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      Four hundred years ago …

      With unnatural fury, the biting onslaught pelted from the heavens like frigid blades. Ice seeped into his soul as darkness filled his heart and mind. It plastered his thick black mane to his skull and streamed in rivulets down his neck and back. Uncaring, he worked. With a fierce scowl permanently etched upon his brow, he ignored the eyes that weighed like a mountain on his shoulders.

      Soroyan chomped on the inside of his cheek, but the distraction didn’t help. Jaw clenched, he steeled himself against all emotion except rage, and finished covering the grave of his mate and young wolfling pups.

      No matter how he fought it, pain seeped through the cold to pierce his heart and he lifted his head to the heavens and the icy sting of the merciless rain. Delsie, what will I do without you?

      No answer came. He turned away, knowing this hill with its two young willow saplings would be forever imprinted on his mind.

      With the rest of their dead buried, most of the pack had left to seek shelter from the rain and nurse their wounds. Only three remained out in the cold with him.

      Unable to face the two young Okami wolves who stood silent and soaked in human form, he glanced at the only other person there. Sasha, a brown-haired female with frost-blue eyes. As a submissive wolf and the pack’s healer, she was driven by the need to heal and fix. Sasha sighed, and on her face, he saw intense sadness coupled with compassion. It was something he could do without as he struggled to contain the growing fury within.

      Like a living entity, it twisted and slithered through him, clung to the very fiber of his being. Pulling and pushing, it stirred him to act. To avenge his loved ones.

      Just a moment longer, then he’d set his wolf free.

      Underneath the sizzling fury, an inky blackness gaped like a deep hole inside of him. Utter desolation that used to be his soul was completely shredded. Rage fed his wolf as the last vestiges of his humanity slipped away.

      The Okami wolves had never done anything to the Ilyium, yet the druid witches had been hunting the wolves for hundreds of years. They believed that all supernatural beings needed to be eliminated, when it was they, themselves, who were the true evil in the world. Soroyan was done with it.

      Only for a moment longer did he hold back and fight the will of his wolf. He couldn’t shift here. He needed to make sure he was far from the pack before unleashing his beast. Because he knew that once free—his fury—his wolf would turn completely wild. While he didn’t care about most of humanity, the chances of a massive rampage were very high, and he didn’t want his pack caught in the destruction.

      “Soroyan,” Sasha said, begging him to reconsider.

      “No, I told you, I refuse the position.” He started past her.

      “With father and grandfather dead, you are the rightful heir. The pack is expecting you to lead, to rule them.” Sasha’s lips pursed as she tried to convince him, fear and worry bright in her eyes.

      As much as he wished he could help her and the rest of his pack, he had nothing left to give. He’d only lead them into more death and devastation. “Kyrian can rule. He is the rightful heir.”

      “That is debatable,” Sasha said with ice in her voice. “Besides, Grandfather has been training you for this position for the last hundred years. How can you expect Kyrian to rule at only fifteen years of age and no training?”

      Soroyan ignored her outburst and walked past the two younger wolves. He didn’t have to look to know the smaller female’s eyes also held desolation and confusion while the boy’s eyes held vivid anger.

      “Don’t do it. You will turn rogue,” Sasha called.

      Without a backward glance, he kept going. When he was far enough away, he drew on his power and shifted into his massive black wolf.

      Then he ran.

      It was like shedding an overbearing weight when he set the wolf free. The pain of his loss that had been slowly consuming him instantly took over. It obliterated all that was left of the human, burying that part of him in the ether alongside his dead mate and children. With no rational thought left, rage burned out of control.

      He ran, tracking the eight who had somehow managed to flee during the massacre after seeing their brethren torn to shreds during their raid on his pack.

      The men, thinking they were smart, each went their separate way in hopes they wouldn’t be found. To Soroyan, the pack’s best tracker, it didn’t matter. He had their scent. A scent he would never, ever forget.

      Four days later, he crossed paths with the first one. The weaker man was an easy kill. He moved on to finding the next, and then the next. A month later, only two men remained.

