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Blurb

 



Self-sufficient and travellers at heart, Pete and Claire packed
bags five years ago and headed on a journey that would change their
lives forever.

 


After the
unexpected death of her childhood best friend, Sarah, Claire has
nurtured both an open wound, and Sarah's baby – a miracle born on
her deathbed.

 


Pete has been
nothing short of a father to baby Jasmine, and partner to Claire,
the werewolf in him one of the few things in the world Claire
connects with.

 


However,
despite their love for their adopted daughter and each other,
fate's about to test the foundation they've built. Jasmine has been
having episodes – seizures – the doctors aren't sure exactly what
they are, or what triggers their onset, but when a little boy is
hurt by Jasmine's hand they can no longer wait for answers. They
consider taking to the road once more believing a life of travel
might be safer than planting roots.

 


But there's a
Supermoon coming – the first in thirty years – and with it, a total
lunar eclipse. Pete can feel the charge in the air, and it seems,
so too, can Jasmine. With her terrible, secret legacy threatening
to break through the shadows, Pete and Claire have a devastating
reality to face.

 


Can you ever
escape what you truly are?

 


Blood never
lies.

 


NOTES: This is a dark fantasy, family saga novel (at approx.
70,000 words) containing some scenes of an explicit nature. Written
in British English.
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 A Brief Recap

 


Dear
Readers,

 


This section
acts as a brief recap for those who have read the Eye of the
Storm series, and serves as a background to the characters of
Pete and 'Claire' for those who have not. While you do not have to
read Eye
of the Storm to enjoy this book, it is highly
recommended that you do to gain full understanding of everything
the characters have been through to get to this point. If you do
wish to read it, do not read the section below beforehand, but come
back to this book after you’ve read the series. If you do NOT wish
to read it, the below should help you with Aftershock.

 


The
following contains huge spoilers for the Eye of
the Storm series…

 


Pete is a
werewolf, and an older one at the age of fifty-three (though, being
a werewolf, he looks much younger as they can live up to around
three hundred years when mated). He's had, for many years, a
reputation for being reclusive, which also includes darker elements
of his personality, leading to rumours of 'what he likes to do to
women'. Things that involve whips and blades. None of this is
helped by the physical deformity he carries: burns which scar half
his face and throat.

Claire was
previously known as Beth (or Bethany). She's a human who was best
friends (since childhood) with Sarah who unexpectedly passed away
at the end of Reign Of The Wolf after a
fatal car accident. Devastated by her death, Beth vowed to
protect Sarah's newborn baby (born on her deathbed), Jasmine.

Beth has
always had a crush on Pete, ever since she first laid eyes on him,
despite his burns; perhaps even because of them since she's never
liked lies and pretence in her men – or cowardice. The burns are
'honest' as far as she's concerned; something he can't hide. Being
a huge dog lover (and animal lover in general), she immediately
connected with his wolf and saw beneath the rumours and his
silence, finally learning how he acquired his deformity: escaping
(and killing) his mentally ill and violent mate who burnt him
during one of her frenzies one full moon.

Always
cautious around Beth, Pete began to let his guard down after she
was attacked by a rogue wolf near his cottage one night. Suffering
from grave internal injuries, he shared his blood with her under Dr
Hendrickson's advice, leading to her full (human) recovery and
drawing them yet closer.

The end of
Eye of the Storm saw them rushing to the hospital having
heard of Sarah's car accident. Unfortunately, Sarah was already
brain-dead at this point. The doctors scrambled to save her baby,
which they did, but knowing the baby – a girl – had grown at an
unnatural rate over the last twenty-four hours, and knowing the
supernatural nature of her conception (her father was a *Trident),
they stole her from the ward and disappeared, with a new identity
for Bethany Michaels: now known as Claire Appleby.

Below, I have
recounted the last scene in which we see Beth and Pete, escaping
with baby †Jasmine in Eye of the Storm. It leads straight
into the Prologue of Aftershock, which begins two years
after that fateful night.

Enjoy!

 


Dianna

March,
2018

 


*Tridents were horrendous beasts,
genetically engineered with the help of magic, by Dr Evan Trident,
over two hundred and fifty years ago. They were monstrous versions
of the werewolf, driven by base animal needs and not much else.
They craved violence and were steered by lust. All Tridents were
finally exterminated two and a half years ago from the point this
book begins (the prologue).

