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      The small figure wandering along the edge of the winter blue ocean resolved into a little girl as she drew closer. Seven or eight, I guessed. Her bright red coat had been the first thing to attract my attention. Her long, dark hair whipped by the December wind was in such a snarled state; it would probably take her mother an hour to comb.


      Murphy and I weren’t the only ones brave enough to suffer the winter wind on Barley Cove beach, it seemed.


      The start of the third week of our Irish road trip was off to a promising start.


      We had a room in a nearby town called Skibbereen. Each time I heard that name, happiness bubbled inside me. What a great name for a town. We’d arrived the night before in the pitch black and checked into our bed and breakfast without a problem because there were many vacancies this time of year. Some of the smaller hotels and B&Bs were shut down for the better part of the winter, but the one Murphy found was lit up with strings of multi-colored Christmas lights, and a beautifully decorated tree held pride of place in the lobby.


      This morning we had lazed in bed until noon. When we finally decided to go exploring, we bundled up in thermal underwear, winter coats, hats, scarves and gloves and had taken a picnic lunch of sandwiches and tea to Barley Cove beach. Nestled between the headlands decorated with grassy dunes, this was one of the most spectacular beaches I’d ever seen. But cold. Incredibly cold. Eating sandwiches with gloves on was one of the more difficult maneuvers I’d ever attempted.


      We’d just finished our lunch when I spotted the flash of red between one dune and the next.


      At first I thought it was a solitary adult out for a windy walk along the shore, but as she drew closer, she didn’t get taller.


      “I don’t see anyone with her, do you, Murphy?” I nudged my bond mate, who was staring out to sea. He was the picture of relaxation and was even faintly smiling. More and more each day of the road trip, we were putting Paddy’s death and so many of the horrible events of the past year behind us. Life, for once, was uncomplicated. No pack problems to solve, no place special to be, few responsibilities.


      At my nudge, Murphy roused himself from his contemplation of the sea, and I realized he had no clue what the hell I was talking about. So used to being on the same wavelength, I was a little taken aback. For three weeks nothing had seemed more fascinating to him than me, but, then again, our ocean vista was mesmerizing.


      “See?” I pointed at the figure of the little girl, and in the space of time it had taken me to attract his attention, she’d stumbled to a halt and buried her face in her hands, shaking with sobs. She looked cold too, despite her bright red coat. My heart gave a leap.


      Murphy took in the situation in less than five seconds.


      “She’s lost,” he said, his voice laced with sympathy. He helped me to my feet and we began slithering to the beach below.


      Puffs of sand kicked up by Murphy’s black Adidas sneakers blew grit into my eyes and if not for his hand clutching mine, I would have fallen blindly. The wind on the beach was stiff and uncompromising. My cheeks stung. Up on top of the dune, we’d been sheltered by the headland, but down here near the water, the stiff breeze was brutal.


      On the rocky beach, I paused to blink the sand out of my eyes, and Murphy dropped my hand so he could approach the little girl. He walked slowly, his smile non-threatening, but she still froze, her face twisting in fear.


      I hurried to catch up with him. Maybe she’d respond to a woman.


      “Hi, honey.” Murphy crouched so he’d be eye level with her, but she shook her head—a small, scared motion and looked trapped.


      The wind blew her scent into my face and I gasped. The musky spice of Pack filled my nostrils. This wasn’t some Other child. She was Pack. Confusion churned inside my gut. Was there a local pack? Children of the Pack were sheltered and protected. She should not be out here alone.


      “Are you lost, sweetie?” I moved past Murphy and smiled at the girl. Her breath hitched and she nodded forlornly. “I’m Stanzie and that’s Liam. What’s your name?”


      “Ch-Chessa,” she whispered.


      “That’s very pretty.” I put a hand on her shoulder. God, she was rigid. And cold. Shivering. How long had she been wandering around lost like this? I stifled a burst of dark anger at her pack. She was too young to smell emotions—she wouldn’t until she hit puberty and her wolf woke, but it was second nature with me and adult Pack members. I didn’t want to give away what I was feeling, especially since she was so frightened.


      “Stanzie?” She looked up at me, dark brown eyes, almost black, full of entreaty. “Will you help me find my dad?”


      Murphy and I exchanged surprised looks. Her accent. This girl was American. What was she doing on an Irish beach in the winter? Where the hell was her pack?


      “Of course,” I promised. I would have found an Other child’s parents, but this girl was Pack and a special urgency gripped me. I wouldn’t leave her until she was safe.


      We left Murphy on the beach to search for the missing father. Chessa and I climbed back up the dune to the picnic basket. We had half a sandwich remaining and a cookie, plus a second full thermos of hot tea.


      Once out of the worst of the wind blown in from the sea, Chessa’s hunched shoulders relaxed a fraction and her shivers lessened.


      “Here, sweetie, have this.” I held out the large chocolate chip cookie Murphy had somehow managed not to devour, but she shook her head, face pinched.


      “You not hungry? How about some tea?” I coaxed and, once again, she shook her head. Her stomach growled loudly and she winced. She was starving, and I stifled another burst of useless anger. How long had it been since she’d eaten anything?


      “Chessa, it’s okay. Liam and I already ate. This is just going to go to waste. How about this sandwich?”


      “I’m not allowed,” she whispered and bit her lip. Her dark gaze fixed longingly on the sandwich in my hand, and her stomach rumbled again. “Daddy says never to take food from anyone.”


