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This Is Not the Droid You’re Looking
For

 


 


 


 


First our pleasures die – and
then

Our hopes, and then our fears –
and when

These are dead, the debt is
due,

Dust claims dust – and we die
too.

 


- Percy Bysshe Shelley,

Death is Here and Death is
There,

1824

 


My fears hadn’t died yet. My
fear, brought about by my second chance at life, continued to
torment me as surely as it had in the past. Did I have something
left to learn from it? Or would sinking low enough for fear to die
finally bring me a sense of peace? Perhaps Beorn would kill the
last of my dread for me. Once he took what he wanted from my body,
destroying whatever chance of pleasure I’d clung to through all my
centuries as a slave, maybe then I could rest…

“Have you made any progress on
the Woden front?” Lex requested, interrupting my grim inner
monologue to raise another anxiety inducing topic.

I snorted at her question and
sent my fist slamming into a punch bag for the thousandth time. The
Cohort had gym equipment custom built to withstand a degree of
vampire strength, but I’d already pushed my chosen bag to its
limits and the chains which secured it to an overhead beam creaked
ominously. I ignored them. Considering my mood, a little
destruction might be cathartic.

After everything that had
happened over the last few months, I had difficulty reeling in my
desire to destroy whatever I could just to vent my frustration. Yet
as I could set the room ablaze with a word, I knew my temper put
the whole Cohort in danger. Anger and fear turned me into a
volatile, ticking time bomb, but that understanding didn’t help
bring my fury under control.

“No,” I admitted, resenting my
answer. “He’s in denial about the whole ‘king of the gods’ thing.
He can’t accept that he’s as important, and as potentially
powerful, as he is. In fact – and I quote here – he said, ‘it’s
against my programming to impersonate a deity’.”

Lex let out a loud guffaw before
she could bite it back.

“He quoted C3PO at you?”

The punch bag swung dangerously
as my fist met its surface again.

“He did. I’m the Star Wars geek,
but he’s the one quoting it as a diversion tactic. I think he’s
under the impression that I’ll let him off the hook for the whole
‘handing himself over to Ragnar’ thing if he can only just amuse me
enough. I won’t, though. I can’t. What he did was so damn stupid;
he needs to accept that. But it’s not just about what he did. It's
about what he made me do.

“Whenever he loses his temper
over the deal I made with Beorn, I can’t help but bring up how
senseless it was to surrender, to go off on his own again. If he
hadn’t been such a martyr, then I wouldn’t have needed to buy Wolf
Blood in the first place. Yet reminding him of that only escalates
matters because it opens a much bigger can of worms.

“It’s been a running theme in
our relationship; him deciding he needs to fulfil some duty that
leaves me alone. He puts me in situations that I should never need
to face. Whenever we argue over his last act of foolishness,
everything else boils over too. There’s a reservoir of regrets
we’re both holding back, but the dam’s cracking, more and more with
every day.”

Lex watched as I took another
angry jab at the leather covered cylinder in front of me, then
stated, “You’re going to have to let that go you know, if you want
to keep him. You’re right, he’s been an absolute pillock more than
once in your lives, but if you bear a grudge then you’ll end up
driving a wedge between you.... That’s if your temper doesn’t scare
him off first. Good goddess, have mercy on the training
equipment!”

“There’s already a wedge between
us,” I snarled, and my best friend took a step away from me. “A
huge, wolf-shaped wedge. Beorn is the reason Conn’s spent every day
this week sleeping on the sofa rather than coming to bed with me.
My temper isn’t the problem. His though, that’s another
matter.”

Biting her lip, Lex had sense
enough to hesitate before jumping to my former husband’s defence.
She still decided to risk my ire, but at least she looked reluctant
about it.

“You can’t blame Conn for being
pissed off, Salix,” she chided. “He’s a Master vampire and you’re
his woman. Of course he’s possessive; the idea that you might sleep
with someone else must be killing him. I mean, you aren’t really
going to go through with it, are you?”

Pain burned in my constricting
throat and tears blurred my eyes. I blinked rapidly, trying to
prevent them falling. It didn’t work. Why did she insist on asking
me that? Why could no one see the reality of our situation? I had
to go through with it. I’d made my proverbial bed and I had to lie
in it. The alternative was too dangerous to allow.

“Conn told me that Beorn has
power. He’s the son of the local pack’s Chief and he’s perfectly
capable of carrying out his threat to bring war to our door if I
don’t comply. Even our Sire admits that the wolves have been
spoiling for a fight for years. I don’t have a choice, Lex. I’m not
willing to risk the lives of everyone in this cohort by refusing
Beorn.

“All I wanted was to save Conn
at any cost. This is what’s being requested of me in exchange, so
I’ll pay up. I saved Leof. Now I’ve got to protect the Cohort.
After that, we can all move on.”

“Will Conn be able to move on,
though?”

Lex didn’t ask anything I hadn’t
already asked myself, but resentment flared, nonetheless. I hated
that what I’d done to save him could be seen as the nail in our
coffin, whilst him going to Ragnar just became... an
inconsequential footnote, at least to everyone but me.

I tensed still further when my
‘friend' added, “You’re going to hurt him. Unbearably so. Don’t you
understand that?”

My anger burned in my chest, so
intense it physically hurt.

“Thanks, Lex,” I hissed, the
words venomous with my self-righteous indignation. “Thanks for
being a real, caring friend.”

I glared. She scowled. For a
moment we stared at each other, at a stalemate.

“The whole house knows what’s
going on,” I reminded her. “Conn’s temper ensured that with all the
yelling he’s done. I have an inbox full of messages from house
members demanding to know what I’m playing at, telling me how cruel
I’m being, but I thought you might cut me some slack. You might at
least try to understand. Don’t you realise what it’s going to cost
me to do this? Don’t you realise that by doing this, I’m letting
Ragnar win even though he’s dead?

“Oh sure, you all want to take
the moral high ground.” I indicated vaguely to the others in the
gym. “You all want to be shocked, to gather around your Sire and
shake your heads in disgust at the adulterer. What you don’t get,
what none of you understand, is that this is going to hurt me far
more than it’s going to hurt him. For a millennium, my body was
used as a weapon, as a potential way to hurt Leof, or a way to
exert control over me, and over Ragnar’s terrified recruits. Do you
think this is what I want?

“Look, I spent a thousand years
fighting Ragnar. Not once did I give in willingly. I fought, every
single time he took me. He always had to force me. God, the ways he
had Osgar punish me for that spark of loyalty to Leof… You can’t
even imagine, Lex, and I won't tell you because no one deserves
those images in their mind. Yet I made one promise while Ragnar had
me; to remain my husband’s. I swore I’d only ever willingly give
myself to one man. That was all I had. The one thing that stayed
good, pure, that I could be proud of, was that I would always be
Leof’s.

