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Blurb

(Book four of the Eye of the
Storm series.)

 


The full moon has been and gone, beginning a new phase of
greater surety for the wolves of Surrey and the mated four who lead
them. Ryan's old pack from Wiltshire – a force to be reckoned with
– have ensured their immediate safety from The Trident … but what
will they demand in return for their protection?


As Lydia and Lawrence heal old
wounds, finding solace in each other, Ryan battles with his own
past. He'd do anything to keep the pack he loves safe, but
'anything' might have consequences he never
imagined.


Meanwhile, Selena's sole focus is in
keeping herself intact as Gabriel relishes in breaking her. What
will she have to become in order to survive?


And Sarah has some tough choices to
make, all of which will test her beliefs and challenge her
boundaries of what makes good, and what makes evil.

 


NOTES: This is
an adult paranormal fantasy novel (at over 81,000 words) containing
scenes of explicit sexual content and some violence, entwined with
romantic elements. Some scenes may disturb some readers. Written in
British English.
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 A Brief Recap of Werewolf Biology and Other
Terms.

 


Werewolves are
a natural animal-human hybrid of unknown origin. Generally,
werewolves are born, not created. However, 1 in 10,000 human males
bitten by a werewolf on the night of a full moon will become
genetically altered and turn into a werewolf. Women cannot be
turned in this way.

Hunted by
humans over the centuries, and more recently, Tridents, they are
now on the verge of extinction. Although werewolves can be killed
by most means, it is very difficult to do so. They heal quickly.
Silver is their one weakness and acts as a potent poison when
ingested or injected into their system.

 


Mating

 


Werewolves
have no say in who their mates are. There is, traditionally, one
mate of the opposite sex for each wolf. Who their mate is, is
determined by DNA compatibility. This is mostly discovered through
scent.

 


Male wolves
must find their mates by the age of forty or their cells
deteriorate and they die, and the age is exact.

 


Female wolves
must find their mates by their mid-twenties (the age is less exact)
or they will also suffer from cell deterioration and die.

 


Both genders
suffer from intense mating pains every lunar cycle, peaking at the
full moon, until they are able to mate. Mating creates longevity
for each wolf, and both are subsequently able to live for up to
three hundred years, although because of societal and environmental
dangers, most will not live beyond one hundred.

 


Mating can
only occur on the night of a full moon, during an electrical
thunderstorm, the lightning acting as some sort of charge that
binds both mates' genes.

 


Once mated,
breeding (impregnation) can take place at any time, and is very
easily achieved.

 


'Bonding' is
separate to mating, although the two terms are often used
interchangeably. It can happen at any time between two wolves,
after they have mated. Whereas mating cements their biology,
bonding is a more personal act that seems to be triggered by
'feelings'. Most wolves never bond.

 


Shifting

 


Male
werewolves are able to shift into their wolf forms from birth.

 


Female
werewolves can not shift until their first change. Their first
change can only occur one lunar month after the mating takes place,
their body needing that time to fully accept and integrate the
genetic alteration.

 



Storm-wielders

 


A female
werewolf with the ability to manifest and draw down a storm,
including lightning. The male can also carry the gene, but it is
not active within them. Extremely rare, storm-wielders have become
feared by packs worldwide since Tridents discovered of their
existence and have been hunting them down, infiltrating and
destroying packs in the process, in order to use them for their own
mating and breeding needs. For decades they have been killed at
birth, or banished, to ensure the pack's safety, but as a result,
no one knows enough about storm-wielders. There is no known
research on them. It is rumoured that their unusual gene also
demands that they take three males as mates instead of one. This
rumour adds fuel to the fear surrounding them, most wolves
believing that where a storm-wielder exists, two other female
wolves will die from having their [potential] mates taken from
them.

 


Tridents

 


A Trident;
plural, Tridents, or 'The Trident' when referring to their entire
species as a group. A 'medical experiment gone wrong', Dr Evan
Trident, obsessed with werewolves, succeeded in creating his own
breed of 'werewolves' from human beings in 1789, by combining their
genes with that of the werewolf and using the newly discovered
lightning rod to activate the merged cells. Tridents are monsters
of the werewolf world and have become their number one enemy. They
look more beast than wolf and are ruled by primal, animal needs and
savage instincts. Although they can be killed by most means, it is
very difficult to do so. Nectar from the Datura flower is their one
weakness and acts as a potent poison when ingested or injected into
their system.

 


Tridents
rarely find their mates, but when they do, it is usually in a human
who they will then turn into a Trident.

 


Unmated,
Tridents only live for five years. Mating brings them longevity in
the same way it does for werewolves.

