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Chapter 1

 


New Florida
Territory

 


Gerard Draco marched down
the brightly lit hallway, scowl in place as he hurried toward his
destination. He was a Beta, a top-notch enforcer,
not a babysitter for
weaklings and brats. He stopped and rapped sharply on the door. His
ears could pick up the sound of a piano being played. He gritted
his teeth. If he had to kick down the door, there would be hell to
pay.

He raised his fist to bang
on the door when it was jerked open and his irritated gaze was met
by the bored expression of the beautiful young woman before him.
Violet Spritz was a looker and knew it. Boys flocked to her and
tried to earn her favor. Gerard personally felt she was little more
than a spoiled brat in desperate need of some harsh
discipline.

Violet eyed him and
sniffed in disdain. “Yes?”

Her bored tone rubbed
Gerard the wrong way and he contemplated slapping her. He checked
the impulse and opted for a neutral expression. “Our Alpha wishes
to see you.”

“Really? Well, I don't
need to see her. Tell her to call me when she gets a clue.” Violet
reached for the door to close it.

Gerard's hand lashed out
and slammed the door back, wrenching it away from the surly young
woman in front of him. “Sorry to disappoint you, Violet, but when
the Alpha commands, you will obey. You will come peacefully or I
will toss you over my shoulder, kicking and screaming. Makes no
difference to me.”

He let her see the threat
in his eyes. She snarled at him and barged by and out to the
hallway. He grunted with satisfaction at her ungracious
acquiescence. Gerard let
her take the lead, content to stay behind her. It allowed him to
keep his cool and not strangle the ungrateful teenager. He did a
lot of things for his Alpha, but dealing with Violet was at the
limit of his tolerance.

They entered into the
large receiving foyer. Gerard passed Violet and came to a stop five
feet from the raised dais. He bowed.

“My Alpha, I have brought
Violet to you as requested.”

“Thank you, Gerard. That
will be all.”

“Yes, my Alpha.” Gerard
straightened, backed up two steps and left the pair
alone.

The door closed with a
loud click and Violet glared at the woman seated on the dais.
“Really, aren't you getting tired of summoning me here for
pointless talk?”

The woman laughed, clearly
amused by Violet's words. Violet scowled.

“Oh, come now, Violet.
Really, do you think I like wasting my time speaking with
you?”

Violet stiffened and
fought to keep her face from betraying the sting of the Alpha's
words. “Alpha Zina, I apologize for being such an
inconvenience to
you. Maybe if I bother you so much, I can move to another
house.”

“Touché. Your mouth will
get you killed one day, but today is not that day.” Zina rose and
came down the dais to stand in front of Violet. She slowly walked
around her.

Violet tensed, preparing
herself for anything. Lately, Zina had become more physical and was
prone to lashing out at anyone for the slightest offense. She
didn't feel like being on the receiving end of one of the Alpha's
furies.

“You're very pretty. Make
sure you use it whenever you can. Remember, men are tools to be
used and discarded. Don't get entangled with them, lest they use
and lose you.”

“My Alpha, you have warned
me about them before. I have followed your advice. I do not need
more reminders. I am not a child,” Violet pointed out, aggravated
with the disrespect.

“No, you're not,” Zina
growled and backhanded Violet.

Caught off-guard, Violet
was knocked on her butt. Stunned, she stared up at Zina's enraged
expression. She froze, too scared to move.

Zina reached down, wrapped
her fingers in Violet's hair and hauled her upright. Violet
swallowed a yelp of pain and did not protest the rough
treatment.

“Now,
Beta, I expect
you to maintain pressure on the target. Do not ease up. If you can
prove your competency, then perhaps there is a chance I will pick
you for my elite Beta group. Fail me, and you won't have to worry
about Omega status.”

Violet nodded. She
understood. She had no wish to cross this Alpha.

“Good girl.”

Zina released her and
Violet stayed down. She didn't move until she heard Zina's receding
footsteps. With an angry growl she stood. She wouldn't put up with
this for much longer. No, soon she would make her move. It was her
moment and it was time for old-timers like
Zina to step aside.

Violet straightened and
stalked from the room.

 


~***~

 


Rebel Compound

Pensoftkey, New Florida
Territory

 


A tawny puma lounged on
the branch and watched as the guards, clad in gray uniforms, herded
the captured men and women into the containment trucks. The battle between the two groups had raged for at least an hour
before coming to a halt. The losers had changed back to human and
surrendered. The victors did not celebrate their victory; rather,
they appeared grim.

The puma yawned and
blinked, its bright brown eyes glowing in the early morning light.
The last of the captives were loaded and the containment trucks
drove back toward the city.

Impatiently, the puma
twitched its tail back and forth before stretching. It rose, yawned
and nimbly climbed higher up the tree. The puma took its time
maneuvering through the branches of the trees that took it several
miles north of the people it had spied on.

The puma came to a stop,
peered down at the ground and leaped from the tree, landing on its
feet. Parked a few feet away was a rough terrain vehicle. A lanky
young man leaned against it with an impudent expression on his
face.

“You cut it close, you
know, Sis,” he groused before pushing off the vehicle.

She yawned and gave the
young man a smug look. He didn’t flinch, merely rolled his eyes and
opened the back door. She strutted by him and jumped inside. He
shut the door and climbed in the front.

“Did you get what you
needed, Talia?” He glanced up at the rear-view mirror.

The puma no longer sat
there. In its place was a raven-haired teenager, who pulled a shirt
over her head and into place. She ran her fingers through her hair
before answering him.

“Yes, Daryl, I got it all.
The Council cleaned house and Zina’s dead.”

He sucked in a breath.
“Are you sure?” he demanded.

“Quite sure, Big Brother.
Now, the question is, who is going to tell Violet that she’s now
Alpha?”

Daryl blanched, his
fingers clenched around the steering wheel.

“We’re not telling anyone
yet. Let’s wait until the Council announces Zina's demise and then
we’ll figure out something.”

“Anything you say, Big
Brother,” Talia purred.
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Chapter 2

 


Invarnash, New
Florida

Friday, 6 pm

 


Laylah Le Croix stared at
her reflection and grimaced. Only a month ago she thought her life
was going to end at the hands of a madwoman. Even now, the whole
incident felt surreal.

