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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seventeen Years Ago

      

      

      Caitlin

      Waves crashed against the jutting rocks below, but Caitlin didn’t mind. A bit of spray tickled her calves, and the water sparkled like diamonds in the summer sun.

      “Come see!” she yelled, tossing a glance over her shoulder at her best friend. The boy she’d fallen in love with—not that she knew what love was at only seventeen—gave her a shy smile as he sauntered over.

      Two years older, with a hint of stubble lining his jaw, Fergus always snuck off with Caitlin after her daily lessons and chores were through. They’d steal moments among the ruins of the old castle outside of town or at the edge of the cliffs, laughing and practicing their charms—he with earth and she with air.

      When he sat next to her and linked their fingers, she pecked his cheek, then pulled away quickly. Her mother was too close to risk anything more.

      From a hillside overlooking the bluffs, Caitlin’s mum worked the land, occasionally using her air charms to help her move piles of rocks or bits of dirt as she dug the hoe into the soil.

      The winds had a life of their own not far from the Cliffs of Moher, swirling and snapping like an animal caught in a snare, and Caitlin wove a charm of her own to protect her and her teenage crush from the onslaught.

      Mum’s lips tightened, a hint of disapproval pinching her features, and Caitlin sat up a little straighter. She knew she wasn’t supposed to work her charms out in the open. Elementals were rare, and her mum had told her story after story of those with earth, air, fire, or water being targeted, hunted even.

      But whenever Caitlin mentioned those tales to Fergus, he laughed them off and told her they were just stories parents used to keep their children from showing off.

      Hadn’t she earned the right to make her own decisions by now? She was seventeen. Almost an adult. Almost ready to set out on her own, maybe somewhere far from Doolin. Maybe somewhere with the handsome boy at her side.

      “Ye’re the prettiest girl in all of Ireland,” Fergus whispered in her ear.

      Caitlin blushed and met his gaze. His jaw had strengthened in the two years he’d been away in Scotland, and he was no longer a boy. No. Not at all. He’d grown into a man, and yet he was still here. Still interested in the likes of her.

      “I’m not,” Caitlin said as a blush warmed her cheeks. She was too thin, though her mum insisted she’d soon grow into her body. Her sky blue eyes and full lips were passable, but she hated the freckles across her nose and cheeks.

      Fergus squeezed her hand. “I can’t live without ya’, Caitie. I didn’t want to move to Scotland. I thought about ya’ every day. Waitin’ for yer letters was torture. But I learned so much studyin’ there. I want to share all of it with ya’.”

      “Really?” A wide smile curved her lips, and Caitlin hid it in her cupped hands, hoping Fergus wouldn’t think her foolish for being so…girly. “I missed ya’ so much. No one else understands me.”

      “Not even yer mum?”

      Caitlin shook her head, her reddish-brown curls bouncing in the wind. “She wants me to stay in Doolin forever. There’s a whole world out there,” she said, flinging her arms out to sweep over the restless waters. “We could go anywhere, yeah?”

      “Anywhere.” His hazel eyes danced as he chuckled. “London’s nice. So is Glasgow. What do ya’ think?”

      “I want to go somewhere new. Exciting. Somewhere I can use my charms and not have to worry all the time.”

      Fergus beamed. “There are so many places we could go. I’ll take ya’ to London. Paris too. Barcelona. Even America.”

      “But…how will you fly?” she asked. Earth elementals were tied to the land, and her mum had told her few—if any—ever left the place of their birth. It was too hard for them to be on a plane.

      “I have a secret,” he said as he brought her hand to his lips and brushed a kiss to her knuckles. “A way we can be together anywhere. A way I can fly and not have to worry.”

      The tethers that bound Caitlin to Ireland, to Doolin, and to her mother started to unravel, and she felt so free. Outside of this place, she’d be able to soar, her element unchecked by the harsh restrictions the local community imposed: no charms in view of humans and no fraternization with werewolves, fae, or practitioners—witches.

      “When can we leave?” Caitlin asked.

      “Soon.” Fergus’s warm breath tickled her cheek. “I learned a special charm in Scotland. One very few people have ever been strong enough to try. It requires two elementals who love each other very much, and trust completely. Ya’ trust me, yeah, Caitie?” At her nod, he continued. “We could make it work. We’d each hold a piece of the other forever, and yer air would strengthen me. Let me do…so much.”

      Caitlin chewed on her lip and cast a quick glance back at her mother, finding her distracted. She took Fergus’s hands and held on tight. “Yer sure it’s safe?”

      Eyes dark, despite the bright summer sun, Fergus nodded. “I’m sure. We’d be bound together, and nothing could ever tear us apart.”

      “I want that,” Caitlin said as a strange warmth filled her belly. “Forever.”

      She felt so safe with Fergus. He was different. His earth element thrummed with power, and he always used his charms to make her laugh and keep her safe. She didn’t fear being at the edge of the cliff. Between his earth and her air, she’d never fall.

