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Prologue


Stilettos had not been her best idea.  
Her high heels punctured the dusty ground as the grimy texture crawled into her footwear. Shuddering at the grit that now kissed the bottom of her feet, Lucy trod carefully through the construction zone toward her waiting counterparts.
Not only had she selected the wrong footwear for the job, but she’d also made the mistake of donning a form-fitting pencil skirt—much to the delight of the men working the site. Feeling off-kilter dodging the catcalls and wolf whistles, she continued without responding, clutching the paperwork in hand.
Terry Ratcliff, her boss, had been called away on a family emergency, leaving her the only one in the office capable of obtaining the proper signatures. She hadn’t been planning on venturing to the site today, but she’d dutifully answered the call when he’d asked. Unfortunately, that was one side effect of being his right-hand man, or woman, as it were.
Never again would she make the mistake of having only one pair of shoes at the office.
Sand pooling under her toes, Lucy grimaced as she finally caught sight of the group of men she’d come to harass for their signatures. The client was finally onsite, and she needed their sign off on the final drawings for the interior. Furnishings and fixtures, however, were relatively low on their priority list with the building making headway.
“Lucy Carbora!” Mac, the onsite project manager, called her. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”
Built like a tank, Mac had a full head of salt and pepper hair even though he was nearly retirement age. He’d been working with her company since the dawn of time, and he and Terry were thick as thieves outside the office—or the construction zone. 
“Terry’s away due to a family emergency,” Lucy apologized as she came to stand in front of the group of men. Glancing at the suited client beside Mac, she added, “But I’ve got the final drawings for your approval, Ray.”
“In heels, no less.” Mac chuckled. Then, he grinned at their client. “Ray, let’s head over and get these signed.”
Gesturing to a nearby worktable, Lucy sorted through the paperwork and clarified the details of the shop drawings to the client, Ray.  
She ended up explaining the difference between full-cradle drawer suspensions and steel ball-bearing suspensions and the merits of each.
Catching herself before she inadvertently rolled her eyes, Lucy drew in a restorative breath. This was why she wasn’t on the front end of the business. She thrived behind the scenes: planning each phase to the hour, coordinating the labor force, and creating a work environment that spoke to the client’s communicated needs and their unbidden desires.
She didn’t do the pandering and preening game. Not well, anyway. 
As Ray borrowed her pen and autographed the final versions of the interior plans, Lucy sighed in relief. At least now, she could retreat to the comfort of her office and check this off her list. There was an obnoxiously lengthy list of emails she needed to read and respond to by day’s end, and currently, she was wilting away under the heat of the summer sun.
He’d stolen her pen. The devil.
Glaring at Ray’s retreating form, Lucy dragged in a lung-full of construction dust and nearly gagged. Gathering her documents hastily, she stowed them securely against her blouse. She nodded graciously to Mac before spinning around toward the site’s makeshift parking lot where she’d parked only thirty minutes prior, eager to be free of her task.
Thoughts wandering to her afternoon, she pondered the possibility of getting out of the office early to go see her mother. She’d been in the hospital for weeks now, and Lucy knew it was only a matter of time before her passing. 
She couldn’t stand the thought of her mom being alone.
A warm wind kicked up as she padded past the heavy machinery operating near the perimeter, drudging up large holes in the ground. Wind bristled through the construction zone once more, and Lucy threw a hand up to cover her eyes as the dust bit into her face. Choking, she spat out the specks of grime that’d crusted over her lip gloss.
Yuck.
Peeling the grainy particles from her lips, she jostled the package of loose papers in her left arm. Rebelliously, several of them caught wind and took to the air, glinting white as they became airborne under the midday sun. Dread dropped in her gut.
Should they escape, she’d either have to return with duplicates later or forge Ray’s signature in secret—neither of which she coveted. Thankfully, the errant papers came to rest just inside a shallow hole in the earth to her left.
Lucy didn’t think twice. 
She sank to her knees in the dust beside the hole in the earth, grimacing at the tightness of her skirt. Calling on her inner yoga goddess, she planted one hand on the edge and groped for the first of the papers. Fortunately, it was an easy win, and she stuffed it under her knee.
The second had landed a bit further down the hole. Stretching out, her fingertips grasped the thin veil of paper a moment before the earth beneath her other hand gave way. Terror instantly caught in her throat as she plummeted the four feet into the recently excavated earth below. 
She landed unceremoniously at the bottom in a heap. Elbows planted in the slightly chilled earth of the shallow hole, Lucy growled at herself for her stupidity. Not only had she gotten herself filthy, but she’d fallen into a shallow hole just large enough to fit a coffin. 
Fisting a hand around the paper that’d illuded her thus far, Lucy quickly brushed the dirt off her face with her free hand. Her stilettos stabbed into her rear as she made a move to get up, but her right heel was hooked around an exposed root and forced her to keep kneeling.
Lucy reached a hand around as she gazed behind her, snarling at the entanglement as the earth vibrated beneath her knees. Due to the rush of adrenaline from falling, her trembling fingers couldn’t function properly to remove the twisted shoe from her foot. She cursed beneath her breath.
Then, she heard it. 
The whine of the excavator’s spin. The whir of its building hydraulic. The whistle of its mechanics and the slight whoosh of the operator pumping its brakes.
Heart leaping into her throat, she coiled her legs under her to jump up and warn the excavator operator of her predicament, but her stiletto was still held fast. Forced back onto her knees, trembling fingers yanked futilely at the straps of her stilettos.
A terror-stricken cry launched from her throat as the sun suddenly disappeared from above her. Lucy snapped her head up at once, panicked, to see the bucket of dirt unload above her.
The load hit her back, unforgiving and cripplingly heavy. Crushed, she was flattened against the coolness of the earth below, desperate for air as dirt filled her mouth. Her heart fluttered as if a panicked bird was inside her chest as the morbid realization of her impending doom became clear.
Soil continued to pool on top of her as she fought uselessly against her shallow grave. Terror, overwhelming and dark, fled with relentless torment through her veins. She’d never get to say goodbye to her mother. 
And then, peace.
A spark of life. 
Suddenly, her lungs were no longer screaming for air. She was no longer being smothered under the weight of the soil. Around her, Lucy felt the earth welcome her. No longer were they set apart, two distinct beings. The earth was hers, and she was the earth’s.
Encapsulated within the earth, Lucy breathed deeply—serenely—of the element that had greeted her with unerring certainty. 




Chapter One


A paltry breeze riffled through the black wolf’s coat from where he stood atop the rocky outcrop. Peering down at the valley below, the animal’s paws connected with the coolness of the stone. Vibrations ricocheted through the surface and lent an additional ear in his observation of the surrounding area. 
Not that he needed it.
More beast than man, Aidan had little to fear. As an apex predator, he was the first of his kind and undoubtedly the strongest. He lived for the wolf, for the chase, the hunt. Comfortable in either form, man or beast, he was capable of staying as one or the other for days—or weeks—at a time.
A twitch of his ear as he caught the sound of feet against the earth. Below, a trio of wolves frolicked over the rugged terrain, snapping at each other playfully. Aidan stilled as he watched them rapidly cover the valley with supernatural speed. Not one glanced toward him, none of them having realized the predator had them in his sights.
Where they were, deep in the heart of Wisconsin’s western wilderness, they could afford to be less than attentive. Few humans set foot in their part of the state, and those who did were promptly removed. The vast territory edged close to La Crosse on the western border, and spanned eastward through bluff country.
It wasn’t his territory, but he ruled it all the same.
Aidan was the pinnacle of his race: the alpha of all alphas. Regardless of the wolf, they were all submissive to him. Even the alphas who’d fought their way to the top of their respective dens would bow before him.
Wolf dens spread primarily throughout the United States but filtered into other parts of the world. Originally, they’d formed the seat of their power within Europe’s borders, but after the war ended hundreds of years ago, they’d divested of the blood-soaked soil. 
Aidan’s wolf turned back toward the den, shaking his coat to resettle the obsidian layers. He opened his mouth to bare his teeth and taste the air, tongue lolling to the side lazily. 
With a huff of impatience, he exploded forward in a blur. The air rushed by him as its fingers coursed through his coat in an exhilarating kiss of sensation. Ahead, he registered the sound of another. Stealthily, the wolf flattened his ears against the side of his head and deliberately quieted his stride.
Riaz.
The Rocky Mountain alpha was doing very much the same as Aidan: relishing the night by sprinting through the undergrowth. Snapping closed his jaw, Aidan swiftly closed the distance between them while Riaz wove deftly through the dense forest ahead.
Eyes locked on the mahogany brown colors of Riaz’ coat, Aidan’s wolf salivated at the attack on the unknowing prey ahead of him. 
The obsidian blur had collided with the other wolf before Riaz knew what’d hit him. Even with the friendliest of intentions, it’d still been an attack, and Riaz responded to the threat instantly. 
Snarling, he bared rows of razor-sharp teeth. Even when Aidan’s teeth adeptly locked around Riaz’ neck, there was nothing but fight in the other werewolf as he struggled under the far stronger predator.
Aidan waited patiently for the other alpha to accept his defeat. When Riaz stilled in resignation below him with a laborious sigh, Aidan gloated in the victory. Releasing the punishing hold and chuffing a wolfy laugh, he stepped off from his holding pattern above the other animal.
Giving his mahogany coat a liberal shake, Riaz quickly rose to all four paws. He bared his teeth at the other wolf for mere seconds before opening his mouth in a wolfy grin, and butting his head into Aidan’s shoulder, all forgiven.
A howl sounded back near the den; a call for them to reassemble. Sagan, undoubtedly.
Though Riaz rotated toward the sound and responded with a choral howl of his own, Aidan did no such thing. Deference to another grated against him, even one so slight as a warning call of the approaching dawn. Obstinate, Aidan refused to lift his voice to join the others that rang throughout the wilderness around them.
Riaz’s howl trailed off as he looked back at his alpha and cocked his head. The black wolf padded forward and took the lead, trotting closer toward the den before Riaz darted past him.
Aidan matched the other’s wolf’s blistering pace with a delighted snap of his teeth and easily loped up next to him. They arrived at the den minutes later, both happily sated after their brisk dawn race.
Exhaling into the change, Aidan seamlessly shifted from the form of his obsidian wolf to that of a man. He met the eyes of the man who’d done the same beside him, taking in Riaz’s lopsided grin.
“I don’t think I’ll ever figure out how you’re so quiet, alpha,” Riaz commented with a grunt, rolling his shoulders in one liquid movement.
Aidan chuckled but slapped Riaz’ back in gracious camaraderie. “You’re still a pup, Riaz.”
Riaz’ face screwed together before he shook his head. “Only you would think that. I’ve got five centuries under my belt.”
As the men entered the warmth of the den side by side, the more submissive wolves in front of them lowered their heads. Packs worked as a unit through built in hierarchies that allowed for harmonious fellowship, and there was—and always would be—a clear chain of command. Each den reported to a single alpha with betas holding the secondary ranks below them.
Most dens had anywhere from two the five betas with more submissive wolves filling out the ranks below them. All den alphas, however, still submitted to Aidan. No alpha had ever challenged him and won, and none could contend with the dominance he wore like a second skin. 
That didn’t, however, mean that more submissive wolves were worth any less in Aidan’s eyes. He growled inwardly at the thought. Everyone who ran in the packs held equal value, regardless of their level of dominance. 
Each wolf was cherished; each wolf was appreciated.
Aidan and Riaz turned down the corridor toward Sagan’s conference room where the other alphas had unquestionably gathered in wait. Though this was Sagan’s den, Aidan presided when he was on site, as was the case for any werewolf den.
By his own doing, Aidan had no specific territory to call home. He ran unchallenged throughout the global, the brilliant canvas of the world his domain. Although several of the primary den alphas had expressed concern regarding his lack of home base, it’d never bothered him.
His wolf bristled in his chest at the thought of being tied down, the creature snapping its jaws at the trappings of such a blasé life. With a sigh, Aidan cracked his neck and threw open the conference room’s door. 
Four alphas sat around a heavy wooden table that bore enough scratch and claw marks to nearly deem it a total loss. Chuckling, Aidan strode toward the head of the table and leisurely reclined into the chair.
“Before we speak about the accords, we need to talk about our rogue problem,” Aidan began, meeting the eyes of the alphas that sat around the table. “I’ve seen more wolves turn rogue in the last year than any decade prior, and it’s concerning.”
Seth’s hands fisted against the table. “Typically, I don’t have more than one a year, Aidan. I’ve had two in the last month.”
“Three in my territory.” Nova shook her head, a lock of her long caramel hair falling forward. “But those all appeared several months ago. Our hunters are keeping up, but just barely.”
Sagan shook his head. “Same here. My hunter, Icari, is doing all she can to keep them from the general population, but it’s difficult when they don’t seem to follow a typical rogue pattern. Some of them were together, like they were in a pack.”
Rogue wolves were solitary creatures. To know they were banding together was by far one of the more concerning traits Aidan had heard.
“Did any of you see the signs of them succumbing before they did?” Aidan tented his hands on the table. He processed the news as his wolf bristled, daunted by the number of rogue wolves.
“Not necessarily,” Dominick commented as the alphas exchanged an uneasy look between themselves. “But most of them have been loners, no home base, no pack connections. Preferred their wolf form.”
Aidan glanced up as Dom’s tone became sharp at the end, the other wolf clearly unsettled. “Something on your mind, Dom?”
While he’d posed the question to Dom, it was Seth who responded. “It’d do you well to have a den, alpha. Given the times, I think it’d put us at ease to know there was a place we could find you.”
Aidan didn’t have to read between the lines to know that their concern was with him going rogue and giving into his wolf’s baser nature. He offered Seth a dark smile but withheld the contrition from his voice. “I don’t recall needing a den in the four-hundred years before you were bitten, Seth. Why the sudden concern now?”
Little known, Seth had been the second werewolf to come into existence more than eight-hundred years ago. Though it’d hadn’t been intentional, Aidan had never once regretted granting the other man immortality.
“You know that’s not why we’re concerned, Aidan.” Seth held his gaze then, the deep, murky brown eyes holding a subtle challenge. “Rogues are becoming increasingly common, alpha, and we don’t know why. If there’s an epidemic, anyone could be susceptible.” 
“Even me?” Aidan’s wolf appeared in his eyes as he spoke the words, the other man was forced to dip his gaze. “I won’t succumb, Seth; it isn’t an issue. Drop it, wolf.”
Seth blinked, keeping his gaze averted. “If you go rogue, Aidan, it wouldn’t end well. Not simply because you’re stronger, but because you’re our alpha.”
Aidan softened at the distress in the other man’s voice. Inhaling, he deliberately lightened his tone. “It won’t come to that. I’ll be careful. Stop worrying.”
Wolf shedding from his eyes, Aidan felt the creature shake off the emotion of the exchange. He met Seth’s eyes a moment later and acknowledged the deeply-felt emotion between them. Sighing, Aidan straightened in his seat and spoke once more.
“Yesterday, I had a report of a rogue near Iowa City, and I’m going to head there shortly to investigate and see if I can find a trigger. If the pattern holds up, there’ll be more than one,” Aidan said. “Riaz, work with Dom and see if you can find any other patterns.”
“Aye aye, alpha.”
Aidan continued, “Fortunately, there’s good news. The peace accords have been signed by all four immortal races: the wolves, the vampires, the Raeths, and the Elementals.”
“Quite a victory.” Sagan crossed his arms where he sat to Aidan’s left. 
A brawny man like most wolves, Sagan’s reddish hair was combed back from his face and over his scalp, buzzed shorter on the sides. Keen eyes of green-blue held Aidan’s for a split second before dropping in submission.
“Who’d have thought we’d ever sign a peace treaty with the vamps?” Riaz joked as he bound the thick spines of his summer-tinged raven dreadlocks behind his head. “They were literally chomping at the bit for this.” 
“As were we, Riaz,” Nova reminded him. The lone female of the party folded her hands on the table in front of her, then shifted her gaze to Aidan. “I am glad all nations decided to sign the accords.”
Aidan gave a pensive nod of his head as he swiveled to briefly regard the woman. “The Elementals certainly changed their tune.”
“Rona’s doing, no doubt.” Riaz’s wolfy grin spread across his lips. 
There was a chorus of hearty agreement from the assembled wolves, but Aidan remained solemn. “Regardless, there’s no telling how long the truce will hold. There may be merit in playing the ambassador card for a time.”
“None of us would qualify for that.” Seth shrugged. “We need to be with our packs.”
“Given,” Aidan responded, “but that doesn’t discount one of lesser dominance. A beta, perhaps. Or a more submissive wolf.”
“Couldn’t hurt.” Scrubbing a hand through his pitch-black hair, Dominick shrugged. “We know very little of the Elementals or the Raeths. Building our partnership with them wouldn’t hurt.”
Aidan nodded. “And if the Citizens of the Light were to attack again, we’ll need the support.” 
Several months ago, a group that called themselves the Citizens of the Light had threatened their very existence. The group had blown up a portion of the vampire Headquarters in New York and a building in Nova’s den at the very beginning of the wolves’ partnership with the other immortal race. 
Fortunately, there’d been no casualties, and the resulting collaboration had only further cemented the bonds between them. 
Now, there were innumerable mated pairs that spanned the wolf and vampiric breeds, one of which was the female alpha who sat across from him now: Nova.
Seth let out a resigned breath before meeting Aidan’s gaze. “The fact that they’re procuring weapons manufactured to kill us is also concerning.”
“Gideon informed us they’d merely asked for the munitions to be made,” Aidan clarified. “Let us hope they don’t succeed in procuring them.”
“But Gideon isn’t the only one who can make custom rounds, Aidan,” Dominick added, his almond-shaped eyes narrowing in concentration. “It’s only a matter of time before they secure them.”
Aidan reclined in his chair and lazily hooked an arm over the back. “We’ll just have to take them out before they do.”
Nova smirked from where she sat. “If only I had your sense of levity.” 
“Just wait, Nova.” Riaz’s lips twisted into a comical line as he jerked his chin toward Aidan. “When you’re as old as this mutt, you’ll probably feel the same.”
“I don’t recall feeling my age when I took you to the ground only twenty minutes ago, pup,” Aidan jeered as he leveled his gaze at the other wolf.
Before Riaz could respond, Aidan’s phone sang in his pocket. Sighing, he removed it from his back pocket and smiled.
“Sister.” Features softening, he ignored the rolling eyes in front of him and waited for the dulcet tones of Nina’s voice to greet him across the line. 
“Aidan.” Melodic, Nina’s voice was soothing, even over the airwaves. “Gideon’s put word out about the Citizens.”
“Has he?” Aidan exhaled, resigned. “What now?”
“He felt a disturbance in the earth yesterday near Chicago, and pinpointed the location to be the home where one of the Citizens took up residence. He thinks they might have an Elemental in captivity there.”
“Damn.” Clenching his jaw, he shook his head. “What does he want us to do?”
“Nothing yet,” Nina chimed from the other end. “He’s gathering a team of Elementals, but, as you know, they’re more susceptible to damage than the rest of us. I would go myself, but I’ve got an issue with my clan at the moment.”
“The last time one of the Elementals—or hell, even one of the vampires—took on the Citizens, they nearly died,“ Aidan growled. “I’ll go.”
“I’m not asking for you to go, Aidan,” Nina countered with a huff. “I was merely raising the alarm should it prove noteworthy.”
“I’ll literally be in the neighborhood. Just tell me the address.”
“Why? I thought you were in La Crosse?”
“Rogue sighting in Iowa City, so I’ll be driving through there anyway. Might as well drop off the Elemental with Gideon.”
Finally relenting, Nina gave him the location with a warning to be careful and call if he should need backup. Nina, so it seemed, was the only one who could make such a demand of him and still occupy the same place in his heart. He’d have taken offense had anyone else utter those words to him. 
Hanging up, Aidan glanced back to the alphas seated around the table beside him who’d become silent as the grave.
Nova held his gaze with a raised eyebrow. “Where are you going?”
“Pick up some Elemental who’s being detained by the Citizens, apparently,“ Aidan replied nonchalantly with a shrug. 
Seth pursed his lips in annoyance. “Why send a goon when you can send the king?” 
“Hardly a king, Seth. Besides, if we don’t put a little skin on the line in the name of peace, how can we expect to hold onto it?”
“Point taken,” Dominick retorted, “but any of us could go. Doesn’t have to be you.”
Aidan’s beast prowled close to his skin, bristling at the other wolf. As his eyes once more shifted colors to that of his wolf, he let the weight of his dominance filter into his gaze. “That may be true, Dom, but it will be me. You’ve all packs to lead, and I’m fairly certain you’re eager to return to them after I’ve detained you.”
Dominick’s wolf rose to the surface behind his eyes, but he couldn’t hold Aidan’s gaze, nor could any of the other alphas that shared the room. He would never be challenged for the right to rule his kind. 
His wolf gloated even while Aidan let out a sigh. “I’ll leave at dusk tonight.”
“On the paw?” Snapping up his brown eyes to regard Aidan, Riaz’s face pinched in amusement. “You gonna throw that Elemental over your back when you gallop off in retreat?”
Aidan paused. He’d never had use for a car, always preferring to run as the beast between territories. For a split second, he pondered the dilemma, until Sagan cleared his throat. “You can borrow one of ours, Aidan.”
Riaz, however, didn’t know when to quit. “It’s called a car, Aidan. An automobile. Like a horse, but faster.”
This time, Riaz saw the tackle coming, but he still ended up pinned to the ground. Laughing heartily, Aidan merely cocked his head as Riaz continued to vocalize his wolf’s grumble through his human throat. 
“One day, pup, that tongue of yours is going to ruffle somebody’s feathers, and you’ll end up a pelt on a wall.”
Snorting, Riaz could only go supernaturally still in submission. “It’s a good thing I have you as my backup, then, huh?”
“Damn right.” Offering a hand to the beaten wolf, Aidan helped him to his feet. 
It was the truth. Aidan would never let his people fight without him; would never leave them to fend off an enemy without lending his strength. Heartily clapping Riaz on the back, he turned to the other alphas, none of which had lifted a finger—nor an eyebrow—at Aidan’s sudden assault. 
“Shall we run?”
None of them refused.
By the time they’d returned to the den an hour later, the soft morning sun shone over the range where the den was centered. Built into the side of the bluff, the vast underground structure bore touches of nature throughout, including rocky beams and wood planking. However, the rest of the den was the pinnacle of modern convenience.
Aidan loved it here, but it would never be home. To be honest, he didn’t have one and didn’t need one. Although the lack of a home base was more common among rogues, he hadn’t submitted to the baser side of his nature.
Yet.
At dusk the following night, Sagan handed Aidan the keys to one of the den’s Jeep Grand Cherokees. As the dark redhead opened the garage, he pegged Aidan with a solemn stare.
“You need backup, just call. We’re not that far away, and we can get there faster on the paw.”
Chuckling, Aidan gave him a mocking salute. “Appreciate the sentiment, Sagan, but I’m sure I’ll be able to handle a few humans.”
Sagan clenched his jaw. “I’m certain Gideon thought that as well when he took on Victor.”
No reminder was necessary. The Elemental leader and his vampiric wife, Rona, had taken on the Citizens’ member two months ago and had barely lived to tell the tale. Not only had the lighting in his home been ultraviolet, but the human had also forced Gideon to dissolve into his element to defeat him. From what he’d gathered, the aftermath hadn’t been pretty, but they’d both survived.
Aidan shrugged. “I’ll be careful, wolf. Thanks for the Jeep.”
“What’s mine is yours, Alpha.”
The twilight drive was largely uneventful save the winding roads that veered over the steep hills and careening valleys of the Wisconsin territory. Aidan, however, would have much preferred running as the wolf. Sitting in the filtered air of any vehicle had never been to his taste.
Riaz had been right. He wouldn’t have done anyone any good if he couldn’t rescue an Elemental from the Citizens’ dwelling. Wheels had been a good idea.
With any luck, he’d be able to divest with the trappings of his human skin as soon as he’d freed the prisoner. The wolf beckoned and his near-feral heart longed to respond. 




Chapter Two


In the three months it’d been since Lucy had awoken to her new powers, she’d struggled. Struggled to keep herself afloat, struggled to keep her job, and struggled to keep her fiancé happy.  
She was failing—or had failed—at all three.
Yesterday, she’d been fired for falling asleep at her desk after she’d mistakenly posted the wrong documents to the submittal site. Terry, her boss, had thrown open her door in a fit of rage and been even more irate when he’d had to wake her up. 
It’d only gone downhill from there. Not only had she posted the wrong documents, but she’d let confidential information slip to a client when he’d been explicit about keeping it under wraps. 
Terry hadn’t had any choice.
She’d packed her desk and walked out of the building that day, jobless. Derek, her fiancé, hadn’t been pleased at her newly-minted unemployment. After he’d berated her for what seemed like hours, he had forced her to apologize to him for the throwing a wrench in his master plan.
This morning, she’d barely been able to bloom the flower seed that Derek had given her to grow. Though she’d done it what felt like a million times before, she’d only succeeded in growing the bud, much less blossoming the flower.
Derek had been livid; she’d seen it in his eyes. No matter how many times she proved herself, if she failed even once, it felt like she was back to ground zero. Even if she accomplished what he had asked, he’d always expect more.
It hadn’t always been that way. Before the accident at work, he’d been considerate. At times, he’d been aloof and distant, but never cruel.
That’s all he ever was anymore. When she crawled into bed at night, exhausted from her job search and the intricate work of using her ability for the exercises he dreamed up, she fell asleep in an empty bed within seconds. Most days, she woke to the same. 
Even though his ring was still on her finger, Derek very seldom deigned to sleep in the same room. There was always an excuse for him to keep away, whether it was his work with Citizens or the late nights he stayed at the office. 
Beneath the serene charade she practiced, Lucy was falling to pieces.
What’s worse was that she hadn’t seen her mother in days. Suffering from early onset dementia, her mother was a whimsical soul who’d forget Lucy more often than not. She had begun exhibiting signs of the disease when she was only forty-nine.
Now, in her late fifties, the disease had taken so much from her that she rarely recognized Lucy when she visited, regardless of how often she came or what she brought with her to remind her mother of years passed.
As Lucy was her only earthly relative, she was the only one who ever visited, but she’d been too busy with Derek’s tasks to keep her mother company every other day as she’d always done.
Born a single child, she’d been in her mother’s sole custody. Lucy had never met her father, but based on what her mother had said, she was better off. When her mom had found out she was pregnant, she’d left the abusive alcoholic and never looked back. 
It was only seven years later when they’d heard he died from the very drink he’d dedicated his nights to. 
Other than her mother, Lucy had no relatives to speak of. Grandparents had passed well before she’d been born, and tragically, her mother’s only sister had died in a car crash when she’d been a teenager. When her mother eventually passed away from dementia, Lucy would be inarguably and inextricably alone.
The only thing that Lucy found comfort in was the earth. Every time she took to the soil, she found peace. Regardless of the turmoil and toil of the days above ground, there was always a soothing presence below it.
Yesterday, after she’d unintentionally caused a sizable seismic shift, she’d felt the spark of something else beneath the surface. Sentient, the taste of another. As if the presence of another being was just below the surface, lingering in awe and waiting for her. 
And then, just as quickly, it’d vanished. 
She’d gone after it, this sentience, but it’d seemed to evade her. When she’d thought about telling Derek, she’d hesitated, but had told him anyway. He’d laughed and told her she was imagining things.
But Lucy was no fool. There’d been a concern behind his eyes that told her exactly what she’d feared: there were more like her.
Her fingertips gently caressed the petals of the pale peach rose. She’d grown them several weeks ago while she’d slept, the seeds having been left on her nightstand the night before. They were as spectacular as ever, and seemingly immune to time.
Smiling, she brought the petals to her nose and inhaled its seductive aroma. It’d been ages since Derek had bought her flowers. Perhaps he’d simply believed her incapable of enjoying such a thing anymore.
He was wrong.
Dropping the bloom into the vase beside her bed, Lucy resigned herself to rising and dressing for the day. She glanced around at the borrowed bedroom and pursed her lips.
Three months ago, after she’d come into her new ability, Derek had brought her here to Victor’s mansion. After his untimely death, he’d bequeathed the sprawling estate to the Citizens. Derek and Torrin had found no better way to serve his memory than by making it their new headquarters. 
As such, Lucy and Derek were staying there while she became more adept at her newfound skill.
Loosening a sigh, she walked into the expanse of the bathroom and refrained from looking in the mirror. All she’d see is the broken person she’d become. Her shoulder-length hair, normally a stunning brunette, had become limp and dull. Once dazzling emerald eyes had grown flat with exhaustion, and no matter how much she slept, she couldn’t seem to restore herself.
Grunting, she turned on the shower and stepped under the waterfall to let the stream drown away her troubles. Today, she was meeting with Torrin Scayde, the man that Derek told her led the group called Citizens.
From the little she knew, Citizens’ mission was primarily focused on peace keeping—though for what, she didn’t know, and she hadn’t asked. Apparently, Torrin and Derek had founded the group a half a decade ago, but neither had gotten any traction until last spring. Then, it’d taken off.
Derek still maintained his regular job as a reporter for the New York Times, but his real pursuit was for Citizens. Now, Derek’s passion for Citizens was what occupied most of his free time.
A knock sounded at the door as she was blow drying her hair. “That you, Derek?”
“Yeah.” Derek peeked around the door, his hickory-colored hair gelled professionally to the side. “You ready yet?”
Lucy shook her head no and offered him a tight smile. “Just have to finish my hair.”
“Good. Torrin will be here in twenty, and I don’t want you to be late.”
“What—uh, what should I wear?”
“I’ve already picked something out for you,” he snapped. “Now finish your hair and get downstairs.”
Biting her lip as he disappeared once more, Lucy looked at her reflection in the mirror. Unhappy. Unequivocally, irrationally, immutably. It was written all over her face. Perhaps if she tried harder, she’d get back to where they used to be. 
Successful in taming her unruly mane into a more professional semblance, Lucy exhaled in resignation before tugging on the slacks and blouse Derek had chosen for her. While both were a little loose given the weight she’d recently lost, it wasn’t noticeable.
Chewing on her lip, she ventured down toward the mansion’s kitchen. She descended the staircase quietly as she heard voices below, but she couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.
Being a Saturday, she’d have preferred to sleep in, but Derek had scheduled this meeting weeks ago, and who was she to refuse it? Besides, what was a little extra sleep? It’s not like it would have removed the bags from under her eyes. 
Only a well-blended concealer could do that.
All conversation stopped as soon as she stepped into the kitchen. Three men sat around the kitchen counter, all of them wearing button-ups and dress slacks. Regret pinged into her mind as she mentally accounted for her hair being down and unbound. Derek seemed to dislike any sign of a free spirit.
Derek instantly came to her side, his hand going to the small of her back. “Gentlemen, this is my fiancée, Lucy. Lucy, this is Torrin and Greg.”
Hard gray eyes met hers with rapt interest, a smirk lining Torrin’s mouth as he stood to greet her. “Lovely to meet you, Lucy. I’ve heard wonderful things.”
A firm grip, Lucy’s hand disappeared in Torrin’s as they shook, and she murmured the obligatory words. Greg, the shorter man to her left, merely nodded at her with pursed lips. Sitting, she looked to Derek to guide the conversation.
Her fiancé gestured broadly to Lucy before he began, his tone cool. “As you know, Lucy’s talent developed three months ago after an accident at work. Before that, she wasn’t able to do what she can now.”
“Lucy, can you expand upon that?”  Torrin prompted, though his eyes remained unforgiving. “Derek had filled us in on the broader picture, but hasn’t provided specifics.”
“Um, sure.” Lucy chanced a glance at Derek, but his blank stare gave nothing away. “When I was at a construction site, some paperwork got away from me, and I ended up stumbling into an excavated portion of ground. My heel got hooked in a root, and unfortunately, that meant I couldn’t get out of the way when they filled in the hole.”
Lucy’s fisted clenched in her blouse as she recalled the terror but pushed past her fear. “Before I knew it, I was covered—just flattened—by the soil they’d accidentally dropped on top of me. At first, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see. And then it felt as if the Earth accepted me. I don’t know how to explain it; it just … happened.”
Finished recounting her tale, she kept her gaze lowered and wrung her hands in her lap. What she didn’t add was that she’d received a significant sum of money from being buried alive at work. No legal battle, no lawyer fees. They’d done it without her even asking, and Lucy had been grateful for it, even knowing that it was hush money. They still couldn’t believe she’d been alive when they uncovered her. 
An act of God, they said. A miracle. If only they knew.
Derek shifted beside her. “The driver quickly realized his mistake when he saw her purse and a bunch of paperwork next to the hole, but it took them a few minutes to dig her out. They thought she’d be dead, but she—obviously—pulled through.”
“Sounds like a miracle.” Torrin’s ebony eyebrows raised in suspicious-sounding admiration. “Tell me, Lucy, what can you do now?”
“It varies, really.” Lucy hugged her shoulders into her sides but met his unnerving gaze. “Sometimes, I feel like I could literally move mountains. A couple of days ago, I created a seismic shock that ricocheted throughout Chicago. Apparently, it was somewhere near 4.6 on the Richter scale. But … but some days, I struggle to bloom a flower.”
All three men sat in somber silence while they exchanged a look. Torrin narrowed his eyes at her and tilted up his chin. “Derek mentioned that earthquake, and I have to say, I’m impressed. But Derek also said that you felt something else after that feat.”
“I thought there might have been someone else, like another sentient being, in the earth, but I must have been mistaken.” Lucy lowered her eyes, uncomfortable with his attention. Now, thinking back to it, it must have been a fool’s errand, chasing after what she thought had been another. 
“Have you ever felt anything else like that before?”
Lucy felt Torrin’s shrewd gaze bore into her once more, like shards of glass being rammed into her skin over and over again.
“No, not like that.” And it was the honest truth. “The Earth has a sort of pulse, a uniqueness when I’m with her, but this was something completely different.”
Pausing, she looked over to Derek with a half-smile. “I know it sounds crazy, but I can’t explain it. When I told Derek, he didn’t believe me either.”
Derek gave her a tight smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I just thought it was something you should bring up to the others. Maybe they would know more.”
Greg and Derek both turned to Torrin, the man skimming his fingertips along the marble countertop. “I’m afraid we haven’t been entirely honest with you, Lucy.”
Eyebrows knitting together, Lucy fumbled. “How so?”
“Citizens’ mission is to keep the peace, but it’s not between any two groups you’d know,“ Torrin began as his features darkened. “We’re waging a war, Lucy. Against those who walk the earth with no expiration date. Those who would take us for all we’re worth.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
A shiver skated across her goose-pebbled skin, and she tightened her arms around herself as if to block out the dread that’d begun to take root in her soul. When Lucy looked to Derek, it was to find he’d remained expressionless from where he sat beside her.
“The so-called fictious beings of the paranormal world?” Torrin shook his head slowly. “Turns out, they aren’t the stuff of fiction. They’re real. Each of us has had an encounter—or encounters—with these beings.”
“Paranormal?” Lucy’s eyes widened, blinking back the shock, while the men before her clearly believed every word. “Like vampires, and ghosts, and all that?”
“We’ve encountered three races to date: vampires, werewolves, and what we’re calling ‘those of the earth.’ You fall into the latter category.”
Lucy sucked in a breath. “Wait, I’m not the only one?”
A solemn shake of her fiancé‘s head. “No, Lucy. We’ve met one other to date.”
Torrin cleared his throat. “He’s the one who killed Victor, Lucy.”
“Oh my God!” Lucy’s hand went to her throat, her pulse racing as she tried to catch her breath.
“Victor fled to Maui after a meet and greet with the other man, but he was pursued,” Derek spat. “His murderer dropped his house into a massive sinkhole with him still inside.”
Her fingertips jammed further into her arms. “Why?”
“We don’t know.” Torrin’s jaw clenched. “When we first met with him, we didn’t know he was one of them, but the woman he was with was a vampire. Things went south, and Victor fled to Hawaii, but the immortal never let him escape.”
Lucy dropped her head into her hands and closed her eyes. Errantly, she felt Derek’s hand reach up to awkwardly pat her back, but the contact was as fleeting as it was impersonal.
“Lucy, given what we know of you,” Torrin continued, “We know you’re not an inherently bad person. How you came about your ability was a natural phenomenon. What we don’t know is why this immortal and his kind associate with the others.”
“I just—I don’t understand.” Lucy raised her face to pin Torrin with a look. “Are the others all evil somehow?”
“Each of us had an encounter with a vampire, Lucy, including Derek. It’s why we came together—why the three of us lead Citizens.“ The leader nodded toward her fiancé as another wave of dread filled Lucy’s core. “They tried to take our blood, Lucy, but we were able to withstand their mind control. We don’t know why we’re different, but we do know that them taking our blood wasn’t consensual.”
“We’ve seen mind control used on others, as well,” Derek chimed in. “They know no boundaries; they know no limits. We have to fight back, Lucy.”
Lucy felt herself nodding her head, but her mind was a mishmash of emotions and feelings. As they continued speaking, she went numb, retreating into herself with every word spoken. 
Torrin nodded devoutly. “It’s why we’ve been recruiting. We’ve added hundreds to our number this year alone, and that’s what makes it so important you’re with us. If they have one of the earth and so do we, it’ll be a far more even playing field. Plus, we’re working on weaponry that can negate the formidable strength of the other nightwalkers.”
“Weaponry?” Lucy asked, suddenly afraid.
“To protect ourselves, Lucy,” Derek clarified. “If they attack us like they did Victor, we need to be prepared.”
It only made sense. Should the nightwalkers attack them—as they’d done with Victor—they’d need some way to balance the odds. But even as she thought about it, Lucy shuddered at the violence they promised.
She didn’t let her surprise bleed into her expression. Though she was grateful for what Citizens had done for her, she hadn’t planned on using her talents for anyone on a broader scale. Now deep in conversation with Torrin about other matters, Derek didn’t see the trembling of her fingers where they lay in her lap, nor hear the slight chattering of her teeth.
Derek didn’t seem to notice that she was in over her head, and promised the others that she’d continue working hard to improve her talent for Citizens’ benefit. 
She’d left the kitchen as soon as their conversation had finished, muttering a quick thank you and excuse. Off balance, she wandered out onto the estate’s backyard and sank to her knees on the wilting October grass. Running her fingers through the dried lawn, she breathed a sigh of relief.
Ever since she’d been buried, she’d found comfort in nature. Not only could she come here to retreat, but she could simply forget her troubles. The earth had a way of making everything more tranquil, more peaceful.
It was odd, especially considering how close she’d come to death at the earth’s expense, but Lucy didn’t dwell too deeply on the thought. With so many other things cluttering up her mind, it seemed the easiest thing to let go.
Around her, the yellowed grass slowly became a vibrant green. The circle around her grew healthy and strong as her lips twitched into a broken smile. Life infused every strand of grass, fed from the ground below, while the pulse of earth resonated against her abilities. A beat of awareness, a token of gratitude.
The Earth was becoming her constant.
She didn’t know when the tears started to salt her cheeks. Feeling trapped, Lucy sunk her fingertips into the earth in a desperate attempt to maintain a hold on her rapidly shifting center of gravity. Sobs wracked her, but she made no noise as she clung to the only thing worth living for: her element.
The porch door slammed with a squeal, announcing Derek’s exit from the house several hours later. His heavy footfalls sounding on the patio behind her. Clearing his throat, he spewed chagrin behind her back. “I wish you would’ve worn your hair up, Lucy. You look so juvenile with it down.”
“I’m sorry,” she immediately apologized. “I won’t do it again.”
“Good. That’s what I like to hear.” Derek’s presence came to rest just outside of her peripheral vision. “Why don’t you show me just how powerful you are and do the entire lawn?”
Biting her lip, Lucy looked at the circle of vivid green that ringed her, a yellow ochre sitting just outside it. “I can try, but I’m tired. I’ve been trying to connect with—“ 
“We all work when we’re tired, Lucy,” Derek interrupted. “You should try to do something useful for once. If you’re exhausted, take some sleeping pills later, and get over it.”
Words cleanly cutting through her thin veil of self-worth, Lucy could only nod meekly as she connected once more to the pulse of the earth below her. Scoffing when nothing immediately happened, he spun on his heel and vanished, leaving her alone.
Dusk was on the horizon as she collapsed into the lawn that now shone a vibrant green. Hands trembling, she clambered to her knees, and then her feet. Swaying slightly, she walked slowly into the kitchen just off the patio and grabbed the sleeping pills that her doctor had prescribed her weeks ago.
Though her stomach complained, she bypassed the well-stocked pantry. Right now, her mind protested the idea of staying up any longer than necessary, and food, as it were, was low on the priority list.
Lucy dragged herself up the immaculate staircase and into the room she’d claimed on her first night. As she tossed a handful of the pills back, her ring glinting, she sighed in apathy of the coming days. Sleep pulled her under as soon as her head hit the pillow, fully clothed and still in her sneakers.




Chapter Three


Aidan lifted one raven-colored eyebrow as he drove closer to the address. Certainly, the homes lining the boulevards were worth a fortune. Laughing wolfishly beneath his human mask, Aidan’s beast prowled ever closer to the surface.  
Even now, when Aidan was in the midst of tracking an Elemental in distress, the animal wanted nothing more than to break free and galivant through the streets. Cause a little ruckus, chase a few humans.
The problem? 
Aidan’s wolf didn’t simply want to be let off the leash every once in a while, he wanted it forever. Dominant creatures tended toward violence, and he was no different. It was an inherent part of their nature. 
Ignoring his wolf’s claws tearing at his chest for escape, Aidan begrudgingly parked the car and finally got a look at the monstrous mansion that he’d come to tear apart. Grunting, he merely pocketed the keys and blinked up at the estate. 
Outfitted entirely in white, the mansion was the quintessential tribute to a wealthy man’s vanity. Two story columns, manicured hedges, expensive looking garage doors – it held all the perks. Even the high-brow, white-framed windows looked polished to a tee. 
Aidan chuckled at the arrogance of it all. 
For a moment, Aidan briefly considered knocking on the door, but decided against it. Knowing these people, they’d probably answer with a gun, and he’d prefer leaving with his tail intact. It took him several minutes to assess where the security cameras were pointed and plot out a path that’d leave him free and clear, though they’d most likely catch him exiting with the Elemental in tow. Two people were simply harder to hide.
Nothing could be done about that.
He took the path less traveled: the thick row of hedges that lined the western edge of the property and abutted the neighbor’s fencing. Shifting seamlessly into his wolf form, he sprinted across the road and camouflaged himself in the thicket. 
Aidan’s sensitive nose tested the air as he weaved through the dense undergrowth. The pungent aroma of human mixed with the otherworldly scent of an Elemental, but the immortal wasn’t close. Inside, perhaps.
Flying through the underbrush in search of his query, his wolf paused. On the back patio, Aidan heard a one-sided conversation. Silent, he crept closer, hovering low to the ground. A man in his late twenties or early thirties was sprawled lazily on one of the lounge chairs that outfitted the sizeable patio. His phone was pressed against his ear, and his legs were kicked out in front of him.
“No, no, they look to be what we ordered,” came the man’s response. “I say we approve the second prototype and order the rest.”
A brief pause. “Yeah, it arrived just after you left this morning. I’ll bring it in to the office tomorrow.”
Aidan stilled as the conversation went off on a tangent regarding someone in New York. Could the prototype be the ammunition they’d requested from Gideon during the summer months? Aidan’s first priority was the Elemental they held, but he needed to confirm if they’d succeeded in creating the munitions.
Slowly, the wolf retreated toward the front of the house and sprinted across the open lawn to the garage door entrance. Aidan scanned the surrounding area for any signs of life before he seamlessly shifted to his human form and pressed his back against the wall.
He hugged the exterior wall and turned the door handle, surprised to find it unlocked. Aghast at his luck, he crept into the house’s kitchen. From his position, he could see where the man sat on the patio, his attention still focused on the call.
Aidan inhaled, scenting the air. The Elemental was here, inside the building. 
What he didn’t expect, however, was that the Elemental was a young female. The subtle aroma of roses intermixed with the Elemental’s powerful scent, promising of power and an undeniable flair of strength. 
Aidan, if he had to say, would level a guess that the female was no older than twenty-five. Mighty young for one of their kind, and certainly not to the age where she would have been able to withstand the trappings of the Citizens. 
With unerring accuracy, he followed the alluring aroma of the Elemental through the winding hallways. Quickly, moving from one room to the next, Aidan’s keen eyesight scanned each room for the any hint of what he’d heard the man speaking about outside. 
Though he’d never been dainty a day in his life, his massive form slipped silently amid the bowels of the house, the beast under his skin a sleuth operator.
Bingo.
A handgun sat abandoned on the ornate sideboard of the dining room, a case of rounds beside it. Jaw clenching, Aidan briefly scrutinized the weapon before turning to the rounds. Inside the hollow was clearly a mixture of liquid sunlight and silver, the liquids separated by a thin piece of metal.
It’s what they’d feared: the Citizens had succeeded in creating lethal, long-distance weaponry. 
Pocketing one shell casing, Aidan shifted his focus, keying into the Elemental’s scent and making his way up the grand staircase. No sound emitted from his footfalls as he ascended the stairs, the predator in him lying in wait just under the surface.
The scent pooled outside one of the first doors in the upper level. Aidan tested it, finding it unlocked once again. Perhaps her captors had blackmailed her or held someone she loved to keep her compliant. 
Testing the air once more, Aidan found no trace of another person within the room—only the one he’d already noted.
He entered the room without knocking. There, asleep on the massive king-size bed, was the Elemental. Shoulder-length hair swept across her features, but Aidan could still make out the fullness of her lips and the feminine line of her jaw. She was beautiful, undeniably, even from where she was, curled up amid a gathering of downy fabric.
Beside her, he noted the presence of a bottle of pills and a glass of water. Leisurely, he closed the distance between them and bent toward her. Shaking her once, twice, she merely curled up tighter, her hands clutching the ivory comforter. 
Cocking his head, he listened intently to his surroundings for signs of her keeper. Hearing nothing, his arms came around the Elemental, and he pulled her to his chest, nabbing her purse and cell phone from the side table beside her and laying it atop her form. He stood slowly, adjusting for the slight weight in his arms. 
Paying more attention to the sounds of the home, he moved stealthily out of the bedroom and descended the staircase in utter silence with her in his arms.
Breaking into the chill of the night, Aidan jogged toward the Jeep with her within his arms, nestling into his chest.
Oddly enough, the beast within him quieted at the sensation, calmed. 
Flinging open the back door to the Jeep, he carefully deposited the woman across the back seat, then shrugged out of his jacket and lay it over her. 
As Aidan dialed up Gideon on his cell an hour later, he glanced behind him at the still sleeping Elemental. Now, in the confines of the Jeep, her scent vacillated through the space. It was as if the roses that clung to her skin had somehow become his favorite drug, the perplexing taste of power a drop on his tongue that left him wanting more. 
All the while, his wolf was pacing under his skin, cagey.
Jaw clenching, Aidan focused as Gideon picked up. 
“Was there an Elemental at the Chicago location?” No nonsense, the Elemental monarch’s tone was solemn as he responded. 
“There was, but she’s young. Twenty-five max.” Aidan looked in the rear-view mirror. “Smells like Toni.”
“She must be new to her skill. Listen, can you bring her here, to Paracel?”
Aidan’s lip curled at the demand, his already-riled wolf seething. “Who do you take me for? You think I’d leave her on the side of the road somewhere?”
Gideon gave a hearty laugh before he spoke again, honesty ringing in his smooth voice. “I imagine not. I’ll text you the location.” Then, he sobered. “Thanks, Aidan. I appreciate the assist.”
“You owe me.” He hung up without waiting for Gideon’s response. 
Aidan had known he was headed toward Iowa, that much was common knowledge, but the Elementals typically played their cards close to the chest. Originally, the secretive group hadn’t made their exact location general knowledge, even with the peace accords in place, but after the events earlier this summer, they’d begun to break down some of their barriers.
Two hours later, the female began to stir behind him. Her breathing patterns, once shallow and steady, suddenly became erratic. Rolling his eyes, Aidan took the next exit and parked on a side road, knowing the female was awake, but doing her best impression of someone who wasn’t.




