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Graveyard of Secrets

The year is 2083, and after one hundred years of an endless emotionless night, the Psy have emerged into a painful dawn. Love and elation, hate and envy, joy and anguish, sorrow and amusement, all this and more, the psychic race can now feel without fear of a brainwipe that leaves them hollow automatons.

Foreseers, telekinetics, empaths, telepaths, psychometrics, all are free to exist.

But one hundred years leaves a scar.

For some, life is an eternal midnight of the soul.

The dawnlight cuts, shattered glass in the eyes.

These are the lost, the unknown, the hidden. For one hundred years is also time enough to conceal truths upon truths, heap lies upon lies … and erase those who once shone luminous as stars.

The PsyNet is a graveyard of secrets.


Chapter 1

The subject displays obsessive tendencies that can be utilized to your advantage. If you manage to turn his loyalty toward you, he will never betray you.

—Intake report: Psych, on subject Ethan Night, age six, for Councilor Ming LeBon (2061)

Selenka blamed the bears.

If Valentin hadn’t gone and mated Silver Mercant, the rest of them wouldn’t be standing around at this giant target of a symposium. It might as well be flashing the words “Here We Are! Come Attack Us!”

As if he’d felt her burning gaze, the bear changeling alpha turned from where he was talking to one of his senior people and waved, accompanying it with a big grin. She glared at him, in no mood for bear charm.

“You don’t like bears?” asked a clear male voice, his Russian unaccented and his words toneless.

Selenka had sensed his approach—she wasn’t alpha of the most powerful wolf pack in Russia because people could sneak up on her. Not that she had to worry much about sneaking when it came to the other major pack in the area. Bears could sneak about as well as ten-thousand-pound elephants.

This man, however, he was quiet. He also smelled like a crisp winter wind around a flame so hot it was blue, with none of that cold metallic smell changelings had learned to look out for among Psy. Those of the psychic race who had that smell were so far gone into the emotionless protocol they called Silence that there was usually no coming back.

“Yesterday, I had to bail three normally well-behaved wolves out of jail,” she said without looking at the male who stood next to her, his height maybe an inch above her five eleven. “Do you know why?”

“Bears?”

“Bears.” A grim confirmation. “Nice bears who talked my wolves into going for a ‘friendly’ drink. So friendly that half the bar ended up in a brawl.” The bears had found it hilarious, had still been grinning when she bailed out her three sheepish wolves.

Selenka did not find it amusing.

Her wolves were disciplined predators; they didn’t go around starting bar brawls. Especially not bar brawls where one of them ended up stinking of raspberry daiquiri, his blond hair pink as a result of the enormous cocktail that had been poured over him. The three would be working off the bar’s repair bill into next year.

Her wolves weren’t disciplined simply because she was a hard-ass; it had to do with the different temperaments of their animals. Bears could be brutal hunters, but generally, they were laid-back unless provoked. You could poke a changeling bear multiple times before it rumbled a growl and swiped out with a paw.

Wolves could be pushed to violence far faster. A bear might laugh off an insult that would send a wolf into cold anger. Because bears took not much seriously, while many wolves had an innate and deadly intensity.

Each had pros and cons. The laid-back ursine nature could lead to laziness and had done so in a previous alpha—the reason Selenka’s pack had been able to take over a chunk of bear territory. But her wolves’ primal instincts could lead to rash actions and bloodshed.

Discipline was key to a strong wolf pack.

“But the relationship must be cordial,” the stranger said, with no alteration in his flat tone, and yet his voice, it was hauntingly beautiful in its clarity and pitch. “If the two groups are drinking together?”

“ ‘Cordial’ isn’t quite how I’d put it.” The BlackEdge wolves and the StoneWater bears had a teeth-gritted truce. Mostly because they were each as dangerous as the other. After a few skirmishes, the two groups had grudgingly come to the same conclusion: a war would decimate them both and leave Moscow and its surrounds open for takeover by another changeling pack.

These days, they satisfied themselves by growling or glaring at each other over the border—or blowing kisses across rooms. That last was nearly always a bear move. Selenka knew Valentin’s bears did it to get a rise out of her wolves—which was why she’d told her wolves to respond with fluttered lashes and obviously fake smiles.

Selenka wasn’t proud of it, but the damn bears could drive a saint to murder. And wolf and bear were both predators. It was either play this game of mutual annoyance, or tear each other to pieces. Right now, however, Valentin’s bears were a peripheral concern at best. She was far more interested in the cool, dangerous presence next to her.

Had to be an Arrow.

No one else would be suicidal enough to walk up to a wolf alpha who was so clearly in a bad mood.

She shifted on her heel to face him and her gaze slammed into eyes of the palest brown she had ever seen. The color was beyond hazel, beyond topaz, and into a crystalline purity that was the faintest wash of color.

Only the jet black of his pupils broke the startling paleness.

The effect was even more striking against the honey brown of his skin. Chiseled cheekbones pushed against that skin, and his hair was a shaggy black, the same shade as the scruff that darkened his jaw. His eyes had the faintest upward tilt. It was impossible to pinpoint his ethnicity. Not surprising, since the Psy apparently had a way of mixing and mingling genes to increase the chances of powerful psychic offspring.

To the psychic race that shared the world with humans and changelings, looks were secondary to psychic power, but this Arrow was a hell of a good-looking man by any estimation. Add in the sense of lethal strength that clung to him, and, no, Selenka wouldn’t kick him out of her bed. The scruff, too, was interesting. Arrows tended to be clean-shaven as a rule. But what had both parts of her—wolf and woman—giving him a second look was the unwavering focus with which he watched her.

Rare non-changelings could hold an alpha changeling’s gaze, but usually only for a second or two. They’d start to sweat at that point, their hearts pounding as their primal core recognized the threat in front of them. The only ones who could maintain the contact full stop were alphas in their own right, even if humans or the Psy didn’t think in terms of changeling hierarchy.

This man wasn’t an alpha.

The knowledge was pure instinct, born of her wolf.

