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			Chapter One

			White-hot rage glowed, burning away his mind until only banked coals remained, coals ready to erupt into flame at the slightest stir of thought, of consciousness. His own yell rang out, silent and horrible in this suffocating dark, pounding at the insides of the skull he’d long since ceased to feel.

			A perfect blackness had become his only reality, devoid of sound, touch, taste, smell. Devoid of life. His only awareness, the screaming rage, the endless fury.

			From far away, a voice whispered, an echo of another time, another place, tormenting him with memories of what he’d lost. Memories of life, of light, of freedom. Of the Feral brothers he longed to rejoin and knew he’d never see again. His friends. Shape-shifters. Immortals. Though that was a lie, wasn’t it? Immortal meant “unable to die,” and he was certainly not that. None of them were. Quick to heal, incapable of aging, yes. But unable to die? No creature was that.

			And his own death stalked him now.

			The moment he’d realized he’d fallen into a Daemon spirit trap, he’d known all was lost. The animal spirit that had long ago marked him to be one of the Feral Warriors, one of the last nine shape-shifters that remained in the world, was being torn from him. And a Feral, once marked, couldn’t live without his animal. Within days, he himself would be dead. Worse ... much worse ... the animal spirit, too, would be destroyed. Or trapped for eternity where it was as good as dead, unable to mark another.

			The nine would become eight. No, not eight. He and Tighe had fallen into this trap together.

			Seven. Seven Feral Warriors to stop the Daemons from once more rising and destroying the world.

			The voice sounded closer now, no longer quite a whisper, yet indistinct, melding with others. As if they’d come to say good-bye. Or perhaps not good-bye. Perhaps the spirits of the seventeen Feral Warriors who’d been lost in this trap centuries ago had come to welcome him into their brotherhood. The brotherhood of the dead.

			His soul shriveled at the prospect of spending eternity in this ceaseless dark.

			Behind his thoughts, the animal within him screeched his fury, blending with the rising insistence of the voices. For a time, he’d thought the hawk spirit had left him, but he was back, raging with anger.

			“Hawke.” A voice broke through, his name slicing through the banshees in his mind. Kougar’s voice. If he were able to feel his pulse, it would be racing. The blood would be pounding in his ears.

			Was he hallucinating, now? Kougar sounded blessedly near.

			“Come on, Wings.” Tighe. “We need you, buddy. Come back to us.”

			Why would he imagine Tighe’s and Kougar’s voices in the same place? Unless Kougar, too, had fallen into the spirit trap. Were they all lost to the world? Were the last of the shape-shifters gone forever?

			The rage that had become part of him in this place swelled, a river of fire burning away voices and thought. In his mind, he heard a snarl that sounded like his own, and felt as if his fangs were dropping, as if the claws had erupted from his fingertips in the way they did when he, or any of the warriors, went feral, a partial shift enabling them to access their wilder natures, yet fight as equals whether hawk or tiger, wolf or snake.

			The growl began to vibrate in his throat, rumbling in his ears. Real. It felt ... sounded ... real.

			Was his mind going, too?

			The fury drove him to strike out, and he felt his arm move, felt his claws snag in flesh. Warm blood slid down his fingers onto his palm.

			His heart pounded against his ribs, the thudding pulsing in his ears as he fought to break free of the darkness, driven by a meld of fury and desperate hope. Strong hands clamped down on his arms. He fought the restraint with all the wildness of the storm that possessed him, thrashing against his captors.

			“Hawke.” Kougar’s voice rang with a strange note. A warmth he’d never heard in it before.

			“Hawke, cease!” Lyon’s voice ripped through the chaos, commanding as always.

			As he’d done all his life, whenever the Chief of the Ferals commanded, he obeyed. Hawke fought to stop thrashing, his breathing fast and hard as the rage slowly receded. Sensation rushed at him from every direction—the sound of his friends’ voices, the smells of Feral House—male sweat, the sweeter fragrances of the women, the warm, aged mustiness of a centuries-old house, and the rich, aromatic scents of roasting meats and fresh bread.

			And finest of all, the feel of hands holding him down. Strong, but never cruel. The hands of his brothers.

			Goddess, let this be real.

			“Hawke, you’re safe,” Kougar’s voice assured him.

			As the last of the fight left him, the red haze receding from his mind, he blinked, his eyelids heavy, as if he’d been asleep for weeks. Slowly, his vision focused on the three men hovering over him, holding him down. Lyon. Kougar. Tighe.

			“You’re real.” His voice cracked with disuse.

			Tighe smiled, flashing a dimple. “We’re real.”

			“Welcome back,” Lyon said, his voice thick.

			Hawke’s gaze swung slowly to Kougar and found the usually emotionless cougar shifter with a smile in his eyes that Hawke had never seen. Kougar extended his hand, and when Hawke lifted his own, Kougar slapped forearms with him in the traditional greeting of the Ferals and pulled Hawke up.

			The room shifted, and he found himself sitting on a pallet on the floor, a temporary dizziness swinging through his head, then abating as he eyed the blessedly familiar floral wallpaper and the chandelier hanging above the massive table.

			He lifted a single brow. “I’ve been sleeping in the dining room?”

			Lyon clapped him warmly on the back. “The Shaman recommended we keep you within the heart of the house and activity. We’d hoped our voices would eventually pull you back.”

			His gaze shifted to the wall of windows beyond the long table and the woods behind the house. The trees had leaves, but the leaves were thin and still the bright green of spring. “How long?”

			“It’s been two weeks since you fell into that trap,” Lyon told him. “A week since we got you out.”

			Hawke’s gaze swung to Kougar. “How? No one escapes a spirit trap.” Somehow he knew his escape was Kougar’s doing.

			“Long story.”

			Hawke’s gaze shifted to Tighe. “Did I imagine you went down with me?”