 


†What readers know that the characters don't: Jasmine's
father was Amil. He was a Trident, which all the characters know.
But what only the readers know is that Amil was actually a God
called Himet, and Sarah (Jasmine's mother) was a Goddess called
Yemet. 'Amil' and 'Sarah' were the physical incarnations that
forced them apart and ensured they forgot their true heritage, for
they were forbidden from being together. Their true identities were
remembered by them both on Sarah's death, and what Sarah recounts
from her past tells the reader that Jasmine was actually physically
conceived by her human husband, Taylor, and that the 'seed' of her
conception was frozen in time by the Egyptian Gods, Anubis and
Sekhmet, in a bid to buy time for Sarah (Yemet) to once again
reconnect with Amil (Himet). This reconnection would (so they
hoped) break the curse keeping them apart. When they did reconnect
(and shared their love physically), their joining rekindled the
'seed' within Sarah, and the baby began once more to grow. Thus,
baby Jasmine is a biological product of Sarah and Taylor, but was
sparked into creation by the souls of Himet and Yemet, as well as
the magic of Anubis and Sekhmet.

 


~*~

 


Rain battered
the roof of her car.

Where the
hell had this storm come from? Beth couldn't see a damned
thing for the downpour. She strained to find Pete in the distance,
but steam and water clouded her window pane.

Cursing, she
rolled her window down, grimacing as she got splashed by the
unforgiving rain.

She looked at
her watch. Five minutes to ten.

She started
the engine, keeping her lights off for now. “Come on, Pete.”

Thunder
cracked so loud, it startled her. This wasn't going to help the
bloody traffic.

She heard a
muffled bark.

Springing into
action, she leaned over and opened the back door, pushing it wide.
Nothing happened for a moment, but then a blurry mass leapt into
the car, carrying…

Bloody hell,
he'd done it! He had the baby!

He barked
again. Beth knew exactly what that meant: Go.

She took the
handbrake off, dropped the gear into first, and did her best to not
spin the wheels as she accelerated.

Pete shifted
in the back seat, then reached for the door and shut it.

Beth found her
seatbelt and pulled it across her. “Is she okay? Are you okay?”

“Wet, but
fine. We need to get the hell out of here.”

She risked a
look over her shoulder. She caught sight of the little girl still
swaddled in the blanket. “She's not crying,” she said, not sure if
she should be worried about that.

Pete let out a
low laugh. “Little tyke slept through everything.”

“In this
weather?” Lightning streaked across the sky; she knew another roll
of thunder would follow.

“She seems
quite at home with it.”

“Are we being
followed?”

“No. I don't
think so. No one saw me take her, but I had to leave the window
broken behind me. It won't be long before they find that, and once
they see she's gone, they'll pull the CCTV straight away. Let's
just get as far away as we can. Take the back roads and country
lanes.”

“In
this?” She stared at the downpour.

“No bugger
will be on them.”

“I hope the
lanes don't get flooded.”

His hand, wet
and gritty from the ground, squeezed her left shoulder. “We'll make
it, Beth. We're gonna make it.”

She swallowed
a lump as tears fell.

They were.
They were going to make it.

“I've left
clothes for you on the parcel shelf.”

“I see them.
Do you know the way to the garage in Weybridge?”

“Yes.” She'd
memorised it – her phone and its SatNav might be the first thing
the police checked, so she'd switched it off and taken the battery
out. She knew the plan. She'd exchange her car there, then she'd
become 'Claire' – goodbye Beth.

Eyes stinging,
she squeezed his hand back, then brought her focus back to the
road. Turning right on to another residential street, she caught
sight of the hospital in her rear-view mirror, fading into the
distance.

The baby
gurgled, and then sighed.

Her broken
heart filled with something she couldn't quite describe. It was
bittersweet; devastating, yet hopeful.

She checked
her mirror again. The hospital slipped from view.

Goodbye,
Sarah.


 


 


 


 


Aftershock


 


 


 


 Prologue

 


Dragonfly.

She giggled as
she chased the glimmering flash of blue and green as it buzzed
ahead of her.