“Now though? Thanks to Ragnar,
and thanks to Conn’s decision to leave me behind again, I’m going
to have to give myself to another man. I’m going to have to lie
there and take it, without fighting. I’m going to give up the one
thing I held onto, the one thing that made me more than the monster
Ragnar wanted me to be. I’m doing it for you, for every member of
this cohort. I made a deal to save our Sire and now I’m paying my
debt to keep you all out of a war! But go ahead and tell me how
much I’m going to hurt him. Tell me that he might not have it in
his heart to forgive me over a situation that he created because he
couldn’t trust me to fight beside him.

“You know… maybe I should give
Conn his own way. Perhaps I should act in line with your ethics. I
could deny Beorn and then sit back and watch as his wolves start
picking us off one by one. Or all together. Who knows? There were a
lot of wolves in The Pit, maybe they’ll attack somewhere we gather.
Requiem perhaps? They could take out a lot of us on a Saturday
night in the club. With our luck, Osier will choose to make an
appearance at the same time. Maybe I should just sit back and watch
you all burn!”

As I spat the last word, I
launched my knuckles at the punch bag again. Rather than creaking
or groaning, the chains snapped, finally breaking under my
onslaught. The bag flew across the room, colliding with and
obliterating a treadmill. I thought the destruction would help, but
it didn’t. It just made me angrier still. I felt angry at so much
and my fury wouldn’t be contained. It boiled out of me, streaming
from my fingers in a whip of magic that set the remnants on the
punch bag alight. By the time I managed to extinguish the flames,
nothing remained but ash.

And why was I finding it so hard
to control my fraught emotions...?

Truthfully, because I missed
Conn’s affection. I missed Lex’s faith in me. I’d thought
retrieving Conn and killing Ragnar would solve our problems, but I
didn’t feel like I’d gotten the former back or been victorious over
the latter. My life was still a mess and I felt exhausted. I was so
damn tired of it all.

The ball of despair blocking my
throat choked me. I knew I was on the brink of a breakdown, but I
didn’t want to fall apart in public. Spinning on my heel, I stalked
towards the gym door. It was time for me to shower anyway, to
prepare to sacrifice myself at the altar of Beorn, although that
thought did nothing to ease my hopelessness.

To compound matters, as I exited
the gym, I saw the last person I wanted to witness my pain. Conn
and Gunner stood outside the Security Office, just up the hallway.
They would’ve heard my furious outburst. I flinched at that
realisation, and at the flicker of guilt and concern emanating from
the man who was only possibly still my fiancé.

Did Leof want out of our
arrangement now he faced my infidelity? I wasn’t sure. His remorse
and trepidation couldn’t compete with his anger. It couldn’t
compete with his sense of betrayal. That truth caused the gnawing
anxiety in the pit of my stomach to worsen.

If Conn left me, I’d have
nothing.

Swallowing hard, I tried not to
dwell on that. Eventually he’d realise I’d done as necessary to
save him, wouldn’t he?

When I looked up at him, his
midnight blue eyes darkened in fury, then he turned away. The
muscle in his cheek twitched as he ground his teeth, holding back
whatever he wanted to say, and my heart sunk lower. I felt
nauseous. Churning anxiety over what I intended to do twisted in my
gut, along with terror at the idea of losing Leof. I wanted to
vomit, but I’d be damned before I let him see that.

I would go to Beorn to save
Conn’s cohort; a cohort I’d never asked to be part of. I hadn’t
asked for any of it. I’d wanted my husband, his child, to live and
die a mortal life in a time which was almost beyond memory. I
hadn’t ever asked for this life. Why did everyone seem so able to
forget that?

As I pushed past Conn, I tried
to persuade myself that I bumped him aside out of anger rather than
out of a need for a second of physical contact. It wasn’t true,
though. We’d barely touched since Beorn’s request arrived and I
would take whatever contact I could steal. Tomorrow, I might be
back in my old room, evicted from his top-floor apartment.

The thought choked me again, and
I might have given in and wept if Gunner hadn’t called my name.
When I looked back at our head of security, he smiled nervously and
shuffled away from Conn.

“I’ve never thanked you,” he
said, his tone assured even though the way he eyed his Sire showed
nervousness. “Thank you for bringing my maker home. Thank you for
protecting the Cohort. You’re a worthy sentry and a strong Consort,
Salix. I just thought I should let you know that.”

I smiled but I could feel yet
more tears welling in my eyes.

“Thanks, Gunner. You’re the only
person here to think so, and I appreciate the courage it took to
say it.” I glanced at Conn, poignantly aware of his irritation at
both me and his lieutenant, and added, “Especially while standing
where you are.”

“What the hell is that supposed
to mean?” Conn growled, his eyes flashing as he took a step towards
me. “Do you have something to say to me, sentry?”

Sentry. Not Consort. Not his
‘Little Warrior’. Not even Darcy or Dunthryth. Just sentry. That
stung.

With a sigh, I stepped back,
retreating. The gesture was out of character, but I didn’t want
another argument. I shouldn’t have poked the bear.

“Nothing. Forget it, Leof.”

“Do you really think it’s
appropriate to call me that, considering?”

His quietly spoken retort left
me more aggrieved than any heated dispute would’ve done. Not just
me, either. Gunner groaned, shook his head, and slunk into the
Security Office where I guessed he intended to hide from the storm.
I didn’t blame him. I probably should have stuck to my good
intentions and fled as well, but I didn’t. Instead, I twisted the
hurt into poison.

“Forgive me, Sire; old habits
die hard. A bit like your predisposition for leaving me to pay for
your mistakes…”

Furious anger fragranced the air
with a bitter petrol tang as Conn growled back at me, “I was trying
to protect you.”

“And when I bartered with Beorn,
it was to save you!” I yelled. “You need to stop looking at those
two decisions as opposites: as good and bad, heroic or
unjustifiable. I’m doing the same thing you did, but my sacrifice
will only cost you one night whilst your lack of judgment could’ve
cost me for all eternity!

“I’ll do this, and I’ll protect
your cohort, whereas you left us in a state of uncertainty. We’re
both doing the best we can for the people around us, so stop
playing the betrayed martyr. It’s getting old.”

I folded my arms over my chest,
my stance hinting at my usual stubborn defiance. So much for
retreat or avoiding a fight. It had always perplexed me how the man
who brought out the best in me could also bring out so much of the
worst. Why did he need to goad me?

Conn’s expression soured further
at the opposition, and shards of angry fire opal splintered the
blue of his eyes.

“You can hardly compare your
infidelity to my incarceration. I was tortured. I didn’t bed
Ragnar!”

“Well, I did!” I spat back.
“Many, many times. If you ever loved me, then try to understand
that sometimes sex can be torture too, just as much as anything
done with a knife. Do you want me to boil it down for you, to help
you understand? Some man is going to push something into my body
against my will. It’s going to open more old wounds than I think I
can bear. It will be torture for me. I'm not going to Beorn for a
good time!

