethesda would regret before long.  
 
    “Her mistake, Merceau” the Ancient said casually. “Before I’m through, she’ll know who I am.” 
 
    “Oh, she knows who you are now, Durovic. She went white when I told her.”  
 
    Roman’s eyes narrowed at the Alpha’s words. Something had happened, he seemed to realize. Something about the meeting had Raoul Merceau rattled. That did not bode well. The man had nerves of steel. 
 
    “What did she want, Merceau?” Jason asked 
 
    “She said she wanted a simple exchange.” 
 
    “My locket” Sienna prompted. 
 
    “Yes.” He paused. “In exchange for access to Nandini.” 
 
    “Nandini?” Elisabetta exclaimed, clearly confused. 
 
    “She didn’t know Nandini had walked away hours before” Duncan said slowly, his eyes on the Alpha. 
 
    “She didn’t know” he confirmed. 
 
    “More evidence of sloppiness, Raoul?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Begs the obvious question, Merceau.” Jason shot a sidelong glance at Sienna, whose eyes never left the Alpha’s face. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Equally curious, Simeonov glanced at Atsá and Luis. They had been present at the meeting, too, but they were watching the others, their faces giving nothing away. 
 
    “She’s rattled, LaRue” the Alpha said. “That’s what’s going on.” 
 
    “That’s good. Isn’t it?” Sienna was puzzled by the ambivalence she sensed in the Alpha. He should have been charged up that the adversary they opposed seemed finally on the back foot.  
 
    Raoul said nothing. He was still processing the bombshell Lady Bethesda had dropped. For now, he didn’t quite know what to make of it. His eyes went around the room. The look on Jason’s face reminded him how very personal stopping Lady Bethesda was to many here. He owed them an explanation. 
 
    “I told her I didn’t have the locket” he said. “That’s when things got weird. First, she tried to get a rise out of me. When that didn’t work, she tried to persuade me to join her.” 
 
    Hawk looked thunderstruck. “Why the fuck would you ever join her, Alph?” 
 
    “Gave me some mumbo jumbo about my fealty to Faoladh.” 
 
    “Faoladh?” Sienna looked startled.  
 
    “Fealty” Simeonov muttered under his breath, exchanging a pregnant glance with Elisabetta beside him. The female Were-Alpha had a frown between her eyebrows, as if something didn’t quite add up for her.  
 
    Shifters understood only too well what fealty meant. To them, unlike other Chosen, it meant something very different. Lady Bethesda did not intend to persuade the Alpha, in any way or form. She meant to use Faoladh to order the Alpha into doing her bidding. 
 
    A silent Tasia wondered what Lady Bethesda had up her sleeve. Influencing Faoladh would be near nigh an impossible task for anyone. That Lady Bethesda not only meant to go that route but had been confident enough to reveal her intentions to the Alpha disquieted her. Now, she understood the Alpha’s earlier pensiveness, and that glance between Duncan and Atsá. 
 
    “How’d she try to get to you, Raoul?” Duncan ignored the comments about Faoladh, to ask bluntly. 
 
    “The usual, Duncan.” The Alpha shrugged. “A mashup of every rumor out there about me — my past, my Wizard heritage, you name it.” 
 
    “She did call the Alpha a slur in a manner she thought clever” Luis Beltran proffered. He didn’t think the Alpha would bring this up, and Luis thought it important to let the others know about it. 
 
    The Shifters, used to keeping their interactions with others to a minimum, cared very little what other Chosen said of them, so they evinced little interest in this, apart from adding one more strike against the Lady. Other Chosen, however, were not as sanguine about the use of slurs. 
 
    “What kind of slur?” Roman asked with a frown. 
 
    “The kind that implies impurity in the Ancient tongue” Atsá answered, his dignified manner unruffled.  
 
    The meeting with Lady Bethesda had disturbed Atsá. What had been implied alarmed him to a degree where he had thought to warn Duncan. The Alpha, on occasion, was known to talk matters over with Duncan, and Atsá thought it prudent to give the English Shifter a heads-up to encourage the Alpha to do so at the earliest opportunity. 
 
    Atsá’s words shocked a silent Tasia. Battles had been fought for less in their world. The word and its ugly connotations had a long history amongst the Chosen. Using it against a powerful Alpha seemed almost too desperate for a Wizard who’d spent years carefully cultivating the path to her ambitions, laying it out brick by careful brick.  
 
    Roman’s black and blue rimmed eyes opened wider. “She called you the U word, Merceau” he said incredulously. The Lady seemed almost reckless or giddy with excitement and overconfidence. Roman didn’t know which one concerned him more.  
 
    The Alpha shrugged. “I’ve been called worse.”  
 
    “But think about it” he said slowly. “Torture on you and an ugly slur at me. She seems seriously off her game, Durovic.” 
 
    Roman nodded, thoughtfully. Despite the Shifter shrugging it off, her words had disquieted the Alpha. That made Roman uneasy.  
 
    Raoul shot a look at Duncan. “She claims to know the Wizard side of my family.” 
 
    “From back home?” Duncan’s eyes narrowed. Raoul’s past was intrinsically linked to his complicated family history. Duncan knew that, unlike the others. 
 
    “No, the Guardian Academy.”  
 
    Duncan cursed silently. The Academy meant only one thing, and Raoul could do without the reminders while he was engaged in a high-stakes duel with the Lady. 
 
    “You have family at the GCW?” Sienna gaped at him. 
 
    “None I care to acknowledge, Sienna” the Alpha said without heat, his tone taking the sting out of his words. 
 
    Sienna changed the subject adroitly to the matter that puzzled her. “What does she mean by alluding to your fealty to Faoladh?” 
 
    “She’s implying that she’ll have Faoladh command the Alpha to side with her” Simeonov said smoothly. 
 
    “How?” Sienna looked even more at sea. “Why would Faoladh ever ask the Alpha to help her? It is Faoladh who put together this investigation that finally has her on the run. Without him, the Wizards could never bring her to justice. Not before, and certainly not now.” 
 
    “She believes she has something on Faoladh, Sienna” Jason explained, his eyes reflecting his disquiet. “Something that will force him to do her bidding.” 
 
    “This is good news” Elisabetta said abruptly. “It’s very good news.” 
 
    “How so?” Sienna asked the female Shifter. This seemed like a horrendous piece of bad news to Sienna. Faoladh commanded extraordinary respect in the Chosen world. If his influence was used to soften her mother’s image in any way, it would help Lady Bethesda enormously. 
 
    “If Lady Bethesda thinks she can make Faoladh dance to her tunes, she’ll soon learn her lesson.” 
 
    Elisabetta met Sienna’s eyes directly, the picture of confidence. “Faoladh is very old, with centuries of experience under his belt. You think it was easy for him to get where he is, Sienna? He’s fought off challengers more powerful than her before, many times. He knows every trick in the book. Whatever she thinks she has on him, she won’t succeed. She’ll learn soon that he’s not easy to manipulate.” 
 
    “Elisabetta is right, Sienna” Duncan chimed in quietly, noting the uneasiness that Sienna could not hide. “Faoladh is a formidable adversary, and if Lady Bethesda thinks to go up against him directly, she’ll soon learn how mistaken she is. But despite her current missteps, Lady Bethesda is no fool. If she feels confident enough to reveal this bit to Raoul, then it behooves us to take it very seriously.” 
 
    “What can she possibly have on Faoladh?” Hawk, the youngest of the Shifters, was unfazed. To him, the idea of anyone getting the most powerful Shifter Alpha in generations to do anything against his will seemed preposterous. 
 
    “A more interesting question is, if she has leverage on Faoladh, then why has she not used it yet?” Roman glanced squarely at the Alpha. “Why let your team get this close before she decides to use the nuclear option?” 
 
    “I don’t believe the stakes have ever been this high for her before, Durovic” Raoul said slowly. “When you think about, she hasn’t lost yet. Not once. Bianchi has lost all his moves against us, but I’m not sure she has.” 
 
    Roman looked arrested by the Alpha’s words. 
 
    “The locket …” Sienna looked from the Alpha to Roman. 
 
    “Yes” Raoul agreed. “She wants the locket, probably because it is hers. Something she sacrificed in the quest to get where she is today. But it isn’t a serious setback for her, Sienna.” 
 
    “She lost Nandini” Elisabetta pointed out. “That’s two out of three daughters now ranged against her.” 
 
    “She offered to give up Nandini for the locket, Elisabetta” Duncan countered. “I doubt she considers it a huge loss … more like a minor setback.” 
 
    “She did?” Elisabetta looked at the Alpha for confirmation. 
 
    Raoul nodded. 
 
    “But …” Sienna stopped.  
 
    Raoul sighed silently. “Yes, The Prophecy cannot play out without the three sisters coming together. It begs the question — why offer access to Nandini, after she has successfully whisked her away from under our noses?” 
 
    “We’re missing something” Roman murmured, thinking out aloud. 
 
    “She knows what will bring her daughters together” Tasia murmured without conscious thought, her mind whirring through the possibilities.  
 
    As they turned collectively to face Tasia, she seemed to abruptly realize that she was now the cynosure of all eyes. 
 
    “What?” she asked in some confusion, her eyes alternating between Sienna, the Alpha and Hawk, the three in her line of vision. 
 
    “You said something about Lady Bethesda, Tas” Hawk prompted her. “That she knows what will bring her daughters together.” 
 
    “Oh.” Tasia seemed to lapse into thought again. 
 
    “Spit it out, witchling” Raoul said, the gold eyes holding hers. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “This event The Prophecy talks about” she said slowly, choosing her words with care. “The one to bring the siblings together.” 
 
    “Yes, what about it?” the Alpha prompted. 
 
    “We don’t know what it is, but what if Lady Bethesda does? In that case, giving Nandini up in exchange for something she wants is no big deal” Tasia suggested. “When the time comes, Nandini will be where she’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “Tasia is right, Merceau” Roman said into the silence. “The Lady has been guided on her path by The Prophecy. Giving Nandini up now holds no risk for her only if she’s confident that her daughters will eventually unite to fulfill it.” 
 
    The witchling’s explanation seemed plausible, but Raoul was grappling with a frustration that had been building in him for a while now. A frustration that had everything to do with The Prophecy and his lack of access to it. 
 
    Atsá chose that moment to enter the fray unexpectedly. “She did let slip something interesting about the siblings from The Prophecy, Alpha” he reminded Raoul. 
 
    Raoul nodded, content to allow Atsá to continue.  
 
    Atsá glanced at Sienna once. “Her husband told her on the night he foretold it that her daughters would change their world.” 
 
    What else had he told her, Tasia couldn’t help but wonder. Had the Oracle known that his words would spur his wife to embark on a murdering spree, to ensure that it was her daughters that fulfilled his prophecy? And the most pressing question of all, how did her estranged daughters’ destiny help the ambitious and power-hungry Wizard? 
 
    “No mention of her in the mix” Duncan muttered under his breath, understanding perfectly why Atsá considered this important. 
 
    “Yes” Atsá confirmed.  
 
    “Even if we take her at her word” Roman said slowly. “It still doesn’t give her what she desires.” 
 
    “Not the power she craves” Jason murmured aloud what everyone else wondered. 
 
    Raoul’s expression darkened. “She also told me something else. Something she says the Oracle states clearly in the official prophecy records. An influential and powerful Chosen will rise up to protect her from the past. To allow her to fulfill her destiny, as she put it.” 
 
    “Her?” Roman said sharply. 
 
    “According to her, this Chosen will protect both her and her daughters.” Atsá recounted the details precisely. 
 
    “There’s an easy way to confirm this” Raoul said.  
 
    “The Prophecy records.” Jason sighed, his regret clear. “My apologies, Merceau, for not getting you access.” 
 
    “She enjoyed taunting us about the records” Luis interjected. 
 
    “Trevor Bergdahl” Sienna said abruptly. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The brother of my best friend in high school. He’s a Guardian now, went to the Academy with Jason” Sienna explained in a rush. With everything going on, the conversation with Trevor had almost slipped her mind. “He came to me in San Diego after Anderson was in custody.” 
 
    “At Wizard Headquarters?” Jason inquired. 
 
    “Yes. He wanted to talk to me about something, but we were headed out, so I gave him my number and asked him to call me.” 
 
    She glanced from the Jason to the Alpha. “He might be able to get us access to the GCW records.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at Jason. “Would he be willing, LaRue?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “He might” Jason said slowly. “He stays clear of the factionalism in the Guardians. He’s not a First Wizard loyalist, but neither does he participate in the GCW’s in-your-face confrontations with her.” 
 
    “You trust him?” 
 
    Jason nodded, without hesitation. “He’ll tell us to our face if he can’t do it. Trev is a straight shooter.” 
 
    “Okay. Reach out to him, Sienna. And do it fast.” Raoul paused. “I’m hoping we haven’t left this too late.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that Faoladh would ever ask you to support her, Merceau?” Jason’s incredulous voice was the first one to break the silence. 
 
    Tasia felt a frisson of alarm bloom in her at what she glimpsed on the Alpha’s face. He wore his usual mask, but she was starting to read the man under it, every now and then. It was slow going but every day, she thought she got better at it. What she saw on his face did not bode well for them at all. 
 
    “We have a bigger problem on our hands, LaRue” Raoul said grimly. “This is not about Lady Bethesda blackmailing or manipulating Faoladh to do her bidding. If that was the case, my money, as always, would be on Faoladh.” 
 
    “Then, what?” Jason looked curious, and even somewhat relieved. 
 
    “This champion The Prophecy foretells — Lady Bethesda believes it to be Faoladh.”  
 
    His words seemed to stun the others into silence. Tasia, equally stupefied, caught the utterly gobsmacked look on Hawk’s face. Even Sara, not as intimately involved in the investigation as the others, went pale.  
 
    Elisabetta was the first to rouse herself. 
 
    “No” she refuted vehemently, her eyes flashing. “I don’t believe it. Faoladh will never tie himself to someone like her. She stands for the very things he despises.” 
 
    “You can’t believe that, Alpha.” Her green eyes met his. “Lady Bethesda is playing games — sowing seeds of doubt in our minds.” 
 
    Before the Alpha could respond, Atsá spoke up. 
 
    “You’re correct, Elisabetta. Even setting aside the past allegations against her, Lady Bethesda’s world view is diametrically opposite Faoladh’s. He has espoused the cause of Chosen co-operation for centuries. She repudiates everything he stands for.” 
 
    He glanced at the others. “Yet, what she said about Faoladh rang true.” 
 
    “She regretted revealing the bit about Faoladh, almost immediately” Raoul said, looking squarely at Atsá. “I could almost sense her itching to take it back before she’d completed the sentence.”  
 
    Atsá nodded, confirming the Alpha’s statement. “You turned the tables on her, Alpha. She was trying to goad you into showing your hand but instead you goaded her into revealing this.” 
 
    “This makes me uneasy” Raoul admitted. “Yes, her beliefs, actions and past go against everything Faoladh believes in. And yes, it is Faoladh who initiated the investigation into her. But she believes that Faoladh will be on her side. More importantly, she believes that The Prophecy foretells it.” 
 
    He turned to Duncan. “She is getting sloppy, Duncan, and it is because she’s increasingly confident of the outcome. Frustrated by what she sees as Faoladh’s intransigence in joining her cause, but confident nevertheless. She believes Faoladh will stand by her, using his influence to ensure she doesn’t face any repercussions for the past. Something’s driving her confidence on this and that makes me take it seriously.” 
 
    “We’ve been wondering why she hasn’t emerged from the shadows yet” Duncan murmured, his voice heavy. “It’s certainly not the investigation, for we’re far from piecing together the past.”  
 
    “Yes, she’s waiting for Faoladh to publicly throw his support to her. Without him, she’ll be forced to fight other battles before she can go after what she wants.” 
 
    Jason roused himself from his stupor. “We’re not seriously considering that Faoladh …” He shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Faoladh from San Francisco” Raoul responded. “He needs to know about this. I’m as skeptical as you, LaRue, but if there’s one thing I’ve learnt during this investigation, it’s that the Oracle’s prophecies have a way of coming true.” 
 
    “This is not good, Merceau.” Roman did not mince his words.  
 
    Raoul glanced around the room. Sienna had gone white and silent. Elisabetta, no shrinking violet, was fluctuating between confidence and disbelief. Simeonov watched them all silently. Jason’s face could not hide his pallor. In the depths of Duncan’s steady eyes, he could read his own worries reflected back. Atsá and Luis, who’d had the time, like him, to process this, looked grave and somber. The witchling, who had the most to lose if their world turned on its head to be ruled by a ruthless Chosen like Lady Bethesda, seemed shell-shocked.  
 
    “It’s a fucking disaster is what it is” he said bluntly. “And if, as she implied, this is laid out clearly in The Prophecy’s official records, then I’m to blame for this.” 
 
    “No, Merceau” Jason protested. “This is not on you. You know how bad things are with the Guardians. This is …” 
 
    “Either way, LaRue” the Alpha interrupted the Guardian. “This has gone on long enough. We’ve known for a while now how crucial this prophecy is to her, yet we’re no closer to getting our hands on the official record despite everything we’ve tried. We get bits and pieces to puzzle on, while she marches on in her merry way to spread her brand of evil on our world. No more.”  
 
    His strong words seemed to rouse the others. Like zombies waking up from a deep sleep, they blinked their eyes to focus on him.  
 
    There was a hard note in his voice now. He had clearly come to a decision. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about Wizard dysfunction. The Guardians can wallow in their pity party for all I care. I’m done playing by their rules.”  
 
    The flat and implacable edge to his voice made it clear that there would be no compromise on this. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Trevor tonight” said a shaken Sienna. “To get access to the records.” 
 
    “I’ll give your friend a week, Sienna. After that, all bets are off.” 
 
     “What do you mean, Merceau?” Jason asked.  
 
    The Shifters remained silent. They understood how the Alpha meant to handle this. 
 
    “I want the official records of The Prophecy.” The gold eyes hardened into chips of ice. “If I have to lay siege to Wizard Headquarters again to get them, so be it. But this time, I’m not listening to any excuses. It’s not a state secret I’m asking for. They have no reason to withhold it from us.” 
 
    Jason glanced from Duncan to Atsá to Roman Durovic. No one said anything. Even Sienna seemed oddly fine with the Alpha’s threat to raze Wizard Headquarters to get access. Jason resigned himself to the inevitable. He had known for some time now that they were headed for a collision with the GCW. The Alpha was not a patient man, and he had cause to be urgent on this. Lady Bethesda was a bigger threat than any Wizard infighting, and the bit about Faoladh had raised the stakes to where they could no longer afford to sit back and allow the Guardians to get their house in order. 
 
    He sighed. “You want me to tell the Guardians, Merceau?”  
 
    “I will” Roman offered abruptly, surprising everyone. 
 
    “Let’s keep Jason away from this, Merceau.” Roman’s eyes telegraphed a message to the Alpha. 
 
    “Agreed” Raoul assented with alacrity. “You’re our only connection to the Guardians, LaRue. We need you with your ear to the ground.” And frankly, Jason had done more than enough already. It was not fair to expose him constantly to the brunt of his Guardian colleagues. 
 
    Jason opened his mouth to protest but Sienna stepped in abruptly to side with the Alpha and the Ancient. 
 
    “They’re right, Jason. Roman carries no baggage with him. The Guardians will listen to his message without the usual arguments with you.” 
 
    She turned to Raoul. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I agree with you, Alpha. If Faoladh is meant to stand by her, we have much to do. There’s no time for wrangling with the Guardians.” 
 
    “I’m done trying to keep the GCW happy” Raoul said, more mildly this time. “If the last few weeks have proved anything, the Guardians will never side with me. So, I’ll go it my way from now. I won’t make the same mistakes again.” 
 
    He glanced at Roman Durovic. “One week, Durovic.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure they know” the Ancient said. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid, Jason” Sienna said starkly. “For the first time since we started this journey, I’m frightened for the future.” 
 
    Jason wished fervently that he could reassure her, but tonight, it proved to be a task beyond him.  
 
    “The Faoladh news is alarming” he admitted, the chocolate brown eyes holding hers. 
 
    There was an expression in their depths that made Sienna feel just a tad better. 
 
    They were in the Pack Room, just the two of them, with the heavy steel door closed. The Alpha and Duncan had closeted themselves in the Alpha’s Room, to leave the Pack Room to the two Wizards. It was late, but Sienna had been too restless to sleep. Sensing her uneasiness, Jason had suggested that they retire to the Pack Room. 
 
    “Since I found out about the past, I’ve been an emotional wreck” she admitted. “Every day, with every drip from the past, I was forced to relive it again. Question everything I believed in, constantly. It’s like being put through the wringer, again and again.” 
 
    Jason nodded, mute but sympathetic. He could understand about being put through the wringer every time new information fell into their laps. He’d had most of his youth to come to terms with what had befallen his parents on a dark evening in Chicago. Neither vengeance nor justice had ever been an option for him, and he had made his peace with that. But the resurrection of Lady Bethesda from the grave had ripped out all his zenness about Chicago. Now, he wanted justice served. But more importantly, he wanted to unravel the past. Why had she done what she had? Had his parents died for nothing? These were the questions that constantly swirled in him. Watching the GCW disintegrate slowly and the Wizards so publicly had only heightened the desire in Jason to get answers. So many people had already paid the price, and yet the Guardians had not learnt any lessons from the past.  
 
    “This past week though, I felt like I finally turned the corner” Sienna confessed.  
 
    “Wizard Headquarters” Jason sighed. He knew exactly when Sienna had crossed this particular bridge. 
 
    “I know it couldn’t have been easy for you, Jason. The unraveling so publicly of the Guardians. But for me, it felt cathartic. I’ve always felt torn, in some ways. After San Diego, I don’t. Everything is clear in my head. I want my mother brought to justice, for the past and the present, and I want to make damn sure she has no bearing on our future. Not mine, not yours, not the Wizards or any Chosen. After Tasia and my designated role in the vision, this is what I want most, Jason. 
 
    “Also, I want to meet my siblings. Build a relationship with them, if I can. That way, at least some good may come of the carnage she’s left in her wake.” 
 
    She looked relaxed, like a great burden had been relieved from her. 
 
    “When the Alpha says that he doesn’t give a rat’s ass about what happens to the Wizards, I sympathize with him. I do care what happens to the Wizards, Jason. To my aunt and to my friends. You know that. But we can’t let what’s going on with them distract us from what we have to do. You know what my mother is capable of. She will wreak havoc on our world in ways we cannot even fathom. And right now, the only chance of stopping her is the Alpha and this team. The Wizards are battling for leadership of their future. It is the same battle that was fought twenty-five years ago between my mother and my aunt. The Wizards will have to figure this out themselves. If the past has taught us anything, shoving these issues under the carpet does no good. They have to be faced head on and uncomfortable decisions made, and the sooner, the better. I know you’re torn between your two responsibilities, Jason, but don’t worry about the Wizards. They’ll figure this out eventually. You and I, we’re needed here the most. With the Shifters. To stop an evil and ruthless Chosen from tearing apart everything we hold dear.” 
 
