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As Senior Lieutenant of the Raven Fall’s territory Alpha’s Guard, Nash had answered more than his fair share of summons from the Alpha.  Nikolai Savage was one of the most powerful alphas in the Therion clans and was not a man to be denied; for all his own reckless behavior, Nash had no intention of ever disobeying his alpha. After all, Nikolai had done much more than spare his life long ago...he had given him a home, a purpose, and most importantly, saved him from himself. 

Still, despite all his loyalty and respect for Nikolai, Nash couldn’t help but feel a pang of unease, being called before his Alpha now. With the blood of the Cross River Alpha’s throat, still fresh beneath his beast’s nails, Nash had to wonder if, this time, he had gone a little too far.  He had killed an Alpha, after all—a legacy Alpha he’d been sent to arrest.  Maybe he’d finally stretched Nikolai’s good will beyond the breaking point. 

He stood now, in the center of Nikolai’s study, his body rigid with tension, awaiting the dreaded meeting.  Without moving his head, he was aware when the wolf entered the room; the hairs at the back of his neck stood at attention in the presence of the Alpha and his own beast responded, his eyes flashing gold. They instantly fell before Nikolai’s dominantly penetrating stare. In silence, Nash respectfully waited, as wolf became man. Only his peripheral vision caught the movements.  

Nikolai reached for the tan khaki trousers and white, silk shirt, which lay strewn across the desk, and slid them onto his body to cover his nakedness while Nash focused hard on the intricate weaving of the rug beneath his feet, keeping as still as possible. 

Even in human form, the Alpha moved with a lethal, kind of grace. Dressed now, he sauntered, barefoot, toward the bar on the opposite side of the room.  Outwardly, he appeared relaxed.  A young, bohemian prince, barely out of his twenties—at least in appearance, thanks to his Therion genes, which slowed his aging process to a virtual snail’s pace, in comparison to a human’s. With his gold and tan hair coloring, and penchant for dressing in neutral colors, he would look just as at home on the sun-bleached shores of a Mediterranean beach, as he did here, amongst the native American artifacts decorating the honeyed walls of his study.  Nikolai wasn’t an Alpha who required a grizzly outward appearance, or violent show of temper to instill respect in his people. He was the epitome of everything an Alpha should be...kind, generous, loving of his people, respectful of their traditions, intelligent...but he was also first-born legacy alphablood. Faster, stronger, more deadly than any other member of his clan...and his cunning intelligence only seemed to enhance those abilities.  He was no brooding, sullen Alpha, carrying the weight of the pack upon his shoulders. Nikolai had many gifts, and even more talents, which he’d honed to perfection.  His ability to correctly read people and situations, was one of the reasons why, under Nikolai’s Alphacy, the Raven Falls clan had grown to be the largest and most powerful of all the Therion clans. Nikolai knew just where to place his people so that their strengths could be showcased. He gave them tasks, and a job, allowing them to utilize their natural skills. 

That was how Nash, an orphaned rogue child, had found himself training for the elite Alpha’s Guard. Nikolai had seen his determination, harnessed his anger, and redirected it, training Nash to become one of the best warriors the clan had. Nash owed his Alpha everything. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for Nikolai Savage. 

Which included killing for him.

Therion, as a race who had been brought to the precipice of extinction more times than they cared to be reminded in their history, knew all too well the importance of remaining invisible to the humans inhabiting their world alongside them.  More so now, in this modern age, than in the past, when pitchforks, and errant silver bullets had been their only threat.  

Which was why it was so very important for laws to be followed.  And for punishments to be severe.  The Alpha Dominai—an elite group consisting of some of the oldest and strongest legacy Alphas—were the enforcers of those laws.  And Alpha Nikolai, as the respected alpha he was, was often called upon, to carry out investigations of anyone suspected of breaking those laws and, in so doing, risking the discovery of the Therion race. 

Which was why Nash now found himself standing in his Alpha’s study.  Only a week before he’d been in this exact spot, gathering his orders from Nikolai.  The Dominai had requested help with the Cross River Alpha in Michigan—Constantine Kadrovik, whom they had reason to believe was involved in bloodsport—an illegal and centuries old practice of hunting and killing humans.  Nikolai had tasked Nash with gathering intel, which he had done.  The evidence had been conclusive.  The body count had risen to an amount where even the local, human, authorities had been starting to take notice. Nikolai had sent Nash to oversee the arrest of Kadrovik, and to present him to the Dominai for final judgement, and punishment...Death.

Except that Kadrovik was not like most Alphas.  He cared little for the pack of rogues he’d formed into a clan, decades before.  The man was ruthless, undignified, and—in Nash’s opinion—completely insane.  He had no respect for Therion law and even less respect for humans.  When Nash and two of his chosen warriors had confronted Kadrovik on the boarder of his territory, the Alpha had shifted into his beast, killing one of Nash’s men, and seriously injuring the other.  Nash had fought the Alpha but, instead of subduing Kadrovik, Nash—given the opportunity—had made a choice, and with only a moment’s hesitation, had taken the Alpha’s throat, ripping it clean from Kadrovik’s body.

Nash’s hand twitched now, in memory, and he felt the pressure on the tips of his fingers, as his beast’s claws fought to protrude.  He closed his eyes, swallowing against the sensation in his struggle to calm the beast.  When he opened them, Nikolai’s bare feet had moved into Nash’s line of vision as the Alpha came to stand directly in front of him, putting an end to his thoughts, and instantly quelling the beast. 

When Nikolai remained silent, Nash lifted his gaze, feeling his wolf cringe slightly.

The Alpha extended his arm, and Nash accepted the crystal glass with the shot of amber liquid, bringing it to his lips as his gaze finally lifted to Nikolai’s.

“You’ve been quiet, since your return,” Nikolai mused.

Nash returned Nikolai’s gaze with his own somber one. He swallowed the whiskey, grimacing slightly as he felt the welcoming burn in his throat.  “Can you blame me?” he asked. “Jamie’s death is on my hands. Seth may lose his eye. And an Alpha is dead.”

