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  Prologue


My holding cell reeked of industrial disinfectant. That sharp medical scent that burned your nostrils if you breathed too deeply. It wreaked havoc on my enhanced senses, and I wondered how my captors could stand it. Shapeshifter senses weren’t as good as ours, but I couldn't imagine it didn’t irritate them. 
Beneath it, fear-sweat lingered. Old blood, and that metallic tang that came from too many metal instruments in one place. The air conditioning kept everything at morgue temperatures, cold enough that my bare skin pebbled with goosebumps.
The leather straps bit into my wrists. A guard had yanked them tight, not caring if he cut off the circulation to my hands. But the chemical fog saturating my brain was the real prison. 
Everything came at me muted and slow, like a dream, and if I didn’t shake it, it would get me killed.
I tested the restraints. They didn’t give an inch. I should have been able to shred them, but months of being starved, kept in a cell that was little more than a dark hole, and being pumped full of drugs will steal your strength.
I shivered on the cold-ass table, strapped naked like meat waiting for the butcher. The incisions they’d made all over my body were slow to heal, but they wouldn’t scar. Only silver scarred. I needed food, sunlight, and to shift and run through the woods. Then I’d be good as new.
At least physically.
Another explosion shook the facility. Closer this time. The fluorescent lights above me flickered out, plunging the room into darkness before red emergency lights illuminated the space. Screams echoed through the concrete walls, followed by the crack of gunfire. Whatever was happening out there, it was my chance.
Maybe my only chance.
But I was so weak. I could barely move. I didn’t know how I would break free.
Beth. The thought of my wife cut through the haze. She was here somewhere, pregnant with my child, probably strapped to a table just like this one. The thought of her, afraid, alone, calling for me. 
I snorted. Beth would never wait around for me to save her. She might even be on her way to save me now. She’d make some sarcastic comment about pulling my ass out of the fire.
But she and the baby were vulnerable, and the thought of them ignited something in my chest. The wolf stirred beneath my skin, fighting against the drugs in my system.
I pulled against the restraints with everything I had left. The leather groaned. A hairline crack appeared along the edge of the wrist strap.
Come on, you bitch.
The shapeshifters who’d captured us had no idea what they were dealing with. They knew I was stronger than the others, that their drugs wore off faster on me, but they didn’t understand why. Hell, I barely understood it myself.
There were plenty of pack leaders, but I’d heard a true alpha was rare. Not that my people would know. Few of us survived long enough to pass on knowledge. They hunted us like the animals we could shift into.
The strap gave way with a snap.
My hands shook as I tore at the chest restraint, the velcro crackling as it came apart. The ankle straps were easier. When I rolled off the table, my legs buckled under me. My knees slammed against the floor, and I caught myself just enough to keep from breaking my face.
I groaned, fighting my blackening vision. I couldn’t afford to pass out. I was free, and I had to keep moving.
Using the table as a crutch, I hauled myself upright. The room tilted sideways, then righted itself. Each step toward the surgical tray felt like walking through quicksand, but I made it. The instruments gleamed under the harsh lights, still slick with my blood. 
Don’t think about it. Not now.
I grabbed a scalpel and stumbled toward the observation office. The director’s sanctuary. He watched his experiments through one-way glass like some twisted god. Of course, he wasn’t here. Probably at one of those fancy council meetings, reporting our “progress” to the rest of shapeshifter society.
The rage helped. It burned away some of the drugs, giving me strength I didn’t know I still had. I tore through the desk drawers from bottom to top until I found them. The keys to the other cells in this hellhole.
That’s when I saw my file.
The header made my blood run cold: HOUSE LYKAIDES CONTAINMENT PROGRAM - Internal Security Directive #4721. Below that, stamped in red: EXECUTED.
The red stamp was vivid against the manila folder. My hands trembled as I opened it, reading words that should have been my death sentence. They’d tried to kill me with an injection. No wonder I felt like shit.
More files were scattered across the desk. Callum Oxford—executed. Sarah Johansen—expired during experimentation. Names I recognized, faces I’d never see again. My pack, my family, reduced to clinical observations and failure reports. Each one bore the same header, that pretentious house seal marking our deaths like we were inventory being written off. All for a cure we didn’t even want.
