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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    The chessboard comes alive  
 
      
 
    Our wills and fates do so contrary run
That our devices still are overthrown;
Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our own. 
 
    - Hamlet 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Something is blocking me” a feminine voice declared in unmistakable alarm. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    Her reverie interrupted, she glanced at Tasia. They were on edge; acutely conscious of the peril that confronted them. Culled from the herd, they’d been corralled here. And now, cornered and vulnerable, they faced the prospect of holding off an army on their own. While their friends would leave no stone unturned to reach them, the Pack and its allies might not make it in time. Until their friends came to their rescue, they must hold their own against the hordes circling them. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked Tasia. Her friend’s urgency disconcerted her. When they’d first become aware of their predicament, Tasia had taken it in her stride — cool, collected and confident. It had been a balm, for she knew that Tasia was to be tested soon under trying circumstances. In the past few weeks, her friend had come into her own, no longer a reticent and retiring Wizard with a predilection for side-stepping confrontations.  But now, panic simmered in Tasia’s eyes.  
 
    At the sight, dread and foreboding ratcheted up in her. “What is it, Tasia?” she pressed the Wizard, trying to not give in to her own fears. 
 
    Tasia hesitated for an infinitesimal second, before capitulating. The explanation came in a rush, her words tumbling over each other in her eagerness. “I’m able to sense Chosen in the vicinity. It’s almost like magic wafts in the air and I see it. But suddenly, I can’t. There’s nothing! Something’s interfering with my ability.” 
 
    Despite the garbled explanation, she grasped the gist of the admission. And took a moment to digest it. There had been hints before, even magic feats under extraordinary circumstances, that suggested exceptional, even fantastic, power. Thus, she’d been aware for a while now that Tasia had a lot of magic in her the Wizard chose to keep secret from their brethren. But this was something else. The power to distinguish between human and Chosen was singular and deadly. 
 
    Beside her, Nandini’s stifled gasp made it clear that she was not the only one grappling with the declaration. Like her, Nandini was no stranger to Tasia’s Magick capabilities. Yet, the Indian Ancient was staggered by the disclosure.  
 
    “You’re sure?” she questioned, trying to feel her way. 
 
    “I can’t even sense you guys” Tasia said vehemently. “Something’s horribly wrong.” 
 
    Momentarily lost for words, she gaped at her friend. 
 
    Tasia drew a shaky breath, her face deathly pale. “I cannot defend us” she whispered. “Not if I don’t see them coming.” 
 
    There was an exclamation from behind Nandini and the Indian Chosen, frozen in shock, came to life again.  
 
    “I can” Nandini declared. “Sense them coming, that is.” 
 
    Tasia turned to the Ancient. “How?” 
 
    “I’m Naga, bonded to the earth” Nandini said simply. “I’ll know if a horde approaches us. It’s harder with a single person or a small group, but luckily for us, that’s not likely.” 
 
    No, indeed, she mused. They had been isolated, segregated and herded here for a reason. Their mother meant to use them to rally her troops. 
 
    Wild hope flashed across Tasia’s face. “Are you sure, Nandini?”  
 
    “Yep.” The Indian girl’s response came confidently. “They’ll come for us in numbers, Tasia. The larger the crowd, the easier it is for me to read the vibrations.” 
 
    “Thank the Forebearers!” Tasia breathed, immensely relieved. Color surged back into the Wizard’s face. “Whatever’s blocking my magic senses has not affected my other powers. If Nandini can warn us, we’ll hold them off.” 
 
    “Of course, we will” affirmed an unfamiliar voice from behind Nandini. “Tasia and I have outwitted the Blutsaugers before.” 
 
    Startled by the youthful voice, spiked with such assurance and certitude, she craned her neck to peer around Nandini. But before she could catch a glimpse of the girl, the dream ended abruptly.  
 
    Sienna awoke to a dark room, disoriented by the abrupt change of environs. It took her a few minutes to get her bearings. She was in her room at the Lair in San Francisco. Hopping off the bed, an agitated Sienna paced restlessly around it. Had that been a dream, she wondered uneasily? Or another vision? If so, it would only be her second one. Given that she had not yet succeeded in making sense of the first vision, a monumental glimpse of the future that had shaped her choices, Sienna didn’t know how to feel about yet another omen. 
 
    Clearly, her Seer gene had been inherited from her Da, the great Oracle himself. But unlike him, her record with interpreting visions was abysmal. She could barely distinguish between a dream and a vision, she reflected in despair. And though every instinct screamed that this had been no ordinary dream, it was difficult to be sure.  
 
    Sienna replayed the short interlude in her mind, calling up the memories while they were fresh. The taste of grave threat and impending danger still lingered on her tongue, along with the rush of adrenaline and the fierce determination to hold out until their allies could even the numbers. A conversation with Nandini and Tasia, no matter how unusual, could easily be conjured up by her subconscious. They were teammates on the investigation and all three currently resided at the Lair. Also, they were friends united on a mission to thwart a ruthless, cruel and ambitious adversary hellbent on taking the Chosen down the path of no return. But it was the final comment from the youthful, unfamiliar and feminine voice that threw Sienna for a loop. Try as she might, she could not reconcile that bit with a dream. Then, there was Tasia’s extraordinary admission about her magic. While some of the conversation might easily be a byproduct of her subconscious anxiety, about her mother’s ability to influence the future, the shocking confession was highly unlikely to be a figment of her imagination. 
 
    A power such as that was unique, rare and lethal. Sienna frowned, pausing her perambulations as another realization struck her. No Spell Caster, even one off the charts on the Magic Level Scale, could possess such an ability. The product of an elite San Diego school, catering to Wizards, Sienna was keenly aware of both the range and the limitations of her brethren’s propensities. A Wizard’s power was derived from the ability to cast spells and the inherent magic in his blood. While training and experience could improve and fine-tune a Wizard’s artistry at spells, his power would always be limited by the magic he was born with. Spells fell into four broad categories, but every one of them was fueled, as well as checked, by the magic in a Wizard’s veins. Though many did learn, over the course of their lifetime, to use their resources cleverly and punch above their weight, the power to sense the magic inherent in a creature was well beyond the grasp of any Spell Caster.  
 
    As the import of her thoughts hit her, Sienna collapsed into a chair. Despite the occasional glimpses and hints of Tasia’s abilities, she’d never questioned that her friend was a Wizard, merely assuming that the Magic Level Scale was inadequate when charting the magnitude of Tasia’s magic. But the power to discern Chosen from Si’ffa could never be inherent to a Wizard. Of more significance, a Magick with such a gift was no ordinary Chosen. It had been years since high school. Yet, Sienna had not forgotten the lessons from Chosen lore. Magic like this would elevate a Chosen to Mage territory. And a very powerful Mage at that. If history was any indication, Mages, at least the known ones, tended to always travel down two wildly differing paths. Either they hunted other Chosen, seemingly drunk on their own powers; or they became the hunted, a prey to other ambitious Magicks bent on exploiting their extraordinary gifts. Sienna’s heart sank at the ominous ramifications. If what she’d seen tonight had not been a dream but a glimpse into the future, it was a momentous clue to her original vision. This would explain how Tasia might, one day, end up in the arena before the Council of Chosen, to answer to charges from her brethren. 
 
    While Sienna reeled in the privacy of her room, down in the newly converted Pack Room on the first floor, Nandini was engaged on a different endeavor altogether — attempting to soothe her twin.  
 
    “Are you sure about this, Dini?” her brother persisted over the phone.  
 
    “I’m very sure” she said firmly. “I have to see this through.”   
 
    “This sounds dangerous …” 
 
    Nandini interrupted him. “She is dangerous, Mahen. And if even half the allegations against her are true, she must be brought to justice.” 
 
    Her twin sighed. Dini was fired up and determined to stop their mother. A mother they barely remembered — one who, to all purposes, was a stranger to them. 
 
    “There will be no evidence of her hand in Papa’s assassination” Nandini asserted grimly. “She’s paranoid, careful, and lets nothing stand in her way — it would be like her to have her minions do the dirty work while she kept her hands clean. I can’t just let her walk away from this, Mahen.” 
 
    He gave in to his sibling. If she believed that their mother had a hand in the death of their beloved father, then Dini would do everything in her power to ensure that Lady Bethesda was given her just deserts. Mahen, who knew his twin better than anyone else, accepted that she would not be swayed on this. But he wished fervently that he could be by her side while Dini embarked on a crusade.  
 
    He changed the subject adroitly, no longer attempting to dissuade her. “The Wyrs trying to stop her — what are they like?” It wasn’t an idle query. Mahen wanted to get a sense of her allies. Without him to watch her back, the job would be up to Dini’s new friends. Until he could tie up the loose ends and join her on her quest.                
 
    As intended, his query succeeded in diverting his twin. “Very focused on the goal” she said thoughtfully. “It’s an efficient and tightly-run operation. And they take very good care of Sienna and me.” 
 
    Her twin, who had done his research into the Northern California Pack the moment Nandini had set up residence at the Lair in San Francisco, reflected on what he’d gleaned. Raoul Merceau had quite the reputation. Though chasing down Wizards belied it. Mahen wondered if the Alpha was merely following orders. The Wyrs were fanatical about fealty and the chain of command. His sister had indicated that Faoladh was involved. Perhaps, the Alpha’s dedication to this cause could be explained by it. Though there were bits that puzzled him, what Mahen had discovered calmed some of his fears for his sibling. If Raoul Merceau considered Nandini an ally, she would be well-guarded. 
 
    “What do you make of Sienna?” he asked, curious about the half-sister they’d had no knowledge of for most of their lives, but whose future seemed strangely intertwined with theirs. 
 
    “She’s nice.” Nandini’s response was prompt, a thread of affection ringing through her voice. “Quite wonderful, actually. But troubled about the past.” 
 
    She paused before admitting something that had preoccupied her recent thoughts. “In a way, we were lucky, Mahen. Not knowing about her was the best thing Papa did for us. Sienna has not been that lucky.”  
 
    He said nothing, though the quiet emotion in her words struck him forcefully. 
 
    “When this is all over, I’d like to invite her to Nagalok for a visit” Nandini said. “You should get to know her too.” 
 
    “I’m going to try and sort things here, Dini” he explained. “I want to see this through with you. But it might be a while before I can wrest myself away. Things are a little tricky right now.” 
 
    “We have time and I’ll keep you updated” she assured her twin. With their father’s unexpected demise, his affairs had been left in an uncertain state. For most Chosen leaders like their father, the succession of the heir was carefully planned well in advance. This one had not been because their father’s time had been cut short by assassination. A thought that ate at her in her unguarded moments.  
 
    “Do not worry about me, Mahen” she reassured him. “I’m guarded by Wyrs. And surrounded by a Guardian and even a First One — though, you know how I feel about him.” 
 
    Mahen let that pass. He was keenly aware that Dini did not trust TorElnor’s First One but was nonetheless willing to work with him as long as the Alpha Protector led the investigation. This was because Nandini trusted Raoul Merceau. It helped to assuage Mahen’s concerns. The Alpha had won his twin’s trust with the refusal to abandon her to the Undead, when Nandini had made her long-shot bid for freedom from their mother’s Oregon house. 
 
    “What about SivoTar?” he nudged Nandini. “He might be willing to help.”  
 
    “He’s been very kind, Mahen. If I request his assistance for me or my friends, he’ll jump in. But to ask him to bring his Eru into this, we’ll have to convince him that she’s a threat to the Chosen.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Now that he was the leader of the Kabila, Mahen understood this better. Offering his personal assistance was one thing but leading the people, who trusted him to look out for their welfare, into an unjustified war would be unconscionable for any leader. SivoTar would never do that. None of the First Ones would. Only the Wyrs and the Vampires tended to follow their leaders unquestioningly; one, because it was ingrained in their code and the other, because their blood ties to their Master compelled them to do so.  
 
    Far from San Francisco, Sienna’s restless thoughts and Nandini’s assurances to her brother, their mother plotted her path to glory. Lady Bethesda was seriously rattled by Faoladh’s stubborn recalcitrance to join forces with her. When it had been about retrieving her locket, she could forgive Faoladh his seeming reluctance. Now that two of her daughters had disavowed her to side with the Wyr Lord investigating her, she was less inclined to overlook Faoladh’s foibles. Raoul Merceau had confronted her, to walk away unscathed from their encounter. He’d even landed a few blows on her. The Lady did not like it one bit. She seethed silently, and she blamed Faoladh for the debacle. It was the Wyr who had chosen this Alpha Protector to dig into the past, and she was determined that it would be Faoladh who would put the kibosh on reviving old grievances against her. If the Alpha Protector was to be involved in this endeavor at all, it would be to do her bidding and to deploy his acumen, skills and resources to her cause, not to opposing her. Perhaps, she mused grimly, it was time to be more proactive with Faoladh — to jog his memory with old history he seemed to have conveniently forgotten. She did not intend to wait anymore at Faoladh’s pleasure. She was the heart of The Prophecy — the one with the power to change the Chosen’s future. She would not allow any other Magick, no matter how influential, to dictate the timing or events that would herald her glorious future. 
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    An outpost in the Canadian Rockies, Alberta, Canada 
 
    Faoladh glanced up as a young Shifter strode into the room with a phone in his hand. 
 
    “There’s a Guardian asking for you, Faoladh. She’s a friend of the Oracle.” There was a subtle question mark at the end of the Shifter’s statement. He was too young a Chosen to be familiar with the illustrious Seer. And historically, Shifters were less likely to be aware of Chosen with no significant role in Wyr affairs. 
 
    Faoladh held out his hand for the phone. “Thank you, Ralph.” 
 
    The young Shifter made an unobtrusive exit, to leave Faoladh wondering why any friend of the legendary Seer would reach out to him now. 
 
    “Hello” he spoke into the phone. 
 
    “Faoladh” greeted a voice once very familiar to the Wyr. “You’ve been digging up the past.” 
 
    “Bethesda” he greeted her politely, doing her the courtesy of using her Magick Façade. “I have.” 
 
    She did not mince words. “Why?” 
 
    He gave her the simple explanation. “Esmeralda requested my assistance.”  
 
    “I’ve done no wrong to the Wyrs, Faoladh” she said evenly. 
 
    “You targeted our children” he averred.  
 
    “I harmed no Wyr children” she retorted. 
 
    “You harmed Chosen children, Bethesda. And Wyrs are Chosen too.” 
 
    There was a short silence.  
 
    “You chose well, Faoladh.” She changed the subject, not particularly abashed by the Shifter’s pointed rebuke. “The Alpha will make a formidable foot soldier for the cause.” 
 
    This time, the Wyr let out a chuckle. “I wish you luck, Bethesda. Raoul will never be a foot soldier. And certainly not for your cause. But you’re welcome to try.” 
 
    “I won’t have to try very hard.” She was complacent. “He’s a Wyr at heart and will follow you without demur, Faoladh.” 
 
    “Don’t be too sure, Bethesda” the Shifter asserted. “He’s a more complicated man than his reputation suggests.” 
 
    “He’s a Shifter, isn’t he? Complicated or not” she remarked, a purr of satisfaction in her voice she did not hide from him.  
 
    “That he is” Faoladh acknowledged easily. 
 
    She tried to goad the Shifter into saying more. “To listen to him, he has no Wizard blood in his veins.” 
 
    But the Wyr said nothing, refusing to indulge her. 
 
    “Have you read the Seer’s interpretation?” she inquired dulcetly, artfully directing the conversation to where she wanted it to go. 
 
    Faoladh sat up, his anticipation rising. He sensed this was why she had opened communications with him. 
 
    “Since when have I cared about prophecies, Bethesda?” he countered suavely. 
 
    “I was his wife, Faoladh. I know how much you once cared about a prophecy. Why should this one be any different?” 
 
    This time, Faoladh remained silent.  
 
    “Whether you believe in prophecies or not, you believed in him” she asserted cannily. “I know that. Read it, Faoladh. You might yet embrace a different course.” 
 
    On that note, Lady Bethesda hung up, satisfied at having accomplished her task. She’d planted the seed in his mind. And if nothing came of it, she would prod him some more. She had intimate knowledge of the past when it came to Faoladh and the causes dear to his heart. 
 
    Faoladh set the phone down to stare into space, flooded with memories of a time when a young Guardian had been more than an acquaintance while he sought to make his dream of uniting the Chosen a reality. 
 
    But he was not the foremost Wyr in the world for nothing. After indulging himself for a few minutes, he shook free of the memories determinedly to reach for his cell.  
 
    “Raoul, have you the records for The Prophecy?” he asked, without preamble. 
 
    “In a few days, Faoladh” came the Alpha’s answer. 
 
    “You’re sure, Raoul?” he persisted. 
 
    “Yes.” There was a short pause. “Has something happened?” inquired the Alpha, picking up on Faoladh’s restlessness. 
 
    “Bethesda reached out to me.” 
 
    “She’s recruiting for the cause, I presume” the Alpha said perceptively. Raoul wasn’t surprised by this. There had been an air of desperation to her at their encounter. The Lady was off her game and starting to unravel at the setbacks. It made her deadlier than ever. And given that she still held too many cards for his comfort, she posed a threat Raoul did not take lightly.  
 
    “She believes I’ll change course if I read the Seer’s interpretation” Faoladh remarked. 
 
    The Alpha’s silence was evocative. 
 
    “I won’t, Raoul” Faoladh proclaimed. “But if there’s something in there that hints at it, I want to know. Forewarned is forearmed.” 
 
    “You’ll have it the minute I do” the Alpha assured him, without hesitation. 
 
    “Bethesda thinks she knows something we don’t, Raoul. I’m starting to wonder if we should have pushed the GCW for the records earlier.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to Faoladh, far away in San Francisco, the Alpha frowned. Not a man given to fancy, the subtle undertone of concern in Faoladh’s voice had him take notice of it.  
 
      
 
    At the Lair in San Francisco, Raoul stared at his desk absently after Faoladh had signed off. He was interrupted by the rattle of the heavy door, before Duncan strode into the Alpha’s Room. The English Shifter, the bearer of news, went silent as he caught a glimpse of the Alpha’s face. Poker-faced he might be to the rest of the world, but Duncan knew Raoul better than most. He’d watched over the Alpha during his darkest days. 
 
    Duncan closed the door to advance into the room. “Something the matter?” he inquired. 
 
    “I’m not sure” the Alpha answered, pinning his friend with his unusual gold-colored eyes. “Faoladh is suddenly keen on the details of The Prophecy.” 
 
    Attuned to the Alpha, Duncan grasped the subtext immediately. Faoladh, though invested in this examination of the past, had never professed much interest in The Prophecy before. Even though, he’d been the one to inform Raoul about its potential relevance to their scrutiny of Lady Bethesda.  
 
    “His interest is unusual — I’ll give you that” Duncan acceded. “But par for the course, given the prominence it plays in her ambitions.” 
 
    “For the first time, I heard something in his voice” Raoul said slowly. “A note of self-doubt.” 
 
    The gold eyes tangled with the English Were-Alpha’s. “Faoladh, as you know, doesn’t do regrets. Yet, he’s questioning not pushing the GCW before.” 
 
    Duncan pursed his lips, reflecting on what they knew. During their encounter, Lady Bethesda had intimated to Raoul that Faoladh was slated to join her; to shield her from her past crimes and presumably, to bring his Wyrs to her side in the upcoming battle for the soul of the Chosen. 
 
    “You think this has to do with Lady Bethesda’s declaration that Faoladh will be her champion?” he asked. 
 
    The Alpha leaned back in his chair. “He’s worried about something to do with The Prophecy, Duncan. Before, he’d laughed at the very idea of allying with her in any form.” 
 
    The English Shifter was not a man to worry about that which might not come to pass, but this was not something to be taken lightly. Faoladh was no mere bystander in this clash. His allegiances held the power to make or break their efforts to thwart Lady Bethesda. And derail this investigation into the past.  
 
    “It’s a good thing we get the records soon” Duncan remarked prosaically. It had been a long road to getting any kind of co-operation from the Guardians. Sienna’s friend was a last-ditch attempt. Otherwise, Raoul would mount a siege of Wizard Headquarters to wrest information the Shifters considered crucial to their investigation. 
 
    “Sienna’s Guardian is on course?” the Alpha asked. Raoul was aware that his friend had offered up his residence for a party. Sienna wanted to introduce the Guardian to her new allies. He suspected that it was her way of breaking the ice, as well as a careful orchestration of Bergdahl’s first impressions of the company Sienna currently kept. 
 
    “He flies in the day after tomorrow, Raoul. He’ll spend the evening with us and is scheduled for the morning after with Sienna and Jason in the supplementary Pack Room.”  
 
    “He’s confirmed that he has what Sienna asked for” Duncan assured him. 
 
    Raoul met his friend’s gaze. “I’m mighty keen to read the Seer’s notes.” 
 
    Duncan shared the Alpha’s sentiments. Like everyone involved in the investigation, he was eager to find out how the Oracle explained his own prophecy. 
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    Nine weeks ago, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    The dark-haired man watched the action in the pit below with an air of detachment, his striking slate-gray eyes fathomless pools. A curious kind of stillness marked him. No one looking at him would guess at the seething impatience he reined in. This tier of the arena was not deserted. Yet, the other spectators made sure to keep their distance from the man. Some knew of him, many guessed at what he was and the others merely possessed a healthy instinct for self-preservation. Good judgement, an aptitude for sensing impending danger and the ability to read opponents and audience alike were prerequisites for both spectator and participant at The Games. Much like the Chosen diaspora, one did not survive very long at The Games without well-honed instincts.  
 
    Down below, the big Chosen with the lumbering gait shrugged off his opponent’s magic with a grimace, to deliver a brutal blow. The challenger went down like a sack of potatoes. The umpires rushed into the pit to check the lumbering giant. While most bouts were to the death, the rules said that no opponent could be attacked if he chose to surrender. One of the umpires blocked the giant, while the other checked on the injured Magick on the ground. Though unmoving, the collapsed opponent managed to raise an arm feebly in a gesture indicative of surrender. It was the signal the umpires had been waiting for. Two Chosen, attired in the uniform of The Games, strode into the pit to carry off the injured participant, while the victor lumbered away to his corner to await his next bout.  
 
    The man refrained from drumming his fingers on his knee, his pale eyes missing nothing of the action below. The pit had long lost its lure for him. Once, he’d reveled in showing off his prowess against powerful opponents. Those exploits had only added to his reputation. No one dared to call him an assassin behind his back anymore. Instead, his notoriety had become synonymous with the Magick Façade he’d proudly adopted. He had been wildly successful, tales of his feats whispered far and wide. But those days were behind him. The irony was that the very reputation he’d once worked hard to build continued to shadow him years later. It had brought a strange, foolhardy and brash young Chosen to his room last night, piquing even his jaded interest. He’d delayed his departure by a day to satisfy his curiosity about her. Though he knew that a few pointed queries to some of his fellow spectators would elicit information about her, he was reluctant to make any inquiries. There was only one reason for her to brave his den by herself under the stealth of darkness. She did not want anyone to know about the conversation. 
 
    Down in the pit, commotion reigned. A slip of a girl had vaunted into the ring to challenge the lumbering giant, whose response was to gaze speechlessly at her in bemusement. With Magicks, appearances could be and were often deceptive. Power required no conspicuous shell to dress it up. Thus, it wasn’t the girl’s apparent youth or slight build that disconcerted her opponent. The giant’s bemusement was a reaction to the remonstrations from the spectators. Three men argued with the umpires below, while the girl ignored everyone to study the giant, who continued to stare down at her with a frown. Of medium height, she was reed slim with long red hair that hung down her shoulders in a thick plait.  
 
    A flash of triumph gleamed in the man’s slate-gray eyes. It was her! The sprite from last night. He’d been searching the tiers for her among the spectators, not having expected her in the ring. A fierce sense of satisfaction gripped him. He’d found her. Now, he would make her answer his questions. Once he had, he’d move on from this dreary affair that bored him so.  
 
    Around him, the other spectators leaned forward to avidly observe the tableau, their interest piqued by the raging argument below. However, the girl was not in contravention of the rules. Soon, the men protesting her presence in the ring were ejected and the umpires cleared the pit to signal the start of the bout. Throughout the proceedings, the girl ignored all disruptions to focus on the giant, an overgrown Blutsauger fast gaining a reputation as a relentless and indefatigable bruiser with a knack for dodging powerful magic.  
 
    The bout that followed was fast and furious, with no quarter given on either side. The girl, clearly no match for her opponent, used her petite size to surefootedly slip away, time and again, when the giant got too close. Using a clever combination of magic and skills to land glancing blows on her opponent, she seemed to always slide away just a little beyond his reach. Observing her intently, the pale-eyed man reflected, with approval, that someone had taught her the rudiments of defending herself against a physically stronger opponent. But he knew that she could not keep this up for long. Her tactics served only to frustrate the giant. After ten minutes of her dodging and dancing around the ring, the Blutsauger came after her with a snarl, pushing forward aggressively. In response, tiny gashes seemed to open up all over the Vampire, with blood oozing sluggishly from his nicks. At this evidence of exotic magic, the dark-haired spectator’s eyebrows shot up. The sprite possessed power aplenty, he mused. Yet, she avoided inflicting serious injury on her opponent. With the ability to open up wounds on a Chosen, she could seriously handicap her larger adversary. Something she seemed disinclined to do. A faint line furrowed his brow as he reflected on her strategy. 
 
    The scratches did not check her opponent for long. When the Blutsauger charged again, the girl was driven back, no longer able to dance out of his reach, as she had so many times before. Then, with the slate-gray eyes watching, her foot seemed to slip on a turn. She went down, unable to right herself, her arms flailing. The man in the audience noted her thin-soled shoes for the first time. His eyes narrowed. Her entire ensemble was ill-suited to the ring. In lightweight trousers and a silk shirt, she looked like she should be paying a social call, not tangling with the hulk in the pit for the entertainment of the enthusiastic onlookers.  
 
    As she went down, the sense of anticipation in the arena ratcheted up. The spectators, on the edge of their seats, fell silent, their eyes on the two below. Yet, the man, the others were careful to keep their distance from, was unmoved. The fall had not been a particularly hard one. With her dexterity and magic, the girl had a huge advantage over the lumbering giant — a Blutsauger who employed his physical strength over his other reflexes. The dark-haired man was confident that the girl had ample time to spring up and dodge her opponent, before the hulk could land any blows. He was a veteran of the pit. In his day, he’d been hell on wheels in this very arena, drawing huge crowds to watch him destroy opponents. In those days, he’d exploited the ring to manage the violence and aggression in him.  
 
    In the pit, the girl attempted to rise. The man’s eagle eyes caught the very moment she seemed to give up on the attempt, clenching her hands into fists as she lay sprawled on the ground. He took note of the streaks of dirt that marked her expensive shirt even as her eyes closed in the expectation of a blow. For the first time, the man tensed as a wild suspicion bloomed in him. Men rushed into the ring below, to physically hold back the giant from pounding on his slumped opponent. A roar of disapproval rose from the spectators at this blatant breaking of the rules. The two umpires joined the fray as the hulk’s allies argued vehemently from their ringside seats.  
 
    Indifferent to the pandemonium, the man viewed the spectacle with academic interest, the frown deepening on his brow. He recognized one of the men in the ring advocating for the girl. His profession had afforded him the opportunity to tangle with many disreputable and dangerous Chosen — a veritable roster of the Magicks to be avoided. Thus, he knew that the Blutsauger arguing for the girl owed fealty to the powerful Master of a Pure Blood Family. His brain churned furiously to ponder this new discovery. It gave impetus to his burgeoning suspicion — suddenly, it seemed more than crazy speculation, fantastic as the idea was. He’d read it correctly the night before, he brooded. It was desperation that had driven her to take such an enormous gamble — even powerful Magicks hesitated to beard ElMorad in his own den. But at the same time, he’d misread her proposition to him. Wild and insane as the concept was, she’d set out to strike a very different bargain with him — an unholy pact that left him furious and gritting his teeth. He tamped down the spike of rage. If nothing else, the girl had guts, he reminded himself. Or perhaps, she had nothing left to fear.  
 
    His mind played through the encounter in his room again, as it had so many times since, trying to make sense of the discrepancies. In the ring below, the girl was being led out, even as arguments continued impassionedly around her. With her head held high, she marched ahead, looking neither to the left nor right. It was that very stoicness that pushed him into a decision. 
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    Vladivostok, The Russian Federation 
 
    The door swung open, and his sister strode in, her face flushed with excitement. He put down his pen to give her his full attention. Alya was a force of nature — not to be ignored and never to be underestimated. 
 
    “I’m going to Vienna in a few weeks” she announced, coming to a stop before the large walnut wood desk he sat behind. “I want you to accompany me, Alexei.” 
 
    “Why Vienna?” inquired her brother mildly. Where his sister was animated and always on the move, he was unflappable and restful, a man who knew his place in the world and had made his peace with it. 
 
    “The CoC is to try a Chosen.” 
 
    This time, he showed emotion. “The Council?” he repeated, considerably astonished. “What kind of trial?” 
 
    “I don’t have all the details, Alexei.”  
 
    She moved restlessly to the window, to feast her eyes on the garden. White blanketed everything. Spring was only months away and she couldn’t wait for a hint of the upcoming blooms. “Something to do with an assault on a Wyr.” 
 
    Her brother looked confused. “Since when do we care about the Wyrs, Alya?” 
 
    “It’s not the Wyr” she said slowly. 
 
    He took in her rigid stance and the lines of strain on her. Alya had had a shock, he concluded. She was usually hard to ruffle and he wondered what had rattled her. But Alexei knew her well. He changed tack. 
 
    “Is the trial in Vienna?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes on the barren garden. 
 
    “Then, why are we headed to Vienna?” he persisted patiently. 
 
    “The trial will be transmitted live, to a handful of locations for Chosen that wish to follow it. The nearest First Ones location is Vienna.” She answered absently, almost by rote. 
 
    “I’ll make the arrangements” he offered. “Is it to be the two of us?” 
 
    “I want to keep this between us for now, Alexei.” 
 
    Puzzled by the cryptic remark, he waited for her to explain further.  
 
    “ElThor reached out to me” she murmured, fixated on the snow-covered landscape outside. 
 
    Alexei was aware that, though infrequent, such communication was not unusual. While their numbers were few, they were very much the custodians of old magic and the First Ones prized ancient mystic powers above everything. Well, he amended silently, almost everything. But why keep this a secret, he wondered.  
 
    She turned, to look him in the eye. “Like father, the others don’t give a damn about the Council or facilitating Chosen solidarity.” 
 
    He knew that she had it right. As far as the others were concerned, the First Ones had failed them in every way that counted. And no Council of Chosen would ever be able to rectify the injustices of the past or heal the gaping wounds of the present. 
 
    But now that he had Alya’s attention, Alexei asked her the question he was most curious about. While his sister was as bitter about the past as everyone else, she had faith that one day, their brethren would correct the injustice. Alya had not given up on the First Ones. But neither had she ever expressed any interest in the CoC. 
 
    “Why the sudden interest in the Council, Alya?” 
 
    “It’s not the Council.” 
 
    He frowned. “Not the Council or the Wyr. Then, it must be the Chosen on trial” Alexei concluded, only to straighten in alarm. “It’s not one of us, Alya?”  
 
    She shook her head. “The Chosen on trial is a Guardian.” 
 
    Stumped by her words, he stared at her in confusion. They had even less to do with the Wizards. At least, with the First Ones, they kept up appearances. 
 
    “I know him, Alexei” she admitted, her eyes skittering away from him.  
 
    He waited patiently. 
 
    “He’s friend to the one that took Aleka away from the Blutsaugers” she attested.  
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    Pack Lair, San Francisco 
 
    Tasia let everything recede into the background, to focus on the man stalking her. Though every instinct screamed at her to flee, she forced herself to stand her ground. She would never evade him by running away. Her advantage lay in her powers. All she needed was one square hit with a blast of her magic. That would suffice to stop him in his tracks. Easier said than done. He moved like a cat — a sleek, lethal predator with his prey in his sights; single-minded, inexorable and dogged at stalking his game. And, he moved fast, so preternaturally fast that she had to be careful to not blink lest she lose him. To test her reflexes, she directed a few experimental blasts of magic at him. She would only get one chance — once he picked up on her strategy, she would lose her advantage. To her dismay, he skirted her blasts effortlessly. The magic bounced harmlessly off the walls, not even within touching distance of the target. As she’d suspected, her reflexes were no match for his speed or dexterity.  
 
    She had other abilities, Tasia reminded herself — unique and powerful magic that he could not counter as easily. But she must be smart about deploying it against him. Tasia forced herself to slow down and study him, her gaze steady even as her mind worked furiously through the options. He was a blur now, moving so fast that all she glimpsed was a flash every now and then. The long narrow chamber allowed him plenty of room to stalk her. It was his black tee that allowed her to pinpoint him occasionally, a bright splash of color against the stark white walls, despite the dizzying speed with which he circled her. He was playing with her, like a cat with a mouse. Against her better judgement, Tasia found herself retreating, slowly but surely. It was now or never, she told herself fiercely. He was almost upon her. The trick was to keep it simple. She worked magic even as she retreated, spinning herself a shield quickly with skill and efficiency. Yet, she wished she had the time to build herself proper armor. No Chosen could penetrate her magic.  
 
    The fast-moving blur, with the occasional dark flashes, moved inexorably closer. Tasia had only a few seconds to feel relieved by the partial magic shield she’d conjured to defend herself. She was to be proven wrong almost immediately. The blur ground to an abrupt halt beside her. Her eyes shot to him, adrenaline pumping through her. A powerful leg shot out to trip her, in a move so quick and unexpected that she had little time to even attempt to evade it. Tasia gasped, trying to draw her magic closer. But her shield was incomplete and he slipped under it to sweep her off her feet. She went down with a cry, the sound echoing off the walls in the silent hall. Flailing wildly, she let go of her shield to focus on regaining her balance as the room tilted on its axis.  
 
    Before she could crash into the ground, the momentum was interrupted by a muscled arm clamping around her waist. The band of steel clasping her strained as a large palm between her shoulder blades righted her. Swung off her feet to momentarily dangle over the floor, Tasia felt the hard warm body of the man who clasped her to him. With minimal fuss, she was set back on her feet and released. Tasia glanced up to meet familiar gold eyes, set in an attractive face with striking features and tawny hair framing his skull. He would always stand out in a room; exuding a kind of animal magnetism that drew people to him, despite the coldness and the aura of restrained violence that clung to him like a second skin. 
 
    The gold eyes, coldly enigmatic as usual, contemplated her. 
 
    “You let me get too close” he remarked. 
 
    “I protected myself” she countered, wondering how he’d guessed at the magic armor. 
 
     “You cannot allow me to get that close, not unless you’re willing to unleash the heavy artillery” he pointed out. 
 
    Tasia bit down hard on her tongue. Truer words had never been spoken, she mused.  
 
    Yup, I should never have let him get so close. If only I’d recognized the threat before. 
 
    The gold eyes blanked abruptly, his face an arctic landscape without the merest hint of vulnerability. “We’re talking about the bout” he said evenly. 
 
    Tasia roused herself. “Of course. What else would we be talking about?” 
 
    His jaw flexed, the only sign that he’d heard the undertones in her response. “Again” he directed. “This time, don’t allow me within touching distance.” 
 
    Now he tells me.  
 
    Tasia waited while he strode to the opposite end of the vast hall. He’d demonstrated indubitably that a partial magic armor was no counter against him. Her best option was to keep him at arm’s length, she concluded. Otherwise, none of her powers would be effective against him. Also, she must try and throw him off his game: make stalking her not as easy as he’d made it look. 
 
    He turned to face her. Before he could transform into a speedy blur she must work hard to track, she sent two bolts of magic whizzing at him, one to each shoulder. 
 
    An eyebrow arched sardonically, as the gold eyes pinned her. “What the hell was that?”  
 
    Tasia stared at him. “Magic.”  
 
    “That pinch?” He looked incredulous. “It won’t stop anyone.” 
 
    Huh. 
 
    “You can do much better, witchling. Throw some real power at me.” 
 
    Despite herself, Tasia directed an uneasy glance at the door. 
 
    “No one can hear us” he assured her, catching the glance. “Duncan checked it out himself.” 
 
    The hall, they sparred in, was the last of an interconnecting set of four vast and windowless spaces that adjoined the enormous gym on the second floor of the Lair. She’d been told that this extended space had always been noise-proofed to protect the sensitive auditory senses of the Lair’s inhabitants from the frequent bouts in here, training and otherwise. Duncan had merely had a heavy stainless steel door, much like the ones that guarded the Pack Room and the Alpha’s Room, installed to separate the last hall from the rest of the space.  
 
    “Hit me” he reiterated. “We’re private in here.” 
 
    Tasia directed another blast at him, cautiously dialing her power one Magic Level up. Escalating the potency of her magic in controlled increments was not an easy proposition. She knew how to stay within the role designated for her — a nondescript Magic Level Two. That was the easy part. Now, he was asking her to not pretend in this room while they sparred.  
 
    “That one felt like a mosquito bite” he said bluntly. “Come on, witchling.”   
 
    She dialed up her magic again, to send a few more blasts, always careful to stay in control. It’s what she had done all her life. She could not bring herself to let go. Not here and not with him. 
 
    He watched her, a hint of puzzlement on his face. 
 
    “I’ve seen you subdue a nestful of leeches” he said pointedly. “Why’re you holding back?” 
 
    Prodded thus, Tasia hit him with a blast close to what she guessed was Magic Level Seven. This time, she knew she’d hit her mark. The force of her blast spun his shoulder back before he righted himself. 
 
    “Better” he purred, sounding pleased. “Much better. What you need is a little incentive.” 
 
    He stalked towards her, leaping high into the air, before a stupefied Tasia could react. She retreated hastily, directing another blast of magic up at him. In her haste to back away, her foot slipped. With her distracted, the blast released without her usual formidable control over it. Raw power surged through the air in an arc, sparks rising to sizzle. 
 
    “No” she screamed, fighting desperately to regain her balance. “Watch out. It’s too much!” 
 
    The panic in her voice gave him fair warning, though he’d already taken note of the incredible power in the magic streaking towards him. It didn’t take Spell Caster heritage to comprehend that the blindingly bright flashes in the air pointed to magic likely to be off the charts.  
 
    He swerved to avoid her blast. But he was in mid leap and it wasn’t easy to skirt with his balance precarious. Yet, unlike most Shifters, he’d run wild in his beast form for a few years under Duncan’s aegis, and he was an expert at using his physical attributes to steer clear of trouble. With a superhuman effort, he managed to dodge most of the magic, except a trailing edge that brushed his shoulder. Agony like he’d rarely experienced speared him, and the force of the blast spun him around in midair, to shove him forcefully towards the wall. He made no attempt to fight the momentum of his body. Instead, he hit the wall high like a cat, his palms and feet keeping the brunt of the impact from his torso, to bounce off it nimbly. The thrust carried him deep into the hall. Tasia, who had run forward in her panic, turned tail to get out of his way again. But her reflexes were nowhere as good as his. As he landed on light feet to spring fluidly back up, whirling around to face her, his shoulder caught her in her headlong dash away from him. Tasia’s world shifted on its axis again, as she fell backwards. 
 
    “Not again” she muttered. This was getting old. 
 
    He made a hasty grab for her, but unlike before, he wasn’t steady enough on his feet to haul her upright. So, he did the next best thing. Swinging her around and over with his phenomenal strength, he put himself between her and the ground. They went down together, slamming into the hard floor in an untidy tangle of bodies and limbs.   
 
    Stunned by the quicksilver fall of dominoes, a dazed Tasia took a few seconds to catch her breath. And realize that, while miraculously unscathed, she was entangled far too intimately with the man under her, who had cushioned her fall with his body.  
 
    “Damn” she said clearly. 
 
    From below her, he chuckled softly, the sound filling the hall.  
 
    She felt the vibrations, as the muscled chest and stomach, plastered against her, rippled with his laughter.  
 
    Way too close again, Tasia. 
 
    She made to roll off him onto the floor, and his arms tightened reflexively around her.  
 
    “Watch those knees” he warned. “We don’t want a repeat of the cage.” 
 
    Tasia squirmed in his grasp. “I did not knee you in the cage” she protested. 
 
    “You came close, witchling.” There was a note in his voice she picked up on. 
 
    Recognizing that she was being teased, Tasia renewed her struggles to disentangle herself. 
 
    “Witchling” he said huskily. “Less squirming please.” 
 
    This time, there was a different note in the even tones. Sensing the sudden tension in the large body intertwined with her, Tasia stilled. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I’ve got this” he said brusquely. 
 
    Quickly and efficiently, he helped untangle her from him, enabling her sit up before he came off the floor.  
 
    Tasia slid away from him, to fold her legs under her. Cross-legged on the floor, she eyed him warily.  
 
    He made no attempt to stand. Instead, sliding the long legs before him, he addressed her. “That last blast would take care of a leech. Hell, it should fell any Chosen. That’s what I mean by heavy artillery.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes flickered to his shoulder, where a tiny bit of her magic had brushed him. “Does it hurt?”  
 
    He caught the lightning glance. “No worse than a blow from a powerful Shifter. You land one like that squarely on a leech. And you’ve bought yourself the time to deploy more sophisticated magic.” 
 
    Tasia remained silent. 
 
    The gold eyes, that missed nothing when it came to her, read her hesitation almost as clearly as if she’d voiced it herself. 
 
    “Witchling.” He drew her attention. “What do you think we’re doing here?” 
 
    Tasia answered readily. “Teaching me to use my magic effectively.” 
 
    “Remember, if you ever have to rely on your magic to protect yourself, it’s because you’ve become separated from your friends.”  
 
    Yes, I know what the stakes are. 
 
    “If that happens, you do what you have to” he asserted, his voice hardening. “Use anything and everything you have, to survive until the Pack can get to you.” 
 
    Her eyes shot to his face, where the gold eyes glittered like chips of ice.  
 
    “You have magic in you” he said forcefully. “Use it, ruthlessly if you have to. Don’t allow your heart to soften.” 
 
    Or you’ll be done for. The last was unspoken, but Tasia didn’t need to hear the words to know what he meant.   
 
    She sighed. “I understand the stakes” she assured him. And she did. In his way, he was trying to prepare her for the worst case scenario — a situation where she must make a stand alone. But the way he was going about it had one huge drawback. 
 
    His brows snapped together. “What?” 
 
    “I can be ruthless about using my magic” she told him.  
 
    “But?” he prompted, confident that there was one. 
 
    She worried at her bottom lip, her hesitation almost palpable. He waited, holding his impatience back with an effort. 
 
     “This isn’t going to work. Between us, I mean” she murmured. 
 
    An arrested expression flashed across his face. The gold eyes narrowed on her. 
 
    Tasia shook her head. “That came out wrong” she said hastily. 
 
    “What’re you trying to say, witchling?” he demanded in a hard voice, not masking his emotions this time.  
 
    “I have no trouble deploying heavy artillery against a Blutsauger” she said. 
 
    He said nothing, the gold eyes boring into her. The expression in them drove her to explain herself. 
 
    “But I can’t use the really powerful magic on you. Even in a training session. I don’t want to … hurt you.” 
 
    His eyes flickered, once, before they blanked completely. They stared at each other; the air charged with awareness. This was an admission from her. Not the one he’d asked of her. But nevertheless, it was an admission. The first acknowledgement from her of the invisible but strong threads that drew them to each other.  
 
    Tasia was the first to blink, glancing away to break the spell. “This was a disaster” she muttered, a tad forlornly.  
 
    His lips quirked in response, the words coming easier. “I wouldn’t go that far. But it’s clear that this requires some fine tuning.” 
 
    Before Tasia could respond, the door to the hall slid open without warning. Two people strode in together — an attractive man with bright blue eyes and a gorgeous woman in yoga pants and a top that matched the exact shade of her green eyes.  
 
    They came to an abrupt stop as they caught sight of the two on the floor. The man’s stunned eyes goggled at the pair on the ground, clearly at ease with each other. The woman’s reaction was harder to read. Despite her astonishment, she studied them with a rather calculating look in her beautiful green eyes. 
 
    Not entirely displeased by the interruption, Tasia nevertheless cursed silently. She’d known that, sooner or later, the training sessions would generate gossip. The Lair was a hotbed of rumors and innuendo. But she wished fervently that it had not been these two to walk in on them. Elisabetta had been keeping unnaturally close tabs on her in the past few weeks, though Tasia had no clue what had drawn the attention of the sharp-tongued Were-Alpha. As for Stefan Simeonov, he’d developed the uncanny ability to appear out of thin air near her orbit. Tasia, who remembered the early days of her association with the Pack when she’d rarely encountered the Were-Alpha, wondered at this new state of affairs, even as she went out of her way to keep her distance from him.   
 
    Across her, the Alpha sprang to his feet to stride over to the two Shifters studying them. 
 
    “Is my time up?” he demanded, clearly annoyed at being interrupted.  
 
    This was the real Raoul Merceau, Tasia mused. Coldly reserved and brusquely demanding. A man alone, standing apart from the crowd around him. Used to getting his way, accustomed to unquestioning fealty from his Shifters and liable to swift, ferocious retaliation against his foes. A potent and incendiary mix of ruthlessness, coldness and aggression, held in check by fierce determination, iron will and absolute control. Though the most self-controlled man of her acquaintance, there was an aura of tightly-bridled violence about him that had terrified Tasia. Still did occasionally, if she were honest, she admitted to herself. There had been a subtle change in demeanor when it came to her. But the essence of the man remained the same. She had not misread him before, Tasia knew. A warning that nagged constantly at the back of her mind. 
 
    Stefan Simeonov’s eyes swept away from her. “It’s Tasia’s name on the door, Alpha” he said easily. “Her forty-five minutes are up.” 
 
    Tasia dusted herself off the floor. She did not intend to linger here a second longer than she must. 
 
    “Stefan and I can come back later, if you’re not done, Alpha?” Elisabetta offered smoothly, her eyes taking in Tasia’s attire of sweats and tee. 
 
    The Alpha turned to Tasia. “Are we done, witchling?” 
 
    Tasia nodded mutely, making for the door. She wasn’t going to be left behind to answer any of Elisabetta or Simeonov’s questions. It was clear that they were curious. And why shouldn’t they be, she admitted ruefully. The Alpha Protector was renowned for his aloofness and for trusting his own counsel. He kept his distance from everyone, including his Pack. Only Duncan was known to occasionally break through the legendary reserve. To find him in a tête-à-tête with the Wizard he’d thrown the mantle of Pack over, going against his well-known unflinching dislike for Spell Casters, was worthy of notice. Especially, when his Shifters knew only too well that the equation between the Alpha and the Wizard, he forced his Pack to associate with to repay his Wyr sense of obligation, was thorny and difficult. Rumors had been rampant for weeks that the relationship was strained to breaking point. Whispers that had gained in prominence since Tasia had walked away once, after a furious confrontation with the Alpha over her intransigence in flouting Pack norms and his bidding.  
 
    “I’ll have a solution for you before the next session” he directed at her, with immense confidence. 
 
    Tasia hid her smile. The man had confidence in spates. Confidence that frequently bordered on arrogance. But she would not cavil at it. When it came to her and the unique challenges and threats her abilities and unusual heritage exposed her to, he’d proven more than up to the task. With a dexterity and subtlety, she had not associated with him, he’d steered her safely through some seriously murky waters. And continued to do so. If it wasn’t for the dilemma that confronted her now, she’d be content with the choices she had made since the night she’d risked everything to free Hawk’s wolf from a silver cage. After a long time, she felt centered, safe and confident out of the shadows she’d clung to for most of her life, and at ease among her new friends and allies. The Pack would always be a challenge for her. But she was learning to ignore the gossip and rumor, and to navigate the various centers of influence and ambition without burning any bridges in the process. This she owed to Duncan’s excellent advice and tutelage, and the encouragement and support from Hawk and Sara. The roles played by other non-Shifters in the investigation had made it easier for her to blend in. Sienna, Jason, Nandini and occasionally, even Roman Durovic, now called the Lair home. Their presence and the Alpha’s willingness to accommodate them had diverted some of the Shifters’ attention away from her. Not all of it though. For she was the only one accorded Pack status. The others were merely guests the Alpha offered temporary sanctuary at his Lair while they dug into the fraught past of Sienna and Nandini’s mother, a powerful Guardian risen from the dead to stake a no-holds-barred claim over the Chosen.  
 
    “Session?” Elisabetta’s voice held overt curiosity.  
 
    In the process of skirting the trio to make a quick getaway, Tasia sighed silently as the Alpha ignored the question. Evidently, he had no intention of satisfying the Were-Alpha’s curiosity. Tasia wished she could give vent to her frustration. He would continue to stride down the halls barking orders, doing as he pleased and ignoring anyone he wanted to, but she could not afford it. With more to lose if any rumors about the Alpha and her churned through the Pack, she must nip this in the bud.  
 
    She flashed Elisabetta a quick glance. “The Alpha’s giving me tips on surviving a skirmish” Tasia explained succinctly, staying deliberately vague on the details. Only three members of the Pack were aware of her powerful magic and some of her dangerous secrets — Hawk, Duncan and the Alpha. She suspected that Sara had guessed some of it, but her friend would never betray Tasia.  
 
    “With the investigation heating up, I must learn when and how to duck” she added, hoping to use a measure of the truth to satisfy the Were-Alphas’ curiosity. 
 
    True to their respective personalities, Simeonov seemed to accept her explanation without further ado whereas the female Were-Alpha merely looked intrigued. Tasia knew that Elisabetta was a shrewder and more astute opponent. No L2 Wizard had a hope in hell of escaping an altercation with a powerful Chosen, least of all any confrontation that involved a horde of rampaging Vampires or a ruthless Guardian like Lady Bethesda. But Tasia had done her part. Elisabetta would have to be satisfied unless she was intrepid enough to demand more answers from the Alpha Protector.  
 
    Leaving the Alpha to deal with his Shifters, Tasia exited the hall. She had watched him deflect Elisabetta’s advances for months now, without a hint that he was even aware of them. She knew he was. It suggested a certain adeptness when he chose to bestir himself. Besides, no one ever questioned Raoul Merceau, especially not his Shifters. Alpha Protectors, Tasia knew, tended to give their fractious Shifters little rope, reining them in with a lethal combination of ferocity, aggression and violence the Wyrs understood only too well. This particular Alpha could shut down his Shifters without a single word, a mere glance from the arctic gold eyes sufficient to quell them. He was a man used to keeping his counsel and answering to no one. Elisabetta would get nothing from him. 
 
    Raoul watched the witchling walk away with an amusement he kept under wraps. She was learning, he mused. Becoming adept at walking the tightrope — deflecting uncomfortable questions and dousing potential fires with the right dose of ammunition. She’d given Elisabetta just enough to dampen the Shifter’s curiosity and left him to deal with any fallout, knowing fully well that he would shut down any further queries. And she had done it publicly. Before long, the Pack would be buzzing about the training sessions. But now, the sessions would be a two day wonder — no Shifter would gossip about the time spent secluded in the hall off the gym.  
 
    “The room’s all yours” he said to the two Were-Alphas, striding away without a backward glance. 
 
    Elisabetta turned to watch the Alpha go, only to catch her companion eyeing their resident Wizard. A few halls down from them, framed under the open archway, Tasia conversed with Joaquim and Michael, two of Duncan’s Shifters she was friendly with. 
 
    “Spar, Stefan?” she offered. 
 
    “Yes” he answered a little absently, his eyes on the Wizard. 
 
    Elisabetta scribbled her name on the board by the hall to reserve it for an hour, before closing the door with a sharp click. 
 
    Cut off from the object of his interest, Simeonov turned to her. “Want to be private with me, Elisabetta.” He smiled with practiced ease. “Why didn’t you say so?”  
 
    The bright blue eyes crinkled at the corners, the attractive face lit up by a high wattage smile. 
 
    His companion directed an amused look at him, unaffected by the masculine beauty before her. “Save it, Stefan. Your routine doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    Simeonov subsided, without rancor. He knew that Elisabetta had her eyes on a bigger prize. He felt no affront at her ambition. The way he saw it, they were like two peas in a pod. They each understood the other’s ambition, and appreciated the ruthless moves, relentless manipulations and unswerving drive required to achieve their respective goals.  
 
    She moved to one end of the hall and he made his way to the other. Elisabetta was a powerful Were-Alpha and they had fought and trained together before. But as he prepared to engage her, she surprised him. 
 
    “You’re playing with fire, Stefan” she cautioned him. 
 
    Simeonov arched an eyebrow lazily. “Which one?” 
 
    “That pretty little witch you have your eyes on.” 
 
    He laughed, amused by her rare caution. “Who’s going to stop me from amusing myself — Duncan?” 
 
    She vouchsafed no answer to his rhetorical query, simply shrugging in response. 
 
    “Duncan has no grounds to object” Simeonov retorted. His voice hardened subtly. “I’d like to see him try.”  
 
    Elisabetta’s sharp eyes searched his face. Duncan would wipe the floor with Stefan if the English Shifter ever decided to exert himself. But Elisabetta let the comment pass. In her way, she liked Stefan Simeonov. There was naked ambition in him she understood and appreciated. So, she did her best to caution him. She was good at reading people and she had a strong suspicion about what was afoot in the Lair. 
 
    “It’s not Duncan I’d worry about, if I were you” she said mildly. 
 
    Simeonov looked puzzled. “Then, who?”  
 
    Elisabetta pursed her lips. It wasn’t like Stefan to be this obtuse. “The one Wyr every Shifter in the Pack fears, Stefan.”  
 
    Stunned surprise flashed across his face and Simeonov looked incredulous.  
 
    Elisabetta chose her words carefully. “Do you not note how he keeps a surprisingly close eye on his witchling?” 
 
    “Like a pet he feels obligated to watch over” Simeonov said dismissively. “The Alpha’s never had anyone under his care, Elisabetta. He’s just going through the motions for a hapless witch he brought into the Pack.” 
 
    “She’s not hapless” Elisabetta said quietly, a subtle warning he did not heed. “Nor is he going through the motions. Watch yourself.” 
 
    Simeonov shrugged, clearly unconvinced. And Elisabetta, after another sharp glance at him, changed the subject. 
 
    “On guard, Stefan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    An Archmage enters the fray 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” Raoul looked up as Duncan strode into the Alpha’s Room.  
 
    “Roman is agog” the English Shifter responded. “Something to do with The Games.” 
 
    The Alpha followed his friend into the Pack Room. A quick glance around the vast room confirmed that the team was all accounted for. Including Maartje, who at his request had joined the investigation. 
 
    Roman hailed him. “Prepare to be blown away, Merceau.” 
 
    The Alpha’s lips quirked. “Let’s have it” he said, taking up his usual stance by the mantel. 
 
    The Ancient waited for Duncan to take his favorite chair by the Alpha, before he addressed the gathering. 
 
    “As you know, The Games are held every year at the same venue in Belize. Five years ago, the eco-resort and the arena changed ownership to Setik. I’ve been working on persuading the owners to give me a sneak peek into their investigation of the explosion.” 
 
    “What have they found?” the Alpha asked. 
 
    Roman almost vibrated with excitement. “It was what they didn’t that is significant, Merceau. They found no trace of explosives at the site.”  
 
    Raoul straightened, his eyes flashing to Duncan. Here was a massive hint to the identity of the perpetrator. No wonder Durovic was pumped up. They’d caught an unexpected break, thanks to Roman’s influential First Ones connections. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Hawk looked confused. “Why is this significant?” 
 
    It was Atsá who answered his grandson. “It implies that magic was used to set off the explosion, Hawk.” 
 
    “Magic” Elisabetta exclaimed bemusedly. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Improbable perhaps, but not impossible, Elisabetta” Duncan contended thoughtfully, a pucker between his brows. “But it would take a very powerful and singularly skilled Magick to pull off something like this.” 
 
    Jason pointed out the obvious. “And thus, easier for us to track him down.”  
 
    “Yes, Jason.” Roman did not hide his enthusiasm. “Even quicker if I can get access to the guest list for The Games.” 
 
    “Assuming he was a guest” Simeonov countered. 
 
    “The resort is surrounded by thick rainforest. The only way to access it is a private airstrip, Stefan. It’s what makes the location so perfect for us Chosen. Whoever set off the explosion was at the resort.” Roman was confident. “They’ll have a record of him, though it might take some sifting through the nom de guerres.” 
 
    “A Mage, Roman?” Atsá inquired knowledgeably. 
 
    “Definitely Mage” Roman affirmed. “And not a garden variety one, Atsá. One of the Deadlies. That should help us narrow him down.” 
 
    “Mage!” a startled Hawk repeated. 
 
    Roman shot Duncan an amused look. “What are the Wyrs teaching their young, Were-Alpha? Clearly not Chosen lore or history.” 
 
    The English Shifter smiled at the sally. “It’s your Black Mage who gives rise to such confusion in our young, Roman. Not Wyrs.” 
 
    A hitherto silent Nandini proffered Hawk an explanation. “First Ones with serious power have been addressed throughout history as Mages. But after the Black Mage’s mad rampage, the term acquired a certain notoriety in Chosen circles. It’s not widely used anymore, except by students of Chosen history.” She cast a glance at Atsá, one he acknowledged with a gracious nod. 
 
    “And Roman” she murmured. 
 
    Durovic looked thunderstruck by the comment. “What do you mean by that, Nandini?” he demanded. 
 
    The Indian Ancient deigned to meet his gaze. “What would I mean?” She shrugged. "You’re not an Elder, yet you use the term.” 
 
    Roman’s expression darkened, but before he could respond, an amused Sienna jumped in to divert the two Ancients spoiling for a fight. 
 
    “I’m familiar with Mages — the result of an elite Wizard school education.” The comment was directed at Hawk with a smile. “But I’ve never heard of the Deadlies, Roman.” 
 
    Controlling his temper with an effort, Roman switched his attention from Nandini to her half-sister. “It’s how First Ones refer to the Mages with deadly magic — Archmages capable of inflicting devastation.” 
 
    “How many in the category?” Luis Beltran asked curiously. 
 
    “Not many. Living, that is.” 
 
    There was a short silence as the Pack Room digested the information. It was a crucial nugget to track the whereabouts of the third sister, but also a complication. A Mage that powerful would change the dynamics of the investigation, even by a peripheral involvement in it. Plus, they knew nothing of his motivations, which added another layer of complication to an already complex endeavor. 
 
    “Might be worthwhile to pursue this from a different angle” Duncan suggested. “What kind of Mage could set off an explosion with his magic, Roman?”  
 
    “Many Mages could rig a small one. But this was not a minor explosion — a chunk of the building collapsed.” Roman looked apologetic. “I’d need more details to answer your question, Duncan.” 
 
    “Take an educated guess” the English Shifter encouraged him. “Who’d possess such magic?” 
 
    Roman pursed his lips. “A powerful Elemental would be my best guess.” 
 
    “An Elemental Mage with the power to cut a building in half” Duncan mused aloud. He wondered how easy it would be to find the Archmage. While there were few Magicks capable of the feat, such a Chosen would also know how to cover his tracks well. 
 
    “For us Shifters without such vast knowledge of Ancient powers, Roman” Elisabetta chimed in tartly. “What is an Elemental Mage?” 
 
    “A First One with power over the elements.” Roman was unperturbed by the gorgeous Were-Alpha’s sarcasm. He did not expect the Shifters to know the ins and outs of how First Ones classified their magic. 
 
    “They’re Eru, correct?” Jason confirmed. As a Guardian, he knew more about the Ancients than the Shifters did. But much like other Chosen factions, the First Ones did not share certain information openly with the others, so Jason used the opportunity to indulge his curiosity. 
 
    “Usually, Jason. But not always.” Roman’s gaze wandered to the other Ancient in the room. “We have one amongst us. The Nagas are Elementals.” 
 
    Hawk looked stunned. “You can command nature, Nandini?” 
 
    The Indian Chosen shook her head. “Not command, Hawk, more like pick up on subtle hints others cannot. The Nagas can read certain signs in nature — interpret slight vibrations of the earth, for instance. I’d say we are sensitive to cues from the elements, much like Wyr senses are hyperaware.” 
 
    “But there are Ancients with power over the elements?” Hawk persisted, immensely astonished. Wyr powers came from their physical attributes. And Hawk, young for a Chosen, had not yet experienced the old magic that many First Ones could command. 
 
    “Yes” Nandini admitted quietly, not shying away from the question. 
 
    Sienna interjected, drawing the young Shifter’s attention. “Mastery over the elements is deadly, Hawk. But there are Ancients who possess more potent magic than that.” 
 
    “Sienna has it right” Roman professed soberly. “There are First Ones, there are Mages and then, there are the Deadlies — each with exponentially more devastating magic than the previous.”  
 
    “Magic with the power to cause such destruction is too dangerous to keep secret from the other Chosen” Hawk remarked baldly, not mincing his words. 
 
    Beside him, a silent Tasia wished she could jump in and second Hawk. Throughout history, the Supreme Edict had been threatened by the actions of Magicks who believed their power made them infallible. Something about potent magic drove Chosen to lose their heads and flirt with darkness. In some ways, she was glad that circumstances forbade her from using the weapons in her kitty capable of devastation. But it also meant that her arsenal must be protected so no one else could weaponize her magic. With her heritage, the stakes were much too high. This is why, though she wished she were free to follow her heart, Tasia understood exactly why Chosen mates had been declared off bounds for her. 
 
    “Out of the mouths of babes” Duncan murmured, sotto voice. 
 
    Roman met the English Were-Alpha’s eyes ruefully but did not defend the Ancient position on old magic. 
 
    “I’m with Hawk on this” Elisabetta proclaimed, to challenge the First One. “We Wyrs have taken our eye off the ball on such matters. But the Ancients don’t exactly make it easy for others, do they, Roman?” 
 
    “No, they don’t” the Ancient agreed. In their own way, the First Ones, while not as arrogant about their powers as the Wizards, tended to close ranks. The rightful heirs of the Forebearers deemed themselves the custodians of magic, treating their non-Ancient brethren, with a few exceptions, as children to be guarded and cossetted from the consequences of great power and even their own mistakes. Faoladh was a rare exception — he’d won the respect of the First Ones by his deeds over the centuries. 
 
    “Be that as it may, no Chosen, including the Wyrs, is ignorant of the most notorious of the Mages Roman calls the Deadlies” Maartje pronounced. “The consequences of his actions live on.”  
 
    Nandini remained silent. An Ancient, she was keenly aware of what a thorny issue this had once been. It had nearly torn apart the First Ones before better sense prevailed.  
 
    Roman sighed. “We did not cover ourselves with glory on that business” he acknowledged. 
 
     “Vampires” Jason murmured. They had been given a violent birth, followed by an even bloodier baptism by fire. 
 
    Maartje nodded, an acknowledgement that the Guardian had guessed the Mage correctly. 
 
    “You mean the Ancient who created the leeches?” Hawk, following the conversation intently, seemed to finally get it. 
 
    “It was a Blood Mage who created the first Vampires, Hawk” Nandini explained. “Some say he was the most powerful Blood Mage ever born. Though many First Ones disagreed with that assessment and his actions.” 
 
    The Shifters ignored the rest of her explanation to pick on what intrigued them the most. 
 
    “Blood Mage?” Luis inquired before Hawk could. 
 
    Tasia, more than familiar with different types of First Ones magic, Mages and the Deadlies, gave herself a stern reminder to not reveal her knowledge of any of it. What bad luck, she reflected in dismay. First, the Blutsaugers had wormed their way into the investigation. Now, it looked like a Mage, and no ordinary one at that, was involved too. Add in the inexorable tug of her heartstrings towards a man completely off bounds to her and a strong-willed, tenacious Alpha determined to not allow her to deny the attraction, and she had a perfect storm on her hands. 
 
    What a tangled web I find myself caught in. Must tread lightly and look out for the spider! 
 
    “Blood Mages are First Ones with the ability to manipulate a Chosen’s blood” Roman explained. “Since our blood is redolent with magic, you may imagine the kind of power a Blood Mage wields.” 
 
    Hawk looked stunned. “A Mage created the leeches by playing with Magick blood?” Like all Magicks, Hawk was aware that the Vampires, unlike other Chosen, were not descended from the Forebearers — the first Chosen to walk the earth. Instead, they’d been artificially created some thousand years ago. This was why many Chosen regarded the Clan as an abomination that should have been nipped in the bud at birth. But, like most Wyrs, Hawk was not cognizant about the details of how the Vampires had been birthed and allowed to thrive. 
 
    “By altering the blood of Chosen” Roman confirmed. “Seven of the original Vampires created by ElBlodMagin survived. They form the genesis of what the Clan calls their Pure Blood Families today — descendants of the first Blutsaugers.”  
 
    “Incidentally, Hawk, if I’m not mistaken, Blood Mages also classify as Elementals.” The only Guardian amongst them offered the explanation. 
 
    “They do, Jason” Nandini backed him up. “Blood is the most powerful element on earth for a Chosen — it gives us our magic and holds the secret to our powers. Thus, for the First Ones, Blood Mages fall under the umbrella of Elementals.” 
 
    Raoul, silently mulling over Roman’s words while the conversation drifted around him, cut to the chase. “I want a look at the site of the explosion, Durovic. Can your Setik connections swing it?” 
 
    Roman looked surprised. This was not an avenue he’d been pursuing. “Absolutely! The team or just you?” 
 
    “The team.” Raoul intended to let the witchling loose at the site. If there was any magic residue left behind, she would find it. Then, they’d have a better shot at picking up the Archmage’s trail. But it would look a damn sight less suspicious if he took the entire team along for the ride.  
 
    “I’ll set it up, Merceau” Roman assured him. “They’re not busy this time of year and will accommodate us easily.” 
 
    He paused as a thought struck him. “If nothing else, I can be more persuasive in person. I’ll get us access to the guest list.” 
 
    The Alpha cast a swift glance around the room, his remarks pointed. “Make sure passports are current. As soon as Durovic gives the word, we take off for Belize.” 
 
    The gold eyes swept over Tasia who understood what he wanted from her. Her magic senses were to be deployed again.  
 
    Roman turned to Sienna, reminded of her request. “I haven’t forgotten what you asked me. I’m slated to meet someone who was at The Games. I’ll ask for a physical description of the girl with the Lombardis.” 
 
    “Thank you, Roman.” 
 
    Taking advantage of the lull, Sienna glanced around the Pack Room. 
 
    “I hope to see everyone at Duncan’s to meet Guardian Bergdahl” she remarked, a determined glint in her eyes. She’d made sure to extend the invitation to everyone on the team.  
 
    “We’ll be on our best behavior, Sienna” Elisabetta drawled, noticeably amused by the subtle warning. 
 
    “I’m counting on it, Elisabetta” the Wizard reiterated bluntly. “Trev’s doing me a favor and I want him to see my friends for what they are, not what the GCW brands them to be.” 
 
    Jason muted his grin, as the female Were-Alpha blinked at Sienna’s candor. 
 
    Roman ignored the byplay, to address the Alpha. “Nandini and I have put together every scrap of evidence we have. We’re ready.” 
 
    “I have a suggestion, Roman” Jason interjected. “Before we attempt to convince any influential Ancients about Lady Bethesda, pitch to someone you know. Fine-tune the presentation.” 
 
    “Good point” the Alpha agreed without hesitation. “We’ll only get one shot at this. Let’s make sure we get it right.” 
 
    “Who should we pitch to?” Nandini asked. “First on our list were SivoTar and TorElnor.” 
 
    “You have to convince TorElnor?” Maartje looked astonished. She’d assumed that Roman’s involvement in the investigation and the assault on him by the leech guards would drive the Setik leader to oppose Lady Bethesda.  
 
    “TorElnor is all for punishing the Vampires for Portland, but there’s no confirmation that Lady Bethesda was behind the assault on me” Roman responded. “Or that she’s even alive. Until he believes she threatens the Chosen, he will not involve his First Ones in the cause.”   
 
    “We’ll face the same reluctance from the other Ancients, Maartje” Raoul asserted. “It won’t be easy to sway them. But we need the First Ones to oppose her, or it’ll be a harder road to hoe.” 
 
    “Perhaps, an Ancient closer to home” Duncan suggested to the Alpha. 
 
    “DiZeyla?” Roman looked skeptical. She had little influence over any First Ones, except the Ancients in San Francisco. 
 
    “She might not possess the influence of TorElnor or SivoTar, Durovic” Raoul countered. “But she’s well-respected, knowledgeable and shrewd about Ancient matters. She could give us pointers to sway the more influential leaders.” 
 
    His glance encompassed both Roman and Nandini. “Include David Hamilton in the briefing. I promised him a recounting when the time was right. It is time.” 
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    “You have a visitor” the receptionist explained. “From the Northern California Consortium.” 
 
    Sara’s brows drew together. The Consortium was a front — an umbrella corporation for Pack businesses. Why would the Pack send a Shifter to her office, she wondered? The Pack was always careful to keep its distance when a Shifter’s world intersected with that of the Si’ffa. Her job definitely fell under Si’ffa purview.  
 
    “I’ll be right down” she said into the phone. 
 
    In the cramped lobby downstairs, Sara was astounded to find Luis Beltran waiting for her. His unlikely presence had her momentarily forget her issues with the Were-Alpha. 
 
    “Is it Hawk?” she asked anxiously, her heart in her eyes. 
 
    “No, no. Nothing like that, Sara” Luis hastened to assure her. “I’d like a few minutes of your time, without drawing the Pack’s attention. 
 
    Sara stilled, suspicion rising in her. “You want to talk to me?” she verified, not hiding her skepticism. 
 
    “I’d appreciate it very much” he said gravely. “Twenty minutes. Just hear me out, please.” 
 
    He waited patiently while Sara struggled with the decision. Eventually, she acquiesced to the request. If Luis Beltran desired a conversation with her, then Sara was determined to get some answers from him. Watching Tasia navigate the Pack had reminded her that if she wanted things to change, she must fight for them. She could remember the early years when she’d been grateful just to be alive. There had been an innate sense of obligation to the Pack for giving Hawk and her a chance by accepting them into the fold. It wasn’t until much later that she’d learned the true story. It wasn’t the Pack they owed a debt to. It was the Alpha. The newly triumphant Alpha Protector had stared down the Shifters, to invite the Manotti twins into his Pack. Barring Duncan, the Were-Alphas had all refused to accept Hawk and her. Yet, the sense of obligation from the early years had shaped her interactions with the Pack to a great extent. She’d tried to get along with her packmates. In the early years, she’d mingled almost exclusively with her were-pack, while she focused on mastering how to shift and control her beast, and the myriad other skills adult Wyrs must learn. When she had expanded her circle to the larger Pack, it had been a colossal shock. By the time Sara could fathom what a Pack entailed, it had been too late for her. She was considered weak in her packmates’ eyes and for some Shifters, that had been enough to target her. But Sara understood that no matter how much she wished otherwise, one thing would never change. A Wyr must live with a Pack. Perhaps, it was time to stand up and demand some changes, starting with Were-Alpha Beltran and his games. 
 
    It was a blustery day in San Francisco, with rain pelting down in sheets. They dashed into a cafe, nearly deserted except for a few customers. To keep up appearances, they ordered coffees, before choosing a corner table, away from the other customers. Sara studied the Were-Alpha while she waited for him to open proceedings. Luis was a sober man, a Shifter who tended to gravitate towards the company of Duncan and Atsá, not Simeonov or Elisabetta. That was why his actions had confused her. Today, he looked even graver than usual.    
 
    “I’d like to tell you a story, Sara, about a Shifter born in the Mexican province of Jalisco” he began. “The son of a local Were-Alpha, he was blessed with a relatively happy childhood. Until, at seventeen, the unthinkable happened. A Shifter challenged his father for the were-pack. Suddenly, without any warning, his strong and infallible father was no more. Sorrow engulfed him, until he realized that the threat to him was graver than he’d suspected. His father’s friend gave him the unpalatable truth. The new Were-Alpha did not want him. He must join another were-pack and leave everything familiar behind, to build a new life somewhere else. Friends of his father rallied together and before he knew it, arrangements had been made. A were-pack near San Francisco had agreed to accept him. Thus, still grieving his father, the young Shifter found himself supplanted; banished to a strange city in a foreign country. He did not speak the language, knew no one and had no prior ties to his new were-pack mates.” 
 
    Sara, who remembered her early isolation and confusion with the Pack, understood him only too well. Unlike most Shifters, Hawk and she had been brought up by their human relatives. But when adolescence had hit, they’d found themselves in need of a Pack. By Faoladh’s dictum, adult Shifters without a Pack were condemned to death. But at least, she had not been alone — she’d always had Hawk with her.  
 
    The Were-Alpha continued his tale. “It was a lonely existence, but the young Shifter persevered for he had nowhere else to go. About a year later, everything changed. He tagged along to an event that drew Shifters from other were-packs in the area. And met her. She was a year older to him, the daughter of an influential and respected local Were-Alpha. But she was unlike any Wyr he knew. That evening, he watched from afar as she flitted between groups, effortlessly charming, her radiant smile never slipping. He believed that his fascination with her had gone unnoticed, but towards the end of the evening, she found him in his corner. And he discovered something about her. She was like a light that drew everyone in her orbit towards her. But she was also kind and patient, willing to listen and draw out a young Shifter who didn’t fit in and who still grieved for the life he’d been forced to abandon. There followed long conversations, walks, outings and hikes. Gradually, she drew him out of his shell. The young Shifter seemed to blossom and engage with his were-pack, where he’d cared little before to make the effort. They talked about their dreams and shared their hopes and ambitions with each other. He was intrigued and endlessly fascinated by her and considered her his best friend. She was a powerful Shifter and it was widely believed that that one day, she’d be a Were-Alpha to be reckoned with. But she had other dreams. She wanted to study and go to college — Shifters consider such matters as Si’ffa pastimes. He knew that she’d been working to persuade her father for years — a father who thought the world of his brilliant and radiant daughter.” 
 
    Luis’ eyes had a faraway look, as if he’d forgotten who he talked to. Sara found herself unable to look away, even as he recounted the tale in a clinical voice that could not hide the profound emotion under the prosaic story-telling. 
 
    “A year later, she finally won her father over. She was off to a college on the East Coast, preferring to go where her were-pack would find it hard to keep tabs on her. She told her friend excitedly that it was the start of a new adventure. The boy, on the verge of manhood, knew he would miss her. It would be like cutting of a limb to sacrifice it. But he loved her and wanted his friend to see her dreams to fruition. She made him promise to write to her and he did. In the end, it would be ten years before she came home. But all the while, they wrote to each other, sharing their triumphs and commiserating their failures. She visited her father every six months and they’d spend all her free time together. And it would be like they had never been apart. But the boy was now a man, a strong Shifter quickly climbing the totem pole of his were-pack, even as he waited for her to return to him. Then, a few years later, a newly-arrived European Shifter challenged his Were-Alpha and won. By now, high up in the command chain of his were-pack, he had to work closely with the new Were-Alpha. He grew to respect and like the Shifter, only a handful of years older to him. Soon, a friendship flourished. The man was now content with his lot in life, though he continued to hanker for his best friend. A year later, he received the news he’d been waiting for. She was coming home. He was over the moon. To him, it felt like he’d been waiting for her his entire adult life. He couldn’t wait to tell her how he felt. Once in San Francisco, she communicated excitedly that she too had important news to share. They met at one of their old haunts, the man with his heart full. But the news was bittersweet for him. She was back for good but she had met someone — it was this man who’d been the impetus for her to come home. Before he could recover from the jolt, she dropped another bombshell. The only reason she’d kept this a surprise from him was because she was sure that he’d approve of her choice. The woman he’d loved, since he was a teenager, was in love with his Were-Alpha and friend.” 
 
    Luis paused his rendition to contemplate Sara, who looked confused, even as a kernel of what he was trying to tell her seemed to seep through to her. 
 
    “Her name was Aiyana and she was my best friend, Sara” the Were-Alpha said softly. “The man she loved was also a good friend — Stefano Manotti.” 
 
    Sara gaped at him. “You were in love with my mother” she stuttered. Her father had never talked about his life before them — the one with a were-pack. Hawk and her time with their father had revolved around the Si’ffa. Until a year before his passing, the twins had been unaware of their heritage and oblivious to the Chosen. 
 
    She shook her head, trying to come to terms with it. “Did Dad know?”  
 
    “If he did, he never let on about it.” 
 
    Luis sipped his coffee silently, while a reeling Sara grappled with the revelation. It was a lot to take in. 
 
    When she finally broke her silence, it was to ask him the question that puzzled her the most. “Why are you telling me this?”  
 
    “Because it has been brought to my attention that you’re questioning my motives in smoothing your way” he said candidly. “My apologies if I made you uncomfortable, Sara. After Aiyana was gone, Stefano isolated himself from the Wyrs. His extended family helped him to care for his children and he had to be careful to keep his two worlds from intersecting. Si’ffa could never know about the Chosen — it would break the Supreme Edict. Eventually, Faoladh folded the were-packs into a larger Pack. But Stefano was gone by then. When his children eventually petitioned to join the Pack, I had no say in it because my Were-Alpha, Jerome Carter, wanted nothing to do with Stefano’s twins. I believed that Atsá would set aside old animosities and do something about it. In the end, the Alpha accepted you into the Pack and Duncan became your Were-Alpha. I could not have chosen a better man to guide Hawk and you, as a Wyr and otherwise. So, I kept my distance from you both. There was little point in rehashing old history, especially since it appeared to me that Hawk and you had landed on your feet. It was only when Tasia joined us that I realized you were struggling to fit in. That while Hawk had found his place, you were discontent and bewildered. In a way, your situation reminded me of my early days in San Francisco. I wondered if perhaps, your struggle to fit in had been right under my nose, but that I’d chosen to ignore it before. In any case, I did not intend to ignore the situation any longer. So, I did what little I could to smooth things for you.” 
 
    Sara blinked, caught by the naked emotion in Luis Beltran’s eyes. 
 
    His lips twisted wryly. “In my clumsy way, I was merely attempting to assist Aiyana’s daughter, Sara.” 
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    Nine weeks ago, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    The moon was high and bright in the sky when a distant roar shook the lodge. It was followed by a series of rumbles. Most of the guests were already abed, tired after the events of the day. The buildings not directly affected shook lightly, the ripples not strong enough to wake the sleeping residents. But there were Chosen awake, Magicks with the ability to sense even the slightest disturbance in the air. As they converged on the epicenter of the tremors, a shadow slipped away under the moon, moving stealthily towards a different section of the lodge. 
 
    Moonlight streamed in through the open window as the man slid onto the sill, his eyes sweeping the room to catalogue potential threats. For a moment, he waited watchfully, his ears on alert for the smallest of sounds, even as he drew his magic to bolster his shroud. He’d made sure the Blutsauger guards had hotfooted it to the explosion. Nevertheless, he intended to leave nothing they could track once they returned and searched this room. He knew how to be a ghost — slipping in and out of protected Magick strongholds, without a trace, was his forte. It was what had made him so feared in his previous incarnation. That, and his reputation for always getting his man. 
 
    Her room was furnished much like his, with one difference. The bed sat directly in the path of the moonlight streaming in through the window. Where he eschewed the moon to shroud himself in the shadows, she, like most Chosen, reveled in its mythical powers. The slight figure huddled in the bed, oblivious to the game afoot, her face turned towards the moonlight. When he was satisfied that the coast was clear, he slipped into the room. As he padded on light feet to approach the bed, he made sure to keep away from the silvery light streaming in. 
 
    She waited for the last second to leap out of bed, springing for his throat. He stood his ground, letting her come to him. As he felt the nick of a sharp blade at his throat, he smiled. This was an eery replay of her clandestine visit to his room. And though on first glance, she held the advantage, it was he who held the cards. Unlike the night before, the imbalance in their respective heights had her stretching on her toes to hold the knife to the strong column of his throat. She was off balance, and he knew how to leverage that against her. Plus, he had another advantage over her. He’d seen her fight the hulk in the arena this afternoon. The avid spectator had studied her tactics keenly and could gauge her weaknesses in a physical altercation. 
 
    “You’re awake” he remarked, throwing a curve ball to distract her. “Good.”  
 
    Before she could process his statement, he sent her knife clattering onto the ground with a practiced flick of his arm.  
 
    Already on shaky ground, she staggered. Regaining her balance, she launched herself at him again. 
 
    “Took you long enough, little girl” he said calmly. “I’ve been making enough noise to wake the dead.”  
 
    Side-stepping her lunge neatly to shove her away, he used her own momentum against her. She flew back to land in an ungainly heap on the bed in a tangle of linen. 
 
    This time, he did not allow her to regroup. Striding to the bed to loom over her, he kept his face in the shadows.  
 
    “You’ll be sorry if you use your magic to slice me up, like you did to your brutish opponent in the ring this afternoon.” The warning was delivered casually, almost conversationally, but the underlying note of steel in the rich tones stilled her. 
 
    She made no move to fight him, merely peering up at him from the bed. Fueled by adrenaline, she had fought back. But now, she steered clear. She was out of his league. Not because he’d disarmed her so easily, but because she recognized the deep voice with its smooth cadences and the hint of an exotic accent she could not place. Dispassionate tones that nevertheless flowed over her like expensive aged wine, incongruous in a man of his reputation. 
 
    Her fear retreated, usurped by bafflement and curiosity. His presence here confused her — she’d approached him for assistance previously and been roundly refused for her troubles. Untangling herself from the bedclothes, she sat up, her eyes searching his shadowed face. 
 
    He stepped forward, to deliberately bring himself into the light. The streak of moonlight fell on his face with its shock of dark hair, the etched features, the hard jaw and the firm unsmiling mouth. In the silvery light, the pale eyes she remembered glittered like jewels in the harshly hewn face. 
 
    She sighed. “You.”  
 
    A dark eyebrow arched sardonically. “Were you expecting someone else?”  
 
    The thought popped into her head that he was not the same man from last night. This man was willing to engage, while the other had shut her down ruthlessly and deliberately. But she had no time to ponder the contradictions. Despite herself, her eyes shot to the door. She was never left unguarded, especially not away from the Nest. 
 
    He caught the glance, swift as it had been. “There’s no one to hear us. They’re busy chasing shadows.” 
 
    This was ElMorad. If he was confident that they could not be overheard, she would not cavil. Immensely relieved, she chose to ignore the rest of his cryptic statement. Instead, she allowed her eyes to take him in. Unlike their previous encounter, he was fully dressed. Yet, somehow, he seemed more intimidating clothed than he’d been the night before. Or perhaps, that was because he loomed over her while she hunched on the bed. She must rectify that, as soon as possible. While her mind pondered the problem, she noted the jeans and the simple tee that hugged the honed body. As well as the speculation in the light-colored eyes that watched her, like a puzzle he intended to solve. She grit her teeth, her insides clenching at the realization. Of all the luck, she cursed silently. She was already under the hammer for her madness this afternoon — her recklessness in the arena would cost her dearly. But if the Blutsaugers ever discovered that she’d dared to approach ElMorad, there would be hell to pay for her. Monseigneur had nary a sentimental bone in his body. And, took immense pride in his legendary appetite for crushing all dissension. 
 
    “Didn’t recognize you with your clothes on” she taunted, wondering how to get rid of him. 
 
    Astonishment flashed across his face, before the eyes softened with something akin to amusement. 
 
    “I’m going for my knife” she warned, hoping he would step back to give her room to do so.  
 
    He didn’t, merely watching her with that mix of amusement and interest. 
 
    So, he wasn’t going to give her even a quarter, she mused. She’d have to deal with him while he loomed over her. But she was determined to hasten his departure from her room. Sliding to the edge of the bed, she retrieved the knife he’d disarmed from her like it was child’s play. She stashed the knife under her pillow before she glanced up at him again. The pale eyes took careful note of the fact that she slept with a knife under her pillow. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked bluntly, making no attempt to shield her disinterest. She’d already played this particular card and lost. This was not the night she wanted to be reminded of her failures. 
 
    A dark eyebrow shot up at the tart question. “Oho, the goose doesn’t like the sauce she served up last night.” 
 
    She sighed deeply. “Look, did I cross some sacred line by approaching you? If so, I apologize. Now, may I please get some rest. I have an early morning.” 
 
    The Forebearers save her from egoistic Chosen, she reflected savagely. And here she’d been under the impression that she had experienced them aplenty. No one beat the Blutsaugers when it came to raging egos. 
 
    “Apology accepted” he responded in his smooth, rich voice. “But you’ve piqued my interest, little girl.”  
 
    Right. Of course. She’d been born with the proverbial bad luck penny stuck to her and it refused to fall off, no matter what. Now, to add to her troubles, she’d somehow managed to attract the attention of a man whose reputation made Monseigneur look like a rookie unMagicked Chosen. 
 
    “Hooray” she muttered, under her breath. 
 
    He ignored her snarkiness.  
 
    “Who did you want me to kill?” The pale eyes were steady on her. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” She shrugged, refusing to dwell on what could not be. “You refused me.” 
 
    Silence descended on the room. The pale eyes skewered her, like burning embers in the ghostly light. She suppressed a shiver, unwilling to show any fear before him. Instead, she gave free rein to the flash of anger surging through her. Jumping off the bed, she squared up to him, careful to keep a healthy distance between them. 
 
    “What is this?” She did not hide her fury. “You refuse my proposition. And still subject me to an inquisition.” 
 
    He met her gaze squarely. “Don’t play games, little girl. You started this last night. Now, you will answer the question.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I will not.” She was damned if she’d get herself into even deeper waters than the ones already up around her neck. 
 
    At her response, the pale eyes clouded over. And though he did not move or say anything, she felt her heart begin to pound as alarm threaded through her. Suddenly, it was imperative she get him away from her room. The sense of impending threat was so palpable that the very air in the room seemed to reek of it.  
 
    He took in her heightened tension and the way the slim body fairly thrummed with adrenaline. She was entering fight or flight mode, he realized. He would not get the answers he wanted from her. Not like this, when to her, the answer to his question would imperil her even more. She was desperate, he cautioned himself. He’d pegged that about her correctly. If he did not tread carefully, her desperation might push her to take greater risks.  
 
    He changed tactics. “Is it any of the Blutsaugers that guard you night and day?” he asked, trying to gauge her reaction to the question. 
 
    Surprise flashed in her eyes. She shook her head mutely, her only response to him. 
 
    This was the best he was going to get out of her tonight, he decided. Not without more threats he felt curiously reluctant to issue. Also, he could not refute her argument in good faith. He had no right to question her motives, not after refusing her proposition. 
 
    He toned down the aggression, trying to put her at ease. “One last question.” 
 
    She remained silent, but there was a subtle easing of tension in her.  
 
    In truth, she was relieved at having escaped so easily. But her relief was to be short-lived. 
 
    “You want away from the Blutsaugers that treat you like a prized possession?” He said it like a statement. 
 
    Her eyes flickered. His words had hit home and she could not suppress her reaction. Not tonight, when she faced the precipice, knowing that every option, even the desperate ones, had been exhausted. This had been her last chance. Once back in Venice, she was unlikely to get another opportunity. 
 
    Silence descended between them again. The pale eyes narrowed on her. “I have all night” he remarked. 
 
    She responded this time, her voice weary. “Will you leave if I answer your question?” 
 
    He inclined his head. 
 
    She drew breath. “Yes” she admitted. 
 
    For a moment, he said nothing, simply studying her in the moonlight. 
 
    “Gather your things” he directed dispassionately. “I’ll help you get away.”  
 
    She staggered back, before righting herself, so great was her shock.  
 
    “What?” she squeaked, thunderstruck by the offer.  
 
    He vouchsafed no response, merely observing her like a particularly interesting specimen that intrigued him. 
 
    She shook her head in confusion, trying to clear it. “Why?” 
 
    He ignored her outburst. “Pack a few essentials. We don’t have much time. The explosion is only going to keep your guards away so long.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock. “Explosion” she repeated, flabbergasted by his comment.  
 
    “You caused an explosion” she exclaimed wonderingly, as he remained silent. “Here! At The Games?”  
 
    “I’ll be downstairs.” He gestured at the window he’d climbed through. “If you are not down in five minutes, you’re on your own.” 
 
    At the brusquely dismissive words, she shook off her consternation. 
 
    “Wait” she cried. “Please … I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to understand. I’ll get you away from this place.” 
 
    He meant it, she realized. He was offering to help her. A why trembled on her lips again, even as every instinct screamed at her to not look a gift horse in the mouth. The ‘why’ did not matter. She was too desperate to turn him down, too frantic to question his motives. And what did it matter anyways, she told herself. If anyone could help her escape her captors, it was ElMorad. Even the prospect of a few days of freedom was enticing. She’d worry about the rest later, once she was away from here. Anything to delay the inevitable.  
 
    True to his words, he hadn’t waited for any response, simply striding away to the window after delivering his ultimatum. She scrambled for her case, afraid he would leave her behind if she tarried too long. 
 
    “You can’t lug that” he said flatly, turning back to address her. “There’s miles of jungle to trek through.” 
 
    Stopped in her tracks, she stared from her suitcase to him, clearly nonplussed by the objection.  
 
    “I don’t have anything else with me” she said uncertainly. 
 
    He frowned. “Then, bring a change of clothes. We’ll shove it into my pack.” 
 
    Climbing gracefully onto the sill, he paused as a thought struck him. “Don’t forget your passport.” 
 
    She didn’t have her passport on her, wasn’t even sure she had one. But it was not the right time to tell him that. However, there was something he should know. She couldn’t, in good conscience, use him to escape the Blutsaugers without telling him of the trouble he would invite by his assistance. ElMorad or not, he deserved to know who he was going up against. 
 
    “There’s something you should know” she began, only for him to raise a large palm to stop her. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I get you away, through the forest and into Mexico. No questions asked. After that, you’re on your own. That’s the deal” he said calmly. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. What did she have to lose, after all? “I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Five minutes” he warned her, before dropping out of sight.  
 
    She couldn’t believe it. Her luck was changing and aid had come from an unexpected quarter after she’d given up all hope. Her heart sang the refrain as she changed hurriedly into jeans and her most comfortable shoes. Making quick work of her hair, she pulled on a jacket, to dash to the window.  
 
    Shimmying down one floor, even with the bundle of clothes in her hand, was child’s play for her. He waited at the bottom with a rucksack at his feet. She noted that he too had a jacket on. 
 
    He gave her a quick once over. “The shoes won’t do” he stated, his gaze on yet another pair of thin-soled footwear. 
 
    “This is all I have” she explained hesitantly. It’s not like her captors allowed her much of a choice on anything, she brooded mutinously. 
 
    The striking pale eyes searched her face, before taking the clothes she’d brought with her. Stuffing the bundle into his rucksack, he slung it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Stay close” he directed, making for the forest that enclosed the resort on all sides. 
 
    She, who knew that the Blutsaugers were at their most dangerous in the darkness of the night, hurried after him without a backward glance.   
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    The wind whipped at her as she ran, the night air a revelation to her senses. Trees flashed by as she sped up, intent on soaking in the full bounty of the moon. She’d missed the moonlight. Oh, how she had missed the moonlight!  
 
    A clearing bare of trees beckoned her. Here, the moon was strong, its light bathing the ground in a silvery mist. She paused, to raise her face to the pale orb in the sky. She was panting, her breathing ragged, flagging after the short stretch. Once, she had run all night,  not winded and raring for more. But the months in the barn had weakened her. The witch’s magic had sapped her strength and the silver had poisoned her blood until she’d learned to live with the constant agony of it threading through her like a drug that was as addictive as it was lethal. It wasn’t clear how much time had lapsed since the barn — some of the events were a little hazy. But she could still remember the vice-like grip of the silver manacle on her ankle. As if on cue, the ankle throbbed, a dull ache the months in the ramshackle shed had compelled her to become accustomed to. Forcing the memories away, she focused on the bright moon. The night sky was clear and the silence absolute. She felt immense gratitude for this chance to frolic with the moon, the stars and the crisp air; thankful to be alive and free again.  
 
    Until a snapping twig shattered the peace. Her instincts kicked in, and her rusty senses, dormant for long, awakened to confront the threat. To her relief, the long and brutal captivity had not dulled her senses. Thrumming with tension and adrenaline, she turned, her sharp claws unfurling. A large black bear ambled into the clearing to stare at her, its gaze more curious than threatening.  
 
    Tasia awoke abruptly, her mouth slack with surprise. It took her but a moment to get her bearings. The nightmares, rampant since taking up residence at the Pack Lair, had forced her to adopt some simple nightly rituals to deal with the aftermath — a night light always left on, a glass of water by the bedside and a warm shower to calm her after the really intense dreams that left her heart pumping and skin drenched.  
 
    But tonight, the dream had been different. Tasia sat up, a pucker between her brows. No torture, no blue-eyed witch spewing magic and hate, no resurgent beast intent on breaking out and no dilapidated shed where she struggled to rise above the cold and a beckoning oblivion. Yet, the terrible memories lingered, almost as if she was desperate to forget the horrors of the past. And recover from them. The massive black bear, from before, had also put in an appearance, albeit as a peripheral presence. She could vividly recall the profound relief at her first glimpse of the animal. She’d been readying for a fight, on edge from the dark memories of the shed, until the black bear had stepped into view. In the dreams, the bear was not a foe, she concluded. Or at least, not a threat to her. Strange, she mused wonderingly, how the nightmares had transformed since Russian Hill. Less frequent but more puzzling and confusing, rather than horrifying. She’d take it, Tasia decided. Nothing beat not waking up terrified from the echoes of a nightmare with the bitter taste of hopelessness, agony and fear on her tongue. 
 
    Sliding off the bed, she ambled to the window to take in the distant lights on Telegraph Hill. Something about the vista always made her feel at peace. She loved this view and her room at the Lair. For the first time in a long while, the sentiment did not generate the surge of dread and panic in her it once had. Appreciation for the Lair or the Pack did not freak her out anymore. The Lair was slowly but surely starting to feel like home, albeit a heavily guarded abode with unwritten rules for its inhabitants. But Tasia understood and even appreciated the rules — they had, after all, contributed to according her the safe haven she’d subconsciously been seeking. Sara and Hawk’s friendship continued to nourish and enrich her, and her new Shifter acquaintances made her daily existence less isolating. No longer barred from venturing out, she did so frequently in the company of her Shifter escorts. Duncan, in charge of the arrangements, always made sure that Tasia’s bodyguards were Shifters she had a nodding acquaintance with. 
 
    Not only was she finding her feet with the Pack, she was also evolving — learning their ways, and refining her instincts when it came to the unpredictable and difficult Shifters. In the beginning, barring Hawk and his twin, she’d tarred them all with the same brush — volatile, aggressive, perplexing and violent. Their Alpha, as the living, breathing embodiment of these qualities, had only reinforced her perception of the Wyrs. She’d worked hard to steer clear of them, sleepwalking her way through the days, determined to keep to the background always. Instinctively, probably subconsciously, she’d attempted to cohabit with the Shifters in much the same manner she’d lived amongst the Si’ffa. Not surprising, given that she knew of no other way to survive. But with each passing day, she blossomed; her confidence grew with her contributions to the investigation and her dealings with the Shifters. Gradually, she had learnt to separate the wheat from the chaff — discern which Shifter to avoid and who to look upon as an ally, which one to back away from and who never to back down from. Slowly, but surely, she was mastering the intricacies of the Pack, its subtle cues, complicated politics, and dangerous denizens.  
 
    Yet, he continued to be the elephant in the room and her biggest conundrum. Despite the glimpses of the man under the Wyr Alpha, he was still something of an enigma to her. The irony did not escape Tasia. The Shifter who generated the strongest emotion and the most confusion in her was also the only man she trusted with her secrets. Her mother had perished in the attempt to escape powerful adversaries, while her father had sacrificed himself to shield Tasia from the same Magicks. And during her years in hiding from these Chosen, she’d faced many choices — split-second decisions whose outcomes would decide whether she lived to fight for another day or whether the legacy, of blood and ugly compromise, that had birthed her was laid bare before her brethren. Yet, despite the many difficult choices along the way, the Alpha was the only Chosen for whom she’d compromised some of the rigid guidelines she was forced to live with — a set of inflexible and exacting principles, drummed into her to ensure her survival where others had failed. Arguably, in the beginning, he’d given her little choice in the matter — it’d been a matter of survival for her. But later, she had willingly broken the ground rules to put her faith in him.  
 
    But tough as the early decision to trust him and throw her lot in with the Pack had been, the quandary confronting her now was infinitely more complicated, with far-reaching and catastrophic consequences if she made the wrong choice. To make matters worse, she could no longer trust her instincts or emotions to guide her. Her heart, the old friend that had seen her through hard times galore, sang a vastly different tune now — a mad refrain that urged her to throw all caution to the winds for once in her life and reach for the stars. All it entailed, her heart whispered insidiously, was to take a step forward and meet him halfway. Would it be that terrible if the worst came to pass, it hinted. He was a Wyr. He could not possibly possess the magic to unlock what was coded into her blood. Did she really want to benumb her heart and sacrifice her shot at happiness for something that was unlikely to ever come to pass? Despite the traitorous voice inside her, Tasia fought with everything in her from giving in. Her heart was compromised, she reminded herself fiercely, and this was a decision better left to her head. But each passing day made it a little harder to suppress the call of her heart. What stopped her from giving in was the knowledge that going to him might bring the fragile house of cards down around her head. Such a collapse would be fatal, not only for her but for many others. While she could justify such a gamble for herself, it would be selfish of her to risk the others. 
 
    A picture of him rose in her mind. A long-limbed, tall Shifter leaning back against the huge desk in the Alpha’s Room, to listen intently to Duncan. The gold eyes were impassive, with no hint of the formidable brain behind the inscrutable Shifter facade. As usual, there was a stillness to him, as if he held himself in check with unalloyed will power. This fiercely guarded and coldly restrained man was what the world saw. To Tasia though, it merely signified the calm before the storm. Occasionally, she wondered what storm it was that had the fearless Alpha leash himself so from.  
 
    Her cell beeped abruptly to interrupt her musings, the sound loud in the silent room. With a sigh, she gave up the lovely view, to make her way to the nightstand. 
 
    Think of the devil. 
 
    Have a solution to our little problem. 
 
    For a moment, she stared blankly at the screen.  
 
    What problem?  
 
    The response was immediate. 
 
    Christ, woman, how many do we have? 
 
    Tasia summoned the will power to stop her teeth from grinding.  
 
    This man … aargh. 
 
    But she was to face more provocation as the phone beeped once more. 
 
    Book the training hall for noon. An hour, this time. Don’t want the whole Lair walking in on my business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    The Guardian comes to town 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Duncan strode into the Alpha’s Room with Roman Durovic in tow. Raoul, in conversation with Jason LaRue, broke it off to address the duo.  
 
    “Trouble?” he asked.  
 
    The way things were unfolding, Raoul knew it was only a matter of time before trouble came looking. Though by his calculation, they were still a few months from all hell breaking loose. 
 
    Duncan shook his head, closing the door to seal the room. “Roman has news.” 
 
    Sprawled in the single chair by the desk, Jason looked hopeful. “The third sister?” 
 
    “ElDarZin” the Ancient intoned.  
 
    The pithy word had everyone in the room springing to attention.  
 
    Duncan’s eyebrows shot up. “I thought he was dead.” 
 
    “Probably is” Roman acknowledged. “Though no one seems to know for sure. I’ve been trying to track down old colleagues and friends, anyone that knew him before he went to work for the Lombardis.”  
 
    “And?” Jason prompted eagerly. 
 
    “I found one. He’s Setik, like ElDarZin. That makes it easy. I reached out to him through intermediaries and he’s agreed to talk to me.” 
 
    “When?” the Alpha inquired. 
 
    Roman met his eyes. “Soon. I don’t want to scare him away and if I show up with a bunch of Shifters in tow, I won’t get much out of him. But if it’s just you and you leave most of the talking to me …” his voice trailed off, leaving the decision up to the Alpha. 
 
    “Go for it, Durovic” Raoul agreed without hesitation. He had no qualms about Roman pumping ElDarZin’s friend for information about the First One. With his vast array of connections, Durovic continued to push their investigation forward whenever it was stymied by a lack of leads or information. TorElnor’s heir was surprisingly adept at digging into the past, to unearth obscure clues that translated into real leads they could follow. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Greece. The isle of Corfu.” 
 
    “That puts you near Italy, Raoul” Duncan interjected. “Faoladh’s investigators could update us on Venice. Kill two birds with one stone that way.” 
 
    The Alpha concurred. “Then, on to Belize.” 
 
    “I’ll work out the dates” Roman asserted.  
 
    “After Sienna’s Guardian visits us, we should squeeze DiZeyla and David in for an update” Raoul reminded them. “I don’t want to delay our outreach to the Ancients any longer. She’s getting restless — we must work fast to build a coalition. My gut tells me we don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Sienna needs a day to fly home and pick up her passport, and I must do the same” Jason chimed in. 
 
    “I’ll work with Roman on a schedule” Duncan said to the Alpha. “And rope in Luis for the arrangements.”  
 
    Any stop outside their turf meant advance notice to the local Pack, per Wyr custom. It was a careful dance that had to be choreographed in advance or it could go very wrong. 
 
    “Faoladh has offered to pave the way” Raoul said. “Let’s take him up on it, Duncan. At such short notice, his arrangements will beat anything the Pack can swing.” 
 
    “I’ll get in touch with his people” the English Shifter assented. 
 
    Roman turned to the Guardian. “Any news from San Diego?” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “I’m out of the loop. I hear occasional snatches of gossip from the corridors of power. But I’m persona non-grata right now.” 
 
    He frowned. “Why do you ask? Have you heard anything, Roman?” 
 