Chapter Four


Lucy had no idea where she was or how she’d gotten there. Her heart fluttered in her chest like a caged bird as she tried to keep her beathing steady, trying to figure out what’d happened in the short— long?—amount of time that’d passed between when she went to sleep and when she’d woken up.
Laying on a car’s back seat. Traveling. With an unfamiliar man.
She kept lifting one eyelid to look around, but all she could see from where she lay curling into the leather was a man’s profile and the lighted dashboard just beyond him. Nothing was within reach that could be used as a weapon, and Lucy doubted he’d pull over and let her out, even if she asked him nicely.
Her purse was lying on the floorboards, but she couldn’t easily call someone for help, and taking the time to text Derek would’ve certainly caught her abductor’s attention.
When the car decelerated and gravel started to ping beneath the wheels, Lucy froze.
Her mind began to race a thousand miles a minute. She had to be prepared; she had to escape. If her captor was going to murder her, she had to have the element of surprise.
The car stopped.
Moments later, the car door beside her creaked and night air came spilling into the car. Eyes flashing open, Lucy slammed her fists into a solid wall of muscle, beating haplessly against the man who’d taken her. She threw her strength into the punches, but none of them seemed to have an effect.
As the hulking man backed up, she took her chance and leapt from the vehicle. Her feet hit the ground running as she desperately searched around her for signs of life, looking for someone—anyone—to help her.
Nothing.
The nighttime landscape around her was absolutely devoid of life, not a car in sight, and the closest structure was an old barn that looked to be miles away. The ground around them was a dry reminder of the late fall weather, the ground cracking and dusty as she sprinted away from the car. A moment later, she tripped and landed on her knees with a startled cry.
The man sucked in a breath behind her. “Are you okay?”
Lucy groped around her for a weapon of some kind, her eyes poor in the dim light. Finding purchase on a rod of some sort, she spun back to him with her tool, swinging wildly as if to catch him off guard. 
She missed, too far away to do any damage, and when she finally got an eyeful of her abductor, she was awestruck for one inexplicable moment.
Enchantingly pale gray-green eyes regarded her from a face so masculine it looked to be hewn from stone. Concern twisted his full lips into a wry line from a square jawline, his high cheekbones and rugged features mesmerizingly beautiful but utterly male. 
Built like a line-backer, the man was all coiled strength that promised of deadly sin, predatorial to the ninth degree. He was easily six foot six and nothing but pure muscle. 
Perhaps what was more intimidating was the power that radiated from his very core and hung off his frame like a well-worn coat. From where he stood, Lucy could feel his presence as a near-tangible thing.
His features twisted. “What are you going to do, beat me with a hairbrush?”
Shocked, she looked at what she grasped white-knuckled in her hand and gagged. Revulsion pitted in her stomach as she immediately discarded the abandoned, sun-bleached—and yet full of hair—brush. Shuddering, her fingers opened to drop the hairbrush before she scrubbed her hands on her jeans. 
Suddenly infuriated, Lucy straightened and clenched her fists. “Who are you? What do you want with me?”
“You were being held against your will, no?” The man cocked his head and threw her an unreadable gaze. “I freed you. You’re welcome.”
“Held against my will? What are you even talking about?” Lucy’s features pinched while her head whipped back and forth. “How did I get here?”
The man gestured the vehicle behind him. “The Jeep. You didn’t wake up when I tried to rouse you, so I carried you out.”
Recoiling, Lucy wrapped her arms around herself in self-consciousness. “You carried me? Why? How did you know I was there?”
“Your people raised the alarm, felt you through the earth.” His face softened as he took stock of her body language, clearly feeling guilty.
Lucy’s head was spinning as she sucked in a breath. “My—my people?”
“You’re an Elemental,” he explained with a languid roll of his shoulders, the muscles bunching underneath. “I’m taking you to your order’s community.”
Lucy froze, blinking as she sorted through the sudden revelation. “I’m—I’m a what?”
The man exhaled softly, talking to her as if she was made of glass. “An Elemental, one who wields the elements.” 
“How do you know what I am?”
“Your scent,” he answered, as if it were the most sensible thing in the world. This one, apparently, was a man of few words.
Eyebrows knitting together, Lucy shook her head as she tried to wrap her mind around what he was saying. First, that she was an Elemental, and second, that there was a community of them. Would they be able to help her? 
“I don’t understand.”
He inclined his chin. “Your brethren, the Elementals. They’re the ones who sent me to rescue you.”
Dumbfounded, Lucy continued to stare at the man. Obviously, he hadn’t taken her with the intention of harming her, nor had he shown any aggression since she’d awoken. But she was wary, knowing that people could change in a split second. She’s seen it one too many times.
Pinching her lips together, she narrowed her eyes as self-preservation reared its ugly head. “You aren’t going to—to hurt me?”
He recoiled as if she’d physically struck him. “Why would I hurt you?”
“Um, maybe because you abducted me?”
“I prefer the term ‘rescue.’”
Suddenly feeling silly, she shifted from one foot to the other nervously. Oddly enough, the lunatic who abducted her seemed to believe everything he was saying. But how did she know this group of people wouldn’t harm her? Or if they were somehow connected to the man who’d killed Victor?
But even without knowing that nature of the community they were enroute toward, could she afford to let it slip out of her grasp? If her cell phone was in her purse, all she had to do was get somewhere quiet—alone—to call Derek. 
He’d know what to do.
Lucy hesitated, suddenly afraid. As those gray-green eyes focused on her, his eyebrows pulled together in what seemed like genuine concern, and she felt a miniscule layer of comfort ease into her mind. Still, she had no way of knowing if his intentions were pure.
“I don’t know you,” Lucy whispered meekly. “I went to sleep in my bed, and now, I’m in the middle of nowhere with a man I don’t know. How would you feel?”
A flash of guilt speared across his flawless features as he drew air into his lungs. “I promise you, no one will harm you. You have my word.”
“Promises are broken all the time. What makes yours any different?”
For a moment, he seemed taken aback by her reply, his lips parting while he searched the ground for answers. Then, he shrugged. “Promises may be broken by other people, but not me. You’re going to have to trust me. I haven’t hurt you—won’t ever—and I swear on the fates for that oath.”
“You … swear on the fates?“ One of Lucy’s eyes twitched, caught between humor and skepticism. “What kind of new age hocus pocus is that?”
A hint of a smile ghosted over his lips. “It’s old, not new. Would you prefer a character reference, instead?”
“This isn’t a job interview.”
“No, but I assure you, I’m definitely qualified to promise your safety.”
The levity of the conversation seemed to have eased a portion of her anxiety, but her trepidation remained. “Where are we going?”
“To Paracel, where your people live.” Offering her his hand, the man stepped forward. “Come on, it’s chilly out, and you’re cold.”
She hadn’t even realized it. The beds of her fingernails had adopted a blue hue, and her body shook with shivers that weren’t entirely due to the cold. Folding her arms over her chest, she tried to conserve body heat amid the bitter October air. 
His hand was still held out to her. 
Drawing a deep breath, she slid her fingers into his as the spark of connection raced through her blood like lightning. Shocking her, she met the pale green of his eyes and caught a flicker of surprise in them.
It was gone within seconds.
Moments later, she was buckling herself into the Jeep. Lucy wrapped her arms around herself in a desperate attempt to make herself small. As her mystery man filtered into the driver’s seat beside her, Lucy realized once again how imposingly large he was.
When he reached into the backseat, her eyes widened comically at his nearness, stiffening like a board until he retreated into his seat. Without a word, he handed over his jacket, and she slowly reached up to take it before spreading it across her lap.
She crossed her legs tightly beneath the coat before she chanced a glance over at him. “What’s your name?”
“Aidan.” He kept his eyes on the road as he pulled back onto the interstate. There was a long silence, then he suddenly seemed to remember his manners. “And yours?”
“Lucy.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Lucy.” 
Everything about him seemed sincere. She studied his profile in the darkness, tracing over the masculine features with rapt fixation. In fact, she’d never seen someone so startlingly gorgeous in real life. If this was a nightmare, her subconscious needed a reminder that he’d abducted her. 
Scratch that. Rescued. 
“Are you staring at me, Lucy?”
She jerked her gaze away immediately, blushing seven shades of red. “Ah, just getting your profile when I have to do a character sketch for the police.”
Genuine laughter barked out of him, the sound of it a shock to her system. “Look all you need to, love. I promise you, though, you’ll come to no harm in my care.”
“How very comforting.” Lucy stifled the urge to squirm in her seat and chanced another glance toward the physical perfection to her left. “How far do we have?”
“Ten miles or so. I let them know we’re coming.”
Lucy pursed her lips together in a firm line, anxiety riffling through her as her heart picked up. She picked at the leather on the seat, desperate to find something to occupy her time and quell her escalating nerves.
“I’ve never met another person like me before.”
“Really?” Curiosity washed over his features as he turned to pin her with a stare. “How new are you to your ability?”
Lucy’s fingernails lodged deeper in the leather. “Three months. I had an accident at work, got buried under a mountain of dirt.”
“Geez.” Aidan exhaled. “That sounds traumatic.”
Retreating into herself, she hugged her arms around her waist and curled into the seat. “It was awful, actually. Legitimately thought I was going to die. Then, the earth around me changed. Welcomed me. It’s hard to explain, I guess.”
Aidan was silent for a moment. “I can imagine. Gideon will help you. He’s an earth Elemental too.”
“Gideon?” Hope bloomed in her chest as she gave him a sidelong glance. “Do you know him well?”
“Not really,” came his admission, then a wicked smirk. “But he’s one of the good guys.”
Frowning, Lucy studied him more readily, trying to determine where he fit into the picture. “What does that make you?”
A grunt was his only response
“Are you an … Elemental too?”
“Nope.” A single shake of his head. “I prefer the packs, myself.”
“The—the packs?” 
He didn’t respond.
The gears in her head turned back to the conversation she’d had with Torrin and Derek, but she was suddenly sidetracked by lights that blinked into her vision ahead of them. “Is that Paracel?”
“Should be,” he grunted in reply, followed by a shrug. “Never been here, myself.”
Farmland slowly became residential as they decelerated into town. What had been rows of corn and soybeans morphed into lovely little houses buttoned up on a picturesque main street. Each one was vastly dissimilar to the next: Victorians, cabins, colonials. It spanned the architectural gamut, and each was wildly charming in its own way.
Aidan slowed the Jeep when they approached the central building, a large structure that was composed primarily of glass and wood, though sleek white metal was interspersed throughout, and a silvery metal roof completed the ensemble.
The Jeep pulled into the nearly empty parking lot, which was only illuminated by the bright lights on the exterior of the building, and came to a full stop just outside the doors. Though she was eager to be free of the vehicle’s confines, her heart was racing in her chest, and a thin layer of perspiration beaded her forehead.
Aidan, however, had no such temperament. He’d walked around the car and opened her door for her when she stalled, extending a hand. 
“Come on, Lucy, let me introduce you.”
Hand fitting into his with a zing of electricity, she let him pull her from the Jeep to stand beside him on wobbly knees. Surprisingly, a welcoming party of three had come out to greet them and now stood opposite them.
Aidan was nothing but the perfect picture of formality. “Gideon, this is Lucy. Lucy, meet Gideon.”
Across from her, Gideon extended a hand in greeting, his wrist ringed in thick leather bands. Dark hair swept back from his handsome features, and an air of genuine warmth exuded from his grin.
Startlingly, his eyes were a vibrant canary gold, the color shockingly inhuman. “Welcome to Paracel, Lucy. It’s always a pleasure to meet another of the earth.”
Lucy’s hand met his in a firm grip as she assessed him with curious eyes. “You can … feel her too?”
A simple nod, then a questioning look. “Would you like me to show you?”
Her head bobbed up and down anxiously. “You would do that? I would love to see it; I’ve only ever seen what happens when I, uh, tinker.”
Gideon smiled appreciatively, then lifted the palm of his hand toward the west and opened his fingers. In less than three seconds, leafy green vines shot up from the frozen ground and spiked toward them from the patch of grass and began coiling around Gideon’s arm. 
Lucy’s mouth dropped open, then suddenly transformed into a wide smile as she caught his golden eyes. “Amazing.”
“The Earth is brilliant, and we’re fortunate she lets us toil.” The vines gingerly untwined from his arm as he regarded her eagerly. “While we’re alone to our elements in the beginning, most of us usually find ourselves in the company of other Elementals as the years pass. Fortunately, you were found early.”
Confused, she blinked several times before she asked, “How did you find me?”
“I felt your seismic wave yesterday while I was in the earth,” Gideon replied. “Aidan was in the neighborhood, so he offered to pick you up.”
“That was you?” Lucy’s features contorted with shock as her heart happily danced in her chest. “I knew I felt someone else!”
Gideon’s approving look spoke volumes. “I’m surprised you were able to sense me. For one so young, that’s quite a feat.”
Blush colored Lucy’s cheeks at the compliment, her eyes darting back toward Aidan as if to get his confirmation. Those gray-green eyes of his were fixated on her, an intensity behind them that hadn’t been there before. 
Sending him a half smile before she dropped her gaze, Lucy refocused on the group before her. “Are you all, um, of the earth?”
“Nah, I’m air.” The handsome redhead said beside him with a grin. Sparkling blue eyes held a trace of humor as he regarded her kindly. “I’m Jeremiah. This here’s Rukia.”
Rukia’s almond-shaped eyes crinkled with a tight smile. “It’s a pleasure, Lucy. You must have questions for us, and you’ve had a long drive. Shall we go inside, Gideon?”
“Of course.” Gideon straightened, then shot a welcoming glance to the brute beside her. “Aidan, come inside with us. We’d be happy to show you around Paracel while you’re here.”
Suddenly timid, Lucy curled her arms around her stomach, but found the words exiting her mouth. “You’re not staying?” 
Aidan’s attention turned toward her as if he’d suddenly remembered his promise to keep her safe. “I’ll stay for a bit, Gideon, if only to help Lucy settle.”




Chapter Five


As Aidan followed Gideon and the others inside, he remained close to Lucy. She seemed out of place, lost amid the sprawling expanse of the compound. His presence, apparently, seemed to calm her anxiety. 
Though it was misplaced, he couldn’t fault her. Lucy had been right: she’d gone to bed and woken up with a strange man in a strange place. Had that happened to him, Aidan would have donned tooth and claw, but she’d simply taken it in her stride.
Call it a hunch or sixth sense, but Aidan had a feeling that the woman was far stronger than she appeared, especially given that she’d survived being buried alive and had been rescued from Citizens. 
The animal lingering under his skin continued to pace anxiously, even as Aidan willed the wolf to calm. As a dominant wolf, an alpha, there were very few things that sparked anxiety in his beast. Typically, it revolved around the inability to keep a packmate safe.
But Lucy wasn’t his packmate, nor was she someone who Aidan cared deeply about. 
Yet, his wolf whispered.
Brow furrowing at the animal’s inappropriate affections, Aidan sauntered into the vast expanse of a great hall and his eyebrows climbed on his forehead. Every square inch of wall space was lined with ivy, and a breathtaking stone fountain bubbled in the entryway. 
Just as he would have expected.
Gideon motioned for them to follow him down a corridor, the group following silently. In his wake, the ivy that clung to the walls reached for Gideon as if sentient, the effect strangely beautiful. Lucy didn’t miss it. When she reached up to run her fingertips over them, the small leaves shifted toward her, and she delicately caressed the ivy with a quiet smile.
Seeing the emotion play over her lips, Aidan softened and relaxed into a steady gait beside her. His wolf, the perplexing creature, lunged for control under his skin. Startled at the sudden reach for control, he jerked next to her.
Lucy’s emerald eyes shot to his. “You okay?”
Was that concern—for him? Aidan’s mouth gaped open for a moment before he formed words. “Just admiring the local foliage.”
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” 
She reached up to caress the ivy fondly, the smile still on her satin lips as she turned back to him. Aidan nodded, enraptured, but he wasn’t admiring the beauty of the greenery.
While they walked, his wolf paced restlessly beneath his skin.
When Gideon had asked for him to stay, he’d nearly refused outright. Aidan still needed to discover what’d turned the rogues, and his detention sat heavily upon his shoulders.
With Lucy, however, he felt an undulating need to protect her. Being slight of build, she was diminutive compared to the females of his kind. Like Raeths, she-wolves were nearly always athletic, without or without time spent at the gym.
Lucy, the young Elemental, was almost willowy. 
Easily breakable.
Aidan hadn’t forgotten his promise to keep her safe. Even now, while she was also under Gideon’s care, he snarled inwardly at the thought of leaving her. Aidan was a man of his word, and protecting those weaker than him was second nature.
In front of them, Gideon revealed the spacious conference room just off the main corridor. Aidan gave an internal sigh of relief. Fortunately, the table was round, and he wouldn’t inadvertently cause an international fiasco because he kicked the Elemental monarch out of the head chair.
Aidan reclined in the conference chair furthest from the door at the head of the room. Because, after all, there was no denying his nature.
Settling into the cushion and kicking back, he watched keenly as the others filtered into the room behind Gideon and him, then leisurely sat around the table. Lucy sat beside him, and he’d have it no other way.
Rukia and Jeremiah sat on either side of Gideon, clearly his betas. Gideon leaned forward and folded his fingers together on the table, eagerness written all over his features. 
“How long have you been one of the earth, Lucy?”
The young Elemental gave a timid laugh. “Three months, give or take. I had an accident at work and ended up underneath about four feet of dirt.”
Gideon nodded, solemn. “When did you feel her accept you?”
“Almost instantly.” Lucy’s shoulders rose and fell in a quick but anxious movement as Aidan watched her, feeling the need to comfort her. “I was surrounded by earth, desperate for air and certain I was dying, and then it was like she was suddenly there. This other presence.”
The Elemental monarch listened with a frown. “Unfortunately, that’s how most of us—Earth Elementals, anyway—receive our abilities. For them to develop, we must be immersed in our elements: air, water, earth, fire. As you can imagine, air and water are quite plentiful. Earth Elementals are not as common.”
“And fire?”
Jeremiah hooted a laugh and shot her cheeky smile. “Only one of those this day and age. She’s quite the celebrity.”
Aidan stiffened at the other man’s flippant tone, but he said nothing as Gideon launched back into his diatribe. “What you may not know, Lucy, is that once our power surfaces, we no longer age.”
Blinking, Lucy’s eyes darted in question to Jeremiah first, then Rukia. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Once we become Elementals,” Gideon repeated, “we no longer age. We’re immortal.”
Disbelief gradually morphed into shock as Lucy processed the news beside him. Seeming to draw more inward, Aidan cleared his throat. “Time will continue to pass, but you’ll always be you.”
Seafoam green eyes caught his own moments later, the vastness of immortality sprawling before her. “Seems a little daunting.”
“Fortunately, you won’t be in it alone.” Aidan reclined against his chair as he processed his own thoughts. For someone dead set on going it alone, he was certainly ringing the pack bell quite loudly.
Gideon nodded along in agreement, his finger circling in the air while he gestured to the building. “Years ago, we created this community for Elementals as a place where we didn’t have to hide. People come and go, but it’s a home base of sorts. Everyone is welcome here, including you, Lucy.”
Lucy sucked in a breath and pulled at her shirt nervously. “Is it … like … a cult?”
Jeremiah’s gregarious laughter sounded from beside him, even when Aidan’s mouth turned up at the corners. Gideon, once he stopped grinning from ear to ear, merely shook his head. 
“No, Lucy. It’s not a cult,” the Elemental monarch explained. “There will be no robe-wearing or incense burning. In fact, you’re free to go at any time. We won’t hold you here against your will should you decide Paracel isn’t for you.
Gideon continued, “We do, however, offer a training program for new Elementals. We have five trainees at the moment, all at various stages in their development. Toni, our newest addition, comes to train with us every few weeks. She typically lives in New York with her husband.”
“Wow,” Lucy breathed, folding her arms across her chest protectively. “Sounds, ah, too good to be true.”
“It is,” Jeremiah commented offhandedly as he leaned back in his chair and linked his fingers behind his head. “You’ll have to train under this ancient relic.”
Gideon, however, merely raised an eyebrow. “There are plenty of us here that can show you the way if you find my methods too … prehistoric.”
Wolf huffing beneath his skin, Aidan turned to Lucy. “If you want my opinion, you should stay at least until you know if they can help you or not. Couldn’t hurt … and you’d be better spent in the company of your own people than with the ones trying to kill them.”
Lucy recoiled. “Kill them? What do you mean?”
“The Citizens,“ Aidan responded blandly. “Their sole purpose is to exterminate immortals.”
The woman next to him shook her head wildly. “No, that can’t be right. Derek said they were a peace keeping group.”
“If by ‘peace keeping’ you mean ‘peace by extinction.’” Jeremiah sobered, his arms coming to rest on the table in front of him. “Not even a month ago, they sent us a note telling us to prepare for our deaths. It wasn’t kind.” 
“I can’t believe that.” 
Lucy was staunch in her determination, suddenly resolute, as if Citizens had indoctrinated her with different information. Aidan’s wolf prowled under his skin, snarling at the mere thought of it.
The earth Elemental pursed his lips. “Believe it or not, we’ve already been attacked by them on more than one occasion.”
Horrified, Lucy paled. “Attacked? What—what do you mean by attacked?”
“Perhaps that’s a conversation for another day, Lucy.” Gideon sighed and shook his head. “We’re not alone in the world, and suffice to say, not everyone believes our intentions of peace toward the human race.”
“Gideon’s understating things,” Jeremiah chimed in, casually shrugging while Gideon shot him a look that bid him to keep quiet. “Citizens tried to murder Gideon and his wife, and before that, they planted a bomb in the vampire’s headquarters in New York and attempted to murder everyone inside.”
No doubt reeling from Jeremiah’s careless words, Lucy’s eyes widened, and her complexion paled further, blood suddenly draining from her face. “Vampires? Vampires are real?”
“That and werewolves and Raeths, darling,” Jeremiah added with a grin. “Welcome to the immortal world.”
Aidan knew she was a goner far before she fainted. Catching her seamlessly, he swung her into his arms and rose effortlessly from his chair. Nestled against him, she was a slight weight in his hold. Every protective instinct in him cried out to keep her safe, keep her close.
“Where’s her room, Gideon?”
Gideon stood and reluctantly gestured for Aidan to follow him out the door. “Too much, too fast, I think.”
Jeremiah had the audacity to grimace when the Elemental monarch shot him a glare, sighing before he glanced back at Lucy in Aidan’s arms with concern. The air Elemental disappeared down another corridor at the next bend, waving a cursory goodbye before taking his leave.
“After so long in the immortal world, the fundamentals become trivial. We lose sight of the fact that what seems normal for us is fantasy for another.” Aidan adjusted her weight closer to his chest, the fainted Elemental unconsciously nuzzling her head into his shoulder.
“Be that as it may,” Gideon said from ahead of him, “I’ll endeavor to do a better job reining myself—and Jeremiah—in.”
Aidan peered over his shoulder through the windows at the sun that was just beginning to crest over the horizon, painting the dawning sky a burnt orange. Even though wolves needed very few hours of sleep to be fully rested, Aidan could already feel the call of it bone deep. 
He’d spent too much time awake during the last few days due to pack commitments, and it’d been too long since he’d gotten some shut eye.
Soundlessly following the Elemental monarch, he drew Lucy closer to his chest. Her soft breath tickled over his skin, stirring an unfamiliar emotion within him. A few steps later, they descended a flight of stairs to a lower level, now clearly underground. Even here, ivy clung to the walls and followed Gideon’s movements. 
As a wolf, an underground den felt like home—whatever that word meant to him.
“Thank you for taking her in, Gideon.” Though the words were sour on his tongue, Aidan couldn’t help but express his appreciation. After all, this female seemed to need any help she could get. Already, she was beginning to surface from her fainting episode, but the sleeping pills she’d taken weren’t doing her any favors.
Gideon shrugged ahead of him as the Elemental paused outside a door and pulled it open. “You’d do the same for any member of your nation, I’m certain.” 
Stepping into the space, Aidan sighed in relief. The generous living quarters, devoid of windows, housed a spacious master bedroom and what looked to be a small kitchenette off to the side. 
“I will stay here with her until she rises,” Aidan said. “I don’t want her waking up alone; that’d only make things worse.”
Suspicion temporarily darkened Gideon’s gaze, but he reluctantly nodded half a second later. “If you feel so compelled. There are call buttons on the panel by the door should you need us. If I don’t answer, I’m certain Rukia or Jeremiah will.”
Still holding his silent burden, Aidan grunted in reply, and Gideon vanished moments later.
Quiet, the werewolf padded toward the darkened master bedroom that lingered just off the main living quarters. A king-sized bed outfitted the space with an attached private bath, both rooms looking orderly and well-stocked. 
As he glanced at the rousing female in his arms, his chest tightened in remorse. He should’ve spoken up—stalled the information train that was Jeremiah—before it’d become too overwhelming for her. 
Lowering the Elemental onto the mattress, he tenderly settled her into the plush of the bed. The wolf beneath his skin delicately covered her with the warmth of the green fleece, even as his hands inadvertently came to rest on her bare arms.
Sensing his wolf stirring under his skin at the contact, Aidan released her and straightened, looking away from her while his wolf sulked.  
Turning, he deliberately shook off his beast and left her sleeping with the door ajar. Not for his sake, but for hers. If she woke to darkness, Lucy would certainly be frightened. Aidan could sleep with the lights on; it’d never bothered him before.
Fortunately, the comfortable-looking sofa appeared to be large enough to fit all six foot six of his frame—quite a feat in and of itself. Aidan settled down into the microsuede couch while keeping an ear out for Lucy’s steady breathing. Pillowing his head with his hand, he closed his eyes and gave in to the slumber that called for him.
In the morning, he’d hunt rogues.




Chapter Six


Lucy awoke with a start ten minutes later, eyes going wide while she searched erratically about the room in which she’d roused. Sitting bolt upright, her eyes took a second to adjust as she clutched at the covers that’d been placed over her while she slept.  
Great. That’s twice in as many days that I’ve woken up and have no idea where I am.
Before she could leap out of the bed she’d awoke in, there was a gentle knock at the door. “You okay in there, Lucy?”
She breathed a sigh of relief when she heard the smooth tones of Aidan’s voice from behind the wood. “Ah—yeah, I think so. What happened?”
He appeared from around the door, almost hesitant, but his words were nothing but reassuring. “You fainted, love, and those sleeping pills didn’t do you any favors. Brought you here because I figured you needed the rest.”
Mouth scrunching into a knot, Lucy sighed. “That’s twice now you’ve carried me when I was unconscious, Aidan. Should I feel blessed or slightly creeped out?”
He laughed. “Blessed, most assuredly.”
It was only then that she realized the thick mane of his short hair was slightly mused on one side, his eyes only semi-open. “Did I wake you up?”
His barely concealed yawn was her answer, but he shrugged. “Was just getting a few Zs. Drove most of the night.”
“I’m sorry, Aidan.” Lucy’s hands fisted in the comforter as she quirked her lips to the side. “Go get some more sleep. I’ll be fine.”
The sleepy man in the doorway gave her a pensive look that seemed to read her very soul. “You sure?”
Lucy nodded vigorously. “Definitely. It’ll give me some time to think.”
“I put your purse on the side table.”
Her heart leapt into her throat while she squeaked, “Thanks.”
The man withdrew from the room and closed the door behind him. Suddenly bereft without his calming presence, Lucy lingered upon the bed. By now, Derek would know she was gone. Part of her longed to return to him and yearned to feel his arms embrace her once more.
But another part whispered that she’d finally found her tribe, her people. The ones who’d understand what she was going through and could aid her along the journey. 
In the past three months, she’d suffered more than she had in her entire life. Aside from the obvious of nearly being killed while on the job, her fiancé had become distant. Worse, he’d become cruel.
She examined the diamond that adorned her right finger as the facets sparkled in the low light. He’d given it to her after a fancy meal at a fancy restaurant, but he’d never asked the question. Derek had simply put it on her finger, given her a toothless smile, and returned to eating.
Had he ever been what she’d wanted?
Shaking her head to clear the jumble of her thoughts, she glanced at where her purse sat on the side table. Soundlessly, she picked up the small bag and unzipped the main compartment. There, lying at the bottom of the dark space, was her phone.
The moment she picked it up, the screen flashed with innumerable text messages and missed calls, and her heart twisted painfully. While her phone was a familiar and comforting weight in her hand, the anxiety of her situation was catching up with her.
Derek would know what to do.
Lucy glanced at the closed bedroom door, knowing that Aidan was just on the opposite side. Cringing, she slowly took stock of her surroundings.
Barren of personal touches, her borrowed room resembled a high-brow hotel. Some décor adorned the open spaces, but it was largely minimalistic. She gauged it to be underground given the lack of windows, but it didn’t feel damp or cold.
To her left, she spied a doorway that promised of a bathroom. Her feet hit the ground moments later, and she breezed through the doorway. Halting, she raised an eyebrow once she was inside.
For an underground guest room, the bathroom was entirely too beautiful and entirely too large. She inhaled happily as she registered the immense waterfall shower.
Just the ticket.
Turning on the water, she dialed Derek’s phone number. In hindsight, she should’ve turned down the volume.
“Lucy!” Derek’s shriek rattled her eardrum. “Where are you? Where did you go? I’ve been going out of my mind!”
“Derek, I—I was sleeping, and someone—he took me.”
“Who?”
“A guy. I woke up in a car, and now I’m in some community, and—“ Her breath rushed out of her in a near cry, ”—I just, I’m scared. Confused.”
“What guy? What community?”
Each word out of Derek’s mouth became progressively angrier, and she cringed with every one of them. “I don’t know, a guy. He said he carried me out of the house, put me in his car, and now I’m here.”
“Where?”
“A town in Iowa.”
Heavy silence met her ears, the only sound being Derek’s breathing on the other end of the line. “You’re in Paracel?”
She sucked in a breath. “How do you know about Paracel?”
“I know a lot of things, Lucy.” Derek hummed as he thought, the sound barely registering from across the line. “This could be good. Learn about them. Tell me what they tell you.”
Shifting anxiously on her feet, her free hand fisted in her shirt. “You—you want me to be a … double agent? Like I’m some kind of spy?”
“All you have to do is tell me what they say.”
“But what if they find out?”
“They won’t,” he said without reservation. “Not if you’re careful. You can be careful, right?”
Though her mouth opened, her tongue seemed glued to the roof of her mouth. Nausea churned in her stomach, making her jaw heavy and her throat tighten. 
Before she could shake off the reaction, Derek added, “We can text if texting is easier. You can delete all your text history with me to keep your trail clean.”
Swallowing, she finally managed, “But, the ring? What if they know I’m engaged to you?”
“Take off the ring. Pretend I’m a friend.” In her heart, Lucy admitted that that was a notch up the wrung from where he’d been previously. “And encourage their trust.”
“How do I do that?”
His responding chuckle was both dark and foreign. “You’re a beautiful woman. Do what you need to, Lucy.”
Uneasiness fisted a hand around her lungs, squeezing from within, and she instantly felt cheap and dirty. As tears began to blur her vision, she fought against the sudden impulse to cry.
“Okay.” With one word, everything she stood for seemed to be crumbling beneath her, a noxious feeling stealing the very air from her. “But, what do I do? I—I don’t know if I can do this without you.”
“But you will, won’t you? Because this is what’s best. What’s good. Isn’t that right, Lucy Goosey?” Her heart twinged at the nickname, spoken with such accusation that the tears began to trail down her cheeks.
“Yeah.”
She sniffled, but Derek didn’t pause to ask questions. “We’ll check in every other night, or more often if you’ve heard something worth sharing. Got it?”
“Okay.”
“Good girl.”
Sudden apprehension made her jump. “Can you—can you check on my mom? I’m worried about her.”
Scoffing, he replied, “She’s fine, Lucy.”
“But I won’t be able to see her while I’m here.”
“God, Lucy, she’s a grown woman surrounded by a thousand different doctors.” He cursed. “Besides, she never remembers you anyway. There’s no point.”
While she withheld her whimper, Lucy barely managed to say, “Please?”
A pause. “Look, if things go well, maybe we can figure out something with your mom. Call me tomorrow.”
With a click, the line went dead, and so did her hope. Shivering hard enough that her teeth chattered, she stewed on Derek’s ask of her—and the fact that she’d become a traitor to her own people.
It was an hour later when she finally emerged from the steam of the bathroom sauna she’d enveloped herself in, sharply aware that she’d become a human prune. After the night—and morning—she’d had, she’d needed the time to decompress. 
Not only had she found out her time on the earth was now limitless, but she’d also heard that vampires and werewolves were no longer simply fictitious beings of literature. 
And now, she was going to rat them out.
Errantly, her thoughts turned to how Aidan fit into this world.
He hadn’t told her if he was anything more than human himself, but it certainly seemed that he was more than that. Gideon, though welcoming, had greeted Aidan as though he were a visiting dignitary.
That meant that Aidan was either a vampire, werewolf, or Raeth. Frowning, she realized just how little she knew about the other races of immortal. Did Aidan survive by drinking blood? Did he turn into a wolf?
What even was a Raeth?
With a shrug of her shoulders, Lucy belatedly realized that she was without clothing. Silently, she twined the towel around herself and padded into the darkness of the master bedroom. 
Lucy considered herself lucky to secure a cozy knit sweater that hung off her frame and a pair of stretchy blue jeans that she had to roll several times to keep from dragging on the floor. She wasn’t short, not by a long shot, but she was certainly shorter than whoever these jeans were made for.
As she rummaged quietly about the room, she slipped her feet into her Converse and snuggled into the cozy sweater. Thankfully, she’d fallen asleep on the bed in Derek’s house without even managing to take them off. 
Now, she’d be able to face the rest of them looking like she was homeless. 
Her stomach complained moments later as she belatedly realized she hadn’t eaten in almost thirty-six hours. On cat-like feet, Lucy snuck toward the door and peered out into the broader space to which Aidan had retreated earlier. She caught sight of him lying prone on the couch, his head pillowed in one hand. Steady breathing marked the otherwise quiet room.
Feeling voyeuristic in her intrusion into the silence, her eyes flicked over to the kitchenette. Quietly, she tiptoed toward the cupboards and peered inside. Throwing a look back over her shoulder to confirm he was still asleep, she plucked out a Rice Krispy bar with eager delight. She pivoted back toward the bedroom and was nearly there when she heard him shift against the couch.
“Lucy?”
Freezing where she stood, her eyes shot back toward him. He was sitting up on the couch, absently scrubbing a hand through his mused hair. 
“Uh, yeah. Me.” 
Unwrapping the Rice Krispie bar, she devoured in a scant three bites, chuckling to herself as Aidan cleared his throat and rolled his neck to the tune of several pops.
“How’d you sleep?”
Leisurely, the man turned to regard her with an endearing half smile. “I sleep well wherever I am. You?”
Lucy shrugged. “I’m still trying to get used to everything. A lot has changed in the last day.”
“True enough.” Aidan cracked the bones in his knuckles as he stood from the couch and his massive form leisurely stepped toward her. A flare of heat suddenly raced through her blood. “You still hungry?”
Nodding to cover the blush that colored her cheeks, Lucy tilted her head toward the kitchen. “Found something small for the time being. You should eat too.”
A quizzical smirk found its way onto his lips as he halted mere feet from her, his massive frame towering over her, the richness of his earthy scent invading her senses. 
“You seeing to me now?”
“I figured I should at least repay the favor seeing as you’re so keen to take care of me.” 
Lucy held her breath as his eyes searched hers, as if trying to piece together a puzzle. The muted grey of his iris almost overpowered the dewy green, the two hues mixing so it looked like one consistent color. But as she scrutinized them, she saw the shards of each were distinct, separate. Almost patterned. 
She hadn’t realized she’d leaned toward him until she nearly stumbled forward. If not for the enormous wall of his chest, she would’ve toppled to the floor. Instead, her palms connected with pure, sinewy muscle.
Electricity arched into her fingertips as she made contact with the cotton of his shirt to steady herself. Jolting, she pulled back and dropped her gaze in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, lost my balance.”
When she laughed meekly and met his eyes once more, she recoiled in surprise. 
His eyes had changed to a pale tangerine, the color dazzling but entirely inhuman. The Elemental yelped in shock and threw herself backwards, colliding with the wall behind her. 
“What happened to your eyes?” 




Chapter Seven


As a dominant wolf, Aidan was rarely accustomed to feeling self-conscious. Nor did he ever feel compelled to rein in his supernatural reactions. But now, breathing the same air as this enticing female, he instantly yanked his mischievous wolf back from the surface.  
Howling as it was forced into retreat, the snarling creature surged forward once more.
Aidan shoved the animal back from beneath his skin, not proud of doing so, but needing the clarity of mind. Lucy was still plastered against the wall of the kitchen, alarmed and suspicious, her wary gaze locked with his. 
Aidan inclined his head. “I’m a wolf, Lucy. My eyes change color when my animal nears the surface.”
Lucy’s gaze dropped immediately to the floor while she blinked away her confusion. “What do you mean you’re a wolf? You’re a person.”
“A werewolf, Lucy.” Aidan’s lips quirked into a slight smirk. “We can exist as either form.”
Dumbfounded, the young Elemental enclosed herself in the protective cocoon of her arms. Her eyes rose to meet his for the briefest of moments before retreating once more as she bit her plump lower lip. “In—in either form? How—how is that even possible?”
Aidan shrugged. “Just a part of our biological makeup. Like yours is, Lucy.”
Her eyes snapped to his as recognition filtered into her gaze. “How long have you been what you are, Aidan?”
“A long time,” Aidan replied honestly. No sense in telling her that he’d walked the world for over twelve hundred years. 
Lucy rocked back on her heels as her fingers clenched tightly around her arms. “Does your wolf have feelings? What makes him surface?”
“My wolf is driven predominantly by emotion,” Aidan explained as he tried to convey the complexities of his character into words. “He rises to the surface whenever he feels compelled.”
“And…” Lucy balked but met his eyes. “Why did he come near to the surface this time?”
Aidan pondered the question for a moment before he settled on honesty. “Because you touched me.”
“Oh.” Lucy’s remorseful gaze found his immediately, an apology in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, really. Did I offend him?”
Chuckling, Aidan felt some of the tension ease off his shoulders. “No, Lucy, quite the opposite. My wolf likes you.”
Lucy’s awkward half laugh did nothing to assuage Aidan’s smile. She shrugged a moment later and quirked her lips to the side. “I hope that’s a good thing.”
“It’s better than him not liking you,” Aidan promised as he studied her. Still embarrassed, the Elemental was studiously ignoring his gaze. The wolf under his skin paced, wanting to see her eyes. 
Aidan, unfortunately, was of the same mind. 
Taking a sudden breath, she leveled her gaze with his. “How often does your wolf come out and play?”
Aidan threw his head back and laughed at her innocent question. Sobering, but still wearing a dazzling smile, he responded, “Whenever I let him out.”
Bobbing her head with a jerk that seemed stiff, she attempted to keep the luminous smile from her features. “I’d like to see him someday.”
The wolf lunged forward before Aidan could stop him and Lucy instantly noticed the change in his eyes. To his surprise, she laughed, and he shook his head but smirked suggestively. “You’re trouble.”
Lucy’s stomach growled before she could respond. 
“Perhaps we can go get you some real food, Lucy.”
“I’d appreciate that.” 
Beaming, she met his eyes as her jerked his chin toward the door, and Lucy followed him to where he hit Gideon’s button on the wall panel.
“Lucy awake?” Gideon’s voice came over the intercom system.
“Yeah, sorry,” came her apology, fumbling with the hem of her oversized sweater. Even drowning in oversized clothes, Aidan was irrevocably drawn to her. Her subtle curves were only hinted at through the knitted material that dwarfed her, but Aidan couldn’t recall ever seeing a more lovely woman.
Blinking, he realized he was staring at her, and snapped back to the monitor while he shrugged off politeness. “You got anything to eat, Gideon? Lucy could use a square meal and not just a couple of Rice Krispie treats.”
A grunted laugh before Gideon answered and beckoned them upstairs. The duo was ascending to the first floor moments later, greeted by the sound of a splash.
Both of them turned toward it, equally amused by the game playing out in the grand hall. Several water Elementals, including Rukia, were ‘throwing’ around a sphere of water between them. As they watched, the intervals between the players grew faster and faster, ultimately ending when one of them dropped the sphere once more, and it splashed to the ground. 
Rukia sniggered, hands on her hips. “You’ll never win against me, Brianna.”
The subject of Rukia’s jeer stuck out her tongue, then noticed they had company. “Is this the new trainee?”
Beside him, Lucy curled in on herself as the attention of the room turned to where they were standing. Put on the back foot, she wrung her hands nervously as the three people in the center of the room stopped their game.
Rukia’s keen gaze settled on her from across the room. “Yep, that is, if she’s staying.”
Lucy’s mouth opened, but no words formed on her tongue. A heavy silence followed, and Aidan watched as Lucy swung her gaze between the Elementals before her while an ambiguous noise whispered from her throat.
The wolf within him shook his scruff, unhappy that she’d been put on the spot. “Give her time, Rukia. She’s been hit with a lot over the last day.”
She shrugged. “Suit yourself, kids. Gideon’s in his office.”
Rukia spun back toward the other two water Elementals, her palms flowing smoothly through the air in front of her in one liquid movement. As they watched, the water on the floor beaded and gathered, forming into a sphere as it withdrew from the surface.
Hovering in mid-air, Rukia’s fingers gently caressed the surface of the sphere before pushing it toward Brianna, all of them now lost to their game once more.
Awestruck, Aidan could only watch with rapt attention as they began again. A brilliant sight to behold, he’d pressed pause on his need to feed Lucy, but swiftly returned to his senses. Beside him, Lucy’s jaw had dropped, her eyes following the hovering waterball as it spun between Elementals.
Aidan gently placed his palm on the small of her back. “Still hungry?”
Jumping out of her skin, she squeaked as she jerked her head back to regard him. It was only then that he realized how close he’d been, and how her sudden movement had brought her even closer. For a moment, he hung in the balance, his wolf leaping into his eyes and unintentionally inhaling her rosy scent.
Deep within him, his wolf wagged his tail. It was all Aidan could do to keep from rolling his eyes at the wayward creature.
Lucy blinked once, then smiled. “Do you know where the kitchen is? Or Gideon’s office?”
“Nah.” Mischievousness brewed behind his eyes. “But I’m sure we can find it along the way.”
Fifteen minutes and two detours later, the duo stumbled upon a large, cement-walled room. On one side of the space, a cell lined with thick metal bars made Aidan frown. It smelled of stale air and mildew, and what little sunlight did filter into the space was through a small, flat window near the ceiling. Grass had grown up around the frame, squelching what little light did shine through.
Everything about the space made Aidan’s wolf bristle. Slowly approaching the cell, he reached out and fisted his hand around one of the bars.
Silver. And thick enough to hold a werewolf.
“Wow,” Lucy said from beside him. “Consider me concerned.”
“That makes two of us.” Releasing his grip, he shook his head. “Maybe they have it here just in case they need it.”
Lucy leaned into the open cell door and scuffed her sneaker over the cement floor. “Looks like it hasn’t been used in forever, anyway. There’s a layer of dust in here that looks like it’s from World War One.”
While she was doing her best to appear unruffled, Aidan could see the tension in her face, the stiffness in her movement. The discovery certainly wasn’t helping her believe they were without an ulterior motive.
Grunting, Aidan took a step back. “Come on, let’s feed you.”
“Normal people would call it eating.”
Aidan chuckled, sweeping his arm out to guide her out of the room. He glanced over his shoulder at the cell, his wolf shaking his scruff in consternation, and then quickly followed her out.
The underground kitchen that’d been a stone’s throw away from the quarters they’d exited their borrowed quarters only a half hour before. While it was well-stocked, both of them were far too hungry to wait on something that’d take time.
Instead, they devoured half a box of granola bars, and several bowls of Fruit Loops between them. Oddly enough, Aidan couldn’t remember a meal he’d liked better.
Sated and happy, they strode back upstairs and turned in the direction that Rukia had alluded to earlier. Aidan’s gaze snagged on an inky black piano just before they found the subsection of offices that promised of the Elemental named Gideon.
He needed to search out the rogues—and soon. Once Lucy was with Gideon, he needed to leave.
Though his gut clenched painfully at the prospect, Aidan led the way down the narrow corridor. His broad shoulders filled the walkway, but ushered Lucy to his side, his hand on the small of her back. His wolf yearned to touch her, and he couldn’t find it within himself to say no.