I mean, sure, when you first became a wereanimal, things were rough. You’re desperate for a way out. Hell, the pain of the shift never went away. But with that curse comes power. You’re nearly unkillable, except for silver. 
While we didn’t get the immortality shapeshifters had, we had extended lives. Physical health only crapped out in the last year or two. Assuming you made it to old age. With the shifters hunting us, that was difficult to achieve. 
Beth.
I threw files aside like a madman, papers cascading to the floor in a white waterfall. Another explosion rocked the building, but I barely noticed. Nothing else mattered until I found—
There. Her name in neat block letters.
My heart stopped. Started again. The stamp across her file wasn’t red.
TRANSFERRED.
“Thank God.” The words came out as a sob. My knees sagged, and I grabbed the desk so I didn’t hit the ground. She was alive. They were alive.
I flipped open the file, thumbing through it as fast as possible. The papers blurred together as I searched for a location, any clue about where they’d taken her. 
There, a note in the margins: Lord Alfonso Lykaides, Director of Internal Security, has ordered transfer to a specialized facility for further study.
Lord Alfonso Lykaides. I burned the name into my memory. The bastard who signed off on all of this.
Then I reached the last page.
A fax. Who the fuck used a fax machine anymore? Official letterhead from some facility in Colombia.
We regret to inform you that patient #13429... expired during transport...
The words kept going, but I couldn’t read them. Couldn’t breathe. The file slipped from my hands as the truth hit me.
The male fetus could not be saved.
“No.” The word came out strangled, barely human. “No, no, no, NO!”
My claws erupted from my fingertips, tearing through the desk’s surface. I flung the computer monitor across the room, and it exploded against the viewing window in a shower of glass and sparks.
They were gone. Everything that mattered, everything good in this poisoned world. Gone.
Beth, who hummed while she cooked breakfast. Who laughed at my terrible jokes and called me an idiot when I tracked mud through the house. Who placed my hand on her belly so I could feel our son kick, her eyes bright with wonder and love. 
Both of them, reduced to a casualty report.
Had she been afraid at the end? Had she called my name? Did she know I was coming for her, or did she think I’d abandoned them both?
The questions tore at me worse than any scalpel. I sank to my knees among the wreckage, and for the first time since childhood, I howled. The sound that came from my throat wasn’t human. It was grief and rage and loss, echoing off the concrete walls.
When I stopped, my throat was raw, and the facility had gone quiet around me. Either the fighting was over, or everyone was dead. I didn’t much care which. Not unless some of my people were left alive.
A piece of glass crunched under my bare foot as I stood, sending a sharp spike of pain up my leg. I looked down to see what I’d stepped on. An ornate silver picture frame, its glass spider-webbed with cracks.
The medical director’s family smiled up at me from behind the broken glass. His wife, lovely, but with sad eyes. I wondered if she knew what her husband did. If it disgusted her. The two children, a boy and a girl, looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. Lykaides’s confident smirk told me he had everything just as he wanted it. 
I was about to fuck it all up. My grief crystallized into something harder, sharper. Purpose. My hands clenched around the cracked frame, gouging myself on a piece of the twisted metal. Blood started to seep across the picture and drip onto the floor.
Lord Alfonso Lykaides had taken everything from me… Now I’d return the favor.

      [image: ]Six months later…
The sharp copper taste of blood filled my mouth. I tried to regain my breath. The vampire’s blow had knocked a couple of teeth loose and laid me out on his dingy barroom floor, but I’d gotten in a lucky shot before he put me on my ass. My knuckles throbbed where they’d connected with his granite jaw, but it was worth it to see the surprise in his ancient eyes.
The Devil’s Trap lived up to its name. Supernatural creatures of every stripe came here to lose themselves in chemical oblivion, and I’d become one of the regulars. Whiskey for the pain, fights for the rage, and enough meaningless flesh to remind me I was still alive. None of it worked. 
Nothing worked.
Six months of hunting, and I had nothing to show for it. Lord Lykaides had vanished. Probably safe in whatever noble fortress he called home, surrounded by guards and magical wards. None of his staff had been left alive at the containment facility. Usually, I wouldn’t consider that a bad thing, but it had left me with no one to interrogate. My search for Lykaides had hit a dead end. 