 


Tridents
cannot breed, but increase their numbers by using the same method
that Dr Trident used to turn humans into Tridents.

 


Operiphur

 


A pungent
liquid used by both werewolves and Tridents, that when adorned or
released into the atmosphere, acts as a shield for all other
scents. It is often used to cover tracks and hide scents that can
be used to identify a werewolf, person or object. It is expensive
and used sparingly.

 



 


 Dedication

 


This one goes
out to all

the 'ones' in
the crowd who,

not only stand
out from the rest,

but make a
stand.

 



 







“There is no easy walk to freedom anywhere, and many of us
will have to pass through the valley of the shadow of death again
and again before we reach the mountaintop of our
desires.”

Nelson Mandela
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 Prologue

 


Silence kills
… silence kills…

And yet,
finally, only silence ruled his mind.

Finally.

All the voices had gone – his grandfather's, his
grandmother's, the cries of the females – in lust, in pain – and …
his. His
voice. Him.

Where was the
guilt? The self-loathing?

They had gone
too. He thought they never would. But he didn't know where. Where
had they gone?

Perhaps
something worse was coming. Maybe this was the quiet before the
storm.

The door
opened, and he heard Lawrence, Taylor and Lydia walk in.

He didn't
move. Kept his eyes cast on the floor that he'd battered with a
sledgehammer – that still needed repairing.

Lawrence had
been through a lot. The king was under the impression he'd saved
him. He didn't know all those years getting him back on his feet
had saved them both. It had given him a purpose, a mission. Until
that moment, he'd had no idea who he was or what he was for –
everything he had known was gone.

The shivering
had stopped, but he pulled the blanket in tighter anyway. The
blanket smelled of Lydia, as if she guarded his very being. She had
saved him too, ever since the first time he'd dreamt of her. That
was when he had understood how it was truly meant to be – mating …
loving…

What happens
next?

After so much
noise, for so many years; after the sanctity of this new silence
ran its course … what happened next?

The large
office chair he sat in wobbled as Taylor perched on its arm.

Taylor was
strong, like his grandfather had been.

He wasn't
clear on what exactly had happened. One minute he was saving
Taylor, the next, Taylor was saving him.

One minute, he
had been supporting his mate across the four miles to the mansion,
the next, Taylor had been hauling him up off the ground.

He couldn't
remember falling.

He only
remembered the moment everything finally became quiet.

Taylor placed
a hand on his shoulder.

That was good.
He needed reminding he was here, because the silence was like a
luxurious black hole he might willingly step into.

His mate got
up from the arm of the chair, and moved around to stand behind him.
Leaning forward, he brought his hand down and forward, off his
shoulder, so it rested on his chest in a loose embrace.

Slowly, he
pulled the blanket apart, just a fraction.

Taylor's palm
slipped through the gap, making direct contact with his skin.

He was here.
He was still here.

What happens
next?

Taylor's chin
rested on his head. “Okay, big guy. Time to get this off your
chest.”

And he never
thought he'd have the words. He never thought they existed in the
utter darkness, yet there they were, forming before his eyes…

Taylor knew.
He now knew. And he was still here.

His own hand
came up to touch his.

Taylor took
it; clasped it…

He reached in,
plucked the words from the blackest hours of his life, and broke
the silence.

“My name is James Ryan Mason…”

 



 


 


 


 Chapter One

 


He sat in his
chair, swinging his legs back and forth, ignoring the bite of the
edge of the seat against the back of his calves as he swung them
harder.

This was
boring.

He wanted to
shift and run, but he was supposed to stay put.

He
scowled.

If it were his
dad he was with, he wouldn't give a whats-it, even if his dad was
as scary as wolves came. But he was with his granddad, and he
didn't want to upset his gramps. He loved his gramps. Gramps was
kind. He almost never got angry, although he did sometimes get sad,
or – what was that other thing? Oh, yeah: disappointed. When he
played up, Gramps got disappointed in him, and the hurt of that dug
in way deeper than when his dad got angry.

Frustrated,
and with his backside going numb, he fidgeted some more, and sank
lower in his seat until the soles of his trainers were slapping
against the floor as he swung his legs.

That
boring-looking secretary female glared at him. This whole office
was boring.

He glared
right back at her, and slapped his feet that little bit harder.

The door to
the meeting room was thrown open and Gramps and his nanna came out,
Nanna looking … upset? Or ill?

And Gramps
looked mad.

Shit.

He wasn't
supposed to know that word, so he clamped his mouth shut to stop it
from coming out.