It didn’t help that her
caretakers, Jacques and Naiya, changed the subject any time Laylah
tried to talk about her abduction. In the beginning, they would
avoid the topic. If Laylah pressed the issue, she was immediately
banished to her room. She was frustrated with the adults in her
life and the lack of communication.

Why couldn’t they
understand that what she wanted most was closure? A lot had
happened leading up to the kidnapping as well as what that crazy
Were, Zina, had done to her. Yet, many questions remained
unanswered.

Why had Zina been obsessed
with Father? How had she known Laylah’s mother? What was Father
hiding? And of course, Laylah couldn’t forget about Donil. What was
his part in all this? Why wouldn’t he tell her the truth about his
relationship with her family?

The one thing that Laylah
had learned from her kidnapping was caution. She used to trust
without question. That was going to change.

“Laylah! Hurry up or you’ll
be late!”

She winced at the volume of
Naiya’s irritated voice.

“I don’t even want to go,”
Laylah muttered. She ran her hand down the front of the violet,
strapless dress Jacques had insisted she wear. She didn’t like it;
not that it mattered.

The hard knock on the door
startled her. Laylah whirled and saw Naiya’s furious expression.
She immediately dropped her head. She was in trouble. She heard
Naiya’s angry huff and looked up.

“What on old Earth are you
doing, Child?” Naiya crossed the space between the door and
Laylah’s dresser so fast that Laylah backed up.

She wasn’t fast enough to
avoid Naiya’s hand, which wrapped around her wrist in a vise-like
grip. She almost struggled, but quickly checked the impulse. She
had noticed the subtle changes in Naiya in the last few months.
Gone was the smiling, happy woman Laylah knew as a child. Instead,
an angry, sullen caretaker remained. Laylah didn’t know what to do
or how to act around the woman she once viewed as a
mother.

“I’m sorry, Naiya. I was
hurrying,” she whispered and lowered her
gaze.

For a brief moment, Naiya’s
grip tightened and Laylah thought her wrist would break from the
pressure. A whimper escaped her mouth and Naiya let go.

“Come! You do not need to
add tardiness to your list of sins!” growled Naiya.

“Yes, Naiya. I’m sorry,”
Laylah apologized again and kept her tone meek. She hoped that
Naiya’s mood improved soon!

With a curt nod, Naiya left
the room and Laylah followed, unhappy with the whole
situation.

She walked down the ornate
staircase, which served as a reminder to her of Father’s status and
prestige. She would gladly have traded it all for a different life.
Not that her wish would come true any time soon.

At the base of the stairs
stood Jacques. Laylah glanced at his face and tensed. He looked
upset. What was going on?

“Jacques, I’m sorry,
I...”

He cut her off with an
abrupt wave of his hand. “Less talk, more walking.”

Laylah bit back her
response and followed him outside to the limo. She got in and spent
the half-hour drive fretting about her caretakers’ behavior and
this unexpected dinner invitation from Father.

The Buen Provecho in Silver
Springs was a five-star restaurant with an exclusive guest list.
Only the rich, the elite and the famous graced its interior.
Everything about it was glamorous, elegant and, highly
intimidating.

“Laylah? Laylah, pay
attention please.”

Jacques’ voice intruded on
her turbulent thoughts. She sat up and looked at him through the
open partition window.

“Yes, Jacques?”

“Laylah, please remember
that tonight is important. This is the first time your father has
allowed you out in the last few weeks. Do your best to behave and
don’t give him reasons to ground you again.”

“He doesn’t need a reason,”
she muttered.

Jacques’ angry expression
made her cringe and she clamped her mouth shut.

“Laylah, you will respect
your Father’s authority for as long as you reside under his
roof.”

She resented the reprimand.
How many times had she heard this speech? It always ended the same
way. She decided not to argue. It wouldn’t change
anything.

“Yes, Jacques.”

She knew she hadn’t fooled
him. He was too observant. Yet, he was also kind. Well, he used to
be. Now, he was harder on her and watched her constantly. She felt
smothered.

If only things could go
back to before…. No, those thoughts did no good. The things that
woman, Zina, had said, still haunted Laylah.

She forced her mind to be
in the here and now. Jacques had gotten out of the limo and opened
the door. He offered his hand and she took it, gracefully stepping
out. She didn’t see any reporters and was relieved. That was
another worry.

Her father’s genetic
research garnered a lot of media attention. As he neared completion
of his latest drug, the public’s curiosity about it and her
father’s personal life had grown. People knew she was his daughter,
but thanks to Father’s general dismissal of her, Laylah’s presence
was largely ignored. That suited her just fine.

Jacques escorted her
inside. The hostess greeted them with a smile and took them to the
private dining room. Laylah dragged her feet, her reluctance
growing into a palpable, stifling thing. Father had not taken her
out to dinner since last year’s dining disaster at the 911
Restaurante.

She swallowed hard and
tried to control her tremble of apprehension. She didn’t know the
reason for tonight’s dinner and that scared her. Father always had
some plan in mind, some goal for bringing her out in
public.

She almost screamed when
Jacques touched her shoulder. She barely managed to control her
expression as she turned to look at him. He wasn’t fooled, if his
scowl was any indication.

“Sorry, Jacques. Did you
say something?”

His fingers tightened on
her shoulder.

“This is not a game,
Laylah! Please treat this seriously. If you think of nothing else,
remember me and what I’ll be subjected to if you
misbehave.”

Her eyes widened at his
last remark. Jacques got into trouble if she did something wrong?
That wasn’t fair; yet, it sounded like something Father would do.
It angered her and melted any defiance. Jacques and Naiya were her
world. Father wouldn’t hesitate to take them from her. Laylah
lowered her gaze.

“I understand. I will not
embarrass you or get into trouble.”

Jacques grunted and
gestured for the hostess to continue to the table.

As they drew closer, Laylah
frowned. Her father was not alone. Another man was with him. She
didn’t recognize him at all. She wanted to ask Jacques, but thought
better of it.

She felt her father’s stare
and automatically sought her braid. She froze mid-motion and
recalled that Naiya had braided her hair, twisted it and pinned it
atop her head. There was nothing to grip. She chose instead to
interlock her fingers and took a steadying breath.