Nikolai made a sound like a soft growl. Frowning slightly as he turned, he made his way back to the bar, grabbing the half-full decanter. Carrying it with him, he returned to Nash, indicating for him to take a seat in one of the leather, wing-backed chairs next to the hearth.  Nikolai sprawled into the chair opposite, facing him.  He leaned forward, filling Nash’s empty glass, then topped up his own, and settled back, his golden eyes glittering intently as he regarded Nash.

“Are you in the habit of disobeying your Alpha’s orders?” He asked, quietly.

Nash frowned.  “No.  Of course not.”  He felt his wolf shift uncomfortably under Nikolai’s scrutiny.

“Was it not my order for you to take two of my guards, and confront Constantine?”

“You ordered his arrest, yes.”  

Nikolai’s gaze never wavered.  It was one of his more intimidating habits, and one which always made Nash feel the most uncomfortable.  It felt as though the Alpha was looking right into his beast’s soul—a dark place to be sure.

“Did Constantine comply with the demands of his arrest, set forth by the Alpha Dominai?”

“He did not.”

“Tell me.”

Nash took a deep breath and let it out through his nose.  He had already gone through the details with Gregor, his captain on the Guard, but he made no mention of that to Nikolai, knowing full well his Alpha preferred to hear the information directly.

“When we met with Constantine at the border of his territory, I informed him of the evidence and charges against him, and that I was there on behalf of you, and the Alpha Dominai.  He was made aware of his right to stand before the counsel and declare an heir to his Alphacy.  If he waved his right to an heir, I informed him that one would be chosen for him, by the Counsel of Elders”

“What was his reaction?”

“He laughed.  He said that he had no intention of complying to anything the Dominai wanted.  He said that a true Therion did not surrender...he considered doing so weak, and he would be a disgrace to his race.  I told him that he was already a disgrace to his race and, that the best thing he could do for his clan, was to come with us.”

“But he chose to attack,” Nikolai interjected quietly when Nash stopped to draw a breath.  

Nash wondered if, like him, Nikolai ever fell victim to his own beast’s will.  It was hard to imagine his calm leader ever losing control, and certainly never witnessed by Nash, nor anyone else that he knew of.  He envied the Alpha that control...perhaps more than anything else. Nash’s beast was always so much closer to the surface, affecting his behavior more often than not.

“He attacked,” Nash said now, echoing Nikolai’s words.

“And you believe that is your fault?”

“I should have been more prepared.  I knew that, even with three to one, his legacy alphablood made him a damn-near impossible collar.”

“And yet, you killed him,” Nikolai stated, matter-of-factly. “Saving Seth’s life in the process.” 

But not Jamie’s. The thought made Nash drop his gaze, his wolf and beast now crouching low inside him as the regret he’d been carrying seemed to become unbearable.  “I lost control,” he admitted.  He knew it was a matter of his beast’s survival instinct and he was helpless to control it.

“You were there on my orders.  You were acting on behalf of your Alpha and the Alpha Dominai.”  Nikolai put his glass and the decanter on the floor beside his feet, and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His eyes glittered with the reflection of the fire in the hearth.  “You were filled with anger over the depravity of all you’d witnessed, and grief over the unexpected loss of one of your own.”  He spread his hands in a gesture of display. “You were in charge.  Following orders. And protecting, as well as avenging, your men.  Do you really believe anyone would blame you for your reaction?”

Nash looked up, his eyes no longer the golden fire of his beast.  He was trained for such battles.  His skills and agility were second only to Nikolai, himself.  He should have maintained his control.  “I blame me.”

Nikolai leaned back.  “Then you must also blame me.”  When Nash only frowned his lack of understanding, Nikolai continued.  “You said yourself, you are not in the habit of disobeying your Alpha’s orders.  It was my order which placed you before Constantine.  My order, which prompted you to choose two of my warriors to travel with you.  My order, which, as my esteemed, and loyal Lieutenant, I expected obeyed. So...do you blame me for taking Constantine’s life?”

Nash shook his head, the denial automatic.  “No.”

“Then, am I in the habit of sending unqualified warriors to do my bidding?”

“Also no.”

Nikolai smiled.  “Good.”  His body relaxed into the chair as he lifted one leg, resting his ankle on his opposite knee. “Then let me tell you about the beast you put down.  Perhaps knowing the story might help ease the guilt you’ve placed upon yourself.

“Constantine Kadrovik came to America roughly a century ago, when his father refused to give up his Alphacy.  He brought his mate, Sylvia, and their newborn son, Erik, with him.  As a legacy, he established the Cross River territory in the usual manner—and paid title to the Counsel of Elders.  He then began to gather his clan.  Rogues, mostly.  Unmated males.  There was rumor that he would offer his mate to the males as an incentive to join him, but never any evidence and, tragically, nearly eighty years ago, Sylvia was found dead in her wolf form.  The story was that she’d been in a fight with a territorial bear and had been happened upon by hunters who—since she was a runt and smaller of stature than most Therion females—assumed she was a normal, injured wolf, and put her down to end her suffering.  The Dominai strongly suspected that Constantine had her killed because she had threatened to report him.  But, again, no evidence.  Shortly after Sylvia’s death, Erik, now an adult, left to live among humans.  He was fascinated with them, apparently.  Constantine made no secret of his hatred for humans.  Nor did he pretend that Erik’s leaving was anything less than a complete betrayal.  He had his son declared a traitor to his Alpha and excommunicated from the now fully formed, pack. Two decades ago, Erik returned, supposedly to hunt on his father’s territory...an illegal act due to the excommunication.  He was treated as a rogue...and Constantine admitted to ripping his throat out himself—pleading an Alpha’s right—even though Erik’s death meant the end of Constantine’s legacy bloodline.” 