“You saw my memories, Conn. You
saw what Ragnar did. Do you really think this isn’t going to bring
all of that back again? I’m not going to Beorn to betray you. I’m
going to Beorn to pay the price of your freedom.

“Will it hurt you? Yes! I
understand that, just like you understood that surrendering
yourself to Ragnar was going to hurt me. Will I write you a note to
explain why this is best? If I follow your precedent, will it
soften the blow? All I’m asking is that you don’t stand here
assuming this will hurt you more than it hurts me, because I
promise you it won’t.”

The muscle in his cheek twitched
again, his tension obvious as he repeated, “You’re giving yourself
to another man.”

Sighing, I deflated, feeling
defeated.

“Only my body and only this
once. Everything else is yours, my heart and soul. I’m yours, Leof.
Everything that matters most belongs to you.”

I tried to force a smile for his
benefit as I teased, “It’s hardly like your body has been a temple
to me. Even after tonight, we’ll still be able to count my bed
mates on one hand, which is more than you can say... More
importantly, you’re the only one I want.”

My half smile faded as I
insisted, “I need to do this, but if you can’t forgive me for it
then it’s going to kill me. Please realise that this is not what I
would’ve chosen. It’s what I’m duty bound to do. You’ve cried
‘duty’ so many times in our lifetimes... Just this once, please let
me use the same excuse.”

“But you shouldn’t have to!”

His words weren’t the refusal
I’d expected. When Conn closed the distance between us, it was a
relief to feel his arms slip around me. Burying my face against his
chest, I inhaled his scent, breathing him in. That scent should
cling to me as well, but it had faded as he’d put ever more
distance between us. I wanted him back. I wanted things to go back
to the way they’d been in London, or on Christmas Eve.

“I miss you so much,” he
breathed into my hair and the ache in my chest grew a hundred times
worse as he echoed my thoughts. “I love you with everything I am.
I’d go to war for you without a second thought.”

Looking up, I placed a cautious
kiss on his jaw, musing, “That didn’t end so well last time.”

Reluctantly, I pulled away. If I
stayed in his arms, I might be tempted to break my bargain, and
then where would we be?

“I need to go and get
ready.”

“You can get ready but I’m not
sure I can let you go,” he murmured as he released me.

I refused to dwell on what would
happen if he tried to stop me. That bridge could be crossed in a
few hours’ time when Beorn’s driver arrived to collect me. Anyway,
what Conn would or wouldn’t do to keep me within Milbank’s walls
was only one of my concerns. Another worry altogether plagued my
mind as I made my way upstairs. Even if I made it out of Milbank
and to wherever Beorn wanted to take me, I wasn’t sure I could
stand to go through with ‘it’. The idea of letting another man
touch me…

Panic rose quickly at the
notion, crushing the air from my lungs as if iron bars had wrapped
around my torso, pulling tighter and tighter. I couldn’t draw
breath and the world blurred as dizziness washed over me. Swaying
where I stood, perilously close to falling, I could only grab the
banister and cling to it. I struggled to focus, to breathe, to push
down the terror that tore through me. My muscles tensed painfully,
and I wanted to scream, to hide, to run to ground and never come
out again.

“Look here, it’s the slut
herself.”

A cold female voice caught my
attention, yet I still couldn't focus as the world heaved under my
feet. When I finally managed to look up, I found a group of
ex-bunnies coming down the stairs towards me. I loathed that they’d
seen me so disorientated and fragile.

Tanya sneered at me, her
expression hateful. She wasn’t someone I had much contact with as
she hadn’t held much of a position in the Cohort until recently.
She’d been overshadowed by Katie and Viola, but she’d grown
progressively more vocal since Viola’s departure, and I wasn’t
surprised at her venom.

I should've had a witty
rejoinder, but I couldn’t form a snarky response. My heart raced
too fast, and panic ensured I couldn’t let go of the handrail, let
alone risk a catfight.

“Shut it, Tanya. She rescued our
Sire when no one else could or would. Leave her be.”

Katie’s immediate defence
would’ve stunned me if fear hadn’t already incapacitated me. The
banister creaked under my hand, moments away from splintering under
the force of my white-knuckled grip. No one else noticed as they
turned to Katie, shock and disgust turning cruel smiles into angry
grimaces.

I didn’t look at my would-be
saviour. Closing my eyes, I tried to breathe instead, to regain
some control over my frantically pounding pulse. That proved
impossible. I couldn’t shake the imagined sensation of fingers on
my body, of the unwanted pressure of lips tasting my skin. Bile
rose in my throat, and I wanted to be sick. I wanted to
disappear.

I was vaguely aware of Tanya
saying something unsavoury about me, but as the world drifted in
and out of focus, I didn’t catch much of it. Maybe that was for the
best.

“Yes, Tanya… and you open your
legs for jewellery and concert tickets. What right do you have to
judge?” Katie snapped.

On another day, I might’ve
snorted with laughter and made a comment about pots and kettles. As
it was, I said nothing, partly because Katie had helped me to
rescue Conn, and mainly because I didn’t want my broken voice to
emphasise how panicked I felt. I let Katie dismiss her minions and
then take hold of my elbow, trying to steady me. She guided me up
the stairs and to the apartment, and when my hands shook too much
to get the key in the lock, she opened the door for me.

To her benefit, she hesitated
before following me inside. Maybe she knew that as one of Conn’s
ex-courtesans, she wouldn’t count amongst those I’d choose to
invite into his suite. As it was, I couldn’t be picky over my
‘friends’. Only Katie and Gunner seemed willing to give me the
benefit of the doubt regarding Beorn, so I indicated for her to
follow.

She entered cautiously. When she
perched on Conn’s sofa, she looked distinctly uncomfortable. I sat
too, lowering my head into my hands as I wrestled my fear back into
the box it had escaped from. It wasn’t easy, and by the time I’d
managed it, Lex had arrived as well.

My friend took one look at Katie
and her face turned stony.

“What are you doing here?”

“Lex,” I snapped, still angry at
her. “I had a panic attack on the stairs. Tanya started on me.
Katie told her where to go and helped me up here because I didn’t
have any friends to assist.”

My supposed ‘best friend’
flinched. I took no pleasure in that, although she looked
appropriately chastened as she breathed, “I’m sorry, Salix.
Downstairs, I didn’t mean…”

She sighed, shaking her head in
desperation.

“I don’t want you to go through
with this, with Beorn. I thought you’d be more likely to change
your mind for Conn’s sake rather than for your own. I didn’t
realise just how much you’re sacrificing. I’m so sorry. I just
don’t want you to go to the wolf.”

“I don’t want to go to the wolf,
Lex. That’s not the point,” I insisted.

Picking up Conn’s pillow from
the sofa, I cuddled it to my chest, breathing in his scent. It hurt
so much that he wouldn’t sleep beside me, and that he hadn’t done
so in nights.