      “Then let’s do it,” he said. “I’ll have a part of yer element. The charm will keep us closer than two people have ever been. I’d be stronger than any other elemental in the world, and I’ll protect ya’ forever.”

      “Would I have part of your element too?” Caitlin asked.

      A shadow passed across Fergus’s face as a bird soared overhead. Caitlin tracked the flight, waiting for the boy she loved to answer her. But he leaned in, cupping her cheeks and kissing her, and she forgot she’d even asked the question.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Eleven Years Ago

      

      

      Liam

      Caitlin stepped off the curb, brown hair blowing in the breeze. Liam’s arm snaked around her waist, and he pulled her against him.

      “Careful, luv. Dublin’s a bit busy at rush hour, yeah?”

      A bus rumbled by, the double-decker yellow and blue monstrosity careening through the space Caitlin had occupied only seconds before.

      “Feckin’ buses.” She relaxed against him, but Liam could feel her heart pounding. “Though this is nice.”

      Liam frowned. Her voice held a hint of pain, desperation. Was it the near miss? Or something else?

      His wolf stirred inside of him, begging to stake his claim on the slight woman in his arms. She smelled like spring rain and fig blossoms, and Liam could lose himself in her scent. She was his mate. His wolf knew it, but the man? The man understood humans didn’t think in those terms. And his Caitlin was no wolf. The full moon was less than a week away, and he had to figure out how to tell her.

      Despite his confidence, his love for her, and the intense need that pulsed through him whenever they were close, he still balked at saying the words.

      The ache of the mating call stiffened his muscles, settling deep within his bones. Mating was as much physical as emotional, and his parents had once described the experience as a pull so strong, you felt it with every breath. Until now, he hadn’t believed them.

      Caitlin turned in his arms, and Liam pressed a kiss to her temple. “It’s gettin’ cold. Would ya’ like a coffee? Or we could go to the pub?”

      “I’m peckish,” she said. “Let’s find a pub.” They’d scarcely taken two steps when Caitlin shuddered. “No. Not now. Not again.” The horror in her voice riled his wolf, and when she stumbled, bracing her hand on a postal box, Liam tried to help her up, but she flinched and pulled away.

      “What is it, luv?”

      Her blue eyes clouded over, silver flecks flaring to life, and she took two steps back. “I can’t go with ya’, Liam. I have to get out of here. Right now. Run. As far and as fast as I can.”

      “What? We’ve had such a time of it these past two weeks. I thought ya’ were plannin’ on stayin’ with me. I want ya’ to stay.”

      The previous night, they’d kissed on Ha’penny Bridge as the stars glittered on water as still as glass. The gentle caress of her fingers along his cheek and the raw desire churning in her eyes…had he mistaken it?

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. This was a mistake.”

      Liam’s eyes narrowed. “A mistake?” Frustration set his wolf on edge. A visceral need to claim her and keep her safe had him clenching his hands into fists.

      Caitlin cringed as a growl rasped from Liam’s throat. She left the scent of fig blossoms in her wake as she darted back.

      “Please, Liam. Don’t be angry with me. I can explain. Quickly. And then I have to go.” She kept a foot of distance between them even as he stepped forward, and Liam froze.

      “Luv, are ya’ scared of me?” He towered over her. Liam worked construction in Bellingham—had done so ever since he’d left Ireland to find himself before he’d be called to lead his father’s pack, and the work had only enhanced what nature—and his werewolf lineage—had given him naturally.

      Despite his position as foreman, Liam didn’t hold with making his men do everything. Add in the sparring he did with some of the members of his pack on off-days, and he could easily be mistaken for a prizefighter in a dark alley.

      “Caitlin, I’ll ask ya’ again. Are ya’ scared of me?”

      A shake of her head didn’t match the tremble in her hands. “Not of you.”

      “That’s no answer. Not a proper one. Ye’re scared of somethin’. Scared enough to throw away what we have without even tellin’ me why. Ya’ don’t do that to someone ya’…” Liam caught himself before “love” slipped from his throat, “…care about.”

      Caitlin glanced up and down the street, shivering in the frigid winter air. “Not here.”

      “Bewley’s?”

      She nodded and allowed him to take her arm, walking her to a quiet coffee shop a few blocks off the main road. While Liam ordered cappuccinos, Caitlin slipped into a chair at a corner table facing the street. Her gaze darted between him and the door.

      What had happened to her?

      She was terrified, and with how she held herself stiffly, how sure she was of her plan to run, he didn’t think this was the first time she’d had to do so.

      Coffees in hand, he slid one cup in front of her and took his seat. “I’m listenin’.”

      “Ya’ won’t believe me.”

      “Try me,” Liam said.

      “Do ya know what an elemental is?” Caitlin took a sip of coffee, hiding behind the mug.