Another couple
of wolves he didn't know walked out after his gramps, followed by a
male he did know: he was the Alpha of Somerset – Nik something; he
could never quite remember how to say it – and this was only the
second time he'd ever seen him. He looked about the same age as his
dad.

The Alpha's
eyes landed on him – really light brown. His stare was weird, and
his smile was even weirder.

His granddad
finally came out of his own thoughts and saw him, slouched in his
chair, still kicking wiry-looking blue carpet. “James,” he
snapped.

James bolted
upright at the unfamiliar weight behind his tone, that horrible
feeling in his chest, whenever he made anyone feel bad, already
blooming.

Gramps' dark
eyes softened. “Come on, lad. Let's go home.”

He rose from
his chair, but the Alpha guy approached him, still smiling. “So …
this is the infamous James.”

His
grandfather bristled, but he didn't know why. Had he disappointed
him already?

“How old
are you, boy?”

“Six,
sir.”

“Excellent!
Strapping young lad, aren't you? I hear you're going to be the
Druid-Alpha one day.”

Now, he smiled
back and puffed out his chest a little with pride. No matter how
weird that Somerset Alpha was, James was proud of the duty that
awaited him, and glad to be recognised for it. “Yes, sir.”

“Well,” his
strange, light eyes danced across his face and his enthusiastically
expanded chest, and he chuckled. “I do hope to be working with you
some day.”

James grinned
from ear to ear.

His nanna
sucked in a breath, still not looking well. His granddad said
nothing, but still looked mad. What was going on?

“Until next
time,” said the Alpha to his grandparents before making a final
gesture directly to him that looked a bit like a bow.

Wow. He'd
never had anyone bow to him before.

The tension
eased a little after he'd left the room and Nanna let out a small
uncomfortable noise.

James looked
at Nanna, worried, and then back at Gramps.

“She's
fine, son.”

No she isn't, retorted the voice in his
head.

But she took a
deep breath and smiled at him anyway, and James gave her a smile
back, because his Nanna's smiles were always big and bright, and
her clear, hazel eyes sparkled, even if she was upset.

They all made
their way to the car.


“Gramps?”


“Yes?”

“Are we
staying in Somerset?”

“Only for
one more night. We head back home tomorrow.”

Relief fell
over him. He didn't like it here – the wolves were strange here.
Back home, in Wiltshire, his pack were friendly and they knew how
to have fun. Here – and he'd been here a few times – they were
quiet and hostile, and they all acted like they were better than
him. So what if he was a pup? Six wasn't that young, and he was going to be a Druid Alpha
one day, like his granddad. Maybe he would even lead The Order,
which was super powerful. He could already do more than other
wolves his age and definitely more than most wolves here.

He growled in
combined annoyance for this stupid place, and affection for his
home and pack.

His granddad
smiled, knowingly, and nodded at the back passenger door of the
car. “Get yourself in then.”

He did, only
mildly irritated he needed to sit again, because his concern for
his grandmother invaded him once more. But he didn't say anything.
Instead, he reached out to her with his mind and senses as she sat
in her front passenger seat, and 'felt' for her distress. It was
one of his 'gifts' as a wolf born into the Druid clan. He was
highly intuitive and if he could figure out what was wrong, he
could help her fix it.

Her heart
ached – a lot – and there was also an ache somewhere in her gut;
somewhere behind her belly-button.

It felt like
someone had hurt her, and it felt really sharp, like a knife, and
he didn't like it, not one little bit.

This growl was
more like a snarl this time, and it was impromptu, brought on by
the pain he was feeling inside her.


“James!”

His granddad's
stare pinned him, until his snarl became a small whine of apology
and he lowered his eyes.

“Not this
time, boy. Stay out. This isn't for you.” He started the
engine.

Embarrassment,
coupled with fury, heated his face, but it was quickly deflated by
a quiet sob from his nanna.

“Deirdre…”
Granddad placed a hand on her arm, and squeezed, as they pulled out
of the grassy parking area.

“It's not
right … it's not right.”

“I know.
Let's talk about this later.”

“Don't
you ever let them do that to you –
to me. To us. Do you
understand?”


“Deir—”

“I mean
it!”

He'd never
heard Nanna so angry before. James' eyes widened as he unwittingly
pushed himself back in his seat. Whatever it was, he could still
feel her distress. He hadn't completely pulled himself out of her
energy field. He didn't know the words for what he'd found inside
her, but he knew it felt really, really horrible, like being picked
on, or bullied.

“They
believe that they're—”

“I don't
care what they believe,” she spat out, anger taking over the sharp
hurt.