    “ElThor is enraged about what went down. Faoladh informed him of San Diego even before TorElnor had a chance to talk to him about it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope ElThor does something about it” Jason remarked somberly. In his heart, he knew it was likely that the First Ones would choose to stand by the sidelines, as they always had. Taking sides in Chosen affairs was anathema to the Ancients. But since this particular brouhaha involved the Wizards and the Shifters, perhaps the First Ones would bestir themselves to calm the waters. Or they might just leave it to Faoladh to sort it out, trusting in the Alpha Wyr’s instincts and decisions. 
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    The Alpha gestured at his shoulder. “Hit me with an L2 blast” he directed. 
 
    Taken aback, Tasia stared at him. “L2s don’t have enough magic for a blast” she offered in some confusion. 
 
    “Alright” he said equably. “Hit me with whatever you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    Tasia targeted a focused blast of magic at his shoulder. He showed little reaction, and she felt compelled to ask. “Did you feel it?” 
 
    “Something brushed my shoulder” he acknowledged. 
 
    “My best estimate is that was L5” she explained.  
 
    “Comes easy to you?” he asked. 
 
    Tasia nodded. Level 5 magic was what she felt comfortable playing with. Any more and she must be hyper-vigilant to control it. She was ever conscious that what was in her had the potential to destruct and devastate. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about what you said at the last session” he mused aloud. “If L5 is easy for you, lets cap the magic to that. Use L5 on me, no more, and when I feel anything, even just a whisper of power brushing by, I’ll slow down. This way, you don’t use more power than you’re comfortable with when we train.” 
 
    He’d given this a lot of thought, Tasia realized, both relieved and grateful to him. She wanted these training sessions. There was much she could learn from him. But not at the cost of inadvertently harming him. Even a Wyr could be injured. It would take monumental power and extraordinary ability to wound one but given what she was, Tasia did not intend to risk it. She was very averse to hurting this particular Shifter. 
 
    “That work for you?” he pressed her, as she remained lost in thought. 
 
    Tasia’s eyes shot to him. “Yes, thank you. It works. Just …” she paused. 
 
    “What?” he prompted. 
 
    “You’re so fast and this hall doesn’t allow me much room to maneuver.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it perfect. We train for the worst case scenario, witchling. If you can best me in here, you’ll have a good shot with Chosen out in the open. The leeches are fast and some will come flying at you, unlike a Shifter.” 
 
    Tasia knew he was right. Her magic gave her an advantage over Chosen, but only at a distance. The consequences of getting up close and personal with a Vampire would not be good for her at all. Within touching distance, she lost all advantage. 
 
    “One more thing. What did you use in the woods to protect Nandini and yourself?” he interjected. “The leeches couldn’t touch you.” 
 
    “It was similar to magic armor, except I anchored it to the ground around us, rather than on us. That way, Nandini and I had more room to move under it.” 
 
    He grasped the strategy immediately. “Like a bubble of magic enveloping you” he murmured approvingly. “Very clever, witchling. Not only protects you, but also keeps your adversary at a distance.” 
 
    “Yes” Tasia affirmed. In the woods, she’d wanted to avoid the complication of pushing back the Blutsaugers while they attempted to breach her armor. That would require a lot more focus from her. “Distance makes it easier to hold the magic. I can’t be distracted easily.” 
 
    He cocked his head, recollecting their previous encounter. “Why didn’t you try that on me last session? I’d never be able to sweep you off your feet with a bubble protecting you.” 
 
    “It takes time to build one” Tasia said slowly. “I didn’t have it, so I created a shield to guard my upper half — akin to partial armor. It was easy for you to slip under.” 
 
    “Hmm … how much time do you need to create a bubble?” 
 
    “A few minutes, if it’s just me. The more people I include inside the bubble, the more time I need. It’s not complicated magic, but I have to work it carefully. In the woods, you bought me the time to protect Nandini.” 
 
    He pondered her words carefully, strategizing on how best to utilize her strengths if she came under attack. In the woods with Nandini, she’d done a fantastic job securing both the Ancient and herself. Barring the rookie mistake of letting down her guard too early. With a little experience, she would not make such mistakes in the future. 
 
    “If I weave a bubble, no Chosen gets through the magic” Tasia asserted with growing confidence. 
 
    The gold eyes flashed to her. “Then, your strategy should be to buy the time to weave it, witchling.” 
 
    Chalk it out and string it together, piece by piece, while she held the ones circling her at bay, until her magic was ready and could protect her from their onslaught. It would take some doing and a great deal of practice but it was a worthy goal to aim for, Tasia recognized. 
 
    “I can do it” she said to him, determination threading her voice. “But it’ll take some work to get the hang of it.” 
 
    “No time to waste, witchling.” He strode to the end of the hall. 
 
    Tasia eyeballed the space, drawing a mental picture of the room to chalk out a strategy for where and how to make a stand. If she was to successfully spin the magic piecemeal, she couldn’t afford to careen around the hall too much. 
 
    Like before, he came at her as a fast-moving blur, zigzagging around the hall to steer clear of her magic blasts. The movements of her arm and pointed palms as she tracked him gave her away, Tasia grasped immediately. It was a huge clue to where her magic was directed. It came instinctually to her — this is how Wizards were taught to blast their magic. But she had an advantage over other Wizards, Tasia prodded herself. Her magic had rarely been deployed since her early days training with her father. Thus, unlike other Wizards, her blasts were not second-nature to her and she ought to be able to disguise them better. Tasia concentrated on changing her tactics, so as to make it harder for him to gauge where she aimed her magic. It was an additional aspect to master but she believed it to be crucial to successfully thwarting an attack. 
 
    He came at her, time and again, tirelessly putting her through her paces. In the beginning, she lost every bout within moments. After a handful of attempts, she improved a tad, becoming versed at alternating between weaving sections of a bubble and targeting the fast-moving Shifter with her magic. But he was too preternally fast for her to successfully mark him, which left Tasia with little time to construct her protective bubble before he got close enough to take her down. After a quarter hour, he called a halt. Tasia was breathing heavily, having been run ragged trying to pinpoint him and make contact. But she fancied that she had the hang of multi-tasking on the bubble of magic in between the blasts. Each unsuccessful bout helped her to finetune her game plan. At the same time, Tasia understood what a tall order it was to best the Alpha.  
 
    “Take a few” he called, sauntering over to join her as Tasia slumped wearily onto the floor.  
 
    Parking himself by the wall, he studied her. Tasia noted that unlike her, he wasn’t even winded.  
 
    He couldn’t resist teasing her. “You’re out of shape, witchling.” 
 
    Gray eyes clashed with his. “What I am is being run ragged by a Shifter” she huffed out indignantly. 
 
    The gold eyes gleamed. “For a good cause. When I’m through, this Shifter will be the only one to catch you. No one else.” 
 
    Tasia straightened, her weariness forgotten. “What makes you think you’re going to catch me?” she demanded. 
 
    “You’ll let me, witchling” he responded imperturbably.  
 
    Her eyes widened but before she could respond, he professed softly. “I will always catch you.” 
 
    The words felt like a premonition. Tasia fought off a shiver, hoping the pledge was a portent of the future as the shadow of darkness slowly converged on their world to change it forever. And not a presage to confronting him across Chosen fault lines while they fought for opposing causes. It struck Tasia, like a bolt out of the blue, that her circumstances and prior avowals were not the only factors that stopped her from giving in to her heart. Her misgivings about what his Wyr loyalties might force him into, as their world descended into chaos, also played a significant part in her indecision. She trusted him. But she also knew only too well that some pledges were hard to keep, especially those complicated by commitments made in the past. His Shifter code of honor tied him to Faoladh with chains he would not find easy to rupture. 
 
    As the inner turmoil and confusion reflected on her expressive face, Raoul changed the subject. 
 
    “You must be looking forward to Belize” he remarked. “A respite from the Lair, if nothing else.” 
 
    Still pondering weightier matters, she answered absently. “The Lair’s not so bad.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “Since when, witchling? Do tell.” 
 
    Brought back down to earth, Tasia roused herself to joust with him. “Since I figured out what makes the Shifters tick.” 
 
    His lips twitched, but he valiantly swallowed back the retort on his lips. 
 
    “You have a passport?” he asked her. 
 
    Tasia, who understood what he was really asking, sobered. “It’s my last recourse — flee if things get too hot to handle. My father meant it as my get-out-of-jail card.” 
 
    The gold eyes studied her. “Never been used?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Clean as a whistle.” 
 
    “It might be a wasted trip though” Tasia pointed out candidly. “If The Games are held at the same venue every year, there could be too much magic residue for me to isolate one.” 
 
    Though its popularity had waned in recent years, The Games had once been the primary arena for Chosen to test and show off their powers to an audience of their peers.  
 
    “Even if the residue is from a Magick Durovic refers to as Deadly?” he asked.  
 
    Raoul paused briefly, as the answer struck him. “There could be other Deadlies over the years at The Games” he muttered, suspecting that it was a likely prospect. When you were very powerful and your use of magic was restricted, an event like The Games was a magnet — it provided a controlled environment where a Chosen could unleash himself.  
 
    “In any case, I want a look around the place” he assured her. “To get an idea of how someone guarded by the leeches could disappear without a trace. No mean feat that. If you pick up a trail, it’ll give us an edge. But not a wasted trip, by any means.” 
 
    “I’ll give it a shot.” 
 
    He reflected on her warning about the intermingling of powers. “I know you sense how much magic is inherent in a Chosen. But can you classify what kind of power he possesses?” Raoul asked. 
 
    Tasia mused on his question. “Blutsaugers are not hard, even though their magic is different from other Chosen. Or maybe they’re so easy to identify precisely because the hue of their power is so distinctive. With the Shifters, I had trouble early on. But after the months at the Lair, I can now distinguish Shifter auras from other Chosen. Wizards have always been easy for me but exotic First Ones and Magicks with mixed heritage are often a challenge to classify. Sometimes, all I can gauge is how powerful a Chosen is.” 
 
    Tasia met his eyes. “I couldn’t before, but now that I know, I see the Wizard in you. It’s hidden within your aura, but shows up every now and then, interspersed with your Wyr hue. Before I was aware of your heritage, I’d have classified you as a Wyr with an unusual aura.” 
 
    Indifferent about his Spell Caster powers, Raoul let the comment pass, to focus on what intrigued him. “If you do catch the scent of a Mage, you can’t be sure that it is him —  merely that someone very powerful deployed magic at the site?” 
 
    Tasia smiled, despite herself. “Catch the scent? I’m not a Shifter.” 
 
    “I would never mistake you for a Shifter, witchling” he retorted.  
 
    Tasia sighed. “If an Archmage worked enough magic to topple a building, I’ll sense it. Let’s hope other Mages have not been using the site as their magical playground, so I can distinguish him from the rest.” 
 
    He seemed to understand her, pushing away from the wall to signal that the break was over.  
 
    “What do you make of the Archmage?” she asked him, driven by curiosity. Had the Mage’s goal been to help Sienna’s half-sister or hinder her, Tasia speculated. And what was his connection to the events and their investigation? In her experience, First Ones, especially Mages with power, tended to be blasé about the fates of those they considered lesser beings. 
 
    He grimaced. “I need a Deadly entangled in the investigation like I want a hundred Bianchis running through my city stirring up trouble behind my back.” 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath, watching him silently as he strode away to the end of the hall. 
 
    You already have a Deadly involved in your investigation. Only, you don’t know it. 
 
    There commenced another intense, arduous and onerous interlude for Tasia. A half hour later, after they were finished, he gave her the news. 
 
    “A date’s been set for Anderson’s trial” he announced. 
 
    Her eyes tangled with his, heavy with memories of a dark night where things had changed for the Chosen and between them. 
 
    “It’s a few weeks away” the Alpha explained. “The Council plans to broadcast the trial to a few vetted venues around the world. Faoladh has asked if I want the Lair to be one.” 
 
    Tasia comprehended why any such locations would be carefully scrutinized and supervised. Sensitive information about the Chosen would be disseminated during a trial. Probably, even the footage from the cage they had been held in. In a technologically advanced world, the Supreme Edict would be in jeopardy without the proper precautions. 
 
    “Not for me” she said promptly, no hesitation in her. Tasia didn’t want to see the clip or hear the arguments. What had unfolded in the cage was indelibly printed on her psyche. She would never forget it. He’d assured her that Anderson would face justice and that was good enough for her. 
 
    As they made their way to the door, Tasia was reminded of a matter closer to home. “Will you be at Duncan’s tonight?” 
 
    “I won’t hear the end of it if I miss it.” There was an unmistakable note of amusement in his voice. Sienna had made a rather impassioned case for the Alpha’s presence tonight. 
 
    He frowned, struck by her question. “Bergdahl’s a Guardian” he murmured with sudden comprehension. 
 
    Raoul stopped in his tracks, arrested by something impossible even a few weeks ago. Focused on the records, he’d forgotten about the witchling’s aversion to Guardians. For a moment, it stunned him. She was no longer the evasive and wary Spell Caster he struggled to communicate with. It hit him that the reason he’d dropped the ball on this was because he was confident that if the witchling had anything to say, she would bring the matter to his attention. They’d both come a long way from their tumultuous beginnings.  
 
    “I’d rather not hobnob with a Guardian” Tasia remarked dryly. Like everyone else, she was eager to read the Seer’s interpretation. But unlike the others, she wanted nothing to do with the Wizard who brought them the information. 
 
    “You don’t have to” he began. “I’ll …” 
 
    Tasia interrupted him. “It’s just one evening.” She shrugged. “After all, I handle the Lair, don’t I?” 
 
    And you. 
 
    The gold eyes gleamed with appreciation. “Touché, witchling.” 
 
    He reflected that this was why her antipathy towards Guardians had receded into the background for him. She was less guarded and more forthright about calling it as she saw it. Especially with him. 
 
    Having made her point, Tasia looked rueful. “I’d make an excuse, but it’s Sienna. I can’t say no to her. Sara is going and Caro’s invited too. It should be easy enough to avoid one Guardian.” 
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    Tasia skirted the open-air patio to make her way towards the family room. Sienna waved at her from the patio. Five bodies were corralled in the intimate space — Sienna, Jason and their Guardian guest of honor, along with Atsá and Maartje. The presence of the Wyrs in the group amazed Tasia. Perhaps, the senior Shifters had taken it upon themselves to lay out the welcome mat, she mused. After all, the Guardian was here to aid their investigation, even if his assistance came at Sienna’s request. The two Were-Alphas were the only Pack representatives with the newly arrived Guardian. All the other Shifters had melted away after Sienna had made the introductions, leaving the Wizards to entertain their friend.  
 
    Duncan resided on the second floor of a cozy Victorian — one of the famous painted ladies of San Francisco, still as gorgeous and elegant as in their heyday. Though the stairs, passageway and corridors were narrow, the slanted high ceiling gave the space an open and unconstrained feel. Duncan’s home reflected his personality. It was unfussy with comfortable leather chairs, bright paintings by local artists and walls lined with books; it’s old-world charm a far cry from glass, steel and cutting-edge minimalistic modernity. The open patio, with the distant view of City Hall, had been brightened up with comfortable chairs and an array of plants lovingly tended, to create a welcoming oasis to read, hang out or contemplate the city skyline from. The dining area and the family room had been merged, to provide a seamless, long albeit narrow space. This is where Tasia found the others congregated. 
 
    She paused at the door to take in the scene. At the far end, by the rustic dining table, Duncan and Luis conversed with the Alpha, who had his back to the room. All three men held glasses in their hands. Closer to the doorway was a seating area with a cozy rug, a square center table and couches around it in an L shape. Tonight, the visitors had eschewed the couches for the rug. Sara and Caroline lounged diagonally across from each other, to carry on an animated conversation around the center table. Goblets of wine rested on the table before them. Hawk, also on the floor between them, leaned against the leg of the couch with a half-smile on his face, his rapt attention on the two ladies. Behind Sara, Nandini perched sideways on the couch, her face in profile, in conversation with Roman Durovic. A curtain of dark hair screened the Indian Ancient’s face while she listened to Roman, a wineglass of burgundy-colored liquid in her hand. For once, there seemed little animosity between the two First Ones. Midway, between the group by the dining table and the seated bunch on the rug, stood Stefan Simeonov and Elisabetta.  
 
    A spurt of amusement threaded through Tasia — the room was an accurate reflection of the Chosen microcosm, with its internal dynamics and subtle groupings. The First Ones were isolated in a corner, a self-imposed exile from other Chosen — engrossed in their own affairs and somewhat oblivious to the undercurrents and issues that plagued the rest; absorbed by their own relatively minor differences, while inattentive to the significant ones with the other Magicks. In contrast, the Shifters, comfortable in this particular milieu, occupied the rest of the space in the room, spreading out generously with groupings hinting at their internal divisions. The Were-Alphas in the Alpha Protector’s inner circle huddled in a corner with him, signaling their detachment from mundane matters, while the younger and more sociable Shifters, with less baggage on their shoulders, congregated with their non-Wyr friend at the center of the room. Simeonov and Elisabetta, who did not fit in with either group of Shifters but had ties to both, huddled between them with one foot in each camp, as if to test the waters.  
 
    Tasia smiled to herself, content to watch the subtle dynamics at play until Hawk signaled to her from the floor by Caro. As always, Hawk was the first to note her presence in the periphery of their world, while she observed it from outside the privileged circle.  
 
    His face lit up with the smile he seemed to reserve for her. “Join us” he invited her. 
 
    Though he’d merely mouthed the words to her, Sara and Caro broke off their conversation to glance at the doorway. Caroline waved at Tasia, gesturing at her to join them, while Sara patted the floor beside her. Shaking off her fanciful musings, Tasia ventured forth to take the seat on the rug by Sara. Hawk raised his glass to her in a silent toast and Tasia smiled at him, greatly relieved by the absence of shadows from his eyes. In the past few weeks, she’d caught him directing troubled glances at her, as if he had an inkling of the dilemma that plagued her — a wrenching struggle between head and heart, whose conflicting desires she was unable to reconcile.  
 
    “The Guardian seems nice” Sara remarked to the group. 
 
    Tasia did not disagree with her friend. At first glance, Trevor Bergdahl was not unlike his old pal and colleague, Jason LaRue. Soft-spoken and articulate, he was unlike the stereotypical Guardian of yore that most Chosen were familiar with — arrogant, pompous and high in the instep when it came to what he considered his due. But Tasia, on her guard, had nevertheless made sure to give him a wide berth. 
 
     “The younger crop is not that different from you and me, Sara” Caro explained. “But the senior Guardians can be very old school.” 
 
    Sara, who had plenty of experience with such attitudes from the Shifters, made a face. “Know exactly what you mean.”  
 
    She cast a conspiratorial wink at Tasia, to drawl. “If Hawk ever gives you any old school attitudes, you set him straight, Caroline.” 
 
    “I’m an enlightened millennial” Hawk protested to his twin as Tasia laughed, her face suffused with affection for her friends. 
 
    “He doth protest but I had to nudge him, Sara” Caro proclaimed with a straight face. “Your brother had some very strange ideas when we met.” 
 
    Sara looked intrigued. “Share please, Caroline.” 
 
    The Wizard leaned forward conspiratorially. “For our second date, Hawk invited me to the Muir Woods to howl at the moon.” 
 
    Though she’d spoken softly, there were Shifters around them. As her words died away, an abrupt silence descended on the room. Sudden and pregnant, the silence was unmistakable. Caro grimaced, before carefully blanking her expression. She’d walked into the party tonight with a stern admonition to herself to watch her tongue. And though her words were not a solecism of any kind, they’d drawn the attention of the Shifters — not what she desired or sought when she was merely teasing Hawk. 
 
    Tasia directed a glance, brimful of sympathy and commiseration, at her friend. She knew that Caro, much as the Wizard tried to hide it, was sheepish at drawing the Shifters’ scrutiny. The remark had slipped out inadvertently in convivial company. She empathized with Caro’s chagrin. It had taken Tasia multiple run-ins before she’d learned to always mind her tongue within Shifter earshot. 
 
    For a moment, no one said anything. Sara smiled at Caroline, trying to put her at ease. To Tasia’s surprise, Hawk was remarkably unperturbed. The Ancients were behind her, so she couldn’t tell if they picked up the undercurrents in the room. But Tasia noted that, at the far end of the room, Duncan appeared startled and Luis somewhat amused.  
 
    Across from them, Elisabetta and Simeonov turned their attention to the quartet on the rug. Noting their interest, Tasia cursed silently under her breath.  
 
    “Hawk, my man, you’ve much to learn when it comes to women” Stefan Simeonov drawled. Beside him, Elisabetta smiled, readying to enter the fray. 
 
    Caro looked confused by the barb, but Sara shot Tasia a look that screamed alarm. This could get ugly real soon. Though accustomed to such jabs from the Shifters, Sara was reluctant to expose Caroline to the sniping and politics within the Pack. Knowing how much her twin liked the Wizard, Sara wanted to keep Caroline far away from the ugliness for as long as possible. Tasia, who did not share Sara’s particular concerns, nevertheless hoped fervently that Hawk would not allow the Were-Alphas to goad him. 
 
    But for once, neither his twin nor his friend had cause for worry. Hawk rose to the occasion magnificently. Tasia’s presence at the Lair had wrought changes in Hawk. Before, he’d only ever been responsible for his twin. And even that endeavor had been tempered, after Duncan had asked Hawk to keep his distance. But Tasia, he felt both protective of and responsible for. The past months watching over her, while shepherding Tasia through the minefields in the Pack, had not been completely without any lessons for him. 
 
    Hawk ignored Simeonov to address Caro. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking you to give the moon her due, babe. The invitation was to watch me howl.” He gave her his devastating grin, seemingly unfazed. 
 
    At Hawk’s riposte, Tasia shared a relieved glance with Sara, whose expression mirrored her’s. Hawk, it was clear, would not be baited. At least, not easily.  
 
    In the corner, Duncan murmured something to his companions and Luis grinned in response. The Alpha still had his back to Tasia, but she suspected that he was amused too.   
 
    Caro smiled at the Shifter, no constraint in her. “Whether I howl at the moon or watch you do it — it’s all the same to me, Hawk. Not my idea of a date.”  
 
    “Not me, babe. It’s my beast that would do the howling” Hawk retorted flirtatiously. 
 
    Tasia relaxed as Hawk bantered with his Wizard girlfriend. Like Sara, she had a stake in the blossoming relationship between Hawk and Caroline. But unlike Sara, she knew that Caro was made of sterner stuff and would not turn tail at a few barbs from Hawk’s packmates. It’s Hawk she worried about. Elisabetta was a master manipulator who always seemed to know which of Hawk’s buttons to push. And he tended to rise to the beautiful Were-Alpha’s bait very easily. 
 
    Taken aback, Caro stared at Hawk. She knew what a Shifter’s beast meant to him. “Your beast?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s a handsome one. Just ask Tasia.” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Tasia saw a tawny head whip around towards them. He moved so fast that it was a wonder he didn’t suffer whiplash, she mused wonderingly. Across from her, Simeonov’s eyes narrowed on Hawk, though Tasia didn’t note it. It was all she could do to not hold her head in her hands.  
 
    Jeeesus, Hawk. Don’t bait the Shifters like this. Not here. 
 
    But Hawk was not done yet.  
 
    “Has Tasia seen your beast, Hawk?” inquired Elisabetta dulcetly. 
 
    “Yup” he admitted, without missing a beat. “Both of them.” 
 
    As the two Were-Alphas readied to pounce on their prey, Tasia decided that she’d had enough. It was time to put an end to Hawk’s recklessness.  
 
    But Elisabetta chimed in, before Tasia could.  
 
    “Getting mighty cozy with the Spell Casters, stripling” she remarked, a note of unmistakable censure mingled with the other emotions in her voice.  
 
    This time, Hawk did not ignore her. He turned to face her, his face reflecting amusement. “You run your love life the way you see fit, Elisabetta.” His eyes flickered ever so gently to where the Alpha watched them with Duncan by his side. “Or lack thereof” he amended softly. “And I’ll run mine.” 
 
    Elisabetta’s expression tightened. Hawk had hit his mark.  
 
    Simeonov jumped in smoothly to engage Hawk, giving his partner time to regroup. “Your sister, at least, has the guts to publicly declare she dislikes her kind, Hawk” he taunted. 
 
    Sara, unperturbed by the jab, nevertheless looked alarmed as fury flashed across Hawk’s face. Elisabetta’s taunts about him he could ignore, but those directed at his twin made Hawk see red. Before anyone could interject, Atsá strode purposefully into the room, with Maartje by his side. The Navajo Were-Alpha was always hard to read but Maartje’s faded blue eyes flashed to Simeonov with an expression that had Tasia doing a silent double take. The pointed arrows flying rapidly around this room had evidently been overheard. 
 
    As the silent confrontation in the room seemed to ratchet up, surprisingly, it was Nandini who got the first word in before anyone else could. 
 
    “Roman and I are working around the clock, strategizing to convince the First Ones to join us” the Indian Ancient addressed Simeonov, her words measured. “It will be hard enough to convince them about Lady Bethesda, without you adding to it. You know exactly what’s at stake here, Were-Alpha. How amenable do you think they’ll be to our pleas if you taunt a Wyr for associating with other Chosen?”  
 
    Tasia reflected silently that Nandini’s blunt reproach was reminiscent of a fired-up Sienna, though the Ancient’s rebuke had been deliberate and restrained. Predictably, it was Elisabetta who recovered first. Simeonov seemed nonplussed by Nandini’s curt reprimand. 
 
    “We’re Wyrs, Nandini” Elisabetta said sweetly. “All discussions, including differences of opinion, remain within the Pack. Caroline understands what getting involved with a Shifter entails. She won’t blab to any outsiders. Will you, Caroline?” she challenged the Wizard. 
 
    Before Caro could respond, Atsá chimed in, self-possessed and dignified to a tee. “Caroline is here as Sienna’s guest. She’s under no obligation to keep anything she hears this evening to herself. This is not Pack business, Elisabetta.”  
 
    He met the gorgeous Were-Alpha’s eyes, his gaze direct and grave. “If the Guardian in the other room overhears you disparage a Wizard, he’ll be justified in not assisting us” Atsá pointed out, the chiding candid but delivered with tact. “And if Bergdahl walks away, there will be disappointment all around.” 
 
    “Add me to that list, Atsá.” Roman fixed his eyes on the two Were-Alphas, his voice hard. “If Merceau is forced into a confrontation with the GCW for the records, I guarantee that the First Ones will be even less receptive to Nandini and me.” 
 
    Elisabetta held her tongue, but it was clear that the message had been received loud and clear. Maartje said nothing, though her displeasure was written all over her face. It took a few moments for the charged atmosphere in the room to return to normal.  
 
    Even as the others subsided, confident that their warning had not missed its target, Duncan drawled from his corner. “If you have something to say about the company my Shifters’ keep, come talk to me about it, Stefan.” 
 
    There was no mistaking the threat in Duncan’s dispassionate tones. Tasia was astonished. The English Shifter was rarely this direct and unsubtle, especially, when it came to Hawk, who could more than handle himself in the Pack. Sara too looked confused, making it evident how unusual this was. Perhaps, Tasia speculated, Duncan’s rebuke had not been intended in defense of Hawk, but his more vulnerable twin. Simeonov’s expression hardened subtly, but he shrugged off the remark, to engage Elisabetta in conversation. 
 
    As the others re-engaged with their respective companions and Atsá exited the room with Maartje, Caro noted to Sara and Tasia. “Boy, do I understand what you mean by testosterone all the time.” She spoke softly but made no attempt to conceal the conversation from the other Shifters.   
 
    Sara rolled her eyes, giving vent to her exasperation with the Shifters’ constant jostling for leverage and ascendancy over each other. Tasia merely sighed, immensely thankful that the crisis had been averted without more metaphorical blood-letting. But Hawk seemed curiously relaxed, even unperturbed by the exchange.  
 
    “You’ll fit right in” he asserted to Caro, the very epitome of confidence. “If Atsá had not stepped in, you’d have torn Elisabetta and her lapdog to shreds.” 
 
    Simeonov and his companion bristled at the remark but remained silent, post the blunt reprimand. Caroline shook her head at her boyfriend, a smile blooming across her face. In response, Hawk’s eyes danced mischievously.  
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    Weeks in the past, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    He set a punishing pace as they moved deeper into the rainforest. She hurried to keep up with him. Her guards would discover her absence soon and there was no way to hide in the open from them. But evading Blutsaugers in the darkened woods, despite the dense cover, was not an easy proposition either.  
 
    As she followed him through the hushed, dark and lush jungle, the flush of adrenaline slowly died down. With the vegetation growing thicker and the moonlight scarcer, the forest’s eeriness seemed to reinforce the bizarreness of her circumstances. The first doubts assailed her. The prudence and caution she’d determinedly shoved away, overcome with sheer relief and gratitude at his unexpected offer to help her escape the Blutsaugers, came roaring back. As she trailed after him, every step now prodded her of how profoundly startling, baffling and confounding her benefactor’s unlikely and incredible act of benevolence was. Her doubts grew as she questioned his unexpected altruism. Why had he offered her a way out? Her desire to escape her captors was obvious, but what motivated him to assist her? Especially, after turning her down flat the night before, without even affording her the chance to explain why she’d risked confronting him. What could have changed his mind so drastically, she speculated uneasily? You began this by going to him in the first place, reminded her fairer self, attempting to tamp down her disquiet. Yes, she had, she acknowledged. But that had been to offer him something of value in exchange for his assistance. She’d never asked for his backing to escape her captors, and his unusual magnanimity now served to raise her suspicions. Had he, perhaps, read her desperation and assumed her to be easy pickings, she brooded apprehensively? 
 
    The interlude in her room played in her mind. The ease with which he had subdued her, the subtle threat she’d read in him despite the smooth rich tones and relaxed mien, the way he’d demanded answers from her as if he had a right to them, followed by the inexplicable offer of assistance. Had he guessed that his behavior would rattle her and keep her off kilter; and had he done so to get her to submit readily to his overture? He’d allowed her little time to contemplate his proposal, simply laying down his terms and giving her five minutes to join him. 
 
    Wary and alarmed by the doubts swirling in her, she questioned her compliance in following him rashly and blindly into the forest. What did she really know about him, she challenged herself? The whispers spoke of a mysterious Chosen adept at meting out justice to his brethren and a powerful Magick wildly successful at taking out those deemed nearly impossible to kill. His reputation suggested that he was a powerful, dangerous and lethal enforcer with a proclivity for assassinating Chosen. She would be no match for him if he turned on her. As a sense of foreboding enveloped her, she wondered nervously if she’d jumped from the frying pan into the fire. 
 
    Engrossed in her increasingly dire thoughts, it took her a few seconds to realize that he’d come to a stop. She watched as he slung his rucksack down on the ground, to assess the large tree they stood under. He felt the trunk delicately with his palm, the blunt fingers stroking the bark. The tree towered over its neighbors, with a bare trunk and a thick canopy on top. She recognized it — the ceiba tree. The Mayan tree of life, popularized to the world by the movie Avatar. She’d been permitted to sign up for a guided trek to the rainforest offered by the resort. Vanni had somehow spun his magic on the powers-that-be and she had joined the excursion, escorted by him and minus her usual entourage. The guide had explained about the ceiba tree and its significance to the ancient Mayans.  
 
    “Touch the tree” he directed, interrupting her musings. 
 
    She goggled at him. “What?”  
 
    They were running from Blutsaugers, who would soon surround them. And he wanted her to play with local plant life. 
 
    The pale eyes glanced at her. “We don’t have much time.” He was clearly trying to hold on to his patience. “Put your arms around the trunk.”  
 
    “You will do as I say” he said evenly, as she hesitated. “Or take your chances against the Blutsaugers on your own.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, to step forward and place a palm on the trunk, as he had done.  
 
    “Use both hands” he commanded. “Hug it.” 
 
    Feeling ridiculous, she clasped her arms around the trunk. He came forward to place his palm on the tree above her head, caging her in. Skittish now, she swung her head to observe him, when she felt his palm on the small of her back nudging her forward to rest her belly against the trunk. 
 
    Jittery, already on her guard, riven with doubts, and in the midst of second-guessing his intentions, this was the last straw for her. Shoving him away, she came up swinging, her fists aiming squarely for his nose. Caught by surprise, he managed to duck away but not before she caught him a glancing blow on his jaw. 
 
    “What the fuck?” His voice came out as strangled.  
 
    He grabbed her swinging fists to capture them, shoving her back, to pin her wriggling form against the tree. “What’s gotten into you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Let go of me” she cried, struggling madly against his grip. “Pervert! Lecher!” 
 
    “Huh?” The pale eyes swung to her, staring at her as if she’d lost her mind. 
 
    Her knee came up, aimed at a sensitive part of his anatomy, and he let go off her hastily to back away. 
 
    This time, the pale eyes were stormy. “You’re pissing me off” he warned her. 
 
    But she was not done. Her command of English exhausted, she switched to Italian. “Bastardo” she spat out. “Cazzo. Testa di cazzo. Stronzo.” With each word, her voice rose. 
 
    They stared at each other as she paused to catch her breath, rage and despair swirling in her, while a more confused medley of emotions held him. Primary among them, bemusement tinged with confusion. 
 
    She took a deep breath, ready to unleash the big guns. She hadn’t spent a lifetime with her Blutsauger guards without learning some colorful phrases. All she had were words. She certainly wouldn’t win a bout with magic against him. He was ElMorad.  
 
    “Pevertito! Finocchio” she asserted, almost muzzling herself at the last second. The final one, she knew, tended to hit the masculine ego particularly hard. 
 
    His eyes flickered, and she cursed herself for allowing her tongue to run away in her rage. 
 
    “Careful” he said softly, in that incongruously rich voice that belied his reputation. “You don’t want to throw that in a man’s face, little girl.” 
 
    She straightened her spine. It would not do to show any fear before him. And he was the one in the wrong.  
 
    “My name is Temi” she threw at him. “And I do not like being touched.” 
 
    As her words died way, he contemplated her. The pale eyes blanked, opaque and inscrutable, with no hint of his thoughts. 
 
    “I was not touching you, Temi.” 
 
    “I felt you” she said hotly, subtly retreating from him and into the trunk. “Pushing me against the tree.” 
 
    “I was trying to shroud you” he explained calmly. “Unless we mask your scent, you can’t outrun the Blutsaugers.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Mask my scent” she repeated, confusion warring with her sense of outrage. 
 
    “My magic shrouds me. But they’ll track your scent unless we disguise you too.” 
 
    She gawked at him uncertainly. “You can do that?” 
 
    “I am Eru’Aar” he said simply. 
 
    “I know you’re Eru.” She’d managed to dig that up about ElMorad, before approaching him. This was public knowledge. What was not were the powers and abilities that allowed him to slip into heavily guarded fortresses and kill powerful immortals.  
 
    “No” he proclaimed. “I’m Eru’Aar — one with the Eru. It’s what gives me my power.”  
 
    Puzzled, she stared at him, some of her roiling doubts subsiding as the cloudless eyes met her gaze. He was telling her something significant, she seemed to realize. The source of his mysterious powers. Not that she understood it. But she knew that it was an olive branch. 
 
    The pale eyes studied her silently.  
 
    “If you’re having second thoughts, now is the time to tell me” he suggested, his voice mild. “I can have you back into your room at the lodge, with none the wiser.” 
 
    She hesitated. “My guards will be back by now.”  
 
    “I’ll create a diversion. Like before.” He exuded confidence.  
 
    He was offering her a way back to status quo, Temi understood. She bit her lip indecisively, while he waited patiently as if in no hurry. Temi was acutely conscious that this was her only shot at freedom. Yet, something, a voice in her head, was suspicious of his motivations. Nothing she’d ever heard about ElMorad hinted at any chivalrous tendencies. If anything, his reputation suggested that he was a ruthless lone-wolf with an almost fanatical fixation with his chosen profession — hunting down Magicks that fell afoul of their laws.  
 
    Her eyes wandered uncertainly over the big figure that loomed close — the harsh face without any hint of softness and the pale eyes that could transform from cloudless to stormy in a blink. He said nothing, for all purposes a man with all the time in the world, not one deep in the forest about to be swarmed by a vengeful army of Undead.  
 
    So what if she had leapt from the frying pan into the fire, Temi argued with herself. She knew exactly what fate awaited her in the frying pan. With him, there was at least a chance that he might keep his word. He certainly had a reputation for it. What did she have to lose by trusting him? 
 
    “I don’t want to go back” she confessed, meeting his eyes. Her words were franker than she’d intended them to be.  
 
    But he seemed to understand what she was telling him. She might not trust him, but neither did she have any faith in the Blutsaugers. 
 
    He gestured at the tree. “Plaster yourself to it.” 
 
    Without a word, Temi hugged the trunk hard. 
 
    “The more of you in contact with the tree, the better the magic will work” he explained, joining her. 
 
    This time, he was careful to keep his distance, Temi noted. She turned her head to watch him, resting her cheek on the rough bark of the trunk. He touched his palms to the tree and lowered his head, as if in supplication. Temi waited, holding herself smack dab against the trunk. The lush forest lay silent around them, the darkness overpowering.  
 
    Abruptly, he moved away. “We’re done.”  
 
    Bending down, he slung the rucksack over his shoulder. “Let’s move.” 
 
    Temi followed him as he strode forward.  
 
    “Is my scent masked now?” she inquired, driven by curiosity as well as a desire to break the uncomfortable silence between them. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Temi hesitated a heartbeat. “How does it work?” 
 
    “The tree took on your scent and covered you in its essence.” He was brusque. 
 
    “The Blutsaugers won’t be able to track me?” she persisted. 
 
    “Not by your scent. They’ll be stuck at the ceiba tree.” 
 
    Temi pondered his words. “So, we’re safe?” 
 
    “Not by a long shot. They can still hear you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He shot her a glance. “Masking your scent is only the first step. Vampires have keen ears. They’ll be able to track you in the forest if you move.  
 
    He intended to stash them somewhere, Temi concluded. With her scent masked, that might be enough to bamboozle the hunters. 
 
    Abruptly, he came to a stop, causing Temi to almost smack into him.  
 
    Whirling around, he faced her. She noted that the pale eyes glowed now, in the grip of strong emotion. 
 
    “I told you that I would get you into Mexico. In return, all I want from you is unstinting obedience. You run when I say, hide when I do and hug trees when I tell you, without throwing tantrums. Is that clear?” 
 
    Temi nodded mutely. She understood that this was about the accusations she’d flung at him before. 
 
    “Something else you should know” he said witheringly. “I’ve never been into scrawny, red-haired spitfires, with a taste for danger and the sense of a pea-brain. I’m not about to start now.”  
 
    Temi’s eyes narrowed, a slow anger kindling inside her. Scrawny! Spitfire! Sense of a pea-brain … a pea-brain! How dare he, she fumed silently. But before she could express her outrage, he was speaking again. 
 
    “Now, by my calculation, we have ten minutes to find a hideout. What I require from you is silence. Can you handle that?”  
 
    Temi tamped down her temper to acquiesce to his directive, heartily embarrassed by what she now suspected had been an overreaction on her part to his attempt to disguise her scent.  
 
    She followed silently in his wake, while he paused to study and, occasionally, feel the trunks of tall sturdy trees. Finally, he seemed to find what he was looking for.  
 
    Turning to her, he gestured at the tree. “Can you climb this?” he asked.  
 
    He was fairly sure she could, by the way she’d swarmed down from her window to join him. 
 
    She cast her eyes up, to the dense high branches. “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want a boost or would that open me up to more accusations from you?” he inquired sardonically. 
 
    She glanced at the bare trunk and the thick branches up over her head.  
 
    “I could do with a boost” she muttered. 
 
    He slung the rucksack to the ground without another word, to reach for her. Temi clambered up the trunk in a practiced manner, her sure fingers seeking holds and perches to help boost her up. Her flimsy shoes made the climb difficult, unable to offer enough purchase, but she managed it. Below her, he climbed expertly and so noiselessly that she could not hear him, unless she ventured the occasional glance downwards. He kept his distance, slowing his pace to match hers and offering no further assistance. When Temi thought she was far up enough to hide from the Vampires, she straddled a sturdy branch. 
 
    “Keep climbing, Red” he directed from below her. “I want to be higher than the flying Blutsaugers.” 
 
    “Temi” she muttered mutinously, unstraddling the branch to continue climbing. “Not little girl and not Red.” 
 
    He did not respond, merely waiting for her to climb higher. When he was satisfied that she was high enough, he called to her. “That’s enough. Find a perch and hold on.” 
 
    Temi mounted a branch, carefully sliding her legs down through the dense foliage. 
 
    Soon, he was beside her, hooking the rucksack on a branch before straddling another. 
 
    “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “But I’ve never been this high.” 
 
    Truth to tell, it gave her a weird feeling. The ground seemed far away. While there were other tall trees, there were also many far smaller, creating a small canopy beneath her through which she could only see occasional glimpses of the forest floor. 
 
    “I’m going to tie you to the tree with magic.”  
 
    Temi shot him a skeptical look.  
 
    “You won’t feel a thing” he assured her. “Just a precaution. When those Blutsaugers come flying out in a pack, I don’t want you to lose your nerve, Red.”  
 
    She grit her teeth. “I won’t. And don’t call me Red.” 
 
    He ignored her to place his palm on the trunk. As before, she felt nothing. 
 
    “All done” he declared, withdrawing his palm.  
 
    The unusual pale eyes flashed to her. “They’re close” he warned softly. “Remember, they can still hear you. The magic only shrouds your scent. Be very still.” 
 
    They came flying out of the darkness, so fast that watching them made Temi dizzy. Some paused to hover over the canopy below her, while others went on, deeper into the rainforest. Temi stayed absolutely still. She knew many of them well, though in the dark, she could only make out silhouettes. Her heart pounded so loudly that she feared the Blutsaugers would hear it. That her companion was unconcerned about such considerations helped calm her a little. He seemed almost a part of the tree, an extension of the branch he perched on, his eyes on the canopy and the Chosen below. As the Vampires whizzed around them without success, circling back again and again, Temi’s doubts and suspicions gradually melted away. She might well have jumped into the fire but perhaps, she mused hopefully, it did not intend to use her like the frying pan.  
 
    That night, they did not abandon their exalted roost, perched high up above the forest while the hunters scoured the woods around them. Temi waited for him to declare the coast clear but as groups of Blutsaugers doubled back, time and again, he seemed content to sit in his lofty aerie and wait them out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    The Seer’s interpretation opens a can of worms 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia trudged into the hall to find the Alpha waiting for her. Drained and bleary-eyed, she felt ill-equipped to handle a session. But the Alpha had a hectic schedule. They were to leave for Greece the next evening. And this afternoon, Guardian Bergdahl was slated to hand over the Seer’s notes to Sienna, while DiZeyla and David Hamilton were to be briefed about Lady Bethesda. She knew that it might be a week, maybe more, before they returned to San Francisco. On the road, there would be little privacy. Thus, this session might have to suffice until they were back at the Lair. 
 
    Closing the door, she made for the center of the hall. He watched her take guard, the gold eyes missing nothing. 
 
    “What’s up with you?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “Didn’t sleep well” she muttered after an infinitesimal hesitation. Did he sense her weariness with his Shifter abilities or was he reading her like an open book as he did so often, Tasia wondered uneasily, reminded anew about everything that had her jittery and wary of the Alpha. 
 
     His brows drew together at her response. “Nightmares again?” he inquired softly.  
 
    Raoul hoped not — she’d intimated that the vivid dreams, about a beast attempting to take her over in a Shifter’s skin, had ceased after Russian Hill. He would never wish such a horrific experience on anyone, least of all her.  
 
    She shook her head. “Those are gone.”  
 
    Well, not quite, she amended silently. The dreams that plagued her now were not terrifying like the nightmares before. But they were strange and weird — almost an extension of the nightmarish events from before, including many of the underlying emotions. In the newer dreams, she roamed vast plains at night, in an untiring quest to feel the bounty of the moon on her skin. There was a sense of relief and a kind of giddiness at the newfound freedom. Yet, under the euphoric high, she could almost taste the bitterness bubbling inside her — a burning hatred for the Chosen that had imprisoned and tormented her. She was all alone again, amidst the vast lands and silent night, except for the occasional presence of the massive bear. Once she’d believed the bear’s role in her dreams to be a metaphor for her solitary struggles, but no more. The animal was more a guardian angel than a threat. No longer did Tasia awaken in a panicked daze, her skin drenched with sweat and fear. Yet, the dreams continued to baffle and trouble her. With every hint that connected them to the previous nightmares, she found herself pondering each new clue from the dreams. She was an animal now, not a Shifter anymore. That assuaged Tasia —  anything was better than the torture and sensation of being overpowered from within. But the all-consuming feelings of grief, pain and loss in the dreams felt like an open sore she could not redress. Tasia, plagued by yet another dream followed by a sleepless night, was exhausted this morning. 
 
    “Your reflexes will be slower today” he remarked. “Forget the magic bubble, just focus on targeting me.” 
 
    But even the scaled down goal was easier said than done. With practice, Tasia was becoming proficient at holding her palms by her side when dispatching bursts of magic. Her accuracy with the blasts was improving too. But he was so superhumanly fast that even without the burden of weaving a protective bubble, she could not hold him off for long. As always, he was tireless, challenging her relentlessly while covering the breadth of the hall phenomenally fast. After a few attempts that left Tasia increasingly frustrated, he called a halt to it. 
 
    “Take a deep breath, witchling” he directed at her. “Change your tactics if something isn’t working. Your reflexes are very slow this morning. Take them out of the equation if you can.” 
 
    A tired and disheartened Tasia reflected on his words. 
 
    “In the woods with Nandini, you made very creative use of your powers” he prompted her. “Think outside the box. You’ve done it before.” 
 
    Slower reflexes against a superhuman. How do I level the playing field? 
 
    And suddenly, it came to her. Tasia closed her eyes, allowing all the distractions to fade away. His aura showed up bright in her mind’s eye. An unusual intertwining of hues that was uniquely his, different from the other Shifters. 
 
    “You’re using your magic barometer” he noted perceptively, defining it in colloquial terms. “Good! Here I come.” 
 
    That was all the warning she had. But fast as he was, it was easier to track him with his aura. Before, she’d had to adjust constantly to the fast-moving blur, correcting position furiously to keep him in her sights. But now, she stood her ground, tracking him in her mind’s eye though his magic. His extraordinary speed was negated to a great extent with little exertion on her part, to level the playing field. The first few blasts she directed at him went wide, as before. But Tasia checked her aim and corrected quickly. The technique she had to master now was different than before, for she was targeting him blindly and her previous hand-eye coordination was of little value in this scenario. But she wised up quickly, to patiently observe his tactics as he came inexplicably closer. And, readied herself, her magic at her fingertips, waiting for just the right moment to strike. Then, quick as a flash, she opened her eyes to target him with a blast. To her astonishment and joy, the spinning flash of denim and white ceased abruptly.  
 
    “You got me, witchling” the Alpha announced. 
 
    A spontaneous smile bloomed on Tasia’s face, exhaustion and frustration banished in an instant. “Again?” she asked excitedly, her eyes shining. 
 
    The Alpha studied her. “I’m not sure how to take your excitement at blasting me” he said gravely.  
 
    Tasia’s smile grew wider. “A student who rises to the occasion is a compliment to the teacher” she countered. 
 
    He inclined his head. “In that case, on guard.” 
 
    Suddenly, it was as if the dam had been breached. He was still much too fast and wily for her, but with a little experience under her belt, she was able to best him every now and then. She’d need to practice her lobbing of magic at an opponent while using only an aura to guide her, but tracking a phenomenally fast Chosen, like a Shifter or a Blutsauger, was suddenly within reach for her. Not only was it more feasible than tracking in the physical, this way she also expended very little energy in the hunting. In a longer skirmish, she would need to conserve her strength, so as to not tire herself early against a stronger Magick. If today had proved anything, weariness dulled all her senses.  
 
    At the next break, he strolled over to join her. “Your magic sense is sharper than your regular ones, much like the Wyrs” he observed. 
 
    “It’s the one ability I’ve never had to hide” she said slowly. With no cause to disguise it, it had become the only weapon in her magic kitty she had access to at all times. Thus, her sixth sense had been used extensively, enabling her to hone it. 
 
    He mused on her words. “If what you require is a Chosen aura to target, I could improvise something for you to practice with.” 
 
    A relieved Tasia, finally at touching distance of her potential, allowed her curiosity free rein. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    He gave her an absent-minded nod, preoccupied by the issue of devising a target for her to train with. One that would allow her to practice on her own and hone her skills. 
 
    “Do all Wyrs shift like you?” she asked. She’d seen him transform an appendage without shifting into his beast. It went against everything she knew about Shifters.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tasia hesitated, wondering whether an explanation was forthcoming. 
 
    He shot her a gold-eyed glance. “The Spell Caster blood changes my physiology from the others.” 
 
    She should have guessed that his other heritage would affect his Wyr genetics, especially if the Wizard magic in him was strong, Tasia reflected. For the first time, she wondered at his Wizard powers. Strong Spell Caster magic interspersed with his Shifter physiology would set him apart from both Wizard and Wyr alike. 
 
    “The ability to transform partially is unusual” she observed. He was not unwilling to talk about this, so Tasia indulged her curiosity. As far as she was aware, there had been no other illustrious Chosen in their long history with strong Wyr and Wizard heritage. 
 
    Raoul shrugged. He diverged from other Wyrs in two major aspects — it was something he’d been aware of all his life. “I heal and shift differently from other Wyrs.” 
 
    After what she’d witnessed at the woods near Portland, Tasia had had her suspicions about his unique shifting abilities. But his comment about healing differently roused her memories of other incidents. After the cage, he’d healed her in his kitchen when a scalding pot had blistered her arm. He’d done so with a mere touch and a quip about the Wizard blood flowing in him. He’d also admitted to using his hated Spell Caster magic to heal her during their first encounter at the San Francisco Nest when his outnumbered Shifters had fought to save her from the Vampires. Clearly, he’d inherited at least some magic from his Wizard mother.  
 
    Her eyes tangled with his. “Your ability to heal others is phenomenal” she said softly. This was uniquely Wizard magic. 
 
    “My mother came from an illustrious line of healers. I have some of that in me” he acknowledged. “But as you know, I do not claim that part of my heritage.” 
 
    You did for me.  
 
    Raoul thought back to the night they’d met at the leech Nest in San Francisco. He’d used his healing powers rather reluctantly to seal her wound. The bite had been bleeding heavily, the injury reopened in the hall while the Pack fought the leeches for her. His suspicions about her role in the magic, that had held back the Clan, had compelled him to break his pledge for her.   
 
    “Were you ever tested as a Wizard?” Tasia asked. 
 
    His brows shot together. “I’m the son of a Were-Alpha, witchling” he rebutted sardonically. “How do you think the Spell Casters would react if a Wyr asked for the fruit of his loins to be tested on the Magic Level Scale?” 
 
    “You also have Wizard blood. Did not your mother’s family …” her voice petered off when he shook his head. 
 
    “Her family disowned her when she chose a Shifter. They had no interest in a half-Wyr child after she was gone.” 
 
    Though he answered her questions readily, she detected a note of constraint under the even tones. It wasn’t anger or regret or even bitterness, but something far more complex. But Tasia ploughed on. He’d been patient, taking time out of his busy schedule to work with her. She wanted to return the favor. Inexperienced she might be on many matters, but no one knew better how to work magic. 
 
    She met his eyes. “You know nothing about Wizard magic?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that” he admitted. “There was a time in my teens when I toyed with realizing my Spell Caster powers. I read up what I could get my hands on, before abandoning the effort.” 
 
    He’d hinted at something like this before, she recalled, during one of their late night Embarcadero sojourns.  
 
    “Did you experiment with your powers?” Tasia pressed him. 
 
    “I didn’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “It’s not too late” she prompted him. 
 
    He was amused by the suggestion. “There might be little magic in me to make it worth it. I could be an L2 for all we know, witchling.” 
 
    “You’re not” Tasia asserted confidently. “Your mixed heritage makes it tough to read your magic, but I’d bet you have more power than a L2.” 
 
    “The point is moot. I want no truck with Spell Casters.” 
 
    She contemplated him, meeting his gaze head on. “You’re always telling me to make the most of my powers and to be creative with it. Who does it benefit when you refuse to use your Wizard magic? Not the Spell Casters you despise. They don’t give a damn what you do.” 
 
    The gold eyes widened at her words. “You have me there, witchling” he ceded, after a short pause. 
 
    Tasia pressed on. “You tapped into your legacy to save me.”  
 
    “Despite your reluctance” she amended, supremely aware of his animosity at being forced to work magic he eschewed to heal her.  
 
    “It was a one off” he reiterated. “But yes, I did tap it for you.” 
 
    Healing magic was the one power that even an untaught Wizard could call on without learning to work it. Some Wizards were born with more of the healing touch in their blood. It appeared that he was one of them. But without a teacher, he’d find it impossible to tap other latent Wizard powers. 
 
    “When there was no one to help you, ignoring it was the only choice” she averred. 
 
    A tawny brow arched fluidly. “Are you offering, witchling?” he inquired blandly. 
 
    “Yes” she answered, without prevarication.  
 
    The gold eyes blanked before her gaze. Tasia waited patiently. 
 
    “I’ll think about it” he said eventually. 
 
    “One last question” Tasia interjected curiously. “How strong was your mother?” 
 
    He said nothing, the gold eyes merely meeting her gaze. 
 
    “Surely, it can’t be a secret” she persisted.  
 
    “Nine” he confessed. 
 
    Tasia’s jaw went slack as she gaped at him. “That’s Guardian territory” she exclaimed incredulously. More powerful than Caroline Hamilton who was a very strong Wizard. 
 
    “She qualified for the Academy but in the end, decided to not join the Guardians” he revealed.  
 
    Another strange twist of fate, Raoul brooded silently. If his mother had left for San Diego, her life might have taken a very different turn. There was little opportunity to fraternize with Shifters at Wizard Headquarters or form any romantic attachment to a Wyr Were-Alpha. 
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     “I … I have no …” The voice trailed off as the flabbergasted leader of the Wizards in San Francisco fell silent. 
 
    Beside him, DiZeyla appeared more thoughtful than stunned. Like everyone else in the Pack Room, Tasia turned her attention to the Ancient leader. Roman and Nandini had just finished briefing David Hamilton and DiZeyla, bringing the two local leaders up to date with what they’d uncovered about Lady Bethesda’s machinations and ambitions. Tasia had a hunch that the GCW disarray, coupled with the threat Lady Bethesda posed to the Wizards, was what rattled David Hamilton. With no such dysfunction among the First Ones to contend with, his colleague and fellow local Chosen leader had accepted the revelations with more composure. 
 
    “Do you have anything that ties Lady Bethesda to the murder in India?” DiZeyla asked. 
 
    Though the question was directed at Roman, it was Nandini who answered. “She had my father assassinated, but I doubt we’ll ever find any evidence connecting it to her. She’s careful to keep her hands clean.” 
 
    DiZeyla contemplated the Indian Chosen, her expression somber. “Then, I’m afraid that what you have is not enough to sway the First Ones.” 
 
    A silent sigh seemed to blanket the room. The Shifters were clearly disappointed, though Tasia noted that Roman looked resolute. 
 
    Maartje stirred. “You don’t believe that Lady Bethesda poses a threat, DiZeyla?” 
 
    “I do” DiZeyla assured the Were-Alpha. “But only because Raoul says so. If he tells me she must be stopped, I believe it. But with the other First Ones, you’ll need more than his word to convince them.”  
 
    She shot a look at David Hamilton, still reeling from what had been disclosed about the past and the present. “Unlike the Wizards, the First Ones do not put much faith in prophecies. If your most compelling argument against her is a prophecy, they will not bestir themselves” she contended. 
 
    DiZeyla’s gaze swept towards the Alpha who stood by the mantel. 
 
    “If she shows herself, and it sounds like she will sooner than later, the First Ones will insist she be punished for her past actions. But they will not lift a finger to oppose her ambitions” the Ancient asserted bluntly. 
 
    Raoul, who had half-expected it, reflected on her candid advice. Roman Durovic was a familiar name to most First Ones. One day, he would also hold a lot of power in their world. But DiZeyla understood the Ancients better and he trusted her judgement. If she said their evidence was thin, he believed it. But as her words played in his head, something about them struck him — an astonishing contradiction.  
 
    “If the Ancients do not believe in prophecies, DiZeyla, why did they agree to the Council?” he asked. 
 
    It was common knowledge that the First Ones had never been keen to have a representative body like the Council of Chosen. The CoC’s greatest advocate had worked tirelessly to convince the First Ones for more than two decades before they acquiesced to its birth. Their respect for Faoladh had eventually tipped the balance for the Ancients. But every Magick was aware of the history — after holding out for a very long time, the First Ones and the Wizards had come on board only after a prophecy had decreed the existence of an august body with all factions represented. 
 
    DiZeyla smiled. “Faoladh, as you know, is very astute, Raoul. It took him some time, but eventually, he hit upon the strategy that he knew would sway us. The First Ones might not lay much store in prophesies, but they hold fast to the old legends handed down by the Forebearers.” 
 
    Tasia, whose father’s legacy was a thorough grounding in Chosen history, however obscure it be, was intrigued and astonished in equal measure. She was not the only one. The Pack Room audience’s curiosity was palpable. Tasia’s eyes wandered to the other First Ones in the room. Roman looked like a light bulb had gone off in his head while Nandini appeared confused. 
 
    “Old legends” the Alpha murmured, just as an astounded Duncan exclaimed, “Arza’Gor, DiZeyla?” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened. Arza’Gor was the birthplace of the Forebearers. Legend said that Arza’Gor had created the first Chosen, sending them out to live and flourish amongst the Si’ffa. It was also where the Forebearers were believed to have hidden the artifacts necessary to create a second wave of Chosen, if the first was ever extinguished by their environment, circumstances or the humans. But what did the birthplace of the Chosen have to do with the CoC, she wondered bemusedly. 
 
    “Not Arza’Gor, Duncan” Atsá chimed in, before the Ancient leader could. “DiZeyla refers to another, a more obscure, legend.” 
 
    DiZeyla was taken aback by the remark. As far as she was aware, this was guarded closely by both the First Ones and Faoladh. “You know of this, Atsá?” 
 
    The Were-Alpha shook his head. “I do not, DiZeyla. But when you hint that Faoladh relied on the Forebearers’ legacy to impress upon the Ancients that the Council is critical to securing our future, there is only one legend that comes to mind.” 
 
    David Hamilton roused himself from his dark forebodings to contribute to the conversation. “The legend of the Griffin.” 
 
    “Atsá and David are correct” DiZeyla professed.  
 
    The Shifters straightened and Nandini blinked.  
 
    Hawk asked the obvious question. “What does the legend have to do with the Council? Isn’t the Griffin believed to possess the combined powers from all Chosen — the embodiment of the perfect Magick? And thus, meant to unite us all by bridging the divide between the factions.” 
 
    “Legend says the Griffin will have the best of every Chosen faction in him” Nandini affirmed. “The Chosen every Magick aspires to be.”  
 
    “The Forebearers contended that a Griffin would rise to unify us if the Chosen ever faced the threat of annihilation” David Hamilton attested, attempting to shove his worries away for a little while.  
 
    As the Chosen faction that looked up to the Ancients and tried to emulate them the most, the Wizards knew all about what the First Ones held sacred. But Tasia, glancing around the room, realized that she had underestimated the Shifters. They might not be aware of the finer details, but they were not oblivious to the legends of the Forebearers. Like the mythical creature from Si’ffa belief, the Griffin in Chosen legend was strong, courageous, bold and would challenge the powerful monsters among the Magicks. 
 
    “Those in the know claim Faoladh convinced the First Ones that this particular legend was not meant to be taken literally” DiZeyla offered up the information tactfully, like a diplomat watching every word, her eyes tangling with the Alpha’s. He’d come to her for advice on mounting a successful campaign to convince her brethren. And DiZeyla was hinting at Ancient secrets as a favor to Raoul. “Faoladh persuaded them that the Griffin is a metaphor for the Council, a body to represent the best of all Chosen with ties to every faction.” 
 
    “The heart of a Wyr, the blood of a First One and the magic of a Wizard” Roman muttered, half under his breath. 
 
    But the Shifters in the room heard him just fine. 
 
    “Is that what the legend says?” Luis Beltran inquired in his mellifluous accent. 
 
    Roman nodded. “Only a handful of such legends were handed down, Luis. And the First Ones take them very seriously.” 
 
    “What role is the Griffin meant to play?” a curious Hawk asked, his eyes pinging between the three Ancients in the room. Like the other Shifters, he was aware of the gist but not the small print. 
 
    Roman glanced at Nandini, a subtle challenge in his eyes. Her lips tightened, the only sign of her displeasure, before she chanted the words she’d learned a long time ago but never forgotten. 
 
    “When darkness beckons the Chosen in a wave too strong to resist, a Griffin will rise. With the heart of a Wyr, the blood of a First One and the magic of a Wizard, the Griffin will show the way forward, so we may live to fight another day.” 
 
    As the Shifters digested this, Atsá expounded on the legend with an interesting tidbit. “The Ancients believe that there might be more than one Griffin in the course of our history.”              
 
     “The Forebearers promise us that as long as there are Chosen, Griffins will rise to remind us that we live a perilous existence and need each other to survive and flourish” DiZeyla seconded the Navajo Wyr. “And to nudge us that our differences are minor compared to what threatens us.”  
 
    The door rattled in warning before a young Shifter peeked in, his eyes searching the gathered Chosen. 
 
    “The Guardian is here, Alpha” he said.  
 
    Raoul gestured for the Wizard to be allowed in. Despite LaRue working with them and taking up residence in the Lair, to the Shifters, Jason would always be the Guardian. 
 
    Tasia’s eyes shot to the door as Jason LaRue strode in. Excitement swirled through her. Sienna and he had been closeted with Guardian Bergdahl in their new supplementary Pack Room downstairs. At long last, they were to discover the Oracle’s depiction of the future predicted by his final prophecy — the records they’d been chasing for months. 
 
    As the silent anticipation in the room reached fever pitch, the Alpha merely arched an eyebrow at the Guardian.  
 
    Jason grinned, a triumphant smile that lit up his good-looking face. “We have lift off, Houston.” 
 
    “About time” the Alpha retorted. “What does the Oracle say?” 
 
    “Trev made us a copy. It’s only half a page, but Sienna is optimistic that careful study will reveal details.” 
 
    “Where’s Sienna?” Hawk interjected. 
 
    “Downstairs” Jason answered him, before addressing the Alpha. “Trev wants a word. I said I’d check with you.” 
 
    Raoul’s brows drew together. “With me?” He’d steered clear of the Guardian at Duncan’s, reluctant to inadvertently put a spanner in the works. Raoul Merceau was a name guaranteed to bring a grimace to Guardian faces, if not outright rage. 
 
    “Yes” Jason confirmed.  
 
    Raoul didn’t take long to make up his mind. He had nothing against Trevor Bergdahl, a friend to both Sienna and Jason. Plus, the Guardian had kept his promise to Sienna, despite the ruckus at Wizard Headquarters. 
 
    Downstairs, in the tiny, converted conference room, they found Bergdahl chatting with Sienna. The Guardian sprawled in a chair, a big grin on his face, listening appreciatively to Sienna, who semi-perched on the table before him. As the two men entered the room to close the door behind them, Trevor’s grin vanished to be replaced by watchfulness. Jason plopped himself into a chair but the Alpha remained standing, his back to the door. Sienna directed a warm smile at the Shifter that had his impassive expression easing subtly. Trevor’s eyes flickered as he caught it. It seemed to ease some of his wariness. 
 
    “Alpha” he greeted the Wyr. 
 
    “Guardian” the Shifter acknowledged him. 
 
    Trevor glanced around the room. “There’s something you should know. Sebastian Thorne knows I’m here.” 
 
    Jason, who knew his friend better than anyone in the room, remarked. “You told him, Trev?” 
 
    Bergdahl nodded. “I told him that I’d promised Sienna the Seer’s interpretation. And that I didn’t see any reason to withhold it.” 
 
    “He knows the Shifters have access to it” Sienna murmured. After the incident in San Diego, there was little ambiguity about where she stood. With an array of Guardians as witness, she had backed Raoul Merceau at Wizard Headquarters.  
 
    “He does” Trevor acknowledged, shooting a glance at his old friend. Thorne had been his mentor since his Academy days, something Jason knew very well. “Seb didn’t try to stop me, Sienna. But he did ask me to put in a word for him with the Alpha.” 
 
    “What word?” Raoul asked. 
 
    “He’s been trying to meet Faoladh, with little luck.” 
 
    Arctic gold eyes pinned Bergdahl to his seat. “If the Guardians think I’m Faoladh’s secretary, I’ll disabuse them of the notion.”  
 
    Though the remark had been delivered dispassionately, Bergdahl sat up. This particular Wyr Lord was capable of playing beast and host with equal gusto. As he had demonstrated in San Diego.  
 
    “If you put in a word, Faoladh will grant Seb a few minutes of his time” Bergdahl said to the Alpha. 
 
    “Not Faoladh’s keeper either” Raoul retorted. “You have strange ideas about us Shifters, Guardian.” 
 
    “I was present when you ransacked Headquarters, Alpha” Bergdahl said quietly. They’d witnessed Merceau in action, as well as the long leash Faoladh was inclined to give the Alpha. “Seb knows Faoladh will not say no to you.” 
 
    Trevor met the Alpha’s gaze squarely as silence descended on the room. 
 
    Raoul could sense Sienna silently willing him to grant her friend his wish. Bergdahl was not wrong — Faoladh would award Thorne an audience if he requested it. But Raoul was disinclined to do any favors for the Guardians. Thus, he made sure to keep his gaze away from Sienna’s beseeching eyes.  
 
    “Sounds like Thorne wants a favor from me, Guardian” he remarked. 
 
    “Yes” Trevor admitted, without beating around the bush. 
 
    “Then, he should man up and ask me, instead of sending you to do it” the Alpha said coldly. 
 
    Trevor smiled, the first one since the Alpha had entered the room. “If I know Seb, he will. But when I informed him that I was invited to your Lair, he did not want to pass up the opportunity.” 
 
    The gold eyes studied Bergdahl. Until a movement from LaRue had him shooting the Wizard a glance. 
 
    “What?” he asked, his expression forbidding. 
 
    Jason raised his hands in an exaggerated gesture that professed his innocence. “Nothing.” He paused. “But since you’re asking.” 
 
    “I wasn’t” retorted the Alpha. 
 
    LaRue ignored him, to remark languidly. “Wanted to remind you that Trev’s an old friend.” 
 
    “You know, just in case it slipped your mind” Jason added irrepressibly, as the Alpha narrowed his eyes at him. 
 
    Raoul cocked his head. “I don’t do favors for Wizards, least of all Guardians, LaRue” he said. “You should know that by now.” 
 
     “Perhaps, you should have Trev remind you of my reputation, just in case it slipped your mind, LaRue” he pointed out sardonically. 
 
    “Up yours, Merceau” Jason said good-naturedly, flashing the Shifter a grin. 
 
    Raoul’s lips quirked. This time, he allowed himself a glance at Sienna, only to grimace silently. Bergdahl had done the Pack a favor, he reminded himself, even if it was Sienna doing the asking. 
 
    Watching the byplay, his eyes pinging between the protagonists, Trevor felt himself relax. He’d known Jason for most of his life and understood his friend very well. When Jason had walked into Wizard Headquarters to face down his Guardian comrades for the Shifters, Trevor believed that he understood the situation. The Guardians whispered that Faoladh and the First Wizard had an agreement, though no one had a clue what it was about. At Lady Esmeralda’s directive, Jason was working with the Shifters to further the Wizards’ cause. But co-operating on matters of common interest was a far cry from going up so publicly against the GCW — no matter what Jason thought privately, he was a Guardian and would never publicly question his colleagues. Thus, Trevor had concluded that Jason’s willingness to stand beside the Alpha, even in a confrontation with the Guardians, meant that his friend trusted Raoul Merceau. At least, when it came to doing right by the First Wizard. This was what had convinced Trevor to reach out to Sienna. He’d known that Jason’s actions at Headquarters had doomed any further co-operation from his fellow Guardians. So, he’d tried to help by going through Sienna, since assisting his friend was now a complicated proposition. What they had ignored before, the Guardians could no longer look past after Jason had stood by while the Shifters sacked the glass and steel seat of power the Wizards were mighty proud of. For all their vaunted magic, the GCW had been exposed — the Shifters had demonstrated that one enraged Alpha was all it took to bring down everything the Guardians had painstakingly built. Or, at least, when that Alpha was Raoul Merceau, Trevor amended silently.  
 
    “I won’t lobby Faoladh to meet your friend” Raoul directed at Trevor Bergdahl. “But I will let him know that the Guardian who gave us The Prophecy records has requested an audience for Thorne.” 
 
    Satisfied with the answer, Trevor thanked him. Sienna’s affection for the Alpha was obvious. The way she talked about him and her ease with the other Shifters made it clear that Sienna was comfortable with the Pack. But today’s meeting had made something else evident to Trevor. Jason’s alliance with the Shifters went deeper. Much deeper than he’d guessed. He had misread Jason’s motivations for his stand at Headquarters. Observing him with the Alpha made it clear that Jason not only trusted Merceau, but also respected him. Even liked the Shifter. This astonished Trevor but also calmed his wary heart. Jason was a straight arrow and the best judge of character he knew. If Jason LaRue liked and respected Raoul Merceau, then Trevor would speak more openly before the Alpha, even when it came to matters that pertained to the GCW.  
 
    “Any idea what Seb wants to talk to Faoladh about?” Jason asked his friend. 
 
    Trevor flicked a glance at the Alpha who was watching him, before answering his friend. “Something’s brewing. Closed door meetings and rampant whispers in the corridors point to it.” 
 
    A line punctured the area between Jason’s brows.  
 
     “It started when ElThor’s representative came to San Diego two weeks ago” Trevor explained.  
 
    Jason sat up straighter as his friend’s eyes tangled with his.  
 
    “He met with senior Guardians behind closed doors” Bergdahl said. “From what I’ve heard about it, he gave them an earful without even the veneer of diplomacy. ElThor is very displeased about what went down at Headquarters.” 
 
    “The GCW had it coming” Sienna attested vehemently. “What they allowed that Guardian to get away with is unconscionable.” 
 
    Trevor sent her a half-smile. “I don’t disagree, Sienna.” 
 
    Raoul said nothing. Durovic had hinted that ElThor was simmering, but he’d been unaware of the spanking the Guardians had been subjected to.  
 
    “Maybe, this is the kick the Guardians need, Trev” Jason remarked, the hope in his heart burgeoning again. ElThor’s displeasure would never be taken lightly by any Wizard. “They might finally be ready to mend fences with the First Wizard.” 
 
    Trevor took a breath, readying to deliver bad news. “If I had to guess, I don’t think mending fences is on the agenda” he said slowly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The GCW is preparing to call for a full assembly session. You should receive your invitation soon.”  
 
    “A full assembly” Jason repeated. All active Guardians called in to a session was a very rare occasion. “What’s the agenda?” 
 
     “Whether to call a new election for First Wizard.” 
 
     Sienna went pale and Jason blanched.  
 
    “Can the Guardians do that?” Sienna asked the man who’d given her the news.  
 
    It was Jason who answered her, almost absent-mindedly. “It’s been twenty-five years, Sienna. Based on the agreement the GCW made with Faoladh, they’re well within their rights to call for a new election.” 
 
    Trevor turned to her. “The Guardians are entitled to elect one of their own to represent the Wizards on the Council. Lady Esmeralda may stand again for the position, but she does not have much support within the Guardian rank and file” he said gently, aware of Sienna’s affection for her aunt. 
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    Hawk marched into the Pack Room, a man on a mission. It was late afternoon and Shifters congregated in the room, but he ignored the others to zero in on Tasia. They had a half hour before the team was scheduled to go over what they’d been waiting eagerly for since the start of the investigation — the Seer’s interpretation of The Prophecy.  
 
    “The supplementary Pack Room is free” he said to Tasia. 
 
    Tasia took the hint. She followed Hawk down to the newly-converted Pack Room on the first floor. Seating herself, she waited patiently for him to share what was on his mind. A week ago, she’d been keen to avoid any tête-à-tête with Hawk, wary of the questions her perceptive friend might ask. But after the party at Duncan’s, she was confident that Hawk’s desire to chat had nothing to do with her current quandary.  
 
    He closed the door to take a seat across the table from her. “Luis Beltran had a conversation with Sara.” 
 
    Tasia blinked, taken aback by the comment. It had been over a week since her chat with Luis. “And?” she prompted eagerly, hoping that she’d made the right call.  
 
    “She seems happier” he acknowledged slowly as if weighed down by the news. 
 
    Tasia breathed a silent sigh of relief. She had gambled by going to Luis — a calculated risk but a gamble, nonetheless. And she was mighty glad that it had paid off. From Hawk’s admission, it appeared that Luis had cleared the air with Sara.  
 
    It took a few moments for it to sink in that Hawk did not share her relief. Instead, he seemed uncharacteristically somber and preoccupied.  
 
    “This is good news, Hawk” she prodded him. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    He nodded mutely, seemingly agreeing with her.  
 
    Tasia fixed her expressive gray eyes on him. With a trip on the horizon, she wondered whether he was uneasy about his twin. Not a member of the investigation, Sara would stay behind in San Francisco without Duncan, Hawk, or even Atsá to watch over her. 
 
    “Luis clearing the air makes me realize how unhappy she’s been” he confessed, the dark eyes shadowed. 
 
    She studied him across the table. “Sara is strong, Hawk. Don’t underestimate her. The Pack might not come as easily to her as it does to you, but she’s no novice at this.” 
 
    His eyes flashed to her. “I thought things were better. She’s been happier since you joined us. And with all the guests at the Lair, Sara’s sort of gone under the radar for the Pack.” 
 
    “I’ve been here a few months” she said gently. “Sara’s not as unhappy as you believe she is. There are aspects of a Pack she does not enjoy, of course. But she knows how to deal with it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry so, Hawk” Tasia persisted, as he remained silent. “Maybe, in the past, she’s felt constrained by the Pack. But now, she has friends to let off steam with.”  
 
    Hawk sighed. “I know, Tas. But sometimes, I worry about her.” 
 
    Tasia could not blame Hawk — she shared his concerns when it came to his twin. But if the past few months had shown her anything, it was that sometimes, tough circumstances were precisely what pushed you to find the inner steel. Her time with the Shifters, challenging as it was, had forced her out of her shell. Sara’s experiences might do the same for her. Hawk’s twin had a very strong sense of self and how she saw the world and her place in it. Also, Sara was not alone. This Tasia had taken heed of. Sara might be different from her Shifter peers, but her Alpha, Were-Alpha and were-pack mates appreciated her for who she was.  
 
    “Occasionally, she might hanker for something different” Tasia contended to Sara’s concerned brother. “Who doesn’t? It does not mean that Sara doesn’t or can’t appreciate what the Pack offers her.” 
 
    A nudge here or an ally there could occasionally help pave the way for Sara. And that was what Tasia had set out to do. Now, she focused on setting Hawk’s mind at ease about his sister. Tasia knew what would strike a chord with him. Both Hawk and his twin were fans of their Were-Alpha. 
 
    “Duncan is one of the most perceptive people I know. When I first came to the Lair, who do you think he encouraged me to hang with? He said there was much I could learn from Sara. Would he send me to her if he believed that she couldn’t cut it?” 
 
    As she had known, her words did the trick. Hawk’s expression eased.  
 
    “Sara holds her own, Hawk, in a way that other Shifters sometimes have a hard time accepting.” 
 
    “She does” Hawk agreed. “This Luis business threw me off.”  
 
    Tasia’s cell beeped loudly to interrupt them. 
 
    She glanced at it. “Pack Room now. Sienna says they’re starting early.” 
 
    Hawk stood up to make for the door. “Luis told Sara he was in love with our mother.” 
 
    The words came out casually, and a gobsmacked Tasia almost stumbled over her own feet. “What … How?”  
 
    But Hawk had the door open and Tasia clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    He grimaced, ushering her out. “We’re still processing it.” 
 
    Upstairs, the Pack Room had been cleared of everyone except the team. The Shifter on sentry duty shut the door behind Hawk and Tasia, sealing off the room from the rest of the Lair. By the fireplace, Sienna, Jason and Duncan were gathered in a huddle around the Alpha. As the door closed, Raoul signaled Sienna to start.  
 
    But as they took their places, it was Jason who addressed them. “My apologies for calling everyone in on short notice, but this couldn’t wait. As you know, both Sienna and I have flights to catch in a few hours.” 
 
    Tasia exchanged a glance with Hawk, wondering what had changed. They all knew that the Wizards were scheduled to be back by tomorrow afternoon before the team set off for Europe.  
 
    “Trev … Guardian Bergdahl requested that we not make copies of the records and Sienna agreed to it” Jason announced. 
 
    The Shifters in the room took the news in stride but Tasia noted that the Ancients seemed somewhat nonplussed by it. 
 
    “It means we share one copy of the documents” Sienna interjected, waving the sheet of paper in her hand. “Of these, the only one of interest is the Seer’s interpretation. The rest is merely house-keeping by the Guardians.”  
 
    She glanced around the room. “Take this as a blanket invitation — you’re welcome to peruse it whenever you want. I’m never far from the Lair. And while I’m away, the document will be with Duncan. This way, everyone has a chance to look it over in detail.”  
 
    “What does the Seer say about his prophecy, Sienna?” Maartje interrupted, tamping down her impatience. To the Shifters, this matter had always been cut and dried, Wizard politics and shenanigans notwithstanding.  
 
    Sienna smiled. “I’ll read it aloud, if I may.” Neither Jason nor she had had a chance to peruse it properly yet. 
 
    She unfurled the sheet in a room thick with anticipation. Like the others, Tasia found herself on the edge of her seat. 
 
    “Three Chosen, sisters borne of the same mother and disparate Magick fathers, will make a stand that fundamentally changes how Chosen look at their magic. Fate will play a heavy hand, but so will another Magick, the catalyst who brings the sisters together to play their part in upending Chosen attitudes and mores held fast to for generations. The chetariki plays a pivotal role. As the custodian and the heart of the prophecy, she challenges Chosen status quo in more ways than one. But the threat to centuries-old tradition will bring forth powerful detractors who benefit from the old ways and find their influence imperiled by this challenge to Chosen canons. A champion will rise to defend the custodian and the sisters — a man compelled by the past, driven to hold the line and protect the future.” 
 
    Sienna’s voice died away but the silence in the vast room was absolute. Until Roman broke it. 
 
    “We hit the nail on the head regarding the rainmaker — the Oracle calls her the custodian of The Prophecy. But this is the first official reference to a Chosen that will defend the custodian. Sounds like Lady B called the role of a champion correctly in Portland.” 
 
    “There’s more” Sienna said quietly. 
 
    “Read on, please” the Alpha directed. 
 
    “Despite inheriting a rich legacy of unusual and rare magic, the sisters will be outsiders in their respective ways. Estranged from the Chosen in varying degrees until united together, only then will they reconcile and take their rightful place amongst their brethren.”  
 
    Sienna stumbled over the words, going noticeably pale as she read aloud about the sisters. Though she recovered quickly to continue on, Jason shot her a look that revealed his concern. Tasia wondered if Sienna’s emotions were stirred by the father whose notes she perused or by the words that referred to her in the third person.  
 
    “One sister will allow a family legacy to dictate her actions and shape her future, turning her back on her kind to fulfill what she believes to be her destiny. One sister will uphold tradition and embrace her destiny by distancing herself from her kind for love. And one sister will revile and hate the Chosen, going to great lengths to thwart her destiny and walk away from her kind.”  
 
    Sienna glanced up, her eyes flicking to where Duncan sat in his chair by the mantel. He seemed to get the message. The English Shifter strode to the Wizard, to take the sheet of paper from her without a word. Sienna made for the nearest chair to sink into it, white-faced and wan. 
 
    Duncan continued from where she’d tapered off, his plummy accent pronounced. “The custodian, a Chosen with immense magic, must overcome a complicated and troubled history. A White Mage, isolated and alone, estranged from her kind by circumstances, her path to legitimacy in the eyes of the Chosen will be a long and rocky road. In the end, despite the travails, it is her heart that will guide her to make her choice.” 
 
    Tasia drew a breath as murmurs breached the silence of the Pack Room. With the reference to White Mage and talk of a struggle to regain legitimacy among the Chosen, she feared that Lady Bethesda had a right to her delusions — that a calculating and manipulative Guardian, escaping her past and bent on consolidating power over the Chosen, would drive The Prophecy. 
 
    Duncan ignored the murmurs sweeping the room, to read on. “The champion, acclaimed and feared by all factions with a reputation for unparalleled power among his kind, is a man condemned to a life-long struggle with his conflicting identities and torn between his two realities, even more so than his brethren. To ally with the custodian, he must go against Chosen tradition and his own beliefs, rise above the past and his own history, as well as break his vows and every tenet he believes in. Undeterred by the challenges, he will set aside his prejudices to protect her interests, even at the cost of the code he lives by. An implausible, improbable and eye-opening collaboration, his alliance with the custodian will belie his reputation and conventional wisdom alike, to stun the Chosen. But despite the setbacks, misunderstandings and obstacles, the alliance will endure and help shed light on the mistakes of the past and the corrosiveness of Chosen tribalism and dogma.” 
 
    Duncan looked up. “That’s it from the Seer.”  
 
    Before the room could erupt, Raoul steered the post-mortem. “Atsá, what do you reckon?” he asked, putting the spotlight on the venerable, experienced and knowledgeable Shifter. 
 
    “The Oracle talks of five Chosen as critical to the events” the Were-Alpha responded in his measured and thoughtful manner. “The three sisters, a custodian and a champion to shield the others. The rainmaker, who he calls the heart of The Prophecy, is clearly a woman. My impression from the depiction of the male champion is that he’s Wyr.” 
 
    Elisabetta confidently seconded Atsá. “The two realities and the reference to conflicting identities, like his brethren, is a dead giveaway that it’s a Wyr. The Oracle is clearly talking about a Shifter’s beotan.” 
 
    From the mien of the other Shifters in the room, Tasia recognized that there was little disagreement on this. Nevertheless, she found the hints about the Chosen, characterized as the defender of The Prophecy, very puzzling. The Seer’s depiction of the champion seemed ambiguous to her, less straightforward than what the others believed. On the other hand, the passage about the custodian and chetariki was alarmingly convincing to Tasia. 
 
    Maartje drew Roman’s attention. “I’m confused by the Mage reference. Did the Ancients have a White Mage in the past?” 
 
    Roman shook his head decisively. “I have never heard of a White Mage in our history, Maartje.”  
 
    He turned to the Navajo Were-Alpha, a Wyr notable for his knowledge of the Chosen. “Atsá?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge” the Shifter confirmed without hesitation. 
 
    “Perhaps, a play on another Mage the Chosen know only too well” Duncan suggested. “If so, it implies a Magick who’s a mirror image of the notorious Black Mage.” 
 
    “The Black Mage is infamous for leading the Wizards down a dark path” Luis cited somberly. “What is the Seer suggesting here?” 
 
    “Maybe, that the custodian is a powerful Wizard who will lead her kind down a different path than the Black Mage” Jason proposed, with an underlying hope in his voice that was hard to miss. 
 
    Nandini, hitherto silent, flashed a glance at Sienna who still looked shell-shocked. 
 
    “Much as I want to discount it, it appears that Lady Bethesda has cause to believe what she does” she directed at the Alpha.  
 
    Raoul acknowledged Nandini’s remark but remained silent, his usual inscrutable mask unpunctured. Tasia allowed her eyes to scrutinize him, wondering what he made of the interpretation. Though he was hard to read, she’d become a little more proficient at discerning the small hints and cues. But for once, she came up blank. If he thought the Oracle’s words were cause for concern, he hid it successfully. Disquieted and apprehensive, Tasia held her tongue. Even Hawk, usually very involved in these discussions, was abnormally quiet, choosing to focus on the back and forth between the others. 
 
    “You mean that she is the rainmaker?” Simeonov said baldly, joining the conversation. 
 
    “And that Faoladh is the champion who will sacrifice his beliefs and go against his own code to promote her cause” Roman added gravely, quoting from the interpretation. “I have to agree with Nandini. This doesn’t bode well at all.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it, Roman” Elisabetta’s voice rang out vehemently in the silence. “Faoladh will never support the likes of her.”  
 
     This time, Sienna spoke up to add her voice to Elisabetta’s. “I don’t believe it either. There’s another explanation.” 
 
    “There has to be” she added, under her breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    Ancient history 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They set off for Europe late in the evening. Scheduled for a refueling pit stop at New York, the jet would then fly on to Corfu. The Lair had been frenetic with activity all day. Owen O’Brien, a Were-Alpha Tasia saw infrequently at the Lair, was to be in charge in the Alpha’s absence. Hawk, restored to his cheerful self, had grasped the opportunity to barricade Tasia in the Pack room downstairs and share some of the details from Luis’ conversation with Sara. It had struck Tasia how much old history was interwoven into Pack dynamics. The old were-packs from San Francisco and northern California had been folded into the larger Pack when Faoladh had created the new Shifter paradigm. And given that Shifters lived much longer lives than the average human, old associations, feuds and histories continued to live on in the new version of the Pack. In the afternoon, Tasia had lunched with some of her Shifter friends from Hawk’s were-pack. And been disquieted to observe fresh evidence of healing bruises on young Evgeny’s face. She was determined to question Hawk about it when the opportunity arose. Traveling with the Pack allowed them few chances to be private on the road. 
 
    They flew the same jet Tasia had taken with the Pack before. But this was a long haul flight. Thus, unlike before, the passengers all came with luggage for the week-long sojourn. Simeonov handled the luggage and Elisabetta assigned seats on the flight, grouping people in twos, so everyone could stretch their legs. On shorter flights, they tended to congregate around a few seats.  
 
    “This is nice” Jason remarked to Duncan across the aisle, stretching his legs out before him. “For once, I have nothing to do but show up. Everything’s been taken care of.” 
 
    Tasia noted that the seat beside Jason was empty. Duncan and Roman occupied the chairs across the aisle from the Guardian. Two rows behind him, Nandini and Sienna had been assigned seats, across the aisle from Hawk and Tasia. When Atsá and Maartje boarded the flight, Elisabetta directed the duo to chairs two rows in front of Jason.  
 
    “Welcome to Pack hospitality, Guardian” Elisabetta proclaimed suavely. “We aim to please.” 
 
    For once, there was no sarcasm in the beautiful Were-Alpha’s voice.  
 
    Jason turned his head to direct a grin at her and to Tasia’s surprise, Elisabetta responded with a smile. As usual, the Were-Alpha was impeccably dressed, without a hair out of place. Elisabetta was softening — at least towards the Guardian. It was hard to dislike the soft-spoken and equable Jason LaRue.  
 
    Beside her, Hawk pulled on his headphones to lose himself in music. Across the aisle, Sienna seemed immersed in a book while Nandini readied to take a nap. Soon, Luis finished up in the galley where he’d been conversing with the pilot, to take a seat behind Tasia and Hawk. Yet, Elisabetta continued to chat idly by the door with Simeonov. Outside, in the darkness, Tasia saw the headlights of a vehicle pull up on the tarmac. It was pouring cats and dogs. The Alpha strode out, in his usual jeans and tee, to make for the stairs, an overnight case and a laptop bag with him. There was a murmur of conversation from Elisabetta, before she and Simeonov took their seats across the aisle from Atsá and Maartje. Tasia heard the door slide shut and the lock click into place. The co-pilot swung into the cabin, his eyes on the Alpha. He must have received the signal, for he disappeared back into the cockpit.  
 
    The Alpha strolled forward, water streaming off him. “Strap in” he directed laconically, before striding into the stateroom. 
 
    Tasia checked her seat belt. She’d once been caught in the aisle without it. The Shifters mostly ignored the directive since their bodies could take a lot of damage. But Jason made sure to strap in. Curiously, it was Roman who drew Sienna’s attention to her half-sister, now dozing in the seat beside her. The Wizard reached across to buckle Nandini in. By now, the engines had come to life, their throbbing hum unmistakable. The Alpha strode out in dry clothes and damp hair to settle into the seat by Jason. Within minutes, they were taxiing to the runway, though it would be a half hour before they took off. 
 
    “Any news from San Diego?” Roman drew Jason’s attention across the aisle. The Guardian had returned a few hours ago from his overnight trip. 
 
    Jason spelled it out succinctly. “Turmoil.” 
 
    Tasia couldn’t see his expression, but the Guardian sounded resigned.  
 
    “The usual?” Duncan clarified. 
 
    “Hard to be sure, Duncan. Plenty of whispers about ElThor’s displeasure and rumblings of the usual discontent with the First Wizard. However, for once, Lady Esmeralda is sanguine about her equation with the GCW, which is good news.” 
 
    Sienna glanced up from her book. “Any news about a full Guardian assembly, Jason?” she asked. 
 
    Tasia wondered at the question. From what she knew, the GCW rarely asked all Guardians to come in for a full assembly. 
 
    Jason turned around to meet Sienna’s gaze. “My understanding is that it’s on hold for now. The GCW is rethinking the option.” 
 
    Sienna looked unaccountably relieved by the news.  
 
    As time trudged on, Tasia’s mind wandered, pondering the vagaries and mysteries of the Oracle’s foretelling of the future. A novice at prophecies and their interpretation, Tasia ruminated on whether the Seer’s notes about his prediction was par for the course. The Oracle was clinical in describing the main players, but skimpy on the details of the actual events. His hints about the custodian and the champion should help narrow the field. His clues about the sisters, ambiguous and sparse as they were, might prove useful too. Tasia guessed that the sister who reviled the Chosen was the one they’d failed to track down so far. To her, neither Nandini nor Sienna seemed to match the description.  
 
    She made desultory conversation with Hawk and ate a sandwich, pleased that vegetarian options had been included. In New York, she disembarked to stretch her legs, part of a small group to do so. On the tarmac, Elisabetta joined them to make small talk with Hawk, Sienna, and her, catching Tasia by surprise again. The gorgeous Were-Alpha was inexplicably softening towards her usual targets. But it only made Tasia more wary of Elisabetta. When they reboarded to cross the Atlantic, the lights in the cabin were dimmed. Duncan announced that he was making the documentation on The Prophecy available in the stateroom. Soon, Tasia and Hawk made their way to the room to find Luis, Jason and Duncan perusing the document in turns.  
 
    For the first time, Tasia had the chance to hold the Seer’s interpretation in her hand. To her astonishment, the note was handwritten, in a flowing, cursive but legible sprawl. Otherwise neat, there were a few instances of scribbles and cross-outs and even a tiny doodle in the left column. As she looked it over, it struck Tasia that the document had not been a hasty job. Rather, it had been crafted carefully, with attention to detail. The neatness and brevity of his notes signaled that the Oracle had put a lot of thought into the hints and clues he’d sprinkled in his explanation. It suggested that every word in the interpretation was pertinent and consequential. In a strange way, the realization allowed Tasia to breathe a little easier. If every word was significant, then the bit about the custodian’s heart guiding her to make her choice hinted that the rainmaker, whoever she was, would not plunge their world into darkness. Because otherwise, the chetariki had Tasia seriously perturbed, for the description by the Oracle fit Lady Bethesda to a tee. 
 
    Eventually, the Alpha, accompanied by Atsá and Roman, sauntered into the stateroom. And suddenly, the room seemed uncomfortably crowded. Though decently sized, the stateroom was dominated by a queen bed which made it difficult to move around easily.  
 
    “Shall we take this outside?” Luis suggested. 
 
    Roman chuckled. “Luis, my man, some of us don’t have night sight like you Wyrs.” 
 
    The Shifter’s eyes flashed with amusement. “Lesser Chosen will be shown the light, Ancient Lord.” 
 
    Roman grinned to acknowledge the hit. And, as was his wont, Duncan offered a practical solution without fuss. “The plane has enough seats in the back and we could turn the lights on there without disturbing the others. Might need a few minutes to rearrange the luggage though. Stefan stored it in the back.” 
 
    Jason and a few Shifters stepped out to assist with the luggage, leaving the stateroom uncrowded again. Hawk took the opportunity to peruse the sheet of paper at the center of the furor. Tasia read it over his shoulder for the second time, trying to make sense of the cryptic clues and tenuous connections. 
 
    When Hawk was done, he passed the document over to Atsá and met Tasia’s eyes. “It’s super vague.”  
 
    Much like the others, Hawk had assumed that with the Seer’s interpretation in their possession, The Prophecy as well as the path forward to check Lady Bethesda would be clear. Instead, he was left with more questions than before. 
 
    Tasia agreed with him. “Almost deliberately so, Hawk” she said quietly. 
 
    At her words, Atsá shot her a penetrating glance, before returning to his examination of the document.  
 
    When they trooped out to congregate to the back of the plane, déjà vu washed over Tasia. The flight back to San Francisco after the ransacking of Wizard Headquarters was still vivid for her. She could remember clearly how disturbed she’d been from the echoes of a nightmare, as well as her attempt to banish the blues by observing the dynamics between the disparate group to make a stand against the Guardians. She could also recall the collective consternation and shock at the Alpha’s bombshell about his past. To her, it had been one more revelation about the man behind the mask, and yet another clue to solving the riddle of Raoul Merceau. 
 
    Elisabetta joined them as the Seer’s document was passed from one to the next. Jason sprang to his feet. 
 
    “If anyone can interpret this for us, it’s Sienna. These are her father’s words” he averred. 
 
    Sensing general consensus with his sentiments, Jason ambled to the front of the plane to return with a bleary-eyed but alert Sienna. She took a seat, unusually quiet since reading her father’s depiction of his prophecy. 
 
    The Alpha was the first to break the silence. “Faoladh joins us in Corfu” he announced.  
 
    As the others looked startled, Elisabetta exclaimed with a hint of puzzlement. “To meet ElDarZin’s friend?”  
 
    Raoul shook his head. “He’s interested in The Prophecy. I was to send Faoladh the Seer’s interpretation once we had it in our possession. However, since we promised the Guardian to not make copies, he’s decided to come to us. To accommodate Faoladh’s schedule, we might spend an additional day on the island before we leave for Belize.” 
 
    Tasia was taken aback by Faoladh’s interest in the Seer’s notes. He’d interfered little in the investigation thus far, from what she knew. She wondered at his newfound enthusiasm for the records. For a Shifter, Faoladh broke the mold. He was a globalist — while his first concern would always be the welfare of the Wyrs, he did not ignore the larger quest of Chosen security and prosperity. But at the end of the day, he was a Shifter and they were not known to believe in prophecies or Forebearer’s legends or any other future portends.   
 
    Atsá redirected the conversation. “You’ve said very little about the Seer’s explanation, Alpha” he observed. 
 
    Raoul directed his attention to the Were-Alpha, the gold eyes thoughtful. “Trying to keep an open mind, Atsá. If the Oracle intended to lay out a trail of breadcrumbs for us to follow, he would have. Instead, he chose to leave behind veiled clues about critical events and significant Chosen. He’s done this for a reason. Until his motives become clear, the interpretation gets us no further than before.” 
 
    Elisabetta did not hide her frustration. “So, after everything, we’re back to square one.”  
 
    For the Shifters, this cryptic, obscure and vague interpretation was just another bit of theatre to match the Spell Caster stereotype they were all too familiar with. First, a Seer’s mysterious and perplexing foretelling had been locked up tight by the Guardians as if to suggest that the records were akin to state secrets. To compound the hypocrisy, the GCW had made the Shifters jump through hoops for the documents without ever intending to release them. In the end, the Alpha’s threats and Sienna’s connections had secured them a copy. But to no avail, for there was nothing in the Seer’s notes to help further their investigation. 
 
    “Not to square one, Elisabetta” Raoul countered. “He’s left us clues galore, even though we can’t make sense of them. Not yet anyway. But we have a map to guide us now, a blueprint with the crucial bits of his prophecy. As we dig deeper and events unfold, the blueprint will come into sharper focus and help us understand the big picture.” 
 
    Roman chimed in. “Also, for the first time, we can distinguish between what was foretold and how Lady B interprets it. This we lacked before, Elisabetta, and it hampered us. All this while, the Lady had an advantage over us. The Seer’s document finally negates that.” 
 
    Raoul glanced at Atsá. “You’re familiar with prophecies. How unusual is this interpretation?” 
 
    “It is shorter than usual” the Were-Alpha conceded. “Under other circumstances, I might say it indicates an unfinished prediction, one the Seer was not confident enough to interpret or foretell. But the Oracle was an experienced Seer, some say the best in generations. If he took the time to add his notes to the official records, he would not leave out any detail he considered critical.” 
 
    “Which suggests that we have everything we need” Duncan murmured. “It is now a matter of perception and insight.” 
 
    “I’d say so, Duncan” Atsá agreed. 
 
    “At least, this levels the playing field” Jason pointed out. “What Roman said — we know as much as Lady Bethesda about The Prophecy now.”  
 
    They were better off than before, Raoul mused. Whatever else was going on, the Seer would not jot his thoughts down on paper but leave anything significant out. He was in agreement with Atsá about that. It was more likely that blinded by fury, greed and lust, Lady Bethesda had misinterpreted her husband’s words, deluding herself into believing that his version of the future was meant to further her ambitions. The Oracle had asked the First Wizard to include him in the Guardian contingent for Chicago because he hoped to get through to his wife. To Raoul, it suggested that the Seer believed his wife had lost her way, not that she was playing a role fate had written for her and he had predicted. 
 
    “What now?” Elisabetta asked.  
 
    “We use the Seer’s words to go over what we have” the Alpha responded. “In essence, take stock of what we think we know in light of the new information.” 
 
    “What about the three sisters?” Luis prompted. “If we are to believe Lady Bethesda, the Oracle confirmed that her daughters would play crucial roles. But are we sure the Seer’s words point to Sienna and the others?” 
 
    “What do you think, Sienna?” Hawk asked the silent Wizard. “Do his words ring true for you?” 
 
    “Yes” Sienna affirmed, without hesitation. “The part about a family legacy shaping one sister’s actions and steering her to keep her distance from her kind is about me.” 
 
    Puzzled by the reference, the others stared at her. Roman asked the question. “What family legacy, Sienna?” 
 
    The Wizard hesitated, as if struggling for the right words. “My mother’s actions cast a long shadow on me all my life, Roman” Sienna admitted, meeting his gaze candidly. “Today, the Wizards respect the McAlister name because of my father. But in school, I was the girl whose mother had murdered ten Guardians and most of a Wizard Registry. The wounds were raw and my Wizard classmates found it hard to forget. Those early experiences shaped me enormously, drawing me to a life independent of San Diego and the Wizards.” 
 
     As a heavy silence descended on the group, Tasia was reminded of Sienna’s early days with them. Every ounce of Sienna’s vivaciousness would drain away whenever Lady Bethesda was discussed. She’d been better lately and more resilient since Nandini had joined them. But now, the old wounds were being scraped raw again and Tasia’s heart went out to her.   
 
    Jason, as affected by Lady Bethesda’s actions as her daughter, studied Sienna with an unreadable look on his face. “I can attest that Sienna’s time in San Diego was not easy” he offered quietly. 
 
    But this time, Tasia frowned. Something did not add up for her. Why would the Oracle invoke his wife’s crimes and call them a family legacy, she wondered? Perhaps, an overwrought Sienna was misinterpreting the Seer’s words. She glanced around her. The document lay slack in Luis’ hand while he listened to the discussion. Tasia held out her hand for it and the Shifter passed it to her.  
 
    “I wonder if Nandini recognizes herself in the Seer’s depiction, like you do, Sienna” Duncan remarked, adroitly diverting the conversation. 
 
    Tasia scanned the words Sienna attributed to refer to her, only to note that something had been crossed out before the term ‘family legacy’. She peered more closely at the document. But she could only make out the letter v. It had her concede that perhaps, Sienna had it right. Maybe, family legacy was the most delicate term the Seer could find for Lady Bethesda’s crimes. To the rest of them, the Oracle was a stranger. An accomplished, respected and feted Chosen, but a stranger, nonetheless. To Sienna, he was more. Much more.  
 
    “Nandini has a twin” Roman pronounced abruptly.  
 
    Something in his voice, a peculiar note of constraint, had Tasia looking up from the document in her hand. 
 
    “Yes” a perplexed Hawk corroborated. “The brother who leads the Naga.” 
 
    The others seemed to share the young Shifter’s confusion in varying degrees. But Roman remained silent, despite Hawk’s inquiring glance at him.  
 
    It was Atsá who proffered an explanation. “No one knows why the Chosen beget so many twin children. It is a mystery we have no explanation for. But given the Chosen’s struggles with procreation, twins are usually welcomed with great joy. However, history has shown us that twins often presage bloodshed and strife in some older sects where the position of leader is hereditary. In such cases, the birth of twins signifies an eventual fight for the succession.” 
 
    Hawk blinked, clearly taken aback. “Nandini is no threat to her brother’s leadership” he rebutted incredulously. “She talks to him every night, no matter where she is. Anyone can tell that she’s crazy about him. It’s like suggesting that Sara’s plotting to dethrone me. Absolutely ridiculous!” 
 
    “Neither Nandini nor her brother might look upon her as a threat to his position, Hawk” Roman explained gravely, his expression somber. “But Atsá is correct. Historically, sects have been plunged into chaos and civil war whenever the leadership is in doubt. If Nandini is close to her twin, she’d be careful to allow no such questions to be raised.”  
 