    Jason smiled, a half-smile that did not quite reach his eyes, but it was a smile nevertheless. Sienna had distilled his dilemma down to its essence. Jason had felt torn in two, especially after San Diego. In the early days of his work with the Shifters, there had been no clash between the two roles he’d been called upon to play. But now, his loyalty to the First Wizard was starting to clash with his allegiance to the Alpha. On one side was his desire to help prevent the Guardians’ descent into chaos, a chaos with massive consequences for the Wizards. On the other side reigned his determination to stop Lady Bethesda, at all costs. These two causes now seemed to be pulling him in opposing directions. Jason knew that going forward, there would be more forks in the road when he would be called upon to choose between his loyalty to the Wizards and his part in this quest to unravel the past and save their future. 
 
    “You’re right, Sienna. I’ve been torn in two” he admitted. But Jason also realized that she was right. In some ways, the choice before him was very simple. Sorting out the chaos and the widening rifts amongst the Wizards could be left to the other Guardians and the First Wizard. But only one man stood between Lady Bethesda and her ambitions. One man supported by a small team that believed in him. He was part of that team. And Jason did believe in Raoul Merceau. The Alpha was driven to prevent the rise of Lady Bethesda, and was more than capable of nipping the threat in the bud. While the Alpha’s will, determination and resolve could win the day for them, he was only one man and required everyone who followed his lead to play their parts. It was time to embrace his duty whole-heartedly, without being torn apart by conflicting beliefs. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about Faoladh, Sienna.” Jason, now more at peace with himself, was finally able to reassure her. “If Faoladh was meant to be on her side, he would be. Instead, he has clearly allied himself with the First Wizard on a host of issues.” 
 
    Sienna’s expression darkened. 
 
    “This business of predicting the future is fraught, Jason. I should know. But my Da was good at it. Fantastically good at it, in fact. If he saw Faoladh ranging himself on her side, I gotta believe it.” 
 
    They stared at each other, their shared goal of untangling the past under threat for the first time.  
 
    “Do you know what worries me the most, Jason?” Sienna’s voice came out in a whisper. “If the unthinkable does happen and Faoladh commands the Alpha to fight on her side, what happens then?” 
 
    This was the crux of Sienna’s fears. Faoladh on the side of her mother would be a disaster of epic proportions for all Chosen. But in some ways, the thought of the Alpha being forced to choose sides in the coming war was an even more horrific prospect for Sienna. These were her friends, and it would break her heart. 
 
    “I’d like to say that he would refuse, Sienna” Jason said slowly, choosing his words with care. “We’ve both taken a measure of the man in the past few weeks and I believe Merceau strives to do the right thing, more often than most. Also, his own experiences with the Wizard in his past will not allow him to throw his support to Lady Bethesda, on principle.” 
 
    Sienna watched him, her eyes vulnerable and fearful. 
 
    “However, he’s a Shifter at his core. More Wyr in his heart than anyone I’ve ever met. I’m not sure his Shifter code will allow him to defy his Alpha, if it comes down to it. If I know him, he won’t stay quiet but will make his opinion clear to Faoladh. But in the end …” His voice trailed off. 
 
    In the Alpha’s Room, unbeknownst to the two Wizards in the Pack Room, a similar conundrum was being faced head on by two friends and comrades in arms who had always been brutally honest with each other. 
 
    “What does Faoladh say, Raoul?” Duncan inquired. 
 
    “Burst into laughter when I told him about it. Very hearty laughter, at that. Not in the realm of possibility, he said. Faoladh believes that I should take this as a compliment. As he put it, Lady Bethesda, finally on the back foot, thanks to my efforts, recognizes a worthy opponent in me, and holding the threat of Faoladh over my head is her way of trying to blunt the most powerful weapon currently ranged against her.” 
 
    “He has a point, Raoul.”  
 
    “She believes, Duncan. She believes” Raoul said heavily. “I saw it on her face.”  
 
    “Atsá says you got under her skin.” Duncan changed the subject. They would soon have access to the Oracle’s notes on his prophecy. Raoul was determined on it and it would happen. Until then, there was no point belaboring it. It was certainly clear that Atsá was rattled, and Duncan trusted the venerable Were-Alpha’s judgement. Raoul had good cause to be uneasy. 
 
    “Yeah.” Raoul flashed a grim smile at his friend. “It felt incredibly satisfying to land a few, Duncan.” 
 
    “Good.” There was quiet satisfaction in the English Shifter’s voice. Even from within the shadows, the Lady had managed to inflict damage on them.  
 
    “She’s surprisingly thin-skinned, Duncan. Not quite as invulnerable as I expected.” 
 
    Duncan arched an eyebrow lazily. 
 
    “Her sister, the old fight for the position of First Wizard, not being given her due by her peers. The list goes on. Blames the First Wizard for sending the Oracle to his grave in Chicago. You should’ve seen how she washed her hands of the whole affair, as if it had nothing to do with her. Instead, she was almost giddy at the First Wizard’s difficulties with the Guardians.”  
 
    “She’s either impatient or overconfident, like you said” Duncan muttered. 
 
    “Or maybe this business of Faoladh as an ally has her jumpy” Raoul said thoughtfully. 
 
    The more he thought back to his meeting with her, the more surprised he was at how easy it’d been to get under her skin. This was not the enigmatic and meticulous Wizard they had been chasing tirelessly, only to find themselves always a few steps behind her. This was a woman on the edge, her confidence rattled, much as she strived to portray an image of impeccable assurance and aplomb. Was she rattled by Faoladh’s recalcitrance to join her cause? Or something else. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on the Oracle’s interpretation.  
 
    There reigned a comfortable silence. Duncan sipped his Scotch, watching his protégé who seemed sunk in thought tonight. 
 
    “Jason is torn, Raoul. Your willingness to lay siege to Wizard Headquarters for the records has him conflicted.” 
 
    “Jason will have to make a choice soon, Duncan. For now, thanks to Durovic, we’ll keep him away from a confrontation with the Wizards. But it’s not something he can avoid forever. The Wizards are on a collision course. Sooner than later, they’ll have to face me, and this time, I won’t be content with one Guardian. If there’s one thing Lady Bethesda knows how to exploit, it’s infighting. She’ll start recruiting from their ranks soon. When that happens, I’ll challenge it.” 
 
    “Jason will figure it out” Duncan said comfortably. He had confidence in the Guardian. Jason had a good head on his shoulders. Somewhat to Duncan’s surprise, Sienna had taken the Alpha’s proclamation in stride. He’d expected her to be as conflicted as Jason, but Sienna seemed all in, more determined than ever to check her mother’s rise. 
 
    “You, my boy, have to let go too.” His voice thickened, a note of urgency in it that had the Alpha look at him. 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up over the records, Raoul. You did the best you could, given the circumstances. Before, I doubt Faoladh would’ve been okay with you going to war against the Wizards. Not for a prophecy whose significance was yet to be established.” 
 
     “Yes, but things have changed now, Duncan. I gave Faoladh a heads-up that the gloves are coming off. 
 
    “And?” Duncan prompted. 
 
    The Alpha shrugged. “This is my investigation now. If I believe the records are worth a confrontation with the Wizards, then it’s my call. Although” he added “Faoladh did suggest I wait until Anderson’s trial.” 
 
    “They have a date?” 
 
    “A few weeks. Faoladh moves fast when he wants something. You know that, Duncan. He’s been waiting a long time for this opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes” Duncan agreed. He met the Alpha’s gold eyes. “It’s clear that she’s rattled. She’ll try and make you question everything, Raoul” he warned. “And self-doubt, as you know, has a way of tripping one up. That’s what I mean about not beating yourself up.” 
 
    Raoul nodded. The message had been received, loud and clear, as only Duncan could drill it into him. He needed a clear head, one untainted by emotion or self-doubt, against a dangerous, wily and ruthless opponent. He could not afford any weakness. Any sign of vulnerability and she would pounce on it. 
 
    Duncan cast him another glance as Raoul gazed into the depths of his glass with a pensive air. Something troubled the boy. 
 
    “How much of the past does she know, Raoul?” Duncan asked bluntly. 
 
    The Alpha glanced up from his reverie. “Enough. She knows some, and the rest she’s managed to piece together.” 
 
    Duncan said nothing. Whatever he saw in his friend’s face compelled Raoul to assure him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my friend. The only silver lining from Russian Hill is the past. It’s done and dusted. No one will ever use it to tear at me again.”  
 
    His confidence had the English Shifter relaxing. Duncan had been surprised and pleased by the ease with which the Alpha had answered Roman’s questions about the past on the way home from San Diego. At long last, it looked like Raoul was finally free of the past. 
 
    He took the bull by its horns. “Then, what preoccupies you?” 
 
    The Alpha leaned back, his brow furrowed. “I have to do something about the witchling.” 
 
    “Tasia?”  
 
    “There’ll be more skirmishes with Lady Bethesda, and where she goes, her leeches are sure to follow. With what we know, it’s too dangerous for the witchling.” 
 
    Nandini and the bombshell revelations from Lady Bethesda had almost shoved the matter to the back of Duncan’s mind, but Raoul’s words reminded him of the thunderbolt Tasia had dropped back in the forest before they’d fought together to rescue Nandini. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Chosen with the power to poison leeches?” Raoul asked his friend.  
 
    Duncan, well-versed in Chosen lore and history, shook his head. “All our power is derived from the magic in our blood” he said slowly. “In that sense, I’m not surprised that hers is so potent. But why just the Clan?” 
 
    “Franciszka said something to me about a group of Ancients whose blood had once been poisonous to her people. She told me that the leeches had killed them all, and they were now extinct.” 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me” Duncan said soberly, his expression grim. “The Clan is not the kind to allow any beings with such power over them to co-exist. This might explain her fear of the leeches” he continued. “There’s the history with Azevedo, of course, but this ability is something else. The damage Tasia could single-handedly inflict on the Clan is unparalleled. They’ll never leave her in peace, if they get a whiff of this.” 
 
    “I can keep her safe from the leeches, Duncan” Raoul said grimly. “All it entails is keeping her off their radar. If they don’t know about her ability, they won’t come after her. But given that the path forward is strewn with clashes against them, her secret cannot stay hidden for long. The first time a leech tastes a stray drop, there’s no going back.” 
 
    Duncan studied him, chewing on Raoul’s words. 
 
    “She’s not without magic, Raoul” he pointed out. “She has more power than most will see in a lifetime. Look at what she did in the forest — took out all the leeches in one fell swoop, rendering their enchantment useless. And it was the first time she attempted something like that.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s the other thing. I can’t just let her loose with her magic. She’s no ordinary Wizard. If the forest was any example, she knows the mechanics of using her power, but hasn’t mastered it yet.” 
 
    “She’s spent a lifetime hiding her powers, Raoul. She simply lacks the experience.”  
 
    Raoul had given the matter some thought. “As I see it, Duncan, I have two choices. Have her sit this one out, or allow her the use of her magic to defend herself. Both options come with their own challenges.” 
 
    “I see your dilemma” Duncan said slowly. “Both are equally dangerous.”  
 
    Duncan, as usual, understood his friend very well. Tasia was valuable to the investigation and to their team. Without her, they’d have a harder time unraveling the past. But more importantly, with Raoul and Duncan distracted by the investigation, she’d have no one with knowledge of her deadly secrets to watch over her, because the investigation would continue. With or without Tasia, they had to stop Lady Bethesda.  
 
    “What have you decided, Raoul?” he inquired. 
 
    The Alpha frowned. “She’s not sitting this one out. There’s a streak of impulsiveness in her, Duncan. Especially when it comes to anyone she considers a friend. Without one of us keeping an eye on her, I’m not leaving her to her own devices.” 
 
    Duncan hid his smile. What Raoul called impulsiveness was essentially a streak of loyalty. The same loyalty that drove Raoul. To hear the boy express his misgivings about the same quality in Tasia that had caused Duncan many sleepless nights when it came to the Alpha amused Duncan no end. 
 
    “You’re going to free her from the promise to not use magic?” he asked instead. 
 
    “Not before she’s learnt to harness it safely” Raoul said firmly. “Otherwise, life becomes more dangerous for her. The predators will come swarming around her when they realize the power she commands. She must learn to hold them at bay first.” 
 
    “She has the Pack to watch her back. She’s not alone anymore. She’ll be like any other young Shifter who makes mistakes, Raoul.” Duncan wasn’t too worried. “And, she’ll learn. She’s always been a fast learner. Just needs a little experience under her belt. That trick with the leeches’ auras or whatever she calls it was brilliant.” 
 
    Raoul did not disagree with his friend, but he was not as sanguine, either. 
 
    “One day, Duncan, she’ll stop the wannabee Lady Bethesdas of our world cold in their tracks. But not yet, and she can’t learn on the job.” He was determined. “Not this particular job. Even a single mistake would cost her too dearly.” 
 
    “Then, how?” 
 
    “I’m going to train her” Raoul announced. 
 
    “You?” Duncan’s fascinated eyes studied the Alpha. Raoul had never trained a single Shifter in his life, something that usually fell to a Were-Alpha. This was going to be fun, Duncan mused with silent amusement. The boy was venturing into unfamiliar territory, as he would soon learn. 
 
    “With some assistance from you, if you’re willing, Duncan.” 
 
    “Of course, my boy. Whatever you need.” 
 
    Duncan studied the other Shifter gravely. Like he’d told Tasia, Raoul had never been responsible for anyone else, and keeping watch over her was a complicated endeavor at the best of times. Where he’d take risks for himself, Raoul would always play safe when it came to her welfare.  
 
    “You and I both know there’s more to vanquishing Lady Bethesda than a few bouts with her leech army. What we face is a battle for Chosen hearts, minds, fairness and justice. This war will decide what we Chosen want as our future. Do we sit back and give someone like her a free pass because it has nothing to do with us? Or do we take a stand to throw out the rulebook on the Chosen tradition of non-interference unless it affects us personally? You know the First Ones will make that argument, Raoul.” 
 
    Raoul sighed. Yes, he knew the First Ones would bring up tradition as an excuse to steer clear, as might some Shifters, though Faoladh would never allow it. The First Ones were a much looser confederation than the Wyrs. 
 
    “So, for what it’s worth, I think you made the right call, Raoul. This matter of Lady Bethesda is not something anyone can sit out, least of all Tasia. It won’t just blow over. If our world falls to someone of her ilk, it becomes more dangerous for Tasia. This is going to change our world, force us to work with each other and make some tough decisions for the future. And frankly, unless we find a way to align our interests, other Lady Bethesdas will follow on the heels of this one. Tasia was not born to hide in the shadows while the rest of us battle to save her world. She has the power to change the game. With you and the Pack behind her, she can finally aspire to it. In my book, it is infinitely better for her to learn to use her powers, even if she makes mistakes at first, than to sit back and watch our world burn. These months with us have been good for her — she’s starting to come into her own. In the forest, she was itching to use her magic, to help Nandini and you. It was palpable.” 
 
    In the woods, Tasia had stood up to the boy to stop him from taking a risk she believed her powers could mitigate, and Duncan had taken note. When Pack canons had forced him to back down from questioning his Alpha, Tasia, unfettered by any such mores, had gone toe to toe with Raoul. To Duncan, it boded well for the future. In her unassuming way, she’d never back down from challenging him, allowing nothing, not the boy’s temper or his forceful personality, to stand in her way when he insisted on keeping her on the sidelines. And Raoul, in his innately fair way, would eventually give her a hearing once his temper had cooled. They’d made a good team.  
 
    “Being locked up at the Lair might keep her safe, but it’s no life for her, Raoul” Duncan said gently.  
 
    “I know” Raoul said heavily. “But the timing couldn’t be worse.”  
 
    “Better now than when Lady Bethesda emerges from the shadows” Duncan reminded him. 
 
    Before the Alpha could respond, the door rattled softly to warn the two Shifters. Sienna peered in while Jason held the heavy door open for her. 
 
    Raoul invited the two Wizards to join Duncan and him. 
 
    “Scotch” he offered, holding up his own glass towards them. 
 
    “Yes.” Sienna’s response was heartfelt. “I need a drink. In fact, I wouldn’t mind getting rip roaring drunk today.” 
 
    “I’ll pour you a glass, Sienna.” Jason grinned. 
 
    Jason, who now knew where the Alpha kept spare glasses on his desk, busied himself. Sienna strode towards the two Shifters to plop herself on the couch beside Duncan. 
 
    “I talked to Trevor, the Guardian” she said to the Alpha. “He’s flying in the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “How much should I tell him?” Sienna asked him, without prevarication. 
 
    “Whatever you believe will get him to help us.” Raoul was equally blunt. “I want this whole business out in the open, Sienna. Secrecy only helps her, not us.” 
 
    “There’s a slight problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m not sure where to meet with him. Jason believes I shouldn’t be out by myself. And you don’t allow Guardians into your Lair” she reminded him, not mincing her words. 
 
    Raoul studied her. “Not in the Lair. But you can meet him downstairs. The offices on the first floor have meeting rooms.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Trevor will be as forthcoming if he knows your entire Lair is listening in” she said slowly. 
 
    “Of course.” Raoul couldn’t blame the Guardian for being careful. 
 
    “There’s the small room downstairs” Duncan reminded the Alpha. A few years ago, when refurbishing the Lair, a small windowless room on the first floor had been made noise-proof. The effort had not been taken to completion, since they had never really required a private room on the first floor, but it could easily function as one if they replaced the door.  
 
    “I’ll have them put a rush order on the door” the Alpha said. 
 
    “If not, you can use my place, Sienna” Duncan offered. “My Shifters will keep their distance while you meet your friend.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Duncan?” Sienna asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m counting on you to convince him, Sienna.”  
 
    “I know, Duncan” she said soberly. “Otherwise, the Alpha will rampage and the GCW will cut Jason off.”  
 
    “Sienna” Jason protested laughingly, handing her a glass. “Don’t have the Guardians cut me off yet.” 
 
    Sienna grinned at him, before addressing the Alpha. “Before I get drunk, I have to ask you something.” 
 
    Raoul arched an eyebrow inquiringly. 
 
    “Did you tell her about Nandini?”  
 
    “Yes, I did.” Raoul paused. “I enjoyed breaking the news, Sienna.” 
 
    “You should. How did she react?” 
 
    “Not well, but it’s not what pushed her into revealing the bit about Faoladh.” 
 
    “Then, what did?” 
 
    “Your aunt, for one. She had a hard time holding on to her temper, when I told her that the locket was with the First Wizard and that she should negotiate with her.” 
 
    “This is good.” Sienna’s voice hardened, hope flaring in her. “She’s not come to terms with the past yet. We can use it against her, can’t we?” 
 
    “We can, but I’ll feel a lot better once we locate your sister.”  
 
    “Tasia, Hawk and I are meeting in the morning to go over all the reports again with a fine comb.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    The Rainmaker 
 
      
 
    “Dance with me. Bring my demons to their knees.” 
 
    - Nicole Lyons 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia pored over the investigator’s report that detailed tracking Lady Bethesda to Venice yet again, her fourth trip in three months. Across from her, Sienna murmured something to Hawk, engaged in perusing a similar document. Faoladh’s investigators had kept meticulous records, she’d grant them that. Reading through the mountainous pile was slow going, but Tasia was beginning to realize that she enjoyed this type of work — a slow, meticulous and patient probing of a puzzle, to piece together events in a bid to find a tenuous pattern that might provide a clue. More than anything, this is what she enjoyed about the investigation into the past. The Pack was a very generous employer and Tasia did not intend to hitch a free ride on their bounty. That she enjoyed her role in unraveling the past was a huge bonus, though. 
 
    It was noon, but the Pack Room was unusually busy for this time of day. The Alpha’s Room, in particular, buzzed with activity, fielding a steady stream of visitors all morning. Shifters hung around the Pack Room, clearly waiting for an audience with him. Tasia mused with amusement that the Alpha was akin to the conductor of a fine-tuned orchestra. His absence from the Lair for a mere two days had slowed down the well-oiled machine.  
 
    Her cell beeped discreetly, interrupting Tasia’s musings. 
 
    She glanced at it, to do a double take. Think of the devil. 
 
    “Need 10 mins with you.” 
 
    Brief and to the point, as always. Tasia set aside her report to respond to him. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Did she want a conversation with him, she wondered, her eyes on the crowd of Shifters awaiting their turn. No, prompted her inner self unequivocally. Not until she’d had more time to process the predicament she found herself in. But Tasia’s conscience wouldn’t allow her to make excuses, so she typed back determinedly.  
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Within moments, the heavy door to the Alpha’s Room slid open. Three Shifters strode out, with the Alpha following. He held the door open with his shoulder, his cell clamped to his ear, to shake his head at a Shifter who glanced at him with anticipation. Instead, the gold eyes zeroed in on Tasia, across the room. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” She excused herself to Hawk and Sienna. 
 
    Without breaking off his conversation, he waved her to the single chair across his desk, and shut the door behind her. 
 
    “She’ll be at the airport by eight” he said into his phone. “SivoTar’s people will get her there. After that, she’s our responsibility.”  
 
    The cell squawked in his ear as he listened intently. “Watch your step, Luis” he warned. “At the Lair, she’ll be locked up like Fort Knox. They know it.”  
 
    “Good.” He signed off, turning his attention to Tasia.  
 
    The gold eyes pinned her down dispassionately. “We’ve a lot to talk about, witchling.” 
 
    She sighed inwardly. As he hesitated, seemingly picking his words, a nervous Tasia felt herself stiffen, only for his words to surprise her.  
 
    “You did very well with the leech enchantment.” 
 
    Tasia’s startled eyes met his gaze. She’d assumed that he would press her on her admission about Blutsaugers.  
 
    “Without you, Nandini would still be with her mother.” He was unequivocal in his praise. “But when you venture into the unknown, you must think it through carefully.” 
 
    “I had trouble finding my way back” she confessed, the admission coming easily. She had been a tad impetuous, Tasia acknowledged. She should have anticipated the potential confusion and disorientation from the sea of auras in her mind.  
 
    He nodded. “What you did was extraordinary, despite being a novice at it, but leaping into uncharted territory without an exit strategy is always foolhardy.” 
 
    The gold eyes met her squarely, intent on getting his message across. “Remember this. Raw power can be a huge advantage, but it is the person wielding the power who stands between victory and defeat.” 
 