“You need to learn to mind your own business, dickwad.” The vampire hauled me to my feet by my jacket, his grip like iron. “And never throw shit at a vampire.”
“She didn’t seem pleased with your company.” I managed through my swelling lip. “Figured that meant something.”
The woman in question had melted back into the crowd, smart enough to know which way this was heading and that she might get killed in the crossfire.
I should have minded my own business and let the leech have his fun. But lately, I’d pick a fight over damn near anything. Even a leech striking out with a woman.
I slammed my fist into his nose. Blood sprayed across both of us as he dropped me, cursing in a language I couldn’t recognize. For a moment, satisfaction surged through me.
Then he drew the knife.
The blade caught the dim bar lights as he slashed at my stomach. I stumbled backward, aware of how many drinks I’d had. How slow my reflexes had become. This wasn’t going to end well. Even on a good day, I couldn’t take a vampire. At least not one as old as he was rumored to be. 
He lunged for my throat. Instinct took over. I let my wolf rise to meet the threat, power flooding through my limbs. My fingers stretched into claws, and for a moment, the thrill of the change sang in my veins.
Let go, the beast whispered. Let me deal with the threat.
But I held back. Even now, even lost in grief and rage, I couldn’t let innocent people pay for my pain. If I let the beast out in this crowded bar, more than this vampire would be in danger. The wolf snarled its frustration, but I kept it leashed.
The vampire was faster than human eyes could follow, but I wasn’t human. I spun and slashed, opening his face from temple to jaw. He roared and backhanded me across the room.
The impact with the wall made my bones ache, and the building trembled. If I’d been human, that blow would have snapped my neck. As it was, everything hurt from my skull to my heels.
I rolled to my hands and knees, spitting blood. The knife protruded from my shoulder. Every heartbeat sent fresh agony down my arm. I wrapped my fingers around the hilt and yanked it free, the scream that tore from my throat more animal than man. It wasn’t silver, so I’d heal fast. Didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like a bitch.
Change, the wolf demanded. Heal. Fight. Win. It was right. The only way to win was to give in to the animal.
The vampire kept his distance now, a blood-soaked napkin pressed to his ruined face. But his wounds wouldn’t last long either. “Don’t do it, wolfie. I’ll have to have every vampire in the place put you down if you change.”
Too late. The magic was building in my chest, spreading outward. I collapsed as the transformation began, the wave of bones breaking audible in the tense hush of the bar. Muscles started to flex under my skin.
His boot caught me in the ribs, flipping me onto my back. Before I could recover, he was straddling my legs, the point of another knife kissing the soft flesh under my chin.
“Control it, damnit. I know you can.”
He was right. I was a true alpha. The change was mine to command, not the other way around. I could pull it back, swallow the fire, remain human. But what was the point? What did I have left to fight for?
I opened my eyes and glared at him. “Finish it, leech! Kill me.”
Instead, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a photograph. Beth’s face smiled up at me, one hand resting on her swollen belly. I must have dropped it during the fight. Or he’d picked my pocket.
“Who’s the pretty pregnant lady?”
“Give it here!” I lunged for it, but he backhanded me. The back of my head bounced off the stone, stars exploding across my vision.
“Just answer the question, shapeshifter.”
The word hit me. “I am not a fucking shapeshifter!” The snarl that came from my throat was pure wolf. “I hate those sick fucks. They all deserve to be skinned alive and rot in hell for what they do.”
Darkness crept in from the edges of my vision. When it receded, I was flat on my back with the vampire crouched beside me. For a moment, I thought I saw Beth kneeling there too, her gentle fingers brushing blood from my forehead.
“Beth.” I reached for her, but my hand met empty air.
“Shit. Nyx, if you ain’t gonna kill the guy, he needs medical attention. Now.”
The vampire, Nyx, shrugged. “He’ll live, even if we left him for dead in the back alley. He’ll just be a bigger problem the next night.”
He stood and glared down at me. “Fighting shapeshifters would be a better use of your time than getting high and drunk in my bar and fucking everything that moves.”