    “She’s upholding Naga tradition by allowing the first-born to lead unencumbered” Sienna murmured, echoing the Seer’s depiction. “Thus, embracing her destiny by distancing herself for love.” 
 
    “If that be the case, I’d say the Oracle’s words fit Nandini to a tee” Duncan asserted.  
 
    “That leaves the third sister” Jason adjured, pleased to note that the discussion, about the tight-rope Nandini would walk all her life for a beloved sibling, had roused Sienna from whatever doldrums assailed her. “Who The Prophecy hints has very strong feelings about the Chosen.”  
 
    “If I was under Monseigneur’s thumb, I’d revile the Chosen and try to alter my destiny too” Roman retorted.  
 
    Sienna looked alarmed. “Do we believe she’s a prisoner of the Vampires?” It was one thing to believe that her half-sister had been brought up in the bosom of the Lombardis, it was another to discover that she was a hostage of the Clan. 
 
    “She seized her chance to escape them, Sienna” the Alpha reminded her. “At the very least, she’s not a fan.” 
 
    Sienna subsided. “We have to find her. Because if Lady Bethesda gets to her first, it won’t matter if she’s the custodian or not.”  
 
    “We will” Raoul assured her. “Finding her and rousing the Chosen to the threat we face are our priorities. Everything else goes on the back burner.” 
 
    “Do we think Lady B is the rainmaker?” Roman asked bluntly. “I gotta admit, I’m having a hard time with the Seer’s characterization of the custodian. Isolated and estranged from the Wizards, with a tough, almost impossible, road to legitimacy in Chosen eyes — this is an uncannily accurate depiction of the Lady. The only contradictory reference is the White Mage. Lady B was thwarted in her ambitions of leading the Wizards once. Of course, she might yet succeed at it, if the GCW can’t get its act together. Otherwise, I’m not sure how the term White Mage applies to her.”  
 
    Jason blanched at his words. It had Roman apologizing contritely. “That was a tad brutal, Jason. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The Guardian shook his head. “Not the time to mince words, Roman. We’ll get nowhere unless we look under every rock and consider every possibility, no matter how unpalatable the truth might be.” 
 
    “You’re the best man to answer this” Duncan queried the Guardian. “What if Lady Bethesda came back from the dead and somehow, miraculously convinced the Chosen to forgive her past crimes, would the Wizards be willing to have her lead them?” 
 
    Jason did not hesitate. “It is possible” he admitted heavily. “The GCW holds absolute sway over the Wizards. And given their confusion and disharmony, I could see someone like her exploiting the chaos by promising to lead the Guardians back to their former glory. Assuming, of course, that she’s able to persuade them that she’s not responsible for blowing up ten of their own in Chicago.” 
 
    “In short, given the Seer’s depiction, we should not discount Lady Bethesda as the rainmaker” Atsá summarized precisely. 
 
    “It would be a mistake to” Jason seconded strongly. 
 
    “I can offer an alternative theory” Sienna said abruptly, startling the others. 
 
    Elisabetta’s brows drew together. “What?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Tasia spoke up. She’d come to the same conclusion as Sienna a few hours ago while mulling over the Seer’s description of the custodian. “Everything that points to Lady Bethesda applies equally to her twin.”  
 
    “Exactly” Sienna affirmed eagerly. “She has a lot of magic, leads the Wizards and finds herself isolated because the GCW refuses to share power. Essentially, estranged from the Wizards by circumstances. And frankly, if we talk about the antithesis to the Black Mage, Aunt Minnie fits the bill a damn sight better than her sister.” 
 
    As the others chewed on Sienna’s hypothesis, Elisabetta piped up tartly. “I like Sienna’s version much better. And I guarantee Faoladh will too. He’s much more likely to ally with the First Wizard than the murderous one.” 
 
    “There are other hints that point to the First Wizard” Sienna pressed her point. “If the rainmaker is meant to influence us to take a stand, I could be persuaded by Aunt Minnie but never her twin. Also, if the custodian is guided by her heart to do the right thing, that is not Lady Bethesda. She passed that point a long time ago.” 
 
    Jason sighed. “I hope Sienna is correct, because I want this much more than the alternative. Faoladh is already an ally on the Council and after her experience with the Guardians, I could see the First Wizard as a crusader against Chosen tribalism and status quo.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Jason, pinpointing the custodian is tricky business” Duncan mulled aloud. “Tasia called it correctly before — the rainmaker is the heart of The Prophecy, not the sisters. The Oracle lays that out clearly in the document. If she controls the strings, she’s the most powerful entity of the five. It means we can’t afford to get her wrong.” 
 
    Raoul refocused them on a different player from The Prophecy. “What about the champion?”  
 
    “He’s Wyr” Elisabetta restated confidently. “I don’t see what else he could be.” 
 
    “I agree” Luis seconded her.  
 
    “But do we believe it is Faoladh?” Hawk pressed. 
 
    “Prominent Chosen, feared by all Magicks, with a reputation for more power than his kind” Atsá murmured. 
 
    “Screams Faoladh to me” Roman declared.  
 
    “Add me to the list” Jason added. 
 
    “Duncan?” the Alpha asked the man he trusted the most. 
 
    “It fits, Raoul. But if Lady Bethesda is the rainmaker, I see no path forward where Faoladh supports her or lobbies the Chosen to forgive her for the past. He set the ball rolling on the investigation into her. Before him, there was no check on her. She had the Wizards running in circles every time they went up against her.” 
 
    “The champion will defend the custodian and the sisters from powerful detractors who support the status quo they threaten” Elisabetta quoted. “Nowhere does the Seer imply that anyone will be shielded from past crimes.” 
 
    “A fair point, Elisabetta” Duncan acknowledged. “The accusations against Lady Bethesda are very serious. It is hard to see how Faoladh or anyone else, for that matter, can convince the Chosen that she deserves to walk away scot free, prophecy or not.” 
 
    “If she believes that Faoladh will shield her when the time comes” Roman pointed out astutely. “It might work to our favor.” 
 
    “How?” Jason asked baldly. 
 
    Before Roman could answer, Elisabetta jumped in. “Lady Bethesda regarding Faoladh as her ally is good for us. Let her chase after Faoladh to persuade him to her side. Once she’s out in the open, he will crush her under his feet like a bug. Problem solved; I say.” 
 
    “Overly optimistic, Elisabetta. But yes, if Lady B believes that Faoladh’s protection gives her immunity from her crimes, she’ll make mistakes” Roman advocated. “Maybe, even break cover.” 
 
    Raoul said nothing for a moment. Faoladh had not asked him to keep the contact with Lady Bethesda under wraps.  
 
    “She’s already broken cover with Faoladh” he stated. 
 
    The statement had all eyes flashing to him. 
 
    Jason’s expression hardened and Sienna went blank-faced. “What does she want?” the Wizard asked. 
 
    “My guess — she’s frustrated by what she sees as his stubborn refusal to back her” the Alpha said. “Instead, Faoladh is the public face of the investigation into her.”  
 
    He shot Sienna a pointed glance. 
 
    “You’ll have the chance to ask Faoladh for the details when he rendezvouses with us.” 
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    Against the backdrop of a rustic cottage, nestled between olive groves and teeming with orange and kumquat trees, their host greeted them. The First One, his face weathered by age and the elements, invited Roman into his home in the Ancient tongue. Inside, at the table in the sunlit kitchen, they were offered the kumquat liquor Corfu was famous for. 
 
    “This is Raoul Merceau” Roman introduced the Alpha. 
 
    “He is Setik?” inquired their host. 
 
    “No, he is Wyr.” 
 
    Their host looked visibly astonished by the introduction. His eyes widened, to wander the Alpha’s face as if searching for something.  
 
    Deducing that the Ancient was leery of discussing Setik matters before outsiders, Roman hastened to reassure him. “You may speak freely before him, Andreas Lykaios.” 
 
    Raoul did a silent double take at the remark. Though the archaic language of the First Ones was as unfamiliar to him as most Chosen, it was their host’s last name that caught his attention. The name was a derivative of the Greek word Lykos. It was how many Chosen had once referred to the Wyrs in the vernacular. Only after the discovery of the New World, had the Shape-shifter appellation become popular among Chosen. 
 
    “As you wish, Eitirok’TorElnor” their host acquiesced graciously. 
 
    Since Roman had not adopted a Magick Façade yet, Lykaios referred to him as heir of TorElnor. The careful dance to avoid using Durovic’s name was a sign of respect to TorElnor who had anointed Roman to lead the Setik in North America. 
 
    “Has there been news of Spiro?” their Ancient host asked, setting glasses of the pale liquor before his guests. ElDarZin, like many of Corfu’s men of a certain generation, had been named after the island’s patron saint, St Spyridon. 
 
    “No.” “Roman shook his head, switching to English. “However, some new information about him has come to light.” 
 
    Lykaios nodded, his weather-beaten face stoic. 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him, Kyrie?” Roman began. 
 
    “The night he left Kerkyra, about twenty-seven years ago” Lykaios answered in rusty but fluent English with a strong accent. 
 
    Raoul, aware that Kerkyra was the ancient Greek name for the island, listened intently. He’d agreed that Durovic would direct this conversation. 
 
    Roman pressed their host. “You’ve had no contact with him since?”  
 
    “A few letters in the early years, but since then, there has been nothing.” 
 
    The Greek hesitated. “He was more than my friend, Eitirok” he said quietly. “He was my brother. If Spiro was alive, he would reach out to me.” 
 
    Roman contemplated the older Chosen. “Why did he leave, Kyrie?” 
 
    Their host sighed softly. “Spiro was a dreamer — a very good man but sometimes, he had his head in the clouds. When we were children, this did not matter. But Spiro carried the legacy of old magic in him. As we became older, I tried to warn him to be careful with his powers.” 
 
    “The Elders scrutinized his experiments and cleared him” Roman interjected. ElDarZin had never hidden his ambitions from his brethren. And the Elders had not taken their eyes off a Mage descended from a long line of powerful First Ones with a legacy of mystical magic. 
 
    “Yes” their host agreed. “But the Elders looked into his ability to create the Grail. I was concerned about a different matter, Eitirok.” 
 
    Both the Alpha and his comrade-in-arms waited patiently as the Greek First One seemed to search for words. It was clear the issue still weighed heavily on their host’s mind. 
 
    “Kerkyra has very old historical ties to Venice that go back centuries” Lykaios explained. “As a result, the Chosen also have many familial connections. When Spiro was first approached by a Venetian Chosen, I cautioned him.” 
 
    Bequeathed with a colorful history, the island of Corfu had been a colony of the Republic of Venice until the late eighteenth century. Part of the Domini da Màr — Venice’s maritime possessions — the heavily fortified island had been successfully used by the Venetians as a bulwark against the Ottomans who mounted multiple sieges of Corfu.  
 
    “The Lombardi Blutsaugers” Roman murmured softly.  
 
    Lykaios inclined his head in affirmation. “At first, it was only the Master’s intermediaries. But soon, Spiro was invited to Venice to meet him. All Spiro talked about was undoing the past to fix a grave mistake the First Ones had committed. He threw himself into his work, tinkering with the artifact he was building.” 
 
    Roman chose his words carefully. “This mistake he spoke of — was it about the Blutsaugers?” 
 
    “Like the rest of us, Spiro recognized it as ancient history — done and dusted. But then, the Master put it into his head that Spiro could change history. I told him that this was too dangerous to play with and that he would get his fingers burnt. The Elders had made the call a long time ago. Irrespective of what he thought of their decision, he should let it rest. But he was an idealist and the Master instigated him. Spiro believed he’d make the First Ones proud, regardless of the Blutsaugers’ motives.” 
 
    Puzzled by their host’s remarks, Raoul was nevertheless relieved that finally, they were getting some answers about ElDarZin’s motivations for throwing his lot in with the Clan. 
 
    “When did the Blutsaugers first approach ElDarZin?” Roman asked Lykaios. 
 
    “A few years before he left for Venice.” 
 
    “To join the Lombardis?” an astonished Durovic exclaimed. 
 
    “In effect yes, but Spiro didn’t see it that way.” 
 
    Roman, better versed with First Ones matters and historical divisions, was also puzzled by ElDarZin’s baffling actions. It was one thing to work with the Clan, it was another to join a Nest and throw his lot in publicly with the Vampires. 
 
    He tried to make sense of it. “What convinced him to go to Venice, Kyrie?”  
 
    The Greek answered readily. “He’d made a breakthrough in his work and wanted to test it on the Blutsaugers. In his letters from Venice, he said that he was making progress, though it was slower than he’d anticipated. He also wrote about meeting another Chosen, a kindred spirit who held the same views regarding the Elders’ long-ago mistake. He sounded happy and excited about the future and the possibilities. I was glad that his efforts were bearing fruit and that my apprehensions about the Undead had been unwarranted. Then, his letters ceased altogether. Eventually, I alerted SirekVin that all communication from Spiro had halted. He made inquiries and reached out to Venice. The Lombardis claimed that Spiro had left them. But there was no trace of him. It was if Spiro had vanished into thin air. Since then, there has been nothing.” 
 
    SirekVin, the Setik leader in southern Europe, had a reputation as a pragmatic and capable First One. Roman was confident that SirekVin had done a thorough job of tracking down his missing Ancient. It would be pointless to look for ElDarZin now. All these years later, the trail had gone cold. He was also inclined to believe that ElDarZin was dead. Andreas Lykaios believed his old friend would get in touch if he was still alive and Roman agreed with the Greek Chosen. Plus, the Clan would never dare to lie to SirekVin while holding one of his Setik captive. That would cross red lines the Elders had drawn for the Vampires at their birth. The consequences for the Clan, if such a lie were discovered, would be catastrophic.  
 
    However, there was a clue in Lykaios’ answer that drew Roman’s attention. “The Chosen ElDarZin met in Venice — do you know who it is?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it was a woman, Eitirok” their host answered. “From the way he wrote about her, Spiro seemed enamored of her.” 
 
    This time, Roman did not hide his rising elation. Here was the first hint that Lady Bethesda’s path might have crossed with ElDarZin. The Wizard and the First One were both connected to each other through their association with the Lombardi Nest. He shot a glance at his silent companion. In the depths of the Shifter’s impassive eyes, Roman noted the excitement. But there was also a question in them. Though he believed he knew the answer to it, Roman asked their host just the same.  
 
    “Why did ElDarZin believe the Elders had made a mistake?” he inquired. They were now venturing deep into a fraught issue that marked a dark period in the First Ones’ history, a tortured decision that had ruptured the self-proclaimed gatekeepers of the Chosen. 
 
    The Greek Ancient did not balk at the question. “Spiro said the Blutsaugers were First Ones and should be embraced as our brothers, Eitirok. They’d come from the loins of First Ones and it was our blood that flowed through their veins. Yet, the Elders had excommunicated the Blutsaugers, treating them as lesser.” 
 
    For a moment, Durovic stared mutely at his host. He wasn’t unaware that some First Ones held the same views on the Clan as ElDarZin, but he was taken aback by Lykaios’ simple and inartful stating of his friend’s opinion. 
 
    “Did he always believe so, Kyrie?”  
 
    Andreas Lykaios shook his head. “Kerkyra has a strong First Ones presence. And growing up, such attitudes were anathema. We have always supported the Elders’ authority. But when Spiro was called to the mat about his experiments with magic, he felt insulted. I tried to tell him that the Elders were merely doing their duty. Spiro had been open about his desire to create an artifact and questions would be raised by other First Ones if the Elders did not look into his experiments. His animosity about this would eventually have died down if the Blutsaugers had not reached out to him. He was vulnerable and they fanned the flames. Spiro was convinced that if the Elders could make a mistake with him, they might be wrong about the past too.” 
 
    “What about SirekVin?” Roman felt compelled to ask. The Chosen who led the Setik in southern Europe would never be in the dark about one of his more powerful First Ones. And from what he knew of SirekVin, the First One would have been proactive in handling ElDarZin’s views on the Elders. 
 
    “Like me, SirekVin thought it was a phase. He left Spiro alone, believing that he would come to his senses soon. Dreamer he might be, but Spiro was descended from illustrious Forebearer magic — he would never trample on his proud legacy. When he left for Venice, I was relieved. I thought living with the Blutsaugers would disillusion Spiro. And that he’d let go of this idea that the Undead had been treated unfairly.”  
 
    As the two men contemplated him, the Greek Chosen looked resigned. “But it was not to be. When I got your message, Eitirok, I hoped that there was news about Spiro after all this time.” 
 
    The quiet grief and sadness under the old man’s stoic demeanor compelled Roman to assure him. “We’re investigating a separate matter, Kyrie. But if there is any news of your friend, I will let you know.”  
 
    The Greek nodded. As the conversation drifted to common acquaintances of the two Setik, Raoul ruminated on what he’d learned. To say that he was surprised was to put it mildly. There had been no hint in all these years that some First Ones held views like ElDarZin. Though, like all Chosen, he was aware that the Elders’ decision about the original Vampires had been controversial and had divided the Ancients, just as it had caused consternation in the other Magicks.  
 
    When they stood up to take their leave, Lykaios addressed Raoul for the first time. “When I was a child, my pappoú told me a story I have never forgotten. He said that one of our ancestors had a dream. In it, the Forebearers came to him and told him that his family would one day assist the Wyrs with a matter pertaining to the past. My ancestor believed in the message so strongly that he changed the family name as a reminder to his descendants of what was communicated to him in the dream. Today, a Wyr is at the door of a Lykaios to ask about the past. This cannot be a coincidence. The Forebearers have spoken. You will find what you are searching for, Wyr Lord.” 
 
    “I thank you, Andreas of the Lykaios” the Alpha acknowledged courteously. “For your hospitality and for assisting us with our inquiries.” 
 
    Later, on their way back to the hotel, Raoul allowed his curiosity free rein. “Are there others who feel as ElDarZin did — that the Elders made a mistake a thousand years ago?” 
 
    Though many Magicks looked askance at the Clan and did not consider them Chosen, they were less vocal after the Vampires had won representation on the Council of Chosen. But even before the Council, the First Ones had been more circumspect about the leeches, less public about their opinion than the other Chosen. Now, Raoul realized that perhaps, the Ancients had been less vocal on this matter because it would signify disagreement with a decision their Elders had made for all Chosen.  
 
     “It is a hugely divisive topic, Merceau” Roman admitted. “Probably, the most contentious decision in our illustrious history. Even all these years later, words are not enough to explain how it fractured us. The Elders were damned either way — once the first Vampires had been birthed, no matter what decision they made, there was bound to be controversy. First Ones have kept their mouths shut about it because we don’t want our divisions to be laid bare before the others. But a sizeable number disagree with that decision. Many believe that we went too far by throwing the mantle of Chosen over the Undead, while others think that the Elders did not go far enough to support the Blutsaugers. The latter camp is a minority but evidently, ElDarZin belongs to it.” 
 
    Raoul had never considered that there were Chosen who believed the Clan had not been aided enough. “How were your Elders to support the leeches?” he asked. 
 
    “Recognize them as First Ones, for one” Roman said promptly. “Like Lykaios said, they are descended from us. There are First Ones who believe that once the Elders made the decision to grant life to the new mutated Magicks, they should have brought them under the umbrella.” 
 
    Durovic shot a look at the Alpha’s face. Not a man given to showing emotion, Raoul was deeply astonished by such views amongst the Ancients, minority or not. 
 
    “When ElBlodMagin created the first Blutsaugers, it changed all Chosen forever” Roman divulged soberly. “But for the First Ones, it felt worse. It almost tore us apart. Not only because we were responsible for what had happened as well as the decision on what to do with this new kind of Chosen, but also because we were shamed by what one of ours had done. No Magick must use his powers to create life — this is a directive handed down by the Forebearers all First Ones live by. It’s not the Supreme Edict but might as well be. The Forebearers’ legacy was never to be tampered with. It is what makes us Chosen. To have to admit before other Magicks that a First One had broken this important tenet, against the Forebearers’ wishes, disgraced us. The gatekeepers of old magic and the custodians of the Chosen could not even police one of their own. So, we closed ranks and threw our collective weight behind the Elders’ decision. And have kept our opinions about it to ourselves since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Under Tasia’s enraptured gaze, the sun broke free of the clouds, its rays skimming the water. The Ionian Sea gleamed, the iridescent blues and greens vivid under the sun. Yesterday, they’d arrived in the afternoon to a blustery day in Corfu. But today, after a few showers in the morning, the skies had cleared up. Now, their village was a picture perfect backdrop for the sun-drenched Greek isle images made famous by tourist brochures. On arrival yesterday, they’d driven north-east from the airport. First, through the capital with colorful houses covered in bright bougainvillea. And eventually, on a winding road that skirted the headlands. A series of small windswept promontories jutted into the sea, following the curving coastline. Tasia’s eager eyes had glimpsed secret coves and tiny beaches, far down below where the water lapped in undulating waves. Up on the bluffs, lone cottages nestled between cypress trees, while down below, tiny inlets glinted under the sun. Irrespective of the gray weather, the colors of the Ionian Sea had stood out. Despite her weariness, jetlag and the weather, the island had taken Tasia’s breath away.   
 
    Faoladh had arranged accommodations in a tiny village on the eastern coast, with Mount Pantokrator rising mightily to its west. Sandwiched between the mountain and the water, the village was cut by the same winding road that doubled as the main thoroughfare on the island. A jagged unpaved road provided access to the thin strip of pristine white sand at the bottom. Houses either sloped down towards the beach, or were seemingly cut into the lower slopes of the mountain to provide panoramic views of the water. The hotel had been placed at their disposal. Tasia guessed that it was busy during the high season. But now, they were the only occupants. The caretaker had handed the keys to Duncan, taking off after some cursory instructions about the property. Built into the sloping hill with twelve storeys of rooms, a wide staircase provided access from the street below. The rooms, three to a level, were built on top of each other, with balconies that faced the water. A riot of flowers bloomed around the house, and on urns marking the staircase. Midway up the stairs was a large roomy kitchen and common area. Assigned a room on the eleventh floor, with Sienna and Nandini as her neighbors, Tasia had been charmed by the spectacular view from her small balcony. The room was a studio with a queen bed, a desk and a tiny but decently stocked kitchenette. A table and two chairs on the balcony allowed for al fresco dining.  
 
    They’d gone to dinner at one of the two local tavernas that serviced the village in winter. Much to Tasia’s secret amusement, the Shifters, despite their otherwise superhuman constitutions, had been horrendously jetlagged. Maartje and Atsá had been the first to retire. Elisabetta, Luis and Simeonov had followed suit. Duncan and the Alpha had valiantly attempted to discuss trip schedules with Roman but had not lasted much longer. Tasia had assisted a stumbling Hawk up to his room, before accompanying the others to check out the village. She’d noted a bakery, a grocery and what looked like a handful of souvenir shops and hotels shuttered for the off-season. 
 
    This morning, she’d awakened to a clear day with a light drizzle and the sun threatening periodically to burst through the clouds. They had the day to themselves, while the Alpha and Roman conferred with the Chosen they’d come to Corfu to meet. This was their day off, for in the morning, Faoladh’s investigators were slated to fly in from Venice to brief them. After coffee and pastries at the local bakery, Sienna, Nandini and she had walked down to the white sand beach. The water had been crystal clear and warmer than expected. Resolved to attempt it again if the weather permitted, they’d walked back to the hotel. When Jason had suggested renting a car to drive around the island, Tasia had joined in enthusiastically. Atsá, Maartje and Luis had set forth for an appointment with local Shifters, and Elisabetta and Simeonov had excused themselves from the outing. The others had driven north through tiny villages teeming with olive groves, mimosas and almond trees, to follow a steep path along the upper slopes of Mount Pantokrator, stopping to buy bottles of olive oil and taste the local ouzo and retsina. Up north, Albania could be glimpsed across the water, a dark shadow under the pelting rain. Bordering the Iron Curtain, Greece had been at the forefront of intelligence gathering during the Cold war. Duncan had regaled them with stories about the smuggling of goods and peoples between the island of Corfu and communist Albania. Lunch had followed at a taverna with the white-washed walls and red and white striped tablecloths so ubiquitous to Greek islands. They’d gorged on marinated olives, cheese saganaki and bowls of Horiatiki salad, the Greek version of hearty farmer’s fare with feta, accompanied by fresh pita, tzatziki and a smoky roasted eggplant spread called melitzanosalata. This was followed by platters of grilled lamb chops with roasted potatoes, souvlaki and thick slices of moussaka. For vegetarians, there was gigandes, a stew of giant beans, and bream, a concoction of roasted Mediterranean vegetables. Tasia had enjoyed the glimpse of island life. Sienna had brightened noticeably, restored to her usual effervescent self. The pleasant interlude had been a respite from the investigation, as well as a chance to experience an ancient culture and some gorgeous scenery in convivial company.  
 
    By late afternoon, they had returned to the hotel. Armed with a thriller, borrowed from a basket of books for guests in the common area, Tasia had ensconced herself on the balcony to enjoy the panorama, while the sun played hide and seek with the clouds. As she stared out dreamily at the glistening water, a car swung around the curve of the road to stop in the street below. A man alighted from the car to exchange a few words with the driver, before starting up the long array of stairs that provided access to the rooms from the street. Curious, Tasia made for the edge of the balcony to peer down. The driver unfurled his long body from the car, to stretch his broad shoulders with fluid grace. The sun glinted off his tawny hair, turning it golden.  
 
    She stared down at him; riveted, as always, by the jumble of contradictory and confusing desires he invoked in her. Silhouetted by the sunlight, he stood alone, a golden-hued giant who made her simultaneously want to run for the hills and into his arms. It had always been so. Reconciling the strong and contrasting emotions he awakened in her had been a long road, but now, Tasia could admit it to herself. Looking back, she could almost trace her inner turmoil to the very moment he’d crashed into a darkened room to pull the Vampire off her. As she brooded silently on the incongruity of it, he cast his eyes up to the house. Almost as if he knew she was there, the gold eyes zeroed in on her. The thought had Tasia’s hand clenching on the balcony wall. From down below, he beckoned her to join him with a muted gesture.  
 
    He waited for her at the bottom of the stairs. “I’ve something to show you” he said. “It’s a short drive away.” 
 
    She acquiesced, to be ushered into the car. Backing out, he made for the winding road, heading north like Tasia had this morning. He drove for about twenty minutes until they passed a cluster of houses by a taverna with a handful of tables. Parking the car by it, he led her across the winding road to a gravel path that meandered down to the water. Nestled below the gravel path was a tiny pebbly beach. A large rock, flattened on top by the sea, perched by the water, like a natural bench to take in the view. An abandoned house, open to the elements, fronted the beach. The extensive gardens around it were overgrown with a tangle of creepers and weeds. Wildflowers rioted through the tangle, along with a few lemon and mandarin trees. 
 
    Tasia’s breath hitched. Pristine and secluded, the little beach was a sight to behold. 
 
    “This is beautiful” she breathed. 
 
    “I saw a sign on my way this morning” he explained. “A secret retreat, tucked away from the road.” 
 
    Apprehension assailed Tasia at his remark, puncturing her delight at the untouched stretch of seashore. On the way from the airport last evening, she’d glimpsed cloistered beaches and tiny coves nestled below the jutting headlands. Had he sensed her hankering with the uncanny ability he seemed to reserve for her, she wondered uneasily? This is what made the decision to follow her heart such a complicated proposition, she reflected forlornly. As if her father’s dire warnings about Chosen and their ambitions were not enough to deter her.  
 
    She glanced uncertainly at the Alpha, but he seemed preoccupied, a furrow between his brows as he stared at the water. It shimmered under the sun, the waves lapping at the pristine beach. With no one else in sight, the gentle sound of waves was only broken by the occasional car on the road above them. The water and the serenity of the tiny strip of pebbles beckoned her. Whether he’d read her or not, the Alpha had taken the trouble to show her this secluded hideaway, Tasia told herself. 
 
    Shoving away her unease, Tasia made for the water. Unlike the sweep of fine white sand below their village, pebbles dotted this beach. But much like the village, the water was warmer than anticipated for late January. With the waves licking gently against the shore, she made haste to strip off her shoes and wade into the sea. From the beach, the Shifter watched her silently, making no move to join her.  
 
    With the water swirling around her ankles, Tasia lifted her face to the sun, reveling in its warmth. As the rays caressed her face, the uncertainties and questions in her heart melted away, to leave behind jubilation and elation without any shadows to mar them. The horrific nightmares, that left her terrified in the aftermath, had waned. The dread of tackling a Wyr’s torment in a Shifter’s skin was receding. The strange abilities that had her question her sanity no longer troubled her. The Guardian hunting her relentlessly had been neutralized. And, for a few hours a week, her magic was allowed free rein in a sequestered hall at the Lair. She had survived, Tasia rejoiced fiercely, despite the challenging circumstances. More crucially, she’d accomplished it without offering significant concessions or any major compromises. For that, she owed the man, who paved her way, a debt of gratitude. At the very least, she’d give him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    When she relinquished the sea, to perch on the flat rock in her bare damp feet, her heart full, he was still staring at the water, seemingly lost in thought. 
 
    She took the bull by the horns. “Why did you bring me here?” she asked him. 
 
    “I saw your face last evening” he said absently, distracted by his own musings. 
 
    Something in the quality of her silence must have struck him for the gold eyes swung to her. “You doubt me” he stated, with a deliberate lack of inflection in his voice. 
 
    Tasia met his gaze squarely, hoping he believed her. “I don’t.” 
 
    He studied her, impassive as always. “This ability to read the other goes both ways, witchling. I fucking hate that you sense what I’m thinking and I know it makes you uncomfortable. But it is what it is. I have no explanation for it. Do you?” 
 
    Tasia shook her head mutely.  
 
    “Then, let’s not second guess each other.” He gestured around him, the gold eyes opaque and unreadable. “I wanted to give this to you. Can we leave it at that?” 
 
    “Thank you” Tasia acknowledged softly. “Given our schedule on the island, I didn’t expect to see much of anything, especially something this untouched.” 
 
    The cold eyes of the Wyr wandered her face. “That’s more like it” he murmured. “Gratitude, not doubt, witchling.”  
 
    Tasia’s lips quivered suspiciously and she hastily averted her gaze, to gesture at the water “It’s warmer than it looks.”  
 
    The Alpha grimaced. “Shifters don’t like water.” 
 
    The statement took Tasia by surprise. The Vampires avoided the water when possible, but the Wyrs were usually less squeamish. It seeped in that this trip to the beach was solely for her pleasure. As warmth coursed through her, Tasia’s eyes tangled with his. “You are right. I am charmed, and grateful.” 
 
    The gold eyes gleamed. “I’m always right, witchling. You should know that by now. But I’m pleased you like the beach.” 
 
    Tasia studied him. “You’re preoccupied.”  
 
    “ElDarZin’s friend told us something that has me thinking.” 
 
    Hope stirred in her. “Something to help trace his daughter?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, it’s about why ElDarZin was drawn to the leeches. I was unaware that there are Ancients who believe their Elders did not go far enough to support the Clan.” 
 
    Tasia was not surprised. The gamut of reactions at the original decision had run to both extremes. 
 
    Raoul noted her lack of reaction to his comment. “You’re not surprised” he contended, characteristically blunt with her. 
 
    Tasia hesitated, reluctant to open this particular can of worms.  
 
    “Roman can explain it much better” she suggested tactfully. 
 
    He strode to her, to perch on the rock with her. “Durovic has proven himself to me. He’s always willing to answer my questions. But this is a matter that has divided the Ancients over the centuries. Perhaps, even more so than other Chosen, since the First Ones were entrusted to decide the fate of the leeches. In their own way, they’ve rewritten history, so as to cast no aspersions on the original decision by their Elders. As TorElnor’s heir, Durovic is very much a part of the establishment. It compromises his perception of Ancient decisions and choices, to an extent. You, on the other hand, are an outsider. I’d trust your take on this more than his.” 
 
    Tasia said nothing.  
 
    The gold eyes bore into her. “Once, when we were strangers, I asked you about Spell Caster history. You told me about the First Wizard’s nomination and Lady Bethesda’s subsequent flouting of their norms. I’ve heard many versions of the events since, but yours was the least varnished and the best assessment of what really went down. Everyone else who told me the story colored it with their perception of the truth.” 
 
    I was not biased about Lady Bethesda, but I am about this.  
 
    Tasia wanted to say it aloud but reined herself in with an effort. If the past ever caught up to her, she would not put the Pack in the middle of a war.  
 
     “I must understand this to piece together the past, witchling” he urged her, as she remained silent. “Monseigneur stands at the nexus of both Lady Bethesda and ElDarZin. In her case, it is an alliance with a like-minded Magick to further her ambitions, but from what I hear about him, ElDarZin’s motivations are more complicated.” 
 
    It wasn’t just the investigation that concerned him, but Raoul didn’t share that with her. The witchling’s past was irrevocably entangled with the powerful Lombardi Master. Her mother had been the leech’s prisoner as well as intended, and her father had double-crossed the Lombardis. Monseigneur was not known to forgive or forget. The threat to her had never been greater, her potent magic against leeches notwithstanding. As more revelations about the past pointed their investigation towards the Lombardi leeches, he must make sure the witchling’s cover remained ironclad.  
 
    Tasia kept her eyes firmly averted and he employed a different tactic. “I could ask Faoladh. He’d be less biased than Durovic. But this pertains to the Blood Mages. I’m sure your father made you familiar with their history, witchling.” 
 
    This time, he got a reaction out of her.  
 
    Heart beating uncomfortably fast, Tasia turned to him. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    The gold eyes held her until Tasia felt she was drowning in their depths. 
 
    “You’re a Blood Elemental from your mother’ he said quietly.  
 
    Tasia wrenched her eyes away from his perceptive gaze. “How did you know?” she whispered. She’d revealed little about her First Ones heritage to him, just enough to keep him from being blindsided by the Clan. His formidable intellect had filled in the blanks, to arrive at the right conclusion. The dominoes were starting to fall. Tasia wondered whether this was a portent of the future. Her legacy from the First Ones went to the heart of everything that prevented her from pursuing any relationship with a Chosen. 
 
    “When Durovic talked about Blood Elemental powers, it struck me that the effect of your blood on leeches fits the magic” he answered. “You told me it was a legacy from an Eru mother.” 
 
    “Also, your ability to gauge the inherent magic in Chosen is uniquely Blood Mage” he amended. 
 
    Struck speechless, Tasia didn’t know how to react. She could not refute any of his assertions. 
 
    His brows drew together at her silence. “Shall I give you my word again, witchling?” he professed, a note of puzzlement in his voice.  
 
    She shook her head. “I know my secret is safe with you.” 
 
    The Alpha was not what worried her. Tasia had always known that their examination of the past would uncover more than just one unscrupulous Guardian. Given the Chosen’s long and bloody history, it was likely more buried secrets would come to light. But she had not expected the investigation to rattle her skeletons or come dangerously close to breaching her cover. Somedays, she marveled at the improbable coincidences. How ironic it would be if the Shifters and their Alpha proved to be both her salvation as well as her downfall. 
 
    Unsure what her expressive eyes might reveal to him, Tasia kept her gaze on the water. She must distract him from going down this path. He could be relentless when he wanted something. She had ample experience of it.  
 
    Raoul studied her, his gaze searching. This had puzzled him, since the day in the Pack Room when he’d pieced together what she was. Why did the witchling not claim her rightful place as a Blood Elemental, he wondered? They were powerful Ancients who could guarantee her safety from other Chosen. Yet, much like him, she chose to deny her heritage. Even when he gave her an opening to talk about it, her silence was evocative. He mulled over what he knew of the Ancient mother — her mystifying imprisonment at the leeches’ hands, Monseigneur’s desire to take her as his bride, the betrayal by her family and the perilous elopement with a Guardian even as the baying Clan chased after them. 
 
    In a blinding flash, it came to him. Perhaps, her eschewing of the Blood Elementals was not that dissimilar to his own disillusionment with the Spell Casters. The picture his mind wove for him appalled him. A past like that would inflict indelible scars, emotional and psychological. He wondered if the many betrayals were what made the witchling hesitant to trust Chosen. It might even justify her puzzling reluctance to admit to any feelings for a Wyr, he speculated. Though it did not explain her near terror at the mere suggestion of it. 
 
    He hesitated to push the topic with her, reluctant to pour salt on her wounds. But at the same time, Raoul knew that the stakes were higher now. If his suspicions were correct, the Blood Mages posed as big a threat to the witchling as the Clan. He must understand the risks if he was to rise to the challenge. 
 
    His voice gentled. “Will you tell me about the birth of the leeches, witchling?” he asked.  
 
    Tasia sighed, unable to deny him. If there was a chance of tracing ElDarZin’s daughter, who they suspected had a part to play in The Prophecy, the Alpha must understand the old divisions and bitterness that lingered on for many First Ones. Plus, he’d hit the nail on the head. Very few Magicks alive knew the truth about the birth of the only test-tube Chosen ever created. More importantly, even fewer would agree to discuss it with a Wyr Alpha.  
 
    “How much do you know?” she prompted him.  
 
    “ElBlodMagin, a powerful Mage, was experimenting on Chosen when he accidentally created the first leeches” Raoul responded succinctly. It had been such a long time ago that the Chosen had come to terms with it, despite their ambivalence about the Clan. But he was beginning to understand that while the other factions had made their peace with it, the Ancients had not. “There was chaos and consternation in the First Ones, who made the conscious decision to keep the other Chosen in the dark until the issue could be resolved. Eventually, an assembly of Ancient Elders reached the controversial decision to allow the experiments to stand and the Clan was born.” 
 
    “You have the gist of it” Tasia acknowledged.  
 
    He waited patiently while she struggled to find the right words to explain a turbulent period in the First Ones’ history. 
 
    “Once upon a time, there were two brothers — Blood Elemental twins” Tasia began, going back to the origins of the tale. “Some say the most powerful Blood Mages in the long history of the Chosen. They called themselves BlodMaginEti and BlodMaginTuo.” 
 
    “Blood Mage one and two” Raoul murmured. 
 
    “Yes” she affirmed. “Inseparable and popular, they were slated to be future leaders and influencers of the Chosen. Until a rift drove them apart. Some say it was a woman — a Mage both brothers fell in love with. Whatever the cause, the brothers became estranged for the first time in their lives. At first, it was a raging but private feud. But when one brother won the woman’s heart, it became open warfare. They feuded over everything — their powers, their work and even their Magick Facades. They were no longer eager for posterity to remember them as the Blood Elemental twins, but rather each laid claim to the appellation ElBlodMagin — the Blood Mage. For a few years, the feud simmered at a low boil. One brother married and moved on but the other seethed in silence, throwing himself into his work to prove that he was the better Mage.”  
 
    “When news first trickled in that a new kind of Chosen had been forged by a Blood Mage, the married brother was furious. This went against the code the Blood Elementals had lived by since the beginning. An unwritten rule the First Ones all understood. The Forebearers, in their wisdom, had created the perfect equilibrium between the Chosen. Designing more would bring this fine balance crashing down. It might even affect the Supreme Edict by revealing our presence to the Si’ffa. As they woke up to the crisis, the First Ones started asking the hard questions. The Blood Mage responsible for the Blutsaugers claimed that it was an accident — he’d never set out to create a different Magick. But many First Ones were skeptical of his claims. The most vociferous amongst them was his twin who insisted that such an undertaking was impossible without many failures and repeated experiments — thus, the Blutsaugers could not be an accident. The Blood Elementals started taking sides, especially after rumors spread that the Elders were contemplating a collective punishment for the transgression of one. Eventually, in a contentious session, the Elders voted to allow the creation of the Blutsaugers to stand. But they also enacted a new law that outlawed any experimentation on or manipulation of Chosen magic. They called it the Magic Directive and made the punishment akin to violating the Supreme Edict — death. Since the Primogeniture Canons are the only Chosen tenets to be handed down from generation to generation, albeit orally, the Magic Directive was amended to it.” 
 
    “In effect, the Mage that created the Clan won” Raoul murmured pensively. “When it came down to it, the Elders could not bring themselves to condemn the leeches for a crime they had no hand in. Perhaps, their Mage creator had been counting on the very thing.”   
 
    This was exactly what many First Ones claimed, Tasia knew.  
 
    “Their creator declared himself ElBlodMagin, infuriating his twin even more” she explained. “The twin continued to proclaim that the only reason his brother had birthed the Vampires was to grow his following, because the Blutsaugers possess little magic of consequence.” 
 
    “Yes, the leeches have only one advantage over other Chosen” he adjured thoughtfully. “They can populate much faster than others, given our fertility issues and falling birth rates.” 
 
    “The Elders established a framework for the Vampires — their rate of converting new members is capped and they’re not allowed to turn Chosen, only Si’ffa” Tasia said. “This was to ensure that Chosen magic is not accidently brought into the Blutsauger bloodline.” 
 
    Raoul’s brow furrowed. “But the original leeches had been Chosen before the experiments?” 
 
    “Yes” Tasia confirmed. “All recruited from the First Ones.”  
 
    “In a sense, the horse had already left the barn” he pointed out. 
 
    Tasia did not disagree with him. Similar arguments had been made a thousand years ago, but in the end, the Elders had not been able to sentence Chosen to death for simply agreeing to participate in a successful experiment.  
 
    “The guiding principles laid down for the newly created Blutsaugers were not codified, like much of the guidelines for Magicks” she cited. “The thinking was that if the Elders recognized them as Chosen, the Vampires must be treated like the others. Barring the Supreme Edict, our laws are all unwritten but vigorously enforced.”  
 
    Raoul chewed on what he had learned, only to note the contradictions.  
 
    “The Magic Directive put the other Blood Elementals on notice — no experimentation like ElBlodMagin would be countenanced and the punishment for any breach would be fatal” he averred, as the irony of the old decision, and the outrage and damage arising from it, struck Raoul anew. “While the Mage responsible for the actual infarction got away scot-free.”  
 
    “The Elders’ decision nearly tore the First Ones apart” Tasia attested soberly. “But for the Blood Elementals, it was much more personal. They were bitter and resentful, especially at the other First Ones for the unfair and unwarranted treatment of them.”  
 
    “But that wasn’t the end of it?” he enumerated, reminded of her proclamation from before. “You said there was a war.” The injustice would be hard to swallow for the Blood Mages, Raoul recognized. It would take a few generations for the wounds to heal.  
 
    Tasia hesitated infinitesimally, as if choosing her words. If he noticed it, he did not let on. 
 
    “After the Elders’ decision, the Blutsaugers claimed that the Mage, who’d disagreed the most vehemently with the verdict to allow them life, had broken the new Magic Directive. They alleged that ElBlodMagin’s twin had tampered with Blood Elemental bloodlines to create Mages with the power to exterminate the Clan.” 
 
    The Alpha’s brows drew together. “Had he?” he inquired. For the Blood Elementals, already enraged at the bias of the Elders’ decision, such an accusation would only add more kindling to the fire. 
 
    Tasia shrugged. “The Elders found no evidence of it, but the Clan went to war with the Blood Elementals anyway. There were few Vampires then and the Blood Mages were too powerful for them. The Elders stepped in, to smooth things over and broker an uneasy peace between the two brothers.” 
 
    “That precarious peace has held for a thousand years” he spelled out. 
 
    “Of sorts” she acknowledged. Tasia did not contradict him. On the surface, since the brokered peace, the Clan and the Blood Mages had not descended into public strife. “There is détente on both sides.”  
 
    “The leeches fear the Blood Mages” Raoul mused aloud. “They don’t have ElBlodMagin to protect them anymore.” 
 
    “But given their respective numbers today, the Blood Elementals would be obliterated in any confrontation with the Vampires” Tasia proffered the counter to his argument. “Hence, the détente.” 
 
    Raoul ruminated on the events of the fraught past. The Elders’ decision had been imperfect, a compromise to a warped situation that continued to fester for those it affected the most. Durovic had implied that ElDarZin’s views were in the minority among the First Ones. But clearly, the Ancients had not yet come to grips with the compromise made a thousand years ago. Raoul wondered anew how the leeches had won a seat at the Council of Chosen. He must ask Faoladh about it, he determined. Before the Council, the murmurs against the Clan had been more vocal and their ostracism by the other Chosen almost complete.  
 
    While he pondered the old controversy, Tasia watched the gentle waves break against the pebbles. Unlike a majority of the Chosen, the Elders’ choices affected her personally, impinging on her past, influencing her present and affecting her future. It was a decision she lived with every day. But she was determined to shove the dour thoughts away for just a little while. Having indulged his curiosity, all she wanted was to bask in this perfect hideaway the Alpha had gifted her. The horizon over the water showed the first hint of crimson, a sign of the approaching sunset. The little stretch of beach was as serene as before, though Tasia took note of the increasing birdcalls as they readied for sundown.  
 
    “It can be very liberating if no one lays down the rules” the Alpha asserted cryptically, to break the silence.  
 
    A startled Tasia turned to him, confused by the remark. 
 
    “If you’re neither Blood Mage nor Wizard, you’re free to follow your own path” he expanded. “Unfettered in choosing your destiny, instead of being bracketed by the rules of the faction.” 
 
    “Is that how you see it?” Tasia asked. She’d never perceived her fate as any kind of emancipation. Instead, it felt like she had no say in her life — with her destiny set in stone even before her birth. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’d be miserable as a Spell Caster, even if they accepted me into the fold. It was never a real choice for me. A Pack, on the other hand, gives me a certain freedom.” 
 
    Tasia huffed. “When you’re the Alpha Protector, you make your own rules” she retorted. “Sara has to live with the ones others make for her. No different than the Wizards or Blood Elementals. Or anyone else.” 
 
    “True” he accepted her argument. “But we’re not talking of the average Magick. Your power separates you from the herd, even as it comes with a choice. If you reveal your true face to our world, you’ll be inducted into the privileged club that makes the rules others must follow. But without your camouflage, you’d also be forever looking over your shoulder for someone wanting a piece of you.” 
 
    Tasia said nothing. He was right — a stark choice confronted her. But the irony was that it was not really up to her to pick her path. That had been decided for her by an unholy bargain much before she was born.  
 
    “There is always a price to pay, witchling” he reiterated his point. “The opportunity to dictate my own destiny comes with a cost. I may be challenged at any time by a Wyr who thinks he can take me out. Alpha Protectors are constantly under threat in the Shifter world.” 
 
    As the implications of his assertion sank in, Tasia studied him. Clearly, the prospect didn’t worry him. But his words reminded her of another likelihood that disquieted her. Since he’d opened this can of worms by talking about choices made and paths not taken, she decided to be equally candid. 
 
    “For someone with such pearls of wisdom, you don’t heed your own advice” she proclaimed. 
 
    If she’d expected to surprise him, she was disappointed. He merely looked intrigued. 
 
    “Which one?” the Alpha asked her. 
 
    “You have upwards of L9 magic flowing through your veins. Yet, you refuse it.” 
 
    His brows shot together, more curious than anything. “Why is this so important to you, witchling?” 
 
    Tasia girded herself. “Why is it not important to you?” she challenged him. “The relentless instructor who commands me to be ruthless, change tactics when they’re not working and deploy every weapon at my disposal wants nothing to do with his rightful legacy. What is he afraid of?” 
 
    The gold eyes flared at her provocative words but Tasia held her nerve, refusing to back down. To her astonishment, he let out a chuckle.  
 
    “Goading me will not work” he contended. “But it does make me wonder.” 
 
    Something, a shadow or a flicker, in the depths of the gold eyes had Tasia rearing back from him in outrage. “You’re trying to read me?” she accused him.  
 
    He was unperturbed. “Nothing’s stopping you from turning the tables on me, witchling. You’ve roused my curiosity.” 
 
    “This is unfair” she cried angrily. 
 
    “No different than using my Spell Caster magic. You want me to use every advantage I have. This falls well within your parameters.” 
 
    Before a speechless Tasia could remonstrate further, the gold eyes flashed with sudden comprehension. “You’re afraid” he muttered, taken aback by the conclusion. 
 
    For Tasia, his declaration invoked her moment of weakness at the Embarcadero, the only time she’d come close to breaking down before him. Tasia closed her mouth, to swallow her retort. Her chin went up.  
 
    “I’m not afraid” she spit out the words defiantly. 
 
    At first, he didn’t react, seemingly mulling over his own thoughts.  
 
    “Not for yourself, witchling, but for me” Raoul said slowly, savoring each word. 
 
    Unable to offer a riposte or counter his statement, her eyes skittered away from his. 
 
    Silence descended on the secluded hideout with the lone visitors. Tasia, who had no intention of making any such admission to him, stayed stubbornly mute. She’d done her part in pointing out the flaw in his perplexing and incomprehensible choice to not tap the magic he had been born with. If the big bad Alpha refused to listen to reason, she would not press him anymore. She had been the lone witness to his unbelievable strength and immense resilience in the cage against his own instincts, the poison of the silver and his resurgent beast. And she’d seen him in action against the Nest in San Francisco, the psychotic Vampire Mistress and even the Guardians on their own turf in San Diego. Tasia knew his reputation was no fluke. Yet, she had pushed the issue because, while he might strike terror in Chosen hearts, he was still a Wyr. It limited his powers when he went up against heavyweights like an Archmage.  
 
    She sensed his eyes on her, but Tasia kept her gaze firmly on the water, refusing to meet his. He was the first to break the charged silence between them. 
 
    “How about a deal, witchling?” he proposed. “Admit why you’re so insistent about my Spell Caster powers and I’ll agree to not waste them.” 
 
    Tasia grit her teeth but refused to give him an inch. 
 
     “It’s a fair compromise” he cajoled her softly. “All you have to do is tell me why.” 
 
    She turned to him, furious now. “Why is it my job to save you from your worst instincts?” 
 
    The arctic gold eyes did not soften an iota. “Not your job, but it is gratifying that you want to.” 
 
    Tasia felt her anger draining away, as quickly as it had surged through her. This arrogant man should be allowed some latitude for meaning well, she told herself.  
 
    She faced him head on, with the same fearlessness with which she’d tackled his loss of control in the cage. “You’re gearing up to confront the army Lady Bethesda has been raising for two decades. We don’t know who it includes but Monseigneur is involved. As is a Mage the likes of ElDarZin, investigated by the Elders for trying to devise an artifact powerful enough to rival what the Forebearers left behind. Now, there are hints that a Deadly, with the power to crush a building, might be embroiled too. You have magic in you waiting to be tapped. Why let your inheritance go to waste?”  
 
    She paused for breath but he did not interject. “I’m to use every means to survive when separated from the Pack” Tasia reminded him softly, holding his gaze. “But it doesn’t apply to you?” 
 
    The gold eyes did not waver. Tasia waited, wondering whether she’d made her case. 
 
    “Alright” he conceded, almost conversationally. “At our next session in the Lair, teach me about this inheritance.”  
 
    Tasia, gearing up to make an impassioned case, was floored by his prosaic proclamation.  
 
    “For future reference, witchling” he continued in the same refrain, as if it was every day that he agreed to embrace his abhorred Spell Caster birthright. “If you’d told me you were worried about me, I’d have been more receptive to the idea.” 
 
    Joy and pleasure unfurled in the pit of her stomach, their tendrils threading though her. She had so much to be thankful for. This secluded and pristine Greek idyll, with the sun glinting off the iridescent water and the sound of silence enveloping her. And the intractable, reserved and ferocious Wyr by her side, who’d just agreed to tap into a legacy he loathed, ostensibly to set her mind at ease. As the sun slid down over the horizon to leave colorful streaks in the sky, the possibilities seemed endless to Tasia. In this moment stolen from time, nothing was impossible, no circumstance too tangled to overcome and no history too contentious to surpass. Tasia laughed aloud, unfettered and joyous; the echoes bouncing off the water to scatter over it. The future beckoned her, bright without the thorns strewn in her path. 
 
    Almost euphoric, Tasia jumped up from the rock, wanting to savor the water one last time before this interlude came to its inevitable end. She turned to the inscrutable man beside her, her eyes shining. 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat. I’m just glad you won’t waste your magic” she directed at the Alpha. 
 
    His hand snaked out to clasp her wrist, holding her back before she could run to the water. “It’s what floats yours that interests me, witchling” he said huskily. 
 
    And just like that, the air charged up between them, seething with unspoken declarations, unfulfilled wishes and raging desires. It had always been so between them. A touch, a word or a look enough to ignite the air and kindle passions, allowing their considerable differences to recede into the background. The gold eyes held her captive, the fire in their depths stoking a similar flame in her. For once, Tasia did not want to deny him. Or herself. Not here and not today.  
 
    The noise from a motorcycle, on the curving road above them, shattered the cocoon of intimacy that held them in thrall. His gaze flickered towards the road. And Tasia’s eyes followed his. Up on the headland, lights twinkled in the cluster of cottages by their car. The taverna was waking up to serve dinner, as the sun set over the Ionian Sea. An impulse, so strong she found it difficult to shake off, seized Tasia. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asked him, before she could lose her nerve. 
 
    His reaction was everything Tasia could have asked for. The palm, that clasped her wrist, whipped away and he went utterly still, heavy eyelids descending over the gold eyes to screen their depths. Such a response from the ferociously controlled Alpha was gratifying. But as the seconds ticked by in silence, the first doubts assailed her. Tasia shoved them away determinedly. 
 
    He stood up to face her, the impassive gold eyes meeting her gaze. They stared at each other, silhouetted by the setting sun and soothed by the lullaby of lapping waves.  
 
    “I’m always hungry” he said.  
 
    Tasia took a deep breath. “The taverna is serving dinner.” 
 
    A tawny eyebrow arched up fluidly. “And?” he prompted. 
 
    “I’ve enjoyed every meal on the island. The Greeks have amazing food” she expounded, the words tripping over each other.  
 
    Stop babbling, Tasia admonished herself sternly with the next breath. 
 
    He sighed theatrically. “Spit it out, witchling. If you want me to have dinner with you, you’ll have to ask me.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him in amazement and he added provocatively. “I’m not a mind reader.”  
 
    She blinked at the blunt words. “Why?” 
 
    “That’s how it’s done, witchling” he explained kindly. “If you remember, I asked you to dinner once and you treated it like I was inviting you to start a world war.” 
 
    Stunned by this glimpse of the Alpha’s frivolous side, Tasia closed her mouth with a snap. 
 
    “If I wasn’t secure in my masculinity, something like that would be tough to recover from” he enlightened her, the gold eyes glinting. “Fortunately, you’re in luck. I told myself that you were simply having a bad day. But now, to be absolutely sure you’re not having another one, I require an invitation from you.” 
 
    This was too much. Tasia narrowed her eyes at the impossible man. “Why are you being difficult?” she demanded. 
 
     “Difficult?” he repeated incredulously. “Christ, woman, when have you ever made anything easy for me.” 
 
    “No.” Raoul shook his head decisively, as Tasia’s eyes widened. “You’ll have to ask me, witchling.” 
 
    An exasperated Tasia shot at him. “Would you like to have dinner at the taverna?”  
 
    Amusement and a hint of laughter danced across the handsome face, transforming him from the cold, unapproachable Shifter to something far more attractive.  
 
    “Dinner at the taverna with me” he prodded encouragingly, stringing out each word in an exaggerated manner. 
 
    Tasia made an effort to not gnash her teeth. She told herself that he deserved this small revenge.  
 
    “Now, now, witchling, you can’t take back an invitation you haven’t extended yet” he admonished her, openly enjoying the inner battle depicted on her expressive face. 
 
    “Would you like to have dinner at the taverna with me?” Tasia spelled each word out separately. 
 
    “Yes, I would” he consented readily. “Greek food’s a favorite of mine.” 
 
    At his easy acceptance of the invitation, she went tongue-tied.  
 
    It was the Alpha who gestured at the water. “Now or after you’ve indulged yourself?” 
 
    Tasia wrenched her eyes away from the glinting gold orbs. “A last dip in the water” she stammered, more to buy herself some time than anything else. 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    Tasia strolled away from him and into the water in her bare feet. The sea was colder than before, almost freezing as the last of the warmth, absorbed over the course of the day, evaporated. But she stayed by it, using the water as an excuse to regain her composure. If she intended to joust with him, she’d better come prepared, Tasia reminded herself. In some ways, he would not give her an inch. In others, he was willing to gift her the moon and then some. It was confusing, she admitted. But also exhilarating and intoxicating.  
 
    When Tasia returned to the beach to dry her feet and put on her shoes, she was composed. They set off for the gravel path that led up towards the road. Like most Mediterranean countries, the Greeks ate late. Thus, the taverna was just starting to stir for the evening when they seated themselves at a table with a view of the water. The food was simple and hearty, like most of the fare she’d sampled in Corfu. She had gemista — tomato and green pepper stuffed with a mix of rice and herbs, while the Alpha enjoyed kleftiko — lamb roasted in parchment paper until it fell off the bone. Conversation flowed surprisingly easily over dinner. He told her about Andreas Lykaios and the legend associated with his unusual family name, and she talked about the sightseeing trip to the mountain and the north shore. 
 
    At first, she was uncertain which Shifter would come to dinner — the inscrutable and controlled Alpha or the man who’d teased her unmercifully at the beach. Still reeling from his reaction to her spur-of-the-moment invitation, Tasia was relieved that he was back to his usual self. The Alpha she was learning to handle. The other man from the beach aroused immense confusion and awakened feelings she had not yet come to grips with. But her relief was to be short-lived. Towards the end of the dinner, as Tasia enthusiastically demolished a bowl of Greek yoghurt drizzled with honey and walnuts, he rattled her again. 
 
    “I want to get something straight” he stated. “You’ll run from me if I ask you to dinner, yet you reserve the right to issue invitations?” 
 
    The spoon froze on its way to Tasia’s mouth and everything receded into the background: the clatter of dishes from the kitchen, the locals striding into the taverna, the breeze wafting in from the sea and the whisper of the water below. I’m not ready, she wanted to tell him.  
 
    You have no idea what is at stake, and I can’t tell you what giving in to my heart might cost me. Or you. 
 
    But some things Tasia could not run from — she owed him an honest answer.  
 
    Before she could formulate a response, he surprised her again. “It’s an observation, witchling. Not a criticism or an objection.” 
 
    The assurance made it easier to hint at what troubled her. “You know what happened when my parents fled the Vampires” she said softly. 
 
    “They meant to fake their own deaths but something went wrong; and eventually, your mother succumbed to her injuries after you were born” he affirmed, keeping his remarks brief and concise. 
 
    Tasia girded herself. “What no one knows is why they chose to run. My mother was pregnant.”  
 
    He stiffened, as her words washed over him. Leeches were incapable of propagating like that. They were called the Undead for a reason. However, like the Wyrs, they could sense burgeoning life with their hyperaware faculties. He understood why her parents had faced an impossible choice. Yet, Raoul wondered how a Blood Mage, with unparalleled power, could create life, especially in captivity. If the witchling was any indication, her mother had been a formidable Magick. Chosen history was strewn with clues that suggested the more magic you had in your veins, the less likely you were to procreate. 
 
    She read his question. “The Blutsaugers feared her powers and what she could unleash upon them. Also, they knew that she was desperate, with nothing left to lose. So, they sapped her magic while she was in their custody. And to protect his Vampires, the Master assigned a Guardian as her jailer.”  
 
    Much of what had puzzled him before about the situation was suddenly clear. Yet, the most important question still persisted for Raoul. Why would the leeches hold a captive with the power to devastate them? But he didn’t ask since he’d promised the witchling that he would not press for her secrets. Instead, Raoul quizzed her about another anomaly. 
 
    “How did the leeches sap her magic?” he questioned. The Clan had little magic of their own and draining a Chosen required serious and unusual powers. 
 
    “The Nest had a Mage in their employ.” 
 
    “A Bleeder!” He used the colloquial term. Raoul was flabbergasted. Ancients with power akin to the Stone of Mortality were rare.  
 
    “Not quite a Siphon Mage but someone with similar abilities” Tasia submitted hesitantly. Some of her mother’s ancestors were rumored to have uncommon command over their magic. But Tasia did not disclose this. The only knowledge she had about the ancestors had come from her Wizard father. Her mother’s incarceration and his stint with the Lombardis were topics her father had not been keen to discuss. And she’d never pushed him, confident that he would not hide anything crucial about the Magicks she must spend her life hiding from. 
 
    Raoul recognized that the Ancient in Monseigneur’s employ had been powerful, for a Blood Mage had been stripped to nearly Si’ffa status. Then, something else in her remark struck him. 
 
    “Monseigneur had non-leech allies even then” he murmured. 
 
    His comment had Tasia recollect long forgotten memories. “The Nest was on good terms with many First Ones” she confirmed. “My father said that was what convinced him to work with the Vampires.” 
 
    A Guardian turning his back on the GCW would never ally with the Clan without good reason, Raoul mused. This had always puzzled him about Azevedo. He’d asked the witchling before about her father’s proclivity for leeches and she had answered all his pointed queries. Now, it struck Raoul that he had not asked the right questions about the Guardian. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Thanks to the long captivity, my mother had very little magic reserve” she said gravely. “When things went south, she could not heal herself. My father tried to save her but he expended too much magic to do so and had little left for himself.” 
 
    Raoul’s brows drew together. Things had been very dire indeed if a Guardian spent too much magic to be left with nothing to heal himself. Most Chosen with the touch of healing exerted only a minuscule part of their power when mending another Magick. He said nothing, allowing her to tell the story at her own pace.  
 
    Tasia sighed. “In the end, he was only able to save her until I was born. Always conscious of living on borrowed time, he became even more so after my mother was gone. He threw himself into training me and imparting all the tools, techniques and knowledge I might need to protect myself from the Chosen when he was no longer by my side. But of everything he taught me, top of his list were the rules of engagement with other Magicks. I was to follow them diligently.” 
 
     Raoul understood what she was getting at. “You broke a tenet when you helped Hawk escape the rogue Shifters” he cited. 
 
    “That was only the first one. I’ve lost count of how many I’ve broken in the months since” Tasia admitted. “When I worked magic at a Blutsauger Nest; when I accepted your offer to be Pack; when I used my power in the presence of Guardians at The Vault … the list goes on.” 
 
    “I don’t regret any of it” she assured him hastily, as he frowned. “But now, I must consider breaking the one commandment he insisted I hold true to, no matter what. You told me once that I was like Pandora’s Box. You were right. What you know about my past, heritage and magic will pale in comparison to the potential consequences of breaking the precept my father alluded to as opening the Box.”  
 
    Tasia fell silent, her father’s warning echoing in her head.  
 
    “Opening Pandora’s Box will rip apart the fragile peace that binds the Ancients. It is not your burden to protect that which holds the Chosen. However, the discovery will also unite the Clan. They will come after you and you will have nowhere to run, because the Blood Elementals will surrender you without a second thought. Promise me, Ana, that you will never allow a Magick to wield the power of life and death over you, no matter how unlikely a threat he be.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated her. “No one has ever equated a date with me to opening Pandora’s Box” he pronounced blandly. “I’m not sure whether I should be flattered or insulted.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes fell away from the penetrating gaze. She could not give him any more on this subject. 
 
    He sighed silently. Tell me, he wanted to urge her. Trust me. But Raoul was starting to get an inkling of why she hesitated. As with everything about her, it boiled down to the past; entanglements and mistakes made before she was born. But if she was struggling with a pledge made to a dying father, she must come to terms with it at her own pace. Also, if what he suspected about the Blood Elementals was true, it would be a tough decision for her to break with the past. Such a betrayal would be hard to recover from. At the same time, he recognized that another threshold had been crossed today; one more barrier between them torn down. Unlike before, this one had been initiated by her. Baby steps, he told himself. They were circling each other, baring vulnerabilities and nurturing trust before the dance could be brought to its climax. They had come a long way from their tempestuous association. Once he’d made his peace with it, he had worked hard to erase her early impression of him. The only thing holding the witchling back now was the past. As someone who had gazed into the darkness before being pulled back from its edge, Raoul understood only too well that the past must be wrestled with on one’s own terms, or else, it would destroy any chance of a future. 
 
    “Take all the time you need, witchling” he declared. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
     Then, as Tasia continued to eat her yoghurt in silence, he could not help teasing her.  
 
    “I shall add this to my growing list of unique witchling novelties, like being compared to a pet cat.” 
 
    Reminded thus, her eyes flashed up to meet his. Tasia’s lips quivered before a smile broke through. 
 
    “You were not completely off about your Tiger” he remarked. “There are similarities.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes flared. It was his turn to smile as a multitude of expressions flitted across her expressive face. 
 
    When they returned to the hotel, most of the team was in the common area. Tasia observed that Elisabetta, Simeonov, Maartje and Atsá were missing from the discussion. 
 
    Hawk’s face lit up as she walked in. “Tas, where were you? Sienna and I have been looking for you.” 
 
    The Pack and its Lair were a hotbed of gossip. Always supremely conscious of it, Tasia stared at Hawk, lost for words at being called to the mat. 
 
    “She was with me” the Alpha stated, taking the chair by Duncan. 
 
    The others took the announcement in stride, but Sienna looked anxious, almost haunted. Nandini noted her sister’s puzzling reaction. Tasia was the closest thing to Pack a non-Shifter could aspire to be, so why was Sienna distressed by the Wizard’s tête-à-tête with the Alpha who led it, she wondered bemusedly. 
 
    Duncan chimed in smoothly. “You were about to make an observation from your father’s notes, Sienna?” 
 
    Diverted thus, Sienna gathered her thoughts together to make her argument. “I remember how Faoladh explained the nitty gritty of visions and their interpretation by Seers” she said, careful to allow no whiff of her familiarity with the subject matter to escape her. “He called it an art. A Seer sees glimpses over the years and must piece it all together to make a prophecy. Usually, it takes a while to connect the dots into a coherent narrative. The Seer might not know the people or events that appear in his flashes of the future, which makes the job of tying the visions into an official prediction even harder.” 
 
    “Foretelling the future accurately has always been singularly tough” Jason attested. “Which is why so few Seers are successful at it.” 
 
     “Da made his last prophecy the night of the election for First Wizard” Sienna reminded them. “He was already married to her. She’s not a stranger to him. If she’s the custodian — the heart of his prophecy — why hide it? He has no reason to depict his wife so vaguely in his interpretation.” 
 
    Sienna glanced around the room to declare triumphantly. “She’s not the rainmaker. She cannot be.” 
 
    Roman was the first to counter her argument. “He’s also veiled about your role in The Prophecy, Sienna” he pointed out gently. “His motives might not be as cut and dried when it comes to his loved ones.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I concur with that, Roman” Duncan contended. “Life in the public glare for anyone with the shadow of a prophecy, especially one made by the Oracle, hanging over her would be akin to living in a fishbowl. His wife was already an influential Guardian but Sienna was but a child when her Da made the prophecy. The evasiveness regarding his daughter was probably intended to protect her.” 
 
    “I could see him splitting hairs that way” Roman conceded, upon reflection.  
 
    “I’m all in with Sienna’s argument” Jason interjected. He found the bits about the custodian the most alarming from all of the Seer’s hints. Lady Bethesda as the heart of The Prophecy was the stuff of nightmares for him. “It suggests a rainmaker the Oracle is unfamiliar with. By the same token, it’s not Lady Esmeralda either. The First Wizard is his sister-in-law — he’d hardly fail to recognize her in his visions.” 
 
    As his audience contemplated the implications of Sienna’s assertion, the Alpha threw a curveball. “If we go down that road, Faoladh is not the champion either.”  
 
    The room straightened and it was Jason who echoed their sentiments. “You’re suggesting the Oracle knew Faoladh?” 
 
    “Think about it, LaRue” Raoul postulated. “Faoladh’s always been a larger-than-life presence in Chosen circles. But in those days, he was even more at the forefront. As a Guardian, the Oracle might not hobnob with the foremost Wyr Alpha in the world, but what are the chances the Seer wasn’t familiar with the Shifter working tirelessly to make the Council of Chosen a reality — an institution he foretold would come to pass.” 
 
    “The good news is that this is one question we can put to bed soon” he added, as his audience grappled with the gist of his remarks. “Faoladh joins us in the morning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    Faoladh peels back the curtain 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His passenger perused the document silently, as Raoul drove the snaking, deserted road that traversed jutting promontories. Faoladh’s plane had touched down in Corfu at the crack of dawn. And, Raoul had been waiting at the airport with the Seer’s interpretation. Once through the capital, he drove north, past tiny hamlets and villages that slept on, while a fresh day dawned over the island. High up on the headlands, the winding road provided glimpses of secret coves and minuscule inlets below, reminding him of the first trip from the airport to their temporary accommodations. 
 
    It was a beautiful morning in Corfu. Down below the promontories, the Ionian Sea shimmered under the dawn sun. But Raoul remained oblivious to the beauty. Instead, he waited with bated breath for Faoladh’s response to the Oracle’s notes.  
 
    Eventually, his passenger stashed the document back in its folder to lean back, his eyes on the glinting water below. Raoul waited, checking his rising impatience.  
 
    “Doesn’t give away much, does he?” Faoladh remarked. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t” Raoul agreed. 
 
    “Makes it a tricky business” his companion murmured, his attention on the far away horizon. 
 
    Raoul said nothing, shifting gears to take the next hairpin turn. 
 
    “Like all Seers, he was a very precise man” Faoladh averred. “When you’re in the business of predicting the future, you cannot afford to be ambiguous. Reputations are built and lost on the basis of a misplaced word or misinterpreted expression. Every word, every minor cryptic term, in the Seer’s description holds significance.” 
 
    Relief coursed through the Alpha. He flashed his passenger a look. “You knew him.”  
 
    Faoladh wrenched his eyes away, from the flashing promontories and gleaming water, to meet his gaze. “More than that, Raoul. I counted him a friend.” 
 
    Raoul did a silent double take. “Sienna reminded us that her mother could not be the custodian he talks of, because the Seer doesn’t name her. By the same token, if you were an acquaintance, the Oracle would not be enigmatic about the champion.” 
 
    To the Alpha’s surprise, Faoladh did not respond to the assertion. 
 
    “I take it you don’t agree?” he asked. 
 
    “Only because of what I know about the past.” 
 
    There was a pause as Faoladh gathered his thoughts together, inundated by memories of a moment in Chosen history when a single false step might have everything fall apart. 
 
    “This goes back to a time well before the CoC was born, Raoul. In those days, I was a tireless, though unsuccessful, campaigner for the idea of a Council. Strategically, I chose to focus my efforts on the First Ones. The Wizards revere them, and I was confident that if the Ancients bought into the idea, the Guardians would fall in line. Of course, the First Ones were more than willing to meet with me and always gave me the courtesy of an audience, but they remained unconvinced by my arguments. A body with representation from all factions was redundant, they contended. Throughout our illustrious history, Chosen Elders had always interceded to make peace between the factions and urge those flirting with the precipice away from it — like the First Ones stepping in during the Dark Mage’s rampage, to bring about a swift end to her reign of terror and reform Wizard leadership by creating the GCW.” 
 
    Raoul was  not surprised. The Ancients had not changed their tune in the years since. Faoladh might have convinced them to birth the CoC, but they remained recalcitrant to any proposals to formalize common policies or universal policing of all factions. This is what made persuading them to help thwart Lady Bethesda’s ambitions such a tough endeavor. He also knew that the First Ones were not alone in their attitudes. The Wyrs were not very enthusiastic to the idea of others influencing their code of behavior but tended to give in because they trusted Faoladh to defend the Shifter way of life.  
 
    “During one of my trips to meet the First Ones, I was introduced to a Wizard” his companion continued. “As an influential member of the GCW, he’d heard about my efforts and asked me to meet with a protégé of his, a young Guardian who enjoyed modest success in foretelling the future. At first, I ignored his advice — I’d never believed in prophecies and was unconvinced that a Seer could advance my cause in any way. But six months later, I happened to be in San Diego and decided to look him up. The first thing the young Seer said to me was that he’d been waiting for me for a long time.” 
 
    Faoladh paused, a grin lighting up his face. “I was taken aback. He said and I quote — I was hoping you’d come sooner than later, so I could tell you that your Council of Chosen is no fantasy. It will come to pass, but you must adjust the game plan. I’ve seen glimpses of the future and l’ll help you refine your strategy.” 
 
    Raoul, aware that Faoladh was no believer in Seers or omens, like all Wyrs, couldn’t help but be curious. “You believed him?” 
 
    “Not at first” Faoladh ceded without hesitation. “But he knew things about me, insignificant minutiae in most cases, and they were details I’d never shared with anyone, Raoul. Eventually, I had to conclude, however reluctantly, that he’d seen something of the future, though it wasn’t clear what it signified. He was very frank with me. He confessed that he didn’t know what to make of the visions yet and that the flashes continued to come to him, which meant that the future remained in flux for him. But irrespective of that, he was confident that he’d seen a Council in our future.” 
 
     “I returned from that first visit, not a believer, but not completely skeptical of Seers in general and Scot in particular. What was clear to me was that I did enjoy his company very much. He was young in years and just starting out, where I had experienced a few lifetimes already. But he was a kindred spirit when it came to our view of the world at large, the challenges that confronted us, the perilous future before us and the path forward for the Chosen. Over the years, we met many times. I’d discuss the concerns of the larger Chosen world and the challenges in pushing the reluctant Magicks, to a model of co-operation and shared prosperity that allowed all factions to march together for a better and more secure future. When he could, he’d nudge me in a particular direction — support my endeavors by sharing hints about future trends from his visions. But he was always upfront with me, and very precise, to the point of obsession. If something was ambiguous to him, he’d steer clear of my questions, no matter how ardently I pursued him. He proclaimed repeatedly that if his clues or interpretation of the visions led me down the wrong path, it might change the future for the worse and he could not have that on his conscience.” 
 
    “He helped you convince the Chosen about the Council?” Raoul exclaimed, astounded by what he was being told. It was an established fact that Faoladh had been the lone champion and sole campaigner for the august institution, working tirelessly for years until its culmination. The Oracle had never been credited with more than his abilities as a Seer in correctly predicting the advent of the CoC. 
 
    “He played a crucial part” Faoladh confirmed. “But insisted that his name be kept out of it, except as the Seer. You’ll understand why as you learn more about his role in it.” 
 
    “In those days, the Council was still a long shot. I kept at it and he encouraged me, giving me hints, when he could, about what he’d seen of the future. But five years after we met, frustrated by the intransigence of the First Ones, I urged him to put on record an official prediction about the Council of Chosen. I’d been working on it for a long time and it was time to try a different approach. By then, I had the Vampires on board and hoped that a prophecy from Scot might bring the Guardians to my side. If the Ancients found themselves the only hold out, they might be more amenable to giving the idea a shot. Plus, Scot and other Guardian supporters of a Council had been warning me for a few years that the isolationist voices in the GCW, advocating for a more muscular approach, were getting louder. I felt that we were running out of time. If the GCW fell to those who believed that the Guardians’ destiny was to police all Chosen, they’d be resistant to a body where all four factions were given equal representation and billing.” 
 
    His words nudged Raoul to the question he’d been meaning to ask Faoladh. “You approached the leeches for the Council?” he verified, taken back by it. The Clan had been sidelined before their seat on the CoC. The other factions, with a history of co-existence going back to the first Chosen, had kept the Vampires at arm’s length. 
 
    “Yes” Faoladh affirmed. 
 
    “Why?” The leeches had always been at the periphery for most Chosen.  
 
     “Because Scot told me that, in his vision, the Council had four representatives. The Clan was the natural fourth faction. Until then, I had only pursued the First Ones and kept lines of communication open with the Guardians. When I approached them, the Vampires jumped at the opportunity — a seat at the table would give them the legitimacy they craved. And I had my first Chosen faction advocating for the CoC.” 
 
    Raoul blinked. He was beginning to see how incredibly critical the Oracle’s contribution had been, in the undertaking. The Seer had assisted Faoladh to get over the finish line. 
 
    He steered the conversation back on course. “The Oracle agreed to your request to officially foretell the Council?”  
 
    Faoladh shook his head. “There were still gaps in his perception of the visions. But that was not what held him back. Scot confessed something that came as an absolute shock to me — the CoC was not the end goal of the future his visions showed him, but rather a side note to the events leading up to it.” 
 
    A dumbfounded Raoul’s brows drew together. “A side note?” he repeated incredulously. 
 
    Faoladh took in his expression. “I was as stunned as you, Raoul. The Council was … is a very big deal — a formal body, with representation from all factions, has never before been instituted in our long history. Until his admission, I’d believed that Scot wasn’t ready to call the prophecy because some of the finer details were not yet apparent to him. Yet, here he was telling me that the visions indicated events of greater import than the CoC. Scot was utterly confident that what he’d seen of the future foretold something of far greater consequence to the Chosen than a Council, significant as it was. He was a man of his convictions and insisted that he could not put on official record an incomplete version of the future.” 
 
     “But as the GCW began to fall under the sway of Guardians who would never countenance even the idea of any co-operation with other Chosen, Scot agreed to announce the prophecy foretelling the CoC. In essence, he predicted what he was absolutely sure about from his visions. But I knew that his prophecy was incomplete — he had seen tumultuous times and more significant changes in our future.”  
 
     “With his prophecy, the Wizards fell in line” Raoul mused aloud, his eyes on the winding road, even as he assimilated all the revelations about the Council. 
 
    “It would take a few years, but Scot’s prophecy played an outsized role in the genesis of the CoC. Soon, the Guardians were arguing about what their representative to the Council should look like, not whether they disagreed, in principle, to a Chosen assembly. After the birth of the CoC, Scot began to gain wider acceptance as the Oracle — a Seer with unparalleled precision in heralding the future.” 
 
    Faoladh paused, lost in contemplation of the past and a friend lost too early. “I’ve always believed that, in the end, what compelled Scot to split up his forecast of the future, and announce the CoC as a separate prophecy, was his hope that the Council would temper the madness of the GCW and force the Guardians to step back from the precipitous cliff they were sliding towards. He was a Guardian himself and believed in the GCW. But it wasn’t only internal Guardian politics that drove Scot. He’d been seeing visions about this for most of his adult life. He confided in me once that his first glimpse of the future, the vision that was a harbinger of his abilities as a soothsayer, had been about this. And yet, though he’d made other predictions successfully over the years to cement his reputation, he wasn’t even close to piecing his very first one together. Perhaps, like me, he felt time was running out and that if it came too late, his prophecy might not make any difference.” 
 
    “Is anyone else aware of this — that the CoC was the first half of an unfinished prophecy?” Raoul asked. This was a mind-boggling attestation. He’d never heard a hint of it. The Council had been the Oracle’s most significant prophecy to date and if there were whispers attached to it, they’d have reached his ears. 
 
    “Esmeralda might know, but no one else” Faoladh said. 
 
    Raoul cocked his head, startled by the statement. “Not his wife?” 
 
    “Scot didn’t discuss his work with Bethesda. They were husband and wife, but they stood on opposing sides of the political spectrum when it came to the Guardians and the future of Magicks. He would never discuss visions, about the fate of Chosen, with her.” 
 
    Raoul ruminated on what had been divulged to him, as the rental car ate up the miles. With a fresh perspective on the CoC and the Oracle’s role in its genesis, he thought he understood what Faoladh was getting at. 
 
    “You believe his cryptic interpretation suggests that the Oracle’s last prophecy too was unfinished, like the one that announced the Council” he spelled out. That would explain the ambiguity inherent in the Seer’s documentation of his prophecy. Given his obsession with being precise, the Oracle would never put on record anything about the future he was not certain of.  
 
    Faoladh’s eyes flashed to him, a strange expression on his face. “No, Raoul. I think it likely that his last prophecy is Scot’s unfinished one about the Council.” 
 
    Utterly gobsmacked, Raoul went speechless. They were winding through a tiny hamlet, with a few cottages by the headlands, and he swerved into a spot to park the car. 
 
    For a moment, neither Shifter said anything.  
 
    “What does The Prophecy have to do with the Council?” Raoul broke the silence, trying to make sense of it all. 
 
    “Nothing on the surface” Faoladh conceded. “But it’s the only prophecy, he made since the CoC, that hints at grave events that affect all Chosen. Over the years, Scot made other predictions that applied to individual Magicks or factions, but nothing that spoke to the larger Chosen diaspora. A few years before The Prophecy, he admitted to me that he was still grappling with the visions. Then, in the thick of the contentious commencement of the Council, I received word that the Oracle had made a prophecy. Naturally, I wondered if he’d finally completed his unfinished augury. But I didn’t get a chance to ask him. He was in the thick of preventing the GCW from imploding, with their contrasting narratives on who should represent the Wizards on the Council. And I was preoccupied with ensuring that the CoC was not rendered toothless, even before its initial session. After, he had his wife’s shenanigans and provocations against the First Wizard to deal with, while I worked to keep the CoC from falling apart in its first year.” 
 
    Faoladh looked regretful. “If I’d had any inkling, I would have made the time, no matter what was on my plate. But I didn’t. In a few months, he was gone and in very strange circumstances. I grieved for my friend, and the matter of the unfinished prophecy went onto the back burner.” 
 
    He gestured at the folder with the documentation. “I was hoping he’d left behind a clue for me, something to indicate that this is the conclusion of, what he called, his most important omen of our future. But there’s nothing in here.” 
 
    “This is why you’re interested in the Seer’s interpretation?” Raoul asked quietly. 
 
    For once, Faoladh was evasive. “One of the reasons. But regardless of whether it is the unfinished prophecy or not, as I said, Scot was a very precise man. The only excuse for the vagueness of his depiction is if the future was still ambiguous in some way to him.” 
 
    “Then, why announce the prophe …” Raoul paused as Faoladh’s eyes pinned him. The explanation struck him — something the team had speculated as the reason for the Oracle’s haste in penning down his thoughts before his Chicago jaunt.  
 
    “He knew he’d be gone soon” he murmured.  
 
    Faoladh grimaced at the remark. “Whatever my personal beliefs, the Chosen have an illustrious tradition of foretelling the future. And in our long history, no Seer has ever seen his own death, Raoul. No one understands why, but the visions do not ever presage a Seer’s end, only that of others.” 
 
    As a bemused Raoul met his eyes, Faoladh added a note of caution. “However, keep in mind that this particular prophecy was very unique for its Seer. He might not have seen his own future, but he’d glimpsed flashes of one that affected people he knew — his friends, allies, even loved ones. Scot was an intelligent man with a remarkable ability to decipher and read the trends and clues from his visions — it’s what made him such an extraordinary Seer. If he glimpsed a future where he played no part in events, which under normal circumstances he might be expected to, it would lead Scot to conclude that he would not be in the picture when the episode played out.” 
 
    Raoul pounced on the expression that spoke to him of its significance. “What loved one had the Oracle seen in the visions, Faoladh?”  
 
    “Not the one you think” his Alpha assured him. “He’d seen Esmeralda.” 
 
    “The First Wizard” he muttered, half under his breath. Her name kept coming up in conjunction with the Oracle. This astonished Raoul — the sister expected to be relevant to the events was her twin. 
 
    Faoladh read the questions on his face. “He was close to Esmeralda and considered her his protégé. Scot introduced her to me years ago, when she was still at the Guardian Academy.” 
 
    Raoul’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “I was never clear on their exact relationship” Faoladh declared with the frankness of a Chosen with several lifetimes, for whom relationships were fleeting. “She was certainly dear to Scot and remained a friend till the end. They believed in the same causes, whereas his wife was all about Wizard glory and Guardians conquering the world. If I remember correctly, Scot knew her first. It was Esmeralda who introduced him to her twin.” 
 
    Astonished by this insight into the complicated ties that bound the Wizard twins, who continued to wield enormous influence over the future of the Chosen in differing ways, Raoul had to revise his perceptions about them. Sienna’s recollection of the past had persuaded him that Lady Bethesda’s fury at her husband had been driven, in part, by his vote to Lady Esmeralda for First Wizard. But now, he wondered if her issues with her sister, and her husband, went deeper. More than ever, he was convinced that the past held the keys to what was unfolding in the present. Unless they were able to untangle old history and sort out prior animosities, it would cast a long shadow on their future.  
 
    He probed some more. “What role did the First Wizard play in the Oracle’s visions?”  
 
    Faoladh met his gaze squarely. “When his wife and sister-in-law were going head to head as candidates for First Wizard, Scot told me that Esmeralda would need my support on the Council.” 
 
    Raoul drew a quick breath, reminded of the First Wizard’s disclosure that it was the Oracle who’d encouraged her to stand for the position of First Wizard. “He knew that his wife would lose.”  
 
    “More than that, Raoul” his companion interjected. “He knew that Esmeralda’s relationship with the Guardians would sour after she became First Wizard. She didn’t need an ally on the Council, she required one outside it.” 
 
    Raoul studied his companion as Faoladh shared more. “At the height of the election, I teased Scot that he was heading for a fall, having to choose between his friend and his wife. He said something extraordinary I have never forgotten. Scot remarked that it was beyond his ken to change Bethesda’s destiny, while it was yet in his power to ensure that his other loved ones were protected from the vagaries of fate.” 
 
    As the Alpha chewed on the Seer’s eye-opening admission to his friend, it struck Raoul that, as with Faoladh’s quest for the Council, the Oracle had gently steered the First Wizard towards her destiny, even making sure that his protégé’s burden was mitigated by the presence of a powerful ally by her side.  
 
    “There is another bit you deserve to know, Raoul” Faoladh confessed bluntly “I can’t be sure that The Prophecy is Scot’s unfinished prediction from before, though my gut says so. However, I am sure of this. Scot knew he was on borrowed time when he wrote the Seer’s documentation for his last prophecy. It is also probable that the realization is what pushed him to make The Prophecy in the first place, at the height of the fraught election for First Wizard. That would explain the brevity of the depiction — the man I knew would never place any names on official record if there was even an iota of ambiguity about the future in his mind.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated his companion. The adumbrations seemed to come fast and furious today. “What makes you sure the Oracle knew that he was on borrowed time?”  
 
    “A month before Chicago, I received a package from him — a sealed envelope addressed to Sienna. In his note, he asked me to hold on to it. I was to give Sienna the letter when the time was right. I didn’t think much about it then. But looking back ... Scot knew the end was nigh.” 
 
    Here was the first definitive evidence that the Oracle had known of his impending death. Until now, it had been pure conjecture. 
 
    “You’ve kept tabs on Sienna?” Raoul asked. 
 
    “Didn’t need to. Esmeralda would never allow any harm to befall her” Faoladh said simply.  
 
    Faoladh, witness and privy to much of the ancient history at the heart of this puzzle, was slowly stripping away the veil to reveal the past to him. But for the first time, it hit Raoul that the Alpha Wyr was not an unbiased bystander to the events they probed. Lady Esmeralda’s difficulties with the Guardians was not the only reason she had turned to Faoladh for assistance with her newly resurrected twin’s mischief. Faoladh’s extraordinary bond with the Oracle had played a significant part in his enduring alliance with the First Wizard.  
 
    “Why now, Faoladh?” Raoul asked baldly, wondering why his Alpha had waited so long to reveal past history pertinent to their investigation. 
 
    The Wyr sighed. “All I had before were my suspicions, based on a few unlikely coincidences and the confidences of a friend. Scot was an intensely private man, Raoul. He would never want intimate details about his family to be splashed before all Chosen. And I could not start an investigation, with such far-reaching consequences, based off a hunch. But when Esmeralda came to me with the extraordinary news, that Bethesda might be alive, I had the excuse I needed to start digging into the past and the present.” 
 
    Raoul reflected back on the meeting in British Columbia, when Faoladh had first tasked him with looking into the break-in at The Vault. It was Faoladh who’d informed him about the Seer’s last prophecy, in conjunction with the story of Lady Bethesda. 
 
    “This is why you told me about The Prophecy” he murmured as comprehension seeped in. He’d always wondered about it. Then, he’d been totally green about Wizard affairs and history, by choice for the most part. Now, he understood the context better. Raoul had speculated about Faoladh’s linking of The Prophecy to Lady Bethesda, when even few Wizards made the connection. As an example — even after they’d tied Lady Bethesda’s ambitions to her husband’s last prophecy, the First Wizard remained skeptical about the significance of the omen to her twin’s aspirations. Yet, months ago, before they’d connected the dots, Faoladh had suspected the significance.  
 
    His companion hesitated infinitesimally, almost as if choosing his words with care. Raoul frowned at it. The Alpha Wyr was not the man to hesitate. Faoladh had known, before he hopped onto a plane for Corfu, exactly how much of the past he would disclose, down to the most insignificant detail. Raoul waited, wondering what new bombshell was about to drop. 
 
    “There’s a reason I chose you to dig into Bethesda, Raoul” Faoladh admitted quietly. “When the time is right, I will tell you about it.” 
 
    Raoul, considerably shocked by the confession, nevertheless kept his own counsel. He’d always surmised that the task was Faoladh’s way of pushing him to engage with the wider Chosen, especially the Wizards. Faoladh was one of only two people in the world aware of the grisly details that prompted his animus towards the Spell Casters.   
 
    He probed delicately. “You suspected that Lady Bethesda was alive?”  
 
    “No, not that. But when I heard that she might be, I thought it was a sign. Everything links back to the Council of Chosen — the unfinished prophecy, my involvement with Scot, Esmeralda’s rise to be a force in our world and even Bethesda’s bitterness and the destructive path she’s on.” 
 
     Raoul understood now. “You made sure I knew about The Prophecy, just in case there was a connection to Lady Bethesda.” 
 
     “And you found the connection” Faoladh ratified. “Your investigation, for the first time, tied her to Scot’s last prophecy. Here was the first hint that my hunch might be true. If The Prophecy is a continuation of the one that predicted the Council of Chosen, there’s only one way to confirm it. But I also knew that, given their deteriorating relations with Esmeralda, the Guardians would play hardball with the official records.” 
 
    His gaze sought Raoul. “If anyone could wrest the records from the GCW, it was you.” 
 
    The two Shifters contemplated each other: one, immensely relieved that his gambit had paid off and the other, beginning to comprehend that the past was even more intricately involved than he’d guessed. 
 
    “Now what?” Raoul asked eventually. 
 
    “You continue what you’re doing. I will back you in whatever course you choose to pursue. You have more than proven yourself.” 
 
    Raoul was blunt. “How much should I share with the team, Faoladh?”  
 
    “As much as you think they must know to make headway in the investigation” the Alpha Wyr said promptly. “The only matter you must keep to yourself is Scot’s letter. I don’t want Sienna to know about that until it is time. Everything else, I leave to you to decide.” 
 
    While Raoul came to grips with Faoladh’s extraordinary unveiling of the past, back in the village, Nandini and Sienna walked down to their local bakery to order fresh pastries for everyone. As the baker packed their order, the sisters strolled outside to feast their eyes on the vista of shimmering water and the towering mountain guarding it, as the village awoke to a new day. 
 
    Nandini stole a glance at her sister. “Tasia worries you.” 
 
    Sienna gave a start, not expecting the observation. “I’m fond of her” she said.  
 
    “She can take care of herself, Sienna.” Nandini chose her words with care. She’d been witness to Tasia’s powers up close but had been sworn to secrecy about it. 
 
    “And the Pack will never allow anything to harm her” she adjured, reminded of who had asked her to keep Tasia’s magic under wraps. 
 
    To her surprise, Sienna’s expression altered subtly, giving Nandini her first clue.  
 
    The Indian Ancient was astounded by what she read on her sibling’s face. “It’s the Shifters that worry you” she muttered, not sure why they made Sienna uneasy. From what she’d observed, the Pack watched over their charge assiduously.  
 
    Sienna grimaced. “Two months ago, the Pack was rampant with rumors about the Alpha and Tasia.” 
 
    Nandini’s brows drew together in confusion, wondering why the prospect of a romantic entanglement, between the enigmatic Shifter and his Wizard charge, alarmed Sienna. The Pack gossip did not surprise her. Such a coupling would be extraordinary in their world and was bound to make waves among Chosen of all stripes. 
 
    “You don’t approve of the Alpha?” she inquired hesitantly. 
 
    The question seemed to startle Sienna. She blinked, as if the answer astonished her. “I like him very much, Nandini, more than I’d expected to. More significantly, I trust him. He’s the only reason I’m a part of this investigation. If not for him, I’d be locked up tight in a Wizard safehouse somewhere.” 
 
    Nandini, who suspected much the same, was nevertheless taken aback by the passion in Sienna’s admission. She was in agreement with her sister. Nandini had reason to be grateful to the Alpha too. Without him, she might have succeeded in extricating herself from her mother’s clutches but would never have been on the team digging into Lady Bethesda. And, Nandini very much wanted answers about the past. 
 
    Sienna gave voice to her concern. “But who watches over her, when Tasia is not Pack anymore?” 
 
    Baffled, the Ancient stared at her sister.  
 
    “The rumors were strong, Nandini” the Wizard explained. “That is why Jason talked to Duncan about it.” 
 
    Nandini shook her head. “Duncan agreed to discuss the Alpha’s love life?” she said incredulously. 
 
    Sienna’s eyes widened. “Love life?” she repeated, stunned by the suggestion. 
 
    The remark had her sister quizzing her. “We’re talking about Tasia and the Alpha, right?” 
 
    A speechless Sienna nodded mutely.  
 
    Nandini studied her sister. “Have you not observed the undercurrents between them?” she attested softly. “He watches her when he thinks no one’s looking and she pretends to not see it.” 
 
    Sienna goggled at her half-sister, flabbergasted by the hypothesis.  
 
    “What?” Nandini asked.  
 
    “The rumors whispered of trouble between them, Nandini. They hinted that her position in the Pack was under threat. That’s why we went to Duncan.” 
 
    Nandini frowned, recalled to a clearing in the forest where she slumped on the ground, exhausted from giving her mother’s Vampire guards the slip. Tasia had teamed up with both Duncan and the Alpha to assist her, in the process revealing powers more powerful than the low Magicked Wizard she was purported to be. But what Nandini remembered vividly from the interlude was how in sync the Shifters and the Wizard had been. Since then, her suspicions had only been sharpened by her daily observations at the Lair. But Nandini said no more on the topic, careful to tread lightly on unfamiliar ground. 
 
    “I must have read it wrong” she submitted to her sibling. 
 
    For a moment, Sienna was silent. Such a union would set her mind at ease about the Wizard from her vision. Yet, Sienna knew that an entanglement between those two would be akin to a miracle.  
 
    “I wish you were right, Nandini” she confided. “Nothing would please me more. But Raoul Merceau’s heart will never beat for a Wizard.” 
 
    “Why such bad blood?” Nandini was puzzled. Any union between a Wizard and a Wyr would be news in their world, but Sienna seemed to be suggesting that it was something personal that held the Alpha back from such a coupling. 
 
    “He was mistreated by one.” 
 
    “Mistreated?” the First One repeated. 
 
    “Tortured, more like” Sienna explained soberly. “To do with his mixed heritage.” 
 
    Nandini caught her breath. Stunned by the disclosure, she was nevertheless still convinced of her own reading of affairs between the Alpha and the Wizard. But she sensed that Sienna was perturbed by the perceived conflict between the two. Nandini pondered how to put her sister’s mind at ease, without any reference to romantic feelings.  
 
    “Whatever his personal opinions, he’s a man very conscientious with his responsibilities” she asserted. 
 
    “Yes” Sienna concurred without hesitation. 
 
    “Then, he will not turn his back on Tasia, Sienna. Don’t worry so about her, hmm? We have far graver challenges before us.” 
 
    Her sibling reached forward to envelop Nandini in a hug. “Whatever happens, I’m glad to have you by my side” she said softly, the words coming from the heart. 
 
    Away from the bakery, down by the water, the subject of their discussion was engaged on a different quest — attempting to wring information from Hawk. For once, he was proving to be singularly recalcitrant. 
 
    “Why is Evgeny getting into so many fights?” she asked baldly, giving up on the subtle approach. It was not going to work. Hawk, generally indulgent with her, was being intractable and evasive on the topic. 
 
    “Young Evgeny’s always been a brawler” he announced cheerfully. 
 
    Tasia came to a stop, to pin him with a glare. 
 
    “He’s a Shifter, Tas” Hawk remarked limpidly, with all the innocence he could muster. “We love to brawl. You should know that by now. You live at our Lair.” 
 
    “Hawk” she warned him. “What is going on?” 
 
    He gave up on the attempt to divert her. Hawk had not expected Tasia to pick up on this, but now he tried a different tactic. One guaranteed to work with her. 
 
    Hawk winked at her, a mischievous smile flashing across his face. “Someone’s heading for a fall. Rest easy, it’s not anyone who needs your sympathy. He’s begging to be taught a lesson and he will get what he deserves soon.” 
 
    Tasia frowned, confused by the cryptic statement. 
 
    Hawk sobered up to deliver a warning. “Don’t worry about Evgeny and stay out of it. It’s Pack business and likely to get very messy before we sort it out.”  
 
    Tasia was somewhat mollified by his words. If it was Pack business, she wanted no part of it. Yet, Evgeny’s injuries troubled her. Somehow, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it had something to do with her. 
 
    “Now, Tas.” Hawk interrupted her thoughts, shrewdly recapturing her attention. “About what Luis Beltran told Sara …” 
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    “There have been whispers for a decade about a non-Clan girl in the Venice Nest. Sándor and I can attest to it” declared Antonio Mosconi. 
 
    Faoladh’s investigators had surprised Tasia. Her magic sense recognized that only  one of the investigators was Wyr. In addition, the two men were a study in contrasts. The younger and cockier Italian Shifter was tempered by a burly older First One. Where one seemed to enjoy the sound of his own voice, the other was a man of few words. One spoke with extravagant gestures and the other was content to let his silences communicate more than any words. Yet, they seemed completely in tune, their differing personalities serving as foils for each other. Since they worked for Faoladh, she was confident that they were the best in the business. The Alpha Wyr had a reputation for keeping himself apprised of every major whisper and rumor among the Chosen. That pointed to Faoladh having a network of the very best keeping their ears to the ground. 
 
    “How did she come to live with the Nest?” Faoladh was intrigued. The Vampires, as a group, were as clannish as they came. They were not known to let in outsiders into their Nests, let alone the inner sanctorum. Venice was the Lombardi Master’s seat of power and a hotbed of political intrigue and insider rivalry, like most Blutsauger courts.  
 
    “Some connection of an ally to the Master” Mosconi responded. 
 
    “What kind of Chosen is she?” Jason LaRue asked. 
 
    This time, it was the second investigator, Sándor Kovács, who responded. 
 
    “My sources say she has either First Ones or Wizard blood.” 
 
    Sienna sat up straighter, her eyes going to her half-sister. 
 
    “Any idea who this ally of Monseigneur might be?” Roman interjected. 
 
    Again, it was the older Chosen who answered him. 
 
    “Investigating the Blutsaugers is always a challenge. As you know, they do not open up to outsiders, Eitirok’TorElnor. Neither Antonio’s nor my contacts in the Nest were willing to discuss the ally, except to hint that the relationship is an old and valued one. My guess is Monseigneur put the word out that this association of his is off limits.”  
 
    Tasia gauged the Shifters’ astonishment at the First One’s respectful address of Roman Durovic. In a way, it was to Roman’s credit that the Shifters on the team occasionally forgot that he was heir to one of the most powerful Setik in the world. 
 
    Raoul pounced on what had been left unsaid. “The girl is not off limits?” 
 
    Kovács shook his head in his laconic manner and it was the Wyr investigator who expounded. “They were not reluctant to talk about the girl, but little is known about her. She’s guarded zealously by Monseigneur’s inner circle and the others are unfamiliar with her. Rather curiously, her status is part of the puzzle, Alpha. She’s important and yet, with little influence over the Nest in any way.” 
 
    “Anyone protected by his inner circle is someone Monseigneur values highly” Faoladh mused aloud. “But in that case, I’d expect her to have some clout in the Nest.” The Lombardis were an influential Family, one of seven led by a Pure Blood Master. All those with access to the Lombardi inner sanctum would be exceedingly powerful in the Clan.  
 
    “He values her for personal reasons, Faoladh” Mosconi explained.  
 
    Nandini leaned forward. “Because of her ties to a valued ally?” 
 
    The Wyr shook his head. “She is to be Monseigneur’s bride.” 
 
    Sienna gasped, more agitated for her sister than ever. Monseigneur would not give up easily on a bride. The sibling remained in great danger, despite her escape from the Vampires. Nandini, not one to show her emotions, held on to her composure better.  
 
    As the room exploded with exclamations and questions, Faoladh turned puzzled eyes to Raoul. The powerful Vampire Master’s notorious reputation spoke of ambition, deviousness, calculation and brutality. But never the softer emotions. Raoul, as astonished by the news as the others, kept his own counsel. He knew this was not the first bride Monseigneur had coveted. The first had been the witchling’s mother. 
 
    “How old is the girl?” asked Atsá.  
 
    “By our calculation, no older than twenty” Mosconi responded. 
 
    Hawk looked incredulous. “What does Monseigneur want with a twenty year old?”  
 
    As immortals, Chosen looked at age with different eyes than the Si’ffa. Yet, Hawk was aghast. Monseigneur was a Pure Blood Master, made a Vampire by one of the original Blutsaugers. That made him very old, even for Chosen. And no kind of groom for a twenty year old. 
 
    “It’s not a marriage, Hawk” Atsá said quietly, reading the repugnance in his grandson. “It’s an alliance to strengthen his ties to her mother.” 
 
    Hawk’s eyes flashed to his grandfather. What he saw in Atsá’s eyes had the young Shifter piping down.   
 
    “We know she promised one daughter to Bianchi” Maartje reminded Hawk. “She’s using them to bolster her army.” 
 
    “That might be true for Bethesda, Maartje. But Monseigneur is not just any Vampire” Faoladh observed. “He’s a Pure Blood Master. If he agrees to take a bride, there’s something in it for him. He doesn’t need her to strengthen an alliance.” 
 
    Tasia, recalled to the past by the proclamation, felt her heart skip a beat when Jason drawled. “This is the second mate Monseigneur has lost. It would seem that his luck with brides has not improved.” 
 