Chapter Eight


Every cell in Lucy’s body coursed with an unhinged sort of energy. It licked across her skin, curling her toes and tickling across her scalp, while the heat humming in her blood built into a nervous frenzy. 
Aidan’s hand was warm on her back. Both comforting and stimulating, his touch was a brand that reassured her she wasn’t alone in this. Though she longed to lean into him and nestle herself against his flank, she bit back the impulse.
Barely.
She couldn’t afford to get too close to Aidan. Per Derek’s orders, she was here to spy on them and report back, not get cozy. She had to keep her heart in check, even when it desperately longed to become attached.
A knock at the door, and then, Gideon’s voice bid them entry moments later. As Aidan sat in the chair to the right, Lucy followed suit as she swiveled her head around to take note of his rather large office.
Plants occupied every available square inch of desirable real estate, but it wasn’t overbearing. Ivy clung to the walls, and a parlor palm outfitted one corner near the windows. On his desk, a stout bonsai tree curled in its base.
Welcoming them both in, the Elemental leader flipped closed his laptop and tented his fingers as he reclined in his chair. “Feeling better, Lucy?”
“Yeah, sorry,” Lucy apologized. “I’ve never fainted before, but I supposed there’s a first time for everything.”
“Well, you don’t often hear that the stuff of fiction is actually real.”
Lucy shot Aidan a quick look before she averted her eyes and shook her head. “That’s true.”
Keen gold eyes observed her for a moment before Gideon caught Aidan’s unreadable gaze. “You’ve told her?”
“No point in sweeping it under the rug. She’d have found out anyway,” Aidan replied, unmoved.
“How do you know each other?” Lucy asked eagerly, her eyes vacillating between the two of them in question.
Aidan hooked his ankle over his knee. “Several months ago, the immortal nations began talks of a peace accord. We met for the first time there.”
“It’s also where I met my wife, Rona.” Gideon smiled suddenly, his entire face lighting up. “You’ll meet her, too, but she sleeps during the day.”
“She’s nocturnal?” Lucy’s brow furrowed as she thought through the implications.
“Most vampires are, love,” Aidan replied, a slight smirk on his face.
“Your wife is a vampire?” Laughter bubbled out of her throat before she could stop it, then squelched the action by slapping a hand over her mouth, suddenly fearing she’d made a major faux pas. “I’m sorry, I’m just new to this whole … um … thing.”
Gideon mirrored her smile and shook his head. “Yes, Lucy, my wife is a vampire. No need for apologies.”
“Are werewolves nocturnal, too?” Directing the question to Aidan, Lucy looked out the window behind him at the bright sky, illuminated under the brilliant sunlight.
“We are,” Aidan answered helpfully. “But we don’t require as much sleep. Three hours generally does it for me.”
Lucy’s eyes widened. “Geez, must be nice. Do Elementals eventually need less sleep too?”
“Sorry, Lucy, you’ll always need the standard eight hours.” Gideon straightened in his chair and pegged her with a curious stare. “Would you care to show me what you can do?”
Nervous, Lucy felt herself sink back into the cushy confines of the guest chair. “Yeah, but it varies day by day. Sometimes, I can do brilliant things, and other days, I struggle to bloom a single flower.”
Gideon’s head tilted, empathetic. “Lucy, for being only three months into it, you’d doing astronomically well. We all mature at different rates, and it’ll take you twenty years before you come into your full abilities. Don’t discredit yourself.”
Blossoming under his words of wisdom, Lucy nodded enthusiastically. Moments later, Gideon gestured toward the door, and the three of them were off toward the practice grounds.
She’d always shied away from men, regardless of her station in life. Now, flanked by two of the most spectacularly gorgeous men she’d ever seen in her life, she walked peaceably. Contentedly. As if she’d found where she was supposed to be.
Odd, the emotion. Lucy had strived for recognition and reward for so long that to be given it was all the more fulfilling. 
The quarry was a huge pit in the earth, stories deep in places, with perfectly linear walls cast in a mixture of white and grey. Substantial lines were pressed into the wall face, but they were weathered with time. Wall to wall, it spanned a good half mile, and delved deep enough into the earth that Lucy was dreading the walk back up.
Beside her, the other Elemental glanced at Aidan as they strode into a dusty subsection of the quarry. “Aidan, you may want to take a seat away from us.”
Turning to look at the other man, the wolf simply shrugged but did as Gideon had suggested. Lucy, on the other hand, was a ball of nerves, the chaotic energy she’d felt earlier returning in full force. Crossing her arms, she simply turned to Gideon as he came to a halt some distance away.
“What are you most comfortable with, Lucy?”
“I can bloom flowers and grow things,” Lucy replied as her eyebrows shot up.
“Will you show me?”
Focusing on the ground, she slowly dropped to her knees and placed her palms against the chalky rock. Striations of yellowed weeds intersected the massive stone, calling her attention, but the stone was as much hers as the foliage.
The moment she pressed her palms against the rock, she connected with the pulse of the earth. The indelible presence of the earth resonated beneath her feet, beckoning with the softest whisper.
Warming, Lucy felt the seeds sprout below her palm and tickle the sensitive flesh. She pulled her hand back from the dusty ground as the flower continued to grow skyward, its roots stretching into the hard rock below the surface without delay.
She placed her hand back against the grit and asked for grass. It grew instantly against the soil-less surface, the splash of green bizarrely out of place against the muted colors of rock. The patch of greenery rose beneath her, filling the rocky surface two feet around her within a minute, the earth exceptionally happy to comply.
Satisfied, she stole a glance at Gideon. 
Awash with pure joy, the other earth Elemental’s eyes were riveted to the ground where she’d preformed her little miracle.  A smile grew on his face when he lifted his gaze to hers. 
“The earth loves you, Lucy.” Gideon walked closer and knelt to run his fingers through the lush new growth around her. “Already you’ve done more than many your age could have hoped. 
Gideon rocked back on his haunches and regarded her somberly. “You will need training, Lucy. With a gift as powerful as yours, you could easily endanger the lives of many should you not be careful.”
Swallowing, Lucy could merely nod.
“Place your palm against the ground once more,” Gideon said. 
Gideon rested a hand on the ground beside where she’d bloomed the lustrous grasses. With her hands still against the earth, she felt the tickle of his power as it speared under the surface, darting into a siphon, and bursting up from below the surface of the rock.
To her left, a sprout surfaced and swelled skyward as the bending stalk became rigid and layered with course bark. Flabbergasted, Lucy watched as it lengthened and stretched out its limbs, leaves growing wildly and flailing against an unseen wind.
When Gideon’s hand retreated from the surface of the rock, the sprout had transformed into a ten-foot-tall tree, thick of trunk and full of vibrantly green leaves.
“How did you do that?”
The other Elemental shrugged. “I merely asked. Once you’ve matured in your ability, the earth will respond more readily to your call.”
Eager, Lucy kept the questions coming. “How long will that take?”
“Twenty to twenty-five years. It’s different for everyone.”
Unbeknownst to them, Aidan had made his way over to stand beside the pair of them and peered down at Gideon. “What’s the word, Elemental?”
Gideon gave her an appraising look, but his eyebrows were raised. “You’ll be strong. Wildly talented already. But you’ll need to train, Lucy. It’ll be difficult for you to go it alone.”
“I don’t want to be alone.” 
The words dropped out of her mouth before she had the chance to revise her statement, but neither male seemed to notice.
“You’re welcome here, Lucy. We have a few houses that are unoccupied at the moment, so you’re welcome to take any of them.”
Lucy’s stomach clenched as things suddenly became very real. Instead of living in this world of myth, reality came crashing down, weighing on her shoulders and stealing her breath. If she wanted it, she could give up everything in pursuit of this new domain: her job, her life, her fiancé.
If she wanted out, she had a place to go … unless they discovered what her true intent here was.
Despair pitted her chest as she thought about gathering her things and resettling in Iowa. About leaving her fiancé. About how she was the wolf in sheep’s clothing.
The spontaneous seismic shock under their feet reverberated through the quarry, shaking the stone beneath them with vicious force. With a deafening crack, sound ricocheted across the rock and bounced off the cavernous walls around them. Instantly, Gideon leapt to his feet as concentration darkened his gaze, his arms outstretched as the muscles went taunt.
Following his gaze and the direction of his arms, Lucy tilted her head back as her worldly troubles suddenly evaporated. Above them, a portion of the quarry wall had broken off and was balancing on pebbles thirty feet above their heads.
“Go now.” Low and tight, Gideon’s voice was strained.
Aidan didn’t think twice. 
He’d grabbed her around the midsection and hauled her to his chest in less than a second. In a dash of supernatural speed, he’d sprinted across to the safety of the open middle section of the quarry and put her back on her feet.
They both turned just in time to see the rock meet the earth below in a thunderous crash, the shockwave resounding against the cavern walls.
Lucy collapsed against Aidan as the shock of the situation caught up with her. The strength of his arms enveloped her at once as she nestled into his core and heaved a sob. Her vision swam with tears, her breath catching in her throat. 
No one could have survived being caught under that avalanche of rock.
Aidan, speechless, cradled her into the warmth of his body. As the dust continued to settle and the rocks shifted, Lucy registered the sound of footsteps.  
“Give me some warning next time, Lucy. At least then I’ll be prepared to dilute the shockwave.”
Jolting at the sound of Gideon’s voice, they both startled. He walked up beside them nonchalant, crossing his arms as if his presence were nothing more than mundane.
“But you—you were over there! Under that rock!” The words fell out of Lucy’s mouth, her jaw gaping wide.
“I took to the earth before the rocks came down.” Gideon shrugged and gave her a sidelong glance. “It’s simple. I’ll show you how.”
Still caught in Aidan’s strong embrace, Lucy sagged against the wolf. Limbs shaking from the influx of adrenaline, she breathed through with spasming lungs and took comfort in Aidan’s nearness.  The evergreen scent that clung to him curled around her, seductive and potent.
“I’m so sorry, Gideon. I didn’t think that my emotions would carry over.”
The earth Elemental sent her a reassuring half smile. “Think nothing of it, Lucy. Young Elementals inadvertently do many things. Jeremiah created an F3 tornado when he was still in training once. He was upset over something trivial. A girlfriend, I think.”
“I resent that, Gideon.” 
Jeremiah’s voice sounded from the entrance just meters away, his hands in his pockets as his sarcastic pout leveled at the other Elemental. Rukia’s lithe form was sauntering in beside him.
“What happened now?” Rukia’s merciless tone gave them no quarter, looking at them both with a critical eye. “Are you two okay?”
She became keenly aware that she was still pressed against Aidan’s chest. Lucy jolted and withdrew instantly from the embrace, but she couldn’t help but feel bereft.
“Fine, just scared. I, uh, nearly killed Gideon.” Lucy blushed, cringing. 
“Not even close, Lucy.” The Elemental chuckled, then he looked ruefully at the rest of the rockface. “I do need to secure the rest of the quarry, though. That’ll take a while.”  
“Can I stay and watch?”
“It’s boring,” Jeremiah assured her with a droll expression, the red of his braided hair glistening under the noon sun. “Unless you enjoy watching someone meditate for an hour, then by all means, please do.”
Gideon shrugged. “If you’d like to stay, you’re welcome, but it really is as tedious as he says. Your time might be better suited getting to know the rest of the community.”
Retreating into herself at the prospect of meeting so many people, she took a step backward and collided with the solid wall of Aidan’s chest. The warmth of his hand reached out to steady her, but his attention was snagged on a nearby thicket. 
He rolled his shoulders, the move oddly wolf-like as the muscles rippled under his skin. “Gideon, do you mind if I run the territory? I have some pack business to attend to.”
The other man waved him off dismissively. “Have at it, Aidan. The bobcats could use a little stirring up.”
Astounded, Lucy shot Gideon a look. “There are bobcats here?”
“Several.” Jeremiah smirked. “I’m sure you’ll meet them in time.”
Before Lucy could ask what he meant, Aidan’s form twisted beside her. Where a man had once been, an enormous wolf stood instead. A coat of luscious black, shimmering under the noonday sun, left her gaping as she stared transfixed. 
Before she could react or drum up any fear, the wolf turned tail and soundlessly disappeared into the trees.




Chapter Nine


His paws struck the ground as Aidan’s blistering pace ate up the earth. Every stride increased the distance between him and Lucy. Agitated, the werewolf blurred through the dense underbrush with a snarl. 
The embrace he’d shared with her had only exacerbated the blooming affection he felt for the young Elemental … and she still carried another man’s ring on her finger.
Aidan would not—could not—impede on the Elemental’s relationship, even if her partner was a member of the Citizens. For the sake of honor, there were some lines a gentleman could not cross. 
While Aidan barely classified as one, he’d still live up to the expectation.
Baring razor-sharp teeth in a sneer, the obsidian wolf tracked through the forest with ease. As was custom for his breed, the wilderness opened before them as if previously mapped. 
The shades of foliage, the texture of the turf, the nuances of nature: all of it was home. Never a wolf had been bitten that preferred the concrete jungles of cityscapes to the lush of the forest.
The werewolf that’d gone rogue—Lucan—had lived in southern Iowa for decades before he’d turned. Icari, the hunter who’d found him, had seen his pelt and instantly known who he was. Very few of their species had blond coats, and ever fewer had four white socks to complement the gold.
Lucan had lived in a solitary camper located on the outskirts of a small river town called Buffalo that sat on the edge of the Mississippi. Fortunately, it was within running distance of Gideon’s community.
Aidan continued through the densely forested area until he reached the edge. Halting, the wolf lowered his head and allowed his keen hearing to detect what lay beyond.
Ahead of him were the dried husks of corn stalks, yearning for the oncoming harvest. A rustle of wind picked up as a cacophony of sounds assaulted his ears. Rows upon rows of the crop bristled against one another in the field ahead as the chill of the October breeze bit into the air.
Nothing of the chill penetrated Aidan’s pelt. Going still, his ears twitched at the sound of a hare moving in the underbrush.
Instantly, the beast within took over, and Aidan receded into the background. Driven by his unfailing instincts, the wolf tracked his prey, accurately pinpointing its location within seconds. In a flash of speed, the hare met its end and Aidan’s wolf was left sated.
Werewolves enjoyed the thrill of the hunt. Every member of the pack had the tenacity to catch their prey with or without the support of pack, but nothing compared to the hunting as a unit.
Aidan found himself remorseful that he’d missed the opportunity to do so with Sagan’s den. He’d originally intended on staying with the alpha and his pack for several weeks, but the rogues and Lucy had changed his plans.
Growling at the thought of the woman who’d been claimed by another, Aidan’s wolf shook off the remnants of his kill. 
Once more, the beast launched into motion toward Lucan’s home, delighting in the freedom from under Aidan’s thumb.
Though divergent, their wolves were not separate from the man, but an animalistic part of their own nature. Primitive, instinctive, and occasionally, bordering on feral. It was an innate subsection of their own untamed desires and urges, the primitive part of their psyches that called to the wild within. 
While the man was capable of higher reasoning, the animal was not. And occasionally, that animal took over.
The rogues were the feral subsection of his breed that had given in to the urges of the beast. A designation that typically resulted in a death sentence, rogues were reliably unreliable. Each den had a hunter—or hunters—that tracked down those who’d succumbed. 
Though the classification was of a state of mind, rogues killed prey indiscriminately, and occasionally, that included humans.
Hunters were an elite group in and of themselves, and one Aidan felt keenly proud of. At times, they were all that had stood between the rogues and the slaughter of mankind.
Few wolves came back from being rogue, and the road they walked was one of tribulation. In fact, there were only three Aidan could remember that had succeeded in returning to normalcy. None of them had been rogue long, and none of them had shed human blood.
Ears flattening against his head, the wolf bounded through the countryside undetected. A werewolf could travel faster than any vehicle and could cover great distances. It was why Aidan preferred the paw to any other method of transportation.
Under the heat of the midday October sun, Aidan ran. Lucan’s home was surrounded by thick brush, enough so that Aidan didn’t have to worry about being sighted. By design, that brush led up to the back of Lucan’s camper so that the other wolf could easily slip in and out in either form undetected.
The door was open, and the scent of rotting food poured out.
Wolf sneezing at the affront, Aidan shifted to his human form and took a good look around. Nothing seemed awry within the camper other than having been abandoned for days. Two moldy apples were turning an interesting shade of brown in the fruit basket, and dishes sat in the sink, reeking to high heaven.
A case of beer, half empty, was lodged between the camper’s only sofa and the stove, unremarkable save the fact that Aidan knew Lucan wasn’t a casual drinker.
He only drank when he was nervous.
Aidan’s wolf whined within him, angry that his packmate had cause for anxiety but hadn’t reached out. What had he been afraid of, and why hadn’t he called?
Every lone wolf had Aidan’s cell phone number, and they knew exactly where the dens were located if they needed help. Shaking his head, Aidan’s knuckles dug into the laminate table. He hadn’t been able to help Lucan, but he could at least attempt to find out what’d happened to him.
Leaping out of the open door, Aidan shifted midair.
Back on four paws, he put his sensitive nose to good use. While there had been a downpour here yesterday and the scent had dispersed, he could still find the single, solitary thread beneath what’d been washed away.
It took him only minutes on the trail to catch a whiff of blood.
Surprise locked up his muscles, drawing Aidan to a stop. Nose to the ground, he searched for any traces of gunpowder or the scent of another wolf. He found nothing, adding to his discomfort. 
Aidan disliked the feeling of helplessness. Huffing a sigh, he admitted defeat and ruefully plodded toward Paracel. An odd sense of melancholy twisted through him as he thought of the woman who’d be waiting there when he returned.
He’d thought distance between them would help him set up the appropriate boundaries to restrain the feelings he’d begun to develop for Lucy, but it’d done nothing of the sort.
Instead, he only felt an overwhelming desire to return to her.
Without thinking, the wolf sprinted back along his original trail; the animal’s pace escalating from leisurely to impossibly swift. Responding to the call of the Elemental that’d taken root within him, Aidan bristled. As the foremost authority of his race, no one should have this power of him.
No one. And most certainly not a young Elemental who had little control over her abilities.
Vexing. Perplexing. Suspicious.
Aidan stopped dead in his tracks as the dust of his trail billowed around him. 
Impossible.




Chapter Ten


Lucy’s hands delicately traced the gritty bark on the red-tinged oak tree. At almost four in the afternoon, she’d become numb from the plethora of meet and greets she’d partaken in. Thoroughly an introvert, so much socialization had left her exhausted. 
As soon as the parade of people had ended, she’d excused herself from the throng and retreated into the brisk chill of the nearest thicket.
Sighing, Lucy melted into the earth and crossed her legs. The soothing sounds of nature filled her ears as she closed her eyes and simply breathed. Gideon hadn’t returned from the quarry before she’d left the great hall, but given her stunt this morning, she hadn’t felt the need to linger.
Regardless of Gideon’s apathy, Lucy had never been more ashamed. It didn’t help that Aidan had had to rescue her from under the rubble, and she’d found bliss in his arms.
A fleeting pinch of desire raced through her as she continued to trace a path up the oak’s bark. Aidan was sinfully gorgeous. He was male perfection wrapped up in a beautiful package that threatened to turn her knees to jelly every time she caught sight of him. 
No one in her life had ever come close to igniting the passion that consumed her while she was in his presence. But as it was, Lucy was engaged, and throwing herself at the captivating werewolf was the equivalent of throwing her hard-earned cash into a trashcan.
Pointless. 
Besides, there was the issue of her reporting back their every move to Derek. Perhaps she should consider her station in life before she thought of bewitching another. 
To make things worse, she was consorting with the people who Citizens had claimed were vicious killers. The very people who’d murdered Victor might be a part of this group of immortals, though she had no idea who they were. 
But if they were as vicious as Torrin had claimed, perhaps it was just a matter of time before they showed her their true colors. From what she’d seen so far, it seemed too good to be true—apart from the dust-covered cell in the basement.
Perhaps that’s where they’d throw her if they discovered her ulterior motives.
The discovery had made her physically sick. While she’d tried to mask her fear, she hadn’t been able to hide every sign of distress. For now, she’d do what Derek had wanted her to do, but the cell only increased her apprehension in being here.
Exhaling in exasperation, Lucy’s fingers played with the earth. Pine needles tangled with crisp autumn leaves against the coolness of the soil, sparse grass covering the earthy floor. She took refuge in the forest now that she had grown into her abilities. 
As she dragged her fingers through the fertile soil, a pine needle got caught between her skin and the ring that occupied her finger. Gazing down at the rock on her finger, she frowned. Derek had never made her feel beautiful or appreciated. In fact, the only thing she’d ever felt around him was a stifling sense of duty.
Lucy had always enjoyed hiking and adventure, and her bucket list included visiting all the National Parks—and as many state parks—as she could during her lifetime. Derek, however, was much the opposite. The quintessential businessman, he’d never willingly set foot in the wilderness unless forced to do so.
Last year, he’d been required to attend a camping retreat for his employer and had complained about it for no less than three months after he came back.
Much to her chagrin, that meant she was no longer able to trek into the wilds. Every moment she had was wrapped up in keeping him pleased while she denied her own dreams.
She’d never been happy with him.
Lucy realized it now. 
Sighing, she shook off the resignation that’d settled over her shoulders. She delicately combed the pads of her fingers through the grit of the forest floor before drawing up her gaze.
She froze.
Unblinking eyes of amber brown held her own. Sitting before her was a feral bobcat, its piercing eyes locked on hers with little regard. Its gray coat was several shades of tawny amber and brown and its face sported tufted fur beside its cheeks. Patterned spots trailed down over its forearms, leading down to paws that’d shred her with little provocation.
Though the cat was smaller than the average dog, it was wild, and Lucy had seen enough videos and clips of bobcats to know they were ruthless. Eyes misting and muscles trembling, Lucy was paralyzed with fear, and she had no idea what to do.
Fortunately, she didn’t have to do anything.
An obsidian-colored wolf dove in front of her, heckles raised, as a growl rumbled from its throat. Viciously sharp white teeth rimmed the jawline of the wolf as Lucy jerked back onto her hands with a cry of terror.
The bobcat retreated instantly, disappearing in a sable-colored flash.
Trembling, Lucy could only watch in fright as the wolf’s head swung around to regard her. Frozen against the forested floor, Lucy gaped at the larger predator, wondering how she’d traded up for an even deadlier threat.
Moments later, the wolf shifted to face her, and eyes of pale tangerine focused on her in question. Stock still, realization hit her.
This was Aidan.
Her breath rushed out of her in relief as she straightened from her defensive position. The wolf before her was breathtaking, his coat a lustrous black that held a faint smattering of silver hairs. Triangular ears pricked as she studied him silently, a faint cocking of his head as if he were doing the same.
“Aidan?”
A blink of the wolf’s eyes before he opened his mouth in a toothy grin, and he rocked down to sit on his haunches before her.
Nervously tittering a laugh, and she brought a trembling hand to her mouth before dropping her gaze. Then, before she thought better of it, she extended her fingers toward him as her eyes caught his. The wolf didn’t miss the action, but instead of retreating, the massive beast stepped forward.
Lucy’s hand connected with satin a mere moment later, her fingers brushing through the silk of Aidan’s coat as she smiled without reservation. The Elemental couldn’t hide her enthusiasm while she continued stroking the creature before her, utterly enthralled and enamored with the animal Aidan had shifted into. 
If she didn’t know better, she’d say Aidan was enjoying it.
Oh. This is Aidan.
The thought of stroking the man like this was far more intimidating. Swallowing a chuckle at the thought, Lucy fought the urge to smirk. She dropped her hands to her lap in the next second, far too pleased with the entire experience.
Huffing out a breath, the wolf absently shook his coat. His head raised a moment later, his eyes focused behind her. Though she didn’t hear anything, Aidan certainly did.
“What is it?” Lucy asked as if expecting a response.
Following his unblinking gaze, she pivoted to look behind her, but saw nothing as she searched the forest for an interloper. Twisting back, she startled. In the place of a wolf was a man. Amused eyes met hers as a smirk kicked up one corner of his pale pink lips.
“Alone in the forest, love?”
Blushing, Lucy pouted her lips. “Wanted to be alone for a little while.”
“Forgive me for intruding.” The almost apology saw Aidan settling back onto his rear while he braced his massive arms on his jean-clad knees. 
“Did you find what you were looking for?” Lucy asked. “With your pack business?”
Aidan’s face fell. “Not what I’d hoped, in any case. Maybe I’ll have more luck tomorrow.” His eyes lifted overhead. “It’s getting dark. Perhaps we should go back to the compound.”
Lucy sent a rueful gaze toward the darkening sky. Blue webbed the eastern horizon and chased away the brilliant orange of the setting sun. The chill of night was descending, and the knitted sweater she’d borrowed wasn’t cutting it against the cold.
Hugging it to her skin as she shivered, she looked back at Aidan. “I think you’re right.”
Even as she made a move to stand, Aidan’s arm reached out to her and tugged up the fallen sleeve back over her exposed shoulder. His touch lingered, but only just. 
“Don’t want you getting cold.”
“I need to go buy some clothes,” she whispered to the man, keenly aware of their proximity. “I don’t think there’s anything else in the room we borrowed.”
We. As if they were together. A fleeting ray of hope dawned in her but was quickly squashed as reality set in. There was no we. There was no them. For all intents and purposes, she was still engaged to another. 
Aidan stood and offered her a hand as she scrambled ungracefully to her feet. “I’ll take you.”




Chapter Eleven


Aidan couldn’t help it. His hand lingered on hers even while she stood. As she straightened, he realized how close she was, mere inches from his body. This close, he hummed with desire, his emotions a tangle of impulse and instinct.  
Inadvertently, he’d kept hold of her hand. Thumbing the pulse that flicked under her skin, he brought her hand to his mouth and gently brushed his lips over her knuckles. Though she appeared surprised, she didn’t shy away. Instead, her eyes held his, her expression shifting to something unreadable.
The chime for the bell tower snapped him out of his fugue. “Let’s get you something to eat.”
The Elemental trotted by his side and snuck several glances at him. His wolf paced under his skin again, coveting the nearness of this female and recklessly seeking to claim her as his mate now that he’d discovered the ghosting bond between them. 
However, there was one problem: she was engaged to another. 
Regardless of his feelings toward Lucy, he’d never force her to choose between him and the man she was betrothed to, even if she did reciprocate his feelings. Though he’d always run the path of a lone wolf, he’d never been against the prospect of mating. To a wolf, it was the ultimate sacrifice, the ultimate test of loyalty.
However, mating with Lucy meant he’d no longer be able to run the breadth of the country without a home base, and that’d mean significant change for his people. It might be a welcome one, but it’d certainly merit further thought.
Even considering their nascent connection, he was fighting with his nature. When the bobcat had shown itself mere seconds before she’d noticed it, Aidan had been rife with protective instincts he couldn’t deny. The thought of her being hurt in any way had destroyed him.
He’d reacted without thought, driving away the smaller predator with an unholy roar. The caress that followed had calmed him as nothing ever had before. It’d been unlike anything he’d ever experienced, and he’d had to fight the urge to lean into her hands and flop down at her feet for a belly rub.
For an alpha, it was laughable.
“Your wolf is beautiful,” the meek voice beside him whispered.
Glancing over at her, Aidan softened, but no words formed on his tongue. What does one say to such a compliment? Does a simple thank you suffice? Blinking, he refocused on the path ahead of him.
“Thank you.” A murmur against the silence of the coming dusk, Aidan exhaled and kept walking beside the woman who’d captured his attention.
“I’m sure you hear it all the time,” Lucy hummed from beside him, surprisingly shy, and shrugged as her blue-green eyes veered up to look at him.
“No one has ever said that to me before,” came his honest response. 
Lucy ground to a halt beside him, forcing him to alter course and turn back to face her. Frowning, he studied the way her forehead had crinkled, and her eyebrows had drawn together. 
“No one? Obviously, no one has ever set eyes on your wolf before.”
Chuckling, Aidan shook his head. “We don’t typically comment on each other’s wolves. Besides, if any of my packmates called me pretty, I’d have to attack them out of principle.”
Lucy beamed in response. “I guess you’re right.” A pause as they began walking toward the compound once more. “Do you have many packmates? Where do you call home?”
“My territory spans across the States, but I don’t truly have a home base.”
“Is that typical for most wolves?” 
“No, most of my kind live in dens, surrounded by other wolves.”
When Lucy didn’t press, Aidan let out his breath. They strode closer to the well-lit compound side by side. Before Lucy could reach for the door, Aidan was already holding it open for her and gesturing for her to go inside. Nodding politely, she entered the warmth of the compound and was greeted by the enticing smell of food.
“Smells good.” Her pink lips quirked to one side. 
Aidan cast her a silent glance as he came to stand alongside her in the entryway. Though he yearned to capture her waist and pull her against him, he resisted. Contact was contact, and too much of it would only strengthen the pull he felt toward her.
“Shall I find you something to eat?” 
Bemused, Lucy shot him a glance. “You’re awfully interested in assuring that I don’t starve.”
“It’s a wolf thing, love,” Aidan replied as he grinned down at her. 
And, indeed, it was. Wolves were constantly focused on assuring the health of their packmates, which made it even more apparent that he’d taken a shine to her. Feeding someone was love, pure and simple.
“Ah.” Lucy batted her eyes at him. “Well, I’ll endeavor to keep myself well fed while you’re here.”
“Only while I’m here?” Aidan raised a single eyebrow at her.
“You’ll never know if you’re gone, Mr. Wolf,” the Elemental retorted with a pout of her bottom lip. “Come on, I’m starving.”
In a flourish of movement, Lucy’s arm had looped around his. Wolf lunging to the forefront as her touch branded his skin, Aidan allowed himself to be tugged along. By the time they’d arrived, the wolf was lapping up the contact as though he was ravenous—and it wasn’t for food.
As soon as Lucy entered the vast industrial-sized kitchen, she loosened her grip on his arm to inspect the leftover food on the counter and the note that accompanied it. Aidan smirked as he reclined in one of the many stools that lined the white marble island.
Picking up the note, Lucy read it aloud. “‘For the wolf and the baby Elemental.’”
Grunting, Aidan peered into the crockpot sitting idly on the counter. Succulent beef mixed heartily with tomato and onion, making his mouth water while Lucy happily snatched one of the bowls clearly laid out on the counter for them.
Grabbing a ladle from the countertop, Lucy dished out a liberal portion of the stew and took the seat beside him. The Elemental dug in moments later, only glancing at him several minutes into her barrage of food.
A spoon lingered in her mouth as she looked up at him with wide eyes. “Did you want some?” 
“I had a bite earlier,” was the honest reply—no need to mention that it was a rabbit—but he grabbed a bowl seconds later and downed several bites before humming appreciation.
Aidan registered the sound of footsteps only moments later, but he didn’t look up. He was too enthralled with watching Lucy down another full bowl. His wolf yipped with approval.
Jeremiah entered the kitchen and smirked at Lucy. “Wow, woman. Glad you found the kitchen and not some poor defenseless bunny.”
Lucy blushed even as Aidan laughed inwardly at the irony. “Sorry, I’m starving. Can’t seem to stop eating these days.” 
“That’s normal for new Elementals,” Jeremiah clarified as he moved closer. “Your body burns a lot of energy becoming immortal.”
Lucy dipped her spoon back in the stew. “This is delicious. Who should I be thanking for feeding us?”
“Chef Jeremiah, at your service.” The redhead gave a mocking salute. “I’m happy to make house calls should you require them.”
A low growl rippled through the air. Jeremiah and Lucy both went supernaturally still as the sound left Aidan’s throat, though none of them were as surprised as Aidan himself.
He didn’t care. 
The thought of Jeremiah in Lucy’s personal space—in her home—had made his mind short circuit, hazing red. Undoubtedly, his animal was behind his eyes, promising to make good on the threat. 
Shock radiated through the deep summer blue of Jeremiah’s eyes before he blinked in confusion. Wisely, the Elemental retreated from the island, well away from Lucy’s personal space.
Lucy, however, was merely perplexed, not frightened. “Aidan?”
Aidan didn’t respond until Jeremiah’s gaze dropped from his. Because that’s what he expected—and that’s what needed to happen for the wolf to let go of the fury that’d built behind the crumbling walls of his civilized façade. 
“Sorry.” Jeremiah’s muttered regret didn’t faze the werewolf in the slightest.
Consciously, Aidan unclenched his jaw and internally shook off his emotions, but he didn’t apologize. He merely explained. “My wolf is possessive, Jeremiah.”
“I didn’t realize…” Jeremiah trailed off as he stuttered, his gaze swinging between the two of them. Mouth gaping, the air Elemental seemed at a loss for words. 
Lucy was keen to break the stalemate. “I need to head into whatever town is closest to buy some things, Jeremiah. Where could I go?”
The other Elemental regained his natural joie de vivre with a cheerful grin. “Iowa City. It’s not far. If you need to borrow a car, I can lend you—“
“I’ll take her,” Aidan interjected, not bothering to ask for his permission. Reclining in the stool, Aidan hooked an arm over the back and held Jeremiah’s gaze until the other man was forced to drop it once more.
Caught off guard yet again, Jeremiah could only nod. “Well, regardless, Rona’s upstairs if you’d like to meet her. She might have some clothes you could borrow if you don’t want to go into town.”
“Gideon’s wife?” Lucy squeaked.
“Yep.” Jeremiah wagged his eyebrows. “The vampire.”




Chapter Twelve


Heartbeat thundering in her chest, Lucy followed Jeremiah up the stairs as Aidan trailed silently behind. While his growl had startled her, it hadn’t worried her. After seeing the animal that lived beneath his skin, and getting a taste of his protectiveness, she wasn’t going to faint when it came to a simple growl. 
But the fact that he’d done so when Jeremiah was one step away from offering to be her personal chef? That was another question entirely. 
Had Aidan felt the same pull that she had, the same thread that seemed to bind them together? Or had she completely missed the mark and Jeremiah had crossed some supernatural line that Lucy hadn’t known existed?
Regardless, she wasn’t going to pull on that string.
Trailing after Jeremiah’s light steps up the stairs, she and Aidan arrived into the broad great hall. Beside Gideon was a beautiful Polynesian woman who couldn’t have stood more than five foot two. Hair of deepest brown cascaded down her back; her skin of honey was the perfect picture of health and vitality. 
The vampire was twined around Gideon’s waist, speaking softly as he beamed down at her with nothing but wonderment in his eyes. Even from this far away, Lucy could feel the love between them, and it made her heart clench in her chest.
From what Torrin and Derek had described about vampires, this woman was a complete one-eighty. While she hadn’t expected a frothing, blood-stained mouth and dagger-like fingernails, this woman was certainly not it.
“Gideon!” 
Jeremiah’s reckless call startled the lovebirds out of their trance as they looked up. Smiling in welcome, Gideon’s waved them over as the pair turned to face the newcomers.
Stopping short, Lucy tugged up the sweater that’d retreated down her arm again as Gideon spoke. “Lucy, this is my wife, Rona.”
“Lovely to meet you, Lucy.” Rona extended a hand in greeting toward Lucy, the red of her lips turning up in a kind smile.
“Pleasure meeting you too.” Lucy startled as she shook the other woman’s hand, amazed to find her skin warm and soft. “I thought you’d be cold?”
A lighthearted laugh escaped the vampire’s lips. “Too much myth and not enough reality, I’m afraid. Fortunately, my heart beats the same as yours, Lucy.”
“Sorry,” Lucy apologized, moving to stand by the comforting heat of Aidan’s presence. “I’m new to—to this whole thing. Still can’t believe that vampires and werewolves are real.” A timid smile as her curiosity took over. “What else have humans gotten wrong about vampires?”
“The basics are still there—we’re nocturnal, we drink blood, and we’re allergic to sunlight.” Rona’s smile turned quizzical with a hint of humor. “I’m happy to say the rest, like garlic and holy water, are purely fiction.”
The humor did nothing to dampen Lucy’s sudden anxiety. “So you—you drink blood to survive?”
“Yes, but as a nation, we’re moving toward bagged blood exclusively, not live feeds.”
A twitch started below Lucy’s eye, retreating further into Aidan’s personal space as though he’d protect her—because she knew he would. While she wasn’t a queasy person in general, all of this talk about blood and feeding made nausea thicken her throat.
“Do you drink Gideon’s blood?” The words had left Lucy’s lips before she could stop them, her curiosity getting the better of her.
The married couple before her exchanged a bashful look before Gideon took the lead and replied. “While blood exchanges are typically private, yes, she does.”
Immediately understanding her question had been of an intrusive nature, it was all Lucy could do to apologize and facepalm. Beside her, Aidan chuckled.
Jeremiah joined in the humor as he caught Lucy’s eye. “Fortunately, we’re a pretty forgiving group. Plus, you’ve got two in-the-flesh examples of the other breeds right here.” His wide grin spread across his lips as he nudged Rona with his elbow. “One old-as-dirt vampire, and the original werewolf. Can’t get much better than that.”
Lucy gaped, her gaze sliding over to Aidan. “The original werewolf?”
Aidan simply shrugged. “It’s not that exciting, I promise.” 
“Not that exciting?” She shook her head at the satire, blanching. “Does that mean that every werewolf came from you? That you’re like … the founder?”
Jeremiah filled in the blanks. “He sure is, Lucy.”
Aidan sent him an apathetic stare but said nothing in response. Lucy, however, didn’t give it up. “How old are you, Aidan?”
“You’ve got to be almost twelve, right?” Rona’s attention shifted to Aidan, her expression open and kind.
Lucy’s heart kicked in her chest, shooting the werewolf an incredulous look. “Twelve? Twelve hundred years old?”
“Right on.” Jeremiah gave her a toothy grin. “Aidan here is practically immortal royalty.”
“That’s an exaggeration, Jeremiah,” Aidan replied evenly but had taken no offense. “I’m not royalty.”
Hand going to her throat, Lucy could only blink through her shock. “I can’t believe you’re that old.”
“Rona’s nearing seven hundred, and Gideon is six,” Jeremiah happily provided. “You’re surrounded by people who are older than dirt.”
Lucy shook her head. “I’m twenty-five years old. I’m like a baby compared to you all.” 
“But you’re a grown adult,” Rona said kindly, and she wrapped her arm around Lucy’s shoulders. “Everyone starts somewhere. Besides, everything changes in the blink of an eye. Gideon and I only found each other this year.”
Lucy’s interest piqued, suddenly riveted by the conversation and what it could mean for her—and for everyone she’d met within the last few days. “Do immortals typically find love with one another?” 
“We’re beginning to discover that,” Aidan replied. “It seems that the immortal species are highly compatible. Earlier this year, one of my own alphas mated with a vampire, and since then, there’ve been multiple pairs mate across species.”
Lucy cocked her head. “Mate?”
“For wolves and Raeths, it’s a bonding process that happens once two highly-compatible people meet.” Aidan avoided her gaze, his shoulders stiff and his voice tight.
“Do you have a mate?” 
Lucy almost didn’t want to know the answer as she peeked at him from under her eyelids. Her voice had softened, the rest of the assembled crowd now looking to the massive werewolf for his answer. Depending on his answer, she might be literally barking up the wrong tree.
“I do not.”
Relief washed through her, but Lucy tilted her head to the side. “Haven’t you ever wanted one?”
Aidan’s pale eyes swept over her. “It’s a spontaneous process. The wolf—or Raeth—has no say with whom the bond develops with. The only say they have is ultimately whether or not they accept the mating.”
“But wolves and Raeths can mate with other immortals,” Rona interjected. “Like Nova, Aidan’s alpha who mated with a vampire earlier this year.”
Head spinning, Lucy withdrew into herself as the conversation changed to a different topic. She glanced at Aidan out of her peripheral vision, the man solely focused on the discussion at hand. 
Raven-colored hair glinted under the brilliant indoor lighting, almost the same shade as his wolf’s coat. Keen eyes sharpened as he regarded each of the immortals before him. Lucy was totally and hopelessly enthralled with the man, and she’d known him less than three days. 
Chewing on her lips, she consciously reminded herself that she had a fiancé at home. One that was counting on her to spew the darkest secrets of the people standing before her—and she’d agreed to it.
A second later, Aidan’s dazzling eyes shifted to her. “Shall I take you to town, Lucy?”
“Um, what?” Caught off guard, Lucy shook off her confusion. “Yeah, I’d like that.”
Aidan’s full lips tugged into a hint of a smile before offering her an outstretched elbow. Bidding adieu to the assembled immortals after getting directions to the mall, the pair took their leave.
Jogging down the stairs, Lucy waved a hand at Aidan. “I just have to fresh up. I’ll be right out.”
Once inside, Lucy closed and locked the bathroom door behind her, pondering the information she’d received as she stared into the mirror at her haggard-looking face. Though tiredness had settled in her bones, she’d need clothes and personal effects if she were to stay any longer.
And per Derek’s instructions, she was definitely staying longer.
But even without Derek’s command, the thought of leaving Paracel filled her with dread and an overwhelming reluctance to return to her old life. There, surrounded by furnishings that weren’t hers and a house that wasn’t a home, apathy had begun to drown her more with each passing day. 
Finishing up, she glanced at the ring on her finger. Its familiar weight had been a constant since Derek had proposed nearly a year ago, but now, it felt more like a noose around her neck than the promise of nuptials.
He’d wanted her to remove it, and she couldn’t find any earthly reason not to.
In a single move, she’d removed the jewelry and deposited it on top of the vanity. Though it was less than a few ounces, removing the offending piece of jewelry felt like she’d sloughed off a thousand pounds of expectation and duty. 
It would be very easy to pretend that she no longer loved the man who’d treated her so poorly.
Drawing in a freeing breath, she exited the bathroom and the master to find Aidan with his phone to his ear. His words were spoken so low that she couldn’t make out the meaning. After a goodbye, he hung up and swiveled to face her.
“Ready?”
Lucy quirked her lips. “Are you?”
A devilish smile broadened over his full lips as he narrowed his gaze. “I was born ready, love.”
They were on the road no less than five minutes later and following the directions Gideon had given them. As dusk fell, the darkening sky was painted a brilliant crimson red over the tops of the oncoming crop harvest.
Country roads ground under the Jeeps’ tires as gravel spit in all directions. Silence fell over them as Aidan navigated toward their destination, mute from the driver’s side of the car. 
By the way Aidan studied the car’s dashboard, it was clear he didn’t drive very often. Lucy smiled at the thought of his wolf, the wild beast, running full tilt from destination to destination. What would it be like to feel so free?
As she pondered Aidan’s long life, Lucy couldn’t quell her curiosity. “So, you’ve never mated before?”
Grunting more than laughing, Aidan shook his head. “Nope. Never mated before. Why so curious?”
“No reason. Just wondering,” Lucy lied, wringing her hands in her lap and fidgeting against the leather.
“You took off your ring.” 
She sighed, frankly surprised he’d picked up on such a small change so quickly. “I was tired of living a lie. When I see him again—if I ever do—I plan to tell him it’s over.”
The wolf in the driver’s seat studied her for a minute before his gaze veered back to the road. “Why?”
“He never made me happy.” Her shrug seemed far too flippant for such a monumental decision, but she hoped it spoke more to her feelings to her now ex-fiancé than anything else. “And he—I don’t know. He’s … not kind.”
Even as she spoke the words, the ring of truth sounded behind them, becoming more and more real with every syllable. Though she’d originally crafted her response to be in line with what Derek had proposed, Lucy realized they weren’t a lie. 
She couldn’t quite conquer the feeling that removing the offending piece of jewelry was freeing somehow, and that in removing it, it’d cleared away what’d been stripping her of her own independence. 
“That’s a good reason,” Aidan muttered beside her, his tone low and ruthless. 
“And there’s the small fact that he’s trying to kill people. Hard to love a man who wants to see good people exterminated.” 
The words tasted bitter in her mouth, once more finding herself caught between the lies she was peddling and the truth she so desperately wanted to see. Lucy folded her arms across her chest unhappily, falling quiet. Shaking her head, she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to kill her kind—or any of the others. 
From everything she’d seen from them, they were nothing like the vicious beings Torrin and Derek had made them out to be. Part of her shied away from what she’d learned originally from them, but the other part of her had begun to question whether the Elementals were simply praying on her gullible nature when they were really the villains. 
Either way, it seemed like she only had half the story.
The question she kept returning to was related to Victor’s death. Who had killed him and why? How would she respond to the person who’d followed him to Maui and pulled the trigger on the innocent man?
Silent for the rest of the short trip, Aidan and Lucy exited the vehicle in unison as they arrived at the Coralville mall. Chilled from the brisk October air, she pulled the knit sweater tighter around herself. Aidan, keen wolf that he was, noticed and had her nestled against his flank moments later. 
Snuggling into his warmth with a blushing smile, her arm coiled around his waist. “Thank you, Aidan.”
“It’s cold out here,” the man replied. “You ought to buy a coat while we’re here.”
She nodded mutely, still stricken with her spiraling thoughts while they walked the short distance toward the mall’s entrance. Carousel lights lit up the interior, beckoning them inside with sounds of carnival and smells of the food court as they neared.
“You okay?” 
Spine stiffening at Aidan’s concern, Lucy blubbered the only response her lips could coherently form. “Just, ah, thinking about my mom. She’s at the care facility. She’s got dementia.”
Aidan’s arm tightened absently around her waist. “You’re worried about her.”
“I—I just, she’s alone, and I haven’t been to see her in a few days.”
He shrugged beside her. “Then let’s go see her.”
“It’s all the way in Chicago.”
“So? It’s only three hours away.”
As the doors whooshed open before them, expelling welcoming warmth as Lucy fought her immediate reaction. All she wanted to do was see her mother, make sure she was okay, and Aidan had extended the olive leaf.
But honestly, where was the harm?
“You’d drive me?”
“Of course I would.” Aidan’s attention was scouring the deserted food court as if her ask was perfectly reasonable. “We can go tomorrow.”
She’d asked Derek the same thing and he, ten minutes away to Aidan’s three hours, had immediately said no. The differences between the two men were uncanny.
“I’d really appreciate that, Aidan.”
That debonair smile made a reappearance before he began scrutinizing the mall map. Tapping on the plexiglass, he said, “There’s a department store. We can get you everything you need in there.”
Lucy sighed as they began walking toward the one Aidan had pointed out. With her mind pinging between thoughts of her mother and Aidan’s offer, she wasn’t in the mood to shop. Regardless, Aidan had driven her here, and she was in dire need of a change of clothing.
The werewolf alpha hung back as she dodged racks of clothes and gathered several items into her arms. Today was the first time she’d picked out her own clothes in ages. With each selection, she was caught between constantly wanting to ask Derek—or even Aidan—if he liked something, but she held her tongue. 
Over and over again, she repeated the same mantra in her mind: 
You can do this. You can do this. You can do this. 
After all, she was working as a double agent.
Ignoring the flare of shame, Lucy began to mull over thoughts of visiting her mother tomorrow. The giddy feeling that quickened in her stomach had her shrugging off her melancholy and throwing a look back over her shoulder to find the man who’d made it possible.
Lucy’s lips quirked in humor.
The vultures were already circling. A woman was obviously trying to grab his attention to his right, sneaking glances at him under the heavy veil of her fake eyelashes. There was another blonde eyeing him from just beyond the rack of clothes Lucy had been sifting through. 
Honestly, Lucy didn’t blame them. Aidan had a magnetism that she couldn’t explain, an unexplainable charisma. Calling him gorgeous would be an understatement; there was no describing the man who wore his sex appeal on his sleeve.
Aidan, however, was pilfering through overstuffed racks of clothing, holding up some items he must’ve thought she’d like. Though none of them seemed her style, she blushed every time he waved one in the air as though it was just the thing she was looking for. 
A silly smile traced her lips as she threw her small collection of clothing over her arm, keenly aware of him sauntering up behind her.
“Finding everything, miss?” The deep tones of his voice caressed her ears as she clutched the armful of clothes to her breast. His hands came to her waist, capturing her from behind.
“Yep, was just about to go try them on.” Lucy bit her lip and turned in his embrace. Tilting her head back to level her gaze with his, she inhaled a bashful breath. “You coming with?”