      “I’ve heard of ‘em. Never met one.”

      She ripped into a sugar packet and dumped the granules into her palm. Holding his gaze, she took a deep breath. A tiny tornado swirled over her hand, lifting the sugar in a delicate spiral before depositing it into her cup.

      Shock tightened his throat, and he scanned the small space, hoping no one had noticed. His voice, when he found it again, was rough and strained. “Can all elementals do that?”

      Caitlin flattened her hands on the table. “No. My element is air, so I can call the wind. Sometimes I can even influence thoughts. Compel actions. Ya’ can only have one element—“ she took a shuddering breath, “—except in rare cases.”

      “Rare cases?” Liam leaned forward, desperate for any shred of logic he could hold onto that might keep Caitlin with him.

      “There’s a group of practitioners—witches—in Scotland. The Thirteen. They’ve been huntin’ elementals for years, and when I was a girl, they found an earth elemental who’d do their bidding.”

      “Why?” Liam asked. He took a sip of his cappuccino and licked the foam from his upper lip as he waited for her answer. Caitlin squeezed her eyes shut, and a gentle breeze ruffled Liam’s long, untamed reddish locks.

      “The more I tell ya’, the more ye’re at risk,” Caitlin whispered. “But they want all the elements. To bring them together all in one person.”

      After glancing at the door again, Caitlin set down her cup and started fiddling with her purse strap. “They can take an element. By force. Steal it away from a person and…” Her voice faded, and she swallowed hard.

      Liam’s wolf begged to be let loose. His mate was terrified, ashamed even, and he couldn’t understand why. He didn’t move, didn’t look away. If he had any hope of salvaging what they had—what he’d thought they’d had—he’d find it. If she let him.

      “How is that even possible? It’s part of who ya’ are, yeah?”

      Caitlin twisted the leather strap around her fingers, and her breath hitched. “Bollocks. I’m makin’ a feckin’ mess of this, and I don’t have the time to explain. The past two weeks with ya’…they’ve been perfect. Truly. I’d stay with ya’ forever…if I could.” Caitlin eased his hand from his mug.

      Tracing the lines on his palm, all the way to his wrist, she sighed. “I love yer hands, Liam. I won’t forget ya’. Ever.”

      “Ye’re talkin’ like I’m never goin’ to see ya’ again.” He tightened his grip on her fingers as his wolf raged inside.

      “I’m…” She refused to meet his gaze, and tried to pull away. “I’m bound to another.”

      Liam’s vision went red as he pulled back and sat up straight. He wasn’t an arse—he’d never have pursued another man’s woman. “Fuck me.”

      “Luv—“

      “Am I? Yer love? Ya’ had another man this whole time? Why would ya’ do that to me?”

      “I didn’t. Not the way ya’ think… I hoped—“ She swayed in her seat, the blue depths of her eyes turning an odd color—almost hazel—before she clutched the table with a groan. “I don’t have much time left. To be…me. I don’t love him, Liam. I thought…I thought he’d disappeared. I hoped he’d died. That his…his work had led to his end somehow…”

      A tear tumbled down her cheek, and Liam ached to comfort her. Man and beast fought for control—his wolf desperate to steal her away and protect her, but the man slain by her betrayal.

      “Yer eyes. They’re glowing.” Caution widened her gaze. “Ye’re not goin’ to shift, are ya’?”

      Liam sucked in a sharp breath. “Ya’ knew.” He forced the words out, gripping the table hard enough he worried it would crack.

      At her nod, he leaned forward, inhaling her unique scent and dropping his voice so only she could hear. “No. I won’t shift. How long have ya’ known?”

      “Since I met ya’. Yer wolf is so much a part of ya’, Liam. I saw him in yer eyes that first night—that’s what drew me to ya’. Werewolves and elementals, we’ve a long history.” Her eyelids fluttered, and she leaned back in her chair. “I should have told ya’ from the start. But I can’t change the past. If I could… Please forgive me.”

      “I can’t—not without knowin’ why. I’ll be alpha one day. We don’t do casual relationships, luv. We mate for life. So when ya’ tell me ye’re bound to another, that there’s a man out there with a claim to ya’…”

      “He has no claim on my heart. He might’ve—many years ago—but he twisted and destroyed whatever kindness, whatever love I once felt for him  and now I hate him.” Caitlin dashed a second tear from her eyes. “When I said bound, I meant by a spell, a charm. By magic, not by love. We’re linked by our elements. Or by mine anyway. I can’t escape him. Ever. He can find me no matter where I go, and he needs me to finish what he started. At least that’s what he thinks, and he’s not one to be reasoned with.”

      “If ya’ want to leave him, ya’ can,” Liam growled. “No man’s that powerful. And I’d protect ya’.” His wolf asserted his claim, the overwhelming need to touch her forcing him closer, his fingers covering hers.