    The Shifter investigator glanced at his older colleague. Younger than his First One partner, Mosconi’s knowledge about the Clan was not as vast as Kovács’.  
 
    “Is it true, Sándor?” Faoladh asked the Ancient, confident that the investigator would know about it. 
 
    Kovács confirmed it. “There were whispers of a previous bride. But it never came to pass.” 
 
    Tasia lowered her eyes to her lap and regulated her breathing. It would not do to raise Faoladh’s suspicions. She was less anxious about the other Shifters in the room. They would put any change in her down to shock, much like Sienna and Nandini. But Faoladh was a different beast altogether. Having aroused his suspicions once, she was leery of drawing his attention again. The Alpha would push the conversation to other channels, if it skirted any subject likely to threaten her cover. Yet, she could not but reflect on the irony of the circumstances. The only reason Jason was aware of Monseigneur’s marital aspirations was because the Alpha had asked him to dig into Gabriel Azevedo — the unintended consequences of keeping her parentage a secret from the Alpha. Not for the first time, Tasia regretted not being candid with him before. Don’t repeat the same mistakes again, she told herself fiercely.  
 
    Duncan and Hawk stayed mute. But Elisabetta allowed her curiosity free rein.  
 
    “Who was the first mate?” she questioned Sándor Kovács, hoping that Monseigneur’s previous bride might provide a hint about his second. Like the others, Elisabetta understood that unearthing the third daughter was crucial to defeating Lady Bethesda, almost as critical as raising an army to stop the one she had amassed over the years. 
 
    “Little is known about her or what became of her.” Kovács glanced at Faoladh. “I can dig into her” he offered.  
 
    Faoladh turned to the Chosen in charge of the investigation. “What say, Raoul?” 
 
    The Alpha turned to Jason. “Tell them what you told me, LaRue.” 
 
    “She was a Lombardi captive” Jason explained. “Monseigneur had an ex-Guardian, Gabriel Azevedo, working with him. They fell out over the prisoner and Azevedo helped her to escape the Vampires.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” Luis asked. 
 
    “The Clan caught up to them and both Azevedo and she perished in the ensuing clash.” 
 
    Atsá frowned. Azevedo had come up before in the investigation. But the second player was more mysterious. “What do we know about her, Jason?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s all I have” the Guardian admitted. “Merceau asked me to look into Azevedo because, like Lady Bethesda, he defected from the GCW to work for the Lombardis. That is when I unearthed Monseigneur’s runaway bride.” 
 
    Faoladh was reminded that Azevedo had been brought to the First Wizard’s attention during her visit to San Francisco. “Anything to tie Bethesda to the other Guardian, Raoul?”  
 
    The Alpha shook his head. “Nothing, except the Lombardi connection. By all accounts, Azevedo soured over the Undead very soon, while nothing suggests any disenchantment on Lady Bethesda’s part.” 
 
    Raoul suspected that the likelihood of the witchling ever being traced back to her mother was low. It was her connection to Azevedo that posed the real threat.  
 
    “LaRue did a thorough job of investigating Azevedo and any ties to Lady Bethesda” he directed at the investigators. “However, it might be worthwhile to look into the prisoner he aided, given what we know now.” 
 
    Faoladh agreed. “Any parallels between the women would help us understand Monseigneur’s motivations. Might even shed some light on how his alliance with Bethesda benefits him.”  
 
    “I’d imagine the alliance is a way for Monseigneur to consolidate more power” Simeonov remarked. 
 
    “The alliance also carries significant risks for him, Stefan” Duncan offered a counter-argument. “Monseigneur would not readily associate with someone he knows will draw the opprobrium of other Chosen.” 
 
    Faoladh concurred with the English Shifter’s assessment. “For her, it carries little risk. But for Monseigneur, it is a perilous gamble. There is more to this alliance between them than meets the eye.” 
 
    He glanced at the Alpha. Something in the Shifter’s blanked expression had him asking perspicaciously. “What are you thinking, Raoul?”  
 
    “If Monseigneur is gambling with his closeness to Lady Bethesda, I doubt the other Pure Blood Masters are happy to see him jeopardize the Clan for his own ambitions.” 
 
    Faoladh’s eyes narrowed, as the likely explanation hit him. “They don’t know what he is about” he muttered. “Or at the very least, not the extent of the threat his affiliation, with her, poses to the Clan.” 
 
    Raoul’s eyes entangled with his Alpha’s. “Perhaps, it is time to explain to the leeches the jeopardy they risk if Monseigneur continues down his current path” he advocated.  
 
    Since the witchling’s comment about Monseigneur’s past collaborations with Ancients, Raoul had chewed on it. It was clear that the leech had nursed his ambitions much before Lady Bethesda. As they uncovered more of the Pure Blood Master’s activities, it struck him that Monseigneur might be more of a threat than Lady Bethesda. If so, it would be a mistake to be distracted with torpedoing the Wizard’s ambitions, while the real power behind the evil ran roughshod over the Chosen. But finally, he had an excuse to stop the Lombardi Master in his tracks.  
 
    “Divide and conquer” Faoladh murmured approvingly. “I like it. You want me to initiate this?” 
 
    Raoul shook his head. “Let me sow the seeds first, Faoladh. You’re the ace in the hole to be brought out for the finish.” 
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    That evening, as they gathered for a final confab with Faoladh, Sienna addressed the Wyr. 
 
    “You knew Da the best amongst us, Faoladh” she stated quietly. 
 
    Following their previous conference, Faoladh had stepped out to have a private word with the investigators from Venice. And Raoul had seized the opportunity, to brief the team with a concise retelling of his conversation with Faoladh about the past. The Shifters, true to their nature, had taken Faoladh’s disclosures in stride, not once questioning why the Wyr’s intuitions and insider knowledge, about the Oracle or Lady Bethesda, had not been shared with them before. The others had reacted differently — Roman Durovic, astonished by the eminent Seer’s outsized role in steering Faoladh in his quest and Jason LaRue, intrigued by this glimpse behind the curtain regarding Guardian machinations about the Council of Chosen. But for Sienna, Faoladh’s divulgence, of a relationship with her father, had brought immense relief. The pressure on her to come up with the answers seemed to recede. But more importantly, for the first time in her life, she was presented with an opportunity to understand a period in the past that continued to bedevil her. The Alpha Wyr offered her the chance to get answers about her Da, even as questions about her mother persisted.  
 
    Faoladh gentled his tone. “Not the best.” 
 
    Sienna met his eyes. “I was a child. To me, he was just Da — not a Guardian and not the Oracle.” 
 
    The Alpha Wyr’s shrewd eyes wandered her face as the others watched them silently. 
 
    “We understood each other, Sienna” he acknowledged gravely. “In many ways, he was a kindred spirit.” 
 
    Sienna did not beat about the bush. “What do you think? Was his last prophecy unfinished, or is there another reason why Da doesn’t tell us outright who the custodian and the champion are?” 
 
    Faoladh was equally candid. “I can think of three reasons to explain his brevity, Sienna. Either the prophecy was incomplete, or he could not identify some of the crucial Chosen in his visions.” 
 
    “You mentioned three possibilities, Faoladh” Elisabetta prompted him.  
 
    The Wyr paused for a moment, before answering her. “It is possible he left behind crumbs to mark the trail, while taking care to not point to where the path leads. For some reason, he wanted to mask the identities of the Chosen who play a part in our future.” 
 
    Faoladh ignored the others to address Sienna. She looked gobsmacked and he added a warning. “Keep in mind that this is pure conjecture on my part. I was hoping he’d left me a clue in the Seer’s documentation. Without one, I’m just guessing, like everyone else in here.” 
 
    As the others digested Faoladh’s words, Sienna reflected on a weighty matter. It took her a moment or two to gather herself. “Speaking of clues in the documentation …” Her voice trailed off as the attention of the room flashed to her.  
 
    Faoladh asked the question. “He left you something?”  
 
    She did not deny it. “But I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    Before the others could react, Hawk interjected impetuously. “What clue, Sienna?” 
 
    “There’s a scribble in the column — a doodle shaped like an untidy spiral. When I was a kid, I’d draw that spiral everywhere. Da would ask me if I was building a staircase to escape him. It was a running joke between us.” 
 
    Her eyes swept from Hawk to the Alpha. “I didn’t say anything before because I don’t understand what message he’s sending me” she said helplessly, an undertone of apology in her voice. 
 
    Raoul didn’t hold this against her. Sienna’s emotions were under assault — not only by the actions of her mother, but also by revelations about the man central to this prophecy they chased. Under those circumstances, he was willing to cut her some slack.  
 
    Jason was the first to break the silence. “Perhaps, it is his way of communicating to you that you have a role in his prophecy, Sienna” he offered. “Especially, since he doesn’t put your name officially down as one of the sisters.” 
 
    Sienna, incredibly relieved by the Alpha’s reaction, was unconvinced by Jason’s suggestion.  
 
    Duncan stepped into the breach. “Like the other clues the Oracle left behind, it is open for interpretation, Sienna. I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    Nandini added her voice to the English Shifter’s. “There is so much up in the air, Sienna. Your doodle is merely one more mystery, to add to the basket of them. We’ll figure this out together, along with the other pieces of the puzzle.”  
 
    Their reassurances helped soothe Sienna. The familiar scribble was one of the reasons news about Faoladh’s relationship with Da had assuaged the agitation and urgency of trying to make sense of his confusing clues. There was another hint for her in the Seer’s interpretation, one even more astounding, that Sienna was trying to process before she revealed it to the others. She glanced at the Alpha, wondering whether she should apologize some more for not speaking up earlier. 
 
    As her eyes met his in apology, Raoul did not hold back. “Every little bit, no matter how obscure, helps us understand the puzzle, Sienna” he said easily. “Information is paramount. Your doodle, as well as Faoladh’s reminiscences about the past, will help us determine what is to come. They are all fragments that make up the larger picture. We cannot stop something that we do not understand.” 
 
    “I wonder if Scot foresaw the investigation too” Faoladh remarked pensively. “Maybe, it is his way of signaling that he knew his daughter would be a member of this team.” 
 
    “If so, to what purpose?” Roman was puzzled. “Why is Sienna’s presence in the investigation significant? 
 
    “I don’t know” Faoladh admitted. 
 
    He glanced around the room, making sure to drive his point home. “We might wonder why he’s so enigmatic and ambiguous. But irrespective of what he left unsaid, every word the Oracle placed on official record holds meaning. Of that, you can be sure.” 
 
    “In other words, instead of speculating about the identity of the players, we are better off focusing on what the Seer does tell us” Atsá summed up Faoladh’s advice.  
 
    Nandini’s voice rang out. “I have a question, Faoladh.” 
 
    “Of course” he responded courteously. 
 
     “You’ve read the interpretation. Given your knowledge of the Oracle, do you believe that Lady Bethesda is the chetariki of The Prophecy?” Nandini asked bluntly. She knew that neither Sienna nor Jason would ever ask Faoladh this question — neither was ready to hear the answer. But Nandini desired Faoladh’s opinion on this, not only for its significance to the investigation, but also because it affected the half-sister she’d come to love. 
 
    The Wyr hesitated, an uncharacteristic reaction that had the Shifters in the room come to attention as Jason’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    Faoladh believes that Lady Bethesda is the rainmaker. 
 
    The realization hit a silent Tasia like a ton of bricks. The Oracle’s explanation might be hazy about many things, but it did not mince words when it came to the role the rainmaker would play in The Prophecy. The custodian was the key to the entire prophecy and if Faoladh believed it was Lady Bethesda, they were in a world of trouble. 
 
    “You do” Sienna murmured, unable to hide her angst at the blow.  
 
    “No, Sienna” Faoladh contradicted her firmly. “The truth is I don’t know what to believe about the custodian. But I will tell you what I am confident of. I don’t believe things end badly. It might get hairy in the short term for us all, but in the end, the Chosen will emerge stronger.”  
 
    “Because the Seer hints that the custodian will do the right thing in the end?” Sienna suggested, not persuaded by the argument. 
 
    “No, because of what your Da shared with me about his incomplete prophecy of the CoC. I’m convinced that his last foretelling continues the one about the Council. Primarily because, if Scot suspected he was on borrowed time, he would not abandon the unfinished prophecy. He believed that this prediction would be his most important contribution as a Seer. Scot always said that it foretold of a very different future for us Chosen, one with more inherent justice and the promise of greater prosperity for everyone.” 
 
    As the room ruminated on his assertion, the Alpha, with a pregnant glance at Duncan, diverted the conversation to a different matter. Not to say that Raoul was unaffected by what Faoladh’s response hinted at. The person who knew the Oracle the best was saying, in so many words, that Lady Bethesda might very well be the custodian The Prophecy revolved around. But there was little to be gained by speculating about that which they did not know. Their efforts would be put to greater use by focusing on what they could influence.  
 
    “We shared the evidence against Lady Bethesda with DiZeyla and David Hamilton” he disclosed to Faoladh. “DiZeyla does not believe that what we have is compelling enough to persuade the Ancients to take her on.” 
 
    Faoladh looked resigned by the news. “DiZeyla is right, Raoul. I know, from experience, how hard it is to persuade the First Ones to involve themselves in a cause that they believe does not pertain to them directly.” 
 
    “I’ll work on TorElnor, Merceau” Roman adjured, with grim conviction. “It might take time but I will convince him of the threat she poses to the Chosen.” 
 
    “And I will engage SivoTar” Nandini said determinedly. “He’ll grant me an audience, I know.” 
 
    “Let’s hold off on that for now” Raoul directed. 
 
    Roman arched an eyebrow, surprised by the comment. “What’s the plan of action, Merceau?”  
 
    “Time to try a different approach. DiZeyla makes a good point, Durovic. Instead of chasing after more evidence against Lady Bethesda to convince the First Ones, it might be easier to use the past charges against her. The barrier to persuading the Ancients of her activities after Chicago is too high, but we don’t have to convince them of her earlier crimes.” 
 
     Faoladh grasped what the Alpha was proposing. “ElThor pushed Esmeralda to stop Bethesda all those years ago and was personally involved in hushing up the events in Chicago” he noted, his voice ringing with approval. “He’s seen firsthand the havoc she wrought before. If we prove to him that Bethesda survived the blast at the Registry, he’ll join us in making her face the music for before.” 
 
     Duncan’s brows drew together. “And, if others are proven to have aided her to hide from justice all these years, the Ancients might agree to go after them too?”  
 
    “I believe so.” Faoladh was confident. 
 
    “I like it, Merceau.” Jason made it clear he approved of the strategy. “Let’s focus on proving to the First Ones that she is alive, rather than engaging in an uphill battle to convince them she’s bent on destroying our world. Makes little difference to me if she faces justice for Chicago or her actions after it.” 
 
     “But for that, we must force her out in the open” Raoul pointed out. 
 
    “That can’t be too hard, not after Portland” Elisabetta professed. “Plus, she’s already broken cover with Faoladh.”  
 
    “It will not be easy, Elisabetta” Faoladh warned. “Bethesda is cagey. She is aware of the risk she courts by showing her hand too early. Right now, the past is the only thing that hangs over her head. She will stay in the shadows, until she’s absolutely sure she’s been absolved of her past transgressions.” 
 
    “By you” Raoul pronounced, putting into words what they all suspected. “At least, that’s what she believes.” 
 
    Faoladh did not deny it. “Be that as it may, there will be no outsmarting her on this, Raoul. Even a public declaration of support from me will not persuade Bethesda to emerge from the shadows.” 
 
    “Then, we outmaneuver her another way” Roman said. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, Faoladh made an astonishing observation. “Raoul has the best shot at forcing her out into the open.” 
 
    Raoul’s eyes tangled with that of the Alpha Wyr. He’d landed a few metaphorical blows during their only encounter, but Faoladh held greater sway over her. After all, Lady Bethesda had convinced herself that, as the custodian of The Prophecy, she would be championed by Faoladh. 
 
    “Trust me on this, Raoul” Faoladh reiterated his point. “You’re gotten under her skin.  Her brief conversation with me was fixated on you. From me, nothing short of a public pact will do. She knows my history with Scot and is aware that everything she shills for goes against my beliefs. Yet, for some reason, she’s convinced herself that I will throw away my principles because Scot’s prophecy says so. But despite how fervently she believes in my role as foretold by The Prophecy, she will protect her flank until she’s absolutely sure that the danger from past crimes has been averted. You, on the other hand, she’s wary of but believes she can sway to her cause.” 
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    Weeks in the past, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    She must have dozed off at some point, for when Temi opened her eyes, the first streaks of dawn loomed over the horizon. Below her, in the pale light, the green canopy rising through the mist looked serene, with no specks of flying Vampires to pollute it. The sight of it reminded Temi of how high she was and the precarious perch she dozed in. Her hand shot out to hold on to the branch under her, as a streak of raw fear stabbed at her heart.  
 
    “Time to leave” announced the deep, rich tones of the man the Chosen had once dubbed the assassin. 
 
    She turned to him, the hand, clutching the branch she straddled, white with strain. 
 
    In the breaking light, cloudless slate-gray eyes met her gaze. The pale eyes looked very different in the light of the sun. 
 
    Something of her fear must have showed on her face, for he said calmly in that incongruously smooth voice. “I bound you to the tree. You would not have fallen.” 
 
    Temi took a deep breath, to loosen the grip on her perch. “Are the Blutsaugers gone?” 
 
    “They moved on a few hours ago” he said easily.  
 
    She looked alarmed. “You should have woken me.” 
 
    “It’s safer to wait for the sun” he declared. “Now, we have till sundown before they hunt again in earnest.” 
 
    He climbed down first, after undoing the magic that bound Temi to the tree. She followed more slowly. Morning dew complicated the descent and her shoes slipped and slid as she struggled to gain purchase. Once she was past the high branches, the going was even harder, the trunk slippery under her. Temi slid carefully down it. She was nearly two thirds of the way down when disaster struck. Her foot slipped and, as she scrabbled to lock on with her arms, her other leg buckled. With a yell, she went hurtling down, her locked arms around the trunk saving her from a hard fall.  
 
    He was nearly to the ground when she crashed into him. By then, Temi’s eyes had closed in terror, her battered hands holding on for dear life. He had but a few seconds of warning — her cry had him glancing up to see her come skidding down. Letting the rucksack drop to the ground, he prepared to break her fall. She slammed into him, and he used his body to hold her to the trunk with his weight. As the rush of air subsided, Temi opened her eyes.  
 
    “Let go” he directed. “I’ll get you down.” 
 
    But in her fright, Temi only held on more desperately. Her arms and palms were scratched raw, the sting a reminder of the near calamitous fall.  
 
    “If there ever was a time for you to trust me, Red” he said clearly. “This would be it.” 
 
    Temi willed her pounding heart to slow down. The forest teemed with sound, the chirping of birds a soothing balm after the rush of fear in her. She cast a glance down — the ground didn’t seem that far off. She could feel his muscles bunching as he strained to hold them both. But he was patient and did not rush her. Temi forced herself to let go. 
 
    “Hold on to me” he said.  
 
    And she did. 
 
    He moved them down, inch by straining inch. Temi held on, letting him do the work as he had asked. Once below, he let go of her and she slid onto the ground. He said nothing, though she could feel his eyes on her. 
 
    She tested her ankle gingerly but the shooting pain had her wincing. 
 
    He came down on his haunches. “Let me see.” 
 
    Temi shot him a look as he reached for her ankle. The slate-gray eyes flashed to her, too close for comfort. A shaft of sunlight hit him, transforming the eyes from calm gray to gleaming silver. This near, she could see the opaque silvery depths. But she didn’t bother to read him. Temi suspected that she was done for. Her shot at freedom had lasted only one night. 
 
    “It’s no use” she confessed heavily, holding her despair in with an effort. “I can’t outrun the Blutsaugers with a bum ankle.” 
 
    Something, another trick of light perhaps, had the silver eyes shimmering. “I’m going to feel your ankle” he warned her, reaching for it. 
 
    Temi didn’t protest, only wincing once as his fingers probed it. He was surprisingly gentle, his touch sure. 
 
    “It’s a twist, nothing’s broken” he said calmly. “You’ll be sore but you can walk.” 
 
    Immense relief had Temi closing her eyes. She was not to return to the Blutsaugers. 
 
    When she opened them, he met her gaze. “Your shoe, on the other hand ...” 
 
    To her dismay, Temi noted that the flimsy sole of one shoe had shredded through, to expose two of the middle toes. 
 
    After his assurance had given her renewed hope, Temi was reluctant to give up. 
 
    “I have another pair back in my room at the resort” she offered. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s too late for that. They have discovered your absence.” 
 
    Temi’s face fell. 
 
    He held her gaze. “Unless you’ve changed your mind and want to return?” 
 
    This time, there was no hesitation. Temi shook her head firmly.  
 
    He pulled out a t-shirt from the rucksack and proceeded to methodically tear it into strips. Wetting one strip with a little water from a bottle in the sack, he handed it to her. 
 
    “Clean your palms and hands, as best as you can. We’ll hit a river soon and you can wash up.” 
 
    While Temi carefully cleaned the scratches, he bound her ankle efficiently with another strip from his stash. Once it was strapped, she leant against the tree to test her ankle again. He was right. There was some soreness but nothing she couldn’t handle. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked her. 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    He reached into the sack to hand her a protein bar. “Eat it. You have a long trek before you.” 
 
    Still a little shaken up, Temi dutifully chewed on the bar. It was bland but filling. He wolfed down his in silence, a faint pucker between his brows. Once she was done, she helped herself to water from the bottle and cast him a sidelong glance. He must have caught it, for he turned to her.  
 
    With the sunlight bathing them, the silver eyes pinned her down. “How does the ankle feel?”  
 
    “I can walk” she assured him. More like hobble, but she would take it. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He reached for her ankle again. “I’m going to bind your shoe to your foot. It should protect it from the forest floor.”  
 
    Quickly and efficiently, he strapped another strip from his t-shirt around the toe of her foot, to cover the hole in the sole.  
 
    “Watch your step” he warned her. “Let’s make sure it gets you to today’s destination.” 
 
    “Another tree before sundown?” she inquired. 
 
    He shook his head, zipping up the rucksack, before fluidly getting to his feet. “Change of plans. There are caves about six hours from here. The shoes will get you there.” 
 
    Temi wondered how she was meant to go on after. Her shoes might make it to the cave, but they would not last long. Her makeshift footwear would get shredded by the forest. 
 
    He helped her to her feet. “We have the day to get to the caves and I won’t set a punishing pace. If your ankle hurts, ask me to slow down.” 
 
    Temi limped slowly into the forest after him. He was being unaccountably and unexpectedly kind, and she didn’t know how to handle it after his fury the night before. The man was like a chameleon. Every time she thought she had him figured out, he surprised her. 
 
    Temi would remember that walk through the rainforest for years to come. Under her, the ground was strewn with moss, leaves and other debris, while above her, tall trees crowded together to bar the sun, even as she blindly followed a stranger deep into the forest, accompanied by the sweet symphony of chirping birds. True to his word, he set an easier pace and made frequent stops to allow her to rest her ankle. It was damp and cold and Temi was glad of her jacket. When a gust of rain hit them an hour later, he had them under a dense outcropping, dry from the shower. What had he said the night before, about being one with the earth, Temi mused, as she watched him surreptitiously? He seemed to read the cues from the forest and its denizens — they warned him of flying Blutsaugers and approaching rain showers. And he was able to shroud himself to become one with the trees. Whatever magic he had, it was very powerful and unique.  
 
    By midmorning, they were at the river. By now, the sun was out and it was warmer. Temi’s ankle was in decent shape, the soreness almost gone but the forest floor had been brutal to her shoe. By the banks of the rushing river, she undid the binding and slipped her foot clear of the tattered shoe. The strip of cloth, he’d used to cover the damaged sole, fell apart as the shoe came off. Temi noted in alarm that the other shoe was in no better shape either. 
 
    “Wash up” he directed at her, before adding a warning. “The river’s swelling and the current is strong.” 
 
    It was winter in Belize, the peak of the rainy season. And the fast-flowing river brought with it mud and silt from the banks. Temi planted her bare feet apart, grounding herself before leaning forward to wash her arms. The water was surprisingly cool and clear, despite its muddy depths and the dirty brown color. When she stepped back onto the bank, her companion was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Temi perched on the ground, letting the sun dry her. By her estimate, they had covered a quarter of the distance to the cave. Surprisingly, they had encountered no stray Blutsaugers out hunting late. Though they preferred to keep their distance from the sun, Temi suspected that a healthy fear of Monseigneur might make a few brave the daylight. Or perhaps, ElMorad’s trick with the shrouding magic had bamboozled the Vampires, to throw them off. Without her scent to track, the forest was vast and would keep them busy. 
 
    Her companion emerged into view, his hands full of leaves. In the light of day, he looked even larger than in the shadows, the pale eyes glinting silver under the sun. It was a severe face, Temi concluded, but not an unattractive one. The light eyes stood out against the darker skin; the thick black hair gleamed under the sun, the hint of curls subtly softening his harsh features; the hard, square jaw spoke of determination; the sharp blade of a nose gave him an air of arrogance and the dark stubble on his face gave him an aura of danger and rakishness. But it was the turn of his lips that hinted at softness and passion, striking a discordant note from the severe features, much like his deep, rich voice that flowed like aged wine. A man of few words but an amazingly patient one, at least on occasion. She had misjudged his intentions, Temi recognized, allowing her own doubts and fears to paint him as the villain when he’d given her no cause. 
 
    He kicked off his shoes to step into the water. When he emerged, it was to grind a few of the leaves between two pieces of hard stone. A greenish paste was produced and he held it out to her. 
 
    “Smear this on the scratches. It will disinfect them.” 
 
    Temi wrinkled her nose at the strong odor but did as he asked. Her arms were scratched from the friction against the rough bark of the tree, when she’d attempted to break her fall. While she slathered on the paste, he made another trip to the river to clean two large leaves and place them to dry on the bank.  
 
    “You are familiar with the forest” Temi commented as he joined her, her eyes on the greenish goo on her arms. 
 
    “I’ve spent time here.” He was cryptic.  
 
    Temi was not surprised. She’d been counting on him to put in an appearance at The Games. Her research had indicated that, though ElMorad had once been a regular feature, especially in the ring, for the last few decades, he’d been absent from the bouts. But she had hoped that he might still make it to The Games for nostalgic reasons. And she’d been proven right.  
 
    After distributing another protein bar, he reached for the large thick leaves he’d cleaned, astonishing Temi by using them to swaddle her feet in place of the wrecked shoes. After a few tries, where he asked her to test the bindings, he had them just right.  
 
    They proved very comfortable and easy to walk in, while protecting her feet from the debris on the forest floor.  
 
    “Four hours” he declared, hefting the rucksack up. 
 
    He set off for the trees and Temi followed. 
 
    “Then, what?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll be at the caves” he said. 
 
    Yes, but I can’t stay there forever. How do I outrun the Blutsaugers without shoes? But Temi didn’t ask the question aloud, afraid of his answer.  
 
    Midafternoon, they were at the cave. Her excursion guide had talked about a large network of underground caverns and sinkholes in Belize, once utilized by the ancient Mayans. Temi wondered if this cave too was part of the same network. Its opening was obscured by a fall of foliage that her companion brushed aside to usher her in. From the way he led her unerringly into it, she was sure ElMorad had been here before. Inside, the cave was massive, shadowy and yawning with a small stream cutting through it. Temi stared around her, a little overawed by the cavernous grotto. Sunlight streamed in through the foliage at the entrance, to light up part of the massive structure. Away from the entrance, the stream forked into two tributaries, one a little more than a trickle but the other more substantive. The larger tributary meandered deeper into the cave, until the cavernous darkness hid it from her. He followed the smaller tributary to an opening that led into another cave. A dark space greeted her, the only light a mere hint of the sun that leaked in from the larger grotto through the archway. 
 
    Unearthing a flashlight, he turned it on. In the light, Temi noted that the cavern was tiny. And that the stream covered a majority of it, to leave very little bare ground. The water appeared clear and deep under the light of the torch. 
 
    “This is a good place to hide” he proclaimed. 
 
    Temi agreed with him. The Blutsaugers hated water. They would not venture near it unless they scented her. Thanks to him, the shrouding magic had taken care of that possibility. 
 
    “Are you afraid of the dark?” he asked her. 
 
    Temi wasn’t. “No.”  
 
    She watched as he retrieved her spare clothes from his rucksack, to pile them neatly in a corner, along with a heap of protein bars and the bottle of water. 
 
    “I’ll leave you the flashlight” he remarked, digging into the sack. “Use it sparingly. I don’t have another set of batteries.” 
 
    Temi took in his preparations. “You’re leaving me here?” she asked. 
 
    Though her question had come out evenly, he abandoned his task to stand up and face her. In the torchlight, the slate-gray eyes were mysterious and shadowed.   
 
    “Just for a day. You’re shrouded with magic from the tree we spent the night in. It’ll wear off by nightfall, but if you stay in the cave, the Vampires will not find you.” 
 
    Temi said nothing, merely watching him. 
 
    “There’s a village half a day’s trek from here” he explained. “I’ll bring back supplies and shoes for you. Otherwise, we’ll be stuck here a lot longer.” 
 
    She sighed, unable to deny that what he was proposing made sense. Yet somehow, the idea of being trapped in a cave, while Monseigneur’s Undead hunted her, did not sit right with her. 
 
    He slung on the rucksack and offered her the flashlight. “I’ll be back before dark tomorrow. Remember, don’t leave the cave and your scent will not betray you.” 
 
    Temi watched as he strode away without a backward glance. Then, with a protein bar in hand, she moved into the larger cave flooded by sunlight. There were a few hours of light left and she wanted to conserve the flashlight batteries. 
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    On their way to the airport, the Alpha brought up a pending matter with Faoladh. A promise was a promise — was how Raoul looked at it.  
 
    “The Guardians desire an audience with you, Faoladh” he said. “The one who brought us the Seer’s interpretation asked me to intercede on their behalf.” 
 
    Faoladh was unsurprised. A particular Guardian had been remarkably persistent recently. “Thorne?” he inquired. 
 
    The Alpha confirmed it. 
 
    “Did you promise him a meeting with me, Raoul?” Faoladh asked. 
 
    “No, only that I would inform you he seeks one.” 
 
    “Good.” Faoladh was pleased. “Matters with the GCW are delicate right now. I’d rather avoid a one on one with the Guardians.” 
 
    Hmm, Raoul mused, Faoladh was aware of how the wind was blowing with the Guardians. Not that he had expected the Alpha Wyr to be in the dark.  
 
    “This is to do with the GCW’s ambition to elect a new First Wizard” he remarked. 
 
    Faoladh looked astonished. “You know about it?” He had not expected the Alpha to be in the know about internal Guardian politicking. Though on second thought, it struck Faoladh that Raoul had a Guardian who resided in his Lair. The Alpha was more likely to track GCW politics now, because of its repercussions on his investigation. 
 
    “I heard that the GCW was intent on calling for a full assembly to vote on the matter” Raoul acknowledged. “However, LaRue has not received his invitation yet, which suggests that they might be rethinking the strategy.” 
 
    “ElThor and I have let it be known, through unofficial channels, that replacing the First Wizard, while her relationship with the GCW is in the doldrums, will not be taken kindly by the other Chosen” Faoladh declared, not without relish. 
 
    Faoladh had been busy, Raoul realized. The Alpha Wyr’s proactiveness on this did not surprise him anymore, now that Raoul knew that Faoladh’s alliance with the First Wizard went back a long way — at the heart was Faoladh’s friendship with a Seer who’d asked the Wyr to keep an eye on his protégé. 
 
    “Esmeralda has allies on the Council, Raoul” Faoladh asserted. “ElThor is no fool. He might hesitate to involve his First Ones in the hunt for Bethesda, but he will not allow the GCW to destabilize the Wizards with petty politics. He was keen to join me in firing a shot across their bow. The Guardians understand that a new First Wizard will have less clout at the table if both ElThor and I do not offer our support to him or her. It has made them reassess their strategy.” 
 
    “Is this the end of the Guardians’ plan to replace the First Wizard, Faoladh?” a curious Duncan inquired from the back seat. 
 
     “I doubt it, Duncan. They won’t give up that easily. I have my people keeping their ears to the ground but I don’t want any truck with the Guardians yet. The threat of withdrawing support on the Council will be somewhat diluted if I indulge the Guardians with a personal exchange. At the end of the day, it’s a bluff. Neither ElThor nor I can do much if the Wizards change their representative to the CoC. They are within their rights to call for a new election.” 
 
    Both the Alpha and Duncan got the subtext of Faoladh’s comment. It was a delicate game that Faoladh and ElThor played, one that could unravel easily with a false step. Faoladh steering clear of the Guardians would ensure that no avoidable move was added to the choreographed game plan. 
 
    “Having said that” Faoladh continued. “I’d like to know why Thorne is so insistent to meet me. There are limitations to how many GCW rumors I’m privy to. A quid pro quo might be worth pursuing — having a Guardian on the inside would be enormously beneficial.” 
 
    He paused to reflect on the matter. “Tell Thorne that I will not grant him an audience but you’ll hear him out, Raoul” he directed. 
 
    The Alpha refrained from rolling his eyes. “Faoladh” he pointed out mildly. “I have no interest in Guardians or their politics.” 
 
    Faoladh grinned at the long-suffering tone of the remark. “Think of it as a mission to wrest potential ammunition for the investigation, Raoul.” 
 
    As the Alpha met his eyes, Faoladh banished all frivolity. “To get the First Ones to take the threat of her seriously, we’ll work to force Bethesda out in the open. Even as we pursue a different strategy with the Vampires, per your suggestion. With them, we instigate the other Pure Blood Masters to confront Monseigneur, which they will if they believe that he’s jeopardizing the Clan by his association with Bethesda. The Vampires have always walked a fine line, Raoul. They are not children of the Forebearers. If they step out of line, the punishment for them will be more severe than the others. They know it well. But while we work on the Vampires and the Ancients, we must make sure that the Wizards do not fall apart. Because if that happens, Bethesda will move in for the kill and take over the GCW, and the Wizards, in one fell swoop. I cannot afford to take my eye off that ball. That is why I make sure ElThor is always kept attuned to any GCW moves to weaken the First Wizard. As long as Esmeralda remains First Wizard, we have a shot at saving the Wizards from the destructive path the Guardians seem bent on.” 
 
    Raoul could not disagree with Faoladh. Things were at too fine an edge. And the Spell Casters were the closest to it, teetering on the brink, as was their wont. 
 
    Faoladh shot him a pointed look. “I’ve seen you outmaneuver Mistress Franciszka and bind together your local Chosen Alliance. You have the chops to squeeze the Guardians for information. Talk to Thorne and find out what they are up to. He’s influential within the GCW and commands a following. Anything you get from him will help us checkmate Bethesda from taking over the Wizards.”  
 
    Later, on the drive back after Faoladh’s plane had departed from Corfu, Duncan remarked. “We might be making more of Faoladh’s non-admission regarding Lady Bethesda as the rainmaker, Raoul. As he reminded us, everything is pure conjecture at this point.” 
 
    The Alpha shot his passenger a glance. With Duncan, he never hid anything. And his old friend knew him well enough to read the cues under the inscrutable exterior.  
 
    “He’s holding something back, Duncan” Raoul said bluntly. “At first, I thought he was being circumspect, to protect a friend’s confidence. But to what end? Sienna is the only one who might be affected by any disclosures about her father and she’s one of us, searching for answers about what is to come.” 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt Faoladh gives a damn about any repercussions to the Oracle’s wife” he contended. 
 
    “Maybe, it is Lady Esmeralda he’s protecting” Duncan suggested shrewdly. “Her position is precarious.” 
 
    “She was the Oracles’ protégé and the Guardians have long memories” Raoul countered. “Plus, her equation with the GCW is already in tatters. Nothing, certainly nothing from the past, could worsen that relationship.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes searched the Alpha’s profile. The boy’s instincts had always been stellar, even when he’d not cared enough to exercise them.  
 
    “What do you think Faoladh is holding back?” he asked. 
 
    Raoul shrugged. “Beats me. He told me that he picked me to run this investigation for a reason, one he’ll share when the time is right.” 
 
    “Since then, I’ve been wondering about it, Duncan. Think about it! Why did he pick me? More to the point, why pick another Shifter to dig into Lady Bethesda. He needs a Wyr to run the investigation, the Guardians will not cut it. That I get. Yet, among the Shifters, he knows her best. He was also friend to the Seer whose prophecy is now at the center of the investigation. He could easily have dug into the past himself, using his investigators to do the grunt work. Why ask me to look into it?” 
 
    “He wasn’t wrong about picking you, Raoul. Look how far we’ve brought the investigation.” 
 
    Raoul was blunt with his friend. “The witchling happened to be with us while we were searching for the answers. Without her, we would not have come this far so quickly. But Faoladh doesn’t know about her. So, why?” 
 
    Duncan concurred with the Alpha’s assessment of Tasia’s role in the investigation. Her presence in the team had helped to fast track their success. Tasia’s unusual circumstances gave her a different perspective from the Pack and even other, more established, Chosen. And her unique magic had contributed singular insights that had given the team many of the breakthroughs that pushed the investigation forward. 
 
    “It is puzzling” the English Shifter agreed. “But there’s another way to look at it. Perhaps, Faoladh was attempting to stay above the fray, knowing that he would have to save the First Wizard from her Guardians. In choosing you to run the investigation, he put you in the crosshairs of the GCW, while giving himself the room to counter their moves against her.” 
 
    “He knows you can take the heat” Duncan proclaimed, as Raoul reflected on the English Shifter’s comment. “Not only take it, but thrive under it. I’d consider that a vote of confidence.” 
 
    “He did admit that he knew the Guardians would play hardball with The Prophecy records” the Alpha murmured. “And that I’d wrest them from the Wizards.” 
 
    “Lady Esmeralda going to Faoladh was a double-edged sword for him” Duncan pointed out. “Faoladh finally had the excuse to dig into Lady Bethesda, but he also knew that to confirm or disprove his suspicions, he’d eventually need access to the Seer’s notes. Much to his relief, you tied Lady Bethesda’s actions to what he believes is the culmination of the Oracle’s unfinished prophecy. But as he’d suspected, once the Guardians knew that Faoladh was working with the First Wizard, they shut off access to the records. Keeping some distance from the investigation made it easier for Faoladh to deal with the GCW. ”  
 
    Raoul mused on his friend’s words. Duncan had a point. Yet, something about the conversation with Faoladh made him uneasy, an undercurrent he could not put his finger on. The relationship with Faoladh had always been straightforward. He knew where he stood with his Alpha, as was the way of the Wyrs. But for the first time, matters appeared not as cut and dried as before. They stood poised at the cusp of great change, not because that is what The Prophecy foretold, but because Raoul sensed that the coming conflict would affect everything — all the associations and relationships nurtured over time would be ripped apart. If there had ever been a time for the Wyrs to be completely in sync, it was now. 
 
    “Faoladh’s playing a long game, Duncan” he said pensively. “Maybe you’re right and he’s using me as the battering ram to open the doors he knows will resist him.” 
 
    “You’ll open every door we need, Raoul.” Duncan was confident, and proud. He knew how dogged and determined the boy could be. Lady Bethesda’s rampage over the Chosen reminded Raoul of past horrors and that made him dangerous to the Wizard. “Because at the end of the day, Faoladh is not wrong. She must be stopped.” 
 
    The English Were-Alpha paused, to chew on Faoladh’s confidences about the past. 
 
     “He could also be motivated by something else. We know now that he was once too close to some of the principals. Perhaps, Faoladh feels that someone like you, with no biases and preconceptions about the past, has a better shot at getting to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right” Raoul said.  
 
    Duncan, who had his suspicions about what concerned the Alpha, played devil’s advocate. 
 
    “If Faoladh is destined to defend the rainmaker from the wrath of other Chosen, keeping his distance from the investigation is not likely to stop what is to come” he submitted. 
 
    Raoul was equally blunt. “No, but my guess is because this is the Oracle’s prophecy, he can’t disregard what is to come, much as he wants to. Wyrs have never believed in prophecies, Duncan, and I’d bet good money that Faoladh still doesn’t when it comes to other Seers. But this one hits too close to home for him.”  
 
    “Since it is the Oracle’s prophecy that advances Faoladh as the champion, he is apprehensive that it might be true” Duncan murmured, finally understanding what had the Alpha preoccupied. “And that is why he asked you to lead the investigation?” 
 
    Raoul brooded on what Faoladh had admitted to him. 
 
    “I hope not, Duncan” he said heavily, not denying his friend’s assertion. “But Faoladh, no believer in prophecies, is a firm believer of the Oracle. And right now, everything the Seer says is pointing at Lady Bethesda controlling the narrative.”  
 
    Duncan’s eyes tangled with his friend’s. “If that comes to pass, Raoul, Faoladh will be the one on the wrong side of this. Elisabetta is right about Faoladh. I cannot see him sacrificing his principles just because he believes that is what the future is meant to look like, irrespective of which Seer foretells it.” 
 
    Raoul let the comment pass, hoping fervently that whatever the future held for the Chosen, he wouldn’t have to choose between his Wyr fealty and stopping a ruthless Magick who threatened their way of life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    An Archmage and a vision  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Denver, Colorado 
 
    The elegant lady glanced up as a pale young man walked into the room to greet her. 
 
    “What news, Rafaelo?” she inquired. 
 
    “The Alpha’s on the move” Bianchi said. 
 
    The lady was pleased. This could work to her advantage, she deliberated. Strike while the Wyr was distracted with other business. The Alpha was an astute and adept adversary and she would not be bamboozled by his Shifter persona or reputation again. She’d bide her time and get her ducks in a row, before she went up against him. Matters were entering a critical phase. Faoladh continued to be singularly stubborn about playing his role. And Raoul Merceau would not join her cause while Faoladh kept his distance. But she was made of sterner stuff. Plus, she’d had over two decades to plan her comeback and eventual triumph, over the Magicks that had run her out of town before. The fallback plan had been set into motion and she was eager to see the results. Faoladh would soon discover that he was not the only game in town. Perhaps, it was time to pry her daughters away from the pernicious influence of the Shifters, until Faoladh’s allegiance was public and unequivocal. 
 
    “How many guard my daughters?” she asked him. 
 
    The Vampire looked startled. “My Lady?” 
 
    “In San Francisco, Rafaelo” she expounded, a tad impatiently. “Find out how many guard them.” 
 
    Bianchi was pleased by the subtext of her query. Frankly, he was bored. He hated this twiddling of thumbs. He was a man of action. And Pure Bloods were not meant to lie low and skulk in the shadows. They were fated to be the fourth pillar of the Chosen; legitimate Magicks with a seat at the high table. Also, scheming was only fun when he was allowed the opportunity to test his strategies.  
 
    “They accompany the Alpha, My Lady” Bianchi explained, holding his eagerness in check.  
 
    It puzzled the Vampire no end that the Alpha’s entourage now included two of the Lady’s daughters, not one. He wondered at it. Whatever strategy she’d employed, to draw Faoladh into her corner, had not yet borne fruit. But Rafaelo was confident that the Lady would eventually get her way. He’d observed her tactics at close quarters for a long time and she’d proved to be an incredibly smart operator, always a few steps ahead of her adversaries. Rafaelo suspected that it was this quality of hers that had persuaded Monseigneur to back her. 
 
    The lady was puzzled. “Why take them along on Shifter business …?” She paused, to reconsider it. “Unless, it’s not.” 
 
    “My source says he’s traveling with a large party” the Vampire offered helpfully. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “Greece.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed to him. “Greece” she muttered, going a little pale. 
 
    “One of the islands, My Lady.” 
 
    “Which island, Rafaelo?” she asked sharply. 
 
    “Corfu.” 
 
    Rage swirled through her. But she tamped down her fury. She would never show any weakness before Rafaelo Bianchi. He was loyal to her, in his own way, because he’d been ordered to serve her and because she dangled the prospect of a future with influence before him. But the real master, he answered to, would always be Monseigneur. She was careful to hide any hint of vulnerability from the Pure Blood Master. Ally or not, Monseigneur would turn on her the day she became a liability for him. She was ever vigilant to give him no ammunition for such a turn of events.  
 
    This would never have come to pass if Faoladh had essayed the part written for him, she raged silently. Instead, his intractable pet Shifter was running amuck in Corfu, digging into matters meant to stay buried. If she were the cause of bringing the First Ones to Monseigneur’s doorstep, he would throw her to the dogs without a second thought. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I want to know why he’s in Corfu” she directed imperiously.  
 
    “Of course, My Lady.”  
 
    Bianchi cast a last glance at his preoccupied mistress, before exiting her presence. He would reclaim her daughters for the Lady, now that she was ready to welcome them back into the fold. And once he had wrested them from the Beast Lord, he’d make sure that it was his Pure Bloods that guarded them, not the B team that had allowed the daughter to escape. Rafaelo was wary of the Beast Lord; the Wyr was a scary bastard whose prowess and acumen were not to be taken lightly. And this was before the whispers suggested that the Alpha had survived a day and a night of silver in San Francisco, to break through his cage and confront his Wizard captors. This particular Wyr was shrewd like a Pure Blood, with the intellect of a First One and the power of a Shifter. He must never push the Beast Lord to the wall, or the Wyr would come rampaging after him. But if working for Monseigneur had taught him anything, it was that there were always multiple ways to slither into a citadel, no matter how fortified it be. Though neither Monseigneur nor the Lady had ever articulated their vision of the future to him, Rafaelo had had ample time to figure out their goals. He knew exactly why Monseigneur had gathered so many First Ones to his court over the years. During his time at the Venice Nest, some had become allies in the quest to survive the factionalism that ran rampant within Monseigneur’s inner circle. It was time to call in some favors. Wily or not, Bianchi was confident the Wyrs could be blinded by Pure Blood cunning. 
 
    Once the Vampire had exited the room, the lady let go of all pretense to stare blindly at the walls. The wolves were circling her, sensing blood. This was no time to play it safe. She’d been tentative with the fallback plan but now, it was time to double down on it. Faoladh must be shown that she meant business. And if he still proved recalcitrant, then she’d move forward without him. 
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    Atsá passed the document to Duncan, before glancing around the cabin.  
 
    “Tasia.” He zeroed in on the Wizard. “What is your assessment of the Seer’s interpretation?”  
 
    Not expecting to be called upon so publicly, Tasia was startled. As all conversation died down to focus on him, Atsá explained. “You were the one to surmise the role of a rainmaker. The Oracle’s words confirm this deduction. I’m curious to know what you make of the Seer’s notes.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think” she responded, unsure of what he was asking her. 
 
    Atsá didn’t miss a beat. “Do you believe the reason for his ambiguity is an unfinished prophecy?”  
 
    This time, Tasia answered the question. “As I understand it, a vision is a flash of events — something akin to a series of dreams or like watching a movie in parts. Yet, the manner in which the Oracle depicts the rainmaker — her past, her path to Chosen acceptance, as well as her difficult and complicated alliance with the champion — is very unequivocal and in depth, even as he provides no specifics. If you add in how he writes unambiguously about the struggle to upend Chosen tradition and dogma, though he doesn’t share what centuries-old custom will be targeted, it is hard to believe the visions did not give him the full picture.” 
 
    Atsá said nothing, merely studying her thoughtfully. They were in the air, a few hours from Belize. Many of the team had applied themselves to the Seer’s document again, after the revelations and new information from Faoladh and his investigators. 
 
    “You agree with Tasia, Atsá” Duncan observed perspicaciously. 
 
    The Navajo Shifter did not deny it. “The more I read the document, the more I believe that whatever made the Seer leave out details, it wasn’t because he didn’t see a clear picture of the future, Duncan.” 
 
    Roman’s brows drew together in astonishment. “If not that, then why talk in generalities about a prophecy that affects all Chosen?” he exclaimed. “Especially, since we now know that the Seer believed the future, this prophecy represents, is important enough to ensure that it be foretold in time.” He alluded delicately to the Oracle having a premonition of his own demise. 
 
    Atsá had no answer for him, and Roman turned to the Chosen with similar views to the Navajo Were-Alpha. “Tasia?” 
 
    “I’m not sure” she demurred. 
 
    The Alpha joined the fray unexpectedly. “Share, witchling. You don’t have to be sure.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed to him. “Sienna’s doodle is a clue, like everything else in the document. But it is unlike the other clues.” 
 
    A furrow marred the Alpha’s forehead as the wheels began to turn in his brain.  
 
    Luis Beltran leaned forward, his attention caught. “In what way, Tasia?” 
 
    It was Duncan who provided the answer, having come to the same conclusion about the curious scribble the Seer had left behind for his daughter. 
 
    “When it comes to The Prophecy, though he does not go into specifics, the Oracle describes the events and players to give us a sense of what kind of Chosen they are, what baggage they carry etc. Yet, the doodle, as a hint, is curiously bereft of even generalities, Luis. More importantly, this clue is unique in that it is directed at one person, the only one who can make the connection.” 
 
    Tasia’s gaze swung to Sienna, watching them with a blank look on her face. “That doodle was meant for his daughter” she reiterated quietly. “He had to have foreseen that Sienna would access the Seer’s document. Not hear about his notes, regarding his last prophecy, through the grapevine but actually lay eyes on it.” 
 
     Nandini chimed in. “Faoladh suggested something similar, Tasia. Perhaps, the doodle is a sign that the Oracle saw our investigation in his vision of the future.” 
 
    “I see where you’re going” Jason agreed with their premise. “If the vision showed him that we’d investigate the past, perhaps he also deduced that others, with easier access to official records, might check them out once the investigation’s focus on The Prophecy was out in the open.” 
 
    “The Guardians” Raoul murmured. 
 
    Hawk, following the rapid back and forth, interrupted them. “You’re saying the Oracle was being careful so as to not show his hand to the GCW. But why would he care if the Guardians knew what he had seen of the future?” 
 
    “For the sake of argument, Hawk, say if he put Lady Bethesda on official record as the custodian of his prophecy, how do you think the Guardians would react if they found out? Especially, if she emerged from the shadows and rallied them to her side” Atsá explained to his grandson.  
 
    Hawk’s eyes widened silently, as the implications of his grandfather’s words sank in. 
 
    “She’s only one example, Hawk, albeit an excellent one” a grave Jason reminded him. “There are myriad other possibilities. Perhaps, leaving everyone guessing, about some of the main players or events crucial to The Prophecy, allows the future to unfold the way it is meant to, without any Chosen attempting to influence it.” 
 
    “Faoladh did say that the Oracle was adamant about never revealing anything that might, even inadvertently, alter the future he saw in his visions” Maartje pointed out. “It is possible that not taking names is another instance of the Seer being careful that the future is not manipulated in any way.” 
 
     “Foresight about the future can be a dangerous weapon in the wrong hands” Atsá observed. “Thanks to Faoladh, we know that it was a prophecy that allowed him to birth a Council that represents all factions. In a way, knowledge about the future helped him to convince the Chosen. It is plausible that a different foretelling might enable a ruthless Magick to exploit what she knows will come to pass, to further her own cause.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that the Oracle anticipated that his knowledge about the future might be exploited.” Hawk was stunned by this level of foresight on the part of the Seer. 
 
    “It’s a possibility, Hawk” Duncan seconded Atsá. “One we should not discount. That would certainly explain the lack of details on official record.” 
 
    As the others reflected on the possibility, Roman stated the obvious. “Hate to beat the same drum, but if the Oracle deliberately omitted the name of the rainmaker, then Lady B might not be far off in her fantasies.” 
 
    “I’m still with Sienna on this” Elisabetta’s voice rang out. “I do not believe she is the rainmaker.” 
 
    “Faoladh does, Elisabetta” Simeonov prompted her softly. 
 
    “Be that as it may, I don’t” she said firmly. 
 
    Sienna, hitherto lost in thought, turned impulsively to Tasia.  
 
    “You’ve clearly given this a lot of thought. What do you think? Is Lady Bethesda the rainmaker?” 
 
    Beside her, Nandini took in her half-sister’s expression silently. This matter of the rainmaker was a touchy subject for Sienna, she knew. Where her emotions about their mother were just as strong, she had little baggage from the past to deal with. But Sienna had spent the first decade of her life with her mother. Thus, the ties went deeper for her, and consequently, were more tangled and harder to deal with. 
 
    Tasia took a moment to choose her words but did not attempt, in any way, to soften the blow. It would do no one any good to bury their head in the sand. It was better to confront an ugly truth head on. It might even help them stop the advance of a crafty and merciless adversary.  
 
    “She might well be, Sienna” she said gently. “However, I’m not sure that when The Prophecy comes to pass, it will give her what she desires. She might find that the future she’s been working towards is something else altogether.”  
 
    To Tasia’s surprise, Sienna took the first part of her response in stride but seemed astonished by the second.  
 
    Faoladh had implied much the same, but Sienna had a hard time buying it. “What makes you say that?” she asked. 
 
    Tasia shrugged. “The overall tone of The Prophecy, as well as the Seer’s document, hints broadly that what is coming will change things for the better.”  
 
    Sienna, very sure that her mother’s ambitions had nothing to do with uplifting the Chosen, reflected on the response. Yet, the thought of Lady Bethesda reaping any benefits at all after her past exploits and continued tyranny did not sit well with her. And Sienna knew that like her, Jason and Nandini too hoped for summary justice to be meted out to the Wizard for her crimes against their loved ones. In a way, she was mighty glad that it was the Pack that hunted her mother. The Shifters would not give up on bringing Lady Bethesda to justice for the past or the present. They were not likely to turn the other cheek in order to preserve Chosen amity or some unknown glorious future. It was comforting to remind herself that the Wyrs had never believed in prophecies. The only reason they’d chased the Seer’s interpretation so doggedly was to understand the future he predicted, since the Chosen they hunted had based her own ambitions on it. 
 
    Roman was the only one to be alarmed by this turn in the conversation. His eyes sought the Alpha. “Whatever the end result, unless we stop her in her tracks, the Chosen are in for a lot of grief” he warned.  
 
    Raoul said nothing, but what he read on the Alpha’s face had Roman relaxing. To the Ancient’s relief, the Shifters were not going to wait for The Prophecy to play out, in the hope that Lady Bethesda got her just deserts at the end of it. He’d always believed that, but Faoladh’s latest intervention had rattled Roman, as the implications of what the Alpha Wyr had shared became more apparent to him. 
 
    Duncan, perceiving the cause for Roman’s alarm, made haste to offer a suggestion. Their actions, as they went about the investigation, was the only way to assuage any concerns regarding Faoladh’s ambivalent and likely role in The Prophecy as ally to the adversary they must stop. No assurances would cut it. He noted curiously that neither Jason nor Nandini was rattled by Faoladh’s admission about the past, while Sienna even seemed relieved by his connection to her Da whose prophecy played a pivotal role in their investigation. 
 
    “If we believe that the Oracle set out to deliberately withhold the identities of the key players, perhaps we might be better served to consider The Prophecy from a different angle” the English Shifter suggested. 
 
    Jason was the first to comprehend Duncan’s suggestion. “He does provide more details about what The Prophecy is meant to accomplish” he affirmed. 
 
    “Those details are as mysterious as the description of the rainmaker” protested Elisabetta. 
 
    “Yes” the Guardian conceded. “But if he’s not actively trying to protect that aspect of the future, we have a better shot at unraveling the end goal, Elisabetta. If we do that, it could point us towards the custodian and her champion.” 
 
    “That’s a good point, Jason” Roman agreed with alacrity. “The Seer talks of changing Chosen dogma, centuries-old tradition and correcting the past.” He quoted from memory. They had all spent an inordinate amount of time studying the Seer’s brief note. 
 
    “As well as saving the future” amended Luis. 
 
    “Also, that powerful detractors will not stand by when Chosen canons are challenged” Atsá reminded them. 
 
    “Chosen canons” Nandini murmured aloud, as it struck her. 
 
    Tasia, who grasped what the Indian Chosen hinted at, perked up.  
 
    Roman took the hint too, but it puzzled him. “What role could the Primogeniture Canons play in this?”  
 
    They rarely came into play, unless a Chosen of mixed heritage was fought over between factions. Though, among the First Ones, the Canons were a significant way of classifying Magicks into the various sects and subgroups the Eru and Setik were divided into. 
 
    No one had an answer to Roman’s question. Barring Atsá and Duncan, the Shifters had little understanding about the precedents that comprised the Primogeniture Canons. And the others could find no connection to The Prophecy or how Lady Bethesda might exploit the Canons to further her influence in any way. 
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    The flight touched down in Belize on a runway hacked through the heart of a tropical jungle. It was late afternoon, and they disembarked to gray skies and a heavy drizzle. A convoy of jeeps greeted them. Tasia noted that, apart from the array of staff, the resort had also sent a representative to welcome the visitors. It became apparent very soon to whom they owed this honor. The Ancient representative from the resort zeroed in on Roman Durovic, greeting him with some warmth and great respect. Where it had been Duncan who’d taken the lead on the logistics in Corfu, now it was Roman who stepped forward to do so. 
 
    They piled into two vehicles, while their luggage was taken in another. Despite the desultory weather and the pelting rain, the short journey to the resort proved spectacular. Though jetlagged after the long flight, Tasia perked up to gaze around her appreciatively. Lush rainforest flashed by, before the jeep came to a stop in a square-shaped open courtyard. She caught a glimpse of a few thatched roofs and buildings that blended into the environs. Enclosed on all sides by the forest, the resort was an oasis in the middle of nowhere. Tasia was aware that its location played a big part in the eco-resort’s role in hosting Chosen parleys and events. Apart from the landing strip to the west of the resort, the nearest town was an arduous three day trek through dense forest to the south.  
 
    “What is that?” Sienna asked curiously, gesturing at an oval-shaped stadium-like structure that rose up to tower over the three storey high lodge. 
 
    “That’s the arena where The Games are held” Atsá explained. 
 
    Nandini looked taken aback. “You’ve been here before, Atsá?”  
 
    “A long time ago” he acknowledged.  
 
    “For The Games?” Roman inquired.  
 
    “Yes, when the Wyrs dominated the arena” Atsá said with a straight-face. 
 
    Roman shot him a wry grin in response. 
 
    “Can we go see the arena?” Sienna interjected excitedly. 
 
     “Now?” a puzzled Jason asked.  
 
    Reminded thus, she was a little crestfallen. “Once the rain stops” she muttered. 
 
    Tasia frowned. Something about Sienna’s reaction seemed off. A kind of suppressed excitement clung to the Wizard. 
 
    As their luggage arrived, they were ushered to their rooms. Tasia was pleased to find herself on the third floor with a room that faced north. It offered a spectacular view of the grounds and the rainforest. The room was tastefully furnished with beautifully carved Belizean wood furniture. After Corfu, Tasia knew that the Shifters would crash very soon. She freshened up, to go looking for Sienna and the others. The rain had reduced to a drizzle but the sun was on its way down, when Tasia made her way to the stadium with Sienna, Jason, Nandini, Roman and Duncan.  
 
    Under the orange rays of the setting sun, the stadium appeared massive, especially next to the modest lodge architected to blend into its ecosystem. An enormous oval-shaped pit dominated the center, while ascending rows of seats encircled it, to soar over the surrounding landscape. The spectators had the best seats in the house, to witness all the action in the pit. A corridor connected the structure to the lodge’s main building, while the rest of the stadium backed onto the jungle. But what held Tasia transfixed was the magic in the air. Decades of Chosen battling it out in this arena, to prove themselves to their brethren, had left behind a cornucopia of spent magic of all hues and shades. The mix of old and new, potent and insufficient, washed over her, overcoming her Magick sixth sense, until she could no longer distinguish where the remnants of Wyr magic ended and that of the First Ones began. The very air seemed to quiver with the vestiges left over from Chosen exercising their age-old powers. For a moment, she tensed, reminded of the time at Wizard Headquarters when the massive doses of magic in the air had overwhelmed her. But as the minutes passed by without  incident, Tasia relaxed, reveling in the sensations and hues of magic. At the back of her mind, a question arose. In San Diego, when the Pack had gone on a rampage, it had mostly been Wyr and some Wizard magic in the air. But this arena was redolent with a more potent mix of magic — The Games had once attracted the very powerful among the Chosen. Yet, she felt none of the after-effects here. Tasia couldn’t help but wonder why.  
 
    Beside Tasia, another Wizard stared silently at the array of empty seats that surrounded the pit they stood in. Sienna had never been to the resort before, or even to Belize. Yet, she knew this particular arena very well. Her heart thumped madly with rising excitement and it was all she could do to not shout out triumphantly to Jason. But her ability to see flashes of the future was a secret she’d kept from her new friends. And Da’s document had only solidified her resolve to keep it so. As her eyes drank in the details, subconsciously matching them to those imprinted in her mind, she searched for the podium where the Council of Chosen would sit in judgement. Before she could locate it, images slammed into her, like a fast moving reel that winked on and off at dizzying speed. She stumbled, as her overworked brain attempted to grapple with the onslaught of stimulation. And just like that, Sienna was transported to a room, similar to the accommodation provided to her in the lodge. 
 
    --- 
 
    She stood at the window, blind to the view, her mind roiling with troubled thoughts. A perfunctory knock on the door interrupted her musings. Before she could acknowledge it, the door was flung open. Two women burst precipitously into the room.  
 
    Sienna addressed the one with unusual indigo-colored eyes. “Where is she?” 
 
    A somber Nandini gestured wordlessly at the woods outside. “Says she’s out of options.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that” Sienna muttered grimly, making for the door. The two women followed her without a word. 
 
    They found Tasia by the grounds of the lodge, her gaze on the orange flames licking the sky. It was twilight and the rainforest around them was lit up with brilliant color, as if to herald the coming darkness.  
 
    Before Sienna could say anything, the red-haired sprite with Nandini piped up. “Whose ass should we kick, Tasia? I’ll take care of it” she offered. 
 
    Despite her foreboding, Sienna felt amusement bubble up in her. Nandini shot her a speaking look, heroically suppressing the grin threatening to burst through. Even Tasia’s quiet despondency seemed to give way before the sprite’s impudent overture. A tentative smile bloomed across her face. The sight had Sienna’s apprehensions ebbing away. 
 
    “Are you offering to kick ass, Temi?” Nandini remarked mildly, working to keep her quivering lips under control. 
 
    “Why exert yourself when you have the perfect man for the job” the sprite retorted.  
 
    Sienna’s eyes widened and Nandini’s jaw slackened. 
 
    However, Tasia’s face softened with affection. “Thank you, Temi” she said softly. 
 
    “Do you mean …?” Nandini’s gobsmacked voice trailed away. 
 
    The sprite shrugged. “Would you waste an effective weapon?” 
 
    Nandini’s eyes shot to the girl. “When the Deadly finds out you talk of him as your personal weapon — what happens then?” she challenged the sprite. 
 
    A gamine smile lit up the red-haired girl’s face. “He’ll play the part with gusto” she said with utter confidence, her eyes gleaming. 
 
    Sienna, equal parts amused and bemused by the assertion, focused on what troubled her. Whether the Archmage agreed to it or not was moot. Kicking ass would not solve Tasia’s problem. If only it were that simple, she wished fervently. Given what Sienna knew, there were few Chosen who could withstand Tasia if she chose to exert the full force of her magic. 
 
    “You can’t mean to choose the Vampires, Tasia? They’ll tear you apart” she said urgently, her voice shaking with passion. “The Pack is the only thing keeping them at bay.” 
 
    Sienna didn’t think her friend would ever side with the Clan, but Nandini’s words had disquieted her.  
 
    “I will never go to the Blutsaugers” Tasia assured her. “Not willingly, Sienna.” 
 
    “The First Ones?” Nandini asked. 
 
    “There’s history with the Blood Mages” Tasia acknowledged slowly. “I can’t be sure they won’t throw me to the dogs if it serves their interest.”  
 
    Nandini said nothing further. 
 
    Sienna hesitated, before issuing a warning. “I wish I could tell you that the First Wizard will protect your interests, Tasia. Her position is more secure than before, but it is impossible to foresee which side will have the upper hand on any given day.”  
 
    Tasia’s eyes tangled with her.  
 
    What she saw in their depths had Sienna straightening. “Go to the Pack” she urged her friend. “They’ll watch your back, as they always have.” 
 
    “Not this time” Tasia countered quietly. 
 
    “The Alpha will …” Sienna began. 
 
    “The price is too high. I can’t pay it, Sienna. I won’t pay it.” Tasia was vehement, clearly torn up by the prospect. 
 
    As Sienna prepared to make the case, Nandini shook her head discreetly at her half-sister. The Wizard subsided, albeit reluctantly. She’d come to trust Nandini’s instincts and if her sister was asking her to not press Tasia on the subject, she would back off for now. But the impasse set off alarm bells for Sienna. She’d been witness to the Pack’s assiduous guardianship of their Wizard charge, under their Alpha’s orders. How could everything change so drastically, Sienna wondered despairingly.  
 
    “If the Wyrs are not an option, what will you do, Tasia?” It was the red-haired sprite who asked the question but this time, she was grave, with nary a hint of levity in her. 
 
    “I don’t know” Tasia confessed. “From where I sit, the options are all bad.” 
 
    This time, Sienna could not bite her tongue. She’d be damned if her friend was sacrificed on her watch. This was the role she’d been prepping for, for nearly half her life. She had walked away from the Chosen, to be allowed to make her choices without the burden or complications of allegiances and loyalty. She would not allow the Council to put Tasia in the dock. 
 
    “I will make sure you have options, Tasia” she declared fiercely, determined to not fail her friend.  
 
    … 
 
     “Sienna” Jason exclaimed, his voice rising sharply.  
 
    The urgency in his voice had the others turn to them, only to see the Wizard topple over. If Jason had not held her up, she’d have collapsed onto the ground. As everyone rushed to her, a white-faced Sienna opened her eyes to stare at them blankly. 
 
    “What happened?” she blinked, looking confused.  
 
    “You fainted” Jason pointed out, with a furrow between his brows.  
 
    He helped her to stand. Confused and unsteady on her feet, Sienna held on to him. Her obvious discomposure had her friends desist from asking any further questions. In silent accord, they trooped back to the lodge where a sumptuous repast had been laid out for them. Duncan did not last long, but the others tucked into the fare. Sienna was unusually subdued, and Tasia sensed that the Wizard was in shock. She wondered whether it was connected in any way to Sienna’s inexplicable desire to explore the arena. 
 
    After dinner, Roman wandered off to chat up the resort officialdom, while the others readied to retire for the night. Jason followed Sienna to her room, concerned by the interlude in the stadium. Once in her room, Sienna gestured silently to him, urging Jason to follow her. The resort had provided a map of trails that crisscrossed the grounds. With a flashlight and the map, they set out. In no time, they were on the grounds, by the edge of the forest. As they ventured further from the lodge, the manicured acreage gave way to something less tamed. Lush, thick and wild, the rainforest beckoned them. Soon, the thick canopy overhead nearly masked the moon from them. Jason was silent, allowing her to take the lead, the light from the powerful flashlight guiding their way. 
 
    Eventually, Sienna stopped in a tiny expanse where the moon shone down on them. 
 
    “Far enough, I think.” She turned to face Jason. 
 
    His teeth flashed white in the darkness. “It’s the rare occasion when Shifters are down for the count, Sienna. I’d say we are safe from prying ears.” 
 
    “That arena, Jason … I know it” she asserted impetuously, unable to hold back anymore. 
 
    The Guardian was startled. “You’ve been here before?”  
 
    “I’ve never been to Belize” she insisted. “But I’m intimately acquainted with the pit and those seats that look down into it.” 
 
    It was the air of suppressed and incandescent excitement about her that gave her confidant his first clue. 
 
    “The vision” he gasped, flabbergasted by this turn of events. 
 
    She affirmed it eagerly, her eyes shining like stars in the moonlight. “This is where the Council of Chosen will sit in judgement over Tasia.” 
 
    He blinked, as everything fell into place. “That’s why you fainted” he murmured. 
 
    “I didn’t faint” she corrected him, a smile blooming on her face. “I was momentarily overwhelmed.” 
 
    His eyes widened, as he unraveled the subtle cues. “You saw the vision again, Sienna?” 
 
    “No, I saw another glimpse of the future” she admitted. “A small snippet, like the one I experienced at the Lair. It’s not the original vision I’ve seen many times before, but it is connected to that.” 
 
    She had shared the strange flash of events, she’d mistaken for a dream, at the Lair with Jason, though Sienna had kept the details to herself. Not because she didn’t trust him, but because she was unsure how to interpret it. Or even bracket it with the original vision. But the one at the arena this evening had been different. For one, she’d been awake when experiencing it. And secondly, this particular interlude was easier to tie to the original vision of Tasia before the Council. 
 
    He looked confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was here, at the resort, with my sisters” she explained. 
 
    “Both of them?” Jason confirmed, picking up on the hint again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What did you see, Sienna?” he asked, without ceremony. Jason was the only one who understood what paramount importance Sienna gave to these flashes of the future she’d been granted. 
 
    “I’m still processing it” she confessed.  
 
    “No new clues?” he persisted. “I know you suspect that Tasia’s ordeal might have something to do with her magic, but did you get a hint of anything else?” 
 
    Sienna reflected back on it. “Two things struck me, Jason” she averred. “A mix of good and bad. The bad news is that the Pack will not stand by Tasia when the time comes.” 
 
     He drew the obvious conclusion. “So, it is her powers that bring her to the attention of the Council?” 
 
    “I can’t tell for sure yet. But from what I was shown, she has a choice to make.” 
 
    He looked puzzled. “What kind of choice?” 
 
    “Something that involves choosing one of the factions on the Council.” 
 
    Jason tried to make sense of it. “She doesn’t pick the Shifters, despite her ties to the Pack?” he said incredulously. To him, Tasia’s decision should be simple. 
 
    Sienna shook her head, somewhat forlornly. “She seems estranged from the Pack, Jason.” There was dejection in her voice. Sienna had been hoping that with the influential Northern California Pack by her side, Tasia would have a powerful ally to back her before the Council. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Jason’s voice was gentle.  
 
    “She’s adamant that she can’t pay the Alpha’s price. Those are her words.” 
 
    Sienna did not tell him what she had declared to Tasia. This new glimpse into the future suggested that, more than ever, her friend would need Sienna by her side when the time came for the confrontation with the Chosen.  
 
    Jason took in her expression. “What’s the good news?” he prompted her. 
 
    Reminded thus, she perked up. “The Deadly that has my sister means her no harm.” 
 
    This time, Jason was taken aback. “He means to help her?” he exclaimed, his own excitement rising at the news. If her half-sister had found an ally to defend her from the Vampires, not only was that good news for their investigation, but it would also set Sienna’s mind at ease.  
 
    “That might be going too far, Jason. But my sister doesn’t believe he’s a threat to her. And she should know.” 
 
    Sienna met his eyes. “Whatever the future holds, it’s good to know that she is with someone that means her well. What the rumors say about Monseigneur …” She shuddered.  
 
    Jason agreed with her. Sienna could do with this news, for it was tempered by the knowledge of the coming schism between Tasia and the Pack. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Tasia,” he said quietly. “But don’t fret, Sienna. You’ll figure it out. And I will stand with you when Tasia is hauled before the Council.” 
 
    Sienna’s face softened at his words. “I’m not fretting any more, Jason” she said. 
 
    “When we started this, I was filled with anger and bitterness about my mother, Da, and the past in general. It was eating me up from the inside. But over the months, through the course of the investigation, I found a new perspective on it. I have the chance to get the answers I’ve been seeking all my life. And more crucially, I’ve gained friends and a wonderful sister along the journey. I understand now that lifting the veil is the only balm. Until the past becomes clear, my future will continue to remain clouded.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m disappointed that Tasia will be alone when she needs her friends the most” she conceded. “But I’m no longer uncertain or confused about what I must do. I am meant to be on her side when the time comes. And I won’t be alone. When that day dawns, Nandini and you will fight by my side.” 
 
    He said nothing, simply reaching for her hand to intertwine their fingers together. Sienna glanced down at their clasped fists, his palm warm around hers. 
 
    “Trev asked me at the Lair if we were together” she remarked, a whimsical note in her voice. 
 
    The chocolate brown eyes caressed her face, glowing in the darkness.  
 
    She smiled. “He also told me that you had a soft corner for me in high school.”  
 
    “I did” he admitted, without any prevarication. 
 
    “I wish I’d known, Jason. I had a major crush on you.” 
 
    His eyebrow arched up. “I wish I’d known, Sienna” he echoed her words deliberately. 
 
    She contemplated him. “Do you? Wish that you had known then” she asked him seriously. 
 
    He considered her question, giving it the due it deserved. “No, Sienna. We were callow children and had a lot of growing up to do. I had to find my path and you were yet to discover your cause.” 
 
    Sienna’s eyes wandered his face, the clean-cut features that hid the quiet strength and inner conviction he’d always had, even as a boy. His innate confidence and certitude about his place in the world had been part of what had drawn her to him. But she had been lost then. He’d read it correctly. They had been right to wait until she found herself. 
 
    “And now?” she asked, her voice a whisper in the night. 
 
    He drew her to him, their lips a hair’s breadth apart. “Now … it would be a shame to waste any more time.” 
 
    Under the light of the moon, they reached for each other, surrounded by the silent forest, giving in to what had drawn them to each other, even all those years ago when circumstances had been far more tangled.  
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    “Where is everyone?” Tasia glanced around the empty dining room. She wondered if the Shifters were still suffering the after-effects of jetlag. 
 
    Despite the table laden with a hearty breakfast, only Nandini and Duncan had come down for it. It was after ten, but from the food piled high on the servers, it was evident that few guests had partaken yet.  
 
    “Sienna is asleep” Nandini responded. “She mumbled something about a late night when I looked in on her.” 
 
    “The Shifters are gone” Duncan remarked, cutting a piece from the generous portion of roast beef on his plate. 
 
    The enigmatic declaration had both ladies staring at him, their breakfasts forgotten. 
 
    “Gone where?” Nandini asked. 
 
    Duncan gestured vaguely with his fork. “The forest.” 
 
    “They’ll be back by sundown tomorrow” he added helpfully. 
 
    Nandini exchanged a bemused look with Tasia. 
 
    “Duncan” she protested laughingly. “You can’t leave us hanging with that.” 
 
    He glanced up from his plate, to flash them a smile. “I was planning to flourish all the details after breakfast.” 
 
    Tasia recalled what the Alpha had called it the night they’d spent at the cave in Oregon. “Letting out their beasts, Duncan?” she inquired. 
 
    “Something of the sort” he affirmed. “It’s rare we have the chance in the city. And Raoul wants everyone looking for tracks. She didn’t just vanish into thin air.” 
 
    Tasia was taken aback. The Shifters, thanks to their beasts and their superhuman senses, were trackers par excellence. But this was the proverbial needle in a haystack. “Will there be any tracks months later?” 
 
    “Unlikely” the English Shifter acknowledged. “But away from the resort, the rainforest is thick. So dense in places that little sunlight reaches it. If someone trucked through those sections or camped out there, there will be signs. Of course, it’s vast and we’ll need a little luck. But if it’s out there, we’ll find it.” 
 
    “You don’t plan to join them?” the Indian Chosen inquired curiously. 
 
    “I have a different assignment, Nandini. I’m to take a look at the site of the explosion. Our hosts have been kind enough to offer to show us around. Would any of you be interested in the excursion?” 
 
    “I’ll join you, Duncan” Tasia piped up, catching onto the ploy immediately. 
 
    “I will too” Nandini concurred. 
 
    An hour later, neither Sienna nor Jason had put in an appearance. But Roman had, accompanied by an older Chosen. They trooped out with their host who led them into the courtyard to a gate that provided access to the grounds beyond. A well-trodden path circled the lodge, through the manicured shrubs and bushes. Tasia cast her eyes beyond, to the rainforest. They had been told that if they went deeper, it was wilder and the going tough. 
 
    On the eastern edge of the lodge, they came upon a wreck. A part of the three storey building had crumbled into itself, like cardboard someone had bent out of shape. The blackened edifice, with the debris strewn around it, made for a discordant sight. Surrounded by the undamaged lodge and pristine grounds, the mangled structure was a macabre reminder of the power and brutality a Magick could wield. 
 
    Nandini gasped softly and it was all Tasia could do to not follow suit. 
 
    “I hope that whoever did this does not believe in her cause” the Indian Ancient remarked, under her breath. 
 
    Tasia agreed with the expressed sentiments. For the first time, the enormity of the challenge that faced them hit home to her. She was opposed to Lady Bethesda because of what the ex-Guardian’s lust for power represented. If the Lady Bethesdas of this world were to triumph, injustice and inequality would reign over the Chosen, even more so than today. In such a scenario, the Chosen with less magic, less influence, less allies or the wrong bloodlines would be crushed under the wheels of the relentless juggernaut as the strong trampled over the weaker. But Tasia had always envisaged defeating their adversary’s ambitions as a tactical, even political, problem. With the likes of Faoladh, the Alpha and Roman banded together to stop the Guardian, surrendering to Lady Bethesda had begun to seem an unlikely prospect to her. Yes, there were fears that halting the Wizard’s advances might incite a civil war that forced Chosen to pick sides. And yes, such a war would shed blood and cause enormous suffering on all sides, making life for the average Magick tough. The resulting turbulence might even blow her cover, forcing her to make some hard choices. Yet, Tasia continued to hope that, with the right tactical acumen and proper strategic alliances, Lady Bethesda could be brought to justice without the mayhem and turmoil she planned to unleash. Faoladh, no matter how ambiguous his role in The Prophecy was purported to be, was a tactician with few peers, unparalleled at playing power games in the highest of Chosen echelons. His connections, influence and relationships with the other factions would be near impossible to counteract by a Guardian forced to live in the shadows, to escape the music for her past. As for Faoladh’s lieutenant, Tasia knew how formidable the Alpha was in his own right — a daunting mix of brawn and brain; tenacious, strong-willed and dogged in the pursuit of his goals. With them, stood Roman Durovic, heir to the leader of the Setik in North America, and the likes of the First Wizard and their adversary’s daughters. Given the Chosen arrayed against her, Tasia had begun to believe that Lady Bethesda would soon discover that fulfilling her aspirations would be no cakewalk, prophecy or not. 
 
    But as Tasia stared up at the charred and mutilated structure, an eyesore in the immaculate resort, dread filled her heart. Lady Bethesda had never terrified Tasia, only her ambitions, because at the end of the day and despite her crimes, she was but a powerful and power-hungry Wizard who’d lost her way. No matter how much magic she had in her, a Wizard could never overcome or overrule the First Ones or even a band of resolute Wyrs. That very limitation to her abilities and powers had given Tasia a measure of relief. But now, she perceived that someone infinitely more powerful and terrifying had joined the game; to leave behind an audacious reminder of the havoc he could wreak, before disappearing into thin air. A Magick capable of such terrible destruction could not be stopped by a divided people and Tasia knew, even better than other Chosen, about the fractures and discord that divided her brethren. 
 
    The English Shifter moved closer to examine the ruins and their Ancient host joined Duncan to answer his questions. Roman took in the silent duo, their eyes on the twisted and buckled edifice before them. It did not need a genius to guess their thoughts. 
 
    Shooting a quick glance at his host, engrossed in a discussion with Duncan, Roman moved to join the ladies. 
 
    “It looks bad” he remarked, pitching his voice low. “But it was likely for show. Our hosts believe that this was merely a diversion.” 
 
    Nandini’s eyes went to him but she said nothing. It was Tasia who asked him. “Any guesses at who did this?”  
 
    “I’m working on it” Roman assured her. “Once they open up to me, it should not be hard to identify him. By his actions, he’s left behind enough hints for us to single him out.” 
 
    Tasia hoped fervently that Roman would succeed in his quest to get answers from their Setik hosts. Once they uncovered the identity of the Mage though, it was another story. That is when the real work would begin; to persuade him, counteract him or oppose him, depending on what they discovered. Yet, her apprehension would not be alleviated. Combating an Archmage would prove to be a far more onerous challenge than halting the advances of a Guardian. She, for one, was enormously relieved that the Alpha had agreed to not waste the magic bequeathed to him from his mother.  
 
    Nandini gestured at their host, examining the debris with Duncan. “Have you told him why we desire the information, Roman?” she asked. 
 
    Durovic’s brows drew together. “I’ve told him what he needs to know.” 
 
    “Right” she quipped. “Why share with him the grave threat the Chosen face, when you can always get what you want another way!” 
 
    Roman’s expression darkened. But before he could counter her, their host rejoined them. Tasia made for Duncan and Nandini followed her. After a last glance at them, Roman accompanied their host back to the lodge. 
 
    “Anything?” Tasia asked the English Were-Alpha. 
 
    “Their assessment of the damage inside indicates that something very powerful crushed the building, causing it to fold into itself. Our host indicated that normally, destruction like this would be the result of an earthquake. But since the effect was so isolated and no seismic activity of any kind was reported on the day, they’ve ruled it out.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes drifted to the burnt-out shell. “What about the charring?” 
 
    “As the building caved in, the mangled electrical wiring inside caused a blaze that blackened the façade” he explained. 
 
    “So, if it is magic that caused this, the Chosen is someone to be wary of” Nandini murmured. 
 
    “It is magic that caused this” Duncan stated unequivocally. “Even the Ancients of the resort are in agreement with that, Nandini. Only the Archmage responsible for this destruction seems to be in contention.” 
 
    Nandini frowned. “They have suspects?” 
 
    “If they do, they didn’t share it with me. Roman has his work cut out for him. The policy of protecting their guests’ privacy is paramount to the resort. If word got out that they outed a Mage, their business would suffer the consequences. It would be different if the explosion had caused any injuries. But he merely struck an uninhabited building. Thus, the resort is only interested in identifying the Mage to ask him to pay for damages. That is all.” 
 
    Nandini’s gaze moved to the ruin again, doubly convinced that Roman’s subtle scratching of Setik backs was unlikely to get them the answers they needed. 
 
    Duncan looked at Tasia, his expression carefully neutral. She gave him a discreet nod. Much like the arena, the air here reeked of spent magic. But unlike the pit, with its mixture of different kinds of magic, the hue here was distinct. She strolled around the damaged building, using her sixth sense to catalogue the results. But the magic was concentrated by the structure, lessening in intensity dramatically away from it. Tasia glanced speculatively at the forest beyond, wondering if there was any way to pick up the trail. If the Magick had used his powers elsewhere in the rainforest bordering the resort, she’d be able to pick up on it. The hue of the Chosen’s aura was distinctive and she would recognize it anywhere. 
 
    “Should we take a look at the forest, Duncan?” she inquired, knowing that he would take the hint. 
 
    “I’ll join you” he offered promptly. “Nandini?” Duncan invited their companion. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m going to check on Sienna.” 
 
    As Nandini strode away, Duncan stopped Tasia from walking onto the grounds that surrounded the lodge. 
 
    “I take it you found what you were looking for?” he asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “I want to see if there are remnants in the forest.” 
 
    He arched his brow. “You want to track him by the magic he worked?”  
 
    “The magic is unique and strong” she attested. “It’s very distinctive, Duncan.” 
 
    “I see” he murmured, glancing back at the buckled building. “Does a trail lead into the forest?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, but there could be something to pick up in there.” 
 
    “Then, may I suggest a turn around the lodge, before we check the forest.” 
 
    As always, Duncan offered sound advice. Tasia concurred with the strategy. By all accounts, despite the shattered condition of the structure, the Mage had merely set out to create a diversion here. If so, there was likely to be traces elsewhere — whatever this explosion had been used to divert attention from.  
 
    They set off on the well-worn path that skirted the perimeter of the square-shaped lodge, with the stadium rising to its west. Duncan, steady and patient as always, allowed her to set the pace. They walked slowly, with Tasia meandering towards the grounds when she sensed something suggestive of the magic hue she tracked carefully. Every now and then, she came upon remnants of other magic. She guessed they were left over from the resort invoking protections, to guard its guests when The Games or other Chosen conferences were in session. As she was about to give up hope, she sensed what she’d been searching for. At the northwest corner of the lodge, a distinctive hue hung in the air. Signaling to Duncan, she tracked it to its strongest concentration. 
 
    “Here?” the English Shifter asked laconically. From a cursory glance, the section of the lodge looked very much like the rooms they’d been accommodated in.  
 
    Tasia affirmed his query mutely. By mutual consent, verbal communication was kept to a minimum between them. The Shifters were scattered but the lodge was staffed, not only with the owners who lived on site, but also by employees and vendors. Vehicles rolled into the courtyard periodically, to bring supplies and necessities. The runway in the jungle was not idle, though Tasia couldn’t tell whether the hive of activity at the resort was usual or a result of their presence. 
 
    “I’ll have Roman find out who the rooms here were assigned to during The Games” Duncan said to her. He cast a glance at the grounds beyond. In the distance, the lush green of the rainforest beckoned. 
 
    “Walk with me, Tasia” he suggested, hoping they might get lucky again. 
 
    Paths crisscrossed the ground here, trodden by guests and staff from the resort. They walked for twenty minutes, to enter the rainforest. The trees were mightier and the ground glistened with mossy shrub. But they could not catch the scent of the Magick they searched for. It was winter and the days were short. As the first signs of the approaching sunset appeared in the sky, Duncan turned them back towards the resort.  
 
    Sienna, Nandini and Jason met them on the third floor of the lodge where they’d been assigned rooms. The first thing Tasia noted was how carefree Sienna seemed, a sharp contrast from Corfu, where the revelations from Faoladh and the Seer’s interpretation had noticeably weighed her down. It gladdened Tasia’s heart. She hoped this trip would help Sienna fight the inner demons that continued to plague the Wizard.  
 
    Roman joined them, to announce that the hosts had offered trips into the rainforest for anyone wishing to enjoy the rich bounty offered by Belize.  
 
    “And, they’ve agreed to release information about which sections of the lodge were assigned to the Clan, but without any specific names” he added. 
 
    Duncan looked pleased. “How did you manage that, Roman?” 
 
    “I merely hinted that we suspect the explosion is related to the disappearance of the girl traveling with the Vampires.” 
 
    “Were they surprised by it, Roman?” Jason asked curiously. 
 
    “I don’t believe so. I suspect they’d already drawn that conclusion. Monseigneur’s Blutsaugers did not exactly attempt to hide that they were scouring the forest for a missing member.” 
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    Tasia stood by the window, her eyes on the distant forest. Muted lighting illuminated the path that encircled the resort, separating it from the grounds beyond. Even after just a day here, she found it beautiful and tranquil, a haven enclosed by the lush rainforest. The owners had done a fantastic job with the eco-lodge they’d aimed for. Sound and light pollution was kept to a minimum, allowing for a serene setting, relaxed atmosphere and of being one with the untamed environs. The air was crisp with the hint of rain, under the benevolent gaze of clear skies with twinkling stars and a gleaming moon. Just shy of a full moon tonight, the vivid beauty of earth and sky provided a gorgeous backdrop to showcase the lodge. 
 
    Sienna and Jason had slipped away after dinner, like a pair of mischievous children agog at an adventure. Roman had clearly been spoiling for an argument with Nandini, who seemed equally determined to avoid it. Duncan had excused himself soon after — Tasia suspected that the forest beckoned the Shifter, like his Packmates. Tasia had left the two Ancients to the brewing confrontation and retired to her room. Excited by the prospect of a rainforest excursion, she looked forward to an early night. But once in the room, the window and the vista beyond had beckoned her. 
 
    As her eyes took in the darkened grounds, her magic senses stirred. Something was on the move in the forest beyond. It emerged into view soon — a man striding towards the lodge. She knew who it was, his magic a unique combination of Wyr with unusual hues. He seemed to sense her too with his Shifter abilities, for as he neared the resort, he changed direction to make for her, coming to a stop beneath her window. In the muted light from the many tiny and cleverly camouflaged lamps that lit the roughly hewn path outside, he beckoned her to join him. 
 
    Anticipating a stroll through the rainforest, Tasia made haste to don a jacket. The winter months were rainy and cold in Belize. He ushered her away from the lodge. The plump moon lit their path and Tasia had little trouble following him. He didn’t provide an explanation, merely striding deeper into the forest. And she didn’t ask him for one, assuming that distance from the resort would allow for private conversation. They walked for a half hour through a lush jungle not yet dense enough for the canopy to hide the glowing moon in the sky. The Alpha seemed to know his way in the forest, making turns to change direction a few times, until Tasia no longer knew where they were with respect to the resort. 
 
    By a sturdy tree, with densely-packed overhanging branches that provided protection from the elements, he stopped. Tasia watched as he reached for a neatly folded blanket under the tree. He opened it, to glance at her. Tasia made for the blanket, wondering at the unusual invitation. This was a strange wooing from him. 
 
    He lowered himself by the blanket with his usual fluid grace. “You have it wrong, witchling” he remarked. “I’m not wooing you. Haven’t started yet. You’ll know when I do.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes shot to him. His face was shadowed and all she could discern was the glint of gold.  
 
    “You’re not looking for a Shifter” he said. “You declared that to the Lair at large. I’m as Shifter as they come but if I act the Wyr with you, you’ll run in the other direction.” 
 
    Considerably startled by his words, Tasia wondered where he was going with this. 
 
    “Not going to chase you, witchling” he declared, reclining on the hard ground to stretch his legs. “I’m going to make you chase me.”  
 
    An astounded Tasia gaped at him. But he said no more, carefully tilting his face so the patch of moonlight could catch him. She waited, wondering if she was to be disconcerted some more. The man had a knack for confounding her. But the more she ruminated, the more she had an inkling of his campaign. Her concerns were being subtly negated one by one, even as he disarmed her. The person under the Shifter Alpha was emerging, like a butterfly from its chrysalis — the man, she was drawn to, separating from the Wyr who made her wary. Was she willing to walk away from him, merely to safeguard the interests of those that had sacrificed her mother without a fight, Tasia asked herself for the umpteenth time? Countless hours of reflection had shown her that it was the only thing stopping her from giving in to her heart’s desire. It might also blow apart the façade of her heritage but Tasia no longer worried about that scenario. If the Alpha guarded a Wizard under Pack protection assiduously, merely because he had given her his word, he would never allow anything to touch her after she was more than an obligation. As for him, if the unthinkable came to pass, he would never exploit any powers he gained. Not the man who refused to use his Spell Caster magic because he had cause to reject his Wizard heritage. More crucially, she trusted him to not betray her so. And, for her final concern, whatever path his Wyr code of conduct guided him down, he would never abandon her or betray his principles. If history had shown her anything, the world could be an unfair place. She should not sacrifice her dreams because a prophecy hinted that he might end up fighting on the wrong side. 
 
    As the silence engulfed her, Tasia shoved away her troubled musings, to relax and enjoy the forest. They were in a smallish grove, the ground matted with thick grass that glistened in the moonlight. Everything around her appeared drenched from a fresh shower. At least, the ground under the tree was dry, she mused, making herself comfortable on the blanket. But under the fabric, she could feel the solid lumps jutting out from the earth. At the realization, her eyes wandered to the man on the hard ground. 
 
    “The blanket is big enough to share” she offered. 
 
    “Don’t need it, witchling” he murmured, keeping his face angled to catch the stray slivers of moonlight the awning branches above them allowed through.  
 
    He closed his eyes, savoring the silver rays that caressed his face. “Duncan says you found traces of magic near the explosion.” 
 
    Tasia wondered when he’d encountered the English Were-Alpha. “I did.” 
 
    “A Deadly?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes” she confirmed, still troubled by the dread the Archmage induced in her. 
 
    “Any guesses to what kind of magic he possesses.” 
 
    “I’ve never come across any auras like his” she admitted. 
 
    “But?” he prompted her, as she fell silent.  
 
    “He might have some Blood Elemental in him” Tasia said. 
 
    He opened his eyes, to stare up at her. “Blood Mage?” 
 
    “A few drops” she postulated, before qualifying her answer. “Maybe. His aura is like yours, hard for me to interpret. Too many different hues interspersed together in a complicated web.” 
 
    “He could be mixed, like me” he suggested. 
 
    “It’s possible, though there’s nothing to suggest any magic not from the First Ones.”  
 
    Satisfied, he turned his face back to seek the moonlight again, closing his eyes. 
 
    “Any luck in the forest?” she asked him.  
 
    “No” he responded. “But I hope to have better luck tomorrow by tracking from where you found the second set of magic. That was good work! Duncan will ascertain tomorrow if those quarters were assigned to the Lombardi party.” 
 
    Tasia wondered whether he was disappointed at finding no trace of the Archmage in the forest. As Duncan had observed, luck would play a huge part in any discovery. The rainforest stretched for acres in all directions. 
 
    “If he did aid her to escape the leeches, they’d avoid going south” the Alpha stated.  
 
    Tasia was surprised. “But that is the closest route to civilization” she remonstrated, recalling the information from the resort brochure in her room.  
 
    “And thus, the likeliest direction for the leeches to hunt them” he pointed out. 
 
    Tasia digested the information. “Where do you think they went?” 
 
    Raoul answered without hesitation. “If I were him, I’d head for the densest section of the rainforest quickly, because that is the best shot at evading the leeches. I don’t know what he is but he’s got some unusual powers — he snatched the girl out from under Monseigneur’s nose, despite the entourage guarding her.” 
 
    Tasia agreed silently with him. It was part of what terrified her about the Archmage — his success at evading the Lombardis. The Blutsaugers might have little magic in them but they’d mastered the art of preying on more powerful Chosen as a pack. 
 
    “I have a better sense of the rainforest around the resort, after today” he continued. “If we assume that the second site, with spent magic, is where they set out on their journey, I might get lucky and come across some tracks.” 
 
    If he did pick up a trail, it would be the icing on the cake, Tasia reflected. The chances of tracking anyone through the rainforest was an ambitious and challenging quest. And the likelihood of it with a Mage who’d split a building in half like it was child’s play, before vanishing into thin air with a Vampire prisoner, was an impossible order. But they were at an impasse while Roman worked on the Setik owners. Thus, the Shifters had plenty of time to search the forest. Her magic senses had already been exhausted in the crusade to find a lead — Duncan and she had scoured every inch of the resort’s perimeter. 
 
    Silence fell between them again, but not an uncomfortable one, by any means. Tasia relaxed against the trunk, to soak in the sights and sounds of the rainforest. This was a thriving biosphere and though the night was still, the buzz of insects and the soft rustle of leaves made the forest come alive.  
 
    Above her, hung the rounded moon, glowing against the dark sky while it peered through the branches of the tree that provided them sanctuary. The same thick branches, laden with leaves, that kept the ground dry under it also blocked the starry heavens. This particular location was his way of seeing to her comfort, she recognized. The realization spurred a sense of gratitude towards her enigmatic companion. Had he been by himself, she knew the Alpha would have happily laid claim to the moist hard ground bathed by silver light. But now, he played hide and seek with the moon, to catch stray slivers of its lavish bounty.  
 
    Though most of him lay in darkness, his face radiated with a silvery glow. The moonlight danced on it, casting mysterious and undulating shadows. The silence, his reclining form and the ghostly light, rendering the hard angles and planes of his face, reminded Tasia eerily of their time in the cage. Except then, he’d been under tremendous assault from the poison sloshing in his blood, the claustrophobia induced by the inadequate coop and the demands of his surging beast awakened by the silver. Tonight, amidst primordial nature under the moonlit sky, enveloped by the darkened rainforest, there was little evidence of any strain on him. Instead, he seemed to quietly savor it. 
 
    He revels in the moonlight, she brooded, watching him. Like a large sleek cat basking under the moon, the long limbs stretched and his big body relaxed gracefully, despite the hard ground he lay on. 
 
    “I missed it” he said softly, startling Tasia. 
 
    She guessed that he’d read her thoughts through their strange bond. For once though, it did not disquiet her. Perhaps, the advent of an Archmage had changed her perspective on the matter. Or perhaps, it was the moonlight and the rainforest weaving their magic, to make her conclude that in this untouched private cocoon, such concerns were of little import. 
 
    “In San Francisco?” she inquired, a little confused by the remark. The city by the bay occasionally lacked the bounty of the sun, not that of the moon. 
 
    “When the witch held me captive.”  
 
    Despite prior knowledge of his ordeal, the prospect of this larger-than-life, vibrant and strong-willed man penned in and confined had Tasia’s hand clenching into a fist.  
 
    “How long … ?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Ten months.” 
 
    Her eyes drank in the handsome face bathed in pale light. The moonlight, and the shadows it cast, made him appear mysterious and other-worldly. Yet, for once, he seemed serene and at peace, the uber self-control and the air of leashed aggression absent. Something hurt deep in her chest at the very idea of him imprisoned, deprived and tormented.  
 
    “You’re recalling the cage” he murmured. 
 
    Oh yeah, he’s reading me alright. 
 
    Tasia indulged her curiosity. “Duncan said you gave the Shifters free rein of the forest.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “My beast and I have a complicated relationship” he admitted, after a pause. 
 
    Tasia hesitated, before plunging into the water. This was no time to be squeamish. She was debating the wisdom of breaking a precept that had been drummed into her since birth. At the very least, she should understand the motivations of the man she contemplated endangering the peace between the First Ones for.  
 
    “You talk of your beast as if he is separate from you” she expressed. 
 
    “He is a part of me. And yet not” he acknowledged. “Like I said — it is complicated.” 
 
    Tasia was reminded of his struggles on Russian Hill. He’d implied that the past had affected that tussle with his beast.  
 
    She chose her words with care. “Because of what happened before?” 
 
    For a moment, he was silent. “For a Wyr, the man and beast are merely extensions of each other. But upholding the knife-edge equilibrium between the two is a lifelong and ever-present challenge. Mine was fractured and cannot be mended.”  
 
    The remark, delivered matter-of-factly, jolted Tasia. It was contrary to everything she’d ever been told about Shifters, and her own observations of the Pack. 
 
    Tasia tried to make sense of his statement. Every Chosen precedent in their long history suggested that no Shifter could survive without a solid bond with his beast. “Fractured” she repeated cautiously. 
 
    “He betrayed me once, when I was at my weakest.” 
 
    “You can’t forgive him” she said quietly. 
 
    The gold eyes opened to study her silently, a mere gleam in the darkness. Tasia sensed that they stood at the threshold of another invisible obstacle, one of many separating them. Consciously or not, they were embroiled in a subtle game where they took turns to offer tantalizing glimpses of what lay beneath to the other. This was their dance — he’d called it correctly at the Embarcadero. Two fiercely-guarded individuals learning to trust by leaving a trail of breadcrumbs that led to their respective doors, in an arduous campaign that came naturally to neither. Yet, the very fact that neither had abandoned the effort, despite the challenges, spoke volumes of the importance both attached to this complicated dance of theirs.  
 
    “Oh, I’ve forgiven him” he conceded. “The witch dangled the world before him, tempting him until he lost his head. She wanted him to overpower me, so I would become the beast she taunted me as. It’s not forgiveness that’s the problem, witchling.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him. She was not the only one with scars from the past. Just because he garbed himself in more effective camouflage didn’t mean that his wounds did not fester. In many ways, his scars ran deeper. After all, her scabs came from a tangled heritage, history and circumstances, while his were the result of his own experiences. 
 
    “I can’t forget that, when it mattered the most, the lure of being the one in charge was too hard for him to resist” the Alpha averred quietly. 
 
    Tasia, forced to live a life where the only person she could count on was herself, wondered what it was like to not have even that — to battle himself constantly, his back to the wall. It sank in that this might go a long way in unraveling the enigma of this complicated man — his obsessive need for control and his issues with trust. 
 
    Some of his deviations from Wyr traits, that had puzzled her, now fell into place. Tasia wondered if he denied himself the joy of freedom in the rainforest to punish the part of him he could not count on.  
 
    “Is this why you did not shift after the silver poisoning?” she asked. 
 
    He sat up to unfurl the powerful body, his eyes meeting hers.  
 
    “It is said that Shifters heal faster in their beast form” Tasia remarked. 
 
    He did not deny it. “That is true.” 
 
    “Yet, after the cage, you did not shift.” Tasia had speculated whether it was a question of privacy. With her to guard, he’d been unable to shift in her presence. Now, she wondered if it had been a result of his estranged relationship with his beast. 
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, just as Tasia’s magic senses kicked in.  
 
    “Sienna” she warned him, even though she was sure his Shifter faculties had picked up on the interlopers’ presence. 
 
      
 
    A short distance away from the Chosen negotiating the terms of surrender, the Magicks that had already succumbed to each other trudged through the forest. 
 
    “Are we lost, lover?” Sienna inquired. 
 
    “Have some faith, woman” Jason retorted. “We aren’t that far from the resort.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m not looking forward to spending the night out here.” 
 
    He flashed her a grin. “Here I was under the impression that you were the adventurous sort, Sienna.” 
 
    She flushed at the look in his chocolate eyes, bright under the moon. “I’m too old to be adventurous in a forest” she protested laughingly.  
 
    “Thought it might remind you of high school” Jason quipped.  
 
    Sienna rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Unless, of course, you don’t mind the Shifters listening in on us” he pointed out. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose at the remark. “Isn’t there like a code they follow about such matters, Jason? Close their ears or something.” 
 
    The Guardian chuckled. “You live with them now. What do you think?” 
 
    Sienna’s eyes widened.  
 
    “They’re primal and instinctive, like their beasts” he reiterated. “They follow a code all right, but it doesn’t involve shutting down their senses. The way they look at it, it’s up to us to ensure that we’re private.”  
 
    She looked aghast, as Jason’s words sank in. They were not likely to complete the investigation any time soon. And that meant proximity to the Shifters.  
 
    “Jason …” she started, only to stumble to a stop.  
 