“Shhhh! For
god's sake, you'll be heard.”

Her jaw
clenched once … twice … then she sat back in her seat and James
lost his view of her a little.

Silence ensued
as they made their way back to the cottage they were staying
at.

“I don't
want to come back here,” she finally breathed out, quietly.

Gramps sucked
in a breath. “We need to.” He reached out for her arm again, but
she flinched away. “Deirdre…” His tone was apologetic. “We need to
unite the clans. Our packs have been at war for generations; it
needs to end.”

“Their
actions cannot be justified.”

He sighed. “I
know.”

There was more
silence as his granddad stared at the road ahead, and his nanna
stared at his granddad.

“I mean it, Gil. You're loyal to The Order, and I love you
for your passion and dedication, but what he has planned – don't you get
sucked into that. It'll end us.” She paused. “It'll end me.” Her
voice broke, and she started crying again.

Gramps cursed
all those words he didn't think James knew. “Christ, Deirdre, I'm
not going down that road, I swear it.” He reached for her hand, and
she took it; gripped it like it was a life raft. “I swear it.”

James watched
their joined hands. He had no idea what was going on, but a very
uncomfortable feeling sat at the pit of his stomach, perhaps
ignited by what he'd felt from Nanna, but fuelled by what he'd
heard in his granddad's tone; so, so subtle – but it was definitely
there: uncertainty.

And it sent
him cold.

 


An irritating
laugh brought him back to the present, but the cold remained. That
goddamned, out-of-nowhere little trip down memory lane had pushed a
button. And fucked him off.

And there was
that tooth-grating laugh again. There was a little dip three
quarters of the way into it that suggested the owner of the laugh
had some kind of ulterior motive for laughing. Like he was
interested in wheedling information from whomever he was conversing
with, and without turning around, Ryan damn well knew who the laugh
belonged to: Nikolai, the Alpha of the Somerset pack, and also the
Alpha of The Order.

He turned.

He wasn't
wrong.

Him.

An old anger
uncoiled.

He was still uncomfortable with outsiders on their land in
general – they'd been here almost twenty-four hours now – but
it really got his
hackles rising that pack members from Somerset had bulldozed their
way into their armament when he thought he'd be entrusting them to
the Wiltshire pack alone. Turned out wolves from the two counties
were pals now.

Unite the
clans.

Apparently,
his grandfather had succeeded in his goal, but that was the extent
of Ryan's knowledge, for when he'd gone rogue, all ties with his
pack, and any relations he had in it, were cut off. When had
Nikolai taken it upon himself to answer for both counties? Why did
they just let him? When had that become accepted?

Nikolai was not the person with whom he'd had his meeting – he had met with
Rob, the Alpha of Wiltshire and the successor to his grandfather.
He had not expected Nikolai to come in his place, but just when
they'd been about to leave, vans all packed, Nikolai had 'turned
up' with his pack. Everyone had fallen silent as he had proceeded
to greet Ryan and dole out instructions to both packs, apparently
aware of the entire premise of the meeting. Rob had been 'asked' to
stay behind, as had most of Wiltshire, while Nikolai had stepped
in.

There was no
love lost between Nikolai and himself. But with terms already
agreed to and Lydia's change imminent, Ryan had had no time to
argue. He'd found himself caught between a rock and a hard place.
And too many fucking nightmares he thought he'd settled.

His
grandmother had passed away two years after he'd left the pack. His
grandfather had died another year after that, and his own parents
had subsequently emigrated to America. He hadn't even been told
why.

At the rule of
The Order, Ryan had not been allowed back home to grieve – not to
say goodbye, attend the funeral ceremony or anything. He'd been
furious … and Nikolai was a deceitful snake.

Unfortunately, he didn't really have the right to voice his
complaints at this moment, because if they hadn't agreed to come
when they did, his Surrey pack might be licking Trident arse right
now. Or dead. Two seconds later
and Lydia would have been hurt, and that visual,
right there, of that mother-fucking hybrid placing himself between
her legs, brought his crappy mood even lower than it was at being
'indebted' to Nikolai.

It scraped the
bottom of the barrel when the laughing snake finally stepped to one
side and Ryan saw the subject of his subtle interrogation.

Protectiveness
surged through him. Or was it possessiveness? Either would do.
“Taylor,” he barked out in his direction. “We're needed back at the
mansion.”

The younger
wolf's personal spice carried towards him on the gentle summer's
breeze, far too seductively combined with Lydia's and Lawrence's,
and, of course, Ryan's own.

Their joined
scent.