      She clutched his hand with such strength, and her short nails dug into his palm. “Ya’ don’t know Fergus. He’s dangerous. Has magic on his side. I couldn’t live with myself if ya’ got hurt.”

      His anger threatened to suffocate him, and the ache in his chest from his wolf clawing his way to the surface… No. No one would hurt the woman he loved.

      “Where is this fuckin’ tosser?”

      “Close.” Caitlin scanned the street before returning her gaze to Liam. “It’s not important now. He’s in Dublin somewhere, and he’s called to me. If I don’t go to him, he’ll hurt me.” Her voice was so small he had to strain to hear her.

      “That will never happen,” Liam spat.

      By Caitlin’s sharp inhale, she’d probably seen the wolf in his eyes again. He’d certainly felt the beast rear  up. But Liam didn’t care. The strength of a pureblood werewolf could match any creature on earth—even a vampire. Liam tossed back the last of his cappuccino.

      “I’ll drive ya’ to him myself. One of the advantages of bein’ what I am, luv. Only a proper idiot’ll stand up to a werewolf.”

      “Fergus will,” she said quietly. “And he’ll beat ya’. End ya’ for even touchin’ me. Every time I’ve tried to leave him, he’s found me. He won’t stop. Whatever luck allowed me these past three years, it’s gone now. I have to accept my fate. I’m his, and I always will be.”

      “Ye’re not makin’ any sense. Why did he leave ya’ alone for so long? I’m tryin’ to understand, Caitlin. Help me.” With every word, he felt her pulling further away from him.

      “He’s mental. Not…all the time. When he’s sane, he’s sweet and respectful and…almost the boy I once cared for. It’s why I let him take my element in the first place. There was good in him once. Until the Thirteen took it and left a monster in its place.” She shook her head, and her eyes hardened. “It doesn’t matter now. Can’t ya’ see that? Ya’ need to forget about me. These past two weeks—they’ve been the best of my life. I thought I was free, but I was wrong. I can’t keep pretendin’ that I can do what I want. Fergus always finds me.

      “The last time I ran, I got all the way to Glasgow before—“ Caitlin choked back a sob. “Ya’ can’t protect me. Not against him.”

      Shoving her chair back, she lurched to her feet and slammed her hip against the table in her haste to flee.

      Liam grabbed her wrist. Desperation roughened his voice until his words escaped in a growl. “I can. I will. I won’t lose ya’.”

      Another tear raced down her cheek and plopped onto the stained wooden table. “Ya’ made me happy, Liam O’Sullivan. I haven’t been happy in a long time. And when he takes me again…I’ll cherish the memories we made.”

      Caitlin leaned down, stealing a quick, desperate kiss that roused his wolf into a frenzy.

      A gentle caress of air surrounded him with her scent and ruffled his napkin before it faded, leaving Liam with only the memory of her touch lingering on his skin.

      The deep sense of peace held him still and soothed him. Until the shop door slammed and shattered the moment, and when he turned towards the sound, the sight of Caitlin’s tear-stained face shimmering through the glass brought him back to the present.

      With one last glance, she turned and ran.
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        * * *

      

      For the next two weeks, he scoured the small towns in western Ireland. Ennis, Galway…all the way to Doolin. He must have asked a thousand people if they knew Caitlin Brannigan, and each refusal twisted the knife deeper into his heart.

      Brannigan was a common name. Too common.

      One woman shook her head at his question, crossing herself and recounting the tragic death of Kionah Brannigan in a landslide years ago.

      “She had a daughter, and the wee lass disappeared not long after. She might have been yer Caitlin, but I canna be sure.”

      At a local pub in Doolin, a wizened old man gave him a hard stare and mumbled something about love, loss, and pain as he rapped spoons together against his thigh. Then, the man’s hazy gray eyes cleared, and he uttered one final phrase. “Hidden in darkness, under the sky, yer fate is tied to the one who does not lie.”

      The man’s cryptic words brought no comfort, and he moved on to the bartender, hoping for the smallest scrap of information to help him find his mate.

      “Worked in the woolen shop, I think,” the bartender said as he swiped a rag over the weathered wood. “Slung pints for a time. Always with a smile that never reached her eyes. She disappeared years ago now. Off to Dublin she was, I think. Old Paddy would know.”

      Liam glanced back at the old man and shook his head. “That one’s as daft as a brush. He told me nothin’.”

      Every conversation, every lead that didn’t pan out, every night without his mate drove Liam deeper into despair. He barely ate, slept, or shifted.

      His parents’ frantic phone calls went unanswered, but despite Liam’s sorrow, he couldn’t ignore a call from his alpha, Mike.

      “Get back here, Liam. You’re needed. Nathan’s moving to Albany to join his mate’s pack. I need a beta, and it’s going to be you.”

      “No,” Liam spat into the phone. He wanted nothing to do with his pack at the moment. Or perhaps ever again.