    A remarkable sight greeted them. In the darkened forest, under a tree, two people sat on the hard ground, watching them. 
 
    For once, even Jason was nonplussed.  
 
    It was the Alpha who was the first to break the silence. “LaRue, Sienna” he greeted them, as if it was every day that they came upon him in the rainforest idling with a Wizard. 
 
    The greeting seemed to shake Sienna out of her stupor. She took a hasty stride forward. “Has something happened, Tasia?” 
 
    The Wizard looked surprised by the question. “No, Sienna” she made haste to assure her friend. 
 
    Raoul stepped in smoothly. “If it is privacy you desire, the lodge is free of Shifters tonight.”  
 
    Sienna, much too engrossed with other concerns, did not catch the inference. But Jason’s eyebrows shot up. He took the hint. “Come on Sienna” he urged her. 
 
    The Alpha pointed to a path behind their tree. “That will lead you towards the lodge.”  
 
    With a last glance at the duo under the tree, Sienna followed Jason onto the path. He was silent until they emerged out of the thick woods to glimpse the lodge, silhouetted by the faint lights on its perimeter. 
 
    Jason turned to Sienna, only to note her expression. “What?” 
 
    “I was so surprised to see them that the Alpha’s words didn’t quite register, until now” she admitted to him. “He told us the lodge is free of Shifters tonight, Jason” she whispered. 
 
    The Guardian grinned. “Felt very pointed to me, Sienna.” 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief. “He knows about us.” 
 
    Her companion shrugged. “He’s a Shifter. All his senses are jacked up. You know what that means.” 
 
    Sienna said nothing, merely meeting his eyes.  
 
    Jason cut to the heart of the chase. “All I saw was harmony between them, Sienna. Did you note something different?” 
 
    She shook her head mutely, all trace of levity absent. 
 
    “Then, leave it be” he advised her. “Faoladh’s reminiscences have made me realize that it might not be a bad idea to follow the Oracle’s philosophy. Until you’re sure what the future will look like, let’s make no assumptions and no attempts to interfere with it. We could make things worse by charging into matters we don’t understand.” 
 
    For a minute, she said nothing. Then, she nodded, silently agreeing with him. 
 
    “The way I see it, we could do a lot worse than follow your Da’s example” he restated. 
 
    She sighed. “There’s something else I must tell you about Da, Jason” she said slowly. “I’ve been trying to make sense of it.” 
 
    “Tell me when you’re ready.” 
 
    The advice seemed to reassure her. Sienna linked her arm with his. “Come on, let’s not waste our Shifter free time at the lodge.”  
 
      
 
    Back in the dark grove, silence reigned. The Alpha reclined on the ground, as before, to lounge and catch the silver rays, while Tasia ruminated on what she’d discovered about Raoul Merceau. If she were honest, there had been hints galore about his conflict with his beotan before. But blinded by her goal to steer clear of him, she’d ignored the clues. His confession on the night he’d called her out at the Embarcadero echoed in her head. It had been about his beast. 
 
    “We don’t agree on much but we both want you.” 
 
    Then, she’d paid scant attention to the admission, with her heart and mind in turmoil over the larger question he’d forced her to confront head on. But now, she wondered at it. Like everyone else, he too had been shaped by his past. In his case though, the wounds went much deeper than she’d guessed. It hit Tasia, like a ton of bricks, how much this self-assured and confident man struggled with his alter ego. A Wyr’s beast was co-equal to his other form. She’d assumed that a Shifter whose doppelgangers were in constant strife would never survive. But instead, the Alpha had thrived despite the inner struggle, to become a formidable Shifter, his name often bandied about as Faoladh’s heir. The man before her, soaking in the sparse moonlight on offer, was tenacious, resilient and tough, with a determination and strength that awed and shook her. 
 
    If ever, there was a Chosen to risk everything for, including my heart … 
 
    Of their own volition, her eyes wandered to him, to take in the quiet pleasure and tranquility in him; the formidable intellect temporarily at rest. Even the daunting self-control and the tightly-leashed violence that clung to him like second skin was missing, melting away as if he no longer felt the need to insulate the beast in him. The recognition seeped into her that, for him, there would be a lifetime of playing defense. There was no other way to reconcile not trusting his alter ego. 
 
    Perhaps, due to her intimate experience with a Shifter’s terrifying inner struggle for dominance over his beast, or perhaps, because it was he who suffered, Tasia felt her heart swell with emotion. She wanted very much to extend this moment of solitude and freedom for him; a gift to him from someone who, on multiple occasions, had benefited from his thoughtfulness, assurances and generosity. 
 
    She glanced around her, pondering her options. This night had revealed more about the man under the mask. With every layer that fell away, Tasia found herself drawn even more to the very Chosen she’d been determined to keep her distance from, since the night she’d walked into his Pack Room to confront the aggressive Were-Alphas and their terrifying Alpha. As she studied the thick overhang of flora that shielded the moon from its ardent devotee under the tree, the idea of what she could offer him came to her. Her sixth sense would always let her know if a Chosen approached their little grove. Thus, there was little risk to blowing her cover. 
 
    Relaxing against the trunk behind her, Tasia set to wielding her magic. For her, this was also cathartic; not only because this would bring him pleasure, but also because working magic gave her the same sense of freedom and joy, she aimed to give him. All magic was perception, her father had taught her. A brilliant Chosen was the perfect cross between a polished performer, able to stupefy his audience with amazing sleights of hand, and a tempered warrior, capable of intimidating his adversaries with the merest suggestion of deploying a powerful artillery against them. With that in mind, Tasia took her time to build the chimera, brick by brick, without ignoring the fine details that could make or break the fantasy. Once complete, she took a last critical look at it, to add the final flourishes.  
 
    “I have something for you” she said to him, once she was ready. 
 
    “Hmm?” he murmured, without altering the tilt of his head.  
 
    “You’ll have to open your eyes to see it” Tasia suggested. 
 
    He didn’t cavil, following her suggestion to stare up at the sky. It took him a few seconds to register the changes. But his reaction was all Tasia had hoped for. He shot off the ground, to stare at the luminescent moon and its unimpeded light that now silhouetted him in a pale halo where he sat. 
 
    “What the fuck!” 
 
    The gold eyes flashed to her, before returning again to the jagged gap in the thick overhang above him, through which the clear starry sky, with the rotund moon, gleamed down. 
 
    Tasia observed him silently, a small smile playing about her lips. It was fun to see the confident bordering-on-arrogant Alpha be caught unawares.  
 
    He stood up, his eyes on the unobstructed moon, to stride away and scrutinize the jagged hole in the branches from a different angle. Tasia said nothing, merely watching him take stock. But when it looked like he might take very Shifter-like measures to solve the mystery, like leap for the gap in the branches to check it out closely, she thought it prudent to enlighten him. 
 
    “It’s a mirage” she said. 
 
    The remark astonished him. He cocked his head, to study the phenomenon.  
 
    “But the moonlight comes through it.” He gestured at the spot under the tree where he’d reclined before, highlighted now with a silvery mist. 
 
    “A very good mirage” she offered, unable to refrain from teasing him.  
 
    After a moment of reflection, his brows drew together in speculation. “Spell Caster magic?” he asked her. 
 
    “Very much so” she affirmed.  
 
    Tasia let her answer sink in, before plowing ahead. “This is why I urged you to not sell Spell Caster powers short.” 
 
    At this, he abandoned his post, to saunter towards her, drawn into the silvery mist cast by the illusory moon she’d conjured up for him. Tasia leaned back to look up at him as he loomed over her. Enveloped by light, the Alpha glowed against the background of the darkened rainforest. For an instant, he appeared surreal, like a figment of her imagination that might vanish in the blink of an eye, to leave her alone in a hostile milieu. In that moment, Tasia’s subconscious reminded her conscious self of what she had known for a while. When she decided to follow her heart, despite the canons laid down for her, there could be no ambiguity or half measures. He must be told the truth about the past and what lurked in her. She owed it to him to warn him of the danger he courted by pursuing a relationship with her, irrespective of how much of her dormant powers might apply to a Wyr.  
 
    “I would never sell your Spell Caster powers short, witchling” he remarked. “But few Wizards could conjure up something like this.” 
 
    “Illusions are my strong point when it comes to Wizard magic” Tasia acknowledged, unable in good conscience to refute his point.  
 
    His lips quirked in response. “I remember. You used a mirage to scare away the rogue Shifters, in the alley by your apartment in San Francisco.” 
 
    Tasia was surprised. She had not expected him to remember that. It seemed a long time ago, though it had only been a few months. Those mercenaries had intended to wipe away the last tie to their assault on Hawk in Pack territory.    
 
    “I remember everything about you” he said softly. 
 
    Crouching down gracefully, he knelt to face  her. “But I didn’t realize that you have weaknesses when it comes to magic, witchling?” His voice was both amused and skeptical. 
 
    She met his eyes, more candid than she intended to be. “My healing powers could be better.”  
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “You forget that I’ve seen you heal.” 
 
    “That comes from my First Ones heritage.” It was a subtle distinction but Tasia knew the cost of it. Wizard healing allowed a Magick to heal others, whereas the other kind was inherent to a Chosen and enabled his own immortality. 
 
    Raoul was a little puzzled by her comment. “Does it matter where the power comes from?” he asked. 
 
    It does. I’d have given anything to gift my father a few more months, but despite all the magic in me, I could do nothing. 
 
    But Tasia remained silent. She wasn’t ready to open up about this yet. 
 
    “I know that you have phenomenal healing powers” she proclaimed. 
 
    “From my Wyr side” he countered, echoing her words. 
 
    “No” she reminded him. “You said you used your Wizard magic on me at the San Francisco Nest. If you did seal my wound, you have a lot of Spell Caster healing in you.” 
 
    “If?” he repeated, his eyes glinting. “I saved your …” 
 
    His words petered out as he stiffened, his nostrils flaring, unable to believe what they were telling him. 
 
     “Goddamn it” he vented aloud, his irritation clear. “What am I running here — an investigation or a matchmaking service?” 
 
    Immensely entertained, Tasia let out a giggle before she could stifle it. 
 
    “You laugh, witchling” he retorted. “But tonight, I merely want a break from everything.” Raoul shook his head, outraged that he was to be interrupted yet again.  
 
    Having noted how much he basked in the largess of the Wyr Goddess of lore, Tasia understood his frustration. She could even sympathize with him. Sometimes, Tasia too wished for a moment of peace, free from the scrutiny of the others so she might relax her constant vigilance. 
 
    All you want tonight is to run free in the rainforest and frolic in the moonlight. 
 
    The gold eyes entangled with her. “And you” he said baldly, characteristically blunt as always. 
 
    What she glimpsed in the gold-colored eyes, under the wispy light of the illusory moon, had Tasia’s heart quicken its beat. But for once, she did not deny her own feelings. The forest, the moonlight and the Alpha in a mellow mood sounded perfect to her — a small interlude stolen from time, where she had no life-and-death decision to make. 
 
    As a charged silence blanketed them, Tasia made a tacit admission about something she had not yet acknowledged openly to him. 
 
    “Maybe, they’ll pass us by” she submitted hopefully.  
 
    “Maybe” he echoed, pleased by the small concession. 
 
    Raoul glanced at the moon above him, clear and gleaming. Illusion or not, with her attention to details, it seemed absolutely real to him. He felt elated. The witchling had given him the perfect gift. He knew how jealously she guarded anything to do with her magic. Her secrets were intrinsically entangled with her powers. It’s what, he suspected, prompted her to hesitate at his overtures. Thus, this exhilarated him, especially since the gift of magic had been offered freely, without any persuasion or cajoling from him. 
 
    Tasia watched him assess the chimera she had summoned for him. 
 
     “You like it?” she asked. 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
    “It’s a Tasia special, concocted only for you.” She tried to say it lightly but her words came out as a whisper.  
 
    This time, her admission served to push their pent up feelings into the open. The rainforest and everything else seemed to recede into the background as the insane attraction between them took center stage. It charged the very air between them, to leave them both wanting. For a change, it was the Alpha who put a stop to it. 
 
     “Don’t risk it” he said quietly. Given her secretive and complicated Ancient heritage, Raoul thought it prudent to not take chances with Durovic. TorElnor’s heir must never suspect that the witchling was not who she purported to be. 
 
    Tasia took a second to allow her heart to slow down. She sighed inwardly, wishing she could give him this for a little longer. It was the work of a minute to dismantle the illusion, where it had taken a lot of magic and skill to build it. The interlopers might be upon them soon, though she hoped that Nandini and Roman would skirt them, no doubt engrossed in the argument that had been brewing since their visit to the blackened ruins left behind by the explosion.  
 
    “Next time, I’m taking you deeper into the forest, where any wandering love birds are less likely to intrude” the Alpha remarked, as the mirage flickered away to screen the moon from him once more. 
 
    Tasia blinked. “It’s Nandini and Roman” she reminded him, puzzled by the Alpha confusing them for a couple. 
 
    He cocked his head to study her. “She’s harder to read, I agree, but Durovic wants her. It frustrates him that he messed it up the first time they met.” 
 
    Tasia goggled at him, flabbergasted by his take on the two Ancients. 
 
    “What? He’s crazy about her.” Raoul did not hide the amusement in his voice. 
 
    Tasia tried to wrap her head around it. “I guess that means Roman’s going to be disappointed” she said slowly. 
 
    The Alpha surprised her yet again. “If he allows himself to relax around her, Nandini might find they’re not that different after all.” 
 
    Tasia sobered at his words. She was careful to keep her distance from Roman Durovic, always conscious that he was heir to TorElnor. But Nandini was different. Ever since their shared ordeal in Oregon, there had been a tentative but burgeoning bond between them. 
 
    “They’re moving away” he murmured, just as Tasia sensed the two Ancients start to skirt them. 
 
    Tasia, astounded at his reading of Nandini and Roman, made an observation. “They worry you.” She’d taken note of it, despite his habitual poker face. 
 
    He did not deny it. “I’d ignore it if the constant dissonance didn’t jeopardize the mission.” 
 
    Raoul paused. “Then, I remember Portland. When it came down to it, they made the right calls, without letting their personal feelings get in the way.” 
 
    “Do you think Roman will succeed in getting answers from the resort?” she  asked him, wondering whether they were likely to uncover the identity of the Archmage. If they knew what he was, perhaps this sense of dread would dissipate. 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
    His confidence surprised her. He must have sensed it, for he expanded further. 
 
    “TorElnor did not choose his heir lightly, witchling. It is unusual for one so young, in Chosen years, to be picked to succeed such a powerful leader. Roman Durovic is not to be underestimated. If he says he can get us the information, he will.” 
 
    That was something at least, Tasia reflected.  
 
    It was his turn to make an observation. “The Deadly worries you.”  
 
    Right, read me. Why don’t you? 
 
    But she owed him the answer to this question, Tasia knew. He led them on this journey. He could not make informed decisions, unless he was aware of all the bits that made up the puzzle. 
 
    “The magic he commands ….” Tasia’s voice trailed off. 
 
    He shrugged it away. “Raw power is not enough, witchling. Never will be. It gives him an advantage alright, but nothing we can’t negate if we are smart.” 
 
    In her heart, Tasia knew that he was right. And yet, somehow, she couldn’t shake it off.  
 
    “Now that you’ve agreed to use all the magic at your disposal” she quipped, trying to banish away her dark thoughts. “I’d say we are working smartly.” 
 
    Tasia had expected him to counter with a riposte, like he usually did, but instead, he surprised her by springing to his feet. 
 
    “No time like the present. Teach away, witchling” he directed. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Show me how to use my Spell Caster powers” he repeated. 
 
    Tasia glanced around them in bemusement. “Now?” 
 
    “What better time or arena than here and now.”  
 
    Tasia stood up, to follow him to the clearing beyond, free of tree cover. Here, the moon was bright and the ground flooded by light. 
 
    “What now, witchling? What is the easiest spell to master?” 
 
    It was Tasia’s turn to be amused. “None you’d have the patience for” she retorted. 
 
    His eyebrow arched, the gold eyes glinting. “I can be a very patient man” he said softly. 
 
    Yes, Tasia mused, he was proving to be surprisingly patient with her. A quality she had not associated with the ‘only answer I want when I say jump is how high’ Alpha Protector.  
 
    “The spells to be mastered in an evening are the simple ones that befit the magic of an L1 or L2” she explained. “You’d have little use for those.” 
 
    Raoul grasped the subtext of her remark. Given his Wyr capabilities, the only magic worth the trouble for him to master was that commanded by Wizards with more power. 
 
    “Spell Caster magic is divided into four broad categories — offensive, defensive, healing and illusion. Healing is intrinsic, so that leaves the other three” he mused aloud. Limited his experience of Spell Caster magic might be, but he knew the basics. 
 
    “A good illusion is tough magic, with complicated spells” Tasia pointed out.  
 
    Raoul agreed with her. The witchling had just demonstrated a masterpiece of chimera magic to him, one he was sure had taken plenty of power, experience and skill to create and hold.  
 
    “If it boils down to defensive or offensive, I choose the later” he interjected. It was in his nature to fight an aggressively offensive battle than to play it safe with a defensive strategy.  
 
    Having expected the Alpha to pick the option, Tasia smiled. “You’re in luck, for good defensive Wizard magic cannot be done without mastering spells either. However, generating a raw blast of magic requires no spell.” 
 
    His brows drew together. “The kind you throw at me during our training sessions?” 
 
    She nodded. “A blast is simple, effective and needs no spell to power it. It can also be dialed up or down, to suit the occasion, once you learn to control your magic.” 
 
    “So, any Wizard can do it, even an untrained one?” he asked. 
 
    “In theory, yes. But only one with enough magic can give it some teeth.” 
 
    Now, he understood what she was getting at. “You believe I can produce a magic blast with some zing to it?” 
 
    Tasia did not hesitate. “I’m confident you possess the magic.”  
 
    “I’m game” Raoul said. “What’s the target?” 
 
    “No target. To begin with, you must learn to generate a blast of concentrated magic.” 
 
    Tasia thought back to the early days when her father had taught her to project and control the raw bursts of power. It was so long ago that she barely remembered those initial steps in her training.  
 
    He waited patiently, while Tasia cogitated on how to initiate his first attempt at Wizard magic. Eventually, the answer came to her. 
 
    “Close your eyes and take a moment to feel the magic coursing through your veins” she suggested. 
 
    The tawny head shot to her, to study her with an incredulous expression.  
 
    “What?” he bit out, in the whisper-soft voice he’d once used to great effect to petrify her. 
 
    Tasia felt a spurt of laughter bubble up in her. Though she did not give in to it, she could not resist from teasing him a little. “It’s kinda like how you start a yoga session.”  
 
    The gold eyes narrowed on her, his expression forbidding.  
 
    Tasia threw her hands up in the air. “Don’t tell me you haven’t tried a yoga class yet? And you claim to be from San Francisco!” 
 
    Raoul’s lips twitched, but he tamped down on his untimely mirth. Two could play this game. “I could still change my mind about Spell Caster magic” he reminded her.  
 
    As he’d known it would, his bluff clinched the argument. 
 
    “I’m serious” Tasia assured him earnestly. “It is similar to yoga. You have to clear your mind of all distractions, search deep to find the magic, call upon it and project it. It’s mostly practice, with little skill involved.” 
 
    “I’m a Shifter” he retorted. “I know how to summon the magic in me.”  
 
    But it was much harder than Raoul had anticipated. He wasn’t sure whether it was a consequence of the two very different brands of magic he’d inherited, but calling forth his Spell Caster power proved a difficult endeavor.  
 
    Tasia offered to show him, hoping a demonstration would make it easier. To her, picking from the various strains of magic in her kitty came naturally, but she couldn’t remember if that had been the case when she was first starting out, or whether the years of training had made it easier to do so. 
 
    Raoul watched as a glowing blob materialized before them. Dense and spherical in shape, it was tiny enough to fit in his palm. In the moonlight, it seemed to sizzle angrily, with little sparks that bounced off the ball of white fire.  
 
    He glanced at her. She was relaxed, her eyes on the ball of magic. She made it seem effortless and easy, but he knew that her control of it was magnificent.  
 
    “Like I said, it’s practice, not magic” Tasia attested cheekily. 
 
    As he observed the glowing blob hover in the air, it struck him that, in all the times in the training hall, he’d only ever seen sparks from her magic once — when she’d lost control of it.  
 
    “I never see your magic this clearly when we train” he remarked, curious about it. 
 
    Her eyes skittered away from him. For a moment, she was silent, her eyes on the ball of fire. “Wizard power within the Magic Level Scale is invisible” she said quietly.  
 
    Raoul did a silent double take. The witchling was projecting more power than the GCW could measure. Much more. Like the logarithmic Richter scale to measure seismic activity, the Magic Level system was graduated exponentially. For the second time that night, he was awed — not by the magic in her, for that was an accident of birth, but by her skill and control of it. Despite her nonchalance, he knew that such artistry over power did not come without extraordinary discipline, dedication and application. The forest was his domain, yet she was in her element; her eyes shone, the quiet joy in her palpable. She was like him —  a Magick who could not give free rein to that which made her a Chosen. Compelled to live under strict edicts that forced her to hide her magic and conceal her true heritage, the witchling must engage in a ceaseless struggle to suppress her identity and soul. Once, in the early days at the Lair, she’d hinted at this.  
 
    “A Chosen whose magic is shackled is one without an identity. A Si’ffa’s lot is much better.” 
 
    The comment had been about Lady Bethesda choosing to survive by temporarily sacrificing her powers. But now, Raoul found himself mulling over this statement from another perspective. If he was forced to walk away from his Wyr heritage, it would be like losing his anchor, his purpose in life … everything that made him who he was. Had he not suffered through unimaginable horror for ten long months rather than give in to the blue-eyed witch? In his heart, surrendering to her had been akin to relinquishing his heritage, for a Shifter without control over his beotan was no Wyr. He was just a beast to be put down mercilessly by his peers. It was to the witchling’s credit that she had not allowed her circumstances or the confines forced on her to deter her. Her plight scratched at his scabs, reminding him of what had been inflicted upon him. 
 
    Tasia cast a sidelong glance at the Alpha. His eyes were on the sphere of magic that sizzled and flashed in the moonlight. She allowed the blob to rise towards the sky, before it burst over their heads, to scatter like a thousand stars under the moonlit heavens. The potent magic twinkled and sizzled all around them, enclosing the two in a cocoon of power. 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, this would be the preamble to a magic bubble — the kind I struggle to build during our training sessions” Tasia said drolly, a whimsical note in her voice. “But tonight, I have you for any wandering predators. An armor would be overkill.” 
 
    She waved her hand at the cascading sparks that lit up the forest, haloing the two Chosen that fate had brought together. “Thus, this is merely a colorful firework.” 
 
    The gold eyes shot to her, glittering amidst the sparks. “I feel it, witchling” he stated. 
 
    Tasia’s brow shot up, confused by the avowal. 
 
    “I feel the magic surging around me” he asserted, an underlying excitement in him. “This must be how you see power with your sixth sense.” 
 
    Tasia gaped at him, letting go of her command over the magic. The sparkling fireworks around them collapsed in the blink of an eye, to leave the clearing lit only by the moon. “How?” she stuttered. 
 
    For once, Raoul didn’t care about the how. The surge of magic in the air had awakened power in him. Suddenly, and without an explanation, he could feel the separate strands of magic in his veins — Wizard and Wyr. 
 
    He glanced across the clearing. About fifteen feet away was the trunk with the sprawling branches he’d picked for the witchling. This time, it came naturally, exactly how she had explained it. Magic burst from him, to hit the trunk with a resounding thwack. The tree, massive as it was, seemed to creak alarmingly. 
 
    He cocked his head, to study the results. “Not bad for a first attempt” he exulted, decidedly pleased with himself. 
 
    A stupefied Tasia shook herself free. “Not bad at all” she agreed, wondering how he could feel the surge of her magic. “That was more magic than what I produce at our sessions.” 
 
    He chuckled, inordinately amused. “You don’t have to stroke my ego, witchling. Not about this. I’m feeling quite smug, as it is.” 
 
    Tasia smiled to herself. As always, the uber self-assured and fearless Wyr stayed true to form. 
 
    Raoul studied her, his amusement abating at what he read from her. 
 
    “Fear is a good thing, witchling” he said soberly. “Embrace it. It will keep you alive. A man that feels no fear is not to be envied or emulated.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes flickered to his. “What do you fear, big bad Alpha?” 
 
    “The same thing you do, little witch” he said easily. “Being held back by chains I cannot wrench free of; restraints that leave me unable to choose my own destiny.” 
 
    Tasia stared at him silently. This man continued to surprise her, when she was least expecting it. But after the initial astonishment, she brooded over what he meant. This intrepid and dauntless man had become a redoubtable Alpha Protector, with a reputation for not taking any prisoners, while at odds with his beotan.  How could anything shackle him from picking his own path? This man would face down the devil himself if he were barred from doing what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Both the Alpha and Tasia break cover 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She trudged along in a haze, oblivious to the beauty around her. The plains stretched as far as the eye could see, untamed and spectacular. Under other circumstances, such wild country would excite and thrill her. Yet, overcome by melancholy, she trod the miles, blind to everything. The bus had deposited her at the end of the lonely road, fifteen miles from the property. She’d exited it with a spark of anticipation, hoping a brisk walk through the flowering valley would prove a welcome distraction. But it had fallen short. Like everything else since the bereavement.  
 
    The pendant around her neck felt strange and alien. Yet, oddly reassuring. It was a piece of him. For as long as she could remember, he had worn this pendant close to his heart. While they had never spoken about its significance, she’d always known. With each step now, it thudded softly against her chest. She welcomed the kiss of metal on her skin. It was an anchor to hold on to, when she had lost all others in the last month. 
 
    Thanks to the deep well of goodwill for the Were-Alpha, a short reprieve had been offered to her — some time to get her head back in the game. The gift had been a godsend. Bereft and overwhelmed, she’d wanted away from home. A change of scenery, without regular reminders and constant memories, might help assuage the heartache. The invitation had arrived at an opportune moment. At first, it had astounded her. No member of her mother’s family had ever evinced any interest before. But in the end, after some reflection, she’d accepted the invitation. The other side of the country, far from everything familiar, might allow her to come to terms with her profound loss. 
 
    The sun beat down on her, harsh and warm. It was spring with wildflowers rioting in the valley cradled by mighty mountains, their peaks still blindingly white from unmelted winter snow. But she had no eyes for it, or much awareness of her environs. She put one foot before the other; oblivious to everything, except her grief. Slowing down only when a dwelling loomed in the distance — a cottage with a well-tended garden and a barn-like structure behind it. That was her destination. Though modest and old, it was well kept. Evidently, the owner enjoyed the isolation and the wilderness. She paused briefly, to breathe in the crisp air and soak in the vista of distant mountains and undulating plains, before making for it. Now that she was here, she felt a reluctance to leave the freedom of open country for the confines of a cottage. 
 
    A woman in threadbare attire, a severe expression and penetrating blue eyes opened the door. The blue eyes shot to the pendant at her neck and emotion flashed in them, a mix of shock, rage and something darker. Under normal circumstances, her Shifter instincts would kick in and put her on her guard. But the crushing weight of despondency and misery overrode it. She failed to note her host’s bizarre reaction. That one omission was to doom her, pushing her to the brink of losing everything. 
 
    “You have nothing of her in you” the woman noted, her voice sharp. “You are your father’s son.” 
 
    The acerbic remark managed to penetrate the miasma of indifference and lethargy, to leave her frowning silently. Her father had never indicated any mingling with the Wizards. But she let the comment pass, to follow her host in. Inside, the cottage felt claustrophobic with its low ceiling and small rooms. Her first impression was that the dwelling was both sparse and cozy at the same time.  
 
    “I’m brewing tea” the woman announced. “Then, I will show you to your room.” 
 
    Unslinging the rucksack that carried all her worldly possessions, she made for the window that offered a vista of the plains. The sun was about to begin its descent and the lonely landscape provided a vivid background for its final journey of the day. The clinking of cups behind her had her turning. It struck her that the woman was an unwelcoming and ungracious host, despite having extended the invitation. But she pushed the thought away. For the first time in her short life, she was a free agent, shorn of all responsibilities and duties. Without a Pack to call her own, she’d have a huge problem on her hands. But the Alpha Protector had not exiled her from his Pack and that allowed her a certain latitude. If this still felt wrong in the morning, she would thank her host and be on her way. She might even live rough for a few weeks or months. The isolated valley that stretched for miles offered an appealing prospect.  
 
    The woman set down a cup by the couch. Not a fan of tea, she stared at the steaming mug without a word. 
 
    “It’s from my garden” her host offered, in the same gruffly wooden manner. “The tea will help you sleep well tonight.” 
 
    Too apathetic to work on refusing the hospitality graciously, she made for the couch. Sleep had been the first casualty of grief. A good night’s rest would rejuvenate her, enabling her to make some decisions about moving forward. She took a few tentative sips of the hot liquid. It was strong with a bitter aftertaste, but not unpleasant. 
 
    “Your father had the temerity to reject me” the woman declared abruptly. 
 
    She almost spit out the liquid at the remark. Gulping it down, she glanced up. Unforgiving blue eyes met her gaze. This time, there was no hiding the resentment and fury in her host. The wheels in her mind began to turn. This time, her well-honed Shifter instincts kicked in. There was something underway here — this was no simple invitation offering her a temporary haven, to mourn a devastating personal loss. On her guard now, she shoved her sorrow away. This was not the time to wallow. She must tread carefully with her host. 
 
    “Why?” she questioned bluntly, determined to uncover the old resentments at play. 
 
    Her host shrugged. “I warned him that Wizards do not mingle with his kind; that he would be ostracized by the Chosen. He laughed in my face, retorting crudely that he’d never given a flying fuck for the Spell Casters and wasn’t about to start now.” 
 
    That sounded very like father, she reflected. Yet, he’d never spoken of meeting any Wizard kin. 
 
    “My sister was blinded, dazzled by the animal magnetism that he possessed in spades, like all you creatures. At your core, you are the beotan, though you cloak it by taking your other form” her host spat out the words, making no attempt to hide her animosity. 
 
    The sense of impending threat grew, taking root in her. Her body buzzed, coming alive as instinct and adrenaline took over. She made to stand, but the effort had the room close in on her. Puzzled but not yet alarmed, she made a second attempt to rise. This time, the room spun violently. She staggered, collapsing back onto the couch, as darkness beckoned her. With an effort, she raised her eyes to the woman. The hard blue eyes watched her clinically, as if she were a specimen under observation. Belatedly, her gaze swept to the still steaming mug of tea by her. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” she demanded, her voice a hoarse croak. 
 
    “I haven’t even begun yet, Umrajid.”  
 
    As she fought to stay conscious, her host leaned forward to yank the pendant off her neck.  
 
    “It is sacrilege for this to touch your skin. You’re no Wizard” the witch hissed.  
 
    That was all she heard as oblivion claimed her. 
 
    Witchling. 
 
    Tasia blinked awake, her heart pounding. It took her a moment to shake off the strange dream and the fear it had invoked. Though unlike the agony or horror of the nightmares where the beast under a Shifter’s skin fought to overpower her, the dream had nonetheless terrified her. Yet, it also puzzled her mightily. She recognized the witch — the same one from the nightmares, with merciless blue eyes that watched as she writhed under dark magic and a surging beast. Plus, there had been a siboyik around her neck — the pendant that had raised the ire of the blue-eyed witch. What use would a Shifter have for Wizard tradition? Very strange, Tasia reflected, pondering the odd connections. Since the cage, those nightmares had vanished, to be replaced by the dreams where she roamed freely under a gleaming moon in the wild. The only similarities that linked the new dreams with the old nightmares were the occasional appearance of the black bear as her protector, and the rage and bitterness from the memories of torture in the shed. But tonight’s dream had been very different, while still hinting at the nightmares and the Wizard responsible for them. 
 
    Witchling. 
 
    The call echoed in her head, loud and clear. Startled, Tasia shot up in the bed. Her eyes fell on the clock by the bedside. It was a little after midnight. Exhausted from the rainforest hike, she’d turned in early. Somewhat to her surprise, Sienna and Jason had opted out of the excursion. In the end, only Nandini and she had accompanied their knowledgeable guide.  
 
     Witchling. Come to me. 
 
    A picture rose in her mind of the dark forest under a plump full moon. Much like the small glade the Alpha had ushered her to, the night before. Wide awake now, Tasia allowed her sixth sense free rein. The Shifters were back in the resort after two days of being beotan in the forest. But her magic senses told her that the only man in the world to call her witchling was not in the lodge. 
 
    Rolling off the bed, she made for the window. The view from it was different than the image in her mind. How was he doing that, Tasia wondered bemusedly. She was always conscious and, occasionally freaked out, about his uncanny ability to read her. But this was something else. He seemed to be projecting his thoughts, as if summoning her. 
 
    It took her a few minutes to change and head downstairs. Familiar with the lodge now, she was soon on the path that marked the perimeter of the resort. She walked the rough pathway, lit by the tiny lights, until she stood beneath the window of her room. An aura drifted in the air towards her. Tasia stepped off the well-trodden path, allowing her sixth sense to guide her. Walking the short distance to the edge of the rainforest, Tasia plunged into it with a last glance at the lodge behind her. Apparently, she was meant to be out of auditory range of the Shifters in the resort. Tonight, the full moon lit her way brilliantly. Like the night before, the forest echoed with its unique musical composition — the croaking of frogs, the hum of insects, the rustle of leaves and the distant slurping of water. Their guide had explained that occasionally, an animal ventured close to the resort and was rehabilitated back to its natural habitat. But the prospect did not alarm Tasia. Somewhere close by was a Shifter with unparalleled senses. She was in no danger tonight.  
 
    Soon, she came upon an expanse enclosed by trees. Tasia gasped, stumbling to a stop, her eyes held by an astounding sight. Under the bright starry sky, sat a hulking magnificent beast. After the first shock, Tasia tried to make sense of the fantastic spectacle. The absence of any fear allowed her to think clearly. The aura she’d followed into the forest was near, a sure sign that the imposing beast barring her way was no danger to her. Her guardian angel would never allow her to stumble upon anything that posed a threat to her. 
 
    Burnished skin gleamed under the luminescent moon, the dark stripes on its fur pronounced. Moonlight danced over rippling sinews and corded tendons under the golden skin, highlighting the brutal strength and ferocious power under the majestic presence. The pale light haloing it served to emphasize and accentuate the lethal and dangerous creature lounging in the glade. Tasia drew a silent breath. In this lush rainforest, pulsating with vigor and life, she was the interloper, not this commanding and beautiful creature. The animal watched her, head cocked at an angle, its face shadowed. Hunkered on its powerful haunches, it lounged indolently, at home in its habitat. A scruff of whitish fur, around the neck, glinted as it caught a shaft of light. She watched with bated breath, stunned and floored by the magnificent beast. It seemed to be waiting for her to make the next move. But Tasia was not that intrepid. She might be complacent in her Shifter protector’s proximity to defend her, but she wasn’t foolhardy enough to approach the animal. One swipe of those deadly claws and she’d be done for. Also, she had no intention of deploying magic against this glorious creature with the noble mien, for merely laying claim to this patch of the jungle. It had every right to this. She was the intruder on its turf. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    She sent out a silent query, hoping he would hear her, much like she’d heard him in her room at the lodge. The Alpha would not summon her into the forest without a good reason. Yet, Tasia was curiously hesitant to call to him verbally and disturb the spectacular animal in the glade. Her magic senses confirmed that he was close. She took her gaze momentarily off the glorious beast basking in the moonlight, to glance around her, wondering where he was. A scuffling sound had her eyes flashing back to the animal. It unfurled itself slowly, fluidly coming to its feet, muscle and skin undulating as it rose to its full height; an epitome of power, grace and strength. The peerless grace, restrained strength and constrained ferocity of the mighty creature, as it stretched under the moonlit heavens, had an air of familiarity to it. But Tasia did not try to ponder it. She took an involuntary step back, readying for retreat. Hunched over, the animal had been huge, but now that it stood tall and closer to six hundred pounds, Tasia’s courage deserted her. Her wary eyes on the beast, she took another step away from the glade. But before she could flee, the animal angled its head, bringing its face into the light. Tasia’s jaw went slack as she gaped at the creature. The animal waited, with an air of patience, while she retraced her steps slowly until she was a little closer than before. In the luminous light of the full moon, she noted the details. Glittering eyes scanned her. For the second time that night, a gasp escaped Tasia. Cold, enigmatic and inscrutable gold-colored eyes met her dumbfounded gaze. The gold eyes were familiar, and yet not. A gobsmacked Tasia stared into the glinting eyes, questions jostling in her mind.  
 
    Why had he taken this form, after admitting to a complicated relationship with his beast, she wondered? Was this why she had been summoned to the forest — to behold his beotan? Shifters were obsessive about keeping their beasts private. Did this mark another step in their careful dance of leaving the door ajar to let the other in? But regardless of her immense confusion, Tasia was sure about one thing. Much like Raoul Merceau, his beast was magnificent, majestic and breathtaking. And like the man, it was both brutal and resplendent at the same time; to be feared, respected and admired in equal measure.  
 
    Silhouetted by the moonlight, he waited, the gold eyes unblinking. And Tasia sternly reminded herself that, if the on-the-verge-of-losing-control Alpha had not frightened her in the silver cage, she could not allow this magnificent creature, with complete mastery over itself, to stop her in her tracks. Gulping in a shaky breath, she strode forward. But she had only taken a few steps when her sixth sense tingled, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. The big cat in the glade came to attention abruptly, abandoning its patient and stoic stance. Ears flickered, nostrils flared, muscles flexed and the fur around its neck quivered. Tasia hesitated for an infinitesimal second. 
 
    Run.  
 
    The guttural command popped into her head as she turned tail to make for the lodge. Jumping over pebbles and other obstacles barring her way, she pelted through the forest into the stretch of open meadow around the lodge, through the gate into the resort and up the stairs to their rooms. 
 
    “Duncan” she called urgently as she took the stairs, two at a time. “Duncan.” 
 
    As Tasia burst into the corridor that connected their rooms, doors slammed open; the Shifters responding to the urgency in her voice. 
 
    Atsá, attired in a spectacular robe with his long white hair loose around his shoulders, was the first to greet her.  “What is it, Tasia?”  
 
    “Vampires” she gasped out, breathing heavily. The Blutsaugers were still too far from the lodge for the Shifters to catch wind of them. She gestured at the woods beyond, trying to catch her breath. But she needn’t have worried. The Shifters had taken the hint. The mass of people in the corridor hastened to the stairs. 
 
    Duncan strode to her. “Raoul?” he asked. 
 
    “Out there” she confirmed, trying to gulp air into her starved lungs. 
 
    “Hawk” the English Shifter directed crisply. “Stay with the ladies.” 
 
    As the corridor emptied rapidly, Sienna’s voice rose in alarm. “Where’s Nandini?” 
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    Away from the resort, in the rainforest, an argument raged. 
 
    “You lied to me. And, to top that, you set out to deliberately charm me to extract information” Nandini bit out, not bothering to hide her fury.  
 
    She had tried everything: avoiding him, giving him the silent treatment, even making her displeasure clear to him. It was time to try the direct approach and drive it through his thick skull that she wanted nothing to do with him. There would be no collaboration between them, except that requested by the Alpha for the investigation. 
 
    Roman could not deny that he had lied to her. But he took umbrage with the second accusation. “I never set out to extract information, Nandini. You make me sound like James Bond.” 
 
    “Not Bond, but you flirt with every woman you meet” she retorted, letting it fly with him. “You certainly turned on the spigot for me.” 
 
    Roman sighed silently, prompted of their time in Portland. The first lie had set him on the path. After that, it had been nigh impossible to come clean with her. No matter how much he wished otherwise. 
 
    He tried to make light of her accusation. “What can I say? I’m charming.” 
 
    Nandini grit her teeth. “It’s been missing in action since you joined this team.”  
 
    Roman threw his hands up in exasperation. “Who would I charm — the Shifters or Sienna? Your sister has eyes for only one man.” 
 
    Nandini’s fury pushed her to needle him. “What about Tasia? I notice that your charm is absent around her.” 
 
    Roman shot her an incredulous look, to chuckle ruefully. “You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    He rubbed his hand over his eyes. “Not that I blame you” he admitted. He had screwed up royally with her.  
 
    Nandini’s anger abated a little at the admission, her curiosity taking over. “What do you mean?”  
 
    His eyes tangled with her. “Merceau would rip my heart out if I gave her a second glance. I tend to like my heart right where it is, beating steadily.” 
 
    Nandini stilled, taken aback by his astute observation. No one on the team had seemed to pick up on the subtle undercurrents between the Alpha and the Wizard in his Pack. Not even Sienna. Yet, the man she’d written off completely had read the situation correctly. It hinted at greater depths to him than she’d given him credit for.  
 
    She chose her words with care. “Tasia might be Pack but I doubt the Shifters care who she fraternizes with” she remarked. 
 
    “Their Alpha cares alright and he’s a blood-thirsty bastard under that controlled exterior” Roman said, with feeling. “The Wyrs are fiercely territorial, and I’m not about to put my hand in the beast’s jaw for Tasia. Merceau is welcome to her.” 
 
    Nonplussed, Nandini stared at him speechlessly. 
 
    His face lit up with a wry grin. “TorElnor did not pluck me off the street, Nandini. I see what’s under my nose.” 
 
    She met his eyes and Roman read her correctly. “Jason is preoccupied with the GCW and Sienna” he attested. “And the Shifters have never been what I call emotionally equipped. They have many sterling qualities but matters of the heart are not their strong point. I’d bet Duncan realizes the lay of the land but that’s only because he makes everything about the Alpha his business. The others are oblivious.” 
 
    Roman refrained from pointing out that he’d expected her to be equally clueless. He brooded that she had always surprised him, from the moment he’d sauntered into the alley to her aid. She confused him and that threw him off his game. As a consequence, he stumbled and bumbled around her, his usual suaveness and deft touch with women missing in her presence. Roman regretted lying to her, as he had countless times since the first meeting. But there was no way to change the past. He could only move forward, hoping she might change her mind about him.  
 
    “There’s something about Tasia” Roman added, attempting to move on from the topic that put him on the defensive. “I can’t put my finger on it, but she’s more than what she seems. However, she’s not any of my business. Stopping Lady B is.” 
 
    Nandini refrained from comment. She did not trust Roman Durovic as far as she could throw him. 
 
    He shot her a glance, the blue eyes bright. “What I said about my hand in the beast’s jaw” he said softly. “I won’t do it for Tasia. But for you, I’d risk it, princess.” 
 
    This time, Nandini roused herself. “Don’t flirt with me, Roman” she said witheringly. “It reminds me that you lie to get your way.” 
 
    “If you have such a poor opinion of me, why risk your mother’s wrath in Oregon?” he asked, taking the fight to her. “Why didn’t you leave me at the mercy of her minions? They were doing a fine job of taking it out on my hide.” 
 
    “You didn’t deserve that” she said brusquely. 
 
    He tried to reason with her. “We’re on the same team now, Nandini. I made a mistake and I owned up to it. Can’t you let go of the past?” 
 
    Nandini was unconvinced. “The investigation’s the only reason I’m willing to work with you. But that is it. Stay away from me.” 
 
    Roman opened his mouth to state his case when she raised a hand to silently check him. 
 
    He subsided immediately, to study her. Something in her expression gave him pause.  
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    She surprised him by going down on her knees. Placing her palms on the shrubby grass, she pressed down on the ground.  
 
    Roman frowned down at her. But he did not interrupt her, aware of the mystic magic older sects like the Nagas were rumored to command. 
 
    She glanced up at him, the argument forgotten. “Something’s coming.” 
 
    His brows drew together “Something?” he repeated. 
 
    “A whole host of something, Roman. I only sense when the earth moves unsubtly.” 
 
    Her fingers spread out, to feel the subtle cues from the earth. 
 
    “What is coming, Nandini?” Roman asked again, taking in her changing expressions as she read the vibrations. 
 
    She bit her lip, puzzled by the anomalous reading. “Whatever it is, they don’t seem to be on foot. The ground vibrations are very different.” 
 
    Roman straightened, as the answer hit him. “Blutsaugers! They’re flying.” 
 
    Nandini stood up with alacrity, convinced by his declaration. “That makes sense. There’s a lot of them heading towards us.” 
 
    Now that he knew what confronted them, Roman took charge, accustomed to leadership. “Get the cavalry, Nandini. I’ll hold them off.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed to him, the rare moment of solidarity fading away quickly. “Who died and made you king?” she demanded, reining in her temper with an effort. 
 
    He looked taken aback by her response. “No one.” 
 
    “I’ll hold them off” she countered. “You go get the cavalry.” 
 
    On his guard now, Roman took in her furious expression. He tried to reason with her. “You’re one of the sisters from The Prophecy, Nandini. It makes you vulnerable to the Clan.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself” she charged. “Don’t do me any favors, Roman. We both know where that gets us.” 
 
    As his own temper reared its head, Roman fought to tame it. In the darkness, they confronted each other, the threat of Blutsaugers, flying towards them, all but forgotten in their animosity. But where Roman was hot with anger, her fury was an ice cold emotion. 
 
    “In the dungeon near Portland, working together meant that we both got out, princess” he said quietly. 
 
    The timely reminder did the trick. Nandini hesitated. But before Roman could drive his point home, a soft rustle behind them had both turning. The expanse that separated them from the resort was not as dense as the forest curving away, but it was night and thus, only lit by moonlight. Something large rushed towards them on padded feet, moving tremendously fast, yet so nimbly that only the rustling of leaves and the whisper of disturbed bushes heralded it. Roman shoved Nandini behind him. For once, she did not protest. Instead, Nandini girded herself, her eyes peering into the darkness. Suddenly, something hulking leapt into the air. Their eyes shot upwards, drawn by the amorphous form. Etched by the pale light of the full moon, the massive silhouette changed shape; altering, tearing and transforming so rapidly that all the two spectators could do was watch in slack-jawed consternation. But as it hurtled down towards them, they took a step back in unison. Roman shot her a look as they readied to confront the threat, now perfectly in sync with each other. It landed a few feet away, a shadowy mass in the darkened forest. The air quivered gently and the grass around it swayed — the only hint of the new presence. With her sharper Wyr-like senses, it was Nandini who recognized him first. Quick as a flash, she grasped Roman’s arm, to check him from mounting an attack. The crouched silhouette on the grass uncurled, straightening to stand tall. Under the bright stars stood Raoul Merceau, bathed in silver light, naked as a jaybird with his signature composure intact. 
 
    Nandini gawked at him, too stunned to say anything. Her companion was the first to speak. 
 
    “Dude, did you just shift in midair?” he drawled incredulously. Roman knew the mechanics of how a Wyr shifted —  it involved excruciating agony and a good few minutes. 
 
    The Alpha shrugged. “Magic tends to intermingle in my blood with interesting results” he answered, shooting a glance at the forest beyond. “An army of leeches is headed towards us.” 
 
    Reminded of the threat, Roman focused on the matter at hand. “Nandini sensed them coming.” 
 
    The Alpha strode forward. “Get the others” he directed at Nandini. 
 
    Without any argument, she made for the resort at a run. 
 
    As a flabbergasted Roman stared after her, the Alpha called to her. “Nandini, make sure your sister stays in the lodge.” 
 
    She waved her palm in the air to signal compliance, without breaking stride. Nandini knew that it had been an order couched as a request. Both Sienna and she were to stay clear of the Vampires. 
 
    “Unfuckingbelievable” Roman swore under his breath, his eyes on the receding figure. 
 
    Amusement flashed on the Alpha’s face. “You can’t tell her what to do, Durovic.” 
 
    Roman turned to the Shifter, his brow creased. “And you can?” 
 
    “You have history with her. I don’t” the Alpha countered. An unholy light leapt into the gold eyes, to leave them glinting in the moonlight. “Besides, she likes me” he taunted. 
 
    There was an instant of silence before Roman let out a snort, but the crease over his brows eased. “Yeah, that’s you. Raoul Merceau — the Shifter everyone loves.” 
 
    The Alpha shot him a grin, to take a stride forward, only for a grimace to cross his face. Roman’s eyes flashed to the Shifter’s bare feet. 
 
    “Do you intend to tackle the Clan in your beast form?” he inquired mildly. 
 
    The Alpha shook his head. 
 
    “Then, might I suggest some shoes.” 
 
    He paused dramatically. “And clothes. Much as the magnificent sight of you is guaranteed to stop the Clan in their tracks, your feet will take the brunt.” This time, it was Roman’s voice that was threaded with amusement. 
 
    “They’re too close” Raoul said. 
 
    “I’ll hold them off” the Ancient responded. 
 
    As the Alpha hesitated, Roman chuckled. “I’m Setik, Wyr Lord. Despite that trick in midair, I have more magic in my little finger than your Shifter ass can dream of.” 
 
    He was rewarded by a flash of white teeth in the darkness. “Hold the fort, Durovic.” 
 
    The Alpha turned around to take a flying stride forward, leaping high into the air. When he landed cleanly across the clearing, Roman had a quick glimpse of a massive sleek beast before it sprinted out of sight.  
 
    Roman turned to scan the forest, his mind teeming with strategies. He was confident that once the Blutsaugers sensed him, they’d aim straight for him. He could use that to his advantage. Close by, two tall trees arched towards each other, creating a natural gateway of branches high above the ground. It would work perfectly for what he had in mind. 
 
    He set to work on deploying his arsenal. Creaks and groans shook the clearing, echoing in the forest beyond as branches snapped onto the ground, called forth by his magic. When he was done, Roman positioned himself before the natural arch between the two trees.  
 
    Minutes later, the first Undead came flying out of the darkness, headed straight for Roman. This is what the Ancient had been counting on. The Vampire hit the mesh of branches that stretched across the archway between the trees like a finely woven web. Roman held the barrier with the force of his magic and the Vampire bounced off it with force. As the Blutsauger went down, one of the lower branches from the crude mesh broke off, to unerringly land the Vampire a hefty blow on his head. The Undead went out like a light, slumping onto the ground. More of his brethren came flying out of the forest, and Roman took the time to adjust his mesh before the others could strike it. Two more impetuous Vampires flew into it, to tumble onto the ground where they were similarly struck into temporary oblivion. A third one, witness to the fall, swerved smartly to avoid the mesh, circling the tree to target the Ancient. But Roman was ready for him. Stones pelted at the Vampire from the ground with deadly accuracy, and a particularly hard hit on the temple had him crashing down, stunned. Roman made sure he was unconscious as a second group of Vampires streamed in.  
 
    A rush of footsteps behind him heralded the Alpha. Momentarily distracted, Roman found himself under assault as a Blutsauger crashed into him, the wickedly sharp claws clicking ominously. Before he could dodge it, something whizzed out of the darkness to forcefully propel the Vampire off Roman. The Blutsauger flew back, to slam into a tree which shook with the force of the collision. The Ancient, who recognized the magic deployed in his aid, had little time to react as more Blutsaugers converged on him. His magic, powerful as it was, was better utilized from a distance. This close, he was at a disadvantage against the Clan. But there was a Shifter in the clearing, an Alpha who reveled in close combat. A blur came shooting out of the darkness to jump into the fray, flinging the Undead off Roman to free him. Raoul put out his hand, to help the First One to his feet.  
 
    “Dude” Roman muttered, impressed despite himself. “Was that a Wizard blast?” 
 
    Raoul’s teeth gleamed in the darkness. “Care to repeat the statement about your pinky having more magic than me” he threw at his companion, plunging into the incoming leeches with gusto. 
 
    Like an unending swarm of locusts, the Undead continued to pour in. The Alpha made short shrift of the Blutsaugers that sneaked through Roman’s magic defenses, the fists and feet moving in tandem, his movements a blur. He fought in deathly silence, but the clearing echoed with the screeches and grunts from the Vampires, the sound of crushing bones and the thud of falling bodies and decapitated limbs. It was brutal and bloody, yet Roman could not but admire the Wyr’s handiwork in the moonlight. Clad in jeans and shoes, the Shifter took on the horde alone, plucking Vampires from the air to bring them crashing down. He moved so fast that sometimes the puffs of earth spearing into the air hid him from Roman’s gaze. The Wyr tore through the Clan with abandon, to leave a heap of torn limbs and bloody body parts in his wake.  
 
    His warning to Nandini, about putting his hand in the beast’s jaw, came back to Roman, a silent spectator to the carnage one Shifter inflicted against the small army. Despite the restrained mien and self-control, Raoul Merceau was a Wyr at heart. When unleashed, the same primeval lust for blood, domination, territory and Pack sang in the Alpha’s veins, as it did the other Shifters’. Of the four factions, it was the Wyrs that were the most in sync when it came to stopping Lady B. That was because Merceau led the charge against her, at Faoladh’s orders. Roman hoped fervently that this did not change down the line. They might not have old magic at their fingertips, but in a savage, take no prisoners, down and dirty conflict that pitted Magicks against each other, the Wyrs would decide the outcome. The way things were panning out, Roman worried that the First Ones might be too late to wake up and smell the coffee. If the Ancients did not exert their considerable influence to rein in the monsters soon, a civil war that drew all factions in would become unavoidable.  
 
    A majestic predator, with sharp talons, swooped down abruptly from the sky, to carry off a squealing Blutsauger. The Vampire’s companions scattered in haste, to take cover from the bird. A fast-moving black shadow shot past Roman into the trees beyond, leaping for the throat of the leader in the incoming horde. He thought he caught a gleam of green eyes in the darkness. Recognizing that his part in holding off the Clan was over, Roman relaxed, to observe the mayhem. He decided to give the Shifters a few minutes, before reminding them of where their duty lay. They deserved to have some fun. 
 
    The Alpha shook off the remaining Vampires, to make his way to the First One. He was bloody all over, covered in gore, his jeans ripped where the Vampires’ sharp talons had cut through.  
 
    He swiped at his face with a bloody hand, to arch an eyebrow at Roman who was staring at him. “Squeamish?” 
 
    Roman shook his head. “Au contraire, I was reflecting that we are lucky to have the Wyrs on our side.” 
 
    Raoul heard the underlying disquiet in the remark. Durovic, too, was starting to believe that Faoladh might eventually protect the wrong Guardian in the coming conflict to decide the Chosen’s future.  
 
    His eyes went to the crudely designed defense against the marauding army — an intricate web of sturdy branches, intended to herd the leeches where Roman wanted them to attack. Under it, bodies lay scattered on the ground. Raoul was impressed. The Setik’s telekinesis powers were formidable, for he’d held the mesh in place while simultaneously using stones and branches to fell any leeches that broke through his barrier. 
 
    “Impressive, Durovic” he remarked. 
 
    Roman shot him a quick grin. “We all have our parts to play” he quipped. 
 
    A large wolf came pelting in to join the fray and the Blutsaugers screeched in response. Within minutes, the dark forest came alive with fierce brawling all around them. Growls and snarls echoed in the darkness, punctuated by the high-pitched shrieks from their prey. The cavalry had arrived, Roman mused. He let go of the mesh and it collapsed, the dispersing branches catching a few of the Vampires on their way down. A thin layer of sediment and leaves rose up from the ground, to fly in an arc before the dust cleared. 
 
    Yet, the Alpha did not stray from his side, making no move to play a more active role, as the clearing filled with reinforcements. Roman peered into the darkness. He caught a glimpse of Duncan hammering the Blutsaugers, with Maartje by his side. To his amusement, Jason flung Wizard magic enthusiastically, with Stefan Simeonov tearing into the Undead beside him. It made for an incongruous pairing.  
 
    The Wyrs would protest but Roman knew where his duty lay. “Can’t have much bloodletting tonight” he said to the Alpha. 
 
    Raoul cocked his head. “You want Shifters to show restraint, Durovic?” 
 
    “You leave a bloody mess on their front lawn and we kiss goodbye to any co-operation from the Setik” Roman said bluntly. “I’ve been sweet-talking them for two days now. I can almost smell that guest list.” 
 
    The Alpha studied him silently. 
 
    “Dude, I’m good” Roman protested, raising his arms in surrender. “But even I can’t affect miracles. First Ones don’t react well to this kind of mayhem.” 
 
    Raoul did not protest this time. 
 
    “Shifters, you heard Durovic” he directed, without raising his voice. “Keep the spilled blood to a minimum.” 
 
    Roman sighed resignedly. He knew this was the best he was going to get from the Wyrs. 
 
    “Spoilsport” Simeonov threw in Roman’s general direction, even as he rammed enthusiastically into a Vampire. But it was directed good-naturedly. 
 
    Raoul shot a frowning glance at the thick woods behind them that hid the resort from view. Now that he had a moment to think, something felt wrong about this, though he couldn’t put his finger on it. The leeches would not mount an assault without a goal, not on the Shifters. The Vampires loved their elaborate schemes, but getting their clocks cleaned by the Shifters was not on top of their list. For some reason, the Clan believed they had a shot at Sienna and Nandini. It had Raoul reassessing any weaknesses. 
 
    “Atsá, circle the resort” he directed softly. “Let’s make sure the leeches do not slip through while we’re distracted.” 
 
    Up in the air, wings fluttered as the enormous bird of prey flew away. Roman did a silent double take as he drew the obvious conclusion. His eyes shot to the man at the center of the chaos, calmly giving orders to his capable lieutenants. All around him lay evidence of the carnage. The Shifters and the Guardian were doing an admirable job of cutting a swathe through the Blutsauger army, which had slowed to a trickle. Yet, the Alpha’s abstinence puzzled Roman. 
 
    He waved his hand at the pandemonium. “You don’t intend to partake, Merceau?”  
 
    “Other fish to fry, Durovic. Watch our flank.” Raoul knew the Ancient would take the hint.  
 
     “You got it” Roman assured him. 
 
    “Bianchi” the Alpha called out lazily, his voice deceptively soft. “Don’t hide behind your leeches.” 
 
    Roman’s brow arched as the Italian Vampire strode out of the forest. He should have guessed that Rafaelo Bianchi was involved. 
 
    When Jason caught sight of Bianchi, he reminded the Alpha. “He’s mine, Merceau.”  
 
    “All yours” Raoul conceded. “After I have a word with him.” 
 
    Ignoring the fierce skirmishes around him, Bianchi sauntered leisurely to the Alpha, flanked by a small coterie of Undead. Though the Vampire was his usual cocky self, Roman sensed that the Italian had not expected to be called out so quickly. He wondered whether Bianchi was surprised to be countered with such force. 
 
    “Beast Lord” the Vampire hailed the Alpha genially. “You are a little bloody tonight.” 
 
    “Unlike you, I get my hands dirty” the Alpha said. 
 
    Bianchi’s eyes wandered around him to take stock. Inert bodies of his Pure Bloods lay strewn everywhere, piled unceremoniously on the ground. The Wyrs were a blood-thirsty bunch, he reflected. And indefatigable. Plus, they relished physical confrontation, unlike other Chosen. He knew that the melee could go on all night. But Bianchi hoped that his Pure Bloods could buy him the time to play mischief. He had bigger ambitions this night than playing mouse to the Shifters’ cat.  
 
    He flashed a smile at the biggest and baddest cat in the clearing. “I was hoping to run into you, Beast Lord.” 
 
    “Have your Mistress set up a meeting” the Alpha proclaimed brusquely. “She knows how to reach me.” 
 
    Bianchi prepared to wrestle with the Wyr in a battle of wits. This was the only Chosen in the clearing he feared — the Alpha was not a man to be bamboozled by a game of light and mirrors. That much Bianchi had learned the hard way. 
 
    “My Mistress deals with Faoladh” he said suavely. “Not his minions, Beast Lord.” 
 
    Raoul was unperturbed “She has dealt with me before. Faoladh will not grant her an audience.” 
 
    Against his better judgement, Bianchi asked the question. “Why not?” 
 
    “Faoladh is learning to delegate” Raoul explained. “I’ve been tasked with cleaning up Chosen scum.” 
 
    Roman chuckled, enjoying himself hugely. 
 
    Bianchi’s expression darkened at the insult. But before he could respond, the Alpha waved at Jason. “Have at him, LaRue. Just remember, Durovic’s gone all squeamish and wants no blood spilt tonight.” 
 
    Jason took the message in stride. “I can teach him a lesson without spilling blood” he said agreeably. 
 
    Rafaelo turned to face the Guardian, his temper rising as they bantered about him like he was a nobody.  
 
    The fighting paused momentarily as the antagonists turned their collective attention to the brewing confrontation. A sudden silence descended on the darkened clearing, a hushed pause in the fierce scuffle.  
 
    The Alpha laid down the law. “I promised Bianchi to LaRue, but his leeches are fair game.” 
 
    The command had Simeonov swinging for the leeches flanking the Vampire, to leave Bianchi facing the Guardian alone. Jason stood his ground, letting the Vampire come to him. He raised his hand as Bianchi flew at him. Something seemed to strike the Undead in midair, a jolt powerful enough to spin him around. He crashed down into the ground, only to bounce up again to face the Wizard.  
 
    “Give her mother a message, Bianchi. Sienna is not hers to play with” the Guardian announced as the Italian came to his feet. Jason raised his hand towards the sky and a burst of light illuminated the patch of forest between him and Bianchi, leveling the playing field between Wizard and Vampire. 
 
    Watching keenly, Raoul noted that the leech had been brought down by a burst of concentrated magic. The witchling’s words echoed in him — there was much a skilled and experienced Wizard could do with a magic blast. He was quietly pleased by his own ability to generate one tonight, in aid of  Durovic. 
 
    “Sienna has a glorious future, Guardian” Bianchi countered. “Her mother will guide her to it.” 
 
    Jason raised his hand again. This time, his lips moved silently as the Alpha observed. Bianchi’s feet seemed to fuse together at the ankles, and when the leech attempted to move, he fell over in an ungainly heap.  
 
    “Sienna will choose her own path” Jason said calmly.  
 
    Bianchi tried to scramble to his feet, but whatever spell the Guardian had used on him kept his ankles pinned, making it nigh impossible for the Vampire to get up.  
 
     “Her path doesn’t include you, Spell Caster” Bianchi spat at the Guardian, furious at being bested by a simple spell.  
 
    “Maybe not” Jason asserted. “But it definitely doesn’t include you or the woman that murdered her father.” 
 
    Bianchi glared at him impotently, teleporting to materialize in front of the Guardian. Durovic whistled soundlessly. Only powerful Vampires could teleport. Rafaelo Bianchi had hidden depths to him. Raoul watched as the leech crouched before LaRue. Jason eyed Bianchi lazily, making no move to walk away from the Vampire. Bianchi’s claws unfurled. But as he reached for the Guardian, he seemed to hit an invisible wall. LaRue had protected himself with some variation of magic armor, the Alpha noted approvingly. Bianchi could not touch his opponent and it frustrated the leech even more. Jason took a step back to raise both hands and the Vampire went flying off, to hit a thick trunk and collapse at the base of the tree. 
 
    “Let’s go again” the Guardian goaded Bianchi, as the audience in the clearing watched avidly. “I’ll unbind your feet this time, Vampire.” 
 
    Bianchi shot the Wizard a murderous look. He got to his feet, but before he could charge his opponent, Jason directed a hail of blasts that had the Vampire hopping in place to avoid them. The magic, invisible to the naked eye, made it tough for the Undead to dodge it. Bianchi snarled at the Guardian, humiliated before his leeches by the ease with which Jason made him hop and skip in place, like an untried Chosen at his first battle of wits.  
 
    Raoul recognized that LaRue was toying with the leech, almost as if he didn’t take Bianchi seriously as an opponent. He’d never witnessed Jason go one-on-one before. Unsurprisingly, the Guardian went about it in a laidback, efficient but unfussy manner that reflected the man. He controlled the bout, allowing Bianchi no time to regroup or counterattack. As a member of the GCW, hand-picked from the very best Wizards, Jason LaRue had been trained by the Guardians. One Undead, teleport capable or not, was no match for him.  
 
    Some of the felled Vampires in the clearing came to, while the Shifters kept their peers away from Bianchi. A few struggled to sit up. Raoul ignored the signs of life around him, to reflect that LaRue had cleverly chosen to rub salt on Bianchi’s soft spot — his thin skin. The magic, Jason used, was rudimentary for a Guardian, but very effective. This he could do with a little practice, Raoul brooded silently. His second effort had produced a blast that propelled a leech across the clearing. It hinted that he could do more with his Spell Caster powers. Raoul also had another reason to focus on the Guardian’s tactics — it might benefit the witchling. She had more magic in her than Jason, but little of his experience in using it effectively against other Chosen.  
 
    Engrossed in studying Jason’s strategy against his opponent, Raoul missed the leech behind him. His senses alerted him to the threat just as Roman screamed a warning, but it was too late to react. The crawling Vampire dug his claws into Raoul’s calf to draw blood, before the Alpha sent him flying with a mighty kick. The leech landed across the clearing but sat up quickly, to bring his dripping claws to his mouth in a subtle taunt. At birth, Vampires had been banned from drinking the blood of Magicks, just like they’d been barred from transforming Chosen into Undead. But during skirmishes with others, the Clan was known to spill Chosen blood and slurp it with glee.  
 
    Raoul, more interested in the bout between Bianchi and the Guardian, turned back to the skirmish. Only to stiffen as a keening sound filled the clearing, echoing over the  high-pitched screeches of the Vampire’s peers. Raoul whipped around as the leech toppled over. For an instant, no one said anything, too stunned to react, even as the Vampire continued to shriek in agony until Duncan put him out of his misery with a well-directed blow.  
 
    All ruckus ceased as the forest went eerily silent. While his Vampires appeared shell-shocked, Bianchi staggered like a drunk. Under the light of the moon, he was ghostly white. 
 
    “Siren” the Blutsauger muttered, his gaze unfocussed. “Impossible, Alpha! How can you have Siren blood in you?” 
 
    Raoul ignored the white-faced leech and his frozen cohorts, to address Jason. “You have your pound of flesh, LaRue?” he confirmed.  
 
    “I think he’s learned his lesson” the Guardian assented. 
 
    Raoul was ready to get rid of the leech. This whole interlude had him wary. Something was afoot tonight. “Away” he directed dismissively at Bianchi. “The next time she sends you, I won’t stop the Guardian when he’s done playing.” 
 
    For once, Bianchi ignored the warning. The Vampire had experienced a monstrous shock. Stunned and dumbfounded, he fixated on it.  
 
    In a trance, his eyes sought the Shifter. “This is a dangerous heritage, Beast Lord” he stuttered, his face unnaturally pale. 
 
    Raoul strode towards the Vampire. He knew Bianchi had heard Durovic’s words about no blood on the front lawn. “You’re on thin ice, leech” he said coldly. “If you linger, the gloves will come off, despite what the Ancient says about bloodletting and Setik sensibilities.” 
 
    This time, the unsubtle menace in the Shifter’s warning seemed to pierce Bianchi’s stupor. Throwing around wild accusations against the Beast Lord was liable to get him killed. The Alpha, though disciplined and measured, was no machine. If the Wyr let go of his restraint, the Pure Bloods would face a massacre in the forest. Bianchi reminded himself of the larger goal. This evening was meant to be a triumph for his grand plans, not decimate the army he commanded for the Lady.  
 
    Bianchi drew a shaky breath, trying to get his head back in the game. His eyes flashed to the Wizard watching him silently. The Guardian was fixated on Sienna. Rafaelo would take great pleasure in rubbing the Spell Caster’s nose in the dirt, once he had what the Lady had promised him. “Next time we meet, Guardian, it will be I who does the playing” he pronounced. 
 
    Jason did not answer the Vampire, simply defusing the light that haloed the clearing around him.  
 
    Bianchi turned to meet the Alpha’s eyes. “Until next time, Beast Lord.”   
 
    Raoul cocked his head, to contemplate the leech in the moonlight, much like an insect under the microscope. “Never forget that I have a debt to collect, Bianchi. When you conspired to put me in a cage, the clock started ticking down.”  
 
    “I had nothing to do with that” the leech protested. 
 
    “You passed along gossip to the Guardian to use against me. I don’t forget, leech.” 
 
    Bianchi signaled his Vampires to fall back. They gathered their wounded, ferrying them deeper into the forest where they could resurrect through the night. He hoped the Mage had succeeded in her mission. He’d bought her as much time as he could. But Bianchi sensed that the Alpha had reached the end of his patience. The Beast Lord was in no mood to banter anymore.  
 
    Unbeknownst to his adversaries in the clearing, the Vampire, who retreated that night, had had his world rocked. The Alpha’s magic had jolted Bianchi. He might be ignorant of history when it came to other Chosen, but Rafaelo was very knowledgeable about the Clan’s enemies. The Sirens had been the Blutsaugers’ nemesis, the greatest threat to their existence since given life by an embittered First One. 
 
    As the Undead retreated, the Shifters turned for the lodge. Their brief entertainment for the night was over. They were aware of the Spell Caster blood that flowed in their Alpha’s veins — a heritage he detested and refused to acknowledge. To them, any special powers he demonstrated could be explained away by his Wizard lineage. But the others, more knowledgeable about Chosen magic, were mighty curious. Roman arched his eyebrow at the Alpha, and Jason looked intrigued. With Duncan in tow, the quartet made for the resort once the clearing had emptied of the last Vampires. 
 
    “I might have to reconsider what I said about the magic in you, Merceau” Roman remarked laughingly. “Rafaelo Bianchi went white with that stunt you pulled. You freaked the bejesus out of him.” 
 
    Raoul shrugged in response. This ability, he’d seemingly acquired, against the leeches continued to astonish him. As it had the first time he’d reduced Mistress Franciszka to a screaming heap in her own Nest. He had no way to assess how long he’d possessed such power. Until the witchling and Faoladh’s anointment of him to lead the investigation, the leeches had been careful to steer clear of him. Yet, Bianchi’s remarkable reaction tonight puzzled him. It was inexplicable and contrary to the leech. There had been immense shock and unabashed fear on the leech’s face. Bianchi was not the Chosen to reveal his hand so to an adversary.  
 
    Durovic was one of the few Magicks who might have an explanation, so Raoul went for it. “What did Bianchi mean by Siren blood?” he asked the Ancient. 
 
    Roman did a fair impression of rolling his eyes. “Undead fable, Merceau. They’re an insecure and superstitious lot. Although I’d never have guessed it of Bianchi. He’s too cagey to buy into such drivel.”  
 
    Raoul understood only too well why the leeches were insecure. Being accepted on sufferance and barely tolerated by the other Chosen tended to bring that out in one. 
 
    The palpable curiosity in his audience encouraged Roman to expound on the subject. “The Blutsaugers have not forgotten how close the original vote regarding their creation was. They tend to hold a grudge and still have a chip on their collective shoulders about it.” 
 
    Jason, though well-versed with the history of the Clan, had never heard of this particular rumor. “What is the Vampire myth about Sirens?”  
 
    Roman answered readily. “Many did not agree with the Elders’ decision about the original Blutsaugers, and there were whispers that some tried to sabotage the Vampires to ensure they could not procreate. Any attempts to do so were clearly a failure because the Clan is alive and thriving today. But for years, though not as much in recent times, many Vampires complained bitterly to the Elders that First Ones, who disagreed with the original decision, had manufactured special Chosen to keep the Blutsaugers in check.” 
 
    “An allusion to the Blood Mages, Durovic?” Raoul checked, briefed by the witchling’s account of the leeches’ complaints to the Elders. 
 
    Roman confirmed it. “The Vampires claimed that Blood Elementals, with the help of other sympathetic Mages, had birthed Chosen solely to draw the Blutsaugers to their destruction.” 
 
    Duncan looked thoughtful. “The Sirens are from the Greeks, I presume?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Raoul frowned. “In Greek mythology, Sirens were beautiful women who lured sailors to their death on the rocks.” 
 
    Durovic smiled. “Clan lore says the Chosen Sirens are women with the ability to lure Blutsaugers to their deaths.” 
 
    “Lure, how?” 
 
    Roman shrugged. “Damned if I know where this comes from, Merceau. It’s nonsense. Such powers, if they existed, would be hard to keep a secret amongst the Chosen for a thousand years. That’s how long the Blutsaugers have been around. No one believed the claims all those years ago and no one takes them seriously now. Frankly, I’d assumed that the Clan had buried such absurd notions, until Bianchi burst out with that ridiculous accusation.” 
 
    “This has always puzzled me, Roman” Duncan said slowly. “Your laws forbid this very possibility — the creation of new life. Yet, your Elders allowed ElBlodMagin to get away with it.” 
 
    “Our laws have always been very explicit on this” Roman affirmed. “But the Elders were faced with a Hobson’s choice, Duncan. ElBlodMagin made the argument that the Blutsaugers were an inadvertent consequence of his experiments, claiming that he’d never set out to defy the Forebearers’ wishes, but instead, had merely been playing with his powers. Some First Ones took him at his word but many did not. His own brother opposed him vehemently and insisted that his experiment should not be allowed to stand. In the end, it boiled down to whether the newly birthed Blutsaugers should be put to death for a crime that was not theirs. The Elders gave ElBlodMagin the benefit of the doubt and the Vampires won the right to live with a very narrow margin.” 
 
    “With the right to live came the right to propagate their kind” Duncan mused aloud. The leeches were the only Chosen who could create other Vampires artificially. Every other Chosen was born with magic in his blood. 
 
    “Once the Elders upheld their birth, they could not discriminate against them” Roman attested. “The Blutsaugers were given the same rights as other Chosen. This is why the decision was so hard, very close and immensely divisive. Whether they believed ElBlodMagin’s intentions or not, there was consensus that this could not be allowed to happen again. A new set of rules, that outlawed many Blood Elemental powers, were added to the books. It also stated that the fruits of any such experimentation would not be allowed to stand. Even today, many Blood Mages have their hands tied when it comes to what kind of magic they can exercise.” 
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    Hawk stood at the window, his gaze on the darkened forest in the distance. Tasia, who’d been observing him for a while, let him be. Though it was easy to forget sometimes, Hawk was a Shifter too, with the same instincts and desires as his brethren. However, his unusual preoccupation soon drew the attention of the others. Sienna and Nandini, engaged in desultory conversation, broke it off to glance at the figure by the window. To catch Hawk brooding was noteworthy for his friends. Sienna glanced at Tasia, a look that spoke volumes. Attentive to her friend’s concerns, Tasia stood up to approach the Shifter. 
 
    “You miss being out there, Hawk?” she asked him quietly. 
 
    At the remark, he turned to face her, reading the concern on the watchful faces in the room. 
 
    “Always enjoy kicking ass” he said lightly, abandoning his vigil by the window to join them, seating himself in one of the chairs. “But no, I was merely wondering why the Clan would follow us here.” 
 
    They were in Sienna’s room, where they’d retired once Nandini had shown up at the lodge with a breathless explanation for her absence. By then, Jason and the Shifters had decamped for the forest, to confront the Vampires with the Alpha and Roman.  
 
    “Hoping to take us unawares, perhaps” Sienna suggested. “Come at us when we least expect them.” 
 
    Nandini shook her head. “It’s near impossible to take Wyrs unawares, Sienna. Hawk’s right. Something’s up.” 
 
    “Maybe, a message from Lady Bethesda” Tasia wondered aloud, though she was skeptical of this herself. The last time the lady had wanted to communicate with them, she’d summoned the Alpha. Lady Bethesda knew how to get in touch with them.  
 
    “In any case” Sienna said cheerfully. “We have our very own bodyguard. So, whatever it is the Vampires are up to, we’re covered.” 
 
    Hawk grinned. “You bet.” 
 
    Nandini joined her sister in pulling Hawk’s leg. The youngest Shifter on the team was a favorite of the two siblings. Brought up away from a Pack, Hawk had the innate ability to separate his Shifter when in the company of others. The sisters respected and appreciated the Alpha’s acumen and leadership, Duncan’s steadfastness and wisdom, as well as Atsá’s knowledge and historical perspective. But it was Hawk who they held in affection.  
 
    Tasia watched them silently, a smile playing about her lips. Until a waft of magic drifted to her. Though only a whiff, it had her senses roaring alive. Ignoring the others, she peered through the window into the grounds. Nothing stirred in the darkness. Everything lay still and silent beyond the lodge, with no hint of any intruder. Whatever confrontation raged in the forest, it was beyond the axis of her sixth sense. Yet, the hint of magic in the air persisted. It was the merest scent of a Magick’s aura. But it flickered, almost as if the aura was strangled from its usual clarity. But Tasia was convinced that there was a Chosen in the vicinity, one with his powers mangled in some way. The suspicion had her opening up her magic senses, to give them free rein.  
 
    It took her a few minutes to narrow it down and pinpoint the Chosen. It wasn’t a Blutsauger, much to Tasia’s relief. The Undead were her worst nightmare — there was always the hazard of spectacularly blowing her cover with one around. The mangled hues, in the aura she sensed, were exotic and pointed strongly to a First One. Perhaps, someone from the resort, she speculated. In her time at the lodge, Tasia had become familiar with the hues of magic from many First Ones they’d come across. But this aura was different.  
 
    Abandoning her vigil by the window, she flashed a glance at Hawk. Whoever it was, he was now close enough for a Shifter’s preternatural faculties to sense. As their primary defender tonight, Hawk was on his guard and would not ignore the presence of any interloper. While a Shifter could not differentiate between Chosen and Si’ffa, except when it came to Blutsaugers, their supernatural senses could recognize strangers in their midst. Yet, Hawk remained unruffled, content to banter good-naturedly with his companions. Tasia’s alarm abated a little. If Hawk did not look upon this new presence as a threat, all was well.   
 
    But as the Chosen drew closer, Tasia’s disquiet raised its head again when Hawk showed no signs of raising an alarm. Her sixth sense indicated that the interloper was directly under them now, probably a floor below.  
 
    She interrupted the Shifter. “Do you sense anyone, Hawk?” 
 
    “Just us” he answered readily. 
 
    At his nonchalant response, the sense of impending danger flared into life. “Not even someone from the resort?” she persisted. 
 
    Hawk shook his head. “We’re clear.” 
 
    But her pointed queries had aroused his suspicions. Hawk was no fool. He knew enough about Tasia’s exotic magic.  
 
    He met her eyes, his brow furrowed. “What’s up, Tas?” 
 
    Tasia took a deep breath, acutely conscious of Nandini and Sienna. The Indian Ancient, once witness to Tasia’s magic, was aware that the Wizard was not who she claimed to be. But Nandini did not know the extent of Tasia’s powers, while Sienna, like the others, was completely in the dark. A moment’s reflection had Tasia determining that the exotic aura, closing in on them, was worth throwing a few heavy-handed hints at Hawk. She hoped that her friend would take the suggestion and run with it. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling” she said simply.  
 
    Hawk came to attention immediately. Without a word, he strode to the window to scan the grounds, his night eyes scouring the landscape for an intruder. 
 
    “My senses tell me that we’re the only ones here” Nandini offered, her eyes swinging from a watchful Hawk to a grim-faced Tasia. She wished she could read the cues from the earth, but they were on the third storey. 
 
    “Nothing out there” Hawk stated. “I’ll check the corridor.” His eyes swept the room, no longer the jovial Shifter who’d bantered with them. “Stay put.” 
 
    Nandini stood up. Her Naga abilities mimicked that of the Wyrs to a great extent. A second pair of eyes would not go amiss. “I’ll join you, Hawk.” 
 
    “No, Nandini. Stay together. It’s what Alph would want.” 
 
    The Indian Chosen subsided, her stance vigilant as Hawk opened the door to stride out. 
 
    Tasia waited with the others, her heart galloping as the aura wafted closer. 
 
    “Nothing here, either.” Hawk’s voice floated to them through the ajar door. 
 
    This time, Tasia did not hesitate. This was no time to be cautious. She raced for the door, even as exclamations arose behind her. Sienna and Nandini rushed after her, to arrive seconds later into the corridor. 
 
    Hawk blinked at them, opening his mouth to remonstrate with the ladies, when Tasia interrupted him urgently. “There’s someone at the end of the corridor.” 
 
    Three pairs of eyes darted down the darkened corridor. Hawk’s gaze inspected the dimly lit passage, his body humming. Though his Shifter senses perceived no threat, Hawk trusted his friend, her instincts and her magic. He gathered himself to challenge the interloper. But before he could sprint down the corridor, all three ladies made a grab for him. 
 
    “You can’t fight what you cannot see, Hawk” Sienna pointed out quietly. “Keep your powder dry.” 
 
    Even though there was no evidence of any intruder, no one questioned Tasia’s proclamation. Instead, they pondered furiously how to blunt the threat, convinced that someone stalked them. 
 
    “If we barricade ourselves, we have a better shot at holding off anyone coming through the door” Nandini suggested, gesturing towards the open doorway into Sienna’s room.  
 
    A moment’s reflection had Hawk seconding her suggestion. Force the enemy to come to them and defend a limited patch — good strategy against an invisible adversary.  
 
    “He’s moving very sluggishly, so we have a few minutes” Tasia asserted, cognizant that fighting off an intruder, only she could pinpoint from his aura, was likely to be a tall order for them. “I’d like to try something.” 
 
    Before Hawk could respond, Sienna backed her without hesitation. “Go for it, Tasia.” 
 
    Tasia closed her eyes, to locate the Ancient at the end of the narrow corridor. Not only invisible to the naked eye, the interloper also seemed to have the ability to fool Hawk’s Shifter. Which meant that while the intruder could camouflage himself from a Shifter’s hyperalert faculties, he could not hide from her sixth sense. To Tasia, this suggested some mutation of a magic cloak to mask his powers. If her friends had any shot at neutralizing the Magick, she must strip him of the magic that rendered him invisible. With the recognition of what must be done, a feeling of calmness and rightness engulfed Tasia. It struck her that this was no coincidence. She was right where she was meant to be — to defend Sienna and Nandini from the Chosen stalking ever closer. Her mind centered, ignoring all distractions to focus on the problem. The Alpha’s advice from the training sessions reverberated in her. Magic would never be what held her back — she possessed it in spades. The challenge was to use it smartly, to serve her purpose.  
 
    The intruder’s use of a magic cloak was good news. Magic could be negated with a different brand of it or with more substantial power. It took Tasia just seconds to zero in on the strategy to employ. Then, it was the matter of a minute to build a tiny square-shaped barrier of power, much like the one she’d constructed the night the Shifters had come to her rescue at the Nest in San Francisco. Except, this barrier had more potent magic than the sieve before. It allowed no Chosen to pass through, blocking all magic. While Tasia had to deploy a lot more power than that expended at the Nest, this barrier was more compact than the wall-to-wall sieve she’d erected in San Francisco to separate the Blutsaugers from the Pack. Thus, it took only a fraction of the time. Through it all, her uncomplaining friends remained vigilant by her side. Their blind confidence in her boosted Tasia’s resolve. 
 
    Once it was ready, Tasia carefully positioned her magic barrier, aiming it at the midsection of the Magick walking towards them, using the aura in her mind’s eye to guide her. Her silent companions reined in their impatience while she adjusted the barrier. All of a sudden, something flashed in the barely lit corridor — a momentary burst of blue and white. It glimmered in the air, before blinking away. 
 
    With a yell, Hawk pelted down the corridor. His Shifter night eyes allowed him an unimpeded glimpse of the rapidly vaporizing flash of color. 
 
    “No” Tasia cried, rudely interrupted in her quest. “Wait, Hawk.” Without a clear path to the intruder, she could not deploy her magic without inadvertently injuring the Shifter.  
 
    The only one with agility comparable to a Shifter, Nandini sprinted after him, chasing Hawk down to pull him against the wall. 
 
    “Go, Tasia” she called out urgently, once the Wizard had an unhampered line of sight. 
 
    At her words, Hawk stilled. He seemed to realize that his part in this would come later, for Tasia was not done yet. 
 
    The air in the corridor seemed to sizzle as Tasia went to work, her magic stripping the intruder of his camouflage inch by inch; moving upwards from the glimmer of blue, to reveal the Chosen’s upper body and eventually, her face. A stout woman with graying hair, and a curiously unlined face, stared back at them. Whatever magic had been employed to make her invisible had also slowed her down. This is why the aura had been moving so lethargically. But now, with most of the magic stripped away, there was nothing to slow her down anymore. That seemed to strike the woman almost immediately.  
 
    As the four Chosen gaped at her, she peered down at herself in puzzlement. Quick as a flash, she darted for the white-washed wall beside her, to scribble furiously on it with the piece of chalk in her hand.  
 
    “What’s she doing?” Sienna muttered, confused by the intruder’s actions.  
 
    The low-voiced query had Tasia abandon the task of unveiling the Magick, to glance at the wall. It was too dark to make out anything, so she spelled some light to illuminate that section of the wall. The sudden burst of brightness seemed to startle the woman, but she did not glance up from her task. Something in the intruder’s ornate calligraphy — the lavish strokes, the extravagant flourishes; and the Magick’s singular focus on it, despite her failing cloak, had Tasia frowning. As the clean lines of an elaborate symbol took gradual shape on the wall, it hit her what the intruder was. 
 
    “Rune” Tasia said sharply, her voice rising in alarm. “She’s a Rune Mage. Don’t let her finish …” 
 
    But Hawk had already leapt for the Mage. It was the signal he’d been waiting for. Wrestling the Mage away from the wall, he subdued her easily.  
 
    Wary of the inherent power in a Mage’s rune, Sienna’s gaze shot to the unfinished symbol on the wall, wanting it destroyed before it could take hold. Nandini, closer to the motif, read her sibling’s worry as if she had voiced it aloud. She rushed to erase the elaborate character from the wall. Only to leap back with a sharp cry as the incomplete rune singed her fingers, defying the attempt to eradicate it. 
 
    Adrenaline pumped through Tasia, all her senses buzzing. She was in the zone, on a high at having outwitted the Rune Mage. It was time to drop the pretense. Her cover was blown and it was too late to protect it. In her mind, the die had been cast. Now, she must make very sure the intruder, she’d helped bring down, could not harm her friends. Otherwise, breaking her cover would be for naught. 
 
    “Stand back, Nandini” Tasia adjured. 
 
    The Indian Ancient stepped away without another word, confident that the Wizard could defang the rune. Tasia projected a little of the same magic, that had disrupted the Mage’s invisibility, at the unfinished symbol. Sparks flew as the magic connected with the elaborate design, to take the sting out of the rune. Tasia was careful to leave the marking untouched on the wall, sure the Alpha and the others would want to study it. 
 
    “Need something to bind her hands” Hawk interjected from the floor, where the Mage sat unresisting in his hold. 
 
    Tasia frowned at the sight. The First One had put up little resistance to Hawk and she wondered why. 
 
    “I’ll bind them, Hawk” Sienna offered, striding to the pair. “I might be rusty but that’s high school Wizardry.” 
 
    Tasia withdrew the spell that threw light on the rune and the corridor descended into semi-lit darkness, as before. In no time, the Mage was trussed up and secure. Hawk hauled her up, to nudge her towards Sienna’s room. 
 
    Nandini stopped him. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’ll hold her in the room. Alph will decide what to do with her.” 
 
    The Indian Chosen shook her head. “She’s trespassing, Hawk. The resort should be notified” she protested. 
 
    Hawk gestured at his hostage. “The leeches swarm outside to distract us, while an invisible Mage makes for Sienna’s room. Not a coincidence, Nandini. This one is tangled up with our investigation” he countered. 
 
    Nandini let out her breath. “If we want other Chosen to co-operate with us, we must accord them the respect they are due, Hawk. As long as we hide things from them, they will not help us.” 
 
    Hawk hesitated, unconvinced by her argument. To him, Shifter business was never to be entrusted to others. Yet, the investigation had also given him an appreciation of wider Chosen concerns and politics. So, Hawk wisely did not make the usual Wyr argument. 
 
    “She’s right, Hawk” Sienna chimed in unexpectedly. “We need these Setik to help us with the Archmage. An attempted assault on us might convince them that our cause is worthy.” 
 
    Hawk turned to his friend. “Tas, what do you think?” 
 
    “I’m with Nandini” Tasia said promptly. 
 
    “Alright” Hawk acceded. “I’ll keep an eye on her. Please inform our hosts, Nandini.” 
 
    “Do not turn your back on her.” The Indian Ancient directed the warning at the Shifter, before striding away towards the reception.  
 
    Tasia heaved a silent sigh. She had much damage to mitigate, before the Shifters trooped in from jousting with the Blutsaugers. 
 
    “A word, Sienna?” she asked the Wizard. 
 
    Hawk shot them a glance. He knew precisely why Tasia desired a conversation with Sienna.  
 
    “Use the room” he suggested. “I’ll keep watch out here.” 
 
    Without a word, Sienna ushered Tasia into her room to close the door. 
 
    But before Tasia could say anything, Sienna made haste to assure her. “You don’t have to explain” she said quietly. “Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    Tasia’s eyes grew round, wondering what had given her away. 
 
    Sienna seemed to understand. “You didn’t slip up. I’ve suspected it for a while. It’s a long story and I’ll tell you when the time is right, Tasia” she said hurriedly. 
 
    A commotion outside interrupted them. The resort officials had arrived to take custody of the Mage.  
 
    In the corridor, Hawk was explaining to officialdom that the intruder had approached the lodge with her powers and presence camouflaged. Nandini showed them the incomplete rune on the wall. It seemed to clinch the matter for the Setik. The grim-faced officials marched their prisoner away.  
 
    They had barely a minute to take stock, before the first of their party trooped in. The Shifters looked jubilant, though their faces were smeared with blood and their clothes streaked with detritus and dirt. They had clearly enjoyed themselves hugely. Tasia guessed that some of the Shifters had taken advantage of the forest, to scuffle with the marauders in their beast form.  
 
    “You missed out, stripling” Elisabetta threw at Hawk; for once, as mussed as the other Shifters. It was a taunt, but it missed her usual bite. 
 
    Hawk shot her an unexpected grin in response but remained mute. The four of them waited, in unspoken accord, as the Shifters poured in steadily through the corridor. Atsá shot them a searching glance and Luis, a frowning one, but the others disappeared in a hurry. 
 
    The Alpha was the last to walk in, with Jason, Roman and Duncan. Tasia noted that Jason looked the most pristine and Roman, just a little disheveled, whereas the Shifters appeared to have been in a brutish and long drawn out brawl. The Alpha was blood-soaked from head to toe, his bare chest covered in scratches and gore, his denims bloody and in tatters. Her eyes shot to him, to catch the gold-colored gaze on her. But in the poor light, she could not make out anything from the gold depths. 
 
    “Alph” Hawk greeted him precipitously. “We caught a Magick lurking in the corridor.” 
 
    The announcement had an immediate effect on everyone in the corridor and within auditory distance. They stopped in their tracks. The gold eyes wrenched away from Tasia, to study Hawk.  
 
    “A Rune Mage” Nandini proffered helpfully. “She was cloaked in some way.” 
 
    Jason grasped her point immediately. “Invisible?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You detected her presence?” Duncan asked Hawk. 
 
    Hawk shook his head, choosing his words with care. “We wondered why the leeches would engage us here at the resort. I thought it prudent to keep watch in the corridor.” 
 
    Sienna rushed in to explain, gesturing at the wall. “Nandini thought she sensed something at the end of the corridor and Hawk tackled the intruder. When her camouflage fell away, the Mage tried to deploy another rune. It clued us in to what she was. Once we separated her from the rune, it wasn’t hard to subdue her.”  
 
    Jason strode to the wall, to scrutinize the half-finished rune. The Shifters accepted Sienna’s explanation without question, but Roman’s eyes narrowed, taken aback by such evidence of Nandini’s instincts. What he knew about Naga powers did not suggest faculties more hyperaware than a Wyr. But Roman stowed the information away for another time. There was a far more pressing matter to resolve. 
 
    “Where’s the Mage?” he asked. 
 
    “The lodge is holding her” Hawk responded. 
 
    This time, the Alpha’s brows drew together in a frown. It was Tasia who stepped into the breach. Her friends had done a commendable job of covering up for her. It was her turn to return the favor.  
 
    “Hawk was outvoted” she said to the Alpha, meeting the gold eyes squarely. “We hoped the lodge might be more amenable if we reciprocated. The Mage is an intruder on their property.” 
 
    Roman frowned at her words, his eyes going to Nandini, who studiously ignored him. He guessed who had led the charge to outvote Hawk. 
 
    “Did the Mage hurt anyone?” Raoul asked. 
 
    “No, we handled her, Alpha” Sienna answered. “But her subterfuge and intrusion has displeased the lodge officials.” 
 
    “This could turn out to our advantage, Raoul” Duncan murmured. 
 
    Roman stirred.  “I’ll go talk to them” he announced. “The Mage must be in cahoots with the Clan. They were working together to outwit us.” 
 
    “Take Atsá, Duncan and Jason with you” Raoul bid the Ancient. “I need a good scrubbing before I’m presentable.”  
 
    Roman got the message. This was no more a purely Setik business. The ambush had been an attempt on the entire party. Having handed the intruder over to the authorities, they should take advantage of it — use the information about the decoy in the forest to sway the Setik owners, to open up with details about the Deadly they chased.  
 
    As the Alpha took charge, Tasia slipped away into her room, astounded but immensely grateful to Sienna, for publicly covering up her role in routing the Mage. The whole affair had been a whirlwind and she wanted the chance to process it, without distractions. In the privacy of her room, as she looked back on the events, Tasia came to the conclusion that she’d made the right call. She had certainly risked her cover as a Wizard with little magic. But upon reflection, Tasia suspected that without her timely intervention, Nandini and Sienna might have been lost. Even with all four Chosen using their gifts in tandem, it was hard to fight back against an enemy that could pass undetected. But she had one final task to accomplish, before the events of the night could be laid to rest — come clean to the Alpha about using magic and about what had been revealed in the course of thwarting the Rune Mage. 
 
    She lay in wait, but it was more than an hour before the Alpha and Duncan came striding up the stairs. Tasia shot into the corridor to waylay them, gesturing wildly towards the forest. Without a word, the two Shifters accompanied her down the stairs and into the grounds. Once outside, the Alpha took the lead, taking them unerringly into the rainforest. When he stopped eventually to face her, Tasia recognized that it was the same clearing that she had traversed earlier tonight. The one where she’d come upon the magnificent beast lounging under the light of the full moon. So much had happened since then that she’d barely had time to ruminate on the momentous event. 
 
    “What happened?” the Alpha asked. 
 
    “I blew my cover” she said baldly, confident that he would understand she had done so under exigent circumstances. 
 
    Raoul evinced little astonishment at her words. He’d already guessed which Chosen had played the starring role in the Rune Mage’s capture.  
 
    “Hawk didn’t sense anything?” he asked, as a silent Duncan looked on. 
 
    Tasia shook her head. “Neither did Nandini. That’s what put me on my guard. She was moving very lethargically but her aura came ever closer. And yet, Hawk remained oblivious.” 
 
    “That is how she slipped past us” Duncan mused aloud. Atsá had circled the lodge, while the rest engaged the leeches. But even the venerable Were-Alpha had been bamboozled. The Mage had slipped through by masking everything, except her inherent magic which Tasia could sense in all Magicks. 
 
    Raoul had known that, sooner or later, some of the witchling’s secrets would come tumbling out. It was inevitable. One could not work, travel and live in such close proximity to other Chosen while leading a double life. But he was mighty relieved that the exposure had come in Sienna’s presence, and not Roman Durovic’s. Nandini, witness to Tasia’s magic previously, had never let on about it. He hoped that he might prevail upon Sienna similarly to keep this information to herself, for now. She might share it with her Guardian lover but Raoul was confident that LaRue would keep the secret. He’d come to like and trust the Guardian, against all odds. But more crucially, Jason was acutely aware of the fractures within the Guardians and would comprehend that the witchling’s powers put her at risk of becoming a pawn between GCW factions. Durovic, on the other hand, buoyed by the insular world of Ancients, where all major Chosen decisions were entrusted to their Elders, would consider it his duty to disclose the witchling’s secret to TorElnor.  
 
    “What’s the damage?” he asked her.  
 
    Having spent the last hour cogitating on this, Tasia laid out a catalogue of her transgressions precisely. “I stripped the Mage of her cloak, to make her visible. And, when she tried to deploy a rune, I helped Nandini neutralize its power.”  
 
    “Also, I was the one who told Hawk about the invisible Chosen in the corridor” she said, coming clean. 
 
    The Alpha contemplated her. “But Sienna said it was Nandini who detected the Mage.”  
 
    “Sienna covered for me” Tasia confessed. “She wasn’t surprised at all by my actions. That’s the strange bit. Apparently, she’s suspected about me for a while.” 
 
    This time, Raoul’s brows drew together, floored by the news. 
 
    “What gave you away?” Duncan interjected, wondering how Tasia could have slipped up when every precaution had been taken. 
 
    “Sienna says it’s nothing I did, and when the time is right, she’ll tell me about it” Tasia admitted. 
 
    Her eyes went to frowning gold gaze. “If Sienna has kept this to herself thus far …” her voice trailed off hesitantly. 
 
    Duncan shot a look at the Alpha. The cat was clearly out of the bag. But he understood what Tasia was saying — matters might not be very dire yet.  
 
    “Sienna probably believes that you hide your powers to blend in” Raoul averred. “I’ll have a word with her. But I think your secret is safe for now.”  
 
    Though immensely baffled by Sienna’s admission, Tasia was nevertheless relieved. Actions spoke louder than words. If Sienna did have prior knowledge, she had never allowed even a hint of it to escape her.  
 
     Raoul moved on to a different matter. They had a problem on their hands. How had Bianchi convinced an Ancient to mount an assault on a Setik lodge? 
 
    “How powerful is this Mage?” he asked Tasia. 
 
    “Not very powerful” she responded. “Whatever rune she used to camouflage herself also strangled her aura. It took me a while to figure out what was happening, even though I could sense her magic in the air.”  
 
    Tasia’s eyes tangled with his. “If she had more power, she’d have cloaked her magic better. And I would not have been able to detect her” she said soberly. 
 
    Duncan expelled his breath. “A close brush.”  
 
    “Much too close” Raoul acceded. “The leeches draw us into the forest, while a Mage slips into the lodge to retrieve her daughters. It’s good strategy, I’ll give Bianchi that.”  
 
    He had never expected Lady Bethesda to back away from laying claim to her daughters. And he’d known that Sienna and Nandini were far more vulnerable away from his fortified Lair. But he had to admit that he’d been outwitted with a wily ploy. Had the witchling not been around, the ruse would have succeeded. He would not allow Lady Bethesda to get that close again.  
 
    Tasia’s eyes widened at his words. It wasn’t difficult to connect the Mage with the Blutsauger assault on them. But this was the first mention of Rafaelo Bianchi. After her run-ins with the Vampire, she would never make the mistake of underestimating him.  
 
    “Has the Mage admitted anything to the lodge officials yet?” she asked, hoping that Nandini’s insistence on involving the local Setik paid them rich dividends. 
 
    “She’s singing, Tasia, in the hope they’ll let her go” Duncan said. “She has offered up Bianchi’s name.” 
 
    Tasia perked up at the news. Perhaps, the events of the night might yet give them an advantage. But something puzzled her. “How does Rafaelo Bianchi’s path cross that of a Rune Mage? The Vampires and the Mages do not socialize in the same circles.” 
 
    Her question echoed what Raoul had been pondering. And suddenly, the answer came to him. “The Lombardi Nest” he murmured, the gold eyes pinning her. “You told me that Monseigneur had Mages working for him during your father’s time with them.” 
 
    Tasia mused on it. It was certainly a plausible explanation. 
 
    “If so, might be a good idea to have Roman nudge the Mage on Monseigneur, Raoul” Duncan suggested. “The Setik have allowed him in the room while they question her.” 
 
    “I’ll have a word with him” the Alpha agreed, struck by his friend’s suggestion. The Ancients would not bestir themselves against Lady Bethesda, unless she deigned to emerge from the shadows. But perhaps, they might be prevailed upon to turn their attention on Monseigneur. Trespass and attempted assault on a Setik owned property would not be looked upon kindly by the First Ones. 
 
    “I have other news” he told them. “The Shifters found something in the forest.” 
 
    Tasia gaped at him. She had not expected this. “Tracks?” she asked incredulously. 
 
     “More like a sign.” 
 
    She looked confused. “A sign?”   
 
    “I asked them to keep an eye out for anything unusual” Raoul explained. “And Luis found it. A patch of forest that looks like the aftermath of a hurricane.” 
 
    “Hurricane” Duncan repeated. He had not yet been privy to all the details, for the Vampires had interrupted them. “Could it not be the aftermath of a real one, Raoul?”  
 
    “It was localized to a small section of the forest. Trees uprooted, ground wrecked, everything obliterated — all pointing to something major. Luis called it an earthquake and a typhoon rolling in together. Sound familiar?” 
 
    “The explosion” Tasia breathed. 
 
    “Exactly” the Alpha asserted. “This is the first proof that he was in the forest.” 
 
    “Do we leave Belize in the morning?” Tasia asked, excitement unfurling in her.  
 
    “Only after Durovic has what we came here for. He believes he’s close.” 
 
    “Then, I can check out the site tomorrow” she prompted eagerly, pleased by the prospect. “If we’re lucky, we could follow the trail of magic to its destination.” 
 
    Raoul shook his head. “It’s not a day’s trek, witchling. For a Shifter yes, but not you.”  
 
    Tasia did not demur. There was no way she could physically keep up with a Shifter. She sighed. “What we have is a clue we can’t follow up on.” 
 
    “On the contrary, witchling” the Alpha countered. “There is a town to the west that’s a day’s walk from it. It’s likely that was their destination. I’ll have Faoladh’s investigators follow up on it. But their prospects will vastly improve, if we provide a description of the girl or the Archmage, assuming they were traveling together.” 
 
    “Let’s hope Roman can identify the Mage from the guest list” Duncan remarked. 
 
