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In the dream she was once again standing in the middle of the familiar twelve by twelve cell that had been her home for nearly twenty-eight years; watching, helplessly, as a scene from her past unfolded before her.

“Kill the rabbit, Eve.”

She heard the hauntingly familiar voice coming from behind and in the dream, she turned to see the man who had been both her captor and her tormentor, Alexander Radcliff.  His pristine white lab coat and wirerimmed glasses did little to disguise him as the monster which she now knew him to be.

“But I like the bunny, Alexander.  Please, can’t I see my mommy now?”  Her child’s voice begged; tears clenched tightly within the confines of a four-year old’s body.

“Not until you do as I say, Eve,” her tormentor said in that calm, reassuring voice she’d come to realize was the sign of someone truly evil.  “You are a predator.  Predators kill their prey, Eve.  That rabbit is prey.  I want you to kill it.”

Even in her child’s mind she could tell that he was getting angry and losing patience.  But watching him now, an astral spectator of events long past, Eve wanted to warn the child that his promises were empty.

As though to comfort the child, Eve watched the man come closer to her, crouching low to meet her at eyelevel.  If not for the fact that there were four guards armed with assault rifles and the child was wearing an electronic shock collar around her neck, the scene might have been that of a doctor trying to comfort a distraught child patient.

But it was much more sinister than that.  Eve watched as Alexander turned her child-self toward him, his hands gently stroking a stray strand of pure white hair from her pale face.  “If you kill the rabbit, I promise I won’t allow the guards to hurt your mother today.”

Her child-self sniffled, tears brimming in bright blue eyes made even brighter by the emotions warring inside her little body.  “Do you pinky swear?”  Eve watched the child innocently hold up her tiny finger for the man to link his and, even within the sleepiness of the dream, she felt a harsh pang of heartache for the loss of such innocence.

Alexander’s larger hand moved toward the child’s; his finger curled around her tiny pinky in what should have been a solidifying of trust.  “I pinky swear.  Kill the rabbit, Eve.”

Eve wanted to look away.  She didn’t want to see such a young, innocent child commit the act she was about to commit.  Her heart ached for her...and for the rabbit who had been nothing more than a cruel sacrifice to bind a child to an evil man.  There would be more sacrifices, Eve knew.  Almost daily, until she had learned to kill without question.  She watched, a lump forming in her throat that threatened to choke her with repressed emotion, as the child turned toward the rabbit, her blue eyes brighter than was humanly natural.  She cast one last look toward the man with the excited, expectant gaze before doing as he had commanded.

When the gruesome act was done, the little girl turned again to the man in the white lab coat, beseeching him with electric blue eyes from a face now smeared with the rabbit’s blood.   “Can I see my mommy now, Alexander?”

The man’s smile was cold and did not reach his eyes as he nodded toward the guards to remove what remained of what was once a beautiful brown-furred rabbit.  “Of course you can, Eve.  I just need you to complete a few more tasks for me first.  Then we can see if your mother would like to see you.”

Tears began to fall down the little girl’s face as she began to realize that the man in the white coat would never let her see her mother.  Not now, not ever again.  She had looked inside his mind, something she’d only recently discovered she was capable of doing and seen the truth of his thoughts.  Her mother was long dead—perhaps since the last time Eve had seen her, which was days ago—and Eve was now completely alone.  She began to shake; her head swinging back and forth as the tears fell.  “You’re lying!  You’re lying to me Alexander!  You won’t let me see my mommy!  You can’t.  Because she’s dead!”

The fury that immediately showed on the man’s face was terrifying, even to Eve now, all these years later.  She watched as he reached into his coat pocket and extracted the remote control and with cold, emotionless precision, thumbed the button on the little black device that activated the collar on the little girl’s throat, sending her convulsing and screaming to the floor as the collar came alive with electricity.

“You will not look into my mind!  Do you hear, Eve?”  He said, through teeth clenched in rage, at her writhing body.