Hope flickered in my chest, weak but persistent. “Yeah, well, point me toward them, and I’ll fight.”
“No… for all your power, you lack focus. The shifters you’ll be facing are trained warriors. Some aren’t much younger than me. What’s your name, boy?”
“Laedan.”
He nodded and held up Beth’s picture. “I’ll keep this safe for you.” The photograph disappeared into his back pocket. “Get him clean and sober.”
“Sire?”
Nyx shrugged, but there was something calculating in his ancient eyes. “What can I say? I like a lost cause. I’d love to see what he’s really made of.”
Maybe this vampire could give me what six months of searching hadn’t. A real chance at revenge.
It was the first hope I’d felt since reading that fax, and I held onto it.






  
  Chapter 1

Present day...


The wedding magazine mocked me from the bar table. White dresses and promises of happily-ever-afters. All lies when your father picked your groom, and your future mother-in-law controlled every detail down to the napkin colors. 
“Maddy, you know what bars are for, right? Most people don’t read in them. At noon.”
I kept my eyes on the glossy pages. Tobias had been complaining for twenty minutes straight, each whine more irritating than the last.
“It’s quiet enough to read during the day. Most people aren’t in bars at noon, let alone a vampire bar.”
The Devil’s Trap reeked of stale beer and magical smoke. There was no cheap, modern seating. Everything was made of sturdy, weathered wood, bricks, and stone. It had a distinctly seedy feel. But during the day, it served excellent coffee and stayed quiet. 
My one tiny rebellion. 
A proper shapeshifter lady shouldn’t be in a bar, but it was neutral ground. It was probably the safest place in Savannah outside our home, which I’d desperately wanted to escape for a few hours.
My brother sighed and shifted in his seat again. I knew I hadn’t ended his complaining. I just wanted to be left in peace to stew over my upcoming nuptials.
“Toby, why don’t you go do whatever it is you want to do? You’re driving me crazy.”
He straightened. “I wish you’d stop calling me Toby. It makes me sound six. I’m older than you. At any rate, Father said I was in charge of your safety today.”
My jaw clenched. Being a woman in our world meant constant supervision, and lately, my father, the great Lord Alfonso Lykaides, had been paranoid about it. Desperate to keep me from tarnishing my reputation before he could marry me off to secure his political alliances. It didn’t matter that I’d never stepped out of line. Tobias was the one to rock the boat. Or at least he had been. I was the rule follower.
“I’m twenty-four, Tobias. I don’t need a babysitter.”
“But this is an Allied bar. You remember what that means, right?”
I scowled at him. Of course, I remembered. Wereanimals were welcome here, which made it dangerous for shapeshifters like us. The violence between our peoples had gotten worse in the last four years, ever since Father’s security initiatives had... intensified. 
But places like this were sanctuaries. When you entered, you agreed to abide by the rules, and if you struck the first blow, the consequences were decided by the owner of the establishment. 
And I’d heard you didn’t want to get on his bad side. 
“The vampire who runs this place doesn’t allow violence on his property unless he’s the one fighting. Even if he supports wereanimals, he wouldn’t let them hurt me.”
“Fine. I’ll go then.”
I snorted. “That didn’t take much convincing.”
He flashed that grin that got him into trouble with Father’s council friends. “I’m bored out of my mind, and there’s this gorgeous woman who just left...”
He winked and strode toward the door. I rolled my eyes and turned back to my magazine, though the words blurred together. Not like I got to pick my own dress anyway.
I was supposed to be browsing for wedding things. Getting inspiration for my perfect day. But between my father, fiancé, and future mother-in-law, I didn’t think I’d get much of a say in anything. This was a political event tying two prominent houses together. Everything had to be perfect. There would be nothing left for me to do except show up and say the words that would trap me forever.
The thought of my marriage filled me with sick dread. A future of planning my husband’s parties, running his household, and bearing his children. That was it. My entire life mapped out.
It might have been perfect if I’d loved him. 
My fiancé. Vyktor Ashford III. I should be grateful. He was powerful. A respected leader in our military. Even handsome in that cold marble statue way. Ice-chip eyes and hair so blond it was nearly white. The kind of man other shapeshifter families would kill to have their daughters marry.
