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Dour. Dutiful. Dogged.


Personal tragedy drove Callum McRae to join the Order of Saint Casimir fifteen years ago; now he’s in charge of a hold he hasn’t lived in for years. Supplies are scarce, he has no knack for dealing with people, and the Gols are at the gates. To make matters worse, he’s also battling an attraction so powerful and forbidden that it imperils his very soul…

Canny. Cheerful. Charming.

Joss Bristow seems bright and cheerful, but she’s hiding a well of sorrow that fuels her music. She’s also prone to leaping before she looks, exactly how she ends up besieged at Burnt Amber. Though she wanted to get to know Callum better, she never imagined that falling for him could cost her life.

He’s the dark of night, and she’s the sun that shines just for him. Two wounded souls have never needed each other more, but between his holy vows and the devastation of war, the odds are stacked against them…
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The Story So Far…


In The Leopard King, Latent shifter Pru Bristow went after the pride leader, Dominic Asher, who had holed up at the seer’s retreat after the death of his wife, also Pru’s best friend. With the conclave approaching, Ash Valley couldn’t afford to let Dom’s second, Slay, run the show. It was rocky going, and they were attacked by Eldritch assassins. In the furious fight that followed, Pru finally shifted and saved Dom’s life.

In time, she convinced Dom to come back to Ash Valley because the fate of the pride rested on completing the conclave and renewing the Pax Protocols (a peace treaty between supernatural communities). Her success didn’t come without a cost, however. She agreed to become Dom’s mate and lead the pride alongside him.

Their return startled a lot of people, Slay most of all, because he’d always thought that Pru would wait for him forever. Since he didn’t want her when she couldn’t shift, she didn’t want him once she could, and Pru devoted herself to working with Dom to make the conclave go smoothly.

That wasn’t in the cards. Though the attendants all arrived safely, the Pine Ridge wolf pack and the Burnt Amber bear clan hated Lord Talfayen of the Eldritch, and nobody knew what to make of Prince Alastor of the Golgoth. Everything that could go wrong, did, including the murder of an Eldritch envoy. Talks broke down, culminating in treachery, but the Eldritch Lord’s plot went awry, as the bombs he’d set detonated too soon, catching his own people in the trap. King Tycho of the Golgoth attacked thereafter and it was all Ash Valley could do to hold.

Meanwhile, Dom and Pru tried to keep things together while falling in love. They did battle with their enemies and each other, before eventually admitting their true feelings. Slay vanished mysteriously and the leading couple finally had a wedding party, once Ash Valley was safe. Soon after, the visiting dignitaries departed, and the Numina prepared for war.

In The Demon Prince, Dr. Sheyla Halek reluctantly agreed to take charge of Prince Alastor Vega and work on synthesizing the medicine he needed for his rare illness. Since she preferred research to treating actual patients anyway, she didn’t hate the idea, but she was quite annoyed to be saddled with someone she considered an enemy. For his part, Prince Alastor liked the prickly doctor at once and spent a good deal of his time trying to charm her.

They left Ash Valley together—with her ostensibly in the role of company medic—and became closer through an arduous journey to Tycho’s likely next target: the unprotected city of Hallowell. Alastor tried his best to woo Sheyla, and while she wasn’t susceptible to his brand of charm, she did admire his determination to do the right thing for his people. Slowly, they drew together, because he understood her, and she—without realizing it—quietly partook of Golgoth courtship rites.

Eventually, they decided to embark upon a wartime romance because their passion could no longer be denied. They’d only stay together until Hallowell was safe. Afterward, they’d go their separate ways, because Sheyla belonged in Ash Valley, and Alastor had heavy responsibilities to his people. Since she couldn’t have a relationship, even a brief one, with a patient in her care, Sheyla turned treatment over to a colleague and focused on researching Alastor’s medicine.

Neither one cared to admit how deeply they’d fallen for one another, and the risky romance only intensified, set against the backdrop of impending doom. When Tycho’s forces invaded, it seemed like all might be lost, but Alastor eventually won against incredible odds, mounting a successful defense of a critical foothold in the war effort, though not without painful loss and sacrifice. He also secured the allegiance of Tycho’s surviving forces, which was when Sheyla left him, as per their original agreement.

Realizing he couldn’t live without her, Alastor chased her down and officially proposed in front of her family, offering to make her his queen once he liberated Golgerra. Though her relatives were skeptical at first, eventually they agreed, and the demon prince was set to live happily ever after with his physician-queen. This decision meant rejecting other marital offers, however, which would have a fascinating impact on the war effort elsewhere.

In The Wolf Lord, Thalia Talfayen finally rose to power, but with enemies all around, she realized she needed to make a strategic political marriage to cement her position and claim the Silver Throne. After her first choices turned her down, Thalia was left with the roguish leader of Pine Ridge, Raff Pineda.