			The haunted look that entered his friend’s eyes was answer enough. “Delaney kept me tethered as best she could, but it was close, Wings. It was close.” The shadows evaporated, a look of pure joy taking their place. “We’re going to have a son.”

			Hawke blinked. “You’re going to be a father?”

			“Again.” Tighe’s gaze momentarily unfocused as if he were pulled by a distant memory. “Finally.” Tighe shook his head with a grin, clasping Kougar on the shoulder. “I’ll let Kougar share his own news. Oh, and the new fox shifter should be here by the end of the week. He’s flying in from Poland.”

			Hawke laughed, the sound little more than a rough burst of air. “I’m beginning to feel like Rip Van Winkle.” The man of human legend had supposedly fallen asleep for a hundred years and awoken to find that the world had passed him by. “We’re going to be nine once more? No one’s ... been lost?”

			“No one’s been lost.” Lyon rose to his feet but continued to watch him with a small smile and eyes filled with deep relief. “We’ll be nine again soon. And it’s a good thing. We’ve detected some strange activity in the Daemon layer of the earth’s energy. We don’t know what it means yet, but it can’t bode well. The Mage are clearly trying yet another way to free the Daemons.”

			The anger, so temporarily banked inside him, sparked, then flared. The damned Mage. Daemons would rampage and torture, terrorize and kill, destroying life by the thousands—humans and immortals alike.

			His fangs dropped, his claws erupting. He snarled. “Those fucking idiots.”

			“Hawke, easy buddy.”

			But Tighe’s entreaty sank beneath the rising roar in his head as his frustration exploded into fury, erupting into a firestorm of rage. Pulling him under.

			Drowning him, once more, in darkness.

			“Hawke!” Lyon tried to hold his friend, but it was too late. Reason had fled Hawke’s eyes, replaced with a snarling, spitting anger. “Hold him down!” he ordered even as Hawke lashed out with his claws.

			But as the three men tried to contain the thrashing, violent warrior, Hawke shifted into his animal in a spray of colored lights. As one, they pulled back. “Kkkeeeeer.” The red-tailed hawk took off on a wild flight through the dining room, flying at the windows, crashing through the glass.

			Kougar ran for the window. Lyon followed, certain the bird had shredded his wings. But if Hawke had done himself any damage, Lyon couldn’t tell. The hawk soared above the treetops and disappeared. When the Ferals shifted, they retained their human minds, able to control the animal bodies as they did the human.

			Hawke wouldn’t have taken off like that if he’d been in control. Lyon feared his friend was lost to the wildness inside him.

			“I thought he’d be okay once he came to.” Tighe took a step toward the window, glass crunching beneath his boot.

			Lyon shook his head, his expression grave. “He’s damaged.” The question was, just how damaged? He prayed the answer wasn’t beyond repair.

			“Faith, look! A rainbow.”

			Maria’s cry of pleasure had Faith pushing herself off the sagging mattress to join the teen at the cracked window of Faith’s small apartment.

			“Lame,” Paulina muttered from the bed where she sat, bent low, drawing on her palm.

			Sure enough, a rainbow glistened above the tenements across the street in one of the worst sections of Warsaw, Poland, a neighborhood virtually untouched in more than a century—beautiful old buildings derelict and crumbling, their art nouveau façades nearly hidden beneath decades of grime, wrought-iron window rails rusting and bent as if they, along with the city’s people, had suffered the Nazis’ bludgeoning and the communists’ iron fist.

			Shoulder to shoulder with Maria, Faith smiled. “It’s a beautiful rainbow.”

			“You’re both lame.”

			Faith turned to the dark-haired girl on the bed with a shrug. “I like rainbows.”

			“You like everything.”

			“Not everything. Just things that make me happy.”

			“Like me?” Maria piped up.

			Faith laughed. “Especially you.”

			Maria turned back to the window with a wistful sigh. “I wish I could follow the rainbow to its end, to see where it goes.”

			“Maybe we should do that.” Faith hadn’t known either girl long, but she’d quickly become fond of them. They’d become her latest projects, or more accurately, getting them off the streets had become her latest in a lifetime of such missions.

			“I couldn’t leave Stanislov,” Maria said mournfully. “He needs me.”

			Faith bit down on a sound of frustration and the words she longed to voice—that Stanislov wasn’t Maria’s lover, he was her pimp. That he only needed her for the money she brought him. But Maria didn’t see it that way. A year ago, at just thirteen, Maria had been orphaned by an alcoholic mother and left to fend for herself. Stanislov had taken her under his wing, fed her, and made her feel loved. That he pimped her out was a small price to pay in the young teen’s mind, Faith knew that. She also knew it was only a matter of time before Maria wound up on drugs or too dead inside to be rescued.

			As Maria returned to the bed, running her fingers over the cover of the worn Second World War history book sitting on the crate that served as a bedside table, Faith pulled three small containers of orange juice from her rusted refrigerator and joined them, sitting cross-legged. Maria tore into the drink as if she’d been given the greatest of treats, but Paulina merely laid hers on the bed beside her and resumed her drawing. Even if she’d been as anxious to taste the sweet fruit juice as Maria, she’d never show it. That she came to the apartment at all told Faith just how desperate she was for company—safe, female company.

			At sixteen, Paulina had already been on the streets two years. A couple of weeks ago, in an unusually open mood, she’d confided to Faith that her stepfather had raped her, and her mother had accused her of seducing him and thrown her out of the house. The girl was smart and tough, with a significant artistic talent. But she was also a bitter girl, hard beyond her years. So far she’d managed to avoid both drugs and alcohol, which gave Faith hope she’d eventually find her way to a better life. With a little help. If she’d take it.