Of course, I was convinced he’d never cracked a smile in his life. When he looked at me, it was cold and assessing, as if he were cataloging my flaws for future correction.
And... God, I was pathetic, but the thought of him didn’t make my heart race. The thought of our wedding night made me just a…lot queasy.
A great basis for an eternal marriage.
I glanced around the bar, envying the modern women. Short skirts, low-cut tops, and some even wore pants. No one was hovering, telling them how to behave. Not to laugh too loudly, or that they were eating too much.
Why did shapeshifters have to be stuck in Victorian times? Immortality was supposed to be a gift, but not when you were a young woman controlled by men centuries older who refused to change with the times.
I sighed and flipped another page. A romantic love story behind some picturesque wedding.
I’d have the picturesque wedding; they’d make sure of that, but I’d never have the love story.
“So you come into a bar to read? That doesn’t seem very fun. Most people come here to party.”
The voice rumbled from in front of me, deep enough to send a shiver down my spine. I almost looked up, but once you made eye contact, people thought that was permission to chat. I wasn’t feeling chatty.
I lifted my coffee without taking my eyes off the magazine. Irish cream sweetened it. “This is my version of partying.”
Large, calloused hands slipped under my magazine and pulled it away. “Interesting reading material?”
I scowled but still refused to look up. Why couldn’t he take a hint? “Nothing that would interest you. Wedding magazine.”
“Hmm... You don’t look very interested either. I’d think a bride would find it more engaging.”
He turned it around to read, then straddled the chair across from me like he was settling in. I looked up to glare at him, and my breath caught.
Messy dark hair fell into warm brown eyes that held a hint of mirth. Stubble shadowed his jaw. A ratty t-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders. He had a streak of grease or dirt across one high cheekbone that made him seem all the more charming. His tanned, muscular arms stretched across the table as he read my magazine.
And his scent… God, what was wrong with me? Oak and whiskey and something male that made my stomach clench.
So different from my world, where not a hair was allowed out of place.
Power rolled off him in waves, making my skin tingle. His beast lurked just below the surface, but was tightly leashed. Most of us kept our animal so buried that you barely felt the brush of magic. We were all worried about losing control. That a shift might bring madness. He didn’t seem to worry about that, and I wondered if he shifted regularly.
I cleared my throat. “I shouldn’t bother with it anyway. All the decisions are being made without me.” My voice came out breathier than intended. Wonderful. I cleared my throat. “But if I don’t show some interest, my future mother-in-law will despise me even more than she already does.”
“You don’t sound like you care much about that.”
I bit my lip. “Well, I didn’t choose the groom either. But my life will be easier if she can at least tolerate me.”
Why was I telling him this? Was the stress and bitter disappointment making me crack?
“Are you going to leave so I can read?”
His lips curved into a half-smile that was pure flirtation. “No.”
I crossed my arms. “Was there something specific you wanted?”
He shrugged and released my magazine, crossing his over the chair. “Just talking to a pretty woman. What’s your name?”
Heat crept up my cheeks at the little compliment. “Maddy Lykaides.”
“Priscilla Madeline Lykaides?”
Shoot. He was probably someone who expected me to know him, even though I’d only met him once in some crowded ballroom over a year ago. But… I’d never seen a noble as casual as him. “Do you know my father, Lord Lykaides?”
He smiled, but it seemed tight and cold. “In a way.”
Ugh, if he wanted to discuss some political move my father had made that he disagreed with, I might fall asleep. Everyone assumed that because I was the daughter of Lord Lykaides, I had his ear. Really, my father didn’t care about anyone’s opinions, let alone mine. 
I smiled and tried to keep things light. “He’s the only one who calls me Priscilla, apart from my fiancé. I prefer Maddy.”
I extended my hand. Instead of kissing it like any shapeshifter gentleman would, he shook it. His skin was so warm, calluses rough against my palm.
“I’m Laedan.”
I waited for more. Nothing. “Son of?”
He looked confused. “Benjamin.”
I forced a smile. If basic introductions confused him... “I don’t recognize the name. What’s your surname? I thought I knew all the shapeshifter nobility in the area.”