Mummy had said
these colourful flying things were called dragonflies, and Jasmine
loved them! She’d almost managed to catch one once in her small,
two-year-old hands, and it hadn’t stopped buzzing, vibrating
against her skin, making her giggle more than she ever had. But her
hands had been too small, and it had broken free before she’d been
able to form a cage around it. Not that it mattered, because she
didn’t want to catch them to keep them or hurt them – she loved
seeing them fly free. She only thought if she caught one, maybe it
could be her friend; maybe it would love her like a pet cat or dog.
She didn’t have any friends.

The dragonfly
darted into the woods ahead of her. She stopped, frowning. Mummy
had told her not to go in by herself. She looked back. She could
see the house from here. She could also see the frames of Daddy and
his friend Aiden. It was Aiden’s house they stayed in. Mummy said
Jasmine had been born here. She’d told her that more than once.
She’d also told her that if anyone asked her, that’s what she
should tell them – that she hadn’t been born in a hospital like
most babies were, but here in Aiden’s home.

Daddy was a
wolf. That was something that was a secret. She was allowed to say
that she’d been born in Aiden’s house, but she was not allowed to
ever tell anyone that Daddy was a wolf because most people were not
wolves and would not understand. She didn’t know why they wouldn’t
understand since many of Mummy and Daddy’s friends had pet dogs,
and being a wolf wasn’t really any different to having a dog. But
Jasmine knew the secret was important, and she didn’t mind looking
after the secret because Mummy had explained that it kept them
safe, like washing hands before eating, or cleaning a wound. The
secret was just another part of the day to remember.

The frown
still on her face, she turned back to the woods, narrowing her eyes
to try and pierce the darkness between the trees. That’s where the
dragonfly had gone. Is that where all dragonflies lived? Could
there be many in there?

She
hesitated.

She wasn’t
supposed to go in there, but she’d also heard Aiden say before to
her Daddy that the woods were not big - “only a small clump of
trees, really”. As long as she could still see the house, she
would know her way back. All she’d have to do was go towards the
house and try not to fall over.

There was that
familiar buzzing again. She smiled as another dragonfly sped past
her shoulder, making her squeal in delight. It captured her mind
and all thoughts dashed out of her head as she dashed after the
magical-looking creature, towards the trees. She wanted to move
faster. She didn’t want to lose it this time. She kept her eyes on
its darting body and translucent wings with one single thought:
go where it goes.

There was a
really strong gust of wind. That’s what it felt like. So strong,
she couldn’t keep her eyes open, so she squeezed them shut and
tucked her chin in, letting out a small muffled sound that could
have been a scream when the gale picked her up and carried her
through the air.

Was that what
had happened? It must have been because when the gale dropped her
and she finally opened her eyes as she landed on her bottom – her
nappy taking the brunt of her stumble – she was no longer where she
had been.

Her eyes filled with tears and her bottom lip trembled. She
could feel herself wanting to cry even though it had been a little
bit fun … but she was a little bit
scared.

Lip still
trembling, she turned around and saw the trees now behind her, not
in front of her. In front of her, there was a clearing of grass
which eventually dropped away, although she couldn’t see into
what.

Little gasps
turned into attempts to stop wailing, which was the sound her tears
always wanted to make.

Buzzzzzzzz.
Buzzzzzzzz.

Her eyes widened, and a small smile threatened to break
through the tears. It held back the wails at any rate. Her
dragonflies were back, and there was more than one. Maybe
this was where they
lived.

They soared
upwards and circled above her head in unison – so pretty.

And then, she saw it. It.

She didn’t
have a name for ‘it’, but she shivered in excitement – or was it
apprehension? Whatever it was, she’d seen ‘it’ before. Her toddler
mind tried to conjure up the word for it, or at the very least the
memory of where she’d seen one before, but it felt like so long
ago. Yes, it must have been a very, very long time ago, even before
she’d been one year old; maybe even before she’d been a baby in her
mummy’s tummy. It circled above her in the same way the dragonflies
did, but much, much further away. And it was big. Huge. She knew it
was, although she couldn’t remember how she knew. She also knew it
could see her as clearly as she could see it.

A rustle of
leaves and foliage behind her made her turn. Her daddy sprinted out
of the woods as a wolf, heading straight towards her. She could
sense his worry. She was very used to Daddy’s wolf.

He changed
into her daddy as a man and sat back on his bottom, letting out a
sigh of relief. “She’s here!” he called out. “I’ve got her!”

Still looking
at her daddy, she reached up to the sky and pointed.

“Jasmine, sweetheart … you know you mustn’t run off like that,
and never into the woods where Mummy won’t be able to see
you.”