Jacques halted a foot away
from the table and Laylah stopped behind him. She felt strange. Her
heart started to beat faster and a jolt of fear raced through her.
Even her breathing had changed. She struggled with the unexpected
barrage of her body’s response. Confused, she missed Jacques’
introduction of her.

Her father’s stern tone
shook her free from whatever instinct held her.

“Yes, Father?” she
stammered while trying to regain her composure. Whatever had caused
those strange reactions was gone now.

“Why are you standing there
gawking? Sit!”

She felt her cheeks heat
and, without further prompting, sat down in the seat next to the
stranger.

“That will be all, Jacques.
Return at nine to get her.”

“Yes, Sir.” Jacques turned
and Laylah saw his frown.

It worried her, that small
gesture. It always meant bad news for her. She tamped down the urge
to fidget. She placed her hands in her lap and waited for Father to
address her.

To her surprise, he didn’t
speak and an uncomfortable silence fell. It was broken by the
arrival of the waitress. Laylah reached for her menu, but jerked
her hand away when their table guest’s hand brushed against
hers.

“Sorry!” she squeaked,
dropped the menu and put her hands back in her lap.

“Not a problem. It was my
fault.”

The man’s voice was deep
and Laylah shivered. She hunched in on herself. His voice reminded
her of thunder. She hated storms. She blinked and stared at the
menu that was pushed towards her. She kept her head down and pulled
it to her. Quickly, she scanned it and mumbled her
order.

Her father and his guest
placed their orders and silence returned to the table at the
waitress’ departure. She wondered if Father was going to introduce
his associate. She wasn’t going to ask the man’s name.

“Laylah, stop slouching and
sit up!” Father ordered.

She straightened, but kept
her head bowed. She could feel Father’s gaze. She wished she had
the courage to flee. Not that it would help. If her best friend,
Britta, were here, she’d tell a joke or launch into some story to
make conversation. Laylah didn’t have that talent. She was better
at being invisible. And right now, that talent wasn’t working too
well.

“Henry, put the young lady
out of her misery,” the guest chided her Father.

Her head came up and she
stared at their table companion. The man’s hazel eyes and assessing
perusal made her squirm.

Her father snorted.
“Laylah, this is my business partner, Dayid Yon. You will treat him
with respect at all times and answer truthfully any questions he
may ask.”

She blinked as uncertainty
filled her. She considered the unspoken threat behind Father’s
words. This man, Mr. Yon, was more important than Father was
saying. She hated Father’s double talk. He didn’t often employ it
around her, but she’d been taught the codes and their real
meanings.

Father was jealous of his
work and for him to have a partner was unheard of. Mr. Yon had
something her father wanted or needed. It was the only reason that
would force her father into an alliance.

“Yes, Father.”

Yon was staring at her
again and Laylah’s discomfort grew.

“Such meekness is
refreshing in a young person. You have trained her well,
Henry.”

Her father said nothing and
she burned with shame. Even when others complimented her, Father
felt nothing. It rankled that he had no pride in her.

Yon leaned toward her and
Laylah instinctively shrank back. She caught herself, too late to
change her reaction. She froze, wariness and caution melding with
her fear.

“It is all right. I’m not
going to hurt you. I merely wished to talk with you,” Yon stated
calmly.

She felt foolish and
dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry, Mr. Yon, Sir.”

“Ah, Laylah, my dear, Yon
is sufficient.”

She was flustered. Good
manners dictated formality, yet this man was instructing her to do
the opposite. She slid a covert glance at Father’s face, searching
for some clue, but found no help.

“Yes, Mr. Yon.”

Yon sat back and frowned.
“That will do for now, I suppose. Once you get to know me, I’m sure
you will relax and be less…formal.”

Laylah nodded, her eyes
focused on the table. She had a horrible feeling it was going to be
a long dinner.


Chapter 3

 


Pheasant Grove,
Silentshadow Lands

Saturday, 7:30
pm

 


The chill from the passing
night breeze ruffled Donil’s fur, but he didn’t mind. Feeling cold
always cleared his head. He was prowling the Silentshadows'
territory, looking for some semblance of clarity. He raced through
the grass and gloried in the feel of the dirt under his paws. His
fur blended well with the darkness of night. Not that Donil needed
camouflage. He was fully capable of defending himself.

Donil slowed and, with
ease, leaped into the nearby Bluewood tree. His claws came out as
he gripped the tree and climbed to his favorite perch. He sprawled
across the branch and stared up at the starry sky.

He wondered how Laylah was
doing. He felt like a wimp for not contacting her, but he knew why
he hadn’t sought her out. His pride had taken a beating in January.
He was supposed to be the one to save the day. But
instead….

He growled, angry with
himself for this latest bout of self-pity and guilt. He’d almost
lost the most precious person in his life because of his arrogance.
He couldn’t stop his mind from dredging up that particular painful
memory.

 


~***~

 


One month
ago...

Pensoftkey, Rebel
Compound

 


Nimbly, Donil raced toward
the building where Matt said Laylah was being held. He punched a
guard in the face who blocked his path. He didn’t wait to see if he
was followed. He entered and paused as he peered about. He held up
the DNA scanner, watching the screen before counting twenty blips
near his location. None were the green that represented Laylah’s
DNA signature. He frowned.

::Where are you, Laylah?
Help me find you.:: Donil wasn’t
surprised when there was no response. Laylah could pick up thoughts
sent to her but she couldn’t project any. “I have to try something
else,” he mumbled.

::Talking to yourself
won't help my niece, Kitty Cat.::

Donil growled and spun
around. He blinked, surprised at how close Stefan had gotten. He
frowned at the wolf. He felt Stefan studying him.

The wolf sneezed.
::Now, you’re getting it. You’re too absorbed
in the technology and not aware of your surroundings. Pay attention
to your senses, Boy. You’re an Alpha. Act like one. Use your
senses, all of them.::

Donil glared but decided
that pride needed to be set aside. He shut off the scanner and
focused completely on Laylah - her scent, her laugh, her face and,
most importantly, her mind. He stretched his dormant senses and
felt…connection!

::There! I feel her,
Stefan!::

::Lead the way,
Kid.::

::I’m not a kid! But I’ll
argue about that later. Let’s go!::

They traveled easily,
encountering little resistance, which made Donil wary.
::Something is wrong. Where are all the
interior guards?::

::I’m not sure. Be
cautious.:: Stefan urged.