And in a tortured cry of remembered pain, Eve awoke from the dream and found herself curled beside a slowly dying fire in the center of the dark, damp cave which had become her welcome haven.

She cast a furtive glance around, half expecting Alexander to be there, her heart beating rapidly against her bare chest from his voice still echoing in her brain, until she felt reassured that she was alone.

At some point during her sleep her wolf form had given way to her human self, another unconscious change she acknowledged, shivering against the cold and damp air.

Outside, barely thirty feet below the entrance to her cavern, the frigid waters of the Atlantic Ocean beat against the rugged cliffs while the icy North-East wind blew ragged and untamed along the Newfoundland coastline.  Inside, Eve was safe from the wind, though the temperature of the air against her bare flesh was not a pleasant sensation and so she reached for the sleeping bag which had been placed near the fire and covered herself with it, gazing into the last of the simmering flames.

She was tired...and hungry.  It had been days now since she’d worked at the small fish plant on the other side of the harbour and so days since she’d been able to dine on the fish she managed to steal—though she had a feeling one of the supervisors was aware that she’d been taking a morsel or two with her at the end of each shift, tucked safely inside her oversized jacket.  She had caught him watching her one evening as she’d tucked the fish against her ribs beneath her shirt and expected him to confront her, but he’d only lowered his gaze when she walked past and said nothing.  The expression of sympathy when he’d met her eyes later had been hard to bear, but Eve had long ago given up any pride that might have survived her captive upbringing.

The dreams, like the one which plagued her tonight, were becoming more frequent and Eve wondered if maybe it was the hunger which was driving her mind into a past, she would rather let fade into darkness.  She knew she would have to hunt soon, perhaps even tonight, if the fish plant remained quiet with no boats coming in to unload their bounty.  The thought of killing again made bile rise in her throat but she swallowed it back, knowing that the occasional animal sacrifice was much better than the alternative.  Even after all this time, the memory of freshly taken flesh and blood was enough to bring her beast’s teeth to full form inside her mouth, the pointed tips dripping with saliva in response to the carnality of her cravings.

She closed her eyes and willed the predator that writhed beneath her skin to quieten.  She would not allow herself to lose control again.  When she opened her eyes, the soft, yellow flames brought to mind another image from her dreams and she welcomed this one.  Unlike the dreams of Alexander and his torture, this image did not fill her with dread—fear, yes, for she knew that he would eventually come for her.  He would expect her to pay for her crimes, as she knew she should.

The golden flames flickered, reminding her of the intense, golden glow of his eyes.  She didn’t know his name.  That didn’t matter.  She had felt the connection the moment she’d met him face to face, beast to beast.  She conjured his image now, saw the long, dark waves of his hair, the intensity of his golden gaze.  He was, by far, the largest male she’d ever seen.  Strong and powerful, but there was an intelligence she had seen in him as well... an age and experience that went well beyond his youthful looks and impossible attractiveness.  Her beast had responded to every aspect of him, something which had very nearly cost her life had she not been able to push past that sudden rush of desire she’d felt and done what needed to be done.

But the connection had been made.  Because of it, he would come for her.  And when he did...Eve knew that she would be helpless to resist him.
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Inside, the seedy Montreal bar was a welcome relief from the sleet and snow of the eastern Canadian winter.  Gregor moved through the bodies of people packed tightly together in the club, his gaze locked onto his target while his companion, Aurora, followed closely behind; her mate, Matthew, waiting in the black SUV just outside in the alley behind the dive.

At least Leanna had the sense to take a table far enough away from the crowd of people dancing.  He grimaced, wondering why such meetings had to take place in such unsavory settings as this.  What was wrong with an elegant restaurant as the backdrop for such matters?  He cast a sideways glance at Aurora who was still diligently scanning the crowds, her senses on alert for anything that might indicate a threat.  Even as she perused her surroundings though, he couldn’t help but notice how her body seemed to move to the music blaring from the extra-large speakers on either side of the DJ’s table.  Aurora was young, barely into her wolf.  She fit into this crowd with her leather jacket, multiple piercings, and colorful hair.  He, however, was decades past his one hundredth birthday—though still quite young for his kind—not that he actually felt young at the moment.  He sighed, his thoughts needing to be put on hold as he approached the table where the middle-aged blonde woman was seated, waiting for him.