      Her father possessed some common sense even if he was stupid enough to lose track of her on a frigid beach in December. Yet her caution saddened me. Pack children were taught to be leery of Others, but I was Pack. Wait. Had I told her that?


      “That is true. You shouldn’t take food from strangers. But I’m Pack, sweetie. We look out for each other. Surely your daddy meant Others, not Pack, when he told you that.”


      She looked so solemn a lump rose in my throat. Did she ever smile? Children ought to be happy and playful, not watchful and somber.


      “I don’t have a pack,” she whispered, obviously confiding her greatest secret. The look she gave me held resentment, as if she were certain I would be disgusted or outraged with her.


      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I told her. And I was. Confused as well. Children always had packs. Sometimes adults left for their own reasons, but never children. “Packs are important.”


      “Daddy says we don’t need the Great Pack. Or anybody but each other.” She darted another swift glance at me, most likely bracing herself for my negative reaction.


      I couldn’t betray my complete bewilderment and escalating anger. What bullshit was this man feeding this poor child? How could he possibly believe a lie like that? Pack needed each other. In a world full of ignorant Others, who else did we have?


      “It’s okay to eat this sandwich.” I wanted to tell her that her father was full of shit, but I couldn’t undermine his authority or the foundation of her life like that. He was all she had, and I was damned if I would tear him down in front of her. She needed something to cling to, even if it was a screwed-up parent. “Look.” I broke off a tiny piece and popped in my mouth so she could see for herself I hadn’t poisoned it. She watched me chew and swallow, and after a moment when it became clear I wasn’t going to froth at the mouth or pass out, she held out her hand.


      No gloves or mittens. Her skin was red and chapped, angry looking. Poor little thing. My heart hurt. Instead of bursting into tears, I handed her the sandwich. She tore into it, barely pausing to taste. How long had it been since she had a proper meal?


      With unsteady hands, I poured some hot, milky tea into the top of the thermos and took a sip before handing it to her. She gulped at it greedily and I poured more.


      “Where’s your mother?” I couldn’t help but ask, and a terrible stillness gripped her, the thermos top clutched in her small, cold fingers.


      “Dead.” She stared at me as if daring me to say anything about it.


      “Oh, Chessa,” I said and hugged her because that was what Pack did. Touch was so damned important.


      Her little body was stiff against mine, and she struggled to be free. I let her go the second I understood she didn’t like the contact.


      “What do you care?” She set aside her half-full cup of tea and drew into herself as if she was a tortoise and I’d poked her.


      “You’re Pack and I care,” I said.


      She looked singularly unconvinced, but when I offered her the chocolate chip cookie, she took it even without me taking a bite first.


      “Where do you live, Chessa?” I asked.


      She gnawed at the cookie and didn’t answer. I had to figure out where she belonged. If I knew where she lived, I could bring her there.


      “Where do you go to school?”


      “My dad teaches me stuff,” she mumbled, but she wouldn’t look at me.


      The more she talked, the more I tried to pinpoint her geographical origins. American for sure, but not from the South. Her hair and eyes were quite dark, and her skin was light brown, but I didn’t think she was Hispanic or mixed-race black. Native American perhaps?


      “Does your dad have a cell phone?” I asked, and she nodded. Excitement pricked my skin into goose bumps. “Do you know the number?”


      She stared at me suspiciously. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone. Who are you? Are you one of the bad people?” A tear trickled down her face, and I caught my breath as pity strangled me.


      “I’m not a bad person,” I told her. “I’m Pack, sweetie.”


      “Daddy says not to trust anybody, especially Pack, but I’m so hungry and I’m lost.” Another tear splashed her cheek.


      Especially Pack? Bad people?


      “Look, I’ll give you my phone and you can call your dad. I won’t look,” I promised. Tricking a kid was pretty crappy of me because I didn’t need to look, the number would be captured on my call records. If we could contact her father, we could find him. And I could kick him in the balls for losing her and for telling her lies about the Pack.


      She took my phone and made sure to cover the keypad as she punched the numbers. Why was she so scared and suspicious? Who were the bad people?


      “Daddy?” Her piping voice grew shrill with hope.


      “Chessa!” I heard the man on the other end of the conversation clearly. “Where are you? Are you calling from a pay phone?”


      “No, it’s Stanzie’s phone, but she didn’t look when I pressed the numbers.”


      “Who is Stanzie?” The fear and fury in the man’s voice sent chills down my spine. If I’d been standing in front of him at that moment, he probably would have ripped me to pieces. For helping his child? What the hell was going on?


      “This nice lady who found me on the beach. I ran like you said, but you didn’t find me. I was lost.” Chessa’s voice rose to a scared wail, and I put my arm around her shoulder. At first she stiffened, but all at once leaned against me, shivering.


      “Put her on the phone. Now.” The man’s tone was clipped, and I hated him at that moment. His child was scared, and instead of comforting her, he was making it worse.


      “Your daughter is terrified. I hope you’re happy,” I said into the phone when I had it.


      “I have your bond mate. I hope you’re happy,” he answered.


      I took a deep breath, dumbfounded. What the hell? “What do you mean you have my bond mate? Did he find you? He was looking for you.”


      “He found me,” said the man. “But I don’t believe he expected me to have a gun, which was really stupid of him, don’t you think?”


