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Taking the leap from the corner of the shed roof where she’d been crouched, hiding, Rory hit the ground with all fours, running as hard as she could.  Her heart thundered against her ribs.  She could see Nash in her peripheral vision coming in fast, crouching his wolf’s body in preparation for his attack.  As he lunged toward her, fangs fully extended to grip her scruff just above her shoulder blades, she twisted beneath him, turning her head to grab hold beneath his exposed throat, crocodile rolling and throwing him off her in a blur of fur and limbs.  He fell hard on his side, his yelp of pain causing Rory’s mouth to form a wolfish grin as she cast a fleeting glance in his direction before swinging her head round to keep her speed and focus as she regained her momentum.  She rounded the corner of the medical building by skidding sideways then straightened; lowering her head and streamlining her body to gain as much speed for the homestretch.  For just a split second she thought she’d made it and let her shoulders relax, her head lifting slightly when out of nowhere, Gregor’s massive clawed hand slammed down hard on her back.  Shit!  She hadn’t seen where he’d been hiding.  Pain exploded in Rory’s body as a high-pitched yelp was involuntarily torn from her; she snarled, twisting free as she instinctively shed the wolf’s skin and took on her true Therion beast form.  The split-second transformation loosened Gregor’s hold on her and with a harsh growl she threw her arm up to stop the second of his paralyzing blows, grabbing his thick arm and twisting it savagely until she heard the satisfying sound of bone breaking and he cried out.  In a flash she was on him, climbing up over his back, grabbing his neck in a chokehold with her sharp claws poised meaningfully against his throat where his jugular was exposed.

“Say Uncle!”  She snarled into his ear with her lips drawn back fully exposing her inches long teeth; hot breath huffing against his skin.

When he only remained silent, she dug her nails into his flesh, feeling the warmth of his blood wetting her fingertips.  “I said, say Uncle dammit!”

“Uncle!  Uncle!  Sweet fuck, woman!  Uncle!”

Rory extracted her claws and slipped down off Gregor’s back as Nikolai approached from the deck of the medical building where he’d been observing the show and tossed her a dark robe to cover herself.  She caught the robe and shucked it on, by the time she was tying the sash, her Therion beast had given way to her human self.  She grinned up at the three men who now stood looking down at her; two of the expressions were full of blatant shock, one could be likened to paternal pride.

“She’s a bloody savage!”  Gregor cocked an eyebrow at Nikolai as he caught the cloth tossed to him and wiped the blood from his neck below his goatee.

Nash was nodding his head emphatically.  “I thought she was going to rip out my throat!”

Gregor huffed.  “Mine too.”

“Told you I was ready,” Rory announced to all three, flicking her long hair over her shoulders with smug confidence.

“It appears you were right.”  Nikolai smiled proudly down at her.

Rory blushed under his approval.  It wasn’t every day a girl got to audition for the Alpha’s perimeter guards.  In fact, Rory was the first.

“I don’t think it was necessary to break my fucking arm,” Gregor grumbled, holding the fractured limb out from his body so that he could allow the change to heal him.  In a matter of seconds his arm was as good as new...the bone anyway...the muscles would be sore and stiff for a bit longer.

Nash laughed, recovering quickly from his own near-death experience, patting Gregor on the back.  “There, there old man, it must hurt something awful to have your ass kicked by a girl.”  

Rory chuckled at the vicious look Gregor hurled at Nash for the insult.  For a man already past his hundredth birthday he still had the good looks, body, and build of a man in his early thirties, and the stamina of one even younger. 

“I didn’t see you manage to even get your teeth into her; at least I caught her.”  Gregor smirked.

Nikolai winked at Rory.  “It seems you have bested the best,” he said approvingly.

Rory lowered her gaze.  “Not the best, Nikolai, as I have not bested you.”

Nikolai inclined his head at her compliment, his smile broadening.

Nash and Gregor shook their heads in disgust.  

“Look at him,” Nash said.  “Gets to have all the girls flirt with him cause he’s the Alpha.”  He bunny-eared his fingers in the air.

Gregor harrumphed.  “Wonder what his Alphamate will think if she finds out.  Think we should tell River?”  He winked at Nash.

“Let’s.”  Nash grinned devilishly.

Rory’s face turned deep pink at their teasing.  

