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ABOUT
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If Greek gods become a twenty-first-century biker gang, they might look like the guys Lauren met in the woods.

They used to be called Casper, Grēgorios, and Alexander, or something like that, but nowadays they’re called Jasper, Greg, and Zander. These names are more modern. And the immortal Spartan warriors try to keep with the times. 

These days we’d call them pansexual and polyamorous. But the guys just love the people they love without overthinking these things. They are exclusive and extremely loyal, and that is what matters.

They are also extremely gorgeous. 

Jasper has honey-blond hair, and the word ‘sacrifice’ tattooed across his chest, and more ink lower down. Greg is the one with the pierced nipples, and Zander has his metal jewelry lower down.

If Lauren decides to live with them, she’ll train in essential Spartan skills otherwise known as the three Fs. At least, that’s what she calls them: fighting, farming, and fucking.

Somewhere near you, another band of immortal Spartan warriors is defending our world against monsters from other dimensions. 

––––––––
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IN THIS SERIES DEFENDERS and Ravens take place over the same time period. All the books can be reads as standalone titles but the recommended reading order is:

Defenders

Ravens

Architects
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CHAPTER ONE
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Summer vacation brought all sorts of people home from college, good friends like Jade, and the opposite.

“Well, well, it’s Upsell-Upsdell. When I’m home, too often I see you groveling on your knees.”

Bending over and digging deep into the half-empty box, Lauren heard Lily Limbeck talking about her. 

Lily slapped her hand against Lauren’s back before she could get up, in a way that might almost be friendly. Already unbalanced, Lauren toppled, her top half falling into the box of assorted candy.

Lily laughed. “You be careful, Upsdell. Make sure you get home safe.”

She was righted on her axis and was sitting back on her haunches before getting up when Lauren watched Lily saunter away.

“See ya around, Upsdell, Underbite.”

Instinctively, she put her hand to her jaw. Lauren didn’t have an underbite, but years of name-calling made her self-conscious.

The end of school brought the end of shared lunches, a welcome end to forced group projects, and the relief of no more embarrassing hallway incidents. Lauren wouldn’t miss any of it. But, it didn’t completely put an end to humiliating encounters and the receipt of rude comments.

When she thought graduating high school meant getting away from the school bullies, Lauren was mistaken. Lily and people just like her turned up too often in this small town in the back of beyond.

Two years out of school and Lauren worked a low-paid, dead-end job stacking shelves at the grocery store, and saved as much as possible. She still lived with her aunt and uncle, the kind relatives who took her in when her parents died. Realistically, her prospects were grim, but she worked hard and stayed optimistic.

Ahead of her, she had a destiny to fulfill, great deeds waiting to be done. If only she knew where to start, she didn’t.

Before all of the distant future, Lauren had a date to meet up with her best friend straight after she finished work. Together they had some catching up to do and to celebrate the end of Jade’s second academic year in college. 

That day Jade had arrived home from the city for the summer. Next week she would slip back into her old part-time job in the library.  

Nowhere was far from anywhere else in Beaumont, and almost everywhere was close enough to walk, which was fortunate for Lauren, who couldn’t afford a car.

Even though she’d been on a late shift and it was dark outside, Lauren didn’t think twice about walking the short distance to Jade’s house. It should take ten minutes, but Lauren intended to cut it shorter by cutting across the football field. 

She wondered if Jade might’ve already fallen asleep. Bordering on ten at night didn’t seem late, but Jade would have had a long journey and may be worn out after weeks of studying, essays, and exams, or whatever it was she did at Riverside.

As Lauren walked, she pulled out her cellphone and composed a brief text message.

Hey, coming over. Get ready to party :)

The message sent; she tucked the phone back into her pocket and collided with something that knocked the air from her lungs. She promptly fell on her ass.

She looked up. Towering over her stood Lily, with her cronies; her best friend Jill and their boyfriends, Jason and Rhett, flanking them on either side.

“Well, look at this. If it isn’t the Pipsqueak again.” Lily’s vicious smirk chilled Lauren to the bone. “Back on your butt. What did I say back there? You’re always gonna be underneath us, Upsdell.”

“She’s so clumsy; she might as well live on the ground.” Jill laughed. “Pretty sure being low is her natural state of being.”

“Cut it out, Jill.” 

No one ever called the bullies off. The sickly sweet cruel tone in Lily’s voice warned this time was no different. 

“She’s graduated now. We all are. We’re grown-up, young adults with our whole futures ahead of us. I think it’s time to turn a new leaf.”

“Like what?” Jason asked. He mimicked the tone, and it sounded as if he were in on the joke. The moonlight glinted off his white teeth, which his malicious grin exposed.