::I’m not a novice.
Watch out!:: Donil shouted as several
blasts from a laser rifle came at them. He flung himself down and
toward the left wall.

Stefan snarled and leaped
to the right, pressing flat against the floor.

“Whew! That was close,”
Donil muttered at Stefan, who wagged his tail in
agreement.

Stefan growled.
::I smell Gerard’s men. I also smell Zina and
Laylah; they’re in the room around the corner. We have to get
through the guards first.::

“Well, if it isn’t the
Alpha pansy and the traitorous cur,” Gerard taunted. “How about we
settle this right now?”

Donil peeked around the
corner and considered their opponents.

::I take Big Mouth and you
take the rest?::

::Sounds good to me,
Alpha. Don’t do anything foolish. I can’t stand to see my niece
cry.::

::Don’t worry, Old Man,
it’s all good. Neither can I. One, two, three!::

Donil gave a ferocious yell
that was joined by Stefan’s howl of challenge. They charged the
enemy.

Gerard’s men flooded the
hall and headed for Stefan, completely ignoring Donil who went
straight for the grinning Gerard.

“Hello, Mr. Old and Slow.
Ready for a rematch?” Donil grinned.

“Bring it on, Kitten!”
Gerard snarled, leaped and changed into a dark brown wolf, the size
of a miniature pony. His jaw was open and sharp fangs glistened
with saliva.

Donil didn’t give Gerard
the opportunity to land near him. Instead, he jumped and shifted
into his panther form. He stood about a foot taller than Gerard’s
wolf. Sleek, black fur covered toned muscles and four paws of
wicked-looking claws.

They charged and collided.
The momentum sent them into a hard roll. Donil bit and clawed,
trying to get the upper hand.

::I’m going to declaw
you. Then for kicks, I’ll kill you, Little Kitty!::
Gerard vowed and lunged at Donil’s right
foreleg.

::Dream on,
Windbag.:: Donil swiped at Gerard, who
easily dodged the blow. He was getting nowhere like this and tiring
fast. He had to end the fight decisively.

They circled again,
snarling and growling. Suddenly, Gerard faked right and swiftly
spun left, opening a gash on Donil’s left flank. Donil hissed and
slashed Gerard’s muzzle.

The wolf howled and backed
away, his ruff standing up. ::Lucky
shot, Kitty Cat. It will be your last!::

::I’m not the one who
will die today.:: Donil had slowly
pooled his Alpha energy for one concentrated burst. If he hit
Gerard with it, he should be able to incapacitate the other male.
He was ready to send it when he felt a small amount of extra energy
trickle in and join with his own. It took a moment to recognize the
source. He hadn't known Stefan could do that. He would make sure to
thank him later.

::Play to win, Boy. Play
to win.:: Stefan ordered.

Donil bared his teeth and
let out a loud yowl that startled Gerard with its volume. Not
wasting time, Donil threw the collected power at his
enemy.

The blast manifested as
visible sound waves that slammed into Gerard, knocking him off his
paws and smashing him into the far north wall of the corridor. The
wolf fell to the floor with a sickening thud and lay
unmoving.

Donil grunted and shifted
back to human. He looked down at his left leg. The gash from
Gerard’s surprise move was bleeding and healing at the same time.
With a grimace, he wiped away the blood. “Good thing we’re near a
full moon. Otherwise I’d have to give up,” he muttered.

“Good job! Here.” Stefan
exited a nearby room and tossed Donil some clothes. “I don’t want
you to give my niece a heart attack.”

“What about you?” He
pointed to Stefan’s nude form.

“Me? I’m going wolf. She
doesn’t need to know me yet.”

Donil frowned, shrugged,
and put on the guard uniform. “Whatever. Let’s go.”

::Good-bye, my dream
prince.::

He froze at the sound of
Laylah’s voice in his mind. Never had he heard such despair and
loss.

::Laylah!::
His telepathic yell went unanswered.

Donil whirled around and
saw Stefan’s amazed expression. “You heard it too?”

“Yes, but it’s not possible
though. She shouldn’t…never mind. Go, two doors down to the right.
That’s where she is. I’ll be coming behind you to watch your back.
Be careful, Kitty.”

Donil smirked. “I will.” He
broke into a jog. ::I’m coming,
Beautiful. Hold on a little longer.::

He headed in the direction
Stefan had pointed, all the while opening his senses and casting
them out in a wide area. He felt her fear and he growled low and
menacing. He took out two more of Zina’s people and sniffed the
air.

He could smell Laylah, that
welcoming, pure scent. And then there was Zina’s stench. He
sneezed, shook his head and then slowly opened the door.

From his spot, he saw
Zina’s back and Laylah bound to a chair. This was his chance. He
easily squeezed inside the door without a sound and inched his way
left so that he could sneak up on Zina.

Laylah’s scream of pain
almost ripped a roar of challenge from him but, at the last moment,
he stopped himself. He couldn’t quite make his tremor of rage
disappear as he fought to remain controlled like Grandpa Hans had
taught him. Zina was hurting his mate. This could not, would not
continue.

He willed Laylah to be
strong as he took a step forward. Zina was babbling and Laylah
screamed again before she fell silent as Zina’s little speech
continued. He saw Laylah’s eyes widen and knew she’d spotted him.
Now if he could just take Zina out….

Without turning Zina spoke.
“Donil, my dear old friend. If you don't wish me to gut her, stop
moving. Why you thought you could sneak up on me is laughable.
Besides, her eyes gave you away. All that hope replacing my well
cultivated fear.”

Donil gritted his teeth.
Man, he hated that Wolf Bitch. He watched as Zina moved behind
Laylah's chair and draped herself over Laylah's shoulders making
sure to place the knife against his mate’s throat.

He snarled but didn't move
from his spot. Laylah's gaze stayed on him. His heart ached when he
saw the faith in her eyes and he almost came undone when she
mouthed, “I trust you,
Donil.”

“Well, Boy, I have a
proposition for you. Why don't we both enjoy the prey?”

Laylah stiffened and Donil
glared at Zina.

“I'm not like you, Zina. I
don't hurt and kill innocents,” he retorted.