With his elbows on the arms of the chair, Nikolai steepled his fingers and peered across them to Nash. “There was no honor in Constantine Kadrovik. No compassion.  No mercy.  He did not behave as an Alpha should, so he did not deserve an Alpha’s death. He did deserve the death you gave him, however.”

Nash let all that Nikolai had told him sink in.  He had to admit, it did help to soothe the torment he’d been feeling since taking the Alpha’s life.  And knowing that Nikolai did not hold his lack of control in the situation against him, felt all the better. Nash could admit to his own recklessness, and his occasional hotheadedness, but he would never act without honor.  He owed Nikolai too much to bring that shame onto his Alpha.

Nash ran his fingers through his long hair and blew out a slow breath.  “As always, Nikolai, you have a way of diffusing the beast within me and saving me from myself.”  His lips were forced into a regretful smile.

Nikolai laughed.  “At least I’m not losing my Alpha’s touch.”

A soft rap on the door drew Nikolai’s attention.  Nash didn’t have to turn his head to know who was now entering the room.  Though her enticing scent announced her, it was the enraptured look upon Nikolai’s face, which told him that River, Nikolai’s half-human—sielos draugus Alphamate, was present.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said to Nikolai, smiling down at Nash as she came to stand beside Nikolai’s chair, “but you asked to know when Seth woke from surgery.”

“I did,” Nikolai murmured, his wolf’s eyes glittering possessively as they came to rest on his mate.  “How is he?”

Though he didn’t reach out to touch her, Nash could sense how Nikolai’s wolf responded to River’s nearness.  And though, being sielos meant that River’s wolf could not manifest into the physical, its spiritual presence responded in kind to Nikolai.  Their souls were mated.  It was a powerful, humbling connection to witness, and Nash respectfully lowered his gaze as a warm look passed between them.

“I couldn’t save the eye, unfortunately.  And the scar may never heal.”

“Mmm.  An Alpha’s mark is permanent,” Nikolai murmured, his tone regretful.  “But Seth has a strong mind, and a fierce will.  He will overcome what ever obstacles he must face.”

River chuckled.  “I think he already has.  He’s insisting on being present at Jamie’s funeral.”  Her tone softened at the mention of their fallen friend.  “He has asked me to plead his case.”

“Since you are his doctor, I will leave that decision in your capable hands, my love.”

River inclined her head at her mate’s compliment.  “Then I’ll tell him he can go.  Will I also tell him you’ll visit him?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”  She glanced over toward Nash.  “Seth was hoping you’d visit him as well,” she said.  “He’s been going on and on about how you saved his life, and about your bravery, and fierceness in battle.”  Her gaze warmed Nash’s. “You’ve been placed quite high on a pedestal I’m afraid.”

Nash inclined his head, respectfully.  As Alphamate, River was equal to Nikolai in ranking.

“You can tell him that I will accompany him to the funeral...with Nikolai’s permission, of course.”  Nash’s gaze inquired, to which Nikolai gave an approving nod.

River smiled.  “I will tell him.”  She leaned down to kiss Nikolai’s forehead, prompting the Alpha to grin boyishly.  “I will see you later,” she winked meaningfully.

“You will.”  Nikolai’s voice held the promise of his wolf as his glittering eyes watched River cross the room.  At the entrance she turned, blew him a kiss, then closed the door behind her.

Nash hid his smirk.  He was used to the flirtatious habits of Nikolai and River; he had grown up around them, after all.  To him, River was like a favorite aunt, older sister, and friend, all rolled into one person.  And, above all else, she was the sole reason that Nikolai had not ripped out his throat when, as a half-starved adolescent, he’d tried to kill her during an uncontrolled shift.

“It seems we’re both required elsewhere,” Nikolai said, drawing Nash’s attention back to the present again.  “There is one other thing we must address, however, if you’re feeling up to it?”

Nash squared his shoulders.  “Of course.”  

“With no heir apparent, the Cross River clan are without an Alpha, making them a pack of rogues...not exactly a safe situation.  Normally the Dominai would disband them, separate them, and integrate them into different clans.  However, under the circumstances...considering that it was their Alpha who was involved in the bloodsporting, I have suggested an alternative...one which the Dominai has readily agreed to.”

Nash’s interest was peaked.  He leaned forward, feeling the intensity of his wolf and beast inside him.  “What kind of alternative?”

Nikolai tipped his head slightly, regarding him intently.  “I want you to take Constantine’s place, as Alpha.”  He lifted his hand to silence Nash before he’d done more than drop his jaw. Nikolai shook his head.  “Hear me out.”  

Nash knew the tone of an Alpha’s order so instantly closed his mouth and settled back in the chair, though the wolf stayed at attention.

“If we disband them, we may be putting dishonorable members into established clans.  At this point, we have no way of knowing who, amongst Constantine’s men, were involved in the sporting, and if they were merely following an Alpha’s order to kill or, involved because it was their sport as well.  For all we know, Constantine built his clan on members with the same predilections as he, himself, had. They were all rogues, to begin with, after all.”

“As were my parents,” Nash quietly interceded, careful to keep his tone from sounding insubordinate—not that Nikolai was an Alpha much for the old ways of I-am-Alpha-so-do-not-correct-me. Nash understood that his parents were an exception to the normal rule...most Therion became rogues due to being excommunicated from their clan, and that normally only happened when the safety and the security of the clan was at stake.

His parents, however, had left their clan willingly upon the death of his grandfather—a non-legacy alphablood who had lost his Alphacy to a younger, challenging Alpha.

“That is one of the reasons which prompted me to choose you for this task.”

“I am no Alpha.” Nash felt the wolf growl at him but ignored the beast.  He shifted in his chair.

“You sell yourself short. You are of alpha blood.  And,” Nikolai shifted his shoulders casually, “having killed an Alpha, you have the right to take his Alphacy...just as your grandfather did.”

Nash shook his head, still, the wolf prompted him to ask, “How would that even work?”

Nikolai shrugged.  “It’s simple, really.  You’ll have all the power of a legacy Alpha, with the only exception being that your children would not be heirs.”