It ignited
some new force within him – within all four of them – that was
unique and brilliant, yet ferocious in its consumption, and
definitely hazardous, for it had the ability to cloud your senses,
and Ryan needed his senses sharp.

He forced his
throat closed and tried to shallow his breathing so he could keep
his focus, and not smell or taste any more of Taylor's scent than
he had to.

Fuck…

Taylor looked
up at him, furrowing his eyebrows in surprise. “We are?”

Ryan's temper
rose a fraction at the querying question … because, no, they
weren't needed at the fucking mansion.

He could feel
Nikolai bore his eyes into him.

He fought back
the urge to leap forward and put himself between his mate and the
slippery fucker. “Yep.”

Ryan turned
and strode off, way faster than he knew Taylor could keep up with
without looking like some subordinate pup, but he knew he would
still follow.

He also knew
he was acting like a jerk.

He'd point blank shut Taylor out after he had asked about his
old pack, and hadn't really let him back in. But the wolves from
Somerset had philosophies very different to those from Wiltshire
even though The Order spanned both counties, and it formed the crux
of why Ryan had left. He didn't think he'd ever have to go crawling
back for favours – certainly
didn't think Nikolai would be the one providing –
but there it was. There are things Taylor could do without knowing,
for his own safety, and really, he just needed to do as he was told
for fucking once.

Ryan's inner-voice chortled. He's
been hanging around the rebellious red-head too long.

Lydia's
gorgeous grin filled his mind, he almost smiled, and then calmed
down a bit.

In the past
ten years, she had always done the same: calmed him. Filled his
vision with hope. It had spurred him on many a time when he'd
thought himself at the end of the line.

He felt Taylor
bristle at his order the same time he heard him embed his small axe
into the trunk of a felled tree.

Ryan took his
steps faster, still blocking the male's scent, and now also tuning
out the sense of Taylor's gaze burning a hole through his back. He
wondered if things would be easier if, nowadays, that gaze didn't
get under his skin the same way Lydia's did.

He reached out
for her, without thought, and sensed her somewhere near the mansion
– behind it – with Lawrence. It eased him a little to know Lawrence
was there for her.

Just as Lydia
had undergone her first full physical change, the tall blond wolf
seemed to have undergone an internal one-hundred-and-eighty. He'd
found a sense of peace, and it was about bloody time.

Ryan sighed, turmoil filling his chest, even as his
connection with Lydia calmed him. How the fuck was he supposed to
do this? Protecting one mate? Fine, no problem. Making sure no harm
came to three mates? Shit. Panic had snared him at that. He'd always been a
wolf naturally protective of those he loved, but it knocked him for
six at how that protectiveness had magnified tenfold since they'd
all mated. It was why he'd gone back to ask Rob and his old pack
for help – he couldn't do it alone.

His earlier memory tugged at his mind, along with an old ache
for how much he had loved his grandparents; for his failure to
protect them; for his weakness of character at a time he should
have been strong… 'Not this time, boy.
Stay out. This isn't for you.'

He knew
Nikolai was still there, watching him walk away – watching Taylor
follow – without having to turn around. And he really wished he
wasn't.

 


~*~

 


The phone rang
out.

Again.

Lydia
swallowed the lump in her throat and hung up, something similar to
claustrophobia building across her chest.

He'd better be
all right.

This was her
fault.

Fuck.

She dropped
the phone on her bed and left it there as she turned to leave her
room. The sun was setting on the first full day after she'd become
a full-bodied wolf. It looked beautiful streaming through the
windows of her room, but right now, she felt like the walls of the
mansion might crush her.

Her dad hadn't
come.

He was
supposed to have been here five hours ago.

She half-ran down the stairs and made straight for the front
door, letting nothing but her intuition guide her to … whatever
would make her feel better. She didn't know what that would be, but
it was her three mates she scanned for with her senses,
automatically and without thought. And what
an ability that had become overnight.

Since she'd transformed, it was as if they somehow lived in
her. If she focused hard enough, she could feel where she ended and
her mates began, even though they might be miles away, and she
could catch the trails of their emotions – even their thoughts.
Apparently, it was not a regular thing between mates. This didn't
usually happen after the female had been through her change.
Lawrence had put it down to the storm-wielder gene, although she
suspected it was more to do with the four of them exclusively. She
might be a storm-wielder, but Lawrence was royalty, Taylor had been
human, and Ryan, they'd all learned over the past day, had been
brought up in The Order – a mysterious sect of Druid-wolves she
knew nothing about.