About the only thing Raff and Thalia had in common was regard for their people, though they certainly had different ways of showing that care. That led them to pursue a marital alliance, which got off to a shaky start due to Raff’s propensity for breaking the rules. When the first activity was disrupted by a vicious attack by House Manwaring and Raff was gravely injured, Thalia acted swiftly and decisively to save his life. On his recovery, Raff committed to the marriage of convenience, pledging aid to House Talfayen in return for their support later when the war reached Pine Ridge.

This wedding was anything but convenient, however. Someone attempted to murder everyone at the head table, a tragedy prevented only by Raff’s acute sense of smell. Sadly, Lileth, Thalia’s aide, was fatally poisoned. A grief-stricken and enraged Thalia was determined to punish those who helped rival Eldritch leader Ruark Gilbraith infiltrate the fortress. With some help from her new right hand, Ferith, Thalia soon discovered secret tunnels in and out of the Daruvar fortress. Meanwhile Thalia’s former head Noxblade, Gavriel, joined forces with tiger shifter Magda to search for both the missing Ash Valley second, Slay, and the insurgents loyal to Thalia’s traitorous father.

Unfortunately, Thalia’s plan to act as bait to uncover the enemy succeeded a little too well, leaving both Thalia and an injured Raff cut off in the tunnels. They fought their way out and took refuge from a sudden snowstorm in a rustic Animari hideaway. The shared danger heightened their burgeoning attraction and they finally consummated their marriage. Realizing they had an opportunity to flush out the traitor in their midst, Thalia and Raff worked with tiger shifter Titus to retake Daruvar as their feelings for one another deepened.

Titus pretended to be a bounty hunter returning to their bodies, and a bloody battle ensued. Once they won the day, Thalia discovered that her ‘cousin’ Tirael was a traitor who had staged a coup in Thalia’s absence. Just before Tirael’s execution, the woman told Thalia that they were, in fact, half-sisters, courtesy of old Lord Talfayen. Thalia silenced Tirael with a personal execution, but her problems were far from over.

The other houses were still in open rebellion, and her own people seemed to be doubting her fitness to lead, as they didn’t wish to send children to train as Noxblades until the succession was settled. Thalia tried to talk it over with Raff, but he had a distinctly Animari outlook, which led to conflict between the two lovers. To further complicate matters, a young wolf named Sky awakened as a Seer and required Raff’s comfort and attention. Thalia stumbled on an intimate scene and misread the situation, leading her to make a drastic decision.

Thalia embarked on a suicide mission to triumph or die. She witnessed the hardship her people had experienced first-hand and learned more about the growing problem of a strange drug called gray tar. At long last, Thalia discovered her gift during the hunt-kill mission inside Braithwaite, Ruark’s stronghold. As she’d left without consulting Raff, he could only help from afar by sending drones to act as a distraction. That feint was enough to save her. With Raff’s air support, Thalia and Ferith took on House Gilbraith and won, whereupon Thalia broadcast a message of conquest all over Eldritch lands.

A triumphant Thalia returned to Daruvar with Ruark Gilbraith’s head to claim the Silver Throne as the new queen. Other Eldritch houses quickly dispatched vassals to pledge their loyalty and various Animari and Golgoth dignitaries came to pay their respects as well at her coronation. That success gave Thalia the courage to claim her man and she professed her love for Raff, who had been hers all along. But with a marriage of convenience transforming to one of true love, there were still more seeming impossibilities yet to occur…

In The Shadow Warrior, the story overlaps chronologically with The Wolf Lord. At the start of The Shadow Warrior, Noxblade Gavriel d’Alana (aka Death’s Shadow) and Animari security head and tiger-shifter Magda Versai reluctantly joined forces. Molded since childhood to be the perfect deadly weapon wielded by Eldritch royalty, Gavriel was devoted to Princess Thalia Talfayen to the exclusion of all else. The life of a Noxblade was lethal and lonely, and the loss of his brother Oriel in a fight with the Animari, further isolated Gavriel.

Animari Wolf leader Raff Pineda was on the verge of marrying Thalia, so to his displeasure, Gavriel was forced into close contact with Magda. For her part, although she was ostensibly guarding Raff as he courted the princess, Magda had a secondary personal mission– find out what happened to fellow cat Slay from Ash Valley who disappeared during a battle. Did Slay leave voluntarily to conspire with the enemy or was he taken captive? Surprisingly, Gavriel offered to help track Slay in the surrounding Eldritch territory.

Despite their outward differences, Gavriel and Magda were both loners tormented by their own secrets and hidden desires. Magda was haunted by a curse that kills any potential mate that she loves. Having lost two people to this horrific curse, Magda knew she was destined to be alone. With the princess no longer needing him, Gavriel figured there was not much reason for him to live, so why not seek a glorious death? Gavriel was also isolated by having had to keep his submissive sexual preferences a secret throughout his life. However, Gavriel’s deepest desires were revealed to Magda during an intense sparring session. Despite herself, Magda was intrigued and attracted to Gavriel and enjoyed playfully baiting him.