Which was moot since Nash had no intention of gaining himself a mate or children anytime soon, much to the chagrin of his sielos half-brother and his mate.  

“But it would mean that I’d have to leave Raven Falls...and the Alpha’s Guard.”

Nikolai inclined his head.  “You would be required to reside with the Cross River clan, it’s true.  But, due to the clan’s size, the Dominai has agreed to allow me to offer some assistance.  If you accept, your territory will fall under the protection of my Alphacy, with the exception that all decision-making responsibilities would fall to you and not me.”

“So, if I’m challenged for the territory, and I lose...”

“Then the territory will be lost, but the clan will come fully under my Alphacy and integrated into my territory.”

Nash’s eyebrows rose.  It was quite an offer Nikolai made, and quite a risk to himself, as well.  Should Nash fail and lose the territory, it would mean that Nikolai accepted responsibility for the alphaless members.

“It’s a lot to think about, I know.  I don’t expect an answer immediately.”

Nash shook his head; he didn’t need time to think about it.  “I’ll do it.”  It was his fault the Cross River Alpha died before placing an heir.  His fault the clan was now without an Alpha.  He figured he owed it to them to at least try.  Worst case scenario was that some second son, legacy alphablood, looking to start his own clan, took his throat.    Besides, Nash didn’t do well with siting idle and the last twenty-four hours of it had already taken a toll on his sanity.  “When do I leave?”

Nikolai made a sound of approval.  He stood and waited for Nash to rise before leading him across the room to the door.  “You can head out after the funeral.  I’ll have Mikhale ready the plane and call ahead to have a vehicle awaiting your arrival in Michigan.”  Reaching for the door, he added, “I will leave it up to you to decide if you want to take back up.”

Nash was quick to deny the offer.  “I think it would be better for me to go in alone.”  Being accepted as a non-legacy Alpha was going to be hard enough.  Nash didn’t want to present any signs of weakness.

Nikolai understood.  

“Still, don’t let your guard down,” he advised, gravely.

The warning was unnecessary but appreciated.  Nash followed Nikolai from the study, his mind already moving forward with the tasks he needed to accomplish before he left.  

First, he would see Seth, and accompany him to Jamie’s funeral.  He owed them both that.  The members of the Raven Falls clan were as good as family to one another, and Jamie had been their beloved brother.   His second plan of action was going to talk with Matt and his mate, Aurora, but as he exited Nikolai’s house, he found Aurora waiting at the bottom of the steps for him. Her pixie features brightened when she saw him.

“What did Nikolai want?” Her eyes searched his face intently.

Nash scowled down at her.  “Shouldn’t you be training?”

She rolled her eyes.  “I am.  I’m on a break.”  She had to hurry to keep stride with him as he set off, since his legs were almost twice the length of hers.  Nash didn’t even consider slowing down for her.  Aurora would have hated him for it, anyway. She was tiny, but that didn’t stop her from being one of the deadliest assets they had on the Guard.

“So? Are you in trouble for killing that piece of crap, Kadrovik?”

Aurora had been fretting over the possibility that he’d finally gone and used up all of Nikolai’s patience. 

“Yeah.  I’m being banished.  On my way to pack right now.”

Her eyes widened and the color drained from her face.  “Really?”

Nash gave her a look of perturbed impatience.  “No, idiot.  Of course not.” He waited for relief to lift her features before he added, “I am leaving though.”

She didn’t miss a beat.  “Why?  Where is he sending you?”

Nash came to a halt below the steps of the infirmary.  “Cross River.  The Dominai has given me the Alphacy by right of contest, apparently—under Nikolai’s dominion, of course, since I’m not a legacy.”

Aurora’s mouth dropped.  “You’re shitting me?”

Nash smirked.  “I shit you not.”

“By right of contest?  That’s what they used to do in the old days.  I learned about it years ago when I was doing my Therion studies.  Alphas gained territories by killing off other alphas...gods, that’s a brutal way to live.”  She frowned as her mind obviously wandered off, thinking about the process.

Nash twisted his mouth.  “Yeah.  Brutal.  But, apparently, it’s still a thing.”

Aurora blinked up at him.  “So, you’re really leaving us?”

“Looks that way.”

“Forever?”

An odd pang twitched inside Nash’s chest at the look on her face.  He reached out to chuck her under the chin.  “Hey.  Chin up, kid.  I’ll be back for visits.  And, once I’m settled, you and that half-breed brother of mine can come visit me.”

Aurora’s eyes blinked rapidly, as though she might be trying to stop herself from crying.

Nash sighed dramatically, rolling his eyes, but he reached out and scooped her in for a tight hug.  “Knock it off, Rory,” he said, his voice muffled as he pressed his mouth to the top of her head.

“It’s just—I’ve never known Raven Falls without you,” she sniffled into his shirt. 

Nash pulled back and grinned down at her.  “It’ll be up to you to drive Gregor insane now that I won’t be around.”

His tactic worked and she laughed, wiping her thumbs beneath her eyes.  She sniffed.  “No one can drive him nuts like you can,” she admitted. “When are you going to tell Matt?”

Nash looked up at the infirmary building and pulled his lips into a tight smile.  “I’ll talk to him after I see Seth.”  He was dreading telling his half-brother that he was leaving.  Matt and Nash hadn’t grown up together, and they’d only known each other for a relatively short time, since Nash had been completely unaware of Matt’s existence.  Still, they were close.  Knowing that Matt had Aurora, though, made it easier.  

“You won’t leave without saying goodbye, right?”

Nash looked down at her, his smile softening.  “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good.”  Brightening, she reached for his shoulder and bounced up to kiss his cheek.  “I gotta run or Gregor will have my balls.”

Nash laughed.  “You have balls, now, do you?”

“I have more than you,” she said, saucily sticking her tongue out at him as she sauntered away.  “Say hi to Seth for me,” she called over her shoulder.