      “I won’t live forever,” Mike said quietly. “You could be the pack’s alpha one day, if you don’t take over your father’s pack, and you need to start stepping up.”

      The vote of confidence would have meant everything to him any other time, but without Caitlin, the words rang hollow.

      “I can’t give up on her, Mike. Not yet.” Liam held his breath, hoping his alpha would understand.

      “One week. No more. Consider that an order.”

      As the call disconnected, Liam hung his head. He couldn’t disobey an order. Especially not from Mike. The alpha gave so few.

      The Bellingham pack offered him an independence he’d never have found with his father’s wolves. He loved the life he’d carved out in Washington, and he couldn’t risk losing it. Not when his hope of finding Caitlin was fading every single day.

      The moon waned, and when it disappeared from the sky, the mating call receded to a dull thrum in his heart. He had to go home.

      His last day, Liam headed to the airport in Shannon. But before he got on the plane, he met with the alpha of a small pack his da’ had told him about. Over a pint, Liam confessed everything. His pain, how desperate he was to get Caitlin back, how lost he was without her.

      They switched to whiskey when the alpha wolf bristled at the name Fergus. “That man is as mental as a three-headed bear. Ye’ll never best him. That is if ya’ even find ‘im. He disappeared years ago after killin’ a lass with fire in her blood. The elemental community fled these parts not long after, and Fergus left with ‘em. You’d best give up on yer Caitlin. Yer life—and yer pack—come before a pretty young thing ya’ never made yer own.”

      In the end, Liam’s loyalty to the man who’d given him a home won out over the dying hope Caitlin would return to him. Though Liam would have bet his life she wanted him, she’d made her choice.

      When he boarded the plane back to the States, he left his heart scattered in pieces over the Irish countryside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December

      

      

      Bella

      Dead. Katerina and Jeremy were dead. Eviscerated and mauled by the werewolf pack Katerina had been hunting for years.

      The stench of blood, burnt clothing, and earth—so much earth—filled her nose, and Bella retched as she stumbled into the hotel room. She barely made it to the toilet before she heaved up what little was still in her stomach from the previous night.

      She almost hadn’t escaped. Her air element had failed her the moment Katerina had died, and now…the blood red crystal she wore around her neck felt…cold.

      For more than ten years, it had protected her, and the connection she’d shared with Katerina had saved her life. The woman had been her sister in every way that counted ever since the fire elemental had plucked Bella off a beach in Mexico, injured and near death. She’d had no memory of who she was or where she’d come from, and her rescuer hadn’t cared.

      Bella didn’t know how she could possibly go on without Katerina. Or why her element, always so strong and reliable, had suddenly failed. She held out her hand, calling upon her unique gifts, but instead of a mini tornado spinning over her palm, she could only manage the barest stirring of the stuffy air in the room.

      “I have to get out of here,” she said to no one as she pushed to her feet. Mara, the water elemental, had still been alive when Bella had fled, but after absorbing Katerina’s fire, would she stay that way? If she didn’t, Bowman’s entire pack would be coming for her.

      Even the idea of facing down one of the wolves again left her shaking. The big red one...he’d stared right at her, his luminous green and gold eyes hauntingly familiar and full of rage.

      And his scent. A mix of the sea, fresh cut grass, and spice. The water elemental had carried a hint of it. Not as strong as the scent of the alpha, but present, and Bella had been so drawn to it, she’d tried to help Mara just to be closer to it—until Katerina had found out and banished her from the room.

      Hours later, Bella could still pick it out among all the other scents surrounding her. She couldn’t breathe. Rocking back and forth on the old, cheap bathroom floor, she let her tears fall. A memory nudged at the back of her mind. Arms around her. A man’s laugh.

      Darkness followed quickly. Fear. Falling. Pain.

      Her head hit the edge of the tub, and she collapsed to the floor. “Feckin’ hell,” she muttered, then drew in a sharp breath. Where had that phrase come from?

      Forcing herself up, she swayed slightly and rubbed the rapidly swelling bump north of her temple. It didn’t matter. Katerina was dead. She had to pull herself together and run.

      If Mara was still alive, she might be able to lead the police to the motel. Every minute Bella stayed here was one she didn’t have.

      The throbbing pain in her head made it hard to focus as she packed up her few belongings. She couldn’t drive like this. Couldn’t get on a plane or go to the airport. She was a mess. If her muddled thoughts were any indication, she doubted her ability to form a coherent sentence. TSA would detain her, probably put her on some no-fly list, and then what would she do?

      Popping two aspirin from her overnight bag, she crawled onto one of the small, lumpy beds. She could rest for a few minutes. Long enough for the pills to take effect. That was it. After her head no longer felt like it was about to split open, she’d clean herself up and get the hell out of Seattle.
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        * * *

      

      Bella jerked up with a gasp. The drapes billowed as her element stirred the air in the room, and beyond the window? Darkness. She’d slept the whole day. And the dream that had woken her? It had felt so real.