Chapter Thirteen


Confusion furrowed Aidan’s brow for half a second before he released her and nodded. For half a moment, silence hung in the air between them while she remained stationary. Itching to touch her again, Aidan fought back against the sudden urge to shift.  
His wolf was ravenous for her touch, and the beast was fighting against Aidan’s heavy-handed restraint. That same wolf bled into his eyes, the only allowance he would permit.
Aidan wouldn’t let the animal take over. 
In the next moment, Lucy had pivoted and withdrawn from him, leaving him thirsting after her presence. Like a wayward puppy, Aidan trailed behind her toward the dressing rooms. It provided ample opportunity to admire her svelte figure from behind, but he instantly chastised himself for the indiscretion. 
She disappeared into one of the single stall dressing rooms hidden in a corner of the store, clothes in hand. Leaning his shoulder against the wall opposite them, he forced himself to relax. Though his wolf had groaned at being put off once more, the beast had finally settled.
More or less.
Given the variety of grunts coming from the enclosed space ahead of him, Lucy hadn’t found anything to her taste. But a self-conscious laugh the next moment drew his brows together. 
“Lucy, are you okay?” 
“I can’t get this button,” was her reply a moment before the door cracked open before him. “Can you help me?”
Taken aback, Aidan could only nod while his feet dutifully closed the distance between them. Cautious of any potential peeping toms, he glanced around to make sure the area was clear before he allowed her to open the door further.
Turning around so that her back was facing him, she drew up her hair from her nape, exposing her ivory skin. Nostrils flaring at her subtle rose scent, he drew in a breath to calm himself before he threaded the button through the loop in one practiced movement. Seemingly of their own accord, his hands came to rest delicately on her shoulders.
Aidan met her eyes in the mirror, his frame towering over her in the reflection. “You look wonderful, Lucy.”
Rose colored her cheeks as she immediately dropped her eyes and murmured a shy thank you. A second later, one hand rose to cup his, her fingertips just barely grazing his in a spark of contact. 
Green eyes darted to his as her touch lingered. The Elemental before him slowly turned to face him as her lips parted in open invitation. Tilting her head up to his, her chest rose and fell as her breath came in short bursts.
He couldn’t hide from her, not while their breath mingled in the intimacy of the shared space. Behind him, the door swung closed, unintentionally locking the wolf in with the sheep. 
Without a doubt, Aidan knew he should leave. He knew he should get out while he still could. Lucy had literally just removed the ring off her finger, and here he was, playing for her affections. 
His wolf had gone supernaturally still within him, every pulse of his racing heart balancing on a beveled edge. Aidan could no longer deny the fact that his heart called out to hers—beckoned her to come to him with a potency that overwhelmed all sense of reason. That the urge to mate with her was almost irresistible.
The wolf roared to life in his eyes, transforming them into a pale orange that was as animalistic as it was otherworldly.
Lucy hesitantly brought a hand up to his face, her forefinger delicately tracing his cheekbone below his eye. Every second her touch lingered was a sensual brand on his skin.
“Your eyes are beautiful, Aidan, in either form.”
Aidan gave into temptation. 
Shackled by a hunger that couldn’t be sated, Aidan lowered his lips to hers, desperate to taste her. Softly, ever so gently, he claimed her mouth. While the wolf within him would’ve demanded nothing less than a ruthlessly animalistic kiss, Aidan didn’t want to scare her.
Didn’t want her to fear him.
Lucy’s hands hesitantly came up to rest against his chest, but she didn’t push him away. Instead, it seemed a claim of her own—an unspoken approval driven by touch that she so clearly needed.
Heated, the once stale air around them ignited as flames of desire scorched them both. Drunk on the taste of her, Aidan had inadvertently backed her against the mirror, their lips a tangle of intimacy.
Lucy, however, took no notice. Her hand was tangled in his hair moments later, the young Elemental grasping at the strands. His scalp was aflame with sensation, her touch an oddly alluring delight.
Aidan growled through the kiss, even while he fought the darker urges that raced through his bloodstream, the will to claim her as his mate. Every cell of his body was on fire, every ounce of skin electrified. He needed her. Wanted her. Could barely resist taking her in the dressing room.
Decency. Have some decency, wolf.
Aidan retreated from her instantly, an apology in his eyes. Eyes still colored by the beast within, he purposefully took a step back. 
“Forgive me, Lucy. I apologize for taking what was not mine to take.”
Lucy’s eyes were still half closed, her lips swollen from his feral attack on her mouth. Confusion temporarily flitted through her green eyes before she seemingly remembered where they were, and a pretty blush stained her cheeks.
Pivoting on his heel, his fingers unlatched the lock that would free him. As he withdrew, her hesitant voice sounded into the quiet. 
“Ah, the button, Aidan?”
He paused for half a beat while his mind processed her words, then he turned back and fumbled with the plastic disc. Every sense he possessed told him that her gaze was fixated on him in the mirror, but Aidan didn’t meet her eyes. 
Was this embarrassment, from an alpha?
Perish the thought. 
Completing the task, he left her to her own devices after closing the door between them. Had he truly just given in to his urges? Where was the gentleman he’d been brought up to be? What had happened that he’d forgone his reasoning for staying away? 
He was no better than a rogue, doing what he pleased, consequences be damned. 
Growling inwardly, Aidan pinched his temples. The dressing room was suspiciously quiet as Lucy tried on more clothes, but he held his tongue. It was ten minutes later when she exited in silence, a menagerie of clothes tossed over her arm.
Lucy met his eyes only momentarily to give him a brief, albeit tight, smile. “Ready when you are.”
Aidan’s shoulders sagged. Regret filled him as she led the way to the registers, tail tucked. He’d acted on impulse and was now living to lament the lapse in judgment. 
Without a word, he watched as Lucy made polite chit chat with the chatty sales clerk. Lucy’s warm smile lined her lips as she interacted with the other woman, and Aidan’s heart clenched. Tenderhearted and kind, his mate.
He bristled. She wasn’t his mate.
Most likely, she’d never be his mate. Though she’d taken off the ring on her finger, Aidan doubted she’d had a heart to heart with the man who’d given it to her.
In the interest of transparency, telling her about the mating bond would become necessary. Though she’d ultimately have the choice of whether or not they’d bond, she deserved to know about the ghosting link that connected them.
“Um, Aidan?” 
Lucy’s voice snapped him out of his trance. Reading the situation, she’d already paid, receipt in hand, and was dutifully waiting for him to snap out of his self-induced trance. Murmuring an apology, he set his feet in motion, and they walked out of the department store without a word.
Neither spoke until they were back in the car and belting into their seats. Lucy, though, turned to him immediately once they were alone in the vehicle.
“I’m sorry, for whatever it was I did.”
Aidan was aghast. “You’re sorry? Whatever for?”
“You backed away from me like I was some kind of poison.” Lucy’s tone left little to the imagination. Pain cut into her, the backlash of which lacerated Aidan like vicious steel.
“Lucy, that wasn’t my intent. I felt guilty kissing you in a department store dressing room. It was indecent.”
Lucy was silent for a beat as she studied him in guarded observation. The meek female, who Aidan suddenly decided was not meek at all, straightened in her seat. “Why did you kiss me, Aidan? Are you ashamed of what we did?”
“Not at all.”
“You didn’t answer my first question.”
Aidan backpedaled, suddenly on the hind foot. “Why did I kiss you?”
Lucy simply raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms as she continued to study him from the passenger seat. This—his wolf thought—was a fun game. 
“I kissed you because I wanted to, Lucy. And I can’t deny that I ... that I desire you.”
Suddenly, the abrasive female was gone, and in her place, was a blushing beauty who had coyly dipped her chin. “You—you desire me?”
Chuckling stiffly, a rumble sounded from his chest, but Aidan changed the topic. “Let’s get back, shall we? It’s late.”
The short ride home was full of silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Driving through the moonlight, Aidan gazed toward the moonlit fields. In ages past, his wolf would normally be chomping at the bit to run beneath the moon. But now, alongside this vexatious female, his animal was utterly content.
Odd, the sensation.
Utterly devoid of cars, Aidan pulled the Jeep into the parking lot ten minutes later. After gathering her litany of bags, he met her alongside the car with them lazily slung over his shoulder.
“Ready?”
“I can get those,” Lucy offered as she extended a hand toward him, a shiver wracking her frame, even as she hugged her new peacoat closer to her body.
Aidan had to resist the urge to laugh. “I’m more than capable, love. Let’s go inside before you freeze.”
Neither of them noticed when his hand automatically went to the small of her back, guiding and tender. The great hall, like the parking lot, held no traces of life. Descending into the basement of the compound, the pair walked in companionable silence, a hint of underlying tension between them. 
Lucy vanished into the darkness of the master bedroom with her new wardrobe as Aidan reluctantly retreated to lounge on the sofa. Unfortunately, without any of the Elementals at the great hall, it appeared that he’d once more occupy the couch for the night. 
Thumb and forefinger going to his temples, he closed his eyes as he massaged away the fleeting desire that yet lingered in his heated blood. 
Footsteps sounded only moments later, the soft contact with the plush carpet alerting him to her presence like a moth to the flame.
But what he didn’t expect was for her to come stand in front of him.




Chapter Fourteen


Lucy had no idea what she was doing. Standing in front of Aidan, she watched his hand lower from his temples, and his eyes spark with a mixture of confusion and heat. All she could think about was the fact that she wanted his lips on hers again. That she wanted to feel his hands against her skin, the unyielding wall of his body pressed into hers. 
Desire had never felt so addictive.
Bending forward tentatively, his features twisted in astonishment until she captured his lips in the barest of contact. Instantly, passion ignited between them while Aidan swiftly rose to gather her in his arms.
Electrified at the contact, Lucy collapsed into the strength of his embrace. She’d never felt anything as powerful as the pull she had to him, and had never felt desire so potent.
Aidan’s hands were on her lower back as his mouth worked against hers. Nothing compared to the feeling of his embrace as she arched into him, needing the closeness, and tasting his lips.
With raw emotion, she reared back and snagged his lip between her teeth, fire dancing in her eyes. In a flash, he’d picked her up, lifting her body from his and holding every ounce of her in his arms. Contained within his arms, Lucy giggled and bit him again, which only served to spread a devilish grin across his lips.
Within moments, he’d pressed her against the wall with her legs wrapped around his waist. As his teeth grazed her neck, she shivered at the contact and tightened against him. “You’re playing naughty, Lucy.”
The deep tones of his voice whispered in her ear as she delighted in his mischievousness. 
His mouth reclaimed hers seconds later, both relishing the electric connection between them. When she reared back seconds later, Aidan’s wolf was behind his eyes. Pale yellow met her gaze as she dissolved into the man, clutching his face, and demanding more of him.
When a light tremor shook the building a few moments later, the werewolf alpha retreated from her lips with a hungry look. “Was that you, love?”
Lucy blinked in confusion, her eyebrows pinching together. “Might have been.”
The man opposite her couldn’t help the fleeting look of despondency that crossed his features before he withdrew and let her find her feet again. As she found her balance once more, she straightened to gaze up at Aidan. 
Once more an intriguing shade of tea green, his eyes roamed over her with a new regard. Something more than passing interest. Something that whispered of a deeper connection. 
“Do you think Gideon felt that?”
Lucy chortled. “There’s no way he didn’t. Perhaps I should prepare myself for his fury.”
Aidan’s lip curled before he shook away the emotion as she watched. “You don’t have to fear him, love.”
“I don’t, Aidan.” Unable to keep from him, her fingertips reached up to touch his faintly shadowed cheek. “Gideon is a good man. Probably just worried I’ll inadvertently kill someone.”
The wolf’s features softened momentarily before his eyes sharpened. “I need to go for a run tonight. Finish up some pack business. Do you mind if I leave you here for a while?”
Lucy startled, instantly remembering her promise to Derek.
Oh. Derek.
She’d literally just instigated a make-out session with another man when she was still technically engaged to him. Cringing, she hung her head. “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll probably just take the tags off my new clothes.” Hesitating, she added, “Be safe.”
He grinned. “Always.” 
A moment later, Aidan pivoted to regard the door and stepped toward the doorway. “Gideon’s here. He’ll be knocking in a few minutes.”
“Quite the talent you have, wolf.” Lucy lazily walked toward the door to stand by Aidan. “I might take the opportunity to get some sleep. I’m exhausted.”
“Please do. I’ll head out after Gideon rips me a new one for toying with his new Elemental.”
Lucy laughed darkly. “I’d like to see him try.”
Aidan’s expression told her the same thing when he turned around and opened the door before Gideon had a chance to knock. The Elemental monarch looked as though he’d been woken from a dead sleep, or perhaps from a romantic interlude.
Gideon’s forehead was crinkled with concern. “Everything okay in here, Lucy? Felt a seismic ripple.”
Blushing, Lucy pursed her lips and nodded her head enthusiastically. “We’re fine, Gideon. My apologies. I must have gotten a little … carried away.”
Though Gideon’s expression was forgiving when he looked at Lucy, but changed to bland when he turned to Aidan. “Please try not to collapse my community, wolf.”
“Sorry,” Lucy apologized once more, slumping her shoulders, and curling into herself. 
“Wasn’t your fault, Lucy.” The warmth of Aidan’s palm gently tickled across her lower back. “I’m headed out for a bit, Gideon.”
“Are you?” Gideon’s eyebrows rose on his forehead from where he leaned against the doorframe.
Aidan nodded. “I am. Won’t take me long, but I’d appreciate you keeping an eye out for her while I’m away.”
“Of course.” Gideon’s attention swung back to Lucy. “Hit the call button if you need me. Otherwise, I’m heading back home.”
He was gone moments later.
Sighing, Lucy blinked and swallowed hard. “Please be careful, Aidan. It’s dark out.”
A smirk graced Aidan’s lips as he tilted his head. “I’m the beast that goes bump in the night, love. Don’t worry, I’ll be back before you know it.”
“Okay.” 
Instead of turning to leave, the werewolf in front of her stepped toward her. The heat of his body brushed against her skin as she shivered in reaction. Two fingers gently ushered her chin up from where she’d dropped her gaze to the ground. Tilting her head back so he could gaze tenderly into her eyes, Aidan studied her features.
“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever beheld, Lucy.”
In a world jaded by vanity, pride, and deceit, Aidan’s compliment was the purest thing she’d ever heard. And he’d said it about her. 
When her lip trembled at the kindness of his words, his thumb brushed delicately over the sensitive flesh as his eyebrows knit together. Silent, she felt her eyes water.
“I didn’t mean to upset you.” He searched her eyes with a thousand apologies written all over the handsome panes of his face.
Her lips flattened in a tight line as her nose burned. “You didn’t upset me, Aidan.” A shake of her head. “I just … no one has ever told me I’m beautiful before and actually meant it.”
Smiling gently, Aidan cupped her cheek. “I meant every word, Lucy. You’re stunning, and what’s more is that you’re kind. In today’s world, that’s rarer than a Mexican grey wolf.”
Laughing gingerly at the same words she’d said of his wolf, Lucy shook her head. “Okay, Mr. Wolf, go before it gets too late.”
Rebellion highlighted in the pale colors of his eyes as he raised any eyebrow. “You making demands of an alpha wolf, now?”
Lucy put her hands on her hips and conjured up the most dominant expression she had in her bag of tricks. “Fetch.”
Ten minutes later, after Aidan had left, Lucy was ruefully dialing Derek’s number. Distressed at the position she was in, half of her wanted to forget the deal altogether, but she’d already missed several calls from him earlier this evening.
Fortunately, she’d had her phone on silent.
He answered after one ring. “What’ve you got for me?”
She shivered. “I, uh, don’t have a lot.”
“What do you have?”
“Well,” she started, scuffing her toe across the carpeting, “they’ve told me a bit about Elementals. Told me that my story is similar to other earth Elementals. Being buried underground apparently was the trigger.”
“Good. What else?”
“I met a few Elementals while I was here, but they’ve all been kind to me. One vampire, too.”
Derek sucked in a breath. “Did the vampire take your blood, Lucy?”
“No—no,” she replied quickly. “She said they’re drinking bagged blood now.”
“Yeah right. Tell me about this guy who took you. Who is he?”
“Aidan?” Gut churning, Lucy hesitated, not wanting to disclose anything about the man she’d kissed earlier today. 
“Yeah, Aidan. Who is he?”
Biting her lip, she sucked in a breath. Her silence was his answer, and Derek groaned in irritation. “Come on, Lucy, I don’t have all day. Don’t make me pry the answers out of you.”
Disheartened, she babbled, “Aidan is a werewolf. An alpha. He leads the entire werewolf nation, not just a single pack.”
“How does he do that?” 
“Because he’s the original werewolf. He’s the first one.”
This time, it was Derek who was silent. But his silence was calculating, sinister, and when he responded, his voice sent a shudder through Lucy’s body.
“He could be very valuable to us, Lucy.”
“What—what do you mean?”
“Think of what we could accomplish by studying him,” Derek replied, covetousness drenching every syllable. “If we had him, we could learn what makes all werewolves tick. Torrin would be thrilled.” 
“You want to … dissect him?”
Derek scoffed like the answer was apparent. “If we’re to understand our enemy, we need to learn what we’re up against, don’t you think?”
“But I thought you wanted the man who killed Victor?”
“Oh, don’t worry, we’ve planned something very special for him. That wolf—Aidan—he’s just going to sweeten the pot.” Pausing, the sound of pen scratching over paper resonated across the phone. “We’ll talk again tomorrow night, Lucy.”
The line went dead.




Chapter Fifteen


Aidan was still chuckling about Lucy’s parting comment when he arrived on the outskirts of Davenport twenty minutes later. Given his coloring, his wolf could largely remain unseen, even at slower rates of speed, but he didn’t assume he was invisible.  
Should anyone see him, they’d immediately think he was of the standard canine variety from a distance. However, the longer they looked, they’d begin to see just how different he was from the domesticated species. 
Besides the inherent size difference, Aidan’s beast emitted an otherworldly presence and an intelligence that was unmistakable. Even though natural, non-shifting wolves were apex predators in their own right, they had nothing on werewolves.
Humans would unfailingly detect the threat of a werewolf should they linger too long in his presence. In fact, most humans would naturally avoid them in public with or without conscious thought.
It was a defensive tactic. Cognizant thought had nothing to do with it. 
Lucy, however, didn’t seem to be frightened of him, and he took pride in that fact. Granted, she was his mate, and that had to account for something, but he still wouldn’t make the assumption that she was his.
Though the man was fighting it tooth and nail, his wolf had already fallen head over paws for her. 
Over the long seasons of his life, he’d never felt so compelled. He was barely able to resist her when she was near—and it was beginning to be a problem. His wolf was fighting for control in her presence, and Aidan was ashamed to say that he was concerned about what the beast would do.
Snarling at himself for his own lack of restraint, he paused and hunkered to the earth as he neared his destination. Belly flush with the earth, his paws stretched forward over the cool soil. He’d been to Davenport several times before, but today, he’d be meeting Sagan’s hunter here amid the cornfields.
Hidden under dense brush, Aidan’s obsidian wolf was thoroughly obscured from sight. Eyes of vibrant citrus studied the home as he watched for signs of life. 
A wolf ventured into view several minutes later, and while Aidan’s own animal salivated with the temptation to surprise her, he shifted instead. Crossing his arms, he waited until she noticed him.
Icari’s wolf was a mousy grey at her back, gradually fading to a reddish brown, and finally, white at her paws. Her triangle-shaped ears pricked at his sudden presence, but the she-wolf instantly knew him by sight.
No less than a moment later, she took her human form. A woman of dark ebony skin, she nearly blended in with the star-lit scenery around them. She’d functioned as Sagan’s hunter for centuries and was very good at her job—so much so that she’d trained several hunters from smaller packs around the Midwest.
Over the years, Aidan had come to know Icari well, and seeing her tonight made him all the more appreciative of her talents.
“Alpha.”
The deference in her voice made Aidan dip his chin to her before speaking. “Icari. Appreciate you meeting with me. Safe travels here?”
Her head bobbed. “Nothing concerning, which is somewhat surprising.”
“Agreed.” Aidan took the small round of ammunition from his pocket that he’d taken from the Winnetka house. “This is from the Citizens’ house. Dual chambers, one for silver, and one for what looks like sunlight.”
“They succeeded in making them then,” she sighed.
He nodded. “Have Sagan look at it and share findings with the other alphas. I texted them this morning to inform them you’d have it when you returned.”
“Of course, alpha.”
Now, the hard part. “When you put Lucan down, did you notice anything atypical?”
“That’s the odd thing. Lucan was unsteady on his paws, like he’d been—I don’t know—injured or something. Like he’d been wounded. But I couldn’t find any trace of a wound on him when I inspected him afterward. A few cuts, but nothing that was a smoking gun.” She eyed Aidan. “You said you checked out his place?”
“I did, but there was nothing that’d suggest foul play other than some diluted blood of his on trails near his home. If he’d gotten into a fight with another rogue, we would’ve known.”
Icari crossed her arms. “Agreed. We’ve been seeing them go rogue in groups lately. Maybe not all at the same time, but within the same span of the country. Do you think it’s just a coincidence?”
“I don’t think anything is a coincidence, and we should be careful while we’re here.”
“Where are the other lone wolves in this territory?” she asked him. “Should we warn them?”
“I already have. For the time being, I’ll patrol this area when I can.” He gave her a look, seeing the tiredness in her eyes. “Go back to your pack and get some rest while you can.” 
The soft whine of her wolf caught his attention. “Sagan texted me just an hour ago with the location of one in the twin cities, so I’m headed up there. No rest of the wicked.”
“Be careful, Icari. If wolves are turning rogue without rhyme or reason, any of us could be next.”




Chapter Sixteen 


Lucy’s mother had fallen head over heels for Aidan the instant he’d walked into her room. 
Much to Lucy’s dismay, Aidan was a morning person, and he’d been bright eyed and bushy-tailed when she’d folded herself into the car before the sun rose the next morning. Admittedly, she’d slept all three hours of the drive here, leaving Aidan to his thoughts for the entirety of the trip.
When they’d arrived at Jarou Retirement Home, her mother had blushed and squealed with delight at the man’s presence. Aidan, to her surprise, had patiently listened to woman ramble about show tunes of the 1980s, and the werewolf had even proceeded to sing along with her when she started her rendition of 42nd Street’s Lullaby of Broadway.
Aidan had then argued that The Phantom of the Opera was a far better story, though he personally detested The Phantom.
What followed was perhaps the greatest back and forth her mother had ever had with a stranger, both werewolf and patient pointing out the flaws and foibles of each character within the musical.
Lucy sat, wide-eyed, as the woman who’d suffered from dementia held a full conversation for the first time in months. She didn’t know when the tears had begun, only when they’d stopped.
It was the finest gift anyone had ever given to Lucy: patience and kindness with her mother.
All the while, Aidan kept an eye on her, a dash of concern behind his gaze. Repeatedly, she’d assured him she was fine, knowing that what he’d done today would settle her heart for years. 
When it finally came time to leave the care facility, Lucy received yet another gift: her mother remembered her. Something about their conversation had sparked her mother’s memory, and when she looked into Lucy’s eyes, there was recognition there.
“My sweet girl,” her mother said, her palm cupping Lucy’s tear-stained cheek. “Don’t cry, Lulu. I’ll see you again tomorrow.” 
“Momma, I—“ a sob cut off her words, “I miss you.”
Leaning into her, Lucy allowed herself to be enveloped in the arms that’d held her since she was a baby, savoring each second of this moment. Not only because she didn’t know if she’d ever speak to her mother like this again, but because her soul was hurting.
“Lulu, sweet girl, I love you.” Arms tightened around her. 
Nodding against her mother’s chest, she whispered, “I love you, too.”
“Now, let this big fella take care of you while these doctors take care of me, okay?”
All she could do was nod her head before retreating.
Walking out of the care center that day was both liberating and crushing at the same time. Her mother had so rarely remembered her in the past year that every step away felt like a string was tightening around her heart while it fluttered pitifully in her chest.
Beside her, Aidan’s hand linked with hers. 
Instantly, it made her want to cry again, but this time, she chose to be strong. “Thank you, Aidan. What you did in there—it means a lot to me.”
“Trust me, that was restorative for me, too. Sometimes, we forget the little things that make us human. And connecting with another person like that—“ he hummed appreciatively, ”—it helps keep me on track.”
He chuckled. “And man, does your mother know her Broadway musicals.” 
Bursting out in a fit of tragic laughter, Lucy squeezed his hand. “Does she ever. When I was a kid, that’s all we listened to. Grease, and Hairspray, and whatever else she could buy a cassette tape of.”
“Ah, cassette tapes. I’m not sorry they’ve died a slow and painful death.”
Car doors slammed, and they both buckled in moments later. While the air outside was chilly, the car had stayed temperate. The leather of the seats heated beneath her as Aidan flicked on the seat warmers, which reminded her of last night.
Aidan had gotten back at some point during the night. She’d only known he’d returned because he’d slid into the bed behind her, cocooning her against a wall of solid muscle and heat. However, her sleep fogged brain or her overactive subconscious could’ve imagined the entire charade. 
When she’d woken up this morning, he’d been hunched over her from the side of the bed, asking if she still wanted to go see her mother.
Sitting up straighter, she asked, “Did you sleep with me last night?”
Eyes wild with insinuation, Aidan uncharacteristically cleared his throat and shifted uneasily in his seat. “I, uh … um.”
It was then that Lucy realized what she’d said. “I mean, um, did you share the bed with me? Not, you know, that other sleep with me.“ She sucked in a breath to keep from floundering, chewing on her lip. “That’d be … silly.”
His deep laughter held a note of anxiety. “Yes. Totally silly.” He grinned over at her. “But yes, I did ‘share the bed.’ I was tired when I got in, and the bed looked more comfortable than the couch. I should’ve asked. Sorry.”
Lucy couldn’t fault him there. She didn’t respond, looking out the car window instead. The disparate parts of her soul dualled for purchase within her mind. On one hand, she was still engaged to Derek—and told Aidan the exact opposite. If her word was worth anything, she would’ve stopped this romance before it’d began.
On the other hand, when was the last time anyone had held her? Derek had abandoned their commitment, for all intents and purposes, and hadn’t shown a single ounce of affection in ages.
From the little she did remember from last night, being wrapped up in Aidan’s arms had made her feel safe. Cared for. When was the last time that’d happened for her?
Derek was forever her puppeteer, and it’d only gotten worse now that she’d left the house in Winnetka.
Shame rooted deeply within her, both at failing to honor their engagement and for double crossing Aidan. If either of them found out about each other, how would they respond?
The car ride was uneventful, save the loaded silence between them, and as soon as they’d parked, Aidan muttered something about running patrol and took off on four paws.
Lucy was bounding into the great hall moments later. Trotting down to the industrial kitchen in short order, she rifled through the stainless-steel cupboards in search of a filling meal. 
Granola bars, pop tarts, and Frosted Flakes rounded out her admittedly unwholesome meal as she claimed a stool amid the otherwise abandoned kitchen.
Chewing on the sweet and salty stick of a granola bar, Lucy’s mind wandered. Aidan had come flying into her life with little warning. Yet, somehow, the werewolf alpha had managed to become inordinately important to her even though she’d known him for less than three days. 
How had that happened? 
Was she simply clinging to the only dominant male figure in her life now that Derek was some distance away? Was Aidan acting as the rebound for her unsuccessful engagement?
Mulling through the thoughts that’d taken her by storm, Lucy turned her mind to different matters.  Given last night’s quake and the one preceding it, Gideon’s warning had rung true. She needed his assistance to keep from hurting herself or someone else. 
Downing the last of her bar, Lucy stood and dutifully took her dishes to the sink. They clattered against the stainless steel before she jogged up the stairs to the upper level.
The fresh air of the open great hall greeted her lungs, as did Jeremiah. The redheaded wonder shot her a grin as he peered around her. “Hey there, stranger! Where’s your guard dog?”
Screwing her lips to the side, Lucy rolled her eyes. “If he ever finds out you called him a guard dog, you’ll be in trouble.” 
The air Elemental held up his hands in mock surrender. “Please, don’t sell me out, Lucy. I’ve already gotten on his bad side once.”
“What did you do?” Rukia shot him a glare as she sauntered in behind him, her hands dipping into the fountain absently as she came to sit on the knee-high ledge.
“All I did was offer to make her food.”
“Knowing you, it wasn’t just food.” Rolling her eyes, Rukia turned to Lucy. “Gideon is out in the woods behind the compound if you’d like to get a few hours on training in.” 
“I’d love that! I’ll go find him.” When she went to make for the door, she stopped in her tracks. “Do I need to take something? Just in case I come across a bobcat again?”
“You came across one of our cats?” Rukia perked. “What happened?”
“Nothing. Aidan scared it off.”
The two Elementals breathed a sigh of relief in unison, but it was Rukia who spoke. “Animals won’t ever hurt you, Lucy. We’re of the earth, and they accept us just like we accept them. They’re curious and tend to visit when we walk the woods or swim the seas. The bobcats are thoroughly familiar with our kind.”
Expelling the breath she’d been holding, Lucy’s lips tightened. “I’m glad Aidan didn’t hurt her, then.” 
Rukia only nodded, her attention turning back to the water that splashed happily in the basin beside her. “I think I’ll head to the lake.”
Jeremiah shrugged and bid them both farewell as Rukia departed through the front doors and he vanished into the back hallways. Left alone once more, Lucy’s arms wove through her peacoat as she strode confidently toward the outdoors in eager search of Gideon.
Brilliant sunlight illuminated the day, even though the brisk October wind licked at her face. Smiling, condensation rose from her lips as she exhaled. Finding refuge in the vibrantly painted thicket behind the compound’s real estate, she let herself relax into nature. 
Her feet found their way through the forested area, her hands lingering on the rough bark of a tree, and her eyes feasting on the autumn colors that’d begun to fall.
She found Gideon with his legs crossed and his hands rooted in the soil—literally. Roots and vines crawled up his forearms from where he’d connected with the earth, his eyes closed.
“Gideon?”
At the sound of his name, he perked. “Lucy! Was beginning to wonder where you two had gone off to.”
She shrugged. “We visited my mom at a care facility in Winnetka. I’ve been a bit worried about her since I’ve been here.”
“Ah, I see. I’m glad you found time to go.” He grinned. “Game to give a bit of training a go?”
Nodding eagerly, she sat down beside him, her hands already connecting with the earth. Gideon’s hearty chuckle warmed her soul as he launched into a detailed description of the earth’s crust, and how earth Elementals related to it. Lucy listened, enraptured, to every single word.
After two hours of training, Lucy’s toes were nearly frozen and her nose wouldn’t stop running, but she’d never been happier. She’d managed to bloom a small oak sapling from a seed, and watched it climb two feet off the ground as she “fed” its growth.
Gideon looked on, beaming like a proud uncle.
On a wild hair, Lucy asked the question that’d been hovering on the edges of her mind since the first night she’d arrived in Paracel. “How well do you know Aidan?”
Blinking, Gideon inhaled as he digested the question. “Honestly, I haven’t spent any real amount of time with him. I know very little of him, though most of my peers in other nations think highly of him. Why do you ask?”
“Oh, just, ah—“ she shrugged, ”—just wondering.”
Gideon took pity on her. “I don’t fault you for it. I’d love to know my abductor a bit better, too.”
Eyes widening, Lucy shook her head. “He’s—he’s not my abductor.”
“No?”
“He rescued me.” What’s more was the Lucy was beginning to believe it.
Gideon cocked his head to study her. “Is that how you see it?”
“Shouldn’t that be how I see it?”
Reaching out, Gideon gently trailed his fingers across the oak’s diluted green leaves. “A thousand different people can read a book, and a thousand different people will have read a thousand different stories. You were taken from your home by a man you didn’t know. Not with the intent to do you harm, but how would you have known that?” He grunted, the sound a mixture of a scoff and a laugh. “If it makes you feel better, I was the one who asked him to pick you up. He was doing me a favor.”
“So, you’re my abductor then?”
“If you’d like.” Standing, Gideon’s chuckle echoed against the nearly frozen woodland. “Come on, we better get back inside. It’s cold out here.”
“I’m going to stay out just a bit longer. See if I can grow this little sapling a bit more.”
He softened. “Don’t strain yourself. You’re doing really well, Lucy, and I’m proud of what we accomplished today.”
While she beamed under his compliment, she waved a goodbye as he took off toward the compound. The barest beginnings of confidence bloomed within her at his words, and she sat up a little straighter from where she rested upon the ground.
Grasping hold of the sapling’s thin trunk, she concentrated on the tender stalk that formed its base. Gideon’s words echoed in her mind, reminding her that she was one with the earth, that when she asked, the earth would respond to her call.
The oak inched upwards, and instantly, she grinned at the success. Standing, she looked down with pride at the newest work of her ability.
Content, she let herself relax.
Under her feet, soil and roots suddenly pinged into her consciousness. It was as if she had a comprehensive map of the root structure underground. Of the tree’s underground tentacles, and the rocks that speared through the topsoil. Of the individual shards of grass. The animals that scurried through the soil.
The awareness was all-encompassing and overpowering. Lucy’s knees buckled at once and sent her careening to the ground with a hard jolt. She ended up facedown, gasping for air, but only capable of taking gulps.
Too much. Too soon. 
Her mind was a blank canvas that’d suddenly been painted with vibrant colors too vivid for the untested infancy of her ability. Blackness engulfed her before she could cry out for help.




Chapter Seventeen


Aidan was only minutes away from the compound when the warning howl of his wolf rippled through him. A single stuttering step was all he took before he surged forward once more, compelled by pure, unadulterated terror.  
Lucy was easy to track; her seductive rosy scent was impossible to mistake, and he could follow his bond to her anywhere. The wolf under his skin tracked her through the forested area nestled behind the compound with pinpoint accuracy, but when he spotted her lying prone and unmoving on the woodsy floor, dread pooled in his gut.
Shifting midair, he called out to her. “Lucy!” 
He rushed to her side, delicately lifting her from the earth, and nestling her into his arms. Feeling helpless was not an emotion Aidan experienced often, but today, he felt it to the core of his being.
“Gideon!” 
Aidan’s scream echoed throughout the community as he clutched her close and sprinted back toward the compound. The name pierced the air once more after he kicked open the door before him, uncaring that his vicious tirade was inspiring panicked looks among the Elementals.
It was fortunate the Elemental monarch appeared when he did. Gideon’s eyes went to Lucy’s face, then he swiftly checked for a pulse. 
Pivoting, the monarch started down a hallway Aidan had yet to explore. “Follow me, Aidan.” 
Too concerned for the female that lay in his arms, Aidan didn’t object to the command. He dutifully followed, and he felt Jeremiah take up the rear. 
Gideon led him to an infirmary of sorts and directed him to lay her on a rich patch of earth that’d been cut out in the floor. Nearby, pools of water and open-air vents, large enough for a person, filled the remaining space.
Aidan laid her against the cool earth, horizontal, and rested on his haunches beside her, agitated. Gideon knelt beside her and laid a hand on her shoulder, concentration brimming on his features as he studied her in earnest.
“She couldn’t have been down long,” Jeremiah explained from behind Aidan. “Gideon just came in from training her not five minutes ago.”
Gideon shook his head once, even as his eyes lingered on her passive features. “I have a feeling her ability jumped to the next level, and it overloaded her system.”
“What does that mean?” Aidan growled, bordering on feral as he glared at the other man and shot to his feet.
“Earth Elementals have various levels of ability.” Tone even, Gideon remained seated next to the younger Elemental. “Lucy will prove powerful one day, perhaps even more powerful than I, but she must learn to control it. Before she matures, there may be periods of time when she gets a taste of that full strength, but now, when she’s so green, it’ll sap all her energy.”
Unappeased, the wolf in Aidan bordered on feral. “Why the hell weren’t you with her?”
A flare of suppressed irritation passed behind Gideon’s golden eyes. “I cannot be with her all the time, wolf. Given the work we do, there are more important things—“
Aidan’s hand fisted around Gideon’s throat before he could finish his sentence. Overwhelming rage coursed under his skin as the feral part of his nature surfaced and the barrage of wrath flooded every cell of his body. 
Aidan’s teeth bared in warning. The wolf contained within was calling the shots now, too drenched in hysteria to reclaim any hint of domesticity. 
The Elemental monarch, however, remained calm even with his airway cut off. Gideon’s molten eyes watched him, his tawny skin coloring with rushing blood.
Unthinking, all Aidan could do was continue to crush Gideon’s neck in the rage that twisted his mind. Yet, underneath the black haze of madness that’d narrowed his vision, he recognized he was in the wrong.
But his feet were suddenly tethered to the ground, locked in place as roots coiled around his legs with infinite strength. Sliding against his body like wooden snakes, the uncompromising branches crushed inward against him, enough to leave bruises. Behind him, Jeremiah roared in anger, but he felt no attack from the other Elemental.
Instead, he felt the cool blade of a dagger at his neck and heard the savage hiss of a vampire whose mate was being threatened. “Let. Him. Go.” 
Rona.
But it wasn’t the dagger at his neck that made Aidan return to civility. It wasn’t the fact that Gideon’s mouth had started to seep blood. And it wasn’t the pressure collapsing in on his body from the roots that’d tangled around him with such force that he had begun to feel lightheaded.
It was Lucy’s voice.
“What’s going on?”
As soon as he released Gideon’s neck, the crushing force of the roots rescinded and disappeared back into the earth on which he stood. Aidan forgot about the others in the room and focused solely on the one person that mattered most.
“Lucy!” Aidan coiled his body protectively around hers as she sat up from the earth, shivering. “I found you unconscious outside.”
She nodded from where she nestled against his chest, her voice small and weak. “It was too much. I just heard too much from the earth.”
Exhaling with bitter relief that it’d been as Gideon had predicted, he brought his gaze up to regard the man whom he had nearly strangled. Jeremiah and Rona were now shadows behind Gideon, casting Aidan murderous glares. 
Dagger nowhere to be seen, Rona’s hand lingered possessively on Gideon’s arm, the vampire wearing the warning color of summer blue in her eyes.
But Gideon held no contempt in his gaze. No resentment. Only question.
And though his words were hoarse from Aidan’s attack, the meaning rang true. “Is she your mate, Aidan?”




Chapter Eighteen 


Dizzy from her recent episode, Lucy was certain she’d heard Gideon wrong. Blinking, it was all she could do to reassemble the words in her fuzzy brain. 
“Mate?” Lucy echoed the words against the solid wall of Aidan’s chest. While the wolf had stilled against her, he hadn’t extracted her from his embrace.
“My wolf has laid claim, Gideon.”
Paralyzed at Aidan’s response, she could only remain nestled into him as her hands groped at the light t-shirt he wore. Lucy was conscious of the Elemental monarch quieting for a moment before speaking again.
This time, Gideon’s voice had regained its natural clarity. “Aidan, I don’t fault you for what you did, especially as you’re in the process of mating.” A brief pause. “However, should you ever endanger my people or move on them with the intention of harm, I will not be as lenient as I was today.”
Gideon continued as Lucy swiveled her head to regard him. Now, the monarch that stood before them was the very picture of dignified sovereignty, but his eyes held a warning that would not be assuaged. 
“While you are here, Aidan, you are in my domain. My territory. As such, you will act accordingly. If you assault me again, I won’t hesitate to put you six feet under. Do you understand me, wolf?”
Lucy became conscious that Aidan was deliberately holding Gideon’s stare, willing the other man to cower before him. The werewolf wouldn’t—or couldn’t—readily surrender to another. 
And just as quickly, she knew this would end bloody if she didn’t do something.
Pivoting in his arms, she delicately lifted her hands to either side of Aidan’s face. Eyes the color of his wolf, Aidan’s predatorial nature had surfaced and would not be pacified. Lip curling in a snarl, he was more beast in that moment than man.
In desperation, she rose to her knees and deliberately locked her eyes with his. “Stop this. Please, Aidan. Gideon has been nothing but kind to us. Look at me, Aidan. Look. At. Me.”
In the tense three seconds that ticked by after her plea, silence hung in the infirmary. Then, as if by miracle, Aidan’s pale eyes flicked to her face as the weight of his dominance fell on Lucy. Everything in her begged her to blink, to cast her eyes away in submission. 
But this was Aidan. Her Aidan. And she knew, without a doubt, that if she were to look away, she’d lose him back to a battle of wills with the Elemental monarch.
“Come now, Aidan.” Lucy gingerly got to her feet while she maintained his eye contact. “I’m tired. I want to go and rest.”
It was the only thing she could think of to get him back on track. Immediately, the color of his eyes shifted to a muted tea green as concern darkened his expression. Aidan completely disregarded their crowd and swung her into his arms and held her tightly against his chest, her legs cast over one arm while her arms went around his neck.
“Lucy.” His words caressed her ears as she snuggled into him, eager in his embrace. Inhaling into the nook of her neck, Aidan’s chest vibrated with a soothing hum.
Without a word to their audience, he effortlessly carried her down the hallway. Heavy steps traipsed against the wood flooring as the sound reverberated against the corridor’s walls. 
As he carried her across the threshold, Aidan didn’t stop until he’d reached the bedroom and tenderly lowered her onto the mattress. He knelt beside the mattress, and his hands came up to cup her leg and gently tugged at the zipper on her boot. Repeating the mechanics on the other side, his hands lingered on her stockinged feet.
Eyes of green and grey, tinged with concern and compassion, gazed longingly up at her from where he knelt beside her. A boyishly unhappy expression, and one so unlike the wolf she had come to know, loitered upon his features. 
Unable to take it any longer, she cupped his face and brought her lips to his.
Moaning at the contact, he gathered her in his arms and lowered her onto the mattress. His body pressed against hers as he lifted her to the center of the bed, wrapped up in him.
Possessive and insistent, Aidan’s mouth moved against hers and demanded every ounce of her with unfailing certainty. Lucy caved to his will as she clutched the massive werewolf and scraped her fingers down his back.
Arching into the contact, his weight dropped lower over her as he collapsed above her. She coveted the contact, desperate to feel his closeness. His teeth scraped over the skin of her neck as he broke away from her mouth, a shiver rippled through her frame. 
Blood pumped in her ears as she felt an uncontrollable urge to solidify their connection, though how, she didn’t know. Couldn’t decipher. Didn’t understand. 
But Aidan did, and she needed to know his intentions.
Lucy’s hands came to his chest and pushed. Without delay, Aidan lifted away from her and came to hover just above her. Confusion knit his eyebrows together and once again rendered him entirely too boyish.
“Aidan, we need to talk.” 
Her hands shoved at the immovable wall of his chest again, but this time, it was met with a single low whine, colored with the sound of his wolf. It was as if the wolf still held sway over the man. Though the beast wasn’t in his eyes, that the predator under Aidan’s skin was calling the shots.
Lucy shook her head. “Aidan, talk to me. I need to hear you speak.”
Aidan’s mouth opened as he blinked once. Twice. “Lucy.”
Smiling, she gently sat up from under his body. “Yes, Aidan. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on. Tell me why your wolf has laid claim.”
Awareness dawned behind his eyes as he mirrored her actions and came to sit by her side against the headboard. “I’ve felt the mating call with you. My wolf wants to claim you as his.”
“Your wolf? What about you?” She turned to study his profile as he inhaled, and his eyes found hers.
“We are one in the same, Lucy,” Aidan answered honestly, his voice a whisper. “I can’t deny the fact that I—I want you.”
Lucy’s shoulders sagged, and her hand found his on the bed beside her. Tangling her fingers through his, she let the warmth of his palm soothe her. “Aidan, I—this,” she huffed a sigh. “I can’t do this right now.”
“I’m sorry. I know you said you wanted rest—“ 
“No, I can’t do this. I can’t do us. I can’t be in a relationship with you, especially not as your … your mate.“ Tearful, she wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I don’t even know what a mate is.”
Sitting up taller beside her, Aidan explained, “For werewolves, a mate is person you spend your entire life trying to find. The second half of your soul. It’s a bond like none other, Lucy. Deeper than marriage. More important than a career or a pack or money. A mate is everything.”
In a whisper, she confessed, “I can’t be your everything, Aidan. I—I haven’t had good luck with men. Derek—my fiancé—he’s not kind.”
“Did he hurt you?” Aidan’s voice was barely more than a growl.
“No—no, he never physically hurt me, he just—his words, his actions, nothing I ever did was good enough for him.”
“Lucy, it won’t be like that between us.” His fingers sifted through hers. “I promise I’ll never hurt you.”
“You just strangled Gideon! What’s to say that you wouldn’t do that—“ her voice caught, and she swallowed down her fear, ”—what’s do say you wouldn’t do that to me?”
Glancing over at his silence, it was to find horror etched in the lines of Aidan’s face, his eyes wide and filled with disgust—not at her, but at himself.
She looked away. “I can’t do this, Aidan. Please just, just go. I need some time to think. Alone.”
Mute, Aidan stood without a sound and strode from the bedroom. Lucy didn’t look back as she heard the door snick shut behind him. Instead, she collapsed on the bed as tears drained from her eyes.
She sobbed soundlessly against the covers, her fingers clutching at the sheets that smelled of Aidan’s woodsy scent.
Because of Derek and her own compliance, because she was mired in guilt and laden with shame, she’d ruined any opportunity for a life with Aidan. If he knew what she’d done behind her back, if he knew she’d told Derek and Citizens about exactly who he was, what would Aidan do?
Aidan was the single good thing that’d happened in her life since she’d become an Elemental, and she had already ruined it.