During their hunt for evidence that Slay had been transported through Eldritch territory, Magda and Gavriel were forced to fight some insurgent Eldritch loyal to Thalia’s deceased father. Ominously, those attackers appeared to be zombie-like killing machines. Finding out what transformed these warriors and who was behind it, became an imperative. Their enforced closeness gave Magda and Gavriel the unique opportunity to see beneath the masks they showed the world, to the damaged individuals underneath—and the more they discovered, the more attracted they became. To make sure her curse did not engage, Magda figured that a sexual liaison based on friendship and not the heart would be perfect. For the first time in his life, Gavriel felt free enough to experiment with his sexual desires.

As their hunt continued, they discovered a small group of Eldritch, starving and on the run from a civil war between various houses. But the real danger came from the Dead-eyed warriors who descended on Ancalen. These Deadeyes took a drug, gray tar, that appeared to remove their souls (or free will) and leave them merciless killing machines. Unable to abandon the survivors, Magda and Gavriel escorted the small band to Kelnora and safety even though it meant losing Slay’s trail. As Magda and Gavriel spent more time together protecting each other’s backs, the trust between them grew so that they felt comfortable sharing their pasts and the events that shaped them; including Magda’s curse and how Gavriel and his brother Oriel were abandoned to be raised by the Noxblade Guild.

Magda and Gavriel headed to Ancalen to learn more about the Deadeyes. Once there, they fought and destroyed the Deadeyes they found, but more importantly Magda discovered the drug was an Animari medicine from the Burnt Amber lab. Someone in the bear-shifter clan was illegally providing the medicine to the Eldritch. Unfortunately, during the fight Gavriel was badly wounded and poisoned. In a desperate attempt to save him, Magda gave him a transfusion using her own blood.

No sooner had Gavriel recovered when they received a desperate message from Daruvar informing them that Thalia’s cousin Tirael turned traitor and that Thalia was undertaking a perilous quest to kill her enemy Ruark Gilbraith. They returned to the fortress to await the outcome of Thalia’s dangerous mission. Thalia was triumphant and claimed the Silver Throne as queen. During Tirael’s coup attempt, Lileth, Thalia’s aide, was killed. Gavriel learned that Lileth left him a letter. In that letter was the confession that she was his mother and that he and his brother were born of her rape by Lord Talfayen. The news meant that Thalia and Tirael were his half-sisters. Devastated and angry, Gavriel turned to Magda for comfort and the two of them decided to leave to finish their previous task and find the rogue loyalist stronghold.

After informing Callum McRae, War Priest of Burnt Amber, what they had learned about gray tar and the traitor in his midst, they returned to Kelnora and heard of a suspicious group gathering on the Finger Islands. Magda and Gavriel were transported to the island where they discovered that it used to be Perlsea, the stronghold where secret Eldritch experiments led to the creation of the Golgoth race. With the element of surprise on their side, Magda and Gavriel fought and destroyed the rebel raider’s enclave. Gavriel blew up the stronghold, while Magda took care of the guards. However, Magda was shot during the fight and nearly died from poisoning. Magda managed to survive and reunite with a desperately worried Gavriel. As they waited for their boat to return, they had life and love affirming sex, which terrified Magda as she realized that her love for Gavriel triggered her curse. When Gavriel didn’t die on the morning he was supposed to, he told Magda that when the Seer spoke of the curse and said “only death” could stand up to the shade that haunted her, he meant Gavriel, who is known as “Death’s Shadow”. Neither Magda nor Gavriel wanted to return to their previous, so they decided to start over, together.


1.


Until Joss Bristow laid eyes on Callum McRae, she didn’t believe in love at first sight. Her entire body shouted yes, him, he’s the one.

Then she found out he was a monk, consecrated to the Order of Saint Casimir. Now, that was a bad day, but it got worse when Ash Valley exploded, and nothing had been the same since. Life had been a series of bad and worse scenarios since the conclave failed, and she’d rarely felt more useless, tagging along to Thalia Talfayen’s coronation to offer the gift of song.

Because that’s all I can do, all I’m good at.

If she was honest, she’d also wanted to see Callum McRae again, not that he ever spent more than forty seconds with her if he could help it. Earlier, at the ceremony, she had sung a gorgeous rendition of “Fit for a Queen”, and now she was looking for him, but for an enormous man, he had the uncanny ability to disappear.

While Joss was searching, she ran into Mags—and gods, it felt like forever since the security chief had left Ash Valley. “Have you seen Callum?” she asked.

The other woman was observant, but Mags shook her head. “Sorry, I’m on the hunt myself. I have some intel to relay.”

“Oh? Any good gossip?” By Mags’s expression, that was certainly not the case. “Yikes, sorry I asked.”