Zina laughed and nuzzled
Laylah. “So high and mighty. Too bad the snot-nosed, fawning kid
grew up. Such a waste. Did you know, Donil, that I've tasted her
blood?”

He growled and took a step
toward them.

“Uh, uh. Wrong move,” Zina
taunted and nicked Laylah's neck. “Oh, lookie! The prey
bleeds.”

Laylah gasped. Donil,
enraged by Zina’s evil, glowered and shifted into a battle
stance.

“Stop hurting her, Zina!”
He ordered and opened his mouth to speak when he felt Stefan’s mind
touch his. He snapped his mouth closed and listened to what the
older male had to say.

::Boy, get her away from
my niece. I’ll free Laylah. You concentrate on your
opponent.::

::Don’t tell me how to
fight, Stefan, but you are right. I can’t do anything with Laylah
captive. Get ready.::

Donil blinked and spoke in
a reasonable tone hoping to catch the crazed Alpha off-guard. “Do
you think, Zina, that if you injure the girl, it will bring him to
you? Perhaps even make him beg for your love?”

Zina tensed behind Laylah,
the knife moving closer to her skin.

Donil didn’t stop speaking.
“He's incapable of loving anyone except himself and his money.
C'mon, you're better than that! Find a male who wants you, for
you.”

Zina's mocking laughter
filled the quiet room. “Ah, to be young again and so incredibly
naive. You know those with power don't have the luxury of fairy
tale endings. And if I can't have one, no one can. Enough talking.
Come, take me if you're able. Look, I'll even make it easy for
you.” She leaned in closer to Laylah's neck and murmured, “Pain is
a great incentive.”

“What? Ow!” Laylah shrieked
as Zina sank her teeth into her neck.

Donil couldn’t keep his
composure and let out an enraged bellow that mixed with Zina's
maniacal giggles. He charged and Zina moved from behind the chair
to meet him. They slammed into each other and went careening in
opposite directions.

“Stupid move, Cat Boy! Do
you think you can take out a Wolf?” Zina taunted as she
circled.

He didn’t respond, but kept
her in his sight. He watched her movements and was able to bear the
brunt of her next charge that would have knocked him off his feet.
She was even stronger than normal in this maddened state. They
continued to feint and attack back and forth. Donil would have
loved to shift and show her who was superior, feline or lupine, but
he couldn’t. Not with Laylah in the room. And so he and Zina
continued their deadly dance.

Stefan informed him
telepathically that Laylah was almost free. It was that one moment
of inattentiveness that cost him. Zina did a spinning kick and
knocked him backward. Donil hissed and fought to breathe. He was
pretty sure she’d broken one of his ribs.

He heard the familiar pop
and cracking of shifting and swung his gaze over to
Zina.

“Crap!” he snapped as he
watched her shift to her Werehum form.

::Change,
Alpha!:: Stefan roared at
Donil.

::Be quiet, Old Man!
Besides, I can't.::

::What do you mean, you
can't? Are you mad? Zina will kill you if you don't!::

::Laylah doesn't know I'm
Were. And I don't want her to find out this way. Get her out of
here, Stefan!::

::Of all the idiotic...!
Fine, I'll get my niece out of here.::

Stefan’s anger vibrated in their
telepathic link but Donil didn’t have time to placate the older
man. Zina was charging.

He dodged, sidestepped and aimed a
kick at her knees. If he could break a kneecap, they could all
escape. At most he was hoping to slow Zina down. He knew the moment
Laylah was free as her joy washed over him through their bond. He
smiled and missed Zina’s feint and reversal.

“Die, Boy!” Zina shouted
triumphantly and slid her claws home inside his abdomen. Zina
retracted her claws and pushed Donil backwards.

He heard Stefan’s mental
yell of denial. Donil staggered and went down, writhing in pain.
The fire racing from his stomach to the rest of his body was
debilitating.

“Never send a boy to do a
man's job,” Zina taunted and kicked his leg. “And you, Stefan, did
you really think I wouldn't recognize your scent? You're such a
naughty boy, trying to steal my prey. I'm going to kill you,
Stefan. But first, I need to get rid of this runt of a problem.”
Zina giggled and stabbed her claws downward toward Donil. “Yes!
Die, Boy!”

Donil’s last thoughts were
of Laylah. If he died, she would truly be alone.

“No!” Laylah screamed and he tried to
battle through the haze of pain clouding his mind.

He had to save her. He
heard Stefan's howl of warning and blinked, trying to focus on the
enemy. And then his heart almost stopped as he saw Laylah throw
herself in front of Zina.

“No,” he whispered but was
too late. She’d flung herself across him and the sound of Zina’s
claws ripping into his love’s flesh made him want to weep. Laylah
screamed and Donil’s soul screamed with her.

“Laylah!” Donil panted, too
injured to help her, his eyes glazed and unfocused.

“Shh, I'm here,” she
whispered.

He forced his hand to move.
If he could just touch her face….

Laylah was yanked off him
and spun around to collide with Zina's fist. He saw the blood spray
from her nose while she yowled in agony.

“Stupid, prey! How dare you
interfere! Now he'll pay dearly for your interruption!” Zina
slapped her hard.

Donil snarled but he was
fast losing consciousness.

“Why don't you die, you
evil bitch!” Laylah yelled and blindly lunged forward with a
dagger.

Time slowed and through his
fading vision he saw Zina's incredulous expression and Laylah’s
startled one. He could see that Laylah’s hand still gripped the
hilt of the dagger, the only visible part as the rest was buried in
Zina's right side.

Laylah started crying. “I'm
sorry! I'm so sorry, but I won't let you hurt him,” she whispered
and let go of the dagger. She stepped away from Zina.

Zina stumbled backward and
hissed, “This isn't over, whelp. You can all die
together!”

Laylah sank to her knees
beside Donil and he felt her fingers find his. He heard her
thoughts and tried to console her but he couldn’t stay awake. He
closed his eyes and fell into oblivion with the sound of breaking
things filling the air and the floor shaking beneath his
body.

 


~***~

 


The present...

Pheasant Grove,
Silentshadow Lands

Friday, 9 pm

 


Donil flung back his head
and screamed, his panther call echoing through the night air. He
didn’t care if his animal call scared away local wildlife. He was
an Alpha, a protector.

Laylah shouldn’t have had
to get as involved as she did. And Donil couldn’t forget the mess
Zina had made of Laylah’s back.