“I wouldn’t do this if I thought
there was a choice,” I repeated for what felt like the hundredth
time.

“I know,” Lex answered with a
pained shrug.

Glancing at the dress which hung
from the door of the bedroom, a room in which Conn no longer slept,
she offered me an olive branch, albeit one none of us liked, “Do
you want help getting ready?”

Maybe she knew I'd struggle to
comply with Beorn's demands on my own. He insisted I dress up for
him even though the idea made me sick. Maybe that was the point.
Perhaps he wanted to unsettle me. Either way, there was nothing to
be gained by bearing a grudge against Lex.

I dragged myself to my feet,
bone weary and resigned to my fate even as I agreed, “Yeah. I’ll
just go and shower.”

Wasn't it bad enough that the
wolf demanded use of my body without also demanding I dress up like
a doll? Like I wanted to go on a date with him? His demand that I
dress up for him seemed crueller than any time Ragnar had left me
chained up and naked or forced me into my Valkyrie costume. It made
the whole ordeal look like it was a game to Beorn, but it wasn't a
game to me. It would never be a game to me.

Katie shuffled in discomfort,
standing as well, as if she intended to leave. I pointed towards
the kitchen, suggesting, “Why don’t you make yourselves tea or
coffee? You might know how to use Conn’s monster of a coffee-making
machine better than I do.”

The ex-bunny seemed both
surprised and relieved by my offer, and when she replied it was to
assure me, “He never let us stay long enough for coffee, but I can
work a kettle if there’s one of those.”

“Yeah, there is. Cups, coffee,
and tea bags are in the cupboard above it,” I told her.

Oh, the irony. I agreed to let
Katie make herself at home in Conn’s apartment in a way he’d never
done while she shared his bed. What a strange turn of events. But
then again, when were the events in my life anything other than
bizarre? How I longed for my old, boring, predictable life; for the
brief twenty-six years of peace between my rebirth and my
reintroduction to my husband.

But no, that wasn’t true. I’d
never want to go back to a world without Conn. That was why I had
to do this; to protect him. Even he could die, and I wasn’t
prepared to send him spiralling into a war with Beorn. War carried
risks; he'd already proven that. The idea of losing him again
horrified me more deeply than I could describe.

Still, a holiday would’ve been
nice. Some time away from the struggle and machinations of our
enemies seemed long overdue, but I didn’t crave the years of being
Darcy Salix; human, employee, one more cog in the machine. Not at
all. The only place and time I would've liked to visit was Hexham
in 863AD, back when everything had been perfect, and I could’ve
taken on the world with the man at my side.

We couldn’t go back to that
time, though, and so there was no point fantasising over it. I just
had to survive another night.

How would I manage that when
even the feel of my own hands on my body as I showered conjured
images of Beorn, of what he was about to do? It brought back
memories of Ragnar too, of being used by someone who only wanted me
as a tool to punish, to encourage compliance, and to hurt others.
There was so much pain, and fear, and anger, all seething inside
me, pushing me closer to the brink of another panic attack, or of
another furious outburst. Yet I had to hold it together. I had to
hold it together long enough to pay my debt. Then I could fall
apart. Then I could scream out everything I was feeling. No matter
how afraid I felt, I just had to get through the night.

Once I showered, I guided Lex
and Katie into the bedroom and to my dressing table. Being grateful
for Katie’s existence went against everything I’d felt towards her
for months, but as she and Lex curled my hair and applied my
makeup, I felt truly thankful. Their endeavours to follow Beorn's
explicit instructions meant I could sit in silence, trying to empty
my mind rather than thinking about it myself. I couldn’t bear to
put any effort into looking good for the wolf, even though he
insisted on it. It seemed far easier to let others apply my war
paint, so I didn’t have to pretend to care about my appearance.

Conn briefly returned to the
apartment while they were busy. He paused in something that
resembled horror when he discovered Katie in his home. Worse still,
in his bedroom. He bit back his irritation and dug something out of
a drawer before disappearing again, without so much as speaking to
me or my helpers.

I watched his sullen retreat
with an ache in my chest and tried to blink back the tears which
threatened to ruin my freshly applied mascara. Damn him. Lex hadn’t
been wrong about my actions hurting him, and that was the last
thing I wanted for him. Sadly, there wasn’t much I could do about
that. I’d have to cope with it… I only hoped his pain didn’t drive
him to do anything unforgivable.

Turning back to Katie, I
levelled a flat stare at her, remembering all the times she’d
promised that she’d take whatever opportunity presented itself to
regain her bunny position.

“Don’t assume that because I’m
doing this it would be a wise idea to ‘comfort’ him. If I have the
slightest suspicion that you’ve tried anything, I’ll wipe you from
the face of the planet,” I murmured with no trace of humour.

Katie met my accusing glare with
a seemingly earnest gaze.

“He wouldn’t have me now, not
even if he were distraught,” she answered. “His preferences aside,
I don’t go for other women’s husbands. Even ‘bunnies’ can have some
morals, and before I joined the Cohort, I felt the sting of an
unfaithful husband myself. I’d never try to seduce someone else’s
partner into infidelity. Free agents are one thing but taken men
are quite another.”

I’d never considered the
possibility that Katie had ever been anything other than a
power-hungry and promiscuous bully. The notion of her as a scorned
wife didn’t mesh with the front that she showed the house.

Then again, did the front I
needed to show the house and Beorn truly reflect who I was? I
intended to go out, to betray my Leof. My housemates would only see
a woman in a low-cut dress, primped, and primed, and off to bed the
enemy. The saying about never judging books by their covers had
rarely seemed more apt, but maybe that had been the reason behind
Beorn’s dress code; maybe he wanted everyone around Conn to see me
as a harlot. Maybe he thought it would cause more harm if he soured
my relationship with my cohort too. Either way, I had to admit that
what an individual did to survive wasn’t always how they wanted to
live. Maybe Katie and I weren’t that different after all.

Katie chuckled, continuing
without expanding on her history, “I’m not stupid enough to take on
a goddess. Especially one who fried her last enemy by touch alone.
It seems wiser to ally myself with the most powerful person in the
house rather than remaining her enemy. Never heard of keeping your
friends close and your enemies closer?”

“At least you’re honest,” Lex
grumbled as she adjusted my hair a final time. Then she stood back
to admire her handiwork, adding, “Alright, you’re done. Can we
strap silver knives to your calves or something, so you can just do
away with the wolf at the earliest opportunity?”

“Because killing the only son of
the pack's Chief is going to avoid a war?” I asked and arched a
sardonic brow, then I winced as I realised how ‘Conn’ the
expression was.

I didn’t want to channel Leof,
not considering what I was about to do. If anything, I wanted to
channel Katie; I wanted to care so little that I could betray Conn
and not crumble, the way she’d done when she bedded Lucas
Haltwhistle at the previous Yule Ball.