Mags sighed. “It’s related to the circulation of a drug that’s wreaking havoc in the Eldritch population. Seems like it’s coming from Burnt Amber, too, which makes it a bear problem.”

“He has enough on his plate,” Joss said, wishing she could do something. For Callum, for anyone, actually.

Unlike her cousin, Pru, she didn’t have a hidden knack for leadership. She had a beautiful voice and she’d recorded a few songs, made a modest living from it, but that wasn’t very useful, currently. And unlike Mags, she wasn’t the pride badass, either. Her tendency to look on the bright side might come in handy, Joss supposed, but during dire times, people got tired of those who were endlessly chipper and full of sunshine. They started wondering if her mood was chemically enhanced and suggested random drug testing.

“I’m aware,” Mags answered, “but facts are facts.”

That ended the conversation, and Joss watched Mags round the corner before resuming her own search. Like most Animari, she had a heightened sense of smell, but there were so many people wandering around that the scent trails had been crossed until it was tough to tell where Callum was. More than once, she found where he had been; he didn’t linger in one place for long.

If she understood him at all, he would be leaving today. The Golgoth were marching on Burnt Amber, massing near the borders, and there had already been skirmishes. Callum must be anxious to get back, to ensure that his people were safe. His commitment to duty was one of the things she admired about him; Joss hadn’t told anyone about her crush, but she was easy to read, so people were already starting to tease her. That had to stop.

She’d accepted that she couldn’t have what she’d first wanted from Callum. Untouchable described him perfectly—and she got that—but she hadn’t given up on the idea that they could be friends. There had to be a reason why she’d had such a visceral reaction to him. Maybe he was destined to be her bestie or something.

Not that he was cooperating at all.

Though she didn’t find the head of the bear clan, she ran across a few of his people in the courtyard. Unabashedly curious, she listened to their conversation, lingering nearby with the pretext of checking her phone. They were still scrambling the signal so a close inspection would prove that she was eavesdropping, but she was interested enough in bear gossip not to mind potential exposure.

“It’s bad,” the first one said softly.

“And it’ll get worse when we go back. This is likely the last trip we’ll be able to make before the Golgoth cut us off. Is Callum working on any of the old alliances? Before Beren died…” The woman let out a long, mournful sigh, as if she couldn’t stand to finish that sentence.

Does that mean Burnt Amber doesn’t approve of the way Callum’s running things? Joss knew that Beren had been venerated, and his loss must have been a great blow to the bear clan. Though Callum had been technically Beren’s closest heir, nobody ever expected him to take charge, considering his commitment to the Order of Saint Casimir. Beren had been contemplating a bond with a new mate—when his life ended in a fiery explosion, courtesy of the treacherous Lord Talfayen.

“War is hell,” the first responded. “But I do wish it wasn’t so damn depressing. Martial law is sapping all the joy from life, along with my will to fight.”

“Callum is so strict. If only we were allowed some form of entertainment,” the second woman admitted. “But the order is all about self-sacrifice and discipline, and that life is all Callum knows.”

The first woman groaned. “Would it really be worse to let the Golgoth win?”

“Don’t let anyone else hear you say that!” The second woman glanced about with a worried expression and focused on Joss, loitering nearby. Her eyes narrowed. “Are you spying, cat?”

Joss tilted her head, pretending to be casual. “Not on purpose, but I did hear you talking. It occurs to me that your troops could use a morale boost.”

“What’s it to you?” The first woman seemed inclined to be belligerent, but the second put up a conciliatory hand.

“You have something in mind?”

“Well, I’m a singer… I’m not sure if Callum would allow it, but I could come to the hold and do a show or two, something to buoy everyone’s spirits.” The offer popped out before she could stop it, but she had no regrets.

This might be a worthwhile way for her to contribute to the war effort. She wasn’t a leader, a healer, or a fighter, but maybe she could inspire through her music, offer soldiers the strength to fight on against the invading Golgoth. Joss bit her lip, hoping the bear warriors liked the idea because she couldn’t sell Callum on it without their support. Intuition told her he’d bluster against the suggestion on principle, but nothing ventured, nothing gained, and all that.

Just then, Callum arrived on the greensward. Joss’s silly heart fluttered at the sight of him. He was a roaring fire of a man, a big stone hearth that you could cuddle up to and stay warm for days. If not for his thunderous scowl, it would be impossible to refrain from hugging him. She loved his ridiculous height and his broad shoulders, his deep chest, and his wild beard. Most of all, she adored his flecked hazel eyes with their black lashes, the tips bleached gold from Callum’s tendency to frown at the sun. Currently, he was surrounded by the rest of the bear entourage, and by the look of them, they were all ready to roll out.

The first woman smiled broadly, winked at the second, and said, “Good news, everyone! I’ve booked some live entertainment.”

“What the hell,” Callum said, glaring at Joss as if she’d instigated an insurrection beneath his nose.

