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Blurb

(Book five of the Eye of the
Storm series.)

 


With the king returned after twenty years absent, wolves
across the country – even Europe – are coming out of hiding to show
their support. And not a moment too soon, for dark shadows from the
past are taking centre stage in the lives of the four who lead the
Surrey pack.

 


Is the royal line corrupt? Where do storm-wielders truly come
from? And how does an ancient Egyptian mythology fit into the
confused present?

 


As the moon begins to wax once more, answers start to surface.
However, they may come too late to save their species from
extinction.

 


The bond between the mated four is stronger than ever; a
future worth fighting for is within reach... But The Trident have a
new leader – one who will do anything to survive. And the knowledge
one old woman harbours could be enough to destroy
everything.

 


NOTES: This is
an adult paranormal fantasy novel (at over 87,000 words) containing
scenes of explicit sexual content and some violence, entwined with
romantic elements. Some scenes may disturb some readers. Written in
British English.
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 A Brief Recap of Werewolf Biology and Other
Terms.

 


Werewolves are
a natural animal-human hybrid of unknown origin. Generally,
werewolves are born, not created. However, 1 in 10,000 human males
bitten by a werewolf on the night of a full moon will become
genetically altered and turn into a werewolf. Women cannot be
turned in this way.

Hunted by
humans over the centuries, and more recently, Tridents, they are
now on the verge of extinction. Although werewolves can be killed
by most means, it is very difficult to do so. They heal quickly.
Silver is their one weakness and acts as a potent poison when
ingested or injected into their system.

 


Mating

 


Werewolves
have no say in who their mates are. There is, traditionally, one
mate of the opposite sex for each wolf. Who their mate is, is
determined by DNA compatibility. This is mostly discovered through
scent.

 


Male wolves
must find their mates by the age of forty or their cells
deteriorate and they die, and the age is exact.

 


Female wolves
must find their mates by their mid-twenties (the age is less exact)
or they will also suffer from cell deterioration and die.

 


Both genders
suffer from intense mating pains every lunar cycle, peaking at the
full moon, until they are able to mate. Mating creates longevity
for each wolf, and both are subsequently able to live for up to
three hundred years, although because of societal and environmental
dangers, most will not live beyond one hundred.

 


Mating can
only occur on the night of a full moon, during an electrical
thunderstorm, the lightning acting as some sort of charge that
binds both mates' genes.

 


Once mated,
breeding (impregnation) can take place at any time, and is very
easily achieved.

 


'Bonding' is
separate to mating, although the two terms are often used
interchangeably. It can happen at any time between two wolves,
after they have mated. Whereas mating cements their biology,
bonding is a more personal act that seems to be triggered by
'feelings'. Most wolves never bond.

 


Shifting

 


Male
werewolves are able to shift into their wolf forms from birth.

 


Female
werewolves can not shift until their first change. Their first
change can only occur one lunar month after the mating takes place,
their body needing that time to fully accept and integrate the
genetic alteration.

 



Storm-wielders

 


A female
werewolf with the ability to manifest and draw down a storm,
including lightning. The male can also carry the gene, but it is
not active within them. Extremely rare, storm-wielders have become
feared by packs worldwide since Tridents discovered of their
existence and have been hunting them down, infiltrating and
destroying packs in the process, in order to use them for their own
mating and breeding needs. For decades they have been killed at
birth, or banished, to ensure the pack's safety, but as a result,
no one knows enough about storm-wielders. There is no known
research on them. It is rumoured that their unusual gene also
demands that they take three males as mates instead of one. This
rumour adds fuel to the fear surrounding them, most wolves
believing that where a storm-wielder exists, two other female
wolves will die from having their [potential] mates taken from
them.

 


Tridents

 


A Trident;
plural, Tridents, or 'The Trident' when referring to their entire
species as a group. A 'medical experiment gone wrong', Dr Evan
Trident, obsessed with werewolves, succeeded in creating his own
breed of 'werewolves' from human beings in 1789, by combining their
genes with that of the werewolf and using the newly discovered
lightning rod to activate the merged cells. Tridents are monsters
of the werewolf world and have become their number one enemy. They
look more beast than wolf and are ruled by primal, animal needs and
savage instincts. Although they can be killed by most means, it is
very difficult to do so. Nectar from the Datura flower is their one
weakness and acts as a potent poison when ingested or injected into
their system.

 


Tridents
rarely find their mates, but when they do, it is usually in a human
who they will then turn into a Trident.

 


Unmated,
Tridents only live for five years. Mating brings them longevity in
the same way it does for werewolves.

 


Tridents
cannot breed, but increase their numbers by using the same method
that Dr Trident used to turn humans into Tridents.