			To anyone else, Paulina and Maria were just a pair of young Polish hookers. But when Faith had arrived in Warsaw a few months ago, she’d recognized in these two the cleverness and character it took to escape this life. After years of helping street kids, she knew how to get past the barriers so many of them threw up. They didn’t trust easily, especially not adults. Fortunately, Faith didn’t look much older than the girls. She could pass all too easily as one of them—another runaway, or throwaway. With her blue-tipped hair and the silver studs circling one ear, Faith worked hard to foster that illusion. Whenever she moved to a new country, a new city, a new neighborhood, she told the girls she met that she was eighteen, that she’d been abandoned by her family at fifteen.

			The last part was true, at least. She had been abandoned at fifteen. But not three years ago. The last time she saw her own mother had been the summer of 1914.

			Faith was immortal. A Therian.

			Once upon a time, thousands of years ago, all Therians had been shape-shifters. Not any longer, not unless they were marked by one of the nine remaining animals. Not unless they became one of the legendary and revered Feral Warriors.

			But that wasn’t her world anymore and hadn’t been since she was a girl. This was her world. The rough city streets, whether in her native Belgium, here in Poland, or any of the two dozen European cities where she’d lived in between.

			Leaning forward, she studied the small intricate sketch of a child’s face Paulina was drawing on her palm with a ballpoint pen. Beautiful. “Did you know him?” she asked the girl.

			“He’s my brother.” Paulina’s misery was all the more pronounced by the terrible lack of emotion in her words.

			Faith knew the girl couldn’t have seen him since she was thrown out two years ago. Her heart broke for Paulina, her determination to help her find a better life hardening inside her. “I waited on a lady at the diner last night,” Faith said casually. “She works at the art academy.”

			Paulina’s pen stilled.

			“I showed her the sketch you gave me, of the kids in the park.” Faith opened her orange juice and took a sip, letting her words sink in. “She wants to meet you.”

			Paulina’s head snapped up, angry blue eyes shadowed with raw vulnerability pinned her. “Meet me? To do what? I’m a whore!”

			Dammit. Her own temper flared. “It’s not like you chose this life!” She hated that these girls were victimized, then reviled for it. It was so unfair. “That’s not all you are, Paulina. You’re a girl, too. And according to that lady, a talented artist.”

			Paulina’s expression didn’t soften. “You had no right to show her my picture!” She grabbed her orange juice, leaped from the bed, and stomped out the door, slamming it behind her.

			Faith sighed. Getting past Paulina’s defenses was going to be a challenge. Not that she hadn’t run into girls like her before. They were the ones she most often targeted. Unfortunately, she failed with them as often as she succeeded. Bitterness that thick often made it impossible for them to ever see themselves as anything more than the prostitutes that circumstances had made them.

			Maria turned to Faith with wide eyes too old for her face. “She wants it too much, you know. To be an artist. It’s better not to want anything.”

			Faith turned and leaned back against the stained wall. “That’s what I used to think, too.”

			Maria scooted over to sit beside her, dropping her head against Faith’s shoulder. “What do you want, Faith?”

			What did she want? To help these girls. And then others in another city. And others after that. That was all she’d ever wanted.

			But was it really? In a strange way she envied Maria because Maria believed she was loved, even if it was only by her pimp. And Faith couldn’t say the same.

			It’s better not to want anything.

			She’d long ago learned it was true.

			Faith pulled her sweater closed against the evening’s dampness as she walked home from work. It had rained earlier, driving a lot of street traffic into the diner, and she’d wound up having a lucrative, if busy night. The tips from tonight alone should be enough to buy food for another week, all of which she’d share with Paulina and Maria. Assuming Paulina came back.

			On the street in front of her building, she passed several of the girls she’d had no luck in befriending. As she neared the tenement’s half-broken door, she spotted a familiar form standing against a brick wall scarred by wartime bullets. Her head down, shoulders bent, her pimp at her side, was Maria.

			Faith started to pass them, unwilling to do anything that might alienate her from this girl, too. Until Maria lifted her head and the streetlight illuminated her swollen and bleeding lip and the tears streaking her face.

			Faith stopped, hands fisting at her sides. She might not have the power of her shifter ancestors, but her immortal blood made her as strong as many human males.

			As if hearing the silent threat, Stanislov looked up, meeting her gaze. “I’ll find him. And I’ll kill him.”

			Faith saw the truth in his dark eyes and knew he wasn’t the one who’d hurt Maria. Not with his fists, at least. In his own warped way, the man cared for the girl. Maybe even loved her.

			Maria buried her head against the young pimp’s chest, and he led her away, leaving Faith standing on the sidewalk feeling sick and angry. And, as so often happened, confused. There were so few clear rights and wrongs on the street. Stanislov was a pimp who’d taken advantage of a young girl’s utter vulnerability. A villain of the worst sort. And yet, tonight, he was absolutely Maria’s champion. And Faith was glad for it. Tonight. Even as she knew Stanislov’s protectiveness would only make it that much harder for Faith to get Maria to leave him.

			Faith sighed and was about to turn back toward her building when a man caught her eye. Walking down the sidewalk toward her, he looked like he belonged on the pages of a fashion magazine, not these streets. In his expensive-looking sport coat and white turtleneck, he looked wholly out of place. Beneath the flickering light of a streetlamp, he appeared quite tall, his shoulders broad, his hair overly long and slicked back. With a small jaw and a weak chin, his face was forgettable. But as the streetlamp illuminated his profile, the hungry, predatory look in his eyes as his gaze combed the girls on the street corner had her inner alarm bells going off.

			He stopped suddenly, freezing for a harsh moment before whipping something from his inner jacket pockets. Steel flashed in the streetlight.

			Knives.

			Faith’s breath caught on the fear that he was going after one of the girls. But his stance turned suddenly defensive, his knees bending as if he prepared for an attack. His gaze had veered away from the girls and closer to Faith until he was staring at something just over her head.

			Faith pivoted, prepared to protect herself from whatever danger approached, but she saw nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to warrant such a blatantly defensive stance. Then a flash of movement caught her eye, and she saw them. Two draden, each about the size of a large man’s fist. Flying right toward her!