“You’re not thinking of helping the idiot get up, are you?” asked Jill in a similar insincere tone.

“She made it through high school, somehow.” Lily shrugged and slipped her hands around her waist. “It’s time for a celebration. I think we’ll help her get back on her feet and keep her supported. Teach her how to stand tall.”

Lying on the damp ground, Lauren curled her fingers into the grass. Like the metal blade of a sword, the grass beneath her hand felt cold to the touch, and its sharp points stabbed her palms when she pushed her hands down.

Unable to explain how, she drew the strength for endurance from the endless ground. She sensed her own heart beating against it because it raced from fear, and in the moment, her heart and the earth were as one.

“I’m okay,” Lauren murmured. She didn’t attempt to stand. “Thank you for the offer, though. That’s very generous.”

“It’s not an offer. We insist.” 

While Lily insisted, the boyfriends took up position either side of Lauren. The men’s hands went around Lauren’s arms, and they yanked her to her feet as if she weighed nothing at all.

In silence, Lily led the way across the field toward the woods that framed it.

The men didn’t let Lauren go but dragged her along as she staggered and tried to find her footing. Her mind raced, searching for a solution to her predicament.

She couldn’t fight Lily, let alone take on all four at once, but she might be able to outrun them if she sprang free. A hopeful plan started to form in her mind. If she took them by surprise, she might escape their clutches. As Lauren braced herself for a struggle, she saw what waited on the edge of the woods.

“N-No,” she uttered, digging her heels into the field. “No, you can’t!”

“What?” Lily looked over her shoulder at Lauren and grinned. She strode on forward. “We’re only gonna help make sure you can stand up for yourself without falling on your face. In a few years, you’ll thank us for teaching you a lesson.”

The guys following showed no sign of loosening their grip. Lauren didn’t like her slim chances of escape.

A coiled rope waited at the edge of the woods.

It must have been left there. Planted.

Rope purposely placed ahead of time turned the nasty event from a prank or an opportunist moment to extend their bullying to an abduction, something planned and far more sinister.

Lauren didn’t know precisely what Lily had planned, but if it involved a rope and the woods, she expected the worst. She couldn’t let this happen. She just couldn’t. She had her whole future ahead of her.

“Looks like she’s about to piss herself, she’s that afraid,” Jason said with an acrid laugh.

Lily pulled out her phone and turned on her flashlight app, lighting up the dark woods that lay ahead. “What’s the matter, Pipsqueak? Afraid to stand on your own?”

They reached the rope at the edge of the woods.

“You got her, Jason?” Without waiting for a reply, Rhett released Lauren. He heaved the rope into his arm and hung it, coiled, over his shoulder.

“I’m serious, you can’t do this,” Lauren said. She struggled against her captors, but they held her tight. “You can’t!”

“We’re gonna,” Lily said. “And you get to decide how bad it’ll be for you. Keep struggling, and we might tie it around that neck of yours, see how tall you can stand when your feet can barely touch the ground.”

“You’ll kill me if you do that.” Was that what they intended? Lauren’s heart beat like a rabbit’s when caught in a fox’s paws. In desperation, she glanced to the side. Only one man held her by one arm. It might be her best chance. She made a break for it but choked as Jason yanked back against his chest.

Jill laughed. 

Lauren decided they must be crazy, drunk, or on drugs. Whichever, it didn’t bode well for her.

“You’re gonna to kill yourself if you don’t stop struggling,” Lily hissed into her ear. “You wanna behave and accept our help, and we’ll only tie you to a tree so you can practice standing up for yourself. Isn’t that right, guys?”

“Yep,” Rhett agreed, patting the coil of rope on his shoulder. “That’s right.”

“So, quit struggling.” Lily turned the light, shining it directly on Lauren, momentarily blinding her, and the surroundings went black. “It’s getting old.”

Lauren squeezed her eyes shut, pulse hammering in her ears. She couldn’t trust them, but she didn’t have another choice. The bullies towered over her; each of the men was twice her size. If she didn’t break away, she stood no chance of running away. She let her body go slack and hoped their mercy would reward her cooperation.

“That’s a good girl,” Jason said. “Nice and easy. We’ll keep walking for a while, find a tree somewhere nice and deep in the woods where no one’ll look, and let you practice in peace.”

“If you tie me up, how am I going to get out?” Lauren asked.

Lily turned the flashlight to light the way. “Oh, I don’t know.” Lily marched forward, forcing Lauren to move along, too.

“You’re so good at messing things up; you’ll probably just end up falling out of the ropes.” Jill laughed as if she’d said something funny. “Right on your ass.” She giggled again. “Typical. We set you up so you can’t fail, and then you fail regardless.”