    Tasia agreed silently, her eyes on him. 
 
    “Your instincts are fantastic” he reiterated. “It is your execution that needs work.”  
 
    Tasia said nothing. She couldn’t disagree with anything he’d said so far. She wondered if she was to be kicked off the team. Without the investigation, there would be no role for her in his Pack. Perhaps, this was the sign she had been waiting for, she mused, to start disentangling herself from the Pack. And him. 
 
    He contemplated her. 
 
    “You’re different from other Chosen, witchling. The power you possess will always give you an edge, but it also puts an additional burden on you. If not channeled properly, your power can lead you into situations that overwhelm you. You were taught to channel your magic, and you do it fantastically well, improvising to adjust to the demands of the situation, but there’s one more skill you must master, or the next Chosen you go up against will crush you, regardless of your superior magic.” 
 
    The unmistakable warning had Tasia straightening. No, she realized suddenly, he didn’t mean to kick her off the investigation. He was suggesting a different approach altogether — something even her wildest dreams had never offered her. 
 
    “We’re entering a phase where confronting Lady Bethesda and her leech allies will become the norm. I want to be sure you can defend yourself.” 
 
    This time, she did not hide her astonishment. “You’re going to allow me to use magic?”  
 
    For a moment, he studied her silently. 
 
    “Not yet, witchling. But one day, when I think you’re ready.” 
 
    Tasia looked thunderstruck by his words. 
 
    “You lack experience, because of your unique circumstances” he said. “Let’s rectify that first, before we discuss other options.” 
 
    “How?” Tasia looked puzzled. She’d never gain any experience if she wasn’t allowed to use her powers. 
 
    “We train you.” 
 
    “Train me?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “To use your magic” he said matter-of-factly. “If you can go up against me, I’ll know you’re ready.” 
 
    A confused Tasia could only stare at him in response. This was a rather lofty goal. Very few Chosen would ever go up against him successfully. Why would she be any different?  
 
    “There’re always options, if one knows how to look for them” he suggested gently. “You don’t see me wade in and use my fists when I can get my way without a fight, do you?”  
 
    With those compelling eyes on her, Tasia shook her head mutely. Yes, she had noticed that he didn’t jump in head first, unlike other Shifters. This quick-tempered man never allowed his emotions to rule him.  
 
    “Don’t fret about your secrets or cover yet. We’ll tackle that when the time comes. For now, focus on learning to defend yourself.” The gold eyes held her gaze, a subtle message in them. 
 
    Tasia, whose wildest and most impossible dream had always been to walk amongst her brethren openly, did not press him. She didn’t want to know, she realized. They’d cross the bridge when they came to it. For her, learning to effectively defend herself could only be a huge advantage. Regardless of whatever path her future took, she’d always have powerful enemies on her trail. 
 
    Raoul leaned back, confident he had made his point.  
 
    “One day, we’ll need every able-bodied Chosen to fight back against the very idea of Lady Bethesda or someone like her” he said slowly. “When that day arrives, I want you ready. This is an uncertain world. You should have the tools to survive, even without your friends and allies by your side.”  
 
    He wasn’t to know the effect of his words on Tasia. For a mad moment, she wondered if he believed that one day, his Wyr loyalties might force him to fight on the wrong side — or at least, not the same side as her. Was this his way of preparing her to face an eventuality where they might find themselves on the opposing sides of an ideological battle? Perhaps, the bombshell about Faoladh preyed on his mind, as it clearly did on Sienna’s. At the thought, a deep pang pierced her, one of mingled sadness and alarm. She didn’t want to battle the Pack, or her friends.  
 
    Or him.  
 
    The man across from her narrowed his eyes. Raoul could sense the turmoil in her but not the reason for it. He wondered if she was nervous at the prospect of working magic, when it was something she had eschewed all her life. If so, he knew what to do. She was not a woman to step back from a challenge, so he set out to make it one. 
 
    “Using your powers effectively has more to do with your mind than anything. If a Shifter can do it, it should be a piece of cake for a Wizard.” There was a subtle note of provocation in the statement.  
 
    As he had known, it got through to her. Tasia straightened, determinedly banishing her dark thoughts. 
 
     “I’ll work hard” she assured him. 
 
    “Good.”  
 
     He glanced at his watch. They had much to discuss, but his schedule was a mess today. It would have to wait. 
 
    Tasia waited for the other shoe to drop. He had not brought up her deadly ability to poison Blutsaugers. The conversation so far had only covered her missteps working magic in the woods. While he had been fair, as usual, she was not looking forward to the rest.  
 
    “The rest will have to wait” he remarked, his eyes on his watch.  
 
    “I’d like your advice” Tasia said impulsively.  
 
    He was eminently qualified to give her advice on this. Duncan and Hawk, her usual mentors when it came to the Pack, would not do for this. With her newly acquired Pack knowledge, Tasia knew what a disaster consulting either Shifter would be, for a variety of reasons.  
 
    He studied her, an arrested look in the gold eyes. 
 
    “Alright.” He chose his words carefully. “We’ll give it a shot.” 
 
    “This is about Sara.” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    It was Tasia’s turn to choose her words carefully. “Do you think Luis is the kind of Shifter to torment Sara for being different?” 
 
    “Luis Beltran?” His astonishment was clear. 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia nodded. 
 
    “No” he said clearly, without hesitation. “If Luis has a problem with anyone, he won’t hide behind innuendos. He’s upfront. Unlike someone like Simeonov.” The last was added as an aside. 
 
    No kidding. Stefan Simeonov gives me the creeps. 
 
    “That’s what I thought” she concurred aloud. 
 
    A strange expression flitted across his face, one Tasia had trouble interpreting. 
 
    “Luis came to this country forty years ago. He knows what it is to feel like an outsider. I doubt an ambitious Hispanic kid had an easy time of it. He’s had to fight tooth and nail for everything he has today. He’s the last person to judge anyone for being different.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him, taken aback by his unexpected insight into Luis’ struggles to fit in. Of mixed heritage herself, she had not been completely immune to the baser instincts of people.  
 
    “We Chosen might believe we’re better than the humans when it comes to judging people by the color of their skin or something equally irrelevant, but we’re not immune to Si’ffa mores” he said quietly.  
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    Luis strode into the Pack Room with Nandini in tow, to close the heavy door behind him. Tasia could sense Sienna’s anticipation and excitement beside her, as well as the curiosity of the Shifters. They had gathered here minutes ago for a briefing, at the Alpha’s direction, one timed to coincide with Nandini’s arrival. 
 
    The Alpha strode forward to greet Nandini. The Ancient girl, composed as always, glanced around the room, her eyes zeroing in on Sienna. That was the signal Sienna had been waiting for. She moved forward eagerly, her eyes on her half-sister. 
 
    “This is Sienna” the Alpha introduced her.  
 
    “Nandini” the other girl said quietly, holding out her hand. 
 
    Sienna ignored it to throw her arms around the Ancient. “I’ve been waiting to meet you” she said softly. 
 
    Though clearly taken back, Nandini did not discourage the hug. 
 
    “Why don’t you introduce everyone to Nandini?” Raoul suggested to Sienna. “She’s met most of the team before.” 
 
    Tasia watched as Sienna walked the room to introduce her sister to the rest of the team investigating their mother.  
 
    “She reminds me of Caroline” Hawk said softly, from beside her. “Something about the way she carries herself.” 
 
    “Yeah” Tasia nodded. “That’s exactly how I described her to Sienna and Sara.” 
 
    “You know Roman, of course?” Sienna’s voice floated to them. 
 
    Nandini’s face shuttered before their eyes. While never overtly expressive, the sudden blanking of expression on Nandini’s face could not be more evident. 
 
    “Roman.” She greeted him politely, her voice carefully neutral. “None the worse for wear, I see.” 
 
    “Nandini.” Roman inclined his head stiffly, a frozen expression on his battered face, so unlike his usual suaveness that Sienna almost did a double take.  
 
    Hawk exchanged a pregnant glance with Tasia. 
 
    Sienna hurried her sister towards Tasia and Hawk, attempting to paper over the awkwardness. 
 
    Engrossed in their own conversations, most Shifters had not caught the exchange. But Duncan, who missed nothing with his eagle eyes, arched a silent eyebrow at the Alpha. Raoul shrugged. Whatever was going on between the two Ancients, Nandini had come through for Roman when it counted. 
 
    “Faoladh’s investigators have been working on tracing your mother’s whereabouts after India, attempting to find the third family” the Alpha said briefly to Nandini. “Tasia, Sienna and Hawk have been going over the investigators’ records to look for any clues they might’ve missed.” 
 
    “You haven’t been able to locate this family yet?” Nandini inquired. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you’re sure she has one?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at the trio beside Nandini, giving up the floor to them, as the others settled down to listen. 
 
    “As we’d anticipated, there were multiple visits to Venice” Sienna opened. “In the US, her time was split between Portland, Oregon, and Chicago. These seem to be her two bases in the country.” 
 
    “These stays in Venice” Duncan asked the question. “How long were they?” 
 
    “The durations varied, Duncan” Hawk answered.  
 
    “She travelled nowhere else?” Atsá questioned. 
 
    “No.” Sienna shook her head. “These three cities are the only ones the investigators were able to track her to. She didn’t seem to spend more than a few months at a time in any place though.” 
 
    “Always on the move” Raoul murmured thoughtfully. “She’s paranoid.” 
 
    “She is very paranoid” Nandini concurred quietly. “From what I saw of her, she doesn’t trust anyone, is restless and never stays in one place for long.” 
 
    “Even her bodyguards?” Roman asked. 
 
    Nandini shot him a look but seemed to reflect on his question just the same. “I don’t think she distrusts her bodyguards per se. It’s more like she thinks of them as these mindless creatures whose job is to protect her person. All brawn and no brain, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “Are they?” Roman persisted. “All brawn, that is.” 
 
    “They’re not particularly smart, no” Nandini acknowledged, her eyes on the bruises marring Roman’s handsome face. “They follow her orders slavishly but I doubt there’s any critical thinking going on there.” 
 
    “These are the foot soldiers, Roman” Duncan chimed in. “Remember, she also has Bianchi, dangerous and canny as they come.” 
 
    “She probably has other lieutenants like Bianchi to do her dirty work” Elisabetta added. “The ones on guard duty are just the heavies.” 
 
    “Did you meet Rafaelo Bianchi while you were with your mother?” the Alpha asked Nandini. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I wasn’t with her long enough.” 
 
    “There’s another tidbit that might be of interest” Sienna said into the silence. “A pattern that Tasia discovered.” 
 
    She glanced at Tasia. 
 
    “In the early years after India, her visits to Venice were more frequent” Tasia said. “Then, they taper off.” 
 
    “How frequent?” Raoul frowned. 
 
    “Once a month. Sometimes more.” 
 
    While the others mused on it, Tasia added. “Her visits were also longer. She’d stay for ten days at a time.” 
 
    “When do the visits start to taper off?” 
 
    “Three years on. At first, it’s once every three months. Then, it’s even less as she spends more time in the States, alternating between Portland and Chicago. In the last few years, it’s been once a year to Venice, usually for just a few days at a time.”  
 
    “Does she always travel with the bodyguards?” Roman asked. 
 
    “No, she travels alone.” 
 
    Roman glanced at the Alpha, by the mantel, and Duncan, seated in his favorite chair beside him. “This is strange.” 
 
    “I know I don’t have the whole story yet” Nandini said slowly, her eyes following the silent communication. “But I’m a little confused. All roads seem to lead to Venice. And yet, you don’t believe she stashed her family there?” 
 
    “The Vampires that guard your mother are from the Venetian Nest” Jason explained to her. “Their Master is her main ally. They’ve been allied since the beginning and we believe her trips were to meet with him.” 
 
    “But couldn’t it be both?” Nandini inquired. “If she’s only travelled to three cities …” she paused abruptly. “Unless, the family’s in this country?” 
 
    “No.” Raoul shook his head. “Faoladh’s investigators have combed through both Portland and Chicago thoroughly. There’s no hint of a family anywhere.” 
 
    “Unless she’s hiding the daughter until she’s ready to unveil her” Sienna countered. 
 
    There was another silence. 
 
    “What I said before about my mother’s guards” Nandini reiterated. “They don’t seem to require any instructions for what she has them do — guard her. So, why go to Venice to meet their Master?” 
 
    “And the likes of Bianchi are already here in the country, not in Venice” Duncan murmured.  
 
    “Also, these trips were at a time she needed to lie low.” Luis jumped into the fray unexpectedly.  
 
    “Yes, the trips to Venice were fraught with danger for her.” Jason was thoughtful. “Every time she flew, she ran the risk of being recognized. Yet, she believed the Venice trips justified the risk.” 
 
    “ElDarZin” Roman murmured aloud, as it suddenly hit him.  
 
    The Alpha, following the conversation that Nandini’s comment had spurred, turned to Roman. “What about him?” 
 
    “Your Clan source confirmed that ElDarZin went to work for the Lombardis?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
     Roman’s eyes glittered with suppressed excitement. “And we’re pretty sure she used his artifact to walk away unscathed in Chicago.” 
 
    The Ancient’s excitement was now palpable.  
 
    “Powerful, with the right pedigree.” Roman held the Alpha’s gaze. “He’d also have been the right age. Think about it, Merceau. Everything falls into place.” 
 
    “For what?” Sienna looked puzzled just as Nandini exclaimed “Lombardi!” 
 
    Roman glanced at Nandini with a frown, before answering Sienna. “To be the third sperm donor” he said bluntly, almost absent-mindedly, before seeming to realize what he had said. He looked apologetic.  
 
    “No offense.” His glance encompassed both half-sisters. 
 
    “None taken.” Sienna’s answer was prompt, even mechanical, as she processed what Roman was hinting at.  
 
    “You think ElDarZin fathered the third daughter?” Jason put it together. 
 
    “It fits.” Roman shrugged, his eyes on a silent Nandini. 
 
    “It does” Raoul agreed thoughtfully. “The timelines certainly match up, and she’s picked powerful Chosen for their bloodlines before.” 
 
    He turned to Nandini, who still looked a tad confused. “What puzzles you about the Lombardi leeches?” 
 
    “They’re the Venetian allies you talked about?” 
 
    The Alpha nodded.  
 
    “I heard something while I was with SivoTar” she said slowly. “I don’t mingle much with Chosen, so normally, I wouldn’t be privy to any gossip like this.”  
 
    “What gossip?” Roman demanded, a note of impatience in his voice. 
 
    Nandini seared him with a look. “Patience is a virtue, Roman” she reminded him pointedly. “You’d be better served to inculcate it.” 
 
    Roman looked taken aback. For a moment, the two Ancients stared at each other, the subtext of her words lost on neither. Sienna tried to hide her smile.  
 
    Then, Nandini turned her attention back to the mantel where the Alpha waited, no sign of impatience about him. 
 
    “I heard rumors of something strange at The Games” she said. 
 
    Raoul, never interested in Chosen gossip, turned promptly to his source of all whispers about Chosen: Duncan. 
 
    “I did hear about an explosion” Duncan offered.  
 
    “An explosion?” Jason looked astonished.  
 
    “A minor one, Jason. No injuries.”  
 
    The Games were an annual tournament open to all Chosen, a venue to showcase their extraordinary abilities against other worthy opponents. One of the few avenues where Chosen of all stripes could come together to pit themselves against each other. Once, success at The Games had been a badge a Chosen could wear with honor. Since it was an event open to all, even a low-level Wizard could showcase her skills against a powerful First One or a Were-Alpha, should she choose to. For the last century though, its popularity had been on the wane. Now, it was primarily a tournament where Vampires showed up to match their skills against those from other nests. 
 
    “Durovic?” Raoul turned to the Ancient. Roman’s job entailed keeping his ear to the ground. He would know of any rumors.  
 
    “Someone went missing from The Games” Roman confirmed. “All very vague. But I haven’t been paying attention to it.” He’d been preoccupied with the investigation and being tortured by a sadistic Wizard’s pets. 
 
    “These rumors about The Games — what do they have to do with the Lombardis?” Raoul asked Nandini. 
 
    “The Master of the Lombardi Family is the one known as Monseigneur?” 
 
    “Yes” the Alpha confirmed. The Master was powerful, one of a handful to lead Pure Blood Families. He’d lived in France centuries ago, before rising to head the Lombardis. Some said Monseigneur had been born a French aristocrat.  
 
    “The gossip is that the girl who went missing from The Games was with the Lombardis, and that Monseigneur is enraged about it. SivoTar’s First Ones were rather gleeful about Monseigneur’s misfortune” Nandini added, as everyone stared at her. 
 
    “Monseigneur has never been popular amongst the First Ones” Roman admitted. 
 
    Nandini looked curious at the cryptic words. For a moment, she seemed on the verge of asking Roman the reason for the bad blood, but then the moment passed. As she turned away from him, Roman’s lips tightened imperceptibly.  
 
    “You believe she left her daughter with the Lombardi Vampires?” Sienna looked disbelieving, despite what she knew about her mother. She wouldn’t trust her worst enemy with the Clan. Her mother had already proved that she wouldn’t hesitate to use her daughters if it aided her plans. Yet, the very idea horrified Sienna. 
 
    “That seems the likely conclusion, unless …” Raoul glanced at Roman. 
 
    “ElDarZin hasn’t been heard from for a long time now.” Roman looked somber. “If he’s still alive, he doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
    “We’d better find out what happened at The Games” Raoul said. 
 
    Roman nodded. “I’ll reach out to my sources.”  
 
    “I’ll ask Faoladh to dig deeper into Venice” the Alpha added. “Check for any whispers about a non-Clan girl living with the Lombardis.” 
 
    “Roman.” Sienna turned to him impulsively. “Could you ask your sources what the missing girl looks like?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll ask” he said agreeably.  
 
    No one said anything, but Sienna glanced at the Alpha just the same. “A hunch” she muttered. “I’ll explain if it turns out to be true.” 
 
    He asked no further questions. Jason, who knew that she had seen her siblings in her vision, said nothing. 
 
    “If we’re on the right track, she’s been under our noses the whole time” Duncan remarked. 
 
    “I hope we are, because this is the only lead we have.” Sienna looked conflicted. “But the idea of being thrown to the Vampires …” 
 
    “She has a father too, Sienna” Nandini chimed in unexpectedly. “And a powerful one, as I understand it. He won’t have left his daughter to the mercies of a Blutsauger nest.” 
 
    The words seemed to stop Sienna in her tracks. “You’re right, Nandini” was all she said. But Sienna looked relieved by the timely reminder. 
 
    “This is good work” the Alpha said. “Without Nandini’s perspective, we’d have gone around in circles, like before. Now, we have a new and promising lead to follow.” 
 
    “We’ve always ignored Venice before, because of her relationship with the Lombardis” Atsá said thoughtfully. “But if you think about it, it is very much in character to entrust a daughter crucial to her plans to her most trusted ally.” 
 
    “Frankly, I’m surprised she allowed Sienna and Nandini to keep their distance for this long” Jason said bluntly. This part had always mystified him. He was glad her mother had left Sienna alone, but still puzzled by Lady Bethesda’s strategy on this. 
 
    Before anyone could respond, the steel door rattled in warning and a young Shifter peered in to glance at the mantel. “There’s a guest for Sienna, Alpha.”  
 
    The Alpha gestured towards Sienna. 
 
    “He’s in the new Pack Room downstairs” the Shifter said to Sienna. 
 
    “Thank you, Ian” Sienna responded. “I’ll be right down.” 
 
    The young Shifter left discreetly, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Are we done here?” Sienna glanced at the Alpha. 
 
    “We’ll continue this later. Give it your best shot, Sienna.” 
 
    “I will.” Sienna looked determined.  
 
    “You want to join me, Jason?” she asked. 
 
    Jason shook his head. “Trev will be more amenable if you make the request, Sienna. I bring Guardian baggage that might place him in an uncomfortable position.” 
 
    Sienna nodded.  
 
    “Good luck, Sienna” he said with a smile. 
 
    She turned to have a quick word with Nandini just as Luis, ever the gentleman, strode to the heavy door to hold it open for Sienna. 
 
    Since it was clear that they were done for now, Tasia made a beeline for Luis once Sienna had exited the room. 
 
    “Could I have a word with you, Luis?” She drew his attention. 
 
    “Of course, Tasia” he answered readily, despite his surprise. 
 
    “In private” she added self-consciously, catching Stefan Simeonov’s eyes on her. 
 
    Luis cast a glance around the crowded Pack Room. “How about downstairs after Sienna is done?” he offered. 
 
    “That works, thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll find you when the room is free” he assured her. 
 
    Jason and Hawk, with Roman listening intently, were busy filling Nandini in on the investigation and everything they had uncovered so far. Atsá and Duncan were engaged in a discussion with the Alpha. Luis strode up to join them. That left two Shifters. Tasia, never keen to have a tete-a-tete with either Elisabetta or Simeonov, made for the group around Nandini.  
 
    While Nandini soaked up the details of the investigation, Tasia observed the others. Jason and Hawk played off one another, their ease with each other evident. After weeks spent cooped up together, their shared goal and a sense of camaraderie bound everyone together. Roman, in particular, had made himself a part of the team in a short time, blending in seamlessly with Duncan, Jason and Atsá while establishing an easy-going relationship with Sienna and the younger members. He had an easy relationship with the Alpha, one of mutual respect. Yet, Tasia had always suspected that Roman put on a façade around them. Outwardly gregarious and sociable, he was a hard man to get to know. One who always seemed to hold his cards close to his chest. 
 
    Now, he was quieter than unusual, his gaze on the Ancient girl when he thought she wasn’t looking, his expression carefully blank. Nandini seemed to mostly ignore him. It was clear that these two had history. Tasia wondered what had led to this awkwardness between the suave man of the world and the self-assured woman. Whatever it was had affected them both. 
 
    When Sienna joined them an hour later, every eye in the room turned to her in anticipation. Breaking into a spontaneous smile, she raised her hands triumphantly over her head, like a victorious athlete.  
 
    Hawk, as usual, was the first one to whoop with joy. “You did it, Sienna.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, Hawk.” She tossed him a wink. 
 
    “Job well done, Sienna” Duncan called out, clearly pleased by her success. Even the Alpha looked pleased.  
 
    Sienna sauntered over to join the crowd around Jason and Nandini. Jason looked relieved.  
 
    “Bought you a little time with the Guardians, Jason” she said to him, her affection for him evident. 
 
    “Yes, you did, Sienna” he admitted. “Is Trev still downstairs?” 
 
    “No.” Sienna shook her head. “He has a meeting at the Registry. That’s his excuse for the trip. He said to tell you that he’ll catch up with you when he’s back in town.” 
 