			She tensed for the attack, strangling a cry. The humans couldn’t see them and wouldn’t be bothered by them, but the creatures she’d always thought looked like jellyfish with scary faces were the most deadly things in her world. They fed off Therian life energy and could kill her within minutes if she didn’t manage to kill them first. Fortunately, few existed so far from the Therian enclaves. She hadn’t been attacked in years.

			Unfortunately, they’d found her tonight. Without weapons, her only means of defense was to reach into their bodies, through mouths lined with sharp, wicked teeth, and tear out their hearts.

			Her skin turned cold. Her heart began to pound.

			As the first attacked, she lifted her hand to ward him off and felt the dozens of sharp little teeth tear into her wrist, latching on. Before she could react, the stranger was beside her, stabbing one draden with his knife, then the other. As quickly as they’d appeared, the creatures were gone, reduced to puffs of smoke.

			Gripping her throbbing wrist, dazed from the attack, she slowly turned and stared at the man. “You’re Therian.”

			He gave a shallow bow, little more than a deep nod. “I am. As are you.” His gaze skimmed her, head to toe, his expression telling her he wasn’t much impressed.

			Her pride rose, her chin lifting. She was dressed for work, not a night on the town. But as they eyed one another, something happened. A strange feeling began to bubble up inside her, a feeling of recognition. Connection. As if she belonged to him somehow.

			The startled expression on his face told her he felt it, too. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Faith.”

			“I’ve never seen you. I did not know there was a Therian enclave nearby.”

			“I’ve only lived here a few months. And I have no enclave.”

			He studied her, his eyes taking on a speculative light. “You’re mine.”

			“Yes.” Why had she said that? But it was true. She felt it deep inside. She knew it. Goddess, this wasn’t right. She shook her head. “I mean, no. I don’t even know you.”

			“Destiny clearly has plans for us, Faith. It is said, one always recognizes one’s mate.”

			The word stopped her cold. “But I’m not ... you’re not ...” Her pulse began to thrum. Her mate? Her trouble radar had started beeping at the first sign of him, and if not for the draden attack, she’d have given him a wide berth. Or watched him like a hawk until she was certain he was no threat to her girls.

			Had she misjudged him? He wasn’t human, after all, but Therian.

			Her mate.

			Was it possible? The thought tantalized. As a child, she’d heard stories of the rare and wonderful mates that few Therians could hope to find. The mate of one’s heart, one’s soul. What if she’d found hers? A man who would love her without question, who would understand her as no one else ever had or ever would. The idea bloomed inside her, a burst of warm excitement and longing.

			“I leave for America tomorrow. You’ll accompany me.” His tone was certain. Arrogant.

			Faith’s jaw dropped. “America? Tomorrow? No. I can’t possibly ...”

			But he continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “I’ve been marked to be the next Feral Warrior.”

			She stared at him, surprise turning to awe. A real honest-to-goodness shape-shifter. Goose bumps lifted on her arms.

			“Feral House is in America, now, near Washington, D.C. The Ferals await me. We’ll travel together and be mated there.”

			She continued to stare at him, thoughts and emotions careening into one another, catching and tangling. It was too soon, too fast. Her mate. She didn’t know him. A Feral Warrior. She wasn’t even sure she liked him. The animal only ever marked the best, the finest. And the certainty remained that she belonged to him.

			What if he was the one? The one? Soul mates came along so rarely and only ever once. If she let him walk away now, she might never see him again. She might never know...

			“Where do you live?” he demanded. “I’ll bring a car around for you tomorrow morning.”

			With a shake of her head, she stared at him helplessly. “I have ... people ... here.” Paulina and Maria. Girls she wanted to help, but she could hardly call them her people. It was all too likely she’d fail with both of them. Paulina might already be lost to her.

			This is your chance, a small voice inside her whispered. You’ve spent your whole life seeking a better life for the girls you meet. Now it’s your turn.

			Feral House. The home of the Feral Warriors. Her mate. Every girl’s dream.

			The man’s jaw—she didn’t even know his name—tightened in frustration, then slowly relaxed, his tone turning almost cajoling.

			“Come with me, Faith. We’ll not seal the mating bond until we’re both certain. But how will we know if we are meant for one another if we remain apart? And I cannot delay my flight. The Feral Warriors need me.”

			The longer she remained in his company, the stronger the tug inside her grew—waves of emotions that lacked all logic, a need to please him. Loyalty. Devotion. The utter certainty that she belonged at his side.

			“Yes, of course I’ll come with you.” The words were out of her mouth before her mind even made a decision. She didn’t know the man! Then again, she never would unless she went with him. And she’d wind up spending thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of nights alone, wondering if she’d lost her one chance at love. “But I have to come back, at least for a little while.” She refused to disappear from Maria’s and Paulina’s lives without one more concerted effort to get them off the streets and into a safe environment.

			He frowned. For a minute, she feared he’d refuse her, forcing her to choose between him and the girls. Instead, he gave a curt nod and glanced at the building behind her with ill-concealed distaste.

			“Is this where you live?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’ll meet you here at eight tomorrow morning.” Without a backward glance, he turned and started walking.

			“Wait!” she called. “What’s your name?”

			“Maxim.” He didn’t even bother to turn around.

			“Who’s Maxim?” Paulina asked at her elbow, surprising her. Thank heavens she’d come back.

			“I’m not sure,” Faith answered truthfully. My future husband?

			“I don’t like him.”

			Faith looked at the girl. “Do you know him?”

			“No. I’ve never seen him before.” Paulina scowled, but her expression lacked its usual belligerence. And when she spoke, her voice was low. “There’s something wrong about him.”

			Faith turned and stared after the man until he disappeared from sight. Wrong, yes, but not in the way Paulina thought. Maxim wasn’t human. He was immortal and soon to be a shape-shifter. A Feral Warrior. One of the finest men the race had to offer. No matter his arrogance, she knew he must be a good man deep inside.