Nash shook his head, chuckling.  “Go easy on Gregor, he’s old,” he called back.

“I’m telling him you said that!”  She threw him her most evil grin.  “Later bestie!”

Still grinning from ear to ear, Nash walked up the steps to the infirmary and reached for the door. Aurora was definitely one of the things he was going to miss about this place.
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Chapter 2
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There were things in Victoria Kadrovik’s life—things she’d done since coming to live in the Cross River territory, that she wasn’t proud of but, welcoming into her home the man who’d torn out her grandfather’s throat, wasn’t one of them.  Hell, she should probably even thank him for doing the world that favor...except that her would-be savior was a Therion wolf beast-shifter, just like her grandfather had been, and that made him just as much of a monster as the rest of them.  Still, she couldn’t help the fact that she’d been going about her daily chores with a little more enthusiasm than she was normally able to muster.  She’d been preparing the house for his arrival since before dawn, and even though she was now beyond exhausted, that didn’t stop her from smiling to herself as she dipped her rag into the bucket of bloodied water and dropped it, sopping wet, onto the floor in front of her knees with a flourish.

She’d been daydreaming about her grandfather’s death for almost as long as she’d known the man...not something she was overly proud of, but in her defense, it had gotten her through some of the darker days she’d had to endure...and given her a sense of hope when, in truth, she had little to look forward to.  She wasn’t human...at least, not completely...but she wasn’t completely Therion either so there was no world where she actually fit in...no place where she would truly belong.  That was something her grandfather had been sure to remind her.  

Her grandfather called her, sielos draugus—a Therion word she could only assume meant half-blood...or scum of the earth, Victoria wasn’t exactly sure which. But it did mean she was the product of a forbidden mating between a Therion and a human.  She had no wolf and no primitive beast beneath her skin as they did.  No ability to shift.  Yet she did not age in the same way as a human did and, like them, she was impervious to sickness and disease.  Her very existence was a dark mark against her grandfather’s ancient, royal bloodline for which her father had paid the ultimate price when he’d presented her to her grandfather, begging for refuge, after the murder of her human mother by rogue Therion assassins.  

Constantine had taken one look at her, and ripped the throat from his own son, calling him a traitor, right before her eyes.  She’d been nine years old, and terrified of this world of monsters she’d been so violently thrust into.  

Her introduction to this horrifying world had been mild in comparison to her life there after.  A life of servitude, filled with brutality, and beatings whenever she dared to step out of line or—sometimes—for the pleasure and entertainment of her grandfather and his men.  She supposed she should be thankful that raping her had not been part of the torture...but her grandfather had been adamant that her virtue should be kept intact and had promised death to any man who dared try to defile her.  Clawing the flesh from her bones, however, had not been against his wishes and, thanks to the regenerative abilities from her half-Therion side, she was able to be brought to the precipice of death more times than she cared to think about, yet still able to heal, when given enough time.

If she had been stronger, less afraid of the retaliation when she failed, and less filled with the hope that someday it might all end which seemed to weaken her from even trying, she’d probably have killed her grandfather herself...or at least tried.  

She had attempted to run.  Many times, over the years, she’d planned and executed her escape...but she’d never gotten far.  And anyone—any human—who’d tried to help her...had paid the price as soon as she’d been found. It had been their blood she’d been forced to clean up after, as her punishment for defying Constantine.

It had taken years for her grandfather to finally break her spirit...she suspected that he had been secretly proud of that fact.  Proof that she had been no docile dormouse when she’d been brought to him.  And adolescence had done nothing to improve her malleability.  Fear had only ignited her desperation to escape, and at times, the beatings and clawings had only served to strengthen her.  But killing innocent humans who tried to help her...that had been the key to finally breaking her.  Her own suffering was one thing...but being forced to watch as those who had only tried to help, were torn to pieces before her very eyes, was too much for her to bear.  In the end, her grandfather had won.  And she had finally accepted her fate...and, in a sense, made her peace with it. 

But, secretly, even now, after all that time, she couldn’t help but hang on to that one tiny thread of hope.  Change was a powerful thing...and change had happened the moment Constantine had died.  Her life—her fate—had suddenly taken a different course.  Her life was now in the hands of someone other than her grandfather.  It certainly wasn’t in her own hands...but Victoria was used to living like that.  And for the first time, she sensed that she was not alone in wondering where this new path might lead.  While she was cautiously optimistic, her grandfather’s men had been on edge from the moment the new Alpha had been announced.  They were, for once, on the same playing field.  And that thought, actually made her a little happy.    

So caught up in that happy thought was she, that she failed to notice Eli—one of her grandfather’s henchmen—as he entered the room, until he was looming over her.

“And just what do you have to be smiling about?” His grizzly, beast’s voice growled as he glared down at her.

Jumping slightly, Victoria hid the way his voice made her cringe but lowered her eyes none-the-less. His booted feet had stopped just short of the puddle she’d made, so she fixed her gaze on the shiny metal tips that wrapped around the leather tops. She felt him glaring down at her. It wouldn’t take much for him to lash out, especially now that her grandfather was dead and, with him, any form of protection she might have gleaned. 

“I was merely impressed that the bloodstains were lifting from the wood, far better than I’d hoped,” she lied, knowing that not answering him would only incite his wrath even faster.  “Blaze wanted everything spotless for the new Alpha.”

She heard Eli grunt.

“If you’re hoping to impress anyone, you’re wasting your time.  Constantine has done little to garner the respect of our council. So much, in fact, that they send a non-legacy to take his place.”

Victoria was surprised that Eli would speak against her grandfather so quickly after his death, he had been with him the longest, after all...but then, she’d long ago realized that there was no honor among Therion.  They were nothing more than a pack of bloodthirsty werewolves.  It was surprising that Eli even bothered to speak to her at all.  He was more the grunts and growls type, and rarely engaged in conversation as he was now.  Still, she kept her thoughts to herself, as she had learned to do amongst them.  Their anger was quick to ignite, and brutal when it did.