Fair, as that was sort of true.

“Entertainment?” One of the men repeated the word in a questioning tone and aimed a flirtatious look at Joss. “What kind of fun are you offering, little kitty?”

Callum growled deep in his throat. “So help me, Garven, if you say anything more perverse, I will put you through the wall. We don’t have time for this shit.”

Joss decided that was like he’d defended her honor and beamed a bright smile in his general direction. “Thank you! I had no idea you were interested in guarding my virtue.” To Garven, she added, “I’m a singer. And yes, I do take requests.”

The war priest blinked a few times like her smile carried the same impact as a fist upside the head and the skin visible above his beard went ruddy. He recovered swiftly and snapped, “Don’t encourage him!”

“There’s no time to argue,” Garven said with a faint sigh. “We’ll be lucky to get home before the next strike.”

Callum was about to lay down the law regarding Joss Bristow, the proper definition of a distraction if ever there was one, but his phone beeped. Not an actual message, as the Eldritch firewalls were solid, but a backdoor protocol that allowed a warning to slip through. If they’d activated this application, things must be dire indeed at Burnt Amber.

Thankfully, he was done with diplomatic nonsense, and he had nothing further to say to Joss. She often contrived to be in his vicinity, though he had no notion why she enjoyed flustering him so. His demeanor discouraged most, and the rest of them were frightened off by his impatient scowl.

“Let’s go, you lot. We’re loading the vehicles and leaving in ten minutes. We need to get home so we can seal our borders and activate all our defenses.” He sounded grim, even to his own ears, but like it or not, no help was coming.

The other Animari had their own problems and the situation was dead messy for the Eldritch as well. Though the Golgoth had suffered heavy losses near Hallowell, the main force remaining was mustering on the edges of Burnt Amber lands. If the Gols took the hold, they’d also lay claim to the factory that could turn the tide of the war.

We have to hold. There is no other option. But the cost would be high, perhaps too much so.

In truth, it already had been. Some days, when Callum awoke, he still couldn’t believe that Beren was gone. I was his heir, but I was never supposed to inherit. His world was constantly spinning these days, just an endless cycle of dire news and grim necessity. He’d lost the brotherhood where he offered daily devotions and took comfort in the fact that his life had meaning. Those rituals were more than repeated patterns; they also imposed order on one prone to tumbling into chaos, if left to his own devices.

Callum wondered if the clan had any notion just how tempted he was daily to cast aside all prudence and strategy. Every single day, he wanted to stomp out of Burnt Amber and bellow a challenge at the nearest elite Gol and demand they settle this shit once and for all. If he did that and died, he’d leave his people helpless, leaderless, all over again.

And my cousin isn’t ready. Hell, I wasn’t either.

Whether he was the best person for the job or not, it hardly mattered anymore. Callum was all they had. At least he’d studied battle tactics as part of his theology course, reading about how the order had participated in various conflicts over the years. That was more than his cousin knew about heading up the clan during wartime. Once this was all over, he could step down and go back to his quiet, contemplative life.

Or at least, he clung to that tantalizing thought when shit got so tough that he could hardly stand his own situation. With a quiet snarl, he swung into the lead vehicle, trusting that the rest of his men would see to their own leave-taking. He’d made it clear how long they had; only fools would test him past a certain point.

With little fanfare, they put Daruvar behind them with the slow grinding of ancient gates. It was a long, long ride to the Burnt Amber borders, and he didn’t want to talk to anyone, but as soon as they passed beyond the range of the Eldritch signal jammers, his phone lit up with urgent messages. The Rover was quiet, as the troops let him focus on the anxious queries scrolling on his screen.

Finally, he called Renna, who was ostensibly managing things in his absence. More like, she’d been urging other people to pester him for hours. “Get everyone in the room. If you want my input, let’s do it all at once.”

She immediately cowered at the sight of his face. Now that was good for a man’s mood, wasn’t it? Though it wasn’t like he’d ever been adroit at charming people, Callum didn’t think he was always so…whatever he was that made people look like that. Renna’s eyes shone too bright as she blinked back tears.

Hell, I didn’t even say what I wanted to.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I just… I really don’t know what to do. None of us were alive the last time…”

The conclave failed? Before it existed?

However Renna had intended to complete the sentence, she didn’t speak further, leaving Callum to fill the silence. Thankfully his beard hid the clench of his jaw as he battled resentment. How old does she think I am? I’m lost without Beren too and hiding my incompetence in anger.

But he couldn’t admit that. Not to anyone, ever. Even if I’m not enough, I’m all they have.

“How close are they?” he asked.

There was no need to elaborate. With the Gols massing, their intentions weren’t in question. It was a matter of when they’d attack, not if. After their ignominious defeat at Hallowell, they had to have bear ordinance to compensate for the troops they’d lost, both to death and defection.

“Fifty kilometers, but they’re breaking camps. If they push, they’ll be here before dawn tomorrow.”