			And the fates, the goddess, had chosen her for his mate. How could she possibly turn her back on that?

			Faith took Paulina’s hand, relieved when the teen didn’t pull away. “I’m leaving for a little while, Paulina. I’m ... going with him. To America.”

			Paulina jerked her hand out of Faith’s hold, her mouth dropping open. “When?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			The look of betrayal in the girl’s eyes was there and gone so fast, Faith nearly missed it, but it cut her to the quick.

			“I’ll be back, Paulina. In a few weeks, at the latest. At least for a little while.”

			The girl whirled away. “Don’t bother!” She took off at a run.

			As she stared after the girl’s retreating form, Faith’s shoulders sagged beneath the weight of guilt and the certain knowledge that she’d made a lot more progress with Paulina than she’d realized. And had now almost certainly destroyed it.

			She should stay here. Find her. Try to make it right. Try to rebuild that trust and finish the job she’d begun.

			But deep in her mind, a soft voice urged her to do otherwise. You belong to Maxim. Anticipation stirred within her at the prospect of accompanying him to Feral House, of meeting the Feral Warriors. But it was the thought of having someone who cared about her, who loved her, that made her eyes sting with tears and her heart ache with longing. You belong to Maxim. Already, the mating bond was forming, growing. There was no denying it. No fighting it.

			And, goddess help her, she didn’t want to.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			Hawke lifted a bare forearm and swiped away a fat bead of sweat rolling down his temple as he picked up his pace on the treadmill in the basement of Feral House. He’d been down here all night, lifting weights, running, working every muscle in his body over and over again while his brothers prowled the rocky banks of the nearby Potomac River, fighting the draden that swarmed near Feral House. Exercise was the only outlet that remained for the pent-up frustration, the anger that had come to haunt his every waking moment.

			Five days ago, he’d regained consciousness, escaping the darkness of the spirit trap. An escape that had been incomplete. The rage that had nearly consumed him inside the spirit trap remained, a seething anger that sprang to life at the slightest provocation. An anger that wasn’t his own, but the hawk spirit’s, as if the animal blamed him for getting them stuck down there and nearly wrenched apart.

			The fury waited, ready to pounce at the slightest provocation, the faintest hint of annoyance or frustration. Then the red haze would rise, clouding his vision, and, though he’d struggle to control it, he lost more often than not. Things got broken, flesh got torn if anyone was close enough to feel the rip of his claws. And he usually ended up shifting involuntarily into his hawk. Ferals shifted at will, with ease, retaining their human minds while in their animal bodies. But that was no longer the case for him. When he shifted now, on purpose or accidentally, he tumbled back into that dark fury for hours at a time.

			It was as if the hawk spirit took over, leaving him behind, unconscious, until the hawk decided to return control. Hawke came back to awareness sitting on top of a barn or high in a tree every damn time he shifted. So he was left with nothing to do but spend his days and nights working to control the rage. He was useless. Worse than useless. He was a danger to everyone around him.

			Hawke turned off the treadmill and grabbed a couple of free weights, pumping iron until he cooled down.

			Out of nowhere, pain ripped across his brain, slamming into the insides of his skull and crawling, like jagged fingers of lightning. Kkkeeeeer. The hawk screeched as if it, too, felt that god-awful pain. But even as the first blast faded, a second began, like talons raking at his brain, as if the hawk inside him retaliated, punishing him.

			“I’m not doing it on purpose!” he growled at the damned bird spirit.

			Slowly, the talons released their hold on his mind, the pain sliding away. The connection between him and his animal had been damaged, without a doubt, but he and his bird had never had an easy relationship. The animal spirit had always demanded a freedom Hawke had never been willing to give him. His father, the previous hawk shifter, used to say that his animal wasn’t like the cats. It needed to take the reins at times, or it got cranky. And his father had done just that, given the hawk his head, disappearing sometimes for hours, even days, on a wild flight.

			For years after Hawke was marked, the hawk had demanded that kind of freedom from him, too, but Hawke had always refused. He wasn’t giving in to that kind of wildness again. Not after what happened to Aren.

			The hawk spirit had never entirely forgiven him. But they’d always worked together well enough. Until the spirit trap. Now Hawke was beginning to think they’d become rivals. Perhaps even enemies.

			Goddess help them both.

			He set down the weights and retreated to the gym shower, where a spray of cold water cooled down his body though doing little to ease the frustration that had become his constant companion. As he dried off, the sound of footsteps on the stairs reached him—a Feral’s tread accompanied by a lighter, more feminine step. Kara’s, no doubt. She searched him out at least twice every day.

			Moving quickly, he pulled on a clean pair of sweatpants before she reached him. Not that he really needed to. Half the Ferals couldn’t keep their clothes on when they shifted, and all were naturally comfortable in the nude. Any woman living at Feral House saw naked males. It was unavoidable. But Kara’s cheeks still flushed occasionally at the sight, telling Hawke her human upbringing was still too firmly rooted. The last thing he wanted was to cause her, or any of his brothers’ mates, discomfort.

			He met them as they entered the gym—Kara with Lyon close behind. Hawke had made his brothers promise that none of the women would come near him without an escort. And none of the Ferals had been inclined to object.

			Kara, dressed in pink flannel pants and a camisole that looked like sleepwear, strode to him on bare feet, her blond ponytail swaying softly behind her, blue eyes warm with affection and concern. Sweet and courageous, she was their Radiant, the one woman in all the world who could pull from the Earth the energies the Ferals needed in order to access the power of their animals.

			As Kara wrapped an arm around his bare waist, he pulled her tight against his side, relishing the feel of her warm body against his, feeding the need for touch all Therians possessed.

			Lyon greeted him with a Feral handshake. “Feeling any better?”