But this new
connection they shared? Besides being fucking weird, it was pretty
damn cool. So, she let her feet lead the way, behind the huge
house, part of her wanting to shift, but another part of her
feeling too self-conscious to do so – the whole thing was still so
incredibly new, startlingly personal, and her human side hadn't
completely left her yet. Maybe it never would.

She felt him there way before
she saw him, but seeing him caught her breath a little, as it
always did. He looked magnificent – statuesque – his tall gait
perfectly balanced, his flaxen hair setting off a golden sheen
against the last rays of sun. The profile of his face, currently
turned away from her, was almost Roman in its structure, yet it was
the legacy of what surely must be Scandinavian deities that shone
through the armoured visage.

Ha! Right,
let's add fuel to that ego of his.

Still, she'd
never been able to deny his beauty from the second she'd laid eyes
on it, or, to some extent, him.

She wrinkled
her nose in thought as the image of her undoing her blouse and
practically coming for him, right there in the very public theatre
restaurant, sprang up in her mind.

But the way he had looked at
her… Don't even get me started on those eyes.

He knew she
was there – of course he did – without needing to turn. Because the
way she could 'feel' her mates … it was reciprocated.

Lawrence
reached an arm out behind him and stretched his hand towards her,
still with his back to her, facing the dilapidated, boarded up
outbuilding to the south of the mansion.

She almost
shifted then.

Her legs seemed to tremble at his presence, and although she
was still a little pissed off he continued to have that effect on
her, she could now also appreciate the splendour of it. The wolf in
her had always relished her
reaction to Lawrence. Human Lydia, however, would rather have that
reaction to pretty much anything else. What ever happened to going
ga-ga over a pair of Jimmy Choo's like a normal woman? Not that
she'd ever been able to afford Jimmy Choo shoes.

Her bare feet
led the way, not waiting for permission. She reached out and laced
her fingers through Lawrence's own.

He turned, and
she melted.

Not literally
– obviously – but in every other way, because his very pale, blue
eyes shone with warmth.

For her.

Compared to
the icy cold she had started to grow accustomed to, it stunned her
a little, every single time.

“Still can't get through to him,” said Lawrence. It wasn't a
question, because he already knew the answer.

She swallowed
the lump that she suddenly realised had been lodged in her throat
for the best part of ten minutes, and shook her head.

“It's not your fault.”

“I know,” she shrugged, but the doubt in those two words was
plain to hear, and she cringed.

“Maybe something important came up.”

Or maybe
I've been too dismissive of him for too many years, and he finally
had enough. “Maybe.” She shuffled on her
feet. “I tried to reach out to him earlier – to feel him. You know,
just to see if I could. I mean, I've never tried before because I
didn't know I was a wolf, but in one of those text books it
says—”

“You finally read one of the text books?”

She glowered
at him.

His lips twitched in amusement, which deepened her scowl.
“I read. I just don't do
mathematical formulas that combine letters with numbers, or
science, or those diagrams that look like spiders from outer
space.”

The lip twitch
turned into a smile, and he had no bloody right to look that
fabulous while taking the piss out of her.


“Anyway,” she pressed on, “it says wolves
can almost always feel a bond with their parents and siblings
because they're connected by blood and—”

“The 'connected by blood' part is the important
bit.”

Her hope
stalled.

He'd said that softly, and his smile faded, gently, the light
of apology taking its place behind those eyes. “Since the mating at
the warehouse, and especially since your change last night, it's my
blood you're attuned to – and of course, the bond between all four
of us. But our blood… When you took my blood last month, your DNA
was completely transformed and every last red cell replaced. You
may as well have had a blood transfusion, the difference being
that this kind of transfusion is
permanent. Your own cells won't eventually take over, or remake
themselves – my blood literally created a new blueprint in you.
It's a storm-wielder thing, and it puts you –
us,” he corrected, “a step left of being
just werewolves. Very little research has been done about it, which
is why you won't find it in the text books.”

“Oh,” she muttered into the heavy pause that stretched out
before them. There went that fucking idea.

Pulling his
hand out of hers, he trailed it upwards along her skin and
encircled her arm with it. “I'm sorry, Lydia.”

She looked at
him, surprised, until an unexpected spark of anger rumbled at his
apology. “I'm not. You saved my life that night, didn't you? When
you gave me your blood?”

Hesitantly, he
nodded. “You were in agony because of your mating pains. The
lightning was attracted to you because you were ready to wield, but
when it hit you, you couldn't control it – it controlled you. Ryan
couldn't get to you in that state – no one could.”

“Except you.”

“Except me.” He searched her out with his eyes.

She made damn
well sure he could hear the truth behind every syllable she spoke.
“I'm not sorry. This is my home. It's the most 'home' I've had
since my mother died. I'd like to know where my dad is, but I need
you – all three of you – more.”