Unwilling to believe this was happening, Lauren blinked back tears. The longer they walked, the clearer it became: Lily and her crew intended to take Lauren somewhere so deep and distant that even if she shouted, no one would hear her. After everything they’d put her through, when she finally hoped she was free of them, they were just going to tie her up in the woods and leave her for dead?

They had to realize what they were doing.

This wasn’t a prank, and it went beyond bullying.

With a real genuine fear for her life, Lauren saw no way out of the predicament. She couldn’t reason with these assholes.

As they went deeper, swirling mist hid the ground from view, but Lauren’s feet saw for her. They traversed uneven ground, tangled roots, and crunching leaves.

“Please, please don’t do this,” Lauren begged when they came to a sudden halt. They’d reached a part of the woods that Lauren didn’t recognize. “Please. I’ll do whatever you want.”

“We want you to tie yourself to a tree, then.” Jill hooted at her own joke.

“God. And if you shut up, that would be nice, too,” Jason said, and all four of them giggled like preschoolers at a birthday party.

Lauren saw nothing funny in the dire situation.

Jason thrust Lauren forward, and she collided head first with a sturdy, gnarled tree with thick bark. An abrasive piece of bark scraped her cheek, the searing sting intense enough that Lauren was sure it drew blood. Before she could lift a hand to assess the damage, Lily grabbed her and spun her around, slamming her into the tree. Then Rhett and Jason set about tying her up.

They bound her arms first, tying Lauren’s wrists together. The binding didn’t cut into her skin but wrapped tight enough around, so her hands hung uselessly in front of her body. They fastened her hands and worked in tandem to wrap the rope around the tree, tightening as they went. They wrapped Lauren’s torso six times around, securing her tight to the trunk, so she could not move. She only managed to lift her feet and dip her head; the tight bindings stole the rest of her mobility.

“Look at this.” Lily stepped back from her prisoner and opened her arms wide as if showing Lauren off to the world. “The Uptight Pipsqueak, standing up tall and on her own, for the first time in her life.”

“It’s unnatural.” Rhett shook his head.

Jill giggled. “An abomination. Let’s take pictures.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cell phone cameras flashed. Lauren closed her eyes and looked away, trying not to let the humiliation get to her. This would appear all over social media, but at least it meant she’d have a chance of surviving the ordeal. Someone would see her tied up and know where to look. She wouldn’t be left out there forever.

It went dark. Lauren lifted her head and to see the light Lily held illuminating the ground at her feet.

“Look at this one.” Jill snorted. “I got it before Uptight closed her eyes. See how weird they are.”

“They’ve always been weird, like her. So what?” Lily asked. All three huddled around Jill’s phone, looking down at the screen.

“So, with the spooky forest in the background, she looks like an actual freak!” Rhett exclaimed.

“The gray one looks normal,” Jason scrunched his nose in distaste. “The green one is weird. Ick. I didn’t realize there was such a marked color difference between them. What a fucking bizarre picture. Looks fake.”

Lauren liked her eyes. Most of the time, her central heterochromia was too faint to notice. Although one of her eyes was gray, the other eye had a crown of green around her pupil. Tendrils of color flared out, like green rays of sunshine from the black sun of her pupil, but the colors suited each other.

“Put it away.” Lily shuddered. “It’s weird. I don’t like it.”

“This whole place is weird.” Jason slowly swiveled, turning in a full circle on the spot and looking in every direction. “Is there a swamp nearby? I mean, what the hell is with this mist?”

“An air pressure or temperature thing, or something.” Lily scowled and shuddered again. “It sometimes happens, all right? Especially when it’s all weird and dark and damp, like in the woods. You don’t need a swamp to have mist.”

“I’m not so sure,” Rhett said uneasily. “Whatever. We’ve got our pictures. Let’s go. The Pipsqueak can deal with the mist all on her own.”

Lauren squirmed against the ropes, trying to get them to go slack. “You can’t leave me here.”

Thankfully, they weren’t recording her. She sounded pathetic and scared. Stuck and desperate, it seemed worth begging Lily to change her mind, even though Lauren guessed it wouldn’t work.

“Stop complaining,” Lily snapped. “We haven’t gagged you. You’ve been pretty good so far. I thought you were learning something, after all.”

Despite it all, Lauren stood firm, attempting to conceal her fear. She wouldn’t let them think they’d won. Even though it seemed they had.

“Let’s go,” Lily said brusquely, and she turned as if to leave.

“We all bow down to the Almighty Uptight Underbite,” Rhett teased, sweeping into a low bow as he backed away. “The only kid in town whose eyes are as messed up as her head is. You’re a total package, aren’t you?”