Chapter Nineteen


Past the black emotion that churned through his mind, Aidan knew he needed to calm himself. His wolf was overcome with despair at the thought of losing his mate, and Aidan’s anger at the situation was rapidly escalating. The feral beast had already usurped control once today, viciously leaping to the forefront when he’d needed to stay caged. 
Aidan had made more than one mistake today, and he was living to regret it.
Footfalls sounded against the stairs as he strutted up the stairs into the blindingly bright great hall. Growling under his breath at the sun, he barely noticed that Rukia stood off to the side of the hall.
The water Elemental was watching him like a Tiger shark, eyes narrowed caustically. She shouldered off the wall and deliberately stepped into his path.
“What’s your problem, wolf?” Her voice held enough salt to cauterize a wound.
Aidan leveled an indignant gaze at her as he stopped short and folded his arms across his chest. “Get out of my way, woman.”
“We welcomed you here as a token of friendship, one nation to another,” Rukia sneered as the thick weave of her braid swung behind her. “And you spit in our faces with cruelty and contempt. I repeat: what is your problem?”
“Gideon left Lucy alone, and she fainted in the wilderness when her abilities overtook her. She could have died out there!”
“She wouldn’t have died, Aidan, she’s an Elemental. Besides, what did you expect, wolf? That Gideon babysits her?” she scoffed.
Aidan hesitated. While he understood that what he was asking for was impossible, he couldn’t forgive the slight. “He should have taken better care of her.”
“Isn’t that your job?” Rukia’s face softened as Aidan’s resolve melted. “Listen, we can’t watch her every moment of every day.  These things happen as Elementals mature, Aidan, so you need to get used to it.” 
Rukia continued, uncrossing her arms. “One day, Lucy’s powers will be immense, and I have no doubt she’ll give Gideon a run for his money. But you have to understand that Gideon is our leader, and while you’re here, you have to respect that. Strangling him in his own compound is unacceptable, wolf, and the fact that Rona didn’t kill you is a testament to her goodwill.”
Aidan felt shame creep into his bones. For once, his wolf acknowledged the abhorrence of his actions. Sighing in resignation, Aidan caught Rukia’s stalwart gaze. “Where is Gideon?”
Jerking her head toward the offices, Rukia smiled darkly. “Go apologize, but know that if you ever touch him again, I’ll drown you.”
A sickly-sweet smile pasted on her face before she pivoted on her heel and sauntered away. Had Aidan ever questioned the female’s worth, he certainly didn’t now. Reluctant, he changed course and veered toward the offices.
Though his wolf bristled at the apology that was forming in his mind, the animal well understood the need. Even alphas made mistakes. 
As he strode into the hallway that led to Gideon’s office, he passed by Jeremiah’s open office door. The redhead immediately stood when Aidan passed and filled the hallway behind him, thin shards of wind whistling at Aidan’s back in warning. 
Fortunately, Gideon’s door was wide open, and the man was sitting behind his desk with a less-than-enthused expression on his face.
When the Elemental realized it was Aidan in the doorway, he sat back in his chair, but he beckoned the wolf inside with a welcoming tilt of his head.
Aidan leisurely took the seat opposite him and slung an arm over the back of the chair. “I am unaccustomed to apologizing for my actions, Gideon.”
“I can imagine, but I won’t ask you for one, Aidan. It’s my understanding that, during the mating ritual, wolves tend to be possessive.”
Gideon’s voice was no longer rusty as he spoke. However, it didn’t escape his notice that the Elemental’s neck bore a sizable bruise in the impression of a handprint. 
“Be that as it may, what I did was unacceptable and I—“ Aidan swallowed harshly as the words ground out of him, ”—I apologize.”
Gideon waved it off dismissively. “Water under the bridge, Aidan, but I appreciate it. It is lucky, however, that Rona did not murder you.”
Aidan mirrored the smirk that was rising on Gideon’s features. “Yes, lucky indeed. Would have put a damper on the peace accords we signed no less than three months ago.”
“No doubt.” Gideon reclined into his chair, tenting his hands with his elbows on the chair’s arms. “Forgive me if I am too forward, Aidan, but may I ask if you intend on completing the mating bond with Lucy?”
Pensive, Aidan’s gaze dropped to study the bonsai tree on Gideon’s desk as his mind pondered the thought, but he wouldn’t bring Lucy’s disclosure into the light. “I am the last person Lucy should mate with.”
“So, you would prefer she mate with another?”
Wolf lunging to the surface, Aidan’s eyes turned a pale citrus as he fought against the rage that boiled within him. “Absolutely not.”
“Then you would commend her to a life of loneliness?” 
“No.” Wolf growling ferally through his throat, Aidan struggled to work through the feelings Gideon’s questions had brought up.
Shrugging, Gideon’s lips formed a comical line. “By your own admission, it appears as though the only acceptable path forward would be for you to mate with her.”
Grumbling, the werewolf shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “I don’t recall asking for your advice, Elemental.”
A good-natured laugh emitted from Gideon’s lips. “It seems only yesterday Drake was in my office warning me off Rona with his own unsolicited advice. How times have changed.”
“I’m unsurprised Drake did so.” Aidan couldn’t help the smile that had begun to line his lips. “He seems the domineering type.”
“Not unlike another I know,” Gideon replied as he held Aidan’s gaze. “While he had good reason to, Drake couldn’t see that Rona and I were going to be together regardless of his approval or not. Sometimes, two people are meant for each other. And not a thing in the world can keep them apart.”
Aidan sighed as the reality of Gideon’s words rang true. He stayed silent while his mind played through the very real possibility of mating with Lucy and the consequences of his actions. That was if she ever consented to taking that next step. 
The Elemental monarch stayed mute, thankfully, as Aidan pondered his situation.
Moments later, however, Jeremiah came to stand in the doorway behind him. He remained a silent shadow until Gideon beckoned him inside.
Jeremiah sat in the chair next to Aidan and propped his feet on Gideon’s desk. “There’s some chatter about holding another summit meeting. Expanded to include all of the vampire council members, the Raeth’s top tier, and all of your U.S. alphas, Aiden.”
“Seems we’d be quite outnumbered,” Gideon countered, raising an eyebrow at his comrade.
Jeremiah’s tone was flippant as he responded. “Seems that way, Gid, but Nina recommended we hold it here, in Paracel, to counterbalance.”
As Gideon digested the dilemma, Aidan spoke. “How many Raeths would be present?”
“Nero, Zeke, and Isaiah, of course,” Jeremiah named off the Raeth sovereigns, “and probably two of their leadership each. Maybe nine total?”
“With the five major pack alphas and me, that’s six wolves.” Aidan’s eyebrows raised in contention. “Nine vampire council members and Drake, that’s ten on their side.”
Gideon nodded. “We could expand to include Aaron and Tyee, and Toni could attend with Drake. That’d leave us at six. Or seven, if you want Lucy to attend, Aidan.”
Aidan inhaled sharply. “What purpose would this hold other than to introduce the nations to each other?”
“Just that, Aidan,” Jeremiah quipped. “Besides the fact that we’re supposed to play nice and all that, we’re in constant communication with each other now. Put faces to names and all that.”
“When would this take place?” 
Jeremiah looked to Gideon for confirmation. “A week. Two, maybe.”
“Tight timeline for such a large event that—oh yeah—we’re supposed to host.” Rukia’s disagreeable voice sounded from the doorway. 
Gideon shrugged. “Might as well, Rukia. We have the facilities, and we’re centralized.”
Aidan fixated on the other man. For a leader, Gideon was far more nonchalant than Aidan ever had been, and he governed his people with an almost laissez-faire attitude. It didn’t, however, inspire anything less than complete loyalty from his subjects. Based purely on the staunch devotion of his two leading companions, Aidan judged him to be nothing less than a keen and magnanimous leader.
He’d certainly shown Aidan leniency.
“My alphas can assist in the set up.” 
The offer had slipped from his mouth before he thought better of it, but Aidan didn’t regret it. Even the most devout alpha needed a vacation occasionally, regardless that they’d all been together and away from their dens not three days ago.
“We’d be appreciative, Aidan,” Gideon replied smoothly. 
A tentative knock came to the door, but Aidan wasn’t surprised. He’d heard Lucy’s footfalls well before she’d arrived in the hallway. His wolf, however, had taken up pacing in his chest as his would-be mate neared.
“Aidan?” Lucy’s voice commandeered his attention instantly. “Your phone wouldn’t stop ringing, so I picked it up. Um, Sagan needs you to call him. It sounded urgent.”
He was out of his chair and retrieving his phone from Lucy within seconds, muttering a soft thank you. Bringing it to his ear, he nodded gratefully at Lucy as he slipped out of Gideon’s office and strode away.
Sagan picked up within one ring. “Aidan, we have a situation with a rogue in Dubuque.”
“Where’s Icari?” All business, Aidan’s voice was a cutting blade.
“She’s taking care of the rogue in the twin cities, and my other beta is tracking a rogue in Minnesota. Though I’d go by myself, I can’t leave my den unprotected.”
“Status on the rogue in Dubuque?”
“Wolf form, but attacking humans with clear intelligence. Breaking into houses through windows. He’s killed three now.” Sagan’s voice held notes of strain that transmitted readily over the airwaves.
“Stay with your pack, Sagan,” Aidan demanded. “I’ll see to the rogue in Dubuque.”
“Thank you, alpha.” Relief ebbed through the other man’s voice as Aidan signed off. Sighing reluctantly, Aidan headed back toward the offices at a brisk clip. 
Taking care of a rogue was necessary business in this day and age. With the rise of media, camera phones, and the internet, word spread faster and gained momentum far more easily than in ages past. What rogues lacked in decorum, they made up for in viciousness. 
They lived for the kill. They lived for destruction. They lived for the wolf.
The werewolf alpha breezed through the doorway to stand just inside Gideon’s office as silence washed up against him. “I have to go. There’s a rogue loose in Dubuque that I need to take care of.”
Lucy twisted around in her chair, concern brushing across her delicate features. “A rogue?”
“A werewolf who has given in to their baser natures. Unfortunately, they kill indiscriminately, and this one is no different.”
Lucy stood quickly, facing him. “I’m coming with you.”
“I can’t afford to be slowed down, Lucy.” 
Spinning, he took off toward the exit, but heard her shadowing behind him as he palmed the Jeep’s keys. Without a vehicle, there would be no way to transport the rogue’s body back to the den. In this case, he couldn’t afford to run as the wolf.
Lucy trailed him as far as the parking lot, clutching her purse, before Aidan let out a reprimanding sigh and turned to face her. He poured all the dominance into his voice that he could muster. “Stay here, Lucy.”
“Absolutely not.”
The sheer strength of her conviction shocked Aidan. Had he told anyone else to stay put, they’d have done so immediately. With her, it’d simply rolled off her back like he was a mere pup trying out his bark.
Under his skin, his wolf growled in approval.
Aidan’s forehead wrinkled as he regarded the woman who might prove to be his mate. “Lucy, it’s dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Feeling’s mutual, Mr. Wolf.” Lucy defiantly walked past him. 
As he watched, she stepped over to the Jeep and hopped into the passenger side. The door slammed behind her. Too stunned to do otherwise, Aidan simply followed her lead. The engine growled a greeting as it turned over, and Aidan gunned it toward the interstate.
For the first half hour, neither spoke. Lucy played with the hemline of her sweater and picked at the leather on the seat, and Aidan flipped through radio stations as if they were going out of style. But neither uttered a single word.
That was, until Lucy decided the silent treatment was over. “Did you apologize to Gideon?”
Aidan cleared his suddenly dry throat. “Yes.”
“Good.” Lucy’s ruby red lips smiled sweetly at him as her eyes warned he was playing with fire. “Just because you’re a super powerful werewolf alpha doesn’t mean you can strangle someone whenever they make you angry.”
Grunting, Aidan gazed out the windshield as he drove. But as he contemplated the opinion, her words steadily dissolved his harsh temperament. “You’re right, Lucy.”
“And?”
Stiffening against the seat, he consciously let go of his stubbornness. “And I’m sorry.”
From beside him, Lucy’s fingertips crept to cup the back of his neck, then sifted through the short hair at the base of his nape in a comforting massage. Relaxing into her contact, it was all Aidan could do to keep his eyes on the road and not melt into a puddle of wolf stew.
“You’re quite stubborn, Aidan.”
Eyelids lowering slightly against the pleasure of her adept fingers, he managed to respond. “Par for the course, love.”




Chapter Twenty


By the time they’d arrived in Dubuque, Lucy was an expert on rogues. Aidan had given her a download of rogue behavior, tendencies, and weaknesses. A studious learner, she had even taken notes on her phone, much to her partner’s delight. 
During the car ride, Aidan had warned her that he’d have to track the rogues in wolf form and would therefore be unable to communicate with her. But first, he had to get a bead on their location. 
They parked out of sight in the warehouse district by the river. Abandoned buildings dotted the rusty urban landscape as they exited the car and breathed in the chilled, late autumn air. Railroad tracks littered the landscape closer to the river, but they wouldn’t be going far. 
All Aidan needed was someplace out of sight but close to the heart of the city.
Keen eyes traced over the surrounding cityscape with predatorial awareness as Lucy watched. Then, upon confirming they weren’t within sight of any humans, he threw his head back and howled.
Astonished, Lucy’s hand went to her chest as she gaped in awe. 
To see the man, fully human, howl the song of his predator was entirely otherworldly, so much so that she almost couldn’t believe it. It became even more eerie when a second voice joined in, and then a third. 
Sagan had been wrong. There wasn’t just one rogue, there were two.
Aidan’s howl quieted seconds later, the predator standing supernaturally still before her. His focus was trained on the diminishing voices of the two distinct howls fading from the wind and pinpointing their precise locations.
“Let’s go, Lucy.”
Having gotten a bead on the first predator’s location, Aidan gunned the Jeep into gear, and they were roaring through the city’s cement trails moments later. Fortunately, the first wolf had taken up residence just beyond the city limits in heavily forested acreage.
Gravel roads opened to a partially obscured parking lot, completely devoid of life. The small lot was ringed by tall spruces, thick pines, and trees painted in various shades of orange and red.
Parking the car at the far edge of the lot (and mostly out of sight), Aidan turned to Lucy. “Don’t get out of the car, no matter what you see or hear, Lucy. I mean it. Promise me.”
The look on his face told her he was dead serious. “I promise.”
Satisfied, Aidan turned back to peer out the front windshield. “If something happens, I want you to get in the driver’s seat and get out of here.”
“Okay.” Suddenly meek, Lucy held her breath.
He offered her one last snippet of information before he exited the vehicle. “Just so you know, it’ll get bloody.”
The door slammed shut behind him. Dipping her head to look at him out the front of the window, she focused on the man’s movements as he walked to the front of the car. In less than a second, the man she knew collapsed bonelessly into the form of a wolf. 
Gasping at the swiftness of the change, she could only marvel at the regal wolf that now stood in his place.
The animal threw his head back and howled again into the eerie quiet of the surrounding woods. Obsidian black, his coat shone magnificently as he continued the howl. They didn’t have to wait long: the answering song was close.
Aidan’s howl cut off just as the other wolf exploded through the trees and made a beeline for him. Colored similarly to a husky, the wolf was a white and black streak as he charged Aidan, but he was no juvenile.
Baring razor-sharp fangs in a snarl, Aidan met the other wolf head-on. He collided with the rogue in vicious assault, attacking him with fatal intentions. Splitting apart after their first encounter, the wolves circled each other.
It was only then that Lucy realized the other wolf was staggering. Foam laced the rogue’s mouth. In Aidan’s account of rogues, these symptoms hadn’t been identified on the lengthy list.
The rogue attacked no less than a moment later, going for the throat. Aidan deftly feigned away, his claws biting into the earth as teeth connected with his opponent’s scruff. With a hair-raising growl, he flung the other wolf away from him and into the unforgiving ground.
That was when the second rogue appeared.
A deep, mahogany brown, the second rogue wore a savage grin and his mouth dripped with foam. Now, Aidan was outnumbered. And unlike typical rogues, these two coordinated their assault.  
Aidan, however, was no novice. 
Skillfully evading both wolves, he focused his attention on the first, his triangle shaped ears pricked toward the original rogue. But given the two rogues that he was up against, whenever he went after the first, the second attacked.
Fearful for his safety, Lucy’s resolve was swift and irrevocable. She’d promised she wouldn’t get out of the car, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t help him.
Concentrating on the earth below them, she felt the roots and soil ping into her awareness. The earth unfolded before her with an eagerness to respond to her bidding. But before she could fully grasp the nature of her element, roots erupted out of the ground as if sentient.
Using the distraction, Aidan lunged forward to encircle his teeth around the husky-colored wolf’s neck, biting deeply and dropping its limp carcass a moment later. But as Aidan went to evade the second, he stumbled over the roots that’d broken free of the ground.
Off balance, the rogue took advantage and latched onto the sensitive flesh of Aidan’s flank.
Blood splattered over the ground as the flesh gave way to the teeth that’d lodged in his skin. Lucy clasped her hands over her mouth to remain mute and deadly still, knowing that any small movement might distract Aidan.
The wound, however, disengaged the other wolf and freed Aidan from its attack. In a flash of speed, the obsidian wolf locked his jaws around the rogue’s neck with crushing force. Though the rogue fought, it was a losing battle.
Within seconds, Aidan’s jaws had crushed the rogue’s windpipe, snapping the spinal cord in one fatal blow.
The roots rescinded back into the earth just as Aidan collapsed.
Blood pooled around him, even as he attempted to stand, but his wound was too severe. No longer able to stand the separation, Lucy opened the car door and dashed toward him. Skidding to a stop next to the downed animal, she went to her knees beside him. She gingerly ran her hands over his matted fur as he struggled against the agony of his wounds.
“Aidan, how do I help you?” Desperation dripped from her lips as she fought against the tears that were threatening to spill. 
Too large for her to carry, Lucy couldn’t get him into the car by herself. Nor did she want to risk dragging him, considering his injuries. Instead, she simply curled up behind him on the ground, his blood seeping into her clothes.
The soft fur of his onyx coat warmed her body as she watched the panting motion of his breath. Lucy lightly ran her hands along the unblemished areas of his coat, offering what little comfort she could.
Within minutes, however, Aidan’s breathing had become steadier. She propped herself up on her elbow to examine his wounds and was shocked with how rapidly they had healed. Many of them had slowed their bleed, and several had already sealed.
Lucy fought the urge to weep with relief. 
She gently probed the areas where blood matted his fur, needing to know if they’d begun healing. Satisfied, she gingerly caressed the soft fur of his muzzle, his ears. Her hands smoothed down the unmarked portions of the wolf’s coat as she hummed a nonsensical tune behind him.
Ten minutes later, Aidan opened his citrus eyes.
With a belabored sigh, the wolf shifted seamlessly into the man under her touch. His wounds were even more garish without the concealing layer of his coat, but Aidan didn’t falter as he sat up gingerly and braced an arm behind him.
Lucy hugged his broad shoulders, unable to resist holding him close, but was careful to avoid the wounds that marred his skin. The injury on his flank was the worst, the flesh yet hanging off his body and weeping a steady crimson red.
“Aidan, we have to get you in the car. Get you to a hospital.”
He shook his head doggedly even as his eyelids half lowered. “No hospital, Lucy. I’ll heal in a few hours.”
Even though his voice calmed her, she fretted. Aidan sat still against the blood-soaked ground, pale and markedly exhausted. Biting her lip, she rose to her feet and tugged at his limp arm. 
“Come on, Aidan, we have to get you in the car.” Her eyes burned and her nose ran from the chill. “It’s too cold to stay out here when you’re wounded.”
He simply nodded once and allowed her to pull him up to standing. Swaying once, he took a deep breath and straightened. But he didn’t go to the car. With an uneasy gait, he went to the first rogue and grabbed it by the scruff of its neck. Then, he proceeded to drag it behind him as he moved slowly toward the Jeep.
Lucy jogged ahead of him and opened the trunk. Aidan threw the body into the space unceremoniously before returning for the second. As if sensing her unease, he clarified, “We can’t leave them for the authorities, Lucy. They’re too different from our wild brethren to be discovered.”
Tiredness softened his voice while he closed the trunk, the movement having reopened a portion of the sizable wound on his abdomen. Blood sprung anew from the gaping hole, so Lucy quickly took charge.
“Get in the back seat, Aidan,” she demanded, leaving no room for conversation before she bounded to the passenger side door and urged him inside.
The alpha, his breathing labored once more, was in no mood to fight. Taking his arm, Lucy supported what weight she could while they closed the scant distance between the trunk and the side of the car.
Without speaking, he collapsed inside.
She didn’t ask if she could take his cell phone, she simply stole her hand inside his pocket and took it. Using his thumb to unlock it, she punched in the number for the only wolf she knew, she waited two rings before Sagan picked up.
“Aidan?”
“No, this is Lucy. He’s been hurt. There were two rogues, not one. What do I do?”
“How bad is it?”
“He’s lost a lot of blood. Some of his wounds are healing, but there’s one that I don’t think will close on its own.”
“How big is it?”
She cringed. “It’s a flap of skin, muscle maybe, the size of my palm.”
“He conscious?”
“Barely.”
A beat of silence. “I’m assuming you took the Jeep?” 
“Yes, we did,” Lucy answered as she eagerly assessed Aidan, her teeth worrying her lower lip. His eyes had closed again, but his breathing hadn’t weakened. 
“There’s a first aid kit under the driver’s seat,” Sagan explained, his tone curt. “In there, you’ll find a needle and thread. Don’t bother with cleaning the wound; it won’t get infected. You need to sew the tissue together as best you can.”
“Okay, what then?”
“He’ll heal quickly, but he needs to rest, Lucy,” Sagan grunted over the phone, frustrated. “Did he kill both rogues?”
“He did.”
“Good.” A pregnant pause. “Lucy, may I ask, who are you, and why are you with my alpha?”
“I’m—uh—I’m the Elemental he found in Winnetka,” she explained, pursing her lips as she tried to dodge the question of her presence with the wounded werewolf.
But Sagan was no fool. “Why are you with him? That was a couple of days ago.”
Swallowing hard, she exhaled shakily. “Aidan said that I’m his mate.”
A muttered obscenity sounded clearly through the phone line before his tone softened and joy bled into Sagan’s voice. “Damn woman. We’ve been waiting for you for a very long time. Keep my alpha safe.”
Sagan hung up without another word.
Turning back to the wolf that lay prone in the car, she straightened. Lucy ditched the phone as she rooted underneath the driver’s seat in search of the first aid box. Her nails hit hard plastic, and she tightened her grip and pulled out the clear box that held what Aidan needed.
Minutes later, her hands shook as she attempted to sew the parted flesh on his abdomen back together. Dried blood had crusted over the injury and made it difficult to identify the edges of his wound. 
However, Lucy was determined to make good on Sagan’s desire that she keep Aidan from harm. The one saving grace was that Aidan had passed out once more and couldn’t feel the sting of the needle penetrating and pulling through his flesh.
Five minutes later, she’d done a patchwork job of sewing the skin back together. Yet, as she reviewed her handiwork, her vision blurred with tears. 
None of this was anything she’d ever prepared for. Aidan lay unconscious in the back of a borrowed Jeep in the middle of the woods, and she was his sole comfort. Two dead werewolves were stuffed in their trunk and the torn-up ground was saturated with blood.
And just as readily, she realized they needed to leave this place.
To be safe, Lucy fastened a lap belt around Aidan’s waist, but was careful to avoid putting any pressure on the wound that blemished his torso. Thankfully, it’d stopped bleeding, but the entire section of his abdomen was an angry red line with serrated edges.
She climbed into the driver’s seat but cast one rueful glance back at the man behind her before throttling the Jeep into gear and getting out of dodge. 
Lucy had no idea where she was going. Tears blurred the edges of her eyes as she blinked them away haphazardly, the emotion of the day battering her. In the back seat, Aidan made no noise.
There, in that moment, she realized just how close Aidan had come to death. Had she not been there, had she not demanded to go with him, the werewolf alpha might be the one dead instead of the rogues in the trunk.
Salty tears stained her face as she found a highway and headed south. Completely and hopelessly lost, it was all she could do to drive straight and under the speed limit so that no one pulled her over.
Explaining away the two dead wolves in the trunk and an unconscious man in the back seat would have been a task.
Shaking her head and sucking in a breath, she pursed her lips. The soft afternoon light shone brightly over the pavement, casting a shadow of geometric patterns of tree trunks and forested areas.  
Exhausted, Lucy continued to drive, desperately anxious about the man in the back seat. 




Chapter Twenty-One


A torturous ache twisted through his consciousness, pounding in his skull as Aidan roared back to awareness. A gentle rocking motion indicated movement, but he had no idea where he was. With a jerk, he attempted to sit up. 
He immediately regretted it. A burning sensation spread through his abdomen, causing him to collapse back against the seat. Recognition dawned as he accounted for the wounds that riddled his flesh. Then, he remembered what’d happened.
Gasping, his eyes shot open to look for his mate. “Lucy?”
“I’m here, Aidan.” Her calming voice filtered from the driver’s seat, her hand twisting back for his. “How are you feeling?”
“Never better, love.” 
Aidan grasped her fingers tightly, even though the movement made his injuries burn. Electricity flowed through her touch as she absently rubbed his wrist with her thumb. 
Lucy’s single laugh sounded without humor. “You’re a bad liar, Mr. Wolf. Stay down and sleep.”
“What did I tell you about demanding things of an alpha wolf?”
“How about this: I will beat you with a disgusting roadside hairbrush if you don’t do as I say.” Lucy’s tone told him that she was deadly serious. “Besides, Sagan said you needed rest.”
Blinking in confusion, he cleared his throat but didn’t rise from where he lay. “Sagan? When did you talk to Sagan?”
“When you passed out in the backseat of the Jeep, and I was alone with an unconscious alpha and two dead werewolves.”
Aidan clenched his eyes shut as the impact of his actions caught up with him. He’d left her alone with no connections in the middle of a blood-soaked parking lot with two freshly dead, supernatural corpses. Had anyone arrived while he’d been unconscious, the ramifications could have been disastrous.
“Ah, fates, Lucy, I’m sorry,” he confessed, overcome. “That must’ve been awful for you.”
She sniffed in the seat ahead of him. “It was.” 
Fortunately, her resourcefulness and tenacity had pulled them both through. His mate was a fighter. “Are you okay, Lucy? You’re not hurt?”
“I’m not hurt.” Lucy’s voice caught at the end, and Aidan knew without a doubt that there was a but.
Garnering every ounce of will he had, he spoke it for her. “But?”
“I was so worried about you, Aidan.” She couldn’t hold back the torment in her voice. “You were bleeding out and wouldn’t wake up. And I—I’m the one who caused you to get hurt, Aidan. I—I tried to help you, but I just ended up hurting you in the end.”
He scoffed, but the sound was both weak and forgiving. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“But it was,” the whine in her voice riled Aidan’s wolf. “Those roots, my roots, tripped you.”
“Nothing is fair in a fight, Lucy, and the fact that I tripped shouldn’t upset you.” He pressed his fingers against the stitched wound in his abdomen, stifled a whimper, and then continued speaking into the silence. “You can either carry your guilt around with you, or you can let it go. Don’t hold so tightly to it that when it loosens, you can’t let go for fear of falling.”
She was silent for a moment before saying, “Spoken like someone who holds guilt.”
Unbidden memories washed before his eyes before Aidan managed to rein in the reaction. “My guilt—it has more to do with what I couldn’t do than what I could.” 
Lucy’s voice was soft when she asked, “When?”
“When I was a youngling myself.” He paused. “When my parents died.”
“Your parents?”
“Adoptive, not biological. But my parents all the same.”
A sad hum sounded from the front seat before she twisted in her seat to briefly look back at him. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It was ages ago—literally.” He forced himself to chuckle. “Keep your eyes on the road, killer.”
Silence from the front seat as Aidan took stock of his injuries. Somewhere during the fight or thereafter, his shirt had been deemed a lost cause and discarded on the floor. Absently, his hands came to rest on the seat belt that securely fastened him to the seat. 
His lips twisted in a smirk. “You belted me in?”
“Safety first, Aidan.”
Laughter escaped his lips as he brought his arm to pillow under his head. A tall man, he was cramped in the back seat of the car, one knee propped up on the bench seat and the other flat on the floor. Comfortable, it was not, but it was the best they had.
Frowning, Aidan replayed the fight in his mind. Neither wolf had indicators of rogue tendencies. They’d attacked him head on, and almost worked in tandem. Rogues, in this day and age, seldom partnered together.
In fact, it was almost unheard of.
They’d been foaming at the mouth, and both seemed to stagger. Rogues never lost their balance. Once they gave in to the feral consciousness of their baser natures, they became one with the animal in a way that precluded such actions. In fact, the only reason Aidan and his alphas had labeled them as rogues was because there wasn’t anything else they could be.
But no, these hadn’t been typical rogues. Rather, it almost seemed as if they had become rabid.
Jaw clenching at the near impossibility, Aidan looked out the car window above his head. The sky had darkened under impending dusk, and he could make out the headlights of other cars as they bled through the windshield. Frowning, he threw a glance toward the front seat.
“Where are we, Lucy?”
“Almost back to Paracel.” Lucy sucked in a breath. “I got a little lost, but I managed to find my way back.”
Aidan’s responding smile was one of genuine appreciation. “Thank you, Lucy. I was lucky you were there.”
Gravel spitting under the tires of the car was Aidan’s only indication that they were close to their destination. He didn’t fault Lucy for returning to Paracel, no, but he didn’t covet the thought of walking into enemy territory with such wounds.
Not enemy territory, Aidan reminded himself. The peace accords had deemed the Elementals friendly. 
Wolf barking a scoff at the sentiment, Aidan attempted to sit upright in the back seat. He flipped open the buckle as he pushed off the bench seat, grimacing as pain fell afresh on his barely healed wounds. 
Gritting his teeth, he breathed a sigh of relief as he righted himself.
Preharvest cornfields passed by uneventfully outside as Lucy drove on. City lights illuminated the road ahead as they decelerated into town. Even given the late hour, Elementals littered the streets and freely practiced their abilities.
Like the dens of his breed, Paracel was truly a place where they didn’t have to hide. Aidan’s wolf growled in approval as the man smiled. Lucy would be happy here. Accepted. Cherished.
A fleeting stab of sorrow entered his mind when he thought about leaving her. And he would have to leave her. The longer he stayed, the harder it would be to resist her.
If she was adamant that she didn’t want to enter into a mating, he would respect that. Besides, he couldn’t offer her a life of luxury. No home was his to claim, and no den could afford his presence for too long. Alphas were alphas, and if he overstayed his welcome, the territory’s alpha would eventually challenge him for dominance.
It’d happened more times than he cared to admit, and no one wanted to see their den’s alpha defeated. It was why he was constantly on the move and seldom stopped to smell the roses.
Inhaling deeply, Aidan’s lips curved as he scented Lucy’s succulent aroma. He’d forever be riveted by the sweetness of her natural perfume, the deep desire to curl around her and cherish in her closeness.
“We’re here, Aidan,” Lucy called as the Jeep halted outside the compound. She turned to look back at him with eager assessment and breathed a sigh of relief. “Can you walk?”
Narrowing his eyes at the female in mock contempt, Aidan grunted, “Of course I can walk, Lucy. What do you take me for, a pup?”
A sigh fell from her lips before she flew out the door and raced around the car. By that time, however, Aidan had already stepped into the night and was waiting for her. Shirtless, he offered her his hand and jerked a chin toward the illuminated compound.
“Shall we go in?”
“I—uh—had to remove your shirt before I stitched you up.” Lucy’s mouth quirked to the side as her eyes glanced modestly away.
Chuckling, Aidan smirked down at the female. “I noticed.”
She sent him a ravishing smile. “Let’s get inside before you catch cold, Mr. Wolf.”
Lucy’s arm twined around his waist supportively, but carefully. Although Aidan didn’t need the assistance, he didn’t rebuff the offer. Instead, he happily snuggled her into his uninjured flank and planted a kiss on top of her brunette head.
Being a gentleman, he released her to open the door, even when she shot him a glare. Nevertheless, she continued inside before him.
Surprisingly, the great hall was a riot of activity. Elementals busied themselves in preparation for the upcoming summit, bodies moving to and from hauling chairs, tables, and decorations.
With a pang of regret, he realized he hadn’t called his alphas to inform them of the upcoming meeting. “I need to call my alphas.”
Lucy glanced up at him. “Once we get to the room, Aidan.”
But it wasn’t long before Gideon interrupted their plans and stood in front of them with a slightly perplexed expression. “Didn’t go well, I assume?”
“Could’ve been better,” Aidan responded. “But I’ve got two dead rogues in the trunk, so all’s well that ends well.”
Gideon inclined his head in question. “Two dead rogues? I thought there was only one?”
“So did we.” Lucy hugged her arms into her sides as her expression darkened, and she glanced up at Aidan.
Gideon’s gold eyes assessed Aidan’s injuries with a practiced eye, the Elemental leader inhaling. “You know where the infirmary is if you need it.”
He disappeared into the flurry of activity only a moment later, and the duo took the opportunity to retreat to the basement and their borrowed quarters. Lucy, however, had no intention of letting Aidan collapse on the couch.
“No, sir, Mr. Wolf.” She grabbed his arm as she tugged him toward the bedroom. “I’m cleaning you up.”
His head cocked in a very-wolf like motion, allowing the female to pull him past the bed and into the vast expanse of the bathroom. Blinking in confusion as Lucy turned on the water, Aidan merely stood and watched until she beckoned him closer.
“Don’t get any dark ideas, Aidan.” Lucy pouted her lips. “I’m keeping my clothes on. You, however, are going to strip to your boxers.”
Unused to orders being barked at him like he was a common omega, Aidan defiantly scowled at her and did nothing of her ask. Stubbornly, he deliberately crossed his arms over his chest.
“You’re such a pill sometimes,” Lucy muttered under her breath before she closed the distance between them. Instead of asking him again, her hands went to the waistband of his jeans.
That was when his wolf took over.




Chapter Twenty-Two


Fingers sliding over the buttons of his blood-soaked jeans, Lucy felt him go supernaturally still against her hands.  Freezing, she glanced up at him to assess his intent, and was greeted with the pale citrus of his wolf. Unlike last time, the intensity that shadowed his eyes was a reminder of the animal that lived under his skin.  
Unsure of how to proceed, she asked, “Can I continue?”
He gave a single, clipped nod.
His body humming with energy, Lucy let his jeans fall to the floor, his black boxer shorts preserving his modesty. “Come, Aidan, let’s rinse off the muck.”
Tentatively, she gripped his forearm and tugged, surprised when he stepped forward.
His eyes never left hers as she backed into the running water behind them. Instantly drenched, her clothes began to hang off her frame even before Aidan was completely beneath it. Water fell from the ceiling in a cascade of pure ecstasy, and Aidan’s shoulders sagged as soon as he was under it.
Warmth enveloped them both as she gingerly took a loofa from the nook in the wall. Scrubbing the material together to form a sudsy foam, she readily returned to the werewolf. His eyes were closed as he stood, relaxed, under the soothing torrent.
Delicately, the loofa traced over the broad panes of his chest and shoulders. Down the coiled muscle of his biceps and forearms. She washed away the traces of dried blood and soil that marked the utter male perfection of his torso.
Absently, Lucy’s eyes lingered appreciatively on his form as the water cascaded down the rigid valleys and peaks of his body. Then, just as quickly, her gaze skittered away as a smirk laced her lips. Now was not the time for her libido to run wild.
Aidan stood motionless as she completed her task, the running water drenching him from head to toe. Holding her breath, she moved closer to the still-healing wound that yet marred his flank. 
“Aidan, this might sting a bit as I clean it.”
A grunt was his only response. Taking a breath, Lucy delicately dabbed at the area. Already, it was looking markedly better, the raw edges of the gash seamlessly binding together. Heavy bruising ringed the outline, but overall, it looked far less dreadful than it had two hours ago.
Bubbles frothed over the naked flesh as she cautiously cleaned away the muck and the grime. Task complete, she glanced up and was surprised to find his eyes trained on her. His expression was a combination of pleasure and genuine gratefulness. 
Lucy couldn’t resist reaching up to cup his cheek tenderly. “If you sit, I can wash your hair.”
As he acquiesced, she beamed. She’d learned her lesson. In phrasing the request as a question, it no longer held the command that he would rebel against. The man sat on the cool stone of the floor as her hands came to his shoulders.
Fingers tangled through his hair moments later as she gently massaged shampoo into his scalp. Raven black hair twisted softly against the sensitive skin of her fingers as she dutifully worked it into a lather. The scent of pine shampoo filled the air as she completed her task, but she was loathed to admit she was done. It was oddly intimate, shampooing his hair, and something Lucy could readily admit to enjoying herself. All she wanted to do was curl up next to him and let the water wash away their troubles.
But Aidan was still in pain, and he needed rest.
“All clean, Aidan?”
A simple nod before she shut off the water. Withdrawing from the shower, Lucy grabbed two towels and headed back toward the wolf that’d already rose from his seated position and stood just inside the glass shower doors. Eyes of pale green fixated on her face as she approached.
“Thank you, Lucy.” His voice rang with sincerity. His hair dripped onto the perfect canvas of his shoulders as she reached up to dab at the droplets running down his chest.
Sweet, the responding smile that beamed up at him was nothing short of an expression of love. “You’d do it for me, Aidan.
Recognition flashed across his features as if he’d only just realized the truth. “I would, Lucy. I’d do anything for you.”
Heart melting, Lucy could only struggle internally to keep the tears from her eyes. The man before her was built of compassion, even if he didn’t see it himself. Pads of her fingers connecting with the faintly shadowed jawline, her smile was soft and slow.
“Come on, Aidan, let’s dry you off and get to bed.”
Though she was dripping wet herself and water pooled under her feet, every facet of her attention was focused on him. Lucy tenderly swept away the liquid that lingered and gently toweled dry his hair. 
When she was through, she smiled in satisfaction.
“All done, Mr. Wolf.” Lucy stood back to admire her handiwork, and gaze appreciatively at his mostly naked flesh. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get out of these wet clothes.”
A nod, and he stiffly strode from the bathroom. Closing the door behind him, she sank into the wood and sighed. Weariness suddenly overpowering her, she slowly stripped out of the sopping clothes and wrapped a towel around her damp body.
Fortunately, Aidan had retreated from the bedroom and closed the door into the living room, knowing that she’d need to dress.
Lucy pulled her clothes on without fanfare, snuggling into the knitted sweater with a sigh. Moving across the room, she opened the door and found Aidan wandering about the kitchen. Her eyes shot to his in question.
“Are you hungry?”
He turned, stiff, and placed a full plate in her hands. “Eat, Lucy. You haven’t had a decent meal all day.”
Surprised, she suddenly realized she was ravenous. Hunger gnawed at her gut as her mouth watered in anticipation, and she tore into the food without bothering to sit. 
In between bites, she glanced over at Aidan. “Where did this food come from?”
“You’ll have to thank Jeremiah,” Aidan said ruefully. “The pup delivered it while you were in the bath.”
“Ah, I’ll have to thank him when I see him.” 
Lucy inhaled the rest of her plate, then went back for seconds from the container Jeremiah had apparently left on the counter. Beside her, Aidan was just as quickly demolishing his food. 
Twenty minutes later, they’d both reclined into the large sofa when Lucy remembered Aidan’s task from earlier. “Don’t you need to call your alphas?”




Chapter Twenty-Three


Scrubbing a hand over his face, Aidan cringed. It was the second time he’d forgotten to call his alphas, and his absentmindedness was becoming a problem. Sighing reluctantly, he shot a text to all five of them asking for a conference call in ten minutes. 
All of them replied suspiciously quickly. 
The werewolf alpha sent a wary look to the female currently nestled into his uninjured flank. “What did you say to Sagan?”
“About you?” Lucy’s wide eyes were the picture of innocence. “That you were wounded and barely conscious.”
Aidan’s gaze narrowed. “I see.”
Her forefinger traced over the taunt muscle underneath his shirt. “He also might’ve asked who I was and why I was with you.”
“And what did you say?” 
Lucy swallowed and lowered her head to rest against his chest. “That your wolf thought I was yours.”
And out came the truth. Aidan, however, couldn’t help but allow his lips to tug into a smile. “Ah. That’s why they’re so keen to jump on a call.”
“Should I have lied?” The hesitation in her voice broke him. Her teeth bit into her lip, uncertainty splashing across the beauty of her face.
“You did nothing wrong, love,” the wolf reassured as his fingers gently caressed her neck in a gentle soothing motion. “They’d have found out regardless.”
A muffled acceptance from the woman who’d buried her face in his chest. He delighted in the contact, yet exhausted and raw over the encounter that’d occurred just hours ago. Holding her close stilled the wildness inside of him.
Two minutes later, his cell rang, which must have been his alphas calling him. Begrudgingly, he extracted himself from her embrace and went to the bedroom for whatever privacy it afforded him.
Bringing the phone to his ear, he bit out a greeting before the barrage of voices sounded over the line.
“How the mighty have fallen!”
“Where is this mate of yours?”
“When can we meet her?”
Growling, Aidan’s free hand came up and pinched the bridge of his nose as the questions persisted. Sighing heavily, he listened for no more than twenty seconds. 
But he’d already had enough. “You’re like a bunch of sorority girls, chattering away about things that don’t concern you.”
Laughter erupted from more than one of them, but it was Nova who responded with glee. “Oh, Aidan, she most certainly does concern us. You’re our alpha, and as such, who you mate with is most definitely our business.”
Aidan cringed, knowing what he’d reveal next wouldn’t go over well. “She doesn’t want to mate.”
Sutured silence met his ear as shock overtook the group. Even at this distance, he could feel the outright horror that burned in his alphas through the bonds of the pack.
Seth, forever his most trusted, was the one who broke the quietness. “Aidan, she’s your mate. Have you any idea what it’ll do to you if you lose her?”
He didn’t need the reminder. 
Mated pairs bonded so closely that one could not exist without the other. Simply put, should one leave this earth in death, the other would quickly follow. He’d seen it time and time again, most notably during the rampaging war with the vampires that’d ended more than three hundred years ago.
“We’ve yet to bond, Seth.”
“But you’re with her, Aidan. The bond will be almost impossible to resist if you continue to stay close to her.”
“Which is precisely why I’ll leave as soon as I’m able.”
Sagan growled. “What do you mean as soon as you’re able? Are you still wounded?”
“It’ll heal by tomorrow,” Aidan dismissed, then took control of the conversation. “Speaking of, I need you all here in Paracel by tomorrow evening. Apparently, the Elementals are now hosting another summit. This time, expanded to include all the vampire council members, the Raeths with their teams, and you lot.”
“Tomorrow? Short notice, no?” Riaz’s deep voice inquired sarcastically.
“The summit isn’t until later. You all, however, will be assisting with the setup.”
“How kind of you to offer our services,” Nova casually replied through the static of the phone line. The female was obviously miffed at having to leave home so quickly after she’d just returned.
Aidan grunted, unphased. “You’re welcome.”
A brief pause before Sagan spoke again in question, his tone hesitant but inquisitive. “Will Lucy be there?”
“Yes,” he admitted reluctantly.
“Good,” Sagan replied happily. “It’ll give us a chance to meet her and sing your praises.”
They all hung up on him in unison as he let out a snarl. Resisting the urge to chuck the phone through the drywall, he cracked his neck in irritation. Lucy, having heard his anger, wandered into the bedroom after a faint knock on the door.
“You okay?” Her gentleness broke him.
Moving to wrap her in his arms, he inhaled the seductive scent of rose that clung to her frame as it mixed with the potent aroma of the earth. Content, he let her warmth soothe the stresses of the day that’d settled on his shoulders.
Two fingers reached down to tilt up her chin so he could gaze into her eyes. “Thank you. For today. For taking care of me.”
And then Lucy did something he didn’t expect. 
Standing on her tip toes, she captured his lips. Shock froze every muscle in his body as her mouth moved against his, almost desperately. For a moment, it was all he could do to restrain the wolf that’d come bounding forward to play, sensing his mate’s need for comfort.
As she linked her arms around his neck, Aidan relaxed into the unmerited tenderness of her hold and let her kindness fill him. Delicate, she fell into his chest as her lips continued to move over his.
Barely able to resist the pull of the mating bond, Aidan gently wrapped her up in his arms, loving the way her curves fitted against him. His body was suddenly energized with the need to feel her closeness, feel the strength of her indomitable spirit.
Aidan withdrew from her lips moments later, desire lingering in his eyes. “Allow me to show you my appreciation, Lucy.”
Rolling her eyes, she met his gaze with resistance. “Save the flowers and chocolates, Romeo. Your wounds are still too fresh in my mind for romance tonight.”
Her palms came to rest on his pecs, pushing him away with quirked lips. By the look on her face, he knew any chance at romance tonight had been snuffed out by his injuries. Much to his own chagrin, he whimpered.
Lucy’s smirk blended smoothly into a smile as she took his hand. “Can you hold me while I sleep?”
Aidan couldn’t find a single reason to say no.