She was sorry,
but she had something important to say – more important than sorry.
She creased her eyebrows in concentration trying to remember the
word she needed to explain, but she couldn’t, although it was on
the tip of her tongue. It made her feel angry and powerless. Her
chin wobbled with her frustration, but she kept pointing up. “Big
bird,” she said, though she knew that wasn’t right. “Big bird,
Daddy. Big bird.” And she was crying now because she had no other
words to match the grand vision in her mind of the magnificent
creature gliding between towers of sand against a regal orange
sun.

She looked up
past her pointing finger. It was gone.

The wails came
now because her tears always made that happen anyway. When her
mummy ran out of the woods, looking at her like she was very
scared, the wails got bigger.

“It’s all right, pipsqueak.” Daddy picked her up into his
large arms and cradled her against his chest. He placed a kiss on
her head. She loved him so much.

“Oh, thank god,” she heard her mummy say.

Daddy stood
up, taking her with him, and she felt very safe in his arms. He was
strong. “I never lost track of her scent, Claire.”

“How did she get all the way over here?”

“Kids. Always faster than you think.” He let out a small
chuckle. “Be thankful she can’t shift – she’d move ten times
faster.”

Mummy’s face
still looked all stiff.

She probably
shouldn’t tell them about the gust of wind picking her up and
speeding her through the trees. She thought it might make Mummy
even more scared.

Before she
knew it, she was in Mummy’s arms, her familiar smell comforting her
as much as her daddy’s arms had. Daddy was still there though,
right next to her. He dropped a kiss on Mummy’s head now. Daddy
looked after them all.

“Let’s get inside,” he said. “I’ll make warm cups of tea and
some dinner, what do you reckon?”

“Sorry, Mummy,” she whispered into her neck.

She felt Mummy
relax. Her muscles went a bit softer. Another kiss on her head,
this time from Mummy. “It’s okay, honey. Just don’t do it again,
all right? It’s important you can always see me or Daddy while
you’re playing.”

She nodded
against her chest, and was happy to be carried all the way back to
the house.

She
yawned.

Mummy rocked
her a bit as they walked, and she yawned again.

When her tears
had dried, it was a small smile that took over her face instead, as
she thought of blue and green shimmering wings dancing above her
head.

Her eyes
closed.

Other wings
filled her mind. The one that belonged to the big bird that was not
a bird at all. Giant wings – so giant that when they flapped, the
wind they made could lift you right off the ground. Wings that were
warm to touch – hot, even. Dry and hot like the sand of those
towers against the sun.

If she were to
sit in the middle of those wings, on the big bird’s back, she
wouldn’t feel the wind they made, but the wind of the whole world
as it sped past her while they both soared as one.

As one.


 


 


 


 Chapter One

 


“Claire,” she said, raking her fingers through her
shoulder-length, dark blonde hair, to pull out the last knots of
the day. “Claire.”

It was a ritual of sorts. Every evening before bed, she
repeated the name as she stared at herself in the mirror. Perhaps
one day, the name would fit. Perhaps one day, she’d wake up and
simply be Claire without thinking;
without feeling the burden of everything that had been
lost.

“Claire.”

They’d agreed
that, to be on the safe side – so they could get used to the change
without any errors, for errors could cost them their lives – she
would be Claire all the time, even in the privacy of their own
room; even against each other’s skin as they made love. A necessary
sacrifice – they had a little one to think about – but it felt like
plaster ripped from a wound every time her lover uttered a name
that wasn’t hers. It wasn’t the name itself per se; it was the lack
of time afforded her to lament the tragedy of that night two years
ago. Denying Beth – who she had been – meant denying Sarah in some
ways; denying her death, and everything she’d stood for in the
nearly thirty years she’d known her.

Beth had died,
too. In an instant.

And ‘Claire’
had muscled in with her no-nonsense attitude, vowing to save the
unsavable and put everything right. Claire had been needed, but not
wanted.

Yet, Claire
was now Jasmine’s mother. Jasmine needed Claire. Sarah was just a
whisper in history, and Beth could not chase a whisper.

“Claire.”

In the mirror,
a dark shape emerged from the bathroom which adjoined the bedroom.
Pete met her eyes in the reflection of the glass. Tall, muscular
and lean, he wore his history – or part of it – on his skin for the
world to look upon and guess at: burnt flesh that scarred the left
side of his face from this throat to his scalp.