The bullies all laughed at the joke.

Lily turned again and took a step toward Lauren. “Yeah, a total package. The only way she’s getting some love action is face down, ass in the air. No one will ever get off while looking at a face like that.”

Lauren let the words roll off her shoulders. She considered herself attractive in an unconventional way. Slender and neat, she’d never had the cheerleader aesthetic. But, she had a good figure and sometimes dressed nicely. Apart from the subtle difference between her two eyes, there was nothing abnormal about her.

It didn’t matter what Lily and her gang said about her. They weren’t Lauren’s type, anyway. Although, at that moment, whether anyone would ever crush on her took second place to the more pressing concern of whether she’d live to see freedom and then find the love of her life.

Lily turned again and set off toward home with her entourage close by. “Catch ya later, Pipsqueak,” she called out without looking back.

As Lily, Jill, Jason, and Rhett left, Lauren closed her eyes and worked through a silent mantra. 

I am worthwhile. I am worthy. I am important.

Their destructive words were intended to harm, not meant to tell the truth. She shouldn’t take anything they said seriously, and she internalized the thought over and over.

When the sound of their footsteps faded into nothing, Lauren opened her eyes again. She was well and truly alone.

“What are you going to do?” she asked nobody in a whisper, finding comfort in hearing her words out loud against the sounds of the night. She strained against the ropes. “There’s got to be something. You can figure it out. There’s a way to get out of this. C’mon, c’mon...”

Working her shoulders back and forth, Lauren squirmed, trying to duck down. When it failed, she planted her feet against the base of the tree and tried to push herself forward.

The ropes didn’t give.

Of course, they didn’t, and Lauren found it a challenge to focus on the positive right then.

There wasn’t much to be positive about in her life as a poor orphan.

A teenager with few prospects and mediocre grades.

Humiliated by bullies. Embarrassed and degraded no matter what happened. Whether they came back and rescued her, or whether other people discovered her in this predicament.

Life was shit.

She didn’t try yelling. It would most likely be a waste of breath and energy with no one around.

She would have to wait until the next morning. Someone on the football field might hear her, but even that was a stretch. They had taken her so deep into the forest, Lauren doubted her calls would travel beyond it.

I am worthwhile. I am worthy. I am important.

She had to remind herself. She whispered the words of her mantra out loud. She had to survive.

Lauren breathed in deep and held it, then exhaled slowly. Panic mounted inside her, much as it wouldn’t help.

The more she wore herself out, the worse it would be. While she was still able to master calm logic, she needed to work out a solid plan. Flailing and screaming didn’t make a good plan and might get her hurt. Without access to water, her throat would dry out, and she wouldn’t be able to call out later.

She wouldn’t survive long without water anyhow. Lauren had to play it smart and use her brain, the one and only tool she had.

The forest wasn’t going anywhere; she wasn’t going anywhere. Unless those jackasses returned, which seemed unlikely, help wouldn’t arrive until morning at the earliest.

A fresh worry formed and took hold of her troubled mind. First and foremost, she needed to relieve the pressure building in her bladder. Already utterly humiliated by everything that had happened in these woods, Lauren didn’t want to add to the ordeal. She didn’t like the thought of being found with urine-soaked pants and ammonia burns to her legs. Dead or alive.

“All right,” Lauren said, bolstering herself. “It’s easy. Your hands are—” She stretched her fingers. Her hands were so close and yet, not close enough. She didn’t have the dexterity required to reach and do anything useful.

A branch snapped, and Lauren fell silent. Whatever had broken, it sounded much heavier than a squirrel. What kind of creatures lived deep in the woods?

Bears. Coyotes. Wolves.

Lauren stopped thinking about it. Instead, she kept still and turned her head toward the noise. A pair of eyes flashed in the gloom, eyes that were distinctly animal.

“God,” Lauren whispered, unable to help herself. She strained against the rope, but it wouldn’t budge. “Please, please don’t do this.”

The eyes came closer. If it weren’t for the pale moonlight that made its way through the foliage overhead, Lauren never would have seen it. She wasn’t sure what kind of animal it was.

“I will kick you,” Lauren warned. She kicked out her feet to show she meant trouble, but it only stopped the animal in its tracks, not turn it around.

A second set of eyes joined it, both of them glinting in the shadows. Then another. Fur, shimmering like still water under starlight, drew Lauren’s attention. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness of night, she saw them more clearly.

Magnificent creatures.
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Movement caught Lauren’s attention. While she had been looking one way, three more wolves had approached her other side. They formed a semicircle surrounding the tree. They gazed at her as though curious and afraid to get close.