He wore the black combat uniform of an Arrow, with its high collar and pants cuffed into boots, and he gave off an effect similar to those deadly telekinetics, telepaths, and assorted other Psy who—according to Selenka’s intel—had once been assassins for the now-defunct Psy Council. He even had a gleaming black gauntlet clipped over his left forearm, which her tech specialist had informed her was a new form of field-suitable mobile comm the Arrows were trialing.

Yet this man didn’t come across the same way as other members of the squad.

He also continued to hold her gaze with zero appearance of discomfort. Her wolf could’ve read that as a challenge, but instead, dark red embers glowed to life in her belly. It had been too long since she’d shared intimate skin privileges with anyone; why not an Arrow dangerous and pretty … and not quite as he should be.

Selenka narrowed her eyes—just because he made her blood heat didn’t mean she’d taken leave of her senses. Her grandparents hadn’t raised an idiotka. “What are you?” The blunt question would’ve earned her a disappointed look from her polite and gentle and loving babushka, but the Arrow showed no reaction at all.

“A Gradient 7.9 Tk,” he said in that clear voice that was music to her changeling hearing. Even toneless, it sang and made things inside her shiver in awareness.

“A telekinetic?” Drinking in the sound without being a slave to it, Selenka folded her arms and set her feet apart. “There’s something else there—it’s making my wolf’s fur stand up.” An odd resonance she couldn’t explain. But it was nothing that repelled. No, there was nothing at all disturbing about the Arrow with the pale eyes—it was her strong physical response that was peculiar. Then again, her body was starved and he was pretty and dangerous with a voice straight out of a certain alpha’s fantasies.

No wonder her wolf wanted to take a bite out of him.

The Arrow didn’t respond to her challenge with aggression or cold retreat. “I am permanently damaged in ways that affect my psychic balance,” he said. “You’re likely sensing that—I haven’t previously been in close contact with changelings, so I don’t know if that is part of your natural skill set.”

Selenka raised an eyebrow, her fascination with him unabated. Ivy Jane Zen, president of the Empathic Collective, had exhaustively briefed each and every person involved with the symposium, and one thing she’d made clear was that they’d be coming into contact with Es at all stages of post-Silence recovery.

“Silence,” the small and curvy and fiercely protective woman had said, “was about eliminating emotion from our race. That made empaths a liability—but the PsyNet can’t survive without Es in the mix. As a result, Designation E was erased from the books and our minds suffocated, our abilities crushed under shielding so brutal that scars are inevitable.”

No one, however, had warned Selenka about an Arrow who spoke about psychic damage as if it were a simple scratch—even when that damage was so profound that it registered on changeling senses. Unless it wasn’t about damage at all. More likely, he was giving her a pat answer in order to conceal some secret Arrow ability.

People who belonged to clandestine black ops squads didn’t usually go around—as her dedushka would put it—spilling water out of their buckets. Selenka had a sneaking suspicion her grandfather had made up that proverb, but since he’d infected the whole pack with it, it was now set in cement.

As for the Arrow, well, alpha wolves didn’t spill water out of their buckets, either.

Even as she parted her lips to reply, his attention jerked to over her head. His pupils flared, a sea of darkness that eclipsed the translucent brown.

“Close your eyes,” he said, the words clipped and cold.

Selenka didn’t take orders from anyone, including potential playmates.

But he slammed into her before she could respond, arms locking tight around her body. He had one hand on the back of her head, shoving her face into the hard muscle of his shoulder, the other clamped around her waist.

Claws slicing out as a snarl filled her chest, she went to thrust the sharp points into his gut … and that was when she heard the quiet.

Pristine.

Piercing.

Painful.

No murmur from the more than three hundred people scattered through the massive symposium hall. No faint echoes of comm calls taken or sent. No click of heels or boots on the floor. Blood chilling, she pricked the Arrow with her claws instead of eviscerating him. “Let go unless you want immediate abdominal surgery.” It came out a growl.

Unlocking from around her, he took a step backward, palms held up.

As if that meant anything. You could break every bone in a Psy body and they could still take you out with their mental abilities.

Especially when that Psy was an Arrow.

The hairs on her nape prickling, she continued to monitor him with her peripheral vision as she scanned as much of the hall as she could. Bozhe moi! Everyone was down. Everyone. She couldn’t see Valentin or Silver, so they must’ve left the hall before whatever it was that had happened, but two of her lieutenants as well as two of Valentin’s were on the floor, along with every single Arrow in her line of sight.

“It was the fastest way to neutralize the threat.”

She snapped her gaze back to the very dangerous man who spoke without inflection or emotion—and had a voice that continued to purr against her ears. “What threat?” It came out harsh, but her wolf wasn’t ready to go for blood, its instincts tempered by an unknown something nagging at her.

“The E in the green velvet jacket.” He nodded toward the center of the room.

Selenka could see nothing unusual about the woman from this distance. “Stay ahead of me,” she said. “No sudden movements.”

Making no effort to use his telekinetic powers against Selenka, he walked with deadly grace to where the small brunette lay on her front. Hunkering down beside her after a glance at Selenka, he motioned that he’d like to turn the brunette woman over.

Selenka flexed her hands, claws still out. “Slow and easy.”

The Arrow performed the action with an ease that spoke of honed strength, a stealthy hunter who didn’t need to flash his power.

The empath’s jacket was unbuttoned. It fell open to reveal a device Selenka recognized at once as a gas bomb. That Selenka was still standing meant the Arrow had taken down the woman before she could activate the bomb. “She’s breathing.” A soft rise and fall of her chest.

“She—and the others—are just unconscious,” the Arrow said. “A few sore heads and the odd broken bone if they fell wrong, but it’s better than death.” Not an explanation but a statement.

Selenka had to agree. Chance the gas was harmless was around the same as a bear being on good behavior for more than ten minutes: a big fat zero. “Good call.” Slicing her claws back into her body, she held out a hand before recalling that, Es aside, many of the psychic race tended to eschew contact.

A warm, rough hand slid against hers.

The contact shocked, an electric jolt straight to her core.