      Fueled by a black frenzy that wouldn’t let up, he ate only when absolutely necessary, never stopping.

      Two months passed before he found the next man and ended him. Pleas of mercy fell on deaf ears. Soroyan’s shiny black coat shone red with blood as he continued his blinding pace across the country.

      The last man remained a ghost. Each time Soroyan caught a whiff of the vile Ilyium male, it would disappear. Months passed and frustration began to build, warring with his blinding wrath. Still he ran—paws bloody and raw—coat ragged.

      Although gaunt from lack of food, the wolf didn’t stop. The storm seething inside wouldn’t let up until the last man no longer lived. No other outcome was acceptable.

      Cold, dark nights filled with longing for a lost mate always ended with his muzzle raised to the sky. A long, mournful cry would spill from the depths of his soul.

      It was weeks before his wolf even noticed the shadows following him. A month before, the shadows finally revealed themselves. His wolf gazed upon the smaller wild wolves. He didn’t want or need company. Letting out a fierce snarl, he pretended to attack. The wolves cringed and bowed to his dominance as he warned them away. Satisfied, he turned and began to run once more.

      Yet, they didn’t heed his warnings. Day by day, more joined the wild wolves as they closed the distance between him and them. Soon, they were ranging right behind and alongside him. His threats didn’t work, and it didn’t matter how fast or how far he ran. They refused to leave. Finally, he chuffed dispassionately and then turned away, telling himself he didn’t care.

      When he did finally stop and rest, the wolves would take that time to hunt any wild game in the area. Then instead of feasting, they would drag whatever they killed to him, offering him the first bite. It was only after he ate, or rejected it, that they would feast themselves.

      While his wolf was stunned by their actions, he still didn’t want another pack and kept up his blistering pace, hoping to lose them. At night he slept alone, not willing to form any attachments. It didn’t matter. For some reason, the wolves stayed with him every step of the way.

      Two years later, he was worn out and his pace weary. Only forty wolves continued to follow, many finally fallen by the wayside, unable to keep up.

      His wolf gazed around at his unwanted pack, regret seeping in. As hard as he fought not to become attached, part of him had, and he abhorred the idea of his loyal followers being hurt.

      Yet he couldn’t stop.

      When they entered a heavily forested area, Soroyan paused and sniffed the air. For the last week, he’d been catching tendrils of the scent he sought. He stood restlessly. He wanted to let the remaining wolves have a rest.

      Finally, he decided to range around the area, to see if he could pick up the scent again, when it came to him. He lifted his muzzle and breathed in. There it was. That elusive yet distinct body odor that he’d been hunting for so long. It drifted to him on the air currents and this time, it didn’t disappear. In fact, as it grew stronger, the wolf licked his lips. Suddenly filled with renewed energy, all thoughts of rest fled. He surged across the ground, weaving between young and old trees. His rage was a slow burn, and his purpose was renewed.

      Hunger for this last man’s blood consumed him, blinding him to all else, as he closed in on his prey. Then a shiver ran through him. Ignoring it, he slowed and lowered his nose to the ground. This was it. He had his enemy, his prey that he’d been hunting for so long. Saliva filled his mouth—he could almost taste victory.

      Though the trail he followed held the scent of other humans as well, he dismissed those, until the scent began to circle back. Stilling, he lifted his head and took a deep breath in. Something wasn’t right.

      Keep moving! Suddenly, his skin prickled and his pelt stood on end, reinforcing the idea that something was wrong. Soroyan drew on his power, something he hadn’t done in a few years now. He was too late. An arrow pierced his flank, making him stumble. Pain, like white lightning, shot through him. Soroyan steadied himself and didn’t stop.

      With a burst of speed, he kept going until he spotted his quarry huddled directly in his path. Gathering his strength, he started to leap on the last human who had destroyed his family when he realized it was a decoy.