Her own burns
remained hidden, as did her scarred heart.

In nothing but
boxer shorts, and black hair framing his face and spattering his
chest, Pete looked daunting and enticing all at the same time. More
than that though, he held her gaze with a silent compassion and
steady love. The kind of love one had to earn for he didn’t give it
freely. This very private male had opened himself to her in
beautiful surrender, although he laughingly joked every now and
then that he’d had no choice – she’d bulldozed her way into his
life, his heart, his soul.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice gruff – a legacy of
the burns around his throat, and another reason strangers regarded
this imposing man with wariness. But he already knew the answer to
his question – she’d been repeating this mantra every night for
over two years.

His arms found
their way around her waist as he sidled up behind her.

She sighed. No one had ever held her with such surety. She’d
spent her life too tall, too independent, too honest, too brash,
too full-on for most men. Maybe she had bulldozed into his life – she probably bulldozed into
everyone’s life – it’s just that her intensity had finally met its
match in this … werewolf. She inwardly smiled. It had
to be the werewolf with the flame-licked face –
no human male could take the force of her nature, and it was a
nature she’d battled with, but ultimately, refused to
dull.

“Reminding myself who I am.” She couldn’t hide the sadness
that tinged her words, and it annoyed her. She needed to be
stronger than this, but this afternoon had shaken her – she thought
they’d lost Jasmine, and with that realisation, the walls she’d
placed around the last two years had come crashing down. She’d been
unable to fully restore them.

One of his
hands replaced hers, running his fingers through her hair; then he
pulled her strands to one side and kissed her neck, his teeth
nibbling the delicate skin around her vein.

Another sigh
slipped from her mouth.

He trailed his
tongue down her neck and along her shoulder, every motion with care
as if he was savouring every centimetre. “I know who you are. Your
scent hasn’t changed. The way you taste hasn’t changed.”

“When we couldn’t find her, for a split second, fear was all I
knew and I imagined her dead. In that moment, I wasn’t Claire
anymore, but I wasn’t Beth either. I don’t know who I am without
her.”

“We’ll never be without her.” His fingers stroked her navel;
travelled lower past the waistband of her sleep shorts; dipped
beneath the cotton of her underwear until her sigh became a gasp.
She took in his movements in the mirror, her vision glazing as heat
rose. God, she needed this. She needed his complete understanding
of what drove her in life; an understanding she saw in his eyes
daily.

His tone
darkened, meeting the depths his fingers explored. “I’ll remind you
who you are.”

A moan escaped
her as she rocked her hips against his hand. “Does our predicament
ever bother you?”

“What predicament?” he muttered, his lips back on her
neck.

“That I’ll be doubled over with age before you’ve sprouted
another grey hair?”

“Hush. That’s decades in the future.” He sank his fingers
fully into her, taking her gasp a little higher. “I’d much rather
live in the now.”

Hell, the
‘now’ sounded good. And felt good. She couldn’t complain about the
now when he so fully encompassed it.

He eased his
fingers out of her, turning her around, pressing her back against
the vanity table as he tugged down his boxers. His gaze smouldered;
pierced her every damn time he looked at her.

“The door,” she whispered.

“Closed. She’s not strong enough to pull the handle down
yet.”

And Jasmine
was asleep. If she woke, she’d cry for them before she got out of
her cot bed.

“I want to be inside you,” he growled softly. It was a demand.
It was urgent. And she felt it, too, in that moment –
his fear at Jasmine’s near loss, though
he’d kept it hidden from sight; had focused on keeping them all
calm.

Her need for
him tripled, as did her heat, the ravaging liquid fire for this
male reminding her she’d never felt this way for any other before
him.

His mouth
captured hers, tongue seeking entrance, and she happily opened for
him, groaning at the feel of him sliding her underwear down her
backside.

He pressed
against the back of her, guiding her into position. She fell seated
on the table, her legs rising up to hug his waist; pull him in; her
need for him as great as his was for her. “Inside me,” she
whispered.

He complied,
hungrily.

She moaned long and low as she felt him enter her in sure,
swift strokes until he was fully inside her, his hips against hers,
completing her, completing him, and erasing all fears that hovered
in the recesses of the last two and a half years. There was
just them, and fire… “Pete,” she
stuttered, hoarsely. “More.”