When Laylah had stabbed the
crazed female Alpha, Donil had been shocked. Yet, he knew the
impact it had on Laylah emotionally. And he was to blame for
tarnishing her spirit. And then, there was Stefan
McJeysen.

Donil was still angry with
the werewolf for not stepping in and saving Laylah from having to
get her hands dirty. What good was the older wolf as a guardian if
he didn’t guard?

Fortunately for the three
of them, the Were Council’s arrival and the eventual death of Zina
as well as the capture of her rebels had brought the whole messed
up affair to an end. It didn’t make Donil feel any better. He still
felt like a failure. Cowardice made him avoid his mate’s mind and
her dreams. He didn’t know if he could handle the accusation in
Laylah’s eyes. Or her anger.

Still unsettled by his
feelings, Donil climbed down and resumed his run from the emotions
plaguing him.


Chapter 4

 


Downtown Floyal
City

Midnight

 


Stefan McJeysen stood on
the corner of First and Main studying the Human crowds as they
scurried about. It was the weekend and they were out, searching for
fun, pleasure and companionship. He took a moment and inhaled,
tasting the various scents and relishing the information they
brought him.

Lust, fear, anticipation,
anger—so many flavors to sample. As a youth, Stefan had enjoyed
sneaking out and going into Human areas. He found everything about
them fascinating. He’d even dated a few. Yet, at the end of the
day, he knew he would never fit into that world.

He had what his mother
referred to as “wanderlust”. No matter how much he imagined
settling down and having a family, he’d get the urge to be on the
move. He indulged his feelings, much to everyone’s
dismay.

Even Zina, his ex-lover,
had hated that part of his nature. He was a lone wolf, always had
been. Now, however, the wanderlust was all but gone. And the one
thing he craved the most, desired above all else—family—was almost
within reach.

Stefan reached in his
pocket and pulled his vid-album. It contained a few valuable images
of those he cherished. The first was of one lost to him. The second
was his mother who lived in Tampah. And the third didn’t even know
he existed. Soon, that would change.

He stared for a moment more
at the image of his beautiful niece. Stefan hoped that she was
resting peacefully, safe and protected from any enemies.

“You know, you’re getting
slow, Old Man.”

Stefan didn’t bother to
look up. “Drayden, what did I tell you I would do if you called me
“Old Man” again?”

Drayden smirked. “Something
along the lines of ripping me apart and burning the
pieces.”

Stefan glanced up. The
Morales family members were known for their assassin talents and
for their arrogance. Drayden wasn’t as bad as some of his
relatives, which was a good thing. Otherwise, Stefan wouldn’t have
tolerated the mild disrespect.

“Why are you here?” Stefan
asked as he closed the vid-album and slid it into his coat
pocket.

“Searching for you, of
course,” Drayden mocked.

“Good, Boy. Seems the Cub
can follow directions.”

Drayden reacted to the
taunt with a deep, rumbling growl.

Stefan laughed and pushed
away from the wall. “You don’t want to start something you can’t
finish, Cub.”

They locked gazes and
Stefan forced Drayden to look away first. He didn’t have time for
whatever game Drayden was playing for the Council. “I’m outta
here.”

Stefan put on his hat. No
longer able to enjoy his human watching, he started for the side
street that would take him out of downtown and toward the river. He
ignored Drayden who silently followed behind. He knew what that
meant. The Were Council needed another job done, one they thought
he’d do for the right price.

He wasn’t going to get
sucked into Council politics again. He was finished with that whole
group.

“Go away,
Drayden.”

“I think not, Old Friend.
Besides, Stefan, I believe you really do want to hear my
message.”

Stefan halted. “No, I
don’t.”

Drayden laughed. “Stubborn
as always, Omega.”

Stefan stiffened. He’d only
recently regained status after being in exile for thirteen years.
Growling, he turned and faced his friend.

“What does the almighty
Council need now?”

“Have you heard of the
Jaksenville Alpha, Dayid Yon?”

“Only in passing,
why?”

“Your brother has been seen
in Yon’s company.”

“So? Henry probably has
some business deals going on with Yon. I don’t know what this has
to do with me. It’s not like I have any control over my
twin.”

“The Council knows that,
Stefan. What they are seeking is information or any insights into
why Henry would associate with Yon.”

Stefan shrugged. “Don’t
know, don’t care. Is that all?”

“Well, I might have
overheard something else useful,” Drayden hedged.

Stefan crossed his arms and
waited. He knew his polar bear companion liked to play “outlast
your opponent.” It was one of Drayden’s more annoying
traits.

“Earlier this evening,
Henry met Yon at the Buen Provecho.”

“Still don’t see what this
has to do with me.” Stefan was bored with Drayden’s grandstanding.
“If you have a point, make it.”

“They didn’t dine alone.
Your niece was there.”

Stefan blinked and didn’t
stop the savage growl that rose. He saw Drayden back up and shift
his hands into massive polar bear claws.

“Easy, Stefan. Keep it in
check.”

“Drayden, was she
harmed?”

A short pause followed by a
calm “no” soothed for a moment Stefan’s inner wolf. He regained
control, but worry for Laylah’s safety was forefront on his
mind.

“No more than usual,”
Drayden amended. “According to our human spy, Henry berated her a
few times, embarrassing her. Yon said nothing. He appeared to be
assessing Henry’s and Laylah’s every action and word.”

“It makes no sense. Henry
has never taken Laylah to his business dinners before, has he?”
Stefan demanded.

Drayden shook his head.
“That’s why the Council’s interest was piqued. Henry is a creature
of habit. For him to deviate, well, it is cause for concern and
closer inspection.”

“That’s what the Council
wants? For me to spy on my twin?” Stefan sneered.

“Don’t act all high and
mighty. You already do it, so why not benefit from it?”

Stefan let his eyes shift
to wolf amber as he took one step at a time toward Drayden, who
froze. Stefan saw the other man’s expression. Drayden had realized
his mistake and the knowledge gave Stefan pleasure.

Stopping only a foot from
the polar bear, Stefan shifted his hands and loosed his claws.
“Watch that tongue, Cub. Next time you might lose it.”