      He snarled as another arrow pierced his other flank through his ragged pelt, and then another—finally dropping him to the ground. He lay there, mind stunned and temporarily unable to move, as the hated one he had unfailingly sought, walked up with a group of long-haired, pelt-wearing men. Amid gleeful smiles, they tied him up. Then they dragged him behind their horses back to their village.

      When they stopped, Soroyan drew upon his power and though it was a struggle, he rose to his feet. As an Okami wolf, he should have begun healing instantly, but his body was malnourished and rundown, which slowed his healing. A strange metallic tang filled his mouth as they dragged him across the hard, cold ground and though he was on his feet, he finally understood. He’d been poisoned.

      The wolf tried unsuccessfully to rid himself of the vile taste. Raising his head, he howled with fury. This couldn’t be happening. His revenge was so close!

      He tried to fight it and drew on more of his power. It didn’t help. He grew disoriented and fought the dark fog as everything went black.

      When his eyes opened sometime later, it was to find himself caged with barely enough room to stand or turn. Night had fallen and stars shone in the sky as the men who captured him sat and danced around a fire in the middle of their village. He watched through the bars, hatred gleaming brightly in his eyes. The men turned and looked at him, his prey included. Soroyan felt the storm of hatred thrumming through him and let out a low, fierce growl, promising a death the men couldn’t even imagine. He licked his lips, and the men laughed nervously before turning away. He would get out, and he would have his vengeance.

      His breath hitched in his throat when the wild wolves who had followed him for so long crept stealthily into sight. Why? The wolf didn’t understand their attachment to him, and bit back his growl when the pack entered the circle of light. A ripple of fear rushed down his spine. No! This wasn’t their fight. He let out a yip, telling them to leave, but it was no use. Why these wolves bothered, he had no clue. His heart was pounding as they moved even closer to the men, lips raised, baring shiny white teeth as they all snarled.

      He could see the raised hair on their backs and hocks, and now the men were no longer laughing. Instead, they reached for weapons. Ice filled his wolf as a premonition of the wolves’ death overtook him.

      Soroyan began to battle against the bars holding him in, using his body, claws, and teeth while the wild wolves attacked the men around the fire. Screams and yips of pain filled his ears and a dark red haze crept over his eyes. Without conscious thought, he let everything he’d been holding back for the last few years break free. The cage surrounding him blasted apart as his growl thundered through the night. Fierce black clouds quickly gathered in the sky and soon, jagged bolts of energy cracked and snapped angrily, striking the land in echoing booms, shaking the ground.

      In tune with his black mood, his power, drawn from nature itself, combined with the intensity of his wrath.

      The man he’d been hunting, the male responsible for all his heartache, stared at Soroyan in horror as lightning pierced the ground all around him. Thunder continued to boom and black clouds swirled violently overhead.

      Once again, stinging rain descended like shards of ice, and his wounds healed. Soroyan lowered his head. He knew his eyes were glowing bright red as he advanced on his enemies. For while he’d previously left all the humans he’d crossed paths with alone, no longer would he do so. They were all his enemies and they would pay with their lives.

      Soroyan’s midnight coat rose into spikes from the power, the energy that coursed through his wolf. Mired in hatred, he attacked.

      When it was over, his hunger for the blood of his enemy should have been sated. Yet the darkness inside hadn’t diminished. It continued to burn, twisting and inconsolable, needing release. The black clouds still swirled, blocking the stars, but even they were silent.

      Soroyan, born the son of Fenrir, the grandson of Loki, lifted his head and poured forth his desolate grief for the world to hear—his song a promise of death to all. It echoed for miles, and those who heard gathered their young close and shivered in dread.

      Then the wolf began to run once more.

      Feeling no hunger, no fatigue, no pain—nothing. He ran endlessly. He didn’t seek people or their villages, but didn’t avoid them either. If they were in his path, they died.
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        * * *

      

      Bloody paws tore up the snow-covered ground as he crested a rise and started down the other side. His conscious mind was buried so deeply, he was no longer rational. Hadn’t been in a very long time. He didn’t notice the familiar surroundings, and even if he had, he wouldn’t have cared. Through the red haze that was permanently etched across his eyes, he only saw the two-legged figures up ahead. Humans.