As though her body was trying to remind her of that very thing, she felt the tattered flesh across her back hitch against her sweater and sucked in a quick breath between her teeth as a flash of searing hot pain rippled over her.  The marks were from her recent encounter with Blaze.  She’d made the mistake of breaking a valuable statue of Wepwawet while dusting in the Alpha’s den.  Blaze had found her while she’d been attempting to glue the pieces back together and, well...it had been Eli who had stumbled across her, hours later.  He’d found her half unconscious and choking on her own blood.  He had carried her to her room in the basement where she’d been left alone to heal—though it was taking longer than usual.  She supposed she owed him a thankyou for what he’d done.  Her gaze slowly rose to his face.

“You reek of Blaze,” he muttered when he noticed her looking at him.

Her back twitched again; this time she couldn’t hide the flinch.  “My skin hasn’t yet healed from the last time I angered him.”

She watched as Eli’s jaw clenched and unclenched before he looked away.  For a moment she studied his profile.  Like all Therion she’d known, he was attractive beneath the long hair and even longer beard.  Proof that beauty truly was only skin deep, since she knew for certain the terrifying thing that lay hidden beneath his flesh. Therion were a triad species—exquisite specimens in human form which could shift into an ancient but equally beautiful dire wolf form—Nature saved its rarest beauty for the deadliest creatures—and the Beast.  Here, the gods and Nature had seen fit to give Therion the ability to shift into a form that was straight out of the darkest of nightmares.  A terrifying, upright, hairless wolf-like creature that was all teeth and brawn. The Beast was a descendant of Wepwawet and his brother, Anubis, with an intelligence that made it even more terrifying because it mixed equally with its human side.

Victoria suppressed a shiver and quickly pushed the thoughts of the Beast far from her mind.  She brought her attention back to Eli. He had not aged even one day in the years she’d been here.  His Therion blood allowed for regeneration, even more so than hers, keeping him looking young and virile far longer than was humanly possible.  If she had to guess she’d choose his age to be somewhere in his late thirties...but, in truth, he’d likely been that way for decades longer than she’d known him.

When he didn’t speak again, yet made no move to leave, she decided to push for more information.  In spite of herself, she was beyond curious about the man who’d bested her terrifying grandfather in a fight.  

“Blaze said that the new Alpha is the one who killed Constantine, is that true?”

Eli grunted, squinting his eyes.  He sneered, as though tasting something foul, then pulled them tight across his mouth to expose his perfect, white teeth, and showcase the tips of his incisors. 

“Blaze seems to enjoy gossiping with little girls,” he muttered sourly.  

If she didn’t know better, she’d think he resented Blaze for some reason.  Still, he didn’t deny her words.

“Did he kill my grandfather?” she prompted. Victoria hoped she hid the enthusiasm from her voice.

Eli grunted again.  “He did.”

She sat back on her heels; the rag forgotten on the floor.  It was a rare occasion to speak with Eli, and one she wasn’t about to pass up, so long as it didn’t get her torn to shreds right before the new Alpha showed up.

As though he sensed her interest in the subject, he glared down at her.  “Finish up, girl, or Blaze will no doubt be looking for another pound of flesh from you.” He sneered again.  “By the smell of you, there’s not much left to be taken.”

Victoria felt her cheeks flame and dropped her eyes.  It was one of the things she hated most about Therion...their ability to smell even the slightest change in her.  They knew when she was having her monthly bleeding, or when she’d eaten too many oranges, or stolen a bar of soap from the supply shed. And they always knew when one of them had played a little too roughly with her.  Their ability to scent her never failed to remind her just how animalistic they were, even when they were standing before her in such exquisite human form.

“It might not be wise to let your curiosity toward the new Alpha be known to Blaze.  He was Constantine’s Second, after all.”  Eli turned to leave then, as though reminded of something, turned back toward her, and added, “And, if I might offer another piece of advice...you should keep your lineage to yourself where it comes to the new Alpha—at least until we know his character. Without a legacy of his own...well, our new Alpha might be very interested in your association to Constantine...if you get my meaning...” he made a chucking sound with the back of his tongue but didn’t bother to finish, leaving his meaning open to her own interpretation.  With that said, Eli turned on his heel and, without another word, left her alone.  

Long after he was gone, Victoria sat as she was, staring at the puddle slowly evaporating before her, much of her good mood from earlier had evaporated with it.  She was thinking about Eli’s final warning.  No one, beside him and Blaze, were aware that she was Constantine’s granddaughter.  It wasn’t something her grandfather was particularly proud of, so kept it a secret.  And he hadn’t wanted to risk her being mated by a Therion looking to climb rank—at least she and her grandfather had agreed on that...though not for the same reasons.  She may have been a disgusting half-breed in his eyes, but she was still alphablood, which meant title to any Therion mated to her.  Constantine had maintained that she was a common foundling—worthless, brought to him by Erik as a sort-of peace offering...though, because of his hatred for humans, the offering obviously hadn’t worked.  At any rate, she understood why Eli suggested she keep the secret from the new Alpha, as well, and she fully intended to comply...though, what she didn’t understand was why Eli should suddenly care. 

It definitely gave her something to think about. She didn’t realize just how long she’d been sitting there, doing just that, until Blaze’s harsh voice boomed across the room, and made her jump.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Shit. Shit. Shit.  The mantra kept repeating in her head as she scurried to her feet, her heart thumping wildly inside her chest as he stalked toward her.  She’d taken too long.  Eli had warned her, but now it was too late.  Blaze was here and she wasn’t even close to being finished. She cast about frantically for an escape.

“There was so much b-blood...”

She tried to explain but her words became stuttered.

“Ander...s-slaughtered the p-pig, a-and—”

“So, you’re blaming this on Ander?”  His attractive face smiled cruelly down at her. The coldness in his voice froze the blood in her veins and Victoria stopped retreating instantly.  There was no point.  There was nowhere she could run, no where she could hide, that he wouldn’t find her.