“Sorry, Wolf. That came out
wrong. I know you don’t spy.” Drayden held up his hands. “Lady
Isabella offers you a move in rank from Omega to Gamma if you can
discover and confirm what Henry and Yon are up to.”

“Gamma? Wow, bet your uncle
Javier threw a fit.” Stefan smirked as he imagined the elder polar
bear’s face at that particular announcement. He had to give Alpha
Isabella Santos credit. When she went all Dominant, she did it with
style and force. She was lethalness wrapped in a petite
package.

“Well, Old Friend, the
offer is only good for tonight. What do I tell Lady
Isabella?”

Stefan hated to appear like
he was capitulating easily, but it was unavoidable. Laylah needed
protecting and he would take whatever steps necessary to secure his
niece’s happiness.

“Tell her we have a deal.
This time, I’m doing things my way.”

“Understood, Wolf. Take
care of yourself. I have to give Lady Isabella your
response.”

“Be careful, Drayden. And
next time, take longer between visits,” Stefan warned as he slid
his cap over his head and walked away to the sound of Drayden’s
chuckle.

 


~***~

 


Drayden watched Stefan walk
away. Poor Wolf, he didn’t know what was in store for him if he
failed. The ear comm rang and Drayden answered it with a curt,
“Beta Drayden here.”

“My dear Beta, how did it
go?”

Like always, Drayden felt
fear and lust rise whenever his Alpha, Isabella, spoke. He cleared
his throat.

“He was stubborn at first,
as usual, but then I mentioned Laylah. He took the assignment. Are
you really going to raise his rank if he succeeds?”

“Why? You worried?” she
purred.

Drayden shivered. His
Lady’s mood was dangerous. He decided to be cautious. “No, my
Alpha. You should be aware that not everyone is happy about
Stefan’s rise in status. They also do not like that you keep giving
him redemption opportunities.”

“My dear Beta, you worry
too much. I control the Council. They will obey or die. It is that
simple.”

Drayden didn’t believe
that, but wisely decided not to correct her.

“Now, Drayden, I want you
to come home. I have need of your services.”

“Yes, my Alpha.” Drayden
closed the connection. He stared off into the distance. Maybe he
should start to make some plans of his own. Things were shifting
within the Council, and old bears like him couldn’t afford to be
caught up in the crossfire.

He took one last look
around at the throng of humans. Without a backward glance, he left
for his vehicle. Must be nice to be oblivious.


Chapter 5

 


Invarnash
Mansion

Saturday, 8 am

 


The early light of dawn
filled the room, yet Laylah found no joy from it. She lay in bed,
her gaze on the ceiling while her thoughts raced and scattered
about.

She continued to be baffled
by her inclusion in last night's dinner. Her father had never
allowed her to dine with any of his associates, business partners
or friends. So what had changed?

The whole situation had
been awkward. And that man, Mr. Yon, had made her feel
uncomfortable. All throughout dinner he had stared at her. When he
wasn't staring he would try to talk to her. Not that there was
anything wrong with talking. It was the fact that he made sure to
touch her hand or arm each time he spoke, that had made her
tense.

Laylah knew that her father
was aware but he'd done nothing. She shivered. Ever since that
crazy werewolf female had held her hostage, Father's attitude
toward her had changed.

He was still harsh and
didn't visit, but, unexpectedly, he had sent for her to come to a
different restaurant than what she was familiar with. Laylah hadn't
spoken during the visit for fear of arousing Father's ire. He said
nothing except to order the meal and to give Jacques the time to
pick her up. She had felt the stares and was miserable the whole
time.

She lay in bed for a few
more minutes before reluctantly getting up to shower. She shelved
her thoughts about last night's dinner for another time. The smell
of Naiya's cooking filled the air and Laylah dressed quickly. Her
stomach growled and she laughed. Grabbing her backpack, she left
her room and paused at the top of the staircase. Waiting below was
Jacques.

She took her time going
down and stopped, her eyes on Jacques' face.

“Good morning.” She knew
her voice sounded hopeful and she couldn't help it. Father wasn't
the only one who had changed after last month's disastrous
events.

“Laylah, good morning.
Naiya has breakfast ready.”

She wanted to scream at her
guardian. She couldn't stand his formal tone and attitude. No
joking. No smiles. Only serious and stern expressions and words.
She missed the old Jacques.

“Yes, Jacques.”

Laylah obediently followed
him to the kitchen. Inside, the bright yellow walls lifted her
mood. She smiled at Naiya, the head cook and housekeeper, at the
Invarnash mansion.

“Good morning,
Naiya!”

“Good morning, Laylah. I
heard your belly growling and thought I'd make your favorite
breakfast.” Naiya pointed to a chair. “Please, sit.”

Laylah was disappointed
when Jacques didn't join her. Instead, he took up a position by the
door. She sighed and glanced down at the plate Naiya placed before
her. She inhaled and savored the smells of the food, but then
frowned. She stared at her food. The biscuits and ham she
recognized, but what was the yellow stuff? Laylah sniffed at it.
Puzzled, she pushed the plate away.

Naiya walked over and set
down a glass of juice. “Problem with the food?”

“Uh, no...well, yes. Naiya,
I smell eggs but I don't see them. And what's this stuff?” Laylah
pointed at the steaming pile of yellow goo.

Naiya laughed and Laylah
glared.

“I don't see what's so
funny, Naiya.”

“That yellow food is
eggs.”

“No, eggs are not yellow.
They're green,” Laylah insisted with a glower.

“I know you like green eggs
and ham, but the grocer swore that yellow eggs were very
fashionable on Old Earth and that they are starting to become
popular here. I thought, why not try something new?” Naiya put her
hands on her hips and stared Laylah down.

Unhappy, but not willing to
challenge Naiya, Laylah took a bite. Not bad, but it didn't have
the familiar spicy taste of green eggs.

“Good girl.” Naiya patted
her on the head, smiled and walked to the sink.

Laylah gritted her teeth.
Naiya was treating as if she were a pet. Angry but unable to do
anything about it, Laylah forced herself to finish the eggs. She
hoped it wouldn't make her sick. She pushed her plate away and
stood.

“Jacques, I'm ready to go.
Don't want to be late.” Laylah picked up her backpack.

“Drink your juice,” Naiya
reminded her.

Laylah looked at the glass.
“I'm not thirsty.” She moved from the table and was almost to the
door, when she found her way blocked by Naiya.