      His taste for blood had grown, and saliva dripped from his muzzle in anticipation of more death.

      Just like in all the other villages, he didn’t hear the shouts. This time though, instead of scattering and running for cover, the men surged close, surrounding him. No matter, the wolf didn’t care. He’d kill them all.

      One tall male, with long pale-blond hair streaked with blue, stood apart from the others. The wolf set his sights on him and quickly closed in.

      It didn’t matter that everyone else closed in on him.

      His target raised his hands, halting the other men from getting too close. Then he did the unfathomable, something no one had done before in the face of the wolf’s wrath.

      He dropped to his knees right as the wolf reached him.

      Teeth bared, the wolf gathered himself to attack, when the male spoke a single word.

      “Soroyan.”

      The wolf had grown oblivious to anything other than the thunder of his own heart, and now was no different. Still, he hesitated.

      Then, angry with himself at the momentary lapse, he attacked.

      “Brother.”

      The sound was a whisper as his jaws closed around the young male’s tender throat.

      “You came back.”

      The wolf shivered. It was another whisper, but enough to prevent his sharp canines from clamping down.

      What? His mind fought through the fog and red haze as strong hands grabbed him. Instead of pushing him away, they pulled him close.

      The wolf blinked when they buried themselves in his pelt. His heart was pounding as his mind broke the surface. A pair of sad yet striking silver eyes watched him. Slowly, the scents surrounding him registered.

      Kyrian?

      “Yes, brother, I’ve missed you,” Kyrian said, staring back at him.

      He would have run, but Kyrian held on tight, and when he finally released him a while later, the wolf stayed.

      For the next week, he prowled the outskirts of the pack, watching everyone through his wolf’s red eyes. Eyes that were slowly returning to normal.

      He should leave, yet his brother’s strong arms, love and heartbreak, grounded him. Guilt filled him at having abandoned his younger brother.

      “Please, don’t leave again. I need you,” Kyrian whispered in his ear, shaking hands buried in Soroyan’s fur as he pled with him to stay.

      Kyrian had been but a teenage boy when Soroyan left, and now his brother was a strong male; the alpha leader of their pack—king of the Okami wolves.

      Only, it was clear the years hadn’t been kind.

      Ever patient, Kyrian came each day and sat beside him. “How are you today?”

      Soroyan couldn’t answer. He didn’t know how he was. He no longer felt anything. Then he reassessed that and realized it was a lie; he was beginning to feel, and it hurt.

      Kyrian always spoke aloud first, then he’d switch to telepathy, all to no avail.

      Soroyan couldn’t communicate back.

      The human side of him was so deeply buried that the wolf knew he’d never be able to bring it forth.

      Although, the ice in his veins seemed to be thawing.

      Guilt reared up, along with the slow burn of hatred once more.

      “After everything I’ve done, why would you want me to stay?” he asked when he recovered enough of his humanity to communicate telepathically.

      Kyrian stared at him for a long moment. “I need you. I can’t protect the pack on my own.”

      Soroyan began to turn away, when his brother’s next words stopped him.

      “And because you are my brother, I can’t lose you again.”

      Soroyan glanced back at him.

      In his brother’s eyes he saw love, hope, and defeat all at once.
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        Washington State

      

      

      

      In the present …

      

      Clouds hung in the night sky threatening to storm, but nothing was happening. Shrouded in darkness, Soroyan stood still on a rocky ledge above the pack’s den. The urge to go––to run––was like an uncontrollable itch that he forced himself to endure. His red eyes narrowed when movement down below caught his attention. Able to see as well at night as in the day, his eyes tracked a large silver-and-white wolf with bluish-gray streaks as he left the cave. Just as silently, the wolf made his way into the forest.

      Not for the first time, Soroyan contemplated how different their wolves were. Although sired by the same father, different mothers had birthed them.