 


Operiphur

 


A pungent
liquid used by both werewolves and Tridents, that when adorned or
released into the atmosphere, acts as a shield for all other
scents. It is often used to cover tracks and hide scents that can
be used to identify a werewolf, person or object. It is expensive
and used sparingly.

 



 


 Dedication

 


To my
family.

You are
everything.

 



 







Man's timid
heart is bursting with the things he must not say,

For the Woman
that God gave him isn't his to give away;

But when hunter
meets with husband, each confirms the other's tale –

The female of
the species is more deadly than the male.

 


from the poem,
The Female Of The Species,

by Rudyard
Kipling, published 1911
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 Prologue

 


Her fingers
gripped the strap of her gym bag, even as she dropped it to her
feet, her eyes glued to the form on the metal table.

It was cold in
here – had to be – but the air temperature had nothing on the cold
within.

Even her
wildly thumping heart appeared to struggle against it, the iciness
seeming to make the bones of her ribcage hard and brittle.

Hendrickson's
just outside. You can leave whenever you like.

She couldn't
leave.

Had already
left too many years ago.

She'd always
thought she'd be the one to go back home when the time came – if it
came. Instead, he had come home to her.

Lydia blinked,
startled that even the sheen of wet tears covering her vision felt
cold. Maybe it was because it was so damn hot and muggy outside
under the sun.

He'll never
see the sun again.

The blurriness
disappeared from her surroundings and she took in a shallow,
shuddering breath as her gaze rested, once more, on the dead wolf
on the table.

The strap
finally fell from her grasp.

They were all in her bag – she had them with her – all the
things her dad had sent her in a large package through the post.
She'd carried the package with her everywhere since she'd received
it in the mail three hours ago. She hadn't read through it all yet,
but it was everything: her mother's diary had been in there, her
dad's journal, too, detailing all of how he'd missed her when she'd
left, how he'd thought of her every day, how he'd battled with
himself over not telling her about her heritage… And there had been
letters between her mum and dad, and letters to her –
written to her – from them both, for some
'future Lydia' to read, explaining why they'd made the choices they
had made; why they'd done the things they'd done. A few of those
choices, she wondered if she'd ever understand.

And there'd
been photos.

And there'd
been love.

She couldn't see the love, but it rippled off every piece of
paper and card he'd sent her – she'd been loved.
Deeply.

The package,
her dad had said to her in a note, had been a 'plan B' in case she
had refused to meet up with him, or changed her mind. She'd never
live down the last conversation they'd had on the phone, or rather,
the conversation she'd denied him. It was a chance she'd blown; a
chance she'd never get back.

She made her
way to him, his red fur looking not quite as red as it should under
the lamp of Hendrickson's … whatever this was. His cellar. His
surgical room. His makeshift morgue.

She stopped at
the long edge of the table, and hesitated. How strange that even
now, after days, and after the autopsy, she still automatically
glanced at his chest, half-expecting to see it move.

Breathe…

But she knew
that wouldn't happen.

Barely able to
feel herself, she lifted her hand. It hovered over his body for a
good few seconds, as if of its own accord, and then she let it fall
onto his fur.

She exhaled, sharply, through her teeth. It was the same –
felt exactly the same as his hair
had when he'd held her to him a thousand times as a
child.

She gripped
him, her hand fisting around his coat in an attempt to steady
herself against the emotional tide that had taken her captive.

She failed,
and sank onto the animal – her father – tears spilling on pelt, a
muffled cry of agony following it. “I'm so sorry … Dad, I'm
sorry.”

Somewhere inside, her defences slipped, and to hell with it –
her mates would now be able to feel her pain. She hadn't told
anyone she was coming here this morning; had heard her father had
been brought in last night and had just wanted to deal with seeing
him on her own, not quite knowing how she'd react. With practice,
she'd gotten good at not thinking so 'assertively' in the past few
days; the barriers had become easier to put up, so she
had put them up for this visit – or tried
– so she could have a bit of time.

“Time's up, I guess,” she whispered to herself; to the room;
to him.

Lydia leaned
over him and kissed the soft patch of fur between his ears. “I love
you, Dad.”

She sniffed
back more threatening tears, gave her eyes a wipe and retreated.
Grabbing her gym bag from the floor she slung it over her shoulder.
Walking out the door, she gave Hendrickson a small smile and a
'thanks' as she hurried away.

He clearly
wanted to say something; looked more than a little concerned –
probably at the interrogation he would no doubt get from Lawrence
as to what she was doing here and why he hadn't called him
immediately.

Sorry,
Hendrickson.

The sun hit
her as she walked into the clearing beyond the cottage and she
shivered, still feeling the cold, unable to rid herself of the
image of her father on that table. The image morphed into an alive
human male with crinkling eyes as he smiled and lifted her over his
head. It morphed into Brendan and his determination at trying to
break through her fortress; into Brendan, legless in the truck;
into Lawrence's devastating fate and the annihilation of his entire
family.