There you are, whispered a primal part of her psyche.

She was trying to breathe past the rush of noise in her brain when she caught motion in her peripheral vision. It could’ve been an innocent walking back into the hall, but her wolf smelled the faintest hint of old sweat—acrid and bitter, afraid. She reacted without thought, slamming her body into the Arrow’s and taking him to the ground.

The projectile bullet that would’ve slammed into him scraped across her upper back. Hissing out a breath as the bullet penetrated the soft blue leather of her favorite jacket as well as the fine cotton of her T-shirt to dig a furrow in her skin, before smashing into the wall to their left, she went to twist to go for the shooter.

But the Arrow held out a hand and said, “Eyes,” in that cold and uninflected tone.

She shut them this time.

She still “saw” the flash, a dazzling glow beneath her eyelids, a luminous beauty.

When she lifted her lashes, it was to tiny lights dancing in front of her. The assailant was down. Selenka recognized the brown-skinned woman from earlier that morning. Another E.

They were in trouble.

Chapter 2

Dominant predatory changeling females are a dangerous breed. They’ll rip your face off if you annoy them and they’re in a bad mood. On the flip side, if they claim you, you’ll be loved with a possessive fury that allows no room for doubt. Of course, you have to survive the courtship. We salute you for your courage.

—Excerpt from the editorial in the October 2078 issue of Wild Woman magazine: “Skin Privileges, Style & Primal Sophistication”

Ethan looked up at the fine jawline of the woman who had her body on his, her pink-and-purple-streaked black braid hanging over one shoulder, and thought, This wasn’t in the plan. He’d been meant to save everyone from the attack, gain her trust, and then …

And then …

Despite the beliefs of his “handler,” Ethan hadn’t decided on his next action. He’d agreed to the plan not because of any political leanings, but because he’d wanted to see if the idea of being a traitor would ignite anything in him. It hadn’t. The world had remained a distant blur, his body and mind disconnected from every other living being around him.

Another dead end … until his target had put her body in the line of fire to protect him. Too well trained not to react with instinctive speed, he’d locked his arms around her as they fell, and the smell of burned flesh was yet in his nose when she twisted out of his hold with changeling strength and bounded toward the empath who’d aimed at Ethan.

That was when he saw the seared red of Selenka’s back, the flesh raw and bleeding.

No more gray, the world hemorrhaging with color and noise, his pulse in his throat.

Rising on that violent rush, he ran after her. He couldn’t catch her. She was a wolf alpha and not even an Arrow could match a powerful wolf at full lope. But she wasn’t going far and he reached the second assailant only a moment or two behind her.

This second attack wasn’t meant to take place. Either someone had screwed up, or his handler didn’t trust Ethan and had decided on a backup option that involved removing him from the chessboard. He was right not to trust Ethan, but that the gambit had harmed the wolf who’d saved Ethan’s life? Unacceptable.

Selenka disarmed the assailant. “How long does the unconsciousness last?”

“I used less power this time, so unless she hit her head, she’ll come around with everyone else—about three more minutes.” It was a guess; while everyone went down when he used his ability, recovery time fluctuated. A few would be groggy ten minutes in, while others would be up within the next two.

“Can’t see an obvious head wound,” Selenka said after a careful look. “Good, that—”

A sound at the doors before the big bear alpha ran in. Valentin Nikolaev’s dark eyes went directly to Ethan, the only unknown in this situation. But Selenka immediately stood, putting herself in front of Ethan. “He’s not the threat.”

Ethan didn’t hear the deep murmur of the other alpha’s response. He was staring at the back of Selenka’s head, and lower, to her wound. He’d been hurt far worse by his Arrow trainers and by Ming LeBon himself. But Selenka was bleeding because she’d put herself in the line of fire for him.

Breath tight in his lungs and skin hot, he broke away to head for the nearest first-aid kit. There were multiple in the hall because a number of the newly trained Es had a tendency to overload and collapse. It took him only a short time to grab it, but several more people had entered the hall by the time he got back to Selenka.

“Your back,” he said, the red of her blood pulsing in his vision.

She shot him an irritated look but shrugged off her ruined jacket, then stripped off her T-shirt. The purple-edged black sports bra she wore underneath was damaged as a result of the strike but had enough structural integrity left to hold against the cool white of her skin. Opening the first-aid kit while she continued to talk to Valentin Nikolaev and Silver Mercant, he took out the disinfectant spray. “This will sting.”

A curt nod was her only response.

Acknowledgment or not, she hissed out a breath while shooting him a golden-eyed look when he began to spray on the disinfectant. Those eyes had been dark brown when they’d first spoken.

He held the wolf’s snarling gaze, caught by the primal brilliance—he’d never been near anyone this vividly alive. However, he wasn’t about to back down. She was his priority. “I did warn you.”

Another instant of contact that shimmered with untamed power before she returned to her discussion with the others. He ignored that discussion, focused on the damage done to her. A heavy, dark sensation gripped his lungs with stone hands. An emotional reaction? Ethan didn’t know; he had no barometer against which to judge his response.

Silence may have fallen, his race free to feel, but none of it’d had any impact on the cold gray place in which he lived. Until today.

Ethan did not find Selenka’s wound in any way permissible.

She was bleeding because she’d put her body between Ethan and danger.

His brain kept repeating that in a dazed loop, while his blood pounded in his ears. Even when his trainers had beaten him as a child, he hadn’t felt this thundering avalanche inside his head. He’d already been living in the cold place by then, the place from which he saw the world without being a part of it.

He used to analyze the strength of their blows, calculate how far they’d go, then strategize his response. Every so often, he’d managed to hurt them back enough that they’d become even more vicious. Yet he hadn’t stopped, the distant rationality in him warning that to surrender was to die in a way that went beyond the body.

His cool calculation should’ve equaled perfect scores on the Silence tests, but his results had always come back with the words PATHOLOGICALLY DETACHED stamped on them. He’d noted the paradoxical nature of such a conclusion in a race determined to condition emotion out of themselves, then continued on existing in the icy grayness that permitted him to be a functional individual—and a lethal Arrow.