      He tensed and let out a low growl when the wolf emerged to the right of where he stood. His brother ignored his warning and moved up beside him.

      Soroyan fell silent.

      With the patience of a saint, Kyrian waited. Finally, feeling like a jerk, Soroyan stifled the snarl that wanted out and shifted into his human form. “What?” He met his brother’s silver eyes with a faint touch of blue in them. Eyes that always seemed to see too much.

      Kyrian just studied him.

      Soroyan sat on the ground and let his legs dangle over the ledge into space. A moment later, Kyrian shifted into his human form and joined him.

      “You seem even more on edge than usual,” Kyrian said, staring at him pointedly.

      Soroyan could feel his concern. “I’m fine.” He was not in the mood to talk. Though his brother was correct, as usual. As the oldest, the largest, meanest, and most powerful wolf in the Okami pack, he should be watching after his brother. Still, Kyrian just had to come up and check on how he was. It chafed him. He was the pack enforcer.

      “I know you didn’t want to stay here, but in this search for Toren, I thank you for doing your best to get along with our new allies,” his brother said.

      “It’s my job,” Soroyan replied, anger coursing through him. It wasn’t really because he’d been saddled with having to play nice with others, but more his failure at locating his nephew. He shuddered at the memory of his first foray into the city of Spokane once Kyrian finally realized that something was amiss with Toren.

      It hadn’t been so bad when he was younger if he had to enter a city or town. Back then, they weren’t all that large, though as a creature of nature even then he tried to stay away from the hustle and bustle.

      So many years later, setting foot in any large city made him want to cringe and get back to the countryside as fast as possible. Still, Toren had to be found, so he went to Spokane. It wasn’t long before he realized that he had no idea of how to locate the address he was looking for. And asking a human was not something he’d even contemplate. It was bad enough that he had to remain in human form for fear of being shot or tipping off the humans to the existence of supernatural beings.

      “Your job is that of enforcer,” Kyrian said.

      Soroyan cut him off. “Exactly. I should have found him by now. I should have …” He let the sentence trail off.

      “You are not used to traversing a large city filled with humans in this time and day. The tracking down of missing persons in large populated areas is much more suited to our allies who do this for a living,” his brother said gently, trying not to offend him.

      It made perfect sense, but still didn’t help.

      He’d always taken his job seriously; it was all he had. He wouldn’t have had that if it wasn’t for his brother pulling him back from the edge so many years before. He owed Kyrian for that and had never forgotten it.

      Plus, the job enabled him to stand guard without having to interact with the rest of the pack if he didn’t desire to do so. At first, he hadn’t wanted any interaction with anyone but Kyrian. Then later, it just became an ingrained habit to keep his distance. Besides, he knew a lot of the pack was fearful of him.

      When he first came back after his rampage, Kyrian had promised that while the pain would never go away, it would get better. Yet after five hundred years of living in this savage world, living with so much loss, Soroyan’s anger and hatred hadn’t eased. Instead, it had grown harsher to the point that lately he just felt empty. Done. The loss of a mate, offspring, and pack members never went away. Sure, it faded, but each and every death haunted him, and the nights were the worst. Night was when they all asked him why he had failed them.

      The last Ilyium attack in the summer killed many wolves, young and old. Valuable warriors. Loved ones. Including his brother’s mate, Sheraya.

      Soroyan knew Kyrian had to be beside himself after the loss, and now his only son was missing. Still, he was their leader and always so contained, so devoted to caring for and ruling the pack, that one would never know his pain unless they looked close enough.

      Soroyan wished he could have spared Kyrian the agony, but he hadn’t been able to do that, either. Just one more thing to add to his already burdened conscience.

      Kyrian waited, but Soroyan didn’t speak. What was there to say? His brother was right. Soroyan hadn’t wanted to stay here in Washington state. At least not once he spied the immortals that his brother claimed, through a vision, would become their allies.