Leanna smiled as he took the seat next to her, leaning in to kiss her softly aging cheek.  He introduced Aurora as his niece, though he was certain Leanna knew she was nothing of the kind.  The older woman accepted the presence of the younger woman without question, as he knew she would.  Leanna was—along with other things—trustworthy at the very least.  She refrained from asking too many questions, another reason why he had reached out to her for this particular job.  There were very few humans whom Gregor trusted.  But Leanna was one of them.

Her eyes sparkled as she gazed at him now.  “It is so good to see you, Bastian,” she said, in her careful english, the accent of her Acadian heritage still thick on her tongue.  “You have not changed one bit in the years since we last met.  Unlike me.”

Gregor inclined his head.  He knew that she was ribbing him in the way she normally did.  She was aware that he was not human—not exactly human, at least.  But that was as far as her knowledge went.  She had been a young child when he’d first met her.  Lost in the woods where he’d been hunting.  He had carried her out, brought her to an area where the men searching could easily find her.  And he’d waited, albeit hidden from their view, until she’d been discovered and returned safely to her distraught mother.  She had told no one that it had been he who saved her, as he’d asked.  A child who was capable of keeping a secret was a special child indeed, and so Gregor had kept in contact with her, unbeknownst to her family.  He had watched her grow into a beautiful woman who was still capable of keeping secrets.

“I must say, I like this...”

She reached out toward him and stroked the side of his face where the full beard he had worn for decades was now shaved, trimmed, and tightened into a well-formed beard that edged his jaw and managed to make him look as though he were still in the prime of his youth.

“I suspect you wouldn’t look thirty without this.”  She gave the hair at his chin a slight tug, her lips curving suggestively.

Gregor grasped her hand and gently kissed her fingers before placing it meaningfully on the table.  Their time together was in the past.  Where it should be.  What affair they may have had was long over.

She smiled at him ruefully.  Her gaze drifted over to Aurora.  “Your uncle is a man of singular determination, no?”  She chuckled to herself, not waiting for Aurora to answer.  “Here is the information you were seeking.  I assume I will find my bank account has been sufficiently updated?”  She chuckled again.

Leanna would gladly offer her services for free; Gregor had been the one to insist on payment...especially now that they were no longer involved intimately.  He did not believe in using women.  Both parties should gain from the relationship.  And so, when their short-lived affair had ended, Gregor saw to it that Leanna was well taken care of.  She would always be important to him.  A dear friend.  He was not a man who took that lightly.

He looked down at the large brown envelope, which she was sliding toward him on the table.  He reached for it, extracting the 8 by 10, black and white photograph inside.

“This was taken a few weeks ago in North Sydney.  The woman in the picture was going by the name of Eve Radcliff.  She purchased a pass for the ferry to Argentia and was checked in as a passenger in a domestic vehicle.”

Gregor stared at the photo.  In it, the woman was wearing a white baseball style cap, her long, pure white hair was pulled through the back.  She wore a matching white hoody, dark jeans, and sneakers.  Dark glasses hid her eyes from view, but nothing could erase those eyes from where they had burned into his memory.  Electric blue—unnatural, even without any sign of her beast.  With the sunglasses on she looked young, beautiful, and human—the latter of which she was definitely not.

Leanna was looking at him.  “Is she a friend of yours?”

Gregor pressed his lips together and slid the picture back into the envelope.  “You will mention this to no one,” he said by way of an answer to her question.

“Of course not.”  Leanna was a smart woman.  A man who did not age in the forty-plus years she had known him was not a man one should defy.  She accepted another kiss on her cheek then watched him as he stood.  “It was wonderful to see you again, Bastian,” she said, sincerely.

“And you, Leanna.  You will take care of yourself?”