Nikolai took pity on her.  “How about you two imbeciles stop behaving like sore losers and congratulate the newest member of the guard.”

Rory lifted her gaze at that, looking Nikolai directly in the eyes. “You mean it?  I’m in?”

He grinned down at her.  “You passed all the tests.  Seems to me you deserve it.”

“Yes!”  Rory whooped loudly, jumping up and down.  She accepted the huge bear hug from Gregor and then one from Nash.

“Looks like we’ll be celebrating at the tavern tonight after all.”  Nash said. 
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“First round is on me!”

Rory raised her arm to signal the barmaid, Elaina, but Nash was already shaking his head, along with the rest of the guys who were pulling out chairs around the table.

“Newbies drink for free,” he informed her.  “One-time deal only.”

Rory laughed.  “I better take advantage then.”

Elaina and two other servers arrived in moments with jugs of beer and glasses; Elaina came back again with a tray of shots.  “This is compliments of the house, to celebrate the new guard.”  She winked at Rory who grinned her appreciation as the tray was slid onto the table.

All the men claimed a glass and held them up above the center of the table.  “Here’s to the newest member, Rory Donovan Savage!”  They all chimed together, clinking their glasses.  Rory had to practically climb on the table in order to reach to clink her glass, gaining a few good-natured laughs from the guys—it was a well-known fact that she was the smallest member of the clan.  Tiny but mighty, as Nash often called her.

Growing up in a clan full of shape-shifting Therion wolf-beasts was hard enough, but being the shortest one there—five-foot-four to be exact which was still less than five-seven in beast form—and the only female born in decades so surrounded by guys during most of her childhood school years, it was no real wonder that Rory was a bit rougher than most girls her age might be.  Oh, she still knew how to be a lady; her mother, Felicia, had seen to that, as well as the sielos draugus Alphamate, River—Nikolai’s wife—and her sister, Thoryn, who was married to the Alpha’s younger brother, Mikhale.  They had schooled her well in maintaining her femininity in a world where men outnumbered the women ten to one.  The result was a twenty-four-year-old young woman who knew how to shape an eyebrow to perfection, rock a pair of tight-fitting jeans, and was fully capable of de-throating someone without so much as chipping a perfectly manicured fingernail.  She was small but fast, feminine but strong and flexible, had the proverbial nerves of steel and, with long wavy hair the color of an Alaskan sunset and a pair of huge, innocent-looking pale-blue eyes fringed in thick dark lashes and set in a softly rounded face, the most unassuming assassin the clan had in its arsenal.

Rory gazed around the table now, at the dozen or so men who had been off-duty tonight and able to celebrate her becoming one of them.  It had taken years of hard work, training, and gruelling tests to get here, but these were now the men who she would fight beside.  The men she would protect the clan’s people and lands with.  And maybe, like her father, the men she would sacrifice her life for.  The thought made her sit a little taller, straighten her shoulders just a little more.  Being a guard meant being prepared to give her life to protect her people—something her father had believed whole-heartedly in; apart from her and her mother, the safety of the clan was the most important thing to him.  He had been a guard from the time when Nikolai’s father was Alpha.  

“He would be proud of you.”

Rory lifted her brows in question at Gregor’s softly spoken words.  “How did you know I was thinking about my father?” she asked in surprise.

Gregor shrugged one muscled shoulder and lifted his beer mug to his lips, hesitating before taking a deep chug of the frothy liquid.  “You always get that smile and thoughtful expression when you think of him.”

Rory watched him swallow and smirked.  “I suppose I do,” she admitted.  “You’re right.  I think he would be proud.  He supported my decision to study the martial arts even though he knew I ultimately wanted to become a guard.  He even encouraged it, telling me there was nothing I couldn’t do if I put my mind to it.  As a result I’m probably the only werewolf alive with a black belt in just about everything.”

Gregor groaned.  “Werewolf,” he spat the word, eyeing her with mock disgust.

Rory rolled her eyes.  “Oh please.  It’s not like it’s a dirty word!  You’re going to have to get used to the new modern lingo someday you know.”  She eyed him shrewdly.  “I’d wager half the women you tumble with are closer to my age than the Alphamate’s!”