      At first, it had been due to his hatred of humans, and even though he knew the people living below in their massive log home weren’t actually human, it hadn’t mattered. They looked human, acted human, drove cars, lived in a human habitat, went to human jobs …

      That hadn’t been the only reason.

      He’d lived in such a cold, dark place for so long, and for the first time in centuries, a female had captured his interest. Made him curious. It became worse when Kyrian insisted they join forces, and in the end, Soroyan had a hard time saying no to his brother.

      After helping Tierney and Sami rescue her father and Jax, Soroyan could feel the ice that encased his heart beginning to thaw even more. With the thaw came emotions he didn’t know how to handle. They’d been buried away for so long.

      “I know you want me to think you are still angry with my decision, though I don’t believe you hate them any longer,” Kyrian said, talking about their allies.

      Tierney, Jax, Sami, and Zander––even the were-leopard Thaniel, and were-wolf Mark––were starting to grow on Soroyan, and he hated that. He didn’t want to like anyone.

      “Maybe,” he answered.

      “I sense that is not all that’s upsetting you,” Kyrian said.

      Soroyan growled a warning to his brother to let it go.

      “It has to do with Tierney,” Kyrian said shrewdly, pushing.

      Anger rising, Soroyan climbed to his feet. “Leave it alone, brother.” Then he drew on his power and shifted into his wolf, a massive black beast, pelt streaked with red. Unafraid, Kyrian stayed where he was, watching him.

      Soroyan turned and walked off.

      Only when he was a good distance away did he begin to run. The anger inside pumped through his veins. Why would his brother push him like this?

      Silent in the way of a seasoned predator, his paws flew over the terrain, barely touching the ground as he ran aimlessly, trying to stem the flow of the rage inside.

      In his mind a vision of a purple-eyed female rose up, confusing his wolf. For years, he hadn’t taken note of any other female, for none came close to his mate. None had made him feel, until Tierney. She changed everything. Her pure light put cracks in the ice encasing his heart, and in the ensuing thaw, her soothing presence had pierced what was left of his soul, making him crave more.

      Subconsciously, though she was beautiful, he knew it wasn’t that. It was what was left of his shriveled dark soul suddenly coming back to life. Still, her sweet, yet strong personality had gotten through to him in a way that no other had in all these long years.

      He’d come alive and found he liked her, and even worse, liked her mate, Jax.

      Yeah, maybe he should have taken his brother’s advice, but he’d found and lost his soulmate, and supposedly you only get one. As he thought of Delsie, he couldn’t imagine anyone replacing her. She’d been so sweet and kind.

      Soroyan raced through the forest. Up one side of the mountain and around, then back down the other side. He skirted the lake and didn’t stop until he found himself standing in the middle of the blacktop. Why was he here?

      He’d often thought that being immortal sucked, and that opinion hadn’t changed. What did he have to look forward to?

      He drew in a deep breath of the night air and exhaled.

      A pair of headlights zeroed in on him.

      Mesmerized, he didn’t move. Maybe … just maybe …

      Soroyan sensed the frantic heartbeat of the driver as the human slammed on the brakes and the car began to slide. Soroyan snapped back to reality. He blinked his red eyes, knowing the man would have a tale to tell his buddies this night.

      Then, just before impact, he shot out of the way. He needed to find Toren first, before he even considered finding a way to end things.
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        * * *

      

      Soroyan irritably nursed his drink, waiting for Sin, the owner of Club Purgatori, to show up.

      Sami had dropped him off earlier, but after being told the woman wouldn’t arrive until much later, Soroyan decided to eat up time by taking a long walk.

      He told himself it would help to get used to the bustling city of Spokane, but it didn’t work.

      He still had moments of feeling as if he were suffocating. Claustrophobia, Sami called it.

      Sin still hadn’t shown up by the time Sami arrived back at the club, looking like his world had just gone up in flames.

      Tired of the wait to speak with someone who may not be able to help, Soroyan felt like they were spinning their wheels in this effort to find his nephew. He hated to admit it, but was beginning to think they’d never get his brother’s twenty-four-year-old son back.