Ming LeBon certainly hadn’t cared about the results of the psych evaluations.

The former Psy Councilor then in charge of the squad had cared only that Ethan do as he was told, kill when he was told to kill, wound when he was told to wound. Ethan had never verbally refused to follow orders—he’d stopped talking to his trainers and Ming the first time Ming ordered him to commit murder.

Eight-year-old Ethan had simply stopped cooperating. In anything.

His recalcitrance had resulted in physical and psychic punishments so severe that long parts of his childhood were blank, his mind erasing that which would break him. Those punishments had stopped when Ming worked out that such things had zero effect on a child who lived in the cold gray place.

But the cold was gone now, the gray obliterated. Ethan’s veins pumped fire as he stared at Selenka’s wound. Changelings healed fast, but a wound this deep would take time even for an alpha wolf, and it had to hurt. “Is your healer nearby?” he asked, interrupting the conversation with no care whatsoever.

“No.” A scowl aimed at him, her eyes that luminous gold, fascinating and dangerous. “I’ll have him look at it later. Just slather that goop in there on it.”

He knew she was referring to a numbing gel that would also protect the injured area. Gloving up before he retrieved the tube, he took care to be gentle as he spread the gel over the wound.

The heat of her body pulsed against him, almost as if the predator that lived under her skin was testing his mettle. The BlackEdge wolves weren’t exactly known for being sweet or compliant. He’d looked them up in the squad’s files and found the notation: Dangerous if provoked. Do not underestimate.

Despite the odd itch in his palm from when she’d offered him her hand, he kept his touch businesslike. It took effort. That initial contact had shoved sensation through him in a savage punch his brain hadn’t been able to process. Perhaps because that had been the closest he’d been to another person for a long, long time.

After realizing physical torture had no effect on Ethan, Ming had relied on vicious mental chains and on the pitch black of a room without light. Ethan had lived alone in the dark for a long time, so long that he’d forgotten the sun. It had seared his eyes when he’d seen it again after an eternity.

He’d also forgotten what it was to have skin-to-skin contact with another living being, forgotten that people burned hot … and he had never known that a woman’s skin could be so soft. Even when the woman was more dangerous than an Arrow. Selenka’s claws weren’t for show. She could’ve gutted him before he could react.

Ending his contact with her caused a physical reaction, his power crackling in his veins and his muscles tensing, but her wound was now coated with the gel. It looked no less red, but the pain should’ve already begun to dull. The thought did nothing for the strain knotting his body—because she was still hurt. And he had helped cause that hurt.

Ethan’s jaw clenched as he forced himself to move away from her.

Changeling soldiers had taken both assailants from the hall while he’d been doing first aid, and medics called in from a nearby hospital were checking on the collapsed. Aden had also appeared in the hall, no doubt alerted by one of the Arrows who’d been outside during Ethan’s blast.

Ethan? The mental signature of the current leader of the squad was cool and controlled.

It was also a voice to which Ethan would respond; he’d made that decision when he first saw Aden and realized the other man was close to him in age. Logic alone told him there was no way Aden Kai could’ve ever been one of Ming’s pet torturers.

Aden had told Ethan other relevant facts about the changes in the squad, but Ethan had wanted only one thing: the names of the men and women who’d come inside that pitch-dark room and tried to break a boy who wouldn’t speak. Even in the gray, that knowledge had had meaning to him.

As did the fact that Aden had kept his promise and found Ethan the data.

From the list of seven names, only Ming LeBon remained alive. As squad intel had confirmed the former Councilor was being stealthily hunted by an American pack of wolves who appeared to want to crush his empire before they tore him to pieces, Ethan had laid down his blades for the time being.

That Ming LeBon, a man used to power, would lose it all before he died, that had struck him as ice-cold justice. Should the wolves fail in their quest, however, Ethan would be waiting in the shadows with a blade of light that would cut the former Councilor to tiny pieces that Ethan would then feed to feral hogs.

The ferocity and specificity of the thought caught him unawares but only for an instant. He embraced the black fire of it, deciding vengeance was better with emotion as he replied to Aden, I saw the threat. I neutralized it. Going down on one knee, he put his used glove in a biohazard destruction bag, then riffled through the rest of the first-aid kit. No fatal harm.

Report understood. Aden’s voice held a depth Ethan had never before felt but that suddenly made him certain he was missing the full meaning of that outwardly straightforward statement. What is your status?

Abilities at fifty percent charge.

No, Ethan. Aden waited until Ethan glanced up; the squad leader’s dark eyes met his across the room. Are you injured?

Ethan realized that was tactical information, too. No. Ming’s silent weapon remained as functional as it had ever been—not whole, Ethan hadn’t been that since he was six years old, but functional. Do you need me to neutralize another threat?

No. I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t been hurt. More foreign depth in Aden’s words, tones Ethan couldn’t comprehend. We’re family, Ethan. And family looks after one another.

Ethan didn’t reply.

Rising with an antiseptic seal in hand, he opened it out with care; the seal would protect Selenka’s wound from infection until she could get to her healer. Well aware by now that she was conscious of every action in her vicinity, he offered no verbal warning.

She didn’t stiffen when he began to press the transparent seal into place around the wound, so the numbing gel had to be working. Once the wound was sealed, he picked up her torn T-shirt but realized at once that she couldn’t put it back on without stretching and possibly exacerbating her wound. Picking up the jacket instead, he held it out. She slipped one arm, then the other into it without looking back.

The sound of her doing up the zipper was fast and crisp.

“The numbing effect will fade within the hour,” he said. “You should get to your healer by then.”

Both Selenka and the bear alpha stared at him.

Selenka raised an eyebrow. “You always interrupt big, scary changelings who could eat you in one bite, zaichik?”

Ethan was fluent in Russian, but he still wasn’t sure if he was translating the last word correctly. Because he thought it meant “little rabbit.” Possibly, it was a predator-to-assumed-to-be-prey interaction.