As she made
her way to the old, white, Nissan Navara Richard had lent her, the
cold didn't diminish, but settled.

 


~*~

 


London,
December, 1789.

Two days
before the full moon.

 


“I can't believe you've been back for three months and only
now we hear of it. Evan, you've been holding out on us.”

Merry laughter
trickled along the dining table in agreement of Mrs Emily Carter's
gentle teasing.

Gladys smiled
and glanced at Evan. Not even she was privy to her husband's
adventures, not that their friends necessarily knew that. He never
said a word to her about his work despite her regular asking and
teasing, in a much similar fashion to Emily's. He hadn't always
been so distant.

When they had
married five years ago, he had been a bright, young, sought-after
mind in his field. His field had been in botanical sciences with an
interest in zoology. She was aware that in recent years, it had
expanded to include the study of both people and animals within
their cultural and environmental norms, but the extent of her
knowledge ended there.

Frustration
always sat firm in her chest at her ignorance of her husband's
disciplines – he was becoming something of a pioneer, it seemed –
but she bit her lip and widened her smile. She was still proud of
him. She'd known him before his emergence as Dr Evan Trident and
that was something no one could take away.

Feigning the
competence she rarely felt, Gladys raised her glass and stood. “To
my darling husband's safe return. May you have many more safe
returns from your many ventures.”

“Here, here! To safe returns!” came the rippled echo as all
glasses were raised.

Evan caught
her eye. She knew he saw her many questions.

He bowed his
head in a gesture of thanks. “Your care is appreciated, my
dear.”

Could a heart tremble? Hers did. So
indifferent. When had he become so
indifferent to her affections?

“So,” began John, Emily's husband, as Gladys sat herself back
down. “Evan … Sweden. My goodness, do tell us all about it. Does it
hold every bit the magnificence we have heard tales of? You're a
brave man travelling into the den of the northern war.”

“Oh, I don't involve myself in politics. The great empire of
Sweden is currently losing every battle; Sweden's power is
diminishing … it was the Academy of Science I met with. My interest
lies in building a future ground in reason – not in the
controversies that spark wars. I am keen on continuing the work of
the Academy's founding member who passed away not so long ago. He
was chief physician to the monarch.”

Impressed
utterances filled the room, although Gladys was relieved to see
some faces among the eight looked as lost as she felt.

“Evan,” Emily leaned forward, “forgive my terrible memory …
tell us again, what is your exact title. Amongst your peers, I mean.”

Gladys glanced
up at him, intrigued to see how he would answer her, since she'd
asked the same question masked in many different ways over the past
couple of years and had received no coherent reply.

He returned
her glance fleetingly, his smile froze for all of one second – she
doubted anyone else noticed – and then his smile grew, along with a
gleam to his eye. “Perhaps 'anthropology' is the best word for what
I do. I am one of the first in my field. Perhaps another name shall
be given to my line of work long after I am dead.”

“How marvellous! So, what exactly does that—”

“I believe we are entering an age of enlightenment; an age of
logic. Forward-thinkers in France have started a revolution to free
their country from the shackles of an oppressive, antiquarian
society. Last year, I went to Germany to sit in on a lecture by
Immanuel Kant. He's such a progressive thinker. He spoke greatly on
the differences between the nature and nurture of man – how much of
man is driven by the animal within, and how much is learned from
his own mind. Does society teach the man to be civil? Or is it the
man who teaches society to be civil? How does man reach
beyond his animal nature?”

Evan had
everyone mesmerised. Her heart swelled at his passion, but the
tell-tale tremble was still there, at some dark shadow she couldn't
name that always seemed to lie hidden behind that enigmatic
devotion to his cause; the shadow she had told herself a thousand
times over was imagined on her part.

“I try to answer those questions, Emily. That is what I am
driven to do.”

Silence filled
the room at his words as the winter wind bade the house creak.

Gooseflesh
raced over Gladys' skin, ending with the pricking of her ears at a
strange howl on the wind. She gasped and turned towards the sound,
straining to hear it again. “What was that?” And her heart wasn't
just trembling now, but speeding towards an unknown
destination.

“What was what, my darling?”

She turned
back to Evan, and then to all of their guests, all of them looking
at her curiously.

“Oh … I'm sorry, did nobody hear that? I was sure I
heard—”

“The wind harbours quite a shriek does it not?” smiled Evan.
“You should hear it in Sweden. It's as if a hundred wolves ride on
the gale.”

There was a
pause, and then he laughed.

Everyone joined him in his gentle jest, bar Gladys, who
couldn't quite rid herself of the sound she had …
thought she'd heard.

“Sweet Gladys, you are such a worrier,” chided Evan, still
smiling.