Quickly Callum checked their arrival time and privately cursed the fact that he’d weighed the political benefit of showing good will that he didn’t feel regarding Thalia and Raff’s wedding. Not that he bore them any malice—he just found it a colossal waste of time when he had precious little of it to spare.

“Did the engineers complete the minefield?”

“It’s set, but we can’t go live until you’re back,” Renna answered.

He thumped his fist on the back of the driver’s seat. “Don’t put us in a ditch or slam into a tree but get us home as soon as possible.”

“Understood,” Garven said.

He might be a feckless flirt, but he was also hell on wheels. The vehicle jumped in response to Garven’s demand and Callum tried to gentle his expression. Hopefully Renna could hold her tears until they terminated the call.

“Did you catch that? We’ll be back before they attack.” He couldn’t bring himself to promise because shit went wrong all the time. “But…if something happens to delay us, then activate all defenses. All of them.”

Renna gaped, her eyes wide, tears forgotten for the moment. “You’ll be locked out if I do that.”

“And so will they.”

Nobody objected, though it was a death sentence. Twenty tired bear soldiers, split between two Rovers against the collective might of the Gol empire? His mouth quirked in a reluctant smile. There were legends about bear berserkers who could take out five times their number, but even a performance like that wouldn’t save them. This time, they needed to be fast, not fierce.

“I understand,” Renna said heavily.

“Don’t fret too much. With Garven at the wheel, this Rover is practically flying. And…” He angled a look behind him. “Vehicle two is keeping pace. Try to keep everyone calm until I get there.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Thanks. McRae out.” He shouldn’t be so gruff with her.

Callum knew damn well that Beren hadn’t chosen Renna for her competence. She was his uncle’s pick, however, and would’ve been Beren’s mate if the old bear had finished courting her before…well. That left Callum and Renna in an awkward, uneasy relationship, as she might’ve been his aunt by marriage, but she was also younger than he was. It had seemed right, respectful even, to leave her in charge when he went to Daruvar, but maybe he should have picked someone more seasoned…

Eh, whatever.

Tired of everything, he tilted his head back and went to sleep. When he woke, long hours later, they were racing toward the hold with Gols in sight behind. Groggy at first, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but apparently Renna’s nerve must have held. Though it was close as hell, she seemed to be watching their progress via remote and activating defenses behind them—with only seconds to spare.

As the grid went up, the Gols abruptly broke pursuit when the lead vehicle went up in a fireball, taken out by bear mines. Whoops rang through the Rover as they cruised into the hold. Good work. Seems like Beren chose well.

Exhausted and sore, he clambered out of the vehicle and stopped, unable to believe his eyes when Joss Bristow hopped out of the second Rover.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he bellowed.

She lifted her chin and pointed at Garven. “I was invited, remember?”


2.


“I’m so glad you made it back in time.” A stunningly beautiful woman hurried out of a large building nearby, and Joss could only stare at her in wonder.

Before, she’d thought Dalena Asher, Dom’s first mate, was the loveliest person who’d ever existed, but this woman rivaled her with a spill of silken black hair, melting brown eyes, and golden skin that practically shimmered in the early spring sunlight. Her features were symmetrical and delicate, brows perfectly arched, lashes thick and lush, framing soulful eyes and a prettily curved mouth. Thankfully, her arrival also distracted Callum, who was likely about to roar his head off over Joss’s presence.

This might be the most reckless thing I’ve ever done.

Joss admitted that silently, even while acknowledging her own tendency to leap before she looked. Of all the Bristow cousins, she’d gotten herself into the most scrapes, taken the most risks, and generally been accounted a cheerful nuisance by most of her relations, a complete contrast to her careful cousin, Pru. Now, she was standing in the middle of Burnt Amber with only the clothes on her back and no plan for what came next. She couldn’t even explain why she’d jumped into the Rover along with everyone else, just that it seemed like the thing to do at the time.

She doubted Callum would be amused by that explanation.

“You did well, Renna.”

Wait, did Callum McRae just praise someone? Joss stared as the woman offered a tentative smile. “I only did as you said and waited as long as I could. They can’t strike while our defensive grid holds.”

“We’re safe enough for now, but we’re completely cut off,” Callum said grimly.

Shit. That sounded as if she couldn’t go home, even if she wanted to. And she hadn’t told anyone before she left Daruvar. She wondered if Burnt Amber had jammers like the Eldritch to prevent the Golgoth from hacking into their communications. If so, she might not be able to send a message to her family for a while. Since he didn’t want her here in the first place, she wouldn’t piss him off by asking for special treatment.

The way Callum regarded the beautiful woman was rather different, though. Sort of tentative and gentle, as if he didn’t know precisely how he ought to behave. Joss took the respite their exchange offered to study her surroundings. This was her first visit to Burnt Amber, and she hadn’t known precisely what to expect coming in. Not to mention, the ride had been rough as hell with the Golgoth troops chasing them, and she hadn’t seen much while jolting around the back of the Rover.