Shrugging that aside, he said, “If necessary.” Ethan knew fear was an emotion, but it wasn’t one with which he had any familiarity. “I believe, given my muscle mass, I’d be fairly unappetizing in any case.”

The bear laughed, big and loud and with a warmth that crashed against Ethan like a wave in a near-physical way, but Selenka narrowed her eyes.

“You should watch this one, Selenka,” the bear said, before he turned to go to where his lieutenants were stirring awake.

“Should I watch you?” Selenka’s question held a wolf’s growl … alongside a glint in the eye that didn’t appear to be aggressive at all. “Are you a threat?”

“Yes.” Lying to the only person in his entire life who had saved him was out of the question. “We should talk after this.”

Selenka closed her fingers around his chin, the contact light even as she sliced out her claws. The glint was gone, to be replaced by a deadly ruthlessness. “If you are a true threat to me or mine, I will tear out your throat and walk away with your blood on my claws—and in my mouth.” She brushed one claw over his lips. “But if you’re not … well, zaichik, then we’ll play.”

Inside him, the dark heat coalesced into an ignition point that flared to searing brightness, its tendrils spreading in a wave of color and heat and pain. The door to the cold place didn’t slam shut. No, it was obliterated from within by the tendrils that wove out around the frame, as liquid gold as Selenka’s eyes. He watched her with unyielding focus even as shards of white-hot agony thrust into his brain.

Ethan had chosen.


The Architect

Scarab Syndrome: Sudden increase in psychic abilities paired with erratic behavior, possible violent outbursts, hallucinations, and/or memory loss. Refer all possible cases immediately to Dr. Maia Ndiaye at PsyMed SF Echo.

If subject is already violent and out of control, utilize the emergency codes listed below to request urgent teleport assistance.

—Code Red medical alert sent by PsyMed Central to medical facilities worldwide (April 25, 2083)

The Architect of the Consortium considered the achievements and failures of her brainchild to date. She had formed the Consortium to destabilize the world, so that she and those she had handpicked and positioned with tactical precision could then take advantage of the lack of stability.

It had been a good plan, and she had achieved a measure of success.

However, in the overall scheme of things, she had to accept that she had failed. The formation of the Trinity Accord, the cooperation agreement signed by major elements of all three races, had made it far more difficult to sow discord that led to fragmentation. People talked to one another now, or called up a bigger player to do the talking on their behalf.

Not all, but enough.

The problems in the PsyNet had made the situation even more challenging. She couldn’t risk further destabilizing the psychic fabric on which the entire Psy race relied for survival—without the biofeedback provided by the PsyNet, even she would die in a matter of minutes.

It was a fundamental of psychic biology.

She had to back off on anything that threatened the psychic network—at least until she had a solution in place that would mean the survival of a large percentage of Psy. Genocide wasn’t good for business, wasn’t good for power.

The odd massacre could help maintain control, but she saw no value in ruling over a decimated world. She wanted to rule a powerful, operational world. Only then would it mean anything. Ultimate control had been the endgame all along, the others in the Consortium pawns to get her to the throne.

The Architect leaned back in her chair and looked out the window of the retreat where she came to think and plan, but she saw nothing of the idyllic landscape beyond, her gaze turned inward. It was time for a new plan, a new strategy. Those who survived and thrived didn’t cling to failures; they cut off those failures like diseased limbs.

First, she took stock of her resources.

She still had a number of strong pieces in play, people in positions of power hidden in pockets no one expected. It was a gift she had, pinpointing those who could be twisted and turned and used.

As for active Consortium operations, she’d permit a critical few to play out, see what they yielded. Most, however, she’d mothball—along with many of those running the ops. Not all her surviving pawns would be happy with the Consortium’s change in direction, but that could be handled.

A dull throb pulsed in her left temple as she returned her attention to her desk and the datapad on which she’d been making notes. She ignored the throb; it was a minor irritation and she had work to do if she was going to salvage her brainchild. The first thing was to reconsider her goals.

Did she still want to rule?

Yes.

Being a powerful civilian was not her natural state.

Who did she want to rule?

Now, that, she thought, leaning back in her chair again, was an interesting question. Dominion over one race was far different from dominion over all three. The latter had never been achieved in the history of the world.

It was a goal worthy enough for the Architect. She had been stuck in old ways of thinking before, had only gone for the small, shiny goal. But all great leaders and visionaries had to grow into their path. The Consortium idea had been a worthy stepping-stone to prepare her for what was to come: she would gain control of the world … then she would reshape it to be her greatest legacy.

No one would ever forget her name.

Chapter 3

Tracker successfully deactivated.

(Personal note: You make the decisions, Aden, but are you sure about this? The patient’s psychological profile gives me cause for concern.)

—Dr. Edgard Bashir to Aden Kai (March 2083)

The Arrow hadn’t stopped watching Selenka since they last spoke.

It should’ve been irritating, but turned out she didn’t object to the scrutiny. The man made both woman and wolf ravenous. Especially as he continued to watch her that way after she’d shown him her claws—he either felt no fear or was a lunatic with zero self-preservation skills.

Because Selenka would gut him if it came down to it.

A desire to eat him up like the rabbit she called him didn’t mean he was safe from retaliation should he prove to be a snake in the nest. Though, yes, she would be disappointed. It had been a long time since she’d reacted so viscerally to a male. Like most changelings, she wasn’t shy about intimate skin privileges—such contact was a part of life, and in her case, necessary to control her wolf’s aggressive instincts.

Alpha wolves weren’t exactly shy, retiring types.

Her wolf snorted at the idea of it.

For the past six months, however, that wolf had turned away from even close friends who’d offered to assuage her need. It didn’t want just the physical, and neither did the human side of her. Inside her was a need that was an ache.

“Ah, cucciola, such a hole you have inside you. It will swallow you up if you are not careful.”

Words spoken by a fairground fortune-teller when she’d been a teenager.

The angry girl she’d been had laughed it off, but the woman she’d become often wondered if the “human” fortune-teller, draped in her scarves and skirts, had been an F-Psy who’d escaped the watchful eyes of the PsyNet. Because Madame Zostra with her heavy Italian accent and flamboyant sparkling rings had been right.