Chapter Twenty-Four


After a dreamless slumber throughout the night, Lucy roused the next morning to find that Aidan was still nestled behind her, sound asleep. Though she’d slept, the weariness that’d invaded her psyche last night hadn’t abated.  
Glancing at the clock on her phone, she groaned. It was nearly nine in the morning, and she’d been asleep for nearly ten hours.
Unable to resist, she turned on the bed to examine the brute of the man who’d claimed her. His features were passive as he slept, rendering him entirely too handsome for his own good. Lucy’s hands slid down to his abdomen as she slowly lifted his shirt to check on the most grievous of his wounds.
Much to her shock, it had entirely healed. Not a single blemish marred the perfection of his skin, no trace of the injury left behind. All that remained was the distractingly perfect male flesh of his washboard abs.
Delectable.
Biting her lip in desire, she shook her head to clear the distracting thoughts. If Derek had his way, she’d be handing over this werewolf, signed, sealed, and delivered. But Lucy had already made her decision.
She owed Citizens no loyalty, and the same could be said of Derek. Before she’d kissed Aidan last night, she’d made the decision to end their engagement. Derek wasn’t the person he’d been when they’d met in college, and she could no longer pretend his treatment of her was acceptable.
Derek was abusive, and it’d taken Aidan’s kindness to get her to see the truth.
Unable to think on it any longer, she carefully extracted herself from Aidan’s grip and tiptoed into the bathroom. Tonight, she’d call Derek and tell him that she was through.
No less than ten minutes later, Lucy snuck out the door and into the rambunctious bustle of the great hall. Gleefully lending a hand to anyone in need, she set to work assisting with the upcoming summit in any way she could.
Elementals, she’d begun to understand, were entirely too resourceful of a group. If they could in any way utilize their elements to assist in something, they would. Watching such awe-inspiring feats of control and imagination was truly a sight to behold.
Hands dirty from manual labor, Lucy couldn’t remember ever feeling the sense of community she’d come to know from being here less than a week. Outlandishly proud of the work she’d accomplished, she gave a happy grunt as the crew broke for lunch.
It was almost noon when Gideon came to stand beside her with a friendly smile. “Where’s your wolf?”
“Sleeping, I think,” Lucy admitted. “Apparently, it does a wolf good.”
Genuine laughter rang out from the Elemental monarch before he turned to regard her soberly. “Do you enjoy his company? Does he treat you well?”
Astonished, Lucy softened. “Yes, Gideon. He’s good to me. Kind.”
“I’m glad.” Gideon exhaled as if he’d been holding his breath. “Have you given any more thought to staying here in Paracel, Lucy?”
She nodded, and for the first time, she spoke in truth. “I can’t see myself anywhere else, to be honest.”
What went without saying was what he’d say if he knew what’d she’d already disclosed to Derek, what she’d told him of their community.
Smile illuminating his face, Gideon inclined his head. “Of course, Lucy, we’d be delighted.” He paused briefly to give another Elemental direction to the great hall, then turned back to her. “Actually, I wondered if you’d like to venture to the forest with me once we’re done here. We can discuss what happened the other day when you fell unconscious.”
“Oh, I’d like that.” She nodded enthusiastically, every other thought disappearing in that instant. “Do you mind if I check on Aidan first?”
“By all means.” Gold eyes glinted with a wicked sense of humor. “Let me know when you return from the doghouse.”
Barely concealing her laughter, Lucy trotted back downstairs in search of her wolf. Entering quietly, lest she wake him, she slipped into the main portion of the quarters. She padded over to the bedroom and was startled to hear two voices coming from the other side of the semi-open door.
There, on the bed next to Aidan, sat another woman. 
Too stunned to speak, Lucy could only stare into the darkness as both silhouettes turned to regard her without surprise. Aidan, however, rose from the bed immediately to walk over to her.
“Lucy, you’re here.” 
There was no shame in his voice, Lucy noted, only surprise. Her chest tightened at the sight of him alone with another woman, and her reply was dead on her lips. 
“I wanted to check on you.”
Attention on the woman behind him, Lucy shifted on her feet. Even in the dim light, she could make out the striking features of the woman who had remained seated, the picture of poise and elegance. Dark brunette waves brushed just below her jawline; the woman’s startlingly clear blue eyes fixed on her. A subtle smile traced the ruby red of her full lips.
Aidan took her hand in his as he arrived by her side, beaming down at her. “Lucy, this is Nina, my sister.” 
Lucy hadn’t been aware she’d been holding her breath, but the tension suddenly released as she exhaled in relief. Nina appeared on the other side of Aidan, extending her hand in greeting.
“Hi, Lucy.” A dazzling smile. “It’s absolutely wonderful to meet you.”
“Pleased to meet you, too. So, you are brother and sister? Are you a wolf as well?”
“No, I was born a Raeth,” Nina explained while Aidan led them to the living room. “Aidan was adopted by my parents when he was young. We were raised together.”
“Oh, wow.” Lucy’s eyes went back to Aidan as he led her to the couch and took a seat. Nina reclined in the armchair opposite them. “Someone mentioned Raeths a while ago, but I don’t recall anything more.”
Aidan’s hand absently took hers, massaging his thumb over the pulse on her wrist. “They are another species of immortal, love. Except, instead of transforming into a wolf, they have psychic abilities, like teleportation and telepathy.”
Lucy paled, eyes going wide while she blinked back her surprise. Would the other woman be able to sense her dishonesty? 
“You can read my mind?”
“I promise not to.” Nina laughed, and the sound was utterly melodic as it wafted through the air. Lucy found herself stilling to listen more closely to it, utterly enchanted by the beguiling woman.
“Is that how you got here? By teleportation?” Lucy asked.
A nod, followed by a lazy shrug. “It’s a bit easier than driving from Lexington.”
“Do you even own a car?” Aidan mocked as he looked at Nina with a comical expression etched into his handsome features.
Nina pondered the query for half a second as her manicured nail tapped her chin twice. “I think I still have that electric blue Karmann Ghia somewhere.”
Aidan shuddered. “I never fit in that thing.”
Lucy pursed her lips to keep from laughing at the thought of Aidan trying to fit into the small vehicle. It wasn’t long before he noticed and shot her a feral smirk before bringing her hand to his lips. Brushing a soft kiss over her knuckles, Lucy blushed.
Nina sat quietly as she observed the exchange, overwhelming contentment radiating from her delicate features. “I am happy you’ve found each other. Aidan is lucky to have you, Lucy.”
“Nina.” 
Aidan’s warning tone sounded before his gaze focused on the other woman. Lucy’s heart plummeted, knowing that her words had inspired his reluctance. Dropping her gaze, she almost missed the grimace from Nina.
“My apologies, I didn’t know it was still up in the air.” Nina’s tone was sharp. “Walking away from a mate would wound both of you. Trust me, I know.”
It was only then that Aidan dropped his gaze, shaking his head. “Let’s discuss other things, Nina.” 
Cringing, Lucy stood. “Gideon offered to train me this afternoon. I should probably go find him.”
Aidan mirrored her action and stood behind her. “You’re leaving?”
She nodded, then turned to Nina. “I’d love to get to know you better, Nina. How long will you be here?”
“At least until the end of the summit.” Nina shrugged. “I’m certain we can dodge this old dog sooner or later and spend some time together.” 
Winking at her, Nina’s attention returned to Aidan as Lucy offered him a tight smile and breezed out the door without looking back. 
Jogging up the stairs, she was lost in a fog of thought, and slammed face first into the solid wall of Jeremiah’s chest. If he hadn’t caught her around the waist and pulled her toward himself to steady her, she’d have plunged backward down the steps in short supply.
“Whoa, where are you off to so quickly?” 
With his arm lingering around her waist, Lucy suddenly felt entirely too claustrophobic in his embrace. Out of place. As if she were cheating on Aidan.
Twirling out of Jeremiah’s grasp no less than a second later, Lucy plastered a stiff smile on her features. “I’m off to find Gideon. You know where he might be?”
“He’s in the woods,” Jeremiah dismissed, already stepping away and gesturing toward the southern wall. “Shouldn’t be too hard to find. Just don’t stumble over him if he’s in his dirt dog trance!”
Chortling, Lucy tugged on her peacoat and exited the compound into the brightness of the brisk October day. Brilliant sunlight illuminated the great outdoors as she sighed into the ether.
Her steps led her into the thicket just behind the woods of the compound, delighted by the proximity to nature. Around her, awareness of the earth filtered into her consciousness. Leaves and trees, rocks and grass, soil and flora.
Breathing in her element, she gently strode down the well-walked paths. Gideon, fortunately, was easy to find. Ahead of her, the native Brazilian’s hand was wrapped around a young oak tree’s trunk as it shot up from the underbrush and bloomed above him.
“You have to teach me, Gideon,” Lucy remarked as she feasted on the sight before her.
Gideon startled suddenly, as if just noticing he wasn’t alone. 
“My apologies, Lucy.” Turning, he faced her with a welcoming smile. “Occasionally, I get lost in my element. Our element.”
He beckoned her forward. “Here, connect with the trunk as I grow it. Feel the changes as they happen.”
Eager, Lucy’s palm clasped around the trunk as Gideon’s strength flowed into it. Before her eyes, the entire process unraveled before her. The girth of the tree widened in her hand, the bark stretching out against her palm while it grew skyward. Mesmerized, she opened the canvas of her mind to the dynamic fabric of the earth.
Nothing had ever been so brilliant. 
Hours unfolded as she communed with nature, and Gideon schooled her on the artful dynamics of the earth and its subtleties. Mentorship aside, she enjoyed the companionship and tutelage of the man who knew more of the planet than anyone she’d ever met.
As dusk whispered on the horizon, Gideon looked serenely into the coming night. “Rona will be awake soon. Shall we conclude our session for today?”
“Of course,” Lucy murmured as weariness settled deep in her bones, her energy long since spent. “I’m so appreciative of the time, Gideon.”
“It’s my honor, Lucy,” the man replied as they strode back toward the compound. “Did you leave Aidan asleep when you came to find me?”
“No, he was there with Nina.”
“Nina’s here?” Consternation darkened his gaze briefly before he sighed and rolled his eyes. “Raeths never knock.”
Lucy bit back a laugh at the barely concealed annoyance in his voice. Together, they entered the great hall. Aidan and Nina casually stood opposite another pair, neither of whom Lucy had had the pleasure of meeting yet.
“Come on, Lucy, I’ll introduce you.” 
Gideon alluded to the couple that had looked up at their entrance, the young woman wearing a brilliant smile and hanging off the arm of a stylishly handsome man who possessed both the regality of a prince and the poise of a warrior.
Following quickly on his heels, Lucy caught Aidan’s eyes as the muscular werewolf regarded her ruefully. The apology in his eyes was unmistakable.
Gideon nodded to the beaming strawberry blonde who’d already extended her hand. “Lucy, this is Toni. Toni, this is Lucy.”
“I’m no longer the newest Elemental!” Toni laughed, and Lucy blushed. Delicate features and wide sapphire blue eyes framed her face, the woman bursting at the seams with happiness. “Welcome to the club, Lucy!”
“Thanks! What element are you?”
“Fire.” Toni shrugged coyly with a devilish grin. “I’m a bit dangerous.”
Eyes wide, Lucy beamed back. “I would guess so. I’m earth.”
“This is my husband, Drake.” Toni stuck a thumb out toward the man beside her. He bowed his head in old-world charm.
“Pleasure meeting you, Lucy.” The deep rumble of his voice rolled off his tongue as Lucy scrutinized him with a keen eye. The man was most certainly not human, that much she knew. But how, she wasn’t certain.
Cocking her head, she pinned Drake with a hard stare. “You aren’t human, are you?”
Toni snickered, coiling her arms around the debonair man at her side. “Not the least bit. He’s a vampire.” Then, Toni raised her eyebrows and glanced at Gideon. “You were right. She’s definitely something.”
“What do you mean?”
“It took me nearly seven months to figure out how to differentiate between immortal species and regular old humans. Looks like you’re doing it after three.”
In response to Lucy’s bewildered expression, Gideon explained, “You’ll be able to determine if a person is immortal or not. It’s a natural ability that comes with time.”
“But I wasn’t able to do the same with Nina just a few hours ago,” Lucy confessed as she gestured toward the woman. “Does it not work on Raeths?”
“It does, but Nina’s not a typical Raeth.”
Before she could clarify what he meant, Nina waved him off. “Not the right time, Gideon. Besides, why talk about me when she could see what wonders Toni holds?”
Lucy turned an eager eye back to Toni who readily held out her hand. Instantly, fire ignited across her palm, dancing and preening painlessly over the flesh. A dazzling orange red, it bowed as if sentient, the flames licking over her fingers and whispering across her wrist. Tendrils of smoke curled upward as the fire illuminated the space in a soft light. 
Toni’s face was awash with the joy of wielding her element, and everyone in her raptured audience looked on with fascination. Then, just as quickly, the fiery inferno on her skin disappeared in a soundless wisp of smoke.
“Marvelous,” Lucy murmured as she sighed in appreciation, then she quirked her lips to the side. “Who mentors you if you’re the only fire?”
Toni cringed. “Gideon has that honor, I’m afraid. I’ve almost killed him more than once.”
Lucy sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I was beginning to think I was the only one.”
As they laughed at the Elemental monarch’s expense, Rona’s sultry voice sounded from the foyer. “Who’s killing my husband?”
Exasperated, Gideon glanced over his shoulder to smirk at his wife. “No one, my love.”
“I’m glad.” Rona shot Aidan a somber glare as she stepped into Gideon’s waiting embrace. “I was about to go for my daggers again.”
Aidan laughed darkly beside Lucy, obviously unimpressed. Drake leaned down to kiss Rona’s cheek and earned an appreciative smile from the woman. Clearly well acquainted, the two spoke softly together as Lucy redirected her attention to Toni.
“How did you gain your power, Toni?”
Toni’s smile turned sad. “Unfortunately, my family’s home was lost to a fire, and my family and I were inside when it happened. All four of them passed, but I didn’t. I don’t remember anything of that night, just waking up in the hospital three days later. At the time, my powers were dormant, and when they kicked into life a few weeks later, I was with Drake.”
“I’m so sorry about your family, Toni.” Lucy reached out to delicately touch Toni’s arm, devastated for the other woman. “That must have been awful.”
“It was. But fortunately, Drake came into my life at the right time. And then we found the Elementals shortly after that.” Shaking off her somber mood, Toni straightened and looked expectantly at Lucy. “How did you gain your power?”
“I was buried under the earth in an accident at work. Thought I’d be dead when they dug me out, but I sure surprised them.”
“And it’s a good thing, too,” Aidan commented from beside her, his fingers delicately roaming over the fabric of her peacoat. 
As Lucy glanced over at him, she belatedly noticed that Gideon and Nina had strolled away, the pair of them speaking in low tones. Lucy seized the moment to catch Aidan’s ear. 
“So how is Nina not a typical Raeth?”
“Oh, she’s not just a Raeth,” Toni answered for him. “She’s the original vampire as well. The source.”
Gaping, Lucy turned back to Aidan. “Is that true?”
“It is.” A tilt of his head. “Nina and I became what we are together.”
“Now, that’s a story I’d love to hear.” Toni perked up from beside them, tugging on Drake’s arm with a vexed expression. “Drake has been mum’s the word on the whole thing.”
Aidan grunted in approval. “As well he should. It’s not his story to tell.”
Lucy remained silent for a beat, studying the micro-expressions that passed across his features. Though she yearned to understand what’d jaded him so, she wouldn’t press. Not when he was so vehemently against it.
Gray-green eyes narrowed briefly before they flicked toward the parking lot beyond the glass doors. Inhaling deeply, he inclined his head and caught Lucy’s gaze. “Several of the alphas are here.”
“Which ones?” 
“Nova and Riaz,” Aidan snorted while he shifted to peg Drake with a stare. “It appears as though Kane is with them.” 
Drake smirked, them said, “Unsurprising, seeing as he’s attached at the hip to Nova.” 
Aidan’s smirk settled over his features as the rest of the group moved toward the foyer, but he turned somber as Lucy glanced up at him in question. Solemn, the wolf focused on her. “Forgive me, Lucy, for earlier. Nina and I, we didn’t mean to upset you.”
She caught his gaze. “I wanted to talk with you about that, actually, when we have a moment to ourselves.” 
A thread of hope bloomed in his expression, and it was everything she could do to remain grounded. While she’d been hesitant before, it’d seemed her entire world had shifted in the last few days.  
Now that she was on stable footing, she was seeing things a lot more clearly.




Chapter Twenty-Five


Chest tightening at Lucy’s words, Aidan held her close while he breathed in her subtle rosy aroma. He kissed the brunette atop her crown as he felt her arms squeeze tighter around him.  
Holding her close and relishing the comfort of her presence, he blatantly disregarded the two werewolves and vampires who’d walked in. Regardless of the fact that his alphas were pawing for his attention through the bond he maintained with them, he didn’t acquiesce immediately. 
“Let us speak later about mating, love. For now, let me introduce you to Nova and Riaz.”
Hand enveloping hers, Aidan proudly led Lucy toward the throng of immortals clustered near the doorway. Jeers and greetings were thrown around, but Lucy remained tucked behind him.
Nova caught sight of him first, a smirk lining her full lips. 
“Alpha.” A dutiful—and submissive—bow of her head as Riaz perked up from beside her. “Where can I find your mate?”
Sighing heavily, Aidan tilted his head to regard Lucy as she timidly stepped out from behind his shoulder. “Nova, Riaz, this is Lucy.”
Nova had enveloped the young Elemental in a bear hug before she knew what had hit her. Surprising a laugh out of her, Lucy warmly returned the hug as Nova clutched at her small frame and spoke. 
“We’ve waited a long time for you, Lucy,” came Nova’s enthusiastic greeting. “I’m glad you’re a part of our pack now.”
“Agreed!” Riaz commemorated as he, too, embraced Lucy with an eager hug. “Someone’s gotta keep this old timer in line.”
Sneering, Aidan raised a single eyebrow. “Pup.”
But Riaz was undaunted and clapped his alpha on the back. Pulling back, the dreadlocked man sobered in earnest. “I’m glad for you, Aidan.”
Aidan simply nodded. “Don’t worry, your turn is coming.”
“Never, alpha.”
A lopsided grin lit his features, his deep brown eyes glinting with humor. A self-proclaimed Casanova, Riaz had no intention of ever settling down or taking a mate. He preferred, instead, to sow his wild oats.
“Seth and Dom will be here within a few hours.” Nova’s arms wrapped around Kane, the wolf marking her mate out of habit, even while his attention was directed toward Drake and Rona. “Sagan’s driving down, but he’ll be here shortly as well.”
Aidan couldn’t help but snake his hand around Lucy’s waist in a similar display of affection. Lucy, eager for the closeness and seemingly off kilter at being surrounded by so many immortals, snuggled into him. “Good. We need to speak about the Citizens. While I was retrieving Lucy, I happened across the ammunition we feared.” 
Drake met his gaze. “They’ve succeeded in making rounds?”
“Partial sunlight, partial silver. Deadly to all.”  
“Do you have the rounds?” Gideon inquired, meeting the wolf’s gaze. 
Aidan nodded. “I gave it to one of our hunters to investigate, but once Sagan’s den is through, perhaps you can make heads or tails of them.”
As they continued to discuss the weaponry that the Citizens had commissioned to destroy them, Aidan felt Lucy’s phone vibrate in her pocket. She shifted uneasily beside him, drawing his attention, but she waved it off dismissively. 
He frowned. “What if it’s the care facility? Shouldn’t you answer it?”
Lucy’s eyes took on an almost frenzied expression, widening in fear. Pulling away from him, Lucy walked away, her head bowed as she removed the phone from her pocket. Something about her posture was off, almost suspicious, and he stared after her before following.
Voice soft, he asked, “You okay?”
She jumped at the sound of his voice, spinning and clutching her phone to her chest. Blinking fearful eyes, she deliberately exhaled as if to calm herself. “Um—yeah. It’s—it’s my fiancé. Ah, ex-fiancé.”
“He’s calling you?” 
She bit her lip before answering, “Yeah, he’s … concerned.”
A pregnant pause. “Have you spoken with him? About your engagement?”
“Not yet, I—uh, still need to.” Pocketing her phone, Lucy wrung her hands together, but Aidan noticed the faint trembling regardless. “Aidan, there’s something I need to tell you. Derek, my fiancé, he’s … he’s with Citizens.”
Sighing, Aidan’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Given the fact that you were staying there willingly.”
A homage to his focus on Lucy, Aidan hadn’t even noticed Seth’s sudden presence on the property. Turning to find the alpha’s concerned stare, he swallowed the bitter pill that accompanied Lucy’s admission, and made the introduction.
“Lucy, this is Seth.” 
Seth, however, kept his eyes trained on his alpha. “What’s got your tail in a twist, alpha?”
“I, ah, just told him that my ex-fiancé is a member of Citizens,” Lucy explained as she offered a hand in greeting to Aidan’s alpha.
Blinking, Seth shook her hand firmly. Tilting his head in a distinctly canine motion, surprise tempered his features. “You have an ex-fiancé?”
Walking up, Nova’s flawless features twisted as she shot Lucy a suspicious look. “Your ex is a member of the Citizens?”
Suddenly, the rest of those who’d gathered were all too interested, their focus shifting to Lucy and her werewolf companions.
Instantly the object of their scrutiny, Aidan couldn’t help but shift toward the young Elemental in a protective movement, unwilling for her to bear the brunt of their examination alone.
Riaz cocked his head, but his expression was forgiving. “Lucy, did you know what they were responsible for?”
When Lucy wrapped her arms around herself, Aidan couldn’t help but tuck her against his flank. “I did not. All I knew was that they were interested in my abilities. Wanted to use them to further their cause. I only learned later what that cause was.”
“Who do you know within the organization?” Drake questioned, but his tone was too sharp for Aidan’s liking. 
A low growl erupted from Aidan’s throat before he could contain it. In response, the eyes of his alphas turned wolf in a show of corroboration. 
But Lucy’s hand came over the center of his chest, above his heart, placating him in an absent soothing motion. The contact refocused Aidan’s attention on her and away from the vampire. 
“Aidan, I don’t fault them for their questions. It’s only fair.” 
She looked back at Drake while Aidan sighed in resignation against her hand. “I only know of a handful. Derek, my soon-to-be ex-fiancé, a man named Greg, and the ringleader, a man whose name is Torrin Scayde. And then, there was Victor, but he’s gone now.”
“We should document this.” Nina met Aidan’s eyes, then the ones of those around him. “If anything, we’ll need to disperse this information among the dignitaries. Let’s speak of this at the summit.”
As the tension that built over the surface of his skin eased once she nodded, the wolf at his core still paced within. Claws tore at him, needing a release of the pent-up steam that threatened to boil over.
Conversations returned to the mundane as Aidan caught Lucy’s gaze. “I need to go run, love.”
She offered him an accepting smile. “Do you what you need to, Aidan. I’ll be here when you get back.”
“You better be.” Aidan raised his eyebrows even as a smirk threatened to illuminate his face. “If I come back and you’re gone, there’ll be hell to pay.”
“Oh, scary,” Lucy mocked, her dazzling green-blue eyes flaring with a touch of mischief. “Big bad wolf.” 




Chapter Twenty-Six


Shocked would have been an understatement. But nevertheless, when Aidan picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, Lucy cackled. Shamelessly, the wolf continued toward the chill of the outside air, not stopping until they were under the luminous light of the moon. 
“Big bad wolf, huh?” Aidan set her down gently as his wolf sparkled in his eyes, a feral grin worn over his lips.
“What are you gonna do, Mr. Wolf?” Lucy raised a single eyebrow, undeterred by his macho façade. “Huff and puff and blow me over?”
Before she could catch her breath, he’d stolen the air from her lungs with a ravishing kiss. Stunned by his bravado, Lucy could only collapse into him as he ravaged her with the passion that burned fiercely between them.
Moaning into his kiss, Lucy’s fingernails bit into the coiled muscle of his shoulders as he picked her up once more. Moments later, her back met the cool steel of the compound’s external wall as he pressed into her and she tightly wrapped her legs around his waist.
Scraping her fingernails across his skin, Lucy met him, kiss for kiss, as desire boiled her blood and removed any trace of inhibition from her heart. She wanted him. Needed him. And every instinct within her called to claim him.
In her pocket, her phone buzzed again, drawing an angsty scoff from her own lips when they parted. “Derek doesn’t like waiting.”
Something shifted behind Aidan’s eyes. A flare of possessiveness, perhaps, or the aggression of his wolf. All Lucy knew was that a moment later, in a shimmer of shifting flesh and fur, the beast had taken over.
The color of night itself, the obsidian timber wolf’s mouth gleamed with viciously pointed white teeth. Eyes of the palest orange fixated on her as Aidan’s paws slowly inched toward her, heckles raised.
A beautiful creature, Lucy couldn’t conceal her awe-struck smile as she feasted on the sight before her. Even now, when he was angry at her, there wasn’t a doubt in her mind that he would never harm her. 
It went against every instinct that she had. 
Slowly, she lowered to the ground so that she was eye level with the beast and repeated her request. “I need to talk with him.”
The wolf shook his scruff, resettling his lustrous coat, but the snarl disappeared. A pair of fuzzy black ears perked toward her with a resigned sigh.
Lucy extended a hand out toward the wolf, needing to feel him. 
As she held out her hand in open invitation, Aidan stayed, paws bolted to the concrete. When another wolf suddenly appeared beside him, Lucy was spellbound. A streak of white lightning compared to the black night that was Aidan, the white wolf was nearly as enchanting as him. 
This one, however, wasn’t standoffish in the slightest and readily closed the distance with Lucy. 
Head butting into her chest, Lucy’s hands wrapped around the wolf’s brilliant coat, seemingly dipped in crushed diamonds. She delighted in the satin feel of it, mesmerized by the smooth texture. And just as easily, she knew who the wolf was. 
“Nova?” 
A slight wag of her tail kicked up a small breeze, and Lucy continued massaging her hands through Nova’s fur. Joining the entourage seconds later were two more wolves, one dark mahogany and one a soft grey. She was drowning in ecstasy as all three swarmed her, eager for her attention. 
Except Aidan. 
Dark as night, he merely observed as his packmates licked up the affection she so willingly gave them, her hands caressing and tender amid the onslaught of alphas crowding her with eagerness.
Lucy watched as Aidan lifted his head to the night, and the forlorn howl of her werewolf alpha sounded against the coming twilight. Around her, the other wolves immediately lifted their wild voices to join his.
The cacophony of voices was a magic she’d never experienced until that moment. Utter wonderment flooded through her as she closed her eyes and simply listened, enraptured at the calming sound. Distinct but utterly the same, each voice whispered of spirit, of a place without time.
And just as quickly, it ended. 
Aidan’s howl ceased. The onyx wolf turned and sprinted away in a flash of black, melding seamlessly with the dark of night. The alphas who’d surrounded her followed readily in a brilliant display of oneness. 
Their sudden disappearance left her startlingly bereft, alone. 
The buzzing in her pocket had intensified, and Lucy realized she needed to face the music. Slowly rising to her feet, she sighed and walked the short distance into the warmth of the compound. With a tight smile to the group of chatting immortals in the foyer, she wandered into the kitchen, devoid of life.
Holding out her phone in front of her, she briefly scanned the text messages Derek had sent, all of them full of fire. Every part of her cringed at the coming conversation, but it needed to happen.
Fingers tightening around the mobile phone, she tapped the screen to call Derek. And then, remembering that immortal ears were far sharper than humans, she stiffened.
Flipping on the water behind her, Lucy closed her eyes.
“Where the hell have you been?”
Bristling at the pure rage in Derek’s tone, Lucy curled in on herself. “I’ve been busy, Derek. I’m sorry, this is the first time I could call you.”
“You better tell me what’s more important than I am,” he sneered.
“Derek, I—“ It was clearer than ever before. Squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, she simply said, “We’re done, Derek.”
His sudden silence beat at her from across the line, and when he finally broke it, his words were scathing. “You wanna run that by me again?”
“Our engagement, your plan with the Elementals, with Aidan.” She shook her head. “I’m done. None of these people here are as you described. They’re kind. And Aidan, he isn’t a bad person.”
“He’s not a person, Lucy, he’s an animal. Just like the ones who are killing people all over the country.”
Her heart skipped a beat. “How did you know about that?”
“You have to know where to look to find the truth, Lucy.”
“But those werewolves, they’re not normal. They’re rogue.”
“Is that what they call it?” Derek’s laugh was pure malice. “And how do you know that?”
Her feet carried her backward, and her rear hit the countertop. “Aidan told me.”
“Ah, Aidan. The same Aidan who wants you to have a good impression of the immortals? The one who wants to sway you to his side of this war? Rogue or not, they’re killing people. Yes or no, Lucy?”
Eyes squeezing tightly shut, she couldn’t stop her mouth from forming the word. “Yes.”
“And they’re animals. Yes or no.”
“I—“
“Answer the question, Lucy.” So sharp was Derek’s voice that it threatened to slice her in two. 
“The rogues are animals, yes.”
“Good girl,” he purred. “We have to do what we must to take down animals who kill humans, don’t we?”
Teeth clamped together, she didn’t respond.
“Do you what you’re told, Lucy. Bring me Aidan.”
At the blatant demand, the threat to her mate, Lucy’s spine stiffened, and she found the courage she’d sworn was nothing but a daydream. Fueled by her need to protect her newfound community and the man who’d taken her by storm, she spoke the words without reservation.
“No. No. I won’t do it.”
“You … what?” Behind her, the running water nearly drowned out his soft but threatening words. “What did you say to me?”
“I said I won’t play your game, Derek,” she snapped back. “I’m no longer your fiancé, and I’m no longer your puppet. Find someone else to do your dirty work.”
Haughty laughter met her ears, a mixture between smugness and satisfaction. “I think you might want to amend your statement once you hear what I’m about to say.”
Lucy almost didn’t want to ask. “What?”
“When was the last time you saw your mother?”
Dread instantly suffocated her, fisting an iron hand around her throat as she struggled to breath. Mentally, she counted back the days it’d been since she and Aidan had visited her. “Why—why do you ask?”
“You really should read up on your rules and regulations, sweetheart. All I had to do was show my lawyer evidence of elder abuse and Jarou Retirement Center was legally obligated to hand her over to me.”
Blinking against the burning in her eyes, she asked, “What—what elder abuse?”
“A few bruises seemed to do the trick.”
Fear morphed to anger. “Did you hurt my mother?”
“She doesn’t even remember it, Lucy,” came Derek’s flippant reply. “Besides, you’ve got bigger problems. I knew you wouldn’t be strong enough to fulfil your end of the bargain, so of course I took the precaution of holding your mom.”
“Where’s my mother?”
“Here in Winnetka with me. It’s costing me a fortune to keep a nurse on call—“ he scoffed as though he was the one who was put-upon, ”—but I’m certain you’ll pay me back in time. Isn’t that right?”
Shaking with adrenaline, Lucy swallowed the lump in her throat. Her fingers clutched around the phone, but her palms were sweaty.
“I think you’ll find that I’m quite happy to care for your mother, Lucy, so long as you comply with what I ask.”
“And—and what are you asking, Derek?”
“I want the wolf,” he replied, his tone even, as if he were merely asking for a bottle of water. “You bring me the wolf—this Aidan—and you can have your mother back.”
Grasping at straws, Lucy’s mind swam as her knees began to shake. “How am I supposed to do that? It’s not like I can put a leash around his neck.”
“Do what you have to. Otherwise…” he warned.
With a click, the line went dead.
Teeth chattering, Lucy shivered against the surge of adrenaline that burned through her veins. Everything within her was a riot of fear and frustration, anger licked at her heels. It was all she could do to stop from jumping in a car and driving to Winnetka at that very moment.
But, for now, she had to play her cards right, keep them concealed against her chest, despite the fear that beat through her with every breath. If she gave anything away, her mother’s life was on the line.
She couldn’t risk her mother, not even for Aidan.
Regardless of what Citizens did to him, he might survive. But her mother? She didn’t have a single chance. Lucy’s mind was a mismatched puzzle of different thoughts. The pieces were all there, but they wouldn’t fit together.
Was this a necessary evil to get her mother back, or simply the easy way out? If she gave up Aidan, could she return to Paracel with her mother and call in support? Would Aidan follow her to Winnetka if she asked, or would she have to pull the wool over his eyes?
If she admitted Derek’s ploy—taking her mother—to the supernatural community, she’d have to reveal her duplicity, and the fact that she’d already been dishonest and revealed things they’d told her in confidence.
There had to be another way.
The sound of running water behind her had concealed the arrival of a werewolf, and when he entered her line of vision, she jumped and shrieked in terror.
Seth gave no apology. “Why’s the water running?”
Freezing like a deer in the headlights, Lucy struggled for a plausible reason and sputtered out an excuse. “I couldn’t get it hot, so I kept it running. I think the water heater is—um—malfunctioning.”
“You’d think the Elementals wouldn’t need a water heater, given that there are water Elementals here,” he replied.
“Oh, yeah,” she said after too long a silence. “Ha.”
The single laugh did her in, her fake smile warbling beneath his intensity. Seth cocked his head, eerily animalistic as his eyes went wolf. She’d never felt so studied, so scrutinized. It felt as if his eyes were peeling layer after layer off her skin, exposing the treacherous ruse beneath it.
“I, uh, I’ll get back to Aidan now.”
After a beat, he straightened. “Well, I won’t keep you from him.”
He opened his arm, palm up, as if to usher her out of the kitchen, but as she made a move to leave, he gestured toward the sink. “Wouldn’t want you to forget that water.”
“Oh. Right.”
Steps in the hallway announced Jeremiah’s entrance, his face stretching into a grin. Cocking an eyebrow at the faucet, he took two steps toward the sink and made to shut the water off. But as soon as he touched the faucet—the one that’d been on the entirety of Lucy’s call—he jerked his hand back.
“Damn, that’s hot.” Shaking his clearly red hand through the air, Lucy watched as the burn faded away into nothing. 
On the opposite side of her, Seth commented, “Guess the water heater works now.”
She inwardly cringed but showed none of it on her face. “Yeah. Weird.”
Jeremiah, apparently incapable of reading the room, said, “I didn’t have time to make anything for dinner tonight. Do you think you can scavenge?”
It took her a moment to realize Jeremiah was talking to her. “Oh, yeah. I’ll be alright.”
“There’s all kinds of food in the pantry. Help yourself to anything.” Jeremiah’s summer blue eyes shifted to Seth. “You too.”
With a dip of his chin, Seth acknowledged the offer, and Jeremiah was quick to grab something from the pantry before taking his leave.
Wringing her hands together to conceal her slight tremble, she said, “When you see Aidan, can you let him know I’m down here? I’m going to make some food.”
That intensity returned to Seth’s eyes. “Sure.”
Aidan didn’t stay away long. In fact, he came walking in, flanked by two additional werewolves. All three of them were boisterous in their joviality, so Lucy forced a smile, the expression feeling fake on her lips.
“Lucy.” The sultry way her name sounded on Aidan’s lips was like a warm blanket to her aching soul. “This is Sagan, the alpha based in La Crosse, and Dominick, alpha of the southern states.”
Dominick extended his hand first, his slanted eyes crinkling above a genuine smile. “Pleasure meeting you, Lucy.”
As she shook Dominick’s hand, Lucy nodded politely.
Clearly, Aidan enjoyed the company of these remarkable men, had strong ties with each of them. A tall man, Dominick’s stylishly-kept dark hair and tailored outfit was a stark contrast to that of Riaz and Sagan, who wore the same blank t-shirt and jeans that Aidan did. But nothing about him suggested pretentiousness. In fact, Dominick was far friendlier than Sagan at first glance.
Sagan was far more reticent as he regarded her. Dark eyes watched her intently as the Elemental turned to him in greeting. Nothing about this predator was submissive, save the way he interacted with Aidan. 
It was only at Aidan’s hard stare that Sagan finally softened into a greeting. “I’m Sagan. My apologies, Lucy.” A faint upturn of his lips. “My wolf is quite intrigued with you. Trying to determine your dominance status.”
When Dominick tilted his head in a very wolf way to scrutinize her again, Lucy’s cheeks flushed. “Ah, I’m not very dominant, I don’t think.”
“Tell that to my wolf,” Sagan retorted as he raised a dark eyebrow, but threw a quizzical look to his fellow alpha. “Dom?”
“I can’t figure her out either.” Eyebrows pinching together, Dominick was still riveted with the question as Aidan grunted out a laugh.
His eyes lingering on her, Sagan assessed her with a fine-tooth comb. “By merit of your status alone, you’d be an alpha female among any pack.”
“I’m not really sure what that means,” Lucy admitted as she sent a questioning look to Aidan.
“Dominance-wise, you’re my mate, love,” he responded, pulling her into the warmth of his body and kissing her brunette locks. “Which means that, technically, you outrank every single other alpha here.”
Eyes widening at the insinuation, she pulled her lips back from her teeth in a grimace. Silent, she fisted a hand in the light material of Aidan’s white shirt while the other alphas walked into the kitchen.
“So, I’m your mate now?”
Chuckling, Aidan merely shook his head. “We’ll see where it takes us.”
“Well, if you don’t.” Riaz threw Aidan a grin. “I got dibs.”
This time, Lucy knew Aidan would react before he did. So instead of letting him tackle the other man and physically beat him into submission, she simply placed her body between them. Her hand went to his cheek as Aidan’s eyes turned feral and the menacing snarl ground out of him.
“He’s joking, Mr. Wolf.” 
Pale tangerine flickered to her as the rumble of his voice finally stopped. Blinking, Aidan rolled his shoulders as if to shake off the fatal intentions she knew were circulating in his mind.
“You’re barking up the wrong tree, pup,” Seth warned blandly. “He’s going to skin you one day.”
Aidan smirked as his anger dissolved into mischief. “You’d make a lovely rug, Riaz.” 
Dreadlocks flipped as Riaz bound his hair behind his head. “Thanks, alpha, I appreciate the compliment. Just doing my part to help you see past your rogue tendencies.”
“Aidan’s not a rogue. He’s nothing like those wolves.” Lucy defended at once, irritation behind her words. 
Seth pegged Aidan with an open question. “Are the two still sitting in your trunk?”
“They are.”
“I’ll see if I can bury them outside city limits.”
“Check with Gideon.” Aidan frowned as he thought of the rogues. “When I checked them, I noticed both had old gunshot wounds on their hind legs. Not kill shots by any means, but deep enough to have caused significant blood loss.”
“We’ve seen that as well in some of ours,” Nova concurred, hands going to her hips. “But pain doesn’t make a wolf turn rogue.”
Dominick’s expression tightened. “Perhaps it’s an unfortunate coincidence and levels will return to normal soon.”
Somehow, Lucy knew they wouldn’t. If her conversation with Derek had taught her anything, Citizens was out for blood, and they wouldn’t stop until they had it.




Chapter Twenty-Seven


Steady was the thrum of Lucy’s anxiety through their nascent mating bond, distracting Aidan as he finished up with settling the alphas in the other guest rooms.  
He’d counted nearly twenty such quarters that lined the underbelly of the compound, each as large as the next. Fortunately, the alphas were at home beneath the top level of the earth and happily accepted Gideon’s offer of housing.
The Elemental monarch had structured the sprawling underground maze similar to a tree’s root system, each branching off a main root.
Ingenious, really. 
Aidan hadn’t had a moment to pull Lucy aside to ask her about her conversation with Derek, despite how keenly he felt her nervousness through their bond. When he’d gone for a run with the alphas earlier, he’d known what she was going to do—knew it was necessary—but the facts of the matter hadn’t settled his wolf any.
Still, the driving compulsion to ask her how it’d gone—and hear what the other man had said—was constant. It’d taken all his restraint to leave her earlier, but he owed her the opportunity of speaking with her former fiancé in peace without Aidan listening to every word.
He had to trust her.
Wandering toward the delectable smell of baked cheese, he caught Seth emerging from his borrowed quarters.
Seth’s eyes flashed with recognition, but something else hid in their depths. “Alpha, you have a moment?”
Though the mating bond tugged at him, Aidan said, “What do you need?”
Tipping his head toward his quarters, Seth held open the door and waited as Aidan stepped through. To no surprise, Aidan found the room in the exact same layout as the one he was currently sharing with Lucy, straight down to the color scheme.
The door shut with a click behind them, and Aidan turned to face the other alpha expectantly. Uncharacteristically, the man shifted on his feet, searching the floor as if trying to choose his words wisely.
Aidan was silent as he waited.
Finally, Seth sighed and asked, “How much do you know about Lucy, alpha?”
Focus sharpening on the other man’s face, Aidan saw through to the ask behind it. “Why do you ask?”
“I overhead her on the phone with someone earlier today, and it seemed heated from what I caught.”
Aidan grimaced. “She was breaking it off with her former fiancé.”
“The same fiancé that was associated with Citizens?”
“The very one.”
Seth crossed his arms. “It seemed an awful lot like she didn’t want someone to overhear the conversation.”
While Aidan didn’t like the direction this conversation was taking, he continued to play ball. “How so, Seth?”
“When I entered the kitchen just after she hung up, the faucet was running. When I asked her about it, she gave an excuse, which I now know was a lie.”
Studying Seth’s flat brown eyes, Aidan struck at the heart of the matter. “What did you hear, Seth? What’s concerning you?”
“I couldn’t hear the conversation, but the way she handled it—almost like she was guilty of something—is what’s bothering me.” The other alpha scrubbed a hand through his dark hair. “It’s bothering my wolf, but I can’t put my finger on it.”
“Seth, if I was breaking it off with a former lover, I’d appreciate privacy, too.”
Eyes flaring the wild of his wolf, Seth rolled his shoulders, clearly at war with his wolf. “She’s connected to Citizens, Aidan. Intimately. If she—“
A low growl stopped Seth’s words. “What exactly are you accusing my mate of, Seth?”
Seth stood taller, swallowing. “Nothing—for now. But I think we need to be cautious with her.”
Wolf bounding into his eyes, Aidan let his beast’s dominance force Seth to gaze away. “To be clear, Seth, are you accusing my mate of still being in league with them? Even when you’ve admitted that you couldn’t hear her conversation?”
Seeming to realize he was on precariously thin ice, Seth backed up a step, his head still lowered. “No, alpha. I simply wanted to bring it to your attention.”
“And so you have.” Aidan’s voice lost it harshness while he digested their conversation. “Besides, there’s more than one phone call she might’ve made yesterday. Lucy’s mother is in a nursing home, and she may not have wanted to discuss … sensitive information where everyone could hear.”
It seemed to relieve some of the tension in Seth’s body. “I wouldn’t blame her on that account, alpha.”
“Good.” Clapping Seth on the back, Aidan shook off the dark vibes. “I appreciate your concern, Seth. Don’t think I don’t.”
Seth’s chin dipped in acknowledgement, but he said nothing.
“Come on, let’s go find food.”
While Aidan had seen to his alphas, Lucy had busied herself making food in the massive kitchen for when Aidan returned. Unknowingly, she’d drawn the wolves by merit of the enticing cheesy aroma alone. When he walked in with Seth on his heels, Riaz was hovering in the wings as she removed the sizzling baked macaroni and cheese from the oven.
Aidan gave his subordinate a droll look. “What are you, a scavenger?”
Gifting Aidan his best smile, Riaz brushed his dreadlocks over his shoulders. “When it smells this good, yeah. I’ll be a vulture.”
“Me too,” Dominick added as he came out the woodwork from the nearest entrance. “Can’t much resist, alpha. You mind if we crash your meal, Lucy?”
“By all means. Hopefully, I’ve made enough.” 
Lucy’s movements were stiff as she set the steaming dish on a pair of hot pads in the middle of the island, and the oddity of it made Aidan take a better look at her. She completely avoided his gaze, her mouth set in a firm white line, and didn’t make eye contact with anyone else either.
Perhaps her conversation with Derek hadn’t gone well.
“You go first, love,” Aidan commanded, his voice gentle while he snaked his arm around her waist. “Then we can sit back and watch which one of these alphas will get to play second fiddle.”
Though she stiffened at first, she relaxed against him almost immediately. Lucy’s brow creased as she began filling a plate for herself and Aidan. “What do you mean?”
“Alphas eat first, Lucy,” Seth said with a studious nod to where she and Aidan stood. “But then it goes by pack rank.”
Lucy hummed, perplexed. “But all of you are alphas of your own dens. So how does that work?” After receiving a tight but mischievous smile from all three of them, Lucy suddenly understood. “You’re going to fight for it? Seems silly.”
Aidan kissed her cheek as she handed him a bowl. “Ah, silly is our middle name. May want to get a towel ready to mop up the blood.”
Setting her shoulders, Lucy simply shook her head and sighed. Instead of letting the remaining alphas quarrel over who got the next plate, she dished out three more bowls and slid each of them across the counter. 
“Problem solved, gentlemen.”
Four werewolves cocked their heads in surprise. Rolling her eyes, she took a seat on the stool next to Aidan. “What? Seemed logical to me. Not everything has to be solved with teeth.”
Taking her at her word, the other alphas launched into their bowls, shoveling the sizzling macaroni into their salivating mouths. Noises of appreciation immediately rumbled through the air, and Aidan couldn’t remember a time when he’d had better baked pasta.
“Your female,” Riaz commented in between bites, “I like her. She feeds us.”
Hiding a half-smile, Lucy nudged her shoulder into Aidan’s. “Well, jeez, if I’d have known food was the way to a wolf’s heart, I would have started cooking sooner.”
Aidan nestled her into his flank and nuzzled her in a very wolfish move. “This is delicious, love. Best food I’ve had all week.”
“Only this week, huh?” While there was a distinct attempt at humor, Lucy’s words rang slightly dull.
Aidan tried harder to pull her out of her funk. “Best all month?”
“You’re infuriating, Aidan.” Lucy stuck a finger into his broad chest, but quickly hid her face again under the guise of another bite. “You’re nothing but a big puppy at heart.”
“Them are fightin’ words, Lucy,” Riaz warned with a deliberate brandishing of his cheesy fork. “No alpha wolf I know likes to be called a pup.”
Aidan turned an impish stare toward his dreadlocked friend. “Even you, Riaz?”
“Even me.”
“I’ll endeavor to refrain in the future … beta.”
When his lip curled at the new insult, Riaz willfully exhaled and threw his shoulders back. “Only because you’re alpha, Aidan.”
Lucy played with her fork. “Aidan, have you always been alpha?” 
He nodded beside her. 
“How did you become what you are?”
Tension shuddered through the air. Perplexed, Lucy threw a glance over her shoulder to study Aidan’s profile. A tick started in his clenched jaw before he put down his fork. 
As if sensing the tumultuous emotion riding just under his skin, her fingers softly brushed his shoulder.
“It’s a long story, Lucy,” Aidan apologized before his stiffness dissolved into a thin smile. “Perhaps I’ll tell you another time.”
Lucy searched his gaze, solemn. “Do all of your alphas know it?” 
A studious nod. “They do.”
She glanced around to the other men who’d taken seats opposite them along the island. All of them, at present, had dutifully taken an interest in their remaining food.
Regardless, her fingers continued trailing over the flesh of his shoulder as tension slowly ebbed out of his body. “Didn’t mean to pry.”
Nostalgia softened his smile. “You didn’t, love. Just not a conversation for the dinner table.”
Lucy hesitated a beat before stepping off her stool and going to his back. Hugging herself around his body, he chuckled lightheartedly as she enclosed him. 
From behind him, she caught Seth’s analyzing gaze. “Are any of you mated?”
“I am.” Immediately, Seth’s smile was full of fondness. “My mate’s name is Naomi. We’ve been together almost three hundred years.”
Lucy gaped. “Wow. Is she a wolf as well?”
“She is. Naomi is a beautiful creature,” he responded as his eyes adopted a faraway look. 
Aidan forked the last bite of his meal. “Riaz and Dom are unmated. Sagan is, as well, but he’s been with Kia for ages.”
“The mating bond doesn’t always happen for everyone,” Seth explained with a shrug of his shoulders. “What you have is special.”
Lucy snuggled closer to Aidan’s back, breathing deeply, as he cleared his throat. “We’ll take our leave, gentlemen. You can fight over the scraps.”
Feral grins split their lips as they sized each other up. Aidan, however, simply took her hand and guided her out of the kitchen, not even bothering to throw a look back over his shoulder as the sounds of a quarrel broke out.
Lucy quirked her lips to the side as she followed him. “You’re just going to let them fight it out?”
“It’s good for them, love,” Aidan conjectured idly as he gave her a sidelong glance. “Helps them figure out dominance between themselves. But it’s always the same conclusion. Seth wins. The end.”
“Always?”
A lazy nod. “Without a doubt. After me, he’s the oldest werewolf alive. If I were to die tomorrow, he’d take on the mantle of my responsibility.”
Lucy sucked in a breath, recoiling from him. “Rather fatalistic, don’t you think?”
“Simply being a realist, Lucy.” 
She trailed after him quietly, her hand locked in his. As they arrived at their door, Aidan stepped inside ahead of her and flicked on the lights. Crossing the threshold, Lucy padded in behind him. She stopped halfway into the living room, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. 
The door closed.
Somewhere, the heat kicked on, and a dull hum filled the silence between them while Aidan hovered by the door. She didn’t turn back to look at him, nor did she make any move to leave.
There, surrounded by the colors of forest and earth, she looked small. Everything about her was closed off, from the way she’d curled her shoulders inward to her inability to look at him.
Over the last few days, she’d begun to open up, and now—after her conversation with Derek—it seemed as though that progress had woefully receded.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Lucy’s shoulders rose and fell, but she made no move to turn around. “Derek was angry. He said some hurtful things.”
“What kinds of things? Seth mentioned your conversation with Derek might’ve gotten heated.”
Whirling, her face drained of color. “He heard me? He was listening?”
“No, he didn’t hear your conversation, just the fact that there had been raised voices.”
Gulping, Lucy’s eyes lowered from his once more, squeezing her arms in tighter against her core. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
In another two strides, he hovered before her. “Are you okay?”
He reached out toward her, intending to comfort her, but Lucy backed up a step. Unable to keep the hurt from spearing through his expression, his hand dropped uselessly to his side.
Her eyes flashed to his for a single second before shying away. “I’m fine. I think I’m going to go see my mom tomorrow.”
“Of course. We can leave at dawn—“
“No!” she shouted, eyes wide, before she reeled in her reaction. “No. I’m … I’m going to go by myself. I just want some time alone with her.”
Aidan blinked.
“If I change my mind, I’ll let you know, okay?”
Attempting to offer her a smile, he nodded, but he was distraught by her sudden change in attitude.
A heartbeat later, he was digging into his pocket to grab his keys. He held them out to her, still wearing that fake smile. 
“You can take my Jeep tomorrow,” he offered. “It should have a full tank. And no dead rogues in the trunk, which I’m sure you’ll appreciate.”
His attempt at humor fell flat, and she took the keys without comment before stuffing them into her purse. Biting her lip, Lucy slowly dragged her eyes up to meet his. As if sensing his current fragility, she stepped close. 
“Will you hold me tonight, Aidan?”
“I’d love to.”
She couldn’t quite hide the faint glistening in her eyes, nor the sense of loss and sadness that beat through their nascent mating bond, but she gave no explanation.
Instead, the backs on her fingers gently brushed down the side of his cheek before she wove them through his and tugged him toward the bedroom. Leading him inside, Lucy flipped off the lights and slowly pressed him down onto the bed.
Following him down to the mattress, she curled into him. Every portion of her body fit into his in perfect alignment, every movement coupling them closer. Tantalizing, her very scent was akin to ambrosia to him. Drawing in a deep breath, his wolf howled in ecstasy at their closeness.
When the moon peaked in the twilight sky, he closed his eyes and surrendered to the bliss of sleeping beside the woman who was his fated mate. 