She smiled, her eyes warm, if a little misty.  “As always, old friend.”  Her gaze followed him as he moved away from her, his niece falling into step just behind him.

Aurora looked up at Gregor as they walked away, her pierced eyebrow lifted in question.  “Bastian?”

Gregor gave an uncomfortable shrug.  “It is my given name.”  He did not like talking about himself.  Ever.

“Bastian Gregor.  That’s your name?”   He heard Aurora give a low whistle.  “You can live with someone all these years and not know a single thing about them.”  She shook her head.

“Gregor Savage, is my name.”  It was his badge of honor—the name of the Alpha family for whom he served.  Captain of the Alpha guard, bodyguard to the Alpha.  His name signified his exulted rank within the clan—it was a name he was more than proud to bear.

“Wait.”  Aurora’s eyes were narrowing as her brain was busily dissecting this new information.  Gregor had to resist rolling his eyes at her, the young pup was exasperating at times.  Had she not been one of his best assassins and a damn good guard, he’d have probably strung her up by her ears long ago.  “Nikolai’s middle name is Sebastian, is he—”

Gregor sighed heavily, knowing she would not stop until she had her answers.  “I am his godfather; his second name was given to honor that.”  There.  Now she knew.  His connection to the Alaskan Alpha was deeper than mere rank.  Which was why failing Nikolai, as he had, was not something he could live with.  The intense need to find the woman in the photograph, Eve Radcliff, was more than a deep sense of duty...it was a matter of deep pride for Gregor.  As long as she was free, the knowledge that he had failed his Alpha would eat him up alive.

They left the bar and headed out into the blustery Montreal night, turning onto the street and making their way toward Matthew and the black Chevy Tahoe.

“What now?”  Aurora wanted to know, pulling the hood of her jacket up to warm her ears.

“Now you go back to Raven Falls,” he told her, “and I go find Eve.”

“Alone?”

He could hear the doubt in her voice.  “You are needed in Raven Falls, Aurora.  This has nothing to do with you.”

“But you might need me!”  She stopped walking, forcing him to stop as well and turn to her.  He was aware of Matthew’s gaze watching them from inside the SUV.  Her sielos draugus mate was rightfully protective of her, though, being only a half-blood Therion, he was strongly outmatched against any of his own kind.  That fact never seemed to enter Matthew’s mind, however, especially when defending Aurora was on the table and, even without an ability to change, he had been proving his inner beast—though unable to manifest physically—was a powerful one.

“I get it, Gregor,” she was saying to him now, “I understand you think you somehow let Niko down by letting Eve get away.  I feel the same way.  I met her first, remember?”  She was shaking her head, her moonlight blue gaze beseeching him.  “We—none of us—had any idea what she was at the time.  For all we knew, she was an innocent prisoner, like so many of our kind.  We had no idea of what she was capable of... what she’d done...”

Gregor found he couldn’t meet her gaze.  What she was saying might have been true for her, but... “She told me she was the one they sent to lure us in; the one they sent to destroy us when they were done...”  even now, saying the words out loud, his stomach twisted with his deep sense of failure.  He had been given an opportunity to stop Eve, and he’d let her slip from his grasp. Mesmerized by her beauty, even his beast had been unable to do what was necessary.

“We were in the middle of a war!”  Aurora exclaimed.  She held a hand up to stave off Matthew when he would have gotten out of the SUV.  “You were in fight-mode, Gregor.  Defending your life and the Alpha.  She was nothing more than a prisoner trying to escape.  How were any of us to know that she was one of Radcliff’s experiments?  That she’d been born and raised in captivity like an animal?”

“She is an abomination; I should have destroyed her when I had the chance!”

Aurora’s eyes widened at his angry outburst and he felt ashamed at his loss of control.  He was a man who prided himself on control.  

“And what of Matthew?”  Aurora was asking now, the hurt his words had caused evident in her soft voice.  “He was an experiment of Radcliff’s—while not raised in captivity, he was created there... experimented on all those years without his knowledge or consent.  Is he an abomination too?”