Gregor nearly choked on his next mouthful of beer.  “Guard or not, the topic of my sex life is not a discussion I’ll have with you... nor will I be accepting advice on my language tolerances.”

Rory laughed; she enjoyed teasing Gregor immensely and knew by the smirk that he was attempting to control at the corner of his finely bearded mouth that he was enjoying it too.  She was more than aware that the term werewolf was not to be used in polite Therion society.  It depicted a rather obscene creature salivating drool with no real ability to think beyond the lust for fresh meat and howling at the full moon.  A Therion beast was a much more elegant creation of Nature.  Sure, it could be terrifying, but so could a Poodle if it came at you with teeth exposed and gnashing!  She recalled the stories Nikolai often told her as a child, about the immortal, Utnapishtim and how, during the time of creation, the gods blessed his children with longevity and the power of the apex predators as reward for his unquestioning loyalty.  In the earliest civilizations Therion beasts such as Anubis and Wepwawet had been treated and worshipped as gods, temples and pyramids had been built for them, sacrifices made to appease their appetites.  Of course, it didn’t take long for the idea of eating human flesh to become frowned upon—that happened around the same time that it became necessary for Therion beings to hide their true forms behind their human masks.  Hunting humans became known as cannibalistic behavior since Therion beings and human beings shared the same DNA for the most part—even living amongst humans until they reached sexual maturity and gained the ability to shift—laws were created to abolish the practice and punish anyone who disobeyed.  Nowadays, a Therion would no more harm a human than they would a wolf.

“Careful, Rory, if you rile Gregor up too much he might wolf-out...you know how easy it is for old guys to lose control,” Nash winked, sending a sly, teasing grin at Gregor while a few of the other men at the table attempted to hide their chuckle.

“Fuck you,” Gregor shot back.  “I can still kick your ass.”

“Just apparently not Rory’s,” Nash shot back to the open hoots and hollers of the men. 

Apparently, the story of her victory today had already made the rounds.  Rory grinned into her cup.    Even Gregor had to concede to Nash that he had one up on him.  Rory grinned, pushing her glass toward Nash when he offered to refill it after he’d topped up his own.  She was just lifting her mug to her lips when her cellphone began to vibrate.  She frowned, reaching to pull it from her pocket.  Gregor’s and Nash’s phones began vibrating as well.

“It’s Nikolai,” Gregor said, the first to see his phone since it had been on the table beside his beer.  “We have to go.”
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Rory entered Nikolai’s private study led by Gregor and Nash.  This was only the second time she’d been here.  The first time she’d come to beg him to let her try out for the guard.  It had been only days after her father had been killed on a mission with the Dominai to infiltrate a compound—one of many they later learned—which was being used to experiment on suspected paranormal beings, including Therion beings.  She’d been grief-stricken, angry and desperate to avenge her father and getting on the guard had meant becoming a warrior like him.  

Rory pushed the memory from her mind.  She took her place beside Nash and waited quietly for Nikolai to explain why they had been summoned.  No one questioned the Alpha...it simply wasn’t done.  With her eyes slightly downcast she watched him move to a bar on the far side of the room where he poured shots into four glasses.  He turned then, carrying two in each hand and passed one to each of them.  Rory accepted hers wordlessly, taking her cue from Nash and Gregor.  Sipping from his own glass, Nikolai moved toward the window, propping his shoulder against the frame in a relaxed pose that belied the power and tension in his lithe body, his eyes glittering with predatory light as he looked out toward the northern sky.  

“We’ve found another facility.”

Nash expelled a harsh breath.

“Where?”  Gregor asked, his voice nearly a growl.

“Labrador.”

“Canada?  When do we leave?” Nash asked, his teeth clenched.  

Rory could feel the tension permeating from him.  She wanted to offer him some form of comfort but knew he wouldn’t appreciate it.  Even though he’d been the one to comfort her when her father had died.  Nash was a brick wall of isolation when it came to be needing other people; Rory had found that out the hard way, back when she’d mistaken his kindness toward her as romantic interest.  The wound to her ego had been momentary, thank goodness, but deep, nonetheless.  