      Craggy cliffs and loose rocks under her feet. Wind whipping around her, sending her once-reddish brown hair to sting her cheeks. Running. Jumping. Pain. Icy water. Then...nothingness.

      The bedside clock confirmed her fears. It was after 2:00 a.m., and she’d slept more than eighteen hours. Though, since the police hadn’t shown, Mara either hadn’t survived, or didn’t know where Katerina had held her.

      In the bathroom, Bella squinted in the bright lights, then winced at the black and purple bruise on her forehead. Splashing some water on her face, she rummaged in her overnight bag for concealer—about the only makeup she ever wore—and tried to cover up the worst of it.

      But then another whiff of the big red wolf’s scent reached her, and she stifled a sob and braced her hands on the sink. Whoever he was, she thought maybe...at one time...they’d known each other, and he’d been nice. But that didn’t matter. She’d never see him again, and Seattle wasn’t a place she could stay. She had to go back to Phoenix right now.
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        * * *

      

      The van had a mind of its own. Why else would she be turning onto Mara’s street? Lights blazed in every window of the water elemental’s house, and behind the drapes in the woman’s bedroom, someone paced. Was it the alpha?

      Cutting the headlights, Bella slowed and rolled down the window, inhaling deeply.

      He was here. The red wolf.

      Her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel, and her whole body started to shake. Until a door shut, startling her. It was him. The tall man with reddish hair strode out of Mara’s home. He paused at the house next door, pulled a flyer from a folder tacked to a post, and ran a hand through his locks. They fell past his shoulders, and Bella wondered what it would feel like to touch them.

      She extended her hand out the window, palm up. “I call upon the wind,” she whispered, “come to me.”

      A weak breeze ruffled the man’s hair, then hers, and she drank in his scent.

      “Who are you?” But she kept her voice so quiet, no one could hear her. “Enough,” she said as she rolled up the window. It didn’t matter how good he smelled. She’d almost killed his alpha’s mate, and there was no way she could ever see him again.

      Pulling up directions to the airport, she let herself shed a single tear. For everything she’d lost. Including her connection to this handsome and alluring wolf. Once she got back to Phoenix, she’d forget all about him. And that would be a blessing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        April

      

      

      Bella hated herself for being so weak. For running away. But staying in Phoenix without Katerina was too hard. None of the other elementals had ever liked Bella, though for the life of her, she hadn’t been able to figure out why.

      Maybe because she hated using her air element. Or because she’d never been good at speaking up for herself—relying on Katerina to defend her, to protect her. Now, with the woman she’d considered a sister gone, Bella was drifting. And every time one of the other elementals would come into the occult shop Katerina had run, Flaming Objects, Bella would hide in the back.

      Until an earth elemental named Kelly burst through the door and demanded Bella tell her exactly what had happened to Katerina.

      The air had whipped around Bella’s head, upending books on the shelves, knocking over candles, bundles of sage, and crystals. The power had terrified her. For months, her element had been weak. Almost useless. Just like the red crystal she still wore around her neck. But Kelly’s confrontation had stirred something deep inside of Bella, and all of a sudden, it was like she couldn’t control herself.

      She’d run and left almost everything behind. Half of her clothing, her meager assortment of personal possessions… She’d only taken ten minutes at her apartment to pack, grabbing what little money she’d saved, her cell phone charger, her favorite body lotion, and the white silk drawstring bag she’d kept hidden under her mattress for two years.

      Now, sitting on a bus on the way to Seattle of all places, she pulled the bag out of her pocket and loosened the tie.

      The smoky quartz pendant tumbled into her hand, and almost instantly, her racing thoughts calmed.

      Katerina had taught her all about crystals and their energies, and smoky quartz was used to ease fear, depression, and anxiety, bringing peace to the wearer.

      When Bella had purchased the pendant, she’d hid it from Katerina, not wanting to appear ungrateful for the red fire agate crystal the woman had given her the day she’d pulled Bella from the ocean in Mexico and saved her life.

      The fiery crystal, which had always been a reassuring warmth against her skin, now weighed her down.

      “This fire agate will be your shield,” Katerina said as she fastened the necklace around Bella’s neck. “It will protect you from anyone who seeks to do you harm and keep you safe under my protection forever.”

      Staring out the window at the desert landscape she never wanted to see again, Bella swallowed a sob.

      I’m sorry, Katerina. It’s time for me to be on my own.

      As soon as she’d removed the fire agate and replaced it with the smoky quartz, her entire body shuddered.

      The heavy weight over her heart lifted, but she couldn’t smile. Because a dark sense of foreboding took residence deep in her soul. Was it because of the big red wolf haunting her dreams?

      He was the reason she’d decided to go back to Seattle. Despite fearing the alpha’s wrath, she had to know why she felt such a draw to the pack’s beta. It made no sense. She didn’t even know his name.