    “Atsá had a look at the site too” Raoul added. “He says the devastation is more intense than the building here. Almost, as if the earth itself was torn open and then, closed up.” 
 
    Tasia tensed, vague memories stirring at the back of her mind.  
 
    Raoul, attuned to her, narrowed his eyes at her. “What?” 
 
    “The first Eru to walk the earth were rumored to command its power” she said slowly, meeting his eyes. The Eru’Aars had been named after those early forefathers.  
 
    For a moment, no one said anything. Such mystical magic, lost to history, now lived on merely as Chosen lore and legend. 
 
    “That is very very old magic, Tasia” Duncan said gruffly.  
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    Weeks in the past, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    Temi spent a sleepless night in the little cavern, followed by a restless day in the outer cave. Throughout the long day, there was nary a sign of any Blutsauger — thus, proving his parting words to her right. But as her temporary coop darkened with the last of the day’s rays, the nub at the pit of Temi’s stomach clenched into a hard knot. Something had happened to him, she suspected. Or perhaps, whispered the insidious voice in her head, he had abandoned her. Her supply of protein bars and fresh water from the stream would last her a few days. But after that, she’d have to leave the sanctuary of the cave. Monseigneur’s Undead would not rest until they had her back in their custody. And out in the forest, without a knowledgeable guide or map or his ability to mask her scent, she’d be easy prey for the Vampires.  
 
    As dusk fell and the massive grotto darkened, Temi kept watch by the entrance. Finally, even the birds fell silent, readying to bed down for the night after a final flurry of activity. The forest was calm and still. Soon, the Blutsaugers would start to comb it again, hoping to catch her. Temi waited, a sliver of desperate hope in her that he had not deserted her in a rainforest in Belize; not after offering to take her to Mexico. But as the hours passed and night settled in, the hope grew dimmer until all she had left was despair. She reminded herself that, desperate though her circumstances were, she was still better off than before — a prisoner of the Lombardis, her fate in Monseigneur’s vicious hands. She must conserve her meagre food reserves and find a way through the forest, without being taken by the Vampires. After all, she had powers that few Chosen could dream of. Had she not prayed fervently for one opportunity to escape that which she feared the most, Temi told herself fiercely. ElMorad had given her that chance and it was now up to her to make the most of it.  
 
    But before she scurried into the little cavern to plot the way forward, Temi wanted one last look outside. Not too far, just a cursory glance around. She’d followed him blindly through the forest, never keeping track of which direction he led her towards. And Temi cursed herself for it now. A quick glance at the moon to draw strength from it, she promised herself. Her affinity to the Goddess was not because she followed the old ways. Rather, the moon was a symbol of courage and hope for her. It would give her the strength to make her own way, just as her more illustrious namesake had once drawn her powers from it. 
 
    Outside, moonlight gleamed over the treetops to occasionally, filter onto the ground through the heavy canopy. Everything lay hushed in the night; the trees like enigmatic sentinels guarding the secrets of the darkened forest. Temi gulped in deep breaths of the chilled air. But as she made to return to her hideout, a slithering sound, like the brushing of foliage, had wild hope surging in her. She turned, her excitement rising. But it was not ElMorad who confronted her. Something whizzed through the trees, to land on the ground and face her. It was a Blutsauger. She had been discovered!  
 
    Before a terrified Temi could react, the moonlight fell on him. A familiar face stared back at her. Temi stiffened as his gaze held hers. 
 
    “Nothing here, Marco” Giovanni Donati proclaimed, his eyes never leaving Temi. “Move deeper.” 
 
    Though he’d spoken softly, she knew his words would carry to his Undead search party. 
 
    Temi made sure to keep still. His companions were close by. Any sound she made would carry to them, much as Vanni’s words had. He waited for what seemed like an eon to Temi, but was likely only a few minutes, contemplating her silently in the darkness. 
 
    Only then did he speak. “Don’t look back, cara.” 
 
    One pithy sentence and he was gone, flying through the air to leave her gasping with shock and residual fear. 
 
    With her heart thumping hard, she stared blankly at where he’d stood with the moonlight beating down on him. A rustling behind had her turning again, this time in fright.  
 
    ElMorad stood by the entrance to the cave, staring at her, his hulking presence solid and reassuring in the darkness. Without a word, Temi made haste to slip back into the cave, and turn on the flashlight. He followed her in, all the way into the tiny cavern she’d spent an anxious night in. 
 
    In the light of the torch, they faced each other. Temi, reeling from the near disaster as well as Vanni’s altruism and immensely relieved by ElMorad’s return, said nothing. 
 
    “Like I said — a taste for danger” he asserted coolly, the pale eyes on her. “And the sense of a pea-brain.” 
 
    He slung the rucksack off his shoulder, to drop it on the rocky ground. 
 
    “You’re damned lucky no one caught wind of your scent, Red. Your shroud’s worn off by now.” 
 
    He caught the tell-tale flicker of Temi’s eyes she could not hide. “Aah, not so lucky after all” he attested perceptively. 
 
    Bending down, he rifled through his pack to pull out a package. 
 
    “You are a serious pain in the arse.” The rich tones were even, with a surprising lack of rancor. “I was looking forward to a night’s rest and you’ve put paid to that.” 
 
    He threw the package at Temi, who caught it neatly. 
 
    “Put on the shoes and let’s move out, before the Vampires corner us in here” he directed. 
 
    Temi peered into the package, to find plain sneakers and two pairs of white socks.  
 
    “The Vampires won’t come looking” she said absently, her eyes on the shoes. “Vanni led them away from me.” 
 
    The pale eyes narrowed on her. “If Vanni is one of Monseigneur’s, he will lead them right here.”  
 
    Jolted, Temi’s eyes snapped up to meet his. “Monseigneur” she repeated. She hadn’t told him about the Lombardi Master. When she’d attempted to warn him at the lodge, he had shut her down. 
 
    “Those are his Undead that hunt you” he said matter-of-factly. “He’s not known to forgive betrayals.” 
 
    “I know” she whispered under her breath but he caught it all the same. 
 
    A frown puckered his brow but before he could say anything, she reiterated again. “Vanni will not lead the others to me.” 
 
    He ignored her statement. “You have five minutes to change” he said dismissively. “Otherwise, you can rot in here for all I care.” 
 
    He was furious that she’d disobeyed his orders, Temi realized. Just very good at not showing it. She’d messed up badly again, and she must fix it. He’d trekked for a day through the forest to bring her shoes. 
 
    “Vanni …” She hesitated, the words not coming easily. Temi bid herself sternly — she owed him an explanation. “Vanni would never betray me.” 
 
    He merely glanced at his watch. “The clock’s ticking, Red.” 
 
    “He as good as brought me up” she confessed in a rush. Vanni was the closest thing she had to a paternal figure, since her own had passed away. He’d steered her artfully through the pockets of influence and power in the large Nest, though until tonight, Vanni had never gone against Monseigneur’s orders. Temi had always assumed that Vanni’s benevolent shadow over her had been at his Master’s direction. Until tonight, when he’d openly encouraged her to flee and not look back. 
 
    This time, she had his attention.  
 
    “Father figure?” he questioned her. 
 
    Temi nodded mutely, to confirm it.  
 
    “Where’s your father?” he asked. 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “What about your mother?” 
 
    “She’s gone. Left me to the Nest when I was born.” 
 
    Temi noted that she had surprised him. For a moment, he stared at her. 
 
    “Why the fuck did you leave the cave when I told you stay put?” he demanded. 
 
    Temi took a deep breath. “I thought you weren’t coming back and wanted to get a lay of the land — see what I was up against.” 
 
    As her words died away, echoing through the cavern, he took a stride forward, his jaw clenched. “Careful, Red. You’ve already cast aspersions on my manhood. I might not be so forgiving if you question my honor.”  
 
    The rich tones, with the underlying note of menace, almost sent a shiver down her back. But Temi held her ground, trying to calm her thundering heart.  
 
    In the light from the torch in her hand, the pale eyes glittered fiercely. 
 
    “You were hours late” she remonstrated weakly. “How was I to know that you’d return?” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You risk everything, and for what — to strike a bargain with a stranger you don’t even trust to keep his word” he retorted sardonically. “I take back what I said about you having a taste for danger. It’s far worse. You run towards it when you see it — like a bull to red. It’s a wonder you’re not in the ground yet.” 
 
    “I knew that ElMorad had a reputation for always getting his immortal. And that’s all I cared about” she cried, attempting to defend her actions. “I never expected you to help me escape the Blutsaugers.” 
 
    He pursed his lips, his eyes blank. But even the inadequate torchlight could not hide the fury he reined in. 
 
    Temi took the plunge. “Why did you?” she asked baldly. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, you don’t get to ask the questions. I do.”  
 
    She stared at him, her heart thumping. Was he going to rescind his offer to assist her, Temi wondered despondently.  
 
    “I told you at the lodge precisely what was on offer” he said deliberately. “I’ll add one more caveat to that. I can’t have you questioning my orders or disobeying them, every time doubt clouds your mind. That will put us both in peril. You want to risk it and mistrust me, it’s your funeral, Red. But this stops now.”  
 
    There was a finality to his words that had her blanching. 
 
    “You’re walking away?” she whispered, unable to hide the tremor in her voice. 
 
    “There you go again, proving my point” he countered calmly. “No, you have a day to decide whether you can follow orders unquestioningly. If not, we will part ways at the town where I bought the supplies. However, if you decide to stick with me, be very sure. The first hint of second guessing me, and I will leave you behind before you can blink, Red. Never forget that it was once my job to disappear into thin air.” 
 
    She stared at him, her jaw slack. 
 
    “Be very certain of what you decide” he emphasized, before striding away. 
 
    Temi watched him stroll to the other end of the cavern, until all she could discern was the merest hint of an outline in the dark. Her heart still beat much too fast for comfort, but Temi couldn’t tell whether it was the confrontation with him or his ultimatum that had her rife with urgency. As silence descended upon the cave, she turned her attention to the supplies he’d trekked through the forest to acquire. Propping the flashlight by her, she used the light to undo the leaves he’d bound her feet in.  
 
    He was unmoving, a large silhouette in the dark. 
 
    “How do you know about Monseigneur?” she asked. 
 
    “The Vampires that stopped your bout at the arena were his.” 
 
    He’d recognized her Blutsauger guards, Temi reflected. Given Monseigneur’s penchants and notoriety, it wouldn’t surprise her if ElMorad had faced off with the Master. 
 
    “You were doing a good job of dodging the brute in the pit, until you decided to let him at you” he observed, almost conversationally. 
 
    Temi’s heart, starting to slow down, thumped again. She busied herself with the sneakers, hoping fervently that he would drop this. 
 
    “Why did you?” he asked, a disembodied voice in the darkness. 
 
    “My foot slipped” she answered, without looking up. 
 
    “Try again, Red. I don’t like being lied to.” His voice, the smooth tones that seemed to caress the very air, was implacable. 
 
    Not working, she apprehended. With ElMorad, the only strategy was to take the fight to him. 
 
    Temi leant back against the wall, to peer at him through the engulfing darkness. “I tried to explain my circumstances to you before, remember? You said you didn’t want to know.” 
 
    “I changed my mind.” 
 
    Temi grit her teeth, to choose her words carefully. “The arena was an act of rebellion. Once I’d made my point, I gave up the fight. I knew the Blutsaugers would not allow anyone to harm me.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
     She couldn’t tell from the grunt whether he believed her or not. Temi focused on the shoes, hoping he’d bought her explanation. After a minute, he moved towards her, to loom large before her. Her eyes flashed to him. The flashlight, propped by her, cast shadows on his face. 
 
    “Were you lying when you came to my room?” he asked, the pale eyes glinting in the darkness.  
 
    Temi’s eyes widened, her heart galloping like thunder. Unsure what he was getting at, she took refuge in silence. He moved imperceptively, to bring his face into the light. 
 
    “About ElDarZin’s artifact” he clarified, something in his expression letting her know he was aware that this line of questioning made her wary. 
 
    “No, I was not” she answered vehemently, glad to be able to categorically deny this. 
 
    “How would you have access to such an artifact, Red?” he asked conversationally, his demeanor making it clear that he did not believe her. 
 
    “The Chosen that created it gave it to me” Temi admitted, with some reluctance. 
 
    This time, she had a reaction from him. He arched an eyebrow, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “I’d heard the rumors of him working with Monseigneur, but dismissed it” he murmured pensively. “You knew him?” 
 
    She nodded mutely, afraid her voice might betray her if she used it.  
 
    For a moment, he was silent. “From what I know of him, ElDarZin was a good man, even if a trifle misguided about the past” he professed. 
 
    Temi stared at him speechlessly, taken aback by the comment. 
 
    “Monseigneur, however, is not a good man, under any definition of good or man” he added brusquely, the pale eyes holding her captive. 
 
    Short as it had been, her life flashed through Temi’s mind. She had never been offered a choice. Instead, her hopes and dreams had been crushed at the altar of Monseigneur’s aspirations and greed.  
 
    “You’ve tangled with him?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve had run-ins” he acknowledged. 
 
    Temi hesitated, wondering how to ask the question delicately. 
 
    “I did not hunt him” he said witheringly, correctly guessing what she wanted to ask. “If I had, he’d be dead.” 
 
    The look in his eyes had Temi swallowing. In the dark little cavern under the light of the torch, Temi was reminded why she’d approached him in the first place. A very fine line separated ElMorad from Monseigneur. It’s what made him uniquely suited to take on the Lombardi Master, but it also behooved her to watch her step with ElMorad. 
 
    He studied her. “When I enforced the Elders’ writ, it was only for Chosen who had ignored our most sacred of laws. Monseigneur is too smart to court the First Ones’ displeasure, never giving them any excuse to target or punish him.” 
 
    Temi sighed silently. In her case too, the Elders would not fault Monseigneur, for he’d followed the letter of the First Ones’ laws. 
 
    Silence reigned between them again. Hoping that she had satisfied him with her responses to his questions, Temi cast a surreptitious look at him. He had retreated from the light again. And the shadowed face appeared pensive. She waited for the hammer to fall. 
 
    “How far did you venture from the cave?” he asked her, after a few minutes of rumination. 
 
    “Just where you found me.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of any lingering scent” he said brusquely. “Get some rest. We leave at dawn.” 
 
    Temi watched him walk away, immeasurably relieved and incredibly confused by how one of the deadliest Chosen, to walk in their midst, managed to tie her up in knots without even trying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    The Archmage has a name 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late evening when they departed Belize. Tasia had spent a desultory day locked in the lodge. After the ambush the night before, word had come down from the Alpha to stick together and stay close. Even Sienna, itching to walk the grounds with Jason, had not demurred at the diktat. Tasia sensed that the Rune Mage’s successful infiltration, within touching distance of them, had Sienna a little on edge. 
 
    Tasia waited with seething impatience while the plane readied to taxi under overcast conditions.  
 
    Once they were in the air, the Alpha addressed Roman. “You have a name, Durovic?” 
 
    Roman looked unusually grim. “A name that has thrown me for a loop” he admitted. “But first, there’s something you should know, Merceau. The lodge has known since the beginning who set the explosion. It seems he left behind a letter, with assurances that the resort would be compensated for damages.” 
 
    Quite an altruistic Mage, Tasia reflected, hope stirring in her. Perhaps, the Deadly was not as bad as her imagination had conjured him up to be. 
 
    “Who is it?” Elisabetta interjected with an edge of impatience in her voice. 
 
    Roman ignored her, squarely meeting the Alpha’s gaze. Raoul’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly at what he saw on the Ancient’s face.  
 
    “ElMorad” Roman announced grimly.  
 
    Tasia felt her heart thud at the name. Across from her, Sienna’s eyes goggled and Nandini bolted up in her seat. Even Hawk, never at a loss for words, was rendered speechless. This was bad. Though only a handful could claim acquaintance with him, there were few Chosen unfamiliar with the legend of ElMorad. Her father had declared that, as the First Ones’ enforcer, the mere mention of ElMorad’s name was enough to strike fear into Chosen hearts. His magic, like that of many Ancients, was shrouded in mystery, though his storied success in taking out fearsome Chosen hinted at lethal powers. 
 
    Though rattled like the others, Jason, nevertheless, felt a measure of relief as he recalled Sienna’s conclusion from her last vision. “You’re sure you have the right Mage?” he asked the Ancient. 
 
    Roman was confident. “Like I said, the lodge has known this since the explosion, Jason.” 
 
    “That suggests the lodge linked the disappearance of the girl, in the Lombardi party, to ElMorad right after the explosion” Duncan mused aloud. 
 
    “I’d say so” Roman concurred. The connection was hard to ignore. 
 
    “Are the Lombardis a usual presence at The Games, Roman?” Maartje inquired. 
 
    “Yes, though the lodge says that it is the first time the girl accompanied them.” 
 
    Sienna came alive. “They knew!” she said wrathfully. “Yet, they didn’t question why the Lombardis had a young non-Clan girl with them?” 
 
    Nandini shot her half-sister a speaking look, but it was Roman who remonstrated with the Wizard. 
 
    “The Primogeniture Canons being what they are, it is likely that the Clan has legitimate claim on her, Sienna” he said quietly. “No one would question that, least of all a First One.” 
 
    To maintain the sanctity of the Supreme Edict, each Chosen faction was responsible for Magicks under its jurisprudence. Thus, it was crucial that no Chosen be without an umbrella faction to oversee him. A collection of precedents since the beginning of Chosen history, the Primogeniture Canons were the decisive authority on categorizing Magicks with multiple claims on them. They ensured that every Chosen had a faction to belong to, based on his magic. It was the Ancients who’d first insisted on the Canons. Barring Chosen with mixed heritage, the Canons usually applied to the First Ones with their complicated rules on classifying magic. 
 
    Sienna subsided, comforting herself with the future she’d been allowed a glimpse of. Her sister did not fear the Archmage, she reminded herself. More than ever, it gave her solace.  
 
    Atsá stirred. “What does ElMorad want with ElDarZin’s daughter?” 
 
    No one had an answer to his question.  
 
    “Both ElMorad and ElDarZin are First Ones, Atsá, though the former enforcer is Eru” Roman responded. “I know of no other connection. But if the girl’s disappearance is unconnected to ElMorad, then I’m at a loss to explain where she is. The lodge confirms that the Lombardis returned to Venice without her.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to believe that she’s with him” Duncan asserted. “If the Lombardis couldn’t retrieve her, it suggests that she had help getting away. Who better than the Ancient infamous for slipping in and out of Chosen fortresses to enforce the Elders’ writ?” 
 
    Tasia concurred silently with Duncan. From the lack of any counter-argument from the others, it was apparent that they did too.  
 
    The Alpha cut to the chase. “I’m comfortable making the assumption that he has her. How do we chase down ElMorad, Durovic?” 
 
    Roman pursed his lips. “He’s not a man to be messed with” he warned the Alpha. “I understand why the Setik at the resort were reluctant to give me the name. They were wary of offending him.” 
 
    “I’m aware of his reputation” Raoul said. “But we have no choice. We must get to her before her mother does.” 
 
    Roman sighed. “I’ll send out feelers, to see if anyone knows how to contact him. He’s always shirked publicity. But since his retirement, he’s gone completely off the radar.” 
 
     “On the bright side, if she is with him, it’s unlikely that Lady Bethesda will get to her easily” Luis chimed in. “We have time on our side.” 
 
    “True.” Roman looked pleased, for more than anyone else, he knew how tough chasing down ElMorad was likely to be. The man had made disappearing into thin air an art form. 
 
    “I know why ElMorad is notorious — he took out powerful Chosen that fell afoul of First Ones law. But what does his Magick Façade signify?” Hawk asked curiously. The Facades tended to be in the Ancient tongue, which few Shifters were familiar with. 
 
    “The enforcer” Simeonov responded, just as Atsá murmured. “The Moor.” 
 
    For once, Tasia found herself agreeing with Stefan Simeonov over Atsá. ElMorad had enforced the Elders’ decisions, meting out punishments to immensely powerful Chosen hard to pin down. This reflected in the Façade he’d chosen. However, to her great surprise, Roman offered a different explanation. 
 
    “Simeonov and Atsá are both correct” the Ancient explained, to the astonishment of many in the room. “When he first began to enforce the Elders’ judgements, ElMorad was unusual for a First One — though he was eminently qualified, he did not adopt a Magick Façade. But soon, word of his feats spread far and wide. In the absence of a Facade, the Chosen assigned him an informal one — the assassin. Rumors say that he did not appreciate the moniker and chose to adopt a Façade. He called himself ‘the Moor’ — ElMorad. But historically, there has been no word in our language for an enforcer. And as his reputation grew, the term Moor became synonymous with enforcement because of ElMorad.” 
 
    Nandini, always reluctant to engage with Roman, could not hold in her curiosity for once. “Why Moor?” 
 
    “His way of celebrating his heritage, I suppose. His father could trace his ancestry to the Moors while his mother was Andalusian.”  
 
    As they processed the ramifications of ElMorad on their investigation, Maartje piped up. “Whatever ElMorad’s intentions, it is clear he’s not working with the Lombardis. And given Monseigneur’s alliance with Lady Bethesda, it means that he is not on board with her either.” 
 
    “That is very good news for us, Maartje. Going up against ElMorad is a far different proposition than taking down Lady Bethesda” Roman attested. “There’s another bit of interesting news to share. The Rune Mage admitted to the Setik that she met Bianchi at the Venice Nest. This is the first confirmation of First Ones’ indirect engagement with Lady Bethesda, via Monseigneur.” 
 
    The Alpha had correctly predicted the link between Rafaelo Bianchi and the Rune Mage, Tasia mused. Monseigneur was emerging as the nexus of multiple threads in their investigation. Though much of it was tenuous and ambiguous, this could not be a coincidence. The realization unnerved Tasia. The digging into Lady Bethesda had pointed the investigation towards her father. And now, it was in danger of being dragged in a direction that would put other secrets in potential jeopardy.  
 
    “The connection to the Lombardis is not much of a surprise, given that we know of two Guardians and an Ancient who went to work for Monseigneur” Jason remarked. 
 
    “Agreed, LaRue” the Alpha said. “But this presents an opportunity for us. While the Ancients refuse to investigate Lady Bethesda’s crimes post Chicago, they might be willing to look at Monseigneur’s current activities.” 
 
    “The resort has lodged a formal complaint with the Setik authorities” Roman added, unable to keep the excitement from his voice. “It’s a straightforward matter. The Rune Mage is a Setik, as are the First Ones of the lodge.”  
 
    “How do we turn this to our advantage, Roman?” Duncan asked. 
 
    “It will be decided by the North American charter of the Setik. I’ll try to convince TorElnor to dig deeper into Monseigneur and the Venice Nest” Roman said determinedly. “This is why I requested a stopover in Vancouver.” 
 
    “The flight will make a pitstop at Vancouver for Durovic, before San Francisco” the Alpha acknowledged, even though it would make them backtrack a little. 
 
    Jason looked hopeful. “A critical look at the Lombardis might uncover something. Perhaps, even the ties to Lady Bethesda.” 
 
    “That would bring the Ancients into the fight” Atsá amended pensively.  
 
    “In any case, it is time to put some heat on Monseigneur” Raoul said. “His fingerprints have been showing up all over our investigation. And any attention on Monseigneur will help convince other leeches that he’s jeopardizing them all by his actions and alliances.” 
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    The wind whipped at her as she ran, pelting through the valley. In the distance, the mountains rose majestically. She loved this stretch. On nights like this, the moon shone brightly, its light unencumbered. For her, starved of the moon’s bounty, this was a blessing she would never again take for granted. She picked up speed, her body fluid and supple as she tore through the vast plains.  
 
    The constant agony of silver burning through her blood had receded slowly, though the memory of it had not yet faded. Physically, it was getting easier to put the past behind her. With every passing day, she found her strength and stamina returning. The freedom to run through the vast plains and revel in it, whenever her heart wished, had been a major factor. The wildness of the early days was a thing of the past. The beast, always just under her skin since the witch’s work, had fallen silent. Yet, the emotional scars continued to sear her. Sometimes, the very thought of four walls, or anything else caging her in, had her heart threatening to burst out of her ribcage. She despaired that perhaps this wild country was the only civilization she could abide now. What good was a Shifter incapable of living in a Pack? With a clearer head, she could assess the situation coldly and without prejudice. She’d flirted with danger, almost bleeding over into territory no Wyr should ever cross. And one day, she’d have to face the music for it.  
 
    On the occasional nights the clouds obscured the moon, uneasiness and restlessness plagued her, leaving her jittery and anxious. The moonlight had become so essential to her that even a night without it brought back flashes of the blue-eyed witch and the dilapidated barn. At times, the bitterness and fury inside her threatened to overwhelm her. The memories might fade with time, but the scars scorched into her soul would have no solace. She, who’d never before backed down from a challenge, wondered occasionally if she could ever triumph over this. 
 
    Her pace accelerated as she flew, desperate to outrun her dark musings. But running from memories, that pursued her like the hounds of hell, was no easy feat. She must find the will and fortitude to rebuild anew from the ashes. This time, she’d make sure that she was invulnerable to anything that life could throw at her. No one would be allowed to hold the reins of her fate ever again. She was broken. To survive, she must become the mistress of her own destiny. Therein lay her last and only hope.  
 
    Tasia came awake, bolting forward in her seat. The belt, that strapped her in, held her from toppling over.  
 
    Hawk stirred beside her. “Okay, Tas?” he asked. 
 
    She took a deep breath, trying to banish the feeling of going under. “Yes.”  
 
    But nothing was okay. The dream had disturbed her, to leave her heart racing. Yet, the disquiet in her was hard to explain. That had not been a nightmare. She was an expert on those. But there was something hauntingly familiar in the burning emotions she sensed, as she sprinted through the wilderness under a gleaming moon. The desperation for the moonlight, the determination to conquer her demons, the anxiety at the mere thought of leaving the wilderness or being part of a Pack, even the obsessive resolve to be in control of her destiny, had her heart thumping with a nameless fear. It was madness, Tasia told herself. What she imagined was too fantastic to be true.  
 
    Across from her, Nandini slumped in her chair, the seat beside her empty. She turned to Hawk, determined to shove her foreboding away. 
 
    “Where are we?” Tasia asked him. The lights from the window made it evident that they were parked somewhere. 
 
    “Vancouver” he said. “Waiting to refuel. Then, onto San Francisco. We should arrive by dawn.” 
 
    While Tasia attempted to reconcile her wild suspicions, outside on the tarmac, Roman had a last word with the Alpha, as Duncan, Sienna, Atsá and Jason stretched their legs. 
 
    “ElMorad will not be easy” Roman reiterated.  
 
    “I know” the Alpha ceded. “Do what you can.” 
 
    Roman sighed. “I just hope he hasn’t gone to ground. If he knows Monseigneur is hot on his heels, he might.” 
 
    Raoul understood the Ancient’s concerns. But he hoped that between Durovic and Faoladh’s investigators, they might succeed in tracing the Archmage who could point them to the whereabouts of the third daughter. 
 
    “Do you have a description for the investigators?” he asked. Even a cursory description would suffice. Without any details, it would be nearly impossible to track the Archmage in Belize. 
 
    Roman shook his head regretfully. “Not for ElMorad. The resort was reluctant on the subject. I’ll try and get us something the investigators can use.” 
 
    “What about the girl?” Raoul pressed. 
 
    Sienna turned away from the others, to drift towards the duo. She’d paid little attention to Roman and the Alpha’s conversation until her sister cropped up in it. Sienna wanted confirmation that the stranger in her latest visions was her sibling.  
 
    “I have a description of her” Roman confirmed. He glanced at the Wizard as she joined them. “It’s from the lodge, Sienna. Not my contacts. I’ve been unsuccessful there.” 
 
    “What does she look like?” she prompted him. 
 
    “Medium height, slim, olive skin. Her most distinctive feature is long bright red tresses.” 
 
    Sienna heaved a silent sigh. And missed the Alpha’s penetrating glance at her. 
 
    “This will certainly help the investigators with their inquiries in the Belizean village” Raoul said.  
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    Denver, Colorado 
 
    The lady of the house invited the Vampire to be seated. 
 
    “What news, Rafaelo?” she prompted. 
 
    “The Alpha met with Faoladh and his investigators in Corfu, My Lady” he said. “My sources say there were no other meetings on the island.” 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” she pressed him. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady” the Vampire responded confidently. “The entourage with him was for Belize. The only official business in Corfu involved Faoladh’s investigators who flew in from Italy.” 
 
    She did not show it, but the lady was relieved. Perhaps, the secrets meant to stay buried would do so for a little longer. But the Wyrs poking around Corfu was not a good sign. Faoladh was not heeding her warning — he kept digging into matters not his concern. 
 
    “The Alpha would like to meet with you, My Lady” Bianchi announced. 
 
    The lady was surprised. She had not expected the Alpha to request a meeting, not with Faoladh reluctant to join hands with her. As she chewed on it, something else in his statement struck her. 
 
    “Where did your paths cross, Rafaelo?” she asked. 
 
    “In Belize” the Vampire said.  
 
    Bianchi was rattled. And since it was unusual for him to be so, he didn’t know where to turn. The Mage had not made the rendezvous they’d agreed on. More worryingly, she remained incommunicado. He suspected that she’d been caught while attempting to enter the lodge. If she was in custody, the Mage would not hesitate to drag him into it. Rafaelo was confident that he could sidestep any questions that arose from the Mage’s confession. He had a lifetime of squirming away from such situations under his belt and was uncommonly brilliant at protecting his hide. But while being asked to answer for this did not worry him, the Mage’s capture alarmed him greatly. There was only one Chosen Rafaelo Bianchi feared in this world. He dreaded Monseigneur’s reaction, once news of the Mage reached the Vampire. If she blabbed about her ties to him, the First Ones might come knocking on Monseigneur’s door. Under those circumstances, his Master, never the forgiving kind, would not accept any excuses from Bianchi. After some reflection, Rafaelo had determined that the only way to save himself from Monseigneur’s wrath was to throw fuel into the fire and furiously muddy the waters. Hopefully, that would buy him some time to come up with a solution for his problem. 
 
    The lady looked curious. “Why was the Alpha in Belize?” she questioned him. 
 
    The Vampire met her eyes. “A girl went missing at The Games. The Alpha is interested in the disappearance.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at him. “What girl?” 
 
    As he’d suspected, she knew nothing about the runaway bride. The Lady was well connected in some circles, but Monseigneur’s influence was far more widespread. The Master had made sure to keep her in the dark about this. 
 
    “She was with the Lombardi party, My Lady” Bianchi said softly. 
 
    She shot up from her chair; for once, impetuous and uncaring of appearances. “Lombardi” she repeated. “Monseigneur took a girl to The Games?” 
 
    “His intended.” 
 
    This time, there was no hiding her reaction. Her eyes fixated on him. “What are you saying, Rafaelo?” 
 
    He stood up to face her. “I thought you knew, My Lady.” 
 
    The Vampire met her gaze without flinching. She knew that when it came to Monseigneur, there was no ambiguity about where his loyalties lay.  
 
    Bianchi hoped fervently that she would confront Monseigneur about this. It would buy him a little time, to sort out the disaster the Rune Mage had set into motion. 
 
    “The Shifters are back in San Francisco” he announced. “I am barred from the city. But I’ll keep tabs on them. If they travel again …” he allowed his voice to trail away. 
 
    She nodded absent-mindedly, preoccupied with processing the bombshell the Vampire had dropped. What was happening, she wondered wildly? How could Monseigneur lose the girl? She’d have to work harder now to fulfill the conditions for The Prophecy. Three daughters must be brought together, as laid down by the Oracle. And she had lost all three. As rage simmered in her, she put the blame squarely on Faoladh. She’d given him more time to come to his senses than he deserved, she reflected wrathfully. It was time to show him what she was made of. 
 
    She waved the Vampire away, dismissing him from her presence. There were plans to make and ambitions to achieve. Yet, Bianchi hesitated.  
 
    The lady glanced at him, impatient for the Vampire to leave. “What is it, Rafaelo?”  
 
    “You were acquainted with the Alpha’s Wizard connections, My Lady?” 
 
    “With his aunt” she confirmed. 
 
    “Any First Ones heritage?” the Vampire inquired. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not that I’m aware of.”  
 
    The Vampire bowed, always careful to observe the Clan niceties, before exiting the room. If the lady had not been jolted by Bianchi’s news about her daughter, she’d have dug deeper into the Vampire’s unusual query. But preoccupied by the stumbles in her carefully laid plans, she missed it. 
 
    Bianchi hurried away from the house, determined to chase down his suspicions. There was one more Chosen he could get the answers from. Someone more familiar with the history of the Pure Bloods and their difficult birth. The Sirens were an emotive issue for the Clan. He was one of the few people aware that it was even more so for the Venice Nest. If he could prove to Monseigneur that the Blood Mages had betrayed the pact, he might yet get through this without a stake through his heart. 
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    In the supplemental Pack Room on the first floor, two people faced each other across the table. 
 
     “What was she like, Were-Alpha?” Sara asked her companion, making no attempt to hide her eagerness. 
 
    The Shifter’s expression softened imperceptively at the question. As he mused on the past, memories surged back to him of a different time in his life. One he had not yet forgotten. Warmed by the memories, he stared into space, a faraway look in his eyes. 
 
    Sara waited for him to return to the present. She’d had over a week to ponder what Luis had told her about the past. And she bubbled with questions for him. The Were-Alpha had been traveling and she was eager to hear his answers. Luis had made it clear that he was willing to talk about her mother. For that, Sara was immensely grateful.  
 
    “You remind me of her” he said quietly. 
 
    Sara was taken aback. “You said she was a quintessential Shifter” she countered. She didn’t have to say that she was nothing of the sort. Not to Luis, who’d been witness to her struggles in the Pack. 
 
    He smiled at the retort. And Sara did a silent double take. If anyone had told her ten days ago that she’d closet herself with Luis Beltran to engage him, she’d have laughed in his face. When the Alpha’s party had returned home after nearly a week away from San Francisco, Sara had been overjoyed to see Hawk and Tasia. She’d missed them both. Yet, it was Luis she’d made a beeline for. Having had the time and solitude to process his confession, she was impatient to learn more about the mother she’d never had a chance to know.  
 
    “She was” Luis acknowledged. “But she also marched to her own drum. Regardless of what the world said, she remained true to herself. She wanted to study and she went for it, uncaring that this went against Shifter tradition.” 
 
    “You know all too well how much weight Shifters place on academic achievements. But your mother cared little for their opinions. When she was ready to come home again, that too was on her own terms. You are the same, Sara.” 
 
    At his words, Sara could not hide her astonishment.  
 
    “There are many kinds of Shifters” Luis remarked. “Who is to know what qualities make for a good Wyr? You refuse to sort out differences with violence. So what? A Pack is a collective. Every Shifter has a part to play in it. And a collective succeeds only when its members all contribute to it. The Alpha recognizes that. It is why he appreciates your contributions to the Pack. You are the conscience that reminds your Packmates to take a minute and consider alternate means, before resorting to what a Shifter’s natural instinct calls for.” 
 
    Sara leaned back, floored by his comments. She’d paid little attention to Luis Beltran before. There had been no reason to. For one, Sara tended to keep her interactions limited to her were-pack mates, when possible. Plus, he had never been a Were-Alpha who drew attention in the Pack. In the company of the venerable and esteemed Atsá, the canny and experienced Maartje, the flashy Stefan Simeonov and the sharp-tongued and ambitious Elisabetta De Luca, a Shifter like Luis Beltran tended to disappear into the background. Sara had often suspected that it suited Luis just fine to not be the cynosure of all eyes and attention. Yet, the soft-spoken Were-Alpha commanded respect in the Pack, and the Shifters were hesitant to cross him. But he was happier working behind the scenes. It struck Sara that reserved and mellow he might be, but Luis was also very observant. 
 
    “I’ve been unfair to you” she confessed, after a short pause. “I only ever saw you through the prism of my perceptions of Shifters and the Pack.” 
 
    He shrugged, unfazed by the admission. “Why would you not?” 
 
    “Hawk saw you as you are” she reiterated softly, regretful of her mistake. Perhaps, putting all Shifters in the same basket had not been her best move, Sara reflected. She should have worked harder to separate the wheat from the chaff. It was not too late yet, to find the perfect balance between the Pack and her own aspirations. After all, she could not walk away from the Pack. 
 
    “Only because Hawk spends more time with the Pack” he countered lightly. 
 
    Sara could not argue with that.  
 
    Acutely aware that he was not entirely blameless in this, Luis tried to change the subject. He’d made no effort with Sara, while he had for her twin. In a way, her uncanny affinity with her mother had made him keep his distance from Sara. While Hawk’s resemblance to his father had made it easier to deal with him.  
 
    “Though I must say the Lair has seen more of him since Tasia” he added. 
 
    Sara chuckled, casting a speculative glance at her companion. The constraints with Luis were rapidly vanishing. The Were-Alpha was proving to be surprisingly easy to have a conversation with. Sara took the plunge. “It was Tasia who nudged you to talk to me, wasn’t it?” she asked him.  
 
    Luis studied her. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Tasia thinks highly of you.” 
 
    “The sentiment is reciprocated” he responded. “But this is a question you must ask your friend.” 
 
    Sara did not press him further. She had her answer. Instead, she changed the topic. 
 
    “Does Hawk resemble our mother too?” she inquired curiously.  
 
    “Hawk is the spitting image of Stefano. Not just a physical resemblance, but the way he throws himself passionately into causes he believes in.” 
 
    Sara, with memories of her father still alive, concurred with the Were-Alpha. Hawk could sometimes allow emotion to guide his actions, but he was always thoughtful and incredibly generous with his loved ones, like the father she remembered. 
 
    “I’m not the only one to see Stefano in Hawk” Luis remarked, interrupting Sara’s musings. 
 
    The remark puzzled her. Neither Hawk nor she had been brought up in the Pack. As a result, few Shifters knew them well. “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Elisabetta was drawn to Stefano when he first came to San Francisco. And there was an attraction on your father’s part too. But when Aiyana came into his life, he did not look back.” 
 
    Sara gaped at the Shifter, speechless with shock.  
 
    “Elisabetta needles Hawk because she’s bitter about the past, Sara” Luis attested. “Unfortunately for her, the man her barbs are directed at is not here to respond to them.”  
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    “Every time I read the document, I’m struck anew by how much he tells us in a few short paragraphs” Atsá contended. “The Oracle peppers his notes with details and clues between the lines.” 
 
    After nearly a week away from San Francisco, matters requiring the Alpha’s attention had piled up. While the rest took it easy, Raoul had thrown himself back into work.  Roman Durovic was in Canada engaging the Setik, but many of the others had gravitated to the Pack Room as night had fallen.  
 
    “I’ve noted the same, Atsá” Duncan affirmed thoughtfully, reminded of an aspect he’d been reflecting on. “Consider the tone he uses to depict the crucial players. It is subtly different for each entity. About the sisters, he’s almost neutral, like he’s trying his best to be objective and forcing himself to be brief. There’s only a line to describe each sibling. For the champion, he gives a positive spin. All the words used to describe him are compliments — rise above the past, set aside his prejudices, acclaimed across the diaspora, will expose the corrosive tribalism of the Chosen. The champion is depicted as this heroic figure who overcomes all obstacles. But when it comes to the custodian, the Oracle is very circumspect and drops heavy-handed hints all over the place. Suggests that she’s the most important player of the five and yet, indicates that she will be alone, isolated, estranged, with a tough path to legitimacy and that her heart will guide her to make her choice. With her, even the reference to White Mage is hardly complimentary, especially if, as is likely, the allusion refers to the infamous Black Mage.” 
 
    “Some would argue that it is more reason to believe that the custodian is his wife and the champion his friend” Maartje interjected. “His relationship with his wife was complicated and that reflects in his notes about his prophecy.” 
 
    “I’m inclined towards the theory Tasia presented on the flight, Maartje” Atsá countered.  
 
    Luis joined the conversation, a furrow marking his brows. “You mean that the Oracle wanted to protect his prophecy from wrecking our future by falling into the wrong hands?”  
 
    “Yes” Atsá confirmed pensively. “He hid the identities of the players deliberately to protect the future, yet very cleverly interweaved everything we need to unravel this puzzle in his notes.”  
 
    “Faoladh, as the champion, would be a major reprieve, given that the rainmaker is a contentious matter” Maartje submitted candidly, giving voice to all of their concerns. “I don’t believe Faoladh would ever campaign for or agree to forgive past crimes, simply to further his own ambitions. However, I’m not so sure another champion would hold so true to his principles.”  
 
    Duncan concurred silently with Maartje’s sentiments. The future, as predicted by the Oracle, seemed chock-full of uncertainty, confusion and treachery. In such a scenario, Faoladh, in a major role, would be a beacon of hope — someone they could depend on to do the right thing for the Chosen. But unlike the others, Duncan was also aware that Faoladh, as the paladin of the future, might not be the panacea they hoped for. For once, even uber confident Faoladh was ambivalent about his role. So much so that he’d been unable to hide his conflicted feelings from Raoul. Duncan didn’t know what to make of it. Yet, in his gut, he felt that circumstances were not likely to be as black and white as their discussions presumed. Many strange bedfellows and unlikely alliances would be forged as the future, depicted by The Prophecy, moved inexorably closer. However ambiguous they might otherwise be, the Oracle’s notes made one thing clear — the Chosen were in for some tumultuous times. 
 
    “The custodian might be the heart of The Prophecy, but the champion holds a lot of power because he’s responsible for defending her interests” Atsá affirmed, thinking out loud.  
 
    Nandini jumped in unexpectedly. “As Duncan just pointed out, the Oracle hints quite heavily that the role of the champion is a noble one. Whoever he is, Maartje, even if not Faoladh, I think the champion will be a force for good. ” 
 
    Tasia allowed the discussion to recede into the background. Something else preoccupied her mind to a great extent. The dream aboard the plane had rattled her. Her rational self reminded her constantly that the fantastic suspicions in her mind could not be true. And yet, the doubts continued to fester.  
 
    Beside her, Hawk shot a look at his friend. She had been unusually subdued since their return to the Lair. Hawk had put it down to exhaustion. They’d touched down at dawn, after a long flight from Belize via Vancouver. He hoped that being back at the Lair was not what had stolen her smiles. It had not escaped Hawk’s notice that Tasia had been more at ease away from the Pack. However, to his immense joy and relief, his twin seemed finally at peace with her Packmates. Luis’ admission about their mother had had a beneficial effect on Sara. For the first time since he could remember, she’d engaged publicly with Luis in the Lair when before, Sara had kept scrupulously to her were-pack. Hawk had also taken note of the Shifters’ reactions, their attention caught by his twin’s unusual actions. Sara was notorious for being an unenthusiastic member of their Pack. She’d never hidden that from anyone. Yet, here she was, having private conferences in the Pack Room downstairs with a Were-Alpha she’d never evinced any interest in before. In their gossipy Lair, it was unlikely for this to pass unnoticed or without comment. 
 
    In another part of town, the Alpha was engaged on a different mission — the very first meeting of the local Chosen Alliance with Mistress Franciszka in attendance. DiZeyla had offered to host them at the Collegium — the San Francisco office of Ancient affairs. He had let DiZeyla drive the agenda, taking a back seat to observe, just in case the Mistress required a nudge. But Franciszka was acquitting herself well. She’d taken cues from the others and was attempting to play well with the team. As was her wont, the Mistress of the local Vampire Nest had made a grand entrance; dressed to the nines, dripping with jewels and accompanied by three carloads of leeches. For Franciszka, this was a small entourage. However, to Raoul’s pleasant surprise, she’d left her leeches in the parking lot of the Collegium without being prompted to do so. Raoul was pleased that the Mistress was taking his blunt warning to heart. He’d made it clear to her, in no uncertain terms, that while he’d facilitated her debut in the coalition, her future in it would depend on the other members. He hoped the good behavior would last. Though shrewd and politically astute when it came to her Nest, Franciszka was spoilt and often allowed her leech sensitivities and predilections to overcome her good judgement. 
 
    “I’d like a word, Raoul” David Hamilton murmured as the Alpha rose to his feet, at the conclusion of the discussion. 
 
    The ranking Wizard in San Francisco cast a sidelong glance at the Vampire Mistress as he made the request. Raoul understood such caution. Just as he’d never indulge in a private conversation with Shifters in the vicinity, he would never agree to one with leeches in proximity.  
 
    “I’ll see the Mistress out” he said. 
 
    Raoul watched, in some amusement, as Franciszka thanked DiZeyla graciously for the hospitality. The Mistress only deployed her charm on those she considered worthy recipients. As leaders of their respective local Chosen factions, both David and DiZeyla were being treated to Franciszka’s version of a charm offensive. Well, at least, she was trying, he reflected. The Mistress had decided that she did not want to be on the outside looking in, not when the relationship between the other Chosen in San Francisco was on the upswing. 
 
    As he ushered Franciszka to her car, she held out her hand to him regally. He gave her an old-fashioned bow and she made a little moue that spoke of her disappointment. They’d been playing this game for a long time. She expected the courtesies of a bygone era and Raoul, though always careful to adhere to the niceties appropriate for a Vampire leader, did so while falling short of what Franciszka considered her due.   
 
    “Visit me soon, moj drogi” she invited him, in her usual coquettish manner. “There has been communication from a mutual acquaintance barred from this city.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in what Bianchi has to say, Franciszka” the Alpha responded, with a distinct lack of interest. He planned to pay a visit to the Mistress soon, but only after he had word from Roman on whether Monseigneur would face any questions about Belize. Franciszka’s Master was an influential Pure Blood Vampire, rumored to have an uneasy relationship with the powerful head of the Lombardis.  
 
     Her eyes flashed to him, silently telegraphing a message. “He’s making some wild accusations” she said quietly. “Don’t take him lightly.” 
 
    Raoul studied her. Her unusual gravity could be taken either way. The leeches looked upon anything to do with the Clan as a serious matter of grave importance. On the other hand, Franciszka knew him better than other leeches.  
 
    When he returned, DiZeyla, keeping David company, stood up to take her leave.  
 
    The Wizard stopped her. “Stay please. I might need you to back me up with Raoul.” 
 
    DiZeyla smiled, to settle back in her chair, without another word.  
 
    The Alpha closed the door. “I’m not going to like this, am I, David?” he remarked, with a distinct lack of rancor.  
 
    Once Raoul’s senses had confirmed that the premises were leech free, he gestured at David to proceed. 
 
    “I’ve received overtures from the Guardians, to facilitate a face to face with you” the Wizard leader said. David, immensely taken aback by the request, had nevertheless read an increasing desperation in the Guardian outreach to him. He had not forgiven the Guardians for shielding one of their own at the expense of the Wizards. The only reason he’d given in to their request to broker a meeting was because he sensed that the matter was serious. 
 
    Raoul met the Wizard’s eyes. He’d yet to reach out to the Guardian Faoladh had asked him to. “Sebastian Thorne?”  
 
    David confirmed it. He took in the Alpha’s inscrutable expression. “I know the Guardians aren’t your cup of tea, Raoul.”  
 
    “I’ll meet with Thorne” the Alpha declared, preempting further arguments. 
 
    His consent left David Hamilton wide-eyed. Having come prepared to make the case to the Alpha, the Wizard was taken aback.  
 
    DiZeyla arched an eyebrow in mild surprise. The Alpha’s relationship with the Guardians, never easy to begin with, was currently at breaking point. “Feeling charitable towards the GCW, Raoul?”  
 
    “Never, DiZeyla. But I promised Faoladh I’d hear them out.” 
 
    “What do the Guardians want with you?” she inquired curiously. After the havoc the Pack had wreaked on Wizard Headquarters, Raoul was persona non grata among the Guardians. 
 
    The Alpha shrugged. “They want an audience with Faoladh. Since it has not been granted, my guess is they’re hoping I will use my influence with him to get them one.” 
 
    She mused on his answer. “It’s common knowledge that both Faoladh and ElThor are displeased with the GCW. But why you, Raoul? Perhaps, an attempt to mend fences” she speculated. 
 
    “I’m not interested in mending fences with the Guardians, DiZeyla. And they know it” the Alpha responded.  
 
    “Rumors are rampant that something’s brewing in San Diego” David offered, with a furrow between his brows. Since the humiliation administered by the Alpha at their Headquarters, the GCW had been a little more responsive to David. Word from the other Registries suggested that there had been some change in the Guardians’ behavior, at least when it came to addressing Wizard concerns. Despite that, he sensed that matters were starting to spiral out of control again. “The whispers are getting louder that this is more than the usual dysfunction.” 
 
    Raoul shot him a glance. “I’m aware of the attempts to call a new election for First Wizard.” 
 
    David sighed. “I wasn’t sure but you just confirmed it.” 
 
    This time, DiZeyla looked perturbed. “A new First Wizard would upset the applecart” she murmured. “And might not be great for your investigation either, Raoul.” Though the probe affected all Chosen, Lady Bethesda put the Wizards at the center of it. Without Lady Esmeralda, even the minor co-operation the Pack received from the Wizards on the investigation would fizzle out. 
 
    “I’ll say this” David remarked. “Whatever motivates the Guardians to approach you, there’s something frantic about their outreach to me, almost a manic feeling of running out of time.” 
 
    Raoul, who had never given a damn about Wizard politics, just wanted to get it over with. He had bigger fish to fry, rather than indulge Guardian drama.  
 
    “Where would you like to meet? David asked him, mindful of the logistics. He knew how deeply the Alpha felt about certain matters. Raoul would not invite Guardians into his Lair.  
 
    “The Registry is at your service” the Wizard offered. “And if that is not acceptable, so is my home.” 
 
    Raoul smiled, a rare gesture from him. “Thank you, David. But I will not put you to the trouble of hosting us at your home.” 
 
    “The Collegium?” DiZeyla suggested. “It is neutral territory.” 
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    Weeks in the past, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    Temi awoke to find the cavern empty, with no sign of her companion. The hint of light through the archway suggested that it was dawn. To her surprise, a blanket covered her. It was winter and the forest at night was cold. The cavern, with the stream running through it, was nearly freezing once the sun went down. The first night in here, she’d paced to keep the cold away, catching up on sleep during the day. But last night, relieved and weary, she’d succumbed to exhaustion. 
 
    She sat up, to note one of the ubiquitous energy bars by her. Temi reached for it. Having pondered his ultimatum last night, she’d come to a decision. In the light of day, she was determined to keep to her resolution. She’d gambled heavily for a chance to negotiate with one of the few Chosen who could free her from a fate that terrified her. And against all the odds, she’d succeeded in her quest. More significantly, what he offered her went beyond her wildest dreams. She must not allow her stint with the duplicitous Vampires to color her perceptions and doubt his intentions. Or, she would squander this hard-won opportunity.  
 
    Temi was finishing the last of the bar, when he strode into the cavern. As her eyes went to him, her breath seemed to freeze. In one hand, he carried a small but wicked-looking blade. Her heart thumped once and Temi gave herself a stern, albeit silent, lecture to keep the faith. 
 
    She tried to make light of it. “What’s the knife for?” she asked him. 
 
    “To slit your throat, Red. What else?” he retorted dispassionately. 
 
    Despite her best intentions, Temi paled. As the big man hunkered down on his haunches before her, it took everything in her to not flinch away from him. 
 
    The slate-gray eyes met her watchful gaze and a brow arched sardonically. “Will you fight me or make it easy?” 
 
    Temi stared into the cloudless eyes, even as her heart and mind fought a mighty battle within. Resolutions were all fine and dandy, but trust came hard to her. A lifetime under Monseigneur’s thumb had destroyed her faith in others. But with ElMorad’s ultimatum still fresh, Temi reminded herself of what the alternative was. He’d made it clear that his patience was running thin. She took a deep breath, but before she could say anything, his eyes flickered. It was an infinitesimal shift, but Temi caught it just the same. The quicksilver glance had been to the abundant red tresses flowing over her shoulders. It was a distinctive color and would betray her to the Blutsauger hunters.  
 
    The gray eyes were blanked of all emotion, but now, Temi had been given a hint. It didn’t take her long to pick up on the cue. 
 
    She sighed. “I suppose I have no choice.” 
 
    “Not about this” he responded. “But I promise to make it painless.” 
 
    The man was playing with her — ran the refrain through her. With that realization, came another.  
 
    “I won’t fight you” she submitted, as the wild suspicion threaded through her that the subtle cue had been no coincidence. This was ElMorad. He’d played poker with some of the most fearsome Chosen of his generation. If he ever allowed a glance to betray him, it would only be because he wished it so. The conclusion reassured Temi. She’d made the right call. He was not opposed to giving her a helping hand or proffering an explanation when the doubts crept in. As he had, many times, on their short journey from the resort to this cave. 
 
    “Close your eyes” he directed brusquely. “It will be over quick.” 
 
    Temi obeyed him. Though she knew what was coming, she could not stop herself from flinching when she felt his hand on her hair. He stilled, until she nudged him. 
 
    “I thought you said it would be quick” she murmured. 
 
    Gathering up the mass of hair at her nape, he chopped it off cleanly. As the heavy strands drifted down, Temi opened her eyes to ogle them. Shorn of the weight, her head felt curiously light.  
 
    Sheathing the knife, he got to his feet.  
 
    “Use that.” He gestured at a small sachet on the ground beside her. “Your hair’s too distinctive.” 
 
    Temi glanced at the sachet — it was hair color to turn her tresses dark brown. 
 
    “You hesitated, Red” he pronounced.  
 
    Her eyes flashed up to him.  
 
    “If you decide to stick with me, that will not be tolerated.” With the parting shot, he strolled away from her. 
 
    Temi’s jaw dropped as she stared after him. She’d been remarkably trusting with him, she mused mutinously. Belatedly, she wondered if this had been a test. If so, she’d passed it with flying colors, she wanted to proclaim. But she desisted. Actions would talk louder than words. And that is what she had to show him. 
 
    Using water from the stream, she set to color her hair. When she was done, a thin streak of the dye discolored the pristine water in the cavern. Temi felt a pang at the sight. 
 
    The sun was barely up when they set out from the cave. With her new sneakers, navigating over the rough forest floor was much easier. He set a punishing pace and Temi guessed that they had a lot of ground to traverse before nightfall. 
 
    Midmorning, they stopped for a quick snack in a small clearing, where the sun was warm. They’d walked in silence all morning, but now, to Temi’s surprise, he plopped down beside her. 
 
    “Why gamble with ElMorad?” he asked conversationally. “Is there no one else?” 
 
    Temi chewed on the bite of the energy bar, before answering the question. “The Blutsaugers would never let me go.” It had taken some tricky maneuvering to convince Monseigneur to allow her to join his party at The Games.  
 
    He mused on her answer briefly. “You’re valuable to them, Red?”  
 
    “They believe so” she said briefly. Monseigneur did not know the half of her powers and Temi was absolutely determined that he remain ignorant of it.  
 
    But this was ElMorad. Such veiled utterances would not satisfy him. “Why?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    Temi gave him the version the Vampires believed. “The artifact I offered you was created by ElDarZin for Monseigneur. You know its significance?” 
 
    “Yes” he professed. 
 
    “Now that ElDarZin’s gone, he needs someone to replenish it.” 
 
    His brow furrowed, as he processed the implications of her words. “You can do that?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    For a moment, he was silent. Temi finished the last of her bar, wondering whether she was to be interrogated some more.  
 
    “You have First Ones heritage. Why not send word to them? They’d help you disentangle from the Clan.” 
 
    Temi’s eyes shot to him in surprise. “What makes you think I have First Ones heritage?” 
 
    “Your blood” he said easily.  
 
    Temi was reminded of the first night she’d approached him at the lodge. He’d sniffed her blood, to confidently state that she wasn’t Blutsauger. She wondered if he possessed the power to decipher magic from a Chosen’s blood. That was strong, unique and rare magic. It might explain some of his legendary successes against other Magicks with power. 
 
    “Why not go to your own people?” he pressed her. 
 
    Temi shrugged. “How would I get in touch with them? I doubt they’re even aware of my existence. All ties with my father were cut when he went to work for Monseigneur.” 
 
    He frowned. “You’ve never known anyone but the Lombardis?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    When they set out again, he set a brisk pace like before. But this time, he explained that their destination was the town he’d bought her sneakers from. After the day long inactivity in the cave, followed by a good night’s rest, Temi felt refreshed and ready to tackle a long hike. She followed him with renewed vigor, making sure to not fall too far behind. The sun was high in the sky when the attack came. It caught Temi by surprise. She had not been expecting any trouble during the day. Perhaps, because their previous treks through the rainforest had been uneventful. Or perhaps, his successful blunting of the Undeads’ advantages had lulled her into a false sense of well-being.   
 
    The first sign that something might be wrong was when ElMorad turned around abruptly, to barrel down towards her. She had little time to react, before he shoved her out of the way. Caught by surprise, Temi stumbled, before righting herself. A pinging sound in the air was her only clue as four Blutsaugers swooped down on them. Ignoring Temi, they converged on him. Under their combined onslaught, ElMorad went down. Temi stood petrified, as the brutal assault unfolded before her eyes. At first, an eery silence ruled, even as blows rained down and the sharp talons did their work. In the end, it was a muted grunt from ElMorad that unfroze Temi. Her magic, incredibly powerful in its own right, could not win such bouts. But there were tricks that could be effective against Chosen. In the arena at the resort, she’d slowed down her opponent with one such strategy. She deployed it now, on the Vampires. Blutsaugers were distracted by blood. Even their own. While they’d never dare to taste another Undead’s blood, the smell of it could overpower them — drive them into a frenzy of blood lust. Temi went to work on spilling blood. Choosing the one closest to her, she directed her magic at him. Tiny nicks and wounds opened up on his exposed skin, to bleed sluggishly. She persisted and soon, the Vampire’s clothes grew damp with blotches. Yet, his companions continued their onslaught on ElMorad, now completely buried under the Blutsaugers’ vicious pummeling. 
 
    Temi targeted a second Vampire. This time, when she sliced him open, the Undead turned his attention to her. Fangs dripping with blood, he came after her. Temi stood her ground, confident that Monseigneur would eat his Vampire’s still beating heart for breakfast, if any of his Blutsaugers harmed the golden goose. It was ElMorad who was in danger for he confronted four Vampires. Even with his Ancient magic, that was too many Chosen to contend with in such close quarters.  
 
    Suddenly, a distant rumble filled the air; muted at first, but soon echoing in a deafening roar. The Undead, making for her, halted to glance around him in puzzlement. A thick haze surged in rapidly, rendering visibility poor. Temi peered through it, to note a cloud of dust and debris swirling into the air. Bits of foliage and dirt rained down on her in a thick sheet, even as the woods echoed with thuds and thumps. An enormous tree teetered in place, groaning as its entrenched roots came free of the earth. Temi watched in horror as the giant seemed to keel over in slow motion, the sound like a wail cutting through the booming noise that filled the forest. Under her, the ground shook in frenzy. She looked down in alarm. The forest floor seemed to split apart at the seams — a tiny, snaking crack that widened to a small chasm. Terrified, Temi stood rooted in place. All around her reigned bedlam and destruction, the fallout of an earthquake, a typhoon and a dust storm all rolled into one. The falling debris and clouds of sediment made it hard to see anything, but the violent movement of the ground under her feet, accompanied by the roar of the earth as it ruptured, made it clear that something monumental and catastrophic was under way. She watched in disbelief as the Vampire targeting her was sucked into the yawning chasm that had opened up in the forest floor. He disappeared with a shrill scream, clinging to the mighty tree toppled into the fissure with him. The sight jolted Temi. She turned to flee. But before she could run, something big leapt through the dusty fog, to tackle her into the ground. Presuming it to be one of the Vampires, she shrieked, struggling wildly to wrest free. 
 
    “Hold still” gasped a familiar voice, the usually smooth tones hoarse.  
 
    Temi ceased her struggles, to burrow into him as the earth shook in fury around them, bellowing its anger in no uncertain terms. The rage and power of it was such that, had he not held her down, she’d have been shaken like a ragdoll. The high-pitched shrieks of the Blutsaugers punctured the roar of the earth and the boom of falling trees. Later, she was to realize that despite the carnage, surprisingly none of the debris fell on them nor were they ever threatened by the spider-like crevasses opening up in the ground. Temi held on to him as the forest thundered, trembled and regurgitated its contents up into the air. It took a while for the storm to lessen its fury. However, only when silence permeated the clearing did Temi lift her head, to peer around her cautiously. Detritus and bits of flora still hung lazily in the air, making everything appear fuzzy. But the widening crevasse on the forest floor was gone. A small pile of disturbed mud and foliage marked the line where the ground had opened up to swallow the tree and a Blutsauger. As well as his companions, Temi recognized belatedly. There was no sign of any Undead around her.  
 
    She pushed at the arms that held her and they went slack. Sliding onto the ground, he lay still, his arms akimbo. Like her, he was covered in a thick layer of dust. Under it, she could see the gashes and the flesh ripped apart. His chest, shoulders and arms were covered in blood muddied with grime; a dull rust-colored stain that oozed bright red. Temi tried to catch her breath in the eerie silence after the cataclysm. But as the minutes passed and her companion lay unmoving, she took more careful stock of him. His breathing was shallow and his eyes, those cloudless slate-gray orbs, closed in exhaustion. Blood pooled under his right shoulder, a steady drip from a wound she could not see. The Blutsaugers’ talons had done a number on him. But the realization did not alarm Temi. This was a First One, and no ordinary one at that. He was ElMorad, an Archmage with a record of spectacular feats against powerful Chosen. Plus, like most First Ones, he possessed the ability to heal himself. But as the silence grew and his oozing blood became a puddle, the first doubts crept in.  
 
    “ElMorad” she called to him softly. It was not an address he favored. That much had become evident during her short time with him. But Temi knew of no other name for him. 
 
    When he remained unresponsive, Temi shook him; tentatively at first and then, with increasing urgency. “Wake up! Wake up.” 
 
    After a few minutes, he opened his eyes to peer up at her. For once, the pale eyes were cloudy and unfocused.  
 
    “Red” he rasped out, so softly that she had to bend over him to decipher his words. “Follow the sun. The town is west of us.” 
 
    It took Temi a few moments to grasp what he was telling her. “No” she rebutted firmly. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without you” she asserted, shaking him when it looked like he might close his eyes again.  
 
    “Need to heal” he croaked, the rich tones a pain-filled rasp. 
 
    “Then, heal! I’ll wait” Temi adjured him. 
 
    With an effort, he shook his head. “Go now.”  
 
    Temi gaped at him. What did he mean, she wondered? How could he be so badly injured that he was asking her to abandon him? The answer struck her in a blinding blow. An immortal would only be beyond his ability to heal himself if he expended so much magic that his reserves were exhausted. But how was such a thing possible? 
 
    As Temi stared at him bemusedly, the likely explanation for his mystifying vulnerability and inability to seal his gaping wounds seeped into her. Taking her eyes off the slumped First One, she gawked at the gaping hole where the gigantic tree had been ripped off its moorings, to be swallowed whole into the earth. 
 
    “You did this” she whispered, unable to believe it despite the evidence before her. 
 
    The man she accused remained silent, lying inert on the ground. 
 
    “You did this” she repeated, with more conviction this time, waving her arms around her wildly.  
 
    The action served to stir up the suspended particles in the air. As the dust enveloped her, Temi choked on it, coughing. 
 
    It roused him and he slid his eyes open to murmur. “Red.” 
 
    Temi turned to him. “You did this?” she proclaimed, jolted by the revelation. You moved the earth, she thought incredulously, unable to say the words aloud. 
 
    “Told you I’m Eru’Aar” he whispered hoarsely through parched lips. “Go. I will meet you in the town.” 
 
    “No” she countered fiercely. “We leave together.” 
 
    His eyes clouded with pain. “More Blutsaugers are on their way. Leave me, Red.”  
 
    As he threatened to slip back into oblivion, her eyes tangled with his. ElMorad had confirmed her wild suspicions. Rattled, awed and shaken up in equal measure, Temi had but a few seconds to come to a decision. 
 
    “I told you why Monseigneur wants me” she whispered to him. “To replenish his artifact.” 
 
    The gray orbs showed little emotion or reaction to her words. Temi reached for him, to grasp his palm in her hands. But it remained slack within her clasp. 
 
    “Heal yourself” she urged him. “You can!” 
 
    When he remained motionless, she grasped the edges of his tee to shake him. “Do it. Heal yourself” she hissed, tamping down her rising panic. “You have the power.” 
 
    She knew not how long she remonstrated, trying to get through to him. But eventually, he seemed to get the message. Or feel the surge of magic in his blood. It did not take long for him to revive. First, the small gashes stopped bleeding. Then slowly, the deeper injuries seemed to seal. Gratified by the signs, Temi poured more power into him. She knew not how much magic he’d depleted, but it had to be substantial for him to verge on oblivion like this. 
 
    It took him thirty minutes to recover. All the while, Temi watched over him anxiously. Under her eyes, his breathing grew stronger, not as labored as before, and his breaths more even.  
 
    Finally, he stirred, weak and groggy, but more aware of his surroundings. The pale eyes gleamed through the fine layer of grime that covered his face. He pulled himself up into a sitting position. “We have to move, before the others come after us.”  
 
    Temi noted that the slate-gray eyes, not as cloudy as before, were still wracked with pain. He brushed off some of the earth that clung to him. Temi’s eyes flashed to the reddish puddle soaking into the ground. He’d lost a lot of blood, in addition to the magic expended. 
 
    “Can you walk?” she inquired anxiously. 
 
    He swiped at his dusty face with dirty hands, to leave behind streaks. “Find a tree with a thick bare trunk, Red. And watch where you step.” 
 
    His voice came out stronger, reassuring Temi. She got to her feet. Around her, the world reeked of devastation.  
 
    “The tree is to shroud us?” she asked hopefully. If he had enough magic to shroud them from the Vampires, matters were looking up. 
 
    He gave her a curt nod. “We head back to the cave. It’s closer than town.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    The Siren 
 
      
 
    Wildfire at midnight. In this heedless fury
He may show violence to cross himself 
 
    - The Revenger’s Tragedy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thorne flies in tomorrow” Jason announced, propping himself against the table that dominated the supplemental Pack Room. 
 
    Sienna’s eyes flashed to him, taken aback by the proclamation. “The Guardian?” she clarified. She remembered Sebastian Thorne from San Diego, where he’d led the GCW fightback against the Shifters demanding justice for San Francisco. 
 
    Jason confirmed it. “Merceau has agreed to meet with Thorne and his Guardians. I am to accompany him.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “The Guardians asked to meet the Alpha?”  
 
    What she saw on his face had her frowning. “Why? After San Diego, why him?” 
 
    “You remember Trev requesting the Alpha for an audience with Faoladh?” Jason prompted her. 
 
    Sienna recalled it. Trevor’s request to the Alpha had been for another Guardian. “An audience for Guardian Thorne” she murmured. 
 
    He nodded. “Faoladh has not seen fit to grant it to the Guardians yet.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised, Jason” she retorted. “Faoladh was a frontline spectator at the Guardian attempts to shield Ted Anderson. Does the GCW expect him to reward bad behavior?” 
 
    Jason smiled. Sienna was starting to take sides, no longer hesitant to involve herself. When she’d first arrived in San Francisco, Sienna had eschewed Wizard affairs and rumors. Instead, she had thrown herself into the investigation, in search of answers about the past. Her only concern, besides the investigation, had been Tasia and her renewed attempts to understand the flashes of future bestowed upon her. They were the only aspects Sienna had been willing to engage with, when it came to the Chosen. But now, this was changing. It boded well for the future and he hoped very much that this was a portent of things to come. If Sienna retreated back into her shell, where she kept everything Chosen at a distance, he would be the loser. And Jason was determined to avoid that at all costs. More than ever. 
 
    His reaction did not escape Sienna. “You’re surprised by my vehement defense?” 
 
    Jason’s smile grew broader. “The Alpha can take care of himself, Sienna.”  
 
    “Just because he can, does not mean he doesn’t deserve my support” she countered. “Trev asking him for a favor, in exchange for giving us access to the Seer’s notes, is different from Thorne and his Guardians requesting it of him.” 
 
    Jason did not deny it. “I agree.” 
 
    At his response, Sienna subsided. “I’m surprised the Alpha agreed to entertain them” she remarked.  
 
    Jason had been struck by something else. “I’m more astonished by Thorne’s dogged pursuit of Merceau.” 
 
    His words had Sienna ponder the matter. “You think they want something else” she said shrewdly. “That this is not about an audience with Faoladh.” 
 
    “They’d rather swallow their pride and go to the First Wizard for Faoladh, than come crawling to Raoul Merceau” Jason said bluntly. “He rubbed their noses in the dirt at their own Headquarters, Sienna. More importantly, he held up a mirror to them.” 
 
    Upon reflection, Sienna had to admit that she agreed with Jason. 
 
    “I’ve been hoping that Anderson, and its aftermath, would force the GCW to reflect on how badly we’ve veered off course” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    “You could be right” she offered. “Perhaps, this is an attempt to mend fences.” 
 
    “I doubt it, Sienna. The news coming from San Diego doesn’t support it.”  
 
    Sienna said no more. But she was comforted by the change she sensed in Jason.  She had seen his dejection and alarm at the Guardians’ abdication of their responsibilities, as well as his despair at the GCW’s role in shielding Anderson. After San Diego, Jason had started to distance himself from the GCW, even as he continued to support the First Wizard. More than his work with the Pack, his residence at the Lair had put him on the outs with his fellow Guardians. Sienna was happy to note that his heartache and desolation seemed to have dwindled to something more manageable. This relieved her greatly. Perhaps, the investigation had given Jason a new purpose and a different perspective on the Chosen. At the same time, she hoped that his fervent wish that the Guardians might correct their course came true. It would make Aunt Minnie’s life easier and ordinary Wizards safer. But most of all, it would make Jason happy. And she wanted that more than anything. 
 
    “Sienna.” Jason interrupted her musings. “What happened in Belize?” 
 
    After the Vampires’ misadventure in the forest, the Alpha had put the team under lockdown. Sienna and Jason, surrounded by Shifters, had had little opportunity for private conversation. Disappointed they might be, but the Mage’s attempt on Sienna had shaken them both. 
 
    “With the Rune Mage?” she confirmed, sobering at the memories of how close that particular encounter had been. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tasia saved the day” Sienna admitted, without hesitation. She had always shared everything with Jason, even her visions. “Once she stripped the Mage off her magic, she had help from Hawk and Nandini. But without Tasia, we’d have been done for.” 
 
    Her words came as no surprise to Jason. They had speculated before about Tasia’s powers and her unusual relationship with the Pack.  
 
    She shot him a glance. “If I had any doubts about the visions, Tasia’s actions have put them to rest.”  
 
    He arched an eyebrow, keenly aware that Sienna’s choices and decisions had been defined by her glimpses of the future. “You had doubts?”  
 
    “Not about the original vision” she answered frankly. “But the new snippets had raised some questions for me. Some of it is just so fantastic, Jason. I thought I was dreaming or misinterpreting what I’d seen. It could not possibly be true.” 
 
    He understood. She’d seen the same vision for most of her life, the one about Tasia facing the wrath and judgement of the Council with few allies by her side. That, Sienna had come to terms with. However, the latest flashes, related to her sisters, had rattled her somewhat. 
 
    Jason stated the obvious. “Tasia must know her secret is out.” 
 
    “Hawk knew, Jason” Sienna interjected, reminded of the short battle of wits with the Rune Mage. The moment Tasia had hinted at an intruder, Hawk had jumped into action without batting an eye. Not once had he questioned Tasia’s instincts or anything else. 
 
    Jason met her gaze. “Then, so does the Alpha. There’s no way Merceau invited her into his Pack, while oblivious to her powers. Not him.” 
 
    “Then, he is protecting her” Sienna murmured. It was as they had suspected. If so, she knew enough about the Alpha to be certain that he would not allow any personal animosities to guide him. As Nandini had reminded her in Corfu. More than any assurances from Jason or Duncan, this realization brought Sienna immeasurable peace.  
 
    “Yet, you believe the Pack will not stand by her when she goes before the Council” Jason pressed the point.  
 
    Belize and their burgeoning relationship had given him a deeper understanding of Sienna’s self-doubts about her gift. Though riven by doubt and apprehension about her skills as a clairvoyant, there was no reluctance or faltering when it came to Tasia. Sienna liked the young Wizard and believed that it was her destiny to stand by her. But Sienna was not the same Wizard who had come to the Lair. In the months since, her confidence in her ability to play her part in the complicated dynamics and political intrigue rife among the Chosen had grown. Jason knew that Sienna was better equipped to handle any uncertainties about the future now, than she’d ever been before. 
 
    She took his reminder in stride. “In the vision, Tasia says something about not willing to pay his price” she said pensively. “It suggests that they have an understanding. It might even be why he protects her. Perhaps, in the future, this pact of theirs is ruptured.” 
 
    Sienna met his eyes squarely. “He’s not the man to walk away from his allies for petty reasons, Jason. If he’s willing to give the Guardians a shot after the way they treated him, there’s hope for Tasia too.” 
 
    Jason could not disagree with her. Merceau’s animosity towards the Guardians was visceral. If the Alpha could look past that, there was a chance that Tasia might not be bereft of allies when she faced the Council. And given that Sienna lacked the means and experience to interpret what she had been shown about the future, it was not yet time to push the panic button on this.    
 
    “Something else about Belize” Sienna added. “Nandini didn’t seem taken aback and neither did she question Tasia’s abilities.” She’d had the time to think this through and her sister’s reaction amazed Sienna. 
 
    He frowned. This was a curve ball and Jason didn’t know what to make of it. “Are you planning to talk to Nandini about it?”  
 
    Sienna shook her head firmly. “I’m going to let it be. Unless, she comes to me.” 
 
    “I was frank with Tasia” she said to him. “I told her that her secret was safe with me.” 
 
    Silence descended on the room, as they became lost in their own thoughts. Until Jason extended his palm towards her. Sienna smiled, linking their fingers together. 
 
    “I miss Belize” she said softly. In the Lair, there was little privacy.  
 
    “We could take a short trip to San Diego” he suggested. He’d love to get away without the Shifters, but Sienna must be watched over while her mother remained out there scheming. Until then, San Diego would be the safest place for her after the Lair. Her aunt would make sure of it. 
 
    Sienna perked up at his words. “It would be nice to see Aunt Minnie.”  
 
    His eyes wandered her face, hoping that Sienna was not fearful for the sister they had yet to meet. Jason flew a trial balloon.  
 
    “ElMorad, huh?” he remarked. “Not a name I was expecting to hear.” 
 
    “It freaked me out” she confessed readily. “Of all the Archmages in the world, Jason! His reputation hints at a cold killing machine. I was hoping that a kind-hearted Mage had helped my sister out of a tough spot. But ElMorad suggests a very different story.” 
 
    Jason’s brows drew together. “But you’re sure that she’s in no danger from the Mage?” 
 
    “That’s what the vision implied” Sienna averred. “Though I will feel much better if Faoladh’s investigators can pick up her tracks.” 
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    JaRol, DiZeyla’s deputy, waited for them at the entrance to the Collegium.  
 
    “They’re here, Alpha” he greeted Raoul. “David Hamilton is keeping them company inside.” 
 
    The Alpha, with Duncan, Atsá and Jason LaRue in tow, followed the Ancient into the main hall of the Collegium, where a small party awaited them. David greeted the Shifters warmly, while the Guardians with him merely looked wary. Sebastian Thorne was clearly the man in charge, just like at Wizard Headquarters. Accompanying him was a stern-looking grizzled older man and Trevor Bergdahl.  
 
    Bergdahl’s presence in the party had Raoul reassess. He’d assumed that Thorne would bring with him an entourage of senior Guardians to make his case. By now, the Guardians were acutely aware of what a tough negotiator he was and that he would give no quarter to Wizards. Perhaps, Thorne had learnt the right lessons from their San Diego encounter, he mused. 
 
    JaRol shot Duncan a discreet glance and exited the hall, to leave the Shifters and Wizards facing each other in an uneasy silence. Thorne glanced at David, hoping the local Wizard would smooth their path with the Shifters. But the Wizard leader ignored the hint. David’s incandescent rage at the GCW had waned somewhat in the intervening weeks. But he was still quite furious about the Guardians’ recalcitrance in punishing Anderson. And given the whispers emanating from San Diego, he doubted that this particular leopard had changed its spots. Thus, David was determined to keep his assistance to a minimum. He had brokered an audience with the Alpha, at the Guardians’ request. Everything else was Thorne’s responsibility. David was damned if he’d help whitewash the Guardians’ infractions for them.  
 
    In the end, it was Jason who stepped into the breach, to greet his Guardian comrades. Atsá introduced the Shifters, though the Guardians in the room remembered them from the altercation in San Diego. 
 
    “I believe you know Trevor Bergdahl.” Thorne made the introductions after Atsá. “This is Matthias Hartmann.” 
 
    As the two groups seated themselves on opposite sides of the long table, David addressed the Alpha. “Guardian Thorne has invited me to sit in on the discussion. I’m happy to accommodate him, unless you have any objections, Raoul?” 
 
    “None at all” the Alpha responded. “It is only right you be present while we discuss Wizard business, David.” 
 
    David Hamilton took the seat to the Alpha’s right, across the table from the Guardians. Thorne’s eyes flickered but he said nothing. Raoul reflected that Thorne was bloody lucky David was the forgiving kind. Even after the GCW had vociferously defended a Guardian responsible for assaults on vulnerable Wizards in San Francisco, David was being gracious enough to arrange a confabulation for Thorne and his friends. 
 
    “Before we begin” Raoul said bluntly. “You should know that Faoladh is aware the Guardians desire a meeting. Bergdahl’s request has been passed on to him.” 
 
    “Thank you for passing the request along, Alpha” Thorne affirmed. “We do seek an opportunity to talk to Faoladh about Guardian concerns. But our business today is with you.” 
 
    Jason, who had suspected much the same, tried to not let his impatience show on his face. Seated to the left of the Alpha, he refrained from a sidelong glance at the Shifter. Jason knew that Merceau, no fan of Wizards, would find the upcoming discussion tedious. 
 
    Raoul sighed silently. He’d been hoping not to be dragged willy-nilly into Spell Caster affairs. But his wishes were unlikely to come true today. However, he was not going to make it easy for the Guardians. 
 
    “If this is a last ditch attempt to persuade me to withdraw the case against Anderson, it is futile” he said plainly. The unprecedented CoC trial of the Guardian was scheduled to begin the following day. 
 
    Thorne met his eyes. “The Guardians believe that Ted Anderson should be prosecuted for his crimes, Alpha. We would have preferred to punish him ourselves. But the GCW recognizes that the Shifters and Wizards of San Francisco do not trust in our ability to judge a fellow Guardian without bias.” 
 
    Raoul wondered cynically whether the Guardians truly believed it or whether this was doublespeak to convince him, now that they wanted his help. 
 
    “All Guardians believe so?” he asked casually, as if it was a matter of academic interest to him. 
 
    Thorne had the grace to flush slightly. “A majority of Guardians do” he admitted. 
 
    Raoul let it go.  
 
    “The GCW is exploring a fresh election for First Wizard” Thorne opened cautiously. He paused, expecting an objection or even a comment. 
 
    Raoul shrugged. “Not my business, Guardian. The GCW can call as many elections as it wants. Nothing to do with my Pack.” 
 
    Thorne looked taken aback. “It is my understanding that you are currently engaged on a task for the First Wizard?” 
 
    “You’re mistaken. The Pack is on assignment for Faoladh.” 
 
    “On a matter that the First Wizard approached Faoladh for” the Guardian pressed him. 
 
    “Yes” Raoul acknowledged. “But I serve at Faoladh’s discretion. Who represents the Wizards at the Council is not my concern.” 
 
    David Hamilton looked as poker-faced as ever, revealing nothing of his thoughts on the subject. But the two senior Guardians appeared nonplussed by the Alpha’s nonchalant response. Trevor Bergdahl, an old friend of Jason’s, met his gaze across the table to exchange a silent but pregnant glance. 
 
    Thorne tried to gather his thoughts together. The conversation was running away from him, he seemed to realize. This time, he did not beat about the bush. 
 
    “The Guardians interested in the position have been informally talking to their peers, to gauge their chances in an election” he explained. It was the Guardians who would choose a First Wizard from among themselves. “In the last week or so, something rather alarming has come to light. A Guardian, believed to be dead, is considering throwing her hat in the ring.” 
 
    Jason drew an audible breath, flabbergasted by the announcement. Even David showed emotion as shock flashed across his face. After everything he’d been briefed about the wily ex-Guardian, David had not expected such a brazen step from her. 
 
    “Lady Bethesda” Raoul stated evenly, tamping down his rising excitement. Finally, he reflected triumphantly, the adversary they’d been hunting through the shadows was about to take a false step. Sometimes, all one needed was a little bit of luck. Perhaps, fortune was smiling down on the investigation. What they’d been hoping for was within their grasp, without them exerting themselves to lure her out. Her own ambitions were leading her right into a trap. 
 
    “You’re correct, Alpha” Thorne confirmed. “She died under something of a cloud. This is not good news for us. And for most senior Guardians, who remember the strife right after the birth of the CoC, Lady Bethesda representing us at the high table would be a disaster for the Wizards.” 
 
    Raoul contemplated the Guardian. “Why come to me with this?”  
 
    Thorne shot a glance at the older Guardian beside him. “In San Diego, TorElnor’s heir claimed that he was working with you to investigate Lady Bethesda.”  
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “This is to do with the old accusations against her?” 
 
    “And some after she was presumed dead” the Alpha said. 
 
    All three Guardians across the table appeared floored by his words. It was apparent to them that the Shifters had been aware of Lady Bethesda’s miraculous resurrection for some time.  
 
    Jason valiantly refrained from pointing out to Thorne that if the GCW had met the First Wizard half-way, she’d have gladly shared this information with the Guardians, instead of going to Faoladh with her concerns.  
 
    Thorne stared at the inscrutable Alpha who refused to give an inch. Next, he glanced at the local leader of Wizards, who shrugged. Supremely astonished by Lady Bethesda’s new gamble, David wanted no part in nudging the Shifters to solve the GCW’s problems. He was firmly of the belief that it was the Guardians’ responsibility to get their act together. And that it was unfair to put the weight of sorting out Wizard issues on the Shifters or any other Chosen. 
 
    It was Jason who stepped forward again. “What do you want from the Shifters, Seb?” 
 
    Thorne hesitated for just a split second. 
 
    It was that very hesitation that gave Raoul his first clue. “You’re afraid Lady Bethesda might actually win the election” he contended, as it struck him what alarmed the Guardians.  
 
    As Thorne’s wooden expression confirmed his charge, the Alpha didn’t mince his words.  
 
    “If that happens, the GCW will truly be fucked.” Raoul made little effort to hide the satisfaction in his voice. This would be exactly what the Guardians deserved. The GCW had riled up its members with calls for a muscular Wizard policy, to the extent the Guardians were even arrayed against their own First Wizard because she called for them to soften their stand and work with the other Chosen. And now, the calculating, ambitious and conniving Lady Bethesda was scheming to waltz in and highjack the fertile ground that the Guardians had tilled. To Raoul, this was an irony too great to not be appreciated. Perhaps, Lady Bethesda might prove to be the catalyst that brought the Wizards and other likeminded allies together, to build a different organization from the ashes of the GCW — one that might truly protect the interests of the Wizards they watched over. 
 
    Thorne could not refute the Alpha’s words. Thus, he chose his own with care. “Lady Esmeralda is very unpopular among the Guardians. Her sister was once a legendary opponent, with views that contrast diametrically with hers. It gives Lady Bethesda a chance if she runs against the First Wizard.” 
 
    Jason entered the fray, unable to remain silent any longer. “If the Guardians dislike the First Wizard, it is because the GCW has run a relentless campaign against her, Seb. You don’t see the irony here? We are now in danger of electing the Wizard, who should have stood trial for the murder of ten of our own, including my parents, and the cold-blooded slaughter of countless Chosen children, over the Guardian who has built us alliances with other Chosen on the CoC.” 
 
    Jason paused, to tamp down his rising ire. “That the Alpha grants you an audience today is only due to Faoladh’s goodwill for the First Wizard. On his own, Merceau would tell you to go to hell.” 
 
    Bergdahl stayed silent at Jason’s plain speaking, but the other Guardians looked uneasy and a little defensive. 
 
    “The past is the past, Jason. We can debate it till the cows come home. But we have no choice now” Thorne proclaimed.  
 
    “Sure, we do” Jason countered. “Instead of calling for an election, you could choose to mend fences and work with the First Wizard.” 
 
    Hauptmann chimed in for the first time. “The wheels have been set into motion, Jason. The train might be difficult for us to stop now, without derailing it completely” he admitted heavily. 
 
    With a Herculean effort, Jason refrained from calling out the senior Guardians on their doubletalk. While Lady Bethesda’s move could prove catastrophic for the GCW and the Wizards, it would be a boon for their investigation. She could not stand in the election without outing herself. And that would bring the First Ones into the fold, improving their chances of holding Lady Bethesda’s feet to the fire. With her in the shadows pulling the invisible strings, the future of all Chosen would continue to remain at risk. Thus, for the greater good, Jason held his tongue.  
 
    Hauptmann turned to the Alpha. “If you’re investigating her, you must have compelling evidence of Lady Bethesda’s wrongdoings?”  
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “If you share the evidence with us, we could convince other Guardians that electing someone tainted, like her, would destroy the reputation of the GCW.” 
 
    Raoul did not respond. He did not trust the Guardians and did not want a bunch of squabbling Spell Casters meddling in his investigation. Thus, he had no intention of sharing anything with them. For all he knew, they’d leak it to her. He would only show his hand to Lady Bethesda when he was ready. 
 
    Atsá, absolutely certain that the Alpha would never share their findings with the Guardians, pointed out suavely that the GCW already had all the evidence they needed.   
 
    “The most conclusive evidence against Lady Bethesda comes from the investigations conducted by the Office of First Wizard” he attested, laying out the facts precisely. “It was the reason she was asked to submit herself to questioning in Chicago. And there is also the fact that she managed to escape the explosion at the Registry, while everyone else perished. That should suffice to convince your people.” 
 
    The Guardians looked discomfited by the observation. Those old allegations had divided them twenty-five years ago.  
 
    “The charge against her in Chicago was for undermining the First Wizard” Hauptmann pointed out. “That was regarded by many Guardians as payback for Lady Bethesda’s political leanings. Unfortunately, many continue to condemn Lady Esmeralda for those accusations.” 
 
    “Then, tell them the truth, Guardian Hauptmann” Duncan bid them suavely. “That Lady Bethesda was being hauled in, to answer to charges of slaughter of children.” 
 
    Bergdahl’s eyes flashed to the English Were-Alpha. 
 
    “If you’re balking at any results from investigations by the Office of First Wizard, then use the conclusions from those conducted by the GCW. They investigated Lady Bethesda when the allegations of murder were first raised against her” Jason prompted the Guardians. “Evidence and findings that this team has not been privy to.” 
 
    Thorne stirred, to shoot a glance at Raoul. “I can make that available to your team, Alpha.”  
 
    “We could use the information, Guardian.” Raoul took a moment to reflect on the delicious irony of the offer.  
 
    The two senior Guardians exchanged a look. 
 
    Hauptmann jumped back into the fray. “You’re building a case against Lady Bethesda, Alpha?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
     “What about her crimes after she was presumed dead?” the Guardian asked. 
 
    “Those are currently under investigation. They are very serious and we are not ready yet to make them public” Raoul said firmly.  
 
    “Keep in mind that the old allegations against her were conclusive enough that the Ancients wanted her prosecuted for them” Jason pressed his point to the Guardians. “It was they who insisted the First Wizard question her twenty-four years ago.” 
 
    Hitherto silent, Trevor Bergdahl glanced at Thorne. “Jason and I could go over the investigations run by the GCW as well as those by the Office of First Wizard. If there is compelling evidence in there, we should compile it to present to the Guardians?”  
 
    Thorne stuck an unexpectedly humble note. “If Jason is agreeable, the GCW would appreciate his help.” 
 
    “I’m happy to work with Trev” Jason agreed, although with a caveat. “But only if I can be spared from the investigation. That is my first priority.” 
 
    For a moment, no one said anything.  
 
    Eventually, Thorne addressed Raoul. “Could we borrow Guardian LaRue for a few days?” he asked. 
 
    “For a few days, certainly” Raoul acceded easily, the gold eyes meeting Jason’s chocolate brown orbs. “But after that, you’re on your own, Guardian Thorne. The investigation needs LaRue.” 
 
    Jason leaned back, pleased by the metaphorical middle finger shown to the Guardians. The GCW was finally feeling the pinch of its policies. That is why he had made it clear, to the Guardians, where he stood when it came to the First Wizard as well as the investigation.  
 
    “Bring Sienna with you to San Diego, Jason” Trevor suggested. “The McAlister name still carries weight among the Guardians.” 
 
    Thorne frowned. “Will she be willing to mount a campaign against her mother?”  
 
    “The explosion her mother set off in Chicago took out Sienna’s father” Jason said bluntly, taken aback anew by the bubble the Guardians lived in. He wondered if his horizons would have remained as narrow, if he had never come to San Francisco at the First Wizard’s bidding. 
 
    Later, on their way back to the Lair, a pensive Atsá turned to Jason. “Am I correct that Thorne commands a substantial following in the GCW?”  
 
    “Sebastian Thorne is very influential among the Guardians.” Jason endorsed the Wizard. “It was when he cut his ties with Anderson that popular Guardian opinion turned.” 
 
    “If that be the case, doesn’t it surprise you that he comes to the Alpha to resolve this business of Lady Bethesda’s ambition to sit on the Council?” the Navajo Were-Alpha observed astutely.  
 
    Atsá recognized that Lady Bethesda’s move, to throw her hat in the ring, was a godsend for the investigation. They’d been waiting for her to step out of the shadows for a while now. And here was a golden opportunity to corner her. Yet, Atsá wondered why Thorne and his Guardians could not muster the support to stop her from replacing Lady Esmeralda. 
 
    “Seb did not come to the Alpha without the support of other senior Guardians, Atsá” Jason warned quietly. “This is a very calculated move on their part. My guess is their internal calculations tell them that, without our help, they might be able to stop Lady Bethesda. But it is a risk they are not willing to take.” 
 
    “This has to do with Anderson” Duncan murmured shrewdly, guessing where Jason was going with his argument. 
 
    “You have it right, Duncan” the Wizard affirmed. “Before, our problems with the First Wizard and even the divisions within the GCW were kept under wraps, at least from the wider Chosen community. But Anderson’s attempt on Merceau and the subsequent public defense of him at Wizard Headquarters has blown off the veneer of GCW respectability. The Guardians stand humiliated, with their true colors exposed before the Chosen. There is no place to hide any more. ElThor sent his representative to deliver a no-holds-barred shellacking to the GCW for losing their way, and Faoladh’s thoughts on the matter have been made crystal clear to the Guardians. In such an atmosphere, the Guardians cannot risk electing a representative accused of heinous crimes against the Chosen. It would be catastrophic for them. The GCW has been told, in no uncertain terms, that Faoladh and ElThor do not approve of them calling for a new election, merely because the Guardians are not willing to share power with Lady Esmeralda. But their disapproval is something the Guardians believe they can blunt over time. On the other hand, electing Lady Bethesda to the Council can never be mitigated. Hence, they swallow their pride and come to Merceau, hoping that he might be willing to overlook the past and help them bring down a common adversary.” 
 
    Duncan took note of the Guardian’s newfound serenity. “You’re not as worried for the Wizards, as before” he remarked. 
 
    Jason shrugged. “There are still Guardians, like Trev, willing to do the right thing. And local leaders like David Hamilton who go the extra mile to protect their people, despite a lack of support from the GCW. So, there is hope, Duncan. And if the GCW ends up self-destructing, the Wizards still have friends and allies who will help replace the Guardians. Faoladh will not abandon the Wizards. Even ElThor has not walked away, when it mattered. As for me, I’ll keep fighting to the end, as long as my friends have my back.” 
 
    “We have it, Jason” Duncan said easily. It had not gone unnoticed that Jason had pulled no punches with the Guardians, almost as if he longer cared to dance around the issue tactfully. 
 
    They did have each other’s backs, Raoul reflected. What the team had going for it was a measure of trust, influential connections to various Chosen factions and differing perspectives on events and history. It made all the difference. On his way out of the Collegium, David had pulled him aside. 
 
    “Don’t give the Guardians an inch, Raoul” the Wizard leader had asserted. “Make them work for every bit of co-operation you offer. I’m pleased that Jason LaRue made his allegiances clear so publicly. The GCW will never change, as long as the Guardians believe that they don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasia watched as Hawk attempted to teach Caro the proper way to fly a kite. He whispered something to her and in response, the Wizard let out a bark of laughter.  It drifted to where they sat. 
 
    “She’s perfect for Hawk” murmured Sara, her eyes on the laughing couple. “I love seeing him this happy.” 
 
    Tasia agreed with Hawk’s twin. But the benefits of this pairing were not one-sided. Hawk was a good match for Caroline Hamilton too. Her strong-willed friend needed someone with an equally outsized personality to provide a foil for her. Tasia was elated that Hawk and Caro had been drawn to each other. Theirs might be an unusual coupling in the Chosen world, but thankfully, neither of her friends worried about adhering to convention. 
 
    “You were right, Tasia” Sara remarked.  
 
    She turned to the Shifter, drawing her attention away from the duo larking around in the meadow. 
 
    “Luis Beltran is a good man” Sara said quietly. “You read him correctly.” 
 
    Tasia was reminded again that Luis had been a gamble worth attempting. Perhaps, this was another sign that she must trust her instincts over conventional wisdom. But how did that translate to the crazy doubts that plagued her currently, she wondered. 
 
    “Hawk told me what Luis shared with you” she admitted. “I’m glad that you were able to resolve your differences.” 
 
    The Shifter cast her a sidelong glance. “I know I have you to thank for it.” 
 
    Before Tasia could respond, Sara rushed into speech. “Don’t say anything. You know this, but I’ll say it anyway. Every day, I thank whatever it was that had you cross paths with Hawk.” 
 
    Tasia did not hesitate. Whatever the future held for her, she did not regret meeting Hawk or striking the deal with his Alpha. “I do too, Sara.”  
 
    She found herself seriously perturbed by a wild suspicion she could not shake off, no matter what. Somehow, she must resolve it. She could not go on like this. This morning, the Alpha had set up a session in the hall with her. Tasia had applied herself to the training. It had been her most profitable session with him to date. Whether it was the time away from the Lair or her success at checkmating the cloaked Rune Mage, Tasia’s confidence in her ability to think fast on her feet was currently sky high. Magic, she’d always had in abundance, but now, it was as if she could take on all challengers. This morning, she’d bested the Alpha more times than not, using her magic senses to track him, instead of her physical reflexes which were slower than a Shifter’s. While nothing more ambitious, than the exercises from the previous sessions, had been attempted, Tasia still counted it as a success for she had struggled before with the basics. Going up against the Alpha was always challenging and exhilarating. The rush of adrenaline had kept her from dwelling on thoughts that preoccupied her far too much.  
 
    Tasia had been on a high when, at the end of the triumphant session, the Alpha had talked casually of a Greek restaurant in town whose food was sure to please her palate. So it was that she found herself with a date for Friday, three evenings away, with a Chosen who consumed her every thought, far too much for her peace of mind. Despite the temptations, she’d kept him at arm’s length so far. It was time to make the call. Though every tenet she lived by insisted that he was off bounds for her, Tasia was ready to take a leap of faith with him. 
 
    How crazy it was that she had agonized so long over the decision to give in to her heart, when in the end, what terrified her the most was something far different. Dreams about a Shifter in beast form, that hinted eerily of a familiar man with a similar backstory, had her jolted.  
 
    Reminded thus of what troubled her, Tasia turned to her companion. “Do all Shifters crave the moonlight?” 
 
    Sara gave the question due consideration. “I wouldn’t call it a craving but being confined indoors makes us restless. The beotan needs regular outings — I guess that includes the moon. But in the city, it is harder to give it free rein.” 
 
    “How do you let go?” Tasia asked curiously, knowing that her friend would not take the question amiss. 
 
    “I’m lucky” Sara said simply. “I have two beasts. One is hard to take in San Francisco, but the other is not. I can always fly the night skies, with no one the wiser.” 
 
    Tasia understood her. “But the Shifters with other beast forms have a harder time?” she clarified. 
 
    “Most make frequent trips to nearby wilderness preserves, where they have the freedom to let their beotan out. There is also Pack land up north, where Shifters may practice the old ways without putting the Edict in danger.” 
 
    Tasia lapsed into silence, wondering about the Alpha. His beotan could not be given free rein in San Francisco, not without jeopardizing the Edict. So, how did he let it out? In her time at the Lair, she’d observed his incredible work ethic. He spent long hours at the Lair, usually late into the night. When did he allow his beast to roam free? Or did he hold it in, like he’d hinted in Belize, because he believed the equilibrium with his beotan was fractured. 
 
    Hawk bounded in. “Early dinner?”  
 
    Tasia hesitated, wanting to give him some time alone with Caro. Hawk had been gone for nearly a week. 
 
    “Come on, Tasia.” Caroline added her voice to the Shifter’s. “It’s been a while. And Hawk says that you’re free of your usual entourage of bodyguards.” 
 
    Caroline, aware of the barebones story of how Tasia had come to be associated with a Shifter Pack, was curious about the extra precautions. She understood the need to guard Sienna. After all, the Clan had breezed into town to kidnap her, simply to force the Alpha’s hand on Sienna. But Caro could not reconcile the layers of protection around Tasia.  
 
    “I’m in” Sara said, nudging her friend. “Join us, please.” 
 
    Tasia gave in. As Caro and Hawk packed up the kite and other supplies, she pumped Sara for information. “Have you noticed Evgeny’s bruises this past month?”  
 
    Hawk sent her a frowning glance, but Tasia ignored it. 
 
    “There’ve been some altercations with another were-pack and Evgeny was caught in the middle” Sara confirmed easily. 
 
    Tasia frowned. The absence of bruises on Evgeny, post their return to San Francisco, relieved her greatly. “Do you know why, Sara?” 
 
    Her Shifter friend shrugged. To Sara, it was Pack life. There were always rivalries brewing and many were sorted out with brawls. Until one of the parties backed down, the violence would continue. 
 
    Tasia pursed her lips. Hawk had talked about someone rife for a lesson. He hadn’t meant Evgeny, so she wondered who it could be. 
 
    “What were-pack?” she asked, hoping to get some insight into the affair. 
 
    “The one led by Stefan Simeonov.” 
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    A cell trilled, interrupting the conversation in the car. It was Roman Durovic.  
 
    “Good news, I hope” Raoul greeted the Ancient.  
 
    Roman chuckled over the phone. “The best, Merceau. A formal notice is to be sent to the Venice Nest for trespass on Setik property, under the cover of magic, by a Chosen affiliated with them.” 
 
    Raoul settled back into the seat, pleased by the news. Here was the break they’d been hoping for. With this, he could make a stronger case to the leeches that Monseigneur’s ambitions posed a threat to them.  
 
    “Faoladh had a major hand in convincing TorElnor on this” Roman attested. “Was that your doing?” 
 
    “I told Faoladh about Belize and the Rune Mage. And that you were talking to TorElnor about a deeper probe of the Lombardis.” 
 
    “Good strategy, Merceau” Roman affirmed. “Faoladh’s voice, added to mine, convinced TorElnor to formally ask the Lombardis for an explanation. In all likelihood, it will go nowhere. Monseigneur is an old hand at shirking responsibility, but it will generate some negative publicity for him.” 
 
    “A little publicity is all we need, Durovic” the Alpha said. “It’s also perfect timing. I’m on my way to see Franciszka.” 
 
    “The Vampire Mistress?” Roman exclaimed. “Why?” 
 
    “Something about Bianchi spreading rumors about me. Now that a formal complaint is in the offing, I will ask her to arrange a conclave with her Master.” 
 
    Reminded thus of the game plan to sow seeds of doubt within the Clan in order to isolate the powerful Lombardi Master, Roman chewed on it. “She dispatched the Rune Mage to Belize. But barring that, Lady B has been too quiet. It’s time we rattled her cage.” 
 
    Raoul concurred whole-heartedly with the suggestion. 
 
    “Any news from Faoladh’s investigators?” the Ancient inquired. 
 
    “Nothing yet. They’re on the lookout for local Belizean partners. Strangers in a village are unlikely to get any answers from the natives.” 
 
    “I’ve sent out feelers about ElMorad” Roman remarked. “Nothing yet, but like I said, this is going to take time.” 
 
    “Keep at it, Durovic.” 
 
    “I’ve business in BC. I’ll see you in a few days, unless something urgent crops up.” Roman signed off. 
 
    “Good news, Raoul?” Duncan inquired from the backseat, as the Alpha put away his phone. 
 
    “The Setik will ask Monseigneur to explain the Rune Mage’s antics in Belize.” 
 
    “Roman did well” Simeonov remarked from beside Duncan. 
 
    The entourage of cars ground to a halt by a manicured lawn. The Alpha, flanked by Duncan, Stefan Simeonov and Luis Beltran, made his way to the house that fronted it. When an elderly retainer let them in, Simeonov stood guard outside the door, while the three Shifters proceeded inside. 
 
    They followed their leech escort up the stairs, to the long hall where Mistress Franciszka lounged. Lit by a thousand candles and surrounded by her loyal Vampires, she reclined on an opulent daybed, dressed in vintage velvet with jewels adorning her bony figure. As the Alpha strode into the hall, she roused herself languidly. An indolent wave of her hand had her Pure Bloods retreating to hug the walls, like the mere decoration she liked them to be.  
 