“Nn—no.  No, of course not.”  She shook her head in an exaggerated denial as he loomed over her.

Victoria swallowed back the bile that had risen in her throat.  His scent enveloped her, making her almost dizzy.  The effect their scent had on her was almost magnetic, but with Blaze, it had been getting worse.  His scent made it harder to deny him; it enticed her, beckoned for her to come near, to offer her throat to him, even when all she wanted to do was run away.  Blood calls to blood, her grandfather used to say.  It was how Therion knew one another...and how they would know what she was.  Even as much as she denied her connection to them...her body had other ideas. And lately, it felt as though her body wanted to belong to Blaze...in a way, it felt like she already did.  

“Blaze...please...” she despised the sound of weakness in her voice as she pleaded with him.

Too late, she felt the back of his hand connect with her skull, above her ear.  Her head snapped to the side, sending her sprawling onto the floor.  Tasting blood, she grimaced, lifting her hand to touch her fingers to her lip. Oh, gods, not now, she thought, desperately, pushing herself up as her vision swam. This couldn’t happen now, not with the new Alpha coming.  

Blaze advanced upon her, the look of intent in his eyes terrified her.  He took pleasure in her pain; she could see it in his face. She tried again to defuse him, choking on the blood trickling down her throat.  “Blaze, please, I’ll finish, I promise—” her words tumbled from her mouth, but he paid them no heed.

This time he grabbed her by the back of her head, gripping her hair tightly.  He pulled her against him, lifting her up as though she weighed nothing; Victoria stifled a cry, knowing if she dared make a sound now, he’d only hurt her even more.  She prayed he wouldn’t break any bones.  The bruises and claw marks she could handle, but the pain of her bones breaking made her stomach retch, just thinking about it.  

Teeth clenched, eyes glowing the bright yellow of his beast, he glared down at her.  “You stupid, half-breed bitch,” he growled.  “You think to embarrass us in front of the new Alpha?”

Victoria sobbed.  “I’m sorry, Blaze, I’ll finish, I—”

She watched, helpless, as he raised his hand, the fingers lengthening to daggers as he prepared to rip into her.  Victoria closed her eyes and held her breath, knowing too well the searing pain that was about to follow.

“Release her.”  

The command came from across the room.  Victoria felt Blaze tense, but he didn’t loosen his hold on her.

“I said.  Let.  Her. Go.”  The voice was calm but held the warning of authority.

“This is none of your concern.” Blaze growled.

Even Victoria could hear the defiance in Blaze’s voice. He had let his beast take over.  He held the confidence of his rank in Constantine’s pack.  No one would dare challenge him now.  He had been her grandfather’s Second in command...the one destined to be Alpha since he, too, was of alpha blood, and a legacy, though banished from his father’s Alphacy long ago. 

“Leave us!” He snarled, his beast’s gaze never leaving Victoria’s face. 

In a flash of movement, Victoria found herself falling free.  

“Do you dare disobey your Alpha?”

Reaching toward the wall for balance, Victoria’s gaze lifted upward, to the profile of the man who now had Blaze collared, his hand gripping Blaze’s throat. 

She was used to dangerous, attractive men.  She’d been raised with them, after all.  Nature had cruelly seen fit to give Therion a generous share in the attractiveness department—at least in their human form.  But this man, was even more lethally beautiful than anything she’d ever seen. And she’d wager, ten times more dangerous. He exuded a raw, animalistic power that seemed to vibrate in the very air around him.  Everything about him screamed Alpha.

“My apologies,” Blaze gasped, his beast now completely hidden in the face of the Alpha. “I didn’t realize it was you.”

Victoria blinked.  She’d never heard Blaze sound like that before; he sounded...afraid.

“I would hope you didn’t,” the new Alpha said, sounding unimpressed.  Still, Blaze’s show of contriteness must have satisfied him because he slowly withdrew the hand that had been holding Blaze like a vise.  

Without so much as a glance in her direction, Blaze bowed his head and took off the moment he was released, leaving her alone with her would-be savior.  The Alpha turned toward her, his nostrils flared slightly, and Victoria was struck by the intensity in his wolf’s golden eyes before they faded to light brown.

Nash wasn’t in the habit of getting involved in domestic disputes; even as Alpha, there was a line that had to be drawn and adhered to, especially when it came to the intricate complexities that sometimes took place amongst mating couples. Therion tended to be passionate lovers and the age-old moto of all’s-fair-in-love-and-war was the standard go-to.  But there was no denying what he’d witnessed just now...abuse was abuse; there was no excusing the behavior so, as Blaze fled the room, lucky that his throat was still firmly attached, Nash turned his attention to the woman trembling only a few feet away.  

He would deal with Blaze later.  The woman, however, obviously needed the attention now. He could easily smell blood and deduced she’d likely bitten the inside of her lip when Blaze had struck her; he had to push aside the anger that made him regret his decision to let Blaze walk away.  Guys like Constantine’s Second rarely did well when matched with someone their own size.  But leaving the female when she looked like she was about to have a panic attack, wasn’t a good idea.

Her presence here was a mystery to him.  He found it odd that he hadn’t known of her, unless she was new...but then, there had been a level of familiarity between her and Blaze moments ago, brief though he’d witnessed it.  Yet, there had been no mention of any females, mated or otherwise, in Constantine’s pack.  

The fact that she bore Blaze’s mark, however, was more than just a little apparent.  The Therion’s scent seemed to be all over her, so much so, in fact, that Nash was standing right in front of her for nearly a full thirty seconds before her own, personal scent, made its way into his olfactory system, and he was hit with two very shocking facts:

One—the girl was sielos draugus. Like Nikolai’s mate, River, and his own half-brother, this woman was one of the rare genetic anomalies that happened when a Therion mated with a human, and the offspring survived. His people called them soulmates and the likelihood of finding someone like her here, was paramount to finding a needle in a haystack.