    “When does he plan to be back with the records?” Roman inquired. 
 
    “A few days.” 
 
    “Tasia.” Luis beckoned to her. “Shall we?” 
 
    As she exited the Pack Room in Luis’ company, Hawk, hyper watchful of Tasia, shot them a narrow-eyed look. Stefan Simeonov, another Shifter with an interest in Tasia, pursed his lips, his blue eyes on the two. Beside him and more attuned to the undercurrents than her current ally of convenience, Elisabetta glanced towards the Alpha to see what he made of the unusual twosome. Seemingly engrossed in conversation with Duncan, he ignored the pair’s exit, until Hawk sprang up from his seat with a purposeful air to make after them. 
 
    “Hawk” Raoul called, stopping Hawk in his tracks.  
 
    “Alph?” 
 
    “Duncan has something to say to you” the Alpha said, throwing the ball into the English Shifter’s court with a pointed glance. 
 
    Duncan arched an eyebrow at the Alpha, a gesture that had Elisabetta frowning, before he turned smoothly to engage Hawk. Elisabetta leaned back in her chair, a pucker between her brows, reflecting on the subtle cues she had just observed. 
 
    In the small room downstairs, Tasia engaged Luis Beltran, with a determination born of the desire to have her friend not feel like an interloper in her own Pack. The Alpha was right — both Hawk and Sara were tied to this Pack. Sara would never be free, until she made a place for herself here. 
 
    “Sara doesn’t know that I’m talking to you” she opened. 
 
    Luis did a subtle double take, but he said nothing, waiting patiently for her to continue, a watchful look in his eyes. 
 
    After much thought, Tasia had come to the decision that being candid with Luis was her best option. Beating around the bush would get them nowhere. 
 
    “She thinks you’re like the Shifters that came after me because of my admission at the Lair party that I would never get involved with a Shifter.”  
 
    For a moment, the normally impassive Were-Alpha looked thunderstruck, an arrested expression on his face.  
 
    “Why would she think that?” He stared at her blankly. 
 
    Tasia shrugged. “There have been subtle signs. Your Shifters, the ones that work with her, are suddenly on their best behavior. You joined Duncan and Hawk to confront Justin Markham at the party.” 
 
    Tasia paused. “Sara’s past experience tells her to not trust her Pack” she said softly. 
 
    Luis closed his eyes with a soft sigh to lean back against his chair. Tasia searched his expression, but it betrayed no hint of his thoughts. When his eyes opened again, Luis was back to his usual taciturn and unflappable self. 
 
    “Your friend has nothing to worry about. Not from me. I’ll make sure she knows that” he said courteously, his manner curiously formal. 
 
    “I appreciate you coming to me with this, Tasia” he added.  
 
    Tasia inclined her head, relieved at having gotten her message across so easily, and confident Luis would set Sara’s mind at ease. Hopefully, things would get a little easier for Sara. 
 
    As she stood up, assuming their meeting over, Luis detained her. “A word of warning, Tasia.”  
 
    There was a note in his voice that gave Tasia pause. 
 
    “If Stefan Simeonov ever skirts the line with you, go to the Alpha.”  
 
    He paused, struck by an image of the implacable and aloof Alpha. Luis found the Alpha a straight-shooter to deal with, but he knew that Tasia might have a different perspective on the formidable Shifter.  
 
    “Or Duncan” Luis amended to a Tasia staring at him with a mix of confusion, puzzlement and astonishment. 
 
    “Don’t wait for him to cross the line” Luis reiterated, his eyes holding hers. 
 
    There was a look in the depths of the Shifter’s eyes that had Tasia make a mental note to watch out for the blue-eyed Were-Alpha. Though curious about Luis’ cryptic warning, Tasia didn’t press him. Luis was obviously doing her a good turn in return for what she had disclosed to him. 
 
    “I will” she answered. “Thank you.” 
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    That night, Tasia finally ran out of time. Invited to stroll the Embarcadero by the man himself, she braced herself for an uncomfortable session ahead. Since the Alpha’s surprise pronouncement the day before, Tasia found herself conflicted. Elated by the prospect of one day using her powers openly, under the aegis of the Pack, while at the same time, wondering if the very mantle of Pack was slated to remain over her for much longer. She could sense that matters between the Alpha and her were coming to a head. Her secrets, the unexpected flare of an unwanted attraction, even the latest bombshells from the investigation — everything seemed to conspire to destroy the hard-fought and uneasy truce between them.  
 
    On the sidewalk, Tasia cast a sidelong glance at her companion. He had said little so far, seemingly immersed in thought on the drive over. Tonight though, Embarcadero was unusually crowded, groups of revelers streaming out from the surrounding streets on their way back to their homes, after an evening in the city. It was the start of the weekend, and it was early, going on nine, unlike their usual midnight walks by the bay. Tasia had been surprised by the early hour of the invitation. The Alpha’s punishing schedule was no secret — he tended to keep late hours. 
 
    The light across the walkway turned green and the crowd around them surged forward to cross the street. Jostled, Tasia lost her footing. Quick as a flash, he steadied her as the sea of humanity hurried to cross the intersection before the light turned red.  
 
    “Let’s get away from the crowd” he said. 
 
    Tasia followed him, away from the hordes by the clogged roads and behind the buildings, to the pathway by the water. It was less crowded here, despite the early hour. She made for the seawall to lean against it, adjusting the hood of her jacket. He settled by her, one arm on the wrought iron railing that topped the wall. Tasia cast another fleeting glance at him, while she fiddled with her jacket. This section of the walkway was less lit, away from the brighter paths by the road. His face lay mostly in shadows. 
 
    Unaccountably nervous, she rushed into speech.  
 
    “You haven’t asked me about what I said in the woods” she blurted out. 
 
    In the semi-darkness, Tasia couldn’t discern his expression, but she rather thought she had surprised him.  
 
    “I gave you my word I wouldn’t press you about your secrets.”  
 
    Tasia said nothing. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have pressed you before either, if circumstances had been different. But given my suspicions, I didn’t want you waltzing into woods teeming with leeches.”  
 
    “You were suspicious?” she exclaimed. If so, he’d certainly hidden it well. After the early days, he had never pushed her for an explanation about the dead Vampire at the San Francisco nest. 
 
    “Not that your blood is poisonous to leeches, no. How could I suspect something so fantastic?” 
 
    Tasia sighed, glancing away to fiddle with her jacket again. 
 
    “One dead leech, in your vicinity, I can pass off as a fluke” he pointed out. “Two cannot be a coincidence, witchling.” 
 
    Tasia took the bull by the horns. She hated this sense of her head being inexorably led to the chopping block. 
 
    “Am I here to have my head chewed off about not trusting you again?” she asked him. 
 
    At the forefront of her mind was the volcanic eruption that had followed his discovery of Gabriel Azevedo’s relationship with her.  
 
    “No” he said calmly. “I’m here to have a different conversation with you.” 
 
    Somewhat puzzled by the cryptic statement, Tasia countered. “You were furious when I told you about it.”  
 
    “I was” he admitted. “Since then, I’ve had time to think about it. It would be unfair to blame you. After all, you couldn’t have anticipated that I’d drag you along to rescue Roman, or a standoff against the leeches. Or, that in the morning, Nandini would flee her mother’s guards.” 
 
    Tasia’s jaw almost dropped open, at the matter-of-fact way he seemed to shrug this off. 
 
    “Why are you being so reasonable about this?” she inquired suspiciously. 
 
    He shrugged in the darkness, enigmatic as usual. “With your secrets, you’re like Pandora’s Box. Every time I wedge the box open a little, I wish I could close it again.” 
 
    He stared down at Tasia in the darkness while she tried to make sense of what he had just admitted. 
 
    “You and I will face the same fork in the road, again and again, by virtue of who you are. If we’re to progress from the same dance we seem to engage in, every time I discover something new about you, then one of us must play the adult in the room. I guess the role falls to me.” The last was said somewhat provocatively. 
 
    Tasia, busy digesting his words, turned incredulous eyes on him wrathfully. A sudden gust of wind had her loosely hooked hood fall back to leave her head bare, but Tasia ignored it to glare at the man by her side. 
 
    The gold eyes glinted, a brightness that even the near darkness could not hide from Tasia. 
 
    “That was a joke, witchling.”  
 
    His words had her wrath draining away. She peered at his face, squinting in the dark to study his expression.  
 
    He leaned down, to bring his face closer. “Checking me out? You have only to ask.”  
 
    His other hand moved lazily to the wall beside her, enclosing her in the circle of his arms.  
 
    Finding him too close for comfort, a skittish Tasia glanced away, trying to gather her thoughts together.  
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t note it before” he murmured with an air of academic interest. 
 
    Tasia couldn’t resist. “What?” 
 
    “You’re so easy to rile, witchling.” There was a caressing note in his voice that put her on her guard. “Or, is it I who brings that out in you, hmm?”  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” Tasia fought gamely. 
 
    “No?” The husky question had her turning away from him.  
 
    But there was nowhere to go. His arms caged her in loosely on both sides. She, who had been chilly only moments ago, could feel the heat radiating from the big body. He wasn’t even touching her, merely standing within touching distance. Tasia had the wild urge to ask him to let her go, to free her from this silken web he seemed to be weaving around her, with his presence, the husky-voiced questions and the glitter in the gold eyes that shone through the darkness. But she resisted the urge, determined to stand her ground.  
 
    Another gust of air blew her hair into her face.  
 
    “Allow me.” He reached for her, smoothing the hair away from her face before she could do it herself.  
 
    Tasia held herself still. Like before, when Bianchi had confronted them here, he gathered up her hair carefully to delicately tuck it behind her ear. Heart beating a little too fast for comfort, Tasia glanced up, but the gold eyes were focused on the task of meticulously swiping away each stray strand. 
 
    “You trust me” he announced abruptly.  
 
    The gold eyes flashed to her, pinning her in place. 
 
    “Don’t you?” His fingers stroked down her face, the touch whisper-soft. 
 
    Tasia had the impression that it was an absent-minded caress, like he wasn’t fully aware of what he did. 
 
    She nodded affirmatively. 
 
    “And, I trust you” he said quietly, the gold eyes holding her captive. “Is that not enough to stop this dance of ours?” 
 
    Tasia’s mouth opened to ask what dance he talked about, and the stroking thumb skirted the edge of her lips. Her breath hitched at the butterfly touch. The tiny sound had the gold eyes snapping to her parted lips.  
 
    For a moment, neither moved as the air seemed to simmer between them.  
 
    The calloused pad of his thumb rubbed delicately against the skin at the edge of her lips. “You told Elisabetta once that you’ve no issues with Shifters being Shifters” the throaty voice rumbled over her.  
 
    Her head swimming, Tasia reached behind her to grasp the railing for support. It prevented her from collapsing into a puddle at his feet. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Did you mean it?” His eyes remained on her parted lips, singularly focused to the exclusion of everything else. 
 
    “Ye … ess” Tasia stuttered, resisting the urge to lick her suddenly dry lips. 
 
    Smoldering gold eyes slid unhurriedly up to tangle with her. “Do you know what I’d do if I believed you?”  
 
    Ensnared by the glittering eyes, Tasia shook her head mutely.  
 
    “Follow the time-honored way of my ancestors …. fight off the others and carry you back to my Lair.” The husky tones seemed to whisper into the night, tantalizing in their sensual promise, even as the note of possessiveness in it had Tasia’s inner voice renew the struggle to break through to her. 
 
    Tasia fought off a shiver as everything but him seemed to fade into the background. 
 
    I already live at your Lair. 
 
    “So you do.” There was the ghost of a smile in his voice. “Shame, I was looking forward to that part.”  
 
    Unable to form a coherent response, Tasia’s mind nevertheless was in overdrive, thoughts and questions jostling each other in a confused jumble of musings and emotions. 
 
    Huh … yet, he keeps telling us he’s not a traditionalist. 
 
    He chuckled softly, a sound that seemed to rumble from deep in his chest. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is about you, Big Eyes, but you call to the Wyr in me. Always have.” 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    “You bring back memories of a different man — the part of me that’s a throwback.” The words flowed like warm honey over her, unhurried and taking the time to savor each hitch of breath. “Like a Siren’s lure that awakens my every instinct, compelling me to ignore the past and everything I want to forget.” The confession seemed to be torn from him. 
 
    No, no, don’t call me a Siren. 
 
    His thumb skirted her lips again and Tasia’s teeth grazed the pad. 
 
    He groaned in response, the gold eyes flaring. Amidst the premonition of danger, Tasia heard a low hum in the background, like gushing water or a bubbling brook. She had no time to ponder it as his palm slid from her cheek to her nape, the fingers tangling in her hair. 
 
    “I’m torn” he admitted with another soft groan, the words seemingly wrenched from him. “A part of me wants to lock you away in the Lair, where nothing can touch you, while the other wants to see you fly without always looking over your shoulder, wondering when your luck will run out.” 
 
    Tasia tried to ignore the hum of noise in her head and the admonishment filling her mind, to process what he was telling her. Everything in her screamed that this was important. 
 
    “You were meant to fly free, witchling, and one day, I’ll make sure you have the choice to do so.” The husky words came out like a pledge, shocking Tasia, who knew what an enormous commitment such a task would be. “Until then, you’ll have to make do with the gilded cage of my Lair.” 
 
    I’ll always have to remain in the shadows, in one way or another … I can never fly free. 
 
    “You will” he reiterated firmly, his calm confidence making it seem like a pedestrian promise. “Much as my beotan would prefer to lock you away from every other man” he added wryly. 
 
    What other man? 
 
    “Young Hawk, for one” he murmured this time, allowing the wind to carry away his words.  
 
    Tasia stirred. What? 
 
    “Don’t worry about my beotan” he assured her huskily. “I have him under control. He’s the throwback.” 
 
    He bent forward, his lips grazing the soft skin under her ear. It struck Tasia how different this was from the cage — he seemed to savor her, more in control and less frenzied. Before, there had been an almost desperate quality to his kisses. Like before though, scorching heat spread through her, blossoming where his lips caressed her skin to spread out in waves. Despite the chill in the blustery wind wafting over the bay, she felt warm. The hand on the wall moved in to enclose her. Tasia let go of her desperate grip on the railing behind her, allowing herself to be swept into him. His lips slid down her skin, the hand in her hair angling her head, to leave a searing trail of fire on her. Her eyes closed, her head slumping back to bare her throat to him. The hand around her waist tucked her into him, fitting her into the curve of the hard, muscled body. With anyone else, her vulnerable position with her arms trapped behind her and her throat bared to him, would alarm Tasia. Yet, it generated no panic in her.  
 
    “We don’t agree on much” he murmured against her heated skin. 
 
    A pounding thrum seemed to now join the hum of noise filling her head. To her surprise, Tasia realized that she could sense the quickened beat of his heart. 
 
    Despite the din in her, Tasia tried to pick up the thread of the conversation. 
 
    “Your … beast?” The words trembled on her lips. 
 
    “Hmm.” She felt the rumble of his affirmation vibrate through her, entwined as she was to him. 
 
    “But we both want you” he said thickly, his mouth hot against the delicate shadows under her collar bone. 
 
    And just like that, the strange drumming in her ears, playing in the background like so much white noise, came roaring back to thunder in her head, as did the warnings from her inner voice that were now screams in their demand for attention. Tempted and beguiled by him, Tasia had rejected the warnings, shoving them away unheeded. But now, she could ignore them no longer. Her subconscious seemed to regurgitate every cautionary admonishment from her father, playing them in a never-ending loop. She could not do this. Not with him. Therein lay madness and destruction. This powerful, influential, and strong-willed Chosen was the epitome of the man she could never have. 
 
    “No” she said feebly, struggling against the arm that held her to him. The word came out as a squeak but it was enough to stop him in his tracks. 
 
    The roving lips went still against her skin, his arm loosening around her. Tasia brought her hands up to his shoulder to shove at him, hardening her heart to all temptation.  
 
    “No” she said, her voice stronger this time, fear and resolve lending her wings. “Can’t do this.” 
 
    For truth be told, despite everything she had told herself, this was the conversation she most feared with him. Not because of what he might ask of her, but because Tasia feared that resisting him would be the most difficult trial she’d attempt in her life. To her consternation and disbelief, Tasia realized that despite the tempestuous history and their past difficulties, she was very tempted to give in to him, to succumb to the mindless passion he seemed to kindle in her with a word, a touch or a look. To obey the creed drummed into her, she had to fight with everything, her very instincts, every fiber of her being and her heart to push him away.   
 
    He wrenched himself away, to straighten. The hand holding her by the waist released her to put distance between their heated bodies, but the hand in her hair remained loosely fisted in the dark strands. 
 
    Tasia forced herself to look up, a long way up, to meet his gaze, blank now, despite the smoldering depths only moments ago.  
 
    What have I done? 
 
    Dangerous, dangerous man — she had sensed this from their first meeting. The hyper-awareness, the sense of being on tenterhooks all the time, the heightened wariness and constant vigilance he seemed to inspire in her — she had noted it all. But in her inexperience, she had been incapable of understanding it. Her callowness and ignorance had not allowed her to pin down the reasons for the turmoil and conflict his very presence always sparked in her. What she did possess was a well-honed instinct for survival, after a lifetime of dodging threats. It was this survival instinct that had driven her to keep her distance from him, even without grasping what compelled her to do so. He had intimidated her, but not for the reasons she’d admitted to herself. Now, as she stared up at him in the darkness, it hit her like a ton of bricks what this dance with him had always been about — self-preservation. Her instincts had instigated her to keep her guard up with him. The vacillation, the self-doubts and her dilemma had never been about the Shifters or his Pack. It had always been about him and the threat he posed to her. Added to the clamor in her head, the realization seemed to strike her like a physical blow.  
 
    “This cannot be.” Paralyzed by dread, her voice came out in a whisper.  
 
    He had recognized this insane, unlikely and dangerous attraction that drew them together, while she had buried her head in the sand. What had she done, Tasia despaired. 
 
    He contemplated her, the gold eyes mysterious in the shadows, all remnants of desire banished from his face.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    His calm response served to kick the cacophony in Tasia’s head up another notch. Shaken by her epic realization, Tasia was nevertheless astonished by his blunt query. Careful, she reminded herself. Remember how relentless he can be in the pursuance of answers. Calmer now that she had finally heeded it, her inner voice had subsided, but the drumming and the bubbling noise from before drowned out her thoughts, making it hard for Tasia to formulate a rational response. What came out was an incoherent stream of broken words, driven by confusion, despair and fear.  
 
    “I cannot … you … the Pack … protection … very grateful … me.” 
 
    Her garbled words had an immediate and unexpected effect on him. He let go of her, like he’d been scalded, to step back, the gold eyes skewering her. With nothing and no one to hold her up, Tasia slumped against the railing behind her. 
 
    “What the fuck” he bit out furiously, the gold eyes spitting fire. “You think I’m demanding sexual favors in return for Pack protection?”  
 
    “No!” A horrified Tasia straightened up to reiterate vehemently. “No, of course not.” 
 
    This was the antithesis of what she had meant by her jumbled answer to his straightforward question.  
 
    “You would never do that” she said more calmly, aghast at his interpretation of her garbled response. He was not a man who would make such demands.  
 
    Somewhat mollified by her vehement response, his fury seemed to abate a little.  
 
    “Then, what do you mean?” he demanded.  
 
    Tasia floundered for an explanation that would satisfy him. She felt ill-equipped to handle this. Of the many pitfalls she’d been warned to steer clear of, this one had never seemed real to her, never in the realm of possibility. She had never thought to be so tempted by a man, with her heart at stake in a high-risk gamble. There was nothing to do but harden her heart and give him half-truths, anything to make him walk away from her. She could not tell him the truth.  
 
    “I …” Tasia paused, choosing her words with care this time. “My work with your Pack …” 
 
    “Fuck the Pack.” His voice was very even. “This has nothing to do with the Pack. I’m talking about us — you and me.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, wishing the noise in her head would abate and allow her to think more clearly. “There’s no us.” 
 
    An eyebrow arched up in the near darkness. “So, that kiss in the cave …”  
 
    Tasia interrupted him. “I didn’t kiss you.” 
 
    He shot her a look. 
 
    “You kissed me” she insisted, responding to that look. “Both times.” 
 
    “No” he said unequivocally. “We’ve both been willing partners in this dance. I lead, but you’ve been with me every step of the way.” 
 
    They stared at each other, the air between them charged with an awareness that they stood on the edge of a precipice. She couldn’t discern his expression but she wondered what he read in hers, with his night eyes. 
 
    “Any time you’d like a demonstration, let me know” he remarked sardonically.  
 
    Tasia flushed. They’d been leading up to this moment, she realized. This was the dance he talked about. She should have put a stop to it before. Now, she’d have to defuse it carefully or the resulting conflagration would destroy her. 
 
    “I’ve been around the block a few times, witchling. You and I — we make our own fire, no tinder required. That’s not it. Something else has you stepping back. What is it?” 
 
    Tasia thought furiously, through the fog in her head. “You don’t get involved with Pack” she reminded him. 
 
    “I’m willing to make an exception for you” he said clearly.  
 
    Tasia blinked, once. He wasn’t going to make this easy for her.  
 
    “I did tell you once that I’d ignore my principles for the right person.” It was his turn to remind her.  
 
    Tasia, who remembered the occasion well, said nothing.  
 
    “Am I to continue with the Pack?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    She hesitated. “What happens if things … uh … don’t work out between us?” 
 
    He laughed, a sound singularly devoid of amusement. 
 
    “You’ve walked away from the Pack before. I didn’t let that stop me from going after you, when I thought you were in danger. What does that tell you, witchling?” 
 
    Tasia couldn’t refute him. There was nothing to say. He would not let his personal feelings get in the way of his responsibilities to his Pack or to her, no matter how bad things got between them. 
 
    Then, something seemed to strike him. “Is it because I’m a Shifter?” 
 
    Tasia wondered wildly if he would accept that. Perhaps his pride would not let him pursue her if he believed that she wanted no part of a relationship with a Shifter. It would make her sound like a bigot. But she’d take that.  
 
    “Will you let this be if … if I have reservations about Shifters?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Hell no.” His response was immediate and forceful. “I’ll do my damnedest to change your mind.” 
 
    He frowned, something about her answer registering finally. “Is that what this is about — being with a Shifter?”  
 
    Again, he was forthright with his query, and Tasia realized she could not bring herself to lie to him. Like him, she too was willing to make an exception. For him. 
 
    “No” she admitted softly. 
 
    There was a short silence while Tasia tried to get her jumbled thoughts into order. The wild cacophony in her head was now so loud that it drowned out everything but his voice, even the gentle lap of water against the wall and the whoosh of the wind behind her. 
 