Selenka wanted more. What her grandparents had. What she saw between her lieutenants Alia and Artem. Gods protect her, she even envied Valentin. The bear had found a mate of whom any alpha would be proud.

This primal attraction she felt for the Arrow was a far more raw thing—but it had wakened the slumbering need in her with a vengeance, reminding her that she wasn’t only an alpha wolf.

She was an alpha wolf who liked men.

Hot, sweaty skin privileges with this deadly stranger sounded perfect.

Especially if he continued to give her that baffled look when she called him zaichik.

Her lips quirked, but it wasn’t amusement or primal sexual attraction at the top of her mind. It was the seasoned consideration of a woman who’d been the leader of her pack since her twenty-fifth birthday. Why would he tell her he was a threat? A clever ploy to set up a double cross? It made little sense when he’d already begun to win her trust by saving her life.

Setting that question aside for later, she walked over to join Valentin, Silver, and Aden Kai. Together, the four of them were the security committee for this cursed event, though Aden often delegated to two of his senior Arrows—Cristabel Rodriguez and Axl Rye.

The impetus for the delegation was the same reason Kaleb Krychek had stayed away from anything to do with the symposium aside from offering the Es this hall. “My priority is the PsyNet,” he’d told Selenka and Valentin when the three of them met to discuss the proposed gathering. “I have to control any major ruptures before they turn into breaks.”

Thanks to information shared with the signatories of the Trinity Accord, Selenka knew that, except for a small number of defectors, all Psy needed the PsyNet to survive. It had to do with some type of psychic feedback. But the massive network was failing. Two weeks earlier, twenty-five people in a rural region of Laos had dropped dead where they stood when the Net failed in their area with such suddenness that even Kaleb couldn’t repair it in time.

Now Selenka saw faint lines of tiredness on Aden’s face, knew the disintegration was accelerating. The leader of the Arrows was also Kaleb’s partner in sealing up the breaches in the PsyNet. “How are things in the Net?” she asked this man who was the quietest alpha in the room, but no less deadly for it.

Aden just shook his head in response.

Ivy Jane Zen reached them a second later. The sun-brushed cream of her skin taut over the bones of her face and her pupils dilated against the copper of her irises, the president of the Empathic Collective said, “We’ve identified the assailants as members of the Collective. Neither’s particularly active in the group, but each appeared stable.”

The shorter, curvier woman thrust a hand through her hair, disordering the soft black curls. “My designation is not meant to be violent.” A shaken tone. “I don’t understand this.”

“That is not quite correct,” Silver replied in that crisp, businesslike way of hers, her cool blonde hair a sheet of light down her back, not a strand out of place—and her confidence in her own power an unassailable truth.

Selenka had always liked Silver, back from when the other woman had been Kaleb’s aide. How the extremely sane and pragmatic telepath who had efficiency down to a science was mated to a bear, Selenka would never understand. She’d drunk five vodka shots in a row when she’d heard the news.

“According to my information,” Silver continued, “empaths can be violent in self-defense and in defense of those for whom they care.”

Selenka scowled. “Who would either E think they were protecting here?” Folding her arms, she fought not to look over her shoulder and pin the pale-eyed Arrow with her gaze. Because from the way her nape prickled, he was definitely still staring at her. If the man wasn’t careful, her wolf would start to take his attention as a threat.

Her sheathed claws pricked at her fingertips, her wolf sliding against her inner skin.

Paradoxically, that same wild heart found his refusal to back down attractive as all hell. This was not a man who’d flinch when faced with the primal reality of her. She would not see fear in his eyes if she let go. Dark embers glowing hotter in her stomach, she added, “That gas bomb would’ve killed everyone in the hall—assuming it’s lethal?”

“Still being tested,” Valentin rumbled, his bear in his voice even if his eyes had stayed human. “Aden’s people are probably going to be the fastest at getting back a result, but I’ve sent a sample to my own team, too.”

The damn bear might be one of the most aggravating people in Selenka’s existence, the sure source of the rogue gray hair she’d found the other day, but he understood certain things. One of those was that Selenka wasn’t yet at a level of comfort with Aden Kai that would permit her to take his report at face value; yes, the Arrow had created the Trinity Accord, but he remained a stranger to her. A stranger from a psychic race that had done her pack a lot of damage over the years.

Excruciating as it was to admit, she trusted Valentin on matters like this. One thing you could say about bears: they didn’t do manipulation or subtle game playing. It was all out in the open, and once they agreed to any kind of alliance, they’d be loyal to it unless the other side broke their faith.

Selenka could work with people like that. Even if they drove her insane.

Because wolves didn’t break promises, either. Selenka didn’t break promises.

“I don’t have any answers.” Ivy Jane shook her head, the vivid orange of her fine wool sweater a pop of sunshine in the cloud that hung over the hall but her voice holding confused pain. “The symposium is a good thing for Es. It’s the first time we’ve been able to meet as a large group. The sessions and talks are about sharing knowledge, discussing breakthroughs, and making friendships beyond our local groups.”

Selenka was caught between the urge to snuggle Ivy until the E felt better and the instinct to growl at her. Empaths were often as idealistic as pups, stars in their eyes and a belief in the innate goodness of people. Many had no self-protective instincts. It was enough to push an alpha into adopting the whole lot of them just to keep them safe.

Just as well the Arrows had already done that. Probably for the same reason.

“It’s a good thing that Ethan was here.” Ivy Jane swallowed. “I don’t think anyone else could’ve stopped a massacre with almost no harm.”

Ethan.

Tasting the name, Selenka couldn’t decide if it fit or not. “He’s one of yours,” she said to Aden, more to see if she could get any further information on the Arrow than because she had any doubts about his status as a member of Aden’s squad.

“Yes.” Aden’s tone made it clear no other information would be forthcoming.

Selenka had to respect him for that; an alpha protected their people.

Stirrings around them, as more and more of the fallen began to wake. Separating without further conversation—there was nothing to discuss until they could interview the two assailants—the five of them moved to help where they could. The paramedics had already carried out the attendees with broken bones or who’d taken knocks to the head.