      My heart skipped several beats. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t because my vocal cords were frozen. Visions of Murphy with a bullet hole in his head tormented me. We’d just wanted to help a lost little girl.


      “What did you do to him?” Somehow I found my voice. I needed to know. If Murphy was dead, I couldn’t take it. No more death or destruction. No more ruined dreams and shattered lives. I couldn’t bear it.


      “Nothing, yet,” said the man, and a great, whooping breath left my stomach muscles in painful knots as if someone had punched me hard. “I want my daughter back. You will do what I tell you. The first thing you do is take her and start walking for the car park by the floating bridge.”


      “Now,” he added when he sensed my hesitation.


      “Don’t hurt Liam.” My voice was twisted with terror and rage. When I saw the bastard, if I got half the chance, I’d kill him for threatening Murphy. “I need to talk to him and make sure he’s all right.”


      “You are no position to demand anything,” the man snarled.


      “Do you want me to bring your daughter to you?” I asked.


      “Do you want see your bond mate alive when you get her here?” he countered.


      “Just let me talk to him.” I heard the tears in my voice and struggled against them. I took Chessa’s hand and pulled her to her feet. Fuck the picnic basket. I gave the thermos of tea a kick, and it went spinning over the edge of the dune and rolled down to the beach, sand flying and liquid spurting. I watched it go, wondering if my life was about to plunge downhill too.


      “Stanzie, I’m all right.” Murphy’s voice was strained. I barely heard it above the wind. The man had obviously held up the phone in Murphy’s direction, but hadn’t given it to him. I guessed he couldn’t very well do that while also holding a gun on him. “Don’t you bring that little girl here. Keep her safe. Take her somewhere—”


      The call cut off and Murphy’s voice disappeared.


      “Daddy!” Chessa wailed.


      I didn’t think, I just reacted. I ran, dragging Chessa with me because I didn’t remember I had hold of her hand. All I knew was I had to get to that car park. I had to get to Murphy.


      My wolf clawed at me from inside, desperate to get out. She could run faster, track better. Tear the throat out of that bastard with a gun.


      I fell to my knees and my stomach flipped. Where the hell had that thought come from? My wolf was not a killer, no matter what she’d done to Nate Carver. The Councils had commended me. My father’s pack bond was gone, and she was normal. Whole. She would never kill anybody, not even if someone she loved was threatened. Would she? I gagged and nearly threw up. Chessa burst into frightened tears.


      “I want my daddy. I want my daddy,” she said, over and over again.


      I wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my puffy winter jacket. Fear, spicy hot, left a nasty taste inside my mouth. I spat to clear it and realized I was crying too.


      I was a fucking mess.


      My cell phone rang. I’d had it in my hand when I ran, and when I’d fallen to my knees, I’d dropped it in the sandy grass.


      “What?” I didn’t recognize my own voice.


      “You have three minutes to get here,” the man said. He sounded out of breath as if he’d been running. Or fighting.


      “Did you hurt Murphy?” I gripped the phone so tightly my fingers ached.


      “He’s still breathing. That’s all you need to know. Two minutes, fifty-five seconds.” The phone went dead.


      I scrambled to my feet and grabbed Chessa’s hand. She pulled back as hard as she could, face screwed up with such blind terror, some of mine bled away.


      What the hell was I doing? She was just a little girl.


      “Look, I’m sorry I’m scaring you. I’m frightened too.” I knelt before her, excruciatingly aware of the ticking clock counting down the seconds of Murphy’s life, but I couldn’t drag an innocent child. I couldn’t ignore her terror in the face of my own.


      “Is my daddy scaring you?” she guessed.


      “Yes, he is,” I told her. I smoothed some of the snarled hair from her tear-stained face. “Chessa, your daddy thinks I’m a bad person, but I’m not. I just wanted to get you back to him. I don’t know who the bad people are, but he thinks Liam and I are with them so he’s being...mean.”


      “He’s scared too,” she said solemnly. “He’s always scared for me. That’s why we can never stay very long anywhere. He says it’s an adventure, but sometimes I know he’s scared, and I bet he wishes we could stay somewhere instead of having to leave all the time.”


      I had a million questions for her, but no time to ask them. “We need to hurry. Will you run with me?” I asked her.


      She nodded. We ran.
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      The floating bridge spanned the gap between the car park and the prime beach area. Built to float when the tide rose, it was long and narrow, with chain link sides rather than railings. Chessa clung to my hand, but couldn’t run by my side and lagged a little behind me. My arm protested at the drag, but I didn’t care if the damn thing dislocated or even fell off. I wanted to get to Murphy.


      Chessa couldn’t run as fast as me, so I was forced to curb my speed, which chafed. Every second counted, but would Chessa’s father really shoot Murphy? Was he that desperate? Why? The questions assaulted my brain as my sneakered feet pounded the bridge.


      The car park was fairly deserted this time of year. The twinkle of Murphy’s black BMW caught my eye. From this far away, the car looked like a toy—a perfect, shiny toy. Murphy had washed the damn thing just yesterday, muttering to himself about the crumbs and discarded candy boxes on the floorboards of my passenger seat. Murphy disliked eating in his car, but on long road trips I had to have something to do besides obsess about possible accidents. Ever since I’d gone to the Lake District in England, I’d developed a fondness for All Sorts licorice candies. When Murphy direly hinted I might get fat, I laughed at him. With all the exercise we were getting, both walking and between the sheets, there was no way I would ever do that.