Chapter Twenty-Eight 


For the first time in her life, Lucy was unafraid. 
The hollow sound of her knuckles rapping on the door seemed to resonate with the hollowness in her soul. After they’d gone to bed, Lucy had laid awake long after the wolf behind her had submitted to the sway of sleep, thinking through her plan. 
Leaving Aidan hadn’t been easy. Last night had been her last hoorah with him, the last time he’d hold her. She’d cherished every moment they’d lain in bed together, breathing in the woodsy scent of him and listening to his heartbeat.
Lucy had no doubt that once he found out what she’d done, there would be no mating bond. There’d be no relationship. 
It was better this way. For Lucy, for her mother, and most importantly, for Aidan.
Muffled footsteps sounded on the other side of the door, and her heart thumped in response. Not at seeing Derek again, but with courage—the courage to do what she needed. Standing up straighter, Lucy said nothing when the door whooshed open to reveal the man she’d come to despise.
Calculating eyes hardened upon seeing her. “I see no werewolf.”
“Let’s go inside, Derek.”
An eyebrow raised at the command, but he stepped back to allow her entry. Immediately, her eyes darted around the space, looking for any sign of her mother. When she saw no trace of her, she spun around to her ex-fiancé. 
“Where’s my mother?”
“Where’s my werewolf?” 
Lucy’s lip curled. “I couldn’t get him, Derek. If I’d tried to get him to follow me, he would’ve seen straight through me. He didn’t survive for centuries by being an idiot.”
Seething, a vein pulsed in his forehead. 
Before he could respond, she jumped back in. “Think about it, Derek. I’m worth more to you alive than dead. If that wolf had killed me, you’d have nothing. No Aidan, no Elemental. At least this way, you have me.”
“You can’t even bloom a flower, Lucy. How are you worth anything?”
Lucy allowed her building agitation to seep into the soil below their feet. She allowed the earth to meet her halfway, to take that agitation as its own and express the irritation that held her in thrall. 
A faint tremor shook the home’s foundation, just strong enough to make Derek’s eyes widen.
“You’d be surprised what I can do now.” Lucy let smugness transform her face. “Believe it or not, spending even a few days with them has done wonders for my control.”
Derek made a show of looking her up and down. “Good. At least now I can use you.”
But there would be no using her. At her earliest opportunity, she was going to take her mother and leave. Lucy could be patient. She could persevere. In no world would she allow her mother to bear the brunt of Derek’s cruelty alone.
Sooner or later, Derek would slip up. 
She’d just have to be prepared for it when that time came. 
But Derek, it seemed, wasn’t buying it. “And how do I know you won’t just slip out again? Run off with that wolf?”
“You have my mother, Derek. In what world would I choose an animal over my own flesh and blood?“ The words tasted bitter in her mouth, but she needed Derek to believe them.
“Finally seeing reason, then, huh?”
She fought the urge to sneer. “I want to see my mother.”
“Show me what you can do.”
“Not until I see my mother.”
Agitation made Derek’s right eye twitch, but he finally sighed. “Fine. She’s upstairs, but just one more thing.”
Walking over to the sideboard, Derek opened the drawer to reveal a handgun that was stashed there. Quickly holstering it at his hip, he shot her a seedy smirk.
“Just in case you get any ideas.”
Glaring at him, Lucy made no movement as Derek gestured for her to go up the stairs ahead of him. Every creak of the steps seemed like it’d be her last, but finally, she arrived on the second floor with Derek swift on her heels.
“She’s in the room at the end of the hallway,” he said. 
Lucy passed by the room that’d once been hers, then a pot that lay broken on one side of the hallway. With every stride toward the curtain-covered window at the end of the hall, her heartbeat thumped stronger in her chest. 
Murky grey light filtered in through the window at the end of the hall. The lacy white curtain allowed just enough light in to shine on the brass handle to the room that held her mother. 
One twist made her heart sink. “You locked the door?”
“Last night, she was screaming at the top of her lungs, running through the hallways,” Derek growled behind her. “What did you want me to do?”
Spinning, she sneered at him. 
“Maybe leave her at the care facility, where she was comfortable.” Where she was safe, Lucy thought. “If you’d ever bothered to listen, you’d have known she has a sleep disorder. It comes with the dementia.” 
“Hence, the lock.”
Retrieving the key from his pocket, Derek unlocked the door and let it swing open. The room was sparsely furnished. A double bed, clad in white linens and a thin comforter, and a large armoire were the major pieces of furniture, both stained a drab mahogany. 
Two sitting chairs were pushed into one corner, and while the left was empty, the right contained her mother.
Lucy’s eyes watered.
Fear lived in the whites of her mother’s eyes, the slight sheen of perspiration that glistened on her skin. Her fingers were tight around the chair’s wood arms. Her salt-and-pepper hair frizzed out from her head at odd angles and her nightgown was torn in two places.
Lucy would never forgive him.
Though her knees threatened to give out, Lucy darted over to the corner where her mother sat and clutched at her hand. “I’m here now, Momma.”
Recognition burned behind those electric blue eyes. In a whisper, she said, “Lucy, you need to go. You’ve gotta leave, Lulu.”
Derek’s footfalls sounded closer until he stopped moving just behind her. She didn’t dare look up.
“We’re gonna be okay, Momma. I’m not leaving anytime soon, okay? We’re just going to take one day at a time.”
“Lulu, baby, he’s not a good man.”
No, but Aidan was.
“I know, Momma. But you need to trust me. While I’m here, Derek won’t touch you.” Her gaze swung over her shoulder with enough salt to cauterize wounds. “Isn’t that right, Derek?”
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure. Are you happy now?”
Lucy nodded, her fingers still fastened around her mother’s.
“Now, show me what you can do.”
A spike of fear lanced through her at the prospect of proving her worth to Derek. Though the earth had complied with her request earlier, she’d only had a few days with Gideon to hone her skill. She could only hope that what she’d do would appease him.
“Not here, Derek.” 
His teeth flashed. “Yes. Here.”
“You want me to grow an oak tree up through the foundation? Create a sinkhole in the backyard? Somehow, I don’t think the neighbors would appreciate that.”
For the first time since they had met, Derek gave in.




Chapter Twenty-Nine


Anxiety had settled like an anvil in his gut.  
Lucy had been quiet before she’d left this morning. She’d taken a shower, gathered her things, and left without more than a handful of words to him. 
And still, she hadn’t met his eyes.
Something was wrong, but he didn’t know what. Though it’d gone against his every protective instinct he had, he’d given Lucy the freedom she deserved. He’d waved goodbye as she drove out of that parking lot, standing on the asphalt well after she’d driven out of sight.
To take his mind off his mate, he’d jumped in to help prepare for the summit. The Elementals had done most of the work, but he’d volunteered to help with the heavy lifting.
An hour after Lucy left, his first call went straight to voicemail.
With her still driving, Aidan couldn’t fault her for not picking up, but the second one an hour after that returned the same result. The third, two and a half hours after the first, was no different.
Lucy should’ve been there by now. Should’ve seen his calls.
But still, Aidan waited.
Now that the summit’s preparations were complete, he called his alphas together to discuss the new information they’d discovered regarding the rogue problem.
Standing around a geographical map of the United States, the conference room they had borrowed from the Elementals functioned now as their base of operations. The six of them stood in a loose circle around the large table.
“We’ve highlighted locations of known rogue wolves over the past twelve months,” Riaz explained as he covered the map. “Or, at the very least, wolves that didn’t follow the rogue tendencies.”
Dominick leaned over the plan and tapped each location with two fingers. “Fortunately, there’s a distinct pattern. Most of the wolves we’ve seen that don’t fit the pattern originated in Nova’s territory, but then, they started appearing near Chicago, and then, the western shoreline.”
Riaz nodded. “Given the two recent ones in Dubuque and twin cities, I reached out to my hunters to confirm if they’d seen increase activity in the last few days, and they had. Two rogues, both with that distinct scarring on their hind legs.”
“We’re guessing that the next will show in your neck of the woods, Nova.” 
“Nova, how many lone wolves run within your borders?” Aidan questioned.
“Total? Maybe a half dozen.”
A sudden protectiveness surged through his veins. “We’re going to call them all back to your den—or any den of their choosing. No delay.”
The female alpha gave a clipped nod, pulling her phone out to start texting her betas.
Aidan did the same, his wolf yipping irritably when he saw no texts or calls from Lucy. Almost absently, he said, “We need to go investigate—safely—at our earliest opportunity.”
With his focus still on his phone, Aidan listened with half an ear as Seth took up the ball and began drawing up plans to investigate. His concentration was shot, and his alphas knew it.
Pinching his templates, he took a seat at the table and idly looked up the number for Jarou Retirement Center. Even if she didn’t want to speak with him, the least he could do was confirm that she had made it there safely. 
Jarou’s number flashed up on his cell, but his thumb hesitated over the call button. He didn’t want to seem overbearing; his wolf was feral enough as it was. Instead, he sent her another text instead.
<Hope you got there safely. I’m here if you want to talk.>
Aidan stared at the sent text, breathing a sigh of relief when it listed as “Delivered,” and not “Failed to send.” Lucy didn’t respond, and Aidan didn’t send another.
The bond between them, ghosting as it was, had tightened considerably since she’d left. His wolf had become more and more agitated, especially considering the emotions that pulsed from her side of the bond.
Depression. Detachment. Despair. 
All of them filtered into his soul through their connection, making him even more desperate to speak with her. While Aidan stewed on her lack of communication, his alphas had gone quiet, pensive. The silence made him finally look up from his phone.
Every alpha’s attention was trained on him where he sat. They stood, mute and absolutely still, lording above him with their wolves peering at him out of their eyes.
Seth took the initiative to ask. “Everything okay?”
For a long moment, silence held his tongue, gauging the disclosure with what he wouldn’t admit even to himself. As he mulled through the possibilities—even the ones that made him nauseous—the alphas didn’t move.
Finally, he admitted, “She’s not answering my calls.”
A muscle in Seth’s jaw jumped, his expression turning stony. “Could she have gone back to Citizens, Aidan?”
“No, she was going to see her mother.”
Seth didn’t back down. “What did her fiancé say last night that upset her so much?”
“She didn’t say.”
“Could he have convinced her to come back? Rejoin their cause?”
Shooting to his feet, Aidan bared his teeth at Seth. His world was turning upside down at the thought of Lucy’s betrayal, and he aimed that volatility at the man who’d voiced it.
The hair-raising growl that rumbled from within him had each alpha shifting uneasily on their feet, but none of them backed down. Wildly fluctuating emotions pelted at him with every thought, and it was all Aidan could do to keep from lashing out at his most trusted friend.
Fortunately, it was Nova who pulled him out of it.
“Aidan.“ Nova’s voice, soft with hesitation—concern?—was uncharacteristic. 
Slowly, as if knowing he was a flinch away from striking, she reached out to gently grip his shoulder. Like any good alpha, she knew that touch was vital between packmates—between alphas. 
It grounded him.
Exhaling into the silence, she breathed, “I think we need to discuss the possibility that Lucy returned to Citizens.”
Aidan’s features pinched. “She wouldn’t … she’d wouldn’t do that to me. She was happy.” 
But even as he spoke the words, he wasn’t convinced. She’d never once said she wanted to be his mate, and last night, she’d been distant. While they’d held each other last night in bed, Aidan had convinced himself she’d wanted to stay with him.
As he replayed the tender moments in his head, he became introspective. Lucy had kissed his cheeks, ran her fingers through his hair, traced patterns on his chest. Each action had been sweet, lingering, and almost sad. 
The realization hit him like two by four.
Last night, she hadn’t done those things like they were the beginning of something new. She’d held him like she was saying goodbye.
Without explanation, he took out his phone and hit the call button for Jarou. Three rings jarred every sense he had until they picked up with a rehearsed line.
“Lucy Carbora was coming in to visit her mother this morning,” he said, trying to keep panic from his voice. “Can you tell me if she arrived safely?”
“Lucy Carbora? Her mother is Gloria, right?”
“Yes.”
A hum of exasperation. “Mrs. Carbora was removed from our care yesterday. She’s no longer at Jarou Retirement Center.” 
“Who removed her?”
“Derek Wallace. He was listed as a secondary contact on Gloria’s records.”
Aidan was shell shocked as the line went dead, freezing with it still connected to his ear. Then, as if on auto-pilot, he clicked it off and shoved it into his back pocket.
“He took her mother. Derek took her mother.”
Shock swiftly turned into rage, and his wolf assumed control as Aidan floundered. His alphas were speaking, but none of it registered. This time, there was no stopping the primal part of his nature that took over, no halting the change that took place within him.
Seth was speaking, calling out orders, while Aidan remained frozen, every cell of his body unable to move through the fury and fear. 
He shifted seamlessly into the form of his wolf and sprinted toward the exit. Barreling through doors and sprinting down the hallways, he crashed through the glass windows that lined the main entrance and broke out into the brilliant light of day. 
Four paws beat swiftly against the earth, following the keen tug of the mating bond that connected them. There would be no reasoning now, not with his wolf manning the show, and Aidan was well beyond words.
Somewhere, in the rational part of his mind, he knew he was going to leap into danger without proper judgment, would risk his life without thinking through the situation.
But it didn’t matter now. The only thing that mattered was Lucy.




Chapter Thirty


Gravel churned beneath the town car’s tires as they wound through dusty Illinois roads. Derek’s silence, while concerning, had allowed Lucy to regain some semblance of composure after what’d happened to her mother. 
Derek had insisted she make good on her promise of “showing him” what she was capable of, and he’d dragged her out to the car as soon as she’d settled her mother.
The problem was that Lucy still didn’t know what on earth to show him.
While the earth had eagerly complied earlier, her Elemental abilities were that of a beginner at best. If she attempted anything too dramatic, she’d likely risk both their lives—and those around them.
It was good they were going deep into the Illinois countryside, but she still didn’t know where. “Where are we going, Derek?”
“A friend’s house.”
Given the hard set of Derek’s jaw, Lucy knew she wouldn’t get any more information out of him. No matter how much begging and pleading she’d do, he’d remain stuck in his ways: a victim of his own discontent.
And for the first time, Lucy didn’t care. There would be no more bending to his will or supplication to ensure he was happy. If anything, being with an alpha werewolf had taught her the value of self-worth, of being tenacious.
“You know, Lucy, I only ever wanted to keep you safe.”
She fought the urge to scoff. “Is that what you call this?”
“Those people—they’re dangerous. You have no idea what they’re capable of. They drink people’s blood without their consent. Those rogues hunt human prey. They killed Victor.” A slow shake of his head. “I don’t understand why you’ve any loyalty to them.”
“The vampires said they’re going to bagged blood, Derek.”
“Yeah, likely story,” he scoffed. “And what about the rogues? How do you explain that away?”
“I can’t.”
“That’s what I thought,” Derek hissed from ahead of her. “Honestly, Lucy. Associating with their kind? How could you?”
The notes of utter disgust outweighed the bitterness within his words. Crinkling her nose, Lucy fought the urge to lash out. Instead, she took a different approach. 
“Believe it or not, those ‘animals’ have some compassion. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand that, seeing as how you’re threatening my mother.”
When he didn’t respond, Lucy quieted. As tears pricked the back of her eyes, she realized just how much she missed Aidan. Every fiber of her being longed to see him one last time, but she knew it’d be better if he never made an appearance.
Last night, she’d cherished every moment they’d had together. She’d seen every desperate text and phone call that’d come through from Aidan’s phone, somehow knowing that his fear had turned to anger. Good, he needed to believe that she’d betrayed him. He needed to believe she’d left him.
Lucy could only hope he stayed away. If she saw him again—if he decided to come back and claim vengeance for her misdeeds—Citizens would only hurt him.
Sniffling, she let her head rest upon the head rest. With every passing mile, it felt as if her heart was stretching, breaking. With every breath, her body vibrated with the need to be back with him, longed to sink into the heat of him and let him encase her in his strength.
Never again.
Ten minutes later, Derek pulled down a long gravel road, the vehicle’s subtle motion doing nothing to quell her nerves as the car decelerated and turned one final time.
“We’re here. You’ll be on your best behavior, Lucy.”
Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Lucy remained silent. Better that he still think her the puppet that left him just under a week ago.
Car creaking to a halt, Derek appeared at her door half a minute later. Wiggling out from the deep seats, he made an impatient huff while she came to stand. The man had no patience.
It made her realize just how much of a mistake he’d been in the first place.
Glancing around, she took stock of her surroundings. Illinois countryside was all fairly bland and indecipherable. Cornfields, cows, the occasional soybean field. Now, in the middle of harvesting season, corn dust obscured the landscape and cast a billowy gloom over the area.
Derek led her to a small, outdated ranch that sat at the end of the long gravel driveway. It was a detached garage housed with several rickety garage doors that had been opened to reveal a 1970s car. By the look of it, everything on the dilapidated property needed an overhaul.
Two knocks at the front door before Derek shoved it open. “Greg, we’re here.”
Upon entry, Lucy stifled the urge to gag. A week’s worth of old pizza boxes lay haphazardly throughout what she could only describe as a living room while the odor of moldy cheese wafted through the air. Well-used couches were shoved up against stained, wallpapered walls.
Derek, apparently, had the same impression. Scrunching his nose, he led her to one of the cleaner one of the couches. 
“Sit.” Then, as if an afterthought, he added, “Don’t do anything stupid, Lucy.”
“What do you think I’m going to do? Run off into the wilderness in near freezing weather?” Her eyebrows knit together. “No thanks.”
“Sorry.” Greg appeared from the narrow hallway. “Was just hearing about some rogues from our friend up north.”
Derek’s slow smile was one of arrogance. “See, Lucy? Those rogues are taking over. Just a matter of time before the authorities figure out what they are.”
While her face remained blank, the cloud of panic that bloomed within her was nothing short of spectacular. The earth, as if sensing her sudden terror, responded with a small tremor of its own.
“Glad to see you’ve a better control on your abilities now.” Greg eyed her before he returned his attention to Derek. “The other immortal—the one we talked about yesterday with Torrin—our contacts say it shouldn’t be too hard to snatch him. He rarely has a companion with him when he ventures out.”
“Good.”
“You planning on gathering more immortals than just Aidan?” She couldn’t believe the nerve of this man, and it must’ve shown on her face.
“As I said, Lucy Goosey, Aidan just sweetens the pot.”
Greg’s attention swung back to her. “Before we see what you can do, I want you to tell us what happened while you were there.”
Lucy’s hand fisted in the fabric of her shirt. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“You were with them for nearly a week, Lucy,” Derek reiterated with a less-than-pleased stare. “Tell us what happened. Tell us what you learned.”
“Just because I came back for my mother doesn’t mean I’m going to tell you a single thing about the Elementals.”
“That’s odd,” came Derek’s taunt, “because it’s not like you can ever go back. It’s not like your loyalty will be rewarded. What, with you spying on them for us and all.”  
Though the words sliced deeply, she remained quiet.
“We’ve warned you that they’re dangerous—provoked or unprovoked—and if they find out what you did, there’s no telling what they’ll do. You better start talking. I don’t want to have to resort to violence, but I will if you continue to resist.”
Gritting her teeth, Lucy leapt to her feet. “Violence? You mean like how you tried to take out the vampire headquarters? Like how you hurt my mother? Seems to me like you’ve always had a penchant toward violence, Derek.”
Mirroring her action, he stood before her, his height towering over her as she subconsciously took a step back. Self-preservation finally reared its head inside of her, and her heart raced as he stepped closer still.
“And what do you know of it?”
“Very little, I assure you.” It was everything she could do to hold her ground. “But I do know that Citizens planted a bomb with the intention of taking life.”
“They got what they deserved, Lucy. Vampires control people. Make them do things. The only way we knew of them was because their mind control failed on us.”
“And you’ve decided to completely overlook the fact that they’re capable of change? That they’re restricting—“
Derek’s eyes narrowed, the man oozing of villainy and mania. ”—Their diet? Of us? Yes, Lucy, how kind of them not to prey on those weaker than them.“ He scoffed. “None of them deserve to keep their lives after what they’ve done.”
Shaking her head, Lucy paled. “And what about my kind? Am I to be exterminated as well?”
“Jury’s still out, Lucy.” Derek cuffed a hand around her arm. “Gideon killed Victor, and he has to pay the price.”
Lucy’s eyes froze open, her very breath seeming to stall in her lungs. Parting her lips, a tremor quaking through her frame. “Gideon?” 
Struggling to stay afloat, Lucy’s vision swam as she tried to piece together the two disparate versions of the Elemental monarch. How could Gideon have been the one who killed Victor? How could he have murdered the man in cold blood? Followed him, broke into his house, and then killed him?
“You’ve met him.” A villainous smile pulled at Derek’s lips. “Do tell, sweetheart. I’d very much like to know more about that particular Elemental.”
Throat constricting, sweat began beading on her forehead. Her breath, shaky and stuttering, ratcheted through her open lips. “Gideon killed Victor?”
“Tell me what you know about him, and I’ll make his end quick.”
Everything in her revolted about spilling Gideon’s secrets, about throwing the kind man who’d taught her to the wolves. But how could she reconcile the other man’s murder with the man who’d taken her in? 
“If you don’t loosen those lips, I’ll torture him—and you.”
Lucy pried her arm loose from his with a jerk, making her mind up. “You’re a monster. I’ll never tell you anything!”
The instant his open hand connected with her cheek in a whiplash of movement, everything changed. 
In a crash, an obsidian blur flew through the glass of the gallery window to their left. Seamlessly shifting into his human form, Aidan barreled into Greg with the force of a freight train, flinging him across the room and colliding with the wall in a sickening thump.
Whirling, Aidan faced the man opposite them and advanced. But Derek had already accounted for the sudden intrusion and pulled a Glock nine-millimeter from the holster at his hip.
But Derek didn’t point it at Aidan. He pointed it at Lucy. 
Aidan saw this and froze, torn between protecting his mate and eliminating the threat. The smug expression that twisted Derek’s features made Lucy’s skin crawl, but what he said next was even worse.
“I figure if you’ve come all the way here to get her back, she must be worth something to you.” He grinned. “Good job, Lucy, you brought him to us, just like I asked.”
A flash of hurt and disbelief pinged through the mating bond between them, Aidan’s face betraying the sudden melancholy that warped his mind. When he turned his attention to Lucy, Derek took the opportunity.
Gun fire ricocheted across the living room a bare moment later, and Aidan’s body jerked. Instead of recoiling, however, it simply seemed to enrage him more. Two heartbeats later, he’d surged across the room and barreled into Derek, plowing into him without inhibition.
Another shot rang out, and Lucy’s heart leapt into her throat.
Stunned, Lucy dropped to her knees, covering her head as a fight broke out. When there was a lull in the sound, she glanced up, expecting to find her ex-fiancé down for the count. 
Instead, Derek was on his feet, clutching his arm, and abandoned them to the house. He made for the front door, his expression a mask of terror, not looking back as his legs carried him out to the car they’d arrived in, clearly parked in front of the house.
Adrenaline made her movements jerky and uncoordinated as she struggled to stand. 
Expecting the massive werewolf to give chase, she spun around to find him when he remained still. Confused, her entire body jolted as she took in the gravity of what her eyes were telling her.
Crimson red bloomed from two points on his chest, the dye of his blood slowly creeping over the white of his t-shirt. Mouth open as he dragged in shallow breaths, Aidan had backed up against a wall for the support of it.
“Aidan!” Lucy leapt to his side instantly, her hands reaching up to plug the more significant wound in his chest. “You’ve been shot!”
To her shock, he offered her a weary smile. “Lucy. I—I was worried about you.”
A devastated laugh crept out of her lips as she caught his affectionate gaze. “Well, now I’m worried about you. We have to get you help.”
“Lucy?”
Her chest twisted. “What?”
“Did you—did you betray me?”
Tears pricked behind her eyes, and she dashed them away with the back of a blood-covered hand. “He—he had my mother, Aidan. But I didn’t—I refused ....”
She failed to find that words that’d make her lie acceptable. Aidan’s eyes closed for a bit longer than a standard blink, and when he opened them, Lucy couldn’t tell if he believed her or not.
“How did you find me?”
“The bond.”
Pushing confusion aside, a shiver of fear tremored through her. “Derek has my mother at the Winnetka house, Aidan. I have to go back—“
“I’ll text Nina.” 
He grimaced as he pressed his left hand into his bleeding flank, reaching around to grab his phone from his back pocket. A strangled sound escaped him when he twisted, so Lucy retrieved it instead.
Aidan stiffly unlocked it, eyes closing as Lucy scrolled through his contacts. She quickly typed out a text to Nina, detailing the address and where her mother was in the house. When Nina simply replied, <On it>, Lucy breathed a sigh of relief.
“We can’t stay here, Lucy.” 
No question in his voice, only dominance that was meant to be followed without argument. But, for once, she didn’t disagree.
“Okay.” Lucy’s hand continued to plug the bleeding wound in Aidan’s shoulder while she looked around desperately. “I saw a car outside. Let me see if I can find keys.”
“No Lucy, my pack needs to be able to find us—and quickly. If—if we move too far away, it’ll only take them longer.” Aidan grimaced as he shoved off the wall. “These aren’t regular bullets, love. They’re silver. They’ll need to extract them when they get here.”
Desperation flooded through her mind, a whimper leaving her throat. Lucy wrapped Aidan’s arm around her shoulders to offer what support she could. But her wolf was strong, and he resisted the urge to lean into her. 
“How do you know they’re following us?”
“The bonds.” Voice tight with strain, he cleared his throat. “I feel them getting closer. Three on the paw, two in a vehicle.”
“It’s freezing outside, Aidan,” Lucy warned as she grappled with the door in front of him. The man was only in a short sleeve t-shirt and a pair of jeans. “Shift into your wolf so you don’t get cold.”
An apology from her wolf as greenish gray eyes met hers. “I can’t, Lucy. The silver prevents the shift.”
Fear abounded in her gut as they stepped into the bitter cold of the late October day. Though the sun shone brilliantly, the untampered chill of the wintry breeze rolled through the open plains. “Where should we go, Aidan?”
Aidan inclined his head toward a deserted-looking old barn that dotted the horizon. “Let’s head for that barn, Lucy. We’ll be far enough away that Citizens won’t know to look there.”
Silence between them while they ventured out toward the distant structure. Passing over the gravel road, the grit of the rocks crunched underfoot. Lucy, however, was barely keeping her waning composure. 
“Aidan, what does the silver do to you?”
“Prevents the shift,” he responded immediately, but there was a hesitation in his voice, a “but” that Lucy was certain would follow. 
“But?”
“But it also poisons us.” 
A weak cough sounded from the man on the heels of his words. Lucy whipped her head up to look at him, a faint crimson red appearing on his bottom lip. If the wound in his chest had perforated his lungs, this wouldn’t be the last of the blood.
“How much time?”
“A couple of hours, Lucy, but I’ll be unconscious before that.”
Trembling, it was all Lucy could do to look at the barn ahead and pray that his alphas made it in time. As they slowly moved ever closer toward the structure, more of Aidan’s weight settled into her frame. 
Not more than she could take, fortunately, but it became progressively more with every step.
When they got within fifty feet, Aidan faltered. Even as Lucy attempted to right him, she couldn’t sustain his weight when his knee slammed into the earth. An agonized exhale sounded from his lips where the stream of blood had grown thicker.
Aidan was dying in front of her.




Chapter Thirty-One


“Just a little further, Aidan,” Lucy begged from beside him. 
With every step, her shaking hands clutched tighter around his arm, coaxing him gently toward the barn before them. The bond between them, pulsing with life, betrayed her growing sense of fear.
Body quivering, Aidan blinked against the onslaught of silver that was gradually poisoning his system. Silver nitrate crawled through his veins, as if living fire, burning, and consuming as it went. 
Beads of sweat dampened his brow, regardless of the chill of the bitter wind. His breath was quick but shallow, his body rejecting the notion of walking any further.
But he had to. If anything, for Lucy’s sake.
With a groan, he summoned what strength he had left and stumbled to his feet. Weakness snaked through his muscles, causing his knees to tremble and his balance to warble. 
If he fell here, Lucy would never leave him. She’d freeze to death in the open tundra.
The last fifty yards to the barn were complete and utter agony. Every step he took was a blow to his system, every inch he moved was a jolt to his faltering body.
Hauling him against the side of the barn as they closed the last few feet, Lucy’s hands grappled with the barn door and swung it open. The scent of fresh hay and ground corn assaulted his senses as his mate assisted him into the more temperate air of the interior.
Collapsing, Aidan fell to the ground. Lucy, unable to stop him, gasped in surprise and terror before she went to his side where he lay unmoving against the bleakness of the cold earth.
“Aidan.” 
Her hands delicately caressed his face as he breathed through the pain of the poison that was wreaking havoc on his blood, his bones, his organs.
Blood thickened in his throat even as he swallowed it down once more, knowing that Lucy would be overcome with terror at the sight of red. As the silver quickened in his bloodstream, his veins burned with a sweltering heat, the poison rapidly overcoming all his body’s natural defenses.
But what was more concerning, however, was his wolf.
Under his skin, the beast was acting peculiar. Pacing, the animal clawed at the cage of the domestic man around him, frenzied with his attempt to seek freedom. Growling and snapping his teeth, the wolf was irate. 
Angry. 
Feral.
Feral in a way he’d never been before. Feral in a way that spoke more to rogues than their wild wolf brethren. In the back of his mind, whispers of violence began to build, making the wolf thirsty for the taste of blood. Not for the first time, the urge to become rogue hovered on the borders of his mind. But this time, unlike at any other point in his past, Aidan contemplated giving in.
The allure of doing as he pleased. The dominance that’d never be questioned. The overwhelming freedom of running wild.
Aidan’s eyes snapped open as the weight of what was happening settled on him. “Lucy, you need to leave here.”
Fingertips stilling on his body, her face suddenly became a mask. “Why?”
“I know why the lone wolves are turning rogue,” Aidan explained. “It’s the ammunition, Lucy. They’re turning rabid because of the bullets.”
“Aidan, how can you know that?”
“My wolf is turning feral. Rabid.” 
Aidan grimaced, his salivating wolf making yet another attempt to break through Aidan’s control. With the last of his failing strength, he’d chained the beast within him, the final wall between his sanity and his own destruction. 
“I can feel it, Lucy.” A weak shake of his head; his only concern was for Lucy. “You have to leave. Now, before I accidentally hurt you.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“Leave. Now!” Throwing the full weight of his dominance behind his words, Aidan fully expected her to abandon him, to give in to his assertion. But he had no effect on her.
“I won’t, Aidan.” Lucy’s lips caressed his forehead, lingering sweetly. “I’m not leaving you. You have to fight this. If you don’t fight it, no one else will. Be strong.”
Moaning bleakly as the poison advanced further into his deteriorating body, Aidan shuddered as the pain hazed his mind. “Go, please.”
Lips quivering, she could only shake her head and press her lips against his in tender devotion. Her gaze warmed him amid his suffering, a brilliant light against the darkness that’d begun to overwhelm him.
“I’m begging you, Lucy … I don’t want to hurt you.”
Her reply was instant. “You won’t hurt me. Remember your promise? You said I’d never be harmed in your care. Prove it to me, Aidan. Prove it to me, mate.”
He shivered, the relentless cold of the barn seeping into his bones. Under his skin, his threading pulse beat on, regardless of the substantial blood loss that would have crippled a human. 
The bonds to his alphas faltered.
Not a single wolf in the nation would have any doubt as to what was happening. Every werewolf was bonded to Aidan through the mental strings that bound them together as a nation and as wolves.
Aidan was dying.
Through those shuttering bonds, energy infused within him, but it wasn’t enough. Even as the bonds swelled with energy, he found himself floundering, losing his sense of self.
“Aidan, you said yourself that your alphas are on their way.” Lucy’s voice dragged him back to the present. “Where are they now?”
Aidan, centuries older than his oldest alpha, would’ve crossed this distance far faster than they could. He hadn’t known when they left Paracel, too concerned about Lucy to track them at first, but now he sensed them drawing near.
Blinking through the fog, he tried to focus, but the pain and the magnitude of the wounds that marred him proved a near impenetrable blockade. Never before had he been unable to pinpoint their locations. Never before had he been unable to verify their livelihoods.
But he was unable to now. 
Mumbling, hoarse words ground from his throat. “Don’t … don’t know.”
Lucy’s brow creased, but suddenly, he couldn’t be bothered with her. Under the weight of his wounds, all sense of self disappeared. The wolf, feral beneath his skin, vanished. The pain that prevented him from focusing was suddenly gone.
Aidan drifted silently into the blackness with no end.




Chapter Thirty-Two


Aidan couldn’t stop shivering. 
When he’d lost consciousness, minutes—or hours?— ago, Aidan’s body had begun trembling, trying to conserve heat in any way possible. She’d draped her arm and leg over him from where she lay beside him, trying to curl into his massive body and share the only heat she had. Hers.
Beneath them, she’d grow springy green moss up around his body, cradling him against the frozen earth. Though it hadn’t been much, it’d been all her terror-stricken mind could conjure.
Cheeks wet with tears, she’d begun to sing to him. Low and melodic, her voice humming through the air, gifting him with the only thing she could: a sweet, still song.
Lucy had read somewhere that even when someone was unconscious, sometimes they could still hear those around them. She’d be damned if he thought he was alone.
The door shattered inward, and a sharp breeze suddenly cut through the barn. Before she knew it, she was on her feet and calling upon the earth. With adrenaline fueling her, the earth responded readily, roots spiking upward and around them in protection.
The door swung wide moments later, and the face she saw made her gasp in relief. Seth entered first, with Riaz and Nova quick on his heels. But as soon as their eyes snagged on Aidan, they stopped dead in their tracks.
Their alpha was laying prone, his once white t-shirt saturated with blood. Aidan’s greenish-gray eyes were veiled behind the heavy curtain of his eyelids, his face an unnatural white. 
Seth’s face said it as clear as day: never before had he seen his alpha so grievously wounded. Instantly, he was by Aidan’s side and had two fingers pressed against Aidan’s chilled skin to check for a pulse. The wolf made no move, no acknowledgement of his presence.
Lucy’s knees collapsed to the earth beside them. “Help him, Seth. Please.”
Seth ripped the t-shirt away to bare Aidan’s torso. Stricken, Lucy’s heart leapt into her throat. Pulsing silver veins crawled over Aidan’s flesh, radiating outward from the two gunshot wounds. Red saturated the nook between his shoulder and his pectoral muscle, and another nestled into the ribbed flesh of his abdomen. 
Both were coated with silver.
Jaw clenching, Seth shook his head. “Nova, how far away are Dom and Sagan?”
“Forty-five minutes,” came her response. Her eyes were riveted to her alpha, the scene eerily like that of her mate’s near-brush with death only half a year ago.
Lucy’s tear-filled cry broke the silence as she cradled Aidan’s head gently in her lap. Timidly, her fingertips trailed over the sides of his face, tender, delicate. “Can you help him?”
“We can’t neutralize the silver without our antidote, Lucy.” Seth’s troubled gaze held hers. “When Aidan left, I had Dominick and Sagan follow in a van, but none of us had the foresight to bring the antidote with us. He’s going to have to hold on until they get here.”
A sad nod, then she bit her lip. “Seth, there’s more.” 
As his eyebrows pinched, she continued. “Before Aidan lost consciousness, he said he knew why the lone wolves were turning. Not rogue, but rabid. Aidan said that it’s the bullets. The sunlight and silver. He was fighting his wolf for control when he lost consciousness.”
Seth went supernaturally still. If it was the ammunition that were making wolves go rogue—rabid—then even Aidan would be susceptible to it. He cast a heavy glance to the other alphas, their gazes as dark as his. 
“Did he act aggressively toward you, Lucy?”
Lucy shook her head furiously. “No, he didn’t, but he was very weak. Kept begging me to leave. That he didn’t want to hurt me.”
“Believe it or not, Lucy, that’s a good thing.” Seth’s hand lingered on his alpha’s chest. 
Below them, Aidan shivered, his body tensing and quaking under the duress of his injuries and the chill of the brisk October day.  
Lucy stifled a cry, fresh tears leaking onto her cheeks. “He’s cold. I don’t have anything to cover him with.”
Riaz shifted before Seth even had to ask, Nova following form moments later. Gently, the female alpha settled against Aidan using her ivory coat to warm him, her muzzle resting delicately against the uninjured side of his broad chest. Riaz tenderly lowered himself onto Aidan’s legs, his big mahogany paws resting carefully on his alpha’s thigh.
“Seth, is he going to be okay?”
When his lips thinned in a sad smile, Lucy’s eyes closed, not wanting to hear what came next. “I don’t know, Lucy.” 
When the sound of a vehicle ground up the gravel drive a half hour later, it was everything Lucy could do to remain calm. Inside her chest, her heart fluttered, adrenaline making her fingers tremble.
Over the last ten minutes, Aidan’s color had turned a sickly gray, and his once steady heartbeat had begun losing its vitality. Delicately, Nova and Riaz extracted themselves from their protective cocoon and shifted to their human forms.
Dominick and Sagan were inside moments later. Both looked shell shocked to see their alpha stricken before them, but dutifully masked their reactions under newfound determination and resolve.
“We need the glutathione, Dom.”
Lucy perked. “The what?”
The Asian werewolf lowered the black box he’d carried inside to the ground, rustling through the contents to withdraw the metallic object. After Seth applied a tourniquet a few inches above Aidan’s elbow, he began searching his arm for veins.
“When wolves get silver poisoning, we use glutathione to neutralize the silver in their blood,” Seth explained. “Unlike humans, our bloodstream doesn’t clear silver effectively—or at all. Once the compound binds with the silver, it becomes harmless—to us at least.”
Pursing her lips, Lucy held her breath as Seth found a suitable vein in Aidan’s arm. Dominick, having retrieved the serum, relinquished it into Seth’s hands. 
With the skill of a learned physician, he slowly pressed down the plunger before carefully sliding it out. Dominick was already there with a cotton ball, applying pressure to the bleeding vein.
Everything today had been Lucy’s fault. She hadn’t known that Aidan could track her via their bond, and because she hadn’t known that one vital piece of information, Aidan had nearly died.
Furious tears blurred her vision, and she dashed them away before they could fall. Disconcerted, she focused instead on gently caressing his cheek and his lightly shadowed jawline with her fingertips. Whispering sweet words to him, she doubted he would hear them, but Lucy was desperate. Aggravated. Angry. 
And so, so alone without Aidan’s immense presence.
Finishing the process, Seth retook Aidan’s pulse once before expelling a heavy sigh.  “Now, we wait.”
Lucy closed her eyes as a shudder wracked through her body. She willed him back to her, willed him to awaken. It was too cold, too exposed here. But the barn had been all they’d had.
Seth took the lead on sanitizing and bandaging the ravaged flesh of Aidan’s abdomen and chest. While he did so, he explained that he’d practiced medicine as both a hobby and a career throughout his very long life, taking the title of the foremost authority among werewolf kind.
When Aidan shivered again, Riaz resumed his furry post on Aidan’s legs. Before Nova could shift, Dominick delicately took up residence against his torso, the thick black and white of this coat a stark contrast.
Lucy bit her lip and pegged Seth with a questioning stare. “How long do we wait? Should we not attempt to move him someplace warm?”
“You’re right, Lucy.” Seth nodded his head and exchanged a weighted glance with Sagan. “We’ll get him into the van where it’ll be warmer. Then, we’ll make our way back to Paracel.”
Sagan retreated from the barn door to the van to get it warmed up while Nova gathered the supplies that they had so hastily spread out to aid their ailing alpha. Dominick and Riaz stayed nestled against him, their canine eyes entirely too depressed.
Reaching out a hand to gently stroke the soft fur of Dominick’s head, a tender reassurance against the satin of his coat. The wolf relaxed under the show of affection and readily leaned into her hand. Riaz whimpered from where he perched against Aidan’s legs, and suddenly, Lucy’s mouth twitched, hinting at a smile.
She brought her other hand toward Riaz and fielded an unexpected lick before she sank her fingers into the mahogany coat. 
“I hope I never lose sight of how magnificent you all are.” A sad smile. “He is very blessed to have you. We are very blessed.”
Lowering her eyes to look at Aidan, Lucy grimaced. “Wake up, Aidan. Wake up, Mr. Wolf.”
But he hadn’t by the time the vehicle was ready. Nor did he wake when his alphas carried him into the back of the van that Lucy had vaulted into just moments earlier. Lowering him tentatively onto the floor of the vehicle, she prayed for a miracle.
Once again, his head was pillowed in her lap as she gently sung to him. Sagan driving, Dominick occupied his seat in the passenger’s side. Otherwise, Riaz, Seth, and Nova sat alongside the other half of the van’s open back cargo space. Fortunately, the space held all of them comfortably. 
Aidan, meanwhile, had regained some of his color and his breathing had stabilized. Lucy breathed a sigh of relief when Seth checked him once more and a smirk appeared on his lips.
“I swear, nothing can keep him down for long. I’d literally have to tie him down if he ever needed bedrest.”
“You may have to tie him down anyway, Seth,” came the quiet comment from Nova.
Frowning, Lucy’s attention shifted to the lone female alpha. “What do you mean?”
“If Aidan’s right—if wolves are becoming rabid from the sunlight—he could be dangerous. We’re going to have to watch him.” She grimaced. “And take precautions.”
The silence that followed Nova’s decree made goosebumps pebble across Lucy’s skin. Swallowing, she gently ran a finger along Aidan’s cheekbone, hating the way his skin was cold. “What happens if he goes rabid?”
Seth sighed, the sound loaded with emotion. “If Aidan goes rabid, we won’t have any choice, Lucy.”
She didn’t ask what that meant. Couldn’t. Instead, she bent down to cover Aidan’s passive face with her body, blocking him from the alpha’s sight. Gently pressing her mouth to his, she tasted the blood that lingered there, the iron-rich tang of it salting her lips.
“He’s lost a substantial portion of his blood, and the silver poisoning didn’t help. It’ll be several hours before he stabilizes,” Seth said. “By the time he comes around, we need to have him someplace secure.”
The long van ride to Paracel was mostly silent. Twice, Aidan’s phone chimed, the first confirming that Nina had found Lucy’s mother, and the second saying that she’d been settled safely in one of Gideon’s guest rooms.
While her mother’s safety had been secured, Lucy couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief—not with Aidan still down for the count.
The Elemental compound had only one place that’d function well enough to keep Aidan secure: the cell they’d stumbled upon on their first day here. Leftover from when the community had worried about secrecy, the holding cell had silver-lined bars, and was reinforced by steel and rock.
Even if he wanted to, Aidan wouldn’t be able to escape.
Gently, the alphas moved Aidan’s limp form into the holding cell, setting him upon the cot Jeremiah and Gideon had set up before they’d arrived. While Aidan was settled, Lucy had immediately gone to ensure her mother was safe—and attended to—and found Nina and Jeremiah keeping her company.
After exchanging several words with Gloria’s impromptu caretakers, she rushed back to where Aidan still lay unconscious. The small sitting area outside of the cage was no less than twelve feet by twelve feet, but all five of his alphas remained, hovering nearby, in case Aidan needed them.
With them, they had a silver-coated catch pole, capable of holding a werewolf should it become necessary. Sagan had procured it from somewhere within the Jeep Aidan had borrowed, though Lucy didn’t know where.
While Aidan wasn’t expected to remain asleep for long, Seth couldn’t pinpoint when he’d wake up. His wounds had begun healing, the new skin red around where he’d gotten shot, and dried blood still marred the broad panes of his chest. Though his color had improved, Aidan was still ghostly pale.
Lucy waited. Minutes morphed into an hour, and an hour became two. 
Beside her, Seth toyed with a silver dagger that he’d taken from his holster. “Lucy, if Aidan becomes rogue—rabid—we have very few choices available to us.”
“Aidan told me that very few wolves come back from being rogue.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Is that true?”
“It is.”
“And do you have any reason to believe he’d be capable of that?”
“I think we’re borrowing trouble,” came Riaz’ cutting words, his typical joie de vivre long gone. “We don’t even know if he’s gone rogue yet.”
Seth scrubbed a hand through his hair. “No, but the question remains: if he wakes rogue, then we need to figure out what to do. He can’t stay here in Paracel, and we’ve no place to hold a wolf of his strength indefinitely.”
There was a beat of silence.
“We all know what Aidan would want,” came Nova’s quiet words.
Lucy turned to face her. “What would Aidan want?”
“Aidan would want us to keep the nation safe,” she replied. “Aidan wouldn’t want to be kept alive as a rabid wolf.”
Lucy searched the faces of those present, saw the mirrored sentiment lingering behind their eyes. She’d known it was a possibility, but to now be discussing his death—it was almost more than she could bare.
Seth took a step forward, careful. “The problem, Lucy, is that mates tend to follow one another in death.”
Blinking, she flinched as she tried to digest his words. “I don’t understand. What—what are you saying?”
“What he’s saying, Lucy, is that if we condemn Aidan, we may unintentionally condemn you,” Nova said. “Fated mates typically don’t live long after their mate has died. The only thing you have going for you—the only positive in this situation—is that your bond hasn’t been finalized.”
Lucy’s fear transitioned seamlessly to anger. “Our lack of a bond isn’t a positive, Nova.”
Agitated, she held the woman’s gaze, allowing every ounce of her resentment to flow into her eyes. The brilliant blue of Nova’s wolf looked back, but only for seconds before she was forced to look away.
Lucy shifted her gaze to Seth. “If Aidan is rogue—rabid—when he wakes, then we have to do what’s best for the nation. If it comes to that, and I follow him, I’d charge you to keep my mother safe.”
Head bowing, Seth said, “Of course, alpha.”
Spinning back to the cage where Aidan lay, she squeezed her eyes together. None of them could see her cry, not now. 
Fingers tightening against the silver-coated bars, Lucy waited. Every moment that Aidan lay unmoving was a moment that left her raw, the seconds eating away at what little remaining stability she clung to. 
With every fiber of her being, she longed to see the tea green of his eyes, to see him looking back at her and knowing she loved him. Lucy’s vision swam, sniffling against the utter silence of the room.
If Aidan never woke up, he’d never know that she hadn’t knowingly given him up to Citizens, that she hadn’t played into Derek’s hands. 
Lucy had no idea if he’d believed her. Sure, he’d come with her to the barn, and he’d told her to leave when his wolf became volatile, but Aidan had been injured. Dying. What choice had he had but to accept her help?
Leaning her forehead against the bars, tears slipped free and fell to the cement floor. Despairing, she spoke into the silence of the cell, needing to free herself from the burden of what Derek had done.
“Aidan—Aidan might think I betrayed him.”
The alphas behind her stopped breathing. 
“Why the hell would he think that?”
Nothing about Seth’s tone was friendly. When Lucy spun around to face him, it was to gaze into the eyes of his wolf. Each alpha’s wolf peered at her from their human faces, the predators ringing her in. Steeling herself against their uncompromising stares, she backed up against the bars behind her.
“Derek—Derek said something when Aidan got there.”
Seth’s head cocked to the side, the movement eerily predatorial. “What did Derek say, Lucy?”
A shiver skated up her spine, her gut hollow, and she swallowed against a throat parched for water. “Derek, he made it sound as though I brought Aidan to him as he asked.”
No trace of friendliness remained on Seth’s features, and when his lip curled, he looked downright dangerous. “Did Derek ask you to bring Aidan to him, Lucy?”
Tears blurred her vision. “He did.”
A deep growl rumbled in Seth’s throat, echoed by the alphas around him. Heckles raised, Lucy banked against the cage behind her, the bite of silver pressing into her shoulder blades, reminding her she had nowhere to go.
Her heart galloped in her chest, paralyzing her with a bone-deep terror as Seth took a threatening step forward, his wild eyes locked on hers. Then, his words ground out, little more than a growl, almost as if it was difficult for him to speak. 
“Did you betray my alpha?” 
She called upon the courage that now lived within her. “No. Derek asked, and I refused. I left yesterday to spare Aidan that fate, but he followed me. I didn’t—I didn’t know he could do that.”
Seth’s face crumpled, pacing before her. His feet slapped against the concrete slab below him, agitation apparent in every jerky movement. Though she didn’t know him well, didn’t know any of them well, she couldn’t bear to see him in pain.
“I didn’t have time to tell Aidan the entire story before he lost consciousness, and with him being hurt, I just couldn’t…”
Howling in desolation, Seth’s fists clenched. “Aidan—he might believe it. That you betrayed him.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I already put that thought in his head.” Seth’s hands fisted in his hair. “Damnit. Damnit. He’s fighting for his life right now—turning rabid—believing his fated mate betrayed him!”
In his anger, he struck out against the cage beside Lucy, his fist connecting with the bars in an ear-splitting roar. Jolting in surprise, Lucy stumbled to the side, and she landed in a heap on the ground below Seth.
That was when something crashed against the bars above her head. 
Diving for cover, Lucy threw herself away and curled into a ball, desperate to block out the vicious sounds that met her ears. The hair-raising snarl that pierced through the air prickled down Lucy’s spine, raising every alarm in her mind and body. 
A massive obsidian wolf was snapping at the bars, savage, and throwing himself against the cage. Muted lemon-orange eyes fixated on Seth where he held the silver dagger before him, shifting to where Lucy had collapsed against the ground. 
Aggressively shaking his scruff, Aidan’s bared gleaming white teeth were razor-sharp, ready to crush bone and tear flesh. 
Panting, Seth swallowed and straightened, no longer interested in Lucy. “Aidan, you need to show me that you’re still there.” 
Seth’s voice held the overbearing presence of an alpha, but in his eyes, there was only turmoil and strain. Nothing about Seth showed an eagerness to dispense judgment on Aidan. Nothing about him seemed to covet ending his alpha’s life.
Showing no signs of acknowledgement, Aidan launched himself at the bars once more, raging against the gateway that kept them safe. Around her, his alphas tensed, their expressions dropping as they realized the truth. As Lucy realized the truth.
No.
She wouldn’t allow Aidan to succumb to the rabidity those lone wolves had faced. She wouldn’t allow Seth to take his life. If Lucy had the chance to save Aidan, she’d do whatever she could, even if it meant putting her life on the line.
Aidan raged against the door, the sounds of his body meeting the metal repeatedly, making her cringe and her vision blur. While Riaz and Dom worked the catch pole to ensnare Aidan, Seth had rested his forehead against the silver bars, distraught. 
Dashing away the tears, Lucy stiffened her spine and stood up on wobbly legs. “Open the door, Seth.”
Jaw dropping, Seth sputtered, “Are you out of your mind? He’ll kill you!”
Lucy locked eyes with his wolf. “I’m his mate.” She shifted her attention to where Aidan’s wolf was attempting to chew through the silver pole. “Open the damn door.”
A beat of hesitation made Seth freeze, but then, he bowed his head in deference. Slowly, carefully, he turned the lock with one hand, keeping his dominant hand fisted around the dagger in preparation. Lucy slipped inside, and the door closed behind her with a snick.
The wolf within stopped struggling.
Tangerine eyes caught hers, his continuous growl escaping through parted teeth. Though her knees threatened to give out, and her heart thundered in her chest, Lucy didn’t cower. She lifted her chin, met his gaze, and then, she sunk to the floor.
Vulnerable, small, and shaken, Lucy opened herself up to him. The massive werewolf who’d stilled at the other end of the cell, now silent as the grave. But Lucy refused to give up on Aidan. He hadn’t given up on her, and she’d never give up on him. And when she finally spoke, it was to a crowd so silent she could hear her pulse in her ears.
“Aidan, come back to me. You promised me you’d never hurt me; that you’d never hurt your alphas.”
The wolf didn’t move.
She sniffed. “I didn’t betray you, Aidan. What he said, what Derek said—“
Something vicious cut off her words, the wolf shaking his scruff belligerently before stepping forward in clear distaste, his mouth wide and his teeth bared. Eyes round with terror, Lucy couldn’t help but babble. 
“Derek said it to get a rise out of you. When I left—when I left you, Aidan, it was to keep you safe. He made me choose, Aidan. Derek made me choose between you or my mom. He said that if I didn’t bring you to him, he’d kill her. Aidan, Derek was going to kill my mom.”
Saying it out loud made something inside her break.
Shoulders slumping, Lucy’s strength failed her. Falling to her rear from where she’d been crouching, she wrapped her arms around her knees and sobbed. 
She took her attention off Aidan, shuttering her eyes to withhold the pain that threatened to spill out of her. The fear, the turmoil, the devastation that the last twenty-four hours had inflicted upon her was simply too much, and she could no longer pretend she was okay.
Lucy cried.