A flush crept
up her neck, but she returned the smile for the sake of their
company. She couldn't stand it when Evan made fun of her, no matter
if it was in good nature.

“Speaking of the wind,” John stood from his chair, “Emily and
I must take our leave. There is talk of a storm coming in. It's
been wonderful to see you, Evan – we mustn't leave it so long next
time.”

And so, the
gathering came to a close as all followed suit whilst chatter of
boarding up windows against the impending storm ensued, their
'welcome home' party complete.

Cook and her
staff emerged from their quarters to clear the plates as Gladys and
Evan retreated to the drawing room and its warm, roaring fire;
nightcap in hand.

One of the
staff – Kate – turned up the oil lamp on the writing table by the
door, casting shadows high up into the corner of the ceiling.

“Kate, have you checked on Maeve?” asked Gladys.

“Yes, Ma'am – just now. She's sound asleep. She'd wriggled out
from under her blanket a bit, so I pulled them up to cover her
shoulders.”

“Thank you, Kate.”

“Ma'am,” she nodded, and then left, silently, pulling the door
to the drawing room ajar.

Gladys was
aware of the faint sense of relief that always came from knowing
their daughter was safe. Never would she have thought herself much
of a worrier until the arrival of little Maeve two years ago, and
although she tried not to, there the worry always lingered at the
very back of her mind. Perhaps Evan was right after all.

Her palms felt
hot, despite the cold of the season. Where did she start with all
the things she wanted to say? Perhaps she should start with the
most important to her, and to them as a family. “I miss you when
you go, Evan.”

“I miss you, too, my darling.” His back was turned to her as
he placed his drink on the mantelpiece above the fire, his tone as
cool towards her as it had been for too long now.

The flames
danced more wildly than usual, seduced by the wind's pull through
the chimney.

Gladys clasped
her hands. “Are you working tonight?”

“I am always working. I never stop working. There is so much
to achieve and so little time to do it in.”

“I feel the same way,” she said with a small laugh that she
knew would fall on deaf ears. Only, my time will run out
sooner. “I … would very much like to spend
the night with you.” She swallowed, her mouth suddenly going dry.
“I would like to lie with you tonight.”

Eerily, as
silence ate up the atmosphere once more, she found herself
straining to hear the sound she had heard earlier on the wind. All
she heard was the crackle of the fire. Her gaze rested on three
lumps of rock that sat amid the flames – large stones – on the wood
logs. Evan liked to put them in there. She didn't know why – it
seemed a strange practice to her. He'd told her they held the heat
better, and made the room warmer.

He reached
behind his head with his arm, his back still to her, and rubbed a
spot at the nape of his neck with a sigh.

She frowned at
the scarring she saw just above his wrist, peeking through the
bottom of his sleeve. A deep cut he had said. It looked like an
animal bite to her. Her worry for him sickened her when he was
away. She had not found the last two years easy with so much of it
spent alone.

“Gladys, I'm not sure that—”

“I'm thirty next year. Sometimes I feel at death's door,” she
laughed again, more obviously strained this time. “All of our
friends have three, four, or more children—”

“Gladys—”

“I'd like to give you a boy. Of course, these things are
decided by God, but Maeve would delight in a younger brother, I'm
sure, and a boy to take on your teachings and lineage, everything
you're—”

“I'll think about it.” His tone was flat and final.

A tremor of
anger stirred deep within. “Am I unattractive to you?”

“What?” He finally turned to face her, the fire casting half
his face in flickering shadow. “Don't be ridiculous, you know
you're not. You're beautiful – everyone thinks so. This isn't about
you, this is about me.”

“It's always about you,” she shot back, and then bit her
tongue, ashamed at her outburst. “I'm sorry. I just—”

“It needs to be about me,” he
replied, curtly. “How else can it be, unless you're planning to pay
the taxes on this estate, the food we eat, the staff we
keep—”

“I said, I'm sorry,” she cut in firmly. “I do
worry, Evan, you were right, because in the
not-too-distant future, we will have run out of time. If we're to
have a son—”

“Infants are so weak.”

Shocked, she
said nothing. He'd mumbled that so quietly, like a thought only
unto himself, she couldn't have heard him right. Evan wasn't
cruel.

Taking a deep
breath in, she steadied herself for her next admittance, knowing it
was going to be one he wouldn't like. “I've … I've been speaking to
the travellers.”

“Dear god!”

“They're very wise.”

“They're gypsies.”

“They have a name, a culture—”

“Romani?”

“No. They say they existed before the Romani
people.”

“What in heaven's name are you doing conversing with them?
I've already told you. Did anyone see you? For Christ's sake,
they're dangerous.”

“They're no such thing. We simply need to get to know them.
All cultures have new things to offer us, Evan, good grief,
you study the different societies
of people.”

“It's not the same.”