      Would I ever hear him bitch about me desecrating his car again? I swore I would never eat anything in his car again if he’d just be all right.


      Two figures stood in the middle of the car park. The taller one had glossy black hair and wore a tan trench coat more suited for autumn weather than winter. The other, a bit shorter, in a navy blue pea coat, was Murphy. They stood close together. Like brothers or lovers, and I gulped. The gun was probably buried in Murphy’s ribs, hidden so any tourists who happened by wouldn’t see it and panic.


      Not that there were any tourists.


      A stitch blossomed in my side, and I slowed my pace. If I was tired, Chessa was probably ready to collapse.


      “You okay, sweetie?” I chanced a look over my shoulder, and sure enough, her little face was bright red with exertion. She looked ready to cry at any second. I stopped my headlong plunge toward the car park and knelt before her so I could hug her. She was dripping wet with sweat while shivering with the cold. Poor thing.


      “I’m sorry,” I said, appalled at myself, and angry at her father for making us run. “I think I can carry you.”


      “I’m too big,” she protested, but wound her arms around my neck anyway. She was heavy for me, but I made myself lift her.


      Staggering a bit, I made my way across what was left of the floating bridge.


      
        
      


      The stench of fear made my nose wrinkle. As I approached Chessa’s father and Murphy, the stink intensified. Not from Murphy. His scent was mostly angry. A tinge of healthy fear, of course—he had a gun stuck in his ribs—but nothing as overpowering as what emanated from the man in the trench coat.


      Up close Chessa’s father was incredibly handsome. Thick black hair, dreamy dark eyes and a sensual mouth with lips so pouty, most women would have sighed in mingled envy and lust. His skin was much paler than his daughter’s, but the roundness of his face and the jut of his cheekbones made me think I was right about both of them having at least some Native American ancestry. Gorgeous as he was, he had one flaw. Too thin. Almost emaciated. The belt of the trench coat accented his narrow waist. How long had it been since he’d had a decent meal? Although she’d been starving, Chessa wasn’t too thin. I had this picture then, of him giving her most of the food. I bit my lip.


      “Put her down.” His voice rasped. Tired lines radiated from the skin around his eyes and mouth and made him look older than he probably was. I’d put him in his thirties from a Pack perspective, which made him appear in his mid-twenties by the standards of Others—a little older than Murphy and me. Most Others who saw him with Chessa would think she’d been born when he was in his teens or, more likely, he was her older brother.


      “Daddy.” Chessa struggled feebly in my arms, and I set her down gently, but kept a hand on her shoulder. He had a gun to Murphy’s side. I couldn’t forget that part.


      Murphy’s expression was grim, but his eyes softened when he looked at Chessa and me.


      “Get in the car.” The man didn’t take his gaze from me, but everything about him screamed how much he cared about his child. Of course he did; he was willing to kill for her if he had to.


      “Stanzie says she’s not one of the bad people. She gave me tea and a sandwich. Even a cookie,” Chessa told him as she moved obediently for a small car with an Avis rental sticker on the windshield.


      The man’s mouth tightened. “What have I told you about eating and drinking things from strangers?”


      Chessa’s face crumpled. “She ate some of the sandwich first and drank some of the tea to show me it was okay. I was so hungry.”


      The man winced. “I don’t like you taking anything from strangers. Get in the car.”


      Chessa got in the car.


      The wind whipped my hair around my face, and I pushed it behind my ears.


      “Do you need help?” I asked him, and the raw surprise that flooded his face made me wince in sympathy. “Chessa told you the truth. We can help you. We’re not the bad people, whoever they are.”


      “Are you Pack?” he asked me, but of course he knew. He could smell for himself.


      “Yes,” I said, aware that both his question and my answer were important.


      “Then you are,” he said. “Get on the ground.”


      “What?” I gaped at him.


      “On the ground. Now,” he grated. Murphy grimaced, I guessed because the man dug the gun into his ribs. “You too.” He took a step away from Murphy and I saw the gun. Small, but deadly.


      “You don’t have to—” Murphy began, but the man waved the gun menacingly. Murphy held up his hands and dropped to his knees. “Get down, honey,” he said to me.


      “Is he going to shoot us?” Visions of movies I’d seen where people on the ground were shot execution-style, haunted me. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want Murphy to die. Panic, wild and out of control, threatened to overwhelm me. We were on a road trip, for Christ’s sake. We’d tried to help a lost little girl.


      “Shut up and get down,” the man snarled. “Stay down until you hear my car leave. I’m not a murderer, but I will kill you if you push me.”


      I got down on my hands and knees, hating every second. Terror engulfed me. Could I believe this man? Was he trying to get us to relax before he shot us by telling us he was leaving?


      “Pack don’t treat each other like this,” I whimpered as Murphy flattened himself to the cold asphalt. He managed to brush his fingers against mine, and as I hunkered down, I laced our fingers together. If we were going to die, we’d die hand in hand.


      “I didn’t start this,” the man said bitterly. With my head down, I couldn’t see him, but I heard him running in the direction of the rental car.


      “Stay down.” Murphy’s fingers tightened around mine when I moved. “Let him go.”


      The rental car’s engine coughed into life and tires squealed as the man raced it out of the car park.