    She glided forward to greet them, the long train of her gown swishing softly behind her. She was a vain woman and made sure that the candelabra light always flattered her. But for once, she did not extend her hand to the visitors. Instead, she nodded graciously as the three Shifters bowed to her. 
 
    “It is good to see you, moj drogi” she murmured to the Alpha.  
 
    Her eyes passed greedily over the other Shifters. “Where is the beautiful Were-Alpha you brought with you last time?” she inquired dulcetly. 
 
    “I’ll let Simeonov know that you missed him, Franciszka” the Alpha said impassively. Conversations with the Mistress were always a challenge to his patience. She liked to indulge in her version of small talk, before coming to the point. Over the years, he’d learnt when to push her and when to allow her some leeway. 
 
    Raoul was to be surprised this evening. For once, it seemed that Franciszka was as impatient to get down to business as him.  
 
    “Rafaelo Bianchi has been throwing around some wild accusations about you, Raoul” she announced to him. 
 
    The Alpha arched an eyebrow. “He was here?” Bianchi had been exiled from San Francisco after kidnapping Caroline Hamilton and attempting to blackmail the Pack. The local Nest had been caught in the middle, and only the Mistress’ good sense in siding with the Pack had safeguarded her leeches from the collective punishment meted out to Bianchi by the alliance between the Shifters, Ancients and Wizards of San Francisco. 
 
    “I would report him, without a second thought, if he dares to breach DiZeyla’s ban” the Mistress assured him, without any of her usual games. “One of my Pure Bloods crossed paths with him in Portland.” 
 
    The Alpha contemplated her. “What kind of accusations?”  
 
    “He says that you have Siren blood in you.” 
 
    As the Alpha showed no discernible change in expression, the Mistress reiterated sharply. “It is a very serious accusation for the Pure Bloods, moj drogi.” 
 
    Raoul shrugged. “If I knew what it meant, I might take it more seriously.” Durovic had stated that Sirens were Clan myth. If so, Franciszka would not expect him to know anything about it. And he thought it advisable to allow her to believe that he was ignorant of leech fable. 
 
    Something flashed in the Mistress’ eyes that had Raoul frowning inwardly. It was apparent that she took this bit of Clan mythology as seriously as Bianchi. Whatever it was that the leech had been saying about him, it alarmed her. 
 
    “The Sirens are old enemies of the Pure Bloods, Raoul.” 
 
    “Then, why haven’t I heard of them before?” he countered. 
 
    “They’re believed to be extinct. I told you once about a group of Chosen the Pure Bloods had gone to war with.” 
 
    Raoul hid his shock, as he put two and two together. The Mistress had requested an explanation for his extraordinary power in reducing her to a screaming pile of bones, without raising a finger. When he had demurred, she’d explained about the Ancients the Clan had fought a war against in the past.  
 
    “A sect of First Ones” he murmured, amazed by the dichotomy in perspective. Durovic talked of Sirens as Vampire myth, while the Mistress suggested that they had once been the greatest threat to the leeches.  
 
    “They were a threat to our very existence, Raoul” she echoed his memories. “We had to wipe them out or they’d have finished us off.”  
 
    There was an underlying edge in her voice that was unmistakable. Franciszka, like all leeches, was manipulative, even when a matter was straightforward. Thus, she would never show her hand clearly. Yet, on this subject, she could not hide her emotions. Sirens struck a nerve in her.  
 
    Raoul attempted to poke holes in her story. “You’re saying that the Clan won a war against the Ancients?” His tone made it evident how skeptical he was of such claims. The leeches possessed little magic, while the First Ones commanded some of the oldest and most powerful Chosen magic. 
 
    “We were united and they were not” Franciszka said simply.  
 
    Raoul studied her. There was no earthly reason for the Mistress to lie to him about this. Franciszka had a tendency to grandstand, but she would not tell him an outright falsehood. Not because it went against her nature, but because she knew he’d be furious with her if he discovered it. She had a healthy fear of his fury. He’d made sure of it. But as he pondered the mystery, it struck him that even the witchling had acknowledged a war with the leeches. Her words echoed in his mind. 
 
    “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.”  
 
    He wondered whether the witchling and the Mistress referred to the same war. He knew of none between the First Ones and the Clan. But then, he was a Wyr. Yet, how could Durovic be unaware of it? As TorElnor’s heir, Roman was cognizant of all historic events pertaining to the Ancients. Unless, the war had been a long time ago; an interlude lost in the pages of history. 
 
    “This war — do you mean the one following the birth of the Clan?” he asked. 
 
    “That was nothing” the Mistress said dismissively. “I’m talking about the one four hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Before your time then, Franciszka” he remarked. The Mistress was only a little over two hundred years old, considered young for a leech. 
 
    She said nothing, merely meeting his eyes. The leeches hidden in the shadows at the edges of the hall seemed to move restlessly, before a flash of her eyes sent them scurrying back into the darkness.  
 
    “Why care about something so long ago?” Raoul was genuinely puzzled by her passion on the subject. The leeches were known to never forget wrongs and to hold grudges for a long time. But a thousand years was an eon, even for the Clan. Especially if the resentment was directed against Chosen that the leeches believed they had defeated in a war. 
 
    “The First Ones have forgotten, Raoul” she said gravely. “But for the Pure Bloods, accusations of Siren heritage are no small matter.” 
 
    Raoul took a different tack. If Franciszka believed Sirens to be more than a myth, then he might as well get some answers from her. 
 
    “Why do you call them Sirens?” he asked. 
 
    The Mistress answered readily, pleased that the Alpha was finally taking the matter seriously. “Siren blood was rumored to be passed down through the female line. Every few generations, First Ones were born with the ability to kill Pure Bloods, in a manner blasphemous to us.” 
 
    Raoul refrained from pointing out all the leech habits considered blasphemous by other Chosen. “How?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know the details, for it was a long time ago” the Mistress admitted. “But they were Blood Mages.” 
 
     They were finally getting somewhere, Raoul reflected with satisfaction. This all went back to the old feud between the twins. “You talk of the Blood Elementals that supported the brother of the one who created your kind, Franciszka. But they’re long dead, and if they ever existed, Sirens have disappeared into the dustbin of history.” 
 
    For the first time, Franciszka hesitated. “Even after the war, there have been whispers that the Sirens were not wiped out completely. When we see magic that reminds us of the Blood Mages who wished to exterminate us, it causes the whispers to get louder.”  
 
    She met his gaze squarely. “When you leave Pure Bloods screaming in agony after a taste of your blood, it prods us of the existential threat the Sirens posed to us.” 
 
    “The Clan was barred from tasting Chosen blood, Franciszka” he retorted, his voice even. “When you conveniently overlook that edict, you must also be ready to face the consequences.” 
 
    She did not have an answer to his charge, so the Mistress changed the topic. 
 
    “My Pure Blood did warn Rafaelo that, once word of his accusations reached San Francisco, you’d hunt him to the ends of the earth” she proclaimed.  
 
    Here was another mystery, Raoul mused. Bianchi knew what he was capable of and yet, the leech had not hesitated to throw around such wild accusations, if Franciszka was to be believed. He was inclined to take the Mistress at her word about Bianchi. What new game was the conniving leech up to, he wondered?  
 
    “He’s been asking questions about you. Raoul. Specifically, about whether you have First Ones heritage from your mother” she expanded. 
 
    This mattered little to him. “Let him dig, Franciszka.” Privately, Raoul wished Bianchi luck. The Charbonneaus were welcome to the leech. His high-in-the-instep Spell Caster relations would not entertain any leech’s questions. Although, like most Wizards, they might be pleased by the rumors of a connection to the Ancients, however tenuous. 
 
    The Mistress tried again, to make the Alpha understand the magnitude of the threat. “You should shut him down, before Monseigneur or another powerful Pure Blood believes him, moj drogi” she hinted subtly. 
 
    The Alpha was inordinately amused by her gambit. “Are you implying the Clan will go to war against me, on Bianchi’s word?” 
 
    “He has a way of manipulating people” she attested, more serious than he had ever seen her. “And he seems to be gunning for you, for a reason I don’t understand.”  
 
    For a moment, he was silent. Though Luis and Duncan said nothing, Raoul sensed their astonishment at the proceedings. 
 
    “I’m not a Blood Elemental, Franciszka” he said quietly, the gold-colored eyes icing over. “You know that more than anyone else. If the Clan declares open season on me, they’ll get a proper war the likes of which they haven’t seen. Not a skirmish, commanded and aided by your creator, but a take-no-prisoners bloodletting they’ll regret before long.”  
 
    The Mistress blanched at his words. No Pure Blood would declare war on the Wyrs without good reason, for the Shifters were a savage lot with a lust for violence that made even the Clan wary of tangling with them. But Bianchi’s reputation, as a crafty and unscrupulous master manipulator, had impelled her to inform the Alpha of what was brewing.  
 
    She tried to placate him. “I wanted to warn you about him, moj drogi. You have always kept your word with me.” 
 
    The Alpha inclined his head. “I appreciate the plain speaking. There is something I would like to offer in exchange. Information on a matter of utmost importance that the Clan might be unaware of.” 
 
    She looked intrigued. “What matter?” 
 
    “This is better discussed with a Pure Blood Master, Franciszka” Raoul said suavely, allowing his suggestion to sink in. With the Mistress, he was always careful to couch any request as a favor to her Nest. It was the only way to do business with her. This had been his modus operandi with Franciszka, since he’d first deciphered what made her tick.  
 
    As the import of the Alpha’s words sank in, the Mistress came to life, losing her sober mien. She loved nothing more than wheeling and dealing, and this sounded right up her alley. After the ransacking of Wizard Headquarters, Franciszka had informed her Master, in great detail, about what had transpired in San Diego. Her stock had risen in her Master’s eyes, for though whispers of the altercation had made it to the Vampires, she had been both witness and participant in the event. Her account of it had spread like wildfire through the Clan. The Guardians stood on the brink of complete disintegration, their relationship with the First Wizard and their local Registries in absolute shambles. To the Vampires, this was music to their ears. Without the GCW standing guard, the Wizards would be for the taking. The First Ones avoided meddling in other faction’s affairs and the Wyrs cared little for the Wizards. And though the Clan knew that both Faoladh and ElThor would send emissaries to encourage the GCW to mend fences with other Wizard power centers, Franciszka’s brutally blunt assessment had been that the Guardians were in free fall, riven by multiple rifts and immense factionalism. Since then, the Vampires had been keeping a close eye on the Wizards, salivating at the prospect of a power vacuum, and making plans to extend their influence over the Spell Casters. Now, here was the Alpha hinting at yet another tidbit of privileged information that might raise her stature even more in her Master’s eyes. It was all Franciszka could do to not rub her hands with glee. 
 
    “I’ll set it up, moj drogi” she assured him. 
 
    On their way back to the Lair, Luis prompted Raoul. “You believe her, Alpha?” 
 
    Raoul knew that the Were-Alpha asked about the Sirens and not about Bianchi spreading rumors about him. He found himself in a quandary on this. Durovic was a better historian of Ancient history and Raoul was inclined to take his word on the myth of Sirens. Plus, over the years, the insecure leeches had created for themselves the illusion of a glorious and heroic past, one that few bothered to correct since other Chosen tended to keep their distance from the Clan. This made it hard to separate myth from reality when it came to leech history. Yet, the power the Mistress attributed to the Blood Mages of yore, she referred to as Sirens, gave him pause. For he claimed acquaintance with a Chosen whose blood could devastate the Clan, should she choose to unleash it. 
 
    “She certainly believes it, Luis” he said. “The very term Siren frightens her, even though she’s hard-pressed to explain who they were or even what powers they possessed.” 
 
    “The Mistress is not easily frightened” Duncan pointed out thoughtfully. “That behooves us to be careful.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree, Duncan. But the leeches believe the Sirens to be Blood Mages. If so, how on earth does Bianchi expect anyone to take his allegations against me seriously?” Raoul retorted. 
 
    “That trick with your blood terrifies them, Alpha” Simeonov interjected, having followed the to and fro to get an idea of why the Mistress had invited the Alpha to the Nest. “In Belize, Bianchi went white. It took the fight out of him. Until then, he never stopped marshalling his troops, even though they were losing badly.” 
 
    Darned if he knew when and where he’d acquired the ability, Raoul mused silently.  
 
    “Is it time to kick Bianchi out of the game?” Luis asked, echoing a question he’d asked after the leech had kidnapped Caroline Hamilton. 
 
    “He’s been itching to be taught a lesson” the Alpha murmured pensively. “But I’m biding my time until he is no longer useful. Right now, he’s a convenient way to keep tabs on Lady Bethesda’s moves.” 
 
    “Letting him live might be more trouble than he’s worth, Raoul” Duncan chimed in, to unexpectedly second Luis. “You promised Jason his pound of flesh and Belize took care of that pledge.” 
 
    Both the English Shifter and the Alpha were to find out much later how foresighted Duncan’s warning was. 
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    Raoul strode into the Alpha’s Room, to close the door. The Pack Room was noisy tonight and he wanted some privacy to reconcile his troubled thoughts. To his surprise, a familiar figure stirred on the couch.  
 
    His eyes flashed to his friend, who held a book in his hands. “Trying to escape the crowds?”  
 
    Raoul was taken aback by Duncan’s presence in the inner sanctorum. While the English Shifter tended to more academic pursuits, he appreciated the social aspect of a Pack. Most evenings, Duncan could be found at the center of a throng in the Pack Room, moderating passionate discussions, liberally dispensing advice to anyone who requested it or indulging himself with one of the books from the library he’d lovingly created while conversations raged around him.  
 
    “It’s a madhouse this evening” the English Shifter professed.  
 
    Raoul frowned inwardly. The crowd in the Pack Room was not unusual for a weekday evening. And Duncan was never fazed by Shifter enthusiasm. His old friend relished the hurly-burly of the Pack Room. Yet, something weighed so heavily on Duncan’s mind that it had driven him to seek solitude. Raoul suspected that he knew what it was. Duncan had always given him the room to make his own decisions, without ever attempting to influence them — always allowed him to make mistakes and find his own path. And Raoul had returned the favor by extending the same courtesy to his friend. He had never invaded Duncan’s space in any form. For the first time, he wondered whether he should.  
 
    “What has you preoccupied, my boy?” the English Were-Alpha inquired, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    Trust Duncan to pick up on this, Raoul reflected. “I’m jetlagged” he countered. 
 
    “You have something on your mind” his mentor contradicted him, without hesitation.  
 
    The Were-Alpha had known him since he was a teenager. There was little he could hide from Duncan. Raoul stalked over, to slide into a chair and stretch his legs.  
 
    Duncan marked the page in his book, before folding it neatly to set it aside. He waited patiently. 
 
    “I am jetlagged, Duncan” Raoul reiterated. 
 
    His friend merely arched his brow in response, without a word. 
 
    Duncan never gave up on the things that mattered. Raoul knew that the English Shifter would wait it out patiently until he was ready to talk. It was something he remembered from the early days, when the Duncan had patiently nudged and pushed alternately to bring a young boy, struggling to subdue his beotan and restore the natural Wyr equilibrium, back from the brink. 
 
    “The Siren stuff has me thinking” he admitted.  
 
    Duncan met his eyes. “You don’t know why your blood leaves the leeches screaming, Raoul” he stated unwaveringly. Duncan had long wondered about this. But after the Mistress’ disclosures about Sirens, their purported magic and the Clan’s enmity with the group, it was no longer something Raoul could ignore. The game had changed about this in a major way. 
 
    The Alpha threw up his arms. He could be honest with his friend. “I have no idea, Duncan” he affirmed. “And frankly, I’ve been a little preoccupied with other matters. Also, my history with the leeches is fairly recent. Until the witchling joined us, I’d rarely had occasion to skirmish with them. Since then, of course, it’s become a regular old pastime.” 
 
    Despite the sober subject, Duncan’s lips quirked. “You hate it so, don’t you?” 
 
    Raoul let out a chuckle. “I wouldn’t go that far. Kicking leech ass always makes my day. 
 
    The Were-Alpha approved wholeheartedly with the sentiment. He too enjoyed going up against the Clan immensely. When it came to physical strength and reflexes, the Vampires were the only Chosen who could offer the Shifters a decent fight. The other Chosen tended to use their magic more than their physical attributes. 
 
    “What’s the problem, Raoul?” he asked, wondering why the boy spent his time on a vague and nebulous threat, when Bianchi could easily be removed from the chessboard. 
 
    “I can’t reconcile why Durovic and Franciszka have such contrasting views on something she says affected both the First Ones and the leeches.” 
 
    Duncan shrugged. “Does it matter? The leeches have a distorted view of the world and their place in it. For all we know, this Siren legend is part of some heroic war the Vampires have convinced themselves they won against the Ancients a long time ago. It wouldn’t be the first time the Clan has made up a narrative to glorify their past.”  
 
    The insecurity and isolation of the Vampires allowed such fantastic legends to thrive, without the other Chosen calling them on it. A false narrative could never survive in the other factions because, no matter how much they became self-involved with their individual causes and traditions, there would always be historic ties to bind the Ancients, Wizards and Wyrs together. Even when such ties became tenuous during uncertain times, they had never broken completely between the children of the Forebearers. The original factions of the Chosen, who traced their lineage to the first Magicks to walk the earth, had historic links from their common ancestry that had proven to be robust against all challenges, after many centuries of interdependent coexistence. The Vampires, on the other hand, were like the young, immature and troublesome newcomers. They united the others in the unspoken concern that the johnny-come-latelys needed strict adult supervision or would spiral out of control and bring the Chosen down with them. 
 
    Raoul knew that Duncan was correct about Clan fantasies and narratives. Under other circumstances, he would never give a narrative based on a leech Mistress’ word any legitimacy. That he possessed other knowledge on the subject was what gave him pause.  
 
    “My blood is merely troublesome for the leeches, Duncan. We both know someone whose blood is lethal” he said slowly. 
 
    “Tasia” Duncan acknowledged. He’d made the connection a while ago. “That she possesses some very unusual magic is not a secret to us, Raoul. But she’s a Wizard. How could Tasia have any connection to what is being alleged.”  
 
    The Alpha’s eyes met the English Shifter’s, and what he saw in their depths had Duncan sit up. “She has First Ones blood?” the Were-Alpha exclaimed. 
 
    “Blood Elemental, from her mother” Raoul said quietly. 
 
    In the silence, the audible hitch of Duncan’s breath was loud. He looked stunned. 
 
    Raoul came clean. “The witchling says there was a war, long forgotten, between the Blood Mages and the leeches.” 
 
    The English Shifter looked grim. “Quite the conundrum” he murmured, finally comprehending the dark clouds on Raoul’s brow.  
 
    The Alpha rubbed his eyes wearily. He had not lied to Duncan. Exhaustion was setting in; the jetlag wearing him down. This was one malaise the Shifters did not handle well. “I promised her that I wouldn’t dig into her past. But I can’t let this go, Duncan. I’ve to figure this out. And quickly.” 
 
    Duncan understood the dilemma. If Tasia had any connection, even a vague one, to a group the Clan had once attempted to exterminate, they’d have a huge problem on their hands. One that would make their current difficulties with the investigation pale in comparison. Under such circumstances, Tasia must be kept far away from an investigation that was gearing up to go after a Pure Blood Master. If the investigation had been a threat to Tasia before, it would become infinitely more lethal for her now.  
 
    They lapsed into silence, each caught up in his own thoughts.  
 
     “Have you informed Faoladh about the Guardians, Raoul?” Duncan asked. Lady Bethesda’s impatience with the status quo was leading her to out herself. This was fantastic news and Faoladh would be relieved that she was breaking cover without them lifting a finger. 
 
    “Not yet. The Council is currently incommunicado.” 
 
    Duncan blinked. He’d been so preoccupied that the date had slipped his mind. Something historic was currently under way — the first ever Council of Chosen trial. “Any updates?” he asked. 
 
    “The Council is going over the evidence.” 
 
    “We’ll get Anderson, one way or another” Duncan said confidently. The hard battles on this had already been fought.  
 
    “I’ve no doubt of it” Raoul responded. “Faoladh finally has his trial. He’s not going to let this go sideways.”  
 
    “There’s that too” the English Shifter agreed. Faoladh was formidable in many respects. 
 
    Duncan’s eyes took in Raoul’s countenance. The boy looked bushed. It had been a hectic few days, but the trip had given them some crucial hints to follow up on. The tide seemed to finally be turning for the investigation.  
 
    “Atsá is convinced that the Oracle went to great lengths to obfuscate the key players in The Prophecy” Duncan asserted. “All to ensure that the future he foretold would be protected.” 
 
    Raoul did not disagree. He was starting to come to the same conclusion. “It’s a reasonable premise. There’s no way it’s an unfinished prophecy, not with the complex and involved scenarios and details woven into his short interpretation. Sparse it meant be, but it’s packed full of substance and subtle cues. The witchling read it right, as usual.” 
 
    Duncan had spent some time thinking about this, since the conversation this afternoon. “I’ve been pondering how the Seer characterizes Nandini in a single sentence. His portrayal is impossible without fundamentally understanding her. It is not a simple, superficial or uncomplicated statement about her. He could have done that, but instead, he tells us that he’s glimpsed reams about Nandini, her aspirations and her relationship with her brother. It’s the only way to etch her as he does.” 
 
    Raoul mused on the astute conclusion his friend had drawn. The same could be said about each of the players the Oracle had established as crucial to his prophecy. The analysis of the custodian as well as the champion was comprehensive, exhaustive and meticulous. The Seer had definitely left behind a set of carefully calculated breadcrumbs, without explicitly listing the destination they were meant to lead to.  
 
    “If he went to so much trouble, there is bound to be staunch opposition to what The Prophecy is meant to accomplish” he pointed out. 
 
    Duncan agreed unequivocally. “Until the champion steps forward, Raoul, it seems to be your job to protect the sisters and the sanctity, for want of a better word, of The Prophecy.”  
 
    Raoul stood up. “I need a drink. It will probably play havoc with the jetlag, but what the heck. Duncan?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Raoul strode to his desk, to unearth his stash. He cast a swift glance at his friend. Duncan had always been a restful and even-tempered man, not given to impetuosity or impatience. Yet, tonight, there was something different — a curious stillness and a faint pall that hung over the English Shifter. Almost a whiff of isolation and desolation. Raoul didn’t ever want Duncan to feel all alone. Not the man who’d cared enough to pull a scared, abused kid from the depths of hell, simply because Duncan’s sense of compassion had been stirred. 
 
    “Beltran is chasing Sara” he announced, coming to a decision. He would not sit this one out. 
 
    Like a man awakening from slumber, Duncan’s eyes blinked. “Who told you that?” 
 
    “I have eyes in my head” Raoul retorted.  
 
    His friend said nothing, the steady eyes meeting the Alpha’s gaze head on. 
 
    “I hope that hot-headed brother of hers keeps a grip on his testosterones” he remarked, unwilling to back away, even as Duncan gave him no quarter. “You seem content with the match.” 
 
    Duncan took a deep breath, holding himself in check with an effort. The gold eyes, from across the room, held the gaze of the man who’d stood like an indestructible rock, when Raoul had hit rock bottom himself. 
 
    “Are you going to do something about it, Duncan?” the Alpha demanded, as the silence stretched on. 
 
    “I thought you liked Luis” the English Shifter responded. 
 
    “Of course, I like him. He’s capable, steadfast, a straight-shooter and a fucking good Shifter to have by my side. What has that to do with it?”  
 
    Duncan remained mute, his expression blank. 
 
    “But I’d choose you over him any day, Duncan. Always” Raoul reiterated quietly. It was one of those days when his friend needed to hear the words. 
 
    For the first time, Duncan’s eyes slid away from his, not meeting his gaze. 
 
    Raoul made a final pitch. “For once, allow me to return the favor and give you some advice. Do something about this or you’ll regret it forever.” 
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    Weeks in the past, deep in the Belizean Rainforest 
 
    “You lied to me, Red.”  
 
    The rich tones reverberated in the cavern. Temi started, her eyes flashing to the man propped by the wall. He was awake. And by the sound of it, vastly improved. Having set a frenetic and punishing pace back to the cave, he’d slumped by the entrance into the inner cavern. An anxious Temi had been mighty relieved to note that sheer exhaustion was the cause of his collapse. He’d mustered the strength to hike back to the sanctuary of the grotto, only to succumb once they were safe. Her concerns alleviated, she had let him be. Though she’d replenished his depleted magic enough to heal his wounds and start him on the path to recovery, he still had a ways to go. The resurgence of his magic had been sufficient to allow him to shroud them both. Thanks to him, no Blutsauger could trace them through the forest or to this cave. It meant that he could rally without the threat of an attack hanging over his head. 
 
    “Monseigneur doesn’t need you to replenish his artifact” he asserted, as she remained silent. “He wants you because you are the artifact.” 
 
    By the quality of light streaming in from the archway, Temi could tell that it was dusk. She’d spent most of the day in the cavern, keeping an eye on him and reflecting on the attack in the forest. Though she had no regrets about her part in the momentous event, Temi recognized that her secret was out. ElMorad would have to be a buffoon to not guess her role in his miraculous reversal of fortunes, and he was no fool. Thus, Temi had come to terms with it and was ready to answer his questions. 
 
    “I didn’t lie to you” she said composedly.  
 
    “Some Blutsaugers might not understand the significance of your magic, Red. But Monseigneur is not one of them” he retorted. 
 
    “You’re right” she conceded. “However, Monseigneur is unaware about this particular power.” 
 
    Across the darkening cavern, he straightened. Temi sensed that she had surprised him. 
 
    “How?” he asked bluntly. If she’d spent her life with the Nest, how could the canny and ambitious Master be unaware of powerful magic? 
 
    “When I first started to come into my powers, my father warned me to keep it a secret from the Blutsaugers” Temi said simply. That had been the first hint of her father’s disillusionment with the Nest. 
 
    He chewed on her answer for a few minutes. “If he was disenchanted with the Vampires, why did he not leave?” 
 
    Temi sighed. “I think he’d burned his boats and had nowhere left to go. And towards the end, he was a virtual prisoner. The Venice Nest is a fortress. It’s no mean feat to escape that, not without help from the outside.” 
 
    As he lapsed into silence, Temi decided that it was time to indulge her curiosity. There were questions she wanted the answers to, from him. 
 
    “You can identify magic from its scent?” she asked, wondering whether he would answer her question. ElMorad had determined that she was not a Vampire from her blood. Having stood witness to his power to devastate in the forest, no manifestation of his magic would astound Temi anymore.  
 
    “No, but I can corroborate similarities with my magic” he explained. “From your blood, I could tell you had First Ones heritage, not Blutsauger. The Vampires might be descended from First Ones, but their blood is distinctive. Almost like a mutation. Also, your First Ones heritage is mixed with something else.” 
 
    Temi glanced across the cavern. “Wizard, I think” she offered hesitatingly. There was no way to confirm it, for she had no classic Spell Caster magic in her. Or at least, none that she could discern without a Wizard to teach her to tap into it. All she knew was that whatever her second heritage was, her First Ones magic had mingled with it to produce an interesting blend. 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”  
 
    “I was a baby when she left us. My father never talked about her.” Her voice petered out. 
 
    He threw her a penetrating glance but let the subject rest. 
 
    In the morning, Temi was awakened by the sound of splashing. She shot up in her makeshift bed, alarmed that they were under attack. Her eyes swept the cavern wildly for her companion, only to catch a muscled back and a very naked butt dive into the stream. 
 
    A relieved Temi hastily averted her eyes. “Jeez! A little warning the next time you want to get naked, please.” 
 
    More splashing echoed in the cavern, until a dark-haired head popped up in the water to respond to her. “Thought you were asleep, Red.” 
 
    It was fairly bright in the cavern, which meant the sun was high in the sky outside. She had slept nearly ten hours, Temi realized to her surprise. 
 
    “You make enough noise to wake the dead” she retorted, throwing his own words from their second encounter back at him. 
 
    He shook his head in the water, clearly enjoying himself. Droplets flew through the air in an arc around the cavern. “I like the water. And you have a puritanical bent for clothing. Must be the influence of Nest mores.” 
 
    Temi ignored the provocative pronouncement, but she knew that there was a kernel of truth to his remark. The Vampires were strait-laced and rigid, even prudish, about their bodies. This ambiguity about their mortal form was a result of their fundamental differences with their Chosen brethren. Unlike other immortal Magicks, Clan bodies did not escape the ravages of time. They were the Undead and their mortal bodies could not hide that fact. Many used make-up and other tricks of the trade to protect their vanity. Thus, while the Blutsaugers were ecstatic at their immortality, they were also self-conscious about their physical bodies. Temi was aware that this was not the norm outside the Clan. She’d heard that the Wyrs and certain sects of First Ones had a more laissez-faire attitude when it came to their anatomy. He certainly had a point that she was more attuned to the Blutsauger way of life, due to her exposure to their traditions. 
 
    She also had to admit that all the splashing was making her envious. Grime and sediment covered her from what ElMorad had unleashed in the forest. It would be nice to feel clean again. A bath in the stream and some fresh clothes would be fantastic. 
 
    “Coming out” he announced nonchalantly, well out of the water when he sent out the warning. 
 
    Temi turned her eyes away from him. “How much time do I have?” she asked him. 
 
    He was puzzled by her question. “For what?” 
 
    “Before we start for the town.” 
 
    “We’ll stay here a few days” he said casually. 
 
    Floored by the decision, Temi’s head whipped around to him. Clad only in a pair of denims, he scrubbed his hair vigorously with his discarded tee. For the first time in their short acquaintance, he looked worlds apart from ElMorad — an Archmage, whose mere name was enough to strike terror in Chosen around the globe. More than his reputation, it had been an image stoked by their first encounter and bolstered by the subsequent interludes. As the light from the archway silhouetted him, the sheer surrealness of her circumstances struck Temi forcefully. 
 
    Hiding out in a cave, her only companion a Chosen with the power to rupture the earth, while Monseigneur’s Blutsaugers chased her in the forest. The absurdity of it welled up in her. The irony was that, had she even an inkling of what ElMorad was capable of, she would never have risked going to him with her proposition. And yet, in a strange way, her journey with him, culminating in yesterday’s encounter, had also put to bed the last of her doubts. Irrespective of his motivations, he would keep his word, this dangerous creature who proffered her his services. And crucially for her, not only was he supremely capable of taking on Monseigneur, but by bringing out the big guns against the Blutsaugers, he’d also proved that he had the will to do so.  
 
    He pulled on a clean tee and shot her a glance, to catch her gawking. “The forest is treacherous right now. The Vampires will miss the ones I buried and redouble their efforts. We’re safe in here. Let them exhaust themselves, before we venture out again.” 
 
    Temi did not disagree with the general principle, but she wondered about their supplies. The energy bars, they’d been consuming steadily, had dwindled to a handful. 
 
    “I’m going to check the perimeter” he stated, striding away through the archway. 
 
    Temi took that as a sign that she had the cavern to herself. Stripping off her grimy clothes, she plunged into the water. It was enough to wake her. The water was clean but crisp, verging on cold. She dunked herself quickly, before rummaging through the neat pile of clothes she’d handed him the night they’d left the resort. It had only been a few days and yet, seemed a lifetime ago. 
 
    Around midday, he strode in with some wood and supplies, to build a small fire to one side of the cavern. Temi strolled forward to check it out. He fanned the flames carefully, to allow the smoke to escape through the archway into the larger cave beyond. Once the fire was strong enough, he placed a leafy bundle over it. Temi observed as he rotated it expertly on the firepit. After about twenty minutes, he took the bundle off the flame, to unwrap it. Inside was a small rodent-like creature, skinned and neatly trimmed, with a green paste smeared over it. 
 
    “You’ve lived off the forest before” she commented. He’d guided her surefootedly through its vastness to this cave. That spoke volumes about his knowledge of the area. But as she watched him cook their next meal, this struck Temi more forcefully. 
 
    “I’ve been coming to The Games for years” he responded. 
 
    This came as no surprise to Temi. It was precisely why she had inveigled her way to Belize, in the hope of arranging a meeting with the one Magick who might be able to untangle her.  
 
    “You’ve also trekked through this rainforest many times” Temi averred. 
 
    “The creatures in the forest are less dangerous than the ones that crowd the resort” he professed, without any hint of rancor. 
 
    Temi agreed with him. Her brethren called themselves the Chosen, but for her, the gift of magic had only brought heartache and despair. And eventually, a desperate desire for emancipation at all costs, something she would wish on no creature. Her musings served to remind Temi of the barbarous and unforgiving Chosen who sought her. 
 
    “If the Blutsaugers discover the site where you fought the others, they’ll guess your identity” she said. There was no way to hide that a powerful Archmage had been responsible for the havoc. Monseigneur was notorious for holding on to grudges and Temi felt a pang about it. When he’d merely been ElMorad to her, this had barely pricked at her conscience. But now, she found herself regretting it. 
 
    He glanced at her, the slate-gray eyes crinkling at the corners. Temi realized that he was amused by her apprehensions. 
 
    “Monseigneur will guess who it is sooner than later, Red. Even without any evidence of my magic” he contended. He’d also left a letter for the owners but he was confident they wouldn’t leak the contents to anyone, least of all the Clan. “There are few Chosen in the world who could hide you from his Vampires. And even fewer at The Games. Once he calms down, he’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Temi met his eyes. “They know that you’re a regular visitor to The Games” she acknowledged. 
 
    His brow furrowed in sudden comprehension. “That’s why you showed up to The Games” he murmured. “To accost me.” 
 
    “I didn’t accost you” she protested, without heat. “I wanted to strike a bargain with you.” 
 
    “You’re in luck, Red. This was meant to be my swan song at The Games. If you’d decided to try your luck next year, it would prove a futile trip.” Until she had confronted him in his room, he’d meant to leave the next morning. He was bored and the events no longer held any appeal for him. But her bold and intrepid overture had made him stay an extra day to investigate his mysterious midnight visitor. 
 
    “Monseigneur …” she paused, trying to put it into words. 
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t worry about him. If Monseigneur wants to tangle with me, he’s welcome to try.” 
 
    Wrenching off a piece from the cooked meat, he offered it to her, clearly unworried about the possibility. 
 
    Temi stared at it “What is it?” she asked uncertainly. 
 
    His brows drew together. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    As Temi hesitated, he added gently. “This is the part where we test your newfound resolution, Red.”  
 
    “About obeying orders without question” he reiterated. 
 
    Temi reached for the exotic meat in his hands. He turned away to break off a piece from the leafy wrapping on the ground, and bit into it with gusto. As he chomped it down, she took a tentative bite of hers. To her surprise and pleasure, the meat was succulent, the green paste tempering it to give it a nutty and slightly salty taste that hid its gaminess.  
 
    He polished off his portion, to break off another piece for her.  
 
    This time, Temi did not hesitate. “It’s not bad” she remarked. 
 
    “Keep following orders, Red. And you’ll see Mexico in no time.” 
 
    His comment had Temi feeling good about their prospects.  
 
    “Where will you go from Mexico?” he asked. 
 
    Temi had not thought that far ahead. Thus, she had no answer for him. 
 
    “Your mother?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know where she is” Temi admitted.  
 
    Her eyes tangled with him. “Vanni has indicated that she visits Monseigneur in Venice sometimes.” 
 
    He got the hint. Her mother never inquired after her.  
 
    “You’re sure Monseigneur is unaware of what you are?” he confirmed. Her magic had saved the day in the forest. The Vampires had taken him by surprise, injuring him badly before he could draw on his powers. If she had not bolstered his ability to heal himself, he might have been done for. Not because he could not recover from his wounds, but because he was too depleted to fight back effectively if other Blutsaugers had chanced upon them while he recouped. 
 
    She reflected on his question. “I can’t be absolutely sure, of course. His Vampires always surrounded us.”  
 
    “But I believe that the only man who knew is gone” Temi said softly, a mixture of resignation and grief in her voice. 
 
    A furrow marked his brow. It was time to be absolutely blunt. “Very few Magicks can create anything even remotely close to ElDarZin’s artifact” he pointed out. “However, finding a First One to top it up is far easier than actually building the artifact. Especially, for Monseigneur with his connections among the First Ones. Yet, his Vampires pursue you doggedly. Are you sure your abilities are a secret, as you believe?” 
 
    Temi was silent for a few moments. “I’m meant to be his bride.” 
 
    “Monseigneur?” he repeated, gobsmacked by the information.  
 
    For the first time since she’d known him, he was speechless. It took him a few minutes to muster his scattered senses. 
 
    “How old are you, Red?” 
 
    Temi balked at the question and a dark eyebrow shot up in response. “State secret, is it?” 
 
    She grit her teeth. He seemed to have this effect on her, most of the time. The man knew how to push her buttons. “I’m twenty one this year.” 
 
    Blood-sucking, cradle-snatching, power-hungry, savage bastard, he swore silently. But as the first shock receded, questions arose in him. “Why you?” 
 
    “I don’t know” Temi confessed. Perhaps, Monseigneur believed that given who the creator of the artifact had been, her magic would prove more efficient. But she didn’t believe that to be the Master’s motive. “Vanni thinks that my mother is an ally Monseigneur values. But she doesn’t care about me at all.” Temi shrugged. This was a question she had long discarded. Given her graver and more urgent concerns, it had been relegated to the dustbin. 
 
    Her companion lapsed into silence. ElMorad knew that Monseigneur would not pursue her so assiduously unless it benefited him in some manner. For the first time, the enormity of her situation struck him. Monseigneur would hunt her to ends of the earth. She would never be able to escape the powerful Master of the Lombardis. Alone, without a Chosen faction to fight for her, she stood little chance. Since the day at the arena when he’d watched her fight the brute, there had been one question he desired the answer to, from her. Suddenly for him, everything fell into place. With all other doors closed to her, she’d chosen the only option she had some semblance of control over.  
 
    Three weeks later 
 
    Temi glanced at the figure on the next bed. He lay unmoving, his forearm over his eyes. But she knew how deceptive his stillness could be. At the first hint of trouble, he would erupt like a volcano, capable of wreaking immense havoc at a moment’s notice. She had watched and observed him from close quarters for the past few weeks. He’d been her constant companion, escorting her without incident through the Belizean rainforest into a town where they’d laid low for a bit. Once he deemed it safe, they’d traveled through the Guatemalan jungles into Mexico. Where Belize was safe, Guatemala had been seething with unrest, a constant undercurrent that had forced Temi to always be on her guard. But her companion had been more than up to the task. On the routes skirting the Mayan ruins at Flores, they had pretended to be tourists, while away from the popular destinations, they’d skirted villages and jungles as locals. Temi’s Mediterranean skin and newly darkened hair had allowed her to blend in, as long as she did not open her mouth. Like a true chameleon, her companion had undergone a subtle change. His fluent Spanish, judging from the reactions of the locals, had been peppered with Central American idioms and expressions. The trek through Guatemala had been challenging, due to the constant threats and inherent instability of the country. And of course, he’d skirted border controls everywhere, to throw the Blutsaugers off their tracks. Temi had been glad of this, for she had no papers to pass through the controls. Finally, their journey was nearing its end. Tonight, they slept on the outskirts of Mexico City. In the morning, they would part ways.  
 
    “Stop thinking and go to sleep, Red” her companion adjured, confirming Temi’s suspicions. “Early day tomorrow.” 
 
    Yet, for once, Temi found it hard to obey his diktat. Her mind crowded with questions, now that she was to be on her own without her powerful protector. She was confident that zigzagging across Central America had obscured her tracks. Monseigneur would not find her easily. But the larger question of what next preoccupied her. 
 
    Her equation with her Archmage companion had turned a corner, whether it was the shared knowledge of their respective magic, or a sense of working together against the Vampires, or even the frank exchange of views about her background and history with the Nest. He’d been an exemplary companion on their journey and Temi, in turn, had shed her doubts and followed him blindly, without questions. 
 
    “Thank you” she spoke into the darkness, immensely grateful to him for getting her this far. He’d given her a ray of hope, where she had none before. 
 
    After a moment of silence, he sat up to turn on the lamp by his bed. As light fell on her, Temi turned on her side to face him. The pale eyes were shadowed.  
 
    “What are your plans tomorrow?” he asked. 
 
    Temi sat up slowly. “I’ve been thinking about my options” she confessed.  
 
    He studied her. “If your father was a First One, I might be able to trace his family” he offered.  
 
    “I’m not sure he had any” Temi demurred. “But there is a friend I can go to.” 
 
    “How?” he asked, without missing a beat. “You don’t have a passport, Red.” 
 
    Temi straightened. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Your stuff is in my rucksack, remember? I know exactly what you brought with you. You didn’t bring your passport, which makes me believe that you didn’t have access to it.” 
 
    Temi sighed. “I’m not sure I have one.” 
 
    His brows furrowed together. “First time international?” 
 
    “First time away from Venice” she said candidly. 
 
    There had been rumors of private planes circumventing the Belizean authorities by using the resort’s runway. He mused that it would be just like the paranoid Vampires to avoid the authorities if they thought they could get away with it. 
 
    “Alright, Red. Time to come clean” he declared, getting to his feet. 
 
    Temi raised her head to meet his gaze head on. “I have come clean.” She tried to not sound defensive. 
 
    “You’ve answered all my questions, except the most important one” he asserted. 
 
    Temi swept off the bed to face him, unwilling to have him loom over her. It put her at a disadvantage. 
 
    “What question?” she asked, though she had her suspicions. 
 
    His eyes pinned her in place and from the expression in their depths, Temi knew that her suspicions were correct. 
 
    “Who did you want me to kill the night you came to me with your proposition?” he asked, the rich tones silky smooth. 
 
    Temi remained silent, not keen to stir this particular hornet’s nest. She knew enough about the man now, to know that her response to the question would enrage ElMorad. 
 
    As the silence stretched on, he remarked. “This is the end of the road, Red. You may think you’ve lost the Vampires, but Monseigneur will not give up on his bride. He will broaden the dragnet and it won’t be long before word gets back to him about a gringa running around Mexico.” 
 
    Temi paled at the blunt warning. All this while, she had refused to entertain such thoughts. But here was ElMorad giving a voice to her fears. 
 
    The pale eyes took in her expression. “Answer my question and I will help you.” He paused. “Mind you, I know the answer. If you’re not honest with me, I’ll be gone before you wake in the morning.” 
 
    Temi, astonished by his claim, wondered if this was why ElMorad had offered to help her, despite refusing her the night before in his room. 
 
    “Me” she admitted quietly, as the silence grew uncomfortable. 
 
    His jaw flexed, an instinctive but subtle response he could not hide from her.  
 
    “I suspected so, but couldn’t believe it” he murmured disbelievingly. “You tried to use ElMorad to assassinate you.”  
 
    The restrained rage in the smooth tones had her heart beating faster. 
 
    “Your foolhardiness knows no bounds, Red.” He took a step forward, subtly menacing now. “ElMorad was never a murderer. He only took out the ones that deserved it.”  
 
    “You don’t know what I’ve done” she countered, standing her ground. “Perhaps, I deserve it.” 
 
    “I don’t care” he said witheringly.  
 
    Temi sat back on the bed. “I will not be tied to Monseigneur for eternity” she said defiantly with fierce determination. 
 
    “You want to die?” he retorted. “Take care of your dirty business yourself.” 
 
    She sighed, wishing for the umpteenth time that she had not been blessed with magic. “You are one of the few Chosen who can” she conceded, knowing that he would understand the subtext of the acknowledgement. 
 
    Her words stopped him in his tracks. The slate-gray eyes narrowed on her, his mind whirring with questions. Her magic, deployed in the forest, was certainly unusual, but nothing had hinted that her powers would not allow her to breathe her last easily. 
 
    “You’re a Mage” he murmured. “What are your antecedents?” Power was never an anomaly among the Chosen. The magic in their blood was inherited from ancestors, never an accident or the result of a mutation. Mages could not be conjured out of thin air. They existed because of the unique blending of old magic. 
 
    “I’m ElDarZin’s daughter” Temi explained pithily. 
 
    His eyebrow shot up. “Are you now?” he muttered. That would certainly explain it. Her powers were an extension of her famous father’s. The wheels began to turn faster in his brain to make the connections. 
 
    “Why did you help me?” Temi interrupted his musings. 
 
    The pale eyes flashed to her. “When someone has the guts to walk into ElMorad’s den and bargain with him to take her out, she must be desperate and reckless. But also brave beyond measure. Such courage deserves my respect.” 
 
    Temi stared at him, as hysterical laughter welled up in her. If she had only known the key to get ElMorad’s attention, she’d have gone about it differently. But his next question had her untimely mirth dying down. 
 
    “Monseigneur has Canonical claim on you, Red?” He said it like a statement. This would explain both her desperation and the Vampires’ relentlessness. If the Master could claim her based on the Primogeniture Canons, no ally, however powerful or influential, could shelter her. Going against such laws would have a Chosen hauled before the Elders, to face their collective wrath. The Canons were sacred. Without it, the very fabric of Chosen society and its cohesion would break down, leading to counter claims and civil war. 
 
    “There is little to be gained from tracing my father’s family” she admitted grimly, indirectly confirming his suspicions. “No Chosen can help me escape Monseigneur.”  
 
    For a moment, they stared at each other in the light of the single night lamp. 
 
    “I don’t kill the innocent” he reiterated bluntly. “If that is what you want, make your own way.”  
 
    Temi shook her head. “I don’t see a way out. For Chosen, there are fates worse than death” she said quietly. 
 
    He didn’t contradict her. He knew exactly what she meant. “If you seek to escape Monseigneur, I’ll help you.” 
 
    Temi’s eyes widened. “He has witnesses to ElDarZin pledging me to the Nest’s guardianship” she stammered, tamping down the wild surge of hope in her. Some problems even ElMorad could not solve. “My father’s gone. The only one who can contest the claim is my mother. She will not.” 
 
    He contemplated her, without a word.  
 
    Temi stood up again, to face him. “I’m very grateful for everything. No one has ever offered me an escape before.” 
 
    From her mien, it was clear that though grateful, she could not bring herself to trust his offer.  
 
    “Nothing is impossible” he said softly. “I have punished the guilty before. I know how to go about it.” 
 
    Temi’s eyes wandered his face, holding herself back resolutely.  
 
    “Have some faith, Red” he averred. “Monseigneur is but a poor excuse for a Magick. Take away the trappings of his power, and he is no match for you or me.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Temi extended her hand to him, a curiously formal gesture towards a man she had been traveling with for over a month. “Artemis Demetriou.” 
 
    He stared at her hand for a moment, before clasping it firmly. “Diana” he murmured, musing that she had been aptly named. “The Goddess of the hunt.”  
 
    “And the moon” Temi reminded him. The moon had been sacred to the Forebearers and continued to be significant to all Chosen that believed in old magic. “I suspect my father knew that, one day, I’d need everything I had and then some to escape a monster.” 
 
    He shook her hand to seal their bargain. “Bastian Sanabria. Let’s go get the monster, Red.” 
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    Vienna, Austria 
 
    A growl echoed on the screen, a low snarl that cut through the silence of the dark coop with two prone silhouettes. The slight figure in the cage seemed to finally rouse. As she stirred in the small stockade, her leg struck one of the bars. She let out a gasp of pain. But it seemed to wake her to the threat. She moved her head groggily to peer through the bars, at her darkened surroundings. After some confusion, her hand reached blindly for the top of the cage. The realization that she was confined seemed to seep in. Slowly and with infinite care, she pivoted in the constricted space, until she was lying on her belly. 
 
    An audience watched the clip with rapt attention. Among the seated throng were two Blood Elementals. Alexei found himself silently agreeing with Faoladh. The positioning of the camera, whose feed they watched, was no coincidence. It had been placed very strategically, in the perfect spot to film the inmates of the pen. Despite the lack of illumination in the room, the camera had captured the two very well. While they could not discern any fine details, it was not hard to follow what was unfolding on the screen. This had been no accident.  
 
    The girl on the screen proceeded hesitantly to examine the hulking body that shared her cage. But as she tentatively brushed by him, the big male grabbed her bodily to swing her over him. Her fists beat ineffectually at her captor, but the Wyr’s strength was too much for her to counteract.  
 
    “Let me go” she implored, her voice strangled and hoarse. 
 
    The other captive subdued her easily, despite her wild struggles. She nosedived over the larger reclining silhouette, as he held her down with his leg and arms. The hulking male growled again, a sound that rumbled from deep in his chest. The girl froze, ceasing her struggles. 
 
    Though they had been informed at the start of the trial that both captives had survived the attempt, Alexei felt horror flash through him. Like most Chosen in the room, he’d been shocked by the charges laid at the feet of the accused. This was the main hall of the Collegium in Vienna and it was packed to the brim. The first CoC trial in history had attracted much interest among the First Ones. To Alexei, it was apparent that those who had made the special trek to witness history in the making were shocked and outraged by the Guardian’s actions.  
 
    Their magic was sacred — it was what made them Chosen. Exploiting it to injure a Magick was absolute anathema to the custodians who safeguarded the powers bestowed upon their descendants by the Forebearers. Using silver to force a Wyr to transform into his beast was condemnable. But manipulating a Wyr, off his head with poison, to savage another captive was horrific and appalling.  
 
    The Wyr had been dosed with a lot of silver. And Alexei wondered how the Alpha and the Wizard had escaped their intended fate. But as the girl on the screen renewed her tussle with the larger Wyr captive, he frowned. There was something familiar about her. 
 
    Beside him, a silent Alya strained forward in her chair, not taking her eyes off the screen. Alexei cast her a concerned glance. His sister had been unusually silent since the testimony commenced. Even now, a peculiar rigidity and a curious kind of strain seemed to hold her. He, who knew her well, could almost say that she was unnerved by the trial. Her reaction confused him. Given that she had yet to answer his questions about the significance of the proceedings, Alexei found the entire business profoundly baffling. But he was glad that Alya had insisted on attending the trial. What he was discovering scandalized and incensed him. The Blood Elementals had chosen to keep themselves aloof from the business of other First Ones for a long time. But this attack stirred Alexei in a way he had not anticipated. The Guardian had dared to defile the essence of what made them Chosen by exploiting the Alpha’s magic to the Wyr’s detriment. It was a desecration of everything the Forebearers had bequeathed to them. And thus, an affront to every Magick.  
 
    On the screen, the Wyr roared, a howl that hinted at an imminent loss of control. The girl fought frantically with the man who held her down, trying to get free. But the pen was inadequate and the Wyr much too strong for her.  
 
    “Alpha” she said urgently. “It’s Tasia.” 
 
    The Wyr kicked out at the bars and the cage rocked violently with his rhythmic thrusts. The girl was jolted around over the prone body of the Wyr. She hung on for dear life, pleading with the Wyr and trying to get through to him. As she was flung about, her face came into view for a moment, framed perfectly by the camera. The stark terror in her eyes had Alexei straighten. Alya gasped, before attempting to hastily stifle it. In the hushed silence of the room, the small sound was explosive. 
 
    “What’s happening to you?” the girl cried desperately on the screen. “Tell me, please. Alpha! 
 
    The audience was absolutely still, their eyes rivetted to the screen. It was as if they all waited with bated breath, even though they knew the outcome of what was happening in the cage. It was one thing to be told about an unspeakable assault, and another to watch the stark events unfold before their eyes. The Wyr’s mighty tussle to not succumb to the poison in his blood, as well as the girl’s helplessness, confusion and terror seared through the audience collectively, to leave an indelible impression on them. During the oral testimony and presentation of evidence, the audience’s outrage had mostly been reserved for what had been done to the Wyr, believing the Wizard to be collateral damage in the Guardian’s vendetta against the Alpha. But now, the girl’s plight as she struggled frantically to rouse the Wyr and not give in to the inevitable could no longer be ignored.   
 
    “Alpha …. It’s Tasia. I need your help.” 
 
    Alya stood up abruptly. Taking his eyes off the compelling events on the screen, Alexei shot her a questioning glance. 
 
    “I need some air” she said in a low voice, her face ashen. “Meet you in the parking lot.” 
 
    She dashed out, as if the hounds of hell chased after her. Alexei watched her flee with a frown on his face. He turned his attention back to the screen. But in the end, he did not wait for the clip to complete. Alexei chose to follow her, troubled by what he’d glimpsed on his sister’s face. 
 
    He tracked her down to a corner of the parking lot. Pale and trembling, she was in a bad state.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, jolted by the sight. She was strong; his sister. She’d had to be to survive what happened to the Sirens. Alya was not easy to rattle. Yet, she looked like she had seen a ghost. 
 
    It took her a few minutes to compose herself. “I’ve made a terrible mistake, Alexei” she whispered. 
 
    He frowned, trying to make the connections. “Something to do with the trial?” he asked. 
 
    His sister nodded.  
 
    “Take your time” he encouraged her, baffled by her going to pieces like this. Alya was steel, through and through, and one of the best leaders to command the Blood Elementals in a long time.  
 
    She rubbed her trembling fingers over her eyes, trying to come to terms with the shocking discovery. 
 
    Alexei waited patiently, until she murmured. “That girl in the cage.”  
 
    “The one with the Wyr?” he prompted. “What about her?” 
 
    “She’s Aleka’s daughter.” 
 
    Alexei staggered back, so great was his shock. “How can that be?” he shot out.  
 
    Her eyes met his. What he saw in them had Alexei reeling.  
 
    “Aleka is dead” he said hoarsely. “You confirmed it yourself.” 
 
    His sister drew a shaky breath. “She is. But she gave birth to a daughter before she passed on.” 
 
    He stared at her, stunned by the turn of events.  
 
    “You’re sure?” Alexei asked, after the first shock had receded. In his heart, he knew that what she said was true. Alya would never make such a mistake. It would also explain why the girl had looked curiously familiar to him. Something about the way she moved had reminded him of the sister taken away from her family. 
 
    “Of course, I’m sure, Alexei” his sister retorted, her voice growing stronger. “Would I tell you such a thing if I wasn’t? You know how we were.”  
 
    The sisters had shared a bond; a manifestation of the unique gifts they possessed by virtue of the blood that flowed through their veins. 
 
    The siblings stared at each other in the parking lot, old memories surging through them. Memories that cast a heavy burden on the Blood Elementals, in general, and their family, in particular. Aleka had been the forfeit for her generation — the one to pay the price for what blighted all their lives, so that her twin and the others could live. 
 
    “Did father know?” he asked. Alexei had been very young when Aleka had left them. But he could still remember the grief and impotent rage on his father’s face. Alya had locked herself in her room, inconsolable at losing her twin. It was only later that he had understood the extent of their devastation and Aleka’s sacrifice. 
 
    Alya shook her head. “I never told him. What good would it have done? Aleka broke him. He was never the same after. So, I kept it to myself.”  
 
    Some of the color came back to her face as her brother stared blindly at her.  
 
    “I knew the Lombardi scum would come calling eventually. If no one knew, we could deny all knowledge of the child. What good were we to her anyway? We could not save Aleka from them, what hope had we of protecting her daughter! She was better off without us” Alya stated.  
 
    As the shock wore off, Alexei asked more questions. “Who’s the father?” he inquired, though Alexei suspected that he knew the answer. 
 
    His sister confirmed it. “The Guardian who helped her break out.” 
 
    Alya had shared the news with her family when her twin escaped the Blutsaugers with the help of her Wizard protector. The sisters’ bond had been very strong and had allowed her to read this from her twin.  
 
    Her eyes entangled with Alexei’s, their expression stark. “He helped Aleka get away from that monster” she attested. “I thought it only right that he watch over his daughter. Claiming her publicly as a Blood Elemental would only put her in danger.” 
 
    Alexei tried to think clearly through the jumble of his emotions. He thought back to the testimony at the trial. “The Council is not aware that she’s a Blood Mage” he said slowly. “She claims to be a Wizard. That should protect her from the Lombardis.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, she’s in danger, Alexei” his sister interjected. 
 
    Alerted by the undertone in her voice, he raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Alya met his gaze squarely. “The testimony at the trial made it appear that the Guardian was out to take revenge on the Wyr, and that she was merely the bait. But they’re wrong.” 
 
    He waited, wondering what was coming.  
 
    “It’s the other way around, Alexei” she asserted. “That Guardian set out to murder the girl and it was the Wyr he exploited to do his dirty work.”  
 
    He frowned. “How do you know that?”  
 
    She blanched. This is what Alya could not come to terms with. “Because I told the Guardian about Aleka’s daughter.” 
 
    Alexei’s mouth fell open. “The one on trial?” he clarified, trying to make sense of what she was telling him. 
 
    She nodded mutely.  
 
    “Why, Alya?” he asked. She hadn’t even told the family, so why had she revealed such sensitive information to a stranger. 
 
    Alya looked shaken. “Anderson got in touch with me eight months after Aleka’s death. He told me that he’d helped his friend break her out of the Venice Nest. He had details about their escape that I knew to be true, because I had them from Aleka. He was heartbroken, believing that both had perished during the attempt. At first, I kept my own counsel. But we continued to communicate.” 
 
    Her eyes held a stricken expression. “It was good to talk about Aleka with someone, Alexei. You were a baby and father would not allow her name to be brought up in his presence. Also, it was evident to me that he missed his friend. Eventually, I told him to not grieve so hard; that Aleka had called me after they’d escaped the Blutsaugers’ trap, and that his friend and their daughter were alive. Like me, he assumed that his friend would not risk communicating with any acquaintances the Lombardis might track. He was surprised by the information, but I got the impression that he’d half expected them to have faked their own deaths to give the Blutsaugers the slip. Gradually, he dropped off the radar. He was moving on. But the reminiscing had helped us both to heal a little. So, I didn’t think too much about it.” 
 
    Alya closed her eyes briefly, before she met her brother’s gaze again. “Until I saw Aleka’s daughter on the clip, struggling to escape a Wyr hopped up on silver.” 
 
    Alexei studied her, floored and befuddled by the past his sister was unraveling. 
 
    “Do you not remember what the evidence said about the Guardian?” Alya reminded him.  
 
    Alexei had to admit that he’d paid little attention to the background information.  
 
    “Anderson was accused of a sustained campaign of terror against young Wizards with little magic, like the one in the cage. He’s been searching for her all these years, Alexei. And when he did find her, he sentenced her to a terrible death.” An undertone of fury marked her voice. The old Alya was coming back. 
 
    “Why would he do so?” her brother asked. 
 
    “That I don’t know” she admitted readily. “Maybe, he suspects what she is and covets her powers. Whatever his reasons, this is my fault, Alexei. If I had not told him about Aleka’s daughter, this …” her voice trailed off. 
 
    Alexei shook off his own shock and confusion. There would be time later to come to terms with what she had confessed. Right now, his sister, the strong one, needed his assurances.  
 
    “You made a mistake, Alya” he comforted her. “But the girl is alive. That Guardian did not succeed in his mission.” 
 
    He paused, as more inconsistencies struck him. “If she’s Aleka’s daughter, she possesses a lot of magic. Why does the Council talk of her as a Wizard without power!” 
 
    Alya’s eyes widened as the answer struck her. “She’s hiding” she proclaimed, her voice rising. “In plain sight, as a Wizard. Oh, that is clever!” 
 
    “Then, she knows what she is about, Alya” her brother said simply. “Leave her be.” 
 
    “No” his sister contradicted him. “She must be warned. How do we know that Anderson didn’t tell anyone else about her? If he did, the Lombardis will eventually sniff it out and go after her.” 
 
    Alexei wasn’t so sure that was the right tack to take. 
 
    “She has a father who’s watched over her so far” he remonstrated with his sister. 
 
    “He couldn’t save her from what the Guardian tried to do to her” Alya contended determinedly. “And regardless, Alexei, I am at fault here. I created this hornet’s nest and I will not forgive myself if my indiscretion gets Aleka’s daughter killed. We have to warn her.” 
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    Raoul’s cell trilled, interrupting the silence. It was late but he knew who it was.  
 
    “I have news, Raoul” Faoladh greeted him, without preamble.  
 
    The Alpha sat back in his chair. “The CoC has reached a verdict?” he asked. 
 
    “It has” Faoladh confirmed. “Anderson is to be put to death for what he attempted in San Francisco.” 
 
    For a moment, Raoul didn’t know how he felt about the verdict. He’d kept his expectations low, cognizant that Chosen politics and the Council’s predilection for striking grand bargains could torpedo justice in the blink of an eye.  
 
    “You have my appreciation for entrusting this to me, Raoul” Faoladh said. “Without you agreeing to it, this would not be possible. Not only has a Guardian been publicly judged, but the historic trial and his atrocious actions are on everyone’s lips. Today is a good day for us all — Wyrs, Wizards, the Council and the Chosen. Justice has been served without prejudice.” 
 
    Yes, Raoul mused, Faoladh had delivered as promised. As the Alpha Wyr always had, even on issues and matters that seemed near impossible to solve. He’d been readying to mete out justice to the Guardian himself, if the Council fell down on the job. But Faoladh, as always, had made sure that Wyr interests were protected, even as he urged co-operation with other Chosen. 
 
    “Was the verdict unanimous?” he asked, curious at the result. 
 
    “In the end, yes. But for a while, it was three to one.” 
 
    Raoul wondered whether it was the Ancients who’d balked. “Whose was the dissenting vote?”  
 
    “The Vampires.” 
 
    This was unexpected. The Clan, always eager to belong, rarely went against any decision or issue on which the other factions stood united. “The leeches wanted to acquit?” Raoul said incredulously. 
 
    “Not quite” Faoladh answered. “They balked at the sentence. In their view, the attempt on you deserved life imprisonment. ElThor pointed out that the punishment must fit the crime. He feels very strongly that a message must be sent that no one is immune, not even a Guardian. Plus, we have no precedent for holding an immortal. At the eleventh hour, the Vampire representative changed his mind. My guess is he didn’t fancy being the only holdout.” 
 
    “The video from that night was key, Raoul” Faoladh asserted. “I’m glad you agreed for it to be introduced into evidence. ElThor told me later that it generated so much condemnation among the First Ones that, even had he been disinclined to sentence Anderson harshly, the outrage in the community would have forced his hand.” 
 
    Raoul recalled the soul searching he’d engaged in, before agreeing to let that clip into the public. His concerns had been about the witchling’s vulnerability because of her secrets. 
 
    “Who represents the Clan on the Council?” he asked. The Vampires had devised a complicated mechanism to serve their interests at the Council of Chosen. To divvy up power and responsibility, the Masters from the Pure Blood Families rotated as the CoC representative for the Vampires. 
 
    “Someone very much in your thoughts currently, Raoul.”  
 
    “Monseigneur” he murmured, wondering why the leech had balked at punishing the Guardian. 
 
    Faoladh seemed to read his mind. “I’m not sure about his motivations. But the Blutsauger mind is not my specialty. Perhaps, he was unnerved at the precedent set by such a CoC sentence.” 
 
    Or perhaps, it felt like a shot across the bow to a Chosen setting himself up to challenge the natural order, Raoul speculated. The verdict might even force Monseigneur to be more circumspect in his dealings. He wasn’t sure how he felt about this. Raoul wanted both Monseigneur and his ally to get bolder and make mistakes. That would drag the influential Ancients into the fight and allow them to put a stop to the nefarious designs. 
 
    “TorElnor has made the decision to send Monseigneur a formal notice for Belize” he said, his way of letting the Alpha Wyr know that he appreciated Faoladh’s efforts on this. 
 
    “I heard, Raoul. It’s good news.” 
 
    “There is another piece of good news, Faoladh. I met with the Guardians at the local Collegium yesterday.” 
 
    “They’re backing away from the demand to hold a new election for First Wizard” Faoladh remarked hopefully. That would be one less item on his plate to sort out. 
 
    “No, the Guardians want our help to convince their own not to vote for a tainted candidate who’s thrown her hat in the ring.” 
 
    Raoul had expected Faoladh to be pleased by the news, but the eery silence on the line set him thinking.  
 
    “Lady Bethesda outing herself thus would be to our advantage” he prompted Faoladh, wanting to make sure his announcement had not been misinterpreted.  
 
    “It’s a double-edged sword” Faoladh said heavily. 
 
    A furrow sprang between Raoul’s brows, but he held his tongue.  
 
    “Once she ventures into the open, we will have to hustle” Faoladh proclaimed. “Because if she becomes First Wizard, we cannot touch her.”  
 
    Raoul’s brows drew together. “I don’t understand, Faoladh?” 
 
    “All CoC representatives are protected from prosecution, criminal or otherwise, while they sit on the Council. This was agreed to while drawing up the charter of the Council because of the strong opposition for the body from many powerful quarters. It was to ensure that representatives do not become victim to political maneuvering, while they represent their brethren on the CoC.” 
 
    “This is her backup plan” Raoul murmured, as the import of Faoladh’s words sank in. It struck him what a brilliant move their opponent had played. They’d been wondering how she might mitigate her past crimes, perhaps by manipulating Faoladh in some way. But her election to the Council would, in one fell swoop, clear the deck and leave her adversaries impotent to adjudicate the past. Even if the Ancients joined them in opposing her, they’d be powerless to move against her as long as she sat on the CoC. 
 
    Faoladh sighed. “She’s been hinting all along that she expects me to be on her side and support her. This is a sign that she’s impatient with my intransigence. But we cannot allow her to whitewash the past, Raoul. She must be called out on it — her actions today are an extension of what she unleashed on the Chosen before.” 
 
    Raoul chewed on Faoladh’s words. A drastic change of strategy was the need of the hour. “The GCW is afraid that she might win the election, given the Guardian fury against Lady Esmeralda. We could use their fear against the Guardians” he suggested. 
 
    Faoladh grasped the point and ran with it. “Sentiments against the Guardians are running very high at the moment, Raoul. That the GCW and the First Wizard were at odds about forcing Anderson to face justice for his actions came out during the trial” he declared. “I’ll remind the GCW that this might not be the best time to change their First Wizard. And drop a hint to my First Ones friends to pass along a similar message to the Guardians. It should buy us a little time to get our ducks in a row.” 
 
    Raoul wondered if there was another way to dissuade the Guardians from holding an election. After all, that they’d come to him for help pointed to their desperation. LaRue must be told about this development, before he took off for San Diego. Their resident Guardian might know of a way to push back the election.  
 
    “This is unsettling news, Raoul. And it’s not just the election that concerns me” Faoladh confessed heavily. “There’s something else you should know. During the election for First Wizard, when Scot intimated that Esmeralda would need an ally on the Council, he also dropped another bombshell about the future.” 
 
    Raoul frowned. 
 
    “Esmeralda is not the only one from his family fated to sit at the high table. I quote him here for precision — when that comes to pass, she will need your support and backing, even more than Esmeralda. Scot hoped that despite the ideological differences, I would support her to ensure Chosen cohesion and justice.” 
 
    “I’ve been hoping that I had misunderstood him in some way” Faoladh admitted, as Raoul remained silent. “But this is not a good sign.” 
 
    As Faoladh’s voice died away, Raoul stared blindly at his phone. He’d suspected for a while that the Oracle had disclosed more of the future than Faoladh had admitted to him. Yet, it seemed that the hints dropped to Faoladh, though heavy-handed, were as cryptic as the Seer’s recorded interpretation. In many ways, these insights from the Seer gave Faoladh an edge against Lady Bethesda’s machinations. But such predictions, especially when open to interpretation, could also be a double-edged sword. This might explain why Faoladh was conflicted about Lady Bethesda’s role in her husband’s portent of the future.  
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    She paused at a resplendent glen bathed in moonlight. Above her, the skies were clear with twinkling stars and a luminescent moon. In the distance, the silhouette of a mighty mountain guarded the glen. She had been running for over an hour, venturing farther every day. Despite the distance covered, she was raring to go. She looked up at the night sky and breathed in deep. The physical depredations from the imprisonment were on the mend. Though some days, the memories crowded her mind to deny her any peace. But tonight, she was confident that nothing could touch her. Her beotan was finally under control, her stamina unflagging and the vast moonlit valley beckoned her. 
 
    The merest hint of footsteps interrupted the silence of the glen. As the months passed and the horrific memories receded, her confidence grew from strength to strength. The Shifter from before the barn, the grieving teenager who’d walked mindlessly into danger, no longer felt alien to her, but someone a little more familiar. No longer did she jump and startle, readying for a fight to the finish at the first hint of an interloper in her domain. Expecting her guardian angel, she turned to glance at the intruder. But it was not the black bear that confronted her. Instead, what she observed set her heart racing. A man watched her, his face in the shadows. She knew who it was — the solidly-built figure was no stranger to her. 
 
    Her heart thumped violently, threatening to explode from her ribcage. She took off, sprinting like the devil himself pursued her. At first, it was blind instinct that drove her. But as her feet ate up the miles, it was the watering hole that beckoned her. On such a clear moonlit night, it would serve her purpose. Lost in reveling in the moon’s bounty, she’d almost forgotten what preoccupied her mind. Reminded anew, she knew what she must do for her own sanity. 
 
    The watering hole was familiar territory. It’s where she had spent a fair bit of time in the first dark days of being freed from the battered shed of her nightmares. The first glimpse of the water brought her some solace. As she’d suspected, the reflective stillness of the pond’s surface would work well for what she had in mind. She slowed down on approach, not wanting to create any ripples in the water — that would defeat her purpose. For just a moment, she balked at the water’s edge, unwilling to gaze at her own reflection. But her heart refused to slow down, its beat cacophonous in her ears.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she ventured forth, her eyes on the glistening water. She wasn’t sure whether it was her vision at fault, but at first, the reflected image swam before her eyes until the edges sharpened gradually. Slowly, the reflection came into focus. A face stared back at her, one hauntingly familiar. She’d gazed upon it but once in her life — under the full moon in a clearing of a faraway rainforest.  
 
    Tasia came awake, gasping for breath. The familiar room swirled around her, while she struggled for air. The nightmare pulled at her, trying to suck her back, to the reflection on the watering hole in the wilderness. Tasia fought the insidious pull, struggling to separate dream from reality; the only sound in the room her raspy labored breaths. It took a while but eventually, her darkened room in the Lair stopped spinning around her. A shaken Tasia sat up in the bed. The final images from the dream were indelibly imprinted in her mind. There was no other way to interpret it — all her doubts had been erased. No longer was it a fantastic supposition she must work hard to exorcise. Rather, her crazy, absurd, wild hunch was true. The dreams had not been conjured up by an overactive imagination. Instead, against all the odds, they reflected real events. One question clamored for primacy through the tumult in her, eclipsing all the others.  
 
    How? 
 
    Tasia stumbled off the bed to stagger to the window, shaken to her core. Her chest hurt, as if a great weight pressed down upon it. Her legs trembled when she attempted to use them. And a swirling blackness threatened to overpower her. Ignoring the night chill, she swung the shutters open to gulp in deep breaths of the crisp air. For once, the frigid night air was a welcome respite. Though it cleared no cobwebs from her mind, the oblivion threatening to engulf her seemed to recede.  
 
    “I wasn’t part of a Pack in Wyoming.” 
 
    “I’ve developed some resistance to silver. Don’t worry, I can handle a few seconds of it.” 
 
    The clues had been right before her eyes, begging to be strung together. But she had not connected the dots because this was impossible. She, who knew the significance of this, found her world turned upside down. Shock, consternation, confusion and panic assailed her, jostling with the questions that crowded her mind. But Tasia was in no state yet to dwell on the consequences of the earth-shattering discovery. The larger questions would have to wait while she attempted to sort out how the bond had been sealed.  
 
    “Faoladh wasn’t aware of my rogue status. We lived in the wilderness, keeping our distance from both Packs and humans.” 
 
    “I was exposed to silver in the past and survived to tell the tale.” 
 
    She must make sense of this — it was impossible. Now that she fathomed why they read each other with such remarkable accuracy, Tasia instinctively opened her mind to him, without conscious thought. A picture of him rose in her mind’s eye, in startling detail. She had seen him thus, once before. It had baffled and disturbed her, but in the end, she’d dismissed it despite her reservations. He was here, at the Lair, working in the Alpha’s Room. Tasia gulped in mouthfuls of frosty air, before venturing a cautious step. Her legs felt like rubber but they’d support her. Like a sleepwalker moving in a daze, she made for the door. She must talk to him.  
 
    Flashes from the past — words, images and events — came fast at her now, as the floodgates opened.  
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t pure blood enough for her. She wanted to torture the Wyr out of me.” 
 
      
 
    Burning fire bubbling through her veins, an agony unlike anything she’d ever experienced before, while the Alpha struggled to stay on his feet, poisoned by the silver knife a vindictive enemy had plunged into his arm at Wizard Headquarters in San Diego. She’d written off the strange and extraordinary episode by convincing herself that the significant quantities of magic surging in the air that day had overwhelmed her unique sixth sense.  
 
      
 
    Hearing the beat of the Alpha’s heart and sensing the surge of blood in his veins at the Embarcadero, the night she’d fallen apart to confess to him that she was afraid of losing her grip on reality. It was a Wyr’s faculties that had come through their bond, to leave her terrified. He’d brought her down from the edge of the cliff that night, but there had been no explanation for the anomaly since. And because the scenario had not been repeated, she’d tried to forget the episode.  
 
      
 
    “I feel the magic surging around me. This must be how you see power with your sixth sense.” 
 
    Her magic spearing the air, in a spectacular display, to cocoon them in the forest in Belize, while she attempted to show the Alpha how to tap into the Wizard magic in his blood. He’d sensed her magic around him, to her astonishment and shock, and it had seemed to trigger him to successfully call forth his own Spell Caster powers. 
 
      
 
    So many strange incidents that had puzzled Tasia, even frightened her, could now be put in context. 
 
    Her limbs felt like deadweight as she tread the stairs. It took her longer than usual, even as all the cues, she’d neglected before, played a cacophonous orchestra in her head. The Pack Room lay in darkness, its door ajar. But light seeped into it. Tasia made for the open archway into the Alpha’s Room. He sat in the big chair, relaxed, his attention on the document he was perusing. For once, the usually pristine desk was littered with stacks of correspondence. Tasia paused just inside the doorway. The sight of him relieved her immensely. With the dam finally breached, a kaleidoscope of recollections assaulted her, as all the unsettling and baffling episodes and mysteries that had flustered, stumped and unnerved her started to fall into place. It was hard to think through the white noise in her head, but Tasia told herself that it would be alright. Together, they’d figure out the frightening conundrum and find a way to mitigate the ramifications. This was the fearless man that nothing fazed — the Alpha was never rattled, even when confronted with momentous challenges. On Russian Hill, the agony and debilitation of silver had merely slowed him down, not brought him to his knees. He could untangle this, extricate them and help her put it to bed. 
 
    Raoul glanced up. One glimpse of his visitor had him surging to his feet. She looked ashen, her eyes huge pools that reflected the inner confusion and turbulence. But it was the sheer terror in their depths that held him. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked urgently.  
 
    Tasia opened her mouth. Her lips quivered, but the words remained locked in.  
 
    After the first confusion, Raoul recognized that she was in shock. Striding around the massive desk, he made for her. “What happened?”  
 
    Tasia took a step, to collapse against the wall. Having carried her up the stairs, her legs now threatened to buckle under her. Raoul made haste to close the door, ensuring that any confidences would not go beyond the room. When he turned back to her, Tasia was slumped against the wall, looking as if she might topple over without the support.  
 
    “Tell me, witchling” he urged her, propping himself against his desk, perturbed by the terror he’d glimpsed in the depths of the gray eyes. 
 
    It took her a few minutes to compose herself. Eventually, Tasia met his eyes. “It was you.”  
 
    Her voice trembled but the words out of her mouth were lucid. To her, it was not an insignificant triumph. 
 
    Puzzled by the declaration, he cocked his head to study her.  
 
    Tasia hurried into speech. This time, her words tumbled over each other in the frenetic effort to make him comprehend the exigency of the situation. Tasia dredged up every detail she could, hoping he’d grasp what she was trying to tell him.  
 
    “From the nightmares” she disclosed in a rush. “In the broken-down barn, surrounded by wilderness. Shackled with silver and the beast demanding to be let out. While a witch with blue eyes works dark magic to instigate your beotan.” 
 
    It took the Alpha a few seconds to unscramble her words. But it was the reference to the blue-eyed witch that caught him completely unawares. The effect on Raoul was like a sucker-punch to the gut. He took an unwary step towards her, only to stagger on his feet, stumbling and nearly going down, before he grasped the desk’s edge behind him to right himself. 
 
    The past roared back to punch through his elaborate defenses; a hungry beast with an unquenchable appetite for blood and vengeance. The darkness, Raoul had spent his adult life guarding against, swept over him like a tidal wave to drench him in its wake. And he found himself back in a derelict barn fighting to hold on — in an epic battle for survival that staked his sanity, his soul, his beotan and his life. 
 
    Stricken gold eyes flashed to her, his face deathly pale. “What did you say?” His voice came out as a hoarse whisper. 
 
    Jolted out of her reverie by his reaction, Tasia stilled. The Alpha was legendary for his impeccable self-possession — the obsessive, almost pathological, need for control that defined him, along with the carefully reined in violence and aggression. To see him lose his composure, even for a moment, shook Tasia; her second blow of the night. He looked like she felt — as if his world had come crashing down. Abruptly, like a switch flicking off, the flashes from the past that had images crowding her head blinked away, to leave her mind uncluttered. Tasia stirred, awakening from slumber, her senses no longer dulled or distracted. For the first time, it seemed to sink in that he might not have the answers either. 
 
    Her eyes drifted to the thunderstruck gold-colored orbs rivetted on her. In their depths, flickered the dark recollections that simmered in him. Terrible memories that ate at him, an ever-present reminder of the unspeakable torture inflicted on a gullible young Shifter. Most beings would struggle with such an onus. Having experienced a tiny sliver of his ordeal through the bond, Tasia recognized that it was  an albatross around his neck, difficult to shake off, even by a man as tough, tenacious and confident as the Alpha. The seminal realization served to snap her out of the stupor the last dream had thrust her into. Her mind unshackled from its own preoccupations and absorptions, Tasia could focus on the dumbfounded man before her.  
 
    Compassion stirred in her. Along with a sense of awe. A boy, drowning in grief for his father, had unknowingly sleepwalked onto a minefield, only to suffer horrifically as a consequence of it. It was nothing short of a miracle that the boy had not lost his sense of self; had not perished in the aftermath or simply refused to leave the sanctuary of his patch of wilderness, where he was the unchallenged king, after his horrendous experience. But instead, had re-engaged with the world on his own terms, to thrive and mature into this unbreakable man. 
 
    Tasia drew a shaky breath. “You were held in a ramshackle barn by your aunt. She used silver and magic on you, until a black bear wandered in that winter. Duncan rescued you and nudged you back to health.” 
 
    Her words fell into a grim silence, drawing no response from him. However, it would be incorrect to say that Tasia did not get a reaction, merely that he did not respond with words. The man, turned to stone, seemed to come to life again, his jaw hardening until a tick flexed uncontrollably. The gold eyes flared, their depths hardening into chips of ice; in the throes of an emotion so strong that she fancied his body almost vibrated with the effort to temper it. 
 
    Though confused and befuddled by what she sensed in him, Tasia also felt a measure of relief. She was no longer the only one aware of their predicament — he comprehended the gravity of the situation.  
 
    “I can’t explain it but somehow, you and I are connected, almost linked together, in a way” she said slowly. “Under certain conditions and circumstances, we’re able to read each other’s thoughts, memories and emotions. Sometimes, even see through the other’s eyes. I don’t know how this works or even when the connection is live. In the hall at Wizard Headquarters, it felt like my blood was on fire when the silver knife plunged into you. Yet, on Russian Hill, I felt nothing, even though you had more silver in you than San Diego.” 
 
    Her words died away. The gold eyes burned fiercely, like glowing embers in the pale face. How could a man be consumed by fire and yet, radiate a white-hot coldness at the same time, she wondered bemusedly. Over the past few weeks, the gold-colored depths had become familiar to Tasia, an occasional window into the otherwise inscrutable Alpha. But now, it felt as if she faced a cold-eyed stranger.  
 
    “Linked?” he croaked, his voice hoarse and unlike him. 
 
    Tasia was greatly relieved by the simple query. It wasn’t a stranger that confronted her, merely the Alpha grappling with an enormous overpowering revelation. She reminded herself that her initial response to the staggering realization had been just as strong, but in the privacy of her own chamber. He, unfortunately, had not been granted the luxury of coming to terms in private. 
 
    “I can’t be sure” she apprised him, determined to be as candid as possible. “But if this is what my father warned me about, it is akin to an ayo srayta.” 
 
    Tasia, unsure whether he was familiar with the Ancient term, was ready to proffer an explanation. But from his reaction, it was clear that the Alpha did not need one. The hand that gripped the desk’s edge convulsed with the strain. She studied him uncertainly. Tasia had expected shock, even confusion or alarm. But not what she read from him. 
 
    Life and magic were synonymous terms in the Ancient tongue — for the Chosen, they were one and the same. Thus, Raoul was aware that ayo srayta was what the Ancients referred to as a life or magic bond. Its origins rested in First Ones lore. Legend said that the Forebearers had once possessed the ability to bond with their mates in a manner where unspoken communication and, in rare cases, an exchange of magic was facilitated through the link. But such bonds had been singular and extraordinary even then, viable only between two extremely powerful First Ones possessed of mystical magic lost eons ago — magic that resided today only in the pages of Chosen history.  
 
    Under most circumstances, the mere possibility of a legendary magic bond would stop any Chosen in his tracks. But such was the blow Raoul reeled under that this new revelation failed to rouse him in any significant way. Instead, he focused on the minutiae, the small insignificant details, even as black rage threatened to subvert his storied self-possession. 
 
    “A magic bond is between mates” he intimated, brusque and pithy. “How is it sealed?” 
 
    Under the uncompromising cold gaze, Tasia flushed. “The usual way.” 
 
    Though Raoul had expected it, her answer hit him like another bolt of lightning. Despite the burgeoning wildness within, the wheels in his brain churned through their brief acquaintance. He was unlikely to forget a mating. Except for the one occasion where his memory continued to be fuzzy. 
 
    “In the cage, did we …?” 
 
    “No.” Tasia interrupted him hastily, before he could finish. “No!” she reiterated vehemently, her eyes holding the narrowed gold ones.  
 
    As the first hint of the darkness roiling within seeped through, Tasia’s eyes widened. Something wild brewed in him. This was not anger. Tasia had been witness to his fury before. It was always a cold rage, one restrained with the iron will and absolute control that was his signature. But this time, it was different.  
 
    “How?” he asked, the single word clipped as if he did not trust himself to speak. 
 
    Holding her confusion at bay, Tasia gave vent to her inner agitation and frustration. “I have no clue. I’ve done everything to make sure the curse would never be awakened.” 
 
     I even kept you at a distance, though the ayo srayta had never before, in our history, been sealed with a Shifter.  
 
    But Tasia didn’t say the last out loud. She’d fought valiantly against her own heart, despite the dim likelihood of a srayta with a Wyr. To her, it was a curse that must be entombed under layers of earth, so it could never raise its head again. For generations of her ancestors, it had been a bane. The power of a srayta had been bestowed upon them centuries ago by a Magick, to prepare his descendants for a coming bloodbath. But the bond had brought nothing but despair and ruin. To the women called upon to live with it, the ayo srayta had proven to be the root of their destruction. 
 
    The gold eyes stared into space, blind to everything around him as the smoldering darkness in Raoul exploded into something infinitely more dangerous. The palm by his side flexed into a fist, while the other held the desk in a death grip. Tasia could not know this, but every response to his pointed questions damned her further in his eyes, providing more fodder to the wildness consuming him.  
 
    Tasia’s shocking confession, regarding the genesis of her nightmares, had roused something he’d buried deep in his psyche — fanning the recollections of a horrific period in his life. Having struggled mightily and relentlessly for over a decade to sever the chains that bound him, Raoul believed that he had triumphed over the past. But now, he was being forced to confront it anew. Another witch was dredging up the excruciating chapter again. And no ordinary witch at that, rather the one Spell Caster Raoul had put on a pedestal as the very bedrock of his emancipation. To a great extent, it was Tasia who’d convinced the Alpha that he had finally let go of the past. How could he invite a witch into the inner sanctum unless he’d successfully erased the harrowing lacerations previously inflicted on his soul?  
 
    As the past, reawakened anew, loomed large again, it triggered a once familiar poison in Raoul, a wildness he believed he’d left behind forever. The poison spread its venom to revive memories of past persecution, bitterness and treachery, until the snaking tendrils unleashed the very darkness he was always vigilant against. In no time, the venom spread its tentacles to become a frothing cauldron he could not keep the lid on.  
 
    “What are you?” he assailed her, a biting indictment in the question. 
 
    The accusation jabbed at Tasia. She flinched, before she could stop it.  
 
    You know me. I am the witchling. 
 
    At the same time, Tasia understood where this particular catechism had come from. “I’m Wizard and First One” she submitted, an acknowledgement that she accepted what drove him to ask her this. 
 
    “There is another name for your kind” he interrogated her, in a clipped intractable voice, devoid of emotion. “One lost in history.” 
 
    The gold eyes bore into her without mercy, reminding Tasia of the early days when he’d refused to take no for an answer, relentlessly grilling her until he was satisfied. 
 
    Yet, to Tasia, the pointed query hinted at the answer he sought. Confounded by it, she wondered where he could have heard the term. It was archaic; had been so for centuries. And, it was an expression used exclusively by one faction of Chosen.  
 
    “The Blutsaugers call us Sirens” she admitted quietly.  
 
    For a second, the admission held him rooted in place. Then, fists flexing, he turned away from her, to put some distance between them. Regardless of the toxic brew swirling in him, Raoul was not the same Shifter who’d rushed into a darkened Nest to save a Spell Caster the Pack owed by his Wyr code of ethics. A lot of water had flowed under the bridge since that night. He was no longer a man forever frozen, unable to break free from the invisible shackles that entrenched him to a dilapidated shed in Wyoming. But this was an onslaught he had not anticipated. The Magick that had accomplished the singular undertaking of rousing Raoul from his long slumber was the same one who threatened to shove him back into the all-consuming flames of his past. Yet, despite the overwhelming rage and tumult within, he could not bring himself to intimidate or terrify her. Not the witchling. So, he put some physical distance between them, while he wrestled with the growing maelstrom in him to demand answers from her. 
 
    Striding around the over-sized desk, he kicked the chair out of his way; the violence in him finding a small outlet, even as he fought an escalating inner battle. Stepping into its place, he faced her over the desk. The heavy chair skidded away, to topple over with a thud. In the compact room, the noise was explosive. Tasia jumped, her eyes flashing to the Shifter behind the desk. To her dismay, she noted that they were back to their old roles of interrogator and supplicant. In a subtle way, his new stance emphasized the divide between them as he confronted her over the width of his massive desk. The Shifter stood like a rock, his attitude one of restraint — a man of coiled power, muscle and rage leashing himself with the last ounces of his hard-won self-discipline. The clenched fists rested on the desk, to either side; his head lowered in reflection, seemingly absorbed by weighty matters. 
 
    Baffled by his actions and the contradictions, Tasia waited. He should be questioning the inception of the inexplicable bond that tied them to each other. Instead, he seemed to be digressing, heading down a tangential path. She wondered at it, but while his suppressed emotions had her uneasy, Tasia was not alarmed. Her equation with the Alpha had transformed into something altogether different from the early days. They’d made enormous strides from their initial fractious, troubled and turbulent association. She had been granted glimpses of the man behind the mask, the one he hid from the world. The power he held over her, by virtue of his knowledge about her secrets, had unnerved Tasia until she’d experienced how delicately he wielded it. The leashed violence in him had terrified Tasia until she’d been incarcerated in a cage with the silver-poisoned Alpha. Once, she had looked upon him as her nemesis; an autocratic, dangerous and ominous Chosen to be avoided at all costs. Today, he was the Magick she trusted with her life and her most lethal of secrets. The man she contemplated gifting her most prized possession — her heart. He knew more about her than any living creature, Si’ffa or Chosen.  
 
    “This bond” he questioned, his eyes not leaving his desk. “How do we sever it?” 
 
    Tasia blinked. Clearly, her explanation had been neither precise nor well-articulated. If it was the ayo srayta, and she very much suspected this to be, it could not be cleaved.  
 
    Yet, the Alpha’s unusual behavior had Tasia reassess. It behooved her to be cautious, since she had no clue how the bond had come to be. Thus, the possibility that it was not ayo srayta could not be discounted.  
 
    “I’m not sure” she answered candidly.  
 
    The tawny head lifted from his contemplation of the desk. Leached of all emotion, his face was like granite; his jaw jutting aggressively and the skin stretched tight over the bones. But Tasia knew that the facade was merely that, just skin deep, for his eyes told a different story. Whatever seethed in him raged as untempered as before.  
 
    The gold eyes were clinical in their assessment of her. “You say this is ayo srayta, yet you don’t know how to sever it?” 
 
     Tasia did not prevaricate anymore. “Ayo srayta is for life” she offered quietly. 
 
    Like the term signifies. 
 
    The gold eyes altered subtly, an expression in their depths that had Tasia frowning inwardly. 
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    He cocked his head, a gesture so familiar and yet, completely foreign. “For the record, did you ever believe anything I said to you, witchling?” 
 
    Her eyes shot to him, appalled and stunned in equal measure. But before Tasia could formulate a response, he continued his tirade. 
 
    “Since the night Hawk brought you to my Lair, I’ve made promise after promise to you” Raoul charged, no longer able to mask his seething emotions. “Want to stay away from the leeches — you got it. Need to steer clear of Guardians — I’ll take care of it. Anderson is after you — I’ll handle him. You walk away from the Pack and I tell myself that my own prejudices forced your hand. You hold back secrets at every step of the way and I convince myself that I should give you a reason to trust me. Through it all, I have never taken a single step back when it comes to you. And, I’ve upheld every pledge I made to you. I’ve safeguarded your cover, protected your secrets and shielded your powers from the others. I even gave you my word to not dig into your past, even though it has a bad habit of blindsiding me at the most inopportune of moments. But I told myself that I must walk the talk. That it was the only way to win your trust …. to win you. Now, I find that everything I did, every pledge I made to you, was utterly meaningless. All mere sops. You never believed a word, despite my many demonstrations of good faith. No more. It stops now. I’m done.” 
 
    Tasia’s jaw slackened. There was a finality to his words that was hard to miss. “I … what have I done?” she stammered. 
 
    “You were clever, witchling, I’ll give you that” he asserted with biting coldness. “You sought to use your best asset to buy insurance against the Chosen that hunt you — a permanent defender to hold back the world.”  
 
    The words poured out of Raoul in an unstoppable torrent. “Thanks to me, you’re in the unique position to know just how well I can protect your interests, if I choose to. Isn’t that the role I’ve been playing since the day we met?” 
 
    Tasia shook her head in confusion. “Best asset” she mumbled in a daze.  
 
    “Don’t play me for a fool, witchling! Your magic.”  
 
    Utterly floored by the allegation, Tasia stared at him numbly. The denunciations raining down on her in a familiar voice, with the unfamiliar staccato tones, made little sense to her. It was as if she was trapped in the twilight zone. 
 
    Icy resentful gold eyes locked in on Tasia. “You had all the insurance in the world you needed — my word. It should have sufficed. But you’ve overplayed your hand. If the deranged witch could not bend me to her will for ten long months, what makes you think you will? Didn’t the nightmares teach you anything — I will destroy myself before I give in. No one compels me to dance to their tune! Come hell or highwater, the bond that ties me to you will be torn down. And it will be as if you never put the Pack under obligation by aiding Hawk.” 
 
    A stunned Tasia roused herself. “No” she protested. “I’m not responsible …” She paused, as her conscience smote her. If it was the ayo srayta, then it would be incorrect to claim no responsibility for it. It was the engineered blood in her veins that enabled the bond, however inadvertent her role or choice in sealing it. But there was one claim she could make without any caveat. “I did not forge this bond between us” she said to him. 
 
    But the damage was done. Truth be told, it had been done the moment she’d revealed the truth about her nightmares. Raoul was too far gone to heed reason; in the death grip of the noxious poison that had always been his nemesis. At the same time, he was not ignorant of the darkness stewing in him. Raoul was conscious that if he allowed himself to be overwhelmed, the beotan would exploit the opportunity to spring forth. He could not leave his beast in command. The beotan had a soft corner for the witchling but might be far less forgiving of treachery such as this. In many ways, he had come a long way from the devastated boy post the aftermath of the shed. 
 
     “Then, who is?” he demanded, in the grip of fury. While he would protect her from his beotan, he was not willing to forgive. “I don’t have the magic to lay such a trap, witchling. Only you do.” 
 
    Tasia gaped at him, as it dawned on her that he believed she had set out to entrap him. In a way, it brought some clarity to this perplexing encounter and the sudden acrimony directed at her. Until now, the nature of the storm in him had confused her. With the latest accusation, Tasia believed that she understood what was going on. The past had him in its grasping claws.  
 
    “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.”  
 
    Now that Tasia had a taste of the appalling abuse inflicted on him, the succinct summary of his torment, in his own words, nearly brought her to her knees. But she could not afford to try and make sense of what had been done to the Alpha. Not yet. She must first convince him that she had not double-crossed him, like the blue-eyed witch. Grasping for straws, Tasia was reminded of another occasion when the past had intruded on him, to change the Shifter she knew to a stranger. In the cage, with the silver surging through him, his past and present had blurred until he could not distinguish reality from fantasy. Perhaps, the Alpha found himself in a similar boat again. Tasia, searching for something to hold on to, hoped that this might explain his baffling accusations.  
 
    She rushed into speech without thinking it through, desperate to convince him that she could never be so perfidious. “I’m not her” she cried urgently, her eyes imploring him.  
 
    Not only did her words not have the desired effect, they served to antagonize him even more. He stiffened, the gold-colored orbs transforming. Abruptly, everything Raoul leashed carefully from the world swirled in the depths of his eyes — the ticking time-bomb, smoldering on a silent trigger; a fuming volcano whose eruption had the power to consume and lay waste to everything in its path. Tasia’s heart picked up its rhythm to canter faster, as fear gripped her. This was a stranger that confronted her, not the man who had tempted, cajoled and beguiled her, urging her to take a chance on him by promising her the world. 
 
    “I will only say this once.” His voice switched to the whisper-soft tone, cold and menacing at the same time, that had once terrified Tasia. “If you ever try to exploit this bond again, you will regret it.” 
 
    Though he made no move from his position behind the desk, the subtle threat emanating from the bottled-up volcano on a leash had Tasia take an instinctive step backwards, away from the Shifter breathing fire at her. 
 
    His eyes flickered at her reaction. “You should be afraid of me, witchling!” he said sibilantly, with an unnatural calmness affected to tamp down the frenzy in him. “Did you think you were going to get away with it?” 
 
    Tasia put a trembling hand on the wall behind her, as the first wave of despair hit her. He did not believe her and refused to accept any explanations from her. How could he change in the blink of an eye? Were all the assurances he’d given her so worthless that, at the first hint of trouble, he’d reverted to the old patterns between them? Her eyes searched the implacable face, trying to reconcile this version of the Alpha. She’d been at the receiving end of his temper and fury before, but not this biting, accusatory and acerbic coldness directed at her, while the gold depths manifested the darkness that blazed a destructive trail through him. 
 
    Steeling herself, Tasia took a step forward towards the desk. She could not give up. Not on him. “I am not what you believe me to be.” 
 
    “Not a Siren — the enemy the Clan fought a war to eradicate?” The words lashed at her. “You were willing to have your lies draw the Pack into a conflict with the leeches, while Lady Bethesda and her cohorts drag the Chosen into hell. You can’t feign ignorance about this. It was you who told me about the war in the first place. No one knows better than you how vengeful the Clan is about blood feuds. Every day, the investigation draws us closer to a confrontation with Monseigneur. Yet, you remain silent. You’re wasting your breath, witchling. Your claim of innocence will not wash with me. Not this time.” 
 
    Tasia, drowning in flames licked with gold, struggled to stay on her feet. Everything was collapsing around her and it disoriented her. As the denouncements rained down on her, Tasia’s chest constricted, like when she’d first come to after the dream. A great weight pressed down her, crushing her tentative dreams and burgeoning aspirations. She had rushed to him, hoping to make sense together of an extraordinary event that touched and affected them both. But the man she’d hoped to seek answers with was the one who held her culpable for the catastrophe. She could not believe the turn of events. But there was to be no escape. The hits kept coming at Tasia. 
 
    “What happened with the mad witch was never yours to intrude upon” he snarled, his words seething with rancor and resentment. “You had no right to take that from me.”  
 
    Tasia reeled under his accusations while the gold eyes burned with emotion, the inscrutable facade he hid behind cracking before her eyes. 
 
     “You and I — it was never going to be easy” he shot at her. “I knew that. We might as well live in different universes. But I’ve always been honest with you.” 
 
    Despite the dejection threatening to swamp her, Tasia thought she understood why he lashed out.  
 
    “You must believe me” she beseeched, frantic to persuade him. “The ayo srayta is a curse. Every few generations, a Siren is born with the ability to bond thus. But in my case, there was no way to know if I could seal the srayta. I’m the first Siren not full Blood Elemental. Nonetheless, to be on the safe side, I was warned to steer clear of any Chosen mates. Monseigneur went after my mother because she inherited the curse, and it destroyed her. I’ve never wanted it. It has wrought nothing but misery upon the Blood Mages.” 
 
    Tasia paused to catch her breath. This time, he remained silent, a frown between his brows. As a shard of hope pierced her despair, she frenetically jogged his memory. “I told you once that there is no way to predict if I’ve inherited what the Vampires coveted from my mother. It was the srayta I talked about. How could I warn you of something I had no knowledge of myself?” This had been a conversation in his apartment, after she’d revealed her mother’s Eru heritage. Tasia hoped to remind him about that night. It was the night he’d bluntly laid claim to her, forcing her to confront the simmering attraction between them. The night everything had changed between them. 
 
    Though her jumbled explanation managed to cut through the haze of white-hot fury and encroaching wildness, the gold eyes were unforgiving. A monster had hold of Raoul, pulling him down to the pits of the same hell he’d spent his adult life fighting to claw free of.  
 
    “An ayo srayta is no ordinary magic” he rebutted, unmoved by her appeal. “It cannot be an accident. We both know that I don’t have old magic.” 
 
    You have more magic in you than you know. This could never be possible otherwise. 
 
    His pointed rebuttal served to remind Tasia that there were many layers to the catastrophe that confronted her. But everything else could wait. The call of the hour was to persuade the Alpha that she was as much at sea about the bond. That she had never set out to deliberately stab him in the heart.  
 
    “You sought to use my own heart against me, witchling” he castigated her, instinctively reading the bond and misconstruing her emotions. Bruised and buffeted by the acute betrayal, he was merciless in his charges. “The Wyrs whisper that Raoul Merceau has no heart. They’re right. I lost it in a decrepit shed over a decade ago.” 
 
    Tasia trembled, as the import of his words washed over her. It was too late. For him. For her. For them. Yet, she knew deep down that he did not mean it. The Alpha had a heart under the layers of armor, for she’d been allowed a peek at it. His words were an attempt to paper over something else abandoned in the shed of broken dreams — an appendage as essential and precious as his heart, but far more critical and fragile for a Wyr. The past had left a gaping wound on his psyche. Only now did it strike Tasia how profound, deep-seated and integral his loss was. At the shattering epiphany, a noxious medley of desperation, dejection and despondency threatened to inundate her, draining the very breath from her. It was all Tasia could do to draw air into her lungs.  
 
    “What was done to me brought me to the edge of reason. I know what it feels like to question your sanity.” 
 
    Inadvertently, and completely by accident, she’d scratched a festering wound in his subconscious, one so rooted that he’d submerged it under layers of defenses. Tasia closed her eyes, as their short association flashed through her. She had been on the cusp of surrender, ready to risk every guardrail to take a chance on a Wyr. And now, when he was rejecting her, the loss hit her hard, even as Tasia grieved the terrible damage done to the Alpha. Their relationship, never easy to begin with, had transformed slowly as the masks fell from their respective eyes. Yet, the goodwill and trust built carefully up between them had perished in the blink of an eye, scattered into the wind to leave no trace behind of the promise that had coaxed her out of her shell. Tasia grappled with the abruptness and speed with which her world was crumbling before her eyes. 
 
    Raoul used the short respite to ruthlessly master his runaway emotions. It had been a long while since he’d found himself on the edge like this. It was fitting that his life should be upended twice by Spell Casters. By any measure, the blue-eyed witch had wrecked it to the point of no return. But the damage effected by the witchling hurt infinitely more. Where one had left bruises on his spirit, the other was laying siege to his heart. It had been a Herculean blunder to break his vow and chase after a Spell Caster, he chastised himself savagely. Never again would he lower the guardrails around his heart — never again would he make himself vulnerable. Despite his own overwrought emotions, or perhaps because of it, their bond allowed him to sense the jumble of confusion, remorse and grief in her. But fueled by gut-wrenching duplicity and betrayal, he ignored it, hardening his heart to her.  
 
    When Tasia felt she could breathe again, she opened her eyes to meet his. They stared at each other across the expanse of his desk. Only the width of it separated them, but for the first time since he had declared that he would not ignore the searing attraction that blazed between them, the distance between the two seemed insurmountable. This was the hurdle Raoul could not overcome. It was as if all the strides made in the weeks while they danced around each other, in a carefully choreographed mating ritual, had been for naught. Instead, in one fell swoop, the threads that bound them to each other had been torn asunder, even as a different bond tied them together. 
 