“How do you do it? Sleep with
someone you don’t love without fighting them, without breaking
down?” I requested, desperate for some way to cope.

For a moment, Katie didn’t
answer, and by the time she did her eyes had dulled.

“The first time?” she mused.
“You do it by pushing everything you’re feeling down; by hiding it.
Then, when it’s done and you’re alone, you cry until you can’t cry
anymore. Crying becomes less frequent the more you do the deed, but
instead of tears you give away little bits of your self-respect.
Over and over, you do it, until you can’t see yourself as anything
but a toy anymore. Eventually, if you’re lucky, you don’t have
enough self-respect left to care.”

Collecting up my makeup brushes,
Katie tidied my dressing table while keeping her eyes determinedly
averted, even as she admitted, “I cried for two days straight the
first time I was intimate with Conn. He didn’t know. No one knew.
It took five years for me to stop sobbing after every encounter. I
was well on my way to becoming number one on his list of mistresses
before I even learned to appreciate him. I’m not going to lie, I
did enjoy being with him in the end, but it took me far longer to
learn to do so than you probably imagined.”

When she did meet my eye, she
confessed, “I can’t tell you how to get through tonight, and I
don’t expect this is something you’ll do often enough to
acclimatise to it. I wish I could advise you, but I can’t. All I’ll
say is that Conn loves you. He’ll forgive you, so survive it for
him.”

We fell silent after that, until
my phone rang, and Gunner announced the arrival of my ride. He
paused before he hung up, as if he wanted to say something more but
wasn't sure what I needed to hear. I told him that I’d be ok,
though no one believed me, because I didn’t want to hear his
sympathy.

Despite my reluctance, I made my
way back down to the ground floor with Lex and Katie on my heels.
Others lingered in the entrance hall too, glaring accusingly at me.
Had they been waiting to see if I really could go through with my
plan? Did they hope I’d back out? Didn’t they understand that I was
protecting all of them?

Of course, Conn wasn’t present,
but then I didn’t expect him to be. It wasn’t like he’d want to
offer me a goodbye kiss, was it? Anyway, the congregation of
vampires proved disconcerting enough without Conn’s anger. They
made his absence something of a relief.

Taking a deep breath for
fortification, I tried to ignore my housemates as I headed for the
main door. My hand almost reached the handle before Leof said my
name. He appeared in the doorway of the recreation room, although
he didn’t keep his distance. Within moments, he was at my side,
pulling my hand from the doorknob and tugging me away from my
exit.

“I need to go, Conn. It’s the
only way,” I pleaded.

His eyes looked dark, pained; so
much more haunted than they had been earlier. Seeing at him again
now that my fury had faded, I realised how gaunt he appeared. He
hadn’t been feeding.

“You need blood. You need to
eat,” I insisted.

Conn laughed bitterly at my
advice, then his hand slid around the back of my neck and his thumb
circled my pulse point.

“I intend to. If you’re going,
then that dog is going to know exactly who you belong to.”

When he moved, his strike was
less gentle than I’d come to expect from him. His bite was almost
brutal in his desperation to get to my vein and mark me. It hurt as
his fangs broke my skin, but I didn’t care as warmth and yearning
flared in response. He was everything I wanted, even when we
weren’t on the same page.

In truth, I needed that moment
of rough intimacy as much as Leof did. I needed to re-establish
what it meant. His venom would alter my scent, mixing his fragrance
into it so everyone would know who I belonged with. The act was
possessive. Some might even consider it overbearing, although I
felt relieved. Conn wanted me to smell of him. My Leof still wanted
to claim me. That was more important to me than anything else. That
he would do this publicly, in front of so many members of his
cohort, awed me. In one move, he told them that he wanted me, no
matter what I did, and I loved him for that.

When he finally pulled away, he
tipped his head in offering, and encouraged, “Me too. Darcy, mark
me as well, so I smell of you while you’re not here.”

Kissing his neck, I told him the
one truth I hoped he could believe, “I’ll never want anyone but
you, alright? Don’t forget.”

Then I bit him. He tasted as
divine as always. Raw power ran through his veins, and it made the
human blood I lived off seem like water compared to the ambrosia of
the gods. It electrified me and had desire pooling in my belly.
Staying right there in the house with him suddenly seemed like an
almost irresistible temptation, and I wondered if that had been his
goal all along.

Leof’s hand slid down my back,
trailing lazy patterns over the fabric of my dress. His breathing
deepened and he tipped his head further, giving me greater access
to his throat. Was he trying to seduce me?

“Stay,” he breathed when I
extracted my fangs and tried to step back. “Stay here with me.”

I guess that answered my
suspicions.

Shaking my head, I tried
unsuccessfully to put some distance between us, insisting, “I
can’t. Not now. It’s just tonight, Leof.”

Just tonight. If only I could
believe that. Even if I never slept with another man again, this
was going to affect us, change us, potentially irrevocably. Yet
there was no turning back now.

I almost managed to slip from
Conn’s grasp before his grip tightened on my waist. His fingers dug
into me with painful desperation, and he pulled me back against his
chest. With his forehead pressed to mine and his eyes closed to
block out the world, he looked as fraught as he felt. His anxiety,
his grief, and his frustration were agonising to share. His
emotions exacerbated my shame and my fear and when he spoke again,
I almost gave in.

“I don’t want you to go. I won’t
let you go.”

Unfortunately, he couldn’t
change my course. No one could.

I pressed my lips to his in a
bruising, frantic kiss which I hoped reassured him of my love, of
my devotion, then I murmured, “You can’t stop me. One day, if you
accept who you are and recover your gifts, then you might be able
to control me. Today, though… Today you can’t stop me.”

As much as it would pain Conn to
realise it, Katie had been right when she said I was the most
powerful person in the house. I shouldn’t be. One day, I wouldn’t
be. However, while Leof was in denial about his true self, he
couldn’t regain any semblance of godhood. Me, on the other hand, I
was different. I accepted that I had more power than I knew how to
use. I didn’t want it. I feared it, even. Regardless, I knew it
existed. It fuelled my magic and that was all I needed to make my
escape.

“Bærnan.”

The command came as easily as
when I’d been holding Ragnar, but I winced as fire sparked to life
around my hands, causing Conn to leap away from me. He patted at
the smouldering fabric of his shirt, shocked and dismayed at the
burns I’d given him.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, my voice a
feeble croak. Then I fled.

I was out of the door before my
Sire ensured I hadn’t set him alight. My hands glowed briefly as I
stepped through Valerie’s wards, and I tried to keep them hidden
behind me as I pushed through the crowd of reporters outside. The
press had stayed camped on Milbank’s doorstep ever since the raven
incident, and I finally realised the paparazzi had a use. They
closed ranks behind me, snapping photos as I leaped towards the
waiting double-cab Hilux. The press, both employed and freelance,
formed a barrier between me and Milbank, separating me from the man
I expected to chase me at any moment.