      Huge tremors twisted my body. Not since I’d woken chained to a hospital gurney in Grandmother Emma’s root cellar had I felt such sweeping, soul-sucking terror. Tears pricked my eyes and flooded down my face.


      Murphy dragged me into his arms and rocked me. He crooned soothing words into my ear, but I barely registered what they meant.


      “I was so scared.” I sobbed against his neck and his arms tightened. “I was so scared for you.”


      “I’m all right, honey,” he assured me. “That poor bastard was never gonna use that gun. Couldn’t you smell how damn terrified he was?”


      I nodded and inhaled his beloved scent. I loved this man so much it was like being suspended in a joyous cloud. Without him, I’d fall so hard I’d be crushed.


      “He was here in the car park, shouting her name, when I found him,” Murphy told me as he helped me to my feet. He supported me with his arms because my legs wobbled. All my muscles were slack and unresponsive, both from extreme terror and fatigue. “The second he smelled I was Pack, he pulled out that gun. It was fucking unreal. I never even had a chance to explain a damn thing, he just assumed I had her.”


      “What the hell is going on with them?” I asked.


      “I have no idea.” Murphy sounded grim. “But I intend to find out.”
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      Our bedroom window at the bed and breakfast overlooked one of the picturesque main streets of Skibbereen. Such a pretty town. Everything was brightly colored and clean, all the stores dressed up for the season. The buildings were mostly two stories and squashed together with no space between them. I gazed out the window into the dying, late afternoon sunshine as I held the phone to my ear.


      Jason answered on the second ring. The man was never separated from his cell phone.


      “Hello, Stanzie.” Caller identification always alerted him who was phoning, but still when he said my name a warm tingling filled me. Jason always made me feel important. He seemed to know when he was needed and always knew what to do in an emergency.


      He listened to my story without interrupting, even though I tended to ramble and frequently needed to circle back to fill in something I’d left out. Murphy was precise when he related a story—I ought to have let him call—but I was Jason’s Advisor.


      Murphy was on the UK Regional Council, its newest member. Depending on what Jason had to say, he was prepared to call his council contacts. I doubted he’d have to do it. Jason’s knowledge of the Great Pack was uncanny. If there was a story attached to Chessa and her gun-toting father, he’d know it.


      “The last-known sighting of Kurt Miller and his daughter, Chessa Three Wolves, was in Normandy six weeks ago. They obviously crossed to Ireland and made their way to County Cork.” Jason didn’t sound surprised or excited—he never did—but still I sensed something beneath his calm tone. He was definitely interested in my story.


      “Three Wolves. They’re Native American?” I guessed. Murphy and I sat pressed together on the neatly made bed. The brass bedstead gleamed brightly in the afternoon sun streaming through the window. Murphy’s hair and clothes smelled of the winter wind mixed with the cold tang of the ocean. Beneath the outdoor scents was his familiar odor of autumn and leather. I inhaled deeply to steady myself, and he, sensing my need, brushed a kiss across my cheek. My heart still pounded in mad fear. I would have nightmares about that damn gun.


      “Formerly of Spiritwolf,” Jason confirmed. Spiritwolf was the oldest continuous pack in America made up mostly of Pack with Native American ancestry. Several different tribes mixed together. Once there had been many Native American packs, but with European colonization, they had one by one been absorbed. Spiritwolf alone had resisted, mainly because so many displaced Native American Pack refused to join the new packs and instead turned to Spiritwolf.


      “Why formerly?” I asked. “Jason, why is he so scared? Especially of Pack?”


      “Because his daughter possesses an ability much sought after in the Great Council, and after what happened with Layla, his bond mate, Chessa’s mother, he feels he must protect her and guard against her mother’s fate.”


      Everybody in the Pack feared the Great Council. They were the arbiters of justice. Even if a person hadn’t done anything wrong, the sight of a Great Councilor struck a chord of disquiet because, unless it was at a gathering or the Councilor was family, the presence of a member of the Great Council signaled trouble in the pack.


      Only serious transgressions and issues involved the Great Council. The Regional Councils handled the lesser disputes.


      Nonetheless, the Great Council protected the Great Pack, and most of its members were honorable people. All of them were powerful. Former Alphas, former Regional Council members; they were people who knew the Pack and the rules. I liked to think they possessed good judgment and truly cared about not just the Great Pack as a whole, but all the people contained within it.


      Jason was one of the best. We didn’t always see eye to eye, and he had a most annoying habit of doling out information in small pieces, but I trusted him to do the right thing. Over the year I’d been his Advisor, I’d come to look upon him as a father figure and not just an employer.


      “What can she do?” I asked. What ability could an eight-year-old have that would attract the attention of the Great Council? She hadn’t even gone through puberty yet and couldn’t shift into her wolf. She wouldn’t be a voting member of any pack until she turned twenty. Children were cherished and adored, not pawns for the Great Council.


      “It’s unlikely you’ve ever heard of someone who can do this, Stanzie, but there are a few—a very few—females in the Pack who can foretell the future.”


      “Jason, half the grandmothers in the Pack used to make their living telling fortunes in carnivals and fall festivals across the world,” I said, even as a chill of foreboding slipped down my spine.


      “Cheap tricks,” Jason said. “Misdirection. Out-and-out cheating. I’m talking for real. Through dreams.”