He ran a hand through his hair, showing off gorgeous, flexing arm muscles. “So why didn’t you choose your husband yourself?”
Avoiding the question. Interesting. “Almost all shapeshifter marriages are arranged among the nobility. Are you a commoner?” 
Father would chew me out if he knew I was talking to a man so far below my station. Alone. In a bar. I was going to get an earful if this got back to him.
He nodded. “I suppose you could call me common.”
“What does that mean?”
“My people don’t have nobility.”
The words hit me like ice water. There was only one thing he could mean. The only people I could mistake for a shifter who didn’t organize around noble bloodlines.
Wereanimal.
My stomach dropped, and chills broke out on my arms. I was sitting across from a wereanimal. One powerful enough to hide what he was until he chose to reveal it.
I jumped to my feet just as my father burst through the black double doors leading into the club. “Priscilla!”
His voice cracked like a whip. He rushed toward us, face twisted with rage. He grabbed my elbow and shoved me behind him hard enough to make me stumble. 
My father drew a silver blade hidden under his suit, and I heard the scrape of chair legs across the stone floor. Several people rose to their feet, ready to break up the oncoming fight. Two vampires and a half a dozen people I’d assumed were human, but I now knew must be werewolves.
“Father,” I hissed. “Put the blade away. Fighting is forbidden here.”
“Shut up!” He snarled at me, but after a tense second and a glance around the room, he put the blade away. “So this is where you’ve been hiding yourself, werewolf? I admit, gaining a vampire as an ally was intelligent for one of your kind.”
Laedan’s expression was cold enough to make my stomach tight. “Nice to see you too, Lord Lykaides. You’d think you’d learn not to underestimate my people. It seems like your intelligence should be in question here.”
Father’s hands balled into fists. “Stay away from my children, scum. I might not be allowed to kill you in this bar, but you have to leave sometime.”
Laedan laughed, bitter and sharp. “You know, old man, I thought I’d be hurting innocent children when I saw that picture on your desk. It’s so nice to know your kids aren’t babies anymore.” His gaze traveled down my body in a way that made heat and fear war in my stomach. “Glad they’re not babies anymore.”
Father’s entire body went rigid. He pulled me against his side, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. “Priscilla, this is the leader of the local werewolves. The one who’s been killing innocent people.”
Laedan’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “I’ve killed no innocents. Everyone I’ve killed has been a soldier or one of the medical staff who worked in those death camps you oversee.”
Death camps?
“What’s he talking about?” The treatment facilities were supposed to help wereanimals. Keep them contained for everyone’s safety while Father’s medical teams worked on a cure. 
Wereanimals were dangerous to themselves and others. Containing them was my father’s top priority as the leader of the house in charge of keeping the supernatural world from being discovered by humans.
At least, that’s what Father always said. But the rage in Laedan’s eyes made me think he at least believed what he was saying.
“He’s lying, Priscilla. He’s a killer. One of the rare alphas with control, and he uses it to murder our people.”
A true alpha. I shuddered. He’d been so close to me. He could have torn me apart. Just like what happened to my mother...
If what our people said about him was true, he’d killed women and children.
Laedan pulled out a photograph. My eighth birthday. The last one with my mom. He waved it in Father’s face.
Father snatched it with a growl that made me jump. I’d never seen him lose control like that. “I’m going to kill you. Leave now, before I forget where we are.”
Laedan grinned and quirked a brow. “You leave. I’m running the bar while Nyx is gone. If you want to fight, patrons here will back me. And I do want to fight, because when you lose, your daughter will belong to me.”
I swallowed, and it went down like a rock. “Father, we should go.”
Laedan chuckled. “She’s a smart girl, Lykaides. She knows I’d beat you. Do you really want her to be helpless and left with me? Like those wereanimals your people torture in your facilities. Like my pregnant wife you murdered. My son never even got to take his first breath because of you.”
The raw agony beneath his rage made my heart twist in my chest. If this were true...
He’d kill us for it.
My father’s hand clenched painfully around my arm, and I grimaced. Laedan’s narrowed gaze clocked the movement, and for a second, I wondered if he’d attack. 
I rested my hand over my father’s. “You’re hurting me. Besides, Laedan didn’t do anything to me. He was disruptive, but he
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