    “Let me simplify this for you” he said, the gold eyes holding her gaze. “Tell me what you want, and we go from there.” 
 
    “What I want?” Tasia repeated mechanically. 
 
    I can’t have what I want. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you don’t know what you want.” His eyes narrowed in the darkness. 
 
    Tasia shook her head, her eyes darting away as if to seek an escape. She’d have to walk away, she thought despairingly. She saw no other way out. 
 
    His initial fury having abated, Raoul was starting to use his connection to her, much as he had before, when he’d been so attuned to her unspoken words. He had realized it almost immediately, taking it in stride. He wondered if she had picked up on it yet. 
 
    “You told me once that you don’t run away” he reminded her, picking up hints of her roiling emotions.  
 
    Tasia said nothing. 
 
    “If you run from me because you don’t want to deal with whatever is between us, witchling, I will come after you.” His voice hardened as a spike of anger flared in him. “I won’t stand by again while you run recklessly into the fire.” 
 
    Tasia looked away from him. There seemed no way out of this impasse. He would not back away, not without an explanation from her. She could not give him one, not without endangering all sorts of secrets, and she was very much afraid that, unless she convinced him to walk away first, she’d eventually succumb to him. 
 
    Talk about jumping from the frying pan into the fire! 
 
    Raoul stared at her, puzzled by her inexplicable desire to deny that which sizzled like a living entity between them. He tried to piece together what he could sense from her. 
 
    Suddenly, it hit him. “You’re afraid!” he muttered incredulously.  
 
    This was the primary emotion he sensed from her, overriding everything else. He had sensed many emotions from her before but terror, the kind he sensed now, had thus far been reserved exclusively for the Clan.  
 
    She said nothing, neither confirming nor refuting his statement. 
 
    Jolted, he took a step back. “Of what?”  
 
    Tasia stared at him mutely, her hesitation palpable. 
 
    “Of me?” he asked, his voice hoarse. 
 
    Tasia found herself at the crossroads again. She sensed that he would let this go, if she said yes. He would not pursue her, once she confirmed his hoarse and disbelieving query. It would solve her problem — for now, anyway. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to lie to him, to have him believe that. She’d been unfair to him once, letting her own insecurities drive her away, while allowing him to believe that he’d crossed a line with her. He had been a stranger then. He was not one now. Her own heart would not allow her to do that to him again. 
 
    “No” she assured him, meeting his eyes. “I’m not afraid of you.”  
 
    He scanned her face, his eyes searching, his strange bond with her working overtime to unravel the puzzle. This time, he believed her, but it was clear that something had her fearful and wary.  
 
    “What is it?” He changed tack, gentle persuasion mixed in with the usual demand. “Tell me, witchling.”  
 
    Not immune to his plea, Tasia glanced away, her heart beating fast. “I can’t give you what you want. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “What do you think I want?” His voice was soft, belying the look in his eyes. 
 
    She raised her eyes to him. “What do you want?” Her voice was a whisper.  
 
    The palpable fear in her gave him pause. What was going on, Raoul wondered in bemusement.  
 
    “A date” he said promptly, attempting to defuse the situation. 
 
    “A date.” She looked incredulous, as if the very concept was alien. 
 
    “To start with.” 
 
    She stared at him, a cauldron of desire, uncertainty, confusion and fear warring in her. The man watching her intently was able to sense some of this, but not the pounding in her head. Tasia felt like she would explode from the pain of it. 
 
    Sensing that she was weakening, he leaned in for the kill. “Whatever you want, witchling” he promised. “Just say the word. There’s only one caveat.” 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. “What?” 
 
    “Walking away is not an option. That’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    The noise in her head was now so loud that Tasia could no longer put up a front before him. She moaned, clutching her head in her hand to sway in place. 
 
    He looked taken aback. Through the din in her head, she heard him. “Don’t ask that of me, witchling.” His voice was grim. “You won’t make it without the Pack. I can’t let you turn your back on us.” 
 
    Tasia felt hysterical laughter bubble up in her. He’d misunderstood the reason for her dramatics. 
 
    “It’s not that” she tried to reassure him through the thrumming pain.  
 
    Tasia glanced up at him with pain-filled eyes. And, suddenly, it was if everything was clear, when before, nothing had been. She stepped forward, drawn to him like a magnet. He watched her approach, wariness and tension in every pore of the big body. 
 
    Like a zombie, she reached forward mechanically to place her palm over his heart. 
 
    “Witchling” he warned, his hands curling into fists by his side. “Don’t touch me unless you’re ready ...” 
 
    “Your heart.” She met his eyes, her pupils dilated in shock.  
 
    Warned by the evident signs of her distress, he stopped, to inquire cautiously. “What about it?” 
 
    “I can hear it beating.” 
 
    He cocked his head, clearly puzzled by her words.  
 
    “In my head” she explained. “I can hear every beat.” 
 
    His brows drew together in a frown. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “And your blood. I can hear it pumping through your veins …” She faltered, withdrawing her palm from him to take a stumbling step back. “I can smell it, too.”  
 
    Too flabbergasted to say anything, Raoul stared at her incredulously. 
 
    “The ebb and flow of it, like a bubbling stream” she murmured, her eyes glassy and unfocused. “That’s why I couldn’t place it before. The smell — it has a metallic taste to it.” 
 
    Tasia staggered back. With the discovery, the cacophony in her head seemed to go silent. Almost as if once she’d recognized it, her subconscious had banished it like pesky white noise into the background. But for Tasia, instead of solace, the discovery had only wrought terror.  
 
    “What’s happening to me?” she cried, a toxic blend of anguish and terror roiling in her.  
 
    It jolted Raoul from his stupor. He stepped forward, instinctively trying to reassure her. 
 
    That single step was enough. Her hands reached for his tee, to clutch it weakly over his heart, her eyes meeting his disbelieving ones. 
 
    “It’s like the nightmare” she whispered despairingly. “I’m … I’m becoming a Shifter.” 
 
    Raoul took a deep breath. Dumbstruck himself, he nevertheless sensed that she was at the edge of hysteria now.  
 
    “Witchling” he chided calmly. “You know as well as I do that the Wyr gene is inherited. No one can transform into a Shifter. It’s impossible. There’s another explanation for this.” 
 
    Tasia blinked, the calmly delivered explanation getting through to her. He was right, she realized. There was no way for anyone to transmutate into a Shifter. One was either born a Wyr or not. There was only one group of Chosen who did not inherit their gene at birth.  
 
    Raoul watched her mull over his explanation, only for her panic to sweep back in full force. 
 
    “Blutsauger” she muttered hoarsely, beside herself with terror. “I’m turning into one!” 
 
    Distraught, she slumped, her entire body shaking. Her clasp of his t-shirt was the only that held her up.  
 
    “How can you turn into a leech?” he attempted to reason with her. 
 
    She shook her head, agitated and in the vice grip of blind panic. “I was bitten by one.” 
 
    “That was months ago” he pointed out. “Why would you transform now?” 
 
    “No, no” she cried, with rising hysteria. “I can’t become a Blutsauger.”  
 
    Her wild eyes swung to him. “You have to promise to stake me, if that happens.” 
 
    “What?” he burst out. 
 
    “You can do it” she said frantically. “You’re strong enough to subdue me.” 
 
    Her desperate cry was like a douse of cold water on him.  
 
    “Listen to me.” He reached for her, to clasp her face in his hands, trying to get her to meet his eyes. 
 
    Tasia shook her head, too terrified by the prospect to pay him heed.  
 
    “Witchling” he said fiercely, the long fingers sliding into her nape to hold her steady. “Look at me, witchling.” The commanding voice lashed at Tasia, refusing to take no for an answer. “Look at me.” 
 
    Tasia’s wild eyes swung to him. The compelling gold eyes held her captive, making it impossible to look away.  
 
    “What am I, witchling?” he demanded. 
 
    “Alpha” she said slowly, her eyes on the fierce gold eyes. 
 
    “I’m a Wyr” he reiterated, drawing out each word carefully. “There’s one group of Chosen we can distinguish by their blood. I can smell a leech in the air.” 
 
    Tasia blinked, her eyes flickering, the wild look in her disappearing slowly to be replaced by confusion. He held on to her, the glittering eyes refusing to let go and his grip making it hard for her to look away. 
 
    “If you were a leech” he pointed out, every word spit out with deliberation. “I’d know.” 
 
    Calmer now, Tasia breathed a little easier. 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take nearly four months to transform into a leech” he added, calmly laying out what they both knew about the Clan. “The gene is too powerful to lay dormant for that long. Any transformation happens within forty-eight hours of a bite. You and I both know that the leech at the nest had no time for more than one bite of you. That single bite was enough to poison him.” 
 
    Tasia stared up at him, trying to process his words. His assurance that he couldn’t smell the Clan in her had helped steady Tasia for now. But the Alpha was only partially right. While a Blutsauger’s bite was the only way to create a member of the Clan, Tasia suspected rather grimly that it did not apply to her. With her unusual heritage, there might be a second way to transform into what she feared the most. Her people had history, when it came to this. But for Tasia, there was a more immediate concern. 
 
     “I …” She paused, her lips quivering. 
 
    “What?” His voice softened.  
 
    Tasia raised vulnerable eyes to meet the gold gaze, fiercely focused on her. “I’m afraid …” Her voice petered off, her grip on his tee tightening convulsively. 
 
    He stared down at her in the darkness.  
 
    “What are you afraid of?” This time he was less exigent, and more reassuring.  
 
    Tasia sighed, not yet ready to say aloud what truly terrified her. 
 
    His voice softened again, part command and part plea. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Tell me, witchling.” 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath to lay her forehead on his chest. He waited patiently. For a moment, she said nothing, just savoring the normal. The din in her head was gone. She could feel his heart under her ear while the open edges of the jacket he wore as a nod to the winter chill tangled with her hair. He smelt of vitality, of fresh clean air and man. Tenacious, fierce, solid and reassuring — the only familiar link in a precarious world whose very ground seemed to be shifting under her feet. 
 
    A part of her, in a discombobulated way, wondered idly why this had broken the proverbial camel’s back. She’d survived being bitten by a Blutsauger, being kidnapped by a Guardian who suspected her secret, Bianchi’s attempt to kill her and even the terror of being imprisoned with a Shifter poisoned by silver. She had faced some of her worst fears, without breaking down. Had she been thinking clearly, Tasia might have guessed that the months of strain had finally taken its toll. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m losing my mind” she mumbled into his tee. The very act of saying the words aloud made it seem more real to Tasia. She stood unmoving, not ready to see his response to her words reflected on his face.  
 
    Her words froze Raoul. Incongruously, life seemed to come full circle for him. This had been a night of many firsts for the Alpha too. He possessed the power to pull her back from the edge. In fact, he was one of the few people uniquely situated to do so. But he was also a man grappling with the past, with secrets he was not ready to share with her yet. At the same time, he’d never sensed such despair in her. Before, no matter how desperate the situation, her inner steel had always come to the fore. For the first time since he’d known her, she was very close to the end of her tether.  
 
    “You know a little about my past.” His voice was carefully devoid of any inflexion, as if he was narrating a story that had happened to someone else. 
 
    Tasia nodded into his tee, a subtle inflexion that he felt, rather than saw. He gazed across the water, letting the memories wash over him. Curiously, he felt none of the pain, the bitterness, the rancor or the anger, from before. The past was now truly the past. It held no power over him anymore.  
 
    “What was done to me brought me to the edge of reason. I know what it feels like to question your sanity. Take my word for it. You’re as sane as everyone else.” 
 
    Whatever she had expected him to say, this wasn’t it. Tasia let go off her deathly grip on him to move back, her eyes wide as she met his gaze. The gold eyes watched her, opaque and blank, as if he had not just confessed to once doubting his own sanity. Yet somehow, Tasia felt unaccountably better.  
 
    Taking note of her receding panic, Raoul glanced around the dimly-lit walkway. The few stragglers on it paid them no heed, probably dismissing them as a couple in a passionate clinch. 
 
    “We’re not alone.” He shot her a warning look. 
 
    Brought to her senses by the timely reminder, Tasia blinked, to glance around her. 
 
    “Let’s find someplace more private.” He tugged her towards the brightly lit streets. 
 
    Tasia didn’t protest, following him blindly back to cross the intersection towards his parked car. Though his intervention had freed her from most of the darkness, the entire interlude felt like a bad nightmare to Tasia. A different nightmare from her nightly ones, yet somehow the same.  
 
    The image of the Alpha’s Room rose in her mind’s eye. It had been a challenge to give Sienna and Hawk the slip tonight to meet him at the parking lot by nine. She’d pleaded tiredness to her friends, excusing herself for an early night. The Lair was getting more crowded. While happy at the prospect of more convivial company, Tasia also knew that she’d have to be more circumspect about the nightly walks by the bay. She wasn’t ready yet to face the speculation and gossip, if word got out about the sojourns. 
 
    “I’m not taking you back to the Lair” he said briefly, ushering her into the car, before sliding into the driver’s seat.  
 
    Too weary to ask questions, Tasia closed her eyes to slump back in the seat. Exhausted and dazed, she asked no questions, content to follow his lead. The car slid onto the thoroughfare, smoothly joining the flow of traffic.  
 
    “When I want to clear my head, I walk by the Embarcadero” the Alpha said abruptly, interrupting her dark thoughts. “What do you do?” he asked. 
 
    Tasia pondered the question. “I watch episodes of Pride and Prejudice.” They were the only set of DVDs she owned and she had them in her room at the Lair. 
 
    He shot her a glance. “The movie?”  
 
    She shook her head, opening her eyes to watch him. “The BBC TV series with Colin Firth as Darcy.” 
 
    From his expression, it was clear that he had no clue what she talked about. He was silent for a moment, seemingly musing on her answer. With him thus preoccupied, Tasia shoved away her dire thoughts to let her eyes wander over him — the strong handsome profile in repose, the formidable brain employed in solving the puzzle that currently occupied him, the controlled grace with which he maneuvered the car, the sure hands on the gear shift as the sporty car zipped in and out of the crowded San Francisco streets. 
 
    “I read that food can sometimes comfort after a traumatizing event” he remarked.  
 
    A flashback of her at the Lair celebration with miniature chocolate cups on her plate had him turning to her. “Chocolate perhaps?” 
 
    “Ice cream” Tasia said promptly. 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “Vanilla ice cream with chocolate chips.” 
 
    “Good” he said, making a sharp right turn to zip onto a side street. 
 
    The cryptic response had Tasia shoot him an inquiring glance.  
 
    “The TV series is a challenge, but there are twenty-four hour stores that carry ice cream” he explained. 
 
    “You’re going to get me ice cream?” she said slowly, trying to make sense of it. 
 
    “You said it makes you feel better.” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded, lapsing into silence again, to watch the streets go by.  
 
    Soon, they were pulling into a parking lot. 
 
    “I’ll be back in five.” He handed her the car keys to stride away. 
 
    Tasia glanced curiously at the sturdy structure they had parked by. A familiar sight greeted her. As the improbability and bizarreness of the Alpha sauntering into a Safeway to buy her ice cream sank in, it cleared Tasia’s mind of the fog and weariness.  
 
    The brief experience of sensory overload had shocked Tasia raw, the dire possibilities her mind conjured up pushing her to the edge of hysteria. Tasia had learnt to live with constant threat, a life of always looking over her shoulder. It had driven her into the shadows her whole life. These months since meeting Hawk had changed that to some extent, throwing her into challenging situations she’d never thought to encounter before. And yet, despite the encounters with Blutsaugers, and the kidnapping at the Registry, this was the first time she had succumbed to her fears, breaking down at the terrifying prospect that faced her. The prospect of transforming into a Blutsauger was utterly horrifying to her. But perhaps, the other great shock she’d experienced this evening had played a part too in her breakdown, reminded her inner voice. The realization that her heart was more involved than she had admitted to herself, with its strings pulled in a direction that spelt danger for her had added to her terror. She realized that the Alpha’s timely intervention had pulled her back from the brink. In his own demanding and relentless way, he had persevered, walking her back from the edge with determination, reason and logic.  
 
    She watched him approach the car now, with his loping stride, a brown paper bag in his hand. He had surprised her tonight, like so many times before. His unwillingness to turn his back on the attraction should not have confounded her, reminded the voice in her head. He was a Wyr — singularly focused and determined in the pursuit of his wants, forthright and blunt about his desires. He had told her so himself, in the early days when she had not been able to read him as well.  
 
    What was she going to do, she wondered wearily, less frantic now that her previous overwroughtness and dread had been put into perspective by the prospect of losing her wits.  
 
    His hoarse voice reverberated in her mind.  
 
    “We don’t agree on much, but we both want you.” 
 
    Followed by matter-of-fact tones confessing to living with memories of walking the no-mans-land between reason and insanity. 
 
    “I know what it feels like to question your sanity. Take my word for it. You’re as sane as everyone else.” 
 
    A strong-willed, driven and implacable man, showing her a glimpse of the world he was willing to lay at her feet, in his inimitable way with demand, reassurance, persuasion and plea all mixed in together. 
 
    “Whatever you want, witchling. Just say the word. There’s only one caveat. Walking away is not an option. That’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    If she’d been tempted before, tonight had made things that much harder.  
 
    “What are you afraid of? I won’t let anything happen to you. Tell me, witchling.” 
 
    Before the memories could drown her, the man in them slid into the driver’s seat beside her.  
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. At the very least, she owed him an apology. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He studied her, back to his usual impassiveness. “For what?” 
 
    “For freaking out on you before.” She hesitated. “The … the Blutsauger thing.” 
 
    “You had reason.” 
 
    He started the car. “Don’t overthink this. It’s connected to your nightmares. There’s a logical explanation, and we’ll find it.” 
 
    Wanting desperately to believe him, Tasia tried to relax. They zipped through the streets, the soft hum of the powerful engine lulling her. The route was unfamiliar to her. The car came to a stop beside a tall glass and steel building. She’d been here before, to recuperate after another traumatic experience. 
 
    He came around to hold the door open for her. “We can talk freely here” he said. “Use my guest room for the night. I’ll take you back to the Lair in the morning.” 
 
    Extracting the brown bag from the boot of the car, he ushered her into a modern minimalistic lobby, done in stark gray tones.   
 
    The last time she’d been here, Tasia had been too shell-shocked to register the details of the building that housed his condo, but she did remember the starkly minimal apartment and the fantastic view of the city afforded by the large bay windows in the living room. 
 
    Ushered into the apartment, Tasia walked to the bay windows to take in the view of the skyline and the lights twinkling in the distance.  
 
    “This is a fantastic view” she remarked. 
 
    “It’s why I bought this place” he said.  
 
    The one from the master bedroom was even more spectacular. He’d spent many a night staring out the window, while nightmarish scenes receded slowly back into the past where they belonged. But Raoul refrained from telling her of the other spectacular view. The witchling was skittish enough, as it was.  
 
    She met his eyes. He waited, giving her the time to gather her thoughts. 
 
    “Why do you think what happened has to do with the nightmares?” she asked. 
 
    “What you said about the thrum of my heart and the smell of my blood is how a Wyr would describe it, if called on to do so. It can’t be a coincidence that both in your nightmares and this last incident, you experience what a Shifter does.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him. “You mean … you can hear hearts beat like that all the time?” 
 
    He nodded. “Everyone around me. I even hear every breath they take.” 
 
    “How do you deal with it?” Just one short experience had almost brought her to her knees. 
 
    “Years of experience.” He shrugged. “I can’t remember a time when my senses weren’t jacked-up.” 
 
    “Even before you shifted for the first time?” Tasia asked curiously. 
 
    She’d been told that Shifters, like most Chosen, only came into their full powers at adolescence, almost like a rite of passage into adulthood. That is also when a Shifter was taught to control and deal with his other form. 
 
    “Yes, but it became more acute when I first started shifting” he answered readily. “You learn to deal with it, to dismiss it into the background.” 
 
    He met Tasia’s thunderstruck eyes. “A good Were-Alpha handles this when he trains a young Shifter. There’s more to being a Wyr than learning to control your beast.” 
 
    “Who was your … who taught you?” she asked. 
 
    “My father.” 
 
    “How old were you when you …?” 
 
    He arched his eyebrow. “Started shifting?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fourteen.” Raoul remembered it well, for it was the year before his life went to pieces.   
 
    “Any nightmares recently?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Not since the cage.” Tasia shook her head. “Well, I had one, but …” She hesitated. It had been rather strange. Before the shed could begin to play its cruel tricks on her, she’d ended up in the cage kissing herself.  
 
    “But?” he prompted. 
 
    “It seemed to fizzle out, unlike before.” 
 
    He looked thoughtful. 
 
    “It is definitely unusual, but maybe your use of strong magic is triggering some unexpected side-effects” he suggested.  
 
    Tasia looked unconvinced. 
 
    “Think about it, witchling” he persisted. “How many Magicks do you know who could even attempt what you did in the woods? And, the night before, you sealed the nook from a horde of leeches.” 
 
    “Yesss” she admitted, unable to counter his logic.  
 
    “Could the explanation not be as simple as coming to terms with your powers?” 
 
    This, she could not dismiss as easily. “It might” she agreed, somewhat reluctantly. 
 
    “This is going to be difficult to deal with.” The gold eyes held her gaze. “But don’t let it rattle you. You can do it. I’ll help you.” 
 
    At his words, some of the vise grip on her heart seemed to ease a little.  
 
    She took a deep breath. “There’s something I’d like to tell you.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “About my blood and the Blutsaugers — it’s from my mother.” 
 
    “I gathered that” he said dryly. “We’d be in a world of trouble if Wizards, even powerful ones like your father, started dropping leeches with their blood. The Chosen would have a civil war on our hands.” 
 
    Tasia sighed. “From what my father told me, there was a war. It was a long time ago, and has been long forgotten, except by the Blutsaugers.”  
 
    She waited but he said nothing, merely watching her with inscrutable eyes.  
 
    “I thought you should know” she said awkwardly. “I don’t want you blindsided by the Clan.” 
 
    You put your faith in my judgement.  
 
    “Noted.” He watched her carefully. “Will you promise me something?” 
 
    Tasia looked startled. “What?” 
 
    “That you won’t be blindsided by the Clan again.” 
 
    Tasia nodded slowly. “I promise.” 
 
    “Good” he said. 
 
    She hesitated. “Is there anything else you’d like to know?” she offered.  
 
    His query came pat. “This ability — is it why the leeches imprisoned your mother?”  
 
    She nodded. “One of the reasons. The Blutsaugers fear this power.”  
 
    This, he understood. If Franciszka was to be believed, they had exterminated the Chosen with the ability. Except, the witchling was still standing.  
 