      “I had this dream.” My cousin Faith had spoken those words throughout my childhood and most recently at a Regional Gathering where she’d dreamed of Paddy begging me to believe in him again. She hadn’t realized until after it happened that she’d dreamed of Paddy, fatally stabbed, lying on the gravel outside Mac Tíre’s castle, with me beside him, crying because my Alpha was dying right in front of me.


      She’d predicted so many things that had come true. Pregnancies, new jobs, what I’d get for my birthday. She’d even dreamed of meeting her bond mate, Scott.


      “Why would the Great Council be interested in someone who could dream the future?” I knew I sounded argumentative, but that was because I was scared—the worst kind, fear of the unknown. “It’s not like they could control it even if they knew what was coming.”


      “Couldn’t they?” Jason wondered. “A dream of a winning horse or perhaps a boxing match? Any sporting event. A carefully placed bet would ensure a profit for the Pack.”


      “But what are the chances the person would dream of something like that?” I crinkled my brow in confusion. Faith never dreamed of winning lottery numbers or who would take home the Stanley Cup that year in hockey. Her dreams centered around members of Mayflower, what would happen to or for them.


      “What I am about to tell you must not be repeated to anyone outside of the Great Council. If Liam is there, he’ll need to leave.”


      “For fuck’s sake, Allerton, I’m on the Regional Council.” Murphy snatched the phone so he could snarl into it. “If I were still your Advisor, I could hear this but now that I’m on the bloody UK Regional Council, I’m going to be cut out?”


      “Precisely,” Jason agreed.


      “I don’t keep secrets from Murphy.” I raised my voice although I didn’t have to. Pack had enhanced senses. Jason could hear me perfectly from anywhere in the room.


      “Then this conversation is over, and I will be forced to share my knowledge with the Great Council when we meet this month. Miller and Three Wolves are on our action item list, and that list is reviewed every meeting.”


      “Action item list? To find them?” I asked.


      “Find them, bring them in. Several Councilors are interested in their whereabouts.” Jason paused. “Not me. I’d like nothing better than to be able to keep my mouth shut, but now that you’ve shared what you have, I’m honor bound to put it on the table.”


      “If I leave the room, would you be able to keep your damn mouth shut?” Murphy’s eyes were dark with frustration. If Jason didn’t want to share his knowledge, that could only mean he was against whatever these other Councilors wanted to do.


      “Maybe,” said Jason, and Murphy swore beneath his breath. He thrust the phone at me and slammed out the door.


      “Happy now?” I wanted to scream, but managed to keep my voice level. Barely. I stared at the door and the loss of Murphy’s comforting presence unsettled me. I didn’t want to be alone, even if Jason Allerton, the most powerful man I knew, was on the other end of the phone.


      “Nothing about this situation makes me happy, Constance,” Jason told me. When he called me Constance he was angry. I didn’t think he was angry at me, though.


      “The dreams can be...managed.” He seemed to choose the word carefully and I frowned.


      “With a certain elixir which binds the dreamer to the Councilor’s will, a sympathetic link is established and the Councilor can suggest possible topics to the dreamer.”


      “Holy shit.” I took the phone away from my ear and held it in front of me so I could stare at it.


      “Mind control?” I clapped the phone back against my ear so hard I winced.


      “Nothing so crude. Not like your father’s pack bond,” Jason clarified, and my heart, which had been pounding so hard it hurt, slowed, but not by much.


      “They are suggestions that work only on the dream plane, not while the dreamer is awake.”


      “Well, it wouldn’t have to be personal gain, would it? There are some...decent suggestions that could be made that would benefit and protect people, aren’t there?” I tried hard to wrap my head around this damned elixir and the power of suggestion, but clammy sweat trickled down the back of my neck. This was too close to the twisted sort of pack bond my father had established with my birth pack, Mayflower. He’d made people in the pack do things they hadn’t wanted to do. For years.


      “Perhaps,” Jason said, but he didn’t sound convinced. “It’s an abomination. A cruel betrayal.” The surge of gratitude and affection I experienced when he said this was short lived because his next words scared the hell out of me.


      “But it is perfectly within the right of any Great Councilor to bind such a dreamer to him or herself. The fact that Layla Three Wolves’s daughter displayed the same talent as she herself possessed was a great shock to us all. The ability has never been proved genetic or the families of dreamers would have been scrutinized and watched over. The only definite trait is that is always a female who dreams.


      “These dreamers are so rare, sometimes there are hundreds of years between them. Chessa Three Wolves is unique. The only known female in the Great Pack who can do this. And only one Councilor can bind her. And that Councilor would rule us all.”


      “Celine Ducharme? She’s after Chessa, isn’t she?” My voice shook with rage and terror. Leader of Pack First, and already the most influential member of the Great Council, if she got that much power in her hands, chances were she could advance her cause and plunge the Great Pack into mortal danger. She advocated we ought to reveal ourselves to the Others and, in so doing, take over the world.


      Jason was the leader of the Guardians, who were in direct opposition to this plan. He believed we would be slaughtered by the Others, and in my opinion, he was right. Others had risen against the Great Pack before, and we lived in obscurity for a reason. Our numbers were miniscule compared the vast hordes of the Others.


      If Celine had a dreamer, she could use that dreamer to her advantage. Money, prestige, power. All that could be hers and she could share it with Councilors who sat on the fence and hadn’t decided whether Pack First or the Guardians had the right of it.