But she understood why Nash was the way he was.  She was only an infant, days old really, when Nash showed up in their territory, an adolescent boy, all alone, half starved and nearly mad with uncontrolled shifts, but her mother and the Alphamate River had told her the story...mostly to discourage her from developing anything more than a passing crush on him.  Nash had been a beauty, even then, scrawny and malnourished as he was.  Therion men were attractive to be sure—raw animal magnetism at its finest—but Nash’s beauty surpassed even that.  Even now.  That beauty was flawed, however, because of the ice shielding his heart.  Nash’s parents had been taken months before he showed up in the Alaskan territory by the same agency that had killed Rory’s father years later.  A year after Nash’s arrival, the Dominai—which were the senior counsel members who were tasked with protecting the Therion people from exposure amongst humans—launched their first attack on the first facility compound where Nash’s parents were discovered to have been brought.  The result wasn’t good, many Therion were killed...including Nash’s parents.  He had been without them for two years by then...having finally found them only to lose them forever had destroyed something inside of Nash. 

“It’s not that simple Nash,” Nikolai was saying.  Rory turned her attention to the men in the room.  “It’s taken us a long time to pinpoint this location.  They’ve been getting better at hiding.  There have been reports that something is luring Therion to the area but then they go off the radar, completely disappearing, and we can only assume it’s because they are getting caught.”

“What could be luring them in?”

Nikolai’s jaw tightened.  “That’s the problem,” he said, grimly.  “What force could lure a Therion anywhere?”  

Both men seemed stumped, frowning.  Rory rolled her eyes, meeting Nikolai’s.  “A mate...or the prospect of one would lure most without regard to personal safety,” she offered, casting a look to Gregor and Nash that said their intelligence was lacking.

Nikolai inclined his head.  “Very good, Aurora.  But it’s unlikely there would be multiple lures and both Therion of either sex have been reported missing... so, what kind of mate would lure in both males and females?”

Rory’s eyes widened but it was Gregor who answered, his voice a harsh growl.  “Sielos draugus!”

Nash swore harshly and turned from them, one hand raking his long hair back from his forehead.

Rory’s mind kicked into overdrive.  She knew very well what a sielos draugus was—Nikolai’s wife, River, and her twin sister were both one—though they were the only ones Rory had ever seen.  The existence of sielos draugus were so rare that it was believed that only a one in one million chance of a mating between a human and a Therion resulted in a live birth of one.  When it did occur, the child—born human—became noticeably part Therion at the time of sexual maturity when the aging process became dominated by the Therion gene.  Their scent changed, making them extremely appealing to unmated Therion—which was likely why they were referred to as the soulmate of a werewolf though they were unable to shift, holding only a human form for the duration of their very long life; they were able to mate-bond and shared the psychic link with their Therion mates.  It was also true that sielos draugus were able to produce full Therion-shifting offspring of both sexes equally, where as Therion to Therion mating usually produced male children—and only one or two at best with females—like Rory—born only on rare occasions.

“Right now it’s only a theory, but it’s the most plausible explanation for what’s been happening,” Nikolai said, bringing Rory’s mind back to the present.  “We have no idea if this actually is a sielos draugus, or if the sielos draugus is aware that they are being used as bait.”  Nikolai downed the remainder of his whiskey and placed his glass on the desk; he turned to level them all with a look that bespoke the seriousness of the matter at hand.  “That’s where you all come in.”

Rory perked up now, eager to be a part of something this important.  She felt Nash move beside her again and chanced a glance up at him, noting the solid set to his jaw.  

“If the Dominai make a move toward Labrador, it’s a high risk that Radcliff will see it coming,” Nikolai said, referring to the agency’s lead scientist and madman, Alexander Radcliff.  “We don’t want another disaster like what happened six years ago.”  Nikolai met Rory’s gaze now, his own softening.  She inclined her head, accepting the fact that he was referring to the incident that cost her father his life.  “Likewise, if a couple musclebound giants wander into town, it’s likely to gain unwanted attention—Therion tend to stand out, especially if Radcliff is actively luring and looking.  On top of that, if this is a sielos draugus we are dealing with—neither of you men are mated, making you vulnerable to the lure.  That’s why I’ve asked you here, Aurora.”  Her gaze shot up again.  “We can send Gregor and Nash close to the territory where we believe Radcliff to be set up, but we need someone to get closer...someone unassuming, offering little threat—at least appearing that way,” Nikolai smirked, and Rory preened at the compliment.  “We need someone to find out if we are, in fact, dealing with a sielos draugus or if there is something else luring our kind to the place.”