    “Are there more like her — like you?” he asked. 
 
    “She was the most powerful by far, for generations” Tasia said slowly. “The others had some powers, but nothing like her.” This was all hearsay, based on what she’d been told. 
 
    This might explain why the leeches had imprisoned her mother, Raoul mused. And yet, it didn’t quite add up. The leeches were more likely to kill her mother to ensure that her ability could never be used against them. Instead, they had imprisoned her. And curiously, Monseigneur had wanted her as his bride. Had the powerful Vampire Master not feared his bride’s blood? And why had her family acquiesced to this? Given her up to the leeches to be slaughtered? Then, something she’d said struck him. 
 
    “Her ability to kill leeches was only one of the reasons the leeches went after her?” he repeated sharply. 
 
    This time, Tasia’s hesitation was palpable. He didn’t push, letting her tell him what she was comfortable with. 
 
    “She had other powers the Blutsaugers coveted” Tasia explained, picking her words with care.  
 
    His eyes narrowed. Had the leeches intended to use her mother’s powers for their own benefit, he wondered. And what magic would the leeches place over their desire to snuff out the woman with the ability to kill them with a single drop of her blood? But he said nothing, conscious of the pledge he’d made to her. It would go against the spirit of it to ask her more.  
 
    But Tasia was not done yet. Conflicted, she found herself hampered by the inability to lie to him anymore.  
 
    “I don’t know if I’ve inherited her other powers” she said starkly. “That which the Blutsaugers coveted.” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “Until the night at the nest … when we met, I’d steered clear of the Blutsaugers, because I knew the power of my blood. This other magic, I’m not sure.” 
 
    And, there’s no way to confirm it. Not without activating it, causing murder and mayhem. 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” he asked, already knowing the answer. If there was anything he knew about the witchling, it was that she didn’t come with harmless abilities, only the deadly ones. 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    For a moment, he was silent. “What was she? What kind of Chosen?” 
 
    Tasia didn’t hesitate. “Eru” she said succinctly. 
 
    He looked thoughtful. She couldn’t tell whether her answer had surprised him.  
 
    “Now, about before.” He changed the subject adroitly, his manner matter-of-fact. “Something has you spooked. I can’t tell what it is and you’re reluctant to confide in me.” 
 
    Tasia said nothing, her eyes huge as she stared up at him. There was nothing to say. She could not give him an explanation. 
 
    They studied each other across the width of the room, the weight of everything said and so much unsaid like a living ghost between them. The air seemed to quiver between them, a palpable sense of awareness that had always bound them together, since the first meeting between a terrified Chosen with too many deadly secrets to hide and a hardened man who had left his softness and youth behind in a rickety shed, his soul ravaged by a mad Magick. 
 
    “When I want something, I go after it” he said softly. “I won’t back away.”  
 
    There was a light in the gold eyes that caused Tasia’s heart to quicken its beat.  
 
    “You consider me impulsive” she said slowly, playing the last card she had left.  
 
    He arched a brow, the gold eyes unwavering.  
 
    “You called me a mix of mettle and foolhardiness” she quoted his own words back at him. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Even if I could change all of that, there’s one thing I can never change.” 
 
    He waited, almost sure of what she was about to say. 
 
    “I will always be a witchling” she said quietly. 
 
    For a moment, the weight of the past and his instinctive dislike of her kind lay like a heavy weight between them. 
 
    “I can live with it” he admitted softly, a curious note in his voice. Raoul wasn’t sure he could, if he walked away from her simply because of her heritage.  
 
    His lips quirked, preparing to use her own words back at her. 
 
    “Agree to be my impulsive witchling, and no one will dare say that to you” he stated, the air of arrogance pronounced. “Not even me.” The last was added as an afterthought. 
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened. “You’re trying to bribe me” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Is it working?” His voice was bland. 
 
    A smile trembled on her lips. Somehow, Tasia felt inexplicably better. He wouldn’t back away, but he made it clear that the ball was firmly in her court. The path forward was up to her. 
 
    “You took a chance on Hawk once, when everything in you must have screamed at you to walk away.” He held her gaze, the gold eyes riveted on her with an intensity that betrayed how much this meant to him. “Take a chance on me, witchling.”  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Sara and I are taking Nandini and Sienna sightseeing tomorrow.” Hawk plopped into the seat beside Tasia, to interrupt her musings. “Join us, Tas?” 
 
    “Yes, do join us, Tasia.” Sienna came bustling in to add her voice, before turning away to have a word with Jason and Nandini. 
 
    “The powers that be have agreed to let us loose on this unsuspecting city without any protection, Hawk?” Tasia arched her eyebrow. 
 
    Hawk grinned. “Nope, Duncan’s arranging an army.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m in.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Hawk gave her a subtle once over. “You okay, Tas?” He lowered his voice. 
 
    “Yeah.” Tasia nodded. 
 
    “You turned in early last night, and Sienna says you didn’t make it to breakfast at the Café.” 
 
    Tasia tried not to betray her discomfort — she hadn’t spent the night in the Lair. But this was Hawk, not easy to bamboozle, especially when it came to her. He frowned, his eyes searching her face. 
 
    “You’ve been cooped in here too long” he muttered. “I’ll go see if Duncan can spare Evgeny and Joaquim tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight? I thought the sightseeing trip is tomorrow.” 
 
    “It is. Let’s go out tonight, Tasia. It’s Saturday, and I’m sure you’re heartily sick of the Café fare.”  
 
    Tasia hesitated, unaccountably nervous at the prospect. She didn’t want Hawk asking her awkward questions, which he would if he thought she was out of sorts.  
 
    “Come on, Tas” he cajoled. “I’m pretty sure Sara’s free tonight. And I’ll check if Caroline can join us too.” He sweetened the pot. 
 
    Tasia smiled. “Yes, Hawk.” 
 
    “Good.” He gave her an approving smile. “I’m going to square this away with Alph.” 
 
    Tasia watched him stride away, only to catch Nandini’s eyes. The Ancient girl had been sipping from a mug in her hand, quietly observing the activity in the Pack Room.  
 
    “You’re joining us tomorrow, I hope, Tasia?” she said, walking over to join the Wizard. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.”  
 
    And Tasia was. Hawk was right — she had been cooped up at the Lair too long. Now, with Anderson gone and Bianchi banished from the city, she was finally free to wander it.  
 
    “Sienna says you’ve lived here at the Lair for some time now” Nandini asked, a subtle question in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” Tasia smiled. “Although before Sienna joined me, it wasn’t half as fun.”  
 
    Nandini’s eyes wandered to where her sister talked animatedly with Jason, who listened intently to her.  
 
    Curious about the dynamics of her new team, Nandini had been quietly sizing up the others. Having grown up in the bosom of her Kabila, Nandini nevertheless had kept her distance from the business of her people. She had always known that Mahen, older by mere minutes, would one day follow in their father’s footsteps, and she had no appetite for a subtle power struggle, as had happened to so many Kabilas, especially not with Mahen. But Nandini’s limited experience with her people had nevertheless given her a unique perspective. Largely ignorant of Chosen conventional wisdom and ill-concerned with Chosen stereotypes, she was able to assess her teammates without prejudice.  
 
    So far, the biggest conundrums for Nandini had been Roman Durovic and Tasia. It was clear why the Alpha and his Shifters pursued this case, one that by rights should be the purview of the Wizards. Faoladh had asked his Shifters to investigate, since the Wizards were busy tearing themselves apart in an ideological war. Nandini had come to appreciate that the Alpha, the man in charge of the investigation into her mother’s murky past, ran a very tight ship. A man of few words but a Wyr whose word was gold, he had the respect of his team and the absolute fealty of his Shifters, and seemed to have a knack for bringing disparate people together to work for a cause. This much, she had quickly gleaned. Formidable, determined and focused, he would unravel the past. Faoladh had chosen well. Nandini also understood now why Roman had asked her to contact the Alpha on that desperate day at her mother’s hastily converted dungeon.  
 
    Sienna, who Nandini felt an affinity to from their very first meeting, was tortured about the past, and Jason torn between his work here and his loyalties to the Guardians. The individual Wyrs were harder to read — she’d need more time to observe them. Although, Duncan certainly had the reserved Alpha’s ear. Roman, of course, was a conundrum that Nandini was determined to keep her distance from. Burned once, she didn’t intend to give him another chance. But the biggest enigma of all was the Wizard who lived at a Wyr Lair, an integral part of a notoriously isolationist and territorial group, and yet seemed curiously separate from them. Despite her involvement in the investigation, the distance between the rank-and-file Shifters at the Lair, and Tasia hadn’t escaped Nandini’s notice. Hawk and his sister were an exception, and Sara herself was elusive, strangely estranged from her own Pack. Add to it the subtle undercurrents between the Alpha and the Wizard in his Pack, and Nandini was both puzzled and intrigued. 
 
    “I gather Hawk and his sister don’t live here at the Lair?” she said to Tasia.   
 
    “Very few Shifters do.” 
 
    “Nandini.” Roman’s greeting had the Ancient girl turning to face him, the mask she seemed to reserve exclusively for him falling over her face.  
 
    In response, Roman’s expression tightened imperceptibly. “The Alpha would like to meet with us for a few minutes, if that’s convenient?”  
 
    “Yes, of course.” Nandini stood up to follow him, her eyes zeroing in on the Alpha who waited by his private room, in conversation with Atsá. 
 
    Roman turned to greet Tasia. Nandini, her attention on the Alpha, caught the hooded glance he shot at the Wizard by her side. Tasia, for her part, was careful to keep her attention on Roman, almost as if determined not to meet the Alpha’s eyes. Yes, Nandini mused, she had read the situation correctly. A mystery lurked behind the Wizard who lived at the Lair, under the Pack’s protection. Not for the first time, she wondered what it was.  
 
    Nandini followed Roman to the Alpha’s Room. Inside, seated in the chair across the large desk, she turned her attention to the Alpha. Roman remained standing beside her and the Alpha leaned against the closed door. 
 
    “I’m starting an outreach to potential allies” the Alpha opened. “The Chosen must be united if we’re to comprehensively defeat Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    “What do you need from me?” Roman was prompt to offer his assistance. 
 
    “Faoladh is setting up meetings with influential Ancients. I’d like Nandini and you to help with the ground work for the meetings.” 
 
    “What kind of ground work?” Nandini asked. 
 
    “Brief the Ancients on what we’ve discovered about Lady Bethesda and the threat her ambitions pose to Chosen. You are First Ones, and your words will carry more weight with your people. Plus, building political alliances is not my strong point” Raoul added wryly. 
 
    “I don’t know, Merceau” Roman countered. “You haven’t done too badly so far. Your motley team’s kicking ass, while Lady B rues lost opportunities.” His lightning glance at the girl beside him made it clear which opportunity Roman believed the ambitious Wizard to regret. 
 
    Raoul’s lips quirked at the Ancient’s compliment. “Now comes the hard part, Durovic. Things are going to get more complicated.” 
 
    He glanced from the seated girl to the man beside her. 
 
    “Is working together going to be a problem?” Raoul asked bluntly.  
 
    Roman went still at the forthright query, while Nandini looked taken aback. 
 
    “Not for me” Roman stated quietly, holding the Alpha’s eyes squarely. It earned Roman a sidelong glance from Nandini. 
 
    Raoul turned his attention on her. “What about you, Nandini?” 
 
    “It’s not a problem” she assured him. 
 
    “Good.” He looked pleased. “We have to start building alliances. The First Ones will be tough to crack, and you’re the only First Ones on this team. 
 
    “Duncan is arranging security for you” he directed at Nandini. “Your mother will not give up on you easily.” 
 
    Nandini was quick to heed the subtle warning. “I won’t leave the Lair without an escort. I’ll follow Sienna’s lead on this” she assured him. “We’re both in the same boat.”  
 
    Outside in the Pack Room, Luis cast a swift glance around the room to make sure there were no remaining stragglers before gesturing at the sentry by the door to seal off the Pack Room. 
 
    “We’re all set for tonight, Tas” Hawk said cheerfully, joining her on the couch. 
 
    Tasia hesitated. “The Alpha?”  
 
    “Didn’t talk to Alph. Duncan said he’d sort it out. He’s handling security for both Sienna and Nandini. Said he’d make sure you were covered, too.” 
 
    Tasia looked pleased by the news, but a vague sense of unease roiled in Hawk. He could sense that something was amiss with her. He wondered if it was delayed reaction to the events of the past few weeks. If a night out with Sara and Caroline didn’t banish the disquiet he sensed in her, then Hawk was determined to dig deeper and sort out what troubled his friend. 
 
    The Alpha strode out to take his place by the mantel. It was a signal for everyone to settle down. Nandini and Sienna made for seats by Hawk and Tasia, while Roman, Jason and Atsá congregated by Duncan. Across from them, Simeonov, Elisabetta and Luis turned their attention to the Alpha. 
 
    “Faoladh has started talking to the First Ones — both Eru and Setik” the Alpha announced. “Nandini and Roman will form the first wave, reaching out with the evidence we’ve collected against Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    “We have to convince other Chosen of the danger she poses to our world. I’m expecting some pushback. Chosen have always been factionalized, reluctant to interfere in matters they consider outside their purview. Our job will be to convince them that Lady Bethesda is a threat to us all, not just the Wizards. I want to start the outreach now, while she’s distracted.”  
 
    “You believe she’s distracted?” Jason inquired, a watchful look in his eyes. 
 
    Raoul shrugged. “I’ve been going over my meeting with her, and what stands out to me is how easy it was to get under her skin. She’s losing patience now, right when she has the finish line in her sights. Or perhaps, she’s impatient now because she’s confident of getting to the finish line. I don’t know, but I believe her conviction that Faoladh is destined to join her cause has her frustrated by his seeming recalcitrance. That gives us an opening.” 
 
    Jason looked thoughtful.  
 
    “Put yourself in her shoes, LaRue. All Faoladh has done so far is frustrate her carefully laid plans. He’s instigated a serious investigation into her, when before, the Wizards were scrambling to address the rumors about her. This team has her on the back foot, and she doesn’t like it. But we need to act quickly. The clock is ticking, and I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
    “Have you told Faoladh what the Lady believes his role to be, Merceau?” Roman asked, his eyes meeting Jason’s fleetingly. Roman knew what worried the Guardian. The same apprehension troubled him, too.  
 
    “I have” Raoul assented. “Faoladh does not take this seriously. He believes this is merely misdirection on her part.” 
 
    “Misdirection” Sienna muttered. 
 
    “Faoladh thinks she’s trying to neutralize the threat our investigation poses to her plans by sending us on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “She hopes that if we believe Faoladh to be on her side, we’ll be too distracted with nullifying that threat to hamper her plans.” Duncan directed his explanation at Sienna. 
 
    “What do you think, Merceau?” Roman persisted. “You were there.”  
 
    His glance encompassed Luis and Atsá. “All three of you. Do you think she believes this about Faoladh?” 
 
    “I think she believes it, Durovic” Raoul conceded, his words causing Sienna to go pale.  
 
    “I agree with the Alpha. I don’t believe she was bluffing about this” Atsá reiterated. “She didn’t mean to let this bit slip out. It did so in the heat of the moment.” 
 
    Tasia wondered if anyone would dare to openly address the elephant in the room. Everything this team uncovered, every shred of evidence it collected and the alliances it built against Lady Bethesda, would be all for naught if Faoladh switched sides. Chain of command and fealty to the Alpha was part of a Shifter’s DNA — it lay at the core of their code. If the unthinkable came true and Faoladh allied himself with Lady Bethesda, how would the Pack react? Would the Alpha comply if Faoladh ordered him to go after Lady Bethesda’s enemies, Tasia wondered.  
 
    “I didn’t become Alpha to have power over others. I did it to be the master of my own destiny. No one commands me.” 
 
    She could see how being the master of his destiny would appeal to him. Heck, she’d like to be the master of her’s. And while it was true that no one commanded him, all Alpha Protectors were bound to defer to Faoladh, as the Alpha of Alphas. From what Tasia knew, Faoladh never interfered in Pack business. He considered that the sole purview of an Alpha Protector. But power in the Shifter world was strictly hierarchical and at the top of the pyramid sat Faoladh, the most powerful Wyr the Chosen had seen for generations. Would Faoladh’s dictum cause a civil war amongst the Wyrs, weakening them, much as the power struggle between the First Wizard and the GCW had done to the Wizards? That would make their world an infinitely dangerous one, giving Lady Bethesda and others of her ilk an opening to the reins of power.  
 
    Tasia could sense the nascent fear in Sienna, and Jason’s unease. Even Roman Durovic was not immune. Nandini, as usual, was harder to read, but the Indian Ancient had to be alarmed by the prospect of more anarchy in the Chosen world. If that happened, no one would escape unscathed. 
 
    If the Wyrs descended into chaos, along with the Wizards, then the only remaining adults in the room would be the First Ones; the Clan, if history was any indication, exulted in such instability and would try and take advantage of the power vacuum by encouraging more chaos. And, if the Wyrs blindly followed Faoladh to fight for Lady Bethesda’s cause, that too would cause the Chosen to descend into discord and strife, the kind of turmoil not seen for centuries in their world.  
 
    Yet, the Shifters seemed sanguine about the dire possibilities. It made Tasia vaguely uneasy. She wondered where their serenity in the face of such peril stemmed from. Tasia feared very much that their ease on the matter came from their confidence in their code of honor. Would adherence to the Wyr codes make them follow Faoladh’s diktats blindly, without questioning them? Would the Alpha comply if Faoladh asked him to support Lady Bethesda’s ambitions, she wondered as apprehension filled her.  
 
    The Alpha will not, whispered her inner voice. Not him. He will never side with a power-hungry, murderous and ruthless Wizard. 
 
    “This is why I don’t take the threat lightly. I’ve personal experience with the havoc an ambitious Chosen with great power, minus a moral compass, can inflict on naïve bystanders whose only crime is to cross her path.” 
 
    He had once been the naïve bystander, trampled under the ruthless feet of just such a Chosen — another power-hungry Wizard, in a strange coincidence. Tasia had suspected for a while now that something horrific had befallen him in the past, but last night’s shocking admission had confirmed it.  
 
    “I know what it feels like to question your sanity.” 
 
    His confession last night had shocked her out of her own private hell. He had cared enough to share this with her, to admit what must be one of his deepest darkest secrets, simply to reassure her that she wasn’t going crazy herself. Last night, she had been shell-shocked. Now, in the clear light of day, the enormity of his actions hit her. She glanced up, her eyes searching blindly for him, for once uncaring of their audience. He was watching her, those hooded gold eyes staring straight at her.  
 
    “I know what’s worrying you, Sienna” Elisabetta announced abruptly, drawing all eyes in the room to her. Except two.  
 
    Sienna said nothing, simply meeting the Were-Alpha’s gaze. 
 
    “It will never happen, Sienna.” Elisabetta’s voice rang out with confidence. “Lady B wants complete anarchy, with her at the helm. Every Chosen for himself, while she revels in being a modern day Black Mage. That goes against everything Faoladh believes in. He will never give her the time of day.” 
 
    “Elisabetta is right, Sienna” Luis reiterated. “The CoC is the pinnacle of everything Faoladh has fought for. He’s allied with your aunt because she believes in Chosen co-operation and the greater good. We know what Lady Bethesda thinks of the CoC. I don’t see how Faoladh even considers allying himself with her. It would be unthinkable for him.” 
 
    Sienna exchanged a look with her sister, to lapse into silence, clearly mulling over both Were-Alphas’ assurances. It was Roman Durovic who made the counter argument. 
 
    “Luis, my man, it’s not that I don’t see your point” he drawled. “It’s just that I’d feel a lot better if I knew what the end-goal is. How can we even fathom what’s in it for Faoladh if we don’t understand how Lady Bethesda benefits from this? The Prophecy states that her daughters will walk away with all the adulation, and the Chosen world will be the better for their intervention. Everyone in this room knows that will not satisfy the Lady. Not by far! She’s not working towards greater good for Chosen. She craves power for herself.” 
 
    Tasia frowned, wrenching herself away from the gold eyes holding her captive. Roman’s words played through her mind again. Engrossed in the back and forth as the Shifters attempted to abate Sienna and Roman’s doubts, Hawk seemed to finally realize that Tasia was restless. He arched his eyebrow at her silently, a subtle question in his eyes. Tasia shook her head, sending him a reassuring smile. 
 
    She sat back, allowing the conversation around her to recede into the background. Roman’s words had served to interrupt Tasia from her preoccupation with her personal quandary. Everything they had learnt so far about Lady Bethesda pointed to one desire. She hungered for power. Not for her daughters, or her allies, but for herself. Nothing else would satisfy the ruthless Wizard.  
 
    Tasia had not fully appreciated Lady Bethesda’s ambition in the early days of the investigation. Then, it had merely been an endeavor to unravel bits and pieces of the past to make sense of it. Once enough had been pieced together to understand the crucial role The Prophecy played in the Wizard’s plans, she’d been mystified by this very question — how did The Prophecy benefit Lady Bethesda’s aspirations? But since Duncan and the Alpha were convinced that the Wizard’s goal was to usurp power, Tasia had buried her own questions to follow their lead. Now, that question was rearing its head again. Roman had aptly summarized her qualms. Regardless of the Shifters’ confidence and assurances, how could they trust Faoladh to be on the right side of this, if they didn’t understand what Lady Bethesda’s endgame was? 
 
    Tasia mused on the mystery, her mind attempting to piece together the puzzle, like she had so many others in the course of the investigation. What they knew of The Prophecy was simple — it promised glory to Sienna and her half-sisters, and some kind of transformation to the Chosen diaspora, neither of which would satisfy the grasping Lady Bethesda. And yet, it was the Wizard herself who’d picked The Prophecy as the vehicle for her ambitions. Why had Lady Bethesda chosen this particular vague foretelling of the future, Tasia wondered. That it had been foretold by a seer with a spectacular record of success had surely played a part. The Oracle’s attempt to assuage his wife by telling her of her daughters’ role in The Prophecy had undoubtedly also played a part. But what else had Lady Bethesda seen in the omen? Something the Wizard believed would aid her lust for power? 
 
    An event was fated to be the catalyst to unite the sisters from The Prophecy. Yet, their mother had made no moves to unite her daughters. Bianchi had pursued Sienna for the artifact, rather than to convince her to join her mother, and while Nandini had been plucked away in a brilliant pre-preemptive strike, her mother had readily offered her as a pawn in exchange for the locket. Both seemed to indicate Lady Bethesda’s supreme confidence that the siblings would come together when the time was ripe, and that giving Nandini up held no risks for her. What was it about The Prophecy that gave the meticulous Wizard such utter confidence that it would fulfill her ambitions?  
 