“Don't make me repeat
myself, young lady. Drink
your juice.”

“Naiya, really, I'm not
thirsty. I'll pass.”

Naiya put her hand on
Laylah's shoulder and squeezed hard.

Laylah yelped, “Naiya!”
Shocked by her caretaker's aggressive behavior, Laylah went still
beneath the housekeeper’s grip, her gaze full of confusion and a
hint of pain.

“You will drink it.
Now!”

She flinched. Naiya's
expression was...She gulped and slumped, lowering her head. Naiya
released her and stepped back.

“Yes, Naiya. I'm sorry. Of
course I need to finish my drink.” Laylah returned to the table,
grabbed the glass, and downed the juice. She glanced over at Naiya
as she put the empty glass down.

Naiya smiled. “Have a good
day at school.” She shooed Laylah toward the door and an impassive
Jacques.

Laylah made good on her
escape from the kitchen with a silent Jacques in tow. She didn't
waste any time getting in the limo. During the drive to school,
Laylah pondered Naiya's aggressiveness. It was extreme, even for
her caretaker. She shifted and felt pain rip through her right
shoulder. She pulled her shirt a little off her shoulder to get a
better view and gasped. A large bruise in the shape of Naiya's
fingers had already formed.

She couldn't help it. In
appalled fascination she touched it and whimpered. A dull throb
started and she fought back tears. She pulled her shirt back in
place, slouched in the seat, and closed her eyes.

She just didn't understand
anyone any more. She couldn't wait to get to school and away from
this morning's crazy events. Maybe her best friend could help her
solve, or at least, figure out, how to deal with the drastic
changes in her life. She had a feeling that it wasn't going to be
easy.

 


~***~

 


 


Citrus Academy,
Invarnash

Saturday, 9 am

 


Talia stood next to her
locker and tugged at her shirt collar. She didn't want to be here,
but orders were orders. Although Talia was up for doing
assignments, coming back to school wasn't one of them. And to be
stuck in such a boring place during the weekend should be
considered a crime. However, it afforded her the perfect
opportunity to observe her target.

This particular Saturday
was special for Citrus Academy seniors. It was Career Assessment
Day. For six hours, they would be put through rigorous
challenges—emotional, physical and intellectual—designed to test
each Senior's potential impact on the job market. All the top
industries sent scouts and representatives to watch, preside over,
and evaluate the Seniors' value as future employees. In some cases,
internships and job offers were given on this all important
day.

In the past, many of the
current CEOs and business leaders had come from the Assessment Day
career pool. Seniors across the territories feared and anticipated
this special day. Not that they couldn't find employment after
graduation, but a better quality of employment was found during
Assessment Day.

Talia hid a snarl when a
few Were students paused near her. The lead boy frowned and took a
careful sniff in her direction. She tensed and stared the male
down. She'd caught his scent. He was equine and not very powerful.
The others in his party, two otters and one owl, did not impress
her either.

After a few seconds, the
boy walked stiffly away, ignoring the whispers of his friends who
hurried after him.

Talia looked down at her
watch. If the target remained true to form, then the prey's arrival
would happen in 5, 4, 3, 2, and....

The large double doors
slid open and Talia smiled. It was hunting time.


Chapter 6

 


The Academy's auditorium
was filled almost to capacity with Seniors, parents, business
executives and school staff.

Laylah entered; her quick,
furtive gaze assuring her that no immediate threat or bully was
nearby.

“Laylah!”

She turned and smiled.
“Britta!”

Laylah laughed as she
watched her best friend push through the crowd. In no time at all,
Britta was beside her and giving her a hug.

“C'mon, this
way.”

Laylah needed no urging and
allowed herself to be pulled along. Britta easily navigated through
milling attendees and found a quiet corner.

“Did your father
come?”

“No. Why would he? This is
not important,” Laylah reminded her friend.

Britta frowned. “What do
you mean 'not important'? Laylah, this is the second biggest event
in our school lives and he can't be bothered to show
up!”

Laylah shuffled her feet
and looked away.

Britta sighed. “Is Jacques
or Naiya here?”

“No,” Laylah
mumbled.

“Oh, really?”

Laylah jerked her head up
in surprise and wonder. Her normally composed friend looked ready
to pummel someone. She backed up a step, putting her back against
the nearest wall.

“Britta, it's okay. I, I
wasn't expecting anyone to come.”

“See, that's the problem
with you, Amiga. You don't think you're worthy. Well, my dear
friend since childhood, you're wrong. Very wrong. I figured your
jerk, dictator father wasn't going to be here. But Jacques, I
expected better of him,” Britta snapped.

Laylah tried to think of a
way to calm her friend, who was working herself into one of her
famous temper explosions.

“Please, Britta, I promise
you that I'm fine with this. I have you here. That's what matters
to me.”

“Laylah,” Britta scowled,
still unhappy with the situation.

Laylah held up her hand.
“Don't, please. Just let it go.” She paused, glanced behind Britta
and blanched.

Their history teacher,
Professor Mozar, was headed in their direction and he didn't look
happy.

“Britta!” Laylah squeaked
and frantically pointed behind her friend.

Britta spun around and her
eyes widened. “Oh, crap!” Frantically, she looked around. “I don't
see my Padre.”

“Too late!” Laylah hissed
as Professor Mozar came to a stop before them.

“Hello, Mr.
Mozar,” they said
at the same time.

“Good morning, Ladies. I'm
glad to see that you are both here.”

Laylah reached for her
braid and jerked it hard several times. Professor Mozar had a
brutal manner and, if a student wasn't careful, Mozar's scathing
retorts would cut deep. She should know. She'd fallen victim to
them several times this school year. There were only four months
left before graduating. She wanted to leave on a good
note.

“Thank you, Professor
Mozar. I was just telling Laylah how much fun we're going to have
today,” Britta quipped.

Laylah wanted to groan.
Only Britta would be so bold as to joke with Mozar.

“Indeed.”

He turned to stare at
Laylah and she instantly hunched in on herself.

“Miss Le Croix, where is
your parent?”

“He, he couldn't make it.
I'll be fine, Sir,” Laylah


































































cover.jpg
Wloetive:

:Wlidnight jﬂwdatinqﬁ