“How so?” She knew she shouldn't push, but time was forcing
her hand. Thirty was not young for bearing children; Maeve was
already nearly two-and-a-half.

“I know what I'm doing – you do not!”

She flinched
as if she'd been slapped.

Loose soot
peppered the flames.

“I know what I'm doing, Evan,” she replied, her tone
hushed.

He exhaled
impatiently and grabbed his malt whiskey from the mantelpiece.

“The travellers have old and tried methods of ensuring
fertility. There are herbs and—”

“Unsafe practices borne of folklore and
superstition.”

There rose the
heat to her face again which had nothing to do with the fire. She
blinked her tears of humiliation away. He would never see her mind
as equal to his, would he? “I think they can help us.”

“They can keep their help to themselves,” he scoffed. “And I
want to hear no more about it. I'm going to work.”

“Now?” She looked out the window, hurt at his dejection,
desperation clinging to her at the knowledge he'd be gone once
more, too soon, on one of his trips and she'd lose him again … and
their chance for another child. “But it's just begun to
rain.”

Evan downed
his drink.

The
desperation rose. “There's a herbal decoction to be drunk on the
full moon,” she blurted out, knowing she should remain silent.
“They've promised me it will work as long as the timing is right,
and the moon is full in two days. I think we should—”

“Promises,” he spat out. “They promised
you? That, right there, is the reason it
won't work.” But he halted his stride
towards the door, an odd look passing over his features. Tall and
thin, his hair already greying at the age of thirty-five, his eyes
were often alight with an intelligence she had always admired, and
now, the same light had been switched on behind those blue irises
of his.

He looked at her, intently, and then out the window towards
the large stone barn he had turned into his study. It was also a
zoo of sorts. She knew he kept small animals in there for his study
– rats and rabbits – although she had never been allowed in. Her
only consolation was that no one had been allowed in. That denial was not exclusive to
her.

The wind
brought a shower of rain drumming hard on the pane. “To be ingested
on the full moon, you say?”

“Yes,” she whispered, unsure if she'd finally gotten
through.

“Only
on the full moon?”

“Yes.” Hope flared. She took a step towards him, hands still
clasped together, so tightly they hurt a little. “They told me that
was when the medicine would be at its most potent.”

“Medicine,” he laughed, harshly, and she thought she'd lost
him again, but then he looked back at her, that same sharp light
behind his eyes, as if she were somehow the key to some puzzle he
was on the brink of solving. “Potent…” he uttered.

She nodded.
Her smile shook with nerves. She had always been somewhat nervous
around him and his cleverness, and the grand circles he kept. At
the start of their courting, the nervousness had been exhilarating.
It had gradually grown into an anxious overwhelm she could never
subdue. No wonder he didn't want to lie with her anymore. She must
be so uninspiring to him.

Her interest
in the travelling folk and their ways had been something she'd
first thought would unite them, such was his love of people from
all walks of life. How she had hoped it would perhaps unite them.
But no – he had never once entertained her interest.

Until maybe
now.

She waited,
barely breathing.

Why now? Perhaps what he was currently working on aligned
itself with her suggestion. At last. At last
she had reached him. Had she?
Please… Tears welled in her eyes at the
possibility.

“I will lie with you on the full moon, my darling,” he said,
finally.

And then
spilled. “Thank you,” her gratitude hurtled from her. “Oh, Evan,
thank you, my love, thank you.” It was all she could do not to leap
into his arms. She just about managed to contain herself. He didn't
take well to large displays of emotion.

For a moment, he looked sorrowful, some silent regret she
didn't understand (and hoped was not to do with her) playing out on
his countenance; then, that light was back and he smiled. “No.
Thank you, my love. Thank
you.”


 


 


 


 Chapter One

 


Aaaaand
ENTER.

Taylor clicked
on the key of the laptop, watching with no small feeling of triumph
as the new programme was saved. His screen went black as the
programme shut down and prepared to reboot.

He wondered if
his wolf liked being a geeky one. Was 'wolf plus geek' something of
a contradiction? Probably. Right now, he didn't care.

He leaned back
in his chair with a satisfied sigh and clasped his hands behind his
head, soaking in the sun that streamed in through the study's open
window, relishing that those sometimes-feelings of inadequacy he
housed over being a werewolf were currently nowhere to be
found.

Ryan had been
gone for two weeks. He was too far away to make a proper connection
with, and the guy was shit at texting.

Taylor had
found himself a bit frazzled at first over Ryan's absence – they
all had – but the uneasiness at the four of them not being together
had faded a little after the first week, overridden by the
importance of Ryan's task in Wiltshire and everything that lay
ahead of them here in Surrey.

Lawrence had
been more silent than usual since the revelation Nikolai had thrust
upon them: Tridents had been created from the blood of the Gunvald
family line.