Like Ash Valley, Burnt Amber had protective walls, but unlike her home, they hadn’t been shaped via masonry. No, this was more like the giant stones had been set by some ancient earth god, arranged upright to protect the oblong space within, affixed through heat, not mortar, as though the edges had fused with unimaginable volcanic force. The stone itself was dark, like basalt, but it was also marbled with shades of umber and gold.

I understand now why they call this place Burnt Amber.

On some level, the beauty spoke to her, whispering of barely tamed spaces and the same wildness that had always whispered in her blood. As for the buildings that made up the inside of the hold, they were stark and imposing, shaped from the same rock that formed the walls. Frescoes were carved above the doors and windows, stylized scenes that she couldn’t interpret from this distance, though she wanted to look closer.

Moving would draw Callum’s wrath down on her sooner, though, so Joss stayed quiet. There was a withered garden on one side of the hold, large enough that it likely supplied everyone who lived here. Here, she could imagine they existed in a land untouched by time. There were no signs of any of the mines or security tech that Burnt Amber was famous for, and she couldn’t spot any wires or cables that would power the imposing structures. Others came out of nearby buildings to form a welcoming party, but they didn’t interrupt Callum either.

“You didn’t hesitate to blame this on me, I notice.” The flirtatious bear, Garven, stepped softly to her side, canting his head with a teasing smile.

“Not true. I merely stated a fact.”

“One that will get me in trouble with that bearded devil,” he muttered. “But I expect you’ll entertain me enough that I won’t regret it.”

Joss narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”

“With your music,” he clarified. “That’s what you promised, isn’t it? Songs to lighten our grim and weary hearts.”

“I’ll do my best.” She didn’t especially want to talk about her impulsive decision to volunteer a concert for people who probably had much bigger concerns. “This may seem like a silly question, but you do have electricity here?”

Garven followed her glance to the gabled roofs. “You can’t see them from this vantage, but we acquire significant power from solar panels. The lines between buildings are buried. The clan chief didn’t want a lot of modern nonsense mucking up a perfectly foreboding aspect.”

“I think it’s lovely,” she said sincerely.

“Truly? Ash Valley is much more modern. Burnt Amber is like a medieval town in comparison.”

Joss grinned. “No, that would be Daruvar.”

Garven offered an easy smile in response. “Fair point. You want to meet some of the others? Callum will be busy with Renna for a while. She’s trying, but she finds him…” Garven grimaced, as if he couldn’t find the right word and settled on, “Difficult.”

“Who is she?” She probably shouldn’t indulge her curiosity, but she was fascinated by the beautiful woman who made Callum look so conflicted, impatient and gentle at the same time.

Garven leaned in close, as if to impart some gossip, and that sharpened her interest to absurd levels. “She’s the one Beren was trying to bond with before he died. He’d long wanted a direct heir, not his sister’s son, but it never worked out with his first mate.”

She’d known that Beren was a widower. “It seems that Callum doesn’t quite know what to make of her.”

“True enough. She’s not quite his relation, but not exactly a stranger either. And I suppose it’s no news to you that he’s no patience with delicate situations.”

“When you have only a hammer, all problems look like a nail,” she suggested.

Garven laughed. “Just so. You’re as witty as you are pretty, fair one.”

That was a charming compliment, and she smiled to acknowledge that, but Garven didn’t make her heart quicken. Nobody had, no matter how kind or charming they were, until she saw Callum McRae at the first conclave. She tried not to watch him surreptitiously because that was a bit creepy, but it was tough. Her eyes kept skating back in his direction, until she made a point of turning her back.

Don’t watch him. Don’t be pathetic. You’re not here for him. You’re here to lift the soldiers’ spirits. That’s all.

“You said something about meeting the others?” she prompted.

Garven introduced her around to those who had accompanied Callum to Daruvar. Most of the names and faces slid away, but she did recognize the two women who had accused her of eavesdropping in the courtyard at Daruvar. Emilia was the taller one, broadly built with a ruddy face and orange hair while Trini was small, compact, and dark-skinned with pretty braids and bright brown eyes.

“I hope you’re worth the scolding we get over this,” Trini said, laughing.

Smiling, Joss made small talk, silently wishing she had a heavier coat. Though it was spring, it wasn’t exactly warm. None of the bears seemed to mind.

Against her volition, her gaze went to Callum, and she saw the precise moment when he recalled her existence, for his entire countenance darkened, and he leveled a hard stare in her direction, then he came at her like a storm. The crowd parted for him on two sides, and everyone seemed to be holding their breath. Apart from Garven, Trini, and Emilia, nobody had acknowledged or greeted her. It seemed that Callum ruled with an iron fist, or at the least, they feared displeasing him.

“You can’t be here,” he snapped.