      I saw it all in my head vividly. And I wanted to throw up.


      “Celine Ducharme once bound Layla Three Wolves to her will,” Jason told me. “Layla’s death set back Pack First by decades. She wants Chessa badly. The binding won’t work until Chessa can shift, but Celine can afford to wait. Kurt’s been on the run for five years. Stanzie, do you have any way to contact him? Do you know where he is now?”


      “How did Layla die?” A horrible suspicion grew inside me, churning my guts. I didn’t want to believe I was right but, oh my God, it made sense.


      “She killed herself,” Jason said.


      Tears pricked my eyes. I’d thought murder, but this was just as bad. Worse maybe.


      “We believe she and Kurt planned it together so he’d have the chance to get Chessa away.”


      Pity and terrible anger clashed within me. What kind of a twisted bitch would so exploit her power that she’d force an innocent woman to commit suicide—with her poor bond mate’s complicity?


      “Was Celine abusing the bond?” I clenched my free hand into a fist.


      “The more suggestions a dreamer is fed, the less hold she has upon reality. It erodes her sanity and her physical health. The records confirm that most Councilors use their power judiciously. A dreamer can last decades if she isn’t overextended. Celine is greedy.” Jason’s tone was so full of fury I flinched, even though it wasn’t directed at me.


      “It doesn’t have to be Celine who binds the dreamer,” I said. “Just because she heads the Council, it doesn’t give her the right to the dreamer, does it?”


      “No,” Jason said. “Any Councilor who finds a dreamer has the right to bind her. Our laws state that clearly. One dreamer to one Councilor. Which is why the entire Council is after Chessa Three Wolves.”


      My stomach did the same sort of flip it had when I’d ridden a rollercoaster once. I hadn’t liked the feeling then, and I liked it even less now.


      “You too?” I had to know.


      Jason sighed, and the sound was both frustrated and compassionate. “Do you really think I would want to bind someone in that fashion?”


      “No, but you said the whole Council and you are on the Council.”


      “When my son was stillborn, my first bond mate never recovered. I watched her slow, terrifying descent into madness firsthand, Stanzie. I loved her and her illness eroded her feelings for me. Twisted them into hatred. She blamed me for the death. I was a doctor: why hadn’t I saved my own child?” The buried grief in his voice made me ashamed of myself for even suggesting what I had.


      “I would like to find Chessa Three Wolves just as much as Celine Ducharme so that I could keep her away from Celine’s clutches. It would mean that, yes, when Chessa went through puberty I would have to bind her to me. But do you think I would use that bond? It would be for her protection, not for my personal gain.”


      “I’m sorry,” I whispered and he sighed again.


      “If there is any way you could contact Kurt Miller, please convince him that I offer Chessa sanctuary. I’m not certain, but there may be others on the Council who feel the same way, but of course we can’t talk aloud about it.”


      “Why not?” I demanded. “Why can’t you talk and then maybe get rid of that rule about dreamers? Make it something you could be punished for.”


      “Stanzie, you begin to finally comprehend the depth and breadth of my work on the Great Council. I can’t do everything all at once. I can’t show my hand plainly for a variety of reasons, not the least being that I can’t afford to be in blatant opposition to Celine Ducharme in everything. She may only have ten or fifteen years left on the Council, but they could be devastating ones for the Great Pack. “


      I shivered. He had that right. She could plunge us into a war with the Others and we’d lose. But if Jason thought he could bind Chessa Three Wolves and take his time changing the law about dreamers because he had the only one in the world, he was wrong. My cousin Faith proved that.


      I wanted to tell him about her. I was certain he’d offer her the same sanctuary as he offered Chessa, but hadn’t he said one dreamer to one Councilor? If he bound Chessa, and Faith’s ability was broadcast to the Council, any one of them could bind her. Celine Ducharme could bind her. A shudder of revulsion rippled down my spine. No. Never. Never ever would I expose my cousin to that woman’s diabolical clutches. If I told Jason about Faith, he’d have to tell the Council—whether he wanted to or not.


      “As a Councilor, I am often required to say things I’d rather not and do certain things I wouldn’t do if I acted solely as Jason Allerton. But I never can truly be simply Jason Allerton. On some level, I’m always a Councilor.”


      If I told Allerton now about Faith, when he didn’t have Chessa, would he bind my cousin and keep her safe? I was pretty sure he would, but that would leave a scared little girl out in the cold. But what if she was never caught? Faith could be safe. So far I was confident no one knew about Faith’s ability outside Mayflower. My father’s damn pack bond had done one good thing: it had kept everyone isolated. Faith had been born after the pack bond had gone into effect, and no one in the Great Pack knew much about her. Could it be kept that way?


      Jason’s voice distracted me from my panicked thoughts. “Sometimes I wish I had your freedom, Stanzie. Please try to find Kurt Miller and deliver my message.” He paused, as if to think how best to phrase his next words. “And please remember that everything we’ve discussed today must not leave the room. Do you understand?”


      “You said that before when you sent Murphy out.” Thoughts of Faith melted in a rush of indignation. Did he really think he must remind me to keep my damn mouth shut? “I understood you the first time.”