Probably.

Lawrence was
hitting all avenues to try to get to the truth. He'd barely seen
the wolf sleep for more than two hours at a time. And Lydia…

A frown
creased Taylor's brow as he thought of their passionate, bold,
red-haired mate. She'd been more quiet than usual, too. More like
Lawrence and less like Lydia, which didn't really sit well with
him, but he didn't want to go prying into her mind. She knew she
could talk to him and he'd just have to trust she would when the
time was right. It was obvious she was hurting. She'd been dealt a
rough hand ever since she'd turned – Brendan, her father…

Her sudden,
out-of-character desire for solitude was understandable, but it
still niggled at him. It would be better when Ryan came back, which
should be in the next day or two. The 'gap' he had left in their
unit with his leave was astronomical.

Or maybe that's just how you
feel. About him.

So much for
his little moment of relaxation. Taylor opened his eyes and glanced
out the window, not really wanting to go where his mind kept
insisting on taking him. To that kiss.

That was way
more than a kiss.

It wasn't that he didn't
want to go there. He just didn't really know what
the fuck happened next.

I'll draw you a diagram if you like,
teased his relentless mind.

Nice.

Better yet,
why don't you design an app.

Perplexed, he was suddenly caught up in the potentially kinky
possibilities an app could offer for … did they even
have apps
for—

“Knock, knock.”

He startled
and straightened in his seat.

Lawrence stood
at the open doorway, wearing a bemused, if somewhat bedraggled
smile. “You didn't hear me? Didn't even smell me?”

Shit. “No, I
was … away with the fairies.”

“Really?” The king raised an eyebrow and Taylor felt the
prickles of heat on his skin, quite aware he may have been
projecting his thoughts all over the damn place, and … yeah. He
only now realised he was sporting a semi hard-on at the thought of
… apps. Guess the moon's on the wax
again.

Lawrence's
gaze lingered on him for longer than necessary – all heat, no ice –
and then he sighed, half-limped to the chair nearest to him and sat
heavily on it. “I want to tease you mercilessly, but I'm too
exhausted.”

“How very noble of you,” Taylor retorted, dryly. Cold,
humourless Lawrence had left the building; funny guy had taken his
place.

The blond wolf
smiled despite his fatigue.

“Programme's done, by the way.”

“The one for the land's layout?”

“Yep,” Taylor grinned, his enthusiasm returning. “It's just
firing up – I'll show you in a sec. Just a few clicks and we can
see exactly where to create blockades along the perimeter, where
best to build new houses so we can form better lookout structures
as a group—”

“Good. Adam and Teigan are just the first. I'm sure there'll
be more we need to house over time.”

Taylor nodded.
“We can also input attack commands to get an idea of what damage
The Trident can cause in various places.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah. It's easy. Like creating computer games. I used to do
that as a kid. And Bettie will give us suggestions for proactive
defence depending on what the damage is likely to be.”

The pause
stretched long. “Bettie?”

Taylor's grin
widened as he met Lawrence's wry stare. “Bettie Blueprint. That's
her name.”

“You've named your programme Bettie?”

“You've got to name your programmes. It's bad luck otherwise.
Kinda like naming bikes.” Yeah … he knew what Lawrence called his
bike.

Touché.

“Smart arse.”

“My arse says thanks.”

“It would if I got my hands on it.”

He'd just been trumped 'cause he had not seen that deceptively flippant
comment coming. Flummoxed, he stared at Lawrence, whose grin
out-matched his own at the game of banter he'd just won. “Um…” What
did one say to that? He wasn't even sure if it had been a joke, or
if there was an element of seriousness in there. What
exactly would Lawrence do to his backside?

He'd heard
tell-tale whispers over the nine months he'd been here that
Lawrence's sexual preferences were … well … of the Dominant
variety. (He'd heard other, more unsettling things about Pete.)
He'd never minded or cared, and it had hardly hit him as a
revelation given the male's obsessive need to master everything,
but then he'd never been in the direct line of his fire.

Now, there's an image…

Unbidden, the
tightness around his crotch increased a fraction, at the visual of
'Dominant Lawrence' itself rather than any desire for it to be
played out.

With him,
anyway.

While there
were certainly no 'feelings' as such between himself and Lawrence,
their mating situation ensured a level of physical attraction
towards the other – one which had never really been acted on by
either of them. But it was nowhere near the level of what he felt
for…

The visual
changed, with Ryan at the helm.

And there was the desire. Mother of
god! He opted for changing the subject.
“How's Lydia?”

He all at once
wished he hadn't mentioned her name, because all cheer fell
straight from Lawrence, his smile fading. “Quiet,” he mumbled.