      She knew his body, however. His voice. His scent. They’d shared something long ago.

      But what?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam

      He balanced on a girder fifty feet in the air, the harness clipped to his belt swinging behind him. A cold, stiff wind ruffled his long reddish hair, barely tamed by the hard hat he wore, and stung his freshly shaven cheeks.

      The radio at his hip squawked once, and Peter’s voice rang out. “You should be moving a lot faster without that beard weighing you down. It’s almost three. I need you in the office to go over the final numbers for the Phinney Ridge bid.”

      “Will ya’ relax? I’m almost done,” he said before he drove the last three rivets into the joist.

      He never should have grown the beard in the first place. He’d hated it. Itchy, untamed, wild. After four months, he’d finally shaved it off just three days ago.

      When he’d come downstairs for breakfast, the entire pack save for Cade and Mara, who’d been at their house next door, had stared at him for a full minute in absolute silence before Livie had burst out in applause.

      “Ya’ never said ya’ hated it,” he’d snapped at them. “I’d needed a change. Finally got sick of it.”

      What he needed was a way to forget. To look at Cade and Mara and not see what he could have had with the woman he’d once loved. With his Caitlin.

      Unclipping his harness, he headed to the construction elevator with a quick nod to the rest of the crew.

      In the past four months, O’Sullivan and Shea, the company he and Peter had formed once the pack resettled in Seattle, had accepted three jobs, including this new condo complex outside of Pioneer Square. They had a dozen men and women working for them, all human, but Liam still liked to get his hands dirty.

      Cade, the pack’s alpha, had started up his woodworking business again. Shawn had been turning away private accounting clients as tax day was in less than a week, Ollie patrolled for the King County Sheriff’s Department, and just ten days ago, Christine had found a naturopathic training program she loved at a local university and would soon be licensed for acupuncture and herbal medicine.

      The lot of them were happy here in Seattle. If only Liam could be as well. The weather reminded him of Dublin, and every time he thought of his home, he battled memories of Caitlin.

      As he punched the button to take him down to street level, he caught the distinctive scent of fig blossoms.

      Shite.

      He hadn’t smelled fig blossoms in eleven years. Not since his Caitlin had run from him the very day he’d hoped to confess his love for her.

      They’d only had two weeks together, but his wolf had known. She was his.

      Liam stared out over Puget Sound, the sun making the water sparkle like thousands of diamonds scattered over the landscape. His shoulder ached, and he rubbed the tight muscle. He’d been up late the previous night, plumbing one of the bathrooms in the fixer-upper the pack had purchased next to Cade and Mara’s house, and getting under the old sink had been…difficult.

      He tugged on his hair until pain prickled along his scalp and a strange sensation skittered over the back of his neck. Gazing down at the street, he narrowed his eyes. A lone woman stood on the sidewalk looking up at him.

      Petite. Curvy. Her hair fell in brown waves almost to her shoulders, and Liam’s wolfish vision picked out a stud in her nose. Nails painted bright purple.

      The wind whipped up, carrying the scent of fig blossoms once again. She took a step closer, and there was something so familiar about the way she moved.

      And then he heard a single word float over the air. Soft, light, and the sweetest sound he’d ever heard.

      “Liam?”

      “Caitlin. Fuck. My Caitlin.”

      He punched the elevator button harder, but the damn thing took forever to traverse the six floors down to the street.

      “Caitlin! Wait!” Liam shouted, desperate, shoving at the gate when he was still three feet off the ground. But by the time he reached the spot where she’d been, he was alone with her tantalizing scent all around him.

      “Get the fuck away from her!” Cade growled from the side of the building, sending Liam’s heart rate soaring.

      As he rounded the corner, he saw Mara with her back against the wall, hands up, and a look of stark terror on her face.

      Cade grabbed the woman Liam had seen by the lapels of her green army jacket, and she pulled away, stumbling right into Liam’s arms.

      Fuck. She felt the same. Smelled the same. And her eyes? They were a rather unnatural shade of purple, but they were definitely Caitlin’s.

      “What the fuck, Cade? Don’t put yer hands on my mate!”

      “What?” Mara, Cade, and Caitlin asked in tandem.

      His Caitlin backed away, casting glances towards the street, clearly intending to run.

      “That isn’t your mate, Liam. That’s Bella. She helped Katerina kidnap Mara,” Cade snapped, advancing on his beta. “She’s going to pay for what she did.”

      “Stop.” Liam reached for Cade’s arm and took an elbow to the stomach, but he refused to let it deter him. “This—“ he turned to his mate, “—is Caitlin Brannigan.”

      The woman’s eyes widened, and she reached for a pale, white crystal hanging at her throat. “No,” she whispered. Shaking her head, almost violently, she took off and ran straight into Peter.