      
 
     “Do you remember the Ancient term the Oracle used for this event or catastrophe meant to unite the three siblings, Esmeralda?”  
 
    “Chetariki.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems to imply that the siblings require a qualifying event to bring them together. Perhaps, even that they’re fated to remain apart without this catalyst.”  
 
    “That would make it the most important aspect of this prophecy, as important as the half-sisters.”  
 
      
 
    Tasia stirred, the answer dancing at the edges of her mind. Chetariki — the Oracle had used this to describe the catalyst that would push The Prophecy from the realm of omen into reality. In the Ancient tongue, chetariki had other nuances, based on the context it was used in. 
 
    The Alpha, attuned to her, ignored the others, sensing her rising excitement. 
 
    “Witchling?” he called to her. 
 
    Equally attuned, Tasia’s eyes moved to him.  
 
    As she stared at him in dawning realization, he asked her again. “What is it?” 
 
    By now, conversation in the room had ceased, with attention alternating between the Alpha and the Wizard. 
 
    “You once implied that the event predicted to bring the sisters together to fulfill it could make or break The Prophecy” she said slowly, paraphrasing him. 
 
    “Yes.” Raoul remembered it well.  
 
    Tasia glanced at Sienna and Nandini, both staring at her, like the others. “Sienna will never do her mother’s bidding. Not willingly, anyway.” 
 
    Sienna nodded sharply, confirming the statement. This was no secret. She had made clear her objection to her mother’s ambitions, whatever they be. 
 
    Surprisingly, Nandini, hitherto silent, piped up too. “Neither will I, if I have anything to say about it” she stated. 
 
    “Lady Bethesda faces an enormous hurdle” Tasia remarked. “Even if everything goes according to her plans, she must somehow convince her unwilling daughters to aid her cause. Because otherwise, The Prophecy does not further her quest for power. She must cross this hurdle even if she has prior knowledge of the event meant to unite her daughters.” 
 
    “Yes, she must convince them somehow” Jason chimed in to agree. “She’ll never take a backseat to anyone, not even her own daughters.” 
 
    “Yet, she chose this particular prophecy” Tasia interjected. “No one else did.” 
 
    She paused, trying to find the words to explain her thoughts.  
 
    “If I understand you correctly, Tasia” Duncan said thoughtfully. “You’re suggesting that since Lady Bethesda picked The Prophecy to further her ambitions, she doesn’t consider this an obstacle, contrary to what it looks like. Ergo, she must have the solution, because clearly she chose this particular prophecy to hang her hat on.” 
 
    “Yes, Duncan.” Tasia nodded, grateful to him for summing it up. “That’s exactly what I mean. The more I think about this …” She paused.  
 
    “What?” Raoul asked. 
 
    “It has to do with chetariki, the term the Oracle used when he foretold The Prophecy.”  
 
    “An event that serves as a catalyst” Roman murmured, echoing Faoladh’s definition.  
 
    “Yes” Tasia assented. “But in the Ancient tongue, based on the context, it could also signify a person, not merely an event.” 
 
    “A person” Elisabetta exclaimed, clearly puzzled.  
 
    While others in the room looked equally mystified; Atsá, Roman, Duncan and the Alpha, the ones with the most experience and knowledge of Chosen affairs, had the first inkling of what Tasia suggested.  
 
    “A rainmaker” Atsá said abruptly. 
 
    Roman frowned. “Do you mean it the way the business world uses the term, Atsá?” 
 
    “No, Roman.” Atsá shook his head. “I use it as it was meant.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the term many times, but I never quite understood it” Hawk said to his grandfather, for once no hint of constraint in him. 
 
    “Like Roman said, it means something very different today, but the term originated from our people, Hawk. Some say from our Hopi brothers. Legend has it that when the skies run dry and the crops thirst for life-giving water, it is a sign that the Rain Gods must be appeased. To do so, means a set of very intricate and carefully performed rituals to ask the Gods for rain. But all the rituals in the world are worthless, unless conducted by the right person — the one ordained as the rainmaker. The rainmaker is the only one who can appease the Rain Gods and convince them to save the crops.” 
 
    Atsá paused, while the others pondered his words. “I believe Tasia means that the chetariki in this context is the equivalent of a rainmaker — someone The Prophecy foretells as the one whose actions will set it on the path to fruition.” 
 
    “It is a person who will bring us together” Sienna murmured wonderingly. “Not an event.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” Hawk shook his head. “You’re saying the catalyst is someone and not something?” 
 
    “Not anyone, Hawk” Roman countered. “It has to be the right person. A rainmaker, as Atsá put it, whose task, in this case, is to fulfill The Prophecy.” 
 
    “How does that help Lady Bethesda?” Hawk, still puzzled, glanced at Tasia. 
 
    “It does if Lady Bethesda is the rainmaker” Raoul said softly, answering Hawk’s question. “Without her, there’s no prophecy. It gives her enormous power over the outcome, Hawk.” 
 
    Sienna gasped and Jason went pale, at having his suspicions thus confirmed. 
 
    “This would explain everything — her confidence, her unusual disregard for the daughters she needs to fulfill The Prophecy, even how this prophecy aids her cause” Duncan said, his eyes meeting the Alpha’s. 
 
    He turned to Tasia. “This is brilliant, Tasia.” 
 
    “It is” Atsá concurred. “Tasia’s interpretation is the only plausible one.” 
 
     “Yes” Roman agreed thoughtfully. “If Lady B is the rainmaker, it would give her what she desires most — great glory and power over the same Chosen who have snubbed, ignored and accused her in the past. No more walking in anyone’s shadow — not even her daughters’.” 
 
    “Don’t forget” Jason said grimly. “Even as she consolidates power, she believes it is Faoladh himself who will guard her, protecting her from the consequences of the past and her power grab.” 
 
    “But she still needs her daughters to further her ambitions” Luis reminded them. 
 
    “Luis makes a very good point. Rainmaker or not, if we keep our distance, there’s no way this prophecy comes true” Nandini asserted. “Now that we’re forewarned, we can foil her plans.” 
 
    “We have to find your sister” the Alpha warned. “If your mother has her, she’ll use her to get you both to do her bidding. Remember, if all she needs to further her goals is to bring the three of you together, it makes her more dangerous than a scenario where she has to convince the three of you to aid her cause.” 
 
    Sienna glanced around the room at the subtle signs of how this revelation had changed their perception of the threat her mother posed to them — the dread on Jason’s face, the determination on Nandini’s, the resolve on the Alpha’s, the disquiet on Duncan’s, and even the determined calm on Roman’s face, all pointed to one thing. She stiffened her spine.  
 
    “There’s something we must not forget. She might’ve convinced herself that her power is derived from her role as the rainmaker in Da’s prophecy but it is a surmise, not fact” Sienna said fiercely. “Just because she believes it, doesn’t make it true.” 
 
    “You don’t believe it, Sienna?” Tasia looked surprised. 
 
    “Oh, I believe you’re absolutely correct in your interpretation of Da’s prophecy, Tasia. But I don’t believe my mother is the chetariki” she said firmly. 
 
    “Wouldn’t Da have told her so, if that were true?” Sienna argued, glancing at the Alpha. “Why be cryptic about this?” 
 
    “He might well have, Sienna” Raoul said quietly. “Just because she didn’t share it with me doesn’t mean your father didn’t tell her so.” 
 
    Sienna shook her head. “She won’t share that her daughters are destined for glory, while hiding her own light under a bushel. I don’t buy that.” 
 
    Raoul said nothing. He hoped that Sienna was right. And, maybe she was. She knew both her Da and her mother better than anyone else in the room. 
 
    “Trevor will be back soon” Sienna added determinedly. “He’s promised us Da’s interpretation. You can bet that anything Da considered significant, he put on record.” 
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    Eight weeks ago, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    The shadow slipped in through the window to rest on the sill. The room was medium-sized, sparsely but luxuriously furnished, like all the spaces in the eco resort. On the king-sized bed, a silhouette slept soundly. Moonlight streamed in through the open window to fall just short, leaving the bed in the shadows.  
 
    The shadow on the sill took a deep breath, to slip into the room on soft feet. For a moment, she felt overwhelmed by the occasion. Too much was riding on tonight. But matters were so dire that it could only get better. The timely reminder brought a grim smile to her face. 
 
    She glided towards the bed, every step measured, her watchful eyes on the sleeping man. If she had the right room, the man on the bed was one of the most dangerous Chosen their world had seen. On his back, sprawled on the bed, he lay tangled up in the sheets. Oblivious to her presence, he slept, his face turned away from the moon, his chest rising evenly.  
 
    When she was almost at the thin sliver of moonlight by the bed, she stopped again. Her eagle eyes had caught no movement from the sleeping man. She girded herself, readying to take the final step — her last chance to escape the terrifying fate that awaited her. 
 
    He was off the bed in a flash, so fast that the first inkling of danger she had was the sharp edge of a weapon under her chin. He moved like a Blutsauger, she mused. Or a Wyr. The trickle of something warm dipped down her neck into her collar bone, even as she felt the gentle pressure of the knife cut into her. She held her breath, afraid to move. A muscled torso met her at eye level. He was big — what she could see of him, that is. For one mad moment, she wondered if she should lean into the knife. Would that provide the blessed oblivion she had resigned herself to, as her only choice? Then, her logical self reared its head to remind her that the action would be futile. This was precisely why she had braved the danger to approach him. The irony of it, she sighed silently. 
 
    The hulk stepped back to retract the knife. She glanced up slowly — a long way up. He was in the shadows. All she could tell was that he was big.  
 
    Like I didn’t know that already. 
 
    His hand snaked out and she ducked, self-preservation kicking in. 
 
    “Stay still” he said. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    His voice surprised her. Deep and rich, it flowed smoothly. It was a voice made for seduction, the antithesis of a man with his reputation. He spoke in English, with an accent she could not place. Not surprising, for this was Belize, the only country in Central America where English reigned over Spanish. Her English was passable, tinged with a strong Italian accent, but it was rusty. It had been years since she’d practiced it. Better English than Spanish, though, she reminded herself. Her Spanish was worse. Perhaps, her luck was finally on the upswing, she mused optimistically. 
 
    “Righhht” she drawled sarcastically. “That’s why I feel blood dripping down my neck.” 
 
    He took a deliberate step towards her. It brought him partially into the light. A shock of dark hair over a face marked by hard angles and striking pale eyes met her gaze. Something buried deep in the eyes let her know that she had broken into the right room. This was the man she sought. 
 
    He said nothing, his eyes holding hers to swipe a calloused thumb on her neck. She watched in some confusion as he sniffed delicately at her blood. Whatever he sensed seemed to surprise him. The pale eyes shot to her. In the silvery light that bathed him, she couldn’t discern the color of his eyes, but they stood out like a beacon against the swarthy skin and dark hair. 
 
    “You’re lucky I didn’t skewer you, little girl. You’re too young to have a death wish.” 
 
    I wish. 
 
    The dispassionate pale eyes studied her, before he stepped back into the shadows again. 
 
    “You’re in the wrong room” he said dismissively. “Out.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What? No; I was looking for you.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t.” He was confidence personified. 
 
    “I was” she insisted, fear driving her. “You’re the one they call ElMorad.” 
 
    He went still. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time.”  
 
    “I’m exactly where I meant to be” she insisted, relief making her reckless. 
 
    He strode forward into the moonlight again, subtly menacing this time. She found herself backing away.  
 
    His eyes flickered. “That’s right. You should be scared of me.” His voice was a whisper.  
 
    But she couldn’t afford to be frightened of him. A darker and more terrifying fate awaited her, if she was unsuccessful tonight. She wrenched her gaze away from the pale eyes, only for her mouth to drop open. Now that he was in the light and she wasn’t pressed up close, she could finally see all of him — in glorious detail, bathed in moonlight. 
 
    “You don’t have any clothes on” she breathed.  
 
    He looked confused. “Why would I?” 
 
    She glanced at him fleetingly, her eyes skittering away. “I’d appreciate it if you could …” She waved her hands at him. 
 
    He took a step deliberately into the sliver of moonlight that marked the floor. “You come seeking ElMorad, but can’t handle a naked man.” There was a note of suspicion in his voice. 
 
    She grit her teeth, to face him. Time was running out. The Blutsaugers would discover her absence if she didn’t hurry. 
 
    “I have a proposition for you” she said calmly, meeting his gaze head on. 
 
    “ElMorad is dead, little girl” he warned her in the rich and smooth tones that reminded her of well-aged wine. “And you’re in over your head.” 
 
    Wasn’t she just? 
 
    She ignored his words. “Have you heard of ElDarZin?”  
 
    He didn’t say anything, but she could tell that he recognized the name. 
 
    Thank the Lord. 
 
    “He created an artifact.” 
 
    “I know about it” he said, the deep voice rumbling over her. 
 
    “You can have it” she told him. 
 
    He arched an eyebrow eloquently, mutely communicating his skepticism.  
 
    “You don’t have to take my word for it. I’ll allow you to verify the artifact before we strike a deal.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “What ElMorad does best.” She raised her chin. “Kill a Chosen.”  
 
    She didn’t have to say that it was a powerful Chosen that needed killing. Taking out the ones with great power had once been ElMorad’s speciality. The assassin, they called him. In whispers, of course, and behind his back. No one would dare say it to his face. 
 
    Something dark flashed in the pale eyes. It had her fighting to hold her ground. 
 
    Please, please, Lord. Let him agree to this. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, desperate to persuade him. She had no more doors to knock on, after him. 
 
    “Don’t push your luck, little girl” he chided her calmly. “If you know about ElMorad, you know what he’s capable of.”  
 
    Her eyes closed in defeat. She had lost. It was done. Her last card was played out. 
 
    The pale eyes watched her, a puzzled light in their depths. As she made to turn away, he reached out to lazily to encircle her neck with his palm, the loose grip holding her in place. Her reaction to the threat set him wondering anew. She stood her ground unflinchingly, meeting his eyes without fear.  
 
    “Who’re you with?” he asked her, pale eyes searching her face. 
 
    “With?” 
 
    “What kind of Chosen are you?” 
 
    I wish I knew. 
 
    “I’m with the Blutsaugers.” It was the simple answer. 
 
    “You’re not one” he stated confidently. 
 
    For just a moment, she wondered idly how he could know that for sure. The only Chosen who could sniff a Blutsauger out were the Wyrs, and he was not a Wyr. She knew what he was, what the rumors said he was. It was why she had taken the extraordinary risk of confronting him.  
 
    He continued to study her silently, the pale eyes raking her face. She made herself stand still under his gaze, the fight leached out of her.  
 
    “A word of advice, little girl” the rich voice, with the hint of an accent, drawled out. “Next time, I won’t be as nice.”  
 
    She laughed, a tinkling sound with a distinct lack of amusement. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    You’ll never see me again. 
 
    This young girl was entirely too cocky for the dangerous game she played, he mused. He squeezed her neck, exerting gentle pressure to drive home his message. She merely raised her chin to meet his eyes squarely. His eyes narrowed at her response. Something did not add up here. Who was she, he wondered. 
 
    He withdrew his hand, releasing her. “Out” he said curtly, pointing dismissively at the window.  
 
    She walked away, without a backward glance. The man bathed in moonlight watched with a furrowed brow as she climbed on to the sill to disappear into the night. 
 
    His eyes wandered the room absently while his mind replayed the encounter again. His plan had been to leave in the morning. The affair had become a bore. He would not be back next year. But now, he hesitated, wondering if he might stay another day. The brash and foolhardy girl had piqued his interest. There was a mystery to her. It would take a particularly impetuous and reckless Chosen to confront ElMorad. Or a desperate one. The thought had him frowning. 
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    Hawk waited for Tasia to bid her Shifter escorts goodbye, before suggesting they go up to the Pack Room. Duncan had come through handsomely, sending over a contingent for Tasia. Joaquim, Evgeny and Michael, all Hawk’s were-pack mates and well-acquainted with Tasia, had joined them. Once the decision to stay in had been made, the Shifters had been invited to join them at the condo Sara and Hawk shared. With Caro joining them, they had been a party of seven. The evening had been fun, allowing Tasia to forget her dilemma for a few hours. 
 
    “The Pack Room’s busy tonight” Hawk remarked, as they walked up to the fourth floor. 
 
    Tasia wasn’t surprised by the news. It was not that late, on a Saturday night. Most Shifters held jobs, like regular humans. Thus, the Pack Room was in great demand over the weekends. 
 
    Upstairs, the vast room was crowded, knots of people scattered around it.  
 
    Hawk cast a knowledgeable glance around the room. “Alph’s Room” he muttered to Tasia, expertly guiding her through the throng. 
 
    Tasia caught a glimpse of Elisabetta ensconced in a group, with Stefan Simeonov by her side. She had noted fading bruises on Evgeny’s face this evening. Fresh ones, not remnants from the fight in the Café before. One of his were-pack mates had hinted at Evgeny’s involvement in another fight at the Lair. Tasia, acquainted with Evgeny since her first days at the Lair, found this sudden surge of altercations involving the young Shifter inexplicable. She couldn’t help but wonder whether the latest altercation had also involved Simeonov’s Shifters, like before. The thought stirred a faint sense of unease in her. There had been something about the other brawl — a subtle tension in Joaquim, coupled with Stefan Simeonov’s smugness, that had set Tasia wondering. Luis’ cryptic warning about the blue-eyed Were-Alpha had only left Tasia more disquieted. 
 
    “What?” Hawk inquired, navigating them through the crowd in the Pack Room. 
 
    Tasia shook her head. A vague sense of unease was not enough. Hawk was hot-headed when it came to her, like he was with Sara. She’d have to tread carefully.  
 
    The door to the Alpha’s Room stood ajar. For once, the small room brimmed with people. Inside, Sienna sat regally in the Alpha’s chair, a glass of Scotch from his private stash in her hand. In conversation with Sienna, seated in the single chair across the large desk was Maartje. To Tasia’s surprise, Maartje too held a glass of amber liquid in her hand. The female Were-Alpha wore a half-smile on her face, as she listened to Sienna. The Alpha lounged beside them, leaning against his desk, flanked by Duncan, Luis and Atsá. Across the room, in the small sitting area, Nandini seemed engrossed in conversation with Jason. 
 
    “Tasia and Hawk.” Sienna hailed them, raising her glass in a salute. “Where did you kids run off to? Duncan says you went out to dinner.” 
 
    “Yup.” Hawk came to a stop inside the room. “Tasia’s been cooped up at the Lair. I thought she might enjoy a night out.” 
 
    Supremely conscious of the larger-than-life presence leaning against the desk, Tasia kept her gaze studiously away from a certain Alpha with grounds to counter Hawk’s words.  
 
    “You enjoyed yourself, Tasia?” Duncan inquired, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he glanced down at her. 
 
    “Very much. Thank you for the entourage, Duncan.” Tasia was grateful. She had needed the few hours away from the Lair. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Hawk made a rather impassioned plea.” Duncan smiled, directing a look at Hawk. “Anything that has young Hawk hopping has my support.” 
 
    “Duncan” Hawk protested half-heartedly, an answering grin on his face. 
 
    “Hawk is a credit to his Were-Alpha” Atsá said quietly.  
 
    Hawk looked nonplussed, unsure of how to take his grandfather’s words.  
 
    Duncan, on the other hand, knew exactly how to handle the compliment. “Thank you, Atsá.” 
 
    Atsá inclined his head graciously.  
 
    “Where did Hawk take you, Tasia?” Luis, hitherto silent, diverted the conversation deftly.  
 
    Tasia directed an affectionate glance at Hawk. “Sara and I convinced him to stay in.”  
 
    It had taken more than Sara and her. Hawk had been adamant that Tasia deserved a night out. Only when Caro had added her voice to the other two had Hawk given in. 
 
    “Tasia cooked for us. Something with quinoa and vegetables that totally blew our minds” Hawk said enthusiastically.  
 
    Maartje, avidly following the conversation, finally gave her curiosity free rein. “Us?”  
 
    Tasia noted the subtle speculation in Maartje’s eyes as they rested on Hawk and her. 
 
    “There were seven of us” Hawk answered easily. “Alph doesn’t allow Tasia out without Shifter guards, Maartje.” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed” she said dryly. 
 
    Duncan’s were-pack was getting awfully cozy with the Wizard, Maartje mused. She wondered whether it was because of Hawk, or whether the orders came directly from Duncan. Atsá was happy with his burgeoning relationship with Hawk and Sara, where there had been none before, so Maartje was content to leave things be, but she couldn’t help speculating, all the same. 
 
    Sienna looked surprised. “You like to cook, Tasia?”  
 
    “I do.” Tasia hesitated. “I had ambitions to go to culinary school once, Sienna.” 
 
    Hawk turned to her. “I didn’t know that, Tas.”  
 
    Tasia shrugged lightly. “It was a long time ago, Hawk.” 
 
    “Want some of the Alpha’s Scotch, Tasia?” Sienna offered, shooting him an impish glance as she made free with his alcohol. “It’s good stuff.” 
 
    Raoul’s lips twitched at Sienna’s baiting of him.  
 
    “Quite futile, Sienna.” He roused himself, determined to make the witchling meet his eyes. “The witchling doesn’t like the taste of Scotch. Or perhaps it’s my Scotch she objects to” he added blandly, noting the astonishment in Maartje’s eyes. 
 
    The subtle challenge in his voice had Tasia meeting his gaze. The gold eyes met hers, impassive as usual, but deep in the depths, lurked an awareness. 
 
    “I trust you. Is that not enough to stop this dance of ours?” 
 
    Conscious of the eyes on them, Tasia opened her mouth, ready with a quip. 
 
    “I have news” Roman announced from the doorway, his precipitous statement successfully drawing all eyes to him. 
 
    Saved by the bell. 
 
    “The incident at The Games” Roman said cryptically, an air of suppressed excitement about him. 
 
    Raoul glanced around the room. Maartje was the only one not actively involved in the investigation. She was capable and shrewd, and, much like Atsá, well-versed in navigating the pitfalls in their world. He’d already been mulling the idea of including her in the new outreach to Chosen factions he was ready to begin.  
 
    He reached forward to seal the room, only to see Simeonov striding towards them, followed more unhurriedly by Elisabetta. 
 
    “Is it her, Roman?” Sienna inquired urgently, even before the room had been sealed.  
 
    Nandini and Jason, who had glanced up at Roman’s precipitous entrance, broke off their conversation at Sienna’s query, their attention on him. 
 
    Roman nodded mutely, his eyes on the Alpha. 
 
    Tasia slipped away, making her way across the room to Nandini and Jason. Sienna followed. As did Hawk. 
 