“Yet I am here. From my observations, departure will not be an option until the Golgoth are defeated.” A rumble of support came from the bears milling nearby, as if her pronouncement heartened them. Encouraged, she went on, “You might as well be a good host and give me a tour, for I’m not going anywhere.”

Callum had no parameters for responding to such an ultimatum.

In the order, people respected authority. They followed the rules. And here in the hold, most were terrified of him, stemming from his thunderous appearance if not for anything he’d actually done. They lived in fear of him erupting in a ferocious rage, but what they didn’t understand? He’d joined the damned order to get that part of himself in check and he’d succeeded too.

Now he had a fearless little lynx glaring at him with green eyes snapping sparks, and everyone was waiting to see if he’d tolerate such behavior. Only she wasn’t part of his hold, and he didn’t have the right to demand respect from her. Hell, Ash Valley wasn’t even allied with Burnt Amber anymore, so he’d look a right and proper ass if he started shouting about the deference due to him.

All too conscious of their audience, he managed not to react to the provocation of her tone, which must be intentional. Callum clenched his jaw and spoke with difficulty. “That is certainly true enough, but I’ve little experience being gracious, so brace for disappointment.”

“Your best is always good enough,” she said in such a gentle tone that her voice hit him strange and sideways, like a club to the back of his head.

Though she was pretty in a delicate, feline way, it was her voice that always sent him running in the other direction. From the first time he heard her sing, he’d known that the sirens of legend did indeed exist, and they must sound precisely like Jocelyn Bristow. He’d been tempted enough to find out about her, learn her name, and the denizens of Ash Valley had whispered stories, filled his ears with tales of her wildness, and he couldn’t allow that curiosity to flourish. Callum had to stamp it out with ruthless vigilance. Otherwise, curiosity might sink its roots in, growing into the deliciously poisonous flower of fascination. If he let it happen, he could find himself in that fearful place again, knowing only desire and obsession.

Aware he was staring at her, he snapped, “A pretty fable.” He beckoned Joss, speaking over his shoulder as he stomped off. “The rest of you, disperse. You’ll hear the songbird soon enough.” To her, he added, “Come along then!”

If they whispered about his loss of authority, they didn’t do so until he left earshot at least. His shoulders fell and once more, all he wanted was to return to the comforting routine of life at the monastery: oat porridge, devotions, manual labor, lighting candles, meditations, weekly spiritual debate. Once a month, the brothers hunted in their shifted forms for meat necessary to survive.

Nothing about his new life was routine or comforting, and he didn’t know how long he could keep his temper in check. To make matters worse, he knew people feared him. They needed wisdom, comfort, and reassurance, not the constant pressure of fearing that a single misstep might set him off like an imperfect homemade explosive device.

“Burnt Amber is incredible,” she said then.

Oddly, she appeared to mean it, gazing about with genuine interest. And it seemed as if his brooding silence made no impact on her either. They had passed several buildings without him telling her what anything was or where they were headed, yet she didn’t object to that, either.

What the hell is wrong with this woman?

“That’s the recreational facility,” he informed her. “Workout rooms, communal bathhouse with sauna and steam, an indoor running track, as in the winter, it’s almost impossible to move around outside.”

“I’ve heard that it gets so cold here that it’s hard to breathe.”

“True. That’s why we built the tunnels that connect all the buildings.” He pointed. “That one houses all the shops. Nothing too sophisticated, so don’t get your hopes up. There’s also a couple of restaurants. You can speak to the owner about performing in the larger space. I’m sure Nayan will welcome the boost to her business.” Grimly he continued the tour. “Unlike Ash Valley, we don’t have private bathing facilities. In the rooms, there’s a half bath and after what happened at the conclave…” He hesitated, aware that she might feel guilty about his next words. “We have plenty of room.”

So many good people died in Ash Valley. So senseless. Damn that bastard Talfayen. At first, when Callum initially heard the news, he blamed the cats too, but when he saw the devastation with his own eyes, he couldn’t hold onto that blame. The cats had suffered more than the rest of the Animari, though with the Gols trying to take down the defensive grid, Burnt Amber was up next.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He cut her a sharp, surprised look. Normally, people couldn’t gauge his mood well at all, but she was locked onto his inner turmoil like it was written in a language only she could read. “For what?”

“Everyone and everything you lost.”

Callum cleared his throat, conscious of a terrible tickle when he tried to breathe. She was the first person who’d realized that he grieved for all of it—the loss of life, certainly, but the loss of his life in particular. Now he was the damned head of Burnt Amber whether he liked it or not, and most days, he assuredly did not.

“You don’t need to apologize. The cats didn’t take a damned thing from me,” he muttered.

“Just as well that I wasn’t apologizing per se, let alone speaking for my whole pride. I was expressing support. It’s been a while since you had any, I guess.”

That was entirely too personal—and accurate—an observation. Dammit, running away from
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      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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