A week ago,
she'd sneaked off to see her dad in Hendrickson's house. While
Taylor had sort of accepted why she hadn't wanted to tell anyone,
Lawrence had battled with a mix of hurt, frustration, and
understanding. Of course he understood her need to be on her own –
of all people, he'd get it – but it was clear he wanted to be a
part of her healing, and watching him struggle with his obvious
emotions towards their mate (emotions Taylor suspected he hadn't
admitted to himself, let alone her), was intriguing to say the
least. And a bit like waiting for the Titanic to sink.

In this
instance, though, Taylor agreed that Lydia had been 'quiet' for a
bit too long. “I'm all for the 'giving her room' approach, but I
think we should try to talk to her.”

“I have,” replied Lawrence. “She says she's fine.”

“But she's not, you know that. She's got her barriers up. No
need to do that if you're okay. I know we've all got this
sort-of-telepathic thing going on, but there's something to be said
for good, old fashioned human connection.”

Lawrence let
out another sigh and leaned forward on his chair, arms on knees,
and then suddenly shifted his weight so his hands gripped the seat
of the chair between his legs instead.

Taylor studied
him. That had played out like he'd momentarily forgotten he had no
legs below the middle of this thighs. Was he really that tired?

“Strange, isn't it?” he mused, softly. “That wolves should do
well on human interaction.”

“We're not just wolves though, are we? We're human, too.” And
that had never been more true than now, after all they'd learnt
about Ryan's past.

Lawrence
played with a family crest ring on the little finger of his left
hand. He'd only started wearing it a few days ago. Taylor didn't
know if he used to wear it before. “She's started dancing again.”
He looked up and met his eyes. “That's where she is now – at the
dance studio.”

“So, just leave her to it? You think it's
cathartic?”

“Definitely cathartic, but … you're right. When I addressed
everyone at the meeting two weeks ago, I said that the time for
solitude was over. That needs to begin here, at home. I think we
should sit her down and dig in a bit. Get her to open up. She was
there when Nikolai told us everything…” His eyes darkened. “She
might not want to bother us with her own feelings considering all
that's come to light with my ancestry and Ryan's past, and even
Sarah's predicament. Never thought I'd say this, but impulsive,
tempestuous Lydia would be a welcome return.”

Taylor tensed
at the mention of his … wife. Ex-wife? Technically, they were still
married. In every other way, they weren't. He had no idea how he
should refer to her. “Is Sarah still meeting up with Hendrickson
and Amelia tomorrow?”

Lawrence
nodded.

“Think we can help her, too?”

“Won't stop trying 'til we do.”

Relief
showered him. The thought of Sarah in any kind of danger sickened
him, although it wasn't lost on him that his worry for her no
longer matched that for Ryan and Lydia. And Lawrence. “Why don't
you go catch up on some sleep?”

“Now? It's ten in the morning.”

“And when was the last time you slept?”

That was met
with silence.

Taylor already
knew the answer because he hadn't heard him retreat to his bedroom
last night at all. “You won't find the answers you need if you're
too tired to look for them. Go to bed. I'll head to the dance
studio and catch up with Lydia. Adam's got the boundaries of the
property covered and Ryan will be back within forty-eight hours.
It's okay to switch off for a bit.”

He didn't look
convinced. He didn't look like he wanted to relinquish control of
even the smallest task. “I'm waiting on Bill and Marco. I received
word of a farmhouse in Kent that was sold just days after the
Trident warehouse in Guildford was destroyed – odd thing about this
sale is that the farm land has turned over nothing commercially
since the sale. In fact, all aspects of production seem to have
stopped completely. I sent them out first thing this morning to
check it out.”

“If you stay awake worried about everyone who needs to get
back to you about something, you're going to ruin yourself.
Auto-forward your calls to me. I'll let you know as soon they touch
base.”

He frowned,
every bit as headstrong as their female mate. “The police also
phoned first thing this morning. I need to tell Lydia she's no
longer a suspect in connection to Brendan's murder. Her alibis –
staff at the restaurant – are solid at the time of his death and
the hours following it, not to mention all the customers that night
who vouched for her presence there. She's very memorable,” he
added, a hint of pride in his tone. “Also, the police have now
released Brendan's body, and his funeral is tomorrow. There was no
public announcement from his family – we've only just found
out.”

“I'll tell her.”

“It might be better coming from—”

“Lawrence.” Taylor held his gaze, ignoring the clench of his
jaw. “I'll tell her,” he repeated.

Lawrence stared back and finally it seemed to seep in that he
wasn't going to get Taylor to back down. The heavy circles under
his eyes won the battle at last. “All right. Thank you. But let me
know if she—”

“I will. You know I will. Get some rest.”

Lawrence
nodded and hauled himself up from his chair, his movements still
not as trained as usual; not as effortless as he always made them
seem. “Your programme…”

Taylor waved
him off with his hand. “She can wait. Bettie's very patient.”