“That’s right. I’ll kick you.” Although shaken, she tried to sound confident. “I’ll kick you, and it’ll hurt.” She sounded foolish to her own ears.

Having never seen an actual wolf up close before, Lauren guessed these creatures might not be wolves but some other type of wild dog. They were small for wolves but too big for foxes. 

That’s right; they were dogs. She couldn’t tell for sure. In terror, she wanted them to be intelligent domesticated dogs.

Lauren expected them to charge and rip her to shreds. She braced herself for the assault.

If these were her last few moments alive, Lauren wanted to make sure they counted. She took a minute to breathe in the fresh night air, crisp and humid, perfumed with wildflowers and fallen leaves. She savored the rough feeling of bark against her skin, taking time to appreciate it all. The beating of her heart drowned out most of the noises of the forest, but when Lauren focused, she heard the chirp of crickets and the buzz of nighttime insects.

If only for a second, she distracted herself from the danger and said goodbye to a world far more beautiful than she’d noticed before.

Mist swirled around her feet, it danced, alive despite the still air.

The wolves cocked their heads as if they were thinking. Or listening. They may have heard something because they ran away seconds later.

The mist thickened. It rolled into the clearing like ghostly tumbleweed spinning over the ground. It rose as it swirled in tendrils and parted.

Parted?

Wondering if it were a trick of the light, Lauren squinted. There was no mistake. Moonlight streamed into the small section of forest with startling intensity and revealing the strange pathway forming in the mist. 

A pathway leading to Lauren.

Farther into the forest, the shadows moved.

Large, dark shapes.

Something was out there, nearby, and approaching her. Something or someone? A different shade of blackness moved through the dark just beyond the nearest trees. She sensed it as it approached her.

The dogs had probably heard it and fled in fear.

Whatever frightened away a pack of wolves couldn’t be good.

Helpless, hopeless, and restrained, Lauren had never been more afraid in her whole life.

The gang who put her there could have been brutal, and they could have raped or killed her. Even though they hadn’t, they had left her tethered for someone else to finish the job. 

And there they were. 

Three men emerged from the night. They appeared every bit as terrifying as she’d feared. 

Leather biker jackets hung open atop bare flesh. It may have been due to the heat of the night, not one T-shirt between them. Bare chests, tattooed torsos, closely cropped hair, and partly shaven heads all added to the appearance of a menacing gang.

You’d not want to annoy these men. They might be bikers or gang members. They certainly didn’t look like lawyers or accountants. 

All three wore low-slung jeans held up by thick belts. But it wasn’t the moonlight reflecting off the metal of belt buckles and earring that caught her attention, but one of them carried a length of thick chain. It looked heavy, but he showed no awareness of its weight.

Lauren was at the total mercy of the men. 

Silently they moved toward her along the path created by the mist. Despite their size and their confident posture, they made no sound as they walked toward her.

Lauren didn’t hear their footfall, not even the snapping of a twig or the crunching of dried leaves beneath their boots. Nothing but silence.

In her desperate situation, fear gave way to an unlikely sense of hope. These three men might rescue her. On the face of it, they looked like trouble, but there was something about the tall men. She didn’t trust her eyes. She didn’t recognize them but felt that she should.

Familiarity washed through Lauren, gripping her chest so hard, it hurt.

Lauren’s mind struggled to recall, but her heart ached for the memory, too. 

It wasn’t just the men, either, but everything about this weird setting: the mist, the ancient forest, the damp scent of moss, even the dogs.

Lauren’s lips parted, but she had no words to speak. She froze.

The sense of purpose, of destiny, that Lauren had harbored for so long tugged with more force than ever had before.

The figures stopped several feet away, and they looked Lauren over.

She sobbed, and she had no idea why. She couldn’t help it. Of course, her predicament was reason enough. The relief of being found alive and the surreal, ghostly environment may have been the cause of the strange churning emotions that Lauren didn’t understand.

The tears came suddenly and all at once. She struggled against her ropes as fat tears rolled down her cheeks. The mist. The wolves. The men. All of it seemed natural and commonplace as if she recognized it well from living here.

One of the men lifted a hand, his fingers extended as if he were about to conduct an orchestra. For better or worse, something was about to happen. Lauren wept, fighting to free her hands. Her attempts were in vain. The man extended the hand slowly toward the tree, pointing a single finger and stepping closer. 

He moved with grace and nobility as if the smallest of his movements bore significance.

No, as if the smallest of his movements wielded enormous power. 

Lauren knew this but wasn’t sure how.

The other men followed close behind him, flanking him at either side.

They approached Lauren. All
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