			“I am now.”

			Lyon’s mouth twitched. “Don’t get too comfortable.”

			Hawke smiled. “As if she’d let me.” He adored Kara. They all did. But the love between her and Lyon, their chief, was a powerful force that both awed and lifted. He dreamed of loving a woman like that someday. Or he had. Before he’d become a danger to anyone within striking distance of his claws.

			“How are you really?” Kara pulled back, her gaze soft and worried. Though she worked her magic on him twice a day, giving him radiance, she’d yet to heal him.

			He shrugged. “I haven’t spontaneously shifted in nearly twenty-four hours.”

			Lyon nodded, twisting Kara’s ponytail around his hand in an absent gesture that spoke of deep and easy affection.

			Kara studied Hawke. “Has anything set you off?”

			“Frustration, but I’ve managed to rein it in before it got out of control. I’m getting better at controlling it.”

			“Good. It’s a start.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “How about some radiance? The stronger you are, the better you’ll be able to control it. I hope.”

			Hawke nodded. “Is it dawn already?”

			“Almost,” Lyon told him. “The hunting party just got back.”

			“Isn’t this the day the new fox arrives?”

			“It is.” Lyon’s voice echoed with relief. “He’ll be here this afternoon.”

			The last fox shifter had died only a month ago, the victim of a Mage plot to infiltrate Feral House and destroy the nine Feral Warriors. When one shifter died, the animal spirit flew to the strongest Therian with that animal’s shifter DNA and marked him to be the next Feral Warrior. The Therian would find a set of what looked like long-healed claw marks somewhere on his body and he’d begin to need radiance, instinct driving him to seek Feral House and the Radiant, no matter where in the world he lived. If he failed to reach the Radiant within a couple of years, he’d die, and another would be marked.

			“Ready?” Without waiting for his reply, Kara closed her eyes and lifted her arms gracefully. Almost at once, her flesh erupted in a brilliant, sun-bright glow that made the light from the overhead fluorescents pale in contrast. Outside, she’d been known to turn the backyard from night to day. Never had a Radiant been able to pull the Earth’s energies through solid structures as Kara could.

			She opened her eyes and arms, reaching for Hawke with one hand and Lyon with the other. Though she strengthened them and empowered them simply by living in proximity to them, this direct line to the energies provided a jolt of power none of them ever refused.

			Hawke slid his hand into Kara’s glowing one. At once, a warm flow rushed into him, a pure strength straight from the Earth itself. Inside, he felt the hawk calm and settle as if lifting its face to the sun.

			For long minutes, they remained like that, soaking up the power. Finally, Kara’s light went out, and she released him, a small smile on her face.

			Hawke leaned forward and kissed her temple. “Thank you.”

			Her eyes met his, warm with affection. “I’ll give you radiance anytime, you know that. Whatever you need.”

			Lyon’s hand landed softly on the top of Kara’s head, but his gaze met Hawke’s. “You’ve been down here all night.” It wasn’t a question. “You need food and sleep.”

			Hawke’s mouth kicked up. “Everyone thinks he’s a doctor, now.”

			No answering smile lifted Lyon’s mouth. “We need you healed.”

			“I know,” Hawke replied quietly. The Ferals were too few against an enemy that was growing too strong. The Daemons the Mage were trying to free would prey upon humans and immortals alike, feeding on pain and fear until there was no place on Earth to escape the screams. The Ferals had to stop them.

			The sound of new footsteps reached his ears a moment before Tighe and Delaney walked in.

			Hawke froze at the sight of the tiger shifter and his mate.

			“There you are.” Tighe’s half-naked flesh gleamed with the sweatiness of a long night of draden fighting. His short blond hair was spiked and damp, as it often was when he’d been shifting back and forth. His hand rested on the shoulder of the tall, attractive ex–FBI agent who’d become his wife. A woman who’d only recently become immortal. And pregnant with Tighe’s son.

			A woman who shouldn’t be anywhere near a Feral with limited control. Delaney might be immortal, now, but she hadn’t always been, and that babe inside her could be mortal. He could kill the infant with a single rip of his claws. The horror of that thought set off the anger inside him, igniting the red coals of his rage. The red haze began to rise around the edges of his vision.

			“Get her out of here.” He hardly recognized the low, snarling voice as his own. The tips of his fingers began to tingle with the impending thrust of claws. Fangs erupted from his gums.

			Pain tightened Delaney’s features even as Tighe shoved her behind him. Tighe and Lyon captured Hawke’s arms in iron grips.

			“Delaney, I’m sorry,” he growled through fangs that were more suited to a large cat or wolf but were the hallmark of all shifters. “I don’t want to hurt the babe. I can’t hurt the babe.”

			“Hawke, I know,” she assured him. “I know you’d never hurt us.”

			“Intentionally.” He swung to face Tighe. “Don’t let me near her.”

			“Hawke ...” Tighe’s voice was low, leaden with misery. “Buddy. You’re not going to hurt them. I’m not going to let you, and neither are you.”

			“When I’m in control, no. Never. But I lose it, Stripes. You’ve seen it happen. I’m fighting as hard as I can to control the fury, but I keep losing. You can’t let me hurt them.” He wouldn’t be able to live with himself. He’d barely been able to live with what he’d done to Aren.

			“I won’t, buddy. I won’t.” Tighe got in his face, his gaze like a lifeline, snaring him in the fierce love they all felt for one another. “You’re going to get past this. You’ll see. You’re getting better.”

			But it was a lie, and they both knew it. Two weeks had passed, and he not only wasn’t any better, he was pretty sure he was getting worse. Though he was learning ways to hold on to control, when he lost it he was gone for longer and longer periods of time, until he feared that one day soon, he’d shift into his hawk and never come back.

			What use was a shifter who couldn’t shift?

			None. None at all.