Embedded
deeply, he thrust, redefining completion altogether. “Fuck … I love
you.”

“I love you, too. Say my name.”

He knew what
she meant. Sadness shone for a moment in his gaze, but then he
smiled a wisp of a smile and thrust again. “I love you,
Bethany.”

Hell, yes.

A wayward tear
she hadn’t known was there slipped from the corner of her eye. She
grasped his shoulder with one hand, his hair with the other.

His pace
increased, his movements exacting, intimate, loving… He brought his
forehead against hers, pupils wide, that telltale glowing golden
ring around his irises exciting her and calling to some wildness
inside her only he could access.

Her gaze
dropped to his mouth. She knew his fangs would grow next. The
thought of their emergence sent a wave of euphoria tumbling through
her, threatening to take her to the crest of her bliss far too
soon.

“Mummy?”

SHIT.

They both
froze, not daring to move an inch.

Pete shook
himself out of the shock of their interruption first, and grabbed
the cushion from the low vanity chair, smacking it against their
hips. Their nudity might now be hidden from the toddler in the
corner of the room – not that Jasmine was looking; she was too busy
sleepily rubbing the slumber out of her eyes – but god damn it, her
lover was still hard inside her. Denied orgasms were the worst.

“Jasmine, honey … er…” She couldn’t form words.

“Mummy and I … we’re … just having a small cuddle before bed.
Are you all right? Did you have a bad dream?”

She needed
Pete out of her.

He met her
eyes, disappointment evident, but also a hint of amusement. He
pressed the cushion tighter against them.

“Can I have a cuddle, too, Mummy?”

“Wait, wait,” Claire snapped. “Um … stay there. Sweetie, the
best thing is to go back to your room and as soon as you get back
into bed, count to ten. You can count to ten, can’t
you?”

Jasmine
nodded.

“Good. I’ll be there to give you a cuddle as soon as you reach
number ten.”

She frowned,
her dark brown eyes looking even more mysterious than they usually
did in the low light. But to Claire’s relief, Jasmine didn’t argue.
“Okay.” She turned, stumbled a little, then waddled away from
them.

Claire sighed,
but then Jasmine stopped in her tracks. “Door, Mummy.”

“I’ll get it,” Pete mumbled, finally pulling out of her with a
pursing of his lips at the sensation of withdrawal, cushion firmly
in Jasmine’s line of sight despite the fact she was turned towards
the door.

Claire crossed
her legs, still on the desk, and stretched her vest down over her
hips so it wasn’t obvious her shorts and underwear were strewn on
the floor.

Pete moved the
cushion to his front and held it fast against his crotch as he made
his way to the door and reached for the handle.

Jasmine rubbed
her eyes again and yawned, not taking in anything out of the
ordinary.

Pete opened
the door, and Jasmine toddled out, making her way to her own
room.

Claire went
cold as a realisation took root.

From the other
room, she heard Jasmine begin to count.

Pete turned
back to her, shoulders sagging as he let out an abated breath at
their successful escape, then looked concerned when he took in her
bewildered countenance.

The dread in
her grew, and she saw the moment Pete caught on. His eyes widened
as he tried to piece together what exactly had happened.

There must be
an obvious explanation, but she was drawing a blank. They hadn’t
heard the door open; they’d heard nothing at all, and Pete had
werewolf hearing.

Jasmine
couldn’t open doors yet.

The door had
been closed.

“Ten, Mummy! Ten!”

Her eyes met
Pete’s. He shook his head because he had no answer.

She asked the
question anyway. “How the hell did she get into our room?”

 


 


Peanut butter
and jam on toast: the most scrumptious breakfast ever according to
Jasmine.

It wasn’t only
on her toast though – it was on her fingers and hands, her chin and
the tip of her nose, a little on her cheeks, and Claire thought she
spied a bit clinging to the strands of her dark hair.

She smiled to
herself and took another sip of her coffee, entranced by the
carefree way kids took to the world. She only hoped it would last,
knowing full well it never did.

“Jasmine, sweetie, would you like more juice?”

The girl
looked at her half-full beaker and shook her head. “No, thank you,
Mummy.” A large corner of her toast went into her mouth.