She’d just crouched down to help up a dazed E when the hairs on her nape stirred, her nostrils flaring as she caught a brightly cold scent. Brutal sexual attraction or not, there was something about Ethan … something that didn’t fit, an intensity that was a scrape of claws against her skin, a resonance that made her want to haul him close and just listen until she figured him out.

“Two broken wrists and a wrenched shoulder,” he said on reaching her. “No major head injuries.” He sounded as if he was reciting a grocery list, but inside her, her wolf lay down with its head on its paws and closed its eyes. And regardless of her awareness that he wasn’t quite right in a way she couldn’t pinpoint, her mind painted a vivid picture of her lying naked and sated in bed just listening to him talk.

She wasn’t the only one who noticed him, either. The other changelings nearby who’d caught his voice had all looked up, heads cocked and expressions appreciative—especially after they caught a glimpse of the speaker.

Selenka smiled at them.

The smart ones became interested in other things. Two bears tried to stare her down, but she was expecting that and held their gazes without blinking until the man and woman both dropped their heads with low, complaining grumbles.

Her wolf was very clear: Ethan was hers to play with—or to punish.

That wolf’s fur brushed against the inside of her skin again as it stretched luxuriantly, happy now that it had marked its territory, made its claim clear. It wanted a closer sniff of this Arrow who had labeled himself a threat and described himself as damaged.

We’re all damaged in one way or another, Selenushka.

It was BlackEdge’s senior healer, Oleg, who’d spoken those words to a distraught fourteen-year-old Selenka. She’d been a wounded child then, was a grown woman now, but Oleg’s words remained apt. Damage meant nothing except that the person had lived life and taken a few knocks along the way.

After dusting off the empath she’d been helping, she sent him on his way and turned to Ethan. Pale eyes locked onto her own with a focused intent that had her wolf growling softly in her chest. “Careful, zaichik,” she whispered, touching clawed fingers to Ethan’s chest. “I’m not an E. I bite. Hard. And you’ve told me that you’re a threat.”

The Arrow took a step closer, allowing her claws to prick him through his uniform.

No fear. No hesitation.

Her breasts tightened, her thighs clenched, but Selenka was no green pup. “Skin privileges with you might be delicious, but this attraction won’t protect you if you’re a danger to those I’ve sworn to protect.” She dug her claws in deeper. “Will you come as sweetly if I’m about to rip out your throat?”

Eyes not moving from hers, the Arrow angled his head.

Selenka’s wolf lunged to the surface.

Chapter 4

Discipline, Selenushka. Discipline. You’re already too powerful a wolf to strike out or react without thought. Today, you almost took off a packmate’s arm in a fit of anger. Tomorrow, you may claw out someone’s throat. With discipline, you are an asset to the pack. Without it, you are a liability.

—Alpha Yevgeni Durev to his granddaughter, Selenka (12)

Selenka leaned hard on the self-control it had taken her years to develop. Passion and emotion were her greatest strength and greatest weakness—as alpha, her pack adored her for loving them so ferociously, but the flip side to that was a stormy temperament that had turned her into a brawler as a teen.

Blin! She couldn’t believe her wolf had nearly lost control that way. She had to be more touch deprived than she’d realized. Well, she’d take care of that with this Arrow who offered his throat to an alpha wolf without fear—but she’d do so after she’d figured out whether he was a foe under the skin, and handled her responsibilities to the symposium.

Stepping away from Ethan, she caught an E who’d staggered to his feet but was none too steady. The empath, his eyes huge and guileless as a pup’s, dropped his head against her shoulder while wrapping his arms around her. Selenka didn’t hesitate to put her own around the heavily built male, stroking his trembling back. Empaths aroused the same protective instincts in her that she felt around submissive members of the pack. They were so damn helpless.

“You’re fine,” she said in a firm and reassuring tone.

He cuddled harder into her. Wolf sighing, she hugged him tight and nuzzled his hair—and narrowed her eyes at Ethan when he stirred as if to haul the E away. He’d get a swipe of claws across his pretty face if he tried. But he had brains, this Arrow, enough brains to stay in position until the E in her arms finally calmed enough to wander away to join a knot of other Es.

“You’re an alpha wolf.” Ethan’s voice wrapped around her. “Why did you permit such encroachment into your space?”

“We don’t usually eat helpless Es.” It’d be like kicking pups. “A good alpha knows when to hug and when to dole out a dressing-down.”

Ethan’s expression gave nothing away, but he said, “Why am I compelled to you?” He didn’t sound disturbed by the compulsion. “I want to put my hands on your skin, want to taste you.”

Another man may have come across as flirtatious or trying his luck with those words. With Ethan … it was cold, factual, unvarnished. The man wanted to strip her bare and put his mouth on her and he didn’t understand why.

But those unembellished words, in that voice …

Her wolf strained against her skin. If she hadn’t been aware Psy couldn’t influence changeling minds in such a way, she might’ve suspected telepathic coercion. “I have no answers for you except that sometimes, the body wants what it wants.”

Eyes hot with a need that burned dark and deadly, he said, “Would you like to have our discussion now? So you can decide whether to kill me or … allow me to indulge this compulsion.”

Selenka’s eyes went to his throat again, a strong column against the black of his uniform collar. That raised collar wouldn’t protect him from wolf teeth—especially when he didn’t want to be protected. “No. We’ll do that in private.” There were far too many big changeling ears here, and whatever Ethan had to tell her was specific to her—or he would’ve told her while she was with Valentin.

A growl built in the back of her chest as her wolf fought her in a way it had never before done. It wanted Ethan, and logic and reason be damned. Wrenching it under control with teeth-gritted will, she took another look at the Arrow across from her. He was watching her like he wanted to hunt her down—but she felt no sense of threat.

Because the cold Arrow looked as feral as she currently felt.