      Though he was an adult in human years, in pack years he was young and innocent of the world around him.

      Soroyan was ready to leave the club when a striking female emerged from the back. Sin.

      She stood beside her bodyguard for a moment and surveyed the room. With long, wavy black hair, full glossy-red lips, she had all the right curves he supposed, though she didn’t do anything for him.

      Sin surveyed her domain like a queen, and when she looked in his direction, Soroyan felt her interest pique. A smile curved her lips, and then she turned away.

      As she disappeared into the back of the club with her bodyguard, Soroyan stood. This was the second time he’d come looking for Sin, and the first time he’d found her.

      He had to find out what she knew about Toren’s whereabouts.

      Soroyan glanced down at Sami. There was nothing he could do for the guy. As he moved through the club, keeping away from the sweaty bodies dancing around him, he suddenly felt his five hundred years.

      At the door, a human bouncer attempted to stop him, and Soroyan drew on his power. A moment later, the guy moved aside. Opening the door, Soroyan followed Sin’s scent and found the large bodyguard he’d seen with her earlier, standing outside her office. Once again, he used his power, but this one just glowered at him. Soroyan let out more power.

      The bodyguard shivered but didn’t back down. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “I’m here to speak with Sin.”

      “Just let him in Tragic. He could eat you for breakfast,” a female voice said.

      “I’m here to protect you,” Tragic responded. “I can’t do that when you let all the riffraff in.”

      Soroyan narrowed his eyes.

      Sin came to the door of her office and looked Soroyan up and down. “Don’t let him ruffle your hackles. Come on in, handsome.”

      Tragic moved out of the way.

      Soroyan entered the office, immediately hating the small space.

      Sin waited in front of her desk, head tilted. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      “I’m Soroyan, and I’m searching for my nephew, Toren. He was with a were-wolf named Mark.”

      “I see. Well, I can’t help you. I don’t know where they are,” she said.

      Soroyan clenched his fists. “I’m in no mood for games. I think you know something, daywalker.”

      “You know what I am? Not many do.” She paused for a moment. “And you, you’re a wolf, but not a were. I feel your power.”

      “No, I’m not a were.” He’d heard of nightwalkers––what humans would call a vampire, and recently learned of their half-human offspring daywalkers, who could walk in the sun and eat human food, though he’d never met any before. “Tell me what you know.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Sin said. “I know Mark, and I also know he and a pretty red-headed man disappeared, but I have no idea where they are.”

      Soroyan tasted the truth of her words. “We found Mark at the Ilyium compound in Liberty Lake. We didn’t find Toren,” he said, watching her reaction.

      “You did?” Her surprise appeared genuine. “Is Mark okay?”

      Soroyan felt defeated as he scanned her office. There was a security monitor with four different windows showing everyone in the club from different angles. “Yes, he’s fine.”

      Then Soroyan caught a whiff of fear emanating from Sin. “I might know who has your nephew, though not where.”

      Soroyan waited for her to say more.

      Instead, she moved closer and ran her hands across his chest. “You are one big, scary guy, aren’t you?”

      When he didn’t react, she turned and leaned back against her desk. A flicker of fear shone in her eyes. “Have you ever heard of someone named Val Jean?”

      The name rang a bell. Then he remembered that Tierney had pulled the name out of Sin’s mind a week ago, when she listened in on Sin’s thoughts. “Who is he?”

      “Val Jean is the self-proclaimed king of my kind,” Sin bit her lower lip. “If the Ilyium don’t have your wolf, then he might. Val Jean … he collects pets.”

      “What do you mean, collects pets?”

      “Just that. He collects supes and keeps them as pets … chained up. I heard he likes to sleep with some and drink from others, gaining power if they’re powerful.”

      Soroyan felt sick at the thought of his nephew in the hands of this Val Jean. “How do I find him?”

      “That I don’t know, and I don’t want to. Besides, it’s a closely guarded secret.”