When I clambered into the back
of the vehicle, a canine odour overwhelmed me. I struggled not to
heave as I tugged the door closed and locked myself in a box that
reeked of dog. I barely managed to avoid retching as the driver
pulled away from the kerb and sped into the night, but I knew
offending the three wolves who formed my escort wouldn’t help my
chances of survival. At least the driver’s haste ensured we escaped
before Conn made it through the paparazzi. That was something to be
grateful for, I guessed.

I wasn’t so grateful when the
female wolf beside me held out a blindfold. Did we really need to
do the whole covert operation thing?

When I didn’t take the scrap of
dirty rag, she thrust it into my hands, barking, “Cover your eyes.
You’re to wear that for the duration of the journey. Also, I’ve
been asked to remind you that ‘Beorn’ is a title. For tonight, you
are being honoured; you are required to call your host by his
name.”

The female wolf scowled as
though she found me unworthy, disgusting, like faeces on her shoe.
Then she tagged on, “His full given name is Fennbúend Cénewulf. He
grants you permission to call him Fenn, although you’re
undeserving, vampire.”

She ended on a growl, as if my
species was a curse, but that didn’t concern me half as much as the
rest of her admission. When I’d first met Beorn, I hadn’t
considered that his name may have been honorary. The Old English
word meant ‘prince’ or ‘warrior’, perhaps indicating a hero. If I’d
recognised that, I might have realised his importance to his pack
somewhat earlier in our acquaintance.

Not that it would’ve swayed my
decision to do anything necessary to save Conn from Ragnar… Anyway,
Beorn’s true name concerned me far more than his rank. ‘Fennbúend’
also had roots in the old tongue, but why did it send cold shivers
down my spine?


CHAPTER TWO
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The sightless drive induced
further anxiety, and the wolves prohibited me from removing the
blindfold even when the vehicle came to a halt and my escort tugged
me from the back seat. I reached out with my other senses to
compensate; my vampire hearing amplifying every sound, from the
mournful hoot of an owl to a strange flapping noise, which sounded
like fabric in the wind. What was that? A flag? A tarpaulin?

I could also hear running water
ahead of us, a river or stream, perhaps. When I inhaled, I breathed
in the fragrance of woodland, of moss, and damp, and the decay of
old, rotting undergrowth that hadn’t yet been replaced by the fresh
foliage of spring. Only the mildest hint of smoke and petrol
tainted the air, indicating that we’d left civilisation. But where
were we? Where had I been taken to damn myself?

I had no idea. Considering the
duration of the drive from Milbank to our location, I guessed we
were within twenty-five miles of Newcastle, but that didn’t help me
much. So, what else did I know?

We hadn’t gone east, of that, I
felt sure. Newcastle lay too close to the coast to go east for such
a length of time. I doubted we’d gone south into more populated
areas either, but that was only speculation. Had we travelled west
or north? No one had told me, and it seemed unlikely anyone would
be forthcoming with the information. Why blindfold me unless they
wanted their location kept secret?

The wolves stayed silent,
leaving me with my musings and uncertainty, and I felt as alone as
it was possible to feel, even while accompanied by my ‘escort’. I
felt every bit as alone as I had been as Ragnar's slave;
friendless, pressing on only because there was no other choice. I
hated that.

Once we left the vehicle, the
wolves guided me down what I assumed was a short road. Or a path,
maybe; something made of tarmac or concrete, based on the solid
feel of the ground under my feet. From there they shoved me roughly
onto a timber bridge which spanned a narrow river. The sound of
water running under me at least gave me some feel for the lay of
the land, even if it wasn’t much.

When we stepped off the bridge
again, the scent of woodland intensified, and my heels sunk
immediately into the soft ground underfoot. That would make it
difficult to walk, and I stumbled as the damp ground tugged at my
footwear. My confidence waned further as I struggled to remain
upright.

“Are we going to be traipsing
far through this wood?” I asked, failing to keep my trepidation and
frustration from my voice. “It would be somewhat easier to navigate
rough terrain if I could at least see where I was going.”

“A little way,” someone answered
in a snarl. “What’s the matter, vampire, not used to walking on
anything but a pavement? City-dwelling, blood-sucker...”

If I’d been told to dress for a
woodland adventure, then I would’ve done so, but Beorn’s orders had
been to ‘wear something nice’, and I'd only ever seen his wolves in
an urban environment. The Pit hadn’t given me any reason to expect
mud.

Maybe he intended some form of
power play; seeing how far he could push my compliance before I
rebelled. Perhaps he wanted to incite a refusal from me, to give
him his excuse for a war. But saving my cohort would be the carrot
which got me to play along with every aspect of his charade, no
matter how ridiculous it felt to me.

Still, faced with my rural
reality, I wondered if the request to ‘wear something nice' had
been a much more conniving manipulation than I'd given the wolf
credit for. Had he meant to emphasise my differences from the
animals around me? Had Beorn intended me to feel as out of place
and unprepared as anyone could want an enemy to feel?

If he wanted to set me
off-kilter, to make me feel vulnerable in my ridiculous heels, then
he’d succeeded. My escort had dressed for practicality, while I had
donned strappy sandals and a dress which would have led to
hypothermia if I hadn’t been a vampire. The cold, the struggle to
keep my footing, and the overall indignity of what I was doing made
me doubt myself more than ever, and that piqued my temper.

“I was stalking the woods before
you were born, dog.” I snarled the claim, my patience finally
fracturing, even before I continued, “I was hunting game in the
forests around Hexham centuries before your grandparents were cubs
yapping for scraps. I might’ve been human, but I learned how to
hunt and track in the wilderness long before you realised what your
nose and teeth are for, so you can drop the bullshit, mutt. I have
no patience for it.”

Growls vibrated around me, and I
reacted automatically, raising my hands in a defensive position.
The rumbling snarls gave away the positions of the three wolves who
made up my ‘escort’, which was more information than I had moments
earlier. Regardless of that titbit, I doubted I’d do well while
fighting blind and in my ridiculous shoes. And anyway, what good
would fighting do me, considering what was at stake?

With that question in mind, I
resisted the urge to remove the rag from my eyes. Instead, I prayed
that knowing Beorn awaited my arrival would halt any attack on my
escorts' part. Their Chief's son wanted to use me. If his followers
killed me, that would be much harder to do. They wouldn’t risk his
wrath. Or so I hoped.

Then again, that would certainly
incite a war, if that was Beorn’s end goal...

A velvety laugh echoed from the
trees to the right of me, and a chill which had nothing to do with
the cold, crisp February air traced down the length of my spine.
Had Beorn heard everything, then?

I inhaled again, hating that I’d
missed the earthy, pine fragrance which added a personal musk to
his underlying wet-dog scent. It was almost pleasant, and I hated
that as much as I loathed missing his approach while struggling to
walk.