    Raoul sealed the Alpha’s Room after Elisabetta. “You’re up, Durovic.” 
 
    “There were two unusual incidents at The Games this year” Roman announced. “An explosion, unusual and unexplained, and a strong rumor that a girl went missing.” 
 
    “Anyone injured by the explosion, Durovic?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    Roman shook his head. “Went off in an uninhabited area in the dead of night. No one’s sure whether it was an accident or deliberate, but the whispers say the girl went missing the same night as the explosion. The Clan’s frantic search for her the next morning seems to suggest that her disappearance might be related to it.” 
 
    “She was guarded by the Clan” he continued. “Her presence at the event caused some talk. The Vampires are not known to bring young recruits to The Games.” 
 
    “Recruits!” Nandini echoed Sienna’s stricken expression. “The missing girl is Undead?” 
 
    Roman shot her a look, his voice gentling. “My source says she appeared really young, unlike how seasoned Vampires start to look after a few decades away from the sun. Since she was in Blutsauger company, they concluded that she was a recent convert. That’s part of the mystery about her — such fresh recruits don’t usually go to The Games.” 
 
    “It’s the logical conclusion to draw, Sienna” Jason reassured her. “It doesn’t mean that she was one, though. There’s a reason the Undead are called the Clan. Anyone in Clan circles is naturally assumed to be a Vampire.” 
 
    “What else, Roman?” Duncan prompted him. 
 
    “There was speculation regarding her presence at The Games. After her disappearance, there was also talk of how strictly guarded she’d been. It’s what provoked the rumors that the explosion had distracted her guards and enabled her to slip away.” 
 
    “She was with the Lombardis?” Luis inquired. 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    “The Games are still held at the usual location, Roman?” Atsá inquired. 
 
    “Yes. Her absence was discovered soon after the explosion, and Monseigneur had his Blutsaugers spread out over the forest to track her.” 
 
    “You’re sure they didn’t find her, Durovic?” Raoul asked. “I don’t see how anyone escapes the leeches in a forest at night.” 
 
    “They didn’t find her that night, Merceau. My source is confident about it. He says the Clan were frantic the next morning, clearly still searching for the girl. They might’ve caught up with her later, of course.” 
 
    “Perhaps, she had help getting away from the leeches” Elisabetta suggested.  
 
    “Our mother” Nandini offered hesitantly. 
 
    “I doubt it, Nandini.” Raoul shook his head. “The Games were nearly two months ago. If your mother had her, she’d have crowed about it when we met. At the end, when it was clear she wasn’t getting her way, she brought out the big guns. I doubt she’d have kept this little nugget to herself.” 
 
    “Moreover, as far as we know, there has been no rift between the Lady and her Blutsauger allies” Roman reminded them. “There’s no reason to snatch her from the Lombardis.” 
 
    “I believe she ran from the Vampires and got away scot free” Sienna said firmly. 
 
    Nandini, her own getaway from her mother’s guards still fresh, said nothing. She’d been lucky to have assistance during her bid for freedom. She wondered whether the young girl, her half-sister, as the others suspected, had been similarly lucky to encounter an ally willing and powerful enough to assist her. 
 
     “I’ll have more soon” Roman directed at Sienna, as well as the Alpha. “This was just the first of my sources.” 
 
    Sienna turned to the Alpha, meeting his gaze directly. “What do we do now?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. “Faoladh has men on the ground in Venice. If she’s back with the Lombardis, we’ll know. Meanwhile, while Durovic works his sources from The Games, we wait for your Guardian friend to get us The Prophecy records. That gives us a few days.” 
 
    Sienna said nothing, her eyes on him. 
 
    “If she’s out there, Sienna, we’ll find her” he assured her. “For now, we have to reach out to other Chosen.” 
 
    Raoul glanced around the room. “She’s building an army. We must reach out, build alliances, and tell the Chosen how far she’s willing to go to further her ambitions. Faoladh is working on influential First Ones. While the Ancients are a priority, I intend to reach out to every Chosen faction that’s willing to work with us.”  
 
    Tasia straightened. Hawk stiffened beside her. For a moment, no one said anything. Sienna glanced at Jason, who grimaced, shaking his head. The Shifters were all staring at the Alpha, while Duncan wore an unusually somber expression. 
 
    The Alpha met Roman’s eyes. “If there’s a civil war, the First Ones will decide the outcome.”  
 
    Raoul could see dawning realization in Durovic’s eyes. 
 
    For the first time, the Alpha was openly admitting that the Chosen might be headed for strife. Not just any disagreement, but large-scale hostilities that would pit Chosen against Chosen.  
 
    Tasia shook off her preoccupation with her own quandary. This was bad. If the Chosen descended into anarchy, no one would be safe, and she’d need the Pack more than ever — along with every ally she could count on. 
 
    “Not just the First Ones. I never underestimate the Wyrs in a fight, Merceau.” Roman’s voice hardened. “But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “We might not be able to stop her in time, Durovic” the Alpha countered. This had been hard for him to admit, even to himself. “We have to be ready. She will unleash her army without hesitation. I’m going to make sure we have one to counteract her, if we need it.” 
 
    Roman said nothing. Merceau was thinking like a Wyr, readying for a war while strategizing to stop it. He knew that the Alpha would have a hard time convincing the First Ones of the threat Lady Bethesda posed to the Chosen. Centuries of unbroken peace had made the First Ones complacent. They’d look upon this matter as something that only affected the Wizards. Some of his more powerful brethren considered themselves primarily the custodians of old magic. They would not be swayed into joining Lady Bethesda in her quest for power, but neither would they agree to bestir themselves to calm the strife in the Chosen world. Not unless it affected them personally, and by then, it would be too late.  
 
    “I’ll do everything I can” Roman assured the Alpha, determined to stop the Lady. She was a threat to them all. Plus, he had a personal axe to grind with her. 
 
    Raoul nodded gravely. Roman Durovic was a formidable Ancient to have on their side, with the ears of some influential leaders.  
 
    His expression hardened. “I intend to win, Durovic. Make no mistake, I won’t let Lady Bethesda take over my world.”  
 
    Jason let out a soft chuckle that broke the gravity of the occasion. “My money is on you, Raoul Merceau. In fact, I’m counting on you.” He sobered up. “She killed my folks. I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    Unaware of this bit, Nandini looked aghast.  
 
    Sienna, seated beside him, hooked her arm through Jason’s. “She’s not going to win, Jason” she said firmly. “I have Da to avenge, too.” 
 
    “Not that you need any votes of confidence, Merceau” Roman added. “But Lady B doesn’t know what’s about to hit her.” 
 
    “She suspects, Roman” Duncan remarked. “Faoladh has a point — Raoul has her rattled.” 
 
    “Yes” Atsá chimed in quietly. “He does.” 
 
    The Alpha’s gold eyes met Roman Durovic’s, before glancing around the room.  
 
    “This is it” he said quietly. “Many have forgotten the Guardian once known as Mathilda Redmayne, and even fewer know about her plans for our future. We know. It’s time the Chosen knew, too. Together, we’ve thwarted her, again and again. Duncan and Atsá are right. She knows it. If not for us, she’d be bolder with her ambitions, strutting out from the shadows to openly lay claim to the Wizards as a precursor to her grander plans. Instead, she’s frustrated and rattled, forced to still skulk in the shadows with a second-string Undead army as her entourage. I know that for many here, this cause is personal. In a way, foiling her is very personal to me, too. My second bite at the apple. I promise you this: together, we will make her rue the day she embarked on her murderous spree.”   
 
    No one said anything. In that moment, it hit Tasia that she had made the right decision, after all. To stick with the Shifters, work with the Pack, ally with them and to trust him. Despite everything, her doubts, her insecurities, and the threat to the secrets she protected, she’d ignored the warnings and gone against everything drummed into her, to emerge from the shadows and into the light, trusting in the word of one man. The timing of her realization was apt, Tasia mused grimly. Faced with yet another monumental decision that might well decide her fate, she was being asked again to choose whether to heed a lifetime of caution and protect a secret that went to the heart of the Chosen, or to ignore everything she believed in and follow her heart, on the word of the same man.  
 
    An evening away from the Lair had been cathartic. Even surrounded by Shifters, it had given her a glimpse of the life she might have one day. A fantasy of one, anyway, when Lady Bethesda was no longer a threat. When her own secrets were buried so deep in the ground that the chances of anyone stumbling across them was nigh impossible. 
 
    “You were meant to fly free, witchling, and one day, I’ll make sure you have the choice to do so.”  
 
    His words had awakened something buried deep in her, a dream guarded zealously by a woman who had been born shackled to a heritage that demanded a life in the shadows. Beyond her wildest dreams had come a man, confident, demanding, hard-nosed, strong-willed, self-assured, and driven, to lay claim to her heart, when she was not free to follow it, promising her everything she yearned for and could never have. In the cold light of day, without the seductive net of temptation and passion to ensnare her, the enormity of the pledge he had so casually made hit her even harder. For a reserved and brusque Shifter, the man certainly had a way with words.  
 
    Until last night, the attraction had been a mere yearning Tasia could easily dismiss as a fantasy, safe in the knowledge that it could never be reality. But he had shot that to smithereens, forcing her to stop lying to herself. His blunt admission last night had dumbfounded, nay, shocked her. She had not expected the self-controlled, reserved and distant Alpha to be this forthright.  
 
    He had seen through her denials and excuses, and had made it clear that he would not push for an explanation, but neither would he allow her to deny it. He would not play games, she knew. What he wanted he would always lay out clearly, without prevarication. 
 
    “Whatever you want, witchling. Just say the word. There’s only one caveat. Walking away is not an option. That’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    Tasia could admit it now. An intangible and nameless thread had always drawn them to each other, culminating in the admission by the bay. He had been honest about it, while she had buried her head in the sand. This thread had been palpable since the night in the cage, when a combination of grim determination and wild desperation had forced them both to succumb, to capitulate to the awareness simmering between them like a living entity. No, prompted the voice in her head. This had been present since the night she had met him, while imprisoned in a different kind of cage, one built of her worst fears. In a singular twist of fate, he had helped free her from her worst fears and she had returned the favor by helping him escape his worst nightmare. By turns, they had both freed each other by never giving up on the other, the cord binding them together making them turn back to each other, again and again, even when the past, instinct, doubt, and circumstances pulled them apart. 
 
    “A storm is gathering” the Alpha continued, drawing Tasia’s attention. “This is the last lull before it. We look for the third sister, and we build our army. When Sienna’s friend gives us the GCW records, we scour it, using any loophole or weakness we can find to defeat Lady Bethesda or buy us more time. Like Durovic said, let’s hope it doesn’t come to war. But I’m going to make sure we’re ready if it does. No sadistic tyrant will take over my world on my watch.” 
 
    Once was enough. The determined refrain ran through Raoul’s mind. Now, the stakes were even higher than holding onto his sanity and his life. Fate was giving him a second bite of the same poisoned apple. He was older and stronger now, not a trusting young cub mad with grief and too inexperienced to read the signs. This time, he had more to live for, and a hell of a lot more to fight for. 
 
    His voice hardened, stronger emotion coloring it. “This is not my first rodeo. I’ve experienced her ilk before, and survived to tell the tale. She won’t win. We will stop her, and she will regret the day she issued the challenge.” 
 
    Tasia watched him silently, drawn to him as always. He would stop Lady Bethesda, she knew, although their world might not fully escape the consequences of the Wizard’s ambitions. Meanwhile, she had a different dilemma to ponder. The Alpha was right. This had always been about trust.  
 
      
 
    This dance had begun on a moonlit room amidst a nestful of Vampires, with two Chosen fate had set on a collision course. One fated to walk in the shadows while longing for the light, and the other fated to be in the spotlight while hankering for the shadows; both a little broken in their own ways, but destined to make the other whole. She’d engaged in this careful dance with him, forced by circumstances but also beguiled, cajoled, and tempted by him, drawn in so subtly that she’d missed the signs until called on it. The careful circling of each other had come to its conclusion. His words last night heralded a new course for them. The decision to chart the future lay heavy upon her. 
 
    Across the room, the gold eyes flashed to her, ensnaring her. 
 
    “You took a chance on Hawk once, when everything in you must have screamed at you to walk away. Take a chance on me, witchling.”  
 
    Tasia wished fervently that she was free to take a chance on him, but it would endanger the deadliest of her secrets and bring her carefully constructed house of cards crashing down around her. The secret she guarded held the power to tear apart the First Ones — it would expose the devil’s bargain made centuries ago to preserve the peace, at the cost of a handful like her, condemned to bear the consequences of it. And the First Ones were the mainstay of the Chosen — the rightful heirs to the old magic of the Forebearers. 
 
    He had once told her that digging through her secrets was like wedging open Pandora’s Box. The remark had hit a little too close to home. Unleashing the truth of her heritage would wreak havoc on the Chosen and leave her with little hope of salvaging the future. The decision to follow her heart would open that Box, and Pandora’s Box, once opened, could not be shut again.  
 
      
 
    SAMAPT 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    The story continues in The Siren.If you’d like to be informed about new releases, please follow me on Amazon or sign up for my Mailing List. 
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    GLOSSARY 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CHOSEN 
 
    Beings with magic in them have lived incognito amidst humans for time immemorial. Bestowed with special powers that set them apart, the Magicks call themselves the Chosen. The Chosen are organized into four factions, based on their brand of magic - the First Ones or Ancients, Wyrs known in the vernacular as Shape-shifters, Wizards and the Undead, also known as Vampires, Blutsaugers or collectively as the Clan. The four factions keep to themselves, are responsible for policing their own, object vociferously to outside interference, and follow their individual and contrasting traditions, customs and rules cobbled together over centuries of existence. However, every Chosen believes in and adheres to the Supreme Edict - thou shallst not reveal your brethren to the not Chosen.  
 
      
 
    THE COUNCIL OF CHOSEN - CoC 
 
    The CoC was created twenty-five years ago as a forum to foster communication, understanding and unity between the factions. Meant to usher in a new era of co-operation between Chosen, the Council comprises of four representatives, one from each faction. Faoladh represents the Wyrs, the First Wizard her brethren, ElThor his First Ones while the Vampires have a complicated system whereby the Masters of their illustrious Pure Blood Families rotate as representatives to represent the Clan. 
 
      
 
    GUARDIAN COUNCIL OF WIZARDS - GCW 
 
    The elites of the Wizard world, the Guardians are responsible for policing and protecting their kind. For centuries, this responsibility rested solely with the Guardians. However, since the advent of the CoC, the GCW has been forced to share the responsibility with the First Wizard. This has led to a faction of Guardians being locked in an escalating power struggle with the First Wizard. 
 
      
 
    WIZARDS 
 
    The Chosen with the most conventional form of magic. The inherent magic in a Wizard is represented on a Magic Level scale. At the local level, Wizard Registries in cities handle the day to day affairs of Wizards. At the global level, Wizard concerns are handled by the GCW and the First Wizard.  
 
      
 
    WYRS 
 
    The Chosen who possess a beast form, in addition to their human one. Organized into Packs with clearly demarcated territories, each Pack is led by an Alpha Protector. A Pack is usually a collection of smaller were-packs, each led by a Were-Alpha. A Wyr’s power is derived from his physical attributes. Possessed of phenomenal strength, jacked-up senses and the ability to heal from almost any injury, they are territorial, aggressive, unpredictable and paranoid, preferring to keep to their packs. 
 
      
 
    FIRST ONES 
 
    The Chosen with the oldest magic. Also known as the Ancients, they are the descendants of the very first Chosen to walk the earth. Most Ancients primarily consider themselves to be custodians of their illustrious heritage. They are also the most disparate Chosen faction, with vastly differing powers and abilities, though they self-classify into two loose groupings – Eru and Setik. As they have for centuries, the various groups of First Ones continue their ancient traditions and customs, to pass the old ways down to their descendants, reluctant to dilute their legacy, in any way or form. Enigmatic and driven to preserve the old magic of their ancestors, they tend to keep their distance from the cut-throat politicking of the Chosen world.  
 
      
 
    VAMPIRES 
 
    Organized in a hierarchical command structure, with a handful of Pure Blood Masters at the top of the food chain, they keep to themselves and away from other Chosen. Their lives are governed by social standing, elaborate customs and their nests. The Undead are hard to kill and live a long life, but otherwise possess little magic when compared to other Chosen. Most Chosen do not regard Vampires as their brethren and some look upon them as an abomination. 
 
      
 
    THE FOREBEARERS 
 
    The very first Chosen to walk the earth.  
 
      
 
    SI’FFA
The term for human or non-Chosen in the language of the First Ones. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CAST OF CHARACTERS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia Armstrong 
 
    A mysterious Wizard in an uneasy and unusual alliance with the Northern California Shifter Pack. Her bargain with the Alpha Protector safeguards her cover, secrets and abilities. In return, she helps with their investigation into the past and eschews the use of magic. 
 
      
 
    Raoul Merceau 
 
    The powerful, enigmatic and formidable Alpha Protector of the Northern California Shifter Pack. Cold, hard to ruffle, distant, and reserved, he makes for a very bad enemy and makes no bones about his dislike of Wizards.  
 
      
 
    Faoladh 
 
    The preeminent Wyr of his time, the Alpha of all Alphas. Of Irish ancestry, he believes that the continued existence of the Chosen rests on greater unity and co-operation. Also responsible for the advent of the CoC, after a decades-long effort. 
 
      
 
    Lady Bethesda 
 
    A powerful Guardian and contender for First Wizard, she was believed to have died in an explosion at the Wizard Registry in Chicago. Responsible for pulling the strings from behind the scenes in a power grab over the Chosen, based on The Prophecy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NORTHERN CALIFORNIA SHIFTER PACK 
 
      
 
    Hawk Manotti 
 
    The Shifter responsible for befriending and bringing Tasia into his Pack. Second in the totem pole of his were-pack, with a complicated heritage. 
 
      
 
    Sara Manotti 
 
    Hawk’s twin and a reluctant Shifter.  
 
      
 
    Duncan Hawthorne 
 
    An influential English Were-Alpha with the Alpha’s ear.  
 
      
 
    Luis Beltran 
 
    A taciturn Were-Alpha trusted by his Alpha. Was once led by Hawk and Sara’s father, Stefano Manotti. 
 
      
 
    Atsá 
 
    A highly respected Were-Alpha, with Navajo heritage, he is Hawk and Sara’s estranged maternal grandfather.  
 
      
 
    Maartje 
 
    An influential Were-Alpha and Atsá’s ally. Her grandmotherly looks belie her political acumen. 
 
      
 
    Elisabetta De Luca 
 
    A beautiful Were-Alpha with a sharp tongue who has her eye on the Alpha. 
 
      
 
    Stefan Simeonov 
 
    A handsome Were-Alpha, with bright blue eyes, who makes Tasia wary. 
 
      
 
    Owen O’Brien 
 
    A Were-Alpha. 
 
      
 
    Justin Markham 
 
    A Shifter with a history with both Sara and Tasia. 
 
      
 
    Evgeny 
 
    One of Tasia’s Shifter bodyguards, the young Shifter is friendly with her.  
 
      
 
    Joaquim 
 
    Tasia’s second Shifter bodyguard, he is older and more taciturn.  
 
      
 
      
 
    WIZARDS 
 
      
 
    Caroline Hamilton 
 
    Tasia’s friend and a powerful Wizard in her own right.  
 
      
 
    David Hamilton 
 
    Caroline’s father and the ranking wizard in San Francisco.  
 
      
 
    Sienna McAlister 
 
    The daughter of Lady Bethesda and the Oracle, she walked away from her heritage to make a life away from the Wizards. Offered sanctuary in the Pack Lair by the Alpha, she works with the team investigating the past and her mother. Like her father, she is a seer who has had visions that involve Tasia. The visions have only been shared with Jason LaRue. 
 
      
 
    Scot McAlister 
 
    An influential Guardian and husband of Lady Bethesda, he’s a respected seer known as the Oracle. One of the contingent of Guardians sent to Chicago to question Lady Bethesda, he was killed by the explosion at the Registry. His many predictions include the Council of Chosen and The Prophecy.  
 
      
 
    Jason LaRue 
 
    A Guardian hand-picked by the First Wizard to liase with the Shifters investigating Lady Bethesda. He’s also responsible for Sienna’s protection. The son of two Guardians who perished in the explosion in Chicago, he’s an old acquaintance of Sienna’s from high school and is the only one aware of Sienna’s vision.  
 
      
 
    Lady Esmeralda 
 
    An ex-Guardian, she defeated Lady Bethesda to become the First Wizard and now represents her brethren on the Council of Chosen.  
 
      
 
    Gabriel Azevedo 
 
    A Guardian who defected from the GCW to work with the same Lombardi Vampires now allied with Lady Bethesda. He is believed to have been killed by the Clan when he rejected them to run away with one of their prisoners. Very few know that he is Tasia’s father and the prisoner he helped rescue from the Vampires was her mother. 
 
      
 
    Ted Anderson 
 
    A Guardian responsible for unleashing Shifter mercenaries to terrorize low level Wizards in San Francisco, as a means to ferret out a Chosen. He was once best mate to the erstwhile Gabriel Azevedo and the Alpha suspects that the Wizard Anderson seeks is Tasia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    VAMPIRES 
 
      
 
    Franciszka 
 
    The Mistress of the local Vampire nest in San Francisco. She has a relationship with the Alpha and his Pack, but not with the other local Chosen factions in her city. 
 
      
 
    Rafaelo Bianchi 
 
    A shrewd, canny and ruthless Vampire who serves Lady Bethesda, at the command of his Master, the Pure Blood who leads the Lombardi Family in Venice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    FIRST ONES 
 
      
 
    ElThor  
 
    Represents the First Ones on the Council of Chosen. His moniker means The First One, in the Ancient tongue.  
 
      
 
    TorElnor  
 
    A First One who leads the Setik in North America. 
 
      
 
    Roman Durovic  
 
    Handpicked by TorElnor to be his successor, Roman gets involved with the investigation into Lady Bethesda. Due to his missteps with her, he also has a prickly relationship with Nandini. 
 
      
 
    SivoTar  
 
    An influential Eru leader. 
 
      
 
    Nandini Rathore 
 
    The daughter of Lady Bethesda and her second husband, the Indian First One, Tribhuvan Rathore. She’s believed to be the second daughter from The Prophecy.  
 
      
 
    Tribhuvan Rathore 
 
    A powerful First One and leader of a mystical sect believed to worship and receive their powers from a Snake God. Their group (referred to as a Kabila) is headquartered in Nagalok at the foothills of the Himalayas in India. 
 
      
 
    Mahen Rathore 
 
    Nandini’s twin and heir to the Kabila. 
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