A small snort
escaped him as he turned to head out the door. “Oh, and
Taylor…”

“Yeah.”

Lawrence
contemplated him with his trademark stare. Over time, Taylor had
learnt it was owing to his care and caution; weighing up all the
potential consequences of every word and action. “This thing
between you and Ryan is important to me. I'd never take that from
either of you, you know that, don't you?”

His face
burned, and despite the rush of gratitude he felt at Lawrence's
openness – something no one was used to – he also found himself
flummoxed, for the second time in five minutes.

He wasn't
given time to reply before Lawrence had walked out the door.

 


~*~

 


“So … how are you feeling about tomorrow?”

Sarah looked
at Beth, intently, while her friend placed a cup of tea on the
counter in front of her, along with a packet of Rich Tea
Biscuits.

Only one
customer hovered at the very front of the bridal shop, seemingly
keen to keep herself to herself. Sarah kept her voice low. “You
mean for my first, official, werewolf doctor's appointment?”

“If you dunk your tongue into your tea, some of that dryness
might come off.”

“Very funny.”

Beth
smiled.

“I'm fine.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. And surprisingly. The past couple of weeks,
everything's been calm, nothing weird has happened, I've had time
to reflect and … it wouldn't be so bad.” Her hand automatically
fell to her belly before reaching for a biscuit. “That Adam guy put
my mind at rest – I can't explain it. I know what he said was sort
of absurd, but I believe him about the baby not being a Trident,
and, well, since it's human… It wouldn't be so bad, would it? The
situation's not ideal, but I'm thirty next year, and it's not like
I've never thought about it – being a mum, I mean. I'm financially okay;
it could always be better, but I can do a lot of the designing and
sewing work from home, hire staff for the shop … I think it's
workable.” She bit into the dripping biscuit, the tea she'd slipped
it into making it taste all the sweeter. “And I've got good friends
around to help…?”

Beth raised an eyebrow at her almost-question. “You've
got great friends,” she retorted in confirmation.

Sarah smiled a
half-smile. “Then, it's doable.”

“It's doable. Congratulations, Ms Harper.”

Her half-smile fell at the mention of her surname, the name
that wasn't hers; that had been given to her – received by her in
an act of love she couldn't remember – and then, through cruel fate
and an uncompromising ruthless decision, taken from her. Angry
bitterness flicked its tail and stung, although she tried to
repress the vile emotion – hated feeling that way about anything –
but she hadn't forgiven it yet, or him: Lawrence Gunvald.
His ruling forced upon
her had stolen so much from her. Perhaps the alternative would have
been worse, but the violation she felt at having her memory taken
was still too fresh to consider anything she'd borne at his word a
blessing.

And then,
there was Amil.

Blinking her
thoughts right out of her head, she allowed the tea to scorch her
tongue as she drank. “You're still coming with me tomorrow,
right?”

“As if you could keep me away. I want to see werewolves again.
A part of me's starting to think I dreamt the whole thing, even
though I know I didn't.”

“And Pete?” No point in beating around the bush – not with
Beth. The woman tore through bushes with a hazardous enthusiasm
without thinking of the repercussions. She'd taken an instant
shining to Pete – the first wolf they'd met before they had even
known them to be wolves – and from what little Sarah could gather
from such an inexpressive man, he might actually have reciprocated
that attraction. But that was all
she knew and all Beth knew. Acting on that
attraction seemed foolhardy as far as Sarah was concerned. Deep
down, though, she knew Beth, and what she hadn't missed was Beth's
sudden air of calm and surety the minute the crazy notion of them
being surrounded by 'werewolves' had sunk in. Their new company had
ceased to be strangers and had become animals – friends. It was not
a conscious line of thinking on Beth's part, Sarah knew that, but
the woman had always naturally felt more at home with animals than
people. She had always treated animals as friends ever since she could say the word
'animal', and it was that instinct she was acting on
now.

Foolhardy? For
Sarah, hell yes! But for Beth?

Her best
friend shrugged, clearly trying to downplay the whole thing. “I'd
like to see him again, too. But I don't mind if I don't.”

Liar.

Sarah just
about refrained from rolling her eyes and wrestled another biscuit
out of the pack. “Yeah, well, just be—”

“Careful. I know. Jeez, Sarah. Maternal gene kicking in
early?”

“I want your future self around to babysit. Don't go getting
yourself in deep shit.”

Her phone
beeped. Sarah glanced at the customer, still wrapped up in her own
world, and then reached for her Blackberry under the counter. “It's
an email from Holly.”

“How's she finding reality?”

Holly had
flown back home to New York a week ago. Sarah let out a small
laugh. “She said not being able to tell Tim anything that happened
is killing her, and the one time she tried to lead them into the
'what if vampires and werewolves are real'
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