      “Do any of his people ever come in here?” he asked.

      “Sometimes. Not often.”

      “You will call me when they come in,” he said.

      “And what’s in it for me?”

      Soroyan leaned in close to her, then reached over and wrote a number on the pad on her desk. It was the number Tierney had given him to her cell phone.

      He turned his head and looked at her. Their faces were inches apart. “You will call me.”

      “Sure, I’ll call you.” Sin said. “In the meantime, you could show me how grateful you’d be.”

      Soroyan left.
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        Keshiel

      

      

      
      Nothing remains the same as the moment of its inception, and she was no different. Born the angel Keshiel, over time she changed—evolved, grew different. She became more, and also less that what she’d been when first created.

      Now she was Raven, and as she lay on the warm, lumpy ground, she closed her eyes and dug her hands––claws––into the hard soil. She focused on regulating her thundering heart. Covered in sweat and drying blood, both her own and that of her enemy, she ignored the insects flying about and concentrated on the live pulse in the earth deep below her. She ignored the dead that lay scattered all around.

      Aware of what was coming, she drew in deep, even inhalations of muggy air and fought the ancient beast inside of her. If she didn’t rein him in, he’d destroy the world in vengeance of the innocent.

      Once she regained control, she lay still and continued to draw air into her lungs, letting it out slowly, not looking forward to what she needed to do next.

      With her body back to normal, she kept her eyes closed and sealed all emotion away while thick, black storm clouds appeared out of nowhere in the light teal sky above her. The wind picked up with a furious howl and then, as the first fat drops of rain fell, she finally accepted the first soul. It didn’t matter how hard she resisted, as the pure souls began to pass through her to the heavens above, she was still brutally thrust back to the most painful moment of her life twenty years earlier. Back to the agonizing moment when her own child’s soul had departed to the heavens.

      Rain soaked her, beating her long black hair into the mud as memories tried to cripple her. Raven drew on her soul-deep anger and clenched her fists as lightning struck the ground not far from her. Then, the first shafts of agony twisted her insides, burning like the fires of hades should.

      Raven suffered in silence, holding as still as she could. It was the only thing she could offer those whose lives had ended all too soon.

      Once the innocent were finally secure in the heavens, she attempted to relax her battered and aching body. The rain had let up, and though the black mixed with green storm clouds continued to writhe in fury overhead, the air thickened. Weak from blood loss and mind numb, she lay listening to the buzzing as the insects returned to feed. Then an icy chill crept back into her heart as she reached for the rotten soul of the first of the Ilyium butchers.

      Sweet, power-building energy sizzled through her veins while lightning struck in a dizzying dance, charring the ground. Like a drug, the energy slipped through her, healing her aching body, adding to her own power as the dark, evil, shriveled souls entered her one after the other.

      Although repulsed, Raven held each vile entity deep inside, letting her power grow. Then she released them to the fiery pits of the underworld where they’d spend eternity paying for their despicable crimes.

      When she finally rose to her feet, the clouds continued to boil overhead, the heavens crying and angry. Raven shoved her mud-covered hair out of her face and adjusted her sodden clothing as she walked around and gathered up her lost weapons. Then, with one last dispassionate glance at the destruction surrounding her, she turned and walked away.

      Others would come and burn the bodies of those the evil druid witches had murdered. Then they’d honor their dead loved ones with ceremonies before burying them. Or, maybe they’d cremate them, set them on a journey to the sea? Raven sighed, weary. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she slept.

      Still frowning, she looked to the dusky-red mountains on her left and then back at the blue forest in front of her to remind herself which planet she was on. Right, Titan. As the cobwebs cleared from her mind, she could recall the people and customs of this world.

      As soon as she exited the portal to the dark and chilly realm of Sorvafellan, she spotted Zales. He waited in the shadows, wearing the long black robes she detested. Raven clenched her jaw and hurried past, knowing he’d follow her.

      Once in the hovel she used as a home base
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