The hand on her arm travelled up further, until it landed on
her face, stroked it briefly, and then fell away. She wondered how
it could be that he was still so
careful with her, now, after the lake-spectacular that had taken
place between them this morning, and everything else. But twenty
years of hiding – of controlled suppression – wouldn't simply
disappear in a few hours. He would retreat, wouldn't he? And then, he'd emerge; retreat and
emerge, over and over, like a wounded animal learning to trust
again.

“I've worried,” he confessed. “Since that night at the
warehouse, I've worried endlessly that I'd made the right choice
for you. You were brought up as human – what if you hated werewolf
life? Or what if you couldn't deal with being a werewolf? What if
you went into shock, mentally, physically… It was a split-second
decision and those aren't my forte. I've become used to having the
time to make decisions based on calculated precision – time's the
only thing you've got when you're learning to walk from scratch.
Like a baby,” he added, with a hint of bitterness. Then, his gaze
landed on her again, and softened. “You came in like a whirlwind
and changed all that.”

She smiled,
although, oddly, it wasn't without an element of shyness. And
vulnerability. That wasn't her – she rarely felt vulnerable, and
never fucking shy, for god's sake – but Lawrence always managed to
press buttons no one else ever found. “So,” she stepped into his
space until she could feel his body warmth emanating from him, “it
should be me apologising to you.”

“Don't you dare. It was a compliment.”

That defenceless feeling Lawrence instilled in her grew, and
so did the heat in her face. It was weird how, now that the full
moon had passed, and her final transformation was over, a certain
calm had settled deep within her. The sharp edge of the crazy lunar
lust had diminished, thank god, but in its place was something
… stronger, somehow, yet it
rendered her wide open. Wide open to her mates. It was less
explosive than the sexual heat they all shared, but strangely, more
intense, and it was centred all around her heart – in it, a part of
it, beating with it … maybe it was
love.

She had
confessed her love for all three of them, although the way she'd
confessed it had been less than ideal. But she hadn't been able to
rein her feelings in any longer, and why should she?

But this new
'thing' seemed more than just love. This new feeling was far too
complicated, and far too raw, to put into words. She felt it more
with Lawrence than with Ryan or Taylor. Maybe it was the blood
thing. Maybe it exposed her to him in a different way, after all,
they shared a small portion of each other's memories.

She and Ryan
shared dreams; she and Taylor shared humanity.

Lawrence's
hand found its way back to her cheek and stayed there, gently
gripping her jaw to lift her head up.

Lydia met his
eyes, unable to suppress a shiver when the heat of that stare
seeped into her veins, awakening that good old lust, the way his
blood already had.

And the sense
of complete powerlessness rocketed.

So, she stepped back and away, mildly frustrated that she was
being just as careful with him as he was with her. She focused on
the outbuilding – anything that wasn't how Lawrence split her wide
open – and decided to change the subject. “Is this where it
happened?” Not really the best change of subject though,
is it, Lydia? scathed her inner
voice.

Idiot.

Pain radiated
off him. “Yes,” came the tight, soft reply. “It is.”

She didn't
know if she should continue, but like always, her wolf wanted to
know every single thing about Lawrence and felt permanently
comfortable in his presence – a quality the human in her had never
quite managed on her own. “Has it been boarded up since then? Have
you ever been back in?”

“No. Never.”

A pause.

He cleared his
throat, but it didn't help the stress in his tone. “If you move in
closer, you can still smell the massacre. Blood still stains the
floor and walls; death still taints the air trapped inside.”

Christ!

She swallowed back a sudden wave of nausea as the image and
scent of Brendan's decimation came to mind, and reached out and
squeezed his hand, although she wasn't sure who she was reassuring.
“Do you think—”

Lydia halted
mid-sentence, and both of them straightened, alerted to Ryan's
approach through their new connection, although the larger wolf was
nowhere to be seen just yet. But they could both feel his ire. What
it was about, though, Lydia couldn't quite grasp at – his thoughts
were too shielded. She suspected it had to do with The Order. Ever
since they'd gotten here, he'd been on edge and not quite himself,
and it put all three of them – herself, Lawrence and Taylor – on
edge. Ryan was the jovial, optimistic one. He was the one who
lifted the mood and blew away the grey clouds.

Not so much
the past twenty-four hours.

A rush of heat
surged through her as his scent grew stronger. Her breath shallowed
and she all at once wondered if the crotch of her jeans had caught
fire somehow, because all that heat headed south.