He couldn’t bring himself to respond.  He felt Aurora’s small hand in his and looked down at her.  She was the smallest in their clan in stature only; her bravery and personality seemed too much for such a tiny creature.  Her eyes searched his, probing and earnest.  “We are Therion, Gregor.  One blood, one race, whether we are all or some, as the sielos draugus whom we cherish and protect... you taught me that.  Perhaps now is the time for you to listen to your teachings—old, wise, and ancient one.”  She smirked slyly at him.

Gregor couldn’t help the twitch in his lips that threatened to give way into a grin of his own as he listened to Aurora’s little speech.  She was right, of course.  Eve was Therion, no matter what Radcliff had managed to do to her.  But it was still his responsibility to find her and bring her in.  Therion Law was absolute.  Her crimes against her own kind were punishable by death.  At the very least, the Dominai sought to learn from Eve... to find out exactly what it was that Radcliff had done to her.  They expected her capture.  Planned to glean as much information as they possibly could from her.  And then she would be destroyed—her debt for her crimes would be paid for with her life.

Gregor sighed.  His fight was not with Aurora, it was with himself.  He was a man of honor.  A man who believed in the laws and traditions which governed his people.  For him, his failure in capturing Eve on that fateful day when they’d stormed the facility where Alexander Radcliff had been committing atrocities upon Therion beings, went far beyond failing his post.  He had allowed a threat to escape.  Now, he needed to set things to right.

“Come, child,” he muttered to Aurora, casting a glance beyond her shoulders.  “Your mate is impatient for your return.”

Aurora rolled her eyes at him, but thankfully, did not argue.  Instead, she turned and began moving again toward the Tahoe.  “I’m still coming with you,” she muttered, as she allowed him to open the door for her to scoot into the back seat behind Matthew.

“Going where?”  Matthew asked as Gregor moved around the vehicle and slid into the SUV beside him.

“Newfoundland, to find Eve,” his mate supplied when Gregor remained silent.

Matt drew his brows together and looked at Gregor questioningly.  “What’s Eve doing in Newfoundland?  Are there even any Therion clans there?”

“There used to be one in Labrador,” Aurora piped up again from the back seat, “but a few years back they moved their territory into Northern Quebec for better hunting.”

“Then why—?”

The constant inquisitiveness of young people was taxing his patience.  Gregor pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes tightly.  “Just drive,” he told Matt.

Aurora opened her mouth to say something more, but her cellphone ringing thankfully drew her attention.  She pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the screen.  “Gotta take this,” she said.  Then, with the cellphone against her ear, said, “Mom!  How are things going?”

While his mate spoke to her mother on the phone, Matthew cast Gregor a sideways look.  “Are you seriously going to Newfoundland?”

Gregor looked out the passenger widow at the Montreal landscape as the Tahoe slipped onto the highway access road and began to pick up speed.  “It is the last known location we have on Eve,” he said, quietly.

Matt seemed to consider that.  “I know I don’t have to remind you, of all people, of what she’s capable of...but do you really think it’s a good idea to go after her alone?”

“The less people involved, the less risk of anyone getting hurt,” Gregor said, logically.

“Except you.”  Matthew pointed out.  Keeping one hand locked on the steering wheel, he eyed Gregor momentarily, giving him a pointed look, before bringing his eyes back to the road.

In the back seat, Aurora hung up the phone.  “Mom and Dad will be back in Raven Falls by the end of the week,” she stated.

Good.  “All the more reason for you to go home.”  Gregor didn’t bother to turn around.  His point had been made.  “How is your father doing?”  He finally asked, relenting.  Aurora’s father had been captured by the same man who had kept Eve locked away for her entire life.  David had spent six long years being sedated, tortured, and experimented on, until the night Aurora had found him while on a mission to save Matthew from Radcliff’s evil clutches.  The entire clan had thought him dead, including Aurora and her mother, Felicia—David’s mate.  