      “Did you?” His tone was so completely skeptical I flushed. He really must think I was an imbecile or someone who wouldn’t listen to him. I’d always done things his way. Was there even one time he’d asked me to do something and I hadn’t? I might have kicked and screamed along the way, but I still did it.


      “Outside this room, don’t talk about how I told you this.”


      If he repeated himself one more time, I’d strangle him. “Call me the moment you have anything to report, Stanzie. The Council meets on Monday, so time is of the essence. I will have to tell them you and Liam saw Chessa Three Wolves. They aren’t safe in Ireland anymore.” He ended the call without saying goodbye.


      I contemplated my phone for a moment, the silence of the room pressing down on me. With my enhanced hearing it wasn’t truly quiet. I could hear the cars in the street below and voices in the room under mine. We were on the first floor and the ground floor beneath us consisted of the lobby, dining room, and a small bar.


      The dining room was beneath my feet and it was obvious it was being prepared for the dinner hour. The chink of silverware and china was faint, as were the voices of the hotel staff, but I could hear them.


      Faith was a waitress. Maybe not now because she was due to have her twins in less than a month. Alpha females rarely worked once their pregnancy was advanced and never after the birth, but when she wasn’t Alpha anymore, most likely she’d go back to waiting tables for a living.


      She answered on the fourth ring, breathless as if she’d run a mile to get to the phone.


      “Hi, Stanzie.” The laughter in her voice made me smile although I was far from happy. “I’m so glad you called. Scott was just about to catch me. He’s been chasing me for ten minutes. Babies are weighing me down or he’d never have had a chance.”


      “Chasing you?” I grinned despite myself. I could picture them playing together.


      “I hate those damn horse vitamins, and he’s on a mission to make me take...” She gave a gleeful shriek and dropped the phone.


      “She’ll call you back after she swallows these damn pills. Maybe something else if she’s lucky, and I’m in the mood,” Scott hollered from somewhere close by.


      I burst out laughing; I couldn’t help it.


      “Don’t you dare hang up that phone. I want to talk to my cousin.” Faith could barely talk for the giggles.


      “Take your pills, slacker. You’ve skipped them twice this week.”


      “I’m almost ready to give birth. The babies don’t need the damn things anymore,” Faith protested.


      “That’s not what Grandmother Carolyn said. Now come on, open wide. I know you want to talk to Stanzie. You’re not going to until you take these pills.”


      “Beast,” she declared. “Absolute beast. I hate you, Scott Charest.”


      “I love you, Faith Newcastle, and I want healthy babies and a healthy bond mate.”


      “I’m incredibly healthy,” Faith said, but I knew he’d won the battle, and sure enough, I heard her complain through a mouthful of pills before she came back to the phone.


      “He’s such an asshole,” she said fondly. “You called to tell me you and Liam are coming for Christmas, didn’t you? I’ve got the spare room ready for you. When do you arrive?”


      “Is this an invitation?” The thought of Christmas with Mayflower and my family produced a strange ache inside me. I wasn’t sure if it was longing or weird fear. What would they be like without Paul’s pack bond? I was staggered to realize I’d never known most of them without it. Had they changed since they’d been released?


      “Well, sure,” said Faith. “But mostly it was my dream. You and Liam were here for Christmas and—”


      “Faith,” I interrupted. The word dream sent a frozen shiver down my spine as if I walked the beach at Barley Cove again, this time without benefit of clothes. “Who knows you can dream the future?”


      “Huh?” Faith took a moment to digest my words. “Just everyone in Mayflower. Why?”


      “Shit.” Although all of Mayflower were enigmas to the rest of the New England packs, how long could that last now that the pack bond was dissolved? Pack were social creatures. We loved interaction with each other. I’d bet every member of Mayflower craved experiences with people outside the pack. That was why there were so many Regional Gatherings.


      Faith had attended two Gatherings in her entire life. One where she met and bonded with Scott and the other, more recently, when Jason Allerton had bonded with my mother, Lauren. The one where she’d told me she’d dreamed of a man who’d asked me a poignant question. Now do you believe in me again?


      Faith was the real reason I’d gone to Dublin. Because of her damned dream which had come horribly true.


      I’d never told anyone about her dream. Not even Murphy. For a long time he hadn’t been able to speak about Paddy’s death with me and now that he could, I still hadn’t gotten around to telling him about the dream. It hurt too much. If I’d had more details to go on, could I have averted his death? Was it possible to know the future and change it? Or was it set in stone and unavoidable?


      “Faith, you can’t ever tell anyone else about your dreams. And I don’t know how you’ll do this, but you’ve got to convince the rest of the pack they can’t either.”


      “Why?” Faith’s tone was sharp.


      “Just don’t,” I said, cursing Jason and his stupid Council rules. But would I tell Faith even if I could? She was eight and a half months pregnant and Alpha. I couldn’t burden her with the terror of being bound to a Councilor.


      “We’ll discuss this more at Christmas. When are you coming?” she asked.


      “I hadn’t planned on coming to Massachusetts for Christmas,” I told her.


      “I dreamed you were here, so you’re coming. If you want to be all dramatic about it and just show up, fine, but you might have to take a cab from the airport instead of being met there by family if you pull a stunt like that.”


      “Faith,” I murmured, scared as hell for her future.


      “Bring that little girl with you,” she said, and my heart fucking stopped.


      “What little girl?” Somehow I got the words past my frozen lips.


      “She’s got long black hair and dark eyes. She
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