And two—her scent was more than a little enticing to his wolf—hell, it was downright intoxicatingly addictive...but it was also oddly familiar, though he couldn’t place where he’d met a scent such as hers before.

His wolf—still high on the adrenaline of challenging Blaze—was obviously overreacting to the woman’s scent, he was certain. She was not his first experience with a sielos, so Nash was not about to allow his beast to stoop to the level of hungering for another man’s mate, no matter how alluring the wolf part of him found her to be.  Due to their rarity, sielos draugus tended to draw Therion to them.  It was hard to ignore their scent, even harder for the unmated Therion. He assured his wolf this was the case now and managed to convince the beast to settle as he decided on the best course of action.

In his attempt to distract the wolf, he asked, “Are you okay?” And realized immediately it was a stupid question. When she made no move to answer, he cocked an eyebrow at her.  “Wolf got your tongue?” he asked, drolly. Now was not the time to play the Alpha-card but his nature was to be somewhat cocky, so he went with it.   

Wide, hazel eyes that looked far too large for such slender features, gazed up at him from beneath a fringe of jet-black bang.  Was she mute? Nash frowned, wondering just how hard Blaze had struck her.  His gaze raked over her features, assessing damage.

The woman was young, with a mass of black hair piled on her head, held in place with a red kerchief-style band.  She was positively stunning...and she had the most adorable smattering of freckles bridged across her pert nose.

And she was quite obviously petrified, he realized, mentally shaking his head at his own stupidity and lack of empathy. He obviously needed to change tactics.    “Hey, it’s okay.  He can’t hurt you now.” On instinct, he reached out a hand toward her, but stopped the moment he saw her flinch.  

He knew his words meant little, given the fact that already the bruising and swelling were beginning to show, making her cheek and lips puff.  Nash grit his teeth as the wolf’s anger swelled again, along with the urge to tear into Blaze.  

Expelling a harsh breath, he ran his fingers through his hair. “You’re going to need something for that jaw,” he muttered, not sure what else he could do.  The woman wouldn’t stop staring at him like he was about to eat her alive.  It was rather unsettling.  “Stay here, I’ll get you some ice.”

It took him less than three minutes to make his way to the kitchen, get the ice, bag it, and make his way back to where he’d left the woman but when he got there, she was nowhere to be found.  The room was completely empty of everything...except her scent.

For a moment, Nash stood there, breathing it into him.  He could easily follow the trail she’d left with that scent.  But he vetoed the idea even as it conjured in his brain.  He’d been here all of five minutes and already he’d found trouble.  Gregor would surely claim it to be some kind of record.  With a groan, he lifted the bag of ice to his own forehead and turned on his heel. 

“Welcome home, asshole,” he muttered to himself.   
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Chapter 3
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Victoria closed the door to her basement bedroom and pressed her forehead against it.  Pain made her jaw throb, and the coppery taste of blood coated her tongue, but it was embarrassment that caused the tears to slip from beneath the shelter of her eyelids, and smear with the grime and dirt on her cheeks.  The worst of it was, she couldn’t even understand what was bothering her so much.

She was accustomed to being treated horribly.  Accustomed to the abuse and the threats.  Even the pain.  It reminded her that she was alive.  That she hadn’t given up.  That she was still her mother’s daughter...even though she barely remembered the woman, thanks to Constantine’s refusal to keep mementos, or speak of Victoria’s life before Cross River.  Her mother was a symbol of humanity for her.  A reminder that the world was not filled with the monsters Victoria knew so well.

Maybe that was why it had been so important for her to present herself to the new Alpha without the usual marks she carried. She had never met anyone outside of Constantine’s pack. And she had held a glimmer of hope that he, too, might be from a different world.  And if he was, she hadn’t wanted to see the pity, or the disgust that she had become accustomed to seeing on the faces of those who looked down on her.

But she had seen it on his face.  Both pity and disgust.  And it had been too much to bear seeing in someone who had stepped in to defend her.  

She’d never had a defender—her grandfather had been the one to say enough before his men took their toll on her.    But it was never in her defense.  If they killed her, who then would they torture?  She was a plaything to them.  And useful in that she did the menial tasks they despised doing.  Never once had he, or anyone of them, asked if she was okay...or offered to get her something to ease the pain while she healed.

Victoria groaned, choking now on the sobs as she stopped fighting the falling tears. She let herself slide down to the floor, turning so that she rested her back against the door when she sat, and lifted her face to the emptiness of her bedroom...it represented the emptiness of her life—of her heart...and she finally let herself go, let the wounded animal that was her very soul have its say. It felt cathartic to finally let herself cry. And when she was done, and no more tears were left to fall, she crawled on her hands, and knees, to her bed, and climbed in. 

Nash had spent his first full day, from sun-up to sundown, in Constantine’s study, going over the accounts for the territory, but the numbers just weren’t adding up.  There seemed to be a surplus of money that couldn’t be explained, which was odd, given that Cross River hadn’t been known to generate any high revenues.

He made a call to Nikolai’s sister-in-law, Thoryn—she handled all the accounts for Nikolai’s many businesses, as well as those for the Raven Falls territory, and was a whiz with numbers.  If anyone could figure this mess out, Thoryn could.  She promised to have a look at the papers he was faxing her, over the weekend, and get back to him with what she found by Monday.  

With the accounts taken care of, he then started in on the members of Constantine’s clan.  His men, he corrected himself.  He had promised Nikolai to take on this role fully, after all, which meant that he had to start thinking like an Alpha.  Nash called upon Eli to give him a rundown on each of the members, since Blaze had decided not to show.  If the man had any sense at all, Nash thought, he’d be on his best behavior when next they met.  It was bad form to piss off the new Alpha on the first day.  But then, Blaze was of alphablood descent, though he was actually a third son and, as such, had no real claim to any legacy—even though it had been the common belief that Constantine had intended to put him in place of his own son. 

With his absence, Eli was in charge, and quickly assembled the members who were presently
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