Whatever this was, it wasn’t an attempt at psychic manipulation. It was chemistry so violent that it had laid waste to both an Arrow’s and an alpha’s control. “Talk about something else,” she ordered, her voice harsh. “Tell me about your telekinesis. In as much technical detail as possible.”

“The theory is that I move and reshape available light.”

“Does that mean you don’t have the ability in a lightless room?”

A stillness fell over him. And she knew. Knew. He had survived a room without light … and he hadn’t put himself there. Because how better to control a man whose power was linked to light than to deny him fuel for that power?

Blood boiling, she sliced out a hand. “Never mind.” She would not expose Ethan here, in this place where others might overhear; some wounds were private, to be shown only to those you chose. “I see another E who looks lost.”

The woman all but burrowed into her. Ethan, meanwhile, stopped to assist a fallen empath to his feet. Selenka had met the teenage cardinal earlier that day, after he walked over and asked her about the colors in her hair. His own was cut close to his skull, the curls tight.

“I saw a boy with stripes shaved into his hair,” he’d said afterward. “I’m considering it. Ivy is my guardian at present, and she authorized it but said I had to be sure since my hair will take time to recover.”

Now the teenager blinked at Ethan. “I can’t see you.” His voice shook, his ebony skin devoid of its usual glow.

“I’ll call a paramedic to check your vision.”

“No.” The teenager grabbed his arm. “I can see you, but I can’t see you … No, wait.” A deep frown. “You’re not gone. You’re … lost. Don’t fade. Don’t throw away the broken shards. You just need glue.”

Releasing a motionless Ethan, the E patted him on the arm before weaving his way over to Ivy Jane Zen, who enfolded his taller form against her and pressed a kiss to his temple.

Selenka knew the boy had likely been rambling and confused, but his words had raised the tiny hairs on her body. Especially since she knew the young cardinal was training directly under Sascha Duncan, the most experienced E in the world. The teen was a power.

Ethan stayed silent, his expression glacial … and his eyes never moving off her. Then she was alone again, and he was walking toward her.

Don’t throw away the broken shards.

Her wolf took advantage of her absorption in the mystery of Ethan and, desperate in a way that made no rational sense, lunged so powerfully inside her that she slammed up against him, one hand on his chest and their gazes locked as the air punched out of both of them.

He clasped her hips with strong hands, holding her close. The primal heart of her reached out for the shattered heart of him and a cold, brilliant, paradoxically light-fractured darkness exploded into her mind.

His eyes went black in front of her, his fingers digging into her.

But he didn’t attempt to shove her out.

And her wolf, possessive and unbending, staked its claim, was claimed in turn.

Heart thundering and breath shallow, she stared at Ethan. His skin was dotted with perspiration, and she could see his pulse thudding in his neck, the rhythm erratic. Inside her moved a cold light that tasted of the night, chilling her veins and whispering of wrongness. Too jagged, too broken, the bond filled with static.

“This isn’t supposed to happen.” Harsh words that scraped her throat.

“What?” His eyes were pure black. “Why can I—” A shake of his head. “There is a presence inside me.”

“Do you want it out?” If he did, this was an even worse disaster than she’d believed.

“I don’t know.” The words were flat. “What is it?”

Conscious of her packmates having gone predator-still around the hall, Selenka battled to modulate her face and voice.

“Me,” she rasped, her vocal cords raw from a cry she’d never uttered. “That presence is me. We’ve …” She bit back a growl. “It’s like we’ve mated, but the bond doesn’t feel right.” A heavy fog lay between them, murky and thick and littered with jagged edges that made her wolf snarl. “I can’t sense you in the way a mate should.”

Ethan didn’t move, didn’t blink.

Selenka stepped back, breaking the physical link between them. “Don’t ask me to explain it. This isn’t how the mating bond is supposed to come into effect—we’re meant to dance, to court each other, to know each other.”

Ethan was a stranger to her … a stranger who didn’t fit inside her. She’d been around enough mated pairs to know this bond was catastrophically wrong. Rather than fitting her like a lost half, Ethan was serrated darkness inside her, raising her wolf’s hackles.

And yet, the wolf gripped on to him with teeth and claws, its possessive need dark in Selenka’s veins. She wanted to mark him, wanted to take him.

“You burn,” Ethan ground out, closing the distance between them until they were separated by a bare inch. “Fire scalding my veins. I want more.”

Sucking in a breath at the naked want of him, her own need a craving unlike any she’d ever before experienced, Selenka looked around. Margo was the one who caught her eye, the shock in the senior lieutenant’s eyes a spread of amber against pupils of jet black. Selenka’s closest friend was ready to intercede, ready to go for Ethan and draw blood.

Selenka gave a tiny shake of her head, and—after a taut pause—the lieutenant turned away. Other packmates would follow Margo’s example. Only BlackEdge’s most senior people here would’ve even realized what had actually happened. And none of them could help Selenka navigate this bond that shouldn’t exist.

“Whatever has occurred, it wasn’t because of psychic coercion,” Ethan said, his eyes still obsidian and his body a wall of muscled heat right up against her. “Such coercion isn’t possible with changelings.”

Selenka clenched her hand, released it with conscious care. “This isn’t a Psy thing.” Even with the light-fractured night of him, the bond was too primal, too much a thing of teeth and claws. “We’ll talk about it later—I can’t think right now.”

Caught between snarl and satisfaction, need and reason, she focused on the mate she’d gained without warning. “How are you doing?” The sudden intimate connection had to be even worse for an Arrow.

“I’m still in the PsyNet.”

It took a minute for his meaning to penetrate her fuzzy brain. “Good,” she said, the cold starlight of him brilliant and broken inside her. “Are you stable?”

“No.” Jerked breaths, out of time and out of sync. “I need—” He stared at her, and she could almost see him fighting for the words to describe that need.

He didn’t have the vocabulary, but she did.

“Govno!” Grabbing his hand, she hauled him out of the closest door and strode down the hall until she found a small unused room. She walked in, kicked the door shut behind them both, then turned and pushed him up against the door. “This is what you need.”

Gripping the hair at his nape in a fist, she pulled down his head to her own.

The kiss was all
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