    Matters had come full circle between them, Tasia reflected numbly. It was time to accept the truth. Her instincts, honed by a lifetime of hiding from the others, had screamed this from their very first meeting. She was never meant to run to him; only away from him. The signs had always been before her. But she’d disregarded the cues, again and again. Whatever the future held for her, she was not destined to be with the Pack or their Alpha. She was, as always, to pay the price for her tainted blood — penance for an ancestor that had lost a battle to his twin. 
 
    Yet, the thought of parting ways while the Alpha believed that she’d taken advantage of him left her heart aching unbearably. Tasia could not help but make one final plea.  
 
    “I watched you on Russian Hill, with the silver in you” she implored him, her voice shaking. “You have to know I would not lie to you like this. Fight back, please.”  
 
    Do not surrender to what is eating you.  
 
    The gold eyes skewered her, glacial implacability and flaming fury fighting for supremacy in their depths. “Every single moment of every day, I push back the darkness” he said fiercely, with a grim resolve that hinted at his life-long struggle. “I’ve never run from a fight, but I do not battle without a cause.” 
 
    The words fell between them like the pinpricks of a sharpened dagger, bloodying the woman who stood at the edge of the precipice. Her breath hitched, the sound audible in the sudden silence. For a moment, neither moved, so great was the affect. Raoul, also teetering precariously at the yawning edge of his personal hell, opened his mouth, as if to qualify the retort. But it was too late. Her shoulders slumped, caving in to the inescapable. To Tasia, even more than the implicit rebuff, the subtext of his charge struck deep — she was not worth fighting for. She had been condemned and no supplication would be entertained. 
 
    As her expressive eyes filled with the inevitability of defeat, Raoul seemed to realize that she would not offer any more explanations or justification. Finally, he allowed a hint of the actual wound she’d inflicted, and not the accusations that arose from his fury and the past, to come to his lips.   
 
    “Every step of the way, I gave you a choice” he said slowly. “Never imposed my will on you, despite the compulsions on me and my Pack. Yet, you played by very different rules. ” 
 
    To the woman frozen before the desk, the dispassionate tones were more damning than any indictment. Wrenching her eyes away from him, Tasia turned to the door. But as always, the heavy steel door refused to co-operate with her. Déjà vu hit her hard. She’d struggled with this door before, when every instinct had urged her to leave the Pack behind. But the Alpha’s routing of her Guardian captor had convinced her back into the fold. Tasia wished fervently that she had heeded the warning then. Leaving now would prove infinitely harder than walking away from him before. The distance between them was simply too vast to be bridged. Fate had made repeated attempts to get her to swallow this bitter pill, but with her heart in play, she’d refused to face the truth. 
 
    She and he would always be an ill-matched duo. A Wizard with dark secrets, saddled with a future ruled by the past, and a Wyr who hated Spell Casters and was obsessed with writing his own story — such a mismatched pair could never be destined for each other. It had been a wild and beautiful dream while it lasted — a tantalizing pot of gold just beyond the horizon. But never an attainable goal. Always just a wishful fantasy not to be realized. 
 
    “Oh no” he interjected sharply. “You’ll not pin this on me. I might have been at fault the first time you ran, but not this time.” 
 
    Tasia kept her gaze on the door. It was futile to point out to him that he was reading the bond, despite having expressly forbidden her to do so. 
 
    Leaving her to her own devices, Raoul fought to control the conflagration raging through him. But as she struggled to open the door, he strode forth to her aid.  
 
    This time, it was Tasia who did hold back, crushed by his accusations. 
 
    “No more favors please.” She waved him away.  
 
    The gold eyes narrowed on her. “Do not talk of favors, witchling” he retorted coldly, reaching for the door.  
 
    “Back away” she insisted, fueled by pride. Just this once, Tasia wished she could use her magic. But it would tear through the door and that would only compound the unfolding disaster. 
 
    Grasping the handle, he nudged her hand aside, to open the door for her. 
 
    “You’ve lost the right to command me” he said dispassionately. 
 
    Tasia turned to him. The ghost of a smile flickered on her lips, an acknowledgement of what was not meant to be. “I never had the right, Alpha” she said softly.  
 
    The barb hit home. He zeroed in on her, an arrested look on his face and the dawning realization of what he’d lost in his eyes. For a moment, they stared at each other, the air between them redolent with memories of a short-lived journey filled with promise.  
 
    Then, it was Tasia who symbolically drew the metaphorical curtain between them, by walking away without a backward glance. There was a sense of certitude and acceptance in her gesture, a surrender in the face of an enormous and insurmountable challenge. For the second time that night, the self-assured Alpha stumbled over his own feet, before righting himself. He stared after her, battling his heart, his head and the past. And nearly going under with the crushing weight of it all. It was his worst nightmare all over again — to lose his firm grasp on the reins and be at the mercy of the elements. As the darkness threatened to overpower him, he fought to not go under. This was a fight he had once been very familiar with. The staggering sense of loss added to the magnitude of what threatened him. He was no longer a petrified teenager in over his head, he reminded himself fiercely. He was Raoul Merceau. Nothing and no one could defeat him. Not even the slip of a girl who had dared to put her hand in the fire, only to mislead and deceive him. 
 
    Gliding through the silent halls and corridors of the Lair like a ghost, Tasia shuffled into her room. She perched on the bed; the darkness enveloping her. The open shutters had chilled the room, but Tasia ignored the cold. Nightmarish images crashed through her, a kaleidoscope of horrors. The hellish events in the barn had been no dream, but the work of a sick deranged Chosen. That had been done to him. Bile rose in her and she felt sick to her stomach. Icy air wafted in to blast the girl on the bed. The frigid cold shocked her, shoving the monstrous images away to sober Tasia. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably but she allowed the frosty blasts to seep into her pores, until the fog that clouded her mind was dispelled. A sense of devastating loss persisted but Tasia could now think with some clarity. 
 
    Her worst fears had come true, despite her best efforts to follow the rules. With a single stroke, fate had smashed her hopes about the past, her dreams of the present and any chance at a future, to smithereens. Not only was the carefully constructed house of cards crumbling around her, the catastrophe had also shattered her heart into a million pieces. It had been only a few days ago, at the little beach hideaway in Corfu, that she’d been exultant about the future, elated at having navigated the pitfalls along her path. Now, everything lay in tatters before her, so fractured that she would never be able to put it back together. A numb Tasia stared blindly at the walls, unable to succumb to her grief, loss or fear.  
 
    A rapid fire of colossal bombshells had shaken her in one evening, coming on the heels of one another until the very ground under her feet had been swept away — the realization of the ayo srayta, the flash of insight regarding the Alpha’s past, devastating loss and a sense of dread about the future, now that the past had come home to roost. The first epiphany of the night had been the srayta, prompting her to run to him. But the second one, about the Alpha’s profound scars, had convinced her to walk away from the man of her dreams. While she grappled with it, she mourned deeply, for the young boy in the barn and for what could not be. Something infinitely precious had slipped through Tasia’s fingers, right when she was ready to reach for it. Instead, her worst fears had come to pass. There was no mitigating the curse. Her future had just come crashing down.  
 
    “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.” 
 
    Now that she had context, Tasia had a deeper appreciation for the Alpha’s battles with his past. For the young boy, his world had tilted on its axis. The survivor had fought to live with the past and rise above it. The violence buried just beneath the skin, his need to dominate his environs, the fierce guarding of his turf, the uber iron-willed control over himself, the drive to be the master of his destiny and the innate distrust of others — these were all consequences of his never-ending struggle. The day the Alpha stopped fighting back, he would go under. Raoul Merceau would spend a lifetime trying to make sense of a senseless horrific act. 
 
    “He betrayed me once, when I was at my weakest.” 
 
    She was a Spell Caster, like the aunt that had betrayed the boy. But that was not why he rejected her today. She had once reminded him, without knowing the particulars of why he abhorred Wizards, that her heritage might come between them. He had assured her then that it was something he’d come to terms with. But now, Tasia recognized that the past’s crippling grip on the Alpha was far more insidious. More crucially, she suspected that the Alpha didn’t understand the root of what entrenched him to the past. To complicate matters even more, what had been mangled beyond repair was something that went to the heart of what made him who he was. It was not his aunt the Alpha could not forgive, but his beotan. The witch had been a stranger, but not his beast. The wounds inflicted by the Wizard lay on the surface, while those from his beotan’s crushing betrayal went deeper. The beast’s treachery had been profound, with damage beyond repair. It had struck at the heart of a Wyr’s beliefs, to leave him rootless and exposed.  
 
     “I can’t forget that, when it mattered the most, the lure of being the one in charge was too hard for him to resist.” 
 
    The Alpha’s way of dealing with it had been to obsessively control his environment and make himself invulnerable to everyone. She had read it wrong. The boy from the barn had lost a part of himself, to leave it behind in the wilderness. And despite what the Alpha claimed, it was not his heart. Perhaps, the boy had recognized early on that it was the only way to survive what had been done to him. But a man running from himself could never succeed in his quest. Having lived in a Shifter’s skin in a way only a Wyr could, Tasia had an innate understanding of the inseparable, intertwined and complicated relationship between a Shifter and his beast. They were two sides of the same coin. A beast was but an extension of a Shifter. How could she hope for a fair hearing from him, if the Alpha could not forgive his beotan? And how could he offer his heart to someone, if he dare not trust it himself? This was why she had given up without a fight.   
 
    Given her knowledge of the horrific events in the barn, Tasia did not blame him for his inability to let go of the past. But she also knew that his pursuit of her was what made this perceived betrayal cut so deep for the Alpha. However, the ayo srayta was merely a symptom of what he could not face, not the cause of it. If not the bond, something else would have eventually triggered his rejection of her. It was time to face the unpalatable truth. The insane attraction between them was precisely what had led to this disaster. The moment he’d made the decision to act on it, instead of ignoring it like her, this had been inevitable. When the heart was in play, a creature must shed his armor and become vulnerable. The Alpha could never open that can of worms, not without reconciling with his beotan. In essence, he would never outrun his past until he could trust the part of a Wyr he’d buried within, walling it up to guard what had emerged from the ashes of his bloody baptism into adulthood.  
 
     She could never forget the unimaginable agonies suffered in his skin during his incarceration and torment at the hands of the witch. And he … he carried those memories around with him, like an ever-present bleeding sore. The witch’s actions had doomed Tasia’s prospects long before she’d ever crossed paths with Raoul Merceau. In a strange way, that gave Tasia a little measure of peace. As well as a semblance of closure. Whatever had blossomed between them was at an end. He would not forgive her double-dealing. With his usual ruthlessness and purpose, he would cauterize any remnants of emotion and retreat back to the detached, ferocious and impervious Wyr she’d encountered in his Lair her first time. She had lost him. And she must make her peace with it.  
 
    Tasia rubbed her eyes wearily. The ayo srayta was a mystery, one she might never unravel. But one thing was clear. Against all the odds, not only had she established a bond with a Wyr, but the connection between them was much stronger that the srayta of legend Tasia had been warned about. The exquisite irony of the situation struck her grimly. She’d kept him at a distance for fear of forging the srayta, unsure how to handle the potentially devastating consequences of the bond. In the end, it had been to no avail for somehow, one had been established between them anyway. But when the bond was finally out in the open, with no longer anything to keep her from him, he wanted nothing to do with her. 
 
    Tasia had begun to believe that it was destiny that had drawn her to Hawk that fateful day in Oakland, because it had changed her fortunes and led to the tantalizing promise of something wondrous. But now, she must accept that this too was another foreshadowing to move on. She had some decisions to make. In ten days, the three month bargain offered by the Alpha would come to an end. Tasia had marked the end of the trial period on her calendar, never expecting her stint to come to such an ignominious and heartbreaking end. Though it felt like a lifetime ago, it had only been a few months. In over a week’s time, they’d both be free of their obligations to each other. This time, she would not ignore the heavy hints from fate. Sliding off the bed, Tasia made for the window to close the windows.  
 
    For a minute, she rested her forehead against the shutters, her heart heavy. Then, Tasia glanced around the room she’d come to love. The room was a metaphor for the life she’d built in San Francisco. And there was a debt to be paid for it. Everything about her life in San Francisco she owed to the Alpha. She must gear up to leave it all behind — her friends, the room at the Lair, the mantle of Pack status and her role in the investigation. Without the Alpha, there was no association with his Pack. It was he who’d commanded, demanded, dictated and commandeered his recalcitrant Shifters into grudgingly accepting her. The time was upon her to disappear into the shadows again. To retreat into a solitary and anonymous existence. There had been a brief quest to touch the stars — the breathless wait for the culmination of a magical dance in the moonlight and the promise of freedom from the shackles that made her captive to the capriciousness of history. But even that tiny flicker had now been extinguished. She’d survived as an ordinary Chosen before, with no one to catch her when she stumbled. She could do it again. It didn’t faze her. 
 
    But Tasia felt heartsick at walking away from the Alpha like this. Yet, she did not blame him for it. He had not made her any false promises. In the end, he was but a man who could not shake off his demons. The leap of faith he’d been attempting with her had proved just a little too far for him. She wished she could convince him of her innocence. But there was nothing to be done. How could she debunk his suspicions when she had so many questions herself?  
 
    “This is not my first rodeo. I’ve experienced her ilk before, and survived to tell the tale. She won’t win.” 
 
    More than ever, she understood what drove the Alpha to oppose Lady Bethesda. He would not allow another blue-eyed witch to rise or her dark ambitions to take center stage. He’d survived his aunt, but not without paying an enormous price for it. Lady Bethesda would never succeed; not while Raoul Merceau guarded the gates.  
 
    The belief that Faoladh’s destiny had already been written in the stars and was merely being recorded by his friend, an eminent Seer famed among the Chosen, had been starting to take hold in her. It had worried Tasia that the Alpha’s Wyr loyalties and Faoladh’s diverging fortunes might force them on opposite sides of the coming conflict. The thought of facing him across an ideological battlefield, where he was a captive of his Wyr beliefs and she a prisoner of her heritage and Ancient dogma had been too much to bear. At least, she consoled herself, that was no longer an eventuality to dread. A war was inevitable before Chosen fortunes could be righted, but she was no longer free to play any role in it. She would be on a different mission — to hide from the Chosen arrayed on both sides of the conflict. It was a solace to Tasia that the Alpha would not pay the price for the ayo srayta. Apart from his own abilities, power and influence, his Pack, Faoladh and the Wyrs would back him up. Neither the First Ones nor the Blutsaugers would be able to lay hands on him. She, on the other hand, was exposed. The srayta had sealed her fate. 
 
    With her father’s warning ringing in her ears, she had always been adamantly against the ayo srayta. Not just because of what the bond had cost her ancestors throughout history, but also because gifting another Chosen such power over her had been anathema to Tasia. Had she not been hiding from ambitious Chosen her whole life? Why hand over the reins of her destiny to someone else, when it was something she had never even held in her own hands? Now that the deed was done though, Tasia discovered that the Alpha’s power over her future did not seem to disquiet her at all. He would not exploit any magic or other advantages granted to him through the srayta. If he did come after her, he had other means of exacting vengeance. Throughout their association, there had been some spectacular showdowns between them. But never before had she come away with him threatening retaliation against her. Much like he was a superlative champion to have on her side, he’d also make a formidable, tenacious and unforgiving enemy. Tasia wondered if he would ruthlessly cut her out of his life or extract his pound of flesh. If he wished to punish her, he’d have to hurry. 
 
    The citadel that guarded her secrets was no longer impregnable. The ramparts, assembled painstakingly by her father, had been breached. And there would be a heavy price to pay for it. Pandora’s Box had been wedged open, despite her best efforts to keep it sealed. Only the Forebearers knew what would come spewing out from its dark recesses. Secrets, ancient, lethal and long-forgotten, would start to tumble out. She could not outrun history. Sooner or later, it would catch up to her. 
 
    The ayo srayta was a curse, a legendary but dangerous bit of magic. One between Chosen who could not accept it, or each other, would be challenging and nearly impossible to salvage. She wished she could warn the Alpha about it, since it affected him as much as her. But any effort would be futile. The formidable defenses that guarded his heart were up again, his armor and the mask he wore for the world firmly back in place. She was the enemy now and would be denied a hearing.   
 
      
 
    What had been set in motion could not be stopped anymore. Coaxed open, Pandora’s Box could not be closed anew. The future had changed but there was no way to predict how it might affect the Chosen. What Tasia was sure of was that a tempest gathered over the horizon to bide its time. When the gale winds gained strength, it would rampage ferociously through her world and damage the invisible threads that bound the Chosen together. When the typhoon came, every unscrupulous and ambitious Magick would jump into the fray, to try and wrest the narrative for personal glory. That would be akin to all the Lady Bethesdas of the world duking it out over the spoils. It would challenge the unassailable position held by the First Ones — the true descendants of the Forebearers and the gatekeepers of old magic. The resulting chaos and strife would force her out of the shadows, into the crosshairs of the very Magicks she’d been hiding from all her life. Under a sustained assault from all corners, she would not make it. 
 
    If only she had never set out to a Mfector gig in Oakland, one dark night. The inevitable might have been avoided if she’d steered clear of Hawk. But a moment’s reflection had Tasia disavowing such thoughts. Fate was not to be blamed for where she found herself. She’d hankered for a chance to leave the shadows, ignoring every cue to shun the light. But most of all, she’d been tempted by a Wyr, despite every warning ringing in her ears. A man full of contradictions, one that every instinct screamed was wrong for her, had captivated and enticed her until she’d been ready to break all the rules. Now, she must prepare to pay the price for it. Tasia had a sinking feeling that her brethren would collectively suffer the consequences. If her actions had doomed the Sirens, she might well be the last of her kind. 
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    Thank you for reading The Siren. I hope you enjoyed it and will write a review on Amazon. Even a few lines about the book would be greatly appreciated. Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors and are invaluable to us. Your candid reviews help spread the word about our stories, as well as help us decide which tales to focus on. 
 
      
 
    Saga of the Chosen continues with The Paladin. If you’d like to be notified when it releases, please follow me on Amazon or subscribe to my Mailing List. I do not spam and only send a handful of emails a year.  
 
      
 
    News, excerpts and information about my stories is available on my website. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoy SAGA OF THE CHOSEN, please check out THE ZENKOTI FABLES – a swashbuckling space western, penned as a series of episodes. The first episode of this fantasy adventure may be previewed here. 
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    THE ZENKOTI FABLES 
 
      
 
    When a young woman with secrets falls in with a band of adventurers seeking to avenge an injustice, her quest for answers will shake up the old order and uncover the origins of her people. 
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    On a mining outpost in the Inner Worlds, a young woman dreams of the stars. When she falls in with a motley crew of bounty hunters seeking to avenge an injustice, Novi believes her dreams have come true. But her journey has just begun. 
 
      
 
    Led by the only man to bring the mightiest army in the sector to its knees, the crew is engaged in a wily cat and mouse game with the powerful Guild Coalition. With her new shipmates, Novi dodges space outlaws and greedy corporations, mingles with Synths and settlers, jumps the Star Portal Labyrinth and discovers a mysterious legacy bequeathed by the Gods. But each exhilarating adventure raises terrifying questions about her. Can Novi find the answers she seeks before time runs out for her? 
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    Down the rabbit hole 
 
      
 
    When Novi follows a stranger aboard a mysterious starship, she's swept up into the adventure of a lifetime …


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A stranger on Idriko 
 
      
 
      
 
    Novi stood transfixed before the oversized display screen. A stray observer might conclude that the eye-catching clips of travel destinations held her attention. The reel played in a never-ending loop to entice the well-heeled tourist looking for his next vacation. But Novi was neither well-heeled nor a tourist. Rather, her raptness was a smokescreen — the deserted Vestibule left her limited options for subterfuge. Having followed her quarry to the Shuttle Vestibule, she waited for him to make the next move. So far, the man seemed content to pass the time with the Guild Corps. The guards, attired in the Corps colors of red and yellow, were happy to answer the stranger’s questions.  
 
    The sleek masks on the guards’ faces distorted their voices but Novi didn’t fault them for being careful. Though spacious and well-kept, the Shuttle Vestibule smelled of the mine. On Idriko, it was hard to escape this. The air in the Vestibule irritated her eyes and deposited a fine layer of black dust on everything, including the sealed display screen. The suspended pollutants in Idriko’s air were known to play havoc with tech. While a masked cleaner diligently made the rounds of the Vestibule to wipe away the blackish smudges, he could not keep up with the grimy deposits.  
 
    Even Novi, Idriko bred, had trouble breathing the unfiltered air. The Shuttle Vestibule was located outside the Dome that protected the settlement on the planet. The enormous opaque Dome purified the air for its denizens. And had done so since the mine began operations almost a century before. A decade ago, as the skies over Idriko turned brackish with pollution from the mine, the Dome had commenced projecting artificially clear skies to lull its denizens into a sense of normalcy. 
 
    Idriko was a mining outpost. Or, a prison colony, depending on who you asked. Novi preferred to identify her world as a mining planet. Not because she objected to the moniker of prison colony. To her, like all the Dome denizens, the prison barely registered in their daily lives, while the miners provided an ever-present reminder of the mainstay of their outpost. The economy of the Dome ran on the mine. An artificial settlement built to cater to the miners’ wants, the Dome would empty in no time if the mine ever closed down. Rumors hinted that a few decades ago, the mine had been in danger due to a shortage of laborers willing to work in the hazardous conditions. Soon, Kuzhampa had been built — a high-security prison located on Idriko. Suddenly, the mine was no longer short of workers. Like a majority of the Inner Worlds, Idriko fell under the jurisdiction of the Guild Coalition. Both Kuzhampa Prison and the Idriko Mine were owned and operated by the Guild, while the planet’s Shuttle Vestibule and the Star Portico up in space were administered and guarded by the Coalition’s military — the Guild Corps. 
 
    The Guild Coalition was the pre-eminent conglomerate on the Inner Worlds with a broad portfolio of business interests, jurisdiction over a majority of planets and a large army to enforce its writ. Once, it had also been the richest corporation. But that position had been usurped by Ventini Corporation, or Venn Corp as it was popularly known. Unlike the Guild, Venn Corp focused on one lucrative enterprise. Its innovative and cutting-edge Star Portal Labyrinth had effectively rewritten space travel within the Inner Worlds.  
 
    Novi cast another surreptitious glance at her quarry. The stranger continued to chat with the two guards. She’d been packing the last of her gear for her off-world camping trip when her employer had informed her, in his unhurried way, about the stranger asking questions. Mandolyn Wyrento was more than her employer. He was the closest thing Novi had to a paternal presence in her life. Wy had given her mother shelter and a job when she’d come seeking sanctuary nearly two decades ago. After her mother’s passing, Novi had taken over her duties at the tavern, as well as the accommodation at the back of The Watering Hole, Wy’s popular taproom and saloon in the Dome. 
 
    The double doors behind the guards slid open and passengers poured into the Vestibule. A shuttle had just landed. No one came to Idriko for pleasure. Thus, most of the disembarking passengers seemed to know their way around, though a few paused to ask the guards for directions. The Corps soldiers pointed everyone to an archway marked ‘Dome’. Inside, a self-driving capsule provided underground passage to a terminal in downtown Dome. This way, no one breathed the poisonous air on Idriko a moment longer than they must. 
 
    As the last of the disembarking passengers made their way through the gate, the sign over it flashed ‘Shuttle Ready’. The stranger pulled out his tablet to show the guards his ticket. Novi unhitched her own tablet and hurried to get into line behind him. In the cramped shuttle, she stowed her case of camping gear to claim a seat at the front, intending to be first to disembark at the Star Portico before the stranger disappeared into the crowds.   
 
    The Portico bustled with activity. Thanks to the thriving mine, Idriko boasted one of the busiest Star Porticos in the neighborhood. The space station was laid out as a gigantic circle with gates leading out from it like the spokes of a wheel. Travelers milled about, crowding the food court, shops and leisure services. Novi hefted her gear to follow her quarry discreetly. He seemed to know his way around the Portico, heading straight for a gate to disappear through it. Novi glanced at the display above the gate. It flashed a gate number but nothing else, not even a name. That meant the docked vessel was private, not intended to carry passengers or cargo. For a brief moment, Novi speculated that it might be a prison ship ferrying prisoners to Kuzhampa. No, she realized immediately, Guild regulations forbade crafts carrying prisoners from docking at Star Porticos.  
 
    Novi pondered walking up to the craft and asking its personnel the name of the vessel. She could follow up if she had a name. Yet, she hesitated. What was the worst that might happen, a wavering Novi reminded herself. They might refuse to give her any information. Then, she’d be no worse off than before. Sometimes, being bold and taking chances paid off. It was a lesson Novi had learned from the rough and tumble pioneers who called Idriko home.  
 
    Hitching her tablet onto her belt, Novi strode confidently through the gate. The port at the end of the narrow corridor was connected to a craft. But to Novi’s surprise, no personnel guarded it. Perhaps, the craft had automatic sensors. If so, it was a sign. Or at least, Novi took it as a sign. Reaching for the antique locket around her neck, she pressed until a soft click assured her that it was disabled. She was now a shadow, able to glide through tech sensors without detection. Girding herself, Novi stepped onto the docked vessel. Just for a moment, she tensed, readying to flee back to the anonymity of the circular Portico hall.  
 
    But there were no alarms. Nor did any personnel step forward to interrogate her. Taking a deep breath, Novi glanced around the vessel’s cramped airlock. The illustration of a delicate, brightly-colored dragonfly shimmered in the air over the open archway that led into the starship. Novi almost gasped with relief.  
 
    Of all the different starcraft plying their trade in the Inner Worlds. 
 
    Here was another sign from YanTeo, Novi told herself. A few summers ago, at Wy’s suggestion, she’d crewed on a DragonFly-design cargo-hauler for three months. The stars always seemed to beckon, making Novi restless if she spent too long on Idriko.  
 
    DragonFly starships were designed with a maintenance duct that crisscrossed the perimeter of the vessel, with access to every chamber and bay on it. She could use the duct to walk the length of the craft with no one the wiser. Novi stepped cautiously into the ship — a small entryway led into the vessel from the airlock that connected it to the Portico’s docking port. The first thing to strike her was the sheer size of the starship. The cargo-hauler she’d crewed on was smaller than this vessel. Three corridors faced her, leading into the ship. Above one was the universal symbol for Space Bay. She made for it. But something, instinct perhaps, had Novi turn back to glance at the Portico gate. High above the archway that connected the airlock to the ship’s entryway was an embossed emblem — a massive gray snarling beast with glowing eyes and exposed fangs. Under it was lettering in an unfamiliar alphabet. But Novi didn’t need to decipher the script to appreciate the peril she stood in. Heart beating much too fast for comfort, she fled into the corridor towards the Space Bay. 
 
    Shyte. Shyte. Shyte. 
 
    Pirates. Outlaws. Rebels. Corsairs. Mutineers. Heretics. Apostates. The list went on. And those were only the names the Guild called them. They called themselves the Renegades. On the Rim Worlds, they were heroes — patriots and freedom fighters who’d taken on a financial and military behemoth to defend their way of life.  
 
    Believed to reign deep in the dense rainforests on the Rim Worlds, the rarely-sighted but fearsome Yedigrul beast had been the symbol of resistance for the Renegades — an apt mascot for a small and fierce outfit that had fought the larger and better-funded Guild Corps to a standstill. Five years ago, the ambitious Guild Coalition had attempted to expand into the Rim Worlds, a set of sparsely-populated systems on the outer edges of the Asteroid Ring that defined the boundaries of the Inner Worlds. But the independent-minded RimWorlders had wanted no part of the Guild. A determined Coalition had sent in the Guild Corps to conquer the worlds militarily, expecting to enforce their writ with minimal resistance. But from the tropical forests had emerged the Renegades — a ragtag collection of bounty hunters, space pirates, outlaws, spacers and local law enforcement, united together to defend the Rim Worlds. Rumor had it that even prison ships, crewed by released prisoners, had joined the fight to expel the Guild Corps from the Rim Worlds.  
 
    Novi, like many Guild citizens, was canny enough to look past the Coalition’s slick publicity campaign to discern that the war had not gone well for the Corps. Six months ago, an uneasy truce had been declared and the Guild had retreated back to the Inner Worlds to further its ambitions. Some of Novi’s cynicism about the Guild came from Wy. An outspoken critic of many Guild policies, Wy had instilled in her a healthy skepticism of corporations — they tended to put profit above the welfare of their citizens. But some of Novi’s appreciation and awe for the exploits of the legendary Renegades was a result of her Idriko upbringing. Like other provincial citizens, Idrikons could appreciate the courage, guts and sacrifice required from a motley crew of RimWorlders to take on the might and power of a professional, well-armed and massive military force, sent in to conquer them by a determined corporation. On many Inner Worlds outposts, tales still abounded of Ryfkin Soren and his Renegades — the RimWorlders who’d checked the ambitions of the powerful Guild and delivered a humiliating defeat to the Corps. The first of its kind the Guild Corps had faced in its long and illustrious history. From what she’d heard about them, Novi suspected that the ferocious Renegades would not take kindly to a Guild citizen sneaking onto their vessel.  
 
    The vast Space Bay lay deserted, with the neatly stacked and secured crates of supplies and cargo casting mysterious shadows. Renegade or not, they certainly ran a tight ship, Novi reflected approvingly. Though not new, the craft was uncluttered and sparkling clean. This was no ordinary starship. She’d never set foot on a Star Cruiser before, but the size of the Space Bay confirmed it for her. Facing the massive space door, which gave the Bay its name, was a large console built into the wall, up on a small platform accessed by a set of stairs. She made for the space door. Adjacent to it would be an access to the maintenance duct. Thanks to its DragonFly design, Novi knew her way around the ship.  
 
    Retrieving her flashlight from her camping gear, she strapped it on her wristband, to locate the hatch cover that sealed the access. Unclipping the cover expertly in the dimly lit Bay, Novi swung her light into the access hatch. The passage lay empty and silent. Novi paused for a final second to reconsider the enormous risk of her venture. YanTeo had sent her a couple of signs but this was a Renegade vessel. Yet, the questions kept piling up for Novi. The stranger asking questions had a picture with him. Why would anyone look for Hirona after this long, she wondered? What did it have to do with a Star Cruiser that sailed with a Renegade mascot displayed proudly above the entryway? What was a craft with a Yedigrul doing on a planet under Guild jurisdiction? The man she’d followed aboard was an InnerWorlder — what was his connection to a Renegade Cruiser and Hirona? No, Novi determined, she must attempt to discover what was afoot. And whether it posed a threat to her. 
 
    Decision made, Novi swung her case in first before scrambling in. Of medium height, her petite frame fit into the passage easily. Though a taller person might have trouble squeezing through. As the hatch cover clicked shut behind her, faint light beckoned her up ahead. Pushing her case before her on all fours, Novi made for the light. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The mysterious ship 
 
      
 
      
 
    The passage ended at a walkway where inset lights provided adequate illumination. This was the maintenance duct with room to stand and move about easily. Novi unfurled from her crouch to glance around her. A jumble of wires lay coiled beside a toolbox, while tech and vent systems lined the walkway. Stashing her case by the toolbox, Novi switched off her flashlight to go hunting for the Cruiser’s control room. This would be the nerve center of the starship — the bridge, in a traditional ship used to travel over water. 
 
    It proved surprisingly easy to locate. The widest access passage from the walkway led Novi to Cruiser Control. A hatch on the roof of the rectangular-shaped room allowed access to the maintenance duct. Novi lay flat to peer down into the chamber, careful to make no sound. With the Cruiser docked, any noise would carry easily to the room below. Light flooded into the passage from the well-lit Cruiser Control through the translucent panel cover. It was enough for Novi to see the small patch of controls on the cover. Grateful to YanTeo for watching over her, she set to work on the controls. Within moments, the cover turned transparent, enabling Novi to spy on the room below. Directly under her was the distinctly-shaped Command Seat, fully equipped as befitted a Star Cruiser. It sat empty. She strained to peer around the Seat, her line of sight somewhat restricted, and could see two people in the chamber. Seated as they were, she could only eye the tops of their heads. They worked silently, without exchanging a word.  
 
    Moving away, Novi strode down the walkway again, until the murmur of voices drew her. This time, the access hatch ended at an air vent. The gap between the vents allowed the voices to carry easily to her. Novi adjusted the vents carefully until she could peer into the chamber. Located high up on a wall, the vent provided a good vantage point. Though she could view only some of the chamber, luck seemed to favor her. Facing Novi was the stranger she’d trailed onto the Cruiser.  
 
    Jackpot.  
 
    Praise YanTeo. 
 
    “There’s no hide nor hair of her, Boss. I checked the mine employment records, the Dome accommodations and asked around the local businesses. Nary a flicker of recognition. Even did a round of the taverns.” 
 
    He seemed to be speaking to someone seated directly under the vent. Novi’s position made it difficult to see the seated person.  
 
    The stranger grinned. “For an outpost this size, it sure has a lot of taprooms” he remarked.  
 
    The smile seemed to light up his dour face. Novi had taken him to be in his mid-thirties, but now she realized that he was much younger. Probably just a few years older than her. 
 
    “This outpost owes its livelihood to the mine, Jerik. If it’s anything like other Guild operations, the miners need plentiful and frequent alcohol.”  
 
    Novi tried to peer down the vent. The stranger’s employer spoke in a low, deep, masculine voice with a lilting exotic accent. She’d heard her fair share of different intonations on Idriko, on her travels in the Inner Worlds and during her months on the cargo-hauler. But nothing remotely like the seated man’s unusual cadences. 
 
    As Novi’s eyes wandered the chamber, the mystery seemed to deepen. Though she could only view a portion of it, the room was large and luxuriously furnished. Across her was an oversized console, inset into the wall. Facing it was a dining table with two chairs. Fruit, ripe and perfectly formed, lay piled atop a basket on the table. Fresh fruit was a luxury few Guild citizens could dream of. She could also see one corner of a huge bed, with a rich silk coverlet draped over it. And directly below the vent were a pair of expensive-looking leather chairs, eschewed by the stranger who stood talking to the hidden man with the deep voice and exotic accent. The stranger, with the picture of Hirona, had referred to the seated man as his employer. Novi concluded that the unusually large quarters belonged to the owner of the vessel. That might explain the signs of prosperity in the chamber.  
 
    “The mine was uncooperative until I showed them the special authorization” the stranger explained. “Then, they stumbled over themselves to open their files to me, Boss.” 
 
    Who were these men, Novi wondered? The stranger talked of special privileges on a Guild facility. The Cruiser seemed more prosperous than the bare-bones crafts the Renegades had been rumored to fight in. And Novi knew no Renegade ship could possess the authority to demand that a Guild business open up its records. Perhaps, the vessel had changed hands to a prosperous owner who’d kept the Yedigrul embossed into the Cruiser’s entryway. Novi frowned at the thought. No one, vessel or person, could survive on the Inner Worlds without dealing with the Coalition. The Guild controlled the Inner Worlds. And Novi couldn’t envisage a Guild official doing business with a craft that proudly displayed the Renegade emblem. The Renegades had humiliated the Coalition and the Guild would never forget it. 
 
    “A dead end?” inquired the stranger’s employer in his lilting accent.  
 
    “Aye, Boss. There’s nothing here” the man said confidently. 
 
    Praise YanTeo. 
 
    Relief flooded Novi. She was in the clear. Her gamble to spy on the stranger had paid off. Whoever these men were, they seemed ready to strike Idriko off their list. Though why anyone had come looking for Hirona decades later was a mystery. One she must shelve for now, Novi decided. 
 
    A buzzer echoed in the chamber, as a voice with the same lilting accent as the seated man filled it. 
 
    “Venn Corp for you, Cap’n.” 
 
    Novi’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. He was the Captain, not the owner. The designation seemed to suggest that this was not a private craft. It must be a trade vessel of some kind, because it definitely did not look military. But a Star Cruiser was overkill for a trade vessel. Also, no military craft in the Inner Worlds would dare display the Renegade mascot so prominently.  
 
    Then, the rest of the disembodied message struck Novi forcibly.  
 
    Venn Corp. What the Zeuf! 
 
    Since when does a Venn Corp ship sail with a Yedigrul? 
 
    Venn Corp had been founded twenty years ago by popular archaeologist and explorer, Zufon Ventini. Before establishing the corporation, Ventini had shot to fame on the Inner Worlds when a StarVision camera crew had followed the Guild-funded adventurer on an expedition. The live broadcast of Ventini’s adventures had whetted the InnerWorlders’ collective imaginations, making the hard-charging, ambitious and dashing Zufon Ventini a household name before he founded Ventini Corporation. 
 
    “Patch it to my console” directed the Captain in his lilting deep voice. 
 
    Novi had seen Venn Corp personnel in their snazzy orange and gold uniforms with the embossed lightning bolt to represent the alphabet Z for the founder, Zufon Ventini. The man in the chamber was attired in plain clothes, not Venn Corp livery. Novi pursed her lips. Why on Idriko would Venn Corp employees have special privileges on a Guild-owned mine? The Guild Coalition and Venn Corp were competitors. For now, since they focused on different ventures, the rivalry had not led to any clashes. But Wy believed that sooner than later, the Guild would fight a war with Venn Corp. The Guild Coalition had never been a shrinking violet. And it would not give up its economic, military and political domination over the Inner Worlds without a fight.   
 
    The stranger facing her moved to exit the room as his seated employer stood up. The back of his head moved into view first. As he strode to the console on the wall, Novi’s eyes widened. Huge and well-built, with dark hair worn longer than an InnerWorlder, he was dressed in a simple gray shirt over dark trousers tucked into boots. The rolled-up shirt sleeves served to accentuate the powerful forearms and the swarthy skin covered with a fine dusting of hair. 
 
    RimWorlder.   
 
    Before Novi could react, the console blinked on and a vaguely familiar face filled it. In his mid-thirties, the man was attired in a sharp suit with a neatly-pressed handkerchief in his left pocket that displayed the lightning-bolt shaped insignia of Venn Corp. 
 
    “Captain” the sharply-dressed man on the console addressed the RimWorlder respectfully. 
 
    “Mr. Ventini” the Captain greeted him. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    This was not Zufon Ventini, Novi knew. For one, he was too young. Plus, pictures of the great man were plastered on advertisements for the Labyrinth all over the Inner Worlds. Even outposts like Idriko had not escaped the barrage of publicity. This must be the son, Zedak Ventini, she concluded. 
 
    “Father says you’re on a mission for him, Captain?” 
 
    “We’ve concluded the task, Mr. Ventini. It was a dead end. No one’s seen the woman on Idriko or any of the neighboring outposts.” 
 
    Shyte. It’s Venn Corp that’s asking questions about Hirona. 
 
    The Captain’s answer did not seem to surprise Zedak Ventini. Novi took that as a good sign. They hadn’t expected to discover Hirona on Idriko.  
 
    “In that case, I’ve a couple of jobs if you’re interested, Captain?”  
 
    So, the Cruiser worked for Venn Corp, was captained by a RimWorlder and flew the Renegade emblem. Hmm, Novi mused, perhaps the RimWorlder had fought as a Renegade or believed in their cause. That might explain the mascot on the entryway. 
 
    “What jobs?” the Captain inquired. 
 
    No, Novi corrected herself. The Cruiser worked with Venn Corp, not for them. The deference in Zedak Ventini’s manner towards the RimWorlder Captain made it evident that this vessel did not take orders from Venn Corp.  
 
    “Escort duty for some rare artifacts from father’s latest expedition” Ventini explained. “Nothing time sensitive. Just the usual safe transport to Headquarters.” 
 
    While Venn Corp made money hand over fist with its Star Portal Labyrinth, it was common knowledge that Zufon Ventini continued his expeditions on the side. But Venn Corp, like other corporations, employed its own private military — Ventini Guards. So, why would Venn Corp hire others to escort their precious cargo, Novi wondered. Plus, Zedak Ventini’s remarks made it clear that Venn Corp had used the Captain to transport their artifacts before.  
 
    “The second enterprise is delicate and requires someone with your touch, Captain” Zedak Ventini continued.  
 
    The Captain said nothing.  
 
    But whatever the Ventini heir glimpsed on the RimWorlder’s face must have satisfied him for Zedak looked pleased. “Retrieving an escaped prisoner.”  
 
    “A bounty contract?” the RimWorlder asked.  
 
    Though the man’s voice did not betray much, Novi had the feeling that the Captain was surprised. 
 
    “With a difference” Ventini answered. “We won’t pay if he’s dead. But if you bring him in alive, Venn Corp will pay bounty. Also, if you provide intel that helps us catch him, we’ll pay handsomely. Seven figures, Captain.” 
 
    Behind the vent, Novi went bug-eyed at the sum.  
 
    Seven figures for retrieving an escaped prisoner. Must be a hugely important one. 
 
    “What’s he done?” asked the Captain, echoing Novi’s thoughts. 
 
    “It’s not what he’s done, but what he is. A Synth working to raise an army.” Zedak Ventini shrugged. “Dead, he becomes a martyr to the cause. But alive, he’ll provide us intel on other Synths.”  
 
    Synthetics had been cropping up on the Inner Worlds in the last decade. Novi wasn’t sure what made them dangerous, but she’d never encountered one. Or perhaps, she had without knowing it. With the prevailing rampant prejudice against Synths, she doubted anyone would voluntarily advertise it.  
 
    Again, the Captain said nothing. His silence pushed the man on the console into further speech. 
 
    “This is nothing like the Rim Worlds, Captain” Ventini assured him persuasively. “They’re not fighting to save their homes from invaders. They’re demanding special privileges for Synths on the Inner Worlds.” 
 
    This time, the Captain was blunt. 
 
    “Why does Venn Corp care about Guild citizens demanding privileges, Mr. Ventini?” the RimWorlder asked evenly. 
 
    Zedak Ventini pursed his lips, looking grave. “This is highly classified, Captain. I would appreciate it if you kept it to yourself. Venn Corp has credible intel that the Synths plan to blow up Star Portals and disrupt Guild Corps movement. That puts Venn Corp property at risk and we’d like to get ahead of the threat.” 
 
    The Star Portals were Venn Corps’ prized assets. The technology had made them the richest corporation on the Inner Worlds in a dizzyingly short time. Connected in a mesh called the Star Portal Labyrinth, the portals used wormhole technology to tunnel ships through space at incredible speeds. What had taken the fastest vessel a matter of weeks, and sometimes months, could now be travelled in the blink of an eye. Venn Corp had four of these Star Portals in operation on the Inner Worlds. They were expensive but the Guild had the money to pay for portal travel. Novi understood that bringing down a Star Portal would disrupt the Coalition by delaying the Corps from responding to trouble in the farthest reaches of their territory.  
 
    “I’ll think about it, Mr. Ventini.” The Captain was noncommittal. 
 
    “Good.” The man on the console seemed content. “We’ll pay the usual fee for transporting the artifacts, Captain. Venn Corp will transfer half the payment now and the rest after delivery. Shall I tell father to expect you?” 
 
    “Yes” the Captain confirmed. 
 
    “You have unlimited privileges on SPL, Captain. Use the portals as you see fit.” 
 
    The RimWorlder was tight with Venn Corp, Novi realized to her bemusement. Venn Corp wasn’t even charging his Cruiser for traveling the Labyrinth. Corporations were rarely that generous, even to their closest allies. 
 
    “This Synth” the Captain interjected abruptly. “What prison did he break out of?” 
 
    “Serak Vedino broke out of Kuzhampa five days ago. Since then, he’s been sighted in the Badlands near the Azunti system.” 
 
    So, the Synth had escaped the prison on Idriko to hide out in the Asteroid Ring. Novi knew the Ring was referred to as the Badlands, due to the dangerous conditions and the enormous difficulty of navigating through the hurtling asteroids.  
 
    “I hope you agree to take on the bounty, Captain. You’re the best man for the job. And Venn Corp likes doing business with you.” 
 
    The console went dark as Zedak Ventini signed off. For a moment, the Captain stood motionless, seemingly lost in thought, before he activated his Hailer. It routed through the speakers in his quarters, rather than his earpiece.  
 
    “Jeryn” a woman’s voice with the same lilting cadences as the Captain answered the communicator.  
 
    Another RimWorlder, like the Captain. 
 
    “Need a word, Zin” the Captain said briefly, with an easy familiarity. 
 
    “Be right over” she signed off. 
 
    As the last of her words echoed through the chamber, the Captain turned to face the vent. Novi’s jaw slackened in shock, as she took in the strong hard-planed face with silver eyes that seemed to glow like a beacon amidst the jet-black hair and tan skin. 
 
    He’s not any Renegade. He’s the Renegade — Ryfkin Soren himself. 
 
    The man who brought the Guild to its knees. 
 
    Ryfkin Soren was rumored to have unusual light eyes, an anomaly for the large-framed, dark-haired, dark-skinned and dark-eyed RimWorlders — a physical contrast to the shorter, light-skinned, bright-haired and light-eyed InnerWorlders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adrift 
 
      
 
      
 
    A woman entered the room to greet the Captain. Tall and slim, she was attired similarly to the Renegade — in a plain shirt over trousers tucked into scuffed boots. Her abundant dark hair lay coiled neatly at her nape. The RimWorlders were built on generous lines, Novi reflected. Tall as the RimWorlder male was, the woman came nearly to his chin. 
 
    “Mihado?” he offered. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do” she answered. 
 
    The Captain disappeared from Novi’s view. Mihado came from the Rim Worlds, liquor from a palm fruit found in their rainforests. Novi had never tasted it but was aware that it was strong stuff. Mihado was rumored to be very much an acquired taste.  
 
    The Captain reappeared with two rustic goblets made of palm husk, to hold one out to his guest. She turned slightly to face him. Both in profile to Novi now, they raised their goblets in unison. 
 
    “RenWelders unite” she said. 
 
    There was a note in her voice that puzzled the watching girl. Nevertheless, the words sent a chill down Novi’s spine. This had once been the rallying cry for the Renegades fighting to expel the Guild from the Rim Worlds. It was akin to history unfolding before her eyes.  
 
    The woman had been a Renegade too, Novi realized. A Renegade close to the legendary leader. There was an easy familiarity between them and their body language around each other spoke of ease. The Captain had not been as informal with the InnerWorlder he’d dispatched to Idriko to ask questions. 
 
    He gestured to the chairs by the vent and the woman’s face came into view. Novi’s eyes widened. The RimWorlder was the most beautiful woman Novi had ever seen. Large dark eyes set in a smooth oval face with perfectly symmetric features, the woman was almost impossibly gorgeous. The hair, pulled back into a severe chignon at her nape, threw the lovely bones of her face into prominence.  
 
    The Captain retook his previous seat directly below the vent and his guest seated herself across from him. Novi scrutinized the woman’s face carefully. Something, a strong emotion, seemed to hold the woman in its grip — her face appeared like a beautiful frozen mask. The dark eyes were blank with smooth skin stretched tight over the cheekbones, as if she were under tremendous stress. At first glance, the woman’s spectacular beauty had cloaked it, but now Novi could discern the subtle signs of a strong emotion held in check, almost by an act of sheer will. 
 
    “Zedak Ventini offered us a bounty contract” the Captain said in his deep voice with the lilting cadences. 
 
    The woman’s eyebrow arched slightly. Novi couldn’t tell whether it was surprise or pleasure or something else altogether. 
 
    “A bounty with a difference” he explained. “Venn Corp only pays if we bring him in alive or provide intel that leads to his capture.” 
 
    “What bounty are they offering?” she asked. 
 
    “Seven figures for intel. More for bringing him in.” 
 
    “Feckin’ Hadis” she muttered under her breath, clearly taken aback.  
 
    Novi smiled. The RimWorlder had a mouth on her. One that belied the icy immaculate beauty of her face. 
 
    “The terms are unusual, Ryf” she acknowledged. “But you and I have gone after stranger bounty before.” 
 
    Her eyes scanned his face as he remained silent.  
 
    “What is it that has you leery?” she asked shrewdly. 
 
    “It’s fishy as Hadis, Zin.” 
 
    Her face softened, as the frozen mask relaxed just a tad. These two were fond of each other, Novi surmised. Perhaps, even lovers. 
 
    “Then, it probably is gnarly, Ryf. I’d trust your instincts any day.”  
 
    Her eyes showed emotion. “Many times, it’s what separated us from death and defeat.”  
 
    She’s talking about the war. 
 
    “When you put it like that, Zin” the Captain drawled. “I admit the Soren instincts are feckin’ screaming.” 
 
    “Tell me.” She leaned back to settle into the chair. 
 
    “The bounty is for an escaped prisoner from Kuzhampa.” 
 
    She looked puzzled. “The prison on Idriko?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But that’s a high security Guild prison.”  
 
    He agreed with her. “Ventini says the man is a Synth they want alive for the details on an army he’s raising.” 
 
    The woman did not hesitate. “I know you, Ryf. You asked Zedak Ventini to his face why he cares about a Guild prisoner raising an army against the Coalition.” 
 
    “You know me too well, Zin. It gets stranger. Ventini claims they have intel about Synth plans to blow up their Star Portals.” 
 
    “How might that benefit the Synt …” She paused as it struck her. “It would hamper the Guild Corps chasing Synth ships. Level the playing field a bit.”  
 
    Novi grasped what she meant. No Synth vessel could afford portal travel. This gave the Guild a clear edge. The Labyrinth was expensive. 
 
    “I won’t cavil with that. It’s the intel that’s gnarly, Zin.” 
 
    The woman gave an elegant snort that indicated her derision. “Venn Corp has no intel. The Guards prance around like peacocks in their fancy livery but cannot protect a shipment of Zufon Ventini’s artifacts. Where would they get any intel on Synths!” 
 
    Behind the vent, Novi arched an eyebrow. The woman made no bones of her skepticism and poor opinion of Venn Corp’s private forces. These RimWorlders were canny, she mused. Not easily seduced by Venn Corp dangling a pile of money before them. Perhaps, the brutal five year war to fight off a corporate invasion of their homelands had left its mark on the RimWorlders. Novi had heard that no corporations held sway on the Rim Worlds. With a few exceptions, the worlds on the outer edges of the Asteroid Ring were ruled by a local tribal system.  
 
    The Captain did not disagree with his guest. Instead, he surprised Novi with his words.  
 
    “I’ve had suspicions for a while that Venn Corp and the Guild are getting into bed together. Jerik said the authorization Ventini gave us had the Idriko Mine jumping to co-operate.” 
 
    “What do you suspect, Ryf?” she asked, her eyes searching his face. 
 
    “That the Guild fed this information about the Synth to Venn Corp, knowing fully well that any threat to the Star Portals would have Ventini put their best assets on it.”  
 
    The woman frowned. “We’re Venn Corp’s best assets.”  
 
    “We are, Zin” the Captain affirmed, without hesitation. “And I’d wager the Guild knows it. For some reason, the Coalition wants this Synth caught alive. They know we can bring him in. They’re using Venn Corp to hire us to do their dirty work.” 
 
    “You’re right, Ryf” she said promptly. “The bounty is gnarly. I want no truck with the Gorath.” 
 
    Yes, Novi mused, to the RimWorlders, the Guild was the personification of he who was believed to occupy Hadis. Probably worse, in fact. The devil, at least, needed an invitation to meddle. The Guild had required none to invade the Rim Worlds. Hadis was the Rim Worlds’ equivalent of Hell — what the InnerWorlders called Zeuf.  
 
    “The thing is” the Captain paused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious why the Guild wants this Synth so badly, Zin?”  
 
    “The Guild was just handed its first defeat in a century, Ryf. By the RenWelders. They’re leery of disaffected InvunWelders threatening their dominance here.” 
 
    “Perhaps” the Captain said, his tone hinting at his skepticism. 
 
    Even Novi knew that the Synths, persecuted, on the run, and with little resources to call upon, were no threat to the financial or military might of the Guild. Not unless the Synths’ circumstances changed drastically. 
 
    “The Coalition risks much by manipulating them” he reminded her. “If Ventini gets suspicious, the Guild’s courtship of Venn Corp comes crashing down.”  
 
    “It’s not much of a gamble” she countered. “The Guild remains the most powerful entity, by far, on either side of the Asteroid Ring.” 
 
    The RimWorlders might have defeated the Guild, but they didn’t underestimate the might and influence of the Coalition. Good, Novi mused approvingly, it would keep them vigilant and on their toes. 
 
    “Yes” the Captain admitted. “But don’t underestimate what losing access to the SPL means for the Coalition. The Guild needs the Labyrinth to oversee its empire, Zin. They’ve planted their flag on far-flung reaches of the Invun Welds they could never covet were it not for the portals.” 
 
    The woman looked arrested by his argument. “Hmm, if they’re willing to risk portal travel, they must be desperate” she murmured. 
 
    “Without the ability to jump, the Guild risks a rebellion in the distant corners of their territory” he reiterated pensively.  
 
    The woman straightened. “What are you thinking, Ryf?”  
 
    “That if there’s a rebellion to be started, I want to light the spark.” 
 
    Her lips twisted. “You’ll get no arguments from me. I’m all in to fan any flames against the Gorath.” 
 
    “But how do we untangle this thread?” she asked him. 
 
    “Go to the Badlands and ask this Synth why the Guild wants him” the Captain said promptly. 
 
    “He’s in the Badlands?” 
 
    “By the Azunti system, per Ventini’s information.” 
 
    “There have been rumors of Synth ships in the Badlands” the RimWorlder woman acceded. 
 
    “Well, if Ventini’s information about Azunti came from the Guild too, then they’ve just shown us a way to contact the Synth.” 
 
    For a few minutes, there was silence. Novi couldn’t tell what was going on, except that the woman studied her male companion. 
 
    “You think it’s time, Ryf?” she asked softly. 
 
    “About time to start prodding for vulnerabilities, Zin.” His voice hardened. “The Guild wants this Synth because he knows something — there’s no bounty for his death.” 
 
    “It’s been six months” she said, the blank dark eyes glowing in her face. 
 
    “The Edhoran Accord says nothing about exposing the Guild’s dirty secrets” he remarked. 
 
    She nodded mutely, her eyes on him. 
 
    He raised his goblet. “Justice.” 
 
    She raised her goblet without a word and the grief on her face had Novi swallowing her gasp. 
 
    For a moment, they sipped their mihado in silence. 
 
    “Now what, Ryf?” she asked. 
 
    “I tell Ventini that we’ll case the Badlands for the Synth, but no guarantees. He’s eager enough to buy it.”  
 
    It was clear to Novi that the Captain had put a lot of thought into his decision. 
 
    “We’ll cruise the Ring by Azunti, see if anyone’s willing to carry a message to the Synth” he continued. 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    “That Ryfkin Soren is interested in a meeting” he said. 
 
    “The name alone might pique his interest.” 
 
    “I hope so, Zin. The Labyrinth will cut our journey to Azunti by weeks and we have privileges on it. If Ventini checks the portal logs, he’ll assume I went hunting for the Synth.” 
 
    “They’re giving us free access again?” she asked. 
 
    “Like you said, we’re their best assets, Zin. Venn Corp needs us.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to them, Ryf. If they hadn’t come looking for us, we wouldn’t be here” the woman said. 
 
    Novi wondered at the RimWorlder woman’s cryptic statement. Zin sounded eager to venture into Guild territory. After the long and hard-fought battle to keep the Coalition off their planets, she’d assumed that the RimWorlders would want to enjoy their Guild-free existence. 
 
    “After, we sail to Zufon Ventini’s dig” the Captain said. “To ferry artifacts.” 
 
    “It’s the easiest money we make, Ryf. I’m not complaining. Feels good to sleep on something soft, with a ready meal when I want it and plenty of hot water for washing.” 
 
    She sighed. “And no bad news to dread.”  
 
    Novi could sense the woman’s palpable emotions. The ceasefire had come into effect only six months ago. These RimWorlders were still mourning their losses from the brutal war, she realized. 
 
    The Captain changed the subject. “You miss bounty hunting, Zin?” 
 
    “It’s what we grew up with” she confessed. “And are feckin’ good at.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking” Soren mused aloud. “Not every corporation in the Invun Welds is like the Guild. Many are smaller, with ill-equipped private forces. They could benefit from our services. Perhaps, it’s time we offered to work for others, not just Venn Corp.” 
 
    “I’m game, Ryf” the woman agreed, almost eagerly. 
 
    “I’ll put the word out that we’re open to other offers.” 
 
    “Just not the Guild” she said emotionlessly 
 
    “Never the Guild.” The Captain’s lilting voice hardened again. 
 
    For a few breaths, the woman sipped her mihado silently. 
 
    “Still trouble sleeping?” he asked quietly. 
 
    The woman shot him a look before glancing away. “It’s better, Ryf. Don’t worry about me so.” 
 
    “Who will I worry about, Zin, if not you?” the Captain countered lightly. 
 
    Her expression softened again, the tightly-stretched skin of her face relaxing in a subtle indication of her affection and ease with the RimWorlder Captain. 
 
    “I’m eager to go hunting again, like the old times. But it won’t be the same without him.” The Captain’s voice was poignant. 
 
    Her dark eyes showed emotion. “No, it won’t.”  
 
    There was a quiet despair in her voice that struck Novi, though the woman continued to look blank and emotionless. 
 
    “Give it time, Zin.”  
 
    The familiar sound of a buzzer echoed through the chamber. 
 
    “Cap’n” greeted a lilting male RimWorlder voice. 
 
    “All aboard, Kali?” Soren asked. 
 
    “Aye, Cap’n.” 
 
    “To the Star Portal.” 
 
    “Right away, Cap’n.” 
 
    Shyte. Shyte. They’re leaving Idriko. 
 
    Novi scrambled, scurrying down the passage to the walkway. Then, almost sprinting down the walkway to the hatch into Space Bay. Stopping only to collect her case from beside the toolbox, Novi hurried through the passage she’d originally climbed through. As she reached the access panel in the Bay, the Cruiser seemed to lurch slightly. In the confined space, its effect on Novi was exaggerated.  
 
    No, no, no. Please YanTeo. Buy me just a few seconds to get off this ship. 
 
    Novi abandoned her camping gear in the hatch to leap down into the Bay. But something, a subtle vibration under her feet, told her that it was already too late. She’d been on enough crafts to recognize the vibrations of a slow-moving vessel. Novi hurried across the Bay to the console platform. There were sensors embedded in the hangar’s space door.   
 
    Novi’s heart, already thumping hard, sank as the feed from the Bay door flashed on the console. The Cruiser had undocked from the Star Portico and was moving away. The receding lights of the Portico docks twinkled faintly through the swirling blackness of space. Dread unfurled at the pit of her stomach.  
 
    There goes Idriko. Watch over me, YanTeo.  
 
    Should have left when I got what I came for. Always too curious for my own good! 
 
    Now, she was a stowaway on a Renegade Cruiser heading for the Badlands, in search of a Synth with a Guild bounty on his head. Novi reflected gloomily that on a good day, even a single prospect of the litany that confronted her would be enough to doom her. Of course, combined together, it put her in a colossally catastrophic position. Yet, she had no recourse except to bide her time and wait for an opportunity to present itself. Hopefully, the Cruiser would dock again at a Portico where she might make her escape.  
 
    As Novi crossed the Bay to scramble back through the access hatch, she felt a pang. It would be nice to tell Wy that she’d seen the legendary Ryfkin Soren in person. Well, more or less in person, she amended silently. But Wy would not worry about her. She was slated to be off Idriko for ten days. He wouldn’t expect to hear from her. Only after, would Wy make inquiries about a missing employee. 
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    Saakshi surrendered to temptation, casting a surreptitious glance at the large gray-skinned male seated at a distant table. An aura of danger and unapproachability radiated from him, his aloof mien a stark contrast to the good-natured bonhomie of the other patrons in the alehouse. The corner table, away from the crowds and shaded by the awning branches of an artificial tree that bordered the Promenade, served to accentuate his distance from the other customers. She suspected that the table had been carefully selected to allow him his solitude. A brief lull in the mad crush of patrons to Trader Pik’s provided a welcome respite to the overworked server girls. It allowed Saakshi to rest her aching feet, catch her breath and restock the bar with clean goblets before the next horde of customers swamped them again. She also used the opportunity to sneak a quick peek at the Hadari’Kor male. As she had half expected, the alien male’s dark eyes rested on her. As their gazes tangled, Saakshi’s heart gave an uncomfortable lurch. She glanced away hurriedly, snapping her eyes back to the bar to resume polishing the goblets vigorously. 
 
    He was fairly blatant in his regard, seemingly unconcerned with hiding it from his fellow patrons carousing in the alehouse. Pik’s was laid out like a half moon with the identically shaped bar she stood behind as its epicenter. The open seating area circling the bar offered Pik’s patrons a view of the Promenade, as well as tables tucked away in the corners to afford more privacy. The Promenade was the main thoroughfare on the space station and tended to be noisy as well as busy most days – this was a station that never slept. The Trade Sphere hummed with activity throughout the day, its strategic location in neutral space driving a steady flow of traffic to it from all corners of Sector Araloka. This was his third visit to Pik’s this week – she’d been keeping count. He had patronized this particular alehouse on the station a few times a week since the second week Saakshi had commenced work here. That had been a little over two months ago.  
 
    Over time, she’d managed to glean a few details from his regular visits to the alehouse. He always timed his visits to coincide with her work hours, usually striding in by himself but occasionally accompanied by another Hadari’Kor male. He always seated himself at a table away from the crowds but assigned to the other server girl. Since Pik insisted that his girls work in pairs, there were at least two server girls on duty all the time. And he always drank Terilian ale – a pale liquid that, Saakshi knew from personal experience, burnt a fiery path as it slid down tongue and throat. He kept to himself, seemingly content to spend his time at the alehouse in silent contemplation or in quiet conversation with his occasional companion. And he watched her. Pura, how he watched her! The intense black gaze followed her as she went about her tasks at the alehouse, observing her with an intent Saakshi had been unable to decipher.  
 
    A single hostile glare from those dark eyes was enough to deter any patron who dared to approach him. She’d hear occasional whispers of HadKor around him, but he never let on if it bothered him. Saakshi rather thought it didn’t. She had never felt threatened in any way by the intense gaze. The other server girls would occasionally tease Saakshi about her silent admirer, but they all agreed on one thing: he epitomized their ideal customer. He made sure to buy a steady stream of drinks, never attempted to harass any of the server girls and always tipped generously. Life would be a lot easier for the server girls if more patrons followed his example. Over time, Saakshi had learnt to ignore the heavy-lidded dark eyes that followed her intently. But in recent weeks, she could swear that she was starting to see his hot gaze in her dreams.  
 
    A sudden commotion at the entrance to the alehouse drew Saakshi’s attention. Four Ketaari males had just walked in and seemed poised to seat themselves at a table assigned to her. 
 
    “Sons of swines” Saakshi muttered under her breath, exchanging a look with the other server girl. Enara, who was Budheya like her, could well appreciate her sentiments. 
 
    Engrossed in silent condemnation of the Ketaari with Enara, Saakshi almost missed the Ketaari male who’d broken away from his entourage to head her way. A brief glance at the familiar face was enough to spur Saakshi to stoop down hastily, hoping the wide five-foot high bar would hide her from the Ketaari. Her heart pounded as she hugged the floor, praying that the Ketaari hadn’t caught a good glimpse of her. The Ketaari male’s footsteps halted on the other side of the bar, directly across from where she crouched, her heart filled with dread. The seconds droned on, the Ketaari male making no move to rejoin his entourage. From her sanctuary behind the bar, a desperate Saakshi implored Enara with a muted gesture to attend to the Ketaari. She barely knew the other server but was counting on Enara’s Budheya heritage to comprehend the situation. Over time, most Budheya had learnt to inculcate the instinct necessary to gauge the intentions of the Ketaari. And some had even perfected the art of dodging the attentions and demands of the Ketaari who ruled over their world. After all, the lessons were imperative to their very survival. That is how the Budheya had survived a hundred and fifty years of servitude to the Ketaari; helped along by a nascent but resilient resistance movement. 
 
    From her crouched position behind the bar, Saakshi watched Enara walk over reluctantly to come to a stand beside her.  
 
    “What may I serve you at Trader Pik’s?” Enara asked the Ketaari male, polite and formal to a tee.  
 
    “I want the other Budh female” demanded the arrogant male voice. 
 
    Enara’s expression tightened for an instant before she turned her back on the male to walk away. Saakshi guessed that Enara’s stiffness was a result of a rude gesture from the Ketaari male. It could also be the derogatory way he’d referred to them as Budh, one of the myriad ways the Ketaari had perfected the art of degrading the Budheya people.  
 
    Saakshi directed a glance full of mingled gratitude and apology at Enara and took a deep breath to steady herself before standing up to face the Ketaari. He bared his large teeth at her in a predatory attempt at a smile. Saakshi gazed back at him silently, all expression carefully blanked out. 
 
    “You look very familiar, Budh. Where have I seen you before?” he remarked, more as a query to himself than her. 
 
    Saakshi cursed her luck silently. The hand that clutched the underside of the bar turned white with strain even as she struggled to not reveal any sign of her anxiety. The Ketaari’s eyes raked her upper body, the only part of her not concealed by the bar she stood behind. His eyes roved over the sun-kissed olive-toned skin, the abundant dark hair that fell to her shoulders in waves and the too-thin body dressed in the form-fitting uniform of Trader Pik’s server girls. The uniform was a garish one-shouldered red and gold top worn over red trousers. The fabric gathered in a subtle knot over the right shoulder to cover her right arm, leaving her left shoulder and arm bare. It was designed to allow the sleeve over her right arm to conceal the broad ownership bracelet she was obligated to wear on that wrist.  
 
    Saakshi forced herself to stand unflinching under the leering gaze of the Ketaari male until his eyes fell on the intricately woven tenar mesh armband she wore high on her left bicep to identify her Pura. The Ketaari had banned all religious expression on Budheyasta. On her home world, Saakshi was not allowed to wear her armband, but on this space station, she wore it with Pik’s permission. When Pik had bought her prison contract, she’d requested to be allowed to wear the symbol of her religious house openly like her un-subjugated ancestors had once done. The Ketaari male’s expression tightened with anger at the sight of her pura tenar band, and Saakshi gave up the façade of nonchalance to wrap her arms defensively around herself. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked in Alliance Standard, abandoning any pretense at politeness.  
 
    Her words caused the male’s eyes to snap from her armband back to her face. 
 
    “What is your name, Budh?” he demanded in Ketar, the language every Budheya child was forced to learn, per the laws of the Budh-Ketaari Empire. 
 
    Saakshi remained silent, not trusting the next words out of her mouth.  
 
    The male leaned his stocky body over the bar to invade her personal space. He spoke again in Ketar, more forcefully this time. 
 
    “What is your name, female?” 
 
    “Saakshi neh Merama tik Ulmik pura Bedana” she answered proudly. 
 
    The Ketaari threw back his head to laugh uproariously with genuine amusement. 
 
    “You Budh are hilarious. Two centuries of being trodden under Ketaari feet has not stopped you from clinging to your useless old traditions” he gasped out, amidst his laughter. The pale blue eyes glowed in the pasty face, his forehead ridges standing out in stark contrast to the rest of his oddly smooth facial skin.  
 
    “What do I care about your family or religious affiliation? The rebels have gotten one thing right. They’ve dropped the song and dance to adopt simpler names” he remarked, his face still lit up by amusement. 
 
    Duh, the rebels shorten their names to be anonymous and prevent bringing down any Ketaari recriminations on their families or religious houses. What a clueless son of swine! 
 
    “Speaking of rebels, I think I finally remember you” he retorted. “You used to run with Tilabok’s cell. Your little group imagined itself quite a thorn in my side, I know. Fancy meeting you here - what a small universe it is.” 
 
    Saakshi’s heart sank – she’d so hoped he wouldn’t remember her. There had been barely any contact before her capture and imprisonment on Budheyasta. And why would there be? She’d been a lowly new recruit to the resistance cell, while he had been the regional commander, determined to brutally squash the resistance.  
 
    Before Saakshi could respond to him, a loud thump rang out abruptly, eliciting a skittish jump from the girl already on edge and alarmed by the Ketaari commander’s remarks. Her heart still pounding uncomfortably fast, Saakshi glanced around bemusedly, only for her attention to be drawn to the Hadari’Kor male she had been surreptitiously observing before. The male’s big palm rested face down on his table, his expression one of urgent demand. As her eyes rested on him in some confusion, he brought his hand down forcefully again to demand her attention. Saakshi gaped at him, utterly flabbergasted by his uncharacteristic action. In all the time she’d observed him, he had never drawn attention to himself like this! As her astounded gaze tangled with his, he crooked his finger at her imperiously to gesture at his empty ale mug. Saakshi, still in the grip of shock, continued to stare at him blankly. Suddenly, Enara was by her side, murmuring softly to her, but loud enough to be audible to the Ketaari male whose attention remained focused on Saakshi to the exclusion of everything else. 
 
    “Go take care of your customer” Enara advised in Alliance Standard, gesturing at the Hadari’Kor male.  
 
    “I’ll handle the Ketaari table” she declared with a speaking glance, giving Saakshi a gentle push towards the table where the Hadari’Kor male waited with seeming impatience.  
 
    Saakshi threw Enara a grateful look before making her way slowly to the Hadari’Kor male. Her heart pounded and her hands trembled visibly from her encounter with the Ketaari. Saakshi unhitched her order tablet from the uniform belt slung low at her hip as she came to a stop by the Hadari’Kor male’s table. Her grip on the tablet tightened unconsciously as she glanced tentatively into the eyes of the alien male who had spent most of the past two months blatantly checking her out. The black fathomless eyes stared back at her, his expression impassive. 
 
    “Terilian ale, piping hot” he directed at her. His voice was deep and low with a slight husky timbre to it, almost as if his throat was scratchy.  
 
    He spoke in Alliance Standard, though they were both equipped with clearly visible translator devices. Saakshi fumbled with the controls on her tablet to record his order, her hands shaking. When she glanced up from the tablet again, she caught his eyes on her trembling fingers. His dark eyes traveled back to her face leisurely, his expression still curiously blank. 
 
    “Are you serving any meals today?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yesss” Saakshi stuttered nervously, her fingers fumbling with the tablet to retrieve the menu for the day. 
 
    “Menkana meat stew and Keeyori leaf-wrapped fish” she read out, without looking up from the tablet.   
 
    “I’ll have the stew” he stated after a short pause, as her eyes remained glued to the tablet in her hands. 
 
    A fleeting glance and a murmured acknowledgement later, she headed back to the relative safety of the bar. Once back behind the bar again, Saakshi used a few moments to steady herself before entering his meal order into her tablet to transmit to the order console. A quick glance at the Ketaari table showed Enara entering orders into her tablet with a shuttered expression on her face. Saakshi poured out Terilian ale to heat it carefully before heading over to the customer’s table to set it before him. He studied her with the same impassive expression as before, to give her a small nod in lieu of thanks. When Enara returned to the bar, Saakshi made sure to mutter heartfelt words of gratitude to the other server girl. Enara responded with a smile and a gentle clasp of Saakshi’s hand in the traditional Budheya gesture of solace.  
 
    The Ketaari male did not approach Saakshi again, but the occasional speculative glances he directed at her left her uneasy. The Hadari’Kor male’s eyes continued to follow her as she worked, but less overtly than before. He drank a few more mugs of ale served to him by Enara and picked at his stew, leaving mere moments after the departure of the Ketaari group. Taking note of the almost full meal tray he’d left behind as she helped Enara clear his table, Saakshi couldn’t help but wonder at his unexpected and unorthodox way of jumping to her assistance this evening. He had also punched a generous tip into the payment tablet that she insisted Enara not split with her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Saakshi slumped in exhaustion on her narrow bed in the dormitory shared by Trader Pik’s server girls. Having indulged in a sonic shower, the only kind available to her, she had crawled limply into bed. She was Trader Pik’s newest server girl. This status made her ineligible for the coveted night slot. The servers loved the late shift; the tips were better and they could get away with just one short shift in addition to a longer one. Saakshi, on the other hand, worked two of the longer shifts every day with one day off every twenty days. This left her too exhausted to do more than shower and fall into bed at the end of each long day.  
 
    On days Saakshi felt too tired to move her weary body, she’d remind herself that she could have done much worse than Pik’s. Pik was a decent boss. Like most Keeyori businesses on the station, he bought prison contracts off the Ketaari Imperial Forces and, occasionally, girls from the slavers. This way, he could get away with providing food and board without having to pay his servers. Unlike a lot of Keeyori alehouse owners though, he did allow his girls to keep their hard-earned tips. The Keeyori were nothing if not extremely profit-minded. Pik expected his servers to work hard and show up on time. In return, he provided meals and a clean safe place to stay for all his servers. He did not expect his girls to provide any other services to him or his customers, and was known to growl ferociously at any patron who dared to accost the girls in his presence.  
 
    While Pik’s short, bald and plump Keeyori build did not intimidate such patrons, the threat of a station-wide ban usually proved effective. The alehouses on Keeyor 9 Trade Sphere competed madly with one another for business but had agreed on a universal ban list. If a customer’s identity tag ended up on the list, he was denied access to all the alehouses and some of the other businesses on Keeyor 9. Invariably, this meant that the customer was forced to move on to another station to carouse in. Not a tough proposition on the face of it, since stations built primarily for recreation and leisure abounded across Sector Araloka to cater to travelers with a variety of tastes. However, stations under either Alliance or Empire control were enclosed within their respective border security nets, and difficult to access for anyone without the proper ID tags required for entry into their respective jurisdictions. These stations were also known to strictly enforce their respective jurisdictional laws. Although widely contrasting, these laws had one thing in common - they were very stringent. Since non-aligned, carouse-worthy, everything-goes, mostly Keeyori-controlled space stations were fairly rare and scattered in neutral space, most clientele were inclined to attempt to stay off the Keeyor 9 ban list. 
 
    Saakshi’s next day at Pik’s proved uneventful, although very busy. Trader Pik’s, even during slow hours, usually attracted considerable patronage. The busy late shift had four server girls working simultaneously. And rumor was that most days, the servers were still run off their feet.  
 
    She heaved a huge sigh of relief as the Ketaari officer stayed away from Pik’s for the next two days. The Hadari’Kor male also failed to make an appearance, though that wasn’t unusual. Hadari’Kor were mercenaries and worked for hire. Saakshi guessed that the male came to the station for recreation between jobs.  
 
    Two days later, the Ketaari commander cornered Saakshi as she stumbled back to the dormitory after her usual double shift. She was one day away from earning her day off. Busy daydreaming about the forthcoming day of leisure, she failed to watch carefully enough for groping extremities on the main thoroughfare. She had noted early on that the Trade Sphere seemed to attract a particularly sleazy set of patrons. Taken unawares, Saakshi gasped as a hand gripped her wrist to yank hard, causing her to stumble into the wall dividing two of the establishments by the main walkway.  
 
    “Let go of me” she hissed angrily at her assailant. 
 
    He let go to bare his teeth at her in a macabre semblance of a friendly smile. Saakshi felt her heart sink as she recognized him. It was the Ketaari regional commander. She had even remembered his name – Urm Ghesh. Golar Urm Ghesh, that’s what he liked to be called by the Budheya forced to live under his control.  
 
    Forcing the Budheya to kowtow to him isn’t enough for him. The son of swine is eager to rub his position as the highest military commander for the area into our downtrodden faces. Swine!   
 
    “I hope you’ve managed to recall my name, Budh female” he remarked conversationally, an expression in the pale blue eyes that made her blood run cold. A wisp of black fear unfurled slowly in the pit of her stomach, soon to envelop her in a brackish fog of terror.  
 
    Even by Budheya standards, Saakshi had not had an easy life, having survived some tough circumstances in her young life - a childhood as an orphan, dependent on the generosity of neighbors; scrabbling for survival like all other Budheya in her village; joining the rebel resistance as a recruit to fight Ketaari oppression; mounting guerilla attacks on the Imperial Forces and even a short stint in a harsh Ketaari prison until her contract had been sold off by them. Despite the past, Saakshi realized with a sinking heart as she faced the Ketaari officer that, tough as her short life had been, her experiences might yet pale in comparison to the trouble headed her way. She went cold, a hard knot of fear and anxiety twisting deep inside her. As terror tightened its steely grip on her, she fought to steady herself. The need of the hour was to keep all her wits about her, she reminded herself. She was resilient and had faced worse before. With a cool head and some luck, she might yet manage to wriggle her way out of this, relatively unscathed.  
 
    “Golar Urm Ghesh” she responded quietly, refusing to show any fear. 
 
    The Ketaari smiled happily at her answer, seemingly pleased by her response. He stood a few inches taller than her and a couple of decades older, if she recalled correctly. Stocky with a deep chest and the bulging neck and upper arm muscles so common in Ketaari officers, he was unremarkable in appearance with his sallow complexion, forehead ridges, cropped white blond hair, watery blue eyes and seemingly bloodless lips. The Ketaari home world was an ice planet. Rumor was that the only way the Ketaari could survive the hot and arid desert world of Budheyasta was the military uniform that sheathed them from neck to toe. The specially designed uniform regulated body temperature and retained moisture, thus helping Ketaari posted on the Budheya home world to acclimatize and survive the alien and inhospitable conditions.  
 
    “I have been promoted to an Unta-Golar. My friends and I are here to celebrate my new rank.” 
 
    He stared at her hopefully, but Saakshi made no response. It was all she could do to not flinch away from his thick body positioned so close to hers. 
 
    “I was not planning to be on this station very long, but I changed my mind after I saw you.”  
 
    He paused again, waiting for a response from her.  
 
    “I have applied for a month’s leave before I start my new assignment. I would like you to spend some time with me.” 
 
    This time, he managed to get a response. Saakshi studied him coldly. 
 
    “I cannot” she declared tersely. 
 
    The pale blue eyes narrowed at her words. 
 
    “Cannot or will not?” he inquired, in a tone sharper than any he’d used so far on her. 
 
    He glanced around the busy thoroughfare as if gauging the crowd. Saakshi tensed in response, gathering herself to sprint away from him. Her tough childhood and years in the resistance meant that she was not incapable of defending herself when the need arose. But she knew well that a one-on-one confrontation with the Ketaari in close quarters would not lead to a good outcome for her. On the other hand, she was quick and knew this part of the station well. She’d have a far better shot at evading the commander if she made a run for it. Saakshi waited nervously, poised for flight, her eyes scanning his expression carefully. Finally, the Ketaari stepped back from her as if he’d come to a decision. 
 
    “I will give you two days to think about this, Budh. Then, I come for you – willing or not. It is your choice” he declared. 
 
    That night, Saakshi lay frightened in her narrow dormitory bed while she desperately pondered her limited options. She could run. This was not a particularly well-guarded station and she was reasonably sure that, with a little effort, she could escape it. But once off this station, where would she go? Going back to Tilabok and the others on Budheyasta would only bring down more trouble on them for she would be an escaped Ketaari felon. In effect, escaping to any part of the Budh-Ketaari Empire, as the Ketaari ironically called their slice of space, would be too dangerous for her. It would also endanger any Budheya who helped her. That left her with only two choices - Alliance space or neutral territory. Traveling through neutral space was easier, but her chances of survival on her own without allies would not be very high. Alliance-controlled territory was a much safer option for her, but the Alliance had stringent border patrols and didn’t allow anyone in without the proper tags. She could attempt to acquire the appropriate identity tags to allow her access through Alliance territory, but that would take a lot longer than the two days she had. And it would need currency that she lacked. Eventually, she drifted into restless sleep, only to wake up exhausted. It was the start of another long day of double shifts. Saakshi consoled herself with the reminder that tomorrow was her day off as she made her way tiredly to Trader Pik’s. 
 
    An hour into the first of her shifts, Pik asked to see her in the back room. Since it was rare for Pik to ask to speak to a server girl in private, his request pierced the cloak of apathy that hung over Saakshi this morning, one built up by her anxiety and alarm. For a moment, she pondered furiously whether she was in trouble – if she’d somehow shirked any of her duties at the alehouse. The back room was a small, airless chamber that doubled as Pik’s office as well as a stock room. It was also where his server girls ate the meals that Pik provided for them. Pik shut the door behind him to direct a penetrating look at Saakshi. Pik-u-Aak had been a trader for four decades, and had a reputation on the station for being a male of his words and for treating his servers well. 
 
    “Do you know a Ketaari Unta-Golar by the name of Urm Ghesh?” he asked Saakshi, coming straight to the point. Pik was never one to beat around the bush. 
 
    Saakshi closed her eyes on a weary sigh. “Yes.” 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “He wants me to spend time with him” she responded wearily, too tired to dress up what the Unta-Golar wanted. 
 
    “Hmm … how long does he plan on being here?” Pik inquired, clearly unsurprised by her answer. 
 
    “He says that he’s applied for a month’s leave and plans to spend it on the station.” 
 
    “A month!” Pik exclaimed, clearly astonished. “I could’ve scared him off for a few days, possibly a week, but if he plans to be here a month, I’m not going to be able to help you.” 
 
    Saakshi’s expression blanched in response, prompting Pik to explain the situation plainly, though not unkindly, to the anxious young girl before him. 
 
    “He could have my contract on you revoked, and have you assigned to him. There is nothing I can do to prevent that.”  
 
    At the blunt words, Saakshi stared back at him in renewed alarm, her eyes huge with worry and exhaustion. Pik sighed softly. 
 
    “I’m guessing that you do not want to spend time with him.” 
 
    She shook her head mutely. 
 
    “Are you sure? He’s only planning to be here a month. Could you perhaps stomach him for a month?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “No! I’d rather die” she said vehemently. “Not with Ketaari, not with him” she burst out. 
 
    “Alright then. What about the HadKor Captain?” Pik asked. 
 
    Confused by the abrupt change of subject, Saakshi could only gaze back at the Keeyori trader in blank incomprehension. 
 
    “The HadKor that hangs around here looking like he wants to eat you up” Pik explained, a tad impatiently. 
 
    “What about him?” she asked, her bewilderment making it clear that she was all at sea. 
 
    “He has a starship and a mercenary army under his command. Make a deal with him.” 
 
    “A deal?” Saakshi exclaimed. “But I have no currency to pay him.” 
 
    “Do not be a fool, girl! You couldn’t afford his fees even if you had any currency to bargain with. Offer yourself to him in return for his protection.” 
 
    “Offer myself …” she repeated slowly. 
 
    “If you can stomach him, offer to be his lover in exchange for protection from the Ketaari Unta-Golar.” 
 
    Pik paused briefly to muse over his own words. 
 
    “My advice would be to make the offer even if you cannot stomach him. You either go to him or to the Ketaari. For what it’s worth, I haven’t heard anything bad about his treatment of females. He’s been coming to the station for the past couple of years, although he never came here as often as he does since you showed up. He’s not particularly friendly, keeps to himself, and stays off the pleasure houses and game pavilions.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t accept my offer?” Saakshi asked haltingly. 
 
    “He will” Pik was confident. “The way his eyes follow you around, he will. I may be past my prime, but I would be willing to bet currency that if you make the offer, he will not tarry to accept.” 
 
    Saakshi mused over his words thoughtfully. “And you think he will be a match for the Unta-Golar?” 
 
    “Oh yes! Zoran Hadari-Begur-Kor has quite the reputation in this part of space, for himself as well as his mercenary army. He’s a merc like all the HadKor, but this one doesn’t just live rough from fight to fight. He has himself a fancy war ship retrofitted with the latest weapons, commands a loyal army, and is currently on contract to the Alliance. There’s a reason for the popular saying - when you need serious ilhantu shit cleaned up, you hire a HadKor merc. These Hadari’Kor are bred to fight – they fight dirty and they fight to the death, if necessary. You’ve probably noticed how everyone in Pik’s is careful to steer clear of him. If you make a deal with him, he’ll handle the Ketaari Unta-Golar without breaking a sweat.” 
 
    Pik stared hard at the young girl to make sure his words had struck home.  
 
    “Alright, back to work” he dismissed her. 
 
    Pik waited until she was almost to the door, her back to him, before he spoke again. 
 
    “Saakshi Budheya” he called out gently. “I hope you understand that if you run, I will have no choice but to report you to the Ketaari for breach of contract.” 
 
    Saakshi nodded silently with her hand on the door. She felt a sudden spurt of gratitude for Pik. Brusque, impatient and currency-obsessed Pik - who’d tried, in his own way, to help her out of a sticky situation. She had a lot to mull over and not much time to make a decision. 
 
    “Thank you” she acknowledged softly as she let herself out. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Saakshi ruminated on her conversation with Pik as she went about her tasks. The alehouse was unusually busy for the slow shift, yet Saakshi’s mind constantly mulled over Pik’s suggestion to approach the Hadari’Kor male for assistance. After the first shock had subsided, Saakshi found herself giving the Keeyori trader’s suggestion serious thought. And a few hours of sober reflection made her appreciate his advice more. Under other circumstances, nothing would ever convince Saakshi to even consider striking such an intimate bargain with anyone, let alone an alien stranger. But the Unta-Golar’s threat had thrown such considerations out of the window. Beset by panic and terror, Saakshi clutched at Pik’s suggestion like the last hope of a condemned soul. She knew nothing about the Hadari’Kor male, except for his propensity to drink alone and his ability to put away copious amounts of lethal alcohol. Yet, she’d rather take a gamble on him any day than go to the Unta-Golar. At least, with him, she’d stand a chance. Or so she tried to convince herself. Saakshi knew the Unta-Golar – he was cruel and vicious. In contrast, she told herself, the Hadari’Kor mercenary was a blank slate. The Hadari’Kor male had never tried to accost her or even approach her during all the months when his hot gaze had followed her around Pik’s, she consoled herself. He’d merely looked his fill. His gaze had certainly made her self-conscious but never uncomfortable. She could do this! The mantra kept reiterating in her mind, an attempt to shore up her wavering inner voice when it raised its occasionally inconvenient head to remind her of the bargain she would have to make for protection from the Unta-Golar.  
 
    The mercenary was attractive enough, in a big Hadari’Kor way. He was the first Hadari’Kor she’d ever laid eyes on. Although, since then, Saakshi had observed his occasional companion and a few other Hadari’Kor males, and even one female, aboard the space station. They were built on generous lines as a race with massive light-gray-skinned frames, dark eyes and jet black hair. Saakshi had heard the rampant rumors of adolescent Hadari’Kor tattooing every available part of their bodies with colorful designs. But she had never suspected the whispers to be true until she’d caught a glimpse of the tattoos on the back of the male’s hands and his neck during his visits to the alehouse. He was always attired in a plain black uniform with an insignia on the right shoulder, and trousers tucked into sturdy black military-style boots, the tattoos on his arms covered up by the long sleeves of the uniform. He carried no visible weapons on him, probably because the station’s auto entry sensors were stringent in stripping all weaponry from incoming clientele. When thoughts of the dangerous gamble she was contemplating made her heart beat a little too fast for comfort, Saakshi tried to reassure her inner voice that Pik, who was generally well-informed on station gossip, seemed to not have heard anything bad about the Hadari’Kor male.  
 
    By the time Saakshi was well into her second shift of the day, she had almost convinced herself to approach the Hadari’Kor Captain. When he strode in, accompanied by his occasional companion, Saakshi took it as a sign from the Pura. The Budheya were a spiritual people and their unshakeable belief that their Gods continued to watch over them, despite the daily depredations and hardship wrought upon them by the Ketaari occupation, had been the only solace during these dark years. The silent blessing of her Pura renewed Saakshi’s confidence, helping to silence her inner disquiet while she waited for a lull to approach him. She did catch the occasional glances he directed at her, but they seemed more tamped down and less overt than before.  
 
    At the first opportunity that presented itself, Saakshi hurried over to his table before she could lose her nerve. As she approached him from behind, it was his companion who observed her making her way towards their table. He murmured something to the Captain that caused the Hadari’Kor male’s back to stiffen subtly. 
 
    “Umm … Captain?” Saakshi spoke in Alliance Standard, unsure about how to address him. 
 
    At her softly spoken greeting, his dark eyes snapped up to meet her gray ones. A blaze of hunger slid unchecked into the dark depths for just an instant before he used his heavy lids to screen them from her. When he allowed himself to meet her gaze again, his eyes were carefully devoid of all expression. The blaze had been successfully tamped down. That fleeting look, though, was enough to give Saakshi pause. Her doubts over the sensibility of this course of action she seemed poised to embark on resurfaced inconveniently. As she hesitated, one dark eyebrow arched up fluently in inquiry at her continued silence. 
 
    “Could I have a moment of your time tomorrow … if you please? Any time is fine. I have the day off from work” she finished in a hurry, rushing to commit herself before she could change her mind. 
 
    He assented immediately, his eyes a tad puzzled. He glanced around the crowded establishment. 
 
    “Here?” he asked. 
 
    Damn, I didn’t think about the where. This is what comes of not thinking it through. Perhaps he knows of some place in this blasted station that is private. 
 
    “Umm …” Saakshi hesitated with a quick sidelong glance at his companion who was staring at her in bemusement. “Somewhere private, if … if you know of a place.” 
 
    The Captain studied her, taking in her obvious discomfort. 
 
    “My ship?” he suggested, careful to make his invitation sound like an offer.  
 
    He was giving her a way out if she felt uncomfortable meeting with him on his ship, she realized. And suddenly, Saakshi felt a little better about her decision.  
 
    Thank the Pura; it’s going to be alright. 
 
    She accepted his offer gratefully, only for her expression to fall as she remembered the restrictions on her. 
 
    “I’m not allowed off the station” she informed him haltingly, using her other hand to pull up her right sleeve and show him the ownership bracelet on her wrist. 
 
    The Captain’s expression tightened while his companion let out a gasp.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it” the Captain stated quietly, his eyes on her bracelet. “Does early afternoon work for you?” 
 
    She let the sleeve fall to hide the bracelet again before agreeing to the time, unsure of what he meant by his cryptic words.               
 
    “I’ll meet you here” he said, the dark eyes steady on her. 
 
    Saakshi skipped away, not daring to believe that she’d committed to an appointment with the Hadari’Kor Captain. There was no going back any more. She would, at the very least, have to make him her offer, for she had run out of time. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    That night, Saakshi studied her reflection in the small, cracked full-length mirror attached to one side of the dormitory. She saw a young Budheya female of average height and a slight body - produced by a lifetime of not having enough to eat, followed by a three-month stint of near-starvation prison diet. Her best feature was a glossy and thick mane of dark brown hair that had been forcibly cut short at the prison. Her first tips from Trader Pik’s when she had arrived at Keeyor 9 had been spent on quality hair wash. Since then, her hair had grown to her shoulders. Decent skin, nicely-shaped - though not spectacular - gray eyes, a small nose, lips with the bottom fuller than she’d like and, she’d been told, particularly pretty shell-like ears with the slightly pointed tip that characterized the Budheya, completed the picture. As she watched the thin girl in the mirror, Saakshi hoped fervently that Pik knew what he was talking about, because she was not entirely sure that the Hadari’Kor Captain would consider taking on the Ketaari male an appropriate exchange for the dubious pleasure of her body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saakshi waited with trepidation at Pik’s the next day, attired in a fresh pair of Trader Pik’s uniform. The only other clothing she owned was the prison work-suit she had on when Pik had first brought her to this station after buying her prison contract. Too nervous about the upcoming meeting to truly enjoy her rare morning off, she had nevertheless managed to sleep in and enjoy a leisurely shower. Seated at a corner table in Pik’s, it felt strange for Saakshi to watch the other server girls try to keep up with orders and carry out drinks. She kept a watchful eye out for the Hadari’Kor Captain, not quite ready to have any of the servers or patrons observe her leaving Pik’s in his company. 
 
    She needn’t have worried after all, for the Captain proved to be the soul of discretion. He strode in punctually, glancing casually around the open seating area to catch her eye, before walking out unhurriedly. It was done so smoothly that Saakshi felt immediately at ease. Obedient to the discreet signal directed at her, Saakshi waited a few minutes before slipping out to meet him, away from the curious glances of Trader Pik’s patrons. The Captain greeted her with a silent nod, directing a curious glance at her uniform. He plunged onto the walkway bordering Pik’s, gesturing at her to stay close to him. Treading the station in the Hadari’Kor male’s company proved to be a very different experience from Saakshi’s daily commute between Trader Pik’s and her dormitory. Necessity had taught her to be extremely vigilant and very creative in avoiding various groping extremities that many of the male and even a few of the female population seemed to feel was their right on this station. The worst behavior was on the lowest ring of the station that housed the pleasure houses and game pavilions on the Trade Sphere. The Captain cut an easy swath through the crowds, his size, aggressive mien and intimidating stare successfully routing people from his path. Saakshi made sure to stick close to him, following in the wake of the path that his aggressive attitude automatically opened up for them. 
 
    He walked them to the upper ring of the Trade Sphere, which provided access to the station’s numerous docking ports. As they approached the station’s auto exit sensors, he pulled her into a little alcove by the pathway. The exit paths that led to the docking ports teemed with people, but the crowds here were thinner than the hordes that jammed the main walkways of the station. The Captain used his big body to shield her, providing them with a measure of privacy in their little nook.  
 
    “Show me the ownership bracelet” he directed quietly, his eyes on the sleeve of the uniform that hid her bracelet. 
 
    Saakshi pulled up the sleeve just enough to expose the broad bracelet welded to tightly encircle her wrist. The Captain pulled out a tiny, circular and silver-colored disk to attach it efficiently to her bracelet, before tugging down her sleeve to hide the bracelet again. 
 
    He clasped her palm firmly in his larger one to tug her gently towards one of the exit paths. Saakshi resisted, fearful at the knowledge that she was liable to be carted back to prison in breach of contract if any exit sensors detected her presence. That would entail serving out the rest of her sentence in a Ketaari prison, and possibly a longer prison term. 
 
    As she hesitated, the dark eyes glanced down at her. 
 
    “Trust me” he said simply, in his deep, husky voice. 
 
    As her eyes tangled with his, Saakshi reminded herself exactly why she was willing to risk being carted back to a Ketaari prison. Here she was, about to make the riskiest and most dangerous gamble of her young life with this stranger she knew nothing about. Was it a gamble worth attempting, she asked herself one last time. As the picture of the Unta-Golar she would have to face soon rose in her mind, Saakshi hardened her heart. Perhaps this was another sign from the Pura. If she couldn’t even trust this stranger’s word to get her through the auto sensors safely, she might as well give up right now and return to her dormitory.  
 
    He waited, the black eyes on her, seemingly content to allow her to make the decision. Something in the stillness of his body and his attitude of infinite patience pushed Saakshi to acquiesce mutely. He reached for her hand again, the act slow and deliberate, clearly giving her the chance to change her mind. Saakshi took a deep breath to hold onto the warm hand that clasped her smaller one so confidently. He walked them safely through the exit sensors and into a tiny pre-programmed shuttle. Once in the shuttle, Saakshi let go of the breath she had been holding, her heart slowly ceasing its incessant pounding. She slumped against the wall to watch him punch in their destination. Soon, they were on their way, being zoomed directly to a docking port. 
 
    Cocooned in the privacy of the tiny shuttle and almost dizzy with relief, Saakshi turned her awestruck eyes on the Hadari’Kor male. 
 
    “How’d you do that?” she asked him, awed by the ease with which he had circumvented the station’s exit sensors. 
 
    He changed his stance slightly to glance down at her, his eyes glinting with amusement. 
 
    “Managed to impress you, hmm?” the husky voice was slightly teasing. 
 
    Saakshi nodded mutely, amazed by his ingenuity and resourcefulness. Over time, the Budheya rebels had learned to circumvent a lot of Ketaari technology, mostly because it was Budheya technology adapted for and packaged up to look Ketaari. But she had never seen anyone bypass auto sensors so easily and with such little fuss. 
 
    “It’s called a suppressor” he explained. “It masks sensor data with its proximity. In your case, it took your bracelet out of the equation, rendering all the information embedded in it invisible to the exit sensors.” 
 
    “Then what … how did the sensors allow me to exit?” Saakshi stammered, confused by his words. 
 
    “Space travelers now carry mountains of data embedded in them,” he answered easily. “All sensors are calibrated to detect certain tags from an individual passing through them. The suppressor allowed other data embedded in you to override the tags from your bracelet. In essence, it fooled the sensors into allowing you to pass, based solely on the information from your ID chip. The sensors treated you like everyone else – allowed you to exit after recording your ID data into their logs. No one will know that you left the station unless they explicitly search through the station exit logs.” 
 
    “How could you be sure I had an ID chip?” she asked curiously, puzzled by this aspect. Wouldn’t the exit sensors generate an alarm if they couldn’t read any information from her, she wondered. She was aware that the Ketaari Imperial Forces had embedded a standard Budheya identity chip into her when they’d sold her prison contract, but he wouldn’t know that. Not for sure, anyway! 
 
    “That bracelet on you cannot function without a basic ID chip” he responded with quiet confidence.  
 
    He certainly knows his tech. Hmm, I guess a mercenary requires skills other than simply being a terror on the battlefield. Or perhaps he’s savvier than the average Hadari’Kor mercenary, since he commands an army of them. 
 
    Either way, Saakshi was seriously impressed with both his expertise and resourcefulness. The whole idea was ingenious! Every space traveler had an identity chip embedded into his body, encapsulated with all the information required by planetary and space station automated sensors and other territorial border controls. The chips were even known to occasionally function as credit cards for those who chose to not carry a personal tablet device for such purposes. Saakshi’s wrist had been shackled with the ownership bracelet when her prison contract had been sold to Pik. Embedded in the bracelet were details of her contract and prison term, as well as a locator signal that could be activated to enable the Imperial Forces to track her down if she ever made a run for it. Once the suppressor made the tags embedded in the bracelet invisible to the station’s auto sensors, the only information the sensor would read from her was that encapsulated in her ID chip which did not specify her travel or movement restrictions. The suppressor had allowed her to successfully masquerade as a normal traveler on the space station. 
 
    “How … where did you get the suppressor from?” she asked.  
 
    And how did you acquire one so quickly? 
 
    “I called in a favor from the friend of a friend” his eyes were still lit with amusement at her awed reaction. 
 
    “Wow” she murmured softly. 
 
    For a moment, she stared down at the bracelet on her wrist, now hidden under the sleeve of her uniform, before holding out her arm for him to detach the suppressor device still attached to her bracelet. 
 
    Saakshi followed him onto his sparkling ship, where the Captain ushered her to an empty ante-room off the main hallway. He closed the door behind them for privacy and invited her to be seated. Seats thronged the chamber, though the Captain parked himself by the wall to lean against it, his stance casual with his arms folded across his chest.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” he inquired blandly, his face impassive. The teasing male from the shuttle who had indulged her with an explanation while enjoying her undisguised admiration and wonderment was gone. 
 
    Saakshi’s courage almost failed her as she stared at the big alien with the inscrutable face. She had come this far, she reminded herself, jumping to her feet to pace nervously in a tight circle before him, her arms clasped defensively around her waist.  
 
    “I have a proposition for you” she directed at the ground while continuing her perambulations. 
 
    “I’m listening” he responded unhurriedly, the dark eyes watchful of her jerky movements. 
 
    “It’s a little awkward” Saakshi muttered. 
 
    “Take your time” he invited quietly. 
 
    Saakshi paced a few more circles before taking a deep breath. She faced him, not quite managing to meet his eyes, all the while conscious of his gaze tracking her. 
 
    “I … uh … I’ve noticed how you look at me in Pik’s.” 
 
    She chanced a fleeting glance through her lashes at him. The dark eyes held an arrested expression in them as he stared back at her, his big body held rigidly still. His gaze collided boldly with hers.  
 
    “And …” he prompted.  
 
    “And I was wondering if you’d be willing to protect me if I ... umm … agreed to become your lover” she managed to stammer out, a far cry from the polished speech she’d spent most of her morning practicing. 
 
    “What?” the big male barked, coming off the wall aggressively to lunge at her. 
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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 sects 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 Magicks do not regard Vampires as their brethren and some look upon them as an abomination. Vampires are also known as Blutsaugers or collectively, as the Clan. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    PRIMOGENITURE CANONS  
 
    The Canons are a collection of precedents, compiled over centuries, that guide how Chosen magic is classified.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    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 liaise 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 her vision.  
 
      
 
    Lady Esmeralda 
 
    A Guardian, she defeated Lady Bethesda to become the First Wizard and now represents her brethren on the Council of Chosen. She is Lady Bethesda’s twin and Sienna’s beloved Aunt Minnie. 
 
      
 
    Gabriel Azevedo 
 
    A Guardian who defected from the GCW to work with the 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.  
 
      
 
    Sebastian Thorne 
 
    A senior Guardian, at odds with the First Wizard. At Wizard Headquarters in San Diego, he led the Guardians who refused to give up Anderson to the Pack, insisting that any trial of a compatriot be conducted by the GCW.  
 
      
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Monseigneur 
 
    The powerful, influential and brutal Master of the Pure Blood Lombardi Family, with his seat of power at Venice. He is allied with Lady Bethesda. 
 
      
 
    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 is involved with the investigation into Lady Bethesda. Due to his missteps with her, he also has a prickly relationship with Nandini.  
 
      
 
    DiZeyla 
 
    The leader of the First Ones in San Francisco.  
 
      
 
    JaRol 
 
    DiZeyla’s deputy in San Francisco. 
 
      
 
    SivoTar  
 
    An influential Eru leader and a friend of Tribhuvan Rathore. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    ElDarZin 
 
    A powerful First One, once investigated by the Elders. Was known to be working with the Venice Nest when he disappeared under mysterious circumstances. He’s believed to be the father of the third daughter from The Prophecy.  
 
      
 
    ElMorad 
 
    A legendary enforcer of the Elders’ decisions, with a reputation for slipping into fortified castles to mete out justice to powerful Magick immortals.  
 
      
 
    SirekVin 
 
    The Setik leader of southern Europe.  
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