      “She. Hurt. Mara.” His alpha’s words held sway, but so did his wolf’s need to comfort his mate.

      Peter took Caitlin by the arms, lifting her until her feet no longer touched the ground. She kicked, connecting with his shin, and a fresh gale, scented with fig blossoms, whipped down the sidewalk.

      This couldn’t be happening. No one touched Caitlin when he was around. With a half-shout, half-howl, Liam barreled forward, shouldering Peter in the side hard enough he released her and landed on his ass.

      Liam wrapped Caitlin in his embrace, though she continued to fight—scratching at his arms and bucking against his hold.

      “Caitlin. Luv, no one here is goin’ to hurt you. I promise, mo chuisle, mo chroí.”

      A soft sob escaped her lips, and she calmed, the wind dying down with her fear. “I know those words.” Her voice no longer held the heavy brogue that haunted his dreams. Now, there was only a faint lilt to her tone. “How? I shouldn’t even know your name, but I do.”

      Tears brimmed in her eyes, and as she tried to blink them back, Liam realized why their color had changed. Contact lenses.

      “I said them to ya’ years ago. Ya’ don’t remember?”

      “No.”

      His heart shattered into pieces. How could his Caitlin ever forget him? Despite the pain, he kept her close, his arm curled protectively around her as he glared at Cade. “She is not the air elemental who was with Katerina.”

      “Yes, she is,” Mara said softly. “But she didn’t hurt me.”

      “What?” Cade asked, stiffening. Bright amber and silver flecks glowed in his blue-gray eyes. His alpha’s wolf rumbled just under the skin, barely contained. The man was the strongest wolf Liam had ever met. He didn’t lose control. Ever.

      A few drops of water formed on Mara’s pale cheeks. Not tears. Cade’s mate was a water elemental, and in times of stress, she could call moisture from the air around her—often without even realizing it. “Bella never hurt me. She was…kind. As kind as Katerina let her be.” Combing trembling fingers through her long, red locks, she cleared her throat. “If Liam says she’s his mate, we have to hear her out.”

      “No.” Cade hadn’t taken his eyes off of Caitlin the whole time, but Mara stepped in front of him, her hands on her hips.

      “You remember what happened when Liam threatened me?” she asked.

      His only response was a terse nod.

      “And what would you have done if he’d tried again?”

      “He’d be dead.” Cade’s reply tore his already broken heart into smaller pieces, even though he understood. Now that he had Caitlin in his arms, he’d protect her with his life—even if that meant leaving his pack.

      Mara arched a brow. “I rest my case. Katerina and Jeremy are dead. Bella knows where we live. If she’d wanted to hurt me, showing up here seems like a silly idea. Dozens of people around, including Liam and Peter. In the middle of the afternoon. She was running away when she smacked into me, for fuck’s sake. Hear her—and Liam—out.”

      Cade clenched his hands into fists so hard, his knuckles cracked. “Fine. Pack meeting. Home. Now. She comes with us. Liam, you can follow.”

      “No fuckin’ way.” He wasn’t letting Caitlin go with his alpha. Not with the mood Cade was in. “She can ride with me.”

      “Excuse me.” Caitlin shoved away from him and drew up to her full height, which was still a good ten inches shorter than Liam’s six-foot-four. “She is right here and can hear you discussing her like she’s invisible.” Tugging at her jacket, she glared at Liam. “I’m not going anywhere with any of you. I shouldn’t have come at all. I don’t know why I did.”

      She spun on her heel and darted away, and before any of them could stop her, a gust of wind knocked them back, so strong, Cade had to brace Mara so she wouldn’t fall over.

      By the time they all recovered, Caitlin was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Caitlin

      Back in Seattle for only two days, and already, she’d almost died.

      No. Almost been killed. She’d felt this tremendous pull all morning. Something she couldn’t ignore—and didn’t want to—was drawing her closer and closer to the construction site. A sense of home. Of belonging. Of…peace.

      Until she’d run right into Mara. The water elemental had screamed, and the alpha had snarled at her so viciously, she knew she was about to die.

      But then, Liam had come to her rescue. Liam O’Sullivan. The name felt like second nature to her now. Just like the name he’d used for her. Caitlin Brannigan.

      She was Bella. Bella Pond. That was the name Katerina had given her. But it was getting harder and harder to deny that she’d had a life before she’d washed up on that beach in Mexico.

      From her hiding place a few blocks away, tucked in a darkened, recessed doorway of an abandoned building, she watched Cade and Mara get into a white Prius. Liam rolled a motorcycle out from behind the construction trailer, and when the engine roared to life, she felt it down to her toes.

      Don’t go after him. Get out of Seattle. Go back to Mexico. Or South America. Anywhere but here.

      Too bad every fiber of her being, every cell from head to toe was drawn to Liam. If for no other reason than to find answers. He could tell her who she’d once been. And maybe, what had happened to her.
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