“You know, Little Rebel, a
Consort is almost as much of a mouthpiece for a cohort – for the
vampire species even – as a Sire. Calling us ‘dogs’ is hardly
diplomatic.”

The thinly veiled threat in
Beorn’s words did nothing to ease my sense of impending doom, but
nor did it cool my temper.

I snorted in disdain, spitting
my retort, “It’s also hardly diplomatic to make the demand you have
of me, of another man's fiancée. Let’s be honest here, wolf.
Diplomacy is not something you do any better than me.

“Look… We made a deal. I’ll pay
your price. Then we’ll go our separate ways and be done with this.
Let’s not try to make this into something bigger than it is. We can
all feign deference, or we can all speak with the contempt we’re
feeling, but that ball is in your court, Beorn.”

He laughed again at my response
and moved towards me, his boots only lightly rustling the
undergrowth. I struggled not to shrink away from him and couldn’t
hide a flinch as he gripped my chin, tugging my head up as he
pulled the blindfold from my eyes.

“Wrong name,” he advised.

I glared up at him, but in
return he smiled the type of smile that had probably disarmed many
women in the past. It was a slow, lazy, and wholly seductive smile.
One which I longed to wipe from his face by kneeing him in the
unmentionables.

His eyes seemed unnervingly dark
and penetrating. To me, they seemed black enough to look soulless
even as they sparkled with amusement, their green muted by the
night-time shadow. The warmth of his touch burned me, and not with
the pleasurable electricity I had come to expect from Conn. This
was different, painful, the scorch of something I shouldn’t touch
but couldn’t avoid. It was a branding iron; painful, scarring,
something that would sully me for the rest of my existence.

As Beorn’s thumb brushed my
lips, I felt the muscles in my shoulders tense and knot. I wanted
to fight, to run, but he didn’t seem to notice my tension. That or
he didn’t care as he murmured, “I left instructions for you to call
me Fenn, so how about we attempt civility? I shall be Fenn, you
shall be Darcy, and we shall leave the hostility between our
species aside for the duration of the night. We are not a werewolf
and a vampire tonight, we shall be a man and a woman, nothing
more.”

Unable to hold back my contempt
at the ridiculous suggestion, I snorted again, growling, “I will
attempt to be courteous as long as we get one thing straight; you
are not doing this because you’re a man attracted to a woman.
You’re doing this because I am a vampire, because you want to irk a
Master vampire and bring about a war, either through my refusal or
through Conn’s anger. If we’re going to play this game, then let’s
at least do it honestly. You’re a wolf. You will always be a wolf.
To claim this is anything but the plotting of a wolf is an outright
lie, and that flies in the face of civility. I am a vampire and
that’s exactly why you want me here.”

Beorn’s smile didn’t falter as
he leaned in, and I hated the brush of his lips over the sensitive
skin of my throat, even as it awoke the part of my vampire nature
which longed to feel teeth against my flesh. I shuddered at the
contact, and at the little part of me which instinctively reacted
to the wolf. Why did I react at all? Why could he play me so
easily, even while disgusting me to my core?

He was powerful, I knew that
much. I had power too, and the meeting of two supernatural beings
had the potential for something explosive. There could’ve been
chemistry between us if I’d been anything other than what and who I
was, if I'd been anything other than Leof's wife and Ragnar's
slave.

What a depressing truth. If my
heart hadn’t so firmly belonged to one man and one man alone, Beorn
may well have been an interesting, if unpredictable, possibility.
If my psyche hadn't been so scarred and if I’d wanted to take a
walk on the wild side, that is...

Conn was all about duty,
control, about playing a game in which he considered the outcomes
of all available moves. He followed the path he felt would help the
most people, even if he had to sacrifice himself to do it. I
suspected Beorn would be his opposite. He would do as he pleased,
no matter how it hurt others. He would sate his own cravings for
power, for a scrap, for a woman, without ever considering the real
cost of his actions. That was what it was to be a wolf, wasn’t it?
To be untameable.

While any proximity to him had
the potential to be exhilarating, invigorating, and free of
constraints, it would ultimately mean becoming less moral, less
civilised, and ultimately more dangerous. I would never choose that
path, even if I hadn’t already bound myself wholeheartedly to the
man I still tried to protect. As I’d protested, I was a vampire not
a werewolf.

Beorn’s warm breath hit my
chilled ear as he whispered the very last thing I expected, “Oh no,
you’re much more than a vampire. That’s what makes you so
interesting. Do you remember being queen of Ésageard?”

My sharp inhale revealed my
alarm almost as clearly as the way my hands fisted at my sides.

“What did you say?”

The wolf grinned and indicated
for my escort to leave us before he murmured, “Oh, I think you
heard me. You shouldn’t be so surprised; the raven stunt your
‘fiancé’ pulled was more than enough to give him away. To anyone
who knows the legends, at least. I admit, at first, I hadn’t
realised you were anything more than some expendable girl whom
Woden had taken a shine to. It took time to learn the truth, even
after you came for my blood.

“Luckily for me, there were
journalists reporting on the arrival of the ravens outside Milbank
House. There’s audio on YouTube of you speaking to one of the
king’s pets. ‘Mynd’, you called him. Fortunately, I speak Old
English. I recognised the reference. For you to speak to that bird
as you did, with recognition… Well, you gave yourself away as
surely as Woden did. I know who you are, Fríge.”

As he said my true name a
flicker of magic, of divine power, sparked and rippled under my
skin, then winked out again. What was that...?

It didn’t matter. I felt too
stunned to examine the sensation closely, especially as my
instincts fired, warning me that I was in more danger than I'd
previously realised.

“You think it’s wise to goad a
god?” I hissed, defensive in the wake of Beorn’s revelation. “Is it
wise to goad Woden?”

“Ah, beautiful... If he was
still a god, then you wouldn’t be here now. I’d be a crater in the
ground; my life swept away by Woden’s fury for even suggesting that
you come to me.” Beorn gave me another dashing smile and another
reason to hate him, adding, “But the truth of what Conn O’Dowd is
can wait for another day. Tonight, I have only one thing on my
mind; to make the most of being with a beautiful woman.”

“If you’re hoping to flatter me,
then you’re in for a disappointment,” I warned, folding my arms
over my silk clad front. I tried to look defiant, although I
probably appeared nothing more than cold and out of place.

“Can we make this quick, or are
you intending to draw it out?” I demanded. I suspected the latter
even though the thought terrified me.

“Well, I was planning on
enjoying it,” Beorn chuckled, his soulless eyes glinting with
mirth. Reaching out he took a strand of my hair, curling it around
his fingers and then brushing it back behind my ear as he insisted,
“If you give me a chance, you might find the experience quite
pleasurable too.”

“I doubt that.”

He only laughed harder at my
snapped retort.