“Mom says he’s still having the nightmares.”  She sighed, and Gregor could hear the worry in her voice.  Now, more than ever, he was adamant that she should return to Raven Falls, their secluded territory home deep in the wilds of Alaska.  “He’s biting at the bit, though, to get back to his work on the Alpha Guard.”

Aurora’s father was a warrior, through and through.  Like father, like daughter, Gregor thought, a soft smile lifting the corners of his mouth. 

He turned his face back toward the passing shadows and darkness outside the Tahoe’s window.  The three occupants of the SUV seemed to drift into their own thoughts and remained silent for the remainder of the drive back to the Dominai owned safehouse, where they had been staying, just on the outskirts of Montreal.

***
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Nikolai was leaning over an ancient looking piece of parchment paper when Gregor walked into the room used as the Alpha’s den.  Standing respectfully just inside the door, his gaze downcast, he waited for Nikolai to acknowledge his presence.  He didn’t wait long.

The Alaskan Alpha looked up from his study of the artifact and Gregor felt that intense, intelligent gaze now studying him.

“You have news.”  It was not a question.

Gregor bowed his head, then chanced a look across at Nikolai.  The Alpha was a young man, as most Alpha’s were, having gained his Alphacy when his own father retired into the Dominai.  He was a good Alpha, highly respected by the Counsel of Elders who might be likened to the Heads of State in a semi-democratic government.  If the Elders were the Heads, then the Dominai would be the taskforce in charge of security and defense.  And Nikolai, as Alpha of one of the most powerful and influential clans, was an important commodity.   For this reason, the Dominai had sought the help of the Alaskan Alpha not two decades ago when it had become apparent that some type of covert agency was targeting Therion individuals and threatening their very existence.  The Alaskan clan had been involved in taking down that agency ever since.

Taking the envelope which he held in his hand, Gregor approached Nikolai, holding it out for him to take.  Niko eyed the brown envelope but made no move to retrieve it from Gregor’s hand.  Instead, he turned and moved toward the bar, pouring two shots of whiskey into two heavy, crystal glasses, offering one to Gregor.  

When the Alpha offers you something, you do not refuse.  For this reason, Gregor placed the envelope onto the desk beside the parchment paper and took the drink, bringing it to his lips.  He would have preferred to keep the tone one of business, but he had known Nikolai long enough to know that his offer of the customary drink was the Alpha’s way of breaking down the barriers of rank... allowing them to speak as equals and shedding the traditions which prevented Gregor from looking Nikolai directly in the eye.

Nikolai preferred direct eye-contact, though he was not an Alpha who tolerated disrespect.  Still, at this moment, Gregor would have gladly kept his gaze downcast if only to prevent the brewing conversation he knew was about to happen.  He swallowed the whiskey, letting the burning amber liquid warm him as it slid into his belly.

Gregor watched as Nikolai moved across the room again, toward the desk, with the kind of power and dignity that bespoke his Alpha blood.  

“I had this flown in this morning from a museum in Cairo,” Nikolai said, tapping his finger on the ancient parchment spread out along the top of his desk.  “Another version of the legend of Utnapishtim.”

It was a distraction tactic which Nikolai was using.  Gregor knew, because he had taught it to him.  A predator’s tactic—disarm your prey with nonthreatening movements, then, when the strike came, the prey would be completely relaxed and unexpecting of it.

Gregor did not expect any coming threat from Nikolai.  That was not what this was about.  But he knew where it was ultimately going.  He allowed his brows to lift in interest.  Nikolai was a scholar of the history and legends of the Therion race.  He was infatuated and enthralled in their stories, gleaning as much information as he could get.  Gregor knew the story well...how Utnapishtim—the immortal man from the Epic of Gilgamesh—was rewarded by the gods for his unquestioning loyalty and his children, two of whom were Wepwawet and Anubis, had bestowed upon them the power of the apex predators.  These were the legends of their ancestors, the beings once believed to be gods by humans before being turned on and, eventually, destroyed by those who had once worshipped them. 

“Another for your collection?”  Gregor asked now, knowing there was no
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