“How will we be able to keep Rory protected?”  Gregor demanded, sounding like he didn’t like this plan at all.  As Captain of Nikolai’s guard, he had always been her greatest supporter, wanting to see her realize her dreams, but he was also her fiercest protector.

“Mikhale will get you close to where we believe the facility is located but keep you far enough away to avoid detection.  There is an old wildlife station near the Quebec border that is no longer in use.  You can set up there.  We’ll have the Dominai outfit Aurora with communication devices that can go undetected as well; that way she can keep in touch to update you on her progress and call if she needs help.  The Dominai will also have a faction in Montreal ready to move on your command, Gregor.  Mikhale and I will be with them, awaiting your word.” 

“I’ll do it.”  Rory made up her mind instantly.  This was her chance to get face to face with Alexander Radcliff, the man responsible for her father’s and Nash’s parents’ deaths—not to mention the countless other Therion lives he had destroyed for the sake of his research.  She understood the danger of going in close.  She knew there was a risk that Gregor and Nash might not get to her in time if she needed help.  But this was the reason she had trained so hard and she wasn’t about to let the opportunity to bring Radcliff down slip out of her grasp.

Rory felt Nash watching her.  He’d been quiet for so long now that she’d nearly forgotten he was there.  “Are you sure about this?” His warm brown eyes searched her face, but she couldn’t read their expression.  “You know the risks.”

Rory met his gaze dead on.  “I’ve been waiting six years to get the chance to take out Radcliff,” she told him, and her voice didn’t give away any of the venom she felt for the scientist.

“You can’t let emotion guide you,” he told her quietly, “you need to close the door on that and think logically about each move.”

Rory tipped her head slightly.  “Is that what you do Nash?”

Now Nash dropped his gaze and looked away.  “It’s what I’ve taught myself to do.”

Rory reached for his hand then, gave it a soft squeeze.  “I can do this.”  She didn’t have any doubt.
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“Absolutely not!”

Rory rolled her eyes at her mother’s outburst.  Felicia shook her dark head and waved her hands at her daughter.

“Not happening, Aurora.  I lost your father to that man; I will not lose you too!”

Rory gently grasped her mother by both arms and looked up at her.  “Mom, I’m a guard now, it’s my duty,” she reasoned.  “Our people are being captured and tortured while we sit here in this beautiful—safe—territory and go on picnics and, play video games and, socialize with our friends—our people are suffering!  And I have a chance to stop that.”

Felica’s eyes beseeched her and Rory had to harden herself, so she didn’t show weakness.  She knew how much this was going to hurt her mother.  Losing her father had nearly destroyed her.  “We never even had a body to give him his last rights,” Felicia’s voice broke and tears welled in her blue eyes.

Rory wrapped her arms around her mother and hugged her tightly.  “I’ll do everything in my power to come back to you, Mom.  I promise.”

Felicia sniffled and hugged Rory back.  “You better.”  She pulled back and brushed the hair from Rory’s face.  “David would be so proud of the woman you’ve become.”  She smiled and the sadness in it nearly broke Rory’s heart.  “I imagine I still hear him; you know.  Calling out to me...telling me he’s sorry for leaving me alone.”  

“Oh, Mom...” Rory hugged her mother again and waited until the soft sobs had left her body before pulling away to pick up her knapsack.

The backdoor opened and her mother’s friend, Thoryn, accompanied by the Alpha’s mate, River, stepped into the cabin.  “It’s okay, Aurora, we’ll stay with your mom,” River said as Thoryn came over to wrap Felicia in a warm hug.  “Gregor and Nash are waiting for you at the hangar.”

Rory smiled her thanks to the two women and reached up to kiss her mother’s cheek, hoping it wasn’t for the last time but when she smiled and waved goodbye she didn’t let any of the doubts show on her face.  Just like Nash had told her to do, she was putting those weak emotions behind her now.  She was a warrior, an Alpha’s guard.  She might be the smallest member in her clan—maybe even the entire Therion world for all she knew, but that was an asset in and of itself.  Alexander Radcliff would be expecting giants to come for him...but when she came instead...he wasn’t gonna know what hit him!
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