She bit her
lip to suppress a delinquent moan, but Lawrence heard – or sensed –
it anyway.

As Ryan came
into view from a path through the woods that surrounded them, the
tall wolf behind her caught the back of her top and pulled her into
him – or himself into her. She wasn't sure which because it was all
about the bond, and not about her anymore.

Hard heat –
his, not hers – pressed against the curve of her backside leaving
her with absolutely no doubt of his arousal.

It was like
this now. When two of them shared space, they burned. When a third
mate entered the equation, the temperature rose one hundred
percent, and when all four of them were together – not that that
had happened again since just after Brendan's death – it was
nothing short of volcanic.

And still the burn was more bearable than the mating pains and full
moon heat had been. That had been all physical. This kind of heat came from a place
deep inside; more bearable, yes, but no less intense, and no less
controllable.

Lawrence
growled into her ear; a soft sound that said he was more
appreciative of her reaction – their joint reaction – than
angry.

Ryan loomed
ahead, every purposeful stride he took sending a mini-ripple
through her, as if she could feel the vibrations his steps made on
the earth.

“Oh, god,” she whispered, unable to stop herself from
expressing the sheer depth of her rising need.

And all at once, she longed for the four of them. They
hadn't been a
foursome since she'd fully transformed, and not since that day
she'd found Brendan dead. Their joining that time had been
indescribable; healing; so very beautiful. It had been everything
she'd imagined the four of them could be – the sad circumstances
notwithstanding – and at this moment, it became an instrumental
craving.

Ryan was just
a few metres away now, his dark brown eyes smouldering, the old,
faint scars across his left eyebrow and jawline, even more
pronounced than usual in the early evening light.

Hell, she'd
fallen hard – hard and fast – without any notion of how dangerous
any of it could be … because he'd just been a dream. An almost
nightly, persistent, fucking hot dream, but still a dream.

And she was
still falling.

Falling for all her mates in completely different ways. With
Ryan, the fall was sheer and exhilarating. She'd never felt she
needed his approval the way she needed Lawrence's, but she needed
his heart. She needed the 'I love you's' of a thousand dreams to be
real and meant, from Ryan more than anyone, because he knew her
many facets. He'd known her as a gawky, confused teen; he'd known
her as a budding woman; he'd known her as a sensual, bold one…
She'd divulged all her kinks and quirks to him, and he'd lapped up
every one of them, giving them the right to exist, and claiming
them as theirs.

In dreams,
anyway.

Four more
steps and there he was. He gave a brief nod to Lawrence, brought
his eyes back to hers, and … placed a chaste kiss on her lips.

Disappointment
was always a strange kind of hurt. She pushed it away and offered
him a smile. What had happened to the Ryan who had consumed her so
completely, along with Taylor, just that very morning? And they
said females were the moody ones. Yeah – right. No one did moods
like Alpha male werewolves.

Ryan's
attention went back to Lawrence. “Nikolai will ask for a meeting
soon.” His jaw clicked with his tension. She wanted to ease it; to
lick that tension right off his face.

Lawrence still
had a hand around her hip, for which she was grateful, because she
didn't want to end up Ryan-mush right now. Honest to god, if it
wasn't Lawrence-chasm, it was Ryan-mush! Thank heavens for Taylor
and the sense of normality he brought.

She wondered where he was, automatically reaching out through
their new-found connection… On the other
side of this copse, by the nearest set of felled trees.

She relaxed a
little, sensing he had felt her reach out to him. Would he
come?

“We already had a meeting early this morning,” countered
Lawrence.

“Yes, about you and about our pack. He wants a meeting about
what they're providing for us, and,” he paused, his next words
coming out gratingly, “what they want in return.”

And now, Lawrence tensed behind her. He stroked his thumb
across her hip, his lips moving against her hair as he explained.
“The Order never do anything unconditionally, out of the kindness
of their hearts. They always ask for something in return, and wolf
law dictates they can ask for what they want at any time. Funnily
enough, it was one of my ancestors who passed that law –
the law of uninhibited repayment – I'm not sure
of the ins and outs of what happened or why. But
our recruiting the help of The Order would
have been on the understanding that we give something up in return,
something of their choosing, any time they deem fit.”

Ryan looked
away, something she couldn't decipher passing through his eyes, and
nodded, curtly, in confirmation.

“Give something up?” she repeated. “Like what?”

“That's up to them,” said Lawrence, grimly.

“But … it can't be that bad, right?
We did need their help … right?” Whatever they might want in return,
they had saved her from becoming some kind of Trident mate. A faint
sense of horror filled her as Selena flashed through her
mind.
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