			Though no one would say the words out loud, they were all thinking the same thought. If he didn’t get any better, if he couldn’t shift, sooner or later, they were going to have to clear the way for a hawk Feral who could.

			The Feral, Vhyper, turned the huge yellow vehicle—a Hummer, Faith thought it was called—into the long drive. There were trees everywhere, but the trees weren’t densely spaced, and she could see large homes dotting the woods in the distance on either side. By far the largest of the homes, a true mansion, stood at the end of the drive, three imposing brick stories adorned with dormers and black shutters. An awe-inspiring sight with the late-afternoon sunshine filtering down through the surrounding hardwoods, making the randomly planted azalea bushes gleam like rubies.

			Pleasure stirred, and the desire to share the pretty sight with Maria pinched inside her. She hadn’t even been able to tell Maria good-bye. Often, life’s chapters refused to wrap themselves up in neat little packages. She knew that from long, bitter experience. But her sojourn in Warsaw had ended on a particularly ragged tear. Fate had thrown a wrench into the works when Maxim walked into her life. She glanced at him now as he sat in the front seat beside Vhyper, eyeing the mansion with a look that told her he was unimpressed.

			Vhyper, who’d picked them up at Dulles International Airport outside Washington, D.C., pulled up in front of the house, parking the Hummer among the variety of other vehicles already there. He tugged on the snake earring that hung from one ear. “Welcome to Feral House. Home of the wildest animals in Fairfax County.”

			Faith looked at him in the rearview mirror, uncertain whether he was being wry or self-important. Wry, she decided at the hint of humor lurking in his eyes. Definitely wry.

			“Then I will civilize them.” Maxim’s tone made it clear he was serious. Painfully serious.

			That hint of humor in Vhyper’s eyes fled, his expression turning cool even as a smile lifted his mouth. “Good luck with that.”

			Faith didn’t need a formal education to recognize a rough road ahead when she saw one. She’d known Maxim only a matter of hours, but it had become increasingly clear the man was utterly without a sense of humor. Which was too bad since she had one. But Maxim was educated and cultured. A good man, or the animal would never have marked him.

			Vhyper turned off the ignition and swung his long frame out of the car, a bright beam of sunlight slicing through the trees to illuminate his bald head. Faith reached for her door handle, uncertain if Maxim would insist on opening the door for her. His attention to her since he’d picked her up that morning had been erratic. One moment, he treated her like a queen with formal, old-world manners. The next, she wondered if he remembered she existed.

			As she hesitated, he swung out of the car, shut his own door, and started up the brick walk to the wide front stoop alone. With a sigh, Faith let herself out of the car, glancing at Maxim’s retreating back with a stab of uncertainty. Was he just preoccupied? Certainly that would be understandable under the circumstances. Or was he embarrassed by her? Heaven knew she wasn’t of his class. Not even close.

			As her gaze tracked farther, she caught sight of a man standing in the open doorway, a man as tall or taller than Maxim though perhaps not quite as broad through the chest and shoulders. Sunlight struck short brown hair that curled just a little at the edges, weaving into it fine threads of gold that set off a handsome face with sharply arched brows over dark eyes.

			As Maxim reached the steps to the front porch, the man stepped forward and thrust out his hand—too far, nearly to Maxim’s jacket button.

			“I’m Hawke. Welcome to Feral House.”

			Another Feral Warrior. But she’d suspected as much.

			Maxim looked down his nose at the proffered hand, making no move to take it.

			“Do you speak English?” The Feral’s tone remained even though it had lost that layer of warmth.

			“I do.”

			“Grasp my forearm, then, just below my elbow. It’s the way we greet one another.”

			Maxim hesitated, then did as the Feral directed, looking somehow awkward as he did so. As they grasped one another’s forearms, Maxim lifted his chin. “I wish to confer with the Chief of the Feral Warriors.”

			Hawke gazed at him calmly, his expression cooling more, just as Vhyper’s had.

			Faith’s heart sank at Maxim’s attitude. He was acting like a prince forced to consort with peasants. She wanted to like and respect this man whom fate seemed to have chosen for her. But she was finding it increasingly hard to do so.

			Hawke lifted one arched brow. “Lyon is in the foyer.” As Maxim brushed past him, Hawke shook his head, then descended the steps and started toward the vehicle. His gaze swept over her, moving to where Vhyper pulled Maxim’s suitcases out of the Hummer, then back to her again. The friendliness returned to his expression, along with a hint of curiosity. Her blue-tipped hair tended to bring that out in people.

			She smiled at him as Maxim had not.

			The appealing man returned the smile slowly. His eyes lit first, crinkling at the edges before his mouth spread. It was a small smile, a close-mouthed smile, but its effect on her was devastating. A fluttering arose in her stomach like a whirl of dove’s wings. As he drew nearer, her face ... her entire body ... began to flush with a heat that had her wishing she could peel off her sweater. With a face that was perhaps a bit too long and a nose that was a tad too pronounced, he wasn’t movie-star handsome. But his eyes, a beautiful brown shot through with flecks of gold, were kind, his mouth beautifully sculpted. And the overall effect was breathtaking.

			Dismay seized her heart, a deep disappointment that she felt no such physical attraction to the man fate had chosen for her. But physical attraction wasn’t everything. Deep inside, that pull remained as strong as before—the certain knowledge that she belonged to Maxim.

			Hawke stared at the smiling girl, his mind at once racing and blank, his pulse thrumming a fast, erratic beat. She was a little odd-looking, with dark hair painted bright blue at the ends and one ear entirely enclosed in earrings, yet she was ... extraordinary. That smile ... Goddess, that smile could slay an army, knocking them all to their knees. Though of average height, her features were small and pert, giving her beauty a pixieish charm. Beautiful. And clearly too young.

			He told himself to keep his gaze on her face, but his eyes had a mind of their own. He couldn’t help noticing that her thin sweater, the same blue as the ends of her hair, clung to small, sweet curves, and that the sleeves half covered her hands. On slender legs she wore holey jeans. On her feet, badly worn sneakers.