“If you don’t, it will be
because you’ve decided not to enjoy what I’m offering. You reacted
when I kissed your wrist at The Pit.” Beorn took my hand and
stroked his fingers over the line of my vein, the path he’d kissed
a month earlier. “You reacted when I brushed my lips over your
throat too, not a moment ago. Whether you like it or not, you are
attracted to me.”

Pulling me forward, he aligned
my body with his, gripping my waist securely as he nuzzled against
my throat.

“You must get bored, Freyja,
being tied to that ancient administrator. I can show you the
heights of rapture. Through me, you’ll find freedom, find a way to
live life as it is meant to be lived, with breathless ecstasy. Just
agree to it.”

I refused his request with a
resolute shake of my head, stating, “I’ll give you use of my body,
but I can’t give you my pleasure.”

The dark slashes of Beorn’s
brows dropped as he frowned and asked, “What about if I demand it
as part of our bargain? What if I demand you cast aside any
inhibitions and take what’s offered?”

One of his hands slid up to hold
the back of my neck, while the other glided over the fabric of my
dress to curve around my breast, and he encouraged, “Enjoy me.”

It was almost impossible to stay
still, to let him touch me. My stomach churned and I longed to be
sick, to flee before the situation could progress to its inevitable
conclusion. I’d give him almost anything to prevent a war, but I
couldn’t give him my pleasure. I could never give him that, because
when he fondled and teased, I felt fear rearing up inside me,
pushing me towards the precipice where panic waited.

“You’re right,” I admitted in a
croak. “I reacted to your touch earlier. I’m not above appreciating
beauty or charm, or your obvious knowledge of what makes vampires
tick. However, my refusal is not as simple as an attempt to honour
promises I made to the man I love. It isn’t a choice. It’s not that
I won’t enjoy you. It’s that I can’t. You’ve manipulated me into
doing something that I find reprehensible. Into something…
something I…”

I couldn’t even get the words
out.

“You’re afraid,” Beorn murmured,
his frown deepening still further.

Closing my eyes, I tried to
block him out, along with the rest of my reality.

“I doubt you realise it, but
what you’re asking of me has the potential to cost far more than
two vials of your blood was worth.”

I felt the weight of Beorn’s
scrutiny and when he replied he offered me a slight reprieve.

“I won’t demand what you can’t
give, Consort. I won’t demand your pleasure.”

That was something, but my heart
sank as he added, “But that mercy has a cost too; you will pass a
message to your Sire for me. You’ll tell him that by marking you,
by covering you with his scent, he made sure I have no choice but
to take you. If you didn’t stink of him so pungently then a kiss
may have sufficed, just enough for him to catch my scent on your
skin and know I’d tasted what was his. Now though, now taking you
is the only way my scent will cover his. You let him know that his
act of possession sealed your fate.”

“You would’ve done this either
way,” I murmured, wearied by the vindictiveness of his demand, a
request made solely to torment Leof rather than because the claim
held even a grain of truth.

“I’ll tell him because I’m sure
you’ll do so yourself at the earliest opportunity,” I conceded.
“But as I said before; there’s little to be gained by lying,
Beorn.”

“Fenn. For tonight, you will
call me Fenn. I don’t expect to have to tell you again. I want my
name ingrained on your consciousness until the day you realise that
I’m far stronger than your ‘king of the gods’ could ever be.”

The command brooked no argument,
then he gripped my chin again, holding me firmly in place so he
could force his mouth down on top of mine, crushing my lips with
such ferocity that it felt bruising.

When he stepped back, he barely
cast a glance my way as he ordered, “We've wasted enough time.
Come, Little Rebel.”

I hated when he called me that.
It seemed too like Leof’s ‘Little Warrior’, and I wouldn’t stand
for it.

“Fine, Fenn, I’ll use your
name,” I agreed, resenting that I had to give him even that much.
“But only if you call me Darcy. Nothing else. No pet names or
titles. Just Darcy.”

He didn’t dispute my
request.

“It appears we’ve struck another
bargain, just Darcy. Follow me.”

I tried to obey his order,
although it became increasingly difficult as we veered off the
trail and turned right into the woods. A heel broke and I almost
fell. I stumbled often, and in the end, I pulled my sandals from my
feet in frustration. Even going barefoot would be easier and it
wasn’t like I feared cuts, or bruises, or even adder bites.

Fennbúend turned to me as I
tugged my footwear free, rolling his eyes and giving me a
withering, scorn-filled glance as he demanded, “Hunted these lands
since before Hrædwulf was born, have you?”

He didn’t give me a chance to
respond before removing his own boots and throwing them at me, so
that I had to catch them or suffer a broken nose.

“Put those on,” he demanded,
then his tone hardened, and he added, “The undergrowth will tear
your feet to shreds and I don’t want the odour of vampire blood
trailing through my woods and scaring off the game.”

His offer surprised me. He
wasn’t intending to go shoeless for me, was he? Wouldn’t the forest
floor do the same to his feet?

My concern proved unfounded.
With a grin, Fenn shirked of his t-shirt and unbuckled his jeans. A
blush hit my cheeks, and I looked away, although I wasn’t quick
enough in my attempt to avert my eyes. I got a spectacular view of
well-toned chest, as well as discovering the wolf went commando,
all before I managed to spin on the spot.

I almost tripped over my own
feet in my desperation to turn my back, but by then my retinas had
already been scarred, forever marked by the perfect vision which I
wished I’d never seen. My efforts were probably pointless,
considering what he demanded of me, but that didn’t mean I wanted
to see more than necessary.

With all my training, I
should’ve known better than to turn my back on an enemy. Within
moments, Fenn stepped behind me, pressing his naked body against my
back. The thin fabric of my dress did little to disguise the feel
of him, of the contours of his muscular chest or the hard length of
something else entirely.

Could I run? Could I flee and
never look back?

His arms circled me, but he did
nothing more than press his clothing into my hands as he stated,
“You’re going to have to carry these. I’m going to change.”

In spite of myself, my curiosity
sparked. For all the centuries I’d lived, I’d never once seen a
werewolf transformation. When Fenn backed away, I couldn’t stop
myself glancing back at him, despite his nudity. I wanted to view
him with the professional eye of a scientific observer, but it
wasn’t easy to ignore the tanned mass of aroused masculinity behind
me. I didn’t desire him, but that didn’t stop another blush hitting
my cheeks, even as my heart thundered wildly at the sight of the
thing I feared so much.

The man in front of me smirked,
his fingers playing over his own body before he howled, the sound
eerie and unnatural coming from his still human-looking form. Then
the shift happened.

At first, muscle rippled under
his skin, relaxing and shifting. Tendons softened and stretched so
that bone could move and adjust. Fenn collapsed to his knees, his
flesh undulating as his body’s structure shifted and changed, and
then locked into an entirely different shape. Thick grey fur
sprouted, covering his whole body except for the black band which
ran from the tip of his nose, along the length of his back, and
faded into the grey of his new tail. The black also covered his
eyes, giving the wolf the look of some masked bandit or an
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