Chapter Thirty-Three


Pain comes in many forms: physical, where the body bleeds; emotional, where the heart hurts; and mental, where the mind suffers. Through the many centuries of his life, Aidan had experienced all of them.  
He’d been prey to wounds that damaged his body, and he’d suffered emotional devastation at the hands of his enemies. He’d been forced to watch his parents die, not once, but twice.
Very few things compared to the pain of hearing Lucy cry. 
Past the uncontrollable rage that hazed red across his vision, past the poison that blistered through his veins, he heard her weep. The small, frightened sound of her heartbreak broke him, luring him away from the ledge of madness, and back to a mind and body that was still sane.
Lucy was hurting, and it was Aidan’s job to protect her from it.
Leaping into the ecstasy of the shift, Aidan shook off the last tendrils of fog and felt the release of the wire from around his neck. Without looking at the alphas on the other side of the bars, he crossed the distance between him and his mate on two legs. With no warning, he sank to the floor beside her, wrapped her in his arms, and pulled her against his chest.
Realizing it was him, her sobs grew more desperate, and she buried her face against the barren skin of his chest. Purring, Aidan’s fingers sifted through her hair, holding her gently against him. 
“I know, Lucy. I know.”
Each sob wracked her body, and he held her fast against him, unable to let her go. Through their bond, he could feel the turmoil ebbing and flowing within her, and it was all he could do to simply sit with her and allow her to feel his presence.
Distantly, he was aware his alphas had left, providing them the space Lucy so clearly needed. When he’d seen Seth’s rage earlier, he’d reacted on impulse, throwing himself against the cage with every intention of tearing Seth’s head from his body.
Seth had lashed out and startled Lucy—Aidan’s mate—and whether it’d been the sunlight speaking or his own volatile emotions, he hadn’t been able to free himself of the resulting fury.
Until Lucy had cried.
Inhaling the sweet rosy scent that clung to Lucy’s hair and skin, he contented himself in his mate. Shaking himself free of the last remaining vestiges of the poison, he frowned.
“Is your mom safe, Lucy?”
A shudder ran through her. “She’s safe. Nina got her, brought her here.” Shifting in his arms, her red-ringed eyes finally found his. “Aidan, you know I’d never hurt you, right? You know I didn’t betray you?”
“Of course I do, Lucy.” He gently pressed his lips into her forehead. “I trust you.”
She whimpered, clutching at him. “He was gonna kill her, Aidan. He was gonna hurt my mom. I didn’t know what to do and—“
Another sob tore out of her throat, and Aidan pulled her closer. “I know. I know. I would never ask you to risk your mother’s safety for me or trade it for mine. That bond, that connection to the woman who raised you, it’s unbreakable.”
Sniffling against his chest, Lucy nodded.
Closing his eyes, Aidan spoke the truth of it. “My biological parents—both human—died when I was two, Lucy, and Nina’s parents, Vialle and Mordecai, adopted me after discovering me among their bodies. Even though I was a mortal, Vialle was exceptionally tender-hearted, and she couldn’t stand to leave me alone.”
Aidan continued. “Mordecai was the sovereign of his clan, the clan that Nina leads now, and his strength was legendary, but he wasn’t infallible. Twins like Nina and Kaien are unheard of in their society, and honestly, it was a surprise that they made it full term and that Vialle didn’t die during the birth. Fortunately, she was surrounded by healers, including that of her mate.
“If it gives you an indication as to the enormity of what she went through, Vialle was still weak a decade later. Vialle’s older sister, Anya, often transferred energy to her.”
Aidan paused then, grappling with the turmoil of the past. “Vialle’s gifts were such that she held life and death in her hands. Where she willed it, lives could arise, and just as easily, they could be taken away. For a Raeth, it was an unprecedented ability.
“When I was nineteen, and Nina and Kaien were twenty-two, a Raeth sovereign named Rhasos came for Vialle. He wanted her power and would stop at nothing to take it.”
Twisting in his arms, Lucy held him close, knowing he needed it to continue.
“Mordecai died defending his mate that day.” Aidan’s lips pursed, solemn. “When a Raeth sovereign is killed, their clan is overtaken by the one who bested their previous sovereign. Rhasos became clan sovereign the instant Mordecai fell to his blade. 
“On the heels of that transfer, Anya, Kaien, Nina, and I arrived to join the fight. But we arrived too late, and Rhasos killed Vialle in an attempt to siphon her power.
“Kaien went after Rhasos with everything he had, but Rhasos broke his neck, paralyzing him. Upon seeing her twin’s injury, Nina’s gifts emerged, but her abilities were far too visceral for one so green. In protecting Nina, Anya suffered a mortal injury, and did the only thing she could do to help us: she sought the Light and transferred her abilities to us instead.
“With it, Anya gave me her immortality, and her ability to turn wolf. For Nina, it was the ability to steal power and life through blood. As you can imagine, that ability transferred into the vampire breed.”
Lucy’s face was a mask of worry and fear. “What happened to Rhasos?” 
Aidan’s face fell, but pride lingered behind his eyes. “Nina is born of destruction, and her abilities are as formidable as they are ominous. Even at such a young age, she was able to take his life, becoming the clan sovereign of the Blaedes.
“Nina has reigned since she was twenty-two years old. A child in Raeth society, but she’s now one of the longest-serving sovereigns in known Raeth history.”
Surprised, Lucy processed the news. “Nina seems so unassuming.”
Aidan’s mouth lifted in one corner. “Nina is very much like her mother. Tender-hearted. But make no mistake, Lucy, she’s a predator, the same as I. What lives under the skin may be hidden, but it’s never forgotten.” 
Nodding, Lucy’s fingertips traced over his knuckles, down his fingers. “When did you discover that you had the ability to transfer your abilities to others?”
“Four centuries after the fact. Nina sired the first vampire, Blair, just as I created the first werewolf, Seth. Happenstance, really. And though it was an accident, I’ve never considered making Seth a mistake.”
Her hand tightened around his. “I’m sorry about your parents. All of them.”
“You would have loved Vialle. You remind me of her in so many ways.” 
Lucy’s fingers tangled through his short mane before settling on the back of his neck. “She seems like a wonderful woman, taking you in while she cared for twins just older than you.”
Grunting a laugh, he shook his head. “Raeth culture can be notoriously hostile, especially to those outside your clan. Vialle and Nina, however, are the exception to the rule.” 
“Do you still maintain ties with Kaien?” 
A smile splashed across his features. “Kaien and I are as thick as thieves. When I’m not harassing my alphas, I’m generally with the Blaedes. They live in a community outside St. Louis.”
“Does Nina live there with them?”
His humor disappeared. “While Nina reigns as their sovereign, she hasn’t truly lived with them for the past century.”
“Why not?”
“Nina’s story is not mine to tell, love.” He raised her hand to his mouth and brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “Come along, mate, I need to make sure my alphas haven’t rioted.”
Rising, Aidan fought the slight wave of dizziness that accompanied the movement and was grateful when Lucy steadied him. She shot him a look.
“You did just get shot, Mr. Wolf.”
Aidan glanced down at his bare chest. “And my shirt paid the price, huh?”
“I’m not complaining about the view.”
Chuckling, they slowly made their way toward the door, where Aidan stopped a moment and ran his hand along the bars. “Can’t say Gideon isn’t prepared. I’m impressed.”
“Let’s hope we never have to see these bars again.”
Aidan couldn’t agree more. It didn’t take long before they happened upon the alphas, all of them pacing around the great hall and wearing similar expressions of anxiety. The moment he walked in, they gathered like moths to a flame.
While all of them looked similarly distraught, it was Seth that drew his immediate attention.
Seth’s face was drawn, and his second looked defeated and lost. As soon as Aidan caught his gaze, the other man dropped his to the ground, a shudder running through him. 
“Seth.”
His alpha flinched, the movement uncharacteristic and submissive. Striding forward, he reached out to grasp Seth’s shoulder, hating the way he shrank away as though expecting to be hit.
“You did nothing wrong.”
And then, he did what Aidan didn’t expect. Flashing forward, Seth embraced him, his grip so blindingly tight that Aidan couldn’t breathe. After a moment of surprise, he returned the affection, knowing his closest friend had been rattled. 
Hands came to Aidan’s shoulders and his arms, the other alphas circling around them and offering support and encouragement where they could. Beside him, Nova rested her head against his arm, her eyes glassy.
Aidan couldn’t help but reassure the man he’d known for eight centuries. “I’m okay, Seth. I’m here. I’m sane. Lucy pulled me out.”
Retreating from their embrace, Seth grasped Aidan’s shoulders, squeezing tightly. “Aidan, I thought we’d lost you. When you shifted—“
Dropping his head, Seth pinched a hand over his eyes, and exhaled a forlorn-sounding sigh that cut Aidan deeply. Searching for the right words, he said, “Have faith in yourself, Seth. You’ll lead well should it come to it.”
But when Seth finally raised his head, his nostrils flared, a look of disbelief and humor upon his face. “I didn’t want to see you rabid. Not because I’d suddenly become king alpha, but because I didn’t want to lose you.”
“I think this lunkhead forgets that people actually care about him.” Lucy’s fingers tangled through Aidan’s, and he beamed down at her.
Not a single one of his alphas debated the thought, and Aidan bowed his head to them. “Thank you for coming for me. For caring for me.”
“Can’t have King Alpha frothing at the mouth,” came Riaz’s jovial comment. “That’d really put a damper on the day.”
Aidan grinned. “Just the day?” 
Smirking, Riaz added, “Meh, maybe two.”
Reaching out, he grabbed Riaz’s shoulder, tempted to flip him on his back, but only squeezed once before releasing the wolf. “It’s the liquid sunlight that’s driving our lone wolves rabid, Seth. Not rogue, rabid.”
“Lucy said as much.” 
Quiet, Aidan drew in a deep breath even though he grimaced partway through and pressed a hand into his wounded flank. “We need to take out the hunter that’s been tagging our people. Have you discovered anything, Riaz?”
Riaz nodded. “We did. While you were napping, Dom and I plotted out the location of each rogue—or rabid—that’s appeared within the last two years.”
“And?”
“The pattern holds true. Clusters of rogues—or rabids—have never happened before. It’s only become an epidemic in the last half year.”
Aidan growled, his eyes turning citrus. “Citizens is responsible for the rabid wolves—every one of them.”




Chapter Thirty-Four


The sound of muffled laughter made Lucy’s hand stall on the doorknob, her chest constricting at the sound. It’d been years since she’d heard it from her mother, and now, hearing it twice in the last week, tugged on her heartstrings.  
Entering slowly to keep her mother from startling, she paused at the sight before her. Nina, smiling ear to ear, held Lucy’s mother’s hand as the pair giggled about nonsensical things. Derek had never appreciated her mother, and for years, she had been her only true companion.
To see her mother smiling—and laughing—with another, was a true saving grace.
“Momma.” Whispered words prompted the woman to glance up to where she stood with Aidan. Beaming, Gloria inhaled and jumped to her feet.
“Lulu.”
No longer did her mother look frightened or frazzled, and she’d been outfitted in new clothing and her hair had been tamed. That alone made Lucy want to sob with relief.
Swiftly enfolded in her mother’s timeless embrace, Lucy savored each second of the contact, sufficiently rattled by what’d happened since she last saw her. But right now, her mother remembered her. Right now, her mother knew her, and she would take every moment she could.
Over the next hour, Lucy reintroduced Aidan to her mother, who gathered the daunting werewolf in her arms like she’d known him all of her life. Calling him a “nice young man,” Aidan instantly became her favorite—again.
And when they spoke about moving her to Iowa where Lucy desired to make her life, her mother was overjoyed. Her only condition? That her window at the care facility had a view of cornfields.
Fortunately, that wouldn’t be a problem.
Sensing her mother’s exhaustion, Lucy turned to the werewolf beside her. “Aidan?”
“Yes, love?”
“Can I have a few minutes with my mom?”
Tenderness swept through his face, and he squeezed her hand. “Of course, Lucy. I’ll go get you something to eat. You need me, just call.”
Silently, he retreated from the room and closed the door behind him. Alone with her mother, Lucy’s tears sprung anew. Heart aching, she whispered the words her mother needed to hear.
“I’m gonna be okay, Momma.” 
Lucy leaned closer, her hand tenderly grasping her mother’s dainty fingers. “Aidan loves me, and I love him. We’ll be together forever, Momma, so don’t you worry about me anymore. I’m gonna be okay.”
Lucy brushed one final tender kiss over her mother’s forehead, willing the woman to know the truths that lay on her heart. Nothing and no one could replace her mother, but at least now, she had a family. A home. A mate.
And though her mother might never understand the depth of emotion she felt for Aidan, there was a piece of her that would know. 
Of that, she was certain.
By the time she left her mother’s quarters, Aidan had already gathered a list of care facilities in Iowa City that would offer her mother the same amenities that she’d had in Winnetka—and had a view of cornfields. 
Exhaustion beat at her, and she all but collapsed onto the couch beside Aidan as the sun set. Covering her with a blanket, Aidan gently massaged her hand, his cheek pressed into hers as she leaned back against him. 
Yawning, she snuggled into him and asked, “Are you ever going to mate with me?”
A shockwave jolted through Aidan’s body, and for a moment, he didn’t respond. She could almost feel him warbling between answers, his hesitation almost palpable.
“Lucy, are you certain you’re ready to take the next step? Today has been … difficult, and I don’t want you to commit to something you’re not entirely ready for.”
Sitting up, Lucy met the gaze that stared out at her from a face she’d come to love. “After the day we’ve had, I’ve never been more sure.”
“Mating is forever, Lucy, and for immortals, that’s a very long time.”
She smirked. “Feeling a little gun shy?”
Aidan reared backward, his expression shifting to all bravado and pride. “Heck no. I just want to make sure you know what you’re getting yourself into.”
“I have a pretty good idea, Aidan.” Giving him a taunting smile, she tilted her head to the side, offering herself up to him on a platter. “Bite me, mate.”
A moment’s hesitation stalled Aidan’s movements, but when he cupped a hand against her cheek, she shivered at the contact. Gently, he pressed his lips onto her neck, kissing the spot with a reverence and respect she could feel both through their unfinalized mating bond and through his actions.
Then, a pinch.
Blazing to life within her mind—within her soul—the mating bond flared with an unexpected vibrancy. What’d been ghosting and nascent before was suddenly aflame, searing through her head like wildfire.
In a move as timeless and primal as fire itself, her body moved on autopilot and her blunt teeth sunk into Aidan’s neck, securing the bond between them. Droplets of blood swelled on her tongue.
But then his mouth found hers, fervent and unyielding as the shockwaves of their mating twinged through her body. It was as if she’d been missing a vital piece of her soul, only now realizing it was Aidan.
Desire exploded between them, the electricity of their kiss scorching and energizing in one fell swoop. Her nails raked down his back, needing him to ground her as she free fell into the euphoric bliss of their mating bond. Groaning, she clung to him when he picked her up, walked her to the bedroom, and closed the door behind him.




Chapter Thirty-Five


“You’re telling me that  sunlight drives werewolves rabid?“ The vampire councilwoman stood with her hands on her hips, hovering behind the Elemental monarch.
“At least in its liquid form.” Aidan leaned back against the chair he currently occupied, casting a glance toward Rona. “Werewolves share common ancestry with vampires; it stands to reason that your weaknesses could be ours.”
“And vice versa,” Nina interjected from where she perched atop a credenza. “Vampires may be driven into bloodlust by silver nitrate.”
Drake’s gaze lingered thoughtfully on his sire before returning to Aidan. “Let’s hope we don’t find out.”
Aidan had gathered the assembled dignitaries not long after he’d met with his alphas, concluding that Citizens must’ve deployed hunters to target lone wolves. The informal grouping of immortal world’s leaders was the test run before the summit in two days hence. Now, littered around Gideon’s conference table, they mulled over the devastating news.
“We started tracking our escalating rogue issue—what we thought at the time—sometime earlier this year,” Seth explained, crossing his arms from beside Aidan. “Our hunters were keeping up, but just barely.”
“I’ve pulled the lone wolves back into dens for the time being,” Aidan began, “until we can figure out how to handle the hunters. If they don’t find the ‘prey’ that they’re looking for, they might ease off.”
Seth nodded. “Lone wolves are notoriously disagreeable, but hopefully, Aidan’s warning will encourage them to pack up.”
“And if not—“ A hint of a smirk ghosted on Aidan’s lips, ”—I’ll persuade them. Now that we know what’s going on, we can at least manage around it. I don’t think any of Citizens’ hunters will have the wherewithal to approach pack territory. There are simply too many wolves there. Too many eyes.”
Seth placed the single shell Aidan had snagged from the Winnetka house on the table. “The rounds they used were a mix of silver nitrate and photosynthetic fluid—also known as liquid sunlight. We believe that this was originally intended to kill the lone wolves, but when they figured out the sunlight could drive them rabid, they went to that alone.”
Nina’s attention landed on Aidan. “The combo was used on you?”
He nodded, but it was Lucy who answered. “When he attacked Greg and Derek, they used the dual ammunition. Fortunately, he’s too stubborn to die.”
“Perhaps an antidote to the sunlight-induced rabies could be derived from your blood,” Seth pondered, one finger tapping his chin as the wheels worked in his head.
“By all means, Seth, have at it.”
The room was quiet for a moment before Nina’s melodic voice interceded. “Do you believe your overcoming the dual rounds was more attributed to your biology or circumstance?”
Rubbing his neck, Aidan locked eyes with his sister. “I couldn’t say. The silver nitrate may have taken my life if the alphas hadn’t shown up in time, or I might have succumbed to rabidity if Lucy hadn’t held sway.”
Nina nodded solemnly as her features pinched. “Perhaps we can create a similar antidote for vampires in the event they’re poisoned with sunlight.”
“Yes, please.” 
Kane’s immediate response had Aidan smirking. An invention of similar ilk would have saved the vampire quite a bit of heartache—both literally and metaphorically.
“Quite a strange world we live in,” Drake murmured quietly, “where the predator fears the prey.”
Silence ebbed through the space as the morose thought took hold and seeped into their bones. A tick started in Aidan’s jaw before he spoke. “Disturbing, indeed.”
Beside him, Lucy stirred. “Before Aidan came to get me, Derek told me that you were the one who killed Victor, Gideon.”
The Elemental locked eyes with Lucy and dipped his chin. “That’s true.”
Shock reflected through their mating bond, fear and trepidation following readily in its wake. Lucy, however, battled through it to speak once more. “How could you have killed him in cold blood?”
A myriad of emotions coursed behind Gideon’s eyes before he drew in a deep breath. “Earlier this year, Rona and I went to meet with Victor and Jay regarding a business deal. After an altercation that rendered Rona unconscious and me bleeding out from a stab wound, I followed Victor to Maui waving a white flag. Victor attempted to kill us both, and would’ve succeeded in doing so, if I hadn’t opened the sinkhole.”
“Victor had no intention of letting us live, even when we were desperate for peace.” Rona’s fingers coiled lovingly around Gideon’s shoulder, his hand raising to cup hers. 
“That’s who Citizens is, Lucy,“ Aidan added, seeing the sense of awareness dawning behind Lucy’s gaze. “We can all agree that they need to be eliminated.” 
Lucy’s shoulders slumped, but her resolve didn’t falter. “When I was with Derek, he and Greg spoke about something else that we need to discuss.”
The room held its breath. 
“They spoke about ‘the other immortal,’ someone they talked to Torrin about. I think they are planning on abducting someone.”
Nina frowned. “Did they mention any other details?”
“Just that the person they were tracking, a male, rarely has a companion with him when he goes out.”
“That could be anyone, anywhere.” Drake exhaled. “They know of our headquarters, Nova’s den, Paracel. Given the fact that they’ve been targeting wolves around the country, who knows what other information they’ve gathered. The only breed that may be safe from it are the Raeths.”
Aidan glanced at the sole Raeth representative in the room, weighing her reaction.
“That doesn’t mean we can be any less vigilant.” Nina lifted her eyes to study the leaders around her. “A time may be coming where we are all tested, where our new ties of peace are put under strain. We mustn’t allow them to win.”
After the meeting had dispersed and most of the dignitaries had left the room, Aidan caught Gideon’s eye. The Elemental monarch had remained behind to speak with Nina regarding several last-minute changes to the summit.
Lucy, waiting in the wings behind Aidan, dropped an adoring peck on his cheekbone before flitting off with Toni down the long hallway outside. His eyes followed her out before he turned to Gideon.
“Gideon, may I speak with you?”
“Of course, Aidan.” Nodding once to Nina, eyes of molten gold returned to Aidan’s face. “The floor’s yours.”
“Lucy and I have mated.”
A sly smile broke out on Gideon’s face. “Congratulations, wolf.”
Aidan respectfully nodded his head. “It is her desire to remain here and train with you. As we’re mated, it would be difficult for us to live apart.”
“And your request would be to live here in Paracel with her?” Gideon’s eyes narrowed a fraction as he held Aidan’s gaze. The Elemental leaned back in his chair, tenting his hands in front of him.
“That would be my request.”
“Have you no den of your own?”
Aidan smirked. “I never saw the merit of it. The world is my territory.”
Keen eyes regarded him neutrally before Gideon spoke again. “Should I grant you citizenship here, Aidan, what would happen if you disagreed with something I institute?”
“The Elemental nation is separate from mine, Gideon,” he negated with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But while I’m here, I’ll submit to your authority.”
“Will you?” An element of surprise colored the monarch’s voice. “Only days ago, you took my throat when I dared to mention that some things are more important than your mate.”
Aidan’s shoulders sagged before he could stop them. “I see your point. And I wouldn’t blame you, Gideon, if you refused. But now that we’ve finalized our mating, our bond is secure, and my wolf is less … volatile.” 
“Is that the politically correct way of saying you won’t strangle me again?”
“I’d rather bit off my own tail, Gideon.”
The Elemental was silent for a beat before he extended a hand to Aidan. “Welcome to Paracel, Aidan.”




Chapter Thirty-Six


Lucy hovered on the periphery of the conversation between Toni and Rona, waiting for Aidan to reappear. When he finally rounded the corner, he and Gideon were deep in discussion. 
Muttering a lame excuse to her forgiving companions, she hesitantly strode over to her mate and the leader of her people. The pair of rulers paused just inside the great hall, Gideon making a motion toward the street outside before veering off to speak with Rukia.
Lucy pounced. “What’d he say?”
“That we’re going to have to find somewhere to live.”
Her face fell before Aidan’s warm chuckle rioted above her. “Here, love. He said there are a couple of empty houses. We have our choice.”
Her eyes widened in eager surprise before she wrapped her arms around his neck. “House shopping! Every woman’s dream!”
Aidan rolled his eyes, but there was no denying the adoration he held for her. Picking her up, Aidan’s lips claimed hers in tender affection, uncaring for the slew of immortals that dotted haphazardly around them.
“I’m just excited that I’ll actually have a place to call my own … with my very own mate.” Lucy snuggled her face into his neck and inhaled devotedly. “We do have to make sure the house has one thing, though.”
“What’s that?”
“A doggy door.”
“Very funny, love.”
Three houses later, they’d eagerly settled on a spacious two story with a direct line to the forest behind. It also helped that Lucy had fallen head over heels in love with the spacious, updated kitchen and there were enough spare rooms to house a small army.
“It’ll be perfect for when your alphas come to visit,” Lucy murmured from where she’d snuggled into his chest amid their new living room. “Or the formerly lone wolves I’ll bribe to come here with food.”
Chuckling, Aidan’s palm delicately traced over her back in a soothing motion. “You’re already winning our nation over, love. Come on, let’s go to the compound. We’ll need to borrow a car to go see what furniture we can rustle up in Iowa City.”
Walking into the brisk chill of the autumn night, they breathed deeply. Aidan’s arm coiled around her midsection, which was covered by a heavy fleece jacket. Lucy gripped him fiercely, snuggling her face into his shirt as she relished the warmth of the werewolf. 
“I love you, Aidan.”
Aidan’s echo of the sentiment was nearly drowned out when five wolves barked and yipped as they descended on the mated pair. Lucy crouched and eagerly opened her arms for them. Instantly enveloped in the joyous greetings of five massive werewolves, Lucy almost didn’t notice when Aidan’s expression changed.
As he watched her interacting with his alphas, his eyebrows knit together, a faraway look descending into the green of his eyes. It was as if he was finally realizing what he was missing all these years. A bare second later, he was crouching beside her, the alphas showing him the same amount of affection they’d given her.




Chapter Thirty-Seven


Two days later, Gideon and the Elementals had welcomed every vampire council member and the Raeths with their assembled lieutenants. By the time they’d gathered in the great hall to commence the summit, there were nearly forty people assembled. 
Obligatory greetings were exchanged, and hands were shaken. Aidan, quite at ease among any crowd, smiled charmingly through Lucy’s death grip on his arm. While his mate was well accustomed to the immortals she’d met thus far, she’d now been inundated with ancients of a different ilk than she’d encountered before.
And some, Aidan acknowledged with an inward grunt, were far more inhuman than others. As was the case with the Raeth sovereign in front of them, flanked by his two lieutenants.
“You’re rather new, I take it?” 
Isaiah’s dark brown eyes peered at Aidan’s mate with disinterest. The Raeth, sovereign of the Slyth clan based in Utah, had far and away been the most outspoken of the original twelve delegates who’d assembled for the peace accords. A sharp tongue paired with an irascible temper, Isaiah never had any qualms in speaking his mind.
“We’ve only just mated,” Lucy answered with an innocently sweet smile. “Have you a mate?”
A smirk that somehow lightened Isaiah’s arrogance. “I do not have a mate.” He paused then, giving Lucy an assessing glance. “I wish you well in your mating.”
“Most appreciated, Isaiah.” Aidan stoically held the other man’s eyes until they were both distracted by another’s approach.
A vampire of South Asian descent, Lucius’s warm smile and friendly demeanor was a stark contrast from the icy contempt of the Raeth sovereign in front of him. “Aidan.”
“Lucius, it’s been too long.” Aidan greeted the vampire elder with a firm handshake and genuine grin, happy to see the other man again.
“Indeed.” Eyes of lightest brown shifted to meet the pleasant gaze of Aidan’s mate. “It is my understanding that you’ve recently mated. I come to offer my congratulations.”
Lucy held out her hand. “I’m Lucy. It’s wonderful to meet you, Lucius.”
“And you as well, Lucy.” Grinning, the vampire’s expression dissolved into a smirk when he winked. “Though you can call me Luc. All my friends do.”
Chuckling, Lucy was immediately enthralled with the charismatic vampire. “Is that what we are? Friends?”
“He’s everyone’s friend,” Aidan answered honestly, then remembered his manners. “Luc, I’m not certain if you’ve ever met Isaiah?”
“I have not.” Lucius extended a hand toward the Raeth, which was dutifully accepted. “I assume these are your lieutenants?”
“Derikles, my second.” Isaiah nodded toward his tattooed male companion, then toward the far quieter female on his left. “And Circe, one of our healers.”
“Pleasure to meet you.” Lucius’ eyes lingered on the scarlet-haired Raeth named Circe just before they jumped back to Aidan. “It does me well to know you’re mated, Aidan. It gives hope to the rest of us.”
“Happy to be your muse, Luc.” Aidan then spotted Kaien a short distance away. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to make Lucy’s introduction to someone else.”
Lucy called out an apologetic goodbye as he whisked her off toward where Kaien and Nina stood. Kaien, however, had seen them coming. The massive Raeth male was built like a well-oiled machine, his form containing a lightness that hinted toward his inherent athleticism. Behind the ruggedly handsome features were deep, rich brown eyes that brightened as he caught sight of Aidan’s mate.
“Kaien.” 
Gripping his brother’s forearm in a customary warrior to warrior greeting, Kaien’s reserved smile made an appearance. “Aidan. Our sister tells me that you’ve finally conceded defeat.”
Lucy was already beaming when Kaien looked to her. “If by conceding defeat, you mean mating, then yes.” A grin. “I’m so happy to finally meet you, Kaien.”
As Kaien embraced Aidan’s mate in a welcoming hug, he spoke. “The pleasure is all mine, Lucy. Welcome to our family.”
Coiling his arm around Lucy’s waist after they parted, Aidan tucked her into his flank and watched as the immortals mingled before them. Conversation abounded and no one looked murderous, all of which Aidan considered a good thing.
Nina silently appeared next to them and exhaled impatiently. “I suppose I should call the meeting to order.”
“Wait a few minutes,” Aidan commented offhandedly as he placed a loving kiss on his sister’s cheek. “Everyone looks to be enjoying themselves.”
Nina’s icy blue gaze shot out to re-examine the crowd before she pouted her lips. “I’m simply happy no one has brandished a weapon or claimed blood debt.” 
“That is a positive,“ Kaien echoed from beside her. 
Standing abreast, it was impossible to miss the familial resemblance between the twins. Though Kaien was a good head and shoulders above his sister, they were unmistakably kin.
“It’s been too long since we were all together.” Nina’s voice was quiet as she spoke from beside them, but Aidan knew she wasn’t speaking about the dignitaries. She was speaking about the three of them.
Kaien swung his gaze over to look at his sister. “Perhaps you should visit us occasionally, Nina. Aidan is there far more often than you are.”
“That’s because Aidan is homeless.” A smug smile overtook Nina’s full lips. “Or was, until two days ago.”
Even as the good-natured comment tugged at Aidan’s lips, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his sister needed a reminder. “Eternity is a long time to be alone, Nina, and you’re no stranger to it.”
“This coming from the man who was committed to living as a lone wolf chasing rabbits all over the Americas?” She raised a skeptical eyebrow at him before a genuine smile played over her features. “My, how mating has changed you.”
A rare smile parted Kaien’s lips while Aidan merely bobbed his head happily. Lucy, swathed around his core in a loving embrace, beamed up at him while Nina took a step away from them and into the throng of immortals.
“On behalf of Gideon and the Elementals.” Nina’s voice transcended the chorus of noise that’d begun to dull at her first words. “Welcome to Paracel. Let us commence.”
Around the perimeter of the room were stacked chairs that easily assembled into an informal circle. Fortunately, there was no posturing given the fact that it was a spherical room, and no one had to fight over the leading position.
Immortals, as it were, tended toward territoriality. Especially wolves.
As alphas in their own right, Aidan hadn’t kept tabs on his crew as they filtered through the other dignitaries. Even so, he was aware that they’d dutifully interacted with each of the other races, and had been nothing short of exemplary in their social graces.
Given their smaller group, the werewolves were able to sit abreast instead of sticking to rows like some of the other species. Unfortunately, as they were assembled by merit of their race, Lucy sat with the Elementals. A similar predicament had affected Toni and Drake, Kane and Nova, and Gideon and Rona.
That didn’t, however, stop Aidan from locking eyes with Lucy and reassuring his mate with a simple smile. She sat next to Toni, the two fast friends and whispering as their heads drew together.
Quite at ease in front of the large group of immortals, Nina regally took center stage to address the delegates. Even now, surrounded by the most potently powerful beings on the planet, Nina stood out.
Naturally poised, she held attention without equal. Raeth sovereigns, as a whole, were on another level entirely. But given the breadth and depth of Nina’s strength, she commanded nothing but respect from even the most cunning of Raeth sovereigns.
Aidan had never been more proud of her.
“Welcome,” she began. “We appreciate your willingness to attend. As you know, the peace accords were signed into existence several months ago, and our nations have begun collaborating and partnering toward the betterment of our societies.
Shifting to address all sides of the population, Nina continued, “In addition, we now face an unprecedented threat against our united communities. The Citizens of the Light have waged covert war on our people and created weaponry that threatens our lives. To counter this unique risk, we must partner together to overcome the perils they pose.
“Before we begin, it is incumbent upon me to remind you that violence here is strictly prohibited, as well as using any of your breed’s abilities against another. With that said, Aidan has information related to a recent encounter with several Citizens members. Aidan, the floor is yours.”
As Nina withdrew, Aidan stood. 
Undaunted, he swept to the center. “Over the last half year, the werewolf nation has been experiencing marked increases in what we thought was our rogue population with no clear cause. For those unfamiliar, rogues are werewolves that’ve given in to their baser natures.”
Aidan sighed. “When Lucy was abducted, I was shot with their dual sun-silver ammunition. Through that process, we discovered it was that ammunition—the liquid sunlight—that drove our lone wolves rabid, not rogue.” 
Aidan’s expression tightened. “Since then, we’ve called the lone wolves back to the dens, at least until we can determine how to minimize the threat they face. While Lucy was in Citizens’ captivity, she overheard that they plan to abduct an immortal in the near future, but we know very little else regarding the plot.”
“That gives us nothing to go on,” Isaiah remarked, his expression bland.
“They’d have to be very well coordinated to capture an immortal of any strength,” Zeke’s voice penetrated the silence that’d followed Isaiah’s snide comment. “From what we’ve witnessed thus far, they seem barely able to maintain their own members.”
“While that may be true,” Aidan said as he relinquished the floor. “They’ve successfully killed several of my people, and we are not so easily slain.”
Nina stood from where she sat, flanked by Kaien, who was her second, and Remmus, her third. “All of us will need to practice caution. Until we know more, there is little that can be done to prepare. However, there is additional information that we’ve come across, which needs to be shared across our borders. Lucy, an earth Elemental, was retrieved from their base of operations where she’d been forced to practice for them.”
For more reasons than one, Aidan was happy Nina didn’t share the fact that Lucy had been engaged to one of them.
Continuing, Nina spoke of what Lucy had revealed. “Lucy was able to identify the de facto leader of the group: Torrin Scayde. Apparently, he heads a major newspaper in New York.”
“Which could spell trouble should he choose to divulge us to the broader world.” The Raeth sovereign Nero pursed his lips from where he sat, the Polynesian man typically a cheerful influence on their meetings. For once, no joviality colored his expression.
“Indeed.” Agreeing, Nina shifted to face another portion of the audience. “Let’s hope that’s not his end game.”
“It’d be difficult to convince the broader human populace that immortals live among them and have for centuries,” Gideon chimed in. “It’d be a tough sell, and one that would tarnish any repute he has with the world at large should he fail.”
“Perhaps that’s why he’s yet to do so.” Drake’s deep voice carried across the room. “He may be building an iron clad case against us, and abducting the immortal is simply another notch on the rung.”
“What about discrediting him before he makes his move?” Rukia offered from the Elemental section.
Nina subtly shook her head. “We’d need something that’d cast no doubt, something that might not even be there to begin with.”
“Easy enough when you can manipulate people’s minds,” Isaiah happily supplied while he cast his stony gaze toward Nina. 
“There are lines we will not cross, Isaiah,” Nina retorted, meeting his sordid glare without flinching. “We cannot stoop to their level and expect to arise unscathed.”
Isaiah was not so easily deterred, standing as the eyes of the room went to him. “Is it not worth it to save the immortal races from exposure and potential extinction?”
Nina gave pause for a moment while she weighed the merits of Isaiah’s question. When she dropped her gaze in consideration moments later, she drew in a restorative breath. “Fortunately, that question is not mine to answer.” Casting her eyes over to the vampire leaders, she nodded her head toward them. “It’s theirs.”
Before any vampire could respond, Isaiah smirked and lowered his chin to peg Nina with a smug look. “For one born of destruction, you have a shockingly low tolerance for our inherent characteristics.”
“And you embody them, Isaiah,” came her apathetic reply. “Sit down.”
Smirk still ringing on his features, the Raeth sovereign took his seat while Nina pivoted to regard the vampire councilmembers with an open expression. “The choice is yours, councilors.”
Kane, who’d already been discussing the request privately with Drake before Nina gave them the floor, pursed his lips before his sapphire blue gaze speared toward leaders of each race. “We’d have to discuss the merits and detriments of such a request in private before we could give our answer.”
Aidan agreed with their decision. Though Isaiah had certainly stirred the pot, coming to a consensus behind closed doors was far wiser than the alternative. Had his people been capable of such abilities, he would’ve likely made the same call.
“A wise choice,” Gideon praised, giving a subtle nod of approval. “Though we’ve yet to determine how we’d formulate a plot against Torrin. It goes without saying that it’d have to be airtight, and certainly extravagant enough to discredit the editor of one of the largest publications in the U.S.”
Nero had regained his cheerful persona, throwing a wicked grin toward Gideon. “Perhaps we should halt our game planning until the vampires have confirmed they’ll play ball.”
“Agreed.” Returning to his seat, Aidan crossed his arms. “We can circle around to it once they’ve made their decision.”
Agreement murmured between the assembled parties of the summit before Nina spoke once more. “Lucy, would you care to offer additional insight into Citizens?”
Blinking, Aidan’s mate stood tentatively from her chair as silence ebbed through the hall. Offering her a reassuring smile, he leaned back in his seat and cast the assembled dignitaries a tight expression, daring anyone to be cruel. 
Nina, thankfully, stayed in the middle of the circle as she approached. Through their bond, Aidan could feel Lucy’s relief at having Nina’s supportive presence to share the stage.
Clutching her hands together, she inhaled shakily. “When I was with Citizens, I knew of several other members. One was Torrin, whom I’ve only met once. Derek Wallace is one of the leaders, as was Greg Davis. But Greg was killed when Aidan came to get me. And then, there was Victor Bernardino.”
“And thanks to Gideon, he’s no longer an issue,” Zeke added.
Lucy’s features tightened, clearly something perplexing her. But Aidan wasn’t the only one who noticed. Lucius spoke softly, unobtrusively. “Lucy, is there something else you believe we should know?”
“Possibly.” She shifted uneasily on her feet. “Victor and Torrin served together in the Marines. They were close, and by all accounts, Torrin was devastated when he heard that Victor had died.”
“That doesn’t bode well for you, Gideon.” Isaiah’s indifference only added to the banality of his statement.
Gideon’s humor at the jeer highlighted in the gold of his inhuman eyes. “I appreciate the sentiment, Isaiah. I’ll be certain to have you on speed dial should they come to abduct me.”
“They’ve known where Paracel is for months,” Rukia jested beside him, the woman raising a skeptical eyebrow while she leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. “They’ve not come marching down Main Street yet.”
Drake leveled an incredulous gaze at the water Elemental. “There’s no telling how long they knew of our council building before they attempted to subvert us. The fact that they’ve yet to strike may simply be a case of opportunity.”
“The fact of the matter is that they know of several of our locations while we know next to nothing of theirs.” Zeke effortlessly commanded the attention of the room. “They’ve been one step ahead of us for months now. That will only change if and when we take offensive action.”
Nina’s icy gaze was full of mistrust, but Aidan knew it had little to do with his words. “What are you suggesting, Ezekiel?”
The weight of Nina’s words hung in the balance as the two sovereigns locked eyes. “We know where Torrin works. It wouldn’t be difficult to engineer an accident.”
“There are too many people in Citizens for that.“ Lucy adamantly shook her head. “You’d just create a monster. Torrin may be the head, but he’s not the only one with power.”
“How many people?” Kane’s eyebrows furrowed.
Genuine sadness fell over Lucy’s expression. “I don’t know the exact number, but I do know that Torrin said they’ve added hundreds to their group this year alone. They’ve been recruiting.”
“All the more reason to strike sooner rather than later.” Isaiah turned to vampires. “Make your decision quickly. Or we’ll have to implore Nina for her services rather than yours.”
Nina’s cutting glare did nothing to dispel Isaiah’s words. “Regardless of the mechanics, we mustn’t forget that Torrin likely knows Lucy divulged his place of work. He may be expecting us to take action against him.” 
“Then we better send someone who doesn’t matter,” Isaiah offered helpfully.
Aidan barely contained the feral growl that lingered in his throat. “No one is disposable.”
“True enough, Aidan,” Nina countered as she turned to him. “Let us table this discussion until we’ve arrived at an answer from the vampire court. For the time being, what other topics of dialogue remain?”
When no one came forth with additional points of interest, Nina gave a silent nod. “Then let us dispense with formality.”
No quicker than the words had been spoken that Aidan had risen to stride over to Lucy. Beaming at him as she straightened in her seat, his mate looked joyous at his impending arrival. He swept her into his arms moments later, his lips capturing her possessively, boldly, in front of the entire room of assembled immortals. 
“Easy there, killer.” Jeremiah’s words were light-hearted. “We all know she’s yours.”
Chuckling through the end of the kiss, Aidan’s eyes locked with the seafoam green ones that held him. “You did well, love.”
“Indeed, Lucy,” Gideon added. “Your words were well spoken.”
Blushing, she sank into her chair once more as she murmured the obligatory thank you. Eyes catching his, she spoke to Aidan. “I was so nervous.”
“I’d dare anyone to take a shot at you when your mate is the werewolf alpha.” Jeremiah joked, a lopsided grin brimming on his features. “That’d be like poking a sleeping bear who’s one calorie short of a full winter hibernation.”
“Oddly specific … but true enough,” Gideon smirked. “Good thing he’s on our side.”
Lucy couldn’t agree more.




Ready For More?


Thank you for reading Within Immortal Beasts! If you enjoyed reading Aidan and Lucy’s story, the next installment of the Immortal Accords series,  From Tortured Fates, will be on shelves soon! After being tortured within an inch of his life, Lucius struggles to withhold the starving predator within—and it’s the woman who rescued him that he’s hungry for.
From Tortured Fates is now available for pre-order!




Join My Readers Group!


Join my  Readers Group on Facebook for the latest news, book release info, and giveaways!
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