‘Making love’ hadn’t been quite the heated affair after
Jasmine had been tucked back into bed last night. Instead, Pete and
herself had discussed the practicalities of the next few years.
After the chaos of Jasmine’s birth, they had made their way here –
Aiden being an old and trusted friend of Pete’s who fully knew of
his animal nature – and laid low for nearly five months. When word
had finally reached them that the Surrey pack had survived the
attack on Lawrence’s land – and more than that, that Lawrence and
Lydia were getting married, publicly and lavishly – they’d used
that distraction as their chance to uproot. With all of theatrical
high society’s focus on the wedding, they’d packed bags, headed for
the coast and followed it all the way to Wales, then Scotland and
back. As a family, they had trekked across the United Kingdom for
the past twenty-four months, staying here and there for weeks or
months at a time. Camp sites were the preference, but even open
fields – ideally near a stream – and their tent, did the job. Money
was made doing odd jobs on farms and in cafés. Pete had the
strength and stamina to keep farm owners more than grateful, and
Claire didn’t mind the labour – it reminded her of the days
backpacking around the world in her youth, some of which she’d also
done with Sarah.

They’d
returned, here, to Aiden’s B&B four weeks ago to recoup and
plan the next few years. Despite the safety and relative anonymity
to living off-grid (or mostly off-grid), they both knew they
couldn’t continue to do this. Jasmine was growing – she’d be three
in a few months – and they needed to find somewhere to settle; she
needed to go to school, make friends… The thought of it all sent a
river of panic coursing through Claire, but it simply wasn’t fair
to keep Jasmine from stability if stability was possible. With so
much time having passed, and riding on the rumour that Lydia had
given birth herself – that everything seemed to have settled, and
be thriving, for everyone – Pete had contacted Bill and Marco in
California.

California –
that’s where they were headed.

Between the deserts surrounding Las Vegas and the national
forests leading up to Oregon, Bill and Marco had found land to
build a home, with plans to open a wolf sanctuary to help preserve
the species once they were able to cut through all the red tape and
acquire the right licences. A sanctuary for real
wolves, not werewolves – although any werewolf in
that area would certainly gain some security from the project by
default.

And that was
where they came in: Jasmine needed security, and Bill and Marco
could offer it; both Pete and herself could work the land, keep
tidy the log cabins for hire, and help with the project. Pete
assured her they’d be welcomed with open arms. It was a new pack –
a new life.

She didn’t
doubt they’d be welcomed, but the thought of structure and routine,
and fully using her new identity as Claire Appleby after having
lived so freely and anonymously for so long, made her anxious.

“Penny for them?” Aiden’s voice pulled her out of her
thoughts.

She looked up
at the man who’d just walked into the breakfast room and smiled. At
fifty-two years old, his hair still retained most of its blond,
even if his face held the weathered lines of the outdoors. His
handsomeness was only accentuated by those creases, but it brought
home to Claire that Pete’s age was nearer Aiden’s fifty-two than
Claire’s thirty-one, even if Pete didn’t look it owing to the
longevity of his werewolf gene.

“I’m just trying to get my head around the trip to America. I
never thought I’d be living out there, especially not in recent
years with all the earthquakes being reported.”

“Oh, don’t do what everyone else is doing and make mountains
out of molehills. You know how it is: the news says this, rumours
say that; things go viral and grow way out of proportion. But when
you actually go and experience it, it’s nothing like how it’s
reported to be.”

“I know you’re right. I’ve travelled enough – even went
through the Middle East over a decade ago. The people were some of
the friendliest I’d met; I know the press has a habit of colouring
things their own way.” Though the earthquakes…

With
everything going on, she hadn’t been keeping abreast with it all,
but about five years ago there’d been a spate of earthquakes around
the globe, even in countries that didn’t usually suffer from
earthquakes. She remembered feeling one or two right here, in Great
Britain. They’d died down since, but environmental and political
groups had both jumped on the bandwagon – hell, even religious
groups had – and ‘the quakes’ were still talked about. California
was one of those areas talked about the most. Five years back, they
had suffered one of the worst tremors with many casualties. Still,
Bill and Marco had said the tremors were few and far between now,
and so small they were barely noticeable to humans – animals could
feel them, werewolves could feel them, but Jasmine should be fine
and no further damage to buildings or the land had been caused
since that one big one.

“I do have a friend in the States who says it’s safe over
there – Holly. And she’s … well, she’s up to speed on everything,
including everything that happened with us at Lawrence’s place. She
knows as much as
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