			Slowly, he forced his gaze back to her face, to the smile that sent his pulse into a wild flight all over again, then up to eyes that held an odd mixture of awareness, laughter, and shadows. And a wisdom that had him reassessing her age. Perhaps she wasn’t as young as she looked.

			Relief had his smile widening. “Hi.”

			“Hello.” Her eyes began to sparkle, her voice light and musical with a slight European lilt, as enchanting as her smile.

			He passed close to her as he tore his gaze away and went to help Vhyper with the luggage, close enough to catch a whiff of soft female and raspberry sweetness.

			She followed. “I’m sorry,” she said as Hawke reached in and pulled out a huge suitcase. Vhyper already had four of them sitting on the pavement. “I think he’s used to servants.”

			“We’ll break him of that quickly enough,” Vhyper muttered darkly.

			Hawke grunted. Maxim was a fool if he thought they’d put up with that kind of attitude. Perhaps it was a defense mechanism that would ease once he felt like he was one of them. They could only hope.

			Vhyper grabbed three of the huge pieces of luggage and started toward the house. The woman watched him go, her smile gone, her brows dipped in worry.

			Hawke felt the need to ease her mind. “Don’t worry about Vhyper. Or Maxim, for that matter. Newly marked Ferals are rarely at their best. While their bodies come to terms with the animal spirit, they tend to be unpredictable, aggressive, quick-tempered, you name it.”

			The woman turned to him, wrinkling her nose.

			Adorable.

			“For how long?”

			“The worst of it will pass when he’s brought into his animal—his first shift. But for some, it takes several years.”

			She sighed. “Wonderful.”

			He grinned at her. “I’m Hawke.”

			Her expression shifted with delightful speed, awe lacing her gaze and her words. “You’re the hawk shifter.”

			“I am. And who might you be?”

			“I’m Faith. I’m with Maxim, though I’m not sure that’s something I want to admit at the moment.”

			With Maxim. He didn’t like the sound of that. “His daughter?” he asked hopefully.

			She laughed. “I was born in 1899. I just try to look like a teenager.”

			Not too young at all. Which would be beside the point if she was truly with Maxim. Ferals never, ever poached another Feral’s female.

			He held out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Faith.”

			Her eyes sparkled as she slid her slender hand into his on a rush of soft pleasure. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

			Hawke found himself suddenly torn between modern manners, which dictated he simply shake her hand, and a surprising desire to raise her knuckles to his lips in the old way. The desire to inhale the scent of her skin, to feel her flesh beneath his lips, was dismayingly powerful. But until he knew which way the wind blew between her and Maxim, he’d be wise to err on the side of caution.

			With a twinge of regret, he shook her delicate hand, then released her and turned to pull out another of the suitcases. “Is there a reason you enjoy looking like a teen?” He glanced back to find her brown eyes sparkling like dark gems.

			“It’s either piercings or tats, or I’d look like a poser.” She shrugged a delicate shoulder. “The tats are permanent. The piercings aren’t.” Immortal flesh healed any wound, even those inflicted intentionally.

			And piercings she had, at least on the one ear. “A poser to whom?” Genuinely curious, he set the suitcase on the pavement.

			Her smile grew, one corner quivering with suppressed laughter, drawing his gaze to that lovely, kissable mouth. “To the street kids.”

			“What street kids?”

			Her expression sobered, the pixie disappearing as if she’d never been. “The lost ones. Mostly girls.”

			And he realized this was no game to her. In the dark depths of her eyes, a crusader’s passion gleamed. And suddenly he understood. “You enter their world. You earn their trust in order to help them.”

			The look she gave him was a mix of surprise and approval. “They need help, and I have a lot of experience with gaining their trust and finding them that help. Setting them on the right paths.”

			He nodded, unaccountably moved by the emotion he saw in her face, the deep well of compassion and fire. Many Therians worked among the humans to earn a living. But how many, he wondered, threw the whole of themselves into bettering the short lives of a few mortals? And he felt certain that’s exactly what Faith did.

			“Humans,” he murmured.

			She lifted her chin. “Human kids.” A note of defensiveness crept into her voice, a small warrior standing before him now. “The most defenseless creatures of all.”

			“I’m not criticizing you for it, Faith. I’m impressed. Not many Therians would bother.”

			Dark, intelligent eyes studied him as if searching for the truth of his words. But he’d meant what he’d said, and the smile that slowly began to spread across her face told him she’d figured it out. Her smile burrowed inside him like a small ball of heat deep in his chest.

			He reached for another of the suitcases as she bent forward to grab a small, worn duffel that looked incongruous beside the large, expensive luggage. Their arms brushed. Her sweet scent flowed over him, sending a thrill through his system.

			She turned to him as she pulled out the duffel, slinging the strap over one shoulder. “In my experience, Therians don’t often care what happens to humans.”

			He wanted to argue that point, but in all honesty couldn’t. The Ferals and Therians of his acquaintance were careful with humans, protecting human life wherever possible. But dedicating their lives to the betterment of a few individuals? No.

			She tilted her head at him, her eyes curious. “Do you have a human mom or dad?”

			“My father was a Feral Warrior.” He leaned in to pull out the two remaining suitcases. “He was the previous hawk shifter and my mother the Radiant.”

			Her jaw dropped a little before snapping shut. “You’re Therian royalty.”

			He started, then laughed. “I’ve never heard it put like that.”

			“So why the affinity for humans? Are you really as nice a guy as you seem?”

			A nice guy. He’d always been that, or tried to be. He liked people, humans and Therians alike, more than many of his brothers. He liked kids, in particular. But nice guys didn’t erupt in fits of rage, endangering anyone and everyone around them. And that was something he definitely did